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For Dad.

You believed in me, and that meant everything.











  
  





















A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.

—John A. Shedd, Salt from My Attic, 1928
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US War Bonds





Brooklyn, New York, December 1943 

Wally Lipkin sat in a rusted deck chair on the rooftop of his Kensington brownstone, knowing it would soon be his time to die. Now that Roosevelt’s War Department had lowered the draft age to eighteen, Wally’s number would be up in a week. Before long, he’d find himself aboard a battleship like Mel Lieberman from apartment 2-D, flying a fighter plane like Ralphie Feldman from down the hall, or trudging knee-deep through European muck like his pal Johnny Milhouser. All three had enlisted, gone through basic training, and shipped off like the millions of other brave men of his age. But Wally wasn’t like Mel or Ralphie or Johnny. Deployment would mean the end for a guy like him, plain and simple.

He fastened his helmet’s chinstrap, buttoned his coat against the stubborn New York cold, and squinted through the air-raid warden binoculars he’d been provided by the civilian defense captain. He aimed the lenses past the belching smokestacks of Brooklyn’s riverside factories toward the sunset sparkle that danced across the East River. His gaze followed the winter chop to the giant troopships that cut the frosty white wakes, charging toward ports unknown. For months now, the Brooklyn Navy Yard had teemed with steel vessels heading into and out of the waterway. The yard was the pride of Wally’s borough, and arguably the most important place in New York, feeding soldiers to the insatiable war that devoured men like candy.

Wally let the binoculars fall to his chest on the strap around his neck, closed his eyes, and blew a frosty cloud into the air. He listened to the distant cries of seagulls, squealing their irritability in D-sharp. Their cacophony did nothing to ease the anxiety that percolated in his gut like a pot of his mother’s rationed coffee. Even the gulls knew he was doomed.

The white leather belt of his new uniform rode up his waist, a reminder of how poorly his air-raid warden role suited him. He was slender, had a weak constitution, and was prone to attacks of “anxiety neurosis,” the name for the way his brain regularly betrayed him, the villain with whom he persistently grappled. It was a condition for which there appeared to be no cure, and his fear of it was why he’d worked so hard to keep it secret from everyone.

Since the war began, Germans had been targeting Jews like him all over Europe, giving Wally a particular sense of purpose, a need to do his part to stop the violence, to end the treachery, to defeat the Nazis no matter the personal price. After all, Jewish stories were filled with tales of sacrifice, and Wally’s ancestors would expect nothing less of him. Like those men aboard the ships leaving Brooklyn, he, too, would feed the voracious appetite of war, even if that appetite leaned kosher.

He had taken the air-raid warden job to prepare for his inevitable military duty, to help him grapple with his condition, to steel his nerves in the relative safety of his own neighborhood, before he had to put it all on the line for himself, his fellow soldiers, and his country. Now, after six weeks of civilian service training, it was Wally’s role to keep a vigilant lookout three nights a week, fill out an evening log, pass fliers around the neighborhood warning of chemical attacks or aerial bombings, instruct Brooklynites to turn off their lights, and to take part in air-raid drills like the one tonight, his first since taking the job. If he could pull this off, maybe he could heed the call of his country and his people, defeat his betraying brain, and avoid passing out on a battlefield when his time came.

The sound of creaking metal drew his attention to the roof’s edge, where Audrey Milhouser, Johnny’s seventeen-year-old sister, was climbing off the fire escape.

“There you are,” she called, and strolled over.

Audrey’s hair was nut-brown and cut short, though tonight it appeared to hold more curl than she usually gave it. Her blue eyes were filled with curiosity. Her lavender wool coat was bright and clean, which Wally thought was impractical for climbing fire escapes. He had known her since before she’d started to curve, and even though Audrey was a month older than him and smarter than he was by a fair measure, he still saw her as Johnny’s little sister. In the months since his friend and neighbor Johnny had deployed, Audrey would find Wally whenever she was bored or lonely, even when her timing was terrible. And tonight, it was terrible.

“You shouldn’t be here,” said Wally.

“When’s it supposed to happen?” said Audrey, chewing her Beech-Nut gum.

Wally leaned back in his chair and withdrew his uncle’s silver pocket watch from his warden’s vest.

“It’s five twenty. Air-raid drill is at five thirty-two, right after sunset.”

“Perfect.” Audrey dragged forward her own deck chair and took a seat. She exhaled into the icy air, enveloping Wally in a peppermint cloud, and then sang the Beech-Nut Chewing Gum jingle.


“The minty taste of Beech-Nut gum 
I’ve got to go and get me some. 
The minty taste—it lasts so long 
And makes me sing this Beech-Nut song.”


Audrey’s vocal skills were impressive, honed from years in the vocal ensemble and church choir, but today she was just getting in the way.

“I mean it,” said Wally. Feathery steam from his own breath rose between them. “I want to be alone.”

Audrey rolled her eyes. “No one wants to be alone, Walter.”

Wally wished Johnny were still around to keep Audrey out of his hair and explain to her that there were some things guys needed to do without distraction. But Johnny was exactly where he wanted to be, in the thick of danger. He was one of the fearless ones.

“Audrey—”

“I’ll stay out of your way.” She ran her forefinger in an X across her heart. “Promise.”

Wally shook his head, suddenly feeling the beads of sweat that had begun to freeze along his hairline, heeding the winter chill. He closed his eyes and counted Mississippis, a trick that sometimes kept him focused and steady. The last thing he wanted was a girl to see him faint, even if that girl was Audrey.

Wally’s anxiety neurosis had first manifested when he was thirteen, in the basement of the Etz Chaim temple. He had hyperventilated and passed out when Eleanor Getzman tried to kiss him at his cousin Herschel’s bar mitzvah reception. After the attempted osculation, Wally came to on the sticky floor, surrounded by concerned family members. He blamed the incident on the lack of air circulation and the rising room temperature from everyone’s vigorous hora dancing. No one argued the point. His aunt Betsy could really put out some heat.

Eleanor Getzman was too embarrassed by the unwanted attention to contradict his story, but even then, Wally knew something was wrong with him.

Similar fainting episodes continued throughout his adolescence, brought on by sudden fear, overexertion, or surprise. They happened in parks, on subways, and once in the Liberty High School theater. Blacking out sometimes made Wally late to events, occasionally left him bruised from falling, breathless, confused, or disoriented. Nevertheless, because he was most often alone when such episodes happened, and because he was largely able to avoid such situations, no one understood the severity of his condition, including his own family—and that’s how he hoped to keep it.

To ensure these embarrassing incidents remained secret, or to explain them away on the rare occasions when others were present, Wally had grown adept at concocting plausible excuses, reasons for his sudden loss of breath or lapses of consciousness. In short, his condition had helped him hone a singular ability: he had become an accomplished liar.

He took no pride in this skill. But how could he tell anyone the truth, especially now, when bravery was required of every young man?

Audrey eyed his air-raid warden uniform. “You look like a real soldier.”

“I suppose,” he said, yet Wally knew no real soldier would faint or hyperventilate when things got hot. Revealing his secret to the military would earn him a 4-F and spare him conscription, but men who shunted military service for such reasons were sent to the sanatorium. Wally didn’t want to be locked up for the rest of his life at Brooklyn State Hospital like his uncle Sherman, who had come home from the Great War with a medal, a pocket watch, and his own anxiety neurosis. Wally’s choice was simple: the war or the funny farm. And if he had to die, he’d rather die serving a cause, defending the Jews, not rotting away in a loony bin like his poor uncle.

Through a second-floor window in the brownstone across East Third Street, Wally glimpsed a family eating their dinner. He heard their plates clinking and the melodic sounds of a piano concerto from their radio. He clenched his hands into fists and blew hot breath across his cold fingers, the tools for playing his own piano. His family Wurlitzer was the one thing that ever gave him peace, and playing it had become his evening ritual, which he used to distract himself from the increasingly persistent thoughts of his own demise. Hearing the neighbor’s music only stirred a longing for his family’s upright piano, but, of course, he couldn’t drag a piano up to the rooftop, let alone onto a warship or across a foreign battlefield, when its calming effect would be needed most. Wally would have to learn to cope without his precious Wurlitzer.

He eyed Audrey chewing her gum and wondered if she might have a stick to offer, but decided it was better not to engage her in further conversation. Instead, he replayed her Beech-Nut jingle in his head, fingering an imaginary piano on his knees, trying to find solace while sitting in his deck chair.

“You okay?” said Audrey.

“Fine,” said Wally. “Just stay clear, okay? The precinct captain is counting on me.”

“Where’d they put the lever?”

“There.” Wally pointed to the flagpole that stood like a sentry at the corner of the rooftop, aimed toward the darkening sky. “Below the siren.”

Each Brooklyn neighborhood had installed sirens and levers in strategic locations, a means of warning Brooklyn citizens of enemy attack. News of these installations, and Wally’s overly detailed and fear-provoking fliers, had forced people to consider what they’d face if the war found its way onto American soil again, so soon after Pearl Harbor. Wally’s precinct captain had explained that, like the devastated Hawaiian base, New York was on a coast; had planes, ships, and soldiers; and would be a target the Japanese or Germans would be keen on destroying. It was a thought Wally had a tough time shaking.

“Looks fun to pull,” said Audrey.

“Wardens are our first line of civilian defense,” said Wally, quoting his training manual. “Sounding the siren isn’t supposed to be fun.”

“Can I pull the lever when it’s time?” Audrey asked.

“No one’s gonna touch that lever but me.” Wally thumbed his chest. “I already told you—you shouldn’t be here.”

“It’s a free country.” Audrey crossed her arms and settled into her chair.

“I intend to keep it that way,” said Wally, suddenly concerned that he had oversold his role in all this.

He looked to the winter sky, which held remnant streaks of purple like spilled Manischewitz across a Hanukkah tablecloth. He inhaled another long draft of air and savored the way it chilled his lungs. He often imagined his chest filled with bagpipes, imbuing his body with a calming song each time he took a breath. It was another ritual he’d employed to manage his anxiety, to keep him standing on his own two feet.

Audrey followed Wally’s gaze across the expansive heavens and exhaled deeply as if she, too, had a chest full of bagpipes.

“You’re brave,” she said. A mint cloud whirled around them.

“Quiet,” said Wally. “I need to concentrate.” But failing concentration wasn’t what was wrong with him.

He reached again into his vest to retrieve his uncle Sherman’s pocket watch. Unlike his uncle, the watch still functioned when it returned from the Great War. With each movement of the second hand, Wally felt his anxiety rise.

“Two minutes,” he said, and then tucked the watch back into his pocket. “Get ready.”

