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  Part I: Civilian


Summer 1944

Virginia, USA








  
  Chapter One


I wasn’t supposed to be riding my brother’s motorcycle the day I graduated from high school. If he found out I’d taken it, he’d give me a stern lecture about how it was wrong to borrow someone’s prized possession without asking and how it was irresponsible to waste gasoline during a war. But since he’d gone off to Europe and disappeared, I didn’t think there was much of a chance that he’d notice. 
I pushed the 1937 BSA M20 to 65 miles per hour. The rushing air cooled my skin but still wasn’t softening the trio of frustrations that had sent me outside with a yearning for speed and solitude. I was angry that Bastien had stopped writing, angry that I couldn’t go to Belle’s graduation party because her father had threatened to shoot me with a shotgun, and angry that President Roosevelt had ended voluntary recruitment and instituted a universal draft. For years, I’d planned to volunteer with the Air Corps the day after graduation; now I had to wait until the draft board called me up, and they’d probably send me to whichever branch of service was most in need of fresh bodies. I loved flying along the road on a motorcycle, but flying in the air sounded so much better. With my luck, I’d end up on a graves registration crew. Or maybe worse, get sent to the Pacific. I was plenty mad at the Japanese, but I’d been wanting to get back at the Nazis since I was nine and the Gestapo took my dad away.
Thick green trees lined the twisting Virginia road, creating the illusion that I was all alone, which suited my current mood. A few hours ago, I’d thought it lame to come home after commencement to a party of two: my mom and me. Next door, all of Belle’s extended family and most of our friends gathered to celebrate. It was quite the contrast, but unlike Belle, I wasn’t Fairfax High School’s class of 1944 valedictorian, and most of my family was gone, one way or another.
I took a turn too sharply and felt the bike wobble, but I kept my balance. Even if I hadn’t caught myself, I wore a helmet, thanks to Bastien. My brother was big on things like wearing helmets and not playing with matches. He was overprotective, but I listened to him most of the time. When he was around to talk.
He had shipped overseas a year and a half ago. He’d told my mom and sisters all sorts of kind things in parting. Then he’d looked at me and said, “Lukas, don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone.” He still had a German accent, so it had sounded more like vile than while, but it was his tone that stuck in my head. It was as if he thought that since I procrastinated my homework and always lost my watch, I must be too immature to be the man of the house. I swear he still thought of me as the ten-year-old boy he’d brought to America eight years before. My sisters had started treating me like an equal when I’d surpassed them in height, and even Mom seemed to recognize that I’d grown more responsible. But with Bastien, it was like nothing ever changed.
I took the next turn slower than the last. Same with the one after as the road curved through the trees. As I came around the corner, I heard another engine. I moved to the right edge of the lane in case the other driver was sloppy during turns, but I didn’t think much of it. Not until the truck came into view, driving straight at me on the wrong side of the road.
I jerked the handlebars, forcing the motorcycle to the road’s shoulder and barely missing the big Deuce and a Half army truck barreling along in my lane. A second later, I was off the pavement, driving over weeds and loose gravel.
I pumped the brake with my right hand so I wouldn’t skid and told myself not to panic despite the pack of trees looming ahead of me. I dodged a tree to the left, then two to the right as I fought to slow down. Then I hit a root. The motorcycle toppled to the side and slid out from under me. It bashed into one tree, and I banged into another. The air rushed out of my lungs in one big whoosh, and I had to gulp a few times before I had enough air to exhale again. My head hurt. My shoulder hurt. My right hip and leg hurt. But I didn’t experience horror until I saw the Beeza broken into pieces and wrapped around a tree.
Footsteps sounded behind me, and I turned toward the noise. I instantly regretted it. Moving hurt.
“Are you all right, lad?”
I squinted to get a better look at the man leaning over me. A glance back at the truck proved he was the driver. His voice and uniform said he was British. The three four-pointed stars on his shoulder straps told me he was a captain. Now, don’t get me wrong. I was glad the British were fighting the Nazis, and I was sure the man had a very good reason for being in America, but what idiot handed him a set of car keys in Virginia? I managed a grunt and tried to sit. The captain helped me, which was painful since my back was bruised.
The hammering in my head grew worse. “You know, you’re supposed to drive on the right side of the road around here.”
He cleared his throat. “Yes, I suppose I forgot where I was. Sorry about that. Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”
“No offense, but I’ve seen how you drive, sir. Not sure I want to get in a truck with you.” It was rude, and I shouldn’t have said it because it would be a long walk home. Probably take me until dawn, and in the meantime, my mom would be all sorts of worried.
To my relief, he laughed. “I would offer you the keys, but seeing as how you knocked your head quite soundly, I think you best accept my offer.” When I didn’t answer right away, he continued. “Be a good chap and agree to a ride. I can’t in good conscience leave you bleeding on the roadside with a ruined motorbike and no way to get home.”
I tugged off my helmet and felt along my forehead. My hand came away sticky and red. I stared at the pieces of the motorcycle again. I’d ruined it. If Bastien was still alive, he was going to kill me.
I didn’t have much of a choice, so I accepted the ride. The captain checked my injuries and asked if I wanted to go to the hospital. The cut in my head stopped bleeding after a few minutes, and I hadn’t been knocked unconscious, so I told him no. I was already late with June’s rent; the last thing I needed was a hospital bill.
The captain opened the tailgate and found a piece of wood to use as a ramp. Between the two of us, we pushed the remnants of the Beeza into the back of the truck beside some unmarked wooden crates. The rest of the pieces were small enough to lift individually. I wasn’t sure why we bothered. The thing was destroyed. I slunk into the passenger seat as the captain started the engine.
“I’m Captain Cunningham, by the way.” He kept his eyes on the road as he drove and kept the truck in the right lane.
“I’m Luke. Lukas Ley.”
Other than telling him where to turn, we drove in silence for a while. Something inside my head thumped, and I was afraid I was going to lose the apple pie my mom had made to celebrate graduation. It was my favorite dessert, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t taste as good on the way up as it had on the way down.
“So, why are you in Virginia?” I asked.
