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    Till We Meet Again


    There’s a song in the land of the lily,


    Each sweetheart has heard with a sigh.


    Over high garden walls this sweet echo falls


    As a soldier boy whispers goodbye:


    Smile the while you kiss me sad adieu


    When the clouds roll by I’ll come to you.


    Then the skies will seem more blue,


    Down in Lover’s Lane, my dearie.


    Wedding bells will ring so merrily


    Ev’ry tear will be a memory.


    So wait and pray each night for me


    Till we meet again.


    Tho’ goodbye means the birth of a tear drop,


    Hello means the birth of a smile.


    And the smile will erase the tear blighting trace,


    When we meet in the after awhile.


    Smile the while you kiss me sad adieu


    When the clouds roll by I’ll come to you


    Then the skies will seem more blue


    Down in Lover’s Lane, my dearie,


    Wedding bells will ring so merrily


    Ev’ry tear will be a memory


    So wait and pray each night for me


    Till we meet again.


    Music by Richard A. Whiting,


    lyrics by Raymond B. Egan
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    Hot Springs, Arkansas


    Saturday, June 14, 1919


    Searing sunlight assaulted Gilbert Ballard’s burning eyes. He rubbed them furiously, cursing both the brightness and his battered heart for the wetness sliding down his face. Stupid to have stayed this long. Stupid to have come at all.


    But no. He had to see for himself, had to be convinced beyond question that the girl he’d once pledged his heart to—the girl whose heart he’d broken—was utterly beyond reach.


    Annemarie Kendall. Now Mrs. Samuel Vickary. And all because of Gilbert’s own pride. His foolishness. His arrogant, self-serving, pain-induced idiocy.


    Groaning, he drew his gaze away from the happy couple beaming from the steps of Ouachita Fellowship Church and concealed himself behind the glossy leaves of a magnolia tree. A physical craving rolled through him, every nerve screaming for the deliverance one morphine tablet could bring. Not an option, though. He’d sworn off the stuff after promising Mary he’d kick the vile addiction.


    He’d gladly settle for a stiff drink instead. Although how much longer he could count on alcohol’s availability remained uncertain. With hard liquor already in short supply thanks to wartime bans on production and sales, on July 1 the Wartime Prohibition Act would shut down all bars and saloons, denying him even the solace of a frothy mug of beer.


    “Drinking yourself into oblivion’s no less a sin than losing your soul to drugs, Gilbert Ballard.” Sweet Mary McClarney’s chiding tone sang through his brain like the voice of reason it was.


    And he would listen. With God’s help, at least this once, he would listen.


    He climbed into his blue Cole Eight Roadster and drove away before anyone at the church across the street could notice him. Somehow, some way, he had to purge Annemarie Kendall—Annemarie Vickary—from his heart once and for all.


    He sped through town, dust flying as he left the paved streets for rougher roads. If he could drive far enough, fast enough, he might outpace the unrelenting emptiness that had haunted him since the war. Those weeks lying in a French field hospital, then the voyage home on the U.S.S. Comfort, had given him plenty of time to think. Plenty of time to conclude he’d never be the husband Annemarie deserved, to vow he would not consign the woman he loved to marriage to a cripple.


    As if to spite him, the stump of his left leg began to throb. Slowing the car, he reached down to massage his thigh. The fit of his newest prosthesis had eliminated the worst of the discomfort, but it didn’t stop the recurring phantom leg pain. Sometimes invisible flames tortured his nonexistent foot. Other times he imagined a thousand needles stabbing his calf. Today, it felt as though giant pincers squeezed the entire length of his leg.


    He swung the steering wheel hard to the right and jammed his foot on the brake pedal. The roadster lurched to a stop at the side of the road, while the grit raised by his skidding tires swirled through the open windows, nearly choking him. Stifling a spate of coughs, he patted his shirtfront, fumbled through his trouser pockets, felt along the underside of the automobile seat. Just one pill . . . one pill . . .


    Sweat broke out on his forehead. He lifted trembling fists to his temples. How many weeks now had he been off the morphine, and yet his body still betrayed him!


    Mary. He needed Mary.


    By force of will, he steadied himself enough to get the automobile turned around and aimed back toward Hot Springs. Mary would be at the hospital now. He pictured his dimpled Irish lass’s flame-red riot of curls spilling from her nurse’s cap as she made her rounds. If he could wheedle a few minutes alone with her, lose himself to her tender touch, she’d drive the demons away.


    She was the only one who could.
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    “Time for your medication, Corporal Donovan.” Mary McClarney filled a water glass and handed it to the frail young soldier in the bed. As he swallowed the pills, she frowned to herself at his sallow complexion. Possible liver involvement? Something the doctor should follow up on.


    With a thankful nod, the corporal handed her the empty glass. “You’re an angel of mercy, Nurse McClarney.”


    “Aye, and don’t be forgettin’ it.” Mary winked as she made a notation on the corporal’s chart.


    “Will Dr. Russ be making rounds soon?” The soldier shifted, one hand pressed to his abdomen. “I wanted to ask him why I’ve still got this pain in my side.”


    “Postsurgical soreness is to be expected.” She lifted his pajama top and gently peeled back the dressing where the surgeon had repaired a bowel obstruction earlier in the week. “Your incision looks good, though—healing nicely.”


    “Yeah, but . . . I don’t feel so well. Kinda nauseous, you know?”


    “I’ll see what we can find to calm your stomach.” With a sympathetic smile, Mary glanced at the watch pinned to her smock. “However, I fear the good doctor may be a tad late this afternoon.”


    “Nearly forgot—Chaplain Vickary’s wedding.” Corporal Donovan gave a weak chuckle. “The padre’s sure been floating on air lately.”


    “Indeed. Everyone on staff is happy for him.” Perhaps Mary most of all—if only she dared hope the chaplain’s marriage to Annemarie Kendall meant the end of Gilbert’s obsession with his former fiancée.


