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Monday, March 28, 1938

Subic Bay Naval Base, Philippine Islands

The whir of the helicopter’s rotors accelerated into a steady ‘chuff chuff chuff,’ and a moment later the contraption lifted off the ground, its blades creating wind sufficient to lay the tall grass flat. 

Commander Douglas Bainbridge clasped his hand on his hat and looked down, blinking his eyes rapidly while moisture streamed from them, driven across his cheeks by the force of air. 

“Seventy-five horsepower engine!” shouted Commander Morris Whitburn, the visiting Research and Development officer. 

At twenty feet off the ground, the experimental craft shifted gears and moved forward. 

Doug and the three men beside him—Intelligence Officers assigned to the U.S. Asiatic Fleet—watched the strange metal craft circle the giant clearing in the jungle in less than a minute. Its nose was shaped like a bullet, and the pilot sat in an open cockpit like a single seat airplane, just four feet below a giant rotating blade that resembled a horizontal fan. The craft’s tail was a tapered open frame, with a smaller vertical blade spinning at the rear. 

“As you can see, unlike the autogyro the Spanish Navy uses, this Sikorski prototype utilizes powered transverse twin rotors for both lift and propulsion,” Whitburn shouted. “Like the Spanish autogyro, it will be able to take off from and land on the deck of a ship. And those pontoons will enable amphibious takeoff and landing.” 

The pilot brought the experimental craft down in the center of the clearing some fifty yards from the observers, and powered down the engine. 

Whitburn continued. “Besides the obvious search and rescue possibilities at sea, we believe the Sikorski prototype will enable long-distance scouting for cruisers outside of carrier groups.” 

“But how will it defend itself?” Doug asked, pointing toward the sleek silver shell encompassing the front and sides of the craft. “There’s no gun turret, and no room to mount one in front of the pilot.” 

“It’s not like the Japs will let us watch their fleet from above without firing on the damn thing,” one of Doug’s companions agreed. 

“That’s one of the issues we’ve asked the engineers to solve,” Whitburn said. “We expect significant design changes before this prototype becomes operational.” 

“How soon do you think that’s gonna be?” one of Doug’s other companions asked. 

“We’re optimistic that the Sikorski can be operational in one to two years.” 

The four intelligence officers exchanged a doubtful look. One let out a low whistle. Doug shook his head. 

Whitburn’s lips tightened, but he gave no other visible reaction. “The latest cruiser design already incorporates space for one of these babies. Every cruiser coming out of dry dock starting next January will have a launch pad right on deck, at the stern. The Spanish autgyro’s been taking off from their ships since ’34, and the Secretary’s determined for us to catch up.”  

“How soon do you expect the design changes?” Doug asked. 

Whitburn’s lips turned down in thought. “I can’t pin that down too precisely, you understand—but I would expect modifications to be approved this summer.” 

“And you’ll get copies of the new designs to us then?” 

“That’ll be my top priority,” Whitburn said. 

Doug highly doubted it but kept that thought to himself. 

“Any other questions?” Whitburn’s gray-blue eyes held Doug’s in a way that might have been meant to convey confidence, or it might have been meant to intimidate. 

“Let’s see it go again,” Doug said. 
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Port of Manila, Philippine Islands

Doug stepped off the wharf at one PM, raising his hand to the front bill of his cap to shield his eyes from the blazing sun, and looked up at the five-story gleaming white Art Moderne building before them. The Marsman Building, the fleet’s HQ. The intelligence officers had a lunch appointment with Admiral Yarnell at his office on the fifth floor. 

Doug had been here before, though this would only be the third time he’d met Admiral Yarnell. The anticipation still gave him butterflies in his stomach. 

A lieutenant on the fifth floor showed the four intelligence officers into a spacious dining room with giant windows looking over the port. Doug could tell the others were nervous, as well; everyone walked around, fidgety. He went to the window and looked across the bay at Cavite Naval Station, where the Valparaiso was docked. 

A side door opened, and Admiral Yarnell entered from his office. All of them snapped to attention and saluted, but the admiral waved them off. “As you were.” He looked toward a Filipino waiter in a white jacket. “Bring lunch in now, Angelo.” 

The waiter nodded without a word, and stepped outside. 

“Have a seat,” the admiral said, taking the chair at the head of the table. “We’ll begin lunch, and once everything’s set you can brief me on this morning’s demonstration.” A moment later, the waiter Angelo returned pushing a cart with five silver trays, plus a silver pitcher covered in condensation. He set one tray in front of each of them, and poured a glass of ice water from the pitcher. 

Once Angelo had departed, closing the door behind him, Admiral Yarnell said, “Alright, let’s hear about this prototype demonstration.”

**
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“Bainbridge, I’d like you to remain a moment,” Admiral Yarnell said after the lunch, when they stood near the door. He turned to the other three intelligence officers and thanked them for the briefing. 

Doug’s heart leapt into his throat while he watched the others leave. Once the door was closed, Yarnell told him to take a seat. 

“With spring here, we expect the Japanese to resume their offensive in China any time now.” 

Doug nodded. “I agree, sir.” Where was the admiral going with this? 

“A few years ago, ONI had a man in Shanghai who ran Chinese agents in and out of Japanese ports posing as fishermen, observing their movements. His identity is still secret, but we know he’s no longer in Shanghai. I don’t know what became of his network of agents.” Yarnell leaned back, tenting his fingers in front of his chin. “Bainbridge, we’d like you to rebuild that network. Chinese laborers digging ditches, fishermen trawling the rivers—whoever would be innocuous to the Japanese. If we piece together enough tiny pieces, we can get some idea what those bastards have planned.” 

