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1. 

VALENTINE PARTY 

~ ~4 ~~~~a,; A--;-~4y 
A/-,-i..;;t I ha~ to 9-fill Judge Williams and continue a drunk driving cas:k'd ~ 

v~~~u-/~~~~ 
forgotten about. i,lc,.Atbe kind of a D. A. that will never try a drunk driver ~ 

when I have a hangover... Then I had to shave an1s~t ~se~ ~t?. _IIIJ' d~er ~ 
- ~~ ~ , ~44-"- -

clothes and then tug and lurch Maida into her girdle and then run to the 
A ~ 

hotel to keep the orchestra from passing out before the rib dance. The badd 
A. 

had arrived in town from Milwaukee that morning and I had Leo, the hotel 

bartender, call me at the office and giv~ins • during the after
A 

noon. 
0

Leo called me at 3:00 P. M. tC,inform me that the band had switched 

from Martinis to straight gin en the third round. Later on, after the 

eighth round of gin, I had asked Leo to shut them off. He had done so, but 

had excitedly 'phoned back in ten minutes and told me that the boys had 

moved on to the Main Drift, a miners' saloon across the street. 

When I got to the hotel three members of the band were in bed and the 

fourth, the leader, was back down in the bar trying to put the make on Elsa, 

the blonde barmaid. Not that I frowned on his taste, the Lord knows, but 

this scarcely seemed the thing for him to do with the rest of his band up

stairs placidly passed out in bed. 

"Hello, Elsa," I said. "Seen any members of the band?" 

~ 

"Yes,.!!!:.• Biegler," Elsa said smiling, stressing the mister as she 

always did when anyone else was around. "Mr. Pingori, the leader here, is 
a~~~,~ /2~~✓~ . 

telling me he thinks It d make a wonderful songstress with his ban/a4,d. He wants ~~ ,,,/ --:. , - u 
~ 4.~..-n,~ ..r ... 

to give me an audition tonight after work.~ Someone in a booth pressed the • 

buzzer and Elsa glided away~ ~ ~. 

Pingori slid off the bar stool and snapped to attention. He was a tall boy, 

in his late twenties, I guessed, and his hair glistened with bear grease. 



"Mr. Paul Biegler, I presume, 11 he said gravely, extending his hand and trying 

not to sway. 

"Ah, Mr. Pingor,," I said. 11 I caught your quartet over the radio last 

month. Permit me to say that I think your piano has all of the drive and 

technical brilliance of Art Tatum without his annoying frills." 

Pingori was my man after that and wanted to buy me a drin.i:. I shook my 

head, no. He was still wearing his discharge button, and I noticed him 

looking for mine. He might have known I wouldn1 t have worn one of the things 

on a tuxedo, even if I had ooe, but I guess he was too tight to notice. Ah, 

here it was coming ••• 

"What outfit were you in, Mr. Biegler?" he politely asked .. 

"Outfit?" I said, pretending surprise. "What do you mean, 1 outfitf? 11 

"I mean in the War? What branch of the service were you in?" he said. 

"Oh, that," I said, laughing. "I wasn't in any outfit. The only war I 

fought in was right here in the battle of Chippewa, Michigan. Too young for 

the first War-too old for the last, I guess ••• 11 

"Oh," he said, fumbling for a cigarette. 

It's a funny thing, that I s what •they all say; Just "oh, 11 and they get 

that wary look and a kind of film comes over their eyes-itts hard to explain-

and you feel curiously alone and walled out of some sort of swcret fraternity. 

The whole thing is preposterous, I know, but there it is. Take Alex Bongsto, 

for instance. Alex and I had gone through all the grades and highschool to-

gether. I had even played substitute forward on the same basketball team on 
~-tu-,-~ 

which he starred. When I'd gone on to college at Ann Arobr Alex had stayed ,,. 
home -and became the typical small town star athlete, the kind that mentally 

their jock-straps, who still kee~~istant 
/\ 

refuse ev~r to hanf up 

roar of the crowd ••• 



" 

~~-Vc.-. 
~he time of Pearl Harbor Alex J.::! nothing ..... fa big, amiable drunken 
~ A Ac 

bum, ~riving ·a cab tor Bruno Solari. Tben he'd gone to war and had tlown 

some sixty lliasions over Germany as a bombardier. Now h• wae back home 

again, a canmon ~~again, bwmning quarters again, still wearing the faded 

~·~ "C~ hie ragged hi9baetswl sweater, still driving the very same cab for 

Bruno Solari... Yet Alex had given • the same treatment u Pi.Dgori, the 

Jlilwaukee piano man. "Oh," they bad both said when the7 learned I hadn't been 

to war. 

"Will you have a drink?" Pingori repeated. 

