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Excerpt from Broken Faces
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Colm went to his brother and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Turn around, Danny. There’s no wound I haven’t seen. Certainly, nothing that has happened to you can alter my love for you.”

When he didn’t move, Colm stepped around so they were face-to-face. His strong hold on the cane would leave a bruised palm. With his other hand, he dug his fingernails into that palm at the sight of his brother. Colm had seen worse facial injuries from battle but none of those men were his baby brother. 

Danny’s nose was gone from the bridge down. What little remained was reddish-purple scar tissue. Like their mother, Colm, Danny, and Tildy had high cheekbones. Now, Danny’s one cheek had been crushed and flattened so the entire area was sunken in. To look at him straight on, his face appeared lopsided. The scars of tiny cuts ran across both cheeks and circled his eyes.

Colm relaxed his fist and the grip on his cane. He forced the stiff set from his upper body. He didn’t want to risk Danny sensing his shock. He took his brother in a tight embrace, patting him on the back the way brothers do. A tremble ran through Danny. There was a brief moment where Colm felt Danny let go of his agony before he stiffened again.

Colm released him and gestured to the cot. “Come, sit with me. Let’s talk.”

They sat on the bed together. Colm stopped a passing nurse. “Could you, would you, be willing to bring us two cups of tea?”

The nurse looked quickly from Danny to Colm. “I hoped some family would come to see him.” Her gaze dropped to Danny’s damaged wrists and up again. “I’ll bring the tea.”

“Thank you,” Colm said and gave her a faint smile of appreciation for understanding Danny’s suffering. 

After she left, Colm returned his attention to his brother. He wasn’t sure Danny would discuss the injury but he’d found at the Royal it helped. The men found a modicum of relief or so it seemed. “Talk to me, Danny. Tell me how you were wounded.”

Danny didn’t respond at first then finally he told Colm what happened. “We were crossing No Man’s Land. German artillery pounded us. All around, men were blown into the air and trees exploded. Between the screams of the men and the roar from the trees blowing apart, I thought I’d be deaf by the time we reached the enemy trenches. Suddenly, a shell hit a tree near me. Debris went everywhere. I was hit in the face with a large branch. Splinters were deeply embedded all over my face, head, and shoulders. The surgeons in Paris said I was lucky not to have been blinded. After I saw the rest of the damage, I wished I had been.”
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From Jennifer

This book is dedicated to all who have served in the military through all the wars. My mother was a proud Marine in WWII who enlisted after losing the love of her life in a sea battle. She understood the sacrifice of war.

To my best friend Julie, who proudly served in the Air Force for 30 years. She understands the sacrifice of family to serve. She also shows me the love of a deep friendship and a sister from another mother like Rosie and Abby.

All war is a symptom of man's failure as a thinking animal: A quote by Steinbeck that argues war is a reflection of humanity's inability to solve problems peacefully. I know I will not see it in my lifetime but maybe in our children’s children will they see.

For my dearest friend Adrian Webster who lost his battle to ALS. We were lucky to have you. You showed us the loyalty of friendship.

From Chris

This is dedicated to my father, Sigurd Carlson, who served in the Marine Corps during WW2. Seriously wounded in the Battle of Okinawa, he was badly scarred across his torso. He was always very self-conscious about revealing his chest to any but the family

Copyright © 2012 Chris Karlsen – Jennifer Conner

All rights reserved.
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DURING

No Man’s Land – France - 1916
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May you be in Heaven half an hour before the devil knows you are dead. Danny Harp’s mother often quoted this old Irish proverb. A proverb about death. Fear came unspoken with the cheery warning. Fear as he waited with the men of his company at the parapet of the trench for the moment the captain blew the whistle and ordered them over the top.

The whistle sounded. Danny pulled himself over the sandbag wall. The ground shook with every deafening shot the enemy’s eighteen-pounder long gun fired. His company continued to advance. Their orders were to destroy the German artillery across what their officers called, no man’s land. No man’s land, a stretch of land with tall trees that offered little cover.  

Between the exploding shells and the adrenaline coursing through his veins, he barely heard the shouts of the men as the shelling shredded the ancient trees. He would give his right eyetooth for the small added protection of a dirt bank. 

He couldn’t hear what Captain Harvey shouted, but the man was waving his arms and pointing for them to continue the charge forward. Danny scrambled, half stumbling, half trying to fly, to the nearest tree, the only cover in sight. As he looked back for Harvey’s next instructions the captain stepped forward. German bullets caught him. Harvey was jerked hard to the right, and then back to the left, before pitching forward. 

He ran to Harvey. Blood poured from the captain’s chest, soaking his tunic and he was already sheet white. Danny thought him dead, but Harvey groaned when he rolled him over. 

Danny cried, “Medic!” None were anywhere close. He saw the flash of a white armband like those the medics and stretcher bearers wore. “Medic!” 

Rapid fire round from a machine gun came from the German lines. Danny lay across the captain’s chest. Harvey pumped his legs, his boot heels digging into the soft dirt as the man cried out in pain. No medic came. Harvey’s legs stilled. Danny rose to his knees but stayed hunched as the machine gunfire kept the company pinned down. 

Their lieutenant ran along the frontline of men who shielded behind what cover they could find. Blowing his whistle, the lieutenant ordered the company to retreat. They were outgunned and outmanned in this battle. The lieutenant ran to where the captain lay, Danny beside him. “I’ve been calling for a medic,” Danny told him. 

The lieutenant felt Harvey’s neck. “He’s gone. Leave him.” He screamed, “Run, we’re retreating!” Men in his unit fell around him in the field. 

Danny tried to say a prayer that he wouldn’t die. There were so many things he hadn’t done yet. Brody O’Darry, his friend, tripped and fell in front of him, causing Danny to stumble over the top of him. “Jesus Christ!” Danny cried as he hit the grass on all fours.

Brody clutched his rifle to his chest and froze in a fetal curl, refusing to continue on.

“We have to get out of here or we’re dead.” Danny grabbed him by the arm, but Brody shook his head. Danny understood Brody’s terror because his own legs shook and his bowels felt loose like soup. Like Danny, Brody was nineteen years of age. Barely what seemed like a few years out of wearing short pants and fighting with sticks. Those sticks were now replaced with guns, and on most days, Danny had no idea what he was doing. He’d experienced nothing yet of life. 

All of this was because a village woman gave him an envelope of white feathers and called him a coward for not fighting on the frontline like her sons. Danny’s naivety, his ego, and his family’s honor drew him to go against his older brother’s wishes and enlist. He should have listened to Colm. Colm was usually right. In the past, Danny would have rather died than admit that... but today, he would.

