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1 ~  USS Mongolia 
 


	March 30, 1919

	 

	The SS Mongolia, a 13,000-ton commercial vessel, was launched in 1903, and for more than a decade sailed the Pacific carrying cargo and passengers between Hong Kong and San Francisco. But in 1916 the ship was leased by the US Navy and modified for a new mission, troop transport. For the next four years, the Mongolia made dozens of Atlantic crossings in aid of the American war effort in Europe, dodging German warships and on at least one occasion fighting off a U-boat.

	On a Sunday morning in March, 1919, only a few months after the war ended, the Mongolia set sail from Brest, France, on a very different voyage, one that presented a host of new challenges to the massive vessel and its crew. Nearly 5000 soldiers, sailors, marines, and other personnel, had boarded the ship, more than triple her normal capacity, all thankful to be alive and homeward bound at last, all anxious to put behind them their memories of “The Great War,” “The War to End All Wars.”

	All available space on the Mongolia–every closet, every passageway, every cargo hold–was occupied with makeshift bunks, jerry-rigged toilets, and improvised mess halls. Hammocks were suspended three or four high in some of the bunkrooms, meals served in shifts. Privacy, comfort, quiet, these were rare commodities aboard the Mongolia.

	Many of the normal rules of the Navy were ignored on this voyage, not only in the excess tonnage the vessel was carrying but also in the deportment of her passengers. Large hogsheads of rum had been rolled aboard in Brest while cargo inspectors looked the other way. In the few spaces where groups could gather, the mess halls and larger cargo holds, raucous laughter could be heard late into the night–music and boisterous singing echoed down the ship’s narrow passageways and sinuous companionways. Dances were held on some nights as there were nearly one hundred women aboard, mostly nurses. And a series of boxing matches was organized, pitting sailors against soldiers.

	Late on the first night, as the ship plied the waters of the English Channel toward the British port of Southampton, a few figures stood on the open deck cloaked in heavy woolen overcoats, sea spray swirling about them. They seemed to be staring out into the darkness, as if at any moment they might catch a glimpse of their homeland.

	One of those lonely sentinels was returning his rum to the sea loudly and repeatedly. That seasick soldier was Private Jack Bernard of the US Army Corp of Engineers. He was nearly six feet tall but gaunt, his skin pallid, his eyes sunken and dull. His hair which had been cropped to the scalp for the last year at last was beginning to grow out in a light brown stubble.

	“Can’t sleep, eh Jackson?” said a figure that seemed to materialize out of the mist. It was Luke Cassidy, the occupant of the bunk just above his, barely six inches from his nose as he slept. He was a few years older than Jack, his face ruddy and weathered, his smile a slightly discomfiting leer.

	Jack shrugged.

	“Yeh, well, some guys when they get a little liquor in their bellies can’t help howlin’ like a cougar,” said Luke with a gruff laugh. Jack had no idea what a cougar’s howl sounded like, but Cassidy was from the high plains of northeastern Colorado and no doubt knew about such things. He hailed from a town in that state known as Holyoke, a fact that created an instant bond between the two, if not of friendship, then at least of provenance, for Jack was from Holyoke, Massachusetts.

	Cassidy reached into his coat pocket, drew out a shiny metal flask, and offered it to Jack. “Hair of the dog, my boy,” he said with a chuckle. Jack nodded, accepted the flask, took one sniff, then recoiled. It was what the French called cidre, and it was unlike any apple cider he had ever known back home. But in wartime France he had learned that you settled for what you could get. He took a small, tentative sip.

	“Won’t be long now. Twelve days maybe, all goes well. Brief layover in England, another in Halifax, then it’s ‘Hello, Bean Town.’ Won’t that be sweet, eh, Jackson?” Luke growled.

	To the US Navy, Jack’s name was Private Jacques Bernard, just as it appeared on his birth certificate. But every time Jack heard his name in French he cringed. True, it was his birthname back in Québec twenty years ago. All he remembered from his childhood was life in Holyoke, Massachusetts, and Southampton, a few miles from Holyoke where his family’s farm was located and where he was known as Jack. But Cassidy nicknamed his new friend Jackson, as in General Stonewall Jackson, who, he explained, was held in high esteem where he came from.

	Jack nodded, took another swig from the flask, then handed it back to Cassidy. “Thanks,” he replied flatly, his gaze shifting seaward.

	“Well, Jackson, I may not be the sharpest tool in the toolbox, but if I were ta guess, I’d say you warn’t lookin’ forward ta home.” His words hung in the air, unanswered. For several minutes the two stood in silence, salt spray washing over them with every surge of the sea.

	Finally Jack asked, “What ‘bout you? Headed back to Colorado?”

	Cassidy shook his head, his face twisted into a malevolent sneer. “Nix on that, my friend. Not exactly welcome back home. Got myself in a bit of eh–dustup–with the law. They told me they’d suspend my sentence if I enlisted. Nope, have ta be a danged fool to show my face back there, Jackson, a danged fool.” With that he let out a husky laugh.

	“What kind of dustup?” asked Jack warily.

	“I was in the import-export trade,” replied Luke with a chuckle. “A perfectly respectable profession, I say, but they called it rum-runnin’. Anyway, all that’s behind me now. I’m lookin’ for a new start–exactly where I’ll set up shop, God only knows.”

