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			War was up close now and personal. A young woman was on the run, breathing hard… sick of this stupid war… and way too tired to keep running. 

			Sunlight streamed through the forest canopy, its rays burrowing into the decaying leaves and mounds of mosses. She would have appreciated the loveliness of the forest, but the need for a frantic escape was all she could manage. She paused to rub cramping legs and get some air in her lungs.

			She knew there was no way to outrun the men pursuing her. As a child she could run forever, but not today. She stopped and bent over, her tangled hair hanging in a mass almost down to her sturdy shoes, her breathing ragged, her lungs struggling, knowing these were the least of her worries.

			The thud of heavy boots sent a new surge of stamina, and she was back on the run, crashing through underbrush, around trees, over roots. She ran for her life, her thoughts panicked as German shouts came near, knowing she wasn’t as invincible as she pretended to be.

			Merde, these Nazi pigs calling themselves civilized. It’s 1940, for God’s sake. How have I let my life become so twisted around?

			Tree trunks blurred past, presenting their own threats to her safety. Thorns grabbed at her clothes and vines slashed her face and hands, leaving drops of blood trailing on the forest floor.

			Could fear kill her? That would be ironic, but she almost wished it would. As blood whooshed in her ears, she heard a German sentry’s command: Halt, oder ich schiesse!

			She might not understand the guttural words the guard spat, but the man’s intent was clear. Keep running, and he would shoot her. But run she did, and she didn’t stop. She knew the alternative: torture, maybe rape, and then she would be shot. Stop running and the outcome was certain—she would be dead.

			She pushed off with the last of her reserves, ducking and weaving through tangled woods, her muscles on fire.

			Though not the speedy youngster she’d once been, she still had strength in her long legs. Her life depended on what speed she could muster. Salty sweat burning her eyes, her vision cloudy, she kept reminding herself how fast she’d once been able to run. Just ask old New Orleans playmates.

			She skidded to a sudden stop at the rim of a deep coulée, a ravine, windmilling her arms for balance, teetering as the ground under her feet crumbled. The gap was too wide to jump across. The woman wavered, knowing she was a perfect target. She could hear a Nazi guard’s footsteps close in behind her.

			She heard a metallic click. During weeks of secret training with the French Resistance she’d learned the sound of a gun’s safety disengaging. He was ready to shoot her. There would be no more warnings.

			The back of her neck itched, prepared for a lethal bullet. Fear overwhelmed her. She’d never been so helpless. 

			But loose soil cascaded beneath her feet and she tumbled with it, her stomach briefly left behind before falling with her body.

			Being shot was surprisingly painless. She’d heard the crack of rifle fire; the sentry could not have missed. She covered her head with her arms and tried to tuck into a ball as she fell.

			She caromed down the steep incline, hitting bushes and saplings, her legs and arms jounced free and fluttered like tattered rags. She grunted an oath as she spotted a sturdy tree ahead. 

			A glancing blow knocked her unconscious, her inert body rolling to a stop, still as death. Cushioned by a mat of fallen leaves, she lay at the bottom of the deep ravine, surrounded by the beautiful flaming colors of autumn.

			A second sentry caught up to the first and stood beside him. Peering down into the ravine, they spotted a barely visible body through the trees and bushes. The latecomer laughed and clapped the shooter on the shoulder, one young man complimenting another.

			The marksman was chagrined. “I didn’t know it was a woman until she stopped. I shot too soon. She was running as fast as a man.”

			Sure of the kill, the men returned to their patrol of a small Nazi stockade, regretting lost opportunities had they captured the fraulein alive.

			❈

			Hattie DeValcourt recalled the day she’d caught sight of Luke strolling down a mostly deserted cobbled street in Paris. It had been a mild and lovely June that awful summer of 1940.

			Although constantly homesick and yearning for her family and New Orleans, Hattie DuMond had become thoroughly Parisian after four years there. Now she wondered if she might not live to see them again.

			After graduating from Tulane University with a degree in biology in 1936, it had been an uphill battle to find a medical school that would accept her. Few women were admitted to American medical schools. It was not that medical schools didn’t accept women; they would, but only in the absence of qualified males. Men always moved to the head of the line and that was just the way it was.

