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    Poem


    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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    Chapter 1


    1


    Saint-Étienne-à-Arnes, France


    October 8, 1919


    



    Jack’s letter, still unopened, accused her from atop the dresser. Hard to ignore her name pressed deeply into the vellum in her brother’s precise cursive, but Joanna Trapp wasn’t in the mood for more depressing news from the home front. Not today.


    After securing unruly straw-yellow curls off her face with tortoise-shell combs, she turned from the mirror and glanced at her friend Véronique, snuggled in a narrow bed beneath a faded quilt. No reason to wake the sleepyhead. Joanna had planned all along to face this day alone.


    Pulling on a thick wool sweater, she slipped out of the tiny bedroom they’d rented at a local pension and crept down the narrow stairway. Aromas of baking bread, sizzling ham, and buttery eggs wafted from the kitchen, but Joanna had no taste for food. As she stepped through the front door, a brisk breeze whipped strands of hair across her cheeks. She tugged the sweater tighter around her and picked up her pace. Not for the first time she wondered if coming here had been a mistake.


    She hadn’t been out of the house five minutes before footsteps thumped the hard-packed dirt road behind her.


    “You did not wait for me, ma chère.”


    Véronique’s breathless reprimand halted Joanna’s steps. She turned with a guilty smile. “You were sleeping so peacefully. I hated to wake you.”


    Catching up, Véronique linked her arm through Joanna’s. “I told you I would be with you today. We go together, oui?”


    “Oui. Et merci.” Utterly useless to argue with a friend as determined as Véronique. Drawing a bolstering breath, Joanna resumed her purposeful march.


    The rolling expanse of the Champagne, pockmarked by grenades and artillery shells, stretched in all directions. Pale sprigs of sprouting winter grass barely concealed the scorched earth. The ruins of stone barns and farmhouses stood like tilting obelisks marking this place of death and devastation.


    Joanna and Véronique kept to the road, avoiding the detritus of battle—shell casings, rusting mess kits, rotting boot leathers, sad reminders of the lives lost here. Ahead, the land sloped gently toward Blanc Mont Ridge, where a ragged copse of trees reached skyward. A dusting of autumn-hued leaves adorned skeletal branches but failed to disguise the blackened, disfigured trunks. How long would it take for time and nature to erase the ugliness of war?


    Joanna’s gaze followed the arcing tree line until she spied the remains of a trench. She stopped suddenly and pressed a hand to her stomach. With her other hand she gripped Véronique’s. Three tiny words nearly choked her: “There it is.”


    Véronique pressed her temple to Joanna’s and released a mournful sigh. Together they stood in the road, silence shrouding them, while Joanna envisioned the battle that had raged here one year ago—the cannon fire, machine guns, grenades, and flamethrowers. The screams of the wounded. The pain, the sacrifice, the unflinching patriotism in the face of certain death.


    A former “Hello Girl” with the Army Signal Corps, Joanna had come to France seeking adventure. She never expected to fall in love with a soldier, much less envisioned standing only meters away from the spot where he’d died.


    Véronique tucked Joanna beneath her arm. “Now you have seen it. We should go back.”


    “I can’t. Not yet.” Joanna edged away, the gaping wound of the trench beckoning her.


    “You must not leave the road,” Véronique warned. “There could still be explosives—”


    “I don’t care.” A fatalistic sense of bravado heated Joanna’s chest. Striding toward the trench, she pictured Walter vaulting over the lip in what would be his final charge at the enemy. Did he hear the whistle of the artillery shell rushing toward him? Did he know the moment of impact, count his last breaths, feel his lifeblood draining into the earth?


    “Joanna. You must stop.” Firm hands clamped her wrists, and Véronique’s pleading gaze pinned her to the spot.


    The effect was like a cold slap to the face, wrenching Joanna back to the present. She blinked several times and forced her paralyzed lungs to take in air. A tremor snaked down her limbs, but she refused to cry. Tears wouldn’t bring Walter back.


    Clarity returning, she straightened and attempted a reassuring smile. “I’m all right now. It’s just . . . harder than I expected.”


    “And why?” Véronique’s eyes held both sympathy and reproach. “Because your sweetheart was killed here. You have never allowed yourself to fully grieve.”


    “I had a job to do.” Once again, Joanna’s glance drifted toward the ridge. She stifled a moan. “We all did.”


    Gently but firmly, Véronique nudged Joanna toward the road. “Perhaps, but one day you will pay the price for holding your grief inside.”


    Their return to the village of Saint-Étienne seemed endless. By the time they reached the pension, Joanna’s steps had grown leaden, her chin drooping ever closer to her chest.


    “Ah, you have returned!” Speaking in French, Monsieur Leveque, their rotund innkeeper, met them at the door. “Rather early for long walks, is it not? You must be perishing from hunger. Madame has kept breakfast warm for you, though I daresay the eggs will be hard as stones.”


    Out of politeness, Joanna followed Véronique to their seats at the rustic trestle table in the dining room and allowed Madame Leveque to serve her an ample portion of eggs and ham. Monsieur had exaggerated, though, for the eggs melted in her mouth like rich cream. No doubt the couple had taken extra pains to treat their only guests well. Not only had the war decimated France’s economy, but many villages near the front had been reduced to rubble and now struggled to rebuild. Damage to the Leveques’ pension had been significant, evidenced by plaster patches in the ceilings and walls as well as the cracked, mismatched pottery on which Madame Leveque served her delicious meals. When Joanna paid her bill upon their departure, she intended to add a sizable gratuity.


