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Baltimore, Maryland

September 1942




Love exploded to the rapid fire beat of a ragtime tune, a subdued yet desperate mating dance before soldiers and sailors shipped out to face the enemy. Audrey Harper hovered at the edge of the mob of soldiers, sailors, and young women in colorful dresses stepping and twirling to the beat. She mopped her forehead with a wilted handkerchief. The hardwood floor pressed through the thin soles of her rationed shoes to make her feet ache. Another pair of stompers gone. But she accepted every offer from the homesick and lonely men who relied on the USO. She could do that much to support the war effort.

Her sister appeared in a rush of perfume and taffeta, fanning herself with her dance card. “Whew. What a night.”

Rae’s vivacious grin belied her claim to being tired. Even more popular than Audrey had been over the last few hours, her younger sister’s heart-shaped face glowed with life and excitement. She moved with the grace of a musician, moving to an inner beat with each footfall. Stella Rae’s beauty was eclipsed by her talent. She’d been accepted to the best music school in the city and was using the USO dance as a celebration. Soon she’d start lessons with several of the country’s best violin instructors. For the moment, she delighted in rapid dances and friendly soldiers. Spending a Friday evening dancing with so many handsome young men most definitely boosted her ego. Despite her objections, Audrey insisted on keeping a watchful eye over her little sister.

“Tired?”

“I’m fine.” Rae tapped the corner of her dance card on Audrey’s upper arm. “Why aren’t you dancing?”

“I needed a minute to catch my breath.” Smiling couples jitterbugged past, a blur of color. “Why aren’t you?”

“I saw you standing here looking lost so I wanted to check in, see how you’re doing.”

“Another hour before they’ll shut the dance down.” Audrey shoved her handkerchief into her skirt pocket. “Time for several more dances.”

“It’s why we’re here.” Stella dragged a palm across her forehead. “I’ll be glad to get outside where it’s cooler.”

“Soon enough. I think your next dance is coming to find you.” The marine weaved around the dancers on the floor as he approached. “Go have fun.”

“It’s what we do.” Rae smiled at the man as he held out his hand, waiting for her to accept his offer. She gave him her hand and he led her away to join the whirling dancers.

Rae’s words echoed in Audrey’s mind as she waited for the next invitation to dance. She enjoyed dancing, helping the men in uniform have some relaxation and respite from the war. But she wanted to be more than a pretty face in dancing shoes. She’d studied hard to earn her combined music appreciation and journalism degree and somehow she’d find a way to put it to use. Despite her father’s intent of merely ensuring she would be an educated wife for a deserving husband, she hoped to find gainful employment of some interesting kind.

She’d seen the advertisements for women to support the men called up to fight over there by filling in at their jobs on the home front. “Women, Take War Work!” “Women Needed Now! Join the WAVES!” The war had brought new prospects for women to join the workforce, to do their patriotic duty by working the men’s jobs to free them up to go fight.

A patriotic thing to do, but one her father would resist. Her brother, Gilbert, itched for his number to be called so he could serve. He had carefully floated the idea of enlisting but Mama convinced him to wait. Hoping he wouldn’t need to go. If he did, Audrey would have no choice but to do her duty and follow his example, yet again. Taking on a paying job, rather than volunteering her time as she’d been doing all her life. Secretly, the idea appealed to her. She rubbed the porcelain pansy pendant hanging around her neck, its smooth pink petals soothing. Gil gave it to her on her sixteenth birthday and she never took it off. A tribute to her older, beloved brother. Following his lead meant she’d have some spending money, and could even contribute to the household finances. Maybe eventually earn enough to even move out of her parents’ home.

Deciding on what kind of work to do was the holdup. The idea of working in a factory did not appeal. Necessary and vital work to be sure. Just not for her. She’d much rather be up and about than stuck in an assembly line or other mindless work.

She wanted to do something that would enable her to interact with others, and which would use her creativity and education combined. The Help Wanted ads all seemed to be for manufacturing and machine work. Telegraph and telephone operators. Receptionists and secretaries. Tied to a machine or a desk all day. She shuddered at the thought. Surely she could find something more interesting to do.

Watching the mass of men in uniform with their dance partners, she pondered the many families left behind in towns and cities across the country, hoping for their safety. The nation had been at war nearly a year and showed no signs of ending. Her family had been fortunate to remain out of the fighting. The draft hadn’t called her father’s or her brother’s number. The longer it dragged on, though, the higher the chance they’d be called up. She worried most about her only brother, truth be told. His creative, easy-going nature seemed ill-suited for hand-to-hand fighting or shooting anyone. Being forced to do so would affect his very soul. His dreams of building things—homes, businesses, bridges—may never be realized. If he were hurt he might not be able to create.

A flashy couple, he in navy uniform, she in a light green dress, swirled past Audrey. She stepped back from the edge of the floor to give the girl’s skirt space to twirl as they danced gracefully around the room. Chinese lanterns hung from the rafters of the ballroom, candles glowing softly inside. The tune segued into a slow dance. The couples drew closer, the men’s hands holding the ladies’, one hand at the small of the back. She sensed some of the pairs had grown close quickly but it was wartime. People met, fell in love, married in weeks. Fear of the unknown—whether they would come home—made for many hasty marriages. Concessions had to be made.

She worried about her father, too, but on a different level from her robust brother. Daddy was the family’s patriarch, brought home the money that kept the family in comfort. As much as was possible under the rationing restrictions. If he were called up, her mother would have to cope without him. True, Audrey and Stella would help her, but having a husband involved in the deadly conflict couldn’t be easy. Going about the day without knowing whether he was injured or dead. Fearing the arrival of a telegram. Letters took a long time to arrive at homes across the country. Then again, the mail censors blacked out anything even hinting at forbidden information to write home so the news that people shared often became stilted. Especially knowing strangers read and evaluated every word sent to loved ones.

