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      The radio room of the USS Lanternfish reeked of sweat and grease. Dozens of instruments glowed and ticked. And Ensign Luke Valenti could still taste the canned corn chowder he had wolfed down for lunch three hours before. Or was it four? It was hard to know for sure when a guy was trapped in a space that had been built for one but was now housing him as well as the radio operator.

      They sat, back pressed against back. The heat of Sparky’s spine seeped through his rumpled chambray shirt.

      Luke pushed the headset halfway off his ears. “Got the time?”

      “What did you do, Warner Boy? Lose your watch overboard?”

      Like it or not, almost every enlisted man in the Navy got branded with a nickname. All radio operators were called Sparky. No exceptions. And when Luke had let on that he’d worked at Warner Brothers, the crew had pounced on it.

      “It fell off my bunk,” he replied. “Sugar was asleep, so I wasn’t about to risk my life.”

      One of the cardinal rules aboard a sub was to never wake a sleeping man. But with only eight inches of space separating one bunk from another, it wasn’t always possible. If roused prematurely, the Lanternfish’s cranky Chief of the Boat transformed into an ogre who devoured sailors for breakfast.

      “Wondering what your girl’s doing right now?” Sparky asked.

      It would soon be three years since Luke had kissed Nell Davenport goodbye. Usually, it felt like hardly any time had passed since he’d felt her tear-stained cheek against his. On tough days, though, it felt like a dozen lifetimes. It probably wouldn’t if he’d heard from her, but he had received no letters, no cards, no V-mails. Nothing. Ever. Probably just bad dumb luck; most likely, they had gone astray in the vast military postal service. After all, he’d frequently moved around. It would’ve been hard to keep track of him.

      But what about the three months he’d spent at the Navy Language School in Colorado learning Japanese? Hadn’t that been enough time for the mail to catch up with him? If it hadn’t been for that Hollywood Canteen broadcast, he might have dropped into a pit of despair. Hearing Nell sing a song she had written using their special secret code had flooded Luke with relief. Her V-mails hadn’t reached him, but at least she’d been getting his.

      “Might she be at that fancy nightspot you told me about?” Sparky asked. “What’s it called again? Simon’s?”

      “Simon’s is a drive-in hamburger joint. You’re thinking of Ciro’s.”

      “She could be puttin’ on the Ritz with Clark Gable or Ronald Colman.”

      “They’re not Warner stars. If she’s out with anyone, I’d hope it was Bogie.”

      Sparky squirmed in his seat. “I blow a gasket every time I think about how I know someone who’s pals with Humphrey Bogart.”

      “He’s a regular guy,” Luke said. “Likes to play chess, likes his whiskey, likes to read, and he especially likes to sit in the steam room at Finlandia Baths on Sunset Boulevard and shoot the breeze with Peter Lorre.”

      Just then, a crewman appeared in the doorway of the radio room’s newly installed watertight door. “Lookouts on the platform have sighted a mast. Jap merchant ship. Five miles, give or take. Doesn’t appear to be moving.”

      Luke patted his earphones. “We need to get in much closer before this prototype I’m testing will kick in.” He needn’t have said anything. Combat procedure was straightforward: all enemy vessels must be fired on. At least Japanese merchant ships had no torpedoes.

      “We’re submerging to the deckline to lower our profile, but your antennas should be okay.”

      The dense air in the radio room congealed even thicker. The Lanternfish had approached the enemy before, but most recently as part of a pack. This time, however, it was alone.

      “Anyhow,” Luke said, as he continued to monitor his set, “when you come visit, I’ll take you to Finlandia Baths. We can relax until we’re puddles of sweat. Deal?”

      Sparky studied a photo of the Brooklyn Bridge he’d taped to the only empty square foot of wall space. On their first day out from Pearl Harbor, he’d mentioned to Luke that he’d prefer the Marine Parkway Bridge to remind him of Rockaway Park, where he was from, “but Brooklyn Bridge gets all the attention, so I’m making do.” The two men had discovered they had grown up ten miles from each other. Back home, it wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow, but five thousand miles away in the middle of the Pacific, it meant a great deal.

      “I’ll see if Bogie can join us at Finlandia,” Luke said. There was no reply. He turned to see Sparky staring at the Brooklyn Bridge, barely moving. “Christopher?”

      Sparky jumped. Nobody used real names, which, he had confessed during a long night watch, bothered him. “It makes me feel like nothing more than a number. Once in a while, I’d like to hear someone call me by my actual name.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sparky muttered now. “Norwegian Baths. Bogie. Count me in.”

      Luke had noticed the haunted look in Sparky’s eyes the last time a Jap ship had pinged the Lanternfish’s radar. “It’s my job to send out continuous maydays,” he had told Luke that night, “until the end.”

      Luke raised a finger at the photograph on the wall. “Thinking about home?”

      Sparky ran a hand over his sandy-blond crew cut. “I used to bike from Ninety-Seventh Street to Rockaway Beach Boulevard, ducking in and out of traffic, old ladies shaking their walking sticks at me, dogs barking. I’d pedal all the way to Breezy Point Tip.”

      “Must have taken you all day.”

      “That’s what summers are for, right?”

      “What kind of bike did you have?”

      “Schwinn. Red with chrome trim. And you?”

      Luke pictured himself coasting along Argyle Road, his feet off the pedals, en route to Aunt Wilda’s, where there’d be rich cream cakes, a new record album to play, and a wild story involving a Levantine diplomat or a contortionist from Saskatchewan. “Sun Racer. Dark green. Black trim.”

      “If we knew each other back then, we could’ve ridden from Brighton Beach to Greenpoint.”

      “From Bay Ridge to Jamaica Bay!”

      Static cracked and popped in Luke’s headset for a full minute before subsiding to a dull hum. Chatter, low and indistinct, rose in its place. As the Lanternfish glided closer to the enemy, inarticulate murmuring grew crisper and clearer. Luke upped the volume. Oh, yes. Definitely Japanese.

      A voice, older and deeper, spat out instructions. Do this. Do that. Check this. Double check that. The other voice, younger and efficient, responded. Yes, sir. Copy that. Confirmed. Understood.

      Then Luke heard a command he wasn’t expecting: Flood tubes one and two.

      Flooding the tubes was the first step before a submarine fired torpedoes. How was that possible? Merchant ships were armed with only machine guns on the decks. Maybe he’d misheard?

      There it was again: gyorai.

      The Japanese word for ‘torpedo’ sounded nothing like their word for machine gun.

      Luke ripped off his earphones and threw himself through the hatch and into the command chamber, his heart thudding against his ribs. “Captain, I’ve picked up chatter on my prototype. They’re flooding torpedo tubes one and two.”

      Captain Polk, a rational man with flinty blue eyes that rarely blinked, pulled his face from the periscope. “Are you sure?”

      “Positively.”

      The captain reached for his phone to address the entire crew over the boat’s loudspeaker. “All hands. Battle stations. Secure all watertight doors except the com. Clear the bridge. Dive! Dive! Dive! Periscope depth. “The enemy has torpedoes, probably in a sub hiding on the far side of that decoy maru. They’ve already readied their fish, which means they’ll be coming out from cover real soon.” He swiveled to his right. “Jigs, see anything yet?”

      The Lanternfish’s chief radarman stared at his circular screen. “The ship hasn’t moved this whole time.”

