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Chapter One
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October, 1943

––––––––
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As she left the ladies’ toilet and swayed through the crowded day coach, Anna Donovan began to suspect the gargoyle-faced geezer in the seat next to hers was dead, not just asleep. As if he’d given up the ghost since he’d gulped half her chicken sandwich, belched and begun to snore. She hadn’t noticed when the snoring stopped, but now his head lolled against the smeared window, mouth sagging and breathing too shallow to be discernible. If he even was still breathing.

The train was slowing for her stop, so Anna wrestled her Pullman case from the overhead rack. Even when it slammed to the floor, the man didn’t stir. Sighing, she sat gingerly beside him again and wondered if she should check his pulse. Easy enough with hands dangling in his lap, bony wrists within reach. But if he had expired, she’d have to tell the conductor, who’d have to notify some authority, who’d have to remove the body. Leaving her to make a statement to the police or coroner. A cumbersome, tedious process that would cause her to miss the bus to Rockhampton, where Dr. Millett was expecting her at 4:15. A hell of a way to start a new job, even for a humanitarian reason.

Yet the idea of leaving a hapless corpse alone and unnoticed in a train full of strangers repulsed her even more than the potential consequences of reporting his death. As a nurse and a Christian, her duty was clear. And inarguable. So, after the conductor announced Brunswick, she reached over and lifted the ancient fellow’s limp wrist. It felt like part of a chicken, ready for frying—tissue-paper skin noticeably cool, prominent veins, fragile bones.  Please, Lord, she prayed; let him be alive even if he’d rather not be. Even if the son he’d talked about didn’t want him living in his home. Please, let him just be in a nice deep sleep so she could get on with her new life.

When she felt nothing after thirty seconds, she probed closer to the heel of the thumb. More nothing.  Edging toward panic, she pressed against a tendon. And found a small, tenuous throb, barely palpable. By the second hand of her watch, she calculated the rate at about thirty per minute. So slow that if he were her patient, she’d be worried. But he wasn’t. Thanks be to God, he wasn’t in her care.

Sense of duty assuaged, she replaced the fragile claw on the old man’s thigh. He stirred slightly, snorted and turned his face to the window as the train screeched into the station. She exhaled with relief, then, clutching purse and overnight bag, pushed the larger suitcase into the vestibule. When they’d jolted to a stop, the conductor hoisted it to the platform. She grabbed it and headed toward a line of busses. Even focused on locating the one she needed, she couldn’t help glancing up at the fifth window of the dusty coach. Inside, the old man sat blinking and drooling. She smiled, but he gave no sign he remembered he’d shared his life story. Or half her lunch.

Scanning the buses angled in along the platform, she dragged her bags toward the one for Camden. The driver tossed them in the luggage compartment and squinted at her ticket. Behind her, a male voice said, “Headed for Bath, ma’am?”

The Chief Petty Officer in Navy Air greens had been on the train when she’d boarded at Dover, had helped her father lift the monster suitcase to the rack. She made her voice friendly. But crisp. He was, after all, an enlisted man. “Bath? Uh...what makes you think that?” 

“The pin on your jacket. And the wedding ring. Just wondered if your husband’s at the shipyard.” 

She touched the insignia on her lapel, a miniature of those on naval officer’s caps. “I didn’t know that was a base.”

“It isn’t. But BuShips has a unit there. Keeping an eye on the tin cans they’re building.”

A familiar twinge tightened her chest. “Oh, I wish he was there. But he’s on a sub. In the Pacific.”  She had to bite back the rest of the story; one didn’t share personal troubles with total strangers, even friendly Navy men who might understand. And sympathize.

He let her precede him toward the line waiting to board. “Sorry. Just thought...” He cleared his throat. “Myself, I’m at the air station outside town here. With an ASW squadron. You know. Anti-submarine warfare?”

Nervous, she glanced about in case his frank talk might be considered the loose lips that were said to sink ships. Probably not; everyone else in the nearby crowd seemed occupied with tickets, luggage, timetables. The temptation to tell him about Dan grew stronger. Still, she let herself say only, “I hope they don’t have bases like that on the coast of Japan.”

He drew a sharp, startled breath and his eyes went wide. “Oh no, ma’am, reckon not. Don’t let that worry you one little bit.”

She hadn’t noticed the Southern accent before. It was so comfortingly avuncular, she wouldn’t have minded sharing a bus seat with the man. And perhaps also the fact that Dan’s boat was missing in action. By the time they boarded, however, all the doubles were taken, so she slid into one beside a woman whose face was half-buried in Silver Screen. A black bandana—probably some sailor’s neckerchief—was tied turban-style over pin curls, and she was holding a glowing cigarette, crimson lip prints vivid on the tip.  Besides a pall of smoke, the vehicle reeked of hot oil, gasoline fumes, and the other woman’s perfume. Cheap and cloying, but an improvement over the urine odor that had hung like a yellow cloud around the old man on the train.

Every seat in the bus was taken by the time a southbound train pulled in, disgorging a gaggle of workmen who ran over and packed the aisle. One lodged beside her, where he exhaled whiskey fumes and talked loudly to his buddies about his date the night before. A soldier’s wife, he bragged, lonely and starved for love. Obviously every letch’s dream. 

