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Chapter One
Bodega Bay, California, 2006


From the wide window in her living room, Jean Warner watched the white surf washing the sand and the light glistening on the water like so many diamonds, but this beautiful scene couldn’t still the fluttering of her heart. Soon the journalist would arrive to interview her about her past. The journalist had told Jean she wanted to write an article about a soldier in the Women’s Army Corps who intercepted enemy codes during World War II.

For years, Jean couldn’t mention the war part of her past to anyone. She received no acknowledgment: no public ceremonies, no friends patting her on the back, no family members looking upon her with awe and admiration. Silence — those at Two Rock Ranch took an oath and they kept it for decades, even after the secret work became declassified in the seventies. That oath was so well-instilled in her that even now, telling her story seemed treasonous. But that wasn’t the part she dreaded telling.

“It’s a perfect day for your special guest, Jean,” said Lorraine, her faithful housekeeper. She smiled, showing a gap in her mouth where a tooth belonged. Jean had known her for years — way back when she had been a pretty young girl with long shiny brown hair. She recently put on weight and dark roots ran through her blond hair, pulled back into a tight ponytail with a rubber band. Her stomach bulged from her pink t-shirt with a sequined Las Vegas written across it that she wore over sweatpants — comfortable for cleaning, as she once explained.

“Yes, the journalist will have a nice drive up here from San Francisco,” Jean said. “And the wind has cleared away the fog.”

“Everything’s done, Jean. Coffee’s all ready to brew. I kept the Danish in Saran wrap on your nice china platter, and I left out dishes and silverware. So, sweetheart, you’re all set! And you look lovely.”

Jean laughed at the compliment — so far from the truth. Her face was covered in wrinkles, with a tissue-paper texture and a splattering of brown spots. Her cheeks were sunken and pouches sagged under her eyes. She never was beautiful — as her mother often informed her.

Lorraine had done her best to set Jean’s thin strands of white hair in rollers and then comb it into a style of fuzzy curls, which Lorraine then spritzed with hairspray. She also helped to pick what she claimed was Jean’s best outfit: a white cotton eyelet blouse over a blue madras plaid skirt. The finishing touch was Jean’s mother-of-pearl earrings. Jean knew she was no judge of these things, so she was like a child acquiescing to her mother’s choices. Lorraine had lifted the zipper of the skirt because for some foolish reason it was in the back. It hadn’t been long ago — just two years — since Jean’s husband, Doug, had done this for her.

The classy journalist no doubt would think the clothes years out of fashion but perhaps she’d give some allowance for Jean being eighty-five.

Lorraine hugged her. “I hope she picks you and then you’ll be a celebrity — written up in Bay Life. I read that magazine in the dentist’s office. Who’d have figured you, Jean, has a past some hotshot lady journalist might want to write about.”

“Don’t get too excited. She’ll probably choose one of the other women.” The journalist, who had introduced herself on the phone as Meghan Delaney, explained to Jean that she would be choosing for her article one woman among six who had been at the Army station at Two Rock Ranch. “She’s interviewing a bunch of us before she decides who she’ll write about. I’m sure the others will all have way more to say about their pasts.”

“You must have something to tell her since she’s bothering to drive up here from San Francisco.”

Jean again turned to the window to watch the soothing ocean beyond the bay. Suddenly, water shot up like a geyser. A whale announced itself, and because this was August, it was probably a humpback on its way to Alaska. Sometimes a whale would leap out of the water, arching its great torso, then dive in again. A memory flashed through her mind: on a beautiful day in May a few years earlier, she and Doug had stood on the rocky promontory of Bodega Head, watching one then two then three gray whales putting on a show for them. Those darn tears still came uninvited, but she sniffed to fight them back. She turned to Lorraine. “It has to do with my war experience — something I couldn’t say much about for many years.”

Lorraine placed her hands on her hips. “Are you telling me you were a spy? I never figured you for a spy, doing cloak and dagger stuff. There’s an awful lot of danger in that line of work.” She cocked her head at Jean. “I’m always surprised at what I learn about people. I thought I sized you up over the years as just a sweet little lady.”

“I did spying of a sort — intercepting our enemies’ messages they’d send by radio.” Even saying this much felt like an offense.

“Jean, you must be two people in one! Well, I hope to read all about it in the magazine. I don’t suppose that journalist lady will want to do an article about my past: how at age fifteen I got pregnant, then became a single mom and cleaned houses to make a living and still do at age forty-one.”

“You never know.” Jean laughed but realized there was pathos in everyone’s story and it was worth telling — but maybe not her own story. “Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be the one she chooses to write about. I’m not quite the right person.”

“You don’t think enough of yourself, Jean.” Lorraine scanned the room: the upright piano, now with the sole purpose of displaying family photos, the sofa, wing chair, coffee and side tables, and the antique oak cabinet. “The house is spic and span, so I guess I’ll be going.” She kissed Jean on the cheek. “I hope she picks you, sweetie.” She gathered her vacuum and pail, filled with rags and cleansers then left.

Gussie McPherson had no qualms about dwelling on the past and telling her story. She had already been interviewed and soon afterward had called Jean. “The girl is as young as my granddaughter and real stylish and clever,” Gussie had said. “I hope she chooses me, Jean. I can still remember a whole lot about our experience. I suppose you do, too, and I know you have a lot to tell. I suppose LaDonna and Alice do, too. What do you think? Who should it be?”

