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One


“HAVE YOU EVER SEEN anything like it?” Belle Ames breathed in a tone of wonder, looking up at the giant arch of white lilies and blue hydrangeas she and Lottie were standing under.

“Mmm,” Lottie Palmer said in a tone that she hoped masked her total lack of interest in both the hydrangeas and the huge party that was currently being thrown for her.

The floral arch was more than a story tall, but it still didn’t come anywhere close to scraping the famous glass ceiling of the Book Cadillac Hotel’s Italian garden ballroom, which hung two stories above the dance floor now crowded with Lottie’s friends.

The truth was Lottie had seen something like the gargantuan flower display before. In fact, the one they were standing under wasn’t even the only one in the ballroom. In a fit of enthusiasm over Lottie’s upcoming wedding, Belle’s mother, Annie, one of the grande dames of Detroit society, had ordered three of them. One stood at the entrance to the ballroom from the hotel. One stood at the opposite end, where another set of doors opened to the street. The one Lottie and Belle were standing under stood sentinel in the center of the room.

And Lottie wasn’t impressed by any of them.

If Lottie were to be honest, which she had no intention of doing at this particular moment, the huge, grandstanding arrangements weren’t all that different from the other huge, grandstanding arrangements that her father’s friends had trotted out during the whirlwind of parties leading up to her wedding. It seemed like all the tycoons and would-be tycoons in Detroit were elbowing each other out of the way to host celebrations for her and Eugene. Not just her father’s fellow automakers, but anyone who had anything to do with the auto industry. The men who made the tires, or the steel, or the glass. All of them wanted to throw Franklin Palmer’s daughter a party. And nobody wanted to have less expensive wine, or fewer guests, or smaller flower arrangements, than the other guy.

Maybe it was because, as Belle’s mother had pointed out, flowers were one thing they weren’t rationing. At least not until someone in the War Department figured out a way to fight the Germans with hothouse roses and daffodils.

Rationing meant it was hard to get enough butter or sugar to serve a big party, even if you were one of the most powerful families in the city. And even if you could afford the high market prices, it was considered bad taste to flout the rationing laws that other families were obeying. So the big families of Detroit might have had to put up with serving cake sweetened with applesauce at their shindigs, but if they still felt the need to show off, they could make up for it with flowers.

Lots and lots of flowers.

Lottie wasn’t even sure how many parties had been thrown that summer for her and Eugene. But she knew this was the last one. Until her rehearsal dinner, next weekend. A few weeks ago, she’d thought it would be a relief when she finally got to cross the last party off her calendar. Now, though, she just felt a growing sense of unease. When she thought about it, she couldn’t tell why. So she tried not to think about it.

Belle finally glanced down from the floral phantasmagoria overhead to get a look at Lottie.

Lottie gamely tried a smile. She’d always liked Belle, even though they’d never had much in common. And she wanted to be grateful for everything Belle’s mom had done to put the party together. But she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to fake the kind of enthusiasm Belle so clearly expected.

So when she saw Eugene’s familiar figure striding across the room, his buddy Donald in tow, she grinned with relief.

Beside her, Belle’s face lit up as well, at the prospect of gushing about the flowers to someone else.

“Genie!” Belle cried as Eugene approached. Lottie knew he hated this nickname, which Belle had dubbed him with in grammar school. With judicious threats, and a few minor fistfights, he’d actually managed to convince all the other guys in their set never to call him that.

Obviously, he hadn’t been able to use either of those tactics on Belle herself, and his gentler efforts at persuasion had never succeeded in getting her to stop. But to his credit, Lottie noticed his face didn’t give away even a flicker of the displeasure she knew he felt.

“Will you look at this?” Belle asked. With renewed vigor, she pointed at the flowers overhead again, her hand tracing the arc as if it were the hand on a clock.

“They’re beautiful,” he said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything like it.” Somehow, Eugene always knew exactly what to say.

“That’s what I was just telling Lottie,” Belle said with a coy smile.

“And you’ll be sure and tell your mother how grateful we are,” Eugene said.

“Of course,” Belle promised.

“I told her myself just now,” Eugene said. “But it’s always easier to believe things when someone says them about you behind your back.”

Belle’s smile, which Lottie wouldn’t have believed could get wider, actually did—an effect Eugene seemed to have on just about everyone.

Then he glanced at Lottie, a knowing look peeking from behind his polite smile. “How are you doing, Lots?” he asked. “You like this sky garden they made us?”

Lottie hadn’t been able to figure out a polite fib for Belle, and it was even harder with Eugene. They’d known each other since before either of them could remember, and he didn’t miss much. Still, she tried her best.

“It’s lovely,” Lottie said.

