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A Note to the Reader


During the Second World War, U-boats (Unterseeboot, or “undersea boat”) were called the greatest threat to Allied victory, and it was common knowledge that “wolf packs” of U-boats patrolled the many nooks and crannies along Canada’s east coast. In May 1942, U-213 navigated the great Fundy tide and quietly delivered Lieutenant A. Langbein, a German spy, to a tiny inlet in New Brunswick. The same month, U-553 surfaced in the Saint John Harbour and spied for five days, sending wireless transmissions to Germany every night without anyone taking notice. Between 1942 and 1944, fifteen U-boats infiltrated Canadian waters, sinking twenty-three ships. This became known as the Battle of the Gulf of St. Lawrence.

Along the Eastern Shore of Nova Scotia, legends persist about U-boats skulking in our deep harbours, and one tale in particular offers an interesting twist. The locals tell an unlikely—but ostensibly true—story about a dance in late 1942 that was attended by a few unexpected guests. Evidently craving social interaction outside their own crew, a half dozen or so German sailors left their U-boat one chilly evening and took advantage of the opportunity to temporarily forget about the war and enjoy a night of entertainment instead. How could their commander have allowed this unorthodox lapse of discipline? We don’t know. What conversations might the sailors and the locals have had in that dimly lit community hall? Did anyone risk a dance with the visitors? Again, we’ll never know. But we can imagine the possibilities.



PROLOGUE

September 1939

The bittersweet truth these days was that there was a lot less laundry to hang. Standing on tiptoe, Grace clipped her father’s blue-checked shirt to the line, then reached for the next. The wind saw her working and rushed in to help, turning the shirts to balloons and flapping the sleeves so they seemed to wave towards the sea, and she paused from her work to appreciate the moment.

Sunlight sparkled off the water like diamonds, and a fishing boat drifted by. Grace had seen all kinds of boats in her twenty-one years living on Bakers Point. She’d watched the small in-shore fishing boats leave before sunrise and return in the dark of night, and she’d been aboard dories, schooners, rowboats, and canoes. Most were simple crafts past their primes, badly in need of paint and patching, but others were more impressive. These days all of them were overshadowed by the distant silhouettes of destroyers patrolling the shoreline. Those were quite a sight, and one Grace could not bear to watch.

Once upon a time her parents had sailed from Halifax all the way here, to East Jeddore, on a small white schooner with three young orphaned boys they’d rescued from the shattered debris of the Halifax Explosion. A few months later, Grace had come along and become their sister. As a family they’d built the fish plant, which supported not only them but the fishermen along the shore. Things sure had changed since then.

Grace picked up another shirt, pinned it roughly to the line, and reached for the next.

Her brothers were all grown up now, riding ugly metal ships somewhere, taking separate paths to a faraway war, while she stayed home to gut fish and babysit.

Harry was with the merchant marine, transporting supplies for the Allies. Blinded in one eye by the Halifax Explosion twenty years before, he hadn’t been able to join the Royal Canadian Navy like his twin brother. Eugene was aboard the destroyer HMCS Sackville. His job was to hunt the greatest threat in the war: the German submarines. Just thinking of U-boats made Grace shudder. The creatures reminded her of sharks, the way they prowled silently beneath convoys of merchant ships like Harry’s, shadowing their prey until they could take them out one by one.

The twins had always loved the sea, rode it like they were born to it, but their younger brother Norman stayed away from the water whenever he could.

“I don’t like not knowing what’s under my feet,” he said once. “The ocean’s black and deep and filled with creatures I don’t want to meet. Sure, I can live by the water, but when it comes right down to it, I’d rather not live on it.”

So he’d chosen the army. Her father had tried everything to talk him out of it, even speaking unexpectedly about his own horrible experiences in the Great War. He’d said the glory of invading the land was nothing when compared to the hell of being left to die on a burnt-out field, his severed leg lying a few feet away.

But Norman’s mind was set. “I’m not you, Dad. You’ll see. I’ll come back in one piece. But I won’t do that until I’ve blown a few Nazis to kingdom come.”

And off he’d gone to enlist.

How could it have only been two weeks since they’d all gathered around the Halifax Harbour and said goodbye?

