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Heart’s Orders

Can the heart’s orders overrule the chain of
command?

September 1944. Private Helen Tucker has two goals—to
drive for the Women’s Army Corps motor pool and to convince Tee
Owens to be more than best friends. Helen has always done whatever
it takes to survive, and she’s not good at waiting for what she
wants. But Private Teresa Owens is a good Baptist girl who’s
struggling with how her feelings for Helen can be wrong when she
can’t bear to be without her.

Sergeant Gale Rains has learned to make her way in
both the Sioux and White worlds, but will her love for Bett Smythe
put her career in the WAC at risk? Private Elizabeth Smythe hopes
Rain will be her future, but is she truly free from her past,
including her class-conscious family?
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Chapter One

Golden Pond, Kentucky

September 10, 1931

 


Helen squatted beside the road with her head down.
Her mama had been sad again this morning, and sometimes that
sadness seemed to trickle right through into her own heart. She
knew it had to do with the new little brother or little sister that
Mama was supposed to be having. Four times now, and each time there
was that scary quiet in the house before her mama would start to
wailing and shedding tears, which would then go on for days and
days and days. The first two times, when she was too little to help
with most of the chores, her daddy had told her that being a good
girl was the best thing she could do. Now she was big enough to
light the fire in the mornings and sweep the floors and help her
brother fetch the water. But no matter how good she was or how much
she tried to help, her mama’s morning hugs and good-night kisses
had turned into nothing but a scarce pat on the head now and then.
More frequently what she got was a swat on the behind for something
she hadn’t done good enough or didn’t even know she was supposed to
be doing. When her brother Sinclair tried to stand up for her, Mama
would start screaming and they’d learned it was better to just
leave. They’d stay gone until their bellies were growling with
hunger and then they’d creep back, only to find the house empty. Or
sometimes, if Mama was still around, she’d act like nothing had
happened for a while and then the whole business would start over
again. Just thinking about it made the prick of tears start up in
her eyes, until the approaching sound of a whining engine made her
head come up. There he is. Run!

The dry dirt of the road came up in little puffs
from under her bare feet. She tugged at her worn, shapeless shift
when it rose up her thighs as her pace increased. If she didn’t
catch Mr. Hall before his truck shifted gears again, it would be
moving faster than she could go. Then she wouldn’t get to ride with
him and she’d have to go to school instead. The very thought made
her pump her arms a little faster. The kids at school had started
teasing her about the way her mama fixed herself up when she went
into town these days. She didn’t quite understand it all, but she
knew it was bad because of the way the older kids laughed. It was
something about Mama getting money from the payroll man at the
Pearcy Coal Mine. But that didn’t make no sense, because while her
daddy and just about every other man in town worked for Pearcy, her
mama didn’t. Her brother Sinclair told her it weren’t nobody’s
business since Mama always had dinner ready for them when her daddy
got off shift, and that right there proved she was a good wife and
mother. But Sinclair was older, bigger, and good with his fists, so
no one never said nothing to him anyway.

Now that she could see herself in Mr. Hall’s side
mirror, she hollered out his name and waved. When the truck slowed
and Mr. Hall’s arm motioned her forward, the weight of sadness
lifted off her like the way dynamite could blow a big stone clean
off the mountain. She saw him slip that small bottle into his
pocket as she came around the passenger side and hopped up on the
running board. “Doncha need some help today, Mr. Hall?” she asked,
a little breathless.

She knew he did, even if he didn’t want to say so.
They’d both seen how folks a little farther away from town tended
to be more skittish when an older man in uniform came to their
door. But a friendly little girl like her could hop out, put the
mail on their porch with a wave, and be back in the truck before
anyone got disturbed.

The postman cocked his head a little. “Ain’t you
supposed to be in school, Helen?”

Her gut tightened but she made sure to keep her best
smile in place. “Nah. I’m doing so good the teacher give me the day
off.”

She figured he knew it was a lie, but he’d been the
one to teach her about how that was sometimes necessary. Like how
she couldn’t never, ever tell anyone that she helped him with his
Postal Service deliveries or say anything about the little bottle
that he pulled on from time to time when he thought she didn’t see
him. The most important thing to her was that he not be lying about
his promise to teach her to drive when she got tall enough to reach
the pedals and the steering wheel both. That and those special
occasions when her daddy would take her and her brother to visit
with her Aunt Darcy and Mrs. Murrell in their tidy little house in
town were the things she most looked forward to in life.

* * *

Fort Des Moines, Iowa

September 10, 1944

 


The way it was with Helen Tucker had happened so
gradually that Tee wasn’t sure how to explain it. Not like she
would even try. To anyone, ever. ’Cause what scared her the most
was how right it felt. Like natural, almost. But of course it
wasn’t. It was wrong and evil and sinful as anything. You couldn’t
live your whole life as a good Baptist girl and not know that. Now,
Helen didn’t care what the Bible said. Tee remembered how shocked
she’d been when Helen declared that she wasn’t a believer, that
she’d never given her life to Jesus or hardly even been inside a
church at all. But even knowing that, Tee had secretly found
Helen’s bold, daring manner inspiring and almost…exciting, in a
way. As far as she could tell, the rest of the girls in her squad
liked Helen, too, and were willing to allow for her occasional
heated outbursts. In fact, they seemed to respect her disposition
to say or do exactly what was on her mind, especially since she had
so far managed to stay just this side of insubordination. No one
like that had ever wanted to be her friend before, and Tee had been
proud that Helen had saved her the next bunk over when they first
got to the barracks and almost always sat by her in the mess hall
and in classes. When the gradual thing first started happening, Tee
had thought it was just part of becoming someone’s best friend.
Lots of girls held hands at some time, didn’t they? And when they’d
both passed their first test, that long, tight hug of celebration
had felt just wonderful. But she hadn’t thought there was anything
unusual about that either.

