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Bertha observed her family at the dining table. Her husband, Mac, was headed into Boston for his Saturday half-day at Stone and Webster Engineering. Their two sons, Sonny, 18 and a college freshman, and Ig, 12, were preparing for a day of skiing in Epping, New Hampshire. A dusting of snow, no more than an inch, had fallen overnight in Melrose, Massachusetts. Fresh snow in December was like manna from heaven for those inclined to ski. If there was an inch in Melrose, Massachusetts, how much more would there be an hour north? 

“Sorry to be so late,” Mrs. Brown said as she bustled around the dining room, placing plates of eggs, bacon, and toast in front of each person. 

“Eat up, Ig. Eggs are good for you,” Bertha said. “And don’t feed the dog your breakfast.”

“How come we have so many eggs?” Ig asked.

Mrs. Brown put more bacon on his plate. She knew how to get him to eat eggs.

“You need to eat too,” Mrs. Brown said to Bertha. 

“Ginny, get out from under that table,” Mrs. Brown said. Ginny, their boxer, obeyed Mrs. Brown, her head hanging low. 

“More coffee, Mrs. Mac?” Mrs. Brown asked.

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Brown,” Bertha replied before yelling out to her two sons, who had left the dining room table to prepare for their day of skiing. 

“When does Hooker arrive?” Mac asked.

“Should be here any minute,” Sonny said. “He’s picking up Tiny and Web on the way.”

“He said to be ready so we can pick up Charlie and get on the road ahead of the crowd,” Ig said. 

“Were you going to let Ginger out?” Mac asked.

“Can’t you do it?” Sonny asked. 

“We didn’t want to chase her,” Ig shrugged.

Bertha heard Mac mutter about his children’s ability to care for ‘their’ dog. The boys had been attentive when the dog first arrived. Now he and Bertha were taking care of Ginny, their reddish brown boxer. 

“Don’t forget, there are sandwiches in the icebox for you,” Bertha called out.

“More coffee, Mr. Mac?” Mrs. Brown asked, coffee pot in hand.

“No, thank you. I should get ready, too.” Mac pushed his plate aside. “I’ll be home for dinner. It would be great if we could have beans and franks. I’ll take the car today,” Mac said, the train whistle sounding in the distance. It was good that they lived a four-minute walk from the train station. But on Saturdays, when he worked a half-day, Mac preferred to drive.

“Have a good day, Mr. Mac,” Mrs. Brown said. 

“See you Monday, Mrs. Brown,” Mac replied.

With Mac heading into work, the boys chasing snow for the day, and her mother, Gran, with her sister, Mabel, for a few weeks, she had a day to herself. With time to kill before meeting the Club Ladies for lunch and some Christmas shopping, Bertha enjoyed the sun shining through the bow window in the dining room, warm coffee, and the newspaper at hand. She felt lucky to have a nice, efficient, caring housekeeper and cook. Mrs. Brown came in the mornings Monday through Saturday to make breakfast, clean the house, do some shopping, and help prepare for dinner. She headed home to Mattapan by train each noon to care for her growing family. The thought that Mrs. Brown might no longer be able to take care of them niggled at the back of her mind. She usually pushed these thoughts away, but today, they floated to the top.

“How are you?” Bertha asked.

“It’s crazy out there these days. I had to walk to the train. My son and daughter-in-law took extra shifts at the factory, so I had the baby all night. Then Mr. Brown had lots of calls for the taxi, so he was on the road when I left.”  

“Where’s the baby now?” Bertha asked. 

“My daughter-in-law came home.”

“That’s good.”

“It seems like we went from no work to too much work,” Mrs. Brown said, shaking her head, picking up the empty plates left behind by Mac and the boys.

After the long depression, they enjoyed stable, dependable work. Stoneand Webster Engineering had taken Mac back on board after a decade away at other jobs. They appreciated Mac’s drafting, fabricating, production, and testing skills, and he became involved in more projects. He frequently traveled to Pittsfield and Springfield, Massachusetts factories for work, and often wrote reports into the night at home. The boys were in good schools; they had a good life even as the threat of war hung over their heads. 

Bertha turned her attention back to the newspaper. She hated to admit her mother was right. Hitler’s march across Europe, first Poland, then Norway and Denmark, followed by France, and then the Battle of Britain, had been steady and relentless. The United States was neutral, according to the Neutrality Act, but could sell goods to Europe. They thought this would help England and France, but France had fallen, and England seemed to be holding on by a thread. Gran couldn’t get over the idea that Charles Church, where she had been baptized in Plymouth, England, had been destroyed in an attack by the Nazis. President Roosevelt signed the new Lend-Lease Act, and the United States’ ability to provide goods to other countries was no longer limited to cash transactions. 

“Do you think there’ll be war?” Mrs. Brown asked, returning to check on Bertha’s coffee and her plate, which she had only picked at.

“I hope not. Although we seem to be providing many goods to the war effort overseas.” To herself, she admitted the war was getting too close for comfort.

“All this activity has been good for my family. My daughter’s husband got a promotion at the General Electric plant in Lynn, and my oldest boy got a job at the shipyard in Quincy,” Mrs. Brown said.

“How’s your youngest?”

“He’s heading to Howard University in the summer, as soon as he graduates.”

“That’s wonderful. What is he planning to study?”

“Engineering. Mr. Mac put in a nice word for him.”

“Mr. Mac is good at that,” Bertha said. Mac had taught math and drafting at a trade school for three years before being hired by Stone and Webster for the first time. He helped students who strived to improve themselves, regardless of their color, religion, or economic background. “Possibly he can help with an internship or job after graduation.”

“That’s a nice offer but Stone and Webster Engineering only hires black folks as custodians.”

Bertha nodded. “Mr. Mac knows all sorts of people in all sorts of businesses, he may still be able to provide some guidance.” Mrs. Brown smiled but Bertha saw the skepticism in her eyes. 
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Mac checked himself out in the mirror by the front door. His dark hair was beginning to thin, but nothing serious; a bit of gray at the temples made him look distinguished. He put on his suit jacket, buttoned his warmest overcoat, adjusted his hat, and checked out how he looked in the mirror by the front door. He heard a car pull into the driveway on the side of the house, horn beeping. Making his way through the living room, dining room, and to the back door, he stepped out and made a slashing motion across his throat. Ginger slipped out behind him and headed for her favorite tree.