“Of course it’s lovely,” Eugene said. “How could Annie Ames have thrown a party that was anything but?”

“And it’s not just the flowers,” his buddy Don added. “Did you see the swan chairs?”

Annie Ames’s pièce de résistance for the evening was about half a dozen couches, shaped like swans, scattered around the perimeter of the dance floor. They were covered in white velvet, complete with plumes of ostrich feathers that created a delightfully scandalous effect by screening the hijinks of whoever sank into their lush cushions. She’d made it a point to say they’d come out of storage, from one of her own parties as a girl, so that nobody would think she wasn’t economizing due to the war effort.

Something about the pretense and hypocrisy sat wrong with Lottie.

Eugene’s lips curled and his brown eyes crinkled in a grin.

“What’s this, Lots?” Eugene said. “You don’t like them?”

Lottie dropped her eyes and swirled her beverage, stalling. “They’re very nice,” she finally managed.

“It’s so hard to impress a modern girl these days!” Eugene said in a teasing voice. “Now, what would it take to upgrade those incredible confections of couches to something other than nice?”

“Live swans?” Don suggested, getting into the joke.

“No, no,” Eugene said. “Far too troublesome. Have you heard the sound those things make? I’m afraid it would put the bandleader right off.”

“Unless you trained them to sing along,” Don said.

Lottie sighed and crossed her arms with a playfully irritated smile.

“I know!” Eugene burst out. “What this party is really missing is tigers. That would do it, wouldn’t it? A tiger on every couch. Then we’d really have something going on.”

“Hmm,” Lottie said. “Well, at least then we’d have something to do with disrespectful young men.”

“You’re going to feed us to the tigers?” Eugene asked, grinning. “That’s quite Roman of you. Maybe I should start calling you empress.”

As he spoke, the music on the dance floor changed. The couples who had been locked together in their spins and dips broke apart and re-formed into new pairings. As they did, a young man in an olive-green army uniform came over and stood before Belle.

“May I have this dance, young lady?” he asked with a wink.

They wound through the crowd and made their way into the whirl of dancers, who were all flailing through a jitterbug.

As they disappeared into the mix, Lottie and Eugene retreated to the wall, where a group of stag men, many in various uniforms, were clustered, joking and keeping an eye on the dancers, some with idle curiosity. Others watched with a keen interest that made Lottie suspect the girl of their choice was whirling around the floor with some other young man.

Under the din of the chatter, Lottie could feel Eugene looking at her more closely.

“Come on, Lots,” he said as Don scanned the dance floor, following the lithe lines of whatever girl caught his eye, until the next one did. “Can’t you be happy at a party, just this once?”

“Sure,” she said. With a little shrug, she tried a smile. But it twisted on her face.

She certainly didn’t feel like a bride having the time of her life on the weekend before her wedding. But then again, she’d never had the time of her life at any party—and the fancier the parties got, the worse her chances were.

“Come on,” he said. “What’s wrong?”

Lottie took a deep breath. “It just doesn’t feel right,” she said, looking around.

A look of alarm flickered across Eugene’s face. “The wedding?” he asked.

Quickly, Lottie shook her head. “No, of course not,” she said, taking his hand.

Nothing in her life had been more obvious than that she should marry Eugene. They’d known each other all their lives, the same way she’d known all the other boys. And she knew with certainty that he was the best of them. “It’s just…” she began, then trailed off again.

“What?” Eugene asked, a mild impatience creeping into his voice.

As Lottie’s glance flitted around the dance hall, it landed on one of the swan couches, its ostrich feathers still trembling from the motion as its current resident had sunk down into its cushions.

“It just doesn’t even seem real,” she said, gesturing at the crowd, the band, the arches of flowers. “All this nonsense, when there’s a war on.”

“Well, Lottie,” Don said sensibly, “this is the good stuff. It’s what we’re fighting for, to be able to have good times like this. And just because the Germans want to take it away from us is no reason to stop. It’s a reason to keep having the best times we can, despite them.” He ended his little speech with a perfunctory nod.

“I’m not even sure why we’re fighting the Germans, personally,” Eugene broke in. “It’s not like they’ve invaded Michigan.”

“Do you really think this is a good time?” Lottie asked Don urgently. “I just keep feeling like there must be something more than parties and music. Some kind of adventure. Something to do that means something. Like what the troops—”

As she said this, a soldier who had been standing within earshot turned around with a precise snap, almost as if he’d been ordered to make a quick turn in a parade line. Both Lottie and Eugene tried to offer him welcoming smiles, but his expression remained stony.

“Excuse me, ma’am. I hear you think our troops at the front are just off on some adventure,” he said in a clipped voice, biting off every word. “I can assure you from my time at the front that it is not.”

