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To Ed, whose dream introduced me to Anna Donovan, and whose insights led me through the first three books about her early life. His sudden death as I began this one deprived me not just of his support as a writer, but of a friendship I valued for three decades.
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Chapter One
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May, 1941

––––––––
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THE DAY HER LIFE BEGAN to wander from its serene and well-plotted course, the universe did not shower Anna Moss with signs, omens or portents of the looming deviation. On the surface, the morning seemed quite ordinary, except that it was a Monday, and raining, and her father was driving. Riding with him was such an adventure, she had serious doubts about getting to work by seven. In all the years he’d had the car, he’d never mastered low gear. So when he stopped for traffic on the skinny iron bridge connecting Portsmouth, New Hampshire and Kittery, Maine, he stalled it when he tried to get moving again. The Packard Motor Company had apparently never heard of the Rev. Thomas Cranmer Moss when they’d advertised, “Ask the man who owns one”.

Determined not to sigh or offer to take over the wheel, she tapped her fingernails on her purse and stared down at the rain-dappled river and the drab clutter of the Navy base. In the haze, she almost missed an outbound submarine, a slender sea creature trailing a wake like a silver veil. Not an unusual sighting; the shipyard turned out a new fleet sub every few months. What was unusual was the clutch of Anna’s heart for the crew of this one. Surely they were in no danger; the Navy had long since rectified the problem responsible for twenty-six deaths in Squalus two years before. Or so they’d assured the public. Yet as she watched this boat cruise out the same river, she was compelled to cross herself. To bless it. Keep it safe. From rock and tempest, fire and foe. And faulty induction valves.

The car jerked forward. Her father glanced over. “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll get you to work in time.”

“Not worried, Dad. Just thinking about Squalus. Strange. Because I didn’t see her the day she went down.” She shivered, picturing the vessel’s battered conning tower when they’d raised and brought her back to the shipyard. Three months after the accident, the dead still entombed in her hull. “I’ll never understand why men volunteer for duty on those steel coffins. Because the pay’s better?”

He chuckled. “Maybe one of your patients can explain it.”

“Sure. If I ever find a submariner who’ll stop kidding long enough to answer.”

For the next few minutes, they rolled along uneventfully. Until Rev. Moss stalled again in the block-long backup at the gate. Marine sentries were checking IDs more assiduously than usual. Probably another round of espionage rumors; lately there were several a week.

It was five of seven when he finally screeched to a stop in front of the base hospital. Anna blew him a kiss, jumped out and ran up the wide steps, then down the corridor to the nursing supervisor’s office. Breathless, she clocked in with only a minute to spare. Despite Lieutenant Commander Doyle’s warning glare, she paused at the mirror to tuck loose strands of hair back into the knot and pin on her frilly Massachusetts General cap. Doyle scowled and scrutinized her head to toe, making sure the seams in her white hose were straight, the skirt below her knees, and the top buttoned to the neck to prevent sailors from looking down her front for a glimpse of bosom. She nodded grudging approval. “Very well, Moss. This week you’re on Two-B. Male Orthopedics.”

Anna stifled a smile. Male Ortho was one of her favorite assignments. Patients weren’t sick, and even the worst discomfort could be banished with a morphine shot, which also made them sleepy and quiet. Well, most of the time. Once in a while you got one even a heavy narcotic didn’t pacify.

The antiquated elevator seemed to be stuck in the basement, so she ran up the stairs to Two. At the nurses’ station, the night nurse raced through turnover procedures, pausing only to describe one patient who needed particular attention. A new admission from post-op, he’d undergone emergency surgery Saturday night to set complicated fractures of his right femur and left ulna. “And he scraped off half his hair. Still a wise-ass though. Ready to cop a feel anytime he can.”

“Even just out of post-op?” Anna asked.

The young ensign edged toward the elevator. “And full of morphine.”

“Some patients react like that after anesthesia.” With two years in this job, she enjoyed explaining such phenomena to green Nurse Corps ensigns. After nursing school, she’d considered joining the service herself, until Bob Hallowell convinced her to marry him instead. Oh, not anytime soon, not till they’d saved enough for a car, and furniture, maybe a down payment on a little house. One of their shared values was that diligence, thrift and planning would enable them to avoid the pitfalls many newlyweds faced. Like running out of money after the honeymoon. That would never happen to them; they both worked, lived with their parents, and put every extra cent into the bank. Easy for Anna—her job paid even more than he made teaching English at Dover High.

After the ward patients had finished breakfast trays, she went to see the new man. He was in one of the quiet rooms reserved for officers and anyone else in serious condition. Which he obviously was—right leg in traction, left arm in a cast, right side of his head swathed in bandages. A bottle of blood dripped into his IV line while a corpsman tried to feed him a breakfast he didn’t seem to want.

“Good morning, Lieutenant Donovan.” She used her bright professional voice. “I’m Miss Moss. Your morning nurse this week.”

