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Turtle Bay

Tides of Change, Book Two

John Patrick


Chapter One

EVEN AFTER FIVE years in America, Hans still startled every time the telephone rang—an abrupt, clanging sound insisting on attention. Why couldn’t a country capable of producing an atomic bomb be able to create a more discreet way of letting a person know about an incoming call? He vaguely remembered the phones in Ireland giving a soft chime first, before beginning to ring in earnest, but his time there had been short and chaotic, always one step ahead of capture, so he couldn’t be sure.

He didn’t remember the sound of telephones in Germany at all, even though he knew one hung on the wall in the university’s administration office. He pictured it there next to the corkboard but couldn’t reconstruct its sound.

He hoped the new dial telephone would have a more melodious tone. Assuming the phone company ever got around to swapping out his candlestick model for something more modern as they had been promising for months.

The telephone sat atop the counter in the small reception hallway. Hans swiveled his stool and picked up the entire device, bringing the mouthpiece forward and lifting the receiver close to his ear. He was surprised a call had even come through; most of the operators had gone out on strike.

“Schmidt’s Boarding House, Hans Schmidt speaking.”

“Hans, old boy! It’s Wally, up in Albany.”

“Oh, Wally, so good to hear from you. Is this business or pleasure?”

“Business, I’m afraid. I have a live one for you. And don’t forget I’m still on a party line here.”

That was code for anyone could be listening. Hans appreciated the reminder. The boarding house had its own private line, and he sometimes forgot most people outside the city still used party lines. As if to prove the point, Hans heard muffled soft breathing in the background.

He sighed and glanced at the wall clock, mentally rearranging his calendar for the afternoon. “Hold on.” He placed the transmitter back on the desk, switched the receiver to his left hand, and pulled a pad and pencil out of the drawer. He leaned closer to the mouthpiece so he could still be heard. “A day or two’s notice would make a nice change. But go on.”

“Sorry, there was no advance notice this time. He came right up to the counter and said, ‘One-way ticket to New York City, please, next available bus.’ You’ve got two more hours. I’m certain of this one, Hans. We served together.”

“Oh, were you…?”

“No. Nothing like that,” Wally responded. “But I knew, of course.”

“I understand. Greyhound?” Hans asked.

“Yes, arrives at three thirty.”

That was good news at least. The Greyhound terminal was next to Penn Station, which was only a half-hour walk if he hurried.

“Would you recommend Ada or Hans?”

“Oh, Ada for sure, dear boy. This one seems quite skittish. A direct approach won’t do. He needs to see what’s possible,” Wally replied. “He’s a good kid, Hans. Don’t let him get swallowed up by the Y.”

“Understood, and thanks for the tip. What will he be wearing?”

Wally laughed, and the connection broke up a bit. “Oh, not to worry. You can’t miss him.” Hans heard a click as someone hung up, or perhaps someone else picked up to check if the line was available.

“Will you be coming down yourself anytime soon?” Hans asked. “You absolutely must see David Brooks in Brigadoon. He’s in a kilt most of the time. We could make a weekend of it.”

“That sounds grand! Maybe next month.”

They exchanged a few additional pleasantries and ended the call.

Hans needed at least an hour to get Ada ready, and he was thankful he hadn’t yet put on cologne. He’d planned a shopping trip this afternoon to resupply a few staples—coffee, tea, and biscuits for the ladies’ reception parlor—but that could be rescheduled. But he couldn’t put it off for too long; the ladies did not like to run out of biscuits during their social hour.

As he descended the stairs to Ada’s room on the garden level—a New York euphemism for below ground—he was reminded how much easier things were for men. He wore a simple gray suit with a narrow navy tie, appropriate for all seasons and conservatively bland. Why, a fellow could disappear into any crowd wearing such an outfit.

Ada, though—she had a much tougher go of it. It was spring, technically, but still quite chilly. She’d need something…delightful. Yes, Hans thought, that was the right word. Not too frivolous, but sufficiently feminine to show the world there was still joy in beauty. But she’d also need to wear an outercoat and sensible enough shoes for a bit of a walk. She wouldn’t want to invite scrutiny, but she’d want people to see her and appreciate the effort she’d made.

Hans stepped into Ada’s room and opened the closet. He considered his options. He’d have to use last spring’s coat; he hadn’t had the time or funds to completely reoutfit this season. But it would do the job. It was robin’s-egg blue with a fitted waist rather than a belt. Five oversized white buttons ran down its length. Sadly, American fashion houses continued to insist on outrageously padded shoulders even now, nearly two years after the war’s end.

A thrill ran through Hans as he stood in front of Ada’s closet. It always did, right before the transformation.

He eyed the spring dress he’d bought two weeks ago and knew it would be perfect. He took it out of the closet and laid it flat on the bed. It was a creamy off-white cotton, with a hint of pink. It dropped to midcalf and had a layer of tulle underneath the skirt—an extravagant use of material that would have been unthinkable only a year ago, when rationing and scarcity were just starting to give way. Large red cherries created a pattern, and a back zipper allowed for a smooth, uninterrupted front.