“Did she say she’d stick to the work we did and not pry into our personal lives?”

“She wants more than that. It’s a human-interest story — as she put it. She wants a personal, in-depth account for her magazine.”

“You sound awfully enthusiastic,” Jean had said. “So if you’re willing to provide her with a personal story, I say she should choose you.”

Jean wasn’t as forthcoming about the past as Gussie. She’d tell the journalist she wanted to stick to her experience in the military — that’s all. Then the woman would thank her but tell her she wasn’t interested and that would be that.

Nevertheless, her palpitations increased as the time approached for the journalist to arrive. She took deep breaths to calm herself. And she told herself she’d not allow the sophisticated journalist to uncover the deeply buried life she experienced during the war.

 




Chapter Two
Grants Pass, Oregon, 1942 


When Jean Kimball came home to Grants Pass during her Christmas break from the University of Oregon in Eugene, she wondered if she’d return in January for her last semester before graduating. She was studying to be a high school French teacher even though the idea of standing in front of a class of high schoolers terrified her. When she had seen a group of women in military uniform at the Eugene train station, she felt envy and wished she could be among them.

She made her feelings known to her best friend, Gloria, on the Saturday before Christmas. They were bundled up in their wool coats and scarves on their way to J.C. Penney’s to buy presents for their mothers. Despite the war, the town did its best to make the Christmas season festive. Pine and fir garlands decorated each store, and every few blocks spanning across Sixth Street, Santa sat in his sleigh, laden with gifts, while being pulled by his reindeer.

When they approached the Army recruiting office, she grabbed Gloria’s arm and said, “Stop, take a look at that.” Jean pointed to the big poster with a portrait of a woman in uniform and a furled American flag behind her. In big bold letters above her were the letters WAAC and beneath her, the sentence, “THIS IS MY WAR TOO!” Jean was being beckoned. “Gloria, what do you think of me quitting school and joining the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps? I want to contribute to the war effort.”

“It sounds crazy to me, and your folks will have a fit,” Gloria said with powdery breath. “I know of a better, easier way to help our troops. Dance with them! There’s going to be a spectacular Christmas Eve dance at Redwood Hotel tonight. They’ll have a swell band.”

“You’ll enjoy going,” Jean said as they resumed walking. “That’s your way of doing your patriotic duty. But not mine.”

“And why not yours?”

“I’m not up for a dance, Gloria.”

“Don’t you want to meet a fella?”

“Sure, but this isn’t the time.” She couldn’t imagine a worse time — when attachments inevitably led to heartache. War meant casualties and some of those boys at that dance wouldn’t come home.

Not that she thought any of them would take an interest in her. She was no beauty, which upset her mother because Jean was her product, after all. “I’m sorry to say, Jean, you don’t got my looks,” her mother once said, shaking her head while assessing her daughter as if she were an inferior portrait on the wall. “You didn’t get my blond hair or my pretty face. I don’t mean you’re ugly. You’re a spitting image of your Grandma Vivien, who was nice-looking in her day. Only you don’t do a thing with yourself.” After that pronouncement Jean had left for her bedroom and cried on her bed.

“We should meet boys now while they’re still around,” Gloria said.

They approached the family business, Kimball Bros. Hardware and Second-Hand Furniture, with a storefront window framed with red and silver tinsel. It was on the bottom floor of a two-story brick building on the street corner, beneath the Odd Fellows meeting hall on the second floor. They entered to say hello to Jean’s father. This was his Saturday to work — he took turns with her Uncle Bert. She was glad to see the store crowded. They had struggled to keep it open during the Depression, but it was then that Uncle Bert had the smart idea to include used furniture — about all people could afford back then.

Customers were buying last-minute items for Christmas, which her uncle and father sold: rolls of tinsel, packages of tree ornaments, wreaths, and evergreens that they had purchased from a tree farm to re-sell in the store. They always knew how to adapt to the times. Now during rationing and limits on hardware, they repaired old lawnmowers and bicycles and sold them as well as used hammers, wrenches, and screwdrivers. But during spring and summer, the store stocked up on garden rakes, shovels, hoes, spades, and sacks of vegetable seeds for Victory Gardens. They also sold canning supplies, and in the front window was a poster with a picture of a young woman holding in her arms several Mason jars with metal lids filled with various fruits. On top of the poster in capital letters she announced, “OF COURSE I CAN!” And below, “I’m patriotic as can be — And ration points won’t worry me!” Her family’s business had boomed all summer. Now people wanted Christmas decorations and shovels for snow.

The two men also managed to find an area toward the rear of the store for the upholstered sofas and armchairs. Not that they could take much pride in their merchandise: some of these sofas sagged where people sat for years, and many of the coffee and side tables showed nicks, water rings, and cigarette burns. Yet they managed to sell them.

Up front by the counter, Jean met the new employee they had hired. Now that her brothers and cousin, Louie, were in the military, the store needed help. She didn’t recognize the woman so that meant she probably wasn’t a local. She was busy with a line of customers. She seemed to be a good choice, attractive, in her thirties, with brown hair in a smooth roll above her forehead, the rest pulled back and tied with a big white bow.

