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			This book is dedicated to my parents, Robert and Lucille Eisen, 
and to their friends, who inspired this story. 
They were all members of The Greatest Generation. 
And to my wife, Charlene, for her support.

		

	
		

		
			 

			What people commonly call fate is mostly their own stupidity.

			– Arthur Schopenhauer

			God, grant me the serenity

			to accept the things I cannot change,

			courage to change the things I can,

			and wisdom to know the difference.

			– Reinhold Niebuhr
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			Navy Destroyer

			Snarled in an Atlantic hurricane, 13 September 1944

			The towering comber roared toward me, a fusillade of black water unfurling, smashing through the windows, shattering the glass. Futilely, I tried to escape–sloshing through knee-deep water for the door a few feet away. Only a step outside the bridge, the titanic wave swept me over the side. I crash landed on the deck below, slamming into the steel bulwark. A sharp pain shot through my skull. I saw stars. Though dazed, I am pitifully aware that the ocean’s murky grip is sucking me into the abyss. The ship lost her battle with the hurricane, spiraling to her new home at the bottom of the sea.

			Will I join her? I wonder as I am submerged in black water.

			Instinct propels me to the water’s surface seeking lifesaving air. Greedily sucking in oxygen, I struggled to regain my faculties. I frantically paddled my arms, desperate to stay afloat. My head was pounding like someone struck me with a sledgehammer. I rolled my tongue around my mouth, trying to determine the source of the pain in my cheek. I lost a tooth, maybe two. I might have a broken jaw or even a concussion, I concluded. Tenderly, I felt the back of my head. The saltwater burned in the wound; it was slick with blood.

			

			Ellen’s image flashed before me. Will I see her again?

			A huge swell lifted me to its foaming crest. I choked on seawater as I dropped. My stomach plunged in a free-fall. The sensation reminded me of the Coney Island roller coaster, when the car passes the first peak after its long climb upward.

			I was churning in the trough of a monstrous swell, like the one that claimed the ship. I feared its spumy crest would bury me in its curling wake.

			We were nowhere near land when the ship foundered. My only chance for survival now was to stay afloat until rescue arrived. For that, I reasoned, I’ll need all my strength. I had been close to death aboard South Dakota, but was this my fate? How long could I ride these mountainous swells before I had nothing left? One hour might be too long. I had never been put to such a test, but how could I have been—there were no tests in my naval training for this! What training could possibly prepare me to be aboard a sinking U.S. Navy ship amidst a hurricane?

			Pondering the outcome terrified me, but there was no time to dwell on fear. I acted on the reflexes ingrained in my training. With renewed fervor, I vowed I would not swallow that first life-ending drink of salt water or take my last breath before submerging into the watery bottomless pit surrounding me. I searched the swirling sea for something to hold on to; any floating object that would keep my head above water while I figured a solution to my predicament–if there was one to be found. In the minutes before the ship met her fate, I had not grabbed my Kapok life vest: too occupied as EO (second in command) alerting the crew to abandon the ship. I thought I would have time to take care of myself after I had taken care of the others. That was a colossal mistake, one I regretted. It was a foolish decision my training should have prevented. I just hoped it was not a fatal blunder.

			The mammoth, undulating swells would not relent. The towering gray walls of ocean were suspended in midair like looming petrified hills. My breathing was labored, and my muscles ached for relief from fighting the waves. I scanned the sea, desperate for a lifeline. I feared I would not last much longer.

			

			Then, finally, through the sleeting rain and brine stinging my eyes, I saw something a few yards away bobbing in the water. Was it a person? Some object that would help me stay afloat? It was too hard to see clearly. I struggled to reach it, expending the last of my energy. It was a life jacket; “USS Warrington” stenciled on the border. The name of my ship. I grabbed it before a wave could steal it from me, holding the vest in a white-knuckled grip as I gathered my ebbing strength before attempting to put it on. I must not lose it. It would mean certain death if I did. I wrestled to strap the jacket over the sodden weight of my uniform that clung to my body like glue. It took a while in the huge swells. Once the vest was firmly bound, I instinctively fell into the eggbeater kick I learned in my naval survival training at Fort Schuyler. Although that action brought immediate relief, my mind wandered to desperate thoughts. How long could I do this? Would it be long enough for rescue to arrive? What if Hyades suffered the same fate as Warrington? What if no one knew of either ship’s demise? If that were the case, there would be no rescue. This vast ocean would be my watery grave.

			The sea brought bone-chilling shivers, but the movement of my arms and legs warmed my body temperature to a safe level. I maneuvered into a sitting position as best I could in the swells, keeping my head perpendicular to the surface of the water–hoping to increase my visibility amid the spume, scud, and rain of the huge swells as I searched for other survivors. I cannot be the only person alive out of a crew of three hundred men, I determined. Surely everyone could not have been lost.

			Hoping to find others in the raging sea, I strained to rotate in a wide circle. Anxiously, I rode up one undulating wave to its white foamed crest, then plummeted like the drop on the Parachute Jump at the fair to the trough below before ascending the next swell to its foaming crown.

			The turbulent swells made me nauseous. I vomited bile, which retched up my throat from my nearly empty belly. I should have forced myself to eat more solid food as the storm approached. My training had taught me that a person can get just as seasick in the water as they can aboard a ship. The queasiness made me crave my bunk to lie down, but it was already on the way to the ocean’s floor. There was no escape.

			I am not sure how long I was in the water because my wristwatch, a gift from Ellen–so I’d think of her whenever I looked at the time–was broken. The crystal had shattered against the deck railing when I was propelled overboard. The time did not matter anyway, as I had no appointment to be on time for, but the sentimental value of the watch was overwhelming. I thought of Ellen once more. Will I see her again?

			With no other option but to ride the combers and focus on searching for others, I prayed for another miracle. For rescue to arrive. I recalled our fruitless efforts to make radio contact with Hyades shortly before foundering. Our SOS signals had been unanswered. The weather most likely disrupted the radio frequencies, but that wasn’t unusual–nothing we hadn’t experienced before, even in good weather and calm seas. Still, were our calls for help heard? I hoped our pleas were received by someone who could save me and that rescue was on the way. That possibility kept me going.

