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In 1940, when I was thirty-one and an old maid, while the whole world waited for war, I fell in love with John Berringer.


An office crush. Big deal. Since the invention of the steno pad, a day hasnt gone by without some secretary glancing up from her Pitman squiggles and suddenly realizing that the man who was mumbling and therefore, pursuant to the above was the one man in her life who could ever bring her joy.


So there I was, a clich with a number 2 yellow pencil: a working girl from Queens whod lost her heart to the pride of the Ivy League.


And to make matters worse, John Berringer bore absolutely no resemblance to the typical Wall Street international lawyer, the kind whose gray face was two shades paler than his suit. Sure, a girl could wind up losing her heart to one of those dreary men. Theres nothing quieter than an old maids bedroom, and in that black stillness its so easy to create magic: A lawyer with the profile of a toadAbracadabra!is transformed into an Adonis, pulsating with passion under his pinstripes.


But John didnt need any of that midnight magic to turn him gorgeous. The big joke in the law firm was how could I not have a mad crush on him. Youve got to be made of iron, Linda, one of the girls said at lunch, not to go nuts for those blue eyes. Theyre blue like Someone at the far end of the table called out, Twilight! And someone else chimed in, No, like a clear lakebut with a funny kind of depth, like on a cloudy day. John Berringer made poets out of stenographers. Someone else piped up, Come onblue like pansies, and Gladys Slade, my best friend, called out from the head of the lunch table, How can anybody even think of the word pansy in the same sentence with Mr. Berringer in it? Everyone giggled.


In private, Gladys said, Listen, Linda, dont kid a kidder. Im the first person to understand your not wanting to make a public announcement, but even if you didnt care about looks, think about brains. I mean, youre always reading the papers and wanting to talk aboutoh, God, you knowEnglish naval power. Or French politics. So arent you attracted to someone brilliant like him? I bet he loves all that boring stuff.


Its not boring. Three quarters of the world is


Hes so charming, she cut me off. Like a blond Cary Grant.


Gladys, I explained, when you sit across the desk from this guy day in and day out, you realize hes always charming. It kind of wafts up from him, like B.O. Dont you get it? It doesnt mean anything. And his looksYeah, hes handsome, but whats behind it?


Thats for you to find out, Gladys ho-ho-hoed.


Ive got to tell you, I said, theres something deep-down unappealing about a man who knows hes stunning and uses it. You know, like its six-fifteen and youre so tired all you want to do is suck your thumb, but he has forty-seven letters he still wants to dictate. So he flashes that five-thousand-watt smile and thats supposed to brighten up your life and make you want to go on. But see, a guy who pulls that sort of thing isnt


Isnt what?


Isnt masculine.


Oh, come off it!


Im serious, Gladys. And hes much too blond. Girls are fair. Guys should be dark. And with those big blue eyes. Its like some artist made him up to illustrate Cinderella. Cant you just see him, with green stockings and those bubble shorts, holding a glass slipper?


I can see him with green stockingsand without green stockings. This was a very racy remark for Gladys, whose idea of wild sex was Fred Astaire loosening his tie.


Hes Prince Charming, I said. Who needs it? Ive got to stay late when he asks me, even if he looked like a pile of you-know-what. Its my job. But he thinks: Ha! Ive charmed her. Ive got her where Ive got all the girls, in the palm of my hand. I looked Gladys straight in the eye. You know why he doesnt do a thing for me? Because hes a womans man. Not a real man.


Naturally, I was lying through my teeth. But I kept my secret love a secret. I would not let myself (as his secretary) be honorary president of the John Berringer Fan Club. What I felt for John wasnt meant to be shared with the girls. It was precious, and different.


Because even way back then, I felt I was different.


But was I (am I?) really different in any way from all the women from Brooklyn and Queens and the Bronx who trekked up the stairs from the subway every morning and got lost in the dark canyons, the gloomy buildings that loomed over Wall Street? Well, Im not in Queens anymore. Im certainly not a secretary. Im not the girl I was.


But how did I get all the way here from there?


Because when America finally did go to war, the other subway secretaries fought Hitler by saving their bacon grease in tin cans and putting makeup on their legs instead of silk stockings. My fight, though, was differentperilous, real. I wound up in the middle of the Nazi hellhole. Me, Linda Voss.


So what I did during the war: Was it my fate? Was it courage? Or was it inevitable? Did I finally realize that all those people in Europe could be me, so that I had to be responsible? Or did I just take so many small, stupid steps that I slipped over the edge, into an abyss where I had to either door die? Would any girl in my shoes have done the same?



Now they say Im a hero. But who are the heroes, anyway? The brave? Or the terrified ordinary?


I still dont know. The only thing I do know is that when I start going over all that happened, the first thing that pops into my mind is not one of those major moments, which proves: Hey, that Linda! So special. I had more than enough of those major moments. If you saw them on a movie posterPASSION! BETRAYAL! WAR! DEATH! LOVE!youd assume you were getting one hell of a double feature.


But when I look back, its funny. What I remember first is just a regular daythe last before my life slowly began to change.





At home that morning, I put the old, dented coffeepot on to perk and looked out the window. Nothing unusual: a dull white January sky, like a bleached-out sheet. The attached houses of Ridgewood, six in a row, were as lifeless as cardboard cutouts: no hyacinths popping up, no maple trees turning red, no kids on roller skates. My down-the-street neighbors cocker spaniel, Champ, came and did his business on a Christmas tree that had been lying on the curb all week; then he trotted off, leaving drippy tinsel and a yellow stain on the dingy snow.


At work, the view of Manhattan from the forty-sixth floor wasnt what youd call thrilling, either: not at all that exquisite jagged line of skyscrapers you see in those turn-me-upside-down-and-I-snow paperweights. I glanced out at the narrow streets and overpowering buildings. New York looked gray, tired of itself.


In the office, the radiator clanged, reheating the air it had already overheated. My face flushed hot and red. My lips were so chapped it would have hurt if I smiled. And my sweater had fuzz balls.


But who cared? John Berringer, the man I loved, was there. He sat at his desk. Naturally, he didnt bother to look up.


Are you positive you gave me the Kunstadt contracts? he asked. I stood up, put down my pad and pencil, walked around his desk and stood by his chair. His hair gleamed gold and soft under the light of his desk lamp. I imagined touching it.


Was this one of those magic moments theyre always singing about on the radio? Did I somehow know? No. But still, looking back, that ordinary day in January 1940 is lit so bright that I can see everything about it: even the streaks of bronze and platinum that shot through Johns beautiful fair hair.


The contracts are right here, Mr. Berringer. I tapped the pile of papers with my finger, and it slid back the quarter inch into his line of vision.