      “Estimated distance from target?”

      “Twenty-one hundred yards and closing.”

      Torpedoes had at least a five-thousand-yard range, but the best shots were within one thousand, and could take a minute or more to swim that distance. It wouldn’t be long until the Lanternfish reached that point. Luke tried to swallow, but his saliva had turned to concrete.

      “BRIDGE!” Every crewman froze in place as Jigs roared his warning. “Confirming a second craft.”

      “Sub?”

      Tense seconds crawled by until Jigs could be sure. “Jap sub, aye.”

      Polk picked up the phone connected to the loudspeaker. “The enemy has detected us. They have the advantage of surprise and will be launching their fish before we can launch ours.”

      Luke took his seat as the Lanternfish leveled off.

      Sparky gawked at Luke, eyes fogged with apprehension. “Remember our pact. If one of us doesn’t make it out alive, the other one⁠—”

      “No defeatist talk,” Luke fired back. The voices in his earphones fell silent.

      Jigs called out their distance. “Nineteen hundred yards . . . fourteen hundred . . . eleven hundred . . . reaching a thousand in four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .”

      A high-pitched voice split the air. It was Dipper, the sonar guy. “Confirming two inbound fish.”

      “All hands,” Polk boomed into the intercom, “brace for impact.”

      Luke gripped the edge of his tiny desk and braced his feet against the deck. As the Lanternfish cruised through the water, the only sound was Dipper’s voice piercing the dank air like an arrow.

      “One hundred yards . . . fifty . . . twenty . . .”

      Luke held his breath and closed his eyes. Nell’s face appeared in front of him. It’ll be okay, her tentative smile assured him. A breeze blew a lock of hair across her left eye and⁠—

      A deafening clang tolled the length of the Lanternfish. Metallic ripping sounds followed. The boat shuddered a moment or two before righting itself.

      “It’s a dud!” Sparky let out his breath. “It hit us, though.”

      “Forward torpedo room,” Polk called out. “Report your damage.”

      A voice Luke couldn’t identify shot out over the intercom. “Bow plane gone. Torn a hole in the hull. Forward torpedo evacuating now.”

      “Blow ballast,” Polk ordered. “Take ’er up.”

      The forward torpedo room held fourteen men trained to clear out in under fifteen seconds. The Lanternfish could still fire on the enemy with aft torpedoes, but without a functioning bow plane, they were now stuck on the surface.

      The captain gave his next order. “Swing ninety to starboard for a tail shot. Flood stern tubes. Open outer doors.”

      Their torpedoes were fitted with gyros that could guide them through ninety degrees, toward the enemy, which saved the Lanternfish needing to rotate a full one-eighty. Not an ideal situation, but far from hopeless.

      As the deck beneath Luke’s shoes swayed, the earphone voices started up again.

      The merchant ship captain was now talking about how his cargo was packed shoulder to shoulder. What were they transporting? Cows? Luke leapt from his desk when he heard the word horyo and approached the captain again. “Sir, the enemy is carrying POWs.”

      Polk winced. “It’s a hellship.” The Japs had been freighting POWs as they pulled back to the Home Islands. “Did they say where?”

      “Amidships, sir. There must be lots of them packed into the main hold because they’re, quote, shoulder to shoulder.”

      The captain dropped his chin to his chest. “Those sons of bitches know they’re screwed, but determined to take as many of us as they can.”

      “Also, sir.” Luke hated the wobble he heard in his voice. “Their skipper stated that he’s prepared to scuttle his maru if he has to.”

      Polk alerted the boat. “The enemy is holding POWs. Our objective is to cripple, not sink. With the forward torpedoes gone, I know this is a tall order, but I want you to remember that many Allied lives hang in the balance.”

      Sending Luke back to his station, he asked for their current position from the boat’s navigator, who confirmed they had completed the ninety-degree turn.

      Dipper called out, “The enemy has fired a second pair of fish.”

      “Fire seven!” Polk boomed. “Fire eight! Fire nine! Reload seven. Reload eight. Reload nine.”

      Luke felt the vibration through the soles of his black shoes as the Lanternfish thrust three torpedoes into the Pacific.

      “All hands brace for impact.”

      Luke found Sparky staring at him, eyes round as marbles. Don’t say it, Luke wanted to tell him. We know your job is to send out a mayday while the crew hotfoots it topside.

      A deafening explosion reverberated the length of the boat. The Lanternfish lurched and rolled sideways, almost jolting Luke and Sparky from their seats. The Japanese fish had struck the aft torpedo room, gashing it with a massive hole.

      A fatal blow.

      Water would be pouring in now, the room littered with bodies, any surviving crew entombed behind sealed doors.

      A shrill alarm rang out. Every man on board knew its meaning. The Lanternfish was dead. Time to abandon ship.

      Sparky hunched over his telegraph set—three dots, three dashes, three dots—followed by their coordinates. Luke pressed a hand to Sparky’s shoulder, but he shrugged it away. “Save yourself.” He turned back to his microphone. “Mayday! Mayday!” he said. “Lanternfish disabled. Will report ongoing status.”

      Another explosion rattled the sub. Luke hurled himself toward the scrum of crewmen heading for the ladders to the deck. The screeching alarm drilled deep into his skull as his arms and legs flailed for purchase on the ladder’s slick rungs.

      The cool sea air whipped Luke’s face as he scrambled onto one of the gun decks.

      Pop! Bang!

      A bullet whistled past his right ear.

      Pop-pop! Bang-bang!

      The maru lay silhouetted against the reddish-orange disk of the setting sun. It was closer than Luke had imagined, less than the length of a football field. Close enough that he could see Japs manning machine guns on their deck. Close enough to shoot or be shot. He grabbed the machine gun he’d been allotted to play with during drills.

      Rat-a-tatta-rat-a-tatta-rat-a-tatta-rat-a-tatta-rat-a-tatta.

      He lost track of how many bursts he fired. Four? Seven? Ten? He was going to hammer away until he ran out of ammo.

      A thunderous blast exploded in his ears as rounds splattered above his head. Shreds of bullet and boat rained down, sharp and searing hot, singeing his hair, scorching his shirt and skin. Bullets zipped and zinged, whistling past him. He kept firing as the last strands of daylight dissolved in the west.

      Dizzy and disoriented, he felt his knees buckling and he hit the deck hard, aching, burning, as he crawled to starboard. Rubber rafts and chunks of debris bobbed on the ocean’s surface. As he struggled to stand, a second boom, louder than the first, felt like it came from the conning tower behind him. Luke’s breath whooshed from his lungs as he lost his footing and tumbled.

      Dropping from the cigarette deck, he hit his head against something rigid, metallic, and unforgiving.

      Sharp, agonizing pain filled his skull.

      Then nothing.
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      Nell Davenport flung her feet onto her desk in the Warner Bros. PR department and fanned herself with the final draft of a press release she had been working on for Mildred Pierce. As soon as word had leaked out that Joan Crawford and Michael Curtiz were conjuring movie magic, Jack Warner had ordered PR to pull out all the stops for its September premiere in a couple of months’ time.

      Nell’s boss, Robert Taplinger, favored soft-soled shoes, so she didn’t catch sight of him, or his giraffe of a guest, until they were standing next to her. She handed him the release. “Hot off the presses.”

