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For Ellery


A hospital alone shows what war is.

—Erich Maria Remarque,

All Quiet on the Western Front



PROLOGUE


THE GERMAN PUTS his hands behind his head, biting at his lower lip, and gets down on his knees. He’s looking at the ground, and his helmet tilts forward over his eyes, but he’s too scared to move it. “Nicht schießen,” he says. “Nicht schießen.” He keeps repeating that in these short, stabbing whispers, like he’s talking to himself, talking to God. Sergeant McKnight’s watching him, kicking at the dirt, that vein in his forehead getting fat. He orders Rakowski and Dufresne to take the Jerry to the rear, so they each grab an elbow and haul the German off the ground and start heading back toward the wall. . . .

McKnight’s looking at me. “Stop batting your fucking eyelashes at every Jerry,” he says. Just as Rakowski and Dufresne get close to the wall, McKnight signals them to let go of the sniper. So the German’s standing there all alone, his helmet still tilted, and McKnight trains his rifle on him. McKnight’s just waiting, waiting for him to start moving, and finally the Jerry takes one step, then another, and soon he’s walking, walking faster, staring at the ground, breaking into a run, and I hear a gun go pop.



PART I

1941–1944



CHAPTER 1


WHERE HAD HER brother gone? wondered Juliet, staring out the window at the empty football field.

It was a Sunday afternoon in early December, and Juliet Dufresne was alone in the school chemistry lab, preparing for the South Carolina Science Fair. Tuck had been glancing up at the lab window throughout practice, awaiting her signal. But now the entire team had vanished.

The sky was pale gray, the window’s thin glass cold against her palm. A late-autumn chill seeped through the bubbled cracks along the windowsill, and Juliet crossed her arms for warmth. Beneath the pink pillowcase she’d fashioned into a lab smock, she wore a thick cream-colored sweater. Her black shoes were dusted with flour. Tendrils of dark-blonde hair, having escaped her braids, clung to her safety goggles.

Well, he wouldn’t go far, she thought. She’d find him in the locker room and tell him what he’d missed. She looked at her watch: time for one more run-through.

Returning to her worktable, Juliet arranged her funnel of flour, the white dust tickling her nose. She struck a match, lit her candle. Combustion, she thought excitedly. A complex series of chemical reactions between a fuel and oxidant, creating heat or light. Inert elements, when combined, could generate a wilderness of power, releasing their full potential.

Full potential—Juliet grinned. Having taken second prize two years in a row, she was certain this experiment would win the blue ribbon. She loved being in the lab. She loved the silence of the corkboard walls and the cavernous aluminum sinks. She loved the room’s glittering precision: tidy shelves of thick-glass beakers, rows of test tubes suspended in metal drying racks. Bright, orderly, the lab always had the feel of morning. Here she could do as she pleased without being shunned or gaped at.

For as long as Juliet could remember, the mauve birthmark on her left cheek had rendered her something of an outcast. The mark wasn’t awful—the size of a strawberry, perhaps—and it had faded with time. But in the quiet southern town of Charlesport, it had been enough to elicit exhaustive commentary from classmates throughout her childhood. Affliction, deformity. The words still clung to her, although the remarks ended when her peers, struck by puberty, had themselves become pimpled and unpredictably puffed. By then, Juliet had come to take comfort in seclusion. She devoted her time to Women in History biographies (having read the Marie Curie volume four times), to “boyishly unwieldy” chemistry experiments, according to Mr. Licata, her favorite teacher (now lurking supportively in his next-door office), and, late at night, she disappeared into the delicious misery of Henry James’s heroines. Juliet’s sole confidant was her brother, Tuck. “Tuck here!” had been Juliet’s first sentence, shrieked through the house, a toddler’s garbled and passionate plea for her brother, two years older, to remain constantly by her side.

Glancing once more out the window, clouded with her handprints—how could Tuck miss this?—Juliet gently hammered a lid onto the can. “Please be careful . . .” she whispered to the empty lab, “as you witness the power of combustion.” She blew into a rubber tube attached to the funnel, and a tremendous bang erupted. The can’s lid soared in flips and flutters like a giant tossed coin. Perfect! The judges would be dazzled. Tuck would love it.

Juliet mopped up the traces of flour, gathered her things, and rushed down the dark back stairs, across the silent gymnasium. A weak band of afternoon sunlight lit the planks of the basketball court. At the threshold of the locker room she called, “Tuck? You in there?”

Heavy footsteps thudded toward her, and Beau Conroy appeared, his hair wet from the shower, his face scrubbed a raw pink. Beau was the team’s linebacker. He had the shadowed, flattened face of a boxer, and his hair had been shaved close to his head. His eyebrows were thick and dark, his eyes a shade of green that Juliet, when first meeting Beau at age ten, had told her brother she thought looked like emeralds. A bright white T-shirt hugged his sloping shoulders.

“Tuck took off,” said Beau. “Everyone scrammed in some kind of hurry. Me? I like my showers. Here. He left you this.”

As he offered up the folded page of a magazine, Beau studied her.

J—

Off to see Miss Van Effing!

Thanks!

Juliet sighed and slid the note deep into her pocket. This had been happening quite a bit lately.

“This Van lady have a first name?” Beau asked.

She did not, because she did not exist. It was a code Juliet and her brother had devised years earlier. To say Miss Van Effing meant, Help me, cover for me, tell Papa something to keep me out of trouble. Juliet suspected Tuck had once again gone to hear the radio broadcast at Sammy’s Soda Shop. Their father, who had served as an army surgeon in the Great War, forbade listening to broadcasts about Hitler at home.

“You shouldn’t read private notes,” said Juliet.

Beau smiled. “Then you gotta make them longer. I never read anything long.” He lifted his gym bag. “You goin’ home? I’ll walk you.”