Dusk had fallen and lights around Kensington had started to switch off one by one, as if counting down to Wally’s big moment. The family across the street had finished their meal, turned off their radio, and switched off their lamps. Citizens had read their fliers and were abiding by the drill guidelines. They were doing their part.

Wally rose from his deck chair, set the binoculars in his empty seat, and tugged again at his belt. It was time.

He strode toward the flagpole and Audrey followed, but halfway to the siren, the blood left his head, and his legs grew weak. A sudden rush of nausea caused his stomach to lurch, and he stopped dead in his tracks.

Audrey stopped too. “What’s wrong?”

His heart raced and his throat began to close. “Oh, no.”

His mouth went dry, and it felt as though he’d swallowed a lump of sawdust. He tried to count Mississippis, stop the first domino from falling.

He searched the space around him for the scents of Audrey’s gum or the sounds of radio jingles, anything to keep him anchored.

His cold palms grew slick, and his fingers quivered as though trying to play a piano that wasn’t there.

The air grew thin, and he began to wheeze.

Just then, Audrey’s seven-year-old brother, Carl, sprung to the rooftop from the fire escape. “Found you!”

Carl’s sudden appearance startled Wally like a first-round sucker punch to his heaving gut. He took a knee, fell to his side, and gasped for air.

“Carl!” Audrey swatted her brother’s head, knocking loose his Lone Ranger cowboy hat.

“What’d I do?”

Wally rolled onto his back and faced the kaleidoscope of stars overhead, the faces of his Jewish ancestors gazing down with disappointment.

“Walter!” Audrey’s blue eyes radiated through the darkness. She raced over and grabbed his hand. “Walter? What’s wrong?”

Some distance away, a siren rang out in what sounded like a C note, followed by another and another, carried by the winter breeze, as Wally’s fellow borough air-raid wardens did the job they’d been called upon to do.

Carl spun to face the neighborhood. “It’s happening!”

Wally locked eyes with Audrey. “Pull it—!” he gasped, his breath a thin white wisp.

She laid his hand on his chest, her eyes betraying a look of conflict between concern and joy. “It’ll be okay, Walter,” she said, and ran to the flagpole.

“Now!” he barked, and the shadows began to take him.

Audrey pulled the lever and the siren cried out, filling Wally’s head with a shrill, howling sound. Or maybe that was just the triumphant song of his enemy, the sound of his worst fears coming true.


      [image: ]From his seat at the family’s upright Wurlitzer, Wally could hardly contain his excitement. He folded the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in half, and then in half again, exposing the upper right corner of the newspaper’s seventh page—the article that spelled his salvation, the Hannukah miracle he had been wishing for. A fast reader might have missed it, as Wally almost had. But there, in black and white, was the answer to his prayers. 

“Read that!” Wally exclaimed. He handed the paper to his brother, Max.

Max perused the page, knitting his thick brow as he read in silence.

“Out loud,” called their red-haired friend Frankie from across the Lipkins’ small family room. “I wanna hear it too.”

Max chuckled and his big belly jiggled. “Okay, okay.” He then read aloud with authority: “‘WKOB, the Voice of Brooklyn, Hosts War Bond Jingle Contest.’” 

“Jingle contest?” said Frankie.

“Shh,” Wally hissed. “Let him finish.”

Max cleared his throat. “‘Uncle Sam and WKOB want you! If you’re a patriotic jingle writer, the US Army is looking for a jazzy war bond jingle to stir the hearts of your fellow Americans and fund the war effort. Winning jingle gets played on the radio. Writers earn fifty dollars and a job at the US Army Office of War Information in Washington. Performances required at WKOB.’” Max lowered the paper. 

“Well?” said Wally. “What d’ya think? Doesn’t that have us written all over it?”

Max shrugged. “Says auditions are in Manhattan tomorrow.” He tossed the paper over to the sofa. “You think we can write a jingle before morning?”

“Of course, we can,” said Wally. “We’ve been writing and playing music our whole lives.”

“That’s a pretty snappy turnaround, even for the three of us,” said Frankie.

“Oh, come on!” Wally didn’t want his desperation to show, so he took a bagpipe breath and fingered a twinkling tune on the Wurlitzer. “This is right up our alley.”

Wally’s mother, Sadie, was rinsing dishes in the kitchenette and turned off the running water after hearing their banter. “You boys have talent,” she said. She wiped her hands on a dish towel. “You ask me, you’ve got a real chance.”

“See?” said Wally. “A real chance. Mom agrees.”

“Mom agrees with everything,” said Max.

“Only when it comes to my boys,” said their mother, “and, of course, you, Francis.” She smiled at Frankie.

“Thanks, Mrs. Lipkin.”

Max stroked his round chin. “I guess it would be something to hear our own jingle on the radio…”

“Sure, it would,” Wally agreed.

“Don’t forget the fifty clams,” Frankie reminded them. “I could really use that dough.”

“Perfect,” said Wally. “Then we’re all on the same page.” 

He twinkled out “The Star-Spangled Banner” on the piano, unabashed in his enthusiasm, the tune bouncing off the walls of their two-bedroom second-floor apartment. Frankie could keep the money, and Max could relish the radio attention. What Wally wanted was that stateside government job that would keep him off the front line. After last night’s air-raid fiasco with Audrey, winning this contest was now his last and only hope of surviving the war.

His brother, Max, was a year older and had been spared the draft on account of his undiagnosed asthma, though Wally suspected Max had concocted that story to cover the truth that he was rejected for being too fat for service. He wasn’t nearly as good a liar as Wally. Frankie had gotten the 4-F exemption owing to his flat feet just three months ago on his own birthday. But for Wally, there’d be no 4-F unless he came clean about his anxiety neurosis, and that was something he was simply unwilling to do. He’d already sworn Audrey to secrecy after she’d witnessed him faint, even got her to promise to insure her brother Carl’s silence. In exchange, Wally had agreed to listen to the radio with her after dinner tomorrow. It was an awkward deal, but Wally couldn’t risk anyone else learning his secret.

“Okay,” Max proclaimed. “But if we’re going to write a jingle, we need to get cracking. It’s already seven o’clock.”

“Don’t need to tell me.” Wally set his fingers back on the black-and-whites and began to run scales.

Frankie pulled off his moth-eaten cardigan and set it over the arm of the family room sofa, appearing ready for business. 

Max retrieved a pad of paper, handed it to Frankie, and then turned to the piano with a bit of ceremony. “Wally, you work out some simple combinations. Keep ’em short and tight. This is a jingle, not the national anthem.” 

“Got it.”

“Frankie,” Max continued, “you write ’em out like you usually do, throw out ideas and keep ’em coming. I’ll work on lyrics, key the words off Walter’s rhythms.” Max then pointed his finger gun at them. “If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do it right.”

Wally nodded and followed his brother’s direction. He plunked out a few notes on a string. 

Frankie drew out the music lines, scribbled musical notes onto the page, and showed Wally. “Try it on the lower octave like this,” Frankie said. “We can walk it up from there. Jingles usually work on a four-four.”

“Most songs work that way,” said Wally. “Don’t act like you know more than we do.”

Frankie rolled his eyes. “Just play.” 

Wally lifted his spread fingers, moved them along the keys in a fluid motion like some kind of warlock casting spells over a cauldron. He let the melody of the burgeoning composition bounce around the apartment between the lingering smells of his mother’s kosher chicken. “How ’bout that?” Wally chirped.

Wally’s father, Saul, walked in from the back bathroom and plopped his stocky frame into his corner easy chair. He turned on the lamp and then searched around with agitation. 

“Where’s my paper?” he barked.

“Oh, sorry.” Max stopped his writing to retrieve the newspaper from the sofa and handed it to his father. “Wally just found that advertisement.”

Their father gazed at the folded page. “Jingle contest?” he said. “Hrmph.” He then wriggled his thin mustache, opened the Daily Eagle to shake out the creases, and disappeared behind the day’s news.

Max snapped his fingers at Wally. “Back to it,” Max commanded. “Play that combination again with the low C.”

Wally nodded and played the notes at the lower octave. “How’s that?” 

“That, I can work with.” Max scribbled again on his lyric page.

Wally played his new combination over and over, adding small embellishments, bringing his mission into focus. He had to agree. Lower was better, and this jingle had to be perfect.

His father peered over his paper again, resuming the conversation as though it had never stopped. “It’s a lot of fuss over a jingle.” 

Wally drew his fingers from the keys and sighed. “A jingle’s like a girl,” he said. “You gotta treat it gentle.” 

Max guffawed and Frankie laughed outright at how ridiculous Wally sounded, talking as if he knew the first thing about girls. 

Even Wally’s father shot him a sideways look. “You wanna take your jingle to dinner, too, maybe?” Saul quipped like a Yiddish comedian.

“Leave ’em alone, Saul,” said Wally’s mother, stifling a laugh. She danced in from the kitchen wearing a floral apron over her striped blouse and pleated skirt, carrying a cup of hot coffee. She set the cup on the end table under the glow of the small lamp. “This ain’t vaudeville, you know.” 

“You can say that again.” Wally’s father slurped his coffee and chewed away the heat. 

Wally was used to hearing his parents lament their old vaudeville days. The pair had toured the Catskills before their boys were born, blending comedy and song into a popular Borscht Belt stage routine until his mother had gotten pregnant with Max. It was that blessed event that had prompted them to reinvent themselves as dry cleaners in Brooklyn, carrying on the Lipkin family tradition of working with garments and clothing, as their Polish grandparents had done before them. Wally’s father ran the till and press downstairs, while his mother ran the washers and dryers and performed the alterations. Soon after establishing A-Rite Cleaners, Max came along followed by Wally. Once the boys were tall enough to reach the shop counter, their parents had them running the register and operating the machines. It wasn’t a lucrative business, but it was enough to pay the rent, put food on the table and shoes on their feet. Through it all, despite their domestication, the elder Lipkins could not shake their impulse to perform, singing to the shop radio or spontaneously waltzing through the family apartment.

“What’s this jingle for, again?” said Wally’s mother. 

“US war bonds,” said Wally. He glided his digits over the keys and added a patriotic punctuation in the form of a C and D twinkle. 

“War bonds?” she piped in. “Saul, when’s the last time we bought a war bond?” 

“We bought three in April when the Milhouser boy shipped off.” Wally’s father buried his head behind his paper again like a badger backing into his den. 

“Such a brave young man, that Johnny.” Sadie shook her head and then dashed back into the kitchen. 

Wally blanched at her mention of Johnny, somehow irritated that his absent friend’s bravery had been invoked amid everything else. His parents would expect no less bravery from him, though he knew they loved him no matter what. Such was the tyrannical equation of Jewish parental love. High expectations somehow had to square with unconditional love.

