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Chapter 1
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1914

“Hettie, stand still and let the seamstress do her job.”

“There’s just something about it I don’t like,” Hettie said.

Mrs. Steward sighed.  “Really, dear, you must learn to be less particular.  Come stand back on the stool and let Miss Fletcher note the alterations.”

Henrietta Steward briefly turned back to the full-length mirror, trying to envision, without much success, how her hair would look in one of those newfangled styles she had seen in her sister Ida’s fashion magazines.  Not that it mattered anyway; her mobcap veil would cover her hair.  As she critiqued herself, Hettie swayed slightly, keenly aware something was amiss.  Maybe it was because the fashion of the dress wasn’t, well, fashionable.  It certainly would not have been Hettie’s first choice, but it was respectable and presented her well in society, so her parents approved.  

She placed a hand on her chest.  The lace on the dress’ neckline was encroaching on her throat, giving the persistent and constant feeling that she was choking while the buttons near her wrists felt as tight as manacles.  Hettie attempted to inhale when her mother once again ordered her back to the stool. 

Hettie obeyed, returning to the centre of the room, and stood facing her mother and sister, Mabel, while Miss Fletcher took additional measurements and pinned fabric.  

The clock on the mantle struck eight, and Hettie glanced at it, reminding herself she had to leave within the hour. “After the wedding, I’m going to miss going to the hospital every day.”

Mrs. Steward sighed again. “Working as a nursing sister was very noble of you, and you received the education your father believed you deserved.  But it’s time to allow a man to take care of you now.  It’s one of the benefits of marriage.”

“Building a life with the one you love is the only benefit of marriage,” Hettie said.  “Mrs. Bartlette works.”

“I don’t know where you get these ideas.  Mrs. Bartlette is a widow with four children still at home.”

Hettie glanced at Mabel for help dealing with Mother, but her sibling was silent.  

Amelia Bartlette, Mrs. Steward’s closest friend and Hettie’s future mother-in-law, did indeed have four children at home – four adult children.  Both Hettie and Mabel suspected Mrs. Bartlette worked outside the home because she enjoyed it and took fulfillment from it although they had no idea why someone would take fulfillment from being a charwoman when she could so easily have chosen to be a seamstress or a tutor or even a shop girl.  It seemed very menial.

“Hettie,” Mabel said, “you won’t be thinking about Royal Victoria when you see how handsome Geoffrey looks.  And besides, I’m looking forward to spending time together again.”

The bride-to-be smiled, remembering the days when she and Mabel were girls. They did spend much of their precious free time together, playing as children and discussing boys and fashion as teens, but that time had dwindled to nearly none at all in recent years.  She didn’t want to risk hurting Mabel’s feelings by disagreeing, so for the time being, she decided to discontinue her debate with Mother.  

“Yes, I look forward to that as well,” Hettie said, still smiling.

Mother looked pleased.  “Good.  See, all is well that ends well.  Simply keep your priorities top-of-mind and you’ll never miss working.”

Hettie thanked Miss Fletcher and went into a back room to change into her nurse’s uniform.  The moment she crossed the threshold her smile faded.  Why did I have to be such a coward and dropped the debate? she thought. What does it say about my character if I can’t stand up for my right to have a career? Was I simply frightened of being impolite?  Why can’t a woman have both a husband and a career?  Why must I be forced to choose between the love of my life and my life’s passion?  

*
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HOURS LATER, HER SHIFT over, Hettie walked out of Royal Victoria Hospital, pausing to adjust her nurse’s veil and smooth her coat when she saw her fiancé Geoffrey Bartlette waiting for her on the sidewalk.  He was punctual, as always, ready to escort her to the Bartlette house where Hettie kept her bicycle during the workday.

Their eyes met, and Hettie left the covered porch and skipped down the white staircase to where he waited, a delighted smile on his face.  Her haste startled the birds that had settled for their daily slumber on the trees and bushes of the hospital’s grounds, and she laughed as some took flight while others chirped in alarm.  

He kissed her gently when she reached the sidewalk, and they began to stroll arm-in-arm toward Ross Street. Then, as he did every evening, he asked about her day.

“I’m feeling very sentimental about this place.  I’m going to miss it,” she said over the din of car engines and horses’ hooves.

“I know, but we’ve been through this before,” Geoffrey said.  “If it were my decision, I’d allow you to work until we have children, but I can’t do that, Hettie.  Some people – outside of our families – think it’s a bad match for a man to marry a woman more educated than himself.  If you continue to work, people will think I can’t support us.

Hettie gave him a sympathetic, knowing glance.  She knew what he meant without an explanation.  

Geoffrey had wanted to continue his education and become the first person in his family to finish high school, but instead that honor was going to go to his sister, Maeve, a blow to both his pride and masculinity.  And, sadly, it was all beyond his control.  In 1906, when he was sixteen, Geoffrey’s father died, and the priority switched to helping Geoffrey’s mother and siblings pay the mortgage and other expenses.  He had managed to talk his way into a position at a law firm, and spent his days filing, typing, running errands and doing anything else the solicitors found it beneath themselves to do.  The position had been previously held by a woman, yet another blow to his masculinity, and the low pay reflected that.  From there on out, education had become a luxury, a luxury for other people, like the Stewards.

Hettie had completed high school before spending three years in Toronto attending a competitive nursing college.  Geoffrey had been forced to stay behind, the entire time being the patient, supportive fiancé, never once voicing his dreams.  It flattered his ego to know that she loved him despite the fact he was an uneducated clerk and she could so easily attract someone with pedigree and status.

Even though Hettie was aware of all of this, she did not understand why it mattered if a married woman worked outside the home.  She had no doubt she could be both a dutiful wife and a dedicated employee.

“I have good news,” he said, interrupting her just as she opened her mouth to speak.  “I’ve found us a place to live.  It’s in H Block, of course, near Mama.  I’d like you to go with me tomorrow to see it.”

Their eyes again met, and she noticed his green eyes were shining.  He looked proud of himself.  Could she really start a disagreement with him now that his mood was so buoyant?  

“Yes, set it up and we’ll go look.  I’m eager to see it.”  She paused and when he didn’t immediately respond said, “Freddie told me the most interesting piece of gossip this morning.”

“Do we have to talk about your brother right now?  I wanted to tell you more about the flat.”

Hettie swallowed hard and nodded, her face beginning to feel flush.  “Of course.  My apologies.”

“It’s all right, Hettie.  It’s just sometimes it seems like your mind is elsewhere.  Only one more month left, and we’ll be spending the rest of our lives together.”

Hettie felt her stomach turn.  The phrase “the rest of their lives” seemed so final.  There had never been another person in the world she wished to marry, yet she was equally passionate about nursing, and no one seemed to understand that.  Her life would not feel complete without Geoffrey or nursing.  She wanted both.  She needed both.  If only there was a way...

Geoffrey coughed, and Hettie tightened her grip on Geoffrey’s arm.  When she did so, she could feel his ribs through his thin coat. Geoffrey was of average height, but he had been ill throughout childhood and was perhaps a bit on the skinny side.  She would soon fix that in no time, she told herself, by cooking him nutritious meals.  As for his clothes, which were not as nice as her father’s and brothers’, she would improve that area of his life as well.  Geoffrey needed her, she knew; he needed her to erase all the bad memories and experiences of his formative years.  Isn’t that the role Mother kept telling her a good wife filled?

“I don’t mean to seem distracted or distant, Sweetheart.  But I’m not like those silly girls who when planning a wedding think of nothing else.  I have patients to tend to at work.  Freddie and I are spending as much time as we can together, and Father insists we keep up-to-date on events overseas so we can discuss them at dinner.”

“I don’t care about European politics.”  Geoffrey pointed.  “Do you see that?”

The setting sun behind Barrie’s buildings cast strips of orange brightness and gray shadow on the city.  

Hettie laughed.  “It looks like a painting.  It’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful.”  Geoffrey ushered Hettie off the sidewalk and into Queen’s Park. “You might be a bit late for that political debate tonight.”

Far enough into the park that passersby could not see them, Geoffrey pushed Hettie against a tree and kissed her passionately for several minutes.  When he finally pulled away, they were both breathing heavily.

“See,” Geoffrey said, “there’s another thing that happens in a month.  We can finally be together without chaperones or fear of being caught.  Without running across Freddie and his girlfriend in the barn.”

Hettie giggled and felt her temperature rising.  “I want that more than anything.”

“Good.”  

Geoffrey kissed her again, this time more quickly, and when he pulled away, he led her deeper into the park.  Spring flowers were blossoming, and he stopped at a collection of yellow lilies.  She was expecting a bouquet, but he only picked two, explaining that the flowers represented them.  Hettie lifted the buds to her nose, letting their faint aroma fill her nostrils.

The couple looked at one another and smiled.  
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Chapter 2
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Hettie had been dreading moving into the apartment ever since she saw it a month ago, but she had not allowed herself to betray her true feelings.  When Geoffrey had showed it to her, she feigned enthusiasm and gratitude.  She reminded herself that he was doing the best he could and that their fortunes would surely change if she were patient long enough. If she had anything to say about it, and if Geoffrey’s pride didn’t get in the way, she would find a way to help them better their station.  The first step had happened this morning. Now that they were married, her hard-earned savings automatically transferred to him.  

Today was supposed to be the happiest day of her life, but, as the newlyweds traveled from the reception to that horrid apartment, she felt as if she were about to face her executioner.  

Hettie had not started off the day thinking negatively.  She had awakened optimistic and happy, face aglow and flush with anticipation.  Her elder sisters and her brother Walter’s wife had helped her get ready, and they had talked about men like school girls, giggling the entire time.  Afterward she rode to Barrie Presbyterian with Father, and it felt like a privilege to have his undivided attention.  

By the time Father walked her down the aisle, the butterflies in her stomach had begun.  With everyone’s eyes upon her, the room felt hot and if she closed her eyes, it felt like it was spinning.  The ceremony was a jumbled blur, already mostly forgotten.  All she remembered was Father giving his permission for the marriage and the minister pronouncing her and Geoffrey “man and wife.”  

The sheer number of well-wishers in the receiving line had been overwhelming, and by the time it was over, Hettie’s cheeks ached from smiling.  

Hettie had hundreds of relatives while Geoffrey had, at best, a couple dozen.  His father had been an orphan with no known family, and most of his mother’s family had either moved or passed away.  Still, thanks to their mothers’ close, lifelong friendship, Geoffrey and his four siblings were as intimate as blood relation.  Their mothers were so pleased by this marriage.  The Bartlette and Steward children were close in age, some even born in the same years; it seemed only a matter of time before members of the two families married each other, but it took longer than anyone anticipated.  The eldest children had no interest in joining the two families, and everyone had to wait for Hettie to attend nursing school, graduate and work for a year.

The reception had been fun, at least for a while.  The Stewards had spent a portion of their modest fortune – her inheritance, Hettie joked – on a lavish reception.  They had done the same with Ida and Mabel and presumable would do so for Alice and Adelaide when the time came.  Nonetheless, although Hettie would never admit it, she was impressed by Mother’s hostess skills.  The food was delicious, the centerpieces were vases of red roses, and the band even played ragtime.

