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  To Michelle Tessler



The national service school was organized by the women’s section of the Navy League to train American women for the duties which come to them in wartime and in the great national disasters, which include nursing the sick, feeding the hungry, making bandages and other surgical supplies, and comforting the sorrows and relieving the necessities of those dependent upon the defenders of the nation at the front. . . . There was no intention of producing a modern Amazonian corps.



—Richmond Times Dispatch, April 1, 1917



1

BEULAH KNEW IT was over when she returned from lunch to find her desk cleared and a little box placed on the seat of her chair, like a gift.

PINKMAN HOSIERY, read the foil stamping. THREE DOZEN ASSORTED. It was the very style of box that Beulah had been hired to paste together when she started at the factory six months earlier, before she was promoted to office girl. She didn’t have to look inside to know that it held the contents of her desk drawer: her comb, her lip-stick, her extra handkerchiefs, and a subway token, along with the silk sheers that Mr. Pinkman bestowed upon every girl he fired as a final, guilty, lily-livered parting gift.

Beulah lifted the box slowly, as if in a dream, and looked around at the rows of desks surrounding hers. Mr. Pinkman employed a dozen office girls in a high-ceilinged but nevertheless cramped room, so that they were obliged to push their desks together and work elbow to elbow. There were no secrets among the typists and billing clerks.

Every eye in the room darted briefly up to Beulah and away again. Typewriters clattered, order forms shuffled, and chairs squeaked and groaned as the girls went about their business. Beulah knew that the dignified course of action was to clutch her little box to her chest and to skitter away quietly, blinking back a few repentant tears as she went out the door for the last time.

That’s how she used to do it, back when she first arrived in New York. She thought it was a requirement of the job to behave politely as she was being put out on the street. But then it occurred to her that once she’d been dismissed, she was free to do as she pleased.

What pleased her at that moment was to have a word with Mr. Theodore Pinkman, who was peeking out at her from behind the blinds in his office, like the petty and spineless man that he was. He loved to hide away in that wallpapered den of his, and pretend not to watch the girls in the next room.

He drew away when she caught him staring at her. Of course he did. He could never own up to anything. He was already fumbling to lock the door as she marched over, but he couldn’t manage it. For a man who manufactured ladies’ undergarments, he was utterly inept with handles, knobs, buttons, clasps, and other small fittings. Beulah had found it endearing at first, but lately she’d come to believe that there was something deficient in a man who couldn’t properly undress a woman—or fire one.

She gave the still-rattling doorknob a hard turn and shouldered her way in. Mr. Pinkman fell back against his desk, all two hundred and fifty pounds of him, blushing, sweating, his curly hair resisting his daily efforts to slick it down, those blue eyes, round as a child’s, registering a look of perpetual surprise.

He stumbled to his feet and tugged at his vest. “Ah—hello. I—”

“A little box on my chair, Teddy? Like I’m any other girl? I fixed your dinner last night. I made those damn little French potatoes that take an hour to peel because you won’t eat the skins. I ironed your collar—the one you’re wearing right now! And you send me away with a box of stockings?”

She tossed it down and it fell open. The contents were exactly as she’d expected, except for a folded bill on top. To her parting gift he’d added ten dollars.

Did Mr. Pinkman honestly think that would satisfy her?

He did. “There, you see? It’s not only stockings. You . . . you’ve been so much more to me . . . you know that . . . only, it seems that Mrs. Pinkman . . .”

He trailed off, finding himself unable to make the simplest of explanations for a circumstance that was as old as marriage itself.

“Mrs. Pinkman need never have found out, if you knew one thing about keeping a secret, which you don’t,” Beulah said. “What’d you do, leave a coat-check tag in your pocket? Come home with perfume on your handkerchief?”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. It was always one or the other, the ticket or the handkerchief.

Beulah crossed her arms and paced around his office in a circle, as if she owned it, which she did, in that moment. “Well. What are we going to do now? You’ve dismissed me, because she insisted on it, and she’ll know if I’m still working here. She’ll come around and check. But she doesn’t know about our flat, does she? And you signed a lease through December. So I have ten months left on that lease, and I intend to enjoy every minute of it. It’s nice, living by the park, even if it does take half an hour to get down here every day. Although I don’t suppose I’ll have to do that anymore.”

“But Mrs. Pinkman already—” he injected.

Beulah ignored him. “And you can keep your ten dollars, Teddy. You’re going to find me a new position at a good firm uptown, so that I can walk to work on nice days. And if I’m not satisfied with the arrangements you’ve made for me, I will take my services elsewhere. You will write me a letter of commendation so that I may do so.”

It was a fine speech, and Beulah delivered it with her pointy little chin held high. But she’d underestimated the depth of Mr. Pinkman’s desperation, and the extent to which Mrs. Pinkman had already unraveled the very threads to which Beulah was clinging.

He went around behind his desk and dropped heavily into his chair. “It’s no good, missy.”

“Don’t call me missy no more.” The southerner in her always came out when she was angry.

He pressed a handkerchief to his face. Sweat tended to accumulate just above his eyebrows and across his nose when he found himself under pressure. “All right, I won’t. What I’m trying to tell you is that the flat is gone. Mrs. Pinkman saw to that. She boxed up your things—”

“My things? Your wife has been through my things?” She was shouting now. Outside his office window, every typewriter stopped clattering at once. She didn’t care. “When did she do that? Today?”

Mr. Pinkman stared, wide-eyed, at the half-opened blinds, through which every girl in the typing pool was watching him. He lacked the gumption to lean over and tug them closed, so Beulah did it for him. She did everything for him.

He looked at her with something like gratitude and went on. “She was there this morning. She didn’t touch your things herself. She had her maid do it.”

“Oh, well, that makes it better,” Beulah snapped. “And where may I collect my possessions, Mr. Pinkman?”

He looked over at the little box she’d tossed on the floor. “The train station. There’s a key in there.”