			An enormous wave propelled me to its Alpen peak, abruptly dropping me into its deep trough. I was surrounded by a wall of black water. As another towering swell loomed over my head, I reflected on my life. I hoped reliving the memories would pass the time and allay the fear rising from my gut to my chest. I prayed it would be long enough to survive this catastrophe to return home to Ellen and our future, to start our life together. Nothing else mattered. There must be hope, I thought to myself. Afterall, I already survived the worst time of my life when my father died. I vowed then to change my circumstances, living the words Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.”

			I recalled that fateful event when my father passed.
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			A Man at Ten

			Dad’s wake and burial, Glendale, New York, January 1929

			It was winter in New York City. While normally a period of freezing temperatures and snow, the weather that year seesawed between bitter cold and spring-like temperatures. Those fluctuating extremes caused my father to develop a hacking cough. His persistent cough, thought to be an outcome of the unusual weather that season, eventually developed into stabbing chest pains, shaking chills, and shortness of breath. No matter how much pampering my mother administered, my father’s condition did not improve. He shrugged it off, heading early each morning to those jobs he was lucky to garner. A plumber by trade, he often suffered cuts on his hands that needed mending when he returned home each night. My mother cleaned his sores, fed him hot pea soup, and urged him to bed early to rest to build his strength for the next day. Sometimes, when the thermometer indicated he had a slight temperature, she sat on the edge of their bed and applied a cold washcloth to his forehead. That was followed with a spoonful of cod liver oil she hoped would break the fever that invaded his body.

			I recalled the dreary, pitch-black night when our world changed. My father came home from work that day, later than usual. When he entered through the front door, the sleeting rain and howling wind whooshed in behind him and he fell to the floor like a dead weight, his satchel of tools spilling by his feet. His pants and shoes were soaked to the bone.

			“Charles!” my mother screamed, racing to his prone body lying in the entry. “What’s happened to you?”

			Too weak to speak, he feebly uttered, “Help me.”

			We raised him to his feet and, each taking an arm, led him into the bedroom. There, we removed his rain-soaked clothes and wet shoes and laid him on the bed and covered him with a blanket. Feverish, he grabbed his chest and moaned in pain. My mother snatched the thermometer from the bathroom medicine cabinet and took his temperature while I held a damp washcloth to his forehead. The reading, almost 104 degrees. He burned with fever. My father did not believe in spending money needlessly on medical treatment, but this was an emergency. Surely, he would agree to see the doctor.

			He was wreathing in pain and delirious. I mopped the sweat from his brow while my mother pleaded with him to beckon the doctor. He finally ceded, and the doctor arrived early the next morning. After a quick assessment, he arranged to have my father, too weak to protest, admitted to the hospital. By then, though, it was too late. We could see his sickness was too entrenched in his weak body. The diagnosis of viral pneumonia was beyond treatment; there was no medicine to cure him. He would surely die.

			He lapsed into a coma that afternoon and, with nothing for us to offer him other than a reassuring hand, we kept vigil at his bedside. The warm sunlight streaming through the window from the mild 45-degree weather outside gave my father’s face a serene countenance. That night, when death claimed him, the temperature had plummeted to a frigid 18 degrees. The wind was howling in protest. He was forty-six years old—a young man, in the prime of his life cut short because he would not spend money on medical treatment when food on the table for his family was deemed more important.

			His death changed my life.

			

			#

			Our economic circumstances did not allow for a wake at Werst’s funeral home so, with financial support from her sister and her husband, my mother arranged for a viewing in the parlor of our house. The undertaker prepared my father’s body and placed the plain wooden casket on the same spot my mother said I was born—where one life was given, and now one life taken.

			I had never seen a deceased person before and never imagined the first would be my father. I never told him how much I loved him for all that he did for my mom and me. That hurt most of all. I always meant to, but somehow never did. I convinced myself it was because he was never there to tell as he toiled from sunrise to sundown every day except Sunday when he attended Mass and enjoyed an afternoon dinner with family.

			The casket sat on a raised platform near the front window. The air was heavy with the scent of the sympathy flowers of chrysanthemums and late roses from relatives, close friends, and neighbors arrayed on each side. The heart-shaped arrangement of red roses from my mother sat atop the casket with a card saying, “Forever in our thoughts. May you rest in peace. Your loving wife and son.”

			As we were viewing the floral arrangements my mother said to me, “You should spend the day with Howie. His parents suggested it would be a good idea.”

			Howie was my best friend who lived on the street two doors down.

			“No, Mom. I want to be here with you, and Dad.”

			“Well then,” she said in a hushed whisper, “put on the suit you wear when you attend Sunday Mass with your father.”

			“I will, but Dad is no longer with us.”

			“I know,” she sobbed. “Go. Get dressed. People will be here soon to pay their respects.”

			I dressed as my mother asked and before visitors arrived, we knelt before the casket and quietly prayed for my father’s soul. She grasped his hand and, when I looked up into her face, I saw a stream of tears flowing from her eyes down her cheek. I don’t know why I didn’t cry. Too stunned by his death, I had to be strong for my mom. She needed me, now more than ever.

			A tentative knock at the door woke us from our reverie. My mother glanced out the window and saw several people on the front steps. She took a hankie to wipe her tears.

			“John, the mourners have come. Please answer the door and take their coats.”

			They were dressed in dark wool overcoats and galoshes as the weather was a wintry mix of snow and ice with temperatures hovering around 25 degrees. The people crowded into our small parlor offering their condolences to my mother and patting me on the head as I took their coats and placed them on the bed in her room.

			As more and more people came to pay their respects, the overflow spilled into the dining room and then the kitchen. After viewing my father with a prayer, they departed, making space for others to fill the void. I was not surprised by the large throng of people since my mother was a popular person in the neighborhood.

			When the sun faded into night, and darkness settled in, Father Coogan, our parish priest, came to the house. He shared with the family his stories of my father and offered a prayer for his salvation. He intoned: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside still waters; He restores my soul.”

			My aunt and uncle arranged for refreshments to be delivered from Dick’s Luncheonette. They were placed on the old oak table in our dining room. Following Father Coogan’s words, we sat in the parlor reminiscing about my father while we ate. I sat quietly in the corner listening to the conversation. I learned a few stories about him I had never heard before.