Disgusted, Anna fixed her gaze over the other woman’s shoulder at movie stars’ pictures: Lana Turner working at the Hollywood Canteen, Jimmy Cagney selling war bonds at a rally, Betty Grable helping Mrs. Roosevelt christen a new cruiser. But when the workman said his date was “One of them blondies that gotta have it every night,” she felt her face flaming. Her hair was only dishwater blonde, but she knew she was the butt of his remark. Indeed; before long she felt his erection against her arm. Without debating whether she should, she used a move Dan had taught her — jerking her elbow into the guy’s crotch hard enough to cause pain, if not permanent injury.

He staggered backward. “Jesus, girlie. What’d you do that for? I ain’t talking about you.”

She compressed her lips into a tight line and fixed her gaze out the window on an inlet they were crossing. The tide was out; a trickle of water reflecting the sky was a bright blue thread through black mud studded with mossy boulders.

“Don’t pay him no mind, honey,” said her seat-mate.  “Feeble-minded Four-F creep.”

Breathing deeply, Anna was only dimly aware when the chief from the train pushed forward and seized the loudmouth by the collar. “Listen, buddy, you better shut that big yap of yours, or you and me are gonna get off and have a little talk.” 

The wise guy muttered a string of obscenities, but retreated to the rear. To her relief, the chief stood nearby till he left the bus a few miles later. He didn’t talk to her again, but his presence reassured her that decency still ruled some men’s hearts. By then they were passing the air station he’d mentioned. Mile after mile of hurricane fence enclosed acres of Quonset huts, control tower, checkered water tower, and rows of two-engine planes.  She recognized their distinctive silhouettes from her Official Airplane Spotter’s Guide: Amphibious patrol bombers, with high tails and top-mounted wings.  PBYs, also known as Catalinas.

When the bus stopped at a sentry post, he stepped off, grinning back at her and making the V-for-Victory sign with his fingers.  She gave him a thumbs-up as they surged forward again. Kind of him to assure her the Japs had no bases like this, but she recognized this as pure wishful thinking. Like a popular belief soon after Pearl Harbor that it wouldn’t take long—a year at most—to run the Japs out of the Pacific. Now, almost two years into the war, no one was making any rose-colored predictions. Even she, with all her faith that the Lord was on the Allies’ side, was having trouble with optimism. Especially about Dan’s safety.

After the chief got off, she sat stiffly upright in case the offensive workman returned. But he stayed in the back till the next town where he and his buddies shuffled off toward an arched sign:  “Bath Iron Works.” Even if the chief hadn’t told her, she’d have guessed they were building warships—patriotic posters on the fence, armed guards at the gate, stork-like cranes in the distance and a Navy E pennant on the flagstaff. And evidently these hard-drinking toughs were working on them. Good Lord, were all the decent men in the service?

Revolted at the notion, she paged rapidly through the magazine her seatmate had left behind.  When she was unable to distract herself with this silly movie trivia, she moved over and rested her forehead on the cold window glass. And remembered Dan’s complaints about engineering malfunctions the Portsmouth yard hadn’t fixed before his boat had left for New London. And the problem plagued O-boat her crew had considered jinxed long before she disappeared on a test dive. Or was jinxed a euphemism for crippled by sloppy workmanship, not random Fate?  Another possibility she preferred not to consider: If these men were typical of shipyard workers all over the country—including the Hunters Point Navy Yard in San Francisco—no wonder Wolf Fish hadn’t returned from her last patrol.

Anger flooded into her like seawater into the tanks of a crash-diving sub. And made her clench fists and jaw alike. Anger was an emotion her mother always warned was unbecoming in a clergyman’s daughter. Yet sometimes it felt powerful, even comforting. As it had when she’d used the elbow-to-the crotch maneuver on the shipyard worker.  

For the rest of the trip, its residue inspired a dozen scathing comments. She filed them away for future use, for such a time as a sharp blow to some other lecherous creep’s gonads didn’t make her point. 
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Flaring behind the bus, the sun was a low red fireball when they pulled into Rockhampton.  At first glance, a typical New England town clustered around a central square dominated by a high-steepled white church, autumn-bright trees, a brick hotel, a three-story department store, the Roxy movie theater and a string of small shops.  Ann was ready to be the first off after the bus turned south, crossed the green, then headed north again. It finally sighed to a stop in front of the Rexall Drug Store, where a small crowd waited to board. 

Filling her lungs with brisk, salt-tinged air, she dragged both bags toward the awning to wait for whoever would meet her there. Dr. Millett had assured her if he couldn’t, he’d send someone else. But after the bus left for Camden and no one had shown up, she was about to hail a green and white checkered taxi when an angular chap in denims came hurrying up the street, his anxious gaze fixed on her. 

“Nurse Donovan?” He yanked off a battered slouch hat. Wispy gray hair blew in the wind, and faded blue eyes squinted from a face as tanned and leathery as old cowhide. 

She’d expected someone in suit and tie, but extended her hand. “Dr. Millett?”

“No, miss. Cap’n Fletcher Hood at your service.” He shook it loosely, like someone unaccustomed to greeting this way. “Doc ain’t finished house calls yet, so he asked me to fetch you down to his place. These here your bags?”

