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Synopsis

Kerry O’Shea and Beth Hammond have plans for the
future. Beth dreams of becoming a doctor and helping the poor
citizens of San Francisco. More than anything, Kerry wants them to
have a home of their own, but she is committed to helping Beth make
her dream come true. Kerry makes a fateful decision that could have
dire consequences. Can they both have what they want, or will they
lose everything, including their love for each other?
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Dedication

To Jeanette,

Without whom nothing would be possible


There is in every true woman’s heart a spark of
heavenly fire, which lies dormant in the broad daylight of
prosperity but which kindles up and beams and blazes in the dark
night of adversity.

—Washington Irving


Chapter One

The Presidio of San Francisco

July 1900

 


Beth Hammond walked briskly along the outer wall of
the Presidio of San Francisco toward the Lombard Gate. It was only
a quarter to six in the morning, but she hurried as she was due to
begin her shift at six a.m. She was one of twelve contract nurses
employed by the US Army to care for its wounded and sick
soldiers.

It was a twenty-minute walk from her home at
Divisadero and Washington Streets to the Presidio, the army’s
largest western fort, and Beth used that time to wake up and
prepare herself for the day. To her left, she could see the Pacific
Ocean and the Golden Gate, the entrance to San Francisco’s famous
harbor. Across the strait, the fog hung over the Marin hills and
flowed near the surface of the ocean. It would be noontime before
it faded away. Beth didn’t mind the fog because it would always
remind her of the night she’d finally confessed her past to Kerry
in Golden Gate Park and their journey together had truly begun.

At the still-under-construction hospital, the
overnight staff was preparing to leave as the day shift arrived.
Chief Nurse Marjorie Reynolds would already be at work,
distributing work assignments for the day and no doubt
interrogating the night shift as to the status of the sickest
patients. Beth thought fondly of Marjorie and her exacting ways.
Thank goodness she was up to snuff and she and Marjorie got along
quite well. They also had more in common than just nursing.

Beth arrived at the infectious ward, where she had
asked for and was granted assignment, another advantage of being
trusted and liked by Marjorie. She received the posting she wanted
and what she considered herself best suited for. She put her shawl
away, straightened her white cap, and went off in search of
Marjorie.

A number of boys were occupying the beds. The
Philippines war was still going on, and the soldiers who’d been
wounded or who had taken sick were sent back to the Presidio to
recover. Beth had served in Manila on the hospital ship Golden
Gate the previous year and knew from experience that the vast
majority of the hospital’s occupants were suffering from some
tropical disease rather than war wounds. Although she didn’t
welcome their suffering, she preferred to care for the sick
soldiers rather than the wounded ones. Ever since completing her
nurse’s training, Beth had been fascinated by infectious disease.
In fact, she had become so expert at spotting the symptoms and
understanding the treatments of cholera, typhoid, malaria, yellow
fever, and the various parasitic infections common in the Far East,
her friend and mentor, Dr. Addison Grant, had encouraged her to
consider becoming a doctor. His suggestion intrigued her, but she
didn’t feel she was qualified and the prospect was daunting. She
had only a high-school education and a nursing certificate.
Besides, her other close friend and mentor, Marjorie, was dead set
against it.

Beth was of two minds about the idea. Though she was
intelligent and capable, the prospect was so far out of her
experience, it terrified her. With the distraction of work and
day-to-day life, she scarcely had time to contemplate it. The only
other person with whom she was close, her sweetheart Kerry, was
actually no help at all. Kerry only said, “You should do what will
please you, what will make you happy.”

Ah, Kerry, her mischievous, handsome, wonderful
Kerry. Beth called her “sweetheart” because that was what she was.
They were in love. Beth had come to recognize the true nature of
their relationship the previous year, though it wasn’t something
she’d expected to have. She had no desire to marry or to have a
family, and she never questioned that fact. She hadn’t known what
she truly desired until Kerry came along and showed her. It was a
revelation; it was a miracle. Beth didn’t really understand it. But
she’d concluded it wasn’t important to understand why she wanted
her life and her future tied to a young woman her own age who was
masculine in appearance but so very female in her emotions. Her
pulse raced as she thought of Kerry. Her reaction was inexplicable,
but there it was.

She spotted Marjorie at the far end of the ward,
standing with another nurse by the bed of one of the soldiers. Beth
could tell by her gestures that she was displeased, though she
couldn’t hear what was being said. The nurse looked dismayed as
Marjorie spoke to her in the low voice she practiced when in the
ward. Marjorie could convey bottomless fury in a whisper. Beth felt
sorry for the nurse, who’d surely made some simple but ridiculous
error.

At last, Marjorie strode over to Beth, who was
checking their supplies and considering whether she needed to go to
the quartermaster to replenish anything. Beth was vigilant about
such things because Marjorie hated to be caught shorthanded,
especially of something vital.