She snatched it up and tucked it under her arm. “And where am I to go tonight?”

He was more in command of himself, now that the situation had been made plain and the worst was past. He stood up and went around to open the door for her. He smelled of the sarsaparilla candies he chewed habitually.

“That’s what the ten dollars is for. Go on, now.”

WHAT ELSE WAS she to do, but to march out with her head held high? Every girl in the place watched her go with delighted fascination. They knew exactly what had just transpired, and what details they didn’t know could have been found out easily enough, if any of them dared jump up and run outside to offer Beulah a sympathetic ear. She would’ve happily poured out the whole sordid tale, from the day Mr. Pinkman noticed her on the box line and promoted her to the office, only to find that she could neither type nor write nor add a column of figures and was therefore entirely unsuited to the sending and receiving of invoices, to the way he took pity on her and arranged for her to put in her time at the office in the completion of correspondence courses aimed at teaching her something in the way of stenography and clerksmanship.

“I want to see you make something of yourself, missy,” Mr. Pinkman had told her.

They were in his office when he said that, but he’d left the door open. Anyone could hear what she said in reply. Beulah knew that would make it all the more exciting for him.

“I’d like to make something of you, too, Mr. Pinkman,” she had said, in that breathy way Richmond girls did when they had something to offer a man. She made sure to sashay out before he was forced to fish around for a clever retort that she knew he never would find.

But now he’d dismissed her, and no one did rush out after Beulah to hear about it. She didn’t blame them: it wasn’t worth losing a place in a good office for one salacious story about the boss. There were enough of those in circulation already. She was only the latest.

It was a chilly afternoon in late February, but Beulah—thanks to Mr. Pinkman’s largess—wore the first good wool coat of her life, trimmed in white rabbit fur and lined in heavy silk that rustled pleasurably as she walked. Mr. Pinkman had been a generous benefactor: every time she bestowed a pleasure on him that he had never before known, he bestowed one on her. Owing to his timid nature and unwillingness to make untoward demands on his inexperienced wife, there were any number of new pleasures to grant him in exchange for a coat or a gold bracelet or a furnished room of her own.

Although he never knew it—or never dared to ask—Beulah did, in effect, take him on a private tour of Richmond’s cathouses, saving him the threat of a police raid or the moral stain of the world’s oldest transgression. There weren’t even words for some of the things she did to him, or so Mr. Pinkman claimed, breathlessly, into the pillow they shared.

Oh, but there was a word for everything. Beulah never told him that. Why ruin it for him?

It was terrible to be fired right after lunch, when Mabel was still at work. Mabel, her only true friend in New York, plunked down cups and saucers at a horrible little tea-room up on Broadway. Beulah had never seen a room so overfull of chintz and toile, wicker and silk flowers, ceramic figurines and embroidered tablecloths. The owners—two men, to Beulah’s everlasting confusion—behaved as if they’d heard of women but had never actually met one. They seemed to have determined that the way to make a success of a tea-room was to gather every trapping of Gilded Age femininity and to cram it together in a riot of lace, ribbons, and ersatz gold.

The place was absurdly old-fashioned, and the tea tasted of dishwater. The cakes were stale, too, although Beulah wasn’t above eating them directly from the box when Mabel was given extras for her dinner.

As much as she detested the tea-room, Beulah found it unbearable to be alone after what had just happened to her, so she wandered up Broadway anyway. It was her good fortune that Mabel had stepped outside for a cigarette just as Beulah came into view.

Mabel saw the box in her hand and laughed as she blew out the smoke. “Has Mr. Pinkman had enough of you?”

“Well, Mrs. Pinkman certainly has. I’m dismissed from my position and I’ve been put out of my place. How’s that for a morning’s work?”

Mabel ticked off the day’s events with her fingers. “You’ve lost a man, a job, and the roof over your head. That’s a record, even for you.” She had round cheeks and the kind of sweet dimples that grandmothers loved, but her sympathetic smile only made Beulah more despondent.

“Oh, what am I going to do?” Beulah took the cigarette from Mabel and leaned against the wall. “I’m so tired of this city. When did I come here—four years ago?”

“Well, you moved in with me just before Christmas of 1911. That’s five years, dearie, and a couple of months.”

Beulah looked at her in shock. “Five years? Look at me. I’m exactly where I started. Tonight I’ll have to go around door-to-door, begging to be let into some boarding-house or another, with no references and no suitable explanation as to where I’ve just come from. I’ll have to be Betty off the train again, just like I was the night I met you.”

“You were Lucy back then,” Mabel reminded her.

“Oh, that’s right,” she said. “I liked Lucy. What was my last name?”

“Lane. Lucy Lane. I could tell you’d made it up on the spot.”

“Then why’d you offer to share a room with me?”

“I thought you’d have an interesting story to tell.”

Beulah choked on the cigarette and passed it back to Mabel. “Well, didn’t I just.”

Mabel leaned over and looked in the window. The tea-room was empty. “I’m going to tell the boys to save themselves a few pennies and turn me loose this afternoon. We can walk uptown and eat shortbread.”

“You know I hate that shortbread.”

“Well, you’d best get used to taking free food, unless you’re going to sell that fur collar to buy us dinner.”

Beulah tucked her chin into the white fur and waited while Mabel made her excuses and collected her things. She returned, as promised, with a box of shortbread and three cucumber sandwiches wrapped in a napkin.

“Eat these,” she said, pressing them on Beulah. “You’ll need your strength.”

“I’m not going to get my strength from a cucumber,” Beulah said, but she took them anyway.

They crossed over to Park Avenue because it made them feel elegant to walk among the finer shops and the women who frequented them. They stopped to admire hats in the windows, including one so festooned with striped feathers that it appeared that an entire flock of guinea fowl had been sacrificed.

“That’s a church hat where I come from,” Beulah said.

