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			Over het boek

			THE JUMP INTO NORMANDY

			“A gripping, thrilling, and fast-paced book, rich in historical detail. It makes the experience of the Airborne boys who liberated Europe feel incredibly real.” — Nederlands Dagblad

			D-Day and the liberation of Europe: a powerful Young Adult novel about war, fear, and loss—but above all, about friendship, love, and courage.

			Dave can’t believe his eyes. The blood freezes in his veins, and his stomach churns with dread.

			World War II is raging. Dave, a shy American teenager, wants nothing more than for the world to be at peace again. But when his best friend Joey talks him into joining the Airborne—a brand-new, elite branch of the Army—Dave finds himself trading his quiet life for a parachute and a rifle.

			After grueling training, Dave and Joey face a heart-stopping mission. On the night of D-Day, they must jump into the dark skies over Normandy to help liberate Europe.

			As the flak explodes around him, only one question remains: Will Dave ever see the girl he loves again?

			Based on the true stories of American paratroopers in World War II.

			“It may be labeled a Young Adult novel, but this is a must-read for adults as well.” — Checkpoint Military Magazine

			“A powerful book that will stay with me for a long time.” — Casper Schaaf, Bookseller

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Dave is getting dressed to go to the Dance Palace, just outside of town. On Saturday nights, a band with black musicians plays jazz and other dance music. Young people from all over the area flock there.

			He slips a brown leather vest over his green button-down shirt. This piece of clothing used to belong to his maternal grandfather. He only takes it out of the closet for special occasions. He swaps his low black shoes for mid-high brown lace-up boots, which he has just polished to a high shine.

			Dave feels rich with two pairs of shoes. He knows plenty of boys at school who only have one pair, often with holes in the soles. He’s lucky to have his own bedroom, too. He’s covered the walls with photos of jazz musicians and baseball heroes.

			He takes one last look in the mirror. He looks pretty good with his thick, short-cropped dark brown hair and that funny cowlick, his brown eyes, and his bronze skin. He inherited the color of his eyes and skin from his mother, who is of Spanish descent, just like Ann. “You don’t look like your father.” How many times has he heard that?

			It’s true; Dad has light blue eyes, blond hair, and pale skin that burns easily. His parents came from Ireland. Dave did get Dad’s full lips, though. And his height. Dad is five-foot-eight; Dave is already an inch taller. Ann, who is the smallest in her class, will likely stay under five-foot-three, just like Mother.

			–

			The day before yesterday—four days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor—Italy and Germany declared war on America. It’s been the only topic of conversation on the radio, at school, and at home. By now, it’s known that more than two thousand American soldiers died in the attack, and more than a thousand were wounded.

			Yet, when Dave walks up to the Dance Palace, the band is playing just as cheerfully as they did last Saturday. On the wooden exterior walls, an artist has painted a dancing man and woman against a pink background decorated with musical staves. Above the dancing couple, the name of the building is written in elegant blue cursive letters. Most guests arrive by bus. Tonight, as usual, there are only a few cars in the parking lot behind the building.

			It’s already quite crowded inside—at least eighty people, Dave figures. On the stage at the front of the hall, the band is playing: a pianist, a trumpeter, and a saxophonist. The musicians all wear neat black suits, white shirts, and red bowties. To their left and right, palms trees in large wooden tubs provide a splash of green.

			Near the purple side walls stand round tables with cafe chairs. Candles burn in gold-colored holders on every tabletop. Cigarette smoke curls up everywhere. On the dance floor in the middle, people are already busy doing the foxtrot.

			Dave walks to the bar immediately to the right of the entrance. He greets the white owner and his black assistant and orders a Coke. His best friend, Joey, is standing at the end of the bar with a cigarette in his hand, talking to a few other guys. Dave has played with him since they were toddlers. Now, they share a passion for baseball.

			“Look who’s here!” Joey, who is nearly a head taller than Dave and has curly blond hair and big blue eyes, thumps Dave on the shoulder. Because Joey is as strong as an ox, Dave has to brace himself to keep his balance. Joey means well, though he doesn’t always know his own strength. At thirteen, he knocked two teeth out of his father’s mouth during a friendly boxing match. Whenever Joey’s father tells the story, he does it with a roar of laughter, making the gap in his teeth even more obvious.

			–

			The war with Japan and Germany is the talk of the town here, too.

			“Boy, did those Japs make a mistake taking us on,” Joey says.

			“Heck, we’ll wipe the floor with those little yellow men in no time,” says Danny, a boy wearing a brown leather cowboy hat.

			“Watch out—if the Japs win the war, all we’ll be eating is rice and fish heads,” Joey jokes.

			“Good thing they can’t shoot straight with those squinty eyes,” Danny claims.

			“Amigo, where do you get that nonsense? If the Japanese had bad eyes, there wouldn’t be so many dead and wounded at Pearl Harbor,” says Gustavo, a boy of Mexican descent. At the Dance Palace, he always wears the same bright yellow shirt printed with green palm leaves and red parrots.

			“You don’t need good eyes to drop bombs,” Danny insists stubbornly.

			“That Hitler is the real monster,” Dave says. “He’s snatching up one country after another. Half of Europe belongs to him already.”

			“Hitler didn’t attack our country. So that Japanese Emperor Hirohito is even worse!” Danny shouts.

			There is one thing the boys completely agree on: they can’t wait until they turn eighteen to serve their country as soldiers.

			“I tried to enlist this week, but they asked for my birth certificate, unfortunately,” Danny tells them. “I won’t be eighteen for another six months.”

