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        Fort Lauderdale

        December 7, 1941

      

      

      Annie Jeeves rested her bare foot on the Tequesta’s wheel, steering the wooden sailboat into Port Everglades. Jack and Finn stood on the cabin top furling the mainsail, while their charter guests, a family of three and the son’s fiancée, lounged in what little shade the mast offered. The thrum of the diesel engine drowned out their chatter, but Annie guessed it was about the day’s catch: two dorado and a hefty wahoo.

      Annie returned to the sketchbook balanced on her knee, shading in the figure’s shaggy hair. Finn’s reddish-brown locks were impossible to capture in pencil. She glanced up at him again and studied the way the strands caught the light. He and her brother were joking as they tied off the last of the sail ties.

      Something else in her drawing wasn’t quite right. It was the shoulders. She hadn’t drawn them broadly enough. Finn was no longer the lanky boy she’d grown up with.

      She checked the water ahead, then nudged the helm to starboard to avoid an oncoming fishing boat.

      Annie leaned back and sighed. Today had been good; with all the bad news coming from Europe these days, she’d needed a day out on the boat.

      “Quite a haul there, folks.” Jack adjusted the brim of the white captain’s hat he had taken to wearing. He struck a pose, breathing in the fresh air, hands on his hips. “Can’t beat December fishing in Florida.”

      Annie bit her tongue. Since taking over as captain of the Tequesta, Jack couldn’t resist regaling the customers with his enthusiasm, especially for fishing. Or flying. Or the war brewing overseas.

      “Ready to head in, sis?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Finn was strolling down the deck in her direction. She flipped her sketchbook closed, inclined her head towards Jack, then made a gagging face at her brother’s theatrics. Finn grinned, stuck out his tongue and made a goofy grimace back at her.

      She smiled, feeling her skin flush. But Finn had already turned to coil the mainsheet, leaving her with the unsettling thought that she wanted him to look back.

      Jack was still chatting with their guests, pouring on the charm to up their tip.

      As she turned the Tequesta into the mouth of the New River, the son sidled up next to Jack, eyeing the helm.

      “A girl at the wheel, huh? I didn’t realize they let women drive ships.” His fiancée, her bare shoulders glowing red from the sun, giggled at his side.

      Annie flipped her braid back and gripped the wheel. Before she could answer, Jack draped an elbow over her shoulder.

      Pointing at her with his thumb, he said, “This isn’t just any girl.”

      Good grief, Annie thought. He sounded like a barker at the carnival that came through town last year.

      “My sister here is one of the best navigators I’ve ever seen.”

      Finn stood on her other side, his arms crossed. “Better than most men I know.”

      The charter guests gathered around, including the young man’s father.

      “Actually…” Annie couldn’t resist. “I could navigate this river with my eyes closed.”

      She remembered the moonless nights helping her father pick up his illicit cargo of Bahamian liquor down at Whiskey Creek. Even as a little girl, she had piloted the Tequesta back upriver many times in the pitch-black night.

      “Is that so?” The young man turned to his fiancée with a knowing smirk. “You want to make a wager on that?”

      Annie narrowed her eyes. “You name it.”

      “Five dollars says she can’t do it.”

      Jack snorted. “Easiest five bucks I ever made.” He snatched the faded red bandana from his neck and tied it over Annie’s eyes.

      “You sure about this?” Finn whispered into her ear. His warm breath on her cheek sent a soft buzz down her neck. She waved him off. No distractions. Five bucks was a week’s worth of groceries. They could not afford to lose this bet.

      Easing the throttle forward, she tuned out Finn, the voices of their guests. Just listen to the river. Sense the engine vibrations through the deck and smell the earthy mangrove trees.

      “You’re crazy,” Finn said, but she barely heard him.

      Annie was busy estimating the boat’s speed based on the engine pitch and calculating the resistance of the outbound tide to determine the probable speed of the Tequesta. She mapped the river in her mind, measuring the distance of each stretch of open water, the radius of every curve.

      The wind shifted slightly, and she eased the helm. Turning through Tarpon Bend, she felt the pull of the current at the bow pushing her off course any time the Tequesta wasn’t centered in the channel. She made minute corrections.

      Soon, high-pitched voices rang out from starboard, and she knew the Erkins children were running across the lawn at Casa Sonriendo trying to race the boat as it chugged upriver. When the engine noise bounced off the Stranahan house, she cranked the wheel to port. The odor of automobile exhaust meant they were approaching the town.

      The tense murmuring among the guests grew, but Annie shut it out, focusing only on the gentle throb of the single-cylinder Lister engine.

      When the Andrews bridge traffic rumbled up ahead, she sensed the familiar curve of the riverbank, sketching the old docks in her imagination. With one last turn, the bow swung, and the Tequesta slid alongside the wooden pilings to starboard. She slipped her into reverse gear to bring the boat to a stop.

      “Unbelievable!” Jack slid the bandana off her head. “Well done, sis!”

      The familiar dock was a foot off the beam.

      The Tequesta bumped against the pilings, and Finn jumped ashore with a dock line in hand.

      Jack spun around and faced the young man, palm out. “Pay up!”

      With a scowl, the fellow dug a crumpled five-dollar bill from his pocket and thrust it at Jack.

      “Keep the fish too.” He stomped below, the fiancée in tow.

      “You’re gonna give me a heart attack one of these days,” Finn said.

      “Oh hush. When have I ever steered you wrong?”

      “Ha! Do you want the list alphabetically or chronologically?”

      She laughed and swatted his arm. “You worry too much.”

      He squinted at her and held off answering a few seconds past comfortable. “Maybe I’ve got more reason to.” When Finn turned away, she took in a deep breath. What did that mean?

      The father shook Jack’s hand. “Mighty impressive.” The man nodded to his wife, who handed Jack several bills.

      “Captain Jeeves,” she said, “you’ve got quite the navigator here.” The wife handed Annie an additional dollar tip.

      “Buy yourself something nice, dearie,” the father said.

      Annie pocketed the bill with a forced smile. “Glad you enjoyed the trip.”

      After all the guests had disembarked, Jack clapped his sister on the back. “Not bad for a girl, eh?”

      She punched his bicep. “Watch it. Anyway, Ma will sure appreciate it. Every dollar counts.”

      Finn washed down the deck, and Annie put away the fishing poles. Jack gripped the mop handle and leaned against it, the breeze ruffling his hair. “You know, sis, with everything going on in Europe, I wonder if I’m doing right, staying home and all. Plenty of the boys from town have already gone north to enlist in Canada.”

      “Again with the war talk? Your audience is gone.”

      “This is important, Annie.”

      Her airplane-crazy brother had been taking flying lessons lately over at the Merle Fogg airfield any chance he could get—paid for with free fishing trips out on the Tequesta.