    Two cups of coffee later, and with her plate mopped clean with a thick slab of Madame Leveque’s crusty bread, Joanna felt a measure of optimism return. She was a survivor, after all—an adventurer—the qualities Walter had admired most. Tears were a waste of time. To continue living life to the fullest would be the best way to honor his memory.


    She patted her abdomen as she eased her chair away from the table. “Merci beaucoup, Madame. C’était délicieux—better than the best restaurants in Paris.”


    The gray-haired matron clapped her hands together. “You will tell your friends, oui? Send them to Saint-Étienne for a lovely stay in the countryside?”


    “But of course!” Véronique crumpled her napkin and rose. “Your hospitality is unsurpassed.”


    On their way upstairs to freshen up, Joanna whispered, “You don’t think all those compliments will go to their heads, do you?”


    “What of it? We have spread a little joy into their lives.” In their room, Véronique plopped onto the bed, her feet dangling over the side. Her mouth stretched open in a gaping yawn. “A long walk, a big breakfast, and I am ready to sleep again!”


    Joanna chuckled as she shrugged out of her sweater. “Shall I wake you in time for lunch?”


    “Please do.” Véronique kicked off her shoes. “Pull the shades, will you?”


    “My, but you’re bossy.” And the best friend Joanna had ever known. She couldn’t help being thankful her companion had insisted on coming along on this pilgrimage. Véronique’s pragmatism provided the perfect balance of strength and good cheer, exactly what Joanna had needed to survive the past year.


    Smiling over her shoulder, she went to the dresser to brush her windblown hair—only to be drawn up short at the sight of her brother’s letter. She should never have brought it along, and certainly wouldn’t have if the postman had not arrived with the mail at the same moment she and Véronique walked out the door of their Paris flat two days ago. Joanna had stuffed the letter in her handbag, intending to read it once they’d settled into a room at the pension, but then she’d talked herself out of it.


    More than once.


    Now she’d run out of excuses. A glance at Véronique revealed she’d drifted off to dreamland. Honestly, the girl could sleep hanging from her toes in a rainstorm with a locomotive thundering past. Joanna wished she could nod off half so easily. Unfortunately, she’d been cursed with a brain that didn’t know when to shut itself down at the end of a busy day.


    And now she knew her mind wouldn’t rest until she’d opened Jack’s letter and filled herself in on the latest doings back in Hot Springs, Arkansas. Bracing herself for another onslaught of her brother’s pleas for her to come home, she sank onto the bed by the window and tore open the envelope.


    * * *


    Hot Springs, Arkansas


    “Of course I’m happy for you, Clare.” Thomas Ballard willed his mouth into what he hoped passed for a congratulatory smile and fought to ignore the twinge between his shoulder blades. “You and Elliott have been wanting to start a family ever since the war ended. It’s just—”


    “I know, sir.” The Arlington Hotel’s blushing switchboard operator leaned forward and rested one hand on Thomas’s desk. “I hate leaving you in a bind just when the busy winter season begins, but I simply wouldn’t feel right about continuing to work after I’m . . . you know . . .” If her plump cheeks turned any redder, she could pass them off as ripe tomatoes.


    Thomas suspected his own face had taken on a crimson hue. All this talk of babies and delivery dates made him extremely uncomfortable.


    Not to mention envious. Happily married couples surrounded Thomas these days—radiant sweethearts who would probably soon be starting families of their own.


    He cleared his throat and forced his attention to the matter at hand. Consulting a calendar, he counted off weeks. “Would you be amenable to staying on through Thanksgiving? I don’t see how I can find and train a replacement much before then.”


    Clare pursed her lips. “I’ll be nearly five months along.”


    “Perhaps you could . . .” With flicking fingers, Thomas motioned vaguely toward her attire.


    “Wear something loose?” An acquiescent sigh hissed between her clenched teeth. “I suppose, so long as morning sickness doesn’t do me in first.” As if to prove her point, she covered her mouth to suppress a tiny burp.


    Thomas shoved the calendar aside, his own stomach feeling none too steady at the moment. “Let’s see how it goes, shall we? I’ll place an ad in the paper and hope for a quick response.”


    Clare thanked him and stood. “I’d best get back to the switchboard before Austin gets too many lines crossed.”


    As she exited the office, Thomas’s telephone rang. Grateful for anything to get his mind off this conversation, he snatched up the earpiece. “Thomas Ballard.”


    “Oops. Sorry, sir, I meant to ring housekeeping.”


    At the sound of the desk clerk’s flustered tone, Thomas suppressed a chuckle. “It’s all right, Austin. Clare’s on her way.”


    “Thank goodness! By the way, your mother telephoned. I told her you were in a meeting.”


    “Good thinking.” No time was a good time to take a call from Evelyn Ballard. “Did she leave a message?”


    “She asked me to remind you of your dinner engagement this evening at your brother’s.”


    “Thank you, Austin.” Hanging up, Thomas checked his watch. Still another hour before quitting time, but he dare not be late getting home. This dinner engagement was all his mother had talked about for several days. With Gilbert’s new bride, Mary, nursing him back to health after he’d been trampled by a horse, Mother had been sending meals out to the farm several times a week. This evening, however, they would deliver dinner in person, complete with Mother’s best china, silver, and stemware—a belated wedding celebration since the couple had married in the hospital and had yet to enjoy a proper honeymoon.


