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The dimly lit, cluttered attic was illuminated by a lone light bulb that had been there almost as long as the house.  Through the window, one could see the pine trees softly swaying in the dusky afternoon.  There were boxes everywhere. Elise, a nice-looking woman in her sixties wearing a comfortable old sweater, sat in a chair that was a little worse for the wear.  She dug into an old steamer trunk, searching for something. She harrumphed a couple of times, frustrated that her search was taking so long. She seemed to recall it never took this long to find what she was looking for when she was younger.  She pulled out and opened up an old jewelry box with a desert scene on it.  Inside the lid was a place for cigarettes. It seemed so funny to think that either of them might have smoked back then. At the bottom of the little box were some medals. Elise held them lovingly, almost with reverence, wondering at the horrors the lieutenant must have seen that she would never, maybe could never, have told them about.
Elise’s reverie was broken by the sound of a youthful voice from the floor below. “Mamalise?  Are you up there?”
Sighing at the loss of both concentration and privacy, Elise yelled back down, “Yes, honey.” Elise continued to look at the medals, slowly, holding them gingerly as if they were the crown jewels.  Sounds of footsteps on the stairs broke her concentration, and she smiled as Bethany, her slender 35-year-old daughter-in-law, popped her head up the trap door that led to the attic.

“What are you looking at, Mamalise?” Bethany asked. Elise replied that she was looking at her father’s and mother’s medals from the war. “They never told me they had medals!” Bethany exclaimed.  

“Well, they weren't the kind of people to talk much about them,” replied Elise.  “They just figured they were doing their duty, like everyone else.” Bethany motioned for the box and asked if she could see them. Elise nodded and handed them over reluctantly, not because she was afraid Bethany would despoil them in any way, but because even holding them brought back years of memories, both sweet and heart-breaking. They should have been together much longer. Papa’s poor heart just wore out too soon.
Elise was pleasantly surprised as Bethany fingered them tenderly one by one.  She held them like priceless museum pieces. William, her son, chose well, thought Elise. At first, Elise wasn’t too sure about Bethany. She was raised in a different faith, and Elise thought William was too impatient to get married. But Elise had to admit that Bethany was perfect for William, and their twins were a delight. Truth be told, Elise still couldn’t tell them apart, but she was sure that she would soon. They were only four, after all. Elise returned her gaze to Bethany who held the medals up one at a time so she could see them better in the fading light. “That was Grappa's expert medal for the M-1.  It was the highest level for marksmanship,” said Elise as Bethany whistled.
“But Grappa hated guns!” exclaimed Bethany.
That he did, thought Elise. Hated them with a passion. “I know, but it was wartime, and Grappa always believed that you needed to do the best you could at everything in life, even if you found it distasteful.” 
Bethany went back to the box and picked up an old pin.  It was a winged caduceus with the letter "N" on it. “That was your grandmother-in-law’s nurse's pin,” said , smiling and tearing up at the same time. The memories had a way of flooding back. It was idyllic childhood. Oh, sure, there were times when the other kids made disparaging remarks because her holidays weren’t their holidays, but that got better with time. The caduceus brought back all the stubbed toes and skinned knees that Mama cured with tincture of mercurochrome and a kiss on the boo-boo. She was always so calm, whether they had the measles or the mumps or that awful time, the first of two, when they wheeled Papa out of the house on a stretcher because of his heart. Mama was the epitome of the calm in the storm. 
Bethany was holding out the pin that she had been looking at so that Elise could return it to the old box. Elise reached into the box and pulled out a scroll.  She gingerly opened it up. “What is it, Mamalise?” asked Bethany. Elise’s mind was filled with memories. Occasionally, she would catch her father looking at it when Elise was small. She would ask her father about it, but her father would only say it reminded him of someone special he knew during the war – an antiques dealer in Cairo he had known. It was strange. Papa never spoke about the war. When he was asked by any of the kids, he would simply say that some things were best left forgotten. Later, Elise found out that there were many veterans who thought the same way. Even when Papa came together with his brothers, they never spoke of their experiences in the war, and it was too late to ask them now. They were all gone. Elise supposed that they had seen too many horrors to ever want to revisit them.
Elise reached down into the box again.  She pulled out something large, wrapped in butcher paper.  She unwrapped the paper, and the smallest of smiles, almost a shadow, crossed her face.  The package was a bulky, hooded robe.  The hood was folded so it was on top of the robe, but it was inside out, exposing some sort of pattern. When Bethany looked closer, they looked like embroidered birds. “Oh, my.  I forgot about this,” said Elise. Bethany asked what it was. Elise started tearing up. “It's called a burnoose.  Many North Africans wore them.  It was the first present your Grappa ever gave Nana.” Bethany asked if she could hold it, and Elise handed it to her. It unfolded, and it was still the dark crimson color that it had originally been. 
“Any idea what this is?” asked Bethany, noticing a large dark stain of some kind in the middle of the robe. Elise just shrugged and said that the robe was almost seventy-five years old. It could have been anything. “What a life they must have had, Mamalise.” Bethany had read about Grappa and Nana’s war. Of course, how the war was remembered depended on which side you were on, but the good and bad sides seemed pretty clear then. Not so much for the later wars, regional conflicts, and “police actions,” Elise thought sadly.
Elise stood and reverently took the burnoose from Bethany, admiring it and holding it up to the fading light. “I'm sure we don't know the half of it, my daughter.  I'm sure we don't know the half of it.” She had asked her parents about their time in Africa, but neither really wanted to talk about it much. Her mother, Katherine, affectionately known as “Katie” to most people she knew, would occasionally talk about the GIs she knew briefly when she was a nurse in Algiers. She also related how her fiancé in New York, a prominent doctor at Bellevue hospital, had come down to the dock with a Justice of the Peace to marry her before she shipped off. She refused. She felt that there was a good chance that she wouldn’t make it back, so she told him that she didn’t want to make him a widower before she made him husband, and they both said good-bye with tears in their eyes, wondering if they would ever see each other again.
Katie remembered that her mother talked nonchalantly about the Atlantic crossing on the original Queen Mary with thousands of GIs. About the brief training in England and the blackout. Of the resiliency and bravery of the British, and the three o’clock in the morning muster of personnel in the blackness of the night to get to the train to Scotland. Getting on the ship at Scapa Flow, then sailing around the north of Ireland on their way to North Africa. It seemed so exciting to Elise, like something you’d read in a novel. She noticed Bethany watching her, and Elise realized only then that she was tearing up.
They both looked out the attic window. Through the window, the trees moved faster as the wind outside started to howl.  The attic darkened, and rain splattered on the attic window. The storm brought back her mother’s story all too vividly.
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The scream of an Atlantic gale churned through the twilight. What looked to be pieces of flotsam through the maelstrom turned out to be a convoy of two dozen ships, bobbing like drunken corks in the angry sea. The flagship of this unlucky flotilla was the HMS Strathallen. In peacetime, it had been a luxury liner, replete with all the conveniences of a 1930s pleasure boat. But now, in December 1942, it was a troop ship, and like many civilian craft in England, it mirrored the needs of the day. It was once used for pleasure cruises, up and down the coast of France, and it had visited such exotic ports as Rabat in Morocco and Cairo in Egypt. It had even gone to India a few times. Back in simpler and calmer times, not to mention seas, it was known as a fine way to see the world.
Back then, it never sailed too far from shore. Now it was 250 miles off the coast of France to avoid the deadly U-boat wolfpacks of the German navy, the scourge of British and Allied shipping. Though England had won the Battle of Britain in the air, the battle of the North Atlantic was still ongoing, and no one knew in December 1942, who would win that war. The convoy system had helped turn the tide in favor of the Allies, but it was not impregnable. This flotilla that wobbled and bobbed around in the angry Atlantic was protected only by two older destroyers. While the weather would protect them from the German submarines, there were also many casualties due to the weather. Stairs that were metal caused broken noses, cracked skulls, broken teeth, and a concussion or two when the ships lurched in the storm, not to mention the hundreds of cases of seasickness by the passengers, many of whom had never been more than 50 miles from their homes.
The Strathallen, though built as a pleasure ship, was as sturdy as a warship. If there was one thing the British knew, it was the sea. They knew of its fickleness, and they built their ships with that in mind. Even so, the ship pitched and heaved in the wild Atlantic winter seas.  The ship’s heaving was nothing compared to the sounds of the heaving from inside the ship.
Inside the American nurses’ quarters, small hand-made Christmas ornaments swayed from the bunks as if they had consumed too much brandied eggnog. However, though the British were as accommodating as they could be, there simply were not enough bunks for all who were on the ship, and many nurses had to sleep on the floor - the plight of most of the younger “passengers.” However, the American nurses decided to share their four bunks on a rotating basis. Be that as it may, tied up bed rolls kept rolling across the floor. It was like being on a roller coaster in Coney Island. And just like being on a roller coaster, some could take it, and some could not.
Sounds of gagging came from the “loo” shared by the American nurses.  One dark-haired nurse was holding the hair of another whose face was deep within the toilet. Phyllis Mandell, a 25-year-old redhead, almost wished for death, she was so sick. Normally, her auburn hair was contrasted by a milky-white complexion, but right now, she was as green as the North Atlantic as she pulled her head up from the toilet. “Oh my God!  Where is it all coming from?” she gasped, asking the Lord above.
Her best friend, Kathrine “Katie” Adams, a 27-year-old raven-haired daughter of Ireland, born in the United States from Irish immigrants, looked like a raccoon, with two black eyes and a piece of white adhesive tape over her nose. She had earned her “badge of honor” yesterday when the ship lurched as she was trying to navigate a steel ladder inside the ship. Though it hurt like “bloody hell” (as she heard some of the British nurses say), she was focused on Phyllis right now. Katie had learned from her mother who had been trained as a practical nurse by the doctor for whom she had been a domestic: you had to focus on the person who needs the help before you think of yourself. Unfortunately, the bouncing of the ship in the December North Atlantic gale made it difficult to follow her mother’s advice.
“We'll be through this soon,” Katie told Phyllis. Phyllis, who was gasping for breath and wiping her mouth, told Katie she had been saying the same thing for two days. Before Katie could commiserate with Phyllis, a look crossed Phyllis’ face Katie knew too well after the past two days, and down Phyllis went again, Katie holding her long auburn hair.
There was a polite knock at the door.  Katie asked Phyllis if she were all right for Katie to answer the door, and Phyllis nodded noncommittally, so Katie got up - somewhat unsteadily - to answer it.  A nice-looking man in his late thirties in a British naval uniform stood confidently erect as the ship swayed.  He saluted, and Katie struggled to maintain her balance, but she saluted back, grabbing on to the side of the door frame as the ship lurched. How could he just stand there like that, she wondered? She also wondered if she could keep what little she ate at breakfast down.
“I am Lieutenant Gifford-Smythe.” Phyllis looked up at him from the loo as if he were the Lord High Executioner. “Ma’am,” he replied and saluted, and then he turned back to Katie. “The Captain…” He took one look at Katie’s face and became concerned. “Good Lord, what happened to you?”

Katie stood at attention and saluted again. “Lieutenant Katherine Moore, American Army Nurses Corps, Sir. The ship pitched while I was climbing a ladder.  It's nothing really,” said Katie nonchalantly. He winced as he saw Phyllis retching in the other room. Katie gave him the smallest of smiles. “She's fine.  A touch of seasickness.” Another retch erupted from the bathroom, somewhat exploding the myth of “a touch of seasickness.”

The British officer had privately expressed his misgivings about having Americans on this voyage, let alone women, but he had to admit that there was a decent amount of starch in their corsets. This had been a trying voyage for even the most experienced sailors, but with the weather being this bloody awful, none of the British officers recorded many complaints from the Americans, especially from the nurses. The captain told his crew, if the women weren’t complaining, none of you should either, and, even though the nurses didn’t know it, they were held in rather high esteem by the British officers. 
The lieutenant continued. “The Captain sends his regards and wants you to know we should be off the coast of Spain by 10 pm and at the Straights of Gibraltar by approximately 2 am.  It will be much calmer then.” The ship immediately lurched as if to belie his statement. Katie put her hand up quickly, barely stopping her already injured nose from hitting the door jamb. Secretly she wondered how the lieutenant could maintain his balance so easily.
“How much further to Oran?” she asked, praying it wouldn’t be too far. Anything to get back on dry land!
“Approximately five hours, depending on the weather…and the Germans, of course.” He winced as Phyllis sounded like she was dying in there. Katie thanked him and told him she would tell the other nurses when they returned from their shifts. She was starting to feel a little green around the gills again herself and was hoping not to lose it in front of the British lieutenant. He was very concerned because the sounds Phyllis was making from the loo were worse than he remembered from the Blitz in ’41. “Are you sure there was nothing we can do for you?”

Katie stood proudly, eye to eye with the lieutenant, her back ramrod straight. “No, sir.  We can stand on our own, sir,” she said proudly.

Damn these Americans and their pride, he thought. And yet, we may actually win this war if their soldiers were as tough as their nurses. “Bloody good!” he responded with a hint of a smile. He noticed her rank. “By your leave, Lieutenant,” and he saluted. Katie let go of the doorway long enough to return his salute, and he left. She smiled as she closed the door.  She looked a little worse for the wear, and the ship lurched again, worse than any rollercoaster she’d ever been on in New York or New Jersey. Damn that Spam! “Gangway!” she yelled at Phyllis. She rushed for the toilet and joined Phyllis in her misery.
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Meanwhile, in a relic of a submarine off the coast of North Africa, the crew were doing their assigned duties as a young lieutenant colonel approached the captain.  The captain was looking over maps and soundings of the coast of North Africa with his navigator.  The lieutenant colonel saluted, and the captain barely looked up as he returned the salute.  The lieutenant colonel stood at attention.  The captain and the navigator, both 40-ish veterans, looked up, somewhat peeved.
“What is it, Colonel?” asked the captain.
Lieutenant Colonel Joshua Wiseman, a 27-year-old Tyrone Power-looking man, stood stiffly at attention, wishing he could hold onto something and praying that he didn’t lose his balance…or his lunch. “Captain, the general sends his regards and asks for a status report on our arrival in Algiers, sir.” The captain told Joshua that it was the same as it was an hour ago, and two hours ago, and three... “Yes, sir.  I'll inform the general, sir.” He saluted and turned a bit unsteadily. The captain asked him how he was doing. Being completely submerged was unnerving for first time sailors, and this young man was obviously no sailor. Joshua stood proud even though he felt seasick. Being from the Midwest, the biggest body of water he’d ever seen was Lake Michigan when he went back for his father’s funeral in Chicago. “Fine, sir.  Thank you for asking, sir.” He started walking away, weaving back and forth.

“Oh, Colonel?” the captain called out, and Joshua turned around. “Merry Christmas, son.”

Joshua paused, not knowing how to respond to that. However, it was said with no ill-intent, so he replied, “Thank you, sir. Same to you, sir,” and Joshua saluted. The captain put his index finger to his cap in return, and Joshua weaved his way around the sailors doing their jobs in the cramped quarters of the vintage submarine.
The navigator shook his head, and the captain looked at him questioningly. “I think you should have said ‘Happy Hannukah,’ sir.”
The captain shrugged. “What's the difference?” He shrugged his shoulders again to relieve the tension. There was a lot riding on this mission, and he knew that getting the general there and back was a top priority of Ike’s. He looked back at the navigation chart that was spread out. It showed him everything he needed to know about the Mediterranean, but nothing about the Germans who controlled it. The sea was big, but there were a lot of German and Italian ships and planes looking for allied shipping to attack. The captain knew that the crew didn’t stand much of a chance in this vintage sub if they were spotted. Well, nothing he could do about that. His orders were to get the general to Algiers safely and return him…if he made it out alive. 
The French were not necessarily their allies, especially in Africa, and Admiral Darlan was particularly difficult, thought the captain. Strangely, the captain was more concerned with the young colonel’s safety than the general’s. After all, the general, like himself and his crew, had chosen the military life, but the young colonel was like the thousands of other men and women in the Armed Forces – average Joes and Jolenes who felt that this fight was for the future of the human race, for democracy over totalitarianism. Damn it, he thought. We have to win!
He turned to the navigator, “Now, where were we?” They returned to their navigational charts.
*****
It was a beautiful night as the convoy passed through the moonlit Straits of Gibraltar.  Katie carefully climbed up a steel ladder and heard someone singing "Parisiamo cortigiani vil razza dannata." She knew it was from Rigoletto.  Enzio, the man singing, was a nice, Italian-looking man of about 30. He was a little taller than her, and he had a bit of a paunch.
Though she tried not to pull his focus, he stopped singing when he saw her. She smiled and apologized that she made him stop. He shrugged a little self-consciously, then he walked over to her, and they shook hands. He said his name was Enzio. 
“I’m Katherine, but my friends call me Katie. Your voice is lovely, and it sounds very familiar. Did you ever sing Rigoletto on the stage in New York?”
He nodded, surprised that there was an American on board who liked opera, and even more surprised that she knew the aria was from Rigoletto! Most Americans knew who Jack Benny or Bing Crosby were, but very few knew the operas of Verdi or anyone else. He asked her if she liked opera, and she nodded.
“Yes,” she replied. “My fiancé’s brother sings opera in New York. We go often.”
“Really?” said Enzio. “I probably know him.  What's his...no, it's better if we don't give names.” Katie asked him if he were going to be entertaining the French troops in Algiers. “Actually, I have family in Sicily I’ll be visiting,” he replied.
“But that's enemy territory,” Katie replied. 
He reminded her that, sadly, the Germans and Italians were allies. He said that he came back every year at Christmas to spend it with his family. He told her that he was known there as an opera singer, so he didn’t anticipate the Germans would give him a second thought - just an Italian who was just coming back for Christmas to be with his family like before but hadn’t made it in time because of the war.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. 
She told him that with the fighting that happened in Morocco, there was a call for nurses.  She was working at Bellevue hospital, and a bunch of them decided to sign up. They both looked at the moon. He asked her if she thought they would ever see New York again. 
“Yes, God willing,” she said.  She hesitated. “Would you sing a little more?” She knew from her experience in New York that you didn’t have to ask a performer twice! She noticed a glimmer in his eye, and a small smile crept across his fleshy lips. 
He looked up into the sky and started singing "Shine On, Harvest Moon."  She laughed, and he motioned for her to join in.  They both sang and looked up at the smiling gibbous moon. Unlike them, it was unconcerned with the violence and misery occurring on the Earth below.
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Chapter 4
On top of the conning tower of the old submarine that Josh and the general were on, the captain and first officer were looking up at the same moon as Katie and Enzio. The captain remarked that it was such a beautiful night that it was hard to believe there was a war on. In the pale light of a waning gibbous moon, the captain looked through the binoculars toward the south. He handed them to his first officer who took a quick look and handed them back. They could see a few lights that marked the waterfront of Algiers. The captain sighed, then he and first officer scanned the waterfront for any signs of enemy activity. 
The captain scanned the coast left and right. He knew there were patrol boats in the harbor, but everything seemed shut down for the night. “I feel sorry for that young colonel,” he said to his first officer. “Poor guy. That general has him hopping up and down like a trained frog.” Just then, Lieutenant Colonel Wiseman appeared.   He saluted and waited at attention to be addressed.  The captain gave him an informal salute in return. “Now what does he want, Colonel?” the captain asked peevishly.
Joshua couldn’t blame the captain. He had told the general over and over that he would be informed as soon as there was something to be informed about, but the captain also knew that Josh was just a young lieutenant colonel. He did what he was told. If there was anything to assuage the captain’s resentment of the treatment of the young lieutenant colonel by the general, it was that the general was even more seasick than Josh was! “The General sends his regards and wishes to thank you for the ride, Captain,” said Joshua.
Old sea dog that he was, that made the captain smile. In the final analysis, they were all on the same side. There wasn’t one commander who didn’t know that there was a lot riding on this meeting, most of all, Ike. It was tough enough fighting the Germans. He didn’t want to have to fight the French, as well, but, from all accounts, this Admiral Darlan was a tough cookie. Though the captain wasn’t privy to what the general’s orders were, it wasn’t tough to figure out that it had something to do with getting the French not to shoot at the Americans when they came ashore in Algeria.
The grizzled captain looked at the young colonel. Here was a guy fresh off the farm or from some small town in the middle of nowhere, with little or no military training, willing to give his life in the cause of freedom. It softened the captain a little. “Please tell the General he is welcome.  Also tell him to kick some German butt for all of us.
The smallest of grins crossed Josh’s face. “Thank you, sir.  I shall report that to the general.” Joshua saluted and turned to leave.
“Oh, Colonel.” Josh turned smartly and came to attention. The captain was proud that he had finally found his sea legs. “Happy belated Hannukah.”
For the first time, Joshua smiled broadly. “Thank you, sir.  I appreciate it, sir,” and he snapped a salute. For the first time, the captain returned it formally. Joshua nodded and went back below.  Before long, a hatch on the deck opened, and the general came up the steps onto the deck followed closely by Joshua. The captain saluted more formally when the general came up onto the deck. The general and Joshua spoke briefly, and Joshua climbed down the rope ladder first. Luckily, the water was calm in the bay, and the general and the colonel made it into the lifeboat safely, awaited by the men who volunteered to paddle them onto the beach. Though none of the volunteers knew what the mission was, they knew it was important enough to help the Americans’ efforts against the more experienced Germans. They also knew that they needed all the help they could get, even from the stubborn French in Africa.

As the captain and first mate watched the raft fade into the inky blackness, the captain whispered, “Good luck, son.” He turned back to scan the shore with his binoculars where the small signal fire was burning. “We're all going to need it.”

The trip to the shore by the men in the raft was as quiet as they could make it. The port seemed sleepy, but they could take no chances. The sentries at the landing spot had been bribed by the Free French agents there, so there was no problem beaching the craft, and a couple of the Free French agents were General Clark’s and Joshua’s guides to their meeting place – the mayor’s villa near the beach on the outskirts of the city.

The Free French agents led them to the villa. A couple of whispered words to the guards at the villa gave Joshua and General Clark access to the guarded courtyard, and they were escorted quickly into the house. There, three men were waiting for them: the mayor of Algiers, Monsieur Peisson, a nervous little man of about fifty, Colonel Jean-Pierre Trouville, Admiral of the Fleet Francois Darlan’s aide-de-camp and translator, and Admiral of the Fleet Darlan himself, a man whose bearing screamed pomposity. When General Clark extended his hand to shake the Admiral’s, Darlan looked at it as if it were diseased.

General Clark introduced Joshua, who saluted. Darlan gave Joshua the same look a bored cat would give a mouse. General Clark addressed Colonel Trouville. “Please thank the Admiral for meeting with us.” Colonel Trouville did so, and Admiral Darlan gave General Clark the briefest of nods. 

General Clark continued. “Since this is a military matter, I must ask the mayor to withdraw. Colonel Trouville looked at the mayor and said, “Monsieur, s'il vous plait?” The mayor nodded and left.  Darlan motioned for all to sit, seating himself at the head of the ornate carved mahogany table, not waiting for his guests. Colonel Trouville sat on his left, General Clark and Joshua sat on his right.

General Clark continued. “Admiral, have you considered what General Eisenhower has proposed?” Colonel Trouville translated. Darlan looked like he was offered food that had fallen on the floor. He replied in French. Trouville turned to Clark. “The Admiral said, in essence, that he didn’t think that your proposal was worth the paper it was written on.” Darlan continued and Trouville translated. “Furthermore, the Admiral says that if you want his help to continue, he must be left alone to decide the fate of all Algerians. He said could not help it if they wished to remain Muslims or Jews instead of following the true faith.”

General Clark looked over at Joshua who displayed no emotion. He’s probably one hell of a poker player, thought Clark. Clark turned back to Darlan. There was just the slightest hint of a smirk on Darlan’s face. He knew that he held the aces. Without his help, the allies would have been opposed by both the Germans and the French, even though there was no love lost between the French and the Germans in North Africa. So far, the Germans had not interfered with the French in Algeria, so Darlan saw no need to fear them. As for the Americans, thought Darlan, they were definitely inferior. They made a mess of the landing in Morocco and had a tough time against minimal opposition. When they went up against a real army, the German army, the Americans would melt like brie in the oven.

