
  [image: Cover.jpg]


  
    When the Clouds Roll By

  


  
    Other books by Myra Johnson


    One Imperfect Christmas


    Autumn Rains


    Romance by the Book


    Where the Dogwoods Bloom


    Gateway Weddings (anthology of above 3)


    A Horseman’s Heart


    A Horseman’s Gift


    A Horseman’s Hope

  


  
    When the Clouds Roll By


    Myra Johnson


    


    


    


    


    


    


    [image: 37172.png]


    


    

  


  
    When the Clouds Roll By


    Copyright © 2013 by Myra Johnson


    ISBN: 978-1-68299-882-3


    Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202


    www.abingdonpress.com


    All rights reserved.


    No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website, or transmitted in any form or by any means—digital, electronic, scanning, photocopying, recording, or otherwise— without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in printed reviews and articles.


    The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction are the creations of the author, and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


    Published in association with the Natasha Kern Literary Agency, Inc.


    Scripture quotation in the Acknowledgments taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™


    Scripture quotation on page 59 taken from The Authorized (King James) Version. Rights in the Authorized Version in the United Kingdom are vested in the Crown. Reproduced by permission of the Crown’s patentee, Cambridge University Press.


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


    Johnson, Myra.


    When the clouds roll by / Myra Johnson.


    1 online resource.— (Till We Meet Again ; one)


    Description based on print version record and CIP data provided by publisher; resource not viewed


    ISBN 978-1-4267-7785-1 (E-book Adobe PDF,)—ISBN 978-1-4267-7786-8 (E-Book, ePub—ISBN 978-1-4267-5356-5 (Book—Paperback / Trade Paperback) 1. Veterans—Fiction. 2. Triangles (Interpersonal relations)—Fiction. 3. Arkansas—Fiction. I. Title.


    PS3610.03666


    813'.6—dc23


    2013017374


    Printed in the United States of America


    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 / 18 17 16 15 14 13

  


  
    This story is dedicated to the memory of my mother. I’ll always remember those long car trips to visit the grandparents, and all the old songs you sang to while away the miles. “Till We Meet Again” was my favorite.


    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


    November 11, 1918


    If perfection existed this side of heaven, Annemarie Kendall had just achieved it.


    A thrill dancing up her spine, she rotated the tall, teardrop-shaped vase and examined it inch by beautiful inch. When she wasn’t busy keeping books for the family pottery business or putting together Red Cross comfort kits for the boys serving in France, she found immense satisfaction in creating her own works of ceramic artistry.


    Certainly not her father’s preferred use of her time, as he’d told her often enough, but Annemarie aspired to more than utilitarian bowls, urns, and butter churns—the mainstay of Kendall Pottery. Someday . . . someday . . . visitors who came to Hot Springs for the baths would also take home a one-of-a-kind piece of her ceramic art as a lasting reminder of their stay in this scenic and charming city.


    For the past few months, Annemarie had been experimenting with a crystalline glazing method, striving for the perfect blend of ingredients, timing, and technique. With this vase, she’d achieved her vision—a design reminiscent of a Ouachita mountain sunrise, the view she’d awakened to nearly every morning of her life here in Hot Springs.


    Her smile widened, her cheeks warming with the glow of victory. Her ears hummed with imagined celebratory cheers—


    Except the cheering wasn’t coming from inside her head. Beyond the workroom walls, the sound grew louder, the eruption of excitement drawing Annemarie’s attention from the vase she so tenderly cradled.


    Suddenly the door from the adjoining factory slammed open.


    The vase slammed against the stone floor.


    “Annemarie!” Her father blew into the room like a late-season tornado. “Annie-girl, have you heard the news?”


    A thousand shimmering shards scattered at her feet, Annemarie barely comprehended his words. She stood frozen and held her breath—along with the shriek that begged for release.


    One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .


    With a stubborn lift of her shoulders, she turned to face her father. What news could possibly have Papa—and the entire factory, so it seemed—in such a state of jubilation?


    Unless . . .


    “It’s over, Annie-girl! The war is over!” Papa lunged toward her, his work boots grinding the pottery fragments to powder. He scooped her into his beefy arms and twirled her around the shop.


    “What? What did you say?” Annemarie’s heart slammed against her breastbone. She pounded her fists upon her father’s thick shoulders until he released her. “Papa, is it true?”


    “You heard me, girl! Kaiser Wilhelm has abdicated. They’ve signed the armistice. Our boys will be home before you know it!”


    Head spinning, Annemarie stumbled backward and braced herself against a worktable. Tears choked her. She pressed the back of her fist against her mouth. Dear God, so much suffering, so many lives lost. How she’d prayed for this day—the Great War over at last! “Oh, Papa. Praise God!”


    “Praise Him indeed!” Papa enfolded her in his arms, with gentleness and care this time, and let her sob into his grimy muslin shirt that smelled of sweat and smoke and clay. “There, there, Annie-girl, you’re not the only lass weeping tears of joy this day. The Lord willing, Gilbert could be home by Christmas!”


    Annemarie straightened and sniffed away her tears. Finding a handkerchief in her apron pocket, she dabbed at her cheeks with a trembling hand. “I almost forgot. A letter came this morning. I haven’t even had a chance to open it.”


    “A letter from your sweetheart and you forgot?” Papa clucked his tongue.


    Her happy smile faded. It pained her to admit the letters she’d so looked forward to this past year now evoked more distress than delight. She wrung her hands and swallowed the bitter lump of guilt. “I . . . I was working at the wheel when Morris delivered the mail. He said there was a letter from Gilbert, but my hands were covered with clay, and . . .”


    Papa’s disgruntled sigh spoke louder than words. His gaze slid to the pottery fragments littering the floor before he skewered Annemarie with a disapproving glare. If Papa weren’t so anxious to learn the latest word from Gilbert, she’d surely be in for yet another lecture concerning the “abominable waste of time and money” spent upon her “art.”


