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	DECEMBER, 1917

	 

	A chill wind whistled down from a leaden sky, whipping up eddies of snow on the icy surface of Hampton Ponds, then hissed through the towering pines that stood like silent sentinels along the shore. Gaunt-stemmed rushes and grasses, wizened by icy blasts, waved wildly at water’s edge. What little daylight remained was fading fast. 

	The scene was nearly devoid of life – nearly, but not entirely. Atop a low earthen dam where a small stream emptied with a trickle into the pond, a single lonely figure stood, immobile, as if weighing several courses of action.

	Only a few weeks shy of her fourteenth birthday, Claire Bernard was angry, confused, and all too aware that she was terribly alone in this seemingly God-forsaken place. On the one hand it was familiar. The pond was barely a mile from her family’s farmhouse in Westfield, Massachusetts. She had come here often with her brother Jack to fish – from the shore in spring, summer, or early autumn – through the ice on many a winter’s day, an incandescent sun shining down upon them out of a cobalt blue sky.   

	But no sun warmed her today. Her brother was far away in Worcester where he was attending college. Her father and sister were back home, unaware that she had slipped away when she should be doing her chores in the barn. If they had any inkling of her whereabouts – or her destination – they would have been appalled. 

	Then there was Fergal, her neighbor and friend – well, former friend, she was thinking – she needed him just now. “Never mind about him,” she said aloud, as if in doing so she could martial her own courage. She simply had to proceed without him.  She took a deep breath, then drew the woolen scarf up around her face against the biting wind. She turned and followed a wide footpath away from the water’s edge. Soon she entered an obscure, little-used trail that led uphill toward the long-abandoned stone quarry. 

	When she reached the top, she stopped and peered cautiously over the edge lest she be seen from below. But there was no need for concern, she realized – the place was as quiet as, well, a tomb. She felt a shiver travel up her spine at the thought, but she steeled herself, a determined scowl gathering on her normally rosy face, then began her descent of the steep footpath that led to the bottom of the quarry and ended at the rear of a dilapidated storage shed.     

	She and Fergal had visited this place three times in the last month. They had seen things here that made her uneasy – men, dark, suspicious looking men, men smoking cigars, men talking, cursing, loading and unloading trucks. More recently, when they came with Jack and Tom Wellington, they had a most peculiar encounter with a certain Professor Smith. Each time it was Fergal who understood what it all meant. Okay, so he’s smart, she thought, and clever. So, if he’s so clever, she asked herself, why had he defied her like that, just when she needed him?

	Through a crack in the rear wall she peered into the shed’s darkened interior. She saw nothing. She turned and gazed up at the jagged quarry wall. It was steep and gloomy, but still nothing out of the ordinary, really. She had been convinced that there was something going on here, something important, something even the police weren’t aware of, but now she was beginning to wonder – was this all a waste of time, a fool’s errand? Maybe she’d been wrong. And, yes, she thought, maybe she should have listened to him.

	Suddenly she heard a dull drone rising from the other side of the quarry, the low side where the narrow lane from Southampton Road entered. At that moment a light flickered through the forest and shone briefly against the looming rock wall. But in seconds the light was extinguished, the drone ceased, and all was quiet once more. 

	Another chill ran up her spine as she considered what to do. She was a good half mile from the nearest road, from help. Where had that flash of light and that sound originated? She must find out. She stood in the darkness, blowing on her cold hands. She wanted to turn, scramble back up the steep trail to the quarry’s rim, then down the other side, and make her way back home. But she was so certain she was right, so assured that she needed to do this, that she resisted the urge to flee. Instead, she made her way around the shed, along the rough road leading out of the quarry, all the time preparing to take cover or retreat should a truck or persons unknown appear. 

	As she approached the rusted iron gate bearing the hand-painted message, Keep Out, a brief thud sounded and another flicker of light shone through the trees. A voice could be heard now, rough and rasping, issuing low, monosyllabic commands. She stepped forward slowly, cautiously, hiding behind a thicket in a dense stand of aspens whose few remaining leaves trembled on slender branches in the chill wind. At last she could make out a truck. It was parked in what appeared to be another entrance to the quarry, one long-abandoned. She remembered that a rough woods road crossed the trolley line just a short distance down the tracks from the Pequot Park stop. Maybe, she reasoned, this way had been used to haul rock directly to the trolley line during construction.

	Just then the truck’s motor started and two bright headlamps pierced the trees, striking her coat and face, illuminating her from head to toe. Had she remained still she might have gone unnoticed, but her instinct was to turn and run, which she did, and immediately she tripped and tumbled to the ground. She heard men’s voices, loud and near. She struggled to her feet and started to run again, but in a matter of seconds she was confronted by a man blocking her escape route back to the quarry.