Oh. Thanks. He paused, then looked up and smiled. What would I do without you? Probably get up, go to the mens room, then come back, pick up the telephone and call the employment agency for another bilingual secretary. Youre the best there is, Miss Voss. You know that, dont you?


I thought to myself: This guy is so full of it that it pours out in an endless, effortless stream. I knew that what he was saying meant absolutely nothing to him. But guess what? I still believed it.


He picked up the contracts and, of course, forgot me. That was the end of my excuse to stand close to him. I went back to my seat and picked up my pad.


I can see myself sitting there, like in a spotlight. Pretty. Really pretty if you bothered to look close, but if you didnta secretary.


But in one way maybe I actually was different: I wasnt just some girl worshiping her boss from afar, cherishing the very impossibleness of her dream. See, I was a true democrat; I honestly felt I deserved John.


He may have known the difference between an ode and a sonnet, but I had no doubt, even then, that I was as good as he was. If it hadnt been for a few twists of fate, you could have seen our engagement announcement and my picture (with pearls) in the New York Times. And the reason you didnt was just a few not-so-giant twists.


Twist one: Johns fathers family had made it out of Germany three or four generations before my fathers family did. And so the Berringers had plenty of time to drop their lederhosen and lose their accents. To become real Americans.


Twist two: John Berringer did not seem to know I was alive. Well, in a way he did. I mean, he wouldnt have allowed a dead secretary to hang around his office. But although he was always charmingwith the wide smile that showed both rows of teeth (perfect and white, but with one slightly crooked front tooth, to prove he was human, flawed) and the wink that said: This is our private joke, Lindawhat he offered me was really no more than he gave the bookkeeper or the shoeshine boy: reflexive enchantment. I wasnt really real to him in the way, say, lawyers were; I was less than a person but more than a typewriter.


And I dont know if this was a twist or not, but John was all that Americans are supposed to be (Protestant), and I was only half. My mothers family, the Johnstons, had been AmericansBrooklyn-Americansfor a hundred and fifty years. But my other half happened to be Jewish. Granted, John didnt seem like the prejudiced type, but how many people are there in the world who jump for joy over a Jew? Not that he, or anyone else in the office, knew. I wasnt an idiot. Wall Street law firms didnt hire Jewish secretaries (to say nothing of lawyers), so since I didnt look it, why volunteer? Besides, no one in my family had anything at all to do with being Jewish. So the couple of times people said, Um, what kind of a name is Voss? Id look them right in the eye and tell them the truth: Its German. Well, it was.


Oh, and finally, twist three or four (depending on how you count): There was a Mrs. John Berringer.


But still, I knew I deserved him.


If Id gone to college, we could have had brilliant conversations.


If my great-great-grandfather Ludwigor whatever his name washad come to Manhattan around 1800 instead of hanging around a Berlin butcher shop flicking chickens, John would be getting me my coat instead of vice versa.



If only John knew what I really was inside, he would love me. I was positive. He would want to kiss me exactly the way I wanted to be kissed. He would get up, walk around to my chair, pull me up and hold me so tight against him that I would feel the itch of his worsted trousers through my skirt. Oh, Linda, hed practically moan, and before I had time to say, Mr. Berringer! and try to push him away so he wouldnt think I was cheap, his hands would be all over my


Enough! I fought to keep those thoughts out of the office.


I was almost always hysterically busy, and I couldnt allow myself to do what I really wanted to do: retreat into a world without houses or trees, without anything except me and John, a world of desire. But to tell the truth, taking dictation in two languages, typing, and filing tons of paper kept me from creating ten thousand different sizzling scenes of our coming together. When youve got an inch-thick contract to type in German, and its seven oclock at night and your boss wants it by seven-thirty, it doesnt help to imagine his muscular, hairy thigh rubbing between yours. For real lust, you need leisure.


And another thing. I was usually too nervous around John to relax enough to let those thoughts rise up: nervous just being so near to him, nervous that Id make some stupid slip of the tongue that would let him know the score. I could actually goof and call him John. Oh, God, less than a month before, I was saying, I want to wish you a Merry Christmas, Mr. Berringer, and I couldnt believe it, but I almost said, I want to kiss you a Merry Christmas. Every time I thought of that I got the shivers.


He said, I want those letters to Frankfurt to get out today. I know its asking a lot


Oh, its no problem, Mr. Berringer.


He started to dictate again. His hands, holding the contract, shone in the circle of light made by the fancy modern desk lamp his wife had picked out. The lamp was long and skinny, like Alice in Wonderlands neck, but with a bulb instead of a head at the end.



I sat up straighter. If nervousness wasnt enough to keep steamy thoughts away, his cold, modern office could; it was the talk of the law firm. But because of who his wife was, the talk was very respectful: Oh, what sublime taste! Shed picked out everything for him. Black furniture so shiny, every time you lifted a pencil it looked as though another hand, trapped inside the desk, was doing the same thing. Ultra-ultramodern design. His carpet and chairs were somewhere between brown and gray, the color of new sidewalks. The walls were such a bright white that even if you worked forty-eight hours straight, you couldnt doze off.


Like the office shed designed, Nan Berringer had no soft edges: no lace around her neck. Id only seen her twice, but both times shed worn those severely plain, fantastically expensive dresses classy fashion magazines call simple. But if that makes her sound hard, she wasnt. Even if youre like Nan, aristocratic and intellectual, its hard to be hard at twenty-one. And besides, she was terrific-looking.


John stopped dictating and cleared his throat. I have to be away from the office this afternoon. And probably tomorrow as well. He sounded a little stiff, but that was because he was still talking German; sometimes when he finished dictating in it, hed forget he was still speaking it. I hope you will have time to finish all the work I have given you. Was his accent great! Before law school, hed spent three years at the universities in Cologne and Heidelberg. He spoke the language as if hed been fraternity brothers with Goethe.


My accent was nowhere near so hotsy-totsy. It was pure berlinerisch, courtesy of my grandmother. People always say that berlinerisch is to German what cockney is to English. For all I know, they could be right; I never met a cockney. Is there anything special youd like me to do?


No. Nothing special, John answered. What did I expect him to say? Take off your clothes? I know Ive given you too much. When he smiled his eyes crinkled, so you couldnt see their glorious dark blue, but the smile made his face glow; it made you feel you had your own sun to warm you.



I popped back into English, where I sounded as well-bred as I had in German (that is to say, as far from being a Vanderbilt as a human being can get), but in which I felt much more comfortable. Really, thats okay, Mr. Berringer. Ill try to get everything done by the end of the week.


