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Aunt Ida’s parlor door swung open even before Lucy and I reached the bottom step. “I knew you were on your way, girls,” she said. “You sound like a stampede of horses clattering down those stairs!”


At least I’d made it to the bottom without crashing. I’d never worn a pair of high-heeled shoes before, so I hadn’t noticed how slippery our front staircase could be. I’d have to practice walking in these shoes before tomorrow. Who wants to make a fool of herself on Easter Sunday?


Lucy and I had on our fancy shoes for the final fitting of the new Easter dresses that Ida had made for us. Well, my sister’s was new, at least.


Mine was a hand-me-down that Ida had originally made for Lucy; I’d been admiring it for the past two years. It had been her first real grown-up dress, and now it was mine. Ida had altered it just enough to fit me perfectly. Then she had made it even lovelier by adding a gauzy, romantic white collar. Diaphanous, that’s what it was! (I’d found that word in the dictionary a few days before, and ever since then, I’d been looking for a way to use it.) Ida had freshened up my old broad-brimmed straw hat, too, with streamers to match the dress. Those ribbons flowed down my back like the beautiful hair of a princess.


I couldn’t help twirling in front of the mirror, not even caring that I was leaving myself wide open for Lucy to tease me about acting childish. But this time she didn’t tease. Instead, she joined right in, and together we danced in circles around Ida’s chair. Our fairy godmother, Ida, beamed and chuckled back at us.


A knock on the door interrupted us in the middle of our little celebration. It was Mom, just back from the last choir practice before tomorrow’s Easter service. Her rehearsal had ended early. She had been preparing to sing a splendid Easter solo, “I Know That My Redeemer Liveth.” When she’d practiced it at home, the beauty of the music and her fine, rich soprano voice had always brought me close to tears. She didn’t just get the notes right, and beautifully right; she made you feel the love and hope and comfort of knowing you were safe in a warm embrace. Mom says that her skill at showing emotion in her singing comes from the opera training she had had years ago, before she married Pop. There’s nobody in our church, nor in Foersterville, nor in all of Iroquois County, who comes close to her in bringing the music to life.


Mom settled down with the three of us for a few minutes. As she pulled up a chair next to Ida’s, she seemed tired and sad, not buoyant as she usually is when she has been singing.


“Pastor Warner burst into the hall just as I was finishing my solo,” she told us. “He was kind enough to say that it sounded pretty—”


Ida snorted. “Pretty! Is that the best he can do?” Then she looked at me. “Eleanor, you’re the word collector in this family. How would you describe your mother’s singing?”


I thought for a moment. “Ambrosial!”


Mom looked pleased at first but quickly got serious as she came to Pastor Warner’s defense: “He had other things on his mind just then, Ida. He was there to make an announcement—a distressing one. America has officially joined the Allies in the Great War. We are at war with Germany. Pastor Warner wants to make tomorrow’s service a more somber affair than any of us had anticipated.”


“But Mom!” said Lucy. “Tomorrow is Easter! Easter is still Easter, isn’t it?”


“You are right, dear. Easter is Easter, after all. But we’ll need to tone down the celebration, the show. Like the service, it should reflect the seriousness of the current situation. It would be best for us to avoid bright clothing at tomorrow’s service in honor of this momentous occasion.”


As she reported this news, my first thought was, War? What will that mean?


My second: What, no Easter finery?
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Just at dawn on Easter morning, I woke to a blast of wind blowing the rain (or was it sleet?) against our bedroom window. So much for pretty spring clothes, even if we hadn’t had to dress like mourners because of the war.


Dark brown woolen dress. Heavy lisle stockings. Mackintosh coat. Galoshes. Winter. War.


Before breakfast, the weather lightened up enough for Pop to head out to the backyard on his annual Easter quest—collecting six blooming crocuses, one for each of us to wear to church. Those modest little flowers would provide the only bit of color on this gloomy day.


After breakfast, we headed to the service. Mom had gone early since she had to be ready to march in with the choir. The rest of us formed a little parade up Verona Street: Pop led the way with Ida on his arm, followed by Lucy and our brother Francis. I trailed along behind.