“Good morning, Nurse,” Marjorie said. She was formal
during work but would relax during their social times.

“Good morning, Chief. Would you like for me to do
anything special today?”

“Yes. Please watch Andrews as she charts. I found
some gaps in the records and told her to apply herself more
thoroughly to recording the patients’ vital signs in an accurate
fashion. I find her work haphazard.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Beth kept her voice level and hid her
anxiety. It made other nurses uneasy when Marjorie instructed her
to check them, but she did it because Marjorie asked.

“And Nurse?” Marjorie spoke as Beth was about to
leave. Beth turned around and waited.

“I’d like you to take dinner break with me. Twelve
thirty outside in the pavilion.”

“Yes. Gladly.”

*

Beth and Marjorie prepared themselves a simple meal
of coffee, soup, and bread and carried it outside. All the nurses
were responsible for cooking and serving the meals to the patients
so the hospital had a kitchen. The staff paid a small sum to
partake of the food supplies. What could Marjorie want to talk
about? When she asked for company like this, she usually had some
confidence to impart.

Like Beth, Marjorie was partnered with another
woman. Another nurse, in fact, who was currently working at the
French Hospital. That had been one of the primary reasons she and
Beth had become close friends. Beth had discovered that Marjorie
and Florence were lovers when they’d all been on duty in the
Philippines, and that discovery had pointed Beth toward her
epiphany about Kerry. They hadn’t discussed it exactly, but
Marjorie had been present one day when Kerry came to visit Beth at
the hospital, and without saying much, Beth was able to let
Marjorie know she was aware of their similarity. Marjorie had
responded by taking Beth into her confidence and they’d become
intimate friends.

They were seated on the outdoor pavilion when
Marjorie asked, “I was curious if you intend to stay here at the
Presidio General Hospital? I know our employment isn’t entirely
stable, but our contracts will most likely be renewed next month. I
expect that at some point we will be made permanent. One of my
classmates, who’s close to Dr. McGee, says the doctor has assembled
a committee to lobby Congress to create a permanent army nurse
corps. It may be some time before that happens, but I’m sure it
will come to pass.”

“I fully intend to continue working here for the
present. I’m not sure of the future.”

“Surely you’re not still entertaining the idea of
trying to become a doctor?”

Beth’s face heated. She and Marjorie had discussed
this topic a few months previously, and Marjorie’s reaction hadn’t
encouraged Beth to bring up the subject again. They’d become closer
because of their private lives, and their working relationship was
harmonious, yet Beth hadn’t broached the idea again mainly because
she and Kerry needed to find new lodging, which had distracted her.
Why had Marjorie brought it up? She didn’t want to argue.

“I haven’t decided anything. I’ve been busy.” Beth
hadn’t confided in Marjorie about the recent traumatic events in
her life. It was enough that Marjorie was in on her secret about
Kerry.

“Well, you hadn’t spoken of it again, but I wanted
to be sure you’d abandoned the idea.” She spoke in a chill,
dismissive tone.

Beth didn’t feel Marjorie had any right to dictate
to her. Incensed, this time she spoke her mind. “Marjorie, you
disdain this idea, but I’m not certain where your hostility comes
from. It’s not unheard of for women to be doctors, and it does seem
to me that, given the proper training, women would make very good
ones. Why do you cling to convention so tightly when you’re
unconventional?”

Marjorie lifted her chin a bit and her gray-blue
eyes darkened, as did her expression. She clearly understood what
Beth was referring to.

“My connection to Florence isn’t in the same
category at all. It’s my private business. No one in the world but
you and Kerry know about it, and it must always remain so. You
can’t choose to be discreet about being a doctor.”

Beth pondered Marjorie’s self-delusion. It was
unfortunate, but given Marjorie’s nature, Beth would probably never
convince her otherwise, but she didn’t have to agree.

“Women are changing, and yes, some can become
doctors as well. Dr. Grant told me that some women run an entire
clinic for women and children right here in the city! If I were to
choose to make that my life’s work, I hope you would see it
positively and applaud me for it. As a true friend.” Sad, Beth
hoped her sincerity would somehow reach Marjorie.

“Elizabeth, I don’t want to see you hurt or
castigated by society. That’s what would happen. I’m sure of it.”
Marjorie, who’d been stiff, relaxed, and she looked concerned as
she patted Beth’s hand, an unusual gesture for her.

“You can’t be sure of that, Marjorie. Though if I
choose this path, I’d want your blessing, even if I can’t have your
full approval.”

“I couldn’t tell you I could stand with you in such
a decision. It’s entirely unwise. I’d never forgive myself if I
allowed you to pursue something that would harm you. If you don’t
understand this, then it’s best we keep our relationship on a
strictly professional level.” Now she sounded and appeared
wounded.

