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    ​PROLOGUE


    June, 1945


    Dolgellau, Wales


    The sheep’s bleating echoed across the Welsh mountainside as twenty-one-year-old Robert Lloyd checked on his flock while searching for a bull that had gone missing. Then came the drone of aircraft engines, distant at first, but growing thunderously close and low. Nothing like the routine flights to and from Anglesey. Beyond the cloud-filled sky, the engines roared, seizing his attention and paralyzing him with a sense of foreboding.


    Robert knew the plane couldn’t possibly avoid the looming mountains, but the horror of what followed was no less gut-wrenching. The hulking bomber broke through the fog, hurtling toward the summit as if it might clear the mountain by sheer will alone. Robert’s pulse pounded as he watched the plane’s desperate climb. It wasn’t far—close enough for him to see the glint of cockpit windows, close enough to feel the ground tremble beneath his feet when it struck.


    The impact was explosive, tearing through the mountainside near the Mawddach Estuary. The aircraft skidded three hundred feet before its catastrophic demise. Fire engulfed the wreckage, spilling down the slopes in molten streams. The sheep scattered in terror, their bleating lost to the chaos.


    Robert’s legs felt like lead, but he scrambled up the mountain, unsure of what he hoped to find—perhaps a survivor or some way to help. His eyes stung and teared as the sharp tang of burning fuel filled his lungs, and the futility of it all gripped him. He wasn’t a rescuer or a soldier, just a shepherd powerless to offer aid other than summoning help. The plane was twisted and blackened, and there was nothing—no one—left to save.


    Hours passed in a haze as Robert struggled to process the enormity of what had happened. When the Americans finally arrived, their grim efficiency as they retrieved the uniformed bodies brought a strange sense of order to the chaos.


    The policemen on the scene urged him to leave the area, telling him there was nothing to see, but he couldn’t bring himself to wander very far. The bodies were covered, though the row of boots lined up on the wing would forever linger in his mind, a stark reminder of the lives lost. Gaily wrapped packages lay scattered and torn on the periphery, remnants of happily anticipated reunions in the States that would never happen.


    Army personnel took on the grisly task of transporting the bodies back to Polebrook Air Base. Several days later, they carried out the burial of the twenty men in Cambridge Cemetery in England, a bleak conclusion to what should have been a joyful trip homeward.


    Over time, Robert often found himself wondering about the soldiers’ identities. The European war had just ended, and their families must have been waiting for them, relieved that they had lived through the worst. It felt unbearably cruel to have survived the war, only to perish on the journey home.


    Who were these men, and what hopes and dreams had they carried with them, only to be snuffed out on the mountainside?

  


  
    ​CHAPTER ONE


    June 14, 1944


    Polebrook Air Force Base, England


    Santo Caruso crouched in the belly of the plane, his twenty-year-old frame wedged between two .50-caliber machine guns. Cold metal pressed against his skin—a reminder of their deadly purpose and his own fragility. The engines roared, yet his worries whispered louder: would he ever see his family again? He could still remember his mother at the train station, waving goodbye, her smile faltering just before he turned away.


    Joining the US Army Air Forces had charted this course, a choice born of duty and a chance for independence, though he couldn’t have fully grasped where it would lead. But now, wedged between steel and sky, the weight of it bore down on him, and he wondered if the cost of that choice would be his life. After over a year of training, here he was, a ball turret gunner in the 351st Bomb Group. His job had an impressive title, but he was just a gunner like the rest of them, stationed in the most cramped and life-threatening seat on the B-17, in a glass dome mounted beneath the belly of the plane.


    Even at only five foot six, Caruso had to fold himself like a pretzel into the fishbowl that was his station, looking out from underneath the bomber, protecting the entire underside of the aircraft. Despite the fetal position, his was no child’s job. And it wasn’t for the claustrophobic.


    Their first bombing mission was to Le Bourget Airfield, near Paris. The enemy was bound to be out in droves, defending the capital. Sweat pooled inside Caruso’s flight gloves, turning his grip on the machine guns slippery and uncertain. Every heartbeat thudded in his ears, each bead of perspiration evidencing the terror he felt but couldn’t voice. A fleeting warmth penetrated the cold of the turret as his fingers traced the outline of the small crucifix in his chest pocket. His mom had given it to him right after Pop passed away, confiding that it had been his father’s shield against tough times. As Caruso braced himself behind the guns, the memory of his father’s unshakable faith stood in sharp contrast to the tremor in his own hands.


    As they entered France, black puffs of smoke surrounded them, signifying anti-aircraft fire. Caruso’s gunnery instructor’s warning echoed in his mind: Always be on the lookout for flak. Those little black smudges look harmless, but they explode at altitude, sending jagged metal shards through anything—or anyone—nearby. Don’t underestimate them!


    He hadn’t fully understood the warning until he’d seen the consequences up close shortly after arriving at their base in Polebrook, England. A B-17, riddled with holes, its insides torn apart as if a bomb had exploded, had limped back from a mission. Planes with injured always landed first. Medics had scrambled aboard as a disheveled airman stumbled off, his face pale, eyes hollow.


    “What happened?” Caruso had asked in a hushed voice.


    The gunner’s reply was clipped. “Flak.” Tears rolled down his cheeks as he muffled his words. “We lost our radio operator.” Hesitating before pulling back the sheet as the body passed by, he gently touched the deceased airman’s shoulder before the medics carried him away. Caruso’s mouth had fallen open as the deadliness of the air barrage struck him with full force. The top of the crewman’s head was completely gone, cruelly underscoring the brutality of war.


