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C H A P T E R  1

MAY 3,  1918

CAMP GREENE NATIONAL GUARD TRAINING CAMP

CHARLOTTE, NORTH CAROLINA

I first realized I was a star when I was twelve. It was a moment 
just like this one, where the reverberation of my voice hung 
glittering in the air, nearly as bright as the spotlights, until the 

applause swallowed it up in a deafening swell that made my heart 
all but stop. Adoration is an addiction. Everybody warns about the 
perils of drink, but nobody thinks to tell a young girl that once she’s 
become the darling of her town, she’ll want to become the darling 
of her country, and then her world. And once she’s done all that and 
realized that life off the stage can turn nightmarish in a blink, she’ll 
crave regular roaring applause or risk absolute despondency.

The shouting was riotous tonight. It was my kind of crowd de-
spite a persistent headache and a throat that felt much like the strep 
infections I got frequently in girlhood. I ignored them both. They 
were only nuisances. Colds came up now and then, determined 
to ruin all the fun, but I wouldn’t allow it. I couldn’t allow it. I’d 
never canceled a show. Not once in my thirty-two years. At first I 
persevered through any sort of discomfort for the audience’s love, 
but now, recently, I kept on for myself. Onstage, my thoughts were 
fixed on the music and the laughter and the moment. There were 
no questions, no grief, no shadows. Those all met me at the curtain, 
but for the glorious time in the spotlight, I was the girl I used to be.
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“ ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’!” someone hollered from the back 
of the theatre. I grinned and mopped my forehead with my palm, 
pushing my black curls—neatly set by yours truly and long ruined 
by my tumbling across the stage—back against the brim of my little 
pixie cap.

“Now, I think we should give poor Mr. Keeghan here a break 
for a minute or two, don’t you suppose?” I shouted. “He’s been 
playing for an hour straight.” I could hear the fatigue in my pi-
ano man, Stuart Keeghan, in the way he’d lazily trilled the notes 
on “When Johnny Comes Marching Home,” and he’d barely been 
able to keep up with the pace of my cartwheels and flips before that. 
I stole a glance at him, and he nodded wholeheartedly. His face was 
flushed with exertion. I supposed at times I forgot that he was my 
parents’ age and not mine, that it was only me and him keeping this 
show afloat instead of the full crew we had in New York.

The crowd booed, and I stepped to the front of the stage and 
gave them the same disapproving glance I’d made when I’d played 
a teacher managing unruly pupils in the musical Roses in the Gar-
den. They’d used a likeness of me making that expression on the 
cover of the Saturday Evening Post wearing a sultry sequined gown 
that was most certainly not my plain teacher costume. The maga-
zine had been so popular, the art had been transformed to posters.

The boys recognized the expression immediately, and the noise 
changed direction to cheer. I smiled and tipped my head at the 
audience. I didn’t know how many were there—you never could 
really tell because of the light.

“How about a joke or two?” I said, my voice seeming to barely 
project as it did in other theatres. My head throbbed, and at once, 
although I was standing absolutely still, my body felt like it was spin-
ning in circles. The heat, that had only moments before bathed my 
costume from pantaloons to outer skirts in sweat, was now absent 
and the fabric felt as though it had been plunged in ice water.

I forced my attention to the light, hoping its constant would 
steady me, only to realize it was held fast by someone up in the 
rafters who was not entirely sturdy themselves. I went on anyway.
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“Any of you fellas planning to propose marriage to your sweet-
heart soon?” I yelled. My throat smarted and I swallowed to soothe 
it. Some whooped and a few called out, “Only to you, Calla!” I 
laughed and curtsied, pitching my outer skirts away from my panta-
loons a bit so the crowd could see the American flag design on the 
underside of the simple white. Lydia Bambridge always created the 
most interesting costumes for my acts, so that both my show and my 
dress caused a spectacle. There was a roar of applause at the sight of 
the Stars and Stripes and several “will you marry mes” cut through 
the noise.

“When you do get around to asking that lucky girl for her hand, 
do remember what I’m about to tell you,” I started, leaning close to 
the crowd like I was telling a secret. “See, back in New York, a very 
patriotic friend of mine was considering marriage to a fine man. 
He was handsome, smart, kind—and he called her all the loveliest 
names: sweetheart, sugar, darling.” I paused and nearly stumbled 
as my body swelled with heat and vertigo. I was suddenly unable to 
recall the last thing I’d said.

“Well, what’s wrong with darling?” someone shouted, reminding 
me that I was in the middle of a joke. I grinned and walked slowly 
back toward the piano, bracing myself on the case of the opened 
baby grand when I reached it. Perhaps it was only my blood pres-
sure plunging. I hadn’t had much to eat—a grapefruit at breakfast, 
a slice of buttered toast at lunch.

“Nothing at all is wrong with darling,” I said. I cleared my throat 
to stop the sting. “But when he proposed, he made a terrible mis-
take. Rather than her name, rather than angel or dear, he called my 
friend the worst thing you can call proud American stock like us. 
He called her hunny.”

I waited for the boisterous smack of laughter, and I suppose there 
was laughter, but it sounded far away. A light smell of lavender in-
cense met my senses, and at once my mind whirled with confusion. 
Perhaps I’d forgotten where I was. It wouldn’t be the first time. The 
stage was an elusive place. Only one person I knew burned laven-
der incense during shows and that was Andrew Gerald, the music 
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conductor on The Bye and Bye Show at the Palace Theatre in Lon-
don. Perhaps the laughter was dull because I was telling patriotic 
American yarns to the British.

“If the piano man is rested, I’d love to hear ‘I Have It All.’ ” The 
voice was distant, from somewhere in the back perhaps, but the 
request mirrored The Bye and Bye Show as well. It was always the 
second to last number.

“Yes, absolutely,” I heard myself say, though I couldn’t truly make 
sense of anything at the moment. It was unnerving.

I stepped forward and looked to my right, expecting my fiancé 
and costar on the show, Caspar Wells, to appear from the curtain, 
but he didn’t. Of course he didn’t. My Caspar was dead. He’d been 
killed on the Somme, forced to jump out of his kite balloon after 
the cable snapped and the balloon threatened to cross enemy lines. 
But then again, if I was back at the Palace Theatre, smelling An-
drew’s incense and singing “I Have It All,” perhaps he was still alive. 
At once, I felt light. Perhaps I had imagined the news of his death, 
all of it a nightmare—the quivering man who’d delivered the news 
to my Liverpool flat; Caspar’s final letter that came later speaking 
of the horrors of war, the desperation to hear me sing him a song to 
enliven his heart, and the promise that if the war continued, he and 
I would go around putting on little shows for the men about to go 
to the front. Mr. Keeghan plunked the first few notes, but Caspar 
didn’t materialize to sing his part.

“Caspar?” I shouted, plastering a smile on my face to hide my 
fear that my hope wasn’t hope at all. Mr. Keeghan repeated the 
introduction, and just as I was about to resign myself to singing 
Caspar’s part, right as tears flooded my eyes, he appeared on the far 
end of the stage. He was wearing olive drab, an American army uni-
form, rather than his usual tuxedo. I found the change perplexing, 
but perhaps he was planning on a surprise finale later, a plea for my 
people, his comrades, to enter the war on their side.

“I have a mansion in Rome,” he sang, his familiar baritone wash-
ing over me. “But I call a palace home. I’ve got piles of diamonds, a 
fancy yacht, but it’s not a lot if I haven’t got you.”
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I couldn’t take my gaze from his face, the straight nose that 
rounded at the tip, the eyes that pitched downward at the outer 
corners. I wanted desperately to arrest his stare from the audience, 
to see the love, the desire soften the sun that beamed from his face 
on the stage to stars that shimmered for me alone.

“I’d like your palace, your mansion in Rome,” I sang. My voice 
was weak and my headache pulsed with renewed fervor in my tem-
ples. “Your diamonds and your yacht too. I’ll have it all . . . except 
for you.”

The crowd roared in laughter, and I smiled, waved, and stepped 
toward him. Usually Caspar did something humorous at this point. 
He’d toss paste diamonds at my feet or take my hand and pretend 
to beg, but he didn’t so much as turn my direction. My skin flushed 
hot and cold, but I ignored the warning. Surely it was just relief at 
seeing him and realizing my reality was only a nightmare after all.

“I can give you a king-sized bed, goose down for your head,” Cas-
par responded.

I reached for his arm and he allowed it, but didn’t clasp my hand 
like he usually did.

“I’ll take the first two, so long as they’re absent you,” I sang. 
“You’re—”

“I apologize for the interruption, but I must.” A voice boomed 
over the song, silencing us and the crowd. Caspar jerked away from 
my clutch, and as the spotlight swung away from our faces, over 
the canvas tent ceiling and three hundred men in olive drab fa-
tigues, to land on a young officer at the entrance, I realized my 
error. My brain felt bruised as the headache persisted. Confusion 
and grief grasped hold of my heart. I wasn’t in London. I was at an 
army training camp in North Carolina, Camp Greene. I recalled it 
now: the army band playing at the train station upon my arrival that 
morning, the Red Cross ladies handing me flowers and warm do-
nuts, the crowds lining the streets to greet me, and the shock of the 
camp being a true camp—nearly all of the forty thousand soldiers 
were staying in tents. At Camp Sherman in Ohio and Camp Lee in 
Virginia there were barracks.
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“The gents in charge will have no choice but to assign you to 
the Broadway division after that performance,” I said to the man I’d 
thought was Caspar. I laughed. Laughter always righted things—at 
least in the moment.