“Come on, Grace,” Norman had said. “No more crying. I’ll be back before you know it. Hey, maybe by then you’ll have finally found a man. But don’t get married without me, okay? I want to be at that party.”

She’d almost laughed at that. Some of her friends were already married with children. Grace, well, she’d never even been kissed. Worse than that, she’d never met a boy she wanted to kiss. To make her brother happy, she’d wiped her tears and smiled bravely up at him. Then he’d turned and boarded his ship.

The three Baker boys waved farewell from the decks, standing sharp and proud in their uniforms, their copper hair shining in the sun. Everyone on the docks flapped white handkerchiefs, then used them to dab away tears. Long after she’d lost sight of her brothers, Grace stood watching, wondering what they were thinking. She knew they were courageous, and she understood that their efforts to defeat the hateful German forces were important. She was so proud of them. They were much braver than she could ever be. Really, they were much more everything than she was.

With them gone, what am I supposed to do?

Tucking her hair back under her kerchief, she bent to pick up her basket, then hoisted it onto one hip. She scanned the water one more time, but she knew she wouldn’t see the answer she sought.

She’d never promised Norman she’d stop crying. Couldn’t have promised that in a million years. But she’d smiled through the agony as she’d waved farewell to him and the others. She’d smiled for the children and their parents when they were weak. But when she was alone—which felt like most of the time—she let the tears come.

Everyone said the war would be over quick. That they’d be home soon. Grace tried hard to believe them, to convince herself it wasn’t so bad. But as she made her way to the house, she felt a familiar sinking sensation in her gut. It was hard to believe anything would ever be the same again.



PART ONE




Grace Baker




ONE

August 1942

The heat was a living thing, and cicadas screeched maniacally from hidden perches. Sunlight streamed through the leaves overhead, painting polka dots on the road under Grace’s feet, and she felt a bead of perspiration run down her back. July had been wet and miserable, but the closer they got to the end of the summer, the hotter and dryer it became. Like summer figured it was running out of time and had better make an impression while it still could. The only thing that had saved her during her long shift at Gardner’s Store today was the brand new General Electric fan, all sixteen glorious rotating inches of it. If she could have stood in front of that thing the entire day she would have, not the least bit worried about how it tangled her hair. After all, it wouldn’t matter if her hair was a mess if she died from overheating, she reasoned.

By the end of her shift she had become so attached to the fan that she’d decided to buy one for the family and carry it home. In these days of patched dresses and mended stockings, it felt good to buy something new. She wished they could take care of a few more things, like change the wallpaper in the sitting room, do more than cover the hole in the couch with a blanket, but times were tight and manpower was scarce. The damn war had raged on for three years and it was hard on everyone. At least today, she could replace their broken fan.

She paused in the middle of the road to set down the box and wipe sweat off her forehead. The fan was heavy, but it’d be worth it. Her parents would be so relieved—once they got over the shock of her spending a week’s wages on this kind of luxury. They could put their feet up after a long day and relax in the refreshing cool air, just like the whole family used to do. Except it would only be the three of them this time. How long before Eugene, Harry, and Norman feel the wind of this fan on their faces? she wondered.

Her family tried not to talk too much about the boys, about what they might be doing, feeling, seeing. And often that meant they didn’t talk at all. A few months after they had gone, the oppressive silence had gotten so much heavier because her uncle Tommy had gone and done the unthinkable: lost at sea. He’d been out fishing like the Bakers had done for generations, but his boat had come back empty, carrying nothing but stories it couldn’t tell.

“The sea can be a cruel, cruel mistress,” her stiff-lipped father had said at the funeral, “but my brother loved her anyway. Maybe she just—” He’d pressed his fingers hard to his brow, then taken a determined breath before speaking again. “Maybe she just loved him so much she couldn’t do without him anymore.”

Lost at sea, they called it. Lost. Grace could almost imagine what that had been like for him, because for the past three years that’s how she had felt. Like her mind had filled with the same cold, unrelenting murk that had swallowed her uncle, and she couldn’t see her way through.