    He was right, though. She had no business concerning herself with anything so frivolous when brave soldiers lay wounded or dying on the Western Front. She prayed the Lord’s forgiveness for her selfishness.


    “Well, go on, now. Get the letter and let’s hear what our Gilbert has to say.” Papa pushed the factory door closed and then plopped onto a stool and propped one elbow on the worktable.


    Her face burning with remorse, Annemarie tucked in her chin and strode through another door to the front office. Sorting through the mail on her cluttered desk, she retrieved Gilbert’s letter and hurried back to the workroom, careful to sidestep the broken vase. She would not mourn over pottery shards, not when Gilbert—her dear Gilbert, the boy she’d loved since childhood—would soon be in her arms again.


    Letter in hand, she scooted a stool close to her father’s. She slid a stubby, clay-stained fingernail under the envelope flap and tugged out the single page. The thin, cream-colored sheet crackled beneath her fingers as she unfolded the letter. As usual, the censors had already done their damage. Though as an officer Gilbert was particularly careful to avoid specifics, smudged ink and the occasional blacked-out word interrupted his spidery scrawl.


    Smoothing the wrinkled page, Annemarie cleared her throat. “Shall I read it aloud?”


    “Oh, no, no.” Papa chuckled and waved a hand. “I’m sure it’s full of personal stuff between you and your sweetheart. Just tell me the important parts—how he’s mending, when he expects to ship home.”


    Annemarie stifled another frisson of worry. Wanting to shield both her family and Gilbert’s from further concern, she hadn’t shared how utterly impersonal Gilbert’s latest letters had become—a coolness that had nothing to do with concerns over censorship. The letters he’d written as a West Point cadet, and even during the early months of his deployment to France, had been filled with declarations of love, how he strove every day not only to honor his father’s memory but also to do both Annemarie and his country proud. It wasn’t long, however, before the tone of his letters had darkened. While she knew he did his best to protect her from the ugliness of war, clearly he had been changed by it.


    Then in August, word had arrived that Gilbert had been wounded. An artillery explosion had taken his left leg and shattered his left arm from wrist to shoulder. He’d nearly lost an eye and for eight days had feared permanent deafness. His first letters after evacuation to a French field hospital, dictated to the chaplain on duty, were terse and factual, which she’d attributed to the fact that Gilbert chose not to share too personally through a stranger.


    Yet when he’d recovered enough to take up pen and paper himself, Annemarie could no longer deny the truth that lay beneath his deceptively courteous words. Her dear Gilbert, once bold and ambitious, full of life and love and great plans for their future, now seemed dispirited, desolate, defeated. Annemarie couldn’t begin to fathom the horrors he’d endured, but surely with time he would recover both physically and emotionally. She prayed night and day for his healing—as well as for the strength within herself to stand strong at Gilbert’s side as the wife he would need in the months and years ahead.


    Slowly, determinedly, Annemarie perused the letter, dated Sunday, October 6. “Still in the hospital . . . constant headache but some vision returning to my left eye. . . . They say I’m one of the lucky ones—if you can call it that. So many wounded, so many dead and dying. More every day. Will this blasted war never end?”


    Annemarie’s heart broke to realize Gilbert had penned these somber words only weeks before the armistice. With trembling fingers, she brushed away a tear. Her father reached across the space between them and patted her knee as she silently read on. “Waiting for the next transport home—possibly December. Don’t know where I’ll end up yet. Probably a military hospital somewhere like _____.”


    The name was obliterated, but wherever it was, Annemarie would find a way to get there as soon as possible. She looked up with a hopeful smile. “He’s getting better, Papa. He may be home next month! He says—”


    The jangle of the telephone interrupted her. Papa hefted his bulk off the stool and hurried to the front office to answer. “Kendall Pottery Works, Joseph Kendall speaking.”


    Within seconds, Annemarie discerned the caller was Evelyn Ballard, Gilbert’s mother, and it sounded as if she’d received a letter as well. Annemarie rushed into the office and hovered at her father’s elbow, waiting to hear what news Mrs. Ballard’s letter contained.


    “Of course, we’re as thrilled as you, Evelyn,” Papa was saying. “What a homecoming that boy will have! Here, I’ll let you speak directly with Annemarie.”


    A dark tress had worked loose from Annemarie’s bun, and she tried in vain to tuck it back into place. The arrogant Evelyn Ballard, with all her wealth and sophistication, never failed to intimidate Annemarie. She could feel the woman’s critical eye upon her even through the telephone line. Hesitantly, she accepted the earpiece from her father. “Good morning, Mrs. Ballard. It’s wonderful news, isn’t it?”


    “Oh, my dear, it’s simply the best! I’ve already made some calls, and thanks to my late husband’s military connections, I’ve arranged for Gilbert to continue his recuperation at the Army and Navy Hospital right here in Hot Springs. We’ll be able to visit him every day until he’s discharged.”


    “Really? I’m so glad!” Annemarie drew her lower lip between her teeth. “How . . . how did he sound to you?”


    Mrs. Ballard released a long and pain-filled sigh. “Oh, my dear, our poor lad has suffered so much. Of course, he is unhappy about his current state of disability and naturally concerned about the prospect of a lengthy recovery. But we cannot give up hope. We must encourage him in every way possible and keep him constantly in our prayers.”


    Fresh tears sprang into Annemarie’s eyes. “Always.”


    “And once he’s home and we set the wedding plans in motion, I’m sure it will lift his spirits even more.”


    Annemarie squeezed her eyes shut. “Perhaps we shouldn’t rush him in that regard. He’ll have so many adjustments to make.”


    “Yes, but keeping his mind occupied with happy anticipation of your nuptials will be the best medicine, I’m positive.” Voices in the background drew Mrs. Ballard’s attention for a moment. She came back on the line to say, “Sorry, I must ring off for now. But I’ll have you and your mother over for luncheon soon, and we can start making plans!”