“You look too serious for this shindig.” A soldier aimed a shy grin at her. “Dance?”

She blinked away the depressing, worrisome thoughts. “I’d love to.” She took his hand and followed him onto the dance floor and into the fluid steps of a two-step. Tonight she’d dance and smile. Tomorrow was soon enough to think about all the rest. After all, she had plenty of time.

——————

Three little words changed everything.

“I’ve signed up.”

The determination in her brother’s expression rattled Audrey’s sense of well-being as his words sunk in. His set jaw and eyes glittering like balls of steel. A slight crease over Gilbert’s brows. Powerful shoulders forced back, bracing for the family’s reaction. All jovial banter and good-natured teasing had ended in sudden silence.

“What did you say?” Her father, Ernest, contemplated Gil with furrowed brows.

Gil’s bombshell landed in the center of the dining room table, ticking away the seconds. What had been a normal family dinner changed into a tense tableau. The glasses sparkled, the dishes held half-eaten steaming spaghetti and meatballs. Frisk, Audrey’s blue merle collie, raised his head from where he lay at the doorway, sensing the change in the atmosphere.

“I signed the papers.” Gil returned the steady look, a slight tic in his right jaw.

“Oh, Gil.” Her brother chose to risk his life for the good of the country. Pride and fear battled in her chest. Everyone sat dumbstruck, looking at him as if they didn’t expect the inevitable. Or had tried to ignore the likelihood. Like her. “I don’t know what to say.”

With only a handful of words, he’d managed to change the Second World War from a matter of inconvenience to one of personal involvement and all of the terror and dread that accompanied such a decision. Until that moment, fighting had been left to other men. Other families hung a blue star in their front window.

Not theirs.

She’d seen the news reels at the picture show depicting the battle ravaged landscape and the injured and bloody men fighting over there. She’d suspected her brother would do something rather than wait as his impatience continued to escalate at not being drafted.

A gasp forced Audrey’s attention to her mother and the anguish etched onto her face. A knot clogged Audrey’s throat, one she couldn’t dislodge for the threat of waterworks pricking her eyes.

“No, you can’t go.” Her mother, Opal, clutched a worn linen napkin in vise-like fingers as tears hovered in the corners of her wide eyes.

“Mama, you knew I would go. I told you.” Gil studied Mama across the table. “It’s done.”

“When do you report?” Daddy held a wine glass aloft, suspended on its way to his lips.

“In two days at Ft. Meade.” Gil rested loose fists on either side of the porcelain plate. “Please understand, I couldn’t sit by any longer. I had to take charge of my future as best I can.”

“Why now, though?” Rae folded her arms under her bosom. “Why not wait until your number is called? Why put yourself in danger?”

“Because I’ll have more say about where I go since I enlisted instead of being drafted.” Gil flattened his palms onto the rust-colored tablecloth as his eyes flashed with excitement. “They said I could serve with the 29th Infantry, which is where I want to be. With other fellows from Maryland.”

Daddy pursed his lips. “I envy you, son. I’d go if they’d let me, but since I have children they won’t.”

“But they’ll take our child.” Mama slowly shook her head, her black hair loose on her shoulders. Her green eyes glistened as she drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly through her nose. “Why didn’t you tell us before you enlisted? Afraid we wouldn’t let you go?”

Gil contemplated her silently for a long moment. “Yes.”

Mama firmed her lips into a harsh line. “Not that it would have mattered, of course. They want all the young men they can get to fight this terrible war.”

Daddy laid a hand on Mama’s, drawing her glistening eyes to meet his stern gaze. “Enough, Dear.”

Mama relaxed her tense posture with an obvious effort. “You’re a man and must do as you see fit. But promise me one thing.”

Gil lifted his glass of iced tea but kept his gaze on Mama. “Anything.”

“Come home to me, safe and whole.” Mama brushed trembling fingers over her cheek to wipe away a streak of dampness.

“I’ll do my best.” Gil looked at Audrey, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Audrey would skin me alive if I were to die over there.” He winked at her, evoking his joking attitude. Asking for her help to soften the blow his announcement left behind.

“Absolutely.” Audrey followed her brother’s lead to restore the atmosphere of humor and fun they’d enjoyed mere moments before. “I’d never let you live it down. You better write to me and tell me how you’re doing.”

“I’ll write when I can. Who knows what I’ll be doing or where.” He shrugged off her concern, but the hint of laughter in his eyes dimmed.

“Just be sure to let me know if the enemy is out to get you, okay?” Audrey struggled to keep a smile on her face as she pushed a chuckle out of her throat. “I’ll need to know who to thank.”

“Very funny.” Gil rolled his eyes and then twirled his fork in his spaghetti and meatballs. “I’m too stubborn to let them take me down.”

“Not funny, guys and dolls. Having my only brother putting his neck out isn’t something to joke about.” Rae picked up her fork and spun it in her saucy noodles, wrapping the long strands around the tines. She turned teary eyes to rest on Gil. “I don’t know that I can bear to think of you being shot at let alone…”

Silence fell. What her sister couldn’t put into words, couldn’t say would make it all the more possible.

“Gil knows how to take care of himself.” Audrey clasped her hands together in her lap, hoping she was right. “I’m sure he’ll do very well and come back to us.”

Gil crossed his arms over his massive chest. “Look, it’s not all that bad for me to want to go and do my duty for my country. You make it sound like I’m throwing myself into the lion’s den.”

“Well, aren’t you?” Rae cut him a look and then stared at her plate for a beat. “It’s an awful war. The news reels are terrifying to watch.”

“Don’t worry your little head about it, sis.” Gil studied her over his iced tea glass as he took a long sip and swallowed. “Concentrate on your studies and everything will be fine.”