Lottie was so surprised by his words that it took her a minute to realize she knew him, and knew him well. It was her childhood friend Robert, whom she’d spent untold summers with shoveling sand on the beach at the yacht club. He was almost unrecognizable in his uniform and with his military haircut.

She looked closer and noticed how much older he seemed now. Fine lines had creased his forehead and the corners of his eyes. His skin was tan and leathered from many days spent in the sun. But his eyes… his eyes were piercing and stern. The intensity was startling.

In the same moment, a flicker that passed over Robert’s face showed that he had recognized her.

“You’ll excuse me,” he said, and stalked away, toward the ballroom doors that led out to the street.

“Robert!” Lottie called after him, her heart sinking.

“That was Robert?” Eugene said, his voice rising in surprise. “Little Robbie Packard?”

Without answering him, Lottie dove into the crowd, following Robert’s retreating form as it moved, ramrod straight, through the crush of revelers. Ahead of her, when he reached the door, it swung open, revealing a bit of the blue light of the dark street before it swung shut again.

Then Lottie pressed through the crowd and pushed the door open herself, surprised, when she found herself out on the street, by the quiet after the noise of the party.

Robert had stopped on the sidewalk, puffing on a cigarette that glowed a deep angry red.

“Robert,” Lottie said. She took a half step toward him, then hesitated.

Robert took a puff and let the hand that was holding his cigarette drop to his side, where the red glow winked out.

His face was no longer stony. Now he looked tired, and perhaps even sad. “I’m sorry, Lottie,” he said. “This is your party. I shouldn’t have—”

“No,” Lottie said, coming up beside him to take his arm. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I know what you’re doing is serious. I know I don’t even know how serious.”

“That’s why we’re fighting,” Robert said, his voice full of emotion. “So you won’t ever have to know.”

Something tightened in Lottie’s throat.

Robert squeezed her hand on his arm. “It’s just, at things like this, sometimes I get the feeling that nobody even cares that we’re over there.”

“That’s not true,” Lottie said. “I think about it. I think that’s what I was trying to say, but it came out wrong. What you do matters so much. So much more than these—parties, and champagne. I didn’t mean to make it sound like it was just some silly game. I just get so tired of all this nonsense here. I think what I meant to say was how much I want to serve, too,” she said, the words coming to her just before she spoke them, so that she felt as if she were learning what she thought by listening to herself. “I want to be part of something that means as much as what you’re doing. Because I can’t think of anything that matters more.”

As she said it, her voice broke.

“Thanks, Lottie,” Robert said.

He glanced at the ballroom door as it swung open to let a small gang of partygoers spill out onto the street, then shook his head and let his cigarette fall to the sidewalk, where he ground it out. “I think I’m going to get out of here,” he said. “Give Eugene my congratulations. I can’t make the wedding. They’ve got us shipping back out in a few days.”

Lottie gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she said.

Robert smiled as he released her from the embrace. “Oh, Lottie,” he said with a wink. “What wouldn’t you do?”

Lottie winked back, giving a bright smile as Robert turned and wandered off down Washington Boulevard, toward the bright lights of downtown.

Even before he reached the corner, her smile had faded. In its place, Lottie felt sick to her stomach. It was hard to watch him walk away, knowing he was heading toward the war. And knowing that she was heading toward champagne and ballrooms.

But as she stared at his retreating form, she felt something else as well: a kind of envy at the square of his shoulders, which showed he knew that even if what he had to do was hard, it mattered.

What would that feel like? she wondered as the faint strains of the party music drifted through the glass ceiling of the Italian garden and out into the street.

For weeks now, leading up to the wedding, she’d felt like a square peg in a round hole, putting on dress after dress to go to parties full of people she’d never really felt she fit in with. But now her unease turned into a gnawing resentment. She was supposed to go back in there and pretend she cared about flowers and dresses, while Robert was going off to serve his country. But it was her country, too. And she wanted to serve it just as much as he did.
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Two


LOTTIE TOOK IN A deep breath, leaning her head back on the driver’s seat. She and Eugene spun past the water plant on the river, heading out of Detroit along the river on Jefferson Avenue. The fresh spring country air whipped around them through the lowered top of her Stutz Bearcat convertible.

It was an old car, by the standards of most of her friends. In fact, it had been most popular right after the last war. But when she’d been a girl, her father’s buddy Harry Stutz had sent one of the last ones ever made up from his factory in Indiana as a gift to their family. Lottie had been years away from being old enough to drive, but she thought she’d never seen anything so pretty in her life: the rich maroon sides, the smart whitewall tires, and the creamy canvas convertible top.