Hans removed his suit and his baggy, shapeless boxers, making a mental note to remember to take the clothes back to his own room, behind the kitchen. He spent the next half hour on underclothing and shapewear, then makeup, and finally a softly curling blonde wig that matched his natural hair color.

Hans was more comfortable dressed as a woman than he was dressed as a man. He always had been; it’s what got him in trouble back in Germany.

Dressed as a woman, Hans absolutely sparkled. His slight frame and delicate features fit Ada better than they fit Hans, and more than once he wondered what it would have been like to have been born as Ada. He’d met men who claimed to actually be women, deep inside, but he didn’t fully grasp that. At the heart of it, Hans liked being a man and being attracted to other men. He just liked dressing and acting like a woman sometimes.

It was enough for him.

The dress itself—the item everyone saw—was the easiest part but for the back zipper, which he managed eventually.

He slipped on square-heeled navy shoes, tied a gauzy pink scarf around his hair as protection against the breeze, and then headed out the door.

 

AN HOUR LATER, Hans stood inside the sleek and modern Pennsylvania Greyhound terminal. It was one of the many things Hans loved about this country: that something as pedestrian as a bus station could be so boldly futuristic, with its captivating blue steel walls and its wide, curved windows.

The Albany bus arrived on time, and Hans took a seat on a wooden bench directly opposite the bay where the bus had come to a stop. He waited patiently for the passengers to disembark and make their way into the terminal.

At least two dozen men and women entered the terminal before Hans spotted who he was looking for.

Wally had been right—there was no mistaking him.

He was just a slip of a man. If it hadn’t been for his disciplined posture and the military duffel flung over his shoulder, he could easily have been mistaken for a boy. Still, there was something undeniably feminine about him, his fluid walk maybe, or the way his eyes continually cast about but never landed on one object for long. Hans marveled once again at the homosexual’s uncanny ability to spot a kindred soul.

He had carrot-red hair cut close to his head, and his dark-eyed gaze darted about the terminal building. He saw the sign for the gentlemen’s toilets and headed in that direction. Hans assessed him as one of the lucky ones—too young to have served during the worst of the conflict. He’d probably spent the last couple of years posted in France or occupied Germany.

Hans waited by the exit.

Eventually, the fellow came through the waiting room and headed toward the main entryway, chin up with a look of cautious determination on his face. Hans was waiting for him with a map of the city.

When he came close, Hans stepped forward, partly blocking his path. “Welcome to New York, young man,” Hans said cheerily. He held out the folding map. “Here’s a map for you. I can help orient you if you’re not sure where you are in relation to where you’re heading. Please tell me you’re not heading for the Y.”

The man looked bewildered but accepted the map. The new arrivals always took what was handed to them. It would be impolite to refuse! They got over that fast. And of course he’d be heading to the Y. They were always headed to the Y.

“Oh, I—” he began. “Are you—?”

“Oh, my manners,” said Hans. “I’m Ada.” He held out his hand, and the young man took it, seemingly bewildered as to what to do with a glamorous woman’s hand. He held it for the briefest of seconds, then dropped it.

“Johnny,” he replied.

Oh, those diminutive American nicknames! Johnny, Jimmy, Billy, Tony.

Johnny looked about the terminal, probably checking to see if any other travelers had been approached by strangers with maps. Hans very lightly pressed his fingertips to Johnny’s elbow and steered him toward the door. As they stepped into the noise and chaos of New York City, Hans slipped on sunglasses, and Johnny held his hand above his eyes to block the glare.

“And if you are going to the Y, please tell me it’s not the one on Sixty-Third Street.”

“What? Well, yes—I— Who are you?”

“I’m Ada Werner. Sixty-Third Street is this way.” Hans nodded his head toward Seventh Avenue. “Though you really shouldn’t.” He could tell Johnny wanted to cut him loose, but he was counting on the young man being too polite to simply dismiss a woman who was just trying to be helpful. “It’s thirty blocks. Would you like to stop for a coffee first? My treat?”

“No, thank you, ma’am. I’d best be on my way, then.” He picked up his pace, and Hans had to forcefully grab his arm to prevent him from stepping in front of a cab at the corner of Thirty-Third Street. “Careful there, soldier,” Hans said. Johnny glanced at him questioningly. “I’m assuming you’re newly discharged? You have that look about you.”

“What look is that?” he asked once they were safely on the opposite sidewalk.

“The look of a young man who’s had his eyes opened to the possibilities in the world while serving his country abroad. One who can no longer imagine a life for himself in Albany.” A workman with a brown paper bag wrapped around a bottle wolf-whistled at Hans as he walked by. Johnny frowned at the man, but Hans put an extra sway in his hips as they passed.

“Wait a minute. How did you know I’m from Albany?”

“You got off the Albany bus, didn’t you?”

They veered around a vendor selling oranges and chewing gum from a cart blocking most of the sidewalk.

“You’ve been watching me? Who are you?” Johnny asked again. He sounded nervous, but Hans knew he wouldn’t make a scene. They were in public, and Ada was a woman, after all, so what could possibly happen?

“All right, the truth is I run a boarding house.”