    Mary sent an orderly to fetch warm tea and soda crackers for the corporal, then gave him a reassuring pat on the arm before continuing her rounds. Best to keep busy. Best not to think about Gilbert or wonder how this day affected him.


    As if she could keep from wondering! Even as she went about her nursing duties with all the necessary attention to detail, an invisible force tugged at her spirit, dividing her will, drawing away pieces of her heart in an unrelenting search for Gilbert, always Gilbert.


    “Miss McClarney.” The snapping tone of Mrs. Daley, chief nurse at the Hot Springs Army and Navy Hospital, glued Mary’s shoes to the floor.


    “Yes, ma’am?” Gripping the medicine tray she carried, Mary inhaled slowly between pursed lips and turned to face the gray-haired tyrant. What now? Had Mary failed to properly dispose of a soiled bandage? Left a syringe uncapped? Overlooked a vital notation on a patient’s chart?


    Mrs. Daley dropped a folded sheet of paper on Mary’s tray. “A message for you from Reception. Please don’t make me remind you to keep your personal affairs separate from hospital work.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Mary curtsied before she could stop herself, although it seemed only fitting, considering Mrs. Daley’s imperious nature.


    The woman gave Mary an odd look before pivoting on her heel and marching away.


    Anxious to learn who’d sent the message, Mary hurried into the work area behind the nurses’ station and deposited her tray. Please, Lord, don’t let it be about Mum. Mary’s mother’s chronic bronchitis often left her weak and short of breath. If she’d taken a turn for the worse . . .


    Fingers trembling, Mary unfolded the slip of paper.


    Meet me at the oak tree. Please.


    No signature. Not so much as the sender’s initials. Only seven simple words rendered in the manly scrawl that never failed to set her insides aquiver.


    Her nerves hummed with the compulsion to rush from the hospital and straight to Gilbert’s side. In every stroke of the pen, she sensed his need, his longing, his pain. She should have expected that today, of all days, he’d need her most of all. She should be glad of anything that drove him into her arms.


    If only it were anything but his despair over losing Annemarie.


    Well. With more than an hour left on her shift, she couldn’t exactly march out of the ward and hope to escape the wrath of Mrs. Daley. She certainly wasn’t of a mind to risk her career—her livelihood—at the whim of a hazel-eyed rogue who’d drop her in a moment if there were a ghost of a chance he could reclaim his lost love. Let Gilbert Ballard stew in his own juices awhile longer, and maybe one of these days he’d realize Mary McClarney was not a woman to be trifled with.


    She’d just convinced herself to ignore Gilbert’s pull on her heart and go on about her work when footsteps sounded behind her. Certain it was Mrs. Daley come to chide her for shirking her duties, she tried to look busy sorting medicine vials and hypodermics.


    “Ah, Miss McClarney. Just the person I was looking for.”


    She recognized the familiar baritone of the kindly Dr. Russ, and relief swept through her. Turning, she stifled a surprised gasp to see the doctor was now beardless—and, dare she say, even more handsome than before. She offered the tall man a shy smile. “Back from the wedding festivities already, sir?”


    “Duty calls. I stayed long enough to see the happy couple off in style.” The doctor laid a chart on the counter between them and ran his finger down the page. His breath smelled faintly of strawberries. “You were the last to check on Corporal Donovan, I see.”


    “Yes, I gave him his three o’clock pills on schedule.” Mary bit her lip. “Is there a problem, Doctor?”


    “I hope not.” Dr. Russ stroked his chin, looking almost surprised to find no facial hair beneath his fingers. He must have shaved only this morning, no doubt a concession to his best man duties. “You noted he’s still having abdominal pain. Did you check his surgical incision?”


    “Perfectly fine and healing nicely.”


    The doctor glanced again at the chart. “Your notes also say he looks jaundiced. When did you first make that observation?”


    Mary flicked her gaze sideways as she weighed her answer. “I’d have to say it’s been a gradual thing, sir. Yesterday I thought it might only be the light, but this afternoon the yellow tinge to his skin and eyes seemed more pronounced. I knew you’d want to be informed.”


    “Good work, Miss McClarney.” Dr. Russ’s eyes twinkled with an approving smile. “Your sharp eye might well have saved Corporal Donovan’s life.”


    “Really, sir?” Mary’s face warmed. She stood a little taller. “What do you suspect?”


    “Not sure yet, but if his liver is failing, the sooner we start appropriate treatment, the better his chances.” The doctor’s jaw flexed as he perused the chart. He glanced at Mary. “Are you in the middle of anything pressing?”


    “Well, I . . .” Mary looked away, guilt tightening her chest as she crumpled Gilbert’s note and stuffed it into her pocket. Hadn’t she already made up her mind on that score? She cleared her throat. “Sir, if you’d give me five minutes to finish putting away these supplies—”


    “Perfect. While you do that, I’ll make a list of medical conditions I’d like you to research for me.”


    “Research? You want me to . . .”


    The doctor was already scribbling on the back of a wrinkled envelope—by the looks of it, from a wedding invitation. “Go to my office and look through my medical reference books. You’ll find pen and paper in the desk.”


    A thrill of anticipation sped Mary’s movements as she emptied her supply tray. Taking Dr. Russ’s list, she marched past the nurses’ station, barely acknowledging her friend Lois’s confused stare.


    But she couldn’t ignore Mrs. Daley’s stern glare when the wiry chief nurse blocked her path. “Exactly where are you off to in such a hurry, Miss McClarney? I certainly hope that cryptic message you received wasn’t your lover summoning you to another tryst.”


    She should have known Mrs. Daley couldn’t resist peeking at Gilbert’s note. Still, the woman’s accusation cut deep—and far too close to the truth. Mary squeezed her eyes shut briefly while she formed a careful reply. “Lieutenant Ballard is not my lover.” And certainly not in the tawdry sense Mrs. Daley’s tone implied. “I assure you, ma’am, I’ve the utmost respect for hospital policy and would never jeopardize my position in the Army Nurse Corps.”