“I’m perfectly able to walk home alone.”

“Jeez, Juliet, why you gotta be so difficult?”

Juliet did not mean to be difficult. She liked Beau. She liked his deep voice and his big-toothed smile. He lived alone with his grandmother and had even built her a special wheelchair. But she had only ever seen Beau alongside Tuck. If they walked home together, what on earth would they talk about?

Beau blinked hard, his green eyes studying the rim of the basketball hoop above, and Juliet wondered if he was having the same reservation. She inhaled the steamy traces of mildew and sweat seeping from the locker room. From the darkness beyond, a lone showerhead hesitantly dripped.

Beau settled his bag on his shoulder. “You’re getting womanly, Juliet; I can see when it happens to the girls. First they get a few pimples and pretty soon their heads start goin’ topsy-turvy. Every girl needs a little something to calm her down. To get her on course. A first kiss is like bourbon.”

Juliet stepped back, registering what Beau had said. Years earlier a friend of Tuck’s had suggested a game in their yard—Last one to the tree has to kiss the sister! The sister. The boy didn’t even remember her name. Juliet had forced herself to smile, and would have stoically suffered the degradation of his game had Tuck not told the boy to go eat his own crap.

Now, looking at Beau, Juliet straightened her posture. “Beau, I’ve kissed so many boys”—she worked her jaw in an exaggerated ellipse—“my mouth is sore.”

Beau laughed. “So, little Miss Difficult is a liar.”

Did he actually find her awkwardness amusing? Charming? Juliet had read of such unexpected attractions but never imagined herself a participant. Beau impatiently adjusted the strap of his bag, and Juliet realized she did not want to lose this opportunity. “Have you brushed your teeth?” she asked nervously.

Beau walked across the darkened gymnasium to the water fountain, gargled, and spit out an arc of water. “Will that do, ma’am?”

Juliet felt her breath quicken. “Let’s go outside.” Taking the stairs two at a time, she pushed the door open into the chill of the empty parking lot. She set her books on the ground and leaned back against the school, propping her foot on the wall—a pose she’d seen other girls strike. If she could only get still, Juliet thought, just arrange her legs and arms in some vaguely mature stance, she wouldn’t feel so ungainly.

“Listen, you won’t tell your brother . . .” Beau hesitated in the doorway.

“Staring into a dozen barrels of the guns of a firing squad,” she said dryly, “I will not speak of this.” But there was nothing Juliet didn’t tell Tuck, and she was already wondering how she would relate this incident.

Beau set down his bag beside her. “You know, Coach said we got some college recruiters coming to see the state championships. I might get myself an athletic fellowship. Tucker tell you that?”

Juliet looked away and licked her mouth. Her lips gathered delicately in what she knew was called a Cupid’s bow, but the air against them now made them feel enormous.

“Look, it’s like jumping into a pool,” said Beau. “You just gotta one-two-three-go. But turn your face in my direction.” He leaned into her, and Juliet closed her eyes, her palms stiffening against the rough bricks behind her. The darkness comforted her; she was nowhere, she was in outer space. She could smell Beau’s aftershave, thick and lemony, and felt his hand on her chin. His mouth pressed into hers and in a startled gasp, her lips parted. His tongue was warm and alive and insistent, a creature unto itself. She felt the smooth edges of his teeth and worried at the sharpness of her own. Then his fingers, thick and strong, slid up her face, stopping to cover her birthmark.

She pushed him back. “Hey.”

“Oh, come on, I thought it’d be nice.”

“Nice for who?” she yelped.

“Juliet, it’s not even that noticeable anymore. I bet it’ll disappear completely.”

“And if it doesn’t disappear?”

Beau’s mouth fell crookedly open, and the thought of what he might say filled Juliet with such dread that she gathered her things and walked off. “Hey, I’m sorry!” he called after her. She wanted to run, but fought the urge. She had two rules when dealing with tormentors: no running; no tears.

In the grainy afternoon light, she trudged through the old part of town, passing the formerly grand homes of Hancock Street. She glared at the ruined mansions, withering under buckled beams; strips of paint peeled off at irregular intervals so that the façades seemed to be suffering from a bout of measles or chicken-pox scabs. Around the turn of the century both a hurricane and a fire had ravaged Charlesport. But Juliet found it difficult to imagine these events—the noisy, wet drama of a hurricane, the roar of buildings aflame. It seemed impossible that a town standing in such dreary slumber had once built massive ships to sail the world.

Nothing here now, she thought, but small-town bores.

Soon she passed the thickly wooded area where years earlier she and Tuck had rescued a wounded raven. “Raven Point,” they called the woods. Together they had nursed the bird back to health and kept it as a pet. Juliet had grown attached to Cher Ami, who would follow her to school. But at Tuck’s insistence, they eventually released the bird back into the woods. He belonged to the wilderness, Tuck had said. But for months afterward, Juliet and Tuck would lie side by side at the edge of Raven Point, staring up at the thick canopy of trees, calling Cher Ami’s name. Several times, they thought they spotted him on a distant branch. But the woods had changed the bird; he wouldn’t come down. Eventually, when she called his name, Juliet wasn’t even certain she could tell him apart from the other birds. She wept at this, and Tuck held her close. He said maybe it was their mother she was weeping for, and Juliet thought perhaps he was right. She had died when Juliet was only three years old. Over the years, she and Tuck grew accustomed to lying at the edge of Raven Point, listening to the scratch of squirrels climbing the bluff oaks, talking into the early evening. It became their secret hideaway. Here they had shared their first cigarette, sipped their first bourbon. Here they had conjured up the fictional Miss Van Effing.

Miss Van Effing.

As Juliet finally ascended the creaking white steps of her house, she recalled her task: “Tuck’s practice is running late,” she announced, opening the door. “He won’t be home for a while.”