	Cassidy finally went belowdecks, but Jack remained on deck, staring into the vaulted dome above him. It was a clear night and the stars didn’t simply appear above him, they hung around him, enfolded him. He felt lifted, swept up, carried out into that void and suspended above the earth, its cares and troubles. Up there in the trackless beyond was the only place where he would find peace on this voyage, and there were times when he wasn’t sure he wanted to come back down from those heavenly heights. He did return that night, and each night, but as to earthly cares, he was determined to leave them far, far away, out in the starry firmament.

	Several hours later, Jack was in his bunk, sleeping fitfully in the tight space, trying gamely to calm his stomach. Such a huge vessel with its enormous load didn’t exactly bob about in the Channel, but still a fellow unaccustomed to life at sea could not rest easily.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Dawn was breaking over Boston as the Mongolia moved cautiously into the harbor and ever so slowly came to rest at the dock. Jack was one of hundreds already lining the deck, gazing down at a huge crowd assembled to greet the returning doughboys. His eye scanned the crowd below, looking for a familiar face. Then, at last, he saw her–Anne, Anne Wellington, his Anne. Her auburn hair glistened in the morning sun, her green eyes sparkled, that unforgettable smile shone brightly, as he descended the gangway. Once on the pier, he made his way through the crowd, searching for her–but she was gone.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	“Jackson, eh Jackson,” rang out Luke’s voice the next morning too loud and too close to his ear, waking him abruptly from his reveries. “We’re next, ma boy–git yerself up if yeh want some grub.” With so many mouths to feed, the ship had a complicated schedule of seatings in the several mess halls. When your unit was called, you had exactly fifteen minutes for breakfast, fifteen minutes that included the time you might have to wait in line for your meal. Once in the mess hall there was little conversation to be heard, just the clinking and scraping of metal utensils against tin plates and bowls and gulps of hot, steaming coffee. Then a shrill whistle blew, the diners unceremoniously deposited their dishes at the rear, then exited the mess hall just as the next shift commenced.

	Each night for the remainder of the voyage the same routine was repeated. Jack lay on his bunk, wide awake, or shuffled up to the deck, muttered a few words to other passengers only when approached, took a few swigs on a flask, then went belowdecks to his bunk.

	He dreaded sleep for those dreams, those vivid and unsettling dreams, dreams that visited him night after night and tortured him with images that seared his soul. A soldier returning from war might well be plagued with nightmares about battles, bloodshed, and scenes of devastation. Jack had had a few of those, but he knew enough even in his sleep to recognize them for what they were, mere echoes from the past, a past that he was leaving behind him in France.

	But that scene of the Mongolia’s triumphant arrival in Boston, the adulation of thousands of greeters, and Anne’s face shining in the morning sun, then fading and disappearing, that was the hardest of all to bear. For that was not a scene from his past–it was a vision of the future, his future, all too soon to be realized. For in just a few days he would step off that ship to the cheers of well-wishers, and one thing he knew for certain: Anne Wellington, the only girl he had ever loved, the only girl who ever filled his nights with rapture, would not be among them.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	The Mongolia made a brief stop in Halifax, Nova Scotia, as planned. The devastation of the explosion of the French cargo ship Mont-Blanc more than a year earlier was still in evidence there, with rubble piled on both sides of the harbor as far as the eye could see. Nearly 500 Canadian soldiers and sailors disembarked. Several of them were French-speaking and had talked jovially with Jack, their fellow countryman, though he shared little in the camaraderie except for a few sips of French liqueur they offered him.

	Long before the sun rose the next morning, the lights of the Pilgrim Monument and the Race Point Lighthouse at Provincetown on the tip of Cape Cod became visible. A cheer went up among the dozens of soldiers already on deck, for they knew that Boston was not far away. Hearing the clamor from above, Jack buried his head under his pillow, loath to greet this new day that others welcomed with such anticipation.

	The troops had been warned the day before that the ship could not enter Boston Harbor until just before high tide, that they would likely need to cut their engines and drift in the outer harbor until about dawn. The hours dragged by for those anxious to disembark and meet their loved ones, but for Jack it was a seemingly endless interval of half-sleep, interrupted only twice, once by a trip to the mess hall for breakfast, then when Cassidy prodded him.

	“Jackson–hey, buddy. Time to go. Better suit up. You gonna shower and shave?”

	Jack hadn’t even thought about such niceties, but he staggered to the washroom, made a haphazard effort with a bar of soap he found on the floor, then returned to his bunk and pulled on his uniform, trousers, shirt, jacket, hat, and shoes.

	As soon as they stepped into the hallway, Jack and Luke found themselves in a line of men already waiting to ascend one of the companionways, long, narrow stairways leading to the deck. Fifteen minutes later they were at the foot of those stairs and for the first time they could hear the roar of a crowd in the distance. A few minutes later when they were near the top of the stairway, they heard muffled music, band music, boisterous and cacophonous.

	When they finally stepped out onto the deck the din was overpowering. They could see only the backs of the heads of hundreds of fellow troops, but they were assaulted by the tinny sound of brass bands, not one but several, each it seems competing with the others. Someone must have suggested they take turns serenading the returning doughboys, for eventually one band at a time performed while the others waited their chance to welcome the returning troops.

	Nearly the entire skyline of Boston could be seen from the deck of the Mongolia. The Custom House Tower stood high above the city, still surrounded by wisps of fog. Beyond rose the golden dome of the State House, glinting in the bright morning sun. Just visible to the north was the white steeple of the Old North Church, the very church where Paul Revere saw the lantern that sent him on his famous ride, at least according to Longfellow’s poem. But while he recognized those landmarks, Jack was in no position to enjoy the view. The effects of cheap rum, lack of sleep, and the heat of the crowd pressing in on him all conspired against him as he stood waiting on the sun-soaked deck, leaning on a bulwark for support.

