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        September 1, 1944

        Third Army Command Tent

        France

      

      

      The rain had been especially vicious that night on the Western Front, soaking the boys of the Third Army and the command staff, even the ones poring over maps in the tent, when a lone German hobbled up to their checkpoint, hands in the air.

      The soldier on guard drew his weapon as soon as he saw the feldgrau uniform.

      “Don’t shoot!” The German lifted his hands higher. “Please, I surrender.”

      The soldier roughly searched the German for weapons but found a crinkly piece of paper instead.

      “What’s this? A letter from your lover?” The soldier waved it in his face for an answer, but the German remained silent. “Get inside.” He nudged him with his gun to walk into the tent and answer to his sergeant.

      “Another Kraut, Sarge. Had this in his pocket.”

      Standing near a flickering lantern, the sergeant unraveled the paper—a flyer, it turned out—and noticed a small heart printed in one corner, something meant to be worn on a lapel. The text was flowery and written in German.

      The rain drummed against the tent.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” the sergeant said, a lit cigarette bobbing on his lips. He’d seen a lot of unbelievable things on the battlefield, but he’d never come across something like this before.

      Others were intrigued and tried to catch a glimpse over his shoulder. “What does it say, Sarge?”

      “Looks like all a German soldier needs to do for a little companionship is wear a paper heart.”

      He passed the flyer to his translator to read aloud for all to hear.

      “‘We German women realize it is our duty to our fighting men to help however we can. Your wife, sweetheart, or mother is one of us, doing her duty for the Fatherland. The dreams you had at the front and the longings of your lonely nights will be fulfilled… The League of Lonely War Women is here for you.’”

      They all had a laugh, some more loudly than others, calling the German women adulterers and red-light Rosies, but the prisoner showed no emotion, nor said one word.

      “Get him out of here,” the sergeant said.

      They hauled him away to sit with the others who’d surrendered that night. As the command staff got back to their maps and the war, the sergeant shook his head.

      “The League of Lonely War Women,” he said to himself. “The brass aren’t going to believe this one.”
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        One Week Later

        Office of Strategic Services

        Grosvenor Square, London

      

      

      I stood in front of the wall map, eyes shifting, following the strings I’d used to connect the pieces of intelligence together like silken spider webs. I had a feeling about a small tire factory just outside Bonn, and after sifting through agent reports and translating German documents about supplies, I was sure the Nazis had split their tire production. Though I knew my partner, Junie, and I needed more than some statistics and a solid hunch to take down the hall to the boys in the Enemy Objectives Unit. We needed another source if we were going to recommend a target, and the only other source was two hours late.

      I tugged on my uniform tie, feeling choked, then itchy from the wool skirt suit we had to wear in the Women’s Army Corps. Our civilian friends from the Office of Strategic Services, who bunked, ate, and worked with us, were lucky because they could wear lovely dresses and high heels of their choosing.

      “I can’t breathe in this thing,” I said, finally pulling the tie from my neck and flinging it onto my desk. I turned to Junie. “Where are they? We ordered that list ages ago.”

      “You know the boys in Military Intelligence, Viv. They take their own sweet time, like sun tea left out on the stoop, especially when it’s one of us girls requesting information.”

      Barbara Bennington looked up from her desk. She’d been listening and watching us for the last three hours. “You two WACs find something?”

      I crossed my arms, glancing back at the map. I’d already determined the number of boxcars between Cologne and Bonn had increased based on the reports, but I looked again because Barbara had a way of distracting me. We could also use a visual confirmation, such as an aerial photo, or…

      I thumbed through the reports on my desk like a dog trying to find a bone.

      Barbara tapped her desk. “Viv?”

      Junie stood from her chair. “Pipe down, Babs. Besides, don’t you have your own targets to worry about?”

      Barbara indeed had her own targets to worry about, and by the look of the file folders on her desk and the orderly way she kept her stacks of paper, I knew she was getting close to writing up a recommendation of her own.

      It was no secret that the OSS girls were in direct competition with the WACs over enemy target recommendations. We had an unofficial tally by the door, for God’s sake. However, it was considered bad luck to discuss it during working hours, especially after what happened to Penny, an analyst from Connecticut, who mistranslated one of her German sources. We heard there were more than five hundred civilian casualties after she recommended the wrong target. She never recovered and went back home, some say to an asylum.

      Nobody wanted to be Penny.

      A messenger from Military Intelligence finally arrived with the list we’d been waiting for. Junie sprinted back after signing for it, flapping the paper in the air as she maneuvered around desks, causing more than a few to look. My heart raced as I ran my finger down the paper, checking off a hundred serial numbers in ascending order, numbers lifted from German tires confiscated in France and sent to the scrap yard in East London for repurposing.

      I looked up when I realized what we had.

      “Junie,” I breathed. “You know what this means?”

      The Germans didn’t think we were smart enough to compare serial numbers—they couldn’t have. Each number was unique to its factory. That little tire factory in Bonn had not only increased production, it was also supplying Hitler’s Germany with military-grade aero tires.

      Barbara stood, hands on her hips. “You have a recommendation or what?” she barked.

      Every eye turned toward us, fingers frozen on typewriter keys and cigarettes paused mid-air, waiting for my reply.

      I slowly crossed my arms. “Maybe.”

      A mad rush of flying papers and analysts comparing notes followed. I squeezed Junie’s arm when I saw that Barbara had photographs.

      “We need a visual.”