      “Jack, for the hundredth time, I’m not interested in flying and the war’s a world away.” She tossed a neatly coiled rope into the cockpit locker. “And from what I hear on the radio, America doesn’t want to get involved either.”

      Jack stepped onto the locker and tried to catch her eye. “Look, I know you’re sick of hearing about it, but England can’t hold out much longer. America’s gonna have to step in, and this could change everything for us.”

      “I don’t see how. Fighting some war’s gonna get us enough money to get out of this town? All I want is to move back north, reopen Pa’s fish camp, and get back to life the way it was before the crash.”

      “Annie, that’s just it,” Jack said. “If I join the Navy, I can make a real difference. I can fight for the good guys and protect our way of life here in Florida.”

      “Or… get yourself killed,” Finn said, grabbing the mop. Her brother nearly fell over.
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        * * *

      

      When they had finished cleaning the boat, Jack locked up the cabin and the three of them began the walk westward towards Sailboat Bend. Jack was quiet for once, and Annie avoided making eye contact with Finn. It was still early afternoon, and the sidewalks were crowded. Finn carried the fish wrapped in newspaper, leading the way through the housewives, school kids and businessmen who were going in and out of the stores.

      At the corner of Coontie Court, Finn handed Annie the fish and peeled off with a wave. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Hey!” she yelled. Finn turned, and Annie tossed him one of the wrapped fish. “For you and your sister.”

      Finn gave her a salute.

      “Bright and early,” Jack yelled. He looked back at Annie. “Charters two days in a row. Busy times with all these soldiers in town.”

      “I’m working at The Deck tomorrow.”

      “Finn and I can manage without you.”

      She pulled back her fist, but her brother skipped ahead, his index finger in the air while singing, “He’s the Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy of Company B!”

      “You’re a goofball!” she called out, running after him.

      They turned onto the shell drive that led to the family’s rented cottage. Their pa, Skeeter Jeeves hunched under the hood of his ’34 Chevy Master Deluxe. Tess, the family’s Springer Spaniel, lay under the front bumper, thumping her tail on the dirt.

      “Hey, Pops.” Jack leaned under the hood.

      Skeeter looked up from the engine compartment, the brim of his flat cap stained with grease

      “How’s the ol’ Fumblebee?” Jack had nicknamed the car.

      Pa shrugged. “Just needs a tune-up.”

      Jack leaned against the fender. “That’s what you’ve been saying since July, Pops.”

      “Need any help?” Annie asked, peering over her father’s shoulder at the tangle of wires and metal.

      “Got it under control, sweetheart.” Just after he spoke, a sharp zap filled the air, followed by a pungent odor and a string of curse words. Tess darted out from under the car and stood whining at the kitchen door. Her father pulled his head out from under the hood and raised one eyebrow. “Why don’t you go see if your mother needs a hand?”
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        * * *

      

      The screen door slammed behind her as Annie followed the dog into the kitchen. Hilda Jeeves, her graying hair pinned up in a bun, stood at the stove. Her lips moved silently as she kept time with the music on the radio. The smell of freshly baked cornbread wafted through the air, mixing with the scent of simmering vegetables and turkey. Annie glanced at the nearly bare carcass, wondering if they’d ever see the end of it.

      “Hi, Mama.” She leaned in to kiss her mother’s cheek. “We brought home some fish.”

      “I won’t say no to that.”

      Annie smiled at what passed for an affectionate welcome from her mother. After she found room for the wrapped fish in the icebox, she asked, “What can I do to help?”

      “Grab that knife and dice those onions.” Her mother nodded toward the cutting board. “So how was your charter?”

      “Interesting. We made a bet with one of the guests. Won some extra money.”

      “Really?” Her mother’s eyebrows shot up.

      Seemed like ever since they came close to losing the family homestead up in Edgewater, money was the only thing her mother cared about.

      Annie told the story of the blindfolded challenge as she worked.

      “You showed him what girls can do.”

      “I’m not a girl anymore.” Annie moved to the sink to wash her hands.

      “You still dress like one in them overalls.”

      Annie shrugged. “Maybe someday people won’t be surprised when a woman knows how to read a chart or handle a boat.” She glanced toward the screen door. “Or fix an engine.”

      “Twenty years old is still a child to me.”

      “Old enough for young men to go to fight in a war.” Annie lopped the ends off a carrot with two loud whacks.

      “You’re not a man, and the world ain’t gonna change overnight.”

      “Sometimes seems like it’s trying to, only not the way I want it to.”

      The back door banged open, and Jack stumbled in, hair mussed, shirt untucked. He sniffed the air.

      “Lord have mercy, are we still eating Thanksgiving leftovers?”

      “Quit your bellyaching.” Mama swatted him with her dishtowel. “There are children starving in Europe.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jack said.

      “Pfft. Now you go wash up. Dinner will be ready soon.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Then he pulled a piece of meat off the carcass and popped it into his mouth.

      Annie looked at her brother and mouthed the word, idiot.

      Soon after, her father came through the screen door and headed back to join Jack in the bathroom. Annie could hear her brother’s voice echoing down the hallway, punctuated by their father’s rumbling laughter. She shook her head, knowing her brother was probably entertaining their father with his own colorful account of their latest charter.

      “Ma,” Annie said, “I swear, it’s like he can’t get enough of talking about the war.”

      Her mother grunted as she continued setting the dining table. “You know your brother; he’s always been passionate about things.”

      As if on cue, Jack bounded into the kitchen alongside their father. The family moved to take their chairs. Pa hung his cap on the peg above the radio, then took his place at the head of the table. Tess settled under Jack’s chair.

      Her mother set down the bubbling casserole, followed by a plate of golden squares of cornbread.

      The conversation flowed easily. The men discussed the Chevrolet’s repairs, while her mother, who worked as a nurse at the local hospital, told a grisly story about a mishap with a severed thumb which Jack and Pa somehow found hilarious.

      The radio droned in the background, tuned to a variety show. But then the music cut out abruptly. The announcer stated:

      
        
        “Stand by for a special news flash.”

      

      

      “Hey, turn that up.” Jack waved his fork at the radio.

      Pa reached back and fiddled with the knob. The radio announcer’s urgent voice filled the room.

      
        
        “We interrupt this broadcast for an urgent news bulletin. Japanese forces have launched an aerial attack on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii…”
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        Fort Lauderdale

        December 17, 1941

      

      

      Annie hummed along to the tune of Guy Lombardo’s Winter Wonderland floating from the Philco radio as she strung garland inside the windows of The Deck restaurant. She tugged in irritation at the sailorette uniform she had to wear to work. The hem was riding up every time she lifted her arms. Normally, she loved putting up holiday decorations, but this morning her mood was more annoyed than festive.