			#

			The undertaker arrived early the next morning with his hearse to remove the casket and flowers from our parlor and deliver them less than a mile away to All Faith’s Cemetery. The sun was hidden that day behind gray clouds. The wind blowing through the naked trees across the snowy ground reflected the somber mood of a burial. Only family and a few close friends braved the frigid temperatures to be there, walking through the blanket of snow that covered the ground, shivering around the gravesite in a silent stupor waiting for Father Coogan to speak. Two lone grackles perched on the bare limb of a nearby oak tree watched the proceedings with their beady eyes. Grave diggers had dug a hole several feet deep in the frozen earth to accept the casket, the dirt from their efforts disturbing the glistening white snow.

			Pallbearers removed the casket from the hearse just as a flurry of large snowflakes began to fall. They struggled up the icy slope to the burial plot, setting the casket down next to the hole in the newly fallen snow. The undertaker placed the floral arrays from our parlor, along with the heart of roses, on top of the casket. After a prayer from Father Coogan, the casket was lowered into the hole, and a guttural shriek from the grackles pierced the silence, marking the end of the service. A light dusting of snow now covered the dirt from the dig and erased the footprints of those at the burial.

			After the mourners dispersed, walking toward their cars, I stood peering into the hole at the flower-covered casket. The snow changed to light rain. That was the moment the reality of his death hit me. I cried, realizing I would never see my father again. I didn’t know it then, but in that moment, I became a man at the tender age of ten. My mother needed me as much as I needed her. I ran to her walking with Father Coogan, the rain turning the snow to slush. I vowed to rise above my meager circumstances. My father shouldn’t have died at such a young age. If only he had enough money for medical treatment when he first became ill things might have turned out differently. Maybe he’d still be with us.

			#

			There were severe hardships for my mother and me after my father passed. The Great Depression soon invaded our lives, and we struggled to survive with little money left for food. We continued living on Brush Street among our friends paying thirty-two dollars per month rent. My mother earned a small income cleaning houses for people in the neighborhood. Thinking back on it, I’m sure it was a subtle form of charity from those who knew our circumstances. That income, together with welfare payments of twenty dollars per month from the City of New York made possible our survival.

			When I reached the age of thirteen, I contributed to household expenses by taking a job after school at Bill’s Grocery stocking shelves with inventory. My mother initially refused the money I offered, but I insisted she take it and felt better when she did. Although we were barely living above the poverty level, we had the enduring love of family and friends and that helped us through the really trying times.

			To rise above my paltry circumstance, I needed a good education. An education that would lead to a good paying job. A job that would leave money for medical expenses. I kept my nose to the grindstone, graduating from Richmond Hill High School in 1935 with marks that earned me a scholarship to St. John’s University School of Commerce. A college degree, and hard work, were the keys to economic freedom, but I knew that in-and-of-itself did not equate to a perfect life. A life worth living, to be complete, needed the love of a woman and a family to share it with. I learned that from my parents, aunt and uncle and cousins. My father, bless his soul, despite his simple circumstances, was richer than most men could dream of being. He had the enduring and nurturing love of my mother until the day he passed.

			#

			I had great friends who guided my life’s journey, from the time we met in elementary school and into adulthood. They strongly influenced my development into the man I became. Howie Dehls, his affable, easygoing personality, and friendly demeanor always nudged me to loosen up, to be less intense in the pursuit of my goals. “Ridge,” he would say, “you don’t have to strive for perfection in everything you do. No one is perfect. Live a little. Enjoy today because you don’t know what tomorrow may bring. You might not be around to see the other side of six feet under.” He was right. Gus, my other best friend, was a great athlete. He excelled in football and held the swimming records at the local YMCA. I strived to match his athletic ability but never reached his level. I played baseball and found satisfaction in managing the team as the captain. Howie’s older brother Warren, known as “Chubby,” showed us how to talk to the girls. That knowledge became more important as I got older. Other friends who impacted my life were Buddy Svensson, Johnny Faeth, Ernie Stenzel, Paul Kubik, Marty Golden and the two Artie’s: Hagenlocher and Gladden.

			I appreciated the job at Bill’s Grocery and the support Bill gave me and my mom during hard times. Once I started college, he encouraged me to apply for other positions. I successfully landed a full-time job at Bank of Manhattan as a clerk in the credit department at 40 Wall Street. The officers at the bank advised me that a college degree in accounting would serve me well if I wanted to pursue a career in corporate lending at the bank. I took their advice to heart as I surveyed the luxurious surroundings where they worked. Each officer occupied a highly polished mahogany desk and had his own telephone, lamp, and name plate with their title. Their secretary screened calls, made appointments, and took dictation for memos, correspondence, and customer interviews while they entertained important clients of the bank in the executive dining room on the third floor.

			Motivated for that career in lending at the bank, I attended St. John’s year-round in the evening. I earned my degree in 1939 with honors, accepted into Delta Mu Delta Honor Society. I received a commemorative Gold Key with my name engraved under their motto “Power thru Knowledge.”

			Although my schedule of school and work was superhuman, I was committed to overcome all obstacles in my path. Little did I know that the same tenacity would save my life sixteen years later.
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			The Hurricane Raged

			Battling mountainous swells, 13 September 1944

			The driving rain stung like shrapnel, but slapping waves provided temporary relief, washing away the pain until the next comber appeared. Surrounded by frothing white-capped waves in a sea the color of coal, the windswept spume made breathing difficult without swallowing briny water. Teeth chattering despite my aching jaw and dizziness from the bump on the back of my head, the cold water invaded my core. Prolonged exposure could lead to hypothermia and mental confusion, so I flapped my limbs under the constraints of my waterlogged uniform, hoping that would combat the problem. It seemed to work, as the rapid movement brought my body temperature to a safe level.

			To ease my anxiety, I thought of the important events in my life that had led me to this dire situation. I prayed that my story wouldn’t end here in these bitter waters, but with my return to the loving embrace of Ellen.

			#

			

			I was born in 1918 when the war in Europe ended. National pride propelled our country forward. The United States emerged in the following decade, known as the Roaring Twenties, as the most powerful nation in the world. It was a period of unbounded prosperity and opportunity–for everyone, it seemed, except my family.

			Although my mother planned to deliver her baby in the hospital, the baby had other plans. Her birth pains came so suddenly that she dropped to the floor in our parlor when her water broke. My father, in a panic, raced down the street to retrieve the doctor, who arrived just in time to deliver a healthy, nine-pound baby boy, the first—and only—child of Anne and Charles Ridgeway, baptized John Thomas Ridgeway by Father Elmer Coogan at St. Nicholas Roman Catholic Church.