Church began with “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” an odd way to open an Easter service. You’d expect to sing some kind of hallelujah hymn instead. But I love to sing anything, and sing it out loud and strong, so I supported those Christian soldiers with all my might. While we were singing, I noticed several members of the congregation looking quizzically around and whispering to each other, as if they hadn’t yet heard the news.


The reason for the choice of hymn became obvious to everyone when Pastor Warner, who is usually a mild-mannered gentleman at the pulpit (if more than a little boring, in my opinion), rose to give a real stem-winder of a sermon that made us all sit up and listen. His words had everything to do with war and nothing to do with Easter.


“The time for turning the other cheek is over!” he told us. “America must administer an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth! The German Empire has repeatedly taken advantage of our peaceable nature! Slaying our citizens! Sinking our ships! At last, Congress has declared that such heinous acts must stop! At last, we are at war against the German Empire!” he said. “At last, America has added our might to that of the Allies in the cause of virtue. Their Great War is now our Great War. Hallelujah!”


He talked about the Great Sacrifice that our boys must, like Christ Himself, be willing to make on behalf of Right. (At last, he was mentioning Jesus, if only to make a point about war.)


War. I wondered what it would mean to be at war. I looked across the pew to Ida, who did know, I thought.


Ida had lost her fiancé, Pop’s uncle Charles Foerster, during the Civil War—but not in it. Charles had been drafted as a Union soldier, but he didn’t want to fight. Ida agreed with him. She gave him all the money she had saved as a teacher. That made it possible for him to pay a substitute to go instead. Just three weeks later, though, he took sick with the pox and died. Ida has lived with our family ever since. She is so cheery and active that you would never guess she had such a tragedy in her past.


Except at a time like this. I had never seen her look so old and sad.


Mr. Warner ended his sermon by announcing that a rally of all the local citizens would take place next week. The brave young men who were willing to step forward would have a chance to sign up then, he said. A caravan from the Foersterville Automobile Club would drive the group to the Albany recruiting station, where they would get their physical examinations—and their orders to report.


The service ended with the national anthem, another Easter first, in my experience. And Mom never did get to sing her beautiful solo.


Lucy and I raced home. A big Easter dinner was coming up that afternoon, and we had much to do to prepare for it. Ida stayed, waiting for Mom to change out of her choir robe. Pop and Francis joined the men of the congregation for a while to chat among themselves—about the day’s big news, no doubt.


My first job before dinner was to set the big dining room table for eight—the six of us, plus Mom’s brother John, who never missed a Sunday dinner at our house if he could help it, and his roomer, Reid Shoemaker, who had nowhere else to go for the holiday.


Like Mom before them, John and Reid had both moved down to Foersterville from Yankee Hill, where the farms are rocky and the roads are muddy. Anybody who wants an education beyond the eighth grade still has to board down here in the valley during the school year. Mom had graduated from the Foersterville school years before her younger brother. She had persuaded John to follow her down from Yankee Hill as soon as he was old enough to go to high school. He had lived with our family then; that’s why I grew up thinking of him not as my uncle but as my much older brother.


Reid, on the other hand, is no relative of ours, according to Mom. (John disagrees. He says all the Yankee Hill folks are related—they just don’t keep records of how it happened.) Reid was nineteen years old that Easter—almost twenty, I think—and was only just finishing his third year of high school. Lucy told me he was very smart, though given his age, I had trouble believing that.


While we womenfolk were busy with meal preparations, the men arrived and settled in the parlor for a conversation before dinner. A preprandial conversation, I’d say. (Now there’s a good word!) From the dining room, I could hear their voices but not what they were talking about—even as the conversation grew louder and more animated. It was John who seemed to be doing most of the talking, full of exclamation points like Pastor Warner.


Soon Mom summoned everyone to dinner, and Ida and the menfolk took their places at the table. Mom, Lucy, and I brought forth the feast.


A whole ham was the centerpiece. Mom would have preferred a leg of lamb, her favorite meat, she says, but Pop has an aversion to lamb. She thinks it’s because he’s never eaten it rare, at its most delicious. But Pop hates the sight of blood on his plate, she says. She had served him lamb only once, early in their marriage. “Never again!” she would say. “Not after the fuss he raised.”