Pearl, having commandeered the dining table with cards and envelopes, news clippings and pens, barely looked up. Their stepmother spent great portions of her days writing to politicians. Having once shaken the hand of Eleanor Roosevelt, Pearl prized more than anything else the white glove she’d worn on that occasion, now wrapped in a red velvet cloth in her bureau. Never in the history of the world, thought Juliet, had a woman been so undeserving of a name: Pearl was short and bowlegged; her eyes were a lusterless gray. She was several years older than their father, and had married him that March.

Her father glanced up from the coffee table, where he played his customary game of chess against himself. He slid forward a rook, and in his professorial baritone asked, “How was lab, Juliet? Did magnesium and phosphorous behave today?”

Juliet considered confiding everything about Beau. But it would only sharpen her father’s guilt. He had always believed Juliet’s awkwardness stemmed from her mother’s absence, and tried to make up for it by spoiling Juliet with the one thing he had in abundance: knowledge. At dinner, he bombarded her with elaborate explanations of the respiratory and circulatory systems. He sat beside her at her desk and talked her through the dissection of a bullfrog. She was given three stethoscopes, a microscope, a copy of Gray’s Anatomy, and a teaching skeleton. One evening, her father even launched into a cumbersome explanation of the monthly shedding of the uterine lining, aided by a series of diagrams and charts—only recently, when Juliet woke in the night to a red streak on her underwear, did she realize he’d been describing the feminine “curse.”

“The experiment is stupendous,” Juliet answered, climbing the stairs. “But I’m coated with baking flour. Practically breaded. When Tuck comes home, would you tell him to come find me?”

Juliet drew a hot bath and surrendered her legs, then torso to the steamy porcelain tub. The water whitened with soap and flour. She stared dully at a spidery crack on the ceiling, chips of plaster dangling precariously. Life suddenly felt impossibly long, impossibly dreary.

The feeling of Beau’s hand covering her cheek came back to her. How could she have been so stupid? So gullible? She slid her shoulders down until the water washed over her scalp. She wanted to be swallowed, to be gloriously erased.

But the probing softness of Beau’s tongue also returned—the warmth, the startling wetness, the momentary thrill of her parted lips. It was all so vivid, so confusingly tangible. The taste of him—salty? yeasty?—lingered on her teeth. Juliet drew in a mouthful of bathwater, swirled it around, and spat it at the drain.

As she stepped from the tub, she studied herself in the mirror. You’re getting womanly, Juliet. In the past year she had grown an inch, and the nipples that had once been mere insect bites had acquired a sudden conical alertness. She thumbed them down and watched them spring back. Was she supposed to cover them? Wear a brassiere? The flesh on her hip bones, too, had risen, thickened, so that her hips sloped elliptically from her waist. All that trouble getting people to ignore her birthmark—and now this? She couldn’t very well expect people not to notice when she herself found these fleshy additions somewhat mesmerizing.

Leaving a trail of wet footprints down the carpeted hall, Juliet shoved closed her bedroom door. The room was an embarrassment of pink. The princess wallpaper had, fortunately, been lost for years beneath periodic tables and circulatory-system posters. The mauve carpet was haphazardly tiled with textbooks and magazines.

Juliet threw herself onto her bed. It was Sunday, and the realization that she might see Beau in school the next day made her groan. From downstairs she heard her father and Pearl arguing, interspersed with the unusual sound of a forbidden news broadcast. What would Tuck think, coming home to hear the news blaring? Outside her window, wind rustled the massive dogwood and swept coolly into her room, ballooning the graph-paper calendar tacked above her bed. Juliet stared at the Monday three weeks away—already circled with her blue pen—the first day of eleventh grade.

At the suggestion of her teachers, Juliet was about to skip the second half of tenth grade. She was thrilled. She adored the promise of a fresh start, sometimes reading only the first chapter of a book so that her mind could chart its own course through the drawing rooms of London or the dark, crowded streets of the French Revolution. In this way the story never ended; the characters lived in her mind like the cat in Schrödinger’s quantum box, in a glorious state of perpetual possibility. Juliet would, years later, think that as she lay there in her room that night, she, too, existed in perpetual possibility. So much was taking shape around her but only touched her once her door opened and Tuck, all hulking six feet of him, stood in the threshold of her room. The moment she saw his face she knew that something serious had happened. He still wore his football uniform, the knees grass stained, shoulder pads uneven.

“Jules.” He walked to her bed and sat on the edge, raking his hand through his thick curls. The sight of him always dazzled Juliet. Where she was awkward and sinewy, her brother was muscular, vigorous. His face was broad and square; his dark-brown eyes were set unusually far apart. He was not handsome in the classical sense, but his robust masculinity drew an endless stream of girlfriends. At seventeen, he was the captain of the football and basketball teams. Walking, pacing—even waving good-bye—could be, for Tuck, an athletic display. He always made her feel safe, but something in his expression at this moment made her heart constrict uncomfortably. While the sound of the radio drifted up from downstairs, he twisted the corner of her coverlet.

“It’s the news, isn’t it?” she said. “What happened?”

Tuck looked at her. “I don’t know what’s going on now. But earlier today the Japanese bombed some American ships in Hawaii. It’s serious, Jules.”

“How many ships?”

“Dozens.”

“How many planes attacked?”

“I don’t want to give you nightmares.”

“Come on, Tuck. You should have seen me this afternoon. I’m a maker of explosive devices. I don’t scare easily.”

“Hundreds. There were people on the ships, Jules. And nearby. A lot of people. Innocent people.”

Juliet remembered an airplane accident she had once seen: when she was nine, riding in the car with her father, a biplane above them suddenly growled and smoked and hurled swiftly, nose first, into the ground; it flipped several times, dropping two of its passengers, and finally crashed into a barn from which people ran screaming. Her father had instructed her to stay in the car while he rushed to the flaming debris, hoping to find someone he could save. For weeks afterward, Juliet had trouble sleeping, recalling all those shrieks for help.