“What about your job? What did they say?” Audrey toyed with her glass, the amber liquid sloshing within. Gil had been thrilled to start working as an architect with a prestigious architectural firm a year ago. A life goal he’d finally reached. His enlistment meant throwing away the chance to build the kind of homes and communities he’d dreamed of bringing to life.

“They understand a war is on and didn’t give me any flack, not like my own family is.” Gil plunked his glass on the table hard enough the tea sloshed over the rim and dribbled down the outside of the glass. “You’d think you didn’t want to win this war.”

“It’s not that.” Audrey sipped her tea. The sweet flavor soured as she swallowed, considering the ramifications of her brother’s decision. “We love you…”

“Enough.” Daddy drained his wine and reached for the bottle to refill his glass. “We each have to do our part, whether in the military or helping on the home front. Your mom enlarged our garden to provide more food for us without taking it away from the soldiers. What are you girls doing besides sitting around the house worrying?”

Audrey blinked slowly at her father. Surely he knew she and her sister frequently went out on collections and war bond rallies. Dressed in work clothes and sturdy gloves to go door to door. In his defense, he left the house and went to work every day and so didn’t know exactly how they spent their time. His blithe assumption they did nothing, though, rankled deep inside. Made her think he objected to her presence in the house without pulling her weight. Maybe her idea to do more than charity work would actually be acceptable to him.

Rae caught her eye with a tilt of her head. “I think I’ll help with the nylon drive tomorrow. Want to go with me, Audrey?”

Another collection. Seemed like everything had its day. Hosiery for the silk or rayon fibers to use in parachutes. Kitchen fats for lubricants and packing ammunition for shipment. Rubber in all its forms, including rubber bands, old tires, bathing caps, and garden hoses. Paper also since wood pulp was at a premium. Intriguing how every bit of metal could be so important, even the small amounts of lipstick tubes, razor blades, and tin cans. While volunteering gave her a sense of satisfaction and patriotism, donating her time didn’t help with making ends meet. The price of everything had increased despite the rationing in effect and caps on the prices of certain items.

“Audrey?” Rae blinked at her, head angled in question.

“I don’t know…” Audrey sipped her iced tea to give her time to think. Her conviction about doing more swelled inside her chest until she could barely contain herself. “Daddy, I’ve been thinking about looking for a job.”

“What?” Daddy stared at her, his mouth slowly falling open. “You want to go to work?”

His stern tone told her everything. She pressed on. “Yes, sir. If I can find something interesting and useful. Would you mind so very much?”

“You go to work… I never thought I’d see my daughter contemplate such a demeaning thing.” Daddy leaned back and studied her, before glancing at Mama. “What do you think?”

Mama looked around the table. “I think the war has turned our world upside down.”

“That doesn’t mean our daughters should get their hands dirty.” Daddy crossed his arms over his chest and slowly shook his head.

“But, Daddy, the jobs the men did need women to fill them.” Audrey scrabbled her napkin into a ball in her lap. “Please. I want to do my part like Gil.”

“I never thought I’d see the day… This crazy world we live in…” Daddy held up a hand and then laid it back on the table. “I don’t like it one bit. Are you actually serious?”

“Yes, sir.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from babbling on, desperate for his approval.

He heaved a sigh. “On one condition.” He peered at her until she nodded once. “I need to approve where you work. Is that clear?”

A surge of relief mixed with love for her father flooded through Audrey. “Yes, sir.”

“I can’t say I like this idea. But I do know the jobs need to be done. All right then.” Daddy braced his hands on the edge of the cloth-covered table. “If you’ll excuse me, I want to turn on the radio to listen to the news. See if there’s been any more sightings of U-boats. Gil?”

The mere mention of the German submarines plaguing the Atlantic coast the entire year sent a shiver through Audrey. She’d had nightmares after hearing reports of the sailors burning alive on the deck while the enemy sub went on to torpedo another merchant vessel. One after another, from Massachusetts to Florida, without any response from the U.S. Navy.

“I wish I could do something about them Japs and Krauts.” Gil dropped his napkin beside his plate and stood to accompany Daddy into the living room. “There haven’t been as many subs spotted since the navy started using convoys over the summer to guard the merchant ships and tankers. That seems to be keeping the Krauts away from the eastern coastline.”

The men ambled into the living room to take their customary seats. Daddy sank onto his red horsehair chair by the window while Gil settled on the gold-tone sofa along the opposite wall next to the piano. She paused to absorb the scene from where she sat in the adjoining dining room. Frisk lay on his bed by the fireplace with his forelegs crossed.

The scene was so normal and yet felt so different. The all-in-one radio-phonograph hunkered in its cabinet under the window, squawking a constant commentary on the fighting and the air raid preparations closer to home. The fireplace with its comforting flames danced among oak logs. Family photos decorated the mantel, happier times captured in black and white, with an oil landscape painting hanging above. Tapestry drapes hung at the window and a floral carpet graced the floor. Her childhood home was a comforting backdrop to the tension simmering in the air.

Her father turned his attention to the newscaster. Gil braced his elbows on his knees as he listened to the man on the radio go on about the war.

Sadness weighed on her heart. Soon Gil’s spot would be empty. Her handsome and fun-loving brother would be gone, away from home and family, likely somewhere overseas facing horrors she didn’t want to imagine.

Audrey swallowed the fear clawing up her throat and gazed at Rae sitting beside her at the table. “I really wish the war wasn’t so close to home. Not that my wishes matter.”

Rae rose and gathered the glasses then started toward the kitchen. “If wishes mattered, then there’d be no war. That’s my wish, anyway.”

Stacking the plates, Audrey followed her into the cheerful kitchen. The newscaster droned on in the other room, barely audible and yet managing to maintain the tense atmosphere throughout the house. She walked through the open doorway and stopped at the square wood table surrounded by four straight-back chairs. The cheery white linoleum with bright red open squares had always made her smile, but not today. Checkered red-and-white curtains hung at the window above the sink where her mother and sister worked on scraping and washing the dishes. The cast iron pots and pans used to simmer the marinara sauce and brown the meatballs waited in a haphazard stack on the counter for their turn to be cleaned.

