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    SOLDIERS AND MARINES 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Dust and gravel periodically sprayed out from under the Jeep's wheels as it slowly backed up towards the top of the low ridge.  The early morning sun was bright and already hot, and the periodic sound of thunder in the background had been coming closer and closer all day.  
 
           Three men were in the slowly backing Jeep as it moved over the abandoned farm land and up towards the ridgeline.  The passenger sat impassively, almost as if he was in a trance.  The gunner on the mounted machine gun crouched and squinted down the barrel into the sun as he constantly moved it to the left and right in a search for something he didn't want to see.  He was chewing furiously on a mouthful of gum. 
 
           Everyone in the Jeep was trying to be as quiet as possible.  But it wasn't working because of the engine noise and the periodic burst of sound each time the Jeep ran over a patch of rocks or broke a stick.  Each of the men was terribly anxious without saying it out loud. 
 
           The occupants of the Jeep were nervous, very nervous.  And rightly so.  It was the morning of July 29th and thirty-four days earlier the North Korean army had poured over the border into South Korea.  It caught the poorly-equipped and under trained garrison troops of the South Koreans and their allies by surprise—they were everywhere overrun and either killed or pushed back.   
 
           The sky above them was partially cloudy and the flat field of the upward sloping rocky farmland empty of life and crops.  There were great towering white clouds to the north; but at that moment the men were traveling in bright summer morning sunshine.  It was dusty and hot on the rough track across the abandoned farm.  Each was frightened and sweating, and trying not to let the others see that he was also.   
 
           The mud ruts from a previous rain were baked hard and the men in the Jeep didn’t know what they would find when they got to the top of the rise they were slowly approaching.  They knew they were highly visible as they slowly bounced over the uneven ground and they were seriously worried about it.   
 
           “Careful, goddamn it, careful,” the passenger hissed in an unnecessarily low voice as they slowly approached the summit.  He was twisted around and tried to look over the crouching gunner behind the gun mount.  The driver was slowly backing the Jeep upwards towards the top of the rise.   
 
           Damn the passenger thought to himself as he tried to stand so he could see better, and just when I was about to rotate back home for a new assignment.   He was about six feet tall with close cropped gray hair, about 190 pounds, forty-two years of age, and, although he never did really think hard about it, glad he only had daughters who wouldn’t be called to serve. 
 
           The passenger had picked up the driver’s weapon ten minutes ago, checked its clip to make sure it was full, and clicked its fire selector from single shot to automatic.  The carbine had ridden wedged between him and the driver until they reached the start of the gradually rising farm land a couple of miles back.   
 
           Now, holding the carbine in his right hand like a pistol and trying to keep his balance by holding the edge of the lowered windshield with his left, he was standing as high as possible in the slowly bouncing and rocking Jeep in an effort to see around the gunner and over the top of the ridge.   
 
           The passenger was wearing the dress shoes and summer uniform of a garrison officer instead of boots and battledress.  His pants were filthy and ripped, but that’s what he’d been wearing when the war started and he hadn’t taken them off yet.  The other men in the jeep looked like teenagers who hadn’t shaved for a week or so. 
 
           There was a colonel’s badge pinned to the summer soft cap the Jeep's passenger had grabbed off the bedroom table and jammed on his head when he’d gotten the call in the middle of the night about the invasion and rushed to his headquarters.   
 
            Brown hair streaked with white poked out from under the Colonel’s cap.  It was cropped short and neat when the war started, but it hasn’t been cut or combed for weeks.  He was totally exhausted after almost three days without sleep, and he desperately needed a shave, a bath, and something to eat.  He’d been the commander of a tank battalion in Germany during the big war and knew trouble when he saw it. 
 
           What happened? Why weren’t we ready?  Even bouncing along in the Jeep he couldn’t get the disbelief out of his mind.   Once again the United States and the United Kingdom had been caught flat footed and ill-equipped.  
 
           The Jeep lurched to a stop at his whispered order.  He leaned on the barrel of the driver's carbine to hoist himself into a standing position and slowly raised his head up as high as possible.  Damn, we're still not far enough to see what’s on the other side.   
 
           The colonel wasn’t taking any chances.  He’d quickly learned how really stupid it was to show yourself on a ridge line until you were damn sure you know what was on the other side.   
 
           Being worried and tired and backing slowly up a hill in a Jeep brought back fleeting memories of the earlier war.  He almost smiled at the memory.  He was a professional soldier as his father had been before him.  
 
           The gunner was mumbling something under his breathe through clenched teeth.  He was a short little corporal and smoked incessantly.  A cigarette was hanging out the side of his mouth and every so often he mouthed it into position and puffed furiously.  His name was Antonio Berra; and he desperately needed to take a piss.  The guys all called him “Yogi.” 
 
           “Need another five yards.”  They all wanted to look over the rise and see what’s on the other side—and they were all deathly afraid of what they would see. 
 
           The driver shifted his feet on the pedals and carefully backed up a few more feet.  “Careful goddamn it.  Another ten feet.”   
 
           The unnecessary order was spoken in a whisper as the Jeep lurched and began to creep upward again.  The colonel almost lost his balance as one of the rear wheels came over a big rock and the rear of the Jeep jerked as its rear end slid over to the right.  
 
           Once again he slowly raised himself up as high as he could go. And, after a long pause while he carefully searched the valley which had opened up in front of him, he let out a deep breath and handed the carbine to the driver as he stepped out of the Jeep.  He had been holding his breath without realizing it.  So had everyone else. 
 
           What they were looking down at was hardly a valley at all, just a gradual down slope of gray and rocky farmland until it reached a dirt road that ran east and west through the middle of the valley below them.  A little beyond the dirt road the uneven farmland began to rise again towards the top of a ridge line about a half mile or so beyond the road.   
 
           There seemed to be some kind of rocky pile in the middle of the distant ridge, maybe an old ruin, and a short and broken stone fence ran all along the ridge about a hundred feet or so below the top.  The stone fence was only a couple of feet high. 
 
           Men were scrambling over the top of the distant ridge.  The three watchers in the Jeep instantly recognized it for what it was—a panic stricken effort to flee.  They could see the helmets of the men still wearing them.  Soldiers. 
 
           There were Korean refugees on the dirt road running through the valley and some of them stopped for a moment to watch the running soldiers as they poured towards them and then rushed across the road.  Almost as if a signal was given the refugees began walking faster and faster, all the while looking to their left at the distant stone fence and the men who were continuing to pour off the ridge line behind it.   
 
           There were hundreds of refugees, maybe thousands, carrying bedding and pushing overloaded carts and bicycles.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Within minutes the first of the fleeing soldiers dashed through the line of refugees on the road and started up the slope towards the three men and their Jeep.  He didn’t have a weapon or helmet and he didn't stop or slow down when he reached them; he just rushed on past without saying a word.  Dusty tear marks ran down his face.  He’d been crying. 
 
           A few minutes later more and more men began to reach the waiting Jeep.   Enlisted men.  They came up on both sides of the Jeep.  Not all of them had helmets and weapons.   
 
           Those of the fleeing men who were close enough could see that one of the men waiting for them at the top of the ridge was a colonel by the insignia on his soft cap.  The colonel waved them to a stop as they came up the slope to the top of the ridge.  No one saluted or even acknowledged the colonel was there.  But they stopped.  Then, one after another, the fleeing men began to collapse to the ground in exhaustion.   
 
           Some of the men stood for a while and leaned over with their hands on their knees while they tried to catch their breaths; but most of them just sat down or flopped on their backs breathing hard.  One, who had obviously wet his pants, took off his helmet and laid it across his lap so no one could see.   
 
           The men appeared to be totally exhausted and beaten, and every one of them was staring intently at the distant ridge line.  One of them was sitting and rocking back and forth, lost in thought as if he’d been hypnotized. 
 
           There was little talking, and the talking which did occur was subdued.  The men were obviously scared shitless and faintly embarrassed by the presence of the colonel, unwilling to even look at him for fear they would catch his eye.  They knew they did wrong by bugging out. 
 
           In the end only the first man didn’t stop.  Some of those who’d come over the rise further away from the colonel's Jeep followed the first man like sheep for a few steps until they saw the Jeep and the rest of the men flopping down.  Then they too stopped and flopped.  They were all more than a little frightened and they looked it.  
 
           After a bit, the fleeing men began to stand up and then, one after another, they unbuttoned their pants and pissed.   
 
           They’re exhausted and frightened.  Wonder what happened?   
 
           One of the men was clearly wounded.  He was holding his arm with a grimace as an ugly little soldier with a battered and bloody uniform ripped open his sleeve and began putting on a field dressing.   
 
          How did the medic pass the peacetime physical?  Probably a holdover from the war when ability counted more than appearance. 
 
           At the tail end of the gaggle of men came a Jeep carrying wounded.  It bumped across the road full of refugees and had trouble with the last few feet of farmland as it approached the top of the ridge and the Colonel’s Jeep.  But then with a bit of bucking and spewing gravel and dust behind its wheels the Jeep and its wounded passengers made it to the top of the ridge.  
 
           The Jeep and its bloody cargo came almost straight at the Colonel and might well have hurtled on past him if he had not roared out a huge “whoa” and raised his right arm with his hand flat out in the ageless signal to stop.  The Jeep stopped.   
 
           Then, as the colonel watched intently, four more men, and finally a fifth, came over the distant rise, jumped the low rock fence of the terrace, and ran through the refugees towards the fleeing men.  Okay here comes the rear guard.   
 
           The last man fell and rolled over in a complete somersault after he jumped the fence.  But he didn’t stay down.  He got up instantly and continued running.  Even at this distance we could see he was carrying a weapon in each hand. 
 
           “Gas,” the driver of the Jeep carrying the wounded men screamed as he jumped out of his Jeep and ran towards them without turning off the Jeep's engine.   
 
           “We need gas” he shouted as he rushed to the can strapped on the back of the Colonel’s Jeep and began trying to unfasten it. 
 
           “It’s empty,” the Colonel’s driver said, looking towards the colonel and shrugging.  The Jeep driver stood there dumbly for a moment, as if he’d been pole axed.   
 
           Finally, after tapping on the side of the can and putting his hand on the cap as if to unscrew it, he turned away.  A few seconds later he was back at the wheel of his Jeep.  He didn’t say another word but he didn’t need to—he clearly wanted to drive as far south as he could and then start running. 
 
           The Colonel moved quickly to the arriving Jeep.  There were seven wounded men in it, two on the seat next to the driver and five jammed together in the back.  He saw an officer he knew, a captain, among the wounded in the back.  His shirt and pants were soaked in blood.   
 
           “You’ll be okay Dick,” he said.  No you won’t, not with that wound.  But I sure as hell won’t tell you that.   
 
           The captain’s reply was dreamy and relaxed and not quite right.   
 
           “No I won’t be alright, will I?  They got Tom you know.” Who the hell is Tom?  Then the captain took a deep breath and made a visible effort to pull himself upright and focus his eyes.   
 
           “We only got away because of Roberts.  He held us together.  Got to get him recognized, you know.  Only one.  Good man, Roberts.  Really good … smart…  Got to…”  and then his eyes rolled back and his legs began trembling.  After a bit his legs stopped shaking as he bent to one side and began sucking in great gasping breaths of air. 
 
           One of the other wounded men nodded toward the wounded captain.  
 
           “Roberts had Doc, our other medic, before he got hit, fill the captain up with morphine.”  
 
           “Where’s Roberts?”  Who’s Roberts? 
 
           “I dunno. Last I saw him, he told everyone who hadn’t already bugged out to head up here.  Last time I saw him he was still shooting gooks.”  
 
           “There were fucking thousands of them.  Lieutenant Gerard’s dead you know.”  Said a corporal crouched in the back of the Jeep with a bloody arm that looked like it had gone through a concrete mixer. 
 
           “Thank God,” said one of the wounded men under his breath, as the last man coming off the distant ridge began to scramble up the slope towards them.  He was carrying two carbines and moving fast.  “Here comes Roberts.”   
 
           Who the hell is Roberts? The colonel wondered.  I don’t know any Roberts?                    
 
    ****** 
 
           I was running for my life.  I knew it.  Every second I expected to feel a bullet punch into my back.  Once I stumbled on a rock just as I jumped over a little stone fence a couple of hundred feet below the top of the ridge—and tumbled right on over in a somersault until my feet got under me again and I could keep going almost without missing a stride.   
 
           This is no way to spend a hot summer morning.  I could see the men running ahead of me.  Yes, they’re stopping at the top of the rise.  Yes. 
 
           It was almost as if I were standing to one side and watching in slow motion as a dusty and sweaty soldier with a ragged uniform and a carbine in each hand slip and slide in the loose rocks and gravel as he ran up the slope toward the small group of men waiting at the top.  But that’s me.   
 
           Made it.  Finally.  I leaned over with both hands on my knees, gasping in deep rasping breaths.  This can wear a guy out and no half way about it.  And the tumble I took after I jumped the little stone wall sure as hell didn’t help. 
 
           Okay I could breathe. 
 
           “Sergeant Murphy, get the men dug in on the other side of this rise.  Get control of yourself.  Another deep breath and I announced loudly.  “Good spot to dig in.  This’ll work.”   
 
           Probably won’t.  But what the hell, they need to believe something. 
 
           “We’ll cut the bastards down as they come up the slope,” I said loudly.  “Piece of cake.”   
 
           Some of the guys looked at me a little funny as I said it.  I didn’t know it but a fragment must have sliced the back of my scalp and I was bleeding.  The fall hadn’t helped and it must have looked a lot worse than the scrape it felt like.   
 
           Later I find out that head wounds are often like that—you bleed like a stuck pig but it doesn’t mean much.  Probably happened when I stood up and shot the gook officer or whatever he was.  Didn’t even really know it until I got over here and saw the men staring.  That’s when I felt the wetness on the back of my head and realized I must be bleeding.   
 
           I was just looking at my bloody hand after feeling my head when a colonel came into focus a few feet away.  Jeez, where did he come from? 
 
           “Sorry sir,” I said as I took another deep breath.  “Didn’t see you; thought it was just us up here.”   
 
           “Glad to see you too lieutenant.  Looks like you’re getting your guys organized pretty good.  Nice to know someone has some sense.”   
 
           Christ, he’s been hit.  Probably not too badly the way he’s functioning.  Good leader though.  The men are getting up to do what he tells them.  
 
           “Sorry sir,” I said between more deep breaths as I continued leaning over with my hands on my knees, “not an officer.  We only had one left after the captain got hit.  He started crying and told the men to run while I was down checking out the gook casualties.”  Yellow sonofabitch. 
 
           “Well, you’re an officer now.  You’ve got the company.  I’ll try to get reinforcements and ammo up to you.”   
 
           What luck he got them here.  He’s right; this could be a pretty good position.  Maybe these poor bastards can hold them for a couple of hours while I get the brigade reorganized.  Schultz will have to take over the 2nd battalion.  Wonder what happened to the other companies. 
 
           Jeez, I must be dreaming. I’m an officer?  That would surprise a lot of people back in Alaska.  Not that anyone would much care.  I was always too busy working and trying to keep the family together to ever get to know anyone real well.  
 
           Slowly at first, and then faster and faster as Sergeant Murphy started running around pointing and shouting, the eighty odd men began digging in.  Murphy is a big string bean of a guy with graying hair and a craggy, almost deformed, face.  He's been in the army for a long time and his ears clearly don’t match. 
 
           The men responded quickly, relieved that someone was telling them what to do and that it made sense.  A few of them were using WWII entrenching tools to dig but most of them are scraping the ground with their helmets.  Some are working with an absolute frenzy.  The rest are standing around sheepishly because they have nothing with which to dig.  They know they’ve done wrong by abandoning their equipment and running.  
 
           Damn, I only counted 82.  We’ve lost half the company and all the officers.  Hardly any ammo left.  It’s all back there where we left it.  Not as good here as where we were, but we might be able to hold it for a while if we have enough ammo.  Which we don’t.  
 
           Then the newly minted officer looked around again and started to smile.  Are these really his men now?  It was hard to believe.  And then for a moment he felt a bit sad and pensive as he watched as the men began moving and digging.   
 
           It’s funny how they started doing what I told them.  Well, hell, when the Captain got hit and the Lieutenant was crying all the time somebody had to tell them what to do.  Thank God Vinnie caught on and started yelling at them to do what I said.  Don’t know what would have happened if he hadn’t.  I’d a probably run myself.  Poor Vinnie.  He saved our asses before his leg got blown clean off and he bled out.  Yes he did.  Poor bastard. 
 
           “Colonel, we only just got to that ridge yesterday and we should have stayed there,” I gestured back towards where we’d come.  “I was down checking the enemy casualties and picking up their weapons when the Lieutenant lost his nerve and started shouting at everybody to run.  They’re good men, they really are, but they panicked.  I saw them go but couldn’t get back in time to stop them.”   
 
           And poor old Vinnie was gone by then.  
 
           After a pause, I made sort of a gesture at the distant ridge and spoke again to the colonel.   
 
           “That little ridge over there across the way would have been better terrain for us to hold, much better.  But this looks like it might work.”  
 
           Then, after a pause, I added, “yeah, it’ll do.  The gooks’ll be out in the open all the way if they try to come up here to get us.  We can dig in just below their line of sight and cut them up real good if they don’t have tanks.” 
 
           And we are truly up shit creek if they do.  
 
           “Yeah,” I say thoughtfully, nodding slowly and looking across to the ridge line, “We can hold them for a while—but not for long unless we get more ammo.”   
 
           Probably about five minutes.   
 
           Then, after another pause, I added, “yeah, we’ve got to have ammo…. and a couple of mortars and something to kill tanks would help.  Food and water wouldn’t hurt either.  Particularly water.”  I was thinking of water because I suddenly realized I was thirsty as hell. 
 
           “I’ll get help up to you as fast as possible,” the Colonel said.  If there’s any to send.  And then, after rummaging around in a bag in the back seat of his Jeep, the colonel brought out a folded map and handed it to me along with his binoculars.   
 
           “Rally your men at hill 478 if the North Koreans break through before I get back.” 
 
           It’s that one there” the colonel said, pointing to a shapeless gray blob in the distance. “I’ll drive the Jeep with the wounded and leave you mine with the machine gun and the driver and gunner as reinforcements.”  For some reason I feel guilty about abandoning them, but I’ve got to get back.  I’ll send them help as soon as I do. 
 
           “I’ll send you help and supplies as soon as I do.  You’ll have to make do with what you’ve go until then.” 
 
           “Yes sir.”  Then, after a moment of thought, I decided to tell the colonel what I was going to try to do. 
 
           “Colonel, while the rest of the company is digging in here I’m going to take a BAR team and a couple of guys back to that ridge over there and see if I can get some of the ammo and water we left when we bugged out.”   
 
           Where we will probably get waxed before we can even try to get back here. 
 
           Then I added an explanation.   
 
           “Without it we’re fucked.” 
 
           “You think you can get to it?” the colonel asked me. 
 
           “Maybe.  We’ve got almost nothing now so I’ve got to try.  The gooks started pulling back when I got their officer and some grunts.  That was after the company bugged out so maybe they think we’re still there.  We bloodied their noses real good as they came up at us so maybe, just maybe, they’re waiting until it gets dark to make another run at us.”   
 
           Christ what a fuckup.  I’ve got to get that ammo and water. 
 
           Takes care of his men and he's got balls and an eye for terrain too.  He’ll do, the colonel decided.  As he trotted back to the Jeep he saw the little medic with the carbine slap a big sticky bandage on the back of Roberts’ head.   
 
           “All I got” the little medic mumbled through the ripped off bandage cover he was still holding in his teeth.  Then he spit it out and rushed off to start digging.  As goddamn deep as I can dig it in this godforsaken place.  I knew I should have listened to my old man and gone back to school. 
 
           The new officer stood there deep in thought for a moment—and I even touched the bandage on the side of my head to reassure myself that it’s really me and I’m here.   
 
           Then I stood up, took in another deep breath, and began shouting orders.   
 
           “Jackson get your BAR and all the ammo and grenades you and Jonesy over there can gather up.  You’re both coming with me.”   
 
           We’ve got to hurry.  We’re up shit creek if they come over that crest before we get there.  Where the fuck is Murphy?   
 
           “Move it.  Goddamn it.  Move it.” 
 
           “You too Woz.  Collect as many banana clips for the carbines and BARs as you and your buddy there can find.   
 
           “You too,” I said, looking at someone wearing a pack on his back who is trying to turn away to avoid catching my eye.  Christ, I can't even remember his name.  “Leave your rifle here and take Big Joe's carbine and all the clips you can find.  Collect up all the grenades we’ve got and bring them too.  Fill your pockets and your pack—and carry it, don’t wear it.”  So we can pick it up if you get hit. 
 
            “Hurry.  We got to go.  Hurry… Hurry goddamnit.” 
 
            “Murphy,” I yelled at gaunt string bean of a Sergeant, “I’m taking Woz and some of the guys and going back for the ammo and supplies we left behind.  Have the men dig in here and wait for the ammunition and reinforcements the Colonel is going to send us.  And most important, even if the stuff the Colonel’s sending hasn’t arrived, don’t you fuckin pull out until the gooks actually come over that ridge and start to attack.” 
 
           Then I added 
 
           “And when they do, you man the machine gun on the Jeep yourself… so you can hold up the gooks if the company has to run for it.” Again.  
 
           “Do that and the Colonel will probably let you keep your stripes despite the company’s bugging out.”   
 
           Murphy hadn’t thought of that had he?  Not his fault the lieutenant lost it this morning but, Goddamn it, he should have stopped them from bugging out.  
 
           “And pick a dependable driver who won’t bug out with the Jeep and leave you with your finger up your ass.”   
 
           Wonder if it’s true Murphy lost part of his ear in a bar fight.  Sure does look like tooth marks to me.  Hope it means he’ll fight.  Haven’t seen much of it yet but he and Ortiz are the only sergeants we’ve got left.  Damn, this is exciting. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Colonel Talley drove the Jeep himself with the six wounded still in it and the guy with the arm wound sitting on the hood and holding tightly to the folded down windshield with his good hand.  He left its unhappy driver and his own machine-gun equipped Jeep and its gunner to “reinforce” the Charlie Company survivors.   
 
           He passed several small groups of leaderless men as they barreled along the dirt track at all of ten to fifteen bone-wrenching miles per hour.  The colonel pumped his arm as he went by—the ageless military signal to step it up.  
 
           I’ve got to get back to headquarters and send them some help. 
 
           Thirty minutes later the colonel staggered and almost fell as he wearily jumped out of the Jeep at the ramshackle tent camp serving as the brigade’s headquarters.  The Jeep with a newly commandeered driver and the now-unconscious and dying captain, and the other wounded, rushed on to the nearby aid station.   
 
           My brigade now is the colonel’s last thought as he sat down and promptly leaned over and fell asleep for the first time in more than seventy two hours. 
 
           Dusk is just starting to fall when he woke with a start.  An officer, a major, was shaking him.   
 
           “Sir, Sir, please wake up.”…  
 
           “Oh God. What time is it?”  Talley lurched to his feet using the back of the folding chair for support.   
 
           “How long did I sleep?” …   “God damn it.  Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
           The major looked worried.   
 
           “Nothing has changed since you left this morning, Sir.  “Colonel Donski told us to let you sleep unless there was an emergency.”   
 
           Goddamn it Ben, that’s a hell of a way to impress your first brigade.  Wonder if my promotion came through.  Oh my God, Roberts and his men.  
 
    ****** 
 
           The news spread quickly that the Colonel was awake.  Almost a dozen officers and sergeants crowded into the tent.  A sandwich which consisted of two pieces of white bread with a slice of cheese in the middle and desperately needed was literally shoved into his hands along with a mess kit cup full of black coffee.  The cup promptly burned his hands before he could find a place to put it down on the folding table where his head had rested all afternoon.  
 
           “Shit” he said as he spilled some of the coffee on his pants.   
 
           In the background a field telephone shrilled and was answered.  He could hear thunder rising and falling in the distance. 
 
           Jeez this place smells… I’m hungry. 
 
           “What’s happening?  What’s the situation?”  He half-shouted with his mouth full as he alternately munched his sandwich and sipped at his coffee.  God I needed that. 
 
           “Where’s Murchison?”  I need a briefing and fast. 
 
           “He’s out looking for the Second Battalion.  But nothing much has changed since you went forward, Sir” said a captain in dirty fatigues as he pointed to a map tacked onto a piece of wood leaning against the side of the tent. 
 
           “The Division Commander is still missing and what’s left of our guys are digging in along the line you ordered before you went forward to check things out.”  
 
           The briefer, a captain, what’s his name.  Seems steady summarized the situation.  
 
           “We expected to get hit by now but so far nothing.  And that’s good because we were able to bring up ammo and dig in a little bit more.  The men got a little rest—if you can call it restful to dig for your life instead of getting shot at.   
 
           “Also we got a platoon of medium tanks, old Shermans from the War but better than a kick in the ass.  Them and about half a battery of 105s was coming in on the old Seoul road.  We set them up, uh, just beyond hill 309.  You know, next to where that old warehouse is.”  
 
           Then the captain continued. 
 
           “That’s the good news.  The bad news is that we’re still not able to raise the Third battalion and it looks like no more reinforcements and supplies are gonna be available for at least a week.  Maybe longer.  According to Division, just about everything we’ve got is on the line and the ROKs are falling apart.”   
 
           Then the captain added, “there was a lot of firing to the northeast a couple of hours ago.  Sounded like small arms.  About five miles off.  Don’t know what that means.”   
 
         “I do.”  Shit, well we won’t see Roberts again and it’s all my fault.  
 
           The Colonel picked up the cup and promptly spilled more on his leg Damn that’s hot as moved towards the map and pointed.   
 
           “I found what was left of Charlie of the 3rd digging in along this little ridge.  At least that’s where they were this morning,” he said, pointing a finger at a place on the wall map.”   
 
           “I took their jeep and wounded and left them mine with the radio and machine gun.  Any word from them?”  Not likely.  
 
           “Yessuh” said a white-haired sergeant running the words together with a deep southern drawl.  “little aftuh one this afternoon.  Said they was totally out of water and almost out of ammunition and had retook some ridge.  Said they was using captured Russian weapons and ammunition and they work real good.”   
 
           Then the captain chimed in.   
 
           “The 105s were gonna give them a few rounds in support when they reported gooks about to hit them.  But then they went off the air.  They may be gone.” 
 
           “Christ,” said a stocky major under his breath.  “No wonder we haven’t been hit.”  
 
           Then the major paused and looked pensive as he looked at the map.   
 
           “That ridge controls the open land the gooks will have to use to get their tanks through the mountains.  Do you think we still hold it?” 
 
           “Not likely,” the colonel said, “but we sure as hell need to get some people up there and find out.”   
 
           Then he added after a thoughtful pause.   
 
           “The company up there is Charlie of the Third.  It’s commanded by a guy named Roberts, at least it was when I left.  Good man.  If he’s still around, which I doubt, I want him kept in command as a captain with an instant DSC and Purple Heart for his actions yesterday and a Silver Star for his actions today.”   
 
           That’s the least I can do for the poor sonofabitch I abandoned.  He saved the company and maybe bought us enough time to save the whole damn division.  
 
           “Write them up as immediate awards.  I want them awarded today.” 
 
           Then the colonel added, “but first get the Reserve Company headed up there with a couple of those old Shermans for weight.  I want them moving in fifteen minutes.  Real fast.  He thought.   
 
           “Tell them to go without the tanks if necessary.  And tell them to keep going until they make contact with the North Koreans or reach what ever is left of Charlie.”   
 
           “Give them whatever deuceand a halfs and three quarter ton weapons carriers you can grab, and tell them to sit the troops on top of whatever heavy weapons you can find and as much ammunition and food they can load.  Water too.  Charlie’s all out; so especially include water.  And anything they can use against tanks.  Christ, they’re totally out of everything.”  
 
           “And tell the CO of the reserve company he’s to do whatever Roberts tells him to do when he gets up there.”  
 
           “Yes Sir.  Easy Company is the reserve company sir, Captain Symonds.  I’ll tell him to hurry. ”  
 
           “By the way, sir,” an officer said, “a message came down a couple of hours ago about you—General.  Congratulations.”   
 
           Sonofabitch. I made it.  All those years.  Angie will be over the moon.  Christ, I should have sent Roberts help before I fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Seconds after the colonel pulled out driving the Jeep full of wounded himself and leaving his unhappy driver and machine gunner as “reinforcements,” the newly minted company commander, that’s me, and five men including Gomez, the company’s only remaining BAR gunner, a squat Indian-looking Hispanic PFC from Los Angeles, began moving as fast as possible back towards the ridge we’d just abandoned.   
 
           As fast as possible isn’t really all that fast because we are carrying Charlie Company’s only remaining BAR and all the BAR clips and grenades we could gather up on short notice.  But we’re moving as fast as we can move.  
 
           We were sweating profusely and gasping for air as the ridge line got closer and closer.   The guys had all heard me explain to the colonel why we were going back and the word spread fast.  No one held back.  We all knew what would happen if the North Koreans reached the top of the ridge before we did and caught us out in the open on the upward slope.   
 
           Fucking yellow lieutenant.  We never should have left. 
 
           “Faster goddamn it, faster,” I gasped.   
 
           We gotta get there first.  We gotta.  They know it but I have to say it. 
 
           Just after we crossed the road I traded with Gomez and started carrying the BAR.  He was obviously getting winded so I took over carrying the BAR in addition to wearing the partially filled clip vest and carrying my carbine.  I was really getting a bit winded myself by the time we angled up a sort of mini gully that runs up the slope towards the rock pile that stands at the top of the ridge.  It’s the highest point around.  
 
           Gomez, the gunner turned BAR loader who was carrying another belt partially full of BAR clips, and I, got to the top first—and came around the corner of the rocks just in time to see a big group of North Koreans fifty yards away and trudging up towards us.  They were going for the rocks too. 
 
           Holy Shit. 
 
           The North Koreans were heavily laden and struggling.  They were carrying weapons but almost every one of them was also carrying a wooden crate on his back.  There was at least a company of them, maybe two or three.   
 
           Probably coming up to relieve or resupply the guys we ran off.   
 
           Without even thinking, I instinctively dropped down and began firing as I flipped open the BAR’s bi-pod front legs for stability.  My sudden appearance, and the roar and destruction as I ran straight through the entire first clip, stunned the Koreans.   
 
           They were so close I could see the surprise register on their faces.  Some of them tried to drop their crates and use their weapons but they had no cover and for the first few seconds most of them didn’t even know where I was shooting from.   
 
           I got the fuckers.  This is exciting. 
 
           I kept firing until I’d run through five clips and the BAR suddenly stopped.   
 
           Fuck.  Jammed.  Damn there’s a lot of the bastards. 
 
           I grabbed the carbines slung over my back and began again until I’d exhausted its entire banana clip and then the second and third clips that I instantly slapped in when the one I was using ran dry.  I was shouting and talking as I fired but I can’t clearly remember what I said; I think I may have just screamed at them to go away. 
 
           The Korean wounded and some of the survivors were on the ground in front of me desperately seeking cover behind dead bodies and the crates they quickly dropped.  Others were running and crawling towards a slight depression that began about thirty yards out. 
 
           It was a screaming and smoky pandemonium as some of the retreating Koreans were turning and shooting as they ran.  Others were attempting to hide behind their packs and the dead and wounded. 
 
           Almost immediately there were two or three dozen, or maybe even more, dead and dying North Koreans and a shit pot full of wooden crates and weapons littering the slope in front of me.  
 
           “Grenades. I need grenades” I screamed over my shoulder to my stunned followers as I ran through my last carbine clip.  My men had stopped dead in their tracks and crouched when they saw me go to ground and open up with the BAR. 
 
           “Quick…Hurry goddamn it.  Hurry…That’s it, Ira…. Toss’em up.” 
 
           The climbing men instinctively formed a line to pass the grenades they were carrying to each other and on up to PFC Ira Smith of Kansas City.  Ira stood just below the ridge line and under-handed them up to me with the pins still in; I pulled the pins and threw them as fast and as far as I could.   
 
           A steady stream of grenades reached out towards the Koreans in front of me and the depression beyond them.  The roar of their explosions was continuous. 
 
           I didn’t throw all the grenades far enough to reach the men cowering in the depression.  Some went short and fell among the wounded Koreans and the able-bodied men trying to hide among them.  But in my desperation I got enough distance on half a dozen or so—they bounced and rolled into the depression where the rest of the Koreans were taking cover.   
 
           Dust and acrid smoke filled the area and slowly drifted down towards the road.  Now the only refugees in sight were far off to the right, an elderly couple with straw hats.  They were holding on to each other and hobbling down the track as fast as they could go. 
 
           It seemed as though everything was happening in slow motion and taking forever.  In fact even most of the screaming by the wounded Koreans was all over in a couple of minutes.   
 
           But the grenades don’t immediately stop coming up.  Got here just in time.   I continued to catch and throw the grenades still being tossed up by the men below.  I didn’t even feel it when a couple of them bounced off me.  I picked them up and just kept pulling pins and throwing and throwing, even after the dust and smoke obscured everything in front of me.  I must have thrown a couple of dozen altogether, maybe more.  
 
           “Gotta be sure.  Gotta be sure.  Gotta be sure,” I found myself saying as I threw them.  It was sort of a crazy thing to say but, let’s face it, I was sort of crazy.  I think it was what happened to Gomez that set me off. 
 
           He had been on his knees next to me trying to clear the jammed BAR when there was the sound of a splat, like you would hear if someone hit a watermelon with a baseball bat.  Out of the corner of my eye, as I was putting another banana clip in the carbine, I saw Gomez drop face first straight down on the rocky ground.  Shit. Shit. Shit. 
 
           Finally Ira and the guys down below ran out of grenades to toss up to me.  At first, after the grenades stopped coming up, I kept desperately feeling around on the ground for more without even looking.   
 
          I didn’t stop until I somehow realized that there were no more grenades to pick up.   
 
           For a second there was a dusty and smoky silence—and then, as my ears cleared, I began to hear the agonized screaming that was coming from down the hill in front of me.  That’s when I realized that I had a tremendous need to pee.  
 
           So I inched back behind the rocks and peed.   
 
           Why am I being so prissy?  Damn.  Poor bastard, his name tag said Gomez and he was our last BAR gunner.  We didn’t know it at the time, of course, but it would be fifteen months before a graves registration team picked up his bones and the tattered rags of his uniform.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Charlie Company’s holes are still there along the ridge line where we’d dug them yesterday; and, wonder of wonders, so are the weapons and ammunition we abandoned.  And so are the broken wooden ammo crates we had set up as distance markers when we carefully paced off the 500 yard, 1000 yard, and 1500 yard distances so we’d know when it would be okay to start shooting because the gooks had reached our kill zone.  
 
           Espe and Thomas are also right there where we left them, along with parts of two other guys, unknowns from another unit, who had briefly joined up with us during the retreat.   
 
           The two unknowns were totally unrecognizable as a result of a mortar round landing right between them.  We couldn’t even find their dog tags when they got hit.  All we’d been able to do was throw a few shovels of dirt on their body parts and stick a couple of rifles in the ground with helmets on them.   
 
           It was looking at them as the guys shoveled on the rocks and dirt that broke the lieutenant. 
 
           We gotta find out who those two guys are.  That’s the thought that suddenly and somewhat disjointedly flashed into my mind.  Then I turned and waved the four men cowering below to come on up.   
 
           “Good work, Ira, I yelled down to the man who had stood immediately below me and tossed the grenades up.  Come on up but stay low.”   
 
           Damn, that was sort of fun. 
 
           Then I looked down at Gomez and the pool of blood around him.  I should feel guilty because I made it and he didn’t.  But I don’t feel guilty at all.  To the contrary, it’s really exciting.  I’m alive and most of my men are safe. 
 
           The men clambered up the slope and stood next to me.  They just stood there using the outcropping for cover and looking at Gomez.    
 
           No one said a word until someone, I don’t know who, said “aw shit.”   
 
           There was still some calling and moaning out in front of us but it sort of tailed away and the smoke and dust drifted off.  That’s when we were able to look around the edge of the rocks and see the North Koreans who hadn’t gotten away.  There were a lot of them. 
 
           “Jesus.” … “Holy shit.” …  “Must be fuckin hundreds of them.” …  “Any left?”  The comments and questions tumbled out.   
 
           I suddenly felt really exhausted and stumbled a bit as I tried to sit down.   
 
           I need to rest for a minute. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    We’re back on the ridge line.  It’s a good position that looks down over a wide valley with farm land and a dirt road running through it in front of the ridge.  It’s pretty much like the valley behind us, the one we’d rushed across to get back here.  Beyond the road in front of us are higher hills covered by a mean looking rain cloud that is moving across the sky in front of them.   
 
           Off to the left a little beyond the close-in Koreans killed by the BAR and grenades are another smaller batch of bodies along the single strand of wire Charley Company put up two days earlier.  I’d killed most of them when I was covering the company’s bug out this morning.  It seemed like it was long ago in the distant past.   
 
           Thank God they began pulling back when I got that officer.   
 
           Everything is totally still except for the distant rising and falling rumble of guns up northwest under the clouds.  The elderly refugee couple are long gone and the road is totally empty.  All we can see that might be people are a few dots moving in the distance off to our right where there are even higher hills.   
 
           Wish I’d brought that pair of glasses the Colonel gave me when I came over here. I’d sure like to know who that is out there… we made it…  Damn we made it.  My guys are safe for a while. 
 
           Suddenly a cold chill caused the hair on my arms to prickle up.  Where are the North Koreans who got away from the grenades and the gooks who drove us out of here in the first place?  Did they really retreat?  Are they gone?  Is that possible?   
 
           Those are questions I’ll never be able to answer.  But for some reason it stuck with me for days and days—long after it no longer mattered. 
 
           “Okay, listen up,” I shouted.  “We’re staying here.  The gooks think we’re here in force.  They probably don’t even know we left.”  I sure hope so.  
 
           “Ira, you run good so you get back to Sergeant Murphy fast as your feet can fly.  Tell him to bring everyone back up here right now.  Right fucking now.  Tell him to bring the Jeep too and the glasses the colonel gave me.”   
 
           We’re gonna need that machine gun; maybe over by the rock, I think. 
 
           A few minutes later we watched as Ira moved over the terrace and down towards the dirt road they just crossed for the second time today.  Suddenly we saw Ira stop.  Then, hunching over as low as he could get and still run, he dashed back up the slope while all the time pointing down the valley running between us and the rest of the company. 
 
           “Trucks, Trucks” Ira was shouting as he scrambled back up to us and dove down next to the pile of rocks.  He was so out of breath he couldn’t talk. 
 
           The men looked about wildly and so did I—as if somehow his shouted warning meant the North Koreans were all around us.  We are really buggy and there’s no half way about it. 
 
            “How many trucks, Ira?”  “Whose?” I asked with a shout. 
 
           The out-of-breath answer came immediately. 
 
           “Four....five… God I don’t know.  Looks like a convoy.  Sure don’t look like ours.  Sweet Jesus, we’re cut off.”  
 
           Ira’s fear was contagious and we all began frantically looking up the little valley towards where Ira is pointing.  We couldn’t see a damn thing.   
 
           “Where are they goddamn it?”   I screamed at him. 
 
           “I saw them beyond that rise.  Right there,” Ira said pointing—just as four ponderous trucks drive into sight about two miles down the road on the left.  They were camouflaged with drab paint and have tree branches tied all over them to break up their silhouette.  They are not friendlies.   
 
           Christ on a crutch.   
 
           “Down, everyone get the fuck down.  Stay out of sight.”   
 
           Now what the hell are we going to do?  And how the hell did they get there? 
 
           Five minutes later and our confusion became understandable.  The dirt highway in front of us comes out of the northeast and zig zags back and forth as it moves south; sometimes going west and sometimes east as it wends its way southward through the mountain passes and down the mountain valleys.   
 
           After pulling the map out of the back of my sweaty shirt where I’d stashed it, I finally figured out that the trucks must have passed in front of us after we bugged out and then gone on up the valley in order to get around the ridge.  Now, after going around the end of ridge they are coming back on the road behind us.   
 
           Maybe they took a wrong turn and got lost.  I doubt it.  They are more likely what they appear to be—an enemy convoy traveling the road that kept on going because it hadn’t run into any trouble.  The convoy commander probably thought his own troops, the ones he is supposed to resupply or reinforce, are still somewhere out in front of him.   
 
           The road to our front curves around the ridge so now they’re coming in behind us and they don’t even know we’re here.   I grabbed another quick look at the map.   
 
           Hmm.  That’s got possibilities.   
 
           On the other hand, this place is crawling with trouble so if we do anything it’s got to be careful and fast.   
 
           Better we just wait and see how things shake out. 
 
           “Ira you stay right here.  Stay low and watch the trucks.  One way or another we’re gonna be in a fight real soon and we’re gonna need a lot more ammo than what we have now.  So the rest of us are going down the hill and collect guns and ammunition from the dead gooks.  We’ll have to pick up their guns too since their ammo’s not likely to fit ours.” 
 
           “So it’s guns, everyone go get their goddamn guns.  Ammunition too.  And their canteens.  We need water.” 
 
          I watched as the men hurriedly spread and headed down towards the Korean casualties.  Then I followed them down.   
 
           It was a terrible sight.  The Koreans have been absolutely shredded by the grenades.  At least one was still alive with his guts hanging out of a terrible stomach wound and the eyes of another with an obviously broken back are open and rapidly blinking.   
 
           I should have been merciful and shot them, but I couldn’t because it might have alerted the men in the trucks driving on the dirt road behind us.  
 
           Just about everyone else on the slope, and in the depression, was dead.  Very dead, as in bits and pieces.   
 
           Probably threw too many grenades; couldn’t take any chances, could I? 
 
    ****** 
 
           We made trip after trip down to the North Koreans; first the new ones and then the ones I’d gotten earlier this morning.  It took more than an hour.  But by the time we’d policed up everything that might be useful we had a goodly stock of weapons and ammunition and enough water to last for a couple of days.  Some of the wooden boxes from the North Korean supply column had grenades and there were even a couple with mortar rounds.   
 
           Too bad they weren’t carrying a mortar tube so we could use the rounds.   
 
           “Guns, go get more of their goddamn guns and ammunition.”  
 
           That’s what I kept saying all morning long. 
 
           Before we finish Ira comes running part way down the slope to where we are picking up the Korean weapons and shouts that the trucks have moved on up the valley.  Best of all, they didn’t drop troops off that might come this way.   
 
           I immediately sent him hightailing it back across to get the company.  
 
           “Tell Murphy to double time the company back over here,” I said.   
 
           “And tell him we got our ammo back and a lot more from the gooks and he’s to bring everyone over right now.  Tell him the gooks are gone and he’s to come at the double and bring the Jeep and the glasses the colonel gave me.”   
 
           The guys need to know the gooks are gone and we’ve got the ammo, or they might just creep over and get here too late.  They probably saw the trucks and are pissing in their boots.  They better damn well have not run again, 
 
           “And tell him I want you to stay over there to guide the Colonel’s reinforcements and supplies to us.”  
 
           If they ever come.  Maybe he didn’t make it. 
 
           Ira nodded.  Then he tightened the chin strap on his helmet and took off running clutching his carbine.  He had an extra banana clip stuck in his belt.   
 
           I wanted to look at the map again.  So I decide to carry another load of guns and ammunition to the top of the ridge and do just that. 
 
            “Check the gooks again for canteens, guys.  We need water too.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Murphy and the rest of the surviving Charlies come huffing and puffing up the incline from the terrace wall about thirty minutes later.  Before the rest of the company arrived, all five of us had gone down to the Koreans once again and to make sure we gotten all their arms and ammo.  This time we found two of the North Koreans badly wounded and obviously dying.  They’d played possum while we were stripping them of their weapons and supplies. 
 
           Nothing we could do for the Koreans except a bit of mercy.  So I shot them.   
 
           Ending the lives of people who are dying in terrible pain really hurts if they are your friends; but it’s still the merciful thing to do.  But it sure as hell didn’t bother me to kill these guys—they got hurt because they were trying to kill my guys.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    It was already dusk by the time the reserve company from the 4th battalion and the Sherman reached the rocky farmland and started up to where they hope to find whatever is left of Charlie Company.  They were all more than a little nervous. 
 
           Jimmer, the tank’s commander, made it clear to everyone, without ever saying so, that he was seriously pissed at his tank being ordered to go first in the coming darkness.  He only stopped his stalling, and ordered the Sherman’s driver to get going, when Captain Symonds hoisted himself up on the tank and pointedly told him to get his ass in gear and move out.  
 
           Jimmer was from rural South Carolina and couldn’t wait to get away from his no-future little farm town.  He’d gotten in on the tail end of the big war and decided being in the army, particularly overseas where the dollar is king, beat the hell out of spending his life sweating on a tractor and chopping cotton.  He liked being a sergeant and he really liked being overseas and in command of a tank.  The German girls treated him right and didn’t mind his blotchy skin and missing teeth.   
 
           Then, goddamn it, that motherfucking personnel sergeant got mad at me on account of his goddamn girlfriend and sent me to Korea just in time to land in the middle of a goddamn war.   
 
           After a while the sky cleared and the truck drivers and Jimmer could see by the light of the moon as they slowly moved through the field toward the top of the rise.  But, before they could get there, Symonds ordered them to stop.  He had his company sergeant, a master sergeant named Ruskin, go back along the little convoy and tell everyone to turn off their engines and “shut the fuck up.” 
 
           The men in the trucks quickly dismounted and spread out on the ground around them.  They were green troops, but their sergeants were smart enough that no one was allowed to light up a smoke and give away their position.   
 
           Ruskin and the company sergeants were veterans of an earlier war.  They were taking no chances, and rightly so.  Symonds could hear nothing except the muffled whispers of his own men.  Dead silence. 
 
           Then they heard someone running and a voice in the dark.  “Hey you guys.  Who are you?”  
 
            Everyone tensed up and a lot of safeties clicked off until Ruskin called back “and who the fuck are you?”   
 
           A few minutes later, after a brief conversation in the dark with the man who had come to act as their guide, Symonds ordered his men back aboard their trucks and the column again started slowly up the slope of the farm towards the unseen top of the rise.  The Sherman’s engine and treads seem extraordinarily loud as they moved slowly upwards without lights except for the constantly flashing brake lights of the deuce and a halfs.  
 
           Got to take them off or break them the next time we stop, Symonds thinks to himself; Christ, with all the flashing lights and noise everyone within ten miles around is gonna know we’re here.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Ira rode with the captain on the Sherman and tried to point in the direction the convoy needed to go.  It was seriously dark and they had to stop for a few minutes in the pitch blackness whenever a cloud blocked the moon.  Somehow being in the dark was both scary and comforting.   
 
           The tank commander, someone called Jimmer something or other with a big southern accent, was afraid.  He’s riding with only his head sticking out of the turret of the slowly moving Sherman and constantly raising his hand to shield his eyes, as if that will somehow help him see ahead in the dark.   
 
           Ira had told the Captain and Jimmer about the land being relatively smooth, being a farm and all.  But it was dark, too damn dark when clouds are in front of the moon, and Jimmer was more afraid of putting his tank in a hole or ravine and getting it stuck than he is of any North Koreans who might be prowling around in the dark.   
 
           Fuck the infantry captain.  He ain’t my boss.  I don’t want to lose my stripes because I got this piece of shit stuck in a hole. 
 
    ****** 
 
           What really worried Ira and Symonds and everyone else about moving forward in the dark is that the moon will suddenly come out and they’ll find themselves in the middle of the whole goddamn North Korean army. 
 
           “Was it rough?” Symonds asked in a low voice.  He could have shouted and it wouldn’t have made any difference.  Anyone listening would have heard the rumble of the tank long before they heard a voice.  
 
           “Yeah… Shit yeah.  gooks was everywhere.  Roberts saved our asses when the lieutenant panicked and told everyone to bug out.  He held them off while we got away.”   
 
           Then Ira couldn’t contain himself. 
 
           “Jeez captain, you should see how many gooks Roberts killed.  Fucking hundreds of them.  All by himself.  Then he got some ammunition and went back and killed more of the bastards.” 
 
           “I went back with him,” Ira said with a touch of pride in his voice. “threw grenades up for him to toss at the gooks when his BAR jammed and Gomez got killed.  He was the loader.  Said he was from Phoenix but I think he was really a Mexican what snuck over the border….What the hell, don’t make no difference now.”   
 
           God I need a cigarette and want to go home.  
 
           Then he couldn’t contain himself. 
 
            “Captain, you think we can stop the gooks and get out of here?  I’ve got a girl in the States I ain’t seen for over a year.”  
 
           I’m really worried. Jeez I need a cigarette. 
 
           “Sure.  No one beats us, even when they play dirty and surprise us.  Just ask the Japs.”   
 
           That’s a pile of horseshit but I sure can’t let the troops know how grim it looks.   
 
           “Where you from?” Symonds asked in an effort to change the subject. 
 
           “Kansas City.  You?”   
 
           “Wisconsin.  Little town outside Milwaukee.  Went to Marquette.  ROTC.” 
 
           And I sure wish I was still there.   
 
           Then they both stopped talking and tried to listen even though it was totally useless due to all the engine noise. 
 
           They were still going slightly uphill and everyone was getting more and more nervous.  Finally, it seemed as though they might have reached the top of the rise.   
 
           “Cut the engine,” Symonds told Jimmer quietly, too quietly.  There was no response.  Then more loudly, “turn it off, goddamn it.”  After a few seconds the tank engine fell silent.   
 
           Christ I hope we’re not walking into a trap. 
 
           Symonds listened intently for a few seconds.  Nothing.  Then he jumped down and stumbled his way in the darkness from truck to truck telling the drivers to turn their engines off and the sergeants to “tell your men to shut the fuck up and keep everyone in the trucks.”   
 
           I’m really nervous, but it’s okay to be nervous since I’m responsible for all these men.   
 
           It became totally silent.  There was no noise except the rumbling thunder of artillery rising and falling in the distance.   
 
           After five minutes Ira embarrassed Symonds by pointedly telling him that they probably have not yet even reached the top.  So once again the convoy began to grind its way forward in the dark with its brake lights constantly flashing.   
 
           Finally, in the faint light of a partial moon that kept slipping behind a clouds, they could see they are on the top.  So again they stop and turn off the engines to listen.  The night was silent except for the rumble of thunder in the distance. 
 
           “Pass the word for everyone to dismount and hit the ground.  Quietly.  And pass the word that nobody talks or smokes.  Not one goddamn match better be lit.”   
 
           That’s it.  I’m not going another inch until I can see what’s ahead of us. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Ira had described the land ahead as a valley with more farmland but Symonds had caught Jimmer’s fear about getting stuck or ambushed and was unwilling to start down the slope until he could see what was ahead.  He worried and worried and it was almost dawn by the time he finally convinced himself that it might be safer to travel in the dark.   
 
           “Saddle up.  Saddle up.” Symonds called as he ran along the convoy by the light of the moon.  By the time he climbed back on the Sherman he was breathing hard and realized that he has somehow gotten tremendously excited.   What he hadn’t done while they waited, he realized, with a sudden icy feeling, was take out or break out the brake lights of trucks. 
 
           Tailgates clanged shut and engines started as the troops climbed back into the trucks.  Then once again the Sherman and the deuce and a halfs carrying Easy Company slowly began moving down to the road below—and crossed it.  Then they began to move uphill again towards the vague outline of a ridge they can sort of see ahead of them in the early light before dawn. 
 
           Symonds got more and more confident as he realized that the land was exactly as Ira described it.   
 
           Shit, I probably never should have stopped. 
 
           “There, there.” Ira shouted over the noise of the Sherman’s engine as the outline of the ridge materializes against the moon.   
 
           “See that big pile of rocks poking up?  Maybe it’s a ruin or something,” Ira explained as he pointed.  “That’s where we’re dug in.  On both sides of it.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           They had to stop at the terrace wall that runs along the ridge about two hundred feet from the top.  They found it the hard way in the dark when the Sherman almost threw Ira and Symonds off as it suddenly reared up as it started to climb over the stone wall at a high spot.  The trucks could go no farther. 
 
           Ira knew exactly where they were—near the original Charlie Company camp where they parked the Jeep yesterday.  This is where they’d assembled the wounded and loaded them in the Jeep to take to the aid station.  That was before they suddenly had to make a run for it when the men suddenly bugged out. 
 
           When they stopped, the trucks’ doors and tailgates were quickly opened, and then some were noisily slammed shut before Symonds had a chance tell everyone to be quiet.  Oh shit.  That’s all we need.   
 
           The trucks were quickly emptied and the troops went to ground as soon as they jumped out.  All their weapons were loaded and aimed outward in case of an attack.  They were green and they were scared.  And they were all damn glad to be out of the trucks and hugging the ground.   
 
           From above someone whispered loudly with a country accent “up here and keep goddamn quiet about it.”   
 
           Then, after a pause, “and don’t shine no goddamn lights.”   
 
           Actually light was no longer a problem.  Symonds had made them wait so long on the top of the first rise that the early light before dawn was already starting to come up over the horizon.  Now he and the men can finally see where they are going.  
 
           “I’m Roberts” said a figure walking down from the crest a few minutes later in the early morning light.  “What’ve you got?”  Reinforcements! 
 
           “I’m Symonds” the Captain said holding out his hand.  Roberts shook it and they began walking up to the top after Roberts told the lanky sergeant, who had followed him down, to “unload’em and fast, Murph.” 
 
           “How’s it look?” Symonds asked. 
 
           “So far so good.  Had a bit of a dustup with the gooks when we got here, but nothing since.  No one’s out there yet, but they’re coming.  They’ve got to have this ridge to keep the road open.  We’re going to have a real fight… unless they use tanks in which case we’re fucked.” 
 
           “The General said to help you any way we can.  Besides the Sherman I’ve got Easy Company of the Fourth Battalion—three real experienced lieutenants from War Two who got recalled and 140 troops, mostly green, just off the boat from Japan.” 
 
           “We’ve got what looks like a standard company loadout of ammo.  Maybe some other stuff.  I dunno.  The General said to hurry so we just threw everything we could grab on the trucks. ” 
 
           “Any recoilless rifles or automatic weapons?  And what General?” 
 
           “Only brought a couple of old War Two bazookas and about ten rounds.  At least, that’s all I know of.  But we brought some BARS and a couple of thirties too.  Might be another tank coming.  It had a mechanical problem a couple of miles back, so we went on without it.” 
 
         Then Symonds noticed the two weapons I was carrying.  “What are those?  Never seen anything like them before.”  
 
           “Dunno what they’re called but they’re brand new and a helluva lot better than anything we’ve got.” I said.  We tried them out and they work real good.  Better than our stuff, that’s for damn sure.  Like the guy on the TV says, ‘they take a licking and keep on ticking.’”  
 
           “We took’em off the gooks,” I explained to Symonds as we walked up the last few feet of the slope to the top of the ridge.   
 
           “They’re great, they really are.  Don’t jam even when they get dirty.  Clips hold more rounds too.  Lot better than our M1s and carbines.  What we don’t have is anything to stop tanks except for the Sherman—and I got a great place for it.” 
 
           We reached the top and Symonds cautiously peeked around the rocks just as the field of bodies became fully visible in the early light.   
 
           “Holy shit. .. My God did you..,” Symonds said.    
 
           Then he jerked his head back in a panic.  “Any more out there?” 
 
           “Not yet,” I said.  “At least I don’t think so.  But they’ll be here soon enough.  We can take’em if they don’t have tanks and come straight at us.  If they flank us, or get behind us, or have more tanks than the Sherman can handle….if they do, well, it’s gonna be real tough.”   
 
           “General Talley didn’t say anything about the North Koreans having tanks when he told me to get up here and report to you.  He only took over the brigade a couple of days ago, you know.  And his promotion only came through yesterday.  Probably didn’t even know for sure when he was up here visiting you.  Good man I hear.  Obviously thinks a lot of you—heard you’re getting a couple of medals.”  
 
           Medals and an officer.  Well I’ll be damned.  I like that.  Yeah, I really like that. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    We made our plans quickly and Symonds got increasingly deferential when the Charlie Company survivors made it clear that I was the one who’d killed all the gooks.   
 
            The new men from Easy were pretty much spread around with the Charlie boys.  And, of course, they talked as they worked together to dig additional fox holes.  That’s apparently how my new nickname of “Guns” got out.   
 
           Never had one before.   Nickname I mean. 
 
           I explained to Symonds what I wanted.  Then he and I along with Murphy and Symonds’ First Sergeant, a white-haired old timer named Ruskin, started spending a lot of time on our stomachs to make sure all our guys have a clear field of fire down the slope in front of us.   
 
           The downward slope of the ridge is pretty steep, about as steep as the last two hundred feet up from the stone terrace where the gradually rising farm land ends.  One good thing about it, there’s no stone fence on this side of the ridge for the gooks to hide behind. 
 
           We initially had the men dig in to expand the line of original Charlie Company holes that are strung out behind the ridge.  But looking at the terrain on the way back to retake the ridge I’d come up with an idea.  As a result, a lot of the guys had to re-dig their holes to move them much closer to the top of the ridge—and the four of us got our fatigues even dirtier and sweatier and more ripped up. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The holes we ended up digging are not as deep as I would have liked.  The top of the ridge itself was almost flat and ten to twenty feet wide.  Sort of like a little plateau, as if someone had chopped off the very top of the hill.  In places it was surrounded at the top by a low stone terrace similar to the one down below.   
 
           The ground had apparently once been cultivated, even on the top.  Probably had to haul the dirt up.  Jeez.  But after two or three feet down it became solid rock.  So we used the dirt and rocks from the first two or three feet to build a thick foot-high wall around each hole with notches in the front and back for our weapons.  Hopefully the walls will be thick enough to stop a bullet or shell fragment.  Anyhow, it seems like a good idea and the men worked feverishly despite the painful blisters that quickly grew on everyone’s hands.   
 
           “Better to get a blister than a bullet,” Murphy and Ruskin repeated constantly as they prowled up and down the line keeping after the men.  Who don’t need much keeping after—they were digging for their lives. 
 
           While the men who needed to relocate their holes were beavering away with their entrenching tools to dig them, I had the rest of the guys digging and chipping a position for the Sherman.   
 
           Finally, with all the unnecessary shouting and waving that occurs when four or five guys are trying to give instructions at the same time, Jimmer eased his Sherman into a much too shallow hole on the far left end of our line.   
 
           Even though the tank wasn’t dug in very deep we’ve got it behind a rock big enough to shield most of the its front and the driver’s compartment, but low enough that its cannon barrel can hang over the rock and command the terrain up to our line.   
 
           Not bad.  It’s not really hull down but it’s gonna have to do.  It sure as hell beats sitting right out in the open. 
 
           The tank commander didn’t like the position and bitched and moaned with a heavy southern drawl the entire time he and his crew were rigging their tank’s camouflage net to break its silhouette.  But all in all, Jimmer admits to himself, this here position’s pretty good because it gives me some hull protection and I can sweep the entire slope with both my machine guns and the 76mm tube.   
 
           I liked it too.  With a little luck, and the help of the tank’s camouflage net, the Koreans won’t see the Sherman until it can hit their Russian-made tanks in the side where their armor isn’t so thick.  As long as it lasts, it will protect our left flank.   
 
           Damn this just might work.  I’ll have to remember to let them get close though; can’t afford to give away our positions. 
 
           A couple of Symonds’s squads, and their two-man BAR teams, were digging in off to the left side of the tank for more flank coverage and to protect the Sherman from enemy bazooka teams.  They can only cover a little bit of the front slope but they’ll do real good on our left flank and rear.   
 
           Two more of Symonds's squads with BARs are digging something similar at the other end of the line.  From there they’ll have a clear field of fire both to their left front next to where the original Charlies are dug in and to the rear.   
 
           They don’t have a tank on that end of the line but we gotten the word on Jimmer’s radio that the second Sherman, the one that broke down coming here, has been restarted and is on its way again.  That’s good news.  We really need it. 
 
           Almost all the Charlie Company guys held on to their captured weapons and piled up ammo, K-rations and canteens in their holes.  The Easy Company guys quickly copied them and they all dug like hell.  In less than an hour just about everyone had a couple of the North Korean weapons and a lot of ammo.  Some had three.  But after the new supplies were rationed out it turns out to be water we needed most.  There was barely one canteen apiece.  Digging holes is thirsty work.   
 
           It’s obvious the guys really feel better because they have more than one weapon.  I’ve got to remember that.  There is nothing worse than having a weapon jam or run out of ammunition and being unable to protect yourself.  That’s when the men bug out. 
 
           Murphy and the Easy Company Top, Sergeant Ruskin, and, of course, Symonds and I, were constantly walking the line to check the progress of the digging and making sure everyone has both a good firing position and enough ammo and supplies. 
 
           Murphy and Sergeant Ruskin supervised the unloading of the trucks that carried Symonds's company and the supplies to us.  It went fast even though they bickered constantly because each wanted his company to get the best stuff—Ruskin arguing that he has more men and Murphy saying his men are experienced and will use it better.   
 
           And, thank you Jesus, there are four more thirty caliber machine guns and a couple more bazookas and BARs in addition to Easy's regulation two 30s and four BARs and Charlie’s one surviving BAR.  Even better, much better, there was a 105mm recoilless rifle and ten armor piercing rounds.  
 
           The new machine guns are really dirty and crusted with mud so Murphy and Ruskin soon have their newly appointed gunners hard at work cleaning them and laying out the belts so they can be grabbed up in a hurry.  Now, at least, we’re in better shape to beat off an infantry attack—we have six of the thirties plus the two on the tank and one on the Jeep and seven BARs.   
 
           Wonder where the dirty ones came from?  And should I try to bring the Jeep up here so we can use its machine gun?  Yes. 
 
           There are also three big sacks of burlap sand bags from some seed company in Mississippi.  So as soon as the trucks were unloaded and the ammo and weapons distributed I had Murphy and a couple of men run along the line throwing out a handful of empty bags into every hole.  
 
           Everyone understood the need to get the ammo and weapons distributed if we are to survive, so the trucks were quickly unloaded and the cases opened.  If anyone had been timing us it is likely we set an army record for unloading trucks fast and filling sand bags. 
 
           Immediately after the trucks are unloaded they are sent back to get more supplies and equipment.  What we particularly need is anything that might stop a tank.  Mortars too.  Mortars won’t stop a tank but they’ll help keep them buttoned up and they’ll play hell with enemy troops even before they begin coming up the slope to the top of the ridge.   
 
           “Get everything you can find,” is what I tell an intelligent looking Easy Company corporal, a young guy with determined eyes. “But particularly water and any bazookas and recoilless rifles you can get, Jeep-mounted or on tripods.  Anything.”   
 
           “Don’t wait to make a convoy,” I told him before he hurried off.  “Send back each truck the minute it’s loaded.”   
 
           My wish list had already been radioed in and the young corporal clearly understood what I wanted him to do—steal everything that isn’t nailed down if he even thinks we might need it.   
 
           As it turned out, only two trucks and a three quarter ton weapons carrier made it back.  The corporal will be MIA and never heard from again. 
 
            I never did learn his name. I think it might have been Jessop or something like that. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Symonds has Easy Company’s radio at his position on the left center of our line.  He’ll act as our artillery spotter.  The radio on Talley’s Jeep down below on the other side of the stone terrace wall will be our backup and help cover our rear if the gooks get around behind us.  That changed in a hurry a bit later when Symonds’ radio and radioman got hit.  
 
           Big Joe Dombrowski, Charlie Company’s little medic with the strange raspy voice and profane sense of humor, and the three Easy Company medics, are working down around the aid station tent they’ve set up below the rock pile.  They try to dig into the ground but, like everywhere else on the hill, it’s too damn rocky to dig out after the first two or three feet.  So as best they can they pile up sand bags and a rock and dirt wall around the tent.  It might keep shell fragments away from the wounded.    
 
           Before they started digging in the aid station, Big Joe and the three Easy Company medics dug their own holes and each loaded a couple of the captured North Korean weapons.  A Red Cross armband doesn’t mean much out here.   
 
           Two hours after Easy Company arrived I could sort of relax as we wait.  The men are basically as ready as Symonds and I can get them.  We just don’t know how soon or how tough the fight is going to be.  Until then we’ll keep digging. 
 
           We also didn’t know that Brigade has serious problems of its own and doesn’t have much of anything on my wish list of supplies and ordinance except some unpurified water it is drawing out of a little creek.  We’re on our own. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Up and down I walk all morning, constantly checking everyone’s positions.  Some of the guys are really frightened.   
 
           It's not surprising that the guys are worried; I’m more than a little spooked myself and trying hard not to show it.  Overall, though, to my immense surprise, I’m enjoying this.   
 
           Every so often the wind changes and the smell of the dead North Koreans wafts up to us.  It’s already seriously bad and getting worse.  Maybe I ought to send some of the guys down to throw dirt on them.  But then I decide the smelly bodies might be useful to discourage attackers and just leave them where they fell.    
 
           I figured it might be hard to be enthusiastic about moving forward to attack when you have to crawl over the bloated and smelly bodies of your friends and neighbors who already tried.   
 
          I was carrying one of the North Korean weapons and had a carbine slung on my back as I again went from hole to hole talking to the guys and making sure they have enough water and ammo and know where to pee and poop.  I keep telling them things look good and that we’ll be okay, and they should let me know if they need anything.   
 
           Everything is really casual.  They just need to know that someone actually cares about them and will try to help if they need it.  
 
           Whenever the men had North Korean weapons, and just about everyone had a couple, I had them show me how they work and load.  To my surprise at least half the guys didn’t have a clue and had to be shown how to load the damn things and take the safety off.  It’s really simple.  These are damn fine weapons. 
 
           The North Korean stuff turned out to be a lot easier to use than our M1s and carbines.  Then I got the idea of having each of the guys show me they know how to use their new weapons by firing a couple of rounds at the dead gooks below us.   
 
           Hopefully it will get them in the habit of shooting live ones.  
 
           By about my third trip along the line the guys are all addressing me as “Guns” and offering me smokes from their ration packs, which I turn down because I don’t smoke.  I knew the men were settling in and getting more relaxed when they begin asking stupid questions.  
 
           “Hey Guns when we gonna get mail?” 
 
           Mail?  Christ on a crutch.  I’d settle for more ammunition and a chance for us to get out of here in one piece.   
 
           I just smiled and told them to write their congressmen and let me know if they found any cans of peaches in their C-rations—I’m willing to trade. 
 
           At every hole I told the guys it’s either them or us and that it is going to be a hell of a lot tougher for the gooks to climb the open slope in front of us than it is going to be for us to sit up here under cover and shoot them.  I said that the bad guys having to climb up here to get us explains why it had been so easy for just a few of us to get all the gooks we’ve already killed.   
 
           I also tell them over and over again that everything will be all right so long as each guy shoots the gooks coming towards his hole and remembers to aim low, at their balls and belt buckles—because they’ll be below us and everyone shoots high when they are shooting downhill.  I knew that from hunting for food in Alaska.  I always end by reminding the guys to give me a shout if they need anything.  
 
           It’s probably just my nerves but I’m starting to get seriously worried that a lot of the guys will stay huddled in their holes when the gooks attack.  So I tell Ira to take a break and walk along the line to pass the word “confidentially” that everyone has got to shoot gooks if we are to save ourselves—and that’s why the sergeants and I will be going along the line shooting anyone who isn’t doing the firing necessary to save his buddies.   
 
           They better believe it because I’ll sure as hell do it if that’s what it takes to keep us from being overrun and getting our asses killed.   
 
           Being worried that not everyone will be up and shooting is quite realistic.  From what I had seen so far, it looks like less than half of our guys actually tried to shoot to kill.  The rest just tried to stay down out of sight or, if they shoot, they shoot up in the air because they’re too low in their holes, or they see the gooks and deliberately miss because of some personal thing, maybe religion or something, about not killing.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    A couple of hours later, right after noon, the missing Sherman and two more trucks came over the rise behind us and grind their way up to the terrace wall.  A Jeep is leading the way.  One of the trucks, thank God, is full of five gallon water cans and, according to the corporal driving it, there are more thirty caliber machine guns and a couple more of the old bazookas in the other truck.   
 
           Still no mortars.  
 
           The new arrivals come up as far as they can and then park next to the two three-quarter ton weapons carriers and the colonel’s radio Jeep at the stone terrace wall below the rock pile.  The three-quarter tons and the Jeep won’t have much shelter except for the low rock wall if the gooks use mortars; but that’s all we’ve got so the wall will have to do.  They’ll all be used to evacuate our dead and wounded if it becomes necessary.   
 
           Unless I can figure out how to get the Jeep and its machine gun all the way up here. 
 
           The trucks, both deuce and a halfs, were quickly unloaded and sent back for more supplies.  I send what’s left of the Charlie troops down to unload them because most of the Easy Company guys are still digging in.  And Jimmer, who’d seen the new Sherman coming, showed up and climbed on to ride with its commander to show him the position we’ve prepared for it at the end of our little line of scared shitless troops.   
 
           Jimmer and the sergeant commanding the new Sherman were waving their arms and talking heatedly as it lurched forward leaving a big puff of black smoke that had everyone standing behind it choking and coughing.   
 
           The second Sherman is exactly what we need at the other end of the line.  It started out with Symonds's convoy but had engine trouble and had to stop for some kind of minor repair.  But we knew it was coming so before it got here the Easy Company troops on that end of the line dug out, as much as possible, a hole to get its hull down a bit lower behind the ridge line.  Just not low enough as it turned out.  
 
           The Jeep was driven by a Captain Hurlburt, a big shambling guy from Oklahoma. “Vern,” he said with a smile and handshake as he introduced himself.  “Heard you might be thirsty so I brung you some water canteens.” 
 
           Vern said General Talley sent him to take a look and get a fast briefing about our situation.  So Symonds gave him a quick tour while I supervised the unloading of the trucks and decided where everything was to go.  Later, Symonds grinned when he told me Hurlburt threw up when he went down to take some pictures of all the North Koreans I killed.   
 
           They’re starting to really smell.  We’ll have to do something about that if we’re gonna stay here much longer.  
 
           Hurlburt didn’t know anything about the trucks we’d sent back to get more supplies.  Unfortunately what he does know is that the ROKs, our Republic of Korea allies, have been overrun by the gooks and are being pushed back everywhere.  We’ve got to hold this ridge as long as possible. 
 
           Which will be about ten minutes if they hit us with tanks and the Shermans don’t take them out. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Symonds has a pair of good German binoculars, much better than the pair General Talley gave me.  He says they are navy ships’ glasses he got in Germany right at the end of the big war and they cost him six packs of cigarettes.  Just as Hurlburt and the trucks began pulling out, Symonds took another look out front, and promptly shouted out that he can see dust and what looks like a big bunch of troops about five miles out in front of us—and they seem to be coming this way, but no tanks or vehicles.   
 
           No tanks?  If that’s true it’s the best news I’ve heard all day.   
 
           I borrowed Symonds’s binoculars and looked for myself.  I don’t see any tanks or vehicles either.  But from all that dust it sure looks like there are a lot people out there and they seem to be headed this way.  Maybe not.   
 
           Unfortunately they were a lot closer when I looked again a few minutes later.   
 
           It figures.  If the map is right they’ve got to have this ridge to keep the road open.  
 
           Then Symonds and I both made yet another run down the line to visit all the positions and tell the men to get ready.  We ate C-rations as we moved along the line and tried to be reassuring.  The men could see the big mass of approaching North Korean troops and were once again frantically digging their holes deeper and filling more sand bags.   
 
          When push comes to shove there was no way to tell who was going to hide and who was going to fight.  But Ira must have gotten around before me—because an amazing number of guys assured me they would be shooting gooks and understood why it was necessary if we were to ever get back home in one piece.  That’s the understatement of the day. 
 
           The sergeant commanding the new Sherman has a bunch of sand bags leaning against the front of his tank.  He thinks they’ll absorb enough of an anti-tank shot that the Sherman’s front armor will hold even if the gooks have T-34s.  He says that’s what he learned in tanker school so he and his crew and the nearby Easy Company squads are filling sandbags to beat hell and piling them up around the tank.   
 
           Hope to God he’s right because I’ve got an idea. 
 
    ****** 
 
             The two trucks which came with Captain Hurlburt dumped their loads and left in a hurry.  Their drivers were so spooked about being up here on the line that they actually helped to unload them.   
 
           If you call throwing stuff off a truck unloading.   
 
           The trucks brought us mostly water and rations but, in addition to a couple of machine guns, we also got another one of the army’s new 105mm recoilless rifles and a couple more of those puny World War Two bazookas, along with about a dozen more rounds marked “armor piercing.”  Got some medical supplies and plasma too.  And a couple more sacks of sand bags and a big cardboard box of woolen long johns.   
 
           Jimmer grabbed one of the sand bag sacks for the tanks; I sent the other sack to Murphy and told him to walk the line again and pass them out and make sure they are used to protect the holes from attacks from both the front and the rear.  I told him to have the men put two bags at the rear of each hole with a gap of a few inches so a rifle barrel could fit through and fire to our rear.   
 
           As it turned out, it was a damn good thing I did have them put the bags at the rear too.  
 
           Rumors spread through the men that the old WWII bazookas are useless peashooters that bounce off T-34s.  Several of the men asked me if it’s true.   I tell them that there was no problem, that they work real good if you use them to hit a tank on its side where the armor is thinner.  
 
           Do I know that’s true?  Hell no.  But that’s what Jimmer the tank commander told me.  He was wrong and we lost a couple of guys proving it.  They’re totally fucking useless against Russian-made tanks, even the old ones. 
 
    ****** 
 
           There’s a lot of movement out in front of us now and Symonds sent one of his guys to tell me that now he sees some tanks.  So it looks like we’re about to find out about the bazookas.  I gave one of them to Murphy and the other four to Symonds and the three Easy company lieutenants.    
 
           I kept one of the recoilless rifle for myself and sent the other up to Symonds for Ruskin to use.  Ira did real good tossing me the grenades and guiding Symonds’s company to us so he’s going to be my loader on the recoilless.  Right now he is digging his heart out making our hole deeper.  If we get out of this he deserves some stripes.   
 
           The guys are now openly calling me “Guns” and “Boss.”  I think they’re confused about my rank.  I sure as hell am. 
 
           There’s now a lot of dust out front and it’s clearly heading this way.  So it’s about time to call home and see if we can scare up some artillery or air support.  I started to amble over to Symonds's Jeep but turned around and came back before I even got there when he pointed at the phone and shook his head in disgust. 
 
           Unfortunately, it doesn’t sound like there’s much hope—a few minutes later Symonds’s radioman was on the Jeep radio and the dumb son of a bitch just scared the shit out of me and the troops by shouting over to Symonds that it sounded like everyone in Korea was screaming for air and artillery support and we might not get any.   
 
           The bastards really caught us with our pants down.  Hell, they caught us without any pants on at all. 
 
           I decided to go with a couple of the ugly North Korean assault rifles—but I’m keeping my carbine and banana clips just in case.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Sporadic mortar rounds started landing about thirty minutes ago.  One every minute or so.  Probably just one tube.  They were not very accurate.  Even so, they did manage to drop a round close to an Easy Company fox hole at the far end of the line. Two guys got shaken up real good.  One of them out for sure with a really serious concussion.  He keeps trying to stand up and then his eyes roll around and he falls down.   
 
           After a quick discussion with “Big Joe,” Charlie’s little medic with the big raspy voice, he reconfirmed where the wounded were going to be stashed; the Easy Company’s medics have him lying down in the back of one of the trucks.   
 
           Joe told me that’s where he wants to stash the wounded so they’ll be already loaded if we have to pull out in a hurry.   
 
           It wasn’t easy helping our first casualty.  Big Joe finally gave him a couple of shots of morphine to calm him down.  Then he tied his feet together with surgical gauze so he’ll stop trying to get up and move about.  Big Joe says he thinks the poor guy may have a fractured skull and needs to get to a surgical unit as soon as possible.  Damn. 
 
           About thirty minutes later Symonds ran over to my hole for a visit.  I was trying to nap so I could stay awake if the gooks attack tonight, but he was worried and needed to talk.  So I sent Ira to check the line between mortar rounds and invited Symonds to jump in and share a can of C-ration peaches.  
 
           Symonds rambled a bit about how he got to Germany after the shooting stopped, and that no one ever shot at him before and it is making him nervous.  I said “join the club” and told him to pass the word that the mortars are no big deal, that the gooks are just trying to keep us from digging in while their infantry moves up to where we can waste them.  
 
           Of course that’s all bullshit about them trying to keep us from digging in.  The bastards are trying to kill us.  Their mortar guys are either just lousy shots or, more likely, are saving their rounds for when they make their push.  Or maybe they can’t see us yet and aren’t sure where we are.  
 
           I told Symonds he should tell the men the gooks waited too long, that we’re already dug in and we’re gonna be okay because they’re the ones who are going to get chopped.  But then I told him to forget it.  I’ll go tell the men myself.  His job, I tell him, is to stay in my hole with Ira and mind the recoilless rifle until I get back.   
 
           He’s too damn nervous.  He’ll spook the men. 
 
           So I crapped in a c-ration can, tossed it as far out in front of our positions as I could, and then started going along the line to visit the men once again.  They seemed pleased by my visit, desperate to know that someone cares about them.  I didn’t tell them we were still not having any luck getting artillery or air support coming our way.  Our chances of getting support aren’t looking up.  It’s a good thing we got all that ammo from the gooks and the last minute resupply and second tank from brigade.   
 
           But hell, with all our ammo, the two Shermans, and the Korean weapons, we just might be able to pull this off, even if we don’t get any air or artillery support.  
 
    ****** 
 
           We can see the North Koreans out in front of us.  There appeared to be thousands of them and they were in plain sight, acting like they don’t give a shit whether we see them or not.  Jesus.  Look at them.  They know we’re up here and they’re forming up out there like they were going to hold a goddamn parade. 
 
           Shit.  They’re about four miles out.  And we don’t even have a mortar to tickle them with when they start moving this way. 
 
           On the other hand, I don’t think they can see exactly where we are.  I damn well hope they can’t.  Our guys are dug in pretty good and Symonds and I must have laid down a hundred times to make sure our holes are just below the edge of the ridge where they can’t be seen by anyone climbing the ridge.   
 
           What we’ve done is a little sneaky—shallow firing trenches are dug out in front of each of the two man holes so the men can hustle up on their bellies and shoot down the slope in front of them.  They’re about thirty inches deep and just wide enough for two men, side by side, to load and fire.   
 
           My idea is simple. We’ll stay huddled down in our holes until the gooks’ assault bombardment quits.  Then we’ll lean or crawl up into our shallow two-man firing trenches when their infantry gets within range.  If I’ve figured it right, each man will have a clear line of fire down the slope and still only expose a few inches of himself towards the on-coming gooks.  Christ I hope so. 
 
           The beauty of the plan is that if the gooks get in behind us we can drop back into our fox holes and shoot in the other direction.  Which, since there are so many of them, is sure as hell going to happen; we don’t have enough troops to cover the whole ridge.  I figure that’s likely to be the case since we only have about two hundred men on the line with another dozen or so bent around at each end to protect the tanks and our flanks.  
 
           I sent a runner from a couple of holes down from mine, Billy Joe Homar, known to one and all as “little Billy” because he is so big, to tell Symonds to hustle to his radio and report that we were about to get a serious attack from what looks to be about five thousand pissed off North Koreans and could they please spare a few artillery rounds.   
 
           When Billy Joe got back, it was as I expected—Symonds is already on the radio and ready to act as our artillery spotter and air controller.  I’d sent Billy Joe to be sure.  The only problem is that we have no artillery to direct and no air to control. 
 
           I zipped down to see Symonds myself a few minutes later and was more than a little relieved when he told me he’d just spoken to General Talley himself.  “He said he’ll do what he can to get us some support and told me to give you his best regards.”   
 
           His best regards to me?   
 
           He also said the General asked him about all the North Korean casualties when we retook the ridge line.   
 
           Wonder how he heard about that?  Maybe the radio guys or Hurlburt, that officer who came up with the second tank to check things out, told him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    About then an idea suddenly took hold in my mind.  So I grabbed all the bazooka teams I can find nearby, a grand total of two, and four guys to help carry the recoilless rifle and its tripod.  I myself carried an extra recoilless round along with the two Korean weapons slung on my back. 
 
           The guys got the gist of my plan as we hustle down behind the ridge line.  We’ll go about three hundred yards past the far right end of our line.  Then we’ll pop up over the ridge.  And that’s what we did.  I managed to put two recoilless rounds right out into the middle of where the North Koreans are forming up about two miles out.  I fired the second round as fast as possible after the first, I could hardly miss there were so many of them.  
 
           The rounds I fired really stirred them up.  They could see where they come from because I had both bazooka teams fire at the same time from about thirty yards down in front of the ridge line each time I shouted and fired off the recoilless.   
 
           What I did was have the shooters deliberately aim their bazooka rounds a little upward.  That, of course, made the rounds they fired totally useless.  But the bazooka back blasts, as you might imagine, stirred up a whole bunch of dust and smoke.  Then we all zipped back behind the ridge and boogied back to our holes.  
 
           By the time we reached our holes there were mortar rounds falling all over the front of the slope where we’d sent up the dust and smoke.  It continued hot and heavy for about ten minutes and then tailed off.   
 
           The men on my little deception team dispersed to their holes and began laughing and joking when they realized where the mis-aimed mortar rounds were landing.  It worked.   
 
           The word soon spread along the line how we conned the gooks into using up some of their ammunition firing at the wrong place.  Even I had to smile.   
 
           This would be fun if it wasn’t so dangerous and exciting. 
 
           Symonds was still on the Jeep radio trying to get support when I got back to that part of the line.  He’d been confused by all the mortar hits off to our right and got all excited when I told him what we did and why—he suggested, with a question in his voice, that maybe the tailing off of their mortars means the gooks have used up all their mortar rounds.   
 
           I doubt it but I sure as hell hope he’s right. 
 
           Symonds started to say something when the air-tearing sound of a friendly artillery round whooshed and ripped overhead and landed far beyond where the gooks were forming up.  
 
           “Down eight hundred” I heard Symonds shout into the radio mike as I ran back to my hole.  Ira and one of the guys from a nearby hole had already got the recoilless back up on its tripod and reloaded.  They’d long ago gotten all the rounds out of their cases and ready to be shoved in and fired. 
 
           That’s when I jumped into my three man hole and leaned forward into my little firing trench to have a look with the binoculars General Talley gave me.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The North Koreans’ finally got their act together and launched a massive infantry attack at exactly twelve thirty.  First, for exactly ten minutes, they pounded the shit out of the bazooka launch area to the right of our line with mortars.  Then wave after wave of shouting infantry charged, waving flags and blowing bugles.   
 
           Christ, they have tanks. They must have just come up. 
 
           It was awesome to see: A classic World War II Russian-style huge mass of men and tanks charging up a hill to overwhelm an outnumbered enemy.  But its center was aimed at the wrong part of the ridge on my right and it looked like the gooks behind the ones up front can’t fire without hitting their own men.   
 
           I suddenly had a tremendous urge to pee.  It was so strong that I wiggled back into the hole and let loose a stream while I was sitting down.  Ira was amused but he looked the other way and didn’t say a word. 
 
           Then I wiggled back into my little trench to look again with my binoculars.  I counted five North Korean tanks; at least that was all I saw. They were leading the infantry, who were walking behind them, and blasting away at the ridge just to the right of our line.   
 
           The impact area for the tank rounds was the same as that of their mortar rounds—the site of our deception shots.  It was covered with smoke and explosions for what seems like hours.  Then the Korean mortar round explosions began drifting towards us and falling on the right side of our line.   
 
           The North Korean infantry, close behind the tanks, was spread out in a massive line that was about a block wide and fifty feet deep. The Korean troops weren’t running yet but they were moving right along in an effort to keep up with their tanks.   
 
           Then the artillery Symonds called in finally arrived and found the range.  A 105 mm round hit in and around them every five or six seconds for almost a minute.  Then the shelling suddenly stopped.    
 
           For a few moments, there was hardly a sound except their damn bugles and cheering.  But that one great human wave designed to roll right over us just kept coming and coming despite all the casualties it was leaving behind.   
 
           Those guys are crazy as hell.  Don’t they know what’s gonna happen. 
 
           The good news is that the center of their attacking line seemed to be heading towards where I fired the recoilless rifle and the bazookas kicked up all the dust; the bad news is that their attack is so wide that it is going to overlap a good part of our line.  Even if we hold our line they are going to go over the ridge on our right and flank us.  Shit. 
 
           Both of our Shermans had radios and they each had an extra gunner from Charley Company firing the commander’s machine gun on the turret. Another guy, a loader, was crouching down next to the gunner with a whole bunch of shell belts laid out and ready to be slapped in.   
 
           Our new tank commander thought of adding the two additional men; it’s a smart move because it means our Shermans can stay buttoned up and their commanders can concentrate on the Korean tanks—and, of course, it meant the two tank commanders would not have to expose themselves to small arms fire while they direct the tank’s gunner and fire the fifty slaved to its cannon. 
 
           Jimmer apparently gave an order over the radio because both tanks fired almost simultaneously and the guys on top and inside the Shermans opened up with their machine guns.  Then everyone joined in, including me, as the North Koreans got closer and closer.   
 
           The North Korean tanks are still too far away for the recoilless rifle so I used my BAR with Ira as the loader and then, when it jammed, he and I both began using our Korean automatics.   
 
           That fucker’s an officer.. got’em… there’s another… 
 
           The turret of one of the T-34s immediately blew about 100 feet in the air as soon as the Shermans let loose.  Two of the Korean tanks must have spotted the smoke and flames from the Sherman anchoring the right of our line because they turned towards it and they all kept coming.  Almost immediately another T-34 stopped and began spewing smoke and then a third suddenly skewed off to the right and it too began belching black smoke.   
 
           Then there was a tremendous roar and everything turned to shit—the Sherman closest to the North Korean tanks blew apart in a catastrophic explosion.   
 
           Christ, that probably got our flank riflemen too.   
 
           The North Koreans had at least two tanks remaining and we still had Jimmer’s Sherman on our left.  That means we are in deep shit if their infantry gets over the ridge on our right side and turns right to roll up our line.  And that’s exactly what it looked like was happening. 
 
           Symonds had seen the Sherman go up and somehow thinks I might not have seen it blow.  He slid wild-eyed into my hole and excitedly told me what I already knew: the North Koreans have a couple of tanks left and we’re in real trouble if they start to roll us up from the right flank.  I shouted over my shoulder as I was reloading and told him to go back to the radio and try to get some air support.  “Put it right in on top of us if necessary, but we’ve got to get those tanks.” 
 
           I left Ira firing away as I jumped out of our hole to round up some reinforcements from guys in the holes on the far left of our line near Jimmer’s tank.   
 
           The members of my little, damn little, reaction force were clearly anxious about being rousted out of their holes for a second time.  But they’re not surprised because I’d told them earlier, in no uncertain terms, that they were going to be my mobile reserve and should be ready to bring their weapons and change positions on a moment’s notice once the attack starts.  
 
           We ran the hundred or so yards to the holes that have been dug near the burning Sherman just as the mortar rounds stop and their infantry launches its assault.  What I didn’t do, and realize I should have done, is bring the recoilless rifle.  So I sent a couple of the guys running back to help Ira bring it up along with all the rounds they can carry.   
 
           In the end, it turns out we don’t need it.  The North Korean tanks apparently pulled back.  I don’t know where they went—only that the next time I look they weren’t there.  It was a damn good thing they did.  We never did get any air support. 
 
           Our situation was bad at this end of the line, but not as bad as I first thought.  Earlier I had some extra holes dug on each of the flanks and supplied with water and ammo just in case the gooks got around us at the end of the line.  We jumped into the holes with our four BARs and the recoilless rifle and joined the guys anchoring the right side of our line.  
 
           Our Sherman was totally destroyed along with its entire crew and the two Easy Company guys manning the turret machine gun, but the squads protecting our flank on the south side of the ridge were mostly still in business.  They’d been down in their holes firing when it blew.  But the gooks were now sure to flank us so I left the men there under Sergeant Ryall and then, being careful not to show myself above the top of the ridge, I ran like hell back along the line in order to gather up more reinforcements from the guys around Jimmer’s Sherman.   
 
           Ira fluttered his hand in acknowledgment as I went zipping by. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A nineteenth century general would have been proud of the North Koreans.  When they were about 600 yards out they all began charging in a great running mass with shouts, bugle blowing, and flags waving.   
 
           The noise and dust and smoke were unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Everyone opened up at the same time when the Gook tanks blew and the North Koreans charged.   
 
           The only one who wasn’t firing was old Sergeant Ruskin.  And for good reason—he was running along the line making sure everyone else is shooting.  I told him what he had to do—give anyone still down in their hole and not firing one chance to get up and start, and then shoot him if he didn’t.    
 
           I also told Ruskin that if he ever got asked about shooting our own people he was to lie and say I’m the one who did the shooting.  
 
           It’s a terrible way to encourage soldiers to do what must be done, but I don’t know what else I could do.   
 
           As it turned out, nothing happened and no one is ever going to get a chance to ask Ruskin what he was doing.  He was a good man and doing his duty when he got knocked down and all the way out by a mortar blast that threw a bunch of rocks at him.   
 
           I doubt he had to shoot anyone—I could see most of our line from where I am and it appeared to men that everyone was shooting.  I even saw a guy who got so excited he was standing up in order to get better shots.  Not too smart but greatly appreciated. 
 
           Insanely brave is the only way to describe the North Koreans as they kept coming; our BARs and machine guns wreaked havoc and destruction as they bit into the packed Korean ranks.   
 
           We couldn’t miss.  At least half the Koreans were cut down by the time they got within a couple of hundred yards of the top of our ridge, and most of the rest soon after.  And none of them reached our lines, though a few got awfully close.  It was like the old news reels of the foolish French and British charges into the German machine guns in World War One.   
 
           The bad news was instantly apparent to everyone.  Some of the most distant thousand or so North Koreans survived and went right on past our line on the right and over the ridge.  We’d been flanked.  
 
           Where were the North Korean tanks?  I kept shooting with my BAR and looking for them, but they seem to have disappeared.   
 
           Where were the goddamn tanks?   
 
           But then I come to my senses and realize I had more to worry about than a couple of tanks.  I need to know what happened to the North Koreans who swept over the unoccupied part of the ridge to our right.  So I left Ira firing into the rapidly dwindling number of Koreans who can still be seen and once again started to run back to our right flank. 
 
           Then I felt myself being picked up by one of the men I’d tapped to follow me.  And then I sat down again and tried to look around.  Finally things cleared up a bit and I can see a couple men standing around looking down at me.  Everything was silent.   
 
            “What happened?” I croaked.  I could see their mouths moving but I couldn’t hear them.   
 
           My right leg and shoulder didn’t have any feeling and every time I tried to stand it seemed like someone was pushing me back down.  Finally I held out one of my arms and say, “Goddamn it, someone help me up.”   
 
           A couple of guys pulled me to my feet and off we went with me jumping and hopping along on one leg with my right arm over the shoulder of one of the Easy Company guys.   
 
           I was hopping towards the heavy firing up ahead when Symonds and a bunch of guys came roaring by without hardly giving me a look as they went past.  As I got closer I could see that the BARs on the flank and the reinforcements have absolutely shredded the Koreans as they came past the end of our line and then sort of faded off to the right and down into the open farmland on the other side of the ridge.  Some of them seem to have taken cover behind the terrace wall.   
 
           When I finally peg-legged my way to one of our holes and tumbled in, there looked to be only a few hundred of the Koreans left.  And those not on the ground had their hands in the air.  We did it.  And Symonds was curled up on the ground in a fetal position holding his stomach. 
 
           The next thing I remembered was bouncing along in a truck with my pants off and a big bloody bandage on my leg and a plasma bottle line in my arm.  I felt sort of dreamy so I went back to sleep.  
 
           Two days later I was on a Medevac flight to Tokyo in an old C-119 Flying Boxcar.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    It was nine o’clock in the morning and General Talley was in the bare concrete school room that serves as the office of the division’s deputy commander.  He’s been there for the past twenty-four hours.  The school stands on a slight hill above the village.   From it, whenever he happens to look out the window, which is rarely, Talley can see the steady stream of planes coming in and out of the Pusan airport.   
 
           A loud hum and the smell of the gasoline powered generator running just outside the window filled the room.  
 
           He was a worried man.  The Americans and the ROKs have been pushed to almost the end of the Korean peninsula and the newly established perimeter around Pusan is barely holding.  Talley and his new division commander, Clyde Evans, are desperately engaged in moving troops back and forth to plug the holes.   
 
           The best of their men, they both admit, are the Marines.  There is something wrong with the army’s basic training and leadership they’d told each other in the middle of last night.  They sipped coffee to stay awake while they once again tried to figure out how to plug the growing number of holes and weak spots in the perimeter with a dwindling supply of men and weapons.   
 
           We’ve good reason to be worried, Talley knew.  Yesterday only the last-minute arrival of a battered and seriously under-strength battalion of Marines, commanded by a major with his arm in a sling and a bloody bandage on the side of his head, prevented a major collapse of the perimeter.  What was left of the battalion’s officers had somehow gotten what was left of their Marines ready, and they’d somehow held the line.  
 
           God knows what would have happened if the Marines hadn’t gotten there in time and held.   
 
           It’s become Talley’s primary job to gather up everyone he can find and feed them into the line outfits as replacements.  That means the cooks, clerks, MPs, and everyone else he can scrape up.  Last week he’d set up a replacement detachment, a “repo depo” in army-speak, and it is sort of working.  A tough looking captain on crutches is sorting out the replacements as they arrive and sending them up to the line units.  
 
           The problem is simple, Talley and Evans know—everyone is on the line and working around the clock but we don’t have enough troops.  More are supposed to be on the way from Japan and Australia but so far only a trickle, primarily junior officers, have been flying in.  That’s good because they’re the ones who are needed most. 
 
           Those were Talley's thoughts as he listened to a newly arrived lieutenant colonel from MacArthur’s headquarters staff explain why he needs new officers for the battalion Tokyo has assigned him to command.  
 
           “Why one of these men doesn’t even have a college degree” the colonel was saying. “The General clearly prefers educated officers.”   
 
           The General, of course, is MacArthur.  
 
           Talley couldn’t help himself—he got royally pissed.   
 
           “That may be the view in the rarefied air of Tokyo, Colonel.  But it’s more than a little naive and you better drop that bullshit in a hurry.  Here in the real world those are your officers and you’re goddamn lucky to have them, the one you’re complaining about in particular.”   
 
           This guy is really a pompous ass and therefore, more than likely a piss poor commander.  I’m going to have to watch him closely. 
 
    ****** 
 
           What was left of our guys and the ROKs had retreated almost to the Pusan air field by the time I got back to the division three weeks later.  When the plane landed, a couple of MPs in class A uniforms and shiny stainless steel helmets asked for my orders and tried to put me on a truck with everyone else.  They’re headed to a replacement center. 
 
           But I was anxious to get back to Charlie Company so I told them I was a courier with an important message from MacArthur’s headquarters that I had been ordered by General Davis to personally hand to General Talley.  So one of the MPs reluctantly calls Division to get approval and, to my surprise he got it.  They steered me to a Jeep going that way and off I went.  Somewhere there’s got to be a General Davis. 
 
           The MP manning the headquarters door gave me a snappy salute, love those bars, and sent me down a dingy concrete block hallway to a room with a handwritten sign with General Talley’s name on it taped up next to the doorway.  I tried not to limp. 
 
           My welcome was almost embarrassing.  General Talley himself came barreling out of the back room with a smile on his face to shake my hand.  And he laughed when I admitted how I had gotten past the MPs at the airfield.  Then he took me around to meet some of his staff.    
 
           As I was shaking a few hands, he mentioned the medals and told everyone that we may have been pushed back “but it sure as hell wasn’t Captain Roberts’ fault.”  Stuff like that.  I ate it up with a shit-eating grin on my face.   
 
           Jeez it’s nice to be recognized.  
 
           Afterwards the general walked with me to the officers mess and we stood at a makeshift table, a plywood plank on a couple of sawhorses, to enjoy a cup of coffee and a Spam and mayonnaise sandwich.  I was so hungry I ate two. 
 
           While we munched on our food, I filled him in as best I could about the Korean attack and getting wounded.  He said a couple of medals had already come through and the paperwork was being processed at MacArthur’s headquarters for a third and a couple of purple hearts.  More medals.  All I could think to say was thank you and hope he knows I mean it.   
 
           His response is terse and to the point. 
 
           “Don’t thank me.  You earned every damn one of them.” 
 
           While we were standing there and eating, General Talley told me that if the radio intercepts and prisoner interrogations are accurate, and he thinks they are, since he had visited the ridge and seen the Korean casualties for himself, our 220 or so guys had virtually destroyed what was left of the 4006th North Korean infantry division.  Their infantry divisions are smaller than ours, General Talley told me, about nine thousand men at full strength, but it was a hell of a defeat for them.  Stopped them cold, he told me.  At least temporarily. 
 
           Even better, according to General Talley, it took the North Koreans three days to get more troops to that part of the line and by then we had successfully broken off contact and retreated towards Taegu, and then to our current lines.   
 
           Our current lines, according to General Talley, are shorter and a lot more defensible.  They are also, he says, holding firmly after some initial scares.  The Marines, it seems, have been magnificent at running around and filling the perimeter gaps. 
 
           As we talked I increasingly got the impression General Talley thought the North Koreans were running out of steam, and that we’ll be counter-attacking and trying to retake Seoul—as soon as enough tanks and reinforcements arrive from Japan and the States.   
 
           What I didn’t know is that most of them will land at Inchon to cut off the Koreans and that MacArthur will disobey the President’s orders and bring the Chinese into the war by sending our troops north to the Chinese border. 
 
           What really interested General Talley was my comment that the North Korean tanks had quickly withdrawn as soon as we knocked a couple out.  He obviously hadn’t heard that and quizzed me closely about it, particularly when I suggested it might mean that the North Koreans have fewer tanks than we think and are trying to save them.   
 
           What also piqued his interest is when I suggested that the North Koreans might be parading the tanks they have to encourage our men to bug out but leave the actual fighting to the mass assaults of their infantry.  Had I known that they would not really commit all their tanks, I said, I would have asked for more machine guns and fewer of the useless old bazookas. 
 
           Afterwards, when I had time to think about it a little more, I realized that it would have been stupid to ask for fewer of the old bazookas—Christ, they came at us with five T-34s and only two turned back.  We didn’t use the bazookas but we damn well might have needed them. 
 
           Then General Talley introduced me to my new battalion commander, an immaculately turned out lieutenant colonel who came into the mess while we were talking.  He was standing and eating at another door plank table and deep in conversation with several majors who were listening intently and nodding their heads.  They all jumped to attention as Talley and I walked up.   
 
           “Pettyjohn, this is Captain Roberts, Charlie Company’s CO, he’ll ride out to your battalion with you.”  Then a lieutenant hurried into the room waving some papers at him.   
 
           Over his shoulder on the way out the general gave me a little smile and says, “take care of yourself, Guns.”  I nodded and said “Thank you, sir.”  I wonder where he heard about my new nickname? 
 
           Pettyjohn gave me a look of disdain after General Talley walked away and then, with a rather dismissive wave towards the door, said “wait outside Roberts” and turned back to his conversation with the majors. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Jeep ride out to battalion was both interesting and worrisome.  Pettyjohn immediately asked me how it is the General knows me.  He was clearly surprised when he heard I’m newly commissioned and don’t have a clue as to where the battalion’s officers had gone to school.   
 
           How would I know?  I never met any of them. 
 
           All the way to the battalion Pettyjohn talked nonstop about all the senior officers he knows at MacArthur’s headquarters and all the important jobs he’s held since he graduated from the academy “just before the war.”  The more he spoke the more it became increasingly obvious that the Third Battalion is his first command and this is his first time in combat—and he’s not looking forward to it.   
 
           Uh oh.  It sounds like he’s here more to get his promotion ticket punched than to lead his men and take care of them.  I’d heard a lot about such people when everyone was bitching at the Tokyo hospital, but I’d never met one before. 
 
           The Third battalion was in tents out past the airport.  I didn’t know anyone at battalion headquarters.  That was no surprise—I’d only visited the battalion HQ twice and that was when I reported in as a green private in the far distant past—a couple of months ago.  In any event, as soon as we arrived the battalion staff began falling all over themselves reporting to Pettyjohn.   No one paid any attention when I headed off to look for Charlie Company. 
 
           Sure enough.  There was a hand lettered “Charlie Company” sign stuck up on the front of a squad tent.  A corporal typing away looked up quizzically as I entered.  Then he and a sergeant I’d never seen before jumped up to attention when they saw the bars.   
 
           “I’m Roberts,” I said.  “How you guys doin?” 
 
           After they introduced themselves, I sent the sergeant, Adams according to the name on his fatigues, bustling off to call a meeting of the company command group.   
 
    ****** 
 
           A couple of second lieutenants had already arrived and had their hands shaken when Murphy shoved back the tent flaps behind them and came bounding in with a big grin and his unforgettable West Virginia mountain drawl.  
 
           “God damn Guns, yer back.  I don’ hardly believe it.”  We enthusiastically shook hands.   
 
           Damn it’s good to see a familiar face.  It feels like I’ve come home.  
 
           Then a couple of more second lieutenants come in and a first lieutenant I sort of recognized, but couldn’t place, by the name of Jim Hart.  Turns out Hart had been one of Symonds’ lieutenants and is senior to the others.  He’d been commissioned right at the end of the big war and called back to duty for Korea; he’s from Dallas, Texas and as the senior lieutenant he’ll be Charlie's exec.  
 
          Then there was a whole lot of shouting and commotion outside.  It was what was left of the whole damn company and for some reason they were shouting and yelling and raising a ruckus.  I poked my head out of the tent and grinned, and then sort of teared up and flapped my hand up and down.   
 
           Well hell, now what will the guys think of me? 
 
           When the hullabaloo finally settled down and I’d shaken everyone’s hand, Hart and Murphy and I went back in the orderly room tent.  I wanted to know who was left of the guys who had been up on the ridge with us and what happened to the others.  
 
           Hart told me that Symonds had been hit real bad and evacuated—“we think he made it but we haven’t heard a word.” Out of Easy’s original 141 men on the ridge there had been 19 KIA and 42 WIA serious enough to be evacuated, mostly at the far right end of the line when the Sherman blew.  According to Hart, who had been commanding Easy Company’s first platoon, another old first lieutenant named Carol Jessup, who I barely remember meeting, has taken Symonds’ place as CO.  The word is that he will be bumped up to captain any day now.   
 
           Easy and the Fourth battalion, Hart said, were already back on the line a couple of miles up the road.  He didn’t think Easy had received any replacements other than their lightly wounded guys returning to duty.  
 
           The Third Battalion and Charlie, on the other hand, had been hit so hard they’d been pulled out of the line for a total reorganization and refit.   
 
           “We’re lucky—we’re still sitting around waiting for it to start,” he said with a wry smile.   
 
           The problem is pretty simple according to Talley.  There aren’t any supplies for the refit and damn few replacements except for officers being flow in.  All Charlie Company has gotten so far are the four new lieutenants I met earlier.   
 
           Murphy said he’d heard the new Battalion exec say Charlie would be getting a full complement of replacements, but only about half a dozen men had shown up so far and all of them were the lightly wounded guys from the ridge and earlier who were returning to duty.  And some of them, he said, are clearly not ready.   
 
            One in particular, a guy named Ed Burke from Chicago, Hart thought, was “too nervous, talks all the time and makes the men anxious.”  Murphy agreed and said we should try to send him back.  
 
           I promptly told Murphy to put a casualty tag on Burke, load him in the company Jeep, and drive him to the field hospital for reclassification.  I told him to write “mandatory reclassification to non-combat duties due to severe mortar concussion resulting in dementia.  Not to be given access to weapons” on the tag and sign it with an unreadable scrawl as Colonel Smith.   
 
           Burke’s one of my guys and a combat casualty for sure, and I damn well want him treated as such. 
 
           Then I stood dumbfounded and depressed as Murphy rattled off the names of Charlie’s dead and wounded.  We’d taken another 46 casualties on the ridge bringing us down to 41 including five walking wounded who’d already returned to duty.   
 
           Christ, we lost almost three quarters of our men in a little more than a month.  
 
           I didn’t see Ira when the guys came around so I asked about him.  He’s off running an errand and okay.  Not a scratch.  So I told Murphy I was real happy with Ira and want him to start carrying my radio and wearing a couple of more stripes.  Murphy will handle it.   
 
           Then I asked the sixty four dollar question—when were we expected to be brought up to strength and go back up to the line? 
 
           Hart told me the Third Battalion is not considered operational but that things are looking so tough on the line that it could be anytime if the gooks attack again.  Then I went off to visit with the old Charlies and to meet the new guys and talk to the new lieutenants. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Two days later truckloads of replacements began arriving.  Most were cooks and clerks from our garrisons in Australia and Japan.  There wasn’t a rifleman or anyone with a heavy weapons qualification among them.  They were almost all regulars who’d stayed on after WWII, and mostly buck sergeants.  
 
           Murphy, Hart and I welcomed the new guys to the company and sent them off to their platoons.  By then Hart and I had gotten to know the second lieutenants.   
 
           Amazingly, all the new lieutenants were newly commissioned Texas A&M graduates and all have last names starting with the letter L.  They had obviously been carefully selected to join Charlie Company.  Actually, they don’t seem all that bad for brand new second lieutenants.  
 
           Somewhere, somehow, they’d been properly counseled to rely on their senior noncoms until they get their feet on the ground.  Our problem, of course, was that we didn’t have many non-coms, senior or otherwise, with combat experience, just Murphy and a heavy weapons sergeant from the Philippines named Justino Ortiz who’d been real steady on the ridge.  We also had a couple of corporals and all the newly arrived clerks and cooks. 
 
           The lack of sergeants was a problem which I promptly solved by summarily promoting all of the remaining Charlies to sergeant, Ortiz and the two corporals to SFC, and Murphy to master sergeant.  To my amazement, Pettyjohn signed the order without a quibble.  I’m not sure he even read it.   
 
           We’re a company of sergeants and ready to go. 
 
    ****** 
 
           One of the battalion’s replacements arrived the same day I got back.  He’s a master sergeant Pettyjohn found at the replacement depot.  Apparently he impressed Pettyjohn with his ability to do paperwork and willingness to rigidly adhere to procedures and regulations.  Little wonder, Sergeant Eugene Krupa spent his entire 24 year army career in a supply company behind the lines.  
 
           Krupa would still be in Japan except for the war.  Unfortunately for him, his entire company strength was grabbed up and shipped to Korea as infantry replacements.  He couldn’t get out of it.  So now he’s the battalion’s senior NCO and will be its sergeant major despite his lack of combat experience.   
 
           Pettyjohn would have been better off with one my newly promoted sergeants. 
 
           Almost immediately Sergeant Major Krupa became a big problem.  It started two days after I get back when Ira and Jim Bob Randall from Refugio, Texas rushed up to me and Hart in the battalion mess tent. 
 
           “Sergeant Major Krupa’s taking our weapons and ammo, Guns.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Here’s what happened: Two days after the battle on the ridge, the guys who survived had withdrawn from the ridge with all their BARs, machine guns, Korean weapons, and everything else.  The trucks dropped the Easy Company guys off at the Fourth Battalion with their original weapons and then went on to the Third Battalion with our 40-odd survivors and all the weapons—six deuce and a halfs jammed full of the North Korean weapons and ammo our guys picked up after the battle.  
 
          We have the Korean stuff because Murphy --I’m liking this guy more and more-- kept the men busy before the company was pulled back by carrying out my constantly repeated order to always pick up and keep all the enemy guns and ammo they can get their hands on.  We are armed to the teeth and I have a nickname for the first time in my life— “Guns.” 
 
           The problem was that Pettyjohn told his new Sergeant Major he wants everything run by the book.  And the “book,” according to the new Sergeant Major, says an infantry company is supposed to have two BARs for each of its three infantry platoons and two machine guns and two mortars in its heavy weapons platoon.  Everyone else, except the officers, is to carry a rifle or carbine. 
 
           Apparently the Sergeant Major lined up some trucks and drivers from the Division’s transportation company, and they’ve come to get Charlie Company’s excess weapons.  I rushed over to the company area and found them being loaded under the direction of a skinny transportation corps sergeant with weepy eyes.  His name was Jessop, according to the name on his fatigues. 
 
           “Hold it,” I shout. “Unload those goddamn trucks.  Those weapons and ammo belong to Charlie Company.” 
 
           “Sorry Sir, orders.”  And he holds a transport order and motions the guys to keep loading.  They had stopped when I shouted. 
 
           “Maybe you didn’t hear me Sergeant,” I snarled, “that was an order, not a suggestion.” 
 
           “Sorry sir, I gotta take them” and he motioned the guys to keep loading. 
 
           “You hear that noise,” I snarled again and gestured up towards the line where the background thunder of guns was coming from.  This is a combat area and you just got a direct order not to disarm my men and you disobeyed it in front of my men.”  
 
           I was really pissed.   
 
           “You know what disobeying a direct order from an officer in a combat zone means I gotta do,” I said through clenched teeth as I picked up one of the Korean weapons on the truck bed and checked its load.  Empty.  So I picked up a clip off the truck, stuck it in, and ran the bolt to load a cartridge. 
 
           Jessop didn’t get it at first until the men around him started moving away and getting out from behind him.   
 
           “You can’t do that,” he said wide-eyed, finally getting worried.  “I got orders.  I got orders.” 
 
           “Let’s make this as easy as possible,” I snarled as I clicked off the safety.   
 
           “Why don’t you walk over by that wall.  Best if you turn your head.  You won’t feel a thing.”   
 
           Then I shouted at the men standing there to “get off your asses and help with the unloading, and be quick about it.”   
 
           The men frantically began to unload the Korean weapons.  The rapidly gathering group of Charlies rushed to help and watch.  
 
           “You either help them unload the goddamn truck or stand over by that wall and light a cigarette,” I finally snarled.  Jessop rushed to help. 
 
           Ira told me later that the guys really thought I was going to waste him.  I told him that anybody, anybody, who does anything to endanger our guys is in deep shit and gonna get flushed.  And then for some stupid reason I added “and that includes anyone sleeping on sentry duty.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Sure enough.  Here comes Krupa in a big pompous froth.   
 
           “What’s going on here?  Get that stuff back on those trucks.” 
 
           I stepped in front of Krupa and told him in a low voice that I’d ordered the trucks to be unloaded because there had been no orders issued to take the weapons.   
 
           “Of course, there are orders,” the Sergeant Major blusters.   “Colonel Pettyjohn himself ordered that the battalion should have exactly the weapons and ordinance specified by army regulations.  Those are excess.” 
 
           I grab Krupa by the sleeve of his fatigue shirt and pull him around so the men can’t hear me.    
 
           “What’s going on here, you stupid shit,” I hissed into his ear, “is that I’m trying to save your fucking life.”  
 
           Then I quietly and intensely explained to Sergeant Krupa that the men are really upset because he tried to disarm them, and that one of them has already asked me if it’s okay for you to have a grenade accident in your tent tonight.   
 
           Krupa’s eyes almost bugged out of his head at the thought of being fragged.  He got all excited and started waving his hands around and saying it was the battalion commander’s order, not his.   
 
