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  For those who carry unseen scars, and for anyone still searching for peace.




May you find strength in your own story, courage enough to face the darkness, and find your light to guide you forward toward healing and hope.







  
    
      
    

    
      Some wars end in surrender.

Others wait inside the body,

asking the living what they will do

with what remains.
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  Preface



This story began quietly, from a spark of creativity during a time when I was searching for something meaningful beyond the noise of everyday life, and learning to live with loss in more than one form.

Evie, John, and Daniel came to life as reflections of the struggles and hopes so many of us carry: grief, healing, forgiveness, survival, and the search to find oneself again after trauma. Their journey is fiction, but it is rooted in truth.

For thirteen years, I served in the military, through a post-9/11 world that shaped much of who I became, even as I tried to bury parts of it once the uniform came off. That time left marks, some visible and some buried deeper. Writing in a journal became a way to sort through it. A way toward something honest, even when honesty hurt. Over time, that journal writing became an attempt at storytelling. Eventually, it became this book.

Though this novel is fictional, it was written with deep respect for the real men, nurses, corpsmen, doctors, families, and military units whose courage, suffering, service, and sacrifice shaped the history behind it. I tried to honor them as faithfully as I knew how. I hope, deeply, that they would approve. War does not leave people untouched, and memory should not turn them into symbols so polished that their humanity disappears. If this story preserves even a small measure of their fear, humor, pain, loyalty, tenderness, and hard-earned dignity and respect, then I hope it has done so with the honor and integrity they deserve.

This story was also written in the shadow of losing Bentley, a beloved companion whose spirit was far larger than his frame. A Saint Bernard with the soul of a guardian, Bentley’s absence left a hollow, aching silence. He had a way of filling every room, every acre, every ordinary moment.

Since then, that silence has deepened with the loss of Sammy Jo, my Basset Hound, and Squeaky, my little cat, both of whom left me in early 2026. Their absence brought me back to this story in a way I did not expect.

Writing became a way to fill that silence without drowning in it.

Set against the backdrop of a world trying to piece itself back together, What Remains is about more than love. It is about the quiet courage it takes to face the parts of ourselves we rarely show, the scars that shape us, and the strength it takes to keep growing when staying wounded feels easier.

This is a story of survival after war.

I hope it meets you somewhere honest.

— Evan Hart
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  The Train Comes In Smoking

  
  




The receiving platform at Rhoads General Hospital had been hosed down twice before supper and still smelled faintly of blood. 

Not fresh blood. This was older, thinner, more stubborn. It had settled into the boards beneath the platform roof, in the cracks between concrete and rail bed, in the canvas straps of stretchers stacked against the wall. It mixed with coal smoke, creosote, rain-damp cinders, and the sour remains of disinfectant the orderlies had sloshed around with more muscle than faith. 

Evelyn Lawson stood beneath the platform lights with a clipboard tucked against her ribs and tried not to breathe through her mouth. 

The August air held the day’s heat even though the sun had gone down. It pressed beneath her nurse’s cap and dampened the fine blonde hair at the back of her neck. Her white uniform, starched hard that morning, had softened at the waist and elbows. One stocking seam had twisted a little behind her left calf, but she refused to look down and fix it. There were doctors on the platform, orderlies, two corpsmen transferred stateside and still moving with the clipped efficiency of men who had carried stretchers under worse skies, and enough nurses that if one of them bent to fuss with a stocking the rest would notice. 

Especially Bette. 

Bette Kowalski noticed everything that might be used against a girl later. 

“Evie,” Bette said, leaning close without moving her feet out of formation, “your mouth looks like a war bond poster with bad intentions.” 

Evie kept her eyes on the empty track. “That a complaint?” 

“Never in uniform.” Bette’s voice had the warm, wicked roll of a woman who knew exactly what effect she had and considered modesty a rumor spread by the plain. “In uniform I only lodge complaints about coffee, doctors with cold hands, and men who say ‘hello, nurse’ like they personally discovered women.” 