    “Yes, well . . .” No use arguing with the woman—truly a force to be reckoned with. If Mrs. Ballard had been a general, the Allies would have won the war in a single day. Annemarie said good-bye and set the earpiece on the hook.


    She pivoted toward the workroom, only to find her father had returned to the factory. Beyond the open door, she could hear his booming voice instructing the pottery workers to finish their current tasks and then take the rest of the day off in celebration of the armistice.


    Annemarie’s current task, unfortunately, was sweeping up the remnants of her shattered vase. She found a broom and dustpan and with each stroke sang a little song in her head: My Gilbert is coming home soon!


    With a new lightness in her step, she made quick work of depositing the broken pottery in the waste bin.


    Yes, perhaps it was time to put this dream to rest once and for all, because when Gilbert returned to Hot Springs, everything about her life was sure to change.
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    Aboard the U.S.S. Comfort


    December 1918


    Smooth seas today, praise God!


    For the first time in days, Army Chaplain Samuel Vickary actually finished his breakfast without the urgent need to rush to the nearest head. He’d already “fed the fishes” too many times to count on this journey. The U.S.S. Comfort, formerly a passenger steamship, had been converted to a floating military hospital, and now ferried troops home from the war—a more blessed Christmas gift no one could ask for!


    Teeth brushed, his uniform inspected, Bible in hand, Samuel prepared himself for a task that had grown even more draining to his spirit than those daily bouts of seasickness were to his body—morning rounds among the returning wounded. Once again he prayed for the Lord to give him words that would comfort and reassure, words to give strength and hope.


    Words he prayed would find their way deep into his own wounded soul.


    A refreshing breeze greeted him as he stepped out on deck. The ambulatory patients preferred the sea air over the medicinal smells of the wards, and who could blame them? Not to mention the smoke from their cigarettes dispelled much more quickly in the open air. While serving in the trenches, Samuel had been tempted many times to take up the tobacco habit but managed to resist. Tobacco might provide temporary relief from the stresses of war, but it too easily became a physical craving. Faith came hard enough these days, and Samuel intended to crave nothing more than his Lord and Savior.


    He inhaled a bracing breath and tightened his grip on his Bible. Still getting his sea legs, he slid one hand along the rail as he walked. The deck beneath his feet rose and fell in a comforting rhythm, a certitude that somewhere ahead of them across the vast Atlantic, home and loved ones waited.


    At least for some.


    “Padre, will you pray with me?” A doughboy reclining on a deck chair reached a hand toward Samuel.


    The thin, freckle-faced boy didn’t look a day over seventeen. Samuel knelt beside him. “What’s your name, son?”


    “Private William Jeffries, sir. I survived Belleau Wood with nothin’ worse than a bullet in my leg, but now they say I got somethin’ called shell shock.” The private couldn’t seem to stop shivering, even beneath a wool blanket. “The things I saw, the nightmares—I can’t sleep, can’t hardly force myself to eat.”


    “I know, son. I know.” Samuel knew all too well and briefly closed his eyes against the specters that still haunted him day and night, the doubts and questions that rose in his heart to battle with the remnants of his faith.


    Private Jeffries fixed Samuel with a look of desperation. “Do ya think it’ll ever go away? The fear, I mean? The shakes? The nightmares?”


    “I doubt we’ll ever forget what we saw over there.” Samuel pressed the boy’s hands between his own and squeezed hard. “But you must cling to the assurance that Jesus saw it too. Give it all to Him. Trust Him to carry you through the agony of remembering, just as He carried you through the battle.”


    The boy nodded, moisture rimming his reddened eyelids. “Thanks, Padre. I know you’re right. And I do trust Jesus. It’s just . . . so hard.”


    “This is why we need Jesus all the more.” Samuel bowed his head over their clasped hands and lifted up Private William Jeffries to the Lord in prayer, while in his heart he prayed for all the other doughboys and marines and sailors and aviators, the doctors and nurses and Red Cross volunteers, the mothers and wives and sisters and children—


    Dear Lord, he could pray night and day for the next century and never cover all the suffering and loss.


    If he could only be certain God still listened.


    If only he dared to hope heaven hadn’t barred its doors against him for eternity.


    With a parting word of peace to the young soldier, Samuel rose and wearily went on his way. One after another, he sat with the men, listening to their stories while silently reliving his own.


    Desperate for a cup of coffee as the morning wore on, Samuel detoured to the mess. Attacks by U-boats during the war had severely handicapped supply lines, which meant what he’d find there would be little more than coffee-flavored water, but he’d need every last molecule of caffeine to get through the day. After filling a mug with the weak brew, he sank into the first empty chair, curled his hands around the warmth of the cup, and inhaled the aroma. Maybe he could extract some extra caffeine from the escaping steam.


    Seconds later Dr. Donald Russ plopped into the seat across from him with his own steaming mug. “You look beat, Padre. It isn’t even noon yet.”


    Samuel gave a sardonic laugh. “You look pretty tired yourself, Doc.”


    “After this bloody war we just fought, who wouldn’t be exhausted?” The lean, stoop-shouldered man lowered his gaze. “And you know full well that for most of the men under my care, the toughest battle is still ahead of them.”


    Samuel nodded. He’d spent the last several weeks working alongside Dr. Russ in a French field hospital, so no explanations were necessary.


    The doctor took a cautious sip of coffee and then narrowed his eyes at Samuel. “I can give you something if you need it for sleep.”


    “Thanks, but I’m managing.” Wakefulness seemed almost preferable to the troubled dreams neither drugs nor Dr. Russ’s compassionate concern could vanquish. Samuel ran a thumb along the ragged leather binding of his Bible. If only he could find the comfort there that he tried so hard to impart to others.


    “Say, could you look in on one of my patients later?” The doctor massaged his temple with two fingers. “Turns out he’s an officer from my home state of Arkansas—mending okay, but I worry about him.”


    “Certainly. What’s his name?”