Jean spotted her father with Harry Duncan, the shoe store owner, by the trees. She was going to leave because he was so busy, but he waved her over and said, “Let me introduce you girls to Estelle.”

Estelle was taking payment from their librarian, Margie McIntire, who held a shovel. Estelle looked up and smiled at them, and Jean’s father gave the introductions. She had big brown eyes with long lashes, heavily blackened with mascara. She wore a bright red sweater decorated with a green rhinestone Christmas tree pin. Jean said she was glad to meet her and would have engaged her in conversation to be sociable but for the line of impatient customers. Gloria, obviously anxious to go, smiled when Jean turned to leave.

“I don’t want to go alone to the dance,” Gloria said as they walked toward J.C. Penney’s. “You’ve got to come with me for my sake. Maybe then I’ll stop hurting over Lester.”

“Hasn’t it been a year already since you two broke up?”

“Yes, but it hasn’t helped me any that I’ve seen him lately strutting around town in his Navy blues with Gladys Ripley clinging to his arm. The only cure is for me to meet someone else and … and I can’t show up at the dance alone. No, I can’t just stand there by myself.”

Jean’s reserve of excuses was thinning. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry but I have no dress.”

Gloria opened the door of J. C. Penney’s. “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

“I can’t be spending my money on a dress.” Jean entered the department store into glaring light from the many pendant lamps in rows across the high ceiling. A huge Christmas tree covered in red and green ball ornaments was central to the room and tinsel lined all the glass counters. “Besides that, I don’t know how to dance. I’ll make a fool of myself.”

“All you have to do is follow along with your partner — he leads. It’s a cinch, Jeanie. Just kick your feet and sway your hips. Let’s take a look at the dresses. You don’t have to buy any.” She headed for the heavily shellacked stairs, but Jean grabbed her arm to stop her.

“First I’ve got to buy my mother a present. I couldn’t sleep at night thinking about what to get her. I’ll try the scarf counter and hope I can find something to please her.”

“That’ll be the day — there’s no pleasing her.” Gloria still held a grudge against Jean’s mother. Four years earlier, Gloria had come to their house to show off her pretty crepe prom dress and Jean had thought she looked gorgeous. Jean worked hard to submerge her jealousy of her friend — no one had asked her to the prom.

This no doubt upset her mother. She barged into Jean’s bedroom and her eyes floated over poor Gloria, then finally focused on her dress. “Who do you think you are, wearing a dress that practically shows your whole bosom? Did your mother even see you in it? It’s like a sign telling all the boys how cheap you are!” Gloria’s lips turned into a snarl, and had she been a dog she’d have bitten Jean’s mother. She had stormed out of their house and slammed the front door, making the chandelier in the dining room rattle.

Jean and Gloria approached a counter with a glass display case. Behind the counter stood the saleswoman, looking prim in a black dress with a white lacy collar. A featureless and naked half-manikin on the counter displayed an array of colorful scarves. More were neatly folded in the display case. “How can I help you, ladies?” she asked with trained politeness.

Jean turned to Gloria. “So what would you pick?”

She fingered through the various scarves, scrutinizing each one. “Hm, I haven’t quite found the right one.” Then she grinned. “This scarf should work.” She removed it from the manikin and laid it on the counter. “This is perfect for your mother. She’ll love it.”

It was crass, with a shiny bronze border and a print of big orange poppies emerging from fat green leaves. Jean feared Gloria was using this hideously designed scarf to revenge her mother. Still, she had to be tactful. “It’s a bit too loud.” She stared into the case.

“I have some lovely ones in finely spun rayon,” the woman said, coming to Jean’s rescue. “I regret to say none of these are silk due to the war.” She lifted out scarves from the display case as if they were fragile and breakable. She laid out on the counter a light lavender scarf with a delicate pattern of irises. It was beautiful — Jean would have loved the scarf for herself. She gently rolled her forefinger over its silky surface. “This is perfect, Gloria.”

“Maybe for you, Jeanie, but not your mother. She’s the flashy type.” She made a loud humph. Jean apparently insulted her.

The woman smiled at Gloria and said, “I quite agree that the lavender scarf is a better choice. I can’t imagine any mother not loving it. However, if you’re not sure I have several more to show you.”

“How much is this one?” Jean asked, determined to purchase it whatever the cost.

“A dollar and ten cents,” the woman answered to Jean’s satisfaction.

“I’ll take it.” She opened her handbag and removed enough cash. She had just completed her hardest task for the day.

“You didn’t need my opinion,” Gloria grumbled as the woman wrapped the scarf in tissue paper.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that the scarf is so magnificent. I couldn’t possibly buy another.” The woman placed it in a thin cardboard box and handed it to her.

“This has been a total waste of my time, and I have plenty of my own shopping to do.” Gloria was unusually peevish. “I don’t suppose you’re the least bit interested in seeing the dresses.”

Over the past three years since they graduated high school she hadn’t matured much. Despite that, Jean couldn’t discount how close they had been throughout their childhood and she felt obliged to cheer up her friend. “I certainly do intend to look at dresses.” She hooked her arm with Gloria’s and headed toward the stairs.