Beth was stunned and tried to get Marjorie to look
at her. “I suppose so. I won’t try to persuade you otherwise, but
I’ll miss our talks.” Beth wasn’t surprised at how sad she felt.
Being able to share with Marjorie had comforted her. What a
shame.

“I’m sorry this has come between us. I so wish it
could be different.”

“I do too.” Marjorie wouldn’t meet her gaze but sat
looking down at a spot on the pavilion floor. Without another word,
they gathered their eating utensils and returned to the kitchen,
cleaned up, and started caring for patients again.

*

When Beth returned home in the early evening, the
house was empty and quiet. Kerry wouldn’t be home until midnight or
later, and their landlady Mrs. Thompson was clearly out somewhere.
Beth picked up the mail from the floor under the door slot.
Shuffling through it, she was surprised to find a letter from
Addison Grant and opened it eagerly.

Addison, Kerry’s guardian, had been a friend of her
father and had taken her in after his death. He was also one of
Beth’s instructors during her nurse’s training and the reason she
and Kerry had met. She was quite fond of him, and they hadn’t seen
each other since the previous year when his wife Laura had forced
him to ask them to find other housing. Kerry had been very upset
and had become estranged from Addison in spite of Beth’s attempts
to get her to forgive him. Kerry was more than a little stubborn,
Beth thought fondly. She read the letter.

 


My dear Beth,

I hope this note finds you well. Please share its
contents with Kerry. I wanted to ask you both over for supper a
week hence. I have something important to impart. Please assure
Kerry that Laura will not be present. You may respond by telephone
if you like. The City and County Hospital has newly installed a
telephone at the main entrance, and you may reach me that way. I
trust the Presidio General Hospital has followed suit. I look
forward to hearing from you.

My goodness. First, Beth would either have to leave
a note for Kerry to awaken her, or she would have to wake up Kerry
at five in the morning. She cursed their work schedules and decided
it was best to leave the choice up to Kerry.

The next morning, when Beth awoke, she found a note
telling her to awaken Kerry.

She looked at her for just a moment. She was
peaceful in sleep, innocent looking and sweet. The conscious Kerry
was anything but innocent, but she was still sweet and loving. She
patted her shoulder a few times and whispered her name until she
stirred and turned over. When she finally opened her dark eyes, she
grinned. Her short, springy brown hair was disordered

“Bethy.”

“I’m sorry to wake you, my love, but I have to ask
you something.”

Kerry stretched and groaned. “It must be
important.”

“It is. I wish the Palace had a telephone so I could
call you.” The Palace Hotel had one telephone in the front lobby,
which kitchen staff was forbidden to use.

“I’m awake. Is everything well?” She looked
concerned.

“Yes, of course. Addison invited us to supper next
week.”

Kerry flopped back on the pillow and sighed deeply,
apparently experiencing an internal conflict. Finally she said, “If
you wish to see him, Beth, go ahead. But I’ll be at work.”

Beth frowned and pursed her lips. “Chef would let
you have one evening off if you ask him. We haven’t seen Addison
for months.” She sounded cross but couldn’t help it.

“We’re very busy just now.”

The Palace Hotel restaurant was always busy,
and Kerry was making an excuse.

“Very well. I’m sorry I had to awaken you. Please go
back to sleep. I’ll set the alarm.” Beth reached for the big clock
that sat on her bedside table.

“Beth, don’t be angry.” Kerry grabbed her arm.

Beth could never truly be angry at her. She wound
the clock. “I’m not angry. Just disappointed.”

She set the alarm clock down, smoothed Kerry’s hair
back from her forehead, kissed her, and got out of bed. Kerry
watched her as she put on the heavy white cotton nurse’s uniform
she wore every day.

*

They sat together, just the two of them at the
dining-room table. Everything looked much the same, yet somehow the
house had an unlived-in feel. A dull-appearing woman in a drab gray
dress served their supper. Addison was chipper and greeted her with
his usual warmth, but he had a distracted air as though he wasn’t
quite sure of something.

After the strange, silent woman finished serving,
she disappeared and Addison looked closely at Beth. “You seem well.
Life must be agreeable in your new home with Kerry?”

“Yes, very much so. We have a pleasant room in a
home owned by a widow. It’s on Divisadero Street, conveniently
between our places of employment.” Beth took a sip of water.

“We’re saving to buy our own house.” She felt shy
saying it out loud, but Addison was a friend.

He raised his eyebrows. “I’m sorry Kerry couldn’t
join us.”

“She had to be at work this evening.” There was a
pause.

Beth was chagrined by her small but significant lie,
and before she could think she said, “After these several months,
she’s still unhappy and angry with you.”