The field in front of them lit up like the devil’s own hellfire as German shelling rained down. 

Danny and Brody huddled behind a tree. Luck had given them one with a larger trunk than many of the men who were being picked off like ducks in a field. This might not offer cover for long, Danny thought as he peered out from behind the tree. The British trenches were in sight. “We have to move. Now!”

Danny fought not to think and just move. “Ready?” 

Brody finally bobbed his head. He darted out, and Danny followed. The two men ran.  

The ground shook from another violent impact of a shell. Men flew up in the air like they were paper dolls as multiple rounds struck.

There was an explosion over Danny’s head. Something large and dark came hurtling at him. He tried to shield his face, but it was too late. It hit his face and knocked him backward. Blood sprayed into his eyes. Then the pain came. Crippling. He tried to gasp in a breath to fight through it. 

He woke up to a black world. The last thing he remembered was being struck and struggling to stay conscious. Why couldn’t he see? I’m blind. He lifted his hand to his face. Were both of his eyes hit? 

As he wiped at the blood, his vision slightly cleared. Excruciating pain throbbed from his eye to his chin. Danny patted down his cheek, and he felt bone. Where was his cheek? Where had it gone?  

He tried to stand. The blood running down his face was endless, and he felt lightheaded from the loss. Danny’s knees sagged. He fell and then rolled to his back. He fought to open his eyes and saw Brody standing over him, crying. 

Danny tried to say “go” but his mouth was full of his blood. The coppery taste made him want to vomit. Instead, he waved a hand for Brody to go on.

Brody nodded and then disappeared into the smoke. Danny was alone. No one should be alone when they die, but here he was lying in a field in France, worlds away from his family in Dublin.

He heard English voices and then someone dropped to their knees beside him. “Danny, it’s me, Jimmy. We’ll care for you now.” They wiped at his eyes with a soft cloth. 

“Help me.” His voice felt weak. “I can barely see. Am I blind?”

“No, your eyes look to be fine. We’re clearing the blood from them.”

“Can you stop the bleeding?

“I’m doing my best.”

His brother, Colm, was a medic. He would know what to do. But, Colm wasn’t there like he’d always been when they were boys. He saw the splinters of the tree that protruded from his skin making it difficult to stop the blood. Every time Jimmy pulled one out, more blood came. 

“Will I live?” Danny grasped Jimmy’s hand. 

“I believe so, yes.”

Blackness engulfed him again.
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“WHERE AM I?”

“You’re at the camp aid station. A doctor will tend to you shortly.” 

“What’s happened to me? Tell me truly, Jimmy.”

“You’ve terrible damage to your face, real bad. You’ll be going home. There’s no fixing you here.” Jimmy rinsed the bloody cloth and continued trying to clean the wounds. Danny’s vision cleared enough for him to read the pity in Jimmy’s eyes.

Danny touched his face again. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

Jimmy nodded.

“Bring me your shaving mirror,” Danny said, but Jimmy shook his head. “Please.”

Jimmy sent an aide to bring the mirror from his kit. The aide quickly returned, and Jimmy handed the handheld mirror to Danny.

Danny stared at the image reflected back. He didn’t know the man in the glass. “God in Heaven.”

The pain ebbed and flowed as the drugs flowed through his veins. He’d never see his family again. He couldn’t bear to have his mother see a monster. He would never touch the soft skin of the girl from the pub. He’d had multiple tumbles, and at least he had those memories, but he’d never know the true love of a woman.

Danny’s mother and sister would mourn him, but his mother wouldn’t know the true reason he enlisted. He had done it so the women down the way wouldn’t call him a craven coward. Did that matter now? A crushing thought came to Danny he’d never thought through before. Colm. What if Colm died on the battlefield too? Colm was right. Mum and Tildy will have nothing. Why was I so bull-headed? I’m a fool. I should have stayed in Dublin. Protected them, provided for them as Colm had.

Darkness swept over him again. The agony twisted him like nothing he had ever felt, but it wasn’t the pain from his wounds, it was the pain of a life lost... his. 

The stretcher bearers arrived to take him to the transport tent and gently lifted him. The German shelling stopped so Danny finished his prayer starting with an apology for using the Lord’s name in vain, begging he’d die on the journey home. Every bounce of the stretcher made him feel like he would blackout from the agony.

The army doctor mumbled, “Poor bastard. Give him a strong dose of morphine and pick out as much of the embedded splinters as you can. Then get him ready for the next ship back to England. There’s not much else we can do for him.”

Not much else we can do for him. The doctor’s words echoed in his head. His father returned from the Boer War and he remembered the disfigured men around town. People shrank away and turned their heads as they would walk by. 

A twisted laugh almost bubbled out of Danny. The lasses used to whisper that he was handsome. Now, in an instant, he became one of those men, the men with the broken faces. Maybe this nightmare would be gone when he opened his eyes and none of this happened. His face would be whole. There were no other choices in the times they lived.

Danny let the morphine carry him into blackness and hoped that he would die dreaming of the green hills of Ireland.
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BEFORE

Chapter 1
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Dublin, Ireland, August 1914

“Lord have mercy, it’s hotter than the hinges of Hades up here.” Colm Harp stripped down to his undershirt and wiped the sweat from his face with his work shirt. The room temperature was noticeably warmer near the ceiling where he and his trainee, Liam, worked.

Colm climbed down the ladder and went into the restaurant’s kitchen. He grabbed the apple from his lunch and cupping his hands, drank his fill of cool water from the sink’s spigot. “I’m taking a few minutes.” As he passed through the main room, he told Liam, “If you need me, just shout. I’ll be out front.”

“Ow!” The copper tile Liam had been nailing fell to the floor with a clatter. He climbed down the ladder, holding his cut hand up. Blood streaked down his arm.

Colm put the apple down and yanked out the towel he kept tucked into his trousers. He wiped the blood away and inspected the cut. “Doesn’t look too deep, but it’s hard to tell. Rinse it off in the kitchen. See if you can find a clean cloth somewhere to wrap around your hand until the bleeding stops. If you can’t, use this towel.”

Colm stuck the apple in his mouth and went outside. Groaning, he sat on a cement balustrade to the entry stairs, grateful for the few minutes off his feet.

A man walking by stopped, eyed Colm’s dusty work clothes, and asked, “Did you do the lion art?”

The new owner of the building wanted an elegant touch to impress patrons. He had brought in an Italian workman to carve lion’s heads, chest, and legs on the front of the balustrades.