	“What the–” began the man as he grabbed her roughly by the arm. They struggled momentarily until another hand pulled her coat from behind and a muscular arm wrapped tightly around her neck. With that she stopped struggling and stared with wide, frightened eyes into the face of Manfred Becker, a gaunt, cruel face with small, dark eyes and a short, ragged beard. 

	“Who the hell are you – and what’re you doin’ out here, kid?” he demanded.

	Claire tried to reply but the choke hold cut off her air. All that came out were frantic croaking sounds. The man nodded to his companion who loosened his grip.

	“I’m – Cla–” she began before she had to take another breath. She tried again: “I’m – I was just out for a walk, with my friend – Fergal. He’s gone for help, his farm’s just over there. You betta let me go – the cops’ll be–”

	“Yeh? Is that so?” interrupted Manfred. He scowled at her angrily, then smiled at his partner. “I don’ see no friend nowhere. Know what? I tink you’re lyin’, that’s what I tink.”

	“No–” she replied loudly, but the chokehold suddenly tightened.

	“Whatta we gonna do with ‘er?” asked the other man. Claire watched Manfred’s face for a hint of his reply, a shiver of terror coursing through her blood. He paused as if weighing her fate. Finally he spoke: “I guess we could let ‘er go–” Claire relaxed. Then he smiled, a mean, evil smile. “On second thought, she might jus’ come in handy–” He jerked his head toward the truck. 

	Moments later she was on the ground, hands bound behind her, a grimy, dusty cotton rag wrapped around her head and in her mouth as a gag. Her feet were secured as well, but with a length of canvas torn from a tarp, cinched so tight she could no longer feel them. She was trying to call out, but the gag muffled her screams. The larger man lifted her like a sack of potatoes and deposited her roughly in the back of the truck. Immediately two heavy doors slammed shut and she was alone in silent terror. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realized the truck was an old ice wagon with no windows, heavily insulated walls, and doors that latched tightly from the outside. She also recognized to her alarm the crates that surrounded her – they were filled with short lead pipes – cigar bombs, she had heard them called – assembled and ready for use. 

	Furious with fear and rage, Claire struggled against her bonds, but to no avail. For several minutes she could hear the men talking some distance away from the truck. Soon, however, they returned, climbed into the cab, and began cranking the motor. It growled hoarsely, reluctant to start in the cold air. As the motor churned, one of the rear doors opened briefly and the pile of tarps at her feet rustled momentarily. Then as the truck began to lurch forward, the rear door closed gently once again.

	Now the full terror of her situation gripped her. She was frightened, more frightened than she had ever been in her life. But she was also furious at her captors with their mean sneers and offensive body odors as they bound her, then wrestled her into the truck and tossed her like so much refuse into the darkness. She was afraid of their anger, but even more their laughter. In her perilous state she could not even think about where she was headed or what her captors had planned for her. All she knew was that she had never, ever in her life felt so helpless, so terrified, so completely and utterly alone.
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	~ 1 ~

	 

	THREE MONTHS EARLIER

	 

	The first Monday of September dawned clear and bright in Westfield. Seventeen-year-old Marie Bernard was up early, busying herself in the kitchen preparing breakfast for her sister and her father. She was determined to have a special breakfast for Claire who would be attending her first day of school in Holyoke today. Having heard no activity from Claire’s bedroom, Marie turned down the flame under the griddle and stepped softly down the back hallway to her sister’s door, then tapped twice.

	“Claire? Claire? Get up and get yourself dressed, dear. It’s nearly six-thirty.” Just then her sister appeared at the bedroom door. She was already fully dressed in a neat pinafore, white stockings, and tall shoes of shining black leather. Her flaxen hair that normally cascaded in dozens of tiny ringlets was drawn back into a small bun at the back of her head and secured with two tortoiseshell combs. Her face was round, her skin fair, her eyes intensely blue. She was quick-witted and often prone to chatter, but not today. 

	“Oh, I – I thought you were still asleep,” said Marie.

	“Nope,” replied Claire unsmiling.

	“Well, breakfast is almost ready.”

	“Fine. I’ll be right there.” Claire returned to her room and stood before the mirror over her dresser, staring intently at her hair. In another instant she had removed the combs and bun, choosing instead a single white satin bow. Her gaze drifted to a sepia-toned photograph in a gilt frame. It was her mother, Evelyne St. Onge, in her wedding dress, smiling softly, serenely. For a moment Claire’s eyes filled, her chin quivered briefly. She raised her hairbrush again to make a few final adjustments to her hair.

	Marie had returned to the kitchen, amazed that her younger sister was actually ahead of schedule this morning. In grades six and seven getting Claire up, out of bed, dressed, fed, and out the door had been a daily challenge that sometimes led to heated exchanges between the sisters. But this morning all that had changed.