“You’ll wake the neighbors,” Mac said as Hooker unrolled the driver’s window. Mac nodded as Tiny got out of the car to keep an eye on Ginger. 

“Right,” Hooker said, getting out of the car and shaking Mac’s hand. “Are we still on for Monday?”

“Of course,” Mac replied. Web helped Sonny load their skis onto the rack on top of the car while Ig put their boots and polls in the trunk.

“Will you have any more building projects soon?”

“Not until steel becomes more available. Everything’s tied up in government contracts right now.”

“This Lend-Lease work is really changing things, isn’t it,” Hooker said. Mac nodded and grabbed Ginny’s collar so Tiny could get back in the car. “It doesn’t seem like the steel restrictions will loosen soon.” Steel was tied to the factory work to support the war in Europe, and it certainly didn’t seem like the war was ending. 

Mac nodded again. “Anyone else going with you today?”

“We’re picking up Charlie. We’ll meet with the rest of the ski team and the Saugus boys in Epping. We’ll be back in time for dinner,” Hooker replied. 

“Why Epping?” Ig asked. 

“Maybe get a run or two in before it all melts,” Hooker replied.

“We’d better get moving. The Holcombs’ light went on, which means he’ll be out to yell at us,” Sonny said. 

“Please tell the Holcombs I’m sorry for the noise.” Hooker got in the driver’s seat, put the car in gear, backed out of the driveway, and headed out.

“I’m sure they’ve reported the noise to someone already.” Mac put a leash on Ginger for a walk, waving to Holcomb, who was glaring from his front step. Holcomb went out of his way to point out what was wrong with everyone and everything in ‘his’ neighborhood. As Mac passed the Ramsdells, Ken Ramsdell was on his porch and asked if they would take the train together. Mac invited him to drive into town with him. Back at the house, he found Bertha at the dining room table. Ginny sniffed around her seat for crumbs. 

“I’ve given her a quick walk,” Mac said. “I’m giving Ken a ride in.”

“That’s nice, particularly since they live so close.”

“And Ken hardly ever complains about noise.”

“Very true,” Bertha smiled. “Do you think there’ll be any snow skiing?”

“I doubt it, but it will keep them out of your hair for the day, and we can hear about their adventures at dinner. Give me a call before you leave, I’ll give you a ride home. I hope the ladies don’t talk about me too much.”

“You went to high school with them, too; what do you think?” Mac winced, kissed Bertha, and headed out the door again. 

Mac was grateful that Stone and Webster Engineering had come calling when one of the steel-framed homes he designed and built in 1937 was featured in the Boston newspapers. They offered him a drafting job, but he quickly advanced to inspector. As much as he liked the adventure of owning his own business, the steady income, varied projects, and responsibility appealed to his family provider side. This job enabled them to purchase a house in a better neighborhood in a good town with a good school system and regular train service to Boston. 

He never admitted to Bertha that he missed creating steel frame houses with his father-in-law, the old construction pro, as his advisor and Hooker as his best employee. Telling Hooker that he had no work coming up, he felt almost as bad as when he had been forced to let everyone go before closing the Pittsburgh Test Labs’ Boston Office in 1934, after seven years as General Manager. It was one of the hardest things he had ever done. The other was burying Bobby Bruce, their middle son, who died from scarlet fever, and admitting Bert to a psychiatric hospital for observation after the funeral. The National Dairy Council contract came along at a time when he didn’t know where his next job would come from; they had all moved to Chicago. When they moved back to Melrose, he started steel framing work for a large contractor. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” Ken said.

“Oh, sorry, I was thinking about work,” Mac replied.

“And what’s in store for us next?”

“I was thinking about the reports I need to finish for Monday. Are you moving to a new project?”

“It’s just a rumor I heard about something local coming in.” 

“That’s interesting. I haven’t heard anything.”

“That’s because you’re on the road more than in the office.”

“Lots of inspection work. What’s the new project about?”

“Not sure, I thought you might know.”

Mac laughed. He traveled too much to hear the office gossip. It was good that new projects were in the offing. 
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Bertha reviewed the gray dress that fit her trim figure perfectly. Strands of gray were beginning to creep into her wavy blond hair, which she pulled back in a chignon. She paid particular attention to how she looked when she met with the club ladies, her group of high school friends that had started meeting when they were sophomores in 1915 and continued to meet 26 years later.  

Mrs. Brown gave Ginger a bone, which Ginger took to her favorite spot under the piano in the front room, where the sun would keep her warm. Ginger knew the bone meant she would be spending the day at home. Bertha said goodbye to Mrs. Brown and headed down the front steps and down the street to the train station. Looking at her watch, she calculated that getting an earlier train allowed her some time to herself to Christmas shop before meeting Johnny, Alice, the twins Edith and Ethel, and Millie for lunch. Maybe even time for a quick stop at a bookstore, too. Bertha loved literature, and she wanted to ger her Christmas book list to Mac so that she got something she wanted to read rather than something a sales clerk recommended to him.

The sun had turned the snow on the street into a slippery slush. Treading cautiously on the downhill portion of North Cedar Park, she arrived at the bustle of rushing cars covering the once-white snow banks with muddy dark brown slush. Cars splashed through the dirty potholes, covered windshields, and blocked drivers’ views while simultaneously soaking pedestrians on the sidewalk with the slush. Honking horns and fists waving in the air proclaimed the anger of both drivers and pedestrians. There’s nothing like the first snow of the season. Spying an opening in traffic and a cleared spot on the opposite sidewalk, she made her way across Vinton without getting too splashed. Hurrying down the street and onto the shoveled path through the park, she put the sounds of cars splashing and people yelling behind her. She arrived at the train station out of breath.

“Mrs. Macdonald, what a surprise to see you here,” Mrs. Holcomb said as Bertha impatiently waited for the train. Mrs. Holcomb worked at a department store downtown.

“Good morning. How are you?” 

“I was woken up by the car horn this morning. Jimmy said that Mr. Hooker was taking the boys skiing. All that activity and noise for so little snow. The streets are so dry now that I don’t need these galoshes,” Mrs. Holcomb said, looking at her feet. 