“I am working in an advisory role.”
“Advising on what, exactly?”
His lips tightened, then lifted into a smile. “There are a few things we have a bit more experience with. Driving in the right lane probably can’t be counted among them.”
“You got that right.” I watched the trees go by for a while, then looked back at the road. I wanted to make sure he was on the correct half of it. “I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I haven’t been very polite. Thank you for stopping, and thank you for the ride. It would’ve taken me a long time to walk home.”
“A ride is the least I could offer. I am rather embarrassed that I fouled up like that.”
“I guess that’s what you’re used to in England.” I could relate. When we’d first moved to the US, I’d taken all sorts of cultural missteps. It had taken me three years to get good at pronouncing a W.
“Yes. I spent time in Shanghai too. We drove on the left there as well.”
“Did you like Shanghai?”
He nodded. “Most of the time.”
“Do you like Virginia?”
“It has its pleasant moments. The traffic rules are a bit backward.”
I laughed. The sun disappeared behind the trees, and I realized I’d been squinting. “Turn left at the next cross street.” As he turned, I remembered he hadn’t told me about his job. “So you don’t by chance advise the Army Air Force or anything, do you?”
“No. Why do you ask?”
“I want to be a fighter pilot.”
“Ah.” He glanced at me, then back at the road. “You and every other seventeen-year-old boy in America.”
“I’m eighteen,” I said. “And not everyone wants to be a pilot. Ray and Frank want to join the Marine Corps because they figure it’s a sure ticket to combat. Bob and Wally want to join the Navy. And Arthur wants to drive tanks.” I realized he had no idea who I was talking about, so I shut my mouth. But then I opened it again because the motorcycle ride hadn’t been long enough to banish my frustration, and the wreck had added to it. “Not that it matters. They’ll put us where they need us.”
“Maybe you’ll be lucky enough to get what you want.”
By then, we’d made it to my house, a three-bedroom brick rambler on the outskirts of Fairfax. It had a big porch out front and a blue-star banner hanging in one window. The house had been the perfect size when we’d moved in five years ago, but since then, both my sisters and Bastien had moved away, and I planned to follow them soon. It was bigger than what my mom and I needed, and so was the rent.
“I’ll put the motorcycle parts in there, I guess.” I pointed to the detached garage. “But if you have to be somewhere, we can put them on the grass for now.”
“I can spare a few minutes.”
We’d just set up the ramp again when my mom burst through the front door. Her mostly-gray hair was pulled back in a bun, and she wore a blue apron. She zeroed in on my cut forehead and gasped. Instantly I wished it were dark.
“Are you all right, Lukas?” she asked in German.
Cunningham’s eyebrows lifted slightly. He probably thought we were Nazi spies.
I answered in English. “I’m fine, Mom.”
“What happened?” By then, she was right beside me, trying to get a better look. She didn’t seem to notice that I’d mangled Bastien’s bike or that she was blocking the way to the garage.
“Um, had a little crash. So I’ll just put this in the garage, and I can tell you all about it later.”
She stepped out of the way, but I could tell she was eager to give me a thorough interrogation. She stood there watching, her hands on her hips and her mouth drawn tight as the captain and I unloaded the broken bits of the Beeza and stacked them in the garage.
“Your mother is German?” the captain asked.
I nodded.
“And you? Obviously you understand the language. Do you speak it?”
“Yeah, I lived there till I was ten.” I picked up the last piece of the Beeza, part of the exhaust pipe, and carried it to the garage. When I turned around, he was still watching me. “I know what you’re thinking, that we’re a couple of German agents. But that’s not how it is. My brother’s in the Army. One of my sisters is married to a marine, and the other just married a guy in the Navy. We came to the US after the Nazis killed my dad. Trust me, no one hates Hitler more than we do.”
Captain Cunningham tilted his head to the side. “What is your brother’s name?”
“Bastien Ley. He’s a captain now.”
“I think I remember him. Talented chap. I daresay you look a great deal like him.”
“You know Bastien?”
Cunningham nodded. “We did some training together. Back in ’42, I believe it was. How is he?”
I swallowed before answering. “It’s been a while since we’ve heard from him.”
A tightness crossed Cunningham’s face, and he glanced at my mom, then back at me. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope you have good news of him soon.” He grabbed his wallet and removed a few crisp American bills. “Here, for the repairs.”
I hesitated. I didn’t have the funds to fix the motorcycle myself, but I didn’t want to take advantage of Cunningham’s good nature.
He stretched his arm out. “The wreck was my fault. And since I am transporting those crates for official purposes, I can claim it as a work expense.” 
I accepted the money. “Thanks.” 
He climbed into his truck.
“Thank you for bringing my son home,” my mom said in English. 
She knew a lot of English, even if it didn’t always sound English.
He nodded politely. “Yes, ma’am.”
After the captain drove away, I stared at the motorcycle. It was my brother’s favorite thing in the whole world, and I’d smashed it into twenty-seven pieces.
“Lukas, what happened?” My mom switched back to German.
I glanced from the BSA to my mom. She studied my forehead. I brushed my hand along my hairline. It was sore, but it wasn’t bleeding anymore. “I told you, Mom. I had a little crash.”
“Little?”
I sighed. “No, I guess not. Look at it. It’s ruined.” I turned and walked into the house.
Mom followed me. I sank into the second-hand sofa, leaned over, and rested my head in my hands. My headache was getting worse.
“You are more important than the motorcycle.” She sat beside me and pushed my hair back so she could see my cut. “Where else are you hurt?” 
“It’s not bad. Just bruises and scratches. I think I’ve had worse beatings playing football.”
“You were lucky, then. Or blessed.”
I scoffed. “I just destroyed Bastien’s motorcycle. You call that lucky? Or blessed?”
My mom rubbed my back. I bit my lip to keep from wincing as her hand went over a sore spot. “Motorcycles can be replaced or repaired.”
“Not that one.”
“Even that one. It was old when he bought it, remember?”
I remembered all right. And I remembered all the hours my brother had spent restoring it. That made it even worse. “I think he’s going to kill me.”
“Nonsense.”
