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Dedication

In loving memory of my grandfather Donald William Baker





1.

Tess

December 1941

The Philippines

We headed to Manila for an overnight escape from the countryside having no idea that our lives were on the verge of changing forever. Four of us piled aboard a commissary truck and motored southbound along the highway toward the coast, our shoulders jostling against each other while the rolling golden plains of Luzon retreated. The smell of ripe copra swirled around us, along with heavy diesel fumes, and though it would take several hours to drive to Manila, anticipation was running high for that evening’s annual Christmas gala at the Army-Navy Officers’ Club, the OC as we called it. Rumors of a coming war with Japan had consumed everyone for months, but they felt so far-fetched, so gloomy that all we wanted was to drown out the worrisome chatter with a few gin-soaked hours of jitterbugging and jiving.

Virginia and I sat on one side of the truck’s bed with Sally and Darren opposite us. An olive-colored canvas tarp protected us from the direct intensity of the sun, but still, the air was hot. Though my cotton sundress clung to my back, it was a relief not to be stuck in our stiff high-necked army nurse’s uniforms.

“Jeez, Virginia, what do you have in there? The cavalry?” Darren shook his head at the size of her suitcase.

“If you must know, Doc, I couldn’t land on what dress to wear tonight. I wanted options,” Virginia said in her heavy Texas accent. Gravelly, smoky, and deep, it belied the wholesome expectations implied by her blond hair and blue eyes and reliably created a swarm of admirers wherever she went. “A smart woman likes to have options. In fact, we’re just waiting for Sal to come to her senses and give you the heave-ho so she can take advantage of playing the field around here.”

“Now that’s a load of hogwash. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me,” Sally said, tracing her index finger along Darren’s ear as if preparing to nibble on it.

“Ugh, if you two lovebirds keep mooning over each other, we’re going to throw you right out the back,” Virginia growled. “Maybe less weight in this thing could actually make it travel a little faster. I don’t know about all of you, but I’m champing at the bit to get back to the bustle of the city.”

Though Manila had its advantages, we had also found plenty of entertainment at our new posting at Fort Stotsenburg. Riding horses in the jungle, golfing, tennis—our new rural assignment offered plenty of diversions. I’d arrived in the Philippines almost nine months earlier, only nineteen years old, but well-versed in the hardships of the ’30s. My childhood consisted of Washington State’s gunmetal-gray skies, of chilled toes and chapped fingers, and of the ever-present smell of wet wool.

From the moment we’d disembarked our transport freighter, the USS Saratoga, and landed on Manila’s Pier Seven and the small city spread out before us—elegant coconut palms; seventeenth-century Spanish-style buildings; stucco walls dotted with vining purple bougainvillea; and fragrant breezes laced with frangipani—it was like we were walking into some sort of wonderful dream. Of course, we had no idea what was coming. None of us did.

“What time are we supposed to be at Nell’s?” I asked.

Virginia shrugged. “Whenever we get there.”

“But didn’t we say four? We’re going to be late.”

“Tess, it’ll be fine. Loosen up.” Virginia yawned.

“You make me sound like such a stick in the mud,” I said.

“It’s just that you need to live a little. If you don’t do it now, you’ll regret it later,” she said.

I made a squeak of annoyance and frowned.

“You’re not a stick in the mud,” Sal insisted, “but it’s just that . . .” She tapped her finger on her chin, thinking. I waited, knowing her verdict was going to sting a little. This wouldn’t be the first time I’d allowed these two to transform me.

WHEN WE’D FIRST met during our Pacific crossing and I’d introduced myself as Esther Abbott, Virginia had openly inspected me from head to toe. “Honey, you’re too young to be an Esther. It makes you sound like a fifty-year-old orphanage headmistress who darns stockings for fun. Let’s call you Tess instead,” she said.

It was as if she’d proposed piercing my ears or swearing off meat—I’d blinked in shock at the proposed name change—but rather than be offended, I couldn’t help but feel intrigued by the possibilities. Why not?

And that was just the beginning. I was Pygmalion’s Eliza Doolittle to their Henry Higgins and Colonel Pickering. During our second morning at sea, as I’d washed my face, I’d turned to find Sally and Virginia appraising the long thick braid running down my spine.

“How would you feel about a new hairdo?” Sal asked.

I pulled my braid into my hand and wrapped it around my wrist. My wavy chestnut-colored hair was my one vanity. “I don’t think so.”

“Did you see Rebecca or The Women?” she asked.

“I did. Loved them both. Why?”

“What if I make you look like Joan Fontaine?”

Virginia snorted. “Joan Fontaine? Are you kidding me? Let’s shoot for someone a little juicier than that. With Tess’s waves, she could be more of a Rita Hayworth than boring ol’ Joan Fontaine.”

“Hayworth it is,” Sal said. “Although I really liked Rebecca. I know she was supposed to look kind of boring, but I thought she was pretty.”

“Well, I also really liked Frankenstein, but that doesn’t mean I’d suggest we turn her into Boris Karloff,” Virginia said.

“Pay no attention to her, Tess. I’ll make you look divine. Sit right here.” Sally tapped at the floor in front of her. I hovered for a moment, uncertain of the familiarity and intimacy she was suggesting. I had no real experience with friends. Orphaned at ten years old, my childhood under the care of my older sister, Sue, had been lonely. Though Sue cared for me deeply, she was reserved and consumed with the industry of living on our apple orchard. Until leaving for the Philippines, I’d kept myself quiet and withdrawn, closed like a fist, but the thrill of leaving home split my defenses.

“Sit!” Sally insisted.

So I sat, my shoulders tensed around my ears, but she didn’t notice my discomfort. “Don’t worry, back in Michigan, I cut my brothers’ and sisters’ hair all the time. I’m the oldest of ten, so I have my work cut out for me—and they keep me busy with everything, not just hair. They’re always begging me to make them meals or to referee a game. Our house is a zoo, an absolute zoo. Not a single moment of peace and quiet. It’s why I’ve always liked going to the movies so much—I escape everyone for a couple of hours.”

“Nine brothers and sisters? My word,” I said. “I have a sister, but she’s much older. I was basically an only child.”