“I think it’s a hat for the opera here,” Mabel said.

“I wouldn’t like to sit behind the lady who wore that hat.”

They went on that way, criticizing the impractical finery that they couldn’t afford, until another wave of misery came over Beulah and she said, “What am I to do, Mabel? I thought I’d be married by now, or in a more established position, anyway. I’ve done all the jobs in this town, at least the ones I’m qualified to do. I’ve been every sort of packer and spooler and carder and labeler.”

“There was that nasty oyster house.”

“Picker. They called me an oyster picker. Never again. I was done with fish and meats after that.”

“You enjoyed stencil-painting,” Mabel offered.

“Well, I enjoyed the fellow who managed the concern, but I can’t say that I enjoyed stencil-paintings so’s I’d make a life from it! I’m talking about . . .” She blew a little steam from between her lips. “I’m talking about becoming someone else. I came here to bury that business back in Richmond and to start again.” She said it quietly. It was not her habit to talk about her past.

Mabel put an arm around her waist. “You did start again. This is what it looks like to start again. This is exactly how it feels to earn an honest living, darling.”

“But I wanted—I just want something to change.”

“Then you have to change! You need some kind of education if you want to advance. I thought Mr. Pinkman put you into a correspondence course.”

“Oh, he pretended to care about my learning, and so did I,” Beulah said irritably. “I sat at my desk and contrived to look busy, but I never could make heads nor tails of those courses.”

Mabel drew back in surprise. “For three months you’ve been sitting and pretending?”

“Six months, more like.”

“I could’ve helped you. You could’ve brought the courses over to me at night.”

“I had business with Mr. Pinkman at night.”

“Of course you did,” Mabel muttered.

They had, by this time, reached the Armory, where a crowd of young women, all arrayed in the fine winter coats of New York’s social set, waited at the wide red brick entrance.

“Is this where they hold the fashion shows now?” Beulah asked.

“It looks like a luncheon for the League of Ladies in Furtherance of Something-or-Other,” Mabel offered.

A banner hung above the entrance. They had to push their way through the crowd to read it.

“‘National Service School,’” Mabel read. “‘Enrollment for Spring 1917.’”

Beulah looked around at the well-heeled young women in line. “These girls aren’t going into service,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s domestic service,” Mabel mused. “It’s . . . something to do with the war. Look, they’re all wearing flag ribbons.”

“Everybody wears a flag ribbon these days. I even have one somewhere.”

Somewhere. It came back to Beulah in a sickening rush that her things had been packed up by Mrs. Pinkman’s maid and shoved in a train station locker. Which of her possessions had been left behind? What drawers went unopened, what cupboards ignored?

Beulah didn’t like to speak to girls of refinement and breeding—they would see right through her, she believed or, worse, they would recognize her. Her face had been in every paper in 1911. It was only the patchy quality of the image that kept her from being stopped on every street corner.

But a lonely kind of desperation had come over her, and she worked up her nerve to say to the nearest girl, “What’s this about? What sort of school is it?”

“Haven’t you heard? It’s an Army camp for girls.”

Mabel whipped around. “They’re taking girls into the Army? And all of you are going?”

A chorus of giggles rose up around them. “Oh, she’s teasing you,” another girl said. “It’s not a real Army camp. It’s something the generals’ wives put together. They say that we’re to have our own part in preparing for the war. The troops are going to need us in France.”

“What for?” Beulah asked. “Are you all going over to dance with the soldiers?”

That brought a delighted gasp from the group. “Oh, I suppose so, if they ask us,” one of them said. “But the idea is to train us in nursing, or mending, or how to cook for a battalion.”

Mabel rolled her eyes at this and started to walk away, but Beulah stared at them. “And then you’ll go to France?” She looked around at the masses of young women waiting to register. “All of you?”

One after another, the girls thrust their chests out and gave a little salute. “I’ll go.”

“I’ll go.”

“Me too.”

They collapsed again into laughter, but as far as Beulah could tell, they meant it.

Mabel took her by the elbow and pulled her away. “What a lot of nonsense,” she said. “Let’s find you a place to stay for the night.”

But Beulah shook her loose. “This is what I should do. I should go to this camp.”

Mabel snorted. “With these girls? Look at them! It must cost a fortune. You don’t see anyone who lives below Fourteenth Street in this line.” She marched over and spoke to one of the women, and returned triumphant.

“There, you see? The fee for six weeks away is forty dollars, and you have to bring your own uniform. This is nothing but a summer camp for swells.”

Beulah fingered the bracelet around her wrist. Mr. Pinkman hadn’t thought to ask her to return it. “I could raise the funds.”

“Oh, pish! Save your pennies.” Mabel tried to lead her down the street again. “You’re just tired and cross after the day you’ve had.”

Beulah turned and looked back at the women milling about the Armory, in their good serge dresses and smart kid boots. She could see them on the deck of a ship, waving good-bye to New York, French phrase-books in their pockets. What a thrill it would be to watch the city grow smaller as the ship sailed east. Her troubles would vanish right over the horizon.

Mabel could see her wavering. “You’d have to give your real name. This all looks very—governmental. They will know.”

“These ladies? They’re not asking any questions,” Beulah said. “You simply go up and tell your name and they write it down. If there’s anything more to it than that, I’ll find a way.”

Over the years, Beulah had forged any number of letters of introduction when she adopted a new name. She wondered if the maid had packed her papers. That was just the sort of thing Mrs. Pinkman would throw into the stove if she found it.

“But what if someone did figure you out?” Mabel said. “You’d have reporters following you all over again.”

“No one’s recognized me in years,” Beulah said. “I’ve outgrown that picture in the paper. I can manage. Don’t you see? I could go to Paris, and get on with the Red Cross or some outfit, and wear a uniform, and when the war’s over, I’ll sail home on the arm of a soldier, and it’ll be like the war erased everything. Not just for me, but for the whole country! I’ll go in with everyone else, and wash out the other side a new—”

Mabel shook her head. “This camp—it’s for nice girls who’ve lived under a chaperone their whole lives. You’re not like them, and they’ll know it.”