“I understand. I’m sorry for that. Things are
different now, though, and I wanted to tell you Laura has gone back
her parents for good. I hope.”

That was what made the house feel so unlived in.
Beth was curious, though it was none of her business. Addison was
merely stating a fact. But almost as though he could read her mind,
he said, “She and I concluded we could no longer live as man and
wife. Divorce is out of the question. She was quite clear about
that. I don’t know what she’s telling family and friends back in
Missouri, but it doesn’t concern me. I’m content here by myself.
Mrs. Evans cooks and keeps things tidy. That’s all I need.”

Beth was shocked. How much of his nonchalance was
real or feigned? Men always needed women’s care, and it couldn’t be
easy for him to have to fend for himself. On the other hand, Laura
was such a nasty and domineering woman, it was perhaps better this
way.

“Beth, I wanted especially to find out what you’re
thinking about medical school.”

“Uh. I’m not sure. Still. It seems so daunting.”

“Yes, I know. But what concerns you the most?”

“I don’t know, really. For one thing, I haven’t gone
to college. Cost, for another. I’d need to leave my nursing
position. And the, um, the problem of being a woman. You remember
Marjorie Reynolds, don’t you? She thinks it’s a terrible idea. She
says women are nurses and men are doctors, and that’s the way of
the world.”

“Let’s take these things one at a time. Tell me what
you think, and then we’ll examine these various obstacles.”

“I’m not sure. I’m flattered that you consider me
intelligent, but I’ve never thought about that. I’m happy being a
nurse. At times, especially with doctors other than you, I feel
deeply how little they appreciate us and how they dismiss our
abilities. Occasionally, I have to bite my tongue when one makes a
mistake. I haven’t seen one cause the patient irreparable harm yet,
but…”

Addison nodded seriously. “Oh, the things I could
tell you. Bah. But you’re far more capable than most men I know.
Look at it like this. As a nurse, you’re wasting your talents. As a
doctor, you’ll care for patients, but you’ll use your head as well
as your heart. I’m convinced women are even better suited to be
doctors than men. They’re empathetic, sensitive, gentle. That
combined with intellect is a magnificent marriage.”

“I truly appreciate your confidence. Perhaps I could
learn to share it, but what about the other things I
mentioned?”

“Medical school isn’t that costly. You can pay for
it on time or receive a loan. Don’t let finance stop you. I can
help prepare you for the examinations. I know exactly what they’ll
expect. You’ll need to study for a long time, and study hard, but
you’re capable. As for Nurse Reynolds, she’s a fine nurse and
manager and a hard worker, but she lacks imagination. Some doctors
would say that’s why she’s a good nurse, but not I. Please don’t
let your respect for her prevent you from following your
heart.”

“You’re right. I have to find my own way. I’ll
continue to think on it and speak with Kerry. But what of you? How
is the City and County Hospital?

“Ah, like it always is. The San Francisco city
fathers don’t see fit to spend sufficient money to care for its
ailing citizens. But I can’t complain. We don’t have a shortage of
patients.” He laughed and took a bite of food, then looked
thoughtful as he chewed. “I’ve been asked to consult on a
fascinating case, one that could have far-reaching consequences.
The Department of Public Health asked me to attend an autopsy and
examine tissue from a Chinese man who died in the hospital a few
days ago. They suspect the plague. Rather the public-health
officer, Dr. Kinyoun, suspects it. He told me there have been a
couple of cases already, but the powerful political forces in
Chinatown, as well as the city itself, vehemently deny such a
possibility. I examined some tissue samples and found Yersinnia
pestis bacteria. You remember we had a few cases of bubonic
plague in Manila.”

“Yes, it was alarming, but when we isolated them,
some folks recovered and it didn’t spread.”

“Certainly. It’s not one hundred percent fatal, and
it’s not passed from person to person. It requires the bite of a
flea who acquires it from the infected rat. Dr. Kinyoun and I had a
long discussion. He thanked me for my service and swore me to
secrecy. I doubt if that will be the last case.”

“Do you think it’ll reach into the general San
Francisco population? How many cases have been reported? Does Dr.
Kinyoun know of any connection between the people?” Beth was eager
to learn more. It was just this sort of problem she and Addison had
worked on together in the Philippines.

“I don’t know, since I merely confirmed this one
fatality, but you see, Beth. This is what I mean when I say you’re
born to be a doctor. You could apply your abilities to this very
type of problem. The spread of infectious disease, especially
within a large city, is one of the most important areas of study
right now. In regard to public health, the British have shown us
the way. Not everyone believes in the germ theory yet, but all
those who have their heads on straight do. You can be part of
something bigger. It’s fine for you to nurse the sick soldiers at
the Presidio, but you could be and do so much more!”