“I can’t imagine being an only child, not even for one minute.” Sally’s fingers grazed my shoulders and the snip snip of scissors whispered near my ear. “Did you ever get lonely? My brothers and sisters drive me nuts but I think I’ll miss them. They promised to write tons of letters. I left stationery and stamps and assigned each one a day to write to me.”

“You’re so organized,” I marveled, trying not to wonder about what she was doing to my hair.

“Ha, if I wasn’t, nothing would get done! In fact, I have no idea how Mother’s holding down the fort with me gone. They must all miss me terribly. I don’t even want to think about it. I don’t mean to boast, but I’m a very essential part of my family.”

I laughed before realizing Sal was completely serious.

And then I wondered: Who would miss me? Of course, Sue and her husband, Dan, loved me, but was I an essential part of daily life on the farm? I doubted it.

Sal must have seen my anxiety. “How about I get my sisters and brothers to write to you, too? Lord knows, a few of the younger ones need to work on their cursive. You may not be able to decipher much of their letters, but it would be nice to get more mail, don’t you think?”

“It would. You’re generous to offer.”

And before I knew it, half of my hair lay on the floor surrounding me, but my new friends were right—my fresh hairdo felt perfect. It made me lighter. Freer. Did I resemble Rita Hayworth? Not really, but I didn’t care. This was the new, more stylish me. Tess.

BOUNCING ALONG IN the back of the commissary truck, I fingered the waves of my shoulder-length hair and steeled myself for whatever improvement Sally was about to suggest next.

“Maybe you should change things up a little,” Sal said. “What did you bring to wear tonight?”

“My pale yellow silk.”

“But haven’t you worn that a million times?”

“I guess so.”

“Well, how about something that . . .” She pursed her lips, searching for the right words.

“Shows more cleavage,” Darren said.

“Darren!” Sally elbowed him.

“Are you joking? I don’t have anything that fits the bill for that,” I said, half laughing, half indignant. I couldn’t believe Darren—our mild-mannered family doctor from Portsmouth, New Hampshire—had just made such a risqué suggestion.

“Don’t worry, Doc,” Virginia said. “I’ve been trying to tell her the same thing for months now. Who doesn’t appreciate a good view, right?” And with that, she leaned forward to rest her elbow on her knee in a way that gave everyone a view straight down into her ample décolletage.

Sally laughed, but Darren’s face turned such a dark shade of red, I feared for his blood pressure.

“If Virginia brought a few different evening gowns, maybe you could try one of hers,” Sally suggested.

Virginia arched a perfectly penciled eyebrow. “I think I’ve got some extra dimensions that will make that tricky.”

Sal rolled her eyes. “I’m sure one of the other girls will have something. Maybe a strapless dress would be just the thing!”

“I don’t know,” I said slowly.

“I promise, nothing vulgar. You’ll look classy,” Sally said.

“But also, maybe a little trampy,” Virginia drawled, resting her arm along the back of the bench and grinning. It was clear she was having a ball of a time at my expense.

“That’s not helpful,” Sally said.

“Trust me, when I’m done with her, she’ll be a knockout.”

“Fine, maybe a smidge”—Sal held her index finger and thumb an inch apart—“daring. Just for tonight.”

I studied the delighted expressions on my friends. Despite how the late-afternoon heat was making us wilt, I felt a flicker of excitement, but tried to cover it up by smacking Virginia’s knee. “Quit looking so smug.”

She gave my leg a return smack. “Relax. Tonight is going to be the most fun y’all have ever had—I can feel it in my bones.”

WE ARRIVED AT the house in Manila where the nurses lived, a tall ivory-colored stucco building with bright fuchsia bougainvillea crawling up its facade. Nell Farmington, Virginia’s roommate aboard the USS Saratoga, had invited us to stay with her.

When we explained my dress predicament, Nell looked at me and shrugged. The tall blonde had been a champion swimmer back in Pasadena and was built like a prizewinning thoroughbred, all long lines and muscle, a fine balance of power and grace. “You’ll need stilts for anything I’ve got, so let’s check with the other gals.”

It didn’t take long.

The new gown barely needed any alterations, but clung to me in places where I usually looked for breathing space. Also, it was strapless so I felt entirely exposed, which was cause for alarm, but also—I’ll admit it—a bit thrilling. Soft pale pink satin crisscrossed in an artful drape across the bodice and cinched into a narrow waist before cascading to the ground in a four-piece full skirt. When I stepped into the boardinghouse’s hallway and spun, sending up a pale pink cloud of satin into the air, a chorus of whistles from the other nurses greeted me.

Virginia applauded. “My, my, give the rest of us a chance, will you?”

“Don’t worry, you gals are hard to overlook,” I said.

She threw back her chin, laughed, and wrapped her arms around all of us in a dramatic embrace. “It’s times like this when I realize how boring my life was before I met y’all. Now let’s see what mischief we can scare up!”

With her call to action ringing in our ears, we pranced out of the boardinghouse and headed into the muggy evening, swanning behind Virginia and Nell, their two blond heads gleaming like lanterns leading the way.

We arrived at the holiday party, sparkling in our colorful gowns, stylish updos, and costume jewelry. Icy drinks were thrust into our hands, but it didn’t take long before a group of officers invited us to another club. We lowered our glasses, now sucked dry of gin and tonic, and off we went, tottering outside into the crush of Manila’s nightlife.

We rounded the corner onto a busy thoroughfare and sounds of yelling and a scream reached us. Ahead, a cluster of people gathered around a caretela. Despite the commotion, the shaggy calesa pony attached to the cart eyed the crowd balefully, swatting its tail back and forth as if it hadn’t a care in the world.

We all paused, but it was Darren who swung us into action. “Stand back! I’m a doctor,” he shouted, plunging into the crowd. I followed, amazed at how he transformed from goofy friend to serious professional in the blink of an eye.

Within seconds, I stood above a small boy, perhaps three years old, lying next to the caretela. His right leg appeared crushed and a woman crouched beside him, screaming in terrified agony. My heart dropped at the sight of his delicate limbs splayed so unceremoniously on the cobblestones. His leg looked terrible. An astonishing amount of blood had pooled around him, reflecting the garish-colored lights from the surrounding shop and restaurant signs.

Across from me, Sally fell to her knees and yelled, “Hand me something to cover him!”