They entered another well-lit room on the second floor. Several headless manikins displayed dresses in taffeta, velvet, satin, and rayon. Other dresses hung on rods, some with billowing organza skirts. She’d look ridiculous in any of these and hated to use her reserve of cash to buy one. She didn’t want to attend the dance and inevitably be a wallflower. Gloria was already fondling a dress on a manikin — in pink satin and tulle with spaghetti straps. “I’m drooling over this one,” she said. “It’s exquisite.”

“Then buy it for yourself.”

“I don’t have the money. I’m spending it all on Christmas presents. Besides, I already have a dress — Betty’s hand-me-down.”

Gloria’s family was struggling ever since her father lost his restaurant during the Depression. He now worked at Mac’s Market in the meat department. To help her family, Gloria worked at McGregor’s Variety Store. Her sister, Betty, was married and had her own responsibilities as a wife and mother. Gloria had hoped to attend nursing school, but the family could only afford college tuition for her brother, Sam. He then quit Willamette University to enlist. “You look beautiful in everything you wear,” Jean said, not to flatter her. She was telling the truth.

Gloria shrugged then smiled. Jean didn’t like the light in her eyes. “Try it on, Jean.” Before she could refuse, Gloria was unbuttoning it. A saleswoman trotted over to them and stopped her. “Please, allow me to find your size.”

The smallest size fit Jean’s body. She stared into the fitting room mirror at her skinny arms and little cleavage. No dress would look any better, so she announced she’d buy it. It cost $6.95, taking a chunk out of her allowance. Gloria was thrilled, as if Jean were her surrogate in the dress. She was hardly that: Gloria would have looked curvaceous and alluring in it.

They then went to the women’s lingerie section, also on the second floor, to buy Gloria’s mother a bathrobe. They passed a group of headless manikins wearing girdles. Poor Gloria was distracted by a manikin wearing a sheer black satin robe and stared at it with longing — no doubt for herself. Then she abruptly moved to another manikin, wearing a thick chenille-gingham robe. She turned to the saleswoman. “I’ll have this one in a large — not for me but my mom.” Soon the woman was wrapping the robe in tissue paper and placing it into a box. Gloria handed the woman a five-dollar bill.

She took the box and together they returned to the first floor. Jean followed her to the costume jewelry section. “My last gift to buy is for Betty,” Gloria said, “and it’ll have to be cheap.” She glanced at an array of various shaped earrings on a velvet tray, then chose ones shaped like daisy petals that cost $1.06. “I’m just about broke,” she said as they walked away. “I hate Christmas.”

“That’s my mother’s attitude — especially since Rusty won’t be coming home,” Jean said. “She doesn’t realize she’s received a great Christmas present: a letter from him. He survived those horrible battles in Guadalcanal and is safe and sound in a Melbourne, Australia hospital, where he’s recovering from dysentery.”

“Oh, Jean, I’m glad to hear he’s okay. I worry about Sam going off to war. I feel lucky he’ll be here for the holidays. I really love Christmas — I didn’t mean what I said.” She forced a grin as if for proof. “I’m sure looking forward to the dance tonight. You should be, too. You’ll look swell in the dress.” She hooked her arm with Jean’s. “I’m starving. I do have a few pennies left, so let’s head over to Nandie’s Café.”

“It’s my treat,” Jean said, believing her friend did only have pennies.

After they ate lunch, Jean envisioned returning home to her unhappy mother. “I’m going back to the hardware store to get a poinsettia for my mother,” she said to Gloria. “Hopefully that’ll cheer her up.”

“Nothing will cheer up that grouch but you’re a good daughter, Jean, and she should appreciate you more.” Gloria kissed her on the cheek. “I better go. I’ll be by your house at seven-thirty sharp.”

“See you then.”

Light snowflakes fell, which apparently caused people to panic because the streets were almost empty. The hills surrounding the town were already powdered white from a previous snowfall and blended with the overcast sky. Jean headed toward the hardware store. Maybe she’d be lucky — they’d have a blizzard and the dance would be canceled.

She already saw herself standing on the periphery of the dance floor, the typical wallflower. Then afterward, her mother would drill her about how many times she did the Foxtrot, Lindy Hop, and Jitterbug. Jean could tell her she forgot to count. No, she didn’t want to go to that dance, even though she had spent much of her allowance on the dress neatly folded into the cardboard box she was holding. She could lie to Gloria when her friend arrived, telling her she had an awful sore throat and must stay home. She’d get into bed so her mother would think she was sick. She also knew she wasn’t very good at deception.

When she entered the store, she saw no customers. Perhaps they had heard the weather forecast and made all their purchases early in the day. She heard some laughter in the rear and headed to the furniture section. Her father and Estelle sat close, his arm around her, on a flame-red boucle sofa. Then he kissed the woman. He may as well have hit Jean on the head — she was that dizzy at the sight of them together. She was about to pirouette away and flee but then she heard him shout, “Wait, Jean.”

She was so disoriented it took a while before she spurted out the words, “I thought I’d bring home a poinsettia for Mom.”

“Great idea,” he said, now standing. “But you already have a bundle to carry. I’ll bring it to her later.” She was about to turn and leave when he added, “We were just relaxing. That’s all we were doing — relaxing.”