			“Dave and I have to wait another year and a half,” Joey says.

			“I’m the lucky duck of the four of us,” Gustavo beams. “I’ll be eighteen in three weeks. I’m so glad I have an American passport. My new homeland can count on me. I’ll gun down our enemies without a shred of mercy.”

			He points to a girl sitting all by herself at a table. “First, I’m going to ask that blonde beauty to dance.”

			“Adiós, amigo,” Dave says.

			“Well, that bean-eater has poor taste in women,” Danny says as Gustavo walks toward the girl with his arms wide and his chest puffed out. “I think she’s ugly with that big nose.”

			“I actually like that nose,” Joey says.

			–

			Then Tony arrives. He’s an eighteen-year-old who had polio as a toddler. He walks with crutches because one leg is much shorter than the other. He wears custom-made shoes; the right one is wider and higher than the left. And his mouth is slightly crooked.

			He has his fifteen-year-old sister, Meghann, with him. She’s a girl with shoulder-length, curly chestnut hair, light green eyes, and remarkably long eyelashes. She’s wearing a red dress with white polka dots and black pumps. Dave can’t take his eyes off her.

			He and Joey get along great with her and Tony. They live in the next town over and come to the Dance Palace almost every Saturday. Their father, a biology teacher, always drives them over in his car. And whenever Joey and Dave have a baseball game, Tony is often there to cheer them on. Sometimes Meghann comes along, too.

			“Tony, do you want to go fight abroad as a soldier, too?” Danny wants to know.

			What a mean question, Dave thinks.

			Tony, leaning against the bar, looks a bit dejected. Like he’s being made fun of. Which, of course, he is.

			“Well, answer me. You’re not deaf, are you?” Danny whines.

			“I would love to be a soldier. I hope the army can find a use for me. I’m good at languages, math, and drawing. But I can’t run, obviously.”

			“Of course the army doesn’t want you. You’ll never get a girl, either, with those crippled legs and that twisted face,” Danny says with a nasty grin.

			Joey looks shocked. Dave can’t stand it any longer. “Stop picking on him!” he yells, giving Danny a hard shove. Danny staggers. The beer in his glass splashes onto his red flannel shirt and his beige leather cowboy boots. He sets his glass on the bar and turns back around. He glares at Dave, his fists clenched.

			“Danny, knock it off! Don’t do it!” Joey warns, but it’s too late.

			Danny’s fist slams into Dave’s right eye socket. He feels a stinging pain. He struggles to suppress a cry; he doesn’t want to look like a baby in front of Meghann.

			Joey, acting like a true friend, steps in immediately. “Get out of here! Now!” He grabs Danny under the armpits and drags him toward the exit. Danny kicks helplessly as he slides almost horizontally across the floor.

			“Does it hurt?” Meghann asks, placing her hand on Dave’s shoulder. It feels as if the pain lessens the moment she touches him.

			“It’s not so bad,” he answers toughly, though he can feel blood pooling in his eye socket.

			“Well, we won’t be seeing him again tonight,” Joey says, returning without his cargo.

			Tony laughs nervously. “Thank you guys for sticking up for me.”

			“You can serve our country in other ways besides being a soldier,” Dave says.

			“You’re real smart. I’m sure the army has jobs for guys like you,” Joey consoles him.

			“Danny’s a jerk when he’s had a few beers,” Meghann says. “And he isn’t even supposed to be drinking. He’s nowhere near twenty-one. Come on, let’s go sit at a table.”

			–

			Half an hour later, the pain is completely gone. Dave has inspected the damage in Meghann’s compact mirror. His lower eyelid is a dark purple, and a blue-purple streak runs from the inner corner of his eye down alongside his nose.

			Oh well, it was only one hard punch. High time to hit the dance floor. He takes Meghann by the hand and pulls her along. The band just happens to start playing “I’m In The Mood For Love,” a song Dave has played many times on his harmonica. He softly sings along.

			“I’m in the mood for love. Simply because you’re near me. Funny but when you’re near me. I’m in the mood for love.”

			He wraps his arms around Meghann and, on an impulse, pulls her close. He’s never done that with a girl before. Meghann doesn’t pull away. On the contrary, she rests her head on his shoulder. Dave is grinning from ear to ear.

			Meghann smells so good—like lilies of the valley. Or is it forget-me-nots? He isn’t exactly an expert at identifying floral scents in perfume.

			How long have they been dancing together? An hour? Or maybe even longer? Even though Meghann lifted her head after a few minutes, their hands haven’t let go. Every now and then, Dave gives her hand a gentle squeeze.

			He feels warm all over. He’d like to dance with her all night. The band is playing such wonderful swing music now. He gives the musicians a thumbs-up. The bandleader, a man around fifty with a thin grey-black mustache and a gold front tooth, gives him a hearty laugh. His long, thin, chestnut-brown fingers glide elegantly over the piano keys. His foot taps along to the beat.

			“Should we head back to my brother?”

			Dave snaps out of it. Of course, Meghann is right to think of Tony, who can’t shuffle around to the music. It’s a shame to have to leave paradise, though. Joey, who had been keeping Tony company all this time, immediately seizes the chance to ask a girl to dance.

			Joey can’t dance nearly as well as Dave. Yet every girl here seems to love it when he drags her onto the dance floor and starts acting silly—like hopping around with his legs wide like a clown. He’s wearing the perfect clothes for it, too: black-and-white checkered trousers that are at least four inches too short, a white long-sleeved shirt, and red suspenders. Dave wouldn’t dare wear it himself, but he thinks it looks good on Joey.