“Are we part of it now?” she asked.

Tuck nodded slowly. “The country is at war.”

The words seemed to hang strangely in the air. They had discussed so many things over the years—their mother’s death, their father’s drinking, Pearl’s uncomfortable presence in the house—but nothing of this magnitude.

Tuck tugged off his shoes and lay back beside her, sinking heavily into the mattress. Juliet inched close. The radio downstairs had quieted. Her brother breathed noisily, thoughtfully staring at the ceiling.

“I’m sorry I missed the big experiment.”

“It’s okay.”

“Next Sunday.”

“Next Sunday.”

Outside the light was fading, and a wintry purple sky sprawled beautifully behind the darkening treetops. For a moment the world seemed utterly silent. Entirely peaceful. The thought of a bombing was wildly improbable. Juliet turned on her side, faced her brother, and drew her knees snugly to her chest.

“We’re at war,” Tuck said again, as though studying each word. He brought his hands together and slowly thrummed his fingers. His eyes narrowed and his jaw worked itself in a tense circle, and she sensed in his expression something more than anxiety. It was the look he had before a big game: excitement.

Juliet closed her eyes.



CHAPTER 2


TUCK RESIGNED AS football captain right before the state championships. Within weeks, he had quit all sports to devote his time to scrap-metal collection; after school he went from house to house wrestling old washing machines and car parts into the back of a truck. He arrived home in rust-smeared overalls, his palms blotchy with engine oil. At night he volunteered with the Coast Guard Auxiliary, monitoring the sky from the cold decks of shrimp boats. Juliet was proud of her brother but saw less of him than ever before.

Normally she would have thrown herself into her chemistry experiments, but the Science Fair had been canceled. The winter carnival, too, was called off. War efforts gripped the town, and it was understood that every event would serve a patriotic purpose. Blood drives, recruitment rallies. People moved through the gray January streets with a sense of urgency, their coats clutched nervously.

Sitting alone in the school cafeteria, Juliet listened as her classmates rattled off the names of boys from the previous year’s senior class who were enlisting. They told excited tales of patriotic eleventh graders from Beaufort and Savannah who, having lied about their ages, were shipping off to Africa at a mere sixteen years old. The German family who owned the bakery, they claimed, had fled town in the middle of the night.

By spring, there were whispers of pregnancies, proposals. Everyone knew which boys had been deemed 4-F, and there were endless speculations as to the reasons for these classifications: asthma, shortness, tendonitis, poor coordination.

A boy named Bobby Lee Fincher, after being declared 4-F, was found on the school steps one morning, his jaw bloodied, his nose broken.

Homo, everyone said. He was a homo. It was the first time Juliet had heard the word. And though unsure of what the word meant, she felt sorry for the boy; when she was ten, she’d once had her arm twisted by two girls, but nothing was broken, nothing had bled, and the girls had been sent to the principal. No one was punished for hurting Bobby Lee because he wouldn’t say who had done it.

June came, bright and muggy. Globular red roses tangled over trellises. The azaleas and camellias seemed to pulse with life, and in them, Juliet couldn’t help but feel, nature was signaling her about excitement ahead.

After school, she walked over to the scrap center, where she had decided to volunteer with Tuck. A vast warehouse once used by shrimpers was devoted to sorting soup cans and chewing-gum wrappers and scraps of aluminum foil. The smell of brine filled the crowded space. Seated on an old fish barrel, Juliet scooped kitchen lard into oil drums alongside girls from her school. A Victrola often played in the corner, which, combined with the clank of cans and the occasional ball of aluminum foil sailing through the air, lent the warehouse a sense of boisterous festivity.

But Juliet never quite knew how to join the fun. She had imagined that moving into the eleventh grade would give her a chance to reinvent herself, to be more outgoing, but first she struggled to figure out how, and then the war had taken hold of everyone’s attention, and now it was too late. Her classmates were so accustomed to her reserve that they never thought to include her in their conversations. Instead, Juliet worked diligently, scooping lard faster than anyone else at her table, trying to imagine her next beginning.

In a haze of daydreaming she could lose track of her work for an hour, picturing the gleaming lecture halls and vast research libraries of colleges in Savannah and Charleston. Mr. Licata had given her an old brochure, faded and dog-eared, for a girls’ college in Atlanta, which Juliet kept in her bag. On her breaks at the scrap center, while the other girls smoked cigarettes, Juliet studied the photographs of the dormitories and the dome-topped Science Hall, imagining life after high school, a life surrounded by people like her, a life where she could meet professors—the word quickened her heart.

One afternoon, while Juliet was studying her brochure, Beau Conroy walked into the warehouse. He was holding hands with a cheerleader named Patty, her hair swept back in a gingham kerchief. Over a pink blouse she wore belted gray overalls. She wasn’t particularly pretty, as far as the cheerleaders went, but her earlobes and neck glinted with gold, and she leaned flirtatiously into Beau as they both surveyed the center. When Patty pointed out a space where they could work, he kissed her knuckles.

“Hey, Jules, you seen a ghost?” Tuck had come by to say hello. Juliet still hadn’t told him about kissing Beau. She sensed that if she told him, he would only say that Beau was a jerk, that he had tricked her and played a mean game. Juliet didn’t want it to be true. She wanted her first kiss, she deserved her first kiss; it was the only thing of consequence that had happened to her in months. And having bent and bowed her memory of the encounter, it had become something in those long lonely days she could cling to.

Juliet stared at Beau and the cheerleader and set down her lard scoop. “It’s hot, Tuck. I’m tired. Can we please go home already?”
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“Rinse up, the both of you,” Pearl said when Juliet and Tuck trudged up the porch after work. “You look like you stepped out of a coal mine.”