“You boys want a little pie?” Sadie called. “It’s blackberry.”

“Blackberry?” said Frankie. “I love blackberry.”

“Not now,” snapped Wally. “We gotta concentrate.” 

“I made it with fresh berries from my victory garden.” His mother held up the pie with a pair of oven mitts. “Sweet enough, I hardly needed sugar.” Wally’s mother seemed to think she’d win the war with her windowsill garden full of anemic fruits and dwarfed vegetables.

“But it’s blackberry,” Frankie repeated.

“Tell you what,” said Wally. “We get this jingle done, and my mom can give you all the pie you want.” 

Frankie hung his head, a strand of his red hair falling over his face. “Okay.” 

Wally’s mother set the pie on a trivet next to the stove and pulled off her mitts, letting the aroma of toasted crust and sweet berries chase away the waning scents of roast chicken. “It’ll be here when you boys are ready.”

Max licked his lips, apparently just as eager for pie as Frankie. 

Wally worked his long fingers and played an elaborate passage from Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit, trying to drown out the phantom song of last night’s air-raid siren, which haunted him like a bad dream.

“Okay. Okay.” Max snapped his fingers once more. “Give us the low C again, Walter. We still gotta work out the lyrics.” 

Wally plunked out the note as Max grabbed his steno pad and squinted at the page. “So far, I’ve got an opening line,” said Max. “‘Dig in deep and don’t complain, war bonds buy our boys a plane.’” 

“I like that!” blurted Frankie. 

“It’s patriotic,” Wally agreed. “Right to the point.”

Max nodded. “How about this for a second line? ‘You may be strapped, but they’re strapped too. So, don’t make such a hullabaloo.’” 

Frankie squinted his doubt. “I guess it rhymes…” 

Wally stopped playing the tune. “Telling people not to make a ‘hullabaloo’ isn’t very nice. People don’t have a lot of money these days. We already said ‘don’t complain.’” 

“‘Hullabaloo’ is a weird word for a jingle,” Frankie added. “‘Stir the hearts,’ remember?”

Max slumped. “You’re right.” 

“What if you just continue the idea?” Wally suggested, yielding to his own enthusiasm. “How about, ‘You may be strapped, but they’re strapped too. A bond’s one thing that you can do.’ Make ’em wanna help.” 

“Guilt works,” added Frankie. “Trust me. I’m Irish Catholic.” 

“Don’t start with me,” Max countered, pointing his finger gun. “Jews invented guilt.” 

Frankie scoffed and turned to Wally. “Try walking it up from the C on major keys like this…” He showed Wally his composition page. 

Wally played the way Frankie had written it, humming along to their new tune. 

“Sounds good,” said Max. “Bank that.” He scratched down the new lyrics. “We got ourselves our first two couplets.”

Wally’s father glanced up once again from the Daily Eagle with renewed interest. “Now you gotta jazz it up.”

Max perked. “What d’ya mean, Pop?” 

“In my day, we followed a double couplet with a new rhythm. Something snappy to keep the attention. A switch-up.” 

Max’s eyes brightened as if a light had gone on. “A switch-up,” he repeated, and scribbled on the page. He then turned his pad around to show the guys. 

“Like this?” Wally worked in extra notes on the higher octave to give the tune some dimension and then turned to Max for approval.

Max smiled. “That’s it!”

Wally played the switch-up again and Max sang:


“You buy ’em, 
They’ll fly ’em. 
Even a little goes a long way. 
Uncle Sam is callin’, 
Time for you to fall in 
And buy a US war bond today!”


Wally’s father raised his hand to the air. “Now, that’s a jingle! Mazel tov!”

“Thanks, Pop!” said Wally.

“First piece of advice is free,” said Saul. “I charge for the second.” Once again, he buried his mustachioed smirk behind the wartime news. 

Frankie neatly printed the tune and lyrics onto a fresh sheet, and they were ready to put the whole jingle to the test. 

“Ma!” Max called to the back bedroom, where she had retreated. “Can you come in here?” 

Their mother returned, heading to the kitchen. “You boys finally ready for some pie?” 

“I need you to sing something first,” said Max. “Gotta hear it all together for myself.” 

Wally’s father closed his paper and rose from his chair. 

“Hold it! Hold it! You want a performance, you gotta hire the whole act.” 

Sadie untied her apron and set it on the kitchen table before joining the boys. “A close harmony or call-and-response?” she asked, smiling like a summer morning.

“You kidding?” Saul plucked the sheet from Max’s hands and scanned it like an accountant scrutinizing an overdue bill. “Ten lines of music? It’s a harmony.” 

“All right,” said Wally’s mother. “Ready when you are, honey.” She pressed her flushed cheek against Saul’s and held the music sheet up high for them both to read. 

Wally twinkled out an improvised prelude to give his folks time to catch the tune until they swayed back and forth to the rhythm and sang. He admired his father’s resonant baritone, the way it lifted his mother’s soft trill between stanzas. It was clear how they had transformed their couple’s act into a marriage so effortlessly. They complemented one another.

Each held their notes through Wally’s key changes, connecting with his improvisation, until they harmonized at the end of the jingle, singing, “And buy a US war bond today!” 

The musical words dissolved into the sweet berry-scented air and settled like a sprinkling of confectioner’s sugar. 

“Boys,” Wally’s mother announced, “I love it! And, Saul, I swear, we’re buying another war bond.” 

Saul scowled at Wally. “See what you did? I knew this would cost me.”

“Good work, Frankie,” said Max. He shook his pal’s hand. “You earned your pie.” 

“And, hopefully, fifty bucks,” said Frankie.

Wally smiled at their jubilation but fought the weight of his own expectations. He didn’t care about pie, or money, or fame. This jingle had one job to do. 

It had to save his life.


      [image: ]The first-floor offices of WKOB sat just off the marbled lobby of the twenty-two-story Bellwether high-rise on Broadway. Two walls of the reception area were adorned with framed posters of their most popular radio programs, a few head shots of their famous stars, and shelves with awards for broadcasting excellence. The two remaining walls were made of glass, facing the lobby, creating an odd feeling that everyone was watching but that no one cared.

Wally felt small and inconsequential in this ceremonious place, like a dislodged shoe pebble in the large, cold room that reeked of cigarettes. The sofa on which Wally, Max, and Frankie sat was lumpy and had a cigarette burn in the cushion. Whatever enthusiasm the trio had garnered the previous night had now disappeared, replaced by an apprehension that grew with every tick of the clock that stared back at them from the wall over the station manager’s office door.

Wally looked to the marbled floor, streaked in a pale pattern he thought was designed to induce nausea. Of course, he had felt sick even before they’d entered the ominous, glass-laden building, concerned he might repeat his rooftop air-raid incident here at WKOB and spoil whatever chance they had of winning the contest, and whatever chance he had of surviving the war. 

He glanced toward Frankie and Max, each wearing their best and only suits, pressed this morning courtesy of A-Rite Cleaners. Max clutched his hat and composition book in his lap, cleared his throat every two minutes, and appeared ready to speak on the team’s behalf. Frankie just kept crossing and recrossing his legs as if trying to keep from pissing his pants and further defiling the furniture.

Wally moved his gaze to the front desk and the pretty brunette receptionist positioned in front of the office where the station manager, Roger Brubaker—the man they were there to meet—could be heard in a heated discussion with someone on the phone. Brubaker’s silhouette passed behind the frosted glass panel of his door, his arms gesticulating wildly. 

“It’s been forty-five minutes since they called us inside,” Wally whispered to his brother. “This is torture.”

“At least we’re not waiting out on the street in the cold anymore,” said Max. 

Wally recalled the growing queue of contestants huddled out on Broadway and the frightened-looking couple that had exited just as Wally’s trio had been called to come in. The husband-and-wife team had hurried out of the building, carrying their coats, appearing frazzled by whatever had happened inside.

Finally, just as the clock struck ten o’clock, Brubaker slammed down his phone and threw open his door. 

“Alice!” he shouted. 

The receptionist jumped like a mouse on a hot griddle, and a tornado of papers flew off her desk. Even Wally and the others startled.

“Yes, Mr. Brubaker?” Alice quavered.

The station manager appeared beside her. He was a tall, handsome, slender man, with salt-and-pepper hair neatly parted on the side. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows, and his blood-red bow tie was perfect and pronounced at his throat. 

“The next time Dawson calls”—he pointed a finger at her face—“I’m not here.” 

“Yes, Mr. Brubaker.” 

He aimed his piercing look toward the sofa and eyed the trio. “Jesus, what’s with you guys?” 

Max, wide-eyed, hopped to attention, barely catching his composition book and hat from sliding off his lap. “Good morning, sir,” Max stammered. “We’re here for the jingle contest.” 

“I know why you’re here, son,” Brubaker chortled. “You look like you’re getting ready to take on Hitler himself.” He pantomimed the one-two punch, but when none of the guys laughed, he said, “Relax, fellas. I’m a pussycat.” 

“Yes, sir,” Max squeaked. 

“Follow me.” Brubaker turned to his receptionist. “Alice, hold my calls.”

“Yes, Mr. Brubaker.” 

Wally looked to Alice for reassurance, but her trembling lip only served to agitate him further. 

Brubaker led them past his office and down a hall into the depths of the office building to a chilly auditorium, larger than Wally’s entire family apartment, with a ceiling twice as high, where bright overhead lights illuminated the room. White speakers were mounted in the four corners of the ceiling and aimed down toward tiers of seating where an audience would presumably sit, like a miniature version of the seats at Ebbets Field. A side wall had been configured with a window revealing an adjacent control room with a bank of equipment sporting dials and levers, the purpose of which Wally could only guess. The opposite wall was peppered with signed photographs of celebrities—Bob Hope; the Marx Brothers; Edgar Bergen; and even Lon Clark from Wally’s favorite radio program, Nick Carter, Master Detective.

They followed Brubaker to the front of the auditorium, to a small riser stage carrying two black metal stands for scripts or music scores. Between the stands stood a microphone, where Wally imagined Abbott and Costello or Jack Benny cracking wise. 

“Welcome to WKOB,” said Brubaker. “The Voice of Brooklyn.”

It was thrilling for Wally to be this close to the magic of radio broadcast, even if the “Voice of Brooklyn” was actually in lower Manhattan. He tried to take it all in, but the feature that excited Wally most sat at the foot of the stage. An ebony grand piano gleamed like onyx and stood on smooth, muscular legs. It was both imposing and inviting, like a panther at the Bronx Zoo waiting to be stroked while hungry to be set loose. 