           He’s so upset about getting fragged I think he’s gonna piss in his pants. 
 
   
  
 

        So I innocently suggested he show the order around so the men will know he’s not the one who should take the hit for putting their lives at risk by disarming them.  There is, of course, no written order. 
 
           I lied, of course.  But not entirely.  Anyhow, with a little luck Krupa will never figure out that the men didn’t have enough time after the trucks arrived to tell me anything.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Pettyjohn became apoplectic and summons me forthwith when he hears that I’d countermanded his order.  The Third Battalion, he says as he glared at me, is going to be run according to army regulations.  And he wants the excess weapons and ordinance gone from Charlie Company immediately in case there is an inspection.   
 
           Inspection?  He’s worried someone would see us in a combat zone with too many weapons and too much ammo?  Is this asshole living in the real world?  
 
           What Pettyjohn expected to hear is what I promptly told him—that I am his loyal subordinate and will immediately carry out any lawful order he gives me.  What he didn’t expect to hear is that I want it in writing.  He stood there for a moment with his hands on his hips, and then angrily shouted that I was damn well going carry out his orders written and unwritten.   
 
           I assured him that I will promptly and cheerfully carry out his order to disarm the my men immediately, but I need it in writing so the AG and the Presiding General can confirm it is a lawful order at the court martial, an order I had to obey even though it would appear to be prejudicial to the maintenance of good order and discipline and would give aid and comfort to the enemy.  
 
           I had wiled away boredom and induced sleep at the hospital by reading a book about army regulations.  I figured an officer needed to know such things.  I’d gotten about half way through it.   
 
            Then I reminded the Colonel that regulations are for the guidance of commanders and that we as officers could be court-martialed if they are misapplied and result in a situation prejudicial to good order and discipline.   
 
           I didn’t really remember all that, of course, but it sounded good. 
 
           That’s exactly what’s happening, I explained to the wide-eyed colonel.  The men are upset and blaming Sergeant Major Krupa for trying to disarm them so they can’t fight the communists.   
 
           I’m sure Pettyjohn already knows all about it because I’d seen the much shaken Sergeant Major rush to the battalion headquarters tent even before the empty trucks drove off.  
 
           “Colonel,” I said in a low voice so the clerk at the typewriter couldn’t hear me.  “I think it’s likely one of your battalion’s veterans is going to frag the Sergeant Major tonight in order to save himself and his buddies.  That’s why I warned the Sergeant Major and he reported the situation to you.” 
 
           Then I continue in an even lower voice so that he has to lean forward to hear me. 
 
           “If someone gets fragged because the men are ordered to surrender their weapons, which looks likely, someone in the chain of command is gonna be court martialed for giving that order, and it isn’t gonna be me.  I want the order in writing and, according to Army Regulations, I am entitled to get it in writing.”   
 
           Get the message; it’s gonna be you, asshole. 
 
           Pettyjohn jerked back as if I’d hit him, and his eyes almost bugged out of his head.  After a long pause, he finally said he needed to think about it and waved me out of the tent.  I was elated and trying hard not to show it.  So I popped to attention, saluted, and left.   
 
           We’re still armed to the teeth and it’s a damned good thing we are.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The meeting of the 22nd division’s senior officers lasted all morning in the conference room in the Korean Command headquarters in Seoul, previously known as the Palace Hotel.  At the meeting, General Walker, the in-country commander, informed us of a forthcoming operation being planned by General MacArthur’s headquarters in Tokyo.  In about ten days we are going to attack out of the Pusan perimeter in conjunction with a landing further up the coast.   
 
           The 22nd division is to lead the advance and we are ordered to commence planning for it immediately. 
 
           As deputy division commander, it’s my job to see that operations orders are drawn up for the various units which will be involved in the breakout from our current perimeter.  The bottom line is that various enemy positions on the route of our advance will have to be taken so the rest of our units can pass through and flank the North Koreans.   
 
           The Republic of Korea’s army, the “ROKs,” are demoralized and disorganized so it will be mostly an American show while the ROKs continue to reorganize inside the perimeter on the south side of the Han River. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A couple of days later the commanders of the various units that are to be involved in the attack to break out of the perimeter, including Pettyjohn as the commander of the Third Battalion, were summoned to division headquarters to get their orders.  Afterwards Pettyjohn bustled about importantly and even called an officers’ meeting to announce that he is privy to something big—but he can’t tell us what it is because it’s a secret, just that we should “get ready” for something big. 
 
           So I went back to my tent and got ready by taking a nap.   
 
           It’s a strange thing but soldiers seem to be able to instantly fall sleep at any time of the day or night.  It’s true. 
 
           Two days later the battalion was sent up to the line one company at a time.  Pettyjohn and the battalion staff got up to the line earlier and were apparently waiting there to show us to our new positions.   
 
          A little after ten in the morning, eight deuce and a halfs arrive from the Division’s transportation company, enough to carry Charlie Company and our weapons and supplies.  But we are taking all the extra BARs and machine guns from the ridge as well as a whole lot of the weapons and ammunition we took off the North Koreans.  So instead of riding we stuffed the transportation company trucks full of our extra weapons and ammunition, and we set out to walk all the way carrying only our personal weapons.  I was carrying a couple of the Korean assault rifles slung over my shoulder.  
 
    ****** 
 
           It was only four miles up to our new position on the line and the new guys were really scared and anxious.  That includes a bunch of us old guys, such as me, even if it is tremendously exciting to be moving up.  So I marched the company up the road to the line behind a make-shift American flag one of the guys ginned up and a booming Korean drum with dirty gold tassels that came from God knows where.  
 
           Most of the old Charlie guys were amused and Murphy and I got a lot of good natured catcalls and ribbing as Charlie Company moved out with its drum booming; but after a bit the old guys really got into it and that brought along the new guys.  Maybe we’re all trying to forget what’s in store for us, at least for a few more minutes.   
 
           So we’re booming along with Murphy counting cadence and doing jody chants and all that shit when who do we come across coming the other way but General Talley and three Jeeps full of aides and observers. 
 
           Talley pulled off the road and waved me over as Charlie went marching past.  He seemed to be angry and was chewing out some colonel.  I saluted and he promptly demanded to know why we are walking.  And without even waiting for my answer he began chewing out the colonel again.  Something about not sending enough trucks so the men have to walk. 
 
           I interrupted him. “General Sir, they sent enough trucks.  It’s me.  I decided to march the men up to the line so we could load the trucks with additional weapons and ammo—the really good North Korean stuff we captured up on the ridge.” 
 
           General Talley looked at me kind of funny, then beamed a big grin and motioned his driver to drive on.  The last I saw of him he had stopped a little way up the road with the other Jeeps stopped around him and was gesturing back towards Charlie Company with a lot of pointing and arm waving.   
 
           Talley’s a good guy; seems to care about his men. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our new position is a bunch of dugouts on the side of a hill.  It looks out over a little valley to some far off North Korean dugouts on a hill about a mile across the way.  The men in the Marine company we replaced warned us that the North Korean patrols are coming over almost every night and will almost certainly try to get close enough to throw grenades into our positions.   
 
           According to the Marines, we will know when the North Koreans are here because the empty c-ration cans with stones they’ve attached to the wire in front of the company positions will begin to rattle when the North Koreans try to come through the wire.  They also said they’d lost a couple of men to snipers in the last couple of days.   
 
           Hmm.  Well, we can’t have that shit.  I gotta do something about that right away. 
 
           The captain of the Marines we’re relieving was a good guy.  He told me that he hoped we had a lot of mortar flares because we’d need them.  He said he’s all out or he’d leave some for us.   
 
           Did we bring any flares?  Hell no.  
 
           So Charlie Company’s one and only Jeep was sent back to Pusan to get flare rounds for our two mortars and we moved into the dugouts that are to be our temporary new homes.  That night I began aggressive patrolling and the setting of night ambushes.  My goal was simple—to push the snipers further out so we can continue digging in and moving around with less chance of being shot.   
 
           If they’re going to shoot at us, by God, it’s going to come from further out.  Even so, we’ll always act as if they are there.   
 
           And they still are.  Twice they missed.   
 
           An immediate housekeeping problem was where to park our extra weapons and ammo.  The transportation company trucks took off as soon as we unloaded them.  That leaves us with one Jeep, Charlie Company’s two deuce and a halfs, and a three quarter ton weapons carrier that was back at our tents with a flat tire and no spare.  Its tire went flat the night before we left and we didn’t have time to steal another one. 
 
           Before we moved up I’d keep everybody busy cleaning and organizing our weapons inventory and stuffing the useful stuff into our two company deuce and a halfs and a couple of squad tents.  The trucks are supposed to be used for supply runs and troop transport but I figure being used to store weapons and ammo is close enough.  Besides if we ever really need a truck we can borrow it from one of the other companies.  
 
           As soon as we got up to the line I have as much of the Korean stuff as possible, particularly the ammunition and all the automatic weapons, moved into our dugouts, trenches, and holes.  As a result, every man has at least two of the Korean sub-machine guns and 800 or so Korean rounds in addition to his regular weapon, usually an M1 or a carbine for the riflemen.  Many of them also have a BAR or light machine gun.  Ortiz and his heavy weapons guys helped set them up and ran some practice shit for the riflemen such as how to change barrels and free up blockages, stuff like that.  
 
           The rest of the captured stuff got squeezed into our company trucks and the Jeep.  It’s amazing how many weapons and rounds of ammunition can be stacked in a deuce and a half when the weapons are not in crates.   
 
           Their tires are bulging and we had to take off the canvas covering their beds and stack it really high to get everything in.  But, by God, we’ve got it all. 
 
           It seems the Korean weapons are called AK-47s and come from Russia.  One of the new second lieutenants recognized them from a weapons class he took at Texas A&M.  They just started being produced a couple of years ago, and are supposed to be really reliable and hard to jam.  I told him that was exactly our experience up on the ridge and the reason why we are using them.   
 
           According to Second Lieutenant Lemon, he and the other new officers heading for Korea were told during their departure briefing that the Russians are using their Trans-Siberian Railroad, which runs to Russia’s borders with North Korea and China, to send them their newest and best weapons so they can be used against us.   
 
           Russia borders North Korea and China?  I didn’t know that.  I guess I missed that class in high school. 
 
           The two weapons trucks and the Jeep are parked about half a mile behind our positions on the line.  So Murphy left one of the newly arrived sergeants to guard them.  Murphy said he told him to sleep in the cab and shoot out the tires and begin firing in the air if anyone tries to take them or unload the weapons.   
 
           Knowing Murphy, he probably told him to kill any motherfuckers who try to take them and assigned someone he thinks will do it. 
 
           What we have in the trucks is pretty good stuff.  We’ve already culled through the AK-47s and had thrown out the ones that are bent and bruised, and then we tossed a few more that somehow just didn’t feel right.  The bottom line is that we have over eighteen hundred extra AK-47s and at least a thousand rounds for each of them.   
 
           Maybe we’ll never need them but, what the hell, there’s nothing to lose by keeping them.  And having them reminds everyone that we can win fighting the gooks.  It’s a no-lose deal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Something is in the works and everyone can feel it.  General Talley and the division commander have been visiting the various units on the line for several days.  They got to the Third Battalion about a week after we moved up on the line.  They showed up one morning to look around and meet the officers. 
 
           As luck would have it, everyone was there except me.   
 
           I wasn’t at the meeting because of the night patrols and ambushes I instituted as soon as Charlie Company came up.  Every night either Jim Hart or I go out sniper hunting with one of the new lieutenants and a couple of squads.   
 
           Last night was my turn to take out the patrol.  Hart slept in, and I took the entire Second Platoon on a roundabout trip to the other side of Hill 642.  The North Koreans must have been sleepy, or looking the wrong way, or just plain stupid, because there were no flares and no wire.  So we came over the top of the hill and got in among their holes and bunkers before they realized what was happening.  As far as they were concerned, we dropped from the sky, and started shooting and throwing grenades.   
 
           It was very exciting. 
 
           The fight was over in a couple of minutes, and for the North Koreans it turned out to be a case of either run or die.  Then I made a snap decision—we’ll hold the hill.  Well, not exactly a snap decision, I’d been thinking about it for a couple of days.  I also managed to be our only casualty with a long shallow rip down the right side of my back from a grenade fragment.  
 
           In any event, the Second Platoon took over the Korean positions, and Ira and I made our way back to Charlie Company to get my back sewed up and bring up some reinforcements and supplies.  So the bottom line is that Hart showed up at the staff meeting instead of me and explained I’d just gotten back from last night’s patrol, and was still at company headquarters getting sewed up.   
 
           Pettyjohn got all excited.   
 
           “What patrol?  I didn’t order any patrols?”   
 
           He assured the generals he will relieve me and get Charlie under control.  It was a mistake. 
 
           Hart was outside the tent and overheard the whole thing.  General Talley absolutely blew a fuse.  He immediately sent everyone out of the tent except General Evans and lit into Pettyjohn.   
 
           “Are you fucking crazy, Colonel?  Don’t you know we’re in a fucking war, for Chrissake.” 
 
           He read Pettyjohn the riot act.  Told him if any officer in this battalion is relieved it sure as hell won’t be an officer who leads his men on a patrol against the enemy and gets wounded.   
 
           “Colonel, don’t you realize Captain Roberts and his men are making you and your battalion look good.  Jesus Christ man, encourage him, support him, listen to him.  Smart warriors are really rare.  He’s the only reason I included your battalion in this mission.  It’s important.  Don’t do something to fuck it up.”   
 
           “Now let’s go see the boy wonder.  I want to know what he thinks the North Koreans are up to.” 
 
           It was embarrassing.  I had a long shallow slice across the ribs in my back and Big Joe was sewing it up.  Every time he stuck the damn sewing needle in it really stung.  So I’m swearing and bitching and calling him a ham-handed asshole.  And he’s telling me I’m a dumb ass who isn’t smart enough to duck and he’s tired of constantly having to sew me up.  What I don’t know is that a couple of generals and Colonel Pettyjohn are standing outside the tent listening to the whole thing along with half the guys in Charlie Company. 
 
           When he finished “Big Joe,” our little medic, issued a friendly parting comment of “blow it out your ass, Guns,” and stepped out of the tent and gave a couple of smiley thumbs up to the guys standing around the tent and mouths “he’s okay.”   
 
           The result was a couple of pumped fists, and “hey,” and big smiles.  Then the crowd broke up to get some chow. 
 
           I was still trying to get my shirt on when in walks Pettyjohn and the two generals.  Oh Shit. 
 
           “Well what happened this time?” asked Talley gesturing at my back.  
 
           Standing as much at attention as I could, I said something intelligent like “uh.  Not sure, Sir.  Probably a grenade fragment.” 
 
           “How many does that make?” he asked again gesturing at my back.  “And for Chrissake sit down.”  I sit.  
 
           “Okay what happened?”  
 
           I quickly explained about using the nightly patrols to knock out the snipers and about wanting to know about Hill 642 because it looks important, almost as important as the slightly higher 817 across the river and a couple of miles further north.  
 
           “It’s funny you mention 642, Guns.  You missed the briefing but the Third and the Fifth battalions are going to try to take it tomorrow morning so we can throw some bridges across the Han.  We have to have it, or at least keep their heads down, so the engineers can get the bridges across.  We’re breaking out.  642 has either got to be taken by dawn Thursday or under such a heavy attack that they’re forced to ignore the engineers.”  
 
           “Uh, General.  Sir.  I don’t know how to say this, Sir.  But, uh, I’m almost speechless.  My face must be so red it would stop traffic.  “But it looked to me like 642 was going to be important so we, uh, took it last night.  I’ve got a platoon up there, and in a couple of minutes, I’m going to take another platoon up there to reinforce them and bring up some ammo and crew served weapons.”   
 
           “I can call them back if you want,” I suggested hopefully. 
 
           “You mean you took 642, Guns?  You’ve really got the hill?” 
 
           “Yes sir, it seemed like the right thing to do.”  
 
           The generals looked at each other.  Then General Evans looked at me and said, “let me get this straight.  You’re responsible for taking 642 because you thought it was important.  And you got wounded doing it and you’re holding it and in a couple of minutes you’re going to lead more of your men up there to reinforce it instead of going back to the aid station?” 
 
           “Yes sir. They’re forming up out front now.”  
 
           “Well Jesus H. Christ.” 
 
           “How did you do it, Guns?”  Talley asked.   
 
           I’ve got to ditch that nickname. 
 
           “Well Sir, we went around the hill in the dark and came in from the other side.  At first I just wanted to see where the North Korean positions were located on the northern slope for when we go after 817.  But when we got there and the moon came up I realized we’d caught them facing the wrong way and napping.  So I made a snap decision to hit them and take the hill.” 
 
            “And what’s this about hill 817?  It’s on the other side of the river from 642 and it’s not occupied.  It doesn’t have a thing to do with our breakout.” 
 
           “No sir, it doesn’t.  But it looks to me like that’s where the decisive battle of the war is going to be fought.”  
 
           General Evans spoke up very gently.   
 
           “Son, if we breakout and move them back towards Taegu, Hill 817 isn’t going to mean a thing to the North Koreans.  They’re all on this side of the Han.” 
 
           “Yes Sir, I understand, Sir.  But the north side of 817 dominates the road into the junction where the Korean highway meets the east-west river roads to Seoul and crosses the river.  As long as we hold it, enemy tanks and supply convoys won’t be able to move south to Pusan, or east to Seoul.”   
 
           Then I tried to explain.   
 
           “General Sir, so long as we hold 817, the Chinese will only be able to infiltrate over the mountains and ford the river, but they’ll be so lightly equipped when they get down towards Pusan that we can probably stop them.” 
 
           The generals looked at each other and then back at me.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Things moved real fast after General Evans found out that Charlie Company was holding 642.  He told Pettyjohn to reinforce my Second Platoon with everything the Third Battalion can get up there.   
 
           “And right now and on the double.” 
 
           Our breakout worked better than we could have possibly hoped.  On September 15th the American army went on the offensive and our armor rolled untouched past 642, crossed the Han on three hastily erected pontoon bridges, and moved north towards Inchon and the Chinese border.   
 
           The Third and Fifth Battalions went with them—with the exception of Charlie Company which, despite Pettyjohn’s rage at having his command reduced, was ordered to stay behind and occupy 817.   
 
           We are to act as the division’s rear headquarters and as a rally point in case the Koreans somehow get their act together and push us back.  No one seemed to be worrying about the Chinese.  It wasn’t necessary.  MacArthur said they wouldn’t enter the war. 
 
           On the positive side of things, I am to be the commander of the task force charged with operating the division’s rear headquarters on 817 with the rank of lieutenant colonel.  I’m also to get another medal.  And for weeks my back hurt like hell whenever I bent over the wrong way and stretched the slice. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Taking 817 turned out to be incredibly easy.  The surprise landing at Inchon, and the division’s breakout, sent the North Koreans scurrying back towards the Chinese border to avoid being trapped between our breakout and the forces landing at Inchon.  Two days later Charlie Company and I just walked across one of the pontoon bridges the engineers quickly throw across the Han, and climbed the steep hill on the other side, unopposed.   
 
           The view from the top of 817 was spectacular.  To the south, we looked out across the river.  To the north side of 642, and down below, we could see the muddy Han River and the roads to Seoul that run along both sides of the river; to the north and northwest we looked down a long gentle slope that runs all the way to the north-south highway and the three pontoon bridges our engineers just threw across the Han.  To the northeast, and well out of small arms and mortar range, was another slightly taller hill, 912. 
 
           The three new pontoon bridges were completed in hours.  They replaced the old Korean stone bridge our engineers blew up when the division retreated.  Now all three are packed with American troops and armor moving north.  This time the division is moving north through the interior mountains towards the Inchon turnoff, the North Korean capital of Pyongyang, and the Chosin reservoir lake, and the Chinese border that lies beyond it.  
 
           It was particularly nice to sit here on the hill and watch our armor and trucks moving north.  Better them than me was everyone’s unspoken thought, including mine.  There was also a lot of civilian and military traffic heading east towards Seoul on the roads that ran east and west along both sides of the river.   
 
           There was still fighting going on in the north but victory was in the air.  According to Armed Forces Radio we expected to retake Seoul any day now and MacArthur was continuing to push the Marines who landed at Inchon, and our division, towards, the Chinese border.  The end of the war and the reunification of Korea was imminent.   
 
           Sergeant Murphy pretty much summed up what seemed to be General MacArthur’s thinking when I heard him explain what we are doing as he spoke to some of the new troops. “It serves them motherfuckers right.  They shouldn’t a started this here war.” 
 
           In any event, for the first time, the men were optimistic about surviving the war and talked about going home.  They talked as they worked, and the number one topic of conversation was inevitably how many days each man is short of having enough time in Korea to be eligible to rotate home.  
 
           “Why so happy, Eddie?”   
 
           “I’m short man.  I got here almost a year before all this shit started.” 
 
           It all looked good except in Seoul where, according to the radio chatter, it sounded as if the fighting was house to house and vicious with no quarter being asked or given.  Everywhere else, according to the radio chatter, the North Koreans were surrendering in droves.   
 
           But I kepy looking at the map and worrying. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We’ve been busy since Charlie Company crossed the Han and took up residence on 817.  General Talley had taken me aside before we got here and told me he and General Evans shared my concerns about the Chinese and Russians, even though they’ve been assured by MacArthur’s headquarters in Tokyo that neither will intervene.   
 
           I told General Talley that, if it was okay with him, I would have my men dig in and prepare for the worst.  He agreed it might be a good idea and, importantly, very importantly as it turned out, he gave me written orders saying that, as commander of the division’s rear headquarters and rally point, I was to set up and command Provisional Task Force 817 and draw whatever troops and supplies it needed.  
 
           I took the establishment of the task force and division rally point seriously and explained the situation to my officers and senior NCOs.  I told them it was important that we hold 817 in the event the war begins going against us again, and that we’re authorized to draw whatever men and supplies we need.   
 
           What I didn’t say out loud is that we are going to take everything we can get our hands on.  But they got the message. 
 
           And there was a lot to take. 
 
           Supplies and replacements were finally beginning to arrive.  They were piling up on the Pusan docks and in the Pusan depots because, as everyone knew, we have the North Koreans on the run and the war was about over.  The supply depots had been pretty much emptied when the units heading north drew what they needed for the breakout.  But now they were filling up again and more was coming in every day.  
 
           There was always lots of good stuff available, including a five gallon can of something called DDT and some flit guns for the medics.  We’ve all had lice and this stuff really killed their itchy asses. 
 
           The upshot of our approaching victory is that every day Jim Hart and I and our guys were able to grab potential replacements, or draw supplies and equipment, or both.  It was like magic.  All we had to do was wave General Talley’s orders setting up the division’s Provisional Task Force and our 140 men soon become about 900.  Jim Hart and I divided them into nine companies of about ninety men each, and a bunch of miscellaneous medics, headquarters, and construction types.  
 
           Why did we organize them into nine companies?  Simple—when we started we had exactly nine infantry officers plus me and Jim, to run the whole shebang.  Four of the nine were the Charlie Company second lieutenants who promptly get bumped to captain when their platoons were turned into companies.  Hart was already overdue for promotion and Talley jumped him to major before the division headquarters moved north.  Hart’s my exec.  
 
           We also picked up an artillery major, Charlie Spinelli, a re-tread from the big war who, like Hart, had been called back to active duty.  He’ll organize whatever artillery we can find.  We also found some tanker guys at the repo depot for six refurbished old Shermans that showed up on a rusty Japanese freighter and needed a home.  
 
           Almost immediately the original Charlies got field-promoted again to at least staff sergeant and nine to SFCs so they can serve as the top sergeants of one of the new companies.  Ortiz moved up to master sergeant; he’ll be our number two NCO, with Murphy as number one and the sergeant major.   
 
           I was particularly happy for Ortiz.  Because he is from the Philippines he never expected to get beyond being a staff sergeant, even though he’d fought and been wounded in the Philippines during the war in the Pacific.   
 
           There are now only 39 of the original Charlies left.  Some are not up to being sergeants.  But they are and they’ll have to fake it.  
 
           How did they all get promoted?  I sent Talley a list with all the names and proposed ranks on it starting with Hart to major and asked him to confirm the promotions.  He did.  
 
    ****** 
 
           There is something new.  There are a lot of colored troops among the replacements that arrived today.  Before they arrived Hart and Murphy and I walked around the hill and laid down the law.   
 
           "There aren’t going to be any white sons of bitches or colored sons of bitches up here on the line; there are only going to be khaki sons of bitches and any sons of bitches who don’t respect rank and military courtesy are going to be sorry sons of bitches."   
 
           I made the point rather emphatically and everyone got the message.  I thought it went over rather well.   
 
           Even better, some of the colored NCOs are exceedingly capable.  Even better yet, many of the stevedores in the transportation battalion working the port are in a transportation battalion that still has mostly colored troops.  It wasn’t long before we began getting stuff straight off the docks before it even got to the depots to be issued, trucks, equipment, food, all kinds of shit. 
 
           “Oh yeah, There they are.  Those six quad 50s are ours, Bro.  Here’s the orders.”  And my guy would wave a copy of the task force orders and we would take them away. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Work on 817 went on night and day.  The south side was fairly steep.  That’s where we located our mortars, the sleeping tents that will become the aid station and casualty holding area when the fighting starts, and the automatic weapon positions for the mortar men and the seriously wounded guys who can still pull a trigger.  
 
           The slope on the north and western side of 817 ran much more gradually down to the road and towards the pontoon bridges.  That’s where the attacks are most likely to come, if they happen.  So that’s where we’re concentrating our firepower. 
 
           Within a few days we’re working around the clock using generator-powered flood lights Sergeant Jackson “found” on the docks.  My construction plan was simple.  We’ll start at the top of the hill and begin digging trenches and two-man fighting positions.  And we’ll keep right on digging them and outfitting them as we move further and further down the hill.  And, most important of all, we’re going to keep right on digging them even after we have enough for all of our guys.   
 
           I figure there will be plenty of retreating men available to man the positions if the Chinese or Russians get in the war, particularly if the positions are pre stocked with weapons and ammunition.   
 
           As it turned out, I was right; there were a hell of a lot of retreating men.  
 
           The digging went on around the clock under the lights, and the equipment seats were never allowed to get warm.  When someone stopped to eat, or use the latrine, someone else instantly sat down and took his place.   
 
           It’s absolutely amazing how much dirt and rocks nine hundred guys can move if they have heavy equipment and never stop digging.  It was also incredibly noisy: Our ditch digging machines and backhoes just kept going and going. 
 
           The resulting debris, at least most of it, was spread out by a couple of big Caterpillar bulldozers over the whole north side of the mountain to give us a smooth field of fire.  One of the big colored sergeants, David Jackson from Detroit, found the bulldozers on the docks and drove them back with a big smile on his face.   
 
           Then, to my amusement, and Jackson’s chagrin, someone swiped the Jeep he had to leave behind while he was driving the second bulldozer back to 817.  It was missing when he came back for it the next day so he had to drive home in a big gasoline tanker truck he’d found abandoned with its key in the ignition.   
 
           Seeing the tanker brought an idea to mind.  So I sent him and a truck full of guys back to Pusan to see if they can find a few more.  We ended up with seven of them. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A few days after we took over 817, we got what turned out to be a lucky break for both me personally and the Task Force.  A bunch of ROKs marched up the hill and announced they had been attached to us for the duration.  It was a company of South Korean infantry and three Chogi companies of Korean laborers.  They have brand new ill-fitting American-made fatigues and boots and their officers are a Captain Kim Tae Il and a Lieutenant Kim Sun Yong.  The two Kims aren’t related.   
 
           It seems half the people in Korea are named Kim.  I wonder why.  
 
           Later I found out from General Talley that Captain Kim’s father is a senior general in the ROK army and that Captain Kim has been sent to get experience with Americans and, more importantly, to be kept away from the actual fighting going on up north.  Both Kims were sharp as tacks and quickly figured out what we are doing and why.   
 
           The South Koreans impose really tough discipline on their men.  The officers and sergeants literally beat their men if they fuck up or it even looks like they might.  I started to say something and then bit my tongue and decided to see how it works out.  Maybe it’s a cultural thing, and Captain Kim never heard of fragging. 
 
           Our new Koreans arrived with no rations and no ammo.  So we quickly expanded the mess tents and sent off some of our newly acquired trucks to pick up a load of rice and tea and stuff like that.  We already had two messes, one at the north side of hill at the perimeter where work was going on around the clock, and one on the south side where the guys sleep during their eight hours off.  Both got bigger. 
 
         The rice arrived and I was surprised when I heard Major Kim say that it isn’t the type of rice the Koreans are used to eating, but it would do.  I thought rice was rice.  Apparently it’s not.   
 
           Everything else turned out to be surprisingly easy.  We just added another big tent to the three that are already at each mess.   
 
           Our cooks and KPs were line troops from the mortar squads who had been temporarily drafted into working half time as cooks.  They could hardly boil water and open cans.  At first they were a bit unhappy about having to work with the Korean cooks.  But I explained to the mortar sergeant running the mess that the Koreans are line troops like his guys and that everyone is going to be friendly and get along.  Or else.  He understood my message and passed it along.   
 
           At first the Korean cooks were a bit subdued but pretty soon things settled down and the two mess sergeants resume their normal shouting and cursing at their cooks and KPs.  I almost cracked up laughing when I heard the Korean mess sergeant shout “you fuckee dumb shit” to an errant Korean cook when he dropped an egg while trying to crack open two at the same time to make fried eggs for my breakfast.  
 
           Relations between the troops really improved when it turned out that some of the Koreans actually know how to cook.  Our food went from terrible and sometimes warm, to almost always hot and not bad at all.  Some of the guys, including me, even began drinking tea.  To this day I don’t know where the Koreans got the spices that changed the taste of our bland rations.  
 
           Our two mess sergeants were soon thick as thieves and delighted in taking a truck and “going shopping” together at the supply depots that lie along the Pusan Road.  In the best tradition of our happy little band of diggers this meant grabbing everything that wasn’t nailed down.   I told them to draw at least enough to feed three thousand men for ninety days.  They took it as a challenge to get much more.   
 
           We had an interesting visitor today.  An older, heavy set guy came up to my bunker and started asking me questions about the weapons we got off the gooks.  What made him interesting was that he was wearing clean and tailored fatigues without a rank and was accompanied by a captain who kept calling him “sir.”   
 
           “I came up here to see you, colonel because I heard you captured some weapons the Russians gave the North Koreans to field test.” 
 
           “Oh yeah.  The assault rifles we took off the gooks we killed.  Yeah, we’ve got a few.”  Hundreds of them. 
 
           “That’s what I heard; that’s what I heard.  So I thought I’d come see for myself and take them off your hands.  We want to test them to see what mistakes the Russians made.  We’ll put a letter in your file, of course, saying you were helpful.” 
 
           “Put a letter in my file?  You can’t seriously think my file is more important than my men’s lives.  Are you fucking crazy?  I’m not about to give them to you.  My men need them.”   
 
            “You want to keep them?  That’s strange.  Colonel Pettyjohn told us they weren’t any good and that’s how you got them—killed a lot of North Koreans because their weapons didn’t work.” 
 
           “Well you heard wrong, very wrong, from someone who wasn’t there.  My men got them by killing North Koreans.  But the weapons are good, better than anything we’ve got.  They don’t jam under combat conditions.”   
 
          “Well then for sure we have to test them.  You got a problem with that?” 
 
           “Yeah, actually I do.  Because it would disarm my men.”  
 
           “Oh, for God’s sake colonel, we have to test them.” 
 
           “Well, we have tested them—and they work without jamming all the time and having to constantly be cleaned.  People die when weapons jam and that’s a fact.  These don’t and my men are going to keep them.”  That’s for damn sure.  
 
           We argued for almost twenty minutes.  In the end I gave him three to study and agreed to write a report on their effectiveness in combat.  Someday I’m going to see that lying asshole Pettyjohn and if he’s still a lieutenant colonel I’m going to punch him in the nose. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    We stayed on the hill while the division pushed the North Koreans back, and the Marines landed at Inchon to cut off their retreat.  Victory was truly in the air.  Then everything changed. 
 
           It was already a cold and snowy winter on November 25th when the Chinese poured out of the hills and launched attacks throughout northern Korea.  An entire Chinese army, hundreds of thousands of men, had actually started walking over the mountains into Korea weeks earlier.  They stayed in the mountains, and off the roads, but there were the inevitable unintended contacts and skirmishes, and one all-out battle with the ROKs, and another with a couple of American infantry companies.   
 
           We weren’t ready for the Chinese, even though our division and the Marines had sent a steady stream of contact reports to Tokyo.  They did so because MacArthur’s Tokyo office is handling all the intelligence, and directing the war, even though they are some distance away.  The contact reports were ignored.   
 
           Why were the contact reports ignored?  Because MacArthur had earlier announced that the Chinese would not enter the war.  And, since MacArthur was never wrong, his intelligence staff, to whom all contact reports were sent, knew the reports were inaccurate and not worth considering.   
 
           So up until yesterday, the staff in Tokyo hadn’t bothered to inform any of its commanders in  Korea about Chinese troops being all over the place up by the border.  Each of our commanders only knew about his contact reports, but not about the others.  To the contrary, right up until yesterday afternoon, MacArthur’s headquarters had continued to assure the field commanders in Korea that they would not be fighting Chinese or Russian troops.   
 
           Everything is different today.  As a result of the failure of MacArthur’s intelligence section, the Republic of Korea’s army, the ROKs, are being systematically destroyed.  And our army troops, as well as the Marines who landed at Inchon and pushed the North Koreans back towards China, suddenly found themselves surrounded and under attack, just as winter arrived.  We are, once again, hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. 
 
           The Marines, who came ashore in the Inchon landing, promptly attacked to break out of the Chinese encirclement.  Some of the Marine battalions attacked towards the north in order to reach a port from which they could escape by being taken off by our navy; some towards the south towards us.  With customary bravo the Marines refused to admit they were retreating.  A Marine enlisted man summed up the Marine’s position quite nicely.  He said the Marines were “merely attacking in the opposite direction and God help the poor Chinese bastards who have had the bad luck to surround us.”  
 
           Tough guys, the Marines.  But the failure of MacArthur’s intelligence office in Tokyo sure caused them to take a lot of unnecessary casualties. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Corps headquarters was in a state of confusion and uncertainty on the morning of December 22nd as Talley, Evans, and the rest of the in-country brass gathered to get the latest word on how MacArthur wants his commanders in Korea to respond to the Chinese invasion.  It was being delivered by a senior member of MacArthur’s staff who flew in from Tokyo to meet with them, and give them their orders.  He would also, according to the message they received, provide them with General MacArthur’s latest insight and guidance.   
 
           General Walker, the overall commander in Korea was at his Seoul headquarters, and called in all his senior officers to hear the brief.   Walker is something else; he’d already saved the army once by ordering a retreat from Seoul after MacArthur decreed that the Korean capitol must be held at all costs.   He just pretended he never received MacArthur’s order, and did what he had to do.  And, since MacArthur had again ordered Seoul to be held at all costs, Talley and the staff were once again hoping Walker would do the right thing and once again order a retreat, if and when it became necessary. 
 
           Bravado aside, things looked bleak.  The ROKs and their allies, mainly Americans, but with growing numbers of Brits, Australians, French, and Turks, were again seriously outnumbered, and falling back; the Marines and army troops up north near the Chinese border were surrounded, and taking heavy losses as they tried to fight their way to safety. 
 
           The briefer was a natty major general wearing a class A uniform and well-shined shoes.  He was self-important and had come from MacArthur’s Tokyo headquarters to let the commanders in Korea know the Chinese may have decided to invade after all.  If they do, he told the assembled officers, the General wants them to hold Seoul at all costs.  
 
           “The General thinks that if the Chinese decide to invade they will try to take Seoul and then move south on Pusan.” 
 
           “There are four routes south that the Chinese might take,” the briefer summarized. Two on coast and two interior roads.  …..uh, right here,” he said, pointing to a map on the wall.   
 
           What a useless Remf Talley thought as he listened.  Remf, of course, being army shorthand for “rear echelon mother fucker.” 
 
           “The General thinks that if they invade they will come down the interior road to Seoul but they may instead try to come down the interior highway and head straight for Pusan, or both.”   
 
           Really?  One or the other or both.  What a surprise.  
 
           “Ben, it looks like Roberts was right,” Evans whispered to Talley. “As soon as this asshole stops wasting our time, get down to the crossroads and see how long he can hold 817 and how much help we’ll need to send him.”   
 
           Then Evans couldn’t contain himself any longer. 
 
           “Ah General, who is the general you keep talking about who still thinks we “may” have to fight the Chinese "if" they decide to invade?”  
 
    ****** 
 
           I was half way down the hill and heading to our new camp on the other side of the bridge to check things out when the distinctive whoop whoop whoop of a helicopter catches everyone’s attention, including mine.  We all stopped and looked.  It caused a lot of excitement because most of the men, including me, had never seen one before.  It seemed to be coming in for a landing in the open field next to the crossroads.    
 
           The helicopter landed in a cloud of dust and snow as I drove a Jeep down the hill towards it.  As I parked and turned off the Jeep’s engine, I saw General Talley and a couple of colonels get out and, ducking low under the turning propeller blades, come towards me and the Jeep through the storm of dust and snow its propellers were kicking up.   
 
           Jeez, maybe it broke when it landed; its propellers seem to be sagging. 
 
           Talley started talking as he walked up.  He got right to the point.   
 
           “You’ve heard about the Chinese, I take it?” 
 
           “Yes Sir.  I’ve been listening to the radio chatter.” 
 
           “Well Guns, they’re coming goddamn it.  You were right.”  He said it with disgust in his voice. 
 
           General Talley got real serious as we walked to the Jeep and look down at the road with the colonels trailing along silently behind us.  It was packed with an endless line of military trucks and vehicles coming from the north and heading south towards Pusan.  Many were stuffed with Korean refugees.  
 
           “What the Chinese seem to have done is infiltrate one helluva lot of infantry over the border without anyone putting it together and figuring out their intentions.”  
 
            He shook his head in disgust as if he couldn’t believe it.  
 
           “Well they’re coming, goddamn it; they’re coming.  Lots of infantry.  Not much in the way of tanks and artillery, though, at least that’s what Tokyo says.”  For what that’s worth, we all thought, but didn’t say. 
 
           “How long do you think you can hold out, Guns?  Do you think you can hold them off for a couple of days so we can rescue some of our guys?” 
 
           “General, I can do a lot better than that—a whole lot better.” 
 
           They climbed in and I drove part way up the hill and parked the Jeep.  Then, as we got out and began to slip and slide on the snow covered hill, I explained how we’d used our status as the divisional rear headquarters to draw lots and lots of men, weapons, and supplies.  More than we will ever need for ourselves.  And that ever since we got here we’ve been digging in around the clock with all the heavy equipment we can beg, borrow, or steal. 
 
           “We stopped digging yesterday morning,” I explained, “and started organizing the retreat and gathering up some of the retreating troops to help fill our positions.  Here’s a good example of what we’ve got.” 
 
           I point into a fully stocked position we are walking past.  It was empty. 
 
           “It’s just big enough for two men to squeeze in and every one of them has a thirty or BAR in it and lots and lots and lots of ammo.  Every so often we’ve got a position that is a little bigger with a recoilless rifle in it.  The mortars and ammunition bunkers are dug in on the other side of the hill.”   
 
           Talley followed me as we threaded our way down a trench.  The two colonels with the General said not a word.  But they were sure looking around and murmuring to each other as they followed us and listened to my explanation.  
 
           After we walked and looked for a while General Talley turned to me and asks, “Okay Guns, give me a summary.  What all have you got here?” 
 
           “Sir,” I said, as everyone stopped and leaned forward to listen carefully.  “I have approximately 932 men here and another 407 artillery guys in a firebase on the other side of the river.  They are my cadre.  There are also about 392 ROK riflemen and laborers.” 
 
           On this hill I have approximately 1206 two-man fighting positions fully stocked with weapons and supplies.  Each of the positions is stocked with either a thirty or a BAR and each has at least one spare AK-47 in addition to whatever personal weapons its occupants have.  There are also approximately 92 positions with recoilless rifles, and approximately ten armor piercing rounds each, and 198 mortar positions with approximately two hundred and seventeen rounds each.”  
 
           “Approximately?”  Talley asked me, rather kindly, with a half smile. 
 
           “Uh, Yes Sir, those are tentative numbers because we may have added a few more after I got the count.  We made it yesterday morning before the men went up the road to man the roadblock.  That’s where we’re passing out hot food and gasoline—and grabbing up the retreating heavy weapons guys and Marines who are healthy enough to fight.” 
 
           “I’ve also got six Shermans and seven Porcupines.  They’re all up the road at the moment; to help block the Chinese while our guys get away.  On the other side of the river I’ve got a firebase under Major Spinelli.”   
 
           “Tony’s a good man.  He’s got twelve howitzers and a couple of 155 Long Toms.  But Tony has positions and ammo for a lot more than that and we’re gonna fill them from the stuff that’s coming down the road.  His guys are also running a second triage camp on the other side of the river to evaluate and sort out the troops we don’t grab to fight with us up here on the hill.  He’s keeping some of the men for his firebase, and sending the rest to Seoul to help out there.  The sick and wounded and the refugees are sent on to Pusan.”   
 
           Then we began walking again and, as we slipped and slid around the snow covered hill to the north side where the mortars are located, I reported that our equipment and supply situation is outstanding.  I explained how we’d used our status as a divisional rear headquarters to draw trucks, weapons, and supplies; and that I’d even gotten seven gasoline tanker trucks to gas up retreating vehicles, at least enough to get them across the Han. 
 
           “We stopped digging yesterday,” I told Talley.  “Now all we’re trying to do is slow down the Chinese advance while we rescue retreating troops and pull able-bodied Marines and heavy weapons guys out of the retreat to man our positions.” 
 
           “Major Hart, my exec, is in charge of slowing the Chinese down.  He’s taken our Shermans andPorks up the road beyond the roadblock to act as a rearguard.  He’s also got a lot of trucks to carry out the wounded and those who won’t make it if they have to walk.”   
 
           “Hart’s a good man; he’ll slow the Chinese down by moving back slowly from one ambush position to the next, until he rejoins us here.”  
 
           General Talley started walking again as I continued talking.  Then he stopped walking so suddenly I almost bumped into him. 
 
           “Christ Guns, you’ve got a mini-division here and a full scale rescue operation going that’s sending reinforcements to Seoul instead of needing them from Seoul.  It means we might be able to keep more forces in front of Seoul instead of sending them here.  I’ve got to get back and tell Walker and Evans about this.”  
 
           “Okay.  Here’s what we’re gonna do.  Colonel Spelling here will take over command of the triage camp on the other side of the river.  He’ll take over sorting out the incoming men and equipment you don’t grab.  He knows where we’ll want them and he’ll stay as long as they keep coming.”  He gestured with his gloved hand towards a tall brown haired colonel wearing plain army issue eyeglasses, who nodded back.   
 
           Who still hasn’t said a word.  Hope he can talk. 
 
           Then all of us, except Colonel Spelling, walked rapidly back to the Jeep so I can drive General Talley and the colonel back to their helicopter.  The helicopter looked broken with its sagging propellers, but Talley and the other colonel got in, and it took off in a really big cloud of dust and snow.   
 
           I looked around before I took a deep breath and started the Jeep.  I could see Colonel Spelling jogging toward the crossroads’ tents as the helicopter heads back up the river valley towards Seoul, and the endless line of retreating trucks and other vehicles coming down the Pusan road.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I’ve been coming the ten miles or so through the mountains to the roadblock a couple of times a day for almost a week.  This time I’ll stay until the Chinese arrive.  Then we’ll begin a fighting retreat back down the road to 817 and the crossroads on either side of the Han River bridge.  As I pulled into the roadblock I could see a line of trucks, vehicles, and walking men and refugees on the road to the north as far as the eye could see.   
 
           What a fuck up. 
 
           Distraught and struggling Korean refugees with blank faces were pouring into the roadblock carrying, pushing, and pulling what few possession they could.  The few Korean vehicles that came in were crammed full with people, and belongings, stacked to the breaking point on their roofs and hoods.  The refugees got a paper cup of hot tea, a paper bag full of rice balls that Captain Kim’s men prepared, and a ride to the triage camp on the other side of the Han.  They got gas too. 
 
           Our roadblock consists of a couple of Shermans on each side of the road where the retreating troops can see them and know they’ve reached safety.  Relatively speaking, of course.  Each of the Shermans has at least one Pork positioned behind it to keep the enemy infantry from getting too close with their bazookas, or whatever they call them.   
 
           The Porks are jerry-rigged quad 50s mounted on the backs of our deuce and a halfs and three quarter ton trucks.  Tanks are surprisingly vulnerable to infantry with hand held anti-tank weapons—but not when the tanks and the areas around them are periodically hosed off by the 50s on the Porks.  At least that’s the plan. 
 
           There was also a new sign I hadn’t seen before:  “Welcome to Checkpoint Roberts—gas, hot food, and post cards courtesy of Task Force 817.”   
 
           Christ, Talley and Evans will be pissed if they hear about that.  But it gives me a pleasant buzz when I see it.  I’m obviously not thinking straight. 
 
           The disorganized arriving troops who walk in are inevitably cold, and absolutely exhausted.  They are routed straight into warm mess tents set up right next to the road, and instantly given a cup of hot coffee, a couple of hot egg sandwiches, and a big handful of Tootsie Rolls to stuff in their pockets.   
 
          As they are being handed their food and coffee each guy is asked about his unit and qualifications.  The healthy-sounding walkers who are Marines and army heavy weapons guys are told to go out the back of the tent and board the waiting trucks which will take them to a hot meal and a warm place to get a good night’s sleep, long johns, and clean socks.  Everyone else is told to walk over to the adjacent gas stop and get on one of the trucks that will take him on to the crossroads and over the river to Spelling’s triage camp.   
 
           Arriving trucks and armor were quickly gassed and the men riding in them and on them were similarly quizzed as to who is aboard.  The Marines and heavy weapons infantry guys are told to get off and go into the mess tents and get some warm food.  Everyone else is to stay aboard—even though almost everyone inevitably jumps out and pees.  Everyone was simultaneously exhausted and elated to be here, and had loads of questions which we had no time to answer. 
 
           It was like a pit stop at an auto race in the midst of rapidly yellowing snow.  Gas goes in, guys climb in and out, and the trucks pull out for either the cross roads or 817 as soon as they are full.  We’re running a shuttle service and nobody walks after the checkpoint, not even the refugees.   
 
           What the gas trucks do is give everyone enough gas to get to Pusan.  Each time a gas truck gets low, it pumps out what left in its tank into another gas truck, then heads to the petroleum dump north of Pusan for a refill.  It will be back in about twenty hours, if all goes well.  There are two drivers in every truck so it can go around the clock. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Two days ago, as soon as the retreat started, Hart took a couple of Shermans and three Porks down the road to act as the rear guard for our retreating troops.  Now he was slowly backing towards the roadblock, keeping between the Chinese and the retreating troops.  His blocking rear guard force is down to two tanks and two Porks.  He lost one Pork when Chinese troops appeared on the road embankment above it and fired straight down into the helpless men.   
 
           Worse, the commander of the tank it was covering, a recently activated reservist from North Carolina, had been there talking to the Pork crew and was also killed.  
 
           “Never had a chance,” said Hart. 
 
           The retreat was increasingly turning into a nightmare with our road bound escapees running a gauntlet of periodic communist shooters.  We sent a constant stream of trucks up towards Hart to pick up the wounded and the men who seemed unlikely to make it walking.   
 
           Despite all the trucks, many of the men had to walk until they reached our roadblock, both because there isn’t enough room in the trucks, and so they can help fight off the constant sniping and infantry attacks from the hills on either side of the road.  
 
        Hart’s trucks, with the guys who can’t go any further, go straight on through the roadblock without stopping.  They unload for sorting at the heated tents Spelling is operating on the other side of the Han. 
 
           This time when I go back to the roadblock I’ll bring Sergeant Ortiz and a couple of machine gun equipped Jeeps full of his guys.  We’ll wait at the roadblock until Hart passes through.  Then we’ll follow him back to 817, blowing up the trucks and other vehicles that have been abandoned and pushed off along the road.   
 
           We weren’t able to blow them earlier because it would have delayed the constant stream of vehicles pouring southward towards the Han River and Pusan. 
 
           By 10am on the 29th, I was at the roadblock with Ortiz and his men and everyone was pretty much gone by the time Hart and the last of the retreating troops came through.  The roadblock Shermans and Porks were beginning to move away from where they could be seen by the arriving retreaters and refugees, and into their nearby hull down positions to wait for the Chinese.   
 
           We wanted the Shermans and Porks out in the open to be seen so the retreating troops and refugees would know they had reached a degree of safety and not give up hope. 
 
           Our plan is simple. The roadblock Shermans and Porks will engage the Chinese and fall, back leapfrogging each other backwards from one pre-selected ambush position to the next, until they reach the Han River crossroads, and then move into their hull down positions on 817.   
 
           Hart stopped for a moment as he passed through the roadblock.  He was exhausted and morose as he leaned down from his tank turret to talk.  He’s just lost a Sherman and another Pork.   
 
           “And you saved many thousands of American and Korean lives,” I told him.  “Go back to the hill and get some sleep.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Ortiz was just starting to blow some trucks and a half track abandoned at the checkpoint when out of the snow and mist comes another deuce and a half packed with cheering Marines.  They’d been off the road in a rearguard position and their truck had frozen up.  They finally got it going by draining some gas onto the clothes they stripped off a couple of dead Chinese and lighting a fire under their truck’s engine to heat up the engine and then pushing it down a hill to start it. 
 
           Last night, after they finally got their truck restarted, the Marines drove down the road with the lights on and honking at the Chinese troops to get out of the way.  They shouted and waved as they rushed on by to my thumbs up and pumping elbow motion to step it up.   
 
           Damn those Marines do have balls. I hope they’ve got enough gas to make the crossroads.  The last of the gas trucks pulled out fifteen minutes ago. 
 
           The Chinese will arrive any second.  I was already in my jeep and the roadblock Shermans and Porks have their engines running and are ready to shoot and scoot.  That’s when, out of the misting snowflakes, came a clunking army truck from the 22nd Infantry.  Its left front wheel is running on the rim and the front end of the truck was wobbling from side to side as it approached.   
 
           The Porks and Shermans began sending noisy fifty caliber bursts down the road to hold the approaching Chinese as we rushed to the truck and climbed in the back.  It was filled with dead and wounded Americans lying on top of each other in pools of frozen blood.  The driver stepped out of the cab and collapsed.  Jesus H Christ. 
 
           There was no time to triage or assist the wounded.  All we could do is toss them into the last deuce and a half, the truck standing by to take Ortiz and his demolition crew out if their demolition truck fails, and hope we don’t leave any wounded in the back with the dead.   
 
           Ortiz and his guys and the loaders from the nearby Porks ran over to help.  The Porks were already firing periodic bursts down the road as Ira and I climbed in the back and literally began tossing the wounded men down into their waiting hands.   
 
           One was a slim little PFC who looked like he was about thirteen years old.  He screamed in agony as I picked him up and handed him down.   
 
           I’ve heard screams like that before.  It is heart breaking.   
 
           The little kid and everyone else got thrown into the freezing back of the last truck.  It pulled out with a roar and its spinning back tires splashed us with muddy ice when I slapped the driver’s side fender a couple of times and shout “Go. Go.” 
 
           Then Ira and I jumped in our Jeep and rushed off to get behind the truck to provide what cover we could as it ran the gauntlet.  I was driving and a grim-faced Ira was holding on to the thirty caliber’s handles for dear life, and silently crying.  I know because the tears began freezing on his face and eyelashes.  As we pulled out I caught a glimpse of Ortiz shoving a grenade into the gas tank of a disabled truck.  We never saw him again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Someone was shaking me.   
 
           “Yo Guns, someone here to see you.”   
 
           “What’s up, Sammy,” I asked groggily as I sat up and unzipped my sleeping bag. 
 
           “Dunno boss, but I just took a call from Big Joe.  He says some colonel just landed in one of those helicopter thingies in the open area up by the aid tents.  Harry called to let me know he’s bringing him down.  He says he needs to talk to you pronto.  Says it’s important.” 
 
           “Thanks Sammy, get me a cup of coffee will you?  Cream and sugar.  Oh, and check with radio to see if anyone heard from Captain Hammond and the rear guard.”  
 
           Hart handed off the rear guard to Hammond as he passed through the checkpoint and I haven’t brushed my teeth in days so I figure it might be best if I have coffee breath when I meet the new arrival. 
 
           Then I had an uneasy feeling.  According to my watch it is oh dark hundred and I’ve asleep for about four hours.   
 
           Uh Oh.  He flew through the mountains at night to get here.  Something must be up.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Our visitor stumbled in the dark and almost fell as he stepped down into our darkened dugout.  He was one of the colonels Talley had with him last week, Jim Shelly.  He told me he’s on his way to retrieve Colonel Spelling so Spelling can go back to Seoul and take General Talley’s place as the division’s deputy commander.   
 
           “There’s no more troops and refugees coming through Spelling’s triage camp so I’m going to tell Colonel Spelling to shut it down and leave with me on the helicopter that brought me here.”   
 
           He also told me that General Evans has been pulled back to a staff job in Tokyo and Talley is now the division commander and “wants me to get a status update from you.  He wants your estimate on how long you might be able to hold.”   
 
           “General Talley also said to tell you he would’ve called but the wire running along the Han River road was apparently cut yesterday and he didn’t want your report on the radio, not even in code.”  
 
           I nodded my understanding.  Keeping the Chinese in the dark makes sense to me. 
 
           We talked a bit and when the sun came up I walked with Colonel Shelly down the hill to the crossroads and listened as Spelling quickly briefed him. Then the two colonels and I walked together back up to the waiting helicopter.        
 
           I didn’t like what I heard.  It instantly became clear that the retreat from the north into Seoul did not go well.  The ROKs up north have been decimated and Seoul is under great pressure from the Chinese.  The handful of ROK units along the Han, the ones my task force is supposed to hand off to if we pull back, are themselves already pulling back even before the Chinese arrive.   
 
           Christ, that means we’re the only unit north of the Han and there’s no one behind us to back us up or cover our withdrawal. 
 
           General Talley and General Walker, Colonel Shelly had already explained, want an idea as to how long I think my men and I can keep the Chinese armor and artillery from turning right at the crossroads and coming down the river roads to attack Seoul from the east.  He and Spelling were more than a little surprised when I explained that it depends on our Han River water pumps.   
 
           “Water pumps?” 
 
           “Yes sir,” I responded.  “Water pumps.”  Then I explained how we have two water lines using gasoline powered pumps to bring water from the Han up to our positions on 817.  “We’ll probably only last only six or seven days if both of them are cut.” 
 
           “If they aren’t cut,” I go on, “we’re good for weeks, maybe months.  No tanks or vehicles are going to waltz down the road and get past us as long as we have our recoilless rifles and hull down tanks.  The artillery firebase on the other side of 647 is an insurance policy, frosting on the cake.” 
 
           “I don’t get it about the water pumps,” Colonel Shelly said as Colonel Spelling listened intently.  
 
           “It’s what we do in Alaska,” I said.  “The pipes let us bring a constant stream of water from under the Han ice.  Running water doesn’t freeze.  So we run their pumps constantly, all day and all night, to keep them from freezing up.   
 
           “The only difference is that instead of running the water we don’t need back into the river, we’re discharging it on the hill—to make the slope even more icy and difficult to climb than it already is.”  
 
          “Basically,” I explained, “two important things happen because of the pumps: We get the water we need and,” I emphasized the and, “and we can concentrate more of our firepower on the other side of the hill because the ice makes it virtually impossible for attackers to get at us by climbing up on that side.”  
 
           “Besides,” I added, “the ice will make it easier for us to use the breeches buoy sleds we’ve rigged to evacuate the wounded and bring in supplies.” If the wounded have any place to go and the supplies can get up to where we can unload them. 
 
           “Water?  That’s surprising.  I would have thought you were going to tell me your weakness is having all your positions located so close together.”  
 
           “Well, that sure will be a weakness if the Chinese bring in heavy artillery.  But they seem to be short on artillery and tanks so we’re betting, maybe I should say praying, they’ll come at us with infantry and try to soften us up by saturating our position with mortars.” 
 
           Spelling thought about it for a moment and then, “Well Colonel, I think you’re right about them using mortars because we’re pretty sure they’re short of artillery and tanks—they’re road bound in this terrain and our airpower has been working the roads over pretty good.  It’s their infantry we can’t stop because they stay off the roads except at night.” 
 
           “Let’s hope so,” I said.  “If they use mortars, we’ve got them by the balls.” 
 
           Spelling and Shelly look surprised.  
 
           “Colonel,” I said to Spelling as we trudged along in the cold, “when you and Colonel Shelly came here with General Talley and got the big two-dollar tour, did you notice how our two man fighting positions are dug down into the rock and have sandbags on the roof?” 
 
           He nodded.  “Sure.  So what?”  
 
           “Well under those sandbags we laid quarter inch steel road repair sheets – our own version of armor plate for infantry positions.  We..uh..found the plates on the docks at Pusan.” 
 
           Then I smiled a grim smile and added “so as long as our guys stay hunkered down in their positions they’ll be mostly safe from mortar rounds and fragments.”   
 
           Then I explained.   
 
           “What I’m hoping is that the Chinese will see all the mortar explosions and send in big human wave attacks to mop up what’s left of us.  We’ll slaughter the bastards.  That’s what they’ve done in the past.”  As I damn well know. 
 
           “Even better,” I said, “the guns in our firebase across the river are going to hit them before they get to us.  I’ve got officer volunteers in two observation posts hidden out there in the mountains.  They can’t see 817 but they can see the logical places on the other side of the surrounding hills where the Chinese will probably form up for their attacks.”   
 
           I sure hope the OPs are hidden or my boys out there are screwed.   
 
           “Also, as an insurance policy, I have a couple of dozen men under a newly commissioned lieutenant across the way on the top and south side of that peak right there.  He’s a steady guy by the name of Candelaria,” I said, pointing to a rock formation on the other side of the Han.  “His battlefield commission just came through. 
 
           “The southeast side is where we have the least firepower because it’s the steepest and hardest to climb, particularly with all the ice we’re laying down.  But, just in case someone does try to come up to get behind us, all my mortar guys up at the top have automatic weapons and can fight as infantry—so can our wounded at the aid station up there if it comes to it.  
 
           “What it means is that anyone who tries to come up on that side is gonna be a sitting duck out in the open, with no place to fly.  That’s important.  It lets us concentrate our positions and firepower on the north side where the Chinese are likely to hit us.” 
 
           “Damn Guns, that’s pretty smart.  The boss is gonna like it.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Marines and heavy weapons infantry we pulled out of the retreat were taken straight to the sleeping tents where they found hot coffee, more sandwiches, cans of C-rations, and sleeping bags laid out on rubber air mattresses jammed side by side, covering the entire floor.   
 
           There are separate groups of tents for the Marines and army troops.  But what each man finds laid out on his assigned air mattress is exactly the same: a winter sleeping bag, two sets of long johns and four pairs of new wool socks—two to wear and two to shove under their shirts for when they need them.  There are also woolen caps and woolen gloves, some really warm dark blue hooded woolen sweat shirts that say Chicago Bears on them, and hooded field jackets with useless rabbit-fur fringes.  The gloves aren’t worth a damn.  Some of they guys cover them with woolen socks but most of the time, when they can, they keep one hand in a pocket and work with the other.  We need big mittens and face masks with eye and mouth hold like we use in Alaska. 
 
           One of the guys from the trench battalion they’ll be joining spent the night with them to answer questions, point to the latrines and mess tents, and act as the fire guard for the tent’s gasoline-fired heater while they slept. 
 
           There were a lot of nightmares and some of the guys had trouble sleeping.  But, overall, it’s surprising how fast able bodied young guys recover when they have a good eight hours of sleep, warm clothes, and a couple of hot meals.   
 
           When the new arrivals woke up and finished eating and crapping they were taken to their positions and someone, usually one of the original Charlies, briefed them about how strong our position on Hill 817 is.  Got to give them confidence.  Then they are shown their fighting position and given a work assignment.  They always have a lot of questions. 
 
           “Hey Sarge,” Where’s the chow hall?” 
 
           “Is it true there’s hot food around the clock?” 
 
           “Will we have Marine officers?” 
 
           “Where you from?” 
 
           “Anyone know what happened to the Second Battalion?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Captain Hammond radioed in about 9 a.m.  His roadblock Shermans and Porks are pulling back to yet another set of ambush positions.  The Chinese, it seems, are sticking to the hills and walking around his ambush positions.  No sign of tanks and no artillery fire.  His best guesstimate is that Chinese patrols will walk through the mountains and reach us in about twenty-four hours.   
 
           That’s not good news. I’d hoped for more time. 
 
           Murphy and I had been walking all over the hill and checking things out ever since Colonel Shelly left and took Colonel Spelling with him.  After a while Hart woke up and joined us.   
 
           Everything seemed in order.  Our guys, and the first of the replacements we took off the road, were already in their positions and already damn cold and uncomfortable.  We’ll keep them rotating out of their positions and into the heated sleeping tents until the Chinese begin attacking.  Then we’ll increasingly need the tents for any of our wounded we can’t immediately evacuate.     
 
           The cold would have been even worse, but we outfitted everyone with two sets of long johns and a hooded field jacket.  Every position also has an inflatable rubber mattress to keep the sleepers and sitters off the ground, a crew-served weapon, a couple of sleeping bags, and big stacks of ammo as well as a week’s worth of C-rations and water.  Since it’s covered by a four by eight steel plate resting on sandbags, there is just enough space for one guy to curl up and sleep while the other keeps watch through one of the two narrow firing slits between the sand bags.   
 
           The other slit, of course, is plugged up to keep out the cold and will stay that way until the Chinese arrive. 
 
           Our big problem is that the cold seems to sink into the holes and plays hell with fingers and feet.  Keeping our hands and the water bottles from freezing turned out to be easy—we put a couple of candles in each position and hung a shelter half or woolen army blanket over the entrance to contain the candle and body heat.  Toast your fingers so to speak.   
 
           Wish we had some marshmallows.  That would be crazy as hell, but great for morale. 
 
           Frozen feet are something else, and nothing to joke about.  The best we can do is have one guy sleep while the other guy sits with his feet inside a sleeping bag zipped up to his butt with his boots off.  That way he can massage his double socked feet with his hands to keep them warm.  The guys who have duffle bags, and not many of them do because I didn’t think to get them, are stuffing the bottom half of their sleeping bags into their bags.   
 
           Boy have we got crummy gear. The Chinese have better weapons, warmer clothes, and much better boots and mittens than we have.  We don’t even have mittens. 
 
           The more Hart and I reminisced about how the North Koreans kept coming and coming when we first met, the more worried I became.  It’s easy to believe the Chinese will hit us with human wave attacks when I remember how the Koreans attacked.  They both, after all, learned from the Russians who apparently don’t give a shit about losing men, and believe in human wave attacks.  
 
           It worried me so much that when we get to the next field phone I called in a message to Captain Kim, telling him to put all his Koreans to work on getting more ammo into the positions in the first two trenches, particularly more belts for the 30s and more clips for the BARs and AK-47s.   
 
           I also called Ira and told him to pass the word for all the companies to immediately draw all the ammo and replacement barrels for the thirties they can stuff into their positions.  It turns out to be a damn good thing I did.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Hammond just radioed in to report he’s lost another Sherman.  Some Chinese hiding behind a rock along the road took it out with a bazooka type of rocket.  There’s not much more he can do to delay the Chinese so I told him to beat feet and get his Shermans and Porks back here and into their hull down positions on the east side of the hill.   
 
           Our puny bazooka rounds would bounce off a Sherman.   The Chinese must have better anti-tank weapons than we’ve been led to believe, and certainly much better than ours. 
 
           Finally, about two in the afternoon, I sent a message to General Talley telling him that in about an hour the Chinese will control the north-south road all the way to 817.   
 
           We’re down to four of our original Shermans, plus six more we picked up from the retreat.  We have five Porks left and Spinelli’s guys at the firebase are rushing to make two more with a couple of quad fifties Washington found on what turned out to be his last trip to the Pusan docks.  Spinelli says he’ll have both of them welded to the back of a couple of three quarter ton trucks and ready to send over to us in another hour or so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I ordered an officers’ call for 0300.  Even Hammond, as sleep deprived as he was, staggered in out of the darkness to attend.  The Chinese advance elements will be arriving today and it’s important that all the troops understand the plan even if it means their officers don’t get enough sleep.   
 
           In the lantern light over hot cups of coffee and egg sandwiches in the south side mess tent, I went over it once again, then sent them out into the cold to walk their lines and make sure each and every one of their men understands what he is to do.  
 
           In a nutshell, the officers and senior noncoms of each company are to always be in the first or second lines of their company’s sector to make sure everyone performs and no one feels abandoned and leaderless.  Men forced out of their positions are to move up their company’s trench toward the top of the hill and take over the first empty positions they come to.  If possible they are to take their weapons and ammunition with them. 
 
           There are three new officers I haven’t met yet, all Marines.  They were from the last batch of guys we pulled off the retreat to fill our ranks.  I asked them to stick around for a minute. 
 
           We shook hands and exchanged the usual courteous pleasantries.  Then I gave them a fast overview of the situation and explained to them what their men will have to do.  
 
           “Fire discipline is the key, your men have got to inflict massive casualties on the Chinese without wasting ammunition,” I concluded.  They nodded their heads grimly.   
 
           If Marine officers and their NCOs understand anything, they understand fire discipline and the importance of accuracy.  
 
           Our plan is simple and you and your NCOs have got to drill it into every man’s head and make sure it happens.  We’re going to pretend to be real weak to lure the Chinese infantry into mass attacks.  Then when they get close enough we’re gonna open up and kill the sons of bitches, every goddamn one of them we can reach.   
 
           I sure hope the Chinese are dumb shits and fall for it. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Sure enough, about nine in the morning a Chinese patrol began cautiously coming down the road in front of us.  They were heading towards the crossroads where the pontoon bridges used to stand.  The bridges have already been blown and some of the floats and tracks were poking up out of the river ice.   
 
           We let the Chinese get a good look at the lack of activity on the hill and the destroyed bridges, and then moved them off with sporadic, but accurate, long range rifle fire.  Some of our designated shooters are really good shots.  Within minutes there were Chinese bodies along the road and in the drainage ditches running next to it.    
 
           At that point I radioed a contact report to Division, and told Hart to come over and stay at the four man command bunker until I get back.  It’s my home on the line, the place where I try to live and sleep, which isn’t always easy since one or two guys are always there to handle the phones and radio.   
 
           Ira is usually on the phones and one of the replacement Charlies, usually Barney Gottstein, a steady sergeant from New York, on the radio.  Barney drives me half crazy by saying “ya know” at the end of every sentence. 
 
           I also talked Lieutenant Candelaria at our little twenty man firebase up on the mountain across the river.   
 
           “Mark, the Chinese will be attacking pretty soon.  Keep to the plan.  You and your guys stay out of it for as long as possible so they don’t know you are there.  Don’t open fire and let them know you are there unless I call you or they get at least half way up to hill towards our south side positions.  How are your men holding up?”   
 
           “We’re good to go Boss,” 
 
           “Good man.  Out” 
 
           Now what should I do?  
 
           “Come on Murph, let’s go see the troops again.”   
 
           We started by going down one of the diagonal trenches to our first line of positions on the far north side.  Then we walked the front line trench all the way around to the far south side.   
 
           If we have time we’ll go up one of the vertical trenches and come back along the second line.  
 
           Everywhere the men were tense.  It’s hard to explain but at the same time I sensed almost a feeling of relief that something was finally going to happen.  
 
           “Hey guys, how ya doin?”  
 
           “Let me or Lieutenant Morris know if you need anything.” 
 
           “Any chance there’ll be mail, Colonel?” 
 
           “Not for a while, but hang in there and let me or Murph here know if you need anything. 
 
           “Hi ya, Guns.  How they hangin?” 
 
           “Pretty good, Charlie, How ya doin?”  
 
           “Hey Charlie, do me a favor.  Help the new guys remember, single rifle shots only if the Chinese get through the five hundred yard wire and no automatic weapons unless they get through the hundred yard wire.”… 
 
           “Remember.  No BARs, no thirties unless they are through the hundred yard wire.” …  
 
           “Let me know if you and your guys need anything.” 
 
           Over and over it was the same message. 
 
           “They’ll only probe at first.  So hang tight.  Single rifle shots from the designated shooters only.  We don’t want them to know we got so much fire power up here.  Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
           “No goddamn it.  Only single shots from this position even if they get through the five hundred yard wire.  No automatic weapons until they try human wave charges and then, no matter what, don’t start using that thirty until they get through the hundred yard wire.” 
 
           On the second line the message was different.” 
 
           We walked for hours and my feet got so cold I started worrying about frost bite.  
 
           “Don’t forget.  Hold your fire until Lieutenant Brode gives the word.” …  “Let the guys in the positions up front handle it. … Let me know if you need anything but remember, don’t let them know you are here. …”  
 
           “Remember, not until you get the word from Captain Apperson or Sergeant Jackson” …  
 
           “Don’t attract attention to yourself by firing too soon…” 
 
    ****** 
 
           About noon Murphy and I were coming back along the second line when everything suddenly got real tense.  Murph and I, and the company officers and sergeants we’ve come across, had been reassuring each other that the men seem to get it and will be okay.  Now we’ll know. 
 
           A battalion size group of gray-clad Chinese infantry was coming towards the hill in a skirmish line, about six hundred of them.  They were about three thousand yards out, and advancing slowly and cautiously towards 817 and the Pusan Road running along beneath us.  
 
           Murphy and I crowded into the nearest position, to the surprise and discomfort of the two Marine privates occupying it.  I began watching the gooks using the binoculars General Talley gave me a couple of lifetimes ago when we first met and he commissioned me. 
 
           Rifle shots from our designated shooters began when the Chinese were about twelve hundred yards out.  They intensified as the Chinese got closer and there was the brief rattle of a BAR from way up on the hill.  By the time the Chinese reached the five hundred yard wire there was a string of dead and wounded Chinese behind them and they start backing up; and then they take off in a panicked running retreat.   
 
           Hot damn.  It worked.   
 
           Murphy went off to rip a new asshole in whoever fired the BAR.  Then he’s to move along the trenches and tell the guys good work and keep up the fire discipline.  I jogged up to the command bunker wearing a big smile and waving a big thumbs up to everyone I see. 
 
           “So far, so good,” I said to Hart as I pushed aside the hanging army blanket and barge into the command post. “What’s the latest?” 
 
           “Both observation posts report troops massing here and here,” Jim said as he pointed to a spot on the wrinkled and dirty map on the wooden ammunition case that serves as our desk.   
 
           “From their descriptions it sounds like there’s a division here and maybe a division here.  Both report six thousand or so men at each location.  No tanks.  Probably infantry coming out of the hills.  Shall I have Spinelli hit’em?” 
 
           “No.  Not this time.  Let’s wait a bit before we spring that little surprise.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           About three in the afternoon both observation posts phoned in to report the Chinese behind Hill 492 were moving.  The other batch was staying put.  The sky had been overcast all day and darkening even more for the past hour.  It looked like we were about to get some snow.  Hopefully that would make things even tougher for the Chinese who were out there in the open. 
 
           Our observers really worry me.  I hope the Chinese don’t find those phone lines and back track them.  I know its war, and they are officers, and volunteers, but if the Chinese get them, I’ll probably feel guilty for the rest of my life for putting them out there all alone. 
 
           After sending an updated contact report to General Talley, I reaffirmed the order to be telephoned, and a runner sent, to all of our units.  We will again respond as if we were only an entrenched rifle company, just like we’ve planned and discussed over and over again.  That means we’ll again be going with only two mortars, two thirties, Six BARs, and continuous single shot rifle fire from the designated shooters on the front line.  
 
           Only the men designated as shooters, and only them, are to engage as soon as they think the Chinese are in range.  I also give the order for the mortars to stand by to fire flares in case they decide to hit us after dark.  And that’s what happened.   
 
           The Chinese hit us about two hours after dark.  Hart and I were both up at the top of the hill in our “big” four-man command post when the Chinese approached.  Our mortar flares lit them up before the attack started.  Then the two mortars began firing as fast as they could, alternating between flares and anti-personnel rounds.   
 
           “Roseman, must have his two best crews firing,” was the only comment Hart made during the entire attack.   
 
           Next time I’m going to send Hart around the corner of the hill to the alternate command post.  We can’t afford to lose both of us at the same time if the Chinese get lucky. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The Chinese formed up about two thousand yards out and then, unbelievably, waited in the open under the flares while our two mortars devastated them.  
 
           Stay there.  Stay there.  Stay there.  Damn, they’re moving.   
 
           After taking at least ten minutes of pounding, the Chinese finally, at exactly 2100 hours, began moving towards us.  Our two mortars walked them all the way in.  
 
           Finally, what was left of the Chinese troops started a human wave charge from about two thousand yards out.  It was as bright as day from our mortar flares when the two 30s, six BARs, and the designated shooters on the front line started engaging them at about fifteen hundred yards.  There were even a few flashes from higher up on the hill and some moron, with a thirty, burned out its barrel from a position on our third line.   
 
           The flashes from up on the hill quickly stopped as irate sergeants and junior officers quickly kicked and pushed their way into the positions that were disregarding their firing orders.  The second, third, and fourth line guys were to stay out of it unless the Chinese got through the fifty yard wire.   
 
           The noise from the firing down below our position was a continuing roar and, it must be my imagination, I think I can sometimes hear Chinese screams and shouts.  There were also increasing flashes from the front of the Chinese mass as the troops in the front begin firing as they got closer and closer.   
 
           We’re gonna take casualties.  I hope the non-shooters keep their heads down.  Maybe I should have made that clearer. 
 
           Watching the oncoming Chinese mesmerized me.  I felt like I was in a trance, and for a few seconds I thought I’d made a terrible mistake in holding down our response.  
 
           But then the Chinese turned and ran.  We watched them go under the bright light of our flares.  Our shooters and mortars kept firing until they were out of range.  The snow in front of us was littered with dead and wounded Chinese—and, damn it, some of our guys are shooting at the Chinese wounded as they struggled to get away.  We want their wounded to survive so they’ll eat into the Chinese supplies and manpower.  
 
           “We got lucky,” I said to Hart with my eyes still glued to the binoculars.  I was watching the surviving Chinese disappear into the darkness beyond the mortar flares.  There was still shooting and the mortars continued to follow them.  Then our small arms fire trailed off and, finally, our two mortars also quit firing. 
 
           Hart was outraged at the Chinese commander.   
 
            “Jesus, the Chinese commander was a fool, Guns.  He got his men all lined up and then left them vulnerable out there while he waited for the exact time he was ordered to attack.   
 
           “Yeah,” I agreed without taking my eye away from my binoculars.  “He’s a dead duck if fragging is practiced by the Chinese when they’ve got an incompetent in command.  But it’s damn lucky for us.”   
 
           The Chinese commander reminds me of Pettyjohn.  Maybe he has Chinese relatives. 
 
           “Our two little mortars really pounded them” Hart agreed after a pause.  “I bet he lost almost half his men before he started.  You’re right.  What a jerk.”   
 
           I don’t know why, but I agree with Hart—it really bothers me that the Chinese commander just threw away his men’s lives like that. 
 
           The ground in front of the hill was covered with Chinese. Many lay motionless in the snow but some were wounded and trying to crawl away.   
 
           There is still scattered shooting but it soon ended.  I’d given strict orders that the Chinese wounded should be left alive.   
 
           “Every wounded guy helps eat up the Chinese supplies and takes someone out of the fight to care for him.”  That’s the word I had our officers give their men.  Obviously some of them didn’t get the word. 
 
           Murphy came in with a big smile and summed things up pretty accurately. “Hey Guns, I think we really ripped those motherfuckers a new asshole.” 
 
           “Yeah, Murph, I think we did,” I said with a smile and a nod.  Think nothing.  We tore them up real good. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Both the radio man and Ira were answering a constant stream of phone calls from the companies and everywhere else as I stepped back from the narrow firing gap in the sand bags that I use as my observation port.  The first few for me were of a babbled relief nature, so I quickly told Ira and Barney to be curt when they answer the phone. 
 
           “Ask everyone who calls ‘what’s your message?’ if they ask for me or Major Hart.  If it doesn’t sound important, tell them someone will get back to them.”  Then I sent Murphy off to make sure our casualties are immediately evacuated and replaced. 
 
            No telling when the Chinese will try again.  
 
           Captain Kim pushed aside the blanket over the entrance and came rushing in wild-eyed.  He was ecstatic, absolutely beside himself with excitement.  I had agreed to his request that he be one of the designated shooters on the first line.   
 
           “I kill many Chinese, my father be so proud.”   
 
           Kim’s labor companies are responsible for carrying off our casualties and distributing supplies.  He assured me that Lieutenant Kim and his Koreans have come around from their relatively safe positions on the south side of the hill and are already on the job, and that he, of course, is there to make sure of them before he returns to the front line to kill more Chinese.  Then he rushed out.  
 
           Did he actually skip for joy as he went out the door? 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our phone lines to Seoul were still out, so I radioed a report in clear to Talley.  He and I had agreed earlier that anything we radio to each other in clear will only be stuff the Chinese already know about and will accurately describe the situation, but only contain deliberately misleading information about conditions on the hill, and our intentions.  
 
           The Chinese know we have devastated their attack, so when Talley comes on the line I described the Chinese attack as accurately as I could, without mentioning the stupidity of the Chinese commander.  But then I said that my company had taken many casualties and was running out of ammunition, but that we would hold them off as long as possible.  
 
           In fact, we are, sure as hell, bigger than a company, and our casualties are unexpectedly light.  Three are killed and five are wounded.  Two of our wounded have really serious head wounds from rounds that came through the firing gaps in their sandbags.  They’ll be evacuated on the breeches buoy line as soon as it gets dark.  Spinelli will have a team take them off the line on the other side of the river.   
 
           Spinelli can do it because, about a week ago, he set up an extremely dangerous “breeches buoy” outpost on the south side of the river commanded by a newly frocked Lieutenant de Croup-Crank and manned by about two dozen volunteers from the firebase.  The new lieutenant and his men are dug in with automatic weapons and a lot of ammunition at the base of the evacuation line, but their main protection is from Candelaria’s men, and from our mortar positions up on the south side of 817.  The good news is that we’ll have phone contact with de Croup-Crank until the two landlines connecting us get knocked out.  
 
           Yeah, his name really is de Croup-Crank and he really is a steady Brit.  Apparently he took a job in New York as soon as he finished his military service in Britain, and we immediately drafted him. 
 
           After a while I send Ira and Barney to the position next door to get some sleep and try to get some myself.  I tell the relief guy, I’m so tired I can’t remember his name, not to wake me unless it is really important, and instantly fall asleep.   
 
           Got to get his name was my last thought. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A light snow fell all night, and the next morning the Chinese dead were just white lumps on the ground.  There were marks in the snow where some of the Chinese wounded had crawled away.  
 
           Both observation posts reported in as soon as the sun came up.  The news is not good.  More and more Chinese are gathering on the other side of the hills near us.  Worse, the road from the north is full of Chinese vehicles and it includes tanks and truck-drawn artillery.   
 
           Shit.  How did they get over the border and down here so quick? 
 
           This time Ira gets through on the land line and Talley himself comes on to get my report.  He was friendly and overly encouraging.   
 
           It’s almost as if General Talley feels guilty about something.  Wonder why.  
 
           I quickly briefed General Talley on the attack and the tanks—and pleaded for air support to take out the Chinese tanks and vehicles.  Then I mentioned that I thought Major Hart performed heroically leading the rear guard during the retreat, and deserves serious recognition for it.   
 
           General Talley said he’ll try to get some air on the Chinese and that Hart will be taken care of immediately.  I told him that if there is a choice he should have the air concentrate on the Chinese artillery; we can take care of the tanks ourselves.  
 
           He asked me how things are going with the Marines and South Koreans.  I told him the Marines did great and that Captain Kim got off on killing Chinese.  He said his father would really be pleased.   
 
           “No surprise there,” said Talley, “his father was an officer in the Japanese Army and fought against the Chinese and us.”   
 
           No shit? I’m astonished.  
 
           “Really?  I didn’t know that General.  I’m surprised.  Really surprised.” 
 
           “It’s true,” the general explained, “turns out that the senior ROK officers were all in the Japanese army and the senior North Koreans were all in the Chinese and Russian armies.  They hate each other.  For them, this is just another battle in a war that started many years ago.”   
 
           I am now truly astonished. 
 
           “I never heard that before, Sir.  When this thing is over, and I have the time, I’m going to have to do some serious reading, maybe go back to school for a while, if I stay in and the army will let me.”   
 
           “Good idea, Guns.  In fact it’s a great idea.  Hold that thought and hang in there.  Out.” 
 
           Japanese officers?  They’ve got tanks? Well it’s time to visit the recoilless teams. 
 
    ****** 
 
           More and more Chinese continued to gather in front of us, according to our two observers.  I needed to make a decision.  Should I have Spinelli hit them with the artillery or should I keep the artillery quiet and play the infantry company card again?   
 
           Fuck it. We’ll keep the artillery up our sleeve and see if we can sucker them in again. 
 
           “Ira, send out an officers’ call. We’ll meet in the northside mess tent in thirty minutes.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Okay everybody listen up.” 
 
           It is only the second time we’ve all been together in the same place.  And it once again surprised me to find myself in command of more than forty officers.  I told them we’re going to try to sucker the Chinese again.  The mortars are to stay silent except for the same two as last time.  
 
           “Rosie, you watch closely, but don’t turn the rest of your mortars loose unless you hear from me, or the Chinese actually start to get through our fifty yard wire and it looks like our first line is about to be overrun.”  He nodded.  
 
           “Teddy,” I say to Hammond, “the same for the Porks and Shermans.  Try to keep the Chinese from seeing where they are for as long as possible.  Don’t roll them up into their firing positions unless you see tanks, or the Chinese are about to break into our lines. 
 
           “They’ll probably come at us with tanks this time, Teddy, so tell your guys to stay quiet and hidden until they can get a really clean shot.  But as soon as your boys can get a really clean shot, they should move up and take it, even if the Chinese tanks aren’t close. 
 
           “Same with the recoilless teams.  They are not to use their recoilless rifles until they get a real good shot at a tank.  Then they are to take it.  Every shot has got to count. 
 
           “Now listen carefully,” I said pointing my finger in the air, “and pass this word to every single man:  Today we’re going to continue to pretend to be a single company just like we did yesterday except that there’s going to be a lot more Chinese.   
 
           “So we’re gonna start out by doing exactly what we did last time.  Same mortars, same six BARs and two 30s and same single rifle shots from the designated shooters on the first line.  
 
          “Every single one of your men needs to know two things and be able to explain them back to you,” I said holding up one finger, “when he is to fire with his weapon on automatic” and then, holding up a second finger, “who he is to shoot at. 
 
           “First, since we want them to think we’re only a desperate rifle company the designated shooters can fire single shots at any time at anyone with their designated weapons.”    
 
           As I’ve told everyone over and over, for as long as possible we want the Chinese to think they are only facing a single rifle company.  We want them to charge right in to overrun it. 
 
           “Second, everyone else is to wait until the Chinese start to get through the fifty yard wire in front of them…  Through it, Goddamn it, make sure your men understand that….only when the Chinese actually start to get through the fifty yard wire, and only then, can everyone start using their automatic weapons.  
 
           “And when everyone who has been laying low does start firing, the job of the guys in the third and fourth line positions is to kill the Chinese follow-on guys who will still be way out there,… so they can’t get away to regroup.  The job of the positions in the first and second lines is to take out the up close Chinese and then those in the middle.” 
 
           Then I raised both hands and gestured out towards the Chinese.  My left hand close to my chest and my right hand extended.   
 
           “Here come the Chinese and here’s what we want.”   
 
           The officers pay rapt attention.  Some are leaning forward.  They’ve all heard it more than once, but today it’s going to be for real so they’re hearing it again. 
 
           Slowly moving my left hand away from my chest I say “the men in the first and second line positions cut them down front to back; then slowly moving my right hand back towards my chest at the same time I say, “the third and fourth line guys cut them down back to front.”   
 
           And I sure as hell hope this works or we are really and truly up shit creek. 
 
           I tried to keep it really simple but there were questions, and good ones at that.  
 
           “Yeah Teddy, once a Sherman or Pork reveals itself by shooting it’s okay for its machine guns to join in.  
 
           “Yeah, once they get through the fifty yard wire, and everyone opens up, the Shermans and Porks should too.  And since they’ve got fifties with more range, they should use tracers and concentrate on working the most distant Chinese they can reach, unless the Chinese get into our first line. Leave the closer ones for the weapons with less range. 
 
           “No.  You keep the flares up over the battlefield, and also way out there where they are forming.  
 
           “You got it.  I’ll give the order if the rest of your mortars are needed and where they should concentrate their fire.  You keep them ready to go on a moment’s notice.  But keep them quiet, unless I’m not around, or you’re fairly certain we’ll be overrun without them.”   
 
           Then I smiled and raised my eyebrows.   
 
           “We want your mortars to be our little surprise for the next time they’re dumb enough to attack us.”   
 
           Some of the guys grinned. 
 
           There were a lot of questions before we broke up, but it isn’t the first time we’ve gone through it, and I think everyone here understands the plan.  It’s the NCOs and their men I’m concerned about.   
 
           I damn sure hope they get it or a lot of our guys are gonna get killed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    There’s been scattered shooting and sniping all morning.  The Chinese obviously have pushed observers and skirmishers forward to try to find out more about our positions.  About one o’clock the Chinese start dropping serious amounts of mortar rounds on us.  It got real intense for about thirty minutes, and then it leveled off to be sporadic. 
 
           Our mortars didn’t respond and we all hunkered down and waited.  The initial reports were that the steel roofs over the fighting positions were working.  There were a few casualties from the mortars but not hardly as many as the Chinese would think by looking at all the explosions. 
 
           Our observation posts were now staying on the line and reporting in constantly.  Both of the observers report that four or five times as many Chinese were being assembled as last time.   
 
           Terry One estimated thirty thousand or more; Terry Two estimated forty-thousand plus.  And they both reported twenty or thirty tanks. We have the coordinates for their various staging areas so this time I turned Spinelli loose.  
 
           We couldn’t see the results but we can sure hear the artillery rounds going over.  Give’em hell, Tony.   The observers got all excited.  They reported lots of hits and were continually phoning in corrections which we relayed to Spinelli on the landline.  The Chinese formations finally began scattering.  They didn’t expect to be hit so early, or so accurately, and they obviously didn’t have a plan for what to do if it happened. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We expected an attack to follow the mortar barrage, but it didn’t happen.  What does happen, after a couple of hours, is that the Chinese artillery began dropping counter-battery fire on Spinelli.  The firebase took some pretty good hits, but continued to pound the two Chinese assembly areas.  Then our observers spotted the Chinese batteries, and Spinelli switched to pounding the Chinese artillery.  
 
           About dusk it all died away.  The Chinese assembly areas have been emptied and maybe, just maybe, knock on wood, the Chinese artillery batteries have used up all their ammunition. 
 
           Captain Kim reported that his men have evacuated seven KIA and eighteen wounded to the aid station on the south side of 817, and are in the process of sending those who’ve been stabilized across the river.  Hart and Murphy quickly replaced our losses in the first two lines with men from further up on the hill.   
 
           Kim lost three KIA from his troops and six wounded.  None of his Chogi laborers were casualties.  They’d been on the south side of the hill, and weren’t called to duty until the shooting stopped.   
 
            Two positions in the second line that had been totally destroyed by the Chinese mortars were in the process of being quickly rebuilt.  Did the steel roofs fail?  No one knows.  When I get a chance, I’m going to go down to see for myself. 
 
           Spinelli and his men ended up suffering the most casualties even though most of the Chinese artillery counter-battery barrage landed outside his perimeter.  He lost eighteen KIA and fifty-six wounded out of his 986 men.  Two of his 105s were damaged and he lost nine deuce and a halfs and a couple of Jeeps.  He reported that his wounded and the wounded we’d sent over earlier on the breeches buoy line were already on their way to Pusan. 
 
           “Watch out,” I warned Tony. “You hit them really hard and now they know where you are.  You should expect some of their infantry to walk over on the river ice and hit you sometime soon.  It’ll probably start with an artillery barrage to keep your heads down, but don’t count on it.” 
 
           “We’re ready, Guns.  It’s getting hit by their damn tanks that I’m really worried about.” And everything else.  
 
           “You sure you got enough flares?” I asked.  He said he does. 
 
           And then I told him one of my concerns.  
 
           “I’m concerned about de Croup Crank’s position at the end of the breeches buoy line.  I’m going to wait until it gets dark to evacuate our seriously wounded over to him.  Hopefully, the Chinese won’t spot them going over and close our evacuation route.  Keep me posted, okay?”   
 
           Better the Chinese never find it.  If they do we’ll have to keep our wounded here. 
 
           “You can count on it, Guns. We’ll be okay as long as you can keep the tanks from crossing.  I don’t think the river ice has gotten thick enough to support armor, but when it does, we could be in deep shit.”  
 
           Our flares continued intermittently all night long, and so did Spinelli’s.  But there was nothing from the Chinese.  Apparently they were regrouping.         
 
           Nothing happened the next day either.  It was unexpected and nerve-racking.   
 
           Months later a Chinese prisoner of war told us a lucky hit from Spinelli’s artillery killed the Chinese commander and his deputy standing next to him.  So the Chinese troops had to stand outside in their ranks, and take frostbite casualties from the bitter cold, while they waited for Peking to appoint a new commander.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Two days later the Chinese finally came up with a plan.  The various different Chinese divisions formed up in the dark, out way beyond our flares and observers, and then marched towards 817.  They began hitting us before daybreak with massive division-strength human wave attacks. 
 
           But it was all uncoordinated.  Each division apparently marched from its assembly point and attacked on its own.  Maybe they were all supposed to arrive at the same time and attack at the same time, but it sure didn’t work that way.  They came in waves instead.  Thank you, Jesus. 
 
           “Lieutenant Goolby in Terry One estimates division strength Chinese infantry entering artillery range. Coordinates 371 463.  Proceeding SW at walking pace.” 
 
           “Terry One estimates division strength Chinese infantry entering artillery range.  Coordinates 369 462.  Proceeding SE at walking pace.” 
 
           “Guns, Billy Joe in Terry Two estimates two divisions of infantry entering artillery range.  Coordinates 369 462.  He says they are on foot proceeding due south in two big columns.” 
 
           Even better for us, once the Chinese got inside the range of our artillery and flares the observers could see them even though we cannot, and were able to call Spinelli’s artillery in on them.   Tony hit them with everything he had, which wasn’t all that much, compared to the number of targets.  It was bad for Tony but good for 817; it again drew Chinese counterbattery fire.  
 
           “Roger, on the way.” 
 
           Ira was manning the phones and could see the big picture—he knew the Chinese had artillery and was getting really upset and worried.  And so am I but I sure as hell can’t show it.  
 
           “My God, Guns, they’ve got artillery and there are so many of them.  Do you think we can we hold them?” 
 
           “Sure Ira, we’ve got the bastards by the balls.”   
 
           At least I hope so.  But I sure don’t want the guys thinking we’re gonna be overrun.  If they panic, and start trying to hide or run, we’ll be overrun for sure.  
 
           I felt a bit guilty about ordering Spinelli to fire.  It will draw attention to him instead of to the hill.  I knew it when I ordered him to fire.  And so did Tony.  But he understood and didn’t complain; we can hold them at 817 until they hit us with artillery.  Besides, he is both the only diversion I have available and the only way I can reduce their artillery capacity, unless we get some air support. 
 
           My calculation was simple:  We might be able to hold the Chinese without Spinelli’s artillery; he cannot possibly hold them without us.  And they had to be held.   
 
           It was an easy decision.  But I agonized over it. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The first Chinese attacks started before dawn, just after 4am.  It was as bright as day with all the flares we were sending up.  I watched from my post near the top of the hill.  It was exciting and I was fascinated. 
 
           Ira and Scott, the radiomen on duty, were sending almost constant contact and action reports to Seoul as one division-size group of Chinese after another formed up and charged with lots of cheers, bugles, and flags waving.  
 
           This time we cut loose with everything we had.  Mortars, artillery, Porks, everything.  Even the Shermans firing their machine guns and me and Ira firing M1s in an effort to pick off officers and thrusters.  The Chinese division commanders had obviously been told that we were only a company or two of lightly armed infantry and that, if they kept coming, we would go under.   
 
           We didn’t.  
 
           The Chinese tanks waited until after sunup and came in with what looks to be the fifth and sixth divisions to attack.  They used old T-34s with very basic equipment.  They had apparently had been told to wait for daylight so they could see where they were going, and what they were shooting at.  Even though our flares totally lit the battlefield. 
 
           Hammond’s hull down tanks pulled up into their firing positions and began engaging the T-34s as soon as they got in range.  But it didn’t work.  The Shermans’ 76mm tubes were unable to stop the Korean T-34s at that distance.  That changed as the T-34s moved closer and closer so that the Shermans, located at each end of our lines, could hit them on their sides, where they have less armor.   
 
           In ten intense minutes our tanks and 105mm recoilless rifles knocked out seventeen T-34s.  The rest turned tail and churned away over the Chinese dead and wounded.   
 
           Interestingly enough, Hammond reported his Shermans were getting off at least three or four shots for every one the T-34s fire.  Wonder why they are so slow.  His guys are hull down but, even so, he lost four Shermans and three Porks in ten minutes, all on the East side.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Everything changed again about an hour after the sun came up.  Three of the Chinese divisions managed to come in together.  Roseman’s mortars really pounded them all the way in, and our automatic weapons got most of the rest.   
 
           But getting most of the attackers wasn’t enough on the eastern side of our line.  Even concentrated fire from our second, third, and fourth line positions was not enough to keep them out of our front line.   
 
           Almost simultaneously,  Candelaria’s little outpost on the opposite peak, which had previously helped stop the Chinese attacks on the southeast end of our positions, reported it was running out of ammunition and that Chinese troops were climbing the steep north and western sides of 817.   
 
           Candelaria had a lot of ammunition.  How could his guys be running out so soon? 
 
           The tide was beginning to turn against us.  The Chinese were in our first line of trenches on the far left side despite all the fire we put on them.  There was no alternative.  We had to counterattack and throw them out.  Even worse, Ira and Scott were starting to take frantic calls about ammunition shortages. 
 
           By my count, we’d already been hit by at least ten Chinese division-size attacks, and these three, and maybe more, are still coming.  The Chinese dead and wounded were literally piled on top of one another for as far as the eye could see.  They were climbing over their dead and wounded and still coming. This is impossible.  The noise was beyond belief. 
 
           “Ira,” I shouted into his ear, “get hold of Captain Kim and tell him to mobilize all the Chogis to bring belts and vests of ammo forward to all the positions on the south side.  Send messengers if you can’t get through.  Tell them to start with Major Johnson and the First Battalion, the guys over on the east side; they’re getting really low.”  
 
           “But first run next door and tell Major Hart to move into the command position and take over until I get back.” 
 
           “Right, boss.” 
 
            Down goes the M1 I’ve been sniping with as I grabbed my AK47 and a carbine.  I suddenly had a tremendous urge to pee.   
 
           Some day I’ve got to find out why I need to pee every time things get a bit shaky. 
 
           I rushed eastward in a crouch along our Fourth trench line and then down the diagonal to the eastern end of our second trench line.  I had about fifty guys from the Fourth line running along behind me.  They were Marines from the last batch we’d gotten off the road under a Lieutenant Smith, or maybe it is Smyth.  I never did find out.  
 
           The Chinese were through our first line and were just reaching our second line when we arrived.  I cut three of them down with one long continuous burst of my AK-47 as they appeared above me, and started to jump into the trench in front of me.  Others jumped in behind me, and everyone was shooting in every direction.  
 
           I got two more Chinese who were ahead of me in the trench, when a powerful punch in my arm turned me around so that I fell half against the side of the trench and then face down as Smith and his Marines poured over me.  One of them stepped on my hand, and I felt a sharp crack as a finger broke.  
 
           Then I staggered down the trench and watched as the Marines cleaned up the remaining Chinese all the way out to the one hundred yard wire.  It was a close call and we took a lot of casualties, including Lieutenant Smith who sat leaning against the trench wall with his eyes open and unmoving outside the entrance to one of our front line positions.  
 
           Then a big Korean Chogi literally picked me up and threw me over his shoulder and carried me all the way to the aid station on the south side.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    By the time I got to the aid station I was starting to shake and perspire.  The aid station was absolute bedlam with lots of screams, sobs and men pleading for help for themselves and others.  The Hollywood scenes of stoic wounded warriors are absolute bullshit.  Everyone hurts and goes into shock, and everyone is pleading for help because they are afraid they will die if they don’t get it; there was a lot of noise.   
 
           Big Joe saw me coming in on the Chogi’s back.  He instantly cut off the left sleeve of my field jacket and long johns, slapped a bandage on the exit and entrance holes, and gave me one of his special shots combining Novacain and Penicillin near each of the holes, and my dangling finger.   
 
           Then, at my profane insistence, Joe gave a nod, and the same big Korean Chogi half led and half carried me back to the command post.  Hart was there, and he was running the battle.  I just sat with my arm and finger throbbing, and watched through one of the firing slots as the last two Chinese divisions charged to their deaths.   
 
           I don’t know what Big Joe gave me in those shots, but the next day, when I woke, up Ira told me I sang a few verses of “Roll Out The Barrel” before I passed out and fell asleep.   
 
           I didn’t believe him when he told me but I grinned anyhow. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our casualties were significant.  Including the Korean Chogis, we suffered 179 KIA and 847 WIA.  Our killed to wounded ratio was higher than usual because the men who were hit tended to be hit in the head as they fired out the slot between the sandbags that held the 4x8 metal plates off the ground. 
 
            Spinelli’s casualties were even worse.  He lost 146 KIA and 472 WIA, more than half his men, including the commander of his ground forces, Bobby Oremus, to a nasty shrapnel wound in his stomach. 
 
           Truck after truck came up from Pusan to carry away our dead and wounded.  We had so many that the evacuation couldn’t really start until a company of engineers came up from Pusan and built a pontoon bridge, despite the periodic Chinese artillery rounds that continued to land around them. 
 
           The Chinese casualties were devastating.  They committed fourteen infantry divisions, about 85 thousand men, and lost two thirds of them killed and wounded.  And those who survived intact will have to take care of their thousands and thousands of wounded.    
 
           We were too busy to help the Chinese wounded.  Caring for our own wounded, and preparing for another attack, was our priority.  
 
           I was awake with a terribly painful arm and wrapped in a blanket to keep warm when General Talley came in on one of the helicopters that were being used to ferry out our most critically wounded men.  I tried to stand up and salute as he came in the CP.  
 
           “Hey Guns, how are you?  Sit down, Goddamn it.  Sit down.  How’s the arm?” 
 
           And then, without stopping for an answer, he got real serious.  
 
           “I heard it was real tight and you got yourself wounded leading a counter attack down a trench.  That true?” 
 
           “Uh,.. well sort of,.. Yes Sir.” 
 
           “Sort of hell,” he said as he looked out of the position’s firing slot. “Jesus Christ” he said as he focused his binoculars.  “My God.”   
 
           “Well Guns, I’ll tell you what.  I really didn’t believe it when intelligence picked up the Chinese radio traffic reporting that all the divisions of the Second Army had been destroyed in a major fight yesterday.  But I damn sure believe it now.” 
 
           The Chinese were stacked two and three deep as far as the eye can see.  Piles of them.  Many piles. 
 
           “Well Sir, a lot of people went far beyond the call of duty.  Major Hart here is one of them, and so is Sergeant Smith,” I said, gesturing towards Ira who is sitting with a phone to his ear. 
 
           “It looks like all your men did real good.  And I’ve got some good news for you too.  That DSC you got retaking the ridge last summer has been upgraded to a Congressional.  And you can keep the DSC for your actions when the Korean division tried to take it back.  And you can certainly expect another decoration for your actions here.” 
 
           “And I brought this for you major,” he says as he hands Hart a DSC for his actions while commanding the rear guard. “You can expect something for this too.” 
 
           “And Sergeant,” he said, beaming at Ira, “you are to put up another stripe and a medal will be coming your way too.” 
 
           Just then I saw Captain Kim coming along the trench.  I was swaying as I stood up to introduce him.  
 
           “Here General, I have the honor of presenting Captain Kim of the army of the Republic of Korea.  He and his entire Korean contingent performed above and beyond the call of duty.” 
 
           Captain Kim’s eyes widen at the sight of the general and he popped to rigid attention. 
 
           “Oh no Colonel, this is not Captain Kim, this Major Kim.  I am authorized to promote and decorate all officers under my command and Major Kim is herewith promoted and will be decorated as will Majors Hart and Spinelli and Captains Hammond, Oremus, and Roseman.  There are obviously many others to be recognized so send me your suggestions as soon as possible.  Well done to you all.” 
 
           Major Kim was so pleased that I think his buttons might have popped off. 
 
           “Finally, Major Hart, Gentlemen.  I am sending Colonel Roberts to Tokyo for medical treatment and to be decorated by General MacArthur.  While he’s gone you’ve got to restore this position as quickly as possible. “  
 
           “Frankly, things are not going as well in Seoul as they are here.  If we pull back from Seoul, task force 817 will have to cover a retreat along the Han River roads and then pull back itself.” 
 
           The new majors nodded and jumped to attention as he left.  Sergeant First Class Ira Smith was grinning as he answered one of the field phones which have been constantly squealing in the background.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    I spent the flight to Tokyo trying to make a list of the officers and men who should be promoted and decorated.  It was lengthy.  And I know it’s incomplete.  I’m having trouble concentrating.  My arm hurts like a sonufabitch. 
 
           Tokyo Airport’s military side was incredibly busy.  A long line of MATs planes and commercial charters were constantly touching down along with jets and propeller driven fighters landing in groups of three and four.  Just as many were queued up and taking off.   
 
           The clans are finally gathering was my thought as I watched the bustle and activity through the little window next to my seat.  
 
           We were an inbound Medevac flight, a C-119 with wounded, and had landing and unloading priorities.  The cargo ramp in the rear started coming down even before the propellers stopped turning, and medics and orderlies poured in and began carrying badly wounded Americans out the back of the plane to waiting ambulances.   
 
           I was one of the walking wounded in the two rows of seats behind the pilots, and intended to hang back out of the way until everyone else is carried off.   But then a neatly turned out captain in a formal uniform with a staff braid comes up the ramp and edged his way past the last of the stretcher cases and approached.  
 
           “Colonel Roberts?” He asked as he walked up.  I nodded and notice he’s wearing one of those braided things on his shoulder.  I’d never seen one before, but it must mean something.   
 
           If I’m still an officer when I get out of here I’ve got to at least learn what they mean. 
 
           “Sir, Captain Adams.  I’ve come to take you to the Tokyo Army Hospital for a checkup and then to your quarters at the BOQ.” 
 
           We attracted a lot of attention as we walk through the crowded MATS terminal to the cars out front.  I was wearing my filthy clothes with the cut off sleeve, about 30 days of beard, and carrying both my carbine and an AK47 with the clips in.  I smell like a skunk and the bandage on my arm was dripping blood again.  
 
           Adams apparently thought I was about to keel over.  He was holding my good arm to steady me.  People stepped out of the way as we passed.   
 
           I enjoyed the attention, and had the crazy idea I should try to walk as if this is nothing unusual.  I must be losing my fucking mind. 
 
    ****** 
 
           As we got in the waiting staff car, I pulled the ammo clips from the weapons with my good hand, smiled wryly at Adams, and said something really stupid as I handed them to him. 
 
           “Never leave home without them.” 
 
           Tokyo’s Army Hospital was bustling that late afternoon.  There were a lot of servicemen and dependents in the emergency room receiving area.  My appearance, and Adams’ whispered comments, got me right in.   
 
           From there it was all downhill.  A tough looking old nurse shoved me down on a gurney and promptly cut all my clothes off, leaving me naked as a jaybird except for my muddy boots.  Then she threw a sheet on me and wheeled me into an examining room.  I was still clutching my AK47.  Adams followed us in and stacked my carbine in the corner.  Then he waved and went off to do whatever staff officers do.  
 
           “Be back in a jiff,” he said. 
 
           By then the nurse was already starting to cut off one of the bandages and a corpsman was looking at my dog tags and writing something on a clipboard.  
 
           “Rank?’ he asks. 
 
           “Lieutenant Colonel.” 
 
           He and the nurse looked up sharply.  I shrugged.   
 
           Surprised you didn’t I?  Surprises me too.   
 
           About then a self-important doctor walks in complete with a regulation stethoscope.  He spotted the weapons stacked in the corner.   
 
           “What are these?” he demanded.   
 
           “Guns?” I said innocently. 
 
           “Are you authorized to have them?”  I tried to suppress a smile, and failed. 
 
           “Well soldier, what are you doing with them?”   
 
           Now I was getting a bit pissed at the officious bastard.  “I use’em to kill assholes who piss me off,” I snarled. 
 
           The nurse was listening to the exchange; she was smiling and trying to hide it as she pulled the bandage off my arm.  
 
           “Oh.  Oh Fuck.  Goddamn.  Sonofabitch.  Oh shit.  That hurt.”  It really did. 
 
           “Listen soldier, none of that language in here.” 
 
           I was not a happy camper at the moment and on the way to getting seriously pissed.  I lost my cool and exploded. 
 
           “Fuck off, asshole.  Just do your fucking job and keep your fucking mouth shut.”  
 
           He gave me an absolutely incredulous look, started to say something, and then stormed out. 
 
           “Is he always so sensitive?” I inquired sweetly.   
 
           The nurse smiled; the orderly giggled. 
 
           Just then Captain Adams walks in.  “I talked to General MacArthur’s office.  They want to know if you’ll be able to come in tomorrow at eleven-thirty.  If not, he’ll come here.”    
 
           “I can make it to his office but I’ll be naked as a jaybird and smell worse.”  The nurse nodded emphatically. 
 
           Adams apparently said the magic word “MacArthur” to someone important because things moved quickly after that.   
 
           Two or three doctors came in, one after another, to look at my arm and casualty tag, and then, after reading what must have been my medical records that Big Joe handed me to carry, they looked at my leg, my back and the back of my head.  Then each of them told the hovering nurse to give me a tetanus shot and some more penicillin, “just in case.”  
 
           By the time I left with Adams, about an hour later, I was barefoot in a wheelchair, wearing a hospital bathrobe, been sprayed with DDT, and had a sponge bath from an overly enthusiastic nurse named Maggie—who smiled benignly at the erection she caused by getting too close to me.  About twenty feet. 
 
           Adams drove me to a nearby BOQ, hospital robe and all, and promised to have a meal delivered this evening and a new uniform and new shoes for me by nine in the morning, right after the Tokyo PX opens.   
 
           “Size Eleven C,” I told him. “And don’t forget my weapons.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
    MacArthur’s headquarters was in an old Japanese insurance company building guarded by MPs with the usual shiny silver helmets that inevitably mean their weapons aren’t loaded, and they aren’t ready to fight.  I deliberately didn’t shave off my thirty days of beard—don’t want them to think I’m too young; the uniform did not fit, the jacket was hung over my left shoulder, my shirt sleeve was cut off, my arm was hanging down by my side in a sling, and my shoes were two sizes too large.   
 
           Christ, I must look like a sad sack. 
 
           The only things on my new and much too large, and baggy, Ike jacket are a combat infantry badge, the silver oak leaves of a lieutenant colonel, and the crossed rifles of an infantry officer. 
 
           I was absolutely astonished when I saw General Talley waiting as we stepped off the elevator.   
 
           “Hey Guns, how ya doin?”   
 
           Good grief, it’s Talley.  What’s he doing here? 
 
           I popped to rigid attention, and saluted with my left hand.  
 
           “Very well, Sir.  Thank you, Sir.”   
 
           I hope it’s okay to salute left-handed if your right doesn’t work. 
 
           He promptly answered my unspoken question.  
 
           “General Walker sent me to brief General MacArthur on the Seoul situation.  I told him a few minutes ago that you and your men saved our us a couple of days ago for the second or third time and might be able to save our asses again, by keeping the Chinese off our back while we try to fight them off in front of Seoul.”  
 
           “And stand easy dammit.  How’s your arm?” 
 
           “Yes Sir.  Thank you Sir.  My arm is fine Sir.”  
 
           “That’s four that I know of, Guns.  Oh, and by the way I had a couple of officers out at 817 gathering up some facts for another medal.  Their report says you gathered up fifty or so Marines and led them down a trench into a hand to hand battle with a bunch of Chinese who had broken through your lines.  It says you killed a bunch of them up close and personal before you got hit.  Is that true?” 
 
           “Uh. er. Something had to be done Sir.” 
 
           “Gentlemen, the General will see you now.  This way please.” 
 
    ******  
 
           General MacArthur greeted me with a snappy salute and a big smile.  I saluted him back left handed.  He was pleasant and absolutely effusive on the way down to the back garden in his private elevator, saying he’d heard I was one of the finest combat commanders in the entire army.   
 
           It is heady stuff and I have to force myself not to grin like a monkey all the way down.  
 
           “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
           The ceremony was short and sweet.  Seven medals were being awarded–to me, five generals, and a colonel with one of those braids like Adams was wearing.  Most of the citations are for what sounds like distinguished memos.   
 
           In any event, an army band played “The Caissons Go Rolling Along,” MacArthur read the citation, hung the medal around my neck, and saluted.   
 
           MacArthur’s staff watched and clapped enthusiastically when he finished hanging the medal around my neck and shook my hand.  Among them, wearing the chicken wings of a full colonel, and not clapping all that enthusiastically, was Pettyjohn.   
 
           While the ceremony was going on, I found myself wondering if what I heard is true that getting the medal means I can stay in the army as long as I want, and can’t be demoted.  I hope so.  I like being in the army. 
 
           General Talley and I left for Korea as soon as the ceremony was over.  We headed straight to the airport in a staff car into which Captain Adams had thoughtfully placed my weapons.  We’re flying into Pusan because “Seoul is too dangerous.”   That has a bad sound to it.   
 
           On the way to Seoul General Talley made small talk about his family and quizzed me about my plans for after the war.  I told him I liked being a combat commander and hoped to stay in the army after the war, that somehow being in the army seemed to work for me.   
 
           I was encouraged when he smiled and agreed, saying he was sure “something can be worked out.”    
 
   
  
 

 ****** 
 
           Pusan is Pusan.  Dirty and crowded.  But being with a general officer sure smoothes things out.  We were met at the plane and driven so short a distance to a waiting helicopter that we could have just as easily have walked and saved time.   
 
           It was my first ride in a helicopter.  They are surprisingly noisy.   
 
           General Talley wanted me to go to Seoul with him on his helicopter to meet General Walker and tell him about 817 and my task force.  He was candid about why.  He hopes I can convince Walker that 817 can hold for a while longer.  If 817 can hold, he explained, Walker can continue to concentrate our forces on Seoul, maybe even hold it.   
 