“So the aim is to fill the gaps in our intelligence—where and when the Japanese are going to attack next?” 

“Exactly. And with what forces. Can you do that, Bainbridge?” 

It was exciting, the thought of building a network of Chinese agents to spy on the Japanese navy and marines. But it would also test his abilities in ways he wasn’t entirely confident. 

“Yes, sir.” 

**
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Cavite Naval Station

Manila Bay, Philippine Islands

Doug stepped off the gunboat at three PM, after a brief run from the Port of Manila. He stifled a yawn as he took off on foot through “Cavite City” toward the building where he had temporary quarters. It was only mid-afternoon, but it had already been a long day. 

He’d risen before dawn to take a gun boat from Cavite station to Subic Bay, a forty-two nautical mile trip that took two hours. Half of the Asiatic Fleet’s ships were docked at Cavite, which jutted into the southern part of Manila Bay and guarded the entrance to the capital city and its port; and the other half were stationed at the much larger Subic Bay base up the coast. He’d met the other three Intelligence Officers there at eight o’clock, and they’d ridden in a truck seventeen miles into the forest on a dirt road that made a giant loop through the massive naval base. A guard shack manned by three Marines stood at the entrance to a trail through the jungle, and the Intelligence Officers had proceeded alone on foot, to the top-secret demonstration in the secret clearing. 

After the demonstration they’d done all of that in reverse, except the gunboat took them to Manila for the meeting with the admiral. Although the briefing went well, Doug was keyed up and exhausted by the time lunch ended. 

And now his mind was preoccupied with the task the admiral had given him. 

At least the two-hour boat trip from Subic to Manila had afforded him time to draft the report about the Sikorski prototype that he’d give to Captain Jansen upon his return to Shanghai. His work was done for the day, so when he walked past the USS Valparaiso—the cruiser to which he was assigned—he didn’t board and instead walked toward “home” in one of the concrete block buildings that housed officers. 

The breeze coming off the bay billowed the sheer white curtain on either end of the giant window and alleviated much of the heat and humidity. Two items lay on the cool tile floor of the airy room overlooking Bacoor inlet. Doug picked up an envelope addressed to him in Lucy’s handwriting, postmarked Shanghai, plus a smaller unmarked envelope. 

He sat on the end of the bed and opened Lucy’s letter first. 


March 23, 1938



Dear Doug, 



Not much news since my letter last week, except that I got confirmation that Mother arrives on the 15th of April, and will be staying with us for two months. 

I can already hear your groan over all this distance. I know it’s going to be a challenge, for both of us, but I can’t tell her to leave sooner. She’s my mother, after all, and I haven’t seen her in almost two years. And you know as well as I do we can use her help once the baby comes. Of course we can rely on Bao, that’s not a question, but it’s going to be a new experience for him as well. I think having the benefit of Mother’s experience will be a god-send. 

And before you say anything, Abbie has already promised me that she and Kenny will drag us out of the house at least once a week to be with our friends. You know Mother won’t want to come along on those nights. She might insist on joining us for dinner, but she won’t want to go to any nightclubs. Yes, I know she might make comments, but we can ignore that, can’t we? 

I miss you terribly. I know I said this in my earlier letters, but I’ve gotten to be as big as a house, and it’s tiring trying to do anything outside of the house. Bao has been a tremendous help, so don’t worry about me. Just get home on time. In ten days I’ll be back in your arms and all will be right. 

Your loving wife, 



Lucy



The letter brought a broad grin to Doug’s lips. He held the paper to his nose, and thought he could detect a whiff of her perfume. Chanel Number 5. 

He’d been gone from Shanghai almost three months—the longest absence since he was posted to the Valparaiso last May. Following the fall of Nanking in December, their ship had been sent after the first of the year to patrol the Chinese coast to guard American ships in the sea lanes, from Tianjin on the Yellow Sea in the north, down along the East China Sea all the way to Guangdong—Canton—on the South China Sea. After two months on patrol, the Valparaiso put into Manila Bay for their semi-annual visit to fleet HQ. They’d been docked at Cavite for the last month. 

But he would see her soon. He refolded her letter and put it back in the envelope. Then he turned his attention to the smaller unmarked envelope and removed the slip of paper inside. 


A bunch of us have gone to Long Beach for the afternoon. Come join us when you get back. 



Scott



Doug looked at his watch—it was almost three-thirty. By the time he caught a rickshaw down there, it would be four o’clock. And it would be so nice to take a nap instead...

He took his swim trunks from a drawer, grabbed a towel, stuffed them both in his shoulder bag, and headed out the door. 

**
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Long Beach

Cavite City, Philippine Islands

Doug spotted dozens of crewmembers from the USS Valparaiso when the rickshaw stopped in front of a bathhouse on the edge of the beach, four miles south of the base. At least a couple hundred other American men frolicked in short swim trunks on the sand or in the waves, representing the crews of several ships in the fleet. A group to his right played a vigorous game of touch football, their torsos glistening with sweat. 

He waved to several men who called his name, and walked into the bathhouse. He closed the door of one of the changing rooms and got out of his white uniform and into the pair of dark blue light woolen swim trunks he’d bought a few months after arriving in Shanghai. That first beach outing with Kenny and Abbie and their friends—now his friends as well—in September 1935 had been an exercise in letting go of inhibitions. 