Maggie Donnelly snorted on Evie’s other side. “You flirted with a corporal this morning who said exactly that.” 

“I flirted with his morphine schedule,” Bette said. “The corporal was incidental.” 

“He asked if angels came with hips now.” 

“And I said only the competent ones.” 

Ruthie Adler, small and dark-eyed and always looking as if she had arrived three minutes late to her own courage, made a strangled sound behind her clipboard. “You did not.” 

Bette turned just enough for the platform light to catch the red curve of her mouth. “I absolutely did.” 

Helen Whitaker, checking stretcher tags with the calm of a woman born holding a pencil, said, “And then you forgot to mark his temperature.” 

“I remembered eventually.” 

“You remembered after Captain Reeves asked why Private Donahue was either dead or boiling.” 

“He was neither,” Bette said. “He was being admired.” 

Maggie shifted her weight. Her shoes gave a small sticky pull against the the boards near the train. “For the record, if I’m ever dead or boiling, I’d prefer someone less impressed with herself.” 

Bette placed one hand over her heart. Her uniform strained a little at the buttons. It always did, and she always pretended this was a surprise delivered by an unkind world. “You’d miss me before breakfast.” 

“I’d miss the silence first.” 

“Liar.” 

Evie smiled because it was expected, and because Bette’s nonsense had saved more than one girl from crying in a supply closet. She smiled carefully, lips closed so the lipstick would not smear onto her teeth. 

Ruby red. 

Bette called it sinful. Maggie called it impractical. Helen called it difficult to remove from pillowcases. Ruthie borrowed it every Saturday and returned it worn down to a tragic slope. 

Evie had bought it with three weeks of saved coins and one lie to herself about needing something cheerful. 

The first time she wore it, she had stood in front of the narrow mirror in the nurses’ dormitory and nearly laughed. The girl looking back at her had been too bright, too polished, too sure of her mouth. Not like the girl from Kansas who used to sit in the barn loft with a book open across her knees while dust drifted through golden boards of light, or the girl who went red-eared and tongue-tied when boys asked if she had swallowed a dictionary. Not like the girl Charlie used to rescue with a grin and a deck of cards in his back pocket, saying, “Miss Lawson is unavailable for foolishness. She has appointments with pirates.” 

The lipstick had made her look like a girl who might answer back. 

So she had learned to answer back. 

Down the track, beyond the platform lamps, the rails vanished into humid dark. Mosquitoes drifted in nervous little clouds. Somewhere in the hospital behind them, a patient cried out once and then stopped, leaving the silence worse than before. 

The long Army buildings of Rhoads General sat back from the receiving platform in stern rows, their windows lit in bands of yellow. In daylight, the place almost looked orderly. Barracks, wards, nurses’ quarters, chapel, theater, post exchange, motor pool, laundry, bake shop, sewing shop, carpenter shop—an entire temporary town raised for damaged men. At night, it looked less like a hospital than a factory where war was taken apart piece by piece, washed, labeled, and put into beds. 

Evie had learned that buildings could promise more than they kept. 

A chapel did not mean peace, nor did a hospital mean everyone inside was healing.

A moth battered itself against one of the overhead bulbs. 

Ruthie watched it with open concern. “That’s going to be us in about twenty minutes.” 

“What, brainless and drawn to heat?” Maggie asked. 

“I meant doomed.” 

“Same thing.” 

Bette leaned forward to look past Evie at Ruthie. “Darling, if doom comes, stand behind me. I’ve been told I present a substantial obstacle.” 

“You present several,” Maggie said. 

Bette’s grin widened. “Jealousy ages a woman, Margaret.” 

“So does night shift. Yet here you are assisting both.” 

Helen clicked her pencil against the metal clip of her board. “Girls.” 

The word was soft, but it carried. They all straightened by half an inch. 

