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War Memorial

- 1947 -

The rain sloshed against the streaming window, and in the sudden quiet the wind could be heard swishing through the bare branches of the trees outside. The radio stood silent, its voice of a moment before switched abruptly off, and in the dark the family were complaining.

“It had to go off just there!”

“Sit still, it’ll be back on in a minute.”

“No, it won’t.” (This with gloomy certainty.)

Pete tried the light switch: off, on, off, on; and abandoned it with resigned disgust. “It’s dead.”

“What do we do now?” said Matt.

“Don’t whine, Matt,” said Susan Donnell, getting up and feeling her way past the sofa, bumping into various sets of knees along the way. “Judy, where’s the candles we used when it went out last summer?”

“On the top shelf in the pantry, I think. Don’t knock over my butterfly jar, Mom, it’s up there too!”

Allan Donnell had also gotten up and felt his way through the dark hall into a back room, where the oldest and least-used items in the house had a way of ending up. He came back with a small ancient oil lamp, frail-seeming as it rattled to the touch but still in working order, and set it in the middle of the living-room table. Susan brought a short stub of candle in a green glass candleholder whose mate had broken long ago, and lit it from the last in a tattered book of matches. A tiny wavering circle of light shone on the table, but it did little more than make looming black ghosts out of the five people gathered just outside its radius.

“I don’t like sitting in the dark,” said Matt discontentedly.

Allan held up the empty matchbook with a questioning glance toward his wife. “Any more matches?”

“No, I think we’re all out. Wait, there might be some in the old box—Judy, will you check?”

Judy groped through the dark to the piano and felt along the top until her fingers touched the small wooden box sitting on the end of it. She took it down and brought it to the table, setting it down beside the candle. The box was older than the oil lamp, mahogany, with a pattern of once-pink needlepoint roses long since faded to a palette of pale tan and olive on the lid. It opened on tiny hinges too thin and small even to squeak. Inside was a motley collection of small things, also pale, faint and faded, but things that would reveal exquisite detail to anyone who looked closely. A cameo pin without its backing…a blue button with a pastoral scene hand-painted on the surface…a tarnished silver watch chain…a bit of broken china…at the bottom a bed of old colored postcards and the rustle of a folded letter or two.

There was a book of matches stuck in a corner of the box, put there at a later date during some rapid tidying-up of the living-room. Allan struck one and lit the old lamp. The children gathered around and watched in spite of themselves as the bluish-orange flame slowly formed about the wick, and then Allan turned the lamp up and a surprisingly bright glow filled the room. The little relic had strength yet.

Matt climbed up on a chair, on his knees with his elbows on the table, and dug through the contents of the old box with small exploring fingers. He looked critically at the triangular bit of china and dropped it for something more interesting. His hand rustled among the papers at the bottom and brought up another small object—a lump of some dull gray metal, distorted but still a vaguely recognizable shape, and heavy for its size.

“What’s this?” he said.

Allan took it from him, looked at it for a moment, then held it out for his youngest to look at again. “That’s a bullet from the Civil War,” he said. “It was taken out of a Confederate soldier after the battle of Gettysburg.”

“How do you know that?” asked Matt somewhat suspiciously, viewing the lump of lead with eight-year-old skepticism.

Pete added, “How do you know it wasn’t just picked up somewhere? Like the ones in museums.”

“I know,” said Allan, smiling a little as he weighed the bullet lightly in his palm. “This was my grandmother’s most prized possession.”

“That?” Pete sounded surprised.

“How’d you come to get that box of hers, anyway?” asked Judy, from where she had curled up on the nearest end of the sofa.

“Maybe because I was the youngest grandchild,” said Allan; and then with a little smile, “or maybe, because no one else wanted it.”

He sat down at the table, resting his elbow on it, and looked at the bullet for a moment. Matt put his chin in his hands and stared at his father, waiting for more.

“She was sixteen when she got this,” said Allan, turning the lump of lead in his fingers; and Judy, looking at the quiver of lamplight against the wall—so different from the steady beam of electric light—saw her great-grandmother at once. She was easy to imagine: a slender girlish figure, a vaguely familiar face, similar to the one Judy saw daily in the mirror but with a little of that vivid stare she had seen in old photographs; auburn hair drawn demurely back in a net, and a sweeping full-sleeved dress such as they had worn back then. A clear picture, but still just a picture, not a personality—a thin shadow on clouded glass.

“Why’d she like the bullet so much?” said Pete. He sat down on the arm of the green chair, a place he had been told not to sit a hundred times, but this time no one seemed to take any notice.

“Well,” said Allan Donnell slowly, “for two reasons, I think. One was that it was a reminder of something she learned that week, something she knew was hard to hold onto, but which she didn’t mean to forget, if she could help it.”

Susan moved the candle to the top of the piano, an odd little beacon that did not serve much purpose beyond showing that the room extended that far. She sat down on the sofa beside her daughter, and they all waited for Allan to go on. The sound of the rain on the roof was growing fainter, the muffled rumble of thunder retreating into the distance. The darkness outside seemed blacker than ever, but the oil lamp glowed on the table like a little spirit from the past wakened in their midst, as Allan shifted the old bullet back and forth meditatively from one hand to the other.

