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      Army medic Dave O’Keanan returns from WWII expecting the weight of his experiences in battle to lift from his shoulders. But the atrocities didn’t just take his innocence, they altered the life he thought he would return to. When he returns to Colorado, he’s reunited with his family and Betty Claradon, the dear friend he left behind.

      Betty is relieved to see Dave alive, even if the years have changed them both. While Dave went to war, she married the wrong man, and now, as a widow, she longs to forge a new life free from society’s restraints and pursue her interests.

      Their reunion is cut short when Dave falls ill with TB and is sent to a sanatorium. Betty also contracts TB and finds herself in the same facility. Separated by strict rules, they can only communicate through notes and guarded moments. Their friendship soon evolves into something neither of them can contain or even name as they acknowledge the traumas they faced during the war. As their isolation escalates, so does grief when they confront what it means to care for friends they grow close to in a place built for endings.

      When survival is uncertain, will they still choose love?

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Denise A. Agnew

      Cover Art Copyright 2025 by Scott Carpenter

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

      This book is licensed for personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away for free to other people without the permission of the author.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      This book is not created by AI.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To my father, Robert J. Stone, who served in World War II in the 10th. Mountain Division.

        To my uncles Calvin Stone and Dale Crawford, who also served in World War II.

        To my uncle Robert Crawford, who served in the Korean War.

        To my brother Brad, who served in the Vietnam War.

        To my ancestors that fought in the American Revolution, the War of 1812 and the Civil War.

        To my mother Margaret A. Stone, who endured what so many women did on the home front, following my father to forts as he served in World War II.

        To all those who faced TB, those who survived and those who did not. May you never be forgotten.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THERE IS A DREAD DISEASE, IN WHICH THE STRUGGLE BETWEEN THE SOUL AND BODY IS SO GRADUAL, QUIET AND SOLEMN THAT DAY BY DAY, AND GRAIN BY GRAIN, THE MORTAL PART WASTES AND WITHERS AWAY; A DISEASE IN WHICH DEATH AND LIFE ARE SO STRANGELY BLENDED, THAT DEATH TAKES THE GLOW AND HUE OF LIFE, AND LIFE THE GAUNT AND GRISLY FORM OF DEATH.
        NICHOLAS NICKLEBY
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      Colorado Springs, Colorado

      April 1942

      

      Betty Claradon winced and rubbed her forehead as the noise increased in the substantial living room of her Victorian home. Her temples ached, and she drew a deep breath to ease the tension rising inside her.

      You can handle this. Just get through the evening.

      People conducted lively chatter all around as she moved through the crowd and headed for the radio sitting on a side table on the far side of the room. She tuned the radio to her parents’ favorite station. Immediately Billie Holiday’s rich voice brought I’ll Be Seeing You to life. Satisfied the music wasn’t too loud, she turned back to the room.

      She heaved a breath of satisfaction. Her childhood home wasn’t a bad place to live. In fact, she loved the house. Dark wood, chintz curtains, and authentic period antiques her parents had accumulated when they bought the house in the 1920s gave the room a rich ambiance that never went out of style. She hoped one day she might have a home like this of her own.

      No. You’ll be the old maid living right here with your parents.

      Children’s laughter jerked her out of her musings.

      Annette Owens struggled to corral her two boys, Jeff age ten and Alvin age eight, as they giggled and raced around a nearby coffee table. Annette’s husband Gregory wasn’t there to help–the Army Air Corps had shipped him off to Europe in January and parenting two rambunctious boys couldn’t be easy. Annette’s tight-lipped mouth and tousled strawberry blonde hair showed chasing the kids had taken a toll on her mood and appearance. Her green eyes flashed with annoyance. The freckles on her face were almost stark against her ivory skin. In fact, Annette rarely got to see Betty. Not for lack of trying. Betty always seemed too busy working long hours at her father’s law office. Annette had changed since marriage to Gregory. She’d lost some of the spark she’d had as a younger woman and had become less happy.

      Maybe that’s what marriage does to a woman.

      Equal parts resignation and dissatisfaction tossed around inside Betty.

      Is it always like this for women? Chasing children? Cooking? Making a home for a man? Doing what is expected?

      A rising annoyance gathered inside her as it had for months. A lingering sense of wanting. Something more. Something that satisfied her deep inside.

      Annette’s younger sister Sylvia O’Keanan laughed nearby, and Betty glanced at her friend. Sylvia couldn’t have appeared more different in looks and attitude. She was shorter than Annette and Betty by a few inches, as well as a little rounder in the hips. Her shoulder-length wavy dark hair held a secret. When the light hit it just right, a hint of auburn peeked through like autumn starting to appear on a fall day. Sylvia’s brown eyes sparked with amusement. She let loose another full-throated laugh as she helped tame the boys and calmed them down. Sylvia’s contagious merriment usually amused Betty.

      Betty glanced over at her diminutive, salt and pepper haired mother, Edith, sitting on the couch near the coffee table, and Betty’s suit and tie straightlaced father, Benedict, and wished she could escape. What Betty wanted to do was hide in her room with a book, or even better, a pad and pencil. Drawing something would relax her and perhaps reduce the ache in her temples.

      Mom’s brittle smile and one lifted eyebrow said she also didn’t appreciate the young boys scampering around. Few things bothered her mother more than chaos. Other women gathered nearby Edith, all of them dressed in clothes supporting their wealth and position. Put all together, the attendees of the party presented as well-heeled and respectable.

      Dad stood nearby chatting with a few other men, his handsome face and almost unruly cocoa brown hair matching a short, graying beard. Betty had seen him staring at himself in a hallway mirror as if unsure about the beard, which he’d only started growing a few months ago.