Side by side at the kitchen sink, Juliet soaped the waxy traces of grease from her fingers and Tuck lathered his forearms, scrubbing off the engine oil, playfully elbowing Juliet out of his way. A rainbow soap bubble floated between them, and Tuck stabbed it with his finger.

They settled themselves at the dinner table, where conversation, at their father’s request, was to extend beyond the topic of the war. They spoke about radio plays and the new Jimmy Dorsey songs, or about which vegetables were faring well in the garden. They examined the first tomato of the season, passing it around the table, guessing at its weight, then cutting it into wedges so they could each take a dripping bite.

“I actually had a letter from Senator Maybank,” Pearl began, serving their father a thick slice of glistening ham. “The senator said he is deeply concerned about safety regulations in the textile mills. . . .”

The overhead fan stirred the window’s gauzy curtains, thick gray moths battered the glass, and Juliet could see in the distance the flashing arcs and bands of the night’s first fireflies. The clock on the mantel ticked slowly. Soon it would be her turn to describe her day, but what could she report except that she had been scooping lard all afternoon, looking at a college brochure that seemed of interest to no one else, and that her “first kiss” had forgotten her in favor of a cheerleader.

“Pop, I’d like to borrow the car tomorrow,” said Tuck, wiping tomato juice from his chin. “To drive to Charleston.”

“You taking Myrna somewhere?” Myrna was Tuck’s latest girlfriend.

“Actually,” said Tuck, “I wanted to take Juliet to the movies. A matinee.” He turned to Juliet. “You free?”

They left early the next morning, riding with the windows open, the salt air tangling Juliet’s hair. Normally stagnant, the air in motion had a palpable thickness. It pressed against Juliet’s face. Past the intercoastal bridge, Tuck leaned into the backseat, rummaging through his bag. “Jules, take the wheel.”

“What?”

“I can’t steer with my knees!”

As Juliet reached for the wheel, the car lurched before she steadied her grip. Behind her she heard a snap and hiss; then Tuck swung himself back into the front seat and waved a bottle of Coca-Cola. “Beverages!” he announced.

The movie was Our Town. It surprised Juliet; she had never seen anything in which the characters spoke right to you, and she liked it. But Tuck, who had leaned far back in his seat as soon as they arrived in the theater, as though the movie had to impress him before he would sit up straight, rolled his eyes as they left the theater. “I wouldn’t have driven all this way if I knew it was gonna be depressing!”

“It was thought-provoking,” said Juliet.

“The last thing I need are more thoughts. I need ice cream. Want some ice cream?”

“Tuck.” She stopped walking. “Are you about to assassinate me? This whole day has a distinct last-supper feel to it.”

“Vanilla or chocolate?”

“Chocolate,” she conceded. “But if you offer me walnuts I’m going to have to make a run for it.”

He bought them each a cone and found a small table by the window of the parlor.

“So I’ve got something to tell you,” he said. “Right after my birthday”—he leaned across the table—“I’m going to Fort Branley.”

“Fort Branley,” she repeated flatly. “You’re enlisting?”

“I’ve got the papers right here. I wanted you to be the first to know.”

Juliet felt a sickening disorientation; Tuck would be leaving. For months, perhaps years. The idea horrified her. And yet in his elaborate display of affection, in letting her know that she was the first in whom he was confiding, she felt the hypnotic lure of his undivided attention.

“That’s wonderful,” she said, staring at the papers but not reading them.

“They’d draft me soon enough anyway, but I’ve got to get in there. Now.” He thumped his fist on the table, and Juliet forced herself to nod. “I knew you’d understand,” he said. But he looked away, aware of his lie.

Juliet’s ice cream dripped onto her hand and he reached over with his napkin.

“And I’ll need your help,” he said. “On the Papa and Pearl front.”

They rode home in silence. Juliet was frightened by the violence of her own emotions. She suddenly hated her brother for his decision; it seemed, if not exactly selfish, so very neglectful of her feelings that she wondered briefly at his love for her. His departure would dismantle her life. He was a piece of her, of the way she thought about and planned her days, even if she was, as she long suspected, of far less consequence to him. What would a night at home be like without Tuck down the hall? How would a morning feel without him at the breakfast table? What would it be like to go months without talking to him, while he gallivanted through the world, facing endless new experiences? They would become different people, mere strangers with a vague shared memory of childhood. Or what if he got hurt? Juliet’s hands shook in her lap. She was accustomed to hiding her feelings, but she had never before faced such cavernous, looming loss. She stared out the window, wishing they would never reach home.

As they finally stepped from the car, Tuck hurried around and closed the car door after her. He drew her close in a hug. Juliet wanted to hit him. After all these years, he understood his power over her and was using it.

“Here we go.” He exhaled sharply and opened the front door.

Their father and Pearl looked up from the dining table. “How was the picture?”

Tuck sat and began to describe the movie. Juliet took her customary seat to her father’s right. It seemed Tuck had missed large portions of the story, and in his nervousness struggled to recall the details. In between sentences, he ate ravenously and set his eyes on their father. Juliet, too, watched the exacting and deliberate way in which their father halved his green beans with a steak knife. For the first time she longed for his sternness, for his uncompromising austerity; she wanted him to defeat Tuck.

When Tuck finished his account of the film, he fell silent. Their father turned to Pearl: “Now tell us about your meeting at the Ladies Auxiliary.”

“Well, we’re planning to make packages for the troops next week. On Wednesday they want us to bring any baked goods and knitted socks. I was going to bake some butter pecan cookies tomorrow. Juliet, would you help me?”

“I’m going,” Tuck blurted out, pushing back in his chair so that for a moment it seemed as though he were announcing his departure from the table, “to the front.”

