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We knew, from our training, about cryptographic continuity—how these new codes were based on old codes, and some of the old elements were bound to show up again.


—BRIGID GLADWELL




June 1942


This is the story of a murderer and about the fast friendship between girls.


Of course, the Great Murderer was the war, in which young men were dashed to pieces while their mothers cried for them back home and millions of innocents were killed by hate in the terrible ovens of Europe. It was not enough merely to love and to hope that the world could be changed by loving. Change would come only with gunshots and battle stations and bomb blasts—love and hope were insufficient.


But it was love and hope that created an immense change of fortune in a third-story room in the mansion schoolhouse of Arlington Hall during the summer of 1942, where Katherine Sutherland lay dying.


Katherine had been dying for most of her life. She had been a sickly infant and a sickly child, sent in her time to more doctors than she could count. Now she was a dying young woman, counting each gasping breath. She’d fought to be allowed to come to this finishing school, where the hunt course and the riding arena and the hockey fields were largely out of her reach. She’d fought to complete her classes in deportment and literature and astronomy and botany and good homemaking. She would never make a good home with some handsome smiling man returned from the war, but it comforted her to know that in a different world, in a different, healthy body, she might have had the option.


Options were the thing. Katherine fought to die in her own way and on her own terms. Mainly that meant fighting to stay where she was happy even at her worst, on the grounds of the school, rather than returning to the clammy embrace of her parents in Pennsylvania, who had long ago realized that nothing they or the doctors did was going to help, that she was never going to make a match or improve the family fortunes. Katherine knew she was a lemon.


Lemon girls, forced to be brave, get to set their own terms.


So Katherine stayed. As the schoolgirls in other rooms packed up for their summer break—a break from which they’d never return, as it happened—she lay on her bed in her nightgown, with the big window open. She looked through it to the cherry trees outside and held the hand of a girl beneath notice because she wore a maid’s uniform. This was Kathleen Hopper, and she was Katherine’s companion.


Companion and nurse and lady’s maid, Kathleen had been hired four years previously because she wasn’t Black (Katherine’s mother had insisted on a white girl). And a sickly girl needed someone to help her dress, read with her, fix and carry her meals, walk at her pace while others ran.


If it was a confinement for Kathleen—a little like she was slowly dying herself—then that was just the price you paid to hold down a good job. With five siblings back in Scott’s Run, she was lucky to have a job. But the daily routine of Katherine’s life had been the entire existence of Kathleen’s for so long that the barriers between employer and domestic had thoroughly broken down, which is why they held hands.


Maybe that wasn’t the only reason they held hands.


Now here they are—two lemon girls, lives and minds so intertwined they can’t imagine one without the other. Kathleen truly believes that Katherine is only alive because of her. Not in a practical sense, but in a soul sense, like she’s easing some of her own energy into Katherine’s body. But things have started to change for the worse. She’s given and she’s given, but it hasn’t been enough, and there’s nothing Kathleen can do about it.


They’ve kept pace with each other over these long summer days, reading Austen and Euclid aloud, talking about the way the stars turn in their glimmering constellations and which horse in the stables has the nicest nose for patting. Kathleen has fed Katherine possets and mopped the floors to keep off the dust, and now the windows are open on a glorious soft afternoon.


Katherine folds both their hands into a tented arch and speaks in her breathless voice. “Did you ever think about it, the way our names are so similar? I mean, the day you first came, I said—”


“I know what you said.” Kathleen adjusts her seat on the bed. “I was there. I remember.”


Katherine isn’t deterred. “I said, Oh my, we’re like name twins. That was the best day.”


Kathleen remembers that day’s terrors: whether her new employers would like her, whether they’d be awful or take advantage, like her mother had told her sometimes happens. Pressed into service at fourteen, Kathleen was dismayed to find herself in charge of the daily care of a girl her own age. At first it had felt as if she and Katherine were gasping for the same air. But then it became normal and easier, like they were breathing together.


Now Kathleen says nothing in reply, and Katherine, who can least afford to speak, goes on.


“Have you thought about what you’re going to do in the fall? When all this is over?”


Kathleen shakes her head, because all this is too big, and she doesn’t know, she doesn’t know what she’s going to do. Katherine is her all this and has been for some time.


“I’ve been thinking,” Katherine says, then pauses to draw breath. Each breath is like shrapnel in her lungs. She leans forward for help with a sip of honey tea, settles her back against the pillows. “I’ve been thinking, and I’ve decided. But you have to decide, too.”


Kathleen, who knows her decisions mostly mean nothing in this world, plays along. “What have you decided? And don’t tell me to start giving away your jewelry again, because you know that’s stupid and I won’t do it.”


Katherine smiles because she can’t laugh, but then her smile sobers. “I’m not talking about the jewelry, Katie.”


Katherine is Katherine and Kathleen is Katie, so other people can keep them straight. But in the night, they are only Kitty and Katie, which is just how it is when you’re cuddled together in solace. Four years, and Kathleen is praying for four more, although she can tell it isn’t going to happen.


“Shut up,” she whispers, but Katherine will not shut up.


“Listen, and listen good.” Katherine’s tone is dangerous now. “When all this is over, they’ll tell you to go back to West Virginia. A girl like you, with a head full of geometry and piano playing and crossword puzzles and the Latin names of plants—”


“—and how to steam iron and lay a tea tray and light a fire in the grate,” Kathleen says, ever practical.


Katherine shakes their joined hands. “You know that’s not enough. It’ll never be enough. Not anymore.”


“It doesn’t matter,” Kathleen says, but her throat is thick.


“This is the last thing, okay?” Katherine looks out the window, looks back. “It’s the best thing I can give you to make up for all the coughing and the bad days.” She waves to the foot of the bed. Her trunks are arranged there, and Kathleen always keeps them neat. “Listen to me—listen. I’ll go, and then everything will need to be packed up. Sent home.”


“No,” Kathleen says.


“That’s right. No.” Katherine has fine blue eyes, and at the moment, they’re clear and hot. She clutches both hands of her best friend in all the world. “I want you to take my big trunk, Katie. It has everything in it you’ll need. Clothes. Papers. References. Not the jewelry, because someone would make a fuss about that, but money, yes, that they don’t know about. Enough to set you on your way. Enough to launch you.”