She nodded. He grasped them as if they were weightless, then led her down the street to a Model-A pickup with the top half of the headlights painted black. He helped her into the battered passenger seat and loaded the luggage in the back. After he slid in behind the wheel, he gave her a lopsided grin. “Doc said you come up from Portsmouth just now. That right?” She said it was. “Got the blackout down there too?” She said they had. When the engine was sputtering, he offered a Chesterfield. She declined. He struck a match to one for himself before he pulled onto the street. Dan’s brand.  As evocative as a strain of half-remembered music, the fresh smoke filled her with sudden longing. And a passing jolt of familiar sorrow. With a deep breath, she switched focus to the view unwinding in the windshield. Nothing memorable—ordinary little houses, gas stations, store, tiny churches with old cemeteries,  a few down-at-the-heel cinder block industrial buildings. A lot like Kittery, but without Navy vehicles and Navy men. Without those constant reminders of Dan. 

Driving even slower than her father, Mr. Hood picked his way through the town’s ragged outskirts. Dusk was purpling around them, but as they crossed a long bridge over an inlet, the sky was still so bright she could see long dark cloud stripes in the west. He said they foretold rain; a fisherman knew the signs.

“Oh, you’re a fisherman?” She should have known; he wasn’t a retired naval officer at all, but a man whose title derived from owning and piloting his own boat.

“Ay-yuh. Trouble is, I can get all the gas I need, but with so many grounds off-limits, these days takes twice as long to catch half as much.” He chuckled. “Market’s real good, though. Hardly any boats out of East Point nowadays, so many boys gone to war. Tried to join up myself, but they said I was too old. So now I haul mail and freight out to the island, and keep Doc’s car running. He’s busier’n a one-armed paperhanger since they started drafting docs. Make matters worse, near a year since he had a nurse out to the island.  Don’t have none to the house either.  Last one left around the time his wife did. Right before Pearl Harbor, it was.” He paused for breath as the truck chugged up a slight hill, even balkier than her father’s Packard.

“Oh, he lives alone?”  

“Ay-yuh. Don’t know why the wife took off. Doc, he never talks about things like that. Personal, I mean. ‘Course, could’ve been she got bored. Not much to do around here except go to the picture show.” He glanced over in the dimness. “Ain’t going to be a problem with you, I hope.  Being you’re from a big town like Portsmouth.”

“I grew up in a minister’s home. I never went in for night life.”

“Well, good. Hate to see Doc disappointed again.”

So the man who’d offered the job on the phone had suffered some sort of disappointment, she presumed in love. Curious but aware her employer’s personal life was none of her business, she said only, “I don’t intend to be a disappointment to anyone,” in her most resolute tone.

He didn’t answer but lit another cigarette. Between puffs, he fell to whistling a medley of Coming in on a Wing and a Prayer and Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition. The cheerful piping lifted her spirits for the rest of the ten-mile drive.

With the town blacked out, she could see few details of the doctor’s house when they pulled into the driveway, only that it was a big square Victorian. Fletcher Hood handed her a flashlight, then hefted her luggage to a ginger bread-trimmed porch.  Inside was a vestibule and a hallway dimly lit by a wrought iron floor lamp at the foot of the stairs.

“I’ll just set your bags here till Doc gets back,” Mr. Hood said. “Now, you come wait in the parlor.”  Entering a room off the hall, he switched on a table lamp with a stained glass shade so she could see a mishmash of dark, carved tables, mohair sofas, sagging easy chairs, faded hooked rugs. Benign neglect hung in the stale air as perceptibly as the ghosts of old varnish, dust, cigarette smoke. And faintly, the clean sharpness of antiseptic.

Embarrassed, she asked, “Uh... is there a bathroom I can use first?”

He gestured across the hall. “Just through Doc’s office there. At the back. But it ain’t much. So don’t plan on taking a bath.”

She laughed and groped through a dim examining room to the closet-sized lavatory. In the washstand mirror, her hair looked dull and greasy, as if she hadn’t just washed it that morning. Combing did little to improve it but a touch of lipstick brightened her face. She washed the travel smell from her hands, then took the torch back to Cap’n Hood. “Thank you for picking me up. And carrying my bags in.”

To her surprised, he looked embarrassed, tipped his hat again. “Don’t mention it, nurse. Guess I’ll be getting home, then. See you in the morning, I expect.”

“The morning?”

“Ay-yuh. When we go over to the island. Don’t want to miss that, do you?”

“No. I can’t wait.” A lie; she was too weary to think beyond the rest of the day. Weary in her bones, more deeply weary than she’d ever been before. Like a woman of fifty, not twenty-five. Like a refugee she’d seen in a newsreel, pushing her few possessions across Europe in a baby carriage without a baby. God only knew what had become of that baby.

As soon as the door had closed behind Cap’n Hood, she dropped onto a sagging davenport. For a moment the hush of the elderly house pressed on her like a dark presence, until a nearby clock went into full Westminster chimes then bonged five times. When it finished, she realized the place was full of clocks, all ticking busily. In the distance, another struck the hour.  Who kept them wound? she wondered, as if it somehow mattered. If Dr. Millett had no nurse or wife, perhaps a housekeeper handled that chore.  And in what appeared to be the patients’ waiting room, also kept the stand ashtrays emptied and piles of The Saturday Evening Post, Life and Liberty neatly stacked on end tables.