General Clark was confused. He had been told that Darlan would welcome them with open arms and that everything was settled. Instead, he was greeted with a slap. Controlling his anger, he replied. “I’m afraid I cannot grant you that provision. You would need to talk with General Eisenhower in Gibraltar.” Colonel Trouville translated to Darlan who looked at Clark as if he had been insulted. Who do these Americans think they are? Coming in and demanding I put myself under some general who doesn’t have half of my experience?

Darlan stood up abruptly. He turned to Trouville and barked out an angry response to Trouville. When Trouville tried to calm the admiral down, the admiral’s body language silenced him. He pointed for Trouville to translate. “The Admiral does not wish to offend, but he believes it is best to talk to General Eisenhower directly.” He then said something that Trouville didn’t translate.

Damn, thought General Clark. All this for nothing. Eisenhower told him that it was unlikely that Darlan would play ball, but they had to try. He and Joshua stood up. “I will relay the Admiral’s message to General Eisenhower.  Please thank the Admiral for meeting with us.” Trouville said that he would do that. Clark went to shake Darlan’s hand, but Darlan stared him down.  Darlan started leaving. Clark turned to go, but Joshua stood at attention and saluted Darlan. He held his salute as a French soldier would – with a flat hand at a 45-degree angle and with the palm facing forward. 

Joshua addressed Colonel Trouville. “Colonel, please advise the General that the French military code requires a superior officer to return a salute of a subordinate. Not returning a salute invites sanctions to the offending officer.” Trouville’s eyes widened. Joshua stared him down. Trouville said something hurriedly to General Darlan. Darlan pivoted. He looked at Joshua as a hungry lion to a wildebeest, but Joshua looked him straight in the eye, holding the salute. Darlan looked at Joshua, back ramrod straight, and if a sphinx could have smiled… Darlan came to attention and returned Joshua’s salute. If only the rest of the Americans were so respectful and disciplined, the Germans might be worried, Darlan thought. Darlan stormed out with Trouville scurrying behind him.

General Clark waited until they were out of earshot, and then he turned to Joshua. “What did he say?” asked Clark. Joshua told him that Darlan stated maybe he should talk to the Germans. They were easier to work with. “I guess we'll need our friend after all.  Call him in,” said Clark. Joshua went to a side door, opened it, and whispered. One of the guides came in. He was a young Algerian, about 20, with a look of determination on his face.

“General, may I introduce Monsieur Bonnier?” said Joshua, and General Clark shook his hand. The general asked him if he was prepared to take the necessary action, and Joshua translated in French. The young Algerian responded, and Joshua translated it back into English. “Sir, he said he and his friends would be happy to do what we requested, but they expect, in return, that the United Sates will back their quest for restoration of the King of France.”

General Clark responded that America has always felt a country should be ruled by the will of its own citizens. He couldn’t guarantee anything, but once the Germans were defeated, he would do what he could to promote Monsieur Bonnier’s wishes. Joshua translated, and Bonnier nodded and held out his hand. General Clark shook it, and Bonnier led them outside. Clark turned to Joshua. “Do you think he is reliable?” Joshua indicated that Office of Strategic Service’s sources stated they believed Bonnier and his friends were. 

General Clark and Joshua were met by the same guides that brought them to the house. General Clark turned to Joshua. “I understand you are a marksman with an M-1.” Joshua sighed and nodded. “See that they don’t miss, Josh. This is too important to leave to chance.” Joshua took a deep breath and wished he had never joined ROTC in college to earn extra money during the Depression. He just had to prove to the other cadets that a Jew was just as good a shot as they were, if not better. He looked back at General Clark. “Understood, Colonel?” demanded Clark.

Joshua was afraid it would come to this. He just hadn’t thought it would be up to him. “Yes, sir.”

“We’ll be at the rendezvous point in 24 hours. We can only stay a couple of hours. Don’t be late, Josh.” Joshua nodded, then motioned their guide over and said something in French to the young Algerian. The guide and Clark disappeared over the coastal dunes into the gloom. Bonnier had come out of the house. Joshua turned to him. “Allons,” and they, too, disappeared into the cold Algerian night.
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The moon was almost to the horizon as the convoy steamed toward Oran, their final port before getting on the train to Algiers and their duty stations. Only three more hours, thought Katie, and then we’ll be on dry land again. Well, at least I want to look good, she thought as she put her hair up in pin curlers in the bathroom.  Phyllis came into the room, tiptoeing over the exhausted nurses sleeping on the floor.  Their last shift before landfall was mercifully without incident. In fact, you could feel the level of tension fall all over the ship. Even though they knew they were in a war zone, Algiers was only a few hours away, and they all knew that they were to dock early in the morning. The Med was calm and peaceful, a sea of romance and adventure. The toughest part of the journey was over. Phyllis saw Katie in the little bathroom.
“What are you doing?  It's almost 3 am,” Phyllis whispered to Katie.
“I want to look nice when we get to Oran. I’m sick and tired of looking like a drowned raccoon,” Katie replied. Phyllis said that she’d be happy to keep her midnight breakfast down. She asked Katie what she thought it would be like in Algiers. “Like Bellevue on a Saturday night times ten, I suppose. Even then, it’s worse on the front. I heard from some of the British nurses…”
Just then, the ship shuddered. The lights went out. “Oh, my God!” screamed Phyllis. Somehow, Katie’s emergency room calmness kicked in. She knew instinctively they had been torpedoed, but there was no way to tell how badly they were hit.
“Oh, God.  I don't want to die!” screamed Phyllis, awakening the younger nurses who were asleep. In the pitch blackness, Katie could smell Phyllis’ miasma of fear. She reached out, and they hugged each other.
A klaxon sounded.  The ship shuddered again.  Katie turned on the flashlight that was attached to her belt and addressed all the young nurses who were crying out. “We've been torpedoed,” Katie said calmly but authoritatively over the nurses’ panicked cries. “Get dressed and report to general quarters.  Stat!”
“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” Phyllis screamed. “Save us!” She started sobbing.
Katie grabbed her by the arm.  Her flashlight shone on Phyllis's panicked face. “No one's going to die unless they panic.” Katie addressed the other young nurses, some of them just twenty-one years old. “Get dressed and hurry to general quarters. This is not a drill this time.” The younger nurses were stunned. “STAT!” yelled Katie. The nurses understood and responded to that. They all dressed quickly and scurried out of the room into the general tumult.  Katie addressed Phyllis. “We are Americans.  We will survive.  Got it?” Phyllis nodded, and Katie took a deep breath. “Okay.  Let's go!” she said and dragged Phyllis out of the room.
Into the crowded corridor, Katie went, holding on to Phyllis.  Up the metal steps they struggled as the klaxon roared in their ears, pushing and pulling amidst the screams and cries of the other passengers. Up to the deck and to their assigned places.  The other nurses were younger, some just barely 21, and they all looked scared to death. “It'll be all right,” Katie told them in her calm emergency-room voice.  “As long as we don’t panic, it’ll be alright. Check each other’s Mae Wests as we were instructed.” It was easier said than done because they could all hear the screams from the other side of the ship, as well as the splashes of the people who jumped overboard in panic, many without putting their life vests on.
Just then, an older women dressed in fatigues walked up.  She was holding a camera and was inordinately calm. “Are you Americans?” she asked nonchalantly. Katie responded that they were nurses. The woman asked where Katie was from, and Katie responded from Bellevue in New York. The woman asked if she could take their picture, and without waiting for an answer, she did so anyway, the flash temporarily blinding Katie. The woman waited for a second, then pulled the hot flashbulb out of the camera and carelessly threw it over the side of the ship.
“Great.  If we make it, I'll make sure you get a copy before Life magazine does.” She walked to the next group and asked them the same thing. “Where are you guys from?” Another flash of light, and she moved on again. None of them realized they had just had their picture taken by America’s most famous female photographer, Margaret Bourke-White, herself a legend in that part of the world. She was able to obtain permissions from generals – no one thought it politic to ask how – to go on reconnaissance sorties and take pictures from small planes that could have been shot down by just looking in their general direction.
The photographer’s nonchalance had a calming effect on Katie. If she wasn’t going to panic, then I’m not, thought Katie. She and the nurses watched as the fleet dispersed and the destroyer escorts started laying down smoke. Phyllis asked where all the ships were going. “We’re on our own,” said Katie. Phyllis and a few of the others started crying. They had just seen other people who had survived the North Atlantic storms with them, panic and jump over the side of the ship to the black water below, many without their life jackets on. They could hear screams for help from people in the water. Several of the nurses were crying, and Phyllis was sobbing uncontrollably. Katie shook her by the shoulders. “None of that!  We're going to make it!” Katie addressed the rest of the nurses. “No crying.  We're Americans.  The British and the Germans think we're soft, but never forget…we're Americans!”
The crews that were in charge of the motor launches also panicked and were going off without any people in them. “They're leaving us to die!” cried Phyllis. Katie shook her again. Phyllis took a couple of deep breaths and calmed down, nodding at Katie that she was alright. Just then, the British Officer who had come to their cabin came over to the group. “Orders from the captain.  Abandon ship.  God be with you,” he said simply.
Katie looked over the side.  Though she couldn’t see much with the smoke swirling around them, she knew it was a good 60 feet down to the sea.  Taking a deep breath, she addressed the others. “We have our orders.  Stay with your partners. Keep your heads, and we’ll all make it.” She took a deep breath. “Follow me.” 
She said a little prayer and put one leg over the edge, feeling for the rope ladder. The swaying of the ship made it difficult.  Her boot caught a wet rung and slipped, but her grip was strong, and she found her footing. She had helped her brothers build houses, and she had biceps that were the envy of many men. She looked back up at her nurses,  and something in her stiff-necked Irish heritage kicked in. She simply was not going to die, and that was that! “Let's go!” she yelled defiantly. She started down the rope ladder, then came Phyllis, and then the rest of the nurses followed, over the side into the inky blackness below.
*****
In was almost 8 am back in the villa that had just held a contentious meeting with General Clark the night before. Admiral Darlan was finishing up breakfast on the outside patio joined by his aide, Colonel Trouville, and Mayor Peisson. The morning was unseasonably warm for December, so the mayor thought that dining on the patio would be pleasant. “That was a fine breakfast, my friend,” said the Admiral.
“It was my pleasure, Admiral,” said the mayor. “Shall we go inside and talk? The archbishop wanted me to discuss the Christmas program with you.” 
The valet cleaned up after them, but as soon as they went inside, he took a napkin and pretended to shake it out. An old man in a burnoose across the road on a sand dune walked slowly with what looked like a wooden crutch to where he could see into the dining room. He casually sat down just behind the crest of the small dune and slowly rolled onto his stomach facing the dining room. He carefully removed some of the camouflage on the crutch to reveal that it was a rifle. He put a silencer on the barrel, and he pulled the stock slowly up to his face. He took a deep breath, slowly closed and opened his eyes, and adjusted a sight on the rifle. He then asked God to both make sure his aim was true. He also asked God to forgive him.
Inside the villa, the mayor went over to the table with a coffee urn on it. “Coffee, my friends?” Both Darlan and Trouville nodded. The mayor had just poured coffee for the two other men, when the closet door burst open, and Bonnier jumped out, a pistol in his hand. “Vive le roi,” he shouted. Just as he shot Darlan, the window behind him broke.  Darlan jerked twice and went down.  Colonel Trouville shot and wounded Bonnier.
The mayor yelled for help and that Darlan had been shot. Guards rushed in and grabbed Bonnier. The mayor and Trouville tried to staunch Darlan’s wound, but it was too late.  Darlan was dead, and the knoll across from the villa was as lifeless as the Admiral. Even if Peisson had thought to look out the window, all he would have seen would have been an old man with a walking stick limping slowly down the beach.
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Katie, Phyllis, and the other nurses were still hanging on, but barely.  It had been over two hours since they went over the side, and they were still dangling precariously on the rope ladder. There was so much fog and smoke on the water, nothing was visible except their misery.  All were soaked and shivering, coughing from the acrid smoke the destroyers had laid down.
Phyllis had been crying on and off since they went over the side more than two hours ago. It seemed hopeless. “I just can't hold on anymore, Katie,” she said. “My arms are dead.  Can't we just go topside and be comfortable a while before we die?”
Katie was almost done in as well, but she was always a “where there’s a will, there’s a way” kind of person. “It's getting lighter, Phyl.  They'll be sending out planes to find us soon.  Hang on for just a little bit longer.” She said it to lighten not just Katie’s spirit, but also for the nurses who clung to the rope ladder above them. Katie’s fingers were bruised from the times her fingers had been stepped on, and many of the younger nurses had long ago given up hope, but they hung on out of stubbornness or desperation or just plain guts. Katie wasn’t going to let them down. As long as she had her “Mae West” on, she was going to do everything she could to stay alive. She had a fella back home with whom she wanted to start a family, and she would be damned if she was going to let him or her future children down!
Katie held on to the rope ladder with one hand and to Phyllis with the other. For the thousandth time, she said, “Just a bit longer, Phyl. Then we can have a good sleep and a hot meal. Maybe you can meet one of those flyboys you always talked about.”
Phyllis shrugged tiredly and adjusted her Mae West again. “I'll try,” she said. A cold wave splashed them. They barely noticed it now. “It seemed like such a good idea at the time, joining up. Who knew...?” Phyllis’ voice trailed off into hopelessness.
Katie was running out of things to talk to Phyllis about. Phyllis was dampening the spirit of the younger nurses. Katie was splashed again, and she started chuckling. “Hey, Phyl. Remember that party we had before Christmas last year?” 
That made an exhausted Phyllis grin. “Yeah, and we lost the bet and had to rush the growler in the rain?” Phyllis smiled at the thought of the two young nurses in their starched white uniforms asking the bartender in an illegal speak-easy for a growler of beer. Her smile was short-lived, however, as she started to pass outstarted to pass out, but Katie grabbed her. Katie shook her violently, which brought Phyllis back. “What?” asked Phyllis. She looked ready to cry again, though it was tough to see in the darkness. Was it really getting lighter, or was it just my imagination, wondered Katie?
“And we both swore if we got into the war, we'd join up together?” asked Katie.
“Yeah.  We were ready to go,” said Phyllis in a whisper. “Doesn’t seem like such a good choice now, does it, Katie.” She started slipping away again, and Katie shook her.
“And we started singing ‘Over there.” Almost out of nothing but daring the universe to take her down, Katie started singing, “Over there, over there, send the word, send the word, over there.’" Katie shook Phyllis. “Come on Phyl.”
Phyllis smiled and started singing softly with Katie. “"That the Yanks are comin', the Yanks are comin'...” Soon, all the nurses on the rope ladder were singing, daring Death to come for them. "The drums, drum drumming everywhere.  So, prepare, say a prayer, send the word, send the word to beware. Over, we're coming over, and we won't come back till it's over, over there."
“Again!” yelled Katie. All the nurses started singing again, their voices daring the Germans to finish them off. It was like a tonic. They heard the words all the way up to the top of the ship, as if the whole fleet was thumbing their collective noses at the enemy, Then, in the middle of the song, so softly that it seemed like a wish, the nurses heard what sounded like the throaty sound of an old boat. Katie told them all to be quiet, that she swore she heard something. The order went all the way up the ladder, and they all held their collective breath.
Katie heard what first sounded like distant thunder, a soft, almost imperceptible rumbling. It grew from a wish to a dream, then to a reality. Out of the mist came a motorized launch, agonizingly low in the water. To the nurses hanging on to a wet rope ladder for dear life in the middle of the longest night of their lives, the music of its engine was almost like a choir of angels sent to rescue them. So softly at first but building to a “damn the torpedoes” volume, they heard voices from the launch joining them... “that the Yanks are comin', the Yanks are comin', the drums drum drummin' everywhere...”. 
A cheer exploded from the nurses on the rigging that drowned out the rest of the song. Katie yelled to Phyllis that they were saved, and Phyllis started crying.  The launch stopped about 50 yards away, and from the launch, they heard a British voice straight out of a Greer Garson movie. “More launches are coming.  Hang on. Don't give up hope, lads.”
More nurses than just Phyllis were crying, but these were tears of joy and relief. “I told you guys they wouldn't leave us!” yelled Katie. Katie told them they had to stay alert. She also said to pass the word back up the rope ladder to make sure that none of the other people above them would give up hope.
“We have room for one more,” yelled the coxswain.
Katie turned to Phyllis. “Okay, Phyl.  Off you go!” Phyllis said she couldn’t because she was too tired. She told Katie that Katie was stronger, but Katie replied. “You're the better swimmer. That’s an order, Lieutenant!” Katie reached for Phyllis, but with her last ounce of strength that surprised even Phyllis, she pushed Katie into the water some 10 feet below. The temperature of the water made Katie sputter. Katie came back to the surface, floating in her Mae West. Her arms were all but dead, and her legs felt like she had run a mile in the sand, just like she did when she was a kid when she won her first medal. 
Phyllis called to her. “Tell my mom and dad I loved them.”
“You can tell them yourself, Phyl. If you don’t hang on, I’m going to come back and haunt you!” Katie turned around and swam toward the launch. Though it was only about fifty yards away, she was exhausted, and the water sapped her strength. She noticed the gunwale of the launch was precariously close to the surface of the Mediterranean, and all the others were bailing furiously…at least those who weren’t being violently ill.
Somehow, whether it was the prayers of her mother being answered or her own Irish stubbornness, Katie made it to the launch. They gently pulled her over the side into the boat without it capsizing somehow. The launch leader ever so gingerly started backing the boat up, yelling to the other people on the rope ladder to hold on just a bit longer. For the first time since she left dockside in New York, Katie cried softly as she bailed furiously with the rest of them, her rope-burned hands smarting from the salt water and her shoulders and arms screaming from exertion. The smell of both relief and fear permeated the launch as it slipped ever so slowly back into the ghostly mist.
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After the assassination of Admiral Darlan and the Allies’ victory in “Operation Torch” in Morocco, things in Algiers had calmed down a bit. The port city was buzzing with activity as the American Army had consolidated their position in North Africa. The Germans were still a force to be reckoned with, especially under Field Marshal Rommel, but he was on the defensive after his loss at El Alamein.
It had been a quiet Christmas, and no one expected much of a celebration of New Years in a few days. On the one hand, the invasion of North Africa had been a success, but there were too many killed and wounded to celebrate. At the Office of Personnel Administration, there were all sorts of forms to be filled out, and the recent invasion had only magnified the need for almost around the clock activity. The click-clack of soldiers at typewriters was almost deafening.  Adding to the cacophony was the staccato noise of the teletype machine.
Lieutenant Colonel Joshua Wiseman, the head of the Office of Personnel Administration, had his door closed. He was speaking on the phone to General Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff. “Yes, sir.  I have billeted all the nurses in the Rue Arabique.” He waited patiently for General Smith to stop talking. “Yes, sir, it's a bit crowded, but none of them seemed to mind.  They were just happy to be on land.” There he goes again, thought Joshua. “Yes, sir, they have all been invited to the post-Christmas welcoming per General Eisenhower’s instructions.” Boy, could General Smith talk!
Joshua’s attention was compromised as he heard a hubbub in the outer office created by the familiar voice of the most lovable pain in the ass he knew. Josh returned to his call. “Uh, yes General, they will all be invited.” 
That voice outside Josh’s office responded casually to the sergeant’s brusque query of “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” From the outer office, Joshua heard the voice of his younger brother, Milt, the quintessential American flyboy, say, “As you were, Sergeant!  Two bars beat three stripes unless you're a tiger!” Joshua shook his head awaiting the tornado soon to enter, and he wasn’t disappointed. The door swung open, and in strode Milton Wiseman, a 23-year-old arrogant flyboy who just happened to be one of Joshua's younger brothers. Milt entered his office about as silently as the assault on North Africa had been. He was smoking a stogie, a sure sign that he had been successful in this morning’s sortie against the German forces. Josh put his finger up against his lips indicating Milt should shush, and Josh ended his phone call with a crisp “Yes, sir.” Milt slumped in the chair, his legs dangling over one of its arms.
Joshua shook his head at his younger brother and smiled. “Won't you come in, Captain?” Joshua asked dryly. “And won’t you please sit down and make yourself comfortable?”
“Where's the scotch?” Milt asked. Josh reminded him it was only ten in the morning. “That late?  Make it a double.” Joshua went into his desk and pulled out a bottle of Jamison’s, one of the perks of knowing the boss. Josh asked Milt if he shouldn’t be at the airfield. “Already flew a morning sortie. Nothing again until after lunch.” Josh took a deep breath, but he had received the reports. The Germans were trying furiously to hold on to as much as North Africa as they could, and they had been reinforced by the Luftwaffe. Say what you wanted to about the Nazis, but the Germans built excellent flying machines.
Joshua motioned for Milt to close the door.  He got up and closed it.  Joshua motioned for him to speak softly. “You worry too much,” complained Milt.
“Let's just say I know things,” said Joshua. Milt asked him like what, but a look from his older brother made him shake his head. Josh had always been like that. He could keep a secret like a dead man. Their rabbi said that he would have made a wonderful rabbi or cantor because he knew when to both open his mouth and close it. Josh was asked on more than once occasion to sing in the Saint Mary Choir back home, but he felt it would have compromised his ethics, and nobody or nothing could do that. 
Their father, may his ghost be forever haunted, thought Milt, was one of the least dependable people the boys had ever known. Not only that, but he didn’t believe in holding back the belt when Milt or their younger brother, Robert, got into trouble. Sometimes Josh took the blame, but, more often, he could calm his father down to the point where he just cursed the boys.
Milt had a strong sense of curiosity, and though he knew that Josh would never give up a secret, still he had to try. “What things?” asked Milt. Josh tilted his head and shrugged. “I know constipated clams that are easier to open up,” groused Milt. Josh thanked him as only an older brother could. “By the way, have you heard from Mom lately?” asked Milt.
Joshua nodded. “Just last week.  Bob's been assigned to the 8th Air Force.”
Milton looked angry. “Damn.  I told him not to wash out of flight school.  How bad?” Joshua told him he’d been assigned as an engineer and top gunner on a B-24.  Joshua told Milt that he had told their mom not to worry and that he’d be fine. “Fine?” replied Milt angrily. “Do you know what they call those things? Flying coffins.” Milt cursed. “I told him not to join up.  He's too young.”
Joshua nodded. Bobby was the baby. He was kind and gentle, and they told him that he didn’t have to go. The rule after the Sullivan brothers’ tragedy in the Pacific was that not every boy in the family had to join up. But Bob always followed his brother Milt in everything. He worshipped Joshua as a father figure, especially after their father died at 40 from a heart attack. But Milt was his real playmate who both got him into and out of trouble.
Josh sighed. He worried about Bob. He was an affable young man, not cut out for the horrors of war, but, then again, who was? Josh looked at Milt. “We’re all too young, my brother.” Josh took a deep breath. “Captain, you are to report here on Saturday at 4 pm.” Milt replied that he couldn’t because they were on alert, but Joshua would have none of that. “You are to wear your dress uniform, Captain.  You are to take a bath and be properly shaven.” Joshua turned his head back to the desk and pushed a button on the phone for the intercom. “Sergeant? Would you be kind enough to come in here, please?” There was the scraping of a chair, and the Sarge came in, looking daggers at Milt. Milt just smiled back.
“When you have a second, please fill out the orders for Captain Wiseman that we talked about earlier.” The sergeant growled and said under his breath, “You mean wise guy?” Joshua looked up at the burly man and apologized for not understanding what the sergeant said. The sergeant stood at attention and asked Joshua if there would be anything else, all the while staring daggers at Milt who smiled back angelically. It wasn’t tough to figure out what the sergeant was thinking!
“No, Sergeant. Thank you,” said Joshua. The sergeant saluted, said something under his breath, and exited. Milt lost his smile and asked Josh what was going on. “There is a reception for the American nurses who recently arrived,” Josh told him. Now Milt was interested, and he sat on the edge of the chair.
“The ones from that ship that was torpedoed a couple of nights ago?” asked Milt. Joshua nodded. “Now THAT’S the advantage of having a big brother!  Maybe there will be one for you,” leered Milt.
“Somehow, I don't think Rebecca would like that,” said Joshua softly. Milt reminded him that Iowa was 5000 miles away and that she was there, and Josh was here. “Not forever,” said Josh softly. Plus, added Milt, he learned from experience in the skies overhead that you never knew when you were in a war zone when you’re your number was up. Might as well live each day as if it were your last. He took a long pull on his scotch. Josh knew his brother, especially from what he didn’t say. “Who’d we lose?”
Milt looked him straight in the eye, his face frozen, just like he used to as a kid when their father was on the warpath. “Trevor Hyde-White.  ME-109 over Bab el Annaba.  At least I got the guy that got him...not that it matters to Trev.”
Damn, thought Joshua. Trevor was a great guy and one of the few who didn’t care if you were Christian or Jewish, as long as you had his six. “I can still get you a transfer to Training Command in New Jersey,” said Josh. Before Milt could answer, the sergeant returned with the orders and handed them to Joshua. Milton smiled back at him angelically.  The sergeant glared, saluted perfunctorily, and left.  
Joshua and Milt both chuckled, then Milt became serious. “Don't you dare,” he said.  “I'm here for the duration.  I'm going to pay those guys back for Trevor and Walter and all the others.” Joshua nodded. “Promise?” asked Milt directly.
“I promise.  I'll let Mom know you're okay,” Josh said.
Milt nodded. “Say ‘hi’ to Bob for me.” Milt stood up.  As he started to leave, Joshua cleared his throat loudly.
“Captain, it is Army regulations that you salute your superior officer before leaving,” Josh said in mock seriousness. Milt stopped, spun, snapped to attention, and gave his older brother a one-finger salute. “Sir!  Yes, sir!”
Joshua chuckled and saluted back properly. “Dismissed, Captain.”
Milton smiled, spun, and left.  Josh heard Milt say, “Keep up the good work, Sarge,” and a door opened and closed forcefully. Joshua grinned, then he became serious and picked up a picture on his desk of a young, attractive redheaded woman. He sighed, put the picture back on the desk and got back to work.
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The 33rd Station Hospital in Algiers was a beehive of activity as the “meat wagons” – what the GIs called the ambulances - loaded with casualties came in fast to the emergency side door, and those with the honored dead went slowly out the back. Operation Torch had been relatively bloodless thanks to the French soldiers not really knowing what to do when the Americans landed and the French officers looking the other way. However, that didn’t matter to the dead and dying soldiers coming into the hospital, let alone those being carried out.
Thanks to the bravery of the British sailors on the Strathallen who stayed at their posts closing the airtight doors on the ship, most of the passengers and crew who didn’t panic, survived. Though shaken, the medical personnel aboard were now on familiar ground in Algiers, though many of them had not encountered the types of traumas that they were now witnessing, nor had they themselves been under fire from hostile forces. A few, like Katie and Phyllis, had seen quite a bit in New York having lived through the Great Depression and the gangs who controlled the liquor trade.
There were a few new nurses who were in the staff room of the 33rd when Head nurse, Captain Martha McSorley, a 39-year-old, no-nonsense woman from Abilene, Kansas came in. All the nurses in the staff room stood at attention. “As you were,” she said in a tired, yet commanding tone. She looked at a clipboard as she addressed the new nurses one by one. “Yandell?” No one answered.  Katie nudged Phyllis. “YANDELL!”
Phyllis started, then quickly answered. “Here, Captain.”
Martha squinted at her over her glasses. “I hope you'll respond quicker when we bring in an emergency case. Their life may depend on your ability to render aid fast.”
Phyllis was embarrassed. “Yes, Ma'am.  Sorry, Ma'am.” Martha glared at Phyllis as she tapped the captain’s bars on her collar. “Yes, Captain,” said Phyllis, lowering her eyes.  
Martha shook her head. She needed all the experienced nurses she could get, but civilian nurses weren’t all up to the horrors of war. She returned to her clipboard. “Do any of you have trauma experience, especially with gunshot wounds?”
Katie answered promptly. “Both Phyllis...Yandell... and I worked in the emergency room at Bellevue in New York, Captain.  We saw it all.” 
Martha stared at Katie who looked straight back at her.  Martha responded, “Not like this.” Martha took a deep breath as she studied Katie. There was something in Katie’s demeanor that Martha liked – an assuredness. She had heard from some of the other nurses and one of the officers on the Strathallen about how Katie kept her head on the rope ladder. It was almost too much to hope for, but Martha really needed help administering all the cases, and she was just plain worn out. She had survived the Blitz in London and had volunteered to come ashore immediately after the area was secure – well, at least, as secure as they could guarantee – in order to set up the hospital. She surveyed Katie. Martha liked a girl with grit, and Adams seemed to have it. She squinted at Katie. “Any college or administrative experience?
“Yes, Ma'am.  Both,” replied Katie.
“Congratulations.  You're charge nurse of Ward Three,” Martha said. Katie saluted and went back into line.
Martha looked over the new nurses. If they only knew what they had signed up for. “Prepare yourselves.  You are going to see things you've never seen before.  You are going to be asked to work harder than you've ever had to work before, under conditions you've never experienced.  These young men need you to be stronger than you've ever had to be before.  We cannot let them down.  We WILL not let them down.  Is that understood?” 
The nurses all responded, “Yes, Captain!”
She motioned to a nurse by the doorway. “Take them to the various wards and tell Bethel she will be training Adams as her replacement.” As the new recruits broke ranks to follow the other nurse, Martha turned to Katie. “Lieutenant Adams…a word.” Phyllis looked scared, but Katie just smiled and patted her arm.  Phyllis left with the others. Katie walked confidently over to Martha who looked at Katie in a measured way. “I haven't had time to read all the fitness reports.  How long were you at Bellevue, Lieutenant?”
“Five years at Bellevue, then four years with the New York City Department of Public Health, Captain.” 
Martha nodded. She flipped over a couple of pages on her clipboard. “Did you really go to college?” Katie nodded and told her that she had attended Columbia Teacher's college and received a master’s degree in public health. Martha did a double take. “A master’s degree?  You have a master’s degree?” she said, amazed.
Katie nodded. “Yes, ma'am.  I wanted to be a doctor, but we didn't have the money.”
Martha shook her head as if clearing out cobwebs. Maybe the good Lord had finally smiled on her. “Keep your eye on Yandell. I grew up on a farm in Kansas, and she reminds me of a skittish mare we once had.”
Katie took a deep breath. She was worried about Phyllis as well. “She'll be all right now that she's on dry land. I don’t think she’d ever been on a boat that didn’t have oars before.”
Martha had to smile at that, but it didn’t assuage her concern. “I'm not so sure.  Some can take it, and some can't.” Martha looked at the Katie’s hazel eyes that reflected an inner calm and a self-assuredness of what she could do and what she could handle. “I’m confident you can. I will tell Lieutenant Bethel you’ll be taking her place. Join the others. Dismissed.”

