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Chapter 1
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The young woman stared out the cracked window of the Brooklyn walk-up as flakes of falling snow melted on the ledge and streets below. She pushed back a strand of hair from her face and placed her hand on her expanding waist.

How did she get here? This was not the life she had envisioned when she first came to New York. Then she had been sure her dreams were about to come true. She would work hard until she was discovered and pulled from the chorus line into stardom. She had joined the ranks of so many young people, auditioning for parts, working as a waitress, waiting for the magical break-through.

So far, over the past five years, she had been in two touring companies and three Broadway productions but never made it beyond the chorus line. Now, her dancing days were over, at least until after the birth of her baby.

She didn’t know why she kept the baby. The father was another acting hopeful, currently on the road and barely able to support himself. She had considered an abortion. Her friends had encouraged her to do this.

“A baby will change everything. You won’t be able to support yourself. You won’t be able to tour with a baby. You’ll never make it,” they told her.

She had thought about it, but it never seemed like the right time so she kept putting it off until it was too late. Another decision made by default, she told herself.  She couldn’t bring herself to do it, even though she hadn’t embraced motherhood either. So here she was, five months away from giving birth. She wasn’t ready.

“Couldn’t you give me more time, God? More time to make it as a star? Then I could quit for a while in order to focus on motherhood,” she prayed, but God didn’t answer. Or if He did, she couldn’t hear Him. She was running out of time.

She looked at the small Christmas tree sitting on the end table in the corner of the one bedroom apartment she shared with another acting hopeful. The one bedroom had been converted into a two bedroom by portioning off part of the living room, providing some small semblance of privacy. The tree was the only acknowledgement of the season she had allowed herself. Under its bare branches was a simple crèche, Mary, Joseph and a baby.

“How did you do it?’ Chloe asked the small statuette in blue. “You weren’t married when you were pregnant, but at least you had Joseph, and you had other family members. I have no one. How can I do it?” She regretted her decision not to decide about an abortion. “It seems I’ve been drifting through life. How can I raise a child by myself? A baby changes everything,” she repeated the words of her friends.

“You can give the baby up for adoption,” one of her fellow aspiring actors had suggested. “Lose your baby fat and you can be back on the circuit in a few months. There are even people willing to pay all your expenses and more for a healthy baby.”

Chloe had ignored that suggestion as well. So here she was with growing debt and only her waitress tips and wages to pay the bills. 

Could she go home, she wondered. She looked at her phone. Her parents were just a call away, or were they? Would they welcome their prodigal daughter? She had not left on good terms, had not kept in touch. Could she show up now, take the bus back home? Mary had made the trip to Bethlehem while pregnant with Jesus. Maybe she could do it too. All she need do is pick up the phone, call her parents and get on the bus.

Chloe stared at the phone, then dialed the number of the one person she knew she could count on.

“Grandpa?”
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Howard put the phone back down and scratched his head. Was this real? Sometimes the line between reality and memories blurred. Had his granddaughter really called him, or had he imagined it? 

He had been startled awake by the sound of the phone ringing. Who would be calling at this time of night, he had wondered as he glanced at his watch. Only nine o’clock. He had fallen asleep in front of the TV, the way he did most nights. He had come home from the Christmas recital at the dance center, fixed himself something to eat, and promptly fell asleep in his reclining rocker. He shook his head and pushed himself out of the lounge chair as he tried to remember where he had left his phone. The sound seemed to be coming from the kitchen.

“Hello,” he had cleared his throat to shake the sleep from his voice.

“Grandpa?”

“Chloe?”

“Grandpa, can I come home?”

“What do you mean? To your mom and dad’s?”

“No, to your house. You and Grandma were always home to me.”

“Where are you?”

“New York. I’m in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” Howard sat down, preparing for whatever would come next.

There was silence on the line then the voice saying, “I’m pregnant.”

This time it was Howard’s turn to be silent.

“Grandpa, you still there?”

“Of course you can come, baby. You are always welcome. Do you need money?”

“No, I’ve got enough to take the bus.” It had been settled.

What would Helen have done, he wondered. She probably would have slapped Chloe on the side of her head then given her a big hug. That was her way.