	“I can’t believe it,” whispered Marie to her father. “She’s practically ready to go. What do you suppose has come over her?”

	Charles Bernard sat at the table, a gray enamel mug in one hand. He took a long sip of hot coffee, then leaned back with a self-satisfied sigh. “We gotta deal.”

	“What do you mean, Father? What kind of deal?”

	“Your sister and me – about her goin’ to ‘olyoke.” 

	Claire Bernard, like her sister and brother before her, had attended St. Agnes School in Westfield since first grade. It was a small school, a good school, Charles and Evelyne Bernard were quick to say. Their pride was justified, for the school’s very existence was due entirely to the French-Canadian families of Westfield. It was a part of what had come to be known as La Survivance, the determined effort of immigrants from Québec to preserve their faith, language, and culture in the overwhelmingly Protestant and English-speaking society of New England. 

	But the nuns of St. Agnes School had their limitations, bless them, and some parents became convinced that as their children approached high school, they could benefit from the much larger Forestdale Grammar School in Holyoke. The problem was the seven-mile trolley ride from Westfield to Holyoke. Jack, Claire’s older brother, had traveled that route his first year with his father when he was still working at Wellington Textiles. A few years later Marie had done the same, accompanied by Jack. But for Claire to attend Forestdale this year, she would have to travel that route alone, and that was not something her father was about to consider – she was just too young, Charles had repeated again and again. He knew the line, he’d ridden it twice a day for fifteen years. The mill workers were on their way by five or five-thirty. The men traveling later, he believed, were not going to any job – they were loafers, drunkards, good-for-nothings. 

	“Your sister put up such a fuss,” explained Charles, “I finally ‘lowed how she could go. But before I agreed I laid down some rules. Number one, no lollygaggin’ in the morning – out the door sharp at seven every day. That way she can ride with Fergal Dooley.”

	“Fergal’s going to Forestdale this year?” 

	“That’s number two. Fergal walks right by the house on his way to the car stand every morning. That boy’s like a human timepiece – keeps time better ‘an a fifty dollar gold watch.” Charles chuckled and shook his head. “She knows she ‘as to be ready when he gets here or else – it’s back to St. Agnes. That was our deal and it’s workin’ like a charm.” Charles’ eyes gleamed as he took another sip of coffee. 

	Just then Claire appeared and took her seat at the kitchen table before a plate of griddlecakes and a cruet of maple syrup. She finished them quickly, without a word to either her sister or her father. 

	The clock on the mantle was just striking seven when several sharp raps sounded on the kitchen door. Charles winked at Marie, then opened the door. It was Fergal Dooley, neatly dressed in a freshly ironed white shirt, a green cravat, and gray wool trousers. He was a slight boy, all skin and bones. His head was narrow and topped with a thatch of brown hair carefully combed and parted down the middle. His eyes were large and green, his face pink and dotted with freckles, his mouth tiny and circular, as if he had just seen a ghost. There was, as Charles had observed, a curious mechanical quality to his movements and words. 

	“Good morning, Mr. Bernard, sir. Is Claire ready, sir?” asked Fergal. With every word the boy’s Adam’s apple bobbed like a bouncing ball.

	“She is indeed, young man,” replied Charles with a smug smile. Claire had disappeared into her room but promptly returned to the kitchen, bookbag in hand. 

	Marie handed her a tin lunch box with a leather strap handle. “Good luck on your first day, dear,” offered Marie as her sister walked past. She wanted to add, “Remember what we talked about,” but she thought better of it. Last evening after supper, in the privacy of Claire’s bedroom, Marie had counseled her sister on the merits of good grammar, careful enunciation, and proper deportment, advice that was received with something less than gratitude. The phrase now that you are a young lady elicited a particularly sardonic response. 

	Charles added, “Oh, Fergal, be sure you two sit near the front of the car – where the motorman can see you.” 

	“Yes, sir,” replied the boy. Charles stood at the kitchen door watching with obvious pleasure as the pair made their way across the yard toward the street.       

	           

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Ten minutes later Claire and Fergal stood at the trolley stand on Southampton Road. The morning air was chilly, turning their breath to wisps as they waited. The sun was just rising over East Mountain, a few small clouds casting shadows across a pale blue eastern sky. The lowing of cows in the pasture across the road seemed to hang in the air like a bovine chorus.  

	Fergal nervously jangled a ring of keys, then glanced down at his watch that hung by a leather fob from his belt. “Twelve minutes past the hour,” he observed. Claire did not reply. “Should be a car any time now – any time.” Claire stood expressionless, gazing across the corn fields, lips tightly closed, jaw set. 

	Soon the squeal of iron wheels on rails signaled the approach of a Holyoke-bound car. “Seven – fourteen,” remarked Fergal, cradling the watch in his right hand. “Two minutes late.”