      As usual he appeared more relaxed than Mother, although Betty thought he was better at hiding his genuine feelings. He caught her watching him and threw her a wide, genuine smile, not something he did often. She responded, but the grin felt like a lie.

      Edith’s voice rose above the fray. “I wonder if Jeff and Alvin would like to play in the backyard. It’s very nice outside. It’s the perfect spring temperature.”

      Annette snagged both rambunctious boy’s arms. “What a wonderful idea. Come on. This way boys.”

      Annette led the wriggling kids in the direction of the kitchen toward the patio door leading to the sizable conservatory and back yard. Early evening had descended, but lamps outside guaranteed enough illumination and a gentle breeze wafted in as Annette left the door open. Thankfully there was a screen door, because Mom and bugs flying about the house would cause another dose of disapproval thrown Betty’s way. She couldn’t blame her mother, really. She didn’t like insects in the house either, especially during a party. Still, Mom would fixate on what hadn’t worked once the gathering concluded. She remembered her mother’s words earlier in the day.

      “Betty, could you please make sure everything runs smoothly tonight? You’re so good at talking with people. With organizing them.”

      Betty had taken the compliment, because Mom didn’t show appreciation too often. Almost never. Take the approval while you can get it.

      Edith caught Betty’s eye and left the couch to head her way. Betty’s stomach dropped a little.

      Edith smiled as she touched Betty’s shoulder lightly. “You’re looking a bit frazzled.”

      Betty struggled a moment, unsure whether to speak the truth. “I’ve got a headache.”

      “Oh.” Edith pursed her lips a little as if she’d tasted a lemon. “Well, have some wine. I know it always helps me.”

      Mom sometimes drank enough to take the edge off, but on a rare occasion went right over a precipice and became a little sharper with her words.

      Betty took a chance and said, “I was thinking of leaving the party early and going upstairs.”

      Edith’s eyebrows went up, and she frowned. “Oh, no. I need you here. Not only that, but there’s something special for tonight. A surprise. You can’t leave yet.”

      Betty matched her mother’s frown. “This is the first I’ve heard of it. What is it?”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be a surprise then, would it? Be patient. I’m sure you’ll be delighted when you see what it is.”

      No. She didn’t like surprises, because it always created a drama she didn’t want to experience. A revelation she didn’t like or a problem someone expected she would solve.

      “Now,” Edith said, “let me get back to the ladies.”

      As soon as her mother left, relief washed over Betty.

      Betty snagged a glass of red wine from a tray carried by a passing member of catering staff and took a healthy sip.

      She surveyed the area. The sizable room seemed bursting to capacity, mostly with prominent business associates and older money from the higher echelons of Colorado Springs society. Betty felt in her bones her parents had a bigger reason for such a large and extravagant party. She hadn’t thought much about it until her mother spoke of a special event, but now Betty could see it.

      After all, they hosted parties several times a year, but this one had more attendance than usual. Curiosity was killing her. Betty took a seat on a chair at the other side of the room and cradled her wine glass as if someone might snag it.

      Sylvia headed her way and plopped onto a chair next to Betty. A genuine smile couldn’t hide her faded blue blouse paired with a gray tweed threadbare jacket, skirt and scuffed black Mary Jane pumps. Not that Sylvia appeared to care her clothes had seen better days. On her family’s farm she wore jeans and a work shirt.

      God, I envy her ability to not care what anyone thinks.

      “Hey,” Sylvia said gently as she turned toward Betty. “What’s wrong with you? Are you mad at something?”

      Betty tried for a smile. “I must look horrible. Mom noticed and now you. I have a headache. I worked ten hours today at the office.”

      “Why? It’s Saturday.”

      Betty stared into her wine glass and then took a sip. “Because Mom and Dad had extra paperwork that needed typing and filing.”

      “Jeepers girl, do you ever get a break?”

      “Not lately. They’ve picked up more clients.”

      “That’s good isn’t it?”

      “All except for the mound of paperwork.”

      “Right.” Sylvia looked pensive. “Well, it’s probably still better than working at Ferguson’s Manufacturing.”

      Betty pinned her friend with a frown. “Don’t remind me what I’m missing.”

      “Come on.” Syliva’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you regret leaving that job on the line. It was brutal.”

      Betty sighed. “Yes, I do. Okay, not a line job, but I’d take your work in the office there in a heartbeat. It pays better than working for my parents.”

      Concern filled Sylvia’s eyes and tightened her pleasant, round-cheeked features. “I hate to say I told you so.”

      Betty threw her a grin. “No, you don’t.” She lowered her voice. “So I don’t like working much with my parents. Made my bed and now I have to lie in it.”

      Sylvia snorted softly and crossed her legs. “Well, making less money is probably good if you can keep away from a place full of handsy men who think all women should be in the kitchen cooking. Besides, your family doesn’t really need the money.”

      Sylvia’s blunt statement pinched. “Ouch. It wasn’t about making more money, although that felt good, too. My own money and savings? Something I worked for? It felt very good.”

      Sylvia smiled ruefully. “Sorry. I mean, not that you made money.”

      “It feels great, too, to be doing something out of the family business.”

      A sigh echoed out of Sylvia. “Old Ferguson said the other day he was going to start firing women soon. As soon as the United States and allies show Hitler who is boss. He said the war would be over in a month.”

      “Anyone with half a brain doubts the war will be over so soon.”

      “He was going on the other day about how much more work he’d get done without women interfering.” Sylvia leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Judith Klendecker told him to stick it in his ass, and she walked out.”