The war was not going well. The Nazis had taken over much of Europe, and America still wasn’t fighting. It seemed Canada was the only ally providing any help at all to the struggling British. In the summer of 1941 Germany had attacked Russia, breaking an earlier pact, but Russia had refused to crumble. Then December had come, and Japan had roared through the sky and dropped screaming bombs on Pearl Harbour. Her father said the Japs had hoped to cripple American forces with that attack, but they had done just the opposite. Finally, finally, the American hive had been jostled enough, and the red, white, and blue hornets had burst out of their nest to fight back with a vengeance.

But nothing had changed for her brothers. Harry and Eugene were still floating on the Atlantic, and Norman was somewhere in Europe, getting shot at. Did they ever get used to it? To the explosions and bullets intended for them? How could anyone? She got letters from all three boys fairly regularly, but as much as she loved the missives they were still just pencil on paper. She would give anything to wrap her arms around the real things, to listen to them tease and laugh. That was the one thing she prayed for: to have them home again.

“Remember,” she muttered to the sky, “I’m talking about all three brothers. Just sending me one or two will not do.”

Not much had changed for Grace, either, other than working at the store. She woke up before the sun had risen, got dressed, fed herself, did her chores, then went to work and came home again in time to help her mother make supper.

“Men are dying by the thousands, and I sell groceries,” she grumbled to the trees. “My brothers are being shot at, and I do laundry.”

She got to a break in the trees and the heat from above hit her full force, as did a hovering throng of black flies. Flapping one hand around her head and hanging tight to the fan with the other, she sprinted far enough that the vicious bugs couldn’t keep up, but it was too hot to run any farther.

When she finally walked into the house she spotted her father on his favourite chair in the sitting room, reading the paper. The radio was halfway through “Sleepy Lagoon” and Harry James’s trumpet was soaring. Her father looked so comfortable she debated disturbing him, but then she noticed the sweat trickling down the side of his face.

“Do I have a surprise for you!” she declared. She crouched with her back to him, not wanting him to know what was in the box yet.

“Good day at work?” he asked, turning a page.

“Oh, sure. Same old thing. But this,” she said, whirling around with the fan in her hands, “is going to change everything!”

His reaction was worth much more than what she’d paid for the fan. Quick as she could she plugged it in and aimed it directly at him. He closed his eyes and exhaled, long and satisfied.

“Better?”

He closed the rattling newspaper. “My darling daughter, you are a genius.”

The Bakers were one of the few families in the area lucky enough to have electricity. Just before the war started, her father, brothers, and uncles had helped build the power line coming from Lakeville, setting poles through Jeddore. The first time the family had gathered around that brand new lamp, they had pulled the chain, then cheered when electric light filled the room. It was still an extravagance, and she loved it.

Grace settled in the chair next to her father’s and shut her eyes as well, savouring the cool air as it tickled her face. They sat in blissful silence for a few moments, but the quiet reminded her—as it always did—of all the voices she didn’t hear anymore.

“I miss them, Dad. Still.”

“Three years is a long time,” he agreed, “but not long enough to forget, thank God.”

She wasn’t looking at him, wasn’t looking at anything really, but from the corner of her eye she was aware of him watching her. Now was as good a time as any to ask what she’d been wondering for so long, but the words were harder to say than she’d expected.

“Do you wish I’d gone too?”

She’d asked herself that question so many times. Should she go? Did she want to go, or was she too afraid? Or was it simply that she was selfish?

Her father sat up taller. “Absolutely not.”

“I mean I still could,” she went on, staring at her lap. “Not actually fighting, obviously, but a lot of women are volunteering as Wrens, doing whatever’s needed. Should I do that?”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“Sometimes I think maybe I should.” She slumped. “It’s not like I’m doing anything important here. I just work at a store. Everyone else is fighting for our country, making a difference.”

“What do you wish you were doing?”

“I don’t know. Something useful.”

“We need you, Grace. You are essential around here. When you’re not at the store, you’re working here, helping your mom, your aunts, the children. You help me at the plant, too. I can’t think of a single aspect of this place that you don’t help with.”

“Really?”

“Certainly.” He cleared his throat. “And when all the work’s done, the truth is I feel better knowing you’re safe here with us. So I guess you’re helping me that way, too. Of course, I really don’t know what your mother would do without you.”

“Maman would be fine.”

