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Characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The sole exception is the character of Edwin J. O’Hara. O’Hara was a cadet at the Academy who went down with his ship in 1942. He was nineteen years old at the time of his death. These are true facts. All other references in the novel to his person, character, and actions are the sole creation of the author’s imagination.
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For Silvana, who actually believed me when I told her I was going to write a novel.


PROLOGUE



Midshipman Jones stood on the uneven porch of Mrs. Tannenbaume’s house and stared at the wooden cross that leaned against the porch rail. The cross was enormous. It was bigger than he—a rough-hewed Midwest farm boy—and made of rough wood beams pegged together with wood dowels. A life-size papier-mâché replica of a bloody Jesus lay on the burnt grass next to the porch.

He’d been wondering what his work order meant as soon as he picked it out of the job box at the MOD’s office. He’d also been wondering whether Mrs. Tannenbaume was crazy. Now he knew.

Midshipman Jones rang the ship’s bell that served as Mrs. Tannenbaume’s doorbell. When Mrs. Tannenbaume arrived at the door in her housedress—she was old, which he sort of expected, based on the rundown condition of the house’s exterior—Midshipman Jones waived the piece of scrap paper he held in his hand.

“Good morning, Mrs. Tannenbaume,” he said. “I’m here for the job you called in.”

“Oh, yes, come in, love.”

Wow. What a raspy voice. She must have been a smoker when she was young. Or a drinker. Probably both.

He opened the screen door—half-painted and peeling—and stepped into the small entrance off the porch. Stacks of yellowed newspapers filled the vestibule. He sidestepped his way through them and entered Mrs. Tannenbaume’s living room.

The room was a shrine to the Holy Roman Catholic Church—or at least that’s how it appeared. Little replicas of the Stations of the Cross were placed in every corner. A leather-bound Holy Bible took up most of the coffee table. Rosary beads were strewn about on the card table in the corner, crammed between the cushions on the sofa and love seats, and hanging off the shade of the floor lamp in the other corner of the peculiar room. Over the fireplace hung a crucifix, also wrapped in rosary beads. The only nonreligious decorations in the room were three framed photographs on the fireplace mantle. Midshipman Jones stared at the photos. They were dark and grainy and appeared to portray three young men. He wondered why these terrible photos were so prominent in the old lady’s home.

Mrs. Tannenbaume looked up expectantly at him. “I forget why I wanted you here, love.”

Midshipman Jones did not know what to make of this old lady. Her wrinkled skin—God, she must have been a real sun worshipper when she was young—made her look pretty old but then she seemed so spry, almost youthful, nothing like his grandmother back in Ohio, who was probably the same age.

He looked at the slip of paper in his hand, then back to Mrs. Tannenbaume. “Let me read it to you, Mrs. Tannenbaume. I want to make sure I get it right.” He paused. “It says here, ‘Need one midshipman to nail Jesus to the cross.’”

Mrs. Tannenbaume slapped her hand against her forehead. “Oh yes, my papier-mâché Jesus. I got him at the annual yard sale at the St. Aloysius, my church in Great Neck. He was a leftover from a play put on by the kids. Nobody else wanted him. I got him for five bucks, can you believe it? The nuns wanted to know what I planned to do with my Jesus. I told them I was going to find a big cross and nail him to it. When I went to pick him up—one of your classmates helped me, he owns a pickup truck—Sister Mahoney tried to keep me from taking him. I told her, ‘No way, Sister, a deal is a deal, I have the receipt to prove it.’ She’s some kind of meshuggener, that Sister Mahoney.”

“Meshuggener?”

“She’s crazy.”

A couple of years of dealing with superior officers had taught Midshipman Jones how to bite back a smart remark. He called upon his training at that moment.

Mrs. Tannenbaume led Midshipman Jones back out to the dilapidated front porch and pointed at the cross. “I got this from my tenant upstairs, Mr. Schwartz. We used to go together, you know. When he found out I was Catholic, he broke the whole thing off. He said he could not believe Sylvia Tannenbaume was a Catholic, as if he didn’t already know. I said to him, ‘Schwartzie, how many times did I tell you? It’s Tannenbaume with an E. I’m not Jewish.’ But he don’t listen, that Schwartzie. He said to me, ‘I’m sorry, Sylvia, but if my mother knew, she’d disown me.’ So I said to him, ‘We’re both seventy-six years old, love. Does it really matter?’” Mrs. Tannenbaume paused for a moment to admire her wooden cross. “But I think he musta felt bad about breaking up with me because he made me this cross to hang my Jesus on.”

To Midshipman Jones, this old lady was a hoot. He really didn’t know what to make of her. He wanted to be sure to mind his manners so he just nodded his head while he brushed his hand on the rough wood of the cross and searched for an appropriate remark. “It must be hard for a widow to find a good man,” he blurted out.

Mrs. Tannenbaume jerked her head toward him. “What makes you think I’m a widow?”

Midshipman Jones averted Mrs. Tannenbaume’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Tannenbaume. I don’t know, really, I guess I just figured . . . ”

“Come here, young man.” Mrs. Tannenbaume grabbed him by the elbow. “I want to show you something.”

Mrs. Tannenbaume dragged him inside the house once again and stopped in front of the fireplace. She pointed to the nicely framed photographs. “Eddie, Teddy, and Freddie.”

Midshipman Jones stepped closer and peered at the photos. Yes, they were photographs of three young men about his age. Mrs. Tannenbaume was lost in her thoughts, so he just looked at the photos and didn’t say a word.

“Eddie, Teddy, and Freddie.” Mrs. Tannenbaume turned to face him, her hands still clutched to her heart. “One of these boys is my son’s father.”

Once again, Midshipman Jones had the opportuntity to practice biting back a remark.