“Aw, thanks, Miss Connolly,” he said. He had an accent, from 
somewhere in New England. “I wish there was such a thing. I’ll be 
a rifleman. Not sure I’m as suited to war as the others seem to be.” 
Face-to-face, he didn’t look as close to Caspar as I’d assumed. The 
nose was similar, but the eyes were different, and he was at least a 
few inches shorter than Caspar had been.

“Calla, please. All of my friends call me Calla and—”
“I need everyone’s attention,” the officer shouted again, his height 

and the velocity of his tone silencing the voices that had doubtless 
begun to speculate about the reason for his interruption. “I’ve just 
received word that we lost a few men on the front in Flanders. If you 
have any familiar attachments to men already over there, you can 
go to the administrative building to review the telegram listing the 
names of the fallen and request leave if necessary.”

Several men pushed through the crush of their comrades toward 
the back of the tent, their faces drawn and pale. I felt the echo of 
shocking grief as I watched them depart. Some would find them-
selves subject to the same horrible feeling that came with knowing 
they’d never see their loved one again. Caspar had been such a 
vibrant presence—magnetic and steady and magical all in one. He 
told me he was coming back to me, and I believed him. So much 
so that I hadn’t even cried when we’d kissed goodbye.

I watched more men weave through the crowd and out the door 
to check the telegram. Being shocked by death in wartime was an 
interesting phenomenon. No one really believed that anyone they 
knew would die in this war, even though they knew that thousands 
would.

“Miss Harkins has made herself available to book rail tickets,” 
the officer said, then his eyes met mine. In the wake of the soldiers’ 
departure, the tent was nearly silent. “Miss Connolly, if you’d be so 
inclined, hurry along with the rest of the show. The men need rest.”
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I wanted to say something in reply, some sort of retort to let the 
officer know that merriment was as vital to well-being as rest—I 
would know—but the men’s faces silenced me. All of the emotions 
were there, as plainly as Caspar had described them in his letters: 
fear, anger, regret, terror. My body ached—my head to the point it 
felt as though it could combust—and I had begun to sweat so much 
that moisture washed my face. Even so, I would not abandon these 
men to their melancholy as Caspar had been abandoned.

“I suppose we could all simply retire,” the man I’d mistaken for 
Caspar said.

“And end the evening with sorrow? Absolutely not.”
I’d come home to New York, to Broadway and my parents’ Bronx 

townhome after Caspar’s death. I couldn’t bear to live in Liver-
pool without him, but his final letter was always with me, and his 
desperation for a song, for hope, in his final days haunted me day 
and night. The only respite from thinking of it was the stage, so I’d 
immediately accepted Lee Shubert’s request for me to star in his 
new show, Fancy Free, ignoring the whispers that I wasn’t grieving 
properly. When America entered the war a year later, I understood 
the reason for my return home and my heart that wouldn’t heal: I 
was meant to enliven the troops, to give them cheer in their darkest 
hours, to put on the little shows at the front that Caspar had hoped 
we’d do together.

I’d been so confident in my calling that I’d declined two new 
starring roles and wrote a letter directly to General Pershing instead, 
requesting clearance to go to the front and put on a tour modeled 
after the private shows I occasionally took to the Gilded Age set on 
Fifth Avenue—just me and Mr. Keeghan. I told General Pershing 
the show would travel easily and I’d finance it myself, but I’d been 
denied on the grounds that I could muddle the focus of the men. 
After much persistence, however, General Pershing suggested I in-
vest my efforts in the stateside army camps instead, insinuating that 
if I proved myself valuable and able to stay out of the necessary 
mechanics of war, he may reconsider his stance. I looked at the 
despondent men in front of me. If I couldn’t cheer these men, an 
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ocean away from the action, how would I prove to Pershing that 
I deserved a place at the front where brightening spirits actually 
mattered?

“What’s your name?” I asked the man still standing beside me.
“Guy. Guy Werths,” he said.
“Well then, Guy. Suppose you’re the guy to help me make these 

men smile again?”
“Gee, I haven’t heard that one.” He laughed.
I turned too quickly toward Mr. Keeghan, who had almost nod-

ded off at the piano bench, and nearly fell. Dizziness consumed 
me.

“ ‘Over There,’ ” I said, barely able to make out the words, but 
somehow both Mr. Keeghan and Guy heard me. Mr. Keeghan 
struck the opening notes with a fervor I was shocked he possessed 
in his current state.

“Let us remember what we are fighting for. You are courageous, 
loyal, and brave.” I forced my voice over the piano notes and then 
starting singing with Guy. My throat protested with each breath.

By the first “Over there, over there,” everyone in the tent was 
singing again and smiles were restored, but I couldn’t utter another 
note. Every word exhausted me, my throat was swollen, and my 
breath was shallow. I signaled to Guy to keep the song going while 
I danced. At the end, feeling a bit more stable, I launched myself 
into a cartwheel, but my arms collapsed beneath me and I fell on 
the stage.

I tried to get up but failed. I couldn’t move. My breath was com-
ing in short, shallow gasps. Mr. Keeghan stopped playing. Guy 
stopped singing. I fell back against the rough wood, vaguely regis-
tering that in doing so, I hit my head. Men were shouting, but the 
noise sounded distant, then someone picked me up.

I tried to force open my eyes as I was carried through the tent. I 
tried to latch on to the smell of the room—stale sweat—or focus on 
Guy’s face as he hefted me through the throng in hopes to regain 
some of the lucidity I’d lost, but I was tired, so tired.

“This is silly. I’m all right. I just need a cracker,” I said in a whis-
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pery voice that sounded nothing like my own. My eyes were heavy, 
but I refused to allow them to close. Guy didn’t answer, but paused 
in what I gathered must have been a sort of makeshift lobby. Posters 
with my likeness and name papered the walls.

“I’m tired,” I thought I said, though I couldn’t be sure if the words 
actually sounded. Guy was talking to someone, and I couldn’t keep 
my eyes open. Then there was a table beneath me and rain on my 
face, and just as quickly the sound of a door shutting and silence.

“If you can hear me, it’s me, Guy. We’re on our way to the hos-
pital. I’ll stay with you.”

Though I knew I should claw my way to consciousness, it was im-
possible, so I let myself go. Somewhere an angelic voice was singing 
Mother’s favorite song, “Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Ral.” 
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My nightclothes were itchy. I yanked at a sleeve, surprised 
it felt more like cotton than silk, and turned on my side. 
I’d have to have Mother order new nightgowns from 

Wannamaker’s, I thought as I drifted back to sleep. Perhaps the dis-
comfort was only that this one was old.

Mother was humming “Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Ral,” though the 
notes were barely on pitch. The dissonance rattled me to conscious-
ness.

“Mother, please stop. You sound like a rooster with laryngitis. It’s 
the middle of the night,” I mused without opening my eyes.

The song—I suppose that’s what it was, even in its sad state—
stopped, but then a door opened and shut and I heard whispering, 
a voice I didn’t recognize.

“I told you I’m tired,” I attempted again, but then there was 
the rattling of a cart across a wood floor. That was the last straw. I 
opened my eyes and tried to heave myself upward against the pil-
lows, but was startled to find that I could not. I had no strength, 
nor did I know where I was. In front of me resided a cold potbelly 
stove in desperate need of cleaning, a stark white wall, and a shabby 
little table with a glass pitcher of water and a discarded mercury 
thermometer.

“Miss Connolly?” A meek, unfamiliar voice came from behind 
the metal spindles that made up the headboard.

“Where am I?” I asked. Just then, I could smell it. The stench 
of illness permeated the air. It was on my breath too. I turned over, 
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a gesture that took much effort, and came face-to-face with a little 
nurse no more than five feet tall standing beside a metal cart laden 
with a veritable buffet. Croissants and pancakes and Danishes—
everything my former manager and longtime Broadway star, Le-
nor Felicity, used to forbid me to eat since she’d introduced me to 
vaudeville and Broadway at twelve.

“Why, you’re here at Camp Greene,” the nurse said with an ex-
traordinary amount of cheer. “You’re in the officers’ convalescence 
quarters at the base hospital. There’s nowhere else to put the ladies 
and you’re  .  .  . well, you’re Calla Connolly. We couldn’t exactly 
throw you in with the soldiers.”

At once, I recalled stepping on the stage of the makeshift Liberty 
Theatre under the canvas. I recalled the way my head pulsed and 
my body ached. I remembered the way my throat felt as though it 
had been skinned. It still felt much the same. But I couldn’t recall 
collapsing or being admitted to the hospital. The last thing I re-
membered was shouting hello to the crowd and motioning to Mr. 
Keeghan to start the show.

“We’re terribly relieved that you’re coming back to us,” she said. 
She stepped toward me, then reconsidered. Her entire body, in-
cluding half of her face, was covered in starched white linen. “It 
was a perilous night, Miss Connolly, but we knew you would pull 
through. You just had to. Kirsten said that she knew you’d make it. 
She kept watching you to make sure you weren’t turning blue, but 
you didn’t and your fever broke.”

“Blue, you say? Did you suppose I could transform into a blue-
berry? Or perhaps you supposed I was one of those people with 
blue-pigmented skin like the Blue Fugates of Kentucky? That’s not 
how it works, miss. The Kentucky blues are born with the hue.” I 
tried to smile but coughed instead. Congestion rattled my chest. 
My voice sounded gravelly and foreign, and my neck right below 
my jaw felt horribly swollen.