But Beulah was staring dreamily at the sea of elaborately trimmed hats around her. “Look at them. They’re all fired up about going off to the war. Who, at a place like that, would ever bother looking twice at me?”

2


CONSTANCE KOPP WAS  not in the habit of agreeing with her sister: it was never a good idea to concede territory to Norma. But as they rounded the bend and the camp came into view, Constance couldn’t help but be stirred—just as Norma said she would be—by the sight of a hundred or more young women, congregated in an open meadow on a chilly March morning, to register for wartime service.

She sat atop a horse-drawn cart that jostled pleasantly toward the entrance, alongside all the other vehicles delivering campers and their trunks. Even from a distance, she could sense from the girls’ posture and their bearing a fine sense of purpose and forward movement. Some type of forward movement was exactly what Constance, at that moment, required.

Norma had insisted that this camp in Maryland would put her back in her tracks, as if she were a derailed train that merely needed to be hauled upright and have its wheels greased. There was something to that, Constance had to admit. The events of the previous year had indeed thrown her off. She’d spent the winter housebound, stranded and stuck. It had taken Norma (forcefully, and without the consent of the other parties) enrolling the three of them in this camp to dislodge her from their small farm. If Norma meant for her to feel like a train put back on its tracks, the experience to Constance was more like that of a bear evicted suddenly from its winter cave.

Hibernation was abruptly over, and the isolation of the past few months gone along with it. Norma clucked at their harness mare and tried—unsuccessfully—to maneuver their wagon down a road already clogged with autos, buggies, and traps delivering young women to the camp. Most vehicles had pulled off to the side, but some were simply stopped in the road, as if for a picnic.

In her old job back in Hackensack, Constance would’ve hopped off the wagon, blown a whistle, and directed the drivers off the road. She even patted down her pockets, searching for her whistle, before she remembered that she wasn’t the deputy in charge.

That little gesture didn’t escape Norma’s notice. Nothing escaped Norma’s notice.

“Go ahead and order them out of the way. You like to be in charge.”

I used to like it, Constance nearly said, but didn’t. It would only invite a lecture about burying the past before it buried her, a lecture Norma had delivered so many times that Constance had it memorized. Instead she craned her neck and said, “I don’t believe they’re letting any vehicles through the gate.” She sat considerably higher in the wagon than her sister did and had a clearer view of the scene ahead.

Norma urged their harness mare on. “They have to let us in. Ours is the only vehicle here for a military purpose.”

Norma’s horse-drawn cart served a military purpose only in her own mind, just as Constance was still a deputy only in her own mind. What a pair they made!

Fleurette, meanwhile, labored under her own illusions. While Norma and Constance sat next to each other on the coachman’s seat, the youngest Kopp walked alongside, having refused to be seen approaching camp in such a contraption.

“There is an art to making an entrance,” she’d declared half a mile back. “You’ve put a barn on wheels and attached it to a worn-out mare. I wish you could see what a sight you make.”

It was true that they were arriving in the most unlikely of vehicles. Every other camper had been delivered by wagon, truck, automobile, or small cart pulled by some manner of mule or pony. The Kopp sisters, however, traveled by mobile pigeon cart. It was half again as tall as anything else on the road and resembled a miniature cottage on wheels.

“If I can’t approach by automobile,” Fleurette continued, “I’d rather come strolling in as if I’ve only just been let out of one.” With that, she hopped off and proceeded by foot.

She had outfitted herself in a dusty pink coat with a fox fur collar, which she swore was the warmest coat she owned, but it also happened to be the most outlandish. Even in this crowd of debutantes and bankers’ daughters, she made an impression. Heads were turning. Constance saw a chauffeur purse his lips as if to whistle, and she reached once again for her pocket. How satisfying that handgun used to feel, at moments like this.

All around them, young women were disembarking from their vehicles and hopping up and down in an effort to ward off the chill. Many of them stood on top of their trunks and suitcases to get a better look. Wicker hampers were being emptied of sandwiches, children were organizing games for themselves, and mothers and fathers stood by, wearing expressions of fatigued indulgence. A woman in uniform walked between the families, greeting campers and issuing instructions as to the disposition of trunks and bags.

Constance recognized her at once. “Is that Maude Miner?” she called.

The woman looked around in surprise. “Constance Kopp! I should’ve known you’d turn up here!” She pointed a camper in the direction of the entrance and walked over.

Constance had met Miss Miner the previous fall at Plattsburg, a military camp for men intending to join the Army. Miss Miner had been in charge of making sure nothing untoward went on between the men and the local girls, as the success of the Plattsburg camps depended on them remaining free of scandal. She’d tried to convince Constance to work for her as a camp matron, but at the time Constance still held her post as deputy sheriff. She could remember, as clearly as if it were yesterday, telling Maude that she couldn’t imagine a better place for herself than the Bergen County Sheriff’s Department.

Maude remembered it, too. “I’m just sick over what happened to you,” she said. “What did those leaflets say? Troublesome lady policeman? I can’t imagine how that man expects to hold public office after plastering that nonsense all over town. The fact that the voters elected him anyway is something I’ll never understand. What was his name again?”

Maude meant well. Constance saw in her face that mixture of sympathy and outrage she’d come to expect from anyone who knew what had happened to her. It was only just now occurring to her that she’d have to confront it here at camp, not just once, but over and over.

She took another look around at the crowd. Was that a lady reporter, going from one family to the next, and a photographer alongside her?

As Constance seemed to have lost her tongue, Fleurette stepped up quickly and said, “His name is Mr. Courter. We don’t dignify him with the title of sheriff. Constance doesn’t like to speak of him at all.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean—”

“We’ve had a rather difficult winter,” Norma put in, “but she’s in fine form now.”