			One admissions officer took her call, then laughingly suggested she try Paris. Oh, but of course, she’d have to speak French.

			Hattie checked into it. The Sorbonne in Paris was indeed a possibility—they accepted men and women. But could her family afford it, and would her undergraduate coursework, even with excellent grades, be good enough? All classes would be in French and there would be no allowance made for the language limitations of foreign students. The Sorbonne’s medical school was highly rated and gender-blind, its only qualifications aptitude and achievement.

			Much to Maman and Papa DuMond’s dismay, the Sorbonne had accepted Hattie into their medical program. And with generations of family from bilingual New Orleans, her adjustment in Paris would be to family separation and cultural differences, not language.

			When Hattie arrived in Paris in 1936, her female classmates introduced themselves and clucked over her appearance. Already shy in the company of cosmopolitan French girls, she was dismayed to be told she dressed like an American colonial, hopelessly at odds with the fashion sense of Parisian women.

			They took Hattie under their wing as their pet American girl—gradually introducing her to understated French elegance. Once that had been taken care of, the group was free to flutter along the pavements of Paris, like a chirping flock of black birds moving from one place to another.

			They pronounced her name, “Ha-tee,” and folded her into la rive gauche bohemian life, where she gained confidence and polish and began to bloom. By Hattie’s final semester, her talent for fun and her unaffected laughter had made her popular with both young women and young men—but none understood why such a pretty girl remained chaste.

			As a practical matter, nearly everything was acceptable by the laissez-faire policies of l’université created in 1257, long before Europeans had settled in North America. An American like Hattie found the Sorbonne ancient, of an age almost inconceivable.

			❈

			Magnolia-scented heavy vellum carried the words of the long letters Maman wrote to her daughter. Beautifully written in a disciplined hand, receiving one was a high point in the week for Hattie. Maman would describe her flowering garden and enclose water colorings. With each delightful letter, Hattie rediscovered her mother’s erudition and wit. She would stop reading just to press the pages to her heart for a moment, then read on of her brother’s escapades and romances. Hattie smiled each time, knowing this was not all Jack did, only what Maman knew about.

			It was in Maman’s letters that she learned of Maman’s concern for Papa’s occasional health challenges. Hattie understood Maman’s descriptions of his symptoms, and wished she were there to treat him. She believed she’d soon be home to do just that.

			But lately the tone of Maman’s most recent letters had changed. She and Papa had kept up with the news from Europe, and Germany’s aggression was making her frantic to get her daughter home. She begged Hattie to leave the Sorbonne and flee Europe before it was too late.

			Maman never wrote a word about Hattie’s estranged friend, Luke DeValcourt, and rarely mentioned Hattie’s fiancé, Karl Schmitzer, knowing Karl and Hattie kept in close touch. She did report Karl’s rare visits to their home, always commenting on his good looks.

			Before Hattie sailed off to France, she and Karl had announced their engagement as part of their long range plan. A plan, without Maman’s or Papa’s approval, that sounded just like the circumspect Karl, not something their Hattie would say on her own. The two lovebirds had agreed to set aside for now their passion and desire for a future together, in favor of completing their educations. Maman had said nothing, though it left a sour taste; she knew the plan as stated was completely at odds with Hattie’s usual way of thinking: They would complete their educations thousands of miles and an ocean apart; Karl would finish his law studies and Hattie would begin four years of medical school in Paris; She would receive her degree, return, and they would get married; and then they would live a happy life together. Karl’s plan, Maman thought. Not Hattie’s.

			Man proposes, God disposes, and fate had other plans in store.

			❈

			Blending in, invisible in the black clothing favored at the Sorbonne, Hattie sat with other students in a café. Sipping from a tiny cup of strong espresso, she listened to earnest discussions that boomeranged around the smoke-filled, crowded room.

			Most of the debaters were obsessing over Hitler’s increasing authoritarianism and aggression. They argued over what the Nazi invasions of Czechoslovakia and Poland might portend for France, with the borders of those countries not all that far away.