    “First Lieutenant Gilbert Ballard. Wounded at the Marne River. Lost a leg, nearly lost an arm.”


    “Ballard, yes. I’ve tried to talk with him once or twice. He . . . wasn’t too receptive to what I had to offer.”


    “Figures.” The doctor offered Samuel a pleading smile. “Would you mind trying again? Seems like the closer we get to home, the more depressed he gets. Anyway, something tells me you two might be good for each other.”


    Samuel wondered at the doctor’s remark. Did he suppose their wounded spirits might find some commonality—more so than with the myriad other traumatized soldiers Samuel dealt with day after miserable day? “All right, I’ll do my best. Does he have family waiting for him?”


    “His mother and a brother. His father died a hero in the Spanish-American War.” Dr. Russ heaved a tired sigh. “You know exactly how it is—boys going off to war with visions of gallantry and a speedy victory, only to find themselves shot up and shell-shocked. Now they can’t imagine how they’ll ever return to their old lives.”


    Indeed. Samuel could barely remember what his life had been like before he enlisted and shipped over to France.


    Truth be told, he didn’t want to remember. At least in his role as chaplain he could focus on others’ concerns instead of dwelling on his own. “Will he recover enough to work again, make a decent life for himself?”


    “Physically, yes. He’ll eventually get a prosthesis, learn how to compensate for the bad arm. But the trauma, the battle fatigue . . .” The doctor glanced up at Samuel and gave his head a helpless shake. “I wish I could help him—help you more than I have—but there’s too much we still don’t know about the human brain.”


    Samuel tilted his mug and stared into the murky depths. The Marne—he’d been there, too. They may have held off the Germans, but the cost in human lives was staggering. Then Saint Mihiel. The Meuse-Argonne. He could still smell the gunpowder, feel the mud of the trenches beneath his waterlogged boots, taste the stench of blood and fear and hopelessness.


    “Sam? You sure you’re okay?”


    Samuel blinked several times. “I’ll be happy to look in on Lieutenant Ballard. I’ll let you know how it goes.”


    [image: imagedeco3.jpg]


    “Blast it all, I don’t need your help!” Using his good arm, Gilbert Ballard gave the corpsman a shove and swung his right leg off the edge of the bed.


    “Careful, sir, you’ll—”


    Gilbert’s knee buckled the moment his bare foot hit the floor. With no left leg to break his fall, he tumbled forward into the corpsman’s sturdy arms.


    “I tried to tell you, sir.” The corpsman lowered Gilbert into the waiting wheelchair.


    Gilbert ground his teeth as he covered the remnants of his dignity with the blanket the corpsman offered. “Save your ‘I told you so.’ You made your point.”


    “Sir, I just meant to—”


    “Go pester someone else, will you?” Gilbert tried to wheel the chair into the narrow aisle, but with his left arm still in a sling, the best he could do was turn in a drunken arc.


    The corpsman took a step forward but froze in his tracks when Gilbert snarled a curse.


    “Perhaps I can be of help?”


    Gilbert swung his head around. A tall, sandy-haired man in a chaplain’s uniform stood at the foot of the bed. At the sight of the tiny gold cross pinned to the chaplain’s collar, something cracked inside Gilbert’s heart. He sucked in a quavering breath. “Sorry, Padre, didn’t see you standing there.”


    The chaplain nodded to the corpsman, who squeezed past the wheelchair and hurried on to assist another patient. “Lieutenant Ballard, right?”


    Gilbert shrugged. “Says so on my chart. Some days I’m not so sure anymore.”


    The chaplain glanced away for a moment. “That’s okay. There are days I’d just as soon forget who I am too.”


    “Is that allowed?” Gilbert lifted an eyebrow. “You being a man of the cloth and all.”


    A dark look clouded the chaplain’s gray eyes, but he covered it with a lazy smile. “I’m Army Chaplain Samuel Vickary. I’ve stopped by before, but . . .”


    A pang of remorse tightened Gilbert’s throat. He gritted his teeth against the constant thrumming between his temples. “Sorry if I gave you the brush-off. This headache makes me half-crazy most of the time.”


    “Understandable.” The chaplain nodded toward the wheelchair. “Looks like you were headed out for some air. Feel like some company?”


    “Sure, why not?” Gilbert gave his useless left arm a disgusted shake. “Apparently I’m not getting anywhere under my own power.”


    He allowed the chaplain to wheel him onto the starboard deck and tried to ignore the stares of the men they passed along the way. Or maybe they weren’t staring at him but into their own tortured souls.


    The chaplain parked Gilbert next to the rail and pulled a deck chair alongside him. The ocean air tasted of brine, and the sunshine on his face felt good. He closed his eyes and drew a hand through his wind-tousled hair.


    “I understand you’re from Arkansas,” the chaplain said.


    “Hot Springs.” It would only be polite to ask where the chaplain hailed from, but Gilbert let the impulse pass. Politeness didn’t come easy these days.


    “Bet your family can’t wait to see you again.”


    “My mother will fuss over me. My brother will brag about me to all his friends.” Gilbert snorted an ugly laugh. “The conquering hero home at last.”


    “It’s no small thing, serving your country as you did. I’m sure they’re proud. I’m sure your father would be proud, too.”


    Gilbert slanted the padre an accusing glare. “You’ve been talking to the doc.”


    Chaplain Vickary tilted his head and smiled. “It’s true. Dr. Russ did ask me to visit with you. He mentioned your father also served in the army and lost his life in the Spanish-American War.”


    Gilbert glanced away. “At least he died a hero, not a cripple.”


    “Sometimes it takes more courage to go on living.” The chaplain fell into silence for several long moments, his thumbs scraping the binding of his Bible so hard Gilbert wondered how he kept from wearing a hole straight through to the flimsy pages.


    Finally the chaplain spoke again, his voice muted. “And do you have a wife or a sweetheart waiting for you back home?”