She viewed the familiar scene with new appreciation. The daily chores of cooking and cleaning. The endless round of menu planning, shopping, baking, and providing meals for the family. The normal routine of her life had morphed with the looming departure of her brother. His involvement brought her role into clear focus. If he could summon the courage to go fight for his country, then she must use her skills and talents to do her part on the home front. When her brother left to fight for their country, she must step up and do her part.
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Perched on the sofa in the living room, Audrey searched the Help Wanted ads in the Baltimore Sun. She’d waited until everyone else went off to do their own tasks to slip the section out of the morning paper. The sound of Rae playing scales on her violin in her bedroom drifted through the house. Mama hummed in the kitchen, baking bread for the week. Daddy had gone to the radio station where he worked as a technician. Frisk lay on his bed nearby, head on paws as he snoozed. All as usual, so why were her palms sweating?

She’d scanned the ads for weeks but hadn’t found anything interesting. Plenty of jobs in the defense industry, working in one manufactory or another. Building bomber planes, Liberty ships, and a host of parts for nearly every kind of instrument and machine designed for warfare. But not one she could envision for her sanity. Surely someone someplace needed her skills and talent.

She perused the long list of jobs on the pages, skipping over ones with unfamiliar terminology on the premise that if she didn’t know what they were talking about she wouldn’t qualify. Then she stilled, clutching the paper until it shook, and read one particular ad again:




Wanted: Female columnist to cover society/fashion for Baltimore Daily Newspaper. Apply with clips/resume to William Banks, Editor in Chief.




She dropped the paper in a flutter of sound on her lap. Stared at the piano off to one side, its row of white keys grinning at her. A journalist position would be varied and interesting. She could see herself writing for the paper. The resume wasn’t a big deal but the clips might be a problem. Perhaps her graduate portfolio of writings would suffice. She could do the job. Writing pieces about who went to what party and what they wore would be easy. Especially since she had met so many of the upper crust of society through her charity work over the past several years. She merely had to convince the editor in chief of not only her ability but her connections. She inhaled through her nose, straightened her back. Folding the paper, she grinned.

An hour later, she’d changed into a nice dress, donned her favorite mink-brown marmot fur coat and red hat. She hurried up the street to catch the streetcar downtown to the Baltimore Daily office building on Pratt Street near the Inner Harbor. Pressing a hand to her nervous stomach, she stepped off the streetcar and paused on the sidewalk to gather her courage.

The squat brick Daily building stood four stories tall and served as an anchor for the business district. People surrounded her, walking on the sidewalks, driving cars and trucks, leading a horse-drawn wagon of produce, and riding on the streetcars clanging their way through the city. The relative quiet inside the building was a relief after the hubbub outside. The receptionist directed her to the third floor and Mr. William Banks’ office.

She stopped outside his closed door, debating on whether to knock or leave. She turned when she heard high heels on the hard floor. A pretty brunette woman with bright blue eyes rimmed in black strolled toward her, her gaze assessing as it skimmed Audrey from head to toe.

“You here about the columnist job?” The graceful lady halted beside Audrey and put out a hand to greet her. “I’m Gloria Malcolm, the art critic for the Daily.”

“Audrey Harper. Am I too late?” Audrey gripped the leather-bound portfolio in both hands.

“No, he’s still looking for the right person.” Gloria arched one brow and folded her arms over her chest. “Are you qualified?”

“I believe so, yes.” Audrey clutched her portfolio with tense fingers. “I have a degree in journalism.”

“So? I’ve had to fight my way in to be the stand-in art critic. It’s not easy to earn the respect of the others here.” Gloria dissected Audrey with her razor sharp glare. “Are you going to stick it out or run for the hills when the going gets tough?”

“I’m not a quitter. My father raised me to be honest and work hard and that’s what I intend to do.” Audrey lifted her chin and swallowed any hint of doubt or fear. Nobody, including the prickly woman barring the way to the editor’s office, would stop her from applying. “I can do this job. I need this job.”

“Why?” The woman scanned her from head to toe and back to meet her eyes. “What makes you so sure you’re capable of handling the society and fashion column?”

Gloria Malcom pricked Audrey’s pride with a cutting look. Audrey considered giving up, feeling judged and lacking. The doubt emanating from the other woman’s intense regard wore down her confidence. But she could handle the job. She lived in the society and fashion world. She braced for a fight.

“That decision will be made by Mr. Banks.” Audrey motioned with her chin for Gloria to step aside. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Gloria studied her, unsmiling, for two beats before a grin eased onto her lips. “I think you’ll do. Ready?”

Before Audrey could comprehend what she meant, Gloria rapped on the door three times. Audrey swallowed hard as Gloria turned the glass door knob and pushed inside. She grabbed Audrey’s arm and nearly dragged her into the large office.

A wooden desk stood before a plate-glass window overlooking the busy street below. Stacks of paper and file folders supported each other on the corners of the desk. Two wooden chairs faced the desk, behind which an angular man with black hair sporting a few gray highlights assessed her with dark brown eyes.

“Miss Malcolm, what is the meaning of barging into my office?” He tapped a red pencil on the handle of a coffee mug.

“My apologies, Mr. Banks, but this is Miss Audrey Harper and she is here to apply for the society columnist job.” She grinned at him. “I know how anxious you are to find the right woman for the job. Well, here she is.”

Mr. Banks stared at Audrey for a heartbeat, one brow lifted. She dug her fingers into the leather portfolio while she endured his appraisal.

“Miss Harper, is it? Do you have a resume?” He stood as he spoke, resting his hands on his hips.