I once asked how she manages having to stay away from some of her favorite foods in order to please Pop. “Thank goodness for restaurants!” she told me with a wink.


While Pop served the ham, Lucy and I passed out the side dishes: scalloped potatoes, soft rolls from the bakery up the street, Ida’s special cranberry-apple-orange relish, fresh asparagus, carrots from last fall’s harvest.


Then Pop said grace—quickly, so that dinner would not grow cold.


Only after we had settled into our dinner did I begin to make sense of what the men had been talking about in the parlor.


It was war. Of course.


Pop’s dinner got cold while he kept making his argument. “This war was inevitable. Look at what they’ve done to goad us. Until recently, I believed that the German Empire could never be our enemy—after all, Germany is the ancestral homeland of many Americans—including, of course, all the leading families here in Iroquois County.”


“Some of them, not all,” John interjected. He tends to get a little prickly when he thinks the valley dwellers are looking down on his Yankee Hill folks. “Being richer doesn’t make you better,” he likes to say.


“But the Germans have perpetrated acts of war—”


“So have we—like sending weapons and ammunition to their enemies,” said John.


“Hush, John,” Mom replied, seeming to sense an escalation that might soon get out of control. “My main concern is whether the government institutes a draft. What will become of Francis’s dreams of going to Union College?”


Francis stifled a snort, or maybe just a cough, but said nothing. It made me begin to wonder if those dreams of Union College belonged more to Mom than to him.


“Money will not be a problem if it comes to that,” Pop replied. “We can pay for a substitute if we have to, just like—forgive me, Ida …”


Ida nodded slightly, pursing her lips, but said nothing.


Lucy cast a worried look across the table at Reid. “You’d probably be eligible for a draft too. If it comes to that, could you or your family get the money to …?”


“Not bloody likely!” he replied, prompting a disapproving look from Mom. I’d seen her give that look to Francis, too, when he made comments she thought were vulgar.


I studied Reid from across the table. He didn’t look a bit embarrassed about his faux pas. There was even a kind of wry look on his face, as if he enjoyed getting a rise out of us. Mom had been right. Reid was coarse.


Francis didn’t say anything during this whole conversation, but his eyes were bright and he seemed to take in every word.


John clenched his lips so hard that they disappeared. That no-lips look is always a sure sign he’s trying to keep himself from exploding. He didn’t talk for the longest time. But when he did, I could hear the rage in his voice. “Draft or no draft, we’ve got no business butting into this European war!” he said. “We’ve picked a fight with the Germans by supporting the Allies with loads of money and war goods. What reasonable response did they have except to defend themselves against our own warmongering? Everyone would have been a lot better off if we’d minded our own business and let the Europeans handle their problems on their own.”


“Watch what you say, John,” said Ida quietly. “You could be looking for trouble. This is a time when your pacifism may soon start to be seen as treason.”


A long, uncomfortable silence followed.


Mom broke it at last. Rising from the table, she said cheerily, “Well! It’s time to get on with our own show! Who is ready for a slice of Ida’s famous rhubarb pie?”


Everyone cheered and the party went on, almost as if nothing were out of the ordinary.


I was tired at the end of that long, turbulent day and went to bed early. I couldn’t help holding my beautiful dress up in front of the mirror before I got into my nightgown. I guess it had been kind of childish for me to get so wrapped up in my own appearance when the world I had always known seemed to be coming to an end. I wondered if the dress would still fit me when the Great War was over and celebrating life in pretty colors would once again seem appropriate.
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Lucy and I went back to school the next day. Another chilly, cloudy day it was, but late in the afternoon, the sun came out, if only for a few moments. I arrived at the kitchen door just in time to see the sunset cast a golden beam across the back porch and right across the kitchen. The sunlight fell on Ida as she stood by the stove preparing the family’s supper. At that moment, she glowed as if she were lit from within. She made me think of the lithograph that hangs in the hallway of my best friend Rosie’s house. The picture is of a saint—Saint Francis, I think. Birds have landed on his arms and shoulders, animals have gathered around his feet, and a beam of light glows down upon him. He looks awfully kind.


I gave Ida (my own saint) a hug, then started on my usual table-setting chore, this time at the kitchen table for the family supper.