    “I sincerely hope that is true, young lady.” The woman hiked her chin. “Now, hadn’t you best get back to work? I’m sure you have plenty to do right here on the ward.”


    Mary couldn’t resist a haughty look of her own. “As a matter of fact, I’m off on an urgent errand for Dr. Russ. A patient’s life could be at stake.”


    That silenced the old biddy. Lightness returning to her step, Mary brushed past Mrs. Daley and strode to the exit. She marched along the connecting breezeway and into the elegant, Swiss chalet–style administration building, where she finally reached Dr. Russ’s office on an upper floor.


    Sometime later she was grateful to realize that during the time she spent researching diseases of the liver, thoughts of Gilbert hadn’t interrupted even once.
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    Traffic sounds and exhaust fumes wafted up the hill between the bathhouses lining Central Avenue. Propped against a spreading oak tree within sight of the Army and Navy Hospital wing where Mary worked, Gilbert mopped his brow with a handkerchief already damp enough to wring out. He checked his watch. Again. Five minutes more, and he’d have waited a full hour. Did Mary purposely keep him cooling his heels, or couldn’t she escape the old hag of a chief nurse?


    Obviously, Mary wasn’t coming. If he had a lick of sense, he’d march—make that limp—to his car and go home.


    Someone called his name just as he reached the long flight of steps leading to where he’d parked his roadster on Reserve Avenue. Leaning on his cane, he turned.


    A young, dark-haired nurse waved from the path as she hurried toward him. “Wait, Lieutenant, please!”


    She looked familiar . . . a colleague of Mary’s, perhaps? He racked his brain for a name but came up empty. Which wouldn’t surprise him, even if he’d known her for ages. Ever since a whizzbang—a shell from a German 77mm field gun—found him at the Marne, he did well to remember his own name.


    White smock billowing, the nurse nearly mowed him down in her rush to catch up. She caught his wrist and clambered for breath. “I’m . . . sorry. . . . Didn’t want you to . . . get away.”


    “Not likely, considering the death grip you have on my arm.” He stared pointedly at her white-knuckled hand.


    With an embarrassed gasp, she released him. “You must think I’m crazy.” Tucking strands of nut-brown hair into her bun, she gave a nervous chuckle. “See, I was just getting off work when I noticed you under the tree. I figured you must be waiting for Mary.”


    Gilbert hesitated, his jaw shifting to one side. This woman could very well be one of Mrs. Daley’s spies.


    “You don’t remember me, do you?” The young nurse smiled coyly. “I’m Lois Underwood. Mary’s friend.”


    “Lois. Of course.” He only wished he could honestly say he remembered her.


    “Anyway, when I saw you out here, waiting just forever on this hot summer day, I felt awful for you.” Lois dropped her voice. “I guess Mary didn’t tell you she’s doing special research work for Dr. Russ.”


    Gilbert bristled at the name. Army surgeon Donald Russ had been Gilbert’s physician aboard the Comfort, then later transferred to the Hot Springs Army and Navy Hospital. Rather too conveniently for Gilbert’s taste, considering the role the man had played in keeping Gilbert and Annemarie apart.


    With a muted groan, he edged sideways, forehead pressed into his palm. When would he get it through his thick skull? The only person responsible for losing Annemarie to Samuel was Gilbert himself.


    “Are you all right, Lieutenant?”


    He lowered his hand to see Lois Underwood staring up at him with a worried frown. “I’m fine. And you can drop the ‘Lieutenant.’ The Army mustered me out months ago.”


    “Honorable discharge. I know. You’re a hero, Lieuten—”


    “Stop, will you?” With an apologetic sigh, he added, “Just call me Gilbert. Please.”


    “Really? Well, thanks!” Lois beamed as if he’d just presented her with the Medal of Honor. “I guess that means we’re friends, right?”


    “Certainly. Any friend of Mary’s . . .” An automobile horn tootled at the intersection below, reminding Gilbert he just wanted to go home. Except now, he had this image in his head of Mary and Dr. Russ, the two of them ensconced in his cozy little office—doing research.


    He hammered down the surge of jealousy threatening to blow the top of his head off. The green-eyed monster had destroyed his life once before. He wouldn’t let it win twice. “Look, Miss . . .” Blanking again. Not good.


    “Lois. Lois Underwood. Like the typewriter. No relation, of course.” Her laugh jangled like a tin can filled with marbles.


    “Lois. Yes. Thanks for your concern. I’m just on my way home, if you don’t mind.” Once again, he started for the steps.


    And once again, Lois Underwood’s strident call drew him up short. “Hey, you wouldn’t want to give a girl a ride, would you? I need to pick up some things downtown, and it’s an awful hot day for walking.”


    Gilbert drove the tip of his cane into the top step. Shooting her a rakish grin that belied his annoyance, he motioned for Lois to join him. “Where can I drop you, Miss Underwood?”


    “Oh, thanks! Thanks loads!” She scurried to his side and linked her arm through his as they proceeded down the steps. “And you can call me Lois. I mean, since we’re friends now.”


    Reaching the street, he held the passenger door of his roadster while she climbed in, tucking the skirt of her nurse’s uniform around her legs. “What a fancy automobile! Must have cost you an arm and a le—” She clamped a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


    “What’s an arm and a leg between friends?” Gilbert winked and clinked the end of his cane against his prosthesis before circling around to the driver’s side.


    Truth be told, if Mary wouldn’t deign to interrupt her research to respond to his urgent plea, then delivering the vivacious, if rather cloying, Miss Underwood to her destination might distract him just as effectively from the day’s events.


    As long as the route didn’t take them past Ouachita Fellowship Church.
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    Shoulders stiff and aching, Donald Russ trudged to his office. He’d been up since before six that morning, with two surgeries and several patients to see before taking most of the afternoon off for Samuel and Annemarie’s wedding. Picturing their happy faces brought a smile to his lips. They’d endured so much since the war ended, what with Samuel’s battle with the Spanish influenza and the debilitating flashbacks from his year at the front.