“Bob Hooker wants to drive up to look over the ski slope he’s been running the past few winters. It was nice of him to take the boys along for an outing.”

“I would never let Jimmy wander with Mr. Hooker and Mr. Benedict. They seem a little loose if you know what I mean,” Mrs. Holcomb said. She knew Hooker had a reputation with women. Still, he was an excellent instructor and a dedicated skier, and he made sure Ig paid attention on the ski jump and didn’t daydream into another accident. Web coached the high school ski team, taught English, and had recently married. Sonny’s friends Elaine and Nancy said that all the high school girls dreamed about Mr. Benedict, but he kept his students working hard both in class and on the slopes. Still, rumors traveled fast and tended to stick.

“Does Jimmy like to ski?” Bertha asked. She wondered if Jimmy was allowed to breathe.

“Jimmy says it’s fun, but his studies come first,” Mrs. Holcomb replied. 

“Are you talking about my husband?” Gertie asked, joining Bertha and Mrs. Holcomb. Mrs. Holcomb’s face showed a tinge of pink.

“Yes, Mrs. Holcomb was talking about skiing,” Bertha said. 

“Ah, there are my friends now,” Mrs. Holcomb said, raising a hand and waving to a group further down the track. “Wonderful to see you.”

“Nice to see you, too,” Bertha said as she watched Mrs. Holcomb weave in and out of the growing train crowd. She sometimes felt bad that they kept Jimmy so sheltered. Sonny thought Jimmy was a know-it-all in school, which didn’t surprise her. But she also wondered if Mrs. Holcomb had friends.

The train pulled in, and Bertha and Gertie boarded the car for the 15-minute ride to Boston’s North Station. 

“Who is that?” Gertie asked, as Mrs. Holcomb took a seat in the same car.

“My neighbor has lots of opinions of what others should and shouldn’t do.”

“She has quite an opinion of Web,” Gertie huffed. She and Web had been married for six months. 

“I think she’s commenting more on Bob Hooker’s reputation.”

“Does she know him?”

“That’s a good question. He does seem to get around. But that’s catty of me. So, are you working today?”

“Yes, today’s my last day in the office. I’ve started to show.”

“Oh, how exciting. When’s the baby due?”

“In May. I can’t wait.”

They chatted away and soon found themselves at North Station. Gertie headed to work and Bertha headed downtown to shop and then meet her friends for lunch.
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Ig grinned as Hooker pulled onto Route 1, picked up speed, and the six of them headed north to New Hampshire. He was eleven years old, and he was going skiing with the older guys, the really good skiers. This was something he could brag about to his friends. Web rode shotgun with Ig stuffed between them in the front seat. Tiny was in the back seat with Sonny and Charlie. He pulled some beers out of the bag at his feet and handed them around. Ig put his hand out for one but Hooker shook his head and the beer disappeared into the back seat. 

He had known these guys all his life, well, since he was four when they had moved to Melrose and the Hookers, the McWades, and the Benedicts were their neighbors and friends. Hooker had always fascinated Ig because he was 35, close to Dad’s age, unmarried, of average height, and had a firm, compact build, and had a girl on his arm at any event. Hooker told everyone how he learned to ski as a boy, skied for Harvard, and now taught skiing for the Melrose recreation department at the ski tow and ski jump they had built at the Mt. Hood recreation area. He also ran the local outing club. Mom said Hooker needed to grow up someday, and Dad said he was a smart guy who didn’t want to settle down. 

Hooker liked his independence and spent as much time skiing as possible. He founded the outing club to teach young men and women to ski safely and to attract customers to his weekend ski area in Epping. Ski trains ran from Boston to Epping, and the ski area was a short walk from the depot. Hooker and Tiny said it was the way skiing should be. Ski down, hike, or herringbone back up the slope and ski down again. No tow ropes or other mechanical devices. He and the professor who owned the land split the proceeds from the weekend. When he wasn’t skiing, he worked on engineering projects, including some of Mac’s building projects. 

Tiny and Web were both 24. Tiny was short and lithe, and loved skiing as fast as possible with the wind and sun on his face, every worry slipping away. He joined the Civilian Conservation Corps after high school graduation in 1935, since college wasn’t a part of his plans, and enjoyed living and working outdoors, cutting ski slopes somewhere in New Hampshire for a year or two before taking a sales job, at which he excelled. He was one of Hooker’s ski instructors on the weekends.  

Web, also 24, six feet tall, blond, and blue-eyed, was the best-looking of the bunch. He possessed an effortless grace in skiing, English, carpentry, and with everyone he met. He was a good skier, a better friend, and lacked musical talent, unlike his musician parents and sister.  His friends envied his good looks and ease with girls. 

Mom thought the world of Web, and Ig had to admit that he was hard to dislike. Web had studied English in college, taught High School English and carpentry, coached the nascent Melrose High School ski team, which had included Sonny and his friend Charlie, and skied as much as possible, to the chagrin of his wife, Gertie. 

The minimal snow was disappearing in the bright sunshine, and the grass showed when they arrived in Epping. Hooker pulled over, followed by some other cars of skiers, including the guys from Saugus who also skied at Mt. Hood. After a quick consultation, they agreed to head further up the road to North Conway and see how the snow looked at Cranmore and Cannon since they were already halfway there. Several of them, including Hooker, wanted to show off their skills and see if Hannes Schneider had room for them in his new ski school. As they bumped along, Ig wondered what time they would get home, but didn’t say anything. This was an adventure, and he was just a passenger. He was amazed at the number of people driving with skis on their cars. He had no idea that so many people would be skiing. After Epping, some people seemed to turn back toward home rather than look for another ski area. 

“Ig, we’ll stop and rent some skis for you and then head to the mountain for a ski lesson.”

“I have skis,” Ig said.

“They’re old and too short for you. Let’s try you on something that’s the right size,” Hooker replied. 

“Can we get some lunch?”

“We’ll make sure you get some food,” Hooker replied.

Ig nodded. It never hurt to have another lesson, and from what everyone was saying, this ski area was a lot larger than Mount Hood. Hooker pulled up to a one-story red building with skis on the roof. The six of them piled out of the car as a second car of boys from Saugus pulled up behind them. 

“Any idea where we’re staying?” One of them asked.