He thought about that. “She’s strong, but she needs you.”

Maman needed her. The children, the aunts, the business, the store, all needed her. If that was true, then why did she feel so guilty all the time?

“Does it ever bother you that I’m not married?”

“No. You’ll marry when you’ve found a man that means something to you. The truth is, none of the boys out here are good enough for you.”

That was nice to hear, but it didn’t really help.

“When you get around to it, my Grace, your babies are going to be beautiful.”

“Dad!”

He winked. “Don’t worry. Someone’s gonna come around sometime, and he’s going to knock your socks off.”

“You really think so?”

“Sure. But he’s gonna have to knock my socks off, too. I’m not letting you run off with just any Tom, Dick, or Harry. You’re too special for that. You’re my girl.”

Was it silly for a woman of twenty-four to still cherish those words from her father? She didn’t care. She leaned over and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

“I love you too, princess.”

There was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” she said, rising and heading down the hall.

Grace opened the door, giving the pale young delivery boy standing there a cheery hello. Then her eyes fell to his hand.

“Dad?” she whispered. She tried again, louder this time. “Dad?”

She heard him get up, grab his crutch from beside his chair. He came down the hall towards her: step, tap, step, tap, his pace quickening when he spotted the figure in the doorway. When he finally stood before him, the boy wouldn’t meet his eyes. He placed a small envelope in her father’s hand, touched his cap, then turned and fled.

Her father’s expression had gone completely blank, and he wouldn’t look at Grace. He opened the envelope, his fingers moving very slowly, as if there was nothing in the world to worry about. She knew he didn’t want to scare her, but he couldn’t help that now. She had heard of these telegrams. She had prayed they would never, ever see one in her house. But here it was.

He read the paper; it trembled in his hand. “Get your mother, Grace.”

She flew out the door to find her, and moments later the three of them crowded together in the hallway.

“What is it, Danny?” Audrey asked.

“Norman was at Dieppe,” he said, lifting his eyes. In minutes, he had aged ten years. “He’s dead.”



TWO

Norman is dead.

Those three words whispered through Grace’s head, squeezed through the crack in her heart. After three months they were still there, pushing and tearing, building scars upon scars. They would always be there. But not Norman. Norman was buried in a cemetery in France along with hundreds of other dead Canadian soldiers. Norman was never coming home.

The house felt like a tomb. These days her mother spent a great deal of time in her room, behind a closed door. Her father stayed out at the plant, sometimes not coming in until long after dark. Norman’s widow, Gail, rarely looked anyone in the eye anymore. Life within the old walls had never been this quiet.

Outside those walls, the war had gotten louder. It crept closer every day, practically washing up on their beach. Just a month ago, a Nazi sub had sunk the SS Caribou, the passenger ferry that travelled between Newfoundland and Sydney. A hundred and thirty-seven souls lost, mostly women and children just trying to get home. That attack had made front-page news across the country. It had convinced the rest of Canada—any who hadn’t figured it out yet—that they truly were at war.

To make everything worse, winter was on its way. Most of the time it felt like everything around Grace was smothered under a mantle of cold, clammy fog—or maybe it was she who was stuck inside, barely seeing out. The long stretches of grey days wore her down. The only place she felt alive was at the store. There she could distract herself with sweeping and dusting, stocking shelves and placing orders, listening to customers’ stories when they were offered. Only then could she remember briefly what it felt like to be herself. She tried very hard not to let her unhappiness show. People already had more than enough troubles these days, and she was determined to keep hers to herself, to bury them whenever she was around people. On her walk home from work she dropped the mask for a while, but she always made sure to slip it back on as soon as she opened the front door.

“I’ve invited Linda for supper, Maman,” she called, closing the door behind them. She and her best friend crowded into the front hall, peeling off wet coats and hats and slipping out of their boots. Being around Linda helped sometimes—when her friend was in a good mood, anyway. When Linda was down she dragged everyone with her, but she was cheerful that night, and Grace hoped her mood could rub off on her a bit. “We bumped into each other at the store.”

In the sitting room, Gail and Grace’s mother were sitting with Catherine, Eugene’s wife. They were already tucked in for the evening, knitting by the fire, the little ones playing at their feet. The Philco played big band tunes in the background, and the comforting aroma of corned beef and cabbage filled the air.

