THE TYPIST OF 1943
Elizabeth Levy was at sixty-six words per minute.  She was the fastest in the office.  Stacks of official correspondence would appear on the edge of her desk, all torn and faded and needing a polish, and she’d spend a ribbon putting them back into shape.  Six other women flanked her, but, at twenty years of age, she was the youngest by half.  Elizabeth didn’t have much in common with the other typists; they were married and had several children each.  Some of the children were in their teens — nearing Elizabeth’s own age.  Bonnie (the only worker she ever spoke with) who had straight hair and crisp eyebrows, who wore wool dresses in summer and starched cotton in the winter, was persistent with the matchmaking. 


“My son Jack is just your kind, Lizzy,” she’d suggest.  “He doesn’t smoke, you know.  That can be a good point.  He goes to church and doesn’t swear or fight.”


What did Bonnie know about Elizabeth’s “kind”?  Elizabeth never went to church unless it was Christmas or Easter.  Instead, she preferred to sleep long hours on Sundays, lying shirtless under the soft sheets of her bed, the covers down to her navel, the bedroom window open and the scent of flowers blowing in the breeze.  She knew someone might be peeping through the drapes, but she didn’t care.  She never covered herself.  They were allowed to look.  She didn’t think a man like Jack would approve of that.  Besides, Elizabeth was far too smart for a hand-me-down.  She knew that there would be a brighter future beyond the local war offices — re-typing damage reports and manifests, death notices and telegrams.  In a year, at most, the war with Germany would be over, then hopefully the surrender of Japan.  The soldiers would come home and, once more, life in England would be normal.  At least she hoped.  Every man she winked at had been called into service.  However, she was thankful for them not taking Reg away, because, without him, days would be melancholy indeed.


Reg MacQuarry had bad vision.  His lenses were thick and made his eyes bulge in cartoonish exaggeration.  Aside from that, he was a handsome man, she supposed, with a square chin and high cheekbones.  Moreso, he was a sharp dresser, three-piece and classic, even with a kerchief tucked in his breast pocket, a holdover from more formal times.  He worked in the second floor offices of her building, and, at about the same time each day, he would come into the room for typists and set down a stack of files to be organized, thanking the ladies and going away without much ado.  The work always came to Elizabeth, whose desk had the only empty quadrant, due to her diligence and speed. 


After a few weeks of this routine, Elizabeth decided to ask Bonnie about him. “Who is that man?” she said in a whisper.  


“Reginald MacQuarry.  All business, isn’t he?”  


“What’s he do?”  


“He’s an administrator.  Works with the upper manager.  I think he’s Welsh.”  Bonnie gave the information out in short, uninterested bursts.  Elizabeth wasn’t quite satisfied, but let her questions stop, as she didn’t want to be a nuisance.  Besides, this Mr. MacQuarry didn’t even seem to notice her!  For months now he had rocketed past, all straight and minding his steps.  He kept his instructions to the girls at the absolute briefest.  The man didn’t appear nervous, just exact.  


Elizabeth looked to his ring finger on his next visit.  


Empty.  


Even though she wasn’t particularly attracted to the administrator — he was too stiff for a man that young, too serious — she did, in some odd way, begin to anticipate his visits.  Like clockwork, he would appear, and she found herself waiting for Reg MacQuarry to show.      


One night she had a vivid dream about him.  They were picnicking together by the water.  He had set up a black-and-yellow umbrella to shade her.  Far out from shore, she thought she could see objects in the tide.  They were metal and placed like sculpture, or giant letter X’s.  She asked Reg what they were, but he didn’t answer, he just kissed her on her ear, and she twisted away, laughing…


It had begun.  Her eyes were on Reg MacQuarry.


The Monday following the dream, there he was again with a clutch of papers.  Same as ever, Reg stacked them on the spare corner of Elizabeth’s desk, ready to give his usual short, sharp instructions, when she grabbed his fingers, startling him.


“Mr. MacQuarry,” she stuttered, more nervously than she had intended.  “What are these?”  She turned his palm up and gestured to the tips of his right-hand fingers, which were harshly callused.  “Have you been in your garden?”


