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Iola Boggs
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THE HOUSE WAS calm for no one else was awake. Out the window, the dawn’s light had just touched the treetops. But my mind was a mile away where there was a whole different world. Nothing could discourage me. Not if ordered to remove a dead rat from the woodpile, not if berated, not if I got only bread and water for breakfast. Having a need was exciting because I knew I could fill it as soon as I dealt with the obstacles—if I let go of my pride. 

When a whippoorwill sang, Ethyl Lou stirred and got herself up. Before long, everyone was. Papa was the last. All morning, I did my chores—sweeping, mopping, rubbing Mama’s swollen feet, washing, dumping the garbage in the smelly trash pile, and saying my yes ma’ams. Then I told Ethyl Lou—using my most polite voice—“I’m going neighboring.” 

But it wasn’t cousin Alma Bevil I needed to visit. It was her new blue-glass radio with exotic voices that had captured my imagination several times before. It was President Hoover talking about the Hoover Dam project. It was the mayor of Chicago. The king of England. It all sounded good—their names, their ear-catching stories. I especially liked Amelia Earhart talking about flying planes. I loved her voice. What did she look like? Was she tall? She had to be smart. Was flying like heaven? I imagined flying far away from eensy Pilgrim. 

Radio talk was different—the rhythm, accent, the words themselves, words I never heard before. Soon it dawned on me Pilgrim folks often ran words together. And if someone was speaking in tongues, their words ran together like they had melted in rain. Mama was good at it. People claimed she was a saint talking with God in his own private language. But if someone asked me my opinion and said I could be honest, and wouldn’t get punished, I would’ve said, If Mama’s a saint, she’s a mean, cruel one. 

Now the radio people—that is, the ones I liked—finished most every one of their words, clear and succinct. It was crisp talk. It said you were going someplace important, having no interest in living your life with a mean saint in a hollow nestled between steep hills, good mostly for hunting wild meat. Except, eating the pawpaws growing by the creeks was fun, and fishing for crawdads with my brother, Buck. Very possibly, if I could learn crisp talk, I might not live my whole life in Pilgrim. So at age fourteen, I made plans.

After doing Saturday chores, I walked, wanted to run, out the old front door, down the two stone steps, turned a bit to the right and took thirty quick steps, past the garden that got a half day of sun, to where the path to town opened up. I headed across the footbridge over Short Creek swollen with rain, past wild azaleas, skunk cabbage, and the woods full of trilliums. In no time, I was on the wide dirt road, avoiding puddles and mud, walking a mile to where the hollow widened and Pilgrim came into view. 

It had a feed store that smelled like hay, the one-room schoolhouse with sixty desks, the town square with one bench, where if a boy and a girl sat down together, they had to sit a foot apart. No kissing, except holding hands was okay. There were two magnolia trees, the general store, post office, the church that got noisy Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings with singing, holy rolling, and talking in tongues, and Reverend Spence preaching like Jesus was present in the holy flesh. The meetinghouse sat off, behind the post office. Buck told me some of the boys would get drunk there on Friday nights. Not that I ever saw them—not being allowed. 

I picked up my pace at the road just before town. It went off to the right, where I skipped past the orange daylilies, and on to the Bevils’. 

Soon I was sitting down with plump Alma with her thick braid hanging down her back, listening to the magic box. I liked the name radio, the knobs that turned the dial that changed the stations, and the glass tubes in the back that lit up and captured voices out of the air. I spent as many afternoons as possible in her kitchen with its big window and pretty blue curtains with ruffles on the bottom. She had soft cushions on every chair. Sometimes I lost myself in her green easy chair that felt like Pilgrim’s lap of luxury. 

Cousin Alma said, “Iola, you visiting, it’s like I have a daughter finally and not just six sons. You’re always welcome.” What with the friendly words, often a corn fritter, or a pancake with wild blackberry jam, always a glass of sweet-tasting water, I wanted to visit all day. On my way home, I practiced crisp talk one sentence at a time.

One Saturday, I was late getting home. Papa had told me earlier that day to be back before dusk. My big family had already sat down at the supper table. It was mostly potatoes that night. Papa and the older boys each got two slices of meat, and the rest of us got nibbles. The little ones got the last of the milk. 

“Late, plus she not do her chores good this morning,” Ethyl Lou said.

I knew I had. The first thing come to mind was to use my crisp talk to get back at my bossy big sister. “How was your day today? Mine was definitely fine.” I spoke each syllable as clear as my favorite radio folks. Then with tightly closed lips and my tongue pressed against my teeth, I managed a smile.

Friend looked at me cockeyed. Cecil almost fell out of his chair laughing. Ethyl Lou elbowed me and said, “Shush. You loony girl.”

“What ailing you, child? The devil get to you?” Mama’s molasses tongue wasn’t asking a question. It was making an accusation. Everyone knew that.

I coughed, sputtered. Face and neck felt hot. I said, “I was just practicing for a speech I got to give in school. Best way to practice is overtalk. It’s what I hear.” 

“She hearing things,” Sledge Jr. said with meat in his mouth.

“Heard it in school.” My eyes darted over to him.

“Overtalk?” Mama leaned back in her chair. Shook her head in slow motion. 

“It’s talking the same thing but not the same way; it’s using different words. That way, you won’t forget. Gets stuck in your memory good.” I had made up the word overtalk on the spur of the moment. It was kind of like what I heard in school, so it wasn’t really a lie. 

“You talking nonsense,” Ethyl Lou said. “Never heard that in school.”

Buck shot me a supportive glance.

“I know what overtalk is. It’s talking uppity,” Cecil said.

“Problem’s her name. Look at Uncle Arvo—no one’s as oddball as him. A bad name messes you up,” Friend said. “Think about it. I’m the nicest and got the nicest name.”