           I was being honest when I replied that I think we can hold 817 for as long as necessary, and that I would certainly try.  What else could I say?  It was two days before Christmas. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Late the next morning a helicopter carried me, and a couple of captains, back to 817.  The captains are newly arrived surgeons, direct in from the land of the big PX, and permanently assigned to our aid station.  Better late than never is what I thought, but never said, when I heard about them.  A couple of crates of plasma, and other vital medical supplies, were on the helicopter with us. 
 
           Hart and Spinelli came rushing up as the helicopter landed.  They were happy to see me and anxious to talk.  We had not been hit again, but everyone feels that something big is in the wind.  They were anxious for news. 
 
           “Is it as bad in Seoul as the radio chatter makes it sound, Guns?” 
 
           “Probably worse,” was my reply.   
 
           The briefing Talley and I got when we landed in Seoul was anything but encouraging.  The Chinese are expected to come at Seoul with everything they’ve got.  
 
           “And what makes it even worse, if that’s possible,” I told them, “is that General Walker was killed this morning just before I left Seoul.  Headquarters was in an uproar.  They called it a traffic accident, but rumors are flying that it was a suicide, or some kind of communist attack.” 
 
           “What it all means is that we’ve got to get ready for another big attack, or a retreat to Pusan, or both,” I explained.  “And complicating everything is that if the Chinese take Seoul there may be a lot of our troops retreating along the road on the south side of the Han River.” 
 
           They were stunned about Walker and the situation in Seoul.   
 
           “It can’t be that bad.  It can’t.  Are you sure?”  Jim asks.   
 
           I nodded.  “I’m sure.  It looks like we’re gonna get hit again.  At least that’s the way things are shaping up.” 
 
           Unfortunately I am sure. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I’d been gone three days.  Hart and Murphy remembered my repeated orders “guns, pickup their guns and ammunition.”  So they took our men out to the Chinese casualties and retrieved a lot of weapons and ammunition.  They even found and evacuated some Chinese wounded.   
 
           More new citizens for Taiwan was my grim thought.   
 
           In any event, everyone on the hill now has a couple more Chinese weapons and lots and lots of Chinese ammo.  Unfortunately, there were no AK-47s among them. 
 
           Another bit of good news was that our positions and trenches were hurriedly restored and, even better, the Chinese seem to have pulled back in order to move over the mountains towards Seoul.   
 
           And, wonder of wonders, yesterday the engineers were able to put a new pontoon bridge across the ice to replace the two we destroyed after our retreating forces got over the river.   
 
           According to what the combat engineers who built the new bridge told Hart, it will hold a tank.  The theory, as Hart understands it, is that the weight of the tank will break the ice but the pontoon bridge will then float on the water below.   
 
           I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be driving the first tank across.  That’s for damn sure. 
 
           That’s the good news.  The bad news is that we are almost out of mortar and recoilless rifle rounds up on the hill, Spinelli is totally out of ammunition for his howitzers, and Lieutenant Goolby, in the closest of our two observation posts, has not reported in since right before the big attack.   
 
           First things first.  I told Hart to take some of the colored sergeants, particularly Sergeant Jackson, and the first hundred men he can find who can drive a deuce and a half, and try to get to the Pusan docks and the supply dumps along the road.  He’ll take two of Hammond’s Shermans and two of our four remaining Porks to discourage any Chinese who might be in the hills along the road.   
 
          “Bring back every vehicle you can get your hands on, particularly gas trucks if they’re full of gas.  Try to fill them with the ammo and supplies we need, but bring them all, even empties, so long as they are fully gassed.  We may need them for retreating troops or for ourselves if we have to run.  But don’t risk bringing the Shermans and Porks over the new bridge.  Leave’em with Tony at the firebase and just bring the trucks over here.”  
 
           “Oh, and tell Hammond to send the Shermans across with only their drivers.  And tell him he’d better tie ropes around the drivers so they can jump out and he can pull them ashore if the bridge goes down and a tank starts to sink.” 
 
           Then I suddenly felt really tired, so I decided to sack out for a couple of hours.  I woke up four hours later to find Big Joe, the little medic, sitting on my cot with a thermometer in his hand and a big needle with a vial of penicillin.   
 
           Must think I’m a horse was the last thing I thought before I dropped off to sleep again. 
 
           I woke up the next morning ravenously hungry, and thinking it’s about time to get back to work.  So the first thing I did after breakfast was confirm the promotions to lieutenant colonel for Hart and Kim, major for Hammond and the six surviving trench battalion commanders; and to captain for all the lieutenants including Lieutenant Kim of the ROKs.  Spinnelli’s evacuated ground commander was also promoted to major.  A bunch of sergeants and other guys got more stripes including Big Joe, and the colored sergeant “Stonewall” Jackson, to master sergeant, and Murph to regimental sergeant major.   
 
           And every man on the hill, including Lieutenant Colonel Kim, Captain Kim, and all their Koreans, gets at least a Bronze Star with a “V” for valor.  A whole bunch of guys got silver stars and everyone will now wear a distinguished unit medal as a permanent award.  Lieutenant Smith of the Marines got a posthumous DSC. 
 
    ******   
 
           The next day was clear and seemed much colder.  Traffic was still going both ways on either side of the Han River, and the patrols we sent out found no Chinese.  Hammond personally drove both the Sherman and both Porks across the bridge.  Good man. 
 
           I called Captain, though he doesn’t know it yet, Billy Joe Flacco of Fort Worth at the Terry Two observation post.  He hadn’t reported seeing Chinese for several days so I told him I was going to send a patrol to walk him in.   But, just in case, he isn’t to start down until he sees the patrol and is sure it is ours.  
 
           Billy Joe’s escort patrol will deliver whatever supplies his post will need if he or someone else goes back.  Another patrol under one of the Marine sergeants is going out to check on the other observation post.  Captain Goolby hasn’t reported in at all since the attack. 
 
           Billy Joe walked in about three the next afternoon, and he was hungry for hot food and a cup of coffee.  So we sat on ammunition crates in the mess and talked about his experiences as a hidden observer.  He’s a dedicated career soldier out of the University of Arizona ROTC, and was truly tickled when I handed him his captain’s bars and told him he’ll be getting a Silver Star.  But mainly I spent the day walking from position to position in the increasingly bitter cold.   
 
           A lieutenant Rust will go back out tomorrow and take Billy Joe’s place. We may or may not abandon Goolby’s position, depending on what Sergeant Shapiro finds. 
 
           Hart was right.  We’re short of ammo, and a lot of our increasingly cold troops are having big post-battle bouts of depression.  They’d once again lost a lot of buddies, and been scared silly.  A number of the best of them are seriously depressed.  Being constantly cold doesn’t help. 
 
           “Hey Guns....”  “Hiya Sandy, glad to see you made it.  Let me know if you need anything…Hey Bobby, how they hanging?…. “Hey Guns, can you fix the chow?” … “Congratulations on the promotion, Dick. You’ll make a great SFC.…  “Is it true you’re gonna be a lifer, Jack?”… “Jesus its cold, Colonel.”…“Sir, do ya know when we’ll get some mail?”… “Yup, it’s true.  You Marines did so good we’ve asked to keep you for a while.”… “Let me know if you need anything”… “You need a ticket to Chicago?”...  
 
           It went on and on like that all day long.   
 
           Big Joe caught up with me as I walked the line.  He reported that the two new docs are doing fine, but sick call is starting to get a lot of pneumonia patients with high temperatures.  He says the new docs think it’s the stress, not the cold.   
 
           Stress can make you sick?  I didn’t know that. 
 
           Joe wants to give everyone a shot of penicillin and begin holding everyone with a temperature of 102 and up in the warming tents instead of waiting until they hit 103.  He said it was getting colder, and the guys on duty need periodic warming, even more than they did before the Chinese attacked.  
 
           I shivered as I agreed, and told him to grab some guys, and put up three or four more warming tents on the north side.  Then I told Hart and Murphy to be damn sure everyone is getting eight straight hours of uninterrupted sleep in the warming tents and periodic breaks from work to visit them.  
 
           “Thanks Guns.  And while I’m here let’s have a look at your arm.” 
 
           The patrol I sent to the other observation post came in while I was standing out in the open in the trench shivering with my jacket off and my bare arm being inspected.  They did not find Lieutenant Goolby, and saw no evidence of a fight.  I’d sent a replacement observer with them, an infantry lieutenant, and soon-to-be captain, by the name of Harry Tompkins.  He’d worked as an artillery spotter before we grabbed him off the retreat.   
 
           Tompkins came back with the patrol.  I’d told him not to stay if they couldn’t find Goolby.  No one ever did.  Lieutenant Goolby was never heard from again.  He’ll never know he’d been promoted to captain and awarded a Silver Star.   
 
           By the time I finished walking the hill, it was late afternoon, and Big Joe had reopened the now mostly empty first aid tents for the additional sick guys, and was in the process of opening more warming tents near each of the battalion trenches.  Hart, good man that he is, had already reestablished the eight hours of solid sleep schedule with five hot meals per day for everyone as soon as the big attack petered out and our wounded got evacuated.   
 
           When I got back to the command post I called Tony Spinelli and reminded him and his ground commander to do the same.  They said they would.  They’re good guys but I’m glad I asked. 
 
           It was really getting cold.  If we’re cold the Chinese must be freezing their balls off even with their better gear.   The problemwas our boots and gloves.  To put it as delicately as possible, they aren’t worth a shit.  Half the army guys still have the cheap buckle boots with rough leather that might be useful in the summer in places like Camp Gordon or Fort Ord.   
 
           How bad are those old World War Two boots?  They’re so bad almost every walker wearing them on the retreat had some degree of frostbite on his feet when he reached our roadblock.  The gloves and the jump boots weren’t much better.   
 
           Hmm. Wonder what we can do to keep the guys’ feet and hands warmer. 
 
           Hart just came up on the radio.  He said he and his troops had an uneventful trip and his efforts to get more supplies was mostly unsuccessful.  In other words, he got a lot of stuff and there is no sign of any Chinese.  Maybe they really are all headed for Seoul.  
 
           Three minutes later Hart radioed in again.  His Sherman just threw a tread.  I told him to leave it and keep coming.  He can try to retrieve it on the next trip.  An ammo resupply is more important than a Sherman. 
 
           I was coming down with something.  By sundown I was coughing and getting dizzy when I try to stand up.  Ira must have sent word to Big Joe because he came back with one of the docs, Reuben Feinberg from Chicago.  The good news is that my arm is not infected; the bad news is I’ve got pneumonia along with just about everyone else on the hill.   
 
           After I had dropped my pants and got a humongous shot in the ass accompanied by a cheerful “Merry Christmas,” I told Big Joe to fix me up with something right here in the command position, so I can stay near the radio and phones.  
 
           A couple of Kim’s Chogis came an hour or so later with a folding cot, a little Korean charcoal stove, and a couple of bags of charcoal.  I feel like shit and a bit guilty because the other positions don’t have stoves but my “office” is toasty, and we can heat coffee, and cook eggs, on the stove.   
 
          Ira laughed and cheerfully told me I looked like shit.  Two hours later he was as sick as me.  So off he went to the sick bay tents, and Murphy sent a new guy, a Marine corporal by the name Harry Golden from Phoenix, to temporarily take Ira’s place on the radio and phones. 
 
           While they were setting up my cot, Hart came in and said he’s brought us a lot of ammo and will be going to Pusan again in the morning to get more.  He said he was going to leave a repair team to get the tread back on the tank.  The Korean Chogis and a company from each battalion are unloading the trucks and distributing the ammo as we speak. 
 
           “Yup.  Got the ammo.  Even got some extra barrels to replace the 30s barrels we burned out during the attack,” Hart said cheerfully.  
 
           He also confirmed that he had done what I suggested and left his good Sherman and our two Porks at Spinelli’s firebase.  
 
           “There are no more Shermans to be had but I did find a couple of quads we can mount.  That’ll give us seven Porks if we move the quads from the trucks that got hit.  That’s the good news.” 
 
           “The bad news is that the word on the Pusan docks is that Seoul can’t hold and a General Ridgeway will be taking Walker’s place.  Trouble is Ridgeway is still in Tokyo kissing MacArthur’s ass and no one knows when he’ll show up.  By the way, it’s Christmas Eve.  Merry Christmas, Guns.” 
 
           “Christmas?  Is it really Christmas Eve?  I’ll be damned.”  
 
           Then, after a moment of reflection, I continue, “yeah I believe it about Seoul not being able to hold.  It appears the Han River roads have again been cut on both sides of the river.  We’re sure to go south if Seoul is abandoned again.”   
 
           We better.  We’re toast if we don’t. 
 
           Hart just grunted.  Then he said “at least we won’t have to care for a lot of retreating troops.  Just our guys” and then, after a pause, he added “unless they tell us to stay put.”  
 
           Then he asks the sixty-four dollar question.  
 
           “Which way do you think Tokyo will jump about leaving us here?” 
 
           “Damned if I know, but we better be ready either way.” 
 
           At that point, Golden took his earphones off, and looked up from the radio with cynical smirk.  
 
           “Armed forces radio in Tokyo says all the troops in Korea are getting turkey and mashed potatoes for Christmas.  The lying shits.  We’ve been fuckin robbed, you know.” 
 
           I didn’t reply.  I was distracted.  What will happen if Seoul falls?  Will we be ordered to retreat or hold?  Yeah, for sure, we’ve got to prepare for both.  
 
           “Hand me that map, Eddie ... Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
    Hart and I spent Christmas Eve going over the maps by lantern light, sharing experiences and our thoughts about a possible retreat.  It’s going to be damn difficult if we have to walk out of here through the snow.   
 
           “What’d you see in Pusan?” I asked.  “Any chance of getting more 105s or armor to support us?”  
 
           “I showed the task force orders but no luck.  Not a chance.  Everything that can shoot is heading towards Seoul as fast as it lands.”   
 
           Jim looks tired and worried, I thought.  I probably do too.  Hell, we all do.    
 
           “Okay.  Here’s what we’re gonna do.  Go get ten hours of sleep.  Tomorrow you go back to Pusan with some drivers and see if you can scarf up any trucks and other vehicles, particularly tracked personnel carriers and half tracks, if you can get them.  And try to get more warming tents and tent stoves.  We may need them in case we have to bug out.  Take Ernie Jackson and his big friend with you, Davis I think his name is.  I’m going to visit Spinelli, and see how many of our guys we can move across the river into his perimeter.  
 
           Yeah, it’s time to get more guys across the river while we have a chance, and the phone line is still working.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Christmas day was cold, and the weather looked to be getting colder.  I was feeling a lot better, so I spent an hour or more at breakfast in each of the mess tents.  That way I could see and be seen by both the guys coming off duty, and heading to the tents to get eight hours of warm sleep, and the guys who just got up, and are about to begin their usual sixteen hour day.  
 
           “Hey Freddie, how ya doing?”… “Jeez this coffee is hot.”… Hi Sir, I’m John Toppel from Omaha.”…. “Gimme another helping of eggs.  Potatoes too.” …. “Guns, rumor has it we’re going to rotate early.”… “Hey guys, how ya doing?”…”Charlie.  Just the man I was looking for.”…”Let me know if you need anything”.… “No I can’t get you a discharge.  How about more toast? 
 
    ****** 
 
           Ira gave me a questioning look on the morning after Christmas when I told him to grab a Jeep, and drive it over the bridge and around to our twenty-man medical evacuation position on the other side of the Han.  I have an idea I’m going to try out using the evacuation line over the river.  If we have to run for it, some of our guys might have to leave that way; I want to know how fast we can get them across in the dark, if push comes to shove.   
 
           Originally, the evacuation line was set up as a breeches buoy to carry litters of wounded men over the Han River to de Croup Crank’s fortified evacuation position on the other side.  Once the river froze solid, the cable was lowered, so that now it’s sort of like the tow line of a ski slope I once visited.  Actually, it’s pretty nifty.  It means a stretcher, with one our wounded guys on it, can be tied on a wooden door one of our guys converted to a sled, and then lowered down to the river on the ice from our water discharge, and pulled across the snow on the river ice.   
 
           What I’m trying to check out is whether our guys might be able to bug out using the line to help guide themselves down the side of the mountain in the dark without getting lost or falling on the icy slope. 
 
           I walked down the hill holding on to the cable, with my eyes tightly closed, and carrying a weapon and a heavy load of the bug-out gear I think each man was likely to carry.  Got to think about that.  And what the hell will we do with the 30s and the recoilless rifles?   
 
          As soon as I started down, Ira took my Jeep over the bridge, so he can be waiting at the bottom of the line to drive me back.  He was there before I arrived, and I walked right past him with my eyes closed, and whammed into the post where the cable is anchored.   
 
           “Ouch.  Goddamn it.”    
 
           De Croup Crank and his men were watching quietly as I held on for dear life, and slipped and slid coming down the line.  They started laughing.  I couldn’t help it; I start laughing too.  
 
           “Geez Guns, are you okay?”  I looked at my watch it had taken thirty-nine minutes.  It’s a good thing I was wearing both a pair of army issue gloves and glove liners.  The gloves were absolutely torn to shreds.  Helluva way to spend Christmas. 
 
           About then Spinelli drove up in a Jeep, and greeted me with a salute and a big smile, and a really severe tic in his right eye.  He immediately commenced to tell me he is a bit concerned, damned anxious I’d say, about what will happen to the task force, and his firebase, if Seoul falls again.   
 
           Tony liked the idea of getting more men.  He lost a lot of guys when the Chinese attacked and thinks he has enough space for another five hundred or so men.  About half of them will have to help serve his guns, if there is another attack.  
 
           “You’re gonna get about a thousand more starting as early as this afternoon or tomorrow morning, and a Marine officer to command your ground forces.  And cram as many of them as you can into the position by the tow line.  Expand it if possible.  They’ll have to guide the men off the line as they come down, and rescue those who fall.  And we’ll need some sleds to pull any last minute wounded, and anyone who breaks a leg coming down.”   
 
            “I’m also gonna send you a couple of Shermans and a Pork for your perimeter, maybe even all the Shermans and Porks.”  
 
           I didn’t tell him who the troops will be but I’m pretty sure I’m going to send him the Marines and all their weapons and ammunition; some of the mortars and mortar men too.  The senior Marine is a newly promoted Marine major, Jerry Hutchinson.  Jerry’s a veteran of the big war who was recalled for Korea.  He was real steady when the Chinese attacked.  
 
           Tony and I spent the rest of the morning walking over the firebase, talking about how he will position the new guys he’s getting, and how he will respond if the hill has to be evacuated via the tow line instead of the men being trucked or marched out.  I told him I’m going to run some more lines down the south side of the hill, probably ropes instead of cable, so we can get more guys out faster. 
 
           “That means we’ll need more warming tents and stoves on your side of the river, in case we have to bug out; maybe more trucks too.  Hart’s going to try to get some from Pusan tomorrow.” 
 
           While we were talking, Ira was over at Spinelli’s command post shooting the shit with the radio guys.   They always know everything.  He’ll clue me in later as to how the troops are holding up. 
 
           Tony Spinelli loved to talk.  
 
           “Jeez Guns, what am I doing here?  My mother wanted me to be a priest.  I even went to Boston College for a couple of years and studied theology.  But I got drafted in ’43, commissioned in ’44, and here I am.  Germany was tough, but not like this.  It’s really starting to get to me.”   
 
           Yeah, it is.  Tony is really nervous and worried.  
 
           “Me too, Tony, me too.”  
 
           Actually, I’m loving it and excited to see what comes next.  But I’m not sure I should tell Tony that. 
 
           “You’re a good man Tony, and what you’re doing here is saving the lives of a lot of good people.  And think of the stories you’ll be able to tell your grandchildren.” 
 
           “That’s the hell of it.  I love my family, but if I wasn’t already married with a couple of kids, I think I’d become a priest.  Putting all those dead guys in sleeping bags, and stacking them in the trucks like cord wood, really got to me.” 
 
           “You’ll be okay, Tony.  You’re doing a great job, and it’s like I said, the men really need you.  You’re here where you can save a lot of good men.  The Church would approve.  So hang in there a bit longer.”  
 
           Tony’s firebase looked like shit because there was so much damaged equipment in it.  But it was operational, even though it took one hell of a pasting from the Chinese artillery.  Everywhere there were burned out deuce and a halfs and other vehicles, including a good part of our digging equipment.  But Tony only lost five of his 105 tubes, and he’s already received eight truckloads of 105 and 155 rounds, and enough new tents and stoves to replace those he lost.  But no new trucks. 
 
           Bottom line: Tony’s ready to go again even though he’s still short of explosive rounds compared to last time and doesn’t have enough wheels.  
 
           “The Marine major coming over, Jerry Hutchinson, is an okay guy.  Real steady.  Keeps cool.  He’ll run your perimeter defense for you.  Be sure to show him the digging equipment that isn’t shot up, and suggest he use it around the clock to strengthen your perimeter.”  
 
           We went back to the bunker that passes as Tony’s CP, and I radioed Hart in Pusan.  His radioman said Jim is across the way talking to some guys at the supply dump they’re visiting, and he’ll run get him. 
 
           “Jim, it’s Guns, how’s it going?  Over.” 
 
           “Oh real great, Guns, they’ve got more ammo and tanks than they know what to do with in Pusan.  I’m sure we’ll get what we need.  Over.” 
 
           That is a worrying message because whenever we talk in the clear we always say the exact opposite of what is actually happening and where we are going—unless, of course, we’re talking about something the gooks already know. 
 
           “That’s good news, Jim.  I’m at Spinelli’s office and he says hello.  Wants to remind you to send him some recreation supplies and electric heaters for his clerks and radio operators before you take off on your leave.  Over.” 
 
           “Oh yeah, I know.  He told me yesterday.  Tell him I didn’t forget. Over.” 
 
           “Talk to you later.  Out.” 
 
           That’s when I get the idea.  Why stop the walking line to guide the troops at the evacuation point?   
 
           When Hart gets back I’m going to have him contact someone in a signal corps wire company and ask them how many feet of phone line are on each spool and how much does a spool weigh?  And how is the wire laid and where can we find some?   
 
           And what can we use for sleds the men can pull if we have to walk all the way to Pusan?  
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
    General Ridgeway is finally in Seoul, and the radio chatter made it pretty clear that the Chinese have decided to concentrate their efforts on retaking the city.  More and more it looks like we’ll, once again, be forced to abandon Seoul, and retreat to Pusan.  On the bright side of things, the phone line to Seoul has been restored, at least temporarily, and I have been getting hourly updates from Talley’s office, usually from his aide Captain Jeffers, but sometimes from the man himself.  Unfortunately, they are alarming.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Captain Hutchinson of the Marines came in for a talk, at my request.  He’s a real steady guy who got a battlefield commission in the Pacific, and then got recalled to active duty when the war started.  He’s one of the lieutenants from the big war who finally got bumped up to captain last week.  He sat on an ammo box, and eyed me warily; I was sitting on my cot, coughing with sweat pouring off me.  Guess I relapsed.   
 
           “Hey Jerry, I’ve got a job, and a bit of good news, for you.  Task force 817 is now a permanent unit of the division, compliments of General Ridgeway, and you’re to command our Marine contingent, with the rank of major, and be responsible for the ground defenses of our artillery fire base.”   
 
           Boy did Jerry’s eyes light up at that.   
 
           Then I went on to explain that Seoul might fall, and we still don’t know if we’ll be ordered to bug out or to try to hold.   
 
           “Either way, it’s time to get your Marines across the river and into the firebase ASAP, all of them.  We need to get them there while the getting is good.  You’re to report to Colonel Spinelli, and take over from his ground commander, who was wounded, and evacuated, when the Chinese attacked.”  
 
           “Take all the weapons and ammo in your current positions.  I’m thinking you’re gonna need them.  I’m also sending most of the bigger mortars and their operators with you, the 107s, so you’ll be able to cover us better from over there.  There’s no way we can carry the heavy stuff out if we have to bug out down the line in the dark.  The rest of the guys and I will stay here and hold on until we get orders to move.  If necessary, we’ll walk out, and avoid the road, and the ambushes that are sure to be on it.”   
 
           We spent over an hour going over the various things Jerry and his Marines might have to do, depending on how the situation shapes up, particularly if we have to use the wire and walk out. 
 
           “If that’s the way we go, you’ll have command of the rear guard when Spinelli’s artillery retreats down the road to Pusan.  We’ll join up again on the new perimeter.” 
 
           “Colonel Hart’ll be back from his shopping trip to Pusan later this afternoon.  You should talk to him about his experiences covering a retreat against the Chinese.  Meanwhile, start getting your men and equipment moving across the river, and into the firebase.”   
 
           “Colonel Spinelli is expecting you.  He’s trying to get whatever digging equipment is left going so you can dig in deeper, and expand the perimeter.  He’ll start sending his trucks to pick up your weapons and gear as soon as you call him.  Use all the trucks on this side of the river as well, and then keep them there when you finish moving.  And be damned sure they’re always gassed, and ready to go, in case we all have to run for it.”  
 
           “Yes Sir, I understand.  I’ll do it.  And Colonel, thank you… and uh, thank you and uh, good luck.  I don’t know quite how to say this, but it’s been real good to serving with you.  We’ve heard all about you, and, well, my guys think you should be a Marine.” 
 
           “Thanks Jerry.  Well... Uh… That’s a real honor, and I mean it.  You and your Marines saved everyone’s ass including mine.  No two ways about it.”  
 
            Well that’s damn sure a fact. 
 
           Then I sent a runner for Murphy and filled him in while Jerry listened.  I told Murph to move men down from the fourth and third lines, including their weapons and ammo, to fill the Marine positions as they are vacated.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
    Our forces in Seoul began to retreat last night, and the Chinese and North Koreans promptly responded, by launching a major attack.  So it would seem to be only a matter of time before they hit us on 817.  What I’m hoping is that they got burned so bad last time that they’ll keep pressing the retreat from Seoul, instead of hitting us in another effort to force open the north-south interior road. 
 
           Talley’s latest message is that he needs Taskforce 817 to hold the crossroads for as long as possible.  I think we can do it; but I’ve got a backup plan in place in case we can’t.  Early last week Sergeant Jackson’s friends on the docks went for a cup of coffee while the genial Jackson, known to one and all as “Stonewall,” loaded up 800 small signal corps reels of phone wire on a couple of deuce and a halfs he happened to come across.   
 
           The wire comes in two-reel backpacks, and each reel carries a quarter mile of wire.  Five lines were immediately strung down the steep south side of 817 to just beyond the road running on the south side of the Han.  From there the guys in one of our companies, Billy Hansen’s, began running two lines south towards Pusan.   
 
           My idea is simple.  If we have to get off 817, we can all bug out in the dark, with the men holding on to the wire to guide themselves and help them walk and slide down the icy south side of the hill, and across the river.  Then we’ll continue on along a couple of lines that keep going all the way south, until they reach our new Pusan perimeter.   
 
           What I have in mind is to run two lines of wire, about ten yards apart, through the valleys and hills which the Chinese and Koreans are not likely to occupy.   
 
           If the map and my calculations are right, everything should work out okay.  If not, we’re going to be caught out in the open and be well and truly screwed.  
 
           In other words, we might, if necessary, be able to walk off 817 in the dark of the night, roll up the lines across the roads behind us, and get far enough beyond the road along the south side of the Han so we can’t be spotted. 
 
            Then our strategy is simple.  We run like hell down the wire until we get to the Pusan perimeter. 
 
           I put newly minted Captain Billy Hansen, and his entire company on it.  Billy’s a bright guy, a reservist, and concrete salesman from some suburb of Chicago.  He’s as likely to pull it off as anyone.   
 
           First, Billy’s guys laid five lines of telephone wire down the hill and over the Han and into the trees beyond the road.  Then he took one of his platoons down the newly laid wire and started laying two lines of wire, going south, as fast as they could.   
 
           Every time a squad of his guys finished putting down the wire they were carrying, they turned around and followed the wire back.  So far, no one seems to have gotten lost, or gone missing, though they return increasingly cold and tired.  Carrying a weapon and seventy pounds of wire through deep snow is a real bitch.  
 
           Billy stopped laying wire when it got dark, and he, and his last twelve men, walked all night to get back.  He’d been able to lay about twelve miles of wire beyond the Han River road.  He also caught pneumonia bad enough to be evacuated two days later.  
 
           That night I ran a test.  The day was dark, and it was snowing, when I rousted Larry Smithson’s company out of their positions a couple of hours before dusk, and told them to saddle up as if they were going to walk all the way to Pusan in the snow.   
 
          “Don’t start moving to the wire until it gets dark.  Then go down the slope, and follow the wire as far and fast as you can go.  You can turn around, and come back in over the bridge as soon as it gets light.  We need to know how far you can get.”   
 
           “Oh, and Larry,” I said as he pulled back the blanket covering the entrance to my position and started to leave, “be damn sure every one of your men is wearing his mittens and mitten covers.  They’ll need them both for the cold and to keep their hands from being cut up going down the wire. 
 
           Losing mittens can cost you your life if you lose them and your hands freeze up.  So starting early on, I always made damn sure every man was issued heavy duty mittens, and canvas mitten covers, over his woolen gloves, tied together with an eight foot leather line that ran up one coat sleeve and down the other.  That way he can take them off to work, or fire his weapon, without losing them.  Leather boot laces are tied together to form the lines.  It’s something I learned growing up in Alaska. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Larry and his company were able to go down the hill, and about five miles past the river road, in the dark.  If it had been a real bug-out, they would have just kept going, maybe even stopping during the day, and moving along the wire at night.   
 
           Damn, this just might work.  
 
           When Larry and his company got back, Billy Hansen’s exec and subsequent replacement, Jack Georgiano, a stubby little lieutenant from Tennessee, who always looks like he needs a shave, took over our three armored personnel carriers for protection and use as warm-up and sleeping shelters.  He used them to continue laying the two lines of wire on what looks to be, at least on the map, the best route to get to the old Pusan perimeter, without being spotted, and then used the rest of the wire he had to go a little further.  
 
           What I’m hoping is that the new perimeter will be somewhere near where it was last time.  If it isn’t, we’ll just keep walking south until we find it. 
 
           It doesn’t take the troops long to figure out the plan.  They like it.  Having an alternate way out if we have to run for it appeals to everyone, and rightly so.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Hart just sent Hammond, and all his Shermans and Porks, across the Han to support Spinelli and the Marines.  Most of our trucks are also over there on the other side of the Han as well.  As it stands, Spinelli and Major Hutchinson are in overall command of the Task Force 817 units on the south side of the Han; Hart and I will stay with the troops on the hill.  If the pressure gets too great, we’ll either pull back across the river to the firebase, or use our backdoor telephone wire route, and meet up at the Pusan perimeter. 
 
           But nothing happened.  We stayed in place, and listened to the radio chatter.  There was no question about it.  The Chinese were moving around us to the north.  Instead of trying to break through down the interior road, they are moving their troops and armor eastwards towards Seoul.   
 
           Task Force 817 is now, for sure, the northernmost United Nations troops, and the only ones on the north side of the Han.   
 
           For all practical purposes we are cut off.   
 
           On New Year's Day, Chuck Rust called in from his observation post to report that a division-size enemy force was setting up a camp in a valley about half way between Hill 817 and our old roadblock, at the entrance to the mountains.  It was just out of range of Spinelli’s 105s.  We could hit them with his two 155s, but I decided to wait.   
 
           I’ve got an idea.  
 
    ******  
 
           It was New Year’s Day.  Division headquarters, and the Korean Command, are in turmoil at the big American military base on the outskirts of Seoul.  What’s left of the ROKs are fighting street by street for the city and it’s increasingly clear from, our aircraft sighting reports, that the Chinese armor and divisions, that were previously spread all across northern Korea, are moving eastward towards the coast, and then south towards Seoul.  They apparently want to avoid another bloodbath at Hill 817 and the crossroads.  
 
           “How long do you think Roberts and his boys can hold, Ben?”  General Ridgeway asks me. 
 
           “I’m not sure Jim, but he’s one smart son of a bitch, and tougher than hell.  I’ll bet he’ll hold a lot longer than anyone expects.  The Chinese are obviously not anxious to have another go at trying to force him out.  He gave them a serious bloody nose the last time they tried.” 
 
           “We need to know.  Better get down there to check it out.  See if we need to send in someone with more rank.” 
 
           “If we need more rank down there, we’d be a lot better off promoting Roberts.  He’s the best commander we’ve got.”  And I still feel guilty about falling asleep after I promised to send him support. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The fluttering whoop, whoop, whoop, of the helicopter got everyone’s attention.  It settled in a big flurry of snow and dust into a little bare spot we long ago scraped out on the north side for medical evacuations.  The Chinese, who have somewhat encircled the north side of the hill, promptly sent over a couple of mortar rounds to welcome our new arrivals.   
 
           The Chinese can’t see where the chopper lands and missed by a mile.  But one round hit on the hill near the water pump, and literally blew apart the PFC on duty in the tent that houses it, and wounded another man walking nearby.  
 
           “Good morning, General.  Welcome to Task Force 817.”   
 
           Damn, Talley’s hair has gone from gray to white since I last saw him. 
 
           “Hello Guns, General Ridgeway sent me down to see how you’re doing.  He wants to know the condition of your command.” 
 
           “We’re okay sir.  But first let’s get you under cover in case the Chinese decide to drop in a few more mortars.  …This way please… Murph, get that pilot under cover.”  
 
           We walked rapidly to my four man command post with curious eyes peering out at us from every position we pass.  Everyone’s gone to ground because helicopter landings inevitably attract Chinese mortars which, although we don’t know it yet, have just killed one of our guys, and slightly wounded another.  
 
           “In here, Sir.”…  “Ira, take a walk.  Coffee, Sir?”  I said, reaching for the pot that always stands on the charcoal stove, as I grabbed up a couple of dirty cups from the top of a wooden crate labeled 30 caliber belts.  The crate is our table, and the ammo belts in it are always full. 
 
           “We’re in pretty good shape, General.  The Chinese have moved in what looks like a division-size force to keep us contained.… They’ve got a loose perimeter in place around 817, and the firebase.  So we get a lot of sniping back and forth, and periodic mortars.  But nothing we can’t handle.”  
 
           Then we got down to the nitty gritty. 
 
           “I meant it when I said we’re in good shape.  We were able to grab, uh, I mean draw, enough supplies and replacements to bring us pretty much back to full strength.  As long as the water lines hold up we’re good for at least ninety days, and maybe a lot more—unless they hit us with artillery instead of mortars.” 
 
           “That’s what I thought, but I had to be sure”… oh, and by the way, you’re in for an instant DSC, with upgrade to another Congressional pending, for leading that trench charge.  Just so you know, there is no clasp for a second award; people with two are supposed to wear them side by side.”   
 
           I’m astonished. My face must have turned red as a fire truck.  
 
           “My God, Sir, thank you.  Thank you.”  
 
           “Don’t thank me.  You earned it.  We’re trying to thank you.” 
 
           “Uh Sir,” I continue after a pause to regain my suddenly scattered thoughts and composure, “uh…Sir, the Air Force reports the Chinese units in the northwest appear to be moving eastward and then south towards Seoul and Pusan, is that right?” 
 
           “Yeah, it looks like they’re taking the long way around in order to avoid you and your boys.”   
 
           Then he looked at me thoughtfully.   
 
           “Why do you ask?  You got something in mind?” 
 
           “Actually I do.  I don’t think the Chinese expect an attack.  So what I’m thinking is… maybe I could go right past the division they’ve stuck in front of us, and run an armor raid around in their rear for a while, something that would cut’em up real good.  Hurt’em, confuse’em, slow’em down, while you, and General Ridgeway, get the Seoul perimeter organized.”  
 
            I pointed to a penciled line I’d traced this morning on a dirty map covered with coffee cup stains.  “I think that route would work.” 
 
           “You really think you could do that?”   
 
           I told him I thought I could.   
 
           “They won’t be expecting it,” I pointed out. 
 
           “That’s interesting; very interesting”….. “Hmm.  You really think you could pull it off?” 
 
           We talked for a while, and then we both jogged rapidly back to the helicopter.  When we got there, we found Big Joe putting a newly wounded man into its outside litter.  Joe was smoking a cigar, and strapping him into the basket, as we arrived.  He looked at Talley defiantly, just daring him to take our casualty out of the basket when he leaves.   
 
           General Talley may not know it but having Big Joe standing there glaring at us means the wounded guy is definitely going in the chopper, even if Talley has to walk back to Pusan. 
 
           “General, this here is Big Joe, our head medic.  Been with me since the beginning, and dumb enough to ignore incoming fire to help our wounded.  He needs a warrant so he can talk back to the young docs they’ve been sending up to help him.” 
 
           “Are you Master Sergeant Joseph Dombrowski?” Talley asked.   
 
           Joe nodded warily. 
 
           “Done.  The bar will look good with the Silver Star that got confirmed yesterday.  It’s your second I believe.  See ya, Guns, Mr. Dombrowski. ” 
 
           The cigar drooped out of Joe’s open mouth as he stood there.  He looked stunned.  
 
           “You motherfuckers,” Joe finally said, grabbing his cigar just in time to prevent it from falling.  “Now I’ll have to stay in the goddamn army.” 
 
           Talley and I were both grinning, as I threw Talley a salute, and he began climbing in the chopper.  Joe just stood there in total disbelief. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Just before his helicopter takes off Talley leaned out of the chopper door, and told me he’s going to talk to Ridgeway about the operation.   
 
           “I’ll tell him we’re calling it Marigold Seven for planning purposes.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
    The next afternoon Ira took a message for me to the effect that Marigold Seven is authorized, if, and when, its commander decides to implement it. 
 
           Marigold Seven was simple, as all good operations are.  We’ll zip north on the Pusan road in the middle of the night, go past our old roadblock, and on into the big valley that begins where the Pusan road comes out of the mountains.  Then we’ll go about ten miles up the road and begin making a big looping circle on the dirt roads that run through the valley—going west, then north, then east, and then back south.  It’s the big behind-the-lines rear area of the Chinese. 
 
           But we won’t come back to 817 via the Pusan road, which is the way the Chinese might expect.  Instead, we’ll go further east, and then cut south to the Seoul road running along the north side of the Han River.   
 
           We're going further east just in case the Chinese get their act together and try to trap us with a blocking force on the way back. 
 
          It took three days to fine tune the Marigold Seven plan, and get everything ready to go.  All twelve of our Shermans, all five of our Porks, and our three tracked personnel carriers are going.  We’re also taking some jerry-rigged “Little Porks”—twenty or so deuce and a halfs and three quarter ton trucks that have machine gun rings or pedestals.   
 
           The Little Porks will carry additional machine guns, and mortars, in their truck beds, and their cargo space will be stuffed full of ammo and five gallon jerry cans of gas.  Sandbags piled four high against the sides of truck beds will provide a bit of protection. 
 
           One gas truck with a PFC volunteer driving, one of the colored guys, or black guys as they’ve started calling themselves, will be in the middle of the column.   
 
           He’s either very ambitious or very brave.  Either way, he’s a sergeant, with a medal, and a career in the army, if he makes it back.   
 
           The Shermans and the half dozen Jeeps, we’re taking have radios, and pedestal mounted machine guns.  The trucks have walkie-talkies, and the truck commanders, riding in the front with their drivers, will have extra batteries under their shirts to keep them warm.  Every vehicle has a heavy duty chain attached in the front, and another in back, so it can be pulled out of a ditch, or towed if its engine stops for some reason.   
 
           All the trucks are carrying a bunch of full five gallon jerry cans in case the potential sergeant-to-be doesn’t make it all the way.  And about half of the vehicles, including seven of the Shermans, have snow plow blades.   
 
           The plows will turn out to be quite useful; the jerry cans are dangerous, but necessary. 
 
           The plan was simple, as all plans should be.  We’ll mount a three day high speed cavalry charge in a big circle up and down the dirt roads that wind through the villages in the big east-west valley beyond the mountains.  Everybody, even the medics and drivers, will either man a crew-served weapon or drive with an AK47 poking out its rolled down window.   
 
           Spinelli, Hutchinson, and Hart will remain behind.  Newly promoted Major Teddy Hammond will be the raid’s exec.  The number three guy is a Captain, Jimmie Speyer, one of Hammond’s officers, and an experienced tank commander.   
 
           Jimmie was an NCO tank commander in the big war, got recalled as a lieutenant for Korea, and just got promoted.  He’ll do just fine.  
 
           All the weapons and drivers came from the firebase, and their crews are a mix of army and Marines.  Many are volunteers. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We formed up during the day at the firebase, and roared out of the firebase heading north at three in the morning.  We cleared the mountains by four after a brief encounter; we passed and shot up some Chinese troops and vehicles from the division surrounding us, without even slowing down.  It was bitter cold, and there were snow drifts on the road.   
 
           During the preceding day, one of Spinelli’s 155mm Long Toms fired a single ranging shot at what appeared to be the Chinese division’s encampment, and then a single ranging shot at what appeared to be a Chinese roadblock.  Chuck Rust called in the corrections from his observation post.   
 
           Just as the Sherman leading the speeding column approached the pontoon bridge at about 310 in the morning, each of Spinelli’s Long Toms fired ten rounds of HE as fast as possible at the Chinese division’s encampment.  Then they switched, and each fired five more at the supposed roadblock.  Which turned out not to exist.  Then they switched again to fire flares over the more distant end of the road where the flares from Tony’s 105s could not reach.   
 
           All seven of the Shermans with the plows went first, with the rest of the tanks spread out through the fast moving column.  Hammond was in the lead Sherman; I was in a radio Jeep immediately behind the seventh Sherman with Ira at the wheel.  Corporal Arnell Williams, a skinny Marine from Oakland, was standing behind me and Ira, holding on to the handles of the Jeep’s pedestal mounted thirty.  Everyone in the convoy was heavily layered in clothes, and wearing a jerry-rigged ski mask and tanker goggles to help keep his face warm.   
 
           We made the ski masks by cutting holes in extra large size socks.  One of the guys from Vermont showed us how. 
 
           All three of us were shivering uncontrollably, even though we had the Jeep’s windscreen up to reduce the effect of the icy wind.  Ira drove, and I continuously radioed in directions for the flare shots so they’d bloom ahead of the column.  Damn it is cold!  The idea was to keep the flares well ahead of us so their light would outline the opposition and the road we’re traveling, but not backlight our column.   
 
           “Up 1000”….  “Up 500”…. “Up 2000…”   
 
           A corporal in a Mini Pork, about half way back in the column, and a sergeant at the tail end, listened intently, prepared to jump in instantly, and begin calling the flare shots, if I went off the air. 
 
    ****** 
 
           So far so good.   
 
           Already a long string of Chinese vehicles, and a couple of their old Russian tanks, had been shot up as we roared down the snow covered road through the mountains.  If they were on the road, the Shermans hit them with their plows, and pushed them off.  The passing vehicles then raked them with automatic weapons fire as we went roaring past.  
 
           The flare back lighting of the Chinese is working like a charm.  And being hit by a tank plow really fucks up a truck or marching men. Unfortunately, as Hammond found out just as we were coming out of the mountains, hitting a Korean tank also fucks up the plow; so he has to pull over and switch to another Sherman with a plow, to keep the lead.   
 
           Everything changed when we reached the valley and moved beyond the range of the 155s and their flares.  Then, as planned, Hammond’s Sherman at the front of the column he’d already swapped out the one with the bent plow turned its road lights on and all the other tanks and vehicles turned on their parking lights.  
 
           The day before, we had a couple of guys, who’d been mechanics in the real world, freeze their asses off pulling out all the brake light bulbs.  Those they can’t get out, they busted with a wrench.  They were happy to do it; they were volunteers for the raid who got to stay home and defrost. 
 
           About a mile beyond our old checkpoint, we could see a handful of flickering lights in the stone houses of the deserted farm village on the left hand side of the road.  Chinese trucks and armor were parked around it.   The houses in the village had obviously been taken over by the Chinese and were being used as some kind of headquarters and troop encampment.  There was no steam coming up from the vehicle exhausts; their engines were not turned on. 
 
           The Shermans absolutely devastated the dozen or so mud and stone houses in the village as they drove past it, and the Porks and Mini-Porks poured in more fire as they passed.  Ira pointed, and I watched a Chinese tank blow up with a tremendous explosion.  A half a dozen or more other vehicles were on fire.  We didn’t even slow down.   
 
           I don’t know if I am shivering because I’m cold or because I’m excited.  Probably both. 
 
           About twenty minutes, and five miles later, we come up on another previously deserted village where two dirt roads intersect.  This one was surrounded by a sizable tent camp.  The camp was on both sides of the crossroads where we planned to turn right and begin our great circle.  Before we reached it, Hammond radioed in from the lead tank to report he sees lots of vehicles and quite a few towed artillery pieces, but no armor or tracked vehicles, at least not any that he can see.   
 
           Without hardly even slowing down, we shot at everything as we went all the way to the crossroads, and made the turn.  About a mile and a half past the Chinese camp, I halted the column, and turned the mortars in the truck beds loose for about three minutes of sustained fire, while our drivers rushed to gas up their vehicles.   
 
           The mortars in the truck beds were firing a mix of magnesium and fragment rounds, and the Chinese camp quickly turned into a maelstrom of fire.  Exploding trucks and ammunition lit the sky.  I ordered the column to move on when we finally began to get some return fire.   
 
           This is fun, but I need to get us down the road and out of range of the surviving Chinese artillery and mortars.  
 
           Then disaster struck at the very front of the column, and we stopped for a few seconds.  The tank running behind Hammond’s came on the radio and reported that Hammond’s Sherman just took a flukey direct hit from a Chinese mortar or artillery round and had stopped moving.   
 
           A few minutes later we got an update.  The tank is still operational, but Hammond is dead and its radio antennas have been sheared off.  Mike was riding half out of the turret and looking through his binoculars when the Chinese round hit the turret.  It literally blew him to pieces, leaving only his legs in the tank.  The rest of the crew are alive, but wounded and in shock, the gunner quite seriously.   
 
           We stopped for a couple of minutes while Big Joe and his medics, rushed to get Mike’s legs, and the wounded guys, out of the tank.  The legs went into the ditch along the road; the wounded guys went into Big Joe’s rolling aid station in an armored personnel carrier.  A designated replacement tank crew quickly jumped out of the deuce and a half they’d been riding in, and climbed aboard.  They were able, sitting in a pool of Mike’s blood, to get the otherwise undamaged Sherman restarted and underway.  It took less than six minutes.   
 
           And the replacement crew are a hell of lot warmer, and safe, inside the Sherman with its heater going than they were a few minutes earlier sitting on the gas cans in the back of their deuce and a half. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The sun was just starting to appear on the horizon behind us, when we met a long Chinese convoy coming the other way.  Trucks and walking men were coming towards us on the left side of the road; walking men on the right.  Now we’re the ones silhouetted against the light.   
 
           Oh Christ here it comes.  
 
           But nothing happened, and we closed quickly.  Our first six vehicles are Shermans with plows.  They literally smashed the Chinese trucks and troops off the road, and kept right on going.  Then the Chinese vehicles, and troops, were raked with automatic weapon fire as we went by.  There was some return fire, but not much.  We were obviously a total surprise to the Chinese.   
 
           Damn it’s working.  This is exciting.   
 
           Everything was going well when suddenly the next to last Mini-Pork in the column, the deuce and a half behind the gas tanker, ground to a halt where the road narrows.  When it stopped, it trapped the tail-end mini-pork behind it.  We kept going, while the last vehicle in the column, an armored personnel carrier, carried out its assignment; it quickly moved up, stopped behind the disabled vehicle, and dropped its ramp.  The troops from both of the Mini-Porks instantly dismounted, and literally dove into the carrier’s empty troop compartment.   
 
           After a minute or so of confusion, and rapidly increasing Chinese small arms fire from the survivors of the Chinese road column, the APC lifted its rear ramp, pushed the disabled Mini-Pork out of the way, and scurried after the column, leaving the two Mini-Porks deserted, empty, and somewhat blocking the road.   
 
           About two miles down the road, we stopped for a few moments and, to our horror, found three dead and nine wounded Marines in the tail end APC.   Enemy rounds ricocheting around inside the troop space, when its ramp was down, had reaped a terrible toll.  Everyone in the troop compartment was dead or wounded.  It was a terrible blow, but nothing comparable to the destruction we just visited on the Chinese convoy.   
 
           We now have eight dead and twenty-two wounded, three quite seriously, and the radio was alive with people talking, and cutting each other off, to the point of being useless.  “Stop talking.  Goddamn it, everyone stop talking,” I ordered. 
 
           Big Joe, and one of the Marine medics, ran back to the APC and jumped in with a box of plasma and medical supplies.  We kept going, and quickly got back up to speed—the twenty miles per hour cruising speed the Shermans can handle.   
 
           I sure hope Big Joe got into the personnel carrier, and we didn’t leave anyone behind. 
 
           “Guns to Jimmy O.  Did everyone make it into the APC?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Two days later at about three o’clock, on a murky afternoon, we reached the Han River road that runs towards Seoul in one direction, and the crossroads below Hill 817 in the other.  Everyone was exhausted as we headed for home.  We’ve lost seven Mini-Pork trucks, a couple of Jeeps, three Porks, and two Shermans.   
 
           One of the Shermans was lost to enemy fire in a firefight yesterday and one threw a track this morning, and had to be destroyed.  Worse, we have nineteen dead, and forty-two wounded, out of the 217 of us who started out three days ago.  But we seem to have torn up the Chinese rear real good.  There is no doubt about it, there will be fewer Chinese attacking Seoul in the days ahead. 
 
           The gas truck, and the new sergeant driving it, made it all the way.   
 
           Everyone dismounted, and stood in the snow, as we pulled into the firebase.  Without a word being spoken, we all stood shivering in the snow, and saluting, as the armored personnel carriers and the truck with our dead and wounded, ground their way past us, and headed to the firebase’s aid station.  Then Ira pushed me back into the Jeep, and drove me to the firebase’s aid station to get the bullet groove in my butt sewed up.   
 
           What made the raid work, I reported to General Talley that evening, is that the Chinese have little or no communication between their units.  Every convoy or position we came upon was taken by surprise and unready to fight.  Whatever the reason, we tore them up real good, and undoubtedly caused a great deal of confusion in the Chinese rear.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
    Everything changed once again late in February.  Only sixteen of the original Charlies were left when Ridgeway’s forces came busting out of their perimeter, and once again began moving north.  Once again I stood on Hill 817, and watched American armor and vehicles pouring north on the highway below our positions.  By March 14th, what was left of Seoul was once again recaptured.  
 
           Then in April everything changed yet again when the Chinese responded with a new offensive against Seoul.  MacArthur’s supporters are saying the Chinese were encouraged by Ridgeway replacing MacArthur.  But that’s bullshit.  It’s probably because the Chinese think they can pull it off and, what the hell, their troops are already there and they won’t have to keep feeding them if they get killed.  
 
           Whatever the reason, the Chinese launched a massive counterattack in an effort to retake Seoul.  And once again the vehicles and armor flowing down the Pusan Road at the foot of 817 are southbound.  And once again we set up a roadblock and provided a rear guard for retreating UN troops.   
 
           It was a big offensive, and all of the American and United Nations troops north of the Han were trying to breaking off contact and pull back.  And once again all of our Shermans, and Porks, were either at the roadblock or strung out in ambush positions above and below it to provide cover.   
 
           We were as ready as we could be.  Lieutenant Colonel Hart was once again in charge of the rear guard with Hammond’s replacement, Jimmie Speyer who is now a major, as his number two.  They were both up with the rearguard, and falling back towards the roadblock Shermans and Porks, now commanded by Captain Ian Crawford of the Royal Australians.  Our trucks were, once again, going up the road to pick up walkers.   
 
           It’s the same old thing all over again.  
 
           But we were better organized than last time.  We really were.  There was more organization among the retreating units, and the troops weren’t so scared and panicked.  Even so, it was still chaotic, and we were once again grabbing heavy weapons guys for the taskforce.   
 
           There were other differences.  For one, there were no Marines coming through.  Even so, we were able to get everyone we needed to fill our positions on the hill, including a hundred or so reasonably healthy guys from a gung ho Ranger company, and an entire company of highly trained French Legionnaires, as well as a handful of Brits, and Aussies, who had managed to get away when their positions had been overrun.   
 
           At least, this time we have a better idea of who to take.    
 
           Even so, things are significantly different.  For one thing, there are very few refugees.  The bad news is that, because it is even colder than it was the last time, almost all the retreating troops who walk are casualties because they have some degree of frostbite.  It seems their feet sweat when they walk, and then their socks and boots freeze solid when they stop walking to rest or fight.    
 
           Our boots are still not worth a good goddamn in freezing weather.   
 
           The good news is that many more of the troops reaching the roadblock are in vehicles, and they have not been subjected to constant enemy attacks and sniping along the road.  This time the communists are attacking Russian style in division strength human wave attacks all across Korea, not infiltrating their men into the mountains to fight in small units the way the Chinese did when they first entered the war.  
 
           More importantly, we were able to pull out of the roadblock without engaging the Chinese after the last of our retreating units passed through.  In fact, we didn’t have a single casualty, except for a PFC on a gas truck who got such frostbitten fingers that two of them had to be amputated.  The damn fool lost his gloves, and stayed on the job without telling his sergeant until it was too late. 
 
           We’re up to full strength again.  And we’ve become a virtual United Nations field force by adding the retreating French, British, and Australian troops to our Americans and South Koreans.  And, once again, we were avoided.  The Chinese concentrated their forces on retaking Seoul. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Sure as God made little green apples, the goddamn Chinese pushed ahead, despite their losses, and Seoul again started to evacuate.  The rear echelon of the army began moving back to Taegu, and then on to Pusan.   
 
           And once again, almost immediately, Chinese infiltrators cut the roads on both sides of the Han River.  As a result, no refugees and troops retreating from Seoul came into the warming and triage tents we established at the crossroads.  So the tents came down, and we kept our equipment busy doing what we could to dig more, and ever deeper, holes and trenches into the frozen ground. 
 
           What followed was a typical army SNAFU.  First came an order from Tokyo to evacuate.  An hour later the Korean Command ordered us to hold.  Then Tokyo again ordered us to retreat.  That was followed by another order from the Korean Command to stand firm.   
 
           Finally, Talley called me and ordered me to destroy the pontoon bridge over the Han that we overlook, and hold, as long as possible, so the Chinese can’t replace it.  Then I’m to get as many of my men as I can over the river and into the new Pusan perimeter that is being established.  
 
           I immediately called Spinelli and Hutchinson on our land line, and told them we’ve been ordered to stay put, and do our best to keep the Chinese armor and vehicles off the Pusan Road.  We quickly moved all our vehicles across the bridge, and the engineers blew it. 
 
           Chinese infantry will still be able to walk around us, cross the frozen Han on foot, and move south.  But until they replace the bridge, and get us off 817, they will neither be able to support their infantry with armor and towed artillery, nor bring up the supply trucks and replenish them.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Our rear echelon troops retreated from Seoul for almost a week.  But this time, to everyone’s surprise, Seoul held.  Meanwhile, increasingly isolated on 817, we held on with only occasional sniping and mortar attacks to keep us awake.  The Chinese learned a hard lesson with their earlier mass infantry attacks against 817, and apparently had no intention of repeating them.   
 
           Instead, the Chinese infantry were going around the hill on both sides and moving south over the frozen river.  They even hand carried enough wooden boats and tracks across the mountains to suddenly build a pontoon bridge far enough west on the Han that Tony’s artillery couldn’t reach it.   
 
           But their tanks and vehicles can’t reach it either; we wouldn’t let them come down the road.  The Chinese tried to force their way past us in the middle of the same snowy night they threw up the bridge.  We lit them up with flares, and our hull down Shermans did the rest; the snow covered road was littered with burning tanks and vehicles in the morning, and we lost three of our twelve Shermans.  
 
           A few Chinese tanks dashed past us unscathed, and were able to get across on their new bridge.  They were quickly eliminated by Spinelli and Hutchinson when they tried to come back on the other side of the river to rejoin the Pusan road.   
 
           When the snow stopped, and visibility improved two days later, the air force quickly took out the Chinese bridge, and the Chinese quit trying to advance, and began surrendering.  Spinelli and Hutchinson suddenly found themselves saddled with hundreds of Chinese prisoners, and a couple of captured T-34s. 
 
           Everything changed when Seoul held, and the Chinese effort to bypass 817 failed.  The Chinese began trying to set up a defensive line on the north side of the Han.  
 
           “Ira, has Captain Rust called in yet from the observation post?”  
 
           “Not yet, Guns.” 
 
           “When he does, I need to talk to him.  Tell him to hold on and come get me.  I need to talk to him.”   
 
           Calling Rust is not an option for fear the Chinese or North Koreans might be near his concealed post and hear the phone ringing. 
 
           “Guns, I got Rust.” 
 
           “Hey Chuck, how are you doing?” 
 
           “Good Colonel, there’s been a lot of visitors down below, pretty close, but I’m pretty well hidden up here.” 
 
           “I know.. uh, Chuck, it looks like this thing is going to settle down while the high and mighty try to negotiate some kind of peace agreement.  And the longer you stay out there, the more likely it is that they’ll find you.  So it’s time for you to pull out.  Don’t destroy anything.  We may need it again.  And don’t take chances.  Just head south when you can and, for God’s sake, be careful and dress real warm; wet and windy can turn you hypothermic in a big hurry.” 
 
           “Right boss, I’ll try to leave as soon as it gets dark.  See you soon.” 
 
           Two nights later, a bedraggled and frost bitten Chuck Rust walked into our lines, and almost got himself shot by one of our nervous sentries.  How he got through the Chinese, I’ll never know.  What I do know is that he’s going to get another medal, and a commander’s evaluation that will put him on the list for an early promotion to major. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
    It was the middle of May, and the winter cold has been replaced by rain and clouds.  It’s still chilly, and the winter snow is still on the hills.  The Chinese have set up a line of trenches about a mile away; we are digging ours deeper to get more protection from artillery strikes.  It’s sort of like World War One.  
 
           Talley just called.  He and Ridgeway are coming for an almost-on-the-front-lines decoration ceremony.  I’m to get another medal for leading the counterattack down the trench, and another DSC for the raid.  A whole lot of purple hearts, and other decorations, are also going to be awarded.  Ira, Jim Hart, Murphy, Big Joe, and Flacco will each get another Silver Star.  Hammond will get one posthumously.  Then I’m off for a week of R & R in Tokyo. 
 
           General Talley asked me to stop in Seoul and visit with him before I leave for Tokyo.  We had coffee in the pre-fab trailer that is his new office.   
 
           “What are your plans, Guns?  Is it true you’ve extended for another tour?” 
 
           “Yes Sir, I have.  I know it sounds crazy but I actually like leading men in combat.  It seems to fit me, though I don’t really know why.”   
 
           Actually I do know why I’m staying, but I’m not going to admit it: It’s exciting, and I like being needed.  Crazy huh? 
 
           “Well you’re damn good at it, and that’s for sure.  And we’re going to need you.  Despite all the talk of peace negotiations, this war looks to be lasting a long time.  And then we’ve got the goddamned Russians. 
 
           “The only problem is that you’ve got those medals.  The army doesn’t like to lose people who’ve got them.  There’s no written rule, but the understanding is that they won’t be on the front lines.  Or, in your case,” he smiled, “in front of the front lines. 
 
           “Your problem will come later when there’s peace, and the Pettyjohns of the world again run the army.  You don’t have a college degree.  You’ll be able to stay in for as long as you want because of the medals, but you’ll never get another promotion or command, unless there is another war.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The trench warfare that began in May of 1951 stretched on for more than two years, and I stayed at the front as commander of the task force for the entire time.  Almost all the original guys were long gone.  The only exceptions were Murphy, Hart, and Big Joe.  They stayed for a third tour, along with the Koreans, led by Lieutenant Colonel Kim and Major Kim, and the company of French legionnaires led by Major LeMoin.  
 
           The Koreans and legionnaires have no such thing as a rotation policy.  They will serve on the front lines for the duration.  Lieutenant Colonel Kim became the task force’s executive officer when Hart’s replacement rotated a year after Hart left.  
 
           Ira really touched me.  He told me he was going to extend once again for a fourth tour because I am.  But I talked him out of it.  And then I did the same for Big Joe. 
 
           “Your luck can’t hold forever.  With your medals and warrant you can stay in the army as long as you want.  But it’s time for you to go home while you can.  I’m different.  I’ve got no one to go home to.”  And I like commanding troops in combat. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Talley and his new deputy division commander, newly promoted brigadier Dick Spelling, kept in close touch with of all of the division’s units, including mine, and it almost cost me my career.  It was in the spring of ’53, and I was visiting the division headquarters a month or so after Ridgeway replaced MacArthur when, in total ignorance, I made what could have been a career-ending mistake.   
 
           We were drinking coffee, and going over the best way to use some newly arrived self propelled 155s.  Somehow the question of MacArthur’s replacement came up.  
 
           “For all his arrogance he was a brilliant general,” I said.  “It somehow doesn’t seem right that the President replaced him because his intelligence chief missed the Chinese invasion.  Ridgeway is a great general too but it’s a pity the politicians interfered with MacArthur.” 
 
           Talley sat up and looked daggers at me.  And Spelling stiffened in disbelief.   
 
           I obviously said something terribly wrong.  What?  What?  I racked my brain. 
 
           I knew it was serious when Talley told his two aides to step out of the room and close the door.  Then he turned to Spelling and said “I didn’t hear that and neither did you.”  
 
          Then he turned to me, and sternly said something to the effect that “I’m going to give you a pass on that because I know you didn’t mean it and don’t know any better, but it better never happened again.”   
 
           What? 
 
           My confusion and total lack of understanding must have shown.  It was certainly real.  Talley saw my confusion and his voice softened a bit.  He told me I was the best combat commander he had ever known, but he made it quite clear that I was sorely lacking in knowledge about America’s history, government, and particularly the role of the military and its place in the world.  
 
           “If you want a career in the army after the war is over, you better get yourself an education, and do a lot of reading about history, and our country so you understand the relationship that exists between America’s government and its military.  It’s different than most countries, and it’s one of the things that make us great.”  
 
           “Yes Sir,” I answered.   
 
           What else could I say?  But I still don’t get it. 
 
           Then Talley got really animated, and tried to explain.  He jabbed his finger at me, and said something important. 
 
            “A lot of people, including me, think one of the major reasons America is still around after all these years is because our constitution specifies that the military’s commander in chief will always be the President our people elect.”   
 
           I must have still looked stupid, and confused, because he continued.   
 
           “Look Guns, every officer, including you, is sworn to obey every lawful order.  That means our chain of command runs up to whomever the American people elect to be the commander in chief.  No officer, not even famous generals like MacArthur, no matter how smart and successful he might be, has the right to ignore a lawful order, and substitute his judgment for that of his commander.”   
 
           Spelling nodded. 
 
           Then Talley stood up and waved his coffee cup at me.   
 
           “The President ordered MacArthur not to move troops to the Chinese border.  He flagrantly disobeyed that order, and moved them there.  He should have been removed, and he was.  End of story.  Hell, he should have been court-martialed, and thrown out of the army.”   
 
           Then Spelling leaned forward towards me, and spoke very softly. 
 
           “Presidents don’t always make good decisions, Chris.  But neither do Generals, even real smart ones like MacArthur.  Sure MacArthur made a number of decisions that turned out to be a mistake.  We all do.  But first and foremost, he disobeyed a direct order from the president who commands our military, and for that, and that alone, he had to go. ”   
 
           “I understand now sirs, “it’s a mistake that will never happen again.”   
 
           It sure as hell won’t.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Weeks turned into months, and the seasons passed and turned into another year, and I extended for yet another nine month tour.  We went forward and back while a steady stream of good men got hit or had accidents.   
 
           Once, some fool was playing with a grenade, and it got him and four other men.  Twice I got hit.  Both minor.  Once when a stray shell, either ours or theirs, landed nearby and nicked my cheek and; once while I was out with a patrol, and a sniper got me in the same damn leg as last time when I was dumb enough to call attention to myself by using a pair of binoculars.   
 
           But each day was exciting, and I loved it. 
 
           Things then changed forever for me when General Ridgeway attempted to convince General Kim, the new head of the ROK army, and the father of my executive officer and friend, Kim Tae Il, of the need to conduct a final offensive to shock the Chinese and North Koreans into signing a peace agreement.  America’s patience, it seemed, was finally exhausted after more than two years of fruitless negotiations and continuing casualties. 
 
          “No.  I do not approve offensive.  Too many junior officers like my foolish son will be killed.  He should be colonel, and safe, but cannot be promoted because he refuses to leave your Lieutenant Colonel Roberts who should also be promoted.” 
 
           “I understand the problem, General Kim, what can I do to fix it?”  
 
           “Okay, here is solution.  You make my son’s task force United Nations Division with Roberts as General, and my son as Colonel executive officer.  Offensive be successful for sure.” 
 
           The sonofabitch has me over a barrel.  Ike finally okayed the offensive I’ve been after for more than a year.  I wonder if Kim knows.  But, hell, why not.  Roberts is our best combat commander and we had brigadiers in their twenties in the big war.  
 
           General Talley grinned as he gave me the news over a couple of cups of hot coffee.   
 
           “The task force is now the 807th United Nations Division, and you’re a brigadier and in command.  Kim is a colonel and your executive officer, and I get another star and now command both divisions as a corps commander.”   
 
           We click our coffee cups to toast the news.   
 
           I am elated.  Absolutely elated. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Being designated a division, instead of a task force, resulted in a lot of changes.  Not the least of which is the ability to operate our own replacement depot, and make battlefield assignments and promotions for soldiers and company-grade officers.  
 
           At the suggestion of General Talley, who had increasingly become a friend and mentor, I requested someone he knows in Washington, a warrant officer who works in the office that handles the duty assignments of senior officers.  He’ll be temporarily assigned to the new “United Nations Division” to help set up our personnel office.  We don’t actually have such an office, and I don’t really think I want one, or need one.    
 
           Hell, we’ve been doing pretty good without one. 
 
           Talley insisted.   
 
           “You do need one, and the guy you want to set it up,” said Talley, “is Chief Warrant Officer Charlie Caine.” 
 
           According to Talley, Charlie has been stuck in the Pentagon for years, and will jump at the chance to get away, and actually spend some time in a war zone.  It probably helped that Talley sent him a personal note suggesting he could be of great service to the army by coming out TDY to Korea for ninety days. 
 
           Less than a week later, I returned to my bunker to find an elfin-like colored warrant officer in an oversize steel pot, an M1 rifle, and fatigues so new they didn’t even have his name sewed on them. 
 
           “Hello General,” he says standing at attention and saluting, “I’m Charlie Caine, the personnel guy you requested.” 
 
           “Hi Chief,” I say as I returned his salute, and held out my hand, “Just call me Guns.  Want some coffee?  Lou over there just made a fresh pot,” I said, gesturing towards a sergeant sitting in front of a field radio with headphones over his ears.  Lou waved back. 
 
           “I stopped in Seoul and made my manners to General Talley,” Chief Caine said.  “Good man.  He and I go way back to when he was a Captain, and stepped on his dick a couple of years before the big war started.”   
 
           Now that’s a story I’d like to hear. 
 
           “I appreciate your coming, Charlie, I really do.  Tell you what, let’s walk down to the mess and have a slice of pie and talk.  We’ve got a Korean cook who makes great apple pie.  We rescued some boxes of apples off the Pusan docks yesterday, and I was promised everyone would get hot apple pie for breakfast.” 
 
           Charlie was absolutely entranced by our positions, and the men.   
 
           “Yo guns, how we doin?”  … “pretty good, Sammy, glad to see you back.” …. “Hey Chuck, this here with the M1 is Charlie Caine, get him a 47 and a couple of clips will ya?”  … “Sure Guns, where’s his position?”… “the one next to mine with the periscope.” … “Gotcha.  Ten minutes okay?”   
 
    … “Sure, we’re going down for some of that apple pie Kim Chong hi promised.”…”You best hurry, Guns, half the motherfuckers on this hill gonna be there when the sleepers wake up.” 
 
           Charlie visited with General Talley before he got here; he understood my problem.   
 
           “Ben’s right, Guns.  The big brass aren’t going to be comfortable with you around once the war is over.  Happened last time too.  Then, when the next war starts, they’ll run around like chickens with their heads cut off, and desperately try to get you, and the other war fighters, back into the army.”  
 
            I sure know that. Look at Hart, Hammond, Spinelli, and all the rest of the guys I’ve known. 
 
           “In your case, you’ll have a lot of people who won’t want you retained, or promoted, because you didn’t go to West Point and spend a lot of time in grade pushing paper.  But you got a couple of things going for you, including Talley and Ridgeway.  With your medals, the army pretty much has to keep you.  So the question is where do you want to be kept?”   
 
           I’m going to have a choice?  No way. 
 
           “What do you think my choices are, Charlie?  What do you suggest?” 
 
           “Well, if I were you, I’d certainly want to keep a low profile until the next war.  Don’t take a position that someone with more rank will want for one of his proteges.  Got to be something that looks like a dead end.  I’ve an idea or two, but I’ll want to think about it.”   
 
           Sounds good to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
    Two weeks later, I was in a Jeep driving over to Seoul to see Talley.  Charlie was having the time of his life, and told me in no uncertain terms that he was excited about finally being able to walk around the Pentagon wearing a Combat Infantry Badge.   
 
           But in between prowling around, and even going out on a couple of  night patrols, which he didn’t tell me about until he got back, he’s come up with an idea I like.  He even talked to Talley about it, and then drafted a series of orders for Talley and Ridgeway to sign.  One set if the signer is Talley; another set if Ridgeway will also sign.  Both did.  
 
           What Charlie drafted, he assured me, will seemingly lose me into a dead end job in the vast bureaucracy of the Army and the Defense Department.   
 
           “Out of sight, out of mind, so to speak” is how Charlie put it.  “And make sure you keep the original copies of your orders in a safe place, like a bank safe deposit box.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Talley laughed out loud as he read the orders Charlie wrote for me.  He liked them and so did Ridgeway.  They all have code word classifications.  The first permanently assigned me, until retirement, to the office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Relations.  It noted that because of my many decorations anything bad that happens to me or makes me unhappy should be immediately reported to the Secretary of Defense, as it will almost certainly be of great interest to the media, and result in bad press for the army.   
 
           Causing the army to get press from the news media, especially bad press, Charlie explained, is almost certain to destroy an officer’s career.  Anyone who knows about you will keep his mouth shut, and never mention your name. 
 
           The second set reassigns me from Public Relations in the Assistant Secretary’s office to permanent duty, until retirement, as a liaison officer from the Office of the Secretary of the Army to, a blanked out name, and authorized me to be on duty, in either civilian dress, or in an American, or a foreign military uniform of any service.    
 
           There were also a number of blacked out sentences and paragraphs.  They’ll cause additional uncertainty, said Charlie, in case someone thinks about messing with you. 
 
           The third set ordered me, until I retire, to permanently base myself in Paris, or in any other NATO country I deem necessary, to carry out my assignment of familiarizing myself with the military and civilian establishments and institutions of European and other countries, whether members of NATO or not.   
 
           The third set additionally directed me to attend both military and civilian training courses and the degree programs and other programs of military and civilian educational institutions; directed all military attaches and commands to assist in the attainment of such goals, or any other I or my agency (blacked out) might specify; and allowed me to interact with military and civilian staff of the Warsaw Pact, and neutral nations, as I saw fit.  The third set of orders also allowed me to serve as an observer of the armed forces of NATO, and other nations wearing an American uniform or the uniform of my host country.  
 
           The third set of orders also directed all embassy military attaches to use their station funds to pay my salary, provide the housing, travel, and all other allowances, appropriate for my rank and requests, and cover all other expenses I submit including, but not limited to, the fees, travel, tuition, and other costs associated with attending training courses and degree-granting educational institutions, including payments for tutors and translators.   
 
           The orders also authorized me to travel by either civilian or military means, and specifically noted that I was neither assigned to NATO, nor to the military attaches, nor in any way subject to their orders, nor in any way required to keep them apprised of my activities and intentions.  They went on to specifically order all military attaches, and military commands, to immediately render whatever assistance, support, funds, and materials I request, including immediate access to their personnel, vehicles, funds, weapons, ammunition, supplies, and equipment.   
 
           The frosting on the cake was a coded, and highly classified, message Charlie drafted for General Ridgeway to send to the army attaché at the Paris embassy noting that I will be arriving in the immediate future, and requesting that the attaché and the embassy provide any and all assistance I might request.  
 
           In other words, the orders signed by General Ridgeway make me out to be either a pigeon-holed “has been” who couldn’t be touched because of my medals, or a spook with unlimited powers, about which no comments should be made nor questions asked. 
 
           Caine had smiled when he handed them to me.  Then he really surprised me.   
 
           “After I got the call from General Talley, I asked one of the deacons at my church about you.  He said I should do everything I could to help you.  Do you remember a great big black man by the name of Harold Jackson, Stonewall Jackson?  He’s at the Pentagon now.  He says you treated him right and he got his warrant because you put him in for it and made sure he got it.  Is that right?”   
 
           Stonewall. I’ll be damned. I sure do remember him. He’s a major reason the task force was so successful.  One hell of a soldier and the best scrounger in Korea, and that’s no small compliment in the army. 
 
           “Stonewall?  Stonewall?  Well I’ll be damned.  I sure do remember him.  How is he?  When you see him please give him my best and warmest regards.  He’s a major reason we survived that first terrible year.” 
 
           Then I closed my eyes and for a moment I could see him standing there with a big smile. 
 
            “Stonewall.  I’ll be.  Where is he now, and what’s he doing?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Two days later I helped Colonel Kim’s father pin a star on him, shook a lot of hands and promised to stay in touch with a bunch of people I’ll never see again, and got a ride to the Seoul airfield to head for Tokyo, and leave the war behind.   
 
           And I’m not feeling very happy about leaving. 
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    My trip from Seoul to Paris on MATS flights was interminably long and the  
 
    seat in the C-54 Skymaster became increasingly uncomfortable after the first few hours.  It was my first time flying on a MATS flight.  From what the sergeant on the desk told me, it looked like I’d be hopscotching my way around the world with plane changes, and refueling stops, at various air bases along the way.   
 
           If I had it to do over again, I think I would have treated myself and flown commercial.  And I could have done it; I was flush with more than three years of combat pay in my pocket.  That was more money than I’d ever had in my entire life, even though it was all in military script.   
 
           The payroll officer told me I’d be able to change them for real dollars, or a money order, when I go to Tokyo.  I sure hoped so. 
 
    ******  
 
           Tokyo was my first stop.   I decided to spend a couple of nights in the transit wing of the Bachelors Officers Quarters so I could, at Charlie Caine’s suggestion, shop at the big Tokyo Base Exchange for clothes and change most of my script into a cashiers check I could use to open a bank account wherever I settled.   
 
           After I checked in at the BOQ, I took a taxi to the Base Exchange.  I bought a couple of suitcases, a complete wardrobe of army uniforms, and a couple of ribbon sets.  I also bought a civilian suit, a couple of sports jackets, trousers, and lots of socks and underwear.   
 
           The service was excellent, with a couple of little Japanese tailors buzzing about, and chattering away to each other as they made chalk marks, and stuck in pins.  It was the first time I’d ever had clothes tailored.  Somehow, I found it all quite enjoyable.   
 
           It became an event when I put on the dress uniform with its permanently attached ribbons.  It started when I bought a pair of new dress shoes and walked around for a few minutes outside the shoe department to see how they felt.   
 
           Shoes are a big deal for me; I know what happens if they don’t fit 
 
           It was the first time I’d ever worn my medals, and the looks I got from the troops, and some of the dependents, as I walked around the store, were really gratifying.  They knew what the ribbons meant.  On the other hand, wearing them attracted attention, which was the very thing Charlie Caine had warned me not to do. 
 
           “Sir, Sergeant Rogers, Sir.  May I shake your hand, Sir?”  He was an older, white haired soldier, and actually had tears in his eyes. 
 
           Right then and there I decided that in the future I would only wear them when it was absolutely necessary.   I’m supposed to blend in so I figured that wearing them would never happen again.   
 
    ******  
 
           Paris in May is absolutely lovely.  Somehow it was exactly what I was looking for—something good, something far away from destruction, dead men, and torn up bodies.  Perhaps things would have turned out differently if my first day in Paris had been damp and overcast.  But it wasn’t; it was an absolutely gorgeous day with big puffs of white clouds in a beautiful blue sky. 
 
           The first thing I did was check into the BOQ next to the airfield to wash up, and iron the wrinkles out of a set of khakis.  They had the ribbons sewed on them as well.  
 
           After a bit, I came downstairs, and asked the white-haired master sergeant on the desk if he could arrange some kind of a ride to the embassy for me.   
 
           “Yes Sir,” he said.  Then he actually gasped out loud, and popped to rigid attention with his eyes glued to the blue and white ribbons with the stars on the top row.    
 
           Yes, I’m wearing them.  I decided it might help grease my arrival at the office of the embassy’s military attaches.  Maybe this will be the last time. 
 
           “Master Sergeant Evans, Sir; used to be in the 101st until they stuck me here.”  
 
           I returned his salute, and stuck out my hand.  
 
           “Hello Sergeant Evans, I’m Chris Roberts, my friends call me “Guns” and anyone who served with the 101st is a friend of mine for sure.”   
 
           Then we shot the shit, as old soldiers like to do.  With all my years on the line, I was a very old soldier in terms of army time. 
 
           I don’t know what Sergeant Evans said, or how he said it when he called for the car I asked him to get me for a ride to the embassy, but within minutes a staff car, with a furled flag, screeched to a stop at the hotel’s entrance.  The driver rushed to pull the cover off the flag, and open the door for me while the lieutenant in the passenger seat jumped out, and stood at rigid attention, holding a salute.  They jumped in after my door was shut, and off we went.   
 
           Sergeant Evans was standing at the BOQ door saluting as we drove off.   
 
           Damn. I could get used to this.  It’s almost as if rank gets more important the further you get away from combat. 
 
           Our arrival at the embassy had almost the same effect.  A Marine inside the glassed in reception area spotted the unfurled flag on the car as we pulled up.  I could see him yell something over his shoulder to somebody inside.  The lobby was full as I walked in—two lines of civilians applying for visas, and three well-turned-out Marine guards in dress uniforms.   
 
          There was a loudly barked “attention on deck” which wasn’t at all needed because the Marines were already rigidly at attention.   
 
           Almost simultaneously a side door opened, and a Marine gunnery sergeant rushed into the lobby, and popped to attention.  His eyes widened, and he stood even straighter, as he took in the decorations.   
 
           Congressionals are rare, and Purple Hearts, with the clasps for six awards, aren’t usually the last item in four rows of decorations.  This will probably be the first, and last, time I’ll wear them while I’m in Europe.  I almost didn’t, but I decided it might help grease the skids so to speak.   
 
           It turned out I was right.  
 
           “Gunnery Sergeant Matthews, Sir.  We were told to expect you, Sir.  It’s an honor, Sir.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Brigadier Dennis Robinson was the Paris attaché.  Dennis was a fit, grey-haired, artillery officer with a crew cut, about 50 years old, and plainly very curious as to what I was doing in his office.  We exchanged salutes, and shook hands as we eyeballed each other’s decorations to get an idea of who we were dealing with.  He’d been in War Two and done well.  Then he very pointedly locked the door, and invited me to have a seat.   
 
           “General Ridgeway’s message came in last week, General Roberts, and the embassy’s military staff is at your service.”  What can I do for you?” 
 
           “I appreciate your courtesy, General.  Here are my orders.  You might want to lock them away in your safe; they’re code-word classified.”  
 
           I handed him a copy in a sealed envelope.   
 
           “Oh, and here’s a redacted copy you can read and show, but not copy.  You can tell what’s in them to members of your staff, but only those few who might truly need to know.” 
 
           Robinson read the redacted orders carefully, and then he read them again.  Obviously something was afoot, and he was pleased to be a part of it, no matter how small that part might be.  
 
           “Yes,” he said, “we can do all that, and we will.  I’ll get right on it.  I’ve got another two years here, so it looks like we might be working together for a while.  So please call me Dennis.” 
 
           “Thanks Dennis, I appreciate it.  My friends call me “Chris” or “Guns.” 
 
           Maybe I better start using Chris instead of a nickname.  I should have asked Ben and Charlie. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dennis and I drank coffee, shot the bull for a while about Korea, and General Ridgeway, and the future of the army when the Korean War ends.  He was shocked, and sat back in his chair, when he heard how many combat tours I’d had in Korea.  Then he asked how he, and his people, should explain me to the Ambassador, and the embassy staff.   
 
           That was a good question and, thanks to Charlie Caine, I was ready for it. 
 
           “Well,” I said, “the whole operation is classified, of course, but here’s the party line no matter who asks.” 
 
           I explained that the official version of why I am here is because the army doesn’t know what to do with me.   
 
           That sure as hell is true but he thinks it’s a cover story.   
 
           What I told him is what he could see to be true, that, according to the army, I was too young, and didn’t have enough education to be a brigadier.  But I’ve got the medal, and it’s army tradition not to demote, or get rid of, anyone with the medal as being unqualified.  So Washington decided to pigeonhole me, and pretty much let me do whatever I want, in Europe, until I am old enough so that I have to retire.  
 
           “If anyone ever asks, just give them the cover story, and say that I’m just an unwanted floater putting in his time until I’m too old and have to retire.” 
 
           It’s absolutely all true, except that good old Charlie Caine came up with an alternative that Talley and Ridgeway really liked and so do I. 
 
           “Hell General, let that young man go over there, and learn all he can about our enemies and allies.  Maybe he can find some holes in what we’re doing, and figure out ways to plug them.”   
 
           And that is exactly what I am going to try to do. 
 
    ****** 
 
           What I need at the moment, I told Dennis, is some very intensive, one on one, language tutoring.  I’ve got to get good enough, I explained, so I can attend military and university courses conducted in French.  That means the first thing I need is a couple of full-time French language tutors.   Maybe one from 7am to 3pm six days a week and another from 3pm to 11pm.  Hopefully it will only take five or six months for me to become totally fluent, but if it takes longer, it takes longer.   
 
           “It’s a long term operation,” I explained with the most serious tone I could put into my voice, and the most serious look I could plaster on my face. 
 
           Dennis immediately took me down to the embassy’s administrative section, and introduced me to someone who was going to be a very important part of my life, although I certainly didn’t know it at the time.  Her name was Ann Scheer, and she was the embassy’s chief administrative officer.  Ann was a gray haired, somewhat heavy-set, lady who’d been at the Paris embassy before the war, and come back as soon as the war ended.   
 
           Ann loves Paris, and, it quickly became apparent, runs, Dennis said rules, the embassy’s chancellery with an iron hand.  Ann smiled when we shook hands, and somehow something instantly clicked; we liked each other.   
 
           She was a smart, and perceptive, lady.  As it turned out, Ann would end up being the only one at the embassy who ever figured out what I was doing, and why.  
 
           Ann listened carefully, and was already looking in her Roladex before Dennis finished telling her what I needed.  Then he took his leave so we could talk privately.   
 
           “You’ll probably want to live off post instead of in embassy housing,” Ann suggested.  “Somewhere where there are restaurants, and life.”   
 
           Then, after a pause, she continued.   
 
           “Ah, here it is.  It just came in.  A private, very long-term, rental or lease-sale that should be about right for your housing allowance.  Furnished sort of.  Just the right place to attract the ladies.  You must absolutely insist on having the right to buy the lease, if you think you might keep it for a while.”   
 
           She scribbled an address for the property, and handed it to me.   
 
           “Let me know when you want to see it, and I’ll set up an appointment.”   
 
           “How about this afternoon at two?  I’m not big on living in a BOQ or hotel.” 
 
           “Okay.  I’ll set it up.  It’s about a twenty minute walk from here.  Or you can take a taxi from the taxi stand out in front of the embassy.  But let me have your orders before you go, so I can set up your pay and allowances while you’re looking at the place.  Come back in a couple of hours, and you can buy me lunch in the canteen, and maybe I’ll have some tutors for you.   
 
           “Oh, and how much time do you have in grade, General?” 
 
           “Just over a year, April 22nd.  And it’s Chris, Ann.  What time do you go for lunch?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The apartment was perfect.  It felt comfortable. It was in an elegant pre-war building with high ceilings looking out over a little park, and a string of sidewalk cafes.  I could see the Eiffel Tower, and the Arc d Triomphe in the distance, and it was only a short walk to the embassy.  The view looking out at the city ought to be gorgeous at night.  It was also, as you might well imagine, the nicest home I’d ever even been in.  
 
           As you also might also imagine, I took it on the spot, with an option to buy the eighty-two years remaining on the lease.   
 
           Christ, a week ago I was living in a hole in the ground, and trying to keep my people from getting killed. 
 
           Then I grabbed a taxi, and headed back to Ann’s office at the embassy to take her to lunch.  She was pleased to hear I liked the apartment.  She said she knew the building from before the war.   
 
           “My son had friends on that street, and I used to walk by it on the way to pick him up after school.”   
 
           Then she took a deep breath, said she had found a couple of possible tutors, and, if I would like her to do so, she will set up appointments for me to meet them tomorrow.   
 
           Later I found out Ann visits her son on the first Sunday of every month at Suresness.  Suresness is the home of an American World War II cemetery.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Last night I spent my first night in my new home, and woke up repeatedly, always surprised by the silence.  It really was strange waking up in a bed and being all alone after years of sleeping on a cot, or the ground, with a radio operator, and a lookout, about six inches away.  For some reason I felt idle, bored, and at loose ends.   
 
           Well, hell, I am idle, bored, and at loose ends. 
 
           After a bit I pulled on a shirt, a pair of my new civilian pants, and walked across the street to a little café to have breakfast and, truth be told, to be around people.   
 
           Everyone in the place was there for breakfast, and to meet their friends.  It was full of people talking, reading the newspapers, and greeting each other as they arrived and departed.  It was altogether comfortable and friendly, sort of warm, cozy, and welcoming.   
 
           I instinctively knew I was going to spend a lot of time here. 
 
           Somehow I managed to order what turned out to be croissants, and coffee.  And then I just sat there for a while thinking about the guys I left behind in Korea.  It was strange, but I suddenly felt very lost, somehow sad, and very alone.   
 
           That’s when it really hit me that I was lonely, and at loose ends, for the first time in my life. 
 
           Well, onward ,ever onward, as the saying goes; so I paid my bill with some francs I’d gotten from Ann in exchange for some script, and grabbed a taxi at the stand across the street for a trip to the embassy.  It didn’t take long, and I paid carefully attention to the route the driver took so I would be able to walk it in the future. 
 
           Ann greeted me with a big smile, and told me I had an appointment for my first interview in about ten minutes.  She handed me a resume, and suggested I use the conference room across the hall for a quiet conversation with my potential language teacher.   
 
           Sure enough, exactly at 1030, I watched as a well-dressed 40ish woman walked into Ann’s office, and then was brought across the hall to meet me.  Madam Siroux had arrived. 
 
           Madam Siroux eyed me with a bit of surprise as we sat down and began to talk.  It was quickly apparent that Therese Siroux was as much at loose ends as I was.  Her daughter was newly married, and her husband was off being a colonial governor somewhere, and busy with his job, and “his diversions,” whatever that might be.  They turned out to be a couple of Cambodian ladies. 
 
           Ann had already given Therese the party-line explanation about me being permanently posted to France to reward me for my military services, and keep me away from those who would terminate me.   
 
           “My,” Madame Siroux said.  “You are so young.  I am surprised.  No wonder you would threaten people like my husband.  They are all the same, those bureaucrats.”   
 
           Madam Siroux’s English was not the best, but Ann said her French was impeccable and that’s what counted. 
 
           Being paid to immerse someone in French six days a week was acceptable to Therese Siroux, and she was quite satisfied with the pay on offer.  It didn’t seem like a lot to me, but it was apparently a lot of money for a French woman, with time on her hands, and no particular job skills, or experience, particularly since it also meant free breakfasts, and lunches.   
 
           Within what seemed like only a few minutes, we smiled at each other and shook hands on the deal.  Therese will arrive each morning at seven, and we will go off for a long breakfast, and lots, and lots, of conversation, newspaper reading, and explanations about culture, politics, and appropriate behavior. 
 
           The second interview, an hour later, was with a totally different type of person.  Mademoiselle Susanne de Neuville was at least ten years younger than Madam Siroux and much more earthy, and outgoing.  She was, she explained, a long-time on and off student at the Sorbonne who periodically worked as a tourist guide.  She lived with her bartender boyfriend, and jumped at the chance to sleep late, and begin working at three in the afternoon when Madam Siroux departed.   
 
           As we shook hands, and parted, Susanne surprised me by handing me a list of words that are the same in both English and French.  It was surprisingly long.   
 
           The next morning, Therese primly explained, with a bit of self-righteous pride, that naturally the words are the same because the French conquered England.  
 
           Ann smiled when I thanked her for finding the ladies.  Then she handed me a bunch of personnel papers to sign so she can pay me every month when, as she so quaintly put it, using the traditional soldiers’ phrase, “the eagle shits.” 
 
           In fact, the money was more than enough.  I did quite well compared to the eighty-four dollars paid to American privates each month when they are stationed in Europe. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Days turned into months, and being totally immersed in French seemed to be working.  I was able to read Le Monde, talk about the stories, understand whatever is possible for anyone to understand about the French government, and to make my way about Paris.  For all practical purposes, except on Sundays, I was always speaking French, and never alone. 
 
           Today, at lunch, Therese mentioned that she and Susanne are going to sometimes exchange their tutoring hours, if it is okay with me.  It seems Susanne has broken up with her bartender boyfriend, and no longer wants to stay up half the night alone; and Therese, so she explained, was tired of missing all the great dinners she’s heard Susanne talking about. 
 
           That afternoon Susanne did not show up, and Therese stayed.  So after an early dinner at Le Nomade, a restaurant I particularly like, Therese insisted on walking home with me so we could continue our discussion about the French colonies.  It was a subject on which she was quite well informed, as a result of her husband’s position.  When we approached the taxi stand in front of my apartment building, Therese asked if she might use my toilet before she took a taxi home.  I agreed, of course. 
 
           A few minutes Therese sat down beside me on the couch and told me, in French, of course, that she and Susanne have talked.  They both agreed, she said, that I am a wonderful gentleman, and already almost fluent in French, but, that it is obvious I have had little or no experience with women.  That shortcoming “we both agree” must “obviously be corrected.”  So she dimmed the lights and began the next, and most agreeable, phase of correcting my shortcomings. 
 
           “There, Mon Cher, oh yes, right there.”  … “You must always spend lots of time, and then some, because it often takes women longer to get ready” ….. “Hmm. Do you enjoy? … Sometimes men enjoy doing it to women at the same time.  Would you like to try?” ….. “Oui, Mon Dieu, Oui.” …. 
 
           By the end of the week my relationship with Therese and Susanne had entered a whole new dimension.  They began tutoring me twenty-four hours at a time, switching off the next morning after breakfast.  Therese seemed to be the organizer.  
 
           “All women are different, Mon Cher; some, like me, will want to use you for their own pleasure.  Others, like Susanne, will want you to dominate them, and use them.  And, if you are to be a good lover, you must give each woman what she wants.  For women like me, that means hours and hours of le sex natural and oral as pleasure partners; for Susanne it means sometimes you must give her le rough experience, and le sex anal, so she can feel used and submissive.  Do you understand, Mon General?”  I do. I do. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Therese’s husband returned on Christmas leave, and Susanne’s needs were getting tedious.  I really enjoy her tutoring, and long massages, but poking her in the ass, and spanking her, got old in a hurry.  I missed my long, leisurely tutoring sessions with Therese, and even thought about calling her.  But I didn’t.  Instead, I called Ann, and invited her to go out with me for a Christmas Eve dinner at LeNomade.  It was a splendid evening. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Early in 1954 I asked Dennis to arrange for me to take the French Army’s parachute course as a “foreign officer trainee.”  I think I was more interested in having an excuse to get rid of Susanne than I was to jump out of airplanes.  In any event, I was accepted in the program, and, late in February, I flew into Algeria on an Air France flight for parachute training at the Foreign Legion base at Sidi Bel Abbes.   
 
           Before I left, I took Ann’s advice; I purchased my apartment lease.  The embassy will make the small monthly payments required for its shared services, and deduct them from the monthly pay it deposits in my bank account. 
 
           Sidi Bel Abbes is the long-time home of the French Foreign Legion; the quarters, and food, were outstanding.  Legion officers, it seems, live quite well.  The food, for example,  was absolutely excellent.  The training, on the other hand, was absolutely grueling.  A record number of French officers were taking part, apparently in preparation for some kind of major action in one of the French colonies.  It was a place I’d never heard of called Vietnam. 
 
           Jumping out of airplanes turned out to be fun, after the first three weeks of using muscles I never even knew I had.  The most dangerous thing about the training was the ancient pre-war plane that took us up twice a day to jump during the last five days.  Ten jumps in all.  But the parachute school only lasted a few weeks, and after a couple of days of celebrating among the bars and ladies of Marrakech, I found myself soon back in Paris.  Once again, I was terminally bored.   
 
           Two mornings later, a messenger, and an embassy car, were waiting for me when I returned from breakfast.  
 
    ******  
 
           “Hi Dennis.  What’s up?” 
 
           “Dunno Chris, but there’s a coded message for you in the communications center.” 
 
           The communications center was in the office of the embassy’s Public Relations Officer; the decoding clerk was a big jovial guy by the name of Jerry McClintock.  He was almost certainly the CIA station chief, or a member of the station’s senior staff. 
 
           The message was from General Talley.  It was both short and thought-provoking.  
 
           “Colonel Dunn arrives embassy noon tomorrow.  Please be available to meet with him.”   
 
           What the hell is this all about? 
 
           General Talley was now a three-star at the Pentagon, and the next day the answer arrived in the form of Colonel Richard Dunn.   
 
           I showed up at the embassy, as I always do, in casual civilian clothes.  Dunn was a West Pointer, I could tell from the ring he wore, with ribbons suggesting a very active and successful career, both in war and administratively.  Talley must have filled him in about me because he didn’t seem at all surprised by my age or appearance.   
 
           “Sir, I am Colonel Dunn, General Talley’s aide.” 
 
           “Hello Colonel, I’m Chris Roberts,” I said as I offered him my hand and invited him to sit.  “What’s up?” 
 
           “Sir, General Talley is aware you are fluent in French and recently completed the French Army’s parachute course at Sidi Bel Abbes.”   
 
           Uh oh.  I see where this is going. 
 
          Dunn filled me in over a cup of coffee in Dennis’ conference room.  It seems the French have established a defensive position in an isolated area of their Vietnamese colony in Southeast Asia.  They thought it would cut off the supplies the communists were bringing into the south via Laos.  They also hoped it might even bring the communists to battle so they could inflict casualties on them without having to chase them all over the countryside.   
 
           Unfortunately, according to Colonel Dunn, “to say the French strategy is not working is an understatement.  The communists have placed artillery on the mountains surrounding the base and are pounding it.  France’s casualties are growing, and they’ve asked us to help by providing air support, and atomic bombs.”   
 
           Atomic bombs!  Jesus, are they crazy? 
 
           “The bottom line is that General Talley has been tasked to find out what’s actually going on at some place called Dien Bien Phu.  It’s cut off with its runway too dangerous to use, and the few helicopters the French have available to send in are so often shot down that they rarely try to use them.  So the only way supplies and replacements can get in now is via parachute.”   
 
           Now I can really see where this is going. 
 
           “General Talley needs an officer volunteer, someone acceptable to the French, who speaks French enough to pass for a Legionnaire, to jump in and radio back a report.  You came to mind.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Five days later I was in an ancient two engine Douglas C-47 that apparently had been turned over to the French during WWII.  From the looks of it, the only maintenance it had ever gotten over the years was an oil change about ten years ago.   
 
           The plane itself was loaded to the gills with cargo pallets and about a dozen French officers and Legionnaires, including a couple of lieutenants I recognized from my parachute class.   
 
           All the men in the plane were volunteers, and the three of us, and probably everyone else in the plane, were still recovering from the bon voyage party we held for ourselves last night in various Hanoi bars.  I was wearing the battledress uniform of a Legion officer without rank insignia. 
 
           We were bouncing along pretty good when the jumpmaster told us to stand up and hook on to the static line cable.  Then the old plane began a diving descent with the door open, and a couple of nervous Vietnamese-looking crewmen standing by the bales of supplies and ammunition.   
 
           Suddenly there was a tack tack tack sound, like hail hitting a tin roof, and both pilots, and the jumpmaster, began screaming “Go” “Go” “Go.”  I was the third one out.   
 
           They jumped us too soon.  One look at the cleared area of the French perimeter in the distance and I could see we’re going to land short, way short.  So we all began slipping our chutes to move towards it.   
 
           This isn’t going to work.  We’re going into the trees well short of the jump zone.   
 
           Instinctively I began slipping my chute to try for an open area about two miles short of the French base.  So was everyone else.  It was either that, or risk being stuck in a tree in Indian Territory.  I think most of us made it. 
 
           I bent my knees and rolled as I touched down.  And then I stayed down and began fumbling with the MAT-49 submachine gun I’d been handed this morning by a Legion sergeant with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth.  
 
           This damn thing better work. 
 
           Then, with the “whip whip whip” of rounds going over me, I began crawling on my belly towards the edge of the clearing closest to where I think the French perimeter might be located.  So was everyone else, except a Legion corporal I came across, after I crawled on my belly for what seems like hours.   
 
           He was face down in the grass at the edge of a mud puddle, and grimacing as he held tightly to his shattered left leg.  Where the hell did he come from? 
 
           “Can you roll over on your back?” I asked as I crawled up to him.  
 
           “Oui,” he gasped.  And with me pushing, and an obviously painful effort on his part, he rolled over, and looked up at the sky with one hand holding his mangled leg, and the other sprawled out to his side, compulsively opening and closing. 
 
           His MAT-49 lay on the ground next to him.  I ran the bolt to make sure it was ready to fire, and pushed it into his open hand.  It took considerable time, and effort, on my part since I was lying face down on the ground, and as low and flat as I could get.   
 
           “Okay.”…. “Use this and watch our rear.”   
 
           Then I grabbed the corporal by the scruff of his uniform collar with my right hand, and began slowly towing him along the ground as I wiggled forward on my belly.  It was slow going because I was holding my MAT-49 in front of me with my other hand, and pulling us along the ground using only my legs, and the sides of my elbows.   
 
           The Legionnaire helped, when he could, by pushing with his good leg despite the obvious pain it caused as his shattered leg dragged across the rough ground.  We were for sure going to be the last ones to get clear of the open area.  If we clear it at all. 
 
           It was exhausting but, after what seemed like ages, we reached the tree line and entered.  I was beat and had to stop for a moment to catch my breath.   
 
           “Your name?” I gasped in French.  
 
           “Orsini” he gasped back. “Gaspar Orsini.”  
 
           “Will you buy me a glass of wine when we get to the next bar?” I gasped back while I tried to take a deep breath.  
 
           “Oui.”  
 
           “Okay, then I better get you to a bar.  Hang on.”   
 
           Two more hours of pulling Gaspar on his back through the trees, and one brief encounter with a surprised, and, fortunately for us, totally unprepared Viet Minh soldier along the way, and an Arab face in French battledress popped into view in front of me.   
 
           I let go of Gaspar’s collar, waved my arm in the air to attract attention, and collapsed.  A few seconds later I felt searching hands running over my body and everything faded away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    My knees, elbows, left leg, and left ankle were so lacerated, and stitched up, that I could barely hobble, even though it had been almost twenty-four hours since I was treated.  The Legion sergeant sent to retrieve me chatted with Orsini while one of the nurses checked my stitches, and changed the dressings.  Nurses here?   
 
           Then the sergeant led me to the bunker that served as the French command post, and gave me a professional’s view of the situation on the way.  From the sergeant’s German accent, it was likely he was a Wehrmacht veteran serving in the Legion. 
 
           The French position resembled the trenches of World War One, and Korea.  It was in a valley surrounded by mountains that supposedly could not be climbed.  
 
           Unfortunately for the French, the Vietnamese had not only managed to climb the mountains surrounding the French base, but also to haul up artillery that could fire down on the French positions and airfield in the valley below.  And that’s what they were doing. 
 
           Slowly but surely, with artillery barrages, and repeated Russian-style mass charges, the Viet Minh were overwhelming the French outposts, and pushing the French troops into a smaller and smaller perimeter.  More than half of the French outposts had already fallen.    
 
           The French troops were primarily colonial infantry and Legionnaires.  They all had French officers.  No poorly trained young draftees here.   
 
           It was slow going for the Vietnamese because the French troops, and particularly the Legionnaires of the two parachute regiments, were superb, absolutely superb.  And so were their officers.  But this place was a poorly chosen death trap, picked out, if I got the sergeant’s take on it, by some distant general, who got to the top because his superiors never turned quickly enough to break his brown nose. 
 
           “My God,” I heard one of the Legionnaires tell another, “We’re going to be part of another Camerone.  What a way to go.”   
 
           From the way he said it, I couldn’t tell if he was unhappy or pleased with the prospect; Camerone was where a force of Legionnaires went down to the last man in 1863 rather than surrender. 
 
           However it got selected, it was crystal clear that no amount of American aid, atomic or otherwise, could save this place, or the men in it.  And that is what was in the message I sent to Talley.  I didn’t, of course, say that in so many words.  Rather I sent some previously agreed words, and phrases, that would convey the message without disheartening the French.  
 
           Similar messages went out in the days that followed as I became more and more familiar with the situation, and the troops who were trapped here.   
 
           So many officers fell that the ranking French officer, Brigadier Cristian de Castries, who knew me only as an unknown foreign officer observer who had graduated from the Legion’s parachute course at Sidi Bel Abbes, asked me to accept the rank of major in the Legion and command one of his outposts, Isabelle.  I agreed, and served until the night of May Fourth.  
 
           On the morning of the Third of May, a Legion runner from headquarters brought me a confidential message from de Castries to the effect that surrender is imminent, and he has received an order to try to evacuate me by helicopter that night.  The situation on the ground was beyond desperate, and I’d been expecting something like this for the past week.    
 
           I gathered Isabelle’s NCOs in my bunker, showed them the message, and told them I had to go.  The Legion has a long tradition of never surrendering, so I spread out a map, and suggested escape routes into Laos for those of the men who wanted to try to slip out and run for it.  
 
           Even though Orsini’s leg was shattered, he, and many of the wounded, had been carried to fighting positions; he’d spent the past several weeks actively shooting at the Viet Minh during their periodic mass charges.  The idea that I would have a chance to escape, and he would not, truly bothered me.  So I decided, for good luck, as I explained to my NCOs, to have Orsini see me off tonight when a helicopter was supposed to try to land in the dark and fly me out.   
 
           After it got dark, the senior NCO at Isabelle, a German Wehrmacht veteran by the name of Karl Heinz Streeter, the sergeant who had fetched me from the hospital, and two other Legionnaires, helped me carry Orsini from his position down to where a small observation helicopter had just landed in the dark to carry me out.   
 
           Karl and I had become good comrades during my stay at Isabelle.  He and the other Legionnaires were used to the foibles, and quirky behavior, of the men who become Legion officers, and hadn’t even blinked I when explained to them that, for good luck on my trip out, I needed to have Orsini present when my helicopter lifted off.   
 
           In the light of the periodic shell flashes, and flares, I could see that my escape was to be attempted via a little gasoline powered two seater, a French observation helicopter.   
 
           “Brigadier Roberts.  You are the American General Roberts?”   
 
           “Yes, that’s me.”   
 
           Karl and the men were stunned at hearing the rank.  Surprised you didn’t I, Karl?  It surprises me too. 
 
           “Please hurry, General.  Dawn is coming.” 
 
           “Load Orsini,” I ordered the Legionnaires.  I was quite emphatic. Legionnaires know how to respond when a Legion officer gives a definitive command; they quickly got to work lifting him through the tiny door.   
 
           “But I can only carry one man in this little thing.” 
 
           “I know,” I said, “and he’s the one.” 
 
           “But”… 
 
           “No buts.  He’s going.”   
 
           The pilot nodded when I waved my MAT-49 at him for emphasis.  Then he saluted, and started to turn away.  Then he turned back, stood rigidly to attention, and saluted again.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Back at Isabelle, I packed my bug-out gear, and wait anxiously all day for night to fall.  I had decided to go out through the wire with this evening’s ambush patrol.  They will set an ambush and come back, as usual, just before dawn.  I, on the other hand, would keep going.   
 
           Talley is really going to be pissed; tough shit. 
 
           Word about Orsini’s departure must have spread.  When I finished getting my gear together, and came out of the dugout, I was quite taken to find Karl, and all the Isabelle Legionnaires who were not at their fighting positions, standing in the trench at attention.  I shook the hand of every one of them as we stood in the flickering light of the flares periodically popping overhead.   
 
           “Bon chance” we whispered to each other. “Vive Le Legion.”   
 
           I’m glad it’s dark so they can’t see the tears in my eyes. 
 
           Our six-man patrol snaked out through the wire and moved quietly through the dark night.  I was dressed in the black pajamas of the Viet Minh and wearing a Viet Minh pith helmet, and sneakers.  I was carrying one of the AK-47s favored by the Viet Minh, and a bamboo Viet Minh artillery shell carrier.   
 
           Instead of shells, the bamboo carrier was packed with whatever I could find that I thought might be useful on the long walk ahead.  I was also wearing a web belt with a big fanny pack and three canteens.   
 
           Hopefully my silhouette, when I wear my Viet Minh pith helmet, and carry an AK-47, would make me look as though I was just another Viet Minh trooper walking at night to avoid the French planes.   
 
           I sure as hell hope so. 
 
          I was not carrying much ammunition, just a single grenade in my pants pocket and the rounds in the long clip of my AK-47.  But I was loaded down.  My most important items were my Viet Minh pith helmet, and two inflatable rubber mattresses.  I had one of the mattresses in the fanny pack, and one in the bamboo basket.   
 
           Also split between my fanny pack and the basket were a couple of extra canteens, some rope to tie things to the mattresses when I have to swim, small ammunition pouches containing bottles of water, purification tablets, and malaria pills.  I was also carrying an extra pair of Vietnamese sneakers and socks, and all the sticky rice balls, and combat ration food packs, I could stuff in anywhere they would fit, including inside my shirt, and the various pockets of my battledress pants.   
 
           It’s a long way to Laos.  I figured I might get away with losing either the fanny pack or the bamboo basket, but probably not both.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Not a word was spoken when we reached the ambush position selected by the Legion corporal leading the patrol, just firm handshakes.  Over and over I reminded myself that I needed to clear the area, and find a place to hole up, before dawn breaks.  In the dark moonlit night I was headed, I hoped, to what looked to me to be the least likely place on the map for the Viet Minh to be on the lookout for escapees.   
 
           In other words, I was going to start my long walk back to Hanoi by heading north away from South Vietnam, and taking the long way around to get to Laos. 
 
           Several times I heard voices, and men moving about, after I parted with the Legionnaires.  But I saw no one.  About 4am, I began moving higher up the side of the mountain until I found what I thought might be a suitable hiding place.  It was, so far as I could tell in the darkness, a heavy thicket of trees, and brush, into which I could crawl, and spend the day.   
 
           The flashes and booms of mortars and artillery rounds seemed loud and close by, and there were constant flares and explosion flashes to the south.  I thought, make that devoutly prayed, I was beyond the Viet Minh lines and staging areas.  My best guess was that I was about six miles north of the French perimeter.  It was the morning of May fifth, and time for some sleep.  I was completely bushed. 
 
           I dropped my pants and took a crap.  Then I slept and napped all day, and tried to do it without moving.  As every soldier knows, it is movement, more than anything else, that draws attention. 
 
           Just before twilight, I slowly raised my head until I spotted the Laotian mountains.  I think.  Then I looked at my compass to see the direction I’d have to take to reach the mountain range that I would have to cross in order to get into Laos.  In the distance, I could hear the thunder of the Viet Minh shells arriving in the perimeter, and the answering explosions from what was left of the French artillery beyond it.   
 
           Almost time to go. 
 
           When it got fully dark, I moved out as rapidly as possible in the slight moonlight, over the ridge, and into the next valley.  Then, after carefully looking and listening for what seemed like hours, while I waited for a cloud to cover the moon, I took a deep breath to settle my nerves, and moved out into the open to wade across a small stream running down the valley.  Every second I expected to hear shooting, or a shout, and the sound of running feet.  
 
           I walked until it was almost four in the morning, according to my wristwatch.  This time I wriggled my way into a lush bamboo thicket, wound my wrist watch, and covered my face with my rain poncho in what was almost certainly going to be a futile attempt to keep out the mosquitoes.  The thunder to the south was definitely more distant than it was last night. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Day after day I repeated the process, until I completely lost track of how many days I’d been walking, and had survived two terrible stomach aches, probably from the water I had scooped from the little streams I’d waded across.   
 
           The thunder had stopped days ago.  The silence was actually a pity because I could no longer orient myself to where the French perimeter was located.  But I had my compass, and once again I found a thick stand of brush, wiggled deep into it, and ate and crapped before dawn arrived.  The, once again, I scraped out a little hole for my hip, and settled in for a day of sleep.  
 
           As the early light of dawn arrived, a few minutes later, I raised my head, to orient myself for tonight’s walk, before I went to sleep.  And then, the hair on the back of my neck literally stood on end as an entire company of Viet Minh poured off the dirt trail I’d just traveled, and came towards me.  The nearest one took off his pith helmet, and threw down his load not thirty feet from the thicket where I was hiding.   
 
           My new neighbors looked like me, with their pith helmets, and bamboo packs.  And, like me, they were moving into the woods during the day to escape observation.   
 
           I didn’t sleep a wink or move all day.  All I did was worry about how close I’d come to bumping into the Viet Minh in the dark. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The river looked wide, and shiny, in the moonlight when it suddenly came into view three days later.  According to my watch, it was a little after two in the morning.  I didn’t know how long it was going take to get ready, so I immediately began searching for a place to spend the day.  The moon was almost full, so I hoped it would rain again tonight, to cut down visibility, when I tried to make the crossing. 
 
           It did rain.  When darkness fell, I was totally soaked as I dug out the two rubber mattresses, and checked to make sure they still had ropes tied tightly enough around their centers so they wouldn’t slip off.   
 
           My plan was simple; I intend to wear my fanny pack, swim, and periodically rest, on one mattress, and tow the other one with my bamboo shell carrier tied to it.   
 
           I drank all the water I could hold, and emptied the canteens I was carrying, except the one with the water I would hopefully be able to drink in the morning, on the other side of the river.  Then I moved down to the river, and began wading into it.   
 
           Disaster struck immediately.  The river was colder than I expected, and the mud on the river bottom immediately pulled off one of my sneakers before my ankles were even covered with water.  Sheesh.   
 
           I quickly retrieved my lost sneaker, kicked off the other sneaker, and stuffed them both into my pack.  Then I moved out until I was almost waist deep, crouched down while I blew up my mattresses, and slowly moved out into the river.  I moved slowly to avoid splashing.  
 
           Disaster struck once again, as soon as I got into the water that was deep enough to begin swimming.  The damn basket turned turtle on the mattress I was towing, and went under the water.   
 