Constance wished mightily that Norma wouldn’t talk about her as if she were an invalid.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Maude said quietly, in the tone she probably employed with disgraced girls. Constance recognized that tone—she’d used it herself, many times.

“You needn’t apologize,” Constance said, “only I’d rather start fresh and avoid any talk of the past.”

Maude patted her arm, still dispensing more sympathy than Constance would’ve liked. “I won’t say a word. But someone’s bound to recognize you, after all that business with the election. You were in the papers down here, too.”

Of course she was. She’d been in the papers as far away as California. Girl Deputy Fired. Politics Takes Job from Girl Cop. And this one, so succinct in its humiliation: Miss Kopp Loses.

Norma grunted. “I’d put no stock in this crowd reading the papers. Most of these girls turn right to the ladies’ pages and never go further.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Maude said, although she didn’t look convinced. “Now, what are we to do with this . . . this . . .” She looked up at Norma’s cart and searched for the proper term.

“Mobile pigeon transport cart,” Norma said. “I’ve come to teach a class.”

“Ah, yes,” Maude said vaguely. “I do recall hearing something about a last-minute addition to the curriculum, but I didn’t know it had to do with . . . birds, is it?”

“They’re trained to deliver messages from the front,” Constance put in.

It sounded absurd, but Maude managed to answer graciously. “Of course! The telephones do fail from time to time. How practical. Did you ride in it all the way from New Jersey?”

“We took the train. Horse and cart followed by box-car,” Constance said. “We’ve only just ridden in from the station.” The truth was that neither she nor Fleurette had been willing to undertake a journey of some two hundred and fifty miles in a horse-drawn wagon filled with unhappy pigeons. Norma had relented only after she realized that she was physically unable to wrestle Constance aboard—and she did try, but Constance outweighed her by a good thirty pounds and stood her ground.

“Well, we have a stable at the very back of the camp,” Maude said. “I’ll clear the way and you can ride on in.”

With that, Maude marched ahead, waving campers and their vehicles out of the way. Someone nearby was whistling a tune. A few girls took it up and started singing.

Fleurette was about to join in, but Norma silenced her with a glare. “One has to be awfully far away from the fighting to treat war like a carnival.”

“We aren’t at war yet,” Fleurette said, “unless you picked up the news at the train station and decided not to tell us. And I’m glad to hear that some of the girls can sing. I’ve written to Freeman Bernstein and asked if May Ward can come and give a show. I promised I could round up a chorus here at camp and teach them the songs.”

“You never said anything about writing a letter,” Norma snapped.

“I’m telling you now,” Fleurette said lightly, as if the subject of Freeman Bernstein had only just occurred to her.

Norma harbored a smoldering dislike of Freeman Bernstein, a vaudeville manager whose wife, May Ward, took Fleurette on tour with her the previous spring. Fleurette’s abrupt disappearance sent Norma marching into Mr. Bernstein’s office, demanding to know her whereabouts. Mr. Bernstein dismissed her worries and lectured her on the proper way to bring up a young girl in modern times. As Norma disliked both lectures and modern times, the meeting ended badly.

Time had not softened Norma’s animosity toward the man—but time rarely did. Norma didn’t just hold grudges, she feathered a nest for them and kept them warm, like a broody hen.

“That man is not going to set foot inside my camp,” Norma sputtered, when she could, at last, find the words.

“It isn’t your camp,” Fleurette said. “May Ward’s been performing at all the men’s camps this year. If they’re given a show of patriotic music, why shouldn’t the women have the same?”

Norma ignored her and urged their horse along.

The reporter was still making her way through the crowd. When the cart started moving, she dashed over. “What a cunning little wagon,” she cried, walking all around it and taking in its windows with fitted shutters, its rear door with retractable steps, and its ladder to the top. It was a perfectly crafted vehicle, built entirely by Norma and her friend Carolyn.

Norma would’ve told the reporter all about it—it was, after all, her mission to convince the public of the benefits of pigeons to wartime communication operations—and Constance wouldn’t have minded, except that the man with the camera followed closely on the reporter’s heels and set up his stand to take a picture.

“Let’s have all three of you girls pose in front of it,” he proposed.

“Yes, and I’ll need your names,” the reporter said.

The headline wrote itself: Defeated Lady Deputy Dons Khakis.

“No pictures!” Constance called, rather frantically. “No pictures, and no names.”

The reporter looked up at her through delicate gold-rimmed spectacles. “It’s all in furtherance of the camp and its ideals,” she said sweetly.

If Constance had learned one thing about reporters, it was that a story was only ever in furtherance of its readers—and readers wouldn’t pay a penny for another story about preparedness camps and high-flown ideals. It was trouble they liked, but Constance was no longer in that business.

“We’d like to get settled,” she said. “We’ve come a long way. I’m sure there are plenty of other ladies to interview.”

“Oh, you must be simply exhausted,” the reporter said, still pleasant, still sympathetic. “How far have you traveled?”

“My sister’s too polite to refuse directly, but I’m not,” Norma said. “Go on, now.” It wasn’t entirely clear whether she was talking to the reporter or the horse, but both moved along.

They made their way at last to a high cattle fence and a gate with a banner strung across it. CAMP CHEVY CHASE, it read in bold hand-painted letters. NATIONAL SERVICE SCHOOL.

At the gate stood a camp official wearing a blue sash over her brown Norfolk jacket. She looked to be about fifty and had the vigorous air of a club woman about her. Constance could imagine her organizing church suppers and auctioning off cakes for charity. She’d surely run any number of instructional campaigns in her time, on subjects as varied as hygiene for invalids and the advantages of uncolored butter. She was exactly the sort of woman Constance expected to find running a camp like this.

“Geneva Nash, camp matron,” she said by way of introduction. From a card file on a table next to her, she extracted their registration forms. “I’ll take down your particulars and you can go find your tent. Why don’t we begin with the eldest Miss Kopp?”