“No, I’m just resting here. I work in copper. I’m putting in the embossed tiles for the ceiling.”

The answer got a quick raised eyebrows reaction. Copper ceilings were expensive and more often seen in London establishments. “What type of establishment is this?”

“A fine restaurant.” Colm pointed to a brass plate to the side of the door. “It’s going to be called, La Tour d’Or. It means ‘the golden tower,’ in French.”

The man grunted. “Sounds too hoity-toity for me. I’m off to my work, myself. Cheers.”

It sounded hoity-toity to Colm as well, but the high-and-mighty owner paid all the workers better money than most. That made him all right in Colm’s eyes. 

A newsboy, his bundle of newspapers under his arm, jumped from the back of a horse cart. He pulled a paper from the stack, waved it above his head, and called, “War! War with Germany.”

Colm set what remained of the apple on the step and leaped to his feet. He flipped a pence to the paperboy. “Give me a copy.”

“Damn Kaiser,” he said, scanning the story as he retrieved the apple and finished it in two big bites.

“What’s the Kaiser done now?” Liam asked. He held a towel around his hand, but blood still seeped through.

“We’re at war with him.”

“I don’t see why we have to jump in. We didn’t shoot the damn Archduke.” Liam had practically barked out the defense. “Why us, too?”

Colm thought how best to explain the tangle England got herself into that demanded she enter the war. Best to keep it simple, but even the simplest explanation still had Colm questioning the reasons. 

“We have a military agreement with France and a formal treaty with Belgium against attack or invasion. We must honor our alliances. How’s your hand? Did you wash it thoroughly?”

“Best as I could without soap, but the cut is deeper than we thought. I can’t stop the bleeding.”

Colm reached for Liam’s hand to see for himself how much worse it was. “You’re going to need stitches. I’ll lock up the restaurant and walk with you to St. Elizabeth’s Hospital.”

“No.” Liam pulled his hand from Colm’s and backed away.

“No, what?”

“I’m not going. I’m afraid of hospitals.”

“That’s silly. What are you afraid of?”

“People go to hospitals to die.”

Colm could only shake his head at yet another misbelief held by his young trainee. 

A distant cousin, Liam grew up on a small farm. As Colm understood the situation, for a number of years the family had gone through hard times. The last couple of years his two older brothers were able to help work the farm. The family had finally managed to eke out a living. Their labor unnecessary, Liam and his twin brother were now of an age they’d become extra mouths to feed. His brother joined the army while Liam came to Dublin to find work. Colm’s mum had asked him to take Liam under his wing and train him in copper working.

“People don’t go to hospitals to die. They go for help with their health or an injury.”

Liam shook his head, unconvinced. 

Common to the lads who’d never gone farther than the local village, they came to the city with a basketful of suspicion and misperceptions. 

“Can’t you stitch it?” Liam asked, holding his hand back out to Colm, his voice filled with hope.

“No. I’m not a nurse. I’ve never stitched anyone or anything.”

Blood stained a large portion of the towel and continued to spread. “Come on. You’re wasting time,” Colm told him. 

“Will you sit with me while they work on my hand?”

“Yes.”

****
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ST. ELIZABETH’S HOSPITAL

Nurses, both secular and nuns, came and went from different rooms along the entry corridor. Their uniforms distinguished them from one another. The nuns wore all-white habits with shoulder-length wimples and had large silver crosses that hung to mid-chest. Secular nurses wore their hair swept up and tucked into caps, light blue gowns with white aprons and white bands with a red cross on their arms.

Liam registered with the receptionist, who asked a secular nurse chatting nearby to come over. The nurse unwrapped the towel and quickly inspected his cut.

She said, “This way,” and led them to the emergency treatment area. The emergency area had rooms with closed doors on one side and a row of exam tables on the other. Between each table was a curtain and a medicine cabinet. She showed an exam area and pulled the curtain around the table for privacy. 

“There’s only cold water from our faucets.” The nurse directed Liam to the large sink and handed him a bar of coal tar soap. “Wash your hands, twice. Here.” She handed him a linen towel. Then, she had him sit on the exam table while she inspected the cut. 

“Will this hurt bad?” Liam asked her.

“Yes, but not terrible. I’m going to rub Anaesthesin cream on it first, which numbs the area.”

“What is Anaesthesin?” Colm had never heard of it.

“It’s a newer form of Benzocaine.” She cut a section of gauze from a roll. She put a dollop of the white cream on it and spread the substance over the cut. “Don’t fuss with the area. The numbing needs a bit of time to work. I’ll be back shortly.”

While she was gone, Colm finished reading the article on England entering the war and folded the paper. “This is going to be a bloody terrible fight, worse than the Boer wars, the Zulu conflicts, or the uprisings in India.” 

“Will the government conscript men for the war, do you suppose?” Liam asked, a worried look in his eyes. 

“With so many countries involved, I imagine they’ll have to.”

“It’s not fair.” Liam began to cry.

Colm stared not knowing what to do. It was one thing for his mum and sister to cry, but the men in his family didn’t. Liam’s weeping like a girl was plain unseemly. “What’s gone up your nose and made you cry? Stop already. Do you want the nurse to see you like this?”

“You don’t understand. I can’t get conscripted. I can’t go to war. I’ll die.” He patted his chest. “I know it in here. I’m afraid. I’ll refuse to go.”

Colm chuckled. “Ah Liam, you gormless idiot, if you’re upright and breathing, they’ll conscript you. As for dying, there’s nothing much any of us can do about that. Maybe you can figure a way to walk between bullets.”

“My brother is with the Royal Irish Rifles. He might know of a posting that will keep me here or in England and out of the fighting.” 

He’d be in the mud and trenches like every other poor lad from Ireland. In his current state of mind, Colm saw no reason to tell him that truth. Colm searched the cabinets and found a linen towel. He dipped the edge in the bowl of clean water on a stand in the corner. “Here, wipe your face. They haven’t snatched you yet. Worry later. Who knows? Maybe the war will end by the time they get around to you.”

“You think so?” Liam wiped at his red eyes.

No. I don’t think so. Instead, Colm offered a kind lie. “Sure. I suspect the lot of royal muckety-mucks involved will tire of spending all their champagne money on soldiering and put an end to the fight. 

The nurse returned and seeing Liam’s blotchy face and puffy eyes asked, “Is your hand hurting badly? It shouldn’t be with the cream I applied.”

“No, ma’am.”

