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THE CODES CHANGED EVERY DAY. That was the point of them, the entire point. Each night we received two pages of code names to memorize. The next day we sat down at our switchboards, and when a caller asked to be connected to Montana or Buster or Wabash, we would know that they really wanted to be connected to the Third Infantry, maybe, or to the Thirty-Fifth Division or to General Pershing’s chief of staff. We drilled one another to make sure we knew the information cold. We drilled through wailing shrieks of air-raid sirens; we drilled through the vibrations of shrapnel. In English and in French, drilling.


Our job was not in itself complicated: Answer the line, match the code name to a number, insert the right plug into the right jack, connect the telephone call.


Number, please? I must have asked that a thousand times a day.


But we were on the front. It was so hard to understand that later: that two hundred American girls had not been merely sent to France but sent to the bloody, bloody western front of the Great War.


We were doing the job while bombs rang in our ears. We were doing it while working twelve-hour shifts. My old classmates were still celebrating our high school graduations, and I was in France, where the German Army was sometimes close enough to intercept our ground wires, and I was listening for the dull thud signifying a compromised line, and I was remembering two pages of daily codes so that if the line had been tapped, listening spies couldn’t make sense of what they overheard.


I would eventually learn what had happened. I would live in fear of being discovered.


But in the moment what I knew was that it was 1918 and I was just five months beyond my eighteenth birthday and I was a telephone operator with the American Expeditionary Forces and the ocean separating me from home was dark and deep salt water.


And it is possible for lives to be lost in ten seconds. It is possible for a life to be ruined in ten seconds. It is possible for a life to be ruined and to realize the story you thought you were telling was a different kind of story. I knew that, too.


Brightwood.


Brightwood.


Brightwood.
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JACK ALBERTSON


NOVEMBER 1918


“Edda. Your blouse.”


Miss Genovese’s voice behind me pierces through my headset, and I know the rest of her lecture before she begins it: Here at Central switchboard, if we wear dresses, they must be black or navy, and if we wear skirts, our blouses must be white. Mine today is yellow, my last clean one, excavated from the crumpled piles on my wardrobe floor and pale enough that I’d hoped it would go unnoticed.


“This is your third infraction this week,” my supervisor continues, wedging herself in between me and the operator next to me. Helen manages a sympathetic peek before turning back to her own switchboard. “I don’t enjoy disciplining my girls, but it’s a matter of dignity. Every day, you are representing not only Bell System, but all girls like yourself who are trying to prove that this is a respectable profession for respectable girls. Dignity is the—”


In front of me a small electric bulb, one of hundreds on the board, lights up and I lunge for it with relief: The only thing that will put an end to Miss Genovese’s lecture about the seriousness and dignity of the job is me actually doing the job.


“Number, please,” I say in the syrupy voice they taught us in the training I was forced to go to even though I’d already been trained by the United States Army. Num-ber, comma, please. The army had wanted to make sure I could remember complicated instructions, in English and in French, while translating information crucial to the war. Bell wants mostly to make sure I can use my voice to smile.


“Say, didn’t I talk to you last week?” asks the staticky voice on the other end of the telephone line—young, male, swaggering.


“What number, please?” In my right hand I ready a long cord, preparing to plug it into the corresponding jack for whichever telephone number I’m given. Miss Genovese has folded her arms over her chest, clearly meaning to monitor this call to make sure my infractions don’t extend beyond my wardrobe.


“No, I’m sure I talked to you,” the boy on the line says. “I can tell when the voice belongs to a pretty girl. What’s your name? Is this your usual shift?”


“You could have spoken to any number of operators. There are hundreds of us working around the city. What’s the number you’re trying to reach?”


I can see a frown out of the corner of my eye; Miss Genovese is trying to figure out how I must have encouraged this conversation even though she’s heard all the words coming out of my mouth. She can’t be more than a few years older than I am. What she lacks in age she makes up for in sourness.


“Yes, but if I wanted to make sure I got you next time, how do I reach you?”


“May I place a call for you now?” I ask a bit desperately.


“My friend and I have a theory about the kind of girls who become telephone operators. It’s—”


“Tremont 4246?” I blurt out the string of numbers as if I’m repeating them. “Please hold.”


“Wait now, I didn’t—” The caller begins to protest, but he’s too late; I’m already jamming the other end of the cord into the corresponding jack for the telephone number. I didn’t pull it from thin air; I connect to it at least twenty times a day. When I hang up my line, the boy will find himself talking to a taxicab company.