“There’s been some excitement since you went to school this morning,” Ida told me. “Do you have any idea where your brother is?”


“Isn’t he at the mill with Pop?”


“No. He left here this forenoon just after you girls went to school, but he never got to the mill. Nobody has seen him all day. Your father told your mother and me about it during midday dinner. He was irritated that Francis was playing hooky from work, but your mother was beside herself. She said that she couldn’t help but think about Rags.”


I’d heard the story of Rags so many times I knew it by heart. Rags was a dog, a special pet who always ran with Francis when he was a little boy. One day—long before I can remember—Francis and Rags were tagging along with Uncle John, who was looking for coal and other treasures down by the railroad tracks. A train came by. It hit Rags and killed him. John and Francis raced home to tell Ida and Mom, but since John was so much bigger, he got there well ahead. “He’s dead! He’s been hit by the train!” John hollered. As John told the story, Mother stood there on the porch with her mouth hanging open in horror. But then Francis cleared the corner, bawling but healthy, and Mom fainted dead away.


“Ida!” I cried out. “Are you afraid that this time Francis got—”


“My land, no,” said Ida. “If the worst had happened, they would have found him by now. Three trains have come through here since morning, and no one has reported a thing. I believe now what I’ve believed all along. Something—who knows what—caught his fancy and he just followed it off. Remember, he’s been doing that now and then ever since he was a little boy. I can’t say as I blame him, though I must say it doesn’t bode well for a life as a businessman.”


“What you say reminds me of the incident with the invoices,” I told her. Pop had nearly fired Francis for sending all of one month’s bills to the wrong people. Francis had explained it as a simple error in alphabetizing the addressed envelopes as he prepared them for stuffing, but Pop wouldn’t let him forget about it—at home, and I suspected at work as well. “I wonder if that mistake had anything to do with his disappearance today.”


“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Ida replied. “Perhaps it was the incident itself, or perhaps Arthur’s strong reaction to it. Or it could have been something else entirely. One never knows with Francis. I’m not certain that he knows himself.”


It wasn’t long before the family started to assemble for supper. Lucy was still exhilarated from her drama club rehearsal. Mom came in from her afternoon garden club meeting, and Pop arrived all pale and dusty with flour from the mill. The train went through as we sat down for supper. I looked at Mom as the whistle blew. She had tears in her eyes. Nobody said anything about Francis. I guess we were all waiting for someone else to bring him up.


We didn’t have to. Five minutes later, we heard running footsteps on the stairs to the back porch. The door opened and slammed shut, and into the kitchen burst Francis, his cheeks rosy from exertion and the evening chill. Or maybe from joy. He looked downright beautiful at that moment, his face glowing with pride—like a young god or a hero.


“Guess where I’ve been!”


“Interesting you should bring that up,” said Mom coolly, having recovered her composure upon seeing that her only son was safe. “We have been speculating on that very subject ever since you vanished this morning.”


“Don’t be sore, Mom. You’ll be proud of me, I promise. I was walking across the bridge this morning on my way to the mill. I heard the Albany train coming down the valley toward the station. I asked myself—is it more important for me to be a clerk in Pop’s flour mill or to show my patriotism by becoming a soldier?”


Gasps all around. Even Ida, who had predicted much of this, looked stunned.


“I wanted to get the jump on all those local boys who will be signing up at the end of the week. I wanted to be the first! So I took the train to Albany. I talked to the recruiter. I had a physical exam. I signed the papers, and I’ll be leaving for training camp in Massachusetts at the end of the week. That’s a little sooner than I’d had in mind, but why not go now? It’s better than sitting around waiting to be drafted. I’d planned to come home on the 3:40 train, but I stopped to celebrate with a couple of other fellows who’d signed up with me.”


“Celebrate? Drinking?” Mom looked aghast.


“Well, yes. But just a beer. Or two.” He stood up erect like a soldier at attention. “And I am almost nineteen years old. And I am an army man.”
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Even though John Sims is my uncle, I never call him that. I call him just plain John. He is a lot younger than Mom, closer in age to my brother Francis than to his own sister. John is thirty-one years old and still a bachelor. He is like a great big brother to me—the kind of brother you can take advice from.