The swim trunks in style in 1935 were a bit shorter on the thigh than the swimsuits he’d grown up with in the ‘20s—a four-inch inseam instead of six-inch—and the A-top had a deeper neckline; plus, the top was now separate and detachable. Doug had left it buttoned on, and Pete, George, Fred, and Stuart had laughed at him. Kenny had been nicer about it and whispered “I know that’s part of the suit, but no one under forty wears it.” So Doug had reluctantly braved a bare torso in front of Abbie, Julia, and Betty, and it took most of that first day to get comfortable with that. 

He wasn’t sure why he’d thought of that, but nowadays he would have felt far more awkward with a top on walking out onto the beach full of bare-chested men in trunks. How things can change in just two and a half years. 

“Doug, over here!” Scott Farnsworth waved at him from a beach towel, grinning, propped up on an elbow. Doug smiled back and spread his towel next to Scott’s. 

And then averted his eyes from his friend’s new trunks—super short, and awfully form-fitting—but not before he saw Scott’s grin widen. Then Scott rolled onto his left side, facing Doug, bent his right knee and pulled his right foot up behind his left knee. 

Showing off. 

“You like my new swimsuit? I found it in Manila a couple weeks ago. The latest style.” 

Doug only glanced at him before looking back toward the waves. “I see a bunch of our men out in the water.” He concentrated on counting the familiar faces. He was definitely not thinking about the curve of Scott’s thigh, golden from the sun. How short were those damned trunks? Did they even have a one-inch inseam? 

Scott chuckled and looked toward the water. But he didn’t shift back onto his back, Doug couldn’t help but notice. “I went out there a little while ago. Played in the surf. Today’s our last chance.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “It’s nice here in the sun.” 

“I’ll be glad to get home,” Doug said, furtively glancing at Scott’s upturned face from the corner of his eye. 

Scott looked back at him. “Of course you are. You’ve got that baby coming soon.” 

Doug nodded. “In about four weeks.” 

“I bet you’re excited for that.” 

A flutter swept through Doug’s belly. He couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, I am.” 

Scott was quiet for a moment, looking down at the strip of sand between them. “What do you think it’ll be like when we get back there?” 

“With the Japanese occupation, you mean?” 

“Yeah. With the Japs in control of the whole area now, the international concessions are surrounded. What’s that gonna be like? I mean, we haven’t really spent much time in Shanghai since the city fell. Is it gonna feel like being under siege?”

Good question. “I don’t think so.” Lucy’s letters hadn’t said much about it, so Doug could only assume things in the International Settlement and French Concession were the same as before. He couldn’t rely on his own observations, since they’d been called away a couple of weeks after the Japanese took the final Chinese strongholds in Shanghai and rushed to Nanjing to help protect the American embassy during the Japanese assault on the Chinese capital. 

What they’d seen there would haunt Doug’s nightmares for the rest of his life. 

Doug closed his eyes and shook his head to clear the grisly memories. They’d returned to Shanghai in time for Christmas but had to leave a couple of weeks later for coastal patrol. And they’d been gone almost three months. Any number of things could have changed in that time. 

A dark-haired young man with a deep suntan ran into the space on the other side of Scott, stretching to catch a football. His foot sprayed sand onto Scott’s torso. Scott squinted his eyes and turned away. 

“Careful!” Doug shouted. He wasn’t sure why the football would have been thrown this direction; they were a good twenty-five yards from where that group was playing. 

The catcher looked down at Scott with a touch of a smirk. “Sorry about that, Ensign Farnsworth.” The way the young man stressed Scott’s rank, and the way his mouth curved into a wicked half-smile told Doug the encounter wasn’t accidental. 

“Out of bounds!” one of the other players shouted, hands cupped around his mouth. 

The young man waved his hand at them dismissively. “Yeah, yeah.” He stayed rooted in place. 

“How are you, David?” Scott said, shielding his eyes from the sun and looking up at the young man. His tone sounded flat, emotionless. 

“Fantastic!” the young man said with a grin. Then he looked at Doug, stepped around Scott and extended his hand. “Lieutenant David Saunders.” 

Doug stood and shook his hand. He and Saunders were about the same height, but the younger man had at least twenty extra pounds of muscle. “Commander Douglas Bainbridge.” He hoped his rank put him at advantage, though Saunders had mentioned his first. That was obviously connected to the way he’d stressed Scott’s lower rank a moment ago. 

“Farnsworth report to you, Commander? My condolences.” He laughed. 

“Not directly.” 

“Farnsworth and I go way back, you see. We came through the Academy together.” 

The way he said “the Academy” made the back of Doug’s neck prickle. It was true what they said—how do you know if an officer graduated from Annapolis? He’ll tell you. 

“Come on, Saunders! Quit hoggin’ the damn ball!” one of the other players shouted. 

David Saunders grinned again and pointed his thumb toward the game. “I’d better get back. Pleasure meeting you, Commander. Maybe see you at the Officers’ Club one night.” He jogged off through the sand. 

“What was that all about?” Doug asked when he’d sat back down on his blanket. 

“He was my roommate at Annapolis,” Scott said. “We were pretty good friends there. He got assigned to the Marblehead, based out of San Francisco. I was on the Richmond, same home port; at least until I got reassigned to the Valparaiso last April.” 

All three ships were Omaha-class cruisers, nearly identical. 

Scott nodded toward where David Saunders intercepted a man running with the football, touching him with both hands to ‘tackle’ him. “They got reassigned here in January. The Marblehead, I mean.” 