      Outside, boats bustled up and down the New River ferrying supplies from the port or train station up to the dry dock at Dooley’s Basin. In the past week and a half since America had declared war against both Japan and Germany, her town was changing so fast she sometimes felt as lost as Dorothy in the Land of Oz. The papers said the government had already earmarked Fort Lauderdale as a strategic base for both air and sea. Annie sighed and pushed back some loose hair, leaving a smudge of glitter on her cheek.

      The kitchen door swung open a crack, and Annie recognized the long dark fingers that wrapped around the door’s edge.

      “What’s up, Emma?”

      “Annie, Mama says to remind you that the lunch rush’ll be starting soon. Are you about done there?” The fingers tapped impatiently against the wooden panel.

      “Just about.” Annie climbed down from the chair. “You know there’s nobody out here but me. You could just come on out into the dining room.”

      The fingers disappeared, and the door swung shut. Annie would have to go back into the kitchen to see her best friend’s face. Their boss had rules about the kitchen staff entering the dining room, and Emma was a rule follower.

      Annie didn’t want the war changing things, but nobody was asking her. The signs of upheaval were everywhere she looked, like the garish recruiting poster someone had hung by the front door.

      She plugged in the cord, and the colorful bulbs lit up around the window. Annie had to smile when she turned around to inspect the cypress-paneled bar and dining room. The Skipper, as she was required to call her boss, would be happy.

      Back in the kitchen, the air was hot and humid. Cora Albury, Emma’s mother, stood over the stove, using a fork to lower chicken legs into bubbling Crisco. Dressed in her usual chef’s whites, the tall black woman wore her hair wrapped in a colorful cloth while a hint of lipstick highlighted her mouth.

      Cora looked up as Annie entered. “This war’s got everybody in a tizzy. We’re busier than a centipede in a toe-counting contest.”

      Annie laughed. Wouldn’t you know it, Miss Cora could bust her mood. “Seems like the world’s turned upside down overnight.”

      Emma didn’t look up from her work. Though she wore an apron over her dress, Annie thought her friend always looked effortlessly elegant with her long neck and skin the color of maple syrup.

      “Town’s already changing,” Emma said. “Granddad Elzo says the shipyard’s fixin’ to expand soon. All a sudden, there’s more jobs than people to fill them, and they’re hiring more black folks.”

      “Feels like everything’s changing,” Annie said.

      “Change isn’t always bad, though.” Emma wiped her hands on her apron. “Maybe things’ll get better for some of us after this is over.”

      “Or worse,” Annie said, picturing Jack flying through a hail of bullets like she’d seen on the newsreels at the movie theater. “I don’t want my family or friends getting caught up in this mess.”

      “Can’t avoid it, sugar,” Miss Cora said, shaking her head. “Like my Daddy always says, war’s got a way of reaching everyone, one way or another.”

      Annie was back in the dining room filling the last saltshaker when the front door swung open, and Finn breezed in. Behind him trailed his little sister Bethany, clinging to his hand.

      “Annie, am I ever glad to see you,” Finn said.

      She wanted to tell him she felt the same way, even if it wasn’t for the same reason.

      “Old lady Dinwiddie’s down sick, and I got called in to work. Any chance you can keep an eye on the sprout here for a few hours?”

      The girl wrinkled her nose. “I can take care of myself, you know. I’m not a baby.”

      “I get it, squirt.” Finn squatted down to face his sister. “But the shipyard’s no place for a kid. Annie here will take good care of you.”

      “And I’d be happy to, Bean,” Annie said, using the girl’s nickname. “We girls will find some fun while the men are off playing war.”

      Bean’s face lit up, while Finn looked relieved.

      “Thanks, Annie, you’re a lifesaver,” he said. “They need all hands on deck to work on this new sub chaser we’re building. It’s a real monster, 110 feet long. I’ll be welding all day.”

      Annie made a sweeping motion with her fingers. “Then go on, get to work.”

      “I owe you one,” Finn said. He mussed Bean’s red hair and dashed for the door.

      “And I intend to collect!” Annie called out as the door closed.

      She reached a hand out to the girl. “Well, Miss, want me to show you around?”

      When they entered through the swing doors, Cora turned from the stove and appraised the newcomer. “What have we got here?”

      “Miss Cora, this is Bethany, Finn’s sister.”

      “Call me Bean,” the ten-year-old piped up. “Everyone else does.”

      Cora tapped her lips with a finger while sizing up the scrawny girl in overalls. “You got your brother’s hair, all right. He ever feed you? You look like a string bean, Miss Bean.”

      Annie waited while Miss Cora filled a plate for the girl. Bean stood at her side, peering around the kitchen, taking in the pots bubbling on the stove and the stack of dirty pans in the sink.

      “Say, you need any help around here? I’m real good at kitchen stuff.”

      Annie laughed. “You sound just like your brother. Here sweetie,” she set the plate on the counter. “Go on and eat your lunch now.”

      Bean grabbed an apron off a hook and held it upside down with a puzzled expression on her face. “Just try me. I can peel potatoes, chop vegetables, even pluck a chicken. My mama taught me everything she knew before she died. So put me to work!”

      Miss Cora glanced at Annie before taking the apron from the girl. “Sure thing, sweetheart.” She tied the apron on Bean, who looked impossibly small in the loose fabric. “Why don’t you start by snapping those beans for me?”

      Emma set a bowl of green beans on the counter next to the girl’s lunch, then slid over a stool. “Climb up here. You can work while you eat.”

      Annie smiled at Emma as she wrote down the specials on the chalkboard.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Emma said.

      “Ha! I think I’m more worried about the two of you. She’s a force of nature that one.”

      Annie pushed backwards through the swing doors carrying the chalkboard.

      When she spun around, her boss, Fred Beck was standing at the podium by the front door wearing his jacket complete with shoulder epaulettes and his gold braided captain’s hat. After she set the chalkboard down by the waitress station, she grabbed her own round white sailor’s cap. She swept her hat onto her head and secured it with a couple of bobby pins.

      The clock over the front desk read eleven thirty. Right on time. Let the lunch shift begin.

      As Mr. Beck ushered the first customers to a table in the back of the dining room, he caught her eye, and she gave him a little salute. She thought it odd to seat them in the back when there were plenty of window tables, but she pulled her notepad out of her pocket and walked over to their table.

      “Afternoon, folks. Welcome to The Deck.” The couple looked up from their menus. Annie noticed their clothes were nice quality but rumpled like they’d been sleeping in them. The gentleman stroked his thick beard, while his wife had tears in her eyes. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      The man looked around the dining room before he spoke. “Please excuse my wife. She is very upset.”