Ignoring a forkful of scrambled eggs on the way to his mouth, Daniel R. Donovan, Lieutenant Junior Grade, USN, turned on a dazzling smile—even white teeth, deep dimples, eyes the blue of Irish skies. Having never seen the real thing, she could only imagine. Despite overnight beard growth and a thatch of dark hair beyond the bandage, he was so handsome her mouth gaped. Until, in a nasally New York accent, he said, “Well hello, doll. Where you been all my life?”

The corpsman rolled his eyes as she glanced through Donovan’s chart. The basic dog-tag information told her only that his blood type was O-positive; he was two months shy of twenty-five, and a Roman Catholic. Well, of course. What else would he be with that name and a face her mother might call “a map of Ireland”? She skimmed notes about the surgery and x-ray findings, noting he’d had a morphine shot just half an hour before, then asked the customary, “And how are you feeling today?”

The smile widened. “Swell. Now you’re here.”

“I mean, are you in pain?”

“Nothing a kiss won’t take care of.”

She willed herself not to laugh, grin, scowl or otherwise visibly react to the wisecrack. “Okay. After you finish breakfast, I’ll be back to check your vital signs.”

He parodied a salute with his good arm. “Aye-Aye, sir. I mean ma’am. Whatever you say.”

Oh, this guy was going to be fun, she thought as she walked out, one of those patients who expected more attention than all the others combined. Taking his vitals would be a real challenge, putting her in harm’s way as it did with such close personal contact.

Then the corpsman brought out his food tray. “Watch out for Mr. Donovan, ma’am. Says his catheter don’t feel right, so he’ll probably ask you to check it. Looked at it myself and there’s nothing wrong, I mean, no inflammation, no blood in the urine bottle. But he’ll ask anyway.”

She groaned, said, “Gee, thanks,” and went to check the vitals of other males in the open ward. No red flags among patients ranging in age from fourteen to seventy, with fractures of various bones from scapula to ankle, and many in between. Another, an inmate of the naval prison, had broken his leg in an exercise yard brawl. This sullen little sailor had beaten a shipmate to death, so his quiet room was locked, nurses forbidden to enter without an armed guard. 

She saved Donovan for last. By then, the corpsman had spruced him up with a sponge bath and clean pajamas. Newly shaved, his close-cut black hair tamed by a comb, he looked even better than he had earlier. This time she noted details—strong nose, expressive mouth, determined chin. A face she knew intuitively she wouldn’t forget, no matter how disagreeable the personality behind it. 

Approaching with the thermometer, she kept her expression sober. She popped it under his tongue, then she left it in his mouth to prevent conversation while she took his blood pressure and counted pulse and respiration rates. Even in the fifteen seconds her fingers were wrapped around his wrist, her own heart rate accelerated noticeably. Flustered, she squinted at the temperature—just above 98.8. Not enough elevation to send out alarms, but enough to suggest a potential problem. A reaction to the transfused blood? Or infection in one of several body parts that had contacted the dirty world outside his skin?

“Well, lieutenant, everything looks good.” She shook the thermometer down, charted the numbers, folded the sphygmomanometer into its case.

“Wait a minute, nurse. Something else I need you to check.”

She tensed. “What’s that?”

“This whatchamacallit in my dick. Doesn’t feel right. Corpsman said it’s okay, but what’s he know? How about you have a look?”

She drew a deep breath, steeling herself for a chore that, with this patient, promised to be anything but routine. “Very well.”

As she drew back the sheet, she felt the intensity of his stare, peripherally noted a faint grin. Her face grew hot. Lord God, of all times to blush, this had to be the worst. Still, unblinking and tight-lipped, she directed her gaze to the rubber catheter tubing. “Everything looks fine.” She replaced the sheet with a firm yank. “But I’ll have a doctor check at rounds.”

“What’s the matter?” The dimples deepened. “Never seen a dick like mine before?”

Oh damn, that old line. “Mr. Donovan, when you see one, you’ve seen them all.” But even as she spoke, she had a hunch he was fantasizing about a time when this particular part of his anatomy might connect them in a less clinical manner. The heat continued to rise in her face. She snapped the chart shut. “Now then, I have other patients to see. Use the call button if you need any help.”

“Sure, doll. Anything to keep you happy.”

Rolling her eyes, she flounced out of the room.

***
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IT WAS ALMOST LUNCHTIME before she checked Donovan again. He was asleep, but restless, tossing on the pillows, even moaning occasionally. She spoke his name. Then again more loudly. Until he started, blinked awake and regarded her with wide-eyed alarm.

“Sorry to wake you, Lieutenant. I need to see how you’re doing.”

He shook his head. “Not so good. Hurting real bad.”

“Okay. I’ll get you a shot first.”

When she returned with the hypo, she noticed his face was pallid, eyes sunken and dark-circled. She shot the morphine into the thigh of his undamaged leg, then started on his vitals. This time all the numbers were elevated, possibly in response to pain. She finished, but the drug still hadn’t kicked in, so she pulled up a chair, hoping to distract him with questions. First he asked if she’d light a cigarette for him. “Smokes in the drawer there. Less somebody’s walked off with them.”