Mama paid no attention to Friend. She narrowed one eye at me. “So you giving a speech about us at the supper table?”

“Just figuring ways you can talk different so I be sure to remember my speech. Like maybe . . . how you might say howdee different.”

“Nothing wrong with howdee.” Lucine wiped her plate clean and licked her cute little fingers.

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Well, what you talking about?” Maude didn’t even look at me.

“Well, I don’t cotton to different ways. You hear me?” Mama narrowed both eyes.

“Yes, Mama.” 

“She in school too much,” Sledge Jr. said.

Papa said nothing. He smelled of liquor.
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AFTERWARD, I USED crisp talk only when I was by a side creek in a ravine, a safe mile from the house. It was odd—talking to the trees, so I made a joke out of it. While sitting by a pawpaw tree, I whispered, “Is this where you grew up? . . . (Yes, and I never left home) . . . I hope to leave home . . . (Wish I could).” I laughed so hard at a tree wanting to leave home I keeled over. Then I cried. I knew why, but I couldn’t think about it or I’d cry all day. Crying never helped. I’d just get slapped, so I sat up and asked, “Would you like to know about Amelia Earhart? . . . (Love to) . . . Her nickname’s Meeley . . . (That’s silly) . . . When she was a kid, she made a ramp going from the top of a shed to the ground and she slid down it in a box. She said it felt like flying but she got hurt . . . (Where’d you hear that?) . . . On the radio . . . (Honey, that’s interesting, but may I ask why you want to leave home?)” I touched my lips to the pawpaw and whispered, “Because something awful happened, but I can’t talk about it or I’ll get beaten hard. Sorry for crying . . . (When did it happen?) . . . Three years ago. Can’t say no more.” I sat there awhile, thinking Amelia Earhart would’ve approved of my syllables.

When Mama heard a rumor that Cora, Alma Bevil’s second cousin by marriage, sang in a nightclub with a colored girl in Chicago, she told all us kids not to neighbor over there. But I had once met Cora and her smile melted stone with joy. She had put her arm around me and said, “You’ll go far.” Later when I heard her singing, it seemed like the finest thing a human could do. It was obvious I had met perfection, and anything she did had to be good and righteous. Soon after, following my unbridled instincts, on my way home from school and lagging behind my siblings, I popped into the Bevils, and said, “Cousin Alma, I’ll do your ironing every Saturday afternoon—for a nickel.” She offered me three, a cup of tea with cream and sugar, and called me sweetie.

I told Mama, “Cousin Alma said she’ll pay me three nickels to iron for her. I give you the nickels.” Next Saturday after doing my chores, I went neighboring again—ironing, planning, dreaming as I listened to the radio, and hoping to hear Amelia Earhart talking about planes and where she flew, how long it took, what it felt like. Was she ever scared? I was pleased I put one over on Mama. From that day forward, I decided I could nudge my life to what I wanted, if I figured out what pieces went together. That might be easy because one time, Buck dragged home a jigsaw puzzle he found in someone’s trash. I put it together in no time flat, except for the three missing pieces.

“Anyone can do that,” Ethyl Lou had said.

Just to show her, I turned the pieces over to the blank side and finished it almost as quick.

“That be the way the devil put together a puzzle.” Mama took it and threw it in the fire.
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I GOT GOOD at planning my future. I finished easy ninth grade, did tenth, did my ironing at Alma’s, visited Aunt Pleasant and Uncle Dillard the few times possible because they lived in Chattanooga and were awful nice and let me read their newspapers. I saw a picture of Amelia Earhart—she had freckles and modern short hair. Modern was the best. The newspaper said she was the sixteenth woman to get a pilot’s license. Sixteenth? Could I ever do that?

Knowing it would never happen in Pilgrim, I helped Buck fix the broken-down car he got for free, because if we got it running he promised me a ride to Chattanooga. I finished eleventh grade, finished twelfth, and then graduated at the head of my five-student class. I said goodbye to Alma, gave her a bag of the best pawpaws as a token of my gratitude. We both said we’d miss each other.
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THE NIGHT BEFORE leaving home, under a black sky laden with stars, Papa whispered, “Good luck,” and gave me a hug. Then something in me heard the stars, the pawpaws, trilliums, the whippoorwills, crawdads swimming in the creeks, and cousin Alma all calling. Like the air had shimmered them. Some doubt about leaving slipped in. 

Back in the house, Mama said, “She’s going to lose her soul.” 

Ethyl Lou hissed between her teeth, then said, “Already has and she better not come back unless she on her knees.” 

With his sergeant voice, Sledge Jr. said, “She’ll be back by year’s end, begging forgiveness.” 

It was hard hearing them talk nasty about me, like I wasn’t around. My stomach got knotted up, causing me to not sleep well that night. In the morning, my doubt disappeared. With my anxious, excited head held high and carrying one small suitcase (held together with an old rope, donated by Alma), a letter of recommendation from my schoolteacher, and two dried leaves from the pawpaw tree that wanted to leave home, I got into Buck’s old car he finally fixed. He drove me to Chattanooga, dropped me off at Aunt Pleasant and Uncle Dillard’s, and hugged me goodbye. He said he was driving on to Florida to stick his feet in the ocean and find a cute girl. I was eighteen.

While hoping my stomach would unknot, I found a job as a secretary because a job was part of my plans. It was nice that Uncle Dillard charged me hardly any rent. First thing was to save my money to buy my own radio. Aunt Pleasant said I could’ve listened to hers. She didn’t understand—I needed my own. Second thing was save for a plane ride. It cost twelve dollars for a twenty-minute ride, which was a lot. When Uncle Dillard realized what I wanted, he said he’d pay for it. 