“Ah-ha!” exclaimed Johnny. “I knew something was up. It’s like the taxi driver who takes you to his cousin’s place instead of the hotel you’ve booked.” Johnny nodded, seemingly pleased that he’d spotted the scam.

“Oh, darling,” Hans said, looping his arm through Johnny’s. “Nobody actually books in advance at the Y. Surely you don’t have a reservation?”

“Well, no…but that’s not the point.” He glanced down at Hans’s delicately painted nails resting on his forearm.

“Oh, there was a point?”

Johnny didn’t say anything, and Hans patted his arm reassuringly. “It’s fine. It’s good to be suspicious in the city.” They walked alongside a grate in the sidewalk, and the sound of a train rumbling by underground, along with a damp, ripe smell, rose up through the metal.

“Well, my point is that I operate a respectable boarding house for a…certain type of man.” Hans gave Johnny’s bicep a brief squeeze.

“What…what type of man?” Hans could tell Johnny was starting to panic. It was time to move this along. Wally had been right; if he’d approached Johnny as Hans, the fellow surely would have bolted by now.

Hans lowered his voice to a more natural tone, pulled Johnny to a stop, and whispered, “Why, men like us, of course.”

“Us?” Johnny stammered. “Are you—? Do you mean—?”

“I am, yes. As are many, many others in this city.”

“I…don’t know what you mean.” Johnny attempted to pull away, but Hans tightened his grip.

“Of course you do. And do you think I’d be dressed like this if I was pulling your leg?”

Johnny stood perfectly still, breathing heavily. Hans was concerned he might run. “Look, you can go to the Y if you’d like. But you’ll get lost there. There’re six hundred rooms! It’s easy to get pulled into a…lifestyle you may not be looking for.” Johnny stiffened. Hans lowered his voice. “I’m not talking about homosexuals generally, of course; the place is filled with men like us. It’s just that so much of it is only about…sex. And the young attractive men like yourself can be targets for worse. I’ve seen it happen—they start selling their bodies, becoming addicts of one sort or another.”

This was the moment. Either the idea of such freedom appealed to Johnny, or Hans had managed to scare him off just a little. Plenty of young men came to New York seeking exactly that life, and Hans hoped Johnny wasn’t one of them.

“Listen, come see my boarding house first. It’s small—only fifteen rooms—and I have strict rules about behavior, but you’d be safe there and surrounded by like-minded men. We can help you get established. You’ll make friends. I have two nice open rooms you could choose from.”

Hans saw that Johnny was thinking about it. “It’s a bit more expensive than the Y, but much cleaner and quieter. I can give you some time to find work and start earning money first, if that’s an issue.”

They both stood there on the corner. A crowd moved tightly around them when the light turned green. Hans let go of Johnny’s arm. He’d have to make up his own mind now. “It’s only five blocks away.” Avenues, actually, which were quite long, but Hans didn’t offer that. “It’s in Turtle Bay, where the United Nations is going to be built! At least come have coffee and see the place; then you can decide.”

Johnny looked up Seventh Avenue, toward Sixty-Third Street. Then he turned to Hans. “All right, then.”

Hans smiled.

“You know, you’re kind of pushy for a broad, though, right?”


Chapter Two

EVERY ONCE IN a while, FBI Agent Arthur Mason wished he had someone he could talk to. He watched the easy camaraderie of his fellow agents with envy. That masculine blending of rivalry and partnership had always eluded Mason, even as a boy.

“Mason! You coming?” Cordero slammed his locker shut and slipped on his overcoat. “We’re celebrating tonight. We got a tip on the Rosenbergs. This might be the info we’ve been looking for.”

That would certainly be worth celebrating. Their informant had said the Rosenbergs were trying to sell atomic weapon secrets to the Soviets. Imagine! If the Russians ever got the bomb, this new Cold War would get mighty hot in hurry.

Cordero was holding his fedora, waiting for Mason’s response.

Cordero was one of the younger FBI agents, a dark-skinned Italian, tall with slicked-back hair and eyes that could really drill into a man. When Mason looked at him, he felt…felt…

“No, sorry. I can’t tonight,” Mason said.

“Suit yourself.” Cordero put on his hat. “We’re gonna get sauced, though, so you’ll miss out.” He laughed. “There’ll be girls there too.” Cordero stepped forward and gripped Mason’s bicep. “Listen, chief. You ain’t getting younger. You’re what, nearly thirty now?”

“Near enough,” Mason responded. He was thirty-five. He followed a strict calisthenics regimen that kept him fit and was proud he could pass for a much younger man.

“You need to step out more,” Cordero continued. “The dames will still go for you. I’ve seen the muscles hiding under your baggy suits. Maybe you’re a bit on the short side, but at least you have a full head of hair—even if it does look like your mother still cuts it.”

Mason sighed, disconcerted by Cordero’s grip on his arm. He couldn’t go out tonight, and it wasn’t the dames he was worried about. It was the “getting sauced” bit Mason needed to avoid. It’s not that he had a drinking problem, not exactly. Not like those guys who got mean and started fights for no reason, or the sloppy ones who couldn’t stop once they started and ended up drinking their paycheck away. No, Mason’s problem was alcohol loosened him up.