Fat chance. Wed stopped being swamped six months earlier. Now we were drowning. The great thing about being one of the top Wall Street firms is you have the top clients: the biggest corporations and banks in the world. The bad thing is that before they pay you, you have to do work for them. Since Johns work was representing their interests in Europe, they all wanted ninety-seven times more work done than had ever been done before in the course of legal history.


Half of them said, Get us (and our holdings) out of Germany. Now. The other half said, Hey, look at what those Nazis are spending! It costs a fortune to conquer Europe. Get us a piece of it. Now.


It would be great if you could catch up, he said in English. Oh, I forgot. Mr. Leland wants to borrow you this afternoon. He has a letter to go to Germany. Very simple. You can translate it yourself and send it off. Could you fit that inwithout hating me forever?


Yes, Mr. Berringer.


And still be caught up by Friday?


Sure.


Wonderful! He looked up at me. Miss Voss


He stopped for a second, maybe to think what else he wanted. I didnt care. Id wait. While his mind was someplace else, I could study him. His mouth was open, just a little. What a mouth! Beautiful, not one of those thin, mean mens mouths that look like an appendix scar. Full, but not too full. Hed be on top of me, roughing up my face with his, but then hed bring his mouth over mine and


Miss Voss.


Yes, sir?


Thanks. You can go back to your desk now.






My dream world was like all those European countries in the papers: Poland, Czechoslovakia, Albania. One minute beautiful. The next, destroyed.





Listen, the Voice of Reason would probably butt in here, what youre talking about isnt love. Its a crush: a common enough occurrence, nest-ce pas? (The Voice of Reason sounds a lot like the executive secretaries, Vassar girls who work for the senior partners.) A working girl from Ridgewood, Queensbright enough for what she is, but a suitable match for John Berringer, Esq., magna cum laude, Columbia College, editor in chief of the Columbia Law Review? How marrrvelously droll. (You get stuck in a booth in the ladies room a few times when the Vassar girls come in to powder their noses and you get to be an expert on how Voices of Reason talk.) Delightfully piquant. And a trifle touching too, this secretarys dreams of love with a married man.


Well, it may have been droll, but as I said to myself, over and over: Hey, this is love! Although not at first sight. Id seen him for nearly ten years in the firms international department, from the time he was out of law school.


Wed talked about John even then. He was ridiculously handsome, I told the girls, like a young movie star playing the Big Man on Campus role in one of those Cubby Cooper Goes to Collegetype movies. He was meant to be fifteen feet tall and black-and-white; he was too good to be real. I remember hed worn white shirts so starched they could carry on a life of their own. Hed shared a secretary with three of the other young lawyers. When he had to write a letter in German, he dictated it to himself.


Way back then, I was twenty-one years old and a secretary to one of the middle-level partners, P. Louis Tracy. Youd think there was something a little wrong with a guy who answers his phone, Good ahfternoon. P. Louis Tracy. There was: not his head, though; his heart. Nine years later, on the Fourth of July, 1939, P. Louis Tracy joined his wife at the bar of their country club after playing eighteen holes and dropped dead over his third Rob Roy.


Even before P. Louis Tracy played his last hole, John had been made a partnerthe only other member of the firm really fluent in German. Back then, the fact that he was about thirty times smarter than P. Lou hadnt been a secret around Blair, VanderGraff and Wadley. But since, despite his brains, he was also about thirty years younger, he hadnt been considered one of the important international partners. But suddenly he was; less than a week after July 4, John inherited P. Lous office, cases, percentage of the profitsand me.


At first I looked at John and thought: Another pretty face. In fact, the prettiest. I can live with that. It definitely beats working for a guy with four chins. Okay, he dictates like a snail, but at least he gets it rightdoesnt make me retype fifty thousand times. John Berringer was going to be a good boss. But fall for him? Not me. Even though he was supposed to have a brilliant legal mind, all I could see was the gleam of the surface: eyes, hair, teeth. John shonefor everybody: Hello. Youre wonderful. Im gorgeous. Life is grand.


But late one January afternoon, when the sky outside looked like a thick black velvet ribbon, I glanced across his desk and realized he was beautiful. Deep-down beautifuland more.


Lets face it. He was hot. Beneath his gloss, under his charm, he had it. It. John Berringer was one of those men on fire. It took a while for me to feel that heat beneath the cool impersonal brightness. But that afternoon, just watching his thumb flick the pages of a memorandum of law (dumb, but true), I suddenly knew.


Unfortunately, from the way he flew out of the office the second he finished work, it was obvious Mrs. John Berringer knew too. Knew, and was waiting, because she loved everything he had to offer.






On that last normal day, Hitler sent endless cables to his generals, Mussolini had several recorded temper tantrums, Neville Chamberlain took a long, silent walk, and the secretaries of Blair, VanderGraff and Wadley ate lunch. After all, this was America.


Like just about every other day, the partners strolled out to their clubs around twelve-thirty. At twelve-forty, making sure the elevators had time to empty out so the partners couldnt see their stampede, the young lawyersthe associatesmade a mad dash for their restaurants. Five minutes later, the Vassar girls tippytoed off to their tearoom, where they met other Vassar girls from other law firms, probably to talk about what they were always talking about, like what Schubert had been played at last nights symphony concert and who the really top-drawer Princeton men were.


Exactly two seconds after they left, the regular secretaries raced to the conference roomten or twelve of us, with lunch bags, at that giant rectangular table in that giant wood-paneled room. It was like eating inside a mahogany tree. Suddenly it was as if somebody yelled, On your markGet setBut instead of a gunshot, one enormous crinklethe noise of ten or twelve sandwiches being ripped out of waxed paper.


Why I even bother to mention this, girls, is beyond me, Gladys Slade began, her voice slightly muffled by Spam on white, but Mrs. Avenel called four times this morning! Gladys put on her haughty, high-class voice: Gladys, my deah, do hate to disturb you, but would you get my husband on the line for one tiny second. Gladys shook her head. She probably wanted his permission to flush. Her bosss wife called at least ten times a day. We nodded in sympathy because our mouths were full, and huddled in our sweaters.


It was always cold in the room. We had to keep the windows open so the lawyers wouldnt sniff out secretary-lunch smells and know we were eating in there.


Gladys was Queen of Lunch. Better, actually. Gladys Sladewith beginning-to-gray brown hair cut into what was meant to be a neat Dutchboy but frizzed into crazed curlicues when the humidity was more than five percent, with hazel eyes a little too small and a little too close togetherlooked absolutely ordinary. Well, except for her nostrils: They were so immense she could have hidden two salamis up her nose. But she was a born leader.