Constance hadn’t expected to be questioned so soon. She was seized with a rising sense of dread over the entire camp knowing that the disgraced former lady deputy from New Jersey was among them. But if she didn’t want anyone to know, then what was she to say about her past?

There was no time to decide. Mrs. Nash and her sharpened pencil awaited.

“Name in full,” Mrs. Nash said.

“Constance Amélie Kopp.”

“Address in full.”

She gave it.

“Are you a member of the American Red Cross?”

Constance was not.

“Are you native-born? Place of birth and year, please.”

“Brooklyn, 1877.”

“Are you married, single, or widowed? Single, I suppose.”

“Yes.”

“Have you any children, parents, or others who are dependent upon you?”

Constance looked over at Norma and Fleurette. “I suppose not.”

Mrs. Nash gave the three of them a quick smile. “You all look quite self-reliant. Can you furnish a health certificate?”

“I suppose so.”

“Languages spoken other than English?”

“French.” No one admitted to speaking German.

“Have you any training along the following lines? Dairying, farming, fruit-raising, market gardening, or poultry-raising?”

“We live on a small farm and I do the vegetables.”

Norma raised an eyebrow at that half-truth. Constance had only ever been nominally in charge of the vegetable patch but hated doing it. As soon as she could afford to hire a boy from the dairy to take care of it, she relinquished her responsibility. She realized with a prickle of dread that if she didn’t leave camp with some idea about her next endeavor, she’d be back at home, putting in the cabbage starts.

“That’s fine,” Mrs. Nash said. “What about household work? Care of children, cleaning, cooking, knitting, mending, sewing?”

“Some of it,” Constance admitted. That got a little laugh from Mrs. Nash.

“It’s a superfluous question at a women’s camp. I wonder who thought to put it down. What about clerical work, such as bookkeeping, stenography, or typewriting?”

“I keep the household accounts.”

“And mechanical work, such as motor cars, telegraphs, telephones, or wireless?”

“No, none of that.” Her throat tightened a bit as the questions veered in the direction of professional experience. Fleurette shuffled her feet and Norma crossed her arms over her chest.

“Any other training, such as nursing, pharmacy, dentist, or lawyer?”

She said nothing about police work, did she?

“No.”

“That’s fine, dear. And your present occupation?”

Well, that was straightforward enough. Constance told the truth, and betrayed no emotion as she did so.

“None. I haven’t any occupation.”
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“YOU OUGHTN’T TO  lie like that,” Norma said as they dragged their trunks and bags into the campground.

“I didn’t lie,” Constance said.

“You hid the truth. There’s no reason for it. You’ve no cause for shame.”

“I just don’t want to have to answer to it,” Constance said crabbily. “You’ve brought us here to live among two hundred strangers. Do I have to tell everyone my business?”

“You already did, when you decided to serve in a public office.”

“Well, I’m not serving anymore, and if there’s to be one advantage in that, it should be that I don’t have to discuss it with you any longer.”

“Humph” was all Norma said to that.

It was impossible to argue with Norma, and it was no good telling her that she couldn’t possibly understand. Norma had never held any sort of job, much less been fired from one. She’d never been accused of wrongdoing and been unable to clear her name. She’d never had to walk down the street and meet pity on one face and scorn on the next, day after day.

Furthermore, it was inconceivable to Norma that she might not understand her sister’s troubles. Norma believed herself to be an authority on all matters Kopp-related and wouldn’t entertain ideas to the contrary.

She did, however, know how to let a subject drop when she’d exhausted it. She cast a critical eye over a row of newly constructed privies, which still smelled of fresh-cut wood and sawdust.

“I shouldn’t like to be close to the latrines,” she announced, in a voice far too loud for the subject under discussion. “These girls will be up at all hours.” Norma prided herself on her sound constitution, which allowed her to sleep solidly through the night. She considered it a character weakness to hop up and down to the toilet in the dark.

“We’re supposed to be in number seventeen, but I don’t see it,” Fleurette said. She wasn’t looking, either: she was far too busy watching the khaki-clad soldiers carrying tent poles and rolls of canvas to each campsite. Constance hadn’t considered the possibility of any kind of male presence at the camp.

“It’s just over here,” Constance said, and marched them over to their spot.

Norma deposited her bags with relief. “I heard a girl came all the way from Texas. She didn’t reserve a place, but Miss Miner took pity on her and let her in.”

“How fortunate for the girl from Texas,” said Fleurette.

“It doesn’t speak well for the military order of the place. They’ve only room for two hundred, and everyone who applied has turned up or sent a replacement. I don’t see how we make room for the odd girl from Texas.”

There it was. Already Norma sounded as if she ran the camp.

“She’s no odder than anyone else who signed up for this affair,” said Fleurette.

“I mean to say that it’s five to a tent. The figures don’t come out right.”

“Five to a tent? But there’s only three of us,” Fleurette said.

“That’s right,” Norma said. “We’re to share with two others. I can only imagine . . .”

But Norma couldn’t imagine, could she? The three of them had lived together in relative isolation on their farm outside Hackensack for so long that it was impossible to contemplate two more women—complete strangers, no less—under their roof. Norma in particular was such a creature of routine. Constance wondered how she’d manage.

All around them, women in pairs or small groups were settling in. Some simply sat down on their trunks and waited for the young men to bring their tents over, but an insurrection of some sort was under way, led by a woman in her thirties—Constance was relieved to see anyone over the age of nineteen enrolled in the camp—who insisted that the women should pitch their own tents.

“I didn’t come clear from Fort Worth to have a man set up my tent,” the woman shouted, as she wrestled a bolt of canvas away from an unsuspecting soldier. “If we can’t put a few pegs in the ground, you might as well send us home now.”

“There’s your girl from Texas,” Constance said.