	The disembarkation was further delayed when a long entourage of dignitaries including Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge, Boston Mayor Andrew J. Peters, and Major General Clarence R. Edwards marched on board and were escorted to the officers’ mess hall to deliver welcoming addresses.

	It was nearly ten in the morning when Jack at last stood at the top of a long gangway and looked out across the throngs gathered on Commonwealth Pier. They had come by the thousands, families, friends, well-wishers, reporters, and not a few hucksters waving flags and calling out their wares–balloons, confetti, noisemakers–all the essentials for a proper celebration. Everyone was smiling, waving, cheering. But another long delay ensued as the Military Police attempted to clear the promenade to allow the troops to disembark.

	Finally, sometime after noon, the disembarkation began, and eventually Jack descended the steep gangway, while Luke walked ahead of him, conscious that his friend might not be too steady on his feet on the steep planks. But at last they were on the pier, smiling faces pressing in on all sides. Jack seemed in a daze as he made his way, weaving erratically among the greeters, accepting their smiles and cheers and pats on the back but not replying or even making eye contact.

	When at last Jack had passed through the crush, his companion was nowhere to be seen, and he dropped his satchel and stood limp and disoriented. He saw before him a row of wooden tables, each with a banner above it: “USO,” “Boston YMCA,” “Salvation Army,” “Red Cross,” and many more. The troops had been advised on the ship that if they needed assistance upon their arrival in Boston, many local charitable and community groups would be ready to help, and here they were.

	Jack knew he needed to catch a westbound train from South Station, but exactly how to get there, especially in his weakened state, was not clear. He scanned the banners until he saw one that read “Wellesley College Soldiers’ Aid Society Welcomes You.” Wellesley rang a bell, so he hauled his duffel to his shoulder and stepped up to the table.

	A young woman was seated behind several stacks of papers weighted by stones. “Welcome home, soldier,” she said with a smile. But when she saw his face and ashen skin her smile faded. “You don’t look well.” She looked at his name tag. “How can I help you, Private Jacques Bernard?”

	Another young woman was seated nearby, her head down, shuffling papers. When she heard the name, she looked up in disbelief.

	“Jack? Jack Bernard? From Holyoke?”

	She rushed to him and hugged him. As she did so, Jack collapsed lifeless in her arms.
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2 ~  Reunion
 


	“Jackie–Jackie.” The words seemed to come from far away, reverberating down a long corridor or canyon. He felt a moist cloth across his fevered brow and the soft, cool leather of the back seat of a large motorcar against his back. Slowly he opened his eyes. He was face to face with a pair of almond-shaped eyes that looked curiously familiar.

	“What–what’s hap–who?” he stuttered.

	The voice that answered seemed like an echo from his past. “Come on now, take a good look. You remember an old friend, don’t you?”

	Finally he made sense of what he was seeing. “Pauline? Pauline Foley? What the hell?”

	She smiled and swabbed his forehead again. “Or, as you once knew me, Miss Cecily Cardew. Remember that?”

	Jack nodded, recalling their senior class play, The Importance of Being Earnest. “But what are you doing in Boston, Pauline?”

	“Rescuing an old friend, you might say, Jackie.” She laughed. “I’m at Wellesley College? I’m a member of the Wellesley Soldiers’ Aid Society. Lucky for you, eh?”

	He was sorting through his memory, trying to make sense of the pretty face before him. Pauline Foley had been in his class at Holyoke High School. She was tall, brunette, her face porcelain with deep-set brown eyes. They had been friends since grade eight but became closer when Pauline recruited Jack to take a part in the senior class play. They had even dated a few times that year when Jack and Anne were apart. Pauline was smart and witty; sometimes he had difficulty keeping up with her badinage. But they had always had a good time together, throughout their senior year and for a while the following summer. Then she was off to Wellesley, the renowned women’s college just outside of Boston.

	“I’m sorry, Pauline, I must have fainted–from the heat.”

	“Yes, I think so, although that flask in your jacket pocket might have had something to do with it. I hear there were barrels of ardent spirits aboard the Mongolia.”

	Jack shrugged, then turned and stared out the window of the long automobile without replying.

	“Well, your color has improved. Are you feeling better? There’s a nurses’ station over on Northern Avenue. We could ask someone there to have a look at you.”

	“I’m okay, really. I’ll just rest a little while longer, then be on my way.”

	Again she wiped his brow, then spoke softly. “Jackie, are none of your family coming to meet you? What about Anne and Tommy?” referring to Anne Wellington and her brother.

	Jack shook his head. “My dad and sisters think I’m not due till next week. That’s what I wrote them. From St. Nazaire. We were camped in a muddy field there for nearly a week, just killin’ time. But right after I mailed that letter everything started moving. One morning with about five minutes warning we were marched to the rail station. A few hours later we were on a train to Brest, then aboard the Mongolia. Everything happened so fast. So I’m a week early.”

	Pauline was watching his face intently as he spoke. She had questions for her old friend, many questions, but decided this was not the time to press him.