Her being forty didnt hurt, either. Gladys had been at the law firm longer than any other secretary, twenty-two years, and no one knew more about what was going on at Blair, VanderGraff and Wadley than she did. SomeoneShakespeare, George Washingtononce said, Knowledge is power. Shed seen it all: Mr. Blair becoming under secretary of the Treasury, Mr. VanderGraff going bald, Mr. Wadley dying of a stroke while waiting for the elevator. She hadnt actually seen him dieno one hadbut she was one of the first afterward, while he was still purple. Gladys knew everything. And not just the big stuff. She knew who was doing what to whom, and probably how, when and where, but Gladys being Gladys, she never let on about the really sizzling stuff. She probably tuned it out; all Gladys thought about were clothes and hairdos and innuendos, not bodies. For her, life did not actually exist below the neck or under the vest.


But for good old-style gossip, she was better than anyone. My dears, she would begin, like we were whispering in a corner at a society cocktail party, did I tell you who the widow Carpenter brought with her to the reading of the late Misters will? Her financial adviser! With a pompadour! I thought Mr. Avenel would have a stroke, because she insisted


Since I was Gladyss closest friend, she turned to me first. What about Mr. B, Linda? It was just a regular lunch question. No one in the office, including Gladys, had a clue about what I felt for John. Anything new?


Who has time for anything new? I answered. Were going crazy trying to keep up with Europe.


Whats with Europe? Wilma Gerhardt called from down the table. Her voice was so horribly nasal that every time she opened her mouth it was like listening to a bad vaudevillian attempting a Brooklyn accent. God knows no one else from that borough ever made you cringe like that at the wrongness of the sound, worse than the eeeeek of chalk on a blackboard. But she was saved from total awfulness by a single grace: her looks. Wilma was a knockout. You going to Gay Paree or something, Linda? She patted her dazzling dark hair; she was the only girl in the office who wore an upsweep every single day. Luckily for her, she had plenty of time for hairdos. Her typewriter was untouched by human hands.


Whats with Europe? I repeated. I had to lean past Helen Rogerswho as usual was dribbling onto the shelf made by her bust (this time the shelf was dotted with little yellow dabs of egg salad)and past Anita Beane, who was nineteen, dewy and engaged. Wilma, you ever read a newspaper?


Gladys interrupted: Linda, youre not going to give us your Growing Nazi Shadow speech, are you?


Im just asking Wilma a simple question.


Wilma gave me a simple answer. Why should I read a newspaper? The ink gets all over your hands! For a second, Wilma was so thrilled by her brilliant, witty comeback that she forgot she was with the girls and actually broke into an acutely adorable giggle. It was a technique, like her eyelash-batting, she wouldnt ordinarily have wasted on women. She saved her talents for men, and they were talents not sneezed at; theyd helped get her a job eight or nine years earlier, in the pit of the Depression, while lots of inky-fingered readers of the New York Times and the Herald Tribune were stretching their hands high above their heads and taking swan dives off skyscrapers.


Havent you ever heard of Adolf Hitler? I demanded.


So is Mr. Berringer dictating letters to him? Under the Brooklyn accent, her voice had a nasty edge. She could be tolerant of homely girls like Rose Guthrie in Trusts and Estates, who looked like Winston Churchill (or, more accurately, Winston Churchills bulldog), but anyone who had a chance of attracting a mans attentionlike mewas a threat.



Id always been intrigued by Wilma. Her entire life was dedicated to men and to getting them. She made no pretense that she cared about who the mayor was, or what Gladys had thought of Gone With the Wind. She never looked beyond her own cleavage. Did she choose to be that way? Or did it come naturally? Was her selfishness just self-protection, a byproduct of hard times?


Sometimes I wished I could be like her, absolutely, contentedly selfish, not having to smile, not being forced to listen to Helen Rogers go into her umpteenth recounting of her Uncle Guss brother-in-laws funeral, where theyd botched up the makeup on the late lamented, and it formed globules under the heat of the lights, so it looked as if the guy in the satin-lined box was sweating. Helen would recount: His wife screamed, Mickey! Mickey! Youre hot! And they had to grab her because she fished out her hankie and was going to


Wilma had turned to Helen one day and snapped, mean and hard, Hey, shut up with that vomity funeral crap, would ya? And Helen had. What would it feel like, being free to say something like that?


Gladyss theory was that Wilma could say anything she wanted to; all she had to do was show up at the office. Her job, her life, would always be safe. Why? Because she had someone to protect her. See, she and her boss were friendly.


I agreed. Very friendly. Only for a very special kind of friend would an influential partner in a major law firm sneak in early in the morning to do his own typing. (Helen had once come in early and caught him typing a letter on the firm letterhead with two fingers, very slowly.) You got to figure, Id told Gladys, that Mr. Post was catching the 5:37 A.M. from Garden City just to catch up on his correspondence. He was no spring chicken, either. Another few months of the ebony-haired Wilma by night and the 5:37 by day, and wed be chipping in for a wreath and writing letters: Dear Mrs. Post, Im only a secretary at Blair, VanderGraff, but I was so sorry to hear about Mr. Posts sudden demise. His late hours were a measure of his devotion



What does Mr. Berringer write? Wilma kept going. Dear Adolf: How are you? I am fine.


She would have babbled on, but Gladys turned to her: Can it, Wilma.


Thats all Gladys said, but it worked. Even Wilma showed deference to Gladys. She mumbled, You can it, but it wasnt a challenge; her words had no heart. She just took a vicious bite of what actually looked like a steak sandwich (old Mr. Post kept her in protein) and chewed ostentatiously, as if to say, I got something to bite into, not like you girls with your crappy cream cheese.


Gladys turned back to me. Anything new? she asked once more. I am desperate for gossip, Linda.


Well, nothing scintillating, I began. Mrs. Berringer called late yesterday. Didnt even want to speak to him. Just left a message that she was having cocktails with her museum committee and wouldnt be home for supper.


Dinner, Linda, Gladys corrected. Wheres your class? Ditchdiggers eat supper. Attorneys dine.


Okay, she wouldnt be home to dine.


Very daintily, Helen Rogers picked her egg salad droppings off her bosom as she asked, You think the lovebirds had a fight? Her just leaving messages, I mean.


All married couples fight, Gladys pronounced.


I noticed Anita Beane flashing a fast look down the table to Fay Landon. They were the only engaged girls, and the look said, Would you listen to these old maids pretending to be marriage experts? But naturally, being nineteen and twenty-one and not complete fools, they didnt challenge Gladys. What did they have to gain? By June, theyd be married, and free from Blair, VanderGraff forever.


Mrs. Berringer went to Smith College. Right, Linda? Gladys asked me. I nodded and took a bite of my meat loaf sandwich, which would more accurately be described as a bread-crumb loaf sandwich, the price of meat being what it was. Smith College sounds so average, Gladys explained to the group, but its the poshest. Every year, they have one or two graduates who become duchesses orearls wives orAnyway, its much better than Vassar. Now describe Mrs. Berringer, Linda. Gladys was bossy, but she was fun. Well, not a bundle of laughs herself, but at least she was able to find fun for usin the lives of lawyers. Every single minuscule detail, she added. Give us the works.