Captain Samuel Reeves strode out through the receiving doors with his sleeves rolled and his jaw already set against the evening. He was not a handsome man in any gentle sense; his face had been assembled for endurance. He carried a cigarette unlit between two fingers and looked at the nurses as though counting whether enough of them were still standing. 

“Train’s running six minutes behind,” he said. 

Bette made a small sound. “Imagine. A train full of wounded men failing to keep social obligations.” 

Reeves looked at her. 

She looked back with angelic vacancy. 

“Miss Kowalski,” he said, “there is a time and place.” 

“Yes, sir. I keep asking to be introduced to both.” 

Maggie coughed into her fist. 

Reeves held Bette’s gaze another second. There were doctors who hated nurses with wit. Reeves merely rationed his tolerance. “When it arrives, we unload in order of tag priority. No improvising. No private heroics. No wandering off because some corporal from Texas says he likes redheads.” 

Ruthie touched her dark hair, offended by proxy. 

Bette said, “What if he likes blondes?” 

Evie felt the others glance at her. 

Reeves did not. “Then Miss Lawson will endure disappointment with dignity.” 

“I shall write it in my diary,” Evie said. 

His mouth twitched once, not quite a smile. “You do that.” 

He moved down the line, speaking to the orderlies next. The cigarette remained unlit. Evie had never seen Reeves smoke on duty, only hold cigarettes as if the promise of one helped him get from one hour to the next. 

Evie checked the top sheet on her clipboard again. 

Incoming, hospital train no. 67. Transfers from debarkation hospitals. Orthopedic, neurological, surgical recovery, neuropsychiatric observation. Pacific and European theaters. Several litter cases. Several ambulatory with assistance. Infection watch. Pain control. Rehabilitation classification pending. 

Names were not lives yet. 

Evie had a habit, left over from childhood, of arguing silently with herself when the world became too large. It was not the kind of prayer her mother would have recognized, though sometimes it had the same posture. Chin still. Hands busy. Mind lit up like a room no one else could see. She would ask herself questions and answer them before anyone had time to notice she had drifted inward. 

What are you afraid of? 

That one had too many answers. The train. The men on it. The possibility that she would look at one of them and see Charlie in the jaw, in the wrist, in the boyish offense of being hurt. The possibility that she would not see Charlie at all and hate herself for the relief. 

What are you doing here? 

Standing. Waiting. Keeping the clipboard level because trembling hands frightened patients. Wearing lipstick because it gave people somewhere bright to look before they found the blood. 

What do you owe the dead? 

That was the question she hated. It followed her into every ward and every washroom mirror. It sat in the white space between Charlie’s lines. Evie knew the sensible answer: nothing. The dead did not ask payment from the living. Charlie would have laughed himself sick at the thought of becoming a moral obligation. Still, grief was not sensible. At midnight it could feel like a ledger opened in invisible ink, asking for a debt she could never name. 

Just ink in rows. 

Maggie saw her thumb bending the paper. Maggie saw all the wrong things at all the right times. 

“You’ll dent government property,” Maggie murmured. 

“Then Uncle Sam will have to court-martial my thumb.” 

“I’d testify against it.” 

“It always suspected.” 

Maggie’s shoulder brushed hers, brief as a match strike. “You all right?” 

Evie lifted one shoulder. “I’m standing.” 

“That was not the question.” 

“It is often the available answer.” 

Maggie studied her. “You get fancy when you’re nervous.” 

“I read books as a child. It left scars.” 

“Reading is how girls become inconvenient.” 

“Charlie said the same.” 

The name came out before she could stop it. 

Maggie did not pounce. She never did when Charlie’s name appeared. She let it stand there between them in the hot platform air, alive and sore. 

Bette, who had been arguing with Ruthie about whether Gene Kelly’s face had moral value, caught the shift and turned halfway. Her expression softened, but only for a second. Bette never left softness lying around where the world could step on it. 

“Your brother was right,” Bette said. “Books make women inconvenient. Curves make them unavoidable. Together, nations tremble.” 