	“Listen, Jackie, the rush seems to be over and Rosalie is driving us back to school as soon as we get our table cleared. Why don’t you come along? There’s a little boarding house right on Washington Street in Wellesley. I’m sure Mrs. Benoit will have a room for you for tonight. And in the morning, if you’re feeling better, we can take the ten o’clock train together. I’m spending a few days in Holyoke with my family.”

	Jack shook his head. “Thank you, Pauline, but I don’t think so.” He started to straighten up. “I just gotta get myself to South Station.”

	“Well, Jackie,” she replied, looking at her wristwatch, “the last train for Springfield left half an hour ago.”

	Just then Rosalie appeared carrying several cartons that she loaded into the car. “How’s the patient?” she asked.

	“Still a little shaky, I’m afraid,” replied Pauline.

	“Well then, let’s get on the road. You two can sit in the back seat and catch up on old times.”

	Jack didn’t have the energy to resist, so off they headed for Wellesley. Apparently it was true what he had heard about Wellesley girls, that they always got their way.

	During the drive to Wellesley, Pauline quizzed Jack about his father and his two younger sisters. She knew Marie from Holyoke High School. She had met Claire once when she was still in grammar school. Jack told her what he could though he was feeling weak and drowsy. Then she inquired after Anne and Tom Wellington and their parents, but at that point Jack nodded off.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	“Private Bernard, are you awake?” came a voice from outside his room the following morning. It was Mrs. Benoit, a plump, matronly lady with gray hair, dimpled cheeks, and bright eyes.

	Jack replied with a monosyllabic “yuh,” then remembered his manners. “Uh, yes, ma’am.”

	“It’s nearly nine. Why don’t you come downstairs and have some breakfast, son?”

	A few minutes later Jack appeared in the small dining room where his meal was waiting for him, black coffee, a bowl of steaming oatmeal, buttered toast points, and a single poached egg in a china cup, all set out on a lacy white tablecloth.

	“Thank you, ma’am–very kind a you,” said Jack flatly, his eyes fixed on the plate before him.

	She smiled. “Just a small token of gratitude for a returning soldier.” Jack nodded as he sipped his coffee. There was a pause. She seemed to be waiting, expecting something more from Jack. Finally she continued. “Pauline has spoken of you many times the last year. She was worried for you, she was. Every time she came back from visiting her family in ‘olyoke she’d mention you and what she’d heard.”

	Again there was no reply.

	“Oh, she’s a lovely girl, that Pauline.” A long pause. “I felt so bad for her when her mother passed.”

	Jack set down his coffee cup and looked up at the lady. “Pauline’s mother? When was that, ma’am?”

	“Oh, goodness me, must be six, eight months now. Maybe September last. Yes, I recall, it was just a few days after classes had begun.” She sighed. “They were very close, Pauline and her mother–very close. Did you know Mrs. Foley?”

	Their eyes met and she could see a flush of color in Jack’s face. “Yeh, I knew her. Nice lady.” He winced. “Always reminded me of my mom.”

	Just then a sound came from the foyer, the front door rattled, and Pauline appeared. “Well, our doughboy has risen,” she observed with a winsome smile.

	“And he’s eating,” added Mrs. Benoit, “a good sign I’d say.” She topped up Jack’s coffee cup, then disappeared into the kitchen.

	“Did you sleep well, Jackie?” asked Pauline, seating herself across the table from him.

	Jack raised his eyes to meet hers. “Yeh,” he admitted. “Sleepin’ in a real bed sure beats that skinny bunk on the ship.” He smiled briefly.

	“I’ll bet it does, Jackie, I’ll bet it does. And you’re looking better than you did yesterday, a little less, uhh, ghostly.”

	“Yeh, well, I’m feelin’ better.”

	“Well enough to make the trip to Holyoke?” asked Pauline. “I’m sure Mrs. Benoit could put you up for another night if you’re not fit to travel.” Jack allowed as how he thought he could make the journey, that no train ride could be any worse than the Mongolia.

	A few minutes later the pair were walking along Washington Street toward the train station, Jack lugging his duffel, Pauline carrying a small valise. Jack had offered to carry her bag, but Pauline had declined. “I wish I could offer to carry yours, Jackie, but I don’t think I’d make it to the station.”

	They walked side by side for many blocks without a word, past markets, small shops, hotels, and boarding houses. The street was abustle with bicycles, motorcars, autobuses, and streetcars. Finally they settled on a bench at the station in the warm sunlight. Spring was just breaking out, with tiny pastel-colored leaves appearing on the trees and bird songs in the air all around them.

	Jack bent over, burying his face in his hands. “Pauline, I owe you an apology.”

	“An apology? Whatever for, Jackie?”

	“Mrs. Benoit–she told me about your–your mom.” As he spoke he raised his head, looked up into Pauline’s face, and saw her smile fade.

	“Oh,” she began, biting her lip. She closed her eyes and shook her head.

	“I’m awful sorry, Pauline. I remember how sick she was when we were in high school–the influenza.” Pauline nodded, her eyes glistening. “She was a nice lady,” he added.

	“She was, Jackie, thank you. But surely you have nothing to apologize for.”

	“I do,” replied Jack abruptly. “I do,” he repeated. “’Cause yesterday in the motorcar you asked me all about my family and I went on and on about them, and about their letters, and Claire’s studies, and Marie’s cooking, and Dad’s health–and never once did I ask about you or your family.”

	Pauline shook her head. “No need to apologize, Jackie, really,” she replied wiping a tear from her cheek. “It had been a very long day for you and you weren’t at your best.”