    Gilbert’s gut twisted as Annemarie’s face danced across his mind’s eye—raven curls that resisted every effort to restrain them, eyes as big and brown and luminous as a fawn’s, lips so pink and ripe that he could taste their sweetness even in his dreams.


    “Yes,” he said on a pained breath. “I have a sweetheart. We’re—we were planning to marry as soon as the war ended.”


    “That’s terrific.” The padre cleared his throat and sat forward. “What’s her name? Do you have a photograph?”


    “Annemarie. Her name’s Annemarie Kendall.” Gilbert reached into the breast pocket of his pajama top and slid out a worn, ragged-edged photo stained with flecks of Gilbert’s own blood. Heart thudding, he stared into Annemarie’s smiling eyes before passing the picture to the chaplain.


    Chaplain Vickary smoothed the wrinkled photograph atop his Bible cover. “She’s beautiful. You’re a lucky man, Lieutenant.”


    “Yeah, I’m one lucky son of a gun.”


    Silence settled over them again, while the sound of waves crashing against the prow swallowed up the muted conversations going on nearby. Gilbert took one last look at Annemarie’s faded portrait where it still lay upon the chaplain’s Bible and then tore his gaze away. He knotted his right fist until it ached. Pounding it against his thigh, he murmured, “How can I go home like this? How?”


    The padre covered Gilbert’s fist with his palm. “What are you afraid of, son?”


    Son. The man couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than Gilbert. But then the war had aged them all—the ones it hadn’t killed, anyway—stolen their youth while turning thousands of them into little better than helpless infants.


    “What am I afraid of?” Gilbert raised his eyes to meet the padre’s. “Her pity.”
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    Hot Springs, Arkansas


    Annemarie spread peach preserves across a bite-sized piece of a plump, golden roll. “These are delicious, Mrs. Ballard—so light and flaky.”


    “Marguerite’s special recipe, dear. I’m sure she’d be delighted to share it with you.”


    Marguerite, the Ballards’ longtime servant—of course. Gilbert’s mother probably hadn’t lifted a finger in her own kitchen in years. “I’ll be sure to ask her before we leave.” Not that it would help. Annemarie’s own culinary skills left much to be desired.


    The older woman chuckled. “And how many times must I ask you to call me Mother Ballard?”


    “I suppose I’m still getting used to the idea.” An uneasy shiver traveled Annemarie’s spine, but she covered it with a smile. “I can hardly believe Gilbert is finally coming home.”


    She couldn’t admit her deepest fears to her future mother-in-law—that there would be no wedding, that Gilbert’s feelings toward her had cooled. Every time she reread his recent letters, the dearth of any words of affection, much less even the slightest reference to their future together, made her heart lurch.


    Annemarie’s mother cleared her throat softly. “Perhaps you’d pass me the preserves, dear?”


    Annemarie looked up with a start and realized she’d been staring into space. “Sorry, Mama.” She reached across the table with the crystal bowl of preserves, but the dish clipped her mother’s water glass, toppling it and soaking the white damask tablecloth.


    Annemarie jumped up with a gasp and mopped at the spill with her napkin. “How clumsy of me! Here, Mama, let me refill your glass.”


    “Don’t trouble yourself, Annemarie.” Mrs. Ballard caught her arm. “I’ll ring for Marguerite.”


    “No, please. I insist.” Hurrying to the kitchen with the empty glass, Annemarie collapsed against the counter and berated herself for acting like such a ninny.


    She felt even sillier when Marguerite stepped through the back door with an empty dishpan. A gust of chilly December air nipped at Marguerite’s skirt as she kicked the door closed with her heel. She cast a nervous smile toward the swinging door to the dining room. “Oh my, did Miz Ballard ring for me and I didn’t hear?”


    “Don’t fret. I upset my mother’s water glass and came looking for the pitcher.” Annemarie spied it on the end of the counter and went to fill the glass.


    Marguerite set the pan in the sink and wiped her slender, coffee-colored hands on a dishtowel. “You look a mite flushed, Miss Annie. You feeling okay?”


    “Me? I’m fine.” Annemarie gave a pained laugh and set down the glass and pitcher. “Well, maybe not so fine. Honestly, Marguerite, all this talk of Gilbert’s homecoming and wedding plans—shouldn’t we at least wait until he’s home and has a chance to recover and get his bearings?”


    A look of understanding narrowed the servant’s soft brown eyes. “Getting cold feet, are we?” Marguerite pressed her cool palms against Annemarie’s cheeks. “Why, honey-girl, you and Gilbert was destined to be together. I knew from the time you was both in diapers, and I was powdering your sweet little bottoms.”


    If Annemarie wasn’t flushed before, she certainly was now. She rolled her eyes and drew Marguerite close for a hug before striding across the kitchen and sinking into a chair at the long oak table. “It isn’t that I don’t want to marry Gilbert. I love him as much as ever—more, if possible! It’s just . . .” Her chest ached. She dropped her forehead into her hands. “I’m afraid he no longer wants to marry me.”


    It was the first time she’d voiced her fears aloud, and now, as the words echoed in the quiet kitchen, Annemarie knew what she had to do. She had to convince both her mother and Mrs. Ballard to postpone any further discussion of a wedding until she and Gilbert could talk face to face.


    Marguerite settled into the chair next to Annemarie’s. She eased Annemarie’s hands away from her face and pressed them to her own bosom. “Now what would make you say such a thing, Miss Annie? You know Gilbert loves you with heart and soul, always has. Just ’cause he went off to war and got himself shot up don’t mean he’s changed his mind about marrying you. Yes, it’ll be hard, him losing his leg and all, but you’re both strong of character with a firm faith in Jesus. If that don’t see you through, then—”


    “Annemarie, dear? Did you find the—” Stepping into the kitchen, Mrs. Ballard gave a surprised sniff. “Is everything all right?”


    Marguerite popped up from her chair. “Everything’s just fine, Miz Ballard. We was just talking.”