A scarf and blanket were proffered. She reached for the scarf and began to bind the mangled leg. Virginia wrapped a blanket across the child’s shoulders and began talking to him in a low, soothing tone, but the boy seemed to register nothing.

“He’s going into shock,” Darren announced, crouching by the boy’s side. He moved from checking the child’s pulse in his hand to inspecting the leg. “Sal, wrap up his femoral. He’s losing too much blood.”

“Is there time to get him to the hospital?” Virginia asked.

“No,” Darren barked. The mother’s screaming sliced through the air around us. A man, perhaps the boy’s father, started yelling at the driver of the caretela. Around us, the crowd muttered prayers. It was so noisy and hot that I could scarcely think. Darren ran his hands over the sweat pouring from his face. “We’re losing him,” he whispered, staring at the maimed limb.

Under my fingers, the boy’s carotid pulse grew fainter. I lowered my face to his, saw the velvet softness of his baby skin up close. I wanted to simply whisper Wake up! Wake up! but we were well beyond that. Below my hands, he appeared lifeless and his eyes took on a glassy, unseeing stare. He was slipping away. But that’s when I noticed the faintest flaring of his nostrils. My fingers on his neck detected a weak stirring of muscle. I stared at the boy’s chest, squinting in concentration. Everything around us faded away. It was just me and the boy.

And then I saw what I’d been looking for: his chest strained to rise. It was slight, but it was something!

At that moment, a jolt ran straight through me as if someone had hit me with a live electrical wire. When we had arrived on the scene, we had immediately focused on the bloody leg, but we’d missed something.

I tilted his head back, opened his jaw, and leaned close. The smell of something sweet and sugary emanated from the boy.

“Tess, what are you doing?” Sal asked.

But I didn’t answer. I stuck a finger between the child’s blue lips. Sure enough, deep in the back of his mouth something was blocking his airway, something hard and slippery. I hesitated, knowing this was a critical moment. The last thing I wanted to do was push whatever was blocking his throat down deeper. I turned his head to the side so the object would fall out of his mouth rather than down his trachea. Channeling the most delicate of motions, I flicked at the object. And it moved! It popped away against my fingers and I scooped it out.

Lying on my palm was a glistening piece of butterscotch candy, but there was no time to dwell on it.

I leaned over the child, watching for a sign of life. Time seemed to stop. I held my breath. A twitch of his fingers, a trembling of his eyelashes. Anything.

And then, a cough. The boy convulsed with a gagging sound and then wailed. Never before had I been so happy to hear a child cry.

I stared in amazement. And then finally, I exhaled, shuddering. Goodness, we had come so close to losing him.

Beside me, his mother’s screams turned into pants of excitement and the crowd cheered. “Thank you,” she repeated over and over as she dropped her forehead to her child’s chest.

Darren clapped my shoulder. “Smart thinking. Wow, I’m embarrassed I missed that.”

“Holy hell, how’d you do that?” one of the officers asked in a voice filled with wonderment.

“Tess kept a cool head. The kid must have had the candy in his mouth when he got hit,” Darren explained, easing the child onto a blanket and then nodding at Sally to stand and lift it as a stretcher. A Model T had stopped and the driver offered his back seat to the group.

“We’ll take the baby to Sternberg Hospital and find you later,” Sally called, before someone slammed the door. They sped off.

My legs quaked with adrenaline as I watched the car’s taillamps disappear into the crush of street traffic. Every fiber of my body vibrated with energy. If someone had asked me to scale the side of the building beside us, I could have done it easily. I felt capable of anything! I was invincible!

“Bet you could use a drink.”

I turned to see an officer with sandy-colored hair standing next to me.

“And they say mind reading isn’t real,” I said, glancing down to check on the state of my gown. At the sight of my cleavage, I felt my face flush, but then I realized: What was I so afraid of? I was invincible, remember?

“Please, allow me,” he said, taking my hand. The next few minutes were a blur of smiling faces and listening to people retell the story of the accident. Still unable to believe what had just happened, I simply focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Suddenly I found myself in a hotel’s gilded lobby. My new officer friend steered me toward the bar.

“That was the best thing to happen in ages!” Virginia crowed. “Someone get our gal a drink!”

An icy coupe was pushed into my hand and I lifted it to my lips, ignoring the bubbles sloshing over the rim, the result of my unsteady hands. Cold champagne filled my mouth. Fizzing atop my tongue, I savored its refreshing tang.

“Cheers.” With a satisfying clink, the officer nudged his drink into mine. Even in the buzz of my excitement, I glimpsed a smattering of freckles dotting the tanned skin under his white dinner jacket’s cuff. My gaze continued up his arms to his broad shoulders and then to his face. He was tall with a square jaw and glowing light blue eyes—a looker, no doubt about it.

“How’d you know to check his mouth?” he asked.

“It just popped into my head. I realized we’d forgotten our first step of assessing the patient. Think they’ll be able to save his leg?”

“You’re the expert, not me.”

“Oh, I hope they can fix him.”

“The kid’s alive and that’s what’s important.”

“I suppose.” I lifted my glass again only to realize it was empty. “Huh, guess I made quick work of this.”

He chuckled, lifting a sweating green bottle to refill it. “So how’d it feel? You saved that kid’s life. Now I’m rethinking this whole soldiering business, that’s for sure.”

“Until this evening, it’s been pretty routine stuff. I’ve been on hand for the delivery of a few babies, which is thrilling, but this . . .” I trailed off, lost for words. In the past, I’d always been an assistant responding to directions. But back there with the boy? I’d figured it out on my own. For the first time in my life, I felt useful. I could really help people—save them even, and it was a big feeling for an orphaned girl like me who had spent much of life feeling like a burden. A very big feeling.

“So you’re a nurse at Sternberg?”

“No,” I said. “I’m at Stotsenburg. Heading back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Tonight’s all we’ve got?”

“Well, how much time do you need?”

Those dreamy blue eyes locked on me. Tiny flecks of gold appeared to dance around his irises. “To do what?”

“To impress me.”

He grinned and shook his head. “Somehow with you, I have a feeling all bets are off.”