It’s like she’s talking about a boat setting sail. She’s giving Kathleen a boat. Kathleen’s heart is pounding. What the hell will she do with a boat?


What will she do without one?


“Someone will notice,” Kathleen says, urgent. She doesn’t want to think about this. The idea of going back to her parents’ tiny shack in Scott’s Run—back to copperheads and coal dust and bitter wind whisking up through the plank floor—fills her head with a rushing, panicked sound. But she doesn’t want to think of launching into the unknown, alone.


“Nope.” Katherine shakes her head. “They’ll notice me and what a trouble I am. And they’ll probably take what they can carry—the little trunk, my blue handbag. But the big trunk will need to be packed up, and the rugs and blankets and everything will need to be cleared out, and you’ll be here to do that.”


She coughs again. More honey tea. A respite in her breathing. “I heard from Miss Grey—they’ve sold Arlington Hall. It’s going to the War Department or some such, and you know how muddled everything is with the trains and the gas rations. It could be weeks before anyone notices the trunk has been mislaid. You could take it to Union Station. You could take it anywhere. It’s just dresses to them. No one will care.”


“I will care,” Kathleen says. Her tears are so well trained they stay on her cheeks without falling.


“You’ve always cared,” Katherine says, then gently, “and this is how I can care back. It’s all I can offer, but I give it to you. You can be me to be you. Say you’ll take it, Katie. Say you’ll live, even when I can’t.”


Promises are made and kept between girls all the time, but this one means more. Terrified, Kathleen nods her assent because it seems Katherine won’t rest easy without it. Their two heads bow together. Impossible to know what other words pass between them, and then the moment is gone and it’s evening.


Katherine Sutherland dies in the night, still holding Kathleen’s hand.
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Next morning, everything happens exactly as Katherine predicted. Kathleen is numb. Still in her maid’s uniform, she helps wrap the body. She answers questions from the headmistress and accepts a handclasp from Miss Grey. Arrangements are made.


Katherine is taken away, which is the hardest part, but the school is largely empty, and there are no other girls to see the stretcher with the white-wrapped figure carried down the stairs to the mortuary van. The authorities take the blue handbag and the little trunk, all the jewelry in the rosewood box on the dresser.


Of course Kathleen will stay to pack the rest and clear the room; of course she will do this last duty for her mistress. The military trucks are already at the gate, so she will have to make haste. All that remains, the headmistress explains with her gloves in hand, is to finish the last packing, and only a few kitchen staff are left behind. She pats Kathleen’s shoulder before departing. After receiving these final instructions, Kathleen is largely forgotten.


Kathleen closes the door, then walks across the room and opens the window wide on the cherry tree view, clutches the white frame with both hands. She has to decide now whether to step into the boat and sail. But all she feels is a sadness so profound it’s like dying.


Katherine is the one who died, though. She would be telling you not to be a nincompoop. Step into the boat.


Step into the boat, or stand alone at the dock as the boat pushes off. Either way, she is alone.


She can hear Katherine’s voice so clearly. You can be me to be you. Say you’ll live, even when I can’t.


Kathleen remembers her promise. Not allowing herself to think too hard, she steps back from the window and reaches both hands behind her. Cold fingers as she pulls the tie on her apron, unravels the string, slips the apron straps off her shoulders, and eases the garment away. She folds it and lays it on the dresser, because she’s accustomed to folding.


She kneels down on the rug and opens the big trunk.


It’s familiar, in the way of things she’s handled and laid straight a thousand times. But it’s also more than she expected. Among the clothes, a folder of papers—references attesting to Miss Katherine Sutherland’s good character, the quality of her family. A series of grade reports from Arlington Hall and from other schools, assuring her qualifications and abilities in typing and French and so on. Identity documents and—God bless—a birth certificate, all filigreed along the side. An envelope of cash, which Kathleen is too scared to count, but it looks like a lot. It looks like enough.


How did Katherine put all this together, right under her nose? There’s no time to ponder the mystery of it.


Kathleen undoes all the buttons of her black shirtwaist dress and takes off her oxford pumps. She strips off her hose and her brassiere, leaving only her panties. She folds the apron and the dress and everything else into a bundle, which she tucks down inside the trunk.


Then she dresses herself in Katherine’s clothes. First the corselette, tucking herself in with the many hooks and eyes. She draws on Katherine’s stockings and fixes them in place, eases the slip over her head, smooths it over her thighs. She takes out the traveling suit and puts it on: the navy skirt, the patterned blouse, the navy jacket with the peplum waist. Katherine was winnowed by illness and Kathleen by hard work, so they are of a size. She finds the accompanying shoes, with the continental heel.


She puts everything on, everything she used to put on her mistress. Then she turns to the mirror and faces herself, and what she sees… She doesn’t have time for that right now. As she knots the tie of the blouse with shaking fingers, her heartbeat seems very loud.


Her hair is wrong. She unpins her cap and releases her hair out of its tight, tiny bun at the nape of her neck. Brushes it with Katherine’s hairbrush, left in the bowerbird nest on the dresser, along with the other personal items: Katherine’s enamel combs, the hairpins and rats, the compact and lipstick, plus the newspaper folded to the last crossword they worked on together. There’s a photo of Katherine’s family. A dried rose in a bud vase.


Quick, trembling hands as Kathleen rolls and pins her auburn hair in place. Her hair is thick and shorter than is fashionable. She tucks the cap away in the trunk, digs further for another handbag—the soft brown vinyl—and a small brown hat. She pins the hat over her hair, opens the bag, and finds a pair of dark brown gloves. Before she dons the gloves, she powders her face and uses the lipstick. She takes ten dollars—a week’s wages—from the envelope and slips it into an inside pocket of the handbag.


Now, in the mirror, she looks more like the girl she’s pretending to be. The powder does not disguise her freckles, but freckles are fine—lots of girls have them. Freckles do not give her away. Kathleen adjusts the handbag and buttons the jacket. She practices a few short gestures. Hands like this. Posture upright. She is being Katherine, but not Katherine. She has to erase the Katherine she knew, overwrite her with this new version, the version who is herself.