    Annemarie rose with a shaky smile and went to retrieve her mother’s glass. “My goodness, I completely lost track of what I came in here for. By now Mama will think I hiked all the way to the Mountain Valley Water Company and back.”


    “I should think so. I began to worry Marguerite’s spicy rémoulade might have caused you dyspepsia.”


    “Absolutely not—it was delicious!” Annemarie sidled toward Mrs. Ballard. “Shall we go back in to lunch? I’m so sorry for the interruption.”


    “Very well.” Mrs. Ballard cast Marguerite a disapproving glare. “You may serve dessert now, if you’re finished monopolizing my guest.”


    Marguerite lowered her gaze and curtsied. “Sorry, ma’am. Be right in to clear the table and fetch dessert.” She winked at Annemarie. “Bread pudding with lemon sauce, your favorite. I’ll serve you an extra big portion.”


    Halfway through the door, Mrs. Ballard turned with an arched brow. “Not too large, Marguerite. Annemarie must watch her figure if she’s going to fit into her mother’s lovely lace wedding gown.”


    “Yes’m.” Marguerite glanced at Annemarie and whistled out a breath. As soon as Mrs. Ballard left the room, she whispered, “Between you and me, girl, that is one bossy woman. If she didn’t pay so well, I’d—”


    Annemarie couldn’t suppress a laugh. “I know, I know. You’d quit and go to work for Mr. Fordyce at his fancy new bathhouse.” She gave her head a small shake and started through the door, then paused to smirk over her shoulder. “And make my dessert a triple-sized portion, with extra lemon sauce, if you please. I’m going to need the fortification.”
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    “Padre! Ya gotta help me! I don’t wanna die!”


    “Hold on, son. Help’s coming—just hold on. ‘The Lord is my shepherd’—say it, son. Say it with me.”


    “I can’t—it hurts! Oh, Jesus, it hurts so bad!”


    Samuel awoke with a start, the smell of smoke and blood burning his nostrils. His gaze darted right, then left. Soldiers everywhere, a sea of army green. A constant clack-clack enveloped him, then a mournful whistle in the distance.


    “Padre?” Someone was patting his arm. “Hey, it’s okay. We’re still on the train.”


    “The train . . .” He gave his eyes a violent rub and focused on the face of the soldier next to him. “Guess I dozed off. Where are we?”


    “Somewhere between Richmond and Nashville.” The soldier slanted his lips in a sympathetic smile. “I suppose it’ll be awhile before we quit hearing the sounds of war in our sleep.”


    “Guess so.” Samuel sat up a little straighter. He tugged at the collar of his uniform and tried to draw a full breath. His thumb scraped the tiny gold cross, and he clamped his jaws together with a shudder. Where were You, God? Where were You in all this horror?


    As usual, he got no answer.


    Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death . . .


    He tried hard to believe the Scriptures, but sometimes—too often of late—they seemed like empty words. Empty promises for a world gone crazy.


    He cleared his parched throat and stood, grabbing the seat back to steady himself. After finally growing accustomed to the ship’s rise and fall, now he tottered to the lurch and sway of the train.


    He edged up the corners of his mouth in a semblance of a smile and glanced at the soldier. “I’m going to find some water and then check on a friend. May I bring you anything?”


    “Thanks, I’m fine. Gonna try and catch some shut-eye myself before the next stop.” The doughboy scooted lower in the seat, tipped his hat to Samuel, and crossed his arms over his chest.


    Samuel nodded and stepped into the aisle. As he started toward the rear of the car, the men he passed glanced up to offer smiles and handshakes. These were the lucky ones—the ones who’d survived—the ones released to go home while thousands more remained behind as part of the Army of Occupation. The journey had been a long one, and fatigue shown in their eyes, mixed with joy and relief . . . and no small amount of sadness for those who’d never see home again.


    Making his way to the dining car, he found himself in another sea of bodies. Here the laughter and celebration rose to an ear-splitting cacophony. Civilians reveled with doughboys, sailors, and marines, many still sporting bandages and crutches. Only a few wore the ubiquitous white gauze masks that supposedly protected against the Spanish influenza. Instead, they lifted glasses and beer steins high to toast the end of the Great War.


    It struck Samuel as ironic that a microscopic organism could prove almost more deadly than the worst firepower the Germans had thrown at the Allies. Over the past several months, the disease had reached epidemic proportions, claiming thousands of lives at home and abroad, many of them soldiers who never even made it to the front.


    As for Samuel, he was almost beyond caring about an enemy he couldn’t even see. Death had stared him in the face too many times already. With a nod at a half-drunk sailor, he wedged himself up to the bar. “Just a glass of water, please.”


    “Sure thing, Chaplain.” The bartender filled a glass and slid it across the counter. “Rowdy bunch we got here, eh? Guess they got plenty to celebrate.”


    Samuel thanked the man and downed the water in three quick gulps. By the time he wove through the jostling crowd to the next coach, his ears were ringing almost as badly as in the trenches amid the deafening explosions of grenades and artillery fire.


    It was quieter in this car, more subdued. These men, still healing from massive war wounds, faced months of recuperation. Many had already departed the train in Washington, D.C., to be admitted to Walter Reed Hospital for further treatment. Others would continue their recovery either with loved ones or in a medical facility closer to home.


    Samuel had barely stepped through the door before a soldier in the first row recognized his cross and insignia and stopped him to request a prayer. Samuel obliged—what else could he do? It was his job, after all. Lord, give me strength.


    Another soldier, another prayer, and finally he reached the seat where Lieutenant Gilbert Ballard reclined. As Dr. Russ had predicted, they’d formed a bond of sorts while aboard the U.S.S. Comfort, and when Samuel learned the lieutenant was shipping home to the Army and Navy Hospital in Hot Springs, he decided maybe he’d like to go there, too. The thought of returning home to Fort Wayne held no appeal, nor did the idea of serving at one of the larger military hospitals, where ministering to hundreds of wartime wounded day after day would only extend his torment.


