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Betsy Alexander stepped down from the city bus in front of Michael T. Dodge Veterans Hospital. Back in the days before gas rationing, she and her parents had often passed the imposing structure on their way to visit Uncle Bert and Aunt Iola on the family farm. As a child, she had cowered down on the backseat of their DeSoto roadster, frightened by the stone walls and the big iron gate where a soldier stood as gatekeeper. It looked like a prison, not a place for wounded men to get better.

The autumn breeze blew crisp leaves down the New York sidewalk. They rattled and skittered, adding their pungent odor to the chilly air. Brown oak leaves with sharp dry edges stung her legs as they swirled around her on a merry chase. Fingers of cold air pinched at her pale skin. With gloved hands she tugged the felt cloche hat more securely over her crown of brown hair. Usually the softly waving locks tumbled to her shoulders in a becoming cascade, but in the brisk wind, the tendrils escaping from the confines of the close-fitting helmet flailed her face. Betsy clutched the heavy wool coat closer to her neck with one hand. Her other hand fingered a letter in her pocket. She pulled out the stiff green hospital letterhead and read the note once more.


September 9, 1944

Dear Miss Alexander,

I am Sgt. Kevin Coombs. Your fiancé, Jerome Frank Edgins, was in my unit. I am currently at Michael T. Dodge Hospital and have a packet of letters which Frank wrote to you. If you would come by the hospital, Ward 6A, I would like to hand them to you personally. No need to call. I’ll be here for at least six weeks.

Frank was a good friend. I am sorry for your loss.

Sincerely,

Sgt. Kevin Coombs



An MP, an older man, stepped out of the small gatehouse.

“Can I help you, Miss?”

“I. . .I want t–to visit a p–patient,” she answered, walking toward him.

“Who’re you visiting?” He waved a car in through the gate as he asked.

“Sgt. Kevin Coombs.” She’d practiced saying the name. The syllables came out in an even flow, and she smiled at her success.

The guard raised a bushy eyebrow as he looked at a clipboard.

“Only one name listed under his for visitors.” He smiled at her. “You Betsy?”

Betsy grinned at this unexpected aid to her admittance. She nodded, avoiding talking to the stranger.

The grizzled soldier pointed up the long, curving drive to the three-story stone structure. “You just follow the road to the main entrance. Patty is the gal at the front desk. She’ll take care of you.”

Again Betsy avoided words and gave her practiced nod and brilliant smile. As she was growing up, her father had often run his large hand through her bouncy brown hair, saying, “What difference does it make that you don’t speak so good, baby Betz? You’re smile is worth a thousand words.” 

Now Betsy started up the long drive, wishing that a smile alone would get her out of this mess. Her long legs marched sharply toward this meeting, responding to the nervous anticipation pulsing through her system. She stopped, took a deep breath, and began again at a slower pace. She dreaded reaching her destination. She’d never get the words out smoothly enough to present an understandable explanation. Taking huge breaths of air with each step forward, she tried to calm her nerves as she approached the stately stone porch with its two-story colonial columns and massive glass doors. 

The letter had arrived on Wednesday, but she hadn’t been able to get away until the weekend. Betsy baby-sat for six children while their mothers worked at various jobs to support the war effort. Her own mother worked in a local factory, running a machine that made bolts.

Three of the six children Betsy watched were her own siblings. Sixteen-year-old Rosey helped her when she didn’t stay at school for study clubs or curl up with the telephone in the front foyer. Her younger sister relished any type of social encounter. Then there were her twin brothers, who exhausted each day with high adventure springing from their vivid imaginations.

Betsy was good with children, but she didn’t enjoy being away from home. It had been a monumental relief to graduate from high school. Now she did the things she felt competent to do. She avoided social interaction with anyone outside her small sphere of family and friends.

She had two more brothers, one older and one younger, fighting Japanese in the Pacific theatre. Twenty-three-year-old Bob was a Marine, and nineteen-year-old Mike wrote home glowing, and heavily edited, accounts of his life as a sailor on a submarine. Betsy wished they were here now to flank her as the somber building loomed before her. With a sigh, she pushed the heavy door open.

The massive lobby oozed dank, cloying heat. Strong disinfectant and old wool combined to assault her senses. Wrinkling her nose, Betsy paused just inside to survey the waiting room. She hadn’t expected a crowd, but people occupied every seat in the waiting area. Wives and mothers chatted. Children huddled next to shrunken fathers wrapped in loose, hospital-issued, faded blue robes. Some children sat awkwardly in the hard wooden chairs not designed for small squirmy bodies. Some played quietly on the floor, busily occupied with their own affairs.