Kathleen closes her eyes for a moment. The whole thing is disorienting and terrifying.


When her eyes open, the detritus on the dresser seems suddenly, impossibly sad. She can’t bear to see it lying there, so she sweeps it all into her handbag—everything but the vase. Then she closes and locks the trunk, clips it upright onto the metal frame with the little wheels, and grabs the handle.


Stepping into the hall makes her breath halt in her throat, but there’s no one around—no one at all. Kathleen tries to walk the way Katherine walked, but she’s not used to her shoes. After a few feet, she realizes she can’t do it like this: She can’t impersonate Katherine. That will give her away. She straightens and walks with her normal gait, which feels better.


The trunk is a heavy weight. She takes it to the dumbwaiter, but it won’t fit. Dammit. She takes it to the stairs and begins the long descent.


On the second floor, a young man.


There is both the shock of seeing someone in the empty corridors and the fact that it’s a man. Typically, the only men on the grounds of the school are the janitor and the groundsman and the kitchen delivery boy.


This man is in uniform, with a rifle on his shoulder.


No, not a rifle. A sawed-off broom handle.


“Can I help you?” Stupid words, servant words. My god, she’s blown it the first time she opened her mouth.


But the young man seems just as shocked as she. Or maybe embarrassed, because of the broom handle. Must be that rifles are in short supply. “Uh, no. No, ma’am. We’re just clearing the building. We were told all the residents had gone.”


It’s his manner, perhaps, that allows her to smile. This boy is a servant, just like her. A servant of the War Department.


“Yes, I think I’m the only one left,” she says brightly.


“Would you like a hand with that trunk, ma’am?”


This is a new concept. “Uh, yes. Thank you, I’d appreciate it.”


He wheels the trunk to the next set of stairs. Kathleen has to prevent herself from snatching it back. Just concentrate on the stairs. Left foot, right foot, gloved hands on the banister. It’s good her hands are gloved—she has the short nails and calluses of a maid.


On the ground floor, the elegant front foyer with the administration desk facing the outside. Parquet under her heels as she directs the soldier to set the trunk just inside the grand entrance door. The door is open, and through it she can see vehicles parked in front of the green hump of the turning circle: vans in wartime drab, plus a black car.


The soldier gives her a brisk salute as he heads back up the stairs.


Now what? She returns to the administration desk and sets her handbag there, pulls out the newspaper and a comb to find the ten dollars. Nervous about losing the money, she slips it into the pocket of her jacket. Then back to the door, to check the clips on the trunk. Sweat on the nape of her neck.


The sound of chatter, and she startles as two young women walk in together from the auditorium off the foyer.


“Oh my. Well, hi there.” The taller of the two, black-haired and, shockingly, wearing pants. “Are you one of the girls from the school?”


“Yes.” Both true and untrue. She has to think quickly now. She cannot be Katherine and she cannot be Kathleen—she must be an amalgamation of both. She extends a hand, the cotton of her glove soaking up the dampness in her palm. “Kit Sutherland, hi.”


“Moya Kershaw.” The young woman’s handshake is warm, firm, not the limp-fingered polite shake of the upper classes. She looks only a year or so older than Kit herself. “And this here is Dottie. Are you waiting on a cab?”


“Yes.” Kit wets her lips. “I mean, I called a cab, but it hasn’t arrived.”


“It might’ve been stopped at the gate,” Dottie suggests. Dottie is sweet-faced, with blond curls and a pleasing round figure.


Kit acts appropriately flummoxed. “There are soldiers at the gate?”


“Afraid so.” Moya leans on the administration desk and takes a cigarette out of a slim pocket case. “The whole building has been appropriated. You didn’t hear?”


“I heard,” Kit says. “But everything… Well, everything has been a bit of a rush.”


“No kidding.” Dottie smiles. “Sorry about the cab. Where are you headed?”


“Union Station.” It’s the first place Kit can think of, and the most obvious. “I guess I’ll walk down to the road and wait for the bus.”


“Do you need some help with your luggage?” Dottie asks.


“Thanks, but I should be okay.” Kit shoulders her handbag and walks to the trunk. She can do this. She can just walk out the door and keep on walking.


“Miss Sutherland?” Moya’s voice. The speculative tone of it turns Kit around.


Her whole face feels stiff. “Yes?”


Moya has lit her cigarette. Her lipstick is fire-engine red. She’s tall for a girl, angular and sharp-cornered at hips, shoulders, cheeks. She’s holding up the folded newspaper in her other hand. “Is this your crossword puzzle?”


Will a crossword puzzle give her away? Kit thinks for a moment, decides she’s being paranoid. “Yes. Sorry, that’s mine.”


Moya exchanges a glance with Dottie, like they’re sharing a secret. “You like puzzles?”


Kit feels perspiration pop at her hairline. But she’s too far in to back out now. “I do them in my spare time.”


“And you studied here.…” Moya cants her head. “What were your favorite subjects?”


The handbag is slipping down Kit’s shoulder, but she doesn’t want to adjust it. Her throat is very dry. “Literature. Botany. French. I liked the astronomy classes, too.” She tries to make it all sound natural. These are the classes she helped Katherine with. “It was better than typing.”


Again, the glance between the two other women.


“Do you have family waiting for you? Or a fiancé?” Dottie’s cheeks are pink.


Kit feels her answering blush. “Family, yes. Fiancé, no.”


Moya steps closer, holding out the folded paper. The red curve of her lipstick is like a lamp in the night. “Miss Sutherland… what would you say if I told you I might be able to offer you a job helping the war effort?”


Kit stands completely still, except for the round O of her mouth.


I’m stepping into the boat, Katherine. God help me, I’m stepping into the boat.


She takes a single, considered pace toward Moya and Dottie. “I’d say tell me more.”
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cryptology (n.): secret or occult language; from kruptos (Gr.), “secret, hidden,” and logos (Gr.), “word, reason.” From 1945 as “science of secret characters or codes.”




March 1943


“Comin’ through! More pencils comin’ through! Hey, Kitty-Kat, I’ve got the erasers you said you needed.” Dottie shimmies her way between the rows of chairs and tables in the workroom, a small cardboard box under her arm. She’s a flash of peach sweater under the new fluorescent lights.