      Taplinger took her draft. “I want you to meet Buzz Bryant,” he said, indicating the stony-faced man behind him. “Buzz, this is Nell Davenport, who’s been keeping your desk warm while you were laying your life on the line in Iwo Jima.” Taplinger turned to Nell. “You know that photo of our boys raising the flag on Mount Suribachi?”

      Of course she did. It would probably end up being the most famous photograph taken during the entire war.

      “Buzz was the Marine who carried that flag up to the peak.”

      Ah, so this was the storied Buzz Bryant, king of movie PR, who had been with the studio since the early talkies, and whom everybody had discussed in reverential tones during the whole two and a half years Nell had worked in PR. He was so masterful at creating buzz that he’d taken it on as a nickname. Nell had imagined a cross between St. Francis of Assisi and Thor, God of Thunder, but this florid-faced shmuck, tall but underfed, standing at attention, was not what she’d been picturing. Still, Nell couldn’t guess how it must have been to slug it out, day after day, trudging through the shifting sands amid the stench of sulfur and bodies piling up on all sides.

      “I’m glad you made it out in one piece,” Nell said.

      Bryant’s version of a nod was a curt bob of the chin. “Do it all again if I had to.”

      Nell managed a tremulous smile. As rumors in the press of the inevitable invasion of Nippon grew louder, Nell hoped that Luke, wherever he was, could keep himself safe until the Japs were forced to cry uncle.

      “And now he’s ready to return to work.” Taplinger sounded as proud as a father.

      Nell was unsure what to say. It was news to her that her desk had been Bryant’s before the war. Was she expected to vacate it? And go where? To the lone desk next to the men’s room?

      Taplinger handed Nell’s press release to Bryant. “Feel free to make any improvements.”

      Bryant glanced at the headline. “The new Crawford picture?”

      “Better than anything MGM gave her. Nell can bring you up to speed.”

      I’ve reworked, rewritten, refined and revised that announcement, Nell thought. It’s word-perfect, highly polished, and ready for printing. No improvements necessary.

      “Oh, and by the way”—Taplinger affected a phony nonchalant tone—“Buzz will be taking over Mildred Pierce.”

      Hold your cotton-picking horses. “He what?”

      “I’m also giving him The Corn is Green and Pride of the Marines.”

      In other words, Taplinger was turning over three of the year’s biggest pictures to this unsmiling, taciturn stinker. Bryant had fought in one of the bloodiest battles in the Pacific theater, so handing him Pride of the Marines made sense. But Mildred Pierce and The Corn is Green?

      Nell was still formulating a convincing argument when Taplinger added, “You won’t be sitting around twiddling your thumbs. I’m giving you Danger Signal and Christmas in Connecticut.”

      Danger Signal was a half-baked B picture about a psychopath and faked suicide notes, and would disappear from theaters the same week it landed. Christmas in Connecticut was fluffy nonsense, but at least it starred Barbara Stanwyck, Dennis Morgan, and Sydney Greenstreet.

      She was supposed to thank her boss for his largesse, but the best she could manage was a tepid smile.

      “My secretary is in Portland burying her grandmother,” Taplinger told Bryant. “Her desk is free for the next week. That’ll give us time to play musical chairs.”

      Was Nell expected to be grateful for not getting kicked to the bathroom desk? She fiddled with the carriage release lever on her typewriter. Casablanca and To Have and Have Not had been big, fat hits. And hadn’t the Hollywood Canteen movie been Warners’ box office champ of 1944? Not to mention that Christmas broadcast from the Canteen. Not only had millions of people tuned in that night, but it had also garnered acres of press coverage. Every last one of them had mentioned Warner Brothers in glowing terms. Did Taplinger think it had all happened by magic?

      But, Nell told herself, you’ve always known that when the boys came home, they would expect to pick up where they left off. You can’t blame Buzz Bryant for that. Naturally, Taplinger is going to give guys all the jobs because they have wives and children and mortgages, and all the things single girls don’t have. You have no cause to be surprised now that it’s happened.

      But still, the props department was short-handed. Couldn’t they have stuck him in there? Gosh darn it all. It wasn’t fair. Nell Davenport had been demoted, and the humiliation stung.
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      She had been brooding like a Brontë heroine for hours. What she needed was fresh air, a July breeze through her hair, and summer sun on her face. Danger Signal would have to wait. She fled the office without a word and marched to Stage Seventeen where Betty Bacall was filming Confidential Agent.

      With Luke away at war, it had been a fun distraction to watch Bogie and Betty fall for each other during the shooting of To Have and Have Not. She’d have liked to have attended their wedding, but they had held it in Ohio to avoid turning it into a circus. And now, although they were giddily ensconced in their home above the Sunset Strip, Warners had lumbered poor Betty with a silly movie. The reality of being a studio actress had socked her right in the kisser. Nell figured Betty needed as much cheering up as she did.

      Nell knocked twice, then once, then twice again—their secret knock.

      Lauren’s gravelly voice rang out. “Get in here.”

      Warner Bros.’ newest sensation wore a knitted sweater the color of dirty dishwater that registered as elegantly gray on a black-and-white screen. “Help me rehearse this tripe.” She tossed a pair of pages toward a small radio playing a Chopin piano concerto and they floated to the floor.

      “How’s Mr. Boyer treating you?”

      “His usual Europeanly debonair self.” Betty dropped onto a white, tufted loveseat and took a drag on the cigarette that had been smoldering in a brass ashtray. “I wouldn’t mind so much if Bogie were on the lot and we could eat lunch together. But now that he’s finished The Two Mrs. Carrolls, he gets to putter around the house while I’m here pretending to be a bored rich socialite helping a concert pianist obtain coal for the Spanish rebels. It’s all so ludicrous.”

      A member of the kitchen staff arrived with a bowl of chicken broth, a cheese-and-tomato sandwich, and a glass of milk. Betty thanked the girl and waited until she had left. “I have no appetite. Help yourself.”

      Nell merely stared at the plates.

      “What’s up?” Betty asked. “You look like I feel.” She puffed harder and harder at her cigarette as Nell told her about the shuffling of PR projects. “What a louse!”

      Nell shrugged. “Taplinger gets to call the shots.”

      “I was talking about the other guy. He should know how it feels to have primo movies pulled out from under him.”

      “What should I have said? ‘Sorry you had to withstand all those banzai charges, but Mildred Pierce is mine.’”

      “So it isn’t just stars who are only as good as their last picture?” Betty leaned onto her elbows. “Can you imagine if Confidential Agent was my debut? My career would’ve been dead in the water. Thank God The Big Sleep is coming out before the public can get a whiff of this stinkeroo.”

      “Maybe Christmas in Connecticut will end up being bigger than The Corn is Green and Pride of the Marines combined!” Nell deadpanned. “Who’ll have the last laugh then?”

      The idea that Bette Davis’s Welsh teacher and John Garfield’s blind Marine could be outdone by a magazine writer impersonating a farm wife was preposterous. The two women burst out laughing.

      Betty handed over the sandwich. “I’ll take the broth, and we can share the milk.”

      Hungrier now than she realized, Nell accepted her offer. “This almost feels like the good old days when we were roommates.”