“Yes, Captain.” Katie snapped to attention and saluted.  Martha stifled a smile and returned the salute.  Katie followed after the other nurses down the hall. Martha slowly arched her back, heard a couple of her vertebrae pop, and then she followed tiredly after.
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While the hospital was being set up and the new nurses exposed to the after-effects of battle trauma on young men, the Allied headquarters were also being established in Algiers. Several young men like Joshua oversaw Logistics, and Joshua, as a young colonel in charge of Personnel, was inundated with billeting requests. Like many other young men, he was putting in 18-20 hour days because he often had to ensure that the rooms and suites in the various hotels and apartment buildings were appropriate for the personnel’s rank, as well as those who were anticipated to arrive - from the lowliest private to the loftiest general. Detailed notes had to be written and kept. Joshua found that his experience in writing law briefs came in handy in this assignment.

Security was incredibly tight one morning. The main conference room at Allied Headquarters was generally bare bones, but Joshua had made sure it was “spiffed up” for the meeting, considering the level of brass who were going to be there.  Flags had been procured for all the Allies, which also included a green and white Algerian flag. On the wall was a map of the North African campaign showing the disposition of Allied and German Forces. 
In attendance were the top American generals in the North African Theater: Eisenhower, Fredenhall - Head of the American Second Corps, “Wild Bill” Donovan - head of the Office of Strategic Services, Patton, and Bradley, as well as their generals’ aides, and one lowly lieutenant colonel – Joshua – who was introduced as a local liaison between the British and French general staffs. Joshua’s presence didn’t seem to warrant his inclusion; however, no one was impertinent enough to question Eisenhower’s judgment.
As Commander of Operation Torch, Eisenhower took the lead in the meeting. He welcomed everyone by name. His memory and general bonhomie made everyone feel at ease. Eisenhower  first addressed General Patton. “How're the details for the conference in Casablanca coming, Pat?” Patton growled that they were fine, but he was spending more time in meetings than kicking German asses. General Fredenhall said that they had Rommel on the run, but Patton said, “That's not what I heard, Freddie.” They all kept looking over at Joshua, wondering what he was really doing there.
Ike turned to Patton’s adjutant, General Omar Bradley. “Brad, what is happening in Tunisia?” Bradley told Ike that Rommel and his second in command, General von Arnim were concentrating their forces and were in an excellent defensive position. Patton said that the allies should be attacking them day and night, but Fredenhall said that the Allies were not really prepared to do that. Patton looked directly at Fredenhall and said, “We or you?” Eisenhower gave him the look, and Patton backed down.  Ike then turned to General Donovan.
“Bill? What’s going on in your neck of the woods?”
Donovan took the pipe out of his mouth and looked at Joshua. “We are coordinating with British intelligence in Cairo.  They report that several more divisions may be sent to Rommel.”
“So, Monty should attack from Egypt while we attack from here before they're reinforced!” said Patton.  As usual, Fredenhall suggested caution, it being late in the year.
Patton was about to say something when Ike cut in. “Pat, let's talk more about this in Casablanca.  Fred, I'll be reinforcing Second Corps with troops from Morocco.  Get them ready for a push after the first of the year.  Thank you, gentlemen.  See you at the reception tonight.” They all rose. “Bill, would you and Colonel Wiseman please stay a minute?”
As they filed out, Patton turned to Bradley. “Brad.  Who the hell is that kid really? The frogs and limeys shouldn’t be in on our conversations!” Bradley shrugged and said he thought Joshua was just a member of the staff. “You never were a good liar, Brad,” and Bradley grinned. The door closed behind them.
Bill turned to Joshua and shook his hand. “How the hell are you, Josh?”
“Fine, sir.  Thank you,” Josh replied.
Ike turned to Donovan. “Bill, we need to know what Monty is up to…unofficially, of course.”
“Of course, General.  I never heard a thing.  Did you, Josh?” Donovan asked, tongue in cheek.
“Hear what, Colonel?” Josh responded.
Eisenhower grinned. “Perhaps you need to have your hearing examined, Josh. There are some good British doctors in Cairo, so I’ve been told.” Josh said he’d book an appointment right away. Eisenhower picked up his briefcase, then he addressed Josh. “Will you be at the reception tonight?  Lots of pretty nurses.”
“Is that an order, sir?” asked Joshua.
“Yes, Colonel.  That's an order,” said Ike.
“Then I will be there, sir,” responded Joshua with a salute. Eisenhower smiled, returned the salute, then, looking pensive, left with the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
Bill Donovan sighed and turned to Josh. “Back to Cairo, Josh.” Josh said he would have the orders cut immediately and that he could leave later that afternoon if the general wanted. “It can wait until tomorrow.  See you at the reception?” Josh asked if the errand wasn’t more important than attending the party. “One more day won't make a difference, Josh. Besides, you already told Ike you’d be there. It wouldn’t be good for your career to disobey an order from your Commander.”
Joshua tried hard not to grin, but he couldn’t help it. He really needed a night off. “Yes, sir.  And thank you, sir.”
Donovan nodded and slapped him on the back. As they were leaving, Donovan said, “Now give me an update on our opera singer in Sicily. By the way, how’s your Italian?”
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At the hospital, nurses scurried around.  Wounded soldiers were brought in on gurneys, others were being wheeled out - some went to surgery, and the unlucky ones left with sheets covering them. Most of the nurses were dragging their baggage. They had been on twelve- and sometimes eighteen-hour shifts, the newer nurses being given the longer shifts. That being said, Katie was everywhere, checking on everything.  She was indefatigable, which caught the eye and admiration of Martha.
Late that afternoon, one of the young American nurses was struggling to hold down a soldier, but he was half out of his mind from whatever trauma he had been a party of, nor witness to, and he was too strong for her. 
“Let me go,” he yelled. “My buddies need me!  Let me go!” he kept calling out.
Katie rushed over and pushed him back down, clamping her hands around his upper arms as he thrashed. “Easy, soldier.  Save that strength for the Jerries.” She turned quickly to the nurse. “Get a syrette, stat!” The nurse did as she was told and injected the morphine into the soldier as Katie held him down, talking to him all the while, saying how his buddies were doing okay and that they were both proud of and grateful to him.  He struggled, but slowly, he eased back into the bed as the morphine took effect. The young nurse thanked her, and Katie gave her further instructions on how to handle him.
Katie stood up and blew out her cheeks in weariness. She looked over and saw Phyllis with tears in her eyes as she was holding the hand of a soldier who was rambling.  Phyllis looked up, grief-stricken.  Katie walked over and looked at his dog tags.  She nodded her head for Phyllis to go as Katie sat on the edge of the bed and held the hand of the dying soldier.
He looked at Katie with unfocused eyes. “Mom?”
Katie looked back at him and took a deep breath. She saw on his chart that his name was Tom. She made sure she had a smile in her voice as she replied softly, “Yes, Tommy?”
“Are you making apple pie?” She replied she was because she knew it was his favorite, and he smiled. “Can I go out to play after dinner?”
Katie’s eyes were moistening, but she stopped herself from crying. “Of course, honey.”
He gave her the briefest of smiles and turned his head toward her voice. His breathing was becoming shallower. “Mom…I'm cold.”
Katie knew it wouldn’t be long. She remembered a young man that had come into the emergency room of Bellevue almost ten years ago. It was only her third shift in Emergency. He had been drinking, had wandered into the street, and had been hit by a car. He suffered massive internal injuries. The last thing he said to her back then before he died was that he was cold. “I’ll get you a sweater, honey,” she said to the soldier. From behind her, she could hear Phyllis crying. Without looking, Katie snapped her fingers and pointed at her to stop.
His breathing was intermittent now. “Thanks, Mom.” Slowly, his head tilted, and he looked at Katie with unseeing eyes.  Katie sighed and gently placed his hands and arms under the sheet, then with one last look, pulled the sheet over his head. Katie stood up slowly. How many more, she wondered? 
She took a deep breath and turned around. “Orderly,” she said softly. An orderly wheeled him out, and another wounded soldier took his place.  Katie walked over to where Phyllis was looking out the window.  She hugged Phyllis as Phyllis wiped the tears from her eyes. 
“He was so young,” Phyllis said sadly.
“They all are,” replied Katie. “Too young.”
Phyllis looked at her. There was a vacant look in her eyes that Katie didn’t like. “It never stops,” whispered Phyllis.
Katie drew herself up to attention. She grasped Phyllis by both shoulders and put her face near Phyllis’. “And neither can we,” said Katie. “Not until it's all over.” Phyllis confessed that this was nothing like Bellevue and that she wasn’t sure how much of this she could take. Katie was really worried whether or not Phyllis would make it. Katie knew that she had to make that determination, but these boys needed nurses. Yet, it didn’t help them if the nurses fell apart. Katie told Phyllis what Katie’s own mother taught her and what they were all taught at Bellevue: focus on the patient. “They need us, Phyl.”
“What I need is a drink,” Phyllis replied. “I'm glad that reception is tonight.  What are you wearing?”
Katie shook her head. “I'm not going.  Too much to do.  Besides all my stuff is at the bottom of the Med.”
“Oh, no you don't,” Phyllis replied. “Borrow a dress just like the rest of us.  Besides, I plan on getting roaring drunk, and I need my big sister there to make sure I don't do anything stupid.”
That made Katie laugh. If there were one thing Katie could depend on, it was Phyllis doing something stupid after a few drinks. One time, Katie had to convince one of the mounted cops in New York that Phyllis did indeed own a stable of horses in Tennessee. She was on his horse because she was homesick. Whether he bought it or not, they’ll never know, but he released her with a warning. 
“Too late for that!” said Katie. “Okay, I’ll go, but we can’t stay out too late.  I promised Lee that I'd write him often, and it's already been two days since my last letter.”
“Oh, my God!” exclaimed Phyllis, mocking her and drawing a laugh from Katie. “You should have married him at the dock before we left New York.  It was so romantic.  A Justice of the Peace and two dozen long-stemmed red roses. What I wouldn’t do to find a guy like that,” sighed Phyllis.
“I won't make him a widower before I make him a husband,” Katie replied. “If it’s meant to be, it will be,” said Katie. “We still have two hours on our shift. Are you okay?” Phyllis took a deep breath and nodded. Just then, they heard a nurse call for her. “KATIE!”

Katie took a deep breath and playfully slapped Phyllis on the shoulder. “C’mon. Let's get back to work.” They turned and double-timed it back into the ward.
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Even though there was a war on and there was death and destruction all around, Algiers still shone like a pearl on the northern coast of Africa. Provisions were not as easy to obtain from France as they once had been, but there was a dictum to smugglers: wartime was good for business. If you could dodge the Germans (and few of the boats the smugglers used looked worthy of a torpedo to U-boat captains), there were profits to be made, especially when it came to alcohol. Though the Arabs refused it on religious grounds, the Allies consumed alcohol in great quantities, and they never seemed to lack a thirst, no matter the cost.
This particular night, the allied senior staff’s thirst would be sated with French wine, British gin, and American whiskey. Foodstuffs usually reserved for generals and diplomats were also available, as it was a belated Christmas party, and the American nurses were the guests of honor. The story of the Strathallen had been told and re-told, and the bravery of the nurses had been blown up into heroic proportions.
As for Joshua and Milt, they, like other junior officers, were looking forward for a night off. It wasn’t often they were invited to soirees like this, so they were hoping to make the most of it. Truth be told, Josh was thinking more of his upcoming trip to Cairo and the possibility he might have to sneak into Sicily - not a very party kind of thought. 
In fact, Katie, too, was not really in a party mood. She was thinking more about rearranging shifts in the hospital and the logistics of having enough nurses for her patients than being at a party, let alone worrying about controlling Phyllis. Phyllis got a bit wild after she’d had a few drinks.
The quarter moon cast only a little light on the darkened city.  Milt was driving slowly in the inky blackness. He barely missed some debris in the street. “I might as well drive with my eyes closed, for all I can see,” he groused to Josh. They hit a rut. Joshua grimaced as he held onto the side of the windshield and said he thought Milt was driving with his eyes closed. “Give me miles of open blue sky. The only thing I’ll hit are the Jerries.” Joshua indicated that Milt should turn right at the corner.
Up ahead was a guard with a flashlight.  Another flanked him.  As Milt eased to a stop, the other guard went to the passenger side. “A-G-O cards, please.” Milt and Joshua both showed the guards their IDs.  The guards seemed unimpressed.  The first guard motioned them through.
As the Joshua and Milt drove into the parking lot, the first guard turned to the other one. He had a look on his face as if he had just eaten some spoiled K rations. “Wiseman. Damn Jews.  What do they know about Africa?” The other guard shook his head in agreement.
The Hotel of the Mediterranean had been a four-star hotel before the war. It catered to the wealthy who wanted an authentic Algerian experience – heavy on French luxury. The paintings, draperies and other appointments had all represented a kinder time when all of Europe and most of the rest of the world believed that the Great War was, indeed, the war to end all wars.  Little did they know of the conflagration to come.
Joshua and Milton walked into a necessarily darkened lobby and through heavy brocade blackout curtains to find a wonderland of light and music.  A small orchestra was playing music from the Continent with an occasional tune from one of America’s Big Bands like Benny Goodman, Glen Miller, and the Dorsey brothers. There was other music that Joshua and Floyd didn’t recognize, but they were told it was something called Dixieland jazz, and they rather liked it. The best wines and tables of food that would have pleased the palate of any gourmet were set among sparkling goblets of crystal and silverware that was polished to any general’s satisfaction.
Milt was astonished. “Would you look at that!  I didn't know there was anything left to eat in the world other than K-rations and powdered eggs.”
Just then, Eisenhower came over. “Good evening, Josh.” Joshua immediately snapped to attention and saluted, as did Milt. “No need for that tonight, Josh,” Eisenhower said. “We could all use a night off.”
Josh relaxed. “Yes, sir.  Good evening, sir.  May I introduce my brother, Milton.” Eisenhower held out his hand.  Milt shook it, carefully. 
Ike asked Milt who he was with. “14th Fighter Group, sir.” Ike told him that they did a great job protecting the fleet and everybody in Algiers. “Thank you, sir. We try, sir.” Ike smiled that casual smile that made everyone feel at ease…all except Milt.
Ike saw a couple of other people he needed to talk to and said as he turned, “Have a nice evening, boys.  Lots of pretty nurses to dance with.” 
Josh grinned. “Is that an order, sir? “ 
Ike laughed. “Yes, Josh.  That's an order.” Eisenhower patted him on the shoulder and walked off. 

Milt shook his head. “Okay, okay.  I have to admit.  I thought you were lyin' about knowing Eisenhower. How in the hell does he know who you are? There must be a hundred junior officers like you.”

Joshua thought, if Milt only knew. “Ike has an incredible memory.” Josh looked around at the sumptuousness of the room. “Well, Captain, we've been given our orders.  We must carry them out. Consider this Operation Mingle.”

Milt punched Josh in the chest like he used to do when he was a kid, but he pulled the punch because their father was dead, and with his death, much of the anger left Milt. “First, real food.  The girls can wait.” They went over to the tables and started loading up.
On the other side of the room, Phyllis was weaving a bit, obviously feeling no pain. “Did you see that?  They were joking around with Ike! I wonder who they are.” She saw Katie looking at her wrist. “Would you stop looking at your watch?  Look at all the brass around here!” She took another pull from her glass, and then her eyes went wide. “Oh, no! Oh, Lord, NO!” Katie asked her what was wrong. “He’s coming over here! Oh, God. I’m drunk! Oh, God!” Phyllis was on the edge of a breakdown.
“For heaven’s sake, Phyl. Calm down! Who’s coming?” Katie asked.
But before she could get an answer out of Phil, she heard a familiar voice. “So, this is the nurse who spit in the Germans’ eyes, huh?” Katie turned slowly around. No one could mistake that voice. She was looking almost eye to eye with General Eisenhower. She immediately snapped to a smart salute. “Lieutenant, Katherine Adams, Sir.” She nudged Phyllis who also saluted and barely managed to mumble her name almost incoherently.
“I understand that you impressed the British with your bravery. I can tell you that wasn’t an easy thing to do,” said Ike.
“It was easy when there was nothing else to do, General.” Katie replied simply. She introduced Phyllis who managed a second, fairly smart salute herself though she was weaving a bit. Eisenhower thanked her and Katie for taking such good care of the men who were wounded. 
“It’s our honor, sir.” Phyllis managed to reply. “And I apologize for being drunk, sir.”
Ike laughed. “If I weren’t a professional soldier, I’d be drunk, too, considering what you have gone through. Carry on, soldier, and that’s an order!” Phyllis grinned, and both she and Katie again saluted smartly. He returned their salutes and moved on to greet others.
Phyllis started walking away. “Where are you going?” asked Katie, as if she didn’t know.
“To carry out the General’s orders, of course!” said Phyllis.
Before Phyllis moved three feet, Katie sighed. “It's been a long day, Phyl, and tomorrow is going to be another one. Let’s go back to the apartment and catch forty winks.”
“Okay, okay, party pooper.  One more drink, and we'll go,” groused Phyllis. Katie sighed, took her by the arm, and led her to the bar.  Two soldiers were getting drinks ahead of them. Phyllis raised her glass just as Milt turned around.  He knocked it out of her hand, but he caught it before it hit the ground. “How did you do that?” she asked amazed at his quickness.
Milt gave her his million-dollar smile. “A pilot has to have quick reflexes.” He absolutely mesmerized her.
Katie finally broke the silence. “I'm Katie, and this, uh, magpie is Phyllis.” Phyllis could only nod.
Joshua just shook his head. He had seen women do this before when they met Milt. It never mattered where they were. Milt was a head-turner for women. Perhaps it was his devil-may-care attitude or his exotic looks, but women swooned over him like a matinee idol. Not that Josh wasn’t attractive as well. His well ran deep, and it took someone who could appreciate his reserve and intelligence to see it. Katie saw it right away. It reminded her of Lee back in New York. He had the same eyes as Lee, but there was a reserve about this young colonel that was lacking in the other officer he was with – an intelligence, a depth. There was an awkward silence that Josh eventually broke. “I'm Joshua, and this is my younger brother, Milt.  Where are you girls from?”
Katie answered since Phyllis was still ogling Milt. “I'm Katie from Connecticut, and Phyllis is from…the moon, is it?”
Phyllis finally came out of her trance. “Huh?  Oh, from Jersey.”  
“That's New, not Isle of,” remarked Katie, eliciting a laugh from both Milt and Josh.
“Well, I'll be darned,” punned Joshua, a twinkle in his eye. Katie groaned at the pun.
“One of those, huh?” said Katie. Josh was glad that Katie got it. So many people didn’t understand or appreciate his word play. Milt always said that the reason Josh didn’t have more girlfriends was that he was always testing them for intelligence. Milt believed in having as much fun as one could while young because eventually, you’ll get stuck with a wife and then the fun times are over. Needless to say, Joshua didn’t agree with his brother. There were plenty of young ladies who were interested in Josh, but they were the brainy types who were saving themselves for marriage. Milt preferred those who just wanted to have a good time, even though he knew that they assumed the good time would end in a ring.
Josh, Milt, Katie, and Phyllis had just started chatting when an air raid siren went off. All four instinctively looked at the ceiling, but only Milt looked mad. “I should be up there,” he growled. “I’d teach them a couple of lessons they didn’t learn in Luftwaffe school.” They all looked in Eisenhower’s direction. He was as calm as soft spring breeze.
“Looks like the Luftwaffe is breaking up the party.  To the shelter everybody,” Ike said with a wan smile.  
There was controlled chaos as people moved out of the ballroom.  Katie and Phyllis looked scared, but Joshua and Milt just sighed.  Milt went over to the bar and grabbed a couple bottles of wine.  Joshua looked at him, and Milt grinned. “They're too young to die.  Not even twenty years old!” Phyllis smiled and grabbed a couple glasses, and Milt smiled back at her.
Joshua looked at Katie. “Kids,” he said, which made her nod and grin. They followed the others to the shelter, and anti-aircraft bursts soon shook the hotel.