    The humor in all this was that Thomas’s mother rarely set foot in her own kitchen other than to instruct Marguerite concerning the daily menu requests. Still, Mother’s display of goodwill toward Gilbert’s new bride boded well. Evelyn Ballard had resisted Gilbert’s relationship with army nurse Mary McClarney with every ounce of her society-minded, blue-blooded bias.


    Nor had Mother been especially kind to Gilbert’s German-born housekeeper. After rescuing the widowed and destitute Katrina Frederick from near-starvation, Gilbert had purchased her farm and then graciously provided the woman with permanent living quarters in exchange for both her farming expertise and household management skills. Mrs. Frederick, as Thomas well knew from boyhood days playing with the Frederick children, was an excellent cook and more than capable of tending to Gilbert and Mary’s needs. Thus, Thomas could only hope his mother’s recent benevolence was in truth an act of atonement.


    Thomas’s telephone jangled again. Startled out of his thoughts, he lifted the earpiece and muttered a gruff greeting.


    “Sorry to bother you again, sir,” Austin, the front desk clerk, said. “Jack Trapp is here delivering the order from Kendall Pottery, and he’d like a moment if you’re free.”


    “Certainly. Send him in.” Clicking off, Thomas shuffled papers around his desk until he found the Kendall Pottery purchase order. Jack surely wouldn’t be expecting a check already. Usually Mr. Kendall billed the hotel at the end of the month.


    The office door creaked open and Jack stepped in, smoothing an unruly blond curl off his forehead. “Hope this isn’t a bad time.”


    “Not at all.” Thomas stood and reached across the desk to shake Jack’s hand. “We aren’t late with a payment, are we?”


    Puzzlement flickered in Jack’s eyes. “No, it’s just . . .” He released a slow sigh. “I know my grandmother sent a note right after the funeral, but I’ve been meaning to thank you in person for sending the flowers. Mama would have loved them.”


    “I wish I could have done more.” Remorse formed a knot in Thomas’s stomach. Here he’d been worried about staffing issues and invoices while Jack and his little sister grieved the loss of their mother. “How is Lily holding up?”


    “Not so good, I’m afraid. Grandmother is at her wit’s end.” Collapsing into the nearest chair, Jack knotted his hands between his knees and drew a ragged breath. “We knew Mama was tired and despondent—even more so after Dad died last year—but I never thought her health would decline so rapidly.” His voice broke, and he looked away with a sniff.


    Thomas swallowed hard to see such agony in his friend’s face. Coming around the desk, he took the chair next to Jack’s and wordlessly patted his shoulder. How did you comfort someone over such a difficult and unanticipated loss? Mrs. Trapp’s obituary had tactfully alluded to what her family and closest friends believed: The grieving widow and beloved mother of three has at last escaped the bonds of this earth and found the peace she sought, joining her recently departed husband in the heavenly choir.


    Giving Jack a few moments to compose himself, Thomas filled one of the water glasses on the corner of his desk and pressed it into Jack’s hands. “Any word from Joanna?”


    “Nothing yet, but hard telling when my letter would have reached her.”


    Thomas furrowed his brow. “You didn’t send a telegram?”


    “I should have, I know, but how could I tell her in a few short words that our mother died of a broken heart?” Jack’s mouth twisted into a grimace, and he blew out a noisy sigh. “Joanna would never have made it home in time for the funeral anyway, and writing it all out in a letter made it easier to break the news.”


    “But still . . . don’t you think she’d have wanted to know?”


    “You obviously don’t know Joanna.”


    Thomas had to admit he didn’t know her well. Joanna had been a year behind him in school, and not particularly sociable. He did remember she’d had a rebellious streak. “So Joanna and your mother didn’t get along?”


    “They were always at odds.” Jack took a sip of water then set the glass on the desk. He rubbed his palms up and down his pant legs. “Mama never could understand why Joanna wanted to go away to college. Then to choose career over family—and this whole business of enlisting with the Signal Corps.”


    “It had to be hard on your mother, having both you and your sister over in France with the war raging.”


    “Equally hard on Lily, especially after Dad died. At least I made it home soon after. Lily was only fourteen then, not an age when a girl needs to be burdened with her mother’s . . .”


    The unspoken reference to Mrs. Trapp’s emotional instability hung between them. Thomas sat straighter, nervous fingers gripping the chair arms while he tried to think of something helpful to say. People simply didn’t speak of psychiatric disorders in polite society, although the term shell shock had certainly come into common usage as soldiers fighting in the Great War came face-to-face with battlefield carnage. Thomas had seen such mental anguish firsthand while his brother, Gilbert, recovered from war wounds. Gilbert’s friend Samuel, an army chaplain, had barely survived his own emotional trauma.


    But a young girl losing her mother to mental illness? And not just in death but one painful day at a time through worsening bouts of depression. No wonder Lily Trapp was so troubled. Rumors abounded among their congregants at Ouachita Fellowship—Lily caught smoking behind the school building, filching the latest issue of Harper’s Bazaar off the Schneck’s Drugstore magazine rack, locking lips with the star of the high school football team.


    Jack rose abruptly, clearing his throat. “Look at the time, will you? Mr. Kendall will wonder if I got lost en route.”


    Following Jack to the door, Thomas halted him with a touch on the elbow. “If there’s anything I can do . . .”


    “Just pray Joanna comes to her senses and gets herself home where she belongs.”