Everyone leaned forward. There were a lot of reasons why everyone in the room was interestedno, fascinatedwith Mrs. John Berringer.


All that attention on meand on that tender topicmade me a little nervous. I had to put my sandwich down; I was squeezing it so hard, pretty soon Id have a fistful of mush. Questions would arise: Whats with Linda? She was talking about Mr. Berringer and she squished her sandwich. Oh!


You girls know what I know, I said, fast. And what I know is that Mrs. B must really be something. Mr. Berringer would do anything to make her happy. Everyone nodded. They loved it. He spent six hundred dollars on some oil painting she fell in love with at an art gallery. He gave me a certified check, sent me over to this art gallery, to some skinny guy with one of those nipped-in-waist suits, and the guy there says, Oh, for Mrs. Berringer. So young, but such a discerning eye.


When I went to the gallery that day, all I could think was John was buying her a birthday present that cost half what I earned every year. And he was taking her out to dinner besides. I knew; Id made the reservations.


Helen Rogers said, Six hundred dollars for a picture! Can you beat that?


For art, I said.


Was it pretty?


How should I know? I answered. Did I go to Smith College? It was modern. Mostly red squiggles with a little blacklike old chopped meat.


Linda, Gladys said, at least pretend you have some taste.


For that much money Id get emerald earrings, Wilma said. She massaged the lobe of her ear. I had a feeling Mr. Post was going to buy her a present in the near future. Not the dangle kind. You cant wear those during the day. Just give me big, fat emeralds that go right smack on your ear.


Id take a mouton jacket, someone else called out. And with the change


Anita Beane twisted her engagement ring round and round and said, Id buy a house for me and Herbie.


I hate to say it, Anita, Gladys said, but you cant buy a house for six hundred dollars. She was tired of hearing about Herbie, who worked as an assistant in a beauty parlor in Washington Heights and had another year to go before he could be called Mr. Herbert. Youll have to move in with his parents. But youll save up.


Then Gladys opened her thermos of coffee with the pads of her fingers. It was the ladylike way, but thered also been an articleHow to Avoid Nail Tragedyin the Mirror the day before. She took her time pouring, and that was a signal for all the others: free-play time. Ten or twelve soprano voices started squeaking at once.


But over all of them I heard Gladys, talking in a voice just meant for me: I dont know, Linda. Sometimes when a man does too much for his wife, she gets to not appreciating him. Sometimes Gladys deliberately drowned her voice in her coffee. Then she turnedfastto Winnie Curtis, at the farthest seat down the table, and called out: Doesnt Mr. Nugent look like Ronald Colman with pockmarks?





Edward Lelands face looked wrong. But he was so close to being normal-looking, you were dying to get up close and examine precisely how off his face was. But of course, you didnt get anywhere near Edward Leland. He was the most senior of the senior partners.


He was a genuine war hero too. In 1917, hed taken his rifle, crawled on his belly through a forest in France, and mowed down a platoon of German soldiers. Hed saved his men. He might have gone on, gotten more Germans, or gotten killed, but he crawled over a mine. His face and his shoulder had been blown up.



There were so many rumors in the office about how many operations hed had to get put back together, it was impossible to ever know the truth. The only thing we did know was that half his face was flatter than the other half, as though one or two pieces were still missing. Someone swore he had lots of little scars, but I couldnt see any. What I could seewhat nobody could misswas that the left half of his face was paralyzed. It didnt move; it didnt show expression. He was very scary.


As the cold afternoon light slanted through the big window behind his desk, Mr. Lelands heavy black brows, like twin awnings, cast shadows; you couldnt see what was in his eyes, although I had no doubt it was strictly cold, hard business. I was on loan because he had a letter to send to Germany. Id been on loan before, but never to Edward Leland.


Despite his position, he was not where he was because of his age; he was actually younger than most of the senior partners, in his early fifties. But whatever he had that the rest of them lackedintelligence, cunning, courage, personality: who knew?had made him extraordinarily powerful. The strings he pulled were tied not only to the law firm but to government. Anytime a New Dealer decided to talk to a Republican, guess whose phone rang? And did he ever bring in business!


I stood across the room from him, my back flat against the door. His secretary, Katherine from Vassar, had told me to go in, but not how far. His desk seemed half a city block away.


Come in, he called. I began. The trek along his rug seemed forever. Each time I looked at Mr. Leland, he appeared just as far away; the rug was an eternal Persian stretch of dark red and blue. And the worst of it was not making my way across that vast space but knowing he was watching me. He made me a nervous wreck.


At last I made it to his desk and stood before him. My left ankle wobbled, and I had a hideous picture of my leg giving way, and me crashing to the floor and trying to lift myself up by holding on to the edge of his desk, but instead pulling down his blotter and inkstand. Ive forgotten your name, he said, interrupting my nightmare.


Linda Voss. I was amazed I still had a voice.


I made myself look straight at him. There were only two things right about his looks: his chintough, squared offand his nose, an ordinary nose, although inappropriately upturned for such a man, daring to suggest that hed once been a cute little boy.


Linda Voss. Thats right. He paused. I snuck a fast peek around. Actually, his office wasnt as big as Id thoughtnowhere near what youd expect from such a big shot. To be equal to Edward Lelands clout, though, the room would have had to be the size of Radio City Music Hall. But it was medium-sized, with the kind of seedy leather furniture you see in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmeslots of cracked old leather chairs with fat feet, and scratched tables. That was the point, of course, the rattiness of it. If hed gotten nice new slipcovers, everybody would have thought he was an upstart.


Please sit down, he said. No big deal, right? But just go into some lawyers offices to take a letter and they keep you standing for half an hour. Even if you fainted on the floor, theyd just keep dictating, as if they came out of the Gestapo, not Yale Law School. Mr. Leland not only said, Please sit down, he said, Please sit down, Miss Voss.


Look, I knew he knew I wasnt one of the executive secretaries, but he treated me as if I was. For someone like that, Id take dictation till my fingers fell off. Because even though he was scary, you knew he was decent.


Okay, the real truth? The decency, but mainly because Edward Leland was John Berringers father-in-law. And Gladys, whod filled in a few months before when Kat from Vas was out with whooping cough, had told me about a picture of John and Nantheir wedding portraitMr. Leland kept on his desk. As I flipped open the pages of my pad, I noticed an oval silver frame angled so that if I leaned forward a little, I could get a glimpse. So I leaned forward.



