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Dedication

“Once they are aroused, once they are determined, nothing on earth and nothing in heaven will make women give way; it is impossible.”

—Emmeline Pankhurst

I dedicate this book to the “ten thousand girls” who rose up, determined to change the world. And to the generations of women that follow in their footsteps, refusing to give way.




Prologue

June 1968

A fifty-year-old mystery is back in the news after a World War I era dog tag was found washed up near Virginia Beach. Sources within the local police department have linked it to a seaman declared missing . . .”

Peggy turned down the Buick’s radio as she made her way off the Virginia interstate and into Ocean View, checking her directions against the foldout map she’d picked up at the Esso station just outside Norfolk. She passed a golf course and a marina. A beachside park where teens played basketball. A library. A grocery store. She rolled the window down and let the breeze off the Chesapeake Bay dry the sweat itching the back of her neck and sticking her legs to the car’s leather seats.

She’d barely known her great-aunt Blanche, the black sheep of the family, but her surprise bequest couldn’t have come at a better time. Peggy needed a bolt-hole. A place to lick her wounds and start over. A place free of painful memories. Where better than a quiet seaside cottage far from the madness of New York?

Her friends had told her she was crazy to move so far away from everyone and everything she knew, but that was exactly the appeal. How could she come to terms with her grief and her loss when it lay in wait to trip her around every familiar corner? They worried she’d be lonely. How could she explain that was what she wanted; it took so much effort to pretend for the sake of other people. Here she could wallow if she wanted, with no one made uncomfortable.

Besides, it was only temporary, until she got her feet under her. Then, as the lawyer advised, she could sell the cottage. There was always a market for waterfront property.

She turned off a wide avenue into a neighborhood of sandy yards, tall scraggly pines, and brightly painted houses; some long and low with windows open to catch the bay breezes or perched high on pilings with porches and balconies and slamming screen doors. In one yard a group of children played volleyball. In another, a Sinatra look-alike in plaid Bermuda shorts and a straw sun hat stood watch over a charcoal grill. Peggy made another turn. A few cyclists passed, bells jangling and baskets heaped with damp sandy towels and empty soda bottles. A family made its way home, sandals scuffing, the child whining and red with heat and sun.

It was a nice neighborhood. The kind of neighborhood Peggy might have chosen for herself. Chaz would have hated it; the provincial small-town feel, the distance from any city he considered culturally significant. Not to mention the fact that it was crawling with military and their families. Chaz considered himself a pacifist, the war in Vietnam just the government’s latest misguided attempt at imperial opportunism. It wasn’t that she disagreed with him. About the war, or anything else, for that matter. But did he have to be so right all the time? Couldn’t he leave a little room for doubt now and again?

Maybe if they’d stayed together, all their subtle differences would have expanded into chasms. Maybe it was better they’d collapsed now rather than twenty-five years on. Maybe someday she’d convince herself it was for the best. Right now, missing him still took her breath away.

She shook off her low spirits. This was her fresh start. Her clean slate. She would put New York—and all that went with it—firmly behind her. “She’s Leaving Home” from the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper’s album came on the radio. Was it a sign she’d made the right decision? She turned it up and pulled onto Bayside Avenue, checking house numbers as she went.

Slowing the car, she glanced at the address she’d scribbled on the back of an envelope. Please let that be a seven and not a two. Please let her house be the pretty Cape Cod two doors down with the striped beach towels flapping on a line and not this overgrown wreck of weathered cedar shingles with the rickety railings and peeling paint. Shoving the car into park, she squeezed her eyes shut, gripping the steering wheel in sweaty palms, clenching her jaw, holding her breath.

So much for an easy sell.

Once upon a time, it must have been lovely. Two stories with a cute dormer window overlooking the front door and a wraparound porch with lots of curlicue woodwork and gingerbread lattice. But that was a long time ago. Now weeds crept along the warped porch floor and twined their way up around the chimney, the dormer window was covered with film and cobwebs, and the screens on the porch were torn. Dead leaves clustered in the corners and caught in the legs of a rusted metal glider.

She left her bags at the front door and followed the sagging porch around to the back of the house where steps descended into a little fenced yard that opened directly onto the beach. She shaded her eyes as she gazed over a low stretch of dunes to the steel gray chop of the bay beyond. So different from their tiny basement apartment in Queens, the clank and bang of trash trucks outside the grilled window, the wail of sirens from the nearby firehouse.

It was a beautiful summer day. A few sunbathers congregated under colorful umbrellas, the scents of suntan oil and charcoal mixing with the briny tang of the sea. Farther down the beach, bathers waded in the low rollers. A transistor radio blared The Turtles’ “Happy Together.”

Chaz used to sing that one in the shower. Peggy caught herself humming it under her breath.

They’d been happy once. Before the baby. Before the accident.

Or had their happiness been a mirage from the beginning, and she’d been too thick to notice?

The old familiar ache moved from her chest into her temples. This time she didn’t have the strength to push it away.

Back at the front door, she fumbled with her bags and the keys while an old man walking his dog watched her from across the street. He chewed on a toothpick while the dog sniffed at a hydrant.

She half expected, half hoped the key wouldn’t turn, and she’d have to give up and check into a motel. But then what? Go back to the city with her tail between her legs? Admit she’d been a fool for pretending she could put the pain of the past months behind her? Face all the pitying looks and sympathetic glances that made her want to scream?

The door swung open, and the hot summer scents of outside gave way to must and damp and a house shut up for too long.

Great-Aunt Blanche had passed away four months ago, but the place looked as if it hadn’t been touched in years. Light from the French doors at the back poured into a high-ceilinged room cluttered with dusty, old-fashioned furniture. Old flyers, magazines, and advertising mailers pushed through the mail slot, littered a frayed entry rug. To her right, off the kitchen, stairs rose to a landing then up to the second floor.

Upstairs, she found three small bedrooms and a bath. The largest bedroom at the back of the house must have been her aunt’s, the furniture handsome despite being layered in dust. Peggy closed the door and inspected the two smaller rooms at the front of the house. The first contained a twin bed, a plain chest of drawers, and a nightstand with lamp. A sewing machine was set up in the second room along with a basket of fabric scraps, a rainbow of thread spools, old dress patterns by Butterick and Simplicity. A cork board hung on one wall, faded magazine photos of models in evening dresses, fashionable day wear, cocktail dresses, trouser sets, all pinned beside swatches of fabric, lists of supplies, a few scrawled notes.

Peggy dumped her bags in the bedroom that looked out over the front porch. The dormer created a small alcove that reminded her of the little reading nook she’d fixed up for herself back home.

No, this was her home now. She’d have to make the best of it as she’d had to make the best of so many things over the last months.

Downstairs, she scooped up the clutter of mail on the front carpet. Leaving it on the kitchen table, she found a kettle and a mug and—miracle of miracles—a box of teabags. The lawyer had been good as his word, and there was gas for the stove and electricity humming the squat pink refrigerator.