John is the best photographer in town—and I don’t say that just because we’re related. He really is the best. He takes portrait photos, some of them hand colored like the ones of Mom and Pop above the parlor mantle. He also takes all the school pictures and just about all the wedding pictures—at least for couples who are married in our church. He also makes postal cards of local views and sells them at Mr. Lloyd’s stationery shop up the street. John is quite famous around here.


He sometimes lets me help when he has a big job. He says I’m his best assistant because he believes I have talent. “You’re a budding artist,” he told me once. “You have an eye for composing photos and a careful hand for making them even better in the darkroom.”


I think he flatters me—he’s the one who showed me all the tricks I know. Still, I do puff up a little when he says such things.


“Believe me, Ellie. I’ve tried teaching all your predecessors too. But you’re the one who has learned. You’re the artist. Sometimes I think you’ll be more of an artist than I am.”


On Friday, April 13, John had his most important photography job ever. The recruiting rally that Pastor Warner told us about on Sunday had grown into an even bigger event during the week, beginning with a parade honoring Iroquois County’s first recruit—my own brother, Francis. Pop told me afterward that it was the longest parade Foersterville had ever seen. Almost a thousand people took part—that’s half the population of the village! Everybody else in town, it seemed—and plenty from the countryside as well—stood waving their flags along the parade route, which started at the high school playing field and continued all the way down to the depot, arriving a couple of hours before Francis’s train was due. There the parade ended, and the speeches began.


For the parade itself, John and I set up our camera equipment on soapboxes and stepladders smack in the middle of Iroquois Avenue, just short of where everyone would turn left down Verona Street toward the train station. The marchers came toward us head-on, and we stood high enough to show a whole block’s worth of them in one photo. Usually, John shoots parades from one of the apartments over Braun Brothers’ Dry Goods. Those pictures come out okay, but sometimes you see more of the tops of people’s heads than their faces. Shooting from the middle of the street was my idea. John liked it even though we nearly got knocked off our perch by the spirited team that pulled the firemen’s pumper wagon.


As usual, Mayor and Mrs. Heinz led the parade in their bright red runabout all decked with bunting. He was so busy waving and smiling at all the voters that I was afraid he would forget he was driving and run right into John and me in the middle of the street. As it happened, he passed by a little too close, but not enough to graze our platform.


After the Heinzes came two automobiles full of old Civil War veterans in moth-eaten blue uniforms; some of the men looked to be nodding off even in the midst of the ruckus. They were followed by middle-aged veterans from the last war, the one with Spain. Some of them were marching, and others rode on horseback. They seemed quite prosperous, judging from the tight fit of their uniforms. Then came a ragtag fife and drum corps that hadn’t practiced enough before the big event. Then a whole raft of school kids from first grade through the high school and teacher-training classes, all marching with their teachers. My best friend, Rosie Fairfax, gave me a smile and a nudge as she passed by with her ninth-grade classmates. After the students came the town fire brigade. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union all dressed in white frocks, the Daughters of the American Revolution in shades of staid gray with lace, the garden club, the Knights of Columbus, the Masons and the Eastern Star, the Epworth League, and bringing up the rear, the Automobile Club. Just about all the organizations in town were represented.


Mom, who belongs to nearly every club that admits women, would have had a hard time figuring out which group to march with if she hadn’t had an even better choice. She and Pop rode in the place of honor, after the clubs and before the village band, in Doc Baker’s cream-colored Franklin roadster. What luxury! Mom must have loved it. She and Pop sat in back, tucked under lap robes. Between them stood Francis himself in his new white woolen suit (a perfect match for the color of the car), grinning, waving, and tossing chocolates and kisses to the crowd, who threw flowers and kisses back at him. He looked like a dashing movie hero, and he seemed to love every minute of his fans’ adulation. I was ever so proud of him.


As soon as the parade itself began to peter out, John and I gathered our gear and started down Verona to the depot so as not to miss the speeches. To tell the truth, it wasn’t the speeches we wanted to catch, but pictures of them.


We passed our house on the way to the station. It was a surprise not to see Ida outside watching the parade. Whenever anything happens in town, you find her there on the porch, sitting in the big green rocking chair and doing her fancywork. Ida never misses a thing. What she doesn’t see herself from the front porch, people come by and tell her about. Or else she just knows.