“The old farmhouse on the way to Cranmore. You know, the one we stayed at before.”

“Right, we’ll see you there. Happy skiing.” At least we have a place to sleep, Ig thought. Mom and Dad probably thought he was sleeping at home tonight.

“OK, Ig, let’s get you some skis.”

“I thought you told Dad we’d be home tonight.”

“Right,” Hooker replied. “Sonny, call your father at the office. He said he was working on reports today, and let them know we’re staying overnight.” Sonny reluctantly headed for the pay phone. Ig grinned; he liked anyone who told his older brother what to do. 

A bunch of girls passed them as they headed for the door of the ski shop.

“He’s cute,” one of the girls said, pointing at Ig. They all giggled.

“So, ladies, you up for some skiing this weekend?” Web asked, turning on all his considerable charm.

“We are. Where are you skiing?”

“Cranmore,” Hooker replied as he and Ig headed inside, shooting Web a look. Sonny, Charlie, and Tiny were smiling and nodding as if they had all lost the ability to speak. Web glared at Hooker. Ig figured it had something to do with Web and Gertie getting married soon.

“Same here. Maybe we’ll see you on the slopes,” the girl replied.

“Looking forward to it,” Web replied, with a dashing tilt of his head towards the girl doing the talking. “Check us out.”

The girls waved goodbye.

“Aren’t you married? I seem to remember being an usher at your wedding,” Tiny asked, knowing full well that Web was, indeed, married. He had been an usher at the wedding. 

“I’m looking out for you and Hooker,” Web replied.

“In that case, you should have asked them where they were staying,” Tiny said.

“All in good time, my friend,” Web replied.

Inside, Hooker steered Ig towards the ski racks. 

“What size?” A voice said.

“I don’t know,” Ig replied. “I’ve grown a lot.”

“Let’s see,” he heard the guy say as he stood skis up next to Ig to check on height.  After a few tries, they agreed on a pair of skis. Then they found him a pair of low, toe-clip boots and selected poles. Ig pulled out money and got some change back, which he stuffed in his pocket. He’d count it later. They were told to have the skis back no later than 9 pm on Sunday; Ig said they would be back much sooner because they had to be home. Hooker rolled his eyes. Ig wondered what his parents would think of all this. 

At Cranmore, Tiny took off to ski alone, fast and straight, communing with the world around him. Web, Sonny, and Charlie headed up the slope to practice in the soft powder before the bright sun turned it to ice. Ig allowed Hooker to tell him how to put on skis and do some basic snowplowing. 

Some girls joined in, and then others, and soon Hooker had an impromptu class going that attracted the attention of the instructors. When an instructor stopped by to ask him what he was doing, Hooker explained that Ig was a student of his in Melrose, and this was his first time on a larger mountain. There was some giggling, and Ig noticed that the other ski instructors did not seem appreciative of his efforts. Hooker took Ig up his first tow rope, and the two of them skied down the main slope that ended at the ski school, followed by a group of hangers-on. 

At the bottom, Hooker had a brief conversation with Hannes Schneider. While they were chatting, Minnie Dole, the National Ski Patrol founder, said he’d like to chat with Hooker, Web, and Tiny. Hooker invited Dole to stop by the farmhouse later, and Dole agreed.
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Bertha stopped at her favorite bookstore on Washington Street and purchased Between the Acts by Virginia Woolf. She would set it aside as a Christmas gift for one of the Club Ladies. She, along with Johnny, Millie, Alice, Arlene, and the twins, Edith and Ethel, had founded the Club Ladies in their junior year of high school. They had seen each other through weddings, marriage, work, children, elderly parents, and moves across the country and back. Over the years, the group had grown quite large, but the core members, except for Arlene, who had moved to Chicago, were having lunch to celebrate their 26th anniversary.  

For the 18 months she, Mac, and the boys had lived outside of Chicago, she and Arlene had gotten quite close, but now she was back in Melrose, and they were back to being Christmas card friends. They exchanged letters about the book choice each month, but the content became increasingly less personal. Arlene may be the recipient of the book she had just purchased.  

Bertha left the bookstore and rushed to the Jordan Marsh department store cafe. Millie, an executive secretary at Stone and Webster, had arrived and was seated and waiting for them. Her lunchtime was precious, and Bertha felt a little guilty for running late. She envied Millie for working, meeting new people, and participating in dynamic projects; she knew that her life had not been easy as a widow raising her boy alone. Johnny, the unmarried school teacher in the group, arrived on her heels. She preferred Johnny to her given name, Selena. The twins, Edith and Ethel, the serenest people she knew, never a hair out of place or a bad word for anyone, arrived together. Alice was the last to arrive, breathless and full of gossip. 

“Bertie,” Alice used Bertha’s high school nickname, “That woman is waving to you. Isn’t that Mrs. Wills, wife of Royal Barry Wills, the well-known architect? I didn’t know you and Mrs. Wills were such good friends,” Alice said.

“Sonny and her son Charlie are good friends,” Bertha replied. “They are skiing together today. That’s the extent of our acquaintance.”

“Frank would be excited to meet Mr. Wills. There are so many things they could do together. Mr. Wills must be an important resource for Mac in his career,” Alice said.

Bertha winced. She had known Alice most of her life, but Alice liked to name-drop and gather acquaintances that might turn into business for her husband, Frank, another Somerville High School classmate.

“I believe Mac and Mr. Wills have a working relationship,” Bertha replied, uncomfortable with Alice fishing for an introduction.

“Well, then, we should all get together sometime. Maybe you can introduce us at your next party.”  

“What does everyone think of Evil Under the Sun?” Johnny asked, changing the topic. “I enjoyed it.”

“Christie is not one of my favorite authors,” Bertha replied. “And I’m not sure about this new detective, Hercule Poirot. He seems a bit prissy. The plot was interesting, but not great literature.”

“I think it’s well written,” Millie said. “I agree that it’s not great literature. I’m looking forward to our next book.”

“Oh, let’s not hash out this book. We can discuss it next week at our Christmas party. What is everyone wearing?” Alice would rather gossip than talk about books. 