I was beside myself climbing in the four-seater plane, feeling it take off, and seeing the ground fall away as the plane climbed higher. Soon Chattanooga lay before me in one big swoop. It seemed to go on forever. The crisscross of streets, the houses, the roofs, cars, the green hills far away. Someone’s yellow balloon floated up in the sky. I floated. Never before. At that moment, Pilgrim and its moonshining violence and fear of change evaporated like a summer’s snowflake. I was glued to the window, on top of happy, wanting to fly planes. The noisy engine vibrated my seat. It was my first time sitting on a vibrating seat. Then Uncle Dillard’s hand caressed my inner thigh, and he leaned into me. Lust-filled big blue eyes. He’d never done anything like that before. Not knowing what to do, I turned away and talked real loud and edgy, hiding fear. “Look at the church, look, the people—like little ants. That’s a fancy rooftop. So steep. Is that the city hall? Uncle Dillard, look at the farm far away. The rows of corn. Yellow. Look. See the creek. Silvery. Look out your window, Uncle Dillard. Look.” I moved as far from him as I could, trying to make an inch a mile. 

He removed his hand. When we landed, he looked shamefaced and mumbled, “Sorry.” 

I forgave him but moved out of his house, saying I didn’t want to be a burden on them (not wanting to hurt anyone’s feelings). Sometime later, Aunt Pleasant said she didn’t like traveling on a train with Uncle Dillard, because all the motion and new scenery gets him too romantic. I knew what that meant.

I rented a room—single bed, thin mattress, a dresser, one wobbly chair, three clothes hooks on the wall, each with three coat hangers (more than I needed and worth a chuckle), one loose window, hot in the summer, cold in the winter—real cheap at old Mrs. Felton’s in exchange for cleaning her house every Saturday. It was nice having a little wall mirror, where I combed my hair right and proper before heading to work, thirteen blocks away. It wasn’t a bad walk on nice days. In six months’ time, my words were crisp, and my stomach wasn’t so knotted. 
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IT WAS GOOD being tall until I realized it put off the few boys I liked. They wanted short, ladylike girls. Now I was fair-looking enough (strong cheekbones, eyes okay, just-right lips, a nose not too little and not too big, well-arched eyebrows—my opinion) and was especially frugal with money—my opinion. Any spare change, I’d deposit it in my savings to earn interest. My bankbook lay in my dresser drawer under well-mended hand-me-downs. If there was a penny on the sidewalk, I’d slip it in my pocket. Pennies added up over a year or two could buy a book about flying. 

Once I found a dollar on the street—enough for two weeks’ worth of bus fare. Then I saw a man wearing a pinstriped suit with his eyes targeting me. He tipped his fedora hat, winked twice, and did some lip movements. 

Tipping his hat was okay, but not the other stuff. 

“Like them legs, Sugar. You show me more?” He winked again and touched himself. 

I dropped the dollar on the ground and walked on with my surest stride.

––––––––
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ONE TIME AT my first job, my boss, who walked slow with a cane and chewed tobacco all day, told me, “Honey, you must live on air and willpower, even when there’s a paycheck sitting in your little pocketbook. I’ve never seen someone never spend money.” 

“Mr. Semson, there are things I want to do.”

“And just what is that?”

“Learn to fly a plane.” Just saying those words aloud pleased me.

“A girl fly a plane? That’s pure crazy.” He laughed, showing no concern for manners. “Honey, you need to get married and have ten children.” At least he apologized after realizing he spit black tobacco juice on my white blouse when he laughed all openmouthed. Later that day, he slammed a stack of papers down hard on my desk, startling me. I jumped out of the way, and he laughed.

I sucked it up as a loss when the stain didn’t come out. I never told him. And I never told him having ten kids wasn’t one of my goals. I hadn’t even thought much about marriage, one way or other. But I had dreamed a lot about learning to fly, in spite of Uncle Dillard almost ruining my first plane ride. Flying would take me as far from Pilgrim as I wanted. And if I got a job as a pilot that’d be better than heaven.

I made my pennies go twice as far, and sometimes thrice. Not soon enough, I climbed into the cockpit of a two-seater, one-engine plane and took my first thirty-minute flying lesson with skinny, bald-headed Leon Connell. It was amazing how I was able to ignore all his cursing, but he knew airplanes. He showed me how to line up straight on the obscene-curse-word runway and how to use the curse-word throttle and rudder to control the blasphemous-curse-word plane, how to taxi down the smutty-curse-word runway and, when I got up to speed, how to add up-elevator and how to maintain a simple-curse-word gradual ascent. I knew I’d never forget the feeling of the plane lifting off the ground. It was so good I feared if I got a job as a pilot I’d die of joy. Up in the air, Mr. Connell said I reminded him of his little sister and he was impressed that, in the preflight class, I already knew about the forces in a climb—thrust, drag, lift, and weight, and why a plane can actually fly. I didn’t tell him I twice read a book about flying. He said I asked the smartest-curse-word questions and I’d become a curse-word-good pilot. What would my life have been like if I had a father like him?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


[image: ]


1941

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Jim Lewis
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KEEPING MY EYES fixed on the exit door, I walked out of the induction office, worried everyone was staring at me. With my chin up, shoulders back, nervous hands at my sides, I tried not to clench my teeth and look upset. Would others know I was just rated a reject 4-F due to flat feet, hernia, history of tuberculosis, and was my mother’s only support? Problem was, I wasn’t missing a leg, wasn’t blind or deaf. I looked healthy enough for war. What would I say if people asked? As soon as I stepped outside in the bright sunlight, I paused, took a deep breath, and tried to look calm. After walking a noisy block, I stopped at the street corner and waited for a letup in the traffic. A cold wind blew some trash across the busy street. It was good I had dressed warm.

Two men stood nearby. Their breath condensed in the freezing air. Both were clean-shaven and muscular. Short haircuts. The blond one had a deep voice, broad shoulders, a movie-star face. The taller one wore a heavy jacket; he blew his breath into his big hands, stubby fingers. He asked his buddy, “You ready for war?” 