She eyed him for a long moment, obviously curious about what had him so emotional. Mercifully, she didn’t pursue the subject further. Colm watched her sew tiny, straight stitches. They were as good as those from his mother’s sewing machine. He wouldn’t have expected such careful work from a nurse who probably treated dozens of patients a day.

Always steadfast in his goal of creating designs that were as perfect as possible, down to the smallest detail, he noticed the skill of others. 

“What fine work for a simple cut,” Colm said, hovering as she closed the wound. 

“I had my share of practice. I learned nursing during the last Boer War. I worked a field hospital. We had a steady stream of men wounded in every way for me to get good at the task.”

“My late father was badly wounded in the war, gut shot.”

“Few men survive that injury.” The nurse stopped sewing to clean small trail of blood leaking from the end she hadn’t stitched. “You said late father. Did his injury cause him complications?”

“The pain became more than he could bear. He took his own life last year.”

“I didn’t know that,” Liam blurted. “You never said.”

“We weren’t working together then and I don’t see a reason to bring his death up in normal conversation.”

Colm hadn’t thought about his dad’s suicide for several days. But many times, over the weeks, he was reminded of his father, mostly the good memories. Too often good memories led to the emptiness left by his loss. His dad took more than his life. He took the man Colm trusted most in the world. Colm missed enjoying a pint with his dad, playing billiards, or just their talks. 

The death devastated his mother, sister, and brother. For that, Colm had a stewpot of emotions. He struggled to keep a lid on his anger over the sorrow his mum suffered because of the suicide. At those times anger got the better of him, he forced himself to fall back on understanding why his father ended his life. How many times while the family slept, had Colm awakened to see his dad pacing the floor in pain. Grimacing, he’d close his eyes, press a hand to the wall and cradle his stomach with the other. His breath would be labored and he’d stand still as though waiting for the pain to pass. The rifle round had done too much damage to his insides. Army surgeons had told him he’d amazingly survived the injury, but a lifetime of pain would be the cost. The complication of disease added to the nightmare. He’d also contracted dysentery in Africa. The disease returned with a vengeance over the years, doubling him up in twice the agony.

“Does it bother you that your father couldn’t be buried in consecrated ground?” Liam asked as the nurse moved onto bandaging his hand. She glanced up at Colm, brows lifted in shock at the offensive question.

Colm brushed aside Liam’s impertinence. Liam’s family were Catholics who never missed mass and spoke of the Pope as beyond reproach. He merely repeated what he’d been taught.

“No, it doesn’t bother me. We’re not churchie people. The last time I was in a church was when Tildy got baptized and she’s fifteen. My mum asked the local priest to speak a prayer over the casket, but he wouldn’t hold any service for my dad in the church.”

“What did you do?”

The nurse shot Colm a sympathetic look. Colm stifled a grim laugh. At times the three years between him and Liam seemed like thirty. He wanted to tell Liam, “We propped him in the closet with the winter coats,” just to see the look on Liam’s face. 

Instead, he explained, “We put him in the ground at the public cemetery as Tildy sang ‘Molly Ban’.”

“All done,” the nurse said and put her bandaging material in the cabinet. “Try to keep your stitches dry. You can use iodine to clean them.” She turned to Colm. “I am sorry for your family’s loss. I treated many a man during the war who would never be the same in body and mind.”

“Thank you.”

“Good day and God bless, gentlemen.” The nurse left. 

“Can you work one-handed?” Colm asked.

Liam nodded. “Yes.” He mimicked securing a tile to the ceiling. “Same as now, I’ll hold the tiles while you nail them in place.” 

As they walked back to the restaurant, Colm calculated how long it would take him to finish if Liam stayed with it and how long without him. The owner wanted to open by early September. That meant the ceiling had to be done by late August to give the paperhangers time to finish the walls. A major project like the restaurant never worked out well if too many men were about. Colm really disliked the messy types like paperhangers with their glue, brushes, and cutters spread across long worktables. No good ever came of it.

Outside, newsboys continued to call out fiery war tidbits about the enemy’s actions.
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Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, N.Y., 1914

Abigale Belorman stretched her arms above her head in her loosely fitting athletic uniform. Abigale Belorman wore a black skirt that reached between her knee and ankle, and a white cotton blouse that was bunched and hung like a sack. This was the last few days of her college experience, and she felt the tension between her shoulders. It was exam after exam, but she was nearing the end with only one more to take.

Field day took place once a year and it was exhilarating to be involved in the same outdoor activities as the men. Basketball, the long jump, and much more. A good place to let off steam.

The breeze was cool for June and the smell of fresh-cut grass filled the air. The main tower of the college could be seen over the tree line. Girls from the college lined one side of the field on bleachers. All in white, they were like a field of flowers.

Mrs. Brimshaw, one of her teachers, volunteered to judge for the day. The woman held her clipboard tight, the whistle tighter, and wore the traditional garb of a white pointed hat and coat. Abby was all about tradition, but the hats the judges wore looked like upside-down vases and made her want to laugh.

“Are you ready?” Brimshaw called out.

Abby nodded and took the heavy shot put ball in her hand. She sucked in a deep breath, eyed the wood marker in the grass that could not be crossed, spun, and heaved the shot put ball as far as she could. 

There was a cheer from the spectators. Her friends who sat together, Mildred and Alice, shook the ribbons attached to the sticks they held. Abby was happy she found these friends. Other than her ladies' maid, Rosie, she didn’t have any friends back home.

“Well done,” one of the other women judges called out. “That is the best distance of the day for the shot put.”

Even though not ladylike, there was a loud whistle from Alice who used the same method to call her horses in from the field.
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BEING PULLED ALONG by Alice and Mildred, they ran so fast, Abby felt like she was flying as they traveled through Taylor Hall and past the Winged Victory statue. The statue had lost her head and Abby hoped she could keep this whirlwind around her from taking hers. She pinned the blue ribbon for winning the shot-put event to the front of her blouse, right over her heart. 

“Hark Alma Mater, through the world is ringing,” Mildred sang at the top of her lungs. 

The three girls ran through the art gallery in a circle around the padded bench in the middle of the floor. 

“Stop!” one teacher cried out but didn’t take up the chase. The girls kept running along the wood-lined halls they knew so well. 

Alice opened a side door, and the three ran out into the open courtyard.

They ran across campus until her lungs ached with exertion and they laughed until tears streaked their cheeks. To be young and free. It felt like heaven. Finally, they came to a stop and collapsed on the grass.

Alice peeked tentatively over the short stone wall. “Do you think anyone followed us?”