Kit doesn’t hear her, too engrossed in the typed numbers on the index cards laid out on the wooden table in front. She holds a pencil, and like every other girl at one of the large tables in Arlington Hall, she is wearing knitted gloves with the fingers cut off and extra socks. Out the window, the grounds of the school look quite lovely in the early spring: The cherry trees that Katherine enjoyed so much have all blossomed. The outside air is getting warmer, a welcome relief after the punishing winter, but the upper floors of the schoolhouse are much cooler than outside, and conditions are close to icebox.


The workroom hums with low conversation, the scratch of pencils, and the clack of typewriters on the next floor down. In her white cotton blouse and blue sweater and warm skirt and socks, Kit sits forward on her hard wooden chair and counts under her breath. “One, two, and three… And one, and two, and… there. Opal, are you seeing that?”


“Show me.” Opal Jenks, who usually sits closer to the window, is sitting beside Kit and peering over her shoulder. “One, and two, and three… I’m not seeing it in the first group.”


“Next line down.” Kit points at a set of numbers on her index card with the pencil’s tip. “Wait, I need an eraser—”


“Got you covered,” Dottie says, grabbing one from the cardboard box and handing it over.


“Thanks, Dot.” Kit’s smile is a flash of gratitude before she returns to the cards and makes the correction. She’s trying not to get excited. “Okay, here. Do you see it? Next line—here again.”


Opal bites her bottom lip, staring at the numbers. “Okay, maybe.”


“I don’t know.” Kit sets down her pencil, leans back, and chafes her fingers together. “Maybe I’m forcing it.”


“Show me.” Brigid Gladwell pushes back her chair and takes up position on Kit’s other side. In every workroom, there is one girl who keeps things running smoothly, and right now, Brigid is it.


Kit angles her cards and points to the number groupings. “Am I imagining things?”


Brigid frowns. “If you are, we’re imagining them together.”


The workroom is packed full of tables and girls: girls in winter coats, girls with victory rolls, girls between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five. A few girls with pencils behind their ears get up and move closer to Kit’s table. There’s a frisson as everyone senses that something is happening.


“Write it out again.” Brigid pushes a notepad over. “Do we have the crib? Rose?”


“One second.” Rose, the overlapper, hurries to collect the correct sheet from her table. “Got it!”


“Pass it here.” Kit raises a hand, and a little bucket-brigade of girls sends the crib sheet her way.


Kit is on the third floor of the schoolhouse. It’s the same floor she left in such a hurry in June last year. But since that time, most of the dorm rooms have been transformed: curtains taken down and replaced, beds dismantled, lush carpets rolled. The bathtubs were too hard to remove. They’re all full of intercepts now.


Far away in the Pacific, the Imperial Japanese Army is shooting young American soldiers, with the occasional pause to send a message. Kit works on the messages sent in the pause. Her job is to take a card from the wire basket in front of her, skim each four-digit number, strip out the encryption used by the local operator to forward the numbers to Arlington Hall, then start looking for patterns. Like every other girl in the room, Kit circles four-digit repetitions, two-digit repetitions, subtracts one number group from another, tries a dozen other techniques with slide rule and graph paper to find anything that matches up. Although the numbers on the cards often just look like a garbled string of digits, Kit knows there are words in there somewhere—romanized Japanese words like dan and tuki and maru.


The hum of the radiator by the wall is like a burr inside her brain, the soundtrack of the buzzing intellectual focus that permeates the room.


Kit has become part of a great hive mind.


The work of the hive is breaking enemy codes.


With trembling fingers, she and Opal slide the crib sheet underneath the cards and the rewritten number groupings, to do a comparison.


Other girls have stopped working to observe and make whispered suggestions. “Give ’em more light!” Edith says, and a girl repositions a table lamp.


“Check it against the crib,” Brigid instructs them.


Kit’s pencil is already tracking along the lines. “I’m checking—”


“Kit, I think I’ve got one,” Opal says, her voice suddenly an octave higher. A hum skitters through the room. “Holy mackerel, Kit—”


“That’s one,” Kit says, nodding. “And here—”


“I’m calling upstairs,” Brigid says decisively, and she starts for the black Bakelite telephone near the door.


Dottie waves a hand. “Moya’s on her way down!”


Moya Kershaw walks into the doorway from the corridor. “I’m here already, what’s going on?”


Kit glances up, suddenly distracted. Moya’s pants are divine and her blouse is silk—which means it’s old. Everything is rayon now that Japanese silk is frowned upon.


“Possible break,” Brigid says. “Come see.”


Moya slides between chairs and girls, and Kit puts her head down so nobody will notice her cheeks going pink. She turns back to the hunt for number repetitions.


“I’ve got one,” Opal says, her pencil flying now. “And Kit’s got one—”


“I’ve got two,” Kit says. She circles the places where pairs of numbers come together, from the crib and the card. “Here. And here.”


Moya plants her palm on Kit’s side of the table and leans closer. Kit registers Moya’s presence the way she registers the sound of the radiator: like the low buzz of a powerful magnet.


Moya scans the cards, frowning, and everyone holds their breath. Then she says, “That’s it. You’ve got it,” and tension breaks as girls all over the room cheer.


Dottie and Rose whoop, embracing, and Opal lets out a ragged hoot. “Kit, we got it!”


“Thank God.” Kit huffs out a laugh of relief and pleasure as Opal drags her in for a hug. “I’ve been seeing those numbers in my dreams.”


“Heck yes.” Opal rubs her eyes. “That run of code was busting our chops.”


“Not anymore.” Brigid is grinning. “Great job, girls.”


“Yep—well done.” Moya is still leaning over the crib sheets. She grabs a loose pencil on the desk and circles another number pair. “But keep pushing. You’ve got another one here.”


Kit blinks at the new pair. “How did I not see that?”


Moya gives her a sphinx smile, straightens. “Congratulations, ladies. You saved some lives today.” She looks around. “And now we can save more lives by getting back to work—let’s get shakin’, the war won’t wait.”


