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		Author’s Note


The more I’ve studied the First World War, the more I’m in awe of those who sacrificed their time and, in so many cases, their lives to serve their countries. In an age when antibiotics had yet to be discovered, when machine guns and tanks and airplanes were new war weapons, and when wounds were unlike any seen previously, the Great War was a distinctly unique period of conflict.

America declared war on Germany in April 1917, three years after Germany, Great Britain, and France first began fighting. Corporal Joel Campbell’s life as an Army soldier in the American Expeditionary Force (AEF)—in the trenches, in battle, and in the hospital—is representative of the roughly two million “doughboys” who served overseas during WWI. The battle in which he’s wounded would have been the Second Battle of the Marne, which occurred between July 15 and August 5, 1918. The war finally ended on November 11 of that same year.

The United States Army Nurse Corps, established in 1901, had more than 10,000 nurses serving overseas during WWI. Though they did not receive military rank until after the war, these nurses were an incredible force for good in nearly all stages of wartime medical care.

An Army Nurse Corps nurse who married or became pregnant—married or not—was honorably discharged. This rule changed in October 1942, allowing nurses who married to remain on active duty at the surgeon general’s discretion for the period of the war plus six months.

While St. Vincent’s hospital is my fictional creation, there were hospitals in France that were run by religious sisters during WWI. Though I did not find any case where Army Nurse Corps nurses assisted in such a hospital, for the sake of the story, I had Evelyn Gray and the other ANC nurses serve alongside the Sisters of Charity at St. Vincent’s instead of in an Army or Red Cross hospital.

The sodium hypochlorite solution created by Henry Drysdale Dakin and Alexis Carrel was a godsend in a pre-antibiotics world. Irrigating open wounds with the Carrell-Dakin solution (or Dakin’s solution) helped keep infection from growing worse and meant wounds healed in less time.

Evelyn’s experience at the evacuation hospital is true to life, with its incessant mud and occasional firing upon by German gunners. Most nurses were eager to serve at the front lines, regardless of the difficulties.

A final note: My heart goes out to the countless women who, like Evelyn, have experienced miscarriage or infant loss. I share your ranks and know the pain and grief, often silent, you’ve known. I hope you, too, have been able to find the loving care and hope that Evelyn eventually did.

For more information about the Great War, the AEF, or the Army Nurse Corps, I recommend the following books, which were invaluable in my research: Intimate Voices from the First World War, by Svetlana Palmer and Sarah Wallis (2003); Over There: The United States in the Great War 1917–1918, by Byron Farwell (1999); and A History of the U.S. Army Nurse Corps, by Mary T. Sarnecky (1999).
         


	

    
	
		
Prologue

		

		France, May 1918
            

Evelyn Gray breathed in the briny smell of the sea as she fingered the five shells in her gloved palm. One for each year without her father. From beneath her velour hat, she peered up at the gray sky overhead. The cool temperature and the possibility of rain made her grateful for the warmth of her Army Nurse Corps outdoor uniform, with its dark blue jacket, shirtwaist, and skirt.
         

“Nurse Gray, come on.” One of the other three nurses down the beach waved for her to join them in their walk along the shoreline toward the white cliffs in the distance.

Sighing, Evelyn turned in their direction. She wasn’t in any hurry to rejoin their conversation. The other girls on leave with her were full of talk about home and families and sweethearts, while she had only her aging grandparents waiting for her back in Michigan. As for a beau? Her lips turned up into a bitter smile. She’d been too busy with nurse’s training to worry about any of that.

She lifted the first shell—a smooth, white one—and tossed it into the sea. “I still miss you, Papa,” she said as the seashell slipped beneath the surface of the water.

Five years today, since you left us. She could easily picture how he’d trudged up the porch steps that afternoon after tending to a patient—he’d never established a doctor’s office in town, preferring instead to make house calls or take visits in their home. He hadn’t looked well, but Evelyn’s medical knowledge at seventeen wasn’t what it was today at twenty-two. She still wasn’t sure if he himself recognized the signs of the coming heart attack.
         

Tossing the second shell into the water, she swallowed hard against the flood of memories. She’d gone upstairs to make sure he was lying down and found him on the floor next to the bed, already gone.

She rid her hand of the third, fourth, and fifth shells in quick succession, then brushed the granules of sand from her gloves. The wind and the ache in her heart brought salty moisture to her eyes, but she straightened her shoulders against both. No one else needed to know what day it was or how much the loneliness tore at her.

“Afternoon.”

Evelyn whirled around to find an American soldier watching her from a few feet away. He wasn’t overly tall, less than six feet, but his handsome face, broad shoulders, and dark eyes were an impressive combination and made Evelyn’s pulse skip from more than being startled.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He smiled, looking anything but apologetic. “Beautiful view.”

The way he said it, she knew he wasn’t talking about the ocean. Evelyn didn’t blush, though. She was used to lingering looks and flirtations from the wounded soldiers at the hospital where she worked. Some, like this young man, were quite handsome; others were sweet; and a few pressed her to keep in touch once they left the hospital. But Evelyn put a firm stop to any such nonsense. She wouldn’t break the rule forbidding fraternization between nurses and enlisted soldiers.

Being a nurse was demanding enough; doing so while pregnant or with a venereal disease would make it twice as difficult. Not to mention she would be discharged if it were discovered she was with child. No, nursing was too important to her, and to her grandparents, to throw her job away for some soldier. Nowhere else but in a busy hospital ward, performing her duties, did she still feel close to her father.

Time to catch up with the other nurses.
         

Evelyn turned in the direction of the cliffs and started after the girls. They’d managed to cover quite a bit of distance while she lingered behind. To her dismay, the soldier fell into step beside her.

“I’m Private First Class Ralph Kelley.” He held out his hand for her to shake. “And you are?”

“Not supposed to talk to you,” Evelyn said in her firmest nurse’s tone. “You know the rules, soldier.” She tried to maintain a brisk pace across the beach, but the stones and sand underfoot made it difficult.

He chuckled as he lowered his hand to his side. “You on leave?” he asked, doggedly ignoring her rejection. “With those other nurses?”