Bertha was enjoying the lively discussions. Alice hadn’t deterred them from talking about books as well as party clothes, politics, their children and the sense that war was looming. Millie announced that she had to return to work. Alice’s husband, Frank, was picking her up, and she left with Millie. The twins still had more Christmas shopping to do, so they headed off together, leaving Bertha and Johnny to organize the money everyone had contributed, ensure the bill was paid, and tip the waitress.

“Where are you off to next?” Johnny asked Bertha.

“I’m picking up some coats I had put on layaway for the boys. Ig is getting taller every month and outgrowing everything. Sonny wants a new coat to look good for the girls on campus.”

“What happened to Nancy?”

“Oh, she was playing the field, and Sonny found out. They still talk and occasionally go out but seem less serious about one another.”

“What do you mean by playing the field?”

“Ig caught her kissing someone near the docks at Brant Rock.”

“And he told Sonny?”

“No, he took Sonny and Ginny for a walk on the beach, and they found Nancy at the same spot, kissing another guy.”

“I don’t know about kids these days. They are certainly bold. By the way, my mother wants to know if you would like to use the cottage for a week in June?”

“That would be great. Now that Mabel’s sold her cottage, I’ve been fishing around for ideas of what to do. Tell your mother we accept.”

“I’ll let her know. Are you catching a ride home with Mac, or would you like a ride?”

“I’m meeting Mac after I get the coats.”

Johnny accompanied Bertha on her rounds and did some shopping of her own before they headed to Mac’s office together since Johnny had parked on Franklin Street, too. As they approached the front door of the building, they saw Millie greeting a man also waiting at the door and watched as the two of them kissed.

“Well, well, who might this be?” Johnny said, catching up to Millie and the mystery man wearing a naval uniform. Bertha trailed a step or two behind with her packages.

Millie promptly turned pink, the color rising from her chin to her forehead, and smiled weakly at her two friends. The tall, distinguished naval officer turned, smiled, and offered his hand. 

“Bert, Johnny, this is Commander Jones. Commander, these are two old friends of mine,” Millie said.

“I’m Bertha Macdonald, Bert has been a nickname since childhood,” Bertha said.

“And I’m Selena Wilson. My brother called me Johnny when I was little because he wanted a brother, not a sister, and Johnny it has been ever since. I like it better than Selena.”

“Lovely to meet you both. Millie, we should be on our way.” Commander Jones whisked Millie into a waiting car.

“And here I am, in case anyone’s interested,” Mac said as Bertha and Johnny watched the car pull away. “I see you’ve met the Commander.”

“How long have you known?”

“I met him a few minutes before you.”

“A likely story. Well, I need to get home. I’m babysitting tonight,” Johnny said.

“Babysitting? For whom,” Bertha replied. “All your nieces and nephews are too old.”

“Joanne has a boy coming over, and I promised to keep an eye on the two of them while the rest of the family scampers off to the movies.”

“The poor boy,” Mac said. 

Johnny laughed, got into her car, and headed for home, where she lived with her mother, brother, brother’s wife, and nieces and nephews, at least those who were still home.

Mac took Bertha’s parcels and put them in the back seat. He had no briefcase, which meant he wouldn’t be working on any reports the rest of the weekend. It also meant he would go into the office on Monday morning and not travel. 

“Are the boys home?”

“Sonny called to say there wasn’t any snow in Epping, so they continued to North Conway. They’ll stay overnight and drive home tomorrow. Mabel called to say she’s dropping your mother off with us.”

“I wondered how long she and Mabel would last together.”

“Where did you and the girls have lunch?” 

“At the Jordan Marsh cafe. We talked about the book we’re reading, Johnny’s students, our children — the usual stuff.” 

“Someday, you’ll have to tell me what they say about me,” Mac said.

“You should be more concerned about what I say about you.” 

They laughed and chatted on the drive home. Ramsdell had taken the train rather than wait. The snow and slush were now gone, and the streets were dry. Ginger greeted them at the door, tail wagging. Mac grabbed Ginger’s leash, and they headed out for a walk. Gran roused herself from a nap in her chair while Mabel played solitaire at the dining room table.

“The boys called. They’re staying overnight,” Mabel said.

“Did you bring dinner?” Gran asked.

“Yes, I have franks in the icebox, baked beans, and brown bread.”

“I’m not that hungry. I’ll scrounge something up in the kitchen. The two of you should go out together. You don’t need me tagging along.”

“What about me?” Mabel asked.

“You can stay with me,” Gran replied. 

Mabel looked at their mother. “If I had known that, I would have gone to Ro’s and had dinner with my grandchildren.”

“Why don’t you stay overnight?” Bertha asked her older sister. 

“It’s been a busy couple of weeks,” Mabel said, looking at her mother. “And I promised Ro I’d watch the kids tomorrow morning, so I’ll head to his house. I’m sure they’ll have something for me to eat.” Mabel gathered her things. 

“There’s a letter from your brother on the table,” Gran said. Mabel paused to wait to hear about the letter.

“Willis?”

“No, Don.”

“Did you read it?”

“No, it’s addressed to you.”

Bertha picked up the letter. It had no return address and was postmarked from Washington, DC. If he and Martha were back from Norway, they hadn’t let anyone know.

“We should call tomorrow,” Bertha said. It was her attempt at distracting her mother from the fact that. Don, her youngest, the promised one, the West Point grad, seemed never to have time for his mother. 

“Put your coat on. We’re driving up to Essex for some fried clams,” Mac said, returning with Ginger. “The Ramsdells are joining us.”

“Oh, in that case, I’ll go too,” Gran said.

“I thought you weren’t hungry?” Mabel asked.

“I’m hungry for seafood,” Gran replied, getting her coat and hat on and heading for the car.

“Well, then, I’ll be on my way,” Mabel said, picking up her things and heading for her car. 

Ginger followed them to the kitchen, looking at them expectantly.

“Of course, you can come too,” Mac said. Ginger wagged her tail and started to drool.

Bertha shook her head and made up the rear. The odds they would find fried clams in December were slim, but it would be a nice ride up the coast.
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Skiing ended when the sun set. They packed up their things and drove to the converted ski lodge down a dark road. Ig followed the guys into a large, brightly lit farmhouse that sat on a hill. A snowball fight was taking place outside and inside were lots of people yelling over the noise. Cigarette smoke, stale beer, and burnt popcorn greeted them. Those were the smells Ig could identify. The guys yelled greetings to those inside, trooped upstairs, and looked for spaces to sleep for the night. The bedrooms were littered with mattresses and a few beds. It was a communal space that provided a place to sleep for anyone who wanted to ski and stay overnight but wasn’t going to spring for a hotel or motel. 