“Yes, sir.” Audrey opened the portfolio and fumbled a crisp sheet of paper from inside. She handed it to him, refraining from gnawing on her lips with an effort.

“That’s my cue.” Gloria tapped Audrey’s wrist. “Good luck.”

Audrey studied the man she hoped would be her boss after Gloria marched out of the office. Maybe in his fifties, his brown eyes flashed as he read her meager credentials. He looked strong and wiry, a tough man who probably had worked at the paper all his life.

Mr. Banks scanned the page and then blinked at her. “You’ve never held a job before and you expect me to take you seriously?”

He had a point. But she’d prepared her argument. She cleared her throat and steeled her nerve. “I’m a hard worker, sir, and I have contacts across the city. I know about fashion styles and trends from my time spent volunteering with various textile related groups. I’m also very capable as a seamstress so I understand fabric and trim and what comprises style. I may not have held a position before but I believe I am fully capable of writing about society and fashion.” She held out the leather-bound book across the desk, relieved her hands didn’t shake. “I brought my college portfolio for your review.”

“School writing?” He took the book and laid it on the desk. Then flipped through the numerous essays and analytical papers, pausing now and again to peruse the contents. “Not bad…”

Hope grew in her chest with each passing minute. An occasional grunt and turn of a page helped build the rising optimism inside, one bubble of confidence at a time. After what seemed ages, he lifted his gaze to meet hers.

“I’m not left with much choice given the times. I’ll start you at ninety cents per hour.” He handed back her portfolio and then picked up his pen. “On trial, though. I’ll give you two weeks to prove you can handle this responsibility. Agreed?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” The trial period would enable her to demonstrate how well she could perform in the role of society columnist. And get her father’s permission. “When do you want me to begin?”

“You can start tomorrow. I don’t want anything cutesy though. Just report on what’s happening in the world of fashion and society. You’re not to go to parties on the paper’s dime. Not during wartime. Interview folks or whatever but stay close to your desk. I want to know where you are when you’re working. Understood?”

Her pulse beat against the portfolio clutched with sweaty palms to her chest. Writing for a living. Surely her father would approve of her working for the paper. Even if it meant being under the watchful eyes of her boss, virtually tied to her desk to write the articles. A desk job. Just what she’d hoped to avoid. Could she do it? She’d have to venture out to interview society matrons and to discover fashion trends. He couldn’t keep her at her desk all the time. Mr. Banks cleared his throat as he waited for her reply, her acceptance of his offer. She straightened her spine and lowered the portfolio.

“Yes, sir. Where do you want me to work?” Audrey beamed at him.

“In the pit with the other reporters. Where else?” He dodged around his desk and motioned for her to follow him out of the office. “Let’s get you settled. I need your copy on my desk no later than two each Tuesday afternoon.”

He led her to the pit, a large area in the center of the building where desks were crammed in together. Older men and a few women occupied most of the chairs, their fingers banging away on typewriters or holding phone receivers. The noise was nearly deafening but couldn’t subdue the happiness making her feet fairly float across the floor.

Mr. Banks paused beside an empty desk and chair, a black typewriter covered and waiting. “Take this one. Get settled in and then come see me in the morning. I’ll have a few leads for you.” With that, he strode back to his office.

Gloria sauntered up to stand to one side, a sheaf of paper in her hand. “I knew he’d hire you. You’re just as stubborn and determined as I am. Two attributes you’ll need around this place. Welcome aboard, Audrey.”

“Thank you for helping me literally get my foot in the door.” Audrey inspected the top of the desk, mentally inventorying its contents.

“No problem. We’ll be great friends, you and I.” Gloria fanned the stack of paper before her face and then shook her head. “I’m done here for the day. Let’s grab a cream soda to celebrate. What do you say?”

Audrey studied Gloria’s grinning features. Working alongside Gloria and being her friend would surely be the hallmark of her new job. Her enthusiasm and energy combined to make her a dynamo of a friend.

“I’d love to.” Audrey rested the tips of her fingers on the desk. “What are the hours I need to be here?”

Gloria guffawed. “Nine to five. He didn’t even give you the details. Don’t worry. I’ll fill you in after I take care of this copy.”

“Thanks for all your help.”

“I’ll be back in a few.” Gloria lifted a hand in farewell and then strode farther down the hall.

Audrey trailed her hand over the wood desk as a smile lit her from the inside out. Her very own desk, chair, typewriter. She laid her portfolio on the corner of the desk while she waited. She pulled the cover off of the typewriter and ran her fingers over the small, round lettered keys. Writing for a living. She couldn’t wait to tell Gil her news. As soon as he wrote from his new unit. The very concept of starting her new job sent shivers of excitement through her. She scanned the entire room full of other reporters like her. Tomorrow would be the start of her new career.

——————

Sept. 20, 1942

Ft. Meade, MD




Dear Audrey,

As promised, here’s my first letter to you! I’ve been busy learning the basics before we ship out the end of this week for England. I can’t say more than that, without the censor blacking it out so you’ll have to be content with my vagueness. You can write to me at the following address:




SGT. G. Harper, 89927021

29th Inf. Div.

APO 29 NY




The army postmaster will be able to find my division via that address no matter where we go. Tell Mama and Pop that they should begin receiving a $20 allotment check next month. Some kind of payment to them for my service, apparently. That’s in addition to my pay, of course. Nobody would expect men to fight without some form of compensation.

I’m happy to report that several of my high school friends are also in my unit. Makes it seem more like a camping trip than a war. At least so far. If you ignore the training on hand-to-hand combat and shooting, that is. I’ll send you a photo of me in uniform in my next letter. Need to find somebody with a camera to take one and get it developed first. But soon.

Please share my letters with the folks as I probably won’t have enough time to write to everybody individually. Keep your chin up, sis! I know you’ll worry but please don’t let it interfere with your life. We all look to your lead as far as keeping an even keel and a smile. I imagine Mama and Pop, and maybe even Rae, will lean on you more while I’m away.