“We bounce our broadcasts off the big transmitter.” Brubaker pointed at the ceiling as if they could see the top of the skyscraper from where they stood. “That baby can reach the whole eastern seaboard and halfway ’round the world.” Brubaker closed the studio door and turned back to the trio. “Know the contest rules?” He looked at Max, keying in that he was the team’s spokesman. 

“One jingle. Piano accompaniment. US war bonds,” said Max. “Played on the radio.”

“Fifty-dollar first prize,” added Frankie. 

“And a Washington job,” squeaked Wally. His words rose an octave as if he were asking a question.

“Think you fellas got a shot?” 

“Yes, sir!” said Frankie.

Max brandished their composition book. “This is the winning jingle right here.” He spoke slowly as if defying contradiction.

Wally bit his lip, concerned Max was being too cocky. Even Frankie winced.

“You’ve got moxie”—Brubaker laughed—“I’ll give you that.” He looked them over. “You boys patriotic?” 

“Course,” said Max. “Frankie and I got the 4-F for health reasons, but not for lack of trying. My brother, Walter, is up next week.” 

The station manager turned to Wally. “That so?” 

Wally swallowed. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’m a civilian air-raid warden in Kensington.” Though true, his words tasted like one of his lies given his utter failure at the role. 

“Attaboy,” said Brubaker. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, his posture like a dare. “Let’s hear what you’ve got, air-raid warden.” 

Frankie grimaced and Max nodded to Wally. It was showtime.

They took off their coats and laid them across some of the bleacher seats. Wally sat at the bench facing the polished Steinway and tried to quiet the doubting voices in his head. This piano was much finer than his Wurlitzer back home, and despite his nerves, Wally felt an eagerness to play such a superior instrument. He set his fingers on the cold keys, drew in the smells of the piano’s polish, and played scales. He found the keys to be bouncy and pliable. The hammers hit the strings earlier than his piano at home, causing him to play the notes more decisively. 

He softened his pounding, worked the pedals, and played out a few more scales on other octaves to loosen his fingers, connect with this new instrument, and tame the panther. After a few moments, his instinct started to replace his discomfort, a feeling of control taking over as though the panther had accepted him, its chime a soft, soothing purr. 

“You’ve got chops,” said Brubaker. “Classically trained?” 

Before Wally could snap out of his trance and explain that he’d been taught by a pair of vaudevillian Jews, Max answered for him. 

“Yessir! My brother can play anything.” 

“Let’s see.” Brubaker waved a finger between Max and Wally, instructing Max to give Wally his sheet music. 

Frankie crossed himself like a Roman Catholic priest, shooting a glance toward God, or maybe that rooftop transmitter.

Max set the score on the piano, withdrew a small atomizer from his pocket, and squirted spray into his mouth. He cleared his throat and gave Wally the nod to begin.

After Wally’s sparkling prelude, Max sang:


“Dig in deep and don’t complain. 
War bonds buy our boys a plane. 
You may be strapped, but they’re strapped too. 
A bond’s one thing that you can do. 

You buy ’em, 
They’ll fly ’em. 
Even a little goes a long way. 
Uncle Sam is callin’, 
Time for you to fall in 
And buy a US war bond today!”


Wally concluded with a sunny up tone, and the three young men turned to the station manager for his verdict.

Brubaker said nothing. Instead, he stood frozen with his eyes closed, appearing to absorb their jingle into his flesh. “It’s good—” he finally said. He opened his eyes and raised a finger. “But it’s missing something.” He then left the auditorium without explanation. 

After a silent moment, Max whispered, “Where did he go?” 

“Maybe he’s getting someone up the chain,” said Frankie. 

“A producer?” said Wally. He hung on to a vision of himself behind his Washington desk.

“What’s it missing?” said Max, uncharacteristic doubt working its way into his voice.

As if in answer to Max’s question, Brubaker returned, a bounce in his step. “Fellas, I’d like you to meet Miss Bobbi LaFleur.” 

Behind the station manager followed a slender, fair-skinned young woman, about Wally’s age. She was all legs, in a cap-sleeved yellow dress and white heels. She sported beautiful blonde locks like Lana Turner’s, her eyes a striking green. 

Wally’s cheeks warmed at the sight of her. 

“Hello, boys,” she sang. Her smile sent a bolt of energy through the studio like a fresh white bulb. Both Max and Frankie ogled her as she sashayed toward the piano. 

Wally reminded himself to breathe.

“Bobbi’s the station’s top vocalist,” said Brubaker. “Even performs three nights a week at the Diamond Club on Fifty-Second.” He thumbed in her direction. “The Lin-X floor wax jingle? That’s her.” 

Wally recalled hearing that jingle on the radio during Nick Carter, Master Detective and admiring her voice.

“A pleasure.” Bobbi reached out and shook Max’s hand. 

Frankie stared at her without a word, slack-jawed, and Bobbi graciously nodded at him. 

Then, she eyed Wally. “You must be the fella Roger mentioned. Can’t resist a musician.” 

Wally stood and willed himself to stay calm, gazing into those green eyes. No one had ever called him a musician before. He tried to steady his hand as he offered it to her.

“Walter Lipkin,” said Wally. 

“Pleased to meet you.” Bobbi didn’t appear to notice Wally’s trepidation, or at least was kind enough to pretend she didn’t. She leaned next to him, moving in closer to the piano to read the score.

Wally took shallow breaths, smelled her lilac perfume, and noticed the glow of her skin. 

“Looks pretty straightforward,” she said. “How about we make some magic, Curly? Ready to give it a whirl?” 

Wally shot a glance to Brubaker for permission. 

“You heard her, Curly.” The station manager laughed. “Make some magic.” 

With feigned graciousness, Max stepped away from the piano. “Please do.”

Wally lowered himself onto the bench and let his fingers move across the keys, which were now warm to his touch. Again, he extended the jingle’s intro as he had done for his parents the night before, both to ease his nerves and to give Bobbi a few notes of lead-in. 

She tapped her foot, humming along to catch Wally’s cadence, and then placed her hand on his shoulder, almost causing his to miss a note. But Wally kept the tempo, surprised to find her touch reassuring.

The air between them buzzed, and as she sang the words the guys had written, Wally added more flourish, working to match the complexity of Bobbi’s voice. This time, he instinctively played it slow. 

“…and buy a US war bond today…!” Bobbi held the last note until she and Wally punctuated the ditty in perfect alignment as if they’d performed it together a hundred times. 

Once the jingle had dissolved into the soundproofed walls, Brubaker applauded. 

“See?” he said. “That’s what was missing. A dame to dress it up.” He nodded at Max. “No offense, Moxie.” 

“No offense taken,” said Max. “That was perfect.” 

“Does that mean we won?” asked Frankie. 

“The day is young, fellas. Let’s just say you’re in the running.” Brubaker turned to Bobbi. “Thanks, sweetheart. Terrific as always.” 

Bobbi reached over and tousled Wally’s hair. “Helps to have such a talented partner.” She then aimed her green eyes at him. “You oughta pop over to the Diamond sometime.” 

Wally couldn’t make words come out of his mouth and, instead, offered a crooked grin. 

Bobbi returned the smile and then seemed to float out of the studio, Wally’s eyes floating with her.

“All right, boys.” Brubaker held their composition in the air. “Got your number. We’ll ring you tomorrow morning, first thing.” He reached for the studio door and opened it. “Thanks for coming in.”

“That’s it?” said Max.

Brubaker winked. “We’ll be in touch.”


      [image: ]Wally buttoned his coat and followed Max and Frankie out onto Broadway, past the other contest hopefuls who awaited entry into the tower, eyeing the trio as if their own fate could somehow be revealed on the faces of the boys. 

Wally ignored them, half in a trance. The air was crisp and seemed to freeze his lungs, but Wally didn’t care about any of it. The riddle of how he might survive the war had been replaced by a new quandary: How could an awkward, Jewish dry cleaner with a fainting problem win over a beautiful club singer?

They made their way down the boulevard, which was decorated with tinsel and lights for the holidays. Visions of Bobbi LaFleur breathed new hope into Wally’s vison of the future, but before he could sort through these new thoughts, he heard his name called from the crowd of holiday shoppers and suited businessmen crossing the street ahead. He searched the herd of approaching pedestrians and spotted Clyde “Rat” Rubinstein, aiming his pointy nose and beady eyes right at him. 

“Lipkin!” Rat repeated. He approached the curb, waving. “Wally Lipkin!”

“Ugh,” Wally groaned, the phantom smell of lilacs dissipating into the prickly air. “Not him.”

Rat bolted forward and planted himself right in the trio’s path. He held a small pad of paper, had a crooked tilt to his fedora, and a wool scarf around his throat. He was panting white puffs into the cold, petrol-fumed city air while trying to look relaxed.

“Hey there, fellas!” 

The guys stopped short. Max and Frankie groaned aloud, and Wally felt his stomach sink. Rat Rubinstein was the only person in the world Wally really hated, and the sight of him sucked the holiday spirit right out of the December air. 

“What do you want?” grumbled Wally.

Rat eyed them all. “The Lipkin brothers and ol’ Frankie O’Brien,” he huffed. “The gruesome threesome.” 

“Rat,” Frankie snarled. “What’re you doing out of Brooklyn?” 

“I write for the Daily Eagle these days,” said Rat. “Heard about the radio contest at WKOB, so I figured I’d pop on over to see which sad sacks from the borough had eyes full of stars.” He smirked. “Guess you boys are hoping they don’t get a lot of entries, huh?” 

The smart-mouthed rodent had been a reporter back in high school for the Lincoln High Gazette. “Rat” was the nickname the boys had given him when he had written stories about his fellow students as unflattering as the English language and the journalism teacher would allow. 

“Take a walk, Rubinstein,” Wally replied. “Go on. Scram.”

Wally hadn’t forgotten the terrible review Rat had given them during his junior year, despite their honorable mention at the high school talent show, when the boys had performed their first original composition. “The best part of the act came at the end,” Rat had written, “because after that, the song was over.” Rat’s review was insulting and went on to target Wally most relentlessly. “Walter Lipkin must have hated his own performance,” he’d penned. “He fell unconscious, just to be spared the experience.” 

It had been Wally’s most public fainting incident. The school theater had been full of parents and students, so it was easy for Wally to blame the episode on the lack of fresh air in the packed venue, just as he’d done at his cousin’s bar mitzvah years before. The drama teacher and school nurse who had rushed to Wally’s aid had concurred with his quick explanation that the blame rested with the stuffy theater, and their quick and incorrect diagnosis turned Wally’s lie into fact. Nevertheless, Rat Rubinstein had been cruel, and his words had forever cemented Wally’s animosity toward him.