She remembered Helen from her first moments at Fort
Des Moines. Thinking back about their arrival, she shuddered,
remembering how the drill instructor who first greeted them was so
mean, screaming at her because she wasn’t answering fast enough.
The stocky Sergeant Moore had made a very unkind remark about
Helen, too, just because she was thin and, well, the coal dust
under her fingernails did make her look a little dirty. Luckily for
them all, Sergeant Rains had come along and taken over and Tee had
been able to get enough words out to answer what was being asked of
her. Sergeant Rains was just as intimidating in her own way, with
her piercing black eyes and black hair and serious command
presence, but they soon learned that she was firm but fair, and
genuinely interested in helping each of them succeed in the Women’s
Army Corps. After Helen introduced herself, she’d looked straight
at Tee and said that maybe being in the Army would help them not
always be depending on someone else, even if they were girls. Tee
hadn’t had the nerve to answer her, but she’d managed a slight
smile.

That day, even before they got settled in and
started learning the routines of the camp and about being soldiers,
Sergeant Rains had told them that they would become like a family.
Tee hadn’t been sure if that would be a good thing or not, but so
far, it had been. For one thing, they ate a lot more regularly than
her family had lately. The food was real good and there was plenty
of it with no sign of anything being rationed. Tee also liked the
way their days were arranged for them, so that they knew exactly
where they were supposed to be and no one would get mad at them as
long as they followed the rules. Some evenings they even had a
little time for themselves, and most of her squad mates were
already finding other things to do, like going to one of the bars
or the movies, or joining a club or an organization that interested
them. Tee hadn’t ever joined anything other than the church, so she
just wrote letters home as she listened to the chatter around her,
until her new friend Helen had struck up a conversation. They
seemed to have a lot in common, and pretty soon she and Helen were
talking about any and everything, Helen waiting with surprising
patience as she stammered over her words. Tee had pretty much
decided she was going to enjoy being a soldier, in spite of what
some of the folks back home had said about women being in the
Army.

But when their classes started, Tee was afraid that
she might not get to stay in the WAC after all, because she
couldn’t seem to keep up. Not doing very well at their assignments
and tests was one more thing that she and Helen shared. Luckily,
Sergeant Rains assigned Bett Smythe, the smart college girl, to
help them both with their studies. Bett was nice and patient and
better at explaining their lessons than a lot of the instructors.
Once Tee began to catch on better and was able to stop feeling so
anxious all the time, she began to notice that Helen always brushed
her teeth or put on a clean shirt or made sure to comb her hair
back out of her eyes when it was time for them to meet with Bett
for tutoring. Tee started wondering if Helen would rather have Bett
as her best friend, and it gave her an awful ache inside. Bett was
beautiful and smart, whereas Tee was slow in lots of ways and
nothing special to look at. She’d been told both of those things
plenty of times. When that thought about Helen and Bett got settled
in her head, she couldn’t stop feeling down and the lump in her
throat made it even harder to talk, so she didn’t.

After two days, Helen pulled her aside one night as
they were walking back from dinner.

“What’s the matter with you?” she’d demanded
impatiently.

Tee had turned away, shaking her head. She didn’t
like it when Helen got mad. It made her think of her daddy and the
way he’d yell when it hadn’t rained enough or it rained too much or
there was too much wind to plant or the mule went lame or any one
of three dozen other things that would upset him. But Helen didn’t
get madder this time. Without another word, she’d taken Tee’s hand
and pulled her along until they got to the bleachers at the
deserted parade grounds. There, she’d pointed insistently, so Tee
sat.

Helen straddled the bench and faced her, her voice
forceful. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

When Tee only looked down, Helen put her hand on
Tee’s cheek, very carefully raising her face. Her voice had changed
to match the touch. The anger was completely absent, and only
sweetness remained. “Please, Tee. I hate it when you’re unhappy.
You gotta let me know what I did so I can try to fix it.”

The thought of explaining it all in words was
exhausting, so she simply stammered out Bett’s name.

Helen stood up, her fists clenched. “What about her?
Was she mean? Did Bett say something that upset you?”

Tee put her hand on Helen’s arm to pull her back
down, almost smiling. “Nuh-uh. She—she’s just so…pretty.” Her head
lowered again and her voice was softer, even through the sputtering
sounds of her words. “I know you like her better than me.”

Helen’s mouth opened a little and she sat back a
bit, as if she was surprised. Tee risked a quick glance, hoping
that reaction wouldn’t change to irritation. To her relief, Helen’s
mouth stretched into a grin.

“Look, Tee. Bett’s a doll, all right? And yeah,
maybe I put on the dog for her a little bit, okay? But it don’t
mean nothin’.” She took Tee’s hand again. “You were brave to tell
me that. So I’m gonna be brave, too. I’m gonna tell you something
that you might not like to hear. But I’m gonna hope that maybe,
just maybe, it’ll be all right.”

Tee wanted to close her eyes. Her mama always closed
her eyes when her daddy was telling her bad news. But then Helen
had taken her other hand, too, and that alone made the moment
suddenly feel too important not to watch.

“You’re not only my best friend, Tee.” Helen took in
a long breath. “You’re the person I most want to see, the one I
most want to be with. You’re special to me.” She let the rest of
her breath out. “I have those kinds of feelings for you. Is that
all right?”

For a moment, Tee thought she might cry. She didn’t
think Helen was the type to say such nice things to someone. And
here she’d said it to plain, stuttering Teresa Owens from Haskett,
Oklahoma. Helen was looking at her really hard, like she was trying
to see what Tee was thinking.