“How nice,” her mother said. “How are you, Linda?”

“I’m fine, thanks, Mrs. Baker.”

“The new Eaton’s catalogue came in,” Grace offered brightly. She and Linda settled in next to baskets filled with big skeins of grey yarn, and Grace handed her friend a pair of needles. They’d all been knitting socks for years; after they finished outfitting the local fishermen, the rest were sent overseas.

Linda set her needles to the side and picked up the Eaton’s catalogue instead.

“How was work today, Grace?” Catherine asked.

“The same as always, I guess. I moved things around a little.”

“Mrs. Gardner doesn’t object when you change things?”

“She probably doesn’t even notice,” Linda muttered, flipping a page.

Grace shot her friend a look. “She lets me do what I want for the most part. I convinced her a while back to take catalogue orders for customers, and I rearrange the shelves so whatever’s in demand is easy to find. I like doing things like that. And Mrs. Gardner, well, she—”

“She’s talking to herself more than to the customers these days,” Linda finished for her.

Leave it to Linda to bring up the elephant in the room.

Her mother cleared her throat. “Life gets more difficult as you get older, and Mrs. Gardner’s been alone for so long, what with her husband’s passing ten years ago. What a sin that God never chose to bless them with any children. I can only imagine how tiring it is for her, being on her own. I’m sure she appreciates your help.”

For a while now, Grace had had a bad feeling the sweet old woman was more than just tired, but she was glad the bulk of the responsibilities at Gardner’s General Store had fallen on her shoulders. It was a popular place around the area, and she enjoyed keeping it that way. The store’s shelves were always full to the brim with everything from a needle to an anchor, apples to butter. Gardner’s had it all, and if it didn’t, Grace was always happy to order it.

“Would you look at these dresses?” Linda gushed, tapping the page. “How lovely!”

Her mother peered over, and the lamplight caught the faded line of her scar. Grace hadn’t noticed it in a while. A shard of glass had cut straight across one cheek during the Explosion, narrowly missing her mother’s eye and taking part of one ear. The cut had healed cleanly, but every time Grace saw it she felt a twinge of sympathy for the girl her mother had been.

“They’re nice,” Audrey acknowledged, “but there’s nowhere to wear them around here.”

“I bet those Wren girls wear things like this when they’re not working.”

“Wren?”

“Oh, you know about them, Maman. The WRCNS—Women’s Royal Canadian Naval Service.” Grace scowled at a tangle in the wool, plucked it free with a finger. “They’re doing the odd jobs now that the men are all gone.”

“Not just odd jobs,” Linda clarified. “Women drive trucks and cabs, too. Even work with secret codes! Wouldn’t that be exciting?”

“They’re still hiring switchboard operators,” Grace reminded her. “Ever think of joining them?”

Linda shook her head, traded the catalogue for the wool. “Who would take care of us up here?”

“What’s it like, running the switchboard?” Gail asked, surprising everyone by speaking up. “And being by yourself all day.”

“I like it,” Linda replied. Not a lot of places along the shore had telephones yet, but any that did went through the local switchboard. It was run by Linda’s family out of their house, which also served as the post office.

“Don’t you get lonely?”

“Lonely? No, no. People call me all day long. I’m never alone.”

“Oh, I see. Of course,” Gail said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Catherine’s mouth twitched. “You must hear some pretty interesting things in your job.”

“Oh, I hear plenty of things I probably shouldn’t.”

“What kinds of things?”

“Oh, you know. Some people just say hello, and I connect them to whoever they want, but others are just ridiculous. They act as if they have a big secret, then they tell me all about it as if I had asked. And that’s before they even ask to be connected. After that I’m certainly not the only one who hears things. People are always picking up on the party line even when they aren’t being called. People are always listening in when they’re not supposed to.”

Catherine lifted her daughter onto her knee. “I imagine you hold a lot of secrets in that head of yours, Linda.”

Audrey clucked her tongue with disapproval, and Grace rushed to defend Linda.

“It’s entertainment, Maman. Just like the stories on the radio. You know that show Nazi Eyes on Canada that we listen to every week? That Nazi spy they talk about, Colin Ross, isn’t real. None of the stories are true—”

“Thank heavens for that!” Gail interjected.