The buddy said, “Ready as ever.” 

“What about living in foxholes? What if you get trench foot?” 

“Not something a soldier thinks about,” the buddy said.

“Yeah. Let’s drink a beer.”

I wanted to join their conversation, but what could a reject say? Wish you the best? Don’t get killed? I’ll be thinking of you? It was troubling how my life had taken another bad turn. I walked down a side street. Coward. Yellowbelly. I could have not said I was my mother’s only support and if I was killed she’d have no one. Tuberculosis? I could have lied. It was years ago. I would’ve served. Coward. It’s awful to lose confidence. In some ways, I never had it, except in chemistry classes. Easy straight A’s. 

I passed by a grade school where kids were enjoying recess. A boy hit another one and kicked him. There was yelling, and a crowd of boys gathered to watch. Even an ignorant girl watched; she probably had ignorant parents.

Their aggression triggered a memory of being beaten by a bully in sixth grade. I had suffered bruises, a cut lip, two black eyes, and a fear for my life. Despite the pain, I had staggered home worrying my mother would chastise me for the blood on my shirt. But she cleaned me up, kissed and bandaged me, and put me to bed. 

By the time I got to the end of the street, dread overcame me. My heart beat fast, my sweaty hands trembled. My mouth turned dry as cotton, and my head tightened like it would explode. I wanted to run. From whom? The childhood memory? The schoolboys fighting? The two rugged-looking men heading off to war? The unwanted attraction I felt for the blond man? I was losing control. So I didn’t look like a fool, I forced myself to walk at a reasonable pace to the trolley stop. Each step, I counted. Lost count; started over. It took forever. 

When the trolley arrived, there was an empty seat by an old man wearing a tweed jacket and a wool scarf. I liked tweed. Why tweed? Why not? Everything seemed like dumb questions with dumber answers. To better share his seat, the polite man moved over; his wrinkled hands shook. Another trembler sitting in the same seat didn’t help. My heart was still beating fast. What good was I? Thirty-three years old, looking fit but dying of fright, clenched teeth, armpits sweaty, and smelling of fear. Not wanting the trembler or anyone else to notice, I got off and walked the rest of the way home. Were people looking at me, recognizing my 4-F status? I hated my fear.

If I was like this in Philadelphia how could I ever make it through a war? It was good I wasn’t talking to the army now, for they’d reject me just on mental reasons. I ordered myself to calm down, to get some self-respect. The freezing air stung my nose, so I breathed through my mouth. I jammed my cold hands in my pockets and dug my fingernails into my palms. The pain gave me a focus. I made myself notice things—lace curtains in a window; a well-groomed poodle peeing on a tree, the pee condensing in the freezing air; a child crying; an old man bundled up in a thick wool jacket, cap, scarf, and baggy wool pants walking slow; an icy section of sidewalk that made me walk slower than the old man so I didn’t slip and fall like a fool; a store owner standing in his doorway, aloof and warm. It all seemed unconnected. 

Why was I a jackass? I should have worn earmuffs; my ears were cold. I took a deep breath and cursed my fear. Coward. But I knew I would have served, if they had let me. I would’ve followed orders, lived in a dirty, smelly foxhole, witnessed death, taken good care of my gun—oiled it daily. Yes, I would’ve killed the enemy—the bastards, swine, swine offal. Fuck the damn devils. Damn. Calm down, jackass. Damn devils. Thieves. I had no idea how to kill. Or what one does afterward. Do you say a prayer for the soul? Should you pray for an enemy’s soul? Do more killing? Can an enemy go to heaven? What if he was heroic? I wasn’t breathing. I took a breath.

By the time I got home, my anger had whipped my fear. Seeking solitude, I walked to my room and pulled down the window shade. I changed my smelly shirt. Warming my hands by the radiator helped, but I was exhausted. I looked in the mirror. “You’re a handsome young man. All the girls will want you,” my father once told me. I had managed a smile because I knew he was complimenting me. I didn’t dare say it was boys I helplessly admired. Like Eddie who lived around the corner. It was good he moved away—such a temptation. And young Mr. Atkins, my schoolteacher. 

With my elbows on my knees, head in my hands, I sat on my bed, barely noticing the good smells coming from the kitchen. I wanted to lie down and pull the covers up, but that’s what a milksop would do. Shameful day. Not something to talk about, but I was good at keeping things to myself. Isn’t that something to be proud of? Doing what’s needed in life. Functioning. Paying the bills. The two men high on patriotism would soon be on the battlefield, throwing grenades and killing the enemy. May they come home in one piece. Welcome home, soldiers. Heroes. I stood up, and saw my reflection in the mirror. Salute. Coward, relax your hands. Get rid of the strain in your face. My smile looked stupid. Stupid. My hair needed combing. I corrected my shirt that I had misbuttoned.

Mother called, so I walked downstairs into her warm, clean kitchen. I had painted it a pale yellow for her. She was cooking at the stove (a new one thanks to me) and offered me a taste of her meat filling for a pie. It was delicious, giving me fleeting comfort. I shared the news about being classified a 4-F. She, Elizabeth Clarinda Lewis, was a petite woman, with a graceful neck, cornflower blue eyes, and gently arched eyebrows. A very symmetrical roundish face made her look uncommonly attractive. Her red hair hung in a long braid down her back like she usually wore when at home. It was fun to tug on her braid sometimes to show my affection. 

“You tried to enlist? When did you do that? You look disappointed.” Her voice was soft, as if she couldn’t yell if she wanted to. She never did, except when my sister did her terrible thing.

