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            I dedicate this book to my mother,

Phyllis de Urrea (1916–1990).

            She was known in the Second World War

as Phyllis McLaughlin.

            She served with Jill Pitts Knappenberger and Helen Anderson, crew of the ARC Clubmobile Cheyenne, traveling the roads and locations visited in this novel.

            RIP, heroes.

            
               *  *  *

            

            And this one is especially for Cinderella, who traveled thousands of miles and visited many museums and warehouses and ruins and archives and countries and crematoria with me. And who helped me interview survivors and experts. And who read a hundred drafts.

            Everything, always.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            




Some think we’re so brave, but we really don’t know enough to be scared. Some people think we’re brats…some of us are. Some think we’d be better off at home, where a woman’s place used to be…about 200 years ago. Some stare, shake their heads in disbelief. Some cheer, some scream and wave—everybody greets us. Some wolf, some worship, some think you’re human and some don’t.…You’re a Red Cross girl. You’re on the chow-and-charm circuit. You’re a griping, kidding GI. You’re personality on legs.

            —Anonymous World War II letter

            quoted in Marjorie Lee Morgan’s The Clubmobile—The ARC in the Storm

         

         
              

         

         
            I don’t understand how you can

            pass by and not see her

         

         
            —“Irene,” Joan Manuel Serrat
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            This Is How We Remember

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

         

         THEN IRENE WOODWARD escaped New York and went to war.

         It was the beginning of October 1943. Irene was twenty-five. She tucked her official letter of acceptance in her pocketbook. She had never volunteered for anything in her life. Along with her letter, her bag held directions on reporting for duty once she got to Washington, her hotel reservation, and her appointment for a physical examination and inoculations at the Pentagon. The War Department had not paid for her train ticket. Nor had the Red Cross. Some of her papers were stamped SECRET. They were hidden at the bottom of her shoulder bag, which rode atop her suitcase, secured by buckled straps. She felt dangerous and at large. No one knew she had signed up, and she had left when nobody was looking. The empress of getaways.

         Such intrigue: there had been many interviews. She had snuck to the Atlantic Region offices to be inspected. Her recommendation letters were gathered surreptitiously so nobody in her family would know what she was doing. She had signed on as a recreation worker with the American Red Cross, volunteering for overseas duty. For the duration of the war plus six months, however long that might be—barring injury or review. She was accepted and ordered to attend two weeks of training at American University in Washington, DC.

         The air was crisp enough the morning she left New York for her to wear a long-sleeved white blouse under a pale red sweater. That was good, since she didn’t want anyone staring at her arms. She was glad she didn’t need a scarf. She had made up her eyes with great care—she was quite adept with concealers. She was sure nobody would notice. It might just look like she had been a little weepy over leaving. Still, for good measure, tucked into her hair, she wore sunglasses, which her friends called cheaters. Very dark. Very Bette Davis. Ready if needed.

         Her engagement ring was down the storm drain on East Twenty-Eighth Street, halfway between Lexington and Park. The cab had collected her there in the dark. Her ring was probably rolling along the sewer pipe on its way to the river.

         
              

         

         Before Irene was a fiancée, she had set out from Staten Island for Washington, DC, the story went, “to find herself.” In a family whose eldest aunt was famous for being the first white woman up the Amazon, there was room for such things.

         Irene had fruitlessly pursued several different careers in DC, but she was incurably restless and never quite satisfied. She first took a position as a secretary to a congressman. She then scurried to a job selling jewelry at a high-end boutique. Too proud to ask the Woodwards for money, she even tried working as a governess for a prominent family. When she found herself selling tickets in the evening at a burlesque theater and contemplating becoming a waitress in a café, she knew it was time to concede defeat and go back home.

         For the last three years, she had toiled away in Mother’s antique shop, ultimately managing it for her when she went on acquisition trips. Woodward’s Antiques was Mother’s crowning achievement and Irene dutifully took up the cause. For the family, the name blazoned across the storefront was almost more important than the goods within. It anchored the women in particular to a certain status in local society, not dependent on whom they married. They were always Woodwards first, New York matriarchs.

         But it was in the antique shop where Irene met her notorious beau, the son of a prominent political family. After a few exquisite dates of champagne, lovely dinners, and flowers for her mother, Irene’s family decided he was exactly what she needed. Mother began her campaign, reminding Irene that she wasn’t getting any younger, though she was only twenty-three when he proposed.

         Irene was fond of him, but she had no plans to marry anyone. She had seen her mother’s marriages and wasn’t interested. She was living in Mother’s pied-à-terre, a tidy second-floor apartment in a brownstone, where Mother stayed only for special occasions or when she was on an antique-buying expedition for her shop on upper Broadway. Irene understood that no one in her family would have approved of her moving in with her beau. It would have been a scandal for the ages. So she didn’t. Which, of course, stiffened her resolve to sneak him into the apartment whenever she could.

         She had accepted the proposal only because the Woodwards had pressured her. It wasn’t about the money—money was gauche, after all. Though nobody minded his money, of course. It was merely left out of the conversation. The point was the social register. The consequence of his connections. The father who was high in the ranks of naval officers advising FDR. And this one, the son, was destined to be a politician of profound merit. The family itself wanted to be his bride, she thought. As for her fiancé, he had his own family to contend with—they expected a good wife, from their kind of people. She had managed to put off the actual wedding for two whole years, and now this.

         They would not approve of her escape, and that made her grin just a little in the cab’s shadows. They would be appalled yet not overly surprised. She was infamous for her exits—once by leaping out her second-story window to escape the worst of those stepfathers, landing in the Staten Island snow and tromping downhill to her secret grove in the woods. But most infamous, after the shouting battle with Mother that followed this event, was the next Saturday, when Irene emptied Mother’s cashbox in the pantry and went to the city to catch a Ford Trimotor to West Virginia to visit her aunt Sarah, whom she called from the Charleston airport after landing. She was thirteen years old. No one noticed she was gone until Aunt Sarah phoned Mother to ask how long the child intended to visit.

         Irene laughed softly.

         The nuns on Staten Island had once told her to step outside herself. What was that supposed to mean? Step where, exactly? She’d ignored them. Just as she’d ignored their recommendation that she write Jesus on a piece of paper and tuck it into one of her shoes so that every step was an automatic prayer. She wasn’t even Catholic. But here she was, stepping out.

         The cab carried her away in the dark as the edges of night caught fire in the east and smoldered red in between the buildings.

         She rode in silence.

         The cabbie dropped her off at Seventh Avenue. She strolled toward Penn Station, trying to look elegant wrangling her bags. She was greeted along the street by eighty-four columns made of slightly pink granite. Already this morning the vast interior, designed along the lines of the Caracalla Roman baths, rang with a silver thunder of feet and voices and announcements and slamming doors. She was going to miss New York.

         The sun had sped into the sky behind her. Light poured down from the ceiling portals onto the echoing floors. It seemed ancient in there, a strange cathedral. She was forever seven years old when she entered. It was haunted by old men and by young boys hawking newspapers. The parade passed: many hats and many accents and odd languages she hadn’t yet heard. Soldiers and sailors slumped on the benches and smoked. The wagons of luggage being pushed by Negro gents in uniforms could have been military caissons. She stared at her beloved labyrinth. What Minotaur awaited her? Oh Irene, stop being so goddamned precious. Those were the words he had spoken to her with composed disdain the night it all broke.

         She surrendered her suitcases to a uniformed porter inside the main hall and carried her leather shoulder bag and purse slung from the same shoulder, one over the other.

         She had in her bag the latest copies of Vogue and The New Yorker—the one with the newest John Cheever story. She didn’t always understand the stories, but they filled her with a delicious melancholy. Also in the bag were her notebooks, pencils and pens, a tin of raspberry pastilles, lipstick and powder, combs, and Papa Hemingway’s novel about war. The bag was heavy. Beneath all of these items, buried safely deep, lay her official papers. All around her now were the smells of roasted nuts and popcorn and coffee and cigars and pipes and cologne and Chesterfields.

         The porter led her outside to the boarding area between trains. What could have been the voice of Zeus, if he’d come from Queens, bellowed from the speakers above: “Train 107, now boarding on track three.” The porter muscled her suitcases into the baggage car.