He didn’t sound thrilled, and Doug watched his friend’s face. Scott was quiet for a moment, looking at his hands and picking at his thumbnail. “He got promoted to lieutenant about that time. A whole bunch of our classmates got their promotions last year.” He exhaled hard through the nose. 

“When did you graduate?” 

“Almost three years ago.” 

Two years as an ensign before promotion to Lieutenant Junior Grade was typical. And Scott Farnsworth was more than a capable officer. Doug wondered if Commander Rose had somehow sabotaged Scott’s promotion opportunities last summer. It wouldn’t surprise him. Even though Rose was out of the picture now, anything he’d reported might still hinder Scott’s advancement. 

“I’m sorry, buddy.” Doug started to pat Scott’s shoulder but stopped short and let his hand fall awkwardly to the sand. He’d speak to Captain Jansen about it when they got back to Shanghai. 

“I’m fine.” Then Scott scrambled up from his beach towel, grabbed Doug under both arms, and hauled him upright. He put his hands on Doug’s waist and slapped his belly. “C’mon, let’s go jump in!” He jogged off toward the water. 

Doug smiled ruefully, absolutely not noticing the way the muscle rippled along the backs of Scott’s thighs, and followed his tall friend into the waves. 

**
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Cavite Naval Station

Doug met several officers from his ship for drinks that evening at the Officers’ Club. After ten months attached to the Valparaiso, he was finally starting to feel socially integrated with the ship’s officers. Mostly. 

Commander McHugh—Montgomery Rose’s replacement at the helm of the Valparaiso—wasn’t a drinker, and he never joined the others at the Officers’ club. Lt. Commander DeVries, the XO, was on the ship, so the Valpo’s contingent that evening were all junior officers, Doug’s age or younger. 

Doug was finishing his third gin and tonic and was about to slow down and order a beer when Lieutenant David Saunders appeared at the bar next to him. 

“So you’re Scott Farnsworth’s buddy, eh?” Saunders signaled the bartender and held up his empty beer glass. 

“Yeah, we’re friends,” Doug said, ignoring that Saunders had cut in front of him to order a refill. 

“He’s a good guy. I’ve known him for years, and would never say anything bad about him.” Saunders leaned in and continued just above a whisper. “But be careful. Rumor is he hasn’t gotten promoted because he’s, well, a bit light on his feet.” 

Doug kept his expression neutral. “Oh?” 

Saunders nodded. “I know you can’t tell by lookin’ at him. He’s a big strappin’ fella. But I’m sure it’s true. I was his roommate for four years. Never once saw him canoodling with any of the townie girls. Everybody did. But not ol’ Scott. Sure, he had a girlfriend back in Connecticut—I met her a couple of times when we visited his folks—but he never married her, now did he?” 

I never married my first sweetheart, either. But Doug decided to avoid comparisons. “That’s interesting. Where’d you hear that rumor? If you don’t mind me asking.” 

“Course not. I’ve heard it around. A few people whispering about it. Someone said his commander was onto him—guess that wasn’t you, huh?” 

Doug shook his head. “No, that wasn’t me.” He wished he was surprised that Montgomery Rose had started a whisper campaign against Scott. 

Saunders put his arm around Doug, clapped him on the shoulder; it stung Doug’s sunburned skin, and he flinched. “You seem like the solid sort. If you’re Scott’s pal, give him some advice, for his own good—tell him to find a nice girl and marry her. The rumors will go away, and he’ll get promoted.” 

The bartender brought the beer, and Saunders straightened, took a step away. Doug pointed to the glass. “I’ll have one of those.” 

“Right away, Commander,” the bartender said, and began filling a glass from the tap. 

“Nice talking with you, Commander,” Saunders said, and walked off. 

Doug returned to where his group stood a moment later, beer in hand. Scott Farnsworth watched him while everyone else talked, and then circled around the group to stand next to Doug. 

“You getting to know David Saunders?” he asked, innocently enough, but with a hint of tension in his tone. 

Doug forced a smile. “He said you were a good guy. Couldn’t say anything bad about you.” 

Scott looked conflicted. He stared off toward where Saunders laughed with some of the officers from the Marblehead. 

“Everything alright?” Doug asked. 

Scott looked back and grinned. “Yeah, sure. Hey, out of curiosity, how long were you an ensign before you got promoted to lieutenant?” 

“I came into the navy as a lieutenant. I was never an ensign.” At Scott’s questioning look, Doug explained, “ONI doesn’t have ensigns, that’s why I started as a lieutenant.” 

“That explains how you made commander before thirty.” He downed the rest of his Old Fashioned. “I’m gonna get another drink.” 

**
[image: ]


Their group left the Officers’ Club together an hour later and walked toward the complex where they had temporary quarters, a quarter mile from the club. The moon hadn’t risen yet, and the night sky was awash with stars. You never saw skies like that in Shanghai. 

Doug was a touch tipsy after three cocktails and a beer, but hardly drunk. Most of the others were in a similar condition, laughing and talking a bit louder than necessary, but walking normally. 

Scott Farnsworth, on the other hand, had crossed that invisible line into drunkenness. His gait was off, and a touch crooked in its direction. He threw an arm around Doug’s shoulders when they reached the front of the building where they both had a room. 

They waved goodnight to the others, and then Scott whispered in Doug’s ear, “We should go down to Long Beach. Nobody’ll be there. And it’s real dark tonight. We can go skinny-dipping.” 

Doug laughed. “That’s a four-mile walk.” 

“You ever go skinny-dipping at night? It’s fun.” 

“I’ll take your word for it. Let’s turn in. Need help with the stairs?” 

“No, I’m alright.” 