“Please, say somethin’, Tee.”

Tee swallowed hard, trying to choke back the stream
of emotions—relief, excitement, joy. Helen still likes me
best. She put her hands on Helen’s face, the way her mama did
to her when she was trying to soothe a hurt. “Okay,” was all she
could manage, but Helen’s smile let her know it was enough.

After that, it seemed like one thing just led to
another. They’d started sitting a little closer, touching a little
more often, and then those touches turned into soft petting
strokes. Sometimes Helen’s touch made her want to curl up in her
lap and purr like a cat. But recently, more and more, she felt a
wanting for something else, something beyond Helen’s fingers on her
arm or hand on her thigh. She’d liked it when they’d started
hugging for no real reason at all, although when her body got close
with Helen’s, it made her feel both settled in and wound up at the
same time. It was during one of those hugs that Helen first kissed
her. It was just a little brush of lips, almost like an accident.
They were close to the same height but when they hugged, Tee liked
to rest her head on Helen’s shoulder, facing into her neck. They
seemed to fit that way, and she never thought another thing about
it until Helen’s mouth had turned into hers for that quick instant.
Tee would have been upset—should have been upset, she
corrected herself—but Helen’s lips were so soft and it had only
lasted a second. There hadn’t been much kissing in her home, but
she’d kissed each of her three older sisters on their wedding days,
so she tried putting that in her mind. Yes, Helen was her best
friend and her WAC sister, so it was okay to think of Helen as
family.

Until the next time. On a Saturday night when they
both declined another offer to join some of the girls and their
escorts at the NCO club and had taken a walk around the base
together instead. Tee’s insides got real stiff when she realized
where Helen was leading her. Everyone said that corner of the base
they called the grove was a make-out place after dark, and good
girls would never let someone take them there. Why would Helen be
headed in that direction, unless…? She let Helen’s words from
before come back into her mind. I have those kinds of feelings
for you. Was she suggesting something more than friend
feelings? Suddenly Tee wasn’t sure what anything meant, and her
heart began pounding like the way it did when she was fearful.

Her mind flashed to the time when she’d been most
frightened in her life. They were still calling her Teresa then,
and that was the name that her daddy hollered out that time that
he’d come into the barn and found their hired man working his
zipper down as he pushed her face toward the bulge in his pants.
The look on her daddy’s face still hurt her when she thought about
it, and her daddy didn’t even know this wasn’t the first time.

About six months before, she’d been putting the
chicken feed bucket away in the little tack room when Morris
Gallagher had come in behind her and shut the door. The room was
small and he was close. Real close. Too close. She told him she
wanted out and he’d nodded, putting his hand on the door like he
was fixin’ to open it. Then he’d clenched his teeth, wincing like
he was in pain. Teresa hated to see any kind of suffering, and Mr.
Gallagher knew it. He knew she was the one who found homes for the
two kittens that their barn cat had so her daddy wouldn’t get rid
of them in the creek. He’d seen her mothering those baby chicks and
petting the new calf that their milk cow had birthed. When he’d
seen her crying over the paralyzed little rabbit that had gotten
its hindquarters caught in the thresher, Mr. Gallagher was the one
who’d offered to put it out of its misery for her. The rabbit had
been screaming as it writhed helplessly and when Teresa began to
cry, he’d pulled her to him, patting her awkwardly and telling her
she was just too tenderhearted.

After that, he’d always been real nice to her,
telling her how she was comely or kind or had a beautiful singing
voice. Now he said, “I just need you to do something to stop me
from hurtin’, pretty girl. And I know you’ll want to help, ’cause
you’re sweet that way.”

She’d stopped moving toward the door and asked him
what it was he wanted. “You know how your mama will knead your
daddy’s shoulders when he’s tired, and sometimes he’ll massage her
feet after she’s been on them all day?” Teresa didn’t really
remember either of these things actually happening, but she could
imagine them, the way Mr. Gallagher described it, so she’d nodded.
“Well, I got this muscle here that’s swollen bad.” He’d run his
hand over the front of his pants. “And I think if you’d just rub on
it a little for me, it would get all better.”

Everything in her had gone real still, and she could
feel a tug-of-war going on inside her. She’d been around animals
all her life, and even though she didn’t have any brothers, she was
pretty sure this was a private place on a man. But then he’d taken
her hand and kissed it gently before putting it there on his body
where she would feel something hard under his jeans. “Uh-huh,” he’d
grunted, leaning back against the door, his eyes closed. “That’s
helping me a lot.” Teresa wasn’t so sure that was true, because the
hard place didn’t seem to be getting any softer. When he made a
groaning sound, she tried to move her hand away, but he’d covered
it with his, showing her how he wanted it done. “Just a little
harder, pretty girl,” he told her, his voice hoarse. “That’s it. A
little faster now. Good…good…good. Yeah.” After a bit he’d let out
a long kinda grunting sound and breathed a few shaky breaths.
“That’s my girl,” he said after a minute. As she was noticing how
there was some wet on his pants now and a strange new scent was
drifting around the tack room, he’d stroked her hair. “You did
good.” Then he held the door and said, “You go on out now, and
remember—you’re my special doctor. You can’t tell nobody else,
hear?”

About two weeks later it had happened again. Even
though she’d secretly liked the idea of being a doctor, Teresa
wasn’t so sure that Mr. Gallagher was truly hurting. Actually,
whenever she thought about what had happened, she felt kinda sickly
herself. So she’d been real careful not to be alone with him, but
he’d snuck in behind her that next time. She’d tried to tell him
no, but that was the time when her words first started sticking in
her throat and wouldn’t come out even and smooth like normal
people. Not even that one word. No. She’d started shaking
her head, but then Mr. Gallagher had looked so hurt and
disappointed. He’d begged her, telling her how much it hurt and how
she was the only one who had ever helped him that way. When he took
her hand and put it there, like he’d done before, she felt
powerless, like an animal caught in a trap.