			A fellow speaking in a corner of the room was a friend of Hattie’s. He was a bit pompous, which she thought was likely compensating for some insecurity. Like the other debaters, he was still young, not much more than a boy. As he gestured with a nicotine-stained hand, noxious smoke spewed from his nose and mouth.

			“That invasion is the best thing that could happen to Poland.”

			It was a pronouncement, rather than a statement for discussion, and Hattie thought it ill-considered. Like some of the other students, his hygiene was questionable. Overall, he was very unattractive, even slightly repulsive, but Armand was Hattie’s friend and she liked his company.

			He pinched a worrisome speck of tobacco from his tongue and flicked it to the filthy floor to join dozens of cigarette butts lying there. Hattie grimaced, torn between amusement and slight disgust.

			Holding his lit cigarette between the tips of his thumb and forefinger, Armand sucked in more bitter Gauloises smoke, then exhaled it into the choking air. A dirty black beret sat at a rakish angle over his lank, dark hair. Black clothing and the pasty pallor of his skin gave his cadaverous body an otherworldly appearance.

			Having been born into an aristocratic French family, he believed the Poles needed a totalitarian government to lead them from serfdom into the modern age. He wasn’t the only man to believe that—many young Frenchmen applauded Hitler and his actions. “Hitler believes Polish serfs deserve an education and a structured life. What’s wrong with that? Maybe I should join the German army,” he was saying.

			Expatriate Hattie DuMond and others, though, were uncomfortable and concerned by Hitler’s unprovoked incursions into sovereign nations, especially those so near France. A strong foreboding, as if holding one’s breath, hung in the air, as France followed Switzerland’s example and declared neutrality. With a typical Gallic shrug, the government thought this simplistic political posture would insulate them from invasion or other threats to their sovereignty.

			So they believed.

			Hattie beckoned Armand over, and challenged her friend. “Comment? What do you mean, Armand? Those people were living quiet lives. They didn’t ask for change. Why should Hitler bother them?”

			She shivered, unable to imagine life under the restrictive Third Reich— skewered like the specimen bugs she had studied in the entomology lab.

			Armand, his head cocked to the side, enjoyed Hattie’s pretty shiver and considered the winsome girl. He decided not to assault her sentimental statement with an acerbic retort.

			Instead, he patted her hand, dismissive in a way she found insulting . Hattie’s freckles stood out on her flaming cheeks. Her eyes flashed, furious under her lowered lashes. His response was that of the typical Gallic male, demeaning and indifferent, and not at all like her American men friends at home.

			She wanted to punch Armand’s shoulder, but scraped her chair back from the table. The sound went unnoticed under the conversational rumble.

			“It’s like you think I don’t have good sense. So for a change, today you can pay for my coffee.”

			She stalked away, having flung those words over her shoulder, knowing it would hurt Armand where he lived—in his wallet. She slammed outside, smelling the stink of the café in her hair and clothes. She’d give a back tooth to talk to Maman right now, but that was impossible. She decided to buckle down and study for her final exams by going to a park.

			The pocket park was a lovely place. Its narrow entrance was guarded by a curlicued wrought iron fence. Through the gate, a twenty-five-foot stroll across slate slabs ended in a grassy square that accommodated three large chestnut trees, each casting shade over its own wrought iron bench. In front of the benches, there were bare patches, evidence that the park was well used.

			Hattie had the park all to herself today. An early exodus from the Sorbonne and, indeed, from all of Paris had begun, not for the annual summer holiday but from widespread certainty that Paris would be Hitler’s next stop.

			Opening her scuffed leather satchel, she pulled out a text on skeletal structure. Hattie had studying left to do, and finals were right around the corner. At this point in her studies, she was making hospital rounds and treating patients, but she was always on the lookout for the tiniest new details to absorb.

			Studying was difficult, now that she was as anxious as her parents about the dangerous political climate, but she couldn’t leave yet. Graduation was in May, in only two weeks. Hattie frowned in thought. Just get past my exams and I’ll have one of the Sorbonne’s enviable ‘gold-plated’ medical degrees.

			Hattie hadn’t heard back from her professor. She had requested a meeting to beg permission to take the final exams early. If he agreed, she could skip the ceremony and take her diploma on the first available ship home.

			❈

			But things hardly ever work out as planned.