“No.” Abby shook her head. “Miss Pritchard waddles like a penguin when she walks.” Abby stood to show tottering from side to side. “She won’t be running.”

“I can’t take the chance of getting into trouble right before graduation,” Mildred bit her lip.

Abby lay down with her head in Mildred’s lap. “You worry too much.” Mildred took Abby’s hair, loosened it, and braided it again. Instead of feeling pain, the gentle tug was soothing. “I never want to leave Vassar.”

“But we must.” Alice sighed. “It’s time to go out and start our lives. Marry the men our families chose and start a family.”

Abby shook her head. “I will not marry. I am going to travel to Rome and study sculpting.”

Alice scooted close and also laid her head in Mildred’s lap until she and Abby’s heads touched. “A sculptor? How vulgar.”

Abby sat up briskly and spun to face the women. “How can you say that? Sculptors bring beauty to life.”

“How would you know anything about that?” Mildred asked.

“Even though I was in a different class, I told another teacher about my dream. She would sneak in clay for me to work with, and books on how to do it. I started by pressing it on my face, fired it in the kiln, and then tried to paint it with my likeness.”

“Eww. Like death masks?” Mildred asked.

“No, not like that.”

“What’s wrong with watercolors?” Alice asked, not opening her eyes as Mildred started on her hair. “It’s unsuitable to pursue a profession. Watercolors are much more... ladylike.” 

“And boring. I hate watercolors,” Abby stated with a tone of finality. “The feel of the clay in your hands and—”

Alice cut her off. “You just finished studying watercolors.” 

“That doesn’t mean I like it. It’s what Daddy picked for me.”

“If you were a sculptor, who would you want to be?” Mildred asked.

“Michelangelo.”

“You can’t be him. He’s a man.” Mildred let out a snort of laughter.

“I want to be like him. Not him.” Abby scratched her knee. The wool of her socks was still damp from earlier perspiration and now they were uncomfortable. It felt like ants crawling up her legs.

“I think you want to study sculpting because you can see naked men all day long.” Alice grinned like a Cheshire Cat, with her one tooth in front that stuck out farther than the others.

“Alice! I can’t believe you said that.” Abby felt her face heat.

Alice continued, unshaken. “You’re not the only one at the library all day. I saw a book about Michelangelo’s statue, David. I almost coughed my lunch back up. Right there in all his glory. Sixteen feet of him, naked, with not even a fig leaf over his—” She gestured with her hand.

Mildred’s cheeks blushed a deeper pink than what Abby felt sure hers were. 

“You can’t talk like that. What if someone heard you?” Abby blurted out.

“We ran away from Miss Pritchard, we can run away from another.” Alice leaned forward on the grass and picked a wildflower. “We’ll be married soon enough. I feel it’s good to get an education first, so I’m not surprised on my wedding night. We do go to an all girl’s school.”

Mildred cupped hands over her eyes and made a sound like a mouse being stepped on.

“If I marry, I want to live in a beautiful house like Doctor Hill.” Abby looked out at the setting sun over the partially demolished tower of The Lodge. Large evergreen trees framed the ruins, and the drive still led up to it. It must have been a wonderful building in its time. 

“The Victrola concert was grand. The Hill’s house is the most beautiful house I have seen!” Mildred exclaimed. “I want to be in love with my handsome husband and live in a house even grander.”

Abby rolled her eyes. “All you two talk about is marriage. Don’t you want more?”

“I want children.” Mildred nodded as she added what she’d forgotten.

“I’m talking about for you.” Abby threw her arms up. “Don’t you want to travel the world?”

“And study men’s bits” Alice wiggled her eyebrows. 

“That’s better than seeing only my husbands for the next forty years.”

They all laughed. The girls stood and brushed the grass off their dresses. There were green stains on the knees of their socks that they would catch all get out for.

“It’s a grand plan you have.” Alice frowned. “But you know your father will never let you travel to Rome.”

“Not knowing what he’ll say, I haven’t asked him yet.”

“I know what he’ll say, and I’ve never met the man. Our families have our lives planned out for us from cradle to grave. What we do. Where we live. Who we marry. It’s all predestined.”

Abby grasped the other’s hands. “That’s why we have to make a pact. Right here. Right now. No matter what happens, we will always stay the best of friends and always stay together.”

Mildred gave a sharp nod. “Of course, we will. We are sisters and no matter what happens we will stay together. We will be in New York our whole lives and raise our families together.”

“Of course.” Abby shook hands with her friends and laughed. “As soon as I get back from Rome.”

****
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THE NEXT WEEK FLEW by in what seemed like seconds and not days. Abby finished the last exam and now, sadly, she was done. She liked school and learning new things. Women of her class seemed to be frowned upon if they were intelligent. She didn’t care. Abby hadn’t studied just art while she was there, she spent hours upon hours in the library studying every subject she could get her hands on. She wanted to know about history and the world. The world outside the privileged upper crust where she’d grown up in New York.

It was the start of a new century and things would change. Three-thousand women marched in New York a few years back and now Alice Paul had become the leader of the Congressional Union. States were granting women suffrage, but to be on an equal platform as the men? Abby wondered if that would ever happen. 

It was commencement day, and the graduates lined the grass in rows. Alice stood in front of her and Mildred behind. The buckle on her shoe pinched, and she tried not to wince as she took a step. She wanted to bend and loosen it, but the line moved forward and there was no time.

After some brief speeches, and a few names before her, Abby’s name was called, “Abigail Belorman.”

She glanced at the crowd, hoping to see her family, but someone had already informed her they wouldn't be attending. The college president laid the diploma in her hand and she walked off. 

That was that. 

Later that day, she’d talked the college into letting her stay through the summer since she knew her parents would be away on their travels. She’d return home when she had to. Meanwhile, Abby would enjoy the quiet halls and her time to draw uninterrupted. 
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Chapter 3
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Upstate New York

Abby stepped off the train as a groan and a puff of steam escaped from the engine. The engine was the color of the coal it fed in contrast to the dark gold passenger cars. 

A young man with ebony skin met her with a hesitant grin but then dipped his head to avoid direct eye contact. “Your bags, miss,” he said and pointed at the stack of trunks already piled on the carrier. He stood stiff as a rod waiting for his next orders. The patch on his clean, pressed jacket read New York Central.

“My, you’re quick.” She returned the smile. 

He looked up with a surprised expression that she had acknowledged him. “Thank you, ma’am, very nice of you to say. We try our best,” he commented in a slow southern drawl.

“I can see you do and I’m surely happy to see you. I did not know how I was going to get all of this jumbled pile to the car.”

