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      March 23, 1917 – Arras, France

      

      The dank ward stank of urine, feces, sweat, ammonia, infection—the assorted reeks of a body that didn’t know it should be dead.

      Gray tunnels carved from the living granite stretched away to the edges of the incredible underground city which protected the Allied soldiers in this hospital where so many of them wept and died. The corridors and rooms had once been electrified, but were lit now by the smoky yellow flames of kerosene lanterns, dancing from time to time with the tremors caused by the massive barrages along the Western Front, felt deep in the bones even from ten miles away. The electric had proved too unreliable, so wires and Edison bulbs had been removed somewhere else. Where, the dead neither knew nor cared.

      A woman sat beside one of the stained cots, holding the occupant’s clammy, unresponsive hand, the only part of the poor soldier not broken and bloody. She stroked it, softly crooning a lullaby only half-remembered, one her father used to sing to her.

      He was always with her at times like this, when she gave the gift no one but her had had the courage or holiness to give her Pa after a rockfall broke his back and his head, leaving him a drooling idiot confined to his bed until she sent him to walk with the Lord.

      Her chosen this evening looked to be about nineteen years old. What remained of his hair was fine yellow cornsilk strands, matted here and there by his crimson blood. She imagined that he had been a strong, handsome young man. His determined eyes and brave heart now dimmed by the whims of fate and shrapnel.

      It was time.

      She leaned down and placed a soft kiss on the forehead of the young man. She sat back and tasted him on her lips, a little salty from the sweat beading all over his body, the body which betrayed his everlasting soul and happiness by refusing to die.

      She thought of all the kisses he would never know, the kisses young women would never know from him, all of them stolen by a German artillery shell.

      With his dog tags missing and half his face gone, the woman didn’t know who he was. Someone’s son, surely. Possibly a husband or lover. Perhaps a Pa that some poor child would remember only as a blurred image, lost to time and the savagery of war.

      Or a hero. She liked that. He would be a hero for her, if for no one else.

      She looked around, making sure she was alone save for those who could never betray her presence, then slipped the needle of a polished brass syringe under stitches which were not able to stop the blood leaking from the shattered bones where his lower jaw once hung.

      Morphine had given him respite from pain. Now she gave him respite from life as a maimed and disfigured cripple. She was his angel, as she had been for all the others. Surely they would stand at God’s side and thank her when she met them again in Heaven.

      She took his hand again, caressing the palm and fingers, humming her Pa’s beautiful song until the soldier’s chest heaved upward, then settled back. His labored breathing finally stopped. She could feel his blessing in her heart as his soul was released from its prison.
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