[bookmark: _Toc196397139][bookmark: _Toc196397287]Chapter 12
The air raid sirens finally blasted “all clear” after a couple of hours. After the air raid was over, it was late, and the enthusiasm for the party had waned. Joshua and Katie had talked most of the air raid while Milt and Phyllis, along with some of the younger attendees, danced to records on a phonograph in one corner of the shelter. Finally, everyone said their goodnights to General Eisenhower and each other. The junior officers promised to stay in touch with the nurses, hoping to meet them again, just not at the hospital.
The next afternoon, Katie was checking over paperwork at the nurse's station when Phyllis walked up, obviously worse for the wear. She had been dragging all day. Katie tried to rotate shifts to give Phyllis a break, but there was only so much she could do. The battle for Tunisia was on, and there were constant casualties, British and American. The nurses were pulling longer shifts. The new nurses were dedicated, but they were young and had to be trained, which put an extra burden on the more experienced nurses, and it especially challenged the charge nurses like Katie. It was a bad time for Phyllis to go on a bender. Not only that, but Martha had been asking around about how Phyllis was doing. A couple of the younger nurses had tipped off Katie who had tipped off Phyllis. 
Katie knew Phyllis was doing the best she could, but Katie was worried that Phyllis might not cut it, and there was too much at stake here for Phyllis to go on a bender. It was different at home. There were plenty of nurses at Bellevue, and the illnesses that they faced there were not as traumatic, in general, as they were here. But as much as Katie cared for Phyllis, these men had risked their lives for a better world. Phyllis just had to buckle down…for their sake.
“Any more aspirin?” Phyllis asked.
“How much did you drink last night?” asked Katie, handing her the bottle of aspirin. Phyllis swallowed four and chugged some water to get them down. From the look on Phyllis’ face, Katie wasn’t sure they were going to stay down.
“I don't know.  You helped, you know,” Phyllis groused. Katie shrugged and replied that she and Josh had just a little. “Oh, so it’s Josh now, not Colonel Wiseman,” said Phyllis. Katie shrugged and said they had a wonderful time talking about home and growing up and that they both hoped to see each other again. Katie’s ears perked up. “Oh, so there’s a future, huh?”
Katie sighed. Just like Phyl to jump to conclusions. “He's a really nice guy.  Not like his brother at all.” Katie raised an eyebrow at Phyllis. “And, by the way, where did you guys disappear to?”
Phyllis giggled. “All's fair in love and war.” Katie rubbed her forehead and looked at the clock. She remarked that it had been a long shift. They didn’t see Martha turn the corner.
“They'll get longer,” said Martha. Katie and Phyllis snapped to and saluted. Katie was stiff as the Statue of Liberty, but Phyllis wobbled a bit. “That's okay,” Martha said. “Relax.  I heard it was some party last night.” Phyllis replied that the party lasted about 20 minutes upstairs and then they were downstairs almost two hours until the all-clear siren. 
Katie handed over her charts to Martha. “Most of the men are doing okay.  I'd watch Simmons in bed 14.  He's very quiet, but I think he's ready to explode.  He doesn't want to talk, but he needs to.”
Katie was a cool customer, thought Martha. I wish I had a dozen more like her. “Okay,” said Martha. “I’ll tell your relief.” Martha reached into her pocket and handed Katie and Phyllis slips of papers. 
Phyllis was hopeful that they were transfers back to Morocco, but Katie looked concerned. “New orders?  We're not being re-assigned are we? We’ve been working as hard as we can, Captain.”
Martha took the clipboard from Katie and shook her head. “No, not new orders. New quarters.  There is a driver out in front to take you to wherever the brass wants you. Now, get your gear and get some rest.  You two look like you could use some. Dismissed.”
They both saluted and walked down the hall. Martha watched Katie, as tired as she was, walk ramrod straight. It was Phyllis that Martha was worried about. Some could take it, and some couldn’t. It’s true that it sometimes took some nurses longer to adjust in a war zone. She knew that Katie was a survivor. After all she had heard that Katie had survived diphtheria as a child even after her older brother succumbed to it, and she also survived a bad fall when she slipped on a wet patch in a hospital that cracked a vertebra and delayed her entry into the Bellevue nursing program. There was a core of steel underneath that pretty exterior. But Phyllis…well, she was a problem, and Martha was pretty sure she wouldn’t make it. Martha had seen the signs before. She hoped she was wrong, but…
“Captain, do you have a minute?” she heard behind her. Martha sighed. She knew from that voice only too well that it meant it was going to be a lot more than a minute. But that thought was quickly erased because, she thought, some of these boys don’t have more than a few minutes left. Martha followed the young nurse into the ward and saw that she was, unfortunately, right.
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The Hotel Algerie was a small hotel that had catered to travelers who were a bit more budget conscious. The rooms were furnished handsomely, if not as ornately, as the other, higher-end hotels that the generals were billeted in. It was perfect for the nurses, though, as it was relatively near the hospital, and it certainly more high-end than where they had just been billeted, not to mention, less crowded.
However, due to the war, the hotel looked rather shabby from the outside. Even in the pale moonlight, it was obvious the hotel could use some tender loving care. There were what looked like chunks of the façade gouged out, and Katie could see from reflected light that some of the windows were broken.
“Are you sure this is the right address?” Phyllis asked. She was hoping for something a little more…well, livable.
Katie held her flashlight close to the slip of paper she had been given. “That's what the orders say,” she replied. She was a little disappointed, too. After all, the other hotel she and Phyllis had been in was a bit crowded, but it was clean and neat, even if a bit spartan.
They parked the jeep in front of the hotel and went into the lobby.  It obviously was a nicer hotel before the war.  The lobby still held some of its pre-war charm.  At the desk, a young man was smoking a cigarette and reading a paper. He looked up coolly at first, but seeing it was a couple of young women and not those dour old military men, he grinned. Maybe his luck had changed, he thought. “Bon soir, mesdemoiselles.” He figured he would impress them with his English. Maybe that would get him more provisions. “Goot evfnink, laddies.
Katie wasn’t sure what he said. “Bon soir.  Parlez-vous l’Anglais?” she asked.
The concierge was confused. He thought he just had. “Of curse.  Your udders?” he asked with as much authority as he could muster.
Phyllis stifled a laugh, and even Katie giggled, handing over her orders. He looked them over with great seriousness. Truth be told, he had no idea what they said, but he had been told by some American officer to treat the ladies well, and he would be rewarded. As a good faith gesture, this officer had given him a carton of American “Lucky Strike” cigarettes. The concierge didn’t know what that meant, but American cigarettes brought an excellent price on the black market.
The clerk rose from his seat and slowly came around the counter. “Bon.  Plise foolow meh.” They bent down to pick up their small valises, but he waved them off and picked them up himself. He led them to an elevator straight out of a 1930s movie set, squeaky metal door and all. He pulled back the metal door, and ushered them inside, putting down the valises and closing the metal door before pushing the button for the third floor.
The elevator stopped with a creak and a bounce on the third floor, and he opened the metal door for them. They walked down a dimly lit hall to their room.  He opened it and twisted the light switch on.  The girls gasped with surprise and delight.  It was a beautiful room, straight out of 1001 Arabian nights.
The clerk turned to them, concern on his face. “It is bon?  It is hokay?”
Phyllis was mesmerized and puzzled. It looked like a general’s room, or at least one for senior officers. Katie was surprised as well, but she was too tired to wonder at this point. “It is tres bon, monsieur.  Merci beaucoup.”
Well, at least the taller one can speak some French, he thought. Not all Americans are stupid. He put their valises down and gave Katie a quick bow. “De rien.  Bon soir, laddies.” He closed the door behind him.
“There must be some kind of mistake,” said Phyllis.
Katie went over to one of the beds.  On it was a bottle of expensive wine and a wine opener. Katie read aloud what the note said: "Keep flying high, Red."  She went over to the other bed, and there was a fairly large package wrapped in brown paper.  The note on it said, "I couldn't find a jersey." Smiling, she opened the package up, and gasped. It was a gorgeous burgundy African burnoose with embroidered doves on its hood.
Phyllis whistled. “It's beautiful.” With a twinkle in her eye, she added, “Who do you think did all this?”
“I can't imagine,” Katie grinned. They looked at each other and laughed.  Katie handed the bottle and corkscrew to Phyllis. “Well, you gonna open it or not?” No one had to ask Phyllis twice. Katie looked around and saw two crystal wine glasses on the bureau. There was another note that read “Well, you can’t guzzle it now, can you?” For the first time in the last couple of days, Katie’s eyes started watering, and she wondered if her real future was going to start in Algiers instead of New York.
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Cairo in early 1943 was as vibrant as ever. Military men and women from all over the British Empire were headquartered there. Their disdain for the locals was palpable, and Joshua was frankly horrified at them calling the Egyptians “wogs.” He remembered being called all sorts of names when he was in college in Iowa: kike, hook-nose, Christ-killer, and worse. He couldn’t join any fraternity but Zeta Beta Tau, the Jewish fraternity, although the other fraternity “brothers” were “nice” enough to let him wait on and bus tables for them. Katie was one of the few he had opened up to about this, and she shared how Catholics were also called names like mackerel snapper and mick. The more they talked, the more they seem to have in common.
Joshua focused on the task in hand. After meeting with some of his counterparts in the British Army, he told them he was going to go for a stroll in the marketplace to see about picking up a couple of souvenirs to send his mother. His British counterparts warned him to be careful of pickpockets – after all, you couldn’t trust a wog any further than you could throw them – but he assured them he would be careful.
The streets of the Casbah – the marketplace - were crowded with shoppers and street vendors.  A plethora of goods were there, from clothing and linens to food items.  The more reputable vendors had small shops. Joshua deftly sidestepped all attempts to drag him over to the street stalls, saying "Non, merci" over and over. Finally, he stopped outside of a shop with all manner of old items like oil burning lamps and beautifully carved cigarette cases.  In Arabic, French, and hastily written English was the word "Antiques." He coughed and pulled out a handkerchief ostensibly to blow his nose but really to see if anyone was paying attention to him. Not seeing anyone suspicious, he went inside.
The confusion of the streets was modeled in the store only insofar as items were piled hither and yon in no apparent order.  Behind the counter was an older man who looked like, as Katie had once described a patient she had many years before in Bellevue, as “death chewing on a cracker.” He was white-haired and looked in poor health. Also behind the counter was a younger swarthy fellow.  The older man came up to Joshua and greeted him.
“Saalam aleichim.  May I help you, General?” he asked deferentially.
“Are you, Abdul?” asked Joshua, and the old man nodded. “Good!  I would like something special…for my wife.”
At this, the old man smiled. “Of course, of course. How much would you like to spend?” asked the old man hopefully.

“Price is no object,” replied Joshua, and the old man grinned broadly. He was always happy when a potential customer answered like that, and the old man’s smile showed off his front tooth of gold.
He patted Joshua on the arm then linked his arm in Joshua’s. “Very good, very good my friend. Come with me. I will show you my best. None better in Cairo, ask anyone in the Casbah.” He opened the curtain behind the counter.  They went behind the curtain into a smaller room, and Shlomo threw his arms around Joshua.  In a soft voice, he said, “Shalom, Joshua.” He gave Joshua a sheaf of papers.  Joshua inspected them and whistled low. “Straight from High Command,” said Shlomo. “Unfortunately, they don’t say where or when, but it will be in western Tunisia, and it will be soon.”
Joshua inspected the photographs. The insignias and general look of the papers that were photographed were authentic. He turned to Shlomo with appreciation. “You and your people are a wonder, Shlomo.  We will miss you.”
Shlomo looked at Joshua with a look of guarded optimism. He had been promised many things by the British, but nothing had happened, and he knew his time was limited for many reasons. “You received permission?” Josh nodded and assured him it was straight from Ike. “For the whole family?” Josh nodded, and Shlomo caught himself holding his breath. He had never come this close before. He teared up and said, “Praise be to God.”  He was almost afraid to ask, but there was something about this young colonel that inspired confidence. How else could he have risen from a Lieutenant only a year before to be a Lieutenant Colonel now? In only a year? If Eisenhower trusted him, it said a lot for this young man. Shlomo took a deep breath. “When can we leave?”
“When can you be ready?” Josh replied calmly.
Shlomo wiped the tears from his eyes. Praise be to Yahweh! It was true! He took a deep breath, “In a couple of weeks.”
“Remember, it will have to be done in stages to avoid suspicion,” Josh replied, and Shlomo nodded his understanding, all the while wiping away tears. Shlomo turned and reached behind where he had been standing. He lovingly and gently took what looked to be an old scroll from behind some brass objects, and he presented it to Joshua. When Joshua asked him what it was, he told Joshua that it was a part of the Torah written on gazelle hide, and it was almost two hundred years old. “I can't take this.  You have already given me too much as it is,” Joshua protested.
Shlomo shook his head. “What I have given you is so little compared to what you have done for my family and me. If half the stories of what are going on up there are true, the sooner we win this war, the sooner fewer will die.” Josh had heard the stories. They were so horrific that they were almost unbelievable, but the men and women of the underground also provided pictures. He looked at Shlomo as he would have if he had ever met his own grandfathers. “I have always dreamed of seeing Palestine before I die,” Shlomo said. “You have...”
“Ike has...” said Joshua.
“You are too modest, my friend.  In any case, we are going home,” and Shlomo wiped his eyes. He looked at Joshua as if he were his own grandson. “Lekh beshalom, Joshua.”
Joshua put the scroll under his arm, and he gave Shlomo a wad of bills. “Lekh beshalom, Shlomo. I'll be back in a couple weeks with your travel orders.”
Shlomo couldn’t help it. He threw his arms around Joshua. As Joshua was preparing to leave, they played their old game. “Are you sure? They would make wonderful gifts,” Shlomo practically shouted in case there was anyone outside listening.
Joshua grinned. Shlomo would have made a wonderful character in a movie. In a loud voice, Joshua replied, “Let me think about it.  Maybe next time. Just this one, today. Thanks.”
They exited the back room.  The young man behind the counter looked at Shlomo, who was wiping his eyes.  Shlomo nodded.  To Joshua, the young man smiled and mouthed "Shalom." Joshua mouthed back "Shalom."  A couple more potential customers in British uniforms had entered the store, and “Abdul” greeted them. “This young American has just purchased a rare antique. Let me find you something even better.”
Joshua had to stifle a laugh. He set his cap properly and headed back out into the Casbah, dodging vendors left and right as if he were a halfback on a football team.
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Milt had leaned on Josh after he returned from Cairo to get him a jeep, and Milt told Phyllis to be ready at 6 am the next morning since it was Katie’s and Phyllis’ day off. Though this was generally too early for Phyllis, she was up at 5 am and ready by 5:30 am. He was going to take Phyllis for a joyride from the Youks-Les-Bains airport in Eastern Algeria, way too close to Tunisia for Katie’s taste. Milt had commandeered a trainer, and he took Phyllis to see the Mediterranean from the air and to see some of the sand dunes south of Algiers.  
Katie was alone in her room, waiting patiently for Phyllis and Milt to return from their joyride, when her curiosity got the better of her. She decided she wanted to see Josh. He had been gone a week, and she reluctantly had to admit that she missed their talks. Part of her felt guilty, like she was cheating on Lee who was back in New York, but there was something special about Josh. He obviously was important to the general staff, but he always minimized his importance. He definitely could keep a secret, and his going back and forth to Cairo and Lord knows where else was intriguing. But what really attracted Katie to him was his calmness, as if nothing could upset his equilibrium. If she had only known about the inquiries he made about her, it would have intrigued her, but Josh really believed that, as the posters said, “loose lips sink ships.”
She knew he was back from his latest trip, and she believed in what her mother said: never wait for tomorrow what you can do today. She grabbed her coat, and with a determined Connecticut Yankee look on her face, she decided that there was no reason she should sit in the apartment alone. She wanted to see him, and she didn’t care who knew it!
At the Supreme Allied Headquarters North Africa, the incessant clicky-clack of typewriters was punctuated by the ringing of telephones and the ungodly noise of a teletype machine. Katie, dressed in her nurse’s uniform, entered and addressed the sergeant. “Hello, Sergeant Tillman.  I don't suppose the Colonel is in today.”
“Yes, ma'am, he came back yesterday.  One second ma'am.” The sergeant decided to have a little fun at the colonel’s expense. He buzzed Joshua's office. “How are you feeling today, sir?” Joshua replied that he felt fine. The sergeant couldn’t help but grin. “That's good because there is nurse out here.  Shall I tell her that you won’t be needing…”
Before the sergeant could finish the sentence, he heard the scraping of a chair, a thump followed by a “damn,” and then Joshua's office door quickly opened.  Joshua was rubbing his knee when he saw Katie. He and Katie locked eyes, and everything froze. The old sergeant couldn’t help himself. He was a career man, and he knew that the office ran right because of his experience. So just for fun, he said, “Colonel, perhaps you should have the Lieutenant check your pulse.”
Katie almost lost it. She had to bite her lip, but somehow, she was very pleased at Josh’s reaction. After all, she hadn’t heard from him in a while, and she was surprised at her own disappointment. Phyllis said she should let him know how she felt, but Katie wasn’t ready yet to give up on Lee in New York. Truth be told, he was a fading memory.
Josh gave the sergeant a dirty look. Nothing like trying to be cool in front of a woman and winding up looking like a teenager. “As you were, Sergeant.” The sergeant stood at attention and saluted. Josh could see the grins from the other enlisted men. Joshua gave the sergeant a stern look, but it didn't rattle the Sarge. Katie was trying hard not to laugh as well. He obvious interest in her made her feel less foolish for coming down to his office. He walked over to his office door. “Lieutenant?” Katie walked over to his office.  The guys all looked at her legs.  
As Joshua went to close the door, the sergeant called out. “Will there be anything else, Colonel?” Joshua pivoted smartly. His face was stern and told the sergeant that there was nothing else. “Shall I hold all calls, sir?” There were stifled laughs from the other enlisted personnel. Here was the young colonel who seemed as cool as the proverbial cucumber melting into schoolboy puddles over a woman. It was delicious.
“Yes, Sergeant.  Please hold all calls.” Joshua closed the door, and all the guys started laughing before getting back to their assigned tasks. 
Katie eased herself into one of the office chairs, and Joshua sat behind his desk. “Phyllis and I never had a chance to thank you for the change in scenery.” He shrugged and told her that something opened up at the last minute. She didn’t really believe him. “How did you ever manage to swing it?  We're just a couple of nurses, not VIPs.”
He shook his head. “I have to disagree. You’re VIPs to all the men in that hospital. As to the room change, I'm sorry, but that's a military secret,” and his eyes twinkled.
“You have a lot of secrets,” she said.
Josh shrugged. “Oh, I'm just a paper pusher.  I have an eye for detail and names, so they put me in Personnel.  Nothing much more than that.” She didn’t buy it for a second. His brother told Phyllis that he graduated from law school at twenty-two, top of the class, and he was one of the youngest attorneys ever to argue a case in front of the Supreme Court. He was a First Lieutenant when the war broke out and was promoted much faster than anyone they knew. 
Phyllis shook her head in disbelief. “Uh-huh.  That's how you went from a First Lieutenant to a Lieutenant Colonel in a year and why Ike knows you by name.” Before he could answer, she said “…and Milt said he saw you joking around with both General Patton and General Bradley.”
Josh shrugged. “As to Ike, he has a great affinity for people and an amazing memory.  It's surprising how many junior officers and noncoms he knows by name. As to the others, I’m smart enough to know that laughing at a general’s jokes is good politics.”
Without realizing it, Katie yawned. She smiled in embarrassment. “Sorry.  Long shift at the hospital last night,” she said ruefully. Josh asked her when the last time was that she had a good meal. She shrugged. “A million years ago.  New York, I guess.”