			Dave would love to be Meghann’s boyfriend. But how do you go about that? Should he suggest they go to the movies? Is it smart to do that in front of Tony? Should he have asked her when they were walking off the dance floor? He can’t catch her at school; she goes to an all-girls school in a different part of the city.

			Meghann looks at Tony sweetly. “How’s it going, big brother? I hope you’ve already forgotten that nasty comment Danny made. I’ll tell you what—be glad you’ll never have to take up arms for our country. I don’t want a boyfriend who’s a soldier. I’d be much too afraid he’d die. I want to marry a man with a regular job.”

			Dave blinks. He mustn’t ruin things with Meghann by saying he wants to be a soldier. Better keep that to himself.

			“Well, if your boyfriend isn’t allowed to be a soldier, you’re going to have a hard time,” Tony says. “Then you’ll just have to stay single. Or pick a disabled guy like me. Or some old geezer. I think every healthy boy wants to defend our country. Our country is in danger, remember?”

			Tony looks at Dave. “You want to be a soldier more than anything, don’t you?”

			“Oh, I haven’t really given it much thought.”

			Dave feels his face turn red at the lie. Luckily, they’re sitting in a fairly dark corner.

			–

			When Meghann goes to the restroom in the hall, Dave quickly follows her. He taps her on the shoulder just before the restroom door. She looks back, surprised.

			His heart is in his throat. “Would you like to go to the movies with me in the city tomorrow, or next Sunday? By bus. My treat.”

			“Can Tony come too?”

			Dave bites his lower lip. “Your brother’s a great guy, but I’d rather go with just you.”

			“Can I think about it?” Meghann says, disappearing into the ladies’ room.

			“Get into a scrap?” asks a schoolmate who goes into the men’s room with Dave.

			“Oh, it was kind of an accident,” Dave says, unbuttoning his fly. On the walls around them, boys have written down their favorite girls’ names. Luckily, the name Meghann isn’t there. He himself scribbled “Babe Ruth” on the back wall—not a girl, but a famous baseball player.

			Meghann is taking forever. Ever since she came out of the restroom with freshly applied red lipstick, she’s been standing at the bar chatting with a friend. Every now and then, they both look his way.

			Tony talks to Dave incessantly, even though he always claims he comes to the Dance Palace to listen to the beautiful music. He was just talking about the Japanese Emperor Hirohito, who escaped an assassination attempt in 1932. No, the perpetrator wasn’t Japanese, but a man from Korea. Now he’s talking about President Roosevelt, who contracted polio just like he did.

			“Gosh, I didn’t know that,” Dave says.

			“It’s really true. My father heard it from someone who works for the President. Roosevelt is often in a wheelchair and uses crutches, just like me. Unfortunately, we never see a photo of it. I think he wants to project a strong image to his people. And in a way, I understand that. But on the other hand, I think it’s a shame that hardly anyone knows you can become the leader of our country even with a disability.”

			Finally, here comes Meghann. She sits across from Dave and rests her crossed forearms on the table. She looks him straight in the eye. She’s silent for a moment. And then she suddenly says, “I’ll go with you next Sunday.”

			She’s doing it, she’s doing it, Dave cheers internally.

			“What are you two going to get up to, sis?”

			“You don’t need to know every little detail, nosy brother.”

			It’s funny how they call each other “brother” and “sister.” Ann and he never do that.

			“I’ll find out what you’re planning,” Tony says to Dave. “Meghann tells me everything.”

			“Oh, that’s what he thinks. I have plenty of secrets from him,” Meghann teases.

			Joey has finished his whirlwind of dancing and joins their table with his partner.

			“Shall we go again?” Dave says to Meghann, nodding toward the dance floor. She stands up immediately. He is back in paradise.

			–

			After half an hour, the orchestra takes a break. The bandleader walks up to Dave with a glass of beer in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. “Would you like to play a few tunes on your harmonica with us in about fifteen minutes? It’s been a while.”

			Of course, Dave has his flat, silver instrument with him. At home, it’s always neatly stored in a wooden box lined with shiny red fabric. Now, he pulls it right out of his breast pocket.

			Naturally, there’s nothing he’d rather do than impress Meghann on stage. But isn’t it weird for him to stand there among the musicians with a black eye? Oh well, who cares.

			When the musicians start up again, he plays passionately. He knows all the songs, like “You Made Me Love You” and “Memphis Blues.”

			The bandleader now plucks the first notes of “Somebody Loves Me” on the piano keys with his right hand. He points his left index finger at Dave like a pistol. The trumpeter and the saxophonist understand the signal immediately. They take the mouthpieces of their instruments from their lips. Dave gets to play his first solo. He hesitates for a second. Does he dare?

			The bandleader gives him such an encouraging nod that he suddenly feels like he has wings. He blows fervently into the wooden slots of his instrument, alternating with sharp intakes of breath. He uses both hands for special sound effects, the way your voice sounds different when you cup your hands around your mouth. Every so often, he closes his eyes to lose himself even more in the music.

			When he finishes, the bandleader makes a grand gesture toward Dave. A few people start to clap, and soon there is thunderous applause. Joey claps with his hands high above his head. Meghann waves at him. Tony gives two thumbs up.

			Dave bows forward, the way actors do at the end of a play. The fact that his eye hurts again from all that blowing and sucking doesn’t matter to him at all.