A deep sound of a man clearing his throat made her turn. “Miss Belorman, your car awaits.” The man dressed in a smart black buttoned-up suit and a stiff white shirt that appeared to strangle the fat around his neck. He tugged briefly at the tie before dropping his hands back to his sides.

“And you are?” she asked.

“Mr. Atkinson, ma’am.”

“What happened to Smedley?”

“He is no longer employed by your father.”

"Did they let him go?” Abby asked as the information sank in. “Why?” Abby asked as the information sank in.

“He was in charge of the carriages and horses. Now that your father has purchased this automobile, it is his preferred method of travel.”

Abby tried not to frown. Memories of Smedley flashed through her mind. When she was younger, she’d often find solace in riding and went to the stables. Mr. Smedley always took the time to saddle a horse and then ensured Abby was safely seated for the ride. There was also usually a fresh-baked cookie from his wife wrapped in his pocket that he would share. “He was such a nice man.” 

The corners of Atkinson’s mouth dipped as if she’d just made a ridiculous statement. "But he didn't need him."

“Of course,” was all she could think of to say. She knew better. A man was only as good as what he could do for her father and easily discarded to the trash heap when his help was no longer needed. That Smedley had three small children would never enter her father’s decision-making. “I will have to check in on him when I get home.”

Atkinson nodded a vague acknowledgment of what she’d said. He was too busy frowning at the stack of trunks.

“I am returning from college with everything I own. I hope this won’t be a problem,” Abby said in a light tone. She didn’t like the man, and she’d only known him for two minutes. “What kind of car is that?”

“It’s a Ford Touring Car. It’s the top of the line.” The stuffed shirt man puffed out his chest with pride.

“If you say,” Abby said, her mind still on Smedley. “Pity, if it was a carriage, there would be no problem with extra space for my cases.”

Atkinson pointed at the car and told the porter, “Boy, get this unloaded.”

Abby’s smile was sweet as creamed butter. “I think we will need your help, Mr. Atkinson. After all, it is your job as the driver to help with the luggage and not his. 

With a sputter, Atkinson shuffled toward the car, and the young man followed. The large, grumpy chauffeur stood for a long moment eyeing the situation before he finally moved.

Abby stepped out of the way and into the shade. As she admired a pot of flowers by the rails, a girl, probably around thirteen, darted from nowhere. Her dark skin shone in the heat and her dress was soiled and tattered. She carried a tin box filled with ice and drinks. 

“Miss, would you like a cold drink?” 

“Root beer?”

The girl nodded and darted her gaze around, as if she worried that the station manager would shoo her away or something worse if he spotted her.

Abby opened her purse and gave the girl a quarter.

“But it’s only five cents, ma’am.” The girl looked at the shiny coin as if it were a million dollars.

Her purse was still unlatched so Abby pulled out another quarter and handed it over. “I’ll tell you what. I will buy three of the bottles and you can keep the change.”

The girl looked as if she would cry but instead, nodded mutely. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“But I ask if you can please open the bottles? I am going to drink one now.”

“Oh... yes.” The girl still seemed a bit flustered. She pulled out a handmade metal device and uncapped the three bottles before handing them back. 

The two men were finishing lashing the last of the trunks to the back of the car. Well, the car’s front wheels weren’t up off the ground from the weight on the back. That was a good thing. 

The porter stepped back and tugged on the rope one last time to make sure it was secure. He turned to walk away.

“Excuse me,” Abby called. The young man stopped and turned. She handed him the last quarter from her purse and the cool bottle of root beer. “Thank you for all your help.”

He looked as shocked as the girl had been. People were simply not polite to people of color. Even though the people of Scarsdale were rich, she was sure they were just as disrespectful as other areas.

Atkinson opened the back passenger door of the car. He’d looked red before, but now with all the exertion, he looked like beets on a salad. “Are you all right, Mr. Atkinson?” she asked. Just because she didn’t care for him didn’t mean she wished he would drop over dead.

He nodded once sharply.

“This last drink is for you, Mr. Atkinson. I didn’t want to overlook anyone.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” He accepted the bottle. 

Abby was getting used to the afternoon filled with shocked expressions. She bobbed her head and stepped into the fancy Model-T her father seemed to cherish. A chunk of metal that you couldn’t feed a carrot to.
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THE COUNTRYSIDE WHIRRED past as the car headed through the narrow country roads. Abby realized that she’d seldom been home during her college years. Her parents were usually with friends over the holidays, and many of the missing return dates were by her choice. Other than Rosie, she never felt there was much to return for. Vassar felt more at home than in the large building she grew up in.

Cooper Road, she remembered the childhood home she supposed. Snippets of playing and snowball fights with her nannies out on the large lawn brought a smile to her face. Abby tried to remember a memory of her parents. There was the Christmas that her father bought her a pony because the Craig’s got their son one for the holidays. After the business page, her father loved to read the comics. The popular strip, Keeping up with the Joneses, was one of her father’s favorites. It also fits her parents to a tee. In the comic, the McGinnis family was always in a social struggle to “keep up” with the Joneses, their neighbors. They were driven to want bigger and better things to show off.

As they drew closer, she could see the large two-story saltbox-style house, white with dark grey shutters and standing proudly. The water from the enormous circular fountain tinkled a melodic song to greet her. The house was where she’d grown up. She and her parents were the only occupants of the house, which had too many bedrooms to count. They had widened the circular drive leading to the front since she was last home. Did cars need more space than horses?

After Atkinson brought the car to a halt, he got out and moved around to open her door. Offering a hand, she stepped down on the gravel. A strange sense of foreboding filled her now that she was home. Abby took a steadying breath and calmed her trembling hands as she looked up at the draped windows.

Should she knock or just walk in? She pressed open one side of the large navy blue door and entered with a whoosh of warm air. The head butler, Rice, stood stock-still as if he’d been waiting for her. Abby jumped when he moved. He looked like one of the statues she studied without the physique. 

“Welcome home, Miss Belorman.” He didn’t make eye contact, just like the porter, but for different reasons. Here, it was the preferred house etiquette. Rice had always been cold and fishy like the soup her father liked. Well, her father liked his soup warm, but Addy hated the taste and always let it sit too long. It grew cold, leaving a slimy film on the roof of her mouth. 

“Can you tell my parents that I have returned?”

“I am sorry, ma’am. Your parents are out for a few days and will not be returning until tomorrow.”

“Is my room ready?” There was no more small talk she wished to partake in. 