    That moment had stripped away any illusions Caruso might have had. He now understood the grim reality: he and his comrades were merely replacements for another crew that hadn’t made it back. Their only consolation was the hope that their disciplined training would keep them safe. Still, he wasn’t alone in relying on more than military indoctrination; nearly every airman, no matter his religious beliefs, clung to prayers and talismans, like the crucifix in his chest pocket, hoping somehow to secure his safe return.


    The aircraft shuddered violently, jerking Caruso back to the present. Each jolt squeezed his chest tighter until the reality of his situation crashed over him: he might not make it home. The thought of never seeing his family again, never feeling his mother’s embrace or seeing his little sister’s impish grin, pierced him more sharply than the bitter cold.


    His eyes were drawn to one of the B-17s just ahead as it burst into pieces without warning, disintegrating into smoke and debris, leaving a haunting void where it had been flying just a minute before. Caruso stared, dumbfounded, searching for the little black dots signifying men bailing from the plane in parachutes.


    Not a single one.


    Sweat trickled beneath his flight suit, even though they were flying at a frigid minus fifty degrees. Death was all around them. It was only a matter of time.


    He swiveled the turret, locking onto enemy aircraft diving close—close enough to see the gunners’ faces. His heart pounded as he pulled the trigger, ears ringing from the gunfire, the bitter sting of gunpowder filling his nose. Bile rose in his throat as he realized the stakes. Each shot could mean life or death—his or theirs.


    They continued toward the target when Stanowick’s stammering voice broke through the intercom. “Tail gunner to pilot. One of our planes at our six is hit—they… they’re going down!”


    Panic swept through Caruso; his hands shook, mouth dry as dust. How long before they would get hit, too? Would he lose consciousness immediately if the turret were struck? With no room in his cramped station, his parachute lay in the fuselage, out of easy reach. Would he have time to put it on?


    His tangled thoughts were abruptly cut short as the target loomed ahead. The enormity of their mission slammed into him, and Caruso felt as if he were teetering on the edge of a precipice.


    The intercom crackled. “Radio operator to bombardier. Bomb bay doors open.” The announcement signaled the time for the bombardier to release the bomb load.


    “Bombardier to pilot. I can’t get the bombs to drop!” Lieutenant Stevens’ voice broke through, taut with frustration.


    “What’s the problem?” Lieutenant Johnston snapped.


    “Bomb bay mechanism’s jammed solid, sir. Nothing’s working!” A tense silence fell momentarily as he continued to wrestle with the controls, the weight of their failed mission hanging heavy in the cabin, unspoken but undeniable.


    “Just close the doors,” the pilot said finally, his voice tight. The upper echelon would surely frown upon returning to base with a full bomb load. Someone was bound to be raked over the coals for that one.


    The strained mood from the failed bomb drop was interrupted when the plane lurched, and Stanowick’s anxious voice crackled over the intercom. “Tail gunner hit!”


    Caruso’s pulse kicked hard as he wiped his dripping forehead, desperately scanning the skies from his cramped vantage point. Their first mission, and they’d already been struck?


    Almost immediately, Stanowick’s voice returned, this time tinged with relief. “I’m okay, false alarm. Some flak smashed through my window, but it didn’t hit me.”


    The near miss shook Caruso as if it were his own. He wiped his goggles, smeared with sweat, taking deep breaths to steady his racing heart.


    As they veered away from the target, the sky erupted in an explosion that swallowed the B-17 ahead in an instant. Caruso froze, his throat tightening. One moment, the plane had been there—a steady companion in the formation—and the next, it was gone, leaving nothing but fire and debris. No parachutes in sight. He realized bleakly that the parachutes they’d packed were perhaps more to give them a sense of security than for actual use.


    What have I gotten myself into? Caruso’s fingers found Pop’s crucifix in his chest pocket. The 23rd psalm came to his lips—words the priest had made them memorize all those years ago. But never had he prayed with such desperation.


    It wasn’t until they landed that the iron clutch of fear began to loosen its hold on Caruso’s insides, his stomach slowly unclenching from the knot it had been in. His breath escaped in a shaky exhale, one he hadn’t realized he’d been holding all this time. Their bird had a broken window and numerous holes in its skin.


    They stumbled toward the waiting truck on legs like jelly. The ground felt unnervingly solid and quiet after the continual vibration and noise of the flight.


    With each step away from the bomber, Caruso tried to shed the tension that clung to him. But his racing heart followed him like a shadow, a reminder that he had survived when others had not.


    Stanowick shattered the heavy silence. “Well… that was a heck of an initiation to the war.” Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crew, each man lost in his own reflections. “Wonder what the odds are that we’ll make it back home in one piece?”


    “I’d rather not consider the odds,” Caruso said, forcing a half smile that barely masked the worry on his face. “Let’s just concentrate on getting through one sortie at a time.”


    One down and twenty-nine to go. Each mission felt like they were gambling with death. But he wouldn’t voice that—not now. Not when everyone else was already walking on the edge of their nerves.


    At the debrief, they were interviewed by Sergeant Teed Smith, whose serious demeanor seemed out of place in their momentary reprieve. The rapid-fire urgency of his interrogation poked sharply at Caruso’s weary mind.


    “Where did you see anti-aircraft fire? What was the intensity? Did you spot any enemy interceptors? Did you shoot down any enemy planes?”