      “I’m sorry. Can I help?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s about our lodging. We just arrived this morning on the train from New York. You see, our son’s been stationed here in the Navy. He’s working to secure the port.”

      His wife reached across the table and grasped his hand. “We were so thrilled to come see him,” she said, “and to hear of his important work. But...” Her face fell. “The hotel where we booked a room, they claimed no record of our reservation. They had a sign by the door, ‘We cater to a restricted clientele’ and, well...”

      Annie had seen the sign they referred to, but she hadn’t thought much about it. Now she was pretty sure why the couple had been rejected.

      From the corner of her eye, Annie saw her boss striding toward her. She could tell from his face that he wasn’t pleased with her talking to the couple. She greeted him with a forced smile. “Hello, Skipper.”

      “Annie, I didn’t hire you to chit-chat with the customers,” he said. “Take their order and take it to the cook in the galley. These other tables are waiting.”

      “Of course, Skipper.” She flashed him a smile and lifted her notepad and pen.

      When she returned with their food, she saw Beck was busy at the front desk talking to Sheriff Clark who had arrived for his usual lunch. Seizing the opportunity, she grabbed one of the paper placemats on the table and flipped it over. She quickly sketched a rough map of the streets of downtown.

      Annie leaned in closer to the couple and whispered, “We’re here.” She circled a rectangle and wrote ‘The Deck’ in block letters. “This here is the Temple Emanu-El. I’m pretty sure Rabbi Friedman would be happy to put you up for the night or help you find another place to stay, maybe down in Dania. Everybody in town here’s not like my boss and the folks at that hotel.”

      Annie headed back to the kitchen, weaving between packed tables. The lunch rush was in full swing, with tourists and locals alike piling in. The clatter of dishes and hum of conversation filled the dining room.

      She delivered orders in her swift, graceful way, grilled cheese to the fishermen’s table, club sandwiches to the well-dressed gals from up north, cheeseburgers to the rowdy boys home on leave.

      When she stepped back into the dining room carrying four plates of fried catfish, she saw that Sheriff Clark was seated at his usual table, with the Skipper just across from him.

      After she delivered the food, Annie approached their table, pad and pencil in hand. “Afternoon, Sheriff Clark. What would you like for lunch today?”

      “Let’s see, how’s about some of Miss Cora’s meatloaf and a cup of Joe.” The Sheriff was looking at her as he talked, but not at anything above her neck. He then turned and continued his conversation with Fred Beck as though she were invisible. “Been a hell of a week, what with all these new recruits flooding into town. I tell ya, too many of them Yankees coming down here, stirring up trouble with the locals.”

      Annie moved to the next table and began stacking the dirty dishes, but their conversation continued.

      “Now Walt, it’s good for business,” Mr. Beck said. “We’re happy to serve anyone defending our great country.”

      She caught a glimpse of the two men as she leaned over the table to grab the last dirty spoon. Clark was staring at her behind. She straightened and tugged at her skirt before collecting the pile of dishes.

      The Sheriff grunted. “Long as they respect how things are done around here. Had to crack some heads down over on Sixth Street the other night. Teach those uppity boys a lesson when they step outta line. Some of our outtatowners didn’t approve. I don’t need no Yankees telling me how to run my town.”
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        * * *

      

      Finally, the lunch rush began to subside, allowing Annie a moment to catch her breath. She made her way back into the kitchen and found Emma and her mother cleaning up from the hectic lunch service. Bean was perched on her stool, peeling potatoes with impressive skill for her age.

      Annie walked to the screen door that led to the alley out back. She hoped to feel a little cooling breeze. Emma followed her and handed her a glass of water.

      “What a difference a war makes,” Annie said.

      Emma nodded, her dark eyes serious. “It’s bringing all sorts of people here. Not all of ‘em good, neither.”

      “We’ve got enough of our homegrown bad apples. Like that Sheriff Clark.” Annie sighed. “I sure don’t like the way he looks at some of our customers or you, Emma, when he thinks no one’s watching.”

      “That man’s nothing but trouble,” Emma waved her hand in the air like she was swatting a fly. “Mama told me he roughed up some fellas on our street the other night. Claiming they were ‘out of line.’”

      Annie shook her head. “Can’t wait for the day someone finally stands up to that man.”

      “I don’t think things are changing that fast,” Emma said.

      Miss Cora walked back and put her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Day’s not over yet, girls. Time to get back to work. That little ball of fire over there is putting you two to shame.”

      Emma and Annie exchanged a look. Back to the grind.

      An hour later, Annie pushed through the swing doors into the mercifully cooler kitchen. Miss Cora looked up from the sink where she was washing a big stock pot and smiled.

      Annie grabbed a clean apron from a hook and tied it on. “Whew, I thought those last customers would never leave! Skipper just herded them out the door and locked it behind them.”

      She joined Emma at the prep station and began chopping carrots and potatoes for the evening’s soup special. Emma’s mother moved to the stove, her voice softly humming what sounded like a hymn. Not that Annie could be sure since her family never went to church.

      Little Bean was perched on a stool in the corner, deeply engrossed in a book that looked like it belonged to Emma. Every so often she would pop a slice of apple in her mouth from the snack Emma had given her earlier.

      “I am beat!” Annie fanned herself with a dish towel.

      Emma didn’t glance up from her cutting board. “You say that every day, Annie.”

      “Well, today I mean it.”

      Miss Cora clucked her tongue. “It’s that war bringing all sorts of riff-raff to town. Mark my words, it’s trouble.”

      Annie and Emma exchanged a look. They both knew trouble had a lot of faces, and not all of them were wearing uniforms.

      Trying to shift the mood, Annie said, “You’ll never guess what I’m looking forward to? Getting back home to my family’s Fish Camp. Jack and I had it great growing up there. Watching the sun rising over the Mosquito Lagoon whilst a flock of pelicans were diving on a school of snapper. Remember when you and your Gramps came up to visit Woody? We gotta go back together one day.”

      Emma raised an eyebrow but kept chopping. “Travel takes money.”

      “Everything takes money.”

      Emma pointed her paring knife at her. “You should study mapmaking. You’ve got a gift.”

      Annie gazed up at the ceiling for a moment, then smiled. “Hmmm. Can you imagine making maps of places that never had any?”

      Emma tilted her head, a faint smile touching her lips. “You always make it sound like magic. Like drawing’s a way into a brand-new world.”

      “Yeah, well. That’s probably all it is.” She fluttered her fingers through the air. “Just dreams and magic and make-believe.”

      Emma frowned. “Don’t say that.”

      “What about you, Emma? What do you want to do after all this?”

      “Me?” Emma’s hands grew still over the potatoes. She glanced toward her mother, then looked back down. “College,” she whispered. “Mathematics, physics. Maybe even astronomy.”