Addison’s passion made Beth see herself in the
hospital wards with him, solving the mysteries of diseases they
both didn’t yet know of, contributing to science and to the public
good. When Addison talked about it, it seemed irresistible, even
possible.

“Addison, I see your points, and when I talk to you
I believe I could do anything. I need to think about what you said,
and consult Kerry, of course.”

Addison waved his hand but he was glowing. “Of
course. It’s not a decision to take lightly and will involve great
sacrifice for you and for Kerry, but I’m confident it’s the right
path. I’ll help any way I can. Sorry. I’ve distracted you so much,
you’ve stopped eating. Come, finish your supper before it gets
cold, and then we’ll have coffee in the parlor. I believe Mrs.
Evans has made compote for dessert.” His expression indicated the
compote might not be too delectable.

Beth laughed and took a forkful of mashed parsnip.
It wasn’t as tasty as Kerry’s version of the dish but was edible.
Addison could somehow eat while he talked, and she didn’t notice or
sense any lack of manners. He beamed at her and sipped his wine.
They discussed hospital gossip and various pieces of medical trivia
until Addison drove her back to Mrs. Thompson’s house.

*

“Hey, Kerry, you daydreaming?”

Hearing Davey’s voice brought Kerry suddenly out of
her reverie. She blinked and pulled her mind back into the present,
into the hot, noisy kitchen of the Palace Hotel restaurant and away
from what had been a combination of memory and fantasy in which she
and Beth were swimming in the Sutro Baths.

“I hear you, Davey. Say it again?”

“I was trying to tell you to fire two salmon and two
trout. I got worried when you didn’t yell back like usual.” Kerry
was a griller and Davey was the sous chef. She had to shout back
orders to him so he’d know she’d heard and understood amid the
controlled chaos of dinner service. It was Saturday night, which
usually meant a full house and nonstop activity. Kerry generally
enjoyed the challenge of keeping up and didn’t fear work or Davey,
not that he was a bad sous chef. They were friends who’d conspired
together to rid the kitchen of the previous sous chef, who all the
cooks hated. Compared to him, Davey was a prince, although one with
no education and bad grammar. Kerry didn’t mind that. He was a
good, honest man and as kind to her as he could be. He’d been the
first cook in the kitchen to stop the cruel harassment she’d been
subjected to when she began to work as a dishwasher some six years
previously.

“Two salmon, two trout!” she shouted, and dribbled
oil and threw spices on all the pieces of fish before slapping them
on her grill. She stepped back as the oil hissed and spat in the
fire. Her hands and forearms were dotted with tiny burn scars from
the fire spits. Along with the knife cuts, they were badges of
honor that showed she was a real cook. She loved all of it: the
burns, the shouts, the aching in her feet after standing seven
hours straight. Most of the time, she was able to avoid even having
to stop to go to the outhouse. She was determined to never appear
weak, to never falter, and she never did.

The smallest mistake would cause Chef Henri to toss
her out of the kitchen in an instant. He didn’t tolerate many
errors at all from the men, and she was convinced that one on her
part would be her downfall. It hadn’t happened yet, and she was
determined to keep it that way. But she would have to pay attention
and not get caught napping again

It was a hard thing, though, the long days and even
weeks going by without ever speaking to Beth, let alone anything
else, anything physical. They were each allowed only one day a week
off, and it was almost never the same day. Kerry had to work as
much as possible to make money. This was what had sent her briefly
out of reality.

Their favorite thing to do together was to ride out
to the beach and rent bathing suits and play in the waters of the
Sutro Baths. They would swim and frolic together, buy some food at
one of the vendors along the hillside, and then return home,
pleasantly tired but aroused. They’d fall into bed, make love, and
then go to sleep sated and content.

It was long past time for them to do any of those
things, Kerry thought as she deftly scooped up each filet with her
spatula and turned it over to finish its cooking. In the meantime,
another order came in and she started two more pieces of fish
cooking. She tapped each with her finger to test its doneness and,
satisfied, flipped all of them onto plates, added the proper
garnish, and slammed her hand down on the bell that signaled order
done. The waiter swept them away.

Yes, it was necessary to engineer a day off
together, and soon. As she watched her fish cook, she resolved to
inveigle the day off out of Davey as soon as she heard from Beth
which day it could be. She’d promise him a double shift, a luncheon
and a dinner service, if necessary. She needed time with the woman
she loved, and she’d get it, by God.


Chapter Two

It took two more weeks and several notes back and
forth, but it had finally happened. It was Saturday night, and
Kerry returned home from the dinner shift and crawled into bed next
to Beth, who was sound asleep.

Kerry thought about waking her up; it would be so
good to touch her. It was like this sometime, because Kerry would
be wide awake from her constant state of alertness while cooking on
a busy night. She’d stare longingly at Beth but never be so cruel
as to awaken her. Beth’s days were as long and as grueling as hers,
although in a different manner.