And there were things in Mason—okay, feelings—that had to be kept tightly locked inside. They didn’t bear close examination, and Mason had years of practice ignoring them. But after a drink or two, with Cordero right there, leaning into him in that over-friendly way he had—well, that’s when the feelings locked up inside started scratching at their cage.

It was getting harder to keep them clamped down.

 

THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY, Mason sat by himself in his customary pew near the back of the church, listening to Reverend Fulman’s thinly disguised lecture about American politics.

He’d been enthusiastic when his congregation called Reverend Fulman to be its settled minister four years ago. The young minister—who insisted his congregation call him Howard—had been personally involved in the Unitarian Church’s efforts to rescue European Jews during the war, and he spoke out passionately against fascism, which was also a cause close to Mason’s heart.

Howard and his young Irish wife, Bella, reinvigorated the congregation with their modern ideas and interest in community work, and a number of younger families had joined since Howard had come along. His sermons were challenging and thoughtful, and the couple’s four children were a constant reminder that Mason’s church was now as forward-looking as the rest of America.

And yet.

Recently, Howard’s sermons had become more…political. Not overtly so, perhaps, but Mason felt the tone shifting nonetheless. He didn’t like where it was headed.

“And so,” Howard said, concluding his sermon, “just as our faith calls us to consider the wisdom of all mankind’s religious traditions, so too must we remain open to the wisdom found in the voices of all our brothers and sisters, even if their messages or views seem, at first glance, to be contrary to our own. We must always listen with open hearts and open minds. Amen.”

“Amen,” echoed the congregation, or most of it anyway.

Mason sat quietly. He felt the sermon like an accusation, coming as it did on the heels of the pamphlet distributed by the church, criticizing the government’s anti-Communist efforts as overly zealous, as bordering on fascism in its own right. Which was ridiculous!

Fascism, Communism—it was all the same to Mason. Nazis and Reds were simply different flavors of anti-American sentiment, which, if left unchecked, would mean the end of the freedoms and liberties he and everyone else in this congregation enjoyed. Why, if the Soviets had their way, this very church would be shut down, its congregation disbanded. Why couldn’t they see that?

He thought again of the Jewish couple his informant claimed were spying for the Soviets. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were both raised in New York City, and they both joined the Youth Communist League when they were in school. He couldn’t understand how young people with all the benefits of a free society ahead of them could turn on their own country like that.

And the Rosenbergs were hardly the only spies in the city. Why, if the congregation knew about the dozens of Soviet cells the FBI was following right now, they’d be singing a different tune about tolerating contrary viewpoints.

Just wait till the Russians got their hands on stolen technology that let them build a bomb. Then everyone would be asking why the government didn’t do something. Well, Mason was doing something, and he was proud of his contribution.

If flushing Communists out of hiding was against his church’s teachings, then maybe it was time to find a new church.


Chapter Three

JOHNNY KEPT SNEAKING glances at Hans during their walk back to the boarding house. “Have you really never seen a man dress as a woman?” Hans finally asked when he judged they weren’t at risk of being overheard.

“Not like that. There was a show in Japan with men dressed like ladies on the stage, but that was different. You’re the most beautiful girl we’ve passed on the entire walk!”

Hans slipped his hand through Johnny’s arm. “It’s all artifice, dear,” he said. But Hans was pleased he could still pull it off. He was thirty, and he worried about his future sometimes. “So, you were stationed in Japan, then, not Europe?”

“Yes. Strange place. Weird food.” They walked in silence as Johnny studied his surroundings. The buildings grew shorter as they neared the East River, and the area became less commercial. “There was a Japanese boy there—he seemed very young to me, but I don’t know. They’re hard to judge. But he acted like a girl, and the other soldiers in my squad used him like one sometimes. I never did.” He was quiet for a few moments. “I never wanted to. But I did wonder, sometimes, what it was like for him.”

Hans patted his arm. “Did you ever have anyone…special? When you were in the army?”

Johnny colored. “I’ve never talked like this with anyone.”

“We don’t need to talk about it,” Hans said. “But you’ll find a whole new world here in New York. Men are much freer to be themselves, whatever they are.”

“I like what you are,” Johnny said quietly, looking off to the side.

Hans took that to mean maybe Johnny could see himself in a dress sometime now that he knew it was possible. He was glad he’d managed to intervene before Johnny got swallowed up by the Sixty-Third Street Y. This could be a hard city for boys like him.

“What’s that smell?” Johnny asked.

“Ah, yes, that.” They’d crossed Second Avenue, and as they got closer to First, the neighborhood changed again, becoming more industrial. “Those long buildings over there along the river are slaughterhouses. They’re all getting torn down though. That’s where the United Nations headquarters will be.”

Johnny scrunched up his nose at the stench and stared at the sprawling buildings. “Kind of hard to imagine.” Hans agreed and reminded himself to press Otto for confirmation that the UN really had selected this site. The process was taking so long.

“Well, here we are!” Hans said, perhaps a bit too brightly.

They’d stopped in front of a narrow apartment building squeezed between two once-elegant brownstones. It was four stories tall, with a bland, cream-colored brick façade. The windows were surrounded by metal casements, and a double set of glass doors opened directly onto the sidewalk. The entire effect was conventionally modern and uninventive.