“Oh, I was a wild one when I was young,” Mrs. Tannenbaume confessed, pointing at the picture on the left. “That’s Eddie. He was a sailor. His ship pulled into port during the war. My father was a tailor and he made uniforms for the merchant marine. Ships from all over the world would stop in Durban—that’s where we lived, Durban, in South Africa—to pick up uniforms made by my father. I brought a bunch of uniforms down to the ships one afternoon. Eddie was the youngest sailor on the ship, and oh, I tell you, that Eddie was something to look at.”

Mrs. Tannenbaume’s gaze remained fixed on the photographs on the mantle. She pointed at the middle one. “And that’s Teddy. He was a tailor. An apprentice tailor, really. My father agreed to teach him the trade as a favor to Teddy’s father. He wasn’t very good, though, poor Teddy. All his uniforms had too many buttonholes. To tell you the truth,” Mrs. Tannenbaume whispered to Midshipman Jones, “I think I distracted the poor fella whenever I was in the shop. Not for nothing, but I was something to look at, too, when I was seventeen.” Mrs. Tannenbaume turned back to the photographs with a wistful look in her eyes.

Midshipman Jones pointed to the last photograph. “And him?”

“Freddie was a jailor,” Mrs. Tannenbaume said. “He worked in the Durban jail as a guard. I guess these days he’d be called a prison guard, but in those days he was just a jailor. Freddie was a nice guy. Dumb as a bag of hammers, though. My father made the uniforms for the jailors is how I met him.”

“So. Eddie, Teddy, and Freddie. A sailor, a tailor, and a jailor. Wow.”

“What’s the far-off look for?”

“Oh nothing, I guess,” Midshipman Jones said. “It’s just that there’s something vaguely familiar about this story. Probably just déjà vu.”

“It’s no story.” Mrs. Tannenbaume smoothed her hands on her housedress. “One of those boys is my son’s father. Since I’m not exactly sure which one it is, I kind of think of them all as his father.”

Mrs. Tannenbaume turned and walked out onto the porch. Midshipman Jones followed along. This assignment was turning out to be a lot more interesting than he’d thought it would be. He pointed at the ship’s bell serving as Mrs. Tannenbaume’s doorbell. “Where’d you get the ship’s bell, Mrs. Tannenbaume?”

“That’s from my son’s ship, the God is Able. My sonny boy is the captain.” Midshipman Jones bent over for a closer look at the ship’s bell. The God is Able? Where had he—

And then it hit him.

“That’s it! I knew I had heard the story before. Captain Tannenbaume is your son? He’s, like, a legend. The stories about the God is Able are the best! I can’t wait to tell the guys.”

Mrs. Tannenbaume beamed. “You just made my day, young man.” Then together Mrs. Tannenbaume and Midshipman Jones turned and faced the wooden cross and the papier-mâché Jesus.

“So what do you think?” Mrs. Tannenbaume asked. “Should we put up the cross first and then nail the Jesus to it, or would it be easier to nail the Jesus to the cross while it’s lying on the ground?”
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SECOND IN COMMAND



Commodore Robert S. Dickey marched across Barney Square in full view of the cregiment of midshipmen. The midshipmen had just finished mustering for Morning Colors and were standing at attention in formation. The Commodore felt them follow his every step with their eyes and basked in their adoration.

Dressed in his summer whites, he knew that he was the very essence of “the officer and the gentleman.” The crease in his pant leg was a knife’s edge. His shined brass belt buckle glinted off the morning sun. The Filipino Martinizer at the Great Neck Martinizing Dry Cleaners knew that the Commodore liked his shirts pressed crisp, and this morning his shirt was so crisp it audibly crackled as he walked. And even though his hair was mostly covered by his gold-braided white hat, it, too, was perfect. The Commodore took great pride in his hair. His hair was patrician white and possessed a natural luster that needed no mousse, gel, oil, or spray. He looked forward to his semi-weekly visits to the academy barbershop. He liked the compliments he received as he sat, erect and smiling, in the barber’s chair. His hair was gorgeous, the barber would say, gorgeous, and so thick and white. When the barber finished trimming his hair this morning, the Commodore asked if he needed any mousse or gel. He knew what the barber would say, but he liked to hear him say it anyway.

“Mousse? In your hair?” The barber placed his hand to his mouth in mock horror. “Commodore, please, your hair is so thick, so gorgeous. A good barber would never soil your hair with such junk.”

As the Commodore strode across Barney Square—taking care to avoid the bigger cracks in the black asphalt—three regimental drummers began beating bass drums with mallets that looked like long sticks with marshmallows stuck on the end. Boom! Boom! Ba boom, boom, boom! Boom! Boom! Ba boom, boom, boom! The Commodore timed his walk across Barney Square to coincide with the beating of the drums. The sound of the big bass drums stirred his heart with pride. How he loved the United States Merchant Marine Academy!

Boom! Boom! Ba boom, boom, boom!

The Commodore pursed his lips and sucked in his cheeks. The effect on the midshipmen, he surmised, must be overwhelming. As he made his way toward Wiley Hall, the academy’s main administrative building (and former summer home to a wealthy automobile magnate), he smiled up at Admiral Johnson, who stood at attention on Wiley Hall’s balcony. The balcony overlooked Powell Oval and the flagpole, which stood at the epicenter of the academy’s grounds.

Admiral John J. Johnson, the academy’s superintendent, did not return the smile.

The Commodore entered the cool marble foyer of Wiley Hall, doffed his cap with a flick of his wrist, and tucked it beneath his left arm. He greeted the secretaries gathered inside the foyer—it was the only place in Wiley Hall, built before the advent of air-conditioning, that provided a natural respite from the oppressive heat—by pulling up with a click of his heels and then bowing like a butler. The secretaries responded as they usually did, by covering their mouths to muffle their giggles and comments, presumably about his beautiful white hair.

“Good morning, ladies,” the Commodore said.

“Good morning, Commodore,” the women sang in unison.

The Commodore walked toward the staircase to the left of the foyer. “And what kind of day is it today?”

“It’s another day to excel, sir,” the women said together, before collapsing again into giggles.

“That’s right, ladies. Today is just another day in which to excel.”