Everything went well until Hettie found herself alone with Freddie near the end of the party.  Her face was ruddy from all the dancing and she was once again giggling, lost in the moment, but when she saw him, she gasped.  In comparison, he was pensive, brow wrinkled and shoulders hunched.

“I wanted to have you to myself for a few minutes before you go away,” he had said.

“Freddie, you sound so serious.  We’re not going anywhere.  I’ll just be living in a different neighborhood.”  She scanned the room, avoiding eye contact.

“That may be, but it will never be the same.  We’ll never be under the same roof again.”

She ran her hands along his shoulders, pretending to smooth the fabric of his dinner jacket, and told him he could visit whenever he wanted.  Nothing in their relationship would change.

“I want you to be happy,” he said.  “But if anything should happen, you can count on me.”

“I appreciate that, but nothing in the world could spoil the happiness I feel right now.”

Yet Freddie’s comments had spoiled her happiness.  She just didn’t realize it until the upbeat atmosphere of the reception was behind her and she and Geoffrey were in the taxicab.  Eyes transfixed on their guests waving at them from the curb, she said nothing as the vehicle rumbled forward.

“I don’t think Maeve was at all unpleased to have the attentions of your brother,” Geoffrey said when they were no longer in sight of the hall.

“No, that’s true.”  Hettie shook her head slightly, trying to stop Freddie’s words from replaying in her mind.  “Tommy is finally making his intentions known.”

“That should make our mothers happy.”

Why did Freddie have to say what he did? she thought.  Hettie forced a smile.  “Yes, I suppose it would,” she said quietly.

Perhaps at some point, there would be another Steward-Bartlette wedding, but Tommy and Maeve were only 18, and Hettie hoped and wanted them to enjoy their youth and freedom before making a commitment.  

Geoffrey had not noticed his bride’s change in demeanor.  He held up his hand and pointed to his wedding ring.  “This is the only piece of jewelry I’ve ever owned.”

He flashed his brilliant smile.  It was infectious and she couldn’t help but smile back.  

“It suits you well.” 

“You seem awful quiet.” 

Hettie broke eye contact but did not immediately answer.  It was essential she change her mindset and snap out of her brooding; she knew this.  She could not put the love of her brother above the love of her spouse.  She couldn’t tell him what Freddie said or that she didn’t want to live in the apartment.

But before she thought of an appropriate response, Geoffrey said, “Are you nervous for the wedding night?” 

Hettie laughed, her ears beginning to burn.  “No.  Should I be?”

“Of course not.  It’s a perfectly wonderful and natural thing for married people to do.  Teddy had ‘the talk’ with me this morning.  It was my understanding your father gave it to him when he got married.”

Hettie tried to imagine Geoffrey and his brother talking about sex in a sincere manner, but chances were they had snickered and looked at vulgar photos.  

“How awkward.  About Father, I mean.”  Hettie laughed again.  “Mother had it with me this morning.  She forgets I took anatomy and physiology in nursing school.  I probably know more about it than she does.”

“And what did she tell you?”

“Evidently, I’m supposed to close my eyes, lie there and let you do whatever it is that you want.”

“Too bad you didn’t know that the first time.”

“Geoffrey!”  She hit him in the chest, her ears burning even hotter.  What if the cab driver had eavesdropped on their entire conversation?

“Okay, I won’t say any more about it.”  Geoffrey took her hand and squeezed it.  “Do you remember the day I made my intentions known?”

The burning in her ears was replaced with a warm feeling that washed all over her.  “How could I forget?  You sent me a bouquet of primroses. I was only 14-years-old, and Father was so upset.  Had you been anyone but Geoffrey Bartlette I would never have been permitted to see you again.”

“Yes, he was very cross.”  Geoffrey laughed.  “At the time, I was frightened of him.”  

“It’s Mother you need to be frightened of.  Father says firm things, but he’s harmless.  He wouldn’t have been happy to know that I used to do things to impress you.  I’d put flowers in my hair and borrow Ida’s rouge.  When I was a child and played dolls with Mabel, I imagined all my dollies were your children.”  

“Did you really?”

Geoffrey looked pleased with himself.  She laughed, but then the cab stopped, and she saw the building to their left, and her expression went blank.  Their triplex loomed not far from the road.  Hettie looked askance at the triplex and continued to gawk as Geoffrey helped her out of the vehicle.  

How could she be expected to live in a place like this after the comfort of the Steward family home — the house she had spent the majority of her life in, had been nurtured and cared for in? The other tenants could be heard through the walls, and the water pipes creaked and rattled.  It was no doubt frigid in the winter and sweltering in the summer.  Hettie was astonished the building was electrified and that the gas stove worked.  

Geoffrey paid the taxicab driver, and Hettie felt her stomach turn as he drove away.  Geoffrey took her hand, and they entered the building and climbed a staircase that creaked like the rigging of an old ship to their apartment.  Both the entryway and the stairwell appeared dark and gloomy, illuminated with one small lighting fixture that hung from the ceiling three stories above.  It was in great contrast to the Steward home’s grand staircase with its gleaming oak and a light at the end of the railing.  Hettie held her breath as her skin begin to itch.  What if there are insects and rodents crawling in the walls?  

Geoffrey unlocked the door when they reached their apartment then lifted Hettie and carried her over the threshold.  She giggled at his playfulness, forgetting about their surroundings, and held on as tightly to his neck as she could.

Once inside, he kissed her before setting her down.  “Welcome home.”

Hettie gasped.  There, in the sitting room, were all their wedding gifts.  Just three days ago, the gifts had been in her parents’ parlor.  She and Mother had hosted a thank-you tea for all the gift-givers, but Hettie had paid more attention to the guests than the packages themselves.

The gifts were arranged as if they were a display in a department store’s front window.  Some were decorated with bows or silk flowers.  Each had a card attached.  Hettie ran her hand over the pastel wrapping papers.  Tears began to fill her eyes as she thought of all the people who loved them enough to ensure they would start married life with the items they needed. 

“They’re beautiful,” she said.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, standing behind her and putting his arms around her waist.  “I am so happy to be here with you.  I can’t imagine anywhere I would rather be.  Thank you for being my wife.”

The tears flowed more freely now, clouding Hettie’s vision.  A life with Geoffrey was, after all, what she always wanted.  

This apartment was only temporary, she told herself, until something better came along.  Something good would happen soon to change their situation.  Yes, something good would happen; she was sure of it.

This dinky apartment was home.  For now anyway.  
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Chapter 3
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“Today is August 5,” Hettie said, marking the day off the calendar.  “That means we’ve been married 75 days.”

Hettie’s voice sounded foreign and loud.  She was alone, having gotten into the habit of talking to herself to alleviate her loneliness, yet she had not grown accustomed to the sound of her own voice.  The hair stood up on her arms.

A day like today would be an opportune time to visit Mabel, but circumstances had conspired against Hettie.  Mabel was pregnant now, and her over-protective husband, Gardner, would not allow her to exert herself in any way, believing activity of any kind was harmful, and he did not permit Mabel to go out or entertain visitors.  

“That means it’s been 76 days since I was last at Royal Victoria.”

One vulnerable afternoon, Hettie had made the mistake of venting to Mother and was told she had electricity, central heat and running water — which Mother didn’t have in her first home — and, therefore, had no right to complain.  Mother’s words, though, were mostly exaggeration.  She never had to struggle much, even in the early days of marriage.  Father’s inheritance had been generous, allowing the family to live a life without worry while still pursuing their own interests.

Mother was protected from being subjected to the daily labors most of her peers endured because she had the help of the family’s housekeeper, Mrs. Norris.  With Hettie’s marriage, Mother had four children left at home, whom she was trying to mold and guide, and also her customary social rounds to make, and those were the most stringent of her daily activities.  

“Okay, groceries, I suppose you aren’t going to put yourselves away.  If only you could.”

Hettie glowered at her adversary, a basket of groceries sitting on the kitchen table.  This morning, she had struggled to carry the basket up the three flights of stairs to the apartment and had almost dropped it twice.  It was as if the basket was taunting her now, daring her to put everything into the cupboards.  Beside the basket sat her housekeeping account book, still open to the page where she recorded today’s purchases.  There was little left in the budget to cover any more expenses.

Geoffrey knew nothing of Hettie’s dissatisfaction.  She had refrained from mentioning it to him, even in passing, for fear she would inadvertently give him the impression that he was at fault, that perhaps she regretted marrying him because he failed to give her the type of home she was accustomed.  She was content with Geoffrey himself.  His presence put her nerves at ease and calmed her mind, but when he was away, she wished she were anywhere else.  How could she explain that to him without reinforcing his belief that he wasn’t good enough for her?

Hettie examined the figures in her accounting book as if somehow the numbers could have changed.

“I mustn’t forget to order more ice.  It can’t be avoided in this weather.”

Hettie looked out the window before adjusting the table fan in a futile attempt to bring in a cool breeze.  People seemed more energetic than usual, their pace more hurried, their voices more boisterous.  She wondered if something had happened or if it was just her imagination.  

“Maybe Geoffrey’s heard something at the office and will tell me when he comes home.”

She returned back to her drudgery and the pile of clothing on the sitting-room floor.  

“Geoffrey’s work shirts need starched.  My dress needs ironed.  Those need washed.  Is housework going to be my entire lot in life until the end of my days?”

The building had no washing machine, so she could only do a few pieces at a time.  She had to scrub laundry in the bathtub, wring it out and then either lug it outside to hang on the clothesline or hang it by the stove to dry. 

Her houseplants sat on the windowsill above the kitchen radiator looking parched.  She watered them while watching the street below.  

“What is going on down there?” she said, this time to the plants.  “You know, it could be my imagination getting the better of me.  If it is, won’t I feel silly.  Geoffrey will be home soon enough.  I could just wait and ask him.  And the laundry needs done.  But if I go buy a newspaper, it’ll settle this at once.”

She turned around and spotted her accounts book.  There was scant money left for frivolous things, and a newspaper was by no means a necessity, but there was definitely something different about today.

Soon Hettie was stepping onto Owen Street and tipping her face upwards to feel the sun on her skin.  She inhaled deeply and her nostrils were met with the stink of manure mingled with exhaust fumes, but it didn’t matter.  It was wonderful being outside, among the town’s other inhabitants.  She took a moment to savor this, and then remembered why she was outside in the first place – the newspaper.  As she made her way to the end of the street, she caught bits and pieces of people’s conversations but not enough to tell what, if anything, was happening.  When she passed one building, a dog began barking, and in front of another, the scratching noises of broom bristles being swept across the sidewalk caused Hettie to shudder.  She quickened her pace, and, finding a place to cross, found a newsboy standing on the corner of Owen and Worsley.

“War declared!” she heard him say over the din.

Again she shuddered, and the dog’s barking somehow seemed prophetic as if it had been warning her not to go any further, not to pursue her curiosity because she’d be sorry if she did.