I was surprising him, and it was heady stuff. The dress, the accident, and now this man—all of it was causing a sense of daring to color everything. Sure, it was a foreign feeling, but I liked it. I wasn’t even twenty yet, but I’d known more than my fair share of grief. This was my chance to start anew.

Here, in this far-flung corner of paradise on the other side of the world, I could leave everything behind, forget all the dreariness of home—the sadness, the hard times—and be whoever I wanted. And deep in my heart, I’d always wanted to be independent and adventurous. It’s what prompted me to go to nursing school in search of a vocation and it was why I hadn’t skipped a beat when asked if I wanted a transfer to the Philippines. I was capable of all kinds of things and now could be the time to experiment. I took a deep breath. “I’m Tess. Listen, you’ve got twelve hours to make an impression so let’s see what happens, shall we?”

He laughed and I wanted to bottle the sound of it.

“I’m George.” He held out his hand for me to shake. “Now, enough talk. And just so you know, this is a big leap for me. Normally I’m the kind of guy who likes to dot his i’s and cross each t, but tonight I’m tossing caution to the wind. So, come on, I’ve got to use every second with you wisely.”

I laughed and he led me to the dance floor where Virginia was holding court with a group of officers, but she peeled herself away and approached us, appraising George up and down. I introduced her, but then he placed his hand on my waist and steered me away into a waltz. I couldn’t believe it; not once did he glance back over his shoulder to look at Virginia. Not once. This was a first.

We spent the rest of the evening together in a riot of blaring trumpets and saxophones and clanking glasses filled with gin and scotch. We sang and told jokes and nonsensical stories. After a while I realized my shoes should have been pinching and my cheeks should have been tired from smiling, but instead champagne seemed to bubble through my veins. I could have stayed awake for days. As we wended our way from the hotel to a club and then to another club, I could feel George watching me as if he couldn’t quite believe his luck. It amazed me, really, because I could tell he was older than me, maybe by ten years or so, and he had been to school and seen more of the world, and yet I was the one who was captivating him.

Eventually we found ourselves on the waterfront staring out at Manila Bay. Behind us the sun was rising over the city. The dawn air was brackish and thick with humidity, making the satin of my dress stick to the small of my back, but these discomforts were a small price to pay for the moment. I’d always been careful to not find myself alone with a man, to not risk any shadow on my reputation, but there was a frisson hanging over us, a sense of impending change on the way, so I decided to ignore caution for once and sighed, waving my hands at how the water and sky were aglow with the same breathtaking shades of dark blue, streaked with dashes of pink and gold. “Sometimes I wonder if the hard times at home were necessary so I’d be ready for this.”

“Me too,” he said quietly.

“Where are you from?”

“Coast of Maine. Grew up on a lobster boat. I’m on my own now. My parents died a few years ago so I left my small town and went to college and then law school.”

Grief lowered his voice and I knew its weight all too well. The OC was filled with young people like us, men and women who were no strangers to rising on cold mornings, building things with our hands, and going to bed at night with not-entirely-full stomachs—we were the types who joined the army and then opted to be sent far away for a once-in-a-lifetime type of escapade.

“Let’s just hope things never change,” he said.

I glanced at his profile in time to see a slight frown darken his face. Though the evening’s steady flow of drinks had left me unstrung, I could tell he was sober, an amazing feat of discipline given the reckless air hanging over everyone. “Are you thinking about the war?”

He shrugged. “Aren’t we all?”

“Will we get drawn in?”

“There’s a lot of saber-rattling coming from the Japanese.”

“But wouldn’t they be crazy to take us on?”

“Waging war isn’t necessarily the result of rational thinking.”

Silence descended upon us for a moment, but then he cleared his throat. “What do you say I borrow a ride and drive you back to Stotsenburg later?”

“Really? You can get one?”

“Sure, why not?”

“What do you do?”

“I’m in military intelligence.” He winked. “All those years on a boat taught me how to be resourceful.”

“Intelligence, huh? So you must know lots of special things.”

“I only know I’ve never met anyone like you,” he said.

It was the kind of thing officers said when they thought they had a chance at getting something more, and since arriving in the Philippines, I’d been surrounded by men and they were all in the market for something more. But as I gazed into his kind eyes and saw the way they widened with amazement as he looked at me, I shivered and reached out to stroke the enticing small cleft on his chin, the one irregularity on his otherwise classic features.

“Are you cold?” he asked in a low tone, but without waiting for an answer he pulled off his white dinner jacket and wrapped it around my bare shoulders while gently pulling me to him. He smiled almost shyly, and his earnestness inspired me to lean in and kiss him. Our noses bumped together awkwardly and we laughed a little, rearranging ourselves so we could continue to kiss. I twisted my hands together behind the nape of his neck and a patch of his closely shaven hair bristled against the tender skin on the inside of my wrists. Sparks flared inside me.

Our kiss deepened and his jacket slipped from my shoulders and fell to the ground, but neither of us cared. Instead he tightened his grip on the small of my back and pressed his lips into mine more intensely.

This—this—was beyond anything I’d ever imagined for romance.

When we pulled apart, I felt dizzy with the sense of tumbling into a different world, a magical one. Who knew what could happen next?

LATER THAT AFTERNOON, I found myself passing through the white gateposts to Fort Stotsenburg in the passenger seat of an army jeep with George at the wheel. When we reached the Officers’ Commissary, George pulled into the shade of an acacia tree and Virginia, Sally, and Darren hopped out.

“Thanks, George. You’re a sport.” Darren gave a quick salute.

“Hope to see you soon,” George said.

“Oh, I have a feeling we’ll be seeing you again.” Sally gave an exaggerated wink.

Darren raised his hands in apology. “Sorry, she doesn’t get out enough.”

Sally punched Darren on the shoulder and the two dashed away, laughing, while Virginia sashayed off with a little extra sway in her stride, but when I turned to George, he wasn’t looking at her. His gaze was on me.

“You must be exhausted,” I said.

“Not at all. I’m not the one who’s been performing miracles. You raised the dead last night, remember?”

I smiled. That morning, when George had arrived in a jeep outside the front door of Nell’s boardinghouse, he had surprised us with a picnic basket packed with sandwiches and fruit. Since we’d eaten it along the way, I wasn’t hungry, but I also wasn’t ready to let him go. “Want to come to the mess and get something to eat?”