			A few days later, Hattie found herself fretting, a heavy black telephone receiver against her ear. She had received her precious degree, but now Doctor Harriet DuMond was finding it impossible to book passage home to New Orleans. This most recent attempt had her sweating with nervous apprehension.

			“Mademoiselle, m’écoutez-vous? Do you hear what I’m saying?” The frustrated sneer came clearly through the handset. To Hattie, sneers were the least endearing of all the unique French affectations. She sympathized with his frustration, and the man’s tone more amused her than made her snicker. She visualized him as a cross-eyed functionary with oily black hair slicked back, making his long French nose seem even longer as it perched over a stylish, pencil-thin black moustache.

			Hattie shook herself back to full attention. It had taken several attempts to get through to this officious booking agent. Still, she thought, his dramatic skills would be very effective in the theater.

			“Mais oui, m’sieur. Certainement.” But amusement changed to alarm with the agent’s next words. She blanched, not believing what she heard: Every cabin on every passenger ship to North America was fully booked for at least the next thirty days, if not longer. Foolhardy expatriate Americans and Canadians who had optimistically bet on stability in Western Europe had now decided, seemingly en masse, to flee the continent. And Dr. Harriet DuMond was stranded far from home.

			Her shaking hand replaced the receiver as Hattie’s heart accelerated, tattooing the inside of her rib cage. She was now as fully unsettled and apprehensive as the rest of Paris. The booking agent had frightened her, though he added Hattie’s name and telephone number to his lengthy standby list. He confirmed a departure date, more than a month distant, on a small ship sailing from Calais to New York City. She’d then have to travel by train home to New Orleans, but she and her family had done that several times.

			Only a few expatriate students remained in the strangely quiet dorm. Everyone else had scattered, anticipating a German invasion.

			And now, a few days later, she wasn’t sleeping well. Would she live to see her fiancé or her family again? Sitting alone in her dormitory room, she mooned over the day she and Karl had meandered to the end of Octavia Street, holding hands in the mild warmth of that late spring day. A sturdy stand of dense, secluded bamboo had grown at the base of the river levee. Exploration had been their excuse for pushing deep into the tall, dusty canes, rather than seeking more privacy. Karl was a twenty-one-year-old man. Hattie had just celebrated her eighteenth birthday.

			Karl had taken her hand and pulled her into the massed growth. Hattie remembered carefully watching where she stepped, only to collide with Karl when he’d suddenly turned to ask if she wanted to retrace their steps.

			He’d caught her as she stumbled by hooking his arms under hers, and his thumbs brushed her breasts. Realizing, he froze, powerless to move.

			“I’m sorry,” he sputtered. Hattie gasped, but didn’t move away. She looked up at him, at the light in his beautiful amber eyes. Karl saw it as an invitation and folded Hattie into the circle of his arms, the two concealed by rustling bamboo canes.

			She’d snuggled against his chest, inhaling his clean maleness and warmth as they touched along the length of their bodies. She heard his heartbeat thudding fast, strong and regular, against her ear. Thrilled at their contact, she pressed closer. The yielding softness of her breasts fit snugly against him.

			Hattie sighed at the thrill of that day. She mourned that missing closeness with Karl, but with the Nazis now almost in Paris, she feared she would not survive to return home.

			From her desk drawer, she withdrew a single sheet of white stationery and, with many pauses, wrote a letter to her fiancé, the ink crying across the page like indelible tears to match her weeping eyes.

			It was not fair to keep him tied to her, Hattie wrote, and in her next sentence she broke their engagement off. She enclosed his ring with the letter in a heavy envelope. Later that day, she slid it across the counter to the postmaster. It turned out to be the last day before all French mail service ceased.

			War had reached France… and Hattie. Neither of them ready.

			❈

			Another week fraught with concern dragged past. Hattie’s heavy feet trudged down the dormitory’s ancient creaking stairs. Every day, she saw changes to neighborhoods where change had once been nonexistent. Buildings the length of her street seemed to sag and look bedraggled.