“How about dinner tonight?  I know a nice little French restaurant by the harbor.” She started to say that she promised Phyllis they’d have dinner together, but, after all, Phyllis abandoned her to have lunch with Milt…and there was just something in this young officer’s eyes. She simply couldn’t say “no” to him. She nodded her assent. “Great. I'll pick you up at six.” Joshua stood as did Katie.  He went over and opened the door for her. “Lieutenant.”
She nodded. “Colonel.” She almost forgot. She turned back, looked him straight in the eye, stood at attention, and saluted. Without even a moment’s hesitation, he returned it. He watched her as she walked across the room.  They all watched her as she walked across the room.  As she got to the doorway, she paused, coquettishly half turned her head, and smiled at him before she straightened up and walked out.
“Now that's worth getting wounded for...,” said the sergeant. Joshua just looked at him. “...Sir.”
Joshua nodded. “Sergeant, I couldn’t agree with you more. Would you be kind enough to requisition a jeep for me?  I'll pick it up at 5:30.”
“Yes, sir,” and he saluted smartly. Joshua returned the salute as smartly, then went back into the office and closed the door. The sergeant turned to the others in the office, most of them grinning. “Boys,” he said, “send out the invitations.”
They all laughed and got back to work.
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The Hotel Algerie brooded under the pale African moon as Joshua drove up in the battered jeep. He walked into the lobby a bit late due to some detail at the office, as well as trying to look his best after taking a “GI shower” which consisted of a helmet’s worth of fresh water to bathe in. The desk clerk behind the counter was enveloped in smoke like the hookah-smoking caterpillar in Alice in Wonderland.  In the velvet chair in the corner was someone in a burnoose. Although Joshua didn’t partake, the war was rough on a lot of people, especially women who had young children, and they would do whatever was necessary to survive. He did not feel, even given his Iowa prudishness, that he had the right to judge.
Joshua went over to the desk clerk. “Would you please ring room 3B?”
Even though Joshua was young, the desk clerk knew an officer’s insignia when he saw it, and he treated Joshua with deference. After all, as of now, the power in town was American, so it was best to be on one’s best behavior around them. American, British, German – what did it matter? Whoever could protect and pay him, he didn’t care. People and causes came and went, but power was the name of the game, and right here, right now, it was the Americans who had it.
“Oui, Monsieur,” said the desk clerk, as he rang the appropriate room.
From the corner of the lobby, the mysterious woman greeting Josh. “Bon soir, Monsieur,” she said in a husky, sultry voice. Josh may have been from Iowa, but he was no hayseed. He had spent time in Washington, D.C., London, and Gibraltar before being assigned to North Africa. He understood that love was available for a price.
“Bon soir,” he replied simply.
“Pardonez-moi, Monsieur,” said the concierge to Joshua. “Quelle is yar nom, the laddie wants to know?” 
Joshua tried not to smile. His French was fairly good, but it wasn’t perfect either. When he first came to Algiers, he was told to meet a member of the French resistance at a local bar outside of Algiers. Some woman came over, and in his attempt to speak French, he mixed up the French verbs embarrasser with embracer. Needless to say, the result was a mix-up of epic proportions and a slap from the woman. Joshua returned from the painful memory, and he told the clerk his name.
“Hokay, dookay.” The desk clerk turned back to the phone. “He say Jashuda.” A quick second, then the clerk said, “Bon” into the phone and hung up. He turned to Josh. “Laddie say be rat dung.”
Josh hoped that wasn’t a presage to the evening. “Merci,” he replied to the clerk.
Even though she had heard everything, the woman in the corner was nonplussed. She said in a silky, smooth voice, “Mais qu'est ce que vous faites tout seule la-bas? Je suis ici.” 
Josh understood quite a bit more French since he had been intimately involved with the people in Algiers. He understood her to say “Why are you waiting all by yourself?  I'm here.” He was flattered and not flattered. It was probably a line that many of the women here used on officers of all armies. It was a living. He turned to her. “Merci, mais…hey! That's not fair!” Katie laughed and rose from the chair.  The desk clerk laughed as well. It was obvious he had been in on it. 
“Merci, Monsieur,” she said breathlessly to the concierge.
“De rien,” smiled the clerk. “It was funny jerk.” 
“I can see I'll have to keep my eyes on you,” grinned Joshua. Katie smiled. “Shall we go?”  He extended his arm, and she slipped hers in his. It was so easy, so natural.  They left the lobby, not noticing the clerk or anything else but each other. 
The desk clerk sighed. “Ah...young pimples.”
*****
It was a beautiful night.  A sliver of a new moon was in the eastern sky, which made the stars even more beauty ful. Josh was getting better driving around Algiers. He had an excellent memory, and though his eyesight and reflexes weren’t quite as good as Milt’s, he was no slouch either. He found the restaurant just fine, using his AGO card and his rank to its best advantage. Some of the older men who asked for their IDs didn’t have to be there, but they wanted to serve, so the Army and Navy used them as Military Police or on Shore Patrol. 
Joshua and Katie used a flashlight to find their way to the front door of Le Reynard Qui Rit – the laughing fox.  They could hear soft music through the door. Once inside, they delivered their coats to the hat check clerk.  Joshua went up to Jacques, the maitre d'hotel, and they shook hands warmly. The restaurant was a favorite of Ike’s, and it had been one of Josh’s many duties to let them know when Ike would be entertaining. Jacques had been a fixture at the restaurant for years, and he was very appreciative of Josh for many reasons, not the least of which was helping get his extended family out of Marseilles and to Spain to safety. It would not be long until they could be reunited in Algiers, and Jacques would never forget the young colonel’s benevolence and generosity.
“Ah, Colonel.  Good to see you again,” said Jacques. “Your table is waiting.” He beckoned a waiter. “Marcel.  Table twenty-six.” Marcel took them to a table by the window.  Most of the harbor was in darkness, but they could discern some activity. The restaurant was candlelit. No need to give the Germans any more help for their occasional night raids. But the stars!  The stars were bright in the winter night. 
“It's beautiful, Joshua,” Katie said as she and Josh looked out the window.
Marcel came over with a bucket of champagne. Before Joshua could say anything, “Compliments of the house, Colonel.  Jacques thanks you for your kindness.” 
“Veuve-Cliqout?  How thoughtful of him!” said Josh. “Please thank him for me, Marcel.” Marcel asked Josh if he wanted him to pour, and Josh turned to Katie who nodded. Marcel poured two glasses, put the champagne back into the bucket and left the two young people alone. “To what shall we toast?” asked Josh. 
“A quick end to this war,” said Katie solemnly. Joshua nodded, and they clinked glasses.  They both picked up their menus. “So, what did you do?” Josh looked at her uncomprehendingly. “For Jacques?”

“Oh, it was nothing really.  He had family in Marseilles, and I found some room on a ship so they could get to Spain. I’m working on getting them here as soon as I can, but the Jerries have really increased their U-boat presence in the Med, so it may take a while.”   

She sipped her champagne and was transported back to New York. All of the sudden she felt guilty, like she was cheating on Lee. She realized she hadn’t said anything, and when she looked up, Joshua was looking at her, studying her. I’d hate to be a witness on the stand being cross-examined by him, she thought. She took a deep breath and said, “You never told me how you were able to get us that lovely room.  Phyllis thinks you're a magician,” Katie said.
Joshua shrugged. “The nice thing about being associated with the top brass is that people think you know more than you do, so I just let them assume.  If I can help people out, so much the better, but I'm really just a glorified paper pusher.” Katie looked at him, disbelief in her eyes, but she respected how he minimized his power and achievements. There was something special about this quiet young man from Iowa, and Katie was drawn to him in a way that all the glitz and glamour of the New York world could just not compete with. He didn’t seek glory or compliments. He was just doing his job, and given the company he was keeping, he must be doing it very well. Even his own brother didn’t know what he really did, and though Milt was very proud of his own accomplishments, he was even prouder of his big brother. Truth be known, Milt would have gladly taken a bullet for him. Based on what little she heard from some of the enlisted men in Josh’s office, many would have as well. She never heard one enlisted man gripe about Josh, and that was saying something.
Though Katie didn’t really know it, people at the hospital held her in as high esteem as Joshua. There was no task she wouldn’t do to make sure the young men and women who were admitted received the best care possible. She was a quiet whirlwind of activity, indefatigable, who never thought of herself – only the patients and other nurses. She had already received a commendation based on an evaluation from Martha, as well as a promotion to First Lieutenant. She just shrugged when it was awarded, had a quick piece of cake that Phyl had gotten from Milt who got it from somewhere he didn’t reveal, and then she went back to work. She looked at Josh with admiration. 
“The pate is very good, and I've heard the Scallops Marcel is one of Ike's favorites,” Josh said, interrupting her reverie. 
“Have you tried it?” asked Katie. 
“No.  I don't eat shellfish,” said Josh. 
Katie was about to ask him why he recommended it, then she remembered he was Jewish. “Oh.  Of course,” she said a little chagrinned. “Why don't you order for us?”
He nodded and beckoned to Marcel who came right over. “Marcel, let's start with the pate.  The lady would like the Scallops Marcel and the vegetables fines herbes, and I'll have the...”  but as luck, or rather bad luck would have it, the air raid sirens went off and the search lights went on.  The crowd at the restaurant started leaving hurriedly.  Josh and Katie looked at each other with disappointment. Josh took a deep breath and sighed. “We'd better go,” he said.
They returned to the front of the restaurant.  Katie stopped at the check-in and grabbed his coat and her burnoose.  They threw them on quickly. He grabbed her by the arm, and they went outside. The search lights crisscrossed the sky looking for the German bombers. Ack-ack exploded above them. They grabbed the nearest jeep available, and it was uncovered. “Get in!” Josh yelled above the explosions that were getting closer.
Katie jumped in.  They went as fast as they could, picking up a couple of soldiers as they went.  They hadn't gone far when they heard the whistles of the bombs falling.
Katie saw something. “Joshua! Wait!” she yelled. He slowed down.  A jeep had overturned, and there were two GIs in the street. He stopped the jeep, and Katie leapt out.  She did a quick triage on the fallen soldiers. She turned to the guys they had picked up and waved them over. “Come on, guys!” The two soldiers that they picked up got out of the jeep.  They went over to where Katie was.  Bombs were going off behind them, but she was an ocean of calm. Joshua drove the jeep slowly over to as close as he could to where they all were. “Joshua, I need your coat.” He jumped out of the jeep, took it off, and gave it to her.  She made a tourniquet out of the sleeves, which staunched most of the bleeding.  She took off her burnoose and indicated to the two soldiers that they should put the injured soldier on it. “Okay, boys.  Carry him over to the jeep. Careful!”
They gently put the unconscious, bleeding soldier on the burnoose and carried him to the jeep.  Then they gingerly hoisted him into it.  A bomb went off nearby, and the concussion rocked the jeep, almost knocking Josh to the ground, but Katie, who had one hand on the jeep, held out her other hand, and he caught it.  Katie trotted over to the other side of the jeep and got in carefully so as not to jostle the injured man. Joshua asked about the other guy. “He's dead,” Katie said simply. “To the hospital. Stat!”
Off they went into the darkness, ack-ack firing and bombs bursting behind them.
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It had been a week since Katie and Joshua’s aborted dinner. He told her he had to go out of town on an “errand” for Ike. She asked if he were going back to Cairo, and he just shrugged and said he’d bring her back something as a souvenir. He had already brought her back a beautiful, lacquered cigarette case. She giggled at the memory because neither of them smoked. He thought it was a jewelry case, and he had put in it a beautiful, jeweled brooch of a scarab – an Egyptian beetle linked to the pharaohs. Katie was not too fond of bugs, but she had to admit, it was very attractive.
As she was finishing up some paperwork, Joshua walked in.  She looked up, and her smile left no doubt as to how she felt about him. “Colonel.” If she only knew that he felt the same way about her. He struggled with it. After all, she wasn’t Jewish, and he was engaged…sort of…to Rebecca. But this Connecticut Yankee was special…very special. 
“Lieutenant.  Do you have any plans for tonight?  Our meal last week was rudely interrupted,” he reminded her. Secretly, he was crossing him fingers in his mind.  
Katie grinned. “I will have to check my hectic social calendar, but I believe I may be able to fit you in tonight…assuming Eisenhower and the Joint Chiefs will excuse me,” she said gravely. That made him chuckle.
“Good.  I'll be downstairs.  I'd like you to meet someone,” he said, grinning. Katie asked him who it was, but he just put his index finger up to his mouth, then he said conspiratorially, “It’s a secret.”