    * * *


    “Three weeks. She’s been dead three weeks and I didn’t know!” The wind in Joanna’s face whipped the words from her mouth even as she spoke them. Why hadn’t Jack wired her immediately?


    Véronique shrieked a French curse when the motorcycle bounced over a pothole and nearly tossed her out of the sidecar. “Slow down at once, or your mother will be greeting the two of us at Saint Peter’s gates before this day ends!”


    Reluctantly, Joanna eased back on the Indian’s throttle. She’d been battling an unholy mix of anger and grief since reading Jack’s letter yesterday. She could forgive him for wanting to explain everything in a lengthy letter, but how could their mother have simply given up like this—on her children, on herself? Such weakness, such utter self-absorption, made Joanna want to scream.


    The bottom line is I can’t raise Lily alone, Jack had written. Please come home, Joanna. If not for me, then for your little sister. She needs you.


    Their grandmother had come to stay temporarily, but she was getting up in years, and Joanna couldn’t imagine her coping with a difficult adolescent without risking her own health.


    So now, going against every conviction she held, every plan she’d made for life on her terms, Joanna had no choice but to return to Paris, pack her things, and book passage on the next ship bound for the States.


    Véronique tapped her arm, then pointed up ahead. “A village—let’s stop for lunch. I’m starved.”


    Tasting grit between her teeth, Joanna realized her thirst. Why she was in such a hurry to begin the dreaded journey home, she had no idea—except she couldn’t help worrying about Lily. Jack was a wonderful brother and a hard worker, but how could he know anything about the needs of a fifteen-year-old?


    Shutting off the engine in front of a roadside café, Joanna climbed from the motorcycle seat. Her body still thrummed from road vibrations as she offered a hand to Véronique in the sidecar. She avoided her friend’s annoyed glare as they both tugged off their goggles. “We should wash up before we eat. I’m sure I look as awful as you.”


    “I am certain you look much, much worse.” Using the tail of her scarf, Véronique scrubbed at the road dust coating her cheeks and forehead. With a huff, she marched into the café. “I cannot wait to get home and take a long, hot bath.”


    By the time they’d freshened up in the toilettes and had eaten their fill of ratatouille and brown bread, tempers had eased. Seated at a small table on the veranda, Joanna waved away cigarette smoke drifting toward them from nearby diners. She gazed up the narrow village street at buildings scarred by bullets and shellfire. Again she wondered if France would ever recover.


    “So sad,” Véronique said as if reading her thoughts. “You Americans are lucky. You can go home to things as they were. The French must live with war’s reminders every day.”


    Joanna slid her eyes shut. An image of Walter vaulting out of the trench at Blanc Mont Ridge wavered behind her lids. “Over a hundred thousand Americans dead, twice as many wounded, and we’re lucky?”


    “Forgive me, I know full well what the Americans sacrificed for us. But remember, the French were fighting for almost three years before your President Wilson brought the United States into the war.” Heaving a shaky breath, Véronique brushed wetness from her cheek. “France lost over a million of her sons, brothers, husbands, fathers.”


    “I know. . . . I know.” Joanna reached for her friend’s hand. “Let’s not argue, okay?”


    “Mais non—of course not. You are leaving soon, and it breaks my heart!”


    Joanna’s throat shifted as she swallowed unshed tears. “You could come with me.”


    Véronique shook her head. “I could never leave France. This is my home.”


    “Mine, too, now.” Blinking rapidly, Joanna looked away.


    “No, ma chère, your home is with your family. They need you far more than you are needed here.”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    Why should I go with you?” Lily Trapp stomped across the kitchen, feeling every jolt from her soles to her eyebrows. She dropped her schoolbooks onto the table with a thud. “I hardly even know Joanna. I was just a little kid when she went off to college.”


    “You’re still just a little kid,” her brother snapped. “Or at least you act like one. And you’re going with me to meet the train whether you like it or not. Now get yourself out to the car this second before I toss you over my shoulder and wallop you good.”


    “I’d like to see you try!” Even so, Lily didn’t trust the look blazing in Jack’s eyes. She flounced out the back door with just enough sass in her step to let him know he couldn’t boss her around so easily.


    It was the second time in a week they’d made the trip to the depot. Too bad Grandmother couldn’t stay longer, or maybe Jack wouldn’t have been so anxious for Joanna to come home. For goodness’ sake, Lily was fifteen years old. She did not need a babysitter. Much less both her older brother and their sister running her life.


    Just as she yanked open the passenger door, someone called Jack’s name. She looked up to see their neighbor Mrs. Kendall crossing the street.


    The dark-haired woman smiled sweetly as she approached. “So today’s the day?”


    Jack turned, standing in the open driver’s-side door. “Sure is, Mrs. K. We’re just leaving to meet Joanna’s train.”


    “You’ll have your hands full getting your sister settled after her long trip, not to mention she’ll be exhausted.” Mrs. Kendall stepped up next to Lily and tucked her arm around her waist. “Why don’t you all come over for supper later? I baked a cherry pie this morning, and I have a savory pot roast in the oven.”


    “Very kind of you.” Over the roof of the car, Jack offered a relieved smile. “We should be home in an hour or so, provided the train’s on time.”


    “Perfect. And I wonder . . .” Mrs. Kendall smoothed one of Lily’s curls off her shoulder. “Maybe you’d leave Lily here with me. I could use her help setting the table and such, and I imagine Lily has school assignments she should finish for tomorrow. We could have it all wrapped up before you return with Joanna.”