Her attention is snagged by the sight of a young man in a brown suit standing at the door. Kit recognizes him. Emil Ferrars—Kit can only think of him as Mr. Ferrars—is a twenty-two-year-old math genius who studied at Princeton. Now he works with the legendary Miss Caracristi on some of the most advanced attacks on Imperial Army codes in the Hall.


Mr. Ferrars waves. “Moya? Do you have a minute?”


Dottie notices Mr. Ferrars, too, and immediately straightens her shoulders and smooths a hand down her skirt. Kit hides a smile. Emil Ferrars is tall and slim and attractive, and sometimes, when he is walking around in the cafeteria, he leaves pencils tucked behind his ears or forgets to take off his reading glasses. Dottie has mentioned more than once how she finds this adorable.


Dottie has also mentioned that Mr. Ferrars gets debilitating tension headaches. With his headaches and his brain power, he has a dispensation from the War Department to be at Arlington Hall, instead of on the fighting front, and according to Dottie, he sometimes feels embarrassed about this. Kit thinks that anyone who wants to put Mr. Ferrars in a GI uniform and give him a rifle and push him out to fight Japanese and Germans is obviously a complete idiot. It would be a shocking waste of a first-rate mind.


Moya acknowledges Mr. Ferrars with a nod before turning back. “Okay, duty calls. Dottie, are you done here? They want you back in traffic.”


“On my way.” Dottie gives her hair a little flip as Moya meets Mr. Ferrars at the door and the two of them exit together. Then she leans down to give Kit a sideways squeeze. “You champ. Is that three breaks this month?”


“Just two.” Kit smiles, relaxed and happy.


“‘Just two,’ she says. Hey, let’s celebrate in the cafeteria later—Carol said there’s crullers.” Dottie straightens her sweater. “And did you hear the latest gossip? There’s English guys coming to visit.”


Kit frowns. “Why?”


“To watch our magic pencils work, I guess.” Dottie waggles her eyebrows. “I hope they look like Joel McCrea and sound like Cary Grant.”


Kit rolls her eyes. “They’re probably all sixty years old, with hair coming out their ears.”


“Ew, get away, you.” Dottie stands. “Cafeteria at four?”


“For sure. Okay, go on now, before Moya rolls around again.” Dottie gives her a cheeky salute and heads for the door.


“All right, ladies, fun’s over,” Brigid announces as girls find their seats again. “Let’s get focused.”


Opal lifts her chin at Dottie’s retreating figure. “English guys are visiting Arlington Hall?”


Kit’s still feeling a hazy glow of euphoria from vanquishing the code. “If you believe the rumors. I suppose that’ll mean more security.”


Opal rolls her eyes. “We’ve already got ID badges and military police on duty and steel-mesh fences all over the compound. What are they gonna do, check our panty girdles?”


Kit snorts in reply. But she’s thinking about it.


She settles herself in her chair and tries to shift her concentration back to the card in front of her. The numbers on it are a disguise, and it’s her job to strip that disguise away.


The irony is not lost on her.


She and Opal look for more repetitions until the shift change at four, when all the girls put down their pencils and tidy their workstations and their hair, ease off their gloves, and head for the door. They join the hallway rush of girls exiting from other rooms, and a half dozen streams of girls all meet in a great girl river that flows down the left side of the corridor. On the right side, flowing up, more girls arrive for the 4:00 PM till midnight shift.


Kit diverges near the banister to slip into her dorm room. Only six rooms on Floor Three are dorms, with another six rooms on the floor below and a handful on One. There are many more girls than rooms, so the bulk of the workforce is housed off-site.


She removes her gloves and hangs her coat, feeling cooler but more comfortable, and takes off her shoes. Then she sits on her made bed, waiting for the shifting numbers in her head to dissipate.


The room itself is tiny, with dark dado panels and twin beds on either side of a window. A wardrobe with an attached mirror stands between the bed and the door on Dottie’s side, and on Kit’s side, a dresser. If she straightens her legs, her toes will touch the metal frame of Dottie’s bed. But Kit doesn’t mind; it’s a long way from the room she grew up in, with newspapers glued to the walls, the barrel stove with the hot water jug on top, an enamel plate warming leftover cornbread.


Underneath her bed is the trunk—Katherine’s trunk—with all the elements she requires to perpetuate her facade.


The window view shows the familiar genteel green quad of the school grounds. Past the western edge of the schoolhouse lies the forested part of the property. Somewhere among those trees, the old stables. A mile or so beyond the forest are more steel-mesh fences, but Kit can’t see them from here.


Past the quad lawn, behind the schoolhouse, lies the former administration cottage. Farther back, construction has ripped a gash in the green as War Department workers complete a new storehouse on the sloping land behind. It’s a shame to wreck the lovely area at the north of the grounds, but God knows they need the space. Where on earth will they put the English visitors?


Nine months ago, Kit was given an opportunity. Once the interview and paper checks were over, she simply became another girl. There are girls everywhere now: girls in the streets, girls in uniform, girls in the newly completed Pentagon building three miles away. Girls are crammed into every available space in the capital, hot-bedding it in billet bunkhouses, lining the counters at drugstores and train stations, sitting three abreast on buses. Newspaper editorials complain about the lipstick brigade, but that’s just how it is while the boys are overseas.


Another government girl swelling the ranks of the Signal Intelligence Service and Washington, DC, in general… Kit is hiding in a forest, just one more tree. She’s been counting on that anonymity. She has her trunk, her handbag, her shared room with Dottie, and her photo ID badge with the color of her clearance plainly marked. She stays low to the ground. She does her work.


Arlington Hall has been her refuge.


But foreign emissaries coming to the Hall might change the routine.


Kit recognizes the light flutter of fear in her chest, assuages it by watching the leaves shift in the trees outside. The oaks remind her of childhood, of lugging bundles of oak bark down from the mountain—her mother used to sell the bark to the tannery at one cent per pound. Kit puts that old memory firmly aside; thinking too much about who she was, who she became, and who she is now makes her head ache. She concentrates instead on simply absorbing the quiet in the room.


When the door of the room opens, Kit’s first reaction is disappointment.


“You forgot, didn’t you?” Dottie says, bustling in. “I had a feeling you’d forget.”