	Sparks flew from the wires overhead as the car rolled to a stop. Fergal stood aside and nodded for Claire to go ahead. She passed him without acknowledgment, climbed the wooden steps, presented her pupil pass to the motorman, then proceeded down the aisle. Fergal presented his pass, but stood awaiting the motorman’s nod. In the few seconds that elapsed Claire continued down the aisle, passing several shabbily dressed men fast asleep in their seats before taking the last seat at the rear of the car. 

	“Claire – oh, Claire,” called Fergal in a loud whisper from the front. She did not respond to his calls, but turned and gazed out the window as the car began to move. “Claire,” called Fergal once again as he made his way down the aisle, stumbling awkwardly when the car lurched. “Claire,” he began yet again as he stood before her, “remember what your father said? We’re supposed to sit up front near the motorman. Remember?” Claire was still gazing out the window as he spoke, leaning toward her. Finally, after a pause, Claire turned and looked up at Fergal.

	“Your father–” he began again. 

	At that moment Claire reached up, grabbed the young man’s cravat, and gave it a short, sharp yank, jerking his head downward until his face nearly touched hers. 

	“Listen to me, Fer-gull,” she began, speaking his name derisively with a strong accent on the second syllable. The boy’s face was suddenly red as a beet and he tried to pull away, but Claire’s grasp was unyielding. “I know what my father said – I was there, remember? And I don’t need no one, least of all you, following me around. I can take care of myself – understand?”

	Fergal’s complexion almost instantly went from red to a pasty white. “But – but I promised your father – we have a deal.”

	“Fine. As far as he’s concerned, you’re doing what he wants, okay? But when we’re out of his sight, I don’t want to see you – I don’t want to hear you – and I don’t want you gettin’ in my way. Is that clear?”

	“But–”

	She tightened her grip on the cravat, drawing his face still closer to hers. Her eyes glowed like hot coals as she issued her final warning. “And – if you breathe a word to my father or my sister – well, you’ll have me to deal with – got it, Fer-gull?” The boy nodded meekly and Claire released her grip on his tie. Shaken, he struggled to straighten the tie, then sat down on the bench next to her, looking like he might be sick. She glared at him and he slid to the far end of the seat, as far away from her as possible. 

	No further words were exchanged, indeed, none were necessary as they rode the twenty minutes to Sargeant Street in Holyoke, Fergal’s keys jangling all the while, his eyes darting down to his watch at regular intervals. 

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Everything was new for Claire Bernard on her first day at Forestdale Grammar School: new teachers, new subjects, new classmates, new routines. Compared to the intimacy of St. Agnes School, this was a noisy, sometimes confusing world. At lunchtime she found a seat in the corner of the windowless lunchroom in the basement and was relieved to have a familiar face approach her, Julie Trottière, from Westfield. The two friends chattered volubly about St. Agnes School until a third girl approached and seated herself next to Julie. She wore a pretty poplin dress, lavender with many pleats, each carefully pressed so that not a wrinkle could be found. Her brown leather boots shone with fresh polish. Her skin was smooth as silk, her blue eyes sparkled, and her long brown hair fell in smooth waves either side of her face, not a strand out of place. She smiled at Claire and Julie.

	“Oh, hello Sarah,” began Julie, brightening noticeably. “Sarah, this is Claire, Claire Bernard, from Westfield. Claire, this is Sarah Muller–”

	“Saah-ra,” the girl interrupted, “my name is pronounced Saah-ra.”  

	“Oh, Saah-ra,” repeated Julie carefully.

	“And my last name is not Mull - er, it’s Mule - er.”

	“Oh,” replied Julie again, flashing a smile toward Claire. “Mule as in jackass?” Julie and Claire laughed and Sarah’s face turned deep scarlet. “I’m sorry, Sarah, I was only teasing.” She turned to Claire. “Sarah has attended Forestdale since grade one.”

	Claire was captivated by Sarah’s face and smile. Then a curious expression spread across her face. “Do you have a brother Jake?” asked Claire.

	Sarah nodded. “Gerhardt – his name is Gare-hart. How do you know him?”

	“My brother Jack and him were friends. They were in the same class in high school, I think.”

	“Oh, Jack Bernard, I remember him, sure.”

	“Jack’s in college now – in Worcester. He’s gonna be a engineer. What about Jerry – er, Gare-hart?” inquired Claire.

	“Oh, he’s working at Wellington Textiles – in the sorting room. They really like him there – he’s so strong and he works very hard.”

	“Claire, did you hear about the grade eight class play?” interjected Julie. “Miss Sussim says they will be holding auditions soon. We should try out, don’t you think?” Then she turned to Sarah. “Claire and I both had parts in the Christmas pageant at St. Agnes every year from grade one.”