      Betty snorted and almost strangled on a giggle. She put her hand over her mouth and hoped no one noticed. “What happened then?”

      Sylvia’s wide grin broadened. “The men all laughed. Judith saved Ferguson just last week from getting his hand chewed up in a machine because he didn’t know what he was doing. The old fart deserves some comeuppance.”

      Betty managed another smile, appreciating her friend’s vehemence. “With so many men shipping off to war, I don’t see Ferguson and a lot of other businesses have a choice. Unless they want the United States to lose this war, they have to employee more women.”

      Sylvia smirked. “I’ve got no argument with that. Mr. Ferguson would rather I stay up in the administration office making coffee and taking dictation.” She looked around, then lowered her voice. “I wish Ferguson would be shipped off. He’s the one doing most of the groping in the place. I keep expecting one of the women on the floor to slug him for pinching their butts.”

      “I guess it’s good he’s on the floor more often than the office, then?”

      “Any time he’s up there in the office with me is bad enough.”

      “Has he…” Betty winced. “Pinched you?”

      Sylvia rolled her gaze to the ceiling for a moment. “Once. I told him Pop, Dave and Pete would bury him somewhere no one would ever find him if he did it again.”

      Betty laughed, even though it made her head hurt. Sylvia’s family would never resort to murder, but they would take offense at any man mistreating a woman. The O’Keanan family, who immigrated from Ireland during the potato famine in the 1840s, had first settled in New York City and then in 1910 had moved to Colorado for wide open spaces and a chance at land to call their own. They’d built their farm and ranch into a highly profitable business ever since. As the old saying went, they didn’t suffer fools lightly. Sylvia’s father was taciturn at times and didn’t have, as Betty’s mother said, much conversation. But then Betty’s father found social situations stressful as much as Betty did. He’d rather be working or reading a book than attending parties.

      Sylvia glanced around. “Speaking of men. Any eligible ones around here tonight?”

      “Not a one.”

      “I see.” Sylvia winked. “But there’s always Stan.”

      Betty glanced over at tall and lanky Stan Arnold standing near the archway leading into the kitchen. His icy blond hair was tamed by a little too much hair cream. Stan continued to wear the suit and tie he’d worn that day at Betty’s father’s law firm. Stan was the only other lawyer in the firm other than her father.

      “I suppose,” Betty said.

      Sylvia eyeballed her. “Suppose? Trouble in paradise?”

      A man clapped Stan on the shoulder, and Stan shared a laugh with the small group of men and women around him. In particular, a couple of the younger women beamed at Stan.

      Mr. handsome, wealthy, predictable, dependable. Everything a woman could want. As the old saying went, as if he hung the moon.

      Everyone in her circle of friends and family assumed Betty would marry him. Sometimes it felt as if the decision had already been made for her.

      Betty drew in a deep breath as tension tightened her shoulder muscles. Before she could make another comment, Sylvia’s older brother Dave walked into the living room from the foyer. He wore a dark blue, long-sleeved sweater, and a pair of casual gray pants. He scanned the room and saw her. A brilliant smile crossed over his face.

      A chorus of greetings erupted as Dave advanced into the room. Betty’s parents threw him broad smiles and uttered welcomes. They might be pretentious sometimes, but their admiration for Dave wasn’t feigned. Betty stood, eager to see Dave because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him.

      An arm went around Betty’s shoulders, and she started in surprise until she realized it was Stan.

      “Hey,” Stan said, leaning over to kiss her cheek.

      She smiled up at him, feeling a friendly affection. She’d known him ever since he started work at the law firm two years ago. Their friendship had turned into a stepping out situation a few months ago. A comfortable arrangement that suited her fine. Part of her wished he’d try and kiss her on the mouth. Something he’d never done.

      Admit it. Even that is okay with you.

      It was. Her parents and some of her friends said companionship came before love and maybe even the sparks the songs on the radio all mentioned couldn’t be expected because love ballads weren’t real life. Her parents always talked about Stan’s wonderful work ethic, his solid intelligence and stability. She couldn’t deny though they were strait laced in most respects, her parents represented a solid couple with an enduring friendship. Never mind she rarely saw them kiss or hug and they never uttered love you to each other in her presence. They didn’t even say they loved her. The relationship her parents had, appeared enough for them. It should be for her, too, and Stan Arnold with his solid reputation and position at the firm fit the sort of husband they expected her to choose.

      Stan peered down at her and then tilted her chin up with his forefinger. Concern filled his eyes. “Are you okay? You look done in.”

      She smiled. “I’m fine. Just a little headache. Nothing a little sleep won’t fix.”

      “Are you sure?”

      His concern warmed her. “I’m sure.”

      He smiled and turned his attention back to the people around them.

      “Looks like a big crowd,” Stan said, keeping his arm around her shoulders.

      “Mom and Dad invited a huge group of people this time. They went a bit wild.”

      “Special occasion isn’t it?”

      She looked up at him. “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think so.”

      His grin broadened. Curiosity and suspicion formed in her mind.

      “What?” she asked. “It’s not someone’s birthday is it and I forgot?”

      His arm tightened around her shoulders. “Nothing like that.”

      His arm anchoring her to him felt suffocating. She almost squirmed away. But everyone expected them together, her parents most of all, and sometimes it felt easier not to fight it.

      Dave had escaped from the crowd and headed straight for Stan and Betty.

      Just before Dave reached them, Stan lifted his voice loud enough he clearly intended for everyone to hear. “He’s been drafted. Isn’t that right Dave, old boy?”

      Dave continued toward them, and she realized she’d been holding her breath. She let it out and managed a smile as Dave stopped nearby but not too close. People had taken notice of Stan’s declaration and had halted conversation.