She had a point—he wasn’t really going to kill me. He already had some weird guilt about when my other brother had accidentally started a fire and they’d both gotten caught in it when they were young. Bastien had lived. Hans hadn’t.
“Right. He’ll just hate me forever.” He’d probably never speak to me again, but I was starting to get used to that. For the last eight months, his letters had been so rare that he might as well have been not talking to me.
“That’s not true either. Has he ever lost his temper with you?”
“I haven’t ever wrecked his motorcycle before.” I rubbed my eyes like I usually did when I was tired, but then I stopped because it hurt. “I shouldn’t have taken it out.”
“No, you shouldn’t have. But you can’t change what happened.” She patted my knee. “Why don’t you have another piece of pie? Everything seems a little better after dessert, yes?”
I ate the pie with a tall glass of milk. But I didn’t feel much better.






  
  Chapter Two


The ring of my alarm clock startled me awake the next morning at five thirty. Three dozen bruises howled at me when I reached over to switch it off. I groaned and stayed in bed. It wasn’t like I had to get up that early. I normally milked the Montgomery cow before breakfast, but it wasn’t an official obligation, especially not the morning after a wreck. Annabelle Katherine Montgomery was perfectly capable of milking her own cow. Mr. Thompson expected me at 8:00 a.m. sharp to help on his farm, but it took only ten minutes to get there on my bicycle, and it was a Saturday, so I didn’t have to deliver newspapers. I could sleep another two hours and still get to work on time. 
I closed my eyes and told myself missing one day wasn’t that big a deal. But ten minutes later, I decided missing one day maybe was kind of a big deal, so I threw the blankets back and stepped out of bed and almost tripped over a pile of dirty laundry. I brushed my teeth but not my hair before leaving through the kitchen door at the back of the house, shutting it softly so it wouldn’t wake my mom. Most days she was up as early as I was, but not Saturdays.
I crossed the grass and hopped over the white picket fence from our yard into Belle’s. A grove of trees lined the edge of the property, old and thick and great for concealment. I waited there for a few seconds.
I was late, but she was still singing. I could hear her voice, clear and low. “Behind the door, her daddy kept a shotgun. He kept it in the springtime and the merry month of May. And if you asked him why the heck he kept it, he kept it for that soldier who was far, far away. Far away, far away. He kept it for that soldier who was far, far away.”
“You know, there’s a version of that song without the shotgun verse,” I said as I stepped into the barn.
“I’m quite aware of that. I already sang that version, but your tardiness forced me into singing this version too.” She looked up from the cow she milked. Her eyes were the color of a spring sky, and her hair was the color of a late-summer wheat field. Her smile was all sunshine and freckles until she saw my face. “Luke! What happened to your head?”
I rubbed a hand over the scabs, accidentally aggravating the swelling under my eye. “Now that I’m done with school, I figured I didn’t need it anymore.”
She stepped in for a closer inspection. “What did you do? My daddy didn’t find you, did he?”
Belle’s dad hadn’t always hated me. As recently as football season, Mr. Montgomery had been an ardent fan of my season-total ten touchdowns. But sometime during basketball season, I’d changed from his favorite wide receiver to a dirty kraut. It wasn’t my basketball skills. I wasn’t the star of the team, but I usually started. I think the change in attitude had more to do with Belle’s brother getting killed by the Germans somewhere in Italy and Belle’s dad catching me giving Belle her first kiss.
“I haven’t seen your dad in weeks.”
“Then what happened?”
“I wrecked the motorcycle.”
She grimaced. “Your brother’s motorcycle?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh dear.”
“Oh dear is right.” The bruises on my legs ached in protest as I sat on the stool to milk the cow for her.
“How badly are you hurt?”
“Does it matter? Bastien’s going to come home and kill me.”
“Yes, it matters. And I’m pretty sure your brother isn’t going to kill you. If I remember right, he’s kind of fond of you.”’
“He might be fonder of that motorcycle.”
Belle ran her fingers through my hair. “I doubt that.”
I closed my eyes and let her massage my scalp. Her fingers were light enough that I barely even noticed when they went over a scrape. She smelled like a bouquet of flowers—I could pick it out even over the cow. 
“Did you get new perfume?”
“Yes. A graduation present from my aunt.”
“It’s nice.”
“Nice, huh?”
“Yeah. But you always smell good, so it’s not that different, I guess.”
Her fingers moved to my neck. Normally I liked her neck rubs, but this morning I was sore, and I couldn’t hold back a wince.
“Hmm. So you are hurt.”
“I never said I wasn’t.”
“Then tell me where.”
When I didn’t answer right away, she slapped my shoulder.
“Ow!”
“Then start talking, mister.”
I turned one of the cow’s teats toward her and squirted milk in her direction, slow enough that she had time to duck away.
“That only distracted me for two seconds.”
I didn’t mind telling Belle what had happened. It was just fun teasing her for a while first. “I got run off the road by a British captain driving like he was still in London. Then I hit a root, and the motorcycle slid out from under me. I bruised my right side pretty bad. And I smacked into a tree and got a few cuts. Not any worse than what I got at our Homecoming game.”
“You have a habit of looking a little beat up for important occasions. A black eye for our first date. An ugly scab for enlistment.”
I finished with the cow and felt the scab on my forehead. “Ugly, huh?” I asked as I stood.
“Just the scab. The rest of your face is nice enough.” She gave me that sunshine-and-freckles smile again, and I kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks for milking the cow for me.”
“Sure,” I said. I would milk the cow for her anytime, as long as her daddy wasn’t around. Kisses and neck rubs were just an added bonus. “See you tomorrow, Belle.”

      [image: ]I spent the day working on the Thompson farm. It was always hard work, and that day it was extra miserable because I was sore from the wreck. Add in the Virginia humidity and the bugs, and I could barely push the bicycle pedals when I finally got home.
I should have been grateful I had a job. The money Captain Cunningham gave us was exactly how much we were short for June’s rent. But July would come soon enough, and Bastien’s motorcycle probably needed all sorts of new parts. Or maybe it would have to be replaced entirely. I needed the work, but I was still in a bad mood.