Another time, he’d tried to reach for her as she
rubbed him, but she’d stopped, backed away as much as possible, and
managed to say no. He’d cornered her then, and that begging look
he’d had before changed to something threatening. “If you don’t
want me to touch you, that’s fine. But you’ll finish what you
started, pretty girl, if you know what’s good for you.” After that,
she’d tried to avoid going into the tack room at all, but then her
daddy yelled at her for not putting things back where they
belonged, adding if it weren’t for their hired man, their whole
place would fall apart. That night she wondered if it was possible
for a person to fall apart if they got things inside them that
didn’t belong.

Each occurrence with Mr. Gallagher made her feel
worse and worse, but she didn’t know what to do to make it stop.
The next time, when he’d unzipped his pants, she’d hidden her face
in her hands and started to cry. He’d stormed out, but later he’d
made sure she saw him holding up Lula Belle, the puppy she’d gotten
for her birthday, while his hands twisted around like he was going
to wring her neck. So there had been twice more where she closed
her eyes and tried to think of anything else. Once she’d been able
to sing hymns in her own head loudly enough to cover up his noises,
but the second time he’d gotten closer and she could feel his body
bumping up against her, but she couldn’t move away ’cause he’d
grabbed her shoulders, while he groaned bad words right next to her
ear. When they were done, he’d said, “I think next time you might
need to kiss it to make it all better. What do you think about
that, pretty girl?”

She thought she’d never been so fretful. It seemed
like her stomach hurt all the time, and even her mama had noticed
there was something wrong with her speaking voice. They’d prayed
about it at church but it didn’t help. Teresa wondered if it was
because she couldn’t find the words to confess her terrible secret
that nothing else would come out right neither. She felt like that
little paralyzed rabbit, thrashing about helplessly, unable to run
or hide—and she couldn’t even scream. Desperate to give herself a
way out the next time, she had pried a nail out of a board in their
plow horse’s stall and hammered it in crooked on the tack room door
frame, leaving a bend in it so the door wouldn’t close all the way.
But Mr. Gallagher was so pleased with himself for having caught her
in the tack room again so soon that he didn’t even notice about the
door. Maybe her daddy just happened by and saw that door not
closing right or maybe he heard something that he knew didn’t
belong there, but sometimes Teresa pretended that the Lord chose to
look down right then and decided to help her. And even though
Lonnie Owens had run Mr. Gallagher off that very minute, he’d made
it clear that Teresa had done something terrible, too, something
that had made their hired man treat her that way, as if she’d
encouraged him to put his big rough hands on her or had wanted to
hear his wheedling voice that would sound so encouraging at first
and then listen to him grunting like some animal in heat at the end
of it. “It would break your mama’s heart if she knew about this,”
was the last thing her daddy told her before he walked away in
disgust. So that was where the secret stayed. And when her talking
never really got any better, the family started calling her Tee,
meaning it as a joke at first, but then it stuck.

She didn’t really blame her daddy for being mad at
her. She’d heard often enough how hard it was trying to run a farm
with nothing but four worthless daughters to help him, even though
they’d all tried to do their part. She’d just turned sixteen when
Mr. Gallagher left. Her older sisters had all gotten married off
already, but none of their men were interested in helping on the
Owenses’ land. Teresa didn’t know if Mr. Gallagher had told the men
in the town about their times in the tack room, but when she was at
school, none of the boys her age seemed to want anything to do with
her, with her sticking words and her shy ways. Even at church, boys
would just barely acknowledge her and then keep walking. And if
truth be told, she was just as glad. It upset her terribly if she
even thought about a boy wanting her to do the same things that Mr.
Gallagher had. About the time her mama had started fussing in
earnest about her needing to get wed, the war had come and then
there weren’t many men around anyway. Tee hadn’t minded the idea of
being her mama’s baby a little longer, but once they’d lost the
farm and moved into town, it was obvious she was going to have to
do something more to help out.

There’d been a lot of discouraging talk about her
joining the WAC at home and in town, but she really hadn’t had much
trouble adjusting. It was probably because she’d been raised mostly
in the company of women and had always felt more comfortable with
them than around men. Which led her to thinking about why her
feelings for Helen had seemed so familiar at first. Good. Safe.
Happy. Nothing about their being together had ever worried her
until recently, when she’d begun to realize that those feelings had
gradually gotten much stronger than anything she’d ever felt for
one of her real sisters. Sometimes, like now, it worried her, how
important it was. It wasn’t just nice to be with Helen, or fun. It
had become something almost…necessary.

As they got closer and closer to the tall trees that
made up the grove, Helen must have felt her starting to draw back,
’cause she said, “Look, Tee. I just want us to be somewhere that we
won’t keep gettin’ interrupted. We’ll just sit here on the outside
edge of this place, put our backs to these nice trees, and talk for
a while, okay?”

Tee had nodded with relief, except then Helen led
her another few steps before turning to face her. Even in the dusky
light, Tee could see something unusual in Helen’s eyes. Part fear
and part…she wasn’t sure what. But she knew she didn’t like seeing
Helen scared, so she’d stepped closer and put her arms around
Helen’s shoulders, patting her back lightly.

“S’okay,” she whispered, liking the little sigh that
Helen made as her arms came around Tee’s waist.

They stood like that for a minute, their bodies
molding to each other. The bad memories that had been in her mind
faded away and Tee relaxed into the closeness that had become so
familiar. Warm and soft and sweet. Easy. Then Helen’s hands stroked
slowly up and down her sides, making her want to wiggle with
pleasure. Her insides felt tickly and she pressed closer in
response.