      Dave’s eyes, always a bit mysterious and dark, narrowed a bit. In his casual attire he didn’t appear the soldier. Yet looking at him now she saw it in his self-assured bearing and calm exterior. A sense of leashed power. It increased the eagerness building in her at the sight of him.

      How could I have missed that?

      But maybe she hadn’t. She’d always found his physical and mental strength admirable. She wished she had half the gumption he did. The fortitude to step out and do as he pleased. Many women in town had set their cap for him long ago.

      “Joined up before they could draft me,” Dave said, his rich, deep voice unphased.

      “Don’t understand why they didn’t draft you before.” Stan’s voice hadn’t lowered in volume. “After all, your job isn’t that essential is it when there’s a war on? And Pete wouldn’t be sent to war with his gimpy leg.”

      Betty looked up at Stan, angered by his statement about Dave and Pete.

      Dave ignored Stan and settled on Betty. “Hi, Betty.”

      She summoned a smile. “Hi.”

      Stan cleared his throat, and she looked at him quickly. His face held more uncertainty now. The whole room seemed to be wondering what would happen next. Then, as if the spell was broken, the noise volume rose and the party goers returned to chattering.

      Stan’s arm tightened around Betty’s shoulders as he said, “I’m surprised to see you here tonight, Dave. After a day working in the fields, right?”

      Dave stuffed one hand through his short hair.. “Farming is never-ending work. No rest for the weary.”

      “Your parents and Pete couldn’t make it?” Betty asked.

      “Pete’s leg was giving him a hard time, and Mom and Dad were exhausted,” Dave said.

      Stan asked, “I hear you’re shipping off tomorrow, right?”

      Shock rolled through her. So soon? “Tomorrow?”

      Dave’s gaze snagged hers and held. She saw regret in his brown eyes. “Yeah. I knew if I wanted to see you…your family, I should try to get here tonight.”

      “Taking the train to Denver?” Stan asked.

      “Yeah. Then on through the country to Fort Devens in Massachusetts.”

      “Why there?” Stan asked, a weird smile on his face that held derision. “Are you saying they’re keeping you here in the U.S.?”

      Dave didn’t return his grin. “Temporarily. I’m going Fort Devens to train as a medic before I ship out.”

      “I hear some medics are people who don’t want to fight in the war. Are you a pacifist?”

      Betty almost stepped out from under Stan’s possessive hold, a wave of pure anger at Stan hitting her in the gut.

      “If you mean am I a conscientious objector, no,” Dave said.

      Stan grunted. “Good.”

      Dave’s unflappable expression remained, but he did lock eyes with Betty, and she saw something in his gaze resembling concern for her. Why would he worry about her? She wasn’t the one being insulted.

      Interesting.

      Dave always appeared supremely in control of his emotions. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen him angry.

      Stan’s grip around her shoulders tightened a little more. “Well, glad you could make it. Some important announcements to make tonight. My position at the firm is being elevated to a partnership.”

      Betty turned toward Stan and out of his grip as this new surprise rocked her. “Dad is giving you a promotion?”

      “He plans to announce it tonight, along with some other things. This is going to be a big night for us.” Stan lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “Very special.”

      Unease rose inside her. “Us?”

      “Don’t worry your head about it. It’s all taken care of.” Stan dropped her hand. “Oh… excuse me a moment. Your father is waving me over. Be right back.” He turned back a moment. “Oh, would you mind getting me a glass of wine?”

      Before she could answer Stan, he disappeared into the next room with her father. Dave stepped closer to her. She half expected him to start a casual conversation.

      Instead, his eyes simmered with what looked like a wave of powerful emotion. “Can I talk to you outside for a moment?”

      “Of course.”

      She followed him through the kitchen and exited the patio door. He walked at a fast clip and headed straight across the garden area. He continued until he located a place at the back where tall flowers gave them privacy. With any other man she might have questioned the wisdom of sequestering back here alone with him. Yet she trusted Dave. Always had.

      In the distance the radio began to play Vera Lynn’s We’ll Meet Again. She thought she heard guests in the house starting to sing along. She knew the tune would stick in her mind now for too long, a pleasant earworm threatening to echo for hours.

      She turned toward him. “Why did we come back here?”

      He moved nearer, close in fact, and even in the dim light she could see the tight line and the hard structure of his artistically carved nose and mouth. He towered over her. She was five six, but she knew he stood a solid six foot three inches of muscle. He smelled fresh and clean, some aftershave with a crispness she liked.

      His dark brown hair was shorter than she’d ever seen it. This military style also suited him. Dave had one of those ruggedly constructed, but not perfect faces.

      Emotion flared in his brown eyes. A cross between annoyance, concern and anger all rolled into one.

      “Dave, are you okay? Why are we back here?”

      “Why do you let him treat you like that?” he asked.

      Startled, her mouth opened but nothing came out. A moment later she asked, “What are you talking about?”

      “He treats you like one of those women at the local bar who hang around schmoozing the men and trying to get their attention. He asked you to fetch him wine like you were the barmaid. He could get his own damned wine.”

      His tone held a fine, sharp edge of anger, and the impact of his question almost made her step back. He’d never used such a tone in her presence before. She felt the burn of shame, as if she’d been a three-year-old told off and corrected. She didn’t know if it was from internally acknowledging Stan did treat her that way sometimes, or someone else had noticed it and called her on it.

      “He’s respectful,” she said in automatic reaction. “As you are. And I’d kindly ask you not to treat me like a child who can’t take care of myself.”

      His eyes narrowed a bit, but then his carved, hard mouth softened a second later. “I’m sorry. I know you can take care of yourself. But he’s condescending every time I’ve seen you together.”