The children aren’t allowed upstairs, Betsy suddenly realized.

With a blast of cold air, the door behind her swung open, and three servicemen barreled past, jostling her so that she dropped her purse and the letter.

“Sorry, Miss,” said one as he turned and steadied her, both of his huge hands resting on her slim shoulders. His gap-toothed grin in a thoroughly freckled face showed more friendliness than repentance. Suddenly, his twinkling blue eyes went serious. “Hey, you’re not hurt, are ya? You look awful pale.”

Betsy shook her head, but before she could utter a syllable, a second soldier with a lanky body and a prominent Adam’s apple picked up her handbag and began his apologies. He managed to shoulder the first soldier to the side as he handed her the purse. The third shoved in between the other two, doffed his cap, and started a polished speech. 

“Hey,” said Freckles, while Betsy’s gaze darted between the earnest faces of her accosters. “Ain’t you that zazz girl down at the USO? The one that plays on Friday nights?”

“Sure, she is!” exclaimed Adam’s Apple. “Hubba Bubba! You sure make that piano swing. How come you never dance with us guys?”

“Don’t mind them, Miss,” said Smooth Talker. “I’m Private Wilton. Private Hayseed’s straight off a Kansas farm, and Billy here is from the hills of Kentucky.” He addressed the other men with pronounced patience. “She can’t very well dance with you two dogface, dame-dazed goons and play the piano at the same time. What are you two going to do for brains if they split you up? It won’t be convenient to keep on sharing the same gray matter if the army sends one of you to Europe and the other to the Pacific.”

Freckles grinned good-naturedly and stuck his big hand out, enveloping Betsy’s in his grip and pumping her arm.

“Name’s Private John Hanks, Miss,” he said. “I’m from Manchester, Kansas. We let David talk like that since he’s a bit inferior when it comes to lifting and carrying. He’s a good friend, and we aim to make him feel better about his considerable shortcomings.”

Adam’s Apple grabbed Betsy’s hand away from the stocky farmer and did his own version of pumping. “My name’s William Chatterfield, and don’t listen to either of ’em. I don’t care a plugged nickel how David feels about himself, and I ain’t no hillbilly. My pappy happens to be the mayor of our town, my aunt’s town clerk, and Gramps has been a deputy for fifty years.”

“Sounds good,” said David with a grin, “until Billy-boy tells you the name of his hometown.”

“Hog Holler is a thriving community,” objected William.

Betsy started to giggle.

“You sing like a canary,” said John, addressing Betsy with exaggerated ardor.

“You drive my poor heart wild,” said William.

“On those long nights, far from home,” said David in a melancholy voice, “with only the sound of soldiers snoring in the dark, I’ll remember your bright smile, your lilting voice, your sweet good-bye kiss.”

He planted a quick, friendly smooch on her lips. 

“Oh,” exclaimed Betsy with a sudden gasp. Surprised, she stood still while John and William followed suit. The waiting room burst into applause, cheers, and laughter. The three mischievous soldiers saluted and rushed down one of the side corridors, obviously knowing just where they were going and in a hurry to get there. Betsy’s humiliation anchored her feet to the green linoleum. 

Her hot cheeks warned her that she looked foolish. She blinked twice and became aware her jaw had dropped open as she’d watched the retreating soldiers. She deliberately closed her mouth. 

She’d never been kissed before, if she didn’t count her dad’s kisses on the cheek and rare brotherly pecks. Now she’d been kissed three times with an audience. Her glance darted around the room. She saw nothing but friendly faces enjoying the playful interchange they had witnessed. Betsy swallowed hard and brought forth the smile that she so depended on.

A tug on Betsy’s coat pulled her attention to a small figure standing beside her. The tousle-haired cherub held up the letter she’d dropped. She took it and gave him a wink. His blue eyes twinkled, charming away the last of the Betsy’s embarrassment. He hopped back to his parents, and Betsy squared her shoulders, determined to find Sergeant Coombs and explain the situation.

Gripping the letter, she approached the busy front desk. Patty, with golden hair styled exactly like the movie star Betty Grable, sat in a rolling chair. One second the busy receptionist focused on the PBX and the next on the log where visitors signed in. Betsy admired how the pretty girl talked non-stop, involved in several conversations at once.

“Michael T. Dodge Veterans Hospital, hold please. Take the corridor to the left. The chaplain’s office is the last door on the right. Sign in, please. How can I help you? One moment and I’ll connect you. Have a seat and Nurse Becker will summon you in just a minute.” Patty tossed a sunny smile around with her words. 
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