“Tee.” Helen’s voice was a little bit breathless.
“Tell me if this doesn’t feel as good to you as it does to me.”

But when Tee opened her mouth to speak, only a shaky
little ah sound came out. Helen’s head turned into her and
Helen’s lips pressed onto her neck. Helen’s warm breath mixed with
the slight wetness of her mouth to create the most incredible
sensation that Tee had ever known. The pressure of Helen’s motions
streaked into her belly and somehow made its way down between her
thighs. As if reading Tee’s mind, Helen shifted slightly so her leg
was there to meet that feeling. When Helen’s body began moving
slightly against hers, Tee’s arms tightened and she heard herself
make that sound again.

Then Helen’s mouth was at her ear and she whispered,
“Sometimes I stare at your mouth all day, just wondering what it
would be like to really kiss you. Would you let me find out, Tee?
Could I kiss you right now?”

Tee had lifted her face to say no, but Helen was
already leaning toward her and that friction that was happening
even through their clothes had made Tee’s lips part just a bit, and
Helen must have seen that because she didn’t stop. Their lips met
and it was soft like before but not quick. No, not quick at all. It
was slow and deep, and for a minute, Tee only knew that she didn’t
want it to end. She didn’t know anything about kissing, really, so
she just imitated Helen’s movements and when Helen made her own
sound of pleasure, she felt so pleased with herself that she let it
go on and on. Dimly, she was aware they were both breathing faster,
but then she didn’t think about that anymore because a little flick
of Helen’s tongue had played across her lips and that same streak
of warmth shot through her, all the way down to her feet. A wild
vision danced behind her eyes as one of Helen’s hands stroked
slowly down her back, pulling her closer—the two of them naked,
lying together while doing these same things to each other. She
pulled back with a gasp.

“I want—” Tee stopped the words because the rest of
the thought was too outlandish to speak out loud. But she couldn’t
stop picturing Helen’s nakedness, her body’s lean, tight lines and
small, firm breasts. There was no such thing as privacy living in a
barracks with so many other women on the same schedule from morning
till night, so of course they’d seen each other’s bodies. During
the very first week she’d felt embarrassed when she’d caught Helen
admiring her full bosoms, until Helen had grinned and told her she
looked like a woman was supposed to. Now, arching under Helen’s
touch, she brought her hand to Helen’s chest, amazed as a hard,
tight peak rose right through the material and pressed against her
palm. Curious, Tee tried the same thing with the other breast, but
the nipple there was already hard. Helen groaned and Tee felt a
strange sense of power. She imagined herself strong enough to rip
Helen’s shirt open and bold enough to put her mouth there, sucking
on her small breasts until Helen begged her—

“God, Tee,” Helen said hoarsely, cupping her bottom
as they both moved in time to her rhythmic massage.

The tempo matched something building deep inside
Tee, until Helen’s utterance penetrated her reeling mind.

God. What would God think of what they were
doing? Tee pressed both hands against Helen’s shoulders and pushed
lightly. Shuddering at the loss of contact, she managed just one
word. “Wait.”

Helen gripped Tee’s waist and held her at arm’s
length as she steadied herself, head down. They were both still
breathing roughly. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Tee. I never meant to
take you that far. You just—you feel so good to me.” She looked up
into Tee’s eyes. “Forgive me?”

Tee’s insides deflated like the skin of a balloon
when all the air had been let out. Part of her wanted to blow it
back up, to keep on blowing until the thing popped, but the sound
of a popping balloon had never failed to startle her, so that must
not be a good idea. She shook her head, trying to bring some sense
back to her swirling thoughts.

Helen let her hands drop from Tee’s waist, clenching
them at her sides. “Please, Tee. I know I must have scared you, but
I really didn’t mean to. I just—I let myself go crazy.” She blew
out a breath and Tee thought she might have seen the glint of tears
in her eyes. “I’m really sorry if I upset you,” she repeated
softly.

Tee wasn’t sure what to say, but she couldn’t let
Helen take all the blame. She’d let Helen do the things she’d done,
and if she was honest, she knew she’d even encouraged her. But the
main thing, what mattered most, was that Helen had stopped when Tee
asked her to. She wouldn’t force her to do something she didn’t
want to do. Helen wasn’t like Mr. Gallagher.

“Okay,” she said. “But you m-mustn’t…” She couldn’t
finish and resorted to making a gesture between them.

To her surprise, Helen smiled that roguish grin, the
one that usually meant she was up to no good. She stepped back in a
little closer and took Tee’s hands. “Honestly, Tee, I can’t say I
won’t try again sometime.”

As if in response, Tee’s rebellious heart began
beating more quickly again.

Helen’s eyes met hers and her smile widened.
“Because I didn’t hear you say no. I heard you say
wait. So I will promise to do that.”

Tee couldn’t answer. Even if her words could have
flowed as smooth as honey, she had no idea what to say. Helen
seemed to know something about her that she hadn’t even known
herself. She remembered her mama’s words when they’d dropped her at
the train station to come here. You remember who you are, Teresa
Owens. Don’t let them Army folks make you into something you
ain’t. Were these new feelings about Helen part of what she
already was, or were they something she wasn’t? She shivered a bit
and Helen’s expression turned sympathetic.

Helen rubbed Tee’s shoulders, as if she was trying
to warm her during a cold spell. “Don’t worry, Tee. Everything’s
gonna be all right, hear?”

After a few seconds, she turned, and Tee
automatically followed as they started back toward the barracks.
Tee could hear the smile in Helen’s voice as she said, “If you
don’t distract me next time, I wanna tell you about my Aunt
Darcy.”