“You are a man of secrets, aren't you?” she said.
He winked at her. “Meet you out in front,” and he turned to go, then stopped and turned around. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, and he flipped her a coin. Her instincts were still fast. Besides, when you have three older brothers, you learn to play baseball whether you have a mitt or not! She looked at the coin. It looked more Roman than Egyptian.
“Where did you get this?” she asked. “It looks like a Roman coin.” 
“You know Marc Anthony defeated Julius Caesar and Cleopatra in Egypt.” His smile melted her.  He turned and walked away. She didn’t see or hear Martha walk up behind her, and she jumped a little when Martha spoke.
“Need a doctor?” Martha asked, tongue in cheek.
“Oh, sorry, Captain.  I didn't see you,” Katie said as she saluted. 
Martha rolled her eyes and returned her salute with a look that said ‘really…after all this time?’ “That much is obvious,” Martha said, trying very hard not to laugh. Katie was embarrassed, but Martha just grinned.  She handed Martha her report.  Martha took it, then became serious. “How's Yandell holding up?” 
Katie was afraid of being asked that question. She had been covering for Phyllis for several weeks now. Phyllis was a kind and caring person, but, in many ways, she was younger than her twenty-five years. Katie knew her background, and it wasn’t that good. An alcoholic father and a resentful mother. Two brothers who had been in trouble with the law at a young age. One was in the Pacific, the other was…well…no one knew where. Even though she was only two years older than Phyllis, Katie was sort of a combination of big sister and surrogate mother, not to mention psychiatrist. “I think she'll settle in soon, Captain.”
Oh, so she’s keeping it formal, is she, thought Martha. Martha had gotten to know Katie almost as a younger sister. Whenever she got formal, it was usually because she was worried about something, and it wasn’t too tough to know that this particular time - it was about Yandell. “I'm not so sure, Kathryn.” There was a brief pause. “She’s actually getting worse, isn’t she?”
Damn, thought Katie. Martha is too good a nurse and practical psychologist not to have noticed…and she called me Kathryn. Katie swallowed and shrugged. “She's only twenty-five, Captain.”   
“Lieutenant, if she can't cut up here, there are many other posts where she could be of service.  We can't afford another meltdown like last week,” said Martha. “I feel badly about this, but the needs of the wounded must come first, and if a nurse can’t handle it, it’s better to get a replacement. If it means more training for new nurses, then we must all dig a little deeper. I know we’re all overworked as it is, but the health of the men, both physical and emotional, has to be top priority. Wouldn’t you agree, Lieutenant?”
There was really no other way to run a hospital, here or stateside, thought Katie. The men had to come first. “Understood, Captain.  I'll talk to her.”
“Good.  Now I believe there is a certain young colonel who is waiting for you downstairs.” Katie nodded. Martha took the clipboard out of Katie's hands. “Dismissed.” Katie saluted and almost flew out of the nurse's station.  Martha grinned, but then her face clouded over, and she shook her head. She needed all the nurses she could get - rather the men did, but she needed dependable ones like Katie, not crybabies like Phyllis. They were already short-staffed. What should she do?
*****
Joshua was driving a covered jeep with Katie smiling next to him. “...and then Eisenhower walked in.  You should have seen the look on his face!” said Joshua.
Katie shook her head in amazement. “Do you know every general in the theater?”
Joshua shrugged. “Well, I handle personnel and see to it that all are billeted, so I need to know where everyone is at a moment's notice.” They pulled up in front of his building. She looked confused and asked him if there was a restaurant there. 
He shook his head. “No.  This is where I live.”
Katie was certainly no prude, but she wasn’t willing to sleep with anyone who wasn’t her husband. She was a good Catholic girl, and she had many suitors, though none she felt this attracted to. “Joshua, you know I care for you, but...”
He looked totally confused, then very embarrassed. “No, no, it's nothing like that!  I just thought you'd like to meet someone.”
It was Katie's turn to look embarrassed. “Oh…sorry…I thought…” He helped her out of the car. They looked at each other, and both started giggling. He led her into the hotel, and he waved to the desk clerk who responded warmly. They entered an elevator straight out of an old French movie, and it even creaked just like it was supposed to. Katie wasn’t sure it would even get to the third floor, but Josh didn’t even seem to notice. He was humming some tune she didn’t recognize.
They exited the elevator after it stopped creaking like an old man with lumbago. They walked down a dimly lit hallway with Arabian decor on the walls and a Persian runner on the floor.  “I normally have two other officers with me, but they were transferred to Oran.” Katie grinned and said it was very convenient. Josh was very embarrassed and said he had nothing to do with it, but Katie wasn’t buying it. He fumbled with the keys.
She had to tweak him just a bit. “Nervous, Colonel?” Before he could respond, they heard a voice inside. Katie was surprised. “I thought you said you lived alone,” she said. Josh replied that he had a guest for a couple of days and that he hoped Katie didn’t mind a little swearing. They entered the room. It was a sparsely furnished room, but it was clean and neat. Joshua had a preference, if not a hatred of clutter. Milt said that even as a kid, Josh hated to get his hands dirty.  The blackout curtains were drawn, and there was a light on.  They heard a voice from the bathroom. Katie thought it sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. “Wipe that smile off your puss, or I'll knock your teeth through the top of your head.  God dammit!  Who the fuck would talk like that?  Shit!”
Joshua called out. “Mister Bogart?” 
“What the hell do you want, Josh?  I'm rehearsing!” Bogie came out of the bathroom loaded for bear but stopped short when he saw Katie.  Katie's eyes looked as big as the back of 88mm shells. He looked at Josh while tying the front of his bathrobe. “Why the hell didn't you tell me you had company, Josh?” He addressed Katie. “I apologize for my language, ma'am.” He held out his hand and Katie grasped it tightly. He nodded and gave Josh a look that said she was alright.
“That's all right, Mister Bogart.  I worked in the Bowery as a nurse.  There was very little I haven't heard,” she replied.
Bogie smiled. “Dammit, Josh. She's all right.” He turned back to Katie. “You from New York?” She told him she was actually from Connecticut, but she worked at Bellevue Hospital. Bogie replied, “Had a couple friends in there.”  Bogie walked over to the dresser.  There were several bottles of liquor. 
“Were they very ill?” asked Katie.
Bogie replied, “No, ma'am.  They were very drunk.” Joshua stifled a laugh. All Katie could think of to say was “oh.”  He poured himself a drink. “Have a drink, ma'am?”
“No, thank you, Mister Bogart.” 
He poured himself a tall one and looked at Josh. “Polite, ain't she?” Josh nodded. Bogie held up his glass and smiled. “Here's looking at you, kid.” They both looked at him blankly. “It's from my last movie. I’m here filming another one titled ‘Sahara.’”
Joshua looked at Katie, who shook her head that she hadn’t seen the last one either, and he looked back at Bogie. “I'm afraid we don't get the newer movies out here, Mister Bogart.”
“That's okay.  I don't expect many will remember it,” Bogie sighed. 
“Well, we need to get going, Mister Bogart,” Josh said. Katie said that it was a pleasure meeting him and that she looked forward to seeing more of his movies. 
“You kids have fun. I’d better get back to that damn…darn script.” 
As Joshua closed the door behind him, he was shaking his head. She looked at him quizzically, and he shrugged. “Here's looking at you, kid?  Really?”
Katie kissed him on the cheek as they got into the creaky elevator. “Don't take it so seriously.  It's just a movie.”
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The casbah in Cairo was as crowded as ever.  Joshua wove his way through the crowds and sellers like a downfield runner. He entered Shlomo’s antique shop. Joshua pretended to be interested in some of the merchandise while "Abdul" helped another customer. There were more customers in the place than usual, and “Abdul” had given Joshua the sign that some were new. They had to be careful. It was possible some were German agents, and neither “Abdul” nor Joshua could afford to be recognized for what they were, especially “Abdul.”
Finally, when the new customers left, “Abdul” came over to Joshua. “Saalam aleichim, Colonel.” He coughed and wheezed. “It is good to see you again. Something a little more interesting than the last small…but valuable…item you, in your infinite wisdom and good taste, bought?”
“Aleichim salaam,” Joshua replied. “My wife was very pleased with the item I purchased last time. Do you have anything from pre-colonial times? I would like something that really expresses the true Egypt.”
“Ahhhhh,” said Abdul smiling, bowing, and wiping his nose on his sleeve. “Now, you are talking about the real Egypt! I have a few exquisite treasures handed down from great-grandfathers: Naqada pottery, amulets, mosaic glass – true treasures. It is a shame I must sell them, but with the war…” and he looked sad and shrugged. He coughed again.
“Yes, it must be difficult to part with them, but my wife is insistent that she wants something from the real Egypt,” said Joshua.
“Abdul” turned to his young assistant. “Amir, watch the store. I have a connoisseur I want to show our best!” Amir gave him a quick, short bow. He subtly indicated that there were a couple in the store that he did not know or trust, and Abdul signed that he understood. “Abdul” led Joshua into the back room with great solemnity. “Please come with me, my friend, and let me open your eyes to the real Egypt – the Egypt of Ramses and Cleopatra and the secrets of the Nile.” They went into the back room, and "Abdul" closed the curtain behind them. A paroxysm of coughing racked him.
Joshua looked into the watery eyes of his contact. “Shalom, Shlomo.  Are you all right?” he whispered. He didn’t like what he saw. Shlomo was wheezing worse than before. He could hardly catch his breath. The sulfa drugs that Joshua provided were the best they had, but this pneumonia, or whatever it was, was virulent. He asked Katie obliquely about it. Many of the soldiers in the theater had gotten ill will similar symptoms – many didn’t survive. What was worse was that they had to be put in isolation, and there weren’t enough nurses to watch them carefully.
Shlomo shrugged. He asked Joshua in a wheezing voice, “Do you have the tickets?” Joshua patted his pocket and asked Shlomo what information he had for Joshua. Shlomo looked despondent. “Not much. Security has tightened up.  But the rumors are that Rommel has something big planned.” This was similar to what General Donovan’s contacts had told Josh, and Donovan had relayed that information to Ike. Martha and Katie had asked Josh whether or not they could expect more casualties, but all Josh could do was to say he hoped not.
Joshua heard Amir hit a gong “by mistake” – the signal someone was close to the outside of the curtain. Joshua put his finger up to his lips and pointed to the curtain. Shlomo nodded and talked loudly about the early Hyksos dynasty until Joshua heard Amir whistle, and Joshua nodded at the “all clear.”
Joshua asked Shlomo where Rommel was expected to attack. “We’re not sure,” said Shlomo softly wheezing, wiping his nose with a handkerchief, and then wiping his sweat-beaded forehead with the back of his hand. “Either towards Algiers or Tunisia.” Joshua’s thoughts immediately went to Katie. “No one is talking.  We lost one of our best men the night before last.” Joshua asked if he were captured. Shlomo nodded. “Yes, but not before he was able to swallow the L-pill.” Shlomo shook his head in sadness and wiped his eyes. “Poor, brave David.  It's why we can't get past their security now.”
He looked down. “I'm sorry.  I really tried.  We all really tried.” Shlomo lowered his head and was racked by coughing.  Joshua patted him on the shoulder until the coughing abated, then Joshua reached into his portmanteau and pulled out a large envelope.
“Here,” said Joshua and handed him the envelope. Shlomo raised his head, and there were tears in his eyes.  He took the packet, and Joshua continued. “As we agreed.  Tickets for the family and five thousand pounds,” said Joshua simply.
“Halelu Adonai!” Shlomo whispered and then he threw his arms around Joshua. His tears were flowing like the Nile in spring. “Please, take anything you want!  Anything!” Joshua told him that Shlomo and his people had already given them more than could ever be repaid, both in information and in blood. But it wasn’t enough for Shlomo. He reached into a pile and brought out a small brass canister.  He opened the lid and pulled out a small teapot from inside. “After this is all over, and you are telling your children and grandchildren about the war, have some tea, and tell them that, like a genie from Arabia, you granted an old man his greatest wish…to die in the land of his ancestors.”
Joshua took the objet d'art and said softly. “It will be an heirloom in my house, and I will tell the story of your service to freedom, should I be spared.”
Shlomo coughed, wiped the tears from his eyes, then he smiled and winked a watery eye. “Junk?  JUNK?” he yelled. “These are the finest antiques in Cairo!  What do you know of quality!  I have a good mind to give you back your money!  Now go, and don't come back!” Shlomo gave Joshua a big hug.
Joshua flung back the curtain so those in the shop could see his “anger.” He left the back room with the urn. “Fine with me!  I can get better stuff than this…AND CHEAPER!” He winked at the young man behind the counter who lowered his eyes and bit his lip, trying desperately not to laugh. Joshua stormed out of the store.  A customer looked wide-eyed at Joshua, then at "Abdul."
Shlomo, as “Abdul,” bit his knuckle and flicked it in Joshua’s direction. Then, with a wide smile and a wheeze, he greeted the new customer. “Saalam Aleichem.  What would you like to see?  We have the best antiques in Cairo!”
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Organized chaos existed in the base hospital as the orderlies and nurses were bringing in and tending to new casualties.  The last few days were a nightmare as Rommel completely routed the Americans at the Kasserine Pass. Ike decided it was time to replace Fredenhall, and Patton took over, vowing to kick Rommel’s butt all the way back across the Med and into Germany. That was all well and good, but it didn’t help these boys who saw the worst of it.  As if that weren’t bad enough, Josh had come back from Lord knows where with a respiratory illness that worried Katie. They were seeing more of it, and it was often fatal.
Katie was rubbing her eyes and yawning as she looked over the various patient reports.  She started as Martha spoke. “You look terrible!” said Martha, as worried as a superior officer could be. Katie admitted that she hadn’t slept much in the last two weeks. “How's he doing?” asked Martha. 
“Fever won't break.  The sulpha drugs aren't helping yet.” Martha asked how long it had been. Katie yawned, then realized it, and was embarrassed. She shrugged. “Well, he came back from Cairo almost two weeks ago, and he's been sick for almost a week, so I don't think it's sandfly.  Also, it's in both lungs.” 
“Pneumonia,” said Martha. “Look, if you need some time off...” Katie said she was okay, and, besides, they needed the staff because they were overwhelmed with cases right now. She stifled another yawn.
Martha knew she had to bring this up. She hated to because Josh was so sick. He was such a nice young man. Martha was very protective of her nurses. She knew there were a lot of romantic affairs going on, but that was none of her business. As long as the nurses were on time and did their jobs, that was none of her business. In a war zone, you never know if today would be your last. However, her nurses had to be alert and on their toes. These men did not come to Africa for a good time, and it was up to all the nurses to give them their best effort and attention.  
She had been hearing reports about Yandell, and they were not particularly good. She didn’t want to bring them up to Katie – Josh being sick and all – but she couldn’t let one nurse or one colonel, no matter what a nice guy he was – derail the whole operation. She was letting Katie private duty Josh only because Katie was doing a stellar job at the hospital. She didn’t care what Ike or that ass Patton told her. She was doing this for Katie, not for them. Who did they think they were anyway? 
“How's Phyllis doing?” Martha asked. Katie said she was doing better. “That's not what I heard.” Katie just shrugged. Martha knew better than to push her. Katie was true blue, and she would defend a friend to the end. “Okay.  Off you go, but try to get some rest,” said Martha. Katie nodded. She handed Martha the clipboard, took a deep breath, saluted, and with a look of tired resignation, left.
Martha shook her head and called to a nearby orderly. “Nichols, find me Yandell and tell her to get her ass over here double time.” As Nichols left in a hurry, she was very glad she wasn’t Yandell. That tone from Martha meant only one thing: trouble for Phyllis.
*****
 L’Hotel de la Belle Vu had been a luxury hotel in the middle of Algiers frequented by many wealthy Frenchmen and their ladies over the years. It was bathed in the afternoon sun under an azure sky, and one could almost imagine the gentlemen and their ladies all dressed up, ready to enjoy their afternoon wine, watching the sun westering over the peaceful Mediterranean from their northern balconies or the rooftop bar. It was a little worse for the wear, shrapnel from the ack-ack shells having taken off some chunks of the façade, but it was still the darling of downtown Algiers. 
However, it now took on a more somber and serious mode as a hospital for the Allies. On the top floor was a patient whom no one really knew about. He was an officer who, like so many other officers, was worthy, but expendable. He was no more important than so many others, except to a worried flyboy and a dedicated and loyal nurse from Connecticut.
Katie struggled tiredly but doggedly up the stairs. Electricity was down again. On the wall, it finally said 7eme (7th floor).  She opened the door, into what had been a plush hallway, and entered the first door on her left.  As she entered, she could hear a hacking cough. He didn’t sound much better, and it had been almost two weeks. Most others would probably have succumbed to whatever this was, but whoever first coined the phrase “Iowa stubbornness” had been right on target. Many others had just given up, but not her Josh. He had a job to do, and no little bug was going to keep him from doing it – especially after the rumors of what was happening to his people in Poland and Germany.
Most of the furniture has been removed, but the room was large.  There was a large bed, and on it was Joshua, propped up and sweating. Though feverish and miserable, he brightened up when he saw her, and he gave her a tired smile.
Katie was extremely concerned, but she kept a big smile on her face. “Hi, Josh.  How are you feeling?” He told her he was fine and that she didn’t have to come after another long shift. He sat up abruptly and was racked by another cough. She could see that he was very perspiry, and she was actually glad. If the fever broke, he would be out of the woods. She grabbed a towel and said, “You're drenched.” 
“It's pretty warm in here,” he shrugged.
She took his temperature and heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness.  Your fever broke.  It's finally under a hundred.” Joshua grinned, then he started shivering.  Katie went over to the sink, and she put a larger amount of water than she should have – given water rationing – into a basin. She took a nearby towel and dipped it into the basin of warm water.  She started wiping him down. “We need to get you into some dry pajamas, so you don’t catch a chill.” She reached for a pair nearby.
“I can do that,” he said tiredly. He tried to get up, but he laid back exhausted.
“So, I can see,” she said grinning. “I'm a nurse and change patients all the time.” She got him out of his top.  He was a little agitated.
“Honestly, I CAN do this,” he said a bit peevishly.
She paid him no nevermind, as her mama used to say to her papa.  She wiped him down again.  After he was in his fresh pajama top, he flopped back.  She picked up the pajama pants, and he looked embarrassed. “C'mon, Colonel.  You aren't the first soldier I've changed.” Just then, the air raid sirens went off.  They both instinctively looked skyward. “I guess that will have to wait,” sighed Katie, and she stood up. “We have to get to the basement, Josh.” Joshua struggled, but he couldn't get up.  He was too exhausted to move.
“I can't.  You go,” he said.
“Of course you can,” she said simply. She bent down and put both arms under his armpits. “One, two three, up!”
Joshua tried, but he flopped back down. “I can't Katie, you need to go now.  I'll be alright.” Katie pulled up a chair, sat down, and held his hand. “What are you doing?” he demanded. She told him simply that if he wasn’t going, she wasn’t going.  Joshua put his best colonel face on as the ack-ack started firing. “Lieutenant Adams, as your superior officer, I am ordering you to the bomb shelter! Now!” She just sat there. “That’s an order, Lieutenant!” he said in the strongest voice he could muster.
Katie shook her head and smiled back at him as someone who was ready to meet her Maker.  Explosions, faint at first, grew closer.  The sound of airplane engines growled in intensity. The ack-ack responded furiously. She held his hand and said calmly, “Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.  Hail Mary, full of grace...” On and on she spoke. She thought of her mother and father and how she wished she could see them one more time. But she had decided. Whatever life she had left, she would never voluntarily leave this man. Let Fate take them both.
The hotel reverberated from the explosions.  The bombs were coming closer.  The hotel rocked from an explosion.  Windows blew out, and Katie instinctively shielded Joshua.  They were nose to nose, and they kissed passionately. 
The hotel continued to rock from nearby explosions.  They both smiled at each other, then, holding hands, they looked upwards at the ceiling, waiting for a bomb to come through the roof and join them together for eternity.
Again and again, the hotel rocked. The building creaked as it swayed to the music of war.
And then, as if God himself decided that this kind of love must survive, the ack-ack’s anger, the bombers’ engines' roar, and bombs’ blasts slowly became fainter, and the hotel stopped swaying. The look that passed between Joshua and Katherine could not be misinterpreted - their lives together were now cemented so long as they both would live.
Joshua looked up at Katie with adoration, then he grinned abashedly. “Honey,…I think it's time to change my pants.”
Katie and Joshua looked at each other.  Then they both burst into the laughter that only people who had just cheated death could possibly understand.
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News from the front was finally good. In fact, it was better than good. The Americans had learned their lesson from the debacle at the Kasserine Pass. General Patton had been put in command, and the German Afrika Korps was on the defensive in Tunisia from the American 7th Army pushing East from Algeria and from the British 8th Army under Field General Montgomery pushing west from Egypt.
Meanwhile, Josh had recovered and was back at work. While most of the men there were okay as paper pushers and, if truth be known, happy they weren’t at the front, the Sergeant was the happiest. He bet the rest of the office that the young colonel and the nurse would be engaged before Josh returned to work from the hospital, and though no one knew the story other than Milt and Phyllis, the sergeant didn’t care. He was almost $300 richer, having won the bet.
However, there was another war going on in the nurse’s lounge at the hospital. Katie was torn. Not so much about her decision. She was torn about how she was going to tell the man she had loved above all others only five months ago that she was marrying another. She knew that Josh had already written his mother, and Katie had already written her parents, but writing to Lee was heart-breaking for her. She didn’t hear Martha come in and jumped when Martha sat down next to her. 
“I’m sorry, Katherine. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Martha said. Martha could see the tears in Katie’s eyes. She had seen it all before, but usually it was from one of the nurses getting a Dear Jane letter. She thought that a man who dumped his girlfriend at the front was almost as bad as the Jerries. There were many like Katherine who gave up everything to help overseas, but she didn’t know them. Katherine had become like a protégé to Martha and almost a little sister.
Martha looked straight into Katie’s eyes. “It isn’t easy, is it.” Katie shook her head. “It never is. No matter how many times we see the look of those who we know aren’t going to make it, we always think that we can go back to our lives once this is over. But we can’t. War changes who you are and what you know to be important.”
Katie blurted out, “I loved him with all my heart, Martha. I would have done anything to make him a good wife. My parents and brothers met him. We talked about how many kids and where in the city we would live. All his friends and his brother’s friends are waiting only for me to come back home for the wedding.” Katie started tearing up. “But when the air raid sirens went off, Josh ordered me to the shelter. He would have faced that terror alone to make sure I survived. He told me more than once before he left to wherever Ike was sending him that he wasn’t sure he would make it back, and if he didn’t make it, for me to know I was the best thing that ever happened to him. How can I possible turn away from him? I lost my heart to him, and I can’t imagine living a life without him now.” 
Martha teared up. She hadn’t been so lucky. She received a “Dear Jane” letter not long after she arrived in England after the disaster at Dunkirk. Her husband just couldn’t wait to see if she was going to make it home. After almost fourteen years together. Not that it was that bad. She had lost her first husband in a farm accident and married the second one on the rebound. He was a good man, pretty set in his ways, but a good man. She felt badly that she couldn’t give him children like they both wanted. 
When Uncle Sam called, Martha, like so many other women, answered. Her nursing experience was incredibly needed, but she had never seen the kind of carnage that London endured during the Blitz.  Still, having grown up on a farm and having gone through the Great Depression, there wasn’t much that rattled her. Her brief affair with Graham, an RAF pilot, ended when he didn’t make it back from a dogfight over East Anglia. It’s one of the reasons she was so down on Yandell. Phyllis didn’t know what it meant to really lose someone. Martha envied Katie, and she understood the attachment that can occur when you never know if he one you love is coming home. She had hoped with all her heart that Josh made it. She had damned God for taking Graham away from her, but she forgave him for sparing Katie and Josh.
As protective as she was of Katie, she thought Joshua was the cat’s meow; however, she knew Milt was trouble. She had seen the type before: love ‘em and leave ‘em. Maybe they were that way because, like her Trevor, they didn’t know if they would ever be coming back from a sortie. The Germans had excellent pilots and planes, and they had a lot more experience than the British or Americans had. But even Martha had to admit that there was something attractive about a pilot’s swagger and devil-may-care attitude, and Milt certainly had it. Also, Yandell was like a sponge, and she  seemed to soak up some of his confidence when she was with him - perkier in a way. Unlike Katherine, though, Phyllis couldn’t put her own feelings aside when she tended the wounded. That was dangerous for a nurse, especially one in a combat zone where esprit de corps, as the French would say, was essential.
She saw Katherine looking at her. What a godsend she was, thought Martha. She was not only an excellent nurse, but she was also a wonderful human being: not a shred of prejudice in her. When a couple of the Tuskegee Negro pilots from the 99th were injured, she was right there administering to them. She had told Martha a story about growing up in Connecticut. There was a Negro “gentleman” who was the custodian at her school. Her mother, who was an immigrant from Ireland, told her to be extra kind to Mister Moore because many people were not nice to him, just like many who didn’t care for the Irish weren’t nice to her mother or the other Irish in Norwalk.
“So, what are you telling him?” asked Martha, pointing to the letter Katie was writing.
“The truth,” said Katie. “I will always love him, but God led me to Josh.”
“Are you sure?” Martha said.
“With my whole being. I think I knew it from when we were in the bomb shelter at the party General Eisenhower threw for us. There’s a goodness in Josh, an unselfishness that is tough to find in men. Even though Phyllis told me how violent their father was after talking to Milt, Josh never said a bad word about him. Josh doesn’t talk badly about anyone, something I wish Lee had learned from someone. Josh does his duty and never questions orders. I have a feeling he’s a lot more than he makes out to be, but he says he isn’t and that I’m just romanticizing the whole thing.”
“Well, aren’t you?” asked Martha.  Katie reached into her large pocket and showed Martha a Roman coin. “So, what?” said Martha. “You can get these in curio shops all over North Africa.”
“When he gave it to me, it still had dirt on it,” said Katie. “It was like someone had dug it up recently. I think he got it in Sicily.”
Martha shook her head. “He couldn’t have. The Germans are all over Sicily.” Then her eyes widened. Katie nodded. “If that’s true, he’s a lot more important than he lets on,” said Martha. Just then one of the charge nurses beckoned for Martha. She heaved a big sigh. “Let the guy in New York down easy, but make sure that he knows in no uncertain terms it’s over. That’s the kindest thing you can do for him now.” She started walking away, then she turned. “And take good care of that young colonel. He may even win the war for us,”
Katie grinned back at Martha. She’s a good egg, thought Katie. Martha played everything close to the vest personally, but she and Katie had established a rapport, almost an older/ younger sister feeling. Katie enjoyed it, having only brothers, and if truth be told, Martha was glad she had someone she could talk to and confide in.
 Katie returned to the letter with a look of resolve. She had made up her mind, for better or worse, for richer or poorer. She already figured she had proven in sickness and in health. Still, it broke her heart to know that she was going to break Lee’s. He had plenty of women after him back in New York, but he and she had bonded. Katie was just glad that her parents – staunch Irish-Catholics – were okay with having a Jewish son-in-law. It would just be a different one than they had anticipated. 
Putting the pen to paper, Katie took a deep breath and began: “My dearest Lee, this is a very difficult letter for me to write, but you need to know that I will not be able to marry you.” She sighed and continued with the letter, both feeling sorry for Lee, but also feeling that she had made the right choice. Her course was set, and only God could change its heading. However, if He tried, He would have a tough time convincing a stubborn daughter of Ireland He was right! 
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The following day, Katie was at the Base hospital at the nurse's station looking over charts at the nurse’s station when she heard a familiar voice. It was Joshua’s younger brother, Milt.  
“Hey, good-looking! Every time I see you, I’m reminded what I’m fighting for,” he said jauntily. 
Katie smiled, turned, and shook her head. It seemed like he always spoke in come-ons.  “And I thought you had to be from Ireland to be full of blarney,” she replied in her best Irish brogue. That made him grin. He knew she knew it was all an act, but she had the class enough to let him do it anyway. Josh was one lucky bastard, he thought. Katie continued. “Haven't seen you for a while.  Whatcha doing here…as if I didn’t know.”
She was smart, he thought. What was it with Josh, always picking the smart ones? “Well, today, I’m going to surprise you. Heard you are taking care of one of my buddies.  Nigel Ross. Limey from Liverpool.” Nigel was alright, thought Milt. He and Milt used to argue about European football versus American football. Nigel would always ask why Americans called it football when the feet were hardly ever used? Milt would counter with how could you call anything a sport if you couldn’t use your hands? Milt was a natural athlete, and he impressed the Brits with his speed and tough play when they had time for a quick rugby match before the next sortie. He was “a bit of all right” to the other British pilots, and that was saying something.
Katie checked her list. “Yes. He’s being treated for burns and a broken leg.” Milt asked if he could see Nigel. “You can see him, but he is under sedation for the pain.” She told Milt where he was, and Milt thanked her. He was about ready to go when they both heard a familiar voice.
“Hey, fly boy! Where ya off to?” asked Phyllis. 
The word “fly” was barely out of her mouth when he pivoted and took two steps toward her, barely stopping inches in front of her face.  “Hey, Jersey!  Whatcha say?” Katie looked at both of them. She liked Milt’s devil-may-care attitude. It’s probably what had kept him alive this long, based on the risks the other pilots said he took in the air. 
Be that as it may and even though he was one of the love of her life’s younger brothers, she was still very protective of Phyllis. They had gone through nurse’s training together at Bellevue and talked hours into the night…well, Phyllis did…while they were on their rounds at the hospital. They signed up together, had gone through Basic together, roomed on the Queen Mary over to England together, and survived the torpedoing of the Strathallen together. She was like a little sister, but one who had survived a pretty dismal childhood of alcoholism and constant abuse, both mental and physical. It was one of the reasons that she wanted to become a nurse, she said. No one should have to be in pain and alone. But it also left her scarred and emotionally vulnerable.
Phyllis gave Milt her “sassy” look. “Haven't seen you around, flyboy.”
“Keeping Africa safe from democracy, Toots,” he replied with his Clark Gable impersonation. Phyllis and Katie both laughed. They had him use the line several times, but they still liked it.
“Whatcha doing here?” Phyllis asked him. He told her that a buddy of his – Graham - got shot down, and he wanted to rub his large British nose in it. Also, to tell Graham that he had heard from his buddies that the Nazi SOB wouldn’t be bothering anyone anymore. He asked Phyllis what she had been up to. “Well, Katie is still private dutying Josh even though he insists on going into the office. Where the hell he got that strain of sandfly fever, we’ll never know.” 
They both looked at Milt as if he could answer their unasked question, but he just shrugged. “He never tells me anything either. He’s been like that all his life. He never wanted to be like our father.” Phyllis sighed, saying that it had been pretty lonely around the apartment with Katie gone most of the time. “Well, I can fix that.  Dinner tonight?” he asked her.
She replied coquettishly. “Let me check my schedule.” She studied the chart she'd been carrying as if it were an appointment calendar, then she looked up at him with a shrug. “I guess I can fit you in,” she said with a fake sigh, like she was doing him a favor. Katie rolled her eyes.
Milt grinned. He liked ‘em when they played hard to get. “Okay, Toots.”  He checked his watch. “Gotta go see the Colonel.” He gave Phyllis his piercing aviator stare, then grinned. “I'll fly by your place at eighteen hundred.  See ya guys.” He practically glided down the corridor. More than one nurse turned her head as he walked by.
Phyllis turned to Katie and just mouthed “wow.” Katie shook her head. “Be careful of that one.  He's not the gentleman his brother is.” Phyllis replied that she could take care of herself and reminded Katie of a couple of times in New York she was able to talk herself out of a few scrapes with the police, as well as with a few guys who had a tough time accepting the word “no.”
Katie just looked at her as a mom would, and Phyllis batted her eyes like a schoolgirl. Katie shook her head. She was amazed at some of the things that Phyllis had done, but she was more amazed that she didn’t land in jail…or worse. “Okay, okay.  I swear you’re going to make me old before my time. I just hope we don’t have a daughter like you,” and Phyllis giggled. Then Katie looked at her chart and turned serious. “Do me a favor and check on Ross, will ya? I don’t like how his temperature keeps spiking.”
Phyllis drew herself up into an exaggerated attention pose. Saluting like from a cartoon, she barked, “Yes, ma'am! Right away, ma’am.” She pivoted on her heel militarily, and Katie swatted her on the rear with her clipboard. Phyllis whinnied like a horse and strode off.  Katie shook her head, sighed, and went back to her charts.
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Inside the Office of Personnel Administration, the sergeant and a few others were typing away and answering telephones.  Milton strode through the office as if he owned the place. “Afternoon, boys.  Enjoying the peace and quiet?” A young corporal glared at Milton.  Milton went into Joshua's office and closed the door.
“Damn loud-mouth Jews,” the corporal groused.
The sergeant gave him a narrow-eyed squint. “Maybe, but those two're different.  The colonel is all right, and there are rumors going ‘round that the top brass trust him. And, by the way, corporal, that “loud-mouth” has three confirmed kills and three probables.” The corporal said he still didn't like 'em. “Well, no one asked for your opinion, did they?  Get back to work before I address you as Private!” barked the sergeant. 
Meanwhile, inside his office, Joshua was fiddling with a little engraved box in his hands. He was startled when Milt entered which surprised Milt. Josh had nerves of steel, and nothing seemed to ruffle his feathers. There were rumors in the barracks about him. He was often the only junior officer in some of the top-level meetings, and all the generals seemed to know him on a first-name basis. Josh simply said that he was head of the personnel office, and that’s all there was to it, but Milt had his suspicions. Milt was a much better liar than his big brother. There were many women who could corroborate that fact.
“Well, I’m here. What did you want to talk about?” Milt thought he was finally going to get some of the inside scoop, but he was mistaken. Josh told him about his plans with Katie. After Milt regained his composure, he said, “You're going to do what?” Joshua fidgeted, but he shook his head in slow affirmation. “Are you sure?” asked Milt.
For the first time, Josh told his brother about the bombing raid, and how Katie refused to leave him at the peril of her own life. “You weren't there, Milt.  You can't imagine.” Milt took a deep breath. Every time he went up, there was a good chance he wouldn’t come back. But he knew that even if he didn’t, he took some of those bastards with him. The people on the ground, like Katie and Josh…well, they just had to take it. Milt knew the hotel they had put Josh in and even argued with Katie to get him out of there. He was a sitting duck on the top floor, but Josh followed orders. Maybe that’s why all the generals trusted him. He never questioned them or complained like the other junior officers. There was a complication, of course, and the look on Josh’s face illustrated the turmoil within him. 
Milt was unusually silent, but he had to say it. “What about Rebecca?” All Josh could do was shrug. “What about Mom?” Milt asked. “You were the one that took over after Dad died.  You kept the family together.  Hell, you were going to be a rabbi before all this started!” Milt reminded him.
Josh looked at his brother. He was a fighter with a hair-trigger temper when he was younger. The Army beat some of that out of him, but he had told Josh that he went after the German planes as if his father was in every cockpit. Josh hated the Nazis, but he didn’t hate the German people. There were some in the neighborhood who had treated them well after their father died. Josh looked at his brother. “You don't know what it was like.”
“Don’t I?” Milt replied. “Every time I go up, I don't know if I'm coming back.”
Josh nodded, then gave his brother the “older, wiser brother look” from their teen years. “Yeah, but at least you get to dodge them and shoot back.” Josh paused and remembered how it was…how she was. “All we could do was sit and wait for one to come through the ceiling.” Joshua looked at the ring again. “Milt, she wouldn’t leave me. I asked her to go to the bomb shelter, and she wouldn’t go. I ordered her to the basement, and she wouldn’t leave me. The bombs were bursting all around us, and she held my hand calmly. We knew it was the end. There simply was no way they could miss, no way in hell, but they did.  It must have been for a reason.” 
Milt was surprised to see Josh – the cool, calm, and collected one - with tears in his eyes. Joshua reluctantly put the ring down on the desk, took a handkerchief, and wiped his eyes. “Well, when are you going to ask her?” Milt asked.
Joshua picked up the ring box and took a deep breath. “Tonight.” He opened up the box to show Milt a beautiful engagement ring.  Milton whistled and said he guessed congratulations were in order. He leaned over the desk and shook Joshua's hand.  Joshua smiled wanly. “There’s something else.”
Milton looked surprised. “What?” This happened a lot in the service, especially to those who weren’t sure they were going to make it back. “Oh, no, she's not...”
“Huh?” asked Josh innocently, then he actually blushed at the thought. “Of course not!” He hesitated. “I just need my wingman there.” Milt laughed and called him a chicken, saying that the last thing Josh needed was another man there when he asked her. “Not when I ask her.  Later on, in case she says no,” Josh replied nervously.
“You big idiot,” Milt said. “No way she'll say no.” He thought for a second. “Okay if I bring Phyllis?” Joshua nodded. He told Milt to be at Le Renard Qui Rit at oh eight hundred. Milton got up, shook his head, and grinned. “You were always the cautious one.  Wouldn't do a thing without a plan.” He broke out into his million-dollar grin. “Ain't love grand?” Laughing, and obviously enjoying his older brother's discomfort, he strode out of the office.
Joshua heard Milt say “Gentlemen” as he sashayed through the outer office. If Josh had been listening, he would have been surprised to hear the grumpy old sergeant reply, “Sir.” However, Josh was too befuddled, looking at the ring and shaking his head, wondering if what he was about to do made any sense at all.
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Le Reynard Qui Rit was one of the generals’ favorite restaurants in all of Algiers. Its cuisine and service were top drawer before the war, and it did everything it could to maintain that level of elegance during the war. Because its chefs were renowned, the German generals, and now the Allied generals, did everything they could to protect it. It was rumored that even the German bombers were instructed not to bomb near the restaurant, though its location most likely had more to do with it than anything.
However, on this night, Joshua was almost hoping there would be an air raid. He had been in many close calls that few outside of G-2 ever knew about. It wasn’t ever about being afraid, it was about controlling that fear to get the job done. The difference was that a wrong decision could cost him his life. A wrong decision here could cost him a lifetime.
Joshua and Katie were seated by the window.  Joshua was fidgeting while Katie was enjoying her fruit cup. She was curious. He was the epitome of calm most of the time, even when he told her he might be gone for a couple of weeks. The fighting in Tunisia was going well for the Allies. For the life of her, she couldn’t think of what could be bothering him. Finally, she had to ask. “Is everything okay?”
Joshua was obviously distracted. “Huh?  Oh, of course, honey.  There was just something I was wondering.” 
Just then, Milton entered the restaurant with Phyllis.  Katie smiled and waved. “Oh, look, Joshua.  There’s your brother with Phyllis.” Joshua checked his watch. Damn! Was it eight o’clock already? Before he could say anything, Katie waved at them. “Let's invite them over.  Milt!  Phyl!  Over here!” 
Milton and Phyllis came over.  Phyllis looked at Katie. “So, show me!”
Katie was confused. She looked at Josh, then back at Phyllis. “Show you what?” Phyllis looked at Milt, confused.  Milton just started laughing.
Milt turned to his older brother. “Coward!  Come on, Phyl.  Let's give them a minute.” Josh nodded that it would be a good idea, but Katie’s natural motherly instinct kicked in. 
“Don't be silly,” said Katie. “There’s plenty of room!”
Marcel rolled over a cart with two beautiful champagne glasses and an ice bucket which contained champagne. “Compliments de la maison, Colonel.  Shall I pour, for you and the new...?
Josh quickly interrupted him. “Yes, please.”
Milton was laughing, Phyllis was trying to shush him not to laugh and trying not to laugh herself, Joshua was nonplussed, and Katie was just plain confused. “May we have two more glasses, please?” she asked Marcel. All Josh could do was nod distractedly.
“Of course, Mademoiselle.  Excusez-moi...Madame,” said Marcel in his most courtly manner. Marcel found two more matching glasses and started pouring two more glasses of champagne. Katie looked at Joshua who was beet red. Milt and Phyllis could barely contain themselves. This was a side of Josh neither had never seen. Josh was a quivering mass of Jell-O. Katie was very confused. 
Marcel finished pouring the four glasses of champagne, the bubbles softly lit in the candlelight. “To the happy couple!” he exclaimed. 
Katie was more confused than ever. “Oh, Phyl.  What have you done?” she asked in a distressed voice.
Now Milton was getting hysterical, but Phyllis was getting upset. She turned to Milt and said, “Hey, what's so funny about that?  If Katie can...”
Katie interrupted her. “If I can what?” she asked. Then she turned to Joshua. “Joshua?”
He just shook his head. He was grateful that there was candlelight because his face was flushed with embarrassment. Milt was laughing so hard, tears were running down his cheeks. It wasn’t often he got the better of his big brother, but this was one for the history books, at least the Wiseman family history books. Josh sighed and looked at Katie. “Well, this wasn't the way I planned it.” He held up a champagne glass as a signal to the orchestra.  They started playing "My Wild Irish Rose."
“Oh, Joshua.  That's my favorite song,” purred Katie.
“I know,” he said with love in his eyes. He pulled out the decorated box that he had shown Milt in his office and opened it to reveal to Katie the diamond and emerald ring he had shown Milt. “Katie, you would have given your life for me when the bombing started.  I don't know how I can ever repay that other than offering my life to you for as long as we both shall live.” Katie and Phyllis started tearing up. “Katherine Mae Adams, will you marry me?”
She looked at the ring and then looked at Joshua with more love than could be expressed. “Of course. Of course, I will marry you.”
Joshua put the ring on Katie's finger, and they kissed.  Milton slapped him on the back, and Joshua let out a long breath.  Phyllis arose from her chair, went over to Katie, and threw her arms around her. “I am so happy for you, Katie!  I wish you all the happiness in the world.”
Marcel went over to the band leader and whispered in his ear.  The band started playing "A String of Pearls."  Joshua and Katie just laughed. “Well, I don't have enough money to buy you a string of pearls, but at least, we can dance to it.  Shall we?” Joshua and Katie went to the dance floor. Marcel had been busy whispering to the other people dining there. As soon as Josh and Katie got to the dance floor, the whole restaurant exploded with applause.
Milt stood up and looked at Phyllis. “C'mon, Phyl.  Can't let them cut a rug alone!” They went to the floor and soon were joined by other couples. The other couples danced around them, but Katie and Josh didn’t notice the others. After all, when you’re dancing on clouds, you can’t see what’s going on beneath them.
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All good things must end, and the realities of the war intruded upon Josh and Katie early the next day. Josh went to headquarters and Katie was on the morning shift at the base hospital. All the nurses and orderlies had heard about Katie and Josh’s engagement, and none were surprised. By-the-book Martha gave her an unexpected bearhug. After the oohs and aahs of the nurses over Katie’s engagement ring, their regular procedure kicked in. The nurses, doctors, and orderlies moved in long-practiced, choreographed steps.  
Katie was holding a clipboard, talking to Martha at the nurse’s station, when they heard Phyllis yell from the ward. “Katie! Katie! Help!” Katie and Martha rushed over.  The patient was flopping around his bed like a caught fish thrown on the shore.  Phyllis was on top of him, trying to restrain him. Katie threw herself on the patient.  
Martha pointed to the startled young orderly. “Get Doctor Simmons!  Stat!” He seemed frozen. “Move!” she commanded. The startled young orderly flew out of the ward. Katie and Phyllis were holding on to the bucking bronco of a patient.  Martha looked at the chart. “Crap!” muttered Martha. She ran to the nurse's station and filled a hypodermic.  She then dashed back to the patient.  Phyllis had moved to the foot of the bed and was holding onto the patient’s ankles, almost in a trance.  Katie was holding on to the patient’s upper arms for dear life. Martha hypoed the patient, who calmed down and slowly eased back into unconsciousness.  Katie got up and put her arms around Phyllis who was crying. The orderly brought back a doctor, and Martha handed him the chart. He looked up at her, then at Phyllis who was distraught.
With an angry nod from Martha to Katie that yelled "get her out of here," Katie took a practically hysterical Phyllis out of the ward and into the hallway.  They went into the "bad news" room, and Katie closed the door. Katie tried desperately to calm Phyllis down. “He's going to be all right,” she said soothingly.
“I could have killed him!  I almost killed him!” Phyllis said, practically hysterical.
“But you didn't.  He's going to be...” Katie started to say, but Phyllis pulled away from her, not knowing whether to be scared or angry at Katie. 
“It's not my first mistake, and you know it.  You've been covering for me since we got here.” Phyllis put her face in her hands. She was weeping and shaking. “I can't take it anymore, Katie.  I just can't take it anymore.” Katie said she’d talk to Martha about a weekend pass. She tried to put her arms around Phyllis, but Phyllis pushed her away angrily. “That won’t do anything, and you know it! I swear if I don't go home, I'll jump off the hospital roof!  I can't…I just can't...” and she started crying again. Though she had just been pushed away, Katie slowly put her arms around Phyllis. Katie just held her and rocked her as if Phyllis were a small child being comforted after a beating. 
“It'll be okay, Phyl.  I'll take care of you.  I'll get you home,” Katie said reassuringly. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew from her training in Bellevue, if she didn’t get Phyllis out of there…well, there were plenty of guns in Algiers, and they were as cheap as life was around there.
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Later that morning, even though it was a Sunday, enlisted men in the Office of Personnel Administration were typing away, filing, and getting messages off the teletype machine.  The Corporal tore off a message. “Hey, Sarge!”
The Sergeant was in no mood for anything this morning. First off, he was nursing one hell of a headache and a hangover. Second, he lost $200 in a crap game last night. When he went to drive back to the base, someone had taken the pool jeep, and he had to walk back – stagger, more like it - to the barracks over two miles away. 
The Corporal was over at the teletype machine.  He had pulled a sheet off the machine. “Sarge! Hey, Sarge!” shouted the corporal. “You gotta see this!”
The sergeant rubbed his head and growled at the corporal, “I'm busy.” The corporal insisted he see something. The sergeant got up unsteadily. “This better be damn important!” he growled.
The corporal handed him the teletyped message. It sobered the sergeant up immediately, and he turned to the corporal. “Go find the colonel.” The corporal thought he was in a meeting in the J.A.G’s office. “I don't care if he's in with President Roosevelt! He’s Officer of the Day. Get him!” The corporal double-timed it out of there. “Damn,” muttered the sergeant, but, all of the sudden, he forgot about his headache.
The mood in the office had turned happy, almost ecstatic.  The noise was louder than ever, and there was a bounce in everyone's step. It was impossible to keep the news secret: Von Arnim, the head of the Afrika Korps after Rommel had been recalled, had surrendered. The fighting in Africa was over! The sergeant asked the corporal how the young colonel had reacted, and the corporal said he was as calm and cool as he had ever seen any officer. When Josh returned from his meeting, he reminded everyone in the office that the Articles of the Geneva Convention were to be observed. There was to be respect, and they were to observe all protocols afforded officers. Many were not happy with the orders, but there was a steeliness in this young colonel that commanded respect. If only half the rumors about him were true…
The sergeant’s phone rang. He acknowledged the message, got up, and knocked on Joshua's door. Joshua told him to enter. The sergeant entered and saluted. “What are your orders, Colonel?”
Joshua replied, “We will do the same as we do for any captured soldier, Sergeant.  Find him a billet.” 
“But he's the head of the whole damn Afrika Corps!  What do we do? Get him a suite at the Waldorf?” the sergeant asked. Joshua said that they would find him reasonable accommodations. “How about at the bottom of the Med?” the sergeant growled. 