	The conversation went on to other classmates, clothing, and needlework until Miss Sussim called for all grade eight pupils to line up and exit to the schoolyard.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	The harsh clangor of the bell marked the end of the school day at three o’clock sharp. Moments later the heavy wooden doors swung open and dozens of pupils emerged in a wave, pouring down the broad front steps, all in a rush to be anywhere but in school on a sunny September afternoon. Claire Bernard strolled along Sargeant Street toward the trolley stand alongside Julie. 

	“I was so surprised to see you in class this morning, Claire,” began Julie. “The last time we spoke you said your father would never permit you to go to Forestdale. What changed his mind?”

	“Oh, well, a little whining, a little pouting,” replied Claire.  The two exchanged knowing nods. Just then Fergal appeared a few steps behind them. 

	Julie drew close to Claire and whispered. “Who is that ridiculous boy? He was hanging around you in the schoolyard after lunch and there he is again. A friend of yours?”

	Claire rolled her eyes. “No, he is not a friend, Julie. Just a neighbor – Fer-gull – Fer-gull Dooley.”

	“He’s so strange. Have you noticed how he fidgets all the time? You’d think he had some nervous condition — St. Vitis Dance or something. He sat near me in Latin class and he was acting very oddly. His lips were moving constantly – what is the matter with him?”

	Just then a Westfield-bound car approached and the two girls were at the head of the line when it screeched to a halt. They boarded, showed their passes, and took seats together near the front. Following close behind, Fergal took a seat directly across the aisle from Claire.

	“That girl Sarah, Sarah Muller – do you like her?” asked Claire.

	“Oh, yes, don’t you?”

	“Sure, sure, but – well, all that business about how to pronounce her name, and her brother’s name–”

	“Oh, that – she just likes to be a little different, you know? But she’s very sweet – and smart, too – she already knows Latin. Her mother taught her when Sarah had the influenza last year and was out of school for months.” Claire nodded. 

	“I can’t believe we have homework on the first day of school. It is outrageous, Julie, absolutely outrageous, don’t you agree? We never had homework on the first day at St. Agnes.”

	All the way back to Westfield the pair commiserated over the unfairness of it all – life, school, teachers, parents. As the car approached the stop on Southampton Road nearest her house, Claire rose with a sigh. Fergal stood up as well, but Claire shot him a stern look and he sat down abruptly. 

	“I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Julie with a smile. 

	Claire returned her smile, then turned and made her way quickly to the front of the car, exiting as soon as the door opened. Without looking back she started down the dusty road, knowing that her “shadow” would be close behind.
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	~ 2 ~

	 

	A traveler along the Old Post Road from Worcester to Springfield on a sparkling September day like this one was treated to an ever-changing panorama of New England country life. The mostly gravel thoroughfare wound in long, graceful curves through rolling, sun-soaked farmlands, plunged into cool valleys along shady stream-courses bordered with cottonwood trees, then trundled through the centers of nearly a dozen town centers, their main streets lined with stately elms and maples. The larger towns bustled with industry and commerce, the smaller ones languished peacefully in the warm late-afternoon sun.

	The road was alive with activity on this Friday afternoon – motorcars, trucks, wagons laden with goods hauled by teams of horses, small buggies, and gigs. Streetcars ran along tracks in the roadway, bells clanging, wheels clattering, sometimes screeching, on the rails.  Except for a few short stretches of cobble and brick in the centers of the larger towns, the way was almost entirely unpaved. Plumes of dust swirled around every vehicle, into the faces, hair, and clothing of drivers, passengers, and pedestrians alike.

	Amidst the hubbub on this Friday afternoon sputtered a low-slung two-wheeled vehicle, spewing bluish smoke as it bounced along the rutted roadway. Despite the slow going, the operator, eighteen-year-old Jack Bernard, pushed on toward Holyoke, his thoughts fixed on just one thing, Anne Wellington – his Anne. It had been nearly two weeks since he had seen her, since he had left his family’s home in Westfield for college in Worcester. Though the distance was not great, barely fifty miles, it was more than enough to inflict pangs in the heart of this young man.

	On one long, straight stretch of road, Jack could see for miles ahead. He imagined he could even view the distant summit of Mt. Tom looming over Holyoke like a watchtower. He brought the machine to a halt by the roadside, pulled off his goggles, and wiped the dust from his face and hair. Then he paused to take in the spectacle before him. Flocks of sheep grazed peacefully in a rocky pasture that sloped away from the road, a freight train moved slowly along the far edge of the pasture, and beyond a broad river flowed idly, its waters glistening in the afternoon sun. A forested ridge rose on the far side of the valley, its slopes cloaked in yellowish-green foliage with only an occasional splash of autumn reds and golds. 