Taking her mug and the mail, she unlatched the French doors, letting the breeze push through the house. The warmth and the monotonous purr of the waves settled along her bones as she peeled out of her sneakers and curled up on the creaky old porch glider to sort through the mail.

A flyer for a PTA carnival. A notice from a local insurance company. Catalogues from this past Christmas showing Santa and holly and families gathered around great sparkling trees. She’d received this same catalogue. She’d loved looking through it, mooning over all the pages of baby clothes and little toys and decorations for nurseries. Had it only been six months ago?

She dropped the wrinkled catalogue and grabbed up a postcard. The caption on the photo of the gray turreted castle read Richmond City Hall. On the back, a looping feminine scrawl, the words mashed almost corner to corner.

Nov. 1918

Blanche,

Everything was settled as you requested. I’m on a train pulling out of a little country station. The carriage is packed with returning soldiers. Do you remember our long-ago lunch at Broomers? In your uniform, you looked just like the poster girl staring out at me from the Woolworths window. Join the Navy! Do your bit for the war effort! I never thought I’d admit to missing my navy serge and that unflattering hat, but, in this company, I’d feel far less conspicuous than I do in my ill-fitting civilian clothes.

Viv

A sudden wind slammed one of the doors against the house and sent a cold shiver up Peggy’s spine. Someone was watching her. She looked up to see the old man across the street staring at her house, his eyes narrowed, his lined face pinched with emotion. After a moment, he turned and walked away, but the crawly feeling along her skin remained.

She glanced once again at the postcard, but this time her gaze settled on the date scrawled at the top corner by the stamp.

November 1918.

That was fifty years ago.




Chapter 1

Viv

March 1918

Newport News, Virginia

Name?”

I paused over the application for only a moment before writing Vivian Weston in bold dark ink.

The rest of the answers fell easily off my pen, and I handed the form to the young woman in charge with a smile of confidence. She was a tall, strapping girl. In the fitted blue serge naval uniform complete with shiny gold buttons, clipboard poised and at the ready, she was altogether intimidating. I pushed aside my nerves. Soon enough, I could look like her: clever, efficient, an anonymous uniform among a sea of such. I’d be unrecognizable. Just the way I needed to be.

The girls in line with me all seemed so put together, smiling and chatting as they waited, exchanging hometowns, opinions on the weather, the journey, the war. One or two had tried to start a conversation with me, but I’d been too nervous to make small talk, too self-conscious of my dingy wardrobe, my unkempt hair, my scuffed and pinching boots. They soon drifted away, and I was left alone. Good. Fewer questions meant fewer lies.

She scanned the pages quickly. “Do you have a birth certificate?”

My smile faded. “Will it stop me from enlisting if I don’t?”

“Nothing official at all?”

I’d come so far. She couldn’t turn me away now, not over something as measly as a birth certificate. “There was a fire a few years back,” I explained. “It took all the records with it.”

She marked her clipboard, while I held my breath. If she sent me away, where else could I go? I’d burned all my bridges. There was nothing left for me at home. I’d reached the end of the line—literally. To the east lay only the wide Chesapeake Bay opening onto the even wider Atlantic Ocean. War or no war, if I could have swum it, I would.

She handed her clipboard off to a man in summer naval whites who reviewed my paperwork with an even more careful eye. He weighed me up, taking my measure, his long steady gaze unnerving after so many days of trying to be invisible. I stood straighter and held myself with the same confidence I saw in the young woman, but the stretch of healing flesh sent a fire sizzling along new scars, the older ones aching in sympathy. I caught my breath back at the pain and hoped he didn’t notice.

“I think we can overlook her lack of documentation. The other information is all in order, and she passed her physical with flying colors.”

Since my physical had been conducted by a naval reservist, more embarrassed than me at the thought of the examination, he’d barely done more than make sure I was breathing before passing me along with all the qualifying marks.

“Aye, aye, sir.” Her expression of grim efficiency faded, and she answered my obvious relief with a slight smile as the officer pulled a well-used Bible from a desk drawer and beckoned me forward. “Raise your right hand and repeat after me.”

I stood as straight as my injuries allowed, my heel no longer pinching, my stomach settling after the sick fear that had followed me halfway across Virginia. “I, Vivian Weston, do solemnly swear that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the United States of America, and that I will serve them honestly and faithfully against all enemies whomsoever; and that I will obey the orders of the President of the United States, and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to the Rules and Articles of the Government of the Navy.”

He thumped the Bible closed with a shouted “Next!”

And that was that.

I was now a yeoman third class in the United States Naval Coast Defense Reserve. No brass bands or parades, just a small dingy room in a building off 24th Street. I had hoped it would make me feel different; braver, more capable. But no amount of governmental paperwork could do that. I was still just as frightened, my old life lurking around the corner waiting to pounce.

I hustled out of the office, making room for the next girl in line, but as I gathered my hold-all, the young woman paused in her interrogation of a short, round dumpling of a girl with blonde curls and a squeaky voice. “Next door, they’ll organize your service record and your uniform allowance and offer an advance on this month’s pay. Then you’ll be told where and when to report.”

“I was hoping for a posting somewhere like New York or maybe the West Coast—California maybe.”

“You and every other hayseed enlistee looking for excitement. Sorry. You’re stuck right here in good old Hampton Roads.”

“But I can’t stay here,” I pleaded. “I just can’t.”

“That’s not up to you. You go where you’re told. You’re in the Navy now, Weston.”

I looked at her blankly for a moment before I realized she was referring to me.

I DIDN’T STAY in Newport News. I left the recruitment office and headed straight for the harbor to catch the ferry across to Norfolk. Even if the police tracked me this far, they’d lose the trail here. At least that was the hope as I lifted my face to the wind, the glare off the water warming my cheeks and pressing hot on my shoulders through the thin cotton dress I wore.

In the past year, the war in Europe had come to Hampton Roads, the confluence of three rivers and the Chesapeake Bay where it emptied into the Atlantic. Presided over by the bustling cities of Newport News, Norfolk, and Portsmouth, the wide channels swarmed with activity. Ferries crossed back and forth in a never-ending flow of passengers and cargo. A steamer’s bellowing horn was answered by the higher-pitched blast from a cargo ship. A school of workboats darted among the freighters and transports anchored farther out in the channel. A Navy cruiser bristling with guns and sailors cut a creamy froth as it pushed its way past the sea of warehouses and wharves, piers and landing stages on its way to the open sea. Smoke and steam rose to mingle with the high clouds.

Alighting at Commercial Place, I headed up from the harbor into the city’s busy downtown, the few precious dollars I’d received as an advance on my monthly pay squirreled deep in my purse. For the first time, I had money of my very own. Not parsed out weekly, every penny noted, every expense questioned before being marked down in Father’s great ledger. It was a heady sensation, and I couldn’t help the zing of liberation along my spine as I lifted my chin just a few inches higher.

