
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Kind of Homecoming

        

        
        
          Gary Baysinger

        

        
          Published by See Square Press, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A KIND OF HOMECOMING

    

    
      First edition. June 21, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Gary Baysinger.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8218038175

    

    
    
      Written by Gary Baysinger.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Mom and Dad

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​CHAPTER ONE


England, 1913
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The shrill whistle pierced the quiet moments before the engine came into view. The string of cars came to a stop, followed by another blast from the horn. The arrivals exited the train, greeted by the smiles of their friends and family gathered on the platform. A young girl in a cream-colored dress—Rose guessed her to be about five—leapt into the arms of a silver-haired woman and said, “Gran, we’re home.” The two-dozen remaining people on the platform collected their bags, said their goodbyes, and shuffled toward the carriage. 

Rose’s mother embraced her, kissing her cheek. 

“I’m proud of you.”

A pang of longing jabbed at Rose’s heart, and her feet failed to move her forward. She thought about what she would miss: accompanying her father on his rounds as he tended to sick animals, her mother’s lectures on the importance of universal suffrage. Suddenly, the idea of leaving the warm comfort and security of home paralyzed her. 

“Go on,” her mother said. “This is your time.” 

Rose discreetly dabbed at her eyes, not wanting to embarrass herself with a public display. She climbed aboard, finding a seat next to the window. Rose peered through the glass toward the platform, for one last look at Helen. The wrinkles around her mother’s dark-brown eyes no longer visible, Rose imagined her mother, just for a moment, as a young girl in Scotland leaving home. The train shuddered to a start, the sign on the station slipping from view. 

“Windermere,” she whispered, caressing the words. The white and gray stone houses, half-covered in wisteria, faded away, disappearing behind the oak and ash trees. She’d traveled on the Windermere-Kendal line countless times, always looking forward to the outward journey, but reserving a mental space for the last leg of the return. Whether it was south to the coast or north to her grandparents in Scotland, the previous trips had been filled with anticipation of adventure, a break from the routine of a small Northern village. She collected stories about the busy cities and towns, stories she would tell her friends, which made the return trip deliciously sweet. But this trip was saying goodbye, turning the page on her childhood, making a new home. Windermere would always be special, but it would no longer be the destination.

“Where are you headed?” a voice asked. Deep in thought, staring out the window, she had taken no notice of the woman sitting across from her. Although dressed in a fine white linen blouse and dark-green skirt, Rose’s attention was drawn upward to the enormous picture hat stacked with plumes of feathers. A lecture on the frivolous nature of feminine fashion and how it served only men’s interests came to mind. “Don’t put me on a pedestal,” her mother once told her. “I prefer to stand on level footing.” 

Rose suppressed a smile before responding. “Harrogate.”

“Me as well. Taking in the waters?” the woman asked, spreading her empire hand fan to cool herself from the warmth of the carriage. It was a fair guess on the woman’s part. Harrogate was known for the royal baths, and all that people of a certain social standing knew of the town was the Spa and the luxury hotels.

“No, I’m going to nursing school.” 

“Nursing school? How fascinating. A bit of adventure before you settle down. Good for you.” The tone of the woman’s voice, as she glided over the syllables, suggested anything but interest in Rose’s choice of profession. Rose quickly put together a thumbnail sketch of her fellow passenger: a summer holiday in the Lake District, where she would take in the country air, then back to the social whirl in Manchester or London before boredom set in. Part of her wanted to enlighten the woman on the necessity of being independent, but her better angel won out. 

“I hope so,” Rose replied.

The woman smiled. “The first time I took in the baths, I met Tsarina Alexandra of Russia. I literally bumped into her on the street. Exquisitely dressed, ever so polite, flawless English. My husband refused to believe me when I told him.”

Rose did her best to feign interest. She hated the English obsession with class. She steered the conversation to small talk about the weather and their families. Comfortable, safe, and boring. A small improvement. Rose learned the woman was visiting from Manchester, the other details instantly forgotten. The steam engine wheezed as the train climbed the gentle gradient, momentum slowing gradually until they crested the hill. Then the engine caught its breath and the train picked up speed as it slid eastward along the ridge. 