      She swallowed hard. “Okay, he can be thoughtless at times.” She shrugged. “Who isn’t at times? He’s always telling me not to worry about things, and he’ll take care of it.”

      His gaze danced over her for a second. A quick and thorough assessment she thought she’d seen in his eyes before.

      “Remember when he gave you a hard time about cutting your hair shorter?” Dave asked.

      She couldn’t deny that memory. “Yes. Right in front of everyone at the dinner table. I was annoyed with him and told him so later. He never mentioned anything about my hair again.”

      She left out the part about Stan nitpicking about her clothes more than once.

      Before he could add more discussion in that direction, she said, “I’m surprised you brought me out here to talk about this. I don’t understand why.”

      “Because I’m shipping out of here tomorrow, and I don’t know when I’ll be back. If I’ll be back.”

      Worry sliced through her like a harsh slap. If? “Of course you’ll be back. Don’t say that.”

      He shook his head. “No one knows. Not me. Not you. I know you understand this, but sometimes so far from a war it’s easy to forget the horrible things happening. Everything is on the line for the United States and our allies. Everything.”

      Unease she tried not to think about stirred to life inside her, and she heaved a deep breath. “Sometimes I… I’ve had bad dreams about it.” Sudden tears stung her eyes, and her throat tightened. “You’ll be fine. You’re strong. Smart. Nothing can happen to you.”

      Even as she said the words, she knew she was only trying to make herself feel better. She rubbed her forehead again, dull pounding in her temples still in force.

      “You all right?” he asked.

      “Worked a few extra hours today. It’s given me a devil of a headache.”

      Again he shifted closer, and her breath caught.

      “You could excuse yourself and go upstairs,” he said. “Take care of yourself for once.”

      Tension crawled up her neck, and she rubbed the muscles there as well. “I’ve thought of it more than once.”

      “Betty, you’re tough. Smart, too. Stan doesn’t deserve you.”

      She puffed out a breath of frustration and placed her hands on her hips. “You don’t see us together often. I haven’t seen you in what… weeks? You didn’t come to Mom and Dad’s last party.”

      His eyes flared, and his mouth tightened. “From the first time I saw him with you, I knew who he was. He’s the type of man who won’t care for you and respect you. He sure won’t be faithful. You’re perfectly capable of getting along without him. He’ll cheat–”

      “Stop.” She placed her hand on his chest.

      He clasped her hand in his, his big fingers and palm holding her in place with a gentle grip. The warm pressure sent a tingle through her fingers and up her arm. Hard muscle shifted beneath her hand.

      He drew in a breath. Was he closer yet? Leaning in slightly? “I’ve been working myself up to get you alone so I could warn you about him. I’ve seen him in the bar down the street more than once, and he wasn’t being nice to the barmaid or any woman he came across there. The things I saw… ”

      Dave stopped, his mouth twisting a moment before forming again into a tight line. His eyes still blazed with intent. He didn’t release her, and she didn’t try to escape. Her heart pounded. Hot emotion flared in his eyes.

      Why is he doing this? Why is this happening right now?

      Betty cleared her throat. “If I’m my own woman, Dave, then I’ll decide who to have a relationship with and what I think of how they treat me.”

      His fingers tightened softly about hers. Some of the tension disappeared from his face. He released her hand. “Okay, I apologize. It isn’t any of my business. I wouldn’t be any better than him if I thought I could boss you around.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. So don’t worry about me. All right? Take care of yourself, get through this war, and come back to your family. They need you.”

      “Think about what I said. Please?” he asked softly, the slight gravel in his voice growing rougher. “I’ve been holding back from saying what I think for a long time. Finally got up the courage.”

      She’d never seen him like this. It threw her off her axis, and if there was one thing she hated was feeling vulnerable. She swallowed hard, uncertain what to say to his confession.

      Her voice, though, when she found it, came out in a whisper. “Dave…I…”

      He leaned forward as if he urgently needed to say more.

      Her stomach did a little dip she didn’t analyze. She felt as if she was sliding toward the edge of something she’d never experienced before. Something out-of-control. Dangerous.

      She shook her head and took a step back. “Dave, Stan is from a highly respected family.”

      Dave’s face hardened. “And?”

      “He’s in a good position at the firm. He’s receiving a promotion.”

      “Is that all you care about?” Dave’s voice turned to steel.

      Her face heated. Her voice came out in a rasp. “Of course not. There’s friendship. Stability.”

      “I see how it is,” Dave said quickly.

      Someone cleared their throat loudly. “There you are.”

      Dave and Betty jerked even farther away from each other. Sylvia appeared around the corner of the shrubbery with her hands on her hips, looking surprised but somehow delighted. “Everyone’s looking for you Betty. Especially Stan. He seems a bit put out.”

      Betty’s cheeks went hot as her gaze tangled with Dave’s for a second. He didn’t look the least bit amused by the situation. Sylvia’s initial grin faded. Betty’s mouth tightened into the straightest line she could imagine. She didn’t find any of this amusing. Betty found her courage and stepped passed Sylvia. Dave and Sylvia followed her.

      They all returned to the living room. Dave veered away toward the foyer, but halted there to watch the proceedings. Stan approached Sylvia and Betty quickly. Stan didn’t look pleased, but when he came to a stop nearby Betty, he turned back to the room with a clear smile.

      He put up one hand. “Please everyone, could I have your attention?”

      Sylvia edged away, and soon Stan and Betty stood together like two people stranded on

      an island. Betty looked around in pure confusion. What on earth? Dread crept up her spine. Her parents and everyone in the room looked like they knew something she didn’t. Her temples pounded harder. Her breath quickened.