    Lily shot Jack a hopeful glance. “That’s a great idea, don’t you think? And you’ll have more room in the car for Joanna’s stuff. I bet she’s bringing tons of luggage.”


    Jack’s jaw worked. He glared at Lily through narrowed eyes. Finally, he said, “Okay, but you mind your manners. And no dallying with your homework.”


    Muting a grateful sigh, Lily slammed the car door. “I’ll get my schoolbooks and be right there,” she told Mrs. Kendall before darting into the house. By the time she’d gathered her books and pulled the kitchen door shut behind her, Jack had backed out of the driveway. He cast her another warning glare through the windscreen before turning up the street.


    Catching up with Mrs. Kendall on her front porch, Lily heaved a groan. “Thanks for saving me, Mrs. K. I did not want to go with Jack to the depot.”


    The woman gave her a peculiar frown. “I didn’t do this for you, dear. I did it for Joanna. The last thing your sister needs after her long journey is to deal with you and Jack arguing like rabid cats and dogs.” When Lily’s mouth dropped open, Mrs. Kendall continued, “Don’t look so surprised. Why, the entire neighborhood can surely hear the bickering when you leave for school each morning.”


    “But Jack is so—”


    “Jack is doing his best to take care of you.” Mrs. Kendall ushered Lily through the front door. “Now sit yourself down at the kitchen table and start on your schoolwork while I finish with supper.”


    “But I—”


    Lifting one eyebrow, Mrs. Kendall silently pointed toward the kitchen.


    Lily lowered her gaze and hugged her books to her chest as she trudged past the staircase. Even before she entered the Kendalls’ warm, welcoming kitchen, the tantalizing aroma of pot roast and potatoes teased her nostrils. Mama had never been much of a cook, and since Grandmother left, Lily and Jack had been subsisting on leftovers. It would be wonderful to taste a hot, home-cooked meal again.


    Even more wonderful would have been having a mother like Mrs. Kendall. Now the best Lily could hope for was that Joanna would stay only long enough to help dispose of their mother’s things and then go back to France where she belonged.


    Because a bossy big sister was the last thing Lily Trapp needed in her life.


    * * *


    “No, Austin, this is still Thomas Ballard, not the maintenance department.”


    “Sorry, sir. I keep getting these blasted lines crossed.” With a frustrated groan, the desk clerk clicked off.


    Frustrated, too, Thomas slammed down his telephone earpiece. Clare had been out with morning sickness more days than she’d reported to work the past couple of weeks. Unfortunately, Thomas’s only part-time switchboard operator wasn’t interested in increasing her hours, and his employment ads hadn’t brought in many promising applicants for the full-time position. Either they didn’t have the necessary experience, or they weren’t willing to work the late shift. Thomas had already promised the day shift to Lillian Zongrone, next in line in seniority.


    He shoved his chair away from the desk and raked stiff fingers along his temples. Maybe he’d been too quick to wean himself off the Camels his mother detested, because he sure could use a smoke right now. Before he bit someone else’s head off, maybe he should get out of the office and walk off some of his annoyance. Donning his gray suit coat, he strode to the outer office and informed his secretary he’d be back in an hour.


    Five minutes later, he strolled the magnolia-lined walkway along Bathhouse Row. Rolling stiff shoulders, he found himself sorely tempted to stop in at the Fordyce and ask for a massage appointment. Except afterward he’d never convince himself to return to the office, and, like it or not, he still had plenty to do.


    Across the street, a shopper exited Annemarie Vickary’s ceramics shop. Bearing a carefully wrapped vase-shaped package, the gentleman wore a triumphant grin. Another satisfied customer, no doubt. The daughter of pottery factory owner Joseph Kendall, Annemarie had quite the reputation around town for her artistic creations.


    Annemarie also would have been Thomas’s sister-in-law if his brother hadn’t gone half-mad after the war and broken things off with her. Now she was happily married to U.S. Army chaplain Samuel Vickary, but Thomas still thought of her as the sister he never had. Maybe he’d pop in and say hello.


    Dodging traffic, he darted across Central Avenue and leapt to the sidewalk in time to avoid a passing trolley. As he pushed open the shop door, a tiny brass bell tinkled.


    Annemarie looked up from wrapping a package, her smile spreading wide. “Thomas, what a nice surprise!”


    He glanced around the shop, noticing several vacant spaces on the display shelves. “Business must be good.”


    “It seems some of my customers have started their Christmas shopping early. I also have a number of special orders to fill.” Annemarie nestled the wrapped piece in a small wooden crate and set it behind the counter. “Sam won’t be happy I’ve accepted all this extra work . . . especially now.” Her smile softened into a blushing sigh.


    “Oh, no. Don’t tell me—”


    “It’s true. We’ll have a new addition to our family in about six months.”


    “Annemarie, how wonderful.” Thomas edged around the counter to wrap her in a brotherly hug. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think there was something in the water.”


    Leaning away, Annemarie cast him a curious look. “Not Gilbert and Mary . . .”


    “Not that I know of, anyway. Besides, Gil’s still healing. I don’t think they—I mean—” Heat suffused his face. Giving a nervous chuckle, he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Actually, I was talking about Clare, my switchboard operator at the hotel. She gave notice a couple of weeks ago.” He described his difficulties finding a suitable replacement.


    Touching one finger to her chin, Annemarie pressed her lips together. “You know Joanna Trapp put herself through college working as a telephone operator. It’s one reason she was accepted so quickly into the Army Signal Corps.”