Chloe’s voice had sounded so like Helen’s. At first he had thought it was Helen, Helen as he remembered her, as his young bride. Sometimes it seemed as if she were talking to him. Helen was more real to him than the shadows that haunted his dreams. She wasn’t a shadow. She was more than a memory. She was his flesh and blood, a part of him. The life they had shared together was more real than the life he lived now. 

It was a good life. He had made new friends. Still he came home alone to the new house they had bought just as Helen’s Alzheimer’s was becoming more apparent. The memories here were not the ones he wanted to remember. He remembered those early days of their courtship, how they had met in Ireland at the end of World War II. 

He had enlisted as soon as he had turned eighteen. His mother had wanted him to finish high school first, but he had been afraid he would miss all the action if he did that. After what the Japanese had done to them at Pearl Harbor, he had wanted to get some Japs. Instead he had been sent to Ireland, just in time for VE Day, had spent a few months there and had been preparing with the rest of the base to go to the Pacific when Truman had dropped the bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki ending the war. He had missed his chance he had thought, feeling guilty as he listened to the tales of others who had fought in the war. Feeling guilty, as he was applauded as a veteran when he had not seen combat. He had returned home after his tour of duty, finished up high school and went on to college on the GI bill, becoming a mechanical engineer, but not before falling in love with the fair Helen.

They had sent letters back and forth across the Atlantic. She had only been sixteen when they had met, too young to marry, and so their long distance courtship continued through his years in college until he was finally able to bring her home and start their life together.
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Northern Ireland – 1945

––––––––
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“Get up, lazy,” Brigid yanked the covers off of her sister. “We have chores to get done.” Mary Helen rolled over, reaching for the covers.

“Let me sleep,” she moaned.

“You aren’t getting away with that. If we don’t finish our chores, there’ll be no going to the celebration this afternoon.”

What celebration, Mary Helen wondered?  Then she remembered. The war was over! There was going to be a parade and dancing! She loved dancing. She jumped out of the bed she shared with her sister. How could she have forgotten? Soon her brothers would be home, especially Jimmy, her favorite brother. Liam had been too full of his own self-importance to pay any attention to his little sister. Jimmy was the one who had watched out for her at school. Jimmy was the one who had taught her which neighborhoods to avoid and how to take care of herself.

“Girls need to know how to fight, too,” he had told her as he showed her how to lay a punch on an unsuspecting victim. She couldn’t wait to see him again.

Her grandmother’s bed was already empty. Granny always got up early to start the fire, warm the house and cook the breakfast porridge. It was her morning ritual, one she had done every morning of Mary Helen’s life that she remembered.

Mary Helen dressed in her work clothes and hurried down the steps to the cozy kitchen. A pot of porridge sat on the stove. The fire in the fireplace had chased away the morning dampness. 

“Looks to be a beautiful day, once the clouds break,” said her grandfather, her mum’s dad, sitting at the table reading the morning paper. Granny was her dad’s mum. Both had lost their spouses years ago. They tolerated each other, as if they had been married, getting along for the sake of a place to stay. Granda Mike was no longer able to trek up and down the stairs and so slept on a cot in the living room. There were two bedrooms upstairs, the one occupied by her parents and the one that had once held the whole brood of five, plus a small room barely big enough for a twin bed that had formerly housed Granda Mike. The three oldest had since moved on; Margaret, the oldest, was married with children of her own, Liam and Jimmy were fighting in France. Then there was Brigid and Mary Helen. Mary Helen was the youngest of the five.

“It will rain like every day in Ireland, you old sot.” Granny responded to Granda Mike’s optimism with her characteristic will to fight.

“Do you think the rain will hold off till the washing is dry?” Mary Helen asked. It fell to her and Brigid to do the family washing each week.

“Likely it will rain while you are at your parade, leaving me to bring it all in,” Granny complained.

“You’re coming with us, aren’t you Granny? You don’t want to miss the feis,” Brigid asked. Mary Helen was aware that Brigid knew the answer to her question, but, always the peacemaker, Brigid felt she had to ask anyway.

“The witch won’t leave her lair,” Granda Mike taunted.