      Stan turned toward her with a huge smile and looking pleased with himself. He drew a small red velvet box out of his pants pocket. Betty’s heartbeat picked up speed again. Oh, no. No he wasn’t–not here. Not in front of everyone. And not when she wished Dave wasn’t in the room.

      She could barely catch her breath, aware of everyone staring at them. The silence was, as the cliche said, so deafening she could hear the proverbial pin drop. She glanced at Sylvia standing in one corner of the room and noted her friend’s fixed and brittle expression. Betty’s mother and father both wore radiant, pleased smiles.

      They never smile like that.

      “Betty, my darling, I’m so pleased your parents consented to this special event among family and friends.” He opened the box. A round diamond solitaire ring at least a half a carat in size twinkled up at her. He must have spent a fortune. “Will you be my wife?”

      She looked up, searching without thought for Dave.

      He was gone.
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      RMS Queen Mary

      North Atlantic

      E Deck, White Area

      November 5, 1945

      
      A heavy weight pressed down, holding Dave into place. Was something wrong? His heartbeat pounded in his ears, his breath quick and choppy. Was water coming in? Perhaps the Germans had found them, a torpedo lancing into the steel of this colossal ship. Maybe he floated down in the deep, dark ocean, awakening to the smothering depths of Davy Jones’ locker. Maybe he was dead already. Maybe he’d fallen at Omaha Beach–

      He came awake with a gasp, barely preventing himself from sitting upright and ramming his head into the bunk above him. Only eighteen inches of space separated his bunk from the one above it. Add that to the rolling and periodic groan of the ship, the drop into troughs…well, it didn’t inspire the best sleep he’d ever had. As he’d seen many times during the war, traveling on the water meant some troops were debilitated or made less effective by seasickness. He’d seen a variety of ailments. Some mental and physical, torture the soldiers. He hadn’t expected nightmares and lack of sleep to be his personal defect. Especially when he’d always slept like the dead back home on the farm.

      Damn.

      But at least it wasn’t a full-blown dream of D-Day. He could thank his lucky stars.

      The 1st Infantry Division had lost over two thousand men that day. But some who survived were with him now, making their way home. The relief he should have felt, though, couldn’t remove the dreams. Not yet. Maybe when he stood on dry land, in New York City, he’d feel at ease.

      When he boarded the Queen Mary on the afternoon of the third in Southampton, England, he didn’t expect to feel on the edge of a precipice. Relief should have led the way. After all, the war was finished, he’d survived, and this colossal ship hauling more than 11,000 troops sailed without fear of German U-boats. Yet the pounding of his heart, the quick cadence of his breathing…he couldn’t deny the bad dreams came harder and faster these days.

      If luck was on his side he’d have time sleeping topside on the deck at least once on the voyage. They allowed a rotation of troops, so most men had a chance to sleep in the fresh air at least once.

      They’d gone through an orientation when they came on the ship. The Queen Mary was divided into three parts. Blue area was aft, white in the middle, and red was forward. He’d received his badge assigning him to the white area which he had to wear on his uniform at all times. As a medic he worked in the troop hospital in the white area a few decks above where he slept on E deck. After all, this wasn’t a vacation. No sunning like a bathing beauty for him or any other man. The war was over, but military discipline would be maintained until all these soldiers were discharged.

      The ship left England at the ass crack of dawn on the fourth. He’d spent the afternoon at the troop hospital learning how the large multi-bed facility operated and working his first detail. The large main ballroom had been converted into a fully-functioning hospital, and he couldn’t help but be impressed. Though he’d known the troop hospital could take care of hundreds of sick and injured men, his first view of rows of single and double tiered beds full of men made him wince. The place was busy, and he’d fallen into his bunk after his shift and almost missed dinner.

      He drew in a deep breath. Another. Yet another. Until his heart stopped banging in his chest, and he no longer feared he’d launch into full blown panic. Not that he ever had. He’d seen another medic go into overwhelming fear from a dream the other night. The man had taken flight from his bunk and almost ran from the area. Fearing the man was sleepwalking, Dave awakened the guy. The whole thing had stirred other soldiers out of slumber, some of them grumbling, some gawking. Most had ignored the noise and remained in exhausted slumber.

      He didn’t turn on his flashlight and check the time on his watch. No one stirred so it must be early. The ship groaned again, the haunting sound adding to the perception he lived in a dream. A dream haunted by death and the danger of the sea around them. After nightmares he sometimes remained awake the rest of the night. In his head he recited facts he’d heard from others about Queen Mary’s transformation from luxury ship to troop transport. Sometimes these facts worked to lull him into slumber. Although the weaponry and some other accouterments of war had been removed from the ship by now, at one time it had been kitted out to defend itself.

      Originally an ASDIC sound detection system had been added to the ship. A four inch gun attached to the fantail. World War I Vickers machine guns installed. Degaussing girdle added to neutralize magnetic mines. Hinge steel blast shutters over the bridge windows. Thirty knots of speed. Anti-aircraft defenses upped to ten, forty millimeter cannon in five double mounts sited fore and aft. Twenty-four single barrel, twenty millimeter cannon emplaced in steel tub mounts along the upper superstructure. Six, three inch high/low angle guns two forward on the bridge near the well deck and four mounted on the aft superstructure forward of the fantail. Four sets of two-inch anti-aircraft rocket launchers grouped around the aft funnel. It went on and on. The number of changes made to this ship when the war started had been staggering.

      Somewhere, after curfew, a radio played The G.I. Jive.