			Our two-family brick row house at 44 Brush Street in Glendale, New York was illuminated by gaslight until electricity arrived in the neighborhood in 1924. When I was older, I wondered why it took so long for us to get electricity while the bright lights of Manhattan glowed for years across the East River, washing away the stars. The ever-changing horizon of skyscrapers sprouting in the city symbolized prosperity to me. While Glendale, surrounded by farms of German immigrants and cemeteries, just starting to attract people and housing to support its nascent manufacturing, characterized an earlier time. It was as if the past was looking through the window into the future.

			Even when our home had electricity, we still hadn’t caught up to the twentieth century. The wooden outhouse in the backyard attested to that. Our neighborhood had no sewers for indoor plumbing and the dirt road of Brush Street made it feel like we lived in the last century.

			I was a youngster but vividly recalled the clambake on my aunt and uncle’s twentieth wedding anniversary, a gala affair in their backyard that brought the family together. Everyone claimed to have a “ring-a-ding” time probably because the beer and whiskey was plentiful despite Prohibition. I remembered walking with my father to Myrtle Avenue to McGrath’s Tavern for a growler of beer for the party and then making several more trips with him to refill the empty jug. Even though I was eight at the time, I learned a life lesson about drinking alcohol. Several of the younger adults at the party drank too much hootch, and they suffered the consequences, vomiting the jiggle juice into the bushes on the side of the house where no one could see them. I vowed never to drink like that. It wasn’t the way to have a good time. Regretfully, however, I forgot that lesson and many years later, succumbed to my own learning experience with too much to drink.
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			Another Survivor

			A miracle in the storm, 13 September 1944

			Beyond the foaming crest of the last swell, I noticed a dark object bobbing in the water. Is it a broken buoy or a person? The driving rain, slicing the skin on my face like knives, makes vision impossible. I hope it’s a person, and not my crazed imagination playing tricks. Acutely aware of the task, I make my way to the blob. I rolled onto my back and, peeking over my shoulder, a wave blurring my vision, I blink away the water to see. I start heading in the direction I need to go, riding up the threatening swell, hoping to reach the blob before it disappears in the swirl of the trough below. When I neared where I thought I needed to be, I turned onto my stomach, the waterlogged uniform making maneuvering difficult, like Houdini twisting and turning as he struggles to escape a straight jacket. It was a person looking up at the emerging swell. Another survivor. I doggy-paddled to him, calling for his attention, but an erupting wave engulfs us. My voice is drowned in a low gurgle by the roar of the turbulent sea. He didn’t hear me. He turns away from the curling crest forming above his head. I see his face. Schultz, our assistant gunnery officer, wearing a life jacket. He moves towards me, and, when we reached each other, we unite arms, hoping to gain strength from the other, believing two are stronger than one. Realizing the seeming hopelessness of the situation, I nervously exclaimed, “Don, fancy meeting you here!”

			“I’m glad to see you!” he gasped.

			“There must be other survivors,” I said. “We have to find them.”

			“Just before the ship foundered, I saw men launching a Carley float, but a wave washed over me and, when I looked back, they were gone.”

			Looking up, I saw a gigantic swell forming, ready to unfurl. “Watch your back!” I shouted. “Behind you! We’ll be buried!”

			The curling crest crashes upon us before we can react, driving us down under. We popped to the water’s surface seconds later just as the next developing swell sweeps us to its peak. We are careful after that to ride the swells up and down while we drifted along with the Gulf Stream, searching for other survivors.

			“How’d you make if off the ship?” I asked, once we settled into a safe rhythm riding up and down the swells.

			“I heard the order to Abandon Ship from outside the CR.”

			“What’d you do?” I asked.

			“I saw Greene and several others huddled in the companionway. They were hopping into a Carley float when the ship suddenly turned into a swell, tossing them hard against the bulkhead.”

			“Did they make it onto the float?”

			He nodded. “They relaunched the raft.”

			“Why didn’t you join them?”

			“I was about to, but then another wave flipped the float against the side of the ship. They were thrown into the water again.”

			“Did they get the raft righted?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then they’re out here somewhere. We must find them,” I uttered in exhaustion.

			#

			

			We drifted in the swirling waves, squinting through the scud and driving rain, searching endlessly for Greene’s raft. Then a giant swell carried us to its foaming white crest to reveal a couple dozen men riding a Carley float in the trough below. There was hope. Again, I pondered, were our SOS calls heard? Will we be rescued?

			“Let’s make it to the raft,” Don urged. “It may be overloaded, but we can hold onto the trailing lines.”

			We paddled towards the raft, screaming for their attention, but a huge wave crashed over us, smothering our cries for help. They hadn’t seen us. I gulped a mouthful of water I barely spat out through the pain in my jaw. My arms and legs were dead weights, pulling me down.

			Don hollered in my ear, “It’s Greene! He sees us! Hang on!” I feel a hand grabbing the back of my vest, pulling me to the raft where the men are waiting to hoist us aboard. The water is turbulent, the raft in danger of flipping over. Greene grabbed Don’s vest. Don held me to the side of the float to keep me from drifting away while Sapp struggled to get his hands on my vest. The others on the raft leaned away from the action to keep the float balanced as they pulled us in, depositing us on the webbed grid of wooden slats that made up the floor.

			Once we were securely on the raft, Don told Greene, “I sure am glad we found you.”

			“We almost didn’t make it off,” Greene said as a wave crashed over us. Everyone held tight to the webbed gridding as the raft rode up into the next swell.

			“I know. I was watching when it turned over.”

			“It flipped, but we righted it. I thought we’d get sucked under with the ship, but we managed to get away.”

			“Luck was with you.”

			“Yes, but there were about thirty men on the raft by that point, way too many to keep it stabilized.”

			Sapp, spitting some water, added, “We were on the right side of the ship when she went under.”

			

			LaTronica said, “It was scary, though, because, when the ship sank, the suction took us down with her. I clawed like a madman for the water’s surface.”

			Hart said, “I felt like I was caught in a whirlpool.”

			“Some of the men got tangled in the net and drowned when that happened,” Greene said.