Every chance she’d gotten, she’d begged for a ride in it, until her father jokingly told her that it would be hers once she was old enough to drive.

Since she wasn’t even ten at the time, he likely thought she’d forget about it by the time she was sixteen—or be begging for one of the Bentleys or Cadillacs her friends were all clamoring for by that age.

But Lottie had never lost her fierce attachment to the Bearcat. Despite the teasing of her friends, it was the first car she chose to drive when she first got her driver’s license. And she still drove it every chance she got—this time out to Grosse Pointe, where Eugene’s parents lived, for their weekly Sunday afternoon dinner.

She’d already driven down from the Boston Edison district, full of big homes like the one where she’d grown up. And she’d stopped to pick up Eugene from the bachelor apartment he kept downtown.

But there was nothing like the feeling of leaving the last skyscrapers and homes of the city behind, especially as the Detroit River opened into Lake Saint Clair, and Jefferson wound up along it, just a hand’s breadth from the riverbank.

“Ah!” Eugene said, closing his eyes against the lowering sun. “Is there anything better than this?”

Though Lottie had had the same fleeting thought a moment before, when Eugene said it aloud, something suddenly went a little awry in her chest.

Is there anything better than this? she wondered.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Do you really think so?”

Eugene leaned over to kiss her cheek and rub her shoulder. “No,” he said. “I think marrying you will be better. And maybe a couple kids,” he said with a meaningful glance at the backseat.

Lottie shifted in her own seat. Now it didn’t just feel like something was wrong in her chest; it felt like something was pressing down on it. And Eugene’s hand on her shoulder suddenly felt like a spider crawling over her.

“You want to have kids right away?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

“Not too fast,” Eugene said, throwing his own head back to catch the scent of the river. “I mean, I’ll be satisfied if we have three in the first three years.”

Lottie glanced at him, and he grinned back at her, enjoying his joke.

“I mean, my family is known for production efficiency,” Eugene joked. His family was one of the major manufacturers of car parts in the city. At least, they had been, until the government mandated a weapons quotient for every manufacturer. Now Eugene oversaw weapons production at his father’s factory, a convenient post for the son of the proprietor, since it came with the added perk of exemption from the draft.

“Don’t you think…” Lottie began, then hesitated, not sure exactly how to put it. “Don’t you think it would be nice if we could do some other things first?”

“Like what, Lots?” Eugene asked with a lazy smile.

She thought for a long moment before answering.

“Like travel the world.”

Eugene sighed and planted both his hands on his knees. “I’ve been around this world more than once,” he said. “And I’ve never found anything I like as much as what we’ve got right here, in Detroit.”

Lottie pursed her lips.

“Especially the girls,” Eugene said. He leaned over to kiss her cheek again. “Especially one particular girl.”

Lottie tried to smile. “But what about other things you’ve always wanted to do?”

“You know what I haven’t done yet that I want to?” Eugene asked. “I want to marry the most wonderful girl in the world and raise a family with her.”

“You don’t want anything else?” Lottie asked.

“No,” Eugene said simply. Then he turned in his seat so he could really search her face. “What have you always wanted to do?”

The question spun around Lottie’s mind as the river rolled alongside them and the clouds slid by overhead.

Then the car lurched and sputtered. Lottie rolled her eyes and jammed in the clutch to try putting it back in gear again, but it was no use. The engine, which had been powering them merrily along the river road, had completely cut out.

Giving a wave over her shoulder to the traffic behind them, Lottie nosed the car off to the side of the road, braking just before she hit the fence that cordoned off a spit of private land that ran out into the river, with boats bobbing at anchor at the far end, where the river was deep enough to launch them.

“Not again,” Eugene said in a tired voice.

“Your brand-new Cadillac broke down two weeks ago,” Lottie snapped, feeling defensive about her beloved Bearcat.

“Yes,” Eugene allowed. “But it didn’t break down two weeks before that. And two weeks before that. And…”

Lottie pumped the gas, put the clutch in, then tried turning the ignition again. The engine coughed but then went silent.

Eugene, who was well acquainted with the moody ways of Lottie’s ancient chariot, leaned back and kicked his feet up on the door.

“The good thing about all these Sunday drivers,” he said, “is that someone will be along to help us anytime.”

Steaming at his lack of faith, Lottie opened the driver’s-side door and climbed out. “We can’t be stuck here forever,” she told him.

Then she walked around to the side of the car, bent over to find the release catch for the hood, and popped it open.

From beyond it, she could hear Eugene groan. “Lottie,” he called. “We can just hitch a ride to my folks’ place and call a mechanic when we get there.”