			–

			A week later, after the movie, Dave orders rosehip tea for Meghann and a Coke for himself, two large ice cream sundaes, and a small dish of chocolates. On Monday after school, he had immediately gone looking for a romantic spot near the theater. This parlor on a street lined with palm trees seemed the most suitable. It has private booths with red fabric benches on either side of the table. Between each booth is a wooden partition painted with flowers. Red, yellow, and blue stained-glass lamps hang from the ceiling. He’s never been in such a fancy parlor before. He made a conscious choice to sit next to Meghann instead of across from her.

			During the film, he had placed his hand on hers. She let him. Had she done that with a boy before? The mere thought makes him fiercely jealous. Now, he doesn’t dare make that intimate gesture again. It’s easier to do something like that in the dark of a theater.

			Meghann can’t stop talking about the movie they saw, Ziegfeld Girl, about three young women who sing and dance in a famous show in New York. Personally, he would have preferred to see Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion, about a woman who thinks her husband wants to kill her. He was afraid Meghann would find that movie too scary.

			“I’ve been jealous of musical stars before, but this movie shows that their lives aren’t all sunshine and roses,” Meghann says.

			He nods absently as he finishes his last bite of ice cream. He needs to be clear, to let her know he has serious intentions. He didn’t spend nearly all his savings this afternoon for nothing—money he earned himself by mowing lawns for the town doctor and shining shoes in the city.

			Don’t think now. Just go for it like a real man.

			Dammit, his hands are suddenly starting to shake. He quickly hides them under the table.

			“Meghann. You’re the first girl I’ve ever...”

			He wants to use the words “in love,” but he swallows it. Isn’t that word more for girls? Stupid of him to only think of that now. He starts over. “I want to ask you something...” Be a man and pull through, he tells himself. He takes a deep breath. “I... I want to ask if... if you’ll go steady with me... Because I really like you.”

			Oh, he’s blown it completely. Why did he have to stutter? And why did he use that weird word “because”?

			Meghann pulls the wafer from her pink mountain of ice cream, licks the tip clean, and puts it back. Then she takes the little green-and-red striped paper umbrella from the other scoop. She makes it do a whirlwind dance by twirling the wooden stick. She smiles at him shyly. Now he finds her even more beautiful than usual. And she has such sweet little freckles around her nose.

			“I thought it was great how you defended Tony when Danny was teasing him. I ran into Danny in the city last week. He acted like he didn’t even see me.”

			She strokes his cheek with the back of her hand. “Your eye looks better already.”

			“I asked you something. Remember?”

			“Of course. I’ve already talked to Tony about it. I suspected something like this. Tony likes you. Do you know what he said about you? ‘Dave is beautiful inside and out.’”

			A silence falls. The little umbrella keeps dancing around. Could Meghann be nervous too?

			Dave doesn’t know what to say. He presses his lips together. His mouth is bone dry, but he doesn’t dare drink his Coke for fear that Meghann will see his hand shaking. He stares at an old lady with a large light blue hat. She carefully walks down the aisle between the booths with a cane.

			He turns back and looks at Meghann with raised eyebrows.

			Then Meghann breaks the silence. “My answer to your question is yes.”

			Did he hear that right? He can hardly believe it. She isn’t pulling his leg, is she?

			“So we’re going steady now?”

			“Yes.” It sounds almost as if she were saying “I do” at a wedding. It isn’t nearly that far yet, of course. “Are you sure?”

			She nods.

			He can’t hold back anymore. “Can I kiss you?”

			She leans her head toward him, her lips puckered.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			It’s wonderful that Meghann loves hiking as much as he does. It’s a lot cheaper than going out in the city, too. On Sundays when Dave doesn’t have a baseball game, they walk along a white palm-fringed beach or head up into the mountains.

			They’ve done a fair share of kissing, too. And some heavy petting, but only with their clothes on. Meghann won’t go any further than that. Dave understands. He’s just happy her parents let her go out with him at all. Now, after miles of climbing and descending, they’re taking a rest.

			Meghann has spread out the brown checkered blanket she always brings under a massive oak tree. Last time, Dave used his pocketknife to carve a heart into the trunk with an arrow through it. On the bottom left, he carved his first name; on the top right, near the tip of Cupid’s weapon, he carved hers. He’d been able to do it in total peace because Meghann had fallen asleep.

			He still hasn’t found the courage to tell her how badly he wants to fight for his country, even though it’s been three months since the attack on Pearl Harbor. Joey has kept his mouth shut, too.

			–

			They’d been kissing until five minutes ago. Meghann sat back up because a bee was bothering her. This way, she can swat the insect away more easily with a folded newspaper. She just told him that she wants to become a teacher. Her father encourages it, as does her mother, who’s a kindergarten teacher.

			She brought it up herself. Dave never dared to ask about her future plans. He was afraid she’d ask about his in return. Now, she looks at him curiously. “So, what do you want to be when you’re older?”

			“Well, once I finish school, I’m going to work in a factory until I’m eighteen. And, uh... after that... I want to join the army.”

			Meghann’s jaw drops. “No. You can’t be serious. My father’s oldest brother was killed in 1918 on a battlefield in France. My father absolutely adored him. He learned so much from him when he was little. Fishing, archery, horseback riding. Whenever he talks about him, his eyes still fill with tears. He says he thinks about him every single day.”

			Her lips begin to tremble. Her eyes grow moist. “Have you ever even read a book about that rotten war?”

			Dave shakes his head. He isn’t much of a reader. Only if he has to for school, or if his neighbor recommends a good one, will he pick up a book.