“Let’s go, fellas,” Wally said, and pushed him aside. 

Max and Frankie followed, bumping Rat as they passed. “Later, Rat,” Frankie snapped.

“C’mon, guys!” Rat angled his hat forward and followed them down the sidewalk. “Don’t be like that.”

Max nudged Frankie. “Didn’t realize Manhattan had such a rodent problem.” 

“Makes me wish I had some rat poison,” answered Frankie.

“Oh, please!” cried Rat. “I’m writing an article for the Eagle about the contest. A day-in-the-life profile of the contestants. Just trying to give these wide-eyed hopefuls a bit of public attention, you know? A local interest story?”

The boys picked up their pace and didn’t respond. 

“Don’t you want some free press for your little ensemble?” 

“What you write isn’t press,” grumbled Wally. “It’s trash.” 

The boys hurried down the bustling avenue, past a Santa Claus ringing a bell for the Salvation Army, but Rat kept up with them, hopping over St. Nick’s near-empty bucket. 

“Come on, guys. Can’t you see it?” Rat walked backward in front of them, raising his thumbs and forefingers to form a picture in the air. “‘Brooklyn’s Jingle Boys Dream Big.’ Your folks’ll be so proud.” 

When none of them answered, Rat sidled up next to Frankie. 

“’Cept your father, right, Francis? He’d rather you be a cop like him.” 

Frankie stopped and grabbed Rat by his lapels. He lifted him and shoved him against the window of a department store featuring a tinseled tree with gifts gathered around it. 

“What the hell d’you know ’bout my business, you little runt?” 

“Ain’t it true?” panted the cub reporter. People from inside and outside the store began to stare. “I got it on good authority you failed another police exam. Bet that was an awkward dinner conversation at the O’Brien’s.” 

“Why, you little—” 

Wally grabbed Frankie’s arm before his friend could swing his fist at Rubinstein. With a crowd forming, the last thing the son of a policeman needed was a public scrabble or an imminent arrest. 

“Leave us alone,” said Wally, sneering at Rat from behind Frankie’s elbow. “Beat it.” 

“I’m a reporter,” Rat spat. “First Amendment? Freedom of the press?” 

Frankie noticed the people gathering around them and released Rat, letting him slide down the store window to his feet. 

“You heard him, rodent.” Max aimed his index finger at Rubinstein’s face. “Beat it.” 

The crowd dispersed and relief washed over Wally.

“Look, fellas—” Rat straightened his coat lapels, seeming more self-possessed under the watchful eyes of the store patrons still glancing at him through the window. “There are two ways I can write my story: using the facts as you give them to me or deploying my own prodigious imagination and masterful vocabulary. Either way, I run the article. You decide which way it goes.” 

Max stepped forward, moving Wally and Frankie aside, and pointed again at Rat. “Report this, Rubinstein: ‘Brooklyn’s Jingle Boys Ready for Big Win.’ Think you can spell all that with your masterful vocabulary?” 

“Big win?” Rat’s beady eyes widened. “You sound pretty confident.” 

“Did I stutter?” said Max. 

A jolt of fear ran through Wally. If Rat ran his article with Max boasting their victory before the contest was even decided, it could make the guys look overconfident, unworthy. And what if Brubaker, the station manager, was to see that in the paper? Or worse, what if they lost?

“Look,” said Wally, “I’m sure this is all small potatoes to a big-time journalist like you. Why not find something else to write about? There’s a war on, you know.”

Rat ignored Wally, his eyes fixed on Max. “Big win,” he repeated. “Got it.” He tipped his hat. “See ya ’round, fellas.” 

As suddenly as he’d arrived, Rat scurried back into the crowd crossing Broadway. 

“I hate that guy,” Frankie growled. 

“Don’t worry,” said Max. “We’ve got this in the bag.”

Wally swallowed, unable to shake the feeling that, for once, it may have been the rat that had set the trap.
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Why Can’t My Heart Just Do Its Part?





It was early afternoon and the day had moved like molasses. Standing behind the A-Rite Cleaners cash register, Wally twirled his finger in his hair and stared at the shop door. Business had stalled at the dry cleaners since the war had begun, and Wally spent much of his time at the shop counter, staring at that same shop door. Usually, he spent his time worrying about gunship fights on the open sea or bomb explosions in a muddy ditch, wondering how and when his anxiety neurosis might strike once and for all. However, today it was a bombshell of the blonde sort that occupied his thoughts. 

Max strode in from behind him and poked Wally’s arm. “Gawking at the door won’t bring in new customers,” said Max.

Wally shook his head but didn’t respond.

“Fine,” said Max. “Ignore me.” He returned to draping customer garments on wire hangers and placing them on the wait rack while whistling to some happy tune along with the shop radio. Even with Christmas just a few days away, fewer and fewer people were dry-cleaning their clothes, and the customers that did show up only seemed interested in pressing holiday tablecloths and napkins or hemming and repairing their old clothes to make them last. Such work was barely enough to keep the doors open, and the Lipkins were grateful for those loyal customers that still relied on them.

Wally’s mother exhaled loudly from her stool at the end of the shop’s long counter. “Mr. Fleming takes good care of his slacks,” she said, pulling a threaded needle through a button on some worsted wool pants. “He’s seventy-two and I keep expanding his waistline. I should tell him to lay off those rich desserts Mrs. Fleming makes.”

“Don’t you say a word, Sadie,” Wally’s father shouted from his desk at the back of the shop. “Those desserts pay our rent. If you want to help, bake him a pie.” 

“Oh, Saul.” Wally’s mother laughed and then peered at Wally over her half-moon glasses. “Walter?” 

“Yeah?” 

“You’ve hardly said a word since you boys came back from the radio station. Something wrong?” 

“Just thinking about the contest, I guess.” 

Max emerged from the press through a puff of steam to hang a jacket. “I put our chances of winning at ninety-eight percent,” he declared. “That Brubaker fella liked us. I could tell.” 

“You put our chances at a hundred percent when you blabbed to Rat Rubinstein,” said Wally. “I don’t think that was such a good idea.”

“You worry too much,” said Max. “We’ll win hands down, and that pest will run home with his tail between his legs.”

The contest had gone well. On that, Wally agreed. But the stakes had become even higher, and not just because of Rat Rubinstein. Wally now wanted more than the life-saving job in Washington. He wanted a chance with the knockout jingle singer too.

His mother wagged a thimble-capped finger at her boys. “If those studio men have any sense, you boys will win.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I bought another war bond this morning.”

“I heard that!” Saul called.

“We do our part,” Sadie called back. “Soon enough, our Walter will be off fighting for the Jews and defending democracy. I want him to have all the mazel a bond can buy. Call it a Hanukkah present if it makes you feel better.”

“I will!”

Wally appreciated his mother’s eagerness to contribute to the war effort, and even shared her desire to protect the Jews and everyone else. But what would she say if she found out her only able-bodied son wasn’t so able to fight after all? He was no Johnny Milhouser.

He returned his gaze to the door, imagining Bobbi gliding through, singing away his melancholy and filling him with the same sense of purpose she’d filled him with back at the studio. 

Max closed the press with another hiss of steam, lifted the lid, and placed a second jacket on a hanger. His work completed, he switched off the press and stepped forward next to Wally’s ear. “Still thinking about that girl?” he whispered.

“What?” Wally came out of his daydream. “What do you mean?” 

Max snickered. “You can’t fool me. When she walked into that studio, you got all starry-eyed. Same look you’ve got now.” 

Wally glanced down the length of the counter to be sure their mother wasn’t listening, knowing if she heard about his interest in a girl, she’d grill him like he was some Nazi sympathizer. 

“I’ve gotta see her,” Wally whispered. “How ’bout we check out that club tonight, the one on Fifty-Second that Brubaker mentioned?” 

“The Diamond Club?” Max shook his head. “Too expensive.” 

“I’ve saved a few bucks,” said Wally. “I’ll spring.” His meager stash wasn’t much, but to see Bobbi again, he was willing to put a dent in his savings. “We can grab Frankie from Mulligan’s after work, take a cab straight over.” 

“A cab?” Max raised an eyebrow. “One dame flashes her lashes, and you’re John D. Rockefeller?” 

“She’s not just one dame,” said Wally. 

When Sadie glanced their way, Wally hopped off his stool and nonchalantly switched on the industrial dryer, engaging its boisterous rumble, hoping to provide some ambient noise to cover his private conversation. He turned back to Max and kept his voice low. 

“The way Brubaker trusts her, it wouldn’t hurt our chances to show Bobbi a little support, would it? I doubt any of the other contestants are going to the Diamond Club.” 

Max’s eyes narrowed as he puzzled over Wally’s suggestion. “Stacking the deck? Very clever, little brother.” 

“So, you’re in?” Wally tried not to sound desperate.

“I’ll do you one better,” said Max. “I’ll prep the suits we just got from the Edelman bar mitzvah. I noticed three in our sizes—you, me, and Frankie. We can borrow ’em tonight and dry clean ’em again once we’re back. We’ll look like a million bucks.” 

As much as Wally wanted to look his best, he’d never borrowed a customer’s clothes before. “I don’t know, Max…”

“You don’t want to show up in the same rumpled old suit from the morning, do you?”

“Rumpled?”

“Don’t you want to look good?”

“Sure, I do.”

“Great.” Max then disappeared behind the clothes racks.

Wally knew better than to argue with Max once he’d set his mind to something, and if going along with his questionable plan meant he’d have his brother’s support, he had to relent. He decided to focus, instead, on the night ahead. With their parents distracted, Wally collected the candy tin he had squirreled beneath the shop counter, folded a handful of bills he’d saved into his wallet, and returned the tin to its cubby. 

When the workday finally ended, the brothers powered down the presses and fans for the night. 

“Don’t be too late,” said their father upon hearing they’d be out for the evening.

“We’ll lock up,” said Wally. 

After watching their parents leave, the boys grabbed the Edelman bar mitzvah suits, including the one for Frankie, and walked the four blocks to Mulligan’s Grocery, where they found Frankie on his knees in the canned foods aisle, placing tins of beans on a shelf. 

“How much is this club, anyway?” Frankie asked. 

“Don’t worry,” said Max. “Wally’s picking up the tab. Even said he’d spring for a taxi. He’s warm for that jingle gal.” 

Frankie cocked his head. “This is all about a girl?” 

“She has pull with Brubaker,” said Wally. “Figured we could show her some support.” 

“Wally thinks she might put in a good word,” added Max. “He wants to look good, which is why we nabbed these.” He used three thick fingers to lift the trio of suits on wire hangers. 