    No, according to Gilbert, the much smaller facility at Hot Springs treated mainly older veterans for chronic conditions such as arthritis, rheumatism, gout, and various skin diseases and would receive few returning wounded from the Great War. To Samuel it sounded like the ideal situation—a chance, with God’s help, to rest and heal and find his way again. At his first opportunity he’d put in a request for new orders, and his commanding officer had quickly agreed.


    No doubt all it took was one look at Samuel’s recent service record. He should probably thank God they had not stamped it UNFIT FOR DUTY.


    Gilbert looked up with tired eyes. “You look worse than me, Padre. At least you’ve got two legs to stand on.”


    The train gave a sudden jerk, and Samuel had to grab for a handhold to stay upright. He forced a chuckle. “Not so sure my two legs are doing me much good at the moment.” He lowered himself into the empty seat next to Gilbert. “How are you holding up, Gil? Much pain?”


    “You mean besides this headache that won’t quit?” Gilbert grimaced and rubbed his left thigh, now just a stump. “They said I could have phantom leg pain for a long time to come. Just this morning I tried to scratch an itch on the bottom of my foot, but my foot wasn’t there.”


    Samuel couldn’t even imagine. “Can I get you anything? Water? Something to eat?”


    “I’m okay.” Gilbert swiveled his head toward the window. He clenched and unclenched his right fist in rhythm with the clack of the train wheels.


    They were in the mountains now, somewhere in Tennessee. “We should be in Little Rock by tomorrow, then on to Hot Springs. You’ll be glad to be home, finally get some rest.”


    The lieutenant’s lips flattened. “I wish they’d killed and buried me in France.”


    “You don’t mean that.”


    “You bet I mean that.”


    The conversation was one they’d had a hundred times already, and Samuel struggled to come up with new arguments against Gil’s defeatist attitude. His thoughts drifted to the tattered photograph of Gilbert’s fiancée, the beautiful Annemarie. What Samuel wouldn’t give to be going home to his sweetheart, to drown in her welcoming kisses, to fill his senses with the scent of her perfume and the feel of her glossy hair sliding through his fingers.


    Helen, Helen . . . when I needed you most . . . why?


    “You ever gonna tell me about her?”


    Samuel pulled himself from his reverie. “I’m sorry?”


    “The woman who broke your heart. Come on, Sam, tell me your sob story. Get my mind off my own.”


    Samuel gave a nervous laugh. “What makes you think I have a story to tell?”


    “Because of the way you look at Annemarie’s picture every time I pull it out. It’s in your eyes, Padre. There for all the world to see.” Gil nudged him with his elbow. “So who was she?”


    A harsh breath raked through Samuel’s lungs. He leaned forward and clasped his hands between his knees. “Her name was Helen. Helen Oakes. As pretty as your Annemarie but with bright golden hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose.”


    “So what happened?”


    Helen’s last letter was still tucked away in Samuel’s kit bag. He should have burned it months ago, but instead he continued to torture himself by rereading it from time to time to see if by some crazy chance he’d misread the words that ended things between them.


    He stared at the floorboards between his boots, remembering against his will. “We got engaged a few months after I finished seminary. We were planning to marry and move into the parsonage next door to the church where I’d already been called to pastor. But then America entered the war, and in my heart I knew God needed me serving at the front more than my congregation needed me in Fort Wayne.”


    Gilbert shifted to ease the pressure on his stump. “Can’t say it was God’s call, but the only thing I ever wanted to do with my life was to serve in the army and fight for my country.” He tugged Annemarie’s photograph from his pocket and stared in silence for so long, Samuel thought he’d drifted off.


    Then Gilbert asked, “Did Helen say she’d wait for you?”


    Samuel sat back and inhaled a tired breath. “She did, at first. But as the casualty lists grew, so did her fear. In her last letter, she apologized for being so weak, for doubting God’s power to bring me home safely, but she couldn’t live with the constant dread. She wrote she needed to get on with her life and find some peace.”


    “I’m sorry, Padre. That was cruel.”


    “She didn’t mean to be. And I can’t blame her. I remind myself how hard it’s been for those waiting at home for their soldier’s return, every day filled with the fear of bad news.”


    “Will you try to see her again, maybe patch things up?”


    “Too late. My mother wrote a couple of months ago saying Helen had become engaged to a banker and is moving to Indianapolis.” Just as well. Samuel had long since given up on the idea of returning to his pastorate or even attempting to resume his old life. He reached for the photo of Annemarie, drawn to it as always in ways he couldn’t explain. “May I?”


    Gilbert passed him the picture. “At least I know Annemarie is faithful.” He leaned his head against the window, where snowflakes now collected in the corners. “But I’m going to do her a big favor once I get back to Hot Springs. She’ll not be saddled with a cripple for a husband.”


    The finality in Gilbert’s tone set off new warning bells in Samuel’s brain. “What are you saying, Gil? What are you planning to do?”


    “What I should have done a long time ago. Now leave me alone, Sam. I want to sleep.”


    Samuel had the sick feeling Gilbert was talking about a completely different kind of sleep, a sleep from which he’d never awaken. He wouldn’t be the first soldier driven to suicide by the horrors of this wretched war. Father, help him find the strength to keep going. Give him the will to live.


    He studied the girl in the portrait and realized with sudden certainty that if things were different—if he were coming home to a woman like Annemarie—he’d fight harder for her love than any doughboy ever fought on the Western Front.
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    Wait, Mama, I can’t find my other glove!” Annemarie tore through the assortment of scarves, mittens, and stocking caps in the base of the carved oak coat tree.


    “You had them both this morning, dear. Now hurry or we’ll be late!” Mama opened the front door, letting in a chilling gust. “Your father is already waiting in the drive with the motorcar.”