	High above this bucolic scene loomed a stack of snow-white clouds, looking ever so much like down pillows tossed on a featherbed. Jack knew too well what this meant: an approaching rainstorm. Quickly he replaced his goggles and pulled back onto the gravel road, now occupied by only a few small horse-drawn wagons and the occasional motorcar. 

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Holyoke was abustle in September, 1917. Since the American entry into the war in Europe barely five months earlier, the city’s male workforce had been severely depleted. Nearly every able-bodied young man twenty-one years or older had enlisted or been drafted. Meanwhile the city’s many factories were booming, none more so than the several textile mills as they churned out uniforms, blankets, and tents for the nation’s military forces and allies.

	The Holyoke Women’s Home was a busy place as well. The red sandstone building with broad granite steps stood on Maple Street, just a block away from the city’s main thoroughfare. Filling the vacancies created in Holyoke’s mills nowadays were women, young women, some mere girls really. Many came from farms around New England and further away, knowing no one and nothing about this place except to first visit the Women’s Home. 

	And visit they did by the dozens on this day. Anne Wellington, the young assistant director of the Women’s Home, greeted each new arrival with a smile. Anne had fair skin, auburn hair, and bright eyes that sparkled like emeralds as she spoke, explaining in detail the services the Home could offer, then directing each young woman to a seat in the long dark common room to complete a registration form.

	“Miss Wellington,” asked one new arrival, “do you provide meals?”

	“Yes, indeed,” Anne responded brightly. “Breakfast and supper.” She smiled and gestured down the hallway toward the rear where a recently expanded dining room could accommodate nearly thirty at a seating. 

	Another young patron, barely sixteen, was looking bewildered. “What’s troubling you?” inquired Anne softly.

	“How will I ever find work, miss? I ain’t got no friends in ‘olyoke, nobody t’help me.”

	“The mills are hiring, dear – there are jobs aplenty. We shall provide you a list to take with you. And I will make sure you have one or two other girls to go along with you so you won’t feel alone.” The girl smiled weakly and looked gratefully into Anne’s eyes. 

	“Cheer up now, everything will be all right.”

	“Thank you, Miss Wellington.”

	“Please, call me Anne. And you are–”

	“Annette, miss, Annette Letendre.”

	“Well, we will surely remember one another’s names now, won’t we?” replied Anne with a twinkle in her eye. She had been on her feet all day, answering questions, handing out forms, reassuring the lonely and confused, all in a day’s work. She had the ability to smile and greet each new arrival warmly and brightly, hour after hour, even as her energy flagged.

	“Anne, it’s nearly five-thirty,” observed Nina Calavetti, director of the Home. “I’ll take care of things here until six. Why don’t you be on your way, hmm?”

	Anne protested. “Thank you, ma’am, but I wouldn’t want to leave you here alone. I am happy to stay.”

	“Nonsense, be gone with you now. You’ve been at this desk since before eight this morning and it’s time for you to be heading home.”

	“Well, all right then, thank you.”

	Nina Calavetti had been one of the founders of the Women’s Home nearly fifteen years earlier. She and Helen Wellington, Anne’s mother, were devoted to the institution and to the cause of aiding young women just arriving in Holyoke. This was a difficult city for the innocent and naïve, full of hardships, sometimes dangers.

	“When do you expect Carolyn?” asked Anne as she gathered her belongings. Nina’s daughter, Carolyn Ford, was Anne’s best friend. The two had graduated from Holyoke High School in June. Carolyn was attending Massachusetts Agricultural College in Amherst where she stayed in the new ladies’ dormitory on weeknights. On Fridays she was expected home by suppertime.

	“Maybe by seven if the electrics are running on time,” replied Nina, referring to the streetcar line that ran the fifteen miles from Amherst to Holyoke. “It worries me so, her riding all that way alone.”

	Anne smiled and looked into Nina’s eyes reassuringly. “Carolyn will do just fine, I’m sure of it. Well, I’ll say good evening.”

	Even as she descended the front steps of the Home, several residents spoke to Anne and she paused to exchange pleasantries. The weariness she felt in her slender body could not dampen her enthusiasm, excitement really, for the work she was doing. It was a labor of love if ever there was one, the rewards she received for her work going well beyond her fifteen-dollar weekly salary.

	Anne’s walk home, only seven blocks, took her up Appleton Street and her pace slowed as the grade steepened. The mansard roof of her family’s stately home was just coming into view when she heard a familiar sound, the unique combination of sputtering and whining that could mean only one thing. As she turned a billow of blue smoke briefly engulfed her. When it cleared, a young man’s face appeared, sitting astride a motorcycle and beaming proudly through leather goggles.