Rice nodded. “Miss Claymore will assist you.” 

Walking up the sweeping staircase, she landed on the second story where oil paintings lined the hallways. They always had been. 

Abby stopped to inspect a fresh addition. Frederick Childe Hassam’s painting of a woman standing in a field of poppies. She liked the colors and design. It was a lovely landscape that should be in a museum and not hanging here in this dimly lit hall. Her father bought pieces for investment and never for pleasure. People should love and embrace art, not hoard it. But investment pieces went for everything in the house, including her mother. All he wanted was a male heir, and her mother failed. He spoke about this topic often. Her parents hadn’t been happy for—who knew how long—and didn’t hide it anymore.

Abby reached her bedroom door and opened it to find a woman not much younger than herself, beaming. Abby peeked her head out the door, making sure she hadn't been followed. She quickly shut the door and ran to embrace the other woman.

“Rosie!” she cried out and hugged the woman until she lifted her off the floor. “Oh, my. I’ve missed you so.”

When they stepped apart, Rosie wiped at her eyes. “You are a sight for sore eyes, Miss Belorman.”

Abby shook a finger. “We are back to formality and it’s only been six months since the last time I saw you. You know you’re like a sister to me.”

“Mr. Belorman insists on formalities, ma’am.” 

“Do you see my father in this room?”

Rosie shook her head and wiped more tears. “Abby, it’s good to see you.”

Abby hugged her friend again. “Not as good as it is to see you. What have you been doing?”

She shrugged. “I’m a lucky one. Mr. Belorman found me a place in the kitchen.”

“You cook? I didn’t know you cooked.”

Rosie’s cheeks turned pink. “I don’t. I just help here and there. I’ve been getting by with less money.”

"He cut your pay?" Abby failed to keep the surprise out of her voice. Rosie didn’t need to get an answer that she already knew. “I’m very sorry.”

“No need. I have a job.”

All she could think of to do was change the subject. “Can you help get me out of this dress and corset? We’ll order up tea and you can tell me everything you have been doing.”

“That sounds like the most fun I have had in a year, miss. I love your dress and hat. Is it new?”

“Yes.” Abby did a little spin. “It’s all the rage in Paris.” She drew out the pins and sent the hat sailing onto the bed. “I bet we are still the same size and you can have it once you get me out of the dreaded thing.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Oh yes, you can.” Back in the house that seemed to suck the humor from her lungs, it felt good to laugh again.
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Chapter 4
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Dublin, Ireland

Liam set his lunch pail on the bench with their equipment. “Did you see all the recruitment posters?”

“How could I miss them? They’re everywhere,” Colm said and moved their ladders into place.

“My brother’s regiment is preparing to ship out to France. I’m scared for him.”

Colm had no words of reassurance to offer. Germany had made itself one of the most industrialized countries in Europe. They mass-produced steel and iron. Colm suspected war had been in their plans for a few years. Liam’s brother, like the whole of England, faced a formidable enemy. He avoided answering and busied himself by laying out the tiles in the order they’d apply them. 

“You didn’t say anything,” Liam said.

“What’s to say? You’re afraid for your brother. War is a bloody horror show. You should be afraid.” It was a harsh answer but he hoped it would shut Liam up. Colm didn’t want to get into another discussion about war with him. Liam’s whingeing about why Britain had to fight, set Colm’s teeth on edge.

Rather than lose his temper, Colm changed the subject. “If we work fast, we’ll finish this job today. I’d like to collect our money and get onto another project.”

“You said, ‘our.’ I hesitated to ask if you plan on keeping me as your trainee. Does that mean you are?”

Liam was the best trainee Colm ever had. He worked hard and his embossing was excellent. But he drove Colm daft with his nattering on about anything and everything. Colm was disinclined to chatter and liked being quiet as he went about his job. At most, when the mood struck, he’d hum songs, mostly the tunes as he rarely remembered lyrics. In his mind, he quickly weighed the pros and cons of keeping Liam.

“Colm, are you keeping me?”

“Yes, on the condition you stop waffling on about the war for at least a week.”

Liam grinned and saluted. “Done.”

With a resigned sigh, Colm told him, “Get up there with the tiles so I can start nailing.”

Later that night

Colm waited at Shanahan’s Pub for his brother, Danny. Danny had a late delivery to another Guinness-owned pub across the river. Colm sat with his back pressed in the corner of the booth and watched a noisy game of billiards. He recognized the players from his neighborhood. The two men were known lager louts, notorious for fighting each other or starting fights when they had a couple snootfuls of beer.

In his brownish-green-colored uniform, a very official-looking regimental sergeant entered the pub. The black leather belt over his tunic gleamed as did the shoe portion of his boots. He removed his cap, tucked it under his arm, and said, “I am Sergeant Barry of the Royal Irish Fusiliers. I am here to speak to any man interested in making the Huns dance an Irish jig.”

Sean Mullan, the ginger-haired lager lout, threw the metal billiard’s rack at Barry. The sergeant caught it midair and hurled it back. Mullan failed to catch it and took a nasty whack to the forehead. 

“Anyone else feel like throwing something at me?” The sergeant scanned the room, holding each person in his challenging gaze until the other person broke the contact. “No? Good. Back to my question. Who wants to put the boot to the Huns?”

The conversation with Liam about conscription had been like a needle point pricking at the back of Colm’s mind since that day. He’d push the topic from his mind but it kept sneaking up. The recruitment posters didn’t help keep the issue at bay.

No one responded to the sergeant. Colm thought for a moment. If getting drafted was inevitable, then it wouldn’t hurt to find out what, if any, were the advantages of enlisting instead. 

As the sergeant started to turn and leave, Colm held up his pint glass. “I’m interested.”

Barry gave him a broad smile and came over. “Good lad. Can I buy you a pint and then join you?”

“I’ll take a Guinness.”

The sergeant returned with two pints and sat.

“Thank you for the beer,” Colm said.

“You’re welcome. You know my name. What’s yours?”

“Colm Harp.” He recognized the red, blue, and gold ribbon he wore for having received a Queen’s South Africa Medal. Victoria issued the medal for military service during the Second Boer War. His dad had one, only his medal was issued after her death and awarded as the King’s South Africa Medal. Colm tipped his head toward the ribbon. “I see you were in the Boer War.” 

“You’re obviously too young to have served. Did your father fight there?” 

“In 1901 and 1902.”

“What regiment?”

“The Royal Dublin Fusiliers.”

Barry nodded. “When I said I was in a fusilier’s regiment, I had your interest.”