“Do I ever, but I need to get back.”

“So this is goodbye?”

He grinned, pushing the rim of his army cap away from his forehead. “Guess I made an impression, huh?”

I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Sorry, but what’s your name again?”

He chuckled, shifted the gear, and killed the engine. “Tess, you haven’t seen the last of me, not by a long shot.”

“Is that a promise?”

He lifted my hand from where it rested in my lap and laced his fingers through mine. Up close, I watched him study the flyaway hairs escaping the silk scarf around my head, then he refocused on my chin, and then my cheek, and then he looked me straight in the eye. Normally such close scrutiny would have caused me to panic, but a surprising feeling took hold. I liked being the focus of his attention. Even hot and sweaty and covered in dust, I felt charming, smart, and interesting.

“It’s a promise,” he said.

And then he kissed me and even though we’d just met, I knew I’d found someone special. Right then and there, I decided the best kind of romance makes you not only fall head over heels for someone else, but helps you remember the best parts of yourself. Saving that young boy the night before had changed me. It made me feel powerful and clever and confirmed that nursing was my calling. That moment had connected me to a better version of myself, and George had been there to witness it. When he looked at me, I could see respect in his eyes. Like I was a force to be reckoned with. The feeling sizzled through my bloodstream like a shot of adrenaline.

And I was right. I was teetering on the precipice of a whole new adventure. The world was about to change for me—for everyone—but not in the way I anticipated. Not one bit.





2.

Tess

December 1941

Fort Stotsenburg

When my alarm first rang on Monday morning, I slapped it off, buried my head in my pillow, and fell back asleep.

I awoke again to the distant sound of planes taking off from the fort’s nearby airfield and glanced at the clock. It was early for so much flight activity, but I thought little of it because I was running late. I tugged on my white nurse’s uniform and headed straight for my shift at the Station Hospital, skipping my usual stop at the commissary to grab a sugar donut.

An unusual quiet hung over the parade ground as I hustled along its edges, but I barely noticed because I was replaying my final conversation with George from the day before in my mind. Goose bumps rose on my arms, just thinking about our kiss. When would I see him again?

At the nurses’ station in the hospital, the assignment board was blank—strange. Normally Head Nurse Josie Nesbit would have written out a list of scheduled procedures in chalk already. Our nursing shifts in the Philippines lasted only four hours. The heat was too intense for anything longer. The expectation was that we’d treat US military personnel and their families for the occasional tropical fever, parasite, rudimentary surgery, and birth. Although we were military, we had never attended any sort of basic army training so our jobs were fairly straightforward, and certainly not dangerous. Our limited work hours gave us plenty of time to enjoy the tropics by playing tennis, taking Spanish lessons, swimming, and admiring the aquamarine waters of the OC’s pool, which we could visit because of our status as lieutenants. Our officers’ distinction conferred no real rank, earned us half the salary of our male counterparts, and there was little chance of promotion. It was mostly intended to maintain our respectability by preventing us from getting too friendly with the enlisted men and it ensured our safety in the unlikely event we had any direct confrontation with an enemy.

Frowning at the blank assignment board, I hurried toward the supply room at the back of the hospital to sterilize surgical instruments. It was just a matter of time, I assumed, before Josie Nesbit would appear and order me to assist on a tonsillectomy or some other routine procedure so there was no time to waste on any more fiddle-faddling about. It was time to get organized. Humming, I spread out a row of shiny curettes, admiring the bright yellow orchids visible from the nearby ground-level window. It was moments like this when I couldn’t believe how far I was from home.

When I was ten years old, my parents died in an automobile accident. My older sister, Sue, and her husband, Dan, settled with me onto the family plot, a small orchard on the outskirts of Tacoma. On my eighteenth birthday, eager for independence and a practical skill set, I enrolled in nursing school and eventually landed a position with the local Civilian Conservation Corps at nearby Fort Lewis. With a few extra dollars in my pocket, I’d begun frequenting the local cinema to see movies when I wasn’t working. Films like The Rains Came and The Hunchback of Notre Dame and Stanley and Livingstone introduced me to a world wider than my small town, and an itch to leave and explore soon started nagging at me. When the offer to join the Army Corps of Nursing and transfer to the Philippines was dangled in front of me, I’d grabbed it with both hands and hung on for dear life with only thoughts of adventure and trying to make myself useful.

I was reaching for the first curette when Darren appeared in the doorway.

“What are you doing?” He mopped at his forehead with a handkerchief.

“The assignment board was blank so I thought I’d—”

“Jesus, haven’t you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“The Japanese just bombed Hawaii.”

I stared at him. “They bombed us?”

“There aren’t many details yet. It’s Sunday there, you know, but everyone’s expecting an announcement we’re at war now.”

“War,” I repeated, barely breathing.

“Do you have your gas mask? I was told to keep mine close.”

I thought back to the previous month when the bulky contraptions had been handed out. “Maybe it’s under my bed.”

“When you get back to your room later, better make sure you’ve got it.”

“Do you think George made it back to Manila safely?”

“Of course, he did. I’ll bet he’s with General MacArthur right now planning how we’re going to strike back. Chin up, Tess. You’ll see him again. It was obvious he fell pretty hard for you. I’ll bet he’ll be back this weekend, knocking on your door, flowers in hand.”

I smiled at Darren and was struck by a similarity between him and my brother-in-law. Dan was quieter than Darren, but he always had a kind word for me, always tried to assure me that everything would be fine. I suddenly felt a wave of homesickness, the first one I’d experienced since arriving in the Philippines. The idea of facing danger while being so far from home left me shaken. I longed for the steadying presence of my sister.

“We’re on high alert now and discharging able-bodied men. Go around and check charts. Anyone who can be put back into duty should get back to work.” I must have looked alarmed because Darren said, “Don’t worry, this whole thing will blow over in a couple of days. A week, tops.”

“Really?”

“Sure, the Japanese don’t stand a chance. The only reason they scored a hit on us was by playing dirty with a sneak attack. Hang tight. We’ll knock ’em flat in no time.”

I nodded, reassured. Darren was right. It felt impossible to imagine anything bad happening in our sleepy paradise.