“Max is the one who nabbed them. I had nothing to do with it,” said Wally. “I just wanted to make an impression.”

Frankie stood once the last can of green beans was on display, brushed the dust from his knees, and looked Wally in the eye. “Call it what you like,” he said, “as long as you’re paying.” 

“Just leave your hat and coat here,” said Wally. “I’m not springing for any coat checks.” 

“What about the drinking age?” said Frankie. “You’re not eighteen until next week.” 

It was just last year that Wally had been to his first club. He and Max had slipped through the back door of the Rose Club to avoid questions about his age. It was a small supper and entertainment club in a questionable part of town, which they chose specifically for its reputation for looking the other way when underage men, mostly sailors and soldiers, came looking for a good time. Despite the precaution and premeditation over his intended crime, he’d been too nervous to drink anyhow. Now, he’d spent so much time thinking about the deadly consequences of his age, he hadn’t connected it to the privilege of drinking.

Max seemed to key off Wally’s concern. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Even fancy clubs like the Diamond don’t care these days as long as you’re paying. Course, if you think it’ll be a problem—”

“It won’t be a problem,” said Wally. “Let’s just get there.”

“No argument from me,” said Frankie. “I could use a drink, especially a free one.”

With Frankie’s work complete, the boys spruced up in the grocery restroom and donned the Edelman suits, which Wally had to admit were quite nice. His blue suit fit perfectly, and so did Frankie’s gray one. Max’s pigeon-breasted striped suit strained at the buttons but was passible. And Max was right. Wally felt like a million bucks.

Frankie locked up the grocery store as Wally hailed a taxi, and the trio soon made their way over the bridge toward Midtown and the Diamond Club. Wally stared out the taxi window as they approached Manhattan’s towers, silhouetted against the cloudy winter sky. He loved the flashy billboards peddling cigarettes, toothpaste, and department store sales, especially during the holidays. He rolled the window down a crack and delighted in the sounds of trains, car horns, and the bleat of the ferries passing beneath the bridge. Once on the Manhattan side of the river, he heard newspaper hawkers calling out daily headlines, watched the smoke and steam that rose from the shoreline factories working around the clock, reveled in the scents of roasted nuts and women’s perfume that permeated the streets this time of year. These all gave Wally the sense that anything was possible, even for a guy with a fainting problem in a borrowed suit and just a few bucks in his pocket. 

When the taxi finally arrived at Fifty-Second Street, Wally settled with the driver and joined Max and Frankie under the club’s twenty-foot-tall sign that formed the words “Diamond Club” in crackling lights over the entrance. Unlike the warmth of the taxi, the air outside was freezing, and since Wally had forbidden them from bringing their coats, he was eager to get into the club. A black-suited bouncer stood at the club’s door with his arms crossed over his broad chest. When the guy eyeballed him, Wally immediately felt like a fraud, both for being underage and for showing up in someone else’s suit. 

“Evening, my good man,” said Max, gazing at the brute. 

The man ignored Max but continued to scrutinize Wally. “First time here?” said the man.

Wally frowned a little, thinking a broody look might make him appear older. “Second or third,” he lied in a voice lower than normal.

The man paused as if having a silent conversation with himself about Wally, and then nodded. “Welcome back, then, sir. Have a nice evening.” He opened the door. 

Wally breathed out his relief and was the first to step through the threshold into the club. But that quiet relief was quickly replaced by an unexpected breathlessness that gripped him. The space around him seemed to bloom with wild, colorful splendor like the Wizard of Oz film, when everything bursts into Technicolor. The club was far larger inside than it had appeared from the street. Ornate fixtures lined the walls, floor to ceiling. Gleaming bulbs shaped like candle flames pulsed with electricity and filled the room with a warm golden glow. An enormous chandelier, strewn with glass baubles, hung from the center of the domed ceiling with its curling arms outstretched like some munificent octopus casting favor on the people fortunate enough to enter. The air smelled sweet like peaches, woven with wisps of cigarette smoke. Men in smart suits and women in bright dresses were seated in booths that lined the club’s perimeter or chatted over cocktail tables that encircled the polished black-and-white-tiled dance floor. The place was further adorned with garland, wreaths, oversized colorful tree ornaments, and holiday décor—gilding the lily, so Wally thought. 

Like Dorothy, Wally felt transported to an entirely different world.

A dark-haired hostess wearing a revealing, black-frilled uniform approached holding a stack of menus. “Table or booth?” she said with a grin. 

“Table,” managed Wally. He retrieved a dollar from his breast pocket and handed it to the gal, reminding himself of his mission. “With a view of the stage, if you don’t mind.” 

The hostess looked at the bill but didn’t take it. “A good view of the stage?” 

Wally pulled out another dollar. “Yes, please.” 

“Pleasure,” she said. She snatched both bills, folded them in half, and inserted them into the depths of her cleavage. “Here to see anyone in particular?” 

“Bobbi LaFleur,” said Wally. “You know her?” Heat climbed his cheeks.

Max elbowed Frankie, both of them grinning like Wally was some dope. But he didn’t care.

The hostess winked. “Sure, I know her. This way.” 

Wally and the guys followed the hostess through the throng of patrons, none of whom were like the folks in Wally’s neighborhood. People here were laughing, drinking, and acting as though they’d never heard of Adolph Hitler, appearing to have money they weren’t afraid to spend. Wally doubted any of them had victory gardens, turned in their tins, or kept jars of their kitchen fat for weeks, as his family did. And he was willing to bet none of them had stolen their suits to be there. 

The hostess led the trio around tables, maneuvering between busy waitresses carrying trays with tall glasses toward the front of the club. The shining and imposing stage rose above the floor. A crimson curtain hung in the back, fronted by long strands of glass beads like strings of diamonds suspended from the rafters. The hostess stopped next to a table situated front and center.

“How’s this?” She gestured toward the table’s French-style chairs facing the stage. 

Wally gulped. He had hoped to see Bobbi from a safe distance, where a fast, clean getaway would have been an available option he might exercise. These seats offered no such means of escape. 

“Perfect,” said Max, but Wally felt far from it. 

“Swell,” said the hostess. “Darlene will be right over to take your orders.” She left them with their menus.

The guys all took their seats. Frankie and Max ogled their menus, but Wally left his where it sat and, instead, looked around the club, trying to calculate the fastest route back to the entrance. He was half tempted to click his heels together to see if anything would happen. 

“Some place,” said Frankie, lifting his gaze from the menu to the club around them. “Heard it started as a speakeasy.” 

“Paper said a guy was shot here a year ago,” said Max. “A gangster or something.” 

Wally inhaled and set his thoughts like a compass, due north, on Bobbi LaFleur. She was the reason he was here and the only thing that mattered tonight.

Frankie set his menu down and searched the club with a sudden urgency. “I need a drink,” he said, scanning for the waitress. “My dad’s busting my chops again to join the force. Keeps telling me it’s an honorable way to help people, that it’s an O’Brien family tradition. ‘Policing is a selfless profession,’ he keeps saying. I’m just not sure I’m the selfless type.” 

“You need to tell your dad to give it up,” said Max, speaking over the murmur of the crowd. 

“I’ve already thrown the exam twice,” said Frankie. He rested his elbows on the table and held his head. “Flat feet may be a problem for the army. Ain’t true for the Kensington police department.”

“Then just tell him straight,” Max urged.

“You’re the one with moxie.” Frankie’s voice was strained. “Besides, it would just make him angry. Stupid Rat Rubinstein was right.”

Wally felt for Frankie. He knew their friend didn’t want the life that seemed to be chosen for him. Who would? Still, they could sort those things out later. Right now, Wally’s issues were more pressing. He moved his attention to the stage, staring up at the glistening beads. What would happen when Bobbi stepped out and saw him? His plans to get here had been simple enough, but he had no plan for what would come next. He had jumped from the plane and forgotten the chute. 

“You okay, brother?” asked Max. “You look a little flushed.”

“I’m fine,” said Wally. 

“Don’t worry,” said Max. “I told you they don’t care about your age. You’re already in. Order whatever you like.” 

Wally pondered whether alcohol would help his anxiety or make it worse.

The hostess returned to their table, but before they could ask for their waitress, she leaned down next to them, an urgent look on her face. “Is one of you Walter?” 

Wally tensed. “I’m him. I mean, I’m Walter.” 

“I told Bobbi she had company, and she spotted you from backstage. Said she needed to talk to you right away.” 

“Me?” Wally scanned the stage, but if Bobbi had been peeking through the curtains, she was gone now.

“I can take you to her. It sounded serious.” 

Wally looked to Max and Frankie, unsure how to react. 

“Leave your wallet,” said Frankie. “I mean, you said you were paying, right?” 

Wally stood and tossed his wallet onto the table, ignoring Frankie’s impertinence. He wanted to see Bobbi, maybe even talk to her at some point in the evening, but figured he’d have more time to wrangle up his courage, maybe bolster it with gin or whiskey. He drew a breath, buttoned his borrowed blue Edelman jacket, and ran his hand along the side of his head to assure the pomade still held his curls. 

One Mississippi, two Mississippi…

“Follow me,” the hostess said.

Wally trailed her through the din of patrons, the hum and noise of the nightclub waning as they climbed the side stairs to a crew door. They moved deeper backstage into the shadows behind the curtain, where Wally heard the whispers of stagehands dashing about, and smelled talcum powder and the aroma of sweaty costume fabric he thought desperately needed to be dry-cleaned. When they finally reached a dressing room, the hostess knocked on the door and twisted the knob before getting an answer. 

“Found him!” she proclaimed. “Break a leg, honey!” 

She pushed Wally forward and then pulled the door closed behind her.

The dressing room seemed more like a closet, crowded with racks of gowns, feathered boas, and hats. Wally spotted Bobbi sitting at a corner makeup table. She was carefully applying lipstick while squinting at an oval mirror that hung from a bent nail in the bare brick wall. She saw his reflection and turned on her stool. 

“Thank goodness!” she said. She tossed her lipstick onto the table and then dashed over in a fog of perfume to take Wally’s hand. Her makeup was pronounced and her green eyes glowed. She was draped in a floral silk robe tied with a sash and wore a pair of glistening silver heels that made her look like a movie star. “I’ve never been so happy to see someone,” she said.

“Why?” said Wally. “I mean, thanks, but why me?” He withdrew his hand, fearful Bobbi might feel the sweat forming in his palm. 

“It’s fate,” she said. “Doyle, my piano man, is a no-show. Split with my five bucks and left me without an accompanist. When I heard I had a visitor and saw you sitting there, I couldn’t believe my luck. A piano player right there.” 

Wally’s knees went weak, and he locked them to keep from falling. 