“No, no,” she said, clearly not at all inclined to display any sort of 
mirth at my jokes. Perhaps what I’d said hadn’t actually been funny. 
I couldn’t tell. My mind felt slow, like I was stuck in that state of 
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acute drowsiness right before slumber. “Not that. It’s . . . well . . . 
turning blue is a sign of . . . well, it’s a sign that you’re going to die of 
this Spanish flu, ma’am,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. 
Though I could see only a bit of skin across her forehead, I knew 
her face had paled. In the absence of color, the dark circles beneath 
her eyes were startling. “It’s going around like wildfire, claiming 
lives in a matter of a few hours sometimes. We’re trying to contain 
the infected in the hospitals, but it’s nearly impossible. It comes on 
so quickly.”

“Oh, I’m sure I didn’t have anything like that,” I said. My tongue 
felt thick around my words. “Just a little cold.”

“With all respect, Miss Connolly, those stricken with a cold don’t 
hallucinate. Though you were battling a fiery fever, you were quite 
irate when you were conscious, arguing with Kirsten and me, call-
ing us Lenor and asking over and over why we would try to ruin 
you when we’d brought you to Broadway in the first place. Then 
occasionally you would ask us where the rest of your money was.”

I let my eyes close. I was cold too.
“The Lenor you were speaking of . . . is it Lenor Felicity? The 

two of you are practically mother and daughter. That’s what the 
papers say.” The nurse’s voice sounded distant. “Never mind me,” 
she amended quickly. “It’s none of my business.”

“I’m not surprised that Lenor was haunting me. She has for 
years,” I said, my tone barely above a whisper. The moment the 
sentiment crossed my lips, I knew I shouldn’t have said it. I’d never 
spoken openly about my troubles with Lenor save the once, and I 
learned to regret it after.

I could feel the nurse looking at me and forced my lids open just 
a hair to meet her startled gaze.

“Please excuse me. I don’t know quite what I’m saying. Every-
thing is a bit jumbled, it seems,” I forced out. “I owe an awful lot to 
Lenor. She’s like family.”

I could say both of those things honestly. Many families—my 
lovely parents not included—were vile to each other. Family was 
really why Lenor was as awful as she was, why she clung to fame like 
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it was the last life preserver on a sinking ship, why she’d thought it 
her right to introduce me to Broadway only to steal my earnings and 
my roles and, after I fired her, falsely smear my name. Lenor mis-
took admiration for love because she’d never known the real thing.

“I know. When you’re fighting such an illness, the mind can 
dream up any number of strange scenarios,” she said. “I had a feel-
ing the two of you were close like everyone said. She missed you 
terribly when you were in England, didn’t she?”

I closed my eyes again and kept quiet. If I spoke, I’d say some-
thing else I shouldn’t. It was difficult to bite my tongue at the mo-
ment. After our falling-out, Lenor had convinced the director she 
was having an affair with to spread a rumor around Broadway that 
I’d made an untoward advance at him. The following week she’d 
had her lackey, Mr. Crispel, descend on my front stoop with infor-
mation about a London West End producer looking for a lead for 
his new show. I knew Lenor was only trying to send me away before 
the absurdity of the accusations wore off, but my family needed the 
money urgently, so I’d telegrammed the producer, who’d hired me 
on the spot.

“My mother would miss me too if I was all the way across the 
sea,” the nurse went on. “It was obvious that Lenor was quite sad. 
She only took on those small roles while you were away.”

I wanted to say that I had a lovely mother who had missed me 
terribly, and that Lenor’s small roles had nothing to do with me—
unless you believed the old saying that you reap what you sow. Come 
to think of it, perhaps that was why Lenor had extended an olive 
branch when I’d returned to New York and convinced Mr. Shubert 
to cast me in his show, though he swore to me it hadn’t taken much 
convincing. By the time I returned from England, Lenor’s director 
beau had been caught seducing not one but two actresses, negating 
his claim that I had been the one to make an advance at him. De-
spite the quelled rumor and Lenor’s peace offering, she hadn’t been 
able to reverse her original reaping with my return. She spent the 
year I was starring in Fancy Free doing the short opening number 
for B. F. Keith’s vaudeville circuit. She would never admit it, but 
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her star was dimming.
“Then again, it could have been worth it to leave her,” she said. 

“Was London what you dreamed it would be?”
I wasn’t entirely sure why she kept talking to me when I wasn’t 

responding, but perhaps this was part of my recovery. Perhaps con-
versation assisted the brain in coming back to itself.

“Yes. It was marvelous,” I said. I swallowed and my throat smarted. 
“Being there changed my life. Before, I had one focus: success. But 
then I arrived at the Palace Theatre where I starred alongside my 
dear—” I couldn’t say his name. My eyes welled and I let the tears 
fall. And in the light of his love, fame wasn’t all that mattered any-
more. I sobbed at the thought.

“Now, now, Miss Connolly. I’m sorry to have pressed you so. You 
must not allow yourself to get upset in such a fragile state. You’re 
over the worst of it, we think, but we can never be too cautious. 
There’s pneumonia to consider,” she said, her voice soothing and 
low. “Though I know losing Caspar Wells must have crushed you. 
The departure of such talent was felt the world over.”

“I’ll never hear his voice again,” I whispered, swallowing the urge 
to keep sobbing. I recalled the way Caspar’s fingers stroked my hair 
in bed each night, the timbre of his voice singing lullabies in my 
ear, the mischievous glint to his eye when he performed with me 
in The Bye and Bye Show. My mind stopped on the last memory. 
“Did I . . . did I call for him on the stage last night? Mistake another 
man for him?”

“Yes, that’s what they said, but you were quite unwell,” the nurse 
said. She approached me now, pulling at the fabric across her nose 
and mouth as she did. She peeled the blankets back from my feet 
and nodded approvingly at something, then drew the fabric back 
over me.

“I’ll have to apologize to that poor soldier,” I said. I coughed 
again.

“Don’t you dare,” she said, smiling. “That soldier is my fiancé, 
Guy, and last night was the night of his life. One of my fellow nurses 
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was at the show and she told me that when you launched into ‘I 
Have It All,’ you seemed to be looking around for Caspar. She said 
she heard Guy’s friend Crowley encourage him to step onto the 
stage and offer his voice.” She paused. “He’ll have to be monitored 
quite acutely for flu, but he’ll be speaking of the time he sang Cas-
par Wells’s part with Calla Connolly for the next fifty years.”

“I’m sorry I endangered him,” I said, emotion welling in my swol-
len throat. It seemed lucidity came and went with this illness. My 
mind felt cloudy again and a ripple of chill washed over my body. 
“I knew I wasn’t well, I suppose, but I thought it was only a sniffle.”

“The flu is everywhere,” she said. Her face, which a moment 
ago had been bright with happiness, was now drawn and serious. 
“It tends to come in waves, and we’ve reached the crest of one now, 
it seems. One of the men in Guy’s tent fell ill last week and, unfor-
tunately, perished.” She reached for the thermometer beside my 
bed and motioned for me to open my mouth. I complied and she 
fell silent, focusing on the way the mercury rose up the glass tube. 
After a few minutes, she took the thermometer back to her cart and 
withdrew a notebook and pencil from a shelf below the pastries.

“One hundred and two degrees. Still a high fever, but much 
lower than yesterday’s 106,” she mumbled, scribbling as she spoke. 
“Today is Saturday, May 4.”

“May 4?” I startled, jerking upright despite the heaviness of my 
body. “I’ve forgotten myself. I’ve got to be at Camp Sevier by seven 
o’clock. Have someone fetch Mr. Keeghan, wherever he is, and tell 
him to ready for our departure.”

“Miss Connolly, you can’t . .  .  ,” the nurse attempted, but I ig-
nored her. I looked around for a clock but found none.

“What’s the time, miss? I’ll need to dress and get to the train sta-
tion.” My brain lurched with vertigo, but I forced my legs to move 
closer to the edge of the bed anyway. The nurse hastened to my 
bedside and blocked my way up.

“You’re battling a severe flu. You’ll not be going anywhere, I’m 
afraid,” the nurse said almost apologetically, and her face reddened. 
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“And your piano man, Mr. Keeghan, was sent home to New York 
with the instruction that he’s to be monitored for flu. I’m sorry. I 
don’t mean to mother you, but performing tonight is not possible. 
You could risk falling ill again and perishing this time, not to men-
tion infecting others.”

“You don’t understand,” I said, falling back against the mattress. 
“I must perform.” I could feel the grief, the familiar memories that 
flipped through my mind pressing in on every side despite my ill-
ness. The stage was the only thing that prevented sorrow from swal-
lowing me whole. When I was performing, I was full of purpose, 
uplifting the soldiers, leaning toward Caspar’s dream. “I must im-
press upon General Pershing that I can be counted on. Otherwise 
he’ll not reconsider my request to go to the front. If I don’t, all of 
the men will fight—and some will die—in despair, without a song 
in their hearts, without a recent memory of cheer to enliven them. 
Caspar told me so.”

“The front?” she whispered as if in disbelief. “I’ll go right now 
and wire Camp Sevier to let them know of your condition,” she 
said to me. “Even General Pershing would have to rest if he were 
to contract the flu.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I said. My teeth chattered. I couldn’t 
perform in this state, even if I wanted to. My best course would be 
to get well quickly.