Other than the street number painted onto one of the doors, there was no sign announcing what type of business the building held.

“This?” Johnny asked, peering up at the expanse of pale bricks rising before him. “It doesn’t look like a boarding house.” He took in the small gardens in front of both the brownstones flanking the boarding house. “It doesn’t look like anything, really.”

“No,” said Hans. “Quite right. I try to keep a low profile. Can’t have just anyone wandering in looking for a room.” He reached into his purse and withdrew a jumble of keys. He slid several along the ring until he found the one he was looking for. “Don’t worry, all the boarders get their own keys.” He unlocked the front doors, then held one open for Johnny. “As I mentioned, privacy and safety are top priorities here.”

Rather than step through, Johnny moved behind Hans and took the door handle from him. “Please,” he said. “A lady should never have to hold a door for a gentleman.”

Hans nodded his thanks and gracefully slipped out from between Johnny and the door, then stepped through the doorway, marveling yet again at how influential gender could be.

“This is the reception hall.” Hans indicated the small space with a sweep of his hand. He stepped behind the counter to see if anyone had left any messages and, finding none, stepped back around and ushered Johnny past the wide, central staircase and to a square open archway on the left. “Through here is the parlor, where residents can relax and even entertain their own guests. We’ll come back here at the end of our little tour and enjoy a cup of coffee and talk about your options.”

Farther down the hallway, behind the staircase, there was a closed set of french doors with delicate lace drapes hanging behind the glass. A sign affixed to the wall next to the door read “Ladies’ Reception Parlor—Ladies Only.”

“That’s not very progressive, is it? Segregated parlors?”

“They’re not exactly segregated. Anyone is welcome to use the main parlor. But sometimes the ladies appreciate their privacy. Almost every evening a few ladies will gather here. But some nights are more popular than others.”

Johnny nodded slowly, but Hans wasn’t entirely certain Johnny understood the situation. “Do you have many?” he asked. “Lady boarders, that is.”

Hans stood in front of the closed french doors and cocked his hip, quietly waiting for the penny to drop.

“Oh!” Johnny exclaimed, finally. “You mean… Why, I’d almost forgotten you’re not… I mean… Well, is everyone here like that?”

“Quite all right, dear,” Hans smiled and slipped his hand around Johnny’s arm again, steering him farther down the hallway. “And no, most of the boarders aren’t inverted, if that’s what you meant?”

Johnny nodded. “Inverted. You mean, men who dress and act like women?”

“That’s right.” Hans nodded. “At least that’s the word some use; I’ve always liked fairy myself, but it seems old-fashioned now. But yes, everyone here is homosexual. As I mentioned, it’s a safe space for men like us. It’s simply most men here aren’t interested in dressing like women. Here’s the kitchen.”

Hans led them through the large open archway at the end of the hall and into a kitchen spanning the width of the house. One long table sat in the middle of the room, with six chairs arranged along each side. A young woman with fiery red hair tied behind a kerchief worked at one of the countertops. “Good afternoon, Clara,” Hans called to her.

She turned to acknowledge the greeting. “Oh! Ada! I haven’t seen you like this in some time.” Then she looked at Johnny. “Oh, sorry, ma’am. Miss Werner, I meant to say.”

“Quite all right, Clara. Mr.…” Hans trailed off and turned to Johnny. “My goodness! I realize I don’t yet know your name.”

“Herrick, Johnny Herrick.”

“Lovely, thank you.” Hans turned back to Clara. “Mr. Herrick is familiar with the situation here, so no need to stand on ceremony.” Then he turned to Johnny. “Clara is our blooming Irish Rose, and our cook and housekeeper. She also helped save my life back in Ireland, so treat her well.”

Clara blushed. “Oh, get on with you.”

Johnny seemed startled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, miss,” he managed.

“Breakfast is available here from six thirty to eight,” Hans said. “And a light evening meal is served from five to seven. You can probably find coffee or tea most anytime of the day. Come, I’ll show you the rooms we have available.”

They left the kitchen and Hans pointed to a closed door next to it. “That’s my room there. It’s the only bedroom on this floor. Then there are five rooms on each of the three floors above us.”

As they headed back toward the stairway in front, Johnny said, “I take it from your accent that you’re German, but the Ireland story sounds interesting.”

“I was born in Germany, yes, but I’m a US citizen now. And it is an interesting story. If you settle in with us here, I may share it with you someday. But back to our tour for now. Our first available room is on the second floor. This way, please.” They climbed the stairway and then turned into a long, narrow hallway running the length of the house. A burgundy carpet lined the center, and the walls were painted a pale green. A north-facing window at the end of the hallway provided meager light. “I’ve had the place for three years now but haven’t gotten around to redecorating. It’s a rather dreadful color scheme, I’m afraid.”

Three doors lined the left side of the hallway, and four lined the right. Most of the doors were numbered. “The middle room on the left—202—is open right now. The middle rooms don’t have windows, and they’re a bit small. I’ll show you the open corner room on the third floor next. It gets lovely morning light.”