Rose felt like she was on the roof of the world looking down on creation. The village appeared as a collection of dollhouses that could be rearranged to her liking. The post office, the pub, and school were indistinguishable now in the golden hue of the late summer sun. The Fells rose, slowly blocking out Windermere until it disappeared. She strained her eyes at the hillside overlooking the town, afraid that the moment had passed. Then she saw it, a cut of emerald-colored grass bleeding into the drab junipers. A little piece of land, it seemed so much bigger when you stood upon it looking down on the village below. Now, it was just a sliver disappearing behind the rise. 
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​​CHAPTER TWO


Germany, 1913
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On his way back from Wissembourg, Sebastian met the Englishman who would alter his fate. It was easy to trace the connection between this chance meeting and how it shaped the arc of his life story. 

His new Sunday routine was to pedal from the family farm to the outlying villages: Haguenau, Mertzwiller, Gundershoffen, all now within reach. The bicycle, a 1905 Victoria, was his pride and joy. He bought it for a bargain price from his neighbor Herr Huber, who had no use for it after his son moved to the city. Sebastian tinkered with it over the winter, fascinated by the interconnectedness of one part pushing or pulling another, immersing himself in the simple and complex design. But a bike—chain driven, two-wheels, powered by muscle—was more than just an object of fascination; it represented freedom. As his stamina increased, so did his range. The villages of Seltz or Munchausen, nestled along the River Rhine, became the goal for his nineteenth birthday in August, less than a month and a half away. 

His thighs ached as he worked his way back, emerging from the woods, high up on the ridge, the patchwork quilt of farms spreading out below him. In the distance, he could just make out the small cluster of houses and farms of his village. Estimating it would be another twenty minutes to home, he was already thinking about where he would go the following Sunday. Picking up speed on the slight downhill, back tire slipping on the gravel road, he negotiated the turn by deftly adjusting the front tire to keep the bike from spinning out from under him. Once around the bend, he noticed a man standing next to the side of the road, hands on hips, examining a motorbike.

Sebastian stared at the motorcycle. It didn’t look like any of the German ones he’d seen before. The sloping handlebars and rakish tilt of the downtube gave it a look that spoke of comfort instead of function. So focused on this unfamiliar piece of machinery, he failed to see an enormous rut in the road. Suddenly, he was headfirst over the handlebars, landing with a crashing thud. It took a few seconds to get his bearings; his shoulder throbbed, his clothes were coated with dust, his palms stung from being scraped raw trying to break the fall. 

“Are you hurt?” a voice called out. Sebastian was surprised to find the man standing over him with a look of concern on his dusty face. 

Sebastian ran his hands over his chest, arms, and legs and, finding no further obvious injury, shook his head ‘no.’ The man reached out and pulled him to his feet.

“I’m relieved.” He didn’t sound like a Frenchman. He wore a heather-colored tweed suit with the pant legs stuffed into full-length boots, and a pair of goggles resting above the visor of his matching flat cap. His face was dirty, save for the circles around his eyes. The fair complexion and blond hair peeking out from under his cap did not suggest Spanish or Italian. Scandinavian or British, Sebastian thought. 

Sebastian brushed the dirt from his black trousers. “Thank you.” Not accustomed to meeting foreigners other than nearby French, his curiosity got the better of him. “You are not German. Where are you from?”

“Is my accent that bad?” He pulled a card from out of his breast pocket. “James Eadie, British.” 

Sebastian held the card in front of him, trying to decipher the English. One phrase leapt to his attention, Enfield Motorcycles. He looked back to the motorbike and the silver plaque above the V twin-engine, carrying the company’s name. “You like the bike?” James said. 

Sebastian blushed before meeting the man’s gaze. “Forgive me. My name is Sebastian Maier. I live on a farm just down the road.” He sneaked another glance at the bike. “Yes, I like motorcycles, cars, anything mechanical. I have heard about Enfield.”

