
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Angel of Mercy

        

        
        
          WWI Trilogy, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Melina Druga

        

        
          Published by Sun Up Press, 2021.

        

    


Sun Up Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

This eBook is not to be copied, shared or sold.  Downloading pirated eBooks is a crime.  Neither the author nor the publisher receives payment from pirated books.

Copyright 2019 by Melina Druga

Melina Druga

www.melinadruga.com

Editor:  John Druga

Cover art: Sun Up Press



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1914



[image: ]




I hate not Germans, nor grow hot

with the love of Englishmen, to please the newspapers.

– From This is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong by Edward Thomas
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Chapter 1
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“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? 
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