But Lottie was already lost in thought, poring over the engine, remembering what Gus had always told her about the first step in repairing any engine: “Take a look.”

Gus was the one who had taught her everything she knew about engines, even though her father owned a factory that built hundreds of them a day. He’d been a mechanic before he became their chauffeur, which was crucial when even the best cars had a habit of breaking down at the most inopportune moments.

Lottie had numerous memories of her family all piling out of the car to find a patch of shade or flagging down other drivers who might send to the house for another vehicle to take them home while Gus worked on the problem.

Lottie, on the other hand, had always snuck around to watch Gus at work. She was fascinated by the gears and shafts, the pistons and carburetor and fuel tank, the axles and exhaust pipes. But he would never let her touch the engine herself—until she started sneaking out to find him in the garage. Even then, it took her weeks to wear him down. But eventually he put a wrench into one of her small hands and started to show her the basic elements of the engine.

By the time she had wrangled her Stutz Bearcat from her father, at age sixteen, she wasn’t just expert enough to fix it herself if it happened to break down. She could troubleshoot just about any car engine in the Detroit area. And she’d even managed to help a friend get their plane running in one of Grosse Pointe’s massive yards after an afternoon party.

The pilot, a buddy of her father, had landed it there the day before, with the joke that since he knew everybody would show up to the party in the best cars in the world, he’d opted for a plane. But when he tried to take off the next day, the engine wouldn’t even turn over. While all the auto execs stood around, gobbling in shock like a pack of turkeys, Lottie had been the one to quietly trace the fuel line, which led to the revelation that a local critter had gnawed a hole in it overnight.

“Take a look,” Gus’s first admonition, meant getting a grasp of the whole situation before you started taking things apart. The better you knew an engine, the more instinctive doing a visual check got. And Lottie didn’t know any other engine better than that of her beloved Stutz, with its large, smooth engine block, silver tubes, and thick copper-colored wires.

Gus’s second admonition was just as hard to forget as his first. “Look for the simple answer,” he always told her. “Not the complicated one.”

But she also knew after a quick glance that this wasn’t going to be a simple fix. Lack of power could only come from a handful of problems. She knew it wasn’t an issue with fuel, because they’d been purring along steadily before the engine choked. So it had to be something deeper in.

A minute later, over Eugene’s protests, she had pulled out the small tool kit she always kept in the trunk of the car.

“Lots,” Eugene pleaded with her, still with his feet propped up on the door of the car. “Darling, I beg you, wait for a proper mechanic. If only to spare that ravishing dress.”

Before he mentioned it, the thought hadn’t even crossed Lottie’s mind. But now that he’d brought it up, she did spare a minute to look down at her outfit: a smart white spring suit with white piping and white pumps. It was the kind of getup that might make some girls hesitate to even sit on a park bench.

But Lottie just shook her head. “I can do it,” she said. “Gus’s uniform is always spotless.”

“The first thing I’m going to do once we’re married,” Eugene said good-naturedly, “is fire Gus.”

“Gus doesn’t work for me,” Lottie retorted, squatting down to get a better look at the carburetor. It was easy enough to see, a silver cylinder right on the top of the engine block. But what she was interested in was the second butterfly inside, which had a tricky habit of getting stuck. And that was going to take some time to get at. “He works for my father,” she said, pulling a wrench out of her tool kit.

“That’s what your father thinks,” Eugene agreed. “But does Gus know that? I’m not convinced he’s aware he works for anyone.”

“Whoever he thinks he’s working for,” Lottie said, “he always gets it done.”

“I would just like to observe, my dear,” Eugene said, “that you are one of the lucky few who does not need to work.”

But I want to, Lottie suddenly thought with a fierceness that surprised her. A moment ago, she hadn’t been able to think of anything in the world she’d always wanted to do. Now there wasn’t anything she wanted more than to fix this crazy old car.

After a few minutes of loosening bolts, Lottie had finally opened up the belly of the carburetor. The first butterfly valve worked perfectly, as always. “Thank you,” she said briskly as she continued tinkering to get at the second.

“What did you say?” Eugene called.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Lottie said.

“You were talking to yourself?” Eugene asked.

When she didn’t answer, he said, in a tone of mixed amusement and incredulity, “To the engine?”

“Shh!” Lottie said. “You’ll hurt its feelings.”

Just as she’d suspected, the second butterfly valve was stuck, but with a good push from her screwdriver, it sprang loose. She spread an ample amount of grease over the whole thing for good measure and double-checked the action. Then she quickly screwed everything back into place and collected her tools from the grassy roadside. Feeling satisfied, she hopped back in the car and honked the horn with a grin.