Jean no longer wanted to conjure up an excuse to avoid the dance. She was glad she had a reason to leave the house. Nausea filled her throat when she thought of her father’s lips touching that woman’s as they sat together on the sofa. Under these circumstances, she couldn’t give eye contact to either parent or provide trivial conversation. That was what motivated her to go to that dance and please her friend.

 

 




Chapter Three
Grants Pass, Oregon, 1942


When Jean returned home late that afternoon, she didn’t need a poinsettia to make her mother happy. When she told her she would be attending a dance that evening her mother said, smiling, “I never thought I’d see the day that my daughter would buy herself a new dress to meet boys at a dance. I’ve been worried about you. I saw old maid written across your face.”

Jean stormed up the stairs, annoyed by her words, but then she recalled her father kissing Estelle while they sat together on that sofa and her heart softened for her foolish mother. She wrapped the box containing the scarf with paper printed with candy canes from the stash of wrapping paper in their attic, then headed for the bathroom to begin her first steps in grooming.

At dinner she sat at the table with her hair in pin curl knots, enduring her mother’s constant glances at her as if she couldn’t quite believe Jean was preparing for a social occasion. It was a quiet meal. Her father, probably longing for Estelle, remained silent, and Jean’s seventeen-year-old sister, Edith, was bookish and not the chatty type.

Finally, her mother, who was staring at Edith, broke the silence and said, “Poor, Edie, I wish you didn’t have to wear those darn glasses. When you start going to dances, I advise you to leave them home.”

“And stumble into her dancing partner,” Jean said.

Edith giggled at this but Jean knew she was hurting. Her sister hated her tortoise-shell-rimmed glasses.

“You girls need to look at some Woman Home Companions and get better ideas about how to groom yourselves and make yourselves appealing to the boys in uniform.”

“They’re pretty enough already, Myrtle,” their father said.

Jean didn’t appreciate his compliment. He apparently had an eye for pretty women. Both parents disgusted her. After she and Edith helped with the dishes, Jean left for the stairs, eager to ready herself and leave.

She sat on the little faux-fur-covered stool and stared into the vanity table mirror that Edith primarily used because Jean lived away most of the time. They had always shared this room. Once, Edith’s crib stood where her bed was now. She hadn’t altered the room much since Jean left, except that her many mystery novels took up most of the space in the maple bookshelf. Edith took special delight in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories and Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot series.

No amount of fussing Jean tried with her hair helped. Dark brown curls spread across her forehead and curls formed huge clumps on each side of her head, resembling ear muffs. This was the outcome of her attempting to curl her hair with bobby pins. She also ruined her eyebrows, plucking them until they nearly disappeared. She had to use a pencil to draw them back in. Mascara helped to thicken her lashes and showed off the hazel color of her eyes, which, according to her mother, was another genetic mishap — hers were a lush, sky blue. Then came Jean’s dark cherry red lipstick that she had purchased while still in high school and rarely wore. The shade made her face look pale in contrast. She opened the one drawer of the table and searched for a lighter lipstick that Edith might own but found only a brush and comb.

She stood in front of the vanity table mirror and saw the upper half of herself in the organza dress. She felt foolish and ugly in the dress. She’d also freeze. She removed her brown wool cardigan from her suitcase and put it on. Soon she heard her mother shouting that Gloria had arrived.

She descended the stairs and entered the foyer where her mother and Gloria stood.

“You can’t wear that sweater to a dance,” her mother said. “You’ll look ridiculous. Take it off.” Jean dutifully removed it, sensing Gloria agreed with her. Now her mother gawked at her.

“Where did you find such a silly dress with spaghetti straps?”

“At J.C. Penney’s,” Gloria said, glaring at her. The vicious dog image once again came to Jean’s mind. “I think it’s stunning.”

“Maybe on you, but not on my daughter. Have you nothing else to wear, Jean? Something with sleeves?”

She would not go after all. She’d lock herself in her room and hope even Edith would stay away. Tears burned her eyes. Gloria wrapped her arm around her and whispered, “Ignore her. You look lovely. Get your coat and let’s go.”

As she and Gloria entered the hotel with a crowd of giggling young women, the excitement among them was palpable and the air smelled like J.C. Penney’s perfume department. Peeking out from their coats were fancy dresses of organza, crepe, and taffeta to lure the men. She and Gloria went through the lobby, past a huge decorated Christmas tree, and into a ballroom. Inside was warm and smoky and already mobbed with couples dancing to the band playing, “Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town” — in the spirit of it being Christmas Eve. Soon after they gave their coats and handbags to a hostess in the cloakroom, a soldier snatched up Gloria for a dance. Jean wasn’t surprised. Gloria looked gorgeous in her hand-me-down sea-green velvet dress.

Jean was doomed to be a wallflower. Here she was feeling trapped while everyone else smiled and laughed and flirted and swung their bodies in rhythm to the music.

A soldier with hair slicked back with pomade showed too big a grin as he strutted up to her. He reeked of cologne. “How about making with the feet, darling?” he asked.

Jean had her pride. She’d not dance with a fool and said, “No, thanks.”

He shrugged and managed to grab a girl who was willing.

She headed to a long table draped in white linen where hostesses offered them Coca-Cola or Hires Root Beer. She was about to lift a glass of the cola when she was stopped by a soldier who towered over her. “How about a dance?” he asked.