Kerry gazed at Beth. It was almost good enough to be
able to lie next to her and marvel at her beauty, to know she
belonged to Kerry and loved her fervently. She often had to shake
her head with wonder.

They’d been friends at first, with Kerry hiding her
secret passion, which had ignited on their very first meeting.
She’d had to hide and suffer in silence and unrequited love for a
full year. Then when Beth had finally confessed her love for Kerry
and they were poised to become lovers, Beth’s past had emerged to
disrupt their present. They’d had some trouble sorting it all, and
then Addison’s wife Laura had discovered and subsequently banished
them from Addison’s home.

Kerry shook her head, not wanting to remember that
part. She watched in the moonlight as Beth turned over, sighed, and
seemed to slide more deeply into sleep.

She was so lovely. Kerry liked to trace her finger
over Beth’s eyebrows and down her slightly curved nose, and over
her well-shaped lips and sweet cleft chin. The chin would jut
forward if Beth was displeased, but fortunately Kerry didn’t often
displease her. No, she could please Beth as no one else could and
render her a mass of moaning, quivering need. Kerry grinned in the
dark, thinking of all the ways she could please Beth.

Well, that would be tomorrow, and tonight she needed
to sleep in order to enjoy their day. She burrowed under the
covers, comforted by Beth’s warmth and nearness, and fell
asleep.

*

Out of habit Beth woke early, just after dawn. She
looked at Kerry for a moment before stealing out of bed and into
her dressing gown and slippers. She smiled, thinking about the day
ahead and wanting to wake Kerry up, but she didn’t.

She went down to the kitchen to see if Mrs. Thompson
was about and had made any coffee, but the parlor and kitchen were
empty. Mrs. Thompson must have gone out early. Beth was happy to
have the early morning quiet time to herself. She lit the
wood-burning stove and put the coffee pot on to boil. Kerry rarely
let her do any cooking at home, not that she cared. Kerry’s cooking
was so much more proficient than hers. Beth was required only to
prepare food that was simple and nutritious, suitable for invalids.
She did, however, like to make coffee and sat down to wait for it
to boil.

She looked out the window at the overcast sky and
hoped it would be sunny for their outing. In the summer the ocean
could be blanketed with fog or it could be crystal clear. When it
was foggy it was cold, and Beth didn’t care for bathing on foggy
days, though Kerry didn’t mind.

The coffee finally boiled and she poured a cup,
savoring the freshness and warmth and then the “wake up” feeling,
as she thought of it. She mused about her conversation with Addison
a couple of weeks previously and her encounter with Marjorie. It
troubled her to have the two people she most respected give her
directly opposite advice. Well, she’d have to make up her own
mind.

She wanted to discuss the situation thoroughly with
Kerry, who other than her would be the most affected. And they
would have a whole day in which to do so, and to enjoy themselves
as well. Sometimes Beth still found it hard to give herself over to
pleasure. Her childhood had been an endless quest to please her
parents, but Kerry showed her joy and pleasure. She shivered a bit,
thinking of the various forms pleasure could take.

The kitchen windows brightened a bit, and Beth saw a
scrap of blue sky. She checked Mrs. Thompson’s grandfather clock in
the parlor. Eight thirty. That was late enough. She poured a cup of
coffee and took it upstairs, then touched Kerry’s shoulder and put
the cup under her nose. Kerry opened her eyes, sniffed the coffee,
and looked at her. She appeared sleepy, but her face still conveyed
love and gratitude.

Beth kissed her. “Good morning, my love.”

“Good morning, Bethy. My, that smells good.” She
took a sip and raised her eyebrows as she gazed at Beth over the
rim of the coffee cup. “It’s our day off!”

“Yes, it is. We’re going to have a lovely time. I
know it. The sun is coming out.”

“Yes, I’ll make sure we have a grand day.”

Kerry’s expression made Beth laugh. Kerry’s ideas of
fun always panned out. “Get up then, lazy bones, and let’s be
off.”

“Two more sips of coffee, please.”

*

They sat on the train as it wound its way around the
northern border of the city. The trip took a while, since they had
to go downtown to catch the train first. It’d be easier with a
carriage to drive themselves, Beth thought. If she were a doctor,
they’d have to have one. What a conundrum. She’d have to make a
decision about that entire situation, soon.

She wore a capacious shawl, both to keep warm in San
Francisco’s chilly ocean air and so she and Kerry could hold hands
underneath it as they sat on the train. When they did this, Beth
would squeeze Kerry’s hand and Kerry would smile at her. Sometimes
Beth would want to faint from love and gratitude, and sometimes she
felt warm and tingly.

Today, though, instead of just happy togetherness,
they needed to speak seriously.