The newsboy shouted again.  “Canada joins the war!”

Hettie purchased a copy, and a furrow appeared in her brow as she read the headline and subheads.  GREAT BRITAIN DECARES WAR ON GERMANY!  OFFICIAL DECLARATION CAME LAST NIGHT.  CANADIANS OFFER TO SERVE.

Her heart began to race.  Simply because Britain had declared war on Germany didn’t automatically mean Canada had to, or at least that’s what Father would argue, because in reality, being a Dominion of the Empire did mean Canada had no choice.  The only freedom the government had was determining the nation’s level of involvement.

For some unknown reason, she felt nauseated.  No one she knew was in the permanent force; there barely was a permanent force.  There was a much larger militia, but she didn’t know anyone involved in the militia either.  She had no cause for worry, she told herself, yet this did not calm her sour stomach.  

Someone whistled, and Hettie nearly dropped her newspaper.  A man was waving his hat in the air, motioning for others to join him.  He, too, purchased a paper and hoisted it high above his head.

“We’ll thrash those Heinies and make them regret the day they stepped foot into Belgium.”

Two other men shouted in agreement.  

“God save the King.”

This brought both cheers and applause.  

As Hettie stood motionless, the man began parading down the street, shouting patriotic pronouncements that were met with smiles, applause and the occasional shout.  When he began singing “Rule Britannia,” it didn’t take long for others to join him.

People are actually happy about this? she thought as goosebumps covered her body.  They’re happy we’re at war?

She watched until she could no longer tolerate it, then hurried home.  Once there, she tossed the newspaper, its pages slightly damp from her clammy palms, onto the kitchen table and thought of Father.  Benjamin Steward was proud of his heritage, but he believed Canada had been a Dominion long enough to decide what was best for it and its territories.  He would certainly think this was the worst news possible.

“You’re the one who had to know what was going on,” she said.  “You had to know, and now you do know and it’s unthinkable.  It can’t be undone.  What am I going to do?”

Hettie wiped her shaking hands on her skirt.  

“Calm yourself.  You can’t stand here glaring at the paper willing the headline to change.  Do something.  Do something!”

Hettie turned on her heel and left the apartment, this time so quickly she didn’t even lock the door.  After 15 minutes of wandering downtown, Hettie found herself in front of Gregsen’s Motorcars, Trucks and Trolleys.  She lingered on the sidewalk for a moment examining the building as if she’d never seen it before.  Gregsen’s name was on the storefront sign, but “Walter Steward, manager” was painted in bold lettering on a smaller sign beside the front door.  

All the windows and doors were open, letting in what little breeze could come through, and allowing the wham of metal on metal and the roar of engines to drift outside.  One man dropped a wretch, and it hit the cement floor with a clang causing some of his coworkers to tease him about being unable to keep his grip.  Hettie came closer and saw a Russell among the cars being repaired and remembered Walter saying they constantly had problems with sleeve valves malfunctioning, whatever sleeve values were.  The Russell was beside a Ford with a bent rim, which she recognized as Walter’s best friend’s car, his chum the speed racer.  

Look at the damage. He’s going to get himself killed one day, she thought then remembered they were at war and shook her head.  There will be no more talk about anyone dying.  Not today. 

Hettie entered the garage, hitching up her skirt and walking on her tiptoes as she made her way to the back offices.  The grease monkeys, their clothing and hair streaked with oil and petrol and reeking strongly of sweat and fumes, whistled at her as she passed.  She ignored them, focused on her destination.  

Walter was standing in his office studying a ledger and comparing the figures to a stack of papers in the corner of his desk.  He was in stark contrast to his employees and looked to Hettie as if he’d just stepped out of a catalogue illustration.  He was wearing a spotless pair of tan trousers and a waistcoat, his sleeves rolled up past his elbows and his jacket over the back of his chair.  

Hettie smiled and stood outside the open office door, observing him for a moment.  When he didn’t notice her, she knocked.

Walter jumped slightly before lifting his head.  “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to see you.  Is something wrong with that?”

“No, not at all.”  Walter furrowed his brow for a moment.  “Dorothea and I would be happy to have you join us for dinner sometime if it’s a visit you want.”

He placed emphasis on the phrase “if it’s a visit you want,” and Hettie knew he was aware she had come for a reason other than she missed him.

“We would be delighted,” Hettie said.

They both sat and looked at one another for a moment.  

Hettie continue to smile, but it slowly faded.  “Has Father heard the news?”

“I imagine so.”

“He can’t be very happy.”

Walter laughed.  “Does it matter?  We won’t have to hear about it.”

“It doesn’t concern you at all?  Mother and our younger siblings will sustain the brunt of Father’s fury.”

Walter waved his hand toward the office window.  “Maybe you should go bother Freddie about this.  After all, it’ll affect him more than us.  He always has time for you and your imagination.  He always agrees with you.  He —”

“Walter!  We are at war.  There are people who are happy about it.  Why are they?”

“You know as much about the subject as I do.  Father saw to that.  Okay, you want my opinion?  Honestly, I don’t think there is anything to be concerned about.  This is a European war; our involvement will be purely symbolic.  And even if there is something of concern, don’t involve yourself with politics.  You don’t have the vote, so you can’t change a damn thing.  What does Geoffrey think of all this?”

Hettie inhaled sharply.  “I don’t know.  We haven’t spoken since this morning.”

“Well, perhaps you should find out.”  Walter looked down at his ledger and picked up a pen.  “You really shouldn’t be here, Hettie.  This is no place for a well-bred woman.  Go home before something happens.”

Hettie crossed her arms, her brother’s dismissal of her concerns making her cheeks burn.  She wanted to yell at him, to cause a scene, but all she could force herself to do was excuse herself and begin the walk home.  

“I can’t believe Walter,” she said then glanced over her shoulder to make sure no passersby heard her pronouncement.  “Since when has this been the case?  That a husband’s views and opinions are the same as his wife’s views and opinions?”

She huffed and silenced herself.  We weren’t raised to think that way.  Father and Mother disagree all the time.  Never once has Mother turned to him and said, “How should I feel about this?” or, worse, asked, “How do you want me to feel about this?”  Why does Walter assume I should do that with Geoffrey?  Is that what Dorothea does with him?  That seems very unlikely. 

By the time Hettie returned home, the entire apartment felt like an oven.  She turned on the fan then plopped onto the sofa, tears of frustration beginning to form in her eyes.  The laundry was never touched, and the ice delivery was never scheduled.  She would have to do both tasks tomorrow because now it was time to start dinner.  

The newspaper still sat on the kitchen table.  She stood, grabbed it and tossed it into the cupboard.  Tears were streaming down her face, and she wiped them away.  Geoffrey could not see them.  He could not know what sort of afternoon it had been.

––––––––
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GEOFFREY WAS, IF NOTHING else, predictable and reliable.  Today’s dinner, like every other dinner since their marriage, followed the same pattern.  Geoffrey recapped his day with statements Hettie almost could quote verbatim.  First he complained about the dullness of his duties and the egos of his employers followed by gratitude that he had a position which supported them and put food on their table.  Then he always praised his dinner, even though Hettie thought the meals were mediocre, and told her he was happy to be home with her.  

Hettie, for the most part, was equally reliable.  She greeted him at the door every evening with a squeeze and a lingering kiss.  His presence was a respite from her otherwise unbearable days.  With him home, she no longer had to talk to herself to break the silence.  There was life and love in the apartment; it seemed like a different place, a place where she could imagine her future as a happy one, even without Royal Victoria in it.

Tonight, however, Hettie was expecting a break from the norm.  

“This is the most wonderful pork chop I’ve ever had,” Geoffrey said.  “And I’ve had plenty of wonderful pork chops.”

“Thank you, Sweetheart.  I’m happy you’re enjoying it.”

Hettie passed him more butter sauce for his carrots and waited.  Surely someone in the office must have said something about the governor general’s declaration, or Geoffrey must have passed a newsboy on the way home or heard gossip or something.  The war wasn’t, after all, a well-kept secret.  It was front-page news.  

Geoffrey said nothing.  Hettie leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table and propping her chin on her hands.  She sucked on her lips then pushed them forward, hoping they were plump and red.  Still Geoffrey still did not react.  He didn’t even seem to notice, so she waited for a response that never came.

Eventually, she inhaled sharply.  “Did you hear about war being declared?”

“I did.”  Geoffrey wiped his mouth on his napkin but didn’t bother making eye contact.

She slipped off her shoe and began running her foot along the length of his calf.  At last, he lifted his head and met her gaze.

“Why are you pouting, Sunshine?  What is it that you want?”

“I want to know what you think about it so we can discuss it.”

He looked down at his dinner.  “I don’t know enough about it to form an opinion.”

Hettie put back on her shoe.  Walter told me to get my husband’s opinion yet Geoffrey doesn’t have an opinion.  So by this logic am I also not supposed to have one?  “How could you not have an opinion?  I’m always full of opinions, brimming with opinions.”

“I know you are.  You and your mother are probably the most opinionated women I know.  What does your father call you?  An independent minded female?”  Geoffrey resumed eye contact. “I’ll read the newspapers in the next few days and then I’ll let you know.”

In the next few days?  Perhaps I will go visit Father tomorrow and have a conversation with someone who values opinions and the need for discussion.  She feigned a smile and leaned back.  “All right.”

So there it was.  She would have to wait days for a simple opinion on whether he thought the war was justified.  They finished dinner in silence and when her plate was empty, Hettie went to the sink and began filling the dish pan. 

“I’m sorry to have upset you,” Geoffrey said.  “You were too young to really know my father well, but he taught us not to form opinions or question anything.  You accept things as they are.”

Hettie turned to face him, hand on her hip.  “Why was that?”

“You wouldn’t have liked my father had you known him the way I did.  He behaved differently in public than he did at home.  He treated Mama badly and blamed her for all our problems.  He worked as much as he could, not only because it was his duty to do so but because he didn’t want to be around us.  I told myself that if I ever had a wife and family, I would treat them with respect.”

As her cheeks began to feel warm, Hettie turned back to the sink and did not respond.  Geoffrey’s father had died when Hettie was fourteen.  All she knew was he was the father of the Bartlette children and the husband of her mother’s closest friend and that he had worked at the ice house.  I wonder what “blamed her for all our problems” means, especially since Geoffrey didn’t give any details.  Did Mr. Bartlette lay hands on Mrs. Bartlette?  Did he cause her injury?

As Hettie washed dishes, she could hear the ruffling of pages and knew Geoffrey had begun reading the newspaper.  She bit her lip, a habit when stressed, and forced herself to keep on task and not demand to know his thoughts.  Eventually, she heard a plop as he threw the paper down on the table followed by the scrape of his chair on the wooden floor.

“When you’re finished, let’s go for a walk by the bay.  We need to clear our heads.”

Hettie smiled.  “Yes, let’s go.  It’s been the longest time, it seems, since we’ve been to the bay and summer is already half over.  Pretty soon, we’ll look back and say, ‘where has all the time gone?’”