Mom cleaned houses to bring in extra money. I worked for Mr. Thompson and had a paper route. We still ate a lot of cheap food, like grits, beans, and rice. Things had been worse before, like when we’d spent all our savings getting to the US and arrived in the middle of a depression. But they’d also been better before, like when Bastien had sent home most of his earnings, first as a lieutenant and then as a captain. Captains made decent money, but Bastien’s allotments had stopped coming six months ago, which was about the time Mom had gotten sick and hadn’t been able to work for a few weeks. We’d been living paycheck to paycheck ever since.
We could have moved somewhere cheaper, but neither of us really wanted to. First we put it off because all of Mom’s work was nearby. Then we put it off until I finished school. It was time to find somewhere smaller and more affordable, but I was hesitant to move. Leaving would sever our last ties to the time when my sisters had still been around and my brother hadn’t been missing.
I checked the mailbox as I rode past. It was empty. “Mom, did you get the mail?” I asked when I came inside.
“Ja.”
“Anything from the draft board?” 
“Nein.”
I frowned.
She laughed. It was a sound I didn’t hear too often. “Are you so eager to leave me?”
“No. I’ll probably start missing you on the bus to the reception center. For sure by the time they give us our first chow.” We ate cheap, but Mom somehow made it taste good. I looked through the window to the yard and thought of all the work she’d have to do when I left. “Are you going to be okay here all by yourself?” I didn’t want to back out now that I was finally old enough to join the war effort, but Mom had never lived alone. She’d married young, and when my dad had gone away to war, she’d had Bastien and Hans to keep her busy. Now she was a widow, and her youngest child was about to leave, and I suddenly felt guilty.
Mom wrapped her arm around my waist. The top of her head came level with my shoulder. “I’m not so helpless. I’ll manage. Especially if I don’t have you dirtying the laundry and losing your homework.”
I slung my arm across her shoulders and rolled my eyes. “I haven’t lost any homework for at least two months.”
“Well, when you get to be a pilot, we can hope you fly something too big to misplace.”
I gave her my best that’s not funny look and steered the conversation a new direction. “Maybe you should go live with Hannah or Stefanie.”
She shrugged. “We’ll see.”
“You know you want to go meet your grandson.” My sister Hannah had given birth to a baby in March.
“Yes, I would like to meet little Freddy. Maybe I’ll visit after you’re inducted.” She turned and started for the kitchen. Right on time, my stomach started to rumble. “Our deliveries included something else today.”
“What?”
“Come see. On the table.”
“A picture of Freddy?”
She didn’t answer. I guess she actually intended to make me walk over there to see for myself. When I stepped around the corner into the kitchen, I saw a telegram on the table and froze. Telegrams weren’t common. Hannah’s husband had sent one when the baby was born, but most telegrams began with the words The Secretary of War desires me to inform you that . . . and then went on to say that a son, husband, or brother was wounded, missing, or dead.
I’d been worried about Bastien for a long time. From November until February, his letters had been mailed with precision every two weeks. But the letters were odd. They never mentioned the news, and he’d stopped responding to our questions. No acknowledgment of my sister Stefanie’s engagement. No congratulations when Freddy was born. And no reaction to the question I ended every letter with: Can I have your motorcycle now? It was like he wasn’t getting our letters. Or like he had written a bunch all at once and someone else was mailing them. Then in March they’d stop coming altogether, and I’d concluded he was dead.
I picked up the telegram, expecting it to confirm my fears. Instead it read: COMING HOME WITH A FEW SURPRISES STOP DATE OF ARRIVAL UNCERTAIN STOP LOVE BASTIEN.
“Holy cow, he’s alive!”
“Of course he’s alive.” Mom had never doubted, and I’d never pointed out all the evidence to the contrary.
I whooped in celebration. Then I remembered I’d crashed his Beeza and I wouldn’t have money to replace it for at least six months. My brother was alive, and he was going to be livid when he got home and saw what I’d done to his motorcycle.

      [image: ]The next morning I waited in the trees, straining to hear Belle. She always sang “She Wore a Yellow Ribbon” to let me know it was safe to come milk the cow for her. Maybe her dad was around today. She didn’t think he’d really shoot me. I wasn’t so sure. I wanted to see her, but I didn’t want my head blown off, so I waited.
I listened to the birds chirping for a few minutes before I finally heard it.
“Around her hair she wore a yellow ribbon. She wore it in the springtime and the merry month of May. And if you asked her why the heck she wore it, she wore it for her soldier who was far, far away. Far away. Far away. She wore it for her soldier who was far, far away.”
I met her in the barn as she finished the chorus. “And who’s late this morning?”
“Maybe you were early.” Belle blew me a kiss and handed me the milk pail. “Although I stayed up late finishing a book last night, so I’m a little sleepy still.”
“Was it any good?”
She shrugged. “The bad knight died. The good knight lived and got to marry the lady he wanted to marry. But I think he might have been better off with the other girl.”
“Hmm. Too bad school’s over. If it wasn’t, I bet you could write an award-winning essay on why he should have chosen the other girl instead.”
Belle laughed. Then she held my chin and examined my face. “I think your bruises are worse today.”
My legs ached as I sat on the stool, confirming her words. “Yeah. And I still haven’t heard from the draft board. But something else came yesterday.”
“What?”
“Bastien’s alive, and he’s coming home. He sent a telegram.”
I glanced back and saw her grinning. She’d met Bastien only once, but she knew how much I worried about him. “When’s he coming home?”
“He didn’t say.”
“Will it be before you leave for training?”
“I don’t know. I still don’t even have a date for the pre-induction exam. And then it’s at least three weeks before I report.” I let some of my frustration seep into my milking, and the cow bellowed in protest.
“Well, you’ve only been graduated from high school two whole days.”
“But they knew when I’d graduate. They could have set the date for next week and sent the notice during finals.”
Belle’s fingers found their way to my hair. “They’ll get you soon enough. Unless you found a job vital to national defense yesterday and your skills there are irreplaceable.”
I tried to relax. The scalp massage helped. “Yeah. I’m single, and just about anyone can take over my paper route. And it’s not like Mr. Thompson’s crops are being turned into K rations or anything. No chance of getting a deferral, thank goodness.”