			“Well, I read about it. There were dead and wounded on almost every page. It made me sick. Blown-off noses and things like that. Guts hanging out of bodies. Torn-off arms and legs. I’m serious. Why on earth do you want to be a soldier so badly?” Meghann looks at him with panic in her eyes. “You could be a conscientious objector, or get them to fail you on your physical. Just lie and say you have chronic back pain.”

			Has Meghann lost her mind? Lying about his health? How does she even come up with that?

			“We can’t just let Emperor Hirohito and that Italian leader Mussolini and that Kraut bastard Hitler have their way, can we? They’re just attacking other countries for no reason. Hitler has conquered almost all of Europe. On top of that, he’s a Jew-hater. You should talk to my neighbor Job sometime; he’s Jewish and was born in the Netherlands.”

			“In his home country, Jews aren’t allowed in parks, swimming pools, theaters, libraries, or zoos anymore. And in the last letter from his sister, she said they aren’t even allowed to travel within the Netherlands. So she can’t visit her brother in another city, and vice versa. The world is a total mess. We need peace again, everywhere. There’s nothing I want more than to help people live in peace again. I want a better future. For everyone.”

			The drone of an airplane echoes from above. What’s that falling down? It looks like a little doll attached by lines to a large, white, billowing cloth.

			“A paratrooper! That’s the first time I’ve seen one for real!” Dave shouts.

			“I wouldn’t have the nerve. Would you?” Meghann asks.

			“I’ll stick to a normal sport like baseball. Besides, a jump like that must be incredibly expensive,” Dave says.

			Where were they? Oh, right.

			“You really don’t have to be afraid if I become a soldier. We have much better weapons now than they had in the last war. Technology has come so far. And I’m already an excellent shot. Joey and I promised each other we’d fight side by side. Well, with a strong bear like him next to me, not much can happen to me.”

			Why did I say that? That Joey has to protect me? “And I’m pretty muscular myself.” He grabs her hand and squeezes so hard that Meghann lets out a shriek.

			“Ow, ow! Stop it! I believe you, you’re strong!”

			He lets go quickly. Meghann shakes her hand back and forth. “Whew. That actually hurt. Don’t ever do that again.”

			“I promise,” Dave says, already regretting it. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

			“Boys and men are so foolish when it comes to waging war. Do you really think nothing can happen to you and Joey?”

			“Well, nobody gets a hundred percent guarantee that they’ll survive the war. It’s not a hundred percent certain you’ll still be here in a few years, either.”

			“I think that’s a really stupid comparison. You run a much higher risk on a battlefield.”

			“Don’t worry about the future. I can’t enlist for another fifteen months. Who knows, maybe the world will be at peace again by then. And if not, I want to promise you one thing. As soon as the war is over, I’m coming straight home. And then I’ll choose a regular job. A cop or a gym teacher, I haven’t decided yet. Deal?”

			A tear rolls down from her eye. And then another. “I can’t afford to lose you, not even now. I don’t want you to die. I don’t want you to be mangled.”

			Dave laughs. “I don’t plan on that happening.”

			He pushes her over gently. “The bee’s gone. I’m going to kiss your tears away.

		
	
		
			1943

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			A dark brown duffel bag stands ready in the hallway. Mother made it from an old curtain. It’s packed with Dave’s belongings.

			The wait has been long, but now the time has come. Dave and Joey, having just turned eighteen, both passed their physicals for the army. They had to strip buck naked. The doctor pressed his hands into their abdomens, drummed his fingers on their chests and backs, and peered down their throats with a wooden tongue depressor. He even gave their balls a squeeze while they had to blow against the back of their hands.

			The doctor couldn’t find a single ailment or defect. Joey and Dave don’t have flat feet, either—another reason for rejection. And they aren’t colorblind. From a wooden crate filled with colored yarn, they were able to pluck a red and a green ball like magic. Dave held them up so triumphantly that the doctor noted dryly, “Now, now. It’s not that hard, young man. Almost everyone can do it. You’ll be getting much tougher assignments soon enough, I can tell you that much.”

			–

			Tomorrow, he and Joey depart for an army camp in California, a hundred and ten miles from home. Indeed, even in 1943, America is still busy building the largest and best army in the world. In many places across the country, there are now camps where thousands of young men are learning how to defeat the enemy. American, British, and other Allied soldiers have already defeated the Germans and Italians in North Africa. And the fighting against the Japs is in full swing, as Dave knows from following the military news in the paper. Unfortunately, Hitler and his troops still rule a large part of Europe.

			They are celebrating a farewell party in the Scotts’ living room. They are all gathered at the large table, which has been extended on both sides. Meghann, Dave’s girlfriend of a year and a half, is there, of course, as is Tony, who now works as a journalist for a newspaper. Joey and his parents are there too, along with neighbors Job Wolff and his wife, Ethel.

			Job hasn’t received any mail from his family in the Netherlands for a long time. He has often told Dave that they must have been sent to a labor camp. Dave doesn’t dare use his father’s familiar, soothing phrase: everything is going to be just fine.

			What does he really know about Hitler’s labor camps? Nothing, really. But he knows one thing: because Hitler hates Jews, they must be having a hard time in those camps. Just like the slaves in the South used to. Dad and Mother never talk about it, but Job gave him a copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin a few years ago. With tears in his eyes, Dave read about kind Uncle Tom, who was beaten so badly on a cotton plantation that he succumbed to his injuries.

			–

			Mrs. Singleton, Joey’s mother—who is a head taller than her husband—is speaking. “I’m not happy at all about our only child becoming a soldier, but I suppose there’s no stopping him.”