    Annemarie could smell the exhaust fumes from her father’s Model T. He gave the horn an impatient tootle. Mama cast Annemarie a chiding glance and hurried down the front steps.


    The horn screeched once more, and Annemarie banged down the lid on the coat tree bin. Glove or no glove, she must be on her way, or they’d never get to the station before Gilbert’s train arrived. She dashed out the door, slamming it behind her. “I’m coming, Papa!”


    Crawling into the rear seat behind her mother, Annemarie shivered and tucked her bare hand into the opposite coat sleeve. The depot wasn’t far, just across town and down the hill to Elm and Market Streets—not nearly enough time to stop the ridiculous tremors that started the moment she went upstairs to change out of her paint-and-clay-stained smock. After a hurry-up bath in tepid water, she’d ransacked her wardrobe for something presentable—something Gilbert’s fussy, overbearing mother would approve of. She’d finally chosen her cobalt-blue wool suit with the shawl collar.


    Mama swiveled to glance over her shoulder. “Goodness, Annemarie, I can hear your teeth chattering! You should have worn a warmer coat.”


    “This is my warmest coat.” Annemarie hugged herself and clamped her teeth together to silence the noise.


    “Well, we’re almost there—watch the horse and buggy, Joseph!”


    Papa braked and sounded the horn. “I’ll mind my driving, Ida, and you mind our anxious daughter.”


    “I’m not anxious, Papa.” Annemarie’s mouth twisted. All right, she was quite anxious, truth be told. The thought that within the hour—perhaps in only minutes!—she’d see her beloved Gilbert again had her practically bursting out of her skin.


    For days now she’d been imagining the moment, at least the way she hoped and prayed it would be. Their gazes would collide, a mile-wide grin spreading across Gilbert’s face. Love would shine in his eyes, all thoughts of war forgotten. With one happy kiss she’d rekindle love and hope in her Gilbert’s heart. He’d once again become the boy she remembered, the man she intended to spend the rest of her life loving and laughing with, growing into contented old age at his side.


    They arrived at the depot, and Papa found a parking spot across the street. It was a gloomy day for a homecoming, a cold December wind blowing out of the north beneath lowering gray clouds and ice crystals nipping at bare cheeks and noses. Though when out and about they’d been wearing masks to protect against the Spanish influenza, recent news reports indicated the worst had passed. For this one special day, Mama had said it might be all right to leave the masks in their pockets.


    Not to mention it would be hard to share a much anticipated welcome-home kiss through gauze.


    Inside the Mediterranean-style building, Annemarie and her parents found Mrs. Ballard. She stood near a window with her son Thomas, Gilbert’s younger brother and an assistant manager at the Arlington Hotel. A childhood bout with rheumatic fever had weakened Thomas’s heart and kept him out of the war, and he hadn’t been able to hide his envy of Gilbert. Would he feel any differently, Annemarie wondered, when he saw firsthand what the war had done to his brother?


    Clothed in burgundy brocade and a luxurious fur stole, Mrs. Ballard looked as if she’d dressed for a night at the opera. A broad-brimmed, feather-trimmed hat was secured with a gossamer silk scarf tied beneath her chin. She rushed forward and extended a gloved hand to Annemarie. “I was beginning to fear you wouldn’t arrive in time. The stationmaster says the train is not more than ten minutes away.”


    No sooner had she spoken than Annemarie caught the distant sound of the whistle. Its melancholy tone made her shiver anew. She hurried to the window and peered down the length of railroad tracks. “I hope he hasn’t been traveling alone all this way. Will he go directly to the hospital, do you think?”


    “It will be best to get him there straightaway and out of this frigid weather. I’ve already made sure an ambulance is waiting.”


    Of course. Mrs. Ballard always had everything under control.


    “Besides,” she went on, “we certainly don’t want to risk Gilbert’s being exposed to the influenza.” She glanced around the station with a sniff. “I don’t care what the papers say. People are still getting sick. You have been careful, haven’t you, Annemarie?”


    “Extremely.” Although she could only imagine the exposure risk on a crowded train. Surely, Gilbert would have taken precautions.


    Beneath her feet, a rumbling vibration began. Annemarie sucked in her breath and returned to the window. “The train—it’s here!”


    The rumble deepened, setting Annemarie’s insides aquiver as the depot erupted into a flurry of excited activity. The big black engine appeared through a cloud of steam, brakes squealing. Waiting family and friends burst through the doors and waved frantically as the train slowed and finally stopped.


    Stepping onto the platform, Annemarie scanned the passenger car windows for a glimpse of her sweetheart. An elderly gentleman stepped off the train, his arms full of wrapped Christmas gifts. His appearance brought a shout of joy from a couple nearby with a young boy in tow.


    Next came a soldier—Jack Trapp, the lad whose family lived across the street from the Kendalls. My, how he’d grown up, and praise God he’d come back alive and whole! Then, seeing only his mother and his fourteen-year-old sister there to meet him—another sister still served in France with the Army Signal Corps—Annemarie’s heart clenched. Mr. Trapp had passed away last summer, a terrible blow to the family, and poor Jack must now shoulder responsibilities as the man of the house.


    Other travelers emerged, welcomed by friends and family, but as each happy group departed, Annemarie’s anxiety grew. Where was Gilbert? The platform was nearly empty now. Besides the Kendalls and Ballards, the only people still waiting were a porter and two ambulance attendants from the Army and Navy Hospital.


    Finally, a soldier with a bandaged head limped down the steps from the last car. He wore a vacant expression, as if he wasn’t at all certain he was supposed to be here. An attendant hurried over and asked his name, then wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and helped him into the back of the ambulance.


    When two men in army green assisted an even more severely wounded soldier off the train, a coldness completely unrelated to the frigid December day crept through Annemarie’s limbs. Until today, the war had been a distant thing. No newspaper article, no radio announcement, not even letters from the front could begin to convey the emptiness, the bewilderment, the stark disillusionment she saw in these men’s eyes.
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