The nurse nodded resolutely and reached for a small glass of 
milk hiding behind the croissant, then dug around in her apron 
pocket and pulled out a tiny jar of what appeared to be cinnamon. 
She sprinkled the cinnamon in the milk and swirled it around a few 
times before snatching the plate of pastries.

Behind her, the wall seemed to billow and move. I stared at it, 
thinking that perhaps my flu was worsening before I realized that 
the wall wasn’t a wall at all but rather a sheet fitted neatly to the 
ceiling and the floor. I wondered if there was someone behind that 
sheet and how they fared.

“I’ll go send the telegram right away on my break as long as you 
promise to take this cinnamon to soothe your fever and eat at least 
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two of the pastries,” the nurse said, interrupting my inspection of 
the makeshift wall. She deposited the plate in my lap and then 
handed me the milk. The cold made me shiver and I hunched 
down into the covers. “And here, take this aspirin for your aches.” I 
held out my free hand for the small pill and swallowed it down with 
the milk. The drink tasted like Mother’s French toast. I hadn’t had 
it since before we moved to New York City, since Father worked in 
the buggy factory in Columbus.

“Thank you. I’ll return in half an hour,” the nurse said. Then she 
took two envelopes from her pocket and set them next to me on the 
bed. “A few letters your piano man left for you before he departed 
for New York. He was given them at your last stop and forgot they 
were in his briefcase.”

“Thank you,” I said.
“I’m Goldie, by the way. Goldie McGann.”
“I appreciate your help, Goldie,” I said. A light moan sounded 

from beyond the sheet partition.
“Is someone next door? Beyond that sheet just there?” I whis-

pered.
“Yes,” Goldie said, her eyes grave. “He’s very ill and he’s dearly 

loved.” She grasped the handle of the cart and pushed it out of my 
room, leaving me with my pastries.

Absent Goldie fluttering about, I noticed there was a small win-
dow past the foot of the simple iron bed. It boasted a view of a pine 
wood and a rain so drenching and mighty that it poured in sheets 
over the lip of the roof.

I lifted the croissant to my lips and took a small bite. I had no 
appetite, and my throat smarted so badly that I couldn’t eat more. 
I set the croissant down on the plate and opened the first envelope, 
noticing the British two-pence stamp immediately.

Dear Miss Connolly,
I do hope you’ll receive this correspondence. I’m Basil Omar. 
I served alongside Caspar Wells from the time of our training 
until he perished.
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I swallowed hard and put down the letter, unsure if I could go 
on. If whatever Basil planned to say was something devastating 
about the nature of Caspar’s demise, I couldn’t bear it. I knew of 
Basil. Caspar had often written of the young boy he’d taken under 
his wing, saying that Basil’s friendship and interest in the theatre 
had been a welcome distraction, a balm to his nerves—until they 
were ordered to the trenches and the boy fell apart, and Caspar with 
him. I recalled the despairing letters he’d written from the trenches 
saying that Basil had begged for singing lessons to keep his emotion 
at bay as the shells shattered and the enemy drew closer. Caspar 
had obliged, though he mentioned, between recounting his own 
heartbreaking fears, that the boy wasn’t naturally inclined to song.

I picked the letter back up and forced myself to keep reading. 
Caspar would want me to.

I was recently injured in battle. As if by a miracle, I suffered 
a broken leg and concussion and have been temporarily dis-
charged from service. It came at just the right time. Fear with-
out ceasing is a torture.

I ran my hand over his handwriting and tears filled my eyes.

In any case, I was saved and here I am. During my time in 
hospital, I’ve been reading the papers and saw a mention of 
your valiant tour in America and thought to take a chance 
and write.

Caspar and I were in the trenches together for weeks at a 
time, and we’d sing together, pretending we were on the stage 
at the Palace Theatre instead of about to meet the grim reaper. 
Just before we encountered the Huns and Caspar died, he 
promised to include me in the act the two of you were plan-
ning on performing at the front if he could convince the army 
to allow it, so that I might have a bit of luck on the London 
stage when the fighting ends. I admit I thought the possibility 
of the act all but abandoned with his death, but when I saw 
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the piece about your American tour, I was heartened to realize 
that General Pershing must have given you his blessing and 
that you would arrive here at some point soon, to carry out the 
dream you and Caspar created together. I pray I’m right about 
your intentions. It would honor Caspar much, and there are 
countless men like me, men who are losing hope and desperate 
for cheer.

I shut my eyes and envisioned myself in front of these men, their 
faces brightening—if only for a moment—with my music. My 
voice couldn’t end a war or spare their lives, but it might give them 
the strength to continue on to tomorrow. General Pershing would 
come to see things as I did. I was sure of it. It was only a matter of 
time until I was somewhere in France.

I also wonder if you would consider honoring Caspar’s prom-
ise to me if you come? To include me in your act? It would 
provide so much joy in the midst of this terrible war to perform 
alongside you, and I have no doubt it would give me a con-
siderable leg up professionally. I am descended from a long 
line of army men, and my uncle, a childhood comrade of Sir 
Douglas Haig’s, who is commanding a troop on the German 
front, continues to insist I was born to fight. I was not. I was 
born for the stage. I know I will be forced to reenlist when I am 
well, but if you come here, at least I will be able to do what I 
love before I face the fight again.

When you come, I could also return to you something I 
have of yours that I took from Caspar’s jacket that he left in 
the trench that day, along with his tag. I thought of mailing 
it with this letter, but you are indecent in the likeness, and I 
know it would be devastating to you if it fell into the wrong 
hands.

I knew exactly which photograph he was speaking of. I was 
nearly nude, wearing only a flimsy chemise and undergarments of 
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cotton lawn and Brussels lace, a combination I still wore often. I 
hadn’t thought of the photograph since I gave it to Caspar upon 
our engagement. I suppose I hadn’t realized he’d taken it with him 
or that it wasn’t among our things when I moved. The likeness had 
been captured for a producer and fledgling fashion-designer friend 
of Lenor’s who’d convinced me to pose for his new lingerie line. I’d 
only been twenty and had accepted because I was between shows 
and Father was between mills and we needed the money. I’d almost 
instantly regretted the arrangement. He’d proposed to me at the 
end of the shoot, never mind that he was twenty years my senior. 
I’d declined immediately. When news broke that he’d gambled his 
funds away before the line could launch, I was greatly relieved and 
the photograph was never used. Years later, after his marriage to 
another young model, he mailed the likeness to me in London and 
I’d given it to Caspar. Now this boy had it in his grasp. I hoped he 
hadn’t shown it to his peers, but if he had, I couldn’t do a thing 
about it.

At least Basil was a Brit and not an American. It didn’t really 
matter if it wound up in Sir Douglas Haig’s hands. It wouldn’t pass 
across General Pershing’s desk, and that’s all that mattered. Though 
General Pershing was no prude, he couldn’t well endorse a floozy 
for the army’s entertainment. I was no such thing, but I wasn’t an id-
iot either. I’d never thought the photograph particularly scandalous, 
but in the wrong hands, an innocent modeling job would be made 
out to be suggestive, a major smudge on my character. Lenor’s lie 
about me had eventually fizzled, but something as tangible as a 
photograph would not.

I kept reading.

I pray you’ll consider my plea, Miss Connolly, and come to 
us quickly. I shouldn’t ask you to cut your tour of the States 
short, but I suppose I am. I cannot face the front again without 
hope of a future after this war. I am a shell of the man I once 
was. Please come without delay. I beg you. Send me a wire to 
Duchess of Westminster’s Hospital and tell me of your plans.
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Caspar’s friend,
Basil Omar

I stared at the name and a darkness fell over my spirit. I wasn’t 
in charge of my goings about as Basil assumed, and the resolve I’d 
clung to moments earlier, the confidence that I would gain Gen-
eral Pershing’s approval, was suddenly shrouded in uncertainty. I 
folded the letter, put it back in the envelope, and set it on my bed-
side table.

Every moment I was here I was away from the front. I couldn’t 
convince General Pershing I deserved clearance or help Basil 
launch his way to the stage or cheer the men as they marched into 
battle if I was in this hospital, battling this terrible flu. As if my body 
was set to remind me that I wasn’t over it yet, the pain in my throat 
began to throb and the swirling in my head returned. I took another 
bite of the croissant anyway.

“I need you to hear me.” The low murmur came from the room 
next to mine—or rather, from beyond the sheet. I stopped chewing 
and listened. The voice was familiar, though I couldn’t quite place 
where I’d heard it, nor could I make out any words very clearly. 
“I know you need rest, but this is a matter of certain death for a 
great number of men if it cannot be resolved with Pershing.” The 
sentiment struck me. The urgency of the words and the tone con-
verged, and I recalled a memory I’d forgotten from the night before: 
a young officer who’d interrupted the show to break the news of the 
losses at Flanders. The voice was the same.

I had always been a tremendous eavesdropper. It was the only 
way to figure the true character of those in the spotlight—to listen 
in when they were not washed in the glitter of the stage. It was why 
I didn’t trust any of them anymore. It was also a marvelous way to 
pass the time. When I was a child I’d be sent to the back of the stage 
after my act was over while the adults finished the show. To enter-
tain myself, I’d press my ear against the wall or under the door and 
listen to stars and producers argue about the production or egos or 
lovers.
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I remained absolutely still in my bed. There was a long silence, 
and I wondered if perhaps the officer had departed the ill man’s 
bedside.