“—but loads of people tune in to listen. Imagine those people who call Linda, sharing all their stories and secrets.”

Grace and Linda glanced sideways at each other. “Sometimes it’s fun to think of doing it, you know? Writing them down, I mean.”

Her mother’s hands fell to her lap. “You would never do that, would you, Linda?”

“Of course I wouldn’t. Don’t you worry about me, Mrs. Baker. My lips are sealed.” She paused. “But speaking of secrets, did you hear what Captain MacLellan said the other day about security? He said that so many people in Halifax and Dartmouth are blabbing on about our defences that the German spies probably have to hire extra people to write it all down.”

“Well, he’s right,” Audrey said shortly. “No one should spread rumours, whether they’re about the war or not. People are entitled to their secrets.”

The side door squawked open. “Everything is very quiet in here,” Grace’s father said warily, entering the room. The familiar reek of fish clung to him like the scales he handled all day long. His arms and hands were powdery white, cracked by salt. “Always makes me nervous when you ladies aren’t going on about something.” Danny turned towards Audrey. “How is my beautiful wife?”

Her fingers were still working, but her face relaxed. “ ‘Beautiful’ indeed. You need your eyes checked.”

“Most beautiful girl in the world,” he said fondly.

How he loved her, Grace thought. Her father could be a hard man, stubborn as well, but when he looked at her mother he softened. Sometimes Grace wondered about their story. She knew it had been traumatic—they’d met during the Great War, then lost each other during the Great Explosion—but a small part of her thought it must also have been exciting and romantic.

“Any mail?” her father asked.

“Oh!” Grace hopped to her feet and ran back to the door. She’d been too distracted by the catalogue and Linda’s stories. She handed the envelope to Catherine. “How could I forget? A letter from Eugene.”

Catherine lit up as she opened the envelope. She drew out two folded letters and handed one to Audrey.

“This one is for you, Mrs. Baker. You should read it to the family. Eugene sent me a separate one.”

“What a thoughtful husband,” Audrey said, smiling at the paper in her hands. “Well, at least stay and listen to this one before you go.”

“Of course. I never get enough of his letters.”

Audrey’s eyes lifted to Danny’s. “Eugene.” It was more of a sigh than a statement.

“The children will be hungry,” Gail said, getting swiftly to her feet and reaching for her sweater.

There was no reason for Gail to stay and listen. Her husband would never send her another letter. Grace thought of the stack of letters Norman had sent to the family. They were all tied up tight with a blue ribbon now, gathering dust in her parents’ bedroom.

No one said anything until the door creaked closed behind Gail, and even then it took a moment. The sense of awkwardness she left in her wake was still new to the family. When Norman had been alive, Gail’s laughter had rung through the house and across the yard. Just one more sound that no longer echoed through their days.

Her mother stared at Eugene’s letter until Gail’s footsteps had faded away, then she opened the envelope and stared a few seconds longer, savouring every pencil stroke. Grace sat on her fingers, lips glued together. She was impatient to hear the words that said he was safe, that he was all right. When her mother cleared her throat, Grace closed her eyes, trying to hear her brother’s voice while her mother read aloud.

November 15, 1942

Dear Family,

I hope this letter reaches you before Christmas, because then I can say “Merry Christmas!” and not sound like a dolt. Feels like it’s already passed, with all the parcels I got from you this week. Thanks loads for the new socks, Maman, and I know that sweater was from you, baby sister. Thanks to you two, I’m toasty even on the coldest nights. I already sent Catherine a letter thanking her for her package. Did you know she sent me a book and a cake as well as shaving cream? What a girl. I’ll be all clean shaven and smelling good for a change. Too bad I can’t say the same for some of the other boys!

It looks like I’ll be on the water for Christmas Day. Some of the others are staying in England, but I’m posted on the next ship. I’m hoping Father Christmas brings us nothing but clear sailing all the way. Rumour has it we’ll be feasting on chicken with all the trimmings. It’s not Maman’s delicious spread, but it’s better than nothing. Maybe next year I’ll get to sit at that table with you all again.