			Today, her heart lifted when she saw that her favorite café was still open and busy, until she realized they were in the process of closing down for the duration of the war. Hattie was well known at the café from her years at the Sorbonne, and the owner personally set in front of her a large cup of steaming aromatic café au lait, paired with croissants, soft cheese, and a bunch of grapes, then refused to let her pay. His expression seemed to convey an uncertainty whether either of them would survive the coming invasion.

			She remained sitting outside the café for a long time, staring at nothing and missing Karl’s warm hugs, thinking of being stranded and alone. The café’s shutdown bustled about her, but no one suggested she leave. 

			Paris’s cool spring evening was tucked under a protective shroud of darkness by the time she placed a stack of francs under her cup on the table as a goodbye gift. Hattie’s table was the last one dragged inside the building.

			A day could blur past, but more commonly it was hours inching by. The total male Sorbonne student population was gone, conscripted into France’s army that was set to fight with Poland against the Nazis. It seemed ironic to Hattie that all the men were gone, and she, who had tried so hard to leave, had been the one left to attend a much diminished graduation ceremony.

			Germany invaded France the same day the Sorbonne awarded Hattie DuMond a Doctorate in Medicine. It was May 10, 1940. She was twenty-six years old, a new young doctor, frightened and alone.

			❈

			Even after undersea telegraph cables had been laid between the two continents, a robust postal business still crisscrossed the Atlantic by ship, sharing the information between Europe and North America that unreliable cables couldn’t convey. Transatlantic mail service was slow and somewhat uncertain at its best during peacetime, but it became dramatically worse when the German rampages began. Ships became targets as they wallowed across the Atlantic waves to deliver mail to America, and the Germans bombed, torpedoed, and sank them so often that delivery became sporadic and finally ceased altogether. Later, once the war ended and armistice was signed by the warring nations, officials discovered warehouses full to the rafters with undelivered letters and packages, letters to Hattie among them.

			❈

			May faded into June and Hattie’s panic increased. Her father’s bank stopped sending deposits to France and her funds dwindled. All her girlfriends had left Paris for the relative safety of the country.

			The Sorbonne announced it would close its dormitories , and Hattie would soon be homeless. Even now her footsteps echoed in the empty halls and stairwells, all of the students’ chattering laughter gone.

			How would she survive? Paris was like a ghost town, nothing to indicate life except for gas streetlights that remained lit. Still wreathed in fogged haze, the wavering flames glowed on empty streets. Only a few vehicles rumbled and hissed along the cobbles, and few pedestrians strode the gritty sidewalks.

			Colorful Parisian kiosks that had once been stuffed with exuberant, colorful blooms stood empty on street corners, their rustling canvas awnings now furled and casting silhouettes stark as daggers to pierce the sky.

			Those who remained in the city by choice or by chance, as Hattie had, followed on the wireless as the Nazis crossed the French countryside. They were meeting little opposition, but annihilating what challengers there were. Like human locusts, they denuded family farms and quiet fields of anything edible, killing men and savaging women and girls as they passed. They emptied towns then burned them to the smoldering earth. Once picturesque thatched country roofs lit up the countryside in fiery conflagrations, only devastation remaining in the enemy’s wake.

			❈

			Hattie’s narrow dormitory bed rested under the only window in her high-ceilinged room, the window standing open to capture errant breezes. She dressed for the day in her habitual black, then sprawled back across her mattress like a large ink blot. She gnawed her lower lip and stared vacantly at the ceiling. Heavy footsteps to a tune of pain-filled grunts sounded on the dormitory stairs, intruding on the silence.

			Hattie sighed. It was either an overweight man or a very heavy woman. The steps stopped at her room. Hers was the only room still occupied on the floor. After one hard rap, the door cracked open far enough for the concierge to make her gravelly voice heard.

			“Chère, telephone for you.”

			“Qu’est que c’est? What is it?”

			“Alors! You wait for Calais, n’est ce pas? Your reservation? They are on the phone.”

			Hattie bounded to her feet. “Ah! Merci.”

			A threaded needle in her lap, meant to darn a stocking, dropped to the floor. A berth must’ve cleared. She brushed past the concierge and hurtled down three flights of stairs, her black skirt flying.

			Out of breath, she picked up the receiver and gasped, “Merci, m’sieur, c’est Hattie DuMond ici.”