Flatly, he replied, “No, Miss.  I play trumpet and piano.  These come with practice.”  He tugged his hand away and shoved it down deep in his trouser pocket.  He rattled off orders in his usual fashion, and, when finished, turned on his heel and went out the way he came.  


Elizabeth hadn’t heard a word of his instructions.  


She felt Bonnie’s eyes.  “Working in his garden?” the older woman mocked in a singsong.  “Wot was that about?”


“He’s a musician,” she replied, giving away no girlish affection in the phrase.  “Now he’s not so much of a mystery.  It bothers me that we see him so often and we don’t know a thing about him, except that he may or may not be Welsh.”   


Bonnie paused and looked back to her Underwood.  She mumbled into her shoulder, “Well, you don’t know much more about any of us…”  


The swipe went uncorrected by Elizabeth.  Elizabeth didn’t feel the need to know the other typists.  These ladies were older and unhappy.  They were pessimists by nature, poor by destiny, and ignorant by choice.  Bonnie was the only one with any kindness.  They would not take away her feelings of loneliness and emptiness, of being twenty and not being allowed to be a woman, of putting all your romantic hopes and wishes into a basket, to wait until the fighting was over then have them plucked, one by one, by men with no legs, no appreciation, rotten with the sights of mates blown up by shellfire and riddled with bullets.  No thanks.  She’d place her bets on the administrator.


Reg came to their floor once more that same afternoon. This time he had only a few pages of work.  Usually when there was such a small amount, the correspondence pertained to some kind of urgent matter.  He laid the sheets down on Elizabeth’s desk corner, turned, and was gone without a smile.  She flipped through the stack.  It was not priority work.  More of the same.  It was certainly not worth a second trip; it could have been bundled for the next day.  Yet he had walked it down, had hand-delivered it and slid it onto the top of her desk, and hers alone.  


Reg MacQuarry had noticed her.


Through those thick spectacles she may have been a mere blur to him, but her long red curls could be seen from aeroplanes, and he simply loved her voice.  She was without that working-class accent, that slang or customary office chirp that came with so many girls in the secretarial pool.  She was a lady, of sorts, among the drab clutter of the war offices.  He wanted to give her a closer look. 


Reg had accepted the position of administrator gladly, wanting to contribute to the war effort but a little too old and a little too blind to be a foot soldier.  I could have done it, he told himself in old-world bravado, fight and kill with bayonet, bloody, close-quarters or from a pillbox, rifle sights to assassinate the enemy.  He did not like his usefulness to be questioned.  For most of his life, he wrapped his emotions very tight.  Now that trait served him well — helping to emulate the foxholes of Europe, bleak and crowded, where life was humorless.  When he played music at night, down in the basement of his flat, respectful of the other residents, he would pretend the community laundry room was a bomb shelter and that there were listeners starving for beautiful music in a half-moon around him.  It gave his renditions soul and his repertoire grew to crowd-pleasing proportions, despite no attendees.  


This was for his trumpet.  His piano was different.


He kept an out-of-tune upright hidden in his first-floor bedroom.  There was no other place for it in his tiny apartment, the small living room and the efficiency kitchen.  The damper on, he would be figure out harmonies and runs, exploring the detections of patterns.  It was a parlor game of appreciation.  However, beside his bed, everything rang hollow.  Unlike in the basement, where the notes were booming, the blankets and drapes of his room, along with the poorly tuned piano notes, clashed like muffled gunshots.  This was not the war.  This was Reg MacQuarry against the world.  He liked being alone, but not being lonely.  The sad fact was that there was really never an audience, either upstairs or down.   


Elizabeth made a pretense one day to ask him a question.  Slipping out during the afternoon teatime, she followed the building’s signs to the administrator’s floor.  Curled in her left hand, she held a death certificate.


At first, she suspected that she would never find Reg.  The administration floor was not a clearly defined collection of open offices, like the fourth and fifth floors.  It was a series of closed doors.  She passed the sequence of numbered rooms — 18,15,22,25, the teens on the right, the twenties on the left.  It makes no sense why they should number the doors like that, she thought; it makes it impossible to find anyone.  Just when she reached the furthest windows, at the end of the floor, and she was about to turn and just have her tea with Bonnie, Elizabeth saw that one of the office doors was propped open.  It wouldn’t hurt to ask directions after coming all this way, she thought, and gave the unnumbered door a light tap with her knuckles.