Just wishing for that makes me think of Norman. I know it’s not cheerful Christmas talk, but I can’t help thinking of him. Out here every one of us knows guys who won’t go home again, and in general we don’t talk about that. Almost like it’s a curse if we do. But I’m hoping that doesn’t count in a letter home, because writing to you is almost like talking to you, and I miss that a lot. Every time I think of home, I think of Norman and feel that big empty space where he should be. I’m so sad for Gail and the kids, and I’m so sad for the rest of us. Norman was one of the best men I ever knew, and this Christmas I hope he’s looking down on us and missing us even half as much as we miss him.

Hard to believe we’ve been out here three years. If you asked, I’d say that sometimes I’m actually glad I signed up, because I can’t imagine sitting at home and watching the war from the couch. But most of the time I’m calling myself a fool. I’d love to be miles away from all this right now, even if it meant I was stinking of fish. Don’t get me wrong. I’m fine, really, and I’m safe. But it does get tiresome. I miss you all like nobody’s business, and I hate knowing that me and Harry make you worry so much. Keep your chins up. It’s not so bad most of the time.

If I don’t get a chance to write again before the big day, I wish you all a very festive holiday. Please give little Claire and baby Susie an extra special hug and tell them that their daddy misses them very much. Maybe next Christmas I’ll be home to hug them myself. That would be a gift indeed.

I’d better sign off before the others see me getting all soft.

Love to all,

Eugene

P.S. Grace, I know I promised you a present from jolly old England, and you’re probably wondering where it is. Sorry I didn’t get around to shopping this time around, but you never know what might happen in the new year.

Grace let out a small laugh for the benefit of everyone in the room, but even to her own ears it sounded flat. She didn’t want anything from jolly old England except her brothers, and nothing would ever bring Norman back. Was she supposed to feel hopeful about the approach of 1943? All she’d seen this year was death and destruction. All she’d felt was loneliness and grief. What could the future have in store? That was the scariest question of all.
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The Christmas Dance offered hope, or at least a distraction from all the sadness. It was a much-needed opportunity to step outside the day-to-day realities, if only for a few hours, and Grace was determined to make those hours special.

“I bought myself some dark red velvet,” Linda confided. “I’ve made a skirt of it, and a matching bow for my hair. Won’t that be the cat’s meow?”

She’d stopped in while Grace was working, and they were enjoying a cup of tea at the counter. The poster for the dance said everyone had to wear something red, even if it was just a sweater. That was almost as exciting as the dance itself, since the whole world seemed to dress in nothing but blacks, browns, and greys those days. Grace didn’t tell her friend that she’d actually purchased a brand new dress from the catalogue. Not velvet, but a lovely, deep red cotton sprinkled with cheerful white polka dots. She’d bought it on impulse, and she wasn’t sure where she’d ever wear it again after the dance, but she didn’t regret it.

“You look hotsy-totsy in everything, Linda.” Grace tilted the teapot, added steaming tea to each of their cups. “So tell me what you’re hearing on the switchboard. Do you know who’s going to the dance?”

“Oh, everyone, really.” Linda blew on her tea, then looked up at Grace from under her dark eyelashes. “Was Harry able to get time away? You said he was trying.”

His letter had arrived the day before, and the whole family had been ecstatic. Maman had spent all night planning his favourite meals.

“He is. He’ll ‘escort’ me, he says.”

The corners of her friend’s eyes creased. “I hope he’ll escort me onto the dance floor.”

Grace was uncomfortable talking about her brother in a romantic context, so she said, “I’m bringing marble cookies and ginger snaps. You?”

Linda lifted her chin a little, and Grace realized she’d just started a competition.

“I’m bringing my chocolate cream pie.”

“You’re not!”

“Sure am.”

It was easier to concede the point than to come up with a more difficult recipe she could make in time. “That pie is so good, Linda. You’ll put the rest of us to shame.”

When the next customer arrived, Linda got to her feet and shrugged into her coat.

“That’s my cue,” she said, fastening the buttons. “I better get going. See you tonight!”

The rest of the afternoon seemed to pass in a minute. The bell over the door never stopped ringing. Every customer wanted to talk about what they planned to wear and who might be there. Many blinked anxiously at the sky and fussed that there’d be too much snow, though it looked to Grace like it might stop soon.