“Good news, I hope.”

“Yes. One of the mechanics in Haguenau spoke highly of it. Better than anything the Germans or French could make.”

“That’s good to hear. But I’m afraid I’m not making a good showing of it now. The damn thing is not running.”

“What’s the trouble?”

“Well, it will run for a bit, then it sputters to a halt. I’ve had a look at it, but my skills are limited. You say you know a mechanic?”

“Yes, but Sunday is his day off.” Sebastian circled the bike, surveying for any obvious problems. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

“Do you know motorcycles?”

“A little. I’m a self-taught mechanic.”

James stepped back as if taking in Sebastian’s full measure. Sebastian’s face became warm when he realized how preposterous his request must seem. A farm boy in dirty work clothes and common labor shoes wants to tear your beautiful motorcycle apart because he’s learned a few things about bikes. 

“Very well,” he answered. “I don’t have many other options, do I?” 

Buoyed by this backhanded vote of confidence, Sebastian grinned. “I promise I won’t damage your bike. I’m a good mechanic.”

“There are tools in the left saddlebag,” James told him.

Sebastian rubbed the dirt off his hands before he retrieved a pair of screwdrivers and several wrenches from the bag. He laid them out on the ground and walked around the motorcycle. He could feel the Englishman staring at him. Doubts crept into his mind. He’d only seen people work on bikes. It seemed easy when someone else did the work, but that was like singing harmony; now he had to solo. Think logically, he told himself. He recalled how the mechanics worked through a problem as he carefully pulled one part after another off the bike, examining for any mechanical defects, making a mental notation of where it came from. Everything appeared to be in working order. The solution didn’t come, and he began to sweat, feeling he’d embarrassed himself by offering up his services. 

The Englishman pulled out a cigarette and lit up. “Anything?” he asked.

“Nothing.” Sebastian rubbed his jaw. “You say it will run, but it won’t stay running?”

“Yes, and I’ve checked the gas tank too,” the man replied with a hint of exasperation. 

One last thing. He pried the fuel line off with a screwdriver. He blew into one end while holding his hand over the other. A faint whiff of air escaped. He squeezed the tube at one end, working his way toward the opposite end, finding a hard spot a third of the way down. He pressed and squeezed the object until it squirted out. It was a tiny twig, small enough that it would allow some fuel to pass, but not enough to keep the engine running smooth. He held it up in triumph. “Here is your problem.”

The Englishman grabbed the small piece of wood and examined it closely. Sebastian reattached the tube and the man climbed on the bike, kick-starting the engine. He waited, hearing no coughing or sputtering, just a steady growl of internal combustion. The man grinned broadly as he switched the motor off. “Well done. I must say I had my doubts.”

“I got lucky,” Sebastian said. 

“Can I buy you a drink?”

“A drink?”

“Yes, beer, wine, it’s the least I can do. I’m sure you must know of somewhere nearby where we can get a drink.”

“There’s a Gasthaus just down the road a bit. It’s not much. I know the owner.”

“I’m not fussy. Point the way.”

Sebastian gave directions and climbed on his bike, pedaling in the wake of the Englishman’s dust. Ten minutes later, he leaned the bike up against the low fence surrounding the beer garden. The Gasthaus, a two story, half-timber affair with fading white paint, stood snugly up against a jumble of junipers, ferns, and birch trees. Half of the dozen tables inside the fence were occupied by neighboring farmers, some who greeted him by name as he made his way to where James sat reading a map. 

“What are you drinking?”

“A beer.”

James waved the proprietor down and Frau Oberman soon returned with two, tall, silver steins. “Prost,” he said, raising his mug in salute to Sebastian. “You’re a good mechanic.” 

“It’s nothing. I’ve always been interested in mechanical things,” Sebastian said.

“You’ve a real knack for it. I should know.”

“How’s that?”

James smiled. “My father owns the Enfield company. Co-owns, I should say.” 