			Laying against the side of the raft, I heard their voices, but they faded from my consciousness. Gripped with overwhelming tiredness, my eyes, burning from the salt water, closed. Holding tight to the strap, I recalled my first tangle with a hurricane. That one almost cost me my life, but I survived. I hoped I would survive this one, too.
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			Long Island Express

			Glendale, New York, 21 September 1938

			I was twenty when we were battered by a massive hurricane. I was sitting in the parlor with my mother, listening to the static-filled news on our second-hand Radiola. An emergency weather bulletin interrupted the regular programming to announce a destructive hurricane would assault New York City and Long Island the next day. Intrigued by the news, I told my mother, “I’m going down the street to Myrtle Avenue to assess the situation.”

			She pulled the curtain aside and peered out the window. “John, it’s raining. This must be the beginning. Be careful.”

			“I will. Don’t worry.”

			I plucked my umbrella from the closet and left the house in a hurry. Walking briskly along Myrtle Avenue, I peered at the sky through the leafy Elm trees in the cemetery across the street, looking for an ominous sign of a hurricane—menacing black clouds, thunder and lighting, strong wind gusts, anything that evidenced danger—but nothing. Everything appeared normal. A soft breeze rustled the leaves in the trees and the rain abated into a light mist. No hint of danger. If the storm were to be as devastating as the weathercaster predicted, there would surely be some indication of impending doom.

			People from the neighborhood streamed up the side streets with their open umbrellas, congregating in small groups along Myrtle Avenue, chattering about the forecasted hurricane and the havoc it would wreak. I heard someone say, “lives will be lost.” The more they talked, the more they worked themselves into a frenzy. Customers stampeded into Bill’s Grocery and Otto Herrmann’s Hardware to stock up on food and kerosene lanterns before the shops closed for the evening. Being young, it seemed silly to me to hoard supplies for a storm that would pass through in an hour or so, with a little wind and some rain. But, I thought, what if I’m wrong and everyone else, with their years of wisdom, were right about the danger of the storm? I hadn’t spoken to my mother before I left the house about her experience with hurricanes, so I didn’t know her thoughts about the situation. Swept up in the crazed mania of the people on the street, I figured the prudent thing would be to buy some essentials–items Mom and I would consume no matter what. I entered Bill’s walking straight to the dairy department, where I grabbed a half-gallon bottle of milk, a dozen eggs, and a package of American cheese, before I scurried to the bakery section for a loaf of Wonder Bread. I snatched a jar of Skippy peanut butter from a shelf and several Hershey’s chocolate bars on my way to the cash register. That should hold us, I thought, until after the storm passes.

			I trekked home in a light drizzle, with the umbrella open and the groceries carefully balanced in my other arm so not to break the eggs. I passed a steady stream of people heading to the stores on Myrtle Avenue looking to restock their pantries. The news about the hurricane was spreading. One geezer, in a hurry with his head down bumped into me and I almost dropped my bag. Lucky, I made it home in one piece with no broken eggs or spilled milk.

			When I entered the parlor, my mother was sitting where I left her, still listening to the news. She said the weatherman kept to his forecast of a deadly storm, saying it would arrive during the next several hours.

			“Mom, the weather doesn’t seem so bad,” I said, placing the grocery bag on the dining room table. “Only a light sprinkle, so I don’t know what to expect. Seems like a lot of hoopla to me. But to be on the safe side, I stopped in Bill’s for some food to hold us over just in case. Everyone on the street was doing the same, and I passed more people on the way home heading to the stores. We’ll have a good breakfast tomorrow.”

			“Thanks John,” she said as she emptied the contents of the bag. “We should be okay, but I’m not sure I can wait until breakfast for this food. How about you, want a cheese omelet now?”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			#

			My mother had a calm demeanor and wasn’t as concerned as everyone else about the potential devastation. “Don’t worry,” she said while we were eating our omelets. “If the hurricane becomes life threatening, we’ll take refuge in the basement until it blows over. We’ll be safe there.”

			We stayed up late that night waiting for the storm to make its appearance. Finally, we drifted into a restless slumber with the window cracked open so we would hear the first signs when it arrived. However, it was as quiet as a mouse all night. When the rain stopped, a calm stillness filled the void.

			We awoke early the next morning with the rising sun burning away the soft morning fog. Mom prepared scrambled eggs with toast, and we ate our breakfast listening to the latest weather forecasts.

			Finally, just after midday, the weather began to deteriorate. The wind increased in intensity and a steady rain blanketed the neighborhood. The storm had arrived, but it sure didn’t seem too bad, no worse than what I’d seen before–more like a lamb than a lion. We stayed indoors the rest of the day, just in case the weather turned suddenly violent, and I told my mother I would wait until tomorrow to check the area.

			The next day I arose with the sun, showered, dressed, and, skipping breakfast, anxiously explored the neighborhood for damage from the storm. As soon as I walked out the door, I noticed fallen tree limbs lying in the street. I jogged to Myrtle Avenue expecting to see more devastation, but things did not look too bad. I headed to Dick’s Luncheonette to get the newspaper, pulling the New York Daily Mirror from the rack, its headline screaming “400 Dead!” I wondered where all that destruction was. Standing by the rack, I scanned the front-page featured article. The headline: “Charles Pierce, a junior meteorologist with the National Weather Bureau in Washington, D.C., reproved his colleagues saying the hurricane would land at the end of Long Island and cross over the Sound into New England.” Veteran forecasters were skeptical as a major hurricane had never struck that region before, so the official forecast made no mention of a hurricane-strength storm. By the time the forecasters realized the true path and power of the storm, the brunt of it slammed the East End of Long Island, with the eye making landfall in Bayport. The late-breaking forecast gave no one time to evacuate, leaving millions of people in the hurricane’s path with no option but to ride out the storm. The paper dubbed the hurricane, “Long Island Express” because it appeared without warning. With a name, the hurricane’s stature grew. Storms that had names were the deadliest ones.

			I left Dick’s with the paper, intending to read all the stories on the hurricane when I arrived home. Before that, though, I crossed Myrtle Avenue into the cemetery to survey the damage. It appeared the storm had spared Glendale from most of its wrath. It passed through our neighborhood with little damage other than a downed utility line here and there, along with an errant broken tree limb and occasional uprooted tree. Some of the older headstones in the cemetery were toppled by the gusting wind, I guessed, and would wait for the groundskeeper to return them to their sentinel positions. Yesterday everyone was in a panic about the destruction we would experience when the storm hit, and today the weather was calm and serene and the damage minimal.