			“Not in a million years, Mom,” Joey grins. “And even if you could stop me, there’s this little thing called the draft these days.” He takes a large handful of popcorn from the glass bowl.

			Funny that a big guy like that still says “Mom,” Dave thinks.

			“A year and a half ago, I hated the idea of Dave becoming a soldier, too,” Meghann says. “I even suggested he dodge the draft. Now, I’m actually proud that he’s going to help make the world a better place. One of my neighbors refused to serve six months ago. People spit on him. And to be honest, I don’t have much respect for him, either. He’s letting other boys do the dirty work.”

			“Well, Dave, good thing you didn’t refuse,” Joey laughs. “Meghann might have broken up with you.”

			“I’m glad you changed your mind,” Dave says, stroking Meghann’s bare arm.

			“I’m already scared of what’s waiting for our boys,” Mother sighs. “But then again, what can we do? Nothing, right?”

			“My son can take on three Japs or three Germans at once,” Joey’s father says calmly. “I have total confidence in him—and in Dave, of course.” He stands behind his son and places his hands on Joey’s shoulders. “You look out for this boy, Dave? And make sure he doesn’t spend too much time chasing girls?”

			Joey’s mother roars with laughter.

			“I’ll do my best,” Dave answers, glancing at Meghann. Luckily, she’s laughing.

			“Dad, I’m afraid we won’t have that much time for the ladies,” Joey grins. “A soldier has to be ready to fight for his country day and night, remember?”

			“A soldier gets time off, believe me,” laughs Joey’s father, who has the same sky-blue eyes as his son. “And you’ll find out soon enough that girls are suckers for a guy in a uniform and one of those fancy berets.”

			“Boys, boys, I just hope you both behave yourselves,” Dad says. Job winks at Dave.

			–

			Meghann has a farewell gift for Dave. A paper-thin package. “Guess what’s inside?” she asks.

			“Postage stamps,” Dave guesses.

			When he tears away the wrapping paper, a beautiful photo of Meghann appears. Her hair is pinned up, and she’s wearing a green dress with a white lace collar. She’s holding a bouquet of red roses. And she has such a sweet smile. The photographer hand-colored the black-and-white photo—Dave knows that’s expensive.

			On the back, Meghann has written a note. She reads it aloud herself.

			“For Dave. I will always be with you. In my thoughts. No matter how dark it gets for you, light will always return. I believe in you. I love you. I am proud of you.”

			Dave embraces Meghann. “I’ll carry this photo with me always, no matter where my country sends me.”

			Ann claps, and everyone joins in.

			I believe in you. I love you. I am proud of you, he repeats to himself. His mother and father have never said those words to him. They did join in the applause enthusiastically, though.

			Meghann had already received a gift from him last week during a farewell dinner at her house. A gold-colored tin music box in the shape of a heart, with red and black decorative edges. When you wind the key about eight times, it plays the melody of “Love Is The Sweetest Thing.” The gift was incredibly expensive. He could afford it because he worked in a rubber factory for a few months after graduation, making tires for military vehicles.

			He begged Meghann not to show the music box to his parents. He’s afraid they would think it was a complete waste of money.

			–

			Job and Ethel have a gift not just for Dave, but for Joey as well.

			“This is for two fine men who are going to liberate the world. Most battles are pointless and bring nothing but misery. But your struggle is necessary—desperately necessary,” Job says solemnly. He speaks with a heavy foreign accent that Dave still finds funny.

			Ethel, who like Dave’s parents was born in America, hands them the package. Inside is a stone, sea-green with dark brown veins, polished into a circle with a small hole in the center. A black cord is tied through it so it can be worn around the neck.

			“According to the Indians, this stone will protect you from the evil eye, from all harm. Indians call it an amulet,” Ethel explains.

			Dave and Joey put the necklaces on immediately. “Now we’re brothers,” Joey jokes.

			–

			Dad gives a short speech, addressing only Dave. “Dave, every night before you go to sleep, you must ask yourself if you’ve done your best. Ask God for help when things get tough. And persevere. Never give up. Never.”

			When he finishes his speech, Mother makes the rounds with deviled eggs and Spanish meatballs heavy on the garlic. For those with a sweet tooth, she has toasted marshmallows. Dave prepared the two drinks: lemon juice and mint juleps. Both require water with lots of sugar, adding lemon juice or fresh mint. Dad fills the glasses once more.

			Ann has written a song for Dave and Joey. She didn’t write the melody herself but used the notes from “It’s A Long Way To Tipperary,” a famous soldier song from the Great War. Together, they sing to the two young men who are about to join the current war as soldiers.

			“It’s a long way for Dave and Joey. They have a long way to go. We’ll always keep them in our thoughts. We’ll always stand by them.”

			Four more verses follow. Dad sings louder than anyone. Mother and Ann sing a pitch-perfect harmony, just a few notes higher. Dave gets goosebumps.

			Afterward, Joey walks over to Ann. He leans forward, wraps his arms around her, and gives her a big peck on each cheek.

			“Well done, kid. You could be a singer and write your own lyrics, too.”

			“Couldn’t agree more,” Tony laughs.

			Bright red blushes appear on Ann’s cheeks. “Great song! Really impressive!” Dave shouts.

			Then Tony asks to say a word. He has a hard time getting the whole room quiet. Only after he stands up, using the back of the chair for support, are all eyes on him.

			“I have some good news. I have a new job. I’ve been hired by the army.”

			He looks around proudly.

			“As a soldier?” Dave asks, surprised.