“Excuse me,” she began. “Could you tell me — ”


It was him, looking up from notepad with his legs crossed, head back, pencil in his mouth, thinking.  When Reg saw her, he straightened up, surprised.  “Yes?” he sputtered, dropping the notepad on his blotter.  Elizabeth caught a glimpse of what was written on the pad, and it made her change her tactics…


“Oh — is that music?”


There were two parallel staffs, littered with notes — quarter notes and half notes — scrawled.  


“It’s nothing.  How can I help you, Miss?”  He hated the way his voice sounded, but he could not modulate it.  She gave him a smile, apparently expecting these formalities.  Reg liked the way her top lip creased the part under her nose when she smiled.  Elizabeth held out the curled paper in her hand.


“I have a question,” she began.


“Yes?”  He took the paper from her and unrolled it.  He gave a quick scan.  “What about it?”  


“It’s a death certificate.”


“I know, I can see that.”  He looked again — had he missed something?  


She came forward and put her palms flat on his desk.  She leaned into him, turning her body slightly.  A button on her blouse was undone and he could see the lace of her white brassiere, contrasted with the flat skin of her stomach.  He did not think the display was intentional.  “Look at the name,” she directed.


His eyes went to the name of the deceased.  “Reginald R. MacQuarry,” he said, nodding.  “I suppose you were checking to see if I was dead.”  


She pulled back, shrugging like an innocent.  


He studied the paper a bit more.  “It seems this Mr. MacQuarry was from Whitby, whereas I was born in a town called Burnby, to the south, near the coast.  And… he appears to have been only eighteen, whereas I am twenty-five.”  He held the paper back out for her to take.  “I don’t think they mean me…” As Elizabeth took it, she could tell he wanted to laugh, but would never.  “I appreciate you bringing it to my attention,” he said.


“Unusual, don’t you think, Mr. MacQuarry?  Two men with the same name?”


“Umm,” he nodded, smiling.  “Yes.”  Again, he picked up his notepad, scratching through the musical notes with wide swipes of his pencil.  He did not know why she was still standing there.  “You’ll miss your tea — ” he began.


“I don’t want it.”


“Yes, I know how you feel.  I often miss good tea.”


She saw another opening.  “When we win the war,” she said, “maybe it will taste strong again — not like…hot water.  Some flavor would be nice.”


“Yes,” he agreed, nodding and continuing to scratch out his notes. Why was she still here?

She was surveying his desk, looking for signs of a wife or a girlfriend — a photograph or a card, “Love you, dear.”  There was nothing.  It was the desk of a young man of business.  Serious business.  She turned on her heel.  Giving up suddenly seemed like a brilliant idea.  It was too hard to flirt with a brick.  “Well… good day, Mr. MacQuarry,” she surrendered with more finality than she had intended.  She kept her smile affixed until her leading foot was in the hall.


“Miss?” he called out after her.


She turned.  “Yes, Mr. MacQuarry?”


“What would you think about dinner?”


She eased back into the office, hoping those glasses didn’t prevent him from seeing the hope in her.  “Dinner.”  She said it as a statement.  


He picked her up in a taxi around six o’clock.  They ate at the Blue Top on Eaton Square.  He had fish; she had beef.  They talked about trumpets, and the war, and not much else.  Most of the evening was spent in awkward excavation of moderately interesting topics. 


During the first course, Reg removed his eyeglasses to clean them.  She took the time to stare into his face; she knew he couldn’t see her; she was just a blur.  Elizabeth even craned to look at his neck, which sported a slight rash from a shave too close, leading to powerful shoulders that betrayed his static office existence.  His hair was dark and   cut short, parted to the left (a bit too far of field), but wearing his waistcoat and tie, without those glasses, there was a touch of film star.  Awkward yet pleasing to the eye.  