“Well, she’s right about one thing. They’re not pitching my tent.” Norma dashed over and took hold of their tent, nodding at Constance to carry the tent pole.

“Look at that,” the Texan said. “Already we’ve organized a brigade.” She was tanned and sturdy, with a gap between her front teeth and a hat that looked like it had been trampled by a horse. “I’m Margaret Day. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Constance Kopp. This is my sister Norma.”

“Constance Kopp? Have I heard that name before?”

“It’s awfully common,” Constance said, in a tone meant to brush the idea away. “Let’s show these boys how to raise a tent.”

THEY SPENT THE rest of the afternoon pounding tent stakes into the ground and raising the central pole to support what turned out to be a round tent meant to house eight men, or, as one of the newly unemployed soldiers said, “Five of you girls and all your things.” He introduced himself to Fleurette as Hack, but his friend corrected him.

“He’s Private Fred Hackbush, but we call him Hack. I’m Clarence Piper.” The two of them were, to Constance’s eye, about as handsome as all boys of nineteen, which was enough to render Fleurette temporarily incapacitated and in need of help in arranging her trunk and cot in accordance with military protocol. Constance sent them away before Fleurette started setting up housekeeping with one or the other of them.

After much muttering, tugging at ropes, and stomping on pegs, Norma surveyed their living quarters and pronounced them satisfactory. “We’re missing two cots and the girls who sleep in them,” she told Constance. “Make yourself useful and go find them.”

Make yourself useful. That was all Constance had been hearing from Norma lately. Every time Norma caught her gazing into the distance, dozing behind a newspaper, or standing in front of a sink full of dishes with no idea what to do about them, she came up alongside her and gave her a little push with her hip. Make yourself useful, she would say. Try washing those dishes instead of staring at them.

She didn’t want Norma to think that she was at all prepared to take orders, so she tried to make it appear as if it were her idea to step out of their tent and have a look around. She pushed the flap closed behind her and stood blinking in the fading late-afternoon light, taking in the tumult all around. A miniature city had sprung up at Camp Chevy Chase. From every direction the pounding of stakes into the ground created a chorus of percussion, a disjointed but strangely musical drum line.

The campers hauled their trunks and cases to their new living quarters, shrieking and laughing as they struggled (and sometimes failed) to raise their tents, and calling out to newly arrived friends. The place had the air of a summer party, in spite of the early March chill, and seemed far removed from the fighting in France or, for that matter, the very idea of war.

Having no idea how to secure the missing cots and their occupants, Constance made her way down the avenue, dodging trunks and carpet bags, and stopping to inspect a spotted dog that had already appointed itself camp mascot. Just before she reached the central commons, from whence cots and other supplies were issuing forth, she heard a voice behind her.

“Are you looking for tent seventeen?”

Constance spun around and found herself facing a woman of about twenty-five. She was long-limbed and angular, with generous brown eyes and hair to match.

“Sarah Middlebrook,” she said. “I’m from Baltimore.”

“Constance Kopp, from Wyckoff.”

“Where’s that?”

“New Jersey. Near Hackensack.”

“New Jersey! You’ve come far. I’ve never been anywhere until now.” She couldn’t stop grinning. “If I could only find my tent.”

“You have,” Constance said. “I’m in tent seventeen. I’d just gone out to look for our missing tent-mates.” They walked back together.

“Am I the last to arrive?” Sarah asked, as she followed Constance into the tent.

“We’re still missing one,” Constance said. “These are my sisters, Norma and Fleurette.”

The other two Kopps looked up in unison.

Sarah said, “Sisters! Aren’t you lucky to have each other.”

“Are we?” Fleurette asked.

“I wonder,” Norma said.

Fleurette had brought far too much in the way of luggage and was engaged at that moment in a tug-of-war with Norma over the arrangement of cots and trunks. They were still bickering, mostly under their breath, about the invitation Fleurette had extended to Freeman Bernstein and May Ward.

“You won’t be allowed to turn this camp into a vaudeville spectacle,” Norma muttered.

“It isn’t up to you to decide what’s allowed,” Fleurette returned.

“They’re delightful company when they remember their manners,” Constance assured Sarah.

“Well. Put me wherever you like,” Sarah said. “I copied out a diagram from an Army handbook on the arrangement of cots and trunks in a field tent. It looks like the trunk belongs at the foot of the cot, just so.”

As she put her things in order, Norma hurried over to have a look at her diagram. “We should’ve each had one of these, if they expected military order,” she said.

“The soldiers were here to provide military order,” Fleurette said, “but you sent them away.”

“I’ll take my instructions from the manual,” Norma said.

“If you won’t take orders from a man standing right in front of you, then why listen to the man who wrote the manual?” asked Fleurette.

“I don’t believe anyone in the military takes orders from a private,” said Sarah, to warm approval from Norma. As unlikely as it seemed, Norma might’ve found an ally.

They were nearly finished unpacking their trunks, and making ready to light the first lantern of the evening, when the flap parted and their fifth tent-mate walked in.

Every eye turned to her at once. She was a pretty girl, with a pointed chin and a little bow-shaped mouth. She wore a handsome wool coat with white rabbit fur at the collar.

Constance noticed at once that her shoes were scuffed and nearly worn through at the toes, and ill-suited for walking through the grass. They were the shoes of an office girl.

There was also, in her eyes, a most unexpected flash of terror. Constance saw that, too, before the girl blinked and hid it away.

“Am I the last to arrive?” she said, with a light little laugh. “My driver gets terribly lost on these country roads. He’s useless outside of Manhattan. Now, who are all of you? Make yourselves known.”

Constance couldn’t place her accent, but it certainly didn’t come from Manhattan. “I’m Constance Kopp, and these are my sisters, Norma and Fleurette. That’s Sarah Middlebrook.”