The Commodore took the stairs two at a time. He did this out of habit, not because he was in a hurry. Indeed, he intended to join Admiral Johnson on the balcony at the precise moment the regimental band struck its first note of the “Star-Spangled Banner” and not a moment sooner. So the Commodore waited in the alcove until he heard the regimental band strike a few extraneous notes preparatory to playing the song. Then he stepped onto the balcony, whipped his hand to the brim of his cap, and saluted the flag.

Johnson stiffened. “Late again, I see.” Even though they were alone on the balcony, Johnson spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Is the humidity messing up your hair this morning, Bobby?”

The Commodore angled his head toward Johnson and spoke above the din of the band.

“No, sir. The hair’s just fine, thank you. I’m just not a morning person, as you know.”

The regimental band fumbled through the National Anthem the best they could. Staying up half the night drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes while hitting the books was poor preparation for blowing on a trumpet first thing in the morning. More often than not, Morning Colors featured what sounded like the Star-Mangled Banner.

The Commodore winced. “Isn’t there something we can do about the band, sir? They are hopeless.”

Johnson looked straight ahead at the American flag lying limp against the flagpole in the still air. “The band is fine. At least they show up on time.”

“This new bandleader—where did we get him? Is the man not tone-deaf ?”

The song was coming to its familiar close now. Try as they might, the stressed-out band jocks simply could not muster the energy to finish the song with the flourish the Commodore craved. This day, like every other in July on Long Island, was shaping up to be hazy, hot, and humid, the kind of weather that can sap the spirit, making it all the more imperative that the regimental band kick off the day with gusto. Couldn’t Johnson see that? As the anthem died with a whimper, the Commodore dropped his salute and turned to Johnson. “Surely the United States Merchant Marine Academy can afford a proper bandleader. Might you want me to look into the matter, old boy?”

“Old boy? Enough with the Gatsby bit, Bobby. And no, I don’t want you looking for a new bandleader. I like the band just the way it is.”

“Yes, of course, sir. The band is perfectly fine. Fine indeed. I just wish they’d end the ‘Star-Spangled Banner’ with the flourish it deserves. What a wonderful reminder it would be that today is just another day in which—”

Johnson put his hand up.

“Spare me, please.”

An awkward moment passed between the two before Johnson broke the silence. “So what’s on your agenda today, Bobby? Anything special?”

The Commodore grinned, his mood brightening. “I thought I’d work on my Recognition Day speech, sir. It’s coming up, you know.”

“It’s two months away, for Chrissakes.”

“You never can be too prepared. It’s an important speech, sir.”

“You planning on giving them the ‘Back End’ speech, Bobby?”

“Well, I do think it is my best speech, sir. It does seem to get the best response from the midshipmen anyway.”

“Whatever. Work on your speech, if that’s what you want.”

Johnson turned to leave the balcony but stopped and turned back when he got to the door. “Oh, and, Bobby . . . don’t think your cute little trick went unnoticed by me. The next time you join me for Colors, enter the building through the rear like you’re supposed to. If anyone parades across Barney Square in front of the regiment, it’ll be me, okay?”

The Commodore sought to reassure Johnson by clicking his heels and bowing—his butler’s bow. The gesture was ignored.

“And by the way,” Johnson said, “did I hear you say yesterday that someone is joining us for lunch today?”

“Yes indeed, sir. A Miss Conrad from the public relations firm I told you about.”

The Commodore saw Johnson perk up. “Miss Conrad? You know anything about her?”

“Yes, sir. I’ve met with her before. She’s smart as a whip, I dare say. And she’s quite charming, as well.”

The Commodore held back what he knew Johnson really wanted to know. He wanted to make the old horn-dog grovel for it.

“Is she good looking?” Johnson asked.

“That depends on what you consider good looking, sir. Miss Conrad is blonde, has piercing blue eyes, and a rather shapely pair of legs.”

Johnson could not hide a lascivious grin. “I look forward to meeting her. See you at lunch.”

The Commodore waited until Johnson left the balcony before he turned to face the flagpole and the rest of the academy grounds. He gripped the stone balustrade with both hands and spread his stance wide, devouring all that stood before him—the neat flower beds, the pathways bordered by white painted stones, the shined brass bell at the center of the oval. Yes, the asphalt-covered oval was just as badly cracked and splintered as Barney Square, but the Commodore chose, on this fine morning, to look past the unsightly aspects of the campus. He knew the physical plant of the Merchant Marine Academy fell far short of the other federal service academies, with their elegant brick and granite pavers, but he also knew that with the proper leadership, his alma mater could one day be as pristine as the others.

A group of midshipmen marched by, and one of them looked up toward the balcony and said, “Good morning, Admiral.”

The Commodore did not bother to correct the midshipman. “Good morning, boys,” he said, sounding, for all the world, like an admiral himself.
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JOHNSON’S JOHNSON



The Commodore departed Wiley Hall with a spring in his step and started off across the academy’s grounds to Bowditch Hall to practice his speech. Along the way he greeted still more midshipmen marching to class, only now, up close, they called him Commodore. He had to admit that hearing the midshipmen call him “Admiral” when he stood atop Johnson’s balcony was music to his ears. Admiral Dickey had a ring to it, and he so desired to hear it again. But there was room for only one admiral at the academy, and if it was going to be him, Admiral Johnson would have to be taken out of the way first. The Commodore thought of Miss Conrad. She certainly seemed to be Johnson’s type—not that he needed a specific type, of course. Any port in a storm would do for “Johnson’s Johnson.”

Commodore Dickey had dubbed the admiral “Johnson’s Johnson” over thirty years ago, back when he and Johnson were brand-new ensigns working in the United States Merchant Marine Academy’s Office of External Affairs. Ensign Dickey happened to be in the right place at the right time to hear Ensign Johnson seduce a young secretary on her first day on the job. Johnson was so preoccupied looking for the beautiful secretary he had heard about from the navy chaplain at their Morning Prayer meeting that he failed to notice Dickey working quietly at his desk when he squeezed into the new secretary’s cubicle. Johnson asked her if she was the efficient new secretary he had heard so much about and then promptly invited her to join him for a drink in the officers’ club after work. When the young secretary demurred, sighting the strict fraternization rule outlined in her employment package, Johnson assured her that some rules were made to be broken.