“Hush, Granda. It’s a day for celebrating. Must you start so early?” Brigid intervened. For her part, Mary Helen enjoyed the quarrels. It was entertainment.

“We’ll have the washing done and put away before we go,” Brigid assured her grandmother. “Mary Helen, we must get started. Don’t dawdle.”

Her parents had already left for work. The war had been a boon to Northern Ireland manufacturing. Her mom had a job as a clerk for a boat manufacturer. Her dad, a former merchant marine, worked as a cook at a hotel. He had been called in early to help with the breakfast shift. Both would be off work in time for the parade. Everyone had been given the afternoon off to celebrate.

As Mary Helen washed the clothes, she day-dreamed. No more rationing, she dreamed. All of the eggs and meat she could eat. And butter! How was one to get by on one pat of butter a week? And she could have nylon stockings. No more air raids or war drills. Finally there would be peace. She couldn’t imagine what that would be like.

She loved to listen to her grandfather’s stories at night. As he told it, there had never been peace in Ireland. Theirs was a history of war and fighting. Barbarians over-running the country, invasions by the Brits and English rule, the IRA and Sinn Fein and the fight for freedom from England. Even with the establishment of the Republic of Ireland in 1921 this battle had not ended entirely as there was still interference by the British in Irish affairs in the southern part of the island and calls for a united Ireland, north and south. The six counties of Northern Ireland had remained under British Rule through political maneuvering. 

The sense of betrayal felt by both of her remaining grandparents was still strong over twenty years since the split. Granny’s husband had been active in the resistance and died during the Anglo-Irish war for freedom. Granny remained an active member of the IRA, though not as active as in the past. Mary Helen remembered strange men coming and going at night, midnight meetings that she was not supposed to know about.

As part of Britain, Northern Ireland was a staging area for troops coming and going into battle. Belfast was also hit by air raids during the early years of the war. They had not been bombed for the past year, still the fear remained.  

“We’re neither fish nor fowl,” her granny would complain about their state. “We aren’t British, but we also aren’t free Irish. We are stuck between the two.”

Her parents seemed okay with British rule, or at least not as opposed as her grandparents. They realized there were some benefits with being connected to England. They were to be treated as English citizens and so enjoyed services provided by the English government, something which the poor in the Republic of Ireland lacked. Politicians in the free Republic spoke against such welfare benefits. There were benefits, however most of those benefits went to the Prods. Catholics were still treated like second class citizens, trapped by laws aimed to keep them in poverty.

Mary Helen wasn’t concerned about politics. She was more concerned about being allowed to attend local dances. These had been curtailed by the war and curfews. Now that the war was over, Mary Helen looked forward to being able to go out at night, tagging along with her sister, Brigid.

It turned out to be a glorious day. The clouds lifted, leaving the city awash in sunshine. There were American soldiers everywhere, joining in the festivities. Mary Helen pulled her auburn hair up in a ribbon, put on her best dress, and followed Brigid to the town center where she met her friends from school. She left Brigid behind as she went off, arm in arm with her friends. At the town center, an impromptu band began to play. She kicked off her shoes and joined other dancers on the green, holding hands with her friends as they danced a step dance in a circle. When the music shifted to a slip jig, she let go of her friends’ hands, dropped her arms to her side as she kicked and whirled about the green, laughing as her hair pulled loose from the ribbon. A group of American soldiers gathered to watch. They applauded as she finished. Mary Helen blushed, did a quick curtsy, tied her hair back up and joined her friends, avoiding any attempt by the soldiers to talk to her.

It had been a grand day. Mary Helen reluctantly returned home for supper, hoping to go out again that night. She was surprised by a crowd gathered in the living room. The sounds of her mother and grandmother’s wails met her at the door.

“What has happened?” she asked.

Her aunt took her aside into the kitchen. “Your brother, Jimmy. He didn’t make it.”

“But that’s not possible. The war is over.”

“They just identified his body. It was in the final offensive he was killed.” Mary Helen sat in shock. Her glorious day, how could it have ended like this?
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“I can’t believe I ever thought I could have a relationship with a minister,” Kathleen mumbled under her breath as she came into the kitchen.