      “Of what? Tires?” She put both hands on her head, but then slapped her thighs when Barbara started rolling a piece of paper into her typewriter. We had to be first down the hall, but more so, the intelligence in our report had to be plumb and plenty. If Barbara had more sources, her team’s recommendation would bypass ours. That’s when I remembered something from a field agent’s report a while back—something about a big contract, a man, and the strange way he smoked his pipe.

      I pulled Junie in close next to my filing cabinet for privacy. “Do you remember that report…” I thumbed through the files, starting at the front. “About a man with a handlebar mustache and glasses, boasting about a big contract near Bonn a month before production increased? I thought he was with munitions, but now…”

      Junie gasped. “You think he was talking about tires?”

      I found the file and read through the report. “Listen to this. It says he smokes a pipe from the front of his mouth like a baby with a bottle.” I looked up. “If we can somehow connect him to the tire factory using this information…”

      “My God, Viv. You translated that weeks ago. How the heck did you remember that?”

      I had an excellent memory when it came to appearances. It was even better if I’d seen the person face to face, but in this case, it was a report—someone in the field who was following the Reich’s chief production czar to a meeting and overheard a conversation in a café. If he was who I thought he was, then the description could serve as my visual.

      “Never mind how.” I grabbed Junie by the shoulders. “Start typing. Explain the significance of serial numbers first, then list them in order, with their location.”

      Junie nodded, loading her typewriter with paper.

      Barbara had heard every word and was swiftly ordering her partner, Kitty, to pull more files. “We’re on the same team, Viv,” she said.

      Aside from the general competition between the WACs and the OSS girls, there was a promotion on the line: a position in the field was the rumor, one where only the best would be considered, and we were definitely the best teams from each agency.

      “Of course we are, Babs. But you know how it is.” I blew her a kiss as I scooted past her desk, then bolted from the room, first breaking into a fast walk, then running into the stairwell and down to the bottom floor to talk to Jim, the records keeper.

      The OSS had files on every manufacturing company in Germany as well as some in France. Jim was supposed to service OSS requests first, but it was known that he did favors for the ones he liked and for those who made time to have a conversation, rather than taking their papers and leaving right away. He also didn’t like being rushed.

      “Another request?” he asked.

      I shrugged one shoulder before filling out the request card, thinking carefully about what questions I wanted to ask and which file I wanted him to pull.

      “Ask stupid questions, get stupid answers,” he said.

      “Boy, do I know it.” I’d been downstairs three times in the last three days. “But I know exactly what to ask this time.”

      “Mmm.” He examined the card while I tried playing it cool, as if I had plenty of time, even though I was slowly running out of it. At the top of the hour, the boys at the end of the hall would be at lunch, and nobody—not even Barbara Bennington—would bother the EOU boys while they were eating.

      “Take your time,” I said, looking at my nails, then to the ceiling where the OSS girls’ heels clicked wildly across the floor, possibly from a burst of excitement. I couldn’t help but think it was because Barbara was about to take her recommendation down the hall. My heart sped up. I had to do something. “Did you like the cookies I brought in last week?”

      He looked confused. “That was you?”

      I smiled.

      “I did like them. Thank you. But how’d you get Quaker Oats? Reminded me of back home.”

      “You could tell I used Quaker Oats?” I smirked, but I had no idea about the brand because Marla Smith in the OSS had made them with ingredients her mother had shipped her from Kansas, no less.

      “I’m practically a spy, Jim. I can get lots of things. But right now, I need the answer to these questions.” I gestured to the note card in his hand.

      “Give me a second.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief—he was looking—but I was still eyeing the clock. After a brief search, he pulled a thick file folder from the shelf behind him. “Bonn Tire Factory.” He glanced up after flipping through some of the loose papers inside. “Small output, mostly novelty tires. Founded in thirty-one by a…”

      I nodded. “Never mind that. What does he look like? The owner—investor. The man in charge?” I twirled my fingers, imitating a handlebar mustache and repeating what I’d already written on the card. “Has a mustache? Smokes a pipe?”

      I held my breath, waiting for what seemed like an eternity when, in reality, it was only a few seconds.

      “Yeah.”

      I reached for my chest. “You don’t say…”

      “Says here he smokes a pipe from the front of his mouth like a cigarette, rather than the side.” Jim puckered his lips, then looked rather confused by that image, or maybe it was horror. “Now, that’s a hell of a detail to include.”

      I jotted down the particular wording, the file and report numbers, and the date. “Thanks, Jim!” I said before dashing off. He threw his hands up, disappointed I was leaving, and I told him I’d bring him more cookies the following afternoon.

      I quietly slipped back onto my floor, finding Barbara still at her desk. I had time, but wasn’t sure how much. I was still breathing heavily from the sprint up the stairs as I made my way to my desk. I gave Junie a get-out-of-my-chair look, trying not to cause too much attention, but my big secret wasn’t much of a secret after Barbara looked up from her typewriter.

      I slid into my chair, fingers at the ready, taking a scan of what she’d typed out already.

      “Go, Viv!” Junie said.

      Kitty cheered Barbara on, and we were in a dead heat. Clack, clack, clack. A curl fell into my eyes. Ding! I hit the return bar back, biting down on the pencil between my teeth. Clack, clack, clack…

      Barbara typed just as fast, and soon the other teams were watching, half the floor cheering for Barbara and the other half—the WACs—cheering for Junie and me.

      “Don’t be a Penny, Viv. It’s not worth it,” Barbara said as she typed.

      Ding! I pulled the pencil from my teeth. “Funny, I was going to say the same thing to you.” I ripped the paper from the typewriter and gave it to Junie, who checked all my work. “Well?”