      She paused, then added, “Annie, I got this ache sometimes, right here.” She touched her chest with the flat of her hand. “Feels like I was meant for something more than peeling potatoes in this kitchen.”

      “Emma, it’s a fact. You’re scary smart.”

      “Thanks, Annie.” Emma shrugged. “It’s just a dream, but maybe someday.”

      “Hey, imagine us, dreams come true and taking the world by storm!”

      Emma laughed. “Or more like a strong breeze.” Then she looked at Annie. “But it’s a good thought.” She looked back down at the pile of potatoes. “How’s Jack? He still talking about joining up?”

      Annie pulled the sailor’s hat off her head and slapped it onto the counter. “It’s all he can talk about! I swear that boy has airplanes on the brain. Day and night.” Her expression softened. “He’s alright, though. Worrying me to death, as usual.”

      Emma’s lips curved. She didn’t ask more, but Annie caught the shift in her posture.

      “So, have you talked to Jack lately?”

      “Annie!” Emma turned away, feigning annoyance. “Why would I be talking to your brother?”

      “Ah-ha!” Annie laughed.

      “Emma!” Miss Cora’s voice sliced through the kitchen clatter. “Stop talkin’ about that boy and finish those potatoes!  You got more sense than to waste your time on somethin’ that ain’t never gonna be.”

      Annie bit her lip, regretting her teasing.

      “Sorry, Mama.”

      Emma turned back to her work, but Annie saw the hurt in her eyes.
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        Berlin, Germany

        December 18, 1941

      

      

      Wilhelm Hersey hurried along the wet cobblestones toward Berlin’s government district. The biting wind cut through his threadbare coat. He remembered the year he’d first arrived in Germany as a boy; this same air would have been thick with the Christmas scent of roasting chestnuts and the sharp spice of Lebkuchen. Now, it carried only the acrid smell of coal smoke and wet wool.

      He passed a queue of women standing outside a bakery, their faces drawn and tired beneath their headscarves, fingers clutching their ration cards. Static-filled martial music blared from a speaker on the corner. A sign on the bakery door announced in bold letters: “No bread until noon.” One woman in line muttered under her breath. Will couldn’t make out the words, but the fear in her eyes when another woman glared over her shoulder told him enough. Who needs the police when greed can turn citizens into informants.

      He detoured around Potsdamer Platz where a November raid had left two buildings as burned shells, their windows staring blindly at the street. Now, many storefronts displayed large posters of the Führer gazing sternly at passersby. “Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Führer” proclaimed the red and black banners that seemed to hang from every available surface.

      Will stopped at a cigarette vendor’s kiosk. “Ein päckchen Eckstein, bitte.”

      He was fishing in his pocket for coins when he heard voices shouting harsh German commands. He glanced over and saw them: a family being herded by two military officers down the sidewalk toward him. The yellow stars, hand-sewn to their coats, stood out starkly against the gray morning. The woman clutched her daughter’s hand.

      “Every day now,” the vendor muttered, sliding the cigarette packet across the counter. “Those people. Good riddance, I say. More rations for the rest of us.”

      Will’s jaw tightened. He said nothing, counting out the coins with clumsy fingers.

      The little girl—she couldn’t have been more than five—stumbled as the SS officer shoved her mother forward. A rag doll slipped from her arms and tumbled across the cobblestones, coming to a stop by Will’s feet. The child’s pleading eyes found his.

      Will bent down, reaching for the doll.

      “Schneller!” the soldier barked. “Faster! Move!”

      Will froze. The child looked back over her shoulder as her mother pulled her forward. The doll lay there on the cold stones, its button eyes staring up at him.

      He straightened slowly, turned his back, and swept the cigarettes off the counter. He strode off in the opposite direction, trying to control his breathing and still his pulse.

      He’d heard whispers about what happened to those sent East. Labor camps, ghettos, resettlement. The words were vague, but the fear on Jewish faces was clear. Whatever awaited this family, he was certain they would not return to their apartment. Acid climbed up the back of his throat. Thinking led to questions, and questions led to danger. Besides, what could one person do?

      A poster on a neighborhood bulletin board caught his eye: “Melde Feindhörer!”  Report enemy radio listeners, it demanded with an illustration of a sinister ear pressed to a radio. Will unconsciously touched his trouser pocket where he kept the key to his room. Inside that room, in a box under the floorboards, was a small crystal radio set he used at night, his secret lifeline to BBC broadcasts. That tiny act of rebellion was all he allowed himself.

      The Reich Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda occupied a commanding position on Wilhelmplatz, its stone facade unmarked by bombs. The RAF appeared to aim for the factories, not the government quarter. Yet. Will pulled his identification papers from his coat pocket, preparing to show them to the guards, and stepped into line behind the other functionaries who worked in the building.

      Another day of crafting lies, he thought. Another day he would avoid being conscripted into the military.

      Wilhelm sat at his desk in the cramped office on the third floor. Four metal desks were crammed into a space meant for one, leaving barely enough room for the door to open. He shifted in his chair, the hard wood pressing into his back as he hunched over his typewriter.

      He squinted over at the pamphlet resting on his desk. The bold black German script almost mocked him. Another ridiculous propaganda piece he was meant to translate into English for broadcasting across the Atlantic. Will shook his head. One week after Germany declared war on America, and already the propaganda machine was in full gear.

      There had been a time when writing was a joy for him. An escape. The stories seemed to flow from his pen to the page as if by magic. The odd boy from America who didn’t fit in, who had no friends among the local boys, but rather lived adventures through the pages of his books and stories. The Reich had stolen that joy of writing. Reading remained an escape from the hardships, but it had been years since he had written a word of his own.

      He was sick of this job, of peddling lies for Goebbels and his cronies. Did they really think the Brits or the Americans would swallow this blather as the Nazis trumpeted the superiority of the Aryan race and the inevitability of Germany’s victory? He longed to crumple up the paper and hurl it out the window, but he knew the consequences for such defiance would be severe.

      Better to keep his head down, he reminded himself. Avoid attention. At least here behind a typewriter he wasn’t having to dodge bullets. Still, the words tasted bitter as he translated them. “The righteous might of the German army will crush the corrupt democracies of the West,” he muttered as he hunted and pecked at the keys. He raked his fingers through his hair. Corrupt? He longed for the West he had known as a child, growing up in Indiana. Fishing with his father at the lake. Playing hide and seek in the cornfields. The boys he had known there had been nothing like the German bullies he’d faced when his mother brought him “home” to Germany.