Ruthie said, “My aunt says novels give girls ideas.” 

Maggie said, “Your aunt sounds frightened of girls with ideas.” 

“My aunt is frightened of mayonnaise left out too long.” 

“That is a reasonable fear,” Helen said without looking up. 

Evie laughed then, a real one that loosened something just beneath her collarbone. It lasted only a breath, but she was grateful for it. 

The platform lights hummed. Her feet hurt. She shifted the clipboard and resisted the urge to touch the small inside pocket sewn into her uniform where, tonight, she carried no letter. 

She carried Charlie’s last letter only on certain days. 

Today she had almost taken it. She had stood by her narrow dormitory bed with the envelope in her hand while Ruthie complained from the washroom that someone had used all the good setting lotion. The paper had gone soft at the creases from too many readings. Charles Henry Lawson, neat hurried letters, Army censor’s mark, a stain at the lower edge that might have been coffee or rain or something worse. 

His last letter had arrived three days after the telegram because death, apparently, could outrun the post. 

She had not taken it. 

She had put it back beneath her copy of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, though not before reading one line because she was weak in the old places. 

You should see the nurses here, Eves. They don’t flinch when the rest of us do. 

She had folded it away after that. There were men coming in tonight who needed a nurse, not a sister standing in the past with both hands full. 

A low vibration came through the rails. 

No whistle yet. 

Everyone heard it anyway. 

The platform changed without anyone giving an order. Conversation thinned. Clipboards lifted. Shoulders squared. Reeves stepped toward the track and finally tucked the unlit cigarette behind his ear. The orderlies took their positions by the stretchers. Helen moved Ruthie half a step back with two fingers at her elbow. Maggie flexed her hands once, as if preparing to play piano or strangle a fool. 

Bette rolled her neck, then caught Evie watching. 

“What?” Bette whispered. “Beauty is labor.” 

“You look like you’re about to go onstage.” 

“We are, sugar.” 

Maggie said, “Do not call the receiving platform a stage.” 

“Why not? Everyone lies, half the men are horizontal, and somebody always bleeds on the props.” 

Ruthie gave a horrified little laugh. 

Another vibration came. Stronger. Somewhere down the dark line, iron met iron in a long, rolling murmur. 

Evie’s mouth had gone dry. She wished absurdly for a book. Any book. A dull one, even. Something with pages she could turn. As a girl, she had believed if she read quickly enough, the world would have to wait until she finished the chapter before asking anything of her. 

Charlie had understood. Once, when she was eleven, three boys from school had mocked the way she said “particularly.” Charlie had appeared behind them carrying a paper sack of nails and wearing the mild, pleasant expression that usually meant someone was about to regret a choice. 

“She can say particularly,” he had told them. “You boys can barely say your own names without resting.” 

One boy had said, “You think you’re funny?” 

Charlie had tilted his head. “No. I think I’m accurate.” 

Evie had loved him so fiercely in that moment she had been embarrassed by it. 

The rails began to sing. 

Helen looked over once. “Faces, ladies.” 

Their faces changed. 

That was something Evie had learned in training and perfected at Rhoads. A nurse’s face was an instrument. Pity made men close up. Fear made them afraid. The face had to say: You are safe enough for now. You are not disgusting. You are not already dead. I have done this before. I will not drop you. 

Evie arranged hers. 

The shy girl from Kansas stepped back. The nurse came forward. 

Not false, exactly. 

Chosen. 

From the dark beyond the lamps came the first dull glow of the train’s headlight, blurred by humidity and smoke. It grew slowly, a yellow eye opening down the line. The murmur became a grind. Couplings clanked. Brakes began to shriek before the engine reached the platform, a shrill metal cry that made Ruthie flinch. 

Reeves raised one hand. “Steady.” 

The headlight swelled. Smoke rolled ahead of the engine and slid beneath the platform roof, thick and greasy, carrying cinders that settled on white sleeves and white caps and the polished toes of regulation shoes. Evie tasted coal at the back of her tongue. The medical train emerged car by car, olive drab and shadowed, windows dimmed, red crosses painted on white squares along the sides like marks someone had put there to ward off worse things. 