Hans opened the door and they stepped into the room. It would have been difficult to fit a third person. But it did have a well-constructed single bed and chest of drawers, as well as a washbasin, a small desk, and a chair. A curtained alcove in the corner hid a pole for hanging clothes.

A goosenecked reading lamp sat on the desk. In the center of the ceiling, a lightbulb covered by a frosted glass globe cast a soft glow.

Johnny took in the space, and Hans could see that he was disappointed. “It’s much nicer than you could get at the Y, and quieter too.”

“I’d like to see the corner room upstairs,” said Johnny.

“Of course,” replied Hans. “I’ll just show you the bath before we head up. It’s the same arrangement on each floor.” After the first doors on the right side of the hallway—rooms 204 and 205—there was a small door with WC printed on it. “Toilet and sink in there,” said Hans, “and a bathtub, shower, and another toilet at the end of the hallway here.”

As they approached the door marked Bath, it opened, releasing a waft of steamy air. A tall young man stepped through, still damp from his shower, wearing nothing but a thin wet towel barely able to circle his slim waist. His black curls were plastered to his head, and a blue/black shadow covered his jaw.

Hans let out a frustrated sigh. Hank Mannix was a strikingly handsome man—there was no denying that—but he had a hard time following the rules. He was an actor, a model, and, currently, a nightclub entertainer of some sort at a questionable venue in the East Village. He was recently featured on the cover of Vim Magazine, naked from the waist up, posed as a boxer.

A well-worn copy of that issue could be found in the ladies’ reception parlor.

“Oh.” Mannix froze in place, staring at Johnny.

“Oh,” Johnny offered in reply.

“Mr. Mannix!” Hans exclaimed. “You are quite familiar with the rules requiring all gentlemen to wear dressing robes going to and from the bath.”

Mannix tried to tighten the towel’s knot at his hips, but that only served to pull the damp material more tautly across his groin.

“Oh,” Johnny said again.

“So sorry, Ha…Ada…Miss Werner. I didn’t realize anyone would be here.”

“We’ve been over this, Mr. Mannix! There are over a dozen men living in this building, and we must be prepared to come across our fellow boarders at all times. Why, what will Mr. Herrick think now—”

“Herrick, is it?” Mannix interrupted, extending his hand toward Johnny. But when he released his grip on the knot, the towel sprang open, and he barely caught it in time to preserve the sliver of modesty he had left. He quickly gave up on the idea of introductions and dangled the towel, rather ineffectively, in front of him. He inched his way around Hans and Johnny. “I’ll head back to my room,” he said.

He winked at Johnny, then turned and jogged down the hallway to room 201.

Johnny eyed Mannix’s naked backside. “Room 202 will do just fine,” he told Hans.

 

“HIS NAME IS Hank Mannix?” asked Mason. He and Cordero were sitting in the conference room, reviewing their newest list of investigative targets. The ongoing congressional hearings in Washington were bearing fruit as more and more Communists began naming others.

Mannix’s file lay open on the table in front of them, and Mason pulled out a photo of the target. This Mannix fellow looked a lot like Cordero, which triggered an uncomfortable embarrassment for Mason because, in the photograph, Mannix was shirtless and wearing only the briefest of athletic shorts. He crouched in a boxer’s pose, fists up in front him, leaning forward with his weight on his left leg.

Even though the photo was taken at a slight angle, Mannix was looking directly at the camera, and rather than wearing a stern fighter’s scowl, he offered an almost playful smile—just a hint of one—enough to suggest he wasn’t taking the boxer’s stance too seriously. But then, why the photo?

To make matters worse, his pose resulted in his hips twisting toward the camera, the thin material of the athletic shorts pulling tautly against his privates. Mason could make out the vague shape of the man’s cock under the fabric, and he wondered why the photographer hadn’t noticed the almost obscene nature of it and repositioned Mannix before taking the shot.

Mannix’s smile hinted he was in on the game, tempting the viewer to go beyond appreciation of his athletic form and pose, to see him as sexual, as desirable. The whole effect was unnerving for Mason and exciting in a way that didn’t bear contemplation.

Mason kept sneaking glances at Cordero. Don’t you see this? Isn’t this extraordinary? But every time he’d look at Cordero, Mason was struck again by his resemblance to the man in the photo. It was almost as if he were seeing Cordero nearly naked and on intentional display.

Enough! He slid the photo back into the file.

“And he’s a Communist?” Mason asked.

“Presumably. He’s a member of that actor’s union in Hollywood. He used to live there before coming to New York. They all seem to end up becoming Communists. And he’s in contact with one of those Hollywood film producers being investigated by Congress. That’s how we got his name.”

“But what’s he to us? Being a Communist isn’t against the law, unless you’re in the government or a teacher or something like that. Does he have one of those types of jobs?”

Cordero frowned. “Don’t go getting soft on the Reds, Mason. Might not be against the law yet, but if he’s tied up with the Un-American Activities Committee hearings in Congress, he’s worth investigating.”

“What does he do?”

“He works at a nightclub down in the East Village; you know they’re all mixed up with organized crime there. Who knows? Maybe there’s a connection between the criminal gangs and the Communists.”