			When I walked in the door, my mother was still sitting in her favorite chair beside the radio. Her brow furrowed, she exclaimed, “John, the latest report said the death toll from the storm has risen to over seven hundred people, making it one of the deadliest hurricanes in history. We were lucky to be on the fringe of it and not near the shoreline where the tidal surges caused the most damage.”

			

			“You’re right.”

			“What did you see on your exploration of the neighborhood?”

			“Well, not much really. Some downed trees and limbs on the street and toppled tombstones in the cemetery.”

			According to the newspaper, the hardest hit areas were along the coastline.

			It said, “The full moon, with the autumnal equinox, created winds of 120 miles per hour, with gusts reaching 185 miles per hour, causing thirty-foot tidal surges from Manhattan to Montauk that swept houses to sea and downed utility lines, leaving thousands homeless or without power.”

			After I finished reading the Mirror and listened to the latest radio news, I said, “I’m going to see if Howie and Gus want to venture to Rockaway Beach to see the damage left by the storm and maybe test the ocean’s waves.” While the hurricane’s aftermath lingered, temperatures were warm and summerlike. With the sun struggling to emerge from the slightly overcast sky, most people would say it was a great day for the beach.

			“Be careful if you go into the water. There could be a strong undertow. You won’t see it, but it would make it difficult for you to get out of the water. People have drowned before the lifeguard ever reached them.”

			“I know, Mom. I’ll be careful. I promise.”

			I walked two houses down and knocked on the door. Howie answered almost immediately. He must have seen me through the window. His mom called from the kitchen, “Howie, who’s at the door?”

			“It’s Ridge.”

			“Hey, man,” I greeted Howie, “now the storm has passed, I’m thinking we could go to Rockaway Beach to see what damage it caused. I already walked along Myrtle and through the cemetery, but not much to see there, only a few uprooted trees and toppled tombstones. The tidal surges probably destroyed the boardwalk. I can’t imagine what that looks like. Interested?”

			“Yeah, I’m up for that. I heard on the radio that hundreds of people died. The devastation must be unbelievable.”

			“Yeah, my mom said the death toll reached 700. Based on the weather today, you’d never have believed such a violent storm passed through yesterday.”

			

			“You’re right. Not in a million years.”

			“Wear your swim trunks under your duds in case we want to test the waves—they should be killer. I’m sure Gus will want to go since he’s the best swimmer. He has no fear of the ocean, but maybe he’ll feel differently once he sees the waves.”

			“Okay then, let’s not futz around. You get Gus, and I’ll go home for my trunks and meet you guys outside my front door in a half.”

			We arrived at Rockaway to find the wooden planks and iron railings of the boardwalk strewn along the beach, heaped in a jumbled mess of twisted wreckage, and when we looked to the ocean, we knew why. The waves were gigantic, the biggest we had ever seen. What the waves must have been like at the height of the storm, near the eye. Looking toward the water, I said, “The eye hit the Hamptons, so the waves were bigger there than here, and this looks scary.”

			As we walked amid the rubble, we encountered other curious people with astonished expressions on their faces, awestruck by the destruction and enormity of the waves crashing onto the beach. The turbulent surf of white-capped waves bubbling like a cauldron of boiling water challenged us to enter. Gus pointed to a nearby sign lying among the splintered boardwalk planks. It said, “Swim at your own risk, no lifeguards on duty.” That sign, posted Labor Day, had nothing to do with the hurricane, but its words were prophetic.

			Peering over his shoulder at the water’s edge, Gus said, “Well, are you two chickens ready to take a dip? Shouldn’t be afraid of some little waves.” Howie and I looked at each other in dismay but realized Gus wasn’t kidding.

			“I’m game,” I said, “if you guys are.”

			With fearless abandon, not grasping the hidden danger of the strong undertow that my mother warned me about, we walked toward the water.

			Clearing debris to make space, we placed our towels on the damp sand and shed our street clothes to our swim trunks, ready to enter the water. The waves, probably twelve to fifteen feet high, were the largest I had ever seen. I noticed some old bitty nearby looking at us like we were crazy. Maybe we were.

			

			I stepped in the turbulent surf, glancing over my shoulder to see if Gus and Howie were following. Unaware of the danger coming at me, a tremendous wave erupted, hurling me end over end. I was tossed head over heels under the water, tumbling—I thought—toward the shore. But I was wrong. The receding wave, with its gripping undertow, like the suckers of a giant octopus, swallowed me into the dark void, drawing me back into the ocean. Desperate, arms and legs flailing in a frenzy to escape, my feet struggled to find firm ground to keep my head above the water before the next wave barreled in. Shoulder-deep, I attempted to wipe the briny water stinging my eyes with the back of my hand. Blind to the action behind me, I leapt in the direction I thought I needed to go to reach safety. Spitting water, I can see I’m heading toward the shore hoping to reach the safety of the wet, sandy beach before the next wave surges forward. I was close because the next crashing wave propelled me onto the beach, where I landed unceremoniously in a heap on my stomach. Once I gathered my bearing, I rose to my knees and look up to see Howie, Gus, and a crowd of others watching with relief etched on their faces. They ran to me yelling above the roar of the ocean, pulling me up from the sand. Gus said, “We saw you swallowed by that monster wave and jumped back before it sucked us in too! When you disappeared, we thought we would have to come in after you, but thank God, you made it back.”

			“I thought I was going to drown,” I said. “The pull of the undertow was almost more than I could overcome, like a powerful magnet. If another humdinger of a wave had erupted, I wouldn’t be talking to you two knuckleheads now. I’ll never do anything that dopey again, that’s for sure.”

			A man in the crowd in a white naval uniform stepped forward. He said, “You went into the water before I could warn you not to. Never challenge a hurricane, even its aftermath. You won’t win. You were fortunate not to have drowned. Let that be a lesson you never forget.”

			“You’re right, sir. I should have listened to my mother. She warned me.” Standing together by our towels, mesmerized by the crashing waves still pounding to shore, we agreed our swimming expedition in the wake of a hurricane was foolhardy. We left the beach with a newfound respect for the power and fury of a hurricane, even though we caught only the last vestige. When I am older, probably joining other fuddy-duddies scurrying for food and other supplies for another hurricane, I will undoubtedly tell my children how I almost drowned at Rockaway Beach in the famous Long Island Express of 1938, a hurricane that left an impression I’ll never forget.