The streets were clogged with trucks, cars, and trolleys. A jitney banged and sputtered its way around the corner. A horse and dray blocked an alley as a driver unloaded crates into a storage cellar. Uniforms were everywhere; the dun and drab of Army, the visorless white gob caps of the Navy. I had thought Richmond was busy, but Norfolk’s crowds were bigger, louder, more chaotic, and more ominous.

Turning a corner, I found myself among nearly two blocks of fire-blackened ruins, oddly juxtaposed against the new brickwork and green wood of recent construction. What sort of conflagration could have caused such devastation? An unfortunate accident, or something more sinister? Wrinkling my nose at the lingering odors of smoke and mold that hovered like a sour fog, I hurried past until I reached a lunch counter. The menu posted in the window promised a handsome meal for the low price of thirty cents. I’d not eaten since yesterday morning; a few crackers I’d begged off a fellow passenger at the bus station in Port Royal. My stomach growled and my head ached with hunger. I pushed open the door, trying to ignore the curious stares from the smart-looking shop girls and studious clerks. I fought the urge to cringe or drop my eyes. No one here knew who I was or what I’d done.

The place was nearly full. I took a seat by the window where I could watch the afternoon shoppers and let the warm sun relax my nerves. “I’ll have the special and a”—my mouth watered as my finger ran down the menu—“a ginger ale, thank you very much.”

After lunch, I’d look for a lodging house or hotel, somewhere I could have a bath and rinse out my clothes. I’d overheard some of the girls at the recruitment office discussing the lack of housing and the high prices for the few rooms available, but this morning’s success had buoyed my flagging confidence. Surely there had to be space somewhere. I wasn’t particular or prudish. And after the last few days of roughing it, I was prepared to accept any hovel or hole so long as it was dry and safe.

The Navy had been a whim—a serendipitous accident. I’d been at the Richmond bus station, a few stolen coins in my pocket, jumping at every word, frightened at any glance that lingered too long, waiting for the clamp of a hand on my shoulder, a policeman’s whistle. Where to go? What to do? Then two girls passed me, cases in hand, faces bright with purpose. I heard them talk about employment, opportunity, freedom. All words that drew me after them like a stray puppy on a string.

I’d read the headlines last March when the Navy announced its intention to enlist women for land service duty. I’d seen the posters urging volunteers to join up. Rosy-cheeked buxom girls in sailor suits and cocked white caps. Father had seen those same headlines and railed against the immorality of allowing women to work alongside men; the depravities that would result from such fraternization, the inevitable destruction of the traditional Christian household. But Father was dead, and I’d nothing left to lose and nowhere else to go. Vivian Weston needed a job and a place to hide. The Navy offered both.

As I pondered the menu, the bell over the door jangled and a young woman stood haloed in the light from outside, dark red hair cut scandalously short beneath her brimmed straw hat; her height, uniform, and proud carriage drawing every eye in the place.

A man hurried over, twitching with umbrage. “Didn’t you see the sign, miss? It’s posted right on the door.”

“The one that reads No Sailors?” she asked with a lift of one elegant eyebrow. “I saw it. But I didn’t think you really meant it.” She faced him down until he crumpled under her steely gaze and retreated behind his counter like a whipped dog.

Ignoring the gawking diners, she sailed across to where I sat, her white button shoes clicking on the linoleum. Who was she, and what did she want? I cleared my throat, hiding the fear infecting me until I was sick with it.

“Mind if I join you?” She didn’t wait for an answer but slid in across from me. “Didn’t I just see you leaving the recruitment office in Newport News?”

“That’s right. I just enlisted.” I paused as her question sank in. “Have you been following me?”

“Nothing so nefarious. I’m normally posted to the new naval operating base at Sewells Point, but this afternoon I had meetings at the recruitment office.”

Nerves jumped as I digested this information. I had blithely assumed I’d erased my trail and, within an hour, someone had tracked me down. If one person could do it . . .

Something of my apprehension must have shown on my face.

“You are a suspicious little thing, aren’t you?” She laughed. “My streetcar stop is around the corner, but I thought I’d have a bite to eat before I head back to the NOB. The canteen there isn’t exactly up to Delmonico’s standards. I can leave if you like.”

“No, please. I’m sorry.” I rushed into the awkward silence that followed, embarrassed at my accusation. I could hardly go about questioning everyone who looked at me twice. “It was rude of me. I shouldn’t have doubted you. Please, stay. I wouldn’t want you to go back to work hungry.”

A whisper from two tables over caught her ear. As I fumbled with my napkin in jittery apology, I watched as she turned with a hard stare that drove the gossips to fall back over their tuna salad with red faces. How did she do that?

She caught me gawking and smiled, mischief in her blue eyes. “You’d think they’d be used to female yeomen by now, but they still behave as if we’re one step up from ladies of the evening.”

“No one could ever mistake you for that,” I gushed. “Your uniform makes you look like a queen.”

“I’d rather be an admiral than a queen. More power.” I would have laughed at the joke, but she was deadly serious. “The name’s Blanche. Blanche Lawrence.”

“Viv,” I replied, the lie coming more easily now. I wondered how soon before it was second nature.

“Nice to meet you. If you like the uniform, it’s Arthur Morris—he’s a few blocks south on Plume Street. A decent fit, not like some of the potato sacks the girls are wearing, but I made a few tailoring modifications of my own; the darts in the jacket, for starters, and I shortened my skirt by an inch. Far easier to keep out of the mud.”

“You did that yourself?”

“My mother made sure I could sew better than any seamstress. She said I could never be cheated if I knew more about clothes than anyone I hired.”

“She sounds very wise.”

“I don’t know about being wise, but she’s definitely opinionated. Luckily, she and Daddy and the rest of my family are far away in Washington, DC, where they can’t boss me around.” She summoned a waitress with an imperious wave of her hand. “What’s this?” she asked, pointing at the menu with a cold look down her aquiline nose.

“Liberty cabbage, miss.” The waitress glanced around as if checking for spies, lowering her voice to a whisper. “What used to be sauerkraut.”

Blanche shot her a wry look. “I know what sauerkraut is. I’ll have some and a hamburger, if you please.” She handed the menu over as if daring the waitress to argue.

“You mean . . .”

“I said a ham-bur-ger.” She enunciated each syllable, her gaze crackling.

The waitress blushed and scuttled back to the kitchen.

Unmoved, Blanche sipped on her lemonade. “Sorry for that unfortunate episode. I just find some of this showy patriotism a bit much, don’t you? As if what we call a hamburger is proof that we love our country.”