Doug turned off on the next floor and walked down the hall. Scott followed. “Aren’t you forgetting you’re one more flight up?” Doug said with a chuckle as he unlocked his door. 

“I didn’t forget.” Scott stepped into the open doorway after Doug walked through. He put his arm around Doug’s shoulders again in the moonlit room, and his face came close. His lips were inches from Doug’s, his breath warm on Doug’s face...

Doug put his hand flat on his friend’s chest and held him back.  “Scott.” His voice sounded sharper than he’d intended, and he cringed. 

Scott straightened, and for a couple of seconds the startled look on his face was as if he’d been slapped. Then he cleared his throat and looked away. “I’m sorry if I misread the situation,” he said, and cleared his throat a second time. 

Doug’s gut tightened, as if someone had poked him in the stomach. Misread the situation? “I don’t understand. I’m married. You know that. Why did you think...?” His voice trailed off, leaving the question half asked. 

“I mean, it’s just that you...” Scott seemed to search for words. “You’ve always been understanding; after you found out, I mean. And, well...you know about those places in Shanghai.” 

He means the places where the nán jì work. Doug almost groaned when he realized how that must have looked. “No, you don’t understand, that’s because—”

“And when that Chinese boy—Bao—when he moved in with you, I assumed...I mean, he’s rubbing you down on the regular, isn’t he?” 

Doug’s face flushed, and he stiffened. “No. It’s not like that at all. He needed a place to live, and we need an amah.” He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to explain that. 

It was hard to tell in the faint light coming through the open window, but Doug was pretty sure Scott Farnsworth had gone pale. 

“Shit!” Scott ran a hand through his wavy hair, took a few jerky steps toward the open window looking out toward the bay. Then he spun back to face Doug. “You won’t say anything, will you? Keep this to yourself, OK?” 

“Of course.” No one needed that kind of scrutiny, Doug included. Given the rumors Saunders had told him about, it was best not to even have any hints of association with Scott’s preferences. 

“I’m sorry,” Scott muttered again, and bolted from the room. 
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Friday, April 1

Shanghai

Doug was mildly disappointed that Lucy hadn’t come to the Bund to meet him after the sampan delivered him to the downtown docks from the USS Valparaiso, anchored in the middle of the Huang Po River. She always had before. 

There was bound to be a first time. And from the tone of her letters, it seemed that getting around now wasn’t as easy as it had been. 

He caught a motor cab uptown. Their new apartment, a big two-bedroom affair on Guling Road, was in a nice middle-class neighborhood of clean brick buildings a block west of Thibet Road, and four blocks south of Soochow Creek. It was a short walk south from there to the racetrack and recreation grounds, and when they moved in last fall Doug and Lucy found themselves enjoying Shanghai’s largest green space on a regular basis. 

The narrow cobblestone street was awash with sunlight when the cab dropped Doug off in front of the building. Back in December and January, the long shadow of the twenty-two story Park Hotel two blocks to the southwest had blocked the afternoon sun, but it didn’t reach this far now. He paid the cab fare and bounded up the stairs to their third-floor apartment. 

Lucy stepped out from the kitchen after he opened the door, and she beamed. His eyes involuntarily dropped to her belly, which was easily twice the size it had been when he left; but he looked back at her smiling blue eyes, opened his arms and hurried to her. 

“God, I missed you!” he said, holding her tight as best he could, and kissed her on the lips. 

“Likewise, sailor,” she said, and swept his hat off, tossing it onto the table. “I was beginning to forget what you look like.” She grinned and kissed him again. “And no comment about how I look—I know I’m huge.” 

“You look beautiful.” 

“Good answer. But you’re supposed to say that.” She took a step back toward the kitchen. “I was just making myself a cold duck sandwich. Want one?” 

“Where’s Bao?” Doug asked. 

“At the market, stocking up for your return. Do you want a sandwich or not?” 

“Yes, please.” 

She cut another slice of meat off the half-eaten duck in the ice box, and then cut a couple of pieces from the end of the bread loaf on the counter. “Everyone’s been very attentive in your absence,” she said, putting the rest of the loaf in the breadbox in the back corner of the counter. “I never got lonely. And of course, Bao’s been a dear.” 

“I’m not surprised,” Doug said, and accepted the plate with his sandwich. He set it on the table, then held her chair for her. 

“Thank you, darling,” she said after she’d sat. “These days I can pretty much set my plate on my belly, and it’s a lot easier than trying to reach the table. Until Mother gets here.” She squeezed his hand before he stepped away, and smiled at him as he sat next to her. “And don’t you dare tell her I do this.” 

She proceeded to set her plate on top of her belly and ate her sandwich like that. He laughed. “My lips are sealed.” 

She sighed. “I’m looking forward to her visit, and yet dreading it at the same time. Does that make me sound crazy?” 

He laughed again. “Not at all. I’d be shocked if you weren’t conflicted.” 

“You understand me so well.” 

He took a bite of his sandwich. It was hardly fancy, but it was a step up from the food he ate onboard the Valparaiso. Canned or powdered everything. “Tell me everything I’ve missed.” 

“I hope you got my last letter, about Mother coming on the 15th and staying for two months. I knew it would be close, but I just had to write you.” 

He nodded. “Yes, it arrived the day before we left.” 

“Oh, good.” She sounded relieved. “Then you should have gotten everything I sent. There’s not much more to tell, really.” 

“Your letters were nice and newsy,” Doug agreed, squeezing her hand. “Anything new since the last one?” 

She leaned back. “Let’s see, when did I write that?” 