           I’d sort of expected that might happen; that’s why I’d taken special care to tie the basket securely to the mattress.  What I didn’t expect, was that the mattress would bend in the middle so that its inflated ends would stick up in the air like flag posts when I was towing it.  
 
           Crossing the river was exhausting.  I’d kick a while, and then rest with my shoulders, and head, on the mattress.  Then I’d kick some more.  All the time the current was carrying me slowly downstream towards South Vietnam.   
 
   
  
 

        Several times I heard the putt, putt, putt, of motors as boats came by, and once I heard paddles, and soft voices, as an unlit boat slowly passed in the darkness.  It couldn’t have been more than ten feet away.    
 
           Dawn was breaking, and I was shivering uncontrollably, when my feet finally felt the mud of the river bottom on the Laotian side.  Then I nearly had a heart attack, when I got a bit closer to shore, pulled the air plug to deflate the first mattress, and it gave a long and loud fart of escaping air.   
 
           I was seriously worried.  It took too long to cross.  It was getting to be light and I was in real trouble of being spotted.  
 
           When I finished deflating, and repacking, the air mattresses, I picked up the basket, and ran like hell for the riverbank, even though I was barefoot.  I got about twenty painful steps before I realized that I was never going to make it with bare feet.   
 
           There was nothing to done but stop, sit in the water up to my neck, and get my wet sneakers out of the basket.  It seemed like hours before I got them on my feet, and the laces tied.   
 
           By the time I was ready to move, I could see stands of trees, and brush, that were beginning to become visible in the early light of the coming morning.  I carried my stuff, and moved as fast as I could.  Thank God it’s raining.  
 
           About noon the rain stopped, and the sun came out.  I was in a clump of bushes about forty yards from a dirt path that seemed to run along the river.   
 
           All I could do is hunker down motionless under the bushes where I was hiding, and hope that my not being able to see the people I heard moving on the path meant they could not see me.   
 
           As always, I tried to stay absolutely motionless.  As anyone who has ever been a soldier will tell you, it’s movement that draws the eye; and it’s a warm and smelly body that draws the bugs. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Three days, and ten thousand bites, later, I crossed through a mountain pass, and knew I’d reached Laos.  Two days after that, I jerked awake late in the morning to the sound of calling voices.  A skirmish line of armed men in black pajamas was coming straight at me.  They obviously knew where I was hiding. 
 
           Shit. They got me. 
 
           Then there was a loud “Allo” and a French voice said “We are friends, monsieur.  Please come out.”  They better be friends or I’m screwed.  They were.  It was a French lieutenant, and his irregular company of Montagnards.   
 
           Five days later, the MATS plane I was on touched down at Andrews.  I worried all the way about how disobeying my evacuation orders would be received.  
 
    ****** 
 
           “Well Guns, you gave us a hell of a scare.” 
 
           “Sorry General,” was my response as I stood rigidly at attention in front of General Talley.   
 
           “Officers abandoning their wounded to save themselves is not my idea of acceptable behavior.”  That was my defense for disobeying my evacuation orders, and I am damn well going to stick to it. 
 
           “Stand at ease, for Chrissake” ... “Goddamnit, sit down.  How about some coffee?” … “You’re a hero to the French you know?”    
 
           “I don’t think so, Sir.” 
 
           “Well you’re wrong.  The French are embarrassed by Dien Bien Phu and need a hero to divert attention.  You’re it—the unnamed Legion officer who gave up his seat to a wounded enlisted man on the last plane out.” 
 
           “They said you were wounded.  Is that true?” 
 
           “Just cut a bit and some stitches.” 
 
           “That’s not the way the French are telling it.  They say you were already decorated once for pulling a wounded Legionnaire to safety under very heavy enemy fire even though you were wounded yourself.”   
 
           Then he smiled.  
 
           “Anyway we don’t want anyone to know that there was an American present at the French defeat.  So we’ve got to do something to keep you away from being interviewed by the media for a while.  How about Germany after a brief unannounced stop in France to get a couple of medals?   It seems the Germans are going to get their army back in a couple of months, and it’s going to play a big role in keeping the Russians out of Western Europe.  Besides, it’s time for you to get a proper education, and I know just the place for you to get it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Three weeks later, the new German Army and I arrived in Germany at about the same time.  My arrival was less controversial.  I had just checked into a hotel, and was walking in civilian clothes across a Rhine river bridge in the middle of a crowd of pedestrians, when I saw a soldier in a strange uniform coming towards me.   
 
           Of course, he’s one of the soldiers of the new German army. 
 
           Unfortunately, the elderly woman I was passing at that moment, also saw him.  She dropped her bags, pointed, and began to hysterically scream, and scream, and scream.  I kept walking, and didn’t look back.   
 
           For some reason I felt embarrassed for him, and for me too. 
 
           Prior to arriving in Germany, I’d stopped in Paris to receive my decorations as Major Christopher of the French Foreign Legion.  The Legion, by tradition it seems, does not provide the last names of their officers, other than those of their most senior officers, just first names.   
 
           Afterwards, without telling them how I’d spent the day, I invited Ann, Dennis Robinson, and Dennis’ wife Joan, to a sort of temporary farewell dinner.  They’ll still handle my personnel matters, and provide administrative support, but, from now on, it will be from a distance.   
 
           My story, that I am leaving for a while to go to school in Germany, went over well.  It should; it’s true.  I didn’t mention Vietnam, and neither did they.  I wonder if they know where I’ve been, and what happened? I didn’t ask. 
 
           The American embassy in Germany was in Germany’s quiet little capitol city of Bonn.  Bonn is a quaint little university town, with chic restaurants, serving bland food, at ridiculously high prices.   
 
    ****** 
 
           After six months in Bonn, learning German with a couple of dreary gentlemen tutors, I began periodically driving to Tubingen to attend classes in European modern history.  The history department was headed by Herr Professor Doktor Hans Speidel, Field Marshal Rommel’s former chief of staff.   
 
           General Ridgeway, it seems, had somehow gotten to know Speidel after the war, and greased the skids for my acceptance into his Tubingen program on Modern European History.  The classes were, to say the least, challenging, particularly at first, before I became sufficiently proficient in German.  In other words, I was going to have to work my ass off to stay in the program. 
 
           The classes were interesting, but my love life was suffering.  That changed with a bang.  Almost at the same moment, I met both Renate and Heide.  The only things they have in common is that they are both single, neither can speak a word of English, and neither of them knows I’m in the army.  They thought I was an American student, which, of course, is true. 
 
           Peas in a pod, they are not.  Renate works in the business office of a big chemical plant.  She was in a local hotel bar after work, with some girlfriends from the office, and I was in the hotel restaurant savoring a beer after sitting through a long, boring, and meaningless lecture by someone other than Speidel.   She walked up and said, in German.  “Do you dance, come on.” 
 
           We did and one thing led to another.  So now we are friends, who get together for sex every so often.  That, and a little dancing, and eating out together, was about all we ever did.  But at least I was able to practice my German, which initially needed a lot of help.  She liked the fact that, unlike most German men, I had a car, my own apartment, and a phone.   
 
           Renate has a fellow worker she intends to marry.  But they both live at home with their parents and found it hard to get together, particularly because he was a salesman who travels a lot.  So she sometimes called from the office, and asked if she could stop by for a visit.  Sure.  Why not?  And I called her at the office whenever I was in the mood. 
 
           Heide was something else.  One of my fellow students, a German, was dating a nice German girl he hoped to marry.  But he had no car.  One day after class he asked me if I would be interested in going out on a double date.  A school friend of Barbara, his girlfriend, was coming on the train for a visit, and Barbara didn’t want her to feel like a third wheel.  Would I like to join them? 
 
           What he really wanted, of course, was for me to drive so he could take the girls somewhere nice without taking a streetcar.  
 
           “Sure,” I agreed.   I had nothing else to do, and at the moment I was terminally bored. 
 
           The three of us were sitting in a restaurant, waiting for Barbara’s best friend to arrive, when one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen walked up, hugged Barbara, and gave each of us a firm handshake.  Holy God!  Even better, the place we were going after dinner, the Hexon Bar, had a dance band and Heide loved to dance. 
 
           Boy did she love to dance.  She was a dancer in the National Theatre at Kaiserslauten.  I came to find out that her mother was a von Thyssen and her stepfather owned some kind of factory the British bombed on the last day of the war at the request, her stepfather was sure, of his British competitor.   
 
           Heide was absolutely gorgeous, except for her feet which looked almost deformed when she took off her shoes and socks.  Apparently, as I came to learn, mangled feet are quite common among professional ballet dancers who are constantly up on the tips of their toes.   
 
           In any event, I was quite literally the first American Heide had ever met, and strangely acceptable to her family. 
 
           Her mother didn’t want her to date Germans because they are inevitably after her mother’s name, and money.  Her father, on the other hand, was an old Nazi, and divorced by her mother who hated them; he didn’t approve of the French, nor other Europeans.  I was a strangely acceptable compromise.  
 
           More importantly since it was, after all, Heide whose opinion mattered, she was captivated by the fact I danced like an American, which was apparently very different from a German.  She was, not to put too much of a point on it, taken by the fact that I like “die swing” and the Germans like “die waltz.”  She also liked the fact that I had a car, and could drive her home instead of taking her home in a street car.   
 
           What Heide won’t do is sex.  She was afraid of getting pregnant.  Renate was just the opposite.  
 
         “So what if I get pregnant.”  Of course, Karl and I want children.  “it’s better to feel you in me than to worry about such things.”   
 
           Works for me. 
 
           When Heide was available I would often study late, and meet her after a performance.  Then we’d go out for something to eat, and dancing.  Sometimes, when she had no practice to attend the next day, we’d end the evening “making out” in my car, or going back to my place for some heavy petting. 
 
           Very heavy is best. 
 
           Once in a while, Heide came home with me, and stayed for a night of heavy petting and play.  Almost inevitably, a strange compulsion seemed to set in the next morning; she would spend hours and hours cleaning and scrubbing my place as if she were a traditional German housewife.  I swear to God it’s true.  It astonished me to see that beautiful woman on her hands and knees scrubbing my floor and toilet.  
 
          There’s got to be something about women I still don’t understand.  The next time I’m in Paris, I’m going to try to reach Therese and ask her. 
 
           After a couple of days with Heide, I inevitably called Renate.                                          
 
    ****** 
 
           My love life in Germany came to a full stop almost as fast as it started. Renate’s boyfriend was transferred to a job that would keep him in the city and  Heide’s theater company went off on a tour;  she, of course, went with them.  It coincided with one of the biggest delays in getting my degree.  After I complete the required classes at Tubingen, I decided to take a year off from writing my doctoral dissertation to attend the commissioning course at the British Military Academy at Sandhurst.  
 
           At first I got nowhere with my efforts to enroll because I was just over the age maximum.  Finally, someone at the Paris embassy whispered into the ear of the British ambassador to France, and there I was—accepted for the next intake.  I’ll write the required dissertation for Speidel later. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Cadets in the Sandhurst program are, for the most part, university graduates, and treated as intelligent human beings without the rigorous discipline that occurs in most military academies.  At least, that is, they were treated well after the first five weeks of basic training.  Thereafter it involved classes, seminars, and exercises appropriate for cadets who are already university graduates.  
 
           I was an “overseas officer candidate” and not very unique at all.  About ten percent of the cadets were serving officers, or would-be officers, of foreign armies from the old British Empire.  My rank and experience were not known.  I was Cadet Christopher Roberts of the American army and we all dressed exactly alike. 
 
           I really liked Sergeant Owens, the drill sergeant assigned to my cadet platoon for the first of our three terms.  At our first formation, he introduced himself, and grandly explained that he will call us Sir, and we will call him Sir, and that the big difference is that we will really mean it.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Sandhurst was an interesting experience with very keen Brits learning a little, very little in my opinion, about soldiering alongside the prima donna sons of various princes, dictators, and senior commonwealth politicians.   
 
           I initially signed up because I wanted to know how the British army approaches war.  What I really learned, I guess, is that it’s hard to train officers to lead men and win battles.   
 
           But who am I to complain or judge.  I initially got commissioned without any training at all.   
 
           Overall, Sandhurst was a plus.  I learned about the evolution of military tactics, and strategies, and a lot about history, from the British point of view.  Which was sometimes very different from the German point of view.   
 
           Even better, during my year at Sandhurst I met some really great Brits and Australians, one of whom, my friend “Boots,” a Brit from Cornwall, turned out to be quite important to me. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I was slow in completing my degree at Tubingen.  The biggest reason was that, after Sandhurst, Talley pressed me to get started on quietly filling in the NATO gaps before he retired.   
 
           “You’ve got the credentials now, Guns,” he told when we got together for dinner during one of his visits to America’s European military headquarters at Campbell Barracks.  “It’s time to stop playing around and start getting things ready in case you’re needed.  And it’s best you start before I have to retire.”   
 
           My assignment was both broad and specific, just as Charlie Caine had written it, and sounded both impossible, and simple:  Find the gaps in NATO, and take whatever steps are necessary to fill them, without NATO, or anyone else, except the people I select, knowing about it, or being involved in any way.   
 
           Why not let anyone at NATO know, even the Americans?  Because anything NATO knows or decides or plans was known to Soviet, and East German, intelligence, almost instantly.  The Warsaw Pact countries would then immediately take steps to counter it.  NATO had a staff whose weakest links were very weak indeed.  
 
           One of the things that long ago jumped out at me in Speidel’s lectures was the importance that a country’s civilian transportation infrastructure played in determining the outcome of its wars, political alliances, and its economy.  It set me to thinking about the importance to the Warsaw Pact of the bridges over the Danube, Elbe, and Oder rivers, particularly the rail bridges, but also the highway bridges, including those on other rivers.   
 
           Moscow, and its allies, already have a ton of troops, and armor, in the countries along the border with West Germany.  But the follow-on reinforcements, and the supplies they’ll need in order to win a war against NATO, would have to come over the bridges, particularly the railroad bridges.   
 
           NATO, of course, knew all this, and had detailed plans to bomb the bridges.  The Soviets, and East Germans, of course, knew all about the NATO plans.  Hell, they probably know the names of the pilots, and the tail numbers of their planes. 
 
           NATO’s basic plan was to destroy the Soviet air force, and bridges, with its supposedly superior planes, while its supposedly superior tanks destroy the supposedly inferior Russian and Warsaw Pact armor, which, as everyone knows, will attack through the Fulda Pass.  
 
           The more I asked myself what a competent Warsaw Pact commander would do, the more I began to think the NATO planners were wrong, very wrong.   
 
           I saw a totally different scenario; what I would do if I were in command of the Warsaw Pact.  The Russians main attack would come somewhere else, instead of through the Fulda Pass, and they would cram a mind-boggling amount of anti-aircraft weapons around every bridge.  So yes, the bridges would come down, but so many NATO planes would be lost in the attacks required to destroy them that the Soviets would establish air superiority, and use it to devastate the NATO ground forces.  Moscow would win.  
 
           Alternately, NATO would not attack the bridges and, instead, save its planes and use them to establish air superiority over the battlefield.  Then Russia would suffer great loses on the ground, but keep sending more and more troops, and equipment, over the bridges, until the NATO ground forces were finally worn down, and collapse, despite NATO having air superiority.  Moscow would win. 
 
           If I’m right, which of course is a big if, NATO must choose between either knocking out the bridges, or providing air support for its troops.  Either way, NATO is likely to end up losing the war.  Hmm. 
 
    ****** 
 
           General Talley’s Pentagon office, and power, were impressive.  He had four stars now, and, unless he becomes the chairman of the joint chiefs, this would be his last tour.  With my one star, and my insignificant do-nothing job, I’m a military nonentity.  But he was more than warm in his welcome, and the coffee flowed freely.   
 
           He’d called me in, he said, because he wanted to know what I’ve come up with.  He also wanted to know what I thought about Speidel now that, in accordance with NATO’s new command-sharing approach, he was about to rejoin the German Army as a senior general in command of all of  NATO’s ground forces, including all the American ground forces in Europe.  The United States would provide the overall NATO commander, and the air force commander; the UK would provide the naval commander, and Germany the ground commander.   
 
           “Speidel's smart as a whip, and steady as a rock,” I told Talley.   
 
           “I learned a lot from him.  I think it’s fair to say that he has greatly influenced my thinking as to how we should proceed, if we have to fight the Soviets.”   
 
           “Speidel doesn’t think the Warsaw Pact will attack, does he?” 
 
           “I believe General Speidel thinks the Soviets are itching to take the rest of Europe, but are still too uncertain about how the war will end, and that it’s a good thing they’re uncertain because Speidel thinks we’d probably lose. 
 
           “And he’s right, Ben.  Yes, General Talley and I long ago became personal friends.  He’s almost become like family, sort of like the uncle I never had—and I don’t know why.  Being in combat together for so long, probably.  As it stands, we’d probably lose if a conventional war starts this year between the Warsaw Pact and NATO.” 
 
           “You think we’d lose?  You really think so?” 
 
           “Yes Sir, I do—NATO has too many gaps in its defenses, and the communists have almost certainly penetrated Brussels, and know exactly where those gaps are.  But that doesn’t mean we can’t quietly fill the gaps so that we’ll win if they ever do attack.”   
 
           Then I explained my analysis of the bridges, and told him about my plan for destroying them.  General Talley liked the plan, and began making phone calls: One to schedule an appointment for the two of us tomorrow morning with the Marine Commandant; another to schedule an appointment in the afternoon with the Coast Guard Commandant.   
 
           Each of them, we agreed, would not be told of the other’s potential involvement.   
 
           I stuck around until Ben’s appointments were finished for the day.  Then I rode home with him in his car for a quiet dinner with him and his wife, Angie.  Angie’s a school teacher who had taught science and math at various military base high schools as she raised her kids, and followed her husband around the world during his military career.   
 
           Now the kids are grown, Ben’s at the Pentagon, and Angie’s not a happy camper—because there are no service schools for military dependents near Washington where she can get a job.  And she can’t get a job teaching science and math in the local public schools because DC, and the nearby Virginia school districts, only hire science and math teachers who have taken lots and lots of how-to-teach courses—even if they can’t read or write, and never even took a science or math course in college. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Marine Commandant was a burley four-star with row after row of impressive decorations.  He’d obviously been around the block more than once.  He immediately wanted to know if we were there to talk about Vietnam.   
 
           Vietnam had been in the news a lot lately, and there were rumors that the United States might send more advisors, and, maybe, even some combat troops to protect them.  The Commandant was all for it.  Time to teach the communists a lesson, and so forth, and bullshit.   
 
             I wonder what his PFCs and corporals think about his wanting to send them off to a war in Asia?  
 
           “No Commandant, I brought Brigadier Roberts with me to talk about your Marine Swimmers Program.”   
 
           The Commandant was visibly surprised.  
 
           “What about it?” 
 
           I spoke up.   
 
           “General, what we’re about to share with you is code-word classified and I’d like ask you to turn off any recording devices you might have running and assure us that you will make no written record of our conversation or share it with any other officer.  The only exception, of course, being your deputy so that the leadership of the Corps can continue in the event you become a casualty.”   
 
           Well that sure got his attention. 
 
           “Wait one,” he said as he held up a hand, and pressed a button on his desk.  
 
           “Have Major Hurst do an immediate security sweep of my office.” 
 
           Then he invited us to join him for a cup of coffee while we waited.    
 
           After the sweep, and a quick trip to the nearest latrine so we could get rid of some of the coffee, I explained that we were there to ask him to quietly, very quietly, expand the training of his Marine Swimmers to include explosives, particularly their use at night, to destroy piers and bridges. 
 
           The Commandant leaned forward and studied us carefully.   
 
           Little wonder that he did, the army had just proposed a new mission for the Marine Corps. 
 
            “Isn’t that the job for the SEALs?” 
 
           “Yes Sir, It is.  But there aren’t enough of them, and there never will be.  If we need swimmers, we’ll need to be able to draw four or five hundred of them on short notice.  Very short notice.  They don’t need to be on standby or in a separate unit, just trained up and ready to be moved to Europe on very short notice from whatever stateside units they’re in at the time.”  
 
           General Talley chimed in.  “This is important, Tony, it’s truly in the national interest, and the last thing in the world we need is for the Russians to even get a whiff of it.” 
 
           “What can you tell me about the operation?” the commandant asked.  “I need to know more.” 
 
           Ben leaned forward and lowered his voice to convey the importance of what he was about to reveal.  
 
           “Tony, for your ears only.  We’re concerned that if we deploy troops and Marines to Vietnam, the Russians will see our forces tied up in Asia, and decide to invade Europe.  If they do, we want to be able to blow a number of bridges in Eastern Europe to slow their supplies, and replacements. 
 
           “The problem,” Talley explained, “is that NATO is so leaky that if we or any of our allies, trains up troops to do it, or even draws up plans to do it, the Russians will find out before the men even finish their training.  They’ll have their forces at the water’s edge, waiting under the bridges.  Our men will be slaughtered.  This is an insurance policy that even the NATO commander won’t know about.  Just the three of us, and the Secretary.” 
 
           And then Talley delivered the coup de grace.   
 
           “Defense will find the additional funds for you.  Within reason, of course.” 
 
           That afternoon, we gave the same pitch to the Commandant of the Coast Guard.  The next morning, the Marine Commandant and I flew to San Diego to meet with the officers running the Marine Swimmers Program.  
 
    ******  
 
           There is one thing about the Marines.  When they get on board for a combat program, they really get on board, and don’t fool around.  We lifted off Andrews at exactly 7am, picked up hours because of the time changes, and landed at El Toro well before lunch.   
 
           El Toro’s base commander, and other Marine brass, met the plane.  Courtesies were exchanged, and we proceeded forthwith to the office of the Commanding General of the Pacific Marines.  He’d already been told to produce the officer in charge of the Marine Swimmers Program, and his immediate superior.  
 
           “You can sit in because they’ll be asking for assets, and you’ll need to make sure they get whatever they request,” the Commandant told the three-star commanding the Pacific Marines. 
 
           A concerned looking captain and lieutenant colonel were standing stiffly at attention as we entered the conference room.   
 
           “At ease,” snapped the Commandant, “and stop worrying.  You haven’t stepped on your dicks.” 
 
           “This here is General Roberts of the army.  He and his men are going to work with you on an expansion of our Swimmers Program.  Any suggestions he makes are to be considered a direct order from me.”   
 
           Then he nodded to me, “General.” 
 
           “In a nutshell, gentlemen, we’d like you to permanently expand your Marine Swimmers Program, keep close track of your graduates, and periodically retest, and retrain them, to make sure they’re current.  We need you at all times to be able to produce at least five hundred of your swimmers at a stateside airfield within thirty-six hours of getting the call.  And, when they get there, they must be ready to immediately fly to wherever they are needed, swim with their own wetsuits, and blow things up with explosives that will be provided at their destination.   
 
           “It’s a black program,” I told them, “and highly classified.  You can’t discuss it with anyone, not even your wives.  Anybody asks, you say it’s just another way to keep your Marines busy and get a few extra bucks into their pockets. 
 
           “What we need are enlisted men, and junior officers, who can blow up really big things like docks, wharfs, jetties, bridges, and dry docks; the stuff that needs to be destroyed to degrade an enemy’s port capacity or prepare for a landing.  That means they’ll need to know how to swim long distances underwater in scuba gear, and use big explosives.  We’ll provide the explosives for any actual operations.   
 
           “Basically,” I said, “your swimmers will need to be able to jump out of a hovering helicopter, swim underwater for five or ten miles, and place explosives with timers so they can get away.  Oh, and they’ll absolutely have to be able to do it at night when everything is pitch black, and they may have to fight as they come out of the water in order to get to the piers, and dry docks, that are their targets. 
 
           “What all this means, if I understand what you’re doing now, is that you’ll have to quietly expand your program qualifications to include night and water entrance training using helicopters, demolition training involving setting explosives by touch in the dark, and underwater swimming in the dark with wet suits and scuba gear.”   
 
           The two officers nodded their heads, obviously happy to hear they weren’t going to lose them.  
 
           “The key thing to remember if anyone asks, is that this is no big deal and the army is in no way involved, only the Marines; it’s just a way to keep your men busy between wars and let them earn a few qualifications that might help get them promoted.   
 
           “One last thing, and it’s important, very important.  No special units are to be formed to keep the men trained up or keep track of them.  We can’t risk it.  Someone might hear about them and draw the right conclusions.  Then your Marines would be met at their targets, and slaughtered.  
 
           “So once your swimmers graduate, it’s just periodic short courses and retesting so they can keep their swimmer certification, and the extra pay that comes with it.  The graduates are to continue to go on to other assignments, just as they now do.  But now you’ll have to keep very close track of their locations so you can keep them trained up, and get enough of them to a stateside Marine airfield within thirty-six hours of getting a call.” 
 
           There were some questions about such things as using inflatable boats — “probably not, but I’ll let you know.”  Then we all had lunch at the officers’ club and everyone, except me, talked about the possibility of the Corps deploying units to Vietnam.  I kept my mouth shut.   
 
           On the flight back the Commandant asked, “General, I recognize your decorations and I’m impressed.  But the red one?” 
 
           “French, Sir.  I was at Dien Ben Phu with the Legion when the French went down.”  
 
           He almost choked on the Coke he was drinking.   
 
           “I’m sorry Sir, I really don’t know much about Vietnam.  I spent most of my time trying to keep my ass from getting shot off.  I can tell you one thing though, they’re tough little bastards, really tough, and they don’t like foreigners occupying their country and telling them what to do.  If you have to fight them, you’d do well not to underestimate them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    On the flight back to Rhein-Main, I spent a lot of time thinking about the operation Talley had approved, a small cover unit, with a few key personnel, on an obscure base somewhere in the North of France.  Its purpose would be to secretly prepare to supplement NATO’s war-fighting ability in the event of war. 
 
           That’s how I became the proud commander of the newly formed 132nd Surplus Equipment Disposal Detachment.  It was grandly located in the abandoned warehouses and offices Talley’s staff somehow found for us on the edge of an abandoned French army base once used for the training of infantry reservists.   
 
           It’s dilapidated and filthy; we’ll have to clean it up, and, most definitely, upgrade the plumbing.  
 
           The location of the base was actually quite nice.  It was near the small city of Riems north of Paris, about a two hour drive from my apartment, the embassy, and Orly Field.  The location was very picturesque.  But one time-consuming early morning drive was enough to convince me that I had to get someplace closer to live if I was going to be there permanently.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Gunnery Sergeant Owens, the commander of the embassy’s Marine guards, was quite pleased when I asked him to temporarily loan me four of his Marines, and a corporal, “until I can organize a security force for my new post.”  He assured me they’d guard the place, and answer the phone, so long as I thought necessary.   
 
           Gunny Owens brought the Marines to me the next day in an embassy van complete with cots, bedrolls, and a couple of boxes of field rations.  They were all wearing civvies at my request, and keeping their weapons, and ammo, out of sight.  We didn’t want anyone to know there was something worth guarding. 
 
           Gunny Owens set up a watch roster; his parting words of wisdom to his men were in the best tradition of the corps.  
 
           “No drinking, no broads, and no visits to the village, or I’ll have your asses.  And this shithouse better be spotless the next time I’m here.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Obviously, the first thing I needed to do was find some people who could appear to be like me, putting in time until they reached retirement.  Since the peacetime military doesn’t particularly value non-bureaucrats it meant I would be able to choose from a lot of very good people.   
 
           At least one of them needed to be qualified to instantly step in and take over if something happened to me.  And I had in mind just the kind of man I wanted.  There was no promotion path beyond colonel for anyone in the Special Forces.  So a current, or recently retired, colonel commanding the Tenth Special Forces Group at Bad Tolz would be ideal.  He’d know Europe and special operators. 
 
           After some discrete inquiries through the army brigadier who had replaced Dennis as the embassy attaché, it appeared the current, and soon-to-retire, colonel commanding the Tenth Group at Bad Tolz, might be perfect.  So off I went in my Peugeot.  I didn’t want to draw attention, so I wore civvies, and called ahead to request a meeting with him to discuss some personnel paperwork related to his coming retirement.  
 
           What I forgot was that my Peugeot had a general officer’s sticker on the bumper.  The two MPs at the gate took one look, and nearly had heart attacks.  By the time I showed them my ID card, which also had my rank, officers began showing up, and frantic calls were being made in the background.  So much for a low key arrival. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dave Shelton was a lean guy, about six feet tall, with close-cropped gray hair, and a suspicious and unhappy look on his face, when he met me at the door to his headquarters.   
 
           “You are General Roberts?”  He plainly didn’t believe it. 
 
           “Yup, that’s me and we need to talk.”  
 
           “Do you have any ID, Sir.” 
 
           “Yes I do,” I said, flipping open my wallet. 
 
           “Yes Sir, Thank you Sir.  Will my office do, General?” 
 
           “Yes, but only if you offer me a cup of coffee.”  His response was a deadpan face.   
 
           So much for being flip.  
 
           Shelton’s office was Spartan, as befit his command, whose members spent most of their time in the field.  His seriously curious office staff jumped up in surprise when he called them to attention as we walked in.  
 
           “Colonel, I intended to show up quietly, and not draw attention to my visit with you.  Obviously I have seriously screwed the pooch.”  
 
           Over a cup of coffee I began to lay it out.  I told him I did some checking, and knew he’d been passed over for promotion, as all Special Forces colonels were at the time, no matter how well qualified they might be, and that he’d put in his retirement papers.   
 
           What I told him is that I’d like him to pull the retirement papers, and join me in France.  The job would be to help set up a new unit totally outside of NATO, and reporting directly to the Secretary of the Army.  I needed someone with his Special Forces background, I told him, who can step in, without missing a beat, if something happens to me.   
 
           “It’s code word classified so if you want to hear more you’ve got to sign this little thing.  It says you’ll be dragged naked through the streets, and go to jail, if you breathe a word to anyone.”  
 
           “Does this commit me?” 
 
           “Not at all, it only commits you to never write or say a word about the operation to anyone if you don’t accept.  Not even your wife.” 
 
           He read it very carefully, and looked at me very intently as he signed it. 
 
           “If you accept the position,” I told him, “you’ll be like me and everyone else we recruit, guys who have been passed over for promotion, and are being allowed to build retirement years with nothing jobs we got as a reward for years of faithful service, and lost blood.  On paper, you’d be the deputy commander of a meaningless quartermaster detachment tasked with disposing of surplus military equipment being returned by our non-NATO friends and allies.  In reality, you’ll be spending twenty-four hour a day trying to figure out unconventional ways to fuck the Russians, and help NATO win the war if one starts.”   
 
           Then I smiled and tried to explain.   
 
           “Lots of people make lots of plans.  NATO’s full of them.  But we’re going to go a really big step farther; if there is a war, we’re actually going to carry them out.  That means we’ll identify the troops we’ll have under our command if a war starts, and we’ll have all the equipment, and supplies they’ll need so they can immediately start fighting.  We’ll plan their operations, write their operational orders, and lead them into battle.   
 
           “The goal, if there is a war, is for us to throw the assets of our little off-the-books unit into NATO’s gaps, and hurt the Russians, and their friends, real bad, as soon as the shooting starts.” 
 
           I smiled. 
 
           “Here’s what we’re doing first, and how we’re going to do it.”   
 
           I summarized my plan for destroying the railroad bridges that the Warsaw Pact armies would need to bring in their supplies, and reinforcements. 
 
           Two hours later, and a quick call to his wife, who had already begun packing to go back to the States, and retire to some place in Georgia, and the staff of the 132nd Surplus Disposal Detachment had increased to two, and I had an invitation for a home-cooked meal so we could keep talking.  
 
           “Yes ma’am, we are the army’s orphans.  The party line is that your husband's new position is a dead end job, a reward for his past services so he can build up his pension.  It’s what they gave him instead of a promotion.  And it’s okay to let that be known.  In fact it might even be helpful, if anyone asks, if you say you’re not too pleased about him not being promoted but love the area where his do-nothing job lets you live.”   
 
           Jackie Shelton looked at me shrewdly with the hint of a twinkle in her eye. 
 
            “Yes, I certainly will not be happy about why Dave was mistreated by the army.”   
 
           I wonder what he told her. 
 
           “And please do let us know if anyone asks what your husband is doing, and I mean anyone, even grocery store clerks and casual acquaintances.  Your husband and I will definitely want to have someone look into them.  Rather deeply as a matter of fact.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dave took an immediate leave, and bid farewell to his troops at a change of command ceremony for his hastily summoned replacement.  He and Jackie showed up a couple of days later.   
 
           When Dave arrived bright and early for his first day at the Detachment, the Marines were impressed by his Green Beret and the ribbons on his uniform.  But they watched him closely, until I called in about ten minutes later, and cleared him.  Dave was pleased with their caution, and refusal to tell him anything, until they were sure he was okay.  He'd expected nothing less.   
 
           The Marines opened up as soon as they knew Dave was on the team.  They also apparently passed the time filling him in about me.  Being young Marines they knew all the details about me, and made up the rest. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Jesus, Chris,” Dave said a couple of days later, “the Marines think you’re the biggest stone killer who ever walked the earth.  They say you got the medal twice, and a whole bunch more in Korea, and you were at Diem Ben Phu, and have eight purple hearts.  Is that true?” 
 
           I shook my head, “Sort of.  But only six purple hearts officially.  They’ll park your ass if you get hit too many times.  Pass me that jar of coffee creamer, will ya?”               
 
           We began planning, and Jackie Shelton started looking for a place to live so she could get out of the hotel in Riems where she and Dave were temporarily staying.  I asked her to keep her eyes open for something for me too.  A house in one of the nearby villages would be great. 
 
           After a couple of days of talking and making lists, Dave and I had a pretty good idea of the personnel we would need for our initial operations.  We’ll add more troops as we find more gaps to fill, and add more projects.  We also made an important decision; everyone will work in informal civilian clothes in order to keep a low profile in the rural countryside.    
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    “Hello, this is General Roberts.  Does Mr. Caine still work in this office?” 
 
           “It’s Roberts with an “s.”  Tell him Guns would like to talk to him, if he’s available… yes, “Guns” with a “g.”  Tell him it’s the guy who almost got his ass shot off in Korea.” 
 
           “Yes, Charlie it’s really me.  How are you?” 
 
           “No.  I’m not in town, but I’d sure like to fly in, and visit with you.  Are you available anytime Tuesday?”  
 
           The MATS flight I caught out of Orly on Monday afternoon left right on time, and it was old home week Tuesday morning.  Charlie told me he would have his thirty years in early next year, and intended to retire before it was too late to find something else to do.  He said he’ do everything he could to help.  What do I need? 
 
           “Charlie, I need to find some officers, or recently retired officers, with particular skills.”  
 
           I gave him the list, and explained that the men I need cannot have drinking problems, should have stable marriages, and wives that were willing to accompany them to France. 
 
           “It’s in a small French town, and it’s a code-word classified mission, and it’s important.  They can expect to stay in France for a full four-year tour, maybe longer, or even permanently.  It’s a great place to live, and would be a good place for guys with families.”   
 
           Charlie knew exactly what the mission was—it’s the idea he came up with for me when we served together years ago in the desperate days of the Korean War. 
 
           Charlie looked at the list and nodded his head.  
 
           “I can do that.  How long do I have, Guns?” 
 
           “I’d like to get them as soon as possible, but I’m willing to wait a long time to get the right guys?” 
 
           The next afternoon Charlie handed me a list and a file on each man.  The only name on the list for the administrative officer’s position was Chief Warrant Officer Charles Robert Caine.  
 
           I immediately called the detachment and left word for Colonel Shelton to call me as soon as possible.  I gave Charlie’s office number to the Marine who answered the phone.  Dave called back three minutes later  
 
           “I’m doing good,” I told him.  “I have the names of a couple of guys we might want to talk to,” I said.  “Can you fly over in the morning for a couple of days of interviews?” 
 
           That night Charlie and I ate steaks, drank beer, and told stories about our war.  To my surprise, Charlie knew all about what I’d been doing since I left Korea. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dave and I met newly retired Lieutenant Commander Michael Morton of SEAL Team Four at the modest San Diego home he had rented a couple of weeks earlier, when he and family had to leave his officers’ quarters.  Mike’s officer evaluations make him out to be a superb and dedicated officer, and an expert on explosives.  But he had been too busy as a SEAL commander to complete a college degree, and last month he’d been involuntarily separated because of it. 
 
           Charlie called ahead and set up the appointment.  Dave and I parked our Hertz rental car in front of the house, and I could see a window blind move as someone peaked out.  There were a bunch of kids’ bikes in the yard.   
 
           A relatively short squat mass of muscle, with grey-streaked black hair, immediately answered the door.  A taller, and very concerned slender woman, obviously his wife, looked anxiously over his shoulder.   
 
           “Commander Morton?” I inquired with a smile.  He nodded warily as I held out my hand, and introduced myself. 
 
            “I’m Chris Roberts and this is my executive officer, Colonel Dave Shelton, late CO of the Tenth Special Forces Group in Germany.  We’d like to talk to you about taking a project officer’s position in a unit we’re setting up in France.”  His eyes widened, and his wife put her hand over her mouth.   
 
           “Well, it sounds interesting but you’re a bit late.  I just retired.  Forced out actually.  Didn’t complete my degree in time.” 
 
           “Yeah, that’s what we heard, but we can work around that.”   
 
           Charlie said he could handle it, so it must be true.”  
 
           Mike signed the confidentiality agreement and an hour later we had an experienced SEAL Officer on board to make sure our Marine and Coast Guard Swimmers were getting the right training, and didn’t blow themselves up, or attract attention.  
 
           His wife came in as we shook hands, and got ready to leave.  The big grin on his face told her all she needed to know.  She was in his arms weeping as we drove away. 
 
           Late tomorrow an army special courier will bring Mike a letter from the Pentagon telling him that his request for retirement had been denied, and that the clerical mistake leaving him off the promotion list to commander had been corrected.  It would be accompanied by orders permanently assigning him to the 132nd Surplus Equipment Disposal Detachment, Riems, France.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The more I looked at the disposition of the Russian, and other Warsaw Pact troops and equipment, the more I could see a real weak spot—the Soviet rail lines, roads, and pipelines coming from the Russian East and running towards Moscow, and the East German, and Czech, borders with West Germany.  The Soviets would obviously bring a lot of their replacements, and supplies, to the battlefront on those rail lines, if there was a war, just as they did in World War Two.   
 
           What was so interesting, is that a good chunk of those forces and supplies, were many time zones away on the Chinese and North Korean borders.  They’d have to travel on thousands of miles of railroad tracks that cross numerous bridges, before they got to the battlefront in Germany. 
 
           As a matter of fact, during WWII, it was the ability of the Russians to withdraw troops and supplies from their Chinese and North Korean borders, and move them to the Eastern Front, that played a big part in turning the tide.  At least that’s what the Soviet’s histories.  Speidel agreed, and made much of it in one of his lectures on Modern European History.   
 
           Hmm.  They’re probably planning on doing it again, if a war with NATO lasts very long.  I would.  
 
           I was still driving to Tubingen periodically to attend classes, and use the library.  So, a few days later, I made an appointment to see Professor Speidel after one of his lectures.   
 
           Professor Doktor Speidel, who won’t be taking up his position in the new German army until the end of the academic year, thought I was in his office to discuss an academic matter related to my dissertation.  He was more than a little surprised, when I told him I was there to ask him why the Wehrmacht did not use its parachute troops to cut the Russian railroads, highways, and pipelines coming in from the east, and keep them cut.   
 
           “Because our plans were made by dummkopfs” was his pithy answer.  Then he looked at me very intently, and invited me to walk with him in the university garden. 
 
           We talked about many things, including the future of the Soviet Union and how to fight it if it attacked Germany.  The next day I received a note in my student mail box confirming that I would be awarded a bachelors degree at the coming graduation ceremony, and that he would be pleased to act as my dissertation adviser for my doctorate, even if he should temporarily leave the university to take up other duties.   
 
           A few weeks later, as Ben Talley had already informed me would be the case, Professor Speidel took a leave of absence from the university to accept the position of Commander of all NATO Ground Forces. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our core staff was almost complete.  Charlie’s transfer came through, and so did those of our air force mission planner, our aerial photo interpreter, a guard detachment consisting of a Marine gunnery sergeant and fourteen enlisted Marines provided by the Commandant to guard us, and the explosives we would be acquiring for our “swimmers.”   
 
           Of course, the transfers came through; Charlie drafted them and made sure they were approved. 
 
           Charlie stayed in Washington for a few weeks to tie up loose ends, and make sure his air force counterpart delivered the officers we recruited.  Except for me, and Dave Shelton, it turned out that almost all of the men who arrived were practicing Mormons, and Baptists, and they were all accompanied by their wives and children.  
 
           “You said you didn’t want drinkers, and single guys who might talk in a bar, and blow our cover, or be susceptible to a honey trap.  These guys are the best we’ve got, and they don’t drink,” Charlie explained.  Works for me. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Yesterday was our first meeting with everyone present.  We spent all morning talking about blowing the Warsaw Pact bridges, and not just the railroad bridges.  A little before we temporarily broke for a brown bag lunch, I threw out the idea of putting in long range penetration teams to cut the Russian Far Eastern Railroad, the major highways, and oil pipelines as soon as the war breaks out.  This would be done, preferably, on the first day of the war, at the same time we send in our swimmers.   
 
           I reminded everyone that the Germans failed to cut them in World War Two, and, as a result, the Russians were constantly able to bring in reinforcements, equipment, and supplies from the Russian forces that had been in the east confronting the Japanese and Chinese.  Some military analysts, I told them, think that the failure of the Germans to stop the massive flow of Russian reinforcements, and equipment, coming in from the east, was a major factor in Germany not winning the war early on, when they still had a chance to win it.   
 
           I did not mention that General Speidel is one of them; they didn’t need to know. 
 
           “We might be making the same mistake,” I suggested, “because we too are oriented towards Western Europe when, in fact, a good part of today’s Soviet Army is once again in the east as a result of the war the Soviets fought with China in 1967 over the disputed ownership of the Usurri River lands.   
 
           “It appears,” I observed, “that the Soviets have twenty-six divisions with all their equipment in the east; and most of those divisions are located along the Trans-Siberian Railroad so they can be brought back quickly if a war breaks out between the Warsaw Pact and NATO.   
 
           “Interesting enough,” I explained, “they all got there on the railroad and that’s the only way they can get back because there are gaps in the road system, so they can’t be trucked back.”   
 
           Yeah, it’s true; the aerial photos are clear—you can’t drive from here to there, despite all the years of Soviet propaganda, and road maps, implying that the highway had been completed.  In fact, the Trans-Siberian Highway has big gaps in it that have not even been filled with pioneer roads. 
 
            “Russia’s reliance on the railroad is important,” I suggested.  “It means a good part of the Russian Army’ troops, and equipment, can be stranded in the east by blowing a few railroad bridges” 
 
          I’d already decided we’re going to do it, and blow a lot more than “a few,” but I wanted to get a sense of everyone’s thinking by seeing their reaction to the idea. 
 
           Dave shook his head, and disagreed.   
 
           “It’s a great idea, but we’ll never be allowed to do it.  The politicians don’t want us to even think about jumping men into Russia for fear the Russians will jump Russians into America.  The Warsaw Pact countries are okay for us to hit.  Not Russia.” 
 
           “Who says it needs to be Americans?” I answered in response to his comment. 
 
           “We could get everything ready, and then use German troops from the Bundeswehr’s airborne and special operations regiments.  I’ve reason to believe we’ll be able to get them.”  
 
           I didn’t tell them that I was sure Speidel would jump at the chance, and give us whatever troops we want. 
 
           Dave said he was pretty sure the Germans planned to insert a few teams if a war started, but was equally sure the Russians would know exactly when, and where, they would arrive.   
 
           “The poor bastards won’t have a chance.”   
 
           What Dave didn’t say is that his old Tenth Special Forces Group has similar assignments in various Eastern European countries, and will try to carry them out, even though they fully expect to get the same reception.   
 
           “Well, we’re gonna do it without the Russians finding out, and we’re gonna use German troops and German planes.  So, Dave, why don’t you and Mike start making up initial equipment and personnel lists for a West German insertion team of special operators tasked to parachute in and blow up a key bridge, and then roam around in the Siberian boonies for a year, or so, blowing up trains, bridges, and pipelines.”  
 
           Mike and Dave liked the idea of doing it with German troops, and we immediately began talking about equipment, and personnel requirements.  After a bit of discussion, we decided to plan for six to nine month missions with the smallest possible number of men on each team. 
 
           Heads went up, and eyes registered surprise, when I asked our newly arrived air force guys, Lieutenant Colonel David Jones, our flight planner, and recently retired Major Jack Riley, our soon to be reactivated as a lieutenant colonel photo interpreter, to work as a team, to find us the best fifty to eighty insertion locations, where we might be able to get long range penetration teams into Siberia, and really hurt their key railroad bridges, and oil pipeline pump stations.   
 
          We’ve got a big base full of empty warehouses, and ammunition bunkers to hold the necessary supplies.  If we’re gonna cut off the Russian reinforcements, and supplies, by severing their roads, railroads, and pipelines, we might as well really cut’em and keep’em cut. 
 
           If possible, we’ll use even more insertion teams, and cut the Warsaw Pact bridges from China all the way up to the railroad bridges we plan to have the swimmers blow in Eastern Europe.  But first things first.   Getting the Swimmers Project going, and figuring out how to cut Russia’s east off from its west, would keep everyone busy for quite a while.   
 
           Charlie made a good point at our initial staff meeting.  We’re going to need a lot more equipment, supplies, and staff, if we’re thinking about adding a big batch of long-range special operators to our Swimmers Program.  The special operators are going to need a lot of gear if they’re going to be in the boonies for a long time, and that means we better start fixing up another one, or even two or three, of the French warehouses, so we’ll be ready. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things were moving right along.  One of our warehouses was already almost filled with fully loaded, and ready-to-fly, pallets, and we were already cleaning up the warehouse next it to hold even more of them.  Some of the pallets have the supplies, and gear.  They will be dropped with the German special operations teams, and contain everything we think the teams will need for an extended stay in Siberia without resupply.  Other pallets have the explosives, underwater gear, and supplies that would needed by the swimmers.  
 
           We were about ready to move on to a couple of other ideas, when Talley’s successor, General Powell, called.  He wouldn’t tell me what it was about, but he wanted me to catch a ride to Washington, and bring a dress uniform with all my ribbons.  Uh oh.  Sounds like trouble. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I caught the Pentagon shuttle bus, and headed straight over to General Powell’s office, as soon as I landed at Andrews.  I knew him slightly because, before he retired, General Talley had me fly over, and brief General Powell about the Detachment.   
 
           General Powell was a big, and genial, black guy with a problem.  President Johnson, he informed me, was looking for a general officer, someone with significant combat experience, who wasn’t part of the West Point Mafia.   
 
           In a nutshell, according to General Powell, President Johnson wants someone to go to Vietnam and bring back an honest appraisal of the military situation.  For some reason the President has asked for me, probably, Powell said with a big smile, because Ben Talley gave him your name, and said the army establishment dislikes you because you got a star, even though you didn’t attend one of the military academies.   
 
           My “meet and greet” with the President in the Oval Office was short, enlightening, and quite informal.  It was the first time I’d ever been to the White House, and I was more than a little nervous about it. 
 
           “Where you from, General?”  
 
           “Alaska, Sir.  Years ago.  I’ve spent most of my life in the army.”  
 
           “You know General Talley from Beeville, Texas?  He says you’re just the man to give me straight answers about what’s really going on over there and won’t try to cover up the mistakes that are being made.  Will you do that for me?”   
 
           Talley’s from Beeville?  I would have thought someplace else.” 
 
           “Yes Sir, I will.”  
 
           “Good.  I want that report read by me, and only me.  You bring it here yourself, and give it to old Joe Thomson over there by..”  … “Goddamn that dog, he’s pissed on the chair leg again.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           There is nothing like being on a mission for the President to get good treatment, and waste money.  I was the only passenger on the long range Air Force Gulfstream when it touched down at Tan Son Nhut Airport outside Saigon.  
 
           A very proper army colonel, with neatly pressed fatigues, and well shined boots, was waiting for me when the plane landed.   
 
           “Colonel Parsons, Sir.  General Westmoreland sent me to fetch you, and make sure you got a complete briefing before you meet with him.” 
 
           “That’s very kind of General Westmoreland, Colonel.  I would appreciate a briefing, but I wasn’t aware that I required fetching, but here I am.”   
 
           Maybe that’s too light-hearted.  But what the hell. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The briefing was classic military bullshit.  We are here, and here, and they are there, and there.  Enemy casualties are too high for them to sustain, so victory is assured.  All we need are more troops, more equipment, and more time.  Yadda, Yadda, Yadda.   
 
           It was essentially the same briefing I had gotten in Hanoi years ago, before I jumped into Dien Bien Phu.  At one point, I was tempted to interrupt the briefer, and ask him if he’d found his notes in an old French army desk he’d inherited. 
 
           Westmoreland was reserved.  He told me he’s glad to see me because he knew the facts would encourage the President to stay the course.  I assured him that I intended to do my very best, and that I would greatly appreciate any help he could provide.  I was very honest when I said that I didn’t have a clue as to how long I’d be in Vietnam. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The next morning Colonel Parsons showed up at the base’s VIP quarters bright and early.  He said he had arranged a schedule and a helicopter for me.  I thanked him for arranging the helicopter and told him I wanted to go forthwith to the headquarters of the Third Battalion of the 22nd Infantry Regiment.  
 
           Parsons was surprised.  
 
           “But that’s not on the schedule, Sir” 
 
           “Yes it is,” I told him “because that’s where I am going this morning.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The loud womp, womp, womp of the helicopter blades chopped the air as we flew over green fields, and villages, on our way north.  We started a few minutes late because the damn fool tried to take my picture standing next to the helicopter pilot, who had apparently been ordered to dismount for the purpose.  
 
            “For what?”  I inquired somewhat frostily, as I pushed past the door gunner and climbed in.  “Get your ass in,” I ordered the pilot.  “Let’s go.”   
 
           Does this man think I’m here for a photo to hang on my office wall, and a “happy talk” report written by Westmoreland’s staff that reflects the bullshit I heard in the briefing? 
 
           The CO of the 22nd, a Colonel Bowen Smith, was waiting when we landed.  He had obviously been hurriedly called, and informed, that I was on my way to see him.  He seemed like a nice guy, and quite competent.  His troops probably like him. 
 
           Colonel Smith didn’t have a clue as to why I was there, or what I wanted from him.  All I explained to him is that I wanted to visit with the men of units, such as his Charlie Company, and that it was sheer happenstance that I decided to start with his unit.   
 
           I didn't tell him or Colonel Parsons that I have a particular affection for Charlie Companies and Third Battalions.   
 
           No problem, said Colonel Smith, Charlie of the Third was camped at a firebase, Firebase Tonelli, about twenty miles down the road. 
 
           “No need for you two to come along,” I told the two colonels.   
 
           “That sergeant over there can go with me,” I said as I pointed to a young infantry sergeant with a bandage on his hand.  He was wearing a patch for the 22nd, and seemed to be waiting to see if he could hitch a ride with us if we were going to where he wanted to go.   
 
           “What’s the best way to get to Charlie Company at Firebase Tonelli,” I asked the sergeant, as I walked over to him, and we exchanged salutes.  “Drive the road or fly?”   
 
           The sergeant's name was Terry Barnes, and he was more than a little surprised at being singled out, and told by his Colonel that he has been assigned to me until further notice.  But he saluted rather smartly, and climbed aboard when I gestured for him to get in. 
 
           We’re flying.  The roads weren’t safe. 
 
           “Off the record,” I said as I stood up and yelled over the engine noise to the corporal manning the machine gun in the doorway, “how’s it going?” 
 
           “Totally off the record, Sir?” he shouted back.   
 
           I nodded an emphatic yes.   
 
           “I’m a short-timer.  Seventeen days to go, and I stop flying.  Then I’m out of this shit hole.  The first six months I wanted to shoot at Viet Cong.  The second six months I wanted to shoot at the ARVN, particularly their senior officers.  They’re not worth a shit.  Some of the junior officers and NCOs are pretty good, but they’ve all been pretty much abandoned”   
 
    ****** 
 
           For eleven days, Sergeant Terry Barnes of the 22nd and I flew from unit to unit.  I talked to everyone from colonels to privates, sergeants, and junior officers.  Mostly I visited American infantry, and Marines, but I also spent a couple of days with the Koreans, and Australians.  I particularly sought out people who’ve been in-country for a while.  And I made it a particular point to spend every night with a combat arms company in the field.   
 
           There is nothing like sharing a tent with an army or Marine Corps company commander, or platoon leader, and listening to the radio traffic to get past the official bullshit.  Overall the nights were surprisingly quiet.  There was a bit of small weapons fire in the distance on a couple of nights, and the artillery on the firebases periodically let loose, but no incoming fire ever came my way.   
 
           I also went along on a couple of “search and destroy” operations, and flew into a couple of battlefields to watch in disgust as our dead, and wounded were picked up, and the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong dead, who’d been buried by their friends, were dug up so they could be counted.  
 
           Twice, I nodded my agreement to the pilot when a call came asking if we were available to evacuate some Vietnamese wounded, and held the hand of one of them while he died.   
 
    ****** 
 
           I left Terry with a strong letter of commendation, in case he wants to stay in the army, and hitched a ride on a Huey going to Saigon.  After an all day search involving a couple of language schools, and a business that provides expensive interpreters, I finally found someone who was close to the type of man I was looking for.   
 
           Mr. Thanh was an elderly French-speaking Vietnamese civilian who’d worked for years in a French-owned business before its owner closed it and moved back to France.  I paid Mr. Thanh a goodly sum of green dollars, out of my own pocket, and he and I spent the next two weeks driving, and helicoptering, from one non-elite ARVN, or regional forces unit, to the next.   
 
           The Vietnamese officers, when we could find them, inevitably spoke French, which I inevitably pretended not to understand.  Mister Thanh and I quickly developed a pretty good routine.  He would translate my questions into Vietnamese, and then later, in French, ask whoever we were talking to, what was really happening, and where were all the officers? 
 
           What I quickly learned is that the senior officers were rarely with their units, and that many of the junior officers were either determined to avoid any contact with the Viet Cong, or had reached some type of accommodation with them—because they had no choice.  Their American advisors didn’t know this because tended to live totally separately and could not communicate with the ARVIN they were advising, except through interpreters, who inevitably told the Americans whatever they thought they wanted to hear.   
 
           It soon became clear that many of the ARVN enlisted men were only paid, and fed, sporadically, if at all.  Even worse, there were a lot of phantom soldiers on the books whose pay was pocketed by the senior officers.  And all too often, the troops received minimal care if they were hurt or wounded.   
 
           The ARVN hospital I visited, when we picked up and evacuated the wounded Vietnamese was disgusting and disgraceful.  There were very few surgeons and nurses, and multiple casualties sharing narrow hospital beds. 
 
           I quickly came to the conclusion that one of the many reasons the ARVN unit commanders were not willing, or able, to more actively engage the Viet Cong was because Westmoreland’s planners, and the Washington politicians “playing war,” inevitably ordered overly ambitious and nonsensical operations, based on the reported sizes of the ARVN units, instead of their actual sizes, and the conditions on the ground.  These operations were poorly thought out because the senior ARVN commanders lived in a world totally separate from their troops, and seemed to be “too busy,” or “too far way,” or “too yellow” to familiarize themselves with conditions on the ground.  
 
           The corruption, and disconnect, between the orders coming down from Washington and Westmoreland’s headquarters, and the reality of the conditions on the ground was striking.    
 
           As wise old Sergeant Murphy once suggested to me about another war, the people running this here war can’t tell the difference between the crack in their ass and a hole in the ground. 
 
           Twenty-nine days after my arrival, I flew home from Tan Son Nhut.  Before I left, I was politely asked, and then pointedly ordered, by one of the many major generals on Westmoreland’s staff, to give him a copy of my report, so he could show it to Westmoreland.   
 
           I’m quite proud of myself.  Instead of telling him to go fuck himself, I tactfully explained that I would love to provide General Westmoreland with a copy of my report, but “couldn’t because I haven’t written it yet.”   
 
           That’s a fact, although, I'm not sure he believed me.  But, as the saying goes, tough shit. 
 
           “But there are several things that are quite clear, and will be in my report,” I told him.  “One is that your search and destroy missions are worse than useless; they’re alienating the Vietnamese people, and making new Viet Cong faster than you’re killing the old ones.  In so doing, your operations are causing casualties among our enlisted men and junior officers that are totally unnecessary.  And to make things even worse, if that’s possible, you’re not protecting the Vietnamese people, so you’re leaving them no choice, but to help the Viet Cong, to save themselves.  In other words, General, Saigon is losing the war big time, and doesn’t seem to realize it.” 
 
            Boy is he pissed.  That’s not what he wanted to hear. 
 
           I continued with, I am sure, a look of disgust, and disdain, on my face.  
 
           “The second thing, something I picked up from talking to the rank and file Vietnamese and their junior officers, is that something big is brewing.  From the briefings I’ve been getting, it is obvious that you, and your colleagues, think the recent decline in fighting, and casualties, means you’re winning; the South Vietnamese people, and the ARVN grunts, think it means the Viet Cong are gathering their forces for a big offensive.”  
 
           Then I really insulted him, though I don’t think he realized it.  
 
           “But what really surprised me, besides the fact that you’re losing the war so badly, and don’t know it, is that most of the troops think their senior officers don’t have a clue as to what’s really happening—because they’ve never seen their senior officers in the field.” 
 
           Then I stood up, threw him a salute, and walked out of his office.   
 
           I wonder what he’ll tell Westmoreland.  Not that I give a rat’s ass.  Throwing their men’s lives away because they don’t use common sense, and don’t know what’s happening in the field—ticket punching assholes.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Even General Powell, Talley’s successor, asked to see a copy of my report when I made my manners to him in Washington, before heading back to France.  It was with the greatest possible deference, that I said that I was sure the President would share it with him when I finished writing it up.   
 
           Actually, I was pretty much finished writing it up on the flight back, and I’m not at all sure who the President will show it to.  
 
           I did, however, tell Powell about the conclusions I shared with Saigon, along with how, and why, I reached them.  He was appalled. 
 
           “We’re losing?  Are you sure?” 
 
           I hand delivered three copies of my report to the White House before I left Washington.  It was honest, it was scathing, it was full of suggestions, and it was ignored.  I never heard another word.  And the same old generals continued doing the same old things, in the same old way, and getting the same old results.   
 
           As that new song says, “when will they ever learn? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    It was good to be back in France after more than a month in Washington, and Vietnam.  Dave Shelton, and Charlie Caine, were full of news, and our warehouses were continuing to fill up with pallets of plastic explosives, and other gear and supplies.   
 
           According to Charlie, a National Guard wing of C-130s has been assigned to the Office of the Secretary of the Army so its planes will always be immediately available to carry humanitarian relief supplies to Africa, where pinpoint supply drops have to be made at night, so that the rebels won’t see where they come down.  The wing’s planes are based in Oklahoma and Texas.   
 
           Our air mission planner, an air force lieutenant colonel, David Jones, a friendly red head, known to one and all, as “Davy,” was hot to visit the wing, and its squadrons.  He wanted to be sure they were training, so they could handle the low level precision navigation needed to get “relief supplies” precisely dropped at night without being spotted.  We kicked it around, and I okayed a visit.   
 
           “Don’t tell’em shit, Davy” was my affectionate farewell.  “Make sure they think it’s all about pinpoint drops of relief supplies to isolated villages.” 
 
           To the consternation of NATO, and the staff at Campbell Barracks, where the commander of the American forces in Europe is located, the Secretary of the Army also moved a medium truck company, based in Germany, away from NATO, and assigned it to the African assistance office located somewhere in the office of a relatively insignificant Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense.  Providing equipment, and troops, to support the army’s program for African relief assistance, had been added to her long list of peripheral duties.   
 
           The trucking company was relocated to Riems and permanently assigned to the Detachment for use exclusively for African disaster relief and other non-military purposes, directly under the control of the Secretary of the Army.  Charlie was looking at his fingernails, and smiling benignly, as Dave Shelton told us all about it.   
 
           I’m pretty sure I know who drafted the order, and got it signed.   
 
           Dave took a sip of Coke, and then reported that the rumor is that the staff at Campbell Barracks is seriously pissed, and will try to regain control of the transportation company.  Charlie shook his head, and mouthed “never happen.” 
 
           Obtaining the truck company was particularly good news, according to Charlie, because we can park the army enlisted men, and junior officers, we need on its roster.  Even better, Mike Morton reported, a full complement of our Marine, and Coast Guard, Swimmers was now fully trained up, and ready to go.  Their gear and explosives were on pallets in the warehouse.   
 
           If the stuff out back blows, we’re history.  I trust Mike, but maybe I should get a second opinion, to make sure it’s safe. 
 
           After beating the subject half to death, we’d come up with how we’ll get the swimmers to the more distant bridges, with a decent shot at getting back.  Sikorsky Flying Cranes will carry fuel bladders to isolated areas selected by our mission planners.  Basically, the Huey troop carriers will stop and refuel, drop the swimmers well upstream of the bridges, then relocate downstream to pick them up.  They’s gas up again at the refueling points on their way home.  
 
           In any event, I authorized Charlie to buy the necessary fuel bladders, “for use in our African relief projects.”  They’ll be delivered to Reims, and stored in one of our warehouses, until we can ship them "to Africa.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Another operation has come to mind.  So it was time to visit Professor General Speidel once again at NATO headquarters.  So I drove to Brussels in the Mercedes sedan I bought a couple of months ago, and got a fairly warm welcome from a man not particularly noted for his warmth.  He thought I was coming to discuss my dissertation, and schedule its defense, before my dissertation committee.  I wasn’t. 
 
           We did briefly discuss the dissertation, and scheduled my presentation, and defense of it, for the seventh of next month.   He will preside as my dissertation adviser and chairman. 
 
           Over a wonderful private lunch at NATO’s Brussels headquarters, to which he graciously invited me, Herr General Professor Doktor Speidel reiterated, once again, that he was increasingly concerned about the future of NATO’s peace with the Soviets because of the abject failure of the Soviet economic system.    
 
          The food at NATO’s headquarters is superb.  Probably, because all the cooks are Cordon Bleu chefs who, in the interest of defending western civilization, receive deferments from being drafted by Belgium, until they complete their training and apprenticeships. 
 
            “Sooner or later,” Speidel said, as he waved his fork at me, “the economic failures inherent in their system will drive them to war to distract their citizens.  It is inevitable.  The only question is how soon it will occur.”   
 
           The importance of economics had been a theme of Professor Speidel’s lectures, and now it’s part of General Speidel’s military considerations.  
 
           General Speidel was one of the few people outside the detachment who knew about my plan to cut the Trans-Siberian railroad to deny the Soviets reinforcements from the east.   Over dessert, blueberry cobbler drizzled with cognac, he assured me that he would swear his replacement to secrecy when he retires, and explain why, in the event of war with the Soviets, all the men and officers, of a particular engineering battalion of the German airborne division, must be immediately trucked to a particular hangar at the Riems airport, and given no other assignments.   
 
           Every man in the battalion is a career soldier, and he was sure, Speidel said primly, every one of them is now, and always will be, appropriately trained for heavy demolitions.   He was pleased when I reported that we are immediately ready to employ them, including having the detailed operational orders for each team in hand, and all the necessary supplies and explosives, on pallets, and ready to be loaded on planes.   
 
           Speidel is so sure of the specifics; it’s almost as if he himself once planned such an operation. 
 
           Then I brought up the real reason for my visit.  Is it possible for two English-speaking German officers to be assigned to my detachment on a permanent basis, to plan and lead a panzer operation, officers who are each capable of leading an independent Panzer Brigade?   
 
           I sketched out the plan for him in front of the map on the wall of his office. 
 
           He liked it.  “Very bold, Herr Brigadier, very bold.  I like it.  Off the NATO books.  Ja, I like it.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Three weeks later, Oberstleutnants Wolfgang Tomas and Dieter Doppelfeld, stood rigidly at attention in front of Speidel.  They didn’t know it, of course, but at the request of General Speidel, both they, and their wives, have just been seriously vetted by both German and American intelligence.  Both men have had experience commanding Panzer battalions, and both are graduates of the German General Staff Course, which means they are smart guys, and destined for higher ranks.  
 
           “Please be seated, Gentlemen.  There is an opportunity for you to be of great service to the army, and Germany.  It will require you to move your families to a nearby European country, and work with the Americans, on an American led international project.  It would be for a term of not less than four years, and fully meet your tour of service with a foreign army requirement for further promotion.” 
 
           Then, after a pause, he elaborated. 
 
            “I think each of you would find the assignment quite rewarding professionally, but, naturally, you must decide for yourselves.  Before you can learn about it, however, you must sign the same confidentiality document the American officers sign.  By signing it, you are promising not to disclose anything to anybody, not even your wives.  There will be the most serious of consequences if you ever do.” 
 
           They both signed, and two hours later stood before Speidel again.  This time I was present.   
 
           “Here with us is Herr Brigadegeneral Doktor Roberts of the American Army.  He will explain the duties of the officers he is seeking.”   
 
           Yes I passed my PhD exams last month and have the degree in hand. 
 
           Two hours later, a beaming Speidel stood by as both officers formally signed to accept four year tours in their new positions.  Now each will go home, and tell his wife that he had no choice but to take the dead end position on offer, or retire.  In effect, they will explain to their wives, the German army is making a place for them in case they are needed in the future.   
 
           Their wives were also to be told that they must appear at all times to be very disappointed in the status of their husband’s careers, and report even the most innocent inquiries about what their husbands are doing.  That, of course, will tell their wives that their careers are nowhere near as bad as they might seem.  
 
    ****** 
 
           My love life flopped again.  Heide was off touring with the National Theatre again and Renate’s boyfriend had returned to working full time in the home office.  But I did buy a place to live.  It’s a nice comfortable, big, old, two story, country house with high ceilings.  It’s fairly large, certainly much more than I need, and extremely comfortable.  The house is within walking distance of the river, and has a fish pond, with a creek running from it to the river.  It’s about six kilometers from the Detachment, and a twenty minute walk to either of the nearest villages.  I bought it fully furnished. 
 
           “Oui mon major, sign here, here, and here.”   
 
           And just like that, I became a French taxpayer. 
 
           Ever since Le Monde published the picture of me getting the medal as a Legion officer, the locals have been convinced I am a Legion officer working with the Americans, and others, in an international relief project in Africa.  France is big in Africa. 
 
           Oberstleutnants Tomas and Dopplefeld arrived a few days later.  They were a bit stiff at first, but within a few days they settled in, and loosened up a bit.  At least they no longer jumped to attention, and clicked their heels, whenever Dave and I entered the room.  They were not used to working in civvies and the easy informality that exists between American officers and senior NCOs.   
 
           Wolfi and Dieter were smart guys, however, and instantly grasped what we were doing, and why.  Their eyes had absolutely lit up, and they had sat up even straighter, when Speidel and I explained the two operations we wanted them to help organize.  Each, I’m sure, wants to command one of them if they occur. 
 
           That’s exactly what I’m hoping because if those operations are going to work, we’ll need to have them planned very, very carefully. And who better to do it than someone who hoped to be responsible for one of them? 
 
           The first is a seaborne invasion of East Germany’s Baltic coast using some of the West German civilian ferries to carry German troops and armor.  We’ll try to get ferries to the East German coast via the Kiel Canal but, if the canal is closed by the war, we’ll go the longer way around Jutland.  In other words, we’re going to organize, and carry out,a German equivalent of the Inchon landing.   
 
           Our second operation was pretty much the same as the first, and would be launched at the very same moment, if there is a war.  It was a similar attack into the enemy’s rear by fast moving West German Leopard tanks and their support vehicles.  They would come out of a staging area in a hidden facility, an old chicken farm of all things, we had recently acquired near the East German border.  It was in an area that was likely, we thought and hoped, to be bypassed by the invading Warsaw Pact armies.  The tanks would be out of sight under the old tin roofs that used to protect the chickens from the rain and snow.  The Porks will ride again. 
 
           I had another idea, but I needed to do some more homework before I announced it, and we began working it up—motorcycle troops, with handheld anti-tank and anti-air missiles, functioning as skirmishers; men we can quickly throw into gaps and breakthroughs that might develop.    
 
           I’m still not sure whether the troops should be Germans or Americans.  Maybe it will end up being both, if we can get our hands on enough wheels and missiles.  Rangers would be perfect, if enough of them are motorcycle riders.   
 
    ******  
 
           Charlie Caine and I went off to the Paris embassy together to see Ann.  We need money to fix up yet another of the French warehouses, and we need to put a new, and better, security fence around the whole shebang.  We’ll also need an expanded security force, and some place to stash them, when they aren’t on duty. 
 
           Ann and Charlie became good friends long ago, and seem to work well together.  They immediately began strategizing how to get the funding for the “improvements.”  They said they’d work late, and send out for pizza.   
 
           “We’ll have something for you tomorrow, Chris.  I’ll get a ride back with the new Marines in the morning.”  
 
           I was about to leave, and drive back to Riems, when Georgia Gates, the wife of the new military attaché, arrived to accompany him to a reception the ambassador was giving in his residence next door.  Apparently it’s for some visiting American politician who was his old college roommate.  Georgia had an idea.  
 
           “Come on, Chris, let’s go next door and get some free food.”  
 
           “I can’t go like this,” I said as I waved my hand at my clothes. I was wearing a white turtleneck shirt and a blue sports jacket.  
 
           “Sure you can. You’re an American, and the Ambassador has invited half the Americans in France.” 
 
           “You guys go ahead.  I have to make a couple of phone calls from the communications room.  Maybe I’ll see you there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Richard Gates, Georgia’s husband, was on the embassy staff, even though he was an army officer.  He and Georgia were expected to be among the very first to arrive at every embassy reception so that enough of the embassy staff were on hand to greet the early-bird guests and make them feel important.   
 
           When I finished my calls, I walked next door.  It was about thirty minutes later, and the reception was just starting.  A large crowd of people, mostly overdressed Americans, was waiting to go through the security checkpoint at the entrance to the Ambassador’s residence.   
 
           I could have walked around them and waved at the Marines checking invitations, but I didn’t.  The crowd was thick and I didn’t know any of them.   
 
           I was, I realized, feeling lonely.  
 
           Through the plate glass windows, I could look into the reception area and see the early arrivals.  Most of them were standing around, stiffly holding glasses, and engaged in the meaningless chatter that inevitably accompanies such events.   
 
           Then I saw an exception—a woman who somehow absolutely radiated warmth.  She was carrying her raincoat, and I could see from her face, and the way she reached out and touched people, that she was pleasant and friendly.  She was a big contrast from the stilted formality of the others.  Truth be told, watching her almost hurt.  It made me realize I was lonely, and only had a few real friends.   
 
            Hell, except for Charlie Caine and Ann, and maybe Dave and Joan and the Talleys and Spellings, I didn’t have any. 
 
           My turn to go through the front door of the embassy finally came.  After saying hello to one of the Marines at the door, I got in line to check my raincoat, and umbrella.  Just as I was about to hand them to a Marine sergeant I knew because he sometimes worked guard duty at the detachment, I saw the woman with the raincoat get in the rather long coat check line behind me. 
 
           I don’t know why but out of the side of my mouth I gave the Marine an urgent order in a low voice. “Whatever you do in the next few minutes Harry, don’t mention my rank in front of any of these people.  Just call me Boss.”   
 
           Then I moved around to the other side of the counter, and waited. 
 
           “Good evening madam, may I take your coat?  Thank you.  Your name please?”   
 
           “Dorothy Shelly.” 
 
           “Miss or Madam?” I asked with a smile as I wrote it on the ticket stub that would stay with the coat.  A winning smile, I hope. 
 
           “Madam.”  Damn. 
 
           “Your phone number this evening?”  I said it as I looked at her with my pen poised above the stub.  Her eyebrows lifted.   
 
           “In case your coat goes missing, of course, and we have to contact you when we find it.”   
 
           If you were a “miss” it almost certainly would have been hopelessly lost. 
 
           “I don’t know.  I’m staying here at the embassy with my father and mother this evening.  The ambassador’s one of my father’s old college roommates, so we’ll probably be here for a couple of days.” 
 
           “Oh dear.  That is a very serious problem.  Please step over here,” I said with a gesture towards the end of the counter, and an apologetic smile to the couple who were next in line. 
 
           “You told me you are Madam Shelly, but I can clearly see that you are not wearing a wedding ring.  Can you explain that?” 
 
           She answered with a slightly incredulous look.  “I can, but why should I?” 
 
           “Security ma’am.  Terrorism you know.  Paris is beset with Algerian and Secret Army terrorists.  For all we know, you’re an Algerian lady who has taken off her burqa, and plans to blow the place up, or perhaps a French woman who intends to leave a bomb.”  
 
           “Well, if you must know, I have no ring because I’m a Mrs. on the way to becoming Miss again.  I’m in the process of a divorce.” 
 
           “Good.  I mean that’s good to know.  But you did raise some questions as to your legitimacy, so I’m afraid I’ll have to question you further in some detail.”  I said it with what I hoped was my best, and most winning, smile. 
 
           “You are trying to pick me up, aren’t you?”  She said it with a smile, and studied me closely. 
 
           “Yes, I suppose I am.  And I hope I’m succeeding.  My name, by the way, is Chris Roberts.”    
 
           Then, without giving her a chance to say a word, I gave an order to my old friend, Harry.  
 
            “Harry, old friend, please trot over to the bar, and bring us a couple of glasses of champagne.  And none of the cheap swill the ambassador is serving.” 
 
           “Sure thing, Boss.” 
 
           I gave Dorothy my most winning smile, I hope, and made a suggestion. 
 
           “This may be France but the wine served at the embassy is American, and is inevitably as bad as the over-cooked chicken that will undoubtedly be the main course this evening.”  I said it with exaggerated conviction to Madam Shelly—who was now fully amused, and looking at me with her head slightly cocked, and her eyes twinkling.   
 
           They’re gray. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Here you go, uh boss.  Wave when you need a refill.” 
 
           “You obviously work here.  Don’t you?” 
 
           “Alas, my secret has been revealed,” I replied pompously with a twinkle in my eye.  And then I put my hand on my stomach in a bad imitation of an overly pompous Napoleon. 
 
           “I’m merely a humble soldier charged with protecting America from all her enemies.  Particularly foreign, of course.  How about you?” 
 
           “A doctor.  General medicine.  An internist.  Really just a GP.  Uh, general practitioner.” 
 
           “I’ve always been fascinated by general practitioners and I need to investigate you in case you’re a threat to the embassy and its staff.  This being France, it’s always best to talk over a meal.  Eating and drinking causes everyone to let their guard down, you know.  So to speed up my investigation, I suggest we talk while having an excellent Parisian dinner instead of choking down the embassy’s inevitable overcooked chicken?” 
 
           “I couldn’t.”  But her eyes were sparkling and she was laughing. 
 
           “Sure you can.  I’ll fix it.”   
 
           I waved Harry over.  
 
           “Yo Harry, please pick up Miss Shelly’s name card and rearrange the chairs and settings at the head table so there appears to be no vacancy.  Take out her chair.”   
 
           Then I took Harry by the arm and moved him a couple of steps away, and whispered a request.   
 
           “First call Le Nomade, the restaurant down the street, and tell them Monsieur Roberts needs a table for two in thirty minutes.”  I emphasized “Monsieur.”   
 
           Harry got the message and had figured out what was happening.  He was amused, and quite pleased to be asked to help.  “Yes Sir, uh Boss.” 
 
          “Oh, another thing, Harry,” I continued more loudly so Dorothy could hear, “in about ten minutes please explain to the Guest of Honor, … umm… better make that his wife, that his daughter has been called away and said she would see them later this evening after dinner.  Play dumb after that; don’t say where she went, or who she is with.  Just say she asked you to pass along the message.” 
 
           “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Dorothy told me a few minutes later as I helped her back into her raincoat, in case it sprinkled again as we walked down the street to “a little place I know.” 
 
           “It’s Paris,” I explained as confidently as I could. “Everyone eats out whenever they can.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Le Nomade was a great success.  Henri, the elderly maitre, greeted us at the door, and escorted us through the waiting crowd to a quiet table by the window.  He caught my eye, and nodded with a conspiratorial smile.   
 
           I wonder what Harry told him? 
 
           “We are honored to have you again, Monsieur Roberts.  Will this table be sufficient?”  He emphasized ‘monsieur.’ 
 
           Then the menus arrived, and a bottle of champagne appeared “compliments of the maitre.”   We talked, and talked, and talked for hours about our lives, growing up, and just about everything else.  I like this woman. The meal was excellent.  Time seemed to fly by.  It was, without a doubt, one of the most enjoyable evenings of my life.  
 
           Even better, Dorothy seemed to enjoy it too.  I think she did because, as we walked back to the embassy, she agreed to accompany me tomorrow night to a totally different kind of affair—a reunion of what was left of the Second Parachute Regiment of the Legion.   
 
           I didn’t get into any of the details, just that tomorrow evening I was going with an old friend and his wife to a military reunion, and that she might find it to be a very unique experience, a far cry from an embassy dinner, or a high school or college reunion.   
 
           That is certainly the understatement of the day.   
 
           “And the meal and company will certainly be better than you’ll get at another embassy dinner; that I can promise.” 
 
           Dorothy asked me what she should wear.  And I was stumped.  I admitted I didn’t have a clue and finally said I would “probably be dressed as I am now.”  She could, I finally suggested, dress as she might if she were going out for a very casual evening of dinner and dancing since that is sure to be part of the evening.  But she really glowed when I said it really didn’t matter very much what she wore because she would undoubtedly be the most attractive woman there.  It was true.  
 
    ****** 
 
           A little before eight the next evening, I knocked on the door of the embassy’s visitor suite.  Her mother, and father, were waiting, to inspect me it seems.  They smiled warmly and assured me Dorothy was almost ready, and would be down in a few minutes.  Then they introduced me to Tom Shelly, her younger brother.   
 
           Tom, it turned out, was a lieutenant, recently graduated from West Point, and serving an initial tour of duty in Germany.  He’d taken a week’s leave to spend a few days with his parents in Paris, and then accompany them to Germany.  His father apparently was on some kind of “fact finding” tour. 
 
           “So Chris, how long have you been in the army?” 
 
           “Almost eighteen years, dropped out of high school to enlist and found I liked being a soldier.  So I decided to stay.  Never did finish high school.  How about you?” 
 
           He was very proud  of being an officer, and it showed in his face and gestures as he responded.  
 
           “I went to West Point, and I’m on my first assignment after armor school.  I was a platoon leader for a year, and now I’m an aide to Colonel Rasmusson, the CO of the 21st Armored Cavalry.  Actually, I work for Major Johnson who is the Colonel’s senior aide.  You know how it is.” 
 
           “Well I sort of know, except that I’ve never been a major in the American army, nor a lieutenant for that matter.  Guess I missed out.” 
 
           “Where have you served?” he asked.  
 
           “All over.  Korea, France, Germany and Vietnam.” 
 
           “Vietnam?  Were you on one of the advisor teams?”   
 
           “No, I did a short hitch with the Legion, ended up at Dien Ben Phu, and then got out of there as fast as I could and back to the American army where I belong.  In fact, that’s where your sister and I are headed tonight, to a Legion reunion with old friends.”   
 
            Then there was a call from downstairs that Oberfeldwebel Streeter and his wife had arrived just as Dorothy walked in carrying her raincoat.  Boy does she look great.  On the way out, I introduced Dorothy, and her family, to “my old Legion comrade from Vietnam,” Ober Feldwebel Karl Heinz Streeter, and his wife, Marie.  
 
           The lieutenant was deep in conversation with the Senator, and his wife, as we went out the door.   
 
    ****** 
 
           There was a taxi stand in front of the embassy, and we all piled into a black Peugeot taxi with an African driver, who turned out to be barely able to speak French, but repeatedly proved he knew how to honk the horn in the best tradition of everyone driving in Paris.   
 
           The Red Duck was a bar and dance hall in Pigalle.  The driver nodded his head when I told him.  He knew it well. 
 
           When we got there, the street we wanted was blocked off with a large number of gendarmes, and people standing about.  Cars and taxis were being peered into, and then waved on.   
 
           Everything changed when we approached.  Someone peered into the window of the taxi, there was a brief shout, a raised arm, the barricade was pulled aside, and we were allowed in.  The gendarmes saluted, Dorothy’s eyes were wide, and questioning, the driver was starting to get scared, and I was just beginning to get a faint inkling that something unexpected might be about to happen.  I didn’t know the half of it. 
 
           Our taxi slowed, and then stopped, in response to a gendarme’s arm signal.  People were rushing towards us from all around as we climbed out.  The street was packed.  Then the crowd sort of parted and three people walked towards us—a little white haired old man in a suit that appeared to be at least fifty years out of date, an even smaller old lady wearing all black, and a limping man with a cane in an ill-fitting suit.  
 
           My God it’s Legionnaire Orsini. 
 
           “Gaspar?  Is that you?  Orsini?” 
 
           Then there was clapping, and cheering, from the gathering crowd as we opened our arms and embraced, both of us openly weeping, and patting each other on the back.  His mother was kissing my hand, and repeatedly crossing herself, and his father, with tears in his eyes, was nodding his approval, and patting my shoulder.  Dorothy’s mouth was hanging open in stunned disbelief. 
 
           It took a while to sort out the confusion, make introductions, and dry our eyes, but, after a bit, we all began walking down the street to the Red Duck.  The little old man and woman were each holding one of my arms, and Gaspar was walking next to Dorothy.  The little lady in black walked between us holding on to my arm and Dorothy’s hand too.  Everyone was talking and laughing at the same time.  Orsini’s three smiling brothers, and some of his cousins, were walking behind us and then came a whole crowd of other people.  
 
           Tough looking bouncers, and waiters, come pouring out of the bars and establishments along the way, and stood smiling, and saluting, as they watch the procession walk along the brightly lit street with the flashing neon signs of its many bars and restaurants.  Many came up and kissed the hand of the little old man who was constantly beaming, and gesturing towards me and Dorothy, as we walked along.  “My dear friends.  My dear friends” he kept repeating.   
 
           It wasn’t every day the head of the Unione Corse walked with his wife, and sons, on the underworld streets of Paris. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The reception at the Red Duck was every bit as warm.  There was a crowd, both outside, and inside, the door.  More embraces, cheek kisses, and hugs, until we finally moved inside.   
 
           Say what you will about the men who join the Legion, but they’re real soldiers, and they know how to honor the women of their fellow Legionnaires.   
 
           Dorothy and Marie were treated with the exquisite courtesy such men accord to the women of their fellow Legionnaires, and everyone seemed to know Karl and Gaspar and Marie.   
 
           The evening was nothing less than rollicking fun.  Wine was poured at a rate I’d rarely seen before, or since, and the twenty regimental marching songs every Legionnaire learns, as part of being taught to speak French, were sung at least twice to enthusiastic cheers; and those songs are constantly interspersed with the twenty-first song the Legionnaires recently adopted for themselves, Edith Piaf’s great Non, je ne regrette rien – no regrets.   
 
           Our table was soon covered with bottles, and food, while the dancing, singing, and toasts to the Second Parachute Regiment, the Legion, and France, continued until dawn.  
 
         The early light of dawn was just beginning to appear, as a crowd of jovially drunk men and women, still singing Legion songs, marched with us down the cobblestoned street to a big black limo that had somehow materialized across the way.   
 
           As we pulled up to the embassy, I turned to Dorothy.  “I have something I absolutely must do tomorrow, it’s a military commitment I cannot avoid, but I’d very much like for us to have a quiet dinner together Monday.  How about I pick you up at eight?” Please, please say yes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
          “Hello Mother.  Is something wrong?” 
 
           “Oh no.  Nothing’s wrong.  Nothing, except my daughter just spent all night with some army sergeant she just met.  I was about to wake up your father, and ask him to call the police.  Are you alright?” 
 
           “Oh yes.  Very all right.  Actually, I think it might have been the best and most exciting night of my life.” 
 
           “You didn’t… You couldn’t?” 
 
           “No.  Of course not.”  Though I don’t know what I would have done if he’d asked.   
 
           “Mom, thank you for worrying about me.  But I’m thirty years old, you know, and I’m exhausted, happily exhausted.  I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow morning.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           “James, you must speak to Dorothy about, uh, her behavior.  Do you realize she stayed out all night with that man she just met?” 
 
           “She’s an adult, dear.” 
 
           “But think of your position.  It’ll be all over the embassy today and probably all over Washington by tomorrow.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Has anyone called?” 
 
           “No dear, he hasn’t called.” 
 
           “Something must be wrong. I feel like a teenager waiting for a boyfriend to call.  It’s already eight fifteen and he said he’d call, and we’d go out at eight for dinner.” 
 
           Then the phone rang.  “It’s for you dear.” 
 
           “Fraulein Shelly?” 
 
           “Yes.” 
 
           “Here is Kapitan Schroeder of the Bundeswehr.  Herr Roberts sagt I call you.  Herr Roberts is accident with parachute having, Ja.  He sagt rendezvous in Bonn am flughaven oder embassy.” 
 
           “Accident?  Oh God.  Is he hurt badly?  What happened?” 
 
           “Is nothing.  I think maybe, how you say it, is possible Herr Roberts is having arm is broken near to hand.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Rain was misting down at the Bonn airport as the US Air Force executive jet touched down and taxied to the VIP terminal.  And there I was leaning against the wall, wearing a removable cast on my wrist, with a bouquet of flowers in my good hand, and devoutly hoping I wasn’t making a fool of myself.  It’s the first flowers I’ve ever bought, and I’m not at all sure how they’ll be received. 
 
           Senator Shelly was one of the first people out of the plane and was greeted by a small welcoming committee, consisting of the American Ambassador to Germany, and someone I knew very slightly because we met months ago, the Bonn Embassy’s Air Force Attaché, Colonel Frazier.  He didn’t recognize me standing to the side in civilian clothes with flowers in my good hand.   
 
           God, I hope I am not making a fool of myself—the possibility was starting to really worry me. 
 
           Mrs. Shelly was next down the plane’s steps, and she saw me.  I got a surprised, and somewhat unfriendly, look.  But then she turned away, smiled at the ambassador’s reception party, and began the meaningless shaking of hands and inane chatting ritual that accompanies such arrival receptions.  
 
           Dorothy was next.  She was looking about anxiously as she stepped out of the door and spotted me immediately, then ran down the steps, through the welcoming party, and into my arms.  
 
           Hot damn 
 
           “I was so worried when they called.  Are you alright?  I thought you’d … oh I don’t know what I thought.”  
 
            I gave her a big hug and held her overlong, and tightly, which felt very good indeed. 
 
           Her mother must have said something because the next time I looked, Dorothy’s parents were staring at us.  I pretended not to notice, and Dorothy didn’t see them looking.  No one else even noticed.   
 
           I’ve got her, and I’m going to try to keep her. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things moved right along after that.   Earlier that morning, I had caught a ride to Bonn from the BOQ where I spent last night at the German airborne division barracks, after I got out of the hospital’s emergency room.  I had no plans, other than to spend as much time as possible with Dorothy.  She was supposed to stay at the embassy for a couple of days, and then return to the States with her parents, which was something I intended to change if at all possible. 
 
           We used an airport taxi instead of riding to the embassy in the limos with the welcoming party.  On the way, I confessed that I’d just arrived in Bonn myself a few hours earlier, and hadn’t yet found place to stay.  “And besides, as you might recall, embassy food is always terrible.  So since we’re friends I decided to come to Bonn, and try to rescue you from it.” 
 
           “I’d love to be rescued from such a terrible fate,” she said with a smile as the taxi drove down the wet road into Bonn’s inner city.  She’s smiling.  That’s a good sign.  “What do you have in mind?” 
 
           “I did some checking at the embassy, and found out your parents are going to be here for a couple of days.  So we could stay in Bonn, and have that dinner we missed.  Or, if you’re feeling adventuresome, we could go back to Paris, or to the mountains skiing, or I could show you where I live in the countryside, now that I’m not working in Paris.  Or all three?”   
 
           “I’m feeling very adventuresome.”  
 
           After a minute or two of discussion, while we held hands without even thinking about it, and the taxi’s windshield wipers periodically cleared the misting fog, we decided to continue to the American Embassy so she could get her luggage, and tell her parents that she was going off on her own and might end up staying in Europe a bit longer than she originally planned.   
 
           A lot longer sounds about right to me.  
 
           Dorothy went into the embassy, to tell her parents, and I walked to a nearby restaurant for a cup of coffee and breakfast. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dorothy’s mother was not pleased when she heard of Dorothy's change of plans.  
 
            “You can’t be serious. You hardly know the man.  He’s a soldier for God’s sake.  And what about your job at the hospital?” 
 
           “I’ve got three weeks before I have to start at the clinic, and I don’t care what he is.  I like him.  He’s different.”   
 
           I’ve never met a man like him. He makes me laugh and tingle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The Mercedes I rented ate up the miles to Paris.  While I was sitting plotting and planning at breakfast, I decided to take Dorothy to Paris, and then, my fingers are crossed, if she is still interested, to visit Reims, and then perhaps somewhere for a couple of days of skiing.   
 
           It took us hours to drive to Paris from Bonn, and we talked, and talked about everything: Army life, our families, and just about everything else, everything, except my rank, and what I really do in the army.   
 
           I explained to Dorothy that I was merely an “old soldier” with a few medals, and that old soldiers, particularly those with medals, got to pick their assignments.  And it’s true.  I wasn’t fooling her when I told her that I would likely stay in Europe until I retire many years from now.   
 
           Dorothy told me all about her failed marriage, and made a point, very deliberately it seemed to me, of asking why I’d never married.  
 
           “Never found the right person, I guess.  I had a few long-term relationships, but they never turned into anything.  Several were in Paris, as a matter of fact, while I was learning French, and a couple while I was going to school in Germany.” 
 
           “What happened?  I mean, why did they end?”  
 
           “Well, in one case, it was because her husband returned from his diplomatic posting abroad.  She was my language teacher in Paris.” 
 
           “What was she like?”   
 
           Uh oh. Dangerous waters. 
 
           “Educated.  Nice.  Married to a high-ranking French diplomat.  You might have met her if we’d stayed at the reception.”  But not if I could have prevented it.  
 
    ****** 
 
           “This is my permanent home in Paris,” I explained as we stepped off the elevator, and I began to fish through my pockets for the key to unlock the door.   
 
           “I bought the lease years ago with the back pay I picked up when I finally got out of Korea, and landed here.  I lived here until I got my new place in the country outside Reims, where I now work.  Now I only use this place when I’m in Paris.  There’s a little café across the street where I have breakfast every morning, and great restaurants all over the place for lunches and dinners.”  
 
           Dorothy looked at me thoughtfully.   
 
           “Do you do bad things, Chris?  I’m sorry.  I mean, how could you afford this place, and a place in the country?” 
 
           Oh God, I shouldn’t have asked.  I don’t want to know. 
 
           “No,” I responded with a smile, and a laugh.  “I’m actually quite honest.  The army is rather strict about such things.  I got more than three years of regular pay, and combat pay, when I finally left Korea.  It was a lot of money, and tax free.  And things were cheaper in Paris at that time, much cheaper.  My place in the country has a mortgage that I cover with my housing allowance.” 
 
           “But why were you in Korea for so long?  I thought the army moved people around all the time.” 
 
           “Normally it does.  What happened was my doing, actually.”   
 
           I was searching for words.   
 
           “Uh, you see... um, well, combat is very intense.  Very exciting, actually.  Everyone is sort of like family, and everyone lives in the moment, one day at a time… and I was pretty good at it.  I guess I liked the family feeling because every time I had a chance to leave I thought about someone with less experience taking my place, and getting some of my people killed.”  
 
           I didn’t think this was the time to tell her that I like the thrills and excitement of leading men in combat.  Maybe I’ll never tell her.  It might scare her away.  
 
           “How about you” I asked, changing the subject.  “I know you said you were in Washington.  But where do you live.  In the city?” 
 
           “Oh, I’m just a renter, and I’m about to become a commuter.  I’ve got a month to month rental lined up, an apartment in big old mansion in Takoma Park, right outside of Washington.  Ted and I used to own a condo near the Georgetown University Hospital, that’s where we went to med school, you know; but we sold it when we broke up.” 
 
           “Oh,” and then, pointing down the hallway, I explained, “and through that door is a bedroom.  Come on, I’ll show you.  There’s a shower in there, and a lock on the door, so you’ll be safe.  I don’t know about you, but I need to make a couple of phone calls, and then I’m going to take a good long, hot, shower.”   
 
           Actually, I think I’d better make it a long and very cold one.  
 
           “Okay.  Thanks Chris.”   
 
           But I’m not sure I want to be safe.   
 
           “Great.  See you in the morning.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I’d finished checking by phone with Dave to see how things are going at the detachment, and had just gotten into the shower when there was a firm knock on my bathroom door.  I got out dripping wet and opened it a crack.  
 
           “Is something wrong?”   
 
           Damn, did I do something wrong.  Am I losing her already? 
 
           “Yes there is something wrong.”  
 
           Then she took a deep breath, and surprised me.  
 
           “Yes, there’s something wrong—there’s a lock on my door, and I don’t want to take a shower alone.  Move over, and hand me the soap.”   
 
           Oh God I hope this isn’t a mistake. 
 
           The sun, coming through the window, finally woke us up.  She was snuggled up in my arms, and running a sensuous finger down my chest, and lower, and lower.  Later, much later, I looked up sharply, as she put her head back on my chest.  Tears.  I could feel tears.   
 
           “My God, did I hurt you?” 
 
           “Oh no, silly man.., just the reverse.  I’m being emotional because you made me so very totally happy.”  And then we both dozed off. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “I don’t know about you,” I told Dorothy a couple of hours later, “but I’m getting hungry.  I’m ravenous.  Let’s go across the street, have some coffee, and see if they still have any croissants left.” 
 
           “Yes, but first roll over, and let me look at your back.  Professional curiosity, I’m a doc you know.  How did it happen?” 
 
           “Um, grenade I think.  I’m really not sure.   Big Joe, he was our medic, sat me on a grenade case, and sewed it up about an hour later.  Then we got back to the war without missing a beat.  Things were a bit difficult at the time, and my men needed me.  Hurt like hell, as I recall.  The sewing particularly.” 
 
           “It’s not really ugly.  Actually it’s rather distinctive.  It gives you character.  But you don’t take your tee shirt off and let a lot of people see it do you?  I can tell.” 
 
           “How do you know that?”  Yeah, how does she know that? 
 
           “Because, my sweet, you have a couple of blackheads, bumps on your back, that should have been removed long ago.  Here and here,” she said poking.   
 
           “Hold still…. um, that’s one.. and…  there’s the other.  I’ll do a few more later and you’ll be almost as attractive in the back as you are in the front.”   
 
           He needs someone to take of him.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Dorothy followed in my old Peugeot when I drove the Hertz rental to the airport drop-off at Le Bourget.  Then we drove down the motorway to Riems, and took the little country road that runs to the village, and my real home. 
 
           “That’s Madam Rousseau’s restaurant, where I sometimes have dinner, and over there is Henri’s Hotel d’Napoleon, where I also sometimes have dinner, and sometimes breakfast.  And there is the tobacco shop, and post office.  It’s a small village.”   
 
           I hope it’s not too small.  
 
           “Allo Rene,” I mouthed a greeting, and waved to a white haired villager in shabby work clothes coming out of the little post office store.  He waved back with a big smile.  Rene, I explained to Dorothy, is a pensioner who enjoys his wine, and supplements his pension by hunting for truffles in the forest with his truffle dog.   
 
           "I went out with him several times.  It was fun to watch his dog work." 
 
           Then I explained a bit more. 
 
           “The little detachment where I work is about five miles down the road.  We have the south end of an old, and somewhat abandoned, French military base.  The French reservists used to use it in June and July, but now they've abandoned it entirely, so it’s mostly deserted.  And that’s the way we want it.  Having no one around gives us a lot of freedom.” 
 
           “The detachment is, as I sort of explained yesterday, a dumping ground for old soldiers like me, guys who have been promoted as far as they can go and are waiting for their pensions.  I helped set it up, and now I’m in charge of it.” 
 
           “Aren’t you afraid of being sent to Vietnam?”  Oh my God. 
 
           “Never happen.  I’ve already been there, and so have some of the other guys.  We’re parked here because the military can’t get rid of us until we retire.  For me, it’s because I’ve got a couple of medals, and the army has a tradition of not forcing retirement, or combat, on guys who have them.  The other guys are here because they’ve been passed over for promotion but are being allowed to stay on active duty until they have enough time in to retire.” 
 
           I tried to explain. 
 
           “We’re few in number, really just a handful, and just about all the guys are pretty much like me.  We’ve been promoted as far as we can go.  We’re all in the same boat, so it’s pretty informal.  Sort of like being in combat, where rank doesn’t matter much.” 
 
           “Maybe my dad could help.  He’s got a lot of clout you know.” 
 
           “God no” I exploded. “That would be a disastrous mistake, and I would bitterly resent it.  Very bitterly.  There is nothing that would destroy our future faster than your father’s efforts to meddle in my career, or our personal lives.”  
 
           “Our future?  Our personal lives?”  Did he say our?    
 
    ****** 
 
           The cobble stone driveway to the house bends around a stand of trees. And there it was, with its slate roof, and stone walls.  It looked solid, and comfortable, and it was.  I love it, and plan to keep it forever. 
 
           “Do you like it?”  I asked anxiously.  Why am I so anxious? 
 
           “Oh Chris, yes.  How on earth did you ever find it?  And how can you afford it?”  It’s lovely. 
 
           “Real estate, especially this deep in the countryside, is really cheap.  And it’s like I told you, my housing allowance covers the mortgage payment.”…. “Now please wait here in the car while I go in and make sure everything is okay.”  
 
           What I really want to do is hide anything that suggests I am anything other than the army sergeant she thinks I am. 
 
           “You mean you want to check to see if any of your girl friends are here?”  Oh God, why did I say that? 
 
           “I’ll be right back.  Then you better use my phone, and call your mother.  She’s probably getting worried.” 
 
           A few minutes later I came back to the car.  
 
           “Okay.  All is well.  I hustled the girls out the back door, and sent them back to the village.  They were heartbroken; all three of them.” 
 
           “My God.  Chris it’s wonderful.”   
 
           “No it’s not.  It’s big, old, and getting run down, and I can’t afford to pay someone to really fix it up.  But it was by far the best thing I could find that was close to where I work.  Someday, when I have time, I’ll work on it myself.” 
 
           “There’s the phone,” I said pointing.  “I’ll be right back, and show you around.  I need to go upstairs, and make a call to my office on the other phone.  The secure one with the scrambler.  Then let’s walk to the village, and have a late lunch.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           Getting to the village required using the foot path that runs along the road to the village, and getting to it requires walking past the pond and creek in front of the house.  As we walked past the pond, I told Dorothy about the fish I sometimes see jumping in the pond and that I keep meaning to try to catch some and cook them.   
 
           “The only problem, of course, is that I have no fishing rod, and don’t know how to cook.  But I do know how to catch fish,” I told her rather brightly.   
 
           “I caught a lot of them growing up in Alaska.  We ate them.” 
 
           Dorothy seemed pensive as we walked back after a very nice lunch at Madam Rousseau’s, with greetings, and introductions, to various local people inside the place, and along the way.  
 
           “Is something wrong?” I asked.  “You seem distracted.” 
 
           “Oh no.  Just the opposite.  Something’s right.  I like this place, and I really like you.  I was just wondering how long I can stay. 
 
           “You can stay as long as you want.  You know that, at least I hope you do.  But what about your family?  And your job?” 
 
           “Well, I was sort of hoping you’d say that.  I told mother I was going to stay in Europe a bit longer…. and docs can always get jobs.  So I guess it’s up to you.” Big smile.  Please say yes. 
 
           “Well I do need someone to look after my back,” I replied, with mock seriousness, and a twinkle in my eyes, as I put my arms around her. 
 
           “Does this mean we’re going steady,” I asked, with a smile, after a long and passionate kiss. 
 
           “Yes, if you’ll give me your high school pin to seal the deal.”  
 
           “I never finished high school and I don’t have anything to pin you with,” I lamented in mock sorrow as I turned out my pockets with a smile, and then held her closely again. 
 
           “Of course you do.  That grassy spot over there will do nicely.”  It did. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dorothy’s mother, and father, were not happy about Dorothy marrying me, particularly after only a few months of living together.  That’s the understatement of the world.  So they decided to fly over to Paris to try to talk her out of it.   
 
           When they got to France, the good senator left his wife at the hotel, and took a taxi over to the embassy to visit his old roommate, the ambassador.  
 
           At the insistence of his wife, he’d called his friend, and asked him to check me out when Dorothy left them in Bonn, and drove off with me to France.  Her father had called again from the states a couple of weeks later to follow up, and somehow had had the feeling, when the call was over, that he wasn’t being told everything.  Now, three months later, he and his wife were back in Paris to see Dorothy, and they needed to know what the ambassador had found out before they talked to her. 
 
           “Can’t stay with you this time, George.  We’re here on a private matter, and I’ve got an election coming up, so we’re in a hotel.  You heard about Dorothy and Sergeant Roberts getting engaged, I suppose?  Well, Goddamn it, we’re over here to try to talk her out of it.   
 
           “Evie keeps calling her from the states, but Dorothy won’t budge.  So here we are to try in person.   Hell, if it comes to it, I suppose I can get some lobbyist to fix him up with some kind of job.   
 
           “Goddamn it, daughters can be a pain in the ass.  You find out anything about him?” 
 
           The ambassador’s unexpected roar of laughter shocked the senator.  Lots and lots of laughing.    
 
           “Goddamn it George, this is serious.  Stop laughing for chrissake.” 
 
           “Harry, after you called, and said you were coming back, I did what you asked, and tried to find out more about your Sergeant Roberts.”  
 
           The ambassador barely got the words out in the midst of more giggling and laughing.   Then he leaned forward with a big smile.  
 
           “Harry, Did you actually hear him say he was a sergeant?” 
 
           “Well yes.  He was talking to Tim and said he’d never been a lieutenant.  There was more laughing.  The ambassador could hardly talk he was laughing so hard. 
 
           “Goddamn it George, stop laughing, this is serious.  Evie is beside herself.”   
 
           “So she’s decided to marry him, even though he’s a soldier, and doesn’t make much money?”   
 
           The ambassador couldn’t contain himself, and broke into another round of laughing, and knee slapping. 
 
           “Well Harry, she’s a mite better judge of people than you are.  In fact, a helluva lot better.”  More laughing and chuckling. 
 
           And then the smiling ambassador took decisive action.  
 
           “Miss Barnes, please hold my calls, cancel this afternoon’s meetings, and please bring us a bottle of bourbon out of the cabinet and some ice.” 
 
    ******  
 
           “Damn that tastes good.”   
 
           The ambassador leaned forward as he poured them both a refill.  
 
           “Harry, you and Evie, and Dorothy too, have been conned.  In a nice way, mind you, but conned.”  
 
           First thing, Harry.  He’s not a sergeant who didn’t even get through high school.  And he told you the truth when he said he’s never been a lieutenant or a major.  It seems he got a Medal of Honor and a battlefield commission straight to Captain; then a second Medal, and a battlefield promotion to lieutenant colonel; then lots more medals, and a battlefield promotion to Brigadier.  He’s one of America’s youngest generals, Harry.”   
 
           Then he leaned forward, and pointed his glass at his open mouthed friend. 
 
            “Harry, your Sergeant Roberts is one of the most senior generals in the American army, and probably the most decorated soldier we’ve got on active duty.” 
 
           “Jesus H Christ, is that true?” 
 
           “Oh yes.  Hee hee hee. And there’s a lot more. Yes, Roberts did enlist without finishing high school.  And yes, he served in the Foreign Legion where, by the way, he became a hero of France, and yes he didn’t go to college, at least not in the United States.”  
 
           The ambassador leaned forward, and nudged his guest’s knee with his glass.  
 
           “Harry, after Korea, he went to school over here.  He graduated from Sandhurst, that’s the British equivalent of West Point.  Then he got a doctorate in history from Tubingen, a very prestigious German University.  The French, and Germans, think he’s the best general we’ve got.  
 
   
  
 

       Then the ambassador leaned forward again, spilled some of his drink as he giggled, and waved his glass towards his open mouthed friend. 
 
           “Harry, your daughter is marrying someone because she fell in love with him.  In fact, he’s a general, and probably one of the most eligible bachelors in the whole goddamn world.  She’s got a good eye, your Dorothy does, and he’s one smart sonofabitch.” 
 
           “You’re kidding me.  You gotta be shittin me.  Jesus... Gimme another refill… Fill it.….. Jesus Christ.  Are you sure?”  
 
           “Yeah, I’m sure.  And you better go along with the story, until you’re sure Dorothy knows.”  
 
           “That’s a fact….  That sly sonofabitch.”   
 
           “No goddamn it, old buddy, he’s a smart sonofabitch.  If he’d paraded his rank and his medals, he’d of attracted every gold digger and social climber in the country, instead of someone like your daughter.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The “family meeting” at the hotel that evening didn’t quite go exactly the way Dorothy’s mother expected.  I heard about it later, when everything settled down, and everyone could laugh about it.   
 
           Just before we showed up, Dorothy’s father told her mother that he had changed his mind, and decided it would be just fine if we got married.  Her mother was, to put it bluntly, madder than hell at him for not supporting her efforts to drag Dorothy back to Washington. 
 
           “Hon, I’ve changed my mind.  I think it would be great if they got married.  He’s a fine young man and I’m all for it.”  I’m also drunk as a skunk” 
 
           “Harry, you promised.  You cannot let this happen.  I won’t let you.  She has got to come to her senses.  She already made one mistake, running off with that …that jerk instead of having a proper wedding, and here comes another.” 
 
           “Nope, my mind’s made up.” 
 
           “Damn you Harry, how much does a sergeant make?  He can’t afford her.  He’ll have to get out of the army, and you’ll have to get him a job.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Come on in you two.  And give your dad a big hug.  I sure have missed you, honey.”  
 
           “And you too, Chris.  Come on in.  I’m generally glad to see you.  Yes, in general I sure am.  And generally surprised too, though I got to admit, Dorothy’s mother isn’t generally too happy about it, are you Marge?  But, in general she’ll come around.  Generally speaking that is.”  Hee hee hee.  
 
           He knows.  
 
           Her mother did not agree. “Well, I’m not happy about it.  Being a soldier is an honorable profession, and I respect you for it, Chris, I really do.   But I’m concerned about how you’ll live, when the glow wears off.  I think Dorothy should come home with us, let her head clear, and spend a few months thinking about it.”   
 
           That idea went nowhere.  Thank God. 
 
           “Forget it.  We’re getting married, Mom.  And that’s final.  If you don’t want us to get married back home, we’ll get married here.”  That’s my girl. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Senator and the military know me as an American brigadier general.  The local people, however, have never seen me in uniform, and know me only as Major Christopher of the Legion.   
 
           It all happened early on, when I first arrived in the village.  After Dien Bien Phu.  Le Monde, a French newspaper, published a picture of me receiving a couple of medals for being at Dien Bien Phu, and saving Orsini.  I was wearing a French uniform, to maintain the fiction I was a French officer, and the paper identified me as Major Christopher of the Foreign Legion.    
 
           Someone remembered seeing it, I think Monsieur Tolen, the Riems realtor who sold me the house, and within hours everyone in the district knew I was a decorated legion officer who had fought at Dien Bien Phu. 
 
           I knew nothing of this until everyone began addressing me as Monsieur le Major about a month after I bought the house.  Dorothy heard about it when she made a trip to the village store to buy some coffee and paper napkins.  She was visibly surprised when she was addressed, even though we were only engaged at the time, as “Madam le Major.”  
 
           “Oh oui, Madam, we all know who he is,” Madame DuPleis said as she pulled the paper out from under the counter, and showed it to Dorothy.  I had some explaining to do. 
 
           “Yes, my dear.  That’s me.  It seems I will always be Major Christopher here in the village even though that is not my rank in the American army and never has been.”  And I explained about my short stint in the Legion, and the Legion’s policy of identifying its men only by their first names.  
 
           Other than the fact that she was brought to tears reading the article, and my deliberately mellow description of the experience, she still did not know my rank.   
 
           And it really moved me that she was so moved. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We talked as we drove back home that evening from the dinner with her drunk father and seriously furious mother. 
 
           “Are you really willing to marry me even though I’m just an old soldier with no prospects of promotion and only a soldier’s pay?” 
 
           “Oh yes.  Of course I am.” 
 
           “Well, I have a bit of a confession to make.”  
 
           She looked at me, and a hint of worry crossed her face.   
 
           “I am in the army, but I’m not exactly a sergeant, and never have been.” 
 
           “I don’t care what you are.  We can make it.  I can always get a job.  Docs make enough money.” 
 
           “Well, I love you more than ever for saying that, but that’s not what I mean.  Hon, I never said I was a sergeant.  Your mother and father just assumed I was because I took your coat at the coat check counter, served time in the Legion, and said I’d never been a lieutenant.”  
 
           Her eyes got big, and worried. “I don’t understand.” 
 
           “Hon, I never once lied to you.  I do love you, and I am in the army.  And it’s true I never was a lieutenant.  I was a private, got a battlefield commission straight to captain, and then to lieutenant colonel.  Honey, I’m a brigadier general, and I’ve got an important job to do, that I can never tell you about.” 
 
           I pulled over to the side of the road, and put my arms around her. “Will you forgive me?”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Our wedding came off without a hitch.  And it sure turned out to be bigger than I would have ever thought possible.  I invited some old army buddies from over the years and, to my surprise, they all came, even General Speidel, impressive with his iron cross, and wearing an eye monocle instead of his regular glasses.   
 
           We all laughed uproariously when Speidel drolly told everyone he loves old movies and thought a monocle is what Americans expect German officers to wear, and he didn’t want to disappoint anyone.   
 
           And I even got to wear a dress uniform, with all my medals, for the first time in many years.  Dorothy, and the senator, had a lot of friends, and they all came too.  The church was packed. 
 
           We held off her mother’s finding out about me for as long as possible.  The senator had a great sense of humor; he had some fake invitations designed for her to approve.   
 
           Someone on the senator’s staff had the real ones printed, and he brought them home so his wife could mail them out.  “The invitations are here,” he said, as he put the box down on the kitchen counter.   
 
           According to him, it was an incredulous “but, but, but,” like an outboard motor when she pulled one out, and began to read it.  
 
           Then she got mad as hell, and threw a big handful of paper napkins at him as he stood there grinning at her.  And then she realized what we’d done, and laughed as hard as she had ever laughed in her life.  At least that’s the story we heard. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    America’s involvement in the Vietnam War was winding down, and the country was disillusioned with the military, politicians, and the world in general; and rightly so.  The politicians really screwed up by getting us into the war, and then made things much worse by trying to run it from Washington and keeping us there so they wouldn’t have to “lose face” by admitting they had made a mistake.   
 
           But that’s not to say Westmoreland would have run it any better if they’d left him alone.  It probably would have been even worse, from all I could see.  
 
           In any event, the United States’ military was now demoralized, and underfunded, in an effort to provide a “peace dividend,” whatever the hell that is, and weaker in comparison to the Soviets and the Warsaw Pact armies, than ever before.   
 