I’d not given the idea much thought, but she had a point. The day President Wilson had declared war, Father took every book written by a German author from his library and burned it in our backyard. Later he’d organized a group of men from his congregation who met in the rectory study every Thursday and shouted about the evils of a worldwide Teutonic conspiracy. I’d simply been grateful he wasn’t shouting at me for a change and dismissed the rest.

“What about you, Weston? Where are you from?”

I used the return of the waitress with our food to delay answering, but I could see Blanche watching me closely. “Richmond,” I said finally. I was already juggling so many lies, best stick close to the truth when I could.

“Let me guess.” She sat back with a stare that had me squirming. “You aren’t here with the family’s blessing.”

I choked down my panic along with a forkful of salad. “Not exactly.”

“You’re not the only one. I’ve heard plenty of stories about horrified parents begging their daughters to reconsider. I think mine were more relieved than anything else. They’ve never been quite sure what to do with me,” she explained around bites of her hamburger. “After I was arrested last year for chaining myself to the White House fence, joining the Navy seemed positively praiseworthy.”

“You’re a suffragette?”

“A very minor standard-bearer for the cause, I’m afraid.” She speared her sauerkraut with murderous gusto. “But this Navy directive brings a whole new dimension to our fight, don’t you think?”

Zeal glowed in her face and brightened her eyes. I’d seen suffragettes before. Groups of them gathering on Richmond’s Capitol Square or marching in parades with banners urging votes for women. I’d even accepted a leaflet once from a woman speaking in Jefferson Park. I had the scar from Father’s belt to prove it. But I’d never had the courage to join those parades or attend the meetings. I’d never had the courage to fight.

Not until a few days ago. And a fat lot of good it had done me.

I looked up from my plate to catch her watching me, a speculative gleam in her eye. “Have you a place to live, Miss Weston?”

“I meant to look this afternoon.”

“I know it’s out of the blue, but you seem like a nice girl, and, frankly, I’m desperate to find a roomie. What would you say if I offered you a place with me?” She hurried on as if anxious to convince me. “My family has a cottage out on the bay, but there’s a trolley runs right into town so it’s not too inconvenient.”

“That’s very kind of you,” I said, using my vanilla ice cream to buy time.

Part of me wanted to jump at her offer. Part of me could already tell how dangerous it would be. If I was to keep safe, I needed a place where no one would ask me uncomfortable questions or pry where they didn’t belong. Where the girl I had been would simply cease to exist.

Blanche didn’t seem to notice my hesitation, or if she did, she didn’t care. “I’m not being completely altruistic. I had two roommates, but one was transferred to New Jersey and the other left the Navy to get married, so I’m rattling around the place like a pea in a can. Three dollars a week for your own room, and we even have a proper inside bath. Mother insisted after the summer she found a snake in the outdoor privy. You won’t find better than that at the YWCA—and that’s if they have space.”

“But you’ve only just met me. I could steal the silver or bash you over the head in the middle of the night.”

She sat back, her icy blue gaze seeming to pick me apart. I made my features go blank, easy to do with a mouth full of dessert. “I’m a very good judge of character, and you don’t look likely to do either of those things, so what do you say?”

So much for her judgment.

“Here’s what we’ll do. You go around to the Henrietta and ask for Mr. Morris. He’ll get you kitted out with a proper uniform. Then meet me at the streetcar stop at four. We can ride out to the cottage together. If you decide it’s too far from the lights and glamor of downtown Norfolk, you can stay the night and tomorrow be on your way. I promise not to hold it against you.”

Maybe she had a point. What if I couldn’t find a place to stay that I could afford? Or what if the only place I could find was four to a room with a sink at the end of the hall and a privy at the end of the yard? What if I had to bunk on a bench again? A room of my own meant privacy. And who would think to look for me living in a fancy beach house with a fancy debutante?

“All right.” I left money for the meal and, feeling both generous and a little sick from all the food, added a whole nickel for a tip. “I’ll see you at four.”

AFTER A BUSY afternoon, I was ready and waiting for Blanche at the stroke of four. The day’s sun had turned bright and unsettled, the light banging against my temples, the damp in the air frizzing my hair and sticking my blouse to my back. Father would have cursed his bad knee as a sign of impending heavy weather. A ready excuse for a medicinal glass of bootleg whiskey. Not that he ever needed one—an excuse or a whiskey.

I didn’t need his gout or his curses to recognize the signs of the storm to come. Black clouds gathered to the west, and the wind kicked up, pushing at skirts and hats, making the cart horses dance in their traces, flapping at the grocer’s striped awning farther up the street.

Four fifteen came and went and still no Blanche.

My hold-all slid in my sweaty hands, and the bag from Mr. Morris’s shop in the Henrietta knocked against my shins. I’d gone there wielding Miss Lawrence’s name like a cudgel, and doors magically opened. I was swept into a workroom where my measurements were taken and bolts of white drill and navy serge brought for my approval. Soon enough, I’d ordered shirtwaists, skirts, and a pair of jackets for summer and winter use. The rest of my uniform had taken a few more stops, but I was ready to report for my first day of naval duty.

Four thirty and the clouds boiled overhead. A rumble of distant thunder bounced between the tall buildings and sent shoppers scurrying for cover. Had I got the time wrong? The street corner? Maybe Blanche hadn’t meant what she said. Or maybe she’d changed her mind about my trustworthiness. Maybe she’d found someone who looked better, smelled better, didn’t have the law after them . . .

“Yoo-hoo!” Blanche hurried across the street. “Sorry I’m late,” she wheezed, catching her breath. “There was a new girl on the switchboards who had the entire base in a tangle of crossed lines. It took all I had to unravel the mess she’d made.”

The streetcar ride took us as far as Henry Street where we changed to an electric trolley. Soon enough we left the crowded downtown behind, the smells of asphalt and diesel fumes giving way to a sharper briny tang. The views opened like a gift. A gull rode the uncertain storm winds.

We got off at the end of the line where sky and water met in a hazy gray horizon, the sign on the platform reading Ocean View. Brightly painted buildings and sheds dotted the waterfront ahead of a long, elegant promenade. Beyond that, a wide beach rolled down toward the choppy water. Boats were pulled up onto the sand. The sweet smells of popcorn, toffee, and fried waffles warred with the sour odors of fish and tar and tidal mud. Music wafted from a striped carnival tent and a ticket barker called out for riders to board the Leap the Dip roller coaster where a short train of cars clacked its way five stories up on a rickety track.

“The amusement park is just across the way. I used to love coming down here as a child to ride the carousel and the tunnel of fun. Sometimes we’d have lunch at the hotel or take a boat out on the bay for an afternoon of fishing.”

“You don’t anymore?”

“My parents decided to close the cottage for the duration, which worked out wonderfully for me.” She headed away from the sounds of a barrel organ. A wedding cake of a building, all gleaming windows and marching pillars, lorded over the beach and the row of bathhouses sheltering under the seawall. “That’s the Ocean View Hotel. We’re a few streets farther south. Don’t worry. It’s a lot quieter away from the crowds.”