She refused to answer, but his next question caught her off guard.

“Do you collect pebbles? I saw you picking some up earlier.”

How long had he been watching her? Heat rose into her cheeks at his intrusion upon her private mourning. “I need to go.” She attempted to outdistance him again, but his feet kept tempo with hers.

“Have lunch with me.”

The request, spoken in an almost pleading tone, halted Evelyn’s retreat in a way his earlier attempts at charm hadn’t. She circled to face him. Perhaps a gentle rebuff would serve her better than her usual abrupt one.

Before she could say anything, he spoke again. “I can’t say I don’t make it a habit of talking with nurses.” He gave her a sheepish smile as he removed his cap and fingered the olive drab wool. “But you looked like you could use a friend back there. Like there was something weighing on your mind.”

The perceptive observation took her by surprise, and she fell back a step. Could there be more to this soldier than his ladies’ man demeanor? Her earlier feeling of isolation welled up inside her, nearly choking her with its hold. “It’s the anniversary of my father’s death—five years today.” The admission tumbled out, despite the voice of reason screaming in her mind to keep walking away. “I’ve been thinking a lot about him lately.”

“Do your friends know?” He nodded in the direction the other girls had gone.

Evelyn folded her arms against the battering breeze and shook her head. “I didn’t want to spoil their time away from the hospital.”

“That’s rather generous.” He cocked his head to study her. “Will you at least tell me your name?”

She could feel her defenses crumbling beneath the sincerity in his black eyes. “It’s…um…Evelyn. Evelyn Gray.”

“Evelyn.”

Hearing his deep voice intone her name brought butterflies to her stomach, and the smile he offered afterward made her heartbeat thrum faster. When was the last time she’d felt this way? Probably not since she and Dale had kissed after high school graduation. Dale Emerson had been her first beau, until he moved to Sioux City, Iowa, and Evelyn had put all her time and energy into becoming a nurse. Last she’d heard, Dale had graduated from medical school and was serving as a surgeon at the front lines.

“I discovered a place yesterday that serves excellent fish,” he said, his tone coaxing. “If you like fish…”

Despite her best efforts to stop it, a smile lifted the corners of her lips. “I think I’d like anything that wasn’t cooked at the hospital. Our food there isn’t much better than Army fare, I’m afraid.”

Private Kelley laughed; it was a pleasant sound. “I owe it to you then, to at least provide you a decent meal while you’re on leave.” His expression sobered as he added, “Especially today.”

Evelyn glanced over her shoulder at the three nurses far down the beach. She ought to refuse. But logic was growing less and less persuasive inside her mind. For the first time in months, she felt valued and important. This soldier’s genuine notice and concern soothed the loneliness she wore as constantly as her nurse’s uniform.

She pushed at the sand beneath her shoes, her lips pursed in indecision. Could any real harm come from simply sharing a meal in a public place? At least she’d be spared having to listen to the other girls prattle on about their big families and parents who were still alive. She would only be trading one conversation for another.

Inhaling a deep breath, she let her words slide out on the exhale. “Let me tell them I’ll meet up with them later.”

He grinned and replaced his hat on his head. “I’ll wait right here for you.”

Evelyn moved with new purpose toward the retreating group. She called to the girls from a distance to avoid any questions. The three of them turned as one. “Go on ahead without me. I’ll meet up with you before supper.”

They glanced at one another, then one of them shrugged and waved her hand in acknowledgment. A sense of freedom rolled through her as Evelyn retraced her steps to where Private First Class Ralph Kelley stood waiting.

“All set?” He extended his hand to her.

Evelyn stared at it for a long moment, then placed her fingers in his palm. With a smile, he tucked her hand over his arm and led her away from the beach.


	

    
	
		Chapter 1


July 1918
            

You’ve become skin and bones since you came here, Evelyn. And no wonder; you eat like a bird.” Alice Thornton waved her fork at the half-empty plate Evelyn had slid aside. “If my mother were here, she’d try to fatten you up. Unlike the hospital cook, apparently.”
         

Evelyn smiled, despite the queasiness in her stomach. She could imagine Mrs. Thornton—a rotund, matronly version of red-headed Alice—chasing her down with a ladle of stew in hand. Alice talked a lot about her family, particularly her three beanpole brothers who never put on pounds no matter how much they ate, much to their mother’s chagrin.

That wasn’t Evelyn’s problem. The morning sickness that plagued her, even now in the middle of the day, prevented her from stomaching much of any meal. But she certainly didn’t plan on telling Alice that.

Almost of its own volition, her hand rose to rest against the middle of her white nurse’s apron. The tiny life inside her could only be ten weeks along by now, but her own life had been altered just the same. Would anyone else notice her lack of appetite, as Alice had, or her frequent trips to the bathroom?

Alice turned to chat with another nurse seated near them, giving Evelyn a moment to herself. She slipped her hand beneath her apron, into the pocket of her gray crepe dress, and felt the letter tucked there. It brought instant calm as she withdrew the folded slip of paper. Though the letter had arrived less than a week ago, she had Ralph’s words memorized. Still, she liked to see the bold strokes of his handwriting and read the reassurance behind the words he’d penned.


I’m still in shock at your news of the baby. I find myself thinking at odd times of the day, even in the middle of a battle, that I’m going to be a father. I am going to do right by you and the baby, Evelyn. Not like my own father. As soon as I get leave again, I’m coming to the hospital there and we’ll get married. I know you’ll be discharged after that, being married and all, but you won’t have to worry about what to tell your grandparents anymore. You can tell them you got hitched in France and came home to have our baby.
            

I miss you and think of you every day.
            

Yours,
            

Ralph
            



“Did we get mail today?”

Alice’s voice broke into Evelyn’s reverie. Startled, she glanced up in confusion. “Mail?”

Her roommate pointed at the sheet of paper in Evelyn’s grip.

Evelyn quickly folded the letter and shoved it into her pocket, away from Alice’s curious gaze. “Oh, I’m not sure. This is from last week.”

“Is it from your grandparents?”