         “Thank you ever so,” she said, and tipped him fifty cents.

         His skin was the color of night. She noticed how careful he was not to touch her hand when she dropped the coins in his palm. “Bless you, miss,” he said. “And God bless America.”

         On a propaganda poster attached to a nearby column, a GI straddled a rough peak, waving the American flag. WAR BONDS.

         “We’re going to win this,” she said.

         “You know we are.”

         “No matter what.”

         “It’s how we do,” the porter said.

         The conductor at train-side stepped to her in his jaunty cap and took her elbow, looking like her uncle Will, gold specs and all. He helped her up the steps into the car. She hurried to a bright window seat on the left side, the best side if one wanted to see the woods and glimpse water heading south down the line. She wanted to see the small continent of Staten Island to bid it adieu. Her village of Richmond, with its haunted Revolutionary War–era houses. The island’s scruffy hulk shrugging its shoulder below New York always seemed friendly, like an old man having a cup of coffee on his stoop.

         She savored the chaos she’d left behind at the apartment. Key under the mat, as ever. Not even a note. All her photographs removed from their albums. What clothes and shoes she hadn’t packed gone down the trash chute.

         He’d walk in, sense something amiss. Open a drawer. Sit down at the table and have a glass of scotch. Now she saw how ridiculous he was, how predictable. He would grow rageful, realizing he’d been bested. There would be a silent period, a few days, followed by a concerned yet reasonable-sounding telephone call to the Woodwards. He’d ask Mother if she’d seen Irene. And if Mother wasn’t there, he’d try their country home up in Mattituck, on Long Island. He wouldn’t relent. His suspicions would begin with the family itself—he’d be certain there was a plot to embarrass him. She smirked. She hadn’t told them, either.

         She placed her shoulder bag on the seat beside her to dissuade overly friendly gentlemen from sitting. Pulled her cheaters from the nest of her dark hair. It was curly today. She hadn’t torn at it with her brush for once. Dropped the glasses in her bag.

         Outside her window, sparrows and pigeons patrolled the platform, pecking at crumbs. Skirmishes broke out over peanuts. A rat swiped a peanut and dived off the platform. Irene loved her city. Her heart might tear away like paper when the locomotive chuffed. She knew there would be a stone-walled tunnel, she knew that suddenly they would break out into full daylight, and there would be trees flickering with sunbeams.

         Bells clanged and she checked her face in the window. “You’ll do,” she said aloud to her reflection. She had hazel eyes and was tired of explaining what color they were.

         A small thrill when the conductor called “All aboard!” and slammed the door of the car and the whistle sounded and the great train heaved like a beast and groaned away from the gate.

         
              

         

         All the Woodward men had gone to war. Why not one of the women? Besides, it was the Red Cross. Not even guns. She put death right out of her daydreams. She prided herself on her ability to do this—unpleasant ideas flew away as if she were tossing cats out the back door. One does not wallow.

         Staten Island soon appeared as they rocked down the line—she never spotted Old Richmond Town before it was all behind her.

         By the time they crossed the state line, she understood that she was really doing this. She imagined women from all over the country leaving home and heading for DC, drawing inexorably toward her, bringing their stories and excitement and joys. She had mostly lived among difficult Woodward matrons and a few men. No childhood playmates, really, save for her terrible boy cousins from up on Long Island. What hilarious savages! It had delighted her that they all stormed around in cutoff dungarees and climbed atop old railcars in the field and drove the bodiless chassis of Jack Dashiell’s Model T they called The Platform, with chairs and an old sofa tied to it. Jack was a suitor who’d pursued her a bit the summer after high school. He’d bought the jalopy for a sawbuck. They all got drunk off the bottles of bourbon that Uncle Will hid in the barn, and they smoked his stogies. They taught her to spit. She never once wore lipstick or a skirt in that gang. They had won a baby alligator for a dime at a ring toss on Coney Island, and had gallantly given her the heavy little box. Irene could feel the creature scratching inside all the way home. She kept the monster in her bathtub until Mother flushed it away. Forever after, the boys’ code name for her was Gator.

         Boys were still her favorite people, notwithstanding the fiancé.

         She had meant to return to Richmond, to their elegantly shabby Victorian with its unsteady reading porch. It was halfway down the street from St. Patrick’s. Her childhood bedroom was still there, above the porch—the Irene Museum, with her worn encyclopedias and books on the shelves, her stuffed animals slumbering on her bed. She had sought shelter there several times over the years. And why not—down on the shore, the island had a view of the Grand Citadel across the water. She walked the shoreline and looked at her favorite buildings: the Empire State, the Chrysler. The ferries were the friendliest boats she’d ever seen. There was enough child in her yet to hope Kong would be atop the skyscrapers, swatting biplanes out of the sky. The thrill of seeing the Statue of Liberty out there—especially in rain. But there was nothing dearer to her than the woods below their house.

         Irene idly picked at her fingernail polish. Every time she had come back home, she remembered, she had snuck away to the woods. Just like the days of her childhood, when daily she defied Mother, or whoever Father was at the moment—the latest in a series, this one Hungarian—and marched away with a favorite book. She had a routine, stopping to peer into the haunted rooms and basements of the abandoned old houses as she walked downhill in her shorts and sandals. She imagined war might be like this. Ambling. Filling notebooks with her own great thoughts. Perhaps some smoke drifting through the trees.

         A man behind her sneezed like an air-raid siren. His seatmate said, “Christ, Benny!”

         She tuned them out.

         A convoy of trucks waited for them to pass at a crossroads; tanks rode upon flat trailers as far as she could see. It was all war, all the time. She wondered what her uniform would look like.

         
              

         

         The whistle shrieked and she opened her eyes. They slowed, clacketing mightily and squealing. A Podunk Jersey town swung toward them on the right and the conductor rocked down the aisle clicking tickets. The rustling of newspapers intensified as men in brown suits spread out to set a bulwark against invasion, saving their islands of space against other men. Fedoras all around.

         “Going good?” the conductor said to her. His walrus whiskers were white.

         “Staying elegant,” she replied.

         He punched her ticket and tucked it into the back of the seat. “Well, hot dog,” he said, ambling away with his knees braced against the seats along the aisle.

         Out the window, the usual klatch of irritated-looking fellows stood on the platform. Irene had been hoping for a sister-in-arms who might be taking the train to DC. Someone who might offer some conversation. No one remotely like her was out there.

         But then there was a soldier. He was taller than the men around him, his hair skull-short and topped by a jaunty garrison cap set at an angle over his left eye. She thought he was forty, though he could have been twenty-seven. Some colorful ribbons were pinned to his chest. When the herd climbed the steps into the car, she pulled up her full charge of power and aimed it at the doorway. One of her cousins used to say she could land the boys easier than catching a catfish with baloney bait. She was a glorious flirt and had a hypnotic gift for making men feel important even when she was secretly laughing at them. It was her power and her protection.

         What was more difficult was how to make a man move past her, preferably in silence. Some of the gents from the platform now paused at her seat, casting their eyes at her shoulder bag expectantly as they waited for her to clear space, then huffing or rattling their briefcases as they shuffled away. Worse than rebuffed: ignored.

         You are an insufferable brat, she scolded herself. I am not, she retorted.

         The soldier came on board and she locked eyes with him. She raised a finger, then dipped her chin toward the seat beside her. He nodded once and pulled off his cap, tucked it into his uniform belt. He had a limp and walked with a cane, which she hadn’t noticed on the platform. His uniform bore a Purple Heart medal. All down the aisle, people patted him or mumbled pleasantries to which he nodded without a smile. He shook their offered hands without looking at them.

         Irene cleared her bag out of his way and he lowered himself into the seat. He kept his leg extended into the aisle, leaning the cane between his thighs against the front edge of the seat.

         “’Preciate it,” he said and closed his eyes, laid his head back.

         She caught herself staring at him. He had the stillness of a statue. There was a scar at the corner of his eye. A glitter of tiny whiskers on his Adam’s apple.

         Then the conductor appeared and nudged the soldier and handed over a newspaper. “There you go, Sarge,” he said. “Today’s Herald.”

         “Thank you, sir.”

         “No—thank you, son.”

         The soldier opened the paper.

         “How was it?” the conductor said.

         “Hot, sir.”