Kit bites her lip. “The cafeteria—”


“Don’t worry about it, hon.” Dottie grins. She’s wearing the cutest gingham shirt, the collar peeking over the neck of her peach sweater, and her blond curls are bouncing. “I just came down from Four myself. Emil Ferrars had a little headache episode, so I stayed to help Moya.”


“Is Mr. Ferrars okay?”


“He’ll be okay. It’s just the pace—you think it’s busy here on Three, it’s goddamn frantic in the attic.”


“He should move offices, so he’s closer to the infirmary,” Kit suggests.


“It’ll never happen.” Dottie warms her legs by the radiator. “They’d never move the high-classification stuff to a lower floor—too much foot traffic. And there’s no available offices down on One anyway. This whole place is like a warren crammed with rabbits.”


Kit wonders if asking about the English visitors would seem suspicious. The transition from maid to upper middle class has her constantly watching how she presents. For the last nine months she has checked herself: Is her question too nosy? Is it something she should already know? Is her accent or phrasing too coarse?


At least with Dottie she doesn’t have to worry too much. Dorothy Crockford comes from Baltimore, where her father runs a grocery, and she acts the same whether she’s talking to kitchen staff or debutantes. Kit has learned a lot, spending time with Dottie, and not just about the Hall gossip. “So what’s the story with the English guys?” Kit prompts her.


“I don’t know much,” Dottie admits, stripping off her sweater and hanging it in the wardrobe. “Just what I’ve overheard while I’m collecting transcripts, and it’s not for repeating, okay? But they’re arriving sometime in the next two weeks.”


Two weeks. “What are they coming here for?”


“Picking up tips, maybe?” Dottie takes off her shirt, shivering, and settles it over the rail at the foot of her bed. She retrieves a pink utility dress out of the wardrobe. “According to Moya, they have their own unit in England, doing all the same stuff we’re doing. They got started before we did, she says.”


Kit kicks her legs gently. “So it could be us picking up tips.”


“You think?” Dottie’s expression says she finds this doubtful as she unbuttons her skirt. “But why would they come here if they didn’t need help with something?”


“Exchange of ideas?” Kit suggests.


“I’ll ‘exchange ideas’ with English boys any day of the week.” Dottie gives Kit a flirty wink as she steps out of her skirt. “Are you coming with me to Arlington Farms tonight?”


That would be a no. But Kit can’t explain what keeps her tethered to the Hall. “I’m thinking about it.”


Dottie shakes her head. “That’s what you always say. Well, don’t think too long, I’m leaving at five thirty.”


“My brain is beat.” Kit makes it sound like a confession. “I don’t know that I’ll be much good for conversation.”


“Good-looking soldiers and music playing—who needs conversation?” Dottie puts away her skirt and shirt. Her voice turns wheedling as she wiggles her way into the utility dress and ties the belt. “Come on, Kitty-Kat, I’ll do your hair and let you borrow my lipstick.…”


Kit smiles at the idea of someone doing her hair, instead of the other way around. “I’d be more tempted if my feet and back weren’t so darned sore. But I’ll help you draw on your stocking seams, how about that?”


“I’d take your company over a stocking seam, but sure. If your feet are already hurting, then a dance won’t be much fun.” Dottie pulls a new sweater over her dress and finesses her collar. “If you’re not coming out, at least walk down with me to the cafeteria. Come on, I know you missed lunch.”


“Do you think anyone in the cafeteria would notice if I showed up in my slippers?” Kit sees Dottie’s expression. “Oh, all right then.”


Kit shoves her shoes back on and follows Dottie out. The shoes are still bothering her; Katherine was half a size smaller. Kit’s had plans to buy new ones, even has a ration card for them, but who has the time? The schedule is seven days on and one day off. On her day off, she mostly wants to sleep.


And if she’s a little nervous about leaving the known quantity of Arlington Hall, braving the wider world, then that’s understandable, too.


She accompanies Dottie downstairs and through the first-floor hallway to the cafeteria—what used to be the old concert auditorium—where they find trays and collect dishes of meatloaf and coleslaw, with a side of Jell-O. The crullers are already gone, which is a shame. The kitchen only gets a limited ration of butter and sugar, so it might be a while until they get more.


Half an hour later, Kit is drawing Dottie’s stocking seams on. Dottie stands on two big dictionaries—one German, one Japanese—that she’s borrowed from the transcribing room. “You’re going with Edith and Carol?” Kit asks.


“And Libby. And Betty from Two said she might come along.” Dottie holds her skirt hem high above her knees. “What will you do here tonight, all on your own?”


“Mm… don’t know. Maybe join in Moya’s poker game?”


“Since when have you ever—and don’t, she’ll fleece you blind!” Dottie laughs, twists around to see. “Hey, I’ll be catching the last bus home, so don’t wait up.”


“Okay,” Kit says. “Now hold still.”


“I’m holding still! But listen, I meant what I said—you oughta get out more, Kitty. Throw care to the wind a little!”


“Next time,” Kit says, knowing there won’t be a next time, trailing the eyebrow pencil down the back of Dottie’s leg with a steady hand.
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Let things be shown, let them come forth in their real colors.…


—ELIZEBETH FRIEDMAN




Kit does not go to the poker game. Time alone is such a rarity, and only when she’s alone can she truly relax. She gets hot chocolate from the cafeteria and reads in bed—an old copy of Emma, a book that always made Katherine laugh—and then at about ten o’clock, she turns off her lamp and goes to sleep.


At 1:00 AM, she wakes up.


She knows it’s 1:00 AM because the hands of the bedside alarm clock glow faintly in the dark. The curtains are open. Through the frosted window, Kit can see the stars wheeling high in the night above the trees.


A glimmer catches on the tight folds of the bed opposite.


Kit turns on the lamp. Dottie’s bed is empty, still neatly made. For a second, Kit’s head is foggy. She looks at the bed, then the clock. Back to the bed.


She reaches for her robe.


As she scuffs on her slippers, she runs through the possibilities: Dottie went to the Farms. She could have missed the last bus. The dance might have run late.


But Kit’s pretty sure that the matrons who run these things would want everything packed up by midnight. Folks have to go home, get some sleep, go to work the next day. All the girls at Arlington Farms are government girls.