“I’m kind of hoping you won’t report till after my birthday.”
“Yeah, it might be rough having to actually do your chores yourself instead of shoving them off on me.”
Belle kicked the stool just hard enough for me to feel the vibration. “It’s the loss of company I’m lamenting, not the extra work. But if you’re still here when I turn eighteen, you could baptize me.” Belle had gone to church every Sunday for a year, but her dad wouldn’t let her get baptized until she was eighteen. He didn’t mind most religions, as long as he didn’t have to attend services, but he found Mormonism distasteful, and the fact that I was part of the congregation made it even worse.
“Maybe I’ll get leave and come back for it. Or you could hop on a bus and come visit me at whatever base I’m at.”
“My aunt goes to Norfolk once a month. If you joined the Navy instead of the Army, maybe you’d get stationed there.”
“Me, in the Navy? Not a chance.”
“Why not? The Navy has pilots too.” She bent forward to wink at me, and her braid brushed the top of my ear.
“I want to shoot Nazis, not Japs.” I finished milking and turned around to face her.
“Yeah, I know.” She held out her hands to help me up, but instead, I pulled her onto my lap.
“Don’t look so sad about it,” I said into her ear. “I’ll write to you all the time.”
“All the time, huh?”
“Yep. And find out who’s trying to make a pass at you and write them letters ordering them to cease and desist.”
“And how do you plan on figuring that out?”
“I’ll think of something.” I kissed her on the cheek and let her stand again.
She walked to the barn door and peeked around the corner, checking to see if her dad was around. “It’s clear.”
I gave her another kiss on my way out, enjoying the smoothness of her lips and the scent of her perfume for a few blissful seconds.
“Luke?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t be in such a hurry to get in on the fight. We barely landed in France, and it’s a long way to Berlin.”
“Yeah, but training to be a pilot takes a long time.”
She shook her head. “Sometimes you’re too determined for your own good.”
“I thought that was one of the reasons you found me so irresistible. That and my willingness to crawl out of bed before the sun most mornings to do your chores for you.”
She smiled but only halfway. “You better get out of here while it’s still clear. See you at church, Luke.”






  
  Chapter Three


I got my notice the next week and reported to the induction station a week after that. They weren’t going to induct me yet—they just needed to do the physical exam and give me a list of things to complete before I reported for duty, most of which didn’t apply to an eighteen-year-old with no debts, no assets, no wife, and no children. 
Plenty of my friends had joined the service, and I’d been reading everything I could get my hands on about the war since it started, so I knew what to expect. First they talked a bunch about what would happen after I was inducted. Then they weighed me: 175 pounds. They measured my height: six feet two inches. They took a urine sample, X-rayed my chest, and examined my throat, ears, and nose. Everything went smoothly until I got to the eye exam.
“Do you wear glasses, son?” the man pointing to a chart with rows of gradually smaller letters asked. I assumed he was a doctor or an optician.
“No.”
“Did you have problems seeing the chalkboard in school?” 
“No.” I always sat by Belle, and she always sat up front.
“Hmm. Let’s check your right eye now.”
I switched the blinder from my right eye to my left and tried to read the letters on the chart twenty feet away. When I finished, I waited while the doctor wrote something on my paperwork. “Well?”
“20/70 in both eyes.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that at twenty feet, you can see what most people see at seventy feet.”
“You aren’t going to reject me, are you?” The last thing I wanted was to be classified as 4F—unfit for service due to physical, mental, or moral deficiencies.
“Only if we can’t get at least 20/40 with glasses.”
I spent the next fifteen minutes repeating the exam with different lenses in front of my eyes. I didn’t know enough about the chart to tell if I was doing better or not. Had I thought the eye exam was going to be a problem, I would have found a chart and memorized it.
The doctor grunted with satisfaction after the last pair of lenses. “20/30 in both eyes with that prescription. Good enough for general service. I’ll write your prescription out in case you want to get glasses at once. If not, the Army will provide a pair once you’ve been inducted.”
I wondered if the hole in my left shoe or the patches on my collar had given away the fact that I didn’t have extra money to spend on glasses. Either way, I was grateful I wouldn’t have to buy them myself. I’d gone through school without glasses, so a few more weeks couldn’t make much of a difference.
Later, I sat across from a pair of officers to talk about my background. Lieutenant Patterson represented the Army and Ensign Edwards was from the Navy, but he also answered questions about the Marines and the Coast Guard.
“You were born in Germany?” Patterson asked.
“Yes, sir. Moved here when I was ten.”
“Do you have any concerns about joining the service?”
“No, sir, not really.” I sat up straight in my chair. “I was a little nervous about leaving my mom alone, but one of the Red Cross ladies gave me some paperwork to see that she gets a dependency allotment, so I’m set. I would have joined up earlier if my mom hadn’t insisted I finish high school.”
“Finishing school is fine. We have you now, and that’s soon enough.” The Navy officer looked up from my paperwork. “You seem to have been a successful athlete.”
“Good enough for the high school teams.”
“Any mechanical experience?”
I thought of the bits of motorcycle still piled in the garage. I’d looked at them a few times but hadn’t made any progress in putting them back into something that functioned. “A little. I keep my mom’s car running. That thing’s almost as old as I am. Something seems to break on it every other week.”
“And what are you doing now that high school is finished?” the Army man asked. “Other than waiting to be drafted?”
“I have a paper route, and I work on a farm. But it’s a small farm, and Mr. Thompson has a couple of kids. They’re younger, but now that school’s out, they’ll be able to help him more. He knows I’m trying to get into the service as soon as I can, and he won’t request an agricultural deferment or anything.”
Lieutenant Patterson rested his elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “Have you given any thought to which branch you’d like to join? We can’t guarantee anything, but we’ll take your preference into consideration.”
“Yes, sir. I’d like to join the Army and be a pilot in the Air Force.”
He glanced at my paperwork and frowned. “Pilot cadets are required to have normal vision.”
His words echoed through my brain. Pilot cadets are required to have normal vision. I sat there, stunned. With one sentence, he’d stolen my dream.