“I beg you, General. I know I should have come yesterday the 
moment I got the letter, but I didn’t know how ill you were and 
I was occupied with duties. Muster your strength and hear me. I 
can’t figure it out on my own.” His voice broke on the last word and 
I hung on the end of it, willing him to continue speaking. “General 
Dickman wrote in his letter that General Pershing has heard ru-
mors that the Germans will attempt to take Paris again in the next 
month or two to take advantage of the progress they made at Flan-
ders. The French and British are tiring, and they’ll need mighty 
reinforcements from our troops if Ludendorff orders the operation.” 
The officer paused. I could hear him take a deep breath. “Dickman 
said Pershing has asked us to put together a regiment under the 
Sixth Brigade that will be assigned to stronghold the Allies’ footing 
at the Surmelin Valley—the pathway to Paris. It’s where the Allied 
troops are the most fatigued. The regiment would be ordered to stay 
at the defense of the line no matter what—even if the French and 
British assigned alongside retreat. If it comes to it, the stand would 
be vital and could turn the tide of the war, but would undoubtedly 
mean great sacrifice for the men assigned to the regiment. We are 
to identify soldiers suited to such a perilous task—men of great skill 
and competence, but also prone to trouble or whose moral judg-
ment we find lacking.” He stopped.

The words made my skin prickle with horror and my breathing 
shallow. I thought of the faces that had greeted me in front of the 
Liberty Theatre upon my arrival. I wondered how many of them 
would be assigned to this terrible but worthy mission. How could 
they possibly decide who to call?

“How?” His voice returned, echoing mine. “Surely we can’t 
choose these men, to play God this way. Of course there are men 
who charge in front first in all battles, but they’re fortified by num-
bers, matched by the other Allied troops, and they know their role 
ahead of time. In this case, the particulars can’t be shared with the 
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soldiers, and they’ll go into battle assuming support. If the others 
are forced to draw back, leaving them alone to fight for the val-
ley, they’ll serve as the buffer the Allies need, but many from the 
regiment will die. General, I need to know what to do, how to tell 
Pershing that we can’t help with this assignment.”

Silence followed and I wondered about the state of the general. 
Was he able to nod, to shake his head, to utter whispers I couldn’t 
hear?

There was a loud clatter.
“General! Nurse! Nurse!”
A rush of footsteps pounded down the hall beyond my door, and 

in the next moment, there was screeching of furniture, the general’s 
name being called, the pleading with God, the sobbing. It was clear 
the man was gone.

“Damn that Calla Connolly.” The officer’s voice ricocheted be-
yond the sheet and off my walls, startling me. “You ordered me to 
manage her visit here, General, but you didn’t know what you’d 
asked. I was so busy I couldn’t come speak with you. You were sup-
posed to help me figure out how to deal with Pershing’s request. I 
can’t believe you’re gone. You were our . . . my leader, my example. 
What will we do without you?” His tone softened and he sniffed. 
“If she hadn’t been here, we would have had time. We would have 
settled on a way to move forward. And I could have said a proper 
goodbye.”

I could hear his anger spark again, the roar return to his words.
“But because of her visit, because I was occupied with the par-

ticulars of her ridiculous show while you slipped away, I’ll have to 
find a way to go on without you. I might be forced to choose these 
men. Many will die. It’s . . . it’s her fault.” The last word was equal 
parts sob and shout.

I froze, my soul shriveling in my chest despite the persistent 
aches. I was here to save lives, to cheer men. If I’d somehow doomed 
a regiment of men to death, I’d never get over it. I’d offer my own 
life instead.

I pushed myself out of bed, ignoring the vertigo and confusion 
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that riddled my brain. My legs protested when they hit the cold 
wood and they ached, but my heart pounded out of my chest, urg-
ing me on. I couldn’t remain tucked in bed, not when I’d inadver-
tently caused such catastrophe.

“Three thousand men could be in peril,” he said.
“Forgive me!” The words burst from my mouth in a sob. My legs 

faltered and I snatched at the sheet to steady myself, but it fell to the 
floor as I did. The general lay still and blue in a bed that matched 
mine while the officer towered over us, his body rigid with anger 
and despair. His eyes fixed on mine, brown and gold, ferocious, 
above a cotton mask like Goldie’s, his hands balled in fists at his 
sides. A nurse I’d never seen hastened toward me and attempted to 
lift me up, but I refused. I curled into my knees and cried instead—
for the perished man in the bed beside me, for the men I didn’t 
know who would perish because of me, for Caspar, who had per-
ished without me. I heard the officer swear.

“Dry your tears and face what you’ve done.” His voice sneered 
over my sniffing. “Your presence has put thousands of lives in jeop-
ardy.”
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Something no one seems to consider is how much illness 
interferes with mental faculties. Though I’d had a fever 
morning through late afternoon, it had officially broken as 

of dinner and my senses were sharpening—along with my temper. 
I glanced over at the empty bed across the room. The sheet wall 
hadn’t been restored, and the extra space won me an unfortunate 
view of a small mirror above a worm-eaten chest of drawers. Even 
from this distance, I looked a fright—pale, weak, tired. I recalled 
my earlier hysterics with a sense of confusion and anger. I’d been 
sure that my presence had warranted the officer’s accusation that I 
alone had endangered thousands of soldiers’ lives. In my feverish, 
bewildered state, I’d convinced myself that I was no better than a 
murderer, that General Pershing was right to refuse my request to 
go to the front, that I’d only be a distraction, an interference, that I 
could put lives at risk. But now I thought of the officer who, though 
he had been in shock and grief, had at least been in his right mind. 
He’d watched me fall to the ground. He’d heard me accept respon-
sibility for the problem, knowing full well I’d had nothing to do 
with it. In addition to my show, there had also been the news of the 
men lost at Flanders that night, the coordination of travel for those 
grieving, that took him away from the general’s bedside. I ached for 
the men who had lost their lives in this war, for the men who would 
lose their lives in the months—possibly years—to come, but their 
deaths were not my fault.

I glanced around the room, wondering where they’d put my be-
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longings. Caspar’s last letter was tucked in my lingerie bag in the 
top of my largest Louis Vuitton trunk. At once, alarm tightened my 
chest. I needed to hold the letter, to read Caspar’s words I’d mem-
orized about the state of the men on the front and the need for a 
show to cheer their spirits. I needed a reminder that my pursuit of 
the front wasn’t for my own selfish ambition or praise but was en-
tirely selfless, a service to the men risking their lives for mine and a 
tribute to the love of my life. But then I recalled I had such a letter 
in my grasp. Basil’s correspondence sat beside me on the bedside 
table, its contents an echo of Caspar’s sentiments.

I relaxed and sat back against the pillows. A woman after praise 
would have taken the bids to remain on Broadway. I’d had offers I’d 
turned down. Two starring roles, in fact. In Keep Her Smiling and 
Head Over Heels. A woman after praise wouldn’t have been able to 
pass them by—and the glory that came with them.

Despite reassuring myself of the truth, despite Basil’s letter, doubt 
still unsettled me. I needed Caspar’s words because it had been his 
experience, his death, that had set me on this course and dictated 
my intentions, forever changing the reason I used my voice.

I plucked the small bell from my bedside and rang it for the 
nurse. Perhaps my belongings had been taken to my room at the 
Selwyn Hotel. Mary Pickford had told me that I absolutely had to 
stay there, that when she and Charlie Chaplin came to Charlotte 
to raise support for bonds, her agent had arranged them to stay at 
the hotel overnight and that it was nearly as luxurious as the New 
York Ritz-Carlton. I looked down at the threadbare quilt across my 
legs, thought of the vegetable soup adorned with three pieces of 
vegetables I’d had for lunch, and was homesick for goose down and 
a fine steak.

“Did you ring, Miss Connolly?” Goldie appeared in the door 
behind me. Her eyes were damp and red, and she sniffed as she 
walked to the end of my bed, withdrew the quilt from my legs, took 
a quick look, and covered them up again. “Still no sign of blue.”

“Yes,” I said, but speaking launched me into a terrible coughing 
fit. The noise sounded dry, a rattling rather than the productive 
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rumble of healing, and Goldie’s eyes went wide.
“Are you feeling unwell? Are you able to breathe?” Goldie asked, 

lunging quickly for the pitcher of water at my bedside. She handed 
me the glass as I continued to cough. I took a sip, concentrating on 
the feel of the water soothing my throat, then nodded.

“You’ve been upset,” I said. “I should ask you the same ques-
tions.”

“We all are,” she whispered, busying herself with rearranging the 
pitcher and the bell and the thermometer, doubtless in an effort to 
distract her brain from the urge to fall apart. “General Alexander 
was beloved. He was about as decorated as a man his age could 
be, in charge of the Third Division’s Sixth Brigade, and the whole 
camp too, yet he never spoke of his own victories. He never forgot a 
name—no one’s. He was a champion of all people, and his compas-
sion never ceased to amaze us.” She sniffed. “He was well two days 
ago, shimmying on his belly with the men in the practice trenches 
out there.” Goldie nodded toward the windows. “Generals don’t 
usually do things like that. They just strategize and oversee, but not 
General Alexander. He believed his presence would make the men 
feel better, and it did.” All I could see were woods, but I suppose 
there were trenches dug somewhere beyond them, constructed to 
help equip the soldiers in such warfare before they encountered it 
overseas. “He took ill during dinner in the mess hall. He was con-
versing with a small group of soldiers who’d expressed fear about 
the war. His fever spiked far too quickly, and the pneumonia set in 
within hours.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.” The sentiment seemed insufficient. It 
always did.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now, what can I do for you? You rang.”
“Oh.” I coughed, but this time the terrible stinging and itching 

didn’t emerge. “I was just wondering if you could check sometime 
on the whereabouts of my belongings.”