           And all we could do at the detachment is continue to get as ready as possible to fill NATO’s growing gaps if the Soviets, and their Warsaw Pact allies, attacked.  
 
           On the other hand, there was also some good news.  Ben Talley’s aide from years ago in Korea, Dick Spelling, the silent, skinny colonel who showed up with Ben Talley, and ran the crossroads triage camp years ago in Korea, has moved up higher over the years.  He now had three stars and had recently been appointed Deputy Army Chief of Staff.   
 
           According to Charlie, Spelling is one heck of a smart guy, and is already being touted as a possible Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, or even Defense Secretary, if he gets out, and spends a couple of years as a civilian.   
 
           As soon as Spelling got the appointment as Deputy Chief, Talley and Evans told him about the detachment, and its implications.   
 
           Spelling immediately had me fly over to give him a personal briefing.  It was a gray morning at Andrews when I arrived.  A brown military sedan was waiting to take me to the Pentagon.    
 
           To the surprise of the General’s staff, our meeting lasted almost all day, and an older man in civilian clothes, so obviously a retired senior officer, that he could have had a sign on his back, was also in attendance.  I spent the day describing what we could do immediately, and in three month segments into the future as we brought more and more of our “African projects” into full readiness.   
 
           Dick and Ben laughed when they heard I’d been publishing misleading articles in Red Banner, the Soviet’s military newspaper, to set the Soviets up to misuse their weapons.  I’d done it on my own so General Talley wouldn’t hear about it.  I never told him because I was afraid he might have ordered me to stop. 
 
           An old Sandhurst buddy in British intelligence, I explained to them without giving Boots name, set it up.  Boots didn’t know why I mentioned the idea to him, as we reminisced in his local pub, but he agreed it sounded like a super idea, and told me he’d be happy to implement the operation, and take credit for it, if I’d write the articles and the orders.   
 
           It seems, I explained to Generals Spelling and Talley, that the Soviet military and political leadership often write essays and columns, under false names, to announce important policies and changes.  Probably, I told them, to test the reactions to them before they put them forward officially.  That’s what Boots said. 
 
           Boots said getting the articles translated, and published, would be easy, and it was.  Apparently, Soviet bureaucrats are easily bribed.   
 
           The stuff I wrote was being published under the name of Cicero, the Roman who ended every speech with “Carthage must be destroyed.”   
 
           One of my favorites, I told my two old friends, was the article I wrote last year about the use of hand-held anti-aircraft SAM missiles.  It gave the detailed statistical results of a “scientific” test which purported to show that most low-ranking Russian troops are so anxious to protect themselves, and the motherland, that they fire at just about every plane they see in the second or two that it flashes over them.   
 
           This was important for unit commanders to know, I had written, because the Soviet Union will, of course, have many friendly planes over their troops in the event of war.   
 
           The Brits apparently have a way, or a person, to send normal-sounding messages to Soviet military commanders, and their political commissars.  In this case, I explained to Spelling, if there’s a war, the Brits will send a general order to all the Soviet unit commanders, an order I also wrote.  It cites the article, and warns of dire consequences if one of their troops shoots down a Soviet plane.   
 
           The order, quite reasonably under the circumstances, specifies that only captains and above, with specialized training, are to be allowed to fire hand-held missiles at planes.  If the Russian unit commanders accept the order as real, most of the Soviet handheld SAM missiles will not be used during the early days of a war.  The fact that few, if any, Soviet officers had the required training was nowhere mentioned. 
 
           I also described three or four of the other misdirections I had underway to further screw them up.  Each involved an article planted in Red Banner that sounded professional and reasonable, and a subsequent reasonable sounding order based on it that will really hurt them, if it is implemented.  Spelling laughed when he heard them, and liked them all.   
 
           Spelling should laugh and be pleased.  It’s a no-lose deal, since the articles give the Russians bad information, and the orders, based on them, won’t go out unless there is a war.  
 
           “Do everything you can, Guns.  It looks more and more like we’ll need everything you and your guys can do, and then some.  And let me know if you need more money, people, or help with the Brits.”  
 
           I nodded my head in agreement, and promised to continue. 
 
           “Our problem,” the scholarly Spelling said, “is fundamental.  The Russian economy is in a state of total disrepair, and their elderly leadership is increasingly under pressure to start a war to get their people behind them again.  They would rather start a war than give up power to the young guys coming up in the party."   
 
          "That’s why President Reagan’s call for them to tear down the Berlin Wall, is pushing them to the brink.  They see it as a call for a revolution within the communist party, and they think their younger guys are listening.”  
 
           Then Dick gave us a brief description of the sad state of the Russian economy, and its importance to the decision making of the Russian leadership.   
 
           As I listened, I realized Spelling was very much like Seidel, very smart, much more worldly, and more broadly educated, than most of the rest of us. 
 
           “Besides all that,” Dick concluded dryly, “they think they’ll win if there is a war.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           My satisfaction, with the reception I received in Washington, turned to ashes when I get back to the Detachment three days later.  Charlie Caine had been in Washington at the same time, and returned a day earlier than I did.  He had news.  Bad news. 
 
           “Do you know a major general named Pettyjohn, Guns?” 
 
           “Pettyjohn?  I had a battalion commander for a couple of weeks in Korea with that name.” 
 
           “What was he like?” 
 
           “Absolutely useless.  He was really upset when I got promoted out from under him.  Why do you ask?”  
 
           “Well, he sure doesn’t like you.” 
 
           “What do you mean?” 
 
           “Well, he’s really after your ass.” 
 
           “Jeez.  Really?  Why?” 
 
           “Apparently one of the companies supplying gear for our Swimmers sent an invoice last year, and it ended up in his office.  He’s the Deputy Director for Army Procurement, and it somehow got to his desk because no one could find the account number referenced in the invoice.” 
 
           “Well jeez Charlie, so what?” 
 
           “Before it got to Pettyjohn, someone in his office called the vender of the scuba gear, Marshak Manufacturing in South Bend, for information.   They were given your name, and my name, as the signatories on the order.  When they called to inquire, Marshak realized it had sent the invoice to the wrong office, and told them to ignore it.”   
 
           “That should have been the end of it, but Pettyjohn apparently saw your name, and decided to screw you.  He wrote up what’s known as a confidential investigation warning, and sent it over to the Office of Army Personnel, my old office, to be inserted in your personnel jacket.  What it says is that the subject officer, you, since it’s in your personnel jacket, is being investigated for financial improprieties.  It also suggests that your academic credentials are suspect.” 
 
           Then Charlie grinned.  
 
           “Normally such a report would absolutely kill an officer’s career, and end any prospect of promotion.  Except in your case, of course, it won’t because you don’t have any prospects of promotion.” 
 
           Then Charlie grinned even more, as he took a sip of coffee, and chuckled to himself.  
 
            “But your friend Pettyjohn made a couple of really big mistakes.  His big one was including a copy of the invoice with our names on it, as the contracting officers.  An old friend of mine, a dear lady from my church, was the civilian secretary who typed up the report.  She tracked me down, and called me.  That’s why I rushed off to Washington last week, right after you did.” 
 
           “Why that mealy-mouthed sonofabitch,” I said.  I’m starting to get pissed, and worried.   
 
         “Can he really do that?”  And why is Charlie smiling? 
 
           “Yeah, he can do that, and he was sneaky about it too.  He made sure it would appear to come from someone else, and didn’t have his name on it.  He sent it over to Personnel by a courier envelope, as if it came from one of the colonels in his office.” 
 
           “Damn Charlie, what should I do?” 
 
           “Don’t worry about it, Guns.  I handled it.”  By then Charlie was grinning fit to burst.  
 
           “Charlie, what did you do?”   
 
           Even I was beginning to grin.  I couldn’t help it, but Charlie’s obvious pleasure was contagious. 
 
    “You remember, I used to run the Personnel Office?  Well, I had someone I know, another dear friend, pull the material from your personnel jacket by pointing out to her that the invoice was for a black project, and should be instantly shredded.  What was left in your jacket was the confidential report form for the subject officer, with no one’s name on it.” 
 
           “Then I waited a couple of days, visited someone else in the office, another very dear friend, suggested that a mistake had been made, and someone had put the confidential notice in someone else’s personnel jacket, yours, that was supposed to be Pettyjohn’s personnel jacket.” 
 
           “You mean..?” 
 
           “Yeah, she moved it.  The next time Pettyjohn comes up for retention, or promotion, he’s going to find that he shot himself in both feet by filing that false report. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The last American troops pulled out of South Vietnam a couple of months ago, and the well-to-do Vietnamese, and senior officers, pulled out with them, at least those who could get away.  In any event, for the first time in many years, the Vietnamese people are on their own, without foreigners telling them what to do.   
 
           That, of course, means there will be fighting over who will run the country, the old crooks or the new crooks.  Other than that, the world is, more or less, at peace. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Everything changed on October 6th.  Yom Kippur is the holiest day of the year for Jews, and that’s when the Egyptians, and Syrians, launched a surprise invasion of Israel.  Even Jordan, despite its King making a secret, and futile, visit to Israel to warn the Israeli prime minister that a war was coming, finally joined the war.  The king did so when he was misled by the Egyptians, after a few days of war, into thinking the Egyptians were winning.   
 
           He had to do it, the King was led to believe, because the Egyptian soon-to-be-victors would surely overthrow him if he didn’t. 
 
           It didn’t make much difference.  The Israelis won again.  That explained the message that was waiting for me when I got to the detachment on a brisk fall morning in early November.  It asked me to call Colonel Peterson in the Chief of Staff’s office. 
 
           “The Chief of Staff would like you to join a team of officers going to Israel.  We want to learn what really happened during the Yom Kippur war, and why.”  
 
           I see Spelling’s hand in this, and must remember to thank him the next time we talk. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Israeli was in shock, despite its victory.  It had suffered thousands of casualties.  Relative to its population it was equivalent to the United States' losses in all of World War II.  Everyone knew someone who lost a son, brother, or father.  The Israelis also lost a lot of armor and planes.  The United States was running a massive airlift to pour in replacement equipment and munitions.  
 
           There were almost a dozen of us in the observation team.  And, as is traditional in Israel, we were each assigned to an English-speaking liaison officer.  Mine was an army major, Major Yoram Makow.  Yoram was not a native born Israeli.  His father had moved his family from California to Israel when he was seven. 
 
           “What hurt us most,” Yoram said, “were the Russian anti-tank and surface-to-air missiles.  It took a while to figure them out, and adjust our tactics.  A lot of good people were killed, and wounded, before we did.”   
 
           This is exactly what I want to know. 
 
           “How so?” I asked.  
 
           “I really don’t know much about the way planes should respond to SAM missiles,” he said.  “As I understand it, and I’m not sure I do, you don’t want your pilots to ever to have to fly though an umbrella of SAM batteries, such as might be covering a massive number of troops and vehicles.   
 
           “What to do, it seems, at least what I was told by a neighbor, who is a pilot, is to concentrate on picking off those outside the SAM umbrella.  And come in fast if you do have to attack ground targets, so they can’t see you except for a few seconds, perhaps by coming behind hills or sand dunes until you suddenly show up, and hit them. 
 
           “Anti-tank missiles, now that’s something I know a lot about,” Yoram said with a resigned sigh.  “I lost my tank, and two of my crew, to one of the wire-guided Russian Saggers.  It turns out they have a great weakness, something we didn’t know until after it was too late for me and my tank - they are very slow, and require an operator with a steady hand, a very steady hand, to guide them all the way in to a hit.  
 
           “What almost always works, when you see one fired, is to instantly direct suppression fire on the launch site so the operator gets hit or distracted.  The Sagger’s hand held controls are so sensitive that even a little twitch is all it takes.  You’ve got about 30 seconds, which is more than enough if you are ready.  The problem, of course, is that you’ve got to be super alert so that you see the launch in time to respond.”  
 
           Then Yoram smiled primly, and added something important. 
 
           "Our anti-tank missiles and SAMs are better, much better." 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Detachment grew and grew, as we added more and more “African relief projects.”  Dave Shelton, Charlie Caine, Mike Morton, and Davey Jones stayed; and so did Bobby Geither and Jack Riley.   
 
           But some of the staff has changed.  Both of our initial Germans were promoted to colonel midway through their four-year terms, and are clearly headed to the top.  They’ve moved on, of course.  But now we have six carefully vetted German officers, four lieutenant colonels, and two majors.  All of them are general staff officers, in the combat arms, whose careers, like those of their predecessors, have ostensibly stalled.  They keep updating, and testing, our original panzer projects, and several others that are more recent.   
 
           One of newer projects the Germans are working on is our motorcycle “quick response” companies of missile equipped skirmishers.   A new kind of motorcycle called a “dirt bike,” made it possible.  These motorcycles apparently, or so I have been assured by our motorcycle riders, can operate in the woods, and over rough terrain.   
 
           The idea itself came from a successful Wehrmacht program during the closing days of World War Two.  The Germans put motivated volunteers, meaning untrained kids, boys who were too young, and dumb, to know better, on bicycles, and gave each of them a panzerfaust anti-tank rocket to fire at the Russian tanks.  The kids pedaled to wherever the Russians were reported to be attacking with tanks, and fired away.  It worked. 
 
           We’re going to do something similar, except we’re going to put our shooters on “dirt bikes,” so they can speed to wherever they are needed, to fill gaps and cover retreats.   Most of them will be armed with the latest Israeli built, hand held, anti-tank missile, and an automatic weapon, with a sniper scope and night vision; the rest with Israeli built SAMS, surface to air missiles.  
 
           And they sure as hell won’t be untrained teenagers; we’re going to use Rangers, Special Forces operators, and airborne troops. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Six months later we had the first of two thousand unchromed bikes in one of our warehouses.  We bought them off the shelf from Harley Davidson for “export to Africa.”  Each of them has an upward pointing special exhaust for the “ultra quiet running required in Africa,” and is everywhere painted a dull dark brown, “the preferred African color because it doesn’t show dust from their dirt roads.”    
 
           What’s really amazing is that the Harley Davidson people fell for the story, or, more likely, pretended they did.  It was a big order. 
 
           Each of the bikes has a big, actually huge, brown metal “saddle bag” pre-loaded with a hand held Israeli anti-tank or anti-air missile, five days of canned food and water, an Israeli light machine gun with a night vision sniper scope, one hundred rounds of ammunition, a package of detailed maps on waterproof plastic, a pair of wire cutters, a claw hammer, and a waterproof sleeping bag.  Each bike also has riding gear for and winter and rainy weather.   
 
          An army crew of six Mormon and Baptist mechanics sets up the bikes as they arrive, then fires them up, and moves them around, at least once every couple of weeks.  
 
           I can hear the noise in my office, and I’m thankful I don’t have to endure the theology discussions.  Fortunately, everyone seems to get along amazingly well.  
 
           And we know exactly who will ride them and who will command their twenty-man companies, and the independent battalions in which they will serve.  Every six months, starting a few years ago at General Speidel’s “request,” the German and United States airborne divisions, and all the American ranger and German Force Seven companies, began routinely surveying their men, and junior officers, to see which of them could type, drive vehicles, and what weapons qualifications they have.  
 
           One of the seemingly meaningless questions each man was asked was if he had ever owned a car, truck, or motorcycle.  It seemed reasonable to expect, we agreed, that a man who owned a motorcycle would be able to ride one.   
 
           Phyllis Manly, One of Charlie’s clerks, the middle-aged wife of one of our permanent staff, Jim Manly, a master sergeant in our photo interpretation office, maintains a constantly updated list of the motorcycle riders who have completed either an anti-tank missile training course or a SAM course.  The list she keeps is complete with their assignments to a specific twenty-man company that was part of a specific ten-company battalion.   
 
           There are usually about three thousand names on the list, consisting of Germans and Americans who know how to both ride bikes, and have been trained to shoot anti-tank missiles and SAMs.   
 
           Jim and Phyllis don’t know it yet, but Jim’s about to become a warrant officer. 
 
           What it means is that we can quickly get two thousand missile-equipped motorcycle troops, one hundred twenty-man companies, organized into ten battalions, to just about anywhere in Germany in less than twenty-four hours.  We’re an equal opportunity employer; one thousand German paratroopers and Force Seven men, and one thousand American rangers and paratroopers, will be in the force we have organized. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things were humming right along when Pettyjohn surfaced again.  I was in one of the warehouses with Dave and Mike.  We were going over some newly arrived equipment, when a request from Charlie Caine came over the intercom speaker.  
 
           “Brigadier Roberts please report to the orderly room.” 
 
           We looked at each other.  “Uh oh.  Sounds like trouble,” Dave said.   
 
           We always downplay our connection with the military, and very deliberately never use our ranks, and never refer to our office area as the orderly room.  Charlie was sending me a message by using my rank. 
 
           Dave and Mike followed me to the front office to find out what’s up.  The office lobby was filled with half a dozen shiny helmeted MPs, and three officers I’d never seen before.  One of them was an American major general.  Our visitors were, in turn, being carefully watched by three tough looking young men in civilian clothes, holding wicked little submachine guns, our Marines. 
 
           Gunny Adelson and two more Marines, also in civilian clothes, and also carrying submachine guns, came through the door behind them as I asked about their business. 
 
           “Who are you, and what do you want?” 
 
           “I want to speak with Brigadier Roberts”…. “Immediately,” he said somewhat arrogantly. 
 
           “I’m Roberts.  What do you want?” 
 
           “You’re Roberts?”  He seemed surprised. 
 
           I nodded with a tight little smile. 
 
           “I am Major General Williams, the Deputy USAREUR Comptroller,” he said even more arrogantly, “and we are here to inspect this facility and audit its books.”  
 
          “Really?" I said.  “That’s funny; this isn’t an American Forces in Europe facility, or a NATO facility for that matter.  Show me your orders.” 
 
           “Now you listen here, General or whatever you are.  I’ve been sent to inspect this unit, and its books.  And that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
           “Show me your orders.”   
 
           This time I said it with more than a bit of menace in my voice as I reached my hand into my desk drawer, where I always keep a loaded pistol.  Adelson, and the Marines, caught the tone of my voice, and stiffened up considerably.  Their weapons began coming up, safeties were clicked off, and they instinctively began backing up to the wall to get clear fields of fire. 
 
           “I’m a General in the United States Army and this is a United States Army facility in Europe.  I don’t have to show you anything.” 
 
           “You’re wrong,” I told him, now with real menace in my voice.  “You, and the men with you, have made an unauthorized entrance, into a restricted French military facility, in an effort to obtain classified information you are not authorized to have.  You’re under arrest.” 
 
           “Sergeant Adelson, have your Marines disarm, and search these men.  Then take those who appear to be MPs out front, and guard them.  You and your men are to immediately shoot anyone who tries to escape or resist.”   
 
           Adelson, snapped out an appropriate “Aye aye, Sir”   
 
           Williams was speechless, and his face was bright red.  This was obviously not the reception he’d expected. 
 
           “Now General Williams, … or whoever you are,” I added sarcastically after a pause, “You will please step through that door into my conference room and either show me your orders or provide a very complete explanation as to who sent you and why?”   
 
           I asked Dave Shelton, Mike, and Charlie Caine to join us. 
 
    ****** 
 
           General Williams had no orders to show me.  He blustered, and threatened a bit, and refused to answer any questions.  So I picked up the phone, and called Dick Spelling’s office.  It was well into the evening in Washington, but Dick was now the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and, so it seemed, always on duty.  He was still in the office when one of his aides, Colonel Armstrong, answered my call.    
 
           Two minutes later an increasingly pasty-faced Williams was periodically saying “yes sir” and “yes general” into the phone. 
 
           Williams finally hung up the phone, and was literally shaking as he attempted to explain.  
 
           “There has obviously been a major misunderstanding, General Roberts.  General Spelling has ordered me to answer any questions you ask, and do exactly whatever you order.  What can I tell you and do?” 
 
           “Who are you and who ordered you to come here and why?” 
 
           “Sir,” he’s so shaken he’s forgotten he ranks me.  “I am Major General Harold Williams, the Deputy Director of Financial Services of the American Forces in Europe.  Yesterday afternoon I received a call from the Pentagon, from a Major General Pettyjohn.  He told me that there appear to be major improprieties associated with your command, and that I would be well advised to personally look into them.  Obviously I have been seriously misinformed.” 
 
           Pettyjohn.  That figures.  
 
           “What you are, General, is General Pettyjohn’s patsy in an internal service rivalry, the guy he set up to take the hit, instead of him, if things go wrong.  And for you, they surely have. 
 
           “Okay,” I said almost to myself after a pause, and a bit of thinking. “No harm, no foul.  And there’s no sense in letting Pettyjohn ruin your career.  But let me give you my free advice, from one brother officer to another.  Keep your mouth shut about this place.  You, and your men, never came here, and you know nothing about it.”   
 
           Then I continued in a very stern voice. 
 
           “So far as you know, there is no such unit as this one in NATO.  You never heard of this place, or this Detachment, and you don’t know anything about it, and you certainly never talked to me, or General Spelling, or anyone else about it.  And you will never even so much as hint, or acknowledge to anyone, no matter what their rank, that you know this detachment exists or who commands it. 
 
           “Only if someone follows up with you, are you to even admit you made inquiries, and then the only thing you are to say to whomever inquires is that there are no problems, and that this is probably one of those useless units where the army hides troops with medals so they can build up their retirement pay without being promoted.   
 
           “What you will do immediately after receiving such an inquiry, must do to avoid being cashiered, is immediately contact me, no matter what the time of day, if anyone, of any rank, including General Pettyjohn, ever again asks about me, or this detachment, or anyone assigned to it.  If you cannot instantly reach me, you are to immediately, no matter what the time of day or night, call General Spelling.” 
 
           Williams nodded and agreed with great relief.  “That’s exactly what General Spelling told me.  I’ll do it.” 
 
    ******  
 
           At the moment, our biggest current project is to assemble the weapons, and supplies, needed to instantly, and I mean instantly, add a brigade of infantry, equipped with hand held anti-tank missiles and SAMs, to each of NATO’s existing German, American, British, and French divisions, all thirty-eight of them. 
 
           Each division already has its own artillery, helicopters, medical services, transportation, and supply chains.  What they will inevitably run out of first, if there is a serious shooting war, are highly trained fighting men.  So the question we’ve been kicking around for months is this—what else would a NATO division need if 3700 fully trained soldiers suddenly showed up with their personal weapons, and added an additional infantry brigade of six, 600 man infantry battalions to its ranks? 
 
           The answer we came up with, surprisingly, was not much; just radios and lots of hand held anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles.  The divisions can supply the small arms ammunition, and everything else.   
 
          After much discussion, we concluded that the radios, and missiles, an additional brigade would need to become fully operational, and highly lethal, would fit into fifteen big civilian moving company trucks, two big vans for each brigade’s six battalions, and three for the brigade’s command and support staff.   In other words, to make this plan operational for each of NATOs thirty armored and armored infantry divisions, we would need to acquire five hundred and seventy civilian moving vans, and fill them with radios and missiles. 
 
           Our basic intention is quite simple—change the relationship between the NATO and Warsaw Pact forces by very quickly providing each NATO division with an additional brigade of highly trained, and fully equipped, combat troops.  Each division would provide its new brigade with food, small arms and mortar ammunition, medical services, artillery support, and transportation; we’d provide the men, and their communications equipment and missiles.   
 
           And that’s exactly what we decided to do, if Dick Spelling can find us enough money “to increase our investment in African relief.”   
 
           In essence, we decided to quietly acquire, and assemble, each of the new brigade’s radios and missiles, and have them pre-loaded on civilian moving vans, and ready to be instantly delivered.  When war is imminent we’ll drive the moving vans to their designated divisions, and marry them up with the troops being airlifted into Europe from the States.   
 
           “What this means,” I explained to Dick Spelling, “is that the troops for the new brigades will be able to fly in with only their personal weapons and find the rest of their equipment, supplies, and support services instantly available, and ready for them to use.   
 
             “In other words,” I told Dick with a grin, “we need to buy five hundred and seventy big civilian moving company vans for use in Africa.  It’s quite a reasonable thing to do.  Africa’s got a growing population, and people are always moving about.” 
 
           Dick liked the plan, and it was a go without NATO being involved, or informed.  He found the money somewhere in the army budget, and we began quietly buying big civilian moving vans for “export to Africa,” along with a large amount of Israeli radios and handheld missiles.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Six months later some of the trucks, radios, and missiles had begun arriving, both by road and chartered cargo planes, and were starting to fill up two more of our old warehouses, the big gray ones inside the wire on the far corner.  The rest of the trucks, and equipment, were either being produced, or were already on their way to us.   We decided to park the equipment filled vans in the decrepit, and falling down, old French warehouses, without trying to repair the warehouses. 
 
           Dick and I know where the men will come from, though we never once mentioned it to anyone, not even the men working on the project—United State Marines.  They’ll be flown in from the States with their personal weapons and, being Marines, hit the ground ready to pick up their ammunition, radios, and missiles, and begin fighting.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Including our Marine guards, we now have over a hundred officers, and men, in our permanent party.  They were carefully selected by Charlie and never appear in uniform.  For the most part, they are married Marine guards and army enlisted men, working as mechanics, and missile technicians.  We bus them in each day from the relatively large American base at Metz where our transportation company is stationed.   
 
           The French in the surrounding villages, I hope, believe the men who arrive each morning in the two yellow school buses are supporting an international civilian aid organization that sends equipment, and supplies, to troubled African governments—at least that’s what the sign on our front gate implies; the enlisted soldiers, and Marines, think we are getting ready to support an African government that is about to be threatened by an armed revolution. 
 
          In fact, the only people who knew what we were really doing at the detachment, and why, were our permanent staff of less than twenty officers plus the German General Staff officers who have completed their four-year tours with us and gone back to the Bundeswehr.  That’s still too many but there you are.   
 
           Despite the risk of leaks every time we add another member of our senior staff, we were in the process of adding another photo interpreter, and another air mission planner, and expanding the fence, patrols, and surveillance cameras around our compound to enclose five additional warehouses.   
 
           One of the newly enclosed old warehouses will handle the equipment and supplies we’ll need for our newest program to “improve” certain African economies located immediately to the east of Germany.  We’re going to improve them by using airborne troops and rangers to drop in and “service” their utilities such as power plants, oil pipelines, refineries, and airports.    
 
           And there was news on the home front.  “We are pregnant again,” my love cheerfully announced, just before she rushed upstairs to the bathroom to throw up.   
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Today was our blackest day.  Eddie Reynolds, Franz Reuter, one of the new German Oberstleutnants, and I were in what passes for our conference room.  We were going over the plans, equipment requirements, and operational orders to drop American Rangers, British SAS and paras, and the men of the German Army's Force Six, onto nuclear power plants in East Germany, Poland, and Czechoslovakia.  All of a sudden there were screams, and seconds later someone in the front office threw the alarm switch, and the alert siren began screaming. 
 
           We all rushed for the weapons we kept in the side closet “just in case.”  Franz beat me to the door to the administrative office, and took a fast look. “Scheise,” he shouted, as he jerked his head back, ran the bolt of the German machine pistol he’d grabbed out of the closet, and then dove headfirst through the door.  
 
           I flipped on the surveillance cameras, and loudspeaker systems, as I grabbed my MAT-49.  For a split second I watched as our technicians and mechanics rushed to the rifle racks that held their personal weapons, and the Marine guards poured out of the double wide trailer in Warehouse Two, where they slept when they were off duty.  At least one of the Marines was buck-naked, except for the M16 he was carrying.  
 
           “No drill,” I shouted into the mike, “we’re being hit.” 
 
           “Medic,” Franz shouted, as I literally dove through the door, and landed next to him.  “We are having wounded.” 
 
           Charlie was down on the floor; blood was pouring out of his ear and pooling on the floor.   
 
           “Where are they,” I shouted, as Eddie dove through the door, and landed next to me.  We were all searching with our weapons, but all we could see was Phyllis, one of Charlie’s two assistants, the one who keeps the motorcycle lists, cowering under her desk. 
 
           “Must be a sniper,” Eddie shouted.   
 
           I rolled over to Charlie and took a look.  “Shit.  He’s gone.”   
 
           “Where’d they go, Phyllis?  What’d you see?”  She shook her head, and began sobbing.  
 
           A couple of frantic minutes later there was a pounding on the outside entrance door to the reception area, and a call from outside.   
 
           “This is Adelson, we’re coming in.”   
 
           “Okay,” I shouted back.  “We’re on the floor.  Don’t shoot.” 
 
           The door was kicked open, and two Marines, pointing M-16s came in cautiously, and low, around one of the door jams, and into the room.  Then another Marine, wearing only his jockey shorts peered cautiously around the door, and also stepped in. 
 
           Everyone looked at everyone else.  Adelson, the Marine guards’ gunnery sergeant, a big muscular thirty-something year old guy with tattoos, and a whitewall haircut, and three tours in Vietnam, saw Charlie and the pool of blood.  
 
           “Aw shit” he whispered, then he jumped back away from the window, and shouted “Snipers.  Take cover.” …. “Anybody see anything?” 
 
           “All clear out here, Gunny,” came a muffled reply from outside a few seconds later. 
 
           We waited, listened for a while, and then slowly, and carefully, Franz and I got to our feet.  I knelt down to check Charlie again, and then made a quick reach up to grab the office loudspeaker mike off of one of the desks before sinking back to the floor.   
 
           “Anyone who has seen anything suspicious sound off, and fire a shot in into the air or into the ceiling above you.  Just one.”  There was long silence.  
 
           After a while I shouted into the mike a little less anxiously.  
 
           “Okay.  Everybody maintain your positions, but don’t fire unless you are fired on.  Repeat.  Do not fire unless you are fired on.  We’re gonna start a search, and people will be moving around.  Sergeant Manly and Mr. Adkins report to the office.” 
 
           Just then the door to the office restroom opened, and every weapon instantly swung around towards a terrified Elaine Adkins, Charlie’s other assistant, who was peering out with an extremely anxious look on her face. 
 
           Two minutes later, an intensive search was underway, and the reception area was filling up with people standing around talking excitedly to everyone else.  It was increasingly obvious that there was no sniper, and Charlie may not have been shot.  There was no visible wound, just a puddle of blood that had poured out of his right ear.   
 
           Oh Charlie. I’m so sorry. 
 
           “Gunny, please have two of your men take my car, and drive Mrs. Manly home.  She’s still huddled in her chair with Elaine Atkins trying to comfort her.  And tell them to stay with her until her husband gets there.”   
 
           It was an unnecessary order.  Within seconds, Sergeant Manly himself ran wild-eyed into the office from the warehouse where he’d been working.  He tenderly picked her up, and carried her out.  She’s a tiny thing.  The Adkins were right behind him. 
 
           We had an emergency number posted for the French fire, police, and ambulance services.  I sighed, and shook my head helplessly as I called it. 
 
           The intensive search that followed turned up nothing.  Before the French fire brigade, police, and ambulance arrived I had everyone put their weapons away out of sight.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The next day, I paraded the men in one of the empty warehouses.  It was the first time I’d ever paraded them, but I thought it was both appropriate and necessary.  It just didn’t seem right to say nothing to them about what had happened.   
 
           “I want to thank you all for responding the way you did when Mr. Caine died.  No one knew it at the time, but it turns out he died of natural causes, a massive stroke which caused severe bleeding.  It looked like he’d been shot in the head.  He wasn’t; he had a stroke, and popped a blood vessel.  Shit happens.”   
 
           Then, after a pause, I spoke to the men.  
 
           “I’d known Charlie Caine for years.  We met in Korea during the war.  I was there when Charlie repeatedly volunteered to go out on night patrols into no man’s land, to attack the enemy up close and personal.  He was a brave man, and a fine American. 
 
           “What you may not know is that Charlie was instrumental in getting this operation started, and organized; more instrumental, in fact, than anyone else, including me.  The Detachment was his baby, and he was proud of it, and all of us.   
 
           “I don’t know when, or where, Charlie’s funeral will be, but there’s sure to be some kind of service, and anyone who wants to attend can do so.  
 
           “There’s one last thing you should know; Charlie personally approved, and signed off on, each and every man here, every single one of us.  And you all proved yourselves worthy of his selecting you as someone who could be trusted.  Charlie would be very pleased at how you performed.  And he would have been especially proud of Private Edsall and Corporal Martinez.  I was watching on the monitor as they rushed out to fight, wearing nothing but their M16s.  That’s exactly what a good Marine should do when an enemy attacks, and they did it.  Thank you both.  And thank you all.”  
 
           I gave them a salute as I shouted.  “Dismissed.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Charlie had no immediate family; the army was truly his home.  So the funeral, and burial, was held at Suresness, at Ann’s request, and everyone in the detachment, absolutely everyone, was there.  The embassy provided Marines to guard the Detachment so our Marines could attend, and they all did, every single man.   
 
           Charlie apparently had a deeper relationship with Ann than anyone knew.  Now, each month, she’ll visit her son, and her best friend.  
 
           It was one of the saddest and memorable days of my life.  My friend Charlie was gone forever, and we were as ready for the coming war as we could be. 
 
      
 
    -End of Book Two- 
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    Book Three 
 
    War Breaks Out 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Somber was the only way to describe the mood of the people attending the early afternoon National Security Council meeting.  Communications intercepts and satellite surveillance confirm the Warsaw Pact armies have again extended their current annual maneuvers and are moving more of their divisions and independent brigades towards the West German border. 
 
           Moscow’s explanation for the troop movements was unbelievable nonsense—the Russians and their allies were merely responding to the threat of a NATO attack.  Their intelligence services, so Moscow claimed, had uncovered a West German plot to invade East Germany and bring it back under West German control.   
 
           “Okay,” said the President as he sat down and looked at the head of the CIA. 
 
           “What’s your take on Moscow’s latest moves?” 
 
           “I’m worried Mr. President.  It increasingly looks like the Warsaw Pact is going to attack Germany.”  
 
           “And the Chiefs, General Spelling?” 
 
           “We agree.  It looks bad, Mr. President.” 
 
           The tired-looking President rubbed his eyes, shook his head in dismay, and began telling his advisors what he knew. 
 
           “The Germans and French are constantly calling.  Schultz is scared out of his wits and so is Marceau.  What’s really worrisome is that Schultz says his generals are telling him there is a good chance we’ll lose unless NATO’s leadership changes—and he’s obviously been talking to the French because Marceau told me exactly the same thing a couple of hours ago.  He said France won’t rejoin NATO unless it gets a new commander, someone his generals have confidence in.” 
 
           “Did they say who they want, Mr. President?” 
 
           “They both mentioned the same man.  One of our guys, a brigadier named Roberts.  Both of them told me he’s the man their generals want at NATO if there is a war.  Schultz said his generals are absolutely adamant that Roberts be appointed even though he’s so junior.” 
 
           “I know Chris Roberts, Mr. President,” the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs volunteered, “I know him quite well, actually.  He’s in Europe and he knows Europe. He’d be perfect for the job, absolutely perfect.”   
 
           “Isn’t he a bit junior for such a command?”  
 
           “No Sir, he’s not.  We may have guys with more rank but right now the ability to get the job done so we win is more important.” 
 
           Then the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, an army general named Dick Spelling, paused and leaned forward.  
 
           “The Germans and French are absolutely right, Mr. President.  NATO needs someone new if we’re to have any hope of preventing a war, or winning it if it comes.  Roberts is far and away the best general we’ve got if there’s going to be a shooting war.” 
 
           Then, after another pause to look pointedly at the Air Force Chief of Staff, Spelling continued.  
 
           “Yes, we need someone new—and it’s got to be someone like Roberts; we don’t need another four star bureaucrat who is totally unqualified for the job but gets it because it is the Air Force’s turn to hold the appointment.” 
 
           An agitated Air Force Chief of Staff leaned forward in his chair and blew a fuse.  “Goddamnit, Dick, that’s not fair…” 
 
           “Stop it.  Both of you.  This isn’t the time for service rivalries.  We need the French in NATO and that’s that.  Get me some information on this Roberts fellow and get him here, and fast.  We’ll reconvene as soon as he arrives.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I was at home with Dorothy and the kids when the call came in from Dick Spelling.  Dorothy was rocking Susan and I was just finishing my third reading, one right after another, of a Dr. Seuss book to little Chris.  We almost have it memorized.  It’s a little after three in the afternoon in Washington and bedtime for kids in France.   
 
           I don’t get the appeal of the gibberish about green eggs, but little Chris loves it and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
           Sixty hectic minutes later and I was standing alone on the tarmac outside the small Riems airport terminal as an F-16 trainer with two seats came in low and fast from Rhine Main to pick me up.  
 
           It took me a couple of minutes to struggle into the flight suit the passenger literally threw at me as he jumped out to help me suit up.  But I somehow got it on over my uniform and then there was an ear-shattering combat scramble takeoff using the F-16’s afterburners.  
 
           I was still being pressed back in my seat as a voice came over my headset as we roared up to gain altitude. 
 
           “I’m Ken Dawkins, General.  Can you tell me what’s up, Sir?  I’ve been in the air force twenty-four years and this is the first time I’ve ever been told to keep my foot to the floor all the way to Andrews.”  
 
           “I have no idea, Colonel.  It’s probably some kind of an exercise.”   
 
           Actually, I have a pretty good idea what is happening, and why, but I’m not about to mention it.  I’m so pumped with adrenaline and excitement that for a moment as we taxied for takeoff I actually started trembling.  Get a grip on yourself, goddamn it.  Tighten up. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Our arrival was even more dramatic—straight in with chase cars rushing alongside the plane until it stopped rolling.  A couple of big guys wearing civilian suits literally grabbed me by my elbows and pulled me into a run towards into a waiting Marine chopper whose blades were already starting to spool up.   
 
           My jump suit came off in the chopper and I was still trying to straighten my uniform and clutching my briefcase as we landed on the White House lawn.  One of the suits wanted to carry it for me but I declined—I’ve got the family jewels in there and no one, and I mean no one, gets to touch them. 
 
          Darkness was just beginning to fall and the White House was already all lit up.  It’s beautiful.  
 
           It was a damn good thing I peed in the relief tube during the flight was my only thought as the helicopter door opened and I stepped down on to the White House grass.  Dick Spelling greeted me with a worried look on his face and a couple of guys in civilian clothes wearing ear plugs and dark glasses.  Once again someone tried to take the briefcase and once again I waved them off. 
 
         Dick gave me a quick briefing as we briskly walked to the door.  There’s going to be a war and he’d told the President a little bit about me and what I’ve been doing at the Detachment to get us ready for a war with the Russians. 
 
           “He’s looking at you to possibly take over NATO from that moron Tompkins.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           It was only the second time I’d ever been in the White House and I’d never seen it all lit up at night.   It gave me goose bumps when I saw it out of the helicopter window as we came in to land.    
 
           Everybody in the room stared at me intently as I walked in behind Dick.  I didn’t have a clue as to the proper protocol but I certainly did recognize the President.  So I came to a stop and popped to attention.  
 
           “General Roberts reporting as ordered, Sir.” 
 
           That seemed to break the ice.  
 
           “Thank you for coming on such short notice, General,” the President said as he stood and extended his hand.  “It’s good to meet you.  Please take a seat. … I presume you know why you’re here?” 
 
           “Yes Sir, I believe I do.  You want to prevent a war with the Russians and their Warsaw Pact allies… and win it if it comes.” 
 
           “That’s it in a nutshell.” Then he stared at me intently, very intently.   “Some people think we need a new NATO commander.  What do you think?” 
 
           “General Tompkins is a fine man, Sir.  He’d be perfect for the job if he hadn’t already been holding it for the past three years.  Unfortunately we’ll neither be able to stop the war nor win it if he remains in command.”   
 
           He’s not a fine man and everyone knows it.  He’s an indecisive handwringing bureaucrat and would be an absolute disaster as a combat commander.  But there’s nothing to be gained by saying it. 
 
           “Why is that, General?” 
 
           “The Russians have been studying General Tompkins for years, Mr. President.  They’re pretty sure they know how he thinks and how he’ll respond to each move they might make and what initiatives he might launch.”   
 
           If he does anything at all except hold staff meetings and pose for pictures. 
 
           “You really think we’ll lose if General Tompkins stays in command?” 
 
           “Yes sir, Mr. President, I regret to say I do.  There’s also much more likely to be a war if General Tompkins stays in command and we’re almost certain to lose it if he does.”  
 
           “Are you saying there might not be a war if he’s replaced?”  The President made a “gimme” motion with the fingers of both hands for me to explain. 
 
           “Yes Sir… Uh, Mr. President.  As I’m sure you know, Sir, the Soviet Union is run by a committee of men representing powerful interests.  They have their Hawks and Doves just as we do.   
 
           "Right now the Hawks are probably saying they are absolutely certain to win a conventional war against NATO and the Doves don’t have any uncertainty to point to in order to counter the Hawks’ claims.  If we can raise enough uncertainty in their minds about the outcome, they may back off.”   
 
           Good.  Several people in the room are nodding in agreement. 
 
           “Yes.  We’re trying to negotiate our way out of this mess.  We’re pushing all the levers we have.  But we’re running out of time.  Do you think we can get that time by changing NATO commanders?” 
 
           “No Sir, probably not.  But it might work so it’s worth a try.  Changing NATO’s Commander so it’s someone they don’t know much about will, at least, give Moscow’s decision makers pause to think.  At this point the most important thing to keep in mind is that we’re almost certain to lose the war if there is no change.”  
 
           “You really think we’ll lose if Tompkins stays in command?  You seem to be pretty sure of that, General.” 
 
           “No Sir, I’m not sure.  No one can know with any certainty about the outcome of any battle or war.  But for years it’s been my job to study our NATO allies and the Russians and their Warsaw Pact allies – to find their weaknesses… and then quietly, without NATO or Moscow finding out, get everything ready to instantly plug NATO’s gaps and exploit theirs.”  
 
           “Instantly plug the gaps?  What do you mean when you say instantly plug the gaps?  Give me an example.” 
 
           “Yes Sir.  Well, uh, for example Sir, there are seventy-two important railroad and highway bridges in East Germany and the other Warsaw Pact countries.  Whether those bridges survive or not will heavily determine who wins the war.   
 
           “Here’s the thing Mr. President—the Russians and East Germans have a lot of troops and armor west of the bridges near the German border.  More than we have, that’s for sure.  But their subsequent reinforcements and supplies, the supplies and reinforcements they absolutely must have if they are to win the war, will have to come over those bridges.  
 
           “Our air force and our drones and cruise missiles have the ability to destroy those bridges, Mr. President.  And we must destroy them or the Warsaw Pact’s troops and armor will be able to keep coming and coming and coming until our forces are ground down and we lose.   
 
           “Moscow knows this, of course, and is packing layer after layer of anti-air missiles and conventional artillery defenses around each of those bridges and on the approaches to them.  You can see their intentions in the satellite photos of the site preparation construction which has been going on for the past several years.”  
 
           “Our air force is good, Mr. President.  Excellent, in fact.  If our air force and those of our allies attack those bridges they will destroy them.  But the Russians know our air and missile strength and have taken steps to offset it.  They expect to destroy thirty or forty of our planes at each bridge and all the drones and cruise missiles we send against it.  We’ll lose most of NATO’s planes and drones and cruise missiles but the bridges will be gone. 
 
           “Our problem, Sir, is that the loss of all those planes without the Warsaw Pact losing any of its planes will give them air superiority as well as outnumbering us on the battlefield.  It means they will not need the follow-on supplies and reinforcements to win. 
 
           “Alternately, of course, we can pass on attacking the bridges and save the air force.  Our planes and pilots are really good, much better than theirs, and if our air force is intact we will undoubtedly establish air superiority over the battlefield.” 
 
           “Exactly so,” interjected the Air Force Chief of Staff with a great deal of self-satisfaction. 
 
           “But,” I continued.  “That will leave the bridges up.  If the bridges remain up the Russians and their allies will just keep pouring more and more men and equipment into Germany until NATO’s ground forces are ground down and defeated despite our air superiority—just as the Russians ground down and defeated Germany in World War Two.  It means they’ll win. 
 
           “The answer, of course, is to destroy the bridges without using up our air force and other airborne weapons in the process.  That’s what I’ve quietly set up and have ready to go without anyone at NATO or the Russians finding out—so while the Russians and East Germans are looking up at the sky and waiting for our planes and drones and cruise missiles, I’ve arranged to put swimmers in the rivers upstream from their air defenses and have them swim down underwater and blow the bridges.” 
 
           “That’s a job for the Navy’s SEALs and Britain’s Special Boat Service,” interrupted the Defense Secretary, “Can they do it?”  Shaking his head he answered his own question.   
 
           “No.  There aren’t enough of them.” 
 
           “Yes Sir,” I responded.  “You are right.  There are not enough of them and there are other more important things for the SEALs and the men of the Britain’s Special Boat Service to do.   
 
           “That’s why, very quietly, without even NATO or the navy finding out so there’d be no chance of a leak, I had my men train up two sets of alternatives the Russians have never paid much attention to because they’ve never been assigned to Europe—the Marine Swimmers and the Coast Guard Rescue Swimmers.   
 
           “They both quietly added demolitions and night operations to their curriculums several years ago, and they’ve both got enough men capable of going in the water upstream and swimming down underwater to blow the bridges.” 
 
           “That sounds like a good idea, General,” said the President. “But won’t it take too long to set it up?” 
 
           “No Sir, Mr. President, it won’t.  NATO and the Russians don’t know it but we’ve got everything already set up and ready to go on a moment’s notice.  I’ve got the explosives, swimming gear, and men in hand and ready to go for every bridge.  Even the flight plans for our pilots to follow to get the swimmers to their upstream drop-off points; and even the individual operations plans and explosives to hand to each team of our swimmers before they set out for each bridge. 
 
           “Mr. President, you give the word and I can blow those goddamn bridges within 48 hours of getting your okay—without losing a plane or a drone or a cruise missile.” 
 
           Everyone was silent.  Then the Air Force Chief of Staff pushed back his chair and looked at me incredulously.  
 
          “Jesus H Christ.  We can win.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things got more and more enthusiastic and a bit more relaxed as I went through the details and timing of all but one of the various special operations we prepared at the Detachment and have ready to immediately launch.   
 
           I didn’t tell them about one operation because we actually launched it several years ago.  It involved a small strand of computer code.  We developed it at the Detachment and an old friend from Sandhurst, now in British Intelligence, arranged for it to be inserted it into Russia’s military communications system several years ago.  If it works, it will sense the Russian communications system is being used for a real war against NATO and send a different message to certain Russian artillery units—they’ll start firing four hours and four minutes early—when we are ready to fight and they are not. 
 
           I saved the Marine Corps for last and never mentioned the possibility we might be able to trick the Russian artillery into starting the war at a time of our choosing.   
 
           More than an hour and a half later, while everyone was munching sandwiches and drinking coffee, except me who seemed to be doing all the talking, I put the Marine Corps on the table. 
 
           “There’s one more big operation I’ve got ready to go whose announcement might trigger so much uncertainty that it just might, all by itself, cause the Russians to back off.”   
 
           Then I took a deep breath and told the President and the Security Council all about it. 
 
           “NATO needs the Marine Corps assigned to it.  The entire Corps.  Every single Marine.  Right now.  Today.” 
 
           The former congressman serving as Secretary of Defense disagreed.   
 
           “It won’t be believable because the Russians know it will take too much time to set it all up and get the Marines and their equipment to Germany.  It would take months.  We don’t have months.” 
 
           “Uh, no Sir, I’m pleased to report that’s not the case.”   
 
           Then I explained in some detail how every Marine was superbly trained as a combat infantryman so that we could rush them all to Europe and have thirty heavily armed brigades of Marines in action within ten days of their being assigned to NATO.    
 
           The President and the council members were stunned when they heard that our base near Riems had several hundred big civilian moving vans loaded and ready to go with all the equipment and ammunition needed to make thirty newly-established Marine brigades combat ready—including all the communications gear they would need and sixty-three hundred Israeli-made anti-tank missiles and SAMs.   
 
           “My boys can get everything each Marine brigade needs to its assembly point in Germany within twelve hours.  The German and other NATO divisions can provide all the food and support services the Marines will need.   
 
            “Even better, in terms of preventing the war,” I continued, “As soon as the first Marines begin arriving, the Russians and their allies will know we are much stronger than the KGB and their other intelligence services have led them to believe.  That may introduce enough uncertainty to deter them.”   
 
           I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and continued in an effort to close the deal. 
 
           “Mr. President, if you give the order and activate the civilian airliners in our reserve fleet, our Marines can start pouring into German as early as tomorrow afternoon.  That’s important—because knowing we will be much harder to defeat than they initially expected might cause the Russian leadership to reconsider going to war.” 
 
           There was a long silence.  No one spoke.  Then the President put both hands on his desk and pushed to help himself stand up,  
 
           “General, I’ve heard enough.  Within the hour I’m going to address the nation and announce your appointment as the new Commander of the United States forces in Europe, which makes you, as I’m sure you know, the NATO Commander.  
 
           “I don’t know what I expected to hear when this meeting started but this is better than I dared hope.  Now let’s get you over to the Marine Commandant so you can tell him what to do.  I’ll call him and tell him you’re coming and that, effective immediately, the Corps is assigned to NATO and every Marine belongs to you.”    
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    I don’t know what the President said to the Marine Commandant but whatever he said it worked.  The Commandant himself, Pug Murphy, and a group of Marine officers were waiting at the front door of the Marine Barracks when our fast moving convoy of black Lincoln Town Cars pulled into the driveway and literally skidded to a stop in front of the entrance.   
 
           General Murphy was more than a little curious about who I am, and rightly so.  Out of the corner of my eye I could see him taking in my ribbons as we briskly walked into the building and down the hall to his office with a gaggle of senior Marine officers bringing up the rear.  Well at least he knows I’m not a bureaucrat. 
 
           “Commandant you don’t know me but I really do know how good your Marines are.  I had Marines in my units when I was fighting in the Korean War and in Afghanistan after that.  They are the best of the best and I know it.” 
 
           “Here’s the way I see it,” I said as we settled into chairs at his conference table and I leaned forward to speak.  He and his senior staff clustered around the table were eyeing me intently.  So was another Marine, a three star who eased himself into the chair next to the Commandant as I began to speak, obviously his deputy. 
 
           I pulled no punches.  
 
           “It is almost certain that the Russians are coming and there’s gonna be a war in Europe, a big war.  And they’re likely to attack in the next week or so, maybe sooner.  Whether we win or lose is going to depend on the Marines.”   
 
           Some of the Marine officers standing behind the Commandant seem shocked at what they were hearing.  That’s no surprise—he probably hasn’t had time to tell them that the entire Marine Corps has just been assigned to NATO.   
 
           Then I laid it all out.  The equipment they will find waiting, the German kasernes where each brigade will be based, what the Marines should and should not bring with them, the arrival airports where each NATO division will collect the men of its Marine brigade as they arrive, everything.  I hope.    
 
           “It’s gonna be close, real close.” I told them.   
 
           “The Marines are likely to be the difference between winning and losing, just like the Paris taxicabs which got the final French battalion to the Battle of the Marne, the men who tipped the balance and saved France in 1914.” 
 
           I was almost emotional as I leaned forward with my left elbow on the table and waved my right hand at the Commandant and the men around him.  
 
           “France was saved by the officers who quickly organized their men and their transportation to the front and led them into the battle.  They saved France from being defeated; now it’s up to you and your officers to get your men organized and to the front in time to save the United States from being defeated.”   
 
           Yes! They get it and they like it.  I can see it in their eyes and faces.  
 
           It took almost an hour to brief the Marine brass on what I expected them to do and how they were going to do it.  They were as astonished as the President had been when they heard about the equipment waiting for them in Germany. 
 
           Then we took a ten minute break to watch the President address the nation and announce the calling up of all our reserves and National Guard units, the assignment of the entire Marine Corps to NATO, and my appointment as NATO commander. 
 
           The President also announced the immediate activation of the Civilian Reserve Air Fleet, the civilian airliners from American, United, and all the other airlines that will carry our soldiers and Marines to Europe.  They will, the President told the nation, immediately commence carrying the first thirty brigades of Marines to the pre-positioned equipment waiting for them in Europe.   
 
           I bet that causes a lot of people in Moscow to sit up in surprise and a lot of travelers to worry about their travel plans. 
 
           After the President’s speech I handed the Commandant a thick folder with all the lists and details.   
 
           “Here’s what your Marines must do.  You, by the way, will be in Germany with me as the Commander of all the Marines….  And do you have a latrine around here and some kind of sandwich?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I worked and ate and drank coffee at Marine Headquarters all night long as the tempo of the activity around me grew and grew and grew.  There were periodic meetings with the Commandant, numerous calls back and forth to various NATO commanders, and several calls from the President, the Secretary of Defense who wants to talk about his role in the decision making, and with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, my old friend Dick Spelling.   
 
           By the time the sun rose in the morning, Pug and I are on a first name basis and he is well into the process of immediately promoting all the active duty Marines and Marine reservists by one rank and finalizing the names of the thirty Marine officers who will command the new brigades. 
 
           I also managed to get a call through to Dorothy to tell her to pack one suitcase and be ready to leave for the States on thirty minutes notice.  Someone will come for her and please don’t forget little Chris’s stuffed fox, the passports, and the checkbook.   
 
           She said French television carried the President’s speech live and that Dave Shelton had already sent a truck full of ferocious looking Marines with painted faces to guard the house.  
 
           “Please be careful my love,” she begged. “We need you too.”   
 
           I also used the Commandant’s secure phone to call Dave and tell him he was now in command of the Detachment and would he please immediately assign Lieutenant Riley to serve as my aide.  That was our code for fully activating all of our special operations in the expectation of an imminent war.   
 
           “One more thing,” I told Dave.  “Please ask Mrs. Ross to give you the big envelope in her safe marked “grin and bear it.”   
 
           Dave doesn’t know it yet but the paperwork inside the envelope promotes him to lieutenant general, seven other of the Detachment’s officers including three of our current and past German colonels to brigadier, and Mike Morton to rear admiral.  They and the four German brigadiers heading up the special operations will work at NATO’s war headquarters and will need weight to get things done.   
 
           Even wars don’t deter the Military’s bureaucrats from continuing in a peacetime mode when a war starts, only direct orders. 
 
           And they’ll have a lot to do—Dave will be in command of NATO’s airborne troops and special operations with Davy, Dieter, and Mike as his deputies for air, ground, and water.     
 
    ****** 
 
           About the time the sun came up I returned to the White House in another convoy of fast moving black Lincolns.  This time I was escorted straight to the Oval Office.  The President was already there.  He was standing by a sideboard covered with food and coffee cups talking to his Chief of Staff as I walked in.   The President was visibly tired and tense.  He’s been up all night too.   
 
           “I’ve been working the equipment and supplies list you gave me,” was the first thing the President said as I walked in and saluted.  He gestured with his coffee cup to acknowledge the salute and then nodded towards a sideboard covered with food and coffee cups.  So I helped myself to a toasted bagel and spread strawberry cream cheese on it and we talked.  It was delicious; I’d never had strawberry cream cheese before. 
 
           The list the President mentioned was the constantly updated and always evolving list of the weapons, particularly anti-tank missiles and helicopters, the guys at the Detachment thought the President might be able to get from each of our major non-NATO allies such as Australia, South Korea, Taiwan, and Israel.   
 
           So far so good.  The President apparently spent the entire night calling the presidents and prime ministers of our non-NATO friends to ask each of them to immediately airlift specific items to our air bases in Germany.  The list even included the airports where we wanted the various shipments to land and which hangars were to receive the cargos. 
 
           Israel’s Prime Minister was at the top of the list and he, the President reported with a great deal of satisfaction, instantly agreed to the immediate airlifting of everything the President requests including several hundred of their new Merkava super tanks and all the attack helicopters the Israelis can spare—complete with full “load outs” of ammunition and, if possible, “advisors” to operate them.   
 
           The Commandant will be pleased when he hears the news.  Almost everything coming out of Israel is destined for the Marine brigades.  
 
           Basically the same response came from the Australians, South Koreans, and Taiwan.  The President told them what we needed and they not only agreed to provide it but wanted to know what else they could do to help. 
 
           That’s good news I responded and reported that things are going equally well with the Marines—they’ll be ready and waiting when the planes begin arriving later today to carry them to Germany.   
 
           Then, at the President’s invitation, I accompanied him as he briskly walked down a long hall to a National Security Council meeting.  They were regularly scheduled every morning at this time. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The members of Security Council were already in the room and talking among themselves as they waited for the President.  Every one stood and waited for the President to sit, and then sat down quickly as soon as he sat.  Then he nodded and someone from his National Security Advisor’s staff began providing us with a summary briefing of the world situation.   
 
           The briefing lasted ten minutes and can be summed up as “there’s going to be a really big war and it’s going to start within days if not hours.” 
 
           One look around the table at the Council members and it was obvious that most of them had spent a sleepless night just as I had.  Even so, despite their obvious lack of sleep, everyone seemed determined and ready to go. 
 
           After the briefing the Secretary of State, former Massachusetts Senator Barbara Hoffman, reported she’d been called last night by one of her predecessors who apparently had been contacted by a Russian representative.  All we need to do to appease the Russians and get them to back off, Secretary Mannheim announced triumphantly “is make a concrete gesture of peace such as returning our submarines to port and announcing that we’ll consider taking some of their refugees.”  Russia will then respond favorably, she’s been assured, by proposing peace talks.  Her diplomacy, she implied rather proudly, will prevent the war. 
 
           Anything’s possible, but the Russians backing off at this point because we try to appease them by weakening ourselves militarily is not likely to be one of them.  If anything, it will encourage them.  The former Secretary or, more likely, whoever got to him has probably been turned.  Someone needs to check that out. 
 
           Some of the council members expressed reservations but the Secretary was adamant.  I’m a visitor and know when to keep my mouth shut. 
 
           “Surely it wouldn’t hurt to make an announcement that we’re going withdraw some of our submarines in an effort to encourage peace talks,” she suggested.  
 
           “Yeah.  Just so long as you don’t actually do it.”  That from Paul Williams, the former congressman who is now the Secretary of Defense and, according to Pentagon rumor, has an almost pathological aversion to making decisions.    
 
           “Anyhow,” Secretary Williams continued, “they can’t hear our subs, particularly the boomers, so they won’t be able to know whether we pull them back or not.  If they do hear one we can always claim it’s one of the few still in the process of being withdrawn.”  
 
           The man is making sense even if he can’t make decisions.  No reason not to give it a shot.  I nodded in agreement when the President looked around the table for reactions. 
 
           Then there was a lot of discussion about the NATO buildup and the importance of the French rejoining NATO, the President’s speech, and the public’s response as measured by a poll taken immediately afterwards.  I was wearing down and kept my mouth shut.   
 
           When the meeting finally ended I was helicoptered out to Andrews and decided I’d better get some sleep as soon as I strap myself in.  Before I did I remembered to ask the pilot to radio ahead and order up the type of reception I want when we reach Brussels – no honors.   This is no time for peacetime ceremonies. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I woke up to the squeal of the F-16’s tires as we touched down at the military airfield serving NATO’s peacetime headquarters in Brussels.  I’d requested “no honors” at either the airport or at headquarters so there was only a small group of officers waiting under umbrellas as I climbed out of the cockpit and stripped off my flight suit in the lightly falling rain—after a brief pause to pee on the tarmac.   
 
           Rapidly walking up and saluting as I was pulling off the flight suit covering my uniform was General Otto Klausen, the tall hook-nosed and haughty German with short gray hair who is NATO’s ground commander.  
 
           Klausen is the only officer I asked to meet me at the airfield.  He’s here because he will be, for better or worse, one of my most important deputies; probably for the better.  After a tour as a German corps commander, he’d been promoted to be NATO’s Ground Commander.  
 
           “Herr General.” I said as he rapidly walked up and we exchanged salutes, “Thank you for coming to meet me.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The windshield wipers of Klausen’s Mercedes beat a steady tattoo as he summarized the situation on the ground.  It didn’t sound good.  Klausen wanted to immediately change the deployment of NATO’s ground forces away from those ordered by General Tompkins before I replaced him.   
 
           It seems General Tompkins, a career air force administrator, let himself be convinced by the commanders of the American armored divisions that the main thrust of any Warsaw Pact ground attack will come though the Fulda Gap.  He ordered NATO’s divisions and aircraft deployed accordingly.  
 
           Klausen says he’d disagreed with Tompkins and been overruled.  He and the German senior commanders want to spread the NATO units along Germany’s borders, and particularly along the borders leading into the Northern Plains and the Danube Valley—and fight like tigers for every inch of German soil. 
 
           “I agree with you, at least partially,” I told him.   
 
           “I think they’ll probably hit us at one or both of the Fulda entrances to draw us in—and then come in elsewhere with another major thrust, or perhaps several.  We must discuss this when we are in a secure location.”  
 
           There was no time to lose.  Right there in the car I handed General Klausen two folders detailing the specific American and German troops to be immediately transferred to serve in the deep penetration, counter-invasion, infrastructure destruction, and motorcycle operations—special operations he doesn’t yet know anything about.   
 
           “I’ll explain these special operations later today, Herr General.  They are already underway under the command of General Shelton, the new NATO commander for airborne and special operations.  He’ll be working out of my office.”   
 
           “I also need to know the current status of the Kiel Canal.  Please have someone on your staff call and find out as soon as we get to headquarters.  There is good reason to believe that the East Germans will attempt to scuttle a ship in the canal to block it before the war actually starts.  So please have a senior officer verify that both entrances are now totally closed to all civilian ships as I ordered a few hours ago before I boarded my plane and left Washington.  I’ll reconfirm it with the Brit who is NATO’s naval commander when I meet with him. 
 
           "There are to be no exceptions,” I told him.  “The officer you appoint is to stay at Navy headquarters as my inspector to make sure the captains of our blocking vessels understand that any ship attempting to enter the canal after being ordered away is to be immediately engaged and destroyed even if the war has not yet started.”    
 
           I didn’t tell Klausen why—that keeping the canal open is important to one of the special operations in the folders I just handed him.  He’ll understand when I explain the operation to him later today.  
 
           “General, the Kiel Canal must be kept clear of all civilian vessels and the troop and armor transfers to the special operations rally points specified in those folders must begin within the hour.  They are your highest priority and, because of possible leaks, no one, not even your deputies or Chancellor Schultz, must know why you are ordering them to be done.”   
 
           And they better be done quickly or I’ll remove you.  I’m not going to have our people become casualties because of lazy or incompetent officers.  
 
    ****** 
 
           There were quite a few people at the front door of NATO’s Brussels headquarters when we pulled up in Klausen’s car.  Someone had disregarded my request for no honors and organized a welcome ceremony complete with a military band, lots of formally dressed senior officers, and a speaker’s podium.  
 
            I trotted up the stairs and into the building without even breaking stride or looking at them.  The briefing I requested was ready and began as soon as General Klausen and I sat down. 
 
           We were given lots of useful information, and much more that was useless boilerplate.  It quickly became apparent that NATO’s senior commanders and their staffs are divided by nationality and branch of service.   
 
           On one side are the Americans, primarily the armor guys, who support Tompkins’ initial unit dispositions plan 7E which assumes the Russians will do what the armor guys want them to do and attack through Fulda.   
 
           On the other side are the Germans who want 8B which spreads out NATO’s units all along the border and has our troops fight for every inch of German soil no matter how untenable it might be.  The British and French and everyone else are just plain worried that neither approach is right.  I just listened. 
 
           It was almost noon by the time the briefing finally concluded.  It basically confirmed what I already knew.  As soon as it ended I ordered a redeployment of our forces according to NATO plan 13B—because it would put our units as close as possible to where I actually want them in Northern Germany without tipping our hand to the Russians.   
 
           There were going to be some important modifications to 13B, but I decided to wait and discuss them privately with Klausen and my other deputies without any of the NATO staff present—because I sure as hell don’t want the Russians to find out about them.  According to Dick Spelling, our intelligence guys think it likely they’ll know about 13B within the hour. 
 
           Then it was time to meet with my commanders.  They had attended the briefing but we had not had a chance to talk.  I decided to first meet with the NATO air commanders, a short intense and almost totally bald American ex-fighter jock by the name of Jim Macefield and his equally short and almost totally bald German deputy, Heinz Forstmann.  Forstmann’s extensive decorations pegged him as a Luftwaffe pilot who had served in both of the last two wars in what used to be Syria and Iraq and at least three times in Afghanistan.   
 
           They look like two peas in a pod except that Forstmann is a few pounds heavier.   
 
           I started by giving them a direct order not to go for any bridges until I personally give the order.  Ignoring the bridges is fine with him, Macefield says, because he wants to take out the Warsaw Pact air forces first.  Forstmann enthusiastically agreed. 
 
           Then they shared some interesting news and information.  The big one, something I did not know, is that the computers running the radar control systems on the Russian AWACS “big birds” are based on such old technologies that they can only process a limited number of contacts at one time.  According to Macefield, the radar displays in the Russian AWACS are almost certainly going to be hit by a data overload if he puts up enough planes—and become useless when that limit is reached.  
 
           His technical guys, Macefield says, tell him that if we put up enough planes the radars on the Russian-built AWACS planes, even the new ones, will lock up and be unable to tell friend from foe.  Then their fighters will be blind and uncontrolled.  They’re pretty sure it will happen because we had the same problem years ago when we had equipment with the same technology. 
 
           “They’ll be sitting ducks,” Macefield said as he rubbed his hands together in delight.  Forstmann smiled his agreement and nodded even more. 
 
           “My God,” Macefield said in explanation, “Some of their AWACS are so obsolete that they are still using tubes in their computers and radars instead of transistors.  If our birds turn on enough transponders they’ll go blind.”  Forstmann again nodded his head in agreement. 
 
           I told them it sounded like a great idea as I handed Macefield a folder with the plans for an air operation we’d discussed at the Detachment and had already begun to develop. 
 
           “Read this and, for security purposes, implement it without sharing the reason you are doing so with anyone, not even with your deputies.  It fits right in with what you just told me about the Russian computers and radars.   
 
           “In essence, when the war first starts and you overload the Russian AWACS and send your birds against the Warsaw Pact fighters, I want some of your planes to ignore the enemy fighters and head straight to each and every one of Warsaw Pact military fields you can reach; I want their transponders squawking so they appear to be identifying Su-25s coming in to refuel."   
 
           "And here's the important thing—I want them to go for the planes parked on the airfields, not the radars and antiaircraft defenses they would normally hit first.”   
 
           Then I expanded my summary to include our ground forces. 
 
           “At the same time when the war starts I want you to have a few birds and helicopters similarly avoid the Russian fighters and go straight for the Warsaw Pact’s air force control centers at Cottbus and Eggersdorf, and all the army, corps, and division field headquarters you can identify.”   
 
           “Coordinate your initial attacks with General Klausen.  Get with him immediately to set up a joint targeting staff if you don’t already have one.  His army aviation people can send their attack helicopters against the enemy field headquarters that are closer in and his helicopters and light planes can add their transponders to your efforts to overload the Russian AWACS.” 
 
           Then I laid down the law.   
 
           “You can fight anywhere in the air including over Russia and Poland but you are to hit nothing, and I mean nothing, on the ground in Poland and Russia until you get my direct personal permission.  We’re going to try to keep the Poles out of the war and limit the war to Europe.”   
 
           “Secondly, and never to be discussed outside this room, even with your deputies and most trusted staff, it may be possible, only possible mind you, that we can trick the Russian ground forces into prematurely opening fire and starting the war a few hours early at a time of our choosing—such as when all your planes are in the air and ready to go and the Warsaw Pact pilots and controllers don’t know the war has started.  
 
           That really got Macefield fired up.   
 
           “Jeez, it’d be like shooting fish in a barrel if we can jump them before they know the war has started and overload the Russian air controllers at the same time.  I’ll get on this pronto.” Forstmann adds an enthusiastic “Ja, for sure.”  
 
           Then I leaned forward and gave them a warning. 
 
           “I hope you both heard what I said that when the war starts I want some of your planes and drone missiles to go straight for their airfields and planes on the ground, and not to their radar installations."   
 
           "And for sure, and this is important, I want you to be sure your mission planners use only planes against the Warsaw Pact fields that can squawk Warsaw Pact identifiers and I want you send them in as early as possible, in the first few seconds after the war starts."   
 
           "With a little luck the missile defense units at the Warsaw Pact fields will be confused as to who is coming and not shoot back until you’ve finished destroying some of the planes on the ground.”      
 
           “Oh, and I want both of you to keep the information about our intention to use the Russian plane identifiers secret, even from your deputies.  We don’t want it leaking out that our planes might sometimes be squawking Russian identifiers.  Don’t even mention it to Klausen.  He’s solid as a rock but I don’t trust his civilian office staff.”   
 
           Macefield didn’t quite get it at first.  He started to explain why the A-10s and Tornados going for the Warsaw Pact airfields should hit the airfield missile control radars first.   
 
           “No, Jim.  I want their radars and missile systems to be intact after you hit their airfields squawking the Warsaw Pact plane identifiers as Russian and East German Su-25s and Su-27s—so they’ll be available to fire their missiles when their surviving planes begin returning to base to refuel.”   
 
           Macefield opened his mouth to say something and then a light came on and he began slowly nodding his head.  So did Forstmann.  They get it. 
 
           “Faking out the Warsaw Pact airfield defenses so they fire on their own planes after ours sneak in and hit them is a great idea,” Macefield agreed, “except we don’t have the Warsaw Pact plane identification frequencies on our transponders and it will take too long to get new ones.” 
 
           I scribbled the Detachment’s telephone number on a piece of paper and handed it to him with a big smile.  
 
           “They are immediately available,” I said.   
 
           “Your boys can install them in a matter of hours.  I want you to make two dependable senior officers, one American and one German, responsible for all aspects of the transponder program including their installation and the initial airfield targets to be hit the minute the war starts.  Have them call this number and ask for Air Force Brigadier Geither.” 
 
           Then I explained why. 
 
           “Geither has a couple of hundred replacement transponders for your F-16s and about fifty for the German Tornados.  They can squawk the Russian identifiers and will be immediately delivered to the bases you specify.  They’re the same makes and models now in your planes so they’ll slide right in.”   
 
           Yes, Bobby is one of the lieutenant colonels who got promoted to brigadier so he’d have enough clout to get things done. 
 
           “The officers you assign must get the replacement transponders installed in the planes without explaining why to anyone, not even their deputies, and without calling anyone’s attention to their additional frequencies.  Otherwise it might leak out and let someone over there figure out what we’re gonna do."   
 
           "All the officers involved and the squadron commanders need to know is that they’re a mandatory equipment upgrade to be installed immediately, and I mean immediately.  You can tell your pilots what frequency to squawk at the last minute.” 
 
           Then I had an idea.  I barked a short “ha” and asked if either of them had any Russian speakers?   
 
           “If your boys are able to jump the Warsaw Pact planes and airfields because they find out the war has started before the Warsaw Pact pilots find out, why not have someone really fuck them up by shouting in Russian “don’t fire it’s not time yet.””   
 
           Damn, why didn’t we think of this earlier? 
 
           Then I smiled at the thought and added a new idea. 
 
           “Hell, if necessary, record it on a battery run little personal tape recorder and have some of your pilots play it into a mike on the Warsaw Pact frequencies as your guys engage.  Assign that job to a couple of dependable officers without telling them why.    
 
           "Oh, and tell them not to wait around for the paperwork—if necessary they can buy the damn things in the base exchanges or in civilian stores using their personal credit cards.  I don’t care how you do it but get it done.  We’ll cover whatever anyone has to spend even if I have to write a check myself to do it. 
 
           “Finally,” I told the two generals as I handed Macefield a folder, “here’s a mission book for a code-word classified group of behind-the-lines special operations missions into Russia and elsewhere.  They’re headed up by General Shelton who’ll be located in my office."   
 
           "Don’t tell anyone about them, not even your deputies, and don’t copy it or leave it sitting around.  It’s for your eyes and Heinz’s eyes only.  Nobody on your staff is to ever see that book or even know it exists.  Just give the necessary orders and make it happen.” 
 
           I added an explanation.   
 
           “These are the packages for a number of important special operations.  In them you’ll find a list of our airbases and the number of German-crewed C-130s and Transalls you must have fueled and ready to be loaded and go at each of those bases within six hours after a Russian attack or eight hours before we try to fake them into starting the war when we want them to start it.  The pilots will get their flight plans from my mission commanders just before they take off.  
 
           “These special operations are at all times to be the highest priority mission for all the German and American cargo planes and aerial tankers.  And, as it specifies in the folder, all missions into Russia are only to be flown with German aircrew and only carry German special operations teams.  
 
           “If the Luftwaffe comes up short on having enough planes I want you to instantly paint iron crosses on some of the American birds and instantly turn them over to the Luftwaffe—and instantly means that moment, on the spot, not one minute of delay.   
 
           "Anyone who causes a delay for any reason in getting planes or helicopters to any of our special operations on time is to be immediately stripped of his rank and sent to the Crailsheim Penal Battalion.  We’ll court martial him after the war if he’s still alive.”  Well that got their attention. 
 
           “The special operations missions into Russia and elsewhere may or may not go at the same moment the air war starts.  That’s a decision I’ll make personally when the shooting starts; but the planes and the special operations teams they are carrying are almost certainly going to be in the air and ready to head east when the war starts.  They can turn on their transponders to help increase the radar clutter even if I decide not to send them. 
 
           “In fact, come to think of it, the reason we have the Russian-squawking transponders for your airfield attackers is that we are going to install some of them on the helicopters and cargo planes that will be making the behind-the-lines raids described in your folders.   
 
           "Our thinking is that if the planes carrying the special ops teams get lit up they can turn on the Russian identification frequencies and, hopefully, get some of the Russian fighters and air defenses to turn away thinking they are Russian planes. 
 
           “And Jim, NATO headquarters leaks like a sieve.  So I want you and General Forstmann to guard that folder closely, really closely.  It’s eyes only for you two and no copies.  Period.  There are to be no explanations to anyone, not even your deputies.”   
 
           Then I explained more of what I want. 
 
           “The man I want in charge of organizing the air force portion of the special ops missions is a good guy, an American Air Force brigadier by the name of Jones, Davy Jones.  Davy reports directly to me and will be located in your headquarters.  He’s probably already headed there if he hasn’t arrived already.   
 
           “You’ll find Davy quite useful because he knows all about the transponders and all about the missions to drop men into Russia to cut the Trans-Siberian Railway corridor—he should, he helped plan the missions and led the team that wrote up the flight plans.”   
 
           I took a sip of tea and continued.  Yes I’m trying to switch to tea. Dorothy insists.  Less wear and tear on my stomach and it doesn’t keep me awake all night. 
 
           “Basically, the German C-130s and Transalls will load troops and pallets at the airfields designated in your folder and then fly them out to their targets in Siberia the night the war starts or maybe the next night.  And the transports that make it back will load troops and repeat the process every day thereafter until the operation is completed—and you will have to be ready to instantly replace those that don’t make it back. 
 
           "As you’ll see, some of the German special ops teams are going so far into Russia that their transports will probably have to be refueled by aerial tankers.  So be sure you have the necessary tankers lined up and ready to go.   
 
           “General Jones and two important people in my office, an army lieutenant general named Dave Shelton and an admiral named Mike Morton, have the only other copies of those ops plans.   
 
           “Shelton and Morton will have the troops and pallets at the airfields in time to be loaded and Jones’ men at each airfield will personally hand each plane’s pilot his operational orders and the precise routes to be flown to their drop zones and back.  
 
           “This one’s important, Jim.  It’s your job and Heinz’s job to see the pilots and planes are there for the special operators to use even though no one can be told why and other operations have to do without them.  If you do nothing else you and General Forstmann must I really emphasized the word ‘must’ have all the special ops teams’ transport planes and tankers in place, fully loaded, and ready to go the moment the war starts and every day thereafter.” 
 
           Then I looked General Macefield squarely in the eye.  
 
           “The special operations are so important that your officers will be lucky to be privates in the Crailsheim Penal Battalion if Jones’ planes are not loaded and ready to go on time—we’ll lose many tens of thousands of German and American soldiers and Marines if they aren’t ready and the officers who fail to deliver the planes and air crews on time will sure as hell be among them.”   
 
           That’s a warning for you two also.  I hope you got it because I sure as surely mean it.  
 
           It was the same heavy duty warning I’d soon be giving the German and American army generals in charge of NATO’s helicopters about the missions to insert the Coast Guard and Marine swimmers.  I don’t want anyone to even think about assigning those planes and helicopters to other missions. 
 
           “You guys can use the phones to get things started while I meet with Admiral Peavy.  But stick around.  After I meet with Peavy I’m going to meet with Klausen and I want you there to coordinate whatever needs to be done so your planes and his helicopters and light air are in the air and making their initial attacks at the same time when the war starts.   
 
           “You can similarly coordinate with Davy Jones about getting the special operations planes and helicopters up when you need their transponders to help turn off the Russian AWACS.  Davy is probably at your headquarters waiting for you.   And he can always be reached by a phone patch from my office.  My aide, Brigadier Hart, can set it up and will always be able to tell you how to reach Shelton, Jones, and Morton.”   
 
           Yes, my old buddy Jim Hart from the long and drawn out Korean War.  I know Jim’s dependable and can make decisions so I recruited him to join the Detachment a couple of years ago when he came up for retirement as a Colonel. 
 
    ****** 
 
           My meeting with the Admiral John Peavy, the Brit in charge of NATO’s naval forces was short and disconcerting.  Some of his news was good—all available NATO and U.S. submarines are on station and ready to go and the order to close the Kiel Canal is in effect and seems to be working. 
 
           "Then I gave him Karl Mauer’s name and contact information and let him look at the classified folder describing the use of the German civilian ferries to put German armor into East Germany.   
 
           Peavy liked the plan.  
 
          “Quite imaginative. It will surprise them.”  Significantly, he agreed that his office was far too vulnerable for him to be able to keep a copy or share the information with anyone else in the naval establishment.   
 
           He and Mauer, I told the Brit, “are to get together and refine the participation of NATO’s navies in Mauer’s operations.  It involves providing a number of appropriately experienced German naval officers we’ve identified who are presently in shore billets and making sure the escort ships and subs are available.”   
 
           The German officers didn’t know it yet, of course, but they’ll be “assisting” the civilian ferry captains to make sure they get their ferries to where they need to be.  Peavy’s German deputy will begin bringing them in within the hour to explain where they are to report and what they are to do when they get there.  His deputy, and only his deputy, can be told about Mauer’s operation.  “Make sure he understands what will happen to him if he leaks it.” 
 
           Mauer is the newly promoted German brigadier general who worked on planning the operation during his tour at the Detachment.  He will organize and command the invasion force and work out of my headquarters.  He’ll report directly to Dave Shelton.  
 
           The bad news, something that concerned Peavy greatly, is the American Navy’s seeming reluctance to put its carriers and their escorts in harm’s way.   
 
           “I don’t know how to say this, General Roberts, but I have the distinct impression that your navy’s leadership does not want to risk losing their ships, particularly their carriers, and intends to keep them out of the war.  You wanted to know what I’m worried about, and I’m probably wrong, of course, but there you are.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           I was in the latrine and, as luck would have it, while I was still sitting with a roll of toilet paper in my hand when a call came in from the President.  I may go down as the first person in history who took a dump while talking to the President.  The news was not good. 
 
           Macefield and Forstman were still in the building so I shouted an order through the closed door for one of the headquarters staff to run after them and ask them to temporarily join my meeting with General Klausen and his deputy in the conference room.  Get Admiral Peavy there also, I said. 
 
           Klausen’s deputy was a tall lanky Texan, Bill Moody.  Up until six months ago he was commander of the tank-heavy U.S. Second Corps.  Uh oh.  He’s probably a card-carrying true believer in the Fulda Pass Association. 
 
           My deputies’ faces turned grim when I told them I’d just finished speaking with the President and that an attack by the Warsaw Pact on Germany is virtually certain.  Probably within the next seven days—and maybe a lot sooner!   
 
           “The President’s and the Chancellor’s efforts to negotiate some kind of peaceful solution, it seems, have gone nowhere.  They’ll keep trying, of course, but the situation does not look good.” 
 
           Then Macefield and Forstman, for the benefit of Klausen and Moody, briefly explained the possible short-comings of the Russian airborne radar control systems.   
 
           “Herr General,” I said to Klausen when they finished, “your helicopters and observation planes must be used to help Generals Macefield and Forstmann overwhelm the Russian AWACS’ radar.  You must be prepared to surge them so they are all up with their transponders off when the war starts, but ready to be turned on when the order is given.   
 
           “Similarly all up,” I said to Admiral Peavy, “must be all those under the control of the navy including their cruise missiles. 
 
           “But,” I warned them all, “that does not, repeat not, include any helicopters and planes assigned to the special operations troops under the command of Generals Shelton and Jones and Admiral Morton.  All special operations are under my direct personal control.  They will undoubtedly also be up and behave similarly, but they’re to be up only if General Shelton or I personally give the order.” 
 
           Then I looked at Klausen and Peavy and told them that they and Macefield and Forstman were the only ones authorized to know we might be able to trick Moscow into starting the war a few hours early, at a specific time of our choosing—so we can jump their planes and airfields when they are not ready and, of course, make it more likely our swimmers and penetration teams get in safely.   
 
           “When I confirm the Russians have begun their ground attack, General Macefield will instantly order all his planes to turn on their identification transponders and attack.  Your helicopters and observation planes must immediately also turn on their transponders and assist our artillery in hitting all the Warsaw Pact supply depots, troop concentrations, and headquarters they can reach, except those in Russia and Poland. 
 
           "That includes your unarmed troop carrying helicopters and observation planes.  They can turn on their transponders and drop grenades and mortar rounds out their doors.    
 
           “In other words, when the war starts we want all of your planes and helicopters in the air and ready to suddenly turn on their transponders and begin a maximum effort attack on every Warsaw Pact target our helicopters, planes, drones, cruise missiles, and artillery can reach.   
 
           “The NATO ground attack planes and C-130 gunships will take the more distant headquarters and targets, General Klausen.  That means your artillery must be ready to hit those close in and all your helicopters, every single one of them except those reserved for the special operations, must be in the air and ready to go for targets beyond artillery range at the same time Macefield and Forstmann have all their planes in the air and ready to go.  
 
           “You four must work together to divide up the initial targets and target areas, with as few staff involved as possible to avoid leaks and none of them knowing about the transponders or the possibility we will be able to trick Moscow to starting early.  Probably each of you should assign one reliable senior officer to work on the division of targets.   
 
           “But no one,” I said sternly, “and I mean absolutely no one, must know or be able to guess, why all the planes and helicopters are up at the same time and ready to hit specific targets with all their transponders turned off and ready to be turned on.  It is never to be discussed with anyone, not even your deputies.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Klausen spoke up when Macefield and Forstmann briefly left to make more phone calls.   
 
           “I saw Generalmajor Doppelfeld’s name on several of the special operations plans, Herr Generaldoktur.  I’ve known Dieter for years but until I saw his name I was unaware he had worked directly with you and helped plan some of the special operations.   
 
           “Dieter is a good officer,” I said with a nod of my head.  “He’s smart and dedicated; truly an excellent officer.  If he can be made available, I would like him assigned to my headquarters as General Shelton’s deputy and the commander of all German airborne and special operations units—with the authority to instantly remove anything or anybody of any rank or service who impedes them.” 
 
           “Ja, of course.  Immediately.  It is for sure.  I will confirm it and inform Dieter immediately.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I continued to explain the special operations when Macefield and Forstmann returned from making their calls to get things rolling.    
 
           “Basically Gentlemen, there are six special operations that will commence as soon as the war begins.  They are already in the process of being implemented.  Each is commanded by an officer who helped plan them."   
 
           "Those officers report to Lieutenant General Shelton who holds a newly created command and reports directly to General Klausen.  In his new position General Shelton commands all of NATO’s special operations and airborne units.  Generalmajor Doppelfeld is Shelton’s deputy and commands the German troops who are involved.”   
 
           “Your role, all of you,” I said, “is to support these special operations as requested by Generals Klausen, Shelton, and Dopplefeld.  Supporting them with everything you’ve got is your highest priority.  You are not, with one exception, to keep notes on them or discuss them with your deputies or your staff or anyone else except each other and Dopplefeld and Shelton.  So put away your notebooks.” 
 
           It took me almost an hour to describe the “fortress” of elderly reservists and volunteers from which a hidden West German tank column will emerge and the use of the civilian ferries to take German armor columns into East Germany.  Both operations were designed to cut off and destroy any Warsaw Pact forces that move into West Germany.   
 
           Sounds familiar doesn’t it? We’re going to run a couple of Inchon landing types of operations and destroy the bastards by coming in behind them. 
 
           I also described the motorcycle skirmishers drawn from the airborne and ranger forces and my intention to instantly drop German engineers and FSK troops, the German Special Forces, into Russia to cut the rail, power, and pipe lines coming from Siberia, and for the German airborne division to drop men on the pipeline pump stations, refineries, and the conventional and nuclear power generating plants in East Germany and elsewhere. 
 
           American and British paratroopers, I told my rapt listeners, will simultaneously drop on or be helicoptered to the rail lines and similar facilities of the other Warsaw Pact countries.  They will try to turn them off and hold them undamaged, but they are to destroy them if they can’t turn them off or are in any way attacked.  
 
           What I didn’t tell anyone is that a portion of the NATO airborne divisions, and certainly all the NATO airborne infantry, are probably going to be dropped on the Warsaw Pact airbases, particularly those in East Germany.  All I told them is that the airborne divisions, except for the FSK and the troops assigned to special operations, are to be held in deep reserve until I personally order them into the fighting.   
 
           “Finally, Herr General,” I said addressing Klausen, “and it’s the big one and the only one all of you can openly share and discuss with your staffs since we want the Russians to know about it in an effort to discouraging them from attacking—I’m giving you thirty brigades of fully trained and ready to fight American Marines, one for each of your NATO divisions.  Each of your divisions is to provide its Marine brigade with food, medical support, transportation, and everything else.”    
 
         “The kasernes they’ll use, the airports where the Marines will arrive, and their relationship to their divisions are summarized in here,” I said as I pushed a box of folders across the table to Klausen.   
 
           “The Marine brigade commanders already have their copies.  These are the operational orders for each of your division commanders.” 
 
           Then I explained to General Klausen why he and his staff needed to move quickly.   
 
           “Each of the thirty brigade’s radios, SAMs, and anti-tank missiles are being trucked to its kaserne as we speak in civilian furniture moving vans.  The Marines themselves are being flown in on a massive airlift using all of our civilian airliners and will start arriving in the next few hours.  There are thirty-eight hundred men in each brigade.  They’re organized into six battalions of six-hundred men each.”        
 
           Klausen was absolutely stunned.  
 
           “Mein Gott, Herr Generaldoktor, immediately a full brigade of six American naval infantry battalions with radios, SAMs, and anti-tank missiles for every NATO division and ten battalions of missile equipped motorcycle skirmishers?  It changes everything on the ground.  Can it be true?” 
 
           “Yes, it’s true and your division and corps commanders must make the successful use of their Marine brigades one of their highest priorities—but there must not be a word or even a hint to anyone, and I mean not anyone, about the inadequacy of the Russian radars or any of the special operations we will be implementing.  You must give the necessary orders but you must not explain them to anyone, not even your deputies.”  
 
           I hope they believe it because I really am going to send anyone who talks to the Crailsheim Penal Battalion no matter what their rank. 
 
           “So first things first, Herr General.  Immediately alert all of NATO’s division and corps commanders that the radios and missiles for their Marines will be arriving at their kasernes within hours, and that the first Marines are already in the air.  They must be picked up by their divisions at their arrival airports starting as early as early this evening.” 
 
           “As is specified in each division’s orders, each division is to assign English-speaking liaison and artillery and air support fire-control teams to its Marine brigade and to each of the brigade’s six battalions.  The details for each NATO division are in its folder.”   
 
           Next we had a long discussion about the Marines and how they are to be used and supported and the role of the Commandant.  I reiterated the importance of the division commanders understanding that they are absolutely required to supply all divisional services such as artillery and air support, rations, medical services, and transportation.   
 
           I closed the meeting by telling them I expect them to instantly, and I mean instantly, replace any commander who hesitates or delays or misuses the Marines or his troops and planes.   
 
           There are to be no second chances when lives of our men are at stake. 
 
           I did not tell them about the other special operations we will be launching.  General Klausen’s loyalty is unquestioned but the sad reality is that NATO’s plans and intentions, and probably his office, have been totally compromised by East German and Russian intelligence.   
 
           All we want the Warsaw Pact to know at this point is that lots of heavily armed Marines are coming, and fast.  Maybe, just maybe, it will discourage Moscow from starting the war it seems hell-bent on starting. 
 
           And finally I told them that they should immediately and widely inform their troops that the success or failure of every unit, officer, and sergeant will be evaluated in terms of two basic criteria:  their unit’s casualty ratios and the number of prisoners they capture.   
 
           “We’ll know both from our radio intercepts and our prisoner camps so time and manpower is not to be wasted generating unit reports and unit records need not be kept.”   
 
           “Gentlemen, we are going to defeat the Russians and their allies and that means we’ll lose men,” I told them as I passed out more folders with the details of yet another operation, “but we are not going to throw their lives away with meaningless efforts to take or hold or retake ground.”   
 
            What I handed each of them was a general order they are to immediately announce that is to go into effect as soon as the war starts.  Basically it requires every enlisted enemy conscript who surrenders to be quickly released without his weapons; the rest are to be loaded on trains and shipped to Paris. 
 
           “Specifically,” I explain, “Every enemy soldier who surrenders is to be offered a chance to immediately enlist in any of our armies or emigrate to America or any other NATO country."   
 
           "Enemy conscripts who choose not to emigrate or enlist are to be immediately released unharmed, without their weapons, and immediately allowed, and I mean immediately, to return to their own lines unharmed; officers and the non-conscripts who decline to join us or emigrate are to be put on trains headed towards Paris where they will be housed in hotels and given spending money.”   
 
           “What we want to do, and what every officer and sergeant must explain to his men,” I emphasize, “is make it as easy as possible for the enemy soldiers to decide to surrender instead of continuing to fight.”  
 
           We are not going to repeat the mistakes the Germans made in World War Two.  Killing prisoners is for retards, not for soldiers who want to win. 
 
           “That’s why the other part of that policy and operational order, also to be part of the general order and also to be repeated and explained at the platoon and squad level, requires that those responsible for the mistreatment of prisoners are to be quickly and most severely punished at the battalion level.   
 
           “We do not want our men tortured and shot if they surrender so we cannot torture and shoot the men of the Warsaw Pact.  Accordingly, I want it made widely known right down to the squad level that, for purposes of discipline, all officers with the rank of lieutenant colonel and above hold the rank of brigadier general for the purposes of conducting a general court-martial."  
 
           "I want it widely known that no battalion commander can go wrong if he conducts an immediate on-the-spot general court-martial in the field—and, if there is a guilty verdict, immediately executes any NATO soldier who kills or tortures a prisoner.  There will be no appeal process or delays.  The men they execute are to be reported as killed in action.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I closed the meeting by telling them how I expect their senior commanders and their staffs to behave.   
 
           “I want your unit commanders and their senior staff repeatedly visiting their front line units.  I want them up there finding out what their men need and what is going on, not sitting in comfort in the rear pompously issuing orders.  
 
           “Accordingly, I want you to pass the word that I am going to be personally visiting our combat battalions and that I’m going to have a large team of officers on my personal staff systematically visiting them as well.  I don’t want my inspectors to ever find or hear about a combat arms battalion that hasn’t been continuously visited by its division commander and the senior members of his staff. 
 
           “Similarly, I better never find or hear of a combat arms company that hasn’t been continuously visited in its front line positions by its battalion and regimental commanders and the senior members of their staffs. 
 
           “I feel strongly about having senior officers constantly visiting the front line units, gentlemen.  I spent many months in the front lines and I know there is nothing better for the effectiveness and morale of a combat unit than for its enlisted men and officers to know that their senior officers know about them, and will at least try to get them whatever supplies and support the men think they need.   
 
           “Just showing up and being seen to be concerned and asking questions so the enlisted men and junior officers know they haven’t been forgotten.  It also lets the senior officers spot potential problems while they can still be solved.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Polish ambassador to Germany showed up with the Polish Military attaché at the Nigerian embassy’s previously scheduled Independence Day Reception.  It’s no wonder he did—the Japanese and Saudi ambassadors both called him and made it clear that it would seriously affect Poland’s relations with their countries if he and his senior military attaché did not appear to meet with their guest. 
 
           I slipped into the embassy via a side door wearing battledress and waited upstairs in the Ambassador’s conference room.  About ten minutes later the Polish ambassador and attaché were ushered into the room and the door was shut behind them.  They were more than a little surprised to see me.  Astonished, I’d say, if gaping with your mouth open means anything. 
 
           I was cold and didn’t offer them my hand or any form of greeting. 
 
           “Gentlemen, my name is Roberts.  I’m the new American and NATO Commander and I want to tell you a military secret and something about me and my intentions that your government needs to know, and the truth about some facts your intelligence service can verify for your government.” 
 
           “The secret is that the President has authorized me to respond with nuclear weapons if the Warsaw Pact uses any weapons of mass destruction including gas.  The facts are related to the truth that I have personally, with my own hands, probably killed in battle more enemy soldiers than any man alive.   
 
           It didn’t bother me in the least to kill them,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders.   
 
           “In fact, I’ll let you in on another secret, I rather enjoyed it.  I enjoyed it so much that I repeatedly volunteered to stay longer so I could kill more communists before they could kill my men.”   
 
           It’s not true about liking it.  I hated the killing but I hated my men being killed even more. 
 
           Yes,” I slowly nodded several times as I said it, “it pleases me to kill my country’s enemies before they can kill my men.” 
 
           “So I want you to look this” I said rather coldly as I unrolled a map of Poland and laid it on the table.  Then I turned it around so they could both see it.   
 
           “This is what is left of Poland after your Russian friends took eastern Poland after World War Two and gave you part of Germany,” 
 
           And then, after a pause for dramatic effect while they look down at the map with their mouths gaping, I rocked forward on my feet and snarled at them. 
 
           “If Poland takes part in an attack on the West and any Warsaw Pact country uses any type of weapon of mass destruction—gas, biologic, neutron, or nuclear—my President has authorized me to drop a dirty nuclear bomb, a really dirty nuclear bomb, a B312, in the center of every one of those red circles on the map.  And I sure as hell will drop them.”  I emphasized the word “any” each time I said it. 
 
           “And you better think about it and fully and accurately report this conversation to Warsaw,” I said jabbing my finger at them, “because both American military intelligence and the CIA say the Russians are going to hit our airfields with nerve gas.  That means the end of Poland if you are in the war.  I guarantee it.” 
 
           They were stunned.  The white-faced ambassador looked like he might faint. 
 
           “In other words,” I snarled as I jabbed a threatening pointed finger at them, “if so much as one Polish soldier or one Polish plane crosses into West Germany, and any kind of weapon of mass destruction used against my men, including gas, I’m going to erect a permanent radiation fence between the East and the West and it’s gonna follow a line from Warsaw at one end to Gdansk at the other.”  I hope they believe me because I’ll do it. 
 
           “What am I telling you, personally promising you, is that if weapons of mass destruction are used against Germany your country is going to be cut into three pieces—the east that Russia will undoubtedly take over, a middle that no one will be able to live in for the next hundred or so years, and the west which will undoubtedly be taken over by Germany.   
 
           “Poland will disappear and millions of Poles will die in agony—and I’m only warning you because some of you stupid shits have innocent children.  So I want you to make the decision that kills your children and your county, not me.” I emphasized the “you” and the “your” and jabbed my finger at them when I said it. 
 
           “And even if the Russians don’t use gas, if your forces or planes cross the border and kill so much as one of my men, I’m going to level Poland—I’m not going to stop until my men sink every one of your ships and destroy every power plant, every bridge, every chemical factory, every telephone exchange, every refinery, every pipeline, every factory, and as much of the housing in Warsaw and your other cities as my planes and cruise missiles and drones can reach. 
 
           "In other words, if you attack Germany I’m going to do to Poland what Rome did to Carthage.”   
 
           Then I nodded to myself in satisfaction and again jabbed my finger at them again.  
 
           “So now my conscience is clear. It’s your choice whether Poland disappears and millions of your women children die, not mine."  I emphasized the word ‘your.’   
 
           "And I’ll tell you another secret; now that it’s your decision to make I don’t really don’t give a shit either way.  Good day to you.” 
 
           Then I rolled up the map and threw it on the table towards them. 
 
           They stood there aghast with their mouths frozen open.  Diplomats don’t talk like that, do they comrades? 
 
           Then I walked out.   
 
           Damn I hope this works as well as the President thinks it will.   
 
           The East Germans will get a slightly more subtle warning—tomorrow morning various members of the East German ruling clique, as well as the East German ambassadors to the United Nations, Sweden, and Switzerland, will each being handed a copy of a recent Russian study.  It shows the wind flows in Europe are northeasterly such that any gas attacks on the airfields of West Germany will almost certainly kill hundreds of thousands of people in East Germany with millions more suffering permanent nerve damage.   
 
           It’s a real study, not one we manufactured for the occasion.  It’s highly unlikely that the Russians have shared it with the East Germans. When things settle down I’m going to ask how we got it. 
 
           We are as prepared for a gas attack as we can be with our planes as widely disbursed as possible.  More importantly, I’m hopefully the Russians and East Germans will see the interview coming up—and it will raise enough anxiety in their minds as to how we will respond if they hit our airfields with gas attacks.   
 
           What I’m going to say should give them pause and I’m counting on it.  In reality, all we can do if the Warsaw Pact attacks with gas is to try to intercept every Russian and East German plane that attempts to deliver it.  And that’s impossible. 
 
    ****** 
 
           From the Nigerian embassy I was driven straight to a West German television network studio.  The interview is to be broadcast live and will preempt tonight’s prime time viewing on all of Germany’s stations.  The interviewer had received a list of questions prepared by the Detachment staff and will ask them in order.  We’ll all be speaking German. 
 
           “Here with us this evening is the new NATO commander, Herr General Doktor Christopher Roberts.  Welcome Herr General Doktor.  We are quite pleased you are taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with us.” 
 
           “Thank you.  I appreciate the invitation.” 
 
           “Herr General Doktor, everyone is concerned about the rumors of war. Do you think it is possible?” 
 
           “War is always possible,” said I.  Then I paused and added… “particularly when the leaders of poorly governed countries want to distract their people from their failures and shortages at home.  But the only thing I know for certain is that the NATO forces under my command will not be the first to fire.  But naturally if we are attacked we will defend ourselves and fire back. 
 
           “Does that include nuclear weapons, Herr General Doktor?” 
 
           “Of course it does, and all other weapons of mass destruction such as gas and biological agents.  But only if the Warsaw Pact attacks with such weapons will we respond with our own.  We will not be the first to use weapons of mass destruction but we will, I absolutely promise you, be the last.” 
 
           “So you are saying NATO will only use nuclear weapons if the Russians use nuclear weapons first?” 
 
           “No.  That is not what I am saying nor is that what I mean.... Please listen carefully.  I said that if any Warsaw Pact country uses any weapons of mass destruction against targets in the West, then NATO’s weapons of mass destruction will be used against targets throughout the Warsaw Pact.”  I emphasized the word “any”. 
 
           “So Herr General Doktor, you are saying that NATO will only use nuclear weapons if the Warsaw Pact uses them first?” 
 
           “No.  That’s not what I am saying.” … “Please listen carefully.  Different countries have different weapons of mass destruction.  Some have nerve gas, some have nuclear bombs, some have biologics, and some have neutron bombs.  They all cause people to die horrible deaths and they all affect civilians and must not be used in wars.”   
 
           I like the part about the neutron bombs.  We don’t have them but now the Russians will think we do and wonder what else they’ve missed. 
 
           Then I continued, speaking slowly and deliberately and leaning forward for maximum effect. 
 
           “If a country uses a particular type of mass destruction it specializes in, then it must expect its victims and their allies to respond with the particular type of weapon of mass destruction that they specialize in. 
 
           “The Russians, for example, have devoted much of their mass destruction resources to nerve gas, a very terrible way to die.  The French and British have devoted their mass destruction resources to nuclear bombs.  Also a very terrible way to die.” 
 
           “So you are saying, Herr General Doktor, that a mass destruction attack will be responded to with a mass destruction attack of a different nature.  Bomb for bomb so to speak?” 
 
           “Yes and no.  Yes that the response may well be with another form of weapon.  That is almost certain because different countries have different specializations.  But no in terms of bomb for bomb.  If it comes to a response, and you should know that my President has already authorized me to immediately respond if the Warsaw Pact uses weapons of mass destruction, my response will be appropriate and it will not be too small.”   
 
           Then I continued.   
 
           “The fact is that the Russians and the other Warsaw Pact countries have a larger total population than the NATO countries.  So, for example, if the Warsaw Pact kills one percent of NATO’s civilians I can absolutely guarantee to you that more than one percent of the Warsaw civilians will immediately die and more will linger and die later.  I absolutely guarantee it.”  And, by God, I do guarantee it. 
 
           “That’s a terrible prospect, Herr General Doktor.” You got that right. 
 
           “Yes for sure it is.  It is something that I and my President and your Chancellor and all the other NATO leaders are doing everything possible to avoid.”   
 
           Then, after a pause, I leaned forward and clarified my position.   
 
           “We do not want a war; and we will not shoot first or be the first to use weapons of mass destruction.  But, if we are attacked, we will fight back and, in my professional opinion, we will win and the national boundaries and governments of Eastern Europe will be changed.”  Are you listening Poland? 
 
    ****** 
 
           The interview, the calling up of the remaining German and French reserves, the frantic late night evacuation of the American embassy in Warsaw, and my order this morning to evacuate the American military dependents sealed the deal.  The Poles are in desperate discussions via the British ambassador and Europe’s airports and train stations are jammed with people trying to get out.  Germany’s southbound roads are a virtual parking lot with more and more cars being pushed off the road and abandoned as they run out of gas. 
 
           According to the news networks, who apparently have people at the airports counting, a commercial or transport command jet loaded with American Marines and army troops is arriving in Germany every six minutes around the clock.  Over forty thousand men per day.  Most of them are Marines, armor crewmen reuniting with their warehoused equipment, and airborne troops.   
 
           And it’s no wonder they’re coming so fast:  Pug Murphy has the Marines shoving their men on to the planes as fast as they can load them, and the army isn’t far behind.  The men double time off the planes and then they’re quickly sorted out and trucked to their kasernes and waiting equipment behind police escorts with whooping sirens.   
 
           The planes are almost as quickly loaded with dependents and, if there is still room, anyone standing around with a U.S. or Canadian passport.  Lists aren’t being kept.  The arriving dependents and refugees will be sorted out at the Marines’ Paris Island Air Station and the various other fields where they land to change crews and load more Marines and army troops.  It’s chaos and the German airports are packed.  But it’s organized chaos.  
 
           Dorothy and the kids are already in the States.  Dave Shelton got them and the Detachment’s other dependents, including the German wives and children, on an early Airlift Command flight returning to Andrews, and then on to Des Moines, Iowa and the Congress Hotel.  They’ll stay there until they can find other housing.  Senator Shelly is there and has arranged for the use of the hotel and the stationing of heavily armed state troopers at every entrance.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Where things are not going at all well is with the American Navy.  The subs are fine and every available boat is at sea.  The attack boats are actively tailing Russian subs and will attempt to sink them as soon as they get the signal that the war has begun.  With a little luck, the artillery deception plan will work and our subs and planes will find out the war has started before the Russian subs and planes find out. 
 
           The problem is with the carriers and their escorts in the carrier task forces.  The NATO naval commander, Admiral Peavy of the United Kingdom, and Dick Spelling and I have repeatedly requested that all American carriers, including those in the Pacific and Atlantic Fleets, be repositioned so they can dash towards Germany when the war starts and fly off their planes to replace the air force planes we are sure to lose.   
 
           America’s navy pilots and the crewmen who service their planes are good at what they do, actually excellent is probably a more accurate description.  But the American Navy’s senior admirals are something else.  Peavy is right.  Somewhere over the years the Navy brass seem to have lost sight of the war-fighting purpose of their carriers.   
 
           It’s almost as if the Navy’s senior leadership is more concerned about losing their carriers than they are about America losing the war.  And they don’t want to release their carriers’ planes and pilots for use in the coming war as that would make the carriers appear useless. 
 
           Finally I gave up and called the President after Dick Spelling and I were once again stonewalled by the Chief of Naval Operations.   
 
           “Mr. President, we have a problem that can only be solved by you as Commander in Chief.”  Then I laid out the problem and described Admiral Peavy’s conclusions—the United States Navy appears to be holding both its carriers and their planes and pilots out of harm’s way for fear they will damaged in the fighting. 
 
           “We need you to order the American Navy to produce those planes and pilots, Mr. President.  Without their support our soldiers and Marines will almost certainly suffer tens of thousands of unnecessary casualties.  That’s for damn sure.  Indeed, the carriers’ planes and pilots may well make the difference between winning and losing the war.”  And that’s true too. 
 
           Then, mindful that the Navy might try to similarly stonewall the President, I chose my words carefully and explained that NATO’s naval command is held by the British—who have a long tradition of court-martialing admirals who avoid sending their ships into battle.  I regretfully alerted the President that as soon as the war starts I believe Admiral Peavy intends to file formal “cowardice, treason, and gross dereliction of duty” charges against the Commander of the Pacific Fleet and the Chief of Naval Operations.   
 
           Two hours later I received word that all the carriers and planes of the Pacific and Mediterranean Fleets are being redeployed to support NATO in the coming war.  Isn’t that a surprise. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The other major part of the United States’ naval establishment, the Marines, are proving once again why they have such a splendid reputation.  The Commandant, Pug Murphy, arrived yesterday and seems to be in total agreement with General Klausen as to how and when the Marine brigades are to be deployed.   
 
           But there’s more.  Much more.  To my amazement the Marines have summoned every former Marine to active duty, literally every single one.  It really is true, it seems, that once a Marine, always a Marine.   
 
           American TV and social media is running a heavy schedule of public service ads featuring the Commandant calling on everyone who ever served as a Marine to report for duty no matter what his age or physical condition, just bring a 90 day supply of whatever medicines you need.   
 
           “We need you now and we’ll find something for you to do.  Semper Fi.”  
 
           With a great deal of satisfaction this morning, the Commandant and I watched as German television enthusiastically reported America’s roads, airports, and bus terminals are jammed with ex-Marines trying to reach San Diego and Parris Island.  And when I called Dorothy in a rare free moment she told me the television and social media networks are devoting hours to the possibility of war and are full of stories and interviews about the efforts of former Marines to report for duty. 
 
           “Yes Sir, me’n Tom couldn’t get a plane out of Fargo so we took turns driving straight through.   We picked up old Charlie here last night standing by his broke-down car up by Sacramento.” 
 
           All ex-officers are being given warrants and all ex-Marines are being ranked as buck sergeants.  The volunteer returnees are identifiable because they pin the Marine Corps insignia next to their warrant officer bars or under their stripes.   
 
           Over time, some of the returnees, particularly those who are able bodied and volunteer for Europe and overseas duty, will be pulled into the regular Marine structure and advanced to ranks that correspond with their assignments.  The rest will stay stateside and handle all the mundane but vitally important chores such as answering phones, handling dependent issues, and serving food.   
 
           And it’s working. The papers are full of pictures of elderly generals with warrant officer bars serving chow and handing out uniforms, elderly sergeants guarding the gates of the Marine bases and shouting at the recruits who are flooding in, and disabled Marines in their wheel chairs answering phones. 
 
           The Commandant’s goal is to get every active duty and reserve Marine to Germany except the Marine band.  And the former Marines who are sufficiently able-bodied, if they volunteer, will be shipped over as well.  They’ll move into the brigades as replacements are needed or to fill the ranks as additional new Marine units are formed. 
 
           “I expected a lot,” I admitted to the Commandant a couple of days later, “but your recall of all former Marines went far beyond my greatest hopes.  Of course, I’ll approve any new units you can form.”   
 
           That was my response when the Commandant asked permission to go beyond the original plan and set up a fully organized new Marine division based on the Marine division now in Korea.  Korean Airlines and others have begun flying in every unit commander and senior staffer in Korea right down to the squad leaders.  They’ll be a fully organized instant cadre for the former Marines who volunteer to serve overseas.  That’s a great idea. We should have thought of it. 
 
           The number twos of the Korean Marines will move up and replace those who form the cadre for the new division in Germany.  The units in Korea, if Spelling and the South Koreans think it necessary, will be refilled with some of the able bodied ex-Marines who have volunteered for overseas duty.   
 
           The new Marine division will initially be based in a kaserne near the Munich airport.  Even better, as soon as possible the Commandant intends to expand the new division into an entire corps by adding additional battalions and brigades as men and equipment become available.  Maybe this time the cadres will be the number twos from Korea and the number threes will move up.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The Korean air force and the Korean, Singapore, and Taiwanese Airlines are flying in Pug’s Marine cadres from Korea along with at least half of their original units’ radios and missiles and most of their helicopters and crews.   
 
           Klausen liked the idea of having an additional Marine division; he immediately sent a team led by a hard-charging German brigadier to Munich to requisition civilian trucks and food for the Marines and act as their liaison.  Their missiles, radios, and ammunition are being flown in by the Koreans, their tanks and assault helicopters, complete with crews in some cases, by the Israelis. 
 
           The North Koreans were being uniquely silent for a change.  Perhaps because, with the President’s approval, I let it be known to their ambassador to West Germany that any move by them against South Korea and I am going to immediately use some of the Navy’s new sub-launched cruise missiles and go after every one of their political leaders and all their generals—and cover North Korea with nukes if the Russians use gas or other weapons of mass destruction.   
 
           We’ve got a plan ready to go for that too.  It won’t take much because we keep a couple of boomers off North Korea all the time.   
 
           The word from NSA and the South Korean Intelligence Agency is that the North Koreans believed me and were sending out messages left and right that they will stay out of the fight.  They sure as hell better because I mean it about finishing them off if weapons of mass destruction are used. 
 
   
  
 

        Later we learned from a high level defector and other sources that the real pressure on North Korea to stay out of the war came from the Chinese.  They want us to win so that Russia is weakened and they can become the dominant communist country—and take back the Chinese lands along the Russian border. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The South Koreans are running a continuous cargo shuttle into Munich with their own civilian and military cargo planes to carry the equipment and munitions the President requested.  It includes fully armed helicopters from the Korean armed forces complete in some cases with volunteer Korean crews, spares, and ammunition.  The South Koreans are also using their own inventories to replace the radios and other equipment and supplies the Germany-bound Marines are taking with them. 
 
           My dear friend, and now lieutenant general, Kim Tae il, is running the support operation.  He sent me a message.  
 
           “Hello Guns, what more you need?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Equally welcome is the news that the Marine amphibious force anchored off of Reykjavik, Iceland is finally being allowed to disembark.  Its four ships are loaded with nineteen hundred Marines and their equipment and weapons, including six attack helicopters, six Harrier Jump Jets, six troop carrying helicopters, and about forty assault vehicles, light tanks, and light armored fighting vehicles.  The ships proceeded at flank speed from their permanent station in the Mediterranean—and then sat offshore for three days because the government of Iceland would not give them permission to unload.   
 