When the new secretary explained that she was married, Johnson assured her that there would be other married women at the officers’ club enjoying an after-work cocktail with their colleagues. “Why, even the visiting navy chaplain would be joining in on the wholesome fun,” Johnson had said, quite smoothly.

Still, the secretary was not sure about having a drink after work with one of her bosses. It just did not feel right, she told him. It was then that Dickey heard Johnson clear his throat, lower his voice, and say, “If size matters to you, young lady, I can assure you that I am the biggest the academy has to offer.”

“The biggest? You mean you’re the biggest ranking officer here?”

“Well, no, not exactly, although one day I will be,” Johnson said. “No, what I really mean is, of all the, ah, johnsons here, I am the biggest.”

“Are there other officers named Johnson here at the academy, sir?”

“Well, no, I am the only officer named Johnson.” Dickey heard Johnson lower his voice further, almost to a whisper. “No, dear. What I am trying to say is that I have the biggest johnson here.”

The next day her coworkers gathered around the new secretary at the water-cooler and asked her if she had met Ensign Johnson yet. Indeed she had, the new secretary said. “So?” her coworkers asked. The new secretary nodded her head over sips of coffee. “He’s quite impressive,” she said. The ladies collapsed into giggles around the watercooler and reminded each other how lucky they were to be working at the Merchant Marine Academy. Ensign Dickey listened in on this exchange as well. Yes, he was happy to be working at the academy, too. Ever on the lookout for an advantage over his colleagues, Dickey wasted little time in doing what he did best: damaging his adversaries through gossip and innuendo. That’s when he decided to give his archrival Johnson a new moniker, Johnson’s Johnson. By days’ end, the nickname had stuck for good.

As the years raced by and Johnson and Dickey climbed the ladder at the Merchant Marine Academy, Johnson’s Johnson’s reputation as a lady-killer grew legendary. When visiting heads of state heard about Johnson’s Johnson, they were eager to see if they measured up. Indeed, none other than Henry kissinger himself came calling, anxious to find out if what he had heard was true. In the locker room after a game of squash, kissinger saw for himself what all the fuss was about.

He didn’t measure up. It wasn’t even close.

To keep Johnson’s Johnson quiet, kissinger took a personal interest in Johnson and saw to it that he was promoted earlier than his peers at each juncture of his career. As one of the youngest admirals in the United States Maritime Service, Johnson’s Johnson became a shoe-in for the position of superintendent at the United States Merchant Marine Academy when the long-serving Admiral Queen died from severe head injuries he sustained when his sailboat, Queenie, went aground off City Island. Admiral Queen had been showing a group of midshipmen just how close they could get to the shoals without going aground. What sad irony.

Commodore Dickey envied Johnson’s Johnson’s meteoric rise to the top—envied it mightily. After he turned fifty, his own career stalled. For seven long years now he had been stuck at Commodore which, as everyone knew, was not even an official rank in the United States Maritime Service—it was an honorific, a title, not a rank. The Commodore himself demanded the title as he liked the ring of it and it differentiated him from the other officers stuck at the rank of Captain, although he wasn’t unaware that the other officers at the academy laughed at him behind his back for wanting to be called Commodore.

All of this played on the Commodore’s mind as he crossed the academy grounds on his way to Bowditch Hall. He had high hopes that Miss Conrad would be of help in getting Johnson’s Johnson into the hot water he deserved. If there was anyone who would not stand for an unasked-for peek at Johnson’s Johnson’s johnson, it would be Miss Conrad.
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IT’S ALL ABOUT
THE TEMPO



The Commodore swept into Bowditch Hall only to find the bandleader using the same auditorium in which the Commodore wanted to practice his speech. It felt like a slap in the face to be inconvenienced like this by a subordinate. The bandleader was busy lecturing several band members on stage. Why were they not in class by now? The Commodore took a seat in the last row of the darkened auditorium.

“Mr. Gillard,” the bandleader said, “tell us how you think we can improve our rendition of the ‘Star-Spangled Banner.’”

Midshipman Gillard stared at the floor in front of him. After a long silence, he said, “You play your Walkman too loud. It really throws me off.”

The bandleader held up his hand to cut off a chorus of “Yeah, what’s up with that?”

“Now, Mr. Gillard,” he said, “you know we’ve been through this before. I suffer from dyslexia and I have trouble keeping the song straight in my head. I know my headphones are a crutch but I need them.”

The Commodore writhed. A conductor who wore headphones while conducting? He could not contain himself any longer and flung himself out of his seat, marching down the aisle toward the stage. “Boys! Boys, that’ll be all. Run on to class now, boys.”

The Commodore did not have to tell them twice. While the boys hurried off the stage, the Commodore marched directly up to the bandleader and came to a halt within a nose of his face. The bandleader shrunk back.

“Those boys have classes to attend, my dear sir!” The Commodore’s voice thundered across the stage. “They most assuredly do not have time to coddle you and your neuroses. We’ve hired a neurotic bandleader, have we? Well what’s been done can surely be undone.”

The bandleader froze.

“Who hired you? Was it that skirt-chasing ruffian of a superintendent? Or was it our vacuous Commandant, that philistine who thinks God’s gift to music is Jimmy Buffett?”

The Commodore took a deep breath. He was winded by his rush to the stage, and a vigorous tongue lashing always left him breathless. He inhaled deeply through his nose. Wait. Is that Herrera I smell?

He took a step back and focused on the bandleader’s attire. Could this cretin really be wearing a Paul Stuart bow tie? The Commodore recognized it from his own collection of fine ties. Might the man possess some refinement after all?