For a moment, through one lit window, she saw a man’s face. 

Young. Hollow-cheeked. Watching the nurses as if he had dreamed them up and did not trust the dream. 

Then the window passed. 

The brakes screamed harder. Steam spat from beneath the engine. An orderly swore under his breath. Bette did not joke. Maggie lifted her chin. Helen’s pencil hovered above the first blank line. 

The train slowed, clanked, lurched. 

Evie stood with her clipboard pressed to her ribs, ruby mouth set, while the first door handle turned from inside. 

The whistle screamed. 

It tore through the platform roof and went on tearing after the train had stopped, a shriek caught in metal, steam, and bone. A conductor in shirtsleeves jumped down first, face shiny with heat and fatigue, then an Army medical officer with sleeves rolled past his elbows. His collar was wilted; his eyes were not. He exchanged a clipped word with Reeves, handed over a manifest, and pointed with two fingers toward the first car. 

“Litter cases first,” Reeves called. “Move.” 

War came down the steps in layers. 

One man came down feverish under old gauze. One grinned at Bette through cracked lips and asked whether New York had always been so damn elegant. Bette told him New York had improved since his arrival. One had both hands bandaged like white clubs and apologized to Ruthie because she had to carry his duffel. One soldier, ambulatory in theory, made it three steps before his knees folded. Maggie caught him under one arm and said, “None of that, handsome. Collapse in an organized fashion.” 

He laughed and nearly sobbed on the same breath. 

Evie moved where she was needed. Clipboard, tag, pulse, question, answer, another question when the first answer made no sense. Pain. Last morphine. Allergies. Fever. Can you feel this? Squeeze my hand. What is your name? Where are you hurt? No, soldier, you are not in France. No, Marine, you are not on a ship. Yes, we have your bag. No, I don’t know about your buddy. 

Smoke rolled from the train around them. 

A medical officer read the next tag. “Miller, John R. Sergeant. Marine Corps. Needs assistance but refuses litter.” 

“Of course he does,” Reeves said. 

The man at the train doorway had one hand braced against the frame. He wore a robe over hospital pajamas and a face arranged with dangerous care. A cane rested in the hands of a corpsman below him. He looked down at it as if the sight of it offended him. 

“Sergeant Miller,” Reeves said, “use the cane.” 

The Marine’s mouth tightened. “Yes, sir.” 

He took the cane. 

The descent from train to platform was three metal steps. Evie knew before he moved that every one of them would cost him. His right leg came down first. The left hesitated, then followed badly. His jaw flexed once. The corpsman reached toward him. 

Miller said, “Don’t.” 

The corpsman stopped. 

Evie was nearest. She stepped in not close enough to catch him, but close enough that he knew she could. 

His eyes flicked to her. She could not have named their color in that light. She registered only the steadiness, and beneath it, the offense of being seen. 

“Sergeant,” she said, “there’s a crack in the platform just ahead of your cane. I’d hate to have to tell Captain Reeves you let government property trip you.” 

Miller looked at the boards, found the crack, then looked back at her. 

Something small changed at the edge of his mouth. 

“Wouldn’t want the government embarrassed on my account, ma’am.” 

“No one ever does.” 

“Not true.” Bette passed behind them with a clipboard and a soldier’s duffel. “Some men live to embarrass it.” 

Miller’s eyes followed Bette for half a second, as all honest eyes did, then returned to Evie with something like apology. “John Miller.” 

“Evie Lawson.” 

“I gathered you were a nurse.” 

“Did the cap give me away?” 

“The cap, the clipboard, and the way you look like you’re deciding whether I’m going to be trouble.” 

“Are you?” 

“Not if I can help it.” 

That answer told her more than a joke would have. 