“What about becoming a navigator or a bombardier?” I couldn’t be a pilot, but maybe I could still fly.
“Those positions usually require an advanced understanding of mathematics—beyond the normal high school level.”
“What about aerial gunnery school?” I was starting to get desperate.
“I’m sorry, son, but that requires normal vision too.” Patterson set the papers down. “Look, you’re obviously motivated, and other than your eyesight, you’re in good physical shape. Have you considered the infantry? Being able to speak German would be a huge asset to your unit. Give it some thought.”
I thought about it for a few seconds, but infantry work meant being down on the ground instead of up in the air, so I turned to Ensign Edwards. “What are the requirements for Navy pilots?”
He offered a half smile. “I’m afraid our pilots need good vision too. But if you want to be sure to see some action, the Marine Corps might be just the thing for you.”
“I have the utmost respect for the Marines, sir, but don’t they usually end up in the Pacific?”
He nodded. “Is that a concern?”
Patterson cleared his throat. “Why waste a German speaker in the Pacific or at sea?”
“Because he’s motivated and fit. Perfect match for the Marine Corps. And if he’d rather be a sailor, he’s got some mechanical ability—we could put him in an engine room on a destroyer somewhere.”
Patterson looked like he was going to make another argument, but I spoke first. “Sir, nine years ago, I was living in Germany. I woke up one morning and found out the Gestapo had arrested my father the night before. I never saw him again. He died of typhus in some camp called Sachsenhausen, and all he did was write a few things that weren’t so flattering about the Nazis. Things haven’t always been easy since we moved to the US, but we’ve done okay, you know? America gave us a chance. So if my country needs me to help invade Japan, I’ll do it. But if there’s any way I can serve in Europe and get back at the men who took my dad away, that’s what I want to do, even more than I want to fly.”
Edwards looked at me and then at the Army rep. “Well, that being the case, I guess we better put you down for the Army.”
The Army man stood and shook my hand. “Sometime in the next few weeks you can expect a notice in the mail telling you when to report. You’ll go to a reception center, then basic training. Pick up a flier on your way out. It has a checklist of things to do. You’ll have at least three weeks before you report.”
I picked up all the paperwork and went to wait for the bus that would take me home. Once I was outside, it really hit me. I wasn’t going to fly. Not as a pilot, not as a crew member. I’d always known the standards were high for pilots, but I’d assumed I’d at least have a chance to prove myself. I’d been waiting for years, and now, because of one measly eye exam, I was out.
I sulked while I waited. Recruiting posters covered a nearby wall. I could read them just fine. If my eyes were good enough to read posters, weren’t they good enough to pick out an enemy plane?
One of the posters caught my attention. Become a paratrooper, it said. Jump into the fight. Soldiers between the ages of 18 and 32, inclusive, who believe they have the qualifications for this thrilling service, may apply for parachutist training. The poster said, Jump into the fight. But it might as well have said, Fly into the fight.
Joining the Air Corps wasn’t the only way to get on a plane.

      [image: ]Five days later, I still hadn’t received my induction date. As each day went by with no news, I got more and more antsy. Mom told me to be patient. Belle told me to relax. Mr. Thompson said he was glad to have me for a few more weeks and showed me how to clean his old Springfield rifle. He said I could shoot it too, if I could scrounge up some ammo. But I was worried about July’s rent, so we never got around to testing my marksmanship.
I finished at the Thompson farm and rode home. When I arrived, Vivien Leigh was digging through my mom’s mailbox. It wasn’t really Vivien Leigh—this lady wore normal clothes, not some big Gone with the Wind gown. Her skin was more olive than ivory, and she had a big birthmark on her cheek, but she still looked a lot like a movie star, from the victory rolls in her hair to the high heels on her feet.
“Can I help you?” I asked, propping my bicycle against the fence and eying the letters she held. I wasn’t going to let anyone steal our mail, pretty face or not. That pile of letters might contain my summons to the Army or something from one of my sisters. Maybe something from Bastien.
Vivien met my eyes and smiled. “You must be Lukas.”
“Yeah,” I said, assuming she’d gotten my name from the mail. I reached for the envelopes. “Why don’t I take those?”
She ignored my hand and sorted through the mail. Eventually, she plucked a letter from the stack and handed the rest to me. 
“I’d like that one too,” I said. 
“Actually, this one is for me.”
“I don’t think so.”
“No, it is. See?” She flipped the envelope around so I could read it. It was addressed to Mr. & Mrs. Ley, which was a little odd. My dad had never lived in the US, let alone at our house in Virginia. But not everyone trying to sell insurance or war bonds knew that, so sometimes we got letters for him.
I snatched the envelope from her and headed for the house. Crazy girl.
“Will you at least tell me what it says?” she asked. “It’s from a landlord in Alexandria, and if he has an apartment for us, I’ll need to drive there now and put down a deposit.”
I took another look at the mental case by the mailbox and kept walking to the house, wondering if I’d need to call the police. Or maybe the insane asylum.
“Lukas, is that how I taught you to treat a lady?” The male voice coming from the shadows on the porch sounded familiar.
I squinted as I ran up the steps to make sure I wasn’t imagining it. Bastien was home, sitting on the porch bench. He grabbed a crutch and stood. I stopped, staring at his legs. Part of the left one was missing, and his pants were pinned up where I would have expected his knee to be. “Bastien?” I made it a question, even though I knew it was him.
His smile wavered as he followed my gaze down to his missing leg.
I closed the distance between us, feeling like a jerk for staring at his leg like that. I didn’t care what was wrong with it. I didn’t care that a loony girl was stealing our mail. I didn’t even care that Bastien was probably going to strangle me when I told him about his Beeza. He was alive, and he was home. I gave him a hug, gripping him tightly to make sure he was really there. The telegram hadn’t been enough, but with him solidly in my arms, a flood of relief washed over me.
He hugged me back and then released me, looking me over from head to foot. “When did you get so tall?” He was still taller than I was, but the difference in height had shrunk in the last eighteen months.
I shrugged and coughed back the tightness in my throat. “When did you get back?”