Grace was fidgety too. She kept tucking her pin curls under her cap so they would be fresh for the dance, not limp from a busy day behind the counter. She knew she’d be exhausted by the time she finally hit the pillow that night, but as long as she could keep her eyes open it didn’t matter. Adrenaline, she hoped, would carry her through.

After she closed the store, Grace ran almost all the way home, surprised by her own eagerness. When was the last time she had felt excited about a dance? In the three years since the war started, she had come no closer to falling in love. She was bored with the boys there, tired of the endless cycle of taking fish from the sea, processing fish in the plant, delivering fish to the buyer. Fish, fish, fish. All these boys wanted was to be like their fathers: to fish, work lumber, pick up odd jobs, then fish again. What Grace wanted was something entirely different. She wanted something she could find only in magazines, or occasionally in radio shows. Something far, far from here.

Out of breath, she burst through the front door and closed it behind her, stomping snow off her boots.

“Is that you, Grace?” Her mother came around the corner. “I have bad news, I’m afraid.”

Grace stopped stomping. Her mother’s tone didn’t make it sound like terrible news, but still. “What’s happened?”

“Harry won’t be coming, I’m afraid. Too much snow in Halifax. The train’s waiting it out.”

“Oh no! Did Linda telephone you?”

“No. Her father was looking after the switchboard.”

“She’ll be awfully disappointed.”

“Poor dear. We all are.”

“At least the tracks should be clearer tomorrow. He’ll be home then.”

An hour before it was time to go, Grace sat in front of the mirror, finger combing her curls out. She loved the fat curl that flipped up from the bottom, loved the shine of her bangs when she rolled them tightly under. After she’d coated her hair with spray, she pulled out a new tube of lipstick and slid it over her lips. It matched her nail polish exactly, just like the catalogue had promised. The folds of her skirt were perfectly creased, the bright red bodice tight and flattering around her chest. She was as ready as she was going to get.

“My, you look lovely in that dress, Grace,” her mother said as she came downstairs. “The lipstick’s a bit much, but I suppose that’s what girls are wearing these days.”

She turned around, gave her mother the full view. Audrey lifted one eyebrow when she saw the line drawn down the back of Grace’s leg.

“It’s all the rage,” Grace explained.

“Don’t you have any nylons?”

“No, and there weren’t any in stock.” She shrugged. “Everyone’s doing it. Isn’t it stylish?”

“It’s . . . different.”

She knew that tone, and her heart tugged. She and Norman used to share a secret signal every time their mother spoke that way. She could almost see him standing there, wiggling an eyebrow at her while keeping one protective arm around their mother’s shoulders. He’d had a gift for keeping a straight face that Grace had always envied.

“You look pretty, Maman,” she said quickly. “Norman always loved that dress.”

Her mother ran her hands thoughtfully over the skirt. “I don’t get to wear it nearly often enough.”

Outside, her father started singing “Jingle Bells” in his warm baritone, and more voices joined in as their extended family arrived at the door. Her mother paused at Norman’s portrait in the hallway, then she walked outside. Grace was alone in the house. She stood a moment, studying her big brother, her heart aching.

“Won’t be the same without you there,” she whispered. “But I’m not going to cry.” She shook her head, jaw tight. “Nope. If you were here, you would want me to dance the night away, so that’s exactly what I plan to do.”

Still, she blinked a few times to clear her vision. Forcing a smile back in place, she joined the others already bundled in coats and blankets on the sleigh. It was a fine, clear night, and the stars seemed close enough to touch. A wonderful night to be alive. For just a little while, Grace did what she could to put the war and all its ugliness out of her mind.

[image: images]

The hall was just starting to fill with guests, and their eyes were as bright as the flames dancing on every lamp and candle. No one had installed electricity up this far yet, and it always made Grace feel a bit smug when she thought of her own house, with its electric lights and heaters. Here at the hall, though, the flickering lamps were cheerful and more than enough. A small band had set up at the front of the room, and the fiddle player was tuning his strings to the accordion. Grace wasn’t sure she knew any of the musicians, but a couple looked vaguely familiar.
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