Their father set down his fork and knife and surveyed the arrangement of the dinnerware and place mats, as though bodies might soon be tangled across the table.

“Rommel’s wreaking havoc across Africa,” Tuck continued, his face tightening. “The U-boats are demolishing our ships, the—”

“I read the newspaper,” their father said.

“It’s the right thing to do,” Tuck continued. “I’m not going to hide out and wait for them to draft me. Not when I could help bring this war to an end sooner. Juliet understands. And she supports me.”

“I do,” Juliet said to her plate.

“The right thing. You realize, of course, that grenades have no sense of justice. That bullets and bayonets care nothing for morality. Being right doesn’t protect you from having your brain blown to bits.”

“Tuck, have you considered,” Pearl said softly, “serving as a noncombatant, like your father did? We support the war effort, but there are more sensible ways to help.”

“No disrespect to Papa, but in the words of FDR, I would rather die on my feet than live on my knees.”

“You are quoting a man who can barely walk,” their father said.

“Pop, come on. I’m a quarterback, not a doctor. Look at me.” Tuck stood and opened his arms, trying to show his breadth. “You know exactly where I should be.”

“It is the hallmark of youth,” their father said, “to suffer an inexplicable and desperate urge to die. It is the hallmark of adulthood to feel a desperate urge to live. It seems you are decided in your course; I only hope that you will be an adult in it.”

Juliet’s heart sank.

It was a solemn few weeks while Tuck prepared to leave, and Juliet numbly accompanied her brother on every errand, sometimes sitting on the floor of his room for hours as he sorted through belongings.

It was only when their car pulled into the bus depot that muggy July day, when the fact of his departure became so sharply unbearable, that Juliet mustered the courage to say, “This is stupid. He shouldn’t go.”

Her father and Tuck turned around in the front seats with gentle pity, and Pearl, beside her, set her arm on Juliet’s back and said, “Sweetheart, we knew this would be hard.”

Their condescension infuriated her, and Juliet felt, finally, on the verge of an outburst; the sadness and anger, gathering for weeks, rose to the surface, so visibly, in fact, that her father’s expression turned quickly to displeasure. “Your brother has made a decision, and he is standing by it. So we will stand by him. That is the sole way to proceed. Come on, we’ll cook in here.”

The others stepped from the car and thumped shut the doors, leaving Juliet alone in the back, until finally she opened her door and walked around to the trunk, where Tuck was heaving out his swollen duffel. Though it was well beyond his strength, their father insisted on carrying it, and they all moved to where the brown bus was parked. The pavement smelled of wet tar, peculiarly sweet and fresh, and the air glimmered hazily; the clouds overhead were long and rippled, as though the sky were a reflection of itself in water. It all felt entirely unreal, dreamlike.

“Oh, my brave, brave boy,” said Pearl, who had worn her yellow church outfit. She reached into her purse and held out a tissue-wrapped parcel. “I lost my husband, years ago, in the Great War, when he was your age. . . .” Her hand was trembling, and she turned to Juliet’s father, as though he might be able to explain her feelings, but he only put an arm around her shoulders; this seemed to fortify her, and she sucked back sniffles with a proud toss of the head. “I would like for you to have this.”

Tuck unwrapped the gift: the white glove Pearl had worn when shaking Eleanor Roosevelt’s hand.

“Pearl,” he said softly.

“It’s the only protection I can offer you.”

Tuck laughed. “I’ll be the only guy in the army with a woman’s glove.”

“Don’t try to joke your way out of this moment, young man. Take it, and put it somewhere safe.”

Tuck rewrapped the gift and placed it in the pocket of his shirt.

“I’ll bring it back.”

“Indeed you will,” answered Pearl.

Tuck beckoned Juliet forward. “Come on, no sulking. You finally get the bathroom to yourself!”

Juliet struggled to smile. “You won’t forget us. . . .”

“Of course I will.” He grinned. “But I’ll feel bad about it.”

He tilted his head to the side so that they stood almost face-to-face. Then he opened his arms and pulled her close. It was a real hug, without guile, and for the first time she could feel his sadness. Juliet sunk into him and closed her eyes. He held her tight and kissed her scalp, and they stood like that for several seconds. When finally his hold began to slacken, Juliet felt such immeasurable loss that she pulled quickly away and swallowed the knot in her throat.

Their father stepped forward. “Write when you get there, son.”

“Don’t expect Shakespeare. But I’ll put a pen to paper.”

“Remember, no foolish heroics. I spent two years piecing boys like you back together. Trust me, a bullet is bigger than you.”

Tuck saluted him: “Aye, aye, Captain.”

Their father hoisted the duffel and arranged the straps over Tuck’s shoulders, testing their evenness; Juliet remembered how, years earlier, he would fasten Tuck’s schoolbag onto his back each morning. It seemed so long ago, part of an entire life now disbanding in the heat, molecule by molecule.

Tuck got in line to board. He wore a light-blue dress shirt, bright against his summer tan, and had sheared off his curls the night before so that his head now looked square and somewhat severe. He seemed older. The man before him turned to chat, and Tuck engaged intently, appearing to forget that Juliet and their father and Pearl were there. Tuck nodded, his hands moving in an elaborate description. The size of a fish? Something he’d hauled in for scrap collection? Juliet desperately wanted to know. The man smiled and Tuck laughed—a full-bodied laugh that caused him to readjust his bag. She wanted him to turn back and share the joke; she wanted him to tell the man about his wonderful sister standing right over there. But already it seemed as if Tuck had entered a new world. He belonged to the people on the bus, to the people he would meet in the months and years to come. Juliet’s head felt heavy, loose on her shoulders.

He stepped forward, turned briefly, and flashed them an apologetic smile before he shook his duffel high on his shoulders and stepped onto the bus; that was it, a smile. It was difficult to see through the windows, but Juliet continued to wave to where she thought Tuck was standing, uncertain whether he was waving back, or even looking. She licked the tears from her mouth.