			“Mademoiselle DuMond,” spoke a cold, officious voice in clipped tones, “we regret to inform you that your reservation for travel to les États-Unis has been cancelled. The government has taken all ships for government use.”

			Hattie went numb. An impossible heaviness kept her immobile. Her breath hitched. With great effort, she stuttered, “But….” The situation was incomprehensible.

			“Oui, oui,” the impatient voice rasped, speaking quickly. Hattie pictured the man shrugging and waving his arms, Gauloises ash scattering around him. “You want to leave, but no, it’s impossible. We can do nothing. Au revoir, mam’selle, et bon courage.”

			He disconnected before Hattie could utter more than “but….” She dropped the heavy receiver into her lap to hear the broken connection buzz. I’m doomed. The concierge appeared a few moments later, and under her watchful eye Hattie dragged herself outside, closing the heavy door behind her. The concierge shook her head in compassion and clucked sympathy for the young woman.

			❈

			Overwhelmed by fear and depression, Hattie wandered. She stumbled down a cracked sidewalk heading for the pocket park, only half-aware of her surroundings. The deserted street had an apocalyptic atmosphere without the sounds of conversation or traffic. The entire area felt abandoned. Unoccupied.

			Once lively boutiques were dark and silent, their shades shut, their welcome mats pulled inside, and their doors securely locked. Their trimmed privet hedges were already unkempt.

			Papers taped on window panes carried messages in the exquisite calligraphy Parisians loved. “Ferme,” one said. Closed. “Our waiters forced into the army.”

			The waiters were grown men, but most of them were too old for this conflict. They were veterans of the Great War that had been fought thirty years earlier. Hattie knew that several of the men were debilitated by the injuries they’d suffered in that war to end all wars. Thrust into battle, they would be little more than a hiccup against able-bodied, well-trained Nazi troops.

			The sign disturbed Hattie, and her depression deepened. Never had she experienced fear before, but she was now more frightened than she could have imagined. What would happen to her?

			Hattie’s throat burned with stomach acid. Goose bumps popped up under her thin sleeves and she sought refuge in the deserted park, nauseated by thoughts of the approaching carnage. She chose a bench that was warmed by pleasant sunshine. She stared blankly into space until the movement of a distant French soldier caught her eye.

			The man sauntered closer, his uniform hat at a jaunty angle. She squinted in the bright sunlight. The way his arms swung—or something—was familiar. Armand? No. This man was taller than a typical Frenchman. His athletic stride and loose arms showed no cigarette, and Armand would have one in his fingers. And he was the only soldier Hattie knew.

			Her imagination had been grasping at straws lately, working overtime. Her eyebrows knitted, frowning as the soldier’s stride still held her gaze. She swatted at a gnat that thought her a juicy prize, while idly watching the man approach. Purple martins circled, zipping through the warm afternoon above her and devouring mosquitoes by the score.

			Above her, serene gold-tipped, snow-white cumulus clouds drifted across a clear sky, unconcerned by the troubled world far below, and Hattie peered more closely at the approaching soldier.

			She stumbled to her feet, astonished, and called out, her heart thudding. “Luke. My God. Luke DeValcourt!” Her throat was suddenly, painfully, tight with unexpected tears.

			She ran then, her hair loosening from its pins and her arms outstretched. Her footfall echoed loud on the empty cobbled street, each step reminding her how badly she’d treated Luke so many years ago, hoping he didn’t hate her. Hattie’s heart plummeted when he halted to scrutinize the woman who was running recklessly his way.

			She skittered to a stop and hesitated…until Luke flung his arms wide and ran to meet her. Luke’s irises were a fascinating dark blue that was almost black, and his eyes shone with delight. Hattie’s worry subsided, and she smiled. Have his eyes always been so beautiful?

			“It’s so good to see you, Luke. So good.”

			Hattie’s warm pleasure was obvious, giving Luke license to move close. Their grins, wild as the childhood they’d shared, mirrored each other. She squeezed his hands, pulling him close for a big hug and a kiss on both of his smooth-shaven cheeks. Of all the things she could have expected, the sight of Luke was the least likely of them.