Hooker found an empty room, and they dropped their things onto various mattresses to claim their space. None of them had brought much for a change of clothes, so they left coats, gloves, and scarves. They trooped downstairs, where food was strewn around the dining room table and any free surface in the living room. Ig headed for the kitchen. He grabbed a sandwich and a beer from the refrigerator. Hooker took the beer from him and handed him a glass of milk, noting that growing boys needed milk. 

Ig sat at the dining room table to eat and observe everything. It was the guys’ farmhouse, he had heard, and some girls had stopped by for the party. He wondered how some guys would get up and ski in the morning if they kept drinking beer. Sonny chatted up a girl in the living room, and Ig couldn’t wait to tell Nancy. Sonny needed someone else, not a girl who kissed everyone she met. He may not have kissed a girl yet, but he didn’t like what Nancy was doing, even if she was experimenting. He saw Charlie join a group of guys and girls in a snowball fight outside. They seemed to be having a great time. Of course, Charlie had a girlfriend. They had been going together since first grade, according to his mother. 

He watched as Minnie Dole entered the house and drew Hooker’s attention. Hooker, Web, and Tiny were ski patrol members, something Sonny and Charlie wanted to be someday. Ig was surprised when Minnie took a seat across the dining room table. 

“That sandwich looks good. Does your mother know you’re here?” 

“She knows I’m in North Conway, I think,” Ig said with a smile.

“You looked good out there on the slope today. Been skiing for long?”

“A couple of years,” Ig replied.

“You’re from Melrose, right?” Minnie asked.

Ig nodded.

“Ever tried the ski jump there?”

“Of course,” Ig said, which he had. “I love it.”

Dole laughed. “Of course you do. Are you planning to join the ski team when you get to high school?”

Ig scrunched up his face. “I don’t know. My brother likes it. Sometimes I need to do my own thing.”

“Good answer,” Dole replied. “Everyone needs to find their way.”

Hooker, Web and Tiny, and some other guys Ig didn’t know took seats at the dining room table. Hooker suggested that Ig leave, but Minnie said he should stick around and listen. Sonny continued chatting with the girl in the living room, oblivious to everything around him. Charlie wandered through to the kitchen for another beer, with some girls trailing behind him. 

After exchanging a few pleasantries with the men seated around the table, Dole turned serious. The Army was creating a new unit, the 87th Mountain Infantry Battalion, which was being activated at Fort Lewis, Washington. As a consultant and founder of the National Ski Patrol, he was actively looking for volunteers to join the ranks of this nascent unit. He talked about how the Finnish troops, trained in winter warfare, had kept the Nazi invasion at bay two years earlier. How the Germans could hold the high country in the Alps with their well-trained troops, but the United States had not yet developed similar mountain and skiing troops. 

“Hooker and Tiny, you both volunteered to help train some troops at Lake Placid last year. What do you think?”

“We’re not at war, and we aren’t going to war,” Dick, one of the others at the table, said. “I don’t see any reason to join something that will never happen.”

“I don’t know about that,” Hooker said, evenly, almost kindly. “We are creating more and more jobs and factories to provide supplies to Europe. I think it’s just a matter of time.”

“I agree with Ken,” Dave said. “I think we’re jumping the gun.”

“I’m in,” Tiny said, looking at Dole, no hesitation in his voice or manner. 

“Much appreciated, Tiny,” Dole replied with a smile. “This effort might seem a bit premature given that we aren’t directly at war, but having trained troops ahead of any action is always smart planning.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to think about this and get back to you on Monday,” Hooker said, more serious than Ig could ever remember seeing him.

“Of course, Hooker,” Dole replied. “How about you, Web?”

“Well, as much as I’d like to join you, I’m not ready to stop teaching partway through the semester. Plus, Gertie and I are expecting our first child this spring. I will stay out for now.”

“Congratulations,” Dole said. “I’m happy for you both.”

“Jesus Christ, Web, when were you going to tell us?” Sonny asked.

“On the way home,” Web replied.

As his head drifted onto the table and his eyes closed, Ig thought this was the most exciting day he had ever had. He and Gran were fascinated with the war in Europe and listened to the radio reports whenever Mom wasn’t around. Mom said the war would never affect them, and they were listening too closely to the radio. He and Gran were pretty sure that wasn’t true.
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The six of them rattled down Route 1 late Sunday morning. Sonny and Tiny were in the front seat with Hooker, while Ig, Charlie, and Web were relegated to the back. Ig leaned against Web. As far as anyone could tell, he was asleep. 

“If you’re worried about Dad, don’t be,” Sonny said. “I can smooth things.”

“I know your Dad,” Hooker said. “He’ll have something to say.”

“Tell him about the offer. He’ll understand,” Web replied. “Mr. Mac’s a good guy.” 

“What can he do? I’m a college freshman. I’m my own man,” Sonny said. 

“Ig is 12. Your parents won’t be happy,” Tiny said. 

“I’m awake,” Ig said. “I’m resting my eyes.”

“What will you tell your parents?” Hooker asked, looking at Ig in the rearview mirror.

“I met Hannes Schneider, Toni Matt, and Minnie Dole, and I had a great time skiing on a big mountain.”

“And what will you say if they ask about drinking beer?” 

“I had some beer.”

“And how many beers did you have?”

“So many I lost count.”

“You say that, and I’ll pound you,” Sonny swung around, hand curled into a fist. Ig cringed and smirked out of his brother’s reach as Web put his hand on Sonny’s shoulder. 

“This won’t solve anything.”

Sonny slumped in the front seat, arms crossed. Why had they brought his little brother anyway? Oh yeah, someone needed to keep an eye on Ig while Mom met with her friends and Dad worked. Gran wasn’t home with them, so it fell to him. They had headed out to ski in Epping for the day. Then Hooker had said they should drive to North Conway and check things out. Then Dad had agreed they should stay overnight and drive home in daylight but hadn’t sounded pleased. He would have a word or two with his parents about babysitting.