         The conductor looked down as if expecting more. “Pacific?” he said.

         The soldier nodded. Once. “Palm trees,” he said.

         The conductor patted his shoulder and moved on down the car.

         The soldier studied the paper.

         “So,” Irene said. “You’re a sergeant.”

         Another nod. She smelled bay rum and tobacco.

         “All aboard!” and the conductor leaned out of the car, hung on with one hand, waved at the engineer, and swung back up and slammed the door. They rolled on.

         Irene stared at the soldier until he looked over.

         “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

         “Does everyone want you to?”

         “Don’t you?”

         She turned away. “Is that what happened to your leg?” she asked, looking out the window.

         “What leg?” He laughed through his nose, a bitter puff, then leaned over to knock on his leg, which made a hollow sound. “Metal,” he said.

         Choosing audacity, she said: “Show me.” Audacity always worked.

         He was surprised but pulled up his pant leg. “Shiny, huh?” he said.

         She put her hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry.” She glanced at his leg and gave him the full-color gaze.

         Apparently he was color-blind. He went back to the paper. “It’s okay, lady. I had an extra one.”

         “Did it hurt terribly?” She hated herself for asking.

         “Morphine. Breakfast of champions.” He opened to the sports page.

         Irene saw Spud Chandler and Stan Musial in the sports headlines. She wasn’t sure why she kept coming at him. It was like a compulsion. “Baseball fan?” she said.

         He raised the paper closer to his face.

         “I need your advice,” she said.

         He grunted.

         “I’m on my way to the war. There. I said it.”

         He put the paper down. “Jesus.”

         “That’s what I wanted to tell you.”

         Now he couldn’t help himself. “What branch? WAC? WAVES?”

         “Red Cross.”

         He seemed to relax. “Bedpan commando. Still, nursing’s tough duty.”

         “Not nursing.”

         “Oh yeah? What, then?”

         “Clubmobiles.”

         He frowned. “The hell is that?”

         “Mobile service. Comfort, moral support. As I understand it, we’ll be backing the troops in the field. We make coffee and donuts. In trucks.”

         “You what?”

         “Coffee. And donuts.”

         He laughed.

         “Clubmobiles,” she explained. “A Red Cross club…on wheels.”

         “Donuts.” He shook his head. “I heard it all now.”

         She didn’t appreciate his tone.

         Again, he raised the barrier of the paper between them. “Good luck, sister.”

         Irene turned away. Fine, be rude. Outside her window, backyards and junkyards and loading docks and small scraggly forests and narrow roads and smokestacks. Slouching hills. Factories behind sagging fences. A barbershop with its pole rotating on an empty street. Great parts of the world seemed to consist of water towers and cars waiting at flashing crossing lights.

         “Have you any advice?”

         “Sure,” he said. “Don’t do it.”

         “Thank you for your insight.” She crossed her arms.

         “Cover your ass, how about that?”

         “Sorry to bother you.”

         “Look, it’s no place—”

         “For a girl?”

         He gave up and crumpled the paper in frustration.

         She turned toward him. “I intend to serve my country,” she said, “and this is what they’ll let me do. I have never made a donut in my life. I don’t know how to drive a truck. And the coffee I’ve made has been known to incapacitate its victims. So tell me, Sarge—you’re an expert. How will I do?”

         His head dipped slightly. “Swell,” he said. “You’ll do swell.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Look, you won’t hear the shot that gets you. So stay un-gettable.”

         The train was slowing now. The whistle and the bells sounded and the conductor came through shouting out the name of the town. She knew she’d never remember it.

         The soldier grabbed his cane and shifted around on the seat, trying to pull his metal leg out of the way. “This is my stop,” he said. “Going home to see Mom.”

         She suddenly loved him. “Good luck,” she said. “Any words for me?”

         “Listen,” he replied. “If you get to come home, you will be so grateful you won’t realize at first that you survived. But once you know you survived, you’ll only be starting to understand.”

         He braced himself against the back of the seat in front of him and wrestled himself into the aisle.

         “Understand what?” she said.

         He just stared at her and walked off the train.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         THE BLACKSTONE HOTEL, Seventeenth Street NW, Washington, DC.

         Irene was there in the midst of other Clubmobilers; after presenting her papers, she was checked into a double on the fourth floor with a bedside view of the street below. Someone was in the shower. The marks on her arms were still purple, but fading to yellow and green in places. “You look like a chameleon,” she said aloud.

         She knew where this habit of voicing her thoughts came from: Grannie Effie. In Mattituck. Effie was her model pioneer woman. Irene was anything but bucolic, yet she bore a great shadow of the nineteenth century within her. Who didn’t? She was born in 1918—to the family, she was some newfangled missy with scandalous ways. She was happy in this shiny new world. The rest of the Woodward clan in New York City were musty late Victorians and the Woodwards in Mattituck were descendants of Pilgrims who still used hand pumps to summon cold, iron-flavored water.

         Irene rolled onto her back and kicked off her shoes.

         Then the bathroom door burst open, unleashing clouds of perfumed steam. A redhead emerged in a white robe, her feet bare, rubbing energetically at her head with a towel. “Hey, toots!” she said.

         “Hello, bunkie.”

         “I’m Ellie. Baranski. From Chi-town.”

         “Irene. Woodward. Big Apple.”

         “I hate the Yankees, though,” Ellie said.

         “But I love the Cubs,” Irene countered, as if she knew anything about baseball.

         “Okay, doll—we can be friends.”

         They shook hands. Thereafter Ellie irritated Irene for a few minutes, trying on various clothes, before storming out the door and calling, “See ya downstairs!”

         Irene grabbed some hotel stationery and an envelope and began writing.

         
            Dearest Mother—

         

         She wadded up the page and tossed it in the wastebasket. Surprised that her hand shook, she took up another sheet that would be impossible to fill.

         
            Hello Mother, I suspect you’re wondering

         

         She tore it apart and dropped it like snow into the basket.

         
              

         

         Her other fellow volunteers were busy making their way across the country, equally full of doubts and excitement and resolve and dread. In a Greyhound bus fleeing Indianapolis, third row from the back, smelling of unwashed hair and sweat and cheap Woolworth’s perfume, rode Dorothy Dunford, who slept sitting up with a jacket tossed over her shoulder and her shoes tucked under the seat, her feet swollen from sitting too long and her rear end flattened by the stiff springs. Kids in middle school had called her Dung-Ford. The Human Flagpole. Or Paula, after Paul Bunyan. They liked to ask where her blue ox was. Thanks to those yokel sons of bitches she never wore heels.

         She came from Viking stock. The family members were Evangelical Lutheran Danes who carried in them a taciturn stillness, who had driven oxen-pulled wagons from the East Coast to the Indiana woods and prairies. That’s when they’d run out of steam, near a feeder creek that led to the river, in sight of hills lit by a vast yellow expanse, close to bosques alive with squirrels and deer. The family spoke the old language and carried salted cod. They dreamed of Copenhagen and planted three apple trees and a hickory and put parts of the wagon into their first cabin. Slaughtered an ox and collected the dung of the other to dry in the sun and fertilize their small crops. Great-grandfather made a smoke hut from cottonwood branches and jerked ox meat that they ate with wild onions and chokecherries. Their descendants had no concept of Copenhagen beyond a mythic watercolor that Father kept on the mantel.

         Homemade clothes. Homegrown vegetables. Outhouses with broken doors, mail-catalog pages for toilet paper. A hundred years of that kind of family scrabble made Dorothy think she was dull, worn down. She thought she lacked mystery.

         Well, she was an orphan now. Dorothy had been a year shy of graduating college in Bloomington when Pop was diagnosed with throat cancer. She came home to help nurse him through. But his death the following year unleashed a torrent of tragedy. Before she could decide about returning to school, her big brother, Donny, a midshipman with the navy stationed in the Pacific, was among those killed at Pearl Harbor. After that, her mother was broken. There was little she and Dorothy could do to save their ailing farm in the Maumee River watershed. When Momma herself had died last spring, Dorothy finally had to admit the farm was a bust. She boarded up the house, swinging the hammer herself. She sold the old barn for scrap, let the chickens go free, said goodbye to the terns and sandhill cranes and hawks and eagles and pelicans come south from the Great Lakes, and left the corn for the deer to steal. Sold the cows. Sold the land for pennies on the dollar.