    “I hadn’t thought of Joanna.” A spark of hope ignited in Thomas’s chest. “Do you suppose she’ll be looking for work while she’s in town?”


    Annemarie snatched up a feather duster then marched to the display in the front window. Arching a brow, she paused and turned toward Thomas. “I suspect Joanna’s the kind of woman who wouldn’t be satisfied to not be working.”


    * * *


    Hot Springs, Arkansas. A cosmopolitan city, to be sure, but it wasn’t Paris.


    Reeling with exhaustion, Joanna tugged her valise from the overhead rack and worked her way down the aisle. Nearly two weeks aboard ship for the Atlantic crossing had allowed her body to adjust to the time difference, but lazing about the ocean liner had proved a boring waste of time and intellect. It hadn’t taken her long to miss the challenges she’d left behind as part of the effort to improve conditions in postwar France.


    Now, all she had to look forward to was riding herd over a balky teen—a daunting challenge in itself.


    Just not the kind Joanna felt remotely qualified to take on.


    Stepping to the platform, she scanned the area in search of her brother’s blond head. Had he changed much since his war service? The last time she’d seen Jack was the summer of 1917 when his unit, among the first to be deployed, passed through New York on their way overseas. Though Joanna had joined the Army Signal Corps less than a year later and shipped off to France as well, their paths never crossed. Their only contact had been through letters and the one time they happened to connect by telephone when Jack placed a call from his commanding officer to General Pershing.


    Hearing her little brother’s voice had brought a lump to her throat, and for a moment it was as if she’d forgotten how to work a switchboard—until her supervisor stepped up behind her with a firm but quiet reprimand.


    “Joanna! Over here!”


    She snapped out of her reverie to see Jack striding across the platform. Offering a tentative wave, she firmed her grip on the valise and started toward him. “Hey, little brother!”


    A second later, she struggled for breath in Jack’s stranglehold of a hug. “I’ve missed you, sis! Good to have you home at last.”


    The valise slipped from her grasp, and she wrapped both arms around her brother’s neck. After so many months of knowing him only through letters, she couldn’t stifle her amazement at how wonderfully solid and real he felt. An unexpected knot formed in her chest. While her heart shouted with joy to know they’d both survived the war, all she could force from her trembling lips was, “I’ve missed you, too.”


    Reluctantly, she eased from Jack’s embrace. Straightening the jacket of her traveling suit with one hand and smoothing her hair into place with the other, she stepped back for a better look at her brother. She tilted her head and smiled appraisingly. “You look . . . good. Definitely more mature.”


    Jack’s lips twisted. “I’d be surprised if I wasn’t sporting a gray hair or two, the way things have been going lately. If you hadn’t come home—”


    She silenced him with an upraised palm. “Hot Springs is your home, not mine.”


    “Don’t say that, Joanna. Dad’s gone, and now Mama, too. You, me, and Lily—we’re all that’s left. We need each other.”


    The desperation in his eyes pierced Joanna’s heart. How could she tell him she intended to return to France at the earliest possible opportunity?


    Instead, she squared her shoulders and reached for her valise. “Well, I’m here now, so shouldn’t we be on our way? And where is our little sister? Didn’t she come along?”


    “Long story.” Jack reached for Joanna’s valise. “Here, let me put this in the car while we wait for the rest of your luggage.”


    “Um, that’s all I brought.”


    He narrowed one eye. “You aren’t serious.”


    “You were expecting a frivolous female with scads of trunks and travel cases? Please!” Then, remembering, Joanna glanced over her shoulder toward the rear of the train. “I did bring my Indian, however.”


    “Your . . . Indian.” Jack cocked his head. “I’m sure you can’t mean an actual Indian, as in a gentleman from Bombay.”


    “No, silly! I’m talking about my motorcycle.”


    Drawing a hand down his face, Jack uttered a weak laugh. “I should have known.”


    “I wasn’t about to leave it in France. Besides, I’ll need my own transportation while I’m here.” Joanna marched off in search of a porter while Jack stumbled to keep up. “We’ll have to come back for it after we pick up some gasoline. I had to empty the tank for transport.”


    After tipping the porter with instructions to keep an eye on her motorcycle until they returned, Joanna followed Jack to the street. A moment of nostalgia hit her when she recognized the 1915 Dodge Touring Car her father had boasted about in his letters. It felt strange to see the car for the first time, knowing both her parents were gone.


    When Jack held the door for her, she shook off her gloomy thoughts and cast him a disparaging glance. “I’m not helpless, you know.”


    “Independent as ever, aren’t you?”


    “More so.” She climbed into the passenger seat and yanked the door out of his grip.


    Once Jack started the engine and aimed the car toward downtown, Joanna succumbed to the fatigue she’d been fighting all day. The padded leather seat seemed to mold to her body, inviting her to slide lower and rest her head. She hardly noticed when Jack pulled into a filling station, then barely opened her eyes as he asked the attendant to fill a gasoline can.


    After setting the can on the floor behind the seat, Jack nudged her arm. “You’re in no shape to be driving anywhere. What do you say we leave your motorcycle at the depot until tomorrow?”


    “Mmm, good idea.” Joanna shifted, her nose wrinkling at the acrid fuel smell filling the car. She curled her hands beneath her cheek and didn’t know another thing until Jack woke her in their driveway.


    “We’re here, Jo. Time to put on your ‘big sister’ hat.”


    She sat up, groaned, and wished she could board the next train back to New York.