“We’ll get ice cream and enjoy the sunset.”

Hettie’s smile faded slightly when she remembered their budget and the figures in her accounting book.  “Ice cream?  Do you have an appetite for it?”

Geoffrey put his arms around her waist and kissed her neck.  “As you say, summer is half over.  We might as well enjoy it while we can.  You never know what might happen.”

“What might happen?”  Hettie felt a pins and needles feeling envelop her and held her breath.

“Well, yes.  Before long, you might find yourself in Mabel’s position.”

“Oh, of course.”  Hettie laughed and the pins and needles feeling dissipated.  She turned her head and kissed Geoffrey.  “It’ll happen when it’s meant to be.”

“I can be patient.  God decides these things, not us, anyway.”

“Of course.  Maybe we’ll see Freddie and Posie, and if they are there, we can go for a boat ride.”

Geoffrey gave her a playful swat on the rear.  “Well, hurry up then.  It’ll be just like old times, when we had not a care in the world.”

*
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THE HEADLINE ON SATURDAY read ENLISTMENT BEGUN. CANADIANS TO BE SENT TO THE FRONT.

The newspaper was within sight as Hettie prepared Sunday breakfast, but she purposefully kept it out of her gaze.  Despite the ominous news, there were more important things going on closer to home.  Her sister Alice’s sixteenth birthday was next week and she had squirreled away a portion of her final paycheck from Royal Victoria to purchase a gift.  But what would Alice like for a milestone birthday?  A hair comb, perfume, face powder?

Geoffrey entered the room.  “Good morning, Sunshine.  You rose earlier than me this morning.”

“I couldn’t sleep.  You know how picky Alice is, and I need to buy the perfect gift or she’ll never forgive me.”

“Alice will be all right.  She doesn’t realize how privileged she is.”  Geoffrey paused and cleared his throat.  “Hettie, I read all of the newspapers multiple times, and I made a decision about the war and my views on it.  I feel compelled to enlist.”

Hettie dropped her spatula into the eggs she had been preparing.  “No, no, Sweetheart.  You’re joking.  This is a bad a joke.  Geoffrey, it’s not funny, especially an hour before church.”

“Hettie, it’s not a joke.  It’s true.  This is what my father would want me to do.” 

The pins and needles feeling that had become so familiar over the past few days returned.  “But you said your father was a horrible person, and you didn’t want to be anything like him.”

“He was horrible to his family, yes, but he knew how do be dutifully and patriotic.  I have to do this for my country, our country.”

Hettie shook her head and inhaled sharply.  She held up a finger, not knowing what to say.  “Wait.  What?  I don’t understand.”

He responded, but she didn’t hear a word he said.  Her hands began to shake and she felt faint.  This is my fault.  I prodded him for his opinion, encouraged him to read the papers.  But how did I know this was going to happen?  All I wanted was his opinion, not to spur him into action.  She knew she should say something but when her mouth opened, nothing came out.

Finally, she said, “No, I can’t let you do this.  This war is wrong.  This is not our fight.”

“I can see your father influences you the same way mine influences me.  It is up to each individual to decide whether the war is justified, and I want to be part of it.  That’s my final decision.  I won’t be swayed.  When you went away to nursing school, I supported that decision, didn’t I, even though I would have rather have married four years ago.  I’ll do this without you but I’d rather do it with you.”

“Geoffrey!”  Hettie took a step toward him as the odor of burning eggs filled the apartment.  “How can I support this?”

Geoffrey headed back toward the bedroom.  “You’ll have to find a way.”

She ran to him and grabbed his arm, tears beginning to swell in her eyes.  “Geoffrey.  Please.  No.  You can’t.”

“Then come with me, Hettie, because I’m not changing my mind.  Have a chance to work again.”

“To work?  What do you mean?”

Geoffrey wiped the tears from her cheeks.  “The army nursing service.  I know you know what that is and the type of work they do.  If you enlist in the army nursing service, you can come with me.  What a grand adventure we’ll have together.  It won’t be for long.  Everyone says this war will be over by Christmas.  When the war is over, we’ll stay on the Continent and have our honeymoon.  I don’t know of any other way I can give you a honeymoon, Hettie.”

Her heartbeat thumping in her ears, she seemed unable to move.  “To work again?”

“Think about it.  I don’t need an answer right now, but I’m going to Toronto tomorrow morning, so I will need to know by then.”  

Geoffrey excused himself and walked into the bedroom.  When he returned, he was dressed for church.  Hettie was standing where he left her.  She choked down tears.  He was so handsome and so full of the fiery energy she always wished he embodied.  She smiled meekly, so proud to call him her husband, before giving him a kiss.

“What sort of work do you suppose I’d be doing in the nursing service?”

“I suppose you’d be working in a hospital and doing things similar to what you did at Royal Victoria.”

“Similar to Royal Victoria.”  She paused, letting her brain process this almost unbelievable fact.  I can be a nurse again?!  “And your plan is for us to have a honeymoon?”

“An absolutely perfect honeymoon.”

“Then, yes.  Yes, I’ll come if it means—”

She didn’t finish her sentence, but instead threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder.  Going back to work is exactly what I need, a break from housework and this apartment and my isolation.  It’s a great opportunity that will probably never come again.  It—

“I’m so happy, Sunshine, that you’re excited about seeing Europe.”

She opened her eyes and focused on the wall.  He thinks I’m excited about the honeymoon.  I can’t let him know the truth.  He won’t understand.  It’ll make him unhappy.  

“Wonderful, Sweetheart.”

Geoffrey looked at the mantle clock.  “It’s getting late.  We best leave now if we want to make it there in time.  I’ll take care of the eggs.”

Hettie pulled away and made eye contact.  He was pleased with his decision.  What was a few weeks in the army if it meant a lifetime of confidence for him?  Maybe this was one of those sacrifices Mother was always mentioning, the kind that were done for the betterment of the family, the kind that were difficult to do initially but had a good end result.  Hettie smiled, but her hands again began to shake.  Before they left, they would need to face her family, and they would try to stop them.

“I love you, Sweetheart.”

“I love you, too, Sunshine.”  Geoffrey pulled her close again.  “This will be a decision we won’t soon forget, will we?”
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Chapter 4
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As Hettie gazed out over the Atlantic Ocean, three things struck her.  First, this was the only time she had ever ventured outside of Ontario.  Even her training with the Canadian Army Nursing Service had occurred relatively close to home in Niagara-on-the-Lake.  Yet, here she was, about to travel more than a thousand miles from her birthplace.

Second, the Canadian Expeditionary Force, abbreviated CEF, was the largest convoy in history to cross the Atlantic.  The soldiers, Geoffrey among them, had trained in Valcartier Camp in Quebec.  Now, they were all headed to the Salisbury Plain in Southern England for the winter and, if the war did not end first, would enter active duty in the spring.

The third thing was more difficult for her to put into words, but in essence it was the flaws in their grand plan.  These were flaws Hettie knew from the moment Geoffrey suggested she follow him, but she had chosen to ignore.  The lure of working again had been too great.  She bit her lip and inhaled, the spray of seawater misting her face.  Geoffrey was on one of the other ships, although she didn’t know which one.  When would she see him again?  The separation was, at times, almost unbearable.

Shivering, she told herself she must not dwell on homesickness or Geoffrey.  This chance to work again was an excellent opportunity that needed to be seized.  Besides, everyone said the war would be over in three months and two months had already passed; it would all be over shortly.  It had to be.  It was bad enough she was going miss Freddie’s twenty-first birthday on November 11.  She wasn’t about to break the promise she’d made Mabel, that she would be home before Mabel gave birth.

North America was a smudge on the horizon that blinked out of view.  Hettie’s stomach turned.  It may have been from seasickness, but more likely it was from her mother’s words echoing in her head:  “What kind of husband allows his wife to accompany him to a warzone?  Not a very good one, that’s what kind.  If we had known this, we would have forbad you to marry him.”

When she and Geoffrey had told the rest of the family their plans, there had been emotions she had never seen.  Everyone was talking at once, their tone getting progressively more agitated, before the screaming and crying began.  Father and Alice had stormed out of the room, while the others tried to talk some sense into the couple.  Everyone was in agreement – Hettie should not go – but although no one liked the idea, it was acceptable for Geoffrey, a man, to go to war.  For a woman, it was unthinkable.  Why would she want to involve herself in a man’s war, especially in a European man’s war?  

What’s done cannot be undone.  Hettie pulled her cape tightly around her torso.  It’s all about making the best of it, and that’s what I intend to do.  There’s no turning back now.  England is an 11-day steam away.  She imagined what Geoffrey was doing at that moment.  I’ll see you again soon, Sweetheart.

She broke her gaze with the spot on the horizon where Canada had been and surveyed the other ships in the convoy for a moment before beginning to walk the deck.  Many of her fellow nursing sisters were still on deck, although most had ventured inside after they departed.  She studied their faces.  They were as excited about this opportunity as she was.  After all, only a tiny percentage of volunteers had been selected for overseas service.

When they had been training, Hettie had resisted the urge to socialize and make friends, acknowledging only the women she knew from her years at Toronto General Hospital School of Nursing, but now that Barrie was no longer a short train ride a way, that decision was the wrong one.  The other nurses were gathered in small groups engaged in conversation, Geoffrey was with his regiment, and she was alone.  She hadn’t even met her roommates.  

She sighed and went inside, making her way below deck.  When she first boarded the ship and went to her cabin, it was empty.  The room contained four bunks, so she knew there were three introductions to be made.  With luck, she could take care of all of them at once.  

As she approached the cabin, her nausea growing worse, voices could be heard filtering out into the corridor.  There were two women, both young, deep in conversation about uniforms and how men look in them.  Hettie could tell from their accents that they didn’t grow up anywhere near Barrie.  Why couldn’t she have been assigned a room with her former classmates? 

Hettie lingered unseen, eavesdropping on their conversation.  Why are you acting like this?  They won’t bite.  Get in there and say something, Hettie.  Hettie crossed the threshold, imagining one of her siblings egging her on by daring her to do it, and cleared her throat.

Both of the women turned.  One was tall and slim with a freckled face and her light hair pulled up in a style that was popular a decade ago while the other was shorter and fuller with dark hair and flushed cheeks.  

The taller one said, “Hello.  Are you one of our roommates?”

Hettie walked toward her with her hand outstretched.  “Yes, I’m Henrietta Bartlette from Barrie, Ontario.”

“Well, Henrietta Bartlette from Barrie, Ontario, I’m Charlotte Gates from Carman, Manitoba, and this is Elizabeth Barrow from Halifax, Nova Scotia.”

Charlotte shook Hettie’s hand and gestured about the room.  “Bessie here is hoping we’ll meet some nice boys.  What do you think?”

“I already have a nice boy.  My husband is a member of the CEF.  After the war, we’re honeymooning on the Continent.”

Charlotte furrowed her brow.  “I thought married women weren’t allowed in the service.”