      He rolled the half-finished page out of the typewriter, tossed it into the trash, and grabbed his coat. Will desperately needed to clear the stale taste of propaganda from his mouth. He headed for the stairwell. The wind cut through his clothing as he stepped outside, and the icy air made his throat and lungs ache. He checked his watch in the fading afternoon light. Only 1600 hours, and already the streetlights were on at the end of the narrow alley.

      Another long, frigid night alone in his tiny flat awaited after he finished his shift. Some stale bread and sauerkraut for dinner, a bit of reading before falling into his lumpy single bed. It was the same monotonous routine day after dreary day. Yet wasn’t this better than being sent to some godforsaken outpost on the Russian front? At least, that was what he kept telling himself.

      Once outside, his fingers were numb from the cold as he pulled the pack of cigarettes from his pocket. Fumbling with the lighter, he finally managed to coax a flame. The first drag warmed him from within.

      “Got another one of those for a friend?” came a voice behind him. Will turned to see his co-worker Franz stamping his feet on the icy bricks. Will held out the crumpled pack wordlessly. The two young men leaned against the soot-stained wall of the building, smoking in silence as dusk settled over the city.

      “Some weather we’re having.” Franz exhaled a plume into the frigid air.

      Will grunted in reply. He and Franz had developed an uneasy camaraderie borne of proximity and circumstance rather than any shared beliefs. Franz parroted the Party’s propaganda with gusto while Will questioned how long he could keep doing this. Still, in an odd way, he envied the other man’s unwavering conviction. All Will felt these days was doubt gnawing at his conscience.

      He drew the last bittersweet fumes from his cigarette before grinding it beneath his heel. “I could certainly use a break from these long days,” he said. “Do you think we’ll get holiday leave?”

      Franz swiveled his head from one side to the other. “Watch what you say, Wilhelm.” He spoke in a hushed voice. “We are fortunate to have the jobs we have.” Then louder, he said, “I would like to spend Christmas with my sister’s family in Dortmund, but that is not for me to say. Our boys out there fighting can’t go home, so neither should we.”

      Will nodded, picturing his own home in Wiesbaden, the rambling cottage behind the big farmhouse, the woods where he had played alone when he had first arrived from America. He wondered if his mother was decorating the family Christmas tree at this very moment, hanging the familiar ornaments as she had done each year no matter where they lived.

      “How does an uneducated oaf like you write such perfect English, anyway?” Franz asked.

      Will shrugged, taking the crumpled pack back from Franz to shake out another cigarette for himself. “My father was American. I was born there. We lived outside Chicago until I was eleven. I spoke as much English as German growing up.”

      “An American father?” Franz’s eyes widened in surprise. Will wondered if his reaction was genuine or an act.

      “Yes, it’s no secret. That is why they hired me.”

      “And here I thought you were German through and through,” Franz said.

      Will chose to disregard Franz’s slight. It was nothing new. He remembered the late-night knock at the door, his mother’s anguished cry when she saw the police lieutenant standing there, hat in hand. “My father was an American policeman. Killed in the line of duty.”

      “Mein Gott. I’m sorry, Wilhelm.” Franz looked away. “It was good of your mother to bring you back home to the Fatherland after that.”

      Will lit his cigarette. “Yes, but we were destitute until my grandparents took us in. Even then, I was the foreign boy, the American. Kids can be cruel.”

      “But you showed them, didn’t you? You’re German now, a true patriot,” Franz said as he clapped Wilhelm on the back.

      Will attempted to smile at Franz. If only it were that simple. He shivered, ready to seek the warmth of indoors.

      The muffled sound of the heavy back door opening gave him pause. Two men emerged, a flashlight beam playing over the alley walls and patches of dirty snow on the ground. The men wore long wool overcoats much like his own, but Will noticed their boots were not the standard issue. Polished black leather gleamed even in the fading light. His breath quickened as he saw the twin lightning bolts insignia on their collars, the mark of the Schutzstaffel. What was the SS doing here?

      The taller of the two men swung the flashlight in their direction. “You there. Are either of you Wilhelm Hersey?” he called out.

      Will turned to glance at Franz. The man’s eyes remained focused on his own feet.

      “I’m Wilhelm Hersey,” he said, proud his voice didn’t quaver. The taller SS officer gave a curt nod for him to come along. With a worried glance back at Franz, Will flicked his unfinished cigarette onto the snow and followed.

      The pace was brisk as the imposing officer led him back inside and down a dim rear hallway Will had never explored. The light’s beam reflected off polished marble floors, leading him deeper into the cavernous building. Questions swirled. Maybe this was about some mistake in his work? No, the propaganda ministry didn’t warrant attention from the SS. Dread settled in his stomach. What had he done to bring the SS to his door?

      At the end of a long corridor, the officer halted, opened an unmarked wooden door and motioned Will inside. He blinked in the dim light of a spartan conference room as the burly SS officer shut the door behind him.

      A man sat at the far end of the long table beneath the circle of light cast by the sole overhead light fixture. Dressed in a neat gray suit, his spectacles caught the lamplight. He set down the papers he had been perusing and gestured for Will to take a seat. Up close, he looked to be a man in his mid-fifties, his hair salt-and-pepper, his gaze steely.

      “Herr Hersey, please sit. I am Oberst Hoffman of the Abwehr. We have an important matter to discuss.”

      Will lowered himself onto the hard wooden chair. The Abwehr. Military intelligence. He swallowed as he felt the bile crawling up his throat.

      For a long minute, the officer did not speak. The man read through several sheets of paper on the table in front of him.

      Will tried to slow his breathing. He didn’t know what was expected of him. Should he speak first? He could hear the noise of his own breath flowing hyperfast through his nostrils, and he wondered if the Oberst Hoffman could hear it, too.

      “We live in desperate times, Herr Hersey,” the man said, looking up at last. “The future of the Reich hangs in the balance.”

      Wilhelm nodded.

      “I understand you are an American citizen, born and raised.”

      “Yes, sir. My father was American, but my mother is German. I am now a German citizen.”

      “Are you a loyal German or are your loyalties...divided?” Oberst Hoffman stared at him over the top of his spectacles with an intensity that made Will want to sink below the table.

      “My grandfather was one of the first to join the Party in my hometown. He made sure I joined the Hitler Youth as a young boy. Deutschland über alles,” he said. “Germany, above all others.” All the propaganda he’d written these past years ought to be good for something, Will thought as he tried to calm his heart. “”I swear to you, sir, my loyalty is to the Führer alone.”

      “Good.” Oberst Hoffman nodded. “The Abwehr needs men we can trust, men with special skills and connections. Loyal citizens willing to serve their country in her time of need.” His stare bored into Wilhelm.

      “But Colonel,” Will stammered. “I am just a civilian, a low-level translator in the propaganda ministry.”

      “But you spent your childhood in America. So, you are fluent in English, yes?”