“On the 23rd.” 

“And what day was that? My brain works slower these days. George says it’s because the baby is growing and taking so much of my energy, that’s why I tire easily and can’t think as well.” 

“It was last Wednesday,” he said. “Nine days.” 

“Nine days,” she said, looking up in thought. “I had an appointment with George last Friday, and he said everything is good. We should still expect this little one sometime around the 25th. The bassinet was delivered on Tuesday, and it’s all set up in our bedroom. Abbie, Betty, and Julia took me out for tea on Wednesday afternoon. Everyone’s missed you. By the way, Pete’s insisting on taking all of us out for dinner on your birthday, the whole group.” 

Doug groaned. “I don’t need a big celebration. I’d rather have a quiet evening with you. We need to take advantage of the quiet before the baby comes.” 

“You can say that again,” she said with a rueful smile, and then sighed. “But they want to, and I think we should.” 

“Hmmm,” he said, frowning. “It’s not like it’s a big one, like Pete’s thirtieth in December.” 

“Or George’s thirtieth in February,” Lucy reminded him. “You were away for that one, too.”

The Valparaiso had been anchored in the Yangtze by Nanjing on Pete’s birthday; its heavy guns aimed directly at the Japanese vessels in the river after the “accidental” sinking of the USS Panay. Doug had already been disappointed that the U.S. government hadn’t taken a stronger stand against Japanese aggression during the Battle of Shanghai that summer and fall; but after a Japanese plane strafed the Panay on December 12th and sank the gunboat—fortunately, none of the crew were killed—he’d expected war. They all had. The navy had been preparing for war against Japan for almost twenty years. This was the moment they’d been preparing for. 

But nothing happened. The American government accepted Japan’s tepid apology for the “accidental” attack—the Panay’s American flag was clearly displayed—and the navy was ordered only to protect the American embassy while the Japanese ravaged Nanjing. 

And they watched helplessly while Japanese troops massacred civilians and summarily executed surrendered soldiers, shooting them in the back of the head, one after another, after another...  

Doug shook his head to clear the terrible images from his mind. 

“What is it?” Lucy asked, concerned. 

“Nothing,” Doug said, and his cheeks heated. 

“You weren’t even listening to me just then,” she said, still eyeing him in curiosity.

“I’m sorry, dear. What were you saying?” 

“I was telling you about George’s birthday dinner. It was at this fancy restaurant in the French Concession. Pete was kind enough to buy my dinner in your absence. They all went to Ciro’s after, but I was tired and came home.” 

Bao came through the door, a large paper bag under each arm, and he grinned from ear to ear when he saw Doug at the table. 

“Mista Doug, you home!” He went into the kitchen with the bags. “I got special treat for dinner—beef, hairy crab, and shrimp.” 

Doug looked at Lucy. “Can we afford all that? I mean, with the baby coming so soon.” 

Before they got married in September, Doug had lived well on his navy salary; plus he got a small monthly stipend from a trust fund his maternal grandparents had left him, and a modestly bigger one from the trust fund his paternal grandparents had left. But inflation in Shanghai had grown steep since the Japanese invasion, their new apartment was more than double the cost of his old one, and after the loss of Lucy’s income in December their budget didn’t have much wiggle room. 

“Relax, I’ve been saving all month for this.” Lucy patted his arm. “You’ve been gone for a while, and I felt like celebrating your return. And that you’ll be here for the birth of our child. That’s worth a celebration.” 

He couldn’t help but grin. “You win.” 
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Saturday, April 2

Doug joined his friends for a baseball game the next day at the Recreation Grounds. The U.S. Marine Corps 4th Battalion fielded a team every year, and today was the opening game. 

“Who are these ‘Friends of Riley’?” Doug asked. “They seem a pretty scruffy bunch. And they dress like hoods.” 

Kenny Traywick laughed beside him. “They sure don’t look like your typical baseball team, eh?” 

Pete Tolbert looked around George and Kenny, and motioned downward with his hands. “It’s because they are hoods, you dummies!” he said quietly with a crooked grin. “See that man standing over there by first base? That’s the team manager, ‘Lucky Jack’ Riley. You know, the Slots King of Shanghai.” 

Doug had indeed heard of ‘Lucky Jack’ Riley. Everyone in Shanghai had. Rumor had it he was wanted for a laundry list of crimes back in the States, but in Shanghai he was known for dive bars featuring slot machines. It was said he bribed the police in the French Concession to look the other way, and so his Manhattan Bar on Rue Chu Pao San operated illegal gambling right out in the open. 

It was a rough area, just off the French Bund. Popular with sailors, Rue Chu Pao San was popularly known as ‘Blood Alley’ because of the frequent fights there. No wonder the players all look like street toughs. 

“He’s not the king everywhere,” Fred Perry said from the other side of Pete. 

George barked a laugh. “You’re gonna argue with a gangster, Fred?” His deep, resonant baritone voice sounded as amused as it did doubtful. 

“No, but it’s true!” Fred insisted. “At Del Monte’s, out in the Western Roads. He’s tried a whole bunch of times to get his slots out there, and Al Israel keeps telling him ‘no thanks.’” 

George scoffed. “He’s looking for a cover to launder his dirty money.” 

Fred shrugged. “How should I know? And who cares, anyway? Del Monte’s is aces!” 

“Del Monte’s is pretty swell,” Pete said, nodding. “You been there yet, Doug?” 

Doug shook his head. “It’s pretty far out there.” 