Hettie swallowed, her cheeks beginning to burn.  She hadn’t kept her wedding ring or the fact she was married secret, but it also hadn’t come up in conversation before either.  What if her fellow nurses resented her for taking the place of a single woman, a woman who followed the rules?  

“My uncle is involved in politics.  He had some people who owed him favors.  He knew how important it is for me to follow my husband.”

Standing in the centre of the room, Bessie put one hand on her hip and the back of her other hand on her forehead, pretending to feel lightheaded, then dramatically moved her hand from her forehead to her chest. “How romantic.”

Charlotte chuckled.  “Bessie, you make me laugh more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

Hettie smiled out of politeness and removed her hat and cloak, revealing the alumnus pin on her chest with its pomegranate emblem and the phrase “that I may serve” in Latin.  She had worn it as a reminder that her time in the Canadian Army Serving Service was, in actuality, to serve patients and not an excuse for a Continental honeymoon. 

Hettie sat and again smiled as she realized Mother would be horrified knowing her daughter was forced to associate with such unrefined company.  It violated etiquette to be on a first name basis with people one just met.  To do so is what the etiquette books call “a sign of ill breeding.”  Charlotte and Bessie, this social faux pas aside, had to be competent nurses or otherwise they wouldn’t be here, and Hettie saw nothing vulgar and ill-bred about them.  In some ways, she envied their freeness with each other.  

She said, “What do you think will happen to us once we reach England?”

“I don’t know,” Charlotte said.  “Work in a regular hospital for a while before they send us where they need us.”

“Maybe the war will end and it won’t matter,” Bessie said.

Charlotte shook her head.  “I have cousins in England, and they say things are worse than we are led to believe.”

Bessie nodded in agreement. 

“Worse?”  Hettie thought of Geoffrey and feigned a cough so the others would not see the fear in her eyes.  

“Oh, yes,” Charlotte said, “there have been several battles already, and let’s not forget about the March to the Sea and the fact Paris was nearly captured last month.”

Ordinarily Hettie would have been impressed with Charlotte’s knowledge, but she found herself shaking slightly, her fists clenched in her lap.  What have we done, Geoffrey?  What have we done?

Bessie put her hand in front of Hettie as if doing so would protect her.  “I think that’s enough talk about that.  We don’t know where they’ll send our boys.  They could work for the quartermaster for all we know.”

“Do you really believe that?” Hettie said.

Charlotte shook her head again.  “I’ve not known the two of you for much time, but you know what is at stake here.  If they see any weakness in you, in me, they’ll send us home.  How many lives will we save if we’re sent home?  None.  That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?  Do you know who the person is that I admire the most?  Florence Nightingale.  During the Crimean War, she saw many horrible things, but she didn’t let that stop her from doing what she needed to do.”

Hettie and Bessie exchanged glances.  The former opened her mouth to speak, wondering for a moment if she was in the presence of some alternate version of herself. 

“And do you know what’s more?” Charlotte said.  “The soldiers have a nickname for us nurses.  Do you know what they call us?  They call us angels of mercy.”

“Angels of mercy,” Hettie said, her eyes now shining.  “I like the sound of that.”

“So do I,” Bessie said.

Charlotte clasped their hands.  “There you go, girls.  That’s the spirit.  Whatever may come, remember we are here to serve.”
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Chapter 5
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I am the most selfish person that ever lived, Hettie thought, as she was reminded it was Dec. 23, and her promise to return home before Mabel gave birth had been broken.  It was impossible to make it home in time.  But even as she chastised herself for putting her own interests in front of those of the family’s, she knew it was not exactly her fault.  

The hospital ward was filled with the cacophony of the injured and dying: crying, screaming, whimpering.  Other patients were sedated with morphine and slept soundly.  A nursing staff of nearly 80 hurried about trying their best to provide individualized care to the more than 500 patients.  These men had received wounds during the Battles of Ypres and Yser.  More casualties, from the recent Battle of Givenchy, were expected to arrive at any time.  But where, Hettie thought, where will we put them?

Hettie sat next to a patient who had been blinded by shrapnel, his eyes covered with bandages.  He was young, looking the same age as her brother Tommy, and for this reason, her chest tightened every time she saw him.  His injury was probably permanent, but she could not bring herself to ask the doctors.  

Matron was constantly keeping an eye on her nurses.  If they did poorly, they would not receive a recommendation to move on to a field hospital.  That was Hettie’s goal, above all else, and she worked to impress her supervisor.  Like the others, she changed bandages and disinfected wounds, served meals, changed bedpans and gave sponge baths. She volunteered for extra shifts whenever possible and mentored the Volunteer Aid Detachment nurses, all of whom had never worked in a hospital yet alone seen battlefield injuries.  As Christmas and Hanukah neared, she spent part of the day writing holiday letters on soldiers’ behalf.  

The blinded boy had told Hettie he was an avid reader and Charles Dickens was his favorite author.  She had asked around and managed to borrow an old worn copy of A Christmas Carol that she surprised him with a few days ago. 

As she began to read, several other soldiers began listening, and her section of the ward quieted.  

“‘...and had barely time to reel to bed before he sank into a heavy sleep.’”

She heard footsteps.  Glancing up, she saw Charlotte walk past on her way down the aisle.  

Hettie continued.  “Stave three. The Second of the Three Spirits. ‘Awakening in the middle of a prodigiously tough snore, and sitting up in bed to get his thoughts together, Scrooge ... ’”

She heard Charlotte’s voice and, again distracted, looked up to see Charlotte near the ward’s threshold speaking to a stranger she assumed was a doctor.

“‘... Scrooge had no occasion to be told that the bell was ... ’”

“She’s over there,” Charlotte said to the stranger.

Hettie looked up for a third time.  Charlotte pointed to her and as she did the stranger, who as it turned out was a soldier, started walking down the aisle.  Transfixed, Hettie could not take her eyes off this person.  There was just something about him that seemed so familiar, but what was it?

Then her heart began to race, and her cheeks burned.  She clasped her hand on her mouth and, as she did, the book fell. 

“What is it, Love?” the blinded boy said.

Preoccupied with the soldier, she didn’t comprehend the patient’s English accent, and when she didn’t answer, he repeated himself.  She responded that it was her husband.

Oh, am I asleep?  Is this a wonderful dream?  She took her heel and jammed it into the top of her foot until it smarted.  No, this is real.  This is real.  Hettie hadn’t seen Geoffrey since before they left Canada; the only contact they had after reaching England was through letters.  Somehow this did not seem possible.  How was it possible?  He was supposed to be on the Salisbury Plain while she was here in the city.

Geoffrey reached her and smiled.  “Hello, bluebird.”

There were no protocols for situations like this.  Her heart was thumping in her chest.  How was she expected to behave?  Should she jump up and embrace him as any happy wife ought, or should she greet him as a nurse greets a soldier?  Why can’t you just be free like Charlotte and Bessie and never mind proper etiquette for once?  It’s Geoffrey after all.

Hettie jumped up so quickly her toe hit the fallen novel and propelled it into Geoffrey’s feet.  “Sweetheart, I’m surprised to see you.  How are you here?”

“Happy Christmas,” he said, grinning and holding out his arms to indicate he was her Christmas gift.  

She exhaled and laughed, then silenced herself.  The soldiers she had been reading to were observing them quizzically, and Matron just entered the ward.  

“I don’t think I can abandon my post,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  

“That’s all right.  Continue what you were doing.”

Hettie curtsied slightly then immediately felt ridiculous.  Why did I just do that?  That wasn’t proper at all.  Geoffrey seemed not to notice and sat at the end of the blind soldier’s bed while she picked up A Christmas Carol and started chapter three again from the beginning.  

As she read, she kept Geoffrey in her peripheral vision, as if he might disappear if she lost sight of him, and occasionally peeked at his face.  In the beginning, he too was watching her, but his eyes strayed after a time and he seemed to be paying more attention to his fellow soldiers.  By the time she finished the chapter, the patients were being brought their midday meals, and Hettie’s shift was officially over. 

Hettie slipped her arm in Geoffrey’s and patted his chest with her free hand.  “I’ll show you around, and introduce you to the people I know.”

Hettie was so intent on showing her husband where she had spent the past several weeks that it never crossed her mind that Geoffrey had wanted time alone with her, not a tour of the building.  

It was the same introduction repeatedly.  “This is my husband Private Bartlette,” she would say.  “He’s here for Christmas.  Isn’t it lovely?”  Then she would introduce her fellow nurse to him before moving on to the next.  

After the introduction of the commanding officer, Dr. Wakefield, Geoffrey stopped making conversation and clenched Hettie’s arm tightly.  

“Oh, I’m sorry, Sweetheart.  I shouldn’t be showing you off like a prized pig.  Forgive me.  You must be exhausted.”

“I’m fine.  Your work always has been your pride and joy.  But I would like to get out of here soon.  I have a surprise for you.”

Hettie smirked.  “Hum, a surprise?”

“Yes.  Now get permission to leave so I can show you.”

“I’ll need my cape, too.  It’s in the dormitory.”  

A short while later, the newlyweds met on the sidewalk in front of the hospital.  Hettie had her cape snug around her shoulders and her nursing veil had been replaced with a hat.  She beamed when she caught sight of Geoffrey leaning up against a lamppost and quickened her pace, finally brushing etiquette side and forgetting the rule that a lady never walks at a quickened pace.

“What is the surprise?” she said, taking his arm.

“Are you sure you want to know?” he said, grinning.

“Geoffrey, please.  I’m bursting at the seams to know.”

“Okay.  The last thing I want is for your seams to burst.  We have a small preview of our post-war honeymoon.”

“What?  How?”

“Christmas is two days away, but I don’t need to report back until New Year’s Day evening.  That leaves time to explore Salisbury, perhaps even visit Stonehenge.  We’ll have meals together and conversation. And most importantly, we’ll able to spend time together as husband and wife.”  

Hettie squealed and hopped twice.

Geoffrey smiled even broader and straightened his shoulders.  “Are you pleased?”

“Of course, silly.”

“Then, what are we standing here for?  The world is ours.” 

*
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BASKING IN THE AFTERGLOW, Hettie pressed her body against Geoffrey’s and wrapped his arm around her.  She smirked as she studied his room at the bed and breakfast and imagined it was their apartment back home.  If our real bedroom looked as lovely as this one, I’d have never dreamt of leaving. 

“Sunshine, I can’t breathe with your hair in my face,” Geoffrey said, tossing her hair from the back of her head to the front so that it now covered her view of the room.

“You know, if I didn’t love you so much, I’d be very cross with you at the moment for ruining my–”

“You’re what?”

She couldn’t force herself to say daydream.  “My hair.”

Hettie rolled over so that she was now facing him and again snuggled.

“That’s more like it.  Your best place is always by my side.”

She said nothing and began running her palm up and down his torso.  Every time she passed his heart, she felt it spasm against her skin.  After a few more caresses, she stopped her hand and counted the rhythmic thump, thump, thump of his lifeblood.

“Were you aware that your heart rate is much higher than it should be?”

“I can feel it,” he said.  “I can feel it all the time.”