“They’re at the YWCA Hostess House in camp—the lodging fa-
cility for the wives and fiancées and mothers of the soldiers who 
come to visit,” she said. “Colonel Erickson, commander of one of 
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General Alexander’s regiments, the man you became acquainted 
with this morning, ordered the soldiers to see to the retrieval of your 
things the moment you fell ill.”

I groaned. “I’m surprised he didn’t toss my trunks into the brush 
pile and burn them. He made it plain that my existence was as 
loathsome as a tick or a mosquito.”

“I doubt he truly believes that,” Goldie said, her eyes soft. “Being 
in medicine so long has taught me that people tend to lash out 
when they’re hurt or grieving or ill, and it’s not always directed in 
the right place.”

I made a noise to indicate I doubted he was simply directing his 
pain my direction and Goldie laughed, a light tinkling noise like 
wind chimes. Mother had had a host of chimes back in Ohio be-
fore we moved to New York and always said they gave off the most 
appealing sound. Lenor told me I should never laugh sincerely, 
that my true laugh was a cackle, suited for the role of a witch but 
nothing more. So I’d trained myself to chuckle daintily, especially 
around men. I was sure men liked listening to Goldie laugh. It 
sounded sincere and delicate.

“In any case, Colonel Erickson’s always been a little prickly 
anyway. Don’t pay him any mind.” She lowered her voice. “Per-
haps it’s because General Pershing has kept him home—he’s from 
Charlotte—rather than sending him overseas. He was asked to com-
mand a regiment that trained here last year, but when it deployed 
in November, he was left behind and reassigned to General Alexan-
der’s brigade.” Her eyes met mine, and I could tell she was consid-
ering whether she should say more. “It’s rumored he was a standout 
at West Point and was recognized for his service after in Panama 
and Mexico, but he withdrew from the army only a year after he was 
commissioned captain and went to France to study architecture. In 
fact, I heard he was in France when the war broke out. They say 
he joined the French army as a volunteer before the United States 
decided to become involved. I suppose the army could see that sort 
of thing as being overzealous.”

“Or perhaps he saw the injustice perpetuated by the Central 
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Powers and wanted to do something to help peace along,” I said. 
I couldn’t believe I was standing up for Colonel Erickson. Then 
again, it wasn’t truly him I was standing up for; it was the men who 
pressed valiantly toward what was right regardless of opposition.

Goldie shrugged. I thought of what Goldie had just said, that 
General Pershing himself had ordered Colonel Erickson to his post 
here. I wondered what sort of relationship he had with the general, 
if there was any way his unfavorable opinion of my efforts could 
circulate back to the front.

“I’d like to have a word with Colonel Erickson when he’s able. 
Would you be so kind as to arrange it? I don’t like to leave any situ-
ation on the wrong foot,” I said.

Goldie hesitated.
“You’re ill, Miss Connolly. With General Alexander’s death, Col-

onel Erickson will be commander ad interim over his brigade and 
the camp in his stead. Further exposure would not be wise.”

“I understand,” I said, though the image of Colonel Erickson 
drafting a telegram smearing my name intruded and the urgency to 
set things right persisted.

Just then there was a knock on the door, and another nurse came 
in with a cart of dinner. It was nearly as paltry as lunch—a bowl of 
brown beans and cornbread—accompanied by two letters. I only 
knew about cornbread because of my stay at Camp Lee. Southern-
ers had a strange appetite for sandy textures—first, for breakfast, the 
godforsaken grits that tasted much like an ocean shore, and then 
cornbread, a dense loaf that could have reasonably been crafted 
from the breakfast scraps.

This nurse, an older woman around Mother’s age, set the tray in 
my lap.

“Eat it all, miss. There’s been some who find themselves relaps-
ing into illness without proper nutrition,” she said. “And the re-
ceptionist at the main hospital just sent those letters over to your 
attention.”

I smiled and nodded. At least a substantial amount of broth ac-
companied the beans. The cornbread would be much improved by 
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the flavor.
She left, and in her absence, I noticed Goldie standing by the 

window. She kept staring at the same spot toward the setting sun, 
then sniffing and looking down at her hands.

“I’m sorry you’re so troubled by the loss of General Alexander. 
Is there anything I can do?” I asked. I took a bite of the beans and 
nearly choked. The salt from the bacon extinguished any other fla-
vor.

“It’s not only him. It’s my fiancé too—the one who sang with you 
last night. He brings me a wildflower every morning and leaves it at 
reception before he starts his drills. He’s never missed a day in three 
months, but he didn’t bring one today,” she said. She lifted her 
fingers to the back of her head, where her blonde hair was coming 
loose of its pins beneath her cap. She tucked the strands in as best 
she could, sighed, and turned to face me.

“There’s a chance he overslept and has been occupied since,” I 
said.

“Or he’s been stricken with flu and admitted to the general hos-
pital. I wouldn’t know right away since I’m here in the officer’s 
quarters,” she said. The tone of her voice was strained, and she 
could barely keep eye contact without her eyes tearing.

“If I infected him, Goldie, I’m sorry. Like I said, I didn’t know 
what I had, but I knew I was sick, regardless. It was irresponsible of 
me to continue on.” My throat felt tight.

“I don’t know if you were close enough to him to put him in 
harm’s way,” she said. “I wasn’t there, of course. Even if he is in-
fected, it’s likely not your fault. I already told you that. There are 
plenty of others. I checked the soldiers’ hospital on my break, and 
they had no record of him, but . . . there’s another possibility too.” 
Goldie’s gaze met mine. She lifted her hand and held her naked 
fingers in front of her face before lowering them. “He’s been quite 
an admirer of yours for some time, Miss Connolly. He hoped to 
be a musician before he found himself in soldier’s garb and  .  .  . 
well, perhaps he’s fallen in love with you instead.” She covered her 
mouth with her hand—though it was unnecessary as the cotton 
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mask was already doing the job—and began to sob.
“Goldie—” I started, but she waved her hand at me.
“He has a little photo of you from the papers—they all do, 

really—and they tack them on the bunks in the tents. Before, you 
were just a picture, but now, he’s shared a stage with you.”

“I am thirty-two years old, Goldie,” I said as loudly as I could 
muster without throwing myself into a coughing fit. “At least ten 
years Guy’s senior. And besides, you and I are friends now, aren’t 
we? You’ve saved my life. I don’t have the time for men anyway. 
They are terribly needy.”

Goldie smiled and seemed to relax. It was true that I’d never 
steal a man away from anyone—I didn’t believe anyone could be 
stolen unless they wanted to be, in any case—but the part about 
not having time for men was a complete and utter fabrication. I 
adored men—which was why Lenor had likely decided on them to 
fabricate a scenario that would bring about my downfall. I adored 
the way they flirted with me and the way they kissed. I relished the 
way their bodies enveloped mine in the dark and the way they swore 
they loved me.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said. She sat down on a rickety lad-
derback chair in the corner of the room and slumped her chin into 
her hands while her elbows rested on her knees as though she’d 
been carrying this fear all day long and the sudden relief of it stole 
her vivacity. “I know you lost your love. Do you suppose you’ll ever 
try again?” Goldie’s voice was meek, and she hazarded a glance at 
me as though wondering if she should take the question back.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Caspar loved me, and I was crazy for him.” 
There had been other men after Caspar, and yet I could barely re-
call their faces. But Caspar’s memory still arrested me, still stirred 
the deep longing I’d felt both in his presence and his absence.

“My parents don’t like Guy,” Goldie said. “He’s a Yankee, and 
they’re afraid he’ll take me away to Rhode Island and I’ll never re-
turn.”

“My mother disliked Caspar at first for the same reason. He was 
a Brit, and begged me to set up house with him immediately after 
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his proposal even though we weren’t yet married.” I laughed and 
then coughed.

“Did you do it?” Goldie asked, her eyes wide.
“No,” I said. “But I did stay in England after our show was over. 

We rented neighboring flats in his hometown of Liverpool. Mother 
and Father hoped I’d come home, but there was no way I was going 
to leave him.” I tipped my head back against the pillows and closed 
my eyes. It was true that I’d refused to live with him openly before 
we were married. I knew what doing such a thing could mean to 
my career. But we’d never slept apart in the six months we were 
engaged. I replayed it all the time—the first night in his flat. I could 
still hear the sharp click of the hinge latching. The smell of lacquer 
from the newly finished wood floors. He’d turned to me in the dark 
of his foyer and took me in his arms. We were still wearing our stage 
clothes from the final night of The Bye and Bye Show. He’d kissed 
my mouth and then my neck while my hands discovered his body. 
Before, there had been only stolen kisses and whispered promises; 
now there was nothing but the two of us. I could still feel his hands 
shaking as they touched my skin and feel the weight of him, the feel 
of us together. I bit my lip, hearing his voice in my ear, “I’ll love you 
till the end of time, Calla.” I’d said it back, swearing I’d live my life 
loving him.

I opened my eyes. I had to get back on my tour, back on the 
stage. I had to prove myself to General Pershing and obtain clear-
ance to the front. Otherwise I was doing less than loving Caspar. 
Otherwise our memories would strangle me.

“When do you suppose I’ll be ready to return to performing?” I 
asked Goldie, who had resumed her survey of the window.