“What, dear, did you say something?” Esther asked. Kathleen was surprised to see her up.

“Nothing, Mom. What are you doing up?”

“Just getting a glass of water. Is something wrong?”

“I’m fine, Mom. Go back to bed.” As fine as a forty-year-old still living with her mother can be, she said to herself. She couldn’t believe she had ever thought she could date a minister and she couldn’t believe she was still living in her mother’s house, and now with a stepfather.

“What’s going on?” That’s all she needed, Peter questioning her, too.  “I heard voices and thought I should check it out.”

“Shhhh, just Kathleen getting home from her date. Don’t wake up Dad or Scott.” That would be the full complement of family, her grandfather and her son, four generations living under one roof. Could it get any worse?

“How was your date?” 

It just got worse.

“I’m going to bed.” Kathleen made a hasty retreat to her basement room. At least it afforded her some semblance of privacy. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about her date.  

“What would be so bad about you coming to the Christmas Eve service? It is Christmas, after all. My parents will be visiting. They want to meet you,” Joe had insisted. 

“Because I don’t do church. You knew that when I started dating you. Why should that change now?”

“Because it’s Christmas. What would one service hurt?”

“And meet all those church members?”

“They would like to meet you.”

“And then it would be Easter, and someone’s baptism, and church socials. I don’t want to get roped into any of that.”

“You knew I was a minister when we started dating. This is my life. It’s not going to change.”

“I’m not the one asking you to change. You are asking me to change.”

“I thought that . . .” Joe shook his head and stopped.

“You thought what? That I would change?”

“I thought that, after Joy’s death and the events of last year, that, yes, that maybe since you are no longer angry with God, that maybe you would start to come to church.”

“God and I are okay. That doesn’t mean I have to go to church.”

“No, but I thought . . .”

“You thought I would become one of your church members, your ‘sheep,’ and quietly get in line.”

“I don’t expect you to do anything quietly.”

“Then what do you expect?”

Joe took a deep breathe, “Church is an important part of my life. I would like to be able to share that with you.”

“Is that the case, or am I an embarrassment to you? How can you, the minister, be involved with someone who doesn’t go to any church? Well, I’ll solve that problem for you. We are done. Take me home.” Kathleen sat without speaking during the drive home, afraid of what she would say if she spoke.

Joe appeared calm as he stared ahead into the darkness. “So, I guess this is it,” he said as he parked in her driveway.

“Yes, it is.”

“So, I’ll see you around,” Joe said, not giving her their customary kiss, not shaking her hand, just staring ahead.

“Yeah, sure, see ya.” Not if I see you first, Kathleen thought as she slid out the door and into the kitchen. The last thing she wanted was a heart-to-heart with her mom.

“I have to get a place of my own,” was her last thought as she fell asleep.
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Northern Ireland 1945

––––––––
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Crowds of people came and went to the terrace on Whiterock, bringing with them plates of food and kind words.

“It’s bad enough when our children die fighting for Ireland and freedom, but fighting for the cause of the Brits . . .” Mary Helen heard coming from some of those in attendance. She heard it all in a state of fog. It wasn’t real, couldn’t be real. It was someone else’s brother that had died, not hers. Any minute now he would burst through that door, swirl her in a hug and laugh at everyone’s surprise. He always loved a grand entrance. She wouldn’t believe it till she saw it. 

The body was shipped home but she wasn’t allowed to see it.

“We’ve cleaned him up as best as we could, but it’s still not pretty.”

“I have to see him. I have to see my Jimmy,” her mother had insisted. She took one look to confirm that it was her son then broke down in tears. 

Her father stepped forward, took a look and said, “That’s him.”

He put his arm around his wife to guide her out when she straightened her shoulders and stated, “We’ll be moving him to our home for a proper wake and burial.”

“But, the body has already started to decompose.”

“We’ll be moving the casket. My boy deserves a proper wake,” she insisted.

Liam was able to get home for the wake and funeral before returning to his company.

“He was the best of us,” Liam stated at the wake, taking a shot of whiskey off of the casket and downing it. Mary Helen had never been close to Liam, but even she didn’t recognize her brother. He had been changed in ways she didn’t understand.