The pack of Chesterfields was half full; she pulled one out and flicked the lighter to the end, inhaling to get the fire going. She handed it back with a pink smudge from her lipstick.

“Thanks. Have one yourself, if you want.”

“No, thanks. Not a smoker. But I’ll stay till you feel better. Meanwhile, tell me about yourself. For instance, where are you from?”

His voice was flat. “Brooklyn. You know. New York?”

“Uh-huh. Are you stationed here?”

He inhaled deeply, held the smoke a moment before he breathed out a fragrant blue cloud. “Well, I was engineer on Bluefish. Sweet new fleet sub. Yardbirds only turned her over to us Friday. This morning she started sea trials with her Navy crew. All except me.” His tone was bitter.

“Oh that must be disappointing.” Remembering her father’s advice, she was tempted to ask why any man would choose to go to sea in a claustrophobic steel cigar. Hardly the time, though, to ask this one.

“Damned straight. Hell, I’ve been here most of her construction. Know every pipe, every wire, every valve, every switch, every relay, like I know my own name.” Shrugging, he pulled on the smoke again. “Fat lot of good it does now.”

“Can’t you rejoin her when you go back to duty?”

His laugh was ironic, even caustic. “Don’t kid yourself, nurse. They tell me I’ll be laid up eight, maybe ten weeks. By then, she’ll be long gone. With another engineer. Damn. Sure hate to come so far with that boat and not be aboard when she joins the fleet.”

She made her expression appropriately morose. “What happened? I mean, how did you get so banged up?”

He regarded the growing ash on the cigarette until she placed a glass receptacle on his chest so he could tap it off. “Don’t remember much. Except one of my shipmates and me, we went to the O club Saturday night. Had a few drinks, then rode down to a bar in Newburyport. It was late, hardly any traffic, so I guess...well, we might’ve been racing. Last thing I remember, the bike went out from under me.” He shook his head, pulled on the smoke again, then stubbed it out. “Next thing I knew, I woke up here. All busted up. Hell of a thing.”

“The bike?”

“Motorcycle.”

“Oh, I see.” Well, no need to ask this submariner why he’d chosen duty in a claustrophobic steel cigar: he rode a motorcycle too. A daredevil. A man convinced of his own indestructibility. “Well, at least you weren’t killed.”

“Still lousy luck.” His gaze shifted to the window, but it overlooked the Maine side of the island, not the river channel.

She almost said, “I think I saw that boat this morning,” but didn’t want to upset him further. Then an appropriate homily jumped into her mind. “I know this is tough, lieutenant. But I believe everything in life happens for a reason. Even accidents like this. I mean, all you can see right now is trouble. But eventually it’ll make sense in the overall scheme of things.”

His expression turned derisive; his voice went from flat to cold. “What’re you talking about, doll? The Lord’s will? Some crap like that?”

She ignored the crap. “Well, I guess you could call it the Lord’s will. Or Fate.”

He snorted. “Easy for you to say. Look at you, all clean and pretty in your little white outfit. How old are you anyway? Twenty? Twenty-one?”

She hesitated, uneasy about sharing personal details. “Uh...twenty-three.”

“Huh. Still wet behind the ears. Little Goody Two-Shoes all sweetness and light, telling me not to feel bad ‘cause I’ve lost my ship. Listen. How do you know I’ll ever get another? I mean, suppose I’m never fit for duty again? Shit. Maybe all I ever be good for’s holding down a damned desk. And if we get into the war, I’ll be sitting on my ass while my shipmates go in harm’s way. Now I ask you, girlie; what good can come of bad luck like that?”

She fought the temptation to preach that racing a motorcycle was asking for trouble. Surely he recognized that nasty truth on his own; maybe it was at the heart of his anger. But why was he railing at her? Out of the blue, she felt the pressure of tears behind her eyes, the trembling of her chin. Ridiculous. Not unusual for distressed patients to lash out at a nurse, including her. Yet this man’s rebuke was like a good hard slap on the face.

Gulping a deep breath, she rose from the chair, grabbed the ashtray and carried it into the adjoining head. She dumped the gray mess into the toilet, flushed it down, rinsed out the dish and wiped it with toilet paper. The emotional reaction subsided as she scolded herself for inflicting personal philosophy on a patient. Back in the room, she set the ashtray on the night stand and finally met Donovan’s gaze—sullen, immediately averted. When she asked if she could do anything else for him, he barely shook his head. Relieved, she left the room.

Now the corridor was filled with the rumble of arriving food carts and the steamy blandness of whatever was on the plates. Donovan was right; she had no idea how he felt—isolated, hurting, cut off from shipmates and duties, with an uncertain future. Even worse, grieving the loss of his first ship. True, she was baffled by this affinity for a mechanical creation that could never reciprocate his devotion, but she had to respect his feelings, not suggest loss and regret were part of the Lord’s plan. Her father would never make such a remark to a bereaved parishioner. And she never had before. God, why did this brash young officer get under her skin like a bad case of chiggers?