(She had worn her shortest skirt — a near violation.  She didn’t follow the public with that nylon fakery, painting a line up the leg for the sake of naturalistic illusion.  She left her legs bare, but crossed them like a lady.  Her shirt was buttoned to the top.  Before the taxi arrived, Elizabeth had debated whether to put her hair up or leave it down, finally choosing to let it loose around her shoulders.  She was pleased with the decision.)  


When he hailed another taxi to drop her back home, all he said was “goodnight” and gave a tip of his hat.  He didn’t bend to open the door for her.  Elizabeth at first assumed it was so he could glimpse her undergarments as she swung onto the sidewalk.  Yet when she made the move, she realized that he was sparing her that embarrassment.  If he had gotten off the curb to take her hand, he surely would have seen more than was intended.  He was a gentleman after all.


In her room, again she lay shirtless in the bed, leaving on her wool skirt.  She did not have the energy to remove it.  Let the neighbors see me, she thought, for I don’t mind my reputation with strangers.  She dreamed of another picnic at the beach, another yellow-and-black umbrella, and poles in the distance.  


Bonnie suspected the affair with Reg, but she was the only spy.  None of the other typists had the proximity for it.


Each day, Reg would drop off his documents and Elizabeth would, in due turn, go to his office with more and more questions.  


Some days, he would suggest dinner.  Some dinners, he would kiss her.  Some kisses would make them both dizzy.  It was a nice, comfortable beginning for them both, full of flower-openings and silences that became easier and easier to withstand. 


After a month, Elizabeth wanted to see where he lived.  Reg had never invited her back to his flat.  All their dinners had been about town, with everything proper and people around to second-hand chaperone.  He was a private man, that was obvious, but there were glimpses of a daily nature that she wanted to investigate, to learn and to understand. 

One night, she came to his flat uninvited.  She heard him playing an Oswald Copping tune on his piano.  The music drifted out the open window, through the fall air, and into the ears of his admirer.  It was beautiful, not dead like he described.  (She knew he preferred the basement, and his trumpet.)  She shouted his name up to be let in.


The bedroom did not seem the same with her in it.  Reg noticed this straight away.  It was full and bright and alive.  She’d call out song titles — “In A Sentimental Mood” or “Life Is A Puzzle” — and he’d play it, or try to, using only his ear and his ten fingers for ten notes.  The only song he knew best, played well and with all the accents and precision required, was the popular song “Wishing Will Make It So.”  To Elizabeth, it was out-of-date, originally from a film.  Yet Reg loved to play it.  She’d compliment him and kiss his neck, her arms around his stomach.  It was that way for months more.


At Christmas time, she let him into her own flat, to make love to her underneath the window.  She shut her drapes that night and never opened them again.  He stayed with her until morning, never leaving her, waking fresh and gripping her leg like a monkey, not letting go.  


It was a Tuesday.  Reg began to insist that she not take the bus to work, as she would any other day, but instead let him drive her to the offices.  “It’s too soon for a scandal,” she declared.  She did not have the stomach for a lecture from Bonnie and the others.  Not yet, anyway. 


Induction notices come in blue envelopes marked “Ministry of Defense.”  Reg found one in his post box shortly after the New Year of 1944.  He threw it on his countertop, along with his brown sack of groceries, and stared the letter down like it was a dead mouse, discovered.       


He prepared his dinner for two without opening the letter, trying to remain ignorant, thinking that it might just go away, or transmute into a belated Happy Christmas or New Year’s wish from some relative.  It stayed there, blue and determinate.  It was a half-hour before Elizabeth would arrive expecting roast potatoes and steak, and he had to get cracking.  


Probably just a reminder to check in, register my name again, he thought.  They know about my eyes.  I wouldn’t do them a lick of good.  


If it was truly nothing, there was no need to let it continue to cloud his night.  After all, Elizabeth promised to wear her best dress, and he was looking forward to being seated across from that beautiful, graceful woman.  This peace shouldn’t be killed.  Tomorrow morning, he would open the letter to find it was nothing, his evening mood ruined.  He tore the letter open at the edges, roughly.


Scraps of blue paper envelope fell to his feet.