Though she wanted to answer in the affirmative, Evelyn wouldn’t lie. She hadn’t heard from either her grandmother or her grandfather in several months. Their declining health made returning Evelyn’s missives difficult.

“It’s from a…friend,” she hedged. She steeled herself for more questions, but thankfully Alice accepted the response with a nod.

Evelyn hadn’t yet broached the subject of the baby or her inevitable homecoming in her letters to her grandparents. She’d wait until she and Ralph were married. That way when she told them, she would be breaking the news as a new bride and not an unwed mother. What would that shock do to them? She was hopeful they’d like Ralph—that his charisma would eventually win them over as it had her. The thought of his larger-than-life personality filling the too quiet house where she’d grown up brought a smile to her lips.

“Better hurry up.” Evelyn stood and picked up her plate. “I heard Sister Marcelle is doing a round of ward visits today or tomorrow.”

Alice frowned and scrambled up from the table. “In that case, I’ll skip the rest. Sister Henriette is likely to tell her that I yelled at Sergeant Dennis good and long this morning. But honestly, the man refuses to rest.”

Evelyn’s smile flattened into a frown as she followed Alice to the kitchen. She’d noticed the way Sergeant Dennis watched Alice. The man was clearly captivated by the younger girl and would go to great lengths to garner a response from her—even if it was a good scolding. Evelyn could only hope her roommate would remain blind to the man’s attention. Alice didn’t seem the type to disregard the rule forbidding nurses and soldiers from fraternizing, but then again, Evelyn hadn’t expected to break the rule herself. Not until she’d met Ralph.

A torrent of French greeted them as they set their dishes beside the kitchen’s enormous sink. The hospital cook stood at the back door, shaking her spoon at a dark-headed youngster.

“S’il vous plaît?” the boy entreated.
         

“Non pas de pain,” the cook responded. She slammed the door in the boy’s disheartened face and muttered under her breath. Throwing a pointed look at Evelyn and Alice, she returned to her table and began whacking dough with a stick.
         

“Come on, Evelyn.” Alice retreated back toward the entrance to the large dining hall. None of the twenty nurses at St. Vincent’s liked spending much time in the kitchen with the cantankerous cook.

“I’ll be along in a minute. You go ahead.”

The moment her roommate left, Evelyn took both the half-nibbled rolls from their plates and discreetly put them into her free pocket. While she might not be able to stomach much food, that didn’t mean someone else should go away hungry. She retraced her steps to the dining hall and let herself out one of the hospital’s rear entrances. A welcoming breeze loosened bits of her dark hair from underneath her nurse’s cap. Evelyn tucked them back and eyed the sky. Gray clouds overhead promised rain.

Before her, the back lawn of the hospital extended long and wide, bordered by forests of beech and oak trees. The hospital itself had originally been a château, rebuilt in the 1860s and bequeathed to the Sisters of Charity. The living quarters for the hospital staff stood to her left in what had once been the orangery and beyond that sat an ancient stone church. Though different from the clapboard building she’d attended as a child, she couldn’t help wondering each time she saw the old building how many weddings, funerals, and services had been held within its rock walls. Would it see another hundred years’ worth of worship and poignant moments or fall, ravaged by the war like so many other towns and villages?

Out of the corner of her eye, Evelyn caught sight of black hair as the beggar boy rounded the hospital. “Wait! Attendez!” she called out as she jogged after him. “Please, wait.”
         

He stopped so suddenly Evelyn nearly ran into him. Large black eyes peered up at her from a dirt-smudged face. They looked neither sad nor angry, but resigned and weary, though the boy couldn’t be more than six years old. That wizened look constricted Evelyn’s heart more than the other signs of poverty about him—the cuts on his shins and the disheveled state of his shirt and trousers.

“Parlez-vous Anglais?” she inquired. She hoped he spoke English. Her French was still quite rudimentary, despite the months she’d spent in his country as a nurse.
         

He cocked his head and nodded.

“Wonderful. What’s your name?”

“Loo-ee. Louis Rousseau.”

Evelyn smiled. “Bonjour, Louis. I’m Nurse Gray.”
         

“Got any coffin nails or chocolate?”

She bit back a laugh at the familiar term for cigarettes. “You learned English from some soldiers, didn’t you?”

Louis shook his head. “Ma grand-mère taught me the English. But ma mère takes our vegetables into the market and sometimes the Americans buy some. She didn’t sell much yesterday. I was trying to beg some petit de pain off that tête de chou. That cabbage-headed cook. But she just say ‘non, non.’”
         

The brief glimpse into the boy’s day-to-day life made Evelyn all the more grateful she’d taken the uneaten food to give him. While she understood the cook and her staff had to keep an entire hospital from going hungry, Evelyn still believed a little kindness in these dark times was equally important.

“Tell you what, Louis. I didn’t finish all my bread today and I’d like you to have it.” She removed the rolls, which were slightly squished now, and held them out to him.

His eyes widened as he stared at the bread, then at her.

“Go on. You can have it.”

He carefully took the rolls from her. One he bit into at once, but the other he held in his free hand. “Ma mère can eat this one. Merci.”
         

“You’re welcome.”

A flood of emotion filled her as she watched him lean against the hospital wall to eat the meager meal. He was clearly famished, but he ate the bread slowly. Watching him, her thoughts turned to the life growing inside her.

Perhaps the baby would be a boy—a little dark-haired fellow with an impish glint in his black eyes just like his father. She could imagine her and Ralph and their child, and hopefully the other children that would follow, sitting on the porch of her grandparents’ house—her house—laughing and sipping lemonade. The loneliness she’d experienced since her father’s death would disappear, and the large, empty house would be filled with laughter and life and people.
         

She’d always envied those of her schoolmates with large families and two living parents. While she never doubted the love her father and grandparents felt for her, she still used to pretend she had a whole slew of brothers and sisters—a complete family. Soon, that dream would be realized. Once she and Ralph married, she would be a wife and eventually a mother, with a family of her own.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” she asked Louis, reluctant to return indoors. The heat and smells inside the hospital made her nausea worse.

Louis shook his head. “It’s only me and ma mère.”
         