Back at the station, she reminded herself in three hours she’d turn the ward over to the PM shift, and catch a bus back to Portsmouth. Her mother had promised chicken pot pie for supper, because Bob was going to eat with them. Before he got there, Anna would have a bubble bath, then pretty herself up, even if he didn’t notice. After supper, they’d sit in the parlor reading his students’ essays until nine or so. Then he’d yawn, give her a couple undemanding kisses, and go home. The usual routine for a man who prized “a good night’s rest”; in his parting embrace, however, she could well imagine Dan Donovan leering from the shadows. Mocking, taunting, rude and crude. But so damned handsome.

Focusing on chart notes, she tried to erase the image, but there he was, filling her mental screen. When she’d asked about his background, she hadn’t included marital status. No need to: men like him thought they were God’s gift to women. And got everything they wanted without commitment, rings or ceremonies. The creep. If she was lucky, she’d work here the rest of the week without further contretemps, without encountering a side of his personality submariners were notorious for—showing girls how torpedoes worked. The very notion made her bristle.

She sighed, shook her head to clear her thoughts, and reminded herself that after Friday afternoon she’d probably never see him again.

Unless she wanted to, of course.

Fat chance, she thought, bristling again.
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Chapter Two
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The next morning, trying not to imagine what mischief Donovan might be up to, Anna bounced up the stairs to Two and breezed by his open door without a glance inside. At the station, the little ensign reported that a new patient was coming up from Post-op, and the prisoner was due for transfer to the Convalescent unit. Otherwise all was peaceful on the ward. Then she added, “Oh by the way. That fresh jaygee in the quiet room—he asked if you’d be here today.”

Anna sniffed. “Probably wants me to check his catheter again.”

She laughed. “They took it out last night.”

“Good. Is he peeing okay now?”

“Apparently. He asked for the peter pan when I did his vitals.”

She had to smile. “Did he call it that?”

“Sure did, the jerk.”

She was on the verge of asking more, but the other girl kept eyeing the clock, as if anxious to get back to her real life. After she left, Anna helped the corpsman distribute breakfast trays, then studied chart notes from the last two shifts; no significant changes in anyone’s condition. She saved Donovan’s for last; he still needed morphine every four hours and hadn’t finished his supper, but was able to void on his own. Then she noticed the ominous upward creep of his temp during the night. At 5 AM, usually the low spot for body temps, his had been 99.6. Still, no one had recorded signs of infection when his dressings were changed.

Bracing herself, she went to his room. The head of the bed was elevated so he was eye level with the bed table, but not upright enough to manage eating with one hand. Or, judging from the tan stains on his pajamas, drink coffee without dribbling. A limp strip of bacon dangled from the fingers of his good hand.

She stepped closer. “Why isn’t the corpsman helping you eat?”

“Got something better to do.”

The egg was fried too hard to cut with a fork, so she hacked it into small chunks. “There. Try it now.”

Clutching the fork, he speared a clump of yolk and steered it into his mouth.

Next she buttered the cold, dry toast, bisected it, then went back to the station for a glass straw. In the minute or two she was gone, he’d wiped out the rest of the egg. She stuck the bent tube into the coffee cup. “Here, lieutenant. You’ll do better with this.”

His nod was minimal, his “Thanks,” almost reluctant.

“If you don’t, I’ll find the corpsman.” He didn’t answer, so she left the room.

Before she went back for his vitals, she finished with the others on the ward, then supervised the transfer of the new patient to another quiet room. Ray Pettigrew was a grizzled chief boatswain’s mate on a World War I S-boat in the yard for a refit. According to his chart, a rope had broken on the bos’n’s chair lowering him into the dry-dock. The subsequent plummet to the bottom had smashed both ankles and various small bones in his feet. Both were now encased in massive casts, and though he’d been out of surgery for ten hours, was so heavily sedated, he was conscious for only fleeting seconds. She tried waking him, but his glassy blinks told her he wasn’t ready to surface yet.

When she returned to Donovan’s room, he’d finished breakfast and was asking for Ex-Lax. No surprise after all the morphine he’d had the past few days. “Sorry, but I’ll get you something even better.”

He groaned. “Not castor oil.”

She smiled, relishing the small deceit. “No, nothing that drastic.” Across the hall, she summoned the medic from the new patient’s side. “Ainsworth, Donovan needs an enema. I’ll sit with the chief while you take care of it.”

“Gee, Miss Moss. I heard nurses loved giving officers enemas.” He looked about sixteen, with a face full of freckles, and ears that probably earned him the nickname Dumbo.

She ignored the urge to laugh. “Now, Ainsworth.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right away.”

Half an hour later, he reported Donovan had successfully used the bedpan and was asking to see her. Holding her breath, she used his lighter to burn off a cloud of sewer gas before she took his vitals.