“Sounds kind of flimsy to me. And, anyway, what are we supposed to do about it?” Mason couldn’t have explained why, but he was feeling defensive about this one. He glanced at the closed file.

“Jesus, Mason. Just put some pressure on him. Interview him and the people he knows. Let him know we’re on to him. See what happens.”

“I don’t know, Cordero. It doesn’t make sense. I mean, the Rosenbergs, sure. They could be Soviet spies! But this Mannix fellow? We can’t start investigating every American with objectionable politics.” Mason hadn’t intended that to come out sounding like a question, but it might have.

Cordero cocked his head. “You don’t think so? It’s a whole new world, Mason; best be prepared for it.”

 

HANS COULDN’T DECIDE if he was angry or relieved that a nearly naked Mannix had sealed the deal for Johnny. A little of both, probably.

He knew he couldn’t control everything, and he was satisfied he did as much as he could, providing a safe environment and at least a minimal level of supervision for these innocents. Young men like Johnny had been streaming into the city by the hundreds since the war ended, and Hans couldn’t possibly watch over all of them. And the Mannixes of the world were a big reason the newly discharged Johnnies came here in the first place.

But Mannix was a heartbreaker, and Hans suspected he’d had sex with half the homosexuals in the city since he’d arrived from California. Plus, his work at the Rainbow Lounge in the East Village most likely wasn’t strictly aboveboard. But Hans didn’t look too closely at that. It was none of his business what his boarders got up to outside the house.

Secrets were good things.

Still, he’d have to find a way to at least warn Johnny about the lay of the land as far as Mannix was concerned. He left Johnny in the parlor with a cup of coffee, telling him he’d be back shortly to discuss rental terms and house rules. Then he went downstairs to put Ada back in her closet.

 

WHEN HANS RETURNED to the parlor, he was surprised to see Otto Werner sitting in a wing chair next to Johnny. The two men were quite a contrast, Johnny with his bright-copper buzz cut, slight and somewhat vulnerable-looking, and Otto, elegant with blond curly hair and sparkling blue eyes. Otto had put on weight since he and Hans had arrived in this country five years ago, and it looked good on him, giving muscular substance to his height.

Both men held cups of coffee, and they were in animated conversation.

“Clara must be letting anybody in these days,” Hans said as he stepped into the room.

Otto rose in one graceful motion, then set down his coffee cup. “Hans! It’s been far too long.” He came forward and embraced Hans in a tight hug. “I’ve been chatting with your new fellow here. Did you know his father runs a hotel in Albany?”

“I did not. You’ve introduced yourselves properly, then?”

Johnny rose less gracefully than Otto had and approached Hans. He held out his hand. “Johnny Herrick,” he said.

Hans took his hand but turned to face Otto. “He’s just had his first glimpse of Mannix’s naked backside while getting a tour. He’s forgotten he even knows me!”

Otto grinned. “No one forgets his first glimpse of Mannix’s naked backside.” Then he turned to Johnny. “It’s really quite spectacular, isn’t it? My first time was at the Y.”

Johnny’s mouth dropped open, and he turned to Hans. “Ada…?”

“In the flesh,” Hans replied. “But it’s Hans Schmidt when I’m dressed like this, which I usually am. Ada only comes out on special occasions.” Hans gave Johnny’s hand a solid shake before releasing it. “Pleasure to meet you…again.”

Johnny simply nodded, looking befuddled.

A shadow passed across Otto’s face at the mention of Ada, and Hans put his hand lightly on Otto’s arm. “Sorry, my friend, if I’d known you were coming, I’d have warned Johnny off from mentioning her.”

Otto shook his head. “No, it’s all right. I just get caught off guard sometimes, and then I’m suddenly struck by how much I miss her.” Otto had draped his overcoat on the side of the settee and placed his hat on top of it. He walked across the room and picked them both up.

“Oh, don’t go; join us. Can you stay for dinner?” Hans asked.

“No, sorry. I tried calling, but I couldn’t get an operator on the line.” The nationwide strike was picking up steam and telephone service was spotty at best. “I only stopped by to extend my own invitation. James and I would like you to come to dinner tomorrow night; we have a business proposition we’d like to discuss with you, and afterward Bella and Howard are coming over for drinks.”

“Oh dear. Are they—? Are they bringing—?”

“No! God forbid. She found a sitter. Please say you’ll come. It’s been far too long since we’ve all been together.”

“Of course I’ll come.” Even if James and Otto hadn’t saved his life, and even if Howard hadn’t helped him escape from the Nazis, Hans would have jumped at the chance to spend time with them. They were good men, all of them.

Otto smiled and pulled Hans into another hug, then released him and turned to Johnny. “It was lovely meeting you, Mr. Herrick. And watch out for that Mannix character; he’ll steal your heart, that one will.”

Hans smiled to hear the Irish cadence in Otto’s voice. Living with James was rubbing off on him.

Once they were alone, Johnny said, “He seems…”

“Dashing?” Hans offered.

“Yes, exactly.” Johnny nodded. The poor fellow looked overwhelmed by the events of the day. Hans thought how shocking it would be to start your day in Albany and be introduced to both Hank Mannix—in the flesh, as it were—and Otto Werner by the end of the afternoon. What a wonderful city this was.