			“No, of course not. I’m going to be a journalist for The Stars and Stripes.”

			“What’s that?” Ann asks.

			“That’s the newspaper for the troops, named after the stars and stripes on our flag,” Tony explains.

			“That’s great!” Dave shouts. Joey laughs and shakes Tony’s hand. “Welcome to the club, old buddy.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Oh, no. He can’t be serious, Dave thinks.

			Sergeant Pete Waterhouse is deadly serious. The more than two hundred men who have spent the day lugging gear for fifteen miles under a scorching sun are not yet allowed back to the barracks to rest.

			“Drop and give me fifty!” he just bellowed. “I don’t want to hear any groaning! I don’t want to hear any sighing! I don’t want to hear any whining! I want total silence during this exercise! Am I understood?!”

			“Yes, sir!” they shout in unison.

			They have to shout that every time he uses the word understood.

			“Men, are we tired?!” the sergeant roars.

			“No, sir!” That is the mandatory answer to that question, even when you’re as exhausted as Dave is right now.

			–

			They are out on the square, asphalt parade ground of the camp. This is where parades are held whenever some brass hat from the army comes to visit. That’s when they have to line up in rows and, while marching, throw their right leg and then their left leg forward in unison, swinging their arms in the opposite rhythm. They’ve been practicing that for weeks. Some of the guys still struggle with it. Dave doesn’t get it. How hard can it be? Even Joey, who has zero sense of rhythm, caught on immediately.

			Dave plants his palms on the ground, steps back with one leg and then the other, and pulls his heels up slightly. He lowers his chest. His arms feel like the front legs of a crocodile. Doing fifty push-ups when he’s fresh is easy enough, though his muscles usually start to tremble after forty.

			Now, they’re already shaking at thirty-two. What a letdown. He clamps his lips together so no sigh or groan can escape. If Sergeant Waterhouse hears it, there’ll be hell to pay.

			Persevere. Never give up. Never. His father’s words echo in his head again.

			“Forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine,” Waterhouse counts. Hallelujah—one more extension of the arms and he’s hit fifty.

			He stands up, bone-weary and drenched in sweat. Beside him, Joey springs up effortlessly. Yeah, Joey is clearly the master of the push-up. He can do a hundred of them with one arm. And when Dave or someone else sits astride his back like a horse, Joey can knock out a hundred push-ups with both arms. No one in the camp can touch him.

			Nine mates didn’t make the cut. Waterhouse divides them into two groups of three and six.

			“You three, get your tails over to the latrines and scrub them clean!” he bellows at the first group. “And the rest of you—mow the grass!” he snaps at the others. As if they’re dogs being housebroken. “Understood?!”

			“Yes, sir,” comes the timid reply.

			“Let’s hear some enthusiasm!”

			“Yes, sir!” they shout, much louder this time.

			–

			“Now, double-time it to the barracks!” the sergeant thunders at the rest of them. Dave wonders if there’s anywhere else in the world where people shout this much. He and Joey set off at a slow jog down a stone path, past six rows of olive-drab barracks to the one at the very back, where he and thirty-nine other recruits sleep in bunk beds. There are strips of grass between the buildings.

			Dave would have preferred to just walk, but walking is forbidden outdoors in this camp. You also get punished if you sit on the grass or lean lazily against a tree. It seems like Waterhouse wants nothing more than to catch a soldier in a mistake or a slip-up.

			Dave got punished himself about a week and a half ago. A steep one, too: a ten-and-a-half-dollar fine. Exactly half of what he earns as a soldier in a month.

			He’d snagged his uniform jacket on a nail on the back wall of his barracks. The wall is covered in pictures of pretty girls wearing very little—usually just a swimsuit or a bra with a short skirt or shorts. Pin-up girls, they’re called. Dave had been standing with his back against the wall. Rats—a huge tear. He couldn’t help it, could he?

			Waterhouse was merciless. “Anything you break in the army, you pay for yourself. Maybe next time you won’t lean against those naked dames.”

			Joey offered to lend him the money, but Dave refused. He didn’t want to be a charity case.

			So tonight, in the recreation hall, he can only take a sip of lukewarm water from his aluminum canteen. Even without a Coke, the hall is a lively place, with an old white piano that’s often in use. Dave frequently accompanies the pianist on his harmonica. Some of his buddies give him a supportive thumbs-up.

			Hardly an evening goes by without them singing “21 Dollars a Day, Once a Month.” It’s a cheerful lament about everything a soldier has to do to earn those twenty-one dollars—like getting up at five in the morning and marching for hours with a heavy rucksack.

			Besides the rec hall, Joey and he also like to spend their free time at the bowling alley, but he’s far too tired for that tonight.

			–

			There’s a long line for the stone shower building, where water flows from ten showerheads fixed to the ceiling in a large open room. Dave doesn’t feel like waiting his turn today. He splashes some cold tap water over his face, hands, and crotch in the hallway next to the showers. It’s enough to make him feel somewhat refreshed.

			The barracks are empty when he walks in. He climbs into his top bunk and pulls Meghann’s photo from under his pillow. He gives it a kiss and lies back on his spine.

			“Phew. It’s sweltering in here,” Joey says, walking to his bunk below Dave’s with soaking wet curls and a bare chest, his towel draped over his shoulders like a scarf. “Want to go to our secret spot?”

			Dave knows exactly what he means and climbs out of bed. Sometimes before dinner, he and Joey sneak off to lie in the grass behind their barracks. There are bushes with red, cup-shaped flowers that provide good cover, and the spot has a great view of the hills in the distance. The guys in their barracks won’t rat them out; they use the hiding spot themselves sometimes.