- 1863 -

Julia paused, listening, her hands among the leaves of the rosebushes by the rail fence. She gazed across the fields on the other side of the road, over toward the gaps in the hills beyond. The sounds of unrest, of ponderous movement, of forces gathering were in the air. They were the sounds of a storm building and about to break, but they did not come from the soft lowering gray clouds lining the sky above the fields.

Julia slowly resumed her work, picking off dead leaves and the withered heads of spent blossoms, but she continued to cast glances toward the horizon at intervals, her eyes scanning the familiar spread of Pennsylvania farmland. At last she looked over the roses and saw nothing more to do, and she turned and walked slowly back across the farmyard toward the silent house.

Behind the house, across more fields, lay her aunt and uncle’s farm, just visible from the kitchen windows. At the moment her cousin Caroline was the only other person at home on either farm besides herself. Julia’s mother and aunt had gone the day before yesterday to tend an elderly relative who was ill in the nearby village; her father and uncle were with the Home Guard. Caroline, three years older, had spent the morning with her, but in the afternoon had crossed back through the cornfields, over the stile at the pasture fence and the footbridge over the stream beneath the willows, to feed the livestock and tend to the garden at home, and Julia was alone.

There was little or no breeze. Everything was quiet—the very air seemed holding its breath. No one who waited that day in listening suspense yet knew the history that would be written in the next three days; but they felt the import of whatever was moving toward them. A people who for two years had lain securely north of the real conflict were about to enter for the first time on an experience they had perhaps never fully comprehended—about to encounter for the first time that previously faceless being known as ‘the enemy.’

On the porch Julia turned suddenly and looked over her shoulder. A nearer sound than the distant rumblings grew slowly into a clatter of approaching hooves, and a small group of blue-clad troopers appeared from behind the trees that hid the curve in the road, trotting swiftly along on the other side of the fence. Julia stood in the doorway and watched them pass. She had a sweet, earnest face, with expressive dark eyes, wide and clear. They were very sober now, but not frightened. After a moment she turned and went into the house, closing the door behind her.

The sound she did not hear was at the back of the house, in the kitchen with the open window—a slight, cautious sound, like a stealthy footstep on the wood floor. Had she come in a moment sooner she might have heard the scrape of something sliding over the windowsill, a gentle creak from the window frame. But it was silent when Julia came through the house, quiet herself—so they came face to face in the kitchen doorway, and in the first instant they received an almost equal shock. Julia took a startled step back, her shoulder against the doorframe, her wide eyes upon the soldier in gray backed against the other corner of the doorway. For a second he stared too, but quickly recovered himself.

“Don’t make any sound,” he said in a low voice, but with no more sign of alarm than if the girl had been a fellow-conspirator.

He moved through into the dining-room and stood listening, his head cocked slightly toward the front of the house and the sound of the passing troopers. Julia stood rigid, her back to the wall, her eyes fixed on the intent profile of his face. When the last of the cavalry rumble had died away into the distance, his vigilance seemed somehow to relax without any outward sign.

Julia wet her dry lips with her tongue, and in a voice that only quivered the least bit at the beginning said the only thing she could think of to say. “How—how did you get in here?”

“Through the window.”

“Why?”

“I was ’most to the corner of the house when I heard the horses coming, and there wasn’t any other cover near enough to get to quick.”

He turned back and looked at her again, a brief glance that was shrewd, curious, yet respectful. He was a tall, thin boy in a worn gray homespun shirt and battered forage cap, his face lean and alert, with a small drift of freckles across the bridge of his nose; his straight sandy hair needed cutting across the sunburned back of his neck. He spoke in a slow, dragged-out accent that Julia had never heard before, which had a strangely pleasant warmth to it.

“I mean—what are you doing here, to begin with?”

“Scout,” he said briefly, with the same casual twang to the word. “On ahead to check these roads, see if this one’s safe for my army.”

“It isn’t,” said Julia quickly, quite suddenly inspired. “There’s a large Federal force all round here.”

The corner of the boy’s mouth twisted upward in amusement. “Any reason why I ought to believe you?”

“Do you think I would lie?” said Julia, lifting her chin a bit. She felt oddly alive and on her mettle, a spark of daring that she half felt was dangerous rising inside her.

The young scout shrugged, his head to one side. There was a dry humor to his direct speech. “They say all’s fair.”

He went through into the front room, and Julia followed him, having no idea what he meant to do or what she ought to do, but perplexingly unafraid. She felt almost irritated by the scout’s cool self-possession, which seemed at odds with what ought to be a tense situation. He went to the window, keeping carefully to one side so as not to be seen from without, and Julia halted by the little round table and watched him. “Where is your army?” she asked.

“That ain’t none of your business, miss,” he said simply, without turning his head. It was spoken quite without any threat or displeasure, and still with deference.

Julia cast a quick look toward the oak sideboard against the wall. She knew there was a revolver in the top drawer. He was not looking at her; he was intent upon
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