She shuddered, relieved that she wasn’t going to work here as his office nurse. However primitive the island clinic, it would surely be less confining than this stuffy, antiquated house. Especially since she’d be in charge, except for the one day each week the doctor spent there.

When she’d talked to him on the phone; he’d sounded kindly and sincere. Modest, middle-aged and weary. But even if he was a martinet to work for, she knew how to get along with doctors. In three years of nursing at the Portsmouth Naval Hospital, she’d been associated with an infinite variety of them, including the one who’d put her in touch with this one. If he was anything like his friend Jeff Fielding, Jim Millett would be reasonable, competent and easy to work for. Which was actually beside the point: she wasn’t looking for ease and comfort, rather a job that would keep her so busy she’d have neither the time nor the energy to wonder endlessly whether Dan was still alive.

***
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Jim Millett parked the Buick in the entrance to the drive, then felt his way through the familiar twilight up the steps and across the porch to the front door. The sky was a dusky violet, and the air held the dank scent of tidal water as it did whenever the wind died. As he came into the tiled vestibule, he noticed the suitcases. His spirits rose at this confirmation that the new nurse had arrived as scheduled.

“Hello?” he called.  “Anyone here?” 

A young woman he hadn’t seen before stepped through the archway from the waiting room. Her smile was tentative. “Doctor Millett?” 

He nodded, aware that her gaze dropped—everyone’s did at first—to his built-up shoe, the cane, the halting walk. “Mrs. Donovan, I presume.”

She walked closer, hand extended. He wasn’t used to women who made this gesture, but probably a minister’s daughter would be trained to greet people this way.  Their fingers touched briefly. She was tall, gray eyes level with his, and the blue tweed suit hung loosely on her frame, as if she’d lost weight since she’d bought it. Her overall appearance too—limp hair, pale face, dark-circled eyes—suggested some malaise she hadn’t hinted at when they’d spoken on the phone. But she’d told him her husband’s submarine was missing in action, so perhaps what he was seeing were the physical traces of prolonged anxiety.

“Hope I haven’t kept you waiting. Come on in the office so we can talk.” He went in first and switched on the green-shaded lamp on the desk; both had been his grandfather’s. Like the wooden armchair beside the desk, worn slick by sixty years of patients’ butts.

When she sat, it was heavily, almost like a collapse, with head lowered and one hand pressed to her mouth.  

Alarmed, he asked, “You all right, Mrs. Donovan?” 

She took a deep, unsteady breath. “Sorry. Just A little vertigo. Probably low blood sugar.”

He eased into his swivel chair, wheeling it closer so he could wrap his fingers around her wrist. Pulse racing but strong. “Eaten anything today?”

When she looked up and nodded, he reached over and gently pulled down one lower eyelid. Pale mucosa, he noted, then studied the beds of her fingernails long enough to see further confirmation of anemia. 

“On the train,” she said.  “Half a chicken sandwich my mother packed. And a deviled egg. And some cake. I gave the rest to an old man in the next seat. He seemed starved.”

So she was a compassionate soul, he observed; a good quality in a nurse. “I see. Now, what about your periods. Heavier than usual lately?”

She averted her gaze, compressed her lips. “No. But two months ago I had...uh, an emergency C-section. See, I started hemorrhaging while I was working in the OB clinic, so they took me right to surgery.” She shrugged. “Too late to save the baby, though.”

He murmured, “Sorry,” and stared at her with the sense of watching a monster wave suck someone out to sea while he stood by, helpless to intervene. Nothing new; this same impuissance seized him whenever he was confronted with someone else’s unspeakable, irreversible loss. “Full term?”

“Twenty-seven weeks.” The color had begun seeping back into her cheeks, but her voice was faint.

“Boy or girl?”

“Boy.”

“Sorry.”  He swallowed hard. “My friend at Portsmouth told me you lost your husband, but didn’t mention a stillbirth. What was it, a placenta praevia?”

She shook her head. “An abruption.”

He winced, imagining the bloody process. “Transfusions afterward?”

“No. The blood bank was low, and my case wasn’t life or death. So they gave me iron pills. And they told me to eat lots of liver.” 

“So...are you?”

The corners of her mouth lifted slightly. “No. I hate liver.”

“Me too.”  A faint, conspiratorial smile connected them a moment. Then the hall clock chimed five-thirty and brought him back. “Well now. Ready for supper? Mrs. Goulding’s keeping it hot for us.”

“Won’t be liver, will it?”

He chuckled and got to his feet, grabbing the cane for support. “If it is, we’ll go to the coffee shop in Rockhampton.”

It was a short four blocks to the boardinghouse, but he toured the village first so she could see the sheen of the harbor, the dark shapes of boats and rocks, the stark silhouettes of hillside houses against the sky. Heading up the slope again, he asked, “How long since you lost your husband?”

“Actually, he’s just missing in action. His sub’s overdue from a patrol. I only got word in June, so it could still show up. I really don’t consider him lost.”

“Of course. One must never lose hope.”

She didn’t answer. Huddled across the front seat, she stared into the twin paths cast by the dimmed headlights. But when he switched off the engine in front of the boardinghouse, she said, “I hope it doesn’t matter about the stillbirth, Dr. Millett. Because I’ve had the postpartum checkup and everything’s fine. Except the low red count. The other...the grief, I mean... I’m over that now. After all, it’s been two months. It’s not going to interfere with my job.”