“What cologne are you wearing?” the Commodore said.

“Carolina Herrera for Men.”

“And your tie. That wouldn’t be a Paul Stuart, would it?”

“Yes, in fact it is.”

The Commodore suddenly looked at the bandleader with newfound respect. Surely a man who wore Paul Stuart couldn’t be all that bad. Like a tornado that rips through a prairie town and clears the city limits without so much as a goodbye, the Commodore’s outburst was over.

“Shall we take a seat over here, sir?” The Commodore motioned to a couple of stools off to the side of the stage.

When they sat down, the Commodore crossed his legs and stroked his chin. “I have an idea. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind commenting on the speech I’m here to practice? After all, as a musician you must know a thing or two about rhythm, tone, tempo—the essential elements of a well-delivered speech.”

“I’d be pleased to help in any way I can, sir.”

The bandleader moved the lectern to the center of the stage while the Commodore stood up and began his preparations. He meditated for a moment then breathed in from the diaphragm, held it for a second, and exhaled slowly. His yoga instructor called this the Infinity Breath. He then did the quick stretching routine he learned from his personal trainer. Next, the Commodore exercised his voice—his voice coach recommended that he do his voice exercises every day to maintain his stentorian tone. Next he practiced the hand gestures and slow sweeping arm movements he learned from his acting coach, and the “pause, scan, and nod” technique imparted by his homiletics instructor. He performed the relaxation routine taught to him by his mental therapist, the finger flexes he learned from his physical therapist, and the self-administered neck massage he learned from his massage therapist. After breathing, flexing, and relaxing; exercising, stretching, and massaging, the Commodore was ready. He told the bandleader to take a seat in the front row, then he took his place behind the lectern. After a dramatic pause, scan, and nod, he launched into his speech:

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Commodore Robert S. Dickey. I am the United States Merchant Marine Academy’s Officer of External Affairs and one of the most influential members of this administration. Today, what we call Recognition Day, is a great day for your sons and daughters. Recognition Day is the day upon which the academy officially inducts its plebes, your sons and daughters, as members of the regiment of midshipmen. I myself graduated from this august institution nearly thirty years ago—I know I don’t look my age—and I can clearly recall the feelings of accomplishment that I felt on my own day of recognition. Your sons and daughters have come a long way since you dropped them off at the front gate some months ago and you should be rightfully proud of them. I know that my parents were proud of me that day, and they continue to be proud of me as I climb the ladder of success to its highest rungs.

     Before we talk about the importance of Recognition Day to your sons and daughters, please, if you will indulge me, I would like to spend a few minutes talking about the stupendous work done by the Office of External Affairs, lead by yours truly. As Officer of External Affairs, I like to say that I take care of the “Back End” of things at the academy. The little things done behind the scenes that are so critically important to running this institution. The things that people do not see but, if left undone, would sink the academy into ruin. Yes, I, your humble servant, preside over the monstrously intricate machinations that allow this institution to run like a well-oiled machine. I have never been one who needs to be the marquee attraction—I truly prefer the “Back End” of things. In fact, it is the hard work done by my office that has enabled this day, what I like to call Your Day—because it is not about me—to be such a success. Your sons and daughters are to be congratulated, as I myself was congratulated so many years ago—with this head of hair, I know it’s hard to believe. You’re welcome.

The Commodore stood at the lectern and waited for his audience of one to burst into applause. When the applause was not forthcoming, the Commodore made a show of clearing his throat.

His audience of one clapped modestly.

The Commodore seethed.

“You are awfully quiet. Is that the best you can do?”

The bandleader shifted about in his first-row seat without saying a word.

“Come, come. Out with it, man!”

“Well,” the bandleader said, exhaling forcefully. “As bandleader, I naturally focused on the tempo of the speech.” The bandleader began to say something more but then stopped. Looking as if he was going to regret what he was about to say, he continued, “I think the parts where you transitioned to talking about yourself, which were frequent, upset the tempo of the speech. Consequently, you never really found a pleasing rhythm.”

The Commodore held the sides of the lectern with both hands and squeezed so hard his knuckles turned white.

“If I talked about myself,” the Commodore said deliberately, “it was only to give the parents context so that they could understand the importance of the day. Do you know what context is?” The Commodore paused, daring a response from the bandleader. “It is absolutely essential to a good speech!”

“Yes, sir, I understand. But the tempo, the tempo.”

“Why you tone-deaf cretin! Don’t you tell me about tempo. I know tempo!”

With that the Commodore marched down to the front row, grabbed the bandleader by the scruff of the neck, and walked him toward the door.

“You are through, Mr. Tone-Deaf Bandleader,” the Commodore said. “End of assignment and on to the next job for you, if you can find one. I’ll be sure to tell Admiral Johnson the good news.”

The Commodore practically frog-marched the bandleader to the main entranceway of Bowditch Hall, all the while spouting pleasantries to the academy personnel he came across in the hallways.

“Good morning, Miss Goodson,” he said to an administrative assistant in the Marine Transportation Department. “And what kind of day is it today?”

Miss Goodson smiled back and said, “Why, it’s just another day in which to excel, sir.”

The Commodore marched his charge all the way to the main gate, greeting midshipmen, colleagues, workers—everyone he came across—on this muggy mid-summer day.

“Good morning, Morris,” he shouted to the one-armed groundskeeper who was busy butchering a hedge. “I do admire the way you trim a hedge, Morris!”

Morris waved the hedge trimmer at the Commodore and thanked him for noticing.

When the Commodore reached Vickery Gate, he thrust the bandleader toward the guard stationed there, smiling all the time.

“Good morning, Mr. Thompson, you’re looking sharp as usual.” The Commodore clicked his heels and bowed. “Please use your uncommon abilities as a uniformed guardsman to see to it that this man does not step foot on academy grounds again.” The Commodore’s voice resonated off the thick stone walls of the old guardhouse at Vickery Gate.