			#

			My eyes opened when a swell washed over, slapping my face. “Lieutenant, are you okay? Your face is quite swollen. You passed out when we pulled you onto the raft.”

			“I’m not sure. My head is pounding. I smashed against the bulwark and might have a broken jaw or concussion. I lost some teeth and felt a large bump on the back of my head. Do we have any medical supplies?”

			“Nothing that will relieve pain.”

			“Okay. Let me think about what we need to do.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I closed my eyes, hoping the rest will give me strength, and my story the reason for survival.

		

	
		
			

			6

			Love at first sight?

			New York World’s Fair, 14 June 1939

			After working full-time during the day while attending college at night, I felt I earned a few days’ rest before embarking on my career in banking. The New York World’s Fair, several years in planning, would be the perfect respite. Situated on 1,216 acres of land in Flushing Meadows and built atop an ash dump, the fair opened to great fanfare on April 30 with a dedication by President Franklin Roosevelt. The organizers hoped the fair, an exposition of countries from around the world, would lift New York City, and the country, from the depths of the depression that plagued our nation for the last decade. Most people, barely eking by, were starving for a sign of better times to come. The fair’s “Dawn of a New Day” theme promised a bright future so I was anxious to see what it would be. I did not know that day at the fair would forever change my life.

			#

			Relaxing at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in hand after finishing breakfast, I was reading the Daily News article about the growing crowds at the fair when there was a loud knock at the front door. My mother was at an early cleaning job so I wondered who could be calling at this time in the morning. When I opened the door Gus pushed in front of Howie, greeting me “Hi-de-ho Ridge, happy birthday.”

			“Thanks guys. You’re both out early.” Puzzled, I asked, “All to wish me a happy birthday?”

			“Well, kind of.” Gus explained, “Howie and I thought with all the hoo-ha about the World’s Fair and the weather being so ideal today, we could celebrate your twenty-first birthday having a killer time at the fair. It has been open for a month, so the glitches should be ironed out. Who knows, maybe we’ll be lucky and meet some babes. What d’ya think?”

			“You two lugs read my mind. I was thinking the same thing about going to the fair today after I peeked out the front window and saw how nice it is. Temperatures are forecasted to be in the seventies all day, with no chance of rain.”

			“This nice weather will bring out the people,” Howie said. “The crowds are growing and will be larger when the public schools break for summer vacation next week.”

			“Well, my birthday aside, it is a perfect day to hit the fair. Does that mean you two are paying for my ticket?”

			“Yeah, man,” Howie said, “We’ve enough moola between us to pay your entrance, plus spring for a couple of beers and a hot dog. You’re only twenty-one once!”

			“Thanks, guys. There may even be some special events since it’s Flag Day, and if we happen to meet some babes, I’ll mention it’s nice to have a national celebration when it’s your birthday.”

			“Good luck with that humdinger line,” Gus quipped. “It would be a real stretch if some gal took you seriously, but I want to hear you give it a try.”

			“Let’s get a move on then,” Howie said, “if we want to beat the crowds.”

			We walked to the Myrtle Avenue subway, paid the five-cent fare, and rode the new IND Line to the fair, exiting the turnstiles at the last stop adjacent to the park entrance just as the gates opened. As we hurried toward the ticket booth, Gus said he read the IND was built expressly to transport fairgoers to Flushing Meadows and would be dismantled after the fair closed.

			“That seems like a waste of a lot of dough,” I proffered, “but I guess that’s government bureaucracy. The politicians always know how to squander taxpayer dollars.”

			“You’re right, Ridge,” Howie agreed. “Their plan might even be to return the site to an ash dump after the fair closes. Wouldn’t that be nuts?”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Gus added. “The politicians are crazy.”

			#

			We stood on a prolonged line before reaching the ticket booth. So much for getting to the fair early to beat the crowds. Howie and Gus paid the seventy-five-cent admissions into the fair and, with programs in hand, we ventured into the first stop of the World of Tomorrow, the 610-foot spire-shaped Trylon and the adjacent 180-foot diameter Perisphere, connected to each other by the world’s longest escalator. Those colossal structures were the symbols for the fair’s World of Tomorrow theme, with the exhibit inside depicting the utopian city of the future. Those incongruous edifices, casting long shadows across the open plaza, seemed oddly out-of-place with the surrounding exhibits.

			“Hey, you lugs, look over there,” I said pointing to the statue of George Washington. “I wonder why he’s here in the middle of the world of the future.” I pulled the program from my back pocket and read aloud, “It says ‘the statue commemorates the 150th anniversary of George Washington’s inauguration (in 1789) as president.’ I venture the fair was planned with the past in mind, with the attractions showing the way to the future.”

			“That must be the reason,” Howie agreed.

			“You know, a plaque on Wall Street commemorates the spot where he was inaugurated that I pass every day at work,” I said. “I wonder what good old George would think today if he saw the skyscrapers where he once stood taking his oath as president?”

			“He’d be amazed for sure,” Gus said.

			

			“The clock is ticking,” Howie reminded us. “The lines are surely building at the most popular attractions so I don’t think we’ll be able to hit all the top spots today. Let’s decide which ones we really want to see and get moving.”

			“Yeah,” I concurred, leading the way to a concrete bench by the base of Washington’s statue where we spent several minutes planning our itinerary. Even though it was a World’s Fair, the most popular attractions had nothing to do with visiting foreign lands (except for maybe the German beer garden, where we’d be sure to stop) but rather the rides, the aquatic show, and new inventions on display at the various kiosks sprinkled throughout the fair.

			Howie urged, “GM and Ford are attracting the largest crowds because they’re killer, so let’s head there first. It helps they’re located next to each other.”

			“Howie’s right about General Motors and Ford, but let’s make sure to see RCA’s television invention,” I said. “The paper said it’s a small movie screen that you can have in your home. I wonder what you’d be able to watch on it. How does a movie magically appear on the screen?”

			“GM, Ford, RCA are bonkers,” Gus chimed in, “but we absolutely, positively, cannot miss Life Saver’s parachute jump and Billy Rose’s Aquacade. I’m not leaving the fair today until we see those. And more importantly, if we don’t end up meeting some glams, we can at least ogle the bathing beauties in the Aquacade. That alone is worth the price of admission right there.”

			“Yeah,” Howie agreed, “I’m with you on that. Life magazine had pictures comparing ladies’ swim attire from the 1890s—you know, a black knee-length, puffed-sleeve dress worn over bloomers, which looked like something my grandmother would wear—to the bikini, a two-piece bra-and-panty outfit that shows the belly button and a lot of thigh and cleavage.”