Chapter Two

“Private Tucker?” The voice was quiet but she still
jumped. Helen had been wallowing pretty deep in her own misery for
the last two days, the image of Tee’s stiff back moving quickly
away after she had not only told her no, but added never
again, playing over and over in her thoughts. Now she didn’t
have to look up to know who was speaking. Over the last few weeks
she’d gotten to know that voice really well. She’d even come to
respect Sergeant Rains, if not actually like her, so she sure
didn’t want to think about how their drill instructor must see her
now. Pervert. Queer. Dyke. Lesbo.

Dreading what was coming, she stood quickly at
attention, keeping her eyes focused in the distance as she’d been
taught. “Yes, ma’am.” She hadn’t talked to their drill instructor
privately since Sergeant Rains had done her the biggest favor of
her life. Or so it had seemed at the time. Now that things were
definitely over between her and Tee, she sometimes wondered if it
would have been better if they’d both gotten kicked out of the WAC.
Maybe they’d still be together. At the thought, her insides about
seized up again and she clenched her fists, trying to make the pain
go away. She surely hadn’t found the answer in the drinking she’d
done last night. Liquor only made her head hurt almost as much as
her heart. At least she’d passed out right after CQ and hadn’t had
to toss and turn like she’d done the night before. The night
everything changed between her and Tee.

“I’d like to speak with you about an opportunity
that’s come up. Would you walk with me?”

That was a surprise, but Helen stood, nodding, and
they started off, falling into a comfortable rhythm. Another thing
she’d always liked about her sergeant was that the woman seemed to
understand that sometimes you just needed to move. Some people
wanted to spend every available moment on their backsides, but
Sergeant Rains wasn’t like that. Neither was she. They’d run laps
together a few times when one of the officers had made her mad or
when she’d been about to get into a fight with Barb, who bunked on
the other side of her, because Barb was always on her case about
her messy footlocker. The sergeant didn’t seem to be in any hurry,
so it wasn’t hard for her to keep up with the taller woman’s
stride. “It’s my understanding,” Rains continued after they’d been
walking for a bit, “that you’re interested in the motor transport
school.”

Helen didn’t bother to wonder how her drill
instructor knew this. “Yes, ma’am,” she said again, feeling
compelled to make her case. “I’ve had a little experience with that
kind of driving and it suits me.” She hoped the sergeant wouldn’t
ask for details since she couldn’t very well tell about her
unofficial Postal Service duties. But Rains merely nodded as if she
already knew this also.

“There’s a vacancy in the school at Fort Oglethorpe
in Georgia that begins on Monday,” she resumed in the same level
tone. “A WAC who was scheduled to attend has taken ill. I’d be
willing to recommend you for the opening”—she hesitated briefly and
let her eyes slide to Helen’s face—“if you are up to it.” Helen
supposed that the sergeant was referring to her drinking episode
the previous night. She suspected that if Sergeant Rains had found
her drunk again tonight, she wouldn’t have made the offer. “If
you’d prefer to wait another week, you will still have the
opportunity to participate here at Fort Des Moines on our regular
schedule. This offer is somewhat irregular but I thought—”

“Yes, ma’am. I’d be very interested in going now.”
Helen jumped in, not wanting to hear any more. Even if Rains could
find a delicate way to put it, they both knew what she meant.
Things weren’t going to get any better until she had some distance
from this situation. She couldn’t begin to voice how much she’d
been dreading the coming week. Listening to Tee’s breathing in the
bunk right next to hers, trying to avoid her in the shower, finding
someone else to sit next to in class and in the mess hall—it all
seemed too much to bear. They’d spent every day of the last five
weeks growing close, and the pain of Tee breaking it off between
them was too raw. “But I guess I’d be back here for graduation.
Right?” Tee might have said it, but Helen wasn’t ready for never
again to be the way it really was. Not quite.

“Yes. In fact, you and the rest of your squad will
have seven class days left of basic training when you return.
You’ll pick up with them for the remainder of that week and then
they’ll be in their individual training classes during the
following week, so you can finish up your general studies with
another squad.”

Perfect. It dawned on her that Rains had
probably done something extraordinary to make this happen. Helen
felt her throat tighten with gratitude and her voice came out
thickly as a result. “Thank you, Sergeant Rains. I really
appreciate—”

Rains stopped walking and cut her off with a wave of
her hand. “No thanks necessary, Private. Just make the best of this
new opportunity. That’s all any of us will ask.” She started away
and turned back. “Your train is at noon tomorrow, so I’d recommend
that you gather your things after breakfast.”

Helen swallowed. After breakfast, Tee and a lot of
the other girls would be in church. Since it was their one
completely free day, everyone else would probably be shopping at
the PX or doing some other kind of errand. She wouldn’t have to
answer a lot of questions or deal with any strained good-byes. Even
if it was only good-bye for now. “Yes, ma’am,” she said firmly.
“I’ll do that.”

* * *

Tee slipped into the chapel and took a seat in the
second row from the back. She hadn’t been completely faithful about
attending services at the WAC camp, but it wasn’t her first time
there either. Right now she was just grateful that this was one
place where there was no chance of her running into Helen. There
was quite a bit of space between her and the next person, but she
nodded automatically at the form down the pew and then put her bag
and her hat beside her, hoping to discourage anyone else from
sitting near her. Settling in, she began reading over the bulletin.
Even though she had no hope of any real solace, it would be
wonderful to sing just one or two of her favorite hymns. “Abide
with Me: Fast Falls the Eventide” or “What a Friend We Have in
Jesus” would go a long way to ease her troubled heart. Tee loved to
sing and she used to be a bit proud of her high, clear voice. Now
she thought that the best thing about her singing was that she
didn’t stammer when she did it. There was one song listed that she
didn’t recognize and then “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name.” That
was a good one, too.