      She gave me a nod, and we bundled our evidence, facts, and figures, then wound a rubber band around all of it before walking calmly away with our precious recommendation. We were professionals, after all, but once out of sight, we bolted down the hall before the boys left for lunch.

      I got ready to knock, hand poised, when Barbara burst into the hallway behind us with her report in hand. I gasped, and Junie opened the door, skipping the customary knock for a well-rounded hello to the gatekeeper, Robert, the lead in the Enemy Objectives Unit.

      He was the one we had to impress first. Junie stood next to me, shoulder to shoulder, when I realized I didn’t have my tie on. I hoped he wouldn’t notice because part of our professionalism was our uniform, even if I loathed it.

      Junie stiffened. “Enemy target recommendation from the WACs, sir. Privates Junie Beatrice Knight and Vivien Allen.”

      His gaze swept over both of us before diverting to the wire basket. “Leave it there,” he said.

      Barbara stepped in behind us.

      “One more, sir.” She smiled. “Only this one is from the women in the Office of Strategic Services—Special Analyst division. Barbara Bennington and Kitty Meyer.”

      “Basket,” he said to Barbara, who swiped her hands together after placing her heavy recommendation on top of ours, swallowing it whole. Seconds later, he shooed us all into the hallway so he could close the door for lunch. We had barely made it.

      “Our status is secure, Viv.”

      “Same. How ironic,” I said. “Don’t bother wondering whose it’s going to be because it isn’t a competition now. You’re second.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She looked at my neck. “You forgot your tie, Viv.”

      I reached for my collar. “I meant to do that.”

      “Still feeling secure?”

      We watched her walk away to meet up with the OSS girls at the end of the hall, who were heading to the mess in the basement. “Don’t pay attention to her, Junes.”

      “I need that promotion, Viv,” Junie whispered. “It’s the only hope my daughter and I have of getting out of Gillespie County. A college education doesn’t grow on trees where I come from, you know that.”

      “You’ll get there, Junie. I promise.” We hooked our fingers for a shake. “You’ll be a regular Annie Rice in no time, a college graduate. A real modern woman—someone who has it all.”

      Junie’s daughter wasn’t even three yet, but she was already planning her future by bettering her own with a college education at Georgetown University. Annie Rice, one of the first women to be admitted, was her hero, and had been her whole life. She’d even named her daughter Annie.

      She scoffed playfully.

      “Junes, trust me, we have this in the bag! Remember, we both speak German. Hell, you’re one inch from being a Hun.” I elbowed her, and a laugh peeped from the side of her mouth.

      “Yeah, you might be right about that.”

      Junie was a bitty thing with blue eyes and brassy hair, but that wasn’t why I teased her. It was known that between the two of us, she spoke German the best, having lived there as a child, whereas I’d just visited my grandparents during the summer, up until my grandfather was arrested and sent to a political prison for charges unknown.

      I also needed the promotion, but for other reasons. My parents didn’t support my decision to join the Women’s Army Corps and become a WAC. Leave the war to the men, they had told me after my brother, George, became a decorated hero in the Pacific Theater. Join Volunteer Services and serve donuts at the VFW instead.

      “I’m going to be decorated too, Mom and Dad,” I murmured. “And it won’t involve donuts.”

      “What?” Junie looked up.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Come on, let’s get to the mess before all the seats are taken.” I put my arm around her, and we walked down the winding staircase for lunch in the basement.
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        * * *

      

      We’d missed the first wave of diners, but they’d left us plenty to remember them by. The tabletops were a minefield of crumbs and glops of spaghetti sauce with a few curly noodles that had missed someone’s mouth. The second wave mainly consisted of the OSS girls from our floor and, of course, Barbara and her partner, Kitty.

      They looked smug, sitting close together in their light and airy dresses with their trays of spaghetti. I shifted in my uniform jacket. “The OSS are trained to be irritating, didn’t you know that? Question one on their exit exam was to list all the ways to look righteous.”

      Junie gave me a look—downcast eyes and a slight smirk—before we burst out laughing, which got them sitting up a little straighter.

      A few WACs from our floor finally made it downstairs, so we didn’t feel as outnumbered among the others. We ate our spaghetti, which was steaming hot today, as opposed to the usual lukewarm sauce and soggy noodles.

      “Did you see how thick her recommendation was?” Junie whispered over her tray. “Too thick.”

      It was, and I’d noted it, but Barbara was known to be long-winded. It was the quality of the recommendation that mattered. Ours was quality. I twisted a forkful of spaghetti.

      “Yeah, I saw it,” I said, but I said it a little too loudly, and Barbara took that as an opportunity to make small talk.

      She scooted closer. “So, who do you think won?”

      “Pipe down, Babs,” Junie said. “If the major gets wind that we have a competition going, we’ll all be dismissed. You want that?”

      “Of course, I don’t want that.” She made a motion of zipping her lips. “No more words from me on that matter. I do wonder, though, whose report is the strongest. Did you remember to include a visual?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic?” Junie asked, shoveling a heaping forkful of spaghetti into her mouth. “Of course we did. We’re not new at this. Did you?”

      She laughed. “We had three photographs!”

      Junie swallowed her spaghetti in one gulp. “Three?” she mouthed to me.

      “She’s fibbing,” I mouthed back.

      I could tell Junie was nervous by how fast she was eating, but no amount of talking or reassuring would convince her—she’d stop worrying once our target was chosen.

      “What was your recommendation?” I asked Barbara.