      Then someone coughed. He’d know the sound anywhere. Chuck Fenster from New York City started coughing before the ship left England. Now each cough ranged from an annoying dry sound to a deep noise. The cough restarted until several soldiers mumbled irritation in their sleep. Dave’s medical training kicked in, and he almost crawled out of his bunk and went across the way to see if Chuck needed help. Then the coughing halted and didn’t return.

      Finally, with the bunk area calm, Dave found oblivion.
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      Daybreak came and soldiers stirred, the inevitable chaos of life aboard the massive ship impossible to ignore. Chuck wasn’t in his bunk, so Dave couldn’t check on him. Instead Dave rushed through his turn in the head. Soldiers couldn’t expect a lot of personal cleanliness on the ship. Not with this many people. But after all these years in the military, he’d become used to the scent of sweaty humanity and it didn’t bother him. He returned to his bunk only long enough to see other men leaving the area and heading to breakfast.

      Douglas MacArthur, no relation to the general, chatted with Dave as their turn came and they crowded up staircase number four into the fray of soldiers in line for breakfast. Lucky for them, because they were billeted in the white area of the ship, they were nearer to the first class dining room which served as an enlisted personnel dining hall and mess on deck C.

      At barely six-thirty in the morning soldiers needing chow before work assignments and other duties had already lined up.

      Douglas rubbed his hand over his short black hair, his brown eyes filled with mischief.

      Douglas said, as they stood at the back of an already long line, “It’ll be great to get home to my wife Jenny. She’s the best cook in the world. I’d die for her sweet potato pie right now.”

      Dave grinned as his stomach growled. Yesterday’s chow had already worn off. “Hey, you gotta admit the food here isn’t bad.”

      “Better than C-rations. Hope I never see another one of those as long as I live.” Douglas gave an exaggerated shudder.

      Dave frowned and patted his pockets. He located his field mess kit which held utensils they’d received when they’d boarded the ship. If they lost them they’d find themselves in a heap of trouble.

      “Almost panicked,” Dave said. “Thought I’d forgotten my utensils.”

      Tilting his head to one side, Douglas narrowed his eyes. “Can’t say I like cleaning them on the way out.”

      Rolling his gaze for a second, Dave said, “You made it through a war and you’re bitching about cleaning utensils?”

      His friend snorted. “Yeah, I am. I’m tired.”

      “Well, so am I. I didn’t sleep well last night. Heard Chuck hacking up a lung.”

      “Yep, that woke me up, too. He was smoking cigarettes like a chimney yesterday. Told him to slow down. It’s not like he’s going to get more of ‘em on our ration. He never listens to anyone.”

      “You can blame me. I gave him my ration after he finished his. I don’t smoke.”

      “I wondered when I never saw you smoking.” The line moved an increment.

      “You talking about me again?” Chuck’s cheerful voice asked behind them.

      Dave turned as Chuck sauntered up along with a few others. Chuck, like most of the men, looked haggard. His fatigued green eyes still held a spark. His close-cut blond hair was already thin. He’d confessed his father had lost most of his hair by the age of thirty. The war guaranteed the majority of troops appeared a little chewed up and then spat out. This bunch wore cheerful grins, perhaps basking in the glorious fact they’d survived D-Day and now headed home.

      Chuck didn’t wait for Dave to answer and said, “We’ll be skin and bones soon. Damn, now I’m dreaming of those coffee and donuts the Red Cross gave out when we first got on the ship.”

      “Think they’ll have any of those left?” one of the men with Chuck asked.

      “Nah. We wouldn’t be so lucky,” said another man. “We’ve only got forty-five minutes to do this thing, man. Wish the line would get moving.”

      The two meals of breakfast and dinner were reserved in six staggered sittings with breakfast from 6:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. and dinner from 3:00 p.m. to 7:30 p.m. Not a lot of time to shovel in the chow. Fortunately they had the earliest sitting.

      Dave was confident they’d eat whatever was offered and be more than thankful for it. He could also smell coffee as their grouping reached the door to the huge mess area. Once they reached the inside of the mess hall, Dave settled at a long table with many other men, including Chuck and Douglas. They waited for the food brought from the galley by K.P.’s., but food came faster than they expected.

      His plate contained bacon, eggs, toast and coffee. He definitely couldn’t complain about the amount, and as he dug in, he couldn’t grumble about the taste either. He tried not to gobble his breakfast, but hunger rode him hard and so did the pressure of time. He noticed the men around him did the same. Chuck, who looked a little queasy, ate more slowly, but finished his plate.

      “Not a donut to be had. This coffee is damned good, though,” Douglas said.

      “That’s for sure,” Dave said.

      Dave finished his coffee wishing he also had a bigger ration of water. Men were only allowed a half gallon of water per day to drink on this trip. As a medic he’d seen men dehydrated, and he recognized it in himself. On the other hand, other beverages could make up for it.

      Chuck asked, “You guys going to a movie tonight? Heard it was Gone With The Wind.”

      “Maybe,” Dave said. “I might read a book instead.”

      Douglas rolled his gaze. “Yeah, I got one of those miniature books they gave out to soldiers when we were in England. Little old lady hands it to me and says it’s a riveting read. Theology in 1870. What the hell am I gonna do? Become a preacher?”

      Laughter went up.

      Caught up in the mirth, Dave said, “That isn’t as bad as the book they gave Chuck.”

      All gazes swung to Chuck.

      Chuck snorted. “I got a book about learning to knit. Can you believe it?”

      They laughed again, adding to the general noise level. The din, a combination of talking and laughter, echoed in the large room filled with at least two or three hundred enlisted troops at any one time. The clank of dishes and the scrape of chairs on the floor mixed the chaos. Some cigarette smoke hung in the air.