She forced a smile and said, “Sure.” She was amazed that such a good-looking soldier was interested in her. Yet she feared that as soon as they began dancing, he’d notice her clumsiness and want to be free of her. Now the band played “The Last Time I Saw Paris,” which was one of her favorites. She owned the record of Ann Southern singing the song.

“Put your hand on my shoulder, honey,” he said, taking her other hand and stretching out her arm with his — tango style.

Humiliated, she did as he said. “I admit I’m new at this.”

He cocked his head at her. “Why is that? Don’t you like to dance?”

“I do but — ”

“Okay, follow me and go back, back, slide, slide, slow, slow, quick, quick.”

She did her best to follow him, feeling impossibly awkward. She turned from his clean-shaven face and toward the stage, decorated with red and green tinsel, where the band of men her father’s age played clarinets, saxophones, drums, and a piano. They wore black tuxedos and red velvet Santa hats. “The band is swell,” she said. “I mean by our town standards.”

“Those old guys do okay,” he said.

She took in a whiff of his lemony cologne. This was as close as she got to a man. She had dated occasionally in high school with boys who were gawky and enjoyed building radios rather than hunting with their dads or playing baseball. She held hands once with such a boy, Frank Wilson, as they walked to the newly opened Rogue Theatre to see The Adventures of Robin Hood. She had become infatuated with Errol Flynn and thought nothing of Frank. In college, she had gone to a few parties on campus with her roommate, Laura, but often sat alone watching the other girls do fine chit-chatting with the boys while she was tongue-tied.

She turned to see Gloria now with a new dancing partner. Then another cut-in. She was popular tonight, which didn’t surprise Jean because her friend was beautiful. She couldn’t understand why Lester had left her for another girl. Gloria was lucky to be free of him — Lester was handsome but stupid.

The song changed to “In the Mood,” which set the dancers into a frenzy of movement. Jean’s soldier twirled her around, and she tried bending her knees and kicking her feet as she saw others doing, but couldn’t quite get the rhythm of it, the raising of shoulders, the shimmying, the fingers snapping. She was becoming so dizzy she struggled not to collapse into him. When it was over he said, “Let’s get a drink.”

She was relieved. He took her hand and brought her to the table that held bottles of soft drinks. “I’m Charlie,” he said and handed her an opened bottle of the cola.

“Jean.” She watched the foam bubbling in her cola while her mind was in a flurry, struggling to come up with clever small talk. “Where are you stationed?” she finally managed to say.

“Fort Lewis in Washington. I came down to visit my folks in Central Point.”

“I’ve got two brothers — ”

She was interrupted by Gloria and her dance partner in a sailor’s uniform. Jean was relieved — they’d help her with the small talk. Rivulets of sweat crossed Gloria’s pink forehead. She wiped it with the back of her dainty hand. “That dance sure left me hot and thirsty.”

Her sailor handed her a root beer but she didn’t bother to thank him and turned from him to face Jean and her dancing partner. Jean did the introductions. Then the soldier stretched out his hand to shake Gloria’s. “Nice to meet you,” he said, then wrapped his thick lips around the rim of his bottle. His eyes were fixed on Gloria and hers on him.

“Where you from, soldier?” she asked.

“I’m a neighbor,” he said. “I’ve lived my whole life in Central Point until recently — thanks to the war. I’m stationed at Fort Lewis.”

This prompted Jean to say, “My brother Wayne is a — ”

“What’s it like, Charlie?” Gloria interrupted Jean once again.

“It’s hell, but it’s heaven compared to the real thing.”

“My brother is at McChord Field — near you,” Gloria said, fluttering her mascara-thickened eyelashes. “I’ve been meaning to visit him.”

“We always like visitors.” He smiled at her.

“My two brothers are — ” Charlie turned away from Jean, not caring about her two brothers.

“How about a dance?” he asked Gloria.

Holding hands, they left for the dance floor. Jean feared the sailor would feel obliged to ask her to dance, but he vanished. She stood alone, swirling the dark cola, making it bubble with more and more foam. Then the foam erupted and dripped down the bottle. She placed it on the table.

She left the ballroom and lobby and exited through the main door. She stood in front of the hotel, breathing in the cold, sharp air and letting out veils of white breath. Thin flakes fell and chilled her bare arms. She wished she had taken her coat and handbag so she could flee to her home. She’d have to re-enter the hotel to retrieve them from the cloakroom and be forced to maneuver past all the happy couples now dancing to “Polka Dots and Moonbeams.” She took in another deep breath of icy air. She wasn’t ready.

She was startled when a man behind her said, “You better go inside. It’s freezing out here.”

She turned to see a soldier, well-built in his khaki uniform. He was smoking a cigarette. “I need some fresh air,” she said.

“I do, too, but I’m wearing a jacket.” He dropped his cigarette butt and stomped on it. Then he removed his jacket and surprised her by wrapping it around her shoulders. “Here, let this warm you up a bit,” he said and smiled.

“Thank you, but you’ll be cold. I better go back in.” She returned his jacket to him and re-entered the building.

He followed her inside. “I’m Pete Horvath,” he said while offering his hand to shake.

“Jean Kimball,” she said, liking his big, firm hand.

“I hope you’re up for a dance,” he said.

He was older than she was maybe by five years, with a nice face and brown eyes an interesting shade of bronze. He sounded mature and calm and not just out to gobble up some pretty girl like delicious candy. He touched her in a way that kept her heart palpitating.