Eugene sprang upright from his reclined position, dropping his feet to the floor of the car, his eyes wide in astonishment. She figured he must be thoroughly impressed at her mechanical prowess.

But as his gaze fixed not on her eyes, but on a region somewhere around her midsection, she finally glanced down at herself to see a giant smear of black grease that covered not just the jacket of her smart white suit, but the skirt itself.

Oh no.

Too bad she didn’t keep a spare outfit in the trunk next to that tool kit.

“Like you said,” he said wryly after a minute. “Spotless.”

“That’s the inside of the carburetor,” Lottie said, judging from the stain. “I must have forgotten what I was doing when I pulled that section out.”

“You can tell just by looking which part stained your dress?” Eugene said. “Somehow I think that puts you in a class beyond.”

Lottie was about to smile at him, until he added, “I just wish that you’d remembered who you’re meeting for lunch.”

At the reference to his parents, Lottie’s smile died on her lips. They most certainly would not find anything amusing about her stained dress.

She turned the key in the ignition. The Stutz roared back to life and she patted the dashboard fondly. Then she turned to Eugene. “But the car works!” she crowed, pulling out into traffic. “At least we won’t be late for dinner.”

“That’ll give my father so much more time to enjoy your dress,” Eugene said.

Lottie felt a little pang as she looked down at the grease smeared all over her lap. “Maybe I can do something about it before he sees it,” Lottie said.

“Like buy a new dress?” Eugene asked.

Lottie rolled her eyes.

A few minutes later, they turned onto the long lane of mansions his family house sat among and then the winding drive that led to his house, hidden among a dense growth of old trees.

Lottie parked in the circle near the front door, then steeled herself and stepped out. She scanned the yard for a garden hose or something to clean up with, but before she could, Eugene’s father appeared in the front door.

The big grin that had graced his face when he first threw it open faded immediately at the sight of Lottie’s dress.

“Are you all right, dear?” he asked. “What’s happened to you?”

“Lottie’s Bearcat failed to proceed,” Eugene said, going up the walk to shake his father’s hand, with Lottie trailing along beside him. “But she got it running again.”

The look of concern in Mr. Grantham’s eyes changed to one of consternation, then recognition. “That’s grease,” he said. He was one of the biggest parts manufacturers in Detroit—there was no telling him the stains were anything else, once he knew what he was looking at.

“Guilty,” Lottie said with what she hoped was a charmingly self-deprecating smile. “But we got it running again.”

Mr. Grantham looked from Lottie to his son in shock. “We?” he said, looking at his son. Lottie bristled at his reaction.

“I’m afraid I can’t claim any credit for this one,” Eugene said, raising his hands as if in surrender.

“I’m not sure this is a credit to anyone,” Mr. Grantham said. He scowled at her as if she were a machine that had malfunctioned and needed to be fixed—or replaced.

Lottie felt her cheeks begin to burn with frustration and shame.

“Well,” Mr. Grantham said. “I think maybe you’d better go around the side and see if you can get one of the maids to help you, before you go in to Mrs. Grantham.”

“Dad—” Eugene began to protest, but Lottie laid her hand on his arm.

“That’s perfect,” she said. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

Then she tramped off around the side of the house, toward the kitchen and laundry at the back.

Lottie chastised herself for letting Mr. Grantham’s disapproval affect her so much. She didn’t have any reason to feel a lick of shame or regret over the ruined dress. In a strange way, she was sort of proud of it.

As she traipsed through the garden to the servants’ entrance, she just called up the sound of the engine in her head and felt the same satisfaction she had when it had roared to life. The sound of that gentle purr had been intoxicating. And it was worth all the grease stains in the world.






[image: images]



Three


“LACE FROM ALSACE,” MADAME Rosetti said.

While Lottie watched in the threefold mirror in front of them, Madame draped a length of thick, delicate white frippery over Lottie’s shoulder and around the curve of the neckline of her wedding dress, letting yards more of it fall back down over Lottie’s shoulder, to the ground. Then Madame pinned the raveling edge of the lace firmly in place in the center of the dress and gestured impatiently at her young assistant, Vera, who scrambled to hand her another bolt of expensive trimming.

Lottie barely recognized herself: in the mirror was a perfect bride, with lace and silk cascading from her shoulders and billowing out in gigantic folds from her waist.

“English bobbin lace,” Madame announced, repeating the whole operation by pinning this lace to the opposite side of Lottie’s neckline, then letting the remains spill back down over Lottie’s other shoulder.

When Madame was finished, she stepped away from the little round dais where Lottie was standing, which raised her a good ten inches off the floor of the room. Madame clasped her hands and closed her eyes as if she were Michelangelo regarding his statue of David. “Brava!” she breathed. “Si beau!”