CHAPTER 3

December 1942

North Africa

Dear Gang,

It was a lonely Christmas without you; I hung the photos from home on the tree and our squad made ornaments from empty ration tins. Thank you for the Nelson’s soap and the knit socks; they’re getting plenty of use. I wish I could have sent something back.

We’re still encamped in the same place. The air is dry and the sun bright. Dozens of cats wander in and out of the tents all day long; I’ve never seen so many cats in my life! Apparently the KP (Kitchen Patrol) went soft and gave them some SPAM for Christmas, and now they won’t ever leave. It’s an odd thing to wake up in a tent in a strange country to the sound of endless meowing.

Jules, you asked how things are organized. Well, the best I can explain it is—the division is like a city, made up of maybe ten thousand soldiers, the company is your neighborhood, the platoon is your block, and your squad, well, that’s your family. Those are the nine guys you count on to drag you back to safety if you get hit—those are the guys you talk into the night with, pitch tents with, dig trenches with, pray with. I could tell you the names of the streets they grew up on, their favorite colors, their mothers’ birthdays. There isn’t a thing you don’t share, even if you don’t want to. All in all, I admire the hell out of these guys.

Sergeant Bruce McKnight, the head of our squad, is a Princeton man. His father was a lumberjack, his grandfather a coal miner, so his intellectual bent makes him something of a family exception—and he seems determined to earn stripes while he’s here. He’s the only one who eats his chow with table manners, setting his knife and fork just so on the edge of his tin, and we’re all trying to follow so he doesn’t think we’re barbarians. Glenn Mooney, the best rifleman in the company, carries little clippers dangling from his pack and snips off leaves almost every day to press into a book. Rakowski writes poetry—and I’m no expert but I think it’s god-awful. I’ve managed to get a bit of a makeshift football team going here, and there’s a guy named Geronimo—a genuine Indian—who manages one hell of a tackle.

Sorry so much got blacked out in my other letters—I’m trying this time to focus on our rec time so you don’t have to wonder about all those crossed-out lines.

Nothing to worry about, as usual. I’m fast on my feet, and luck seems to be following me so far. I keep the white glove with me at all times.

Miss you all.

Love,

Tucker

Since he had shipped overseas, Tuck’s letters arrived once or twice a week, but Juliet wrote to him every night. Throughout the day she found herself composing snippets, descriptions of the Victory garden or of a classmate, anything that offered a witty or poetic phrase; she jotted these bits on the edge of the newspaper or the back of the telephone book, tearing off the scraps to shove into her pocket and carefully reassemble on her bed at night, working hard to present her thoughts in a precise and interesting manner. She hoped Tuck would see that even though she was stuck at home, she, too, was maturing.

How will I describe this to Tuck? she asked herself throughout the day, trying to fill the long, dark gaps that had opened since his departure. Almost every notable moment of her life had been coupled with the anticipation of relating it to Tuck, so that now, finding a quarter on the sidewalk or sighting a zebra swallowtail in their yard left her feeling empty.

When life in Charlesport felt particularly dreary, or when more than a week lapsed between Tuck’s letters, she would sometimes think back to the day at the bus depot: a simple vehicle had carried Tuck to Fort Branley, and from there he had stormed into the world beyond. The globe seemed divided into Charlesport and everywhere else, and while the latter had always lurked at the fringes of Juliet’s mind, it had seemed a far-off and forbidden place, fortified and gated. But the gate had now swung open, and what lay beyond enticed her. Juliet had begun to look into colleges far from home, in Delaware and Massachusetts, and she tentatively researched a nursing program. All of which she confessed to Tuck in her letters, though from the cursory postscript on his reply, he clearly had doubts about her intent to leave home.

Don’t forget the blue suitcase! he wrote.

When Juliet was younger, on long, muggy days, if Tuck was off playing football late and her father was at his office, she had sometimes packed her battered blue suitcase and left notes explaining, in courteous detail, that she was running away. She’d bought the case at a thrift shop because it held a dazzling collection of rocks and seashells that someone—A. Burney, the tag indicated—had assembled over what must have been decades. She had immediately transferred the gypsum and soapstone and agate onto the shelves above her desk, each item fronted by a typewritten label; the suitcase, however, remained beneath her bed, and when she felt forsaken or had fought with her father, she would stuff it with her belongings and set out into the warm night. Twice she ventured to the corner, the heavy suitcase bumping her knees, but grew frightened and set down the bag. When Tuck came walking home, he called out, “Excellent idea! Where are we going?”

The second time he opened her suitcase on the sidewalk, puzzling over her Latin dictionary, atlas, and magnifying glass, explaining that she had packed so poorly—was she running off to catch butterflies?!—they would have to go back home. He did not comment on a string-tied packet of their mother’s wartime letters to their father; however, back home he lay down beside her until she fell asleep.

But Juliet was growing increasingly certain of her intent to leave Charlesport; she did not want to be as Tuck had once described her—a girl who curiously opened every door but never walked through one. As she fell asleep each night, she stared at the map that had replaced her calendar above her bed, stuck with blue pushpins marking what she deduced of Tuck’s movements in North Africa, wondering about the sounds and sights of all those new cities.

By late spring, as her graduation approached, radio reports said that Axis troops in North Africa had surrendered. Juliet brightened at this news, imagining that Tuck would finally be sent home; instead, a letter from him arrived suggesting that his division was preparing for a major offensive in another region, and that it might be a while before he could write again.