“You up to it?” said Bobbi. “I’m good for another five.” 

“I’ve never played in a nightclub,” he said, haunted by the memory of his Lincoln High School performance.

Two raps on the dressing room door, and it opened again, this time to reveal an angular man in a dark suit with black hair combed straight back from a perfectly horizontal hairline. 

“Hey, sweetheart,” the guy said, aiming his eyes at Bobbi. “You almost ready?” The man pushed aside a rack of dresses to get closer, appearing surprised to find Wally standing there. 

“Hey, Eddie,” said Bobbi. “This is Walter.” She gestured toward him. 

Wally recognized the guy from a picture he’d once seen in the papers. His pointy chin, thin mustache, and deep-set eyes were unmistakable. 

“Eddie Diamond,” the guy said, extending a hand with a shiny jewel-encrusted watch. “I run this outfit.” 

“Walter Lipkin,” Wally stammered, shaking Eddie’s hand. 

“Walter’s gonna sit in for Doyle,” said Bobbi. 

“Sounds great, sweetheart.” He turned to Wally. “What’re you gonna play?” 

Again, Bobbi jumped in. “I was thinking, ‘Why Can’t My Heart Just Do Its Part.’” She grinned at Wally. “Know that one?” 

Wally nodded. It was one of his favorites to play, and he suddenly wondered if Bobbi was right. Maybe this was fate.

“It’s usually played with a small ensemble,” said Bobbi, “but I’ve always liked it simple. Dressed down. Just me and the piano.” 

“Sounds terrific,” said Eddie, “but you two better get hopping.” He looked at his watch. “You’re on in three minutes. It’s a holiday crowd tonight, and I’m hoping they’re feeling generous.” With a flash of his toothy grin, Eddie left. 

Bobbi turned her back to Wally and dropped her silk gown to the floor to reveal a shimmering silver dress that matched her heels, hugging her voluptuous body like a second skin. She turned and pointed to the undone zipper that traced each side of her spine. “Do me a favor, Curly?” 

Wally inhaled Bobbi’s floral perfume, steadied his hand, and zipped up her dress. 

Three Mississippi, four Mississippi...

“Thanks!” She turned to the mirror, widened her eyes, and then squinted to check her makeup as Wally continued to stare. “Sheet music is already on the piano,” said Bobbi. “Play it sweet and slow, okay? Like honey.” 

Wally nodded, trying not to glance at her cleavage so obviously. He closed his eyes, and silently continued to seven Mississippis. 

“You okay?” Bobbi asked, catching his reflection in her mirror. “You look a little pale.” 

He opened his eyes and drew in the reminiscent smells of lilacs that danced around her. 

“Aces,” he lied, trying to muster some of his brother’s moxie. He forced a smile, raised his chin, and silently pleaded with his demon to give him one chance, one night to be a regular guy. “I’m your man.”

Bobbi grinned and slid her hands over her hips, smoothing the creases out of her dress. “Okay, tiger. Let’s knock ’em dead.” 

Butterflies that seemed more like caged squirrels banged around in Wally’s gut. He gritted his teeth and followed Bobbi through the dark backstage halls to a place just behind the curtain. Applause rose from the club, welcoming Eddie Diamond, who’d taken center stage. 

“Ladies and gents,” Eddie announced, “the Diamond Club’s holiday revue continues strong with a pretty, little gal who I’m sure you’ll see on the silver screen in no time. She’s a real beauty with a pair of pipes to match.” Someone in the audience whistled a catcall, but Eddie didn’t miss a beat. “Tell your friends you saw her here first, folks. Join me in welcoming the talented, the lovely, Miss Bobbi LaFleur!” 

The dark velvet and glass-bead curtains rose, the applause rang out, and a spotlight illuminated the stage. Bobbi swayed as she glided to her place in the light like a Brooklyn June bug drawn to a streetlamp, gliding forward as she had back at the WKOB studio. Hooting and hollering ensued at the gleaming angel that had floated onto stage. She seemed born for this sort of attention. 

Wally forced his reluctant, knobby legs to follow and moved upstage to the bench of the ostentatious piano, a sparkling-white, diamond-trimmed grand. With all eyes fixed upon them, he entertained the thought that the gangster who Max said was shot here had gotten the better deal.

With a quick glance, he spied Max and Frankie at the front-row table he’d left minutes before, their own eyes wide like dinner plates. He feared he might repeat the air-raid drill incident on the rooftop with Audrey, even before he got the chance to play. He closed his eyes, searched for the calming scent of Bobbi’s lilac perfume, his new anchor. He found it, felt his pulse slow, and opened his eyes, focusing on the piano keys. He set his fingers in home position and let the chemical reaction begin. 

Without needing the sheet music, Wally began to play “Why Can’t My Heart Just Do Its Part.” It was a song he routinely played at home, and he found it oddly appropriate for the circumstances—bashert, as his mother would say in Yiddish—providence that Bobbi would even suggest it. 

His hands on the ivories, he embellished the song’s opening the same way he did the last time he had accompanied Bobbi. This piano, though unfamiliar, cooperated with him, quickly taking a shine to his movements, allowing him to shift his attention to Bobbi. 

True and steady, her voice filled with melted butter, and she sang. 


“That chance encounter when we met 
Is the one thing I regret, 
And now all I see is you. 

Our first night alone together, 
We both knew it was forever, 
And now all I hear is you.”


Wally’s fingers tingled with excitement. Nervousness channeled away from his knocking knees, her voice and words drawing him in.


“But when you gin me up, 
And spin me up, 
And leave me at the start, 

My poor heart it breaks, 
My poor heart it aches. 
Why can’t my heart just do its part?”


Wally opened his eyes as Bobbi crossed the stage, the spotlight following. Her hypnotic voice, her perfect pitch, reached the farthest tables of the club, where her beauty and talent had transfixed everyone. 


“You come and you go, and you do as you please. 
My heart is a door and you’ve got the keys. 
Oh, dear… 

That night when we both knew 
It was just me and, darling, you, 
And now you’re so, so far from me. 

The last time we were together, 
I had hoped it was forever, 
And now you’re lost as you can be.”


Just when Wally had settled into his calm space, Bobbi turned from the crowd and faced him. When their eyes met, he almost lost tempo but remembered her advice to play the tune slowly. He savored the notes, borrowing her thoughts of honey, finding opportunities to add his own stylings, careful not to take the attention off Bobbi, where it belonged. Her eyes thanked him, and instead of turning back to her adoring crowd, her gaze remained locked on his. 


“But when you gin me up, 
And spin me up, 
And leave me at the start, 

My poor heart it breaks, 
My poor heart it aches. 
Why can’t my heart just do its part?”


Bobbi’s words lifted the song’s final note on a sweet, delicate breeze. It hung like a veil over the club, which Wally had forgotten was filled with other people. And the moment it ended, a roar of applause hit him like a wake wave off a troopship. 

Bobbi smiled at the crowd, took a humble bow, and then angled her open palm toward Wally. She gave him a quick nod and mouthed the words, “Stand up.” 

Wally rose from the piano bench, fighting the urge to move his eyes off her, to lose the tether that kept him on Earth. He bowed and risked a glance to the crowd, but only for a second. Max and Frankie leapt to their feet with the others, clapping as fast as their hands seemed to allow, joining in the whistling and cheering. 

Eddie Diamond appeared from stage right. He scanned the exuberant audience and beamed, trotting to center stage to take back the microphone and the crowd’s attention. 

“Didn’t I tell you, friends? Just fantastic.” He looked to Bobbi and Wally. “Quite a pair, right?” 

As if on cue, Bobbi rushed over, took Wally’s hand, and led him quickly offstage, his legs struggling to comply. The heat of the spotlight left his face once they raced behind the curtain, but he still felt warm all over. She pulled him down the hall like he was a petulant child, passing the next singer, who was waiting in the wings. 

“Thanks a lot,” the singer blustered as they raced by. “I gotta follow that?” 

Once at the dressing room, Bobbi pushed open the door, spun around, and kissed Wally square on the lips. 

The moment froze.

He tasted the flavor of her lipstick, smelled her alluring perfume, and tried to stay calm. 

Bobbi withdrew and proclaimed, “That was the greatest moment of my life!” 

Feather fluff and talcum swirled around him in a tornado. Visions of diamonds and ruby slippers crowded his thoughts. He tried to speak, but no words came. That’s when the weight of it all hit him. 

His stomach dropped, the room whirled, and his eyes lost focus. “Oh, no.”

“Walter?” 

Bobbi’s voice grew distant, and the room fell dim. Wally’s fingers started to quiver, playing their own piano, the song of his shame.

“Walter, what’s happening?” 

His body’s betrayal struck like a house falling on him from the sky. Wally hit the floor, and somewhere in the Technicolor darkness, he heard air-raid sirens sounding out like the laughter of flying monkeys mocking him. 


      [image: ]Wally sat up with a start, blinked his eyes, and tried to clear his vision of the diamonds that swirled there. The smell of old fabric made him think he was back at the dry cleaners, but the sight of a pink feather boa made him realize he was lying on the floor of Bobbi’s dressing room, and the deep shame of what had happened came flooding into his thoughts.

Not again. Not now.

Bobbi, Max, Frankie, and the hostess came into focus. They stood in a circle leaning over him as if they were playing spin the bottle and Wally was the bottle.

“Walter!” Max chided. “Are you okay?” 

Wally sat up, leaned on his elbow. “Yes.” 

“Guess fame didn’t agree with you,” joked Frankie. 

“I didn’t know what to do,” said Bobbi. “One minute, you were standing, the next—”

Wally could still taste her lipstick on his lips and didn’t need to be reminded of what had happened next. His goddamned anxiety neurosis had once again felled him. The enemy had prevailed.

“Sorry,” he said, rising from the floor. “Shouldn’t have skipped lunch. Never perform on an empty stomach. Rule number one.” He forced an awkward smile but felt himself collapsing inside.

Wally’s feigned indifference was ill-conceived, his lie certainly not his best, and he knew it. He dusted powder and feathers off his stolen suit, all eyes still fixed on him. He long believed that passing out in the midst of a battle was the worst thing that could ever happen to him, but now he knew he was wrong. 

“Drink this,” said the hostess. She handed him a glass. 

Wally grabbed it and took a swallow, quickly realizing he’d gulped straight gin.

“Easy, brother,” said Max. He patted Wally on the back as he coughed. 

“You guys sounded great out there,” said the hostess. “Eddie’s already asking how to get you both on the schedule every night.”

Bobbi leaned forward. “It was Walter who was great,” she said. “How can I thank you?” 

“Well,” said Frankie, “there’s the contest.” 