         She was so filled with rage. Her father. The farm. Her mother. Donny. She needed an escape, a valve to release her helpless anger. She needed to take some action. She decided to go to war. Yet no female military path was good enough for her. They all hunkered down in the rear. On bases, in liberated cities. She was no secretary. She wanted combat. When she saw a Red Cross recruitment ad for a new service that would support the troops on the front line, which was where she needed to go, she was quick to volunteer. If she had to feed the boys, fine. Yes, she would feed the boys. Donuts.

         She’d seen a pamphlet about these Clubmobile jalopies they were supposed to pilot. They were 2½ ton GMCs that looked like a swollen version of her family’s ’36 International Harvester farm truck. The Dunfords called it Terrible Tilly. She had learned to drive in old Tilly. She could drive the army truck in her sleep. But she knew she’d make a terrible waitress.

         Before she left, she visited the family graveyard where her folks slept and her brother had a small memorial. She told herself it might be the last time. Her grandparents lay there, too, under a gnarled wild apple tree. The great-grands were under splintered nameless wooden crosses. She picked an apple and told herself she was eating some of the soul of her grandmother. She had planted tulips and daylilies furiously. She cried just a little before she left, alone on the land of her birth, vowing those would be the last tears she would shed.

         In some almost unacknowledged place inside herself, Dorothy hoped she would be taken in the war, a clean shot, and then find peace beside them. Here where deer ate the grass and flowers and there were bluebirds. Where fireflies turned the whole landscape into a constellation on summer nights. She could think of no way to rid herself of her rage other than for it to lie here and fade away into the good soil. But first she was going to honor Donny by finishing his tour of duty.

         Dorothy slept fitfully on the bus through Pennsylvania. Her head felt like it was clanging with random images of her old life. She was tired of having bright blond hair. And she was tired of being six feet two inches tall and making five-foot-seven men feel uncomfortable. Her shoulders and neck and lower back ached from always crouching a little, or hanging her head, to seem shorter. She was ready for a new life.

         
              

         

         Furious, Irene sat barefoot on the hotel bedroom floor, playing solitaire with a pack of cards she’d found in a desk drawer. The last thing she wanted was to think about her fiancé, and she was enraged that she couldn’t stop. She didn’t need another father. She’d had a few of those already, thank you. Some snippy bastard telling her what to do. Marry that? Please. She slammed the cards on the floor, one after the other, blind to her own game. She could always feel the delight under his rage when he “corrected” her. The jokers in the deck reminded her of him and she sailed each one toward a corner.

         So far, war was boring as hell. She hoped things would be more exciting when she got away from this hotel to wherever she was headed. Nobody would say where that was. It was all a mystery—some silly intrigue, like the Doc Savage stories her cousins had read. They’d all been warned when they checked in that G-men would be lurking about, trying to coax details out of the women. Seeing who could keep a secret and who couldn’t. Of course, if you don’t know where you’re going, there’s no secret to keep.

         “I hope it’s terrible there,” she said aloud. For a moment, she was thirteen again, and whispered, “I hope I die.” The floor hurt. She threw the whole deck, making a small blizzard. “Poor little Irene, pitying herself,” she said.

         She slipped her shoes back on and took the elevator to the lobby to see if she could scare up some ladies to talk to. The elevator operator raked her with his eyes on the way down. She exited in silence. No sign of Baranski of Chicago. Just as well.

         A sign behind the concierge station read: CARELESS WAR TALK COSTS LIVES. Under which, in smaller type, as if whispered:  GUARD YOUR CONVERSATION. Nearby, a friendlier banner read: WELCOME RED CROSS!

         At a table behind potted palms she found three women playing dominoes. “Ah, here’s some action!” she said.

         “Welcome to the henhouse,” replied one of the players.

         “Ain’t you dishy,” said another.

         “I do my best. Might I get an invitation?”

         “Dive in,” said the first.

         Irene introduced herself. Her new companions—Jill, Phyllis, and Helen—had already finished their Clubmobile training and were awaiting orders. The three of them hoped to be assigned to the same truck and were delighted to welcome Irene into their circle.

         When she sat, a waiter landed a gin fizz at her elbow. She wasn’t about to reject that.

         Everybody was très bohemian. Irene felt like she’d escaped into a Jean Harlow movie. Ashtrays overflowing. Gun-moll banter. Stiff drinks. Pin curls. God’s name in vain. One of the gals had a red bandanna tied around her big hair. There were no guys apart from the waiters.

         
              

         

         Across town, Union Station was alive with women stepping off trains. The flood of volunteers flowed through the city until three in the morning. Yellow cabs circled the block like bees outside a hive. Fewer cabs found their way to the bus station—cabbies already knew those tips would be small—but the waiting lines were shorter. When Dorothy staggered out carrying her own bags, she had three cabs to choose from. The cabbie who jumped out and took her bags got her business.

         “Where ya from, Stretch?” he said when she got in back.

         Stretch. Didn’t they have any better nicknames? “Indiana,” she said.

         “No kiddin’. I was raised in Indianapolis.”

         “We were out in the sticks. East of Fort Wayne. Closer to Ohio, really. State line was pert near our spread.” Oh, good heavens: pert near? Her mother had just spoken through her mouth. She lit a Lucky and cracked the window.

         “Nice over there?” he asked.

         “Too many kangaroos,” she drawled.

         He stared at her in the rearview mirror.

         “It’s a joke.”

         “Right,” he said. “I knew that.” He faked a guffaw.

         She looked out the window, hoping she would get to see the sights in DC. She wanted to see Lincoln. And the Washington Monument. She was so-so about Congress. “Give you an extra buck to swing by the monuments,” she offered.

         “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

         She wondered what kind of training they were going to have. Making donuts? How did this business work—did she drive the truck and then jump in back to make the coffee and so forth? Hell no. There must be other gals on the crew for that happy horseshit. Uncle Sam had better not put some GI at the wheel. She wasn’t going to the war only for men to tell her what to do.

         
              

         

         An army of women had descended on the hotel. They sounded, from the street, like a madwomen’s convention. Irene finished her cigarette and went back inside, a bit tipsy from the mere sound of so many women belly-laughing, though the gin didn’t hurt.

         Dorothy’s cab pulled up at the glass doors of the Blackstone; the windows were bright yellow with light. Women had overflowed onto the steps to smoke and get acquainted.

         A pair of uniformed soldiers stood at the doors. “Papers,” they said over and over to newcomers, sounding very manly.

         Dorothy hopped out, retrieved her own bags rather than waiting for the cabbie, and trotted up the steps. She blew past the guards and called over her shoulder, “Reporting for duty, boys. Hands are full. You wanna see papers, you’ll have to dig in my purse.”

         She dropped her bags near the front desk and stood with her hands on her hips. Wall-to-wall women. She didn’t feel the need to scrunch down even an inch. She threw back her shoulders and presented herself. (She remembered Pop always saying, “Gut in, shoulders back, chest out, chin high.”)

         “Dunford,” she said to the clerk.

         The little fellow slid a key across the counter and she jammed it in her trouser pocket without looking at it. The narrow wooden paddle it was attached to hung out like her own personal fob.

         Meanwhile, Irene had made herself the mistress of ceremonies. She had organized the ladies into welcome squads and coffee ministries and domino and gin-rummy patrols. Of course, she had also browbeaten the deskman into getting carts with snacks and soft drinks and coffee urns into the lobby. No doubt the Red Cross representatives with their clipboards, taking names and jotting notes, approved of her activities.

         She looked over from her seat at the domino table and beheld Dorothy there at the front desk. “What a monument,” she said.

         Her tablemates laughed. The tall woman seemed lost.

         Irene sprang to her feet and traversed the space with one hand out. “Welcome to the Red Cross,” she said.

         Dorothy grabbed the offered hand and shook. Her palm was dry. Both women had firm grips, which seemed to please the other.

         Dorothy saw the bruises peeking out from under Irene’s right cuff. She turned Irene’s hand and studied them. An eyebrow rose, but she said nothing.

         Irene took her hand back. “Long story,” she said.

         Dorothy put her own hands in her pockets. “Hope you stabbed him,” she said.