	“That’s no excuse, Pauline. You’ve always been a friend, and you deserve...” His voice cracked and he looked away briefly, then turned to her once again. “I’m sorry.”

	“Thank you, Jackie.” As she spoke she reached out and touched his sleeve. “Well, you know as well as anyone what it’s like to lose your mother.” Jack’s mother, Evelyne Bernard, had died of pneumonia just six years ago when he was fourteen. And while the pain of that loss had receded with the years, it was with him still, like the scar from an old wound that had healed but twinged at times.

	Just then the train approached. The platform suddenly came to life as well-dressed men and women boarded, valises in hand. A few minutes later Pauline and Jack were seated as the Boston and Albany chugged westward through Framingham to Worcester, then on to Palmer and Springfield.

	“So, how’re your dad and your brothers gettin’ along?”

	Pauline smiled. “My father’s at the thread mill still. And Daniel, he quit school after Mom passed. He’s working in the sorting room at Wellington Textiles. I wish he would finish high school, but I guess he’d rather work.”

	“And Patrick?”

	“He’s a senior in college; he graduates in June.” Pauline paused, as if picturing her older brother. “Patrick is a good student, but he is also very popular. Making friends, socializing, partying, those have always been his strengths. I’m not sure what his plans are after graduation. He wants to live in Northampton this summer with some fraternity brothers, if Father will let him.”

	“What about the house, the cooking and cleaning?”

	Pauline grimaced. “That’s why I go home every other weekend. My dad tries to keep things tidy, but Daniel leaves a trail of debris everywhere he goes. So I come home, spend two days cleaning up, cook a few meals for them, then go back to school.”

	Jack shook his head. “Sounds like they need a housekeeper.”

	Pauline smiled and nodded, pointing to herself. “For now, I’m the housekeeper, Jackie. But that can’t go on forever. Next year will be my senior year at Wellesley and I’ll be very busy–I won’t be able to come home nearly as often. So things will have to change.”

	“And when you graduate, what then?”

	Pauline smiled. “I’m not sure, maybe teaching high school English. Remember Miss Edwards? I loved her and I learned so much from her.” Miss Edwards had been their grade twelve English teacher as well as the director of the senior play.

	“You’d be a great teacher, Pauline. Your students would be very lucky.”

	“Well, I don’t know about that. But I also want to travel, to see the world. I was supposed to go to Paris for my junior year, but the program was suspended because of the war. I was very disappointed.”

	She looked out the window at the forests and farms flashing by, then turned back to Jack. “But what about you? Are you going back to Worcester Tech in September?” Jack had enlisted at the end of his first year at the engineering school.

	Jack shrugged his shoulders. “Uh, well, we’ll see. I’m not sure.”

	“I’ll bet Anne wants you to finish college, doesn’t she?” Jack nodded. “And what’s she doing these days?”

	Jack was feeling uncomfortable but trying to hide it. “Oh, she’s still working in the office at the Women’s Home, you know, on Maple Street. She really likes that place.” The Holyoke Women’s Home had been established to provide services for young women coming to Holyoke to work. It offered temporary lodging, meals, medical services, even assistance with job hunting. Anne’s mother, Helen Wellington, and Nina Calavetti, mother of Anne’s friend Carolyn Ford, were founding members of the organization. Anne had served as a volunteer during her high school years and was hired as an assistant to the director after she graduated.

	“And the two of you–any plans for the future?” Pauline smiled impishly but watched carefully for his reaction. Jack shook his head. Just then the conductor came through collecting tickets and the subject was dropped.
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	It was nearly four o’clock when their train finally rolled into the depot at Holyoke. Jack had nodded off several times only to be awakened by a sudden lurch of the car when it passed over a switch or a rough stretch of track.

	Side by side Jack and Pauline walked to Dwight Street, then stood at the streetcar stand. “Well, Jackie, I guess this is goodbye,” said Pauline as a Highlands car approached.

	Jack shook his head. “I’ll ride with you, Pauline–make sure you get home okay.”

	“Jackie, this is Holyoke, I’ll be fine. Besides, aren’t you anxious to see your family?”

	“Least I can do,” Jack replied. They boarded the car together for the ten-minute ride to Lincoln Street in the Highlands section of town.

	A few minutes later they passed Holyoke High School. “That place brings back lots of memories, doesn’t it, Jack?” He nodded and smiled slightly. Then the car rumbled past the athletic field. “Remember that spot next to the front gate, Jackie? That’s where you asked me to the Senior Formal. Am I right?”

	Jack smiled again. “Yeh.” He paused for a moment, recalling the occasion.

	“You asked and I accepted,” she added.

	“Well, not right away, as I recall,” answered Jack with a wry smile. “You practically made me beg.” They both laughed.

	“I know, Jackie, it was so cruel of me, making you suffer like that. But I needed to be sure you really wanted me to go with you. After the play you told me you owed me for urging you to audition, and I was afraid you were asking me to the Formal just to repay the favor.”

	Jack shook his head. “You had me very confused, you know.”

	“Poor thing,” replied Pauline with a pout. And she patted his shoulder playfully.

	They stepped off the car at Lincoln Street and walked together the two blocks to the Foleys’ house. Pauline opened the front door and entered, then gestured for Jack to follow. It was a pleasant house with large rooms and windows. The parlor was furnished with a handsome chesterfield, matching end tables, ornate lamps with frosted globes hand-painted in floral designs, and chairs of heavy oak and walnut with intricately embroidered cushions. On the walls hung many framed portraits including a photograph of the Foley family in their Sunday best, taken when the three children were in grammar school. All were smiling except Daniel whose expression betrayed a certain melancholy.