He said, “I’m not worried,” but wanted to tell her she hadn’t even begun to get over such a major double loss. Recovering from any sudden deprivation was relative, a matter of comparing how you felt from one day to the next. So if today was better than yesterday, you thought you were over it. He’d never been widowed, never had kids, but he supposed losing a spouse or a child  was like losing anything else, including the use of one leg. His had been warped and atrophied by polio when he was twelve.  And though he was used to living with its limitations, he could never pretend he was over it. Because it was always there in plain sight, to prove he wasn’t. This woman, on the other hand, carried no visible evidence of bereavement, only a scarred soul. And though he’d known her for less than an hour, he sensed she wouldn’t let it keep her from honoring her commitment to this job. 

Mrs. Goulding’s boardinghouse was a no-nonsense place, shake-sided and narrow, not a chink of light showing under the blackout curtains. Inside the hallway, the smell was the same that met him whenever he took supper here—of stale cooking and cigarettes, kerosene and incontinent elderly women. In the dining room, two places were set at one end of a long bare table, the other occupied by the widows Mrs. Goulding took in as wards of the state. Some were knitting, others just staring at big Philco floor radio. In high valume, an announcer with a stilted, pseudo-English accent was telling of Allied daylight air raids over Germany. He called them “daring” and mentioned “heavy losses,” but cheerfully, the way even the grimmest news seemed to be reported. 

When Jim introduced Anna, the women nodded or grunted, but said nothing by way of welcome. He held her chair, then sat beside her while Mrs. Goulding’s son brought out chipped china bowls of red flannel hash, cabbage boiled to a mush, sweet pickles, store-bought white bread with uncolored margarine, and the remains of an apple pie. Seth was a squatty wall-eyed fellow, neither boy nor man, with bowl-cut orange hair, short, blunt fingers and an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips. His gaze remained downcast the whole time he served them. 

As they regarded this feast, Mrs. Goulding, the gaunt, raw-boned widow of a drowned lobsterman, told them, “Take all you want, but mind you, eat what you take. Waste not, want not, I always say.”

Jim began dishing food onto Anna’s plate. “Not too much, please,” she whispered.

“Why? Not hungry?”

“No, not very. And I don’t want to leave anything.” 

He had to smile, noticing she ate silently, determinedly picking up even the crumbs. Someone’s dutiful daughter, he thought. Some Navy man’s dutiful wife. Well, good. Exactly what he needed—a nurse whose dutifulness would outlast the island’s long winter. And Jean Cropper’s hot and cold moods. A sturdy woman with New England starch in her veins, one who wouldn’t quit after a week or a month to look for romance in the night clubs of Portland or Boston. Her only disadvantage, to his reckoning, might be that wounded soul.

While she worked through one paltry serving,  he plowed through two platefuls, then cut them wedges of the pie. The bacon grease in the crust didn’t shock him, but after the first bite, Anna set down her fork and asked Mrs. Goulding for a cup of tea. “If it’s no trouble, please,” she added dutifully. 

Mrs. G. yelled for Seth. Five minutes later, he slammed down a chipped brown tea pot, two stained ironstone cups without saucers and a can of condensed milk.

Anna poured, then drank half of hers before she resumed eating the pie. Finishing, she murmured,  “I must say, I’ve never had anything like this before. Maybe if it was warmed up, with some good cheese....”

He grinned. “And if wishes were horses....”  Another fleeting, shared smile.

When they stood to leave, Mrs. Goulding directed Anna to a room at the top of the stairs, warned there’d be no hot water till morning, and, “Mind you, breakfast at six-thirty sharp. Don’t be late if you want to eat.”

Jim led her toward the front hall where the stairs rose, uncarpeted and steep between walls papered in faded pink peonies. “Best you do eat something. At least toast. Long trip to the island. Sound can be rough even in fair weather. Less chance of motion sickness on a full stomach.”

“Thanks. I’ll do my best.” At the front door, she picked up her overnight case and offered her hand again. “What time in the morning?”

“Eight.” Her fingers were cold, even after hot tea. He reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and withdrew an envelope. “Meanwhile, here’s the contract for your job on the island. Look it over, and if you decide to stay, you can sign it.  But you’ll want to see the clinic first, of course.“

She took it, nodded. “From everything you’ve told me, I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“That’s good news. Well, then, good night.  I hope you sleep well.”

“I expect to. Been a long day. And tomorrow will probably be another.”

“Afraid so.” To his surprise, he felt apologetic. Nonsense; long days were the stuff of any medical practice. A nurse would understand that. “See you in the morning then.”

When she turned to climb the steps. He watched a moment, noticing her strong legs, the straight seams in her hose, the sensible shoes. Then, uncommonly and inexplicably wistful, he opened the door and stepped out on his cane.  After the overheated house, the chill outside seemed more intense than before. Now the night smelled of rain, wind rising, a cold front predicted. He shivered and got into his car. And wondered, as he drove across the village, how Anna Donovan perceived him. Probably as old and desiccated, vital juices turning to dust. He wasn’t yet forty, but suspected his patients already called him “Old Doc Millett” as they had his grandfather. Even sixteen years after his death, some locals claimed Jim was his spit and image.