“This morning. Yes, I am disappointed.” My agitated voice indicated I was losing control. I turned away, walked over to the steamed-up window and gathered my thoughts. The fear rose again but determination cursed it away. Soldiers. Being a soldier is what normal men do—wear a uniform, follow orders, kill the enemy, shoot their brains out, earn medals. They don’t stay home obediently and take care of their mother all their lives. Will I ever have my own life? I had almost gotten married but Mother had insisted I wait until after she died. The girl, Abigail Washington (a beautiful name), was nice looking, graceful, and came from a good family. While she was attractive, I can’t say I loved her. What did I know about love for a woman? After two years, I still hadn’t married her. My excuses—Mother needs more time to adjust; I need to save more money. Eventually Abigail accused me of play-acting about marriage. It all seemed like play-acting—trying to tell myself I wasn’t attracted to men, that I knew what I wanted. Eventually, Abigail married a lieutenant. Again I felt like a 4-F. 

“And how would I take care of everything? What if you were killed, then where would I be? Alone. Did you think of that?”

“Well, they didn’t want me.” I resisted yelling at her for thinking just of herself. 

“And I do. Don’t be so gruff.” Her calmness made me feel guilty. But she couldn’t manage alone. Father had died. Then my sister. 

“Supper will be ready shortly.” She gave me the evening newspaper.

The front page was all about World War II preparations, boot camp, and the troopships that would soon be leaving all hours of the day. I turned pages, looked at pictures, tried to read, remembered nothing. Would I ever get my own life? Would I ever get married and have children? At supper, I made myself eat so Mother wouldn’t ask what was wrong. Afterward, I wrote Cousin Frank—we had grown up together in the same neighborhood, had the same friends—that the army couldn’t use me; that I had wanted to serve my country and had hoped we would serve together. I didn’t confess I almost died of fright that day. But it wasn’t something to dwell on. On with life. Finish the damn letter. I had excellent handwriting. Go to work in the morning. An awful job. Idiot boss. Worst one. Bald. Double chin. Little ears. Big nose. Take a deep breath. Get a hold of yourself. At dinner Mother asked why I was so quiet.

“Headache.”

A week later, I got a letter and opened it. 

“You look like you’re reading bad news,” Mother said.

“Frank enlisted. He hopes he’ll be sent to Europe.” I didn’t speak my fear that Frank would get killed. After my sister died, he was like my only sibling, like a brother. We played harmless pranks on each other in high school. Stole liquor one time, got drunk and puked it up. Talked about sex—how it stays hard . . . what you do . . . don’t do . . . dirty names for the girl part. Once, I helped Frank cheat on a chemistry test. It was my best subject; I rarely had to study. Frank liked literature and dreamed of owning a bookstore.

“You two are close. I don’t know why he had to move up to Brooklyn.” She stood there with her mouth half-open. Her hand gripped a can of scrubbing powder. She went back to cleaning.

“All you care about is that I’m not drafted.” I was angry with her for not knowing what I was going through and angrier with myself for more than I had the energy to think about. Underneath the anger, my shame troubled me. The combination almost caused a fear but I caught it in time.

She stopped cleaning and faced me but said nothing. Her eyes blinking, looking confused, but trying to be tolerant.

I put the letter back in the envelope, and looked out the window wondering how tolerant she would be if I mentioned my attraction to men. She asked me to take out the garbage. It was too cold to walk, the sky a freezing dusk blue, so I went back in the house. I wished I wasn’t over six feet tall and looking as fit as they come. I had broad shoulders. Could I walk with a cane? Limp all day? My ruse would surely be discovered.

––––––––
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NEEDING SELF-RESPECT, I volunteered with the salvage operations and building empty boxes. The empty boxes were depressing, so I spent twice the time helping with salvage efforts. I organized neighborhood kids to collect scrap metals. I put up flyers and set up drop-off places, scheduled pickups. Once monthly, I went to schools and gave short speeches. It gave me pride and a sense of patriotism. The kids liked me. Every so often, I’d treat some to ice cream if I saw them in the corner drugstore. Their chatter was enjoyable—about how pretty their teacher was, how funny looking the principal was, complaints about siblings. I wondered who was the smartest, so I asked questions, but not all at once, not wanting to shame anyone. If they were talking about Philadelphia I asked how it was spelled. If one said he had a quarter I might’ve asked how many nickels are in a quarter. One boy got most of them right. He must have been the smartest. His father should be proud.

For the first year, Frank sent me a letter every month. He complained about the freezing cold, stinky feet, stinky clothes, stinkier underwear, eating cans of C rations, and D rations. One time he bragged about having a fine meal of Italian farm cat and stolen old wine. There was another about laughing with a skinny soldier who made a joke out of trench foot. Moments after their laughter subsided, Frank heard a blast and turned around. The comedian had been blown apart—his smile scattered. Usually Frank didn’t write those kinds of details. I feared the war was getting to him. There were no letters for months until finally one arrived.

––––––––
[image: ]



Dear Jim,

I’m okay. Got recommended for a dumb medal for a wound that wasn’t bad enough to get more than a week of medical leave. Hope everyone’s fine. I hate war. It turns good men into brutal barbarians or mute ghosts. Tragic. Not much else to say. I guess I needed war to make me speechless. But then, death is silent. Life’s noisy. Give my love to your mother.

Frank



––––––––
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The paper it was written on was smudged. I touched the smudge like it was a soldier’s spilled blood. Twice I read it, seeking justification for my 4-F status. I poured myself a shot of whiskey, but it didn’t satisfy. Neither did the evening newspaper or my mother’s gossip about the neighborhood. Claiming a headache, I went to bed early and lay awake, couldn’t sleep, hoped Frank didn’t get killed. How many soldiers have been killed? Would we be invaded? What would I do? Germans bombing Philadelphia? Shooting up my street? Defeating us. I made a fist, as if that would do something. Me—winning a fistfight? I almost laughed and then felt depressed. Should I have insisted I was fit to serve? Earlier that afternoon, a scrawny brash kid I never saw before called me yellowbellied. He was pale like he never saw the sun. His pimples said he was pubescent and not nine years as I first thought. He deserved a slap across his face but I walked on, cursing him under my breath.