She sat partially upright.  “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong.”

“Something must be wrong.  Your heart is racing like Father’s and he’s had rheumatic fever.”  

“Well, I don’t have heart damage like your father.  If I had rheumatic fever, wouldn’t I have other symptoms?  Don’t worry.  Stop being a nurse when you’re with me.”  

He gently rubbed her shoulder the way a parent would do with an upset child.  Slowly, she eased back, her hand still on his chest.

“My mind is putting stress on my body right now.  That is all. I’m feeling extreme guilt, Hettie,” he said, rubbing her arm, “for putting us in this situation.  This isn’t how I envisioned it would be.  I thought we’d be on our honeymoon by now.  It’s all my fault.”

“It’s not your fault.  You didn’t know the war would drag on.  And besides I came here willingly.” She paused.  “But I do miss you terribly, and I wonder how much longer we will be forced to make this sacrifice.”

“But it is my fault,” he said, his voice raising.  “I wanted to be more than an uneducated clerk.  In Barrie, that’s all I would ever be or could ever hope to be.  By becoming a soldier I could reinvent myself.  I could become important and valuable.”

Hettie began caressing Geoffrey’s chest again.  He covered his face with his arm.  

“You are important and valuable,” she said.  “No matter what you do for a living you’re my husband and I love you.”

“Don’t.  Don’t try to make me feel comfortable with my station in life and fill my mind with your so-long-as-we-have-each-other nonsense you Stewards are famous for.  You’ve never struggled.”  He turned his back toward her.  “If my father had been a better man, I wouldn’t have had to be a damnable clerk in the first place.”

“Your father died of meningitis, Geoffrey.  Whatever he did to you in life, I can assure you he did not die just so you would have to leave school before you wanted and go to work.”

He vaulted out of bed, throwing the bedding on the floor.  Hettie gasped, her own heart now racing, and bolted upright.  She grabbed her pillow and clenched it, eyes bugging out.

“But my father wasn’t like your father,” Geoffrey said. “He didn’t teach me to value education or to have a mind of my own and question things.  He didn’t teach me I could be anything other than a failure.”

“Geoffrey, please, you are not a failure.  Most people aren’t like my father.  And no matter what amount of self-loathing got us in this position, we’re here for the duration so we might as well make the best of it.”

“Oh, but I am a failure.  Nothing ever turns out the way I wanted it to.”

Tears began forming in his eyes.  Geoffrey walked over to the dresser and took a drink from a small carafe.  Hettie said nothing as he ran his fingers over every object on the bureau as if he were feeling them for the first time.  She bit her lip and resisted the urge to wrap her arms around him and tell him everything would be fine.

Finally, he turned, face pale and forehead wrinkled.  “I feel better now.  That’s been festering for some time, and I apologize for allowing it to escape while in your presence.”

Hettie smiled and patted the bed.  “I’m grateful it boiled over when you were with me and not on the battlefield.”

He lowered his head   

Oh, no, she thought, I’ve said the wrong thing.  “Geoffrey, I—”

“If this war continues much longer, the battlefield is where I’m headed.  We both know it.  Let’s not kid ourselves.  And we all know what happens then.  I saw those men today.  How can you surround yourself with such suffering day in and day out?” 

“Those men are the lucky ones.”

“The lucky ones?  How is it considered lucky to be blinded or maimed?  Explain that to me.”

“Because once in the hands of the medical corps, they have an excellent chance of survival.  We disinfect their wounds and feed them nutritious meals, provide them with medicine.”

“You never answered my question.  How can you stand it, Hettie, to see suffering every day?”

“It’s a calling.”  

She patted the mattress and this time Geoffrey picked the bedclothes off the floor and remade the bed.

Once they were wrapped in the blanket, he said, “Everyone at the hospital treats you well?”

“Yes. I talk all the time with my roommates from the ship,” she said.  “It helps to have someone to commiserate with.”

“You’ve made friends?  I knew you would.”

She shrugged.  “I suppose, but it’s not like with Mabel or Ida or my friends from school. I’ve only known these nurses for such a short while.  I’m hesitant to get to know them better in case we don’t stay together ... once the CEF moves.”

“That’s true.  After I report back in January, I may never see you again either, Hettie.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I allowed myself to be swept up in patriotic furor, and here we are.  A higher power has plans for me.”

“I don’t believe in fate.  You met my acquaintances.  One of them was the nurse who told you where to find me and the other we saw on the second floor after the operating theatres.”

“I don’t remember.  We talked to so many people.  All I really remember is the soldiers.”  

“It doesn’t matter.  It really doesn’t.  All that matters is today and that we’re here together.”

Geoffrey hugged her tightly.  “I love you.”

“I love you, too, Sweetheart.”

“Thank you for being my sunshine.”

They kissed before closing their eyes and drifting to sleep.  Or at least Geoffrey fell asleep.  Hettie opened her eyes and, glancing at Geoffrey’s watch on the nightstand, saw only a few minutes had passed.  

Geoffrey still worries me, she thought, but there is nothing I can do about it.  I only hope him confiding in me helps relieve his conscious.  

He was breathing softly on her neck.  She ran her hand gently over his face.  Geoffrey, you’re the most important person in the world, and your health and happiness are my top priority.  I hope your misery eases soon, my sweet.
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Chapter 6
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1915

Dearest Sister,

I am hoping this letter finds you well.  I think of you often, and sometimes I forget that you are not home.  For instance, just the other day, I finished reading a book I was convinced you would enjoy.  I had it set in my mind that I would bring this book with me to Sunday dinner and ask you if you wanted to borrow it.  I even put it on the table in the foyer and set my gloves on it so I would not forget.  It wasn’t until sometime later that the realization struck me.  You would not be at Sunday dinner.  I sadly removed the book from the foyer and put it on a shelf in the study for safekeeping.  This is not the first time something like this has occurred. 

How goes your work?  Are there many wounded in your hospital?  Have you seen Geoffrey?  I’m interested to know what your days are like.

It appears letters between us will take at least a fortnight.  That is the fastest any of your correspondence has arrived, so please, dearest sister, respond the day you receive my letters and I shall do the same.  This way we will keep the “conversation” going.

I write you today with news you have no doubt been eagerly waiting for and with another piece of news that will come as a complete surprise.  

First, I will start with the news you are eagerly waiting.  Mabel has given birth to her child.  It is a boy.  He was born the third of January and has been named Charles Phillip Hill.  I know you had promised her you’d return in time for the birth.  Do not let this bother you.  I do not think she is cross with you.  She understands.  But Mother ....

On one hand, Mother is happy with the birth of her fourth grandchild, her first grandson (after all I could only give her girls), but, on the other hand, she also is frantic.  The family is not complete.  You are not home, and this is something beyond her control.  I have told her that you are simply obeying your husband’s wishes and doing your duty in service of our country, but my words have had no effect.  Be prepared for her next letters to you to be unjustifiably cruel as we all know she is not skilled at keeping her opinions to herself

Meanwhile, I’m certain you have not heard of this yet.  Victor has enlisted.  He did so less than two days ago.  No one is exactly certain why.  Perhaps it is because he has always idolized Geoffrey and wants to do whatever his brother does, but one would think he’d be too old for such childish behaviours.  Perhaps it is from a sense of duty.  Or perhaps, like you, he suffers from wanderlust.  Do not be surprised to see him, if you should, and warn Geoffrey as well of the possibility.

Mrs. Bartlette is, of course, upset.  She didn’t want him to go, begged him not to, but he wouldn’t listen.  She told him he had a good job; why was he leaving it?  Since when has working for a grocer unloading crates and cleaning up horse manure been a good job?  Makes me shake my head.  I’m glad Father taught us to hope for better.

That is all from here for now.  James, the girls and I are all well.  I await your next letter.

Your sister,

Ida Morris

––––––––
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SWEETEST MABEL,

My sincere and humble apologies for breaking my promise to you.  I can’t think of another time in our entire lives when I did not keep my word.  I had wanted to be there for the birth, to share in your joy and to help you, and I feel very remorseful for having missed it.  You know me well enough to know that I do not say things I don’t mean.  I am not a person of hollow words.

Ida tells me she does not believe you are cross with me.  But if you are, even deep inside where you lock away your inner thoughts, please find it in your heart to forgive me, as you know I would do the same for you.  Circumstances beyond my control keep me here.

Congratulations on the birth of your son.  Did the midwife treat you well?  Are you strong and rested?  Is Charles sleeping through the night?  Please tell me everything and do not leave out any detail.  Let him know his dear Auntie loves him and hopes to meet him soon.

Again, my apologies.

With regrets,

Hettie

––––––––
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MY DEAR, DARLING HUSBAND,

Not a day goes by when I do not think about you.  You are the first thing I think about in the morning and the last thing I think about at night.  I even think about you while I sleep.  You visit me in my dreams.  Overnight I had a dream about you.  We were in Paris at the base of the Eiffel Tower, and the war was over, and we were happy again because we were together.  It seemed vividly real.  I could touch and feel you.  Your scent filled my nostrils, and I could taste your kiss on my lips.  I was saddened when I awakened and discovered it was all a figment of my imagination.

A letter from Ida came today.  She has news from home.  Some of it was bittersweet, the rest disconcerting.  Mabel had her baby last month, a boy named Charles Phillip.  And I missed it.  I made her a promise, and I broke it.  I have already written her a short note, which I took to post immediately, in which I apologized profusely, like a fool surely.  I know my closest sister well enough to know she will not fault me for being here, yet part of me feels she might fault me because I came here voluntarily.  I did not mean to anger my family by entering the nursing service, but clearly I have done things to incur their anger.

I have news of your side of the family as well.  That’s the disconcerting part of Ida’s letter.  Victor has enlisted.  I have no details other than that.  Ida wished for me to tell you should you see him in the field.  I have no idea if you will, but she seems to be under the impression there are so few of us that everyone knows everyone else.  

I miss you, and I love you.  Hope to see you soon.

Hugs and kisses,

Hettie

––––––––
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TO MY AFFECTIONATE wife,

You do not realize how much you are missed.  How amazing is it that I can be surrounded by people all day and all night without ever a break and yet be so completely and utterly alone.  There is only one person in the world who makes me feel wanted, appreciated, who gives my life a purpose, who believes I am more than I think I am, and that person is you.  Nay, it is I who has everything to be regretful for.  You are here because of me and, while I know you will attempt to correct me, it is true, and that is a guilt I shall have to live with for the rest of my life.  I can never apologize to you enough.

I have not seen Victor nor do I expect to now that we are in France.  He could be still home or possibly on his way to England, and I don’t know where I’ll be once he gets here.  I cannot begin to speculate as to what is on his mind.  He didn’t write me to let me know or to ask me any questions.  Why he didn’t attempt to communicate with me I probably will never know.  Had he bothered, I would have told him the truth about this place and set him straight.  I probably won’t see him again until we return home and by then it will be too late.

As I write this, daylight is fading.  Remember when we would sit in the schoolyard and watch the sunset, and no one knew where we had gone?  In my imagination, we are once again teenagers falling in love, wondering what our emotions mean and if they will amount to anything.  Every glance and touch and whispered word was exciting.  