    Caruso blinked at the last question, momentarily stunned. Shoot down enemy planes? He’d spent the entire mission praying their own wouldn’t fall out of the sky. That kind of precision belonged to gunners who weren’t too busy just trying to survive.


    Smith didn’t wait for an answer before moving on. “Did any of our bombers go down? How many chutes did you see?”


    Caruso struggled to focus. At the time, he’d been sure every detail was burned into his mind. Now it was all a blur. He rubbed the back of his neck with a heavy sigh, feeling the tension in his muscles. “I did see one B-17 explode before us…” His voice faltered, the specifics eluding his grasp. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to summon the memory. “…and I didn’t see any parachutes. Sorry, Sergeant, it’s hard to keep it all straight… everything was happening so fast.”


    Sergeant Smith’s gaze softened slightly. “I understand, but every detail you give us can save lives next time. We need to know everything you can remember.”


    Nodding, Caruso promised to do better next time. The gravity of his role settled heavily into his chest. Inwardly, although he recognized the need for them to collect relevant information, he wondered how he could take note of all the details when his energy and focus were consumed with protecting the aircraft—and just staying alive.


    The contrast hit him like a punch: the harrowing chaos of the mission versus the comfort of being home with his mom, stepdad, and sister. Even with the changes at home since Pop died, he longed to sink into their safe, familiar arms. How foolish he’d been to think that joining the military was his ticket to independence, to adulthood. Instead, it had thrust him into a world where survival was anything but certain.


    It would take more than luck to come back in one piece.


    After the debrief, they were each offered a shot of whiskey, its fiery burn a fleeting distraction from the numbness settling over them. Caruso had never been much of a drinker, but he took his without hesitation.

  


  
    ​CHAPTER TWO


    June 18, 1944


    It was one a.m. when Caruso and his crew heard their names called out, alerting them they were flying that day.


    Kellogg, the left waist gunner, groaned, pulling his pillow over his head, but Stanowick yanked it away with a grin. “It’s our third mission! After today, it’ll be three down, twenty-seven to go!” He sounded more like someone with three to go instead of twenty-seven.


    As they plodded toward the latrine, Caruso tried to sound casual. “Any guesses where they’ll send us today?”


    “Who cares?” Kellogg rubbed sleep from his eyes. “Let’s just hope it’s fast and easy.”


    Stanowick clapped them both on the back. “Hey, as long as we’re together, right?”


    Their laughter was brittle, tinged with the unspoken acknowledgment of the risks ahead.


    * * *


    “Come on, slowpoke! It’s not a date! Hurry up! We’re hungry!” Stanowick was standing by the latrine’s exit, waving his arms. Knowing a close shave ensured a tight mask fit, Caruso gave his face a quick once-over before rushing after the others.


    At the chow hall, the crewmen loaded their trays with eggs, bacon, and hotcakes. Caruso stared at his breakfast, but his appetite was gone. He could barely bring himself to pick up his fork.


    Across the table, a veteran airman eyed him with amusement, his own plate nearly empty. “First mission?” he asked, crunching into a strip of bacon.


    “Third.” Caruso picked at his toast, rolling a corner between his fingers.


    “Still not eating?” The airman smirked, shaking his head. “Better force some down. You’ll need it later.”


    Caruso’s stomach twisted. “I’m fine.”


    The veteran shrugged, pushing his empty tray aside. “Suit yourself.” He took a slow sip of coffee, then leaned forward, his voice dropping. “Just don’t toss your cookies in your mask. Ain’t no worse way to go than drowning in your own breakfast.”


    Caruso’s hands stiffened around his coffee cup. He forced a swallow, the bitterness sharp against his tongue.


    The veteran grinned, grabbing his cap. “Good luck, kid.” He clapped Caruso on the shoulder, then strode toward the exit.


    Caruso glanced down at his trembling hands and shoved them under the table. His eggs sat untouched, congealing under the mess-hall lights.


    * * *


    After breakfast, Caruso and the others made their way to the briefing room. The space hummed with anxiety, the officer’s commanding voice slicing through the tension.


    “Today’s mission targets the oil refineries in Hamburg,” he began, his voice steady and unyielding. “We’re carrying eighteen 250-pounders. Expect significant anti-aircraft fire.”


    A murmur ran through the soldiers, a mixture of resolve and dread. The words “significant anti-aircraft fire” hung over Caruso like a storm cloud, dark and foreboding.


    Stanowick raised his hand, a slight smirk on his face. “One question, sir. They serving lunch on this flight?”


    Startled laughter broke out. The officer’s stern expression softened just slightly. “Humor’s fine, Stanowick, but let’s stay sharp.”


    The sobering rebuke lingered like wisps of smoke hanging heavily in the air as the next officer took the stage.


    * * *


    They took off at five twenty a.m., and by nine o’clock, they were over the German coast. The men were on high alert, bracing themselves for battle.


    As they approached Hamburg, the intercom crackled with an announcement from Witherspoon, the radio operator. “Throwing chaff.” Caruso watched as hundreds of thin metallic strips filled the air and slowly drifted downward. He hoped they’d serve their purpose, sending false blips to the German radar systems and making it harder for their aircraft to be targeted by the Luftwaffe. Still, judging by the number of black puffs hanging above, their efforts didn’t seem to offer much help; too many signs of enemy fire dotted the sky.