           The Iceland government, quite incredibly since it’s a member of NATO, refused to raise the limit on the total number of American servicemen and dependents it will allow on the island.  We finally got around that by evacuating all the dependents and much of the air force support staff and replacing them with Marines—the number of Americans on Iceland soil remains the same, but we reduced the tail and greatly increased the teeth. Just in time as it turned out.  
 
           The job of the Marines in the Iceland task force is to prevent the Russians from occupying Iceland, and particularly the Reykjavik airfield, a busy refueling stop for American and Canadian military planes transiting to Germany.  It would be a serious blow if the Russians take Iceland—it would force our transiting aircraft to take the much longer southerly route through the Azores and significantly reduce our air cargo carrying capacity.   
 
           Even worse than losing Reykjavik for refueling, is the reality that the loss of Iceland would give the Russians an airfield from which to launch attacks on Norway and Germany and on the ships now loading supplies and heavy equipment for NATO at ports all along the east coast.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Marines and soldiers continue to pour into Germany and our troops, including the German reservists and the men detailed to the special “Forest Fortress” operation, are in the field and increasingly ready to fight.  The Russians seem to be inexorably heading towards launching an invasion in the immediate future.  It appears to be only a matter of days or even hours before they hit us.   
 
           So far, knock on wood things appear to be going our way in just about everything except stopping the war.  Poland informed the furious Russians that the threat from the West the Russia’s intelligence agencies have uncovered is so great Poland’s troops and air force will, most regrettably, be forced to remain in Poland so they can concentrate on defending its borders against the impending West German invasion.  
 
           Privately, the Polish government has been constantly assuring the British and West Germans that not one Polish soldier or plane will cross the border if there is a war.  The British ambassador, however, reported that the Poles will be forced to allow the Russians to use their rail lines and airbases, but will only put up a token resistance if the facilities are attacked.  That’s good because they sure as hell will be attacked if the Russians try to use them, which they almost certainly will. 
 
           In return, the President immediately sent a message to the Polish government, through the British ambassador, and then directly by personally calling the Polish president, to the effect that the United States understands why Poland will have to be seen as trying to stop NATO attacks on the Polish facilities being used by the Russians.  The President spoke with the congressional leadership of both parties before he called and they collectively promised to help the Poles repair any damage as soon as the war is over.   
 
    
            The Polish infrastructure is like that of the Russians and the rest of the Warsaw Pact countries—pretty much obsolete and run-down as a result of government and party bureaucrats trying to run everything and make all the decisions.  So the Poles are probably hoping to score a lot of modern new facilities after the war.  If it works for the Congress and the Commander in Chief it sure as hell works for me 
 
     ****** 
 
            One of the Detachment’s special operations where things are going particularly well involves the reasonable-sounding orders my old Sandhurst drinking buddy in British Intelligence helped us place in the Russian military communications system as legitimate-sounding messages in support of the early firing by the Russian artillery. 
 
   
 
           NSA reports the Brits have gotten at least some of the orders, and maybe even all of them, through the system to the Russian unit commanders.  I know because I had the American deputy to the Belgian chief of NATO intelligence, who isn’t in on the secret, query NSA for the latest Russian thoughts and communications about retaliating in the event of NATO provocations. 
 
           A report from NSA came back to the effect that the commanders of a number of Russian artillery units have been honored for their high readiness evaluations by having their batteries designated as retaliation units “which requires special skills and accuracy.”  The battery commanders have been informed that in the event of the “expected” NATO provocations they will receive orders to fire carefully targeted retaliatory barrages at coordinates that will be provided.  This is the one special operation I somehow overlooked and forgot to mention to the President and the Security Council. 
 
           The Russian artillery commanders have already been notified of their battery’s designation as a retaliation battery.  Tomorrow morning each of them will receive the coordinates of his retaliation targets and be ordered to come to full readiness.  What they don’t know is that when the NATO air force is ready to go, each of them is going to receive a flash message ordering his batteries to fire their entire supply of shells at coordinates for carefully selected empty terrain in the Federal Republic.  Hopefully they will burn out a lot of artillery barrels and waste a lot of ammunition and identify their location for counter-battery fire—in addition to giving us an excuse to start the war early. 
 
           Somewhat similarly, the Warsaw Pact unit commanders and their political officers have, quite properly, received orders to enforce rigid fire discipline on their troops.  This afternoon, citing the results of previous research published in Russian military journals and the absolutely certain dominance of Russian-made planes over the battlefield, they will receive orders specifying that only captains and above may fire hand-held anti-aircraft missiles and that political officers are to immediately apply “extreme discipline” to anyone who shoots down a Russian-made plane. 
 
           A similar order was just sent to all the Russian and East German units reminding them that ammunition must not to be wasted on civilian vehicles such as motorcycles and pickup trucks.  NATO, so the order noted, only uses military trucks and not killing civilians is important to the successful implementation of socialism following the inevitable victory that will occur if a war is forced upon the Warsaw Pact.  And, of course, if rigorously enforced it will also reduce casualties among our motorcycle-equipped skirmishers and messengers who will be driving civilian cars. 
 
           They are all understandable and reasonable orders.  I ought to know, I wrote them.  An old Sandhurst friend in British Intelligence made the “arrangements” to get them into the Russian army’s communication system. 
 
    ****** 
 
           A big partially completed chicken factory in the center of the “Forest Fortress” is now surrounded by elderly West German reservists and volunteers armed with old World War II rifles and equipment and lots and lots of mines.  They are the 132nd Rifle Division and quite a few of them don’t even have uniforms, just armbands and old rifles and anti-tank grenades.   
 
           Only the division commander and his deputy know the tin roofs of the “off limits” chicken rearing sheds are sheltering German Leopard tanks and their Milch Cow support vehicles instead of empty chicken cages.  They arrived on tank carriers last night.  
 
           The two generals on the phone did not appear to know the secretary was listening on her extension when they discussed the new 132nd Division and the elderly West German general brought out of retirement to lead it.   
 
           “It’s a disgrace.  Poor old Frankman.  He should have been left to tend to his garden.” 
 
           “No Heinz. You’re wrong.  It’s quite a smart idea and it’s going to cost the Russians a lot of men and armor.   Who knows, it might even make the difference between who wins the war and who loses.” 
 
           “Impossible.” 
 
           “No it’s not.  If that division is not formed, all those old men will be at home during the war drinking beer.  Now they have filled up that useless forest with anti-tank mines and obsolete machine guns and anti-tank guns.  
 
           Then he continued with a grin on his face as he chatted with his friend. 
 
           “Naturlich the Ivans can take it.  But they’ll use up men and munitions to do it, men and munitions that otherwise will be brought against our divisions.”  
 
           “And those old men will do better than you think.  They won’t be able to retreat and you don’t have to have a modern weapon and be healthy and fit to sit in a hole and shoot Ivans when they are coming through the trees only ten meters away.  It will be like a forest Stalingrad only this time it will be our Stalingrad and the Russians who do the attacking and dying.” 
 
           “Ach, the Russians are too smart for that. They’ll just by pass it and let it wither away.  Half the men there will go home when they run out of beer.” 
 
           “No they won’t.  There will be a deception to encourage the Ivans to attack.  Do you know those old run-out tanks we send to Grafenwehr for target practice?” 
 
           “Ja.  So?”  
 
           “Well some of them have been trucked up there and spread around the open areas, but badly camouflaged so they can be seen for sure when the Ivans fly over or use their satellites.  They will think the place is full of armor.  They’ve even put gasoline lanterns in some of them, if you can believe it, so they’ll give off a heat signature for the Russian satellites to see.  The Russians will attack for sure.” 
 
           The secretary listened intently and that evening went to a local dress shop to buy a new dress. She and the store proprietor will be arrested when the war begins.  The Germans will wring their contacts out of them and then either shoot the or sentence them both to life in prison. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Things are not going nearly as well at the Netherlands port of Dordrecht.  That’s where the eight civilian ferries that are both ocean-going and big enough to carry large trucks are being gathered together in a safe harbor to save them from Russian air attacks.  It’s not a coincidence that Dordrecht is near, very near, where the tanks and other equipment drawn from various German divisions are being assembled to build a mobile reserve in case things go badly for NATO.   
 
           In fact, although neither the German soldiers nor the ferry captains know it yet, the time is coming when the ferries will load the armor and dash up the coast and unload it at various points in East Germany. 
 
           All the ferries have arrived and are ready to be loaded.  The problem is that many of the German tanks and the four-wheel drive pickup trucks we’ve come to call “Milch Cows” because they are carrying extra ammunition and barrels of fuel for the German Leopards, are stuck in the refugee traffic jams on the German autobahns and roads.  They are slow in arriving.   
 
           When the German armor and Milch Cows do get through to the staging area for NATO’s new mobile reserve, they are carefully loaded on the big ferries and, after they are on board, married up with their Milch Cows, supplies, and equipment.  This is being done, it is explained to the troops and anyone who asks, so they can be moved further south without getting stuck on the crowded roads.  
 
           Each of the ferries is being carefully loaded under the watchful eye of a man in civilian clothes who usually wears a funny green hat when he works.  The men are Navy Beachmasters.  They are not wearing their funny green hats because we do not want anyone to know who they are here.  The Beachmasters only know that the German tank and Milch Cow teams they are loading need to be able to come off the ferries together and go straight into action. 
 
           Once aboard the ferries, the German soldiers are forbidden to leave.  Their cell phones and laptops have been confiscated so they can’t be used.  Only when the ferries are fully loaded and a few hours away from their destination will the troops learn that they have gone north instead of south and that the funny green hats are once again the insignia of America’s Beachmasters, the navy experts who command the landing phase of a seaborne invasion. 
 
           Our plan is simple as all good plans are.   
 
           The ferries will sail north, hopefully through the Kiel Canal but around Jutland if the canal is closed, and off load their panzer columns at the civilian ferry docks at five ports on the East German coast.  Each ferry will be quickly unloaded, and then each team of a German Leopard tank and two Milch Cows will make a hell for leather cavalry charge along a specific route towards its various objectives all over East Germany—the airfields in East Germany air and the East German bridges we will deliberately leave up.  
 
           Why will those bridges be left up?  That was the question constantly being asked in Washington.  Yesterday the Secretary of Defense was present when I spoke with the President and once again he asked why our swimmers will not be targeting them.  The official answer is the one he got—we don’t have enough swimmers.  The real answer, of course, is based on the fact that it is Russian military doctrine to reinforce successful offensives and ignore those that are failing. 
 
           “Mr. Secretary,” I explained over the secure line after I inquired to make sure no one else is in the President’s office except the Dick Spelling and the Secretary, “as you know Sir, we want the Warsaw Pact to move its forces now located in the northern part of East Germany to reinforce what appears to be a successful offensive.  They will think it is a success because the West German divisions in the north will deliberately allow their units to be pushed back.”  This line better be secure or we’re in real trouble.  
 
           Then I explained once again in the hope the Secretary of Defense would understand.  
 
           “Mr. Secretary, if the bridges further south are brought down by our swimmers, the ones we leave up in the north will be the only ones available for the Warsaw Pact to use to exploit what they will think is a successful breaking of our lines.  And the only Warsaw Pact troops available to use them will be those who are still in the northern part of East Germany. 
 
           "When enough of the Warsaw Pact forces in the north move far enough west over the bridges we leave up, we’ll be able to launch a major counter-invasion aimed at cutting them off and letting them wither away due to the lack of supplies. 
 
           "What we intend to do is similar to what the Israelis did to defeat the Egyptians in nineteen fifty-six and again in seventy-three when the Egyptians crossed the Suez Canal.  The Israelis won both those wars by getting in behind the Egyptian invaders and cutting them off from their supplies and reinforcements.  
 
           “Basically, Sir, the West German armor teams on the ferries will tear up the Warsaw Pact rear in East Germany on the north side of the border and the armored force hidden in the “forest fortress” will tear it up on the south side – taking airfields and key points all the way to the Czech border and on into it.   
 
           “When that happens, Mr. Secretary, the reinforcements and the Russian and East German front line troops will be trapped without access to their supplies and destroyed.”  At least that is the plan and it better work or we’re screwed. 
 
           “As you can understand, I hope, Mr. Secretary, the counter offensive we need to launch to do that cannot begin until enough of the Russian and East German armor moves out of the way by crossing the border to exploit what they think is a successful breakthrough into West Germany.”  
 
           I think the Secretary gets it and won’t try to interfere.  I hope so.  The last thing we need is for a bunch of inexperienced staffers in the White House or Pentagon trying to telling us how to fight the war thousands of miles away.  They tried that in Vietnam and it didn’t work; and it sure as hell won’t work in Europe.  On the other hand, I’m an American officer and the President is the Commander-in-Chief; if he orders the bridges destroyed I’ll grit my teeth and destroy them under protest. 
 
           “But one thing, Mr. Secretary, and everyone else listening in, please do not mention this to anyone on your staff or anyone overseas, and certainly not to your German and NATO counterparts.  Their staffs are almost certainly penetrated and yours may be as well.” 
 
           Even our own generals are being kept in the dark in an effort to keep the secret. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Satellite photos confirm the NSA reports that the Warsaw Pact is moving its forces into their jumping-off positions for the invasion.  It’s still not certain but at the moment it looks as though the war will start sometime early tomorrow morning.  But Moscow may have waited too long.  At least that’s what I devoutly hope and pray.  
 
           All but two of the first thirty brigades of Marines are fully formed up in their kasernes and getting used to German, French, and British food and their new communications gear and Israeli missiles.  The divisions have been ordered to give them as much time as possible to get ready before asking the Commandant for permission to commit them to battle. 
 
           The final transport of motorcycle skirmishers arrived from the airborne divisions and ranger companies two days ago in everything from buses and trucks to private cars and motorcycles.  Today they are all on the Harley Davidson “dirt bikes” that came out of one of the Detachment’s warehouses and deploying to their initial battalion staging points in various parts of West Germany. 
 
           Each company of twenty is accompanied by a “Mutti,” a mother truck with spare parts and tires, and five gallon cans of gas and various other supplies.  The junior officers who are the company commanders are on bikes and armed to the teeth like everyone else.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Hangars Eleven and Twelve at the Metz Air Force Base were side by side beehives of activity, roaring engines, and shouting men.  Forklifts were offloading pallets from a stream of American five ton cargo trucks that pull into the hangars under the watchful eyes of tough-looking German FSK Special Forces troops and engineers from the German airborne division.   
 
           As soon as they arrive each pallet is carefully unpacked and its contents inspected by the three men on the penetration team who will use it.  Then they repack it and it is lifted into the cargo hold of a German Air Force C-130 or its German-made counterpart, the Transall.   
 
           Each three-man team will be dropping with two pallets.  Everything each team is taking is divided equally between the two pallets so that each team can proceed with its mission even if one of its pallets is lost.  There are forty-two teams and they will be going in every troop carrying Transall and C-130 the Luftwaffe can put in the air, all nineteen of them.  
 
           And it is no wonder the FSK and airborne troops are watching closely and aren’t allowed to leave the building or make phone calls.  They’ve just been given their operational orders and know they’ll be parachuting into Russia as early as tonight—and then spend the next six months to a year, and maybe even longer, blowing bridges and pipelines.   
 
           Their objective is to prevent the Russian armies fighting NATO from getting reinforcements and supplies from the eastern half of Russia—Siberia— where a good part of the Russian army’s troops and supplies are currently located on the rail line running along the Chinese border.   
 
           Other groups of FSK and airborne troops and similar groups of American Special Forces and SEALs and the British and Australian SAS and SBS are loading planes elsewhere.  They will jump into East Germany, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland. What they will do in Poland, if they go at all, depends on what Poland does when the war starts.  Each group does not know about the others.  
 
    ****** 
 
           A somewhat comparable scene was underway in all four of the large hangars at the much smaller Reims airport.  Packs of explosives and scuba gear were being laid out and inspected by the Marine and Coast Guard swimmers who will use them.  The helicopters to carry them were already staged in several empty fields and pastures a few miles away and were being checked and rechecked by anxious mechanics and flight crews.  They will swoop in to be loaded at the last minute.   
 
           The men don’t know it yet but the helicopters will arrive in about thirty minutes.    
 
           Mike Morton, now Rear Admiral Mike Morton, was there watching like a hawk.  He knew many of the Marine swimmers and they were openly commenting on his new stars. 
 
          “Jeez Mike, I mean Admiral.  It’s good to see you again.  I got to admit I never thought I see you as an Admiral.” 
 
           “I’m as surprised as you are, Sammy.  What it means is that what you guys are doing here is really important.  They had to give someone enough clout to get you guys whatever you need to do the job and get back home safely; turns out to be me.  Those bridges have got to go or our guys on the ground are going to be in deep shit.” 
 
           Most of the swimmers were anxious and rightly so.  Some were talking too much and too loudly.  Others were quiet.  They had just read their mission orders and were locked away without their cell phones and laptops, out of contact with the rest of the world.  They may swim as early as tonight.   
 
           It’s basically the same on both sides of the border as anxious troops from various nations arrive at their assigned positions.  Though they don’t know it, almost every one of them is praying that there will be no war, and if there is, it will start somewhere else and be fought far away by somebody else.   
 
    ****** 
 
           About the only forces not in position and ready to go are the much vaunted, and noticeably absent, carrier groups of the U.S. Navy, particularly those of the Pacific Fleet.  They’re finally on the move but the main part of the Pacific Fleet hasn’t even reached the Panama Canal or Capetown, let alone made it past Cuba where the Russians and their allies may or may not be lurking and ready to pounce.  The submarines and the rest of the navy are on station, however, and ready to fight.   
 
           Perhaps it’s just as well that the carriers and the Navy and Marine planes on them are delayed.  The Air Force clans are gathering and the German and other European airports and auxiliary fields are stuffed with planes.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Night is coming and the troops on both sides of the German border are getting increasingly anxious.  Otto Klausen, and I have been on the phone all day with our senior commanders and, repeatedly, with the President and the German chancellor—they are all anxious and worried.  And so am I, though I’ve been trying not to let it show.  
 
           Almost all of the key civilian decision makers are now dispersed in various secret locations in case the Russian do the unexpected and launch a nuclear attack.  For that matter, the key members of the NATO staff, including me, are dispersed for the same reason plus a very real concern that there may be Spetsnaz raids on our headquarters.  We are at the highest possible level of alert and a “war warning” has gone out to all NATO forces. 
 
           There is little doubt in anyone’s mind that Russian Intelligence long ago knew where the NATO commander would set up his headquarters in the event of a war.  So three years ago one of Dave Shelton’s guys scouted up some alternative locations and arranged for the Detachment’s communications guy, newly promoted Brigadier Bobby Geither, who was then a passed over lieutenant colonel, to set up a secure communications system for them.   
 
           What Bobby came up with is four civilian-appearing trucks with line of sight signal capacities and the ability to clip into existing civilian and military hard lines so we don’t reveal our locations by using cell phones.  The trucks are, in effect, mobile location transfer stations. 
 
           That’s why today I’m actually more than ten miles away from the closest truck, in the cellar of a second rate office and apartment building in the almost deserted little city of Weinheim.    
 
           Several years ago, without informing NATO or anyone else civilian or military, Bobby and a handful of our guys quietly ran dedicated telephone lines from this building, and several others in similar out of the way German cities, to various places some distance away where the message transfer trucks might be parked.  Using them makes our calls and messages untraceable back to us.   
 
           Similarly, no one travels to the various headquarters except by cars that look like commercial taxis—so there are no military vehicles or men in uniform to be spotted by satellites or photo recon drones.  The taxi drivers are in civilian clothes and carry wicked-looking little submachine guns under their baggy jackets.   
 
           In my case, they’re the Marine guards from the Detachment.  They stay in the building at all times so their weapons can’t be seen.  Some of the Detachment’s Marines are still at the Detachment.  They are guarding the old French army base and its warehouses just in case the Warsaw Pact intelligence agencies somehow found out about it. 
 
    ****** 
 
           I just received a call from the President.  Our worst fears are realized: The National Security Agency’s intercepts report the Russians and East Germans are moving into their jump-off positions for an attack scheduled to start early tomorrow morning at 0217.   
 
           We’re as ready as possible.  All of NATO’s units are in their assigned positions and in a couple of hours British Intelligence will use its contacts in Russia to send target coordinates to the various Russian “retaliation” artillery units, the ones that earlier received the hoaxed orders telling them to stand by to instantly react to NATO provocations.   
 
           Around noon the National Security Agency confirmed the orders to standby to launch “retaliation” artillery barrages have been received by a number of the Russian artillery units in East Germany.  As of an hour ago they have not yet been countermanded.  My fingers are crossed. 
 
           As it stands, this evening at 2141, four hours and thirty-six minutes before the Warsaw Pact has scheduled its attack, British Intelligence will attempt to place a message to the Russian “retaliation” artillery units.  It will order them to stand by to retaliate because NATO artillery is expected to begin firing to provoke some units into an early attack that will upset the Warsaw Pact timetable.   
 
           Thirteen minutes later at 2154 a general order will go out, ostensibly from the Russian military intelligence directorate, based on information it supposedly just received, warning that NATO is about to attempt to throw off the attack schedule with intense localized firing and air attacks.   
 
           The 2154 order will again remind all Warsaw Pact units, except the artillery batteries assigned to fire in retaliation, that they have been ordered to maintain fire discipline and must hold their fire until the appointed time even if they come under fire in an attempt to provoke them.  It’s a pretty clear order.  I ought to know, I wrote it. 
 
           At 2214 the Russian communications system, we devoutly hope, will automatically send an order to those artillery units open fire.  At the same time, as a backup, British intelligence will also once again tap into the Warsaw Pact communications system and order the Russian retaliation artillery batteries to open fire on their assigned targets.  The backup orders will require the designated “retaliation” units to expend all their available ammunition as rapidly as possible “to teach the fascists a lesson.”   
 
           Also at 2214 all of our entire planes and helicopters, the entire inventory, will be in the air and ready to turn on their transponders and attack, including those carrying our swimmers and the German long-range penetration units going into Russia.   
 
           If the Russian artillery opens fire the war will start four hours and four minutes earlier than the Warsaw Pact has planned.  Hopefully we will catch them with their pants down and let us get in some good “sucker punches” before they are ready to respond.   
 
           All’s fair in love and war and launching an attack on West Germany and the American and other NATO troops defending it is definitely war. 
 
           I did not reveal the possibility that the war would start early to the President and the Security Council until today, and then did so very casually.   
 
           “Oh by way, mistakes happen in war all the time so we’ll be at full alert and ready to go in case some of the Warsaw Pact units open fire early.  It happens, you know.  A typo in a message caused one of Germany’s artillery units to begin firing on Poland exactly one day before the German invasion was scheduled to start.” 
 
            What the President doesn’t know is that I’ve made up my mind to give the war order no later than 2219 even if the Russia’s “retaliation artillery” doesn’t fire first.  It’s necessary to cripple the invaders and minimize our casualties even if it means I get removed for doing the right thing.   
 
           The Israelis did the same thing in 1967 when they didn’t wait for the Egyptians’ carefully planned invasion to start.  Hopefully it will have the same result for us—win faster with fewer casualties. 
 
    ******  
 
           My three deputy commanders and the Commandant are on open lines with all their major commands.  In between tending to business I have been periodically watching and listening to an open video conference line on the wall with the President and the members his National Security Council for over an hour.  It’s been mostly political appointees telling each other silly things and asking silly questions, the kind of inane talk that fills the time when anxious people wait together.   Klausen and Peavy have been going through the same thing with their political leaders.   
 
           I know exactly how they feel; I’m so anxious I’m about to jump out of my skin.  I feel like a guy with bare feet jumping up and down on the proverbial hot tin roof. 
 
           We are all simultaneously conferenced-in with the director of the National Security Agency, the NSA, which is conducting a massive real time monitoring of Warsaw Pact communications using, so its director claims, every one of its several thousand analysts who speak a Warsaw Pact language. 
 
           NSA’s director has just once again reported that there is no doubt—at 0217 in the morning the Warsaw Pact’s planes and tanks will cross the border and commence hostilities.   I must have said “we are as ready as we can be” a dozen times in the past thirty minutes alone.   
 
           At 2209, with four minutes to go, a NSA flash message reported the “stand by to fire” and the “maintain fire discipline and follow the time schedule” orders issued to the Russian retaliation artillery at 2154 have been received by the commanders and political officers of the artillery regiments which have been honored by being selected as retaliation units.   
 
           The NSA report turned up everyone’s anxiety and I could hear the increasingly hysterical Secretary of State blather on about “negotiations.”  So far the President appeared to be holding up although I could hear the anxiety in his voice when he reported that he had just tried to call the Russian president and had not gotten through.  The anxiety in his voice is no surprise.  I am sure everyone can hear the anxiety in mine. 
 
           And I hope the President holds up because he and his staff seem to have forgotten that it is I, not he, who is in command of the NATO forces and that a lot of other nations are involved.  I have an open line to British Intelligence and I’m going to launch a preemptive strike at 2214 unless NSA picks up something suggesting the Warsaw Pact invasion is going to be called off.   
 
           Klausen is sitting across from me with phones glued to both ears and I can see Peavy, Macefield, and Dick Shelton on video screens.  They’re monitoring the status of our planes, helicopters, and other forces.  Pug is sitting quietly at the other end of the table from me taking it all in and the senior members of our staffs are standing and sitting all around the room.   
 
           Almost everyone is visibly nervous and there have been a number of last minute visits to the toilet, including mine.  There is a discernible odor of fear in the air.  It’s sharp and rank.  Little wonder – about thirty minutes ago the staff and the President were finally informed that the war is likely to start earlier than 0217. 
 
           At 2207 a haggard but increasingly excited Macefield gave me a thumbs up and mouths, “We’re all up.”  Seconds later Klausen mouthed “helicopters are almost all up.” Then a few seconds later gave a thumbs up and said “helicopters are in order.”  Dave Shelton had reported “my boys are ready” a couple of minutes earlier and so had Admiral Peavy. 
 
           Sweat was dripping off Klausen’s face. The staff sitting and standing around the edge of the room were pasty-faced to a man.  I felt numb and the room suddenly seemed terribly warm.  
 
           A German brigadier, a member of my staff, sitting on a chair next to me, was listening intently to phones pressed to both ears.  He has direct lines to our officer observers who, with the busload of journalists each has brought with him, are watching four of the target zones assigned to the Russian retaliation artillery.  
 
           At 2211 I picked up the open line to British Intelligence.  My Sandhurst buddy “Boots” was on the line himself as he has been every time I picked it up.    
 
           “Stand by.”   
 
           When the clock on the wall reached 2212 I spoke emphatically to Boots.   “Send Coyote Two at exactly 2214.”    
 
           Then I turned to Macefield, Klausen, and Peavy and said “stand by” as I punched the phone button that will let me listen to the observers’ instead of British Intelligence.  It’s done.  
 
           Time seemed to stand still and I could hear frantic questions and talking on the phone I was holding up to my other ear.  I ignored the noise and watched as the second hand on clock on the wall crept slowly to 2214 and started around again.  Then, almost at the same moment, all four of our observers began reporting massive artillery bombardments with almost the same shouted words. 
 
           “Artillery flashes” ...”Standby”... and “Explosions nearby.”  The last being shouted over the roar of explosions in the background.   
 
           The news network crews with our observer officers are carrying it live and within seconds the entire world was listening to the initial reports of the excited and incredulous news correspondents—and knew that it was the Russians and their Warsaw Pact allies who fired first.  We can see the firing for ourselves on the two TV sets in the corner of the conference room.   
 
           “Now” I instantly barked with an emphatic downward chop of my finger pointing hand towards the men sitting across from me with phones glued to their ears.   
 
           “Respond with NATO plan G17.”  
 
           G17 is a non-nuclear response to a non-nuclear attack.  All we can do at this point is anxiously wait to see if the Warsaw Pact uses nuclear or other mass destruction weapons. 
 
           One of the American staff officers attracted a few sideways glances by barfing into a wastebasket without taking his ear away from the phone he is holding.  He waved his hand apologetically and began wiping his face with a handkerchief in his free hand as he continued to talk into the phone without missing a beat. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Macefield, Klausen, Peavy, and many of the staff officers immediately shout into their phones “Jackson.. Repeat.. Jackson.”   
 
           “Jackson” is the signal for every commander of a NATO unit to order his men to immediately to engage the enemy.  It is also the signal for every NATO plane and helicopter to turn on its transponders, begin squawking a Warsaw Pac identifier, and attack.  Those with ground attack missions heading for the Warsaw Pact airfields will switch to the Warsaw Pact frequencies as soon as they cross the border and head eastward.  
 
           During the past hour the Russian commander of the Warsaw Pact frontal aviation had responded to the rapidly growing number of NATO planes and helicopters orbiting over West Germany by sending up more and more of his own planes even though the Warsaw Pact’s invasion was not scheduled to begin for almost five hours.  The skies over East and West Germany had become increasingly packed with planes and the controllers on the Russian-made AWACS were already beginning to lose control.   
 
           They lost it totally when Macefield gave the Jackson order and all the NATO transponders and jamming equipment came on at the same time.  
 
           All eyes were on Macefield as he listened intently.  Then with a joyful whoop he shouted the news that the Russian AWACS radar receivers had failed.  
 
           “They’re out.  The Russian AWACS are off the air.”   
 
           I immediately pointed to Klausen and the German major holding the open line to General Doppelfeld and ordered all penetration operations to begin forthwith.   
 
           “Send Marigold Thirteen; I say again, send Marigold Thirteen.”   
 
           Then I rocked back in my chair and took a deep breath, and waited.   
 
           Dear God I hope I made the right decision.  The chaos and loss of radar coverage is our best chance to get our long range penetration and swimming teams through to their objectives intact. 
 
           Almost instantly our missiles began to fly and the first contact reports began pouring in.  
 
    ******  Colonel Robin “Buck” Owens 
 
           Colonel Robin “Buck” Owens and each of the fifteen other planes in his squadron of F-15 Eagles, the Jolly Green Giants, had been in the air for more than thirty minutes and had already been assigned targets by their air controllers in one of our seven NATO AWACS planes.  Their controller is in an old E-3 Sentry currently orbiting over West Germany and France.   
 
           The Sentry locked the Green Giants on to their current targets almost four minutes ago during their current eastward swing towards the border.  To the Green Giant pilots it seemed like hours ago and they still had no idea if the war will start or when.   
 
           The “Marigold Thirteen” order and their controller’s shrill cry of “Engage.  Fire.  Fire.” caused Owens and every weapons officer in his sixteen plane squadron to instantly flip on their transponders and simultaneously press their fire buttons for each target they’ve already been locked on to by their controllers.    
 
           The Green Giant F-15s were each carrying a maximum war load, six of the latest long range advanced Sidewinders and a full load of shell belts—and their AWACS was simultaneously tracking and locking each of them on to at least two enemy planes, and sometimes three.   
 
           Owens’ F-15, call sign Jolly One, shuddered slightly as two of his six Sidewinders roared off about half a second apart, one for each of his two designated targets, both newer model Sukhoi Su-27s according to the icons on his screen.  Out of the corner of his eye he could see flashes indicating that some or all of the rest of his squadron are also firing.  
 
           Almost immediately a terse order from one of the squadron’s air controllers in the AWACS turned the Green Giants to the right and, a few seconds later, the blips of two more Su-27s appeared on some of the squadron screens.  Owens and five other planes each instinctively fired a single missile at almost the same instant.   
 
           Then, in response to their controller’s command, the entire squadron pushed their throttles to the wall and roared into East Germany after one of the Russian AWACS, an old Tupolev TU-126 Moss radiating about 100 miles east of Berlin.  There were Russian Sukhoi SU-27 fighters positioned over East Germany to guard it.  
 
           The sudden frequency jamming and the shutting down of their radar screens with blinking and flashing caused mass confusion among the Russian fighters and among the controllers aboard the orbiting Tupolev.  The Russian controllers were still desperately trying to restart their systems seven minutes later when the Tupolev’s partially-jammed independent missile warning system sounded its urgent flashing and began beeping a “missile in the air” alarm.  
 
           “Fuck your mother.  Dive.  Dive,” the Russian pilot screamed to his co-pilot as he pushed the throttle in and shoved the controls forward and put the plane into such a tight diving turn towards the east that three of the Russian controllers who’d been standing in the aisle between its consoles were literally thrown off their feet.   
 
           The Russian pilot’s efforts were too little and too late.  One of Owens’ missiles, or perhaps one of his wingman’s, Harry “Rooster” Cogburn, who had also fired every one of his missiles, impacted the Russian AWAC’s right wing.  The big one-winged “Moss” slowly fluttered to the ground in great turning circles.  The Russian pilot and everyone else in the plane screamed all the way down. 
 
           It was 2226 and the Warsaw Pact’s invasion of Germany was not scheduled to start for another three hours and fifty-one minutes. 
 
    ******   Captain Robert “Robby” Ridgeway 
 
           SSN-321, the United States nuclear powered attack submarine Kingfisher had been silently stalking a Russian Tovarny class nuclear missile boat ever since its sonar had picked it up two days earlier.   
 
           The Russian sub, on a long and carefully planned course towards a position a couple of hundred miles west of Chesapeake Bay, had made an inadvertent mistake that put the Kingfisher on its tail; two days ago it unknowingly passed near an American sonar buoy permanently anchored on the ocean floor off Greenland.  
 
           The Russian boomer was about 20,000 yards ahead, 20,192 yards to be precise, and slowly and silently moving westerly at just under five knots when the NATO war announcement was received over the Kingfisher’s ultra-low frequency receiver.   
 
           The Kingfisher’s captain is Robert Ridgeway, “Robby” to his friends, Virginia Beach neighbors, and fellow captains and he'd spent more than half his life practicing for this moment.  He was not about to let the Russian boomer escape. 
 
           Hours earlier Ridgeway had decided to fire four of his General Dynamics 9120R high speed torpedoes in a standard 20,000 yard spread with a dogleg to the right in case the Russian attempts to return fire down the incoming torpedo track, then wait a few seconds and fire two more in an intercept heading in whatever direction the Russian decided to run.   
 
           If the Russian quickly fires back, which it is almost certain to do, Robby had long ago decided to fire four of his decoys, turn hard left and climb as rapidly as possible towards the surface, and be ready to instantly fire four more decoys and then another four if necessary.  Moving up instead of zigzagging deeper in a downward spiral is not the conventional maneuver the Russian skipper would expect.  So he hoped. 
 
           The Chief of the Boat, Harold Mangin, an overweight white haired navy veteran with almost thirty years in subs and the boat’s executive officer, Joe Cloud, read the Marigold Thirteen war announcement message over the captain's shoulder at the same time the captain read it.  They are as determined as Ridgeway is to get the Russian boomer.  
 
           Chief Mangin’s face was drawn and worried and he repeatedly crossed himself as he read the brief message.  Dear Jesus protect us.  Please protect us. 
 
           “Standby…”Open all doors.”…  “Fire tubes 3, 7, 1 and 8.”   
 
           The entire firing procedure took less than eleven seconds.  To say things became even more tense on the boat is a massive understatement.  
 
           The first report came seconds later. 
 
           “All torpedoes running normal.  Estimate 77 seconds to target”… “Target is accelerating 52 seconds” … “Target acquired”… “Target opening doors”…..”Target firing decoys, possibly two”….. “Target firing additional decoys, possibly two” … “Target coming to 292 degrees.  312 degrees.  342 degrees”… “Confirm target depth 950.. 910...” 
 
           Then the inevitable.   
 
           “Vampire in the water bearing 232 degrees” … “two Vampires in the water bearing 228 degrees”… “Launch decoys 1, 2, 3, and 4”…full speed maximum rise….turn to 187 degrees. 2000 revolutions….18 seconds…6 seconds…” 
 
           None of the Russian boomer’s frantic efforts to escape were successful.  It never reached the surface and the torpedoes it fired didn’t even come close.   
 
           Four minutes and fifty-eight seconds after the first explosion Ridgeway's sonar operators began to hear the unique and unmistakable sound of the Russian’s hull being crushed as it sank deeper and deeper below its maximum dive level. 
 
           Captain Ridgeway nodded his approval when Chief Edwards asked if he could put it on the speaker so everyone could listen. 
 
           A disposable communications buoy was immediately released to beam the Kingfisher’s message on three special navy frequencies used by three separate orbiting satellites.  In about thirty minutes the Russian’s death would be posted and the totals will change on the lists of active Warsaw Pact and NATO submarines being kept in Washington and at NATO’s naval headquarters.   
 
           The lists will change rapidly over the next several hours.  Most but not all of the initial changes will be on the Warsaw Pact list.  
 
    ******   Robin “Buck” Owens 
 
           Owens and his fourteen remaining F-15 pilots returned as quickly as possible to their base, and then spent more time circling in a racetrack pattern waiting to land than they had on their mission.  When they finally were cleared to land they quickly taxied to their parking area and were absolutely swarmed over by each plane’s anxiously waiting crew chief and his men. 
 
           In less than 30 minutes the F-15s are ready to fly again, but not with Owens and his men.  This time fifteen of the squadron’s other pilots climb in with a new “Jolly One,” the squadron’s executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Joe “Speedy” Gonsalves of New York, a former Princeton half back, in command—the rapid “pit stop” turnaround, pioneered by racing cars and proven by the Israeli Air Force during the Six Day War, had long ago been adopted by the United States Air Force. 
 
           Forty-five minutes later, after a trip to the latrine, a cup of coffee, a ham and eggs sandwich, a candy bar, and a brief stop for a status report and updating, Owens and the first group of Green Giant pilots returned to the flight line to wait again for their planes to begin returning.  This time thirteen return including Speedy.  
 
           Owens and his men met the returning planes on the tarmac and got brief updates shouted to them from their fellow pilots as they climbed out of the cockpits.  As each plane’s frantic pit stop rearming and refueling got underway, Owens and the pilots assigned to its next sortie climbed in so they would be ready to begin the squadron’s second high speed turnaround and departure as soon as each of the plane’s crew chiefs, its “owner,” gave his pilot a thumbs up and salute.   
 
           Twelve planes headed for one of the active runways and took off together without even slowing down.  One plane was delayed for a fast swap-out of a failed radio.  In about ten minutes it would leave by itself and be hooked up with another NATO flight.  
 
           If Owens and his pilots get back from this mission unharmed they will each repeat the rotation two more times before being forced to stop for their mandatory eight hours of sleep.  Other Green Giant pilots will take their place so long as each plane lasts.   
 
           This time the Green Giants were vectored north towards Erfurt.  And this time their AWACS controller was British and a woman. 
 
           “Hello Jolly One with twelve.  I have some trade for you.  Proceed buster course 56degrees and go to 66 thousand.  Links in approximately one-twenty.  Stand by.” 
 
           A new Russian AWACS has just taken off from Erfurt and begun radiating.  Due to the Warsaw Pact’s spotty communications and strongly entrenched tradition of not admitting problems, neither the AWACS crew nor the fighters guarding it fully realize what has happened to the other Russian AWACS and why their radar receivers aren’t working properly.  
 
           The AWACS crew started listening to desperate pilot reports and calls for guidance even before they took off for the 0217 scheduled beginning of the war.  They know something is terribly wrong, but they don’t know how wrong or why. 
 
           They were about to find out. 
 
           The Warsaw Pact squadrons and command structure, under strict orders not to begin fighting too early, and not yet fully understanding exactly what was happening, continue to adhere to their invasion-based flight schedules.  Accordingly, and still right on schedule, they surged all their available planes in anticipation of the invasion’s approaching 0217 scheduled start.   
 
           Just before the start time in order to have the maximum amount of fuel on board, three more AWACS, one of them a new Russian model, a Mainstay Super, and hundreds of fighters and ground attack planes began lifting off from the Warsaw Pact bases that were still at least partially operational. 
 
           Within minutes the Green Giants were again locked on to Russian fighters whose controllers once again don’t even know the Green Giants are coming.  And once again they fire their sidewinders and cannons with devastating effect.  Then Owens and Green Giants two, three, and four, were sent after one of the Russian AWACS; the others were vectored back for another pass through the uncontrolled mass of Russian fighters milling about in the night sky.   
 
           The only difference being that this time most of the Green Giants were vectored north instead of east; and this time the Russian AWACS blew up in a great ball of fire.  
 
          And then once again, for the second time tonight, NATO F-16s and Tornados begin hitting all the Warsaw Pact airfields they can reach squawking Russian identifiers. 
 
    ******   CPO John T. Cassidy 
 
           The helicopter carrying Chief Petty Officer John T. “Hoppy” Cassidy of the United States Coast Guard and his seven man team to the Elbe dipped up and down as it followed the terrain to an entry point about ten miles east of the double tracked railroad bridge which crosses the river on the outskirts of Pirna.   
 
           Cassidy’s eyes were closed and he was pretending to sleep, but his mind was going a mile a minute as his thoughts oscillate back and forth between the various things that might go wrong and his wife and five children.  Oh dear Jesus, I’ll do anything.  Just get me out this alive. 
 
           Unarmed coast guard rescue swimmers are the strongest of all the swimmers in the NATO inventory and are assigned to the most demanding underwater targets; weapons-carrying Marine swimmers are assigned to the bridges where it might be necessary to come out of the water and fight their way ashore to plant their charges. 
 
           Cassidy and his team, already wearing their black rubber survival suits and tethered to their floating explosive cases, leapt out of their hovering helicopter and into the deserted stretch of river at about twenty minutes after midnight.  The chopper quickly swung away as the last man splashed into the Elbe and used the metal clip at the end of his nylon cord to link himself and the explosives he would be towing to the other members of his team.   
 
           Two hours later, and still clipped together, Cassidy and his swimmers silently passed through downtown Pirna until they reached the railroad bridge for the main east-west rail line through the Czech Republic.  When Cassidy gave the signal of three sharp jerks on the team line, each man immediately unclipped himself from Cassidy’s control line and began working by touch in the pitch black water to attach his explosives to one of the bridge’s eight support columns.  
 
           The carefully timed charges won’t go off for whichever is longer—four hours or 0510 in the morning.  That is more than enough of a time lag, the mission planners thought, for the men to swim downstream and be picked up by their helicopter at the rendezvous point, the north end of a small sandy island where the river temporary divides into two channels.  Satellite photos showed it to be unused and unpopulated.  
 
           The American air force Huey which delivered Cassidy and his men is also tasked to pick them up.  So its crew landed it in an isolated rural area away from the river and then, after tense hours of waiting in the dark, took off and approached the sandy island in the last hour of darkness.  The low level return trip to West Germany in early daylight is likely, so the planners say, to be more dangerous than the insertion. 
 
           At 0510, just as their explosive packages went off, the helicopter pilot reported picking them up.  It was never heard from again 
 
    ******   Feldwebel Thomas Schulter 
 
           The German version of the American C-130 carrying Thomas Schulter and the two German combat engineers on his three man team, and their two pallets, flew all night and on into daylight as it headed east.  Schulter’s team is the third of the four teams the plane is to drop.  After the fourth team is dropped the German C-130 will, its pilots devoutly pray, be refueled by one of the three KC-135 aerial tankers operated by the German air force and begin its long trip home.   
 
           If the pilots make it home, their plane will be serviced and reloaded while they sleep.  Then they will go again the next evening with more teams.  This time the teams will be British SAS going into the Russian forests on the border with Poland. 
 
           Truth be told, Schulter is big and strong and a bit of a bully.  Perhaps that’s why the commander of his Fernspaher Kompanie, one of the Bundeswehr’s three elite long distance reconnaissance and sabotage Kompanies, promoted him to sergeant and put him in charge of the two airborne engineers who are accompanying him.  Whatever the reason, Schulter is now many hundreds of miles into Russia and on his own without anyone to tell him what to do. 
 
           It wasn’t until the cargo door began to open and the big FSK sergeant and his two engineers solemnly shook hands with the first team to jump did the true enormity of what they are about to try to do sink in.  If they survive they will, in all likelihood, be in Russia until the end of the war.  And probably forever Schulter thought morbidly.  The Ivans will never let us leave. 
 
           Schulter and his men stood stoically as the plane tilted its nose upwards and the first two pallets slid out the open door with the three men accompanying them.  But their minds were churning.  I should have stayed in the infantry, was Schulter’s only thought as he watched the men and pallets disappear into the blackness of the night. 
 
           Less than half an hour later it was the turn of Schulter’s team.  For the third time that night the low flying plane tilted up its nose and pallets slid out.  This time it was Schulter and his men who went out with them.  It was raining and Schulter promptly lost sight of his engineers and the pallets.  This rain is not a heavy burden.  It is good.  No one will see us land. 
 
    ******   Marshal Aleksander Ivanov 
 
           Just the reverse of NATO’s highly orchestrated response was happening at the Warsaw Pact’s war headquarters deep in the basement of a hotel near Magdeburg in East Germany.  The senior officers, all Russians, had access to the various satellite-delivered American and European TV channels on their little East German sets.  They were dumbfounded when their artillery began firing.   
 
           “What happened?  … “What is happening?” screamed Marshal Aleksander Ivanov, the stocky 68yo invasion commander who had been wounded in the Great Patriotic War when he was a young captain.  
 
            “Stop them.  Order them to wait.”  
 
           It couldn’t be stopped and trying to do so caused even more confusion.  Within minutes NSA began listening to the contact reports pouring into Ivanov’s headquarters as the Warsaw Pact units, those who could, began reporting the devastating effects of the massive NATO response to the Warsaw Pact artillery barrage.  
 
           The NATO response was devastating, both in the air and on the ground.  Almost four hundred and fifty Russian-made planes were shot down in the first few minutes of the initial air battle and another ninety or more were destroyed on the ground, with a loss of only forty-three NATO planes and seven helicopters.    
 
           But that was only part of it.  The NATO planes which attacked the East German and Czech airfields while squawking the Warsaw Pact’s aircraft identification frequencies had a devastating secondary impact on the Russian-made planes that escaped the initial onslaught.   
 
           As a result of NATO’s initial attack, the missile systems guarding the Warsaw Pact airfields, now thoroughly aroused, began launching at everything that moved even if they were squawking as Warsaw Pact planes.  The result was another one hundred and eighty or so of the Russian-made planes—almost all those still in the air that survived the lopsided initial air battle go down as they approach their own airfields to land and refuel.   
 
           It was a catastrophe.  Almost all the Warsaw Pact planes in the air when the Russian artillery began firing were destroyed before the war was even scheduled to begin. 
 
           A similar catastrophe occurs among the Warsaw Pact ground forces.  As ordered, they maintained fire discipline and waited for the official start time—while NATO pummeled them for more than four hours with every NATO ground attack plane, helicopter, and artillery tube that could reach a Warsaw Pact target.   
 
           Almost all of the Russian artillery batteries that fired the initial retaliation salvos to start the war and many other units are inundated and destroyed by NATO’s radar guided counter-battery fire, and so are many of the Warsaw Pact’s headquarters and the troop concentrations. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Russian and other Warsaw Pact units finally commenced their attack at 0217 as scheduled.  It was a bad start.  Some units never even began their attacks because the headquarters tasked to confirm the order had been destroyed.  And many of those that do attack on schedule are decimated when they begin to advance and the promised artillery and close air support does not arrive.   
 
           What arrived instead of the promised air support are hordes of quickly refueled NATO attack helicopters and ground support planes such as the American F-16s and German and British Tornados.  They had a devastating effect, particularly the “Warthogs,” the twin engine American A-10s specifically designed to attack troop concentrations and armor.   
 
           Even so, and despite all its initial setbacks, the Warsaw Pact’s invasion force advanced; it may have taken some unexpected hard hits but it was still powerful.  As NATO’s planners had always expected, it was initially concentrated on both of the two Fulda Pass routes leading into the heart of West Germany.  
 
           NATO’s troops and tanks, and especially the highly motivated and well equipped Germans in the Fulda Pass, give ground grudgingly.  They were defending their homes and families with ferocity and dogged determination.  The West Germans’ armor and handheld antitank weapons inflicted fearsome losses on the invaders, but they advanced.   
 
           In the bowels of the Warsaw Pact’s invasion headquarters the staff became increasingly aware of their heavy losses and the ferocity of the defense as the invasion proceeded in the early morning darkness.  But their units were in West Germany and pressing forward, and the enormity and implications of their massive air and submarine losses were not yet fully known or appreciated.   
 
           Reports of Russian and East German units moving over the border lifted some of the anxiety and confusion at the Warsaw Pact headquarters as the night wore on.  But everything changed again a little after five in the morning.  That’s when the first reports begin coming in that suggested a number of key railroad and highway bridges in East Germany, Hungary, and the Czech Republic have been destroyed or seriously damaged.  
 
           Russia’s staff officers were professionals, and the East Germans even more so.  They understood the importance of the bridges and the significance of losing them; but once again the reports were incomplete and their implications and size of the losses were not yet fully appreciated.  
 
           Initially Marshal Ivanov and the officers at the Warsaw Pact headquarters in Magdeburg believed that, as they had expected, NATO aircraft attacked the damaged and destroyed bridges and they eagerly waited for the follow up reports detailing the NATO air losses that were the trade-off for the lost bridges.  By seven in the morning it is clear the damage is considerable and that NATO planes were not involved.   
 
           I already knew from our own operation reports and NSA intercepts that 63 of the targeted bridges, including six on the Polish border, had been either totally destroyed or so seriously damaged they won’t be usable for some time.  The other nine key bridges are fully functional either because our demolition teams never reached them or were intercepted and destroyed.  Sixty-one of the Marine and Coast Guard swimming teams returned; eleven did not. 
 
           All nine of the Warsaw Pact bridges that were still operational will be hit again tonight along with five additional bridges from the alternatives list. 
 
    ******   General Roberts 
 
           We are not the only ones engaged in special operations.   
 
           Russian and East German Spetsnaz teams apparently infiltrated into West Germany before the war began.  They struck at 0217 after receiving their “proceed” orders as phone calls on the bulky West German cell phones each carried.  They also heard the song which ordered them to “proceed” on the little handheld FM radios each team carried as a backup.   
 
           One of the Russian teams hit the “secret” NATO headquarters at Kafertal in the cellar of one of the 510th Tank Battalion’s barracks—where NATO’s war-time headquarters and I would have been located if I had followed NATO’s twenty-five year old plans and the advice of the headquarters’ security team. 
 
           It was a successful attack, at least in the sense that the Spetsnaz quickly took the tank battalion’s barracks and the intended headquarters in its basement.  Taking them was easy because the barracks and headquarters under it are empty and undefended.  NATO’s headquarters had never arrived and the 510th, known to one and all since its formation during WWII as the “Nickel-Dime,” had deployed days earlier to its initial invasion-fighting positions; my headquarters is in the basement of an old office building in Weinheim.   
 
           A similar Spetsnaz attack on the American Army’s headquarters at Vaihingen also failed, but only after an intense firefight that raged for hours throughout the early morning hours in the darkened halls and offices of the peacetime headquarters.  It really tore up the building but had little, if any, impact on our fighting ability—the headquarters staff and I had dispersed to our field positions days earlier. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Round one of the heavyweight title fight ended as the sun came up on the first morning of the war.  And everyone in the world knew who had won it.   
 
           One reason they know is because one of the American television networks somehow got a reporter into one of our fighter bases last night and she was able to interview some of the returning pilots. 
 
           “I’m standing here at an American airbase, in a location I cannot mention, watching an incredible, and I mean incredible, scene of rapidly arriving and departing American and West German fighter planes.” 
 
           “With me is an American pilot, Major Jesse Parker of Portland, Oregon who just landed.  Major Parker, how’s it going? 
 
           “Great.  Wow.  It’s been a turkey shoot.  This is my second mission of the night.  I got two Russian SU-27s on the first one and another SU-27 and an MiG-29 this time.  A lot of the guys have done even better.” 
 
           “So things are really going well?” 
 
           “It’s going a lot better than that.  The war’s over and we won.  The Russians and East Germans just don’t know it yet.” 
 
           “How soon will you be going up again, Major Parker?”  
 
           “Probably one more time tonight, and then I have to take a mandatory rest period.” 
 
           “Thank you, Major Parker.  And good luck.  This is Samantha Eggars for CBS News at an American fighter base somewhere in Germany.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           My headquarters’ morning briefing began at 0600.  All of the deputy commanders and the Marine Commandant were in attendance either in person or via a teleconference over landlines from their various headquarters.  Otto Klausen and the Marine Commandant, Pug Murphy, were the only ones actually with me at Weinheim.  The gist of the briefing was that things were looking far better than we could have possibly hoped.   
 
           But, of course, it’s much too early to be sure.  The reports are too fragmented and scattered for any certainty or to be able to discern a general trend in the fighting.  
 
           The main Russian and East German attacks are coming through the two Fulda Gap corridors towards Frankfurt and the center of Germany, just as the armor guys always predicted.   The terrain, it seems, is favorable for using the big and weighty battle tanks Moscow is so fond of building.   
 
           What we know so far is only that the initial fighting in the Fulda Gap is extremely intense.  But not enough details have come in to know for sure how things are actually going on the ground—other than the fact that we are being pushed back.  In contrast to the heavy fighting in the Fulda Gap, things are relatively quiet in Northern Germany and in the south along the Czech border.   
 
           This is what we all expected.  Where there is no consensus among my senior commanders and staff is what will come next and where the Warsaw Pact will end up actually concentrating its efforts.   
 
           On the air side all of the initial indicators are looking good.  We apparently shot down at least nine of the Russian AWACS and inflicted serious amounts of damage on their inventory of planes and airfields.  The swimmers and long-range penetration teams also seem to have been successfully inserted. 
 
           And, to my amazement and everyone’s great pleasure, the squawking of the Warsaw Pact identifiers worked a second time right after the scheduled start time of the invasion.  The missile defenses around most of the Warsaw Pact airfields finally realized they were shooting down their own planes and stopped just in time for the Warsaw Pact airfields to begin launching what was left of their planes to support the schedule 0217 start of the invasion.   
 
           Once again the Russian AWACS were successfully overloaded and their radar receivers failed.  That allowed a second round of NATO planes, again squawking as if they are SU-25s, to once again beat up the Warsaw Pact airfields and cause the missile crews defending the airbases to again begin shooting down their own planes when they return to refuel and rearm.  It was a turkey shoot with the turkeys shooting each other is how Jim Macefield described it at our ten o’clock commanders conference. 
 
           Perhaps the best news since the war started is that Poland will stay out of the war.  It worked!  The Czechs and Hungarians are in but NSA reports the Hungarians are not at all enthusiastic and their troops are not trying to push forward.  It looks like it’s going to be the NATO countries with troops in West Germany versus the Russians, East Germans, and a contingent of Czechs with token support from Albania, Romania, and Hungary. 
 
    ******   Sergeant Wilson “Willie” Ross 
 
           It’s about eight in the morning and Sergeant First Class, and die-hard White Sox fan, Wilson “Willie” Ross of Chicago was standing as high as he could on the commander’s seat of his M60 Patton tank squinting into the rising sun.  His left hand was up to shade his eyes and his right hand was resting on the handle of the machine gun.  He was intently watching the forested ridge ahead, particularly the gap in the ridge where the road runs through it at its lowest point.   
 
           Willie was not the only one looking intently at the gap.  So are the tank’s gunner, Freddy Knowles and its driver, Bobby Mendez; their heads are poking out of their hatches.  They know their first combat experience is about to begin and they are understandably more than a little anxious about it.  
 
           Tanks and vehicles of the American reconnaissance regiment patrolling this section of the border had poured over the ridge and through the gap until about thirty minutes ago—after a fight in the early morning darkness against an East German combined arms attack involving infantry, armor, and attack helicopters.   
 
           The reconnaissance regiment didn’t do as well as its recently deceased commander expected.  It seems the East German attack helicopters and tanks are equipped with absolutely splendid night vision optics he and his men didn’t know about.  The East German helicopters were initially successful but, with or without night vision capabilities, they were no match for the flight of West German Eurofighters that quickly arrived in response to the recon regiment’s desperate calls for help.  They obliterated the East German helicopters a few minutes after their brief initial successes—and were surprised that no SAMs came up at them. 
 
           Lieutenant Rogers, Willie’s platoon commander, had carefully positioned his platoon’s five tanks just behind a little hill so they could see the top of the ridge in front of them with as little as possible of their hulls exposed.  The company’s other ten tanks are to the left of Willie’s platoon.  They aren’t totally “hull down” but they are in pretty good positions in the cover provided by a slightly sunken road.  
 
           “It won’t be long now,” Willie thought as he again, for about the tenth time in the past two minutes, looked at the handheld SAM he and every one of the platoon’s tank commanders had lying across the turret opening where the tank commander stands. 
 
           SAMs are something new for Willie and the other tank commanders of the Nickel-Dime.  It’s some kind of a new infrared heat seeker and they just got them a couple of days ago.  If an enemy helicopter approaches, Willie is supposed to pick it up, flip the switch, aim, and pull the trigger to fire it as soon as the handle he is holding begins to vibrate.  And what the hell am I supposed to do if it doesn’t start vibrating? 
 
           On the other hand, if an enemy infantryman or vehicle fires an anti-tank missile at his Patton, it is, so Willie had been told, important that he instantly use his machine gun to hose off the area from which it was fired—so the shooter, who will be using a joystick to fly it into his tank, flinches and loses control.  
 
           Wire guided Warsaw Pact missiles are apparently called Saggers and are supposed to be as slow and difficult for their shooters to control.  One little twitch by the shooter and they go out of control and miss by a mile.  At least that’s what Willie and the other tank commanders were told at last week’s orientation briefing. 
 
           Willie supposedly will have about thirty seconds to let loose with the fifty caliber mounted on the commander’s turret and cause the Sagger’s shooter to duck or flinch and lose control.  He was intensely focused and determined to start shooting in about two.  
 
           Freddy Knowles, Willie’s gunner, was also supposed to fire with his machine gun, the one that tracks with the tank’s 105mm cannon if he sees a Sagger launch.  This requires Freddy to move the turret to aim its canon and get its slaved machine gun on target.  And that, everyone knows, will take time.  In reality, if someone pops a Sagger at them it will be mostly up to Willie and his turret machine gun as to whether his Patton lives or dies. 
 
           For the last thirty minutes or so there have been a lot of NATO aircraft and attack helicopters working the area on the other side of the ridge Willie and his crew were watching—where the recon regiment was stationed along the East German border.  At least I think the planes are ours because all the explosions and shooting are all on the other side of the ridge.  In any event, the noise and smoke and diving airplanes seem to be getting closer and closer.  
 
           Then there was movement and a tank came charging over the top of the ridge across the way.  Every one of the company’s tank commanders and gunners saw it and, in an instant, even before Freddy could finish swinging the tube of Willie’s Patton towards it, three or four of the company tanks fired almost simultaneously.  The late-arriving reconnaissance regiment M60 was hit by their friendly fire and exploded in a huge cloud of smoke and dust.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Two hours later there were white contrails criss-crossing the sky above them and everything was again quiet between the two low ridges.  The noise had moved further to the west and a steady stream of Warsaw Pact tanks and vehicles, probably East Germans, were pouring through the notch and through the heavy black smoke drifting across the road.  Willie Ross’s tank and the other two surviving Nickel-Dime tanks of his platoon had withdrawn to new positions further west.  Willie was in command of the platoon’s three tanks now that Lieutenant Rogers was gone.  
 
           Some of the smoke on the right side of the ridge is from the late-arriving M-60 and the other Nickel-Dime’s losses, including the two Pattons from his platoon, but most of it is from the six T-62s and eight of what appear to be BMP fighting vehicles that Willie and his platoon left scattered among the trees towards the top of the ridge.   
 
           With his binoculars Willie could make out men who seemed to be walking around the burning armor up on the ridge.  Good luck with that, he thought, there ain’t nothing gonna save them muthafuckers.  Closer in a burning Patton was similarly giving off plumes of heavy black smoke where Willie and his platoon had been waiting for the Russians to come over the ridge.   
 
           Shit.  Well we sure as hell won’t be listening to LeShaun’s stories or taking orders from Lieutenant Rogers no more.  Guess I’m the man now. 
 
           Everything out in front of the platoon changed a few seconds later.  A flight of three German Typhoons streaked out of the eastern sun and roared down the road one after another firing their machine guns, discharging their anti-tank rockets, and dropping napalm canisters.  Flashes walked down the road ahead of the exploding rockets and flames and thick black smoke of the napalm; in a few split seconds, the road became an inferno of even more burning vehicles and dead and dying Russians. 
 
           “Nach hausen gehen” said the flight leader as he pushed his throttle all the way to the wall and headed west.   The Germans were so low that their radars were blocked by hill in front of Willie’s tank—they didn’t see the two Sukhoi SU-27s coming in from the right until it was too late. 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           About noon, when it was still early in the morning in Washington, I again began briefing the President and the National Security Council and Joint Chiefs.  The Council members and the Chiefs were teleconferenced together from their various locations.  They’ve been up all night, as we all have.  Once again the President wanted a detailed briefing and to know “how things are going from your perspective.” 
 
           I reported what the Russians already know, that we have apparently inflicted massive air and bridge losses on the invaders.  I started to tell them we may have successfully gotten some of our German long-range penetration teams into Russia—but then I stopped and decided not to mention it.   
 
           “All in all, Mr. President, we are doing much better than we even dared to hope.  This is a heavyweight championship fight and we’ve won the first round.  Rather decisively, actually.” 
 
           Earlier, when I had spoken with the NATO Secretary General, Henri Forguet, I suggested to the Secretary General that whenever he speaks with the President he might want to remind him that the United States is not the only nation fighting.  
 
            “Would you please,” I asked him, “discretely and gently remind the President that it is the West Germans and other Europeans who are bearing the brunt of the fighting and casualties, not the Americans.”  
 
           The German Chancellor called almost immediately after I finished briefing the President and the National Security Council.  The Chancellor was concerned about the Russian advances towards Fulda and asked if there is something positive he could tell his people.  He plans to report to them again in a couple of hours.   
 
           I would have liked to have told the Chancellor about our strategy of encouraging the Russians and East Germans to move into West Germany so we could cut them off and destroy them.  But I dared not for fear the news would quickly reach Ivanov.  So I merely said that things appear to be going unexpectedly well, particularly in the air, and that General Klausen and I are determined to drive the Warsaw Pact troops out of every square inch of Germany.  I must remember to again ask the President not to share any of our plans with the Chancellor.  His staff is probably just as penetrated as Forguet’s.   
 
    ******   Major Heinrich Muller 
 
           Air fighting over the front continued to grow as the first day of the war progressed.  It was already at the fur ball stage with hundreds of dog fighting planes over the front by the time Major Heinrich Muller and his surviving wingman, Robert Francoise, finished beating up the armor on the road and began a high speed run back to their base.    
 
          Muller was quite pleased with himself thirty-five minutes later as he turned the plane over to Arnie Schultz and headed to the mess for an after-mission coffee and a pastry.  In addition to catching the Russian armor on the road, he and Robert each picked up a Sukhoi as they came over the forward edge of the battlefield at high speed and passed through the mass of planes dogfighting over it.   
 
           Their kills had been unexpectedly easy once they got away from the Sukhoi SU-27s who jumped them right after their attack on the East German armor.  He and Robert had jinked hard to the left to avoid a collision with a turning Dutch F-15 and found four Russian Sukhoi SU-25s immediately in front of them.  A pity poor Franz wasn’t there to get one too. Perhaps he bailed out successfully after the SU-27s jumped us.  But it isn’t likely, not from a Typhoon it isn’t. 
 
           Muller’s Typhoon had already been on five sorties in the past eleven hours and will soon be going again, this time with Wolfie Schultz as the pilot.  As he taxied as fast as possible back to his squadron’s refueling and rearming site Muller began wondering if the men he’d sortied with less than an hour ago were already back and how they’d done.  They weren’t.  He and Robert were the first to return.  
 
           Other planes soon landed and more and more pilots joined Muller and Francoise in the mess.  The question each newcomer asked was always the same “Wie geht es?” And the answers were always the same—either a resigned shrug, in two cases, or a smile and the holding up of one or more fingers.   
 
           In all, fifteen fingers were held up by the nine men who sat in the mess smoking cigarettes and sharing stories.  In addition to the enemy planes, they also destroyed a number of trucks and over forty tanks and other armored vehicles.  The armor and infantry kills are nice.  But in the Luftwaffe it is killing a Russian plane that counts the most, even if it is flown by East Germans or Czechs.  Missing pilots are never mentioned. 
 
    ******   Feldwebel Thomas Schulter 
 
           In the rain and darkness Schulter sensed the rapidly approaching ground, but did not see it until a split second before he landed.  But they’d jumped low so he knew it was coming and quickly.  He’d been carefully trained so he immediately bent his knees and prepared to land as soon as he stepped off the cargo ramp with his men and pallets.   
 
           Even so it was a shock when he actually touched down and rolled to the ground.  The land is soft and marshy.  No stein danke gott.  Seconds later he heard a distant “umph” and a splash. 
 
           Schulter gave a big and somewhat questioning “hallo” and got an immediate response from another member of his team, Karl Wettering, one of the engineers from the special battalion of airborne engineers.  They quickly linked up by calling and talking as they walked towards each other.  Then, after a quick handshake in the dark, they began calling.  Softly at first and then loudly.  There was no response.  They were wet and cold and alone as dawn broke.   
 
           Two hours later there was a distant shout and big Jacob Jahn hurried toward them with a look of great relief on his face. 
 
           Thomas and Karl had quickly located the pallets as soon as there was sufficient light.  They were already hard at work moving their supplies and equipment off of their pallets and into the woods when Jacob showed up.  He immediately joined them and the men spent an exhausting morning literally running back and forth to get their pallets and equipment out of sight and into a temporary hiding place beyond the wood line.   
 
           To the absolute amazement of Schulter and his men they seemed to have landed in the right place even if it was unexpectedly muddy and swampy.  What they had not expected was the effort required to carry their supplies and gear, and then the pallets themselves, out of the boggy open field where they could be seen and into the distant tree line—and from there to even deeper in the forest where they will set up the first of their two permanent caches of equipment and supplies.  It was absolutely exhausting. 
 
           A second cache, a virtual clone of the first, will be established far from the first.  It will be their backup home if their first stash is discovered.   
 
           Schulter and his two engineers were totally exhausted by the time dark fell on the first day of the war.  But they’ve gotten everything into the trees.  Tomorrow they will begin carrying it even deeper into the woods on the side of the mountain, far from any of the potential drop zones or helicopter landing areas shown on their map. 
 
    ******   Robin “Buck” Owens 
 
           At eleven in evening and somewhat rested from their mandatory eight hour sleep period, Colonel Owens and eleven of his Green Giant pilots stood watching as a string of five Green Giant F-15s taxied at high speed towards their waiting crew chiefs and ground crews and the mechanical hoists with their preloaded missiles and ammunition pods.   
 
           Another string of seven F-15s soon followed—they’d been briefly held on the taxiway so a squadron of fully loaded British Typhoons could thunder on to a departure runway and, without even pausing or slowing down, instantly light the night with their flaming afterburners. 
 
           There have been several more casualties and the Green Giants are down to twelve planes.  One pilot was lost last night and another this morning.  Sometime during their third flight of the previous night, Major Jesse “Poker” Parker of Portland, Oregon and his plane disappeared.  One moment Poker had been there as a blip on their screens and the next moment there was no trace of him.  
 
           A few words and handshakes with the arriving pilots, a quick final piss on the concrete parking area next to their planes, and Owens and his men began climbing into their cockpits while the ground crews rushed to complete the rearming and refueling.  Then a high speed taxi straight on to a departure runway and all twelve of the Green Giant F-15s simultaneously lifted off heading east.  They made such a thunderous roar as they lifted off together that the sides of the airfield’s metal hangars vibrated.   
 
           This time the Green Giants were vectored straight through a huge mass of planes and helicopters fighting along the line of battle, three of them firing missiles at radar blips lit by their AWACS air controller.  Their controller tersely reported they’d gotten two “probables.”  
 
           Initially Owens and his men were sent far beyond the border to go after a Russian AWACS radiating from inside Poland, but then their airborne controller turned them back towards the west to go after an unknown number of SU-27s their controller could see taxiing out of their concrete shelters and towards the runways of the East German airbase at Holzdorf.  Yes, the signals radiated by American AWACs are so strong they can see vehicles and planes moving on the ground. 
 
           Ten Green Giant F-15s, including Owens, returned after bouncing the climbing SU-27s as they lifted off from Holzdorf.  The Green Giants got Eleven of the SU-27s with their virtually simultaneous salvo of forty-eight Sidewinders.  But hitting the SU-27s a few seconds too early, before they had cleared the SAM umbrella protecting the airfield, allowed the East German missile crews at Holzdorf to knock down two of the Green Giants.   
 
           Owens barely escaped and only because he instantly started firing flares and roughly jerking his F-15 from side to side as soon as the East German heat-seeking SAM missiles began to rise in pursuit of the Green Giants ahead of him.  
 
    ******  SP3 Lamont Ruggles 
 
           Twilight on the first day of the war found Specialist Third Class Lamont Ruggles of Akron, Ohio and the 10th Airborne Division, a recent graduate of the division’s demolitions course, standing “at ease” in a line of paratroopers listening with rapt attention as Captain Morris explained tonight’s mission and what was expected of them.  
 
           Lamont listened intently as the captain explained they would be making a night drop on a lightly defended power plant in the Czech Republic and that, even though their objective is only to turn it off and occupy it, they are to blow it up and run like hell upwind if they are attacked.  Upwind is the only way to run if it blows, Morris explained.  It’s a nuclear plant.   
 
           This is going to seriously piss off some people, Lamont thought. I shouldn’t of let that goddamn Biggie talk me into this. 
 
           Every man in the hangar was a volunteer for a “dangerous mission involving a night drop into enemy territory” and will be automatically promoted at least one rank for participating.  Lamont volunteered because his best friend and buddy, SP3 Rondell “Biggie” Williams decided to volunteer.  
 
           “Man, it’s the only way I’ll ever get promoted and get a few more bucks.  You too, man.” 
 
           Captain Morris had the same reason for being there as Ruggles and Williams.  He’d only been recently completed eighteen months of service and been automatically promoted from second lieutenant to first lieutenant. He intended to make the army a career and had jumped at the chance for an early promotion from first lieutenant to captain.  
 
           The men in the hangar could see at least ten other teams from the Tenth Airborne getting the same pitch from their officers.  What they don’t know is that similar scenes were taking place in a number of other hangars on airbases all across West Germany.   
 
           Tonight, under the command of Major General David Shelton, NATO is jumping assault teams from its airborne divisions on to virtually every large Russian, East German, Hungarian, and Czech power plant its C-130s and Transalls can reach, all eighty-seven of them, including all of their nuclear plants.  Once again, only Germans will be jumping into Russia and once again Poland will not be touched.    
 
    ******  Lance Corporal Jimmy Montgomery 
 
           In an abandoned warehouse about twenty miles away Marine and Coast Guard swimmers were napping and talking in low voices as the sun began to go down.  I’m one of them.  In a few minutes we’ll begin putting on our wetsuits and readying our breathing gear and explosive packs.  The door to the one toilet is off its hinges and there are old paint cans and rusty pipes pushed up against the walls.  
 
           Everyone is anxious and trying not to show it, particularly the guys on the teams who will have to come out of the water to place their charges.   Those of us who need to use a latrine, and that includes me, go out back behind the hangar rather than walk through the incredibly foul smelling shit and toilet paper that has overflowed all over the floor of the latrine. 
 
           Helicopters are going to drop us upstream of the nine bridges that didn’t go down last night.  Then we will swim down to them in the dark and try to blow them.   All of us going tonight didn’t go last night but we are painfully aware that there is a big difference between tonight and last night.  Tonight they’ll be expecting us is the thought in every man’s mind, including mine.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The helicopter carrying 19 year old Lance Corporal Montgomery clattered through the night rising and falling as it attempted to follow the terrain from its base to their drop off point about ten miles up the Elbe River from the bridge at the small East German village of Herstad.    
 
           Once they get into the river, Montgomery and the six other Marines in Gunnery Sergeant Washington’s team of Marine swimmers will spend just shy of four hours of swimming downstream to tow their ninety-pound blocks of shaped explosive charges to the railway bridge on the other side of the village. 
 
           “Get ready,” the air force helicopter crew chief suddenly shouted.  Then, after a pause of about twenty seconds, Jimmy’s team leader shouted “turn on,” and the Marines instantly turned the handles to start the six hours of air flow provided by the air tanks of their scuba gear rebreathers. 
 
           “Standby” the crew chief shouted unnecessarily as the darkened chopper suddenly descended and then about forty seconds later began to hover a couple of feet above the water. 
 
          Instantly the seven Marines stood up, shoved the breathing tubes of their scuba gear into their mouths, and got ready to jump into the dark water just as they had practiced dozens of times before.   
 
           This time it’s for real and Montgomery was pumped.  He’d been trembling with excitement for some time.  Damn, this is exciting. 
 
           “Get Ready…. Go.. Go.. Go” shouted Gunnery Sergeant Jason Washington, the Marine team leader who somehow survived two casualty filled tours as a grunt in the Third Iraq War.  He’ll be the last one out the door. 
 
           Jimmy and the other Marines jumped with their M-16s and their precious ninety-pound cargo of explosives strapped to their backs.  The explosive packs floated neutrally in the water during training and are supposed to float neutrally now.  
 
           As he went under the chilly water Jimmy’s first thought was “yuck.”  The water is smelly.   His second is one of great relief – his pack floats as if it is in suspended animation, it didn’t pull him down or towards the surface.  And then, with a sudden sinking feeling he began frantically searching over his shoulder with his left hand, “My weapon, oh God.  Oh there it is.”   
 
           It was an instinctive reaction.  Losing his personal weapon is the most unforgivable of sins for a Marine.  Then, as he had done so many times before in practice, he surfaced to find Gunny Washington and grab the long knotted team line attached to Gunny Washington’s waist.   
 
    ******   Gunnery Sergeant Jason Washington 
 
           When he had counted another one thousand underwater strokes for the eighth time and thought he might be getting close to his objective, Gunny Washington gave the two jerks “stop” signal to the team so he could carefully surface for a look.  He took a deep breath to steady his nerves while he took off his goggles.  Then he let his head slowly break the surface without a splash as he had done so many times before in training and removed the wax ear plugs from his ears.   
 
           There!  He could see the bridge partially silhouetted against the moon about half a mile further downstream.   
 
           Hot damn.  The bridge is not lit and there are no lights shining on the water. 
 
          Washington could see and hear almost nothing else even though he spent the better part of a minute carefully looking and listening.  All he heard was the very quiet sound of the moving river water.  The only movement he saw was the flickering of lights from cars and trucks moving along the unlit river road about a hundred yards away.   
 
           He and his team were further away from the bridge than he expected.  But so far so good.  Without making a sound he slowly submerged.  We’re good to go. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Tonight the timers on the shaped charges in the explosive packs are set for only twenty-five minutes—just long enough for the team to come out of the water place them and then quietly walk back to the river and swim clear.  And this time two of the Marines on the team, Jay Golden and Jim Corcel, both recent graduates of the Marines’ elite sniper school and the only members of the team carrying M16s with night vision scopes, will haul out of the water about three hundred yards downstream and cover the string of explosive packages.   
 
           Anyone who tries to move the packages is going to be “it” in a fatal game of tag.  
 
           At exactly 3:11 on Washington’s waterproof watch the Marines began quietly surfacing under the bridge in the middle of the river.   As instructed, they were going after the four big concrete bridge supports that were close to the water line on the west side, maybe ten feet beyond the river bank.   
 
           The Marines don’t know it, and probably never will, but those particular supports were carefully selected by the Mike Morton and the Detachment’s mission planners because they appeared to be the ones that would be the easiest for the Marines to blow and the hardest for the East Germans on the shore to defend.  
 
           Each of the Marines raised his water goggles to the top of their heads when Washington gave the two quick jerks and a pause and then two more quick jerks signal.  Then they slowly and quietly surfaced.  They watched intently for several minutes.  Suddenly a match flared in front of them on the river bank about fifty yards upstream from the bridge.  Holy shit.  
 
           Still towing their explosive packs and holding on to their loop on Washington’s line, the team responded to Washington’s “proceed” signal of six quick underwater tugs by quietly using their flippers to move towards the side of the bridge that loomed over them in the darkness.   
 
           When their feet touched ground they each let go of Washington’s control line and spread out and, still wearing their flippers and black wetsuits, began slowly and quietly crawling the ten feet or so up the rocky embankment towards the big concrete column supporting the bridge.  They were virtually invisible in the darkness. 
 
           The Marines reached the column, and were placing their packs around it, when there was a questioning shout off to their right.  They ignored it just as they have been trained and kept right on working.  After the Marines finished placing their packs and Gunny Washington moved from pack to pack and threw the switch on their timers.   His men had already slithered backwards into the water by the time he finished.   
 
           Suddenly, and much closer, there was another shout and they could see a flashlight beam jerking up and down as someone began moving along the river bank towards them.  
 
           Sergeant James Corcel of San Bernadino was on the end of the line nearest the approaching flashlight.  He, like Corporal Golden at the other end of the line had a special job and special weapon for just such a situation —a big silencer on the end of his M16 and low velocity rounds in its magazine.  He backed slowly into the water and then, unlike the others who quietly slid all the way under the water and quietly swam away when they finished setting their charges, he waited.  
 
           The jerky flashlight came under the bridge and was played around until it suddenly focused on the dark packs against one of the big bridge supports.  Corcel didn’t wait any longer.  His M16 chattered and popped, and seemed to him to be terribly loud, as he sprayed a three round burst of low velocity rounds into the barely visible figure holding the flashlight not twenty feet away.   
 
           There was a thump and a muffled cry and the flashlight fell on to the rocky ground under the bridge with a clang.   
 
           Corcel slid deeper into the water until it reached his chest—and waited.  He wasn’t supposed to wait.  But he figured he had twenty minutes so what the hell, I might as well stick around and make sure so he fished a new clip out of the pocket of a pouch attached to his wet suit pocket and decided to wait ten minutes, and then swim like a sonofabitch before it blew.   
 
           He didn’t have to wait ten minutes.  Almost immediately he heard more voices.  They were obviously calling someone and shouting questions.  This time Corcel could see several figures approaching with flashlights.  
 
           The new arrivals were cautious and calling, coming under the bridge and still about fifty feet away, when they saw the still-shining flashlight and the figure on the ground next to it and started to shout and point.  Corcel gave them the whole magazine in rapid three round bursts.  Then he slid under the water and dropped the now-empty M16 as he’d been instructed to do despite the Marine’s mantra of never giving up your weapon.  He was pumped.  Time to beat feet. 
 
           Eight minutes later he was swimming downstream as fast as possible on the surface when he heard the muffled boom of the explosion behind him.  
 
    ******   Captain Morris 
 
           It was dark as Captain Morris, Ruggles, Williams, and sixteen other men, including an English-speaking German nuclear engineer, obviously a man with more balls than brains because this was his very first jump, stepped out of the door of the C-130 for a relatively high altitude jump on to the grounds of the Berghoff Nuclear plant.  It was an important target because it was the main source of power for Prague, about one hundred miles to the southwest.   
 
           All of the attacks this evening were scheduled to occur at the exact same moment.  So as soon as the last of Morris’s jumpers cleared the door the C-130 dove to pick up speed and seven minutes later another group of thirteen jumpers went out the door over a non-nuclear plant forty miles away on the outskirts of Alno.  Because the second group was jumping at a much lower altitude, both groups were scheduled to hit the ground with almost the same time on target.  At least that was the plan. 
 
           The pilots carrying Morris and his men didn’t know it but, if they get back safely, they will sleep all day and go out again tomorrow night.  The next time they’ll be dropping men on to a couple of the Warsaw Pact’s oil refineries and pipeline pump stations. 
 
           Ruggles and Williams didn’t know squat about power plants.  But Morris had been given a short course and three of the other jumpers were combat engineer NCOs who had completed a course in nuclear power stations from the perspective of how best to blow them up.  The real expert, of course, was the brave German nuclear engineer. 
 
           Each nuclear station is different, and those in the Warsaw Pact countries are sometimes crude and dangerous, but all nuclear generating plants share the same vulnerable spots—their control rooms and their reactors. 
 
           To the absolute amazement of Morris and his men, who came down expecting and ready for a major firefight, the Czechs had not even turned off the outside lights or prepared to fight off intruders.  Because their landing zone was so well lit most of the men were able to see well enough to land in the open area immediately adjacent to the building housing the control room.  The only potential opposition, a security guard in a small wooden shack, ran off into the darkness without firing a shot when the dark shapes of the first jumpers began dropping out of the night. 
 
           Even the front door was unlocked.  They were prepared to blow it but Morris had the presence of mind to gently try the door knob as one of the engineers started to quietly mold a wad of plastic explosives to the door frame.  It opened.  Immediately, as planned, the eight men at the door charged in shouting.   
 
           A sleepy looking man with a mustache glanced up from his newspaper at the men with their blackened faces and their wicked looking weapons—and staggered to his feet with his mouth and eyes wide open in  astonishment. 
 
           “Watch him,” Morris barked at Williams as he led the men into the shabby building.   
 
           The control room was easy to find.  Morris tried the windowless steel door.  It was locked.  Again one of the engineers started to place a charge to blow it open.  But Morris had a sudden flash of inspiration.  He knocked briskly.  A few seconds later there were muttered words on the other side and the door opened. 
 
           The three men and two women in white coats were absolutely stunned as the ferocious looking men with blackened faces poured into the room with their vicious looking weapons.  They just stood there gaping with their mouths open and then quickly raised their hands in response to the threatening weapons and shouted commands.  They don’t need to understand the words to know what the gestures mean.  
 
           “Who speaks English or Deutsche?” 
 
           “I speak little English,” said one of the women.   
 
           “I also speak English,” said one of the men. 
 
           “You have three minutes to totally shut the reactors down and take the plant off line,” Morris said. “If you do not do so immediately it will be very bad for you—we will blow the reactors with you standing next to them.”   
 
           Then, as if to emphasize the point, two of the engineers immediately began placing loaves of doughy plastic explosives against the control panels and sticking detonators in them. 
 
           That’s all it took to get things going.  The English-speaking man began shouting orders and the white coats started throwing switches and turning dials while constantly looking at the blackened faces of the soldiers and explosives.  The woman who spoke English began shaking and sobbing as she stood in front of an array of gauges. 
 
           “I will take us off line immediately,” the man said.  “But it takes longer to shut down the reactors.” 
 
           “Make an emergency shutdown of all reactors” shouted the Czech-speaking German soldier after getting instructions from the nuclear engineer who had jumped with the assault team.  He had followed Morris into the control room.  The German said it in Czech but his intent was clear to everyone. 
 
           The technician standing at the console opened his mouth and started to say something.  Then he nodded and went to a console.  Within seconds a loud hooting siren began blasting and the lights flickered as an auxiliary power unit kicked in.  The team had been warned this would occur, but it still upset them.   
 
           It was a little after two in the morning when the lights went out all over Prague.  Two minutes later, at Morris’ “request,” one of the Czech technicians turned off the siren. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Time for yet another morning briefing and conference call with the President and the National Security Council.  This is the seventh one since the war started fifty-two hours ago.  Even so, many of the members of the Council and the President’s staff continue to think of this as some kind of political event that involves polling and press releases instead of guns and planes and blood. 
 
           Their lack of connection with the reality of the situation is frightening.  We’re in a shooting war with thousands of American and NATO casualties already and they’re concerned about the latest poll results? Thank God the President is stable. 
 
           Finally, when the discussion morphed into an evaluation of the latest polls, I rudely interrupted the speaker with a touch of sarcasm in my voice.  
 
           “Excuse me.  Excuse me.  I’m sorry to interrupt such an important discussion, but I must.  Mr. President, on the line with me is General Murphy, Commandant of the Marines and General Macefield, the NATO air commander.  One of us, or one of our senior aides, will always be available to brief you and the Council on the latest war developments.”   
 
           Then I continued. 
 
           “It will not always be me, Mr. President.  That’s because the time has come for me, and Generals Murphy and Macefield, to be away visiting our men to personally evaluate their needs and problems.”  Where did the President find these assholes? 
 
           To his credit, the President got the message I think and responded appropriately.   
 
           “Thank you General, I understand.  I’ll have General Spelling keep you abreast of our efforts to obtain equipment and support from our friends and allies.” 
 
    ******           
 
           Major tank and infantry battles swirled all along the entire central front during the entire first day of the war.  Throughout both of the Fulda Pass approaches to Frankfurt it was Russian-made T-55s and T-62s with their accompanying BTR troop carriers and BMP fighting vehicles versus NATO’s M60s and Leopards and their accompanying M113s and Marder fighting vehicles.   
 
           For the infantry it was the Warsaw Pact’s handheld Saggers vs. NATO’s various handheld TOW missiles and old recoilless rifles.  But mostly it was armor, artillery, and air support versus armor, artillery, and air support. 
 
           As the sun came up on the second morning of the war, mist was rising from the ground as the sun reached it and Sergeant Ross and the nine remaining tanks of his company were deployed at the far right of the Nickel-Dime along a road in a rolling area of trees and farmland.  The new company commander, Lieutenant Randall, was two tanks down, about 300 feet away.  The rest of the company’s tanks were deployed beyond him.   
 
           Sergeant Ross was the company’s senior surviving sergeant and now commands its Third Platoon.  He’s number two in the company’s chain of command now that Captain Richards has been killed and Lieutenant Apostolon wounded. 
 
    ******  Sergeant Ross 
 
           Both me and all the other surviving tank commanders of my platoon are standing in our turrets holding the SAMs we’ve unclipped from the recently installed holders on the side of our turrets.  From the rising and falling roar in the forested area to our front it is obvious the German grenadiers we’ve been sent here to support are heavily engaged in an attempt to fight off a Russian combined arms attack including tanks and attack helicopters.   
 
           So far so good.  Since early this morning I’ve been watching German wounded come out of woods and being moved into the trucks and ambulances parked haphazardly on both sides of the narrow road.  They’ve been coming and going all morning.  It won’t be long now.  Christ, I hate this waiting.  I wish they’d get on with it. 
 
           We’ve been expecting the German grenadiers to fall back and hand off the fight to us guys in the Nickel-Dime for more than an hour.  Sure enough, here they come.  The grenadiers are streaming out of the trees in front of our tanks and hurrying towards us.  They had barely covered the open area and reached the relative safety of the sunken road when two Russian attack helicopters came in over the distant trees and caused me to pick up my SAM.  
 
           Suddenly a Russian T-62 comes charging out of the trees across the way.  It gets about twenty yards before it is hit twice at almost the same moment.  Freddy was still swiveling our tube towards it when two of the tanks from the platoon on our left fire one after another in rapid succession and the Russian lurches to a smoking stop.  
 
           Then more Russian tanks and APCs crash out of the trees in front of us and begin charging across the open area towards the embankment and the retreating grenadiers.  Large numbers of cheering and running Russian infantry are running behind them.  They apparently don’t know we’re here with our tanks or much about fighting ability of the German grenadiers.  
 
            I moved my tube to pick up one of the Russian APCs headed towards us and my Patton lurches back on its springs as Freddy gets a bead on it and fires.  A few seconds later he fires at a T-62 and we lurch again just as I am starting to aim my SAM at one of the Russian-made helicopters.   I recovered my balance and again started to aim when, to my great relief and with an ear deafening roar, three Belgium F-15s made a noisy low level appearance.   
 
           The F-15s were popping flares to distract any Russian SAMs that might rise against them and their wings twinkle and sparkle in red as they roared in from the right and absolutely shredded the helicopters.   They disappeared as quickly as they had appeared.   
 
           A vicious close-quarters tank battle instantly began between the nine remaining tanks of our company and several dozen T-62s and Russian APCs that poured out of the forest into the open area between the trees and the road embankment where we were sheltering.  Oh God.  Oh God. We’re all going to die. 
 
           It might well have been the end of us all except the grenadiers instantly began using their hand-held TOW rockets to inflict heavy casualties on the Russian armor which was in the open without air cover and infantry support.  Knocking out Russian tanks is exactly what American tankers and German grenadiers are trained to do.  
 
           It seemed like the shooting goes on forever but it was actually all over in a few minutes.  The five hundred yards between the sunken road and the distant trees was filled with destroyed and burning T-62s and BMDs.  Dead and wounded Russians are everywhere in the field in front of us along with a large number of ground-hugging Russian infantry who aren’t casualties, just scared shitless by the unexpected resistance and trying to hide. 
 
           Then, to the surprise of both the Russians and me, as soon as the Russian tanks were destroyed the surviving grenadiers launched a counter-attack.   
 
           The Russian infantry, all conscripts, it seems, had gone to ground when the Belgian F-15s attacked.  Now, after getting up to move ahead and promptly taking heavy small arms fire from the grenadiers, they were again hugging the ground and no longer willing to get up and move forward.  Many were crawling backwards towards the tree line.  The war had just started and they’re either real smart or they’ve already had enough.   
 
           I could see the Russian infantry who are crawling back towards the trees and open up with my turret’s machine gun.  Then, to everyone’s surprise, whistles blew and the grenadiers lurched to their feet and followed the Russians, aiming and firing their wicked little German assault rifles as they ran. 
 
           The grenadiers’ counter attack surprised me and absolutely astonished the Russians.  I stopped firing for fear of hitting the Germans and just stood there in the turret and watched as the remaining Russians got up and ran back towards the trees with the Germans hot on their heels.  We waited, half expecting more Russian tanks to show up to support their infantry even though the Germans grenadiers were in the woods in front of us.  
 
          Believe it or not, I was actually hoping the Russian tanks will come out of the woods and attack again—if we have to fight them it is better to fight them right here and right now where we can see them.   
 
           Why do I want to fight them now?  Because rumor has it that the Russian tanks and fighting vehicles have superior night vision devices. 
 
    ****** 
 
           It wasn’t until early in the afternoon that the German grenadiers again began streaming back out of the woods and crossing the road on both sides of our tanks.  This time they didn’t stop when they reached us.  They continued withdrawing until they disappeared into another stand of trees about a thousand yards to the rear.  
 
           That was enough to convince Lieutenant Randall it’s time to pull back.  A few minutes later our seven tanks abandoned the road with its high embankments and, one after another, headed towards the deep stand of trees behind us to join the grenadiers.  Randall’s tank covered us and was the last to pull back. The two Pattons we left behind were smoking hulks.  I had to force myself not to think about them and the guys I knew who were still in them. 
 
           We commanders of the platoon’s seven remaining tanks can’t see each other in our new positions because of the trees between us, but each of us can see the fifteen hundred yards of open land to our front.  The lieutenant radioed to tell us to go back deeper into the trees if we get forced out of these positions.  
 
           “It’s not so bad here,” I said over the tank intercom to my crew after I had Bobby stop and swing us around so our heavier frontal armor faces the on-coming Russians.  Except we’re too damn close to the trees across the way. 
 
           “Saggers can reach us from the trees on the other side of the road,” I told my crew.  “On the other hand, we’ve got trees on either side of us that’ll block their view unless they’re straight on in front of us.  And if them muthafuckers are straight ahead of us they’ll have the sun in their eyes and we’re likely to see them if they pop one of them fucking Saggers at us.  Now let’s get the camouflage net rigged.” 
 
           About three in the afternoon Russian T-62s surrounded by infantry once again started emerging from the woods in front of us.  This time they came slowly and cautiously one at a time without all the cheers and shouting.  Lieutenant Randall began assigning the targets. 
 
           “Willie, you take the one on the right; Joe, you take the tank on the left.  I’ll got the middle fucker.  Billy, you take the next one who comes out of the woods no matter where he shows.  Let us know when you’ve got him dialed in and I’ll give the order.  We’re not waiting after four so everybody else standby to take anyone else who shows up.  Makes sense to me. 
 
           A few seconds later another T-62 broke out of the woods.  Then, after a moment, “I’ve got him cold,” someone says, probably Billy’s gunner. 
 
           “Fire” shouts Lieutenant Randall. 
 
           My Patton rocked back as our carefully sighted tank tube boomed and its muzzle flamed.  Everyone fired at almost the same moment and all four of the carefully targeted T-62s were hit along with a fifth who came out of the trees a few seconds later and ended up being hit twice when some of the guys got off a second shot.  I don’t know who got his; it wasn’t me  We weren’t up in time.  Hot damn.  They didn’t even reach the sunken road.  
 
            “Load, goddamn it.  Load.” I screamed into my mike.  
 
           While Freddy quickly traversed the Patton’s 105mm tube in a vain search for a surviving Russian to target, I stood in the turret and watched as a huge secondary explosion rocked one of the T-62s and its turret did a lazy somersault as it lifted several hundred feet in the air.  Motherfucker! It’s like shooting fish in a barrel. 
 
           A few minutes later I sensed movement behind me and turned to watch a line of about eighty hunched over German grenadiers cautiously creep up behind my Patton and carefully survey the smoking T-62s in the otherwise empty field to the front.  The Russian infantry was nowhere in sight.   
 
           Then one of the Germans, He’s gotta be some kind of officer, gave me a smile and a big thumbs up, and began giving hand signals that spread his men out between our tanks.  This is a fairly good position for us that just got a whole lot better.  
 
           I really meant it when I smiles and waves back to the German and gave him a big thumbs up of my own.   
 
           Shit, we probably should’ve joined up with these German muthafuckers when they were in the trees across the way.   Combine our gangs so to speak like we did with those asshole Crips when the Latin Kings tried to take over our territory on the other side of 38th Street.  Gotta remember that. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The various companies of our motorcycle skirmishers are being deployed by Dave Shelton under Klausen’s direct control to make sure they go where they are most needed.  Almost half of them are in the north behind the Belgians, French, and Dutch.  That’s not where the Pentagon and most of the NATO staff and the armored division commanders think the main thrust of Warsaw Pact forces’ invasion is likely to come.  They still like the Fulda Pass in the center of Germany.   
 
           Klausen and I think they’re wrong, but we’re not sure.  We expect the Russians and East Germans to hit the three French-speaking divisions in the north, believing, perhaps correctly because of the age of their equipment, that they are the weak link in the NATO defense.  Why? Because that’s what we’d do. 
 
           What we really want, of course, is for the Russians and East Germans to think they are making sufficient progress in either the north or the center so they move their reserves, the ones that are up near the Baltic Ocean, from East Germany over into West Germany.   That’s what we need them to do to clear the way for the counter-invasion blitzkrieg we intend to launch when the coast is clear.   
 
           The problem, of course, is that any Warsaw Pact successes we manufacture by having our men retreat to suck in Russians and East Germans may turn into a real Russian or East German success if the retreat gets out of control.  That’s why we need to have the skirmishers instantly available to rush in and plug any unexpected gaps.  Got to check again to make sure Klausen and Dave understand that and have them ready. 
 
    ****** 
 
           West Berlin was quiet, eerily quiet, on the third morning of the war.  Wolfie reported the city was totally shut down with no cars and no trams and buses on the streets and only a few people walking about.  Most of the shops, malls, and offices are closed.  Only the bahnhof is crowded.  Our military units, of course, are on full alert and dispersed to their war-fighting positions.  
 
           One reason the city is so quiet is that, in the days leading up to the war, all the military dependents and foreign passport holders were evacuated along with many German families, particularly those with children.  Even so, today the trains and buses out of the western sector continue to be packed and the lines of cars and trucks at the East German highway checkpoints stretch for miles as they have for the past week.   
 
           That the Russians and East Germans continue to leave the road and rail connections open for evacuees surprised everyone including me.  We’re not certain why they’re doing it.  Maybe it’s because they don’t want us to take out the bridges so they can use them themselves.  If so, their plan is working:  Dave Shelton pulled the highway bridges off our hit list at the last moment.  Now cars and trains full of civilians escaping from Berlin pass right through both armies and the battlefield between them.  Weird. 
 
           Every German officer assigned to the detachment over the years was asked to evaluate and suggest improvements for our three basic plans for West Berlin—one based on the assumption that the East Germans will try to take West Berlin; another that our forces will try to take East Berlin; and one that neither will attack the other.   
 
           NATO agreed.  It has always been the best “guesstimate” of NATO’s planners that West Berlin will not be attacked even if there was a war, so long as there is a NATO force stationed there that would fight back.   
 
           Are Wolfie and I sure that will be the case?  Hell no.  On the other hand, just the fact that the analysts at the Detachment, including me, agree with NATO’s planners causes me to constantly worry we might be wrong.  
 
           The reasoning I finally came to accept, long before the war started, is that the West Berlin enclave will fall without a battle if the Warsaw Pact wins the war.  So there is no reason for East Germany to attack and destroy part of a city it expects it will soon own without a fight.  They can, instead, use their forces elsewhere where they might have a greater impact on the ultimate outcome of the war. 
 
           At least that’s what I’d do if I was running the Warsaw Pact.   I’d put the smallest possible force of my poorest troops around the western sector of the city to contain Berlin’s NATO troops and keep them from participating in the battles that will decide the city’s fate—and send my best troops to fight where the war will be won or lost.  It increasingly looks like that’s the Russian plan. 
 
            Because I don’t think the East Germans and Russians will attack West Berlin, and to the dismay of some of the German officers on the NATO staff, I decided not to send reinforcements to Berlin.  I’m keeping them in West Germany to fight in the battles that will determine Berlin’s future.  Indeed, I seriously considered quietly moving our best troops out of West Berlin to reinforce our war-fighting ability where the war will be won or lost.   
 
           In the end I decided to do nothing except order intensive weapons and urban fighting training for the city’s non-combat troops such as the payroll clerks, MPs, club managers, chaplains’ assistants, and the American, French, and British army bands.  Wolfie Tomas stepped up their training even more and reassigned them to combat units as soon as he got to Berlin.  And just in time.  With 20-20 hindsight it’s clear I should have acted earlier.  
 
           But we do have a plan to make an effective use of our West Berlin troops.  That’s why one of the first things I did when I took over NATO was to send an old friend from years ago at the detachment, Wolfgang “Wolfie” Tomas, now a German Generalmajor, to carry it out—which is exactly what Wolfie is doing. 
 
           No one knows it yet, but what Wolfie and I have decided on is a lightning strike into the eastern sector by the bulk of the Berlin garrison.  In other words, we’re going to play the East German’s game back at them by leaving a token force to protect West Berlin from the East German troops surrounding it and concentrate the garrison’s armor and combat troops on taking East Berlin. 
 
           Why do that?  Because the Russians and East Germans may respond, as Wolfie and I would not, by moving some of their strategic reserve units east to reinforce or recapture East Berlin instead of west to help fight off our counter-invasion.  Wolfie is just the man to pull it off.  He helped draw up the initial plan when he was a lieutenant colonel and one of the detachment’s very first German officers. 
 
           Such an attack on the Russian sector by the NATO troops in West Berlin can’t be done prematurely or the East German strategic reserves might be used to retake the city, and then head back west again in time to block our invasion forces.  That’s why we’re going to wait and launch our attack at the same time our ferry-borne armor lands on the East German coast and attempts to rush south across East Germany and Czech Republic to take the airfields and block the key river crossings.   
 
           There's also another reason why we'll wait—because we don't want the Warsaw Pact's Berlin troops to appear to be available to be used elsewhere; if they're already heavily engaged in fighting in and around Berlin they are less likely to be quickly moved westward to attack our armor coming out of the “forest redoubt” and off the West German ferry boats. 
 
           In any event, the idea that the East Germans will not try to take West Berlin is, at least so far, proving to be true.  The East Germans initially moved their forces around a bit, but there is no indication that an attack is imminent.  To the contrary, everything seems normal.   
 
           Of course, it could well be that moving their troops around and letting us see more of them is to camouflage the fact that some of their units have been sent west to join the main invasion force.  That’s what I think they are doing.  Pretty smart move, actually. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Schulter’s penetration team and the thirty-six other teams that made it to their drop zones are rushing to set up their permanent camps.  Three days ago they were in trucks driving to the hangars containing their equipment and the planes to fly them into Russia.  At the moment, as the sun begins to go down on the second day of the war, virtually all of them, including Schulter and his two airborne engineers, are on the ground in Eastern Russia and in the final stages of total exhaustion.   
 
           We initially dropped forty-two teams into Russia to cut the Trans-Siberian Railway and the oil pipelines.  One dropped far off course in the middle of nowhere, three were apparently lost due when their German C-130 flew too low as it swept down a forested river valley in the dark, and one, NSA reports, though its men can’t be contacted and warned because their cell phones are not working for some reason, is about to be attacked by a lightly armed Russian police team responding to a reported sighting of a criminal gang that had been terrorizing the area.   
 
           Our first penetration team is about to be lost and a whole bunch of relatively untrained and under equipped Russian police are likely to join the great commune in the sky. 
 
           Both of Schulter’s men are combat engineers, demolition experts trained in the use of explosives.  They are also long-time career feldwebels in West Germany’s airborne division and highly proficient with other weapons.  The team’s primary objective is an important railroad bridge; its second objective is a big culvert cut into the side of a mountain overlooking the railroad and the service road running alongside of it.  
 
           Taking out the culvert didn’t seem like a big deal to me.  But one of the detachment’s German officers was trained as a civil engineer before joining the army and saw it as an easy target that will significantly lengthen the time it takes the Russians to get their equipment in to rebuild the bridges. 
 
           When the teams finish with the bridge and the culvert they’ll settle down and use the old anti-tank grenades and fifty caliber sniper rifles on their pallets to knock out any trains that make it past the other teams.  They have been particularly instructed to target locomotives and the equipment that might be used for bridge and track repairs.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Totally exhausted after moving supplies and equipment into what will be their backup camp, Schulter decided that he and his engineers will spend their second night in Russia crowded together in their small two man winterized mountaineering tent.  It was so warm in the tent with all three of them in there that they left the flap open and slept jammed together on their sleeping bags instead of in them.   
 
           The night was totally silent except for the sounds of the surrounding forest and the men’s snores.  In the morning they’ll get up before dawn to hide the tent and start the trek back to their first camp.  When they get there they will begin preparing to blow bridge and, in so doing, put another major cut in Russia’s railroad link to the Chinese border.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Things are quite different at the power plants.  Ruggles was watching the darkened gate and reported the arrival of more and more of what seem to be Czech police cars with flashing blue roof lights.  Finally, right after dawn, a uniformed Czech policeman approached waving a white handkerchief.   
 
           “Yo Boss,” Ruggles shouted, “guy coming in with a white flag.  In a green uniform with a funny hat.  Looks unarmed.”  
 
           The man coming in alone and unarmed was to be expected according to his operations order.  Captain Morris quickly reread the order again for about the tenth time and shoved it back into the inside pocket of his jacket.  Then he squared his shoulders and walked out to meet the new arrival.   
 
           Morris was twenty-four years old and seriously determined not to let anyone see how young and inadequate he feels.  The new arrival, almost certainly a police officer, was unarmed and energetically waving a white handkerchief in his right hand. 
 
           “Do you speak English,” Morris asked after he stopped about seven or eight feet from the policeman and the policeman put his handkerchief back in his pocket?   
 
           “English?”  Morris repeated.  The man shook his head.  
 
           “No?” Morris asked with a question in his voice.  Then he shrugged. “Bad luck for you,” he said with a disgusted look.   
 
           Morris’ written orders are explicit:  Be tough and confident.  Don’t yield an inch and don’t negotiate.  Blow the reactor the first time they do not immediately do exactly what you order them to do.   
 
           “Go get someone who does,” Morris commands.  “One man,” he said as he held up one finger.  Then he made a shooing gesture with the fingers his other hand. 
 
           The policeman doesn’t understand the words but he certainly catches their disdainful tone and the gesture was clear.  He trudged back to the ever growing number of police cars and flashing blue lights.  After a minute or so later a different police officer trudged out, once again waving a little white handkerchief.   
 
           “I speak English.  What is going on here?” 
 
           “What is going on here is that you dumb fucks are so fucking stupid that you invaded West Germany and killed some Americans.  Now you are going to pay.  Really pay.  Big time pay.  Do you understand?” 
 
           The police officer obviously didn’t but he nodded and agreed as he been taught to do.  “Ja.  I understand.” 
 
           “Okay.  Here is the situation.  I’m Captain Morris of the United States’ 10th Airborne Division Engineers.  We’ve captured this here nuclear power plant of yours and set explosives, big armor-penetrating shaped charges, in the control room and around each of the three reactor cores.  We’ve got them wired to each other and to various control points my men are manning.” 
 
           Then, after a pause, Morris explained a bit more. 
 
           “All we’ve done so far is turn off the power and shut down the reactors.  But one move against us, no matter how small, or a use anywhere in the world I was told to emphasize the word anywhere by any Warsaw Pact country of poison gas or any other weapon of mass destruction, and the reactors in this here power station will all be blown to hell and back.  Every goddamn one last one of them.  You got that?”  
 
           Then Morris gave a mean smile and closed the conversation.  
 
           “I don’t know about you, dickhead,” He snarled, “but when that happens me and my men going to run upwind as fast and as far and as fast as we can run.  When we run, I suggest you and your comrades out there consider joining us.  You can come back and check things out in about two hundred years.  But until we blow it up your power station is gonna be off the air, until you withdraw every one of your troops from Germany.  Every goddamn last one of them.”   
 
           That ought to get their attention.  It sure as hell would get mine.  
 
           “Oh, and we’ll be sending out your civilians in a few moments.  They are unharmed because we are civilized people.  Unlike you communist assholes, we don’t invade and bomb our neighbors and kill women and children.  Have a nice day.”  
 
           Then, Morris turned and walked back to the control room, disgustedly saying something over his shoulder and shaking his head as he walked away.  
 
           “Dumb shits.  Killing Americans.  I ought to just blow the fucking thing to hell and gone and be done with it.”  I didn’t need to pretend to be pissed and I sure as hell will blow this fucker if I have to, Morris thought as he walked back to the control room. 
 
           The Czech police lieutenant stood aghast and unmoving for a second, and started to say something.  Then he turned and hurriedly walked back to the ever increasing numbers of people and flashing blue lights at the gate. 
 
           About half an hour later the front door opened and the civilians in the facility began to leave.  Before they left Morris followed his instructions and made sure they each got a quick tour to see the explosive packs at each of the reactors and the various wires running to each of them from at least three different positions.   
 
           As the Czechs were leaving he motioned over the guy in the white coat who understood English and said something slowly and distinctly. 
 
            “Tell those assholes out there to be careful and not to even think about doing anything stupid or trying to get inside the fence.  My men are spread out and each and every single one of them is under orders to blow this place immediately if there is even the slightest hint of trouble.  Do you understand?”   
 
           “Yes, I am understanding.” 
 
           “What you also better remember to tell the people out there is that my men don’t need my permission to blow the reactor and they’re nervous because of all the activity out at the gate, very nervous.  So you better warn those people out there not to do anything to set them off.  Do you understand?” 
 
           This time the man merely nodded. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The senior officers on Ivanov’s staff sat rigidly impassive as they listened to him speak with Moscow. 
 
           “Yes, Comrade President, it is true the Americans and fascist Germans have destroyed many of our planes and bridges just as we have destroyed many of theirs.  That is why we are moving planes from the east into the battle and they are moving planes from America and their Pacific bases.” 
 
           “The thing to remember, Comrade President, is that this is only the second day of the war and our armies are already across the border and winning even though we have not yet launched our two big offensives.”   
 
           “Yes Comrade President, that is correct.  This afternoon, exactly on schedule, we will open a new front in the south along the Danube and through Austria.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           I was at the Twelfth German Armored division headquarters getting briefed on the local situation when the flash message came in from NSA, via Spelling and Klausen—within hours the Russians will be opening a new front in the south by invading Southern Germany and Austria.  It is a disappointment because we had hoped they would move in the north, but it is not a surprise.  
 
           General Klausen informed me that, as we’d previously agreed and discussed in detail, he’s already ordered various German airborne companies and the remaining FSK Special Operations troops to reinforce whatever Austrian troops, if any, are defending the Austrian bridges and passes.  They have been standing by ever since the war began and will lift off in a few minutes as soon as their helicopter transports arrive.   
 
           Upon receiving the NSA message Klausen instantly called the commander of the Austrian army, General Gert Tallens, and alerted him that the Russians and Czechs are coming and that within the hour we will be dispatching helicopter-borne troops to help him hold the key bridges and passes.  And destroy them if necessary.  General Tallens, Klausen reported to me ten minutes later when we spoke, was effusively grateful for the help.  
 
           A few minutes later Generals Macefield and Forstmann begin realigning NATO’s air missions to provide air support for the Austrians and West German troops in the south.   
 
           Just because the Russian move is expected does not mean we’re happy campers.  
 
           We’ve been going after the Warsaw planes wherever we can find them so this doesn’t in any way reduce our overall capacity to fight in the air; but shifting planes south substantially reduces the ground support we can provide to our ground troops engaged in the Fulda area.  The planes of the Pacific Fleet are still eight days away.  If I understand the implications of this morning’s weather briefing, the planes from the Enterprise, the only American carrier in NATO’s Mediterranean fleet, are still at least 48 hours away from becoming available.   
 
           The army of neutral Austria is in the field and fully deployed along its northern border and interior passes.  It’s been deployed for several weeks and is as ready as it will ever be.  Unfortunately, the Austrian army is quite small and lightly armed.  It’s going to need all the help it can get and we have no choice except to provide it.   
 
           If we do not help the Austrians, the Russians, Czechs, and Hungarians will not only be able to launch an offensive down the Danube Valley towards Munich, but they’ll also be able to move down through the passes in the Austrian Alps and attack Germany in the rear.  
 
    ****** 
 
           According to a follow-up call I got from Dick Spelling, the German Chancellor and the President are both in the process of calling the Austrian Chancellor to warn him of the imminent attack and tell him help is already on its way.  A few minutes later, the President reached me at the Ninth Division headquarters where I was visiting.  He had bad news. 
 
           “General Roberts, I’m sorry to have to report that the Austrian Chancellor, Alois Weissberg, is apoplectic with rage.  He says Austria is going to remain neutral and that his troops have been ordered to fight everyone who invades Austria including, it seems, Americans and West Germans.”  
 
           Other than the Marine division that is forming up with the cadres from Korea, our troops in Southern Germany are almost exclusively German.  The problem is that we have fewer than twenty of our one hundred or so motorcycle companies behind them to fill gaps and the new Marine division is nowhere near ready for even a token appearance.   
 
           The three German divisions in the south do, however, each have a Marine brigade.  That’s important because the Marines can function as each division’s reserve—it means we can deploy a six brigades in front of the Russians instead of the three the Russians are expecting. 
 
           A few minutes later, after yet another conference call with Klausen and Spelling, I ordered the two German divisions deployed along the Polish border and ten more motorcycle companies moved south from the central front.  These are all fresh and fully equipped units that have never been in combat.   
 
           By the end of the day we’ll have as many as eight West German brigades across the southern front with four Marine brigades in reserve and thirty companies of motorcycle skirmishers to fill any gaps that develop. We’ll also have a weakened central front.   
 
           We are also moving south the relatively small armor and artillery units of Germany’s First Airborne Division and America’s 10th Airborne.  Those are the divisions from which we have been constantly pulling infantry and engineers for special operations.   
 
           If at all possible, we’ll use only the airborne divisions’ armor and artillery here in the south and hold the majority of their men, their elite airborne infantry, for the big airborne operation I have in mind to launch at the same time we invade the Baltic coast and turn lose the armor in the Forest Fortress – the Warsaw Pact airfields. 
 