This marked the dwindling of her brother’s correspondence. His early letters had been pages long, filled with descriptions of encampment life and squad mates—so much so that Juliet had grown jealous of his new family. She felt as if she knew them all, these men who had become like brothers to him. But when Tuck finally wrote again, he said little about the other soldiers; his letters, in general, grew shorter and he was distinctly less playful in his language. After nine months overseas, his letters had become mere paragraphs, somber and cryptic.

Gang,

Rain every day and Sergeant McKnight and Geronimo have come down with the flu. Rakowski is teaching me piano on a keyboard he drew on a piece of paper. At night, in the dark, he hums the song, and then shows me the notes when it’s light.

Sometimes, people aren’t what you think.

We live in holes, dirt creeping into every sock and collar. Bombs all night. It sounds like the drummer in the marching band went mad.

Tucker

Her father turned the page over and set it on the dining table—it was Tuck’s first letter in months. “That seems to be all for now.”

Her father poured a glass of sherry and looked out the window. Gray hairs dusted his part, and his eyebrows had thinned. “Jules, what is going on with you these days?” he asked, but he did not turn from the window.

“I have an interesting brochure here from a college in Sweet Briar, Virginia.”

Busy with various patriotic committees and campaigns, her father and Pearl had been of little assistance in her college research. Juliet had sent away for the paperwork on her own and filled out seven applications for schools all over the East Coast, including a nursing school in Savannah—all of which had recently accepted her.

“Terrific,” her father said to the window, ignoring the brochure.

Juliet pulled the college materials back toward her and the table fell silent. Pearl and her father began eating the zucchini casserole made with the last of their weekly butter ration.

“He’s in the thick of it now,” her father muttered. “I don’t like it.”

Pearl raised her hand for silence. “How is the scrap sorting, Juliet?”

“Excellent,” she said, though she had stopped going weeks earlier, tired of sitting in the corner, her hands slick with grease, while across the room other girls folded gum wrappers into miniature airplanes and primped for their evening dates.

But for her father and Pearl, the war was all that mattered now, and whatever Juliet achieved in school or hoped for her future would be lost in the discussion of events in Tunisia and Sardinia. US bombers were raiding Sicily in advance of an invasion. It was announced that children had been evacuated from the Channel ports in France.

“I’m going to be a nurse,” Juliet suddenly said, though she had not realized her decision until she spoke the words. “They’re setting up an accelerated program in Savannah, like the Cadet Nurse Corps they’re talking about. I can be certified in a year and genuinely help with the war. College will always be there.”

Her father looked at her with startled affection; he touched his heart. “Like your mother,” he said softly.

A crooked smile lit Pearl’s face. “That would be quite something, Juliet.”

[image: logo]

She arrived in Savannah in June, two weeks after high school graduation. Her sixty classmates were plucky, compassionate girls, the daughters of bakers and mechanics, girls who could mend clothes and tie slipknots and mix gimlets over a dormitory bathroom sink. Juliet spent her days learning intravenous drips, sutures, wound dressing, and surgical assistance, and, in her favorite class, Patient Encounters, students role-played nurse and patient under the supervision of Head Nurse Mercer; somehow Juliet always ended up with a girl playing the patient a bit crazy, pulling at her hair and screaming for morphine. To Nurse Mercer’s delight, Juliet was entirely unmoved by the hysterics and delivered her line, “We must wait until the doctor returns to determine the proper dosage,” with such genuine dispassion that even the girl playing patient finally said, “Jeez, you don’t rattle easily.”

Returning to her dorm room at night, Juliet soaked her aching feet in a metal pan of warm water and worked lotion into her palms and elbows. Despite her exhaustion, and despite the fact that she had not received a letter since starting school, she wouldn’t go to sleep until she had written a full page to Tuck.

The school days stretched and folded into one another, punctuated by the fifteenth of every month, when Nurse Mercer would hold a party in her office for the five girls getting degrees. Over lemon cupcakes and white wine, the graduating nurses tipsily boasted of their plans to zip straight off to basic training and then ship overseas. Some had already bought cameras and leather travel journals. This always produced in Juliet a tinge of envy. She’d be seventeen at graduation, so she would have to wait to enlist. Until then, she could work only in a civilian hospital, probably somewhere in Georgia or South Carolina.

She still caught a bus back to Charlesport every Friday in time for dinner. Although she was always momentarily struck by sadness when she saw that the entry table held no new V-mails, her father and Pearl and the house itself were still some connection to Tuck. Juliet would sit at the dinner table, describing her classes and instructors, imagining Tuck across from her, his hair wet from his postpractice shower, ravenously shoveling his food; she tried to anticipate the moments in her narrative when he would have laughed or rolled his eyes.

And then, a week shy of Christmas, when Juliet returned home for dinner, she noticed that Pearl—who spent most evenings on the porch rocker knitting socks for Tuck, and who usually called out a greeting long before Juliet had even reached the walkway—was nowhere to be seen. Inside, her father sat by the coffee table, staring at his chessboard; but the board was empty and pieces lay scattered across the floor. A white bishop, stranded beneath the window, rocked gently over the floorboards, caught in a breeze. As she closed the door behind her, her father did not look up.

“Papa, are you okay?”

At the sound of her voice, the kitchen door swung open and Pearl entered with an apron hanging limply from her neck. Behind her, the kitchen was dark, and she looked at Juliet’s father, shaking her head.

“Delaying won’t help anything, Philippe.”

Her father patted at his pockets until from the side of his trousers he extracted a folded beige piece of paper.

“That says nothing, Philippe.”

Pearl led Juliet to the sofa and drew in an enormous breath. “This afternoon we received a telegram from the War Department informing us that Tuck . . . has gone missing in action.”

“Missing,” repeated Juliet. Her mouth felt suddenly dry. She had heard about such cases, had tried, at times, to prepare herself for such an eventuality, but now her thoughts were scampering, trying to make sense of this word that seemed to say everything and nothing. “So this means he’s a prisoner?” she asked.
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