Nuts. In the frame was a picture of an old-fashioned-looking young woman. She was pretty, with hair that reached her shoulders and curled in little commas over the lace of her dress. Her neck was long, what they call swan-like, and she wore a locket. The picture must have been taken years and years agoand then I realized. It was Mr. Lelands late wife. Very late. Shed died from some terrible liver disease when Nan was two, nineteen years before.


But where were John and Nan? I was dying to see the wedding gown. Id imagined it as something airy and beautiful, like chiffon or tullethe stuff gowns in fairy tales are made of. But then I thought, no, nothing airy for Nan. Shed wear satin, with a tight bodice and bell skirt, and everyone in church would whisper, Ooh, look how tiny her waist is!


Dear Herr, uh, Doktor Uhl, Mr. Leland began. Herr Doktor? Youll do all that for me, Miss Voss? Keep the herrs and the doktors straight?


Yes, sir, I said. Its easy. Lawyers are always Herr Doktor.


He leaned toward me. It looked casual enough, but when Edward Leland was leaning in your direction, it didnt feel casual. You were too nervous to begin with because he was so important, and then you were extra nervous because you didnt want him to catch you staring at how still half his face was, and, even worse, you were afraid hed know you were trying not to let on how you couldnt stop looking at him


Were you born in the United States? he asked.


I started to take it down in shorthand until I realized he was asking me a question. Yes, I said, a little too loud.


I knew why he was asking that; people at work, hearing that I was a bilingual secretary, often spent months waiting for me to slip and say, Guten Morgenoops, good morning, orif they were real anti-Germanto goof and, instead of a friendly wave, give a fast Heil Hitler! At least Mr. Leland had the sense to realize that the English you learn in German schools is not spoken with a Brooklyn-Queens accent.


Were your parents born here too?



Yes. My fathers parents came from Germany. Berlin. My grandmother lived with us.


And it was she who taught you German?


Gladys would have swooned with pleasure over the way he said And it was she. Shed say, See, Linda, class will out. Mr. Leland wasnt even tempted to say, And it was her; you could tell.


Yes, she and my father and II made sure I said Iall spoke it at home, and I took it in high school too. Thats where I learned to write it, and learned the grammar. Well, whatever grammar I know.


But you practiced it with her?


It wasnt really practice, Mr. Leland. She never learned English. She never had to. See, we lived in Ridgewoodthats in Queensand there are loads of Germans


God, was I ever running off at the mouth! I was mortified. But Mr. Leland smiled, a nice half smile. At least I didnt feel like a prize imbecile, even though I knew that he knew I was feeling funny about talking so much. I managed a small smile back. I mean, you just dont sit there and give a powerhouse like Edward Leland a big, fat grin.


My clients have just completed reviewing the most recent versions of the proposed contracts for your clients acquisitions of the specified industrial components, Mr. Leland began suddenly, and it would appear that with the exception of two points, all matters have been settled.


Nan Berringer hadnt gotten her looks from her father. I realized, as I tried not to peek over at the picture again, that Nan resembled her mother: good-looking in a clean way. Even though they were Society, the Leland ladies didnt look like the sleek, snooty Merle Oberon type. But still, you could tell they were for real, with far more than passably pretty faces. And then there was their background; it added an extra glow, like candlelight. If Id been born rich, I wondered, would I have been in the same league as the Leland ladies?


We have considered at great length your requirements for assurances of the delivery date Mr. Lelands voice was so deep that there were moments when it made you shake inside; it was almost a growl.


My client obviously cannot assume the risk of commitment for dates of delivery at Port of Bremerhaven.


Boy, I thought, comparing myself to Nan Leland Berringer! Still, it was interesting to think about what a couple of million could do for a girl.


Inasmuch as both of the above points have been previously discussed at some length and you had indicated that your clients would probaby have to agree


Unlike ninety-nine point nine percent of all lawyers, Edward Leland did not lean back and close his eyes while he dictated. Instead, he looked straight at you. Not at you, but it wasnt off into space, either. So you couldnt stare at him. And you couldnt give the Life Saver you were hiding a fast suck during pauses; I had a puddle of lime Life Saver juice under my tongue.


But in one pause, he seemed to be looking away, thinking about something else, so I took the opportunity to really check over his desk. Maybe John and Nans wedding picture was just a teeny one, and Id missed it. But it wasnt there. I felt so sad, as if Id just had a loss.


Miss Voss.


Oh, sorry, Mr. Leland.


We are assuming that all terms have been met and appropriate contracts including purchase orders will be forwarded within several days for execution by Volkswerke A. G., he went on. On behalf of both my clients and myself, I would like to thank you for your courtesy and efficiency in helping to bring this negotiation


My pencil was going fifty miles an hour; I could have gotten the Billy Rose Stenography Prize for 1940. Because I knew Mr. Leland had definitely been onto exactly what it was Id been looking for on his deskand hadnt found. You dont get to be Edward Leland, talking to presidents of Chase Bank and Ford Motor and the United States, for nothing. So I wrote like mad, which nudged him into dictating faster.



But Edward Leland wasnt in business to miss a trick. I think he knew what my sudden speed was about. And not only did he know what Id been looking for, but he probably even knew why Id been looking.


My hands got so wet my pencil almost slipped, but I kept on writing. Yes, he knew. But he wasnt going to make a federal case of it. Why should he? He saved his federal cases for when he had dinner with his dear old chums, the justices of the Supreme Court of the United States.


But just for a second, Mr. Leland looked me straight in the eye. A kindly look on that messed-up face. A little sad for me. And then he just kept talking.





As we left the office that day, I waved a copy of the World-Telegram in front of Gladyss face. Look at this. You think Hitlers playing games? Hes just given Goring total control of the whole German war industry.


Gladys said, Quiet! I have real news. Youre going to die when you hear it. And not a fast heart attack. A slow, painful, hysterical death.


Oh, sure, I said, positive it was going to be some gossip about Mr. Hastings in Litigation.


Gladys clutched her coat around her. A little dramatic. Although it was January, with that cold dampness that makes your toes ache, there wasnt even a snowflake swirling under the streetlight, much less the blizzard she seemed about to brave. But that was the wonderful thing about Gladyss theatricality. How many old maids are there who can watch life from behind a typewriter and find passion, thrills and chills in a law office? Me, you say? No. I didnt just want to watch. I wanted to have. Gladys didnt. She savored it all, but from a distance. When you hear this, youre going to say, Take me to the hospital. Im having a stroke from shock.


Gladys, tell me!


When you were in Mr. Lelands office today She smiled for a moment. I knew what she was doing: remembering when she had started at Blair, VanderGraff, when Mr. Leland had gone from being a loving husband to being a young widower with a small child. That had been great drama. Right after his wife died, she said, Mr. Leland turned gray. His hair, I mean. She paused. What do you think he looked like when he was young? Before it happened with the land mine.