    * * *


    Yawning, Joanna trudged to the stove to refill her coffee mug. Sleeping in her old room last night had felt strange, while also strangely . . . comfortable. She’d never expected to find the room still unchanged since she’d left for New York eight years ago to begin her college education at Barnard. Had Mama been so sentimental?


    More likely, she simply hadn’t put forth the effort.


    In fact, everything about the Trapp family home seemed frozen in time. Same cabbage rose wallpaper in the kitchen, same faded upholstery in the parlor, same gouge in the wall going up the stairs where in a fit of temper Joanna had hurled Mama’s favorite blue Delft vase and smashed it into a thousand pieces.


    She closed her eyes, remembering the ugly scene as if it were yesterday.


    “You couldn’t be bothered, could you? Couldn’t drag yourself out of bed long enough to see me receive my medal. I’m the smartest math student in my class, and you don’t even care!”


    “I’m sorry, Jo, truly I am.” Face blotchy and swollen, Mama clutched her robe with a knotted fist. “Next time, I promise—”


    “That’s what you always say, and nothing changes! I hate you, Mama!”


    Wincing, Joanna heard all over again the shatter of porcelain and wished she could take back her spiteful response. As a girl, she hadn’t understood how sick her mother was. As a young woman striving to make her own way in the world, she hadn’t wanted to care.


    Now, she had no choice. Somehow she had to make things right for Lily, because she couldn’t bear the thought of her little sister growing up bitter and angry over their mother’s final act of betrayal. Because, intentional or not, that’s what it was. For her children’s sake, if for no other reason, why couldn’t Stella Trapp have resisted despondency and fought harder to live?


    The scuff of shoe leather across the floor drew Joanna’s attention to the kitchen door. Gripping her coffee mug, she propped a hip against the counter. “Good morning, Lily. Sleep well?”


    “Not especially. Hard to sleep with strangers in the house.” The girl slogged to the icebox and pulled out the milk jug. “Where’s Jack?”


    Swallowing a sharp retort along with a much needed gulp of hot coffee, Joanna reminded herself she hadn’t been much more congenial at age fifteen. “He already left for the factory. He walked, though, so I have the car to drive you to school.”


    “Fine, but we have to leave in ten minutes. What’s for breakfast?”


    “How about toast and eggs? It won’t take long—”


    “I don’t like eggs.”


    “Then what do you usually eat?”


    “Kellogg’s Corn Flakes. But we ran out yesterday. You need to go to the market.”


    Joanna drew a long, slow breath. She set her mug on the counter and locked her arms across her abdomen. “I shall be glad to do the marketing, just as soon as I figure out what we need. In case you’ve forgotten, I only arrived yesterday.”


    Lily muttered something unintelligible as she poured herself a glass of milk, which she slurped noisily while gathering up the schoolbooks and papers she’d left scattered across the kitchen table. At supper last evening, Mrs. Kendall had warned Jack and Joanna that Lily still had assignments to complete. From the looks of things, a lesson or two might still remain unfinished.


    Well, Rome wasn’t built in a day, as the old saying went. Clearly, Joanna had a long, hard road ahead with her little sister. The mere thought of the struggle she faced was enough to drive her to her knees in prayer.


    Almost, anyway. Joanna and God weren’t exactly on speaking terms.


    Leaving Lily to clean up after herself, Joanna hurried upstairs to dress. Her beige traveling suit was a wrinkled mess, despite her draping it across a chair overnight. She tugged the skirt on anyway, along with a clean white blouse from her valise. It would have to do until she could wash out a few things.


    Afterward, she ushered Lily out to the car, but the moment she opened her door, the biting odor of gasoline assaulted her.


    “Ewww!” Lily peered into the backseat. “What’s that doing in here?”


    “It’s for my motorcycle. I have to pick it up at the depot later.”


    Lily’s brows shot up. “You have a motorcycle?”


    At her sister’s awestruck tone, Joanna resisted a smug smile. “I bought it from an army sergeant in France after the war ended.”


    “Will you teach me to drive it?”


    “We’ll see.” Joanna slanted Lily a wry glance. “If you can keep your grades up and show me you can be responsible.”


    Lily’s mouth flattened as she slammed her door and faced forward in the passenger seat. Behind those troubled brown eyes, Joanna glimpsed a flicker of adventure and knew she’d taken the first step toward building a bond with her sister.


    Maybe . . . somehow . . . it would help to make amends for the mistakes she’d made in France.
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    On Sunday morning, Thomas almost talked himself out of getting up for church. With Clare’s frequent absences, keeping the hotel switchboard covered had nudged him to the edge of exhaustion. Last night, he’d taken it upon himself to work the late shift to give his other two operators what relief he could. He’d have to hire someone soon, or both those ladies would quit on him as well.


    Annemarie’s suggestion about Joanna Trapp had certainly played on his mind, but he didn’t want to seem pushy. She’d been home only a few days and needed time with her family during this period of mourning.


    However, the Trapps would most likely be at worship today, which might present the ideal opportunity to personally express his condolences to Joanna . . . and perhaps inquire whether she had any interest in securing employment.


    Showered, shaved, and dressed, Thomas arrived downstairs in time to gulp a quick cup of coffee before rushing out the door—but not before Marguerite snagged him long enough to straighten his tie and plaster the cowlick at his temple with a dampened fingertip.


    “Bad enough you slept through breakfast, but I’ll be switched if I’ll send you off to church lookin’ like you just tumbled out of bed—even if it’s the truth!”