“I regret to say that it’ll be at least seven days. Before that you’ll 
risk infecting others,” she said.

“Seven days? But I’m the only performer visiting the camps, you 
know, and I’m supposed to go to Camp Gordon in Atlanta tomor-
row and then Camp Hancock in Augusta, Camp Wheeler in Ma-
con, then over to Camp Montgomery in Montgomery.”

“I’m afraid you’ll miss most of them,” Goldie said. “Should I tele-

TheStarofCampGreene_9781400244331_1p_LS0918_CC21.indd   32TheStarofCampGreene_9781400244331_1p_LS0918_CC21.indd   32 9/18/24   9:59 AM9/18/24   9:59 AM



T H E  S TA R  O F  C A M P  G R E E N E

33

gram the others to let them know you’ll be delayed?”
“I suppose we must,” I said. Emotion balled in my throat. I 

thought of the men who had been looking forward to merriment 
being told I’d not be coming and of the idle hours I’d spend trapped 
in an infirmary with my ghosts. “However, I need to be prepared 
to resume touring as soon as I’m well. Would you mind terribly to 
include in the telegram an inquiry about a date to reschedule?”

A sharp knock on the door interrupted me, and Goldie called for 
whoever it was to come in. Colonel Erickson entered the room and 
Goldie stood quickly, nearly toppling the chair.

“Miss Connolly, Nurse McGann,” he said politely, though his 
tone was sharp. He withdrew the wide-brimmed campaign hat 
boasting a colonel’s black-and-gold cords, pressed it to his chest, 
and tipped his head at Goldie. I noticed he didn’t bother to look 
at me when he greeted me and hadn’t even applied pomade to his 
hair. The mop of chestnut brown was damp with sweat and angled 
every which way. Enlisted or not, celebrity or civilian, men typically 
tried to make themselves presentable to me. Clearly this Colonel 
Erickson didn’t care in the slightest that Calla Connolly thought he 
resembled a caveman, both in manner and appearance. I glared at 
him, at the cotton mask covering his nose and mouth. It was quite 
unfair that he had the advantage of cloth to disguise his clear dis-
dain, while mine was laid bare. I could hardly help it. He had made 
me feel like the worst sort of person while I was terribly ill and I 
wouldn’t accept his accusations this time.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he went on, addressing Goldie. “I’ve just 
come from a stint in the trenches and then in the rifle field. I don’t 
want the men to think they’ll have a regular desk sort for a com-
mander when they’re so used to Alexander.”

I couldn’t bear the sight of his face, so I looked at his feet. I’d 
always thought feet funny things. When I was young and nervous, 
auditioning for my first starring roles, I’d survey the producer’s shoes 
and imagine I was performing for a room full of them. Imagina-
tion helped divert my anxiety then. Perhaps now it could distract 
my mind from the insatiable urge to strike him. Colonel Erickson 
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wore boring, regular-issue field boots instead of high brown officers’ 
boots, possibly in an attempt to fit in with the rest of the soldiers, 
but it wouldn’t work. He was much over six feet tall and his posture, 
which suggested he’d been strapped to a washboard as an infant, 
indicated that he was the strictest sort of person—not at all like the 
average soldier who would be keen to do just about anything else 
than run drills in simulated trenches.

“To what do I owe the pleasure, Colonel?” I asked finally. The 
silence was uncomfortable.

His eyes met mine for the first time since he entered the room. 
He looked terrible. Worse than Goldie. The whites of his eyes ap-
peared nearly the color of ripe beets and his lids were swollen to 
slits. It was unusual that a man promenade in public displaying 
such clear emotion, but then again, everyone had to have at least 
one redeeming quality. Perhaps this was his. There was a chance 
Goldie was right and I’d simply been his scapegoat in a moment of 
deep grief. Perhaps he was coming to apologize.

“Nurse McGann,” he said, turning away from me to focus on 
Goldie. “I’m sorry for this inconvenience, but I require a private 
audience with Miss Connolly. It won’t take long.”

“Whatever for?” I asked, but he ignored me.
“Yes, sir.” Goldie smiled at me. “I’ll return shortly to ready you 

for sleep, Miss Connolly.” When she passed Colonel Erickson, she 
stopped. “I  .  .  . I want to express my sincere condolences. We all 
adored General Alexander.”

“He was quite a man,” Colonel Erickson said, his voice low. 
Then he cleared his throat. “As I said, I won’t be here long.”

I listened to Goldie’s light footsteps pad across the hardwood 
floor. I heard the heavy wood door click shut, but Colonel Erickson 
didn’t move. My heartbeat quickened. I hoped he’d come to apol-
ogize, but if he was here to blame me for interference, of murder 
yet again, I’d tell him I was guilty of no such thing. The very idea 
of it was maddening. I’d had nothing to do with General Pershing’s 
orders or General Alexander dying before he could help Colonel 
Erickson figure out how to handle them.
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“Now then,” he said finally. He walked to the other side of the 
room, snatched the ladderback chair Goldie had occupied minutes 
before, and set it at the foot of my bed. He folded himself onto it, 
the result looking much like a china doll compelled to fit on doll-
house furniture. His eyes met mine, but he said nothing.

I sighed and the gesture induced a coughing fit. When I settled, 
I forced a smile. “Colonel, I know why you’re here.”

“You—” he started, but I waved my hand at him.
“Men and women alike have followed me into changing rooms, 

into bathrooms, into alleyways to ask me to sing them a favorite 
song—one I failed to sing onstage—but I regret to tell you, Colo-
nel, I can barely speak without heaving, much less singing, so your 
request will have to wait.”

His eyes narrowed and I laughed, not bothering to transform the 
noise into something Lenor would approve of. I paid for my mer-
riment, coughing so hard I truly lost my breath and tears sprang to 
my eyes.

In a gentlemanly gesture I could hardly believe, Colonel Er-
ickson stood and crossed to my bedside table, plucked the water 
pitcher from its stand, and poured me a glass. He handed it to me, 
then deposited the pitcher back on the table.

“I don’t know any of your songs,” he said simply. He stood in 
front of my bedside table, surveying the offerings: the water, the 
handkerchiefs, the thermometer, and a clear bottle I hadn’t noticed 
before. “Has Nurse given you doses of this Tanlac?” He picked up 
the bottle and turned it over in his hands. Then his eyes met mine, 
and I could see he’d calmed.

“Not that I know of. She’s given me aspirin and a cinnamon tinc-
ture of sorts, but I don’t recall anything else,” I said. “Why?”

“It’s awful, for one,” he said. “Like moonshine and the worst 
combination of woodland foraging.” He set it back down. “And the 
manufacturer has just been accused of quackery. They gave this 
to me in regular doses when I fell ill with flu last month. Major 
Sheaff—the physician in charge of the hospital here—told me they 
were doing away with the use of it.”
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“You contracted this terrible flu too?” I asked, surveying him. 
It was difficult to envision certain men ill. Short men, slight men, 
fat men, old men were built in a manner that allowed the mind 
to entertain the idea that they could become sickly, but men like 
Colonel Erickson, men who were tall and as solid as stone, seemed 
nearly invincible.

“Yes. I was one of the first in camp, actually, which is why I 
feel fairly safe visiting here now. My sister is a spooler over at the 
Chadwick-Hoskins Mill just down the road and there was an out-
break there. I made the mistake of bringing her a sandwich on my 
day off,” he said. I’d always wanted a sibling. On Broadway, there 
had been multiple acts with twins, and I’d always envied the way 
they leaned on each other.

“Did she fall ill as well?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No, thank God.” He folded himself back 

onto the chair. “I fared all right. Much like you seem to be doing, 
but this flu is highly unpredictable.” He glanced at the empty bed 
situated perpendicular to mine across the room. It was then that 
I realized he’d been avoiding the sight of it. He sniffed and I pre-
tended to study the faded fleur-de-lis detail on the potbelly stove, 
but when minutes passed without a word, I stole a glance at him 
and realized he was crying. Not sobbing, but his eyes were wet, 
cast down at his hands now clasped in his lap. A lump welled in 
my throat at the sight of him and I pinched my lids closed to stop 
the tearing. Even in my feverish state that morning, I’d sensed the 
desperation in his voice.

“I’m sorry that you felt my presence such an imposition,” I whis-
pered. “I’m sorry that you lost a man you respected, that you feel 
out of sorts in his absence. And I’m sorry that you’re mourning him 
now. But I must say, Colonel, I cannot accept the accusations you 
hurled at me this morning. My being here does not jeopardize 
thousands of lives.”

“I know,” he said. He palmed his eyes, wiping the moisture away. 
“That’s why I’m here. I came to apologize.” He paused. “I was des-
perate for Alexander’s guidance this morning. I knew he didn’t have 
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much time, and that if he died without telling me what to do, it 
was likely I’d have to decide the fates of many men on my own. His 
death means that I’m assigned to his role—at least for a while.” It 
wasn’t the same, and yet I felt the weight of his words acutely in the 
way I’d shoved my life aside to carry out Caspar’s final wishes.

“But I do have to admit that I can’t quite understand why you 
came,” he said. The moment the words were out of his mouth, my 
body ignited with fury. My cheeks burned. He must have seen the 
flush on my face because he held up his hand. “I don’t mean any 
offense by it. It’s just that the army as a whole seems determined to 
make the boys merry, but war is anything but. It’s one thing to bol-
ster strength, to encourage confidence and might, but it’s another 
to distract them with singing and dancing as though they’re training 
for the circus instead of a fight for their lives. It feels like a lie.”