         Irene’s eyes brightened and they both laughed. She introduced Dorothy to Phyllis, Jill, and Helen. Handshakes and smiles all around.

         They had already been there a while, Phyllis said—they were in the first group of recruits and were just waiting to see where they’d be posted. Like the other recruits, they’d been told to be ready for anything. A suggested packing list had advised the women to bring clothing and supplies for cold temperatures in the European theater, but also for possible tropical conditions in the Pacific.

         “Just like the boys,” Jill said. “We go where they tell us and we’re always the last to know the details.”

         “Speaking of which, I thought there’d be more boys around here,” Dorothy said.

         “Guess we’ll have to go it alone,” Irene said.

         Dorothy half-grinned. “Darn.” She looked around, as if trying to get a grasp of the situation. “Tell me what I need to know,” she said.

         “The bar’s in the basement,” Irene said. “That’s a good start.”

         “First things first,” Dorothy said. “Lead the way.”

          

         
              

         

         Soon, all was revealed.

         Irene and Dorothy had barely finished their drinks when they were summoned to the ballroom by serious women in starched uniforms and strange-looking caps pinned to their hair. Few of the fresh Clubmobilers had much experience with institutional garb except for those who’d been school lunch ladies or meter maids. The nurses among them had already found their own cadres. They felt superior to these would-be coffee makers.

         One hundred fifty potential Clubmobilers sat in curved rows of hard-backed chairs facing a small stage and a podium flanked by two American flags. Irene sat in the front row, mostly to see better. She hated being behind people bigger than she was. And she was too vain to wear spectacles, so she sat in front so she wouldn’t have to squint her bad eye too much. Dorothy sat in the back and stretched her legs into the aisle. Nurses appeared and handed out spiral notebooks and pencils. Two soldiers came in with electrical box fans and diffused the body heat in the room. Women wolf-whistled the boys, and their faces were beet red as they hurried back out. Irene spotted Ellie waving at her and nodded back. Winks, thumbs-ups, women on the gad all around.

         A trim, redheaded soldier stepped briskly into the room and hopped onstage, and everyone took their seats. The soldier had freckles. “It’s Andy Hardy!” somebody shouted.

         He cleared his throat. “Ladies,” he said, reading from a scrap of paper. “I am Corporal Russell Penney. Tennessee’s finest. After Jack Daniel’s, that is.” He grinned and paused for the polite titters from the audience that were perhaps fewer than he’d hoped for. “Joke,” he noted, and reached a finger underneath his collar.

         His accent was endearing. The loudspeakers squealed with feedback.

         “I am your U.S. Army liaison. I want to welcome you and thank y’all in advance for your service.”

         Whispers and smiles spread at his y’all.

         “I am here to assist you in all things military. Weapons, gear, the trucks. Like that.” He stared at his notes. “And, um, so. If you have any questions or concerns, be sure to find me. Thank you.” He threw himself offstage like a suicide jumper and scrambled out to overenthusiastic applause.

         Then a nurse captain came into the ballroom. White uniform with bars and medals, white shoes, and a white nurse’s cap pinned to her graying hair. Irene thought she might be a thousand years old. It took her a couple of bounces to get both feet up on the low dais. She tottered back and raised her arms, as if she might fall, then bent forward and charged the podium, which she grabbed firmly.

         The nurse, who introduced herself as Captain Marjorie Miller, didn’t waste time on niceties. She didn’t refer to notes. She looked the recruits in the eye and launched without fanfare into her speech.

         “As you were, ladies. Welcome to the Clubmobile Corps. The issue at hand is war. Without war, none of you would be here. You are here for one purpose. It is a simple calling. You are here to become America itself. You are hereby commissioned to represent the nation and all it means to a young soldier facing terror every day. A young soldier who may flirt with you on Tuesday and be reduced to a red stain on Wednesday.

         “But where did you come from? What is your history? That no longer matters. Our history is now yours, and this is who you will be. We came into existence in 1917, during the Great War. Salvation Army volunteers entered the trenches with the boys and lived in that squalor and horror. And the boys in their suffering asked the ladies if they had anything sweet. Any cake, any pastries. You can imagine that there was no such thing.

         “So some of these women snuck to farms and purchased eggs. They returned and used biscuit flour with the eggs to make a dough. They added sugar, and they filled those Brit helmets with oil and heated it all over a fire. And that’s how our donuts were created.

         “I was one of those women. This bad hip”—she gestured toward her leg—“is from an ambulance crash in that war.”

         Applause broke out and she waved it off.

         “Eventually the operation moved into buses. Thus the Clubmobile Corps was born. People immediately started calling these women Donut Dollies. You are not a Donut Dolly. And you mustn’t let them call you one.”

         She sniffed to show her disapproval of the modern age. It was stirring, really. Irene felt a thrill shoot up and down her back.

         “You ladies are all older than the majority of the troops you’ll attend. General Eisenhower is nobody’s fool. You are hereby ordered to be big sister, girl next door, mom, or sweetheart to each one of these brave boys. You are nothing less than home.” She removed her spectacles, wiped them, put them back on as if to glare at the audience more clearly. “These wonderful guys will be your best friends for five minutes. Make those five minutes count. Each of your Clubmobiles has a record player and a selection of records. Music and donuts and a cup of joe. You are going to go win this war for the USA. Each one of you people is just as heroic as GI Joe.”

         The women in the room chattered and regarded each other with smiles and winks.

         “Shush,” Captain Miller said.

         They shushed.

         “You’ll be shocked. You’ll think you’re strong, you’ll think you’re tough. You’ll think you can take it. You cannot take it. And then you will not be shocked anymore. That’s what war does to you so you can keep on going. You will be in mortal danger beside our boys. You will do things, some of you, that should win medals. Remember Captain Miller and what she told you today.”

         She took a slow breath and seemed to hold it.

         “We are the Red Cross. Red because every American, man or woman, bleeds the same color. You will see that even the enemy does the same. There are ladies present here that you might not deal with back in the world you came from. Colors, cultures, accents—all together now for this great cause. These are your sisters and the GIs are your brothers and we expect you to treat them as such. Win this war with your decency. Because we are Americans. And this is what Americans do.”

         She walked away from the mic, then came back.

         “When you see me, or I address you, do not use my first name. Do not call me Nurse Miller. And don’t you dare call me ma’am. You call me Captain. And when I ask you what Miller’s Law is, I expect you to remember it: Never Let Them See You Cry. Get it? Got it? Good. That is all.”

         She dismounted the dais as the women stood to applaud, then walked out the door without looking back.
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         SOMEHOW, DONUT BOOT camp failed to be Irene’s greatest triumph.

         It should have been simple. The donut mix was prepackaged in twenty-pound cloth bags: flour, sugar, spices, baking powder, a pinch of salt. The motto they were ordered to remember and repeat was WE WEIGH OUR WATER.

         Weighing water was apparently the ultimate Clubmobile wisdom. But who is going to stop a battle and weigh water? Irene wondered. This was ridiculous. Any cook could eyeball it, she told herself. So she did. But try as she might, she could not generate batter that would produce donuts. The infallible donut machine splurted globs and wads of misshapen, over-wet dough to splash into the hot grease, abominations that were then fried into donuts resembling golden underpants and topographical maps of ancient lands.

         The cooks were expected to use two wooden dowels to flip over their creations to bask evenly in the grease, thus splattering small drops that burned the backs of their hands and wrists. Donuts reduced Irene to tears. She threw her ridiculous wooden donut flippers at the wall and cried, “This is stupid, stupid, stupid! We are going to waste our lives doing this…”

         Captain Miller was suddenly in the kitchen. “Zip it, Your Highness,” she said.

         “But.”

         “Zip.”

         “It’s just—”

         “Zzz!” She handed Irene a pitcher. “The machine doesn’t make mistakes. This is what happens when you aren’t careful with the recipe. Pay attention. Weigh your water,” she said and exited the kitchen like the pope, raising her hand in benediction to the gathered flock.

         
              

         

         That entire first day of classes was an absurdity. They were taught how to pack—two girdles and two sets of garters. Dorothy threw hers out. They were given workshops on playing board games: easy and quick so that the guys might win and get back to soldiering. No long poker or gin-rummy games. Irene drew the board games in her notebooks. They sat through ridiculously detailed instructions on how to make up their faces, with men explaining to them in bureaucratic terms how to do what they had been doing all their lives, but in proper fashion.