Mr. Thompson, alcoholic and lucky to have a job, hurriedly turned off his mini TV set and ushered the bandleader out the gate.

The Commodore left the guardhouse and stepped back into the hazy sunshine. He took notice of the trees, the clouds, the sky. He smelled the freshly mowed grass and the evergreen bushes trimmed by one-armed Morris. He heard the birds chirping and the squirrels calling to one another.

Yes, indeed, the Commodore thought as he strode confidently in the direction of his dreams, today truly is just another day in which to excel.
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S & M



The Commodore spent the rest of the morning the way he spent most mornings: practicing his hand gestures, exercising his voice, and combing his hair in front of his huge office mirror in Wiley Hall. He had made certain to call Miss Conrad earlier that morning to cancel their luncheon date with Johnson. He wanted to make old Johnson’s Johnson salivate at the prospect of meeting the leggy Miss Conrad. The Commodore wrapped up his morning by lecturing his secretary, Miss Lambright, on the importance of time management.

When it was time for lunch, the Commodore figured he better not push his luck with Johnson by crossing Barney Square during the Noon Formation. Instead, he ducked out the back of Wiley Hall and walked along the waterfront to the rear entrance of Delano Hall. This allowed him to stop at what he hoped would be the future site of the Mariners Monument, his pet project. In a few days, the Board of Governors were to hold a meeting to determine whether to proceed with the monument, and rumor had it that Johnson was making noises about derailing the project. The meeting loomed large in the Commodore’s mind. If necessary, he would retell the entire heroic story of fallen cadet-midshipman Edwin J. O’Hara, and the imperatives for why the academy should erect a statue in his likeness. If the Commodore succeeded, the monument would be finished in time for a dedication ceremony to take place in mid-October, three months from now. The Commodore wanted to be the one to make the dedication speech, wanted it more than anything in the world, but he knew that, as admiral, Johnson’s Johnson would be the one to do the honors. The old horn-dog would undoubtedly give his stock speech, replete with sexual innuendos and gratuitous references to the role of women in the merchant marine.

The Commodore looked out toward the Long Island Sound. Not a ripple disturbed its black waters on this windless day. Where he stood on the hill overlooking the boat basin was the perfect location for the Mariners Monument. Posterior to the Memorial Arbors (which the Commodore considered deaf and mute) and anterior to the War Memorial (faceless and inarticulate), and set at a rakish angle, the Mariners Monument would dominate its neighbors. To position the monument askew of the geometric lines of the academy’s architecture would send the Board of Governors into spasms. To a person, they lacked subtlety and nuance. Everything with these boors had to be geometrical: straight lines, hard corners, squares, triangles. The Commodore, who considered himself classically trained and broadly experienced, had the confidence to step outside the lines of classicism. But first he would have to overcome Johnson’s objections. He would take care of that well enough at the meeting of the Board of Governors.

The Commodore heard the beating of the bass drums over in Barney Square and resumed his walk toward Delano Hall. The sound of the drums carried to the waterfront, but the effect was not the same if one was not in the thick of it. He walked along with his head up but without the usual spring in his step. When he entered Delano Hall through the commissary, the Caribbean cooks and dishwashers sang out greetings, “Today is another day to excel, mon.” The Commodore responded in kind, and his mood brightened. He took a seat at the center of the long and narrow table on the dais as the regiment filed in for the noon meal.

The orderly procession of midshipmen marching across Barney Square collapsed into chaos the moment they crossed the threshold of the dining hall. People immediately began talking among themselves, and the pent-up frustrations of a thousand midshipmen filled the cavernous mess hall with the roar of Niagara Falls. The noon meal hour was a time for letting go. By this time, the regiment had been up and running nonstop since 0530 hours. Every minute of their time had been consumed by musters, room inspections, classes, and lectures. And there never seemed to be enough time to get from one place to another, from class back to the barracks in time for a personal appearance inspection, or from the waterfront all the way to O’Hara Hall for PT. When the plebes walked anywhere on campus, they did so by squaring corners, which made their commute even longer. The upperclassmen did not have to square corners but they did have to stay constantly on guard in case they happened across an officer as they made their way about the campus. A proper salute was de rigueur, as well as a proper greeting. Saying “Good morning, sir,” instead of “Good afternoon” was enough to earn a stern reprimand. And springtime was the toughest for the regiment. One could not smell the roses, as it were, as one walked across the beautifully manicured grounds. One had to be alert to following the rules and regulations every step of the way. When walking together, a group of upperclassmen must not be too loud or walk too casually. They must always be on their best behavior. But the meal hour was different. The meal hour was loud—loud with the sounds of young men letting their guard down for the briefest of respites.

The Commodore let the cacophony wash over him. To him it was akin to the sound of children at a playground—it was music, a symphony, and it had a steady, resounding tempo.
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Johnson’s cologne preceded him as he approached the table from behind the Commodore. The cologne nauseated the Commodore—it was the same kind of bottom-shelf toilet water that wafted through the Seafarers’ Union Hall in Brooklyn. The Commodore smiled, however, knowing that he wore it in anticipation of meeting Miss Conrad. The Commodore pushed back his seat and stood up to greet Johnson.

“Hello, old boy. Fancy meeting you here,” the Commodore said.

“Don’t ‘old boy’ me, Bobby.” Johnson looked around the dais. “Where’s Miss Conrad?”

“Oh, didn’t you get my message?” the Commodore said. “Miss Conrad had to cancel. She had a conflict of some sort. I told her we’d reschedule.”

Johnson looked crushed, just as the Commodore had planned. In fact, the only problem with the plan of stalling the appearance of Miss Conrad, as far as the Commodore could tell, was that he had to sit through one more meal smelling Johnson’s rancid cologne.

Johnson’s disappointment quickly gave way to anger. “What the hell kind of move is that? Canceling on short notice? Sounds unprofessional to me, Bobby. I’m not sure I want to meet with her now.”