      “Well, yes, but—” Will’s mouth had gone dry, his palms slick with nervous sweat now.

      “Do you still have connections in America? Family, perhaps?”

      Will hesitated. “My father had cousins in Chicago,” he said finally. “But we haven’t corresponded since the war began.”

      “I don’t exaggerate when I say the fate of the Reich rests on men like yourself, Herr Hersey. Men willing to rise when called to serve a greater purpose.” He slid an official-looking document across the table along with an elegant fountain pen. “I can’t disclose operational details until you sign this oath of loyalty and secrecy. So, what’s it to be? Your country is calling. Shall we begin your briefing?”

      Will stared down at the document, the colonel’s challenge hanging in the air between them. He reached for the pen. He had no choice.
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        Fort Lauderdale, Florida

        December 25, 1941

      

      

      Annie scrubbed the large pot, the sudsy water nearly up to her elbows. Her brother reached into the sink and flicked up a handful of soap bubbles, splattering her face and hair.

      “Hey!” Annie turned, attempting to wipe her eyes on her sleeve. Jack was hiding behind Finn who held up a dish towel like a flag of surrender. Pressing his lips together to keep from laughing, Finn reached out and wiped the suds off her cheek.

      Without a word, Annie handed the pot to him and turned back to the sink.

      “Bah humbug to you, too,” Jack said.

      Ever since Finn’s mother had passed, leaving him and his sister orphans, the two of them had been included at Christmas dinner at the Jeeves’ house. Starting back when they all still lived up north at Skeeter’s Fish Camp in Edgewater and continuing when Finn and Bean had followed the Jeeves family’s move to Fort Lauderdale.

      Annie felt her brother’s hand on her shoulder, then he leaned in between her and Finn.

      “Alright then, I’ve had about enough holiday family time. How do we make a break for it?” Jack whispered.

      Finn’s eyes narrowed in the way he had that made her insides get all fluttery. “To the beach for the afternoon?” he asked.

      Jack nodded. “We really should take the launch out.” He took the pot from Finn and crossed the kitchen to place it in the cupboard. “We haven’t run the outboard in a while. It needs the exercise.”

      Tess whined from her spot next to the stove, and Jack reached down and scratched the white fur between her mahogany-colored ears. “Sorry, girl. Not today.”

      “I want to go!” Bean chimed in, nearly dropping an armful of silverware into the rinse water.

      “No room on the boat for you either, runt,” Jack said.

      Annie pulled the stopper from the sink and dried her hands on a towel. The boat did carry four, but Annie had a pretty good idea who Jack wanted as their fourth.

      She squatted to look Bean in the eye. “Hey, don’t worry, kiddo. You can stay here and take care of Tess for me. Besides, Mama promised to teach you to knit this afternoon, remember? She’s so excited.”

      Bean nodded. Mama Hilda’s undivided attention was hard to turn down.

      Jack hung his towel on the front of the stove. “I’ll go ask Ma and Pa if we can take the boat. Do you wanna go get...” Jack lifted his eyebrows and inclined his head.

      Annie nodded.

      “Meet us at the dock in twenty minutes?”
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        * * *

      

      While the boys jogged down the sandy lane toward the town docks, Annie hurried north clutching her straw hat with one hand, a brown paper bag in the other. Once she crossed the boulevard, the houses grew smaller. Emma’s little house wasn’t much more than a shack, but aside from the big tin tub up on bricks over a fire pit where Miss Cora washed laundry for money, the yard was neat and tidy. Annie rapped her knuckles against the weathered wooden doorframe.

      Emma’s grampa, Elzo Walker, pulled open the door. Annie knew him well since he had worked as a janitor at the high school she’d attended when her family first moved down from Edgewater. He was dressed in dark slacks and a crisply ironed white shirt. “Merry Christmas, Miss Annie. Come inside.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Walker. I hope I’m not disturbing you all on Christmas Day.”

      “You’re welcome here anytime, young lady.”

      Emma’s mother was standing at the sink. Her paisley print dress with matching head wrap showcased both her skill at sewing and her stunning figure. The air smelled of fried fish and grits. A small Christmas tree decorated with seashells hanging from strings stood in the corner.

      “Merry Christmas, Ma’am,” she said as she handed Miss Cora the paper bag. “Mama told me to give you this.” Annie knew the bag contained the wax-paper-wrapped ham bone with enough meat to feed Emma’s family for a couple of days. “She said with all the extra shifts at the hospital these days, she hasn’t got the time or the skill to make soup like you do.”

      “You give your mama my thanks.”

      Emma stepped out of the bedroom she shared with her mother. “Merry Christmas, Annie. Is everything alright?”

      Annie smiled. Black folks knew surprise visits seldom brought good news. “Sure is. We had a grand Christmas dinner, and now the boys and I are going for a boat ride in the launch. I came by to invite my best friend to come along with us!”

      Emma hesitated, glancing at her mother. It wasn’t the first time Annie and Emma had spent time together outside work, but they all knew there was a danger to it, more so for Emma than for Annie. Miss Cora pursed her lips, but nodded.

      “Don’t draw any extra attention if you can help it.”

      Emma nodded. “We’ll keep to ourselves. Don’t worry, Mama.”

      Emma grabbed her faded blue shawl off a hook by the front door. She was wearing a flower print dress with a lace collar that her mother had sewn.

      “Y’all be careful now,” Mr. Walker warned, his eyes serious. “Remember, you ought not let anyone see you two looking too chummy.”

      With a final wave goodbye, the girls headed out, maintaining a careful distance as they walked through the near empty streets. While it might look like no one was watching, Annie saw the shift of a curtain here, the angle of a shutter there. Fort Lauderdale had felt like a pretty big town when she’d first arrived from Edgewater, a tiny spot up north on the Mosquito Lagoon, but gossip was still the favorite sport in these parts.

      When they reached the waterfront, Annie relaxed. The road that ran along behind the docks was home only to businesses like The Deck restaurant and assorted ice and fish warehouses that were shuttered tight for the Christmas holiday.

      She spotted Jack and Finn waiting by the small wooden boat, its white paint peeling away from years of use. The vessel was modest, with two cross benches for seating and a gasoline outboard engine hanging off the stern.

      She called out a hello, and Jack waved back enthusiastically. When he caught sight of Emma, his face lit up with a smile that Annie hadn’t seen in weeks.

      “Happy Christmas!” he shouted. “Let’s get this show on the road, or the river as the case may be.”

      When they got closer, Finn smiled at Emma. “Afternoon, Miss Albury. Glad you could join us.”

      Annie jumped down into the boat, causing it to rock. She stood with her legs set apart, compensating for the motion, and glanced up at her friend.