That call dispensed with, I turn toward Miss Genovese again and hope that my face doesn’t reveal my deception. Deliberately misdirecting a call would not be an infraction, it would be grounds for dismissal.


“That call could have been directed more expediently.” She frowns.


“You know that sometimes they just want to make conversation.”


Flirting boys call every day, less often on Sunday nights like tonight, the slur of gin in their voices. But we also hear from widows or shut-ins or schoolchildren, each of them calling to ask whether we know the correct time, or the capital of Idaho, or if we can connect them to the lobster restaurant they ate at two weeks ago, the one they can’t remember the name of. Some older women call in every day to ask about the weather, so they know if they should wear their furs.


“Conversation isn’t protocol,” Miss Genovese says. “There is still a war going on. We must be disciplined.”


Under my workstation I ball my hands into fists. As if any of us need reminding about the war. As if I, especially, need reminding about the war.


But instead of saying anything I nod my head. I need this job. I’d thought that the war might allow me to find a different profession, but even with thousands of boys overseas, most employment advertisements still specify that applicants must be men. A girl like me can expect to be a teacher, a nurse, or now, this new job of telephone operator.


Once Miss Genovese leaves, I feel the soft nudge of Helen’s sleeve against mine. Our workstations are narrow enough for this clandestine communication; we all had to pass weight and height exams upon hiring to make sure we fit in the chairs.


Her eyes staring straight ahead, Helen jiggles her arm so I know the brush was intentional. “I have a navy cardigan in my locker. You can borrow it at the break.” She speaks in the same pitch of voice she uses for callers and keeps one hand on a cord so that anyone watching her would think she was connecting a call.


My knee-jerk reaction to Helen’s earnest, missionary-daughter kindness is often unearned irritation, but this time I’m grateful for her concern. I bob my head up and down—Yes, thank you, I’d appreciate that.


“Some of us are going out for breakfast at the end of shift,” Helen continues, and then pauses to answer a call. “Butterfield 6937? Please hold. Tillie found a diner.”


It’s not hard to imagine the relationship Helen thinks we ought to have: two eighteen-year-old girls living in Washington, borrowing cardigans and hairbrushes, drinking sodas at the end of a shift. I think I used to do that sort of thing once. Now it seems unfathomable. Seven months ago, Helen was attending her high school graduation and seven months ago I’d skipped my own to run to France under some misguided notion that I was proving something. I’d been home for two months and had spent them all praying that nobody would learn what I’d done.


Brightwood.


No. I shake my head enough so Helen can see it. I can’t go out for breakfast.


Then I nod meaningfully toward my switchboard, trying to convey that it requires my full attention.


What must she and the other girls think of me? Showing up to my shift late and without stockings (infraction number one) and then showing up with untidy hair and dark eye circles (infraction two), refusing their attempts at socialization, nodding off in the retiring room while the other girls drink coffee or crowd around the piano. She must wonder what makes me so tired; she must assume that my off-work hours are exciting or scandalous. And maybe that’s what explains her determined friendship, the idea that I need help or saving.


How disappointed she would be to see my room at my aunt’s boardinghouse—a perilous stack of tinned peaches and corned beef hash, a nest of an unmade bed. My only visitors are my aunt or Theo, borrowing something or returning something.


In my peripheral vision Helen bites her lip. “I’ll check in later in case you change your mind.”
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Evening creeps into the quiet, foggy hours of midnight. The night shift means fewer calls, two hundred an hour instead of three times that during the day. This is how the night shift was sold to me when I was hired a month ago: slower pace, fewer calls, and a promise to be moved to day work as soon as I could handle it.


But while the calls are fewer they can sometimes be sadder, odder, less routine. During the day, telephone calls are meant for business: banks and couriers and department stores and the post office. But nights can mean frantic calls for the police, or for an ambulance or the hospital. Each of us has a paper posted at our workstation containing the numbers for these emergency services so that when we’re asked to patch someone through, we don’t have to think twice.


I still find my hands shaking at random times, stilling them after my shift with a cigarette and then passing out unconscious. The job guarantees that I’m awake for at least eight hours at a stretch. Otherwise I would sleep twenty-three hours a day.


At one a.m. we get our midshift break, which is still called lunch even though it’s in the middle of the night. I retrieve Helen’s cardigan and then flop onto the retiring room sofa while the girls around me eat sandwiches and exchange glances over my prone body. Someone makes an announcement about a birthday cake; someone else makes an announcement about keeping our lockers tidy.