      “These current days ain’t so bad.” The playful smile of a newlywed curled Betty’s lips. “Bogie and I fit together like jigsaw puzzle pieces. We enjoy the same radio shows, dislike the same phonies, and laugh at the same absurdities. Last night I came home to a pile of books wrapped in bright red paper. He’d been at that bookstore you took me to that day you picked me up at Union Station.”

      “What did he buy for you?”

      “Brideshead Revisited, Four Quartets, Ernie Pyle’s Brave Men, and something about being nothing by Jean-Paul Sartre.”

      “Heady stuff. Will you read them?”

      “Sure.” The bell chimed from the radio on her vanity ahead of the one o’clock news. Betty raised the volume. “It might be a while till I get to Sartre.”

      “You’re listening to KFWB, broadcasting to you from the Warner Brothers studios on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, California. Turning to the war first, information has reached us that US naval forces have lost their fifty-third submarine.”

      Nell met Betty’s unblinking eyes.

      “The exact location is unknown,” the newsreader continued, “but estimates put it around the Ogasawara Islands, six hundred miles south of Tokyo. The US crew mounted a heroic fight, with Japanese losses far exceeding our own. We shall continue to keep listeners informed as further details come to hand. All we can confirm for now is the name of the downed submarine: the USS Lanternfish.”

      A gasp flew out of Nell.

      That was Luke’s sub. Or had been the last time she’d heard from him. But that had been six months ago. They could have reassigned him to a different one. Or re-stationed him at Pearl Harbor. He could be in a cab rushing to the studio this very minute to surprise her with news of a weeklong shore leave.

      Betty took the plate from Nell’s trembling fingers and deposited it on the side table. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      She was right. It was a preliminary report. And a sketchy one, at that.

      But still.

      Nell knew the name of only one US sub, and it had sunk to the bottom of the Pacific.
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      An agonizing pulse throbbed the back of Luke’s skull. He tried to open his eyes, but the light through the wafer-thin cracks between his eyelids was too bright. Too painful.

      His hands had contracted into fists, the bedsheets twisted in his fingers. The taut skin stretched over his knuckles slackened as he let go.

      He took in a deep breath. It didn’t hurt, so that was good news.

      Should I try opening my eyes again?

      Gingerly, he parted his eyelids once more. The light that slipped in was stark and antiseptic, but bearable. Just.

      Go on. A little bit more.

      The mottled ceiling needed a fresh paint job.

      Chatter surrounded him. Laughter. A Bronx cheer.

      “Nurse!” somebody shouted. “NURSE!”

      The chattering stopped.

      Bandages encircled his head and left ear. He hurt all over, but mostly his left hand throbbed like a tom-tom.

      “Warner Boy!” the voice bawled. “He’s waking up!”

      Warner Boy? That’s me. He turned carefully to the right. Sonar guy. What was his name?

      “Can you talk?”

      Luke licked his lips. Rough as sandpaper. “Where am I?”

      A new face hovered over him. Blonde hair. No lipstick. Professional smile. “You’re on a hospital ship, Ensign, heading for Pearl Harbor. We passed Wake Island an hour ago. Soon we’ll be waving at Johnston Atoll.”

      “Johnston? How long have I been out?”

      “Three days. Got yourself one heck of a concussion. I expect you have a formidable headache?”

      Luke nodded.

      She laid a hand on his forearm. “It’ll be monstrous for a while.”

      “Nurse Holden’s leaving out the best bit!” Dipper piped up. “You’re the hero of the Lanternfish.”

      The events of that night came tumbling back to him in a foggy jumble. “It didn’t sink?”

      “Sweet Jesus, it sank, all right. But not before twenty-eight men jumped clear.”

      More than half the crew. What a relief.

      “Remember those POWs? Get this: a hundred thirty-nine of ’em were jammed into the hold like junkyard dogs. A hundred and nineteen of them survived. Because of you, Mr. Valenti.”

      Luke struggled to raise himself onto his elbows, but the effort was too much. “How do you figure?”

      “We woulda sunk them Jap bastards, lock, stock, and geisha girls. But after you alerted the skipper, we only winged their maru so they couldn’t go no place. Our deck guns held them off until the Abbot came charging in. All told, you saved a hundred forty-nine lives.”

      Luke’s eyes glazed over at this news. “I was only doing my job.”

      “You went above and beyond.”

      “What about Sparky?” Luke asked. “He made it out okay, didn’t he?”

      A crushing silence followed.

      “Sorry, Warner Boy.” Dipper lowered his voice. “Spunky ol’ Sparky stayed at his post until the Abbot picked up his mayday. We never saw him again.”

      Luke closed his eyes. He could remember hearing Japanese voices in his earphones. Gyorai, torpedoes. Horyo, POWs. The “a-ooga” klaxon ringing through the sub. But what had been his last words to Sparky? Luke drew a blank. Even worse, he struggled to conjure Sparky’s face.

      “And what have we here?”

      Captain Polk stood at Luke’s bedside, flanked by a snowy-haired man in a white coat and a much younger guy in his thirties with a Catskills-comic smile. Luke tried again to hoist himself onto his elbows. The doctor pulled him forward and added an extra pillow, allowing Luke to sit up.

      “We’re mighty glad to see you awake, Ensign.” Polk leaned on his metal walking stick.

      “I hope you won’t need that permanently, sir.”

      Polk’s smile curdled. “I twisted my ankle. Nothing to write home about. But what about you? Feeling okay?”

      He was alive, so that rated more than “okay,” didn’t it?

      The doctor lifted Luke’s left hand and cradled it in his. “How’s this?”

      A tight bandage encased his middle finger. “It hurts.”

      “Sharp pain or throb?”

      The blood pulsed up Luke’s finger. “Throb.”

      “You were bleeding from it when they hauled you aboard,” Polk said. “Sorry, Valenti, but you’ve lost the top half.”

      Luke examined his swaddled finger more closely. It was distinctly shorter now. “How?”

      “Stray bullet, most likely.”

      “Yeah!” Dipper said. “But you gave as good as you got. Jumped onto that .50 and fired away like you was at the O.K. Corral. Remember?”

      Luke nodded, but he had no recollection of any of this.

      “We’ve been joking about how you can’t give anyone the middle finger no more,” Dipper continued. “Hey, Halloran, maybe that can be your headline.”

      The guy by Polk’s side extended his hand. “Nate Halloran, stringer with the Associated Press. The Navy brass has given me full run of the ship to dig around for human-interest stuff.” He fiddled with his striped bow tie. “And the hero of the Lanternfish is precisely what the doctor ordered.”

      The pounding at the base of Luke’s scalp ratcheted up a notch.

      “You’ll be going home with one hell of a war record.” Polk reached into the back pocket of his white trousers and withdrew a presentation box containing a heart-shaped medal hanging from a ribbon. “Ensign Valenti, I present this Purple Heart for your brave and decisive actions in the face of the enemy.” Luke felt the heat of a furious blush redden his cheeks as Polk opened the box and placed the medal in his good hand. “I have reports to file, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      Dipper waited until the captain had hobbled out of the ward. “Finally!” He was now holding up a Purple Heart of his own. “Polk was going to pin yours to your pillow, but we insisted he wait until you woke up.” Luke looked around. Each of the men held their Purple Hearts aloft. “Welcome to the club, Warner Boy—uh, I mean Ensign Valenti, sir.”

      “Thanks, fellas.” Luke ran a thumb over his medal. “A mighty fine club to be a member of.”