Home again, he phoned two patients he’d seen that afternoon, then hobbled up the long front stairs to his bedroom. Stairs were the hardest part of his routines, so he tried to limit himself to one trip a day at home, though the hospital entrance had wide marble steps, and often homebound patients were in a second-floor bedroom. So it was a rare night that his crippled leg didn’t ache.  Now, as he unstrapped the clumsy brace that gave it rigidity, his gaze fell on the studio portrait of his former wife on the bureau. Two years now since she’d packed up, returned to Boston and asked him to divorce her on grounds of desertion.

Wanting to be shed of the charade that marriage had become, he’d agreed without reservations. Since then she’d married some Back Bay lawyer and now seemed deep into happily-ever-after.

Odd, he thought; he usually avoided recollections of her as assiduously as he avoided old seafood. Tonight, however, he felt powerless to resist her memory. And why? Because a new nurse had entered his professional life? Or to remind himself not to imagine her in any other context?

Leaning on the crutch, he walked across the room to study the photograph—dark eyes,  well-groomed brows, slightly parted lips. For so long he’d been convinced his libido had turned to ashes, yet now he felt a pulse of warmth, as if a coal still glowed. Still smoldered, ready to flame. And burn the hell out of him again.

Masochist, he rebuked himself, slamming the picture frame-down beside the lamp. And a fool to acknowledge this faint residual yearning for the heat he’d known with Ellen. Other men, he was quite sure, took heat for granted. He never had, so after it had run its course, the other side of passion had deadened his soul the way polio had his leg. Or so he’d previously been convinced.

Before he got into bed, he raised the window sash just enough to hear the trickle of rain on the porch roof. The scent of it always evoked faint nostalgia for something he sensed he’d missed, but could never pinpoint. Tonight it also stirred curiosity about what Anna Donovan would be feeling in her shabby boarding house room. Women’s emotions were a mystery to him, but logic suggested she’d be anxious about the new job, and worried about her husband, and sad about her baby, feeling compounded by being alone and isolated from everyone she loved. Yeah, that’d be it. Alone and isolated. Well, they had that in common then. Yet how very unlikely they’d ever talk about it. How very unlikely they’d ever share much of anything beside medical matters.  Of course, wasn’t that better than nothing?

Indeed. For a man like him, it was far better than nothing. Especially with a fine young woman like Anna Donovan.
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Standing behind Captain Hood in the pilothouse, Anna watched the East Point wharf recede as he maneuvered the big steel trawler Molly B toward the channel. In the slanting golden light of a clear autumn morning, the village reminded her of an impressionist painting—rocky harbor, weathered pilings and shanties, clapboard and shingled houses rising steeply behind them, lobster boats and pots stacked for the winter, gulls screeching and diving. And in the inky water below, their mirrored images, rippled by the wake. Like a Monet scene, except he’d never come to New England.

Half-nauseated by diesel exhaust, Cap’n Hood’s latest cigarette and the stink of old fish, Anna gulped fresh air as they churned past a channel marker and turned north into cold wind. Fletcher pointed toward the open water he’d called The Sound. “Now, nurse. Make out Hope Island yonder?”

She squinted at a cluster of hazy blobs on the horizon. “Which one?”

“Big one on the far left. That’s Little Hope to the right. Nothing there nowadays but falling-down summer places. Next to that’s Little No Hope.” He chuckled, sucked on his cigarette, then tossed it overboard through the open window. “Only scrub pines and rocks. Might be a few deer left if hunters ain’t picked them all off since meat got so scarce.” He handed her a pair of heavy binoculars.  “Here, have a look-see.”  With a minimal glance at the compass, he adjusted the wheel on a course parallel to the shoreline. “Use to be, we could come out of East Point and head straight to the island. Nowadays, though, gotta know what you’re doing, ‘cause they got the old channel mined.” 

“Mined! What for?”

His eyes narrowed to indigo slits. “Never know what them Huns’ll do next with them U-boats. Heard they tried landing spies down to Long Island, but the Coast Guard got them afore they ever set foot on American soil. Might try that here too. Likely won’t bother with Portland, ‘cause there’s artillery all over them islands.” He sniffed. “But up here? Hell, no. Damned government don’t think this part of Maine’s worth wasting men they need in combat.”

Dr. Millett slid the window closed and seated himself in one of the chairs bolted to the steel deck. In a fresh shirt and a navy blue tie, he looked younger than he had the evening before and no longer a study in beige—hair and eyes, necktie and jacket, even the rims of his glasses. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Donovan. We’re perfectly safe.”

“I’m not worried. But yesterday, the bus went by a Navy air base outside Brunswick, and I understand they’re building warships at the Bath Iron Works. Saboteurs could do a lot of damage in this area.” 

When he and Fletcher exchanged amused glances, she realized she sounded naïve, even melodramatic. Embarrassed, she focused the glasses on the large whale-shaped island, but blowing spume blurred the view. Except for one large building that stood out against the sky.  “What’s the big place on the hill?”

Fletcher said. “Old hotel. Not near as famous as the Wentworth down your way, but maybe you heard of it.  Hope Island House?”

She shook her head.

“Thought you could stay there,” Jim said. “At least for a while. Jean—I told you about her; she runs the clinic. Anyway, she lives there. Hotel’s been closed since the war started, but she has a room you can use. If you want to.” 

