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​Chapter 1
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February 1919

The old world was dead, never to return. That much was certain.  Nevertheless, it was difficult to comprehend that the war was over, truly over, and life would resume again.  Yet how was that possible?

The Great War ravaged for four and a half years.  Sixteen million lives were snuffed out by battles, bombardments, starvation, genocide, disease and drowning.  Cities were destroyed, empires crumbled, and monarchs disposed.  Ethnic groups asserted their independence, and Canadian women gained the right to vote.  

Henrietta “Hettie” Taylor was keenly aware of all of this as she dressed for the final time on European soil.  Today, she was a nursing sister in the Canadian Army Medical Corps.  In 12 days, she would be a civilian for the first time since August 1914. What did being a civilian mean postwar? It opened up a world of possibilities, simultaneously comforting and frightening.  

Turning sideways, she rubbed her hands over her abdomen and was pleased to see her pregnancy, now in its fourth month, was barely visible in the mirror.  Very few people knew she was expecting, but this pregnancy was her ticket home, an almost immediate demobilization.

“Are you ready?  We need to leave shortly,” a voice said from the threshold.

When Hettie was demobilized, medical corps officials said she could not be sent home alone.  She required a chaperone, and it must be a woman, which ruled out the obvious choices – her husband or her brother.  Everyone expected her to select her dear friend Charlotte Gates or the casualty clearing station’s matron, but instead Hettie chose Elizabeth Barrow.  Charlotte was Hettie’s confidant, but Bessie deserved going home.

“Yes,” Hettie said, “but I must nibble on something or I’m afraid I’ll get seasickness.”

Bessie’s face was bright and optimistic, the complete opposite of Hettie’s.  “I’ll make certain we have plenty of cabin biscuits to curb any nausea.”

Hettie smiled and quickly threw her remaining unpacked items into her steamer trunk.  She then fixed her eyes on the English sky, the only part of her mother’s ancestral homeland she could see from this vantage point, and attempted to commit it to memory.  Soon this view would be replaced by an expanse of cobalt ocean.  That should be a relief, but instead it produced the opposite emotion.  How could she leave the killing fields and go home to be a wife and mother as if nothing happened?  

Hettie did not acknowledge the two hotel employees who carried her truck out of the room. Her attention still on the English sky, she was startled by Bessie’s coins rattling in her chatelaine. 

“It’s time to go, Hettie,” Bessie said, tipping the men.

Hettie pried her eyes from the view and briefly felt faint.  How could she leave Europe after everything she’d seen and experienced?

“Our work is finished here,” Bessie said as if she read Hettie’s thoughts.

––––––––
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THE SUN OCCASIONALLY peaked through the clouds, brightening the sky, but the wind whipped with late winter intensity, piercing their clothing as if they weren’t wearing any.  Hettie pulled on the front of her coat in a manner that implied tightening the garment could make her warmer.

“You could call them both Fred,” Bessie said after they exited the car at the wharf. 

“No, I couldn’t, and don’t you either.”

Alfred was not a Fred, and neither was Frederick.  Neither had the personality for that moniker.  Not that it mattered.  Both men were in the crowd somewhere, waiting.  But where?

Nearly everyone busying about the wharf was in uniform, and the scene was reminiscent of when the Canadian Expeditionary Force arrived in October 1914, naively optimistic the war would be over by Christmas.  The keen difference was that all optimists were long gone, replaced by mentally scarred individuals haunted by the years they’d never get back.

Hettie swallowed the lump in her throat.  Their entire time in Europe had been characterized by long separations punctuated by reunions, and no one ever knew when would be the final reunion. Today’s reunion would be followed by yet another separation of unknown duration.  

Bessie grabbed Hettie’s hand.  “Come along.  We need to find our berth.”

Hettie said nothing, her chest growing increasingly tighter as they jostled their way through the soldiers and dockworkers.  After several minutes, they spotted a woman waving a handkerchief.  It was Charlotte, Hettie’s brother and husband standing beside her.

Bessie waved back. Hettie merely blinked.  

Charlotte elbowed her way through the crowd, her cheeks red from the wind, and squeezed the women.  “My dear friends, what an exciting day.  I think I’m as excited as you that you’re going home.”