Mary Helen had been surprised when, only two weeks after the funeral, she came home to find her father preparing to host guests, three young American soldiers. Her granny had been furious and refused to come down to dinner.

“What are you doing, having Yanks over for dinner and your son not even cold in the grave?” she had questioned.

“I was at D-Day when the sea turned red with the blood of Americans. They are not the enemy. They fought alongside the Irish. This is my way to pay them back.”

Granny spat on the ground. “This is what I think of any soldiers but IRA. Your father would be turning in his grave.” She made the sign of the cross as she always did whenever she mentioned her deceased husband.

“Well, Da isn’t here to argue with you and I’m not about to start. This is my home and I invite whomever I please.”

Mary Helen suspected her mother was none too pleased either, but this was one of those rare occasions when she let him have his way. These were soldiers he had met at his job at the hotel. They had chatted and mentioned how much they missed home cooking so he had invited them.

“Mary Helen, set the table,” he instructed her. “Then go upstairs and make yourself presentable for our guests. You, too, woman,” he told his wife.

The conversation was subdued. Mary Helen’s mother was too lost in her grief to want to talk to anyone who had been involved in the war. Mary Helen felt uncharacteristically uncomfortable sitting at the table with the Yanks. She caught one of them staring at her, then lowered her eyes to the plate of food in front of her. That left her dad, grandfather and Brigid to carry on the conversation.

“We’re very sorry to hear about the loss of your son, Ma’am,” one of the soldiers addressed Mary Helen’s mother. “We’ve lost many a good friend in battle. We were proud to fight alongside the Irish.” 

Martha didn’t respond.

“Aye, well, that is war,” her da responded for his wife. “There’s hardly a family that hasn’t lost someone in this war or previous wars.”

“Not to mention the fighting between the Catholics and the Prods. Are you Catholic?” Granda Mike asked, staring them down. The soldiers glanced at each, unsure how to respond.

“How much longer will you be stationed in Belfast?” Brigid changed the subject.

“Don’t know. There’s still fighting in the Pacific. We could be ordered there at any time. Though I hope we get to stay here for a while yet.” He smiled at Brigid. 

“I would like to get some Japs, but Ireland is not without its attraction.” The Yank who had been caught staring at Mary Helen looked in her direction again, then back to Brigid when Mary Helen didn’t look up. 

Mary Helen was relieved to have an excuse to leave the table as she and Brigid cleared the dishes, leaving the men to talk of war. She was surprised to find out after they had gone that arrangements had been made for her and Brigid to show the men the town on Saturday.

“That will be swell,” one of the group smiled at Brigid, “See you, Saturday.”

“Some of us have work to do,” Mary Helen muttered after they left. “It would have been nice to have a say in the matter.”

“The least you could have done was be more civilized,” Brigid complained.

“Jimmy not even cold in the grave and all you’re thinking about is going out, and with Americans at that.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Americans. We have a lot of family in the states,” her da added.

“Well, I’ll go, but I won’t promise to be civilized,” Mary Helen agreed.

That Saturday afternoon passed by pleasantly. Mary Helen had finally been formally introduced to the young man who had been staring at her during dinner.  The introductions then had been perfunctory. 

“My name is PFC Howard Jones. Pleased to meet you.” Howard smiled and extended his hand to her as they followed along behind Brigid and the two other soldiers. 

“Howard Jones, that’s quite an American name.”

“Is it? How so?”

“Jones, how can you get more American than that? So non-descript, so general. It doesn’t speak to me of any nationality. So appropriate for America, the great melting pot. You might as well be Howard Nobody. Isn’t every other American named either Smith or Jones?”

“Not quite, but quite a few. And what about you?”

“I’m Mary Helen Maguire. Pleased to meet you.” Mary Helen nodded her head curtly and continued walking.

“Well, how can you get more Irish than that, Mary Maguire? The only name you’re missing is Kathleen.”

“Mary Helen,” she corrected him. “And my confirmation name is Kathleen.”

“There you have it, Mary Helen Kathleen. Me, a purebred American, which actually is a mutt since, as you stated, America is the great melting pot. With a purebred Irish colleen. ‘Tis a marriage made in heaven,” he jumped in front and faced her, trying to tease a smile out of her.