      Halloran dragged a chair from across the aisle. “And now it’s my turn to interview the hero of the Lanternfish.”

      “You won’t call me that in your article, will you?”

      “Are you kidding?” Halloran flashed his unctuous smile again and faced the other patients. “Get a load of Mister Modesty here.” He returned to Luke. “Let me explain. Victory was declared in Europe two months ago, right? Americans want this war to be over. We’ve got those Japs on the run now, but we need to bolster morale. My job is to provide the news services with feel-good stories.”

      Luke wasn’t against being an uplifting story, but how many questions could he answer when he scarcely recalled anything from that night?

      “The thing is, Valenti, Navy brass is hell-bent on the Lanternfish being the last downed sub of the war. No more losses, period. You’re the guy who helped save a hundred fifty men, and that makes you a symbol of the coming end. Now, look.” He lifted a note pad and pencil out of the breast pocket of his shirt. “You’ve woken up out of a coma, you’ve lost a finger, your captain’s awarded you the Purple Heart. It’s a lot to take in. I get it. But that’s what’ll make my article so poignant. Your thoughts, your impressions, your reflections—they’ll be as real as it gets. Folks back home’ll be reading about you in Kansas City, Spokane, and Detroit, thinking, ‘I can make do reusing this morning’s coffee grounds. I can stockpile my gas rations and walk to work. I can fill the hole in my shoe with newspapers until all the Luke Valentis out there can finish the job.’”

      How was Luke supposed to say no to such a stirring speech, delivered like Halloran was Jimmy Stewart in a Frank Capra movie?

      Luke lay back deeper into his pillows. “What do you want to know?”

      Halloran licked the tip of his pencil. “First up, is there a special gal keeping the home fires burning for you?”

      Luke pictured Nell sitting at her dining table with the Times or Examiner, squealing when she read his name. She wasn’t the squealing type, but it wasn’t every day her boyfriend got called “The hero of the Lanternfish.”

      “Her name is Nell Davenport,” he said. “And she’s a peach.”
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      Nell checked her wristwatch. Not even ten a.m. yet. Plenty of time until Lieutenant Commander Whitley from the Navy’s Radio and Motion Picture Liaison Office arrived to drive her to Long Beach for the big reunion.

      Meanwhile, “The Girlfriend” reuniting with “The Hero” meant that her outfit needed to be feminine, but sensible. Flattering, but not showy. Appealing, but not vulgar.

      After years of rationing, Nell had re-stitched, re-darned, re-patched, or re-dyed every last piece of her decent clothes. Desperation had been setting in until she’d had the ingenious idea of looting the wardrobe department. Costumes used for personal use was off-limits, but as her Costuming pal, Tristan, had pointed out, “We have seven thousand pieces in the women’s section. Who’s going to miss one little frock for a few hours?”

      She pulled out a two-piece dark green suit with burgundy buttons. “What about this?”

      Tristan looked up from a sapphire strapless cocktail dress he’d been debating over for Ann Sheridan in Nora Prentiss. “What does the label say?”

      “Dvorak.”

      “You’ve got Ann’s coloring, but it’ll broaden you across the hips. And we can’t have that. Not if there’s a gaggle of photographers at the wharf.”

      Nell would have preferred a private reunion, but fat chance of that. Not with the Lanternfish hero. “Who should I be keeping an eye out for?”

      “Glenda Farrell or Jane Wyman. Stay away from Ruby Keeler and Joan Blondell.”

      Nell continued flipping through ballgowns, honky-tonk dresses, and dowdy spinster-aunt shawls. Out of seven thousand choices, she was bound to find some outfit or other that would fit the bill—and her hips. She recognized an Eleanor Parker outfit from Between Two Worlds.

      “Just the girl I’m looking for.”

      Nell turned to see Hoagy Carmichael in the doorway. She had first met him on the set of To Have and Have Not, and had ended up performing a song they had written together on a big Christmas broadcast. “For me? How come?”

      “I did a week at the Rhythm Room, testing out new material, new orchestrations.”

      She pulled out a gaberdine suit of dark crimson with extra-wide white lapels. The collar read ‘Wyman.’ “I wish I’d known.”

      “I do, too. On most nights, someone requested I play ‘Every Fifth Word.’”

      Nell held the dress to her waist. “Isn’t that something?” Flaring the generous skirt, she called out to Tristan, “I think this’ll work.”

      He needed only a quick glance. “You got hat, gloves, handbag, and shoes to match?”

      “I do.”

      “In that case, it’s perfect.”

      “I can see you’re busy,” Hoagy said.

      “Luke’s ship is due in at Long Beach this afternoon.”

      “I read about him in the papers. You must be beside yourself.”

      “Trying hard not to be.” Yes. This Wyman suit was exactly what she’d been looking for. “The Navy press officer warned me to expect a dockside madhouse.”

      “I want to plant a seed for you to think about.”

      Nell wondered if there were fitting rooms nearby. “What type of seed?”

      “We should take ‘Every Fifth Word’ into the studio.”

      For the first time in over a week, all thoughts of Luke’s arrival flew from Nell’s mind. “A commercial recording?”

      “Full orchestrations, twenty-piece orchestra, the whole nine yards. And you’ll sing lead vocals.”

      “ME?!” The crimson suit almost slipped away. She caught it before it sagged to the floor. “Wouldn’t you want Dinah Shore, or Betty Hutton, or even the Andrews Sisters?”

      “That song became yours the moment we stepped on the Canteen stage.”

      “Oh, Hoagy, that’s terribly flattering. Honest it is. But I’m not a professional singer⁠—”

      “You could be.”

      Professional?

      He kissed her on the forehead. “Good luck this afternoon. I’ll call you in a few days.”

      Nell’s mouth was still gaping open when Hoagy disappeared through the exit.
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      “That’s quite a fetching outfit you’re wearing.”

      The neighborhoods past downtown slipped by Nell’s window as the Buick—navy blue, naturally—headed south. The closer they drew, the more sharply her nerves clawed at her innards. Fortunately, Hoagy had provided her with an intoxicating diversion.

      Hoagy Carmichael thinks I’m good enough for a professional record. With full orchestra. That people would plunk down cash for. To hear me sing. ME!

      “Thank you. It’s—” Nell smoothed out the skirt. It’s what? Stolen? Snuck out of Costuming? Illegally borrowed? “I hope gabardine isn’t too hot for this August weather.”

      Whitley was a pleasant-enough sort, with a broad, open face, and a head of thick black hair that reminded her of Luke’s. She’d get to run her fingers through his soon. “Those ocean breezes will keep you cool.”

      I’ll make it clear to Hoagy that if I don’t cut the mustard, he’s free to call Dinah. No hard feelings.

      “Do you think there’ll be many people at the dock?” she asked.

      “Luke is one of three hundred and ninety-eight returning servicemen, so I’m expecting a considerable gathering to greet them. Plus press, photographers, and newsreels.”

      They passed a huge sign: LONG BEACH NAVAL SHIPYARD. “What if he can’t see me?”

      Whitley smiled at her a tad indulgently. “You let me worry about that.”
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      They circumvented the public parking lot and headed into a smaller one signposted OFFICIAL VEHICLES ONLY. Nell didn’t hear the cheering of the throngs and the oom-pah-pah of the Navy band until she swung open her car door. Brightly colored pennants hung from lamp posts and flags flapped in breezes fragrant with briny sea air.