Did Louis long for more family as she did? “Where’s your father?”

The boy lowered his gaze to the grass. “He was a soldier…but he got killed last year.” His brow pinched with sorrow, the same emotion tugging at Evelyn’s own heart. So many men gone…

Losing her father had been devastating, and she hadn’t been a child. Even now, there were countless moments when she missed him with an intensity that made his death feel as fresh as yesterday. The similarities between her and the young boy poking at the ground with his big toe ran deeper than she would have guessed.

Squatting down in front of Louis, she rested her hands on his thin shoulders. “My father died, too.”

“Was he a brave soldier like mon père?”
         

“In a way. He was a doctor, so he helped people fight battles of illness and disease.”

Louis lifted his chin to look her in the eye. “How’d he die?”

“His heart stopped working one day.”

“Et votre mère?”
         

And your mother? Seventeen years without a mother still hadn’t erased the longing Evelyn felt whenever people asked. “My mother died when I was five years old. But she’d been sick for a long time.” The word cancer settled on her tongue, but she swallowed it back. The boy didn’t need to know and probably wouldn’t understand the whole ugly truth about her mother’s condition.
         

Louis’s brow furrowed. “Who takes care of you?”

The inquiry was said with so much seriousness that Evelyn didn’t dare laugh. She chose not to say “myself,” despite its being the truth. She’d been taking care of herself, more or less, since her father’s death. But she recognized what Louis was really asking. Did she have any other family or was she all alone in the world? She cringed inwardly at the thought of having no one. “My grandparents are waiting for me back in America.”

Her answer seemed to satisfy him.

“I’d better go,” he said, wiping the crumbs from his mouth with his sleeve.

Evelyn stood. “So should I. Do you live close by?”

He pointed south. “La Troumont.” Evelyn recognized the name of the nearby village. “Au revoir, Nurse Gray.”
         

“Au revoir, Louis. I hope to see you again soon.”
         

He grinned, then spun around and darted into the trees.

         *  *  *


         When he disappeared from view, Evelyn retraced her steps to the rear entrance of the hospital. It wouldn’t do to be late to her assigned ward, especially if Sister Marcelle chose today to make her inspection.

Evelyn passed through the empty dining hall. The sounds of her footsteps echoing off the high walls and marbled floors accompanied her as she moved toward the opposite end. The room that now housed long tables and benches for meals had once been a ballroom.

She liked to fancy herself in a silk dress and Ralph in his Army uniform waltzing around the ornate room, her cheek to his stubbled one, his hand firm against her back. He’d murmur funny or complimentary endearments in her ear as he had when they’d danced on leave two months before. The memories made her shiver with yearning and anticipation. Perhaps after the wedding, they could find a place to honeymoon for a few days so they could dance or explore again.

Smiling at the thought, Evelyn climbed the stairs to the wards on the second floor. The stone walls of the old château kept the place from being completely miserable now that it was the middle of summer, but she still felt the air growing warmer as she ascended. At the top, she smoothed her apron. She tried to recall from her days assisting her father how early a woman’s belly began expanding when she was pregnant. Four months? Five? Hopefully Ralph would be the first in his regiment to get leave, so she wouldn’t be showing too much by the time he came for her.

“There you are, Nurse Gray.” Sister Henriette met Evelyn outside the door of her assigned ward. The woman’s face glimmered with sweat beneath her wide, white headdress. It reminded Evelyn of the sailboats she’d seen as a child on Lake Michigan.

“I’m sorry I’m late, Sister. I had a quick errand to do first.”

Sister Henriette waved away her apology. “Sister Marcelle wishes to speak with you.”

“With me?” Something akin to panic wormed its way up Evelyn’s spine and, with it, a new wave of sickness. She hadn’t committed any infractions since transferring to St. Vincent’s six weeks ago. Did that mean Sister Marcelle, the hospital administrator, had discovered her secret?

“You’re not in trouble, child. She only wishes to ask you about a change in assignment.”

Relief made her shoulders droop and relaxed her tight jaw. Evelyn dipped her head in acknowledgment. A new assignment she could handle, though it did seem odd Sister Marcelle wouldn’t simply ask Sister Henriette to pass on the information.

“She is waiting in her office. Just report back to the ward when you are finished.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She strode down the hallway with new confidence, passing the open doors of the other wards on both sides. The murmur of voices and occasional laughter floated out to her. After climbing another set of stairs, Evelyn paused outside the worn wooden door of Sister Marcelle’s tiny office. She knocked once and an alto voice called out, “You may enter.”

After stepping inside, Evelyn stood before Sister Marcelle’s large desk. Stacks of papers and ledgers stood in neat piles on one side. The only other furniture in the room was two wooden chairs, one occupied by Sister Marcelle. A large crucifix hung on the wall behind the sister. Just as Evelyn had on her first visit to this office, she avoided looking directly at the cross.

“Ah, Nurse Gray. Thank you for coming.” The sister’s blue-gray eyes, the same color as the dress she wore, shone bright with kindness. Unlike the other sisters, she spoke with nearly no trace of a French accent.

“Sister Henriette said you wished to see me.”

“Yes.” Sister Marcelle motioned to the chair opposite the desk. “Please have a seat.”

Evelyn perched on the edge of the chair.

Sister Marcelle folded her hands on top of the desk. “As I am sure you are aware, Sister Pauline is in charge of Sister Henriette’s wards at night. However, as the oldest sister here at St. Vincent’s, she is finding it more and more difficult to manage the irregular sleep schedule. And we certainly cannot fault her.” The sister’s lips curved into a smile, increasing the laugh lines around her mouth. “I think she has finally concluded she is no longer as young as she was when she came here at twenty-five.”

Evelyn smiled back. She’d heard from some of the other nurses that Sister Pauline mostly slept during the night shift. But she couldn’t blame the older woman for dozing. Lately Evelyn could hardly keep her own eyelids from closing at the end of a day shift.