She lifted her own King James Bible and marked the
passages that were to be read with the two ribbons her mama had
sewn into the binding—blue for the Old Testament and gold for the
New. Staring at the book in her hand, she remembered standing in
front of the whole church, along with one other girl and three boys
close to her age, and professing Jesus Christ to be her Lord and
Savior. Then everyone had driven almost an hour to the Arkansas
River and all the teens had been baptized and received their
Bibles. It was a wonderful time. But sometimes she wondered if
she’d done something wrong that day, if maybe her heart hadn’t
actually been right or she’d been false in her promises somehow,
because Mr. Gallagher had come to the farm that very spring, and
that had led to so many bad things. The organ began to play and Tee
forced her thoughts back to the present. She noted the pastor’s
name—Dr. Harold Landover—and below that it said Guest Preacher.
There had been a guest preacher the last few times she’d been here,
too. She supposed with so many men gone to the war it was hard to
find someone full-time at a place like Fort Des Moines.

The service was satisfying in its familiar routine.
The all-women’s choir did a beautiful job with the musical
offerings, and even the unfamiliar hymn was easy to sing. Tee knew
she couldn’t read the Confession aloud without stuttering, so she
just moved her mouth even as she repeated the words from 1 John
1:8–9 to herself with as much fervor as she could muster. “If we
say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not
in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive
us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” God,
you know my sin as well as I. I pray you’ll cleanse me from my
iniquities, she prayed silently.

Afterward, the pastor stepped up to the pulpit where
he read the Gospel lesson with great zeal. He was a beefy man with
a florid face, and even as far back as she was sitting, Tee could
see that the fingers that came together as he offered his opening
prayer looked thick and insensitive. Not like Helen’s hands. She
had the sweetest touch, one that never failed to—Stop it!
Tee scolded herself. Those kind of thoughts were bad enough by
themselves, but they were surely heresy in the house of the
Lord.

The preacher began by reminding the congregation
that this was his last Sunday with them, and as such, he was
finishing his series on What Happens When You Die? Tee swallowed,
hoping for a message of hope and comfort, given that so many men
were fighting and dying even as they spoke. She wondered if the
other women present were thinking of husbands or cousins or uncles
who might have already made the ultimate sacrifice for their
country. For a fleeting second, she allowed herself to think of
Helen again and her stories about her brother. Apparently, they
were as close as two siblings could be, and up until the day he was
drafted, Sinclair Tucker had made it his personal mission to care
for his sister as best he could, given that their daddy worked all
day in the mine and their mama just didn’t seem up to the job after
she’d lost those four babies. She was glad that Helen had someone
like him, and offered up a quick personal prayer for his safety.
Then she brought her attention back to the pastor’s words.

“Hell is real,” he was saying, “and it is a place
for people who do not make amends for their sins by asking for
God’s mercy. Entrance into heaven or hell is not based on whether
you’re good or bad, for the Bible says there is none righteous.
All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”

Yes, Tee thought, feeling some relief despite
the seriousness of the message. I’m not the only sinner here.
Everyone has done things they’re not proud of. Landover shifted
his comments to emphasize what the Bible said regarding the reality
of damnation, delving into the story of the rich man and Lazarus,
found in Luke 16. Tee turned in her Bible to follow along. She
worked the meaning of the old wording out in her head, the way Bett
had taught her to do with lessons from the WAC courses, and
understood that those souls who were sent to hell wouldn’t get a
second chance to make it to heaven, and likewise, no one in heaven
could even visit hell for a minute.

Tee couldn’t help thinking about Helen again and the
fact that she was going to hell because she didn’t believe. Was she
herself now going there, too? The very thought made her shiver.
Once, when their preacher at home had done a sermon about hell,
he’d painted such a frightening picture that one woman actually
fainted. For a solid year after that horrible time with Mr.
Gallagher, Tee had prayed and prayed, desperately afraid that she
was going to be punished for her part in it. Then one night, she’d
been awakened from her sleep by the faint honking sound of
migrating geese flying over. She opened the window to look out and
the sight took her breath away. It was a small flock, less than
twenty or so, high up in the sky. The full moon was out and the
light on their wings made them look white. Like angels, Tee
had thought, and in that moment she was filled with a profound
sense of peace. “Thank you, Jesus,” she’d whispered, incredibly
grateful to know the grace of His forgiveness.

The pastor’s voice intruded on her memory, quoting
Jesus, who threatened of a place where “sin is punished and God’s
wrath is poured out.” Landover continued, “It makes sense that hell
exists. If it didn’t, why would Jesus have urged his followers to
follow God and repent? Be warned that your good deeds alone won’t
get you into heaven. Trust Jesus, and pray for forgiveness. Because
without repentance, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.
Amen.”

As the preacher stepped away from the pulpit, Tee’s
heart contracted inside her chest. Repent. Had she? Was she
truly repentant for what she and Helen had done? She knew she
wasn’t. Deep inside her she was still feeling the warmth of Helen’s
mouth and the sweetness of her embrace and finding it good. No
wonder she hadn’t found a moment’s peace for the last three days,
ever since Sergeant Rains stepped out of the shadows and stopped
her and Helen after they’d been together in the equipment room.