Joshua sighed. He had thought the same thing, but he was too well-trained. “We will abide by the Geneva convention, even if they haven't,” Joshua said simply.
“But you've seen the reports, Colonel. You know what they’re doing,” protested the sergeant.
Joshua had seen the reports, and they made his blood boil. “Yes, Sergeant.  I've seen the reports.  And we will still abide by the Geneva Convention.  It's what makes us different from them…the rule of law.”
The sergeant was going to protest, but the way the colonel looked at him commanded respect. He might be young, but there was a core of steel in him. “Yes, sir.  I'll see about billeting them, sir.” 
“Thank you, Sergeant. Please let me know as soon as the convoy has arrived.”
The sergeant saluted and closed the door as he exited. He had a big grin on his face. The corporal wanted to know what was so funny. “Something tells me that big ol' general is in for a surprise from that little colonel!”
The corporal smiled. “He's all right for a ...” and the sergeant's eyes become slits.
“For a what?” growled the sergeant. 
“For an officer,” said the corporal.
The sergeant relaxed. He looked back into the office and saw Joshua calmly working away.  “Yeah.  He's all right.”
*****
Before long, a small convoy of jeeps escorting a command car stopped in front of the building.  Several MPs surrounded a tall, imperious-looking German general. The General looked around haughtily.  One of the MPs waved him forward toward the building.  He walked straight-backed into the opened door.
A few moments later, the clatter of boots was heard down the hallway from the Office of Personnel Administration. “Gentlemen.  At attention, if you please,” said Joshua calmly. The non-coms didn't look too pleased, but they all stood at attention, more for Joshua’s sake than the general’s. 
A minute later, General Von Arnim was escorted into the office by the MPs. The head MP asked, “Who is in command here?”
Joshua replied, “I am Officer of the Day.  My name is Colonel Wise...”
But before he could finish, Von Arnim barked out angrily, “Where are za generales?”
Joshua calmly replied, “They are away at a meeting until tomorrow, sir.” He turned to the sergeant. “Sergeant, do you...?” Again, before Joshua could finish his sentence, Von Arnim cut him off. 
“I demand to see a generale!” Von Arnim shouted. Joshua kept his voice calm and told the general again that all were out of town at a meeting, and that they would interview him as soon as they returned. He tried again to tell the general that he was there to ensure the general was billeted, but the general would have none of it! “You are chust a kernale.  I will not speak wis you!” he insisted.

Again, Joshua tried to be reasonable, but even he was human. He fought to keep his anger in check. “I understand, General.  All I am ordered to do is get you billeted until you may speak with a member of the general staff.”   

“I fill not spick wis you.  I demand to talk wis a generale!”

Finally, the enlisted men who were bristling at the treatment that this…this…general was dishing out to their colonel were ready to explode and take matters into their own hands. Joshua knew they could not contain their anger much longer. The corporal burst out, “Who the hell do you think you are?” But as much as Joshua agreed with him, he knew the regs. He also knew that this general had important information that the Allies could use in their upcoming plans. Now was not the time, though he secretly agreed with the corporal. 

“That’s enough, corporal,” said Joshua, and the corporal bit his lip. Joshua turned to the general. He could feel his own ire threatening to boil over, but he kept calm. “Now, sir, if I may have your name, rank, and serial number, I will get you billeted.”
“You are chust a kernale!” the general spit out.
“Yes, sir.  Still, I need your name, rank...”
“I vill not talk to you!” said the general. He crossed his arms.
“Sir, by the Geneva Convention, I need your name, rank, and serial number,” said Josh, and though the general did not know it, he was treading on dangerous ground. The others had heard the steel in Joshua’s voice only a couple of times, but it was surprisingly effective.
“You vill get nussing from me!” yelled the general.
Now both the sergeant and corporal leaned forward.  Joshua simply put out a hand, and they backed off. Joshua walked straight up to the general and stared at Von Arnim - an American eagle to a Nazi mouse. “General, I am a Jew, and I am in command today.  Understand this. I can send you anywhere, at any time, to any duty station, from here to Siberia.  And I can do this before any of our generals even know you're gone.” With that, Von Arnim's eyes widened, and he looked nervous, swallowing hard.  Joshua's jaw tightened, and the men in the room were all smiling at the surprisingly tough young colonel. “Now, sir, may I have your name, your rank, and your serial number?” Joshua growled through clenched jaws.
Von Arnim swallowed hard. There was something in this young man, an assuredness, that made him dangerous and the general nervous. “Hans-Jurgen Von Arnim, Generaloberst, zerial number...” He continued as if he was a recalcitrant schoolboy speaking to the headmaster.
The sergeant turned to the corporal and said softly, “I don’t much like lawyers, but I'd sure love to see the colonel in a courtroom.  He'd make mincemeat of the other guy.”
The corporal nodded, and they both grinned at the general’s obvious discomfort.
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It was a beautiful spring day in Algiers. The sun was warm, the flowers were in bloom, and more importantly, the Nazis were in retreat. The next push would be into Europe, and pretty much every man was looking at Sicily or Greece as the next front. Everyone knew it was going to be bloody, and there was more mail than ever being read by the Army censors. They knew the Germans would be looking at anything they could get to piece together evidence of where and when the landings would be held.
Meanwhile, in a park near military headquarters, Milton was looking all over for Joshua.  He saw a soldier on a park bench. The soldier had obviously been crying. Poor guy, thought Milt. He probably got a Dear John letter from home. The soldier wiped his eyes again.  Milton realized it was Joshua and went over to him. “I got here as fast as I could.  What's the emergency?”
Joshua handed him the teletyped message.  Milt read it, and his face clouded over. “Damn.  I told him.” He crumpled up the message. “Damn that kid.”
Josh took a long, ragged breath. “I sent a message to the hospital to let me know as soon as Bob’s out of surgery.” He shook his head. “Only his fourth mission.”
Milt composed himself. He hadn’t seen Josh like this since their father died. Good riddance to him, but for some reason, Josh could never condemn him. He said we never knew what their father had been through because he would never tell the kids. Maybe Josh knew things that he didn’t tell Milt or Bob, but that really didn’t help much. Milt remembered all too perfectly what that belt felt like over his back. It probably was a good thing that Josh came home when he did, or who knows what Milt would have done after he wrestled the belt away from his father. That didn’t matter now. “Well, they have good doctors in England,” Milt said, but he could tell from the look on Josh’s face that it didn’t really help. “It's not your fault, Josh.  You couldn't stop Bob from upping.”
Joshua nodded abstractly. “I know.  Doesn't help.” Milt sat down next to him and put his arm around his big brother. “That's only half of it.” He handed Milt a letter.
“From Mom?” Joshua nodded and wiped tears from his eyes.
“She said if I marry Katie, it would break Rebecca's heart.” Milt tilted his head in the way he always did when he thought something was amusing. He reminded Josh that it wouldn’t be the first girl whose heart he broke, and he reminded Josh of Minnie in high school. However, his lighthearted attempt to make his brother feel better wasn’t working as it usually did. Joshua continued. “That's not all. Mom said if I marry Katie, I am no longer her son.” Josh hung his head.
Milt whistled. “Well, you know Mom can be dramatic.  She'll come around.  Katie's aces!” But Joshua wasn’t buying it. He reminded Milt of their cousin Etta who married a nice Lutheran butcher from Omaha, and how their mother forbade them from even mentioning her name in their house. Milt nodded. He knew how pig-headed their mother could be. “What are you going to do?”
Joshua looked at the letter again.   He put it in his pocket, then wiped his eyes. “She risked her life for me.  She sat there and wouldn't let go of my hand.  She sat there calm and peaceful as the building shook…and she wouldn't let go of my hand.  I would be a fool to let her go now.”
After a minute, Milt shook his head and grinned. “You know, you've done this all your life.” Josh looked at him quizzically. “Asked for others' advice after you'd made up your mind anyway.” Joshua took a deep breath, smiled, and sat up straight.  He handed Milt a piece of paper. 
“What's this?” Milt asked.
“Your new orders,” said Josh. “You leave at the end of the week for the 441st Air Force base in Millville, New Jersey.”
“New Jersey?  Why the hell would I do that?” asked Milt.
Josh stood. “You are to going to learn to fly a new fighter designated the P-47 Thunderbolt and assume command of a squadron.” 
To say that his brother was incensed would be the same as calling an aircraft carrier a boat. “The hell I am!  I'm staying here and shooting down more Jerries!”
But Milt was overmatched, and he knew it. He had seen this Josh face before, and it brooked no dispute. “You are also promoted to Major.”  
But Milt was not to be put off. “But why me?  Why now?” Milt asked.
“I can't tell you everything,” said Josh, “but once Bob is out of the hospital, they'll be sending him to Trenton to recuperate.” 
“I know you're all about family, but I don't have to accept the promotion!” countered Milt.
That made Joshua grin. Milt was so predictable, and Josh wasn’t Jefferson High chess champion (and third in the state) for nothing. “I thought you might be stubborn about this, so I sweetened the pot.” Milt was about to tell Josh there was nothing he could say to accept promotion, when Josh said about the only thing that would change Milt’s mind. “Phyllis will be on the next hospital ship home.  She's being assigned to...”
But Milt started guffawing. “Let me guess…the Millville, New Jersey hospital.”
Joshua grinned. “See?  That promotion has made you smarter already.” Milt wanted to complain, but secretly…or maybe not so secretly…he had mentioned to some of the other American pilots that he wanted to fly the P-47. The scoop was that it was every bit as fast as the German fighters and had more firepower.
“No wonder you were chess champion in college, you smart son of a bitch!”
Joshua stood up and assumed an officer pose. “Be careful, Major.  You wouldn't want to spend the rest of your life peeling potatoes in Iowa.” Milt gave him a rather salty reply, and Joshua shook his head sadly. “Your language, Major. Mom would wash your mouth out with soap!” Milt gave his big brother a bear hug.
“Oh, damn!” said Milt. “I don’t want to miss the wedding!”
“Do you really think I would send you and Phyllis off before then? Better stick to checkers or tiddly winks, which is more on your intellectual level!” Now that’s the old Josh, thought Milt. “Just don't get shot down in the interim.”
“Not if the whole Luftwaffe was on my tail would I miss this.  What about Phyl?” Milt asked.
“Do you really think I would have my soon-to-be wife’s best friend miss the wedding? I’m surprised you weren’t shot down the first day!” 
If only he knew, thought Milt. If only he knew how close it was, he probably would have me reassigned the next day. He’s not the only one in the family who can keep a secret! “That's my big brother!” Milt said with a nod.
“You'd better get back to your squadron…Major.  Don't you know there’s a war on?” Josh said in a really bad attempt at a British accent.
Milt gave Joshua his million-dollar flyboy grin and saluted, militarily this time. “Sir!  Yes, Sir!” Joshua returned the salute. Off Milt went, as jauntily as ever.  Joshua smiled, then his face clouded over as he took his mother’s letter out of his pocket and looked at it again.  He put the letter back in his pants pocket. But then reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a picture of Katie, and his smile came back.  He put her picture back into his breast pocket, next to his heart. With a big sigh and a look of resolve, he started walking back to the office.  He stopped by a trash receptacle, removed his mother's letter from his pants pocket, took a last look at it, then gently placed it in the trash. He took a deep breath and marched back to the office. He didn’t even realize he was humming “My Wild Irish Rose.”
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The large office of the mayor of Algiers was resplendent with Persian carpets on the floor and oil paintings on the wall.  There were various objets d'art on tables around the office.  Joshua and Milt were standing with Mayor Peisson, waiting for Katie and Phyllis to arrive.  Joshua was definitely fidgety.
The mayor hadn’t seen Joshua since that night he came ashore with General Clark to see Admiral Darlan. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t even remember him. After all, at the time, the Americans had barely claimed a beachhead in Morocco and Algeria, and the French military wasn’t sure that these American soldiers were any match for the Germans. However, as hard it was for him to admit, the Americans were uncommonly stubborn and resilient. General Patton, the one who took over operations for the American Army, was a true professional and, though it was hard for Peisson to say to anyone else, he thought Patton was every bit as good a general as Rommel was.
However, as of right now, he, Joshua, and his brother and best man, Milton, were wondering where the bride and maid of honor, Phyllis, were. Joshua was afraid Phyllis had gone on a bender, and, though he was loathe to admit it, he was afraid that Katie had gotten cold feet. He knew he was just a small-town lawyer at heart, and if she changed her mind, the glitz and glamor of the “Great White Way” in New York were still available to her. He shifted back and forth, catching “what’s the matter with you?” glances from Milt. Milt knew that anyone who saw Josh and Katie together knew Katie was as hooked on Josh as Josh was on her, and he was glad that his big brother, whom he both loved and envied, had found his emerald isle green in this dun desert wasteland. 
The mayor checked his pocket watch again and looked at Josh who shrugged. The mayor smiled, turned to Joshua, and said in a thick French accent, “It's a beautiful day today, is it not, Colonel?” Joshua was startled. Obviously, his thoughts were elsewhere…especially where his bride-to-be was. He agreed that it was, indeed, a beautiful day, as did Milton.
Milton was almost ready to laugh, but you don’t do that on your brother’s wedding day. He had done it plenty of times before. He remembered how nervous Josh actedBut the first time he asked Rebecca out. He almost literally sweated bullets because he was still in his ROTC uniform when he caught her between classes. He never knew how many girls in college – both Jews and Gentiles – were hoping he’d ask. He was so serious, even back then, but he also had this sense of maturity, of control. 
“I don't get it,” Milton said to Josh.  “You are unflappable around generals, but this woman has you acting like Rhonda in eighth grade.” Josh groaned at the memory, but it broke the tension. 
“Oh, Lord. That was painful!” laughed Josh. “She loved the story of Rapunzel, and I tried to make her a tower in art class.”
“Yeah,” Milt said cracking up. “And it came out more like what happened to you every time you saw her.” Joshua got beet red and just shook his head at the embarrassing memory. But he never told Milt what happened with Rhonda after class, so it wasn’t a total loss.
“I should have sent you and Phyllis on the earlier transport,” he replied. Then I’d have some peace on my wedding day! I wonder what's keeping them?” Josh looked at his watch again, and he saw that the mayor was starting to get a bit edgy. It would not have been the first ceremony that one or the other person who was supposed to be married didn’t show up!
The mayor looked at Josh. “Ou est votre fiancee?” He looked at his pocket watch and waggled it in front of Josh. Josh nodded and said he was sorry, that if the mayor could give him just a couple more minutes. Josh said in French it was often the case that men waited for their wives even when they were told it would just be a minute. This made the mayor laugh, and he replied that it was often the case that he would be late to the opera because his wife had to change clothes at the last minute. Joshua smiled and nodded, and he indicated that Milt should do the same, so he did, though he had no idea what was just said. The mayor replied that Joshua should get used to it, and Josh asked in French if the mayor ever got used to it. The mayor replied that he had, but only with the addition of a lot of wine to his diet. Josh translated this to Milt, and the three of them had a good chuckle over this.
The door opened to the mayor's office, and in walked Phyllis, but she was alone. Before he could say anything, she said, “I’m sorry, Josh.  There was a change in plans.  Katie just received new orders.”
This made no sense to Josh. He was ready to jump out of his skin. “New orders?  But mine were signed by General Patton himself!” He was going to get to the bottom of this screw-up!
Phyllis went over to the Victrola. “They were countermanded,” and she put on the music. 
Joshua was both confused and apoplectic was putting it mildly. If those guys in the office thought they were going to put on some sort of practical joke on the young colonel…well, heads were going to roll! Joshua was desperately trying to keep his temper. “By whom?  Only General Eisenhower...”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Milton straighten up as if one of those woodcrackers from Tchaikovsky’s ballet had just been given a hot foot. “Atennnn-sion!” Joshua looked at Milt as if he were nuts. With his elbow, Milt indicated Josh should look at the door. Joshua turned around, and he saw standing in the double doorway of the mayor's office, Katie, her dove-embroidered burnoose over her nurse's uniform, on the arm of General Eisenhower. Joshua immediately stood at attention and saluted.  General Eisenhower smiled and returned the salute with his free hand, never letting go of Katie’s arm, ever the protective father figure.
Phyllis walked over to her place on one side of the mayor, and Milt walked over to his place on the other side of the mayor.  Joshua was frozen in place, still saluting. Eisenhower and Katie were both smiling as they made their way slowly to the front of the office. “As you were, Colonel,” said Ike.
Joshua slowly lowered his hand, but he still looked stunned.  Finally, a slow smile graced his mouth. Ike said that it wouldn't be proper for someone not to give away the bride. “General, I am sure I speak for Kathryn and myself that we’re deeply grateful to you for this honor.”
Eisenhower gave Katie over to Joshua. “Both Brad and Pat send their regards and congratulations.  “Pat said,” then he thought better of telling Joshua exactly what Patton had said, there being ladies present. “Well, let's just say he wishes you well.” Josh, Katie, Phyllis, and Milt all had a little chuckle over that. To say Patton’s language was salty was putting things mildly. Ike looked at Katie and Phyllis, and, after all, Ike was the consummate gentleman. “Somehow I don't think quoting him would be appropriate.”