They moved together across the platform without touching. His cane struck wood, paused, struck again. Evie matched his pace, pretending she was only consulting his tag. Shrapnel. Hip and thigh. Nerve involvement. Surgical repair. Rehabilitation. Pain control. Okinawa. 

The last word lay in the corner of the tag like a burned match. 

Okinawa. 

Inside the receiving corridor, the air changed. Less smoke, more disinfectant. Waxed floors. Hot metal from radiators even in August because someone somewhere believed all hospitals should be slightly cooked. 

Evie guided Miller to a chair near intake three. He lowered himself badly, too controlled, missing the last inch and hiding the jolt behind a sharp breath. 

“Pain?” she asked. 

He looked up at her. 

She waited. 

“Some,” he said. 

“Bad?” 

“Not pretty.” 

“Miller.” 

He looked surprised at the name without rank. Then, because she had not softened her voice, he admitted enough for her to mark it honestly. 

Evie wrote down what his face told her. 

“I said—” 

“I heard what you said.” 

“That how you practice nursing here?” 

“Listening between words? Every day.” 

His gaze moved over her face, not rudely, not even appreciatively yet. More like a man assessing unfamiliar terrain. “You always this bossy?” 

“Only with men who lie poorly.” 

“Then I’ll endeavor to improve.” 

“Please don’t. It makes my work harder.” 

Miller gave one brief breath of laughter. It seemed to surprise him more than it did her. The sound came up rough, as if it had found rust on the way. 

Before either of them could decide what to do with it, a voice came from the corridor behind them. 

“Careful, Marine. She’ll have you admitting weakness by breakfast.” 

The man who spoke was leaning in a wheeled chair pushed by Paulsen, though he gave the impression he had allowed the chair only temporarily and under protest. Army. Hair grown too long at the edges. Hospital robe untied at the throat. One leg wrapped and braced, shoulder held stiffly, mouth tilted toward amusement as if pain were a private joke he had not decided whether to share. 

Evie knew him by chart before personality. 

Sergeant Daniel Jackson. Philadelphia. 101st Airborne. Gunshot and shrapnel injuries following action in Alsace after Bastogne. Complications with infection. Rehabilitation transfer from another ward after making himself unpopular by leaving bed without permission. 

“Jackson,” Helen said from behind Paulsen, “if you tip that chair again, I will let Miss Kowalski choose your next sponge bath.” 

Bette appeared from nowhere. “Threat or reward?” 

Daniel Jackson’s eyes moved over Bette, recognized danger, enjoyed it, and then found Evie. 

He smiled as if the platform lights had been installed for him. 

“Nurse Lawson,” he said. “I was told this wing had superior supervision.” 

“You were told to stop bribing orderlies with cigarettes,” Evie said. 

“I have hidden virtues.” 

Maggie groaned from across the corridor. “Oh, God. There are two of them.” 

Miller had gone still in the chair. 

Daniel noticed. Of course he noticed. His smile sharpened toward Miller. 

“Marine Corps?” 

Miller looked at him. “Army?” 

“Somebody had to take Europe.” 

“Somebody had to do it with roads.” 

Daniel’s grin widened. “You Pacific boys always this friendly?” 

“Only with tourists.” 

Bette made a delighted little sound. “Oh, I like this.” 

“Don’t encourage them,” Helen said. 

Evie looked between the two men and felt the ward shift around a new weather. Miller sat with his cane upright between his knees, hands loose around the handle though his knuckles were not loose at all. Jackson lounged in the chair as if the robe and bandages were a costume and he could stand any time he wanted. Miller carried silence like a rifle. Jackson did the same with jokes. 

Both looked at Evie. 

Not the way most men did, though there was some of that too. They looked as if she had walked into a place where they had expected no one to enter. 

Outside, beyond the receiving doors, another stretcher wheel hit a crack in the platform. Someone cried out. Reeves called for more hands. Steam hissed from the train. 

Rumor had been moving through the hospital all day that Japan was near surrender. By evening, word from radios and telephones had begun
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