This last announcement feels pointed directly at me so I slide off the sofa and open my assigned locker. It’s not just mine. I share it with two girls I’ve never met, other random girls on opposing shifts whose names come where mine does in the alphabet, our hats and coats hanging in turn in the slim wooden cubby. On the floor of the locker the only mess is mine: a broken bootlace, a hatpin, and a scrap of paper with handwritten text, which I bend to pick up.


Join you at Bell.


My body recoils. My hand flings the paper back to the ground as if it were filthy. Even when the letter fragment is back on the floor of my locker my hand still feels the filth, the invisible sick on my fingers. It crawls up my arm.


It’s a piece of the reference letter used to gain my job here. The one I showed Miss Genovese in my interview. I didn’t even know I’d kept it—why did I keep it?—but of course I kept it. Miss Genovese would have immediately handed it back to me after reading it, because if I didn’t get a job at this dispatch location I would have needed the reference letter to show to another supervisor in another job interview. I must have torn it up in my coat pocket after my interview and then done my best to forget about it. I must have knocked a fragment of the letter loose onto the locker floor when I started my shift last night.


I should throw it away now.


If I don’t pick up the paper again, it’s just going to be in my locker at the end of my shift, and then be there still tomorrow. But I can’t. I can’t pick it up, because I can’t think about why I am working here and why I have this letter and why I am not in France.


Just pick it up, I instruct myself. Pick it up, it’s only paper.


But then the bell rings, signifying the end of my break, and I leave the paper fragment closed in my locker.


I am very good—expert, really—at leaving things closed in locked-away spaces.


The rest of the night is uneventful. I don’t get requests for ambulances from injured people, I get requests for taxicabs from partygoers. I get giddy couples asking for champagne delivery, and apologetic businessmen telephoning home to announce their delayed arrivals, and tired mothers searching for all-night chemists to provide cough syrup for sick children. Tiny emergencies in the lives of people having them, but not really emergencies at all.


Number, please. A young woman with tears in her voice ringing a little after two a.m. to a private number in Cleveland Park. A call to her mother, I imagine, seeking comfort after a broken engagement.


Number, please. A collection of men, middle-aged, calling at a quarter to three: the dialer on the line asks whether there’s a pair of us available to be dates at a dance, while others guffaw in the background.


Number, please. The caller at four thirty wants to know if I have any good cobbler recommendations and without even bothering to answer I recite the Tremont exchange and connect that caller to the taxi company.


At 4:45 a.m. my collarbone is hurting from the heavy weight of the mouthpiece that rests there. Over the drone of the operators on my shift in this room, I can hear the chatter of the girls on the next shift as they arrive and empty their belongings into the retiring room lockers, the only small overlap our belongings will ever have in the shared cubbies. At 4:55 they’ll line up single file and enter the control room, church-mouse quiet, and stand behind each of us at their assigned stations. At 5:00 a.m. on the dot, we’ll slip off our chairs to the right and they’ll slide in from the left, a ballet we’re required to practice dozens of times in training, so there’s not even five seconds of time in which a station is left unmanned. I can’t wait to leave even though I have nowhere to be except my bed. It’s Monday morning. My nights off are Fridays and Saturdays, so Monday morning means I have four shifts left until my weekend.


At 4:59 an electric bulb in front of me lights up, the last call of my shift.


“Number, please?” I croak. As always, my voice is sandpaper by the end of the night; I long for a throat lozenge but instead pick up my cord for one last transfer.


“Help,” says the voice.


“What number, please?”


“Help.”


I sigh. So I’ll end the night with one of those calls. What restaurant did I eat at / What’s the distance from Nova Scotia to British Columbia / Do you know the time in London? Briefly, I scan the room; Miss Genovese is nowhere to be seen.


“I cannot help you,” I say testily, “if you don’t have a number.”


“You have to tell the truth. The fa—”


“Tell the truth?” My irritation builds; this person is clearly drunk. “I’m not lying when I say that I cannot help you if you don’t have a number.”


One day I’ll be fired, and probably not long from now, and I wish I could bring myself to care more, the way I wish I could bring myself to care more about everything.


Behind me, the line of fresh operators steps forward en masse; the girl who will take over my shift is already sliding in at my left, reaching for the cord in my hand so she can complete this annoying transfer. The voice is slipping from my headset, my headset is slipping from my ear.