AT MIDDAY, I went to the commissary for a sandwich and entered the building alongside a group of pilots from Clark Field. They swaggered in to get their food, rowdy with the news of the morning.

One airman, Dewey Bradshaw, nodded at the table where I ended up sitting with the other nurses eating lunch. “Gals, you’ve got nothing to worry about. We’ve been circling Luzon all morning and there’s no sign of trouble. The Japanese must have decided they’re in over their heads and gone back to Tokyo.” He joined the other men, still in their flight suits, at an adjacent table and they grinned at us broadly, sprawling their long legs out in front of them, loose and unconcerned.

“Tell that to the crowd in Hawaii cleaning up the wreckage,” Sally said glumly.

Dewey frowned. “It’s a damned shame what happened there, but we’ll get our revenge. The fellas back at the airfield are fitting our planes with bombs right now. We’ve gotten orders to head to the Japanese base on Formosa where we’ll show them no one gets away with messing with us.”

A nurse named Phyllis said, “Good, you boys better clean ’em up real quick.”

The rest of us nodded. Though we were rattled by the news about Hawaii, the idea of a speedy counterblow suited us just fine. Our fear was quickly turning to anger.

One of the other pilots—I didn’t know his name—leaned toward us to pipe in, “Y’all should come to the airfield and send us up in style. Bet our mission will go a lot smoother with a bunch of America’s finest gals cheering us on.”

“Yes,” the other pilots called out. “That’s the ticket!”

We looked at one another and Virginia pushed away her plate. “I don’t have much of an appetite anyway. Sure, I’m in.”

One by one we stood to join the airmen. Amid the cheering, I reached for my glass of lemonade and drank it down in one long gulp. Later, I’d look back at that moment and wish I’d slowed down and relished its icy temperature and tart sweetness while I’d had the chance. The memory of that lemonade stuck with me for years, a symbol of all that we had taken for granted, all that we would lose.

OUTSIDE, WE FILLED the jeeps. Several of us sat on the airmen’s laps as we drove the few minutes to Clark Field, cheering and singing. When we arrived, several rows of B-17s were lined up neatly wingtip-to-wingtip as if on exhibit, gleaming in the bright sun, emblems of power and possibility. The high central plains of Luzon spread around us for miles and the air waved in the midday heat. Underneath the white cotton of my nursing dress, every pore on my body began to sweat, but who cared? I could change and take a cool shower later, but we only had one chance to send these boys off for action. I vowed to remember this feeling of adventure and excitement so I could describe it later in a letter home to Sue and Dan.

Before we hopped out of the jeep, Dewey turned to one of the nurses, a redhead named Mabel, his eyes glittering with mischief. “Hey, I’ve got a bet with Pax that the rumors about you being a wingwalker aren’t true. How about we settle this right now so I can collect from this chump before our mission starts?”

Mabel gave a coquettish grin. “What makes you think they’re not true?”

“Well, I can’t imagine a pretty thing like you doing something that dangerous.” He leaned forward toward the front seat to knock Joe Paxton’s shoulder. “Like I said, Pax, pay up. I knew that rumor was a crock.”

Virginia snorted. “You’re a real sucker, Dewey. Mabel may look harmless, but the girl’s got ice running through those veins of hers. If you didn’t have to go settle the score with the Japanese right now, she could put on a real show for y’all that would knock your socks off. Mabel, remind me: What was your favorite trick back in your barnstorming days?”

“I had a lot of good ones,” Mabel said. “But I guess my favorite was juggling bowling pins while I stood on the wing of the biplane two hundred feet in the air.”

Dewey scratched his head. “So, wait, you really used to do that stuff?”

“I was also pretty good at walking back and forth along the plane’s wings on my hands,” Mabel added.

Under his breath, Dewey swore and dug around in his breast pocket to pull out a small wad of cash. He peeled off a few bills and stuffed them toward Joe Paxton.

Pax immediately handed Mabel one. “Thanks, buddy,” she said, sliding it down the neckline of her uniform.

“What the hell?” Dewey said as everyone in the jeep burst into laughter. “You guys were hustling me?”

“Yep.” Pax laughed. “Mabel and I grew up near each other in Kansas and I used to catch her shows. She was really something! When we both turned up here, I recognized her.”

“And now you two are in cahoots?” Dewey asked.

“Sure are. No one believes that Mabel really did that stuff, but she did. I saw it with my own eyes,” Pax said. “Our little racket’s good money so far, huh, Mabel?”

She nodded. “You’re keeping me in clover, Pax. Thanks, hon.”

We were still laughing as the boys helped us unload from the jeep when a low droning sound rose over our voices. We looked to the sky, shielding our eyes from the glare.

In the distance, a swarm of planes in V-formation was heading in our direction. We all paused to watch them.

“Jesus, those are Zeroes!” one of the other airmen shouted. “Take cover!”

Of course in those days, I didn’t know a Zero from a zebra. How would I? So I stood there, confused.

Pax grabbed my wrist. “The Japanese are coming! Get out of here!” he yelled, pointing toward the edge of the tarmac before turning and joining the airmen as they ran for their planes.

Sally, Virginia, Mabel, and Phyllis remained frozen in a cluster. “Come on!” I screamed to them, dashing for the low-lying brush at the edge of the field. I’d never sprinted so quickly in my life. My heart pounded, chest strained, lungs burned. We swerved off the pavement and dove under the few small straggly bushes poking out from the hot, dry ground, grunting as our knees and palms made impact.

The last thing I saw before crossing my arms over my head and pushing my face into the brush was the silver glint of the approaching planes and a flickering of something sparkly gliding to the earth below. It took me a second before I realized what those beautiful things were: bombs.

And then the world erupted into chaos.

Everything seemed to lift. The earth shuddered. A wall of wind crashed over me as I lay huddled on the ground. The air heated and thinned. It felt as though I was being turned inside out. Air was sucked from my mouth, nose, and ears. Even my eyeballs seemed to tug from their sockets. I could taste gasoline in the air and gasped, struggling to breathe. The weight of a tremendous force pulled at me and my hands scrabbled at empty space below. A bone-splitting crack rang out. And then, with a huge THUD, the pressure seemed to reverse and I was being flattened into the ground as if being crushed. After several beats of this, the pressure slid away, and I curled into a ball, praying for a miracle.