Here, the wide mouth of the Chesapeake opened onto the ocean. To the north, low marshy land clung to the horizon, but to the east, all was choppy gray-green water. A few boats turned into the wind, sails billowed, and, off to the left, I saw the smokestacks of a steamship headed east. The breeze, now speckled with rain, tore at my new brimmed hat. The thunder that had followed us grew closer, the sky licked with lightning.

“Come on!” Blanche grabbed my arm. “We’ll need to run if we don’t want to get drenched.”

She led me along a road where signs swung on creaky chains advertising guest houses and rental cottages with fanciful and nautical names like the Mermaid, the Sand Dune, the Lighthouse. Clotheslines flapped with towels and bathing costumes. Women rocked and sipped lemonade. A pair of sandy sunburnt children walked a dog at the end of a length of rope. After a bit, the modern macadam changed to gravel washed by sand.

“There she is.” Blanche pointed to a cottage of gray-weathered shingle with a trellised screened porch that wrapped around the side and across the back. Behind the house, grassy dunes hid the beach, but there was a duckboard path leading between the low sandy hills to the gray line of bay beyond and a border of rosebushes not yet in bloom.

The heavens opened at that moment, and we made a mad laughing dash through the puddles as the rain thundered around us. Up the steps we flew, flapping our arms and wiping at our faces. “Oh dear. I’m wet right down to my birthday suit,” Blanche laughed as she unlocked the door to show me inside, where I dripped on a colorful rag rug and she hung her hat and jacket on a hall tree.

“What do you think?” she asked. “And keep in mind, it was never meant to be lived in every day all year so it’s a bit . . .”

“Delightful.” It was like a dollhouse, open and bright and furnished sparingly with a few slightly battered but comfortable pieces. The walls were painted a creamy yellow; the floor, wide lacquered pine boards. Silver frames of family members sat propped along a stone mantel alongside collections of seashells and bits of colored glass. A carriage clock ticked the slow steady hours. A set of French doors opened onto a back porch with steps leading right down to the beach. This afternoon, there was little to see as the storm hid everything in a dark torrent of cloud and rain. But on a pretty day, the view would be gorgeous.

I would be safe here. No one would ever think to look for me in such a place.

“It’s really just the one big room with a kitchen off there. There are three bedrooms upstairs and the bath I promised.” Blanche started for the stairs. “I can show you if you like.”

“No need,” I said quickly before she could change her mind. “I’ll take it.”




Chapter 2

Peggy

June 1968

Peggy opened her eyes to a gray rainy morning. A perfect match to her mood. A steady drip in the corner of her bedroom warned of yet another leak in the roof. She’d been here a week and already her list of needed repairs was two pages long and growing with every hour spent in Great-Aunt Blanche’s disaster of a house.

No. Amend that—her disaster of a house.

She had to start thinking of it as her house. Her house. Her leak.

Her disaster.

She rolled over, bunching the extra pillow between her legs, cradling it to her stomach. She closed her eyes and let the sound of the rain against the roof lull her into a semidoze where the worries of today faded into nothing. If only she could stay this way permanently.

A knock at the door woke her. The rain had stopped, though the sky remained overcast. Her skin felt clammy and hot under the pile of blankets, her nightgown stuck to her legs. She rolled over staring up into the ceiling. Maybe whoever it was would go away.

The knock came again. Obviously, they weren’t going to take hiding for an answer.

She rolled up to sit on the edge of the bed, taking stock of her appearance in the speckled mirror across the room. Her hair hung loose and limp over her hunched shoulders. Great smudges circled her eyes in a pale shuttered face, her mouth a tight seam, hands gripping the edge of the mattress until the white stood out against the pink flowered sheet.

She was a complete mess. Was it any wonder Chaz had walked out?

She touched the curve of her cheek, her lips, the pulse at her throat. Warmth. Breath. She wasn’t a ghost—not yet.

The knock was more insistent this time.

Maybe she was wrong. Maybe this was Chaz. Maybe he’d changed his mind and realized how much he still loved her. She imagined him driving through the night, window rolled down and radio blaring The Doors to keep himself awake, wind whipping his hair back off his forehead as he sang along at the top of his lungs.

How many times had they done an all-nighter, taking the Charger on a road trip south to Florida or west into the mountains, once even as far as Colorado? She would curl up beside him on the seat, her legs tucked under her. He’d have one hand on the wheel and one arm draped over her shoulder. In the small hours of the morning on a deserted highway, it was like they were the only two people in the world.

When she got pregnant, the trips had stopped.

After the baby, he’d started going on his own.

It was funny how she could separate her life into parts: before and after. As if a giant knife had sliced it down the middle.

“Hold on. I’ll be right there. Don’t leave!” she shouted, stomach fizzing, head swimming with nerves. “Please don’t leave!”

Throwing a robe on, she hurried downstairs, avoiding the tread with the popped nail. The door’s dirty sidelight framed a shadowed figure in a hooded raincoat. Chaz? It had to be Chaz. One of her friends must have given him her new address. Had he been surprised at her move? He’d always told her she was a homebody, a creature of habit. Dependable. Sensible. He’d liked that about her. Now she knew why. It meant he could leave and know exactly where she’d be when he was ready to come back.

Ha! This time, she’d fooled him.

She paused, a hand on the door. “Dignity, Peg,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t show him you’re desperate.” Drawing a breath, she opened the door.

Not Chaz.

A stranger in faded paint-stained jeans and a pair of battered work boots leaned against the porch rail. His sun-streaked hair was pulled off his face into a short ponytail, and blond stubble gilded his square jaw. She’d have written him off as a hippie looking for a handout if not for his faint scent of soap and aftershave and the flyer he was holding out for her to take. A camper van with a dented fender and rusty driver door idled at the curb. “David Dyer. Just canvasing the area looking for work and thought you could use a handyman.”

She choked down a lump, unsure whether it was relief or disappointment swirling in the pit of her stomach. “Thanks, but I’m not looking to hire anyone right now.”

His dubious gaze wandered over the cottage. “You sure? I can do whatever you need—construction, plumbing, wiring, even weeding. No job too small.”

Maybe not, but she’d already decided to put the cottage on the market. There had to be somebody interested in buying this place, even if only to knock it down. This move had been a mistake. Maybe Chaz had been right about her. She didn’t do change well.

Over his shoulder, Peggy caught sight of the same man from yesterday, his face hidden under a yellow slicker while his dog sniffed at the base of a tree.

“Well, if you change your mind, just give me a call.” She accepted the flyer with a nod. The man shifted his feet, cocking his head with a frown. “I don’t mean to pry, but are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She ran a hand through her hair, aware of what a mess she must look. “You woke me up, that’s all.”