	But on every surface, end tables, chairs, couch, and floor, were perched stacks of magazines, newspapers, unopened mail, dirty dishes, and other miscellany of daily life. Pauline cocked her head apologetically. “Sorry for the mess. Father and Daniel are probably still at work. How about a cup of coffee? Or tea?”

	“No, thanks, Pauline. I better be goin’. But thanks again–for everything.”

	Pauline seated herself on the chesterfield, then gestured toward one of the chairs. “Come on, sit down and talk to me, won’t you please? What about you and Anne?”

	Jack sat on the edge of the chair looking confused. “Whatta you mean?”

	“You’ve been dodging the subject all day, Jackie. It’s not like you to be so–so evasive. Listen, I know Anne left the Women’s Home almost a year ago. I saw Carolyn Ford a while back and she told me. She said Anne was away, staying with some friends near Boston, going to school somewhere.”

	Jack’s face was flushed, his expression grim.

	“And when we passed the Wellington house, you didn’t even look up.” She paused, watching her friend squirm uncomfortably. “What’s going on, Jackie? Are you two on the outs?”

	Jack just stared at the floor. Pauline waited. Finally he spoke, his voice carefully controlled.

	“I left for the Army the first week a May. We went to Fort Devens near Lowell. Just three weeks later we shipped out. And a month later our unit was in France. I wrote Anne twice a week. She answered with long letters, two maybe three times. Then her letters stopped.”

	“Oh, Jackie,” said Pauline with a heartfelt sigh.

	“At first I figured it was because of the mail, you know, U-boats and all. But I kept getting letters from Marie and Claire and now and then from my dad. But nothing from Anne–it felt like my whole life was crashing down on me, like an earthquake or something.”

	“Oh, Jackie, how awful that must have been for you.”

	“For a while I was just a wreck–worried–scared–mad. I couldn’t sleep. It got so bad I talked to the chaplain in our unit–he was a Protestant, but a real nice fellow. He tried to reassure me at first, but I was way beyond that. Then he told me something that really helped. He said, ‘Just do your job, Private, just do your job and try to shut all that out.’”

	Pauline shook her head slowly.

	“So that’s what I did,” added Jack sharply. “I just tried to forget about her, about home, about everything–except my father and sisters of course.”

	Finally he looked up into Pauline’s eyes. “And that’s what I’m still doin’.” His face grew hard, stone-like. “So please–and I hope you won’t think I’m being rude–but I’m done talkin’ about–or thinkin’ about her. I pushed all that outta my life and I really don’t want to let it back in.” He stood up. “I better be goin’.”

	Pauline didn’t know what to say, how to console him, or whether she should even try. As bad as it must have been for a soldier to receive a “Dear John” letter, how much worse to be simply abandoned, cut off without an explanation.

	She walked behind him toward the front door. As he turned to thank her once again, she stepped up close to him and whispered very softly.

	“I’m sorry, Jackie,” she said, knowing it must sound hollow and meaningless. “Say, I’ll be finished with school in a few weeks. Then I’ll be in Holyoke for the summer. How about if we go up to Mountain Park one day and bring a picnic? See if I can beat you at mini-golf–again.” She laughed and Jack smiled.

	She looked down at his nametag. “Jackie, your tag reads ‘Private Jacques Bernard.’ Shall I call you Jacques? Is that your name now?”

	“Nah, that’s just what the Army insisted on. But this guy on the Mongolia started calling me ‘Jackson.’”

	“Jackson, I like that.” She leaned forward, placed one hand on his shoulder, and kissed him tenderly on the cheek. Then she stepped back only slightly and their eyes met. And there was a moment, a brief but expectant moment, when they stood looking into each other’s eyes. Pauline’s were soft and glistening, Jack’s were gray and expressionless.

	And the moment passed.

	“See you around, Jackson,” said Pauline with a grin.

	“See ya,” replied Jack as he stepped out of the door and went on his way.
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3 ~  Coming Home 
 


	Sixteen-year-old Claire Bernard stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room of the Bernard farmhouse leaning against the door jamb, the telephone receiver to her ear. As she spoke she tugged absently at a single golden curl that had escaped from the bun gathered atop her head.

	“Charles Pettibone is smart and well-mannered, Monique, but he’s also a bit shy. You can’t expect him to walk up to you out of the blue. You gotta give him a little–well–encouragement.”

	She listened to her friend’s reply.

	“No, of course I don’t mean that, Monique. But surely you can find a reason to strike up a conversation. He’s in our civics class, isn’t he? Well, then, ask him about the homework assignment–or that essay that’s due next week–or anything. Just give him a–you know–a nudge.”

	Again Monique’s voice could be heard, full of self-doubt.

	“Yes, you can–trust me, you can,” replied Claire gently but firmly. “And once you start a conversation, then everything will take care of itself.” There was a pause as Claire tried to gauge her success in bolstering her friend’s self-confidence with the opposite sex. “Yeh, and as you said, he does have a most adorable smile…” She paused, as if visualizing the young man herself, then gushed, “and that curly hair…”

	Once again her friend went on about her misgivings and Claire was about to try yet another tack. But at that moment she caught a glimpse through the living room window of a figure walking up the driveway, a duffel bag in one hand. She dropped the receiver and ran to the kitchen door for a better look, then returned to the telephone.