    And then there was Gilbert Ballard.


    Donald couldn’t deny a certain amount of sympathy for the young lieutenant, forever scarred and crippled from his own battle wounds. But what gave Ballard the right to destroy two other lives? There’d been plenty of hurt to go around already.


    With a sad shake of his head, he pushed through the door to his office.


    Mary McClarney looked up with a start. “Oh, Doctor, you nearly frightened ten years off my life!”


    Startled himself, Donald whistled out a breath. “Didn’t think you’d still be here. Your shift ended at six, didn’t it?”


    “Is it past six already?” Mary shuffled medical books and pages of notes. “The research was so interesting I completely lost track of time.”


    Forgetting his fatigue, Donald tossed his lab coat onto a hook and came around the desk to look over Mary’s shoulder. “Let’s see what you found.”


    “Jaundice could indicate any number of conditions. Hepatitis, cirrhosis, malaria. Corporal Donovan’s symptoms are nonspecific at this stage, so I haven’t been able to narrow it down much.” One by one, Mary showed him the pages she’d marked in the medical books, pointing out any details matching what she’d observed in their patient. “I truly don’t know, sir. At worst, it could be liver cancer.”


    Donald ground his teeth. “It’s the cancer thing that worries me. So little to be done.” He straightened. “I’ll order some tests first thing in the morning.”


    “Tomorrow’s my day off, but I’d be glad to come in if you need me.” She looked so sweetly earnest, green eyes gazing up at him, lips parted hopefully.


    Something twisted in Donald’s gut. He fumbled with the books, stuffing markers into the pages and stacking the tomes in a rude pile at the edge of his desk. “Now what kind of tyrant would have you give up your day off? Besides, tomorrow’s the Lord ’s Day. You’ll be wanting to take your mother to church.”


    Mary chuckled softly as she arranged the pages of her notes into a neat pile and then topped them with a marble paperweight. “I can name one tyrant who’d have not a single qualm about denying me a day off.”


    “Then all the more reason you must take it when you can.” With a gentle hand at Mary’s back, Donald ushered her toward the door. When she turned at the threshold, an unspoken question on her lips, he shook his head firmly. “I mean it, Mary. Go home. Enjoy your Sunday, and don’t worry about Corporal Donovan. You’ve already helped more than you know.”


    When the door closed behind her, the emptiness left in her wake hit Donald like a medicine ball to the solar plexus. Some days the loneliness was worse than others, and today was one of those days. The life of an army surgeon left little time or energy for romantic pursuits. Past forty now, he considered himself a confirmed bachelor. Not to mention his service in the Great War had aged him even more. The horrors he’d seen, the broken bodies, shattered lives . . . that one human being could inflict such savage brutality on another continually haunted him. Probably would until the day he died.


    Sinking into the chair behind his desk, he settled back with a groan. His gaze slid to the paperweight Mary had so recently touched. He pictured her soft but capable hands, the curve of her hips beneath her starched white uniform—and then shoved the images from his mind with the force of a shell fired from a howitzer. She was a child, a mere child, young enough to be his daughter.


    Besides, misguided as she might be, the girl had eyes for only one man: Gilbert Ballard.
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    Mary’s stomach pinched. He hadn’t waited for her.


    She stood in the shade of the old oak tree, the one she could see from the ward as she went about her duties. The tree where Gilbert would sometimes while away the time before Mary’s shift ended so he could drive her home.


    When she’d allow him to, that is. When he wasn’t glassy-eyed from too much liquor or surly and rude from abstaining. Considering how he’d treated her the past few months, used her more often than not, why she continued to pine for him made no sense at all.


    Except for the fact she loved him beyond all measure of sensibility. And he loved her, if only he had the courage to admit it instead of bemoaning the loss of the woman he’d intentionally driven away, straight into his best friend’s arms. He had no one to blame but himself for his troubles.


    And Mary had no one to blame but herself for the pain Gilbert Ballard continually inflicted upon her poor heart.


    So, then, what was she doing pacing beneath the oak tree while silently cursing Gilbert for not waiting? Hadn’t she deliberately stayed beyond the end of her shift, knowing how her delay would torture him?


    You can’t have it both ways, Mary McClarney.


    With a shudder and a sigh, she marched along the hospital drive toward the main gate, then turned up Reserve Avenue. Perspiration trickled along her ribs and down her spine in the warmth of the June evening. Her feet already ached from a full day’s work, and now they screamed for mercy as she tromped uphill and down toward the cozy cottage she shared with her mother—a luxury, really, since most of the nurses resided in dormitory-like quarters on the hospital grounds. Soon she’d enjoy a cup of tea, a foot soak, and then—


    At the sight of the shiny blue roadster parked in front of her house, Mary snapped her head up. So, Gilbert had come looking for her after all. She quickened her pace, scurrying around to the passenger side to peer in the window.


    Empty!


    Saints above, did the man put no value upon his own life? Mary could only imagine the tongue-lashing her mother would waste no time delivering to the cad she believed was destined to break her only daughter’s heart.


    All thoughts of aching feet forgotten, Mary dashed up the front steps and burst through the door. “Mum?” Her voice creaked like an old shoe. With a hand to her throat, she edged toward the parlor. “Mum? Are you here?”


    “Come in, lass,” came her mother’s raspy reply. “About time you got yourself home. We’ve a guest.”


    As Mary forced unwilling feet to carry her into the parlor, Gilbert pushed up from the settee. Leaning on his cane, he locked his artificial knee before straightening. With a nod and a hesitant smile, he whispered her name, and her own knees went weak at the sound.


    Only the hand braced upon the back of her mother’s chair kept her upright. She wedged as much resolve into her tone as she could muster. “What are you doing here, Gilbert?”