I’ve got to end or you won’t receive this letter before I leave. Love to all!

Gil

——————

Audrey retrieved one of the Victory Mail, or V-Mail, forms she’d picked up at the post office and then lifted her fountain pen. Writing carefully within the square for the contents of the letter, she composed a quick note to Gil.




SGT. G. Harper, 89927021

29th Inf. Div.

APO 29 NY

Oct. 14, ’42 Wed.




Dear Gil, I’m happy to report that I’m now a professional journalist for the Baltimore Daily! Can you believe it? I’m actually going to make money. It’s writing about society and fashion. Mr. Banks seems to like what I’ve done so far, but it’s hard to tell. One of the benefits of my new job is my new friend. Her name is Gloria and she’s quite a pistol. Smart and unafraid of speaking her mind. Or so it seems. We’ve been going to the picture shows together after work. Along with a million other people. Mama and Daddy initially raised a fuss about my job but reluctantly allowed me to work. Rae is doing well at school and thinks pretty highly of the new conductor/composer, Peter Mercer. He’s always friendly when I visit her at least. How are you doing? Training hard? Pull any pranks on your fellow men? Rae has taken to using your ties and belts as accessories. Hope you don’t mind. Write when you can. All is well here. Love, A.




She stared at the form, imagining it being scanned onto a roll of film, reduced in size, and shipped with thousands of other V-Mail letters overseas to be printed and distributed to the waiting servicemen. She’d drop the form off at the post office the next morning on her way to work. If only she could go along with the letter so she could determine for herself how Gil fared so far from home. Wherever he actually served.

She gripped the page as tears slid down her cheeks. Gil’s absence from her daily life hurt. The echo of his hearty laugh made her sigh. He’d come home. He must. She couldn’t imagine life without him.
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The impromptu party to entertain a few soldiers had come together beautifully. Red and white poinsettias flanked the blazing fireplace, warding off the chill from the snow falling softly outside. Fragrant evergreens draped across the mantel and graced the long table of savory finger foods. Burl Ives sang “Silver Bells” from the album on the phonograph to add to the holiday atmosphere. The scent of pine garland and bayberry candles blended with the aromas from the hot foods on the table. All looked beautiful, inviting, perfect. Defying the sense of sadness and angst simmering beneath the surface.

Audrey mingled with the other guests, a cut-glass cup of creamy eggnog sprinkled with nutmeg in her hand. Rae stood in the space reserved for the Christmas tree with a group of ladies and men in uniform. Like most families, Gloria’s parents wouldn’t install and decorate the freshly cut tree until Christmas Eve. From the laughter, Audrey surmised her sister was telling the story of how she’d managed to wrangle a paying job at the Harbor School of Music, using her music notation abilities to copy scores by individual instrument parts. So both sisters had begun to work for pay, something her parents reluctantly tolerated. If it weren’t touted as patriotic, would they object? Would Audrey? More and more, she didn’t mind working at the paper. Making new friends as well as experiencing the satisfaction of a job well done brought a sense of purpose she’d never felt before.

One of the young men, dressed festively in a green suit with a gold shirt and red tie, glanced her way. Medium build and trim blond hair but his nose reminded her of Jimmy Durante’s bulbous knob. He inclined his head with a smile that made her stomach sink and then turned back to the group. At least he didn’t make any move her way.

“Thanks for filling out the number of ladies, Audrey.” Gloria lifted her cup of punch in a toast of thanks. “We had more soldiers needing some respite than Mom had thought would be coming for dinner.”

“We’re happy to entertain our boys. It’s the least we can do for them.” Audrey sipped her drink but let her gaze slide across the smiling and laughing faces around the large room where every horizontal surface either held food or decorations. “The house is beautiful, Gloria.”

“Mom outdid herself in order to set the stage for this shindig. She wanted to make sure the soldiers feel right at home.” Gloria looked around the room. “Anyone pique your interest?”

Audrey shook her head with a puff of a laugh. “Not likely. I’m not in the market.”

Not for the foreseeable future. She’d always imagined finding a tall, handsome man to have a yard full of children with and live in the quintessential house with a white picket fence. Her own version of the perfect life. Until she’d set out to prove herself worthy of the columnist job. She’d passed the trial period without any problem, but she sensed a lingering reluctance to have her in the role. She needed to settle the question once and for all before she’d consider dating. In the meantime, she’d happily entertain the boys as long as they didn’t make assumptions about her availability.

“But there’s something about a man in uniform, isn’t there?” Gloria’s eyes shone as she winked at Audrey. “So strong and determined and sexy.”

“Hush.” Audrey’s cheeks warmed. “One of them might hear you and think you were interested.”

“Who says I’m not?” Gloria aimed wide eyes at her. “I don’t plan to hibernate during the war. I’m going to have some fun.”

“Well, I guess that’s okay. I do enjoy playing the piano for the guys. After all, they’ll all be shipped out at some point and we likely won’t ever see them again.”

“Now that’s a sad thought.” Gloria glanced away to a cluster of soldiers standing by themselves on the far side of the room. “Especially those three.”

Audrey followed the direction of her friend’s gaze and understood immediately why she’d singled them out. The three soldiers in their olive drab winter uniforms nonetheless outshone the other men in the room with their erect posture and commanding attitudes. Any one of them could steal a girl’s heart without trying. Especially the one tall, handsome young man with merry hazel eyes who smiled at her. She couldn’t help but grin when he waggled one brow and started toward her. His brown hair was neatly trimmed, military style, and his jaw clean shaven. A handsome devil, no doubt. His expression suggested he believed himself irresistible. He’d met his match, if so, since she’d perfected the balance between entertaining and growing too personal. Still, a little holiday flirtation wouldn’t hurt.