    As they flew over the target, Caruso peered through the window of the ball turret, watching the bombs plummet toward the earth, feeling the aircraft jolt from the rapid release. Sweat slid down beneath his helmet as he scanned the horizon for an imminent attack. Several flak bursts erupted in quick succession, the explosions close enough to shake the plane. Caruso reflexively raised his arms to shield his face as the bomber rocked, shell fragments assaulting them from all directions. One shard pierced the bombardier’s window, lodging in the D-ring of Lieutenant Stevens’ parachute, missing him by a few inches. Another struck the wall of the tail gunner’s station.


    A particularly fierce jolt, accompanied by a thunderous boom, sent a shockwave through the plane.


    A searing pain ripped through his leg, followed swiftly by a second burst in his arm. His vision tunneled, the world blurring as his body slumped against the turret’s cold metal.


    The intercom crackled. Distant, distorted voices called out names. Caruso fought to focus, but the words wavered, drowned out by the rush of his own pulse.


    “Caruso, respond.” A pause. Static hummed. The pilot’s tone sharpened, more urgent. “Witherspoon, get him out of the turret. Now. I’m getting us the hell back to base.”


    * * *


    With quivering hands, Kellogg retrieved the hand lever and passed it to Witherspoon, who quickly rotated the turret to gain access. Together, they pulled Caruso’s unresponsive body from its confines. Witherspoon grabbed the portable oxygen, attaching it to the airman’s mask, his face pale but determined.


    “He’s losing so much blood! Where’s it coming from?” Kellogg’s voice cracked as his eyes darted over the gunner’s crumpled form.


    “Here—his leg!” Witherspoon’s hands trembled with adrenaline as he yanked back the tattered fabric of Caruso’s flight suit. A jagged hole gaped above his thigh, blood pulsing through shredded muscle, soaking the floor beneath him. The air reeked of iron.


    “Damn it, he’s got shrapnel still in there,” Witherspoon muttered, clamping a hand over the wound as he dug in his pocket for a belt. He yanked it tight around Caruso’s leg, his fingers slick with blood. “Stay with us, buddy.”


    A second wound on Caruso’s upper arm bled sluggishly, the torn flesh dark and glistening under the cabin lights. Witherspoon secured another tourniquet just above the wound, ignoring the way his own breath came in sharp, uneven gasps.


    Despite the chaos, Witherspoon worked with practiced precision: he sprinkled sulfa powder into the wounds, administered a morphine syrette, and clipped the spent tube to Caruso’s collar, marking the dose given for the medics. “That’s all I can do for now.”


    Kellogg knelt beside his friend, his expression taut with worry. “Hang in there, Caruso. Just hang in there.”


    Minutes later, Witherspoon reported the gunner’s condition to the pilot.


    “Roger.” Lieutenant Johnston’s response was crisp. “Keep an eye on him while we head back.”


    Over the intercom, Stanowick’s voice broke through. “Tail gunner to crew. I just took down an enemy fighter. That was one for Caruso!” A cheer rippled through the cabin, subdued but heartfelt.


    When they finally approached Polebrook, Johnston flew low, near the control tower. Kellogg fired a red flare to signal wounded aboard.


    The intercom hissed. “Pilot to crew. The tower says our right wheel’s broken. I’ll do my best to keep the weight off that side. Brace yourselves; this landing won’t be smooth.”


    The men huddled together, locking into crash positions. Stevens moved from the aircraft’s nose back to the navigator’s section, whispering a prayer under his breath. “Dear Lord, I know you’re with us. Please protect us as we land. Give Johnston your insight to land this plane safely and give Caruso the strength to pull through.”


    Johnston slowed the aircraft down as much as he was able until they were just barely above the ground. The plane grazed the runway, screeching, before lurching off course. It bounced onto the grass, skidding and shuddering, and came to a violent halt. The brief hush that followed was eerily deafening.


    As they gathered their composure after the tumultuous landing, Johnston’s voice pierced the quiet. “Everyone okay?”


    Kellogg responded, his voice shaky. “Yes, sir. Thanks to your guts and skill.” The others murmured their agreement as they hastily collected their belongings in preoccupied silence.


    For a breathless moment, everything was still… until the medics burst aboard. Witherspoon quickly briefed the senior medic, his voice steady despite their ordeal. “Sergeant Santo Caruso, shrapnel wounds to the right thigh and upper arm. Heavy blood loss, but the tourniquets are holding. Morphine administered—one syrette.”


    The medic knelt beside Caruso, pressing fingers to the pulse point on his neck. “Damn lucky he’s still with us.” He peeled back the flight suit, grimacing at the soaked bandages beneath. “We need to get him to surgery before infection sets in.” He glanced up at Witherspoon. “Good work. We’ll take over from here. Thanks.” They carefully transported Caruso to the waiting ambulance, which sped away with its precious cargo.


    The crew disembarked in silence. Flak holes riddled the wings, fuselage, and turret. The bombardier’s shattered window gleamed in the sunlight.


    “It’s a miracle we survived,” Kellogg murmured, his voice thick. His gaze dropped to the streaks of blood on the floor. “I just hope Caruso pulls through.”


    The men stood in a somber circle, awaiting the truck to take them to the debriefing. Their eyes lingered on the scarred plane—a haunting reminder of how close they’d come to not making it back.


    * * *


    Five days later


    A hand lightly touched his shoulder, and a soft voice cut through the haze. “Santo? Can you hear me?” Caruso gradually became aware of his body—then it hit: pain, raw and unrelenting. His right leg pulsed with a deep, grinding throb that drilled into his bones. His arm hung heavy, stiff, and unresponsive, as if not his own. He tried to move his fingers, wincing as the tug of stitches burned through his skin.