"Not now, thanks, 11 I said. "llaybe later. It e"Yer.,thing g~• well du.ring 

tbe tiret fn numbers, 7ou'll !ind.a little oa■is set up behind the piano. 

What intermiseions are you taking?" 

"Twenty minutes at eleven and another twent1 at one ••• You sure you 

won't have a drink?" 

"I'll see you during the tirat intermieaion. In the .uantiae, supposing, 

Mr. P1ngori," I said, laughing, "supposing 7ou go upstairs and shake your 

pla,-ates awake and ~hem into a~wer, get them dressed, get eome food 
~ ~ • 

into them, and be read7 for the kick-ott at ten o'clock? It'•~~-~ 
A . 

now. What do you say?" 

"Okay, okay-, " Pingori ■aid, slightly mitt ed. "We've ne.,er mi1&ed a 

plafing engagement 7et. An:p,a7. will we have our drink later?" The thing had 
) 

becaae a minor obsession with the man. 

"Sure, sure," I said. "Prompt at eleven. It'• a deal. l.9' 1 • I ehait\ih 

Say, b7 the wa1, what outfit were you in during the war?" 

There was the quick, warr look again. Then: "Oh, that... Why I was in the 

Navy. Stationed &t Great Lakes." He saw the question in rq e19a. "No, I never 

left the place during the entire three 79ars. Played in the band.• 

"/Jt,,,,'' j)~, ~~fo,.4 u~ . 

t * * 



w=~,., r~ ..-fk 
Elsa came up when she saw me alone. Th8A?lace was pretty quiet, so I put 

a nickel in the bar jukebox station to cover o~ talk •.• 

"Any bulletins?" I said, lighting her cigarette. 

"Not yet, 11 she said. 

"How late are you?" 

"Five days over. 11 

"You •ve been that before!Q 

11N o," she said. 

"Yes-you remember during the war you went damn near two weeks?" 

"That rs difi'erent. Then I was worried about Alex and everything. 11 

"Now that you're single again I suppose there• s nothing to worry about?" 

"Don't be mean, Polly ••• I-I mean, I shouldn't be la~e this time ••• 

Oh, I don't know what I mean." 

"Steady, Elsa," I said. 

"Don't always say that. I hate it when you keep saying that, Polly." 

11Has Alex bothered you l ately?" 

"Not since he served that thirty days-after the night he came here DUix 

around Christmas and demanded to know who I was stepping out with during the war. 11 

"Hm... Do you suppose he really knows? 11 

"No. If' he did you'd know about it. Damn fast. II 

111 suppose ••• Hm ••• 11 

"Are you going to see me tonight?" 

111 111 try. You know how it is. 11 

"You mean about h!!.£? 11 

"Yes, of course. I think she's beginning to wonder." 

"How will I know?" 



"How will you know what?" 

"If you can make it tonight?" 

"I 1 ll call you from the upstairs pay-phone. 11 

"The record's almost done. Want a drink?" 

"Yes, for lod's sake. Make it a double scotch. I 1ve got to hurry up-
@.dt;t 

stairs to that damn HttaeenJ\dinner party. I'm late now. Then I've got to 

herd them all out and play janitor while they make a dance floor out of the ,, 
dining room. 

"How you suffer." 

"Ain't it the truth?" 

"You're a hard man, Paul Biegler." 

"I wouldn't harm a fly, Elsa," I said. "You see-I don't like flies. 11 

"You're a hard man," she repeated. 

"Skoal, Mrs. Bongsto, 11 I said, lifting .icy- glass. 

Let me tell you now that any man that accepts the chairmanship Qf the 

program committee of one of these social clubs ought to rwi gaily and surrender 

to the nearest psychiatrist. During the War when my father-in-law, Walter 

Holbrook, first got me the job, I thought it was the civilian equivalent of 

winning the Purple Heart. I now plainly see that being program chairman for 

the Chippewa Club is just a polite and thrifty way of getting the services 

of a musical impressario, a janitor, and a shepard of drunks of both sexes, 

all for nothing. 

First you have to line up the goddam band. It's no trick at all to get 

a dozen local bands with their loud wailing sasaphones, always a half key n. 

above or below the rest of the outfit. But I'd much rather dance to a jukebox 



or stay away entirely than listen to the ponderous death chants of these 

local bands. Personally I've always preferred a good small band on the order 

of Benny Goodman's trio or quartet or King Cole's trio or Joe Mooney's quartet 

to the biggest name band in the business. Of course the Chippewa Club wouldn't 

spend that kind of money, even if it had it, but if you keep your eyes open 

you can always find a reasonably priced good small band in Chicago or Milwaukee 

or Green Bay tlxit will be glad to come up to Chippewa for a one-night stand. 

Especially when they know that good old Polly Biegler always plants a nice 

little nest of gin and all the fixings on a bridge table behind a screen just 

behind the grand piano. 