“That was a dirty trick,” he said, “Ex Lax would’ve worked just as well.” She suppressed a smile and stuck the thermometer under his tongue. He removed it long enough to add, “I wouldn’t’ve minded so much if you’d given me the enema yourself.”

“Put that back, please.” She wrapped his arm, pumped up the cuff, then listened for the pulse to resume. After charting the numbers, she counted pulse and respiration rates, finally withdrew the thermometer. Troubled by the elevation—100.4—she wrote it larger than usual on the chart, underlined it twice and resolved to call it to a doctor’s attention at rounds.

Sure enough; none of the three surgeons mentioned it until she did. She also volunteered that the incision in his thigh seemed puffy, straining the sutures, and more inflamed than it had been the previous day. After hearing her out, one doc ordered blood work, but no prophylactic sulfonamide to quell any lurking infection. Not a nurse’s place to ask why though, just tag along making notes. Dutifully, she followed as they checked the new patient, those on the ward, and finally the prisoner. She’d had no problems with the man, but was relieved when they transferred him to the Convalescent unit.

When she finally went back to draw Donovan’s blood, he was sleeping. His eyelids flickered when she did the venipuncture, but he gave no other sign he’d felt it. Odd; almost every patient reacted to being stuck with a needle. Was he too heavily sedated? Or feeling the advance effects of sepsis ready to blossom?

She was so late doing everything that morning, including pre-lunch vitals, that when she returned an hour later, he was awake and spooning up a white soup that smelled strongly of cabbage. Unable to get an accurate temp orally, she vetoed the rectal alternative because it might send an unintended message. No matter; the blood work would tell the story. Or it would when results came up from the lab. Damn. Two hours now, even though she’d marked the chit STAT. Where were they? She called the lab as soon as she returned to the desk.

No surprise the lab was running late too. And the girl who answered promised only that she’d have the results before the shift ended. “Not soon enough,” Anna said, imitating the supervisor’s imperious tone. “I need Lt. Donovan’s, right now. I’ll send a corpsman for it.”

Even so it was another hour before she got the results. Just what she’d expected; white count and sedimentation rate both elevated. Not wildly so, not enough to send the doctors scurrying. But enough to make her wish she could circle the numbers in red. As if he was her only patient. As if his recovery depended solely on her. As if no one else in the whole hospital gave a damn.

Shaking off the irrational suspicion, she went to see Chief Pettigrew. By then he was awake and beginning to feel pain he’d previously slept through. She gave him a morphine shot, then sat with him to re-orient to his surroundings. Like most accident victims, he couldn’t remember what had happened. So she shared what she knew, helped him drink water and have a cigarette. In spite of what had to be intense discomfort, he was grateful and respectful. Everything Donovan wasn’t.

It was almost two before the new patient drifted off to sleep. Leaving his room, she almost bumped into a young woman walking from the elevator. In one hand was a Mason jar bunched with purple lilacs, in the other a grease-spotted paper bag. She was petit but bosomy, with curls like yellow sausages, creamy skin and hazy green eyes. Pretty in a country sort of way, maybe a farm girl who considered a pink pinafore the height of fashion. Even before she said, “Can you direct me to Lt. Donovan?” Anna had a hunch she was there to see him. Feeling flat-chested and colorless beside her, she walked her to his door, then returned to the station.

For a while she caught up on chart notes. Then, unaccountably restless, wandered around the beds observing patients for signs of trouble. Nothing. For some, visiting hours were underway. Others were dozing in the warm sunlight pouring in the western windows, reading, or listening to radios. Quiet was an excellent condition in which to turn over the ward to the next shift, but it didn’t keep her from wondering if the girl was Donovan’s sweetheart. Almost if she gave a damn.

Her relief was a gray-haired prune, but she was Mass General-trained, so Anna called her attention to his blood work to make sure a doctor noticed at evening rounds. Leaving, she was on her way to the stairs when the girl emerged from his room and headed toward the elevator. Anna paused in his doorway to let her get ahead.

“Well, well, well.” Donovan smirked. “If it’s not my favorite nursie. Come to find out if I got a little while Darlene was here?”

Exasperation rose like nausea in her throat. “Oh grow up, lieutenant. I only wanted to say she’s very pretty.” She sniffed. Besides the scent of lilacs on the windowsill, she caught a whiff of raw onions from the trash can. “Didn’t bring you food, did she?”

“Just a couple burgers. Why? Against the rules?”

“No. Except they’re not on a convalescent diet.” Cabbage soup, now raw onions? Not likely he’d need another enema any time soon.

“Only being friendly. Because that’s all she is, see? A friend. My real girl works in Boston. You’ll meet her Saturday.”

“I don’t work weekends.”

“What about nights?”

She shook her head. “I’m a floater. Meaning I work wherever they need me. But just weekdays, the morning shift. When the hospital’s busiest.”

His eyes narrowed. “Really? No nights? No weekends? And no enemas? Sounds like a damned cushy berth. Well, I’m not surprised. Soon as we met, I pegged you for a snobby bitch just working till you land a rich husband.”