         Their secret weapon, they learned, was that they would have an officer’s rank. If any grunt over there got too frisky, they could pull rank. If any of them were captured by the enemy, they might be accorded certain considerations. Irene didn’t want to think about that.

         They were also being trained relentlessly to “remember to forget.” Dates, places, details were not to be written down or even noted. They were expected to operate on the military “need to know” basis. On a practical level, that meant they were to focus their energies on service, the men before them, the sinkers and coffee. But it was also safer for everyone involved if the women possessed no information that could be accidentally revealed or compromised.

         That night, Baranski of Chicago snored. But Irene lay awake, her mind churning through her worries: capture, torture, the donut machine, the presence of spies everywhere, and the question of whether she would have grace under fire.

         Suddenly it was morning again. This one was worse. They were rousted at 6:00 a.m. and fed coffee and biscuits, then hustled onto trucks—the same model GMC trucks that would later carry their kitchens, though they didn’t know this yet. They were seated across from one another on hard wooden benches under canvas roofs, pressed knee to knee, facing their partners for the entirety of the convoy to some Maryland military base. Or was it Delaware? Dorothy sat across from Irene. They couldn’t see anything outside. Women drowsed around them.

         After their lurching drive, they were unloaded like cattle onto a void of tarmac half-encircled by dull tan military buildings and anemic evergreens. Flags were greatly in evidence. Green vehicles lurked in the background, and recruits trotted along being hollered at by apoplectic drill instructors. The lone army tank seemed depressed—its barrel hung at a melancholy angle.

         Before them, about fifty yards away, was a huge Quonset hut, cavernous and painted a flat tan. Rust coursed down the indentations in the sheet metal of its curved roof. Twin sliding doors revealed a black interior. Deep within the gloom, small rectangles of light glowed. Back doors.

         A bullhorn squealed and a man’s voice announced: “Welcome to Hell Day.”

         Men in full white bodysuits exited the Quonset hive like insects and stood at parade rest beside the doors.

         “That don’t look good,” Dorothy noted.

         A group of lanky bastards wearing jaunty caps and leather jackets sauntered out of one of the military buildings.

         Ellie appeared and whispered, “Flyboys.”

         The tallest one winked at Irene, a slight nod and grin.

         Ellie sighed. “He looks like Gary Cooper.”

         One of the various GIs charged with keeping them in a group said, “Fighter pilots. Army Air Force. About to go back to England.”

         “They been already?”

         “Oh yeah. Big heroes. Look at ’em. Struttin’.”

         “Who’s the yummy one?” Ellie asked.

         “I don’t see nothin’ yummy, ma’am.” He moved away. “Probably Handyman,” he called back. “He thinks he’s famous. Gals can’t get enough of him.”

         “Neither can he,” said a DI the size and shape of a small boiler who came charging at them. “No time for bullsquat like that! Form up!” His flat-brimmed hat clamped his bristly head, cinched by a strap to the back of his skull. “Goldammut!” he shouted. “What kinda ragtag slack-ass lines is this!” He tore through the meandering files of women, shoving and elbowing them and even kicking their boots. “Laze! Form up!”

         He apparently could not pronounce ladies.

         “You will get yourselves in straight lines, laze, and you’ll do that immediately!”

         They tried.

         “Straighten your foot, girl. Is your leg broke?” He went on howling with rage at every evidence of slackness.

         “Sarge needs a hobby,” Irene said.

         His face instantly manifested itself before hers, red and sweating. “You got a complaint, Snow White?”

         She shook her head. “No, sir.”

         “Don’t call me sir! I ain’t an officer. I work for a living!”

         He was clearly delighted to shout this old army cliché at her. The mist of his saliva did not cool her face. He sped away, arms working in mad spasms, his voice echoing off the Quonset. It worked—the horrified women fell into four semi-straight lines.

         Behind her, Dorothy whispered, “If you’re Snow White, I must be Grumpy.”

         From the next line, Ellie gawked at them.

         “Who are you, Dopey?” Dorothy snapped.

         Ellie already found Stretch insufferable—Indiana hick. Try that talk in Chi, you snotty Hoosier shit ball, she thought. She looked away, flush of crimson on each cheek.

         The DI blew three blasts on a whistle hanging from a lanyard around his neck. Seemingly out of nowhere, carts rolled forward loaded with gas masks.

         “Take one,” the soldiers pushing these carts said. “One mask each.”

         The men arrayed before the Quonset seemed to be enjoying this show and stood there laughing and nudging each other.

         “Laze!” the DI announced. “You will put on your masks. When I give the order, you will run through the gas chamber.”

         “Gas chamber?” Irene said.

         “These gennermen in front of you will be masked up, and they will be inside. You got to get through them and out the back door. Like football practice.”

         Football? What beastly event was this?

         Sergeant Charm signaled the gents in the white suits and they dragged their goggles and hoods and aerators over their faces and stepped into the darkness. There followed popping sounds accompanied by plumes of tear gas. Even from this distance, Irene’s eyes stung and began to water.

         “Get them masks on!” the DI called. He himself was evidently immune to the gas.

         Irene wasn’t the only one who was shaking, confused, and fighting back tears. The entire day had turned to craziness. She pulled the mask on and thought she would suffocate. It stank. Her straps covered her ears. The DI’s diatribes were slightly muffled now, but she could still hear him. She had been screamed at before. Many of them had. It was old news. They weren’t as impressed as he seemed to think they would be.

         “Tighten up them lines! Ain’t got all day. You ain’t gettin’ your nails done!” He shoved a few more women around. “One here. One here. One here. You’re moving like pond water.” He slapped his hands together. “Dollies, I don’t care if you’re laze or not. I will bury my size-eleven boot in your behinds if you don’t get these lines in order. Think I’m funnin’? Nice and tight. Nuts to butts.”

         “We don’t have nuts,” Dorothy yelled back. “And don’t call me Dolly!”

         He looked at her once, then blew his whistle.

         They ran. Irene could hear her own breath inside the mask. Hollow and frightening. The mask was loose and it bounced and she had trouble seeing.

         “Don’t stop! Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” men shouted from the dark, gas-clouded maw of the Quonset.

         And they were in. Blackness slapped her. She ran into a man and bounced off him and almost fell but was so panicked by the stinging gas seeping into her mask that she focused on the far open door and ran faster than she’d ever run. Her eyes burned. Tears blinded her. The doorway was now just a watery oblong of light. She was aware of women falling to their knees, crying out in distress. Dorothy passed her on the right—a soldier tried to block her and she sent him flying. Irene followed her friend’s back all the way through and out the door. Sunlight hit her hard. She ripped off the mask. Soldiers with canteens came around and splashed water in the eyes of women who hadn’t tightened their masks enough. Dorothy was over by a truck, splayed out on her back, breathing hard. But laughing. Ellie was bent over, blowing snot out of her nose. The guys in jumpsuits were dragging the fallen out of the gas chamber and sending them away in a sad line to the left, where they coughed and gagged.

         The DI came toward the survivors and blew his whistle. “Get up!”

         They groaned to their feet.

         The DI stepped over to Dorothy and looked up at her. “Did you grow a pair yet?” he said. “Masks on! Round Two!”

         “Can do, Sarge!” Dorothy hollered back at him. She grabbed Irene’s mask strap from behind and pulled it painfully tight.

         Again, the whistle. “Move! Move! Move!”

         They moved, running back the way they came.

         Afterward, on the other side, as they leaned against their transports and gulped fresh air, the DI walked up to Irene and Dorothy. He lit two cigarettes and handed them over. “You two,” he said. “You passed.”

         They took the smokes and nodded.

         “Hate me now,” he said. “When you’re over there, you’re going to thank me.”

         They got back on their truck, under the canvas roof, and went out the gate and all that was left outside the Quonset was the sound of the engine.

         
              

         

         They were starting to feel powerful.

         Slowly, both the vaguely ironic and the deeply sincere among them came to see how seriously the Red Cross and the army took this service. And they started to take it seriously, too. They didn’t feel like cooks, didn’t feel like waitresses. Ellie said they were ass-kicking bitches, and they knew that they were. Though Irene said: “I was thinking of Amazons.” Ellie and Dorothy stared at her—she made a soft little muscle—and laughed.