           After a bumpy chopper ride back to headquarters and consulting with Dave Shelton and Mike Morton, I also decided that tonight we’ll send in our swimmers to cut the Budapest-Prague-Vienna railroad bridges and more of the secondary road bridges over the Danube.  The bridges over the Danube in Hungary and the Czech Republic have already been destroyed.  Tonight the two rail bridges over the Danube in Austria will join them in order to slow the Warsaw Pact advance.   
 
           And wonder of wonders, civilians are still being allowed to evacuate Berlin by train and road; the swimmers assigned to take down the bridges they are using will continue to stand by.  The main problem at present time, according to the latest briefing, is finding enough German train drivers willing to make the trip and bring the civilians out.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Late in the afternoon the Nickel-Dime’s radio net came alive with reports of enemy movement to the front.  I didn’t see a thing.  The grenadier officer or whatever he is must have simultaneously received a similar report—he suddenly leaned forward on his elbows and raised his binoculars.   
 
           “Fire it up, Bobby,” I ordered as I searched the trees ahead and, without even looking, unclipped the tank’s SAM.  Seconds later there was a big puff of black smoke as the Patton’s engine turned on and began its telltale rumble.   
 
           “What do you see, Willie?” was the anxious reply almost simultaneously from both Bobby and Freddy.  The guys have all heard the battalion radio chatter and are anxious.  So am I. 
 
           “Nothing yet.  But be ready to put it in gear in case we have to move back in a hurry.” 
 
           There it is.  “Movement beyond the trees; helicopters.” I shouted a couple of minutes later.  Seconds after that two Hind helicopters came in over the trees heading just to our left.  Almost instantly the closest one let loose with a salvo of rockets.  I couldn’t even get my SAM sighted before they were gone.  “Shit.”   
 
           Suddenly the Hinds reappeared and made a big loop for another firing run.  This time I pulled the trigger and fired without waiting for the “capture” tone—and missed by a country mile.  Christ, that was dumb.  I hope those motherfuckers didn’t see where it came from.  
 
           As I fired so did other shooters including two of the German grenadiers in their fox holes immediately to my right.  They both stand up in their hastily dug holes and let loose.   
 
           There are at least six SAMs heading in its general direction when the second Hind makes a fatal mistake—it turns away from the tree line and exposed the heat coming out of its engine’s exhaust pipes. 
 
           There was a great puff of black smoke and the flaming Hind dropped into the distant trees just as mortar rounds start falling.  A few seconds later a mass of Russian tanks and infantry began to pour out of the trees and start across the two thousand or so yards of open space on either side of the sunken road.  The other Hind kept right on going and didn’t return. 
 
           As I ducked into my tank and pulled down the hatch cover I could see the two SAM-firing grenadiers shout and raise their clenched fists with a cheer and dive back into their holes.  Then I leaned my eye towards the viewing block just in time for the tank to lurch back and bang me in the face as Freddy fired.  
 
           Outside it was chaos and within seconds I could hear the ping and click of rounds and shrapnel hitting the tank—and the open area in front of us was suddenly filled with T-62s and running Russian infantry.  Freddy swung our tube slightly to the left to find a target and the Patton rocked back as he fired.  Then the turret turned and he fired again and then again. 
 
           The Russian attack is finally over.  Inside the tank the overwhelming noise from Freddy firing the slaved machine gun that tracks the 105 cannon suddenly stopped with a final tinkle as the last empty cartridges fall on the metal floor.  Outside the din of small arms fire from the grenadiers continued for a few more seconds.  Then it too faded away and stopped.  
 
            “Anyone see anything?”  Freddy shouted.  He had his eye pressed to his rubber gun sight.  
 
           All he and I can see are smoking and flaming T-62s and a field strewn with Russian dead and wounded.  We can’t hear their screams and cries over the noise of our idling engine.  
 
           But it isn’t totally quiet.  The roar of firing continues to our immediate north for almost another minute.  Then suddenly it too drops away and everything becomes deathly quiet as I turned off the engine to listen—and began to hear the screams and cries from the Russian wounded on the ground in front of us.   
 
           I started to open the hatch to get a better look but as soon as I did I could hear the pings and whooshes of incoming small arms fire.  The hatch clanged as I dropped it back down and again glued my right eye to the vision block.  Shit, someone can see us. 
 
           “They’re in the sunken road where we were,” I screamed.  “Watch for Saggers, Goddamn it.”   We’re too damn close. 
 
           Suddenly, a few minutes later, I jumped as the Patton’s external phone unexpectedly rang.  It’s a grenadier feldwebel.  “Hallo.  Here is Hauptfeldwebel Feucht.  Do you stay here?” 
 
           “I think so but I’m concerned about Saggers.” 
 
           “Ja, Sagger are heavy.  Grenadier is understand Sagger.  We shoot schnell if see Sagger.  Grenadier is gut here if panzer is gut here.  Maybe you back go a little, Ja?” 
 
           “Wait one.  I need to check something.”  ….  
 
           “Delta Two-Two to Delta Two-One.  What’s your status, Delta One?” 
 
           “Willie?  This is Archie.  I think the Delta one is gone, maybe Jonesy in the first platoon too.”     
 
           “Damn.  You got any German infantry around you, Archie?” 
 
           “Yeah, a bunch.” 
 
           “Good.  Tell’em to watch for Saggers and try to keep them with you.  We’re gonna need them German boys if the Russians try to get us with Saggers.”  
 
    ******   Sergeant Ross 
 
           Battalion is reporting that the Russians have broken through the brigade to our immediate north with a combined arms attack that resulted in heavy Russian loses of helicopters, armor, and infantry.  It’s been costly day for our company as well.  With the loss of Jonesy and Lieutenant Randall, we’ve lost all our officers and are down to five tanks.  Two days ago we had fifteen.  
 
           “You’ve got Delta and you’re a first lieutenant now, Willie.”  Those words from the battalion’s acting commander, Major Marshall, came over the battalion net later that afternoon.  They were still ringing in my ears.  
 
           “Atta boy, Willie” was the jumbled chorus that immediately came over the radio.  Then I cautiously lowered the escape hatch and slide down on to the dark mud that has been churned up underneath the tank.  I desperately need to pee and think things over. 
 
           A grenadier hauptfeldwebel, a senior sergeant, I can tell by the stripes on his epaulets, watched as I cautiously slid out of the escape hatch under the tank and peed behind it.  When I finished he motioned me to slide over to his hole.  His gestures make it quite clear that I should crawl on my belly and stay low, not walk.   
 
           Hey, he’s probably the guy who was on the external phone.  This is the first time I’ve actually seen him.  He’s a mean looking little guy with a dirty uniform and a bloody bandage on a stubble covered face that hasn’t been shaved for a week or more.  
 
           “I am sorry for your comrades,” he said as he pointed to the left where Randall’s and Jonesy’s tanks were sending up clouds up thick black smoke as he offered me a cigarette.  Looks like I’m going to start smoking again.  Then we talked in pigeon English.  It seems we are both commanding what is left of our companies.  His name is Karl Sieman.  
 
           With lots of gestures, fumbling for words, and pointing at a muddy map, Karl told me, I think, that his grenadiers are going to move back across the open area tonight and kill any Russian troops in road.  Then, if it’s possible, they’re going to move into the trees and go as far as they can go. 
 
           “Here is no gut fur uns,” he said, motioning at my tank and his positions as he opened a torn and muddy map and pointed, “here is besser fur unser grenadier und panzer.”  
 
           He’s right.  The open space between the stand of trees we’re in and the trees across the way is only about fifteen hundred meters and the Russians are in the sunken road running through the middle of it.  It means they can fire Saggers at us from hiding places in the trees and even closer from the road.   
 
          The next open space to our rear, the one behind the stand of trees we’re in, is more than three thousand meters wide.  Karl is right.  It would be much better if the Russians have to come over the bigger open space to get at us—because it’s too far for their Saggers and we’d have more time to pick off any attacking armor and infantry.     
 
           Then there is the sound of motorcycles behind us and we both crouch down together in Karl’s hole.  What a dumb fuck I am; I’m out here in the open without a weapon.   
 
           We’re not the only ones alarmed.  All along the line Karl’s grenadiers are swinging their weapons around in their newly dug holes and hunkering down to face the rear.    
 
           A moment later there is a loud hail in German and, after lot of shouting back and forth in German. A couple of minutes later a single rider on a dirty all-brown bike slowly walked it up to us with its engine barely turning over.  It was surprisingly quiet. 
 
           The rider is wearing a West German uniform. 
 
           About ten minutes later about twenty Germans and a German Lieutenant, all with paratrooper insignia on their camouflage battledress, come cautiously through the trees humping a bunch of strange missiles and weapons.  That’s when Karl and I first learn about the motorcycle troops and their Israeli missiles.  They have come to cover us while we withdraw.  
 
           The officer, a German parachute division lieutenant named Feucht, smiled a wicked smile and nodded his head when Karl showed him the map and explained what we plan to do that night instead of retreating.  Feucht understood it immediately.  “Gut.” ... “Zehr Gut.”   
 
           Then Feucht crawled from man to man among his new arrivals and passed the word.  Some of his men immediately went back for more supplies while the others spread out and dig in among the grenadiers.  Hot damn.  We’ve got cover and anti-tank missiles out the ass. 
 
           Karl’s plan is simple.  He doesn’t think the Russians expect us to attack so that’s what he’s going to do.  When it gets dark he will spread out his grenadiers and take them across the field, and assault the sunken road with grenades if there are still Russians in it, and then try to move through the trees across the way to the bigger open space behind them.  If he makes it all the way through the woods, he’ll send back a messenger and I’ll move my five tanks across and through the woods to join him.  
 
           Feucht likes the plan and adds to it.  He’ll bring eight of his men and their “wunderbar Israeli missiles” and follow the grenadiers on their motorcycles as soon as the grenadiers get into the tree line across the way.  His other ten men will set up here along the tree line under his hauptfeldwebel to cover us if we have to pull back.   
 
           I like it.  The idea of going through the woods in the dark with a tank is not as dumb as it sounds.  German forests aren’t like those in Georgia where we trained. They’re more like farms with the trees spaced apart in rows and the underbrush cleared to prevent fires.  Our Pattons will easily push through the half grown trees in front of us just as the T-62s did this morning.  Best of all, the Saggers probably won’t work in the trees because the wires guiding them will get all tangled up.  
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           After dropping in unexpectedly at a couple of division headquarters, one German and one American, I flew into a German army helicopter base in a farm field north of Weinheim in a low flying West German helicopter.  There was no radio announcement of the helicopter’s arrival.  We just settled onto a corner of the field—and I got out and it quickly flew off.   
 
           An old civilian Volkswagen van with a driver was waiting for me.  It took me to a garage attached to a now-deserted German BOQ near an artillery kaserne east of my headquarters.   
 
           When I reached the deserted BOQ I walked through its silent lobby, nodded at the two Marines who motioned me forward, and got into a Mercedes taxicab parked under the overhanging roof at the front door.  Then off I went to the five story parking garage of the huge Weinheim office and apartment complex whose basement Klausen and I now occupy.  We’re there with a small staff and a bunch of Marine guards in civilian dress who never go outside.  It took me about twelve minutes from time I touched down at the field to sink into a seat in our briefing room. 
 
           Each of NATO’s other deputy commanders, except Klausen and Pug Murphy who always stay here with me, has a somewhat similar headquarters and a similarly deceptive arrival routine.  And everyone coming here or visiting them follows a similar, but different, route.  Military vehicles and uniformed troops are never seen or allowed to get close to our headquarters.   
 
           When someone we need to talk to is not here we communicate via a dedicated multi-line ground wire running to a signals transfer truck located in a building fourteen miles to the west.  That truck sends them on another dedicated wire to a second signals truck located eight miles beyond the first.  
 
           Our headquarters are, I hope, hard to find. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The briefing that followed made it quite clear that everything did not go well in Austria this afternoon.  We’d sent infantry and engineers, and all the immediately available helicopters of the German and American airborne divisions, in an effort to hold or cut the Austrian rail and highway bridges between Vienna and Munich.   
 
           It didn’t turn out as we’d hoped. 
 
           Our rapid deployment into Austria apparently turned into a disaster for some of our units.  It seems the Russians and Czechs had the same idea and their elite Spetsnaz units arrived at some of the bridges and passes almost simultaneously with our guys.   The result was a series of vicious firefights between the Spetsnaz and our German FSK guys and paratroopers.  From the initial reports it appears there are heavy casualties on both sides and whoever got there first won the fight and controls the battlefield.   
 
           As it stands, the Warsaw Pact holds some bridges and passes and we hold others.  That’s bad for the Warsaw Pact—we only need to cut one bridge or hold one pass to break the transportation chain the communists need to get their units and support columns through the Alps if they are to attack us in the Munich area. 
 
           Otto quickly ordered the ones we hold reinforced and resupplied. 
 
    ****** 
 
           We begin releasing prisoners on the afternoon of the third day of the war, mostly Russian and East German teenage conscripts.  Our inspectors say it is easy to separate them from the officers and professionals we will continue to hold—just a few simple orders and the officers and professionals move out of the way to the other side of the sports fields and other places where the units process their prisoners. 
 
           Buster Jones’ inspectors say the first batch of Russian conscripts, initially ecstatic at being sent home, became fearful and started crying when the trucks stopped on a deserted road near the front and they were told to get out.  They had declined our offer to join us or emigrate because they want to go home to their families.  Now they think they are going to be shot; they just can’t believe we are going to let them go free.  So our guys waved goodbye and drove off.  Perhaps now they’ll believe us. 
 
           We didn’t release the officers.  The officers and the senior enlisted men and technicians were separated from the conscripts.  Then those who didn’t want to join us or immediately emigrate are led off to a nearby train station and sent off to Paris to be held until the end of the war; all those who want to emigrate or join us will be put on a separate train to Munich as soon as we have enough for a trainload.  Most of them want to go home. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dave Shelton called right after I got back to my headquarters.  He thinks our special operations are going even better than we dared hope and so far he has had enough troops and crews, but by tomorrow he thinks he may need more planes and helicopters to make good his losses.   
 
           I immediately got Macefield and Klausen on the line with us and they instantly agreed to replace Dave’s losses.  As a result, an entire West German helicopter transportation company and the next twelve C-130s that land at the airfields where the penetration teams are staging will be used for tonight’s drops and those that follow in the days ahead.  If there is time, the insignia on the C-130s will be changed from a star and American flag to an iron cross and a West German flag; if there isn’t time the teams will fly under the American flag.  
 
           This will be the third night of the war, the night when we plan to drop troops on refineries, petroleum storage facilities, and pipeline pump stations in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Lithuania.  We’ll hold some of the facilities as hostages to encourage their owners to quit the war; others we’ll instantly blow.  Most will be destroyed and our raiders will attempt to make their way back on foot.  
 
           Shelton is really pumped about how things are going.  He says Jack Riley and his photo guys see no signs of troop deployments around the refineries or other facilities we’re going to hit tonight, just a few missile batteries around a couple of nearby airports, stuff our planes can avoid by either making low altitude approaches or staying high and dropping the troops to fly their chutes to their targets.  Mostly they’ll go in low. 
 
           It’s hard to run trains and use your armor when you don’t have fuel, bridges, fuel and electricity.  It’s astonishing to me that the Russians have ignored the economic aspects of war.  Hell, maybe it’s not astonishing; they ignored their economy’s inefficiencies when there wasn’t any shooting.  Why start now.  
 
           If our assault teams can’t escape after they destroy their objectives they have been ordered to drop their weapons and surrender—but only after they thoroughly blow their targets beyond all hope of repair.  We are also sending five of our remaining UK and Australian penetration teams by helicopter into the Austrian Alps to cut a couple of secondary passes and some of our swimmers to cut two rail bridges in Austria.   
 
    ******   Willy Ross 
 
           I was standing in my turret manning the machine gun as Karl and his grenadiers crawled forward in the dim moonlight.  They are headed out through the grass and brush, over the road, and into the edge of the trees on the other side of the open field in front of us.  Lieutenant Feucht was standing next to me and trying to follow the grenadiers’ progress with his night vision glasses.  
 
           An hour later Feucht and I were still standing there and beginning to wonder what happened to the grenadiers.  The silence in the night almost certainly means the Russian infantry who sought shelter behind the road embankment pulled back as soon as it got dark.  Suddenly there were Russian flares, and then the sound of grenade blasts and small weapons firing.  It all seems to be coming from the woods on the other side of the field.  Guess they didn’t pull back very far. 
 
           While the probe by Sieman’s grenadiers was underway, Freddy poked his head out of the turret to tell me that a message just came in from battalion.  It seems our brigade has been well and truly flanked on the west and the entire battalion, including my company, is to immediately fall back to a new line being established along the Pfalz road to avoid being cut off.   
 
           I instantly climbed back up to the turret and radioed back a reply.   
 
           “Delta cannot comply at this time.  Supporting German grenadiers moving forward, repeat forward, to assault Russian positions.”    
 
           Feucht overheard the exchange and gives me a friendly clap on the shoulder when I climbed back down. “Guter Mann.” 
 
           Two hours later the grenadiers returned in the dark.   
 
           “Many Ivans in the forest,” reported Sieman shaking his head as he walked up in the moonlight and joined us behind the tank.  He has two lightly wounded men who don’t need to be evacuated and two of his men are missing.   
 
           The three of us talked things over as we stood there in the dark.  We agreed that our current position is untenable and that we should continue to stick together and move to a better position.  God, Sieman has bad breath.   
 
           The plan is for my five Pattons and Sieman’s grenadiers to fall back into the tree line to the tree line beyond the big open space behind us.  We’ll pull back together as soon as the grenadiers are ready. 
 
           Feucht’s skirmishers, on the other hand, will bring their bikes forward and stay here as long as possible as a rear guard.  Then they’ll run for it and move back either all the way to us or to the farm house in the middle of the open area. 
 
           “Are you sure about staying?” I asked Feucht. 
 
           “Ja. It is what we do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    At about three in the morning one of my newly assigned orderlies, Corporal Peter Massey a big shambling guy from Oakland, shook me awake. “General, please wake up General.  There’s a flash message for you.”  
 
           “Okay.” I glance at the cheap wall clock and staggered from cot into the briefing room next door to read, to my pleasant surprise, that NSA intercepts indicate that in a few hours, right after dawn, the Russians and East Germans will launch a major offensive in the North with heavy supporting attacks simultaneously scheduled in the center and south.  Good.  That’s what we’ve been waiting for.   
 
         “Resend this message as a flash message from me to the commanders of all NATO units on the Delta list,” I ordered one of the staff colonels.  “And add the following.”    
 
           “Intense attacks expected on all fronts to dilute the air support available for the new northern front.  All units should expect reduced air support and adjust plans accordingly.  All units to maintain highest possible favorable casualty ratios and continue prisoner releases.”   
 
           “Follow it up with a message to my deputies and the three frontal commanders and their deputies to join a command conference call in fifteen minutes, uh, at 0314.”  I’ve got to give them time to pass the word and alert their troops. 
 
           Then I told the staff brigadier on duty, a French officer who had previously commanded a Legion regiment and, as it turns out, served in a trench close to mine at the debacle at Dien Bien Phu, to respond to the flash message with a flash inquiry of my own back to NSA.  
 
           “What indications of severity of simultaneous attacks central and southern fronts?  What indications of enemy air intentions?”   
 
           Less than a minute later a similarly sleepy Klausen nodded as he entered the room.  I slid the flash message and my responses to him so he could read them while we wait for the others to join our conference call.  
 
           “This is good news,” Otto says.  “Could it be a trick to divert our planes and cause us to hold our reserves for use in the north while they try to break through in the center or south?  Nein.  I don’t think so.”  
 
            I agree.  I think the purpose of the new attacks in the center and south is to increase the pressure on us everywhere so we won’t reinforce the north.  And that’s good because we are going to deliberately allow ourselves to be pushed back in the north. 
 
           At 0312 a British lieutenant waved his hand and Otto and I both picked up our phones.  Almost immediately the line pinged twice in rapid succession and Macefield and Peavy announced they were on the line with us.  Pug Murphy, the Marine commandant, came on a few seconds later along with the three frontal commanders.   
 
           “Gentlemen,” I began, “intelligence reports the Warsaw Pact will launch a major offensive towards Hannover this morning right after dawn at approximately 0558.  The offensive will occur all along the northeastern border and be focused on Dannenberg and Luneburg.”   
 
           “Your response, as we have discussed previously, will be N5.  Please inform your commands immediately and rejoin this call at 0333.  Also request confirmation from each of your units that your attack warning has been received.”   
 
           N5 means each front line unit commander is to concentrate on achieving highly positive casualty ratios rather than holding land.  It frees them to engage the enemy as he sees fit and to withdraw so that anticipated attacks fall on vacant positions.  In other words, N5 means their goal is to achieve highly positive casualty ratios, not hold territory. 
 
           Why did I send the message to all units and then ask each of the commanders to send a second message and get a confirmation of its receipt?  Because years ago I read General Marshall’s biography about what happened on December Seventh when he and the other American commanders knew, because we had broken the Japanese diplomatic code, that the Japanese would be attacking Pearl Harbor.  Each assumed the ships and army air force units at Pearl Harbor had been adequately warned by someone else and never checked to make sure they had received the warning.  They hadn’t.  
 
            “I’m pleased that Ivanov is finally moving in the north but I wonder why he didn’t wait to see if we would move some of our forces south in response to their attacks into Austria and the Danube Valley?”   
 
           I think I know why Ivanov moved up his timetable but I want Klausen’s opinion. 
 
           Klausen reflected for a moment and said, “Perhaps, Herr Generaldoktor, they have received intelligence, or concluded, that we will not weaken the northern front in order to reinforce the center and the south.  It is more likely, however, that they are getting desperate for a breakthrough and the purpose of the attack is to spread out our air support and put more pressure on us everywhere while they still can.”  He’s right. 
 
           “Herr Generaldoktor,” a German general staff colonel interrupte, “a representative of the President and the Security Council just called.  They will meet at 0415 zulu time and request you and your deputies join them on the secure line.”  
 
           I nodded a sleepy “yes” and asked for coffee and breakfast for General Klausen and myself and a situation summary briefing immediately after the 0415 conference call concludes.  “Also please ask my orderly to have a bucket of hot water, a wash cloth, and a change of clothes by my cot when the briefing concludes.”    
 
           I would have liked to have completed my first sleep cycle with another hour of sleep but, what the hell, at least no one’s shooting at me.  
 
           “Jawohl, Herr Generaldoktor,” the colonel said with a click of his heels.  It’s going to be a long day.  I wonder if little Chris is gaining weight. 
 
           “Get the Northern Group corps and division commanders standing by for a conference call,” I ordered the French brigadier.  “Be ready to patch them in but wait for my order.”  In less than a minute the brigadier nodded and mouthed “Ready.”  I held up my hand, nodded, and mouthed “Okay.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           Everyone was on the line when Klausen and I picked up our phones for the conference call with the northern commanders.  I immediately confirmed what the three corps commanders have already been repeatedly told—the goal of their units remains highly favorable casualty ratios and prisoner releases, not the holding of land.   
 
           Then I asked if anyone has any specific concerns or needs.  There were none other than the usual inquiries about the availability of air support and the usual requests for more attack helicopters and more anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles.   
 
           The commanders’ lack of specific concerns or needs is not surprising.  For days we’ve been actively discussing the best way to respond when and if the North is finally invaded.  Any flag officer or unit commander who is uncertain about what to do at this point is in the wrong business. 
 
           Jim Macefield addressed the concerns about air support by stating that he will order his entire inventory to immediately begin a maximum effort in the north to destroy the units concentrated for the ground invasion and their air support.  They will not wait for dawn.  Klausen followed Jim by assuring everyone that he has already issued similar orders to our companies of attack helicopters.  These are exactly the responses Ivanov will expect. Now let’s hope he takes the bait. 
 
           I wrapped up the conference call by noting that the fact the Russians appear to be waiting for daylight to commence their attack is a strong indication we are winning the air war and confirms we have achieved air supremacy during the hours of darkness.  
 
           “Please pass that fact on to all your commanders and ask them to inform their troops.  Also please let them know we have already knocked out many of the bridges the Russians need for their supplies and reinforcements.” We want our men to know we are doing well and there is no reason for panic despite the Russians and East Germans launching their new offensive. 
 
           As soon as the call ended I asked Klausen to also call our units in the center and south with the same message and again warn them that they are likely to have less helicopter and air support available for at least the next forty-eight hours, and maybe longer.   
 
    ****** 
 
           The detailed briefings at noon were encouraging.  We have given up little or no ground in the center and in the south in the past twenty-four hours and last night’s airborne drops on the refineries and pipelines were apparently highly successful in the face of minimal opposition.  If the intelligence reports are correct, we are inflicting an unsustainable level of casualties on the Russians and East Germans, both in the air and on the ground.  I wonder if they even thought about the pipelines and power plants. 
 
           Even better, intelligence from NSA and our photo interpreters confirms that the loss of the bridges has already dramatically reduced the flow of supplies and reinforcements reaching their front line units.  So far, so good – if it’s true. 
 
           After a quick trip to the latrine and motioning for another cup of coffee, I picked up my phone and waited for the regularly scheduled conference call with the President to begin.  I was humming one of the Legion songs to myself when the President came on the line.  My mood is good.  It’s afternoon here; morning in Washington. 
 
           “Good morning, Mr. President.  Chris Roberts here.  I am on the line with the NATO air, ground, and naval commanders and the Commandant of the Marine Corps.” 
 
           “Good Morning, General Roberts.  Gentlemen.”  
 
           “Ah.  General Roberts, General Spelling just briefed us on last night’s attacks on the Warsaw Pact refineries and pipelines.  We are concerned, however, about this morning’s invasion of Northern Germany.  What is your evaluation of the situation?” 
 
           “As you know Mr. President, we have been expecting it.  Actually, from a purely military point of view we see it as rather encouraging, both because it came so quickly and because it began during the hours of daylight when they still have planes left that can still dispute our control of the air.”   
 
           “In other words, General, you see it as a sign of their desperation instead of an indication of their success and confidence?” 
 
           “Exactly so, Mr. President. I couldn’t have stated it any better.”  Did you notice that?  I’m turning into a politician. 
 
           Then I continued.   
 
           “It’s still early days, Mr. President, but it is my opinion, and I believe that of our commanders, that General Ivanov and the Russian Politburo are finally becoming aware of how extensively we have cut their supply lines.  This may have been forced them to change their timetable, to move it up.  We think they are desperately attempting to make something happen while they still have enough supplies and aircraft left.”  
 
           What I’m telling you Mr. President, is that we’ve got the bastards by the balls and they know it. 
 
           “That’s good to know, General, that things are going well, I mean.  It may make it easier for me to get supplies and equipment from other nations.  So far the response has been excellent.  Why just within the past twenty-four hours South Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Israel again offered to send more supplies and equipment.  South Korea even offered troops.” 
 
           “That’s helpful, Mr. President, please accept all their offers and encourage them to send even more.  Anything they can send us will be useful and greatly appreciated.  It would be particularly helpful if they would send attack helicopters and volunteers to operate them.  More air to air missiles and handheld anti-tank missiles would be helpful as well.”  
 
            I’m not going to ask, but I really don’t understand why our doing well makes it easier to get aid from our allies. 
 
           Then we all listened as the folks in Washington reconfirmed and explained to each other the significance of the damage we have inflicted on the Warsaw Pacts’ bridges and other infrastructure.  The inane chattering ran on and on.  For God’s sake stop talking and let us get back to the war. 
 
           At about one o’clock, after the call with the President and the National Security Council finally ended, Klausen gave me a fast rundown on the three divisions he visited yesterday.  He is concerned about the leadership of one of the German Divisions in the south, the 33rd.   
 
           “Do whatever you think should be done and do it quickly,” was my unnecessary counsel.  In other words, replace that guy right now. 
 
           Today Klausen will remain at headquarters while I visit some of our divisions in the central sector, the ones I intended to visit yesterday before my plans changed as a result of getting word about the impending the attack in the north.  Tonight at nine, if I am back by then, we will get the first two minute summary “call-in” presentations from the “inspection” officers, all combat arms majors, we have been sending out to visit the front line battalions of each of the divisions.  If I’m not back, Klausen and the Commandant, if he is available, will listen to them without me.  They know what we need to know. 
 
           I’ve got a real smart American brigadier, Buster Jones, heading the team that coordinates the visits and keeps track of the units being visited.  I can count on Buster.  He’s a black guy with gimpy knees as a result of playing fullback for Michigan and getting blown up in Afghanistan.  His inspection officers will be going right back out over and over again, and calling in reports every twenty-four hours, until the war ends.   
 
    ******   Willie Ross 
 
           This company commander shit ain’t easy.  I initially told my five Pattons to begin withdrawing as soon as they can take down their camouflage nets and to load as many grenadiers as they can carry.  But then, after talking it over with Sieman and Feucht, I agreed with them that it would be better if the grenadiers walk instead of riding on the tanks as they plow their way through the trees—because the tree branches might knock them off in the dark.  We also decided to wait for an hour so Feucht and his men can move their bikes up here.   
 
           While we are waiting for Feucht and his men to return with their bikes I discovered, quite by accident, that the Germans have not eaten since yesterday morning.  Oh Fuck.  So I radioed battalion and asked them to send up a lot of extra rations with the ammo resupply I’ve been promised.  Then I got on the radio and told my tank commanders to pass out everything they have right now while we’re waiting for Feucht and his skirmishers to return.  We can’t have these guys leaving to get food; we need’em here. 
 
           Each of our surviving tanks still has a couple of cases of C-rations strapped on its cargo rails so each of the grenadiers is able to get a taste and a couple of cans and pouches to carry while we waited for the skirmishers to bring up their bikes.  I also suggested to Sieman that he send a couple of his guys out to our knocked-out tanks to see if the ration boxes that were riding on them are usable.   
 
            It’s a good thing the Germans are hungry.  All we’ve got are the “advanced” C-rations which are old and awful.  Next time I’m gonna pack some BBQ sauce. 
 
           While we’re waiting for the skirmishers to return a message came over the battalion net telling us about the northern invasion and warning us to expect a major assault and limited air support.  Whoa. It’s also damn lucky that Sieman’s guys ran into the Russians in the woods and we didn’t move forward.  
 
           Feucht’s skirmishers were slow in bringing their bikes back through the trees.  They can’t see because the night is particularly dark with no moon and there is an overcast sky.  Finally, he must have told his men turn on their headlights so they could see their way through the trees.  It’s damn dark here.  We could see their lights flickering as they came through the trees towards us.  And, as it turned out, they could also be seen by at least one Russian mortar crew in the trees across the way.   
 
           I’m just thinking how dumb it is to show the lights when the telltale “whumps” of mortars can be heard from across the way.   
 
           At least twenty guys scream “incoming” in German and dive for their holes.  I go under my Patton with three or four Germans.    
 
           All the mortar rounds went long and to the north.  
 
           Feucht and his skirmishers finally get back to our lines a little before 0300.  I quickly tell him about the warning message and then, with our cannon barrels reversed, the five tanks of my Delta Company begin banging our way through the trees to move back.   
 
           About half an hour later we got clear of the trees and stopped for a minute so some of the grenadiers can climb on.  They can ride now that there is less chance of being swept off by a tree limb.   
 
           There wasn’t enough room on the tanks for everybody so Sieman and some of his men followed us on foot as best they can as we rumbled across the open area in the darkness.  According to my map, the next stand of trees is about four kilometers ahead of us even if we can’t see it in the dark.  
 
           We crossed the open area, detoured around a stone farmhouse that stood in the middle of it, and finally reached the tree line and moved into it just before the first light of dawn.  And not a moment too soon.   
 
           I was just starting to relax a bit, knowing that Feucht and his skirmishers are in front of us either in our old position in the trees or at the farm house if they’ve already pulled back.  That’s important because it means we’d have plenty of warning in the event of an attack.  That’s when the shit hits the fan.  Warsaw Pact artillery, probably Russian since the troops and armor who have been in front of us seem to be Russian, began pounding the forested area in front of us that we just left.  After about ten minutes later it switched and began falling on the old farmhouse and the open area around it.  Oh shit.  Poor Feucht. 
 
           Right after dawn there are the sounds of more explosions across the way on the other side of the trees in front of us, the ones we just left.  And a big plumes of dirty black smoke begins to rise from somewhere in front of us.  What they hell did they hit?  Weren’t nothin there. 
 
           About ten minutes later there is movement coming towards us in the open area in front of the trees we’re in.  It’s Feucht and some of his men are riding double.  One of them is riding triple with the second rider holding a third over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry.   
 
           I blinked my tank’s lights even though it was daylight; and they veered towards us and rushed into the woods to our positions.  The two grenadier medics and some of the German troops began instantly treating the groaning and wincing wounded.  The man being carried was beyond help.  
 
   
  
 

        Feucht pulled up and skidded to a stop in front of me and Otto with a bit of a flair and a smile.  His enthusiasm about being here is quite impressive under the circumstances; I just wanna go home and I’m sure Otto does too.  
 
           As the three of us hurriedly looked at the map together Feucht reported the loss of six of his men killed or wounded.  He says they destroyed three T-62s and two BTR armored personnel carriers before they pulled back.  Including himself, Feucht says he has fourteen men and eight Israeli anti-tank missiles left.  And he still has one of the nifty new Israeli hand-held SAMs.   
 
           Sieman joined us.  He says he has sixty-two men left with thirteen TOWs and four SAMs.  The trucks that dropped him off a couple of days ago were supposed to bring back reinforcements and supplies but haven’t been heard from since. 
 
           With a lot of shouting and arm waving and roaring motorcycles Feucht’s skirmishers spread out all along Delta’s line of Pattons.  The grenadiers were already feverishly digging two man positions every forty or so yards just inside the tree line.  If we have time we’re going to have to send a couple of men out to get water from the creek.  It’ll probably be full of cow shit and cause a lot of stomach aches and the shits but we’re all starting to get really thirsty. 
 
    ****** 
 
           This appears to be a pretty good location to make a stand.  It’s obviously some kind of tree farm since it’s full of half-grown trees set in orderly rows.  According to my map the tree farm itself is almost exactly a kilometer wide and a kilometer deep.  On one side of the trees are a couple of old stone farm houses similar to the one in the field in front of us, on the other side there is a flowing creek with muddy banks that looks like it might bog down a tank trying to cross it.  I sure hope so because it might help keep those Russian motherfuckers off our flank.  
 
           A narrow bridge crosses the creek, probably for the farmers’ tractors and shit, but I’d sure be worried about driving a car over it, let alone a tank or loaded truck.  Best of all, except for where the farm houses and their out buildings block our view it’s far enough from here to the trees in front; the muthas shootin Saggers will have to get their asses out in the open to shoot at us.  
 
           About five kilometers of open farm land and then another kilometer of trees are behind the forest of trees where we’re hiding.  There are a couple more farm houses and barns in the open area.  From looking at the map it appears that we have backed up smack dab into the middle of the best route for the Russians to take to break into the open.  No wonder the Russians are trying to come this way.  
 
           Feucht is digging in with us.  He is going to send a few of his men at a time to leave their motorcycles at the edge of the open area behind us.  He’ll leave a couple of his guys back there to watch the open area to our left where the two farm houses are.   
 
           I sure wish I had some kind of bulldozer to dig some holes for my tanks so they can be hull down when the shooting starts. But I don’t and that’s that.  
 
           The Russians showed up less than an hour after the skirmishers rumbled into our positions.  A T-62 popped out of trees on the other side of the field, and then hurriedly backed up to get out of sight.  We weren’t ready so we didn’t fire; besides it would have been a pretty long shot.  So far no Russian helicopters have shown up.  Maybe theirs, like ours, are up north supporting the new invasion.   
 
           I sure hope they’re all up north.  We’re sitting ducks here if their goddamn attack helicopters come after us; we’re wolves if they don’t.  All I can do is tell the two tank commanders that still have SAMs to keep theirs ready and pray they know how to use them.  Why the fuck did I ever join the army?   
 
           About twenty minutes later, while we’re still trying to rig our camouflage nets and waiting for the last of Feucht’s men to return, there was a lot of tank noise to our front.  A couple of minutes later Russian tanks, mostly T-62s and a few T-72s, and other armor began streaming out of the trees across the way.  Each of the tanks had infantry walking behind them.  There were still no helicopters and the Russians did not stop to soften us up with mortars or artillery.  Maybe they don’t know we are here.  
 
           “T-62s coming out of the trees in front,” is the first report I put out over the battalion net.  A few seconds later I watched half a dozen or more move into the open area in front of us and so did everyone else.  It’s the lead elements of what is obviously a major attack.  Holy shit. 
 
           We’re far enough back in the trees far that each of our tanks can only see the Russian armor directly in front of it.  The Germans were still feverishly digging in about fifty yards in front of us even after the Russians started coming out of the trees.  
 
           “Take the fuckers in front,” I yelled into my radio mike on the company net.  “Fire.” 
 
           It’s chaos.  I’m back far enough into the trees that I can see only a couple of tanks and armored vehicles with a bunch of infantry right behind them.  Probably BTRs, Russian armored troop carriers.  Almost instantly Freddy fired and the closest Russian tank, a T-62, slewed to one side, as if it was pulled by a giant hand, and began spewing black smoke rings.     
 
           “Good going, Freddy, you got the fucker.” 
 
           I’m keeping the hatch open and working the fifty whenever I see someone.  The noise around us was overwhelming by the time, a few seconds later, Freddy gets off another shot.  Nothing.  Damn.  Then there is a whooshing roar right past my fucking ear as the T-62 behind the smoker gets off a miss.  Close, but no cigar.  Motherfucker.   Then Freddy shoots again.  This time it’s a hit and the T-62 goes up in a catastrophic explosion.  
 
           “Back up fifty,” I scream.  
 
           A second later I almost lose my balance as we lurched backwards.  Now my vision is really narrowed because we are deeper in the trees.  But then another Russian armored vehicle came into view through the narrowing corridor between the trees we’ve pushed over.  This time it’s a BTR.  Once again we lurch as Freddy fires and once again he misses.  It’s still coming. 
 
           “Goddamn your white ass, Freddy, aim the goddamn thing.” 
 
           This time he does and the BTR grinds to a halt.  I could see men attempting to escape out the rear of the BTR so I tried to hose them off with the fifty, at least those I can see through the trees.  Most of the motherfuckers stayed behind the BTR and I couldn’t reach them.  I doubt I got any of them. 
 
          Then nothing.  I can’t see enough of the open area in front.  We moved too far back.   
 
           “Move up thirty.” I screamed into my mike. 
 
           Once again I almost lost my balance as we lurched forward.  Seconds later I could see much more of the open field and again started in with the fifty at some guys I saw dive behind a bump in the field.  Then Freddy rotates the turret toward another target.  Another BTR.  Missed.  Seconds later he got it with his second shot.  
 
           “Move up another twenty.” I shout.  Back to where we started with the grenadiers.  Should’a stayed there. 
 
           We’re still in the woods behind the infantry but now, at least, I can see what’s shaking.  The grenadiers and skirmishers obviously waited until the Russians were well within range before they began firing.  There are destroyed T-62s and Russian motherfuckers running everywhere.  And the T-62s that aren’t destroyed are moving back and sending up smoke to cover their retreat.  The din of the grenadiers’ small arms firing is overwhelming.  It’s a turkey shoot. Damn, this is fun. 
 
           The last thing I heard was the first microsecond of a tremendous clanging “Wham.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Owens and Muller were both active on the early pre-dawn morning of the fourth day.  Owens lifte off at 0515 with the Green Giants’ seven remaining F-15s and Muller came off at 0522 with his squadron’s six surviving Typhoons.  They all headed north:  The Eurofighter Typhoons to attack Russian and East German armor; the F-15s to protect the Typhoons from being jumped while they work them over.   
 
           Some of the pilots are hoping their AWACS controllers will vector them to pick off SU-27s as they rush northward.  The rest have already had enough excitement.  They just want to go home. 
 
           The Typhoons and F-15s are headed north as dawn breaks because, according to the Green Giant’s mission briefer, an all-out fight is raging up there for daytime air supremacy and to provide ground support for our troops being hit by a new enemy offensive.  Unlike the hours of darkness when NATO planes control the skies, no one is in total control of the daytime skies.  Aerial fights are constant and everywhere—and we have a huge advantage because we’ve got AWACS and they don’t. 
 
           “Big eye.  Jolly One with six.” 
 
           “Jolly element, I have trade for you.”    
 
           “Jolly One.” I  acknowledge.  Hey, it’s our limey lady friend in the AWACS. 
 
           “Steer one oh five maintain six zero.” 
 
           “One oh five and sixty.”  Wonder what’s up? Don’t normally head this way. 
 
           “Multiple targets lifting off Warsaw military.  Ident unknown.” 
 
           “Jolly One” uh oh. Hope not too many? 
 
           “Jolly Element steer three three zero.  Thirty plus targets.  Distance two two zero.  Recommend Buster.  Expect links in one six two.”  Thirty plus? 
 
           Owens clicks his mike to acknowledge and glues his eyes to his green display. 
 
           “Jolly Element, Targets now forty plus. Some targets turning towards you and accelerating.  Possible SU-27s.  Recommend you shoot at maximum distance, then continue to primary objective without engaging.  Links in twenty-three.”  
 
           Owens clicked again.  Then he spoke very calmly in a matter of fact voice.  “Jolly Element shoot spread when link.  Then proceed buster to primary.  Stay in your pairs.” 
 
           Twenty-three seconds later the screens of the six Green Giants lit up with firing links.  Owens instantly fired his two sparrows at the two on-rushing SU-27 blips on the far left.  The other Green Giants fired almost simultaneously.  Then Owen’s plane automatically began evasive maneuvers and popping chaff and flares as his “vampires in the air” threat warning began beeping and flashing.  
 
           The other Green Giants’ planes all did the same thing as they too fired at their assigned targets. 
 
           Twelve Sparrows and numerous Russian missiles are in the air.  Ten seconds later Owens sees only sees the blip of his wing man on his monitor and an empty sky as he rushes north.  Then he saw the blips of three more Green Giants on his screen.  
 
          “Christ, I lost two.  Who?  
 
            “Chuckie is hit…Chuckie punching..,” was suddenly shouted into his ears.  Behind him, unseen, parts of seven Russian and American planes are dropping towards the ground.  There were only two parachutes.  Then another Green Giant blip drops off his area display. 
 
           “Jolly Element turn zero two zero.  Multiple targets at four five and descending.  Links coming.  There they are. 
 
           Owens responded in a stable and assured voice.  
 
           “Jolly Element.  Pattern Three.” That means spread out and get as many as you can any way you can and then disengage and break for home without waiting to reform.   
 
           Everything seems to be happening in slow motion as Owens, with his threat warning screaming rapid beeps, fires one and then another of his four remaining Sidewinders and then begins firing his guns at a Sukhoi making a climbing turn in front of him.  Missed.  
 
           Owens grunted and his pressure suit tightened as he reefed around to come back through and head for home.  He completed his turn just in time to collide with one of the Sukhoi Su-27s coming the other way. 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           NSA reports the Warsaw Pact has already lost almost twenty-nine hundred of its frontal aviation planes, including more than twelve hundred in the disastrous first twenty-four hours alone.  To the extent they are available replacements are now coming in from bases all over the Soviet Union.  Tellingly, the Russian pilots are only flying during the day.  NATO totally owns the night.   
 
           Jim Macefield says we’ve lost just over four hundred planes, four hundred and twelve according to his latest tally, of which just over three hundred and fifty are fighters, fighter-bombers, and ground support A10s.  And we’ve got a problem according to Jim—our surviving planes are beginning to go out of service for repairs as a result of being flow around the clock for four straight days.   
 
           On the plus side, a steady stream of fighter and fighter bombers squadrons and replacement planes is flowing out of New England bound for Iceland and then on to our fields in Germany.  Over six hundred additional planes, including America’s newest, have arrived since the war began four days ago.   
 
           That’s really good news.  It means the number of NATO planes and squadrons in West Germany has actually increased since the war started.  Moreover, the first fighters, Tomcats from an American carrier, the Enterprise, are expected to reach Scotland tonight.  Sometime tomorrow the first carrier-based navy and Marine pilots will reach airbases in Germany and get their first taste of the air war.  The Pacific Fleet carriers and their planes are only now just passing Cuba. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    By early afternoon it was clear that the Warsaw Pact’s northern invasion had two distinct parts and they are each heading in a different direction.  One was headed almost straight north: The Russians were attacking out of East Germany and moving up the Elbe valley towards Hamburg on the north side of the Elbe; the East Germans are attacking north towards Hamburg on the west side of the river.   
 
           All five of the Russian and East German columns attacking up the Elbe valley towards Hamburg made some progress in the first few hours.  But then they meet strong resistance on both sides of the Elbe and their advances fizzled out before they got very far.  Little wonder in that—strong German and British forces are in good positions in front of Hamburg on both sides of the Elbe.  Klausen and I expect them to hold their ground.  
 
           It is too early to be absolutely certain about the direction and intentions of the other Warsaw Pact forces involved in the northern invasion.  So far they seem to be heading southwest towards Hannover and Frankfurt—and they increasingly appear to be the Warsaw Pact’s main thrust in the north.   
 
           At least it feels that way to me since the heaviest fighting seems to be occurring as the bulk of the East German divisions attack southwest towards Hannover and Frankfurt instead of moving northwest towards Hamburg in support of the columns moving north on both sides of the Elbe.   
 
           It is there in the northern part of West Germany, not the Fulda Pass or the Danube Valley, where Klausen and I increasingly expect the Warsaw Pact armies to ultimately concentrate their efforts and forces.  Spelling and the Pentagon staff are still not so sure.  They’ve been listening to the senior armor guys and still like the Fulda Pass for the Warsaw Pact’s main effort.  They think the fighting in the north is a diversion.  I can only hope they are wrong—we need the fighting in the north to be important and successful so it draws the Warsaw Pact's reserves away from the Baltic coast. 
 
           East German forces moving southwest towards Hannover and Frankfurt means the heaviest and deepest attacks are falling on the relatively small French-led portion of the NATO line.   
 
           The French-commanded Northern Army Group is not just French, of course.  It also contains troops from NATO countries such as Britain, Canada, Belgium, and the Netherlands.  There is even a strong contingent of superb Australians.   
 
           Our allies are in the thick of it and, if the initial reports are correct, under great pressure and already giving ground.  
 
           In reality, however, the main defenders in this part of the north, as is the case everywhere on the ground, are the West Germans.  More specifically, the key defenders against a southwesterly push towards Hannover and Frankfurt are three superbly equipped and led German armored infantry divisions and their new Marine brigades.   Marines are also embedded as brigades with the British and French-led divisions. 
 
           It’s not an accident that the German divisions and the Australians have been carefully placed so they can fill any gaps that develop if, as I expect, the main Warsaw Pact onslaught falls on their French-speaking allies. 
 
    ******   Stabstfeldwebel Peter Scheck 
 
           Sixty-seven year old Peter Scheck is a seriously overweight farmer from a small village near the Austrian border.  He spent twenty-two years in the Bundeswehr, rising to the rank of stabstfeldwebel in the supply service before finally retiring to take over his family’s small farm when his father died.   
 
           Scheck’s old comrade, and secret one-time lover when they were much younger, sixty-five year old Ernst Dollmunder, spent years as a civilian cook in the kaserne near Munchen, the very same kaserne where Peter spent almost all his military career.  They first met as teenage soldiers.  It’s an intimate personal history neither of them has mentioned to the other for years. 
 
           When the war threatened Ernst called Peter from Mannheim and shamed him into volunteering to rejoin.  Actually, he probably would have volunteered anyhow.  Life as a farmer in a small village is boring.  Truth be told, I’m almost glad there is a war.  At least I’m away from Hilde. 
 
           The two old comrades are sitting at the edge of the “forest fortress” on the trunk of a recently cut tree that is being used to block one of the narrow dirt walking paths that run through the forest.  At the moment they are looking in quiet contentment at two deer, probably does they agree, who are slowly crossing the little grassy open space in front of them.  All in all, they agree as they sit and smoke and watch the deer in the meadow, it is a beautiful pastoral scene. 
 
           They are sitting on an unusually big tree for Germany.  That’s because the forest is a nature preserve whose relatively rocky mountain land has, for the past twenty years or more, been left to regain its natural state.  With only a few dirt roads through it, the nature preserve is one of the few such “wild” areas in West Germany.  It is also near the border with East Germany and the new home of a “forest fortress” staffed by old soldiers and civilian volunteers. 
 
           This is so peaceful.  I wonder if I can get a job here as a forstmeister or something when the war is over and never go back to that damned farm.  
 
           Peter and Ernst, like the other volunteers, have each been issued an old American rifle, an M1, and told they will get uniforms soon.  Their rifles, unloaded and not even cleaned yet because there are no cleaning supplies, are leaning against an even older and rustier deserted tank that had been towed in and placed about thirty yards away at the edge of the meadow.  So is the old American bazooka that Karl Moritz, the third member of their sentry post, left propped up against the tank when he wandered off to take a shit in the woods and get some lunch.  
 
           The two old comrades are discussing politics as they often do, Peter being a sometime Christian Democrat and Ernst a staunch socialist.  As always, they agree on the German basics: Foreigners are trouble, taxes are too high, and all politicians are useless and self-serving crooks. 
 
           They are supposed to be sentries and use the old field telephone by the tank to report if they see anything.  Unfortunately they are so busy talking and smoking and watching the deer that they never hear a thing until a voice behind them says “Hande Hoch.”   
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           According to the briefing I received when I got back from visiting the divisions in front of Hamburg, the Russians and East Germans moved so fast initially that it appears our troops were forced to retreat before they can blow some of the southernmost West German bridges over the Elbe River.  The headquarters staff is concerned.   
 
           Klausen and I are elated at the news and trying not to show it.  And I think I may have figured out Otto, at least a little: He’s a nationalist and wants to beat the hell out of the Russians and reunite Germany.  Works for me. 
 
           The headquarters staff is particularly distressed that the special demolition teams Klausen himself personally assigned to blow some of the bridges over the Elbe and Weser Rivers have all somehow failed.  At one bridge they apparently ran off as the East Germans arrived and left the explosives in place but unused.   
 
           It took some convincing and a direct order by their German corps commander before the well-meaning captain and two lieutenants in charge of the Northern Army Group’s bridge-blowing engineers understood what they were to do and were willing to leave the bridges up.  Now let’s hope Ivanov takes the bait and uses the damn things.  
 
           According to the briefer we’re listening to, an immaculate British lieutenant colonel with snaggly teeth, NSA reports the East Germans and Russians are elated about capturing the bridges intact and have proudly reported taking them to Ivanov’s headquarters at Magdeburg.  They are right to be pleased the British colonel reports morosely.  It means they can more easily bring supplies and reinforcements in from the northern part of East Germany to support their move towards Hannover and Frankfurt.   
 
           Ivanov’s enthusiasm about taking the bridges reminds me of the Allies taking the Remagen Bridge in the big war.  Big difference, though.  We want the Russians and East Germans to take those bridges and move their troops over them; the Germans didn’t want the Remagen Bridge taken and shot the officers who let it happen. 
 
           According to our briefers, the Russians and East Germans are taking no chances with their newly captured bridges.  They are bringing in mobile anti-aircraft guns and SAM batteries to protect them.   
 
           Hmm. Maybe I should talk to Macefield about a radar suppression attack on the SAMs at the bridges to reinforce the idea that we did not leave them up deliberately?  Nah.  They might hit the bridges.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Our nine PM staff briefing was followed by an hour and a half of two-minute call-in reports from the German and American field grade “inspectors” systematically visiting our frontline battalions.  It’s early days and the reports are generally optimistic and positive despite the heavy casualties some of our units are taking.   
 
           One particular report catches my attention.  A Major Ryan is effusive in his praise of a small force of American tankers from the Nickle-Dime and some German grenadiers and skirmishers.  The three units and their officers, all lieutenants it appears, apparently worked together and inflicted heavy losses on a rather substantial Russian armor and infantry attack.  Stopped it cold according to the inspector. 
 
           “Get us more details,” I told him. Then, looking over at Klausen with a questioning look, I ordered the immediate promotion of the three lieutenants to captain and the immediate award of a Silver Star to the American.  And to the two Germans”… “Cross of Honor,” Klausen adds with a satisfied nod.  
 
           At the end of presentation I tasked General Jones, Buster Jones, the commander of the inspectors, to have his men bring accomplishments to our attention as well as problems and to make sure any battlefield promotions and decorations that are awarded are immediately effective. 
 
           I should have made that clear at the beginning. 
 
    ******   
 
           About 2230, after the 2100 briefing and a quick and shivering cold water shower without soap in what apparently used to be some kind of shabby basement exercise room, Damn that’s cold, I pulled on a clean pair of shorts and battledress.  Then I called Dick Spelling to prepare for a 2345 conference call with the President and National Security Council.  He and the President will be attending the meeting from the White House basement shelter in person; the Vice President and the various Secretaries will, as usual, be conferenced in from their secure locations. 
 
           Dick and I spent almost an hour exchanging information and status updates on everything from the latest NSA intelligence to the expected arrival times of the resupply convoys and the navy carriers.  Much of our discussion has to do with something that neither Klausen nor I want to discuss at the periodic Presidential and Chancellor briefings—the need to keep close track of the Warsaw Pact units still on the East German side of the Elbe and Weser and the traffic on the bridges over those rivers that we allowed them to capture intact.   
 
           I don’t trust those people not to leak our plans, particularly the Secretary of State. 
 
           “Please task NSA to keep at least one satellite constantly monitoring those bridges and send traffic reports to you every thirty minutes,” I request of Dick.  “Same for the East German and Russian armor in the kasernes at Schwerin, Wisnar, and Rostock.”   
 
           Only when they start moving will we start staging our ferries and moving our planes and troops.  Probably won’t happen for a week or more. 
 
           We also discuss this morning’s East German probe of “Chelsea Blue,” our armor-filled forest fortress on the border.  Several of our sentries are missing so the East Germans apparently withdrew with prisoners.  The East Germans are by-passing Chelsea Blue, at least for now.  So far so good. 
 
           Dick then really shook me up and had me swearing in outrage—by reporting that the Naval Operations staff have gotten wind of a possible seaborne invasion and are openly discussing it and expressing concerns about it.  Shit.  This is dangerous.  It almost certainly means there is a Security Council leak or some kind of intelligence penetration.  
 
           “How do you know that?  Yeah, how does he know that?  
 
           “Because about an hour ago Admiral Dunby asked me to put it on the agenda for the next Security Council meeting.  I asked Jake why and he told me his staff is asking questions and expressing concerns.” 
 
           “Shit.  That means there has been a security breach or penetration at the National Security Council level and Dunby’s so damn dumb he doesn’t recognize that a breach has occurred.” 
 
           “Yeah, I know,” Spelling said. “On the other hand, maybe Jake did recognize it, knows it couldn’t have been him, and wants to call our attention to a navy problem since, if he didn’t leak it, his staff could only have gotten it from one of the Secretaries.” 
 
           “Yeah, that could be,” I agreed.  “In which case he’s real smart and wants to get it out without pointing a finger at the Secretary of Defense or the Navy Secretary and appearing disloyal.” 
 
           “At the very least,” I suggested to Dick, “you’ve got to inform the President, before the meeting, that there are certain things we cannot discuss because there appears to be a high level security breach or penetration.”  
 
           “Way ahead of ya, Guns.  I already talked to the President and I’m headed over there now.  I expect the President is going to call you about it.  He’s already rescheduled the Security Council meeting and the FBI is on its way to visit Admiral Dunby and the Secretaries of Defense and the Navy. 
 
           Sure enough.  About thirty minutes later the President called. 
 
           “Good evening, General. I believe you are aware as to why I am calling you and the National Security Council meeting has been temporarily delayed?” 
 
           “Yes sir. I am.  And I must say I am extremely concerned.” 
 
           “Is it really that important?” 
 
           “Yes Sir, it certainly is.  We could lose the war if it causes Ivanov to put troops and armor in place to challenge an important operation we are about to launch.  Worse, if that’s possible.  I could mean our other plans and operations have been compromised as well.” 
 
           “Do either you or your staff see any evidence of that?  General Roberts?” 
 
           “No Mr. President, we do not.  There is no indication at all.  So hopefully it is an accidental leak and the response of the Navy is just a dumb effort to complain because they want to be involved, an inter-service rivalry kind of thing that may not leak out.”  My God, let’s hope so.  If it gets out we really could lose the damn war. 
 
           “Perhaps,” I suggest to the President, “Admiral Dunby and the Navy Secretary could quietly and casually let it be known to their senior staff that they’ve looked into it and there are absolutely no plans for the American Navy or our Marines to be involved in a seaborne invasion of any kind.”  
 
    That’s true. If it occurs it will be an all-German affair.  
 
           “They would be telling the truth, Mr. President.  It is an absolute fact that our navy and Marines are not in any way involved in such an operation. But please order them not to mention or even suggest that there’s going to be a German landing.”  Well it won’t be exactly all German; we’re providing the beachmasters. 
 
           Then, mindful of the raids the swimmers are making tonight against the Polish and Austrian railroad bridges, I took the opportunity to ask the President to again reach out to the Polish and Austrian governments and again assure them that we will more than make good on any damage we might inadvertently cause.  But I sure as hell don’t explain why. 
 
           Finally, the President brought up the question of the supplies and reinforcements we’ve been airlifting in.  It seems he is being asked by the press and some politicians when the airlines will start getting their planes back.  
 
           “It will be quite a while before we’ll be able to release them, Mr. President.  It is virtually certain that we will need them for the duration of the war as well as after it ends to bring home our troops.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           Supplies and reinforcements are a big concern.  Tonight the first convoy from the East Coast arrives in Rotterdam.  It sailed just before the invasion began and then detoured far to the south when the war started.  Despite the detour, yesterday the Warsaw Pact’s subs apparently got several container ships and a destroyer, the USS Bradley Stevens.  John Peavy is still waiting for a report on what we lost.   
 
           The convoy is important because, among other things, it contains five of the Atlantic Fleet’s LSTs and a couple of big car carriers, all loaded to the gills with Marine armor and heavy equipment from Parris Island.  
 
            I need to remember to ask John how we are doing with the Russian submarine fleet. I didn’t see the latest lists at the last briefing.  I hope that’s just a reporting fuckup and not the navy trying to cover up a problem. 
 
    ******   Feldwebel Thomas Schulter 
 
           Schulter and his team left their second camp at four in the morning and reached their base camp by noon.  They ate a high energy meal of protein bars and candy and then hoist their ninety-pound packs of shaped explosive charges and begin walking briskly through the quiet forest towards their objective, a double track railroad bridge and the service road bridge that runs immediately alongside it and shares some of its supports.   
 
           As dusk approached, and they got closer and closer to the two side by side bridges, they could see the railroad tracks in the distance and the trains that are periodically running along them.  Once, about an hour after sundown while they are walking in the moonlight, they saw lights flickering between the trees from a vehicle moving along the service road that runs along the tracks.    
 
           Schulter did not want to risk being seen so they cached their explosives about two hundred meters from the first bridge, the railroad bridge and their primary target, when he decided they had carried them close enough.  Then they carefully moved forward through the trees and settled down to watch the bridges.  I’m not walking us into an ambush.  
 
           “Nothing,” whispered Wettering four hours later as he looked over at Jahn kneeling next to him in the moonlight.  It was obvious to both of them that Schulter was growing more and more nervous about the operation; he was getting visibly more and more fidgety.  
 
           “Time to go,” whispered Wettering looking at Jahn.  Then they both stood up and begin moving back towards the explosives cache.  After a few seconds Schulter followed them.  He didn't want to but he did.  This is crazy. Maybe we should surrender. 
 
           Twenty minutes later the three Germans slowly and silently moved down the river embankment and disappeared under the bridges and out of the moonlight.  Schulter cautiously led the way with his clutched machine pistol ready to instantly fire.  He moved slowly and carefully until they finally moved out of the moonlight and disappeared under the first bridge, the railroad bridge that was their primary target.  
 
           Not a word was spoken.  All they could hear were the sounds of the night and the croaking of frogs in the weeds along the river bank.  
 
           Once under the bridge they moved quickly to the supports on this side of the river.  They removed the big ten kilo blocks of plastic from their canvas backpacks and then, one bridge support at a time, Wettering and Jahn carefully shaped and attached the grey putty while Schulter moved back to the edge of the bridge to stand watch.   
 
           Karl and Jacob couldn’t see it but Schulter was sweating and shaking in the cool night air; and he suddenly needed to pee so badly that he finally unzipped his pants and did. 
 
           When all the charges were in place for both bridges, Karl moved swiftly to each of them, pushed the firing mechanism timer into the putty, and pulled the pin so he could throw the activation switch.  Each time, before he pulled the pin, he hesitated and tried to remember if he’d set the timer properly to 0412.  Then he took in a deep breath, threw the switch, and hurried on to the next charge with Jacob following close behind carrying the box of timers. 
 
           Just as Karl was about to activate the third charge there was a noise in the distance and a minute later a flashing bright light and loud rumbling an rattling noise as a train passed over.  They waited anxiously until the train passed, its arrival somehow reminding them of their danger.  Then Karl activated the final four charges and they scrambled up the embankment.  Only the fact that he had just peed enabled Schulter not to wet his pants as the train approached the bridge. 
 
           The charges were wired together and set to go off simultaneously at twelve minutes after four in the morning.  The three Germans will have a good three hours start on the eight hour walk back to their forest and their supplies and equipment.  Each of them, without saying a word to the others, wondered if he’d hear the explosion. 
 
    ******  Admiral Mike Morton 
 
           Activity and talking was going on everywhere in the brightly lit hangar.  A stocky admiral with his sleeves rolled up so everyone he is sending on the mission can see his SEAL tattoo and know he is one them, stood listening to an air force master sergeant.  He was holding an aircraft instrument in his hands and looking at it with a sour expression on his face. 
 
           “Admiral, this here bird is going to need fixing."  Bad short somewhere.”   
 
           “Damn.  That’s not good news.  Okay Bobby, you’re the boss; we’ll go with the standby.” Still can’t get used to being called Admiral.  
 
           This is the fourth straight night of raids and by far the smallest number of my guys are going out tonight.  Aircrews have never been a problem but this is the first time we’ve got enough choppers and Hercs.   Shit. Now that I’ve finally got enough birds I’m beginning not to need them all. 
 
           I felt more than a little guilty standing here giving pep talks and waving goodbye instead of going with the troops.  That’s because tonight they’re going after “achievable” telephone exchanges and canal locks in East Germany, Hungary, and the Czech Republic.  Achievable means the targets Dave Shelton and the Detachment’s planners think we can reasonably get our guys into by helicopter or C-130 even if we can’t extract them and they have to surrender after they complete their mission.  
 
           I’m really worried about the Rangers, particularly those who will be dropping into that little park in downtown Prague.  Same for those that will be landing on the grounds of the big communications complex in Budapest.  I don’t like either of those operations at all.  But that’s where we’ve got to go to wipe out their communications without using bombers that would almost certainly kill a bunch of civilians.  
 
           We are also, for the first time, sending swimmers into Poland.  They’re tasked to take out a couple of railroad bridges over the Oder.  Dave says they aren’t likely to run into any serious opposition and that’s what I told them.  But how would Dave know?  I sure hope he’s right. 
 
           “You Charlie, Long time no see.  How ya doing?” 
 
    ******  Corporal Ian Macgregor 
 
           It is almost dawn when Corporal Ian Macgregor noticed movement along the south fence of the big coal-fired power plant at Pilsen. 
 
           “Jock, you see that?” 
 
           “Aye Ian, that I do,” he sighed. 
 
           “Bloody fools.  That’s what they are and no mistake.” 
 
           Then both of the elite Third Paras ducked back around the corner of the old brick building, pointed their assault rifles in the air, and let loose with a rapid series of deafening three round taps as a pair of Czech searchlights came on in an unsuccessful attempt to find and blind them.   
 
           Neither man made an effort to shoot the attackers cutting through the wire fence.  They don’t have to and they are professionals—they only kill when it is absolutely necessary.    
 
           Seconds later a series of huge explosions began to devastate the plant. The control room virtually disappeared along with every one of the electrical generators.  The furnaces, smoke stacks, and coal conveyors went down right along with them.  In less than a minute the plant was totally destroyed.  It will take years to rebuild. 
 
           The casualties that result were mostly British and occurred because of the unexpectedly huge amount of flying debris.  Some of the thirty-man platoon of British Paras will be prisoners and off to the local hospital when the dust and smoke begins to clear.   
 
          The question as to whether NATO really ordered its troops to blow up power plants if an effort is made to retake them has just been answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    “This is the President.  Is General Roberts on the line?” 
 
           “Good morning, Mr. President.” Whoops. It’s afternoon there.  General Roberts here with Admiral Peavey of the UK.  Admiral Peavey, as you know is NATO’s naval commander.  Commandant Murphy and Generals Masefield and Clause are not available.  They are in the field visiting their troops.”   
 
           “Good morning, General Roberts.  Uh, what is your analysis as to how things are going?” 
 
           “We continue to do unexpectedly well, Mr. President, and the Russians and East Germans continue to do unexpectedly poorly.” 
 
           “Uh, General, the Chancellor called me earlier today.  He is quite concerned about the bridges over the Elbe and Weser falling into enemy hands, upset about it really.  I told him that overall I thought things are going rather well and that I’d look into it and get back to him.” 
 
           “Good thinking, Sir.  You said the right thing.  Unfortunately, Mr. President, it wouldn’t do at all to let the Chancellor know anything other than what the Russians and East Germans already know.  As you know, his office is almost certainly compromised so that telling him something means you are also telling it to Moscow.  It is my deepest fear that someone who is on the Security Council will talk out of turn and cause this war to be lost.”  Someone like Secretary of State Hoffman. 
 
           “Uh General, some members of the Security Council here think we should privately tell the Chancellor that letting the Warsaw Pact leaders think they are breaking through in the north is deliberate on our part.  Do you agree?” 
 
           “Absolutely not, Sir.  I do not in any way agree.  My God, Mr. President, leaking that information to anyone, especially to the Chancellor could cause us to lose the war.   Please explain to the Security Council members that the Chancellor himself is beyond suspicion but that his office is undoubtedly penetrated.  That’s why you must order them to never mention what we are doing to anyone.  Clausen says the Chancellor’s office is penetrated.  I believe him.  
 
           “Well then… what do you suggest I tell him?” 
 
           “Sir, I recommend you tell him the truth—that at this time we have no additional units available to send north because we are strained to the limit holding the central and southern fronts and stopping the advance towards Hamburg.  That’s what we want Moscow and Ivanov to think and at this moment it is true.”  Yes, it’s true. 
 
    ****** 
 
           According the intelligence report Colonel Barnes just handed me with last night’s NSA intercepts, the Soviet Chairman is upset, very upset, about how the war is going.  He is apparently furious because his military people have kept him in the dark about the extent of their losses and damage we have inflicted.  NSA says the Chairman only found out yesterday afternoon about the full extent to which the Warsaw Pact’s power plants and bridges have been destroyed and their staggering air losses.   
 
           What has really infuriated the Russian Chairman, according to the NSA report, is that he only found out the full extent of the losses because the leaders of the other Warsaw Pact countries, particularly the Czech Republic and Hungary, began calling him and urging him to make peace.  They are distraught that so many of their refineries, bridges, and power plants have been destroyed.   
 
           The transcripts of Marshall Ivanov’s explanation are interesting.  I wonder how we got what Ivanov was saying to the President but not the whole conversation. 
 
           “Yes Comrade Chairman, it is absolutely true we have suffered losses.  And it’s true that due to a lack of adequate intelligence we were not prepared for some of the fascists’ actions.   
 
           “Yes that is true.  But much more important, Comrade Chairman, is that we are continuing to make substantial advances on all three fronts.  For example, and of the greatest importance, yesterday we captured intact the key bridges we need to support our move into the enemy heartland.” 
 
           “Yes.  Intact, Comrade Chairman, we captured them intact.  Our troops are pouring into the fascists’ heartland as we speak.  We are winning, Comrade Chairman, we are winning.”   
 
    ****** 
 
           Iceland’s Reykjavik airport is super busy as civilian and military planes transiting the Atlantic from a host of counties pour in around the clock en route to Europe.  The transiting planes were in a normal state of constantly arriving and departing when Reykjavik radar began picking up signals indicating a large number Warsaw Pact planes are approaching from the northwest.  The alert sirens began sounding and an announcement was immediately made on the aircraft frequencies.  
 
           According to the identifiers picked up by Reykjavik’s radar, the approaching planes are Russian “Backfire” bombers and they are probably armed with long range cruise missiles.  Forty-two minutes behind them are five full regiments of troop carrying transport planes, AN-12s.  They apparently made a great westward swing out over the ocean to stay out of range of our AWACS.  Why didn’t the NSA hear the communications related to this attack?  Or did they and we didn’t get the word? 
 
           All of Iceland’s air defense fighters, a squadron of old Air Force F-4s, immediately scrambled to confront the oncoming Backfires and their escorts.  Similarly, immediately upon hearing the tower’s urgent warning of a massive incoming raid, the transiting planes on the ground, at least those that could, began desperately trying to follow the F-4s on to the runway to escape.   
 
           Chaos is the only way to describe the effect of the sudden announcement that the Russians are coming.  The airspace over Reykjavik quickly turned chaotic because many of the planes approaching Iceland for refueling cannot be diverted.  They don’t have enough fuel to go anywhere else; they have to land.   
 
           Actually they don’t have to land at the airfield.  An alert airman first class air traffic controller in the tower quickly took it upon himself to broadcast information about several other Icelandic airfields, including old Reykjavik which doesn’t appear on the pilots’ aerial charts because it is closed.   
 
           A number of the approaching planes immediately announced their decision to divert to those fields and a couple of in-bound tankers and some C-130s came on the air to say they have enough fuel and will try to make it all the way to Norway.  Unfortunately, the amount of radio traffic quickly increased to such a volume that no one could understand anything as the panic stricken inbound pilots frantically asked questions and announced their intentions. 
 
           Old Reykjavik and its abandoned runway may be too short for some of the approaching planes, and it has no fuel supplies, but it is still in fairly good shape and certainly a far better alternative than ditching in the always-cold and fatal waters of the North Atlantic.  There are also several other airfields with short strips on the other side of the island. 
 
    ****** 
 
           All of the Russian Backfires fired their six long range cruise missiles long before they could be intercepted.  Then they turned back.  The F-4s quickly begin a frantic hunt for the slow flying missiles with the help of the Reykjavik radar station operators.  They succeed in shooting down several dozen of the more than two hundred Russian missiles before they ran low on fuel and their heartbroken squadron leader ordered them to break off and head for Norway and safety. 
 
          Air force and Icelandic air traffic controllers in the tower and its adjacent control center could only watch their radar screens in horrified disbelief as the tracks of the remaining missiles began to converge on the field.  For a few seconds they even saw some of the explosions as the proximity fuses on the missiles caused them to explode just a few feet off the ground.  Then the tower and the control center and their lives were torn apart. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Dozens and dozens of Russian missiles rained down on the field.  The tower was ripped by a series of nearby explosions and its occupants shredded by the resulting shrapnel and flying glass.  A C-130 lifting off in a desperate effort to escape suddenly lost a wing and cartwheeled into an administrative office building, turning the building and its adjacent hangar into a huge ball of flames.   
 
           The nineteen hundred or so Marines of the Eleventh Expeditionary Unit were deployed all around the field for just such an attack.  Their commander, newly promoted Marine brigadier Joseph Henry “Big Dog” Smith, watches the attack begin through his binoculars from a bunker about a thousand yards off the runway.   
 
           It isn’t really a bunker, just one of the many fighting positions the Marines hastily dug as soon as they got ashore.  In reality it was a hole in the ground with a radio in it that was surrounded by sand bags filled with the dirt from the hole.  Having the radio made it a headquarters. 
 
           “Air bursts,” the General shouted.  “They’re not cratering the runways.”  Smith knew exactly what that meant and he was right—the Russians were going to try to capture the field and they wanted to leave the runways intact so they can quickly start using them.  
 
           If the tower and the airport radar it contains had not been destroyed the tower operators would have seen the armada of transport planes and their aerial-refueled fighter escorts that follow the cruise missiles.  The Russians had mobilized almost every available transport and aerial refueling plane left in their inventory, enough to carry all four divisions of the Fifteenth and Twenty-first Airborne Corps, Russia’s elite airborne troops, all the way from their bases in Central Russia to Reykjavik.   
 
           Almost eighteen thousand Russian paratroopers were about to descend on Iceland.  
 
           Smith shouted his orders into the mike he is holding.  
 
           “Topper One to all Topper Units, anticipate airborne attack at any moment.  Launch all Harriers and helicopters.”  Goddamn it, we are really going to take a hit.  
 
           “Send a flash to NATO,” he bellowed at a signals officer, a wide-eyed Chief Warrant Officer, standing in the doorway of the command vehicle parked nearby “Reykjavik closed indefinitely.  Strong missile attack.  Airbursts only.  Airborne assault anticipated.”  
 
           A cigarette hung down from the side of the Chief’s mouth as he stood in a trance and looked at the exploding missiles with his mouth hanging open.  
 
           “Send that immediately, goddammit,” Smith shouted, as the Chief snapped his mouth shut and dove back into the truck. “Then get your ass out here with your weapon.”  I’m going to need every man I can get. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Reykjavik’s remaining aerial defenses consisted of the six Marine Harriers which arrived with the Marines.  To the dismay of the Icelanders living nearby who had complained bitterly about the noise, Smith had shrewdly placed them on the abandoned runway of the Old Reykjavik airport.   
 
           As the Harriers waited and prepared to scramble, their Marine ground crews picked up their personal weapons and got ready to fight as infantry.  Also on Old Reykjavik were Smith’s six attack helicopters.  They waited off to the side of the runway with their blades turning as a stream of planes and planes escaping from Reykjavik International began to land on their own with no tower operators to guide them.   
 
           Smith ordered the Marine choppers to wait.  He wanted them to lift off and go for the paratroopers only after they began dropping.  Smith was no dummy—he knows the parachutes in the air will prevent the Russian fighters from attacking the helicopters that are engaging the helpless paratroopers dangling from them.   
 
           Four big formations of Russian transport planes approached Reykjavik. Each was closely surrounded by aerial-refueled SU-27s tasked to stay close to the troop carriers in order to defend them.  The first two formations came in side by side, one dropping its jumpers directly on to the airfield and other dropping them into an open area about five miles away.   
 
           The next two Russian formations arrived five minutes later and repeated the process. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The Russian fighters stayed with the troop transports all the way to Reykjavik.  Their pilots did not know there were six Marine Harriers on the Old Reykjavik airport runway.  They also did not know that one of the F-4 squadron’s planes got off late due to a radio malfunction and that a transiting four plane element of fully armed F-16s had been almost ready to taxi for takeoff when the evacuation scramble began.  The F-16s are a ferry flight piloted by female pilots who, being women, were not eligible for assignments with combat squadrons.  
 
           Janet Henry, the leader of the ferry flight, led the escape of the F-16s.  The other pilots followed her as she bypassed the planes desperately queuing to takeoff at the end of the main runway by taxiing to an unused crosswind taxiway and using it for her takeoff.   
 
           There is consternation and more than a few screams in the cockpits of a couple of the planes lifting off the main runway as Henry’s F-16s come from their right and passed a few feet under them.  The F-16s were among the last planes to get off the ground before the missiles arrived—and each of them had fully loaded fuel tanks and a full load of Sidewinders and cannon shells. 
 
           Radar operators on the Russian AWACS had seen and expected some of the planes transiting Reykjavik to try to escape to Norway.  They assumed the lone F-4 and the four F-16s were part of the evacuation and didn’t pay much attention to them, perhaps because they stayed low and slow and quickly disappeared from their radar screens.  The Russian controllers never did see the Marine Harriers and assault helicopters on the ground at Old Reykjavik.  
 
           The fast-thinking leader of the F-16 element, one of the first women graduates of the Air Force Academy to be allowed to fly fighters, Major Janet Henry, call sign Hydra in response to some nasty banter she’d been subjected to in flight school, heard the commander of the Marine Harriers order them to wait for the Russian transports to get in range.  She broke into his transmission and announced her element’s availability.   
 
           A few seconds later the voice of the Air Force lieutenant in the lone F-4 came on to say he too was available to join up.  
 
           The fast thinking Marine major commanding the Harriers advised them all to save as much fuel as possible by loitering to the north.  Then, he quickly reconsidered.  
 
           “Belay that.  They Russians are still out of range.  Advise you land on Old Reykjavik to save fuel and get off the screens of any Russian AWACS that might be controlling the aerial invasion.”   
 
           The major was no dummy—he’d heard the report by the field’s radar operators before the missiles hit that the bogies are still more than forty minutes out.   
 
           Then the Marine major explained his advice.  
 
           “Our maps show the Old Reykjavik runway as abandoned but, in fact, it’s usable.  That’s where we are.  Exercise caution when landing; there’s no tower and we’re getting a lot of diverted traffic.  It’s just south of the tall buildings in the center of the city.”  
 
           The Harriers commander, Major Daniel Orr, call sign “Rowboat,” then did something really smart – he ordered one of the Marine assault helicopters to lift off, go as high as possible, and scan with its threat radar.  The F-4 and Hydra’s four F-16s had barely landed and swung around at the end of the runway when the chopper began reporting a large number of inbound contacts eighty miles due north.  
 
           The eleven American fighters sat at the end of the runway for almost nine nerve racking minutes while they waited for the Russian planes to get closer.  Then the Harrier commander gave the word and they scrambled in one big simultaneous mass and bustered north with their afterburners lit.  The American fighters had immediate radar contact with the troop transports and the Russian Moss radiating well north of the attackers immediately identify them in return.  The controllers on the Moss quickly notified the Russian transports and fighters that enemy fighters were coming.  
 
         What dummies, Hydra said to herself when she saw the blips on her radar screen of the huge Russian formation with the SU-27s flying close to the transports—they’re making the same mistake the British made in the early days of World War II.   
 
           Major Henry was an avid student of military history and had written a term paper about early air fighting tactics while she was at the Academy.  Had she had time to think about it she would have smiled as she and the other ten American pilots followed the Harrier commander’s order to quickly loop out and around the closely packed transports so their Sidewinders can come in from the rear and find the engine heat signatures of the Russian planes.  
 
           The American fighters closed with the armada of Russian transports and fighters quickly.  It wasn’t until they heard their surprised AWACS controllers report the sudden arrival of NATO fighters and their missile warning systems began sounding that the Russian pilots realized Reykjavik’s air defenses had not been totally immobilized.  The old fashioned radar on the Moss had not seen the NATO fighters waiting on the ground at Old Reykjavik. 
 
           Some of the SU-27s peeled away from the transports at the last moment and tried to cut the corner and get at the Americans as Hydra and the other pilots turned into the rear of the Russian formation.  They were too late.  The eleven American fighters were moving at speed as they went straight through the huge Russian formation firing their sidewinders and cannons at everything that moved.  
 
           The tightly packed Russian planes were easy targets and the Americans fired their sidewinders and guns every time a Russian plane appeared in front of them or generated a missile link, which was almost constantly because there were so many Russian planes and they were so tightly packed.  
 
           The Americans jinked and jerked and fired at everything because there are so many Russian planes and so few Americans.   Many of the Russians could not fire for the same reason.   
 
           It was a turkey shoot as the Americans fired almost all their sidewinders and about half of their 20mm cannon loads in their first pass alone.  Planes were everywhere disintegrating and dropping out of the sky.  Thirty-two Russian planes and three of the Americans fell in less than one hundred and twenty seconds, many of the Russian transports spewing paratroopers as they fell.  It is a great aerial victory, the only bright spot in what was shaping up to be a NATO fuckup of world class significance. 
 
           As soon as the American fighters completed their first pass through the mass of Russian planes, they reefed their planes around and charged right back through the on-coming and still somewhat close-packed Russian armada.  That continued until the Americans ran out of shells and their guns fell silent.  More Russian planes went down and so did three more Americans, one from a collision. 
 
           By the time the surviving two F-16s and three Harriers exhausted their rockets and shells they didn’t have enough fuel to reach Norway.  So they headed back to Old Reykjavik one at a time to land and taxied at high speed to the Harriers’ service area at the end of the strip.   
 
           They were the last planes to reach Old Reykjavik.  When each plane screeched to a halt at the end of the runway its pilot jumped out and ran like hell for the fighting holes and positions of the Marine ground crews who popped up from their holes and frantically waved to get their attention.  When they reached the ground crews’ fighting positions the three Marine pilots picked up weapons and prepared to fight as infantry; the two air force pilots tried to get as low as possible as they described their kills to each other and compared their scores.  Hydra bummed a cigarette from her fellow survivor and decided to take up smoking again. 
 
           Dozens of surviving Russian troop carriers reached Reykjavik and began dropping their paratroopers even before the last of the American fighters ran out of ammunition and missiles.  But that isn’t the end of their troubles—the Marines have SAMs.  Five more transports fall, one with a huge explosion. But they are all hit after they have already discharged most of their jumpers. 
 
           Norwegian fighters, a grand total of four old F-16s, arrived five minutes later, well after the surviving Russian troop transports finish dropping their paratroopers and turn for home.  Even so the heavily outnumbered Norwegians used their missiles to splash a Sukhoi and six of the sixty-seven surviving troop transports for the loss of two of their F-16s to the remaining Russian fighters.   
 
           The Norwegian pilots don’t know it but they can also reasonably claim eight more SU-27s.  The Russian fighters use so much fuel maneuvering to get a shot at the desperately turning and twisting Norwegian F-16s that eight of them run out of fuel and have to ditch before they can reach their late-arriving aerial tankers.  NSA listens as, to a man, the Russian pilots curse the tanker pilots as they fall into the cold and choppy Atlantic and die. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Despite the Russian plane losses which take almost five thousand of their paratroopers out of the fight before it even begins, the nineteen hundred outnumbered Marines on Reykjavik are about to fight one of the most intense battles in the history of the corps – up close and personal against almost thirteen thousand elite Russian paratroopers.  
 
           Lance Corporal Randy Robbins and Corporal Mike MacAfee have a thirty caliber machine gun and their personal M-16s in their newly dug hole surrounded by sand bags.  They also have 500 rounds of ammunition and six grenades.  They are too naïve and surprised to be afraid when they see the brown chutes of the Russian paratroopers begin to fill the sky over the airport.  Wow, look at that. 
 
           No quarter was asked or given in the ensuing vicious and bloody fight for the airfield.  Each of the Marines, including the brigadier and his staff, instinctively shoots at the paratroopers coming down towards him and those who have landed closest to him or on him.  As a result, the Russians who touch down near each of the Marine positions are mostly dead or wounded before they hit the ground or while they are still trying to get free of their parachutes.   
 
           A Marine in the hole next to MacAfee’s heard him counting out loud as he fired his M-16.  “One, two, missed, three….sixteen, seventeen, missed, .. twenty-one, twen.. Argh.”  Then the counting stopped. 
 
           Within ten minutes the situation settled down into an old fashioned close quarters dogfight between two packs of pit bulls.  The Russians who land in the center of the runway and in the built up area with hangars and offices hold the airport; the Marines hold a ring of positions close in around the airport; and the two big groups of Russians who land four or five miles away are running towards the airport despite being raked by fire from the Marine attack helicopters and the guns mounted on the Marine vehicles on that side of the airfield. 
 
           All Marines are good shots as all Marines are required to be and the Marines on the ground at Reykjavik were no exception to the rule.  They continue to pick off every moving Russian paratrooper and soon eliminate those on the runways and taxiways as well, at least all those dumb enough to move or draw attention to themselves.  The Russian airborne troops were equally well-trained and willing to fight and used the cover they found to great advantage. 
 
           Greatly aiding the Marines was the fact that most of them are firing from prepared positions behind sandbags while the Russians, particularly those who land on the runway and the taxiways and the open areas around them, are wide open with no place to hide.  Other Marines were firing from the machine guns mounted on the Marine’s tanks and light armored vehicles.   
 
           Most of the Russian paratroopers who land on or near the field were slaughtered with nearly one hundred percent casualties by the time the Marines turned their attention to the Russians who landed away from the airfield and were now running towards them over the open land around the airfield. 
 
           An hour later, the din of the battle was receding and the ground is everywhere covered with dead and wounded men.  The Russian paratroopers hold only the hangars and a couple of buildings at the end of the runway.  Almost all the rest are dead or wounded except for some of the late arrivals who are smart enough to turn around and run as far away from the airfield as they could get.  The surviving Marines were in shock as they surveyed the carnage around them and listened to the screams and anguished cries for help from the wounded Russians and their fellow Marines.  
 
           Almost half of the Marines are dead or seriously wounded and many more are walking wounded.  It will take three more days and almost a hundred more Marine casualties before the Marines, now under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Barry Smeltzer, can retake the building and hangars and regain complete control of the field.  It will be cleared of debris and reopen twenty-two hours later. 
 
           Joseph Henry “Big Dog” Smith is among the Marine casualties.  The Big Dog will never bark at the troops again—his men find him, still clutching an M-16, sprawled over a sandbag and surrounded by a pile of empty brass cartridges.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Enterprise came out of the Mediterranean running at the highest speed it generate as it turned its 1123 foot length, the longest of any naval vessel in the world, into the wind and began launching virtually all of the planes of its air group into the dark and rainy afternoon gloom.  They will refuel in France and fly on to Germany and the war.  And they will arrive twenty-four hours late because the Enterprise waited for over a day south of Greece until a late-arriving summer storm finished covering the North Atlantic with enough heavy clouds to conceal its position.  
 
           Only the Enterprise’s anti-submarine helicopters and a handful of fighters, just three, are on board when biggest of all the carriers in the American inventory finished launching its planes and turned to dash for safety.  It was a significant event—an American carrier group will, for the first time, depend almost exclusively on its missile firing escorts and its two attack subs for protection. 
 
           Enterprise is to return to the States to load more planes.  The admiral on board and the ship’s captain don’t know it yet, but, this time, instead of planes, the Enterprise will take on every assault helicopter that can be flown aboard and head straight back to Europe.  The navy carrier planes still in the United States will fly to the war via Newfoundland and Iceland when Reykjavik reopens.   
 
           Eight other American carriers are inbound from the great naval staging area in the Hampton Roads and from the Pacific Fleet; they will repeat the launching process and send their planes to war in the next few days.  Then they too will head off to various American ports on the east coast to reload.   
 
           When the inbound American carriers do finally reach the war zone they’ll join France’s Foch and Clemenceau and Britain’s Hermes and Ark Royal; they long ago flew off their original planes and have already been reloaded with helicopters and armor in Israel and are already heading back carrying another load.   
 
           Australia’s HMAS Melbourne flew off her planes two days ago and now, after being narrowly missed by all but one of the anti-ship missiles of a Russian TU-16 off Gibraltar, is limping its way to Taiwan to pick up attack helicopters.  Its crew will bury its 36 dead and repair the damage to its superstructure while the Melbourne is underway.   
 
    ****** 
 
           A steady stream of navy and Marine aircraft had already arrived in Germany by the time the Enterprise launched its planes and starts running for the States to reload.  Several days after the war started the navy and Marine planes being held in the States “for use on the navy’s carriers” are finally released to join the fight, over navy objections so profound that the President acting as Commander in Chief had to give the necessary orders.  They are transiting via Massachusetts, Newfoundland, and Iceland and began reaching Germany yesterday and yesterday evening.  
 
           It’s a good thing some of them had already reached Germany because today Iceland is under heavy attack and will be shut down indefinitely.  Tonight the first navy pilots to arrive will fly their initial mission.  It will be a dandy and, hopefully, catch the Russians flatfooted.   
 
           According to Macefield, the Russians are attempting to regain some semblance of air fighting ability by positioning their three remaining AWACS deep in Russia.  From there, where our fighters cannot reach them, the Russian AWACS are able to provide air control for the Russian planes operating over some parts of the battlefield.  In essence, they are too far for NATO’s short-legged fighters to reach but close enough when they are at their maximum altitudes and radiating at maximum power to direct the Russian and East German planes on the Russian side of the battlefront.  
 
           We’ve already made two efforts to get them.  But each time the presence of our relatively slow aerial tankers has given the Russians sufficient warning to move deeper into Russia and evade our attack.  This time, we hope, will be different. 
 
           Tonight’s plan is simple.  Fourteen planes from each of two squadrons of Navy F-14 Tomcats will go after the Russian Tupolev AWACS that have begun radiating from deep inside Russia.   Almost all of the twenty-four Tomcats will carry “buddy stores” of fuel and function as a chain of aerial refueling stations.  They will either pass fuel on to the designated shooters or meet them and refuel them on the way back.   
 
           Passing fuel back and forth is something navy pilots know how to do; of necessity, every carrier pilot is required to be an expert in the use of buddy stores for aerial refueling. 
 
          And that’s what is happening.  The Navy Tomcats waited on the runway until they received word from a British AWACS that two of the remaining Russian Tupolev Moss had begun radiating from deep inside Russia.  The Russians were up in an effort to provide guidance for any SU-27s that might go up that night to challenge NATO’s nighttime air supremacy.  As soon as they get the word the Tomahawks take off and go for them.   
 
           Both of the Moss were too distant for their air controllers to see the Tomcats’ takeoffs and initial flight paths on their monitors.  When they first showed up on the Russian monitors the Tomcats appear to be nothing out of the ordinary, just more of the NATO planes that dominate the night time air space over the battlefield.  The Russian radar operators merely marked them as potential targets, but nothing special.  
 
           Initially the Tupolevs’ controllers paid little attention to the Tomcats. That lasted until well after the Tomcats’ first refueling.  That’s when the first of the F-14s acting as tankers began to turn back after discharging their buddy stores and the remaining Tomcats keep coming.  This was something new and it caused discussions on both Russian AWACS about the Tomcats’ intentions.  The Russians still did not understand their danger.  To the contrary, they are complacent knowing that NATO fighters do not have enough range to reach them and that none of NATO’s KC-135 Stratotankers are in the air.  
 
           Even after the second refueling, this one at high speed, the Russian comptrollers still did not understand what was happening when more of the Tomcats turn back after refueling those that continue.   About the time of the third “buddy stores” refueling, when more Tomcats turned back and two press on towards each of the Russian AWACS, it finally dawned on the Russian commanders, first one and then the other, that they themselves were the targets.  They called frantically for fighter support as they dove to pick up speed and move deeper into Russia.  
 
            It was too late. 
 
           One after another the four Tomcats locked on to their targets and launched both of the long range Phoenix missiles each is carrying.  Then they turned back to rendezvous with the Tomcats of another squadron to take on more buddy stores of fuel and begin the long ride home.  When they get back the pilots will rest and get ready to go again tomorrow night. 
 
           Debris from the two Russian AWACS was scattered over miles and miles of an otherwise desolate and empty landscape.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Dave launched his final teams of jumpers into Hungary, East Germany, and the Czech Republic as soon as the Navy Tomcats turned off the Russian AWACS.  This time they are going after water and sewage pumping stations, at least those that are close enough to drop zones so that our guys can reach them and then either destroy them or hold them and shut them down.   
 
           We are running out of targets for Dave’s paras to destroy unless, of course, we go after the Warsaw Pact airfields—which we damn sure will when the time is right. 
 
           Also that night, for the second night in a row, more of the German deep penetration teams are moving out to set charges to blow more bridges and culverts to cut the Trans-Siberian Railway in even more places.  
 
           What Dave and I and our planners anticipate, read hope and pray, is that the poor state of communications and the communist bureaucracy will, at least temporarily, paralyze the Russians so the German teams can do even more damage to their Siberian railroads and infrastructure before the Russians wise up and raise their guard.   
 
           All we can do is hope the paralysis lasts long enough for the German penetration teams to hit the Trans-Siberian and their other targets, primarily the pipelines and pumping stations bringing oil and gas from Siberia, before they begin to be seriously guarded.  
 
           Schulter’s team almost did not join in the German efforts to get a second bite of the Trans-Siberian apple.  After fitfully sleeping until about noon, an increasingly agitated Schulter announced that the three Germans will, instead of going for their second night’s target, set off to check on their other cache of equipment and supplies.  He wants to make sure it has not been discovered.  Wettering and Jahn were appalled and looked at Shulter and each other in dismay. 
 
           “Mein Gott, Schulter, that is not correct.  Our orders are clear.  Tonight we are to blow the big railroad culvert ten kilometers to the south.  We are already late getting away.  We need to start immediately.” 
 
           “Nein, I am in command here and we will go check the condition of our other store of supplies.  Besides, we need to get some of the explosives there because we will have none here after we blow the culvert.  If we go to the culvert now someone may report us.  They will be on a close lookout now that we have destroyed the two bridges.” 
 
           “Umm.  Perhaps we can do both,” suggests Wettering after a long and thoughtful exchange of looks with Jacob.  “You go check on the camp and Jacob and I will inspect the culvert and do whatever we can do to bring it down.” 
 
           After much discussion, some of it quite angry and on the verge of insubordination since Schulter is supposed to be in command, Wettering and Jahn picked up their weapons and explosive packs and began hiking through the trees.  They were headed towards a culvert that runs under the tracks on a particularly steep mountainside.  Schulter just stood in their camp and watches them go. 
 
           Schulter was not there when they return to their camp more than twenty-four hours later.  
 
    ******   General Roberts 
 
           Our now-regular teleconference with the President at 2100 went over familiar territory:  Our ratios appear to be outstanding; we are holding in the south and center and in front of Hamburg; and we are continuing to be pushed back towards Frankfurt in the north. 
 
           I reported that there is still scattered fighting in Iceland and the Reykjavik field is not yet operational.  However, I noted, General Macefield has received a report that suggests the old Reykjavik airfield might be usable.   Both fields will be overflown first thing in the morning by a Norwegian turboprop designed for short landings on rough fields.   
 
           The Norwegian pilot will, if possible, attempt to land so the runways can be inspected; an American air force runway engineering specialist is already en route to Norway to accompany him.  They will leave Norway tonight and be at Reykjavik at dawn.  A runway engineering specialist? 
 
           Admiral Pickens, the Director of NSA then reported something I found quite interesting: NSA has still not picked up any transmissions to indicate that Moscow and the Warsaw Pact military headquarters know the Trans-Siberian Railway has been severed in a number of locations even though our satellite images suggest that is the case and the damage extensive.   
 
           NSA also reported that Ivanov and the Warsaw Pact military headquarters know about the prisoner releases and that the invasion of Iceland has failed.  What was surprising, the Director of the NSA noted, is that there is no indication Ivanov and the defense minister have reported any of these setbacks to the military committee of the Soviet Central Committee.  If true, what does it mean? 
 
           “Ah… Chris Roberts here with a question for everyone.  What does it mean if the Military Committee of the Politburo is not being kept informed about events such as the prisoner releases and the damage to the Trans-Siberian and other infrastructure?”   
 
           I think it means Ivanov knows the invasion is in serious trouble and doesn’t want to admit it but I want to be sure before I act on the possibility. 
 
    ******  
 
           Immediately after the teleconference I called Dick Spelling because, once again, as he had yesterday evening, the President asked me if it would be helpful to update the media on our successes.  Spelling is still at the wartime White House when I call and said he’ll get back to me.  Hmm.  I wonder where they’ve got the President? 
 
           About thirty minutes later Dick called on a secure phone and told me the suggestion about talking to the media originated with the President’s chief of staff, Tom Merton.    
 
           Apparently Merton is worried about the President’s “legacy” whatever the hell that is in case we lose.  Merton’s thinking, said Spelling, “seems to be that if you accept responsibility for making the decisions and they turn out to be bummers and lead to defeat, history will blame you instead of the President.”  Hell, that’s fair. 
 
           “Well hell, Dick.  That sounds fair to me.  I certainly will deserve the blame if my decisions turn out to be so bad that we lose.”  That’s for damn sure. 
 
           “Yeah, Guns, but if your decisions work out and we win, which by the way I think is increasingly likely, Merton and the President are both going claim all the credit for the President.”   
 
           “I know,” I said.  “But so what?  I don’t care if the President gets the credit so long as he and his staff don’t fuck things up and cause us to lose the war.”  If we win, there’ll be enough credit for everyone; if we lose we’ll all probably be shot by the Russians.” 
 
           “And hell, Dick.  The President may be right.  About talking to the media, that is.  Maybe it would help put more pressure on Moscow if the word gets out they’re not doing well.  Tell ya what, please check with Merton again and make sure he and the President are still cool with idea.  If they are, and you agree, I’ll have my staff fix it so the media finds me tomorrow and asks the right questions in time to make the six o’clock news.” 
 
      
 
      
 
                                  Chapter Eleven  
 
    Today’s early morning briefing contained good news and bad news.  The good news is that we have regained control of a thoroughly destroyed Reykjavik airfield and the ground and air wars are still going as well or better than expected.  The bad news is that NBC News is going to run a special about me.  God only knows what they will say.  They can’t know much because I’ve never been in the news.   Should I let the press catch up with me today for an interview or not? 
 
           There are aircraft and satellite reports that the East Germans are erecting pontoon bridges next to many of the bridges our swimmers destroyed in East Germany.  It appears their plan is to run trains up to the destroyed bridges, dismount their vehicles and drive them over the pontoon bridges, and remount them on the trains waiting on the other side to take them to the next destroyed bridge and repeat the process.  Makes sense but sounds slow. But it will work, dammit. 
 
           In any event, as a result, tonight some of the swimmers from the first two nights of bridge attacks will be sent out for the second time. This time they’ll go for the pontoon bridges the Warsaw Pact is installing to replace the bridges our swimmers took out during the first two nights of the war.  
 
           Mike Morton says we’re ready—we’ve got lots of little magnetic mines for our swimmers to use on boats holding up the pontoon bridges.  He says I shouldn’t worry if the boats turn out to be made of wood because our guys will also be carrying cheesecloth strips and thumbtacks in case the pontoon boats are wood.  He assured me the cheesecloth squares and thumb tacks will hold the mines in place; he said he tried them himself and it works.  But I really wonder. 
 
           After his briefing I authorized Mike to have his swimmers go for the replacement bridges.  I also told him to give a bronze star and a promotion to every swimmer who goes twice, and to upgrade it to a silver star and another promotion for everyone who goes on three or more.   
 
           “But Mike,” I said, “Two things, be sure not to send our swimmers against the bridges over the northern sections of the Weser and Elbe.  It’s still too early to take them out.  Second, be sure you keep enough swimmers and helicopters in hand so we can quickly take those bridges out when we need them to go.” 
 
           Mike knows why we are leaving the northern bridges up for a while longer. Hell, he helped draft the plan.  But there is no sense taking any chances by not mentioning it.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Three nervous German division commanders in the Northern Army Group need reassuring.  It’s the sixth day of the war and they and many of their junior officers are absolutely furious at being ordered to retreat, particularly when it sometimes means giving up good positions for those that are not so good.  So after this morning’s briefing Klausen and I are going to fly up north to meet with them.  
 
           Our loudly clattering German Army helicopters hug the ground as we moved north.  Otto Klausen is in one; I’m in the other.  We are each preceded, as always, by an armed Huey carrying a rescue team and Jim Macefield is staging a flight of F-16s above us to intercept any SU-27s brave enough to cross the battlefield and try to make a run at us.   
 
           We are visiting German generals so Klausen’s staff made sure that today’s Hueys and the trip personnel are all German.  
 
           As usual for such trips over the battlefield, each of us is accompanied in our helicopter by a protection force.  Mine today are four tough looking German paratroopers.  Before we show up they didn’t know who they would be expected to protect.  As I climb aboard wearing German battledress and a French Foreign Legion airborne beret I could see them eyeing the Fallschirmjager and Foreign Legion Parachute Regiment badges on my battledress and the eight wound stripes.  They’re all long service NCOs and they know what the badge for the Legion’s Second Parachute Regiment means. 
 
           It also didn’t hurt that I am carrying a wicked looking and rather battered French MAT-49 submachine gun with extra clips stuffed in my belt so I can get to them quickly.   
 
           Good.  These guys understand that flying along the edge of a battlefield is serious business.  They said not a word but I instantly sensed that they are pleased to see they aren’t risking their lives for a military bureaucrat or politician on a sightseeing trip; and even better from their perspective, that I might be able to hold my own if things went to hell in a hand bucket.  Going out like this is always exciting.  It makes me feel like a soldier again. 
 
           We touched down in cloud of dust near an old stone farmhouse with the rolling thunder sound of artillery in the distance.  The choppers immediately lifted off to move back about ten kilometers.  No sense in attracting attention. 
 
           Four German general officers stood at rigid attention at the door as Otto and I walked in.  It is the German Generalleutnant commanding the retreating German troops of the Northern Army Group and the three commanders of his German divisions.  And they look more than a little unhappy and embarrassed, but determined. 
 
           After a brief greeting and handshakes we moved inside to a big map spread out on a couple of rickety card tables. 
 
           There was no beating around the bush.  
 
           “Gentlemen I understand you and your officers are concerned that you have been giving ground that you might have held.  Is that correct?” 
 
           The generaleutnant, said, “Ja Herr Generaldoktor, that is correct.  It concerns me and it concerns my division commanders.  We will, naturally, obey your orders.  But the orders concern us.” 
 
           “I understand your concern and you are correct that your troops have been giving ground they might have held.  But there is a good reason for it.  A very good reason.”   
 
           Klausen nodded in emphatic agreement when I explained. “But it is a high military secret and must never be revealed or discussed or even hinted at or suggested.  Not even among yourselves and certainly never to your officers.” 
 
           Then I suggested they select one officer whose word they will accept without reservation as to the correctness of what they are being ordered to do.  Klausen and I will explain the situation only to that one officer.  They looked at each other for a moment and then one after another nodded towards the commander of the German troops in the north, Generalleutnant Jorg MacKenzie.  MacKenzie?   
 
           A few quiet words of explanation in private, after we moved to the corner of the room to look at the map and spoke in low voices, and General MacKenzie understands and is enthusiastically on board.  He spoke to his division commanders very positively when we rejoined them at the map,  
 
            “Meine freunde, I now understand why we are retreating.  I totally understand.  We absolutely must retreat in this way and I am in complete and total agreement as to it being the correct thing to do.”  
 
           MacKenzie continued.   
 
           “It is imperative we slowly withdraw in such a way as to cause the maximum numbers of enemy casualties and highly favorable casualty ratios without losing control.  Retreating without losing control is very important to the point of being our most important and highest duty.   
 
           “Most important, however, is that the fact that we are retreating deliberately must never, I repeat never, be discussed in any way with anyone, not even our deputies.  It must at all times appear to the Russians and East Germans that they are successfully pushing us back, and never even hinted to anyone that what we are doing is deliberate.”  
 
           Then Generaloberst MacKenzie rose even farther in my good graces.  
 
           “Blame me if explanations are necessary for your officers.  Say that I’m too fearful of the Russians or just a nervous old hausfrau.  But you must do it and never ever discuss it even among yourselves or imply or even hint to any of your officers that there is a special reason for it.  You can explain why you are ordering your men to pull back by saying I am afraid we will be cut off.”  
 
           There was a palpable sense of relief in the faces of the three division commanders as we shook their hands and thanked them for their determination to defeat the Russians.   
 
           Hell, we might as well have told them.  They’re smart guys.  Now that they know it’s deliberate they’re sure to figure it out. 
 
           Before we left I once again cautioned everyone that a deliberate retreat which makes the Russians think they are pushing us back does not mean we can allow an actual Warsaw Pact breakthrough and lose control.  Only carefully measured withdrawals to previously prepared positions are acceptable and that means every unit must have an extensive rearward chain of multiple rally points.  They already knew that, of course, but I said it anyway. 
 
           As we walked toward the returning helicopters I turned to Klausen.    
 
           “MacKenzie?”    
 
           Otto laughed and explained.  
 
           “One of Germany’s great military families.  They came to Germany centuries ago and have been German officers ever since.  The first MacKenzie was one of the “wild geese,” the loyal officers who left Scotland centuries ago when Bonnie Prince Charlie was defeated.  I didn’t know that. 
 
           “I didn’t know that, Otto, I really didn’t.  I’m surprised.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           After meeting the Germans I made a brief stop without Otto at the headquarters of the French commander of the northern front.  The French Commander, General Geroux, is more than a little unhappy about the German divisions retreating and seemed quite proud that his men were not.  We agreed that it is unfortunate, but that nothing can be done about it until the central front was stabilized so that more NATO units could be moved north to support the Germans.  
 
           I did, however, promise Geroux that I will send more of our skirmishers north to fill any gaps that might develop in the German lines.  In fact, I’d already decided to send more of them, a lot more.  They can fill the gaps during the “retreat” and help exploit any opportunities that develop as a result of our subsequent counter-invasion.  
 
           As I was leaving Geroux’s headquarters at about 0900 I ran into a CBS news crew that was just driving up.  They rushed up to me and a woman wearing a lot of funny makeup thrust a microphone in my face and asked for an interview.  
 
            I pretended to be surprised to see them.  
 
           “General Roberts, Amy Miller of CBS News, how is the war going?” 
 
           “Oh, generally quite well, thank you.  Actually, very well indeed.” 
 
           “What can you tell us about it, General?” 
 
           “Well, some things are secret, of course, but I can tell you what the Russians know:  We are holding them in the center and south and towards Hamburg and we have permanently cut the Trans-Siberian Railway all the way to the Chinese border and gotten total control of night skies by destroying most of their planes and decimating their airborne radar coverage.   
 
           “That sounds very positive.  What else can you tell us, General?” 
 
           “Well, we’ve also totally defeated the Russian’s attempt to invade Iceland and are in the process of systematically destroying the economies of their satellite countries so they can’t continue to produce supplies and reinforcements and bring them into the battle.  It is going to take the Warsaw Pact countries many years before they’ll be able to rebuild their military forces and their bridges, power stations, pipelines, and refineries.” 
 
           Then I nodded thoughtfully, as if I was just now thinking about it. “Yes, we’ve already destroyed a lot of the satellites’ economic infrastructure and we’re on our way to destroying all the rest.  That’s as important as preventing them from getting supplies and reinforcements from the east, you know.” 
 
           “Why is that important, General?” 
 
           “Wars require lots of supplies and equipment.  You can either bring them in from other places or produce them.  But you cannot bring them in from the east if your railroad has been cut in numerous places and you cannot produce them without electricity and you can’t transport them without bridges, fuel, and locomotives.  
 
           “Actually,” I said with a little laugh, “we’ve already begun releasing all the Warsaw Pact conscripts we capture so they can go back and help use up whatever supplies the Warsaw Pact has remaining.” 
 
           “General, Are you afraid of a nuclear attack?” 
 
           “I’m always afraid of a nuclear attack.  But we’re ready to respond so I don’t see one coming—because the Russians and their satellites know how we will respond to any use of any weapons of mass destruction. I emphasized the word “any.”  What does worry me is that the Chinese will take advantage of Russia’s greatly reduced ability to support their forces in the east and invade Russia with one or both of them ending up going nuclear.”  Hell yes, I’m afraid of a nuclear attack, you moron.” 
 
           “Do you think they will do that?” 
 
           “One never knows what the Chinese will do,” I answered. 
 
           Then I explained a bit further.  
 
           “The Russian have always kept a lot of their men and military equipment on the Chinese and Korean borders to forestall a Chinese attempt to seize the Russian-held territory between Russia and China whose ownership is disputed. 
 
           “Fortunately for Russia, now that the Bundeswehr has totally severed the Russian east from its west by destroying the Trans-Siberian Railway and road bridges in so many places, those men and their supplies and equipment will be stuck there in front of the Chinese for years.  That’s good news for us since it means they can’t be brought in to reinforce the Russian forces here in the west as they did in World War II—and it’s bad news for the Russians since they also can’t be reinforced if the Chinese do attack.”  That ought to give the Russians and the talking heads on TV something to think about. 
 
           “Does that mean NATO is going to win?”  
 
           “Oh I should think so, yes.  But, of course, nothing is ever certain in war.  But the total severing of Russia’s crucial rail lines and the on-going destruction of the Warsaw Pact air forces and the economies of the adjacent Warsaw Pact countries means both sides will basically fight it out here in Germany with what we have here now.” 
 
           “Are you optimistic about the outcome?” 
 
           “Of course I’m optimistic,” I laughed. “Every general is optimistic when he’s the one responsible for the decisions that determine whether a war will be won or lost.”  
 
    ****** 
 
           When I got back to headquarters I received a call from the Commandant.  Pug is in Munich today and was calling in to report the new Marine Division forming there, the Korean Marine Division as it’s being called, is operational even though it still could use a lot more artillery, armor, and helicopters.   
 
           I told Pug to proceed with the plan to deploy the Korean Marines in the Danube valley where the fighting was very light.  That will free up at least one of our crack German armored divisions to move back behind the lines to refit and then move to the north for use as an attacking force when we begin the counter-invasion.  
 
           When I hung up and called Otto Klausen to order more of the skirmishers sent to the northern front.  Then I called Dorothy.  
 
           “Hi Hon, I’ve got a moment so I thought I’d call and see how you and the kids are doing.  I hope I didn’t wake you up.” 
 
           “Oh Chris, I’m so glad you called.  The children miss you terribly and so do I.  How are you?  Are you okay.” 
 
           “I’m fine and I’m safe and I really miss you guys too.  How about you?  Is everything okay?” 
 
           “Oh we’re fine.  We really are.  Daddy is taking little Chris fishing this morning.” 
 
           “Oh Damn.  Here comes a call I have to take.  I miss you, Hon, more than you’ll ever know.  Give the kids big hugs and kisses for me.”   
 
           Jeez I do miss them and, for some reason, talking to Dorothy suddenly reminds me of the mournful old “I want to go home, oh how I want to go home” song the troops used to sing along with it whenever it played in the bars and on the Armed Forces Radio Network. 
 
    ****** 
 
           “Thank you, Mr. President.  I appreciate it.  And I’m glad to hear that Walter Cronkite thinks things are going well.  Maybe that will keep the White House staff off my back a little longer. 
 
           Then, more importantly, the President had some important intelligence to pass on. 
 
            “Oh, by the way, General, I just got an interesting call from Admiral Perkins at NSA.  He’ll be calling you in a few minutes.  He said NSA’s Russian intercepts suggest that until your interview Moscow didn’t know the Trans-Siberian rail line towards China and Korea had been cut or that the Warsaw Pact air forces could no longer fly at night or that their invasion of Iceland has completely failed.”  
 
           “That’s interesting information, Mr. President.  Thank you for sharing it with me.”  So what will Moscow do now that they know? 
 
    ****** 
 
           We have a pleasant problem.  A regiment of the French Foreign Legion holds Hamelin on the east side of the Weser and won’t give it up despite being virtually surrounded.  They’ve been under constant pressure, first from the East Germans and now from the Russians.   
 
           Our problem exists because the Legion regiment’s resistance in front of Hamelin is preventing the East Germans from advancing in this section of the northern front and drawing their reserves in behind them.   
 
           On the other hand, the stiff resistance of the Legion battalions will certainly help convince Ivanov and his staff that the advances his troops are making elsewhere in the north are real and, according to Russian doctrine, should be supported.  
 
           However it happened, the reality is that the bridge over the Weser at Hamelin is still in Legion hands and they refuse to retreat.  This has forced the East Germans to use a bridge over the Weser further north in order to advance.  They’ve left it to the Russians to deal with the Legion.   
 