Pir•t I had to oall Juda• "1JU1■• and oont.inae a drank dri•in& oue.I•d 

forgotten abOGt. I•• the kind ot a D. A. t.hat will nner t17 a drank dri•er 

wbm Iba•• a ban&cner... Tben I had to •h••• and 1•t. -,.elf into-, dinner 

olot.h•• and \ben tug and larch llaida into ber prdl.• and then run t.o t.be 

bot.el to k .. p t.b• orobe•tra tram paHinl oa Htwe tb• Ilia danoe. Tb• badd 

had affi-Yed 1n town from KllwaukN t.hat aom1ng and I had Leo, tb• bot.el 

bart.ender, oall • at th• ottloe and &i•• • bulle\ill• all cbarina t.be att•r

DOOD·. Leo oalled • at. )100 P. •• t.1 intona • that. \be bud bad awit.obecl 

trca llanini• to et.raiab' gill m the third roand. Later on, after t.be . 
eicht.b round ot gin, I bad uked Leo to •but. th• oft. lie bad dcllle •o, but 

had exoitedJ.T I pbOAed baok 1n ten llinllt.e• and told • tbat the bo19 bacl 

■Ofed on to the Main Drift,, a ■in•N' aaloon aoroe• be at.red. 

When I aot to th• hotel three .,.ra ot the band"" 1n Nd and the 

toartb, the leader, wa• baok dOIIID in the bar t.l'JiDI t.o p&t. t.be wake on Ila&, 

the blonde banaid. lot. tblat. I tro11Ded a bia \a•t•, the Lord kawa, bat. 

t.bie aoara•l.J' eeemed tb• thing tor b1a to do with t.b• reet. ot bi• l»and ap

atair• plaoidl7 puHd ollt 1n bed. 

•Hello, llaa,• I aaid. •s ... aq ...,.r• ot the band?• 

•tea, Kr. Biegler,• Ila aaid a■1lina, at.rea•in& th• ■lat.er aa ab• 

a1..,. did whm anJOM .1 .. wu around. •11r. Pin&ori, t.be leader here, 1a 

tellina •bethink• I'd ■-• a wondertlll. aoaaet.na• with b1a band. lie want• 

to &1•• • an audit.ion tcmi&bt alt.er work.• Saaan• ill a boot.b preHed \be 

buszer and Ra glided ••&7• 

. Pingori •lid oft t.b• bar at.ool and mapped to att.at,ian. • wu a t,all boJ, 

1n bia late \nnt.iff, I 1u••aed, and bia hair &liet.ened with NU' ........ 



"Mr. Paul Biegler, I presume," he said gravely, extending his hand and trying . 
not to sway. 

"Ah, Mr. Pingore," I said. "I caught your quartet over the radio last 

month. Permit me to say that I think your piano has all ot the drive and 

technical brilliance ot Art Tatum without hie annoying trills." 

Pingori was my man atter that and wanted to buy me a drini. I ehook my 

head, no. He was still wearing his discharge button, and I noticed him 

looking for mine. He might have known I wouldn't have worn one of the things 

oo a tuxedo, even it I had one, but I guess he was too tight to notice. Ah, 

here it was coming ••• 

"What outfit were you in, Mr. Bieiler?" he politely asked. 

"Outtit?" I said, pretending surprise. "What do you mean, •out.tit''?" 

"I mean in the ar? What branch ot the service were you in?" he said. 

"Oh, that," I said, laughing. "I wasn't in any outtit. The only war I 

fought in was right here in the battle ot Chippewa, Michigan. Too young for 

the first War-too old tor the last, I guess ••• " 

"Oh," he said, tumbling tor a cigarette. 

It• a a runny thing, that's what they all say, Just "oh," and they get 

that wary look and a kind of tilm comes over their eyes--it 1 s hard to explain

and you teel curiously alooe and walled out of some sort of ncret fraternity. 

The whole thing is preposterous, I know, but there it is. Take Alex Bongsto, 

for instance. Alex and I had gone through all the grades _and highschool to

gether. I had even played substitute torward on the same basketball team on 

which he starred. When I'd gone on to college at Ann Arobr Alex had stayed 

home and became the typical small to-wn star athlete, the kind that mentally 

refuse ever to hand up their jock-straps, who still keep hearing the distant 

roar ot the crowd •.• 



At the time ot Pearl Harbor Alex was nothing but a big., amiable drunken 

bum., driving a cab tor Bruno Solari. Then he'd gone to war and had tlown 

some sixty miesions over Germany as a bombardier. Now he was back home 

again, a common drWlk again, bumming quarters again, still wearing the faded 

Con his ragged highschool sweater., still driving the very aame cab for 

Bruno Solari ••• Yet Alex had given me the same treatment as Pingori., the 

Milwaukee piano man. "Oh," they bad both said when they learned I hadn't been 

to war. 