    “Now, Mary,” her mother chided. She reached up to pat Mary’s hand. “He’s only come to chat. About time we got better acquainted, don’t you agree?” The tiniest touch of sarcasm tinged her mother’s tone. “Since he’s set his heart on courtin’ you and all.”


    Mary shot Gilbert an icy glare. “Has he, now? Well, that’s news to me.”


    Gilbert’s right fist tightened around the handle of his cane. “If I could just talk to you, Mary. Please.”


    With a wheezing breath, Mary’s mother rose from her chair. “I’ll just be seeing to supper. You two talk as long as you like.”


    “Mum—” Panic laced Mary’s tone. With her mother present, she might find the strength to resist Gilbert’s charm. Alone, she had no hope.


    “It’s all right, luv.” Her mother smiled encouragement. “I’ve had my say with the lad, and he knows where I stand. He’ll not be hurting you unless he wants to answer to me.” She winked. “And I’ve assured him your dear departed father’s old shotgun still works fine.”


    Flames raced up Mary’s neck and singed her cheeks. She wasn’t sure which was worse: her mother’s longstanding disapproval of her relationship with Gilbert . . . or her mother’s blessing.


    The moment they were alone, Gilbert closed the space between them and reached for Mary’s hand. “I waited for you, Mary. For over an hour.” The tormented look had returned to his hooded, gray-green eyes. “I thought you’d realize, hoped you’d understand—”


    She jerked free of his grip. “Understand how you suffered knowing your precious Annemarie wed the chaplain today? How you always only seem to need me when you’re aching to be with her?”


    “It isn’t like that. I promise—”


    “I’ve heard enough of your promises to last a lifetime. And every one of them broken in the blink of an eye.” Locking her arms across her abdomen, she stepped around him. The setting sun cast a golden beam through the front window, a fragile assault on the chill cloaking Mary’s heart.


    Gilbert’s long, rasping breath tore through the air behind her. “All right, if you want me to admit it, I will. Seeing Sam and Annemarie get married today—”


    Mary whirled around. “You attended the wedding?”


    “No. No!” Gilbert tunneled stiff fingers through his mass of ebony curls. Another pained exhalation, then a grimace. “I watched from across the street. No one saw me.”


    Hands clenched at her sides, Mary heaved a sigh. “Oh, Gilbert.”


    “I had to see for myself, all right? It’s the only way I could close the book forever on that chapter of my life.”


    Mary clamped her teeth together to keep from blurting out he’d authored his own tragic ending to that story. Less than a week after his return from the war, as Annemarie had sat at his hospital bedside, ever the faithful fiancée, he’d told her it was over. A selfless gesture, some might say, but Mary knew better. It was nothing less than self-pity, along with a hefty dose of misguided male pride. Believing he’d never be whole again after an artillery shell took his leg and mangled his left arm, he’d refused to burden Annemarie with his disabilities.


    But when his strength and confidence began to return, along with his renewed vigor came regret. Only by then it was too late. Chaplain Vickary, who for a time had been Gilbert’s closest friend, had himself fallen in love with Annemarie, and she with him. No one could deny they were meant to be together.


    No one except Gilbert, anyway. His cruel attempts to keep them apart made Mary cringe with shame.


    And yet, she loved him still.


    “Say something, Mary.” Gilbert’s murmured plea drew her to the present.


    Fatigue weighed her shoulders. “What would you have me say?”


    “Say you understand. Say you forgive me.” He stepped in front of her, his cane falling against a chair as he clasped both her hands against his chest. “Say you still have hope for us.”


    “Hope?” She swallowed—or tried to. Her throat swelled and ached with a confusing knot of emotions. Saints in heaven, she was falling for his charms again, and after she’d vowed to resist. With a tiny cry, she freed her hands and sank upon the settee.


    “Mary . . . don’t.” Gilbert sat down hard beside her, his stiff artificial leg braced upon the frayed oriental carpet. Drawing her beneath his arm, he pressed his lips against her temple, eliciting a shiver. “I need you, Mary, and for reasons that have nothing to do with losing Annemarie. I don’t know where I’d be without you. At the lowest point in my life, you gave me a reason to live again.”


    Trembling, Mary brushed the flood of salty tears from her cheeks. She shifted so that she could look straight into Gilbert’s eyes, because she had to be certain, had to see for herself—just as Gilbert had had to see it was truly over with Annemarie. Had to read in every plane of his face that he spoke sincerely.


    Heaving a tired sigh, she gave a single nod. “Very well, Gilbert Ballard. Today we start fresh. We put the past behind us, with no more guilt, no more regrets. Do I have your word?”


    “You have my word. I’ll prove myself worthy of you, Mary. I promise.”
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    Adjusting the silk sofa cushion at her back, Gilbert’s mother nodded to Marguerite, the Ballard family’s slender, dark-skinned servant. “Just a tad more sherry, please. It’s the only thing that quiets my heart palpitations.”


    Marguerite fetched a crystal carafe from the sideboard and decanted a meager teaspoon or two into Evelyn Ballard’s glass. “We only got two more bottles, Miz Ballard. You might oughta go easy.”


    Gilbert’s mother screwed her mouth into an exaggerated frown. “I do declare, what is our government thinking, prohibiting honest, upstanding citizens from purchasing alcohol for medicinal purposes?”


    “Medicinal purposes. Right.” Gilbert slid lower in his chair and studied the play of light through the minuscule serving of scotch he’d allowed himself following Sunday dinner. Mary wouldn’t approve, of course. Only a day after he’d vowed to make a fresh start with her and already he’d failed to meet her impossible standards. Was he utterly hopeless?


    At least he’d had the good sense not to mention driving Lois around town yesterday. Mary would surely get the wrong idea about that. Nothing had happened, of course. Lois was a flirt, no denying it. But Gilbert saw nothing in the woman that appealed . . . beyond her availability, anyway.


    And she’d made it plenty clear she was available.