“You have to tell the truth before it’s too late,” the voice says one last time, and then, in a final insistent shout: “Brightwood.”
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CARMEN BARBOSA




“Wait!”


I claw desperately at my headset but it’s already being ripped from my grasp, halfway onto the bobbed hair of the new operator. She pauses uncertainly, baffled by my lack of protocol as I rise from my chair and reach again for the wire headpiece.


“Give me back the headset. It’s an emergency,” I bark. “I need to finish that call.”


Hastily, she hands me back the headpiece, her mouth hanging open in surprise.


“Hello?” I call into the headset. “Hello, I’m here.”


But there’s nothing on the other end of the line, a silent chasm of nothing. The caller is gone.


“Did you disconnect this line?” I demand, shaking the unplugged cord in the replacement operator’s face. “Did you?” She reels back and then draws herself up again.


“If I did it was an accident.”


“Then where did they go? Where did the call go?”


“They must have hung up,” she says.


“But they telephoned for help.”


She gives me a look, half-puzzled, half-pitying, which says, everyone who dials us needs help of some kind; that’s why they’re dialing us.


Brightwood.


“If it was a true emergency the caller will ring again,” she says. “They probably have already, and reached another operator.”


Immediately my eyes scan the long rows of operators at their workstations. I don’t know what I expect to see. All through the high-ceilinged electrical room of Central, all I see are girls in black and navy and white, manning their switchboards, doing their jobs.


The replacement operator holds out her hand expectantly. “I need to get to work.” She says this through clenched teeth. We’ve wasted at least thirty seconds, and every second that passes increases the danger of us being caught out. Miss Genovese is bound to swoop in at any moment. “Your shift is over.”


My world is pulled out from under me. I am gasping for air, drowning in the middle of a bank of telephone operators. I am thousands of miles away in France, but somehow I am still here in Washington, and I have no choice but to run home.
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“Edda?” My aunt’s voice drifts out from the kitchen as she hears my footsteps pounding the stairs. “Is that you?”


“It’s me,” I tell her, not slowing as I reach the second landing, hoping I can disappear without further conversation.


“It’s Monday. Did you write your letter this weekend?”


“I will,” I call down.


“You know I hate having to remind you. But.”


But that was the deal struck upon my return from France. I could come and live with my aunt in Washington instead of remaining home in Baltimore only if I promised to find employment and to write to my parents once a week. It had seemed a small price to pay at the time.


“I’ll write the letter,” I say again, certain that my voice is coming out in a strangle. From the second landing I can see my aunt pause, trying to decide whether to press the issue. She believes young women are capable, deserving of independence, but she’s still my father’s younger sister, still responsible for me. Don’t come up, I repeat to myself, willing Aunt Tess to stay where she is. Don’t come up. Don’t come up.


Eventually the footsteps below retreat and I stumble the rest of the way to my room.


My aunt’s boardinghouse is a tower of red stone in Dupont Circle: large and airy rooms for the ground-floor parlor and dining room, well-appointed guest rooms on the second, basic but cheerful guest rooms on the third. By the time you get to the fourth, it’s all leaning ceilings and postage-stamp windows, what used to be live-in servants’ quarters and what are now rented to anyone who can’t afford rooms on the other stories.


I wedge myself into my room, stumbling toward the bureau without even bothering to close my door, over piles of books and tissues, past the lamps I keep turned low and the curtains I keep drawn closed. Reaching my bureau, I peer into the mirror and then squeeze my eyes tightly shut. I squeeze them shut the way you do when you’re not sure whether you’re awake or dreaming and you hope that when you open your eyes it will be dark and you’ll be in bed.


Maybe I dreamed it. Is there that possibility? That I dreamed the last phone call, the entire shift? That I never made it to work, that I’m still asleep?


But when I open my eyes it’s not midnight, it’s morning-colored pink outside. I’m still standing at the bureau, I’m still wearing Helen’s cardigan sweater. I dip my hands into the basin and scoop water onto my face.


“The lady is awake.”


I whirl around, water droplets sliding down my collar. Theo leans in the open doorway, knuckles still poised for the knock he didn’t need to deliver.


“Of course I’m awake.” I try to steady my voice, hiding my sheet-white face by scraping a cloth over it. “Why wouldn’t I be?”


He raises an eyebrow high enough that it nearly meets his dirty-blond curls. “Because usually when I knock on your door, you look like you’ve been dragged out of a sarcophagus, and that’s if you answer the door at all.”