"Will you have a drink?" Pingori repeated. 

"Not now, thanks," I said. "Maybe latar. I! everything goes well during 

the first few numbers, you'll find a little oaais set up behind the piano. 

What intermissions are you taking?" 

"Twenty minutes at eleven and another twenty at one.•• You sure you 

wa'\' t have a drink?" 

"1 111 see you during the tirst intermission. In th~ meantime., supposing., 

Mr. P1ngori., 11 I said., laughing, "supposing you ~o upstairs and shake yo\ll' 

playmates awake and head them into a shower, get them dressed, get some tood 

into them, and be ready tor the kick-oft at ten o'clock? It'• nearly eight 

now. What do you say?" 

"Okay., okay," Pingori said, slightly miffed. "We've never miHed a 

playing engagement yet. Anyway will we have c,ur drink later?" The thing had 

beoan.e a minor obsession with the man. 

11S1.U'e., s 1re," I said. "Prompt at elnen. It'• a deal. Let•• au ehake. 

Say., by the way, what outfit were you in during the war?" 

There was the quick, wary look again. Then: 11Ob, that... Why I was in the 

Navy. Stationed at Great Lakes." He eaw the question in my eyes. "No, l never 

left the place during the entire three years . Played in the band." 



Elsa came up when ahe saw me alone. The place was pretty quiet so I put 

a nickel in the bar jukebox station to cover out talk ... 

"An1 bulletins?" I aaid, lighting her cigarette. 

"Not yet," she said. 

"How late are 7ou?" 

"Five da7a over." 

"You •ve been that betore'U 

"No," she said. 

·"Yea-1ou remember during the war you went dam near two weeks?" 

"That's different. Then I was worried about Alex and everything." 

"Now that you're single again I suppose there's nothing to worry about?" 

"Don't be mean, Poll7 ••• I-I mean, I shouldn't be late this time •.. 

Oh, I don't know what I mean." 

"Steady, Elsa," I said. 

"Don't always say that. I hate it when you keep saying that, Polly." 

"Haa Alex bothered you l ately?" 

"Not since he served that thirt,- da,-s-atter the night he came here mmx 

around Christmas and demanded to know who I was stepping out with during the war." 

"Hm ••• Do 7ou suppose he really knows?" 

"No. It he did you'd know about it. Damn fast." 

111 suppose •.• Hm ••. " 

"Are you going to see me tonight?" 

"I' 11 try. You know how it is." 

"You mean about h!£?" 

"Yee, ot course. I think she's beginning to wonder." 

"How will I know?" 



"How will you know what?" 

"It you can make it tonight?" 

"I' 11 call you from the upst.aira pay-phone. 11 

"The record's almost done. Want a drink?" 

"Yes, tor lod's sake. Make it a double scotch~ I've got to hurry up

stairs to that damn Hudson dinner plrty. 1'11 late now. Then I've got to 

herd them all out and play janitor while they make a dance floor out of the 

dining room. 

"How you sutter." 

"Ain't it the truth?" 

"You're a hard man, Paul Biegler." 

111 wouldn't harm a .fly,- Elsa," I said. "You see--1 don't like flies.n 

"You're a hard man," she repeated. 

"~, Mrs. Bongsto," I said, li!ting my glass. 

Let rue tell you now that any man that accepts the chairmanship qt the 

program comnittee ot one ot these social clubs ought to run gaily anq surrender 

to the nearest psychiatrist. During the War when my father-in-law, Walter 
.•, ,~ 

Holbrook; first got me the job, I thought it was the civilian equivalent ot 

winning the Purple Heart. I now plainly see that being program chairman tor 

the Chippewa Club is just a polite and thri!ty way of getting the services 

ot a musical impressario, a janitor, and a shepard of drunks o! both sues, 

all for nothing. 

First you have to line up the goddam band. It's no trick at all to get 

a dozen local bands with their loud wailing sasaphones, ·• always a halt key Ila 

above or below the rest ot the outfit. But I'd much rather dance to a jukebox 



' or etay away entirely than listen othe ponderous death chants ot these 
I 

local bands. Personally I've always pNterred a good small band on the order 

of Seney Goodman's trio or quartet or King Cole's trio or Joe Mooney's quartet 

to the biggest ~am• band in the, businese. or course the Chippewa Club wouldn't 

spend that kind of money, even if it had it, but it you keep your eyes open 

you can always !ind a Nasonably priced good small band _in Chicago or Milwaukee 

or Green Bay tbQt will be glad to come up to Chippewa !or a ooe-night stand. 

Especially when the7 know that good old Polly Biegler always plants a nice 

little nest of gin and all the fixings on a bridge table behind a screen just 

behind the grand piano. 