“Ship sailed in the day I sent the telegram. They let me out of the hospital this morning.” Bastien held his hand out for the stack of letters, and I handed them over. He took the one Vivien Leigh had tried to swipe and opened it. He read it, then handed it to the woman as she joined us on the porch. “Lukas, I’d like you to meet my wife.”
Bastien’s wife smiled at me. Mrs. Ley. Mrs. Bastien Ley. She wasn’t a movie star, and she wasn’t a mail thief. She was my new sister-in-law.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
She quirked one eyebrow. “Most people tell us congratulations.”
“No, that’s not what I meant. I’m sorry about the mail. And I’m glad you’re married. At least, I think I am. The last girl Bastien brought home was a conniving idiot.” The instant the words were out of my mouth, I realized my mistake. What if his wife didn’t know he’d been engaged before, twice? My cheeks went hot. “But I’m sure his taste in women has improved since then.” That didn’t make it much better, but I was afraid if I said anything else it would be just as stupid.
My sister-in-law laughed.
Bastien grinned. “She knows more about my previous girlfriends than you do, so you haven’t exposed any dark secrets. And we’ve yet to find an apartment, so it seems we’ll be staying here awhile. Long enough for you to realize she’s neither conniving nor an idiot.”
Vivien Leigh held out a hand. “I’m Gracie,” she said.
“I’m Lukas.”
That smile came to her face again. “I know. Bastien talks about you a lot.”
I hoped that wasn’t a bad thing.
Bastien grabbed a second crutch from where it leaned against the house. I was about to ask what happened when Gracie caught my eye and shook her head slightly.
Bastien didn’t seem to notice. “Mom said you had your induction exam last week. Do you still want to be a pilot?”
“Yeah, but I failed the eye test.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” He glanced at his leg. I followed his gaze, wondering if there were things he wanted to do but couldn’t because of whatever had happened. Maybe he understood how disappointing it was to be told you couldn’t have your dream because some part of you wasn’t perfect and there wasn’t anything you could do to fix it.
Another thought crossed my mind, and I wondered what else Mom had told him. “Did Mom say anything about your motorcycle?”
“No. Why?”
I’d never been so desperate to take back something I’d said. Welcome home, Bastien, I ruined your prized possession. It was too late to go back now. Time to get the confession over with. Maybe Bastien wouldn’t pound me too badly in front of his new wife—at least I assumed she was new. “How long have you been married?”
“Three weeks. And what were you going to say about my motorcycle?”
I swallowed and looked at my shoes. “I crashed it. Pretty bad. I don’t think it’s fixable.”
I didn’t really think Bastien would pummel me, even if Gracie weren’t there, but I braced myself for a bawling out, for some type of lecture. It didn’t come.
“Oh.”
I risked looking at his face. He didn’t seem mad. It was almost like he didn’t care.
“Lukas, will you do me a favor?” Bastien asked.
“Sure.” I hoped he wasn’t about to tell me to go drown myself as punishment for the motorbike.
“Will you push Stefanie and Hannah’s beds together? Gracie and I will be staying in their room.”
I glanced at his leg one more time, then nodded and went inside.
In the corner of my sisters’ old room was a small trunk, an army-issue duffel bag, and a prosthetic leg. My brother was crippled, and I wasn’t sure what that meant for the future. I stared at the fake limb for a good minute before turning to the furniture.
Gracie followed me into the bedroom. “Let’s put the beds in the middle, leaving an aisle on either side. More space by the door so Bastien has room to maneuver with the crutches. We can move the dresser under the window.”
I nodded and pulled a drawer from the dresser so it would be easier to move. “Gracie, what happened to his leg?”
“The left one’s been amputated just above the knee.”
“Why?”
She set the prosthetic leg on one of the beds and moved the rest of the luggage to make a path for the dresser as I dragged it across the floor. 
“Because the doctors couldn’t save it.”
“Obviously not. But how did he injure it?”
“He got shot a few times.”
A few times? “Will he always need crutches?”
“No, but he’s only had his prosthesis about a week, and he’s still getting used to it. Sometimes the crutches are easier, especially by the end of the day.”
“And he doesn’t like talking about it?”
Her lips pulled into a half smile. “Depends on the day, but I think telling your mother was enough for now.”
“Does it hurt him?”
“He doesn’t say. But the prosthesis gave him blisters, and they haven’t healed yet. He had it on most of the day. Took it off a little before you got home. If it hadn’t been bothering him, I suppose he would have left it on.”
I lifted one side of Stefanie’s bed and helped Gracie move it away from the wall, and then we did the same thing with Hannah’s bed. “How did you two meet?” I asked.
“I was working for the War Department in Europe. So was he.”
“Have you known each other long?”
She opened the window to let in the breeze. “Long enough.”
That wasn’t the answer I was looking for, but I let it go. “You from around here?”
“I was born in Italy. Came to America when I was eleven, went to Salt Lake City. I was in Virginia before I went overseas, and I’ll be working here again.” She pulled the blankets up to the top of the bed, but even when the bedding was smooth, her hands kept in constant motion. 
“Salt Lake. Does that mean you’re a member of the same church as us?” 
She nodded.
That was at least one thing she and my brother had in common. An important thing. “So what do you do for the War Department?”
She took her time answering. “Communications. Do you know where the pillows are?”
I grabbed them from the closet. I almost asked what type of communications, but she spoke first.
“I think your mother has supper about ready. Will you make sure there’s a chair for Bastien with a few feet of space around it?”
I left Gracie to finish making the beds and went to shift the kitchen table out from the wall and set four places. My mom smiled as she ladled chicken dumpling soup into bowls. It was Bastien’s favorite.
I filled the glasses with water. “Did you know he was coming today?”
“Nein. Not until he knocked on the door.”
“Did you know he was married?”
“I didn’t even know he met someone.” She pursed her lips briefly. “But I like her. More importantly, he likes her. I haven’t seen him this happy in a long time.”