Suddenly Mr. Big Nose sidled up to grin at her. She reared back, surprised by his proximity and the overpowering cologne he’d doused himself with in a misguided attempt to be attractive.

“Hi, beautiful. You looked like you needed a man to talk to.” He waggled his bushy brows at her as he smirked between her and Gloria.

Audrey spotted the soldier slowly making his way across the room, a grin indicating he understood her dilemma. She couldn’t be rude and ignore the overeager man leering at her but she didn’t have to stay with him either. Perhaps Gloria could provide a distraction. Her coworker’s gaze remained fixed on the handsome man in uniform despite the unwanted attentions of the man standing beside Audrey. No help from that front, then.

She eased a step away from her would-be suitor. “Are you enjoying the party?”

“Even more now that I’ve met you. I’m Zeke, by the way. Zeke Martin. And you are?”

“Audrey. Nice to meet you, Zeke.” She caught a glimpse of Gloria trying to ease around the unwanted visitor in order to connect with the soldier as he drew closer. She looked at the handsome man and noted the glint in his eyes as he glanced between her and Gloria. Gloria could have the soldier for all she cared. A quick flirtation was likely all there could be even with such a handsome young man. His uniform made that message clear. Yet Audrey had no desire to become better acquainted with the other man either. She needed a way out of the room, to hide until he lost interest and moved on to some other poor victim.

Audrey glanced at her egg nog and suppressed a sigh. She did enjoy the holiday creation. But the sacrifice would be worthwhile. She met the man’s gaze and opened her mouth to say she had to leave the party, when he suddenly lifted one hand and waved at someone behind her, upending her cup onto the floor with a crash. She jumped back a few steps, egg nog oozing among the fractured glass across the hardwood floor.

“Rather clumsy of you, miss.” He frowned at her but made no move to help. “Here I thought you were a lady. My mistake.” He tapped two fingers to his brow and then walked away, slowly shaking his head.

“That was quite rude.” Gloria huffed at his disrespect and then turned to Audrey. “Keep others from walking in it and I’ll run and find a towel to clean this mess up. Be right back.”

Flustered and embarrassed, Audrey guarded the area as best she could. The rude man had created the incident and left her facing the others as if it were all her fault. Annoyance bubbled inside as she tried to hide her discomfiture with a smile. One she feared didn’t quite meet the need. If only the floor would open and swallow her, then she wouldn’t feel spotlighted. Especially as the handsome soldier brushed past the last couple of partygoers separating him from where she waited for Gloria’s return.

When he stopped, he offered his hand to her. “Major Charles Powers, ma’am. But my friends all call me Charlie.”

“Audrey Harper.” She clasped his hand to shake once, startled by the unexpected sizzle arcing up her arm, and then released his fingers. “Watch your step, Charlie.”

”Did the fellow at least apologize for spilling your drink?”

Audrey made a moue. “Blamed me for his clumsiness. I suppose he’s had a bad day.”

Charlie studied her and then glanced at the man in question. “You’re far too kind in his regard. I dare say he doesn’t deserve your sympathy.”

Gloria arrived with a flowered towel over her arm and a dust pan and small whisk broom in her hands. “Hold this for a minute, will you?” She offered her arm holding the towel to Audrey and then squatted to sweep the glass shards into the dust pan.

Audrey gazed at him over Gloria’s back and shrugged. “Consider it a holiday gift to him. Tis the season, right?”

“Indeed.” Charlie surveyed her face, moving from one facial feature to another. “I hope he appreciates it.”

Gloria exchanged the dust pan for the towel and ducked back down to mop up the puddle.

“I hope he doesn’t come back and tell me.” Flirting was okay. Anything else fell in Gloria’s department. “Have you met our hostess?” Audrey tapped Gloria’s shoulder as her friend finished sopping up the egg nog.

Gloria stood with the wet towel balanced on the dust pan, the broom tucked under one arm. “I’m Gloria Malcolm. My parents invited you and your fellow soldiers for dinner.”

“Thanks again for the invitation.” Charlie smiled at Gloria and then focused on Audrey. “You’re that society columnist, aren’t you?”

“You’ve read my column?” What a shock to meet a soldier who read the society pages. She regarded him with renewed interest. What kind of man read about fashion?

“I thought I recognized your name when you told me earlier.” He lifted a shoulder in a small shrug. “It was something to read. You’re a pretty good writer.”

“Thank you but I’m sure you’re not my typical reader. Being a big, strong soldier and all.” His warm brown eyes brimmed with good humor.

“I’ll read most anything. I like to keep informed.” His cheeks flushed a pale pink. “You never know when some tidbit will make a good joke on a friend.”

“Where do you hail from?” Keep it friendly but not personal, like she did with the guys at the USO. Only the guys at the USO didn’t have Charlie’s mesmerizing eyes. Focus. “How far from home are you?”

“St. Augustine, Florida.” His gaze remained on her for long spells, with quick glances at Gloria. “Too far for my tastes.”

“That’s quite a ways.” Gloria drew his regard for a moment, resting a hand on his forearm to retain his attention as long as possible. “What’s Christmas like at your home?”

“Nothing quite as fancy as this.” He swept his free arm out to include the entire house with its festive décor and scented candles burning on the main table and the mantel. “And no snow.”

Audrey watched him while he spoke to Gloria, noting both the continued contact between them as well as the laugh lines radiating from the corners of his eyes, the jut of his strong jaw. Yet his eyes held mirth and warmth despite the strength evident in his build and stance. He exuded confidence and a readiness to defend. Still, his gentle smile and easy manner put her at ease.

“No snow? What’s Christmas without a little snow?” Audrey shrugged, working hard to ignore the twinge of jealousy Gloria’s overt flirtation sparked. “Have you been in touch with your family?”