	“Monique, I gotta go. I can’t believe it. My brother’s home–Jackie’s home.” With that she abruptly ended the conversation, dropped the receiver, and raced out the door and across the yard.

	“Jackieee,” she shouted, running at her brother and throwing her arms around him, nearly knocking him over in the process. “Oh, my God, Jackie. You’re home.”

	“Yes, Claire, I am,” replied Jack, “but you don’t have to broadcast it to the whole neighborhood.”

	She released him from her bear hug, then stepped back, looked at him, and gasped. “Lord, Jackie, you’re so skinny. Didn’t they feed you in the Army?”

	Jack smiled, dropped his duffel, and stood gazing on this young woman before him. She had to be several inches taller than when he last saw her, her hair no longer a mass of girlish curls but now done up like the young woman she had become. Her skin glowed and her blue eyes shone brightly, full of the excitement of the moment.

	“Gosh, who are you and what have you done with my little sister?” joked Jack.

	Claire took Jack’s hand and pulled him toward the back yard, shouting, “Daddy, look ‘ere. It’s the progidal son!”

	Charles Bernard was seated in the glider in the back yard, bundled against a cool April breeze that blew across the fields. He turned with difficulty, then did his best to get to his feet. He started to speak but couldn’t find the words before his twenty-year-old son was standing before him.

	It was the first time Charles Bernard had seen his son in eleven months–eleven long, anxious, fretful months. With one hand on the glider he reached out with the other and shook Jack’s hand. He looked frail, thought Jack, a bit unsteady on his feet. But he still had that mass of bright gray hair that many a man of his age would envy.

	“Welcome home, Son.” Their eyes met and a trickle of a tear ran down each cheek. “Welcome home.”

	“How are you, Dad?”

	“Oh, so-so, yah know–but a damn sight better now’s you’re home, I can tell you that. By gosh, you look thin, boy. Like you’re gonna waste away.”

	“Yeh, well, I guess I am. Lots a work, lousy food, and too little sleep. I was feelin’ better until that ship, the Mongolia. I swear I didn’t sleep more ‘n ten minutes at a time on her. And most a what I ate–and drank–I could barely keep down.”

	“But you wrote in your last letter that you weren’t coming home for another couple a weeks.”

	“Yeh, that’s what they told us. But there’s one thing I learned in the Army, Dad, you can’t believe anyone–ever. Don’t worry too much about bad news–and never trust good news.”

	Claire had run past the barn and was shouting to her sister. “Marie, come quick. Jackie’s home.”

	“Go say hi to Marie–and Émile,” said Charles. “They’re puttin’ in the onions in the first garden.”

	Jack strode in that direction until he caught up to Claire. Then they walked together, Claire grasping Jack’s hand tightly. “Oh, Jackie, I’m so glad you’re home. Gosh, I’ve missed you. And Marie and Émile are engorged–well–I spose they’ll want to be tellin’ you theirselves.”

	Marie approached smiling. She was nineteen and the woman of the house these days. She was pretty in a darker, more mature way than Claire, with brown hair and eyes. She lacked her little sister’s glow, but still she beamed ever so brightly at the sight of her brother.

	“Welcome home, soldier, welcome home,” she said warmly, wiping her soiled hands on her apron, then taking his hands in hers and kissing him on the cheek. Jack smiled and nodded. A few steps behind her was Émile Bousquet, next door neighbor and the closest thing Jack had to a brother.

	“Hey, Jay-Jay,” said Émile with a broad smile, shaking Jack’s hand. “Yeh ‘ome ad last.” Émile had been deaf since a little child after a severe case of mumps. But he had attended a school in Northampton for three years. His speech was much improved as were his lip-reading skills. He was nearly as tall as Jack, had a round face with dark deep-set eyes, dark eyebrows, and a shock of unruly black hair.

	“Thanks, ‘Mile, it feels good to be back. So how are you?” he asked, his eyes shifting from Marie to Émile and back to Marie. “Claire tells me you have some news?”

	“Well, Jackie, it was supposed to be a surprise,” replied Marie, glowering briefly at her sister. “But last week Émile asked me to marry him. How do you like that?”

	“And what was your answer?” replied Jack with a knowing smile.

	“What do you think?” asked Marie, pretending to be offended.

	“So where’s the ring?” asked Jack, sliding an invisible ring onto his finger.

	“It’ll be comin’, right ‘Mile? It was his grandmother’s in Québec. Uncle Gerard’s bringin’ it with him when he comes to visit in April.” Both the Bernards and the Bousquets were originally from Sherbrooke, Québec, just east of Montréal.

	“Well, that’s wonderful,” replied Jack to Marie. Then he turned to Émile. “Welcome to the Bernard family, ‘Mile. But I better warn you, this ain’t a normal family. There’s a lot you need to know.”

	Émile smiled. “You mean, like wash out for my new lil sista, ‘ere? That I shouldn’ let her bamboozle me?” They all laughed together, then turned and walked back to the house, joining Charles along the way.

	A few minutes later Jack stood in his small bedroom on the second floor, looking at the few mementos of the past, still right where he had left them, including portraits of his mother and little sister, Thérèse, who had died of diphtheria thirteen years ago. On his bookshelf sat a stack of musty old issues of Youth’s Companion along with some of his well-worn books on farming. There was also a framed photograph of Anne Wellington, taken when she graduated from the Dorchester School two years ago. He picked it up, then turned it face down and set it unceremoniously on top of the pile of magazines.