      A white hospital ship docked at the wharf possessed a single funnel displaying a huge red cross painted at its center and sported a matching red stripe running from bow to stern. Sailors jamming the main deck launched streamers to civilians—mostly women in their best Sunday hats—crowding the pier.

      Whitley led her to a roped-off walkway that paralleled the water’s edge and guided her toward a bank of newsreel cameras and press photographers.

      Oh, boy. Here we go.

      Nell had dreamed so long about this homecoming. How she would feel when she saw him. What his first words might be. The sound of his voice. Gathering him in her arms and pressing him close. Ever since Whitley had called her, she’d known this moment would play out in front of hundreds of people. But now she was here. So many faces looking at her, dozens of cameras pointing at her.

      “What should I do?” she asked Whitley.

      He prodded her shoulder so that she rotated to face the gaggle of press. “Smiling would be nice.”

      Easy for you to say. Your whole body isn’t trembling worse than a shrinking violet at her first formal ball.

      “Nell! Hey, Nell!”

      I know that voice!

      She should’ve expected Fox Movietone News would be here. Thank heavens it was good ol’ reliable Reggie Bloom. She rushed over to him. It had been his footage in Colorado that had helped Nell track Luke down. What a relief to see a familiar face among feverish wives, mothers, and girlfriends.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Overwhelmed would be an understatement.”

      “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Step back about ten feet. Keep your right foot forward, and angle your body to the left. Not too far, otherwise it’ll look awkward.”

      “Who are you?” she asked, breaking the tension with a laugh. “John Huston?”

      “Trust your Uncle Reggie. You’ll be slimmer for the camera.” She followed his directions. “And . . . wave.”

      Three deafening blasts boomed from the ship’s horn. Whitley touched her elbow. “The men are ready to disembark.”

      A gate opened at the top of the gangplank. Nell raised her hand, shielding her eyes from the sun. A sailor in a chambray shirt and white Dixie cup hat steered a wheelchair down the ramp. His charge wore Navy-issue khaki. His garrison cap sat a little crooked, off to the side and back. She could see the whites of his teeth as he smiled through his dark, bushy beard.

      Whitley stepped closer. “I put in a request for the hero of the Lanternfish to be the first one off⁠—”

      Nell bolted ahead. Etiquette be damned. Protocol be damned. Decorum be damned. Luke was in a wheelchair. Had he been badly injured? Could he not even walk anymore?

      “Luke!” she called. “LUKE!”

      His head shot up when he heard her voice. He waved, then spoke to his escort, who bent over to listen.

      She reached the end of the gangplank seconds ahead of him. He slung his white canvas seabag aside as he struggled to his feet. The gold insignia pinned to his cap glinted in the sunshine. He looked so thin. His khaki uniform, creased and baggy, seemed to engulf him, and the garrison cap was slipping off his head. A thick bandage swaddled the middle finger of his left hand. His eyes had lost their sparkle. After everything he’d been through, she should have guessed they might.

      “Come here,” he said to her. His hands felt sandpaper rough, but warm and dry. That beard! Tears she hadn’t been aware of blurred his face.

      “Your wheelchair! I got such a fright!”

      He brushed away a lock of her hair. “It’s the concussion. I’m still not fully recovered, so it’s Navy regulations.” His voice quivered like a hummingbird. But she would have known it anywhere.

      “So you can stand? And walk?”

      “And run and dance. But we’ll leave the singing up to you.”

      Oh! There was so much to tell him! She brushed her fingers against his beard. “What’s all this?”

      “With no women around to impress, daily grooming falls by the wayside.”

      She nodded. “The Navy has booked you a hotel.”

      “Just me? Or us?”

      She gave that awful wild beard a gentle tug. “Someone needs to shave you.”

      As sailors streamed off the boat, she stared into his soulful hazel eyes until she could no longer keep herself so far from him. Not when six inches felt like six miles. She hurled herself at him again, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her lips to his. He tasted of salt, smelled of starch.

      He’d come home to her at last.

      At long last.
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      Luke burrowed deeper into his bed at the Biltmore Hotel. So soft. So comfortable. Or was it a regular mattress with ordinary sheets and he’d become used to Navy bunks that were sometimes firm, sometimes saggy, but rarely exactly right? He breathed in the bedsheet’s subtle lavender scent. Who, exactly, was paying for this plush suite?

      Nell’s eyelids fluttered, her breathing slow and steady.

      Yesterday at Terminal Island. Good God, what a circus! Newsreel cameras, press photographers, all those reporters calling his name. He now knew how it felt to be as famous as Bogie. Without Whitley from the Navy press office taking charge, he might still have been stammering answers to their endless questions. The minute he’d flopped onto the Buick’s back seat, he had asked if they could stop at Simon’s Drive-in at Wilshire and Fairfax, where he’d chowed down on a double order of everything as Nell caught him up on the last three years: her promotion to PR, shepherding Bogie and his new love toward matrimony, writing and performing that “Every Fifth Word” song, which she would soon record with Hoagy Carmichael.

      The raw throbbing at the back of his skull abated if he lay on his left side. It also allowed him to drink her in some more. What a cute little nose she had. Why hadn’t he noticed it before?

      The schedule stretching ahead of them was almost too much to contemplate. His mind wandered farther into the future.

      All this “the hero of the Lanternfish” commotion would be over in a week or two. Where would he be then? Did Bogie still have a job for him?

      Did he even need it? His thoughts flew to his inheritance. All thirty-one thousand nine hundred and eighty-eight bucks of it. The staggering amount had been too overwhelming to think about when he’d first learned of it, so he’d pushed it from his mind. Easy to accomplish out at sea with no idea when he’d get home. Or if. That New York lawyer had told him it’d be a while until the courts had processed his grandfather’s estate. How long was “a while”? One month? Six? A year?

      Nell yawned and opened her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re back.” She sandwiched the palm of his left hand between her warm fingers. “Your missing finger—does it hurt?”

      “The missing bit doesn’t.”

      A girlish giggle bubbled out of her. What a tonic it was to hear again. He’d never get sick of that sound.

      “The doctor who stitched me up said the pain will subside, but it’ll take time. Compared to Tony, I have no cause to complain.”

      “He wanted to be there yesterday, but he’s got his hands full with our Cole Porter biopic.”

      “Hands full? Doing what?”

      A flicker of confusion clouding Nell’s face gave way to a you’d-better-brace-yourself grin. “Your brother works in Hair and Makeup.”

      The concussion throbbed even harder. Would it ever give him a break? “Tony? The roofer who enjoys an ugly-drunk bar fight more than he ought to? He’s now working at Warner Brothers? In Hair and Makeup?”

      “Did you know he fixes Audrey’s hair?”

      Luke pictured Tony’s wife, the envy of Bensonhurst housewives with those elaborate hairdos that he’d always assumed had taken her hours to complete. All this time it had been Tony?

      “Oh, and that’s another thing. Audrey and Carol live out here now.”

      “They left Brooklyn? Jesus! Anything else?”

      “Yes. Avery Osterhaus.”

      “My uncle? What’s he done?”