I dont know. Forget Mr. Leland. Tell me: Whats the big secret?


How was Mr. Leland today? Gladys insisted.


The usual. He wanted to gossip about Carole Lombard and Clark Gable and


Come on. Didnt he seem at all funny?


Yeah, Gladys. He told me three jokes. Very dirty. About filthy things you never even heard of.


Linda, listen! Gladys slowed down, but the crowd wanted to get home. It forced us faster along the street, toward the subway. Mr. Berringer is Mr. Lelands son-in-law, right? Well, you may think you know all there is to know, but hold your horses!


It was what they say happens in an awful accident: Time slows down. Not slow motion, but in the terrible moment just before awfulness, youre more alive than youve ever been before. Everything matters. I felt my scalp tighten. I could smell the soggy wool of Gladyss tweed. Coal soot made my eyes water. The wind whooshed down the street, and a flyaway page of the Post slapped against a lamppost.


Im holding my horses, I said, cool, a regular cucumber. Like, what could there possibly be about Mr. Berringer that would surprise me for more than a tenth of a second? Like, come on, Gladys, lets get this over with so we can get on to something big.


How long have they been married? Gladys demanded.


Mr. Berringer and Nan Leland?


Oh, dont be cute. Tell me. Two, three years? I nodded. Well, that was enough for the young Mrs. B! Gladys proclaimed.


Youd think Id have dropped dead right there on Rector Street. But all I said was, Oh, Gladys!



Gladys was stunnedand peevedat my disinterest. Linda, this is a fact.


Har-har-har, I answered. Look, I wanted to say, if there was anything going on with John Berringer, wouldnt I be the first to pick it up? But I didnt trust my voice enough.


I have proof, Gladys said.


What? A mysterious strangers fingerprints on Nan Berringers you-know-whats?


Would you please get your mind out of the gutter and think. What would be final proof? Gladys was having fun. This was nothing more to her than office dramabut the most supreme, the richest, the juiciest.


I give up.


Why are you giving up so easily?


The crowd swept us on, a great force that stopped at nothing, down the gritty stairs to the subway, past the overhead To Brooklyn and Queens sign, past a giant Nestls Cocoa ad. I felt out of control. Halfway down, my foot skidded on the cellophane from a pack of cigarettes, and if I hadnt grabbed the banister I would have gone crashing down. My body was finally comprehending what my mind had learned.


Linda, are you okay? Gladys asked.


Fine. I swallowed, although all that made me do was realize how sick I felt. So, I managed, is this what you were talking about at lunch? About a wife not appreciating?


Linda, dont you realize?


No. I really dont. Listen, its some ridiculous rumor. Id know if there was anything with anything.


For your information, it just so happens I was slumming today. That means she was hanging around Marian Mulligans desk. Who does Marian work for?


Mr. Wilson.


Mr. Wilson who does matrimonials. Oh, God, I thought, oh, God! I managed to shrug. Guess who Mr. Wilson was writing to?


A sob sister. Dear Penelope Potts, I am a creepy attorney with so much hair hanging out of my nose people think its a mustache and



Linda, listen! Nan Berringer is going to Reno! Mr. Wilson was writing to a Nevada divorce lawyer, giving him all the details of who gets what. Somehow I had gotten down the flight of stairs and was on the platform, waiting for the train. Do you believe me now? I nodded. Are you shocked? Linda, are you shocked?


She would have been heartbroken if I wasnt, and, of course, I was. So I gave her something for her trouble. Yeah, Gladys, Im shocked.


Good. I mean, you should be. The subway roared through the tunnel into the station and screeched to a stop. As the doors opened and we pushed our way on, she said, You should see the list of what shes getting. Stocks. Bonds. And much more. One hundred and fifty-seven pieces of sterling-silver flatware. With all their friends and family who shop at Tiffany, youd think theyd have more, but


Dear God. John was going to be free. My dreams were dangerous.
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Linda, honey, put on some rouge, stick your boobies in his face, and bingo! Hell be kissing your feet. My mother was great at advice to the lovelorn. What are you waiting for? Mistletoe? Nows the time to grab Mr. Whosis. That John guy you work for.


Why would John give me the time of day? Why would any normal, rational human being take me and John Berringer seriously, even for two seconds? The answer: They wouldnt. Theyd say, Snap out of it, Linda! But this was my mother, and the normal and rational categories were not the places youd go looking for her.


Angel, if he wanted some rich Manhattan snot-nose, Mrs. John wouldnt be in Reno, Las Vegas.


Forget it, Mom, I said, Im living in a dream world. Men like him dont marry girls like me.


Instead of saying, Hey, what about Cinderella and the prince? my mother merely sighed; she was too drunk to give me a fight. Then she lowered her still-gorgeous eyes and gazed passionately at her plate. An outsider would have thought shed fallen in love with her salmon croquette.


Last nights booze still sloshed inside her. She looked the way she usually looked on any typical winter Wednesday nightor any night: half drunk, half hung over. She didnt even make a stab at her salmon, but then, my mother hardly ever ate anything. I worried about her; gin and ginger ale wasnt carrots and peas. The booze drowned not only her beautyand my mother had been so incredibly lovelybut her health. Her clear white skin, with its faint glimmering of pinklike a seashellhad turned yellow. Then the tiny crisscross lines on her face deepened until, under the glare of the light that hung over the table, her skin resembled those terrible pictures of the Okies dry, cracked land, desperate for rain.


Shed bought that light herself, soon after shed gotten married. It dangled from a once-white wire; the bulb was half covered with a glass shade painted with pink, blue and purple bunnies. Cute, silly, meant for a frilly boudoirlike my mother. The light didnt belong in the kitchen, and neither did she. It was a useless room as far as she was concerned. She couldnt cook and she wouldnt eat.


Even if shed been starving, my mother wouldnt have picked up a fork. Eating interfered with drinking. Two spoons of mashed potatoes could soak up a shot of gin, and my mother liked to get sloshed as fast as possible. That she held off till I got home from work, so we could have dinner together, was proof of her love. She needed a drink so badly; she had d.t.s nearly every night: not near-convulsions, but gentle, feminine d.t.s. Pale, trembling hands. She kept them in her lap, hoping, I guess, that I wouldnt see them and get upset. She honestly tried. Though she was no prize as a mother and she knew it, she loved me as much as she could.


But she wouldnt eat to save her lifenot even for me. Eating smudged lipstick, and, even plastered, my mother managed enough self-control to keep her makeup perfect. Well, almost perfect: I noticed shed drawn one of her eyebrows into a higher arch than the other, so it looked as if she had doubts about everything I said.