There’s no point in pretending he’s wrong. Even from here I can see the strands of my hair on the pillow, and the narrow indentation running lengthwise down the mattress. I’ve spent so much time there that the mattress is less a flat plane than a trench.


“What do you want?” I ask.


“Why aren’t you sleeping?”


“Cigarettes are in my coat pocket,” I say, attempting to buy time while I decide whether I want to answer. “On the hook.”


But when Theo starts rummaging through my duster I realize his hand is in the wrong pocket. Instead of producing my silver cigarette case, he produces my velvet coin purse and my heart stops for a moment before I launch across the room to snatch it out of his hands. “That’s mine.”


“Seeing as you just told me to pull it from your pocket, I had an inkling,” he says flatly. “Jumpy, Edda?”


Grabbing my coat now, I dig through the other pocket, fishing out the cigarette case and tossing it to him. “Just don’t take my last one, all right?”


He catches the case and takes out a cigarette, tucking it behind his ear but remaining in my room instead of leaving. “So why aren’t you sleeping?” he asks again.


“Why aren’t you?” Impromptu visits from Theo aren’t unusual, but it’s barely six o’clock in the morning and I know his first class doesn’t start until half past eight. “You’re so—dressed.” Theo is wearing not only trousers and a jacket but also an outdoor coat.


“My professor is giving extra credit, which I sorely need, for coming in early and organizing his decrepit filing system. This is my diligent-student costume.”


He attempts to gesture to his entire ensemble and ends up wincing, hand on his hip.


This hip injury, which he’s had since I’ve known him, must be what kept him home from the war. It’s the only reason I can think of that a boy his age would be home instead of fighting in Europe. But I’ve never asked. And he’s never asked me about how I got here or why. Theo skims along life, all surface, no depth, simple and uncomplicated. We are the only boarders on the fourth floor under the age of eighty; our other neighbors are all widows and pensioners. Theo showed up at my door the day after I moved in to dryly inform me that my presence on the floor had halved the average age and doubled the original teeth, and by the way, could he borrow my teakettle? Since then he and I have settled into an unstated pact to ask and tell each other absolutely nothing of importance, and that is why, bizarrely, Theo is what would count as my closest friend.


“Do you want anything from the outside world?” He continues, “I have just enough time to find breakfast.”


“You came to my room to offer to buy me breakfast?” I say dubiously.


“Well, no. I was so sure you’d be sleeping that I came to your room to quietly steal a box of cookies for my breakfast. But I’m here now.”


“I’m not hungry.”


“Not hungry. Not sleepy.” He pauses. “Not chatty?”


I sweep my fingertips over my nightstand, raking the thick coating of dust on the top. “Something happened on my shift today,” I say finally.


“Miss Genovese gave you an infraction,” he guesses. He’s never met my supervisor but loves to mock her. “Miss Genovese gave you five infractions. Miss Genovese ran out of infractions to give you so instead she just hung a sandwich board of shame around your neck for your entire shift.”


Then he notices that I’m not smiling; I’m not even rolling my eyes. “Truly not chatty?” he asks again. This time his voice falters on the question, which has come perilously close to asking whether there’s something I want to talk about, which of course, neither of us has ever asked before. Our conversations are typically built on competitive sarcasm. “Edda?” he asks when I haven’t answered.


“It wasn’t anything to do with Miss Genovese.” I trace my initials in the dust. I trace a soldier’s helmet. I trace a boat. I scrub my hand over the whole thing. “It was a caller. Someone rang in to place a call and it sounded as if—it was an odd call.”


“Odd in what way?”


I shrug, a falsely casual gesture. “Just, something they said. A word.”


“An odd word?”


“Yes.”


“Just a word? What was—”


“It’s not important,” I say quickly. “I don’t want to repeat it.”


Theo clamps his mouth shut. I know the impression I’m leaving: that the word was a bad word, sordid in nature, that I’m too embarrassed to say it out loud to him. Let him think that. It’s easier if he thinks that.


“Did they say anything else besides this—this word?”


“A little, but—they hung up,” I say. “Or they were disconnected, I’m not sure. They were gone before I could figure out anything more. But I can’t stop thinking about it, I suppose.”


“Did they leave a name?”


I give him a withering look. “How often do people leave their names with telephone operators?”


“Did you recognize the voice? Was anything about it familiar to you?”