“Kerry, dearest?” Kerry turned from gazing out the
window at the passing scenery and looked back at her gravely. Alert
and sensitive, Kerry would pick up the tone of her voice.

“Yes, love?”

“These recent weeks I’ve begun to think again on the
question of whether I should study to become a doctor, go to
medical school.”

“Yes? What have you decided?”

“That’s the trouble, I can’t.”

As Beth described Marjorie’s and Addison’s
conflicting opinions, Kerry listened without interruption.

“That’s all very well for each of them to say, but
what about you?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? I don’t know. We
would both have to sacrifice a lot. I might have to stop working,
at least for a time, so I could study to pass the entrance exams,
and then we’d have to find a way to pay for it. Oh, just a thousand
things.”

“Beth, that’s not what I asked. I asked what
you think. What do you want?”

“I would like to try to become a doctor. Addison
says it would be good for me. I would be able to use my brain and
would also make a higher wage. We could buy that house we’ve talked
about.”

“But?”

“But I don’t know. I’m frightened.”

“Bethy, you’re practically the bravest person I’ve
ever met. Nothing scares you.” Kerry sounded so convinced that Beth
was amused.

“Oh, you think so. You’re not very impartial.”

“I know what I know. But listen to me. You don’t
always do what other people think you should do. You told me about
how you decided to take nurse’s training when your ma and pa
thought you ought to stay with them and run their store.”

“Yes, that was a difficult decision, but it was the
right one.” Beth thought of her parents and their narrow,
stultifying lives, their rigid conformity and their betrayal. She
shook her head and looked out the window. Kerry patted her shoulder
and Beth turned toward her

“My love, no matter what you do, I’m with you.
You’ll make the right choice. You always do. Look. You chose me!”
Kerry beamed.

Beth gave her a little shove, but she was amused and
charmed. “I’m not sure if choice entered into it. But here we are.
Let’s leave off this serious talk. We’re on holiday.”

“Yes. Look. I think I see the Seal Rocks. We’re
almost there!” Kerry pointed out the window and Beth followed her
direction. They turned and grinned at one another.

The train pulled up at the top of hill, where a
jumbled collection of food stands and souvenir shops stood. They
alit from the train with the rest of the throng. It was Sunday, and
many people were out for amusement. As they walked down the slope
toward the Sutro Baths, they could see the Cliff House Hotel,
perched on the cliff above the sea. Since it was near noon the sun
was high in the sky and the waves glittered as they crashed on the
rocks named for the many marine creatures who perched there. The
Sutro Baths were to their right and down in a bowl made from the
cliffs. The building’s huge windows reflected both the sun and the
ocean.

They paused to take in the sight.

“Let’s walk down a bit and see how many people are
out at Ocean Beach,” Kerry said.

“Oh, yes. Isn’t it a wonder people bathe in the
Sutro Baths when the ocean itself is right here?”

Kerry laughed. “Yes it is, but I think Mayor Sutro
was on to something. It’s much warmer inside his baths, even the
cold-water pool. And there’s the warm pool and no wind.”

They strolled past the Cliff House Hotel and around
the curve of Point Lobos Avenue, and spread out below them was
Ocean Beach, with hundreds of people flying kites, picnicking, and
playing badminton. They turned to look again at one another. In
this moment of perfect, undiluted happiness Beth saw her own
feelings reflected back in Kerry’s face.

Inside the Sutro Baths, they made their way to a
changing room and removed their street clothes to don a couple of
the worn-out, chlorine-stained bathing costumes that bathers were
required to rent and wear. The suits were distasteful, but one
could do nothing about it, and it saved having to buy and bring
one’s own suit. They locked up their belongings and pinned the key
to Kerry’s bathing suit strap, took their towels, and made their
way upstairs to the pools.

The Sutro Baths were so large, a thousand people at
a time could easily enjoy them and not feel crowded. A series of
small and large pools, separated by walkways and gates, was spread
out in the enormous, cavernous, glass-enclosed interior. Over the
sound of the people yelling and splashing, they could hear the
crash of waves outside and the hum of the giant steam boilers
underneath the baths that heated the salt water in one of the pools
to a pleasant temperature.

Kerry and Beth had their own routine. They went to
the biggest cold pool first—the one with the deep water. That way
they could avoid the raft of rowdy children.

As they stood on the pool’s edge, shivering a bit
from the cold rinse they’d gone through for sanitation, they turned
to look at one another. Kerry took Beth’s hand. “Ready? One, two,
three!” They jumped into the pool.

Beth had taken a deep breath, but she always had a
tiny moment of panic as the chilly water closed over her head.
Kerry’s firm hold on her hand anchored her, though, and her fear
passed quickly. They plunged down from the momentum of their jump
and then floated upward. As their heads broke the surface, Beth
enjoyed the look in Kerry’s eyes, which shone with exhilaration and
joy. She shook the water out of her face and spit a little.