* * *

That Thursday night, as she’d followed Helen into
the small room, Tee could tell that Helen had been in there earlier
to set everything up, because some of the equipment was pushed to
the sides and a mat was laid out on the floor. Instead of feeling
ashamed, as she should have, she’d felt that tingling excitement in
her belly, the urgent pulsing she only felt when she was with
Helen. But when Helen went to shut the door, she’d almost panicked.
Without meaning to she made a little whimper, and after one look at
her face, Helen left the door open just a crack. For a minute they
just looked at each other, and then Helen had taken her face in her
hands and kissed her softly. Just like that, the fear was gone and
everything inside her leaned toward Helen like she was a flower and
Helen was the sun. Talking sweetly to her between kisses, Helen was
so charmingly patient, never making her feel rushed or pressured.
But soon, their kisses got harder and more insistent and her knees
felt so weak that she’d willingly lain down on the mat. “Can you
imagine if we had our own place, Tee?” Helen had asked as she
gathered Tee into her arms. “It would be like this every night when
we went to sleep.” Having Helen hold her and feeling the warmth of
her all the way down her body was like having some kind of spell
cast where everything in her had just wanted more, more, more.

Tee wasn’t sure which of them was more surprised
when she was the one who moved first, unbuttoning Helen’s shirt and
parting the fabric with her hand to give her mouth access. Touching
Helen’s breast with her tongue and then taking it into her mouth
was every bit as wondrous as she’d imagined that night in the
grove, and hearing Helen’s soft groaning only made it better still.
She’d felt so free, so immodest, as Helen’s caresses had hiked her
skirt up so she could straddle Helen’s body as she fumbled with the
buttons on her own blouse. They’d giggled at the way Helen was
equally shaky when she tried to help, but once her shirt and bra
were off, the laughter died away.

“Oh, Tee. You’re so incredibly beautiful.” Helen’s
voice was almost reverent as she looked her way up Tee’s body until
their eyes met.

Tee’s breasts were aching for the feel of Helen’s
hands. “Please,” she whispered, her voice surprisingly sure. “Touch
me.”

Helen’s hands cupped her and they moaned together.
When Helen’s thumbs moved lightly onto her nipples, it was so
enjoyable that Tee had to close her eyes. Without really knowing
what she was doing, she pressed herself into Helen’s body as Helen
gently rolled the hard tips between her fingers, over and over.
Short panting sounds were coming from her mouth and Helen said her
name again, almost in a growl. Tee could feel Helen thrusting up
against her and she suddenly realized that her panties were very
damp, almost soaked. What had happened? Had she somehow wet herself
without knowing it? “Helen, wait,” she said earnestly, and
something of her distress must have penetrated Helen’s awareness,
because her fingers stilled, her hands simply holding Tee’s
breasts, and she sat up just a bit.

“What is it, baby? Did I hurt you?”

Tee shook her head, blushing at the endearment but
also because of what she’d apparently done. Helen sat up the rest
of the way and pulled Tee onto her lap as she held her against her
chest. Their breasts brushing together made Tee whimper just a bit
as Helen stroked her back, her voice soothing. “Tell me. Let me
make it okay.”

It had taken Tee almost a full minute to get enough
words out to make herself understood. When she finally did, Tee
could tell that Helen was trying very hard not to laugh. “It’s not
funny,” Tee insisted, but she wasn’t really mad.

“No, it’s not, baby, but it is perfectly natural.
That’s what women do when they’re…excited.”

“You, too?”

Helen breathed out a little sound of certainty. “Oh
yeah. I’d show you, but if you touch me there, I don’t think I’d
let you stop.” She kissed Tee very gently again and then held her
face, looking into her eyes. “And I want us to be somewhere special
when we get to that part, because you’re so very special to me. I
want it to be the best time of your life.”

Tee didn’t want to think about what that part
was. She’d only wanted to believe that Helen would take care of
her, and that everything between them would be good. She trembled a
bit, thinking about being all the way naked with Helen, the way
she’d also imagined before, lying on a big bed in a place where
they were safely alone together. She nodded and then hugged Helen
close, wishing she could say in words all that she was feeling.
They’d stayed that way for a time and then dressed quietly,
stopping for quick kisses along the way. Then Helen had taken her
hand and they’d walked out into the evening, closing the door
behind them. After just a few steps, Sergeant Rains had appeared as
if from nowhere, and in the span of a few seconds, she’d gone from
feeling amazingly wonderful to totally distraught. She’d known
immediately that their being caught was punishment from God, so
when the sergeant strode away after ordering them to report to her
the next morning, she’d told Helen that she didn’t want anything
more to do with her. Imagining what was going to happen next, she’d
agonized over how she could possibly explain a blue discharge to
her parents and the people of their small town. Even when Sergeant
Rains had somehow found the mercy to let them stay on, she’d felt
stained, damaged, and humiliated.

* * *

The organ music started up and Tee jerked back to
the present, recognizing they were singing the Hymn of Response. By
the time she’d found it, the song was almost over. She folded her
hands and bowed her head, praying to find her way back to God’s
good graces. Forgive me, Jesus. Please forgive me, she
repeated over and over. Then someone near her cleared their throat
and she startled to see the usher extending the offering from the
aisle. Quickly she fumbled in her purse and dropped a few coins
from her wallet into the plate. She was shaking so badly that the
shallow platter almost tipped as she moved across the pew to hand
it to the next girl, who thankfully caught it before the money
spilled onto the ground. Her face hot, she moved back to her seat
without looking, but then the pastor announced the Passing of the
Peace and she had to stand again. This time, the girl down the pew
moved to her, and after they’d exchanged a handshake and Tee had
just managed to mumble enough of the words that it sounded like
she’d actually said something, the girl lingered. “I’d like to
invite you to our Bible study tomorrow night. It’s here in the
chapel just after dinner. Our regular pastor will be back.” She
seemed to be smothering a giggle and Tee looked up. The face was
friendly, the expression genuine. “It’s a little different from
this service,” she whispered with a


































































cover.jpg