“Sister Monique will be taking Sister Pauline’s place, but her sister is ill and she has asked for time away from the hospital to tend to her. In the meantime…” Sister Marcelle leaned forward, her gaze intent on Evelyn’s face. “I would like to propose that you supervise Sister Henriette’s wards during the night shift. The other ward nurses will report to you, and you will have access to the books and keys. It should only be a few weeks at most, until Sister Monique returns.”

Evelyn’s eyes widened with surprise. The sisters were in charge of all the wards in the hospital, while Evelyn and the other girls from the Army Nurse Corps served as ward nurses. The extra responsibility showed Sister Marcelle’s trust and confidence in her. But would she be able to perform her best? Especially when her pregnancy sapped her stamina? She’d actually been grateful her turn for the night shift hadn’t come up yet.

These were concerns she didn’t dare voice, though.

“I’d be happy to help, Sister Marcelle.” Her voice carried more assurance than she felt.

Sister Marcelle’s ready smile appeared again. “Thank you. Sister Henriette praises your meticulous work. You have undoubtedly proven to be a great role model for all of our nurses.”

Evelyn blushed, feeling less than worthy of the sister’s last compliment. She trained her eyes on her lap. What would Sister Marcelle say if she knew Evelyn had broken the rules to be with Ralph, and now carried his child?

“I will need you to be especially diligent about not overusing supplies.” Sister Marcelle’s admonition interrupted Evelyn’s troubled thoughts. She lifted her chin and gave a determined nod. No matter what physical discomforts she had to endure with this new assignment, she would do it. Anything to keep her secret safe until she and Ralph married. “We will need to use pain medications sparely at night. If you will see that the other nurses adhere to this.”

“I will.”

Sister Marcelle studied her for a moment, causing Evelyn to shift on the hard chair. What did the sister see? Could she read Evelyn’s secret in the tense line of her shoulders or the exhausted furrows on her once smooth face?

“Do you enjoy nursing, Nurse Gray?”

The question surprised Evelyn almost as much as the new assignment. No one had ever asked her if she enjoyed what she did. “It’s the same line of work as my father, when he was alive. My grandparents were very proud of him. Naturally they hoped their only grandchild would follow in his footsteps.” The explanation sounded weak, even to herself. Of course she enjoyed nursing. Didn’t she? If not, why had she worked so hard, for so long, at her grandparents’ expense no less, to be right here. “I—I do enjoy helping others, if that’s what you mean.”

Her expression thoughtful, Sister Marcelle sat back. “And we appreciate your help, I assure you—”

The splatter of raindrops drummed the window behind her, but that didn’t seem to be the sound that made Sister Marcelle twist in her chair. Evelyn heard it, too—the distant rumble of automobiles.

“It appears we have our next round of patients.” The sister released a quiet sigh as she stood and crossed to the window. Evelyn joined her. Through the rain-splotched panes she could see the line of ambulances making their way up the curved gravel driveway.

“More than usual,” Evelyn murmured as much to herself as to the sister beside her.

Sister Marcelle’s face had grown somber. For the first time, Evelyn noticed the weary lines around the older woman’s eyes. “We do what we can.” But she seemed to leave the sentence hanging at the end, like a question. The hesitation lasted only a moment, but in those few seconds, Evelyn caught a glimpse of the burden Sister Marcelle carried as director of the entire hospital.

Clearing her throat, the sister straightened to her full height, a few inches taller than Evelyn. A tight smile pulled at her mouth. “You may return to your assigned ward for today, Nurse Gray. Can you start the night shift tomorrow evening?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Unsure whether to show the religious woman deference by curtseying or not, Evelyn settled for a quick nod and let herself out the door. She hurried down the stairs to the wards. With each step, the cacophony of sound from below grew louder.

Evelyn emerged onto the second floor into a world boiling over with movement and noise. Nurses rushed in and out of the wards on the heels of the ambulance drivers, bearing mud-splattered stretchers between them, or assisted those of the wounded who could walk. The clatter of boots, the urgent commands, the scent of unwashed bodies all bounced off the stone walls and mixed together, creating a giant cauldron of sound and smell.

When she’d first come to France, the organized confusion had been overwhelming. Evelyn was used to working in a hospital where patients trickled in, not fell upon the place en masse as they often did here. Now she found the chaos almost comforting, the adrenaline a boon to her depleted energy. Her father used to say that adrenaline was the only thing that got him through those first agonizing minutes when he had to accurately and quickly assess an emergency situation and take action.

Elbowing her way through the crowded hallway, Evelyn reached her assigned ward. A quick glance told her what needed to be done in preparation for the new arrivals. Two of the empty beds had been refitted with clean sheets, but the third stood bare.

Evelyn grabbed up the remaining sheet and blankets and hurried to the bed in the far corner. The energy throbbing through her replaced any lingering sense of nausea as she heard Sister Henriette call loudly, “Bring those three in here.”

She finished with the bed and pulled back the blankets at the same moment two of the ambulance drivers approached. The man on their stretcher had his eyes shut tight, his body shivering uncontrollably. His rain-dampened hair was coffee-colored, though the lighter scruff along his jaw and chin were evidence his hair wasn’t that dark when dry. He had a nice-looking, unmarred face, but it was the dried blood on the lower half of his wool uniform and the loose bandage around his leg that drew Evelyn’s attention.

Most of the men in her assigned ward had injuries of the pelvis, thighs, or legs. At first glance, she suspected the soldier had shrapnel wounds in his right leg, while the sling on his left arm meant a fracture or break.

She moved out of the way to allow the men to place the soldier on top of the bed. Once they rushed off, she took their place at his side.

“Hey there, soldier,” she said in a soft voice. “Let’s get you warm, all right?”

She unpinned the medical card from his jacket and drew the blankets up over his shaking form. As she waited for his shivering to subside, she read through his card. Sure enough, the scrawled notes indicated a broken left arm and shrapnel in his right thigh as well as damage to his pelvic area.

“I’m going to get you some water, okay?”

Though his eyes remained closed, he dipped his chin slightly, an indication he’d heard her. She procured a glass of water from the pitcher on a nearby table and returned to the bed.

“I’ll hold the glass,” she instructed, “so all you need to do is sip.” She lifted his head gently off the pillow with one hand and brought the cup to his cracked lips with the other. He took a long swallow.