At suppertime, Elizabeth arrived in her dress.  She kissed him on the ear and put her pocketbook on the armoire. “Is something wrong?” she asked without hesitation  “You look strange.”   


“No,” he replied.  “Try this.”  He lifted a hot stewed tomato to her lips, cupping his hand underneath. 


She took a gentle bite and nodded.  “I like that.”  


He turned back to his pots, letting his glasses steam a bit.  He didn’t bother to wipe them.  The steam hid his eyes.  


Even with his back to her, Elizabeth knew something was wrong.  “Reg,” she asked nervously, “what’s the matter?”


He stalled another moment then gave instructions. “Go look on the bed.”


In his room, in the center of his tightly made bed, was the letter.  (The blue envelope lay beside.)  She sat down on the edge and started to read.  Reg, after too long a time, realized that she hadn’t returned and went to find her.  She was crying softly with her face turned to the piano.  He put his hand on her shoulder, but took it away rather quickly.  He sat on the bench of the upright and formed a 7th chord, letting it ring.  It didn’t seem right in the room.


“This is awful,” she said.  


He played a major 13.  Still not right.


“It’s unfair,” she said. 


“I know.”


An augmented triad.  Too reaching.


“I don’t want them to take you.  It’s not fair.”  She was crying harder now.  Reaching out she clamped her hand on his suspenders, holding on.  “Stupid war.  It’s over.  They don’t need you — what… what good could you possibly do?”


He felt a bite of defensiveness.  “I could help,” he protested. “They need men — healthy, organized, intelligent men.  It’s not over, you know.  Many of my mates from university have already gone, been killed — ” He regretted saying this last, and turned. “Don’t worry, that won’t be me.”


(An octave, low.)


“I don’t want you to go,” she said.


“Not much choice, is there?”  


“But your eyes!”


“Well, the British government obviously doesn’t care about that anymore.”


Suddenly hopeful, she talked on.  “It’s a mistake!  You see, Reg?  Someone’s made an error.  Someone’s taken you off one list and put you on another!”


“Got me confused with the other Reginald MacQuarry?  The dead one?”


She was quiet again, slumping.  “I typed that,” she confessed.  “There was an incomplete certificate in my bundle, and I thought it would be… Oh, never mind.”  He turned on the bench to look at her.  Elizabeth had folded herself up on the bed, covering her eyes with her bare arm.  Her pretty dress, the one he admired more than any of her clothes, now looked mourning-black in the dim light of the bedroom.  Her soft right leg, hanging down over the lip of the bed, was trembling, and she cradled her stomach as if sustaining a blow.  He wanted to lie beside her, to kiss her.  But he just turned back to the piano keys.


“Wishing…


Will Make It So…”


He played the tune.  What was he inferring? she thought.  Damn him, he thinks I’ve killed him with my prank.  All he would have to say was that he wouldn’t go.  It took only that, for her to say she loved him. 


“If I go,” he mumbled through his ten notes, “I won’t be gone for more than two years.”  She didn’t take her arm from her eyes.  “I know that… sounds like a lot.  But it’s not.  Others — they’ve been gone for nearly six.  Two years, and we’re winning, you know.  I’ll probably be at a desk — clacking away at forms.  You and I — we’ll be the same profession, Elizabeth… typists.”  He turned to see if his levity had melted the girl, but she lay there, lifeless.  “You could pine for me — there’s something romantic in all that, don’t you think?”


“I don’t want to joke about it,” she scolded.


He picked up the tempo of the number.  It felt false and forced.


“You want to know something,” he said, suddenly stopping the song.  “I don’t want to go.”


This made her come out of hiding, and sit on her elbows to see his face.


“I don’t want to go,” he said again.  “I love you and I want to stay.”


She hugged him tight.  


They swayed, Reg on the piano bench, Elizabeth on the tip of the bed.  In the kitchen, the tomatoes bubbled up and the steak overcooked.  Neither of them would eat, but they’d lie in his bed, crying and making plans for after the war, for babies and for fortune.  He’d be killed June 11th, 1944 from stepping on two landmines, one German and one British, an Underwood typewriter in his arms.  


Letter keys went everywhere.