Explosions blasted. A thick slurry of dust and debris rose into the air, choking us.

I didn’t want to die, not here, not anywhere. I willed myself to become as small as possible. My fingernails dug into my scalp as the rat-a-tat of nearby strafing rang out.

How long did this last? Ten minutes? Twenty? Thirty? It was a blur, hard to tell.

When the sound of plane engines faded, I nudged my face from the ground, blowing away blades of grass stuck on my lips. Every muscle in my body ached. What the hell had just happened?

Gone was the blue sky. Plumes of oily smoke rose, and flames appeared everywhere. Blackened smoking ruins burned along the tarmac where the planes had been. The surrounding hangars and ground installations had either been destroyed or appeared as mere shells of what they had been moments earlier. I drew myself to my knees, wobbly with uncertainty. Everything looked different.

The crackling sound of fire and a shrill ringing in my ears made me clap my palms to the side of my head as if I could push the sounds away.

Beside me, movement. Sally, covered in dirt and grime, struggled to all fours.

“Are you hurt?” she cried in a shaky voice.

Beside her, Virginia unpeeled from the ground. And then Phyllis and Mabel appeared, wearing dazed, fearful expressions.

“We’ve got to see if anyone needs help,” I said. On quaking legs, we staggered to our feet, propping ourselves against each other for support, checking for injuries. Remarkably, we appeared unscathed.

Sally grabbed my shoulder. “What about Darren? Do you think he’s hurt?”

“He’s at the hospital. I’ll bet he’s fine.”

Sally nodded, and the five of us, dizzy and disoriented, zigzagged closer to where we could see shapes of people moving against the smoke. Twisted slags of metal, too hot to touch, littered the ground. Hunks of acacia and nara trees that had once lined the airfield burned everywhere. And then came the grisly discoveries. Scraps of charred uniform. A helmet with a hank of hair hanging off the edge. A boot with the foot still inside, the ankle severed neatly as if with a butcher’s blade. I froze, stunned.

Suddenly two trucks roared onto the airfield and orderlies jumped out. “Sally, Tess!” one of the men—his name drifted just outside the edge of my memory—shouted, waving his arms frantically. “We were told we might find you here. Are you injured?”

We shook our heads.

He squinted, unconvinced. “Stay here and be ready to help as we load some fellas,” he yelled. “Let’s make this fast. The enemy will be back.” The orderlies tied rags over their noses and mouths before disappearing into the smoke.

Dark smoke obscured the sky, but we peered overhead, stepping closer to one another in a pathetic attempt at protection.

Before there was time to think, two orderlies returned with a man on a stretcher. Smoke and grime darkened the injured airman’s face, and a large gash, nine inches or so, had been torn in the lateral aspect of his left upper thigh. The muscle gleamed red and slick with blood. The orderlies lifted him onto the back of the truck and then gestured at us to climb up too. One of them tossed us a musette bag and Sally didn’t wait for directions, but opened it and began pulling out bandages. Only as she leaned toward the airman did she gasp. “Dewey?”

We all froze, eyes wide. For once, Dewey didn’t have a snappy comeback. He simply stared upward, his eyes glassy with shock. Without saying anything more, Sally started wrapping a tourniquet around his upper thigh and I held it in place, securing its tightness, as she tied it. His wound was ugly and cause for concern, but it wasn’t life-threatening. Still, the gravity of seeing one of our own taken down by the enemy shook us.

Within minutes, more wounded airmen surrounded us. Virginia, Phyllis, and I moved to the second truck and crawled around the back, comforting the soldiers as best we could with the limited supplies of the moment. The choking smoke blended with the metallic tang of blood, along with something else, a bitter, sweet smell that turned our stomachs. Fear.

THE TRUCKS RACED along the main thoroughfare from the airfield to the Station Hospital as if the Japanese Zeroes were hot on our heels—and for all we knew, they were. At the hospital a group of doctors and nurses met us. The injured were rushed inside.

Head Nurse Josie Nesbit, pristine in her white nurse’s dress, stopped us, her expression grim. For a moment, she reminded me of my sister and my knees weakened. I so badly wished for Sue at that moment, but Josie gave no time to indulge in homesickness. “Girls, are you injured?”

“No,” we mumbled.

“Is Darren here?” Sally asked.

“He’s inside, working.” Josie’s gaze roved over us, but stopped on Mabel and the stream of blood threading down her neck, soaking the white collar of her dress. Josie stepped toward her, deftly running her fingers along Mabel’s hairline, investigating. She gestured at a nurse who hadn’t been at the airfield to lead Mabel inside.

Josie turned back to the remaining four of us. “At the first sign of nausea or dizziness, sit down and let one of us know. Otherwise, let’s carry on. Go to the nurses’ station and grab syringes, vials of morphine, tetanus antitoxin, a pen, and a stack of index cards. We’re triaging new arrivals. Check each patient, but there’s no time for charts. Mark their conditions on those index cards and place them on their foreheads. One tells us they need a doctor’s attention; two indicates you can treat the injuries yourself; and three means to keep the patient as comfortable as possible.”

Triage? I hadn’t heard that word since my training in Tacoma. Without looking at each other, we rushed inside to arm ourselves with medicine. That third category of keeping them comfortable—we knew what that really meant. We were no longer treating simple scorpion bites and other minor tropical ailments. War had arrived.

Once we had our vials, syringes, and note cards, we hurried into the first ward. Bodies, filthy and mangled, twisted on the beds.

Most of the men appeared to be biting back screams and when I approached the nearest one, he waved me toward the next cot, panting, “Check him out first. He looks worse off than me.”

I gazed at the motionless man on the next cot. A ghastly stomach wound had already claimed him and I exhaled sadly before turning back to the first man, blocking his dead friend with my body. “How about I start with you instead?” I forced myself to sound lighthearted. “Those dimples on you are something else.”

IT WASN’T LONG before air-raid sirens blared, prompting us to find cover wherever we could. I slid under a nearby cot. As I covered my ears from the whine and crash of nearby explosions, a trickle of blood began to pool on the floor inches from my nose. I swallowed hard. It was soaking through the mattress above me. War, I was realizing, demands a lot of blood. I pulled a towel from my apron’s waistband and wiped away the puddle before sliding out from the cot to resume work.