Beside her, her assistant shuffled nervously, not quite sure whether she should imitate her employer’s rapture or stay at attention in order to quickly meet Madame’s inevitable next demand.

Lottie stifled a smile at Madame’s casual switch between Italian and French. She had always wondered how someone with such a clearly Italian surname had decided to advertise herself to the world with a French honorific. But Madame’s business acumen was unquestionable. Despite her French moniker, or perhaps in part because of it, she was the most in-demand bridal couturier in Detroit.

In the mirror, Lottie glanced back at her mother, who was seated on a dove-gray fainting couch behind Lottie, wearing a smart gray suit herself, her blond hair as perfectly coiffed as always.

“What do you think?” Lottie asked.

“What do you think, dear?” her mother replied with a gentle smile.

Lottie looked back at the mirror.

She had picked the dress out ages ago, right after Eugene proposed last Christmas. She’d watched other friends lose months of their lives to the hunt for a dress, rifling through gowns at shop after shop in Detroit and all the way out to Ann Arbor or Chicago. Before the war, she’d even known girls who took a boat or plane to the continent, so they could choose a design no one had ever seen before, from shops in Paris or London.

Lottie, on the other hand, had been both decisive and sensible. Madame’s shop was known as the best, so she’d started there, looked at a dozen dresses, and chosen one: a simple design in thick white silk with princess seams, a scoop neck, and delicate cap sleeves that showed off the way tennis had toned her arms.

Initially, Madame had been effusive about the dress and appeared to be almost in awe of Lottie’s levelheadedness. But over time, Madame’s awe had faded into something more like suspicion. Was Lottie sure about the dress? she wanted to know every time Lottie came in for a fitting. Didn’t Lottie have any opinions? Wouldn’t Lottie like something to make the dress a bit more special?

And just as Lottie had chosen her dress with great reasonableness, she listened to all of Madame’s suggestions with great reasonableness—but didn’t take any of them. The truth was she wanted her dress to be simple. The country was at war, after all.

As a result, Madame’s suggestions got more and more elaborate. Which was how Lottie had ended up there, at what was supposed to be her last fitting before the big day, with lace cascading down her back.

Madame was certain that the dress needed a little something more, something to make it truly special, truly Lottie’s. And so she’d dug up handmade lace from across the world, so Lottie could see the difference.

When Lottie looked in the mirror, she could barely see any difference between the two laces at all. One was delicate and frothy, the other handmade, faintly ivory. As far as their effect on the dress, or how either one looked on her, she was at a loss.

But it was as she looked up, from the lace to herself, that she got the real shock. For some reason, when her eyes met the eyes of the girl in the mirror, she didn’t recognize herself.

She looked down at the dress, and the girl in the mirror looked down at her dress. She fumbled nervously with the skirt, and the girl in the mirror did, too. But when she looked up, back into that girl’s eyes, Lottie still felt as if she’d never seen her before.

Her chest began to feel tight and her head dizzy. She took a step back, to steady herself.

“Honey?” her mother said. “Are you all right?”

“I think the Alsace,” Madame said, raising one eyebrow over her practiced eye.

Lottie began to fumble with the pins that held the lace at her throat, as if removing it might make her recognize herself again.

“Oh, no, no,” Madame said, rushing forward. “I will do.”

But Lottie held her hands out, fending her off. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just need—”

She looked at her mother helplessly, her heart racing. She was at her wits’ end with the wedding planning, especially in the face of this war, which made everything else seem so unimportant. She didn’t want to ruin her mother’s happiness. But she didn’t know how much longer she could just stand here, acting like some kind of doll, when there were American soldiers dying abroad.

“Madame,” Lottie’s mother said, rising to her feet. “Could you give us a moment?”

Reluctantly, Madame backed away from the dais, somehow managing to shoo her assistant along behind her. “Of course, of course,” she said with utmost politeness, which somehow still managed to register her absolute disapproval. Then she slipped out between the velvet curtains that hung over the door to the dressing room, and Lottie and her mother were alone together.

Lottie stepped down from the dais and immediately found her feet stuck in an ocean of silk and tulle.

“I can’t—” she said, putting her hand over her chest, which felt so tight now she was having trouble taking even breaths.

Quickly, her mother was at her side. With deft fingers, her mother unpinned the lace from either side of Lottie’s neckline, turned it quickly into neat rolls, and then unzipped Lottie’s dress.

When the stays released from around her ribs, Lottie was suddenly able to breathe again. But tears sprang to her eyes. She willed herself to keep them at bay.

“Thank you,” she said, hugging her mother’s neck. “I don’t know what happened. I just felt like…”

As she trailed off, her mother continued to help her out of the gigantic confection of her dress. Then she handed Lottie her blouse.