“That’ll be fine.” They were passing a wooded point where waves pounded rocks at base of a stumpy lighthouse. Beyond it was a curving sand beach, and a spit of land studded with the charred skeleton of a house.  The sight sent a sudden dark horror shuddering through her. Almost like the emotions that had predicted Dan’s loss. What would this one be—confirmation? No, she rebuked herself; there was no sense leaving Portsmouth if she was going to let those old fears pollute her new life here.

With a last drag on his smoke, Fletcher put the wheel over in a sharp arc toward the sea, then slid open the window just enough to toss out the butt.  Heading into the waves, the trawler’s bow rose so steeply Anna lost her balance and toppled into the other chair in the pilothouse.

“Made this trip almost every week the past four years,” the doctor called above the stepped-up rumble of the engine, “but each time, it’s different. Even rougher in a storm, though.”

“Is it ever so bad you can’t get out there?” 

Fletcher glanced back, one hand on the wheel, the other massaging his stubbled jaw. “Now and then in a big blow.  Shallow water always riles up more’n deep, don’t you know?”

Her mind quickly converted this information into a new what-if. “Dr. Millett, you told me OB cases go to the mainland before their due date. But suppose there was some other emergency during a storm.  Say,  a case of acute appendicitis?”

His glance was curious. “That actually happened a few years back. But Fletcher got me over so I could remove the appendix before it ruptured. Damned rough ride, though.”

She was tempted to ask what would have happened if he hadn’t managed to reach the island in time, but shouting over engine noise was no way to have a serious medical discussion. So she tried to relax in the stiff chair, and closed her eyes against the dizzying rise and fall of the horizon.  After a few minutes, however, she realized the pitching of the boat and the smells in the pilothouse were about to make her lose her breakfast. Not much of a meal—thin oatmeal and a cup of Postum with condensed milk- - but not one she wanted to part with in these conditions.  

When bile rose in her throat, she bolted from the chair, wrenched open the heavy door and stepped onto the afterdeck. Clutching the rail, she breathed deeply of the cold, salty air and focused on the horizon. And sensations other than nausea: sunlight warm on her skin; wind shrieking in the rigging; gulls coasting above the wake. Behind them, the lighthouse had receded to a white slash against evergreened hills, while ahead, Hope Island assumed shape and definition. Soon she made out that the hotel had a red mansard roof, and that a white spire rose from a lesser hill behind the village.

Her stomach settled as the waves diminished. She was about to return to the pilothouse when Dr. Millett came out, leaning heavily on his cane. “Everything all right, Mrs. Donovan?”

“Oh Yes. Thanks. Just a touch of mal-de-mer.  I haven’t been on a boat in a while.” 

“Bothered me at first too. Fortunately, I got over it.”

Without meaning to notice the affliction he hadn’t gotten over, she glanced down at his cane, then quickly gestured at the island. “How soon till we get there?”

“Oh, half hour, more or less. Why? Still seasick?”

“No, I’m fine now. Just excited to start a new job.”

He took off his hat and raked his fingers through his hair. Wind erased the tracks before he covered his head again. “Well, I hope you go on feeling that way. Because there’s not much excitement on the island.”

“That’s okay. I’ve never been bored in my life. And I won’t be now.”

Squinting, he studied her through his glasses. In the sunlight his eyes seemed more gold than beige. “Well, good. One less thing for me to worry about then.”

Exactly what Dan had said when she’d agreed to go home to have the baby instead of staying in San Francisco after his boat left.  Coincidence, she told herself. This colorless middle-aged man would have almost nothing in common with her handsome naval officer husband. Except intelligence and diligence, of course, but not the submariner’s daring, the craving for adventure. Or the same passionate nature. Definitely not the passionate nature. Even as she thought it, she felt a blush rising. 

“In the meantime,” he added, “if you ever want to talk, I’m a good listener. Or so my patients tell me.”

She cleared her throat to dispel the errant thought. “Thanks for offering. I’ll keep it in mind. Now. Tell me more about what we’re going to do today.” 

While she listened, she had a sense she was finally slipping the bonds of dependency on parents and husband. Becoming a woman on her own, about to step into a new life on an island that so far seemed rather picturesque. Of course, there’d be more to it than superficial charm. No job, no situation was free of challenges; as a priest’s daughter she knew even churches had their share of the malicious, the hard-hearted and the self-righteously judgmental. Plus a few other varieties of Good People, including the pious martyrs from whom her father often prayed privately for deliverance.

Fortunately, she told herself, she had no illusions left to be shattered. Therefore, by the time Molly B passed a stone breakwater, exhilaration tingled in her, leaving her more animated than she’d been since San Francisco, and conscious of teetering on the brink of adventure in a strange place. Not so strange, actually; the harbor looked like every other small New England harbor she’d ever seen, with a sliver of sand beach and ramshackle sheds perched on skinny legs.  Behind it was a village with a general store and Texaco gas pumps, a barber shop with a striped pole, a red-painted firehouse, a luncheonette with a Coca-Cola sign and a smattering of small shops. Even a Civil War Monument. The spire she’d seen earlier rose from a white church on a hillside punctuated with gravestones.

Evidently following her gaze, the doctor said, “Church closed up around the time the hotel did. Except every now and then the Congregational minister from town comes over for a special service. Hope not having regular services won’t be a problem for you.”