“Called them this morning and it was good to hear their voices before I go overseas.” Charlie peered at her with a gentle expression as he placed his free hand on Gloria’s where it clung to his arm. “I’m about to be deployed but they’re not saying where. I’ll miss my family but, you know, duty first.”

“It must be very difficult to be so far from home over the holidays.” Gloria looked from one to the other as she dropped her hand from his arm to take a fresh cup of egg nog from her mother. “I’m glad we could provide a bit of distraction for you and the other soldiers.”

“Much appreciated, too.” Charlie accepted a cup of eggnog and sipped. “Can I ask you a favor?”

“Of course. What can I help you with?” Audrey held her cup in one hand.

“Will you write to me?” He speared her with his gaze for two heartbeats and then glanced at Gloria. “Both of you?”

Any favoritism flew out the window with his last words. Still, they barely knew anything about each other. “Don’t you have family or friends, a special girl, writing to you?”

“Would you be jealous if I said I did have a girlfriend?” His eyes crinkled as he grinned at her.

“Never.” She softened her expression to let him know she was kidding around. “But seriously, I’m sure your mom writes to you. Right?”

“Yes, but it’s always nice to have a letter when they do mail call.” He cocked his head to one side. “Please?”

“I’m not sure it’s such a good idea.” She made the mistake of searching his eyes as she drew a shaky breath. Her head clamored for her to refuse, but her heart saw the hope in his eyes and relented. “I suppose…”

“It would mean so much to me.” Charlie stared at her and then slowly blinked.

She debated the risk to her heart against the pleasure she might bring to him while he was facing the enemy. The home front connection her little notes could create for him. A pulse beat at the base of her throat as the private war raged inside.

“I will, even if this old stick in the mud refuses.” Gloria peered up at him, batting her eyelashes. “I’d love to write to an officer and a gentleman in the army.”

“That’s swell, Gloria.” Charlie turned to gaze at Audrey with optimism shining in his beautiful eyes. “Audrey?”

What harm could come from writing to a soldier so far from home? She could be a pen pal. No promises or commitments. She wouldn’t even risk creating a real relationship since he’d be so far away. Gloria could take the girlfriend route if she chose. But if Audrey merely kept up a friendly exchange between them during the war, then she’d feel as if she’d done something useful for a soldier. All fine and dandy reasons for agreeing to write to him.

”I would like to be your friend. Deal?”

“That’s perfect. You two be friends.” Gloria moved a step closer to Charlie and gave Audrey a wink. “We’ll see what develops between us.”

Charlie held out a hand, waiting until Audrey slowly placed hers in his grasp. He squeezed her fingers as he stared at their joined hands. Then he met her curious gaze with breath-taking sincerity. “I would consider it an honor and a privilege to count you as my friend.”

She shook his hand with a firm grip and a smile. “Friends and pen pals.”

——————

Baltimore Daily – Around Town

Entertaining Our Troops

by Audrey Harper




Our brave men in uniform enjoyed a festive Christmas party at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Malcolm last Sunday afternoon. Beautifully decorated and tastefully catered, the impromptu event may well have been the highlight of the season for men preparing to depart to face the enemy. The Malcolms also collected fifty pounds of various kinds of rubber in support of the Ladies Guild’s war efforts…
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Miss A.R. Harper

142 Walnut Street

Reedsville, MD

Jan. 1, ’43.




Dear Audrey,

Happy New Year! I’ve snuck away for a few minutes before the impromptu celebration starts to write you a quick note. Just to let you know I’m safe and it’s currently pretty quiet though that won’t last for long, most likely. Air raids are a common occurrence around here. That and head injuries from falling coconuts.

Here’s a riddle for you. What always runs but never walks, often murmurs, never talks, has a bed but never sleeps, has a mouth but never eats? Think about that for a minute…

I wish you a very happy and prosperous year ahead. I also wish this war would end so I could go home to my family, to my photography career I had started before the war began.

The answer to my riddle? A river! Did you figure it out?

The guys are coming so I must end for now. I’ll write again soon.

Sincerely, Charlie

——————

Maj. C.O. Powers, 13568009

H.Q. 20th Station Hospital

APO 709 San Francisco, CA

Jan. 10, ’43. Sun.




Dear Charlie,

A very Happy New Year to you, too! Although it must be tough to think about a happy future when you’re getting hit on the head by a coconut. Ouch! Steer clear of those, won’t you? Ha ha on the river riddle!

My boss continues to act all gruff and brusque but he seems to like my work. At least he doesn’t mark it up with red edits like he does others. I’m doing my best to cover the sporadic society news, like collection efforts and price watches led by the ladies of the city, as well as the fashion trends as a result of the rationing. Last month the ladies of Baltimore turned in 80,000 pairs of nylons! Can you believe that? And did you know that now men only get one pair of slacks with their new suits instead of two? It’s amusing the kinds of adaptations we’ve had to make as a result of rationing and shortages. But if it helps the effort, then we must comply.

Stay safe and write often. Audrey

——————

SGT. G. Harper, 89927021

29th Inf. Div.

APO 29 NY

Feb. 8, ’43 Mon.




Dear Gil,

I hope you’re well and your feet are dry. I’ll send a care package to you soon with socks and other goodies. Let me know when you receive it, okay? I’ve a pen pal, did I tell you? His name is Major Charles Powers and he’s apparently somewhere in the South Pacific. Where is anyone’s guess, of course. I met him at Christmas time during a dinner party. Very nice and funny. You’d like him, I think. Not that you’re likely to meet him since he’s from Florida.

Work is perking along and I’m making some headway in impressing my boss with my column. Fingers crossed! You know, I’ve realized that I somewhat enjoy working at the paper. I’d like it more if I could be out among the people more but my boss insists I stay under his eagle eye. Still, it’s an interesting job. I hope to continue for a long time despite Daddy’s druthers. Well, I’m running out of room.
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