Home?  Hettie thought.  Is it still home?  The last time Hettie set eyes on Barrie, she and her first husband, Geoffrey Bartlette, were at the train station.  Geoffrey will never return to Barrie, and everything back home seems different and strange.  Her siblings Mabel and Walter were now parents, Alice married, Tommy a widower, and Adelaide was away attending Toronto Normal School.  Father retired.  Uncle Steven lost re-election for town councilor when anti-Liberal sentiments took over the country in 1917, and he was again practicing law.  Only Mother and Ida seemed unchanged.

Meanwhile, poor Freddie unfairly would be stuck in Europe while she was set free.

“Are you envious you’re not coming with us?” Bessie said to Charlotte.

“Oh, yes, in some ways, but I’ll recover.  I’m going to stay with CCS 100 for a while, but Dr. Fitzpatrick and I are being sent the Mediterranean front to help there.”

As Bessie and Charlotte chatted, the trio inched their way to the men, both of whom wore serious expressions.  Whom should Hettie greet first?  The urge was to run to Freddie, her younger brother by less than 18 months, the only person whose welfare was paramount to her own these past four years, but she had Alfred now.  She had taken a vow to this man whom she barely knew.  She did love him, but it became increasingly clear to her that she did not love him the same way she loved Geoffrey, although she couldn’t articulate the difference.

“Colonel Taylor and Lieutenant Steward arrived not long before I,” Charlotte said when they reached them, “so I was grateful not to wait alone.”

Hettie greeted Alfred first, believing his feelings would be hurt if she did not.  He was handsome, peering at her with piercing blue eyes and appearing dignified with his strong jaw.  If nothing else, she acknowledged, they made an attractive couple.

Before their wedding, when Alfred visited her at the casualty clearing station, he greeted her with a handshake.  Out of habit, he outstretched his hand now before stopping himself and kissing her.

“Are you feeling all right?” he said after their lips parted.

She nodded.  “I’m not experiencing anything unusual.”

“That’s good.  I’m glad to hear it.  I don’t know when I’ll be home.  If I don’t make it in time, I want you to spend your confinement with your parents. I know you promised Bessie you’d stay in Halifax, but I’d prefer you were with family.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that.”

“It’s entirely possible.  There are too many soldiers and not enough ships to transport them home.  I might be here for several months.”

She shook her head.  “Don’t think that way.”

“We have to be prepared for every eventuality, Hettie.”

Hettie wrung her hands.  Alfred sounded like a military strategist, and she was forced to remind herself that he was a career soldier with experience commanding men in perilous situations.  In addition, he had been a confirmed bachelor prior to their courtship, and this “relationship business,” as he called it, was new to him. She would need to forgive his lack of eloquence. 

“Understood,” she said.  “But I want to think optimistically.”   

The words sounded foolish the moment she uttered them.  They had lived on false hope for more than four years. Then armistice came and there was hope, real hope, but there also was the realization that the world was forever altered, shattered beyond repair.  How could any rational person be optimistic again?

Freddie placed his hands on her shoulders, filling her with warmth.  Dear darling Freddie, there was never a time in her life when she could not remember him being there, her brother, her friend, her fellow mischief-maker.

“Father will forgive you before he forgives me,” he said.  “It’ll be all right.  He’ll be eager to learn what medical knowledge you’ve gained.”

“Oh, Freddie.”  Hettie threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder while the others looked on.

“You’ll get used to those two,” Charlotte said to Alfred.  “They’re nearly Irish twins.”

Hettie released her grip, feeling as if she had been caught doing something wrong.  Alfred, who was raised with the aristocracy’s rules and regulations, probably thought her quite vulgar.

“I’m sorry.  I haven’t been myself for obvious reasons,” Hettie said, hoping her pregnancy would be an acceptable excuse for letting emotion get the better of her.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Alfred said, pulling her close.

Bessie and Charlotte continued their meaningless chitchat until the ship began boarding.  When the gangplank lowered, Hettie watched as if in a dream while it beckoned her to rejoin those she left behind.

“This is goodbye, but not forever, my friends,” Charlotte said, alternating between Hettie and Bessie to give kisses on the cheek and hugs.  “Just goodbye for now.”

Charlotte paused, clenching her headgear as the wind attempted to steal her hat, before giving one final, longer squeeze.  “We’ll meet again.  I’m sure of it.”