“He saved my life,” Hans said.

“That’s what you said about Clara too. A story you promised to tell me if I stayed on.”

“So I did, but not now. It’s a long story and should involve alcohol if it’s to be told properly. But the short version is that Otto and his good friend James, along with James’s sister, Bella, and her soon-to-be husband, Reverend Fulman, all risked their own lives to shelter me, a stranger and a fugitive, in Ireland during the war.”

What Hans didn’t say was that his mission to provide a safe space for all these young homosexual men drawn to the city was prompted by his gratitude for how much strangers had risked for him.

Hans could see Johnny wanted to ask questions but was pleased that he held off, respecting Hans’s interest in not telling the whole story at that moment. But he did ask about Otto’s sensitivity to hearing the name Ada.

“It’s sad. I first disguised myself as Ada, Otto’s sister, at his suggestion in my attempt to avoid capture in Ireland. And it worked beautifully. But Otto’s mother and sister died in the bombing of Dresden at the end of the war. Otto had stayed with his father in Dublin throughout the conflict. His father was a German diplomat there. So, the family had been apart for years, and he only learned weeks after the attack that they’d both died. It was very hard on him.

“James and Otto are business partners, and they share a life together too. They own James Brennan Real Estate, which owns this building. I’ve heard James talk about wanting to expand, which I imagine has something to do with what they want to discuss with me. It’s unusual for me to have any open rooms at all here now. Let alone two at once.” Hans paused and looked at Johnny. “Or have you made up your mind? Am I down to just one open room?”

Johnny nodded his head eagerly. “Yes, assuming the details are agreeable. I’m glad you caught me at the station.”

“Good. The man who sold you your ticket in Albany will be pleased he made the right call.” Hans studied Johnny for his reaction.

“I thought I recognized him from the army. He called you? You…you were waiting for me? Specifically?”

“Yes, I was. We thought it would be better if I approached you as Ada rather than walk up to you as a man and ask if you’re a friend of Dorothy.”

“Dorothy?” Johnny asked with a puzzled frown.

Hans sighed. “Yes, it’s a code phrase, dear, for men like us to identify each other in public. You’ve heard of it, surely?”

Johnny shook his head, admitting he’d never heard of it.

“Oh, you have so much to learn.”

“I suppose I do,” Johnny acknowledged. “Still, to think you could assume that about me by how I looked or acted.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Well, I hate to think I stand out like that.” Johnny colored and his voice became smaller, softer, as if he were trying to fade into the background. “I mean, I don’t like people thinking that about me.”

“Thinking what? The truth?”

“It’s not… It’s just… I want to fit in, you know?” He lifted his eyes to look at Hans.

“Now see here, Mr. Herrick.” Hans straightened his tie and tugged his suit jacket into place. “One of the many house rules we haven’t gone over yet is that we are not ashamed of who we are here. It’s often enough that men like us need to conform to expectations outside of our home; I won’t be having anyone in this house feeling anything less than pride in who we are, in how God made us.”

“Pride?” Johnny asked, somewhat incredulously. “Even dressing like you did can be against the law, let alone…the other stuff. What’s there to be proud of?”

Hans sighed and looked out the window. “Laws change, Mr. Herrick. And some of them are simply unjust. Why, women used to be barred from voting and couldn’t own property. Negroes weren’t even considered to be whole people in this country’s constitution. The world is changing quickly now; can’t you feel that? Our job is to push that change in the direction it needs to go.”

“But, still, we have to hide,” objected Johnny. “I don’t want to always worry that someone will look at me and think, ‘He’s an invert!’”

“No, Mr. Herrick. That’s where you’re wrong. We don’t need to hide. The rest of the world needs to see.”


Chapter Four

HE STILL WASN’T comfortable with this assignment, but Mason decided it wasn’t for him to ask questions. He had to trust the FBI knew what it was doing. And, secretly, a part of him didn’t want to look too closely at why he was intrigued by the idea of meeting this Mannix fellow to see if he had the same…energy…about him that his picture implied.

He almost walked past the boarding house—it was so conventionally bland, in that way too many modern buildings were. He studied the uninviting glass doors and noted the lack of any signs. He thought that was awfully curious for a boarding house.

He rang the bell.

An attractive man—midtwenties, Mason assessed, with soft blond hair and delicate features—stepped to the door and unlocked it. Another oddity, Mason thought, a boarding house keeping its front door locked in the middle of the afternoon. He became even more guarded as the man swung open the door but remained standing in the threshold.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

Mason flashed his badge. “FBI,” he said. He liked this part of the job, the instant credibility, the respect.

The man in the doorway didn’t move. “Yes?” he asked.

Yes? What the heck? Americans always jumped to attention when they saw his badge. But, judging from the accent, Mason suspected this fellow was German. They had a different response to government authority than Americans did.

“May I come in?” Mason asked.

“I’m terribly busy right now, actually.” He still didn’t step aside.

“I’m looking for Hans Schmidt, the proprietor? This is Schmidt’s Boarding House, isn’t it?” Mason looked pointedly around the entrance, looking for the nonexistent sign.
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