“I don’t—” I’m about to roll my eyes at him again, for such a detective question, as if we’re trapped in a Conan Doyle novel. But it’s a decent question; it’s one I should have thought about already. Now I furrow my brow, trying to remember. “I didn’t even pay attention to the voice until they said the thing—the word. Before then I just thought it was someone fooling around; I’ve told you about the prank calls we get sometimes.”


“Well, was it a man? I’m assuming it was a man?”


“It was…” I squeeze my eyes shut. Help. Help. Brightwood. “It was young. Like a child’s voice. High-pitched, like a woman’s. It could have been a girl, or a boy before his voice dropped. But also, it was over the telephone. You know the static—it’s hard to tell sometimes. It can distort voices. I suppose it could have been an adult man, actually, now that I think about it.”


Theo shakes his head. “You’re not providing a lot of information.”


“I know.”


“Someone who could have been a man, woman, or child telephoned the switchboard and said a word so obscene you won’t even repeat it,” he says. “That person didn’t leave his or her or their name, and they could have been calling from anywhere; they could have been calling from Los Angeles.”


“Yes,” I start to agree, and then catch myself with a dawning realization. “I mean, no. They couldn’t, though. Be calling from Los Angeles. It was a local call.”


“How can you be sure?”


I hold my hand up, asking for quiet while I let my brain catch up. Our switchboards have only enough jacks and plugs for Bell subscribers who live here in Washington. Someone calling from a long distance would have to dial their local central switchboard. An operator there would patch the call to a nearer city with which it shared cables, and then to another after that. A call coming from California would be routed first to Phoenix, I think, or somewhere in Nevada. And then Denver, then Wichita, and then Chicago and then Columbus and on and on. Placing a long-distance call requires being on hold for up to five minutes sometimes, as a network of operators across the country snake the call to its destination.


“It wasn’t a long-distance call,” I repeat. “It wasn’t another operator connecting the call, it was someone placing the call directly.”


“Someone here in the city,” Theo affirms.


“Yes.”


Here in the city. Saying that out loud sends a tingle down my spine. The call was made by someone here in the city.


“Do you want to report it?” Theo asks. “It might not be the kind of thing the police would investigate, but we could try. We could—”


“No,” I cut him off abruptly. “I don’t want anyone else to know. And you should go; you’re probably late.”


Theo reluctantly checks his wristwatch; he can’t argue with my assessment on the time. Before leaving entirely he stops and turns around once more. “Obviously, I’m not an operator. But I am conversant in telephones. I know how they work, as a caller. And I know that when I lift up the receiver, an operator is already there on the other end, ready to help place my call.”


“Yes, genius boy, that is how the technology works.”


“What I’m saying,” he continues, “is that when I call, I have no control over which operator is on the other end of the line. I couldn’t request one in particular. I couldn’t reach specifically you if I tried. So whomever this person was—this cretin? You’ll probably never have to worry about them again.”


He waits, hand on the doorframe. “I’m right?”


“You’re right,” I say, more to get him out the door than for any other reason.


Theo leaves and without him my room seems even quieter than ever, even stiller than ever. He has to be right. Of course Theo has to be right. There is no way to choose your telephone operator. It’s random. The profession is entirely random.


Theo must be right, but he is wrong. I fear it in my bones. I don’t know how, but he’s wrong. Brightwood. Telephone calls are entirely random, so why am I so certain that one was for me?
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GERRY CHAMPLAIN




SEVEN MONTHS AGO


“Pouvez-vous voir assez bien?” my escort asked as I followed the dim blue light of his lantern down the narrow stone street. “Je suis désolé, mais nous comptons sur des lanternes.”


“Yes, I can see well enough,” I managed in the French that still tasted new on my tongue, and then tried to figure out what else a competent, sophisticated girl might say in response. “There is no need to apologize for the lantern; I understand the streetlights are dimmed to protect the city from German planes.”


Since that was about all I understood of my current situation, I clamped my mouth shut and didn’t say anything more.


“It’s not a long walk,” my escort told me. “It’s nearly three o’clock in the morning. I am sure you are tired.”


For the rest of the walk he spared me the pressure of trying to sound intelligent, addressing me only to point out loose stones or other hazards of the street made invisible by the dark. My boots were army-issued and rubbed against my heels. I had no way of knowing whether they were actually ill-fitting or whether this was merely how boots fit; I had never worn anything so heavy and drab on my feet before. A searing blister had erupted on my right heel—a bloody, foreign kind of pain that I’d been afraid to mention to anyone because I didn’t want to look too tender.