The bus might have broken down.… Kit rules that out quickly. Think now. What are the other options? Dottie could have met someone. That isn’t unlikely, but it’s unlike Dottie. She’s not really a “stay the night on the first date” kind of gal.


Kit considers more ideas, discards them. The room is cold with the curtains open. Kit bites her lip for a moment, then exits to the corridor.


She goes down one floor. It feels peculiar, walking around the Hall in her slippers and pajamas when other girls are working at the tables just one corridor away.


The door Kit arrives at is made of dark wood, like the dado on the walls. Kit raises her fist, hesitates.


Moya is her colleague. Dottie’s friend and therefore her friend. But Moya is also the Floor Three supervisor—essentially, her boss. She bats away the other concern, that Moya is sharp-cornered and glamorous in a way that makes Kit a little tongue-tied. Moya has a cool, steely center that’s a little intimidating.


And Kit doesn’t want to get Dottie into trouble. But maybe Dottie is already in trouble.


Kit raps sharply. “Moya, it’s me.”


Muffled sound of movement. Moments later, the door opens inward. Moya is in a men’s dressing gown, her typically sleek hair tousled. She’s holding a silver lighter and there’s a cigarette stuck between her teeth.


“Dottie hasn’t come home,” Kit says.


Moya rubs her forehead with the back of her hand. “It’s one in the morning.”


“Yes. And Dottie hasn’t come home.”


There’s a pause.


“Shit.” Moya lights the cigarette. “One minute.” She shuts the door in Kit’s face.


Kit waits in the cold corridor, shifting on her feet. Someone could come by. Girls from the typing rooms nearby could come out to the bathroom and see her standing here in her slippers and robe—


The door opens again, and Moya is wearing brown twill trousers and a white button-up shirt. She’s pulled a jacket on, too—a leather jacket, with a shearling collar. She’s still smoking the cigarette, and she’s wearing soft boots. She has a dark blue scarf in her hand. “Dottie went to the Farms? To the dance tonight?” Moya closes her dorm room behind herself.


Kit steps back as Moya locks her door. “Yes.”


“Right.” Moya starts walking back to the stairs.


Kit realizes she’s supposed to follow. “She said she was catching the last bus home.”


“That obviously didn’t happen.” Moya ties the blue scarf around her hair as they take the stairs to Three, to Kit’s room. Moya waves a hand. “Get dressed. You’re still in your pajamas.”


Flustered, Kit realizes this is true. She goes into her room and quickly dispenses with her robe and nightwear to throw on a corduroy skirt, warm shirt, long socks, a sweater, her brown coat.


Moya talks to her through the door. “Was Dottie meeting anyone at the Farms?”


“No,” Kit says back to the wood. She makes a face as she puts on a different pair of shoes: her old oxfords, with the Cuban heel. They give her all kinds of weird feelings, but they’re definitely more practical in this situation. “Actually—I don’t know. She went with some other people. Betty from Two. Libby. Edith. Carol.”


“Carol from Hagerstown?”


“Carol from New Jersey.”


“Oh, okay.” The smell of Moya’s cigarette is seeping under the door. “And they’re all back now?”


“I don’t know,” Kit says. She opens the door.


Moya is leaning against the door jamb, looking down the hall. “I can ask Beverley Gaskin to check. She’s on nights. Is Dottie involved with anyone at Arlington Farms?”


Kit is confused by the question. Arlington Farms is a brand-new facility. It’s only three and a half miles northeast of the Hall and a short bus ride away from DC proper, which makes it popular accommodation for government girls. It’s also an all-female dormitory residence.


“The—what?”


“Is she involved with anyone at Arlington Farms?” Moya makes a face. “Kit, please don’t be dense.”


“No. Um.” Kit blushes, because she really isn’t dense. It’s just surprising that Moya is so casual about it. “You know Dottie. If she missed the bus, she would have caught a cab. She knows breaking curfew isn’t worth it.”


“All right.” Moya starts walking again. “Let’s go find Emil.”


Kit trots to keep up, pulling at her sweater sleeves under her coat. “Why Mr. Ferrars?”


“Because we need a ride and he owes me a favor.”


They stop near the workrooms so Moya can ask Beverley Gaskin who’s come back from the dance. Betty and Edith and Carol have all returned. Libby works elsewhere, in intercept logging, but she’s reliable; she’s probably back. Moya thanks Beverley and gives Kit a significant look.


They take the stairs again, up to Four. This is not a part of the schoolhouse that Kit is typically allowed to visit. The attic corridor is brightly lit, and the sounds of conversation and movement come from rooms on each side. As she and Moya pass an open door, Kit sees two girls, both in their twenties and working at typewriters. Kit wonders if any of the Hall codebreaking superstars are on shift—Miss Berryman, maybe, or Mr. Kullback.


It’s warmer up here than on Three. They arrive at a door at the far end that’s in a dim alcove. Kit remembers this room—it was originally used for storing field hockey equipment, when Arlington Hall was still a school.


Moya raps on the door.


After a moment, the sound of a polite voice. “Yes?”


“Emil, open up,” Moya says.


The door obliges, and Emil Ferrars stands barefoot in trousers and a long-sleeved undershirt. Kit’s first thought is that Dottie would probably prefer to be the one seeing Mr. Ferrars in his undershirt.


“What’s happening?” Mr. Ferrars says, blinking.


Moya blows smoke above his head. “One of my girls is AWOL at Arlington Farms, and I want her back without a lot of fuss.”


“Moya, it’s one in the morning.”


“She’s a good girl, Emil.”


Mr. Ferrars sighs and pulls his braces up onto his shoulders. “I’ll get my coat.”


He comes out straight after putting on a shirt and a sweater, carrying his shoes—he pulls them on in the corridor—and hands Moya his coat. “The keys are in my coat pocket.” He leans on the wall to tie his shoelaces. “Inside left.”


“Will you be okay to drive, after this afternoon?” Moya is being cryptic, but Kit knows Mr. Ferrars usually needs to rest after an episode of his illness.


“I’ll be fine,” he says calmly.