I worked as a laboratory technician running tests and collecting data. It was monotonous, but I was helping with the war effort. I didn’t grumble about rationing. I bought war bonds and continued to volunteer with the salvage operations. As often as possible, I sent the best cigarettes, chewing gum, and chocolates to Frank. I wanted to write, Here’s some noisy chocolates and gum, but didn’t know if it was sarcasm or humor, so I didn’t. Once in a while I sent a salami. The years filled with guilt, boredom, and fear. The fear was the worst—fear of being conquered, fear of myself, of my sexual yearnings. It was tiresome; I took care that I didn’t drink too much.

When it seemed like the war would never end, it was announced on the radio that Germany signed an unconditional surrender in Reims, France, on May 7, 1945 and Hitler was most likely dead. Frank telegrammed he was in Paris celebrating victory and hoped to be coming home soon. I walked to the neighborhood bar in search of my own celebrations. I ordered the most expensive gin and listened to four old men talk dirty—the swear words, sex words, whore jokes. One spilled his drink on the floor, and someone’s pretty dog lapped it up. Bets were made as to how much the dog could drink before it couldn’t stand up. It was given another drink but it wobbled and collapsed to the floor, not even halfway through it. The whole smelly, smoked-filled bar laughed. I laughed to not draw attention to myself, but I hoped I’d never become a pathetic old man. Then one of the men started crying about World War I. That was too much; I walked out.

Three months later, the newspaper reported on August 6, 1945, and three days later on August 9th, two bombs, named Little Boy and Fat Man, each flattened a city in Japan. Two-thirds of Hiroshima was destroyed. Nagasaki suffered more damage. I read it twice.

But it wasn’t over. How much longer? I read about the new atomic bomb, equal to 20,000 tons of TNT. It gave me chills. A city and its entire people blown to smithereens with one solitary weapon. Then on August 14th, my bald idiot boss, Mr. Murray, ran into the lab, yelling, “It’s over. Just heard the news. Japan’s goddamn emperor declared surrender. World War II is over. We won. The boys are coming home.” 

Everyone erupted in applause. Some hugged. I sighed with relief, hoping life would return to normal. I had enough of scrap-metal collecting. Murray was so happy he let everyone off early. No one left. We all crowded into his small office to listen to the details on the radio, with the volume turned up. Barely a word was said until another worker popped in and said he heard that celebrations had started downtown. I left and took a crowded trolley—women holding children, people laughing, old men smoking pungent cigars. A blond woman with banana-curled bangs sat next to me. She wore five rings and was drenched in perfume. When I got off at my stop, I still smelled her. Her perfume had seeped into my jacket. It didn’t matter. On this day, nothing bothered me.

The streets were soon packed with people, joyous about sons, husbands, or brothers coming home. There was a woman with two children in tow—holding hands—taking it all in. The little boy had on a blue suit, a white shirt, and red tennis shoes. The girl wore white, and the woman wore red and white. I wanted to ask if they had dressed patriotic just for today. But I walked on because I didn’t want her to think I was flirting, especially in front of her children.

“Goddamn Krauts. Hope they burn in hell,” a voice grumbled. “They killed my brother.”

I turned around to see who the curser was and ended up stepping on his foot. He was thick-necked, had big ears, hairy nostrils, and a scar above his lip. He wore brown pants, a gray-green work shirt with a button missing, and a frayed newsboy cap.

“Beg your pardon. Didn’t mean to.” 

“Yeah?” The man looked cross.

“I’m sorry about your brother. I lost my sister years ago. She was only sixteen. It was awful. I know what you feel. Can I buy you a drink?” I rarely talked about Elizabeth’s death and when I did I excluded the awful details. Under the circumstances it seemed to calm the man. Plus it was good to say a word about her after so many years, especially since I probably wouldn’t see him again and be asked prying questions. I hated prying questions. But I was getting better at dealing with them. Just take a few words from the person’s question and redirect them.

“I’d like that,” the man said. “I know a great bar.”

It was a short walk. All the man did was to complain about his boss, his neighbors, the war taking so long. A malcontent. Not worthy of my time. The place was dark, crowded, with a Wurlitzer jukebox lit up and blaring. We downed a shot of the smoothest bourbon. “Aged twenty-three years in white oak. Best I have,” the bartender said through the haze of tobacco smoke. 

After the second shot, I found an excuse to leave, and strolled through the streets. People were shoulder to shoulder, arm in arm, lips on cheeks, lips on lips. I wove a path through the moving crowd. The air was buzzing that America had won. Laughter and waves of chitchat mingled like music. Jimmy Dorsey couldn’t compete. The warm arms of history swept me away. Never before had I experienced a crowd of people suddenly all in love with each other. Unforgettable.

A young woman stood close enough to touch. She wore a full-skirted white dress with black polka-dots. She smiled right at me. I smiled. She smiled more and stepped toward me and tilted her head like she was asking for a kiss. Impulsively—not my habit, maybe it was the bourbon—I slipped my hand around her waist and pressed my mouth on her moist red lips. Her slender body offered no resistance. She was so little I could have picked her up and carried her home. She smelled good—a hint of perfume, her wavy hair smelling like she had just shampooed it. Unsteady in her shoes, she walked away, singing, “It’s Been a Long, Long Time.” She had to be singing about her soldier overseas. As she walked away, swaying her hips, my loins stirred. It’s what I hoped for—to be attracted to women. Should I have asked her for a date? She disappeared into the crowd. I could count on one hand the times a woman aroused me. Abigail Washington did a few times. I should have married her. Another was a woman who had boarded a trolley on a summer’s day. She wore pink high heels, a pink spaghetti-strap dress with a full skirt. The hem of her lacy slip was just visible. She sat in front of me. I wanted to introduce myself but was too shy. There may have been one other.