“I sure am,” she said and went with him onto the crowded dance floor. It was a slow song, “Darn That Dream.” She sang beneath her breath along with the woman in a shimmering gown on the stage,

You say you love me and hold me tight
But when I awake and you’re out of sight
Oh darn that dream.

While the soldier held her in his arms, Jean savored his long fingers spread across her back and felt as if she were in that dream. She was no longer worried about getting the steps wrong, and it didn’t seem to matter to him either. She hoped Gloria and Charlie would be dancing near them, seeing her in this man’s arms, but they were nowhere in sight.

After two more dances, the band left and people headed for the cloak room. Jean followed the crowd and happily noted that Pete stayed close to her, smiling at her.

After they retrieved their coats, he behaved like a gentleman, offering to walk her home. She enthusiastically accepted. She had given up on Gloria for the night. Besides that, she wasn’t ready to let this man go. He helped her on with her wool coat and then put on his olive drab Army jacket over his sleek uniform.

Contently warm in her heavy coat she walked beside him on the sidewalk along snow-covered Sixth Street, while light flakes fell in near darkness. No gaudy Christmas bulbs helped to light their path as they had in previous winters because they were now banned during the war and the streetlamps had to be dimmed. They walked through a town that seemed to have gone to sleep by ten o’clock. They stepped over railroad tracks and passed J.C. Penney’s, with dark display windows, and all the other closed places where people gathered during the day: the billiard room, Nandie’s Café, Dot’s Beauty Parlor, the First National Bank, with its pretentious tower displaying a clock that never worked, and the Odd Fellows building, where on the first floor in the now dark Kimball Bros. Hardware Store her father had kissed his pretty salesgirl while sitting on the sofa. Jean was too happy to care, walking in her pumps on snowy pavement with this handsome soldier. He wanted to be with her.

Finally, her palpitations stopped and she could manage an adult conversation with him. “What’s brought you to our neck of the woods?” she said, exhaling a white puff of breath.

“I don’t live far from here — my home’s in Medford. I got leave after finishing basic training at Fort Devens in Massachusetts. I’m headed next to Fort Jackson in South Carolina for unit training. I’m darn lucky I’m able to spend some time with my family over Christmas. Otherwise, they’d be mighty disappointed.”

“I completely understand. My brother who’s in the Navy fortunately will be with us, but my other brother is a Marine and as far away from us as he can be — Australia — recuperating after fighting at Guadalcanal. My mother’s heartbroken he won’t be with us. I am, too. So is my dad and sister even if we don’t get as emotional as my mother does.”

“I had to come home because I have a … a mom who needs cheering up. She’s recovering from a bad bout of pneumonia. She has to take it easy, which she never does.”

“It must’ve been awful for you, being so far away from home and knowing your mom was sick.”

“Yes, it was.”

“How big of a family do you have, Pete?”

“Not so big.” He looked up to the sky and flakes landed on his cheeks. With the back of his hand, he wiped them away. “There’s my dad and mom and my sister, Marion, who’s married to a nice guy named Ernie and they have a kid named Geraldine. Fortunately, they don’t live far — in Jacksonville. They come often. That’s really all I can say about them.” He smiled at her. “Tell me about yourself, Jean.”

She liked hearing him say her name. “I’m studying to be a teacher at U of O, but lately I’ve been thinking of quitting college and joining the WAACs. I’d like to do my part to help end the war. I might just drop out.”

“You don’t want our next generation running around like uneducated savages — now that the men teachers are called up to fight.”

She laughed. “Believe me, I get your point. My roommate’s friend told us the horror story about how the high school classes she teaches have grown from thirty to forty-five students, and even though she was trained to be an English teacher she’s forced to also teach history and algebra and runs the girl’s gym class. She comes home half dead and then, while she eats dinner, has to prepare for her classes and grade papers. The poor gal collapses into bed each night. That’s not what I look forward to — I’m not that devoted to the profession.”

“I can’t say that I blame you. The Army sounds easy in comparison.”

Jean laughed again. “I doubt that! What was your training like at Fort Devens?”

“Hell on earth.” He lit a cigarette. “I know there’s guys facing a worse hell. That’s what we’re preparing for. When I go down to Dixie, I get to have more fun.”

It occurred to Jean that the WAAC recruits had a similar regimen. “It must be very demanding on you — physically and mentally. I’ve been wondering if I could take on a challenge like that.”

He puffed out smoke, then laughed. “Believe me, those girls can keep their fingernails polished! They’re not being trained to go into combat.”

“Yes, of course, that’s true.”

When they turned down Acacia Lane, where her family lived, Jean was aware she’d soon learn whether she’d be Cinderella for one night only or he’d want to see her again. The snow fell in heavier flakes and lay like frosting on the many cedar trees and the big leafless maples. They passed houses all similar to her family’s in the “Tudor cottage” style — as her mother liked to describe it to people. Their house was modest-sized and always felt cramped when all of the kids lived there.

“Here’s my house,” she said and felt the palpitations once again. Probably he had merely been a gentleman walking a girl home in the dark. She expected her Prince Charming to say goodbye and leave.

He surprised her and said, “I’d like to see you again, Jean. Would you let me have a number where I can reach you?”