	Downstairs all sorts of activity had commenced as Marie, Claire, and Charles put together a special supper for the occasion, lamb stew, turnips, and mustard greens. Meanwhile Claire threw herself into preparing an apple crumble for dessert.

	When all was ready, Charles called up the stairs. “Jackie? Ready t’eat, son?” Hearing no reply he slowly climbed the stairs. At the top he tapped on Jack’s bedroom door, then opened it a crack. All he could see in the fading light was a form under a blanket, fast asleep. With some effort he woke Jack with the news that supper was ready.

	Charles offered a grace in French, thanking God for returning their boy safely from France. Then Marie poured glasses of Felix Bousquet’s special dandelion wine and a toast was offered. Jack smiled weakly and nodded but could offer nothing more than a short “Thanks.”

	After the meal a knock came at the kitchen door and the Bousquets entered, Felix, Madeleine, Émile, and Elaine. They all welcomed Jack and the questions flew, the first from fifteen-year-old Elaine: “What was it like over there, Jackie? Was it awful? Did you shoot any Germans? Were the French nice to you? Did you make any friends?” A little later Felix inquired about the future: “So, what’s next for Jack Bernard, eh? Back to college?”

	Jack would say very little about his tour of duty or his experiences while in France. Much of it was uninteresting, he judged, and some of it he didn’t wish to recall or to share with neighbors or family. As to his future plans, he couldn’t say. More dandelion wine was poured and Jack offered a toast to Marie and Émile who smiled and blushed.

	Sometime after midnight, Jack awoke in a cold sweat, tossing in his bed, breathing heavily. For several minutes he lay on his back, staring at the ceiling above, trying to calm his racing heart, struggling to orient himself. It had been a dream, he at last realized. He had been floating in space, in nothingness, with millions of stars shining around him, stars that moved in elegant swirling paths, forming fantastic tails of brilliant colors. He had been so fascinated by this astral display that he failed at first to notice where he was. Finally, he looked down. Far below him he could just make out the deck of the Mongolia as it plied the foaming, roiling waters of the North Atlantic. He felt tranquil at first, floating through the heavens, but then the calm had been interrupted by a faint wailing or moaning. It grew louder until it became a horrible cry, almost like a desperate plea for help. He clasped his ears to block out the sound. Then as if he were willing himself, he descended to the deck of the ship below, the screaming ceased, and he awoke.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Claire, Marie, and Émile spent the next morning planting onions. Marie was hoping Jack would join them, but he never appeared. At lunchtime she rapped gently on his bedroom door. “Jackie, time to get up,” she spoke softly, then added, “before it’s time to go to bed again.”

	A low groan could be heard, then a muffled “Yep, yeh, right there.”

	A few minutes later he appeared in the kitchen, unshaven and disheveled, and sat next to Émile sipping a mug of coffee. Émile began, “So, Jay-Jay, you done some shearing ‘s I recall. Maybe ya could show me ‘ow?”

	“Well, just once I did. Yeh, old Mr. Braithwaite taught me and put me to work a few days one summer in high school. But…” He paused, trying his best to fingerspell “Braithwaite.”

	“’Cause we got sheep now, did ya know? We got a dozen and a couple a ewes‘ll be poppin’ anytime. But they’re a lotta work…”

	Jack nodded. Then Marie started in. “And we have to get the south and back gardens ready for the cabbage and turnips, too, Jackie.”

	Again Jack nodded. Soon he disappeared upstairs. It was nearly suppertime when Marie went looking for her brother again and found him snoring loudly under a heap of quilts.

	“He’s fast asleep,” she reported to her father a few minutes later as Charles sat by the stove smoking his pipe. He looked up at his daughter. He could see the frustration in her eyes as she added, “We sure could use his help about now.”

	“Give ‘im time, dear, give ‘im time. There’s bound to be some adjustin’ to do, after all he’s been through.”

	Marie looked at her father and whispered, “And what is he going to do about Anne? Call, visit, send her a letter?”

	Charles leaned forward in his chair, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Now Marie, don’t you go stickin’ your oar in where it’s not welcome. He’ll take care of it in his own sweet time, rest assured.”

	But several more days passed with Jack putting in only brief appearances for meals, then retreating to his bed. His skin looked sallow, his hair stringy, and, as Claire pointed out often and none too subtly, he could use a good bath once in a while.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Finally, a week after Jack’s return, Charles decided, or at least conceded to his daughters, that something must be done.

	“Son,” he began one mid-morning as Jack was hunched over his coffee at the kitchen table, “Felix ‘n me could use a hand with that tractor. Can ya help us?”

	“I don’t feel up to it, Dad, maybe tomorrow, okay?”

	“Whatsa matter, Son, you sick?”

	Jack shook his head. “No, Dad, but I just don’t have much get-up-and-go.”

	Charles nodded. “Okay, I spose you’re still gettin’ over that trip ‘cross the Atlantic. I’d probably do no betta–but I wonder if maybe it’s more ‘n that, Jack.”

	“More? Whatta ya talkin’ about, Dad?”

	Charles lowered his voice and spoke gently, his eyes fixed on his son’s, as he always did when he wanted his children to pay particular attention. “Are ya’ havin’ some bad memories–nightmares and such–about the war, maybe?”

	Jack sighed. “Dad, it’s not that, I’m just tired ‘s all.”
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