“Looks like we will all be home for Sunday dinner,” Web said.

Hooker turned off Route 1. The Saugus boys in the car behind beeped the horn to let them know they were turning for home. He dropped Charlie off first, then Web, then swung to the Macdonald’s on Cedar Park.

“Are you coming in?” Sonny asked.

“I think I should explain,” Hooker replied. 
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Mac was at the back door as soon as he heard the car pull up, Ginger following along to greet everyone. Bertha and Gran were in the kitchen preparing Sunday dinner.

“Nice of you to get them home,” Mac said to Hooker as Sonny and Ig got out of the car and gathered their things to bring into the house.

Hooker winced at the sarcasm. “We skied yesterday and early this morning,” Hooker replied.

“That’s good,” Bertha said, taking Ginger inside. 

“Why don’t you two get settled inside? I want to chat with Hooker,” Mac said, leaning against Hooker’s car. Sonny gave his father a look. Mac didn’t respond and Sonny followed Ig into the house with their skis and boots.

“I apologize for keeping the boys out so long. I got caught up trying to impress Hannes Schneider and didn’t think about how you and Mrs. Mac would react.”

“It won’t happen again, will it?”

“No, sir.”

“I like you, Bob, but there are limits to what I’m willing to tolerate. You have to respect that I’m their father.”

“Understood,” Hooker paused for a moment. “You know I appreciate all your help, and I want your boys to be the best skiers and men they can be.”

“So do I.”

“Are we still on for lunch tomorrow? I want to talk with about an offer Minnie Dole made to join the new 87th Mountain Infantry regiment,” Hooker said. Mac liked chatting with Hooker and providing advice when asked.

“And you’re going to take it?”

“I think so, but I want to consider it first. And talk to my mother and sister.”

“What about Tiny and Web?” 

“I’m signed up already,” Tiny said from the back seat, smiling.

“Sort of a continuation of your CCC work,” Mac said. Tiny nodded.

“I’m teaching, and Gertie and I are expecting this spring,” Web said. “That’s exactly what I told him.”

“Congratulations, Web. Mrs. Mac told me the good news last night” Mac said. Web nodded. Nothing much stayed a secret in this town.

“Lunch tomorrow?” Hooker asked. 

“Of course. We’ll discuss things, especially after I talk to Ig.”

Hooker smiled, Web laughed, and Tiny shook his head.

“There you are,” Mac said as he walked into the living room where Sonny was sitting on the couch and Ig was fiddling with the radio dial, trying to tune in one of his shows. 

“Hey, Dad.” 

“So, Ig, how much beer did you have?” 

“I’m sure they had no beer at all. They are both too young,” Bertha said, coming out of the kitchen with a roast beef on a platter, and a dishtowel over her shoulder. Gran followed with mashed potatoes.

“Dinner’s ready, take your seats,” Bertha said.

“Sorry, we weren’t here for dinner last night,” Sonny said, smiling his most charming. “And to help with the dishes.

“No dishes last night. We drove up to Essex for some fried clams,” Gran said. “How was the skiing?” 

Sonny scowled. He loved fried seafood. 

“Fun. I met Hannes Schneider and Minnie Dole. Hooker said he was my instructor. I was supposed to act like I’d never skied before,” Ig replied.

“Bet that wasn’t too hard, squirt,” Sonny said.

“I’m a good skier, Minnie Dole said so. It was fun, and the girls were pretty.”

“What girls?” Bertha asked.

“The ones on the bunny slope. They thought Hooker was great and that Web was so handsome. One of them said I was cute.”

“That is something,” Mac said, with a twinkle in his eye.

“Where did you stay?”

“At the farmhouse,” Sonny said.

“There were a lot of guys there,” Ig said. “I slept on a mattress on the floor.”

“And was there beer?”

“Oh, yeah, and milk.”

“And did you have any beer?” 

“One when Hooker wasn’t looking,” Ig replied. “He made me drink milk when he caught me.” Sonny pushed him from behind to remind him to say nothing that would get them both in trouble.

“I’d hate to think you had more than that,” Mac said before Bertha could say anything.

“Where was Sonny?” Bertha asked.

“He was talking to some girls,” Ig said. Sonny punched him from the side. “Some of them stopped by, but they were staying somewhere else. At the girls’ farmhouse, I guess.” 

Mac looked at Bertha to see her reaction. She didn’t look happy but she wasn’t yelling either. Maybe a good sign that she was letting the boys grow up. Just then, the radio show was interrupted for a news bulletin.

“The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor.” They looked at one another in astonishment. “Listen in to this report that has been received.”


“I am speaking from the roof of the Advertiser Publishing Company Building. We have witnessed this morning the distant view a brief full battle of Pearl Harbor and the severe bombing of Pearl Harbor by enemy planes, undoubtedly Japanese. The city of Honolulu has also been attacked and considerable damage done. This battle has been going on for nearly three hours. One of the bombs dropped within fifty feet of KTU tower. It is no joke. It is a real war. The public of Honolulu has been advised to keep in their homes and away from the Army and Navy. There has been serious fighting going on in the air and in the sea. The heavy shooting seems to be . . . . We cannot estimate just how much damage has been done, but it has been a very severe attack. The Navy and Army appear now to have the air and the sea under control.”


“Pearl Harbor. That’s where Don was stationed when I visited him,” Gran said.

“That’s in Hawaii. Why would the Japanese attack us?” Ig asked, his hands dripping water all over the dining room rug from the glass he just knocked over. 

“It’s a mistake. They must have attacked someplace else,” Bertha replied. “The Japanese would never attack us.”

“But they just did,” Sonny said. 

“Shush, both of you. We need to listen,” Mac said.

“I told you we were at war,” Gran said, absently scratching Ginger behind the ears.

“No, we’re not,” Bertha replied, putting her head in her hands. 

“Not officially,” Mac said, his pipe in one hand, looking like he was trying to solve a problem.

“Stop it. I can’t believe you are talking about war,” Bertha yelled. “Turn off that radio and sit down to dinner.”

They all looked at her in astonishment, then took their seats at the table, the radio still playing the same report. A ringing phone broke the silence. It was Bertha’s older brother, Willis, calling to find out if they had heard about the attack on Pearl Harbor. And now Guam and the Philippines.