She shook her head. “Not at all. Don’t think I mentioned it before, but my father’s an Episcopal priest. So I know every service forward and backward. And every prayer in the book by heart.”

A smile abruptly softened his face, momentarily turned him boyish, then faded as fast as it had come.

Fletcher cut the engine and they glided toward a pier where a lineup of horse-drawn wagons and vintage pickup trucks waited. He doctor pointed: “Blue wagon’s Cleve Cropper’s, come to fetch coal for the hotel. And your bags, of course. Jean’s probably already at the clinic. Started working there right out of high school, mostly keeping records. Now she handles a lot of the nurse’s duties too. Lucky she does; hard to get one to stay more’n a month or two.” He grinned. “Guess I shouldn’t tell you that, should I?”

She smiled minimally. “Why do they leave? Not that it matters. I intend to stay the year of my contract.”

He shrugged. “Likely not enough social life. Or eligible men.”

“Those things don’t matter to me.”

“Well, good. Anyway, Jean’s not trained as a nurse, but she’s picked up so much I tell her she ought to make it official. Go to school, get her license.”

Anna squinted into sunlight dazzling off slick water between boat and pier. “Will she stay on after I get there?”

“Well, she’ll keep doing records. And handling the books. The rest’ll be up to you.”

Suddenly she had to ask, “If she’s doing such a good job, why do you need me?” 

His scowled at his hands on the rail, at the immaculate nails, at a small signet ring on the right little finger. “Well, by law, any island with more than a hundred residents is supposed to have a full-time RN. Jean’s competent, but in emergencies, we need someone with a medical background. Plus, we’re supposed to give a civilian first aid course, and only an RN can teach it.”  He cleared his throat as the mate tossed the bowline to a bewhiskered man on the pier. “Since the war, the state’s been looking the other way. But if they ever got serious, we could lose funding.”

“Oh, I see.” She hoped she didn’t sound disappointed. Yet she was. And why? After all, he’d offered her the job, and she was qualified. Never mind his reasons. If she wanted to make a success of it, she couldn’t react with hurt feelings. That was childish. And she was anything but a child.

Once they’d tied up, she followed him down the gangway, squared her purse and slowed her steps to match his hobbling gait as they crossed the pier toward the waiting vehicles. The blue wagon he’d pointed out was drawn by a black mare that stomped and snorted above steaming clumps of manure. There, the doctor introduced her to Cleve Cropper, Jean’s uncle—-a rangy man in overalls, flannel shirt and battered fedora..

Ignoring her extended hand, he tipped his hat, said he’d put her bags in her room at the hotel, if that was all right? She thanked him, said it was fine. She and Dr. Millett walked on, met two other middle-aged men, both equally taciturn. And Cleve's wife, Lorraine, en route to the boat for mail sacks. Dark of hair and eyes, she struck Anna as exotic, with a smile  framed in fuschia lipstick and a skin-tight rose sweater accentuating pointed breasts. She took a pack of Lucky Strikes from her skirt pocket and extended it. “Pleased to meet you, honey. Care for a smoke?”

Anna smiled. “Thanks, but I don’t smoke.”

“Well, be seeing you around then. Any questions about this place, just ask me. I’m the postmistress; I know everybody’s secrets.” The smile flashed again; she put a cigarette to her lips and walked on, high heels clicking on cobblestones.

The town square was nothing more than a circle of dead grass surrounding a tall granite obelisk commemorating the victory of Joshua Chamberlain’s Maine Regulars at Gettysburg. On the next corner, the sturdy-looking brick town hall housed a library, auditorium and the clinic.  Inside, the doctor led her to a door with a frosted glass panel marked with a red cross, then let her precede him into an institutional waiting room - green walls, gray-painted floor, steel chairs with leather seats, stand ashtrays and low tables on which issues of Colliers, Popular Mechanics  and New England Farmer were haphazardly stacked. Sagging Venetian blinds covered the windows. The air was stale with old smoke, yet faintly medicinal. The only decorative touches were Red Cross posters promoting blood donation and the first aid course.       

“Darn, forgot the magazines from the house,” said the doctor, “Wanted to bring that Life everybody’s talking about. One with the full-page picture of dead GIs.  You seen it?”

She winced, recalling uniformed corpses on a New Guinea beach. “Pretty awful. But then, war is, isn’t it?”

“Never been in one, but General Sherman said it was hell. Cruelty that can’t be refined. Maybe I’m lucky to have this game leg after all. Now then, let me find Jean.”

Suddenly uneasy for no sensible reason, she pressed her fingernails into her palms and watched him limp down a hall behind the check-in counter. He passed two open doors, stopped at a third, face brightening. “Ah, here you are, Jean. Come meet our new nurse.”

***
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For fully five minutes after he went returned to the desk, Jean Cropper busied herself in the clinic’s back room, a haphazard office/kitchen jammed with a fridge, hot plate, table and chairs, typewriter, filing cabinets and a score of printed regulations thumb-tacked to the walls. The nurses Jim hired had often tried to organize this clutter, at least for a week or so before frustration convinced them to leave it alone. This pleased her. The clinic had been her domain for ten years; she knew where everything was, could put her hands on it in the dark if she had to. Same with
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