         They were desperately trying to figure out how to pack their supplies. The women had armloads of extra clothing and impracticalities piled on their beds and on the floor around them. The trick was to fit the essentials but save room for the fun stuff. Except for the pin-curled debutante from Texas who had hauled a week’s worth of evening dresses to training. Try as she might, she could not figure out how to stuff even one ball gown into her footlocker. Captain Miller left her in tears when she mocked her and made her throw the ball gowns in the trash bin. “If you have any tiaras,” she said, “make sure you throw those away, too.”

         Ellie leaned over to Irene and Dorothy and whispered, “I don’t think she’s gonna make the cut.”

         The Clubmobilers were drilled on transport, on recreation, on crafts and their psychological value to the fighting men, on the importance of observing all national holidays, on the American Red Cross (ARC) Code of Professional Ethics, all the way down to awareness of individual soldiers’ backgrounds and a sense for their regions of origin—hometowns, climate, topography, even population. They were shown how to do crafts: stencils, block prints, spatter painting, finger painting. How to organize and direct games. They were to come out of this time with a wizard’s power to summon comfort in the face of suffering and chaos.

         Then they were thrown into trucks and shuttled to the Pentagon for physical exams and various inoculations that gave Irene painful red wens on her upper arms and right buttock.

         Captain Miller posted the crew assignments on a great board in the lobby of the Blackstone Hotel. It was like high school awards season. Cheerleaders and actresses and marching-band veterans knew a cast list when they saw it.

         A forlorn short list of culled names hung in the corner, with REJECTED stamped in red across the page. The longer list of the chosen took up center space: sixty-five women who would join others already there on the forty trucks that they would take charge of in Europe. Each truck had a name attached to it, like the name of a navy ship. These were all American place-names, part of Eisenhower’s plan—continuing his belief that these rolling bits of the homeland would bring comfort to the boys.

         Irene grabbed Dorothy by the arm and dragged her over to see the list. The two of them, together with Ellie, were assigned to ARC Rapid City. Destination, England.

         “I can live with that,” Dorothy said.

         
              

         

         Dinner appeared amid a storm of laughter and shouting and debate. Great embraces and sullen silence from those eliminated and a long buffet laden with sandwiches and cold chicken and potato salad and olives and cheeses and raw vegetables and cookies and brownies and lemonade and bottles of white wine.

         Dorothy and Ellie followed Irene, stacking meat on their plates. There were full wine bottles in ice buckets, and Dorothy requisitioned one and tucked it under her arm, then snagged three glasses. Irene filled a cloth napkin with desserts. Ellie was smuggling most of the raw vegetables and olives.

         “Grab another bottle,” Dorothy ordered Ellie.

         They clomped down the hall in their boots.

         “These boots are awful,” Irene said. “I have blisters on my blisters.”

         “I grew up in boots,” Dorothy countered. “Don’t bother me none.”

         “I grew up in heels, dahling.”

         “I’d break my ankles in heels.”

         “I can’t work in heels,” Ellie said. “Can you picture me selling red hots in them at my dad’s dog stand outside Wrigley?”

         The elevator doors opened and there appeared a little fellow who looked like an albino monkey in a spangled suit with a cap on his head, ready to accompany an organ grinder. “Going up,” he said. His tiny white mustache twitched like a caterpillar.

         “I’m gonna catch me a husband in this war,” Ellie said. “I love a man in uniform.”

         The elevator doors closed behind them.

         “I’m available,” the decorated monkey said.
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         AND THEY AWOKE on a ship plowing white furrows in the dark sea.

         The day after their training ended, the Clubmobile Corps was dispersed, some directly to their assignments, others still awaiting theirs. The largest contingent was bound for the European theater and would travel as part of different convoys heading across the Atlantic. Irene, Dorothy, and Ellie were part of a group that had taken a train from Washington to Brooklyn, where they stayed at an old brown hotel that allowed them out only to serve food at Red Cross service centers. They were not to call home. They could only wait and wait.

         By now it had been weeks since Irene fled and she felt she had come full circle. Back in New York. It was time to make amends to Mother for disappearing.

         
            November 1943

            Dear Mother,

            I have so much to tell you but so much I can’t say. I am sorry that I won’t be home for the holidays and it might be a while before I see you again. As soon as I am free to explain, I believe you will be proud of me. I have joined the Red Cross and I’m going to do my part.

            I had to make a change. I will explain more when I can.

            Love, Irene

         

         When no one was paying attention, Irene slipped the letter into the mail slot.

         
              

         

         It was the week before Thanksgiving when they boarded a ship at the navy yard, accompanied by about a million young soldiers. They were the only Clubmobilers on this particular ship. Irene swooned when she saw the Brooklyn Bridge, and teared up when they left it behind. Dorothy had never seen anything like New York. Ellie wasn’t about to admit it impressed her, since that would have betrayed Chicago.

         Their ship was running silent, lights out, to avoid detection. Up the coast in Portsmouth they would pick up more convoy ships. Then on to Newfoundland, there to gather with more destroyers for a speed run to Ireland and a loop down to Liverpool. They’d zigzag the whole way to thwart U-boats. Nine days. Superfast ships like the Queen Mary went direct and could be there in five days.

         The sea was coming hard. Waves from the starboard side rocked the ship and knocked passengers off their feet. Everything churned. When night fell, the bow waves almost glowed. The sound was of endless breakers foaming to their deaths. The engines were a persistent throb they felt more than heard. Smokestack clouds stretched like vague chalk marks across the black water behind them.

         They traveled in convoy with ocean liners and destroyers and a submarine and three small aircraft carriers crowded with F4U Corsairs, their wings folded up like resting pelicans. Most of these ships could be seen only in daylight. Their portholes were covered and taped down at night. Radios had to be whisper-quiet, not that they could pick up much at sea anyway. Between ships, most communication was via Morse code on the lamps or, during the day, by semaphore flag signals. Everybody feared U-boats. Irene thought she saw them everywhere, moving like huge evil sharks through the cold water.

         The three-woman crew of the Rapid City was on a modest passenger liner, the Monarch of Bermuda. It had a British crew and during peacetime it made the tourist circuit from New York harbor to Bermuda’s pink sands. The crew wore starched white uniforms, and the holds were jammed full of GIs sleeping in their bags—Irene was amused to hear them call their bedding fart sacks. Women and officers got upper-class cabins, and the grunts grabbed any spot they could. Steerage and even hallways.

         Dorothy had discovered that the third smokestack of the Monarch was fake, a hollow radio-antenna cover that crew members climbed to enjoy cigarette breaks. She was eager to tell Irene all about it, but Irene was seasick and busy vomiting operatically in their cabin. Ellie was apparently her nurse.

         “Earl’s knockin’,” Dorothy said when she saw Irene kneeling before the bucket.

         Perfectly timed, a brisk knock sounded on their cabin door. Ellie opened it.

         A steward stepped in bearing a silver platter holding a cup of mint tea. “Ma’ams,” he said. (It sounded like Mums.) “This should help calm the innards.”

         Irene erupted once more. “So sorry.”

         “Is miss feeding the fishes?” he asked mildly.

         Irene did not laugh.

         
              

         

         The convoy rushed relentlessly northward into the next day. They had strict orders: no ship was to stop or even slow its pace. In case of U-boat attacks or, worse, a sinking, each ship was to continue at speed to lessen the possibility of further strikes. No one on the civilian ships paid much attention to these orders except for the captains.

         Irene was a bit better that morning. The three friends had been ordered to sleep in their clothes and leave the cabin door ajar in case a torpedo struck.

         “One wouldn’t care to drown in the bunk, would one?” the steward had said.

         They now stripped to their underwear and laid out their handsome new uniforms on their bunks. Light summer duds and heavier winter outfits. Uncle Sam had hired Brit haberdashers to create bespoke blue-gray jackets and trousers. White blouses. They must have cost a bundle. The three of them dressed for breakfast.