She waited for the follow-up question about why she would be just waking up this late in the day, but he seemed to accept her response. “Right. Well, okay then. If you change your mind, my number’s on the flyer.” With a polite smile, he headed back down the walk as she closed the door.

After a few moments, she peered through the sidelight in time to see the camper grumble away up the street and around the corner. The dog walker watched him go too. She stood at the window until he picked the dog up under an arm and carried it into a neat bungalow across the street.

Awake now, Peggy padded into the kitchen. Afraid of food poisoning, she’d done a quick scrub when she first arrived. The refrigerator had been emptied and washed out and a few essentials from the local Piggly Wiggly brought in to fill the cupboards. The house might be listing on its foundation, but she could at least make coffee and fry an egg without fear of deadly dysentery.

She should have known Chaz wasn’t coming to take her back to New York. Like her, he’d moved on. Started fresh. Started over.

The knife severing her old life from her new turned in her chest.

The pain of old habits dying hard.

THE REAL ESTATE agent arrived in a sleek white Corvette convertible, shades down, hair frozen in an eternal Elvis pompadour. Peggy met him on the porch steps wearing her favorite Gay Gibson dress with the Peter Pan collar. Chaz had bought it for her when she’d first told him about the baby. He’d laughed and warned her she’d best wear it while she could still fit into it. Funny, that it hung loose on her these days. Still, after nearly a year of existing in pajamas and sloppy housecoats, it felt odd to dress up. Odd, but good. With her hair styled in a sleek flip and a little powder to go with her cheerful Pink-A-Fling lipstick, she felt almost like the girl she used to be, not the ghost she’d become.

The familiar hollow ache remained deep in the pit of her stomach, but it was a manageable ache. One she could learn to live with.

“Mrs. Whitby?” He flipped up his sunglasses, his gaze traveling up her bare legs as he flashed a Pepsodent smile.

“You must be Mr. Grace,” she said, holding out a hand. “Thank you for coming by so soon.”

“Call me Barry.” His keen gaze reluctantly left her legs to travel over the dilapidated cottage. She could almost see the sums adding and subtracting in his head. “Mind if I . . .” He motioned toward the front door.

“Of course. Please.”

He didn’t wait for her to lead the way, instead pushing past to head inside. She’d done a hasty cleaning before his arrival; sweeping away cobwebs and washing grime from windows, mopping the knotty pine floor and polishing every surface until it shone. She’d even found an ancient carpet sweeper in a broom closet and run it over the threadbare rugs before it finally died in a grind of belts and a puff of green smoke.

Still, seeing the cottage through another’s eyes made her wince at the remaining dinginess as if she, and not Great-Aunt Blanche, was responsible for its state of decay. She forced herself from plumping pillows and tidying shelves ahead of his inspection. “It’s not exactly turnkey ready, is it?” he commented.

“But it’s solid,” she argued. “That’s what’s important. I had a builder take a look at the place a few days ago.” Not a lie exactly. “Nothing a lick of paint can’t fix.”

He gave a noncommittal grunt and headed upstairs, poking his nose into cupboards, opening drawers, tapping walls. Was the man a real estate agent or a detective?

Back in the kitchen, he checked under the sink, behind the refrigerator, in the stove. Glanced out the French doors to the back porch. All the while making small noises in the back of his throat as if he was carrying on a private conversation of grunts, tsks, and the occasional heavy sigh. Peggy trailed him back outside where he wandered the fence line, wincing at the overgrown yard and the sagging back porch.

“Shit,” he cursed as he carefully untangled his trousers from an enormous overgrown rosebush. “It’s a damn jungle back here.”

“It’s gone a little wild, but that’s easy enough to clear out.”

He came to halt, rocking back and forth on the balls of his loafered feet, his smile dimmed as he took a final glance around. “So . . . should we wait for your husband before getting down to brass tacks?”

She rubbed at the pale indent on the third finger of her left hand. “If we do that, we’ll be waiting a long time. We’re divorced.” There it was, that stinging sense of shame, of failure. She’d had a good life and she’d let it slip through her fingers. No one said it out loud, but they didn’t have to, did they? She’d seen it in their faces, heard it in their gentle platitudes.

And then they wondered why she’d moved three states away.

Would Mom have been one of those who silently chided? Or did she understand those loaded looks all too well herself?

Moments like this made Peggy wish she’d known her better. Had her longer.

“So, what’s your assessment, Mr. Grace?”

His smile returned with a vulpine gleam. “It’s Barry, remember?” He flipped his sunglasses back down, and she could swear he posed, a hand on the porch railing, one foot on the step, as he raked her from top to toe. “Oh, it’s good, very good.”

She locked her jaw and glared back. “I meant the cottage.”

He shrugged as if he’d lost interest. “Thirty if you’re lucky.”

“That’s it?” She’d not been expecting miracles, but thirty thousand came in much lower than she’d figured last night.

“Nobody’s looking for these little turn-of-the-century cottages anymore. They want modern, all new interiors and appliances. They’d be buying to knock this place down. It’s the land they want.”

“Knock what down? Who the hell are you?” It was the man with the dog, the one from across the street. He stood in the drive, his rangy body practically vibrating. He raised a clenched fist. His other gripped a handful of envelopes.

“Barry Grace from Vallance and Trotter Realty.” The realtor put out a hand and flashed a salesman smile.

The man wasn’t impressed. His thin lips disappeared into a bushy-browed scowl, which he leveled at her, his bony fist shaking. “Blanche Lawrence would be rolling in her grave if she knew you meant to sell this place. This was her home. And you want to tear it down?”

“Slow down, old man,” Mr. Grace said, stepping in front of Peggy. “I’m not sure this is any of your business.”

“The name is Symonds”—he poked the realtor in the chest with one gnarled finger—“not old man. And you can keep your nose out of it. This is between me and her.” He speared Peggy with a watery glare. “I told Blanche it was a mistake to leave the cottage to you. Told her too much time had passed and too much water under the bridge to make it right now. But she’d not hear a word about it, stubborn to the bitter end.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Here.” He thrust a stack of envelopes at her. “These got mixed up with mine. That damn postman is as thick as this smarmy weasel here.”

“Wait. Mr. Symonds. What did you mean . . .”

But he’d already stalked back across the street, slamming his front door with a rattle heard up and down the block.

“Nice neighbor,” Mr. Grace said with a shake of his head. “Any prospective buyers come across that crazy bastard and the price will drop ten grand at the least.”

But Peggy wasn’t paying him any attention. Her eyes were glued to the postcard caught between a water bill and a menu from a neighborhood Chinese takeout. The photograph was of a formal garden, the caption underneath reading “Maymont.” She flipped it over to read the back.