      “A lady never tells.”

      Her voice gave me a noticeable shiver. “It’s their training,” I whispered over my tray to Junie, who almost laughed but managed to hold it in.

      “You heard about the promotion, didn’t you?” Barbara asked.

      The Office of Strategic Services hadn’t talked about the promotion in public spaces, despite my best efforts to eavesdrop.

      Junie stiffened, her fork in her fist. “What do you know about it?”

      “Well, truth be known, I did hear a few things despite the particulars being hush-hush,” Barbara said.

      Hush-hush was code for a secret mission, and the only way that word of a secret mission would have passed down from the top floor to ours was if it had been passed over pillows in the melty candlelight.

      I whispered to Junie from the side of my mouth. “So, some tart in the OSS slept with her boss?”

      “Shh!” Junie pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “What if it was her?”

      Barbara leaned toward us, trying to listen.

      “Babs isn’t the tart. She’d ask questions through the whole thing, and you know those OSS guys don’t like questions. Especially during you-know-what.” I rolled my eyes.

      With that, Junie exploded with laughter.

      “All right.” Barbara carefully set her fork down. “What are you talking about? Me?”

      “Don’t be silly.” I cleared my throat. I didn’t want her to know I was cracking jokes at her expense, because in all honesty, Barbara was a fine analyst. I just thought we were better, and I’d say anything to make Junie feel better. “I’m just wondering what you know exactly,” I said. “So, what do you know? How secret of a secret mission is it?”

      Barbara scooted her chair completely over, followed by Kitty. “It’s in the field. Must know German,” she said, which was moot. All secret missions required agents to be fluent in German. “But the best part…” She was whispering now. “It pays three times as much as we’re getting here as analysts.”

      I whistled. “Three times as much. Are you sure you got that right? I never heard of such a thing, and trust me, I’ve tried.”

      “That’s true,” Junie said. “Viv here has had her ear stuck to the registers for days.”

      I kicked Junie under the table, which got a surprised look from Barbara.

      “Did you hear anything else about the mission?” I wondered where it was headquartered. All of us dreamed of an undercover job in Vienna, surveilling munitions and train depots.

      “Rome,” she said. “That’s the rumor anyway.”

      Rome? That didn’t sound much different from London. I supposed it didn’t matter where the headquarters was, as long as it involved a promotion.

      “Hey, you girls wanna go out with us tonight?” Kitty asked. “Lots of servicemen meet up at The Crown pub down the street.”

      Junie sneered. “You know we can’t.”

      “Why not?” Barbara asked. “It’ll be fun, and don’t you deserve to let off a little steam?”

      “Yeah,” Kitty said. “Everyone leaves.”

      I scoffed. “Not the WACs. Haven’t you noticed?” We weren’t allowed out of our townhouse at night. In fact, our corporal strictly forbade us from going anywhere other than the OSS office.

      “Now that you mention it, I guess I have noticed.” Barbara checked her teeth in the reflection on a clean knife. “Pity. Sometimes there’s dancing. The barmaid has a jukebox she likes to bring out for some extra coin. You like dancing, don’t you?”

      Officers from the top floor pounded down the winding staircase into the mess kitchen, some in standard uniforms, but a few in uniforms I didn’t recognize. They resembled the army’s official olive drab fatigues, but in the right light, they appeared black. One caught my eye as he reached the bottom rung. Not terribly tall, but with thick, dark hair and cool blue eyes. A real cutie pie.

      Barbara tapped the table when she realized my attention had strayed. “Viv, are you listening?”

      I closed my eyes briefly to refocus. “Of course, I’m listening. You mentioned dancing.”

      Boy, did I want to go dancing. The clubs back home were fined for playing their jukeboxes, even when it was to help pay for the war. Most places couldn’t afford the extra expense, which left sparse dance floors and not a lot of partners to choose from, especially since the ones my age were enlisted and those who weren’t were at home with their wives.

      “As I was saying, lots of servicemen will be there. The pubs stay open late for them. But not the OSS officers. I guess they get enough of us in the office, because I haven’t seen them there.”

      Barbara took Kitty by the hand to leave.

      “Count us in,” I said, and they froze just after they stood.

      Junie’s jaw dropped. “Viv⁠—”

      “You’ll come?” Barbara looked pleased, but I thought it was because she saw it as an opportunity to press us about our recommendation.

      “Yeah. What time?”

      “Eight o’clock,” Kitty said. “Meet you on the street outside the townhouse.”

      Junie waited for them to leave the mess. “We can’t go,” she rasped over her tray. “We’ll get in trouble. And we’re on the verge of getting promoted, remember?”

      “Socializing sounds like a luxury—a reward—for all our hard work. Think about it, will you? Please.”

      “Humph!” Junie finished her spaghetti without another word. The cutie pie I’d been looking at chose our table to sit with his friend. He was close enough to listen in on what we’d say, yet far enough away to have a private conversation. I shifted in my seat, and when I saw him look over, I pressed my napkin to my lips, leaving a perfectly formed red lipstick print.

      “So, tonight,” I said, setting the napkin next to my tray. “Eight o’clock. The Crown pub.”

      I felt his eyes on me.

      “Yeah, I know.” Junie shoved the last forkful of spaghetti into her mouth. “But I’m still thinking about it, Viv.”

      “Crown pub tonight,” I said again, but this time with a nod.

      Junie swallowed, eyes lifting from her plate to take in the other occupants of our table, then turning her sights on me as she realized I’d repeated our plans so they would hear.