She closed her eyes briefly and prayed for strength. “Look, lieutenant. It’s none of your business, but my father’s a minister. And my fiancé teaches high school.”

“Fiancé? You’re engaged? Then where’s your ring? Rock too big to wear around the riff-raff?”

She compressed her lips to stifle an insulting blurt. “Only jewelry a nurse can wear on duty’s a watch. Or a wedding ring. Anyway, my diamond’s just a chip. We’re not society people. In fact, I bet my background’s not much different from yours.”

His mouth twisted into a sneer. “Oh, yeah? Well, my old man’s a subway motorman. And my mom’s a drunk. I only got to college because I landed a scholarship.”

“Really?” She imitated his previous sarcastic tone. “Where to?”

“Rensselaer Poly-Tech. RPI. Troy, New York. Not a big New England school like MIT. Bet you never heard of it.”

“Well, I might have. But I never knew anyone who went there.”

“Uh-huh. Something else I bet you never did either.”

She clenched her hands, aware the jerk was baiting her. “What’s that?”

“Dated a Catholic. Especially an Irish Mick. Not your class, right?”

Her face tightened, but she willed herself to remain calm. At least outwardly. “You’re right. But only because I didn’t know many Catholics. There were some in my high school, but no, I never dated any.”

“Of course not. They were below you, weren’t they? See, girls like you always think you’re better than guys like me. Too good to stoop. Hell, even too high class to give an enema.”

Annoyance was building faster than she could stifle it. She unpinned her cap, tucked it into her purse, and folded her arms over her chest. “Okay, Mr. Donovan. Now I’m officially off duty. So I’m going to give you a piece of my mind.”

He rolled his eyes. “Sure you can spare it?”

Still in control, she began quietly. “You know. There’s something wrong with you. And not just physically, not just your injuries. I’m talking about the way you think. You went to college. And I assume the Navy sent you to charm school. So you know how to be a gentleman. How to act...well, polite. Yet from the moment we met, you’ve been rude and fresh. Sure, you were smart enough to get a scholarship. And a degree. And a Navy commission. But that doesn’t give you a license to be a jerk. Listen, no enlisted man’s ever talked to me the way you do.”

He sniffed. “Course not. You’re so high and mighty, you’d put them on report.”

She paused for a deep, steadying breath. “Anyway, buster, while I’m working this ward, I’ll do everything I can to help you. At least the next three days, and any other time I’m assigned here. Otherwise, if I never see you again, it’ll be too soon.”

His face reddened; his laugh was harsh. “Believe you me, girlie. Feeling’s mutual.”

Trembling, she flung herself from the room and slammed the door, then hurried toward the stairs, and the time clock, and the base outside, and the bus that would return her to the world she routinely inhabited. But as she walked toward the stop, a breeze off the river brought a faint whiff of spring, barely discernible in the smells of brackish water, scorched metal from a welder’s torch, and diesel fumes from a passing truck. But there it was, the scent of life stirring, of green sprouting, of promise, of hope. It filled her with soft yearning for nothing she could name, or even envision. As she joined others waiting for the bus, it swelled, warming yet unsettling. Like the delicious anticipation she’d felt on the cusp of adolescence when she’d watched couples dancing at a summer hotel. The afterglow promised everything a girl could want from womanhood—the excitement of romance, the tenderness of love, and other sentiments she hadn’t then experienced.

Not then, she thought. And I haven’t yet.

The realization hit her like a slap in the face. It took her breath away and swept her thoughts into a disordered whirlwind.

Just then the dumpy gray bus turned the corner and brought her back to this prosaic routine. Gripping her purse, she walked toward the curb and shook off the ridiculous temptation to wallow in childish expectations. They’d never served her well, and they wouldn’t now.

Still they beckoned.
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When she got home it was almost four-thirty. The Packard wasn’t at the curb, but her mother was in the kitchen, readying supper to go on the table at five-thirty. Before Anna could slip up the stairs, she bustled into the front hall. “Where in the world have you been? Don’t you know what time it is?”

She set one foot on the first step. “Caught the wrong bus. Had a longer walk than usual. Why? What’s so important about being home early?”

Her mother’s voice was higher than usual. “Bob’s on his way over. With exciting news, he said.”

Anna shrugged, advancing to the next step. “Probably just an excuse to come to supper again. Anyway, I have to go to the bathroom. And change clothes.”

“While you’re in there, do comb your hair and freshen your lipstick. You look like a Polish refugee.”

Wincing, she stomped upstairs. And gave her reflection a passing glance in the bathroom mirror, not so much to improve it for Bob, but to see how she’d looked to Donovan. Like a Polish refugee? No, they wore babushkas. Her hair was just windblown, not from a longer walk than usual, just one slowed by a vague sense that the pieces of her life had become scattered and disordered. As if she didn’t know how to deal with a difficult patient in a professional manner. With this one, despite her suspicion he was incubating a nasty infection, she’d turned insulting. In two years as an RN, she’d never had reason to feel ashamed before. Even though this guy deserved the treatment.