    As his vision cleared, he saw a petite blonde in white, her hair haloed by the infirmary’s stark lights. For a moment, he wondered if he’d been catapulted into the afterlife.


    “Well, hello there, soldier. Welcome back.” Her radiant smile brightened the sterile room. “My name is Gayle and I’m your nurse. You’re in the base hospital. You’ve had quite a time of it.”


    “What… what happened?” He spoke haltingly, each word dipped in confusion, his thoughts like balloons floating just out of reach.


    “You were shot during an air raid and brought here. I don’t know the details, but some mates of yours have been here several times, and they’ll be chuffed to bits to hear you’re awake!” Her British accent was warm and comforting.


    “What… what day is it?”


    “It’s Friday, and you came in on Sunday. I’m not surprised you don’t remember—you lost a considerable amount of blood and were in a lot of pain, so we had to medicate you.” Her voice soothed him as she checked the chart with clinical but compassionate efficiency.


    A sharp, intense tension seized his leg, squeezing the muscle like a vise. He shifted, just slightly, and a white-hot stab shot up his thigh. A sickening realization crept over him. Something was wrong.


    Gayle studied his face briefly and adjusted his blanket. “They got most of the shrapnel out, but there’s still a small piece they’re watching. The doctors will decide whether it’s better to leave it or go back in for another round. How’s your pain now?”


    He fumbled for words, attempting a quip to lighten the gravity of his predicament. “Well, uh… don’t be disappointed, but I don’t think I’ll be able to take you dancing tonight.”


    Gayle laughed. “I see you’ve got your sense of humor, so you must be on the mend. That’s good news. You’re in for some hard work ahead, so that positive attitude will surely help.”


    Silent tears traced Caruso’s cheeks. He turned away, caught in the chasm between her optimism and the darkness he carried. She couldn’t possibly understand how hard it had already been—or how much worse it could still get.


    “Oh, Santo, I’m sorry,” she said, biting her lip. “I didn’t mean to upset you after all you’ve been through. You’re doing brilliantly, really. You’ll be out of here before you know it. Listen, the medications make everyone a bit emotional, so don’t you worry about that. But now that you’re awake, your recovery will gain momentum. Just wait and see.” Her eyes locked on his. “You’ve got a long road ahead, Santo. But I’ve seen soldiers come back from worse. You’ve got fight in you—that’s what will get you through this. For now, though, you need your rest. I’ll be back shortly.”


    His eyes followed her as she walked into an adjacent room. With his brows furrowed and breathing accelerating, he stared at the closed door until she returned. “Here’s something to help you relax.” She injected her syringe’s contents into his IV.


    The cool sting of the medication snaked up his arm, spreading an almost immediate heaviness through his limbs. Relief came first, smoothing the jagged sensations raking his body. Then came the dread, like an unseen current pulling him under. His eyelids sagged and the voices around him blurred, slowly melting away.


    * * *


    The following week, Caruso sat in the chair next to his bunk, dozing intermittently despite whirling thoughts. Who knew that sitting up would be such an ordeal? He remembered the first time Nurse Gayle had helped him out of bed to a chair: she needed two other nurses to help her. With each day, he’d been able to do more, and this morning, they’d accomplished the feat all on their own. How could something as simple as getting out of bed now seem like a forty-mile march?


    He was napping when a familiar voice startled him awake. “Caruso! Is this your way of trying to get home faster?” Lieutenant Johnston stood before him, surrounded by the rest of the crew.


    The wounded airman grimaced, raising his right hand in a slow, shaky attempt at a salute. The effort sent a ripple of pain through him, but his respect for his superior compelled the gesture, however feeble.


    “At ease, buddy. No need to salute here. They say you’re doing great. You’re going to be moved to the convalescent home tomorrow. Glad to see you alive and well!” His smile was broad.


    Caruso gave him a wry grin. “Alive, yes. I’m not so sure about well. But at least I’m not a gold star in my mother’s window… yet.”


    “Not a chance, buddy. We pulled you back from the brink!”


    Witherspoon’s grin faltered for just a second as he took in Caruso’s pale face and trembling salute, but he quickly covered it with a hearty wave. “Hi there, old friend. Good to see you awake and recovering.”


    “I don’t really remember what happened.”


    Witherspoon nodded in understanding. “It was rough, over Hamburg. We managed to get you out of the ball turret after you were hit. Stanowick even took down a Jerry as we left. We were all sweating it out that we’d get you back in time!”


    Podoske, the copilot, stuck his head through the small crowd. “Yeah. Landing was another story—a busted wheel and all. Johnston pulled off quite the stunt bringing us down in one piece.” He clapped the pilot on the back appreciatively. “The medics took it from there, got you help fast.”


    His crew’s arrival brought a breath of familiarity, but the reality of his condition held him in painful stillness. Their banter wrapped around him, a blend of solace and sting. Caruso looked at them, one by one. “Thank you all. You saved my life. I don’t know what I’ll do to repay you.”


    “No need. You’re one of our own. You just keep working to get back with us. We’re saving your spot. It’s not the same without you, Caruso,” Lieutenant Stevens said.


    “Thanks, fellas.” He let out a big sigh, and the room became quiet. The previously energized atmosphere seemed to deflate as a pronounced sense of exhaustion settled over him, underscoring the long road to recovery that lay ahead.


    “You get your rest. We’ll visit again soon,” Lieutenant Johnston said, giving him a reassuring pat on the shoulder as they turned to leave.