“Contest?” said Bobbi. “What do you mean?” 

“Nothing,” Wally coughed, fighting for composure. He shot Frankie a withering look and worked to clear his throat. “Frankie’s confused.”

“I’m not confused,” said Frankie. 

“Yes, you are!” Wally slammed his empty glass on Bobbi’s makeup table, swallowed against the gin’s lingering burn, and pointed to the door. “Outside, Frankie!” He took his friend by the arm. “Now!” 

Wally dragged Frankie out of the dressing room, too embarrassed to look back.

“Thanks again!” Bobbi called after them. 

With his pulse pounding in his head, Wally maneuvered Frankie through the cluttered backstage area to the club’s rear door, which he kicked open to the dimly lit alley.

A pair of roaches skittered behind a reeking dumpster as Wally and Frankie strode out into the chilly winter air, with Max trailing behind. 

“What the hell are you doing?” said Frankie, yanking his arm out of Wally’s grasp. 

“Me? What about you?” Wally’s words echoed around them. “Why would you mention the contest to her?”

Max let the door slam closed. “Take it easy, you two.” 

Frankie’s eyes were ablaze. “You said you were gonna make nice to the girl so we can get in good with Brubaker. That’s what you said.” 

“We weren’t going to ask her directly!” Wally blared. “That wasn’t the plan.” 

“Blowing our best chance at winning that contest wasn’t the plan either,” yelled Frankie, smelling of whiskey. He poked Wally’s chest. “If you weren’t so starry-eyed, you’d have your priorities straight.” 

Max stepped between them. “We’re not missing any chances,” he said calmly. “Didn’t you see the look on her face? She already knows she owes us. Wally’s right.” 

“That’s not what I’m saying,” said Wally. “Bobbi doesn’t owe us anything.” 

“Brubaker calls in the morning, and we’ll see,” said Frankie. “We’ll just see.”

Frankie handed Wally his wallet, which he quickly realized was empty. 

“Perfect,” Wally barked. “You cleaned me out. Guess there’s no cab ride home now.”

Frankie glowered but didn’t reply. Instead, the trio walked in angry silence to the nearest subway station. Wally hugged his arms to his chest and lowered his head against the frosty breeze. It was cold and dark, and Wally wished they’d brought their coats after all.

They paid their fare using Max’s pocketful of emergency nickels and took their seats for the long subway ride home.

Wally sat two rows in front of Max and Frankie with his back to them as the train hurtled toward Brooklyn. It was a suitable metaphor for the way Wally lived his haphazard life, always alone, barreling into the unknown without a plan, without a clue, praying for miracles that never seemed to materialize. He watched the lights of the subway tunnel flash by his window, as if every hopeful wish he had was disappearing behind him, one after the other.

It wasn’t long, however, before the flames of his anger, fueled by gin, soon subsided, and his erratic heart slowed to keep pace with the clackety-clack of the subway tracks. The rhythm put some city music in his head, allowing the melody of New York to draw his fractured thoughts back to his duplicitous and defective brain. 

He wasn’t angry with the guys. Frankie and Max had dreams of their own, and tonight was as much about theirs as it was about his. He was angry, instead, with himself. A dope with his issues shouldn’t dare to have such big dreams, and he’d paid the humiliating price for his audacity. He wanted so badly to be the sharply dressed piano player that Bobbi needed, to be as driven and determined as Frankie, or as self-assured and confident as Max. Instead, he was just a panicked clod in a stolen suit, destined to spend more time on the floor than in the arms of a girl. Since he had first seen Bobbi at WKOB, smelled her enticing perfume, heard her melodic voice, felt her fingers in his hair, nothing else seemed to matter. For the first time in months, Wally was thinking of something other than war, other than the certainty of his death. 

“You played great tonight,” said Max. He moved up a row, leaned forward, and crossed his arms on the back of Wally’s seat, speaking over the railway sounds as the subway traversed the river. “Your performance was the best I’ve ever heard.” 

“Thanks,” said Wally. He had to admit he had never felt more at home playing the piano than he had onstage with Bobbi tonight. As horrible as everything was that had followed, that part of the night was undeniably great.

Frankie joined Max and leaned forward too. “It was like you were in some sorta trance,” Frankie said. “You really connected.” 

“Bobbi was the real star,” said Wally. He kept his eyes on the window, uncomfortable with the praise that was being heaped upon him. He understood that compliments were how guys apologized without actually saying, “Sorry.” 

“That Bobbi likes you,” said Max. “You oughta ask her out.” 

“Doubt she’ll ever want to see me again,” Wally said. “Not sure I could face her now, anyway.” 

“Course, you will,” said Max, “when we win the contest.” 

“We need that money,” said Frankie. “You’ll see. We’ll get the dough, you’ll get the girl, and everything will work out fine.” 

Wally nodded and smiled, but he knew a lie when he heard one. 


      [image: ]Under the glow of their Kensington brownstone’s interior hallway light, Wally, Max, and Frankie keyed their way back into the Lipkins’ apartment, careful not to wake Mr. and Mrs. Lipkin. The guys were exhausted, not just from their trip to Manhattan but from the extra hour it had taken to retrieve their clothes from Mulligan’s and to return the Edelmans’ suits to A-Rite. They had to dry-clean and rehang the garments to cover their tracks, and that level of detailed deception, it turned out, was a time-consuming, tiring business.

Frankie crashed on the sofa with a Lipkin family afghan blanket, and Max face-planted onto his bed in the guys’ bedroom, snoring before his head hit the pillow. Wally, on the other hand, found it harder to wind down from the events of the evening. 

He paused at the dresser he shared with Max, suddenly drawn to the hidden heirloom he had long ago secreted away under the clothes in his large top drawer. He quietly pulled it open and pushed his hand into the depth of his folded underwear and socks, feeling around for a ring box he had tucked away at the age of thirteen, the day after his bar mitzvah. 

The long-languishing box was a small, smooth wooden cube etched with fine, Hebrew letters, arranged to spell his Hebrew name. Like all Jewish boys, upon his birth, Wally had been gifted a Jewish name along with his given name—a name designed to be used in communal ceremonies like circumcisions, bar mitzvahs, or weddings.

His name was Shelomo—Hebrew for Solomon.

He had only heard himself referred to as Shelomo twice in his life, once during Max’s bar mitzvah and once again during his own coming-of-age ceremony. It felt odd to have a name designed to fit, but to be used only rarely, like a rented wedding tuxedo or a new funeral suit. He supposed it made sense to give a man a secret identity, like Clark Kent and Superman, for those times when a guy just wanted to pretend his miserable life actually belonged to someone else. But since the Lipkins were not temple-going Jews, this name, Shelomo, now seemed like an artifact, an artifice, a public thing to wear on the right occasion, but meant to languish like his ring box, tucked away for some special occasion that never seemed to come.

Tonight, oddly, for the first time in years, that box called to him.

He pulled it out, slowly pushed the drawer closed with his shoulder, and retreated to his bed, where he sat by the buzzing radiator. He lifted the box open against tiny golden hinges under a wash of moonlight that beamed through his bedroom window, clouded with frost. Inside was a silver ring, a thing of beauty, adorned with Hebrew letters along the band, like those etched on the box. A Jewish star seal on the ring’s face shone like an emblem wealthy noblemen might use to endow hot wax with a family crest. This, however, was not the tool of a nobleman. It was a bar mitzvah gift from his grandmother, an heirloom left behind by his grandfather, who had passed when Wally was just seven. 

His bubbe Esther had pulled Wally aside after his last bar mitzvah guest had left the temple, while his parents were putting away the leftover challah and brisket. It was a time before anxiety neurosis had become Wally’s curse, when remembering his Torah portion and Hebrew pronunciations were the largest of his concerns.

He recalled Bubbe Esther cornering him by the bathrooms, taking his hand, and placing the box square in his palm. “This, Walter,” she said, “is for you.”

Wally had opened the box and gaped at the shining ring. “Why?” he said, believing himself unworthy and undeserving of such a family treasure. “Isn’t this Papa Herschel’s ring?”

“It is.”

“Shouldn’t it go to Max?” said Wally. “He’s the oldest.”

His bubbe scoffed as though she’d eaten something sour. “Don’t be foolish,” she said. “Why should being born first make a person more worthy of a gift?”

Wally had shrugged.

“Max has many gifts of his own,” his bubbe had said, “and he’ll have many more, just because he’s first. Your papa Herschel was third in his family, and I was second in mine. This is not a gift for the first born, tatala. This ring has always been for you. You were named for Solomon after all. Shelomo was granted the kingdom, even though he was not the first born to David.”

“I’m no King Solomon,” Wally had said.

“Solomon was many things,” Bubbe Esther had replied cryptically. “Even had a ring of his own. Perhaps someday you will understand.”

Wally had cherished Bubbe Esther’s words more than the ring, particularly the permission her words seemed to grant that he, like his namesake, could be many things. And, after several hours of eyeing the heirloom, imagining all the many things he might one day become, he had returned the ring to its box and shoved it in his underwear drawer, where it had sat for years.

He now angled the open box in the moonlight. He remembered the tale from Hebrew school, a Jewish story about wise King Solomon and his own ring of power, bequeathed by God himself. The ring gave Solomon the ability to talk to animals—and even plants—but, most importantly, it held power over demons like Asmodeus. 

The mighty Asmodeus, king of the demons, according to the tale, had threatened the Jewish people, tricked and tormented them, and created mayhem and discord. However, through the power of the ring, Solomon—Shelomo—had overcome Asmodeus, tamed and controlled him, and forced the mighty demon to use his strength and guile to help build the Great Temple of Israel, restoring hope and life back to the Jews. 

It was a story Wally now remembered, not just because he shared the wise king’s name but because, ever since that stunted kiss with Eleanor Getzman, he had longed for a way to control his own demon. He was tempted to don the ring now and implore it to vanquish the demon inside him, the one that seemed determined to sabotage his life. He wished now to activate the ring and smote the anxiety neurosis that plagued him, dogged him, and unraveled the fabric of his life, to use the ring to end his misery and allow him to dream of a life without his curse.

But Wally knew his answers didn’t lie in a ring bequeathed by his grandparents, hidden beneath his underpants. God had not looked upon Wally as he had upon Solomon, and deemed him worthy of divine intervention. Wally’s demon was not named Asmodeus. Wally was his own demon, and how did one smite oneself and reap any benefit?

He quietly closed the wooden box as if closing the chapter on his book of childish dreams, stepped over to his bureau, and once again buried such hopeful nonsense back in the depths of his top drawer. When his weary head finally hit the pillow and his delusions faded, his last thought was to wonder why anyone would want the power to talk to plants anyway.
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