“You’re lucky, Mr. Eadie. What I would give to work on bikes like that.”

“You don’t want to stay on the farm?”

“No, I want to travel. See the world, learn things. My father says it’s all the books I read. Mark Twain, Jules Verne. He says they put silly notions in my head.”

James pulled his cigarette case out of his jacket pocket and offered one to Sebastian, who refused. Smoke swirled around them. “How would you feel about going to England?”

“England? I would like that. But I need to save money before I go anywhere.”

“What if you had a job waiting for you?” James leaned in close. “As a motorcycle mechanic.”

“I’m not a real mechanic. It’s just something I do because it interests me,” Sebastian said.

“You’re a natural. You’re better than most of the chaps I’ve seen.” He tapped the ashes from his cigarette. “Motorcycles are new. If Enfield is to expand our business, we need more mechanics so people will be comfortable riding our motorcycles. I could set you up as an apprentice. You’d earn a living wage, have a chance to see God’s own Earth. What do you say?”

It was as if the heavens had opened, shining their light on Sebastian, his name pulled at random out of a hat. He’d dreamed of leaving the farm behind, but despite his scrimping and saving, it remained out of reach. Now, here it was right in front of him; he just had to grab it. 

“How?”

“My father is well connected. A work permit would be a formality. Once you finish your apprenticeship, you could even move back to Germany, help us expand to the continent. Is that a ‘yes’?”

Sebastian rubbed his jaw. “I’d need to talk to my parents first.”

“Of course. You have my card. Write when you’ve made your decision. I’ll smooth things over for you.”

It was a lot to take in; his mind reeled at the thought of the opportunity. He’d never considered himself lucky and wondered if this stroke of good fortune belonged to someone other than him. 
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​​CHAPTER THREE


England, 1913
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Rose fastened the top button on her coat as she headed out the door, running through her mental notations for the third time, or was it the fourth? The other nursing students chided her for being so tough on herself, but she wanted to impress the doctors with her knowledge. She repeated the Latin words for the muscles in the human hand as if it were a scripture. Lost in the nomenclature, her step off the curb onto Valley Drive hardly registered until a squeal of brakes pierced her thoughts. A bicyclist, eyes wide, white-knuckled, skidded toward her sideways. She drew in a breath, every muscle in her body tensing, bracing for the impact. At the last moment, the bike pivoted on its back wheel, the rider’s shoulder passing within inches of her face. He swerved quickly left, then right, before pitching over in a clatter of metal on asphalt. Rose wobbled for a moment. She let out a gasp, breath hanging in the misty winter air. Horrified at being the cause of the accident, she rushed to help. The young man sat up on the damp street rubbing his ribs, muttering something unintelligible. Rose put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright? I’m dreadfully sorry, I’ve been so careless.”

He looked up at her with a pair of the clearest blue eyes she’d ever seen. He tried to smile but with his lips pinched tight, it came off as more of a grimace. “Yes.” 

“I’m so sorry. I was not paying attention.”

The man slowly rose to his full height, towering over her; she guessed he was six-feet. He rubbed his slender frame once more before running his hands over his arms and legs. Seemingly satisfied, he picked up his cap and covered his mop of hair. Something was familiar; she searched her memory trying to place him. 

“Charlie,” she blurted out. The young man shot her a look. “You’re my neighbor’s friend.”

Rose had been renting a room from Mrs. Bixby, a suffragist friend of her mother’s. Charlie lived in the house next door. She had met this man once before, in passing, his name was Sebastian. There was some detail from their prior meeting she tried to remember. 

“Yes, I’m a friend of Charlie. We met before,” he replied in accented English. 

German, that’s it. The sound of his voice penetrated her thoughts, resonating in her head. “I thought so. I’m terribly sorry. I should be more careful. Are you sure you’re alright?”

He smiled a crooked smile, nodded yes, and stared back at her. 

“What about your bike?” she asked. 

He turned his attention to the bike, picked it up, and made a quick inspection of the handlebars, the pedals, and the wheels. “Good, all is good.”
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