Down the sidewalk a man in uniform walked toward me. He looked familiar. Where had I seen him before? Was he the rugged blond man with the movie-star face standing near the induction office the day I was rejected by the army? The one who excited me? There was another man in uniform strolling with his wife, his hand around her waist. She was holding their child’s hand. The soldier called his wife “sweetheart” and his child “baby.” I wanted my own family. My youth was gone. I was thirty-six.

For weeks afterward, after dinner, I sat on the back porch and sipped iced tea. Under the black, starlit night, flirtatious laughter spilled out of a neighbor’s open window. I was humming with need—a pretty wife who knew how to cook, four children, three bedrooms, a big yard, an apple tree, a shade tree, some rose bushes. The hum settled down but it was still there. 
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Chapter 3
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TRYING TO LOOK relaxed and in charge of my life, I put my hands in my pockets, rested my weight on one leg. A good stance. I shifted weight. Frank had insisted I come with him to the party. He had driven down from Brooklyn. A publisher he did business with was celebrating his fiftieth birthday. I had nothing else to do and did like spending time with Frank, but at the moment he was off talking to others. Feeling nervous, thinking of leaving, then staying, I looked around the room. A tall woman opened the door and walked in. She was attractive, not beautiful. Nice lips. Good eyes. She wore a dark blue dress with long sleeves, tight at the waist, and a full skirt. About twenty-five. Was she by herself? Our eyes connected. I thought she would turn away. I returned her smile.

Usually, I was timid with women but there were exceptions, like the day the war ended. The memory kindled some courage to walk toward her. A tall man with a foreign accent got to her first. I stood nearby, listening, trying to figure out if they were a couple. Her blue eyes, light brown hair with a few strands of blond, ruby lips broadening into a melodic laugh caught my admiration. I wanted to meet her, but flirting was not my strength. 

The foreigner said it was nice seeing her again and left, leaving an empty space around her. Wondering what I would say and how it would come across, I walked over and asked if I could get her some punch. It surprised me how easily I spoke.

She didn’t step back or frown, but accepted my offer. I got her some while thinking her voice had a softness like she enjoyed decent conversation. It wasn’t squeaky and high-pitched like some women. I handed her the cup of punch and said, “I’m guessing you can’t be Northern, maybe Midwestern. May I ask where you’re from?” 

“Pilgrim, a little town in Tennessee.” She took a sip. “Very good. Who first made punch?”

“Must have been a pretty woman from Pilgrim.” I hoped that wasn’t corny but I was trying my best. Trying to look upstanding, worth talking to. Just a normal gentleman. I nodded my head ever so slightly because that was what she was doing. Would she think I was mimicking her? I stopped nodding.

“What brings you here?”

“My cousin Frank—the man over there. The shorter one wearing the gray jacket. He said I’d enjoy myself.” 

“Interesting. I met him at work. He said the same to me. He was discussing atom bombs with one of my coworkers. He called them Pandora’s box and they should’ve never been invented.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He forgets the war ended because of them.” I was trying to sound patriotic. 

“That’s true. It’s been said President Truman shared atomic secrets with Britain and Canada. It’s nice to share.” 

“Ah, a dry sense of humor you have.” 

“I’ve been told that.” She took a step toward me. I responded in kind but didn’t realize it until after I had done it. My body must have had a quicker will than my brain. Her puffy full skirt was up against me. I took a small step sideways and the skirt made rustling noises—like taffeta talking, like I was touching her body, making sophisticated romance. The slight stirring had to mean something. We smiled in sync—inviting me to forget my shyness. I leaned toward her blue eyes. Not too small, not too large. Good cheekbones. A plump mouth. Straight teeth. She didn’t pull back. I was making progress with the chitchat.

We exchanged names. Hers was Iola Boggs. Boggs was strange, like bogland or swamp, but that was okay. Maybe her ancestors lived near marshes. Maybe fishermen. I was never a fan of eating fish, except for cod—the way Mother made it. And Iola? I never heard of it before. It was mostly vowels. Almost odd, but definitely different. Soon we were talking about favorite foods, favorite things to do. 

“I was born in Philadelphia. The streets are full of history,” I said.

She just moved here, and she liked the city. “It’s Northern . . . but not too far from home.”

“You don’t have a Southern accent.” 

“I’ve traveled. You travel much?” 

“Boston, Concord, Mount Vernon, Gettysburg, Plymouth Rock.”

“I’d guess you like American history.” 

An astute woman. Hopefully we would talk awhile. Then an overly endowed fiftyish woman in a tight black dress and little white apron, holding a plate of hors d’oeuvres, ambled by and offered freshly made clam fritters, piroshki, and fried cheese balls. We each took one. 

“A cute couple like you deserves more. Take more,” the matron said. I stuck one in my mouth and swallowed it in two gulps. I popped another one in. To avoid coming across like a lowlife, I said, “Famished. I haven’t eaten much all day.”

Iola stuck one in her mouth, quicker than I.

It was fun seeing her gobble food, so I gobbled another and I could tell she knew I was enjoying myself. That gave me the courage to ask, “Can we meet again?” 

I expected her to politely say no, that it was nice talking to me but she couldn’t fit me into her busy schedule. To my surprise, she said, “Love to, Jim.” I liked her saying my name in the same sentence with love. What did I know about love? Love of parents—yes. Love of sister—absolutely, even after her death.

We decided we’d meet the following week. When she left for a minute to use the ladies’ room, I admired the sway of her skirt. It suddenly occurred to me I had forgotten all about Frank. I looked around the room and saw him engaged in a discussion with two people, and decided he was doing fine.