“Not really. I’m not sentimental about my dad’s time in the service or his regiment,” Colm said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“You sound a bit bitter. Did he hate the army?”

Colm shrugged. “I can’t say for certain. He didn’t speak of it much, good or bad. He’d joined out of necessity. He lost his job and needed the money. The army kept a roof over our heads and food on the table. Can’t complain about that.”

Barry took a deep swallow of his beer before wryly adding, “The desire to eat is an efficient recruitment tool for us all. You look hearty enough, so why did you wave me over?”

“I’m interested in what’s down the road with this foolishness in Europe. Is the military anticipating a long war or will blood bonds make the leaders quit early?” 

“Blood bonds?”

“In essence, that’s what this nonsense is...a brutal family feud,” Colm said, peeved that toffee-nosed royals didn’t care a whit for making cannon fodder of the poor. 

“On one level, it is a family feud, but it’s too simplistic to describe the conflict as only that. Germany is an economic powerhouse and spoiling to grow bigger. Their allies are looking to expand their control over their neighbors. We have to honor our treaties. At the end of the day, greed and power overrule blood loyalties.”

Colm suspected that would be the answer, but it was worth asking. He finished the beer he had when Barry came into the pub and moved on to the second. “You believe it will last for some time then?”

“Afraid so. The scuttlebutt from the officers indicates we’ll be at it for quite a while. Why are you asking?”

“I’m wondering if there will be conscription.”

“Probably.”

“Is there an advantage to enlisting instead of waiting to be conscripted?”

Barry nodded. “Generally. When you’re forced to serve, the military is going to stick you where they need you most. In all likelihood, in the trenches with a company that’s lost a lot of men. If you enlist, you can choose the regiment and on occasion can ask for a particular detail.”

“I thought that might be the case but wasn’t sure.”

“Fusiliers are designated as armored regiments. In your dad’s time, the main force had carbines and rifles. Some men operated cannons and machine guns but they had nothing else.”

There’s the lead up, Colm thought. Now comes the pitch. He sipped his beer curious how Barry would try and convince him to join up.

“We’ve modernized since then. The military is working on several intriguing and powerful armored weapons. They’re not ready to field them, yet. If all goes well, they should be in use by us in the near future. At the moment, we are employing heavy guns in the field to support the troops up front. I’m telling you this as an incentive. There are options coming.”

“What’s the pay? That’s the best incentive for me. There are four of us who contribute to the family biscuit box.” Colm’s mum didn’t trust banks. She’d used the same Hudson biscuit tin colored with fancy birds as a bank as far back as he could remember. “I make the most. It’s important to know I can still contribute a fair amount.”

“Army infantry pays two pounds, two shillings, tuppence.”

They didn’t have a lot to begin with, but Colm was proud to say his money made their living standard better than many. “That’s a painful cut in house funds.”

“How downcast you are. Army pay is paltry but there are other considerations. What do you do for work?” Barry asked.

“I emboss and install copper tiles.”

“How much does copper fashioning earn you?” 

“Depends on what the customer wants, the size of the project, and how time-consuming the job detailing is.” 

Barry, who had been leaning his forearms on the table sat back, beer in hand. He looked from Colm to his drink and back to Colm. “Are you employed now?”

“Yes.”

“What type of client hired you?”

“Various. At the moment, I’m finishing a ceiling install at a fancy restaurant, but I do quite a few residential jobs. Why?”

“I’m going to guess your residential clients are high-and-mighty wealthy men.”

Colm nodded, slowly sipping his beer, unsure what purpose there was to Barry’s questions. 

“What you do, Colm, takes special skill. You’re an artist that uses a rare medium compared to a painter’s canvas or sculptor’s clay. I see two problems with your work. In wartime, the military will stockpile various metals, copper among them. You won’t have what you need to continue earning a living.”

Every fact Barry shared added to Colm’s downward spiral of dismay. Obviously, avoiding military service wasn’t possible. But if he could finish another expensive project before enlisting, he’d prolong the financial hardship on the family. “I’d like to work another job before material becomes scarce. Surely some will remain on the market for a little while.”

“Too late. The government has already seized all the imported copper.”

“You’re sure? When? The war just started.”

“Agents were at the ready in case of war. They acquired every bit.” 

“Even if you found someone with a secret store to sell, I doubt you’ll find opportunity. Your work is a luxury people demand when they are comfortable financially. War makes people nervous about what is ahead. They worry we might lose and get invaded. They’ll become very fearful of elaborate spending.”

Colm’s dinner soured in his stomach at Barry’s disturbing forecast. His client’s war fears were another trouble far from his mind, until tonight.

Shit.

“I can see the worry in your eyes, worry brought on by my truth-telling. War is a terrible thing. While we are in this conflict, the road ahead will not be easy for any of us,” Barry said. 

“You look healthy, Colm, the army will snag you. Even if they found something physically wrong with you, the other two problems are inevitable. It’s unfortunate, but your family will have to adjust to losing your bigger contribution.”

There was more at stake than a simple financial adjustment for the family. At some point, the government would go after Danny too. With both his and Danny’s additional monies gone, his mum and sister would be in dire straits. They’d have to move to a boarding house in a rundown area of the city, even with Danny and Colm’s army pay sent home. 

“Is there no exception to conscription other than not being up to snuff physically?” 

“Only one other, it’s a compassionate deferment and not given automatically. The drafted individual has to request it.”

“What is that exactly?” 

“It dates back to the old queen. At the behest of Prince Albert, Victoria visited a few workhouses. Apparently, she spoke with several widows who had lost all the men in their household to the Crimean War. Victoria was appalled when she learned those women had previously enjoyed lives that kept them from the workhouse. She sent out a blanket suggestion that a compassionate deferment should exist. The Queen felt no family should have all the eligible men taken into the army by conscription. As you can imagine, a queen’s suggestion is rarely ignored or in this time, a king’s. Are you asking for yourself?”

“No. But I have a younger brother, Danny, who is military service age. The loss of most of my contribution will be difficult enough for the family. Losing most of his would be devastating.”

“You said there are four of you. With both of you gone, the other two still have a double income.” His nonchalant tone carried the shrug he didn’t execute.

“Double income. You say it like they’re dressmakers to the royal family. My mum takes in laundry and my sister works for a milliner. We live in a modest neighborhood where they can come and go without fear of robbery or worse. Without my Danny’s wages, they’ll be forced out.”

Barry raised a hand in surrender. “I see I stirred your anger. I didn’t mean offense. My fault for letting old anger and envy come out. I never knew a father and
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