      She wadded her napkin up and tossed it on her tray of half-eaten spaghetti. “Anyone tell you that you talk too much?”

      I smirked. “Does that matter if it works?”

      “Come on, let’s go.” She turned to the man seated next to me as we got up to leave. “We’re not going to a pub.”

      He looked confused.
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      After work, we walked down to our townhouse as usual and got ready for inspection with the rest of the WACs. Junie restated her case on all the reasons why we shouldn’t go to The Crown pub with Barbara and Kitty. “We need to stay focused, and you know how you get. One drink, and you’ll be in the clouds.”

      “You’re reaching.” After tucking in my bed sheets, I started on the top cover, pulling tightly; Corporal Baker would notice if it wasn’t stiff as a board. “When was the last time I was in the clouds? We deserve a night out.”

      I counted up how many hours we’d worked on the recommendation, how many days. I didn’t see what the harm was, especially since we weren’t going somewhere questionable.

      “I’m apprehensive because it’s against WAC rules.” She leaned in with a rasp. “I’m trying to get us promoted, in case you forgot.”

      “You’re going to give yourself a stomachache from worrying all the time. Trust me, will you? This promotion is ours. I typed most of the report, for God’s sake. I remember what’s in it. Besides, I feel it in my bones.”

      She laughed, but I was serious.

      “Feel it in your bones? It’s bad luck to talk as if you already have it. Kind of like spending money you’ve been promised but haven’t received. And by the way, Viv, your bones aren’t always right.”

      I pretended to be offended, placing a hand on my chest. “They are too!”

      “You only want to see if that officer shows up after that stunt you pulled in the mess. Don’t think I didn’t see that lip print you left him on your napkin.”

      “You’re being silly now,” I said, but she was partially correct. The other part of me just wanted to see him again.

      “Am I? Babs told you the OSS guys never show up at The Crown, so you wanted to prove her wrong. It’s always a competition to you, isn’t it?”

      Corporal Baker was on the bottom floor, making her rounds. Girls ran to their cots for a few last-minute nips and tucks, but we were mainly squared away. After inspection, we’d eat or read or sleep, but I hadn’t accepted our fate.

      I smoothed my tie flat while standing at the foot of my bed. “I’m going to ask her for permission.”

      Junie turned. “Who?”

      “Corporal Baker, of course.” I looked straight ahead, chin up.

      She laughed once—a pop of noise. “Sure. Ask her.”

      “If she says yes, will you go?” The last thing I wanted to do was go to the pub without Junie.

      “You’re crazy. You know that?”

      A WAC peeped into our room on the way to hers. “Corporal’s coming!”

      “Will you go?” I asked again.

      She took a moment to think. I knew that if I pressed her enough, she’d at least meet me halfway. “I’ll go if she says it’s all right.” The scamper of standard-issue WAC heels dissipated from the halls into each room. “But she’ll say no!” Junie frowned when she saw me smile. “I feel it in my bones,” she ended in a mumble.

      “We’ll see whose bones are right,” I said.

      Corporal Baker was agreeable if you knew how to approach her. If I blurted something about dancing and seemed too eager, she’d definitely say no. I had to ease into it.

      She knocked on the doorframe first, which I always appreciated, before taking one giant step into our room with her hands behind her back. “Hello, darlings!”

      She inspected our bureaus and seemed pleased with mine. “Very nice,” she said, giving the top a long swipe with her finger. She paused at Junie’s bureau.

      “Junie…”

      We both looked over. Junie had left her playing jacks out. We weren’t allowed to have anything on top of our bureaus, but they were a reminder to Junie of what she’d left behind, and who she was really fighting for—her daughter—and Corporal Baker knew this. “We’ve talked about leaving these out.” She handed the jacks to Junie, who shoved them into her pocket.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      After a check of our beds and closet, Corporal Baker said we were clear before being interrupted by mail call—a letter from my mother. She always sent a letter after George received another medal. I wondered what heroic act he’d executed this time.

      Corporal Baker turned on her heel to leave, and I stopped her with a reach of my hand.

      She gave me a curious look. I really shouldn’t have touched her. “Yes, Private Allen?”

      My mouth hung open for a moment. I looked to Junie, then back to Corporal Baker.

      “Ma’am…” I stuffed the letter under my pillow. “As you know, Junie and I turned in a recommendation today.”

      “I do know. It’s all the talk from the brass right now.”

      “It is?” Junie asked.

      “We worked several days on it,” I said. “In fact, yesterday we stayed late.” I nodded, hoping she’d nod along, but she grimaced instead, probably wondering where I was going with my explanation. “To put it bluntly, ma’am. We’ve been invited to the pub at the end of the⁠—”

      She shook her head before I could even finish.

      “The servicemen will catcall you in the street. I’ve heard them call you sweet cheeks as it is. What do you think they’ll call you this time?”

      I refrained from telling her that they catcalled us because she called us darlings out in the open while we were in uniform—she even snapped her fingers at us for added measure. “The OSS girls invited us. Their major gave them permission.”

      I let that information hang in the air.

      “I see.” She sighed with a rub of her forehead, and that’s when I knew I had a chance, combined with the longer pause than usual. “Well, you have been working hard,” she said, and I clapped once, but she was quick to settle me down. “But ultimately, it is Major Richardson’s decision. He’s worried his WACs will get caught outside in the middle of a raid. It’s his way of keeping you all safe.”

      Major Richardson was a veteran from the first war, a dedicated man and a stickler for rules, but also more grandfatherly and old-fashioned than most. I believed he wanted to protect us, yet it was also a way for him to maintain the respect of his unit.