“Why sure, Pete. I’d like that.” They climbed the two steps into the shelter of the house’s narrow portico. She’d have to ask him in and risk him meeting her mother. She had no idea how her mother would greet him. Maybe she’d faint, so shocked Jean actually brought a man home. “It’s awfully cold out here. Why don’t you come in and I’ll make you a cup of hot tea?”

He smiled. “That sounds swell, but I can only stay a moment. A friend drove me here and we agreed to meet at his car by eleven.”

When they entered the foyer Jean heard the slow, sad voice of Billie Holliday on the radio. Soon her father, wearing an undershirt over baggy trousers, entered the foyer from the parlor. He didn’t look shocked, only tired, and shook hands with Pete. She made the introductions. Then she left them both in the foyer while she went into the kitchen and frantically searched for a pad of paper and a pencil. Fortunately, she found both in a kitchen drawer and neatly wrote her home and school phone numbers across the paper then scrambled back to the foyer. In the light she saw just how good-looking Pete was and she was flattered by his attentions. Maybe he saw prettiness in her she never could herself. She felt pretty when she handed him the paper.

“I can drive you back to the hotel, soldier,” her father said. “It’s darn cold out there.”

“The Army’s toughing us up, sir — I’ll be fine. Have a merry Christmas.” He gave Jean’s hand an endearing squeeze then left.

She hurried into the parlor and moved the drape slightly aside, and in the light of the streetlamp she watched his slender form moving briskly on the snowy road. He was interested in her. She felt as if her body was encapsulated by a tremendous bubble floating upward and upward.

 




Chapter Four
Grants Pass, Oregon, 1942


The following morning, which was Christmas, Jean’s mother was jittery and seemed distracted, anticipating Wayne coming home, but she didn’t forget that Jean had gone to a dance the night before. “Did you dance with anyone?” she asked as Jean placed before her a stack of pancakes on a plate and a glass jar of maple syrup. She was sitting at the table in her red satin bathrobe that was faded from years of washing.

“Yes, I did dance several times.”

“And a very nice soldier brought Jean home from the dance,” her father said and sipped his coffee. He lifted his Grants Pass Daily Courier, which hid his face from view.

“Why didn’t I meet him?” her mother asked.

“You were asleep,” Jean said, wishing her father hadn’t mentioned the soldier. Her mother would make too much of it.

“So will you see him again?”

“I gave him our home number and my number in Eugene. He said he’ll call me when he’s able to get away.” She poured herself coffee. She knew her mother wasn’t done with the topic.

“He’s in the area now. I don’t understand why he doesn’t take you out while you’re both still here.”

“He probably wants to spend his remaining few days on leave with his family. He doesn’t get to see them very often — as you should appreciate.”

Her mother mashed her lips together and shook her head. “I doubt you’ll ever hear from him again.”

Jean never could inure herself to her mother’s criticism and negativity. There was no pleasing her. She feared Jean was doomed to be a spinster and if any man showed her the least bit of interest, she was expected to hook him like a squirming fish.

“Girls are supposed to be more forward these days — not like in my day,” she said. “You should’ve invited him over for dinner. I’d have made him a wonderful meal — baked chicken and candied yams.”

“It’s Christmas, Mom. Let’s not talk anymore about it.”

“Your date with that soldier would’ve been the best Christmas present you could give me. If only I had been awake and met him. I’d have invited him myself. You did wrong, Jean.”

“Stop fretting about it, Myrtle,” her father said. “You make it sound like a personal insult.”

“All I’m saying is when opportunity knocks, you open the door.” She pointed her fork at Jean as if it were a pistol. “You missed your opportunity.”

“Maybe I did,” she said, losing her appetite. She sipped her coffee.

“It’s not the end of the world,” her father said. “Believe me there are worse tragedies.” He glanced at Jean and smiled.

Even though he was on her side, the thought of him kissing Estelle stopped her from smiling back.

“Are you reminding me, Walt, that my two sons could get killed in the war and that one nearly was already?” Her mother glared at him.

The front door opened and soon they heard, “I’m home!” Wayne arrived and the timing came like a deus ex machina.

Jean’s mother scrambled out of the kitchen and the rest of the family followed. Her mother dashed toward Wayne with open arms, revealing energy Jean didn’t think she had. Then she hugged him — her much-cherished son. He wore his Navy winter blue uniform and hat. His full cheeks were ruddy from the cold. He still had a boyish face and he reminded Jean of those days years earlier when he’d be at the door holding his sled dripping with snow.

“It’s great to see you, son,” his father said and affectionally tugged Wayne’s arm. “I’m glad the snow didn’t stop you.”

“No, Pop, the trains worked just fine.”

“You must be starving,” his mother said, releasing her grip on him. Jean and Edith had their first opportunity to hug him.

“I am, Mom,” Wayne said and showed everyone his endearing smile. Jean coveted the time she’d have with him for this one full day they had together. He’d leave the following morning for his two-day trip back to San Diego.

“Come into the kitchen and get breakfast,” his mother told him. She lifted his bulging olive-drab sea bag and headed toward the staircase.

“Hey, wait, Mom!” he shouted. He opened his bag and removed several wrapped boxes and brought them into the parlor to place under the Christmas tree.
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