“No, sir, though I doubt it's anything that they haven't heard working in the hospital.” He could see that the mayor was wondering what was going on, so Joshua translated what had been said, and the mayor had a good laugh as well. 
Eisenhower stood next to Milton as Katie and Joshua faced the mayor.  He turned to Milt and said, “Thank you for letting me know, Major.”
Milt never had much respect for the senior staff, but he worshipped Ike, and he figured that, based on how much Josh didn’t tell him, that Josh had earned this reward. When Milt marched into senior staff HQ, he was almost shot, but when he said he was Josh’s brother, and he wanted to speak to Ike, it was amazing how quickly he was able to. Ike was from Kansas, and he was proud to speak to the pilot from Iowa. He said he would attend the wedding if he could, and he thanked the major for helping him win North Africa. Though Milt hated to admit it, he was flying high when he left Ike’s Office. Never in a million years did he think Ike would attend. “The honor is ours, General,” replied Milt.
The mayor who spoke only a little English, spoke to Josh, figuring that only he and Ike knew French. He asked Josh if he and Kathryn were both ready, and they both answered “oui.” Katie gave the bouquet to Phyllis.  Katie and Joshua faced each other, smiles of happiness shining on their faces. The mayor said in French “many bad things happen during a war, but I'm happy to be officiating this sacred event.” He asked both Joshua and Katherine if they had the rings. Katie turned to Phyllis, who was tearing up, while Joshua turned to Milton.  Phyllis handed her the ring.  
Joshua looked at Milton. “What?” Joshua mouthed "the ring."  Milton mouthed "oh" and handed him the ring.  Eisenhower shook his head and grinned. He hoped he was a better pilot than a best man! Joshua and Katie then turned toward each other.
The mayor looked at them both and said to Joshua in French “Do you take her to be your lawful wedded wife until death do you part?” Joshua replied in French that he did. He put the ring on her finger. The mayor repeated the sentence to Katie, Joshua translating. She replied in French that she did. She put the ring on his finger.  Phyllis started crying softly. 
The mayor then said in French, “By the power vested in me by the country of Algeria, I now pronounce you man and wife.” He turned to Joshua, “You may now kiss the bride.” Joshua and Katie kissed.  Phyllis embraced Katie, as Joshua and Milton hugged.  The mayor kissed both Katie and Joshua on both cheeks.
Phyllis put on the recessional as Eisenhower shook Joshua's hand and congratulated him. “Thank you, sir.  And thank you for coming. We will tell our children about this,” replied Joshua.
Ike reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. “Oh, before I forget.” He handed Joshua an envelope.  “A small wedding present.” Joshua opened it and grinned.
“Thank you, sir!” Milt asked him what it was. “A three-day pass!” Both he and Joshua saluted Eisenhower, as did Katie and Phyllis. Ike returned the salutes and left.  A photographer came in and took wedding pictures. 
The mayor asked them to follow him to his desk to sign the wedding contract. Joshua and Katie went over to the mayor’s desk as Phyllis and Milt linked arms. First, Josh signed, and then Katie signed. Josh couldn’t help himself. Though he spoke almost fluent French and good Italian, he poured over the documents. He furrowed his brow, shook his head, and looked at Katie, concerned. “You know, my French isn't all that good.  I'm going to have to review the contract.  After all, I'm signing under duress.”
She shrugged, playing along. “You're the lawyer.  But whatever it said, you can believe it's a lifetime contract, and I'm holding you to it!” They heard a pop and looked over to see the mayor pouring from a magnum of champagne. He invited them all over and handed each a beautiful crystal glass bubbling with the wheat-hued liquid.
In French, he toasted to the happy couple, and Josh translated. They all clinked glasses and sipped champagne.  The sizzle between Katie and Josh could not be mistaken for anything else than complete and utter love in its purest form.
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Algiers had changed dramatically in the six months Katie had been there. Even though she was married, she didn’t see Josh as much as she would have liked. He was busier than ever, “cutting orders,” so he said, but he kept bringing her little things from various places, and not all of the items looked like they were from Africa. When she asked where something was from, he would grin and say, “From me, of course.”
After the surrender of German General Von Arnim, the vaunted Afrika Korps of the Germans was, to use their own words, kaput. Over 250,000 Germans surrendered and had to be put somewhere. Joshua’s group was handling it, but he was seldom there according to Sergeant Maxwell, the noncom that turned into the number one Joshua Wiseman fan after the confrontation between Josh and Von Arnim. 
But that was last month and now was no time to rest on their laurels. There was a continent to reclaim from the Nazis, and the Allies were now experienced fighters. Back home, Roosevelt’s “arsenal for democracy” was in full swing, and American patriotism was overflowing. Thousands of new American recruits were going to England and Africa to help liberate Europe and Asia. The tide was turning. After the victory of the British at the Battle of El Alamein the year before, Churchill said, “This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is the end of the beginning.”
The men in the conference room knew the truth of that quote. They were not over the hump. While the Allies had pushed the Nazis out of Africa, the Axis powers were still in control of Europe, and the generals in that room knew that it was going to be a difficult slog to defeat them. These men had been in North Africa since Operation Torch, and they knew how good the German Army was. On the wall, there was a map of Allied troop displacements in North Africa as well as a calendar.  The map on the conference room wall said “June 1943.” 
Although there were no arrows on any of the maps, the number of uniformed guards in and around the building were a testament to the importance of the gathering. The top generals and their adjutants from both the British and American armies were there, as was one lowly lieutenant colonel – Josh.
The meeting eventually broke up, leaving, in the room, Generals Eisenhower, Bradley, and Patton, as well as the head of the Office of Strategic Services and America’s top spymaster, General Bill Donovan, and Joshua. Eisenhower discussed troop displacements, and both Bradley and Patton asked about Ike changing his mind having Field Marshal Montgomery taking the eastern road to Messina.
Their plans were enhanced by a clever ruse called Operation Mincemeat where a British corpse was dressed up in an officer’s uniform and dumped off the coast of Spain with a code book that indicated the Allies were going to go toward Greece and Sardinia, not their true objective, Sicily.
“According to our man in Sicily, Mincemeat was a complete success.  The Nazis have spread out their forces in the Mediterranean, reinforcing Greece, Corsica and Sardinia, but leaving Sicily relatively lightly defended,” said Joshua. The look on Eisenhower and Bradley nodded, but Patton seemed skeptical. Donovan asked Josh how many divisions they would be up against. “Our intelligence is still coming in, but it looked like substantial units have been redeployed.  We believe only two to three divisions are left in Sicily.”
Eisenhower asked Patton for his assessment. “Messina is the key.  I'll take the Seventh into Noto.” Ike told Patton he was sorry, but he told Montgomery to take Messina and that Patton would land further west at Gela. Patton exploded. “Dammit, Ike!  It'll take him forever to reach Messina!”
“That's the way it has to be, Pat,” said Ike. “You and Brad will take the middle and protect Monty's flank.” General Bradley was every bit a professional as the other two, but unlike Patton, he knew that once Ike’s mind was made up, there was no use arguing. He turned to Joshua and asked him how reliable the intelligence around Gela was.
“Our man is a native of Gela,” said Josh.  I understand he is something of a local celebrity because he is an opera singer who made a good living in America.  He travels all through Sicily, and no one thinks anything of it.” Bradley asked him about projected casualties. “Since this is the first assault on European soil itself, we estimate that the Germans and Italians will fight hard.  Casualties are projected at ten to fifteen thousand Allied and fifteen to twenty thousand Axis.”
Patton shrugged. He looked at Josh. A lot was riding on this relatively inexperienced colonel’s word. He’d come through in the past, but a lot was riding on good intel. “Acceptable losses, if the intelligence is good.” He gave Josh the look that made many men even of higher ranks, quiver. “Colonel, have you ever met this man in Sicily?  Is he reliable?”
“Yes, sir, I've met him.  I've been in Sicily twice in the past two months,” said Josh. He paused and added, “But I’m tired of pasta. What I wouldn’t give for a nice steak.” That made Patton laugh, and it made Ike and Bradley grin. 
“You’re a brave bastard, Josh,” said Patton. “I have to meet with my staff tonight, but join me tomorrow, and you’ll have it.” Josh told him that he’d have to ask the missus first, and the four of them laughed. “Yup, you’re a married sonofabitch now, Josh,” said Patton, and they all laughed again. “Bring her along. My billet at six. Since you got it for me, you know where it is.” Patton grinned, but then his face clouded over, and he looked at Ike. “I still don't like playing second fiddle to that Limey, Ike.”
“I understand, Pat, but we need to maintain the alliance,” Eisenhower said. He looked over at Josh, and he gave Josh a big Kansan grin. “As long as you gentlemen are here...” He looked and nodded at Donovan who stood up.
“Colonel Wiseman, front and center,” said “Wild Bill Donovan” as they all knew him. Joshua looked confused, but an order is an order.  He moved over to Donovan. Eisenhower stood up, so Patton and Bradley did the same. Ike nodded for Donovan to continue. “Colonel Wiseman, for meritorious service to the United States Army, and for service far above and beyond the call of duty, it is my honor to present you with the Legion of Merit.  Congratulations, Colonel.”
Joshua was stunned, but he managed to salute and push out, “Thank you, General.”
They all saluted Josh. Josh was surprised to his core. He was just “that smart Jewish kid” as he was sometimes called in high school, from Council Bluffs, Iowa, and here he was in a room filled with some of the most important men in the world, being saluted. It was almost too much for him to process, but he remembered his training and snapped a salute back. Ike took out the silver eagle pin that designated Josh as a full colonel. Ike then took the oak leaf insignias on Josh’s shoulders and pinned Josh himself. Secretly, Josh wished Katie were here to see it. “I am promoting you to full bird, Josh.  Congratulations.  You are now officially the youngest colonel in the African theater of operations,” and Ike shook his hand.
The others lined up to shake Josh’s hand as well: first Patton, then Bradley, then Donovan. “Well,” Patton growled, “it's not as good as getting to Messina before Monty, but it's damn fine, Josh. Plus it’ll piss Monty off that the youngest colonel is American!” Bradley and then Donovan both offered their congratulations. Finally, Eisenhower said, “Okay, gentlemen.  Operation Husky is a go.  Best of luck…to all of us.”
“And let's hope that damn opera singer knows what the hell he's talking about,” growled Patton. “We’re talking about a lot more American lives if he’s wrong.” That brought Josh back down to Earth, and he prayed for the same thing.
*****
Later that evening at Le Reynard Qui Rit, the band was playing "You'd Be So Nice to Come Home To" as Joshua, still in his uniform, and Katie in her beloved burnoose, were seated by Marcel.  There were already yellow roses at the table, and a bottle of Veuve-Cliquot was chilling in a champagne bucket next to it.  Marcel seated both of them with great solemnity.
“Monsieur. Madame.” Marcel poured two glasses of champagne, the bubbles effervescing happily. “Bon appetit, mes amis.”
Joshua and Kate both thanked Marcel, and he walked away smiling. This surprised Katie because he always told them what the specialties of the evening were before he left, and there were no menus either, which surprised Katie.
Katie turned to Josh. “Honey, Marcel forgot the menus!” Joshua grinned and told her he took the liberty of ordering ahead. “Oh?  Is this a special occasion?”
“Of a sort,” said Joshua.
She picked up her glass. “Okay, my secret keeper.  To what or whom shall we toast?” 
“To Colonel Joshua Wiseman,” he replied.
Katie giggled. It was so unlike Josh to talk about himself or anything he did. She lifted the flute to her mouth. “Okay.” She started to put the flute to her lips.
“To full bird, Joshua Wiseman,” he said dramatically.
At first, she didn't understand, then it dawned on her. “Really?  Oh, honey!  That's wonderful!
He pulled out a small box and handed it to her. “Will you put them on me?” Katie took the box, took the silver eagles out of the box, got up and replaced the silver leaves on Joshua's epaulets – he had replaced the new eagles with the lieutenant colonel’s silver leaves so that she could pin the eagles on him.  She bent over and kissed him tenderly, then sat back down. “And that's not all.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his Legion of Merit.  Katie's eyes went wide.
“Is that a Legion of Merit?” she asked. He nodded, blushing a little. “And I suppose you got this because you push paper well,” she said teasingly.
Josh shrugged and grinned. “Extremely well.”
“Well, the promotion came with an increase in pay, right?” asked Katie. 
Joshua was a little non-plussed. Katie wasn’t the kind of woman who cared about money. If she were, she would have married that rich guy in New York. Joshua looked a little embarrassed. “I know we’ve talked about saving money, but I thought we could celebrate a little.”
Katie smiled. “Will you ever tell us what you do?” Joshua put the medal back in his pocket. He told her that he might when the war was over. Then it dawned on him what she said. His unspoken question was soon answered. “Yes, we are going to be blessed, sweetheart,” and she gave him a smile that almost sent him over the moon.
For once, Josh was at a loss for words.  Finally, he asked, “How can you be sure?”
Katie had a good laugh at that. She leaned across the table and kissed him. “Honey, I'm a nurse.  I'm sure.”
Josh reached over and held her hand, total joy on his face.  Then his face clouded over. “I have to get you out of here.” Katie said not to worry. She would go when her rotation was over. The look of concern on his face sent chills down her spine. Josh was always in total control which is why the sergeant in his office who used to mutter about “that damn Jew” now called him “poker face” with total respect. “No, I have to get you out of here now.”
“Why now?” asked Katie. “What’s going on, honey?” He really couldn’t tell her, but she had to go back to America. She could get a medical discharge because of the pregnancy. “Sweetheart, I don't know almost anything that you do, but I know it has been more than personnel administration. I never ask because I know that you really are not at liberty to tell me. But I have a job to do here, too. It’s very important to me. You have to promise me not to send me back home until after I start showing.”
“Honey, that could take months,” he said, not really knowing how long it could take. But he knew the invasion of Sicily was imminent and that a lot of doctors and nurses, including Martha, would be going. He also knew, based on her fitness reports, that Katie was due for a promotion, which was wonderful, but it also meant that she would probably be called to go to Sicily after most of the fighting in the south was over. He held her hand tightly. “I don't know that I could protect you from...” He shut up quickly and fiddled with his napkin.
“From what, honey?” she asked.
“I can't tell you, but it could be very dangerous.  You've already gone through enough,” he said softly.
“We all have,” Katie said with a small shrug. “I'm no more special than any other soldier.”
“You are to me,” said Joshua with all the love in his heart. For a split second that seemed to be an eternity, they just looked at each other.  Sizzle.
“Promise me,” she said earnestly. “Not till I'm showing.”
Joshua looked her in the eyes and nodded. They leaned across the table and kissed, two young lovers in the middle of a maelstrom that, for a second, simply didn’t exist. The love in their eyes clouded out the turbulence around them. They could have been at any restaurant anywhere in the world, and they still wouldn’t have had a care in the world.
They weren’t surprised when Marcel brought over a tureen of soup and started ladling it out. Their life’s course was charted, and nothing, not even a war, would keep them apart for long. They were sure of it, as sure as any two people who knew what real love was knew.
“Your vichyssoise, Madame,” said Marcel with a slight smile.  The only thing we serve that has anything to do with Vichy!”
Katie and Josh smiled, and Katie picked up her glass. “Vive la France, Marcel.” Josh raised his glass and said the same thing. She and Josh carefully clinked the beautiful crystal glasses, as sparkling and pure as their love.  Marcel started humming "La Marseillaise," and he ladled the soup in time to the tune, noticing that neither Katie or Josh even knew he was there. He smiled, thinking that Katie and Josh were the epitome of romantic love, and it made his heart sing.
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The airport outside of Algiers wasn’t as busy as it was before. The invasion of Sicily was over, but the fighting in Italy was still raging, and it was intense with lots of casualties on all sides. The American personnel in Algiers, however, had just celebrated a true Thanksgiving with real turkey and dressing thanks to Ike. Stalin, Churchill, and President Roosevelt were meeting in Iran. Even the news from the Pacific was positive. In one year, the tide had turned in favor of the Allies. 
However, for Katie, the war was over. She finally was convinced by Josh to formally announce that they were expecting. Josh and Katie received a nice note from Ike’s Chief of staff, General Bedell Smith, expressing Ike’s best wishes and thanks for all Josh had done. Josh had chased down Martha’s latest address. She had rotated out and was back in Kansas, re-married and surprisingly pregnant.
As for Katie, her parents were delighted she was coming home and said they couldn’t wait to meet Josh. Her mother, a true daughter of Ireland, sent her an Irish blessing in her last letter to Katie: “May the road rise to meet you, may the wind be always at your back. May the sun shine warm upon your face and the rains fall softly upon your fields. And until we meet again, may God hold you in the palm of his hand.” As for Joshua’s mother, finding out she had a grand-something on the way, softened her heart toward “that Catholic girl.”
As to Milt, he was flying sorties as the head of a squadron of P-47 Thunderbolts escorting bombers over Germany. Brother Bob had recovered and mustered out as 4F, and he would probably have a bad back from now on because of the cracked vertebrae suffered when his bomber crashed in the North Sea. Phyllis had married someone after she and Milt split up, but she was divorced not long after. She stayed in New Jersey and was working in a doctor’s office.
As to Katie, it was time to go. Several DC-3s were parked on the tarmac.  One was idling its engines, waiting for its last passenger. Katie was in her burnoose as she and Josh stood on the tarmac.  The wind blew it open to reveal her travel uniform and the "bump."  She rubbed her tummy thoughtfully.
“Do you have your orders?” Josh asked anxiously.
“Yes, sweetheart…for the fifth time,” she sighed.  “Algiers to Dakar.  Layover in Senegal, then to Natal Province in Brazil. On to British Guiana, and on to Miami.  From Miami, the train to Walter Reed hospital in D.C. I'll muster out there, then go to my parents in Norwalk.” 
“I'll get home as soon as I can,” he said. “They want me back at G-2.  Something about preparing for a War Crimes tribunal.” She asked if the rumors about what was happening in Germany and Poland were true. “I'm afraid so.  I can't go into details, but I'm afraid so.” 
“How can people do that to other human beings?” she asked, absent-mindedly rubbing her stomach. 
Joshua shook his head. “I don't know. I'll never know.  But we'll never forget.”
They both looked in the direction of the plane. People were boarding the DC-3. “I guess it's time.” Josh nodded sadly. “You come home to me and your son,” she said with a grin.
Joshua’s head jerked up. “Son? How do you know?”
Katie grinned. “Well, at this size at this time, if it's not a son, she's going to have a tough time finding a husband!”  They both laughed and hugged. “I love you, Joshua.  More than you can know.”
“My wild Irish rose,” he replied.
They kissed again, and Katie took off the burnoose. “Not exactly regulation, is it?”
“No, sweetheart.  It isn't.
Katie folded it up, and the hood, lined with doves, was on the top.  She put it under her left arm, stepped back, snapped to attention, and saluted. “Permission to board…Full Colonel Wiseman.”
He grinned and saluted her back. “Permission granted, First Lieutenant Adams.” She lowered her head slightly and gave him a bemused look. He blushed and corrected himself. “First Lieutenant Wiseman.” 
They looked at each other, then they embraced, the burnoose still tucked tightly against her side. “I love you, sweetheart,” she whispered.
Joshua held her tightly then slowly let her go. “I promise I won’t tell anyone. And you know I’m good at keeping secrets,” he grinned. Then he became serious. “I love you, Katie. Safe travels.”
“Come home to your son.” Katie walked quickly away, the burnoose under her left arm.  Josh watched her as she climbed the stairs.  She got to the top, turned, smiled, and waved.  He waved back. She got into the plane, and the door closed.  The engines revved, and the plane started to move down the runway.  It turned, gunned the engines, and off it went.
Josh sighed, then walked to the jeep.  He drove off.  As he did, the palm trees were swaying softly in the light African breeze.
*****
The attic was lighted by a single bulb, and the rain had stopped.  The sun was playing peek-a-boo with the clouds, and late afternoon patchy sunlight filtered through the window. Elise was alone with her thoughts. She sat under the attic’s lone bulb, the burnoose folded in her lap, the hood with the white doves showing.  A single tear fell down her cheek, and she wiped it away.
She put one hand on the burnoose as she reached into the trunk.  She took out an old photograph.  It was the wedding picture of her parents from Algiers. “I sure miss you both,” she said softly.  “I hope you are together again with little Billy.”
Bethany called to her from downstairs, “Mamalise!  Mom said to wash up for dinner.” Elise yelled back that she would be right down. Slowly, she put the framed photograph back.  She wrapped up the burnoose in the old paper and put the package back in the steamer trunk as well. 
A shaft of sunlight illuminated the steamer trunk, and Elise smiled sadly. Slowly, she closed the lid. Stenciled on the lid of the trunk was "2nd Lieutenant Katie M. Adams."  Under that was "0-340231." She snapped the metal clasp closed.
“Mamalise! Dinner!” yelled Bethany from below.
Elise yelled back. “Coming!” She looked one last time at the steamer trunk, wiped another tear from her eye, and sighed. She said softly to the trunk, “Happy birthday, Mama. Happy forever birthday.” Elise got up and stretched.  She slowly walked to the door of the attic and turned one last time.  She saw the fading sunlight on the trunk.  Sighing, then smiling, she reluctantly turned out the light and closed the door behind her.
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Katie and Joshua went on to have four more children, Elise being the youngest. Katie was by Joshua's side and held his hand when he died of his fifth heart attack at 58. When she was asked later in life why she didn't remarry, she remarked, "When you've lived with perfection, nothing else will do." Katie finally went to him when she was 88. 
Both were buried with military honors.
Through all the travails of their lives, they never raised their voices nor uttered a harsh word to each other...
...and they never lost the sizzle.
*****
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