      Barbara and Kitty clipped down the hallway just then, talking as they passed our door about the pub and doing their hair. Corporal Baker’s gaze lingered in their direction well after Barbara and Kitty had trotted off. I was still waiting for her decision.

      “But I’ll ask him. It’s the least I can do for you two after that recommendation.” She smiled on her way out.

      I turned to Junie. “She’s asking.”

      “I heard, Viv,” Junie said, playing with the jacks on her nightstand.

      As soon as Corporal Baker placed a call to Major Richardson from the downstairs phone, Pepper Coddington and Nancy Lewis rushed to our room, clinging to the doorframe and poking their heads inside. “You girls get in trouble?”

      “No way, not us,” Junie said.

      “Hey, you want to go to a pub tonight?” I asked.

      Pepper’s mouth hung open. “You mean it?”

      “We can’t go,” Nancy said.

      Junie swiped up the jacks with one hand and the little ball with the other. “Viv here asked for permission, and you know how she is.”

      “Pushy?” Pepper asked, bright-eyed like she’d just won a prize, but when she saw my eyes narrow, she shrank a bit. “Persistent, I mean.”

      “Yeah,” I said, arms folded. “Persistent. We deserve a night out, girls. Don’t you think so?”

      Pepper clapped. “I’ll go tell Marsha and Karen⁠—”

      “Not so fast, Pep,” I said. “Corporal Baker hasn’t said we can go, yet.”

      Barbara and Kitty passed by again, but this time they were whispering.

      “What about the air raids?” Nancy asked. “Aren’t you scared about being caught outside?”

      Junie and I hadn’t experienced a German air raid, not like some of the other WACs who arrived before D-Day in the spring. We’d heard that the flying bombs were something to fear, though, mostly because you couldn’t hear them before they landed—only a slight flicker of the lights before the explosion in most cases. With a blitz, at least you knew they were coming and could get a running start.

      “Scared? I’ve never said that word. Besides, it’s just for a couple of hours, and the OSS’s major isn’t worried.”

      “Hmm.” Nancy folded her arms.

      The private who was dishing out the mail was back, popping her head inside. “This one’s for you, Nance, and one for Pepper.” She handed them letters. “That’s all.”

      I turned to Junie. “Maybe a letter for you tomorrow.”

      “Yeah.”

      Junie’s mother was taking care of her daughter while she was in Europe and had been sending regular updates, mostly reminding her how proud her daughter would be of Junie once the war was over and not to worry. But those posts had become more and more infrequent.

      “The corporal’s coming,” Piper whispered, and we froze, listening to Corporal Baker walking up the stairs.

      I held my breath.

      “Darlings?” Corporal Baker called, knocking a second before stepping into our room. I straightened. “Don’t be out past ten o’clock.”

      I exhaled, smiling. “You have my word! Thank you⁠—”

      She looked us up and down. “I don’t care about your word. It’s an order. And also, you’ll be representing the Women’s Army Corps. No civvies.”

      “Ten o’clock. Absolutely. Thank you, Corporal Baker.” I turned to Junie, who looked surprised. Pepper and Nancy scooted off to tell the rest of the WACs. Squeals of delight rippled down the hall.

      “How do you do that?” Junie shook her head.

      “Do what?”

      “Charm the pants off people.”

      I blew on my fingernails. “It’s another one of my gifts. So, you’re going?” I was beaming and trying not to say, “I told you so,” but I sort of was. “You’re making good on the bet?”

      “Of course, I’m making good on it. I’m not a cheat. But I want you to know I think this idea of yours stinks to high heaven.”

      “Noted.” I fixed my hair in the mirror, brushing my chestnut strands into curls near my shoulders. “But trust me, you’ll thank me later.”

      “No way. Not a chance.”

      I twirled around with the brush in my hand. “Oh, come on, Junie. I’m doing you a favor. We’ll be promoted soon and leaving this place. You’ll see. This very well could be our last night in London, and who knows when we’ll be back. We’re going to a pub.”

      “There you go again, spending money you don’t have.”

      “Oh, I have it. You have it, too.”

      She pointed her finger at me. “And you promise? Ten o’clock, not a second after?”

      “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Barbara and Kitty met us outside near the street, along with Pepper, Nancy, and a few other WACs who trailed behind.

      “I didn’t know you all were coming,” Barbara said.

      “Well, you invite one WAC, you get ten of them.” I shrugged. “What can I say?”

      “You can say thank you.”

      I patted her shoulder. “Thanks, Babs!” I smiled.

      Barbara rolled her eyes. “Try to keep up.”

      We followed her down the street. The trees hung over the pavement, green and lush; it was hard to tell there was a war going on from Grosvenor Square, save for all the American service members. We got a few whistles about our legs and comments about our uniforms. “Hey, shortcake,” one said to Junie. “You look good enough to eat.”

      “Airmail has arrived, boys,” another said, referring to me. “Hey, sweet cheeks!”

      Barbara looked a little jealous. “All that because of a uniform?”

      “No,” Junie said. “We’re gorgeous, don’t you know?” She fluffed a brassy wave of hair above her shoulder, which was more of a frizz after walking. We waited on the corner while the policeman directed traffic. “So, Babs,” Junie said, “tell us your recommendation.”

      He blew his whistle and told us to walk.

      Barbara laughed deeply from her chest. “And why should I?”

      I sped up a step. “You tell us yours, and we’ll tell you ours.” Junie glared at me. I assume she expected Barbara to tell us her secrets without anything in return, but I knew better. “I’ll spill everything.”