She was still staring at her reflection when she heard the ay-OOH-gah horn on Bob’s Model A roadster. The doorbell jingled, followed by her mother’s hearty welcome. Once she’d said, “If I had a son, I’d want him to be just like Bob. Except maybe not quite that tall. And with better eyes, of course. Still, they’ll keep him from being drafted if Mr. Roosevelt gets us into that war of his, God forbid.”

“Anna?” she called up the stairs. “Bob’s here. He can’t wait to see you.”

Still, she took her time changing into a plaid blouse and tan slacks her mother considered unbecoming. Not that Bob ever cared. Maybe he couldn’t see her well enough to notice. By the time she came downstairs, he was setting the kitchen table while her mother stirred something vinegary on the stove. Making himself useful, as always.

He grinned down from his lofty six-feet, four inches, eyes distorted by the thick glasses he’d worn as long as she’d known him. When he bent over to kiss her cheek, he smelled of Juicy-Fruit gum and the Vitalis that kept his sandy hair from sticking up in tufts. And because he was self-conscious about irregular teeth, his smile was reserved. “Hi, hon. Boy, do I have good news! Just wait’ll you hear it.”

“Tell me right now.”

“All in good time.” He gestured at the table. “Your mother says there’s plenty, but this is such special news, I’m taking you out for supper. To the Friendly. Unless you’d rather go to the Coach House.”

“No, too expensive. The Friendly’ll be fine.”

He looked relieved; her mother beamed approval. “But you might want to change into something prettier. Maybe the blue dirndl skirt I just hemmed.”

She smiled up at Bob. “I’m famished. Let’s go.”

In his car, he started the engine before he handed over a business envelope. “Look, hon. From Curtis Publishing Company in Philadelphia.” As if she couldn’t read the return address.

“Oh? Have they bought another poem?” Six weeks before, he’d sold a humorous couplet about his dog to The Saturday Evening Post. Long before that, almost everything he’d written had appeared in student publications at Middlebury College, but this was his first commercial success. Anna wasn’t sure what he wrote besides poetry. Since they’d been dating, he’d composed verses for her on occasions when other men might have sent flowers or a run-of-the-mill card. By now she had a loose-leaf notebook of hand-written poems, all oozing sentiments more romantic than any he’d ever spoken aloud.

He pulled into the street with customary caution. “Go on, open it.”

Inside, the single sheet of letterhead listed other Curtis publications besides Saturday Evening Post: Ladies’ Home Journal, American Home, Jack and Jill, and Country Gentleman. The gist of the letter was—they’d accepted his short story for Ladies’ Home Journal, and were also interested, pending a few changes, in his article about teaching in a rural backwater. But the final paragraph was the clincher:

We have been following your work with interest, and would like to invite you, should you be in Philadelphia in the near future, to come in and talk about the possibility of joining our editorial staff.

“Oh my goodness. I had no idea you were writing so much!”

His shrug was off-hand. “Didn’t want to put the kibosh on it by talking about it.”

“But this—working for them! That’s even better than selling something now and then.”

“You bet. Just what I’ve hoped for since I finished college. So I can quit teaching.”

“I thought you’d set your sights on The New Yorker.”

“Well, sure. They’re the best. But they only have the one magazine. Working for Curtis, I’d get experience that might interest them later.”

She skimmed the letter again. “Philadelphia, though. You’d have to live down there, I guess.”

He nodded. “But here’s what I’m thinking. Soon as school’s out, I’ll go down and talk to them. Even better, you come too. So if they hire me, we can find a place to live. Then we’ll set a date for the wedding. Oh, it doesn’t have to be right away. Maybe September. Meanwhile, I’ll start working and you can join me later.”

Taken aback by his comprehensive plan, she studied his profile as he drove. Earnest, as usual. Also sincere and serious. “Isn’t that putting the cart before the horse?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, shouldn’t you see what they have to offer, then come back and talk about it? If you decide to take the job, okay, we’ll set a date. Then I’ll come to Philadelphia so we can find a place to live. Maybe a job too. We can be married after that.”

Without answering, he drove the next few blocks and parked down the street from The Friendly, a bustling family restaurant near the courthouse. “That makes sense, Anna. Except I hate to think of living in a strange city without you, even till September.”

She handed the letter back, patted his hand. “You’d be so busy you wouldn’t even notice. A twentieth-century Ben Franklin.”

“Funny you should mention him. See, the head of Curtis Publishing—Cyrus Curtis?—he started in Boston too, then came to Philadelphia. Just like Franklin, only later. In the 1870s. I looked him up in Who’s Who.”

“That’s a good omen, Bob.”

Not a fan of omens, he shrugged and switched off the clattering engine. “Gosh, Anna, maybe we should set the date right now. So your mother has plenty of notice.”

“No, get the job first. It won’t be a big wedding, so she won’t need a lot of time. September’s soon enough.