Bessie curtsied to Freddie, prompting Hettie to roll her eyes and crack a smile for the first time in days.  Is it normal for a 28-year-old woman to have a crush on a 25-year-old man for as long as Bessie has? she thought.  Bessie turned to Alfred, promising him she’d take good care of his wife, and Hettie’s smile faded.  She was always the nurse, tending to others and ensuring their well-being.  No one ever needed to take care of her, and she hated the implication that she was helpless in her condition. 

Hettie, this time in tears, threw her arms around Freddie and uttered her farewells.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said.  “I’ll follow more quickly this time.  I promise.”

She nodded and swore she saw tears in his eyes, but there was no time to dwell on his glumness.  She shifted her focus to Alfred, kissing him before gazing into his eyes, trying – as she had with the sky earlier in the day – to commit his image to memory.

Bessie tugged on her hand.  “Come along.  We’re going to be late.”

Hettie broke her gaze, and she and Bessie turned to make their way through the crowd.

“One more thing, Hettie,” Freddie said.

The women stopped.  

Bessie’s eyes widened.  “We don’t have any time to spare.” 

Freddie inhaled.  “Send everyone my love.  Tell Mother and Father not to worry.  I have unfinished business to resolve.”

“What unfinished business?” Hettie said.

“I’ll tell you all in good time.”

Bessie tugged on Hettie’s hand, and the women continued walking.  “We must go.”

“What unfinished business?” Hettie said to Freddie, nearly walking backward as Bessie pulled on her hand.

Freddie’s lips were moving, but there was so much clamor around them, she could not hear the response.

––––––––
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THE SHIP’S HORN BELLOWED, and the vessel slowly began to move.  Hettie attempted to spot familiar faces, but she was elevated so far off the ground it was impossible to tell one person from another on the crowded dock.  People both on and off the ship were waving.  She waved as well, just in case her loved ones could see her, and remembered that day in 1914 when the entire family, despite their disapproval, had seen her off when she embarked with the Canadian Army Nursing Service. 

Bessie placed her gloved hand on Hettie’s.  “We should go inside.  It’s cold.”

Hettie nodded.  

“I didn’t realize how cold I felt until now,” she said when they entered the warmth of the ship’s interior and feeling returned to her fingers.  

“Let’s get some hot tea or broth to warm you.”

Hettie smirked.  Bessie will enjoy her time as a temporary maternity nurse.  

“You mustn’t fret about Colonel Taylor,” Bessie said.  “You’ll see him soon enough.”

The smirk faded.  She hadn’t been fretting about Alfred.  At that moment, she wasn’t thinking about him or anyone else for that matter.  

“Do you realize I’ve been married twice, yet I’ve spent a grand total of three months with my husbands?” Hettie said, wondering why Bessie thought she was pensive.  “I’m accustomed to being without them.”

Three months of wedded bliss were spent with Geoffrey before the world exploded in war.  She and Alfred were together mere days before he and the First Division were sent to Germany for occupation duty, and they hadn’t spent more than a few hours together since his return.

“Oh,” Bessie said, apparently not realizing.

“Let’s see if we can get the tea or broth in our stateroom,” Hettie said, not wanting to continue this conversation.  “I’d like to lie down.”

*
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NEARLY TWO WEEKS LATER, the shimmering sun gave the false impression that it was summer. Only the gusts blowing off the water and into one’s face betrayed the fact it was still winter.

Hettie and Bessie sat outside on a forward-facing deck, blankets wrapped over their coats like shawls.  Had civilian life always been this boring?  The only daily events to anticipate were meals, the occasional cup of tea and bedtime, and Hettie long ago grew tired of reading and polite conversation.  Bessie was a fine companion, but she couldn’t conjure interesting things to happen. 

Waves crashed against the bow as the ship sped toward its destination, the horizon rising and falling in the women’s line of sight.

“We’re moving very quickly,” Hettie said.  “I hope we don’t hit an iceberg like the Titanic.”

“I’d forgotten about Titanic.  It seems such a long time ago now.  They brought the bodies to Halifax, you know.”

Hettie redirected her gaze from the shifting horizon to Bessie.  “I was in nursing school when it happened.  It was quite a shock.  My classmates and I read all we could in the newspapers.  We went to the movie house and watched a newsreel about it.”

“Nathan and I helped out.  There were so many bodies.”

Hettie sat forward, eyes wide.  “Bodies?”