      After a brief discussion with Kitty, Barbara informed us that they had intelligence about a secret oil refinery. They’d confirmed it with agents on the ground and those three photographs she’d mentioned earlier.

      Junie jabbed me once with her elbow. It was a good find. But so was our tire factory.

      “You know there are a lot of dummy refineries out there,” Junie piped.

      “It’s not a dummy,” Barbara said, then she turned to me, and I suppose it was because she didn’t expect Junie to tell her the truth. “And yours?”

      “A clandestine tire factory. I have facts, figures, and serial numbers to prove it.”

      She looked surprised. “That is good.” She raised her eyebrows after a few thoughtful seconds had passed. “And you gals came up with that on your own? Well, who knows. Maybe the promotion isn’t what it seems. Maybe it’s not respectable.”

      “What do you mean, not respectable?” I asked.

      “The things those Germans spew into the ears of their lovers…” Barbara stopped in front of a little pub painted green and gold. “Look, we all want to make a difference. But not all of us can go all the way. Are you willing to lose a friend over it or die trying?” She looked up at the marquee. “We’re here! The Crown pub.”

      Junie edged in between us. “Are you saying the OSS is going to promote their best to be German prostitutes in the field?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she said. “But if I were promoted, I wouldn’t care what the job was. I’m here to serve.”

      Junie scoffed, then turned to me, slightly scolding. “Don’t listen to her.”

      “Now,” Barbara said, smoothing back her dark hair where she’d set it with lotion. “You WACs try not to embarrass us, all right?” She pulled a tube of military-issue red lipstick from her pocketbook and rudely smoothed it over her lips without a compact mirror, and I wondered just who would be embarrassing whom.

      Pepper, Nancy, and the others huddled around us after Babs and Kitty walked inside.

      “Remember what Corporal Baker said—ten o’clock. That’s an order.” I looked at my watch. “That gives us almost two hours.” There was a brief discussion about whether we should all walk back together, but some of the girls didn’t want to stay the entire time. It was agreed that we would leave with our partners at a suitable time, as long as we were all back safe and sound by curfew.

      The smell of tobacco and beer filtered out the door when it opened, along with the building commotion of people having a good time. “Junie.” I offered her my arm, and together, we stepped into The Crown pub. The barmaid’s daughters ran between the barstools and tables, collecting sweets from the American GIs as they smoked and drank pints with suds an inch thick.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked.

      “It’s smaller and smokier than I thought.”

      We took a seat at a raised table near the bar and ordered two pints. She held her beer up to the single lightbulb above our heads. “I don’t like drinking beer I can’t see through.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand after taking a bitter sip. “Is it time to go yet?”

      “We just got here.”

      I sat back in my chair and listened to others talk about the war like a disease they’d just received the remedy for. There was hope and some excitement and the occasional warning of a flying bomb, which always, without fail, got everyone to take a drink with shouts of one going up Hitler’s bum.

      I kept checking my watch; an hour passed, and my dark-haired OSS officer still hadn’t shown up. I swore he had been listening. And what man wouldn’t follow two beautiful women to a pub when it was clear I was inviting him? Defeat was a bitter pill, even if I’d only come up with the plan haphazardly in the mess.

      I sighed with the thought of leaving when Junie jabbed me repeatedly in the side, spilling my beer. “Viv!”

      “Dang it, what?” I sopped up the suds with a napkin.

      “Look who’s here.” She pointed with her eyes.

      I covered my mouth. The OSS officer had walked in, and he was as handsome as ever with all that dark hair and those shining blue eyes that could send a flutter through a thousand WAC hearts. Even Barbara looked a little shocked to see him. I did note that he was wearing a different uniform than the one he’d worn to lunch.

      “Well, well…” I said, straightening. “Take that, Babs.”

      Junie studied me for a moment, looking at Barbara and then at him. “So, I was right? It was a competition, wasn’t it?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.”

      “If he comes over and talks to you, then I’ll be thoroughly impressed.”

      “Oh, then you’ll be impressed?”

      We watched him talk to another man and take seats at a table for four. “He brought his friend from the mess.” I slipped off my chair. “Let’s go talk to them.”

      “Wait a minute.” Junie pulled me back by my uniform sleeve. “I think we should head back. What if…” She looked at her watch. “I don’t…”

      “It’s not like we’re going to marry them and stay all night. It’s a few more minutes of fun, and remember, we deserve it.” I took her by the hand and dragged her through the crowd.

      “Wait, Viv,” she rasped. “I don’t want to lose track⁠—”

      We were at their table.

      “Hello,” I said to both of them, but I was looking at the one with the dark hair. “Do I know you?” I resisted calling him a cutie pie. “You look very familiar.”

      He paused before answering, giving me a slow-burning smile. “You look familiar, too.”

      “Must be the uniform.” I smoothed my tie flat. “Name’s Viv Allen.” I held my hand out for a shake.

      “Hal Cunningham,” he said before pointing to his friend. “This is my pal, Bill Sams.”

      We sat down. I got comfortable.

      “So, Hal,” I said. “Is it a habit of yours to listen in on conversations of beautiful women?”

      “Listen in?” He laughed after grinning. “Well, you practically asked me to come, didn’t you? Like a date.” He pulled my lipstick-printed napkin from his pocket.

      Now, it was me laughing. “Oh, that? I was wiping off my lipstick. It wasn’t a request, surely.” I patted my hair.

      “Well, since I figure you’re going to be my wife someday, I thought we should at least meet.”