Suddenly, she sat straight up and smoothed the front of the pink duster she was wearing over her dress to protect it from the dinner she wouldnt touch. Shed remembered we were having a conversation. Linda, dollface, why do you keep thinking Wall Street lawyers are different? Sweetie, men are all alike. Theres only one thing makes them happy. You know that. You wanna hook this John? Clue him in youre ready toIm not shocking you, am I? Youre over twenty-one.


By ten years, Mom.


Men arent like girls. They need it. Hed probably give his right arm to have your company tonight. Unless you think the reason Mrs. Whosis took a walk was because he has a chippy on the side.


No, hes not that type. That was my worst fear: Nan getting a divorce because John was in love with someone else.


Sweetie, theyre all that type.


Why dont you try the croquette? Just a bite. Its not bad.


I bet its great! Youre a wonderful cook, lovie. But Im just not hungry tonight. Now listen to me about men. I know what puts a smile on their face.


I (obviously) didnt. Maybe my mother was right. After all, Betty Johnston Voss had been born to please men. She was beautiful. Huge, limpid brown eyes instead of the predictable blue. Blond hair so soft that it looked like the froth on top of an ice cream soda, and if that wasnt enough (and it wasnt), the worlds deepest dimples. My father had pulled a fast one, beating out the competition by eloping with her the day she turned sixteen. Id been born nine months later.


Nows your chance, Linda. I know youre more like your father than like me. Real smart, listening to the news, reading the papers. You could get yourself a lawyer if you werentwell, you knowsuch a stick. Get your hair out of that old-lady bun. Wear red lipstick. Give him a little thigh.


Mom, thats not law firm etiquette.


Baby doll, you use your brain. So whats wrong with using your legs too? My mother smiled encouragingly, then belched. I wouldnt tell you this if you was a kid, but nowListen, if he wants a virginyoull pardon my Frenchhes gonna find a young one, so you might as wellWhat the heck. Live a little.


It was so hard being a brainless ex-beauty. There she satin a chair upholstered in faded red oilcloth at a creaky oak kitchen tablebehind a wall of makeup, forty-seven years old. Shed started boozing soon after shed lost my father, when she suddenly realized it was impossible to be a child bride when you were no longer a childand when the groom was kaput. A bride was all shed ever been or wanted to be.


When I didnt want to scream at her for stealing food money for her boozing or for throwing up in her bed oroncefor carrying on with three men in a car parked right in front of the house, my mother broke my heart.


Dont be afraid of a little fun, Linda, she went on. Her eyes were made up to look wide and girlish, and shed painted her mouth into a young pink kiss.


My mother was the youngest and prettiest of five sisters. Her father, a subway maintenance man, had died of a heart attack when she was six or seven, and her mother had kept the family going by taking in boarders, and from a few things my mother had said (Mama had her favorite boarder, and Lucille had hers, and Meg hers, a trolley motorman with a peg leg, and), I guessed theyd managed to supplement the family budget a little above and beyond the rent money. Theyd had to. My mothers fathers familythe Johnstonshadnt helped out at all after hed died. The Johnstons werent a close-knit group, although for some peculiar reason they could always be counted on to show up in droves for a funeral. As far as I knew, my mothers mothers familyshe thought their name was Dunstan or Duncanwere all dead, although there might be a cousin in California.


My mother gave her hair a tender, loving pat, checking to see if it was still fluffy. Let loose. Like I do. Live a little!


Six nights a week my mother let loose. She traipsed from bar to bar along the Brooklyn-Queens border. Nearly every night she wound up with the first man who gave her the eye. Usually she was home before dawn, but sometimes she didnt show up for days at a time.


Why dont you give old John baby a try? You two got a lot in common, working together on law stuff, talking German. How many girls speak it? Im not talking about those Kraut piggies with earmuff braids. Your father couldve had a million of them, those fatties. It would have made his old lady happy, but he wanted an all-American girl, not some frowline. But I admit, I used to think it was so nice, your father saying sweet nothings to me in Germanwhen we were alone, if you get me. Not that I got what he meant, but it was so Continental.


That my mother could have spent almost thirty years living in a German-speaking house never caring enough to even learn the meaning of the word ja explains what she was like. That her mother-in-law, my Grandma Olga, could have come to America in 1884 and spent fifty-four years in Brooklyn and Queensuntil she died in 1938refusing to understand a simple yes explains what she was like too. My mother at least had an excuse. Like many born beauties, she had been allowed to concentrate on her own loveliness; skills like speaking foreign languages, scouring bathtubs and shopping for groceries were things she could get other people to do for her. My Grandma Olga, on the other hand, would not learn English because it was a waste of time; shed truly believed it was only a matter of a year or two before shed go back to Berlin in a fur coat. And when she no longer believed thatthat America was the land of opportunityshe refused to listen to its language.


My mother rested her elbow on the table. It creaked. The table had been Olgas choice: plain wood, straight legs; cheap but serviceable. Shed bought it in the late 1880s or early 90s, after shed come to America. Throughout the house, her no-nonsense chairs sat stiffly beside my mothers flamingo-and-palm-tree wallpaper; her white iron bedsteads were covered with spreads that my mother picked, with flower, kitten and bird designs in every single pastel shade ever invented by man.


Lookit, Linda, my mother said, as I brought the dishes over to the sink. I got an idea to help you loosen up. Make believe youre me! Come on, dont laugh. Itll work. Flirt with that John a little, call him big boy in German. Play your cards right and before you know it, no more typing for you. Hell set you up real nice someplace.


Mom, I dont want to be set up.


I went back to the table, swept off a couple of crumbs and put the ketchup in the icebox. It was just as well my mother didnt even try to help anymore. Dishes flew out of her hands, then crash-landed on the floor. And her idea of an interesting use for leftovers was to dump everything into the garbage. I went back to the sink and wrapped her salmon croquette in waxed paper. Her dinner was almost always my next lunch.


So maybe hell set you up legit. Whats the matter, you never heard of a boss marrying a secretary?


Ive heard about it, but


Listen, for the time being get what you can out of him. A good time, satin nightgowns. Some girls get diamond watches, even. And then who knows? Maybe a wedding ring. For a second, a mist came over her eyes. She blinked it away before it could ruin her mascara, but when she spoke again, the mist was in her voice. Maybe hell be your Herman, honey!




Was my father something! To hear his nameHerman Ernst Vossyoud think: Big deal, another Heinie. But would you have been wrong! My father was a real American. Tall and strong. And smart.


Right from the start, my father was good in everything: sports, math, history. And so all American he could have been Andy Hardys taller, handsomer big brother. If he hadnt quit high school to get a job, he could have gotten
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