“Thanks,” he murmured, but he gritted his teeth as she carefully set his head back down.

“I know you’re hurting, soldier. But we’re going to get you into surgery as soon as we can. Most likely by tonight.” At least she hoped. There would be others with much more immediate need for a surgeon, but she wanted him to know he wouldn’t be forgotten. “In the meantime, I’m going to change that loose bandage for you.”

From the supply closet, she removed a fresh bandage, a pair of scissors, and a bottle of iodine. When she returned to the man’s bed, she pushed the blanket aside, just enough, to reach his leg. His eyelids flew open, revealing hazel eyes, and a flush of embarrassment crept up his face as she bent to cut away the old bandage.

“Tell me where you’re from, soldier.” If she could get him talking, she knew it would help ease the discomfort and pain of having his injury rebandaged.

“Iowa.”

“Did you grow up on a farm?” So many of the doughboys she’d nursed here in France were sons of farmers.

“Yes.”

Evelyn lifted her head to shoot him a smile. “Me, too. I’m from Michigan.” Once she had the soiled bandage off, she applied some of the iodine. She’d grown used to the acute smell, though it seemed much stronger now that she was pregnant. The man flinched as the chemical met his torn flesh.

“So your name is…” She glanced at his medical card, which she’d set on the bedside table. “Corporal Joel Campbell.”

Campbell? She read it through again as a snatch of conversation with Ralph repeated in her mind. He’d been talking about his squad leader and best friend whom he simply called “Campbell.”
         

“Which regiment are you in, Corporal?”

He murmured the number. It was the same as Ralph’s. A flicker of eagerness and concern darted through Evelyn. Campbell was a common enough last name, but what if this was the man Ralph had spoken of with respect and familiarity? The possibility sent her hope rising, until another thought jerked it down. If this was the Campbell, then Ralph would have been in the same battle.
         

The worry flared to fear inside her. Was Ralph safe or not? There could easily be a number of men with the name Campbell in their regiment. But if these two men were in the same company…
         

“What company are you in?” She did her best to keep the dread from her voice as she wrapped his leg with the fresh bandage.

“Company F,” Corporal Campbell replied in a tight whisper.

His answer stilled her fingers. He and Ralph belonged to the same company—this had to be his squad leader. Was Ralph here, too, or had he escaped injury? She shot a look across the room to the door. Could he be in another ward of the hospital right now? Evelyn’s heart beat faster at the notion. If only she could see his handsome face and kiss those masculine lips. Assure herself that he was alive and well.

Her gaze refocused on the man lying before her. She no longer had any doubt that Corporal Campbell knew Ralph. Which meant he alone could grant her peace or confirm her worst fears that Ralph had been injured, too.

She directed her next question toward the bed to appear as nonchalant as possible. “Do you by chance know Private First Class Ralph Kelley?”

Silence from the bed sounded louder in her ears than the continuing racket in the room and hallway. She finished with his bandage and lifted her head to find Corporal Campbell staring at her. Astonishment had replaced the weariness on his haggard face.

“Are you all right, Corporal?”

Instead of answering, he countered with a question of his own. “Are you…Evelyn?”

A soft gasp escaped her lips before she could check herself. “Yes.”

The man not only knew Ralph, but knew her name, too. She picked up the iodine and scissors and gripped them hard within her fingers. Anything to occupy her trembling hands. A maelstrom of nausea had begun churning in her stomach, making her regret what little she’d eaten at lunch.

“H-How do you know my name?”

His hazel eyes remained fixed on hers. “Because Ralph said it several times today.”

He’d spoken with the man she loved, this very day. Fresh panic and wild optimism pulsed through her veins. She searched his face for any glimpse or clue of where Ralph might be.

“And?” The single word from her lips was no more than a whisper.

Corporal Campbell broke eye contact first, releasing the turmoil inside her. The torrent of emotion engulfed her body, choking her throat and filling her ears with a dull roar. Evelyn had to lean forward to hear his softly spoken reply.

“He said your name, Evelyn, right before he died.”


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


Bright light pressed against Joel’s eyelids. He sensed a bed underneath him and not the rickety cot he’d lain in at the field hospital. His clothes felt different, too, their material softer than his Army uniform. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter, trying to recall the last thing he remembered before sleep had claimed him. The motion, though small, intensified the pain radiating from his arm and leg.
         

He pried his eyes open, hoping for answers, and blinked as sunshine from across the room momentarily blinded him. Where am I?
         

Confused, he attempted to raise himself off the bed, but his left arm had been tucked inside a sling and was nearly useless. He managed only an inch or two before his body protested the slight movement and he collapsed, his jaw clenched.

Memories crashed over him at the same time the noise in the hospital room registered in his foggy brain—the ravine full of Germans, waiting to ambush his squad, the pain from his injuries, the jostling ride on the stretcher, his best friend’s dying words.

Evelyn.
         

He’d only heard the name for the first time yesterday, though Ralph had talked quite a bit about the nurse he’d met on leave. Today, though, the name conjured up a pair of vivid dark eyes. Eyes that had filled with anguish when he’d told Evelyn the news of Ralph’s death. The raw pain in her expression, and the guilt he felt at being its cause, had temporarily numbed the agony of his physical injuries almost as well as the ether they’d given him before his surgery.

“I see you’ve woken up, Corporal. I’m Nurse Thornton.” A petite, red-headed nurse approached his bed. “How are you feeling?”

“I’ll like things better when I’m back with my squad.”

She gave an amused sniff as she popped a thermometer into his mouth. “Can’t say I haven’t heard that one before. But you’re better off accepting the fact you’re here to stay. At least until you can walk and use that arm again.”

The second she removed the thermometer, he plied her with the question foremost on his mind. “I will be going back, right?” He didn’t like the idea of being sent home early, not when he felt certain he still had the strength to lead his men, serve his country, and help end the war.

“I don’t see why not,” the nurse said as she jotted down his temperature in a ledger.

“When will that be?”