“Are we at war?” Ig asked. “That Minnie guy seemed to think so.”

“There already is a war,” Gran replied. 

“Right, sorry, Gran. I meant, will we be in the war?”

“I hope not,” Bertha replied.

Mac turned off the radio, and they said grace for the first time in a long time before eating dinner. The table was silent throughout the meal, and then the boys picked up the plates and dishes and took them into the kitchen. Sonny returned with the cake Gran had made, and Ig with the serving utensils. Mac took dessert plates from the dining room hutch and served cake and coffee.

“Why don’t you boys go get changed. Did you take showers this morning?” Bertha asked.

Sonny and Ig trooped upstairs to wash up and change. They heard some scuffling at the top of the stairs but it didn’t appear to be anything serious. 

“It looks like the boys had a grand time,” Gran said.

“What did you say about not getting into trouble?” Mac asked Bertha.

“I can’t believe Hooker would allow them to drink.”

Gran studied her tea, not looking at either of them, but Mac could see she was suppressing a smile. 

“Hooker, Tiny, and Web are nice, responsible boys,” Bertha said. 

“They are grown men, not boys. Ig won’t soon forget this weekend,” Mac said.

“Say no next time,” Bertha said. Mac turned the radio back on and ignored her. 

Sonny and Ig returned downstairs and took their seats for dinner. The radio remained on, and they heard the reports about Pearl Harbor being repeated over and over again. The broadcaster described the horror of ships burning and sinking in Battleship Row. Of the horror of seeing men floating, blackened, or on fire, presumably dead men in the water, with others trying to swim away from the sinking, burning ships. Then, he announced more attacks on Guam and the Philippines. A deliberate, all-out attack on the United States. 

Dinner was a solemn affair. Mac noticed that Bertha barely ate anything. After dinner, the boys did the dishes and then joined their parents in the living room to continue listening to the day’s reports. 

In the evening, President Roosevelt made a radio address to the nation.


“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, I am speaking to you tonight at a very serious moment in our history. The Cabinet is convening and the leaders in Congress are meeting with the President. The State Department and Army and Navy officials have been with the President all afternoon. In fact, the Japanese ambassador was talking to the president at the very time that Japan's airships were bombing our citizens in Hawaii and the Philippines and sinking one of our transports loaded with lumber on its way to Hawaii.

By tomorrow morning the members of Congress will have a full report and be ready for action.

In the meantime, we the people are already prepared for action. For months now the knowledge that something of this kind might happen has been hanging over our heads and yet it seemed impossible to believe, impossible to drop the everyday things of life and feel that there was only one thing which was important - preparation to meet an enemy no matter where he struck. That is all over now and there is no more uncertainty.

We know what we have to face and we know that we are ready to face it.

I should like to say just a word to the women in the country tonight. I have a boy at sea on a destroyer, for all I know he may be on his way to the Pacific. Two of my children are in coast cities on the Pacific. Many of you all over the country have boys in the services who will now be called upon to go into action. You have friends and families in what has suddenly become a danger zone. You cannot escape anxiety. You cannot escape a clutch of fear at your heart and yet I hope that the certainty of what we have to meet will make you rise above these fears.

We must go about our daily business more determined than ever to do the ordinary things as well as we can and when we find a way to do anything more in our communities to help others, to build morale, to give a feeling of security, we must do it. Whatever is asked of us I am sure we can accomplish it. We are the free and unconquerable people of the United States of America.

To the young people of the nation, I must speak a word tonight. You are going to have a great opportunity. There will be high moments in which your strength and your ability will be tested. I have faith in you. I feel as though I was standing upon a rock and that rock is my faith in my fellow citizens.

Now we will go back to the program we had arranged...”


“If we do declare war, I’ll enlist,” Sonny said.

“Bet you were going to flunk out anyway,” Ig replied. 

“No one is going to do anything just yet,” Mac replied, more calmly than he felt.
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Mac was up early before there was even a hint of sunrise on the Monday morning after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Sleep had eluded him, so he decided to clear his mind by taking Ginger for a walk. It wasn’t official yet, but Mac couldn’t see any way around it—they would be going to war. He wasn’t worried about Ig, but he was concerned about what war would mean for Sonny, now 17, and himself, turning 45 in March. 

He and Sonny had been exempted from the two previous selective service registrations, because those had focused on men ages 21 to 35 - like Hooker, Tiny, and Web. Tiny had already made his decision to join the ski troops. Hooker would most likely do the same thing. Web’s decision was more challenging. 

Mac found Ginger waiting patiently at the bottom of the stairs, hoping someone would take her out, and Sonny and Ig glued to the radio. He turned off the radio and suggested they all take Ginger for a walk. 

“Dad, what do you think will happen next?” Sonny asked.

“I suspect we’ll go to war,” he replied.

“Will you go?” Ig asked.

“I’m not sure they’ll want someone as old as me,” Mac replied, ruffling his youngest’s hair. 

He had decided to push for the Navy if he was called up. It’s where he was heading when WWI ended. His engineering skills and experience would be highly sought after, more so than when he registered for the draft in June 1918 after his sophomore year at Tufts ended. Back then, all the male students drilled on the Tufts College green between classes.

During the summer of 1918, he worked as a surveyor, his first real job in his field. He returned to Tufts to teach basic drafting classes in the fall. Armistice was declared on November 11, a week before his date to report to the navy as a draftsman, and too late to start classes that semester. He decided to become a two-year man and to continue working as a surveyor and teacher, both good jobs. He could return to school if things didn’t work out. His old friend, Mel Pride, a high school and college classmate, was now a naval officer somewhere near Pearl Harbor. He would pick up some newspapers to see if Mel was among the wounded or dead. At least Bertha’s brother, Don, was no longer at Pearl Harbor.

Ginger explored all the scents on the street, in the bushes, in the grass, around the fire plugs, and on the sidewalk. There was little that Ginger wouldn’t investigate. 

“I’ll go,” Sonny said with the assuredness of the invincible. He was too young to understand that going off doesn’t mean you return a hero or the same person you were when you left.  

“I wanted to go to war in ’17. I told my mother I wanted to be useful, I wanted to join the Army



























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
RIS 1t
¥roduction and Research Plant, Oak Ridge, Tenn.

A.E. MACDONALD






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