The new girl pulled off one white glove and tucked it into her coat pocket. “Roxanna Collins,” she said, extending a limp hand. “My friends call me Roxie.”
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Roxie? WHAT WAS she thinking? She invented a nickname for herself on the spot, out of sheer panic, and now she was stuck with it.

Beulah had practiced her new name all the way from Manhattan: Roxanna Collins. Miss Collins. Roxanna. It needed to sound so familiar that she’d turn around instinctively every time she heard it. In the past she’d chosen tricky false names on a whim, and never could keep them straight. This one had to roll off the tongue.

Why, then, did she walk into that tent and spit out a brand-new nickname that she hadn’t once rehearsed?

Because rich girls have nicknames, that’s why. This occurred to her as soon as she found herself in the spotlight, standing with the tent flap draped around her shoulders and four pairs of questioning eyes upon her. Rich girls never use their full names. They’re never Margaret or Elizabeth or Beatrice. They’re Peggy and Lizzie and Sissy. Nonsensical names, names that Beulah wouldn’t inflict upon a cat, but that’s what they liked.

It’s nothing to panic over, she told herself. Just a last-minute adjustment. She’d get used to Roxie, and she wouldn’t mind if anyone called her Roxanna. “My mother always does,” she would say, with a lightness in her voice when she exhaled the word mother. Just gloss right over it, she told herself. Don’t bite down on that word. Let it all come out in one easy stream: My mother always does. Just like that.

She had to convince herself that she had an ordinary mother, and a father, too. Two polite, well-mannered people who sat together in a parlor in the evenings and smiled sweetly when their daughter walked into the room. If such people existed, Beulah had never known them, but now she had to conjure them, and place them firmly in her past, like nailing a picture to the wall.

Beulah had retreated so far into these thoughts that she’d failed to notice that her tent-mates were all watching her curiously. Instead of a trunk, she was dragging three enormous carpet bags stuffed with everything that Mrs. Pinkman’s maid had deposited in the train station locker. She would’ve left her belongings there and come back for them six weeks later, but the locker fee had only been paid through the end of the week. She couldn’t afford the storage, as she needed every penny for the train. Not just one train, but three, and a streetcar, and then a hack to carry her from Washington over to Chevy Chase. She never would’ve managed a trunk, but somehow she was able to lug three bags by slinging one over her right shoulder, carrying one in her right hand, and dragging the third one behind her.

“You must’ve brought a clean uniform for every day of the week,” said the youngest and prettiest of the three sisters, eyeing those overstuffed bags. Beulah hadn’t expected to share a tent with older women. Two of them were nearly forty, and one was in her mid-twenties. Only the little one, Fleurette, looked to be about twenty, the age Beulah was pretending to be.

“Oh, they can’t be serious about those uniforms,” Beulah said. “Five dollars for a khaki skirt and a jacket? It’s nonsense.” She saw her mistake immediately. What wealthy girl complains about the price of a plain-sewn skirt?

“I had my mother’s seamstress whip one up for me,” she added—lightly, carelessly, breathing right past that word mother—“but then wouldn’t you know, our girl forgot to pick it up from the seamstress. So I rummaged around in the back of my closet and found the oldest and most dreadful things I own. If any of these rags get dirty, it’ll only improve them.”

That didn’t get the sympathetic laugh Beulah had been trying for.

“I hope those rags are the regulation shade of khaki, because we start tomorrow morning with a uniform inspection,” said the sour-faced sister, Norma. She had the unflattering habit of tucking her chin down when she spoke, turning what was already a thick neck into a double or even triple roll of fat. She was one of those women who would have a trough of flesh around her neck when she was older.

“Tomorrow? Oh . . . well, I’m sure I can put something together.” Still Beulah didn’t open any of her bags. She hadn’t considered the fact that she’d have to unpack in front of all her tent-mates, who apparently had nothing better to do than to sit on their cots and watch her.

The eldest of the three sisters, Constance, was also the most fearsome of the trio. She was as tall as any man Beulah had ever met, and every bit as stout. She wore her hair up, in a style favored among women of Beulah’s grandmother’s generation: a flat bun, set just high enough on her head to fit under a hat, with the locks in front pinned loosely so they wouldn’t fall out of place. She spoke in a manner both forthright and commanding, her voice deep enough to convey some authority. She reminded Beulah of the ladies who used to patrol Monroe Square downtown, looking for wayward girls in need of correction.

But she showed surprising tenderness when she spoke to Beulah. “We couldn’t talk Fleurette out of bringing her sewing machine, and now I see why. I’m sure the two of you can put something together in the way of a uniform before morning.”

Tears came suddenly to Beulah’s eyes. At first, she couldn’t understand why. But as she submitted to Fleurette’s care, and allowed herself to be stripped down to her bloomers and turned this way and that, and to have her bags rummaged through and fabric draped over her, and pins put around her collar and a measuring tape run up her spine, Beulah felt unexpectedly welcomed, and cared for.

She was pulled suddenly back to the first time she’d ever turned up, unannounced, with all her possessions in a bag dragging the ground, hoping to be let in. Hoping to be welcomed.

It was only a dim memory, one she hadn’t allowed herself to revisit in years.

SHE COULDN’T HAVE been older than six. Claudia was ten: they’d only just celebrated her birthday a few days earlier. That was when they knew their mother was gone for good. If she had any intention of coming home, wouldn’t she have been there for Claudia’s birthday?

On the day that realization came to them, Claudia led her through Richmond’s muddy streets, past a fruit market and a butcher, past the horse stalls where the older boys played cards in the afternoon, up one unfamiliar, tree-lined lane and down another, until they came at last to their grandmother’s house.

It occurred to Beulah, as she thought back on it, that Claudia must’ve had no idea how to get there. She had simply marched them up and down every street, in an ever-expanding radius from the flat their mother rented, until at last they came to the front porch she recognized: the one with the dark red railings along the stairs, and the black iron boot scraper with the cutout of a
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