I breathed and tried to remain calm. It wouldn’t do for me to 
lose my temper. I recalled Goldie saying that he’d served in the war 
with the French before he’d returned home. He was speaking like a 
man who’d experienced great horrors, like a man who hadn’t been 
afforded a moment’s peace as he marched and hid and fought as 
Caspar had, like a man who had left the trenches despairing and 
buried his spirit there.

“If a man’s brain is subject to continual tension, his body will 
not perform and his good sense will falter. General Pershing said 
something of that sentiment himself. Terror is only alleviated by 
joy. Those allowed moments to remember who they are outside of 
this war will find the strength to face their darkest hour. A variety 
show hardly has the power to sweep scores of soldiers into such a 
state of amnesia that they’ve forgotten why they’re here.”

I leaned back against the pillows, exhausted.
Colonel Erickson nodded. “You’re right. They’re aware of the 

perils of war, but they’re men,” he said softly. “Men know they can 
die but don’t truly believe in their own mortality, especially when 
they’re doing something valiant.”

“Is that how you once felt?” I asked. I knew full well he under-
stood his fragility. It was clear in the way he allowed his emotion.
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He stood then, not answering the question, and turned the brim 
of his hat around in his hands. He’d come to apologize and he’d 
done it. I had no reason to believe that his opinion of me had sud-
denly changed in the last few minutes, and now there was nothing 
left to say.

“Please extend my thanks to the entire camp for the kindness 
everyone showed me when I fell ill,” I said.

“You’re fortunate you got sick here, at this camp. Our medical 
staff is the best in the country,” he said, meeting my gaze for a mo-
ment.

“Thanks to them, you’ll be relieved to know that I’ll be out of 
here and on my way in a week, I’m told. Off to train the next group 
of soldiers for the circus. Perhaps I’ll wire one of the Ringling broth-
ers and beg them to send an elephant down by rail.” I realized as 
soon as I said it that making light of his concern about my tour 
wasn’t likely going to end our conversation on the best note. Then 
again, it was unlikely I’d ever see him again.

He chuckled and shook his head. I stared at him, taken aback 
by his reaction, wondering if perhaps he was coming down with 
another wave of flu.

“Unfortunately you’ll be staying longer than a week—likely until 
peace,” he said.

“What?” Surely I’d heard him incorrectly.
Colonel Erickson sighed. “It is not what either of us want, but 

you can’t leave. Not after what you overheard this morning. I came 
to see Alexander when I knew the nurses had a break to speak to 
him in private. No one told me there was anyone on this side of the 
room—there has never been anyone here. I assumed they’d put you 
in the room near Major Sheaff’s office.”

I couldn’t breathe.
“What you heard was classified, a matter of great national se-

crecy, I’m afraid.”
The echo of Caspar’s loss, the desperation to hold on to him, to 

help men like him and Basil flooded through me, overpowering 
my ability to control myself. They couldn’t hold me here like a 
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prisoner. I would never get to the front. I would have to live with 
the regret, with the way I let Caspar and the other men down for 
the rest of my life.

“No.” I choked out the word and began to sob. “No!” I shouted, 
pitching forward so swiftly in my bed that the quilt flew away from 
me, exposing my wrinkled nightgown. “You can’t force me to stay 
here. I don’t know anything. I heard nothing at all except that there’s 
a regiment that could be in grave danger. It’s hardly news. Everyone 
is in grave danger. It’s a war.” I uttered the words in a screeching cry 
and had no idea if he’d comprehended all of them. “And it’s your 
fault that I heard it in the first place. If you hadn’t blamed me for 
you not getting to General Alexander in time, I never would have 
gotten out of bed. I never would have paid any attention to what 
you were saying.” He stood over me, the earlier gentleness in his 
eyes replaced by a hard glare. He started to say something, but I 
reached for Basil’s letter and held it toward him. “You have to let 
me go. I want to cheer the men,” I said, my voice a whimper.

Colonel Erickson extracted the letter from the envelope and 
looked it over, his face clouding as he read Basil’s words, his brows 
rising toward the end of it, likely at the mention of my photograph. 
In my desperation to make him understand, I’d forgotten that part. 
My cheeks burned. Then he folded it back and handed it to me.

“I posed as a lingerie model for a fashion designer when I was 
younger. The photograph was never published, but sitting for it was 
a poor choice nonetheless. My family needed the money,” I ex-
plained, though he hadn’t asked. I doubted he could think less of 
me than he already did, but I couldn’t have him speculating to his 
peers. “Please give me your word you’ll keep the knowledge of the 
likeness to yourself.”

“My mother was French and sold lingerie and dresses at a de-
partment store. I’m hardly scandalized, but you’re right to assume 
others would clutch their pearls,” he said. “You have my word.”

The room fell silent. He stared out the window. I was relieved, 
but he’d said nothing about letting me go.

“Is that all you wish to say? You read his letter. Did it not break 
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your heart? Please don’t force me to stay here.”
“I’m sorry for this boy’s plight and sympathize with the horrors 

he’s seen, but this decision was not my own, and now that I realize 
you assume you can simply move about the camps and in combat 
zones as you please—”

“Of course I don’t think that. This boy, Basil, believes I can go 
about at will because of my fame and because I’m a woman, but I 
know I can’t do a thing without clearance,” I hissed, but my tone 
didn’t deter him.

“I wired General Dickman, the commander of the Third Di-
vision who’s in DC for a time, and he wired central command, 
General Pershing himself, to inquire of protocol,” he went on as if 
he hadn’t heard me. “The instruction was to keep you at camp in 
order to monitor you and ensure that you don’t speak about what 
you heard.” He took a breath. “You won’t be allowed any external 
privileges unless chaperoned by me. Any letters or telegrams will 
be read and censored by one of the lieutenants here before they’re 
sent. That’s camp policy,” he said. “General Pershing realizes this 
might seem severe, but what you overheard was too delicate.” Col-
onel Erickson’s voice was even, nearly monotone. He kept stealing 
glances at the empty bed as he spoke. “Only the two of us know this 
information here at Camp Greene. If it’s made public, you’ll be 
charged with treason and will have to live with the realization that 
you’ve singlehandedly crushed soldiers’ resolve.” He paused.

“You’ll need a plausible story as to why you’re staying here—both 
for your family and contacts outside, as well as for the soldiers and 
staff here in camp. You’ll tell everyone—Nurse Goldie included—
that you have received exceptional care here at Camp Greene and 
feel you owe your life to the soldiers and nurses and physicians who 
have helped you recover, so you’ve decided to show your apprecia-
tion by entertaining the camp for several months. You can use the 
annex of the YMCA building for your rehearsals. It has a piano.”

“I won’t say anything,” I said through my tears. “And my mother 
will never believe that story. She knows how desperate I am to make 
this tour a success, to prove to General Pershing that I should be 
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allowed to go to the front. Please let me go. As Basil mentioned, 
my fiancé, Caspar, died in France, and in his last letter he said he 
would give anything to hear me sing to him. Caspar had planned to 
convince Sir Douglas Haig to send for me so that we could perform 
at the front together, cheer the troops together. He can’t go now, so 
it’s up to me.”

I watched Colonel Erickson’s face blanch and thought there was 
a chance he’d come to see my side.

“The army won’t allow you to leave,” he said, the candor return-
ing to his eyes. “Though I can tell you that perhaps your fiancé’s 
wish will still be granted after all, by Lenor Felicity—at least on this 
side of the pond. Pershing mentioned he was planning to ask her to 
step into the tour in your stead. He’s promised the troops entertain-
ment, I suppose.” He squinted out the window.

My stomach lurched with nausea. I’d run into Lenor on the 
closing day of Fancy Free the day before I’d set off on tour. She 
was standing on the sidewalk outside the Booth Theatre waiting on 
Charlie Chaplin, who was wrapping up a performance next door. 
She commented that she’d seen the papers broadcasting news of 
my arrival in the camps, calling me “America’s Sweetheart” and 
celebrating my generosity toward the troops. Everybody knew I was 
doing it to honor Caspar—I’d said that much in interviews—but 
instead of mentioning my tribute to him, Lenor spoke of how ad-
vantageous the tour would be for my career. I knew by the set of 
her jaw and the glint in her eye that she was jealous I’d come up 
with the idea first. I’d tried to remind her that I wasn’t doing it to 
bolster my popularity. I’d told her it had been Caspar’s dream and 
mine to someday perform for the despairing men at the front and 
that I hoped this was the first step, but she hadn’t heard me. Instead, 
she’d praised my ingenuity and told me she wished she would have 
thought of touring round the camps first. I knew without doubt 
Lenor would agree to take my place. What if she was permitted 
clearance to the front while I was forced to languish in this camp? 
Perhaps somehow my Caspar would hear her voice instead of mine 
and think I’d failed him.
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“This is your fault. Yours.” I collapsed onto the bed, turned over, 
and sobbed. At once, Colonel Erickson’s hand was on my back, 
gently patting my aching bones like you would a moderately adored 
pet.

“I know it’s a disappointment, but there’s no need to upset your-
self like this. Your singing won’t be the reason the Huns still their 
guns. Men are going to fight and die regardless. You’ll have an op-
portunity to cheer them another day.”

I didn’t lift my head, but he removed his touch as I shrugged it 
off. I heard his footsteps leave my room, and as the door clicked 
shut, I pressed my face to my pillow and screamed as loudly as I 
could.
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