      “Oh, that’s rich,” Junie piped. “Viv here doesn’t fall for corny lines like that.”

      I wadded the napkin and tossed it over my shoulder. “She’s right.”

      “But it’s not a line,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, sure,” I said, but I’d started to feel a little warm around the collar, not sure what to say or do, so I took a long sudsy drink of my beer.

      “Your uniform is different than the one I saw you in earlier,” I said.

      “Is it? Funny you noticed.” He smoothed his front pockets to his chest.

      “I’m an analyst, so I notice these things. Why the change?” I asked, boldly thinking he might throw me a bone, but he was quiet. I decided to change the subject. “Been to many pubs? This is our first and last,” I said. “We were promoted, leave soon for a secret assignment.”

      “Viv—” Junie set her beer down. “You’re talking too much.”

      Hal and Bill looked confused, and I had to explain because my goal was to win Hal over, and that wasn’t going to work if I left her comment hanging. “Truth is, we haven’t been promoted yet. Soon to be official, though. Junie doesn’t like me talking about it before it’s confirmed.”

      “We’re being promoted,” Hal said. “Though it is official.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked. “Good thing we met tonight, then.” I held my glass up for a toast. “Here’s to Berlin,” I said, then threw my voice to the crowd, “and shoving a flying bomb up Hitler’s⁠—”

      A cheer erupted, accompanied by glasses clinking and spilling suds.

      “Where are you from?” Hal asked me.

      “Maryland,” I said. “Where are you from?”

      “Ohio,” he said. “You know there’s only a state between us as the crow flies.”

      I smiled, taking another drink from my pint. But he must be a fool to think we’d ever see one another after this night.

      The barmaid rolled a jukebox past the tables and into the back. Servicemen grabbed their gals by the hand. It was then I noticed Barbara and Kitty had gotten up to leave, but we still had time, according to my watch.

      I reached for Junie’s hand on the table. “We’re not leaving this place without a dance.” I bobbed on my stool even before the music started.

      “No, Viv,” she said, shaking her head, but I was nodding. “You’re acting crazy.” She tapped her watch. “It’s almost ten. Babs and Kitty already left!” She hiked her thumb at the door. “And where’s Pepper and Nancy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s because they left, Viv. For the townhouse,” she said as if I didn’t know. “I really think we should get going. This idea doesn’t sit right. I don’t want to do anything⁠—”

      “One dance, Junie. Five minutes, tops. Could you give me that? It took ten to walk here, and we have just over twenty minutes to get back.” I placed my hands on her shoulders. “Trust me. We’ll make it.”

      She’d folded her arms and tried to look tough and resolved, but she started to melt the longer I pleaded. “Fine.” She rechecked her watch. “Five minutes. But that’s all. Not a second more. Actually, you’ve already lost a minute while we talked. Four minutes.”

      “You have my word,” I said.

      “Phooey on your word. It’s an order, remember?”

      Hal took my hand, and the next several minutes were a blur while we danced in the warm and smoky back room of the pub. Couples squeezed in, knocking shoulders, smiling, laughing, and twirling. I loosened my tie while I was heating up.

      “You know the jitterbug?” he asked.

      “What?” I cupped my ear because it was hard to hear over the music and the roar of the crowd.

      “The jitterbug!”

      “Oh, yeah. I love the jitterbug!” I said, just as the music changed to Glenn Miller. There was a joyous wave over the crowd with “In the Mood” blasting from the jukebox. My cheeks hurt from smiling, and my shoes pinched my toes, but damn, I couldn’t stop. This was what I needed and deserved for all my hard work. That promotion was ours. I felt it in my bones, no matter what Junie had said.

      “Hey, you got a fella back home?” he asked.

      “No.” I kept dancing and smiling, and boy, was I getting warm. He whipped me around in a spin. “Why?” I asked, but he never got to answer because Junie butted in between us on the dance floor.

      “Viv!”

      “Junes!” I pushed her to the side as if it were a fun little game we were playing, but I knew she was trying to lead me away, and I was sure I had at least two minutes left. Hal gave me a twirl.

      “Viv!” she said again, but this time she’d shouted.

      “What?” I stopped dancing, out of breath and sweaty.

      The lights flickered. “Flying bomb!” someone shouted into the air, and a cheer erupted over the dance floor. “Up Hitler’s⁠—”

      The lights cut out with the music.

      Boom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The dance floor cleared out like a pack of rats running for the exit. Hal was gone, and I lost Junie in the dark rush of the crowd, but she found me on the pavement, pressing my palms to my ears.

      “Junie!” We hugged quickly. The blackness of the city was even more menacing than the sirens, with the occasional blasts from the flying bombs serving as a scant source of light. We had to get to safety. We had to get back to the townhouse!

      We ran across the street for Grosvenor Square, just two gray figures among a hundred, scurrying through cars and throngs of chaotic people up to our front steps. We pounded on the door while twisting the locked doorknob, but to no avail. The WACs and the OSS girls had already taken cover in the shelter.

      “What do we do?” I pounded some more, though I knew it was a lost cause.

      We cowered below the door, shaking, until Corporal Baker found us outside sometime after midnight, still huddled together on the front steps. She ordered us to our rooms and told us not to leave until further instructions.

      The next morning, the townhouse was busy with girls getting ready for work while we lay on our beds, fully dressed in our uniforms, awaiting our fate with the ring of the sirens still ripe in my ears. Babs made sure to come see us before leaving for work, leaning in through the doorway.

      “How’s
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