         Along with the new uniforms, the army had provided each woman with a metal footlocker, green, with reinforced corners and a hasp on the front. The owner’s name was stenciled across the top: WOODWARD, IRENE. The Red Cross had allocated to each of them a bag packed with white cotton underwear, socks, matches, a small first-aid kit, Kotex, toothbrushes, nail kits, aspirin, sewing kits, Sen-Sen breath fresheners, and other toiletries and potions. Condoms. Chocolates.

         “Oh look,” Irene said. “Silk stockings.”

         Dorothy tossed Irene her pair. “Not going to start now,” she said.

         They headed for the dining room for breakfast. Strictly for women and officers. The non-coms and enlisted men were eating C rations and K rations and sometimes hitting a chow line deep in the bowels of the ship. The women ran into the soldiers on the way, excusing themselves and squeezing through.

         Irene called, “Good morning,” to each group of boys as she went.

         “How you, ma’am?”

         “Feeling a little green, boys.” She made a face and rubbed her belly.

         “Jimbo, too, ma’am. He yakked all night.”

         “Your mother!” Jimbo said.

         “Meet you over there, gents,” Irene said. “I’ll be in the Clubmobile Rapid City.”

         “Will you give us a dance?” a kid holding a sock with holes in it said.

         “Might do,” she replied as if she were really considering such a thing.

         The women passed through the hatch and scrambled up the stairs.

         “You’ll be darning their socks next,” Dorothy complained.

         “After the war,” Ellie said, “you should come work the hot dog stand. You’d make a million in tips.”

         Irene and Dorothy glanced at each other and rolled their eyes.

         “That would be dreamy, Ski,” Irene said. “Truly.”

         They came out on deck. The wind hit them, forcing their eyes closed, and when their eyes opened again, the sight of the massed ships made their mouths fall open. American flags on each gray warship, each blue-and-white liner. Long white tails of smoke merged behind the warships as they hurried themselves northward. Irene could see crewmen on the decks of nearby ships. She waved. They waved back. Seabirds glided along on stiff wings, looking like white kites on strings, keeping pace.

         “God Almighty,” Ellie said.

         They hung on to the rails and stared.

         
              

         

         The dining room was crowded with tanned, salt-and-pepper-haired men in uniform. Cigar smoke made Irene feel a little rough.

         The steward from the previous night seated them at a central table. “Is miss still feeling bilious this morning?” he asked.

         Irene waved her hand to show how gamely she had recovered. “A new day,” she pronounced.

         “Lovely,” he said, placing menu cards before them. “I shall bring tea and lemon water.”

         
            ____________

         

         Furness Lines

MONARCH OF BERMUDA

         Breakfast

         
            Orange Juice

            Chilled Grapefruit

            Stewed Fruits

            Boiled Hominy Grits with Milk

            Assorted Dry Cereals with Milk

            Tongues and Sounds in Creole Sauce

            Boiled, Fried, or Scrambled Eggs

            Broiled Beechnut Ham

            Sautéed Potatoes

            Hot Rolls, Toast, Assorted Coffee Rings

            Jam, Assorted Marmalades

            Tea, Coffee, Cocoa

            ___________

         

         For reasons of her own, Dorothy decided, as she studied her menu card, that the steward was named Willie. “Willie,” she said, when he came back with their cups of tea, “what are sounds?”

         “Phenomena experienced with the ear, if I’m not mistaken.”

         Oh, Irene liked Willie.

         “Cute,” Dorothy said. “You’re a regular laugh riot.”

         “Must be the rum, the dancing, and the late hours,” he said. “All this excitement, miss. Got me off my game, I’m afraid.” He made great theater out of mopping his brow.

         “Cheeky boy,” Irene said.

         “Sounds, madam,” he continued, turning back to Dorothy, “are delicacies like gizzards, I imagine. Tripe, awful things like that. Lungs? D’you think? Surely not. Though kidneys would be all right, wouldn’t they? I like kidneys in a pie.”

         “Gack,” Dorothy said.

         “I’ll just have toast and butter and marmalade, please,” said Irene.

         “Ma’am. And—?” He looked at Dorothy.

         “Eggs, Willie. Pastries. Coffee.”

         “Bangers?”

         “Might as well live large.”

         “My philosophy in a nutshell,” he crooned.

         “Extra bacon.”

         “Certainly. A meat lover’s repast. Madam is a woman with a firm grasp on what she likes, if I might say so. And you?” He ravished Ellie with his eyes.

         “Hell, you only live once, Willie,” she said. “Pile on the sounds.”

         He tipped his head. “No tongues, miss?”

         “Not on the first date.”

         “I shall make a note of that.” He hurried away.

         “Cripes, Ski,” muttered Dorothy.

         Irene’s head had a rock in it—she hated everyone in the room. “I expected more of you,” she said in her finest motherly tone.

         “You’re so fake,” Ellie said with a sniff, as she dumped cubes of sugar into her tea.

         They all studied the tabletop and didn’t even look up when Willie delivered their platters.

         Dorothy and Irene were already getting tired of Ellie. And Ellie knew it.

         
              

         

         Late that night, Ellie was snoring again and Irene was making little peeps in her sleep when Dorothy crept back into the cabin from her nocturnal rambles.

         Dorothy grabbed Irene’s foot to awaken her. “Come on,” she whispered. “And grab your coat.”

         Irene got a strong whiff of whiskey.

         Out in the hallway, Dorothy said, “Me and Willie are drinking joy juice in the smokestack.”

         “Show me the way,” Irene said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

         They put their Mae Wests on over their coats and pulled them tight against the icy northern sea air and the needle spray that reached them all the way up on deck. They admired the gargantuan bustlines these life vests gave them. The ships made mile-wide Vs of the pummeling waves. The faintly luminescent foam coming off their bows folded and refolded itself and vanished under multitudes of lace, constant on the black face of the sea.

         Dorothy led Irene to an open hatch in the side of the first stack. Up a narrow ladder they went, rocked back and forth by the ship, slamming their hips into the curved metal of the stack.

         “Get your hands off my bottom,” Irene said.

         “Well, get movin’, then.”

         “Dorothy!”

         “Just checkin’ to see if you padded it.”

         Up top, Willie was disheveled and jolly. He held an empty whiskey bottle in the air. Its open mouth hooted softly in the wind. Willie studied the moon through the brown glass. “Demon rum,” he said and pitched it overboard, then pulled another from his back pocket. “I’m no twillip,” he boasted.

         Neither Irene nor Dorothy knew what this meant but they let it pass unremarked.

         Irene stared toward the invisible horizon. She took a pull from the flat bottle, choked on the burn in her throat. She handed it over. It changed hands from Dorothy to Willie back to Irene. She took another snort and coughed. She squinted ahead, her bad eye watering. There was a glimmer. A spark of orange. It was far off, but their pace would bring them abreast of it soon. The light seemed to go out, then flare up. Dorothy and Willie were jabbering and laughing. Irene wished they’d be quiet, as if that might allow her to see better. What was it? A beacon? Lightning?

         “What is that?” she finally asked.

         Willie glanced up and she pointed out ahead. He leaned out as if that would bring the flashes closer. He was suddenly sober.

         “In that locker,” he said to Dorothy. “Binoculars. Get them.”

         She did.

         He surveilled the scene before them. “Shite.” He handed the binoculars over to Dorothy and scrambled down the ladder.

         Dorothy looked through them as well and whistled softly. A low boom rolled at them across the water. Irene took the binoculars from Dorothy but already knew what she would see.

         When they tumbled out of the open portal at the bottom of the smokestack, the deck was already crowded. Irene lost Dorothy in the crush. She pushed through the men and grabbed the rail on portside. The smell of burning oil was already reaching them. Flames a sickly orange and red and green doubled and shattered on the black oiled water. The ship ahead of theirs had been hit by a torpedo. It had ruptured, breaking in half, both ends tipping at sharp angles as the center sagged into the waves. The munitions aboard it caught fire and went off like fireworks, shrieking through the air, trailing sparks, then exploding and sending myriad smaller comets into the sea.

         The captain rang the bells, and the Monarch surged like some grand whale as the propellers churned harder. In spite of their increased velocity, heat from the burning ship reached them all, reddening their cheeks and stinging their eyes, making them avert their faces. Its bow was sliding backward into the ocean and sailors leaped from it only to disappear as it sucked them down. The ship looked at once small and vast. Underwater, it blew again, and the light was horrid green as the sea boiled up and turned white.
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