Iola returned, smiling. Had a friendship begun? Then Frank came by with the two people and introduced them to Iola and me. Tony was a city councilman. Fred was the owner of a bookstore in Chicago, who quickly focused on Iola. “You look familiar. I know you. You grew up in Chicago.” 

My eyes darted over to her. Had she been caught in a lie? Was she a charlatan?

“Not at all. In Tennessee. A small town.” Her voice was steady, unwavering. “No crime, but nothing ever changes. It takes them fifty years to accept that inventions like the radio aren’t the devil’s toys.” 

“Two questions. What’s a devil’s toy?” Fred asked. “And I have relatives who grew up in Tennessee. I know how they talk, and you don’t sound like them. Just why is that?” 

I feared she was a fake. What I most disliked—people pretending to be something they’re not. Deep down, I was fake. It was a terrible feeling.

“Two answers for the inquisitive gentleman. First one. Idle hands would be my guess. I’d say it’s been that way for ages. Certainly not the radio. Second one—because I traveled a lot—all over the country. Got influenced by how others talk. My family says I talk different now.” She smiled with her lips closed, and gave a one-shoulder shrug.

“Yeah, idle hands. An age-old problem, isn’t it?” Fred looked at his hands, rubbed them together. “I’d like to idle with you.” He winked and mouthed a kiss.

“Looks like it’s still a problem.” Her voice stiffened.

She took a step back. It was obvious Fred was drunk. I stepped forward, and narrowed my eyes. I decided she wasn’t a fake. 

Fred laughed so loud, people on the far side of the room looked over. He touched Iola’s arm. She took another step back. Frank suggested Fred and the councilman needed to meet someone else. He led them away. 

Iola and I agreed we had enough of the party and so we went walking, shared stories. She spoke of growing up in Pilgrim, her first job in Chattanooga. I liked the quick upturn in her voice when she said “Chattanooga,” which bordered Alabama, which she also said nicely, and the way she talked about the long, meandering Tennessee River, and the town of Soddy-Daisy. She sounded both quaint and sophisticated. Unusual. She had thirteen siblings—a brother named Friend, another named Buck, one called Sledge. I didn’t pay attention to the others. I said I had one sister, but not anymore. Iola opened her ruby-colored lips like she was going to ask a question. 

“She passed on.” I looked away, and let go of her hand. I ended the silence by asking if she would like a cup of coffee and some dessert. There was a good coffee shop nearby that was open late. 

We slowly nibbled our blackberry pie (I never cared for pie but she ordered it, so I did), sipped coffee, got refills, touched hands, and talked until we had the place to ourselves, until the waitress, full of yawns, said they were closing. I liked this intelligent woman with the strange name. I was glad she wasn’t beautiful. It would draw attention to me and she’d expect more. We planned the next date.
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THE MOVIE WAS Iola’s choice. The actors were good, but the theater was crowded and the man sitting next to me was smacking gum. I wanted to ask him to stop but didn’t. When the hero’s father died unexpectedly in an accident, I recalled the death of my father and sister. I tried thinking of other things. I focused on the gum-smacker. But the memories kept coming back—Father and Elizabeth taking a walk and getting hit by a car skidding out of control. They were critically injured. My sister ended up paralyzed from the waist down. Without a second thought, I had used my savings of eight years, intended for my college education, to pay for the best medical treatment available. I knew the tragedy changed my life. I was twenty-four. A month before, I had been accepted to Princeton University. My plans to earn a college degree in chemistry evaporated. I put the acceptance letter in the safe box along with my parents’ marriage certificate, my birth record, my parents’ birth records, my sister’s, all of the family’s important papers. As if by some future miracle, I would need it. A hope. A dream so strong, part of me never let it go.

When the movie ended, I told Iola I had a headache. Talking took concentration and effort, but being irritable was unacceptable. I flagged a taxi for her and we said good night. I walked home. It was late and most of the shops were closed. Few cars were in the streets. A man walked his little dog, which yapped at me as it passed. It seemed safe to not fight my returning sorrow. My headache eased. I half wanted to remember it all. I wished, that by so doing, my father and sister might return. A few days before he died, Father had said, “Promise you’ll take good care of your mother and sister. Be sure nothing bad happens to them.” My stolid, dependable father, healthy as any until the accident, had worked hard to provide for his family. He bought us good clothes and a small but decent house to live in. It had a little yard in the back where my mother grew vegetables in the summer. We never went hungry. We took summer vacations at the Jersey Shore. 

“Oh, Daddy, I love you. Please come back,” Elizabeth—she had just turned sixteen—in a wheelchair, had cried at Father’s funeral. My tears were embarrassing. Mother said nothing for five days. Elizabeth had turned pale. Her hair went uncombed. She cried at the dinner table with her mouth full of food. In her bedroom, at her piano. Some days, I came home late so I didn’t have to see it, depressing as it was. She had been so outgoing and had brought the humor out of me, even got me to dance a few times. Not too long afterward, we heard a gunshot and found her dead in her bedroom. She had taken Papa’s gun and shot herself in the chest. Her note said, I want to be with Papa. 

Mother screamed, then collapsed, and stopped talking for two months. She hardly ate, didn’t cook. She smelled and had to be reminded to change her clothes and take a bath. I had to teach myself cooking. I burned food; said I was sorry—almost lost my temper. Somehow, I don’t know how, I buried my anger in order to pull my mother out of death. A deep guilt for failing Elizabeth, not keeping her safe, almost overwhelmed me. The day my sister died, Mother had taken the gun out of a locked box. She wanted it taken to a gun shop to sell it that morning, but a plumbing problem demanded my immediate attention. We forgot about the gun and had left it on the table.

I purposely walked out of my way, down a street to the funeral parlor where my
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