Nov. 1918

Blanche,

I was rooting through my purse and came across that photograph of you, me, and Marjory that we had taken on the promenade. The three musketeers, she called us. I still can’t believe she’s gone. I know you said I shouldn’t blame myself, but who else can I blame? I brought you both nothing but trouble. Neither distance nor time have eased my guilt. I wonder if they ever will.

Viv

1918. Again.

Was this somebody’s idea of a joke? Peggy scanned the street expecting to see Allen Funt lurking behind a bush with a camera crew ready to pounce with a big “Gotcha!”

“Bad news?” Mr. Grace asked.

She felt her cheeks go hot as she feigned a smile. “Just a note from an old friend.”

He gave the cottage one last glance from behind his mirrored shades before settling his gaze on her with a smarmy smirk. “If I was you, Peggy—I can call you Peggy, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’d sell up and find myself a nice modern place somewhere. Leave this old house to molder away once and for all. Otherwise, you’re likely to wind up as bats as Grandpa over there.”

Peggy looked from him back to the postcard. “Who says I’m not already?” she muttered.




Chapter 3

Viv

1918

He came toward me, face twisted and red, the flat of his hand big as a dinner plate, but it was the belt he carried that frightened me. My side still burned from my last hiding. I twisted away as he grabbed for me, his tight hold tearing my dress. The first hit took my breath away. The second dropped me to my knees. I grabbed the first thing that came to hand and swung . . .

“Viv. Viv, wake up.”

My eyes flew open to a room grayed with predawn shadows, but it was not the room I expected. No draft across the chilly rectory floorboards, no narrow creaking bed, no hand-stitched sampler scolding me from its place upon the wall; Whoever heeds discipline shows the way to life, but whoever ignores correction leads others astray. No snores from down the hall where Father slept off the night before.

“You were having another nightmare.” Blanche stood by my bed in her bathrobe and slippers, hair uncombed, cold cream shining her face. She held a steaming mug in her hand that smelled very much like coffee.

I willed my heart rate to slow. “Sorry. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“Are you kidding? I have to be up before the roosters, but this is the third night in a week you’ve cried out in your sleep.”

“What did I say?”

“Nothing that made any sense, but you were thrashing about like you were being murdered.”

My body went cold, but I forced my face into a mask of embarrassed self-deprecation. “It was probably that tinned ham we had for supper. Gave me bad dreams.” I smiled away her worry until after a few long terrifying moments, she turned away with a tightening of the sash on her robe.

“The iron’s hot if you need to press a shirtwaist.”

Sweat chilled my skin and my heart galloped unevenly, but there was nothing to be afraid of here. I was safe. I was Vivian Weston. No one could hurt me. Not anymore.

Blanche paused at the door, a hand upon the trim. “You really can trust me, you know.” She gave me a last reassuring smile before heading to the bath, the pipes clanking as she turned the taps.

I appreciated her friendship, but there was nothing to tell. Nothing she would understand. She was the kind of girl who attended cotillions and walked out with college boys, her future as bright as a new penny. Her attitude was one of entitled confidence, not hard experience.

Downstairs, I took my coffee out onto the porch as I’d done every morning since I moved in with Blanche. Having spent so many summers here, she didn’t even notice the beauty anymore, but I was still in awe each dawn—at the chill in the air that made me cup my mug and inhale the steam off its bitter surface; at the light spreading along the horizon, growing larger and larger until the sky was awash with rose and gold, the sun rising slowly from the water, turning every ripple into a diamond. Small birds raced up and down the beach, darting in and out of the tide in search of breakfast. Sails caught the growing light as watermen headed out for a day of fishing.

This place was magic. And it was mine. I’d not risk losing it with a confession. They’d have to drag me out of here in handcuffs.

“Good luck on your first day!” Blanche called out as she slammed the front door and hurried up the road to catch the bus to the NOB, the new naval operating base, where she worked as a switchboard operator.

I spent a few more minutes drinking in the glorious dawn before retreating inside to get ready for my first official day as a female yeoman or, as the horrid woman at the tailor shop called me, a yeomanette, which set my gritted teeth on edge. It made our work sound frivolous and inconsequential. As if we were dressing up in costume and playing at soldiering. Anyone who saw Blanche drag herself in here at night, worn to a thread, would never presume at such an insult. I began to understand her fervor and her cause.

Standing in front of my mirror, I couldn’t help the little thrill of pride that curled like an electric current up my spine. I might have enlisted to escape, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t proud to pull my oar for the good of the war effort. My gold buttons shone, my black neckerchief was freshly pressed, and my brimmed straw cap regulation to the nearest eighth of an inch. As I checked myself over with a brush of a sleeve and a straightening of a cuff, I stood tall, not hunched and hoping to remain unnoticed. Is this how Blanche felt every day? This sense of belonging she took for granted?

Rummaging through my drawers for a clean handkerchief, my fingers brushed the small tin box I’d hidden away the first morning I arrived. Blanche was gone. I was alone. I sat on the edge of my bed and popped open the lid. Inside, a dried aster; my mother’s jet brooch; a bracelet of pink beads; and at the very bottom, a photograph of Tom. It was all I had left of him, his letters safely fed to the kitchen range back in Richmond as soon as I’d read them.

All but the last one. The one that Father found.

A bang of a sputtering motor scared me, and I shoved the tin back into its hiding place among my stockings and cotton combinations. Peering through the curtain, I watched as a young man across the street tinkered under the hood of a delivery van. Pender’s Grocery was stenciled along the side. He must have sensed me watching him. He glanced up at my window and waved.

He was still there when I stepped out onto the front porch. His straw blond hair gleamed like corn silk. “Mornin’, miss.”

I nodded politely and ducked past him, hurrying for the trolley. Blanche was right. Her house was at the back of beyond. Not at all convenient for either of us. Maybe I’d have been better off taking a room in town, no matter how dingy or expensive. Yet, even as I hoofed it, out of breath and sticky with sweat, I knew I couldn’t leave this little jewel box of a cottage. Not even if I was late every day.

The putter of an engine edged me to the side of the road. “Need a lift?”

It was the boy again, his engine troubles obviously fixed. He sucked on a toothpick around a wide freckled smile.

I shook my head and continued on, hoping he’d take the hint, but he merely followed alongside me in his delivery van. My heart sped up on pace with my stride. Unease stirred low in my gut.

“I heard tell the trolley’s broke down. Might be a long wait,” he explained. “I can give you a ride into town if you like. I’m headed that way myself.”

I slowed, weighing my choices. Ignore him and be late. Accept his offer and be on time.

“I don’t bite,” he said with another grin and a roll of his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “Ask Blanche. Me and her have known each other forever. The name’s Gus.”

I couldn’t be late my very first day. Reluctantly, I climbed in beside him. “I’m Viv.”

“Where to, Viv?”