He sighed, shook his head, but his face continued to glow. “Golly, hon. All of a sudden, everything’s coming together. This letter—why, it’s our whole future! You as excited as I am?”

“Oh yes,” she said brightly, quickly. “Yes, indeed. I can hardly wait. Now, let’s eat.”

Crossing the street, they hurried toward the tall plate glass windows up the block. “According to the paper,” he said, “the special tonight’s corned beef and cabbage. My favorite. But my mother’s so down on the Irish, she never makes it. Seems kind of silly.”

“Funny, I never understood that sort of prejudice either. Until lately. See, a patient on my ward this week’s Irish. He’s such a boor...such a jerk, now I get it. Boy, do I ever!”

Bob laughed and took her hand, swinging it between them in time to their strides, which were synchronized with one another’s, just as their ideas always had been since they’d met in junior high. She couldn’t remember exactly when he’d appeared, but now it was as if he’d always been in her life. Like a brother, or a cousin. Someone she didn’t have to think about or try to understand. Someone who, in all those eight or nine years, had never displeased or insulted her. Someone who undoubtedly had no trace of Irish blood in his veins. Just English with maybe a few drops of Scottish that explained his tallness.

No wonder her pure-bred English mother approved of him with her whole heart.
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Chapter Four
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Wednesday morning, Anna was still pondering Bob’s news when she came up the steps to Two. The glance she sent into Donovan’s room was just enough to register that the bed wasn’t only empty, but stripped, the corpsman mopping the floor with pungent Lysol.

Shocked, she paused in the doorway. “Where’s Lieutenant Donovan?”

“Still in surgery, I guess. They took him down early this morning. I only just came on, so that’s all I know.”

She hurried to the nurse’s station. “What happened to Donovan?”

The young ensign swung her gaze from the wall clock. “Well, when I came on last night, his temp was up to 102. They started him on Prontosil, but the fever kept climbing. Next time I did vitals, it was 104. And I didn’t have to check the dressings to know he’d turned septic. Called the MOD, then an orthopod ordered him to surgery. That was four-thirty. Haven’t heard anything since.”

Surgery. Dire possibilities crept into Anna’s mind. Most likely they’d needed to clean out the incision in his thigh before infection spread and ate the bone. “Wait a minute. I’ll call the surgery deck and find out.”

The woman who answered was maddeningly terse. “All I know is, he’s in post-op. Condition guarded.”

Anna hung up. “Well, he’s out of surgery.”

The other girl nodded. “Before I leave, I’ll stop in and see for myself.” She withdrew her purse from the desk drawer. “The guy’s a pain in the ass, but I hate to think...oh, you know.”

Anna watched her walk away and wished she could leave the floor and see him too. Memory of the previous afternoon throbbed in her head, especially her parting shot—“If I never see you again, it’ll be too soon.” Ordinarily, just a glib way to express disdain. But in this case never had ominous implications.

Then a new question coalesced: Had she been responsible for his sudden deterioration? If words could wound, then possibly. Though it seemed unlikely, even silly, to suspect anything she’d ever say might rob a tough guy like Donovan of the will to live. But that the infection had gone from smoldering to fulminating so soon after her diatribe felt damning.

She went through morning routines in a haze of anxiety. The surgeons were late with rounds, so when she determined Dr. Powell had operated on Donovan, she immediately cornered him with questions. His answers were terse: yes, he’d gone in to clean out the initial incision, dosing the tissues with sulfonamide powder. He hadn’t done the first surgery, but that was standard operating procedure with any dirty wound. The scraped scalp was healing nicely, and he’d checked the arm to make sure it was clean too. Still, he was going to keep the patient in post-op until he was out of the woods.

Then the big one: “Is he going to recover?”

The surgeon stared into her eyes so long she felt penetrated by his doubts. Until he nodded, even smiled minimally. “If having cute dames around can help, he’ll be up and around in no time. Today he might not know you’re there, but go see him first chance you get.”

Even with what amounted to a doctor’s order to visit, she had to finish the shift. Interminable, with no emergencies, not even any medical challenges to speed the clock. And no Donovan to keep her on her toes either. The other patients were all cooperative and grateful for her help, even when it involved needles. Still, the usual routines were so tedious, it seemed a week till her relief arrived.

Trying not to trip over her feet, she hurried downstairs and made herself known to the charge nurse on Post-op, then, breathless asked, “How’s Lieutenant Donovan?”

The other woman, a full lieutenant with a storm-cloud face, was crisp. “Doing as well as can be expected.”

Alarm gripped her, though she’d often used the same vague phrase with patients’ next of kin. “What does that mean?”

“What do you think? He’s still out. But read his chart. See for yourself.’’ She pointed down the ward. ‘’Bed Ten.’’

Tiptoeing in the hushed space, she proceeded past other semi-conscious patients, men and women alike, even an isolette in which an infant was making mewing sounds. The first thing she noticed in Bed Ten was that the bandage
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