“I think you just need a little break from all of this,” her mother told her. She nodded at the small service door that led from the dressing room out to the back parking lot. “Why don’t you go for a little walk? I’ll handle Madame.”

“But the lace…” Lottie began.

“Did you really love either of them?”

Lottie looked from the delicate wisp of Alsace lace to the more homespun, then shook her head.

“Well, that settles it, then,” her mother said, and swept them both away.

By now, Lottie had slipped into her blouse and skirt. She turned so her mother could fasten the hook and work the zipper in the back. Then she smoothed her hair down and looked in the mirror. With a sense of relief, she finally felt she recognized the girl who looked back at her, with her familiar shoulder-length russet hair and brown eyes.

Lottie’s mother turned back from hanging the dress up on a nearby rack. She threaded her arm around Lottie’s waist and gave it a squeeze. Then she nodded at the delivery exit.

“Go on,” she said. “Get out of here.”

Lottie kissed her mother’s cheek.

“Thank you, Mom,” she said.

As soon as she stepped out onto the street, she felt like a new woman. The weight she had felt in the dress shop fell away from her shoulders. But in its place she didn’t feel peace or calm. Instead, she felt a sense that there was something she was supposed to be doing, or someplace she was supposed to go.

But she had forgotten what it was.

She ran quickly through all the events of the coming week, between now and the wedding. There was no way she had actually forgotten anything. Her mother was running the wedding like clockwork, and Lottie wasn’t in charge of any of the details.

Lottie cut through the parking lot in the back of the dress shop, then up through a narrow alley to one of Detroit’s downtown streets.

In the first shop window, she saw a sign advertising war bonds, with a picture of a soldier, jaw set, looking up at the flag.

He looked so much like Robert had the other night that Lottie felt a twist of shame at her thoughtless comment. She felt worried for him all over again.

He was right, she thought. The war had been far from her life. Her father was building trucks for the troops, and Eugene’s father had converted over half his operation to supply planes to the air force. But that had actually kept the war even farther from Lottie.

It meant that nearly everyone in her life—including Eugene—was exempt from going to the front.

But now every store on the street seemed to be filled with posters urging people to join up, to find ways to work within the rations, to buy more war bonds to fund the war effort.

And with every one she saw, Lottie felt even more strongly how distant it had all been kept from her—and how much she wanted things to be different.

She suddenly saw three small faces in her mind’s eye—sporting Eugene’s hazel eyes and her russet hair. A feeling low in her belly told her instantly that she wasn’t ready for that kind of life. Not for children. Not for any of it. Maybe she would never be ready. The thought made her shudder.

But in the back of her head, she could hear Eugene’s gently mocking voice. What did she actually think she could do for the war effort? Was she actually going to go load ammunition into artillery or march through the mud at the front?

Perhaps I could plan lavish parties to lure in the Nazis? Lottie thought bitterly. It was just about all she was qualified to do.

A few blocks away from the dress shop, she came to the Downtown Theater, with its huge, bulb-studded marquee.

Without thinking twice, Lottie stepped up to the ticket booth and bought a ticket for the next show, desperate for some kind of escape.

She passed through the movie palace’s gaudy entrance and sat down with relief in the darkness of the theater, just as the first of the opening newsreels began to flicker across the screen.

With a sinking heart, Lottie realized she couldn’t escape the war, even in here. Black-and-white images of the war filled the whole screen.

An airplane took off from the deck of a gigantic aircraft carrier as it cut through the broad ocean that stretched away on either side. A woman saluted smartly from the deck of a battleship at anchor.

Lottie’s mind ground to a halt because the image was so strange.

A woman… saluting?

Suddenly, Lottie found herself leaning forward in her seat as the announcer’s voice came in over the patriotic background music.

He was saying something about women serving in the war.

Then the face of a handsome seaman came on the screen, with a square jaw, sandy blond hair, and blue eyes turned clear gray by the black-and-white film. “Hello, I’m Captain Luke Woodward. Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service play a vital role in the war effort,” he said. “Now more than ever, we need women to help win this war.”

Then a banner flashed across the screen: Navy WAVES, it read, followed by an image of two women in smart white uniforms walking along the shoreline of a big city. Don’t miss your great opportunity.

Lottie’s mind flashed back to the white suit she’d ruined the other day, fixing the old Bearcat. Then she imagined herself in a similar uniform, hunched over the engine of a military truck. Suddenly, the nagging sensation inside her vanished. And suddenly, she had an answer.

The newsreel ended and she sat through the rest of the movie. But when she left, she couldn’t have told anyone what had happened in even one scene.
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