			In a startling baritone that made Hattie tingle, and speaking in fluent, lyrical French, Luke softly touched her chin and murmured, “Beautiful Hattie, here you are.” His deep voice resonated with joy, and Hattie blinked, her eyes damp.

			Switching to ordinary southern-accented American English, Luke’s voice vibrated deep in his chest, sounding warmly and deliciously foreign on the Paris street. His strong arms drew her close again, the way a man, not a boy, would, and the charged air crackled around them.

			Astonished, Hattie whispered, “You’re looking for me?”

			❈

			They hadn’t seen each other in years, but years evaporated as if only minutes, a rapprochement smacking of inevitability. Both were taller now, and leaner—and a decade older. There were other pleasant changes. Hattie approved of Luke’s broad shoulders and strong chest. He had a handsome mouth and smile—no, she thought, they’re beautiful—and the sweep of his long eyelashes gave her a visceral reaction she tried to hide.

			Nor was Luke immune to Hattie’s charms. Far from it. A spectacular body in shapely curves and the perfect height to snuggle under his chin, as he’d just learned. Hattie’s abundant hair, the rich cordovan of ripe chestnuts, glinted with auburn highlights in the sunlight. Her full lower lip tilted upward at the corners, as though ready to smile. Those kissable lips held a fascination for him, as did the sparkling golden amber eyes he remembered so well, still framed by lush black eyelashes and naturally arched dark eyebrows.

			Luke had often heard Hattie’s family tease her that the freckles scattered across her nose were the family curse. Those freckles made the beautiful woman in front of him more approachable, and beneath the freckles a vaguely olive complexion hinted at the Mediterranean lineage of the DuMonds.

			“Luke.” Hattie’s husky timbre took him by surprise and he shivered with sudden goose bumps. She was holding his hands, struggling now for her English after so many years in France.

			“I’ve thought of you so often, and here you are—in a French Army uniform, of all things.”

			The physician’s caduceus she saw pinned to each side of Luke’s collar was a surprise, as were the chevrons indicating rank on his shoulders.

			“You’re a doctor now?” She pointed at herself. “Me, too. Brand new.” He smiled his approval. Still holding his hands as they stood there in the street, she asked, “Why are you here?” then tugged him from the empty street to the sidewalk.

			His eyes looked down on the graceful fingers entwined with his.

			“I joined, just a regular officer, not a doctor, thinking I could help my relatives. We, you and I, we both have family here. Then your brother Jack told me you were here, too, marooned without a way to get home. So I took a furlough to find you.” Because there was more than just finding her on Luke’s mind, he had the good grace to blush.

			Understanding that blush, Hattie said, “You are completely out of your mind” and dropped his hands like she’d been scalded.

			At the edge of the sidewalk next to them, a window jalousie creaked open three floors above their heads. A wet, congested cough and an acrid plume of a Gauloises cigarette followed.

			Hattie glanced up at an old man’s unshaven face, his elbows balanced on the flaking blue-painted windowsill in a faded buttermilk-colored, stuccoed brick wall. A cigarette dangled between his fingers and an earthen pot of exuberant red poppies sat dangerously close to one elbow. He waggled his eyebrows and jutted his chin in salute.

			She responded with a tiny wave and returned her attention to Luke. A brisk zephyr twined Hattie’s long black skirt with Luke’s legs as they faced each other on the wide brick sidewalk. Soft green, early summer growth leaves skittered, wrenched from the birch trees that lined the street and blown along the iron-red bricks. Embarrassed, Hattie gathered her skirt to her, releasing it when the breeze ruffled her hair free of its pins.

			❈

			Hattie’s thoughts scattered. She wondered vaguely why she felt the mighty happiness that fluttered against her breastbone.

			As a teenager, an adult had always been in sight when boys visited her. This was different. Not a single soul walked past them, not that she would have noticed. Whenever Hattie heard trees rustling in a spring breeze even years later, she would recall the day she and Luke had held hands on a Paris street.

			“Where are you staying, Luke?”

			“Nowhere yet, but I’m here for at least two weeks. Know of a hostel nearby?”

			She hesitated, then tugged his sleeve with a smile.