      Douglas took a swig of coffee. “So what are you reading Dave?”

      “Agatha Christie. The Man In The Brown Suit. Been dragging it all over Europe and plan to read some while on the ship.”

      “For that many years?” Douglas asked.

      Dave nodded. “Yep. I read another Agatha Christie before that one.” Dave stood. “Well, I’d better get back in line to give them my dishes. Got work detail soon.”

      Lucky for him the line exiting the troop mess proved shorter than the one still entering. Douglas and Chuck followed him. All three of them snatched a sandwich on the way out, something they appreciated because it served as a meal between breakfast and dinner.

      They’d almost reached the staircase returning to their billet when Chuck coughed again. The sound was a bark, a deep and serious noise. Chuck halted, as well as Douglas and Dave. Soldiers rushed past them in both directions.

      Douglas clapped a hand on Chuck’s shoulder. “Criminy sakes, you all right? Told you to slow down on the smokes.”

      Dave winced as Chuck threw an irritated look Douglas’s way. “Shut up, will ya? I just want to get downstairs and finish the card game from yesterday.”

      Unfortunately, the cough returned, the deep sound almost worse than the last episode.

      Dave shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like just smoking to me.”

      Chuck’s voice rasped. “It’s nothing. The smell of this damned place.”

      Doubt crept into Dave’s mind. They’d all inhaled the stench of death too many times in the last few years to react this way to sweaty bodies and the occasional vomit from seasick soldiers.

      “Let’s go up to the hospital right now, and we’ll get a doc to check you out.” Dave smiled, eager to convince him. “If you’re getting sick, maybe you need a couple of days off from work to clear things up. And who wouldn’t want that? More time to sleep and read.”

      Douglas leaned against one wall. “He’s right. No work detail swabbing a floor. They might let you stay in our billet and play a card game. No work detail.”

      Chuck had turned pale, his gaze almost unfocused. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.”

      Douglas patted him on the shoulder. “Good. Don’t worry, man. I’ll look after your kit.”

      While they didn’t have their gear with them now, they’d come onto this ship with an M-1 rifle, helmet, canteen, cartridge belt, full field pack, two barracks bags containing complete summer and winter uniforms and whatever personal belongings onto the ship and stowed them in their area. There would be hell to pay if something happened to any of it.

      “Here, give me your sandwiches,” Doug said. “I’ll keep them safe, too.”

      Chuck said, “Don’t eat mine.”

      Douglas laughed. “I promise.”

      Dave took Chuck’s arm. “Come on. Back this way. We need staircase four to get there.”

      As Dave walked with Chuck in front of him up the staircase past decks B, A and the main deck, his friend’s breathing sounded worse. Neither of them spoke, though. The general hubbub of thousands of men reminded Dave of an ant hill. He had to admit the place made him a little claustrophobic. Worry for his friend pushed that aside.
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      “Wow,” Chuck said as Dave steered him into the hospital. “This place is busy.”

      Dave chuckled at the man’s statement of the obvious. “It is.”

      The place teamed with doctors, nurses, orderlies and medics like Dave on top of the troops already here this morning looking for medical assistance. Despite this being a hospital, the noise from so many soldiers and other staff echoed off the walls.

      Dave recognized a young army nurse, Lieutenant Amy Berthoud, and when she saw him she hurried over.

      “Staff Sergeant O’Keanan, you’re early to work, aren’t you?” she asked with a smile.

      “Yes, ma’am. Chuck here needs a doc to check out his cough,” Dave said.

      Chuck leaned forward a bit and lowered his voice. “I think he’s making a mountain out of a molehill. It’s probably a cold. Maybe you could convince him I should go back to my card game.”

      She laughed. “If Staff Sergeant O’Keanan thinks a doctor should check you out, then he should. Besides, I can hear the congestion in your voice. Probably should err on the side of caution.”

      With a rueful smile, Chuck nevertheless gave a nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He followed the nurse toward a partitioned examination area. Knowing what a flirt Chuck was with the ladies, he hoped he didn’t say the wrong thing.

      Knowing it could take some time before he learned anything about Chuck’s condition, Dave reported for his work assignment. Today Dave was earmarked to help soldiers who needed general first aid. A cut hand here, a need for stitches there. With these people on board, accidents would happen. Easy stuff considering what he’d encountered during the war.

      When he still hadn’t seen a sign of Chuck after forty minutes, he wondered if the man had slipped out and returned to this berth.

      He’d just finished applying sulfa powder, stitches and a bandage on a soldier’s cut forearm when Lieutenant Berthoud came toward him. The patched up soldier left after Dave gave him instructions on how to care for the wound, and to come back to the hospital if he saw any signs of infection.

      “Staff Sergeant, have you got a moment?” Lieutenant Berthoud asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m finished here.”

      After they stepped away from the more congested areas, Lieutenant Berthoud said, “Sergeant Fenster is quite ill.”

      Dave frowned, worried. “What is it?”

      “The doctor thinks it could be pneumonia. He might have been walking around with it for quite a while. The doctor has ordered x-rays and other tests. We might keep him here overnight or longer depending on what we discover.”

      Worry deepened inside Dave. “Glad I convinced him to come in.”

      “He’s in good hands here. Have you noted any other soldiers with a cough in your area? One that sounds as bad as Sergeant Fenster’s?”

      “No.”

      She appeared more pensive than relieved. “Okay, but if you see anyone else like that, encourage them to come here.”

      “Will do. Thank you, ma’am.”

      At the end of his shift Dave found Chuck in a dedicated isolation ward for those with possible infectious disease. Dave wore a medical mask
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