			“If we’re lucky, the girls in the aquatic show will be wearing bikinis,” I gushed.

			“I sure hope so,” Gus said in an approving voice. “I can’t say I saw any chicks at Rockaway Beach last year wearing a bikini, but I wouldn’t have minded if I had. The trend this summer might be spurred by a little promotion from the Aquacade.”

			“Now that you mention it, Gus,” I said, “I don’t recall seeing anyone at the beach in a bikini last year either. You two lugs would have been the first to know if I did, and we would have been talking about it all winter. How about you, Howie?”

			“Same here,” Howie said. “But we’re always together, so if one of us had seen a bikini, all three of us would have.”

			“Yeah, you’re right,” I confirmed.

			“The photos in Life,” Howie drooled, “show almost everything, the curve of the breast, the rounded hips, tight thighs, and belly button, everything I dream of.”

			“It must leave little for the imagination,” I added.

			“It must sure be easy on the eyes,” Gus sighed. “Well, here’s to the bikini and a great summer at the beach this year.

			#

			With our itinerary for the day planned and already at the first stop, we entered the Trylon where we viewed, from an overhead moving sidewalk in the Perisphere, a diorama depicting the utopian city of the future. When we exited the exhibit, Howie urged us on to the General Motors pavilion to experience Futurama, the fair’s most popular attraction. Its 36,000-square-foot exhibit had the longest wait times, and this proved to be true when we approached the building to be greeted by a snaking switchback line of people a mile long. The daunting crowd made no difference to us, though, as we raced to the end of the line, falling in place behind three girls. Gus may be right about meeting some dolls, I thought.

			As the serpentine line inched forward toward the entrance, a natural back-and-forth banter with the girls in front of us developed. I presumed they were working girls in their mid-twenties based upon their dress. Contrary to the seeming age difference, though, we actively chatted with them about the various attractions and exhibits we most wanted to see. I took note when I heard the blonde say she wanted to see the Westinghouse Time Capsule that wouldn’t be opened until the year 6939. She said it contained writings by Albert Einstein, a Mickey Mouse watch, and copies of Life magazine. I wondered if that included the issue with the bikini, and what people five thousand years from now would think of these items when they found them—that is, if they find them. Who would know where to look then?

			The longer we talked, the more I snuck furtive glances at the blonde. We hadn’t introduced ourselves to each other, so I listened intently as they spoke, learning that her name was Ellen. While her looks were my first attraction, it was her personality that captured my attention. She was quiet but not shy, deferring to her friends who did most of the talking, and that impressed me for someone so beautiful who was not seeking to be the center of attention. I couldn’t avert my eyes from her, even though I willed myself to do so. I didn’t want her to catch me staring. I loved listening to her speak in her soft voice. She was beautiful, for sure, dressed in a black crepe skirt that fell an inch below her knees, topped by a white silk blouse cinched at the waist by a black leather belt with a silver buckle, and black heels that accentuated her shapely, toned legs. Her attire provided a striking contrast to her lustrous long blonde hair under the black beret she wore that framed her bronzed, rounded face and slightly upturned nose. She had a sultry aura, but I don’t think she realized how beautiful she was, and her modesty and self-effacing demeanor made her even more appealing to me. She stood about five feet three inches and her petite figure, I thought, would look great in a bikini.

			Although attracted to her looks, the more I listened to her speak, the more I realized there was more substance to her than that. And that made me wonder how she—or her friends, for that matter—could be interested in us guys. The only reason we were conversing, I thought, was the circumstances of being next to each other on the slow-moving line, seeking ways to amuse ourselves until we entered the ride. We were flirting, and they were receptive, but maybe only in a cute, sisterly way. No matter the reason for our connection, though, I was elated for the opportunity to speak to a beautiful woman. It felt good to have the attention of three pretty girls. Our conversation continued uninterrupted for an hour while the line slowly inched toward the entrance, and I wondered if she would say yes to a date with me if I asked.

			

			Before I knew it, and with regret our conversation was ending, we entered Futurama, the long wait passing in a satisfying blur. I looked at Ellen and thought, I’m more attracted to her demure personality than her beautiful looks. Her maturity and self-assuredness were attributes I had never encountered in a girl before. She was a person with a “good head on her shoulders.” A girl, I thought, worth knowing better.

			At the last moment before entering the ride we hastily agreed to pair-up so no one sat alone in a seat for two. Absorbed with Ellen, I had not been paying too much attention to Howie and Gus and how they were getting along with her friends, but I hoped it was going as well for them as it was for me. I sensed Ellen might be as interested in me as I was in her. I just hoped my intuition was right. I took her by the arm and with all the moxie I could muster said “Ladies first!” as I guided her into the lift seat, adding as I followed her, “By the way, I’m John.”

			“I’m Ellen.”

			“I know,” I smiled knowingly, with assurance.

			“I thought your name was Ridge. How did you know my name is Ellen?”

			“I’m a good listener. What about you?”

			“So am I,” she responded with the emergence of a grin, her brown, almond shaped eyes crinkling at the edges. “Your name is not Ridge?”

			“No. I mean, yes, Ridge is my nickname. My name is John Ridgeway. My mom and relatives call me John, but friends, and sometimes my mom, call me Ridge.”

			“Well, I thought Ridge was unusual for a first name. I’m glad to call you John. I’m Ellen Curran. I have no nickname, but my mom called me Bean when I was small. I’ve outgrown that name, so please don’t tell my friends about it.”

			“Your secret is safe with me. It has been my greatest pleasure meeting you, Ellen.”

			“I might say the same, John,” she blushed in response.

			We had no sooner sat and buckled in before the ride took off, sweeping us in a whoosh twenty feet into the air above a huge diorama of the world as it would be in the 1960s, encompassing a vast array of miniature towns, houses, roads, and cars that grew larger in scale as we passed through the various sections of the exhibit so that by the end of our journey everything was scaled life-size. When we hopped off the chair lift at the end of the ride, Ellen’s heel caught on the platform and she stumbled forward. Luckily for me, I caught her by the waist as she was falling, affirming my intuition she had a figure for a bikini. When she straightened up, she looked into my eyes and, with a seductive wink, said, “Thanks, John. Great catch.”
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