Soon the hospital’s wards filled beyond capacity, and the orderlies started lining up injured men outside on the grass. The wounded continued to be delivered on stretchers, in wheelbarrows and carts, and often in the arms of other soldiers. We sheared off filthy uniforms, cleaned lacerations and abrasions, dug shrapnel out of bloody gashes, and gave morphine injections. Meanwhile, our white nursing dresses were ruined. Dirt, blood, vomit—and worse—soaked and crusted us from head to toe. The business of repairing the human body was a messy affair. It was sticky, smelly, slippery, and surprisingly noisy. Forget the men’s yells, curses, cries, and moans—the body itself makes a racket, wheezing, slurping, sucking, and squelching.

Until the last forty-eight hours of our nursing careers, patient chart data and doctor orders had informed our treatment decisions. Now, there was no time for any of that. Pulse, skin color, breathing tempo, and touch guided us—we had to reach into wounds for foreign objects, feel for broken bones, and assess blood loss. We needed to observe what was happening and respond quickly. Bodies have an overwhelming urge to survive, and despite our fatigue and shock, we needed to do everything in our power to help.

DUSK FELL AND the lines of patients became cloaked in darkness, and because of orders to maintain a blackout, we did our rounds in the moonlight.

At one point, I leaned over a man whose mangled arm dangled from his shoulder. The sight of his sandy-colored hair made me gasp. “George?”

The injured serviceman replied in a faint voice, “I’ll be whoever you want, if you’ll give me some water.” I brushed his hair from his blood-encrusted forehead, noting the coolness of his skin, both relieved it wasn’t George and deflated, knowing how grim this man’s chances appeared. He gave me a look that was half grin, half grimace. “I’ve always thought I’m a ringer for Henry Fonda.”

“Come on, you’re far more of a dreamboat than him. Now buck up while I give you this shot.” While he gritted his teeth together, I injected a syringe of morphine into his unharmed shoulder. “Now hang in there, handsome. The surgeon will be right over.”

When I straightened, Virginia was next to me. “They’re saying every plane on the airfield was destroyed.” She wiped at her brow. “I swear, I’m practically dead on my feet.”

“Well, you look a lot better than most of these guys, that’s for sure.” I shuddered, looking toward the sky.

Beyond the columns of greasy smoke still thickening the air, stars flickered. Where was George? What had happened to him? Around me, the other nurses circled, looking like ghosts as they floated among the lines of injured. Josie had told us more nurses and doctors would soon be arriving from Sternberg in Manila to help with our overwhelming crush of patients, but we understood it was a matter of days—maybe hours—before the capital would be facing the enemy too. There was no reprieve in sight. How would we keep up?

What surprised me more than anything was how quickly everything had changed. In an instant, our lives could be irrevocably altered—and even ended. And the future? There was no predicting it, no taking anything for granted anymore. No one knew what lay ahead.





3.

Flor

December 1941

Manila

Flor Dalisay awoke with a start. In a distant part of the house, the telephone was ringing, an unusual occurrence for so early in the morning, but she thought little of it because she was too busy wondering when had she fallen asleep.

The last thing she remembered was lying on her back at four o’clock in the morning, staring at the ceiling, praying the rosary. Now, with beams of sunlight slicing through her room, she rolled onto her side and squinted at her steamer trunk.

The last few months had been a whirlwind of emotions about today’s departure—sometimes Flor was thrilled, other times anxious—but now that the day of her voyage was actually here, she felt nothing but dread. Why had she agreed to leave home? Yes, her parents and older sister had studied overseas, but Flor wasn’t like them. She wasn’t on the hunt for adventure and she had little interest in exploring new places and meeting new people. She preferred to stay home and attend classes at the university. She liked her daily routine to remain predictable and took comfort in keeping her family close.

Flor had agreed to study for a year in the United States because her father had spent four years there and the idea of following in his footsteps initially felt comforting. People always commented on how she took after him. Dr. Romeo Dalisay was widely respected for his calm, scholarly demeanor, the way he always appeared to think before he spoke, and his tendency to have his nose buried in a book. People often said that in another life, he might have been a judge, and Flor thought this to be a wonderful compliment. She took great pride in the parallels people drew between her and her father, although try as she might, she could never overcome her aversion to blood. Honestly, the idea of a career in medicine made her feel light-headed and queasy, so she stuck with her love of numbers and planned to study mathematics at the University of California in Berkeley. So she wasn’t exactly like Papa, but close enough.

Romeo Dalisay’s primary occupation was running his private medical practice in a small office near their house, though he also served as an adviser to the Ministry of Health and was close personal friends with President Manuel Quezon, the man governing the Philippines during this decade of transition between the country’s status as a US territory and full independence. Papa’s love for medicine, his belief in the power of democracy and education, and his hope in full independence for the Philippines—all of it had taken root in California, so when the opportunity came for Flor to spend 1942 abroad, she embraced the formula that had served her father so well and agreed to leave.

But then the world became more complicated.

The war in Europe, though distant, was on everyone’s minds. Emboldened by its successful invasions of neighboring European countries, Germany had turned its attention eastward and begun advancing on the Soviet Union the previous spring. Closer to home, the Japanese were making incursions in China and Indochina and rumors that they might launch wider aggressions circulated, though everyone seemed in agreement that the chances for their success appeared improbable.

Nevertheless, to be on the safe side, many Americans residing in the Philippines sent their families back to the States throughout the fall. As the January date of Flor’s departure for California neared, her parents grew increasingly convinced that traveling to the United States was still a good idea, but Flor wasn’t so sure. Although two Dalisay aunts lived outside of San Francisco, Flor didn’t understand how being almost seven thousand miles away from her mother, father, and older sister could be considered good if war broke out. The original plan had been for her to sail for San Francisco after Christmas with her tita Angela, but as talks in Washington, DC, between Japanese and American diplomats stalled, Papa decided Flor and his sister should leave sooner so they were booked for passage to the United States on Monday, December 8.

Flor had spent her final weekend at home shopping and strolling through Luneta Park, eating Magnolia ice cream with a few friends and Ate Iris, her older sister, and putting on a good show of enthusiasm, though through it all, the sense she was on the verge of making a terrible mistake
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