“The Portsmouth Ferry Dock, please. I’m due to report to the naval hospital.” Just saying it filled me with pleasure. I wasn’t a nobody scraping by from day to day. I was important; essential even. They needed me. I’d never been needed by anyone before. Not truly. “In an hour, actually.”

“An hour? That’s loads of time. Heck, I can get you there in twenty minutes easy.” He sat up and changed gears, the van leaping forward. “Miss Viv, hold on to your hat!”

GUS WAS AS good as his word, dropping me at the dock with time to spare. Sadly, the ferry was late, and then I took the wrong streetcar and ended up riding all the way to 9th Avenue before turning myself around, so by the time I passed into the hundred-acre campus of the Norfolk Naval Hospital, I was out of breath and fighting a horrid stitch in my side.

A sailor gave me a wink and a smile on my way through the gate. I refused his flirtation with a frown and an imperious look down my nose that Blanche had taught me—unfortunately rather ruined by the sweat beading my brow and my puffing, heaving gasps for air. He pointed me toward an enormous domed and columned hospital building set amid a veritable city of hastily built subsidiary wards, barracks, laboratories, mess halls, and supply sheds. A pair of white-veiled nurses hurried down a road of crushed oyster shell toward another group of wooden buildings set to the northwest of the main campus. A truck idled outside an ambulance shed where a man in dungarees stood smoking. Farther away, a group of sailors in military-issued pajamas and robes sat in wheelchairs in the shade of an oak tree just leafing out. Some smoked. A few read. More stared into the distance, faces blank with hidden strain.

By the time I reached the steps leading up to the entrance, my butterflies were bouncing like cannonballs. How would I ever find my way within this maze of buildings? Or keep names and ranks and faces straight? I’d never held a proper job or been trained in any of the skills necessary for such important work. I was a sham in every way that counted.

A man in faded blue coveralls pushed past me growling about starry-eyed schoolgirls masquerading as sailors. I glared at his back and followed him inside.

Sound bounced and echoed within the enormous main hall. I was directed by an orderly to an office on the second floor where a plain, long-jawed woman sat typing. She was dressed in the same uniform of navy serge that all the female yeomen wore, but below her eagle and crossed quills were three red chevrons to my sad one. Her fingers flashed over the keys in a rapid dance, her round, wire-rimmed spectacles glinting in the light from her desk lamp. I waited patiently as she finished her page, zipping it free of the roller with a flourish. As I opened my mouth to talk, she slid in a fresh sheet and began again, still without even acknowledging my presence.

I cleared my throat. “Weston reporting for duty.”

Her hands paused above the keys as she raked me over with a hard unblinking stare. “You’re fifteen minutes late.”

“I can explain—”

“This is the Navy. Not a visit to your granny’s house, Weston. Tardiness is unacceptable. Has no one taught you anything about how we do things?”

“I had a few hours training right after I enlisted.”

“From now on, you will be at your desk at the required time. Should you need to make a change in your hours or request liberty, your supervisor—that’s me, Chief Yeoman Quarles—will need to approve it. Should you be ill, you’ll need to report to the dispensary or have your family doctor call it in. No excuses. No exceptions. Is that understood?”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.”

“Good. There are ten of you in your section. Lieutenant Dumfries is the officer in charge.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t met him.” She resettled her spectacles as I hurried to follow her through rows of desks to an inner office where a middle-aged uniformed gentleman with thinning hair and a dimple in his soft chin pored over a pile of papers. “Weston, I presume?”

With a final better-you-than-me glance, Quarles hustled herself out, leaving me on my own. “Yes, sir.”

“You’re late!” he barked. Apparently, his chin was the only thing soft about him. He proceeded to filet me with his gaze. I tried to swallow but my mouth was bone dry, my voice barely a whisper.

“Sorry, sir.”

This was not going at all how I’d imagined it as I prepared this morning, preening in my new uniform, cocky with excitement.

The lieutenant rose from his desk, coming around to lean his back against it while I remained standing stiff and uncomfortable in front of him. “Let me be perfectly clear, I didn’t want you here, any of you. Having women in the Navy is preposterous! First, you all wanted to vote. Then Alice Roosevelt started you smoking cigarettes! Now you’re talking about being soldiers. Next thing we know you’ll be cutting off your hair and wearing pants! God forbid!”

My earlier confidence oozed out of me with every criticism. I didn’t cower or cringe. Even as nasty as his remarks were, he was an amateur compared to some. Instead, I stood silently and let his resentment wash over me. After a few more minutes of explaining why Navy Secretary Daniels would rue the day he allowed girls to join the Navy, he got down to finally explaining what I was supposed to be doing for the next ten hours and the foreseeable future.

“This office maintains all records of patients and staff and is responsible for all correspondence and reports that come from the Navy Department or the 5th District Commandant. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, though I hadn’t the foggiest first notion what he was talking about.

There was a tap at the door behind me. Another female yeoman stood there, this one small and dark as a pixie. Her hair was tucked under her cap and her apple cheeks and brown eyes were bright with amusement.

“What do you want?” Dumfries growled.

“Delivery from St. Helena training station, sir.” She handed him a ribboned portfolio. “And they asked me downstairs to tell you an ambulance boat from Yorktown just arrived. Ensign Parcell wants you to meet him on Ward F to go over details of the patient transfers.”

“Right.” He dusted himself off, passing me by as if I were invisible.

After he was gone, the other girl bit back a smile. “He’s really not that bad. All bark and no bite. You’ll see.”

Dumfries’ shout echoed back down the hall. “Weston! On the double!”

Ward F turned out to be a roughly constructed building set in a sea of construction mud. Nurses and corpsmen moved quickly and competently between the rows of men, assessing as they reassured the ill and injured they were in the best of hands.

“This time of year it’s mostly mumps, scarlet fever, and pneumonia, though we get our share of accidents and injuries,” Dumfries explained. “Patients are transferred to the hospital here with all accompanying accounts and records. It’s up to our section to make sure all medical and military paperwork is in order. I want everything written down legibly and without question. Afterward, we’ll sort through it, transcribing and then typing it all up properly. Six copies on my desk by the end of the day. Understand?”

He didn’t wait for an answer but plunged ahead as I trailed after terrified, unprepared, and completely exhilarated.

The ward was a blur of gray feverish faces and whispered names as I checked lists against lists and took pages of scribbled notes. The nurses moved with an expertise I envied, their expressions never anything less than serene.

“Dumfries, sir? Over here.” One of the surgeons called the lieutenant away.

I waited, chewing the nub of my pencil, while nearby a corpsman knelt beside a cot, the patient hidden so that only a razored fringe of brown hair and a tanned neck were visible above the blankets. Then he turned, his dark brown eyes staring blankly in his lean angular face. His left hand gripped the blanket. His right wasn’t there at all. I stood gaping like a codfish. My heart seized so that I could barely breathe.

“Tom?” I whispered.

It was impossible. I knew
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