Sleep well, Sunshine, and think of me as I will be thinking of you.

With much love,

Geoffrey

*
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“IS THERE A DIFFERENCE between a feeling and a premonition?”

Bessie looked at Hettie as if she had just announced she was from the moon. “What a strange question?  What is on your mind?”

Hettie shook her head.  That morning, she had awaken with shivers.  Yes, it was only early April, and it was still near freezing in the middle of the night, but the cold that permeated her body refused to leave no matter what she did.  In addition, she awoke in a mood that was the complete opposite of the cheery one she had had before going to bed.  She and some of the other nurses had been sharing silly stories and jokes and had been laughing, but this morning, she felt as if she should be upset about something.  She didn’t know what that something was, and the unknowing made it worse.  How could she express this to Bessie?

“Nothing specific,” Hettie said, pretending to be engrossed in the bed she was preparing for an as-yet-unknown patient.  “I just have a sense of foreboding.”

“On a day like today, it’s no wonder.  I really wish that messenger hadn’t come here yesterday to warn us.  I’d rather not know until the wounded are here, you know what I mean.”

Two days earlier, a chlorine gas attack on the Allied line had caused chaos.  French and British colonial troops had allowed their lines to collapse during the attack and many fled while thousands of others were injured or killed.  The Canadians, however, had held the line and prevented further damage.  Dr. Wakefield had called the frightened men cowards when he told the medical unit the tale.  Matron, standing beside him, had nodded in agreement and reminded all the nursing sisters that they must be like their brave lads, facing their fears instead of running from them.

The speech Matron gave was far from inspirational.  She had said, “Soon it won’t be English boys you will be nursing, it will be Canadian boys.  They will come pouring through those doors in the coming hours and days.  You will see familiar faces from familiar places.  The litters will carry the bleeding, the maimed and men crying out in pain.  There will be more wounded than you’ve ever seen in your career.  Many will be dying, and there will be nothing we can do for them.  Some will arrive dead, and others will die not long after they get here.  Again, there is nothing we can do for those cases.”

Matron had continued on, but Hettie had heard none of it.  She had gotten stuck on the sentences “Many will be dying, and there will be nothing we can do for them.  Some will arrive dead, and others will die not long after they get here.”

Hettie swallowed and felt as if she only now heard Wakefield and Matron speak instead of 24 hours ago.  Geoffrey was near – she knew it in both her mind and her heart – and he was in danger.  She shivered.  Yesterday, she had tried to ignore her superior’s words, but there was no more running from reality.  Maybe this is why married women aren’t generally allowed in the service, Hettie thought.  It’s distracting, but I will not allow thoughts of Geoffrey to distract me from my work.  I will prove I can be both a dutiful wife and a dutiful nurse.  

Think of something pleasant.  A memory came to mind.  Childhood.  Freddie and Victor were playing ball on the side of a road parched and hardened from the summer sun.  It was the Bartlettes’ road in H Block.  She and Mabel were clapping their hands together and singing a song.  Was this the day Alice was born?  Yes, the adult Hettie realized, it was.  They had been sent to the Bartlettes’ to play.  Ida, Walter and Tommy were with Aunt Sadie.  Soon Father will come tell them that Mother has had a baby girl, but first Geoffrey will come home with his elder brothers and pull Hettie’s pigtails and laugh.

The adult Hettie smirked but as she did, the memory changed.  Suddenly, she was no longer six.  She was 17.  Geoffrey was ill with pneumonia.  The Bartlette children were always ill, it seemed, but this time was different. Geoffrey suffered for days with a fierce cough and a high fever.  Doctors didn’t have much hope he would survive.  Hettie was sitting in the Bartlette front room, twiddling her thumbs in her lap, and waiting to receive permission to go upstairs and say goodbye.

No, think only pleasant thoughts.  Not only did Geoffrey recover, but he had not been ill since; it was all just a bad scare.  I almost lost him once.  I don’t want to go through that again.  I must think only of happy times. 

Hettie squeezed her eyes shut and inhaled.  In the distance, she heard a bell.  How curious.  Its clang sounded like a schoolmistress’s bell only louder.  Ding, ding, ding.  Her eyelids shot open.  No, it wasn’t curious at all.  The bell meant wounded were arriving.  “They will come pouring through those doors in the coming hours and days.”  She ran.

––––––––
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BY NIGHTFALL, THERE was news of another chlorine gas attack.  Men arrived at the clearing station barely able to breathe, their eyes and noses burning.  Some of the wounded told them that the gas could be rendered inert if a person breathes through urine soaked rags, but the first victims had had no time to react.

Oh, God, Geoffrey. His delicate lungs. He— Hettie stopped mid-thought as she rounded a corner and nearly tripped on a soldier sitting on the floor.  He hadn’t been there two minutes ago.

“How did you get here, Soldier?” she said, stooping to his level.  “Has someone already helped you through reception?”

He failed to make eye contact, and she repeated her questions.  Blood was rolling down his temple and cheek like big, red tears.  She removed a shirt that had been wrapped around his head for a bandage.  Underneath, she found a gash in his scalp surrounding a piece of protruding shrapnel.  Blood squirted out and felt like warm water as it hit Hettie in the neck.

“I walked here,” he said.  “Many of us did.”

She replaced the makeshift bandage, and wiped the blood away with her sleeve.  “You walked here?  Where were the ambulances?”

“Busy.”

His eyes rolled back in his head slightly.

“Where are you from?” she said, trying to keep his focus on her voice.  “Back home, I mean.”  

Again, he didn’t answer immediately.  “Ontario.”

Hettie felt cold.  “Which brigade?  Which battalion?”

He cackled.  “I don’t know.  The Germans came for us.  They targeted us.”

Hettie reached into her apron pockets.  They crackled as she did, dried blood having made the fabric stiff.  At least six patients had contributed to the blood that decorated her white apron, making it candy striped, but the pockets’ contents were unmarred.  She pulled out a pencil and a paper.

On the patient’s medical tag, she wrote: “Diagnosis: laceration, simple fracture of the cranium.  Notes:  Suspected brain injury.”  Then she attached it to his uniform and stood.  All the surgeons were occupied, and he would need to wait.  

The patient’s blood had somehow made it inside her dress, and her collar was damp and sticking to her skin.  There was no time to change, but if she hurried, she could wash his fluids off her neck and be back before anyone missed her.

Hettie left the corridor and made her way to the ladies lav.  To reach it, she needed to make her way through a section of the building that served as the resuscitation unit.  This was where the dying and severely wounded were kept after they passed through reception.  Inside were rows of men on stretchers laid out on the floor, so many they were shoulder to shoulder.  Upon sight of them, Hettie paused.  She had aided so many men through reception that she hadn’t stopped to think about what happened to them.  Her work was more like an assembly line, one task and that was all, but this, this ... 

The nurses in resuscitation were running about delivering blankets, calming patients, instructing the orderlies to take away the dead.  In the corner, two patients were receiving blood transfusions.  The chaplain was muttering prayers over a soldier with an arm so mangled it no longer looked human, but when the chaplain closed his Bible, Hettie knew the patient had died.  The chaplain moved on, heading in the direction of a man screaming in confusion.  Other patients were coughing, some moaning.  One tried to stand, his bandages seeping in the process, and had to be forced back down by the orderlies.

Hettie caught sight of Bessie dressing a wound.  Hettie, she told herself, you must hurry back to your post.  Quickly, quickly.  You mustn’t let Bessie do all the work. “The litters will carry the bleeding, the maimed and men crying out in pain.  There will be more wounded than you’ve ever seen in your career.”  

She hurried through resuscitation and made it to the women’s washroom where she removed the patient’s blood from her neck before looking at herself in the mirror.  Dark circles shadowed her eyes and her cheeks were flushed.  She splashed her face with cold water.  

The bell began ringing.  No, oh, no, not more.  Hettie ran to the window.  In the distance, headlights pierced the darkness.  As the ambulances bounced on the dirt road, every so often, a beam illuminated the dead laying outside, row upon row like the men in resuscitation.  The only difference between these men and the men in resuss was the blankets covering their faces.  “Some will arrive dead, and others will die not long after they get here.”  Hettie gasped and rushed back to her post.  

––––––––
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THEIR FACES BLURRED together, patient after patient.  She barely acknowledged them, never made eye contact and focused only on filling out medical tags.  The soldiers, officially patients once their tags were completed, went next either to resuss, to pre-op or to evacuation to be sent on their way.  Hettie tried not to think about the men in resuss or the corpses neatly arranged on the lawn.

When Charlotte called her name the first time, she did not hear.  She was focused solely on medical tags and trying her best to block out the whines of the wounded and her fellow nurses barking orders at orderlies who scurried past carrying stretchers.  When Charlotte called the second time, Hettie responded.  There was an urgency in Charlotte’s voice that made Hettie snap back to reality.

“Henrietta, come here immediately.”

Hettie obeyed but when she got closer, Charlotte blocked her way, arms raised to indicate stop.

“I was afraid you weren’t going to come.  I know you’re just as busy as the rest of us, but I couldn’t not call you.  He’s already been through reception.  I did it.  I filled out the medical tag.  Don’t be cross.”  

“What are you talking about?”  Hettie’s body felt like it was being poked by pins.  “Tell me.  Charlotte, please.”

Charlotte stepped aside.  Lying on a stretcher, head bent back and coughing, was Geoffrey.  He was covered head to toe in dirt, face streaked with sweat.  Hettie stood, mouth agape, for what felt like an eternity. 

“Hettie,” Charlotte said, “go to him.  It might be beneficial.”

Somehow, she knew not how, Hettie forced her body to move.  She knelt beside the stretcher.  

“Geoffrey, Sweetheart, can you hear me?”

He blinked at her as if he were looking at a stranger.  

“Geoffrey Bartlette, I am your wife Henrietta Steward Bartlette.  Friends and family call me Hettie.  Our mothers are bosom friends, have been since they were six-years-old.  We met when we were in diapers.  You have four siblings – Gilbert, Teddy, Victor and Maeve – and I have seven – Ida, Walter, Mabel, Freddie, Tommy, Alice and Adelaide.  Those names should be very familiar to you because we all grew up together in Barrie, Ontario, as if we were one big happy family.  We married May 23rd of last year.  You asked me to follow you to Europe because I’m a nursing sister.”

As she spoke, Hettie surveyed his condition:  Skin cold to the touch.  Face an odd violet red.  Ears and fingernail beds blue.  Lips and tongue dry.  Breath rapid and lungs making a sound commonly heard in gassing patients.  

She ran her hands over his body, not knowing what she hoped to discover.  Near his left hip, his uniform was damp and, when she pulled her hand away, her palm was covered in blood.  She started untucking his shirt.  An abdominal wound.  How serious?  Did the bullet puncture any vital organs?  What had Charlotte written on the medical tag?

As she reached for the tag, Geoffrey propped himself on his elbows.