“Let’s swim!” Kerry shouted and was off. Beth
followed right behind her. Kerry had taught Beth to swim the year
before, and though she wasn’t quite as good in the water as Kerry,
she was close. They raced to the other side of the pool and turned
around and swam back, then repeated this a couple more times until
Beth called out that she wanted to stop.

Hanging onto the pool’s edge, panting and smiling at
one another, Beth said, “When may I get another lesson?”

“Oh? You don’t think you’re good enough yet?”
Kerry’s brown eyes glittered. This was one of their jokes. For
reasons other than instruction, Beth liked to beg a swimming lesson
from Kerry even though she was quite proficient in the water.

“No. I want you to show me again.”

“All right then, let’s go.”

They went to another shallow pool and there, in
waist-high water, Kerry could stand and support Beth as she
“practiced” her strokes. It was an acceptable way to embrace
publicly. In Kerry’s arms, Beth felt safe and loved. She also liked
remembering their first few visits together and their early
swimming lessons. She’d been so naive then she hadn’t understood
the complicated emotions Kerry’s embrace caused. She knew well
enough now and turned her dreamy smile on Kerry, who looked down at
her with the same expression.

“I don’t know how I ever learned to swim. The way
you used to hold me and look at me like that, I could barely
concentrate.”

“Ah, you didn’t have the least idea what was going
through my mind. You were safe enough.”

“Am I no longer safe? Beth laughed.

“In one way, you certainly are. If you mean are you
capable of handling yourself in water and swimming without fear,
then yes.”

Beth turned over on her back and stared up at Kerry,
languidly moving her limbs in a backstroke motion. Her upper torso
came up out of the water, and Kerry could get an unobstructed look
at the wet bathing suit clinging to her breasts. Beth watched
Kerry’s dark eyes darken further as she inhaled sharply. At that
moment Beth knew precisely what she was thinking.

“Should we get warm or would you like to play a
little?” Beth asked, smiling as she watched her beloved struggle to
keep a straight face.

“I…um…would like to make some jumps if you wouldn’t
mind waiting to go to the warm pool.”

Beth nodded. “That’d be fine. I adore watching you
play.” Kerry was a sight to behold as she dove off the highest
diving platforms and swung out over the pools on ropes or rings.
She was the only young woman who’d do so. Only young boys seemed to
play the same. Beth loved watching her enjoy herself so
thoroughly.

She sat on the side of the pool, wrapped in one of
the Sutro Baths’ tattered towels, and applauded each daring feat
Kerry took on. They finally sat in the warm salty water for a half
hour or so, letting their heads lean back as the steam wafted
around them and they became drowsy.

“Are you ready to leave, my dear?” Beth asked.

Kerry’s eyes were closed and she didn’t answer right
away. She opened her eyes, gazed at Beth for a long moment, and
said, “Yes, I believe I am.”

In the tiny dank cubicle where they struggled out of
their wet suits, Beth sensed Kerry looking at her. She was no
longer ashamed but aroused when they could be together like this.
She was tired, but in the pleasant, sensual fashion that seemed to
happen only when they’d been bathing. The cement floor was cold on
her feet, though, and she wanted to be dressed and done with being
wet. Kerry stroked her back, and her hand stole around to her
breast, her palm brushing her nipple lightly. Beth shivered, but
not from cold.

“No. Kerry, dearest, not here. We mustn’t…” She
faltered, then moaned as Kerry kissed her shoulder blade.

“Ah, but love, you’re so beautiful right now. The
cold water does things to your body that it would take a saint to
resist you. I’m no saint.” Kerry gently squeezed Beth’s breast.
“But this isn’t the time or the place.” She moved a strand of
Beth’s wet hair away from her face and kissed her neck one last
time.

*

It was late afternoon before they arrived at their
house, and to Kerry’s dismay, Mrs. Thompson was home and bustling
about the kitchen. She was a widow of indeterminate age with
colorless hair, an indifferent figure, but a kind if distant manner
that suited Kerry and Beth quite well. She wasn’t intrusive, but
the three of them enjoyed a pleasant domestic conviviality, often
sharing supper when at home. Kerry was always willing to cook,
which pleased Mrs. Thompson, who wasn’t very good in the kitchen.
In return, she reduced their rent by a small amount.

Today, Kerry would have rather they retrieved a bit
of bread and cheese and some fruit and retired to their room for
the remainder of the day. But it wasn’t to be. Beth started
chatting with Mrs. Thompson and Kerry took over the food
preparation.

All through the meal, as they spoke of their daily
lives, Beth’s work, the Palace restaurant, and Mrs. Thompson’s
anecdotes
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