    Speared with guilt, Gilbert set his scotch glass down with a thunk and sat up straighter. He pictured Mary’s innocent face last evening, her hopeful gaze when he’d promised to try again. How many chances did one man get in this life? How many did Gilbert deserve?


    “Two British flyers are attempting a trans-world flight. What do you think of that?” Newspaper pages rattled as Thomas, Gilbert’s younger brother, crossed his legs. “Train travel’s unnerving enough, the speeds today’s locomotives go. Not sure I’d want to be airborne over the Atlantic.”


    Gilbert stared at his left thigh and felt all over again the force of the artillery explosion, the shock of coming to at the bottom of a crater . . . the finality of returning home a broken man. “There are worse things than plummeting from the sky into a cold, dark ocean.”


    “Boys, boys.” Gilbert’s mother fanned herself with a Harper’s Monthly Magazine. “Enough of such talk. Is there no good news in the paper, Thomas?”


    “I would have thought advances in transportation to be quite fascinating news, actually.” Exhaling between his teeth, Thomas laid the newspaper aside. “But far be it from me to add fuel to my dear brother’s chronic melancholia.”


    “Don’t put this on me.” Gilbert gripped the arms of his chair. His head had resumed its relentless throbbing, another aftereffect of the artillery blast.


    “Perhaps if you’d attended church with your brother and me this morning . . .” Gilbert’s mother thrust out her chin. “How do you expect to conquer depression if you continually dwell on your infirmities? As Paul wrote to the Colossians, ‘Set your mind on the things that are above, not on the things that are upon the earth.’ ” Her words slurred the tiniest bit. “And again in Philippians, ‘. . . whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report . . . think on these things.’ ”


    Leave it to his mother to close her eyes to the ugly side of war. Evelyn Ballard surrounded herself with only the best life had to offer. If it were possible to buy happiness—her own or her sons’—she’d have the check written and delivered before the ink dried.


    Slumping forward, Gilbert rested his aching head in his hands. “I’m sorry, Mother. I must be a miserable disappointment to you.”


    “Not at all, son.” Rising, his mother stood over him and massaged his shoulders. “You’ve had a bad time of it, poor dear. Your recovery hasn’t been the easiest. And, of course, there was the unfortunate business with Annemarie.” She sighed audibly, her warm, sherry-scented breath ruffling his hair. “But we must look on the bright side. The war is over, you’re home, and you’re getting stronger and healthier every day. You can begin again, meet someone new, start fresh.”


    Start fresh. Mary’s exact words.


    Whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely . . .


    Gilbert straightened, his mouth firm. “You’re right, Mother. I’m more than ready for a fresh start. But it won’t be with someone new.”


    His mother looked aghast, one hand flying to her throat. “Certainly you can’t mean with Annemarie! No matter how vehemently we may disapprove, she has made her choice.”


    Closing his eyes briefly, Gilbert shook his head. “Give me some credit. I knew the battle was lost months ago.”


    “Then who?” Eyes twinkling with curiosity, Gilbert’s mother sank onto the footstool in front of him. “Someone from church? Patrice Yarborough, perhaps? The pastor’s daughter is a bit past her prime, but she’s poised, well-educated. She would make you an excellent wife.”


    Gilbert rolled his eyes at the mention of the uppity Miss Yarborough. “Absolutely not.”


    Thomas strode over, hands in his pockets and a sly grin lifting one corner of his mouth. “No, Mother, Patrice is definitely not Gil’s cup of tea. In fact, I have a feeling his choice in women isn’t going to meet with your approval at all.”


    Glaring his brother into silence, Gilbert returned his gaze to his mother’s dubious frown. Gently he clasped her hands. “You said you wanted me to be happy, Mother. Well, there’s one woman who makes me happier than I’ve been since before the war. She’s good and kind and understands me like no one else.”


    “That’s . . . that’s wonderful, son. But who is she? If she’s so dear to you, why haven’t you brought her to meet me?”


    There were a thousand reasons why, beginning with the fact that Evelyn Ballard, the cream of Hot Springs society, would never deign to associate with a working-class girl like Mary McClarney. Mustard gas, machine guns, and Big Berthas couldn’t care less about social standing. But here on the home front, the lines of demarcation were clearly drawn.


    Steeling himself for his mother’s umbrage, Gilbert tightened his grip on her hands. “Her name is Mary McClarney. You’ve already met her. She’s a nurse at the Army and Navy Hospital.”


    Confusion etched deep lines across his mother’s forehead. Her glance flickered as if she searched her memory, and then her mouth hardened into a grim line. “Not that slip of a girl with the fiery red hair—the nurse responsible for having you put in restraints?”


    Thomas gave a low chuckle. “He slugged her, Mother. Nearly knocked her out cold. What’d you expect?”


    Gilbert would just as soon forget that day and wished everyone else would, too. He’d been home only a few days, continuing his recovery in the Hot Springs Army and Navy Hospital and still having horrendous nightmares about the war. Mary had tried to settle him during an especially brutal hallucination, only to have him flail at her and send her careening to the floor. She’d borne an ugly bruise on her jaw for a full week afterward.


    And Gilbert had borne the shame.


    Feeling the shame all over again, along with regret over every vile thing he’d done these past few months, Gilbert lowered his head. “Mary’s my fresh start, Mother. I need her. All I’m asking is for you to give her a chance.”
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    Mary didn’t particularly favor doing household chores on a Sunday, but she wouldn’t have another day off until Thursday, so she did what she must and prayed the Lord’s forgiveness. After all, Jesus permitted his hungry disciples to pick grain on the Sabbath, proving God was more concerned with His children’s well-being than with the letter of the law.


    And Mary must see to the well-being of her mother. Dear Mum tended their home as much as she was able, but her chronic cough and weak lungs meant Mary carried most of the load.


    “I’m going out back to hang the laundry,” Mary called from the kitchen. She hefted the wicker basket and propped it against her hip, then nudged open the back door. “There’s a nice breeze in the shade. You should come out for a bit. The fresh air’ll do you good.”