“Oh, yes, they had been at sea for days.  Most froze to death, although some had drowned.  They were colorless in a way I never saw before or since in a corpse.  Some had blue lips and nail beds.  The ocean preserved the victims, so even though they had been dead for days there was no decay.”

As Bessie spoke, Hettie envisioned an exaggerated version of the pale skin they’d witnessed in Spanish Flu victims.

Bessie continued, “There were men, women, children, Titanic employees.  The bodies were embalmed aboard the search-and-rescue vessels.  Our job was to try and help survivors identify bodies and arrange burials.  The crews created written descriptions of each of the victims.”

“And were the bodies identified?”

“Some but not enough.  The third-class passengers were buried at sea.  Not quite 200 bodies were unloaded at Coal Wharf and Flagship Wharf and taken to Mayflower Curling Club.  That was the only building large enough and cold enough to be used as a morgue. The club was destroyed in the Halifax Explosion, I’ve been told.”

Bessie’s brother, Nathan, died in the Halifax Explosion, and Bessie fall silent.  

Hettie’s mind flashed to the casualty clearing station’s lawn and how, when battle casualties were heavy, the wounded were lined on stretchers in tight rows, man after man.  She imagined the shipwreck victims arranged in a similar fashion, only on curling sheets.

Hettie shook the image of neatly arranged corpses from her mind and steered the conversation back to the Titanic.  “What happened to the unidentified bodies?”

“They were all buried in a cemetery in Halifax.  The ceremonies were the saddest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“Really?  The saddest?  After all we have been through.”

Bessie was transfixed on the horizon for a moment before she made eye contact.  “Yes.  With the war, we opted to be there.  We didn’t know what would happen once we reached Europe, but we had a choice.  They didn’t.  We knew we were danger. They were anticipating a safe trip.  The ship was moving too quickly, there weren’t enough lifeboats, and the exits leading out of steerage were locked.”

Bessie said nothing more, and Hettie closed her eyes, turning her face toward the sun.  She wanted to daydream about the roar of deafening waves as they hit a rocky shore, ocean spray shooting up in the air, but instead all she could imagine was ice-cold bodies on a curling sheet, stones whizzing past them.  

“Hettie look.”

She didn’t know she dozed off until her body, startled by Bessie’s voice, jerked her awake.

“What is it?” Hettie said, eyelids closed.

“Look!”

Hettie opened her eyes and followed Bessie’s gaze.  Something manifested on the horizon that hadn’t been there before.  “What is that?”

“That’s land.  We’re home.”

Land?  Home? 

The smudge on the horizon that was Nova Scotia slowly grew larger and clearer.  The choppy water of the open ocean gave way to the smoother waters of the harbor, and Hettie moved to the rail, although it provided only a slightly better view.  She felt like a bird in flight, a tiny, frightened bird returning to its nest.  Tears clouded her vision.  Canadian soil for the first time in four and a half years!

“We’re home!” Bessie said then burst into sobs that came on as suddenly as a sneeze.  

“We’re home!”

The friends linked arms and jumped, chanting in unison, “We’re home!  We’re home!”

Fellow passengers stared – first with annoyance, then confusion and finally incomprehension – before joining them at the rail and seeing for themselves what the excitement was all about.

Bessie stopped jumping.  “We lost our heads for a moment,” she said.  “You mustn’t exert yourself.” 

Hettie, heart pounding and breath jagged, pursed her lips.  For a minute, she was able to forget she was pregnant and feel normal again.  Was pregnancy going to take all enjoyment out of life?  Yes, of course, it was.  It already had.

Before she could respond, Bessie said, “We need to pack and quickly.”

Hettie took another glimpse at shore, wiped her tears onto her glove and followed her companion.

“I think I might kiss the ground when we get there,” Bessie said as they walked down the deck toward the door.

“I think you should,” Hettie said and laughed.
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​Chapter 2
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After they disembarked, Bessie sank to her knees and kissed the ground.  Hettie laughed before crying tears of happiness and pride.  They were back in the nation of their birth.  The nation their grandparents founded; the nation their brothers, husbands, lovers and fathers fought for; a nation that, despite the naysayers, had survived its turbulent adolescence.  

Mrs. Walsh, an elderly woman with the posture of someone much younger, greeted them at the dock with a broad smile but a disposition that meant business.