    Their voices faded as they departed, and a dull silence settled over him. Their lives would move forward, flying into danger and glory, while his own felt as though it had stalled behind the white walls of the hospital. He’d spend months in rehabilitation while the crew that he’d trained with for the past year kept fighting—without him.


    He was going to be left behind.

  


  
    ​CHAPTER THREE


    June–August, 1944


    “Welcome to Stoneleigh Park!” The orderly grinned as he opened the door of the truck.


    Caruso cringed at the thought of being moved again. His ride to the rehabilitation center in Warwickshire, a little over an hour away from the base at Polebrook, had been jarring—every rut and dip in the road a fresh jolt of pain.


    “My name’s Thomas,” the orderly said, wheeling Caruso through the building. “Hope that lorry ride wasn’t too rough. Our roads aren’t exactly smooth.”


    Caruso forced a smile while the gurney rattled over the facility’s uneven tiles, trying to focus on anything but the ache in his body. “How long do soldiers usually stay here?”


    “Oh, it’s variable. They’ll place you into a program that suits your specific needs. Your nurse will fill you in on the details. It may seem a bit overwhelming at first. But steady on, you’ll adjust to the routine in no time and make great progress.”


    The pervasive scent of antiseptic filled the air, yanking Caruso back to his childhood tonsillectomy. The metallic bite of the ether anesthesia clung to his memory as if it had happened yesterday. It was remarkable how certain smells could trigger such vivid memories.


    They arrived at a large room divided by curtains into cubicles, and Thomas settled him into bed and draped an extra blanket over him. The warmth was immediate, but so was the exhaustion. “Here you go. It was very nice to meet you, Santo. You must be a bit knackered after your journey. Get some rest, and someone will be in to see you in short order.”


    * * *


    A soft British female voice roused Caruso from his slumber. “Santo, are you awake?”


    He chuckled wryly and opened his eyes. “I am now. Hello.” Slowly, his vision adjusted in the dimly lit room.


    A beautiful woman, her dark wavy hair arranged loosely in a bun beneath a nursing cap, stood at the foot of his bunk, eyes sparkling. She wore a pristine white uniform. “Just popping in to say hello. I’m Helen, your primary nurse here at Stoneleigh Park. I wanted to stop by this evening and tell you what to expect. The schedule of training here will be intensive. Thomas probably told you about the different levels of trainees. We’re starting you in Grade D, and we’ll advance you as you’re able to do more.”


    Caruso nodded. “Can you tell me a little about what’s involved in the different stages?” he asked.


    “In general, the basic program for Grade D is higher in educational pursuits and lower in physical training, because you require more rest periods. As you gain more strength and make more progress, each level will become higher in physical training and proportionately lower in education. The program is designed to improve strength and resistance gradually so you can return to full duty safely once you’re discharged. For tonight, just relax and sleep. Your training will start at eight o’clock, so I’ll see you tomorrow at six thirty. Good night, Santo.”


    “You can call me Sandy. Thank you, Helen.” After all I’ve been through in this war, rehab should be a breeze, he thought.


    Should be.


    * * *


    The following morning, the lights went on promptly at six thirty. “Good morning, Sandy!” Helen greeted him with a smile, balancing a small tub of water on her arm. “Hope you slept well. Time to tidy up before breakfast. This is all part of your therapy—you’ve got to stretch those muscles to get stronger.


    “Wash what you can, and I’ll be back soon to help you with the rest.” She reached over to the bedside cabinet and handed him a small bar of soap and a towel, closed the curtain, and left the room.


    Caruso hadn’t expected something as simple as washing up to feel like a battle. His right arm trembled under its own weight, the muscles stiff and uncooperative. Every stretch sent a sharp ache through his body. By the time he finished, his limbs were leaden, his breath uneven. How long would it take to get back in the air? His stamina was just a trickle of what it had been before the injury. Would it ever return?


    A short while later, Helen parted the curtain and peeked in. “Well, soldier, how did you do?”


    Caruso’s face lit up with a half smile. “My back is the only thing that still needs to be washed.”


    “Smashing!” With a wink, Helen picked up the washcloth and washed his back. Afterward, she helped him into his clothing. “I knew you could do it! You are a plucky sort!”


    Caruso still wasn’t quite used to all the British colloquialisms, but he enjoyed listening to her voice and accent, and trying to figure out the meaning of the unfamiliar expressions. It was as if he’d been dropped into a separate world—so different from the United States. He regarded Helen thoughtfully. Maybe it was that calm, polished ease of hers that made him feel so comforted, even in his broken state.


    He looked up as a young girl entered, carrying a tray laden with eggs, toast, juice, and coffee. Caruso’s lingering gaze on the breakfast offerings caught Helen’s attention, eliciting a chuckle. “Not exactly a fry-up, is it?”


    Caruso raised a questioning eyebrow. “A fry-up?”


    “Oh, it’s just what we call a proper breakfast—eggs, sausages, beans, the lot. We’ll get you one when you’re a bit more chipper—if the cooks can scrounge it up.”


    He was starving, for some reason. After Helen departed, he picked up his fork with his left hand and tasted the eggs. The smell of the powdered concoction was nauseating. He was surprised that he missed the rich smell of freshly cooked eggs that they served on mission days. The food had been better at the base—but at least he wasn’t wondering if it would be his last meal. As he drained his coffee, Helen returned, and the day began.