      “Gone legit. Works at Warners, too, painting backdrops. He’s been helpful for your brother. After losing his leg like that, it took Tony ages to come good again. But now he and Avery are pals. Everything’s rosy all round.”

      Luke massaged the base of his middle finger. Sometimes it helped with the pain. But not today.

      “But enough of everyone else.” Nell raked her nails through Luke’s hair. “Ensign Valenti, I have questions.”

      He pulled her closer until she wrapped her naked body around his. How many times had he lain on a bunk and dreamed of this? “It’s Lieutenant Junior Grade Valenti now.”

      “A promotion?”

      “Halfway between Pearl Harbor and here.” Luke leaned in for a long, tender kiss. “Just so that you know, I plan on wearing those lips down to nubs.” He settled back into the pillows. “Okay. Shoot.”

      “Montauk, Boulder, Sea of Japan. Fill in the blanks.”

      Montauk’s wide, wind-swept beaches conjured themselves in Luke’s mind. Untamed expanses of North Atlantic. Clumps of pungent seaweed. The lone lighthouse. What a halcyon time it had been.

      “Montauk was everything I hoped. It was long hours, and I was often alone, sometimes all night, but I didn’t care. We were doing important work monitoring German communications, trying to break their codes. But every time we did, they’d realize it and switch to a new one. Boom. We’re back to square one. Working as a crippie was thrilling.”

      “Crippie?”

      “Slang for cryptanalyst.”

      “So you were the right man for the right job at the right time in the right place.”

      “I guess so.”

      “I know so.”

      “Anyway, one of the chaps wanted me to quiz him on his vocabulary. He’d applied for the Navy’s language center in Colorado and was finding it tough going because Japanese is—” Luke whistled “—it may as well be from another planet.”

      “But,” Nell interrupted, “your photographic memory soaked it all up. In the end, he threw in the towel, and you were the one sent to Boulder.”

      “That’s pretty much it, yes.”

      “Which is where you met Reggie Bloom.”

      “You know Reggie?”

      “Your newsreel ran ahead of Heaven Can Wait. Tristan and I nearly leapt out of our seats. He got me into Fox, where I tracked down the guy who shot the footage.” She unleashed those enchanting giggles he used to replay in his mind as he drifted off to sleep. “Did you see Reggie at the dock yesterday?”

      “Yesterday was . . . a lot.”

      “In that case, you’ll need to brace yourself for what’s coming up today.”

      Oh, yes. The parade. Couldn’t he skip it?

      Luke had started on his second cheeseburger when Whitley had laid out today’s agenda. Marching bands, girl scouts, returned veterans, and anyone they could conscript to troop along Broadway to City Hall for speeches and a ceremony. And who would be sitting in a convertible, waving at the crowds as he brought up the rear? Ugh. As if his skull-cracking headache wasn’t bad enough already.

      “Tell me”—Nell’s voice was softer now—“what’s a sparky? You kept repeating it in your sleep, saying it over and over.”

      “The Navy is big on nicknames. The radio operators are always called Sparky. They put me in with him so that I could test some new equipment. He was a real nice guy.”

      At least, from what Luke could remember. He could recall boarding the Lanternfish in Pearl Harbor. And the day-to-day grind as they sailed toward Japan. Most of the names and faces of his fellow crewmembers. The bunks—too soft. The biscuits—too hard. The bathrooms—too communal. He could recall the funny incidents, the ribald humor. But the closer he got to the sinking, the less he could recall.

      “What was his actual name?”

      Luke would have given anything to be able to answer, but his memories had huge, yawning gaps. It wasn’t a short name. Lawrence? Jeremiah? Anderson? Sparky’s name would come to him one day. Hopefully.

      Knuckles rapped on the door. “ROOM SERVICE!”

      “You ordered breakfast?” Luke asked Nell.

      “I suspect Whitley did. That guy thinks of everything.”

      Luke scooped up the bathrobe draped over the foot of the bed and went to open the door. “I hope they have marmalade. Only once in a blue moon did the Navy⁠—”

      “Surprise!”

      Bogie stood behind a chrome cart laden with enough food to fuel the entire crew of the Lanternfish. A stunning young woman with wavy hair and flashing eyes hovered next to him. He wished he could see colors because this looker would be even more alluring.

      Luke stepped aside to let them into the room before Bogie pulled him into a bear hug.

      “I can’t tell you how this warms my heart.” Emotion choked Bogie’s words. “Safe and sound, healthy and intact.”

      Luke held up his left hand. “Almost.”

      “Christ almighty, Valenti. A few inches over and—yikes.”

      The shock of seeing Bogie had intensified the pounding in Luke’s skull, but he wasn’t about to let it spoil this moment. “I’ve been luckier than a four-leaf clover growing out of a rabbit’s foot surrounded by a horseshoe.”

      “You’re not the only one.” Bogie clapped a hand to Luke’s back. “Allow me to introduce the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      The knockout flashed her vivid eyes. “Outside of a single malt Scotch whiskey, that is.”

      “This, Luke, is my wife, Lauren Bacall.”

      “Terrific to finally meet you,” she purred. “But I’m only Lauren Bacall for business purposes. I’m really just Betty from Brooklyn.”

      Nell greeted the pair and then announced that the party from the mayor’s office was due at ten, and seeing as how it was nearly nine, they should eat while they could. They drew up four chairs around the room’s little dining table and dug in.

      An hour later, another knock interrupted the convivial session of “And then what happened?”

      When Luke opened the door, he found Lieutenant Commander Whitley alongside a rotund gent with a beer belly and a whiskey nose. Whitley introduced Luke to Mr. Ackerman, the head of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce and the usual phalanx of flunkies, and the two men stepped into the room.

      “We know who these two fine people are,” Ackerman said, winking at Bogie and Bacall, “but who’s this young lady?”

      Luke gulped. It was unacceptably improper for an unmarried couple to spend the night together, especially when one-half of that couple was about to get a parade. They should have dreamed up a cover story.

      Nell stepped forward, confident as a cheerleader. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Ackerman. Nell Davenport, with the Warner Brothers’ PR office. I’m here to—to⁠—”

      “I think the word you’re groping for is ‘nursemaid.’” Bogie nudged Ackerman. “You know us actors. Can’t be trusted out of our cages for a minute.”

      Introductions taken care of, Ackerman outlined their plans for the day ahead.

      “The parade kicks off at eleven. It’ll take about an hour to get to City Hall, where Mayor Bowron will be waiting to present you with a key to the city.”

      Luke’s gaze drifted through the tall windows overlooking Pershing Square, where a shuttered booth stood among the shrubs. A weathered sign read BUY WAR BONDS HERE! DO YOUR PART! BE A PATRIOT! My part was more dicey than I bargained for, he thought, but I got through it. Can’t I just get back to my regular life?

      “Did you hear that, Luke?” Nell asked. “The key to the city!”

      He plastered a smile on his face. “That sure is something.”

      “Excuse us a moment.” Bogie hauled Luke into the bathroom and kicked the door shut behind them. “I can read you like a billboard. You were the only Jap speaker on that boat. If you hadn’t alerted the skipper that torpedoes were on the way, the loss of life would have been much higher.”

      Luke found he couldn’t meet Bogie’s eyes. “Half the crew lost their lives. All I lost was half a finger. It just doesn’t seem right that I’m the one getting a parade.”