    “Perhaps later,” came her mother’s frail reply from the parlor. “After Mass and your lovely lunch, I’m in need of a nap.”


    Just as well. Mary wouldn’t complain about a quiet hour to herself. She had little enough time to call her own, what with her work at the hospital, attending to her mother, and taking care of household chores. And she certainly had a bit of thinking to do after Gilbert’s visit last evening. Though she’d continued to see him after the ghastly plot he’d hatched against Chaplain Vickary—and though he’d rightly and thoroughly repented—as long as he put his enjoyment of drinking and gambling ahead of Mary’s wishes, how could she fully trust him as she should?


    She plopped the laundry basket down beneath the clothesline and took a moment to relish the warm June sunshine on her upturned face. No doubt she was inviting a few more freckles across her cheeks, the price she paid for red hair and fair skin, but nothing cheered her like a summer day.


    She’d just shaken out a heavy, wet muslin sheet and clipped one corner to the clothesline when the rumble of an automobile drew her attention. Her heart danced beneath her breastbone—Gilbert! Hurriedly, she finished hanging the sheet, then smoothed the tangles from her hair as she darted to the side gate. No need for Gilbert to disturb her mother’s nap.


    By the time Mary skirted the cottage, the car had halted at the front walk. Not Gilbert’s Cole Eight, though. This car was smaller, sportier, not one she recognized. Curiosity battled disappointment. Gilbert knew she’d be at home today. She thought surely his promise of a new beginning meant he would come to call.


    A tall, reed-thin man climbed from the driver’s seat. When he closed the door and turned, Mary saw it was Dr. Russ. Shaking off thoughts of Gilbert, she strode across the lawn. “Dr. Russ, what brings you by on a Sunday afternoon? It isn’t Corporal Donovan, I hope?”


    His lazy grin eased her worries. “No change. I just . . . well, I thought you might be missing this.” He slid his hand into his vest pocket and withdrew something small and shiny.


    Mary’s fingers flew to the empty spot beneath her collar where she usually pinned her watch. “Goodness me, I wondered where I’d mislaid it. Where did you find it?”


    “On my desk. It must have fallen off while you were straining your eyes reading all those medical books.” Dr. Russ laid the delicate pink-gold watch pin upon her open palm. “I’ve noticed you wearing this before. It’s an interesting design.”


    “It’s a Celtic trinity knot. The watch belonged to my mother’s mother, Irish through and through.” Lovingly, Mary fingered the outline of the pin. “Some say the interlocking ovals remind them of Saint Patrick’s three-leaf shamrock. Others see the Christian symbol of the fish. All I know is it keeps me in mind of the faith handed down to me from generation to generation.”


    “Your faith is important to you. I could tell from the first time we met.” Dr. Russ’s blue-gray eyes glimmered in the afternoon sunshine. “You’re a joy to work with, Mary. I hope you know it.”


    A strangely pleasant prickle edged up Mary’s nape. She flicked her gaze downward, settling it upon the white fluff of a dandelion growing near the curb. “You’d have some argument from Mrs. Daley, I’m sure.”


    “Aw, she’s more bark than bite. And take it from me, of all the nurses on the ward, you’re her favorite.”


    “And now it’s more than clear you’ve been kissin’ the Blarney Stone.” Before her face grew any hotter, Mary turned away and attempted to pin the watch to her blouse. If only her nervous fingers would cooperate! She drew a quick breath as the watch slipped from her grasp—and then gasped again when Dr. Russ swooped in to rescue the watch before it landed in the grass.


    “Allow me.” Dr. Russ loomed over her, and she stood frozen while he attached the pin to her bodice with surgical precision. “I couldn’t help noticing the clasp is a little weak. You should have a jeweler take a look.”


    “I . . . I will. Thank you.” Mary raised her glance to the doctor’s pensive smile.


    Then the sound of an engine and a blur of motion behind him drew her attention to the street. This time there was no mistaking Gilbert’s blue roadster. The car skidded to a stop inches behind Dr. Russ’s, and Mary waited, nerves a-tingle, as Gilbert clambered from the vehicle and marched stiff-legged around the car. Reaching the lawn, he crushed the lone dandelion beneath the heel of his shoe, and Mary’s heart twisted, for no matter how many promises Gilbert made, he owned the power to crush her heart just as easily.


    Judging by the scowl he wore, he was inches from doing so.


    Dr. Russ turned, barely concealing a scowl of his own beneath a genial smile. “Lieutenant Ballard. You’re looking fit.”


    Gilbert’s gaze shifted between Mary and the doctor. “Is this a social call? Or aren’t you feeling well, Mary?”


    Mary hiked her chin. “I don’t care for your tone one bit. The kind doctor was merely returning my watch. I lost it at the hospital yesterday.”


    At least Gilbert had the decency to look sheepish. For a moment, anyway. Then his smoky eyes grew even darker. “And I suppose the kind doctor was also helping you pin it on.”


    “Look here, Gil.” Dr. Russ kept his expression friendly, but his tone spoke a warning. “I’m well aware you and Mary have an understanding. I assure you, nothing else was going on here.”


    Leaning on his cane, Gilbert massaged his temple. He inhaled deeply through his nose as if striving for a measure of sanity—which Mary prayed he found quickly. A jealous snit was not an auspicious start to their new beginning. “Sorry,” he mumbled. His eyes implored Mary’s forgiveness. “It’s just I wasn’t expecting to find you had . . . company.”


    “Not to worry. I was just leaving.” Dr. Russ pivoted to offer Mary a parting smile. “Remember what I said about the watch clasp, or next time you might not be so lucky.”


    “Indeed, and thank you.” Mary waved as the doctor climbed in his roadster and drove away. Then, facing Gilbert with a disappointed frown, she said, “How could you even suspect me of carrying on with Dr. Russ? You know there’s no one else I care for more than you.”