	“Jackie,” squealed Anne. She stepped off the curb, about to kiss him. For that to happen, however, Jack must first remove his goggles, and that was a slow, awkward task. At last she was seeing his shining face, albeit ringed with a red welt where the goggles had rested against his cheeks. His cotton shirt and woolen trousers were sopping, giving him the appearance of a drowned rat.  She kissed him on the cheek. “You look like – well, I don’t know what you look like. Are you all right?”

	“I’m fine, Annie, just fine,” he began. He stepped off the machine, rested it on the kickstand, and stretched. “Just a little sore from two hours on the road.” Then he looked down at his trousers where a layer of brown dust adhered. “I swear there isn’t a mile of macadam between Worcester and Holyoke. Maybe once the war is over they’ll get ‘round to paving more of those roads.”

	“Oh, Jackie, it’s so good to see you. I know it’s only been two weeks since you left for college, but it seems like an eternity.”

	“Maybe to you, Annie, but to me it went by in a flash. But how about you? How’s your job going? The Wednesday evening play group? All that?”

	“It’s wonderful, Jackie, all of it. I feel like, well, like I’m doing something worthwhile – you know, making a contribution.” Jack was looking with great pleasure at Anne’s shining face, bright eyes, and red lips. “But Jackie, I am exhausted. I have to get home and off my feet. I’ve been running around since first thing this morning.”

	“Here, get on and I’ll give you a ride.” Anne smiled. She couldn’t hurt Jack’s feelings, even though a ride on his motorcycle was harrowing. But they were only four blocks from her home, a ride she thought she could endure. So she smiled, clambered on behind Jack, and clung to him for dear life as they careened up Appleton Street. Soon they came to a halt before a wrought iron gate. She stepped off onto the cobbled sidewalk and stood close to Jack. 

	“Won’t you come in for a few minutes? Mother and Father will be so happy to see you.”

	Jack smiled and shook his head as he brushed the dust from his trousers. “They wouldn’t want to see me like this, Annie. I’d better be goin’.”

	Anne smiled, took his hand, and nodded. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, then – for supper – like we planned?”

	Jack nodded. “And don’t forget our outing on Sunday.”

	Again Anne smiled. “What’s this secret destination you wrote about, Jackie? Where are you taking me?”

	“I’m not at liberty to divulge, Miss Wellington,” joked Jack in reply, “but prepare to be amazed.” Anne laughed. “Any news from Tommy?” Jack asked, his eyes suddenly anxious and fixed on hers.

	Anne shook her head, her demeanor darkened. “Not yet, really. We got a letter on Tuesday, but – I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow, okay?” With that she brightened, lightly kissed his cheek, and waved as the motorcycle sputtered and pulled away, leaving another plume of blue smoke lingering behind.

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	“So how was the ride, Jacques?” asked Charles Bernard as he and his son stood in the yard of the family’s farmhouse in Westfield — his father alone was allowed to call Jack by his French name. “Looks like that storm got you pretty good, eh?”

	“Yeh,” replied Jack with a shrug. “The skies opened up on the Bondsville road – got soaked to the skin.” As he lifted his rucksack from the rack on the rear of the machine, water streamed off it and splattered on the lawn. 

	Just then Marie stepped from the kitchen door and greeted Jack with a kiss on the cheek. “You are a sight, Brother. Better get cleaned up before supper.”

	A few minutes later Jack clambered down the stairs from his second floor bedroom looking more presentable, although his hair was still wet and matted. He turned into the back hall and tapped on Claire’s door. “Sis?”

	 “I’ll be out in a few minutes,” replied a muffled voice.

	Jack was disappointed. He and Claire had shared a special bond since their mother passed two years earlier. Marie had adopted the role of stern taskmaster to her younger sister. When Claire felt put-upon by her sister or father, she often turned to her brother for consolation and support. But he’d been gone nearly two weeks and was expecting, well, just a bit of enthusiasm from his little sister upon his return. “Okay,” replied Jack through the closed door. 

	In the kitchen Marie was hard at work on the evening meal, scrubbing potatoes, dicing carrots, and stirring a pot of stew. “Don’t take it personally, Jackie. She’s been a bit moody lately. You know – new school – new classmates – all that.”

	“Yeh, I sure do remember what that was like.” Jack stepped out into the back yard, his eyes on the gardens beyond. Already he was trying to figure out how he was going to accomplish all he needed to in the next three days – gardening, studying, spending time with Anne.  

	“Got our work cut out, eh?” observed Charles as he emerged from the barn. “Don’t worry, Son, we got Elaine to help us tomorrow. An’ Émile’s comin’ home in the morning, too.”

	The Bousquets – Felix, Madeleine, Émile, and Elaine – were neighbors and friends of the Bernards. They had arrived in Holyoke from Québec only a few months after the Bernards and Charles and Felix had worked together at Wellington Textiles for several years. The Bernards moved into the farmhouse on Southampton Road in Westfield in 1905; the Bousquets purchased the home next door a year later. Émile was Jack’s age and the two had been close friends. He was now attending a new school for the deaf in Northampton. Elaine was a year younger than Claire, but a hard worker. Steven, the Bousquets’ eldest son, had returned to Canada and enlisted the previous spring. In late July the family learned that he had been killed on the battlefield in France, at a place called Ypres.  