I wasn’t tired. I was terrified.


The other girls had arrived weeks before. I hadn’t been with them because I hadn’t made the cut. Not initially. The army needed 200 girls and in the exams I must have ranked 201.


But then one of them came down with an illness, or maybe they got married, or maybe it was as simple as nerves. All I knew was that I had been summoned after I thought I had already been dismissed. Every step of my application had felt like a dare, an endeavor I’d taken on because graduation was approaching and my preference for parties over academics had left me with poor grades and no plans. Because I’d forgotten to go to three volunteer sessions in a row at my mother’s club, too busy with friends and frolicking, and was summarily told that the Ladies’ Aid Society didn’t need my aid: My job should be to smile at fundraisers, not try to plan them. Because I had parents who thought I couldn’t do it and an aunt who insisted I must. Nobody was more shocked than I was by how far this dare was going, and now it was me alone arriving after midnight to walk to the Hotel Piedmont.


My escort stopped abruptly. “Nous sommes ici.”


But the building we were standing in front of didn’t resemble a hotel at all, not the kind I’d been picturing, where a maid might draw me a bath and the other girls and I might linger over tea service. This building was barely a hostel, and a spare one at that. A sign on the door informed me that it was run by the YMCA.


“It’s not much to look at,” my escort acknowledged, as if reading my mind. “But I’m told the beds are comfortable.”


In the gas-lamp light of the foyer, I could finally see his face, this man who had been leading me through the streets of Paris: dark-haired, blue-purple eyes. A sinewy build, a tailored uniform, barely a few years older than I. Handsome.


“I’ve rung the bell so they know you’ve arrived,” he informed me, still in French like all of our conversation. He dipped his head and started to retreat. “À bientôt.”


I felt a small wave of panic—the only person I knew this side of the Atlantic, now leaving.


“Wait, you’re going?”


“This is a boardinghouse for girls only.”


“But what do I do now?” The refinement I’d tried to project was rapidly crumbling away.


“You go upstairs. You unpack. You sleep. You wait for your next instructions.”


“When will those instructions come?”


He chuckled. “Not at three o’clock in the morning.”


“But am I supposed to go somewhere? Or will someone reach out to me? How will I know how to—I’m sorry, I just—” I faltered, knowing that my stoic facade had completely crumbled. My fear outweighed my pride. “I’ve never done this before.”


It was a ridiculous thing to say. What did I mean, even? I had never been to France? I had never been to a hostel? I had never been to a war?


But then my escort looked at me. Really looked, deep into my eyes, as if I was becoming a person before him rather than just a duty. I could see him pondering something, then making a decision. “What is your name?”


“Ed—” I started, and then realized that he was probably supposed to call me by my last name, or something else official. I ended up tapping the luggage tag affixed to my traveling valise, where Edda Grace St. James was written in my best penmanship.


He read the tag and nodded. “Edda Grace St. James, you are going to be fine,” he said, catching my gaze with his own and holding it. “I’ll make sure of this.”


“Do you really think so?”


“You already traveled across an ocean by yourself. The other girls all had one another, but you managed entirely on your own. That already tells me something about you. You already walked this whole way with a blister, I assume, causing that little break in your step but never complaining. That also tells me something about you. That you are willing to work, maybe even harder than the other girls are willing to work.” He put a hand on my shoulder and left it there, the gentlest of squeezes.


The empathetic words arrived like a blanket. I clung to them. It was the first time since I volunteered for this assignment that anyone had said that to me—that instead of questioning my capabilities, or lecturing me about duty, someone was assuming that I would succeed. Someone who knew better than my parents, my aunt, my classmates. I hadn’t realized how desperate I was for that kindness.


“You know, you remind me of my sister,” he continued. “Her name is Grace, just like your middle name.”


“Really?”


“Maybe one day I will introduce you.”


“That would be nice.”


He gently clucked his lips. “But in the meantime, I will be cheering for you, Edda Grace St. James. The American girls are always plucky. When I trained for this role in the capital I found the operators there tougher than schoolmarms. I followed—”


Before he could finish his sentence, floorboards on the staircase creaked. A housemother appeared, waiting to take me inside and nodding that my escort could be on his way. He straightened his posture again—he’d let it get casual in the last minute of our discussion—and then he bowed at the neck.


“Will I see you again?” I asked, a bit too hopefully.