Mary Helen resisted the urge to smile. “And what reason would I have to smile, my brother being dead?”

“You are so much prettier when you smile, Mary Helen Kathleen.” Howard continued, unwilling to allow her to remain sad.

“Are you saying I’m not pretty when I’m not smiling?”

“No, not at all. You are beautiful regardless, but your face is radiant when you smile. Mary Helen, just like the day I first saw you, when you were dancing on the green.”

“You saw me then?”

“Yes, and I asked, who is that beguiling young woman with the stars radiating from her eyes?”

“Mr. Jones, I believe that would be what we Irish call blarney.”

“It’s only blarney when it’s not true.” He tentatively reached for her hand and smiled when she didn’t pull it away, both looking straight ahead as they walked holding hands, smiling. It had been a pleasant afternoon, followed by many more such afternoons. 

The summer passed with dates and pleasantries. It was a welcome and necessary diversion from her grief over her brother’s death. That summer in Belfast had been quiet. Even the Orange celebration on July 12 couldn’t detract for long from Mary Helen’s happiness.

“What is all of that about?” Howard had asked when he saw a parade with men wearing orange sashes and carrying British flags. Mary Helen pulled him away from the street.

“We’ll have none of that,” she said as they walked away from the parade.

“Why?”

“It’s the Orange men, celebrating the victory of the protestant King Billy of Orange over good King James. Even in quiet times, there’s likely to be fighting.” Howard looked back, wanting to see more, but gave in to Mary Helen. She was reluctant to talk about problems between the Catholics and Protestants. 

Brigid did not receive the marriage proposal from the young American that she had hoped for, so quickly turned to the returning Irish soldiers in hope of a prospect for marriage.

Mary Helen, however, received a proposal and a promise from her young American, the promise to either come back for her or send for her.

“I know you are too young right now, but as soon as I’m able, I’ll send for you. Once you’re of marrying age, that is. Will you wait for me?” Mary Helen had given him no such promise.

“How can I know me own mind when I’ve never been anywhere, done anything. I’m not ready to promise yet.”

“Then I’ll promise you. I’ll wait for you to be ready.” And so they had left it at that. Her parents knew about the relationship but didn’t push her in either direction.

“Best to be letting her make up her own mind,” her father said. He had been keen on getting Brigid married, but wasn’t ready yet to let his youngest daughter fly away from home. She returned to her position in the shirt factory with the title, almost engaged, plastered on her forehead in her mind. Most Catholic youth at that time left school at fifteen, especially if they were able to find work. Mary Helen had been happy to join her sister Brigid at the shirt factory.

When her brother, Liam, was discharged, he came home for a little over a week, then was gone again. Mary Helen had worried about him, being out late at night, the company he kept.

“Never again will I kill for the British,” he swore. “If I’m to kill or be killed, let it be in the fight for freedom,” he had told his parents when he left to join the IRA.
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Chapter 6
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Howard met Chloe’s bus.

“Is that all you have?” he asked as he picked up the lone suitcase and rolled it away from the bus station.

“That’s all.”

“You travel light.”

“I have a roommate.  I left her all of the furniture. Another friend is taking my place while I’m gone. I’ve shipped the remainder of my clothes. It should arrive in a day or two.”

So this is going to be for more than a day, Howard thought to himself as he approached the car. 

“Here, Grandpa, let me do that.” Chloe picked up her suitcase and placed it in the trunk of his car.

“I could have done that.”

“I know, but let me. I’m pregnant, not an invalid.” Howard was relieved. At eighty-nine he didn’t have the strength he once had. Still he didn’t want to appear weak. 

He remembered picking up his wife at the train station so many years ago. She had only had one bag, too. He had picked it up and picked her up as he hugged her. That had been so long ago. Now their granddaughter was here with their great-grandchild waiting to be born. He wished Helen were here to see her.

“Are you hungry?”

“I had a sandwich on the bus.”

“Hardly enough to sustain one person for such a long trip, much less two.”

“I am eating for two now,” Chloe agreed with a smile.

“What will it be? Pizza or burgers
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