The others at the table—the commandant, the assistant commandant, and several company officers—took their seats shortly after Johnson took his seat. They listened in on the conversation while a line of plebes filed past them carrying overstuffed platters of food.

“She’s no flake, I can assure you, sir,” the Commodore said. “In fact, she’s a rising star in her firm.”

“What’s the name of the firm anyway?” Johnson said, as an anonymous plebe delivered a platter of steaming corned beef and cabbage to the table.

“She is with Smith and McClellan Public Relations, a PR firm out of Port Washington.”

Johnson placed his fork on his plate and turned to the Commodore. “Smith and McClellan? Wouldn’t that be S and M for short? If Miss Conrad is a rising star in S and M, then, yes, Bobby, I do want to meet her.”

The others at the table burst out laughing. The Commodore pretended to join in on the raunchy joke.

“Isn’t a public relations firm supposed to keep you politically correct?” the commandant asked, sitting directly across the table from the Commodore. “Don’t they realize the name of their own company is not PC?”

“Maybe they can help dream up an offensive slogan for our campaign to raise funds for that monument of yours,” the assistant commandant chimed in.

Ah, yes, once again having a good time at the Commodore’s expense. The Commodore did his best to steer the conversation back to academy business. Finally, he mentioned the trouble they were having with the Town of Great Neck—the town that neighbored kings Point, home of the United States Merchant Marine Academy.

“Great Neck?” Johnson said. “Don’t tell me Mogie’s complaining again. I thought we resolved our differences after our last dustup.”

Mogie Mogelefsky was the mayor of Great Neck. He had been complaining for years about midshipmen from the academy who sometimes made a nuisance of themselves in “his” town. According to Mogie, they drank at Hick’s Lane Bar every weekend, and on the drive back to the academy, they would invariably tear up front lawns, run into trees, or knock down telephone poles. He claimed they drove into fences and gates, parked cars, and front stoops. According to Mogie, the midshipmen were constantly getting stuck in snowbanks in the winter, waking up the neighbors—Mogie’s constituents—when they drunkenly tried to extricate themselves. The unhappy constituents always complained to Mogie first thing in the morning. The rowdy midshipmen evidently also frequented various all-night diners in town after a night of drinking where they would throw up on tables, harass the waitresses, and try to pick up whatever stray girl passed their booth. Of course, Mogie had to hear about that the next day, too. Mogie frequently called the academy and got the same reasonable response, “Boys will be boys.” That did not stop him from calling, though, much to the academy’s chagrin. Indeed, it made him a reliable topic of conversation.

The commandant looked across the table at the Commodore. “So, Commodore, tell us, what kind of trouble are we in now?”

“We’re not in trouble,” the Commodore said. “It’s just that the mayor would like us to work on improving our relations with the town of Great Neck. He seems to think that if we had a better image within the community, it would cut down on the number of complaints he’s receiving from his constituents.”

“His constituents,” Johnson said, “are a bunch of whiners.”

“Be that as it may, sir, it was Mogie who recommended we use Smith and McClellan. He said they were a nice WASPy firm out of Port Washington and that he knew of Miss Conrad personally.”

“Oh, shit.” Johnson slammed his fist on the table. “Mogie’s not doing her, too, is he? It’s bad enough he’s banging Mitzi.”

The others at the table bobbed their heads. Mitzi Paultz was Johnson’s secretary, a forty-ish (on her application she put down that she was thirty-nine) redheaded beauty hired solely for her sultry looks. He doubted she could type a lick, Johnson told his colleagues when he hired her, but what a body! Since she also happened to be Jewish, he figured he would get Mogie, who considered the academy a strange white Anglo-Saxon Protestant enclave, off his back at the same time. He assured his colleagues that hiring Mitzi would be good for business, as it would show Mogie the academy’s diversity. But Johnson was disappointed when his usual moves failed to entice Mitzi into joining him for drinks in the officers’ club. Mitzi said she liked celebrities as much as the next girl but the answer was no. “Besides,” she had said, “Mogie would be furious.” Johnson nearly fainted when he heard that Mogie Mogelefsky was banging his beautiful redheaded secretary.

“I’m not privy to his personal life, sir,” the Commodore said. “I can only assume that his relationship with Miss Conrad is chaste.”

“Mogelefsky doesn’t have a chaste bone in his body,” Johnson said, gnashing his teeth.

The others at the table bobbed their heads in agreement.

“Nevertheless,” the Commodore said, “I do agree with the mayor that it couldn’t hurt to hire a PR firm to improve our relations with the outside world. This place can be fairly insular, as you know, sir.”

“We like it insular, Bobby. That’s the way WASPs are.”

The others nodded in perfect synchronization.

“Very well then, sir,” the Commodore said. “I’ll call Miss Conrad and tell her we’re not interested.”

“Now hold on a minute.” Johnson’s Johnson winked at his cronies. “Reschedule the meeting with Miss Conrad anyway. I’d like to have a look at her—what’d you call them?—shapely legs.”

The Commodore was thrilled but tried not to show it. “Will do, sir.”

The commandant suddenly pushed his ample girth back from the table. “Hey, Commodore, I saw you in the auditorium practicing your speech. I must say, you make beautiful hand gestures.”

The others at the table had another good laugh at the Commodore’s expense. The Commodore, knowing that his roughneck colleagues were simply jealous of his numerous talents, decided to take the higher road.

“Thank you, Commandant. Coming from a sycophant such as yourself, your praise certainly is expected.”

The assistant commandant pushed back from the table now as well, following his boss’s lead. “Hey, what’s a sycophant anyhow?”

“It means I’m sophisticated, dummy.” The commandant slapped his little buddy on the back of the head. “Let’s go. We’ll leave Mr. Commodore here with Admiral Johnson so he can tell him why he fired our bandleader this morning.”

“You did what?” Johnson shouted while the others walked away, laughing.

“I fired the man,” the Commodore said. “He was tone-deaf. There is simply no room in this institution for mediocrity.”