			A moment later, they are lying on their backs in the tall grass, knees pulled up. Joey chews on a blade of grass with his eyes closed. Dave fantasizes about Meghann—about her lying next to him, stark naked.

			After fifteen minutes, he suddenly feels like playing his harmonica. Music is only allowed in the barracks and the rec hall, but the sergeants and officers never show their faces back here.

			“I’m gonna go grab my harmonica.”

			“Great, that’ll make it a real party,” Joey mumbles sleepily.

			Dave jogs to the barracks. It’s already getting crowded inside. Many boys are sitting or lying on their beds in their underwear. It smells like sweaty feet. Dave uses his key to open the wooden locker next to his bed. Every soldier has his own storage space. They’re required to keep their things neat and tidy—clothes and towels in perfect stacks. There are regular inspections. Anyone who makes a mess gets punished.

			–

			When he returns, he starts with “Love Is The Sweetest Thing.” After that, he softly plays a few more songs about homesickness.

			“Can you play my favorite?” Joey asks.

			Dave knows exactly the one. He starts playing “On the Sunny Side of the Street,” a cheerful tune in common time.

			“How dare you?! Have you lost your minds?!”

			Dave recognizes the voice instantly. He feels his face flush red and quickly shoves the harmonica into his pocket. Both of them scramble to their feet and snap the fingertips of their right hands to their right temples. That’s how you greet a superior. Saluting, as it’s called in army talk, was one of the first things they learned in camp.

			“Private Scott and Private Singleton, did you think I wouldn’t hear that mouth organ out here?” Waterhouse growls. “How many times have I talked to you about discipline? How many times do I have to hammer it into your heads that it means following the rules of this camp? Otherwise, this place turns into a shambles. Without discipline, you’ll never amount to anything. Understood?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You’ve broken two rules. That means a double punishment. And you’re lucky I’m in a particularly good mood today. You’re going to mow this tall grass. With machetes. Right now. And no dinner.”

			That’s not fair, Dave thinks. Joey wasn’t the one making music. Joey doesn’t deserve a double punishment. He doesn’t dare look Waterhouse in the eye. He stares at his boots instead.

			“Joey wasn’t playing the harmonica, sir. And it was my idea, not his. Why is Joey getting a double punishment too?”

			“Shut your trap, Scott. Singleton broke two rules as well. Understood?”

			No, Dave still doesn’t understand, but he doesn’t dare protest further.

			“Yes, sir,” he says quietly.

			He’s ashamed of how quickly he gave in. But then again, you have to obey a superior. That is perhaps the most important rule in a soldier’s life. He looks at Joey. It’s hard to believe, but Joey’s face is still set to its “smile” position. And he winks at Dave. It’s a good thing Waterhouse didn’t see it, having just turned away.

			“When you’re finished, report to me and I’ll come inspect the field!” the sergeant snaps, walking off with long strides and swinging arms.

			Clearing this tough, tall grass? It’s the last thing Dave wants to do. “What rotten luck. What a nightmare,” he sighs.

			“Aw, look at it this way,” Joey laughs. “We get to be outside for a few hours, just the two of us. And I’ve still got some chocolate bars and toffees my mom sent me. Every cloud has a silver lining. You know the saying, right?”

			–

			LETTER ONE

			Dear Mother, Father, and Ann,

			Just a quick letter to let you know that I’m doing well.

			The journey went perfectly, though we did have to wait a long time for the bus that took us from the train station to the army camp. Traveling by steam train was quite an experience. Every time the train pulled into a station, it let out a high-pitched whistle. It sounded like the train was screaming with joy. Joey is great at mimicking that sound by putting his fingers in his mouth.

			In our compartment, there was a grandmother and her granddaughter. They both thought it was wonderful that we’re going off to defend our country.

			Our camp is huge and is located about twenty miles from the Pacific Ocean. Unfortunately, there aren’t any towns nearby, so I’m living entirely among men. The food here isn’t nearly as good as at home, but we certainly aren’t going hungry. On the contrary. For breakfast, we get pancakes with bacon. They put them on the tables in huge stacks, and there’s never a single one left. If you want, you can also have cornflakes. Some of the guys pour coffee over them instead of milk.

			The hot meal usually consists of beans and franks, with different vegetables like tomatoes and peppers grown by the army cooks themselves in a large field next to the kitchen. In between, we scarf down plenty of ham or corned beef sandwiches. We usually eat outside at long picnic tables.

			There are showers here. A hot blast of water like that is much nicer than washing in a tub of water. We do a lot of calisthenics—push-ups and the like—and we often march as far as twenty-five miles. We’ve even had night marches.

			Tug-of-war is on the schedule almost every day. We’ll have twenty guys on a rope, ten against ten. We’ve also had to do hundreds of somersaults. Of course, we aren’t going to go tumbling or playing tug-of-war against the enemy on the battlefield. The point of all these exercises is to keep us strong and agile. Joey and I are handling it all just fine.

			During the first meeting in the main building, a major welcomed us. He said we should thank our parents for giving their sons to the army. And that parents with only one son deserve extra thanks. That major also said we’re in the army to make the world safe for future generations. You should think about that when you miss me.

			I miss you and Meghann too. And Job and Ethel, of course. Please give them my best regards.

			Much love, Dave
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“A fantastic book. One of the best children’s books
about World War I1.”

- Jeanet Moorman in newspaper Algemeen Dagblad