    * * *


    Helen wheeled him to the first program, an orientation to the facility that would be presented in a large open auditorium. “This will give you more understanding of what lies ahead. It’s always easier to adjust to an unfamiliar environment when everything’s not a total surprise,” she said. Glancing down at him, she placed her hand lightly on his arm. “You’ll often hear us refer to patients as ‘trainees’ here—it’s because we see all of you as learners on the path back to full duty. I’ll leave you to it, then, to absorb it on your own. I’ll be back when it’s over, to take you to the next program.”


    “Thanks for all your help, Helen.” For a brief moment, warmth lingered where she’d touched his arm. Was he imagining it?


    While waiting for the presentation to begin, Caruso stared at his hands, clenched in his lap. He’d spent the last year proving himself in the air, feeling invincible, and now here he was—barely able to lift his legs without help. He looked around the room. Some walked in unassisted, while others entered in wheelchairs or on crutches. As a man stepped to the front, the murmuring voices and the shuffling of feet gradually ceased.


    “I want to welcome you to Stoneleigh,” he said. “My name is Tony Krayer, and I’m the administrator. Since you are all new trainees, we created a motion picture outlining our entire program so you can see what we offer.” The lights dimmed, and a photo showing a large group of smiling staff standing at the doorway to the facility was projected.


    The video narration began. “We’re glad you’re with us. Our goal is to restore you to your pre-injured condition and get you back to active duty as quickly as possible.”


    The motion picture began with an overview of the four grades of trainees, explaining how the soldiers were placed in each based on their condition and capabilities. The camera panned to soldiers from all categories, at various stages of their recovery, working on their assignments. “Our medical officer will evaluate each of you periodically. Your activities will be prescribed based on your rate of recovery and your Military Occupational Specialty. Regardless of the level you start in, our program aims to advance you quickly to the next highest grade. This strategy is successful because it provides facilities and resources to hasten your return to good health and fighting efficiency. It’s not enough to cure you of your disease or injury: our treatment must cover the entire period until you are physically and mentally fit to return to your unit.”


    The camera took viewers on a tour of the facility, highlighting therapy areas, recreational spaces, arts and crafts rooms, and the grounds. It ended by demonstrating what trainees in Grade A could do in their final stages of preparation for discharge. As the film showed men boxing, scaling fences, and navigating barbed wire tunnels, Caruso’s stomach tightened. For a moment, he wanted to look away. The men in the film moved like they’d never been broken. It was too much, too far. He couldn’t even stand without shaking. How was he supposed to climb fences and scale walls? The memory of his own unsteady steps was fresh in his mind. But then his fists clenched again. He didn’t know how long it would take, but he had to get there. He had to.


    The film ended, and the administrator walked to the front of the room. “I hope this has given you a taste of what’s in store for each of you. It will be a challenging adventure, but I trust you will face it with the same valor that you’ve exhibited so far in your tour of duty. Remember, each soldier who returns to battle helps preserve the strength of our forces. We stand behind you all the way and look forward to working with you!”


    Helen approached him as soon as the presentation was over. “Well, what do you think?”


    “I think it’s going to be a long journey back. I can’t imagine doing some of those things I saw in the movie. Even if I had the energy, at this point I don’t have the muscle.”


    Putting a hand on either side of his wheelchair, Helen bent down to Caruso’s level, her eyes steady and kind. Caruso shifted in his chair, uncomfortable under her gaze. But there was no pity there, only conviction. “That’s absolute tosh. You wouldn’t have made it this far if you didn’t have the stamina to persevere. Promise me you won’t allow these negative thoughts to take up residence in your mind. You’ll make progress every day—even when it doesn’t feel like it. Do you trust me?”


    Caruso looked at her, his eyes softening as he took in her face. “Actually, I do, Helen.”


    “Good. Then let’s hear no more of that rubbish.” She wheeled him to the therapy gymnasium, a sprawling room filled with waist-high bars, weights, and strange contraptions Caruso didn’t recognize. “Your next program is physical therapy exercise.”


    Nearby, a man with a heavily bandaged leg gritted his teeth as he hoisted himself up on crutches.


    Another soldier balanced precariously on a wobbling platform. Caruso’s eyes lingered on them, wondering how long it would take him to reach that level.


    Helen paused, seeing Caruso’s look of doubt. “You’re doing brilliantly,” she said, adjusting the watch pinned to her uniform, its face scratched and worn. “This belonged to my brother. He always said, ‘Progress is progress, no matter how slow.’ And he was right.”


    She gestured to a young girl standing by the doorway who didn’t look more than fifteen. “Santo, meet Elizabeth. Don’t be put off by her youthful face; she’s older than she looks. She’s going to test your abilities and then assign you exercises for both here and in your room. I’ll be back when you’re finished.”


    Elizabeth grinned, her quick movements and bright eyes giving her the air of someone who was constantly in motion. “Let’s see what you can do, soldier,” she said, her tone both cheerful and determined. “Stand up when you’re ready, and I’ll be right here to support you if needed.”


    Caruso followed her directions.


    “Excellent!” She pointed to a black piece of tape on the floor and said, “Now, could you walk to that mark and come back?” He did as he was told.


    “Perfect! Now, I want you to try an arm movement exercise—it helps with balance and muscle control. Raise your arms to chest height… and bend your elbows like this.”


    She observed him replicating the movement. “Good. Now let’s repeat that motion—outward and back in. Your coordination is top-notch.”


    At a set of waist-high bars, Elizabeth guided him. “Try lifting your leg while holding on for balance.” Caruso managed about thirty degrees. “Can you go higher?” Encouraged, he reached ninety degrees. “Excellent! Now the other side.”