“It’s worth the trip, let me tell you,” Pete said. “The orchestra’s the best in town. They got a great singer, too. And they’re doing so much construction out that way, it’s no trouble getting a cab anymore.” 

The Hixi district—what most European and American Shanghailanders called ‘The Western Roads’—was a fairly rural section of the Chinese municipality to the west of the International Settlement and French Concession. The Columbia Country Club catered to wealthy Americans, while around it the wealthiest Shanghailanders had great mansions on sprawling estates. The upscale Del Monte nightclub was the only nightlife to be had out there—and it was considered way out of town by most. 

Doug shrugged. “Maybe we’ll try it sometime.” 

“How about tonight?” Pete asked. 

Doug shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m spending the evening at home with Lucy. I’ve been gone a while, and I’d like to spend some time alone with my wife before the baby comes.” 

“’Alone.’” Pete waggled his thick eyebrows, and the rest of them snickered. 

Doug had to laugh. “You know what I mean, wise guys.” He didn’t mention that he’d asked Bao to take the night off. 

“Then next weekend. For your birthday,” Pete insisted. 

“Twist my arm, why don’t ya?” Doug grumbled, but he wasn’t mad. 
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After the game—the marines won, seven to three—they walked the short distance to the racetrack and entered the neo-classical Shanghai Racing Club Building beneath the iconic 10-story clock tower, then passed through the grand atrium to the grandstand beyond. The stands were decorated with flags and banners for spring opening day, and the seats were filling up fast. 

Pete’s eagle eyes managed to find them an open space big enough for four of them on one row, with two open spots right below. He and Stuart each had a copy of the morning Herald and flipped to the page with the odds for the day’s races. 

“Looks like good odds on Foley’s Folly,” Pete said, perusing the first race. “Seven to two on winning, two to one on win place show.” 

Stuart turned around from the row below, shaking his head. “Don’t do it. See the jockey? Mark Chapman didn’t have a good showing in any race last fall. And he rode some pretty damn good horses, too. Lost his edge. He got too cautious for some reason, waited too late to make his move, so when he surged from the back of the pack, he never got higher than fourth place.” 

“Who are you going with, Stu?” George asked. 

Of all their friends, Stuart Vandermeer was a true horse racing enthusiast. The rest of them put a fair amount of weight on his predictions, and he was usually right. Doug never placed a bet—it wasn’t that he was against betting per se, though his Presbyterian upbringing made him uncomfortable with the thought—but he enjoyed the races themselves, and Stuart could read the most subtle cues during the race like tea leaves. 

“This race, I’m putting five bucks on Shepherd’s Hook to win.” 

George let out a whistle. Doug looked over Pete’s shoulder at the newspaper, and his eyes widened at the odds. Pete grinned and slapped Stuart on the shoulder. “Look at the big spender, fellas! I’m not betting more than a buck, and I’ll stick to Foley’s Folly, win place or show.” 

“That’s the safe bet,” Kenny agreed. “I think I’ll do the same.” 

Stuart shook his head. “You can kiss that buck goodbye, Pete.” 

“Look who’s talking!” George said. “You’re out of your mind risking five whole bucks on twenty-to-one odds, Stu.” 

“Shepherd’s Hook is young and untested, but he’s got fantastic lineage,” Stuart said. “And his jockey’s one of the best.” 

Doug looked over Pete’s shoulder again to check the jockey’s name. Jimmy Lockhart. That name did sound familiar, and Doug was far from an enthusiast. 

“Time to put your money where your mouth is,” Pete said, slapping Stuart on the shoulder again. “Let’s go place our bets. Kenny, I got you for a buck on Foley’s Folly, win place show. George, what are taking?” 

“Put me down for a buck on Molly’s Pride, to win.” He handed a dollar to Pete. 

“Three to one on Molly’s Pride to win for Dr. Howerton, got it,” Pete said with a grin, accepting dollars from George and Kenny. Stuart had taken Fred’s bet, and Pete followed him toward the club.

Gambling was illegal in the International Settlement, with the conspicuous exception of onsite betting on horse races. The rich British men who had run the Shanghai Racing Club for the last seventy-five years had assured that profitable loophole. 

“It’s good to see life’s back to normal here,” Doug said to Kenny. “After the Japanese victory, that is.” 

“It didn’t take long. Most everyone who left last August came back a few months later, once the fighting moved on from Shanghai. Things got back to normal pretty fast after that.” 

“Where else was everyone gonna go?” George said. “It’s not like there are jobs to be found back in the States. In fact, things have gotten worse again.” 

George was right, unfortunately. After four years of painfully slow recovery from the Depression, the American economy had taken a sudden downturn in the second half of 1937. Unemployment back home had risen almost to 1935 levels again—nineteen percent, after having fallen to fourteen percent last summer. 

The easy availability of jobs in Shanghai had drawn thousands of Americans and Europeans in recent years—including all of Doug’s friends here. Pete and Julia had arrived in 1931, and the following year had brought George and Betty. Kenny and Abbie had come here in ’34; Fred and Stuart had both come straight out of college that year. And he was pretty sure Jonesy had arrived in ’31. 

Not that Jonesy was really his friend, though. No matter what Lucy said. Doug wasn’t sure why he’d included him in that mental list. 

“The main thing that’s changed is the Japs have checkpoints now at all the crossings out of the Settlement,” Fred said. “Except, of course, from here into Frenchtown; that’s still the same.” 

“You’ve been out of the Settlement recently?” Doug asked. 