“I am the liaison assigned to manage the Hello Girls,” he said. “I would be in trouble if you did not.”


“But what’s your name?” I asked, and he smiled.


“Luc.”
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The housemother gave me my room number and then sent me upstairs. In the doorway of my assigned room on the third floor I could see the dim outline of a body in the bed closest to the door and an empty bed closer to the window. I tiptoed as quietly as I could over to my half of the room. But my suitcase squeaked when I unhinged it to unpack, and the bureau drawers groaned when I opened them, and when I went to lay out my best hair combs for the morning—mother of pearl, costing every cent of my birthday money—I accidentally knocked them behind the nightstand with a clatter, and finally the dark-haired head occupying the other bed stirred.


“For God’s sake,” she hissed into the dark. “Are you unpacking a marching band next?”


After that I gave up trying to unpack. I crept into the empty bed fully dressed, clutching my recovered hair combs, and then tried to quell everything rising in my stomach.


I didn’t remember falling asleep, but once I did it was sleep like molasses, heavy and dark, until I was wakened by a screaming sound. And then another one, louder. An air-raid siren. Groggily, I sat up. My roommate had already leapt out of her bed. She was in a nightgown but I noticed with confusion that she was also in a cardigan, a cardigan over the nightgown as if she’d slept half-dressed.


“Well?” she asked, noticing me still sitting in bed. “Take your blanket.”


“Take my—really?” I wondered whether this was some kind of hazing.


“And your pillow. Come on!”


The siren wailed again.


So I fumbled for my pillow and then I followed her out into a stairway crowded with other descending bodies, down to the basement, where dozens of young women filled the floor, makeshift beds of blankets and pillows, immediately resettling themselves for sleep. The basement floor felt rough and grainy, and then I realized it wasn’t a floor at all; it was packed dirt.


“We sleep here?” I started to ask the question aloud but then watching the other girls spread out their bedclothes, underneath bundles of hanging parsnips and ropes of garlic, was answer enough. I shook out my blanket and lay on top of it, shoulder to shoulder, a row of operators like matchsticks in a box.


“Edda,” I introduced myself, wondering somehow if this was all really happening, or whether exhaustion from my travels was causing an elaborate hallucination. It barely felt real.


“Yvette,” said the girl to my right, and then introduced me to all the girls down the line: Jennie. Elizabeth. Ida. June. Finally, my roommate, pinched tightly against my left side: “Mae.”


“Tell us about yourself,” Yvette encouraged. “Brothers, sisters? Cats, cockatoos, hobbies? Where are you from?”


Somehow, despite my disorientation, my debutante training kicked in—the idea that first impressions were crucial for social currency. “I’m from Baltimore. No brothers or sisters, but I belonged to the Mount Vernon Social Club so I always had friends, and—”


“Mount Vernon like where George Washington lived?” Yvette asked, laughing.


“No, it’s a social club, the waiting list is miles long and—”


“Am I the only one who wants to sleep tonight?” Mae cut in.


“Are you worried that if you don’t get your beauty rest you won’t be Luc’s favorite anymore?” Ida teased.


“I’m really not.”


“It’s not her looks that make her the favorite, it’s her tongue,” Yvette rejoined. “Those perfect Parisian r’s.”


By the time the chuckles died down everyone had forgotten that they were asking about me at all.


The sirens came on and off all night long. And amazingly, all around me, the other girls started to go to sleep. Pillows over their heads, breath white and puffy into the cold, damp air, sighing and rustling in the sounds that were familiar to me from any overnight birthday party, up half the night listening to the phonograph, except this wasn’t like any kind of slumber party I could have possibly envisioned. I couldn’t imagine sleeping a wink; I tossed and turned, wriggling noisily in my blanket. I could feel the earth shake, and back at home my bed had a lace canopy and a clean white quilt and it was where I had slept nearly every night of my life, and now there was no lace canopy and there was no phonograph; there were sirens. I squeezed my pillow around my head like a child in a thunderstorm.


A booming sound, not far away. It wasn’t a siren, it was an actual bomb, I could feel it. My heart raced in panic and I tried not to cry.


You are going to be fine.


I tried to repeat Luc’s words to me, and to make them my own. I am going to be fine. The liaison from the United States Army had seen something in me that I wasn’t currently able to see in myself, with his amethyst eyes and his beautiful French, and all I could do was trust that he was right. Wait for my further instructions. Trust that I belonged here.
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