I watched my brother and his new wife when they came to eat. She seemed to know exactly what he’d need help with, offering him a hand as he sat. He’d put his fake leg back on. The knee didn’t seem to bend very well, but the two of them made the movement smoothly, as if they’d practiced. It was odd to think of him as crippled and imperfect. But even more strange was seeing my brother, the man who never needed help with anything, accepting Gracie’s assistance and even smiling about it.
Bastien’s leg wasn’t the only thing that had changed while he was away.






  
  Chapter Four


“It’s great having him back,” I told Belle over the sound of milk squirting into the empty pail. “But it’s strange too.” Bastien had been home for two days, but Belle hadn’t been singing the day before because her father was replacing the squeaky hinge on the barn door. 
“Why’s that?”
I stopped milking as I pinpointed my reply. “He got married without telling us. That’s kind of a big deal. I would have expected him to write a letter or something.”
“Do you like her?”
“Sure. But I barely know her. And to have them show up like that without any hint that he even had a girl . . . And it’s weird to see him letting someone help him.”
Belle ran her hands through my hair. “That’s right; he’s always been the one taking care of the rest of you.”
“He still is. I said I was worried about Mom keeping up with the yardwork when I enlisted, so yesterday he found her a job at a bakery in town. The owner’s son went into the service six months ago, and the daughter-in-law went to live with her parents, so there’s an empty apartment on the second story. Mom can live there and won’t have to mow a lawn, won’t have to drive, won’t have to clean houses anymore. It’s perfect.”
“If it’s perfect, why do you sound so sad about it?”
The silence hung in the air, broken only by a bellow from the cow. “Why didn’t I think of something like that ages ago?”
“It wouldn’t have worked ages ago because you were still in school.”
I grunted. “Maybe. I guess I’m just feeling a little redundant with Bastien back. Mom doesn’t need me if Bastien’s looking out for her.”
Belle’s hands moved to my shoulders. “You’ve been doing just fine taking care of your mother. Bastien’s just had a little more practice at it.”
“Yeah.” He’d been twenty-three when our dad died. Mom had mostly deferred to him ever since. He’d been the breadwinner from the day our dad was arrested until the dependency payments had stopped coming six months ago.
“Have you decided what you want to do in the Army yet?”
That brought a smile to my lips, which was probably the reason she’d asked. “Airborne sounds exciting. And if I’m going into battle, it would be nice to go with a bunch of people who volunteered to jump out of a plane instead of with a bunch of people who’re only fighting because they were drafted. The extra pay doesn’t sound too bad either.”
“And you’d look right smart in a uniform and jump boots.”
I huffed. “Yeah, and glasses.” I’d never made fun of people who wore glasses, but that didn’t mean I was eager to join their ranks.
The barn door slapped against the frame, and I jerked around.
Belle’s dad stood in the doorway with his shotgun on his shoulder, and he didn’t look happy to see me. “I thought I told you to stay away from my daughter.”
I shot to my feet. Belle positioned herself between me and her dad, her back to me. I tried to move her out of the way, but she resisted.
“He won’t shoot me,” she whispered.
“Get out of the way, Annabelle. You know better than to associate with a kraut.” Her dad still had the shotgun slung across his shoulder. Could I make it to the door before he aimed?
Belle grabbed my hands and inched toward the barn’s only exit, keeping me behind her. “Daddy, you’re overreacting. Luke’s not a kraut. He’s just about to join the Army.”
“Hmph. Which one? Ours or the Nazis’?”
“Ours, of course. He’ll probably win a medal.”
Her dad scowled. “Get out of the way, Annabelle.”
“I’m not going to let you shoot him.”
We were ten feet from the door. I squeezed Belle’s hands before I let go and sprinted for the opening. I kept running despite the noise behind me. It felt wrong to leave her, but Belle was right; her dad wouldn’t shoot her. But they were sure yelling at each other as I dashed around the barn and ran for the copse of trees.
I heard Mr. Montgomery behind me. I doubted he was as quick as I was, but he didn’t have to be, not when he was armed. His footsteps tore through the overgrown grass. If they weren’t gaining on me, they weren’t falling farther behind either.
“Daddy, no!”
An instant after Belle’s shout, the shotgun exploded. A second later, I tumbled to the earth as pricks of pain tore into my back and burned from my shoulders to my waist.
“Luke!” Belle sounded desperate. I turned my head to look back. Her dad was dragging her to the house. “Luke!” I could tell she wasn’t crying out for rescue. She wanted to know if I was still alive.
For her sake, I forced myself to stand, even though moving made everything hurt more. When I twisted my neck around, splotches of blood were visible on my shoulders. I tumbled over the white picket fence and headed for the back door of my house, hunched over in biting pain. It would have been easier to collapse on the grass, but I didn’t want Belle to worry. Nor did I want her dad coming around for a second shot. Besides, I’d read more than one story about soldiers carrying on despite serious injury. Only later did they keel over. I needed to go somewhere safe before my adrenaline wore out. Mom would have left already, but the newlyweds would be home still.
The kitchen door burst open before I reached it, and Bastien limped toward me. “I heard a gunshot.”
“Yeah. Mr. Montgomery’s shotgun.”
His eyes widened. He grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. He stayed behind me, probably checking the damage. His wife stood in the kitchen, waiting. “Gracie, will you make sure my pistol is loaded?”
Gracie nodded. “Should I go for the police?”
“No,” I said. “It’s probably just bird shot, or I’d still be lying out there.”
Bastien followed me to my room, navigating around the clutter on the floor. “Take your shirt off and lie on your stomach.”
I had to bite my lips to keep from whimpering as I stripped off my shirt. My back burned. “How bad is it?”
“It can’t be too serious if you’re still standing.”
Gracie peeked into the room as I crawled onto the bed.
Bastien turned to her. “I’ll need tweezers, rags, water, and iodine.”
“Where should I look?”
“In the bathroom under the sink,” I told her.
As soon as she left, Bastien sat on the edge of the bed. “Drop your pants. I need to see how far down it goes.” 
I grimaced.
“Come on, I used to change your diapers. And you won’t get any privacy in the Army.”
I thought about arguing, but Bastien usually got his way, and I didn’t want to have my rear end exposed when Gracie got back, so I undid my belt and fly and pushed my pants
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