      Emma was frozen in place, eyes wide, staring at the little boat.

      Jack appeared at her side and took Emma’s hand. “It’s okay,” he said.

      Without looking at him, Emma said, “I don’t know how to swim.”

      “No problem. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Annie reached up to take her friend’s other hand while the young woman stepped into the tippy boat and plopped down on the front seat with a muffled shriek.

      Jack tossed Annie his black rain jacket with a large hood.

      “Put this on,” Annie murmured. “It should hide you well enough during the ride downriver.”

      Emma quickly shed her shawl and pulled on the oversized slicker. The fabric billowed around her, disguising her slender frame. Her hands disappeared inside the sleeves, and the hood masked her features.

      “Perfect.” Annie pressed her straw hat down tight on her own head.

      The boat rocked again as Jack climbed into the boat and settled on the seat in the stern. He yanked on the motor’s start cord, and the engine sputtered to life.

      Finn untied the dock lines and climbed aboard, pushing the small boat away from the dock. They motored down the New River, away from the center of town, passing the occasional home facing the water.

      As they left the nicer homes close to town and entered the snaking river lined with smaller houses, Annie tensed. “Keep your head down, Emma,” she said. “Some of the folks living down here are no friends of ours.” The dilapidated house ahead was home to Ernie Finch, a young man who had pestered her when they’d first moved to town. Never did know how to take no for an answer. She’d only found reprieve when Ernie dropped out of school and started running errands for Sheriff Walter Clark and his chief deputy, his brother Bob Clark. The Clark brothers kept Ernie busy.

      When the launch neared the point where the river intersected the coastal canal, Annie tipped her head back, one hand atop her straw hat, and took a deep breath. The sky was a flawless watercolor blue after the storm front that had blown through the night before.

      “Look there. An osprey.” Jack reached over Emma’s shoulder and pointed to a large bird of prey passing overhead, a good-sized fish in its talons.

      “Beautiful,” Emma whispered.

      As they entered the bustling maritime district of Port Everglades, Annie relaxed. No one would pay much attention to them there. The few folks at work on Christmas Day wouldn’t be worried about a bunch of young folks in a small boat.

      Annie sensed Emma’s awe at the size of the cargo ships, tugs, and harbor pilot boats that were moored to the commercial docks. Then they passed the harbor entrance where the big ocean swells caught the bow of their little boat, making them all grab the gunwales.

      “Hang on!” Jack called back. “It gets rough through here.”

      Finn hollered like a cowboy at the bucking sensation. Annie snatched her hat off and hugged it to her chest. They bounced over the swells, getting spritzed by salty spray. Once past the inlet, Jack steered them south, running parallel to the low green line of mangroves.

      He nudged the boat over closer to the barrier island, and then turned into what looked like a little creek. The air grew quiet when he cut the engine and let the boat drift on the incoming tide. The only noise was the chirping of the tiny birds in the trees that surrounded them. The mangrove branches arched overhead, forming a shadowy tunnel. Using an oar as a pole, Jack pushed the boat through the shallow water towards the sunlight ahead. Annie could see a tiny strip of white sand.

      Jack and Finn jumped into the knee-deep water and dragged the boat further into the sheltered cove known as Whiskey Creek.

      “Last one to the beach is a rotten egg!” Jack called out.

      Finn was right on his heels, bare feet sinking into the mucky sand. “You’re going down, Jeeves!”

      Annie turned to Emma. “Welcome to our secret beach.”

      The young women kicked off their shoes and scrambled after Jack and Finn, giggling as their skirts tangled around their legs. As they neared the ocean side of the barrier island, the sounds of Jack and Finn’s gleeful shouts reached them, spurring Annie and Emma on. When they broke through the final barrier of seagrass, they caught sight of the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean.

      Emma’s pace slowed. “Sweet Jesus,” she said between gasps for air.

      Hands on hips, Annie called out, “Wait up!” Then, laughing breathlessly, she tried to catch up.

      Their feet were sinking into the soft white sand as they chased after the fellas, until finally, all four friends collapsed onto their backs, chests heaving and faces flushed from their impromptu race.

      “Phew,” Jack wiped the sweat from his brow. “That was quite the workout.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Annie kicked sand at his bare feet. “I could have run another mile!”

      “Sure you could.” Finn lay on his side in the sand, his elbow bent, his head resting on his palm.

      Annie wanted to come back with a wisecrack, but all she could think of was how much she wished she had brought her sketchbook so she could capture the way he was looking at her in that moment.

      Jack got up and rummaged through the picnic basket Mama had packed for them. He pulled out four bottles of Coca-Cola.

      “Here.” He popped off the bottle caps, then handed one to each of them.

      “Cheers,” Annie said, raising her bottle in a toast. “To friendship.”

      “Cheers,” the others echoed, clinking their bottles together.

      Annie picked up a piece of a broken shell from the sand. “Jack, remember when we were kids, the first time Pa brought us here? You found those pieces of broken blue and white pottery in the sand, and we were certain they must be part of Black Caesar’s lost treasure.”

      Jack chuckled. “You even drew a map trying to mark their exact location, determined to come back and dig up riches beyond our wildest dreams.”

      “I think I still have that map.”

      As they reminisced, Finn and Jack sat up and started to peel off their shirts. Annie couldn’t help but steal glances at Finn, even as a flush crept up her neck.

      Finn jumped up. “Alright, who wants to swim?”

      Jack was on his feet in an instant.

      Annie shook her head. “You boys go ahead. We’ll relax right here.”

      She looked over at Emma, who was watching Jack strip off his jeans, revealing his swimming shorts underneath.

      Nudging her friend, Annie raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh stop it,” Emma whispered.

      Soon the fellas were racing headlong into the chilly December surf, howling with delight. With his windswept brick-red hair and thousand-watt smile, Finn whooped triumphantly after he managed a handstand in chest-high water, before a surprise wave knocked him back under.

      “Race you to the buoy?” Jack shouted.

      “You’re on!”

      The boys took off, arms slicing through the water towards the mooring buoy offshore.

      “Glad you came?” Annie asked.

      “Oh yes,” Emma said without taking her eyes off Jack. “Your brother is quite the swimmer.”

      “They both are. My brother’s good at everything he tries.”

      The girls spread the blanket out on the sand and settled themselves. Annie peeked into the picnic basket and saw that Mama had sent them some cold fried chicken, half a dozen biscuits, and a small crock of strawberry jam.

      As the men swam further out, Emma said, “I’ve seen how you look at Finn. Do you want to talk about that?”

      Annie gave her friend an appraising look. Emma just smiled, leaning back on her hands to soak up the sunshine.

      “Whatever I might feel doesn’t matter. I’ve known him for as long as I can remember
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