Johnson’s face reddened. “Who died and left you boss, Bobby? You take care of the back end of things here at the academy and don’t you forget it. I do the hiring and firing.”

“I was merely trying to raise the standards of our dear regimental band, sir. They are truly dreadful and it is for want of a proper leader.”

Johnson was about to respond further when he spotted a young woman in a white nurse’s uniform enter the mess hall from the galley.

“Who’s that?” Johnson was on the edge of his chair.

“Oh her?” The Commodore pretended to look to see who it was. “That’s our new nurse. Fresh out of nursing school, I’m afraid. She appears to be a bit wet behind the ears. I’m keeping an eye on her.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Johnson said. “I’ll keep an eye on her thank you very much. You run along now, Bobby. I think I’ll introduce myself to our new inexperienced nurse.”

The Commodore breathed a sigh of relief. The poor nurse would have her hands full in a moment, but the Commodore couldn’t care less. All he cared about was that she had saved him from Johnson’s wrath, for the moment anyhow. The only surprise was that the young thing had followed his orders so well and showed up in the mess hall at the exact time he had asked her to.
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PLEBE KNOWLEDGE



The next morning, Johnson’s Johnson gave the new nurse a firm kiss on the cheek and a soft pat on the ass before ducking out the back entrance of the infirmary and walking the short distance across the parking lot to the Superintendent’s Residence.

The Superintendent’s Residence was the most prominent house on the academy grounds. It stood next to the officers’ club on a high bluff overlooking the Sound. Johnson had promised his wife he would stop in during the day to watch her paint a still life of the clay pot he’d bought her for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. His wife had never tried a still life before but she had always wanted to paint in their English garden overlooking the Sound.

Yes, twenty-five years they had been married. The last ten or so had not been easy. His wife had developed “nervous trouble,” as he called it, out of the blue and for no apparent reason it seemed—at least to him. Anyhow, she was not good for much anymore. It put a strain on their marriage for a time, but things had long ago reached a sort of equilibrium. It was the navy chaplain who had saved Johnson’s own sanity. “It’s about loyalty, not fidelity,” he remembered the chaplain telling him one day. The chaplain’s words greatly eased Johnson’s conscience.

Johnson entered the quaint garden and found his wife sitting on a wood stool with her back to the water. She faced the clay pot, which was situated on a wrought iron table next to a vine-covered trellis. Johnson sank into an Adirondack chair behind her. Nary a word passed between them for over two hours while his wife mixed her palette of paints until—

“The blue is wrong, don’t you think, sweetie?

“Yeah, I think it is, sweetie. Why don’t you work on it some more? I have to go now to meet with the Board of Governors about building this monument the Commodore wants.”

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe the blue is wrong. And the green as well. Maybe it’s the light.”

“I think maybe it’s the light.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

Johnson patted his wife’s shoulder and beat a fast retreat from the garden. He passed through the iron gate in the privacy hedge and nearly bumped into the Commodore, who just happened to be coming out of the officers’ club. Of course, the Commodore was on his way to the same meeting as Johnson. The two senior-most officers of the academy cut through the foyer in First Company and crossed Barney Square on the way to Wiley Hall.

“So, Bobby,” Johnson said to fill the silence, “how’s the incoming class of plebes shaping up? Have you heard any gossip?”

“As I understand it, their two weeks of Indoctrination for Training into the regimental system went smoothly enough. We saw no more plebes than usual show up at the infirmary complaining of the flu. You know—their way of trying to get a breather from the hazing dished out by the upperclassmen.”

“Oh, I know, you don’t have to tell me,” Johnson said. “It’s the yelling, Some of them just can’t take being yelled at.”

Both the Commodore and Johnson, having been plebes themselves once a long time ago, knew that the “gauntlets” were the worst. After an exhausting day that began at dawn; after all the calisthenics, drilling, and marching; after all the room inspections, personal appearance inspections, and duty-station inspections; after a day full of brainwashing and garden-variety hazing, came a specialized form of hazing. A squad of upperclassmen formed a gauntlet by lining up on both sides of the hallway in the barracks with the lights turned off. Another squad of upperclassman would then herd a platoon of plebes through the darkened barracks to the head of the gauntlet. One by one, the upperclassman passed the plebes through the gauntlet in the pitch darkness.

The upperclassmen in the gauntlet would then begin to scream at the plebes:

How many cadet-midshipmen died in the line of duty in WWII? I said how many? You’re not sure, you dumb shit? Those poor bastards died so your slutty mother can drive an SUV and you don’t know how many died? How high is the flagpole? The United States Merchant Marine Academy has the tallest un-guyed flagpole in the world and you can’t be bothered to learn how high it is, you worthless piece of shit? Do you have any pride? You’re a worthless piece of shit, do you know that? Oh that you know, but you don’t know how many cadet-midshipmen died for your sorry ass? Sound off, dickhead! Midshipman fourth class who? Midshipman Fourth Class Harris? Did your brother go here, Harris? He did? Your brother was an asshole, Harris. He stuck me. Gave me demerits for no good fucking reason. Get out of my sight, you sorry piece of shit.

Back into the gauntlet the sorry piece of shit went. Gauntlets lasted for no more than fifteen minutes, but to the plebes, it seemed an eternity.

“Yes, sir,” the Commodore said, “the wonderful cacophony of Indoc—the gauntlets, the cries of plebes sounding off in the barracks, the slapping of hands against the wood stock of parade rifles on Barney Square, all of the wonderful sights and sounds of Indoc have finally given way to the quiet of academic classes. The silence feels kind of eerie to me.”

“Suits me just fine,” Johnson said. He didn’t like Indoc. It pained him to see the upperclassmen hazing the plebes. The official term for the upperclassmen who volunteered to cut their paltry summer vacation even shorter to train the plebes during Indoc was “pusher.” Johnson called them “dipshits” and thought they oughta be chasing pussy on some beach somewhere instead of insulting some poor plebe’s mother for forgetting a ridiculous bit of plebe knowledge.
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