Nurse Thornton shrugged, snapping the ledger shut. “Depends on how compliant you are with instructions. If you take it easy, you’ll probably move onto the convalescent home in three to five weeks. If you insist on getting out of bed before you’re ready, then longer.”

He could be compliant, even if it meant forcing himself to stay in bed. Whatever it took to be out of here faster. The sooner he left the hospital and the convalescent home, the better. He’d help finish the war, return home, and hope there was at least one unattached girl left in the county by then. Before long he’d have a farm and a family of his own—a home as bustling and full as the one he’d grown up in.

That promise, that hope, coupled with his faith in God, had often been the only thing to keep him slogging through another day in a foul-smelling, rat-infested trench. Kept him running full out toward a wall of smoke and shellfire during a battle. Kept him encouraging his men, even as their friends were cut down around them.

What would keep Evelyn going, after the bomb he’d dropped into her life yesterday? She’d stumbled away from his bed toward the bathroom, he guessed, her face pale in color, one hand clapped over her mouth. He hadn’t seen her since.

“Do you know what happened to the nurse who helped me yesterday?” He didn’t know Evelyn’s last name, but he wouldn’t risk giving her first name and appearing too familiar with her. The last thing she needed, after learning about Ralph, was for Joel to get her in trouble.

“You mean Nurse Gray?” Nurse Thornton shot him a suspicious glance as she whipped back his blankets. “Why do you want to know?”

Joel refused to regret the question. After all, it was an innocent one—he only wanted to learn if Evelyn was all right. Sure she was pretty—very pretty—with her black hair and red lips, but he wasn’t planning on making any kind of overture toward her. First, she was his best friend’s girl, even if Ralph was gone. Second, he was in full agreement with the rules about soldiers and nurses.

“She left in a hurry, like she might be sick.” He leveled the nurse with his own direct look, one he’d used on his men before. “I just wanted to know if she was feeling better. And…” He searched his brain for something else. “To thank her.”

Nurse Thornton removed his bandage, her wary expression fading. “Nurse Gray is fine. She’s on night duty this evening, so she’s resting now. You can thank her tonight.”

Once she’d finished examining his leg, she left his bedside, only to return with a jar of some sort and an assortment of red tubes.

“What’s this?” Joel asked.

He hated how little he knew about the workings of a hospital. As squad leader, he was briefed on his squad’s responsibilities before a battle, and while the outcome was never certain, he knew exactly what was required of him and his men.

“We’re going to irrigate your wounds with sodium hypochlorite, or Dakin’s solution. This jar hangs above your bed and the solution runs down through the holes in the tubes.” Nurse Thornton began to set up the irrigation elements. “You married, Corporal?” Her no-nonsense tone confirmed she wasn’t flirting, merely making conversation.

“No, not yet.”

“Got a special girl waiting for you? Someone who ought to know you’re here at the hospital?”

Unbidden, Rose’s pretty face and soft smile loomed in his mind’s eye. She could’ve been at home waiting for him, but things hadn’t worked out as he’d planned.

“No.” The word came out harsher than he’d intended. “Just my family,” he amended.

She nodded, oblivious to the memories she’d conjured up with her inquiry.

“Can you tell me how my surgery went?”

While he was no doctor, from the brief look he’d gotten at his leg yesterday, Joel felt confident the limb would heal. Which meant, God willing, he’d still be able to run as much as he wanted and work the land on his future farm.

Nurse Thornton moved to the bedside table to pick up her ledger book. “Says here they successfully removed the shrapnel from your leg and set your arm.”

Optimism rushed through him, making him almost dizzy with relief. “Does that mean I get to cut down a week or two in this place?”

She rolled her eyes, but the corners of her mouth quirked up. “We’ve got to make sure your injuries don’t get infected. Especially the one in your pelvic region. That’s why we’re irrigating all your open wounds.”

Joel opened his mouth to ask her what she meant about his pelvis, then thought better of it. Discussing it with the surgeon, if he got the chance, would be far less humiliating than asking the details from Nurse Thornton. Whatever the issue, he couldn’t imagine it would prevent him from leaving as soon as he could walk. He was in pain, yes, but he was alive.

Unlike his brother Tom…and Ralph.

He fisted his hand, choking the blanket within his grip. The grief he felt at losing his two greatest friends would drag him down to a place of unyielding despair if he let it. Then he would never leave this bed, never return to his men, never move on with the life he’d been granted. He had to resist this soul-tearing sorrow, and the accompanying guilt at not preventing Ralph’s death. It would destroy him from the inside out if he didn’t.

Stick to the plan, he reminded himself. Get better, get out, finish fighting, and go home. Somewhere, sometime, he’d likely have to mourn, but for now, he would focus on returning to the front as soon as he could. Things wouldn’t be the same without Ralph around as his right-hand man, but he’d make it through. He had to.
         

“Are you married?” he asked Nurse Thornton, anxious to occupy his mind with something else. When she paused in her work to throw him a frown, he hurried to add, “Just making conversation.”
         

“No, Corporal. I’m not married. And like you, no special person waiting either.” She checked the tubes as she spoke. “I’ve got three brothers in this war already. Don’t see a need to be worrying about another boy gettin’ hurt.” She folded her arms and stared him down. “That’s all the information you’re going to weasel out of me today. Anything else I can get you? Something for the pain perhaps?”

He almost agreed. After all, his lower body felt as if someone had stuck several pitchforks into it and forgotten to pull them back out. But he hated the mind-numbing fog the medicine created, the inability to know what was going on around him or to him.

“No, thanks. But I’d take my personal effects.”

“Sorry, Corporal. I’m not trekking all the way downstairs for one bag. I’ll bring it up when we serve lunch in about an hour.”

He wouldn’t last an hour—not without something to drive away the painful awareness of his injuries or the memories. With a little effort, he shot her the smile his mother used to say could coax the tail off a fox. “Please?”

Nurse Thornton shook her head, but she was smiling. “Oh, all right. I’ll locate your bag.”

“Thank you.”

While he waited, Joel let his gaze stray to the other occupants in the ward. Most slept or read. Two men across the room were playing checkers. One soldier near the opposite corner had both legs and an arm suspended by pulleys. Even from a distance, Joel could see his bleak expression.