    He shrugged, glancing away. “What can I say, Mary? I’m a first-class fool.”


    “No argument there.” In spite of her frustration, soft laughter bubbled from her throat. “I suppose I should be flattered you cared enough to be jealous—though the good doctor’s nigh old enough to be my father, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


    “He is indeed.” Mischief in his eyes, Gilbert seized her wrist and drew her against him, silencing her startled cry with his lips. After he’d kissed her so soundly her legs grew limp as overcooked noodles, he tilted his head with a little-boy grin. “How many kisses will it take to earn your forgiveness?”


    Though everything in her longed to melt deeper into Gilbert’s embrace, Mary pressed her palms hard against his chest and pushed away. Sweet as his kisses were, the taste of alcohol lingered, and it brought an anxious quiver to her belly. With stuttering breaths, she clamped her arms across her abdomen, struggling to control the roaring freight train of her emotions. “When I asked you for a fresh start, Gilbert Ballard, I meant in every way. If you really lo—”


    She bit her tongue, unwilling to speak the word love aloud until she felt certain Gilbert could say it in return. Instead, she licked her lips and tried again. “If you really cared for me, you’d understand there’s more I need from you—and you from me—than kissing each other senseless.”


    “I know, Mary, and I want the same.” Gilbert’s mouth twitched. He lowered his head and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry I’m so bad at this courting thing. Guess I’m out of practice.”


    The sincerity in his tone, the acquiescence in his stance, tugged at Mary’s heart. She crept toward him, catching his hand in hers but keeping a respectable distance between them. After all, the neighbors might be watching—though Gilbert’s kiss had surely given them quite a show already. “Well,” she began shyly, “they do say practice makes perfect. And I have the perfect exercise in mind for you.”


    He looked at her askance. “What would it be, exactly?”


    With a saucy smile, she hooked her arm through his and ushered him toward the gate to the backyard. “I’ve a whole basket of wet laundry to hang, and you’re just the man to help me do it.”
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    The next morning, nose buried in a chart, Donald marched out of his office, intent on chastising the incompetent orderly who’d overlooked the orders for a patient’s hydrotherapy session. As he rounded the corner heading for the staircase, he barely avoided colliding with a civilian visitor.


    “Pardon me—” Donald snapped his head up. “Sam! What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be on your honeymoon?”


    Chaplain Samuel Vickary, very much out of uniform in gray slacks and an open-collar shirt, cast his friend an embarrassed grin. “Pretend you never saw me. I slipped in to pick up the train tickets I left in my desk drawer.”


    Chuckling, Donald arched a brow. “Been a bit preoccupied lately, eh?”


    “Just a bit.” Sam glanced away, his face turning a glorious shade of pink.


    It did Donald’s heart good to see Sam so happy, considering everything the man had been through during the war. Not to mention how Gilbert Ballard had nearly destroyed him. Sam may have forgiven Gilbert, but Donald would never forget the night Gilbert’s scheming had driven Sam to the brink of madness.


    Shaking off the memories, Donald slapped an arm around Sam’s shoulder. “As long as you’re here, how about joining me for a cup of coffee? Can your bride bear to have you out of her sight awhile longer?”


    “Annemarie’s over at her parents’ house gathering up a few more things for the trip. Once she and her mother get chatting, I doubt she’ll even miss me.”


    “I find it hard to believe.” Donald steered his friend toward the doctors’ lounge. They filled mugs with steaming coffee and then carried them to Donald’s office, where they could talk in private.


    Seated across his desk from Samuel, Donald sat back and steepled his fingers. “So, are you going to tell me where you and Annemarie are headed, or are you keeping your honeymoon destination a secret?”


    “We’re taking a leisurely sightseeing trip out east, eventually arriving at Niagara Falls. On the way home we’ll spend a few days at my mother’s in Fort Wayne.” Samuel smirked. “With Mother planning to relocate to Hot Springs in a few months, she has insisted I help her clean out my boyhood room.”


    “Ah. A task every grown man must face eventually.” Donald reached for his mug, his glance falling on the stack of medical books Mary had left on the corner of the desk. Random slips of paper marked the pages she’d been studying. For a moment, he thought he could smell her fresh rosewater scent. He’d certainly been close enough to catch it yesterday as he’d helped her with the dainty watch pin.


    Abruptly he straightened, nearly spilling his coffee. No sense even allowing such thoughts to enter his mind. The poor girl was smitten with Lieutenant Ballard, misguided as her affections might be.


    Samuel set his mug on the desk, concern narrowing his gaze. “Something wrong, Donald?”


    He tried to laugh off his . . . whatever this was. It certainly was not attraction. Though no denying he found Mary McClarney attractive. “Let’s just say this old confirmed bachelor is feeling slightly envious of his happily married young friend.”


    His expression relaxing, Samuel crossed one leg over the other. “For one thing, you’re not old. And for another, there’s nothing preventing you from falling in love except your own stubbornness. I noticed you chatting with Patrice Yarborough at the reception. You two would make a handsome couple.”


    “Patrice is a fine woman, true.” Donald’s mouth twisted as he pictured the prim, Wellesley-educated daughter of Ouachita Fellowship’s pastor. She was certainly of a more appropriate age for Donald. And he did appreciate the woman’s progressive social and political leanings.


    “But . . . ?” Samuel tapped his index fingers together.


    “But with Patrice I’m never sure where I stand.” With Mary, on the other hand, he never failed to sense her respect, her admiration, her genuine interest in his views, whether on medical topics or life in general.


    He only wished he could influence her away from this dangerous infatuation with Gilbert Ballard.


    Glancing at his watch, Samuel sucked air between his teeth. “If I stay much longer, I’ll be late for my own honeymoon.” He reached for his coffee mug and downed the rest in one gulp, then stood to go. “Well, I have no doubt you’ll find the right woman soon. If not Patrice, then someone who suits you even better—though I really think you should give Patrice a chance.”
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