“Where’s Ida?” I wondered aloud. “It’s not like her to miss a parade. Should we check in on her, John? She might be sick.”


“I’d say no. I believe Ida has her own reasons for not joining in.”


I considered everything I knew about Ida. “She misses Uncle Charles? She’s mad at Francis? Or worried that he might get hurt?”


John sighed. “Probably all true. But if I know Ida, there’s more to it than that. Ida and I are a lot alike.”


“You and Ida?” That’s what people say about me. I kind of think of Ida as mine that way.


“I’d say so. If I didn’t have to be here in all this patriotic whoop-de-do, I’d stay out of it too. I think it’s stupid. Or worse.”


“What’s stupid?”


“These herds of people following your brother to the train station, waving flags, and making as if he’s the bravest boy in the world. He has no idea what he’s getting into. Neither do they—and yet they flock behind him as if he’s the Pied Piper. I shouldn’t say this to you.” He cut himself short.


“I thought you were fond of Francis.”


“I am. But he’s acting like a damn fool, making a reckless decision out of nothing more than boredom. And Foersterville acts like he’s a hero! It’s bad for him, it’s bad for our town, and it’s bad for the whole country, this stupid Great War. You’ll see.”


“That doesn’t sound patriotic to me.”


“Most people would agree with you on that; it doesn’t make them right. I’m sorry I said all this to you, Eleanor. You know that you and your family are very dear to me. It’s the war that makes me mad.”


“I understand,” I lied.


“Do me a favor, El, and keep my comments to yourself for now. I don’t want trouble over this.”


“Sure, John.” But I wasn’t sure of anything—what he meant, what this had to do with Ida, what I thought of it. I put wondering away for the time being. We still had work to do.


I didn’t pay much attention to what the speakers said, except to notice that each one seemed more long-winded than the last. We were busy taking pictures. We got a shot of the band playing “The Star-Spangled Banner” with the crowd singing along heartily, but we missed photographing the opening prayer by the Lutheran minister because we had to stand there with our eyes closed like everybody else. Anyway, it doesn’t seem fair to take photos of folks with their eyes shut tight—on purpose, I mean.


Mayor Heinz gave a lofty address calling on us all to sacrifice as brave Francis Foerster was preparing to do. Some of the young men in the audience—especially the ones who had just signed up themselves—seemed to get pretty worked up as he spoke, but others, I must say, were paying more attention to Lucy, who looked to be flirting with the entire village band. Especially Reid Shoemaker, who sometimes fills in on cymbals. What she sees in him, I cannot fathom. He’s short and broad-shouldered with black-black hair and eyes and pale-pale skin. He has a crooked smile, almost a sneer, and heavy brows that form angular peaks like housetops over his eyes. Downright Mephistophelian, I’d say, and Rosie agrees with me. I don’t like it when he looks my way—he seems to peer right inside me and laugh at what he sees. Add to all that the fact that he’s almost twenty, a little older than Francis, and he’s in Lucy’s class, two years behind where he ought to be. How could she make cow eyes at him like that? It embarrassed me.


Father O’Connor’s benediction was interrupted by a train whistle up the valley and a great whoop from the crowd. All eyes popped open to see the high point of the whole event. John and I scrambled to get the best angle for the pictures. The troop train huffed into the station at last and slowed to a halt. Every girl in town blew Francis a kiss as he boarded the train, and they all pelted him with flowers too. All, that is, save Bess Welk, who seemed to understand Francis better than anyone else. She handed him a sandwich. We got pictures of all these events.


But wait a minute! My brother was leaving, maybe forever. In all the uproar, I’d forgotten to bid him goodbye. I ran up to the outside of the car as he was tucking his valise into the overhead rack. I reached toward his hand in the open window; our fingers just touched as the train started to move. “I love you!” I said.


“I love you too!” he called as the train pulled out of the station.


John and I got a few more shots, mostly of fellows as they signed up for the trip to the recruiting station. Then the crowd started to disperse, so we packed our gear and headed off to the studio.


I spent the rest of the day with John, developing the images and picking the best ones. I’d drop those off at the newspaper office on my way home. There wasn’t much talk while we worked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk with John just yet.
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