Joel’s own injuries might not be as severe or permanent, but he could understand that look. He’d seen that same hopelessness on the faces of others, had even felt it on his own the day he received word of Tom’s death and again right after Ralph died. There likely wasn’t a man here who hadn’t felt the same way at least once.

They would return home different, too, regardless of the variety of their physical wounds. Not one of them, including himself, was the same person who’d eagerly enlisted. The war had damaged more than their bodies; it had tampered with the very fibers of their souls. Every one of them would carry home internal scars. Ones Joel could only hope and pray would ease with time and the help of God.

“Here’s your bag, Corporal Campbell.” Nurse Thornton set it gently next to him on the bed. “I’ll bring you some broth for lunch.”

Broth for lunch? Joel frowned in disgust. How was a man supposed to get stronger on something so thin and tasteless? Was Nurse Thornton punishing him for persuading her to get his bag or did they serve the same drivel to all the men?
         

“Sounds delicious,” he said with a grimace.

She sniffed in amusement and left him to rummage through his bag.

He removed the photograph of his family first. The picture had been taken the day before he and Tom had left for the Army. His parents sat on chairs in the middle of the group, holding hands. The younger kids were gathered around them: Allen, Mary, Charlie, and little George. Behind them Joel and Tom stood with Livy between them. The three of them formed their own little cluster, just as they’d done as kids.

Joel studied Tom’s eyes. They were lit as if he was laughing at some private joke, which he probably was. He and Tom couldn’t have been more different. He liked to plan, to analyze; Tom liked to dive into a situation with no forethought, to sniff out adventure in the unlikeliest places. But he was loyal, too, and kind to a fault. Being a soldier hadn’t been so bad when Joel remembered his younger brother was doing the same thing.

A lump of emotion lodged itself in his throat. He’d never expected his brother to precede him in death, not even in war. The dark-haired kid with the cockeyed grin had always been around, at least in Joel’s memory. He’d imagined the two of them growing into old men together, still arguing over stupid things but loving each other just the same.

He coughed to dislodge the strangling ache and pinned his focus on Livy’s face next. His little sis was twenty years old, five years his junior, and married now. She’d written a while back to tell him she had fallen in love with a farmer—a German-American one—after she’d taken a teaching job away from home. The wedding had been planned for the beginning of the month.

Her news had taken him by complete surprise, especially given the rumors he’d heard about anti-German tension escalating back home. Any concern he felt at her marrying a German-American, though, faded completely by the time he’d finished reading Livy’s letter. His sister’s happiness was evident in every word. As her oldest brother, and occasional confidant through the years, he’d hoped Livy would find a man she could trust, a man who would treat her with the utmost respect. And clearly, she had.

He had written back as soon as he could, giving the approval he sensed she wanted about her decision. If his parents—and more important, God—believed she would be safe and happy with this man Joel had never met, he could trust that. His only regret was not being able to toast the happy couple at the wedding or to see his sister’s radiant face.

Ready to move on from thoughts of home, Joel placed the photo back inside his bag and dragged out his Army-issued Bible. A mud stain, which he hadn’t been able to wipe off completely, covered one corner, and a piece of shrapnel had nicked the top of the spine, but the pages were still readable.

He flipped the Bible open to one of his favorite stories—Moses leading the children of Israel out of Egypt and through the Red Sea. The danger racing toward them, the trust in God to move ahead, reminded him a lot of his life as a soldier here in France. Would he have had the courage and the faith to walk onto the sea bed, while walls of water towered overhead? Joel hoped so.

He was well beyond the Red Sea crossing by the time Nurse Thornton brought him the promised broth. It was every bit as bland and unfulfilling as Joel had imagined, but he slurped it all. Anything to get better.

When he’d finished, he carefully set aside his empty bowl and eyed his Bible. Exhaustion—and pain—warred within him. Should he sleep or read more? Which would distract him from the ache of his injuries? Before he could decide, a tall man with a black mustache and glasses approached his bed. Joel recognized his face—he’d seen it right before the nurse had administered the ether to him in the surgery ward.

“Corporal, it’s good to see you awake.” The man spoke with a heavy French accent. “I am Dr. Dupont. We met last night.”

“Yes. Over the operating table. Not the most ideal meeting place.”

The doctor shot him a grim smile. “How are your arm and leg today?’

The hurt might be intense, but Joel wouldn’t complain. “All right. At least they’ll heal.”

A flicker of sorrow passed over the doctor’s face as he removed his glasses and wiped them with a corner of his lab coat. “I believe we extracted most, if not all, of the shrapnel within your leg wound.” He replaced his glasses onto his nose. “It should not encumber you in any way, once you have regained your mobility.”

Joel gave a hesitant nod. Things were going as well as he’d hoped. Then why the unsettled feeling in his gut?

“Your arm should also be as good as new,” Dr. Dupont said, “in a short time.” He glanced at Joel, then away, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. “There is something else I must discuss with you, though. I shall bring over a chair.”

The grave look in the man’s black eyes turned the warm broth in Joel’s stomach to ice and set warning bells ringing through his head. His jaw and shoulders tensed with apprehension as he waited for the man to carry over a chair and sit down.

“As I am sure you are aware, the blast that injured your leg also did damage to your pelvic area.” Dr. Dupont leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “This was noted on your medical card, but the field medics did not know the extent.”

It was Joel’s turn to swallow hard. Why couldn’t he get any moisture to his mouth? “What is the extent?”

The doctor released a heavy sigh and stared down at his open palms. “Are you married, Corporal Campbell?”

The question caught Joel off guard. “Um…no.”

“No children then?”

He fought a surge of annoyance, reminding himself this man didn’t know him. “No, sir. I’m going to find a special girl after the war, then start a family.”

“Then the best way I can explain your condition is this.” Dr. Dupont met his gaze straight on. “While you will be able to enjoy every physical aspect of married life, when you do take that step, you will not be able to father a child.”

“I…don’t understand.” He’d heard the words, but their meaning seemed to be garbled in his head.
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