      Bogie leaned against the wall, pretending to be low-key and casual, but Luke could tell it was window dressing. “All this hubbub today isn’t about you. It’s for the mothers and fathers, the wives and girlfriends who’ll never get to hug their boys, or attend their weddings, or wrap their Christmas presents. You’re standing in for all those guys. You joined the Navy to defend your country, and you rose to the occasion in ways none of us ever imagined. I’m so proud of you I could bust apart at the seams.”

      Luke took in Bogie’s earnest expression. “No fooling?”

      “When you left us, you were still a goggle-eyed kid. But now you’ve seen life and faced death.” He grasped Luke’s hand, being careful not to jostle the bandaged finger, and raised it in front of their faces. “And you’ve got the war wound to prove it.”

      “Jesus, Bogie. Who wrote that speech for you? The Epstein brothers?”

      Bogie landed a playful slap to Luke’s shoulder. “This parade will go faster if you enjoy it.”
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        * * *

      

      The black visor on Luke’s service dress cap shielded his face from the unrelenting summer sun. Whitley sat up front alongside the assigned driver.

      Bogie’s advice—It’ll go faster if you enjoy it—bounced around Luke’s skull as they pulled out of the parking lot at the southern end of downtown. By the time the Packard had reached Twenty-Fifth Street, the doubts plaguing him like belligerent vultures had scattered, chased away by the cheers roaring from Bogie’s mothers, fathers, wives, and girlfriends. They called out his name and yelled “Bravo!” and “Welcome home!” over the Naval Academy Band’s “Fairest of the Fair” and “Hands Across the Sea.”

      Bogie was even more on the money than he knew, Luke realized. It was a downright honor to be the person these people looked to for comfort and reassurance. Okay, sure, he’d be enjoying this if he weren’t suffering from such a wearying, pernicious headache and a half-finger that burned white hot. But the Navy chose you, Lieutenant Valenti, so do your job and wave until your arm drops off.

      Luke spotted a little girl out front of the United Artists Theatre dressed in a starched white dress and waving her American flag for all she was worth. With her board-straight hair and gleeful eyes, the little dickens was a miniature Nell.

      Bogie’s voice rang in his ears. I’m so proud of you I could bust apart at the seams. Was Nell proud of him, too? He hoped so. What about his family back in Brooklyn? Had he done something they could brag about to their friends and neighbors?

      As the car passed the little girl, Luke noticed she was standing in front of her father, who had the sun-ripened face and crewcut sandy hair of a freshly discharged sailor. Luke couldn’t picture Sparky, hear his voice, or recall a single detail about him, but earlier that morning, a glimmer had flashed through Luke’s mind. However, this was neither the time nor place to ruminate on that. He had a job to do. Forget the throbbing pain. Forget the burning finger. Hey Sparky, this one’s for you.
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        * * *

      

      Luke’s convertible pulled up outside City Hall, where officials had set up a stage adorned with red, white, and blue bunting. A high-school marching band caterwauled an unrecognizable tune as Luke approached the dais where the mayor stood, a camera-ready beam propping up his sagging face.

      With his thinning gray hair and rimless glasses, Fletcher Bowron resembled everybody’s grandpa, fresh from a folksy Norman Rockwell painting. After vigorously shaking Luke’s hand, he positioned himself at the microphones and motioned for the bandleader to wind down his melody.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, honored guests, and my fellow Angelenos, welcome to this afternoon’s stirring ceremony.”

      As the mayor yammered through his speech, Luke scanned the throng. Bogie and Betty had taken off after everybody exited the hotel, reluctant to steal his thunder. Nell had assured him she’d catch up with him at City Hall, but neither of them had counted on there being several thousand people to wade through. Spotting her was like trying to locate a buoy in a hundred square miles of ocean, so he gave up searching.

      “In closing”—Bowron took a box covered in blue velvet from a hovering assistant—“I have the boundless pleasure of awarding Lieutenant Junior Grade Luke Valenti this key to the city of Los Angeles.” He flipped open the lid and passed the box to Luke.

      A ten-inch brass key glowed in the sunshine. Its head featured the official LA city seal bookended with angels; a miniature replica of City Hall filled the tip. It wouldn’t unlock anything, but it was, nevertheless, an impressive piece of hardware. Luke held it up to the audience and hollered into the microphones how grateful he was for this inspiring honor. But where would he put it? He had no home.

      “And now we have a surprise for our esteemed guest.” Bowron took an abrupt step back to make way for a new, yet familiar face.

      Luke had first met Captain Keaton Vance in the boardinghouse Luke had lived in before the war. Vance had been the occasional overnight visitor of his neighbor, Beatrice. It had been Tristan who had dubbed the strapping career naval officer Captain Stamina.

      Luke snapped to attention and saluted.

      Vance smiled as he returned the salute. “At ease, Lieutenant.”

      “It’s good to see you, Captain.”

      “Likewise.” Vance tapped on the sleeve of his dark-blue, double-breasted dress uniform. A thick gold band had replaced the four half-inch stripes of a captain.

      Luke saluted again. “Congratulations, Commodore.”

      Vance pivoted to face the microphones.

      “Due to his superior language skills during the July thirteenth attack by Japanese forces on the USS Lanternfish, then-Ensign Valenti determined his submarine was facing imminent attack while also discerning that the enemy ship held a large number of Allied prisoners of war. His quick thinking saved one hundred and forty-nine lives that night, and so for distinguished devotion to duty, extraordinary courage, and disregard for his own personal safety, it is my deep honor to present you the Navy Cross.”

      Luke staggered half a step backward. The medal—a gold cross with a sailing ship at its center—was the Navy’s second-highest valor award, presented only to sailors who had distinguished themselves during combat. The Purple Heart had been one thing. Everyone who’d suffered injury during action got one.

      Thousands of people cheered their appreciation as Vance pinned the medal to his chest next to his Purple Heart, Pacific Theater and victory ribbons, and the submarine combat pin, then offered a firm congratulatory handshake.

      Bowron’s assistant steered Luke away from the podium, and Mayor Bowron introduced Archbishop Cantwell, who trumpeted a fervent blessing for the war dead, “to commemorate the lieutenant’s gallant shipmates and martyred POWs who made the return voyage to our Heavenly Father the night the Lanternfish was sunk.”

      As Luke stood off to the side of the dais, the mayor’s assistant pointed to a line of two dozen uniformed men. “There’s just one more thing to ask before you depart. We’d like to give you the opportunity to greet those men.”

      Many of them were as skinny as bamboo, and looked as though they’d been dribbled into careworn, poorly fitted uniforms cobbled together from the racks at Western Costume. More than one or two of them tottered from the strain of standing at attention.

      “You should know,” the assistant said, “each one of them requested to be here today.”

      “Who are they?” Luke asked.

      “Some of the POWs from the Japanese merchant ship.”

      A strangled cry caught in Luke’s throat. That explained the anguish haunting each hollowed-out face.

      “They want to thank you personally for saving their lives.”

      “They deserve the Navy Cross, not me.” Luke could barely raise his voice above a whisper. “What do I even say to them?”

      The assistant prodded Luke toward the line-up. “Anything to help them regain their humanity.” He pried the two velvet boxes from Luke’s grip as they approached.

      “Hello, there.” Luke felt the bones poking through the blistered skin of the man’s offered hand. “Very glad to meet you.”
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