			“My dormitory has vacancies. Let’s talk to the concierge.”

			Luke’s finger wormed its way under his collar that suddenly seemed two sizes too small. “What about your reputation? How old are you, anyway?”

			Hattie flushed and stuttered, “Not my room, silly; your own room, just in the same building. And I’m almost twenty-six. I’m not a child.”

			That made Luke’s cheeks flame as red as hers. The harder Hattie tried not to think of Luke in her room, the more she imagined it. She decided her inappropriate response was due to the unsettled times as she yearned for his embrace.

			❈

			Luke and Hattie, who had known each other all their lives, were spending every idyllic moment together, reminiscing and sharing childhood secrets, laughing at and with each other. Their teasing grew more intimate and personal every day.

			He told her once that she was beautiful, and tugged on her silk collar. In response, she tossed the loose chestnut hair that fell past her shoulders and brushed an invisible fiber from his cheek. She murmured that he was handsome, responding to his strong personal magnetism and chiseled jawline, calling him a “clever fellow.” The more they laughed about their youthful escapades, the more their mutual attraction deepened.

			As the days passed, they moved closer to each other. As they walked their shoulders grazed and their hips touched. Their clasped hands felt completely natural and the three-year disparity in their ages disappeared. So it was no surprise when, ten days after his arrival, Luke finally stole a kiss from Hattie’s soft lips. His warm hand caressed the curve of her jaw and neck, and they sank into feelings that weakened them both.

			“Mmm,” she teased him as she straightened. “You taste like home.”

			Hattie absently tucked a few loose hairs behind her ears, moving unselfconsciously in ways that revealed her attractive body. Though she made no move to shrink from him, an odd expression crossed her face, and she added, “Somehow you make me yearn for Octavia Street. I’m as homesick as a child.”

			Her laugh bubbled with amazement, fizzing like seltzer. Privately, Hattie was conflicted. Though surely drawn to handsome, virile Luke, she was afraid that in some unconscious way she was responding to him as a provider of safety. She questioned whether her heart was in the right place.

			Luke leaned back, his arms resting on top of the park bench’s backrest. He didn’t usually think very deeply, and he wondered what Hattie had meant by her cryptic remark. Still feeling the softness of her lips on his and basking in the warm June sunshine, he made a momentous decision.

			She was worth taking another risk. He wanted more of her kisses. Hell, he decided, he wanted her kisses every day for the rest of his life and this was the day to tell her so.

			He leaned forward and drew Hattie into an embrace. He kissed her again, but this time his kiss kicked friendship to the curb and deepened into an overt sexual advance. To his relief and great enjoyment, rather than retreat, she responded inexpertly, but eagerly.

			Coming up for air, he gathered Hattie closer, enjoying her light citrusy scent. He looked down at the lovely girl who pressed against his chest, her arms reaching up to encircle his neck.

			She’d hurt him before, but he was willing to risk his heart again. He scattered kisses anywhere he could—hair, forehead, eyes, cheeks—gently, gently nibbling her lower lip, breathing in her womanliness, and not quite sure what his next step should be. Despite his popularity with girls, Luke’s romantic experiences had always been superficial.

			“When my mother told me you were marooned, I had to find you,” he murmured. “The fastest way was to join the French army. They needed more doctors and it was the only way to get into the country.”

			She leaned back, removing one hand to brush hair from her brow. “Luke! You put yourself in danger for me? What were you thinking?”

			“I was thinking I love you as much now as I did when you stole that pie from Cook as a brave little girl, when you outran me in foot races, when you danced with me.

			“You’re a scary smart woman, and you have me dazed. It’s hard to believe that I’m holding you. This has been my dream for years. All this week I lay on a cot with you close by. I thought of you asleep, luscious and vulnerable, and had to restrain myself from breaking into your room. It’s been impossible to act normal.

			“I want to tear off your clothes

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

OEBPS/font/Montserrat-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/Montserrat-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SegoeUISymbol.ttf


OEBPS/font/Montserrat-Black.otf


OEBPS/image/Nothing_to_Regret_3A1.jpg





OEBPS/font/Montserrat-SemiBold.otf


OEBPS/image/image_1_grayscale.png





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