    The stretch sent a sharp stab through his side, like a knife twisting deep in the muscle. His breath hitched. Suddenly, he was back in the ball turret—trapped, bleeding. He could feel the hot, sticky blood on his hands, hear the roar of the engines and the desperate shouting of his crew. His pulse pounded, faster, harder—


    No.


    He wrenched himself back. Focus on lifting the leg. Once more. Just once more.


    They continued with more exercises until Helen arrived. “How is he getting on?” Helen asked her colleague.


    “Brilliant. I think he has more in him than he thinks, and I’m eager to see that come out next time we meet.” Elizabeth turned to Caruso with an approving look. “What’s next is up to you. The more you practice, the quicker you’ll progress to the next level, and the sooner you’ll be back at your base. At this rate, you’ll be climbing fences in no time.”


    “Sure,” Caruso said, breathless. “Maybe I’ll run to London for tea after this.”


    Elizabeth didn’t miss a beat. “I want you to work on all the exercises we did, every chance you get. Your balance seems good, but for the leg lifts, you can hold on to the back of a chair so you don’t fall. Before you know it, you’ll be managing even higher leg lifts outside with no support.” She grinned. “And Helen is going to make sure you follow through.”


    “Thank you, Elizabeth. I won’t let you down.”


    * * *


    After lunch and a brief break, the afternoon activities began. Caruso participated in various seemingly unrelated exercises: assembling radio sets from obsolete aircraft receivers, taking part in a group exercise that involved tossing a medicine ball while seated, and learning to use a loom in an arts and crafts session.


    At first, tossing the medicine ball seemed easy—until his arms shook with fatigue, his core straining against the unexpected weight. The loom, on the other hand, felt like a joke, its tiny threads mocking the callouses on his hands. But he couldn’t deny that his fingers seemed steadier by the end of the session. It wasn’t much, but it was something—a reminder that even the smallest efforts could add up to something bigger.


    Following some downtime and dinner at the mess hall, the evening’s recreational activities began. Although Caruso joined in a friendly card game with other trainees, he found it lacked the thrill of the games on base, where money was at stake. Midway through the evening, Helen joined him for a game of ping-pong. He won, suspecting that Helen might have been going easy on him. Nevertheless, he enjoyed spending time with her.


    By nine p.m., Caruso was spent and sank down on his bed. Helen approached him, her expression curious. “What did you think of your first day?”


    Caruso’s tone was a blend of skepticism and fatigue. “Seems like there are a lot of basic activities. The physical therapy exercises seemed useful, but making radio sets felt like a waste of time. I can’t see how that will make me stronger. And I never imagined I’d be using a loom,” he said, shaking his head with a wry smile and rolling his eyes.


    Helen laughed, her voice warm and reassuring. “Every activity is tailored for your recovery—even ping-pong and card games. They’re designed to improve your balance and hand-eye coordination, and help you socialize.”


    “If you’d told me three months ago this schedule would wear me out, I’d have laughed. It doesn’t seem like much, but I’m exhausted.”


    “That’s because you’re doing more than you realize,” Helen said. “Remember how you were when you first arrived at the base hospital? You really took a biff during that raid, and you’ve come a long way. You’re pushing both your mind and body all day. It won’t be long before you move up a level. As you grow stronger, we’ll add walking milestones. You’ll be amazed to see how quickly your body regains strength. But for now, get some rest. There’s nothing like a good kip after a grueling day. Good night, Sandy.”


    “Good night, Helen. And thanks again.” He had barely formed the sentence when he fell sound asleep.


    * * *


    After his first month at Stoneleigh, Caruso realized he had greatly underestimated the stamina and determination required for his rehabilitation. Despite this, he recognized the significant strides he had made.


    A bright spot in his routine was Helen, the striking brunette in her starched nursing cap and crisp white uniform, always ready to assist him. Early on, when his arm was too weak to hold a pen, Helen had written letters home for him. Her cheerful disposition belied her dogged determination about his recovery.


    Helen greeted him one afternoon, her eyes sparkling. “If you’ve finished with your basic courses, we can get started on your physical training.” She paused. “I hear no disagreement, so let’s see how far you can walk.”


    Caruso rose easily and began making his way out the door. “Where to today?”


    “Yesterday you managed three kilometers, which was just smashing! Let’s try the same path and see if we can extend that distance today.”


    “Yes, ma’am!” He saluted her playfully.


    Helen giggled. “That was a brilliant salute! The therapy on your arm is working wonders!”


    After a few minutes, Caruso noticed something that surprised him. His legs were sore, sure, but they didn’t feel like lead, and he wasn’t gasping for air like he had the week before. Each step was steady, almost comfortable. He glanced at Helen, whose reassuring, cheerful encouragement concealed her watchful eye. She saw it too—he could tell by the small, approving smile she gave him every time they turned a corner. Three kilometers, he thought. A month ago, he would have laughed at the thought. Now, each step felt steady, controlled. He was getting stronger.


    As they walked through the center and out onto the footpath, they engaged in light conversation. Helen had a knack for drawing out Caruso’s thoughts on topics he seldom discussed, like his hometown in Philly, and how life in Great Britain during a war was nothing like he’d ever imagined. When he mentioned his dread of being left behind by his crew, she stopped and touched his arm gently until he looked into her eyes.


    “You’ll get through this with the same determination that’s brought you this far. Your crew saved your life, but it was your spirit that kept you going. Never doubt yourself.”
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