    With a roll of his eyes, Thomas planted a kiss on the housekeeper’s brown cheek. “Say a prayer for me, Marguerite. If things go the way I’m hoping, by next weekend I’ll be all caught up on my sleep.”


    He stepped through the doors at Ouachita Fellowship as the congregation sang the opening hymn. Squeezing in next to his mother, he tugged a hymnal from the rack while joining in with the final lines of the third stanza: “Nor doubt our inmost wants are known/To Him who chose us for His own.”


    In fact, every verse of the hymn “Leave God to Order All Thy Ways” spoke a reminder to Thomas’s heart that all this anxiety over hotel staffing issues was best laid at the feet of the Lord. Even if it turned out Joanna Trapp wasn’t interested in coming to work for him, he wouldn’t regret making the effort to get himself to church. He may not be the most faithful or pious among his peers, but he had only to look as far as at his own brother to witness God’s amazing power to change lives.


    As the last chord faded and the congregation took their seats for the reading of the epistle lesson, Thomas released a calming breath and allowed his glance to roam the sanctuary. Across the aisle and two rows up, Jack Trapp sat at the end of the pew, one arm draped behind the slim shoulders of his younger sister, Lily. She sat stiff and straight, eyes downcast as if she’d rather be anywhere than seated next to her brother in church.


    Looking past Lily, Thomas found his gaze riveted by a woman with hair the color of Marguerite’s homemade lemon butter. Stray tendrils escaped a haphazard bun and tickled her neck. But even with the awkward crease ironed into the collar of her beige suit, instead of appearing careless, the effect was somehow charming.


    When the woman turned her head to glance at Lily, Thomas immediately recognized Joanna, and his heart somersaulted. Stunned and embarrassed by the unexpected reaction, he shifted. His hymnal slid to the wood floor with a thunderous clap.


    Everyone around him flinched, and for the space of three long seconds the sanctuary went utterly silent. Then from the pulpit, Pastor Yarborough fixed Thomas with a crooked grin before proclaiming, “Thus spake the Lord!”


    While the titters died down, Thomas hid his burning face behind a Sunday bulletin, but he couldn’t resist another peek in Joanna’s direction. When he caught her looking his way with a tiny smirk skewing her lips, he wished he could crawl beneath the pew and hide—and possibly would have if his mother hadn’t elbowed him in the ribs.


    “Whatever are you doing, son?” Her raspy whisper hissed in his ear. “Not only are you late for worship, but you’re fidgeting like a two-year-old. Do sit still and pay attention.”


    “Sorry, Mother.” Thomas lowered the bulletin and faced forward. He rose with the rest of the congregation as Pastor Yarborough announced the reading of the gospel.


    “Ah, I see the problem,” his mother murmured with a tug on his coat sleeve. She tipped her head toward Joanna Trapp. “You’d best steer clear of her, young man. I hear she’s another of those suffragists. Women fighting for the vote, then going off to war to do what only men were meant to do—”


    The gentleman seated in front of them turned with a glower and a finger to his lips. “Madam, if you please!”


    Laying a hand on his mother’s arm, Thomas cast the man an apologetic smile. So much for those moments of peace. And he wasn’t about to engage his mother in an argument over women’s rights—in church or anywhere else. She may have mellowed slightly in her attitude toward Gilbert’s new bride, but Thomas doubted his mother would ever change her opinion of women in the workplace.


    When the service ended—an eternity later, so it seemed—Thomas escorted his mother from the pew and sent her off to greet her bevy of society friends. He hung back to shake the hand of a business acquaintance or two while discreetly watching for the Trapps to come his way.


    Distracted by a friend asking about Gilbert and Mary, Thomas swung around in surprise when someone tapped his shoulder. The luminous brown eyes smiling up at him made him choke on the friendly hello he couldn’t seem to get past his lips.


    “Thomas Ballard. I’d recognize you anywhere.” Joanna Trapp tilted her head appreciatively. “Taller than I remembered, but you’ve filled out nicely from the skinny kid I recall from high school. Apparently you recovered from your run-in with the backboard.”


    Self-consciously Thomas reached up to massage the tiny scar in his left eyebrow. “You remember, do you?”


    “How could I forget? Only seconds to go in the game, and you miraculously stole the ball and made a mad dash for the basket. You were totally in the clear, and all you had to do was shoot. But no—”


    “Please, spare me.” Thomas waved his hand, a chuckle dying in his throat. “I’d just as soon forget my unfortunate attempt at a jump shot. I wish you would, too.”


    “It must have been something to see!” Jack gave Joanna a playful slug in the arm. “But, of course, my snooty sister would never have thought of taking her little brother to a basketball game.”


    Joanna leaned closer, peering up at Thomas’s eyebrow. “How many stitches did you end up getting?”


    He caught a whiff of coconut-scented shampoo. “Just three. But it bled like crazy.”


    Behind Jack, Lily folded her arms and breathed an annoyed sigh. “Can we go home now? I’m hungry.”


    Eyes darkening, Joanna whirled to face her sister. Her voice dropped to a whispered warning. “What have I told you about your attitude? Rudeness will not be tolerated.”


    Lily took a minuscule step backward and Thomas wanted to do the same. Clearly, Joanna’s time spent in service to her country had only sharpened her assertiveness.


    “Excuse us, will you?” With a disgusted frown, Jack hooked an arm around Lily’s shoulder and ushered her firmly toward the narthex.
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