“Hettie, there was gas, gas, gas.  Lord help us.  Gas.”

His eyes were bloodshot and watering.  The sight of them made her own eyes tear up.  She swallowed hard.  He could not see her cry.  

“Were you gassed, Geoffrey?”

“It happened so quickly.  There was no time to react.”

“Is that when you were shot?”

“I tried to flee, to get to a safer location.  One with no gas, so I could get a rag over my face.  They were firing on us.  It wasn’t at all like in training, Hettie.  I froze.  I didn’t know what to do.  I couldn’t do anything.  Same as a coward, I froze.”

Like the patient she had seen earlier in resuss, he tried to stand.  She pushed on his shoulders, but he fought her, flailing his arms and repeating the word “gas.”

“Lie back down.  You’re wounded.  You’re going to make it worse.  Lie back down.”

He calmed.  “You know.  I don’t remember the bullet that tore through me.  Serves me right, too, for how I behaved.”

“No one deserves to be shot.  Please, Geoffrey, may I read your medical tag.”

He nodded.  Charlotte had written, “Diagnosis: damage to the lungs and mucus membranes from chlorine gas.  Wound to left hip.  Notes:  Bleeding from hypogastric artery?”  

“What does it say?” he said.

“It says you’ll be just fine.  Perhaps a blood transfusion might be needed first.  But don’t be frightened if that’s the case.”

She swallowed hard as the tears returned.  Now, you’re the one who is the coward.  You can’t tell him the truth. 

Orderlies picked up the stretcher.  As they began making their way down the aisle, Geoffrey took a firm hold of Hettie’s sleeve.  

“Don’t leave me.  Please, don’t leave me.  My head hurts so badly.  It feels like it’s going to explode.”

Matron nodded her permission, and Hettie followed the stretcher into resuscitation.  It seemed even busier than before, though how that was possible Hettie did not know.  Patients were constantly moved in and out of the ward, but now the stretchers were being placed in the aisles, leaving scant little room for the medical personal.

The chaplain was still there, praying over a new patient, and so was Bessie. She was wrapping a patient in blankets, but paused when she saw Hettie with Geoffrey.

“Don’t worry,” Hettie said to Geoffrey.  “It might seem overwhelming, but we have a system in place and we’re really quite organized.”

The orderlies placed Geoffrey at the foot of several other patients.  Hettie knelt beside him and tried to take up as little room as possible.  She sat sideways, one foot and knee on the stretcher, but still the nurses and orderlies struggled to get past her.  She tensed her muscles as a tray of medical instruments nearly grazed her head.

“We’re just busy today,” Hettie said.  “You know what this room actually is?  Before the war this was a school and this was the gymnasium.  Imagine all the children who took their morning stretches here.  Or perhaps sang ‘La Brabançonne’ before classes.”

Geoffrey, who had not eased his grip on her sleeve, said.  “Don’t leave me, Hettie,” 

Bessie brought them a blanket, and Hettie tucked Geoffrey in.  “I’m right here, Sweetheart.  I’m not leaving you.”

“I love you, Sunshine.”

“I love you, too, Sweetheart,” she said, smiling.

“You’ll always be my little sunshine.  Don’t forget.  No matter what you do in this world, remember you’re my sunshine.  Don’t forget.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could Geoffrey began to violently cough followed by wheezing as he struggled to catch his breath.  He grasped her arm so hard it hurt, and then, as breathing became more difficult, scratched at her clothing.  

“Sweetheart, stop thrashing about.  Calm yourself so you can breathe.  Calm yourself.”

He coughed up a mouthful of yellowish-green mucus, laid back and was still.  

“There you go, Sweetheart.  Be still until you can breathe easier.”  She paused.  “Geoffrey.  Geoffrey?  Speak to me.  Geoffrey!”

She checked his vitals once, twice, thrice.  No breathing, no heartbeat.  She beat on his chest, screaming his name.  Bessie started walking toward them, presumably to comfort Hettie, but she couldn’t have that.  Geoffrey could not be dead.  He could not be.  Hettie bolted from the room and ran aimlessly through the building, Matron’s voice echoing in her head. “There is nothing we can do...”

Hettie found herself in the back of the building.  Here it was quiet, the din of the hospital wards a distant muffle.  She sat on a bench in the corridor, folded her hands in her lap and stared at the wall.  Her mind returned to the memory of Geoffrey ill with pneumonia.  He had survived then.  He had survived then.  Why not now?  Why not now?!

*
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NEARLY TWO DAYS LATER, in the quiet before dawn, the clearing station was still.  The patients had either been operated on, evacuated to a stationary hospital or dead.  Relieved of duty, Hettie sat on her bed in the Spartan room she shared with Charlotte, Bessie and a fourth nurse.  It was nothing more than their beds, a washstand, their luggage and an overhead light that cast harsh shadows.  All three were in their nightgowns, their hair loose around their shoulders, while the fourth roommate, Olive Marshall, was already sound asleep.

“I can’t believe what happened in the past few hours,” Hettie said in a voice that waivered as she spoke.  “Moreover, I feel so ashamed for running when he ... died.  I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“You probably still aren’t,” Charlotte said.  “But maybe this means you can go home now.”

“Go home to what?  An empty flat?  My father’s house?  I turn 23 next month.  Our first anniversary.  Victoria Day.”

Bessie said, “Perhaps you’ll feel differently in the morning, or in a fortnight.  The stress of this place is enough to break an unmarried woman yet alone someone in mourning.”

“I don’t think so.  Happy memories are everywhere in Barrie.  If I go home now, all those memories become painful reminders that Geoffrey—” Hettie paused, no longer wanting to discuss this topic.  “Let’s go to sleep.  I have never been so exhausted in all my life.”

Bessie switched off the light, and the nurses tucked themselves into bed.

After Geoffrey died, Hettie had sat in her refuge for an hour before Wakefield found her and asked that she return to her nursing duties.  Although she did return, Hettie didn’t remember any of the patients who came through the door after Geoffrey.  Every face, every action blended together into a blur.

Wakefield had told her that, starting in the morning, she could stay with Geoffrey’s body until the funeral.  Geoffrey would be buried with the other patients who had died in a cemetery near the clearing station.  Wakefield had instructed she would wear her navy blue dress-uniform with its red cuffs and collar and its hat, only a black armband to signify she was in mourning.  The band was akin to what servants wear when a member of their employer’s family passes away, he said. Then his voice softened and he told her he would also attend the funeral and would carefully write down the location of Geoffrey’s grave for repatriation after the war should Hettie wish.  

In the darkness, Hettie sat, unable to rest yet alone sleep.  She remembered Salisbury not quite four months before.  She and Geoffrey had visited Stonehenge.  The structure was larger than they envisioned it would be.  Hettie had stood in the centre and spun around in a circle, her arms outstretched, like she used to do as a little girl.  Geoffrey watched her, chuckling, and then teased her that she was descended from the Druids.

Another memory came to mind.  April 1914, the evening of the dress fitting.  The moment Hettie arrived home from work, Mother was upon her.  “Why must you be so stubborn?” Mother had said.  “It’s a perfectly respectable dress.”  Hettie hung up her coat.  “It’s a perfectly boring dress, and so are the bridesmaids’ dresses.  They will be so unmemorable.” Mother had begun explaining about how appearances matter and no one wants a scandal at their wedding while Hettie could barely keep her composure.  In the threshold to the parlor, behind Mother’s back, Freddie was mocking her.

Oh, how I would trade these past few days for a million arguments with Mother, Hettie thought.

This is not how things were supposed to go.  What happened to the happy, long marriage I had been promised?  Maybe I shouldn’t have been so selfish and should have given up nursing school so I could have married Geoffrey earlier like he wanted.  We might have had children by now that I could remember him by.  We’d be in Barrie right now and I wouldn’t even know Geoffrey had died until the notification arrived in the post.

Hettie hugged her pillow and used it to muffle her sobs as tears streamed down her face.  This was the first time she had cried since Geoffrey died, the first time she had felt any emotion, the first time the realization struck her that she would keep living and he would not.  

Eventually, the pillow failed to conceal the deluge of feeling.  Hettie could not catch her breath and gasped for air not much differently than the men who had been gassed.  

Arms reached for her in the darkness and cradled her close as a mother cradles a child.

“There, there,” Charlotte said, “it’s all right to cry.  Let it all out.  God will reward you for your sacrifice one day.”
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Chapter 7
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Dear Henrietta,

Please, for the love of God, come home.  Words cannot express how frightened I am for you.  I know, child, that you think you went to Europe for a worthy cause, but the fact of the matter is you went there because of Geoffrey, and now that Geoffrey is no longer among us, there is nothing which remains to keep you there.

I have spoken with your father, and we both decided that when you return, you shall move back home with us.  Our home is the best place for you right now.  You need to be surrounded by family, not careless strangers.

I simply cannot understand what the appeal is there for you.  I never did understand your incessant need to be a nursing sister.  Why do you wish to be so near ill and injured people?  It is because of this fascination of yours that you missed Mabel give birth.  It is because of this fascination that you are bringing this family additional pain.

End this foolishness and return home.

Mother

––––––––
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DEAR MOTHER,

Today I received your letter begging me to come home.  Might I say, Mother, that you certainly are quite skilled at upsetting someone who is already greatly upset.  I stay here because I receive fulfillment from helping others.  In addition, there are countless other Geoffreys out there who are worthy of help.

I will not be returning home.  I will be here for the duration.  And when I do return home, I plan on living on my own.  I’m certain they would give me back my old job at Royal Victoria.

And as far as me being among “uncaring strangers,” everyone here has been quite kind to me.  They have even taken over shifts for me when I was distracted.  They have consoled me, and listened to me.  Nothing said they had to do this; they did it out of kindness and regard for my wellbeing.  I am not quitting, and I shall overcome this and succeed.

I have not brought you more pain.  Geoffrey’s death is the only cause of anyone’s pain.

Please do not be surprised if I do not write for a while.

Hettie

Dear Hettie,

I am sitting here, partially in shock, as I write you.  My heart is broken.  I have cried so many tears I no longer have any tears left to cry.  Over the course of the past several weeks I have reread the message from the war office several times.  It has been folded, unfolded and folded again.  And every time I read it, I tell myself perhaps it is a cruel joke, that Geoffrey is alive and well after all.

I have lost children before but somehow this time it seems unbelievable.  How could my son be killed on foreign soil in a war?  How?

Your mother tells me that perhaps you can return home.  Please come home.  You are the second widow Bartlette.  I would like you to spend some time with me reminiscing.

I await your response.

Mama Bartlette

––––––––
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DEAR MAMA BARTLETTE,

I was happy to receive a letter from you.  I know you are hurting and grieving as much as I.  It is a cruel fate life has thrown you.  Perhaps God has a great reward waiting for you.

It is very kind and loving of you to wish for me to return home so we may spend more time together.  I must, however, regretfully decline.  My place is here.  This is where I must be.  I have other mothers’ sons who need my help.  Geoffrey would want me to help them so their mothers don’t suffer.
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