	“How they gettin’ on, Dad?” inquired Jack, nodding toward the neighbors’ house.

	Charles sighed, then shook his head. “Just barely, I’d say.”

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	It was after seven when the Bernards finally gathered around the kitchen table. Claire appeared last at the table and nodded to her brother, then took her seat. Charles offered a brief grace and the meal began.

	“So, Sis, how’s school goin’?” inquired Jack.

	“It’s fine,” replied Claire succinctly. There was a palpable silence.

	“That’s it? Just fine?”

	Claire nodded. Again there was silence until Charles stepped into the conversational void. “So, Jack, tell us all about college. Classes started this week, eh?”

	“Yeh,” replied Jack. “It was a busy week. Lectures, laboratory meetings, recitations, homework by the bushel.”

	“What’s it like, I mean, the studies. Hard?” asked his father.

	“Mostly okay – chemistry – rhetoric – shop. But the math – trigonometry–” 

	“You had that in high school, Jackie, right? Mr. Conlon?” asked Marie.

	Jack nodded. “Yeh, yeh, but it’s different now – all these guys from the city – I feel like –” Jack paused, shaking his head with doubt.

	“You’ll do fine, Son, once you get used ta it,” offered his father.

	“How’s your new job goin’?” asked Jack of Marie. It was an awkward subject. Marie was a good student and had completed her third year of high school in June. But with Jack off to college she had left school and was working at the telephone company office in Westfield to help support the family in her brother’s absence. They’d never discussed this, but Jack wondered if Marie resented having to forego her education for his.

	“It’s pretty interesting, actually. I work at the switchboard three afternoons a week. And I’m usually home just about the time Claire and Fergal get here.”

	“Hey, Claire,” asked Jack, turning to his younger sister. “I hear Fergal Dooley is your constant companion these days.” Claire’s face reddened. “Nice kid, eh?” Claire didn’t look up or respond. She seemed to be concentrating on her stew. Charles shot his son a look that told him the subject should be changed. 

	“So how’s business goin’, Dad?” asked Jack, referring to a new enterprise, a motorcar repair business, just started by Charles and Felix. B&B Garage read the sign hanging over the barn door. 

	“Well, not so bad for starters. Mostly just friends and neighbors so far, but we’re hoping to draw in more trade, you know, word-a-mouth. Lucky fer us those old Tin Lizzies start fallin’ apart ‘afore folks finish payin’ for ‘em.” Charles and Jack laughed. 

	Marie had baked a peach pie in honor of her brother’s return. It was his favorite and she watched with pleasure as he devoured one sizable slice, then helped himself to a second almost as large as the first. Charles and Marie each enjoyed smaller servings, but Claire declined and asked to be excused. When the bedroom door had shut, Jack looked into Marie’s eyes. 

	“What’s that all about?”

	“She’s just in a mood, that’s all,” replied Marie. “You know how girls can be.” She peered into her brother’s face glumly. Then her eyes lit up. “Speaking of which, Anne was here for supper last night. I believe things are going well at the Women’s Home.”

	“Yeh, I guess so. I’ll know more tomorrow. And we’re goin’ for a picnic on Sunday, up to Smith’s Ferry.”

	Charles brightened. “Them dinosaur tracks? Oh, she’ll be fascinated.”

	Marie spoke with a hint of sarcasm: “I’m sure all you two have to do is talk about giant beasts of long ago, right Jackie?”

	Jack’s face reddened, then he nodded. “It is pretty interesting, though. You should see them sometime, Marie.”

	 

	⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜ ⚜

	 

	Later in the evening Jack and his father sat on the porch watching the sky over the Berkshire Hills transform from bright red to deep purple.

	“What’s all this about a fire at the Arsenal in Springfield?” asked Jack, referring to a story he had read in the Holyoke Daily Transcript.

	“Well,” began Charles, “lot a smoke, flames — in the warehouse. They was lucky, though. Coulda been worse. Lots worse.”

	“How’d it start?”

	“The papers are sayin’ it was electrical — bad wiring.” Jack nodded. Electrical fires were getting more and more common in shops and factories, it seemed, not just in Massachusetts but across the nation — everyone in a rush to electrify, but all too often doing the work on the cheap. Then Charles lowered his voice. “But Felix’s old friend, Leo Latour — works at the Arsenal — he says it was sabotage, pure an’ simple — work of the Jerries.”

	“Really?”

	“Well, so ‘e says — I’m not sure I believe it.”
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