Fred nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been out to Del Monte’s a bunch of times. The checkpoints aren’t a big deal, you just have to show your ID, and the Japs shine a bright light in your face for a second. They’re careful not to harass westerners, so it’s pretty easy.” 

“He’s going to Del Monte’s all the time now because his new girlfriend lives out there,” George said with a grin, poking an elbow playfully into Fred’s back. 

“Oh, you have a steady girl?” Doug asked, eyes widening in surprise. Fred and Stuart were notorious for picking up Chinese girls at nightclubs and taking them home for the night. And rarely more than once. 

Fred’s cheeks colored a little. “Yeah, her name’s Liling. Yang Liling. Her family’s got a big house out there.” 

So still Chinese. “Congratulations, buddy. How long have you been seeing her?” 

“Since December. We met at the Paramount. Her father’s a client of Pete’s, so he put in a good word for me. Her folks have had me out to the house for dinner recently, so that’s a good sign.” 

“We were all with him the night he met her,” Kenny said. “She’s a lovely girl.” 

Pete’s thirtieth, of course. “I’m sorry I haven’t met her yet.” 

Pete and Stuart returned a few minutes later and passed out claim tickets for everyone’s wagers. 

“We were just telling Doug about Fred’s new girlfriend,” Kenny said. 

“Quite a catch, that one,” Pete said. “She’s gorgeous, for starters, and her family’s well-off.” 

“I heard her father is a client of yours,” Doug said. 

“That’s right. Lucky break for ol’ Fred here,” Pete said, laughing and giving Fred’s back a slap. “Mr. Yang seems to like him, for some reason. We might be hearing wedding bells soon.” 

Fred colored again. A hint of frown crossed Stuart’s face for the barest of seconds. 

Doug wondered what that was about. Losing his roommate of four years? 

“You’ll have to stay in China forever if you marry her,” George said. “No going home. You can’t bring a Chinese wife back to the States, you know.” 

Fred shrugged. “We could always go to Honolulu.” 

“He’s right,” Doug said. “The Hawaiian Islands are exempt from the Chinese Exclusion Act. The sugar planters there made sure that was part of the annexation treaty.”

Fred shrugged again. “Besides, why would I want to leave China?” 

Ten horses and riders came onto the track, and lined up in the stalls at the starting gate. The crowd grew quiet. Then the starter’s gun went off with a bang and a puff of smoke, and the crowd roared as the horses surged forward. 

Doug and his friends shifted to the front of their seats while the pack of horses stretched out going around the first turn. Molly’s Pride was leading, and George pumped his fist. 

Then midway down the back stretch, Shepherd’s Hook suddenly surged forward with an incredible burst of speed, moving from ninth position to fourth when the pack reached the third turn. 

“There he goes!” Stuart shouted as the crowd rose to its feet as one. “He’s got ‘em! He’s got ‘em for sure!” 

Shepherd’s Hook was creeping up on Foley’s Folly in third place—but then midway down the short shoot he stopped moving up, seeming to hold position right at Foley’s Folly’s right rear. 

“What’s he doing?” Stuart shouted. “You’ve got it. Go! Go!” 

Coming out of the fourth turn, the jockey riding Foley’s Folly suddenly made his move, slipping his horse through a dangerously narrow opening between another horse and the rail, and the crowd gasped. Then he slipped past the startled jockey frantically urging Molly’s Pride forward. When they crossed the finish line, Foley’s Folly won by half a length over Molly’s Pride. 

Pete and Kenny jumped up and down, cheering as if they’d won the race themselves. George shook his head. 

Shepherd’s Hook lumbered across the line in fourth place, and Stuart put his forehead in his hand. “Damn it!” 

“That’s five bucks down the drain, buddy!” Pete said, slapping Stuart’s back. “And that happens to be the exact amount I just won, as a matter of fact.” 

“Rub it in, why don’t ya?” Stuart groused. 

“That was an exciting race,” Doug said, grinning. Even without any money on the line, his heart raced with the thrill of the sudden shift in fortunes. 
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Stuart had better luck in the next few races, and by the time the fifth race had been run he was ahead. That’s when Doug got up to leave. 

“There’s still three races to go,” Pete said. 

“I know, but I’ve been out all day,” Doug explained. “I’m going home to Lucy. See you fellas next weekend.” 

Pete waggled his eyebrows again, and then roared with laughter when Doug whacked him on the shoulder. 
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Saturday, April 9

It’s great to be all together again, Doug thought, looking around the table at the Chateau de Vert in the French Concession, where his friends had gathered for his birthday dinner—Pete and Julia, George and Betty, Kenny and Abbie, Fred, and Stuart. It’s been too long. 

“Tommy’s started lifting his head this week,” Betty gushed. “While he’s in his play pen, so he can see what we’re doing.” 

“He’s trying to lift his head,” George said. “It’s still pretty wobbly. But he’s not quite three months old yet, so we can’t expect much.” 

“But you said just yesterday that he’s advanced for his age, doing that already,” Betty protested. 

George’s cheeks colored. “And I meant it, he is advanced—I just don’t want to exaggerate to our friends, that’s all.” 

Betty’s expression looked only partly mollified. She turned toward Lucy. “I’m so excited for you. I can’t wait for our kids to become great friends.” 

“If you and Lucy have a girl, Betty’s gonna have them betrothed before the end of the month,” George muttered out of the side of his mouth, leaning toward Doug. Doug chuckled. 

“What did you say, dear?” Betty asked, the slight arch of one eyebrow indicating she assumed it wasn’t nice. 

“I was just asking this young man what he wants to do tonight for his last weekend of freedom,” George said without missing
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