“Well, I hear you’re to be a temporary Haligonian,” she said to Hettie after Bessie made the introductions.

Hettie smiled politely as she shook her hand.  “Yes, that is the plan.”

“We’re happy to have you.  I’ve prepared a room for Bessie that you will share.  You’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”

Mrs. Walsh, the orphanage administrator from Bessie’s childhood, was their only contact in the city.  While the friends waited, heads still spinning from the voyage, she made arrangements for their luggage to be delivered to her home.  

Halifax was more than 10 times larger than Barrie, around 80,000 residents compared to 6,400, and the cityscape seemed to go on forever.  Hettie was amazed to witness the tall buildings, trolleys and hoards of pedestrians, but it seemed next to impossible to get quickly from one side of the city to another, and her hands fidgeted with impatience in her lap.  

Finally, the taxi stopped in front of a small house nestled close to its neighbors.  The yard was snow covered, as was a tall evergreen outside the front-room window.  It was reminiscent of a Christmas card and instantly put Hettie at ease about living in the big city. 

The sound of their crunching footsteps reminded Hettie of a cook smashing graham crackers for a piecrust, and this further added to the Christmas mystique.  As they trudged up the walkway, Mrs. Walsh explained how she moved to Truro after retiring but returned to Halifax following the explosion to establish a charity for survivors.  Rebuilding was complete, so the charity now assisted the city’s indigent.  

Mrs. Walsh unlocked the front door, and the interior of the home was pleasantly warm and well kept, but the cramped space reminded Hettie of the houses in Barrie’s H Block, the less affluent section of town.  Mrs. Walsh ushered them directly up the staircase to a bedroom with two twin beds separated by a table.  There was a tiny closet but no dresser, and the only other thing in the room was a lamp.

Well, Hettie thought as she examined the Spartan surroundings, I suppose one mustn’t get too comfortable.

“I feel like I’m still on the ship,” Bessie said, sitting on one of the beds, and Hettie didn’t know if that was a reference to the size of the room or to dizziness.  

“The two of you get some rest,” Mrs. Walsh said. “I’ll call you when your luggage arrives.”

Hettie stepped back toward the door.  “Mrs. Walsh, may I use your telephone this afternoon?  It’s long distance, but I’ll pay the additional fees.”

“You’re in luck, Mrs. Taylor.  I never owned a phone before I started the charity.  You can use it whenever you wish.  I know your family is out west.”

“They’re in Ontario.”

“Yes, out west.”

Hettie smiled.  I never thought we were westerners.  Learn something new everyday.  “Thank you.”

“Rest now.”

Hettie nodded.  After Mrs. Walsh left, she glanced at Bessie, and they shrugged.

*
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MABEL CONTRIBUTED REGULARLY to the Canadian Patriotic Fund, so when the housekeeper answered the telephone, Hettie identified herself as a representative of the organization.  At the time, it seemed like a good idea to keep her identity a surprise, but it was taking her sister several minutes to come to the phone, and now Hettie’s palms sweated.  What if, for some reason, Mabel was avoiding the fund? 

When Mabel’s voice finally could be heard on the other end of the line, Hettie suppressed a sigh.  

“Hello, this is Mrs. Hill.”

Hettie gripped the receiver.  “Mabel, I’m home.”

“H, H, Hettie?”

“Yes.  It’s me.”

Mabel did not answer.  Instead, several clonks sounded, and Hettie realized Mabel dropped the receiver and it was banging against the wall.

When Mabel’s voice again could be heard, it was low and quivering.  “Where are you?”

“I’m in Halifax with Miss Barrow.  We’re at her benefactor’s house.”

“Her benefactor’s home?  Why didn’t you contact Father, so he could come get you?”

Hettie shifted her gaze from the telephone’s wall unit to the rest of the kitchen.  “That’s because I’m staying here until Alfred gets home.”

“Hettie, no, that could be months.  We’ve waited years to see you.”

Mabel sounded on the verge of tears, and Hettie bit her lip in an attempt to steady her nerves.

“It was all arranged while I was still in Europe,” she said, keeping her tone as confident as possible. “I have to help Miss Barrow put her life back together.  She’s a bosom friend.  I can’t go back on my word.”

“Hettie.”

“Let Mother and Father know.  I also have a message from Freddie to pass along.  He says he loves you all and not to worry about him.  He has unfinished business.”
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