The typewriting women don’t even blink as they walk past again. Mr. Ferrars has slightly longer strides. Moya has long legs, but Kit has to double her pace to keep up.


“You’ll owe me big time after this, Moya,” Mr. Ferrars says.


Moya laughs. “That’s what you always say.”


“My head just hit the pillow.”


Kit knows what that’s like, and she feels bad for him. “I’m sorry.”


“Oh, it’s not your fault.” He glances over. He has nice brown eyes. “Let’s just hope your young lady’s all right.”


Kit isn’t sure what to say to that, because it strikes a very solemn chord inside her.


The remaining trip downstairs is very quick. They don’t go out the main door on One; instead, Moya and Mr. Ferrars veer left and walk past rooms—including some quiet dorm rooms—to the far end of the carpeted corridor, where they turn left again and go under the stairs.


They exit through a rear door and come out on the concrete steps. To the right is a parking area with a few black-domed vehicles. Mr. Ferrars and Moya head straight for the parking area. Kit pulls her coat closer and rubs her arms: The night outside is way colder than the schoolhouse, and her breath steams up in front of her.


“Have you got enough gas?” Moya isn’t talking to Kit.


“Yes.” Mr. Ferrars jogs to the nearest sedan—a very nice black Chrysler—and unlocks the driver’s side, gets in, and leans across to unlock the passenger side. “Although I was hoping to save some for a midweek trip to town.”


“Sorry, Emil.” Moya seems sincere this time. She flicks away her cigarette butt, then slides into the passenger seat and waves Kit over. “Come on, let’s move.”


After a brief hesitation, Kit gets in the back. She’s never ridden in a personal car before. She’s taken the train and the bus, and twice she’s been in cabs. The leather seat is freezing under her palms, and she’s glad she wore corduroy.


Emil Ferrars starts the engine, backs the car out of its parking spot, and they coast down the moonlit curve of driveway to the security gate, where they’re waved out by the MP on duty.


Kit feels like she’s in the middle of some bizarre dream. Driving along Arlington Boulevard at this time of night is slow and strange, and there are few other cars on the road. The streetlights are off, and everyone is driving with dimmed headlights because of blackout rules. The moon is an advantage, but Mr. Ferrars is still not going more than fifteen miles an hour. It’s weirdly lonely, being out in the Virginia night like this.


Moya turns to look at her. “Do you know where Dottie might be? Idaho hall?”


“I think so.” Kit’s not sure, but that’s where the jitterbug dances are usually held.


“Let’s start there and work our way around.” Moya rubs her hands together to warm them. “I’d prefer not to wake up half the Farms residents unless I have to.”


Arlington Farms is colloquially known as Twenty-Eight Acres of Girls. Dances there attract servicemen from all over, and Dottie has said that some of the men are nice and some of them are dull, and many of them are overeager. The matrons keep an eye on things, but Kit knows that it’s very easy for social situations to get out of hand. Sometimes it’s hard for polite girls to say no. She looks out at the moonlit oaks going past the window of Mr. Ferrars’s car and hopes Dottie is okay.


They turn a sharp corner off South Washington Boulevard onto Arlington Ridge Road and then into the driveway. The Farms are still finishing construction—pretty much everything war-related is still finishing construction—and the landscape is dusty once they get past the main gate. Kit is reminded again of her past: black walnuts in the fall, water from the spring down the hill, red clay dirt in the yard. There’s a lot of dirt and concrete at Arlington Farms, and not much grass. Some of the piping is exposed, yet to be disguised under gardens. In the dark, all the boxy two-story buildings look like so much warehousing, with the occasional big tree.


Midnight shifts started nearly two hours ago, and the place is ghostly quiet. There are no pedestrians. Everyone who can sleep is sleeping.


Mr. Ferrars pulls up right outside the front entrance of a prefab building with a large, high portico and lots of windows. The sign on the front reads IDAHO. Across the street, an INFIRMARY. Moya jumps out straightaway.


“Do you want me to come in?” Emil Ferrars asks through the open car window.


“Not for this.” Moya’s walking backward. “Stay here. Hopefully we’ll be right back.” She glances at Kit. “Come on, what you waiting for?”


Kit isn’t sure why Moya needs her, if she doesn’t need Mr. Ferrars. But Moya’s voice is commanding, so Kit opens her door and follows Moya into the building.


The lobby is a large, wood-floored open space with a round pedestal couch at its center. On the right, an unoccupied desk. On the left, a long counter stands in front of a wall of mail slots. There’s a WAVES reservist on duty, but she’s reading a newspaper.


She looks up as they come in. “Bit early, isn’t it?”


Moya’s voice loses its tone of authority, becomes polite and casual. “We’re looking for a friend. She came out to the jitterbug dance tonight, but she hasn’t made it home yet.”


“Maybe she stayed on with a resident, if she missed the bus,” the reservist says.


“It’s possible, but she’s breaking curfew.” Moya takes her case of cigarettes out of her jacket pocket, opens it, and offers one. “We’re trying to save her a headache come sunup.”


The WAVES reservist considers, takes a cigarette. “I’ve had that headache from time to time.”


“Dottie Crockford.” Moya’s lighter is already in her hand. “About yea high, blond curls…” Moya turns to Kit. “What was she wearing?”


Kit steps forward. “Uh, a pink dress with a red sweater. And saddle shoes. She didn’t take a coat.”


Moya pockets her lighter once the cigarette is lit. “She was here with four other girls from the Hall.”


At the mention of “the Hall,” the WAVES reservist straightens, blows smoke upward. “Well, my duty shift only started at midnight, but I haven’t seen her.”


“She might’ve sat down somewhere for a rest and fallen asleep.”


“You could check the kitchen and the bathrooms? I don’t know where else she might be, if she isn’t in one of the dorm rooms. The service shop’s been closed since eight. Everything else is closed, too.”


“What about the infirmary?” Kit asks suddenly. She catches Moya’s fast, approving glance.


The reservist doesn’t seem convinced. “Was she feeling poorly?”


“Not when she left. But she might’ve gotten dizzy from the jitterbugging.” Or if she had a drink. Kit knows she doesn’t have to say this last out loud.


“Is there someone on duty at the infirmary?” Moya asks.
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