           Early this morning, in obedience with the orders they received, the Russian Nineteenth Guards Division and most of the Twenty-second Guards launch a major combined arms offensive aimed at the three Legion battalions in front of Hamelin on the eastern side of the Weser.  They are the last NATO troops east of the Weser and Ivanov wants them gone.  The Guards were ordered to advance and destroy the French with the assistance of artillery, attack aircraft, and assault helicopters.   
 
           All three of the Legion battalions opposing the Russian Guards are infantry battalions armed with SAMs, mortars, a few light armored vehicles, and lots of highly experienced forward air controllers and anti-tank shooters.  There are just under a twelve hundred veterans of what many consider to be the world’s finest professional soldiers.  And they are armed to the teeth and spoiling for a fight. 
 
           Why are they spoiling for a fight?  Because many of them, perhaps even a majority, are political refugees.  They hate the communists and found a home in the Legion after fleeing Eastern Europe and the Russians.   
 
           The Legionaires know they face Russians and grin at each other in anticipation as the Russian artillery rounds begin to fall.  They are dug in deeply such that only a direct hit will take them out.  There were only a few direct hits before the Russian artillery stopped and the two Russian Guards divisions, almost all eighteen and nineteen year old conscripts, closed with the Legionaires for their first combat experience.  
 
    Unfortunately for the Russian Guards, their scheduled air support did not show up.  The SU-27s never got close to Hamelin and the four companies of East German helicopter gunships tasked to support them dissolved with the appearance of an entire squadron of West German Eurofighter Typhoons. 
 
           The Typhoons aren’t the greatest fighter planes in the world but they were more than capable of proving once again that assault helicopters are no match for fighters in air to air combat.  They quickly destroyed the Russian assault helicopters because the Russian SU-27s tasked to protect and assist them were themselves jumped and scattered by Canadian F-16s and British Typhoons before they could get anywhere near the battlefield.   
 
           As a result, only the Guards’ own artillery and tanks, mostly older T-62s but some T-72s, supported the Russian infantry as they attacked the supposedly unsupported and helpless French.  The Russian assault arrived in two great waves of attackers with the second wave a couple of hundred yards behind the first.  It is a classic infantry mass attack.  It looked like a scene out of a World War One newsreel. 
 
    ****** 
 
           According to Buster Jones's inspection officer on the scene, a Major Hooker of the Scots Guards, the Legionnaires waited like wolves watching a large herd of rabbits walk towards them.  They held their fire until the first wave of eighteen and nineteen year old Russian conscripts and their tanks gets real close, less than fifty yards.  Then they rose up and began slaughtering them with a hurricane of small arms fire, mortars, and anti-tank missiles.  Less than a minute later all the Russian tanks in the first wave were destroyed and thousands of the young Guardsmen were dead including many in the second wave.   
 
           As you might well imagine, the Russian survivors turned around and ran for lives.  But very few escaped because almost instantly the Legionnaires rose from their foxholes in a spontaneous counterattack and began chasing and shooting the retreating Russians.   
 
           Thirty minutes later the Legionnaires were more than a mile in front of their old positions; the ground behind them was carpeted with thousands of dead and dying Russians and burning tanks; and several thousand surviving Russians were on their knees clustered in little groups with their hands in the air.  The Legionnaires, according to Major Hooker, lost less than seventy dead and about two hundred wounded. 
 
           Then the professionalism and discipline of the Legionnaires showed itself once again.  They would have cheerfully shot the Russians, but their officers, always the cream of the French officer corps, had ordered them not to and explained why.  The Legionnaires are professionals and they understood.  They bitched and complained to each other as good soldiers always do, but they obeyed their officers and were secretly proud.   
 
           With gestures and pointing and shooing motions the young Russians were made to understand that they should gather up their wounded and go home; their officers and senior NCOs will be transported to a prison camp near Paris.  
 
    ******   Admiral Mike Morton 
 
           Dave Shelton and I were watching anxiously at different airfields as the swimmers boarded the helicopters that will drop them upstream of various pontoon bridges in East Germany and a couple of Austrian railroad bridges outside of Vienna.  The photo interpreters at the Detachment had spent the entire day going over last night’s satellite photos.  The three pontoon bridges on the Danube that appear to have floodlights on the water or other indications of anti-swimmer defenses are not going to be hit.   
 
           Surprisingly, those three are the only bridges that appear to be ready to repel our swimmers.  By now the Russians and East Germans almost certainly know that swimmers destroyed the initial permanent bridges—but apparently they must think we won’t come back for their pontoon replacements.  Bad mistake. 
 
           NATO controls the night skies so it was little wonder that all but one of the forty-two teams of swimmers reached their upstream destinations with ease and slid into the water unnoticed.  The one exception was the team in a helicopter that crashed and fell into the water when its rotors hit an unmarked electric line as it descended over the Weser River. 
 
           Every single swimmer on the mission had already been on at least one previous assault and many have been on two.  And every single one of them had been trained on the use of small magnetic mines against pontoon bridges and how to use their mines if the pontoon boats turn out to be wood or aluminum instead of a metal with magnetic abilities.  Even so, all of them were seriously and rightly worried that the Russians know they are coming and will be waiting.   
 
    ******    Petty Officer Johnny Ray Alpert  
 
           No talking was even attempted by men going on the raid against the two of the new pontoon bridges over the Elbe near Dresden.  The thunderous racket of their Sikorsky Sea Stallion made it impossible.   
 
           The swimmers sat silent and unmoving as the Sea Stallion rises and falls as it follows the terrain.  Several of the four man Coast Guard team dozed and one of the guys, Dick Riordan, spent the entire ninety-five minute ride fingering rosary beads with his eyes shut and his lips moving.  Hope they don’t know we’re coming is the thought in every man’s mind.  No one says a word. 
 
           Nineteen year old Petty Officer Johnny Ray Alpert was the sixth man out the door—and he got a mouthful of water when he jumped from the Sea Stallion with his canvas bag and its sixty-eight two-pound shaped charges.  He went in the river just fine but was shocked and surprised when his feet instantly hit bottom about six feet down.  As he surfaced, he spit out his breathing tube and opens his mouth to say something softly to the men around him.  The splashed of water next to him as Chief Petty Officer Riordan jumped in next to him scored a perfect bulls eye – right into his mouth.   
 
           After a serious and involuntary bout of coughing and wheezing to get the water out of his lungs, which lasts about five seconds and seems to everyone, including him, that it lasted five minutes and could be heard for miles, he saw the heads of his three teammates in the vague moonlight and joined the tether line tied to Herndon’s waist.    
 
           Not a word was spoken but Johnny Ray could feel the team’s silent disapproval as Riordan led them down the river.   
 
           Damn, Riordan’s really pissed.  Hope he doesn’t report me.  I just got these stripes.  Christ, I don’t even know why I spit out the mouthpiece.  
 
           The swim down the river with the current took the men over three hours, just as it did last time.  The only difficult part was working their way around the collapsed bridge without surfacing in case anyone is working to repair it.  What makes it particularly difficult is that every member of the team is sorely tempted to secretly poke his head up so he can admire his handiwork from four nights ago when they took down the big railroad bridge that the pontoon bridge is replacing.   
 
           Chief Riordan led them close to the shore on the undamaged side of the railroad bridge.  They all made it past without snagging their black wet suits on the rough metal edges protruding from the scattered debris.    
 
           About fifteen minutes after they clear the damaged bridge Riordan gave the three hard jerks that, repeated down the line from one swimmer to the next, signaled his intent to carefully, very carefully, surface and look while the men maintain their positions underwater.  Moments later he gave the two hard jerks followed by three hard jerks that told them it was okay to quietly surface and take an orientation look for themselves. 
 
           In the distant darkness, almost half a mile further downstream Johnny Ray and his teammates could see the flickering lights of vehicles crossing the first of the two side-by-side pontoon bridges.  But thank you Jesus the bridges themselves and the water around them are not lit.   
 
          Apparently the Russians or whoever is up there fear attracting an aerial attack more than anything else.  That is, after all, what they have been given weapons and training to fight off. 
 
           Johnny Ray and the Chief were assigned to the first pontoon bridge; the other two men on the team will hit the second virtually identical bridge about fifty yards downstream.   
 
           The Chief angled the team towards the center of the first bridge and then, at his signal jerk of four sharp pulls, which they have been expecting for what seemed like ages, they all stopped swimming and let the current carry them downstream in the pitch black darkness.  They held their hands in front of them as they’ve been taught, one hand forward and down and one hand up and out.   
 
           Each swimmer found the first bridge by the tried and true method of floating along with the current just under the surface until he bumped into it.  As soon as they got under the pontoon boats of the first bridge each of them experiences a wave of relief when he could not see the vehicles passing on the bridge above.   
 
           Not being able to see the vehicles on the bridge was important.  It meant the bridge is solid in the sense that swimmers working under the bridge cannot be seen through gaps and metal mesh in the roadbed the floating pontoon boats are holding up. 
 
           Without a moment’s hesitation Alpert and the Chief split up and begin attaching their two-pound shaped charges to the pontoons of the first bridge while the other two men slipped quietly on downstream to work on the second bridge.   
 
           Attaching the mines to the pontoon boats is easier said than done even when the boats are made of steel as these are—because the pontoon boats constantly move up and down in the water as the weight of each slowly passing vehicle weighs down upon them.    
 
           It was a difficult process—operating strictly by touch in the dark water the Chief and his swimmers have to take an explosive charge out of their bag, affix it to a boat, throw the little timer switch, and then move cautiously on to the next pontoon boat and repeat the process.   
 
           Despite all the practices the swimmers endured, attaching the charges is not an easy thing to do in the pitch black darkness as the moving water continually tries to push them downriver.  Each man must reach in his mine bag and grab a mine, strip off the protective tape from its extremely sticky surface, push it up against the bottom of the pontoon and hold it there for a few seconds until it solidifies enough to be firmly stuck. Then he holds down the safety catch while he flips the little lever that arms the mine so it will explode exactly 180 minutes later.  Then he feels his way under the bottom of the boat to the next boat and starts all over again. 
 
           Johnny Ray and the Chief started somewhere in the middle of the bridge and moved in opposite directions along the long chain of boats.  It took each of them over an hour to mine his portion of the boats.  That’s a long time but well under the two hour standard to which they’d been trained.  There were only a few charges left in the bottom of their carrying bags when they moved back into the relative safety of the middle of the stream and let the bags sink to the bottom.   
 
           Then in the darkness they each swam downstream underwater as fast as possible to their rally point and helicopter pickup.  Johnny Ray never arrived.  In his after action report the Chief speculated that Johnny Ray swam right past it.   
 
           “He was so fast, you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Watering and Jahn returned from blowing the railroad culvert a few hours after dawn.  It hadn’t taken them long at all.  They had watched the site all afternoon, then moved down to it a couple of hours after dark as soon as the volume of traffic along the road subsided.  They used the headlights of approaching trains and vehicles to know when someone was coming.   
 
           It only took a couple of minutes to place and connect the two big shaped charges and throw the timer switch.  Then they hustled back to camp, first by running along the service road in the moonlit darkness and then, as the first light of dawn appeared, swinging off into the forest and moving north.  They were well away when they heard the distant crump of the explosion. 
 
           The two engineers moved cautiously into the camp because of its silence.  They knew instantly, almost instinctively, that no one was there and that Schulter was gone.  A quick search and they knew he had taken the team’s maps and communications equipment and left his weapons, even his knife. 
 
           “Er ist ein Kommunist?” Jahn wondered out loud. 
 
           “Nein, Schulter is ein druckeberger,” Karl said with disgust.  “A coward.  I knew it.  I thought so from the beginning.” 
 
           Jacob doesn’t want to believe it.   
 
           “Maybe he goes to the other camp as he suggested?” 
 
           But they both know that is not the case—leaving his weapons and taking their maps and radio is more than enough to convince them that he has deserted. 
 
           “Ein deserteur.  Is it possible?” said Jahn?  “Mein Gott, Karl, he will surrender and betray us.” 
 
           They instantly knew they’d have to move, and quickly.  Their lives depended on it.   
 
           What to do first and where to go perplexes them, but only for an instant.  To be able to find their camp in the midst of the endless forest, they had selected a spot well away from where a helicopter could possibly land and oriented themselves to its location in terms of a particularly tall tree and a notch in a nearby rocky ridge to the north.   
 
           Their gear was cached under an overhanging rock in a ravine.  It could not be seen from the air and would be virtually impossible to find unless you knew exactly where it is in relation to the notch in the ridge.  Schulter knew. 
 
           Wettering and Jahn quickly began to move their supplies and equipment, starting with the two tents and the food and clothing they would most need to survive.  Literally running back and forth, and doing their best to leave no tracks, they carried everything due north about three hundred yards towards the notch in the ridge.  
 
           Then they started again and moved everything to the left another five hundred yards.  And then another move.  And then another.  And they kept it up until daylight fades and their supplies and equipment were hidden miles away from their original camp.   
 
           Finally, when it became too dark to continue and they were totally exhausted, they instantly fall asleep as experienced soldiers always seemed to be able to do.  
 
           Well before dawn the next morning they crapped in the moonlit dark, ate a cold breakfast of Toblerone chocolate bars for energy, and pushed off before the first light of day to relocate their second cache of supplies and equipment.  They agreed that as soon as their second stash was safely relocated they would return and spend a full day moving everything in the first camp even further south along the ridge until they find a better permanent location.   
 
           It took Karl and Jacob all day to reach their second site even though they were only carrying their personal weapons and taking turns carrying the shoulder-fired SAM that had been on the first pallet.   They were carrying the SAM because, if they are attacked, it will almost certainly start with being found by a helicopter.  They almost didn’t find the second site until Jacob spotted a familiar landmark, a fallen tree that has been split by lightning. 
 
           Karl and Jacob worked for two days moving the supplies and equipment from the second pallet to a new location far away from its original hiding place.  They didn’t see or hear anything except the normal sounds of the forest and the contrails of a few high flying planes passing far overhead.  Over the course of those two days they came to agree to operate from the new second site where they will now have two SAMs and a full load of the explosives.   
 
           They also agreed to watch over the original second site from a great distance, and well away from their new stash, just in case Schulter showed up.  If he does, of course, they will be greatly embarrassed.  And probably court-martialed each of them thinks but does not say. 
 
           Schulter showed up the next day.  They watched in fascination as a helicopter, it didn’t look military, came in from the direction of their original camp and began circling over the forest in the general area of their original second cache.  It was obviously searching for the site and someone in the helicopter obviously knew approximately where it was located.  
 
           “Schulter is there, for sure,” said Jahn. 
 
           “Ja, only das schweine would know where to look,” said Wettering as he adjusted the SAM he was holding and peered through its sight at the circling helicopter. 
 
           “Are you sure it is wise, Karl?” 
 
           “Ja, everyone who knows where to look for our two camps is probably on that helicopter.  If they cannot talk we are perhaps safe, eh?  No one will know where to look,” Wettering said as he raised the SAM and sighted along it.  Then he lowered it and waited. 
 
           A few minutes later the helicopter turned away from them and Karl quickly aimed the SAM until it made the vibrations and buzzing sound indicating it was reading the heat coming from helicopter’s engine exhaust.  The pilot and passengers never saw the missile that killed them. 
 
           Later that day, and the next two, small planes and other helicopters flew search patterns over the vast forest.  Then they left and never returned. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Marshall Ivanov was reading a report in his headquarters in the basement of the big hotel in the forest adjacent to Magdeburg when four stern-looking KGB officers of the military wing of the KGB entered without knocking.  
 
           “Marshall Ivanov, please come with us.”  Three hours later they shot him. 
 
           Later that morning, with an escort of assault helicopters and what is left of a squadron of Sukhoi SU-27s flying cover even though he is far behind the front lines, Colonel General Aleksander Shelepin, flew to the Magdeburg headquarters by helicopter and took command of the Warsaw Pact forces and the war.  He used to be a high ranking army political commissar in the Moscow Military District. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Shelepin met his commanders and senior staff in the damp basement conference room of the Warsaw Pact’s war headquarters in the huge and imposing Hotel Lenin in the far western section of Magdeburg.  The hotel itself is a relatively new five story concrete structure built in accordance to the high standards required for such showpieces throughout the communist world.   
 
           Western and third world diplomats who attended meetings in the hotel before the outbreak of the war described it to NATO intelligence officers as being designed by architects from the early Russian penitentiary school of design.  Others are not so charitable.  But they all agreed that it is eight stories of solid concrete with peeling paint, filthy toilets, and, most likely, a deep cellar. 
 
           The commanders and staff jumped to attention as Shelepin came through the door and marched to the front of the room.   
 
           “The Party Leadership is not happy,” Shelepin angrily told them when the door was shut, “not happy at all.  Except in the north, none of your units have come close to advancing according to the plan.”  
 
           “Why is that,” Shelepin demanded?  “And why are you using much more supplies and equipment than is required?”   
 
           Then he seated himself and listened to the answers. 
 
           The briefers who follow nervously explained the staff’s view of the situation and, by implication, placed the blame for all the problems on the poor decisions of the recently deceased Ivanov and the absence of air support.   
 
           Shelepin’s response, less than half way through the briefing, was to glare at his senior staff, pound his fist on the conference room table, and order the arrest of the Frontal Air commander and the commanders of the Central and Southern fronts. 
 
           He might not know much about fighting but, by God, he’d been a political officer in the Great Patriotic War and had had a lot of experience in getting military officers to do what the party wants them to do.  He noted with satisfaction that one of his white-faced generals was actually shaking as the chastised officers silently filed out of the room to begin revising their plans.  It is clear these people have not been driven hard enough. 
 
           Actually, Shelepin thought to himself, perhaps things really aren’t so bad after all.  The Northern Front is making headway even if it is falling a little bit behind schedule.  That fool Ivanov just didn’t do enough to reinforce the north so the operational maneuver group divisions waiting behind the lines to exploit a breakthrough could be deployed.  Then he leafed through his briefing papers until he found a list of the units available to reinforce the northern front.  Well, I won’t make that mistake. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The regularly scheduled briefing at 2100 with the President and the National Security Council lasted almost an hour.   
 
           According to the latest NSA intercepts, a late afternoon meeting yesterday of the Soviet Central Committee has, or will, result in Marshal Ivanov being replaced.  His replacement will be a Colonel General named Alexander Shelepin.   Marshal Ivanov apparently is to be arrested along with the air force general commanding the invasion’s Frontal Aviation.  No one knows much about Shelepin except that he was the senior political officer in the Leningrad Military District.  What will this guy do? 
 
    ****** 
 
           Marshal Ivanov was not the only general relieved today.  
 
           The German divisions in the Northern Army Group continued to take a tremendous toll of their Russian and East German attackers as they slowly retreated from one defensive position to the next.  Their retreat created a growing bulge and ever larger gaps as the line of German combat units stretched thinner and thinner.  The gaps were filled by motorcycle skirmishers and panzer grenadier battalions hastily trucked in from the central front.  
 
           Something had to be done, I decided.  MacKenzie must go if the Warsaw Pact is to believe the retreat is real, not a ruse. 
 
           As we had arranged during our previous visit, I called MacKenzie on a secure line with his deputy, Generalmajor Schiller, in the office with him listening.  MacKenzie and Schiller had seen the reports that the East German and Russians are beginning to move their reserves out of the northern coastal region. 
 
           Schiller was not a dummy.  He listened with rapt attention and growing understanding as MacKenzie said he thinks it is now time to pull the trigger to suck the Russians and East Germans into the trap.  MacKenzie was right and he was ready.  He has prepared defensive positions to keep the Warsaw Pact away from Frankfurt with a gap to the northwest for the Warsaw Pact’s Ninth Army to “break through.”   
 
           “Tonight if you agree,” MacKenzie said, “I will order my three West German divisions and their Marine brigades to withdraw further to the south and west.  The result will be a gap to the northwest towards Hildesheim.”         I agreed.  The gap will be filled with skirmishers who will attempt to exact a heavy toll as they continually fire their missiles and fall back in a desperate effort to stop the Warsaw Pact breakthrough.   
 
            “Tomorrow morning,” I told General Schiller, “obviously because he has failed to stop the Warsaw Pact advance, I will replace Generalleutnant MacKenzie with you.   
 
           “Relieving General MacKenzie,” I explained to Schiller, “is what the new Russian commander, whoever he turns out to be, will expect if the Warsaw Pact breakthrough is real.  You as Generalleutnant MacKenzie’s deputy, will take his place as also might be expected.   
 
           “Herr Generalmajor,” I said to Schiller, “when this call is finished Generalleutnant MacKenzie will share an important military secret with you. You may not keep any written records or discuss this secret with anyone.  Not anyone, do you understand?” 
 
           “Ja Herr Generaldoktor, I understand.” 
 
           “Good.  Here is my direct order to you.  I order you to listen carefully and do exactly as Generalleutnant MacKenzie orders or suggests both now and in the foreseeable future.  No exceptions.  No delays.  No changes.  Generalleutnant Mackenzie has my complete confidence."   
 
           "You, General Schiller, will tomorrow morning, be announced as the new commander of all the German troops in the Northern Army Group.  In fact, you will at all times continue to report to and obey the orders of my personal representative at your headquarters, Generalleutnant MacKenzie.  He will give them to you in private so that your staff does not know that he is still in command.” 
 
    ******    Major Jack Marshall 
 
           Military politics and strategy were not the most pressing concern of Major Jack Marshall, the new commander and former executive officer of the Nickle-Dime.  Marshall took over command of the 510 Tank Battalion yesterday when an alert East German gunner in a Russian-made T-62 exploded the M60 of the battalion’s previous commander, Lieutenant Colonel Bernie Sanders.   
 
           Marshall’s big problem is that the Nickel-Dime has lost sixty percent of its tanks and is running out of gasoline.  What was supposed to be enough gasoline for ninety days of war has been exhausted in little more than a week.   
 
           The 510 Tank Battalion’s problems are replicated throughout all the NATO armor formations using the gasoline burning tanks and vehicles.  The inevitable result was that NATO was more and more having to rely on the German-made Leopard tanks of the Germans, Canadians and Belgians.  They are superior to the M60s in many ways, not the least of which is that they are not dependent solely on using gasoline for fuel.    
 
           Indeed, not only are the Leopards much faster and maneuverable than the M60s, but they have the great virtue of burning either gasoline or diesel and can even run on fuel oil and kerosene or combinations thereof.   
 
           The Germans control the local refineries so they also have access to all the gasoline the refineries produce.  But having access is not the same as having gasoline.  Just yesterday, in response to pointed questions motivated by our inspectors’ reports of units starting to run out of fuel, the German quartermaster general in charge of our supplies admitted that some of our units, especially the Americans whose tanks only run on gasoline, are running low on fuel.  
 
           “That’s impossible” a red-faced Klausen shouted while pounding on the conference room table.   
 
           Klausen’s right to be outraged.  By and large, our air superiority has kept the Warsaw Pact from penetrating beyond the front lines.  As a result, with the exception of a successful East German raid that got through to Rotterdam, our refineries have not been touched by the war and are still in operation with substantial supplies of crude oil available to process.   
 
           Klausen is so furious he sacked the luckless quartermaster on the spot, and then stomped off to the quartermaster’s office and reamed out his deputy and staff for not doing their jobs and being on top of things.   
 
           Within hours the refineries began releasing their stocks of gasoline and using their civilian tankers to bringing fuel up to our front line units, often with civilian police escorts complete with flashing blue lights and the whoop whoop whoop of their sirens.   
 
           I think one reason Otto is so angry is that he is embarrassed.  German general staff officers are not usually so incompetent.  
 
           In any event, the new quartermaster immediately commandeered all the civilian service stations and began using their storage tanks and pumps.  Apparently it was a bit unique for tanks and armored fighting vehicles to pull into a gas station to get fuel.  Before the end of the day both Reuters and the Associated Press begins distributing pictures of tanks and trucks lined up for gas at a Shell station.  Some of the captions were quite amusing. 
 
           Hmm.  The Russians and their allies are undoubtedly also running short if the reports are true that we have destroyed all, and I mean all, of their refineries and major storage facilities.   
 
           In any event, I immediately call Dick Spelling and asked him to check with NSA and all our intelligence agencies to get an immediate update on size and location of the Warsaw Pact’s fuel reserves.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    This morning, in time to make the six o’clock evening news in the United States, a NATO spokesman in Brussels admitted that the Russians and East Germans have forced a West German withdrawal in the north and that General MacKenzie has been replaced by General Schiller.   
 
           As a result, in almost every country in the world the talking heads, and every “military expert” they can bring in on short notice, are busy discussing the significance of the Warsaw Pact “breakthrough” and General MacKenzie’s dismissal.  It is universally agreed that this is significant and that Western Europe is in serious trouble because the “tide may have turned.”   
 
           The reaction to the news is instant.  The financial markets crash and numerous talk show hosts report to their studios.  Even the President expressed concern.    
 
           “I understand that this is a highly planned and deliberate withdrawal, General, as General Spelling keeps reminding me.  But Congress is concerned and I’m getting a lot of pressure.  Hell, I’m concerned myself.” 
 
           “I understand your concern about the questions and comments from the media and politicians, Mr. President.  But please remember that they do not know what is happening and that it is absolutely imperative that neither you nor anyone else ever hint that the withdrawal of the West German troops is a deliberate move on our part.  It would surely cost us thousands and thousands of unnecessary casualties and might well prolong the war or even cause us to lose it.”   
 
           I keep saying it.  But is he listening? 
 
           Then and there, for fear his staff would spill the beans, I decided not to mention that first thing I did this morning was order the ferries to move north to their jump-off staging area near Bremerhaven.  I also ordered the American and German airborne troops to move after dark this evening to their assigned airfields.  I also instructed John Peavy to concentrate his attack submarines in the North Sea and off Jutland to do what they can to clear East German coast of any remaining close-in Warsaw Pact subs and surface vessels. 
 
           The next morning Otto told me he’d gotten an almost identical middle-of-the-night call from the German Chancellor expressing concern about the “breakthrough.”  But he did not, he told me with a smile, “let die katz out of die bag.” I laughed at the pigeon English of someone who speaks it perfectly and we toasted each other by clicking our cups of coffee.  Mine was tea, no sugar and no lemon. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Shelepin and Moscow were ecstatic about the breakthrough.  The units of the Operational Maneuver Group waiting in the north received their orders and were already moving eastward to exploit the breakthrough.  They didn’t know it yet but in many sectors, particularly in the northwest, the only resistance they will encounter for the next fifty kilometers or so will be from missile-equipped motorcycle troops who will take a tremendous toll of their armor and cause them to advance quite slowly.  But they will advance. 
 
    ******  General Roberts 
 
           The first big convoy of ships from the United States has reached Europe and is waiting to unload its cargo of armor, heavy equipment, and munitions.  But there has been a dock strike since yesterday morning in key French and Belgian ports such as Marseille and Antwerp.  The communist-controlled dockworkers union, responding from orders from Moscow “not to help the fascist Germans,” is refusing to unload them. 
 
           Word of the problem reached me at the 1500 briefing when I returned from visiting the Central Army Group headquarters.  I raised my hand to stop the briefer and quietly waved over one of the French staff officers.  I asked him to immediately call a certain café in Marseille and ask for Monsieur Gaspar Orsini.  Tell him “Guns from the Legion… yes, Guns from the Legion... would like to speak with him at his earliest convenience.”  
 
           Ten minutes later the officer slips me a note.  Monsieur Orsini is on the line. 
 
           It did not take long to explain the problem.  Tony would be pleased to help and so, he is sure, will every member his entire family.  The Union Corse hate the communists and this time it will be my turn to buy the wine. 
 
           Orsini’s older brother succeeded his father as the head of the Union Corse.  He called twenty minutes later to tell me he would be honored to be of service to the man who saved his brother’s life and is fighting the despicable and ungodly communists.  Then he hung up and, accompanied by several carloads of his employees and closest friends, rushed to the union’s headquarters and immediately commenced negotiations with the communist leaders of the French-speaking dockworkers.   
 
           The negotiations started with the parties stating their positions.  The position of the leadership of the dockworkers’ union is that their members will not unload the ships until the fighting stops; the position of Orsini’s brother is that “in ten minutes we will begin killing any dockworker not on the job, starting with all of you.”  Reason prevails, a settlement is quickly reached, and before noon the ships begin to be unloaded at record speed under the watchful eyes and protection of the Union Corse.  
 
           The only casualty is one of the communist union leaders who obviously had much too much to drink for lunch.  He apparently had been using a knife in the union kitchen to cut cheese slices for the hungry negotiators when, according to the police report, numerous eyewitnesses saw him slip on the wet floor and fall on it.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Carriers from both the Pacific and Atlantic Fleets arrived off France yesterday in a huge convoy and finally began delivering planes.  As a result, NATO’s primary and auxiliary fields are once again absolutely packed with planes and we can fly more missions and give our air crews more rest.  The new arrivals are being attached to air force squadrons with ground crews experienced in servicing the same or similar planes.   
 
           At my request, via Dick Spelling, the Navy and Marine versions of the F-14s and their crews were flown off first, as soon as they got within range, and immediately attached to the much-depleted Air Force and Marine F-14 squadrons already in Europe.  The maintenance crews idled by the loss of their birds were suddenly and intensively back to work. 
 
           Now that we finally have our initial planes from the carriers, the immediate problem is that they are arriving with no munitions and spares. It seems that some of the cargo planes that might be used to fly their supplies to them in are being held in reserve for unspecified other uses.  Like dropping paratroopers on the Warsaw Pact airfields. 
 
           Unfortunately the navy planes coming in from the carriers and transiting once again via Reykjavik came complete with a self-important admiral in a beautiful all-white formal uniform and an entourage consisting of an entire planeload of similarly immaculate staff.  They have been sent by the Chief of Naval Operations to “take charge” of naval aviation. 
 
           The Marine Commandant, Pug Murphy and I had helicoptered in to visit Generals MacKenzie and Schiller, and were just finishing going over their casualty lists and congratulating them on their successful withdrawals, when a call was patched through from Admiral Peavy.  John reported that an American admiral, Rear Admiral Richard Tucker, has arrived at his headquarters in Brussels with a large entourage to “take charge” of American naval aviation.   
 
           I was a bit short, for which I later apologized and told John to explain to Tucker that we had no such thing as “American naval aviation.”  I suggested, a bit too sarcastically I later decided, hell it’s not Peavy’s fault, that Admiral Tucker be assigned as one of his deputies and charged with getting more American navy planes, and their crews and supplies to Europe.  Then I returned to a discussion of how MacKenzie and Schiller should respond when the counter-invasion begins. 
 
           When I finally got back to headquarters, tired and irritable and still wearing my trusty MAT-49 slung over my shoulder, Klausen greeted me at the door in German with a sympathetic smile and a nod down the dingy hallway towards a ground floor apartment we have begun using as a secondary conference room.  
 
           “You have some visitors, from the American naval establishment I believe.  Their uniforms are beautiful.  John Peavy is with them.”   
 
           Otto’s sense of humor is improving but Pug and I had just visited units that suffered thousands of German and Marine casualties in the past forty-eight hours and mine was totally shot. 
 
           I responded in German. “Thanks for the warning.  Anything important I need to know in the next ten minutes?” 
 
           “No, Herr Generaldoktor.  Everything is in order.  I will have a briefing ready in ten minutes.” 
 
           “Have at least some of it conducted in German and the rest in French,” I suggested.  Then I stomped off down the hall to greet the waiting navy.  Otto was right.  Their white dress uniforms are gorgeous.  
 
           “My name’s Roberts. What can I do for you gentlemen?” I asked as I walked into the little conference room needing a shave with my trusty MAT-49 still over my shoulder and wearing my muddy boots and dirty battledress. 
 
           “Uh, General Roberts,.. ah… May I present Admiral Tucker and the senior members of his staff.   He was.. is.. ah, anxious to visit with you.  So I thought I’d come along and introduce you.  We used the taxi service, of course.”  John obviously brought him here so I could decide what to do with him.   
 
           “Admiral?” I nodded at the admiral. 
 
           “General, I am Admiral Tucker and these are some of the senior members of my staff.”  He extends his hand and I shook it. 
 
           “Gentlemen,” I nodded towards the others.  Then I said not another word.  Just waited. 
 
           “Ah, General, the Chief of Naval Operations has sent me to take charge of American Naval Aviation.”  I still said nothing. 
 
           “Ah, here in Germany, I mean.” 
 
           I spoke after an overly long pause. 
 
           “That’s kind of you Admiral, but NATO’s naval headquarters is in Belgium and, to the best of my knowledge, NATO does not have a separate billet for American Naval Aviation because until a few hours ago we didn’t have any carriers in the war zone except of course, those of Britain, France, and Australia.” 
 
           After a pause, I continued.  “Um. I believe the British carrier Hermes and the French carrier Foch are presently loading in Israel and the French carrier Clemenceau is en route from Korea.  All of them, I believe, are carrying helicopters, missiles, and equipment for the Marines.  Is that not so, John?”   
 
           “Ah, yes General.  That is correct.”  
 
           “I was referring to the Navy and Marine planes that have been flying in from our carriers since yesterday afternoon,” explained Tucker. 
 
           “Oh those planes.  Yes, we certainly need them, particularly those that are capable of supporting the Marines and the other NATO ground forces.  I’m sure we’ll all be interested to hear your plan to organize and support their operations.  In the meantime they’ll have to be attached to our Marine and Air Force squadrons in order to draw supplies and have access to ground crews.”   
 
           At that point I turned around and start to head off to the latrine to take a dump.  Then I remembered something and turned back for a moment. 
 
           “Oh, by the way, Admiral, there is a command briefing coming up in a couple of minutes that Admiral Peavy will be attending.  You and your staff are invited to attend.” 
 
           While contemplating the state of the world sitting on the can, it suddenly dawned on me that the only way Admiral Tucker could have arrived with such a large entourage is if he had use of a plane that should have been delivering troops and supplies.  So I shouted for Tony Moretti, my orderly, as I pulled more paper off the paper roll,  
 
           “Tony”. …  “Yo boss.” …  “Tony,” I shouted at the closed door, “ask General Hart if General Macefield or General Forstmann are in the building, will ya?” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The briefing was conducted entirely in German and French until Jim Macefield arrived midway through it.  The briefer, a German general staff lieutenant colonel, instantly switched from German to perfect English in mid-sentence.  That was impressive. 
 
           According to the German colonel, the Warsaw Pact forces continue to be contained everywhere except on the northern front where the Warsaw Pact ground forces appear to be making a breakthrough towards the northwest.  Something Otto Klausen and I know more about than the briefer because we‘d just returned from visiting MacKenzie and Schiller.   
 
           The colonel showed no emotion as he somberly went on to note that reports are beginning to come in which suggest some of the Warsaw Pact units previously held in reserve in the north are on the move, undoubtedly to act as an Operational Maneuver Group.  The planning staff, he reports, is virtually certain they will be used to exploit the breakthrough and is preparing recommendations for our response.  
 
           The next briefer, an American major with a heavy southern accent, presented data showing how the plane, armor, and naval casualties and inventories have changed in the past twenty-four hours.  If the data are correct, both our casualties and our inventories are growing and the inventory balances of men and equipment are continuing to swing in NATO’s favor.   
 
           The inventory balances are important. They mean Ivanov’s replacement will be under pressure to quickly move troops away from the East German coast and use them to exploit his “breakthrough” before he runs out of men and equipment and fuel. 
 
           The only surprise came at the end of the briefing when a French-speaking briefer asked in French if there are any questions.  One of the newly arrived naval officers, a captain, asked in fluent French if any word had been received as to how the carriers from the Pacific and Atlantic fleets will be deployed now that they have discharged their planes.   
 
           Good point. Score one for the navy sending someone who can speak a relevant foreign language.  
 
           The briefer at that time, a French colonel, did not know but he did volunteer that a few hours earlier the Enterprise was diverted to the Israel a few hours ago to pick up helicopters and armor for NATO’s ground forces. 
 
           Damn right it was diverted from heading back to the States and safety.  Israel is closer.  It will return with Israeli helicopters on its flight deck and whatever tanks and other armor-related equipment and supplies it can cram into its lower decks.    
 
           Even more important, and something my staff apparently doesn’t yet know and maybe never will, some of the Israeli-made equipment will be accompanied by Israeli volunteers to help operate them and instruct our men how to use it. 
 
           I turned around in my chair and pointedly spoke to the Navy officers sitting in the row of chairs behind me.   
 
           “That information is code-word classified to protect the Enterprise.  It is not to be discussed verbally at NATO’s naval headquarters in Brussels nor is it ever to be discussed or transmitted on any phones or communications equipment located in that headquarters, not even in coded transmissions—because Brussels, including its offices and its communications equipment is extensively compromised by enemy intelligence.  I emphasized the ‘extensively compromised.’  Please remember that at all times.”  
 
           And the warning wasn’t just for Admiral Tucker and his newly arrived naval officers.  It was a reminder for everyone else in the room as well. 
 
    ****** 
 
           After the briefing I took Peavy and Macefield aside and asked them if they wanted me to assign Tucker and his people to them or to Brussels.  After a bit of discussion we decided it might be useful to have Tucker and a few of the naval air people he brought with him stay with Macefield.  Who knows, maybe the Navy’s carrier oriented brass have decided to join the war and he can contribute something. 
 
           “Another thing, Jim.  Admiral Tucker arrived at Peavy’s headquarters with an entourage of staff officers, shoe shiners, and photographers.  Find out where their plane landed and who authorized them to be on the plane instead of troops and supplies and why?”   
 
           Then I went on.   
 
           “Either way I want that plane and all the people on it immediately pressed into service and used in the war effort.  Strip the seats out, put German insignia on it, and assign its flight crew to wherever you need more bodies.  And I want every member of Tucker’s entourage assigned to where they are needed most.  Any of Tucker's people you two don’t need are to be sent to Pug.  He can use them in the Korean Division.  If any of them hesitates about being reassigned or sent into combat, conduct a general court martial on the spot and do whatever needs to be done to encourage the others.” 
 
           “So far as I’m concerned,” I said.  “Tucker and his people and his plane arrived as general replacements and are to be used to make good our combat losses.  I don’t care what their ranks are.”  Then I stomped off feeling a lot better. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Brigadier Joseph Morris, a likeable Brit, and the senior staff duty officer tonight, shook my shoulder to wake me a few minutes after three in the morning.  He reported that, according to the latest NSA intercepts that just came in, the East German and Russian units that have been located along the northern coast of East Germany are now moving west to be part of the Warsaw Pact’s operational maneuver group that will try to exploit the breakthrough.   
 
           I thanked Brigadier Morris for the information and told him to let me know if anything changes about the usage of the northern bridges.  He woke me up again a half hour later to report that the infrared scans from our satellites show dramatically increased traffic going over the Elbe and Weser bridges we’d inadvertently left up in the northern East Germany.   
 
         He was shocked when I smiled but he tried not to show it.  Guess the secret’s safe. 
 
           And, yes, according to the 0600 briefers, the Russians and East Germans are moving troops from East Germany’s northern coast to exploit their “breakthrough.”  Our staff, who to a man see the Warsaw Pact breakthrough as a disaster, were absolutely befuddled by the high fives and big smiles Klausen, Pug, and I gave each other when a German colonel somberly announced that an East German and Russian offensive appears to have broken through our northern front lines in the area of Hildesheim.   
 
           Our unexpected reaction and Macefield’s and Peavy’s big smiles, after Klausen, Pug, and I huddle with them privately two hours later, caused each of the headquarters’ staff to start wondering what he or she had missed.  Now let’s hope their counterparts on the Warsaw Pact staff are equally ignorant of what we plan to do. 
 
           A few minutes later, the briefing was interrupted with a flash intelligence update.  Satellite photos confirm the Warsaw Pact’s reserves and operational maneuver group are moving over the Weser and Elbe bridges that we failed to destroy and are about to launch a major new offensive to exploit the breakthrough.   
 
           My mind is made up.  Sometime this morning, we will send the ferries north to their jumping off point near Hamburg.  They will sail from there and the counter-invasion will start as soon as I decide enough of the Warsaw Pact’s troops and armor are on the west side of the Weser, perhaps as early as tonight. 
 
           So far the Kiel Canal has remained open and the three day weather forecast looks good, meaning rainy and overcast.  That’s important.  If the canal remains open the eight West German ocean-going ferries we were able to “borrow” from their civilian owners will only have to spend one day on the North and Baltic Seas instead of the two or more days required to go around Jutland.   
 
           That the ferries will not have to spend extra days at sea is of vital importance both to their safety and to the timing of the other parts of counter-invasion.  If the canal remains open we will begin the counter invasion as early as tomorrow night.  
 
           All the other parts of the counter-invasion, the paratroopers landing on the airfield and the breakout from the forest redoubt, are ready.  They will go the moment I get the word that the ferries have reached East Germany and are beginning to land their troops and armor.  
 
    ******  
 
           Otto, Pug, and I spent the entire next day at headquarters getting minute by minute updates as the intelligence and contact reports came in and periodically talking to Dieter Doppelfeld and, with Dieter on the line, to Hans Reuter, the German Brigadier who will command the seaborne invasion force and Karl Mauer in the forest redoubt.  There were also a number of calls to Dave Shelton about the readiness of paratroopers, and to Wolfie Tomas in Berlin.   
 
           As you might imagine, we are particularly interested in the reports on the status of the Kiel Canal and the current location of the Warsaw Pact units that had been in the northern coastal region of East Germany.   
 
           While waiting for updates, we systematically called every corps, division, and Marine brigade commander to get their unit’s current status.  Macefield and Peavy are doing the same from their air and naval headquarters.   
 
           Peavy assured me that he and the senior German admiral on his staff have each once again contacted the German Coast Guard to make sure that everyone understands that civilian ferries are now to be allowed into the Kiel Canal so we can begin evacuating civilians from Hamburg.  
 
           For better or worse, the cat is out of the bag—everyone in the command group at my headquarters now knows that something big is underway and is under the strictest of orders not to even hint or speculate as to what it might be.  And Peavy is under strict orders not to let Tucker get wind of what is about to happen and to keep checking to confirm the Kiel Canal is open to civilian ferries. 
 
           At about 1520, right after the latest briefing concluded, I privately asked each of my deputies to give me their best advice as whether or not I should order the ferries to begin sailing towards Hamburg and on through the canal.  They gave me their opinions and at 1534 I made the decision.  
 
           “Commence Operation Rosebud effective immediately.”  
 
           Last week the President approved, sort of because I didn’t tell him the details, the concept of such an operation.  He responded to my offhand comment about launching a counterattack by agreeing it might be a good thing “if I found it desirable to do so.”  In other words, it’s on my head if the counterattack fails. That’s as it should be.  
 
    ****** 
 
           At 1542 the first two of the eight heavily loaded civilian ferries, the Nordland  and the Anna Stollman because they are among the biggest and fastest and must go the greatest distance, raised their anchors and head for the Kiel Canal.  Their heretofore terminally bored panzer troops are undoubtedly now tremendously excited and anxious.  Wait till they find out where they are going what they are about to do. 
 
           Hopefully the Nordland and Stollman and the other six ferries that will soon follow them will appear to be of dubious military value and not worth the risk of attacking, merely unescorted civilian ferries en route to Frankfurt to begin evacuating civilians.  In fact, they are being escorted by a couple of American attack subs as they move through the North Sea to the entrance of the canal and will pick up three West German subs and a Norwegian as escorts when they exit the canal sometime in the early morning darkness to begin their run up the East German coast to Stralsund.   
 
           All six of the other armor-carrying ferries will raise their anchors and follow the first two according to a precise schedule determined by its highest possible speed and the distance each must go.  Each will be escorted by at least one West German or American attack sub to the North Sea entrance to the canal and then met and escorted by one or more of our subs in the Baltic as it exits the canal and moves up the coast to its destination in East Germany.   
 
           If all goes according to plan, all the ferries will reach their destinations and begin unloading in the darkness just before ten o’clock tomorrow night.   
 
    God willing and the creeks don’t rise. 
 
           I’m optimistic.  We’ve had our attack subs cleaning Warsaw Pact ships and subs out of the waters off the East German coast ever since the war began; so I’m not so much worried about the ferries’ initial sorties being intercepted by enemy ships and subs as I am about enemy aircraft.   
 
           The Warsaw Pact subs and surface ships will come later, if they come at all, when Shelepin realizes what we are doing and we try to reinforce our initial invasion force.  Then they are almost certain to sortie all their available ships and subs.  According to the latest satellite photos there are a lot of them tied up at the big Russian naval base at Kalingrad.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Not everything is grand strategy and efforts to outsmart the Warsaw Pact.  Real people are fighting and they are doing so night and day.  Two of them are Karl Wettering and Jacob Jahn, the airborne engineers who jumped into Russia with the late and unlamented Feldwebel Schulter. 
 
           Operating from their relocated camp deep in the Siberian forest almost a day’s walk from the railroad, Wettering and Jahn don’t know it, and probably never will unless they survive the war, but they are the NATO unit closest to the Chinese and Korean borders more than a two thousand kilometers further east.  There are no teams east of them to stop trains and repair crews from reaching the culvert they have blown and then, after repairing it, moving on to attempt to repair the two bridges they’d blown earlier.  It also means they are the team closest to the Russian army and air force units along the Chinese and Korean borders. 
 
           It took Karl and Jacob almost the entire day to reach the culvert they’d destroyed earlier.  In addition to their personal assault rifles and ammunition, they are heavily laden with a BMG sniper rifle and twenty rounds of 50 caliber armor piercing ammunition, an old WWII bazooka and three shells, and twenty kilograms of plastic explosives in a canvas back pack.   
 
           They were less than half way there and already more than a little tired from carrying the heavy loads.  That’s when they decided that on the way back they will hide whatever they don’t use close to the tracks so they won’t have to carry it back and forth the next time they raid the Russians. 
 
           About three hours before sundown they finally reached a tree-covered hill overlooking the tracks about a mile away.  Through the spotter’s scope and the scope of the sniper rifle they could see a work crew leaning on their shovels and watching a small coal burning locomotive belching rings of black smoke as it slowly moved down the left hand side of the two track rail bed.   
 
           The locomotive is pushing a flatbed car with a crane and a number of what appear to be sleeping cars and flatbeds carrying big concrete pipes and lumber.  The crane is in the front of the train at the opposite end from the locomotive pushing it.    
 
           The Germans watched in fascination as the train stops where the track ends and the crane swings around to pick up one of the pipes and put it in place.  Repairs to the culvert are obviously underway. 
 
           “How did they get here so quickly,” Jacob mused out loud?  Then he answered his own question.  Oh no. 
 
           “There must be no one between us and the railroad repair depot,” he suggests mildly to Karl as he his head forward to look through the dull brown Leica spotting scope.  Then he jumped. 
 
           “Here.  Take a look.  I think there are women down there.” 
 
           “Nein.  Impossible.” ….. “Mein Gott, you’re right.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           An hour of careful watching and Karl and Jacob are fairly certain there are no armed guards or soldiers at the site, just workers leaning on shovels and watching the crane as it moves pieces of concrete pipe and tracks into place.  The only workers who do any work while they watch are the six women.  They spent the entire hour carrying new rails and thick timbers, one at a time, from a flatcar half way down the train and laying them on the ground for the crane to pick up.  At the moment they too are standing and watching. 
 
           Karl and Jacob’s initial plan had been to find a spot where they can ambush the repair train that is almost certain to sooner or later arrive.  But they’d been delayed by the need to move their camps and the repairs have already started.  
 
           “We could just shoot holes in the locomotive’s engine with the fifty,” muses Karl.  “But then they’ll just pull it out of the way and know we are here.  Or we could wait until tonight and use some of the explosives or that old panzerfaust bazooka thing from the Americans.”  
 
           “Tonight sounds safer,” said Jacob, “but let’s use the bazooka and save as much of the plastic as possible.  We may need it to re-shoot the bridge or culvert if the Ivans get it fixed.” 
 
           “Are you sure you know how to use the bazooka thing?” 
 
           “Ja Karl, of course.  I read the instructions carefully.  It is quite simple.  Just shove it in the end until it clicks and attach the wire.  Then point it and pull the trigger.  Just don’t stand behind it when I do.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Two hours later the two Germans, their faces darkened, carefully crept down the hill in the dark.  They could easily see the train in front of them because of the flickering of the candles and lanterns lighting the sleeping cars.  Their plans changed after it got dark when, to their surprise, they realized the Ivans do not have floodlights and cannot work at night.  In any event, they’d already decided to go for both the locomotive and the crane while the getting is good in the sense that there are no armed guards about.  No lights would make it a lot easier. 
 
           Karl moved carefully as he walked down the hillside to the train carrying the plastic explosives and the sniper rifle.  His job is to put a pound or so of plastic and a two hour timer on the crane.  While Karl is getting into position Jacob is to creep down to the other end of the train and set up close to the locomotive with the SAM, the bazooka, and three bazooka rounds.      
 
           Once he gets the bazooka loaded, Jacob will wait one hour for Karl to place plastic explosive on the crane and get clear.  Then he will kill the locomotive with a bazooka round into its engine.  After they finish they will return independently to camp without wasting time trying to find each other in the dark.  Jacob was carrying the SAM and the extra bazooka rounds so they wouldn’t be lost in the darkness when they run.   
 
           And that is the plan until about fifteen minutes after Jacob hunkered down in the dark behind a big bush alongside the railroad track bed.  He was only about 50 feet from the locomotive.  He carefully loaded his bazooka and laid it on the ground next to him.  Suddenly there was a lot of shouting and commotion at the other end of the train. “Gott in himmel.  Karl’s been spotted.”   
 
           Jacob didn’t hesitate.  He picked up the loaded bazooka, pushes it through the bush he was hiding behind, and firesd.  The distraction might help Karl get away.  There was a whoosh, a huge flame roared out of the back of the bazooka, and a big explosion virtually deafened Jacob and knocked him over backwards as the nearby locomotive exploded.   
 
           He recovered quickly, used his left hand to grab the carrying straps of the SAM and the canvas carrying case for the two remaining rounds, and lumbered back up the hill as fast as he could run in the dark.  It wasn’t very fast what with his machine pistol slung across his back and carrying the bazooka under his right arm and an extra round in his left.  He’ll reload when he stops running to rest. 
 
           In fact, Karl hadn’t been spotted at all.  He’d barely reached the crane and put down his load when he heard footsteps crunching on rail bed gravel.  He instantly froze. Within seconds a man and woman come silently along the train and turned off into the trees.  A few minutes later there was more crunching and two more men walked down the track bed and also turned off into the trees.  Within minutes there was a big row with lots of shouting and commotion. 
 
           Karl was stunned when the explosion occurs at the other end of the train a few seconds later—and the Russians rushed out of the woods and ran towards it.  But he isn’t dumb; he instantly realized that everyone will be moving and looking in that direction.  So he desperately dug into the explosives carrying case and ripped a big chunk of putty off one of the blocks without even taking off the paper.   
 
           Moving quickly, he climbed up on the flatcar, slapped the plastic dough on the crane’s exposed engine block, and stuck in and activated the two hour detonator he fished out of his pocket.  Then he jumped off the flatbed to escape—and seriously sprained or broke his ankle when he landed on a railroad tie.  
 
           Karl was so pumped with excitement that he ran four or five steps before he realized he is hurt and fell to one knee.  But he only stayed down for a second before he forced himself up and began to desperately hop and limp sideways, dragging his bad leg on the ground, towards the little pile of equipment and explosives he’d left behind when he climbed on the flatcar.  When he reached them he grabbed them up by their carrying straps and began dragging them along as he crawled and hopped down the embankment and into the trees and bushes of the forest. 
 
    ******   General Roberts 
 
           Operation Rosebud is taking shape.  As soon as it became dark, to avoid satellite and other surveillance, American, German, British, and other NATO “paras” began moving to the airfields where the planes that will carry them to their unknown destinations are being assembled.  What they would soon find out is that they’ll be spending the entire coming day hidden in the hangars and denied access to phones and communications equipment.   
 
           Immediately after the paras are unloaded, the trucks that brought them and their equipment will depart in order to return to their bases before dawn.  Hopefully in the morning the Russian satellites will again see them wherever they had been previously parked.  The orders are quite specific about that. 
 
           Tomorrow night will be a big night if all goes well: the ferries will unload, the paras jump, the northern bridges blow, the bridges still up over the Weser and Elbe will be attacked by the swimmers, and the armor hidden in the forest redoubt will begin moving.  Also tomorrow night certain battalions of the two German divisions in front of Hamburg will begin moving towards the Hamburg docks.  They will be loaded on the eight returning civilian ferries, and every other ship we can get our hands, and sent north to reinforce the initial landings.   
 
           It will be a Dunkirk in reverse with the battalions using the boats to go up the coast to reinforce the landings instead of using them to escape to safety.   
 
           Also tonight, as a result of the Rosebud order, a number of the navy LSTs and assault ships, and quite a few civilian ferry operators, immediately receive Dunkirk-like orders and charter inquiries from Admiral Peavy’s naval headquarters.  Some are ordered to move as quickly as possible to Hamburg “to offload any equipment they might be carrying and assist in an evacuation of refugees;” others merely order their captains to “standby” to do so. 
 
           Such a widely announced evacuation can’t be kept quiet, of course, and by morning it was being covered by the news media all over the world.  It causes consternation in the west, elation in Moscow and Magdeburg, and increased ratings for television channels everywhere as they interrupt their regular daytime programming so their news readers can consult “military experts” and show old news clips of the Dunkirk evacuation.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The German panzer troops aboard the Nordland are tense and so is the Nordland’s civilian crew and the two German navy officers on the bridge “assisting” them.  At 2320 the ferry, with its lights extinguished, enters the Kiel Ship Canal, with the handheld SAMs of its passengers at the ready. They will spend the entire trip constantly scanning the sky for the telltale buzz and vibration of an intruder.  Our own planes are being kept well away. 
 
            Only when the ferries are moving through the Kiel Canal and the details of their mission and the evacuation deception are explained to them will the troops finally understand what is happening and why.  Until then they'll spent hours in a state of confusion as they listen to their portable radios and hear the semi-hysterical news reports about the dispatch of civilian ferries to begin the evacuation of Hamburg. 
 
           Nordland exited the canal’s northern end into the Baltic at 0613, seemingly alone on the Baltic Sea except for the slightly smaller and faster Anna Stollman—which will exit the canal an hour later so that both ferries arrive and begin unloading at the same time.   
 
           Nordland and Anna Stollman and the six ferries following behind them are not really alone in the hotly contested Baltic waters.  Although the men on board the ferries don’t know it, they are being escorted by West German attack subs and two American AWACS radiating over West Germany can see them on their displays.  The AWACS operators haven’t been told why, but their orders had been specific.  They are to keep a careful watch and their priority is to keep the Warsaw Pact’s planes away from any ships moving north or east along the coast.  But they’d all seen the television broadcasts while they waited for their mission to begin.  They understand they are protecting the civilian ferries being sent to evacuate civilians from Hamburg. 
 
           Also, as will be the case throughout the next twenty-four hours, a squadron of German Eurofighter Typhoons, ostensibly waiting to join the air battle that periodically rages over the breakthrough, is orbiting south of Hamburg.  Its job today is to insure any curiosity seekers will have short and exciting lives if they start heading towards the ferries.  Other squadrons will rotate in and take their place until Operation Rosebud is complete.   
 
           We’re making a determined special effort, under Macefield’s direct personal control, to kill or distract or move any Russian AWACS or other planes that might be able spot the ferries.   
 
           Macefield is feeling proudly cagey and on edge.  He and the members of his staff, who still don’t know why keeping Warsaw Pact planes and AWACS from reaching or seeing the East German coast has become their highest priority, are staging some of this morning’s NATO fighters over East Germany so they can sweep into the raging air battle over the breakthrough out of the rising sun.  In so doing, they have the NATO fighters placed where they might prevent Warsaw Pact’s planes from seeing the ferries.  
 
           Macefield also has a squadron of navy F-14s with buddy stores on “runway standby” in Hamburg ready to go after any remaining Russian AWACS, if there are any left, that might get too close to the ferries and a second squadron standing by to quickly join them in the event that the Russians send up a second AWACS. 
 
           That morning a NATO spokesman, Admiral John Peavy of the United Kingdom, somberly confirmed to the news media covering the war from NATO’s Brussels headquarters that, because of what appears to be a successful Russian breakthrough in Northern Germany, the West German and other governments are considering the use of civilian ferries to evacuate civilians who might be cut off if the Warsaw Pact forces are able to reach the coast west of Hamburg.   
 
           “We know how to do evacuations,” he told them.  Dunkirk and all that, you know.” 
 
           I agonized about sending destroyers and other surface ships to escort the ferries, I really did.  But I finally decided against it because then it really would look like an invasion force. That’s why the destroyers and other NATO warships on their regular patrols will not change their regular routines and move towards the East German coast until the dark of the invasion night.  
 
    ****** 
 
           This morning, exactly as Shelepin would expect us to do in response to a breakthrough, NATO air, and particularly the Germans with their Eurofighter Typhoons and assault helicopters, launched another massive effort to stop the Warsaw Pact breakthrough.  Shelepin is pleased and so is Moscow—the desperate NATO efforts to stop the breakthrough and the evacuation of Hamburg proves they are winning. 
 
            Sitting in our basement headquarters and listening to the constantly updated briefings and our AWACS’ periodic reports on the ferries’ positions, it quickly became apparent that this will be one of the war’s most intensive days of combat both on the ground and in the air.  There is extensive air combat over the breakthrough as both the new Warsaw Pact commander of frontal air and the NATO air commanders and controllers throw everything they have into the fight.   
 
           It’s a costly fight.  Our planes, skirmishers, and retreating troops are taking a tremendous toll of the Russian and East German troops, armor, and planes as the Warsaw Pact breaks out towards the northwest.  The casualties are not one-sided. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Thousands and thousands of airborne troops, mainly American and German but also including French, Brits, Canadians, and a crack battalion of Australians, spent the day stuffed into airfield hangars all over West Germany.  They’d arrived last night and as soon as they were securely locked in, officers they’d never seen before handed them their mission packets with the information they will need if their various missions are to be successful—such as the radio frequencies they can use to talk to the armor that will be moving overland to reinforce them.   
 
           Importantly, since most of them will be dropping on Warsaw Pact airfields, each mission packet contained a precise layout of the airfield and told them what to destroy in addition to all the enemy planes and helicopters.  The detachment staff spent years developing the plans and constantly updating them.   
 
           Only one of the missions, the one to be undertaken by the members of Germany’s three crack FSK companies who are not already in Russia, doesn’t involve an airfield.  They will drop on the Warsaw Pact military headquarters on the outskirts of Magdeburg.  We are, as gamblers say, “going for broke.” 
 
           And, course, despite being isolated, the news of the evacuation of Hamburg quickly spreads among the waiting troops—depressing some and making others more determined. 
 
    ******   
 
           Kapitan Rolf Mainer summed up the situation quite accurately as he told Gefreiter Hans Sandor and the ninety-seven other men of his Number Eight Company about their target, an airfield in East Germany near its border with the Czech Republic.  Mainer had only received and read the company’s orders a few minutes previously. 
 
           “Our orders are to totally destroy every plane, helicopter, and vehicle.  And to particularly destroy the control tower and all the underground and above ground fuel storage tanks and communications equipment.  In other words, we are going to destroy everything we can destroy and then hold the field until our reinforcements arrive.”  The communists may retake the field but, by God, if they do, it’s our job to see that it will be a long time before they can use it again. 
 
           Hans had been happy to accept the extra jump pay of the German airborne troops when he was drafted a year ago because he and Erike Boute, even though their families thought they were much too young, were saving together to get married and buy a car, perhaps a Volkswagen.   Hans is quite unhappy about being in the hangar and so, he believes, are most of his comrades.  His grandfather had been a German paratrooper in the forties and was last been heard from in 1943 when his father had been thirteen years old.   
 
           How can I get out of this madness? I don’t hate the East German communists enough to kill them.  I don’t even know any of them. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Similar orders were also simultaneously being handed out at that moment to the West German junior officers and non-coms commanding more than a hundred Leopard tanks and their associated Milch Cows—the armored force that has been hidden in Chelsea Blue, the forest redoubt in central Germany, since before the war started.  Later this evening it will be the job of the Chelsea Blue Leopards and Milch Cows to rush along specific road routes through the rear of the Warsaw Pact invasion force reaping death and destruction everywhere they go.   
 
           When they are finished tearing up the rear of the Warsaw Pact invasion force the Leopards and their Milch Cows will end up in positions either to relieve the airborne forces that will be simultaneously dropping on many of the Warsaw Pact airfields or to block the invader’s likely escape routes from Germany.   Just as the Israelis did to the Egyptians in ’67 and again in ’73.  
 
           What the West German troops in Chelsea Blue don’t know yet is that more Leopards and Milch Cows will be coming ashore all along the Baltic coast and rushing south to assist them.  
 
           Each of the Leopard tanks will be accompanied by two Milch Cows, the machine gun and SAM equipped Milch Cows with two fifty-five gallon drums with hoses and hand pumps installed in place of their rear seats.  The Milch Cows will pump fuel from damaged and abandoned military and civilian vehicles wherever they find them. 
 
           We anticipate the Russians and East Germans now in West Germany will, at some point, head towards the bridges they came in on in order to restore their supply lines or escape.  But they can put pontoon bridges across in a lot of places so each of our Leopard teams have to be prepared to instantly move to wherever it is needed most.  
 
           Oberleutnant Harold “Harry” Hakken had been greatly excited just before the war started when the five Leopard tanks of his little command, piled high with extra fuel and supplies, rolled off the tank carriers in the darkness and moved into the huge tin-roofed shed with open sides along with a lot of Milch Cows. 
 
           After the tank carriers quickly left to avoid being photographed by a Russian satellite or reconnaissance plane, Hakken and his men spent the rest of the night feverishly hanging their tanks’ camouflage nets on the side of the shed and adding even more supplies to those already piled on their tanks.  And then they spent the next day installing big plows on the tanks and big fuel drums and machine gun mounts on the Milch Cows.   
 
           There is great excitement as word of the war spreads while they were loading the tanks and preparing the Milch Cows.  Then nothing happened day after day except never ending card games and ever changing rumors based on the latest war news on the radio including today’s alarming announcement that Hamburg is being evacuated.   
 
           What a bore. We’re not allowed to start our engines and no one can leave the shed during the day even to eat or shit or visit their friends in the adjacent sheds.    
 
           Everything changed this afternoon when Oberst Conradus appeared and his aides began handing each of the officers and tank commanders detailed orders and maps specifying the routes each tank and its accompanying Milch Cows are to follow.  Then the team leaders were gathered in various corners of the shed and the details and reasons for their missions explained to them.   
 
           Excitement and anxieties grew to a fever pitch as they listen to Oberst Conradus and his officers explain the operation and realize what they will be doing that night—and how dangerous it is going to be.   
 
           All five of Hakken’s Leopards and their Milch Cows are assigned a circuitous route over which they are to rampage for two days and then, if they can get there, end up in a blocking position on the west side of the Main River bridge at Speyer.  Another platoon of armor, Hakken is told, will arrive at about the same time from somewhere else and cover the east side.  
 
           It is expected that there will be at least one pontoon bridge at the crossing and perhaps more.  If Hakken gets there and finds such bridges he is to immediately destroy them and any others he finds; if they are already down he is to move a couple of kilometers to the south and establish his force to block the enemy forces who, not knowing their pontoon bridges are down, are almost sure to be coming to try to use them to escape further to the east.  And, of course, he is not to fire on tanks on the east side of the river unless he is absolutely positive they are enemies. 
 
    ****** 
 
           About two in the afternoon a report came in that one or more of the ferries may have been spotted by a Russian AWACS operating north of Leningrad before the Green Knights, a navy Tomcat squadron, can chase it eastward.   
 
           An hour later the question of whether or not the ferries had been spotted is answered when a Russian amphibian, a two engine Chayka turboprop, probably coming out of the one of the Russian naval bases in the Crimea, overflew the Nordland and then, so it seemed at the time, turned away with a satisfied wiggle of its wings as the ferry’s captain waved a friendly greeting from deckhouse bridge.  
 
           The Chayka’s pilot obviously did not know that more than half a dozen hand held SAMS are trained on it or that a West German Typhoon will, a few minutes later, send it in a smoking spiral into the Baltic.  But he did know it is the wrong ship in the wrong place and going in the wrong direction—so he radioed in a report.   
 
           About two hours later, after being warned by an American AWACS that it is coming, the officers and lookouts on the Nordland watched helplessly as an East German corvette, the Julius Rubenski, comes up over the horizon and, a few minutes later, loudly ordered them to stop and be boarded.  To the satisfaction of the corvette’s captain, the ferry immediately cut its engines and started to comply.   
 
   
  
 

        Unfortunately, at least for the corvette and its luckless crew, just as the ferry was slowing to comply with its orders, the West German diesel powered attack submarine U-15, which has been shadowing the ferry ever since it exited the Kiel Canal, fired three torpedoes at the Rubenski at a point-blank range of less than a thousand yards.   
 
           A few seconds later, the corvette disappears in a catastrophic explosion so close to the Nordland that it blew out one of the Nordland’s bridge windows and shook the entire ship.  Holy shit!  The lookouts saw no survivors as the Nordland accelerated and moved past the debris.   
 
           Did the corvette get out a message before it exploded?  Almost instantly the ferry’s radio operator shouts that the corvette started to send a message but it was not completed.  The ferry’s rather elderly civilian captain, to say nothing of everyone else on board, is so consumed with anxiety that he decided to lie down on the deck to rest after speaking with the senior German naval officer. 
 
           “Please assume command, Herr Korvettenkapitan, I must rest for a minute.”   
 
           Nothing happens in the anxious hours that follow except that the ferry’s new captain urgently calls for medics to be sent to the wheelhouse.  A few minutes later, a hastily organized stretcher party uses a blanket to carry the elderly captain down to one of the passenger cabins.   
 
           A few hours later the sun went down and the Nordland and its seven companions slipped into the relative safety of the rainy darkness.   
 
           Until I finally heard from naval headquarters that the ferries were still afloat and unchallenged when the sun went down I was so beside myself with anxiety that for several hours I found myself asking stupid questions and eating too much. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Each of the Leopards on the ferries is equipped with a plow and is piled as high as possible, with extra ammunition and fuel, far more than the drafters of peacetime regulations would dream of allowing.  And each pulls a cargo trailer loaded with even more.  Even more important, each Leopard also has three “Milch Cows” to refuel it and provide missile protection against planes and helicopters and automatic weapons fire against handheld weapons such as Saggars.  Of course, each Leopard has a plow.  I remember all too well how the plows on our tanks helped in Korea.  
 
           The Milch Cows are Volkswagen pickup trucks, with two fifty-five gallon drums of fuel and a column-mounted machine gun and grenade launcher manned by a man sitting on the fuel drums.   Each Milch Cow has a handheld Israeli SAM sitting between the legs of its front seat passenger, and, perhaps most important of all, a long hose and a hand pump attached to each of its fifty-five gallon drums.   
 
           When the fuel in their drums is discharged into their Leopard’s tank, the Milch Cows will begin prowling for more, sucking it out of whatever East German vehicles and storage tanks they come across.  And, of course, each of the three Milch Cow crewmen carries his own stubby MP5 submachine pistol, the personal weapon routinely issued to German tank crewmen.  All in all, each team of a Leopard and three Milch Cows is a powerful mini-taskforce. 
 
           We didn’t have room in the detachment warehouses for so many Milch Cows.  So we merely bought the required fuel drums, plows, and hand pumps, prepacked them into moving vans parked inside our wire, and then used the vans to deliver them, and the tools to install them, to the ferry staging area so each Leopard team could install their own. 
 
           Our plan is for each Leopard, the fastest tank in the NATO inventory and the only one capable of burning various types and combinations of fuel interchangeably, to dash hell for leather at forty miles per hour to its objective even if it’s hundreds of kilometers away.  They are to shoot as targets become available along the way, but not to stop or slow down for any reason.   
 
           Some of the Leopards and Milch Cows will take many hours to wend their way through the East German and the Czech Republic countryside to get to their river crossing and airfield objectives; others will become casualties or break down along the way and never reach them.  And they won’t be alone.  As soon as they finish unloading the Nordland, the Anna Stollman, and their six sister ferries will dash back to Hamburg to load more armor and troops and make another trip. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Just after midnight, and eleven minutes behind schedule at 0028, the Nordland steamed up to one of the East German ferry piers at Stralsund as if it owned the place, dropped its vehicle ramp, and began unloading.  A man in a Green top hat was the first person ashore.  The one clerk on duty in the ferry office just sat there behind the counter window with a cigarette dangling out of the side of her mouth and watched until a couple of nice young men rushed in and moved her away from the phone.  
 
           A few minutes later the Anna Stollman slipped into the adjoining berth and also began unloading.  Similar landings were occurring simultaneously at four other East German ferry docks on the Baltic coast. 
 
           Under the enthusiastic and fast-paced direction of each ferry’s Green Hat and his assistants, Leopard tanks and their three-man “Milch Cows” pour off the ferries and, almost without stopping, immediately roar off towards their specific routes and objectives.   
 
           Some of the teams from the Nordland and the seven other ferries will go the entire length of East Germany and deep into the Czech Republic.  At least one team, and sometimes as many as five, will be heading to each of the fifty-eight Warsaw Pact airfields in East Germany and the Czech Republic. 
 
          What the team leaders heading for Warsaw Pact airfields still do not know is that when they reach them they will hook up with airborne troops who will be dropping tonight on every Warsaw Pact field; the teams not tasked to an airfield will be heading to key crossroads and river crossing choke points on the east side of the border.    
 
           The team leaders also don’t know that at the same time they are moving on east side of the border, similarly equipped Leopards and Milch Cows in the Chelsea Blue “forest redoubt” will be moving in similar teams on the western side of the border.   
 
           Our basic plan is simple. We’re going to seize the enemy’s rear and cut off the Warsaw Pact armies in West Germany – and then destroy the sonsofbitches if they don’t surrender.   
 
           There’s no doubt about it—East Germany’s roads and airfields and the rear areas behind the Warsaw Pacts invasion force in West Germany are going to be very dangerous places to be tonight. 
 
    ******   Oberleutnant Wilhelm Schroeder 
 
           Oberleutnant Wilhelm “Willi” Schroeder of the 312th Panzer regiment commands the Number 103 Team which consists of three Milch Cows and Feldwebel Robert Rust and his Leopard tank.  His team’s ultimate objective is the airfield at Magdeburg.  
 
           Leutnant Schroeder doesn’t know it, and perhaps never will, but five other Leopard teams are coming from other ferries and will be heading towards the same airfield at Magdeburg from slightly different directions using different roads and approaches.  Magdeburg and its airfield and the bridge over the Elbe at Magdeburg are important.  More teams are headed towards Magdeburg than any other objective.  
 
           What Willi Schroeder and the other team leaders going to airfields also don’t know, and won’t learn for another three or four hours, is that they will be greeted when they arrive at their airfield destinations by airborne troops who will be dropping on the airfields as the Leopard teams charge towards them along various different pre-planned routes.   
 
           As you might imagine, to minimize the chance of leaks none of the men coming off the ferries were told how many other teams there are or the routes they will take to their objective or who will be waiting for them when they get there.   
 
           In fact, thirty-seven of the teams are going south down the East German highway out of Stralsund.  Twenty-five of them, including Schroeder’s team, will peel off along the way towards airfields and other destinations in East Germany; twelve will continue on to destinations in the Czech Republic.  
 
           Until he peels off towards Magdeburg, Schroeder’s team will be the first of the West German teams on this particular road as they dash southward.  His Milch Cow will lead the convoy and he will be its commander until he turns off and heads towards Magdeburg.  There are no senior officers in the convoy because each team is to operate independently as it moves towards its objective. 
 
           For about two hours Schroeder and Team 103 see little as they move through the darkened East German countryside with their headlights on bright.  That is the order—leave your lights on bright so you appear to be normal traffic and anyone in front of you will not be able to see who you are until you reach them.  Once they roared right past a surprised police checkpoint comprised of a little green car and two officers in dark green uniforms helplessly waving a handheld stop sign.  They just kept going.   
 
           There are not many cars and trucks on the road coming the other way and at forty miles per hour they don’t overtake anyone either.  Interestingly enough, one after another, a half dozen or so large East German civilian trucks pulled up behind the last Milch Cow and, for all practical purposes, join the convoy.  In East Germany civilian cars and truck are not allowed to pass moving military vehicles.  They will stay there until the first contact is made.  Then they will undoubtedly skid to an astonished halt when the shooting starts. 
 
           About two hours and sixty kilometers out of Stralsund, after going through numerous darkened villages and seeing nothing except a few big trucks with dimmed lights slowly coming the other way until they are sideswiped and pushed off the road by a tank mounted plow, Schroeder could see an “L-shaped” string of flickering lights ahead.  Immediately, heart pounding, he did what he’d been instructed to do so many times while waiting for the Nordland to sail; he pulled way over to the right side of the road and motioned for the Leopard behind him to move up to take the lead.   
 
           Then he ran the bolt on his MP5 and gestured for his gunner to get ready.  “Oh Oh Oh here we go, is his only thought.  This is exciting. 
 
           It took only a couple of minutes, which felt like seconds because they passed so quickly, before Schroeder’s Leopard and its closely following Milch Cows reached what turned out to be an East German army checkpoint.  East German MPs were blocking the road for a military truck convoy entering from the left to go down the road in the same direction Schroeder and the teams behind him were traveling.   
 
           The East German army trucks were driving with their headlights off and, after turning left in front of Schroeder’s on-coming Leopard and its team of Milch Cows, slowly moving down the road in the same direction as Schroeder’s team was moving.   
 
           What the East Germans didn’t know is that they could be driving with their lights on; tonight, for the first time since the war started, NATO air is not attacking ground targets behind the lines.   
 
           Schroeder’s team and the teams following him neither stopped nor slowed as they approached the East German trucks turning on to the highway.  They kept right on coming despite the vigorous last minute waving of flashlights and lanterns by the light-blinded East German MPs.   
 
           The East German MPs desperately jumped this way and that to get out of the way when it became obvious the on-coming tank was not going to stop.  Feldwebel Rust, the commander of Schroeder’s Leopard followed his orders and ignored the MPs.  He charged right through the intersection and, without slowing down, began sideswiping truck after truck and pushing them off the road with his huge plow.   
 
           Then, as they went roaring past in the wake of the Leopard, and shooting as they do, the three Milch Cow machine gunners hit as many of the trucks as they can with bursts of machine gun fire.  The rest of the closely-following convoy repeated the process.  
 
           There was no return fire, just total confusion and thirteen exhilarated German soldiers when Willi and his team got past the East German trucks.  Mein Gott, das war wunderbar, Willi thinks excitedly as he turns in his seat to make sure his two Milch Cows are still there. 
 
           A few kilometers further Willi noticed telephone poles along the road.  He immediately half stood in his seat and, leaning against the dashboard, gave an arm waving and pointing signal to Corporal Muller in his team’s last vehicle.  Muller’s driver could see it because they were driving with their lights turned on.  He immediately pulled over so Muller could jump out even though Oberleutnant Schroeder and the team’s Leopard continued without slowing down.   
 
           Muller jumped out of his Milch Cow and made an underhanded throw of a rope and three-pronged steel grappling hook towards the lines as the following tanks and Milch Cows roared by.  And, in his excitement, he missed.  Scheisse.   
 
           It took Muller three throws before the hook went over the wires.  Muller’s Kublewagen immediately shot forward and lurched to a stop when the line tightened and the telephone wires broke.  Muller quickly gathered up the grappling line and jumped into his seat with a shout of “Mach schnell.”   
 
           It takes Muller an anxious fifteen minutes and lots of dangerous driving to pass the teams who have gotten ahead of them and catch up with Oberleutnant Schroeder’s Milch Cow and their Leopard.  
 
    ******  Generalmajor Wolfgang Tomas 
 
           Berlin was quiet the night of the counter-invasion just as it has been every night since the war started.  The street lights were turned off, as they have been ever since the war started.  That’s when newly promoted Generalmajor Wolfgang “Wolfie” Tomas ordered them off.  
 
           There had been a bit of grumbling when Wolfie showed up a few days before the war started.  Each of the three national commanders wanted the top job for himself and was absolutely sure that a German should not be in command in Berlin.  Their unhappiness quickly faded away when they were informed that they will, at least, be keeping their commands.  It returned a few hours later when General Tomas ordered changes to the long-standing NATO plan for the deployment and use of their troops.  
 
           Tomas was more than a bit certain as to how he wanted the Berlin garrison troops deployed.  Little wonder.  He’d spent four years at the Detachment drawing up war plans for Berlin:  One set for use in the event of an East German attack on West Berlin, one if there is no attack, and one if the NATO troops in West Berlin attack East Berlin.   
 
           General Tomas and the executive officer he brought with him, a newly promoted German oberst who had been an oberstleutnant at the Detachment for the past couple of years, are the only people who know about the planned counter-invasion and the reason we want to take East Berlin.   
 
           Why the need to take East Berlin?  In order to prevent or delay, the Warsaw Pact units deployed in and around Berlin from attacking the NATO counter-invaders coming from the coast and the forest fortress.   
 
           Six junior officers and three squads of German army engineers, all experts in blowing up buildings and walls and things like that, were the only other troops who arrived with General Tomas.  They were initially led to believe they were there to blow up buildings to block Berlin’s streets in the event of an East German or Russian attack.  It wasn’t until the night of the counter-invasion that their Leutnant discovered the real reason he and his men are there—to blast open the Berlin wall at various points so NATO armor and troops can pour through and move into East Berlin. 
 
           General Tomas launched his attack right after midnight at 0017, the same time the paratroopers began dropping on the Warsaw Pact airfields.  His British Centurions, American Pattons, and French AMX30s and armored cars dash through checkpoints and gaps in the wall from wherever they had been initially positioned.  The gaps had been blow seconds earlier and, in at least two instances, have to be quickly blown again before Wolfi’s troops and tanks could enter East Berlin. 
 
           Wolfi left only the thinnest NATO defensive forces around the rest of the walled-in western perimeter of the city.  They consisted of the hurriedly trained non-combat troops—the clerks, cooks, drivers and MPs who had been deployed earlier into their defensive positions as soon as the war started.  Their only weapons were hand held anti-tank missiles, recoilless rifles, and lots of automatic and semi-automatic infantry weapons.  West Berlin’s armor and combat troops are elsewhere—pouring into East Berlin. 
 
           Surprise was total.  The attackers pouring out of West Berlin might have been stopped cold if had they been expected and confronted with anti-tank missiles and automatic weapons.  But they weren’t.  For the most part they just quickly rolled right through the checkpoints and newly blown gaps in the wall and into the empty streets and parks of East Berlin.  The unsuspecting East German and Russian garrisons did not get out of their beds and bars in time to stop them.    
 
           They can’t be attacking us because we’re protected by the wall we erected and they have nothing to gain by attacking.  We’re all just waiting here until we see who wins the war. 
 
           A major reason the attack was successful is that it started so suddenly and, once it started, moved so quickly.  There was no noise at all until Wolfi’s tanks started their engines and moved forward to attack.  Indeed the officers in charge of the various attacking troops weren’t even informed that they will be leading a prong of a multi-pronged assault into East Berlin, or their routes and objectives, until Wolfie and his aides handed them their orders a few minutes before the attack is to start.   
 
           Until the very last moment, the troops and junior officers in the Berlin Garrison thought the order to get into their tanks and vehicles and start their engines and turn on their radios right after midnight at exactly 0017, and not one second before, is just one more of the many practice alerts that have occurred constantly at different times every day since the war started.  They are alert and carefully look at their watches as they wait for 0017.   
 
           Why are Wolfi’s troops so alert and careful?  Because in all the practice alerts since the war started, anyone who started an engine or turned on his radio more than thirty seconds early or thirty seconds late was instantly reduced in rank because he “is not ready to defend his position in a timely manner.” There were a number of demotions and their recipients’ misfortunes were widely known in the barracks and bars of West Berlin. 
 
           As planned and repeatedly rehearsed, the American, French, and British troops of the West Berlin garrison all turned on their engines and radios at almost the same instant.  And that was the same instant the newly arrived engineers blew the first wall in various places.  They then immediately follow their officers as they raced from wherever they have been defensively positioned and charged through their assigned wall breaches and checkpoints at the highest possible speed they can manage. 
 
           It also helped that all non-official communications with the eastern sector of the city, including the phone system, were shut down when the war started and the troops had for days been absolutely forbidden to transmit using their vehicles’ radios.   Even when they did the East Germans and Russians on the other side of the wall didn’t understand what was about to happen. 
 
           In fact, the Berlin Wall is really two walls with an empty “death zone” between them that is mined with anti-personnel mines and overseen by East German soldiers in periodic guard towers.  So the first thing the engineers do after blowing the first wall is jump on armored personnel carriers and ride across the open area to blow the second wall.  They didn’t have to worry about the guards in the guard towers—they were pulverized by a hail of small arms fire as soon as the first explosion wen off. 
 
           The NATO infantry, both double timing on foot and riding in trucks and armored personnel carriers, followed the tanks and armored cars through the checkpoints in urban East Berlin and through the wall into the southern section that lies between the wall and the Spree River where East Germany’s Schoenfeld Airfield is located.   They are can run on the ground because it has been scraped of mines, at least supposedly, because the APCs carrying the engineers dragged steel mats behind them as they carried the engineers and their explosives to the second wall.   
 
           The initial NATO casualties were minimal.  The only significant fighting occurred at one of the checkpoints when a British company of Centurion tanks and its supporting infantry ran into a handful Russians who were both awake and ready to fight.  The intense firefight lasted less than five minutes with heavy casualties on both sides.  Then the British rolled on. 
 
    ******   Number Eight Company 
 
           At 2120, soon after it was totally dark, the one hundred and ten men of Number Eight Company of Germany’s Twenty-second Parachute Regiment filed out of the hangar and walked up the lowered cargo ramp of a waiting Luftwaffe Transall turboprop, a German-built cargo and transport plane somewhat similar to the American C-130.  The plan is for the plane to take off just after 2200, stooge around over West Germany for a while, and then cross the border and drop Number Eight Company on the East German airfield at Magdeburg just after midnight at exactly 0017. 
 
           The men don’t know it yet, and those that fall never will, but they are part of a massive counter-invasion that will kick off in a couple of hours with a NATO assault on East Berlin, armor landings all along the East German coast, and airborne drops on almost all of the Warsaw Pact airfields.. 
 
           Every man in Number Eight Company was heavily loaded with weapons and ammunition.  And every man, including all the officers, is also responsible for additionally hooking up and launching the chute of a separate bale of supplies which contains additional ammunition, medical supplies, and the food and water they will need for a week of intense fighting.  Each of the men is responsible for pulling his additional bale of supplies out of the plane as he jumps. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Radar suppression has been extreme for the last twenty-four hours, both at the Warsaw Pact airfields and throughout the Magdeburg area where the Warsaw Pact headquarters is located.  American “Wild Weasels” operating out of Spangdahlem in West Germany and all their NATO counterparts have spent the last twenty-four hours hammering the Warsaw Pact radar stations with everything they can throw at them.  As a result, the Warsaw Pact radars that have not yet been destroyed are increasingly not being turned on by their operators in order to save themselves.  
 
           Transall 9832 with Number Eight Company aboard made a great huge circle deep over the Czech Republic and approached the Magdeburg airfield low and from the east just as it would if it was coming from Russia.  It was on exactly the same flight path it would take if it was a real Russian plane coming in to land at Magdeburg.   
 
           At about 0007 in the morning when it is still ten minutes out and about thirty kilometers east of the field, the Transall began squawking as an Anatov An-12, a Russian-made military cargo plane that closely resembles the German Transall and American C-130.    
 
           The airfield’s tower and radar operators could hear a Russian voice on the tower frequency requesting landing instructions in Russian.  Everything sounded normal.   
 
           “Magdeburg Tower, this is Anatov 309 at five hundred inbound for a straight-in approach to runway 32…. Magdeburg Tower do you read us? … Magdeburg Tower are you receiving?.... Do you read us?.... Repeat, this is Anatov 309 inbound at five hundred for a straight-in to 32….  Over … Magdeburg, this is Anatov 309 for landing instructions …. Magdeburg Tower, we’ll go around but we must land soon…..”   
 
           What the listening tower and radar operators did not know is that the voice is coming out of a little tape machine held up to the planes radio by the Transall’s co-pilot.  What neither the plane’s crew nor the East Germans in the tower and the surrounding missile batteries also didn’t know is that the same basic message, recorded from an actual earlier landing effort by a Russian plane to contact an East German tower, is being repeated at almost the same moment on the tower frequencies of fifty-seven other Warsaw Pact airfields.   
 
           The detachment’s long-time signal corps expert, initially Major Geither and then subsequently Lieutenant Colonel Geither, and now Brigadier General Geither, provided all the tapes and tape recorders.  There is a separate recording and tape recorder for each of the Warsaw Pact airfields; and taped to the tape recorders are the frequencies on which they are to be played, the detailed flight path to be followed, and the distance from the field at which to start transmitting. 
 
           To add an appearance of even more reality, a pair of West German Eurofighter Typhoons is rushing to the scene in what will appear to the West German radar operators to be an effort to kill the alleged An-12.   The West German pilots don’t know it’s a fake.   Before they get close enough to fire they will be directed to break off and head west to attack Russian armor in the battle zone.   
 
           “My God,” the Transall pilot suddenly worries as he lines up on what appears to be Magdeburg’s main runway, “I hope those fighter bastards don’t think we really are a Russian.” 
 
           The Transall was over the darkened runway at two hundred meters, and beginning to climb to execute what the tape recorder claimed to be  a “missed approach,” when the men of Number Eight Company, with the straps of their supply packs gripped tightly in their hands, poured out of its lowered rear cargo ramp.  Rolf Mainer and Hans Sandor were among the first to jump.  
 
    ******   Oberleutnant Harry Hakken 
 
           Oberleutnant Harry Hakken and the men of his team spent all the rest day and most of the evening preparing to move out.  Everything they have worked on for days was repeated and checked out once again, and then again.  They were more than ready when the order was finally given to “prepare to mount up.”   
 
           The excited men feverishly began pulling down the camouflage nets hanging on the sides of the sheds, stowing last minute items, and getting ready to start Leopards and Milch Cows that haven’t been started for days.  There was a lot of last minute hurrying to the latrines. 
 
           “Schnell, Schnell” and other shouted orders were heard constantly as the men rushed to get into their Leopards and Milch Cows.  They have been told they will begin moving as soon after it becomes dark and the men are so excited and anxious that many are literally trembling in anticipation. ‘Finally’ is the thought on everyone’s mind.  Every one of their Leopard tanks and Milch Cows was loaded and manned long before their scheduled departure time.   
 
           Then they waited for what seems like hours.  Suddenly, with a sudden burst of shouting and arm waving by an officer running through the chicken sheds, the order was finally given to “start engines.”  
 
           In every chicken shed some of the tanks and vehicles will not start after sitting so long without being run.  But that was anticipated.  Men poured off the Milch Cows and out of the tanks to hook up jumper cables and connect them.   
 
          Soon they were all started and, as the forest began to darken under the cloudy skies, all the men were once again aboard their Leopards and Milch Cows and ready to proceed.  Until they’re clear of the forest a little before midnight most of them will travel with their lights dimmed and shielded so they cannot be seen from overhead; then they’ll turn on their headlights and act “normal” as they move throughout East Germany.   
 
           When the signal “vorwarts” finally came over the radio, a few lead tanks with their lights on literally jumped forward and began to move out of their sheds to lead the different columns on various routes through the trees and out of the forest.  The other tanks and Milch Cows followed close behind without using their lights.   
 
           Each of the lead tanks followed a string of reflective ribbon and the lantern lights of officers and non-coms walking through the trees ahead of them.  In effect, the lead tanks use their bulldozer blades to literally make an instant dirt road by pushing over and plowing aside the half grown trees in front of them.  And that immediately causes an unanticipated problem and resulted in their time schedule beginning to slip. 
 
           Until they reached the regular roads the treads of the tanks mowing down the trees were throwing up so much dirt and stones that the drivers of the Milch Cows behind them instinctively hung back to avoid having their windshields broken or covered with mud.  That quickly changed once they got clear of the trees.  In less than an hour and a half, all of the columns except one were clear of the forest and traveling on regular West German roads and highways.  It was almost midnight. 
 
           Almost immediately teams began leaving their columns and branching out on to other roads to start their own “death and destruction” cavalry raids through the Ivans’ rear as they travelled towards their ultimate destinations.   
 
           Each team coming out of the “forest redoubt” would follow a carefully designed route through the West German countryside on both sides of the border with the objective of destroying any enemy forces and civilian transports it comes across.  It will only stop several days later when it has either been destroyed or reaches a good fighting position in the general area it is tasked to occupy and defend.   
 
           And each team is well-equipped to do the job, particularly at night.  The Leopards’ low light night driving system and thermal imaging sights make them potent night-fighters.  Moreover, the teams have been told, and believe because it’s logical, that the enemy’s rear is primarily filled with clerks and headquarters camps and supplies—easy pickings for the Leopard-led teams charged with ridding their homeland of its invaders.   
 
           Harry Hakken and the other officers are confident because they believe they are leading their men into a target rich environment filled with rear echelon troops who are neither expecting the onslaught nor organized to fight off.  And they and all their men are both excited and worried as the radio message ordering them to move forward almost certainly sends them into their first combat experience where some of them will undoubtedly die or be terribly injured.   
 
           Their reaction is mixed.  For most it is ‘Oh my dear god what will happen to me?”  For a few it is “How exciting. This is wonderful.” 
 
           Oberleutnant Hakken’s Number 87 team was the first team in the line of the twenty-six Leopard-led teams in Column Five.  It is moving south on a paved road on the West German side of the border between East and West Germany.  Hakken is actually the leader of only five teams; the twenty-one other teams in the column will peel off along the way to take other roads and routes to other targets.  Hakken’s destination is the East German airfield at Chemnitz, near the Czech border.   
 
           Why is Hakken leading the column? There are only a few officers with the men in the forest redoubt because the teams are to operate independently in a number of widely separated places.  Accordingly, most of the senior officers and NCOs of the battalions which provided them were left behind and used to quickly reconstitute their battalions with new tanks delivered directly from the Porsche factory or from Israel.  Reservists and Israeli volunteers will take the place of those now rushing through the night in the Warsaw Pact rear.   
 
             Oberleutnant Harry Hakken and his platoon sergeant, Otto Franz, are assigned to this particular column because all five of their platoon’s tanks are assigned to Hakken and headed to the important Warsaw Pact airfield at Chemnitz.  His team is leading the column because it was long ago decided that each column will need an officer to lead it out of the forest—in case a decision has to be quickly made to take another route.  Most of the other teams are commanded by a feldwebel or oberfeldwebel because they have lesser assignments requiring fewer teams.   
 
           In fact, there are only two officers in Harry’s column: Harry and an obsequious junior Leutnant recently graduated from the officer and panzer schools who is to spend almost three days leading two teams to an airfield deep in the Czech Republic. 
 
           Harry, as the column’s senior officer, is both proud and anxious about being given the lead and being in charge of the column—even though his command is only temporary and will dwindle in size as more and more teams peel away to move through the countryside and tear up the enemy rear.   
 
           Until the column actually got the order to move, Harry had been desperately worried about getting lost and leading everyone to the wrong place.  His anxiety rose even more when he tried to ride on his team’s tank so he could watch its driver try to follow the waving flashlight and push over the half grown trees.   
 
           The falling trees quickly resulted in the tank’s commander, Feldwebel Rust, a good man Harry always treats with appropriate respect, ducking down in the turret and Harry jumping off, and then nearly getting hit by trees being pushed further to the side by the following tanks.  He lands, falls over a downed tree when he jumps, and barely gets to his feet, when his Milch Cow stops in response to his desperate shout.  Mein Gott. That was close. 
 
           Harry’s Milch Cow rushed to take the lead once his team’s tank clears the forest and reaches the road.  Forty minutes later he saw dimmed lights twinkling ahead on both sides of the road.  That’s when he pulled over, as his orders specified, so his team’s Leopard and its huge plow can once again lead the way. 
 
           “Team commanders, enemy vehicles and tents at nine o’clock.  Both sides of the road.  Looks like a pretty big camp,” Harry intoned into the mike of the Milch Cow’s radio as he ordered the driver to pull over to let Rust’s Leopard take the lead.   
 
           “Watch for armor.  Hammer them as we go by.”  
 
           A few seconds later Harry again warned the column.   
 
           “Team 87 to Column Five.  Achtung.  Many lights and vehicles ahead both sides of the road.  Appears to be an enemy encampment.  All teams engage as we go past.  Team leaders prepare to fire flares to illuminate the enemy from behind.  Do not stop or slow down.  Repeat do not stop or slow down.”  He isn’t really the column commander, just the leader of the platoon providing its five lead teams, but it feels good to give such an order. 
 
    ****** 
 
         Absolute chaos and confusion in the tents and field supply dump of the Russian Fourteen Guards Army is the result of the unexpected arrival of Harry and his West Germans.   The supply dump is stretched for three kilometers along both sides of the road.  It’s a major source of supply for the Fourteenth Guard’s much battered three divisions and totally unprepared for the enemy armored force that has appeared out of nowhere more than seventy kilometers behind the front lines.  Its camouflage nets and anti-aircraft missile batteries are useless against the West German Leopards and Milch Cows. 
 
            Flares fired from the flare pistols of the West German team leaders lit up the Russian supply camp on both sides of the road as the column led by Oberleutnant Hakken and his team, in all twenty-two Leopard tanks and their supporting Milch Cows with mounted machine guns and passengers wielding submachine guns, slowly rolls down the road through the Russian camp firing at everything that moves.   
 
           The orders are to not slow down.  But the commander of the lead tank, Hakken’s own Feldwebel Rust, gets so excited he orders his driver to slow down so he can do more shooting at the Russians and their vehicles with his turret-mounted machine gun.   
 
           The slowing by Feldwebel Rust in the lead tank, in turn, slowed down the remaining twenty-one Leopards and forty-two Milch Cows so that the West German column moved quite slowly, perhaps only ten miles per hour, as it passed through the Russian camp.   
 
           The column started with twenty-six Leopards but four teams have already peeled off on side roads to head for their objectives before Harry’s team les the column through the Russian supply camp. 
 
           All of the firing on the Fourteenth Guards was done by the machine guns on the Leopards and Milch Cows and sub-machine guns of the Milch Cow passengers, at least those who aren’t firing flares.  The tank gunners, quite properly, did not fire their cannon tubes, not even once—because they were loaded with armor piercing rounds and on the lookout for enemy tanks and armor.  They saw not a one.   
 
           Ten minutes later the tail end of the column finally passed through the length of the Russian supply camp and the shooting stopped.  As they drive on down the road the Germans can look back and see flames and periodic secondary explosions as fuel tanks and ammunition periodically “cook off,” but nothing like the huge explosion that occurred about five minutes earlier when the Russians’ fuel dump went up.   
 
           Excited talking jams the column’s radio channel during the entire assault.  When radio discipline is finally restored, five of the teams reported casualties including six KIA.  The biggest single loss is a Milch Cow and its three man crew belonging to Team 37.  It was lost when the Fourteenth Guards’ fuel dump exploded just as it passed.  According to a Milch Cow at the rear of the column, the team 37 vehicle was blown over by the explosion and crushed by the Leopard traveling behind it.  
 
           Another of the few casualties is the corporal on Harry’s machine gun, 23 year old Heinz Wetzel of Stuttgart.  One second Heinz is holding on to the handles of his machine gun and looking back at the flames and explosions and the next he is slumped over the front seat with his headless body leaning against the driver and pumping blood onto the driver’s back.   
 
           Harry pushed Wetzel’s body aside and climbed into the back to take his place at the machinegun.  Harry doesn’t even think as he does itVit just seems like the natural thing for him to do.  
 
    ******   Hans Sandor 
 
           The ground didn’t rise out of the darkness until just before the recently qualified paratrooper Hans Sandor landed and rolled over on a taxiway of an airport whose name he didn’t know.  Hans was no longer worried, just tremendously excited.  He could hear men landing and rolling to the ground all around him as he started to pull on the rope attached to his bag of thermal grenades.   
 
           Han was trying to get the bag out of the way so he can unhook his chute.  But just as he started to pull on the rope someone drops on top of him and knocked him face down on to the ground.  There was lots of shouting and noise all around but only sporadic shots can be heard as he jumped back up and again began to release his chute. 
 
           Sandor knows his job.  He has an entire satchel full of small thermite grenades.  About thirty in all.  An hour before boarding the plane he had been given the satchel and ordered by his company commander, Kapitan Rolf Mainer, to throw the grenades into the engines of every plane he can find.  He had to be told how to arm them and how long he has before they explode. 
 
           What Hans and some of the other men are to do, Kapitan Mainer tells them, is run up and down the areas where the Russian-built planes are parked and destroy them while the majority of his comrades fight off the Ivans.  He is to do that, the Kapitan explains, by lobbing an explosive thermite grenade into the big round opening in the front of each jet engine.  
 
           An explosion flares in the distance as Hans released his chute.  For a brief second, he could see the outline of numerous men in various stages of landing, unhooking, and running.  Nearer to him he can hear, and vaguely see, men shouting and screaming orders as they unbuckle their chutes and take up their weapons.   
 
            As he struggled to get out of his chute and began running Hans could see that many of the men around him are rushing towards three or four low buildings about a hundred or so meters away.  Without even thinking he ran with them in that direction, one hand holding his weapon, the other dragging his bag of grenades.  His mind was absolutely blank.  He didn’t even know that he was shouting as he runs and that he has forgotten to load his weapon. 
 
           Hans was dragging his heavy satchel towards the buildings and searching for planes while all around him other men were beginning to fire their weapons even though he can’t see what they are shooting at.  He is eighteen years old and excited, but no longer the slightest bit afraid as he ran with his satchel bumping along the ground behind him.  Men continued to drop out of the night sky and land all around him.   
 
           There was periodic firing and explosions all over the place, and already one of the buildings was burning.  Then another bright flash lit the entire field and, for a second, Hans could dimly see what looked like planes in a line of little rounded shelters off to the right.  One of the planes had a flickering light dancing around it.  He could see dim figures running along in front of the others.  
 
           Ja, that’s where I am supposed to be, was his only thought as he veered to the right and ran towards the rounded things with planes in them.  Just as he began to move towards the planes another brief blast of light lit up the runway and he recognized one of the men in his squad, Robert Versenli, kicking at a door handle on a nearby building.   
 
           Hans was breathing hard as he reached the beginning of the line of rounded shelters holding the planes.  One of the planes somewhere in the middle of the line was already burning and he could see the outlines of others by the flickering light.   
 
           So many planes.  I hope I have enough grenades.  Maybe I can borrow some if I need more. 
 
           When he got to the first plane, Hans reached into his satchel, grabbed one of the grenades, and took three or four steps towards the front of the plane as he pulled the pin.  If anyone had been watching at that moment, they would have seen the look of horror that passes over Hans’ face when he realized that the engine hole on the plane he was approaching had a cover over it.   
 
           Hans stopped and gaped.  What to do? They should have told me.  The last thing he remembered is starting to throw the grenade.   
 
    ****** 
 
           General Shelepin sneered disdainfully when he was informed a little after midnight that the NATO garrison is attacking in East Berlin.   
 
           “They are doing this to distract attention from their failure to stop our breakthrough.  Tell the East Germans to gather whatever forces they can find and throw the fascists out.”  Germans killing Germans is always a good thing.  And so much the better if they destroy their own capitol doing it.” 
 
           Later that night, many of the bridges that the East Germans and Russians used to get their operational maneuver group and reinforcements into West Germany came down as a result of NATO swimmers and air attacks.   
 
           The bridge reports come in quickly and the initial reaction of Shelepin’s staff was disdain.  His deputy explained the situation to him.  
 
           “NATO has waited too long.  It is too late to stop our operational maneuver group and reinforcements from reaching the front and exploiting our breakthrough. They are already over the bridges.”  
 
           Only several hours later, when the contact reports began to come in with increasing frequency from far behind the front lines, did it even begin to occur to Schelepin’s staff that they are being subjected to a major counterattack and that the units which they have rushed into the bulge created by the breakthrough might be trapped by the newly destroyed bridges.  They were afraid to wake up Shelepin and tell him. 
 
           Finally, about 0150 in the morning, a worried aide, after softly asking “Are you awake, Colonel General?” gives a tentative poke at Shelepin’s shoulder and, when there is no immediate response except a grunt, grabbed his shoulder and shook it.   
 
           “Colonel Schenk says you must come to the briefing room immediately, Colonel General.  Something is happening.  There are reports of parachutists and enemy tank concentrations operating behind our lines.” 
 
           “How is it possible?” demanded a sleepy Shelepin, as he stood in the below-ground command bunker in his underwear and reached for his pants.  
 
           He never received an answer.  Instead his mouth gapes open in disbelief as the muffled sound of small arms firing began to be heard.  Some of it seems to be directly overhead in the hotel rooms and corridors.    
 
           It is little wonder Shelepin hears firing.  Two companies of West Germany’s elite FSK Special Forces and a full battalion of West German paratroopers have just jumped at two hundred meters from eight American C-130s that came in from the east while an entire squadron of American Wild Weasels circled overhead and launched missiles at any radar operator foolish enough to turn on his equipment.   
 
           The C-130s dropped the paratroopers and the men of the FSK right on top of the Warsaw Pact headquarters.  A few landed on the roof of the building or bounced off it and were seriously injured.  Most, however, were able to see well enough in the moonlight to land in the open spaces around the hotel.  They quickly disposed of the ceremonial guards.  Immediately behind them come six Transalls; they dropped a reinforced battalion of West German airborne troops on the Magdeburg airfield.   
 
           Within seven or eight hours, in the unlikely event everything goes exactly as planned, the FSK troops and paratroopers will be joined by the first of a dozen or so ferry-borne Leopard teams rushing towards Magdeburg from various ferry docks along the East German coast.  The rest will arrive over the next several days as they complete their raids through the East German countryside.  How many Leopards and Milch Cows will actually show up depends on the resistance they encounter as they rampage though the countryside while driving to their destinations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Wolfie’s forces suddenly poured into East Berlin through the checkpoints and holes blown in the wall.  It happened everywhere, both north and south of the River Spree.  Some of the Russians and East Germans not on duty when the attack started went to ground in their barracks and others instinctively ran out of their barracks and took refuge in nearby high-rise apartment buildings; those on duty surrounding the western sector, at least those in the areas not being occupied, rushed to their positions to defend against attacks that never came.  Many surrendered. 
 
           The problem of the East Germans and Russians deployed around the western sector is quite simple, in addition to the fact that they don’t know what is happening and have no orders: the attack is concentrated on the urban districts of the Russian sector while most of the Russian and East German troops are spread in a great circle outside the Berlin Wall as it stretches around outskirts of the entire western sector.    
 
           In effect, in many places the wall becomes our defensive position, keeping the Russians and East Germans out of West Berlin, instead of us in, as we invaded East Berlin. 
 
           There are relatively few East German and Russian troops guarding the section of the wall separating the urban areas of East and West Berlin—and they are quickly overwhelmed while most of their comrades surrounding West Berlin remain in place outside western part of the city and ready to repulse attacks that never come. 
 
           In the south Wolfie’s troops and armor quickly push all the way through the Russian Sector to the Spree River.  That added a “river wall” to his defenses and enabled his men to link up with the two British parachute companies that made a low level jump at six hundred feet to occupy the big Schoenfeld Air Field located in the southeastern part of the Russian sector.  Now the big question is, Wolfie tells me when he radios in his initial report, can we hold off the Russians and East Germans when they counterattack? 
 
           When the shooting finally tapers off, about an hour after sunrise, Wolfie’s men are in control of most of urban East Berlin and the entire southern part of the Russian zone up to the Spree River; and West Berlin is surrounded by Russian and East German troops waiting outside the newly occupied urban areas for someone to tell them what to do.  That’s when a trickle of East Berliners began to cautiously move through the checkpoints and the holes in the wall.  By noon the trickle becomes a torrent.  
 
           The taking of East Berlin and the torrent of East Berliners escaping into West Berlin is big news to a world that went to bed thinking that the Russians and East Germans had broken through the NATO lines and we are retreating. 
 
           “This is Simon Montgomery in newly unified Berlin where you can still hear the shooting in the background as the western powers try to consolidate their surprising gains.  But East Berliners aren’t waiting.  They started streaming through the opening in the wall behind me almost immediately.” 
 
           “Hello. Are you leaving East Berlin?’ 
 
           “Ja, naturally.  For sure.  We have been waiting for years.” 
 
           “But why are you leaving now that the city is in western hands?”   
 
           “Maybe the Russians come back, eh?” 
 
           The fleeing East Germans are right to be concerned.  In response to orders issued before his headquarters is overrun, East German and Russian units are converging on Berlin.  Their orders are to take the entire city.  This, of course, is exactly what we hoped they would try to do; it means the Warsaw Pact forces moving eastward towards Berlin can’t be deployed to help retake the river crossings we are occupying in an effort trap the Warsaw Pact armies currently in West Germany. 
 
    ****** 
 
           By about ten thirty in the morning five more teams in Oberleutnant Harry Hakken’s column have peeled away.  He is down to seventeen tanks and thirty-one Milch Cows as his column continued its rapid move southward towards the Czech Republic.   
 
           Everything changed when Harry’s Milch Cow, traveling about a hundred yards ahead of the main column, came over a rise.  He could see a crossroads about a mile ahead with the ruins of a destroyed bridge poking out of the water to his right and a pontoon bridge immediately next to it.  The road and the pontoon bridge are packed with troops and armor heading west. 
 
           “Column halt.” Harry shouted into his radio mike as he raised his binoculars to scan the situation.  “Enemy ahead.  Standby.”   
 
           Some of the vehicles look strange and for a few seconds he did not recognize them.  Then he does.   
 
           “They are Czechs,” Harry announces on his radio.  “Armor and trucks.  Lots of them.”  He recognized the unique outline of their Skoda armored cars. 
 
           The Czech Republic’s troops and armor are on the road ahead and pouring over the river on a pontoon bridge.  They are on their way north to help exploit the Russian and East German breakthroughs.   
 
           Hakken immediately described what he was looking at on the column’s radio frequency and ordered his platoon’s radio man, Johan Fistling, a cheerful little redhead in Team 112, to contact NATO air for an airstrike.   
 
           “Tell them we are on the ridge to the east of the bridge and north of the road to the bridge.” 
 
           Up to now the column of Leopards and Milch Cows have merely seen the contrails of distant planes.  Harry assumed it was because the Russians are not interested in vehicles moving on their side of the battlefield and because the NATO planes know they are there and have been ordered not to attack targets behind the lines.  He was right. 
 
           What Harry does not know is that the Warsaw Pact doesn’t have any planes in the air that day because many of their planes have been destroyed by last night’s airborne assaults on their airfields; what he does know is that he is the senior officer present and it is his duty to attack the Czechs.   
 
           Harry’s excitement rose and his composure got calmer and calmer as he ordered the tanks in the column to spread out on either side of the road and “and stay hull down by only going forward over the ridge until your gunner can see the tanks and vehicles on the road and pontoon bridge.”  Oh I hope they don’t know how unfriendly we are until we get into position and open fire. 
 
           “Only tanks are to move up,” he repeated firmly.  “Milch Cows to stay back behind the ridge line until I order you to move up.” 
 
           His eyes shift back and forth between the scene ahead and the turrets of the Leopards that begin to appear on the ridge on either side of him.  Still nothing.  Very good.  Very good.   
 
           “No one is to fire until I give the command.”  
 
           “Good.  Now Milch Cows forwarts…  Careful… Very slowly…  Don’t attract attention.”….  “Be very careful”…..  “Slowly”…  “Only move forward until your machine gun can hit the pontoon bridge or the enemy column on the road below”….  “Don’t show your vehicle”..  Good.  Good.  Very good. 
 
           “Careful… Slowly…  “Leopards be ready to pop smoke when the Milch Cows pull back …….All Leopards select three target tanks or armored vehicles”….. “keep coming”….“Spread out your targets”…  “If you are on the left take targets on your left; if in the center take targets in the center” ….. “Be ready to pop smoke and use thermal sights”….. “All machine gunners to watch for Saggers” …… “Slowly…. Slowly.”  ……”Pick your targets”…. My God they still don’t see us… “Good, Good”….Uh oh…. That turret is turning. 
 
          “Fire.  Fire.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           Harry could see the destruction as smoke and explosions instantly sprouted among the armor on the road.  His mind only registered that his ambush is a success.  He didn’t realize that he was being permanently deafened by the machine gun firing a few feet from his head and the massive firing going on around him.   
 
           Almost every one of the seventeen Leopards used its optical rangefinder and gun stabilization system to carefully aim at its initial target and destroy it.  And then they did almost as well a few seconds later with their second and third targets.  There was more than a little target overlap and some brief delays as gunners search for new targets when they find their second and third targets already destroyed. 
 
           By the time the somewhat hull-down Leopards fired their third shots and popped smoke the surviving Czechs of what turns out to be the T-62 and BDM-equipped Seventeenth Tank Division began to respond.  
 
           It does not become a one for one trade-off even after the first three unanswered shots—because some of the surviving Czechs were confused and others had left their cannons unloaded and none of them have the thermal sights needed to penetrate the Leopards’ smoke.  Even so, some of the convoy’s Leopards and Milch Cows began to be hit, particularly the unarmored Milch Cows, as the small arms and cannon fire from the Czechs grew in intensity.   
 
           “Leopards stay put; Milch Cows to withdraw”…. “Repeat, Leopards to hold position and continue firing.  Milch Cows withdraw.”….. “Repeat, tanks hold position and continue firing….”Milk Cows—withdraw.” …. “Tank commanders button up and use your co-ax machine guns.”   
 
           Damn.  That’s an order I should have given earlier.  Those that aren’t buttoned up by now are probably dead. 
 
           The battle raged for another ten minutes until the Leopards began to report they were running out of smoke grenades.  By then much, if not all, of the Czech’s armor and vehicles had been destroyed and their small arms return fire was tapering off.   In the end only a few of the Czech tanks and trucks survived—those already across the bridge and able to move on down the road beyond the range of the Leopards’ 120 mm smooth bore cannon. 
 
           Not one Sagger was fired as the twelve surviving Leopards dropped back behind the crest of the rise and rejoined their surviving Milch cows.   
 
           A few minutes later four West German Eurofighter Typhoons suddenly screamed in over the hills on the left and made a strafing and rocket run over the smoking remains of the Czech tanks and vehicles.  Then they peeled away in search of more targets.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Oberleutnant Hakken had heavy casualties in addition to the five Leopards that were hit and unable to withdraw.  Twenty-five of the Milch Cows were destroyed or damaged and the majority of their crews were dead or wounded.  That is the report General Mauer gave me when I called him in response to a German air force report of finding a large enemy armor column that has already been totally destroyed.  In that location so far behind the lines it could only have been some of Mauer’s men. 
 
           According to Mauer, the commander of the column is a senior leutnant named Hakken who has been slightly wounded but is continuing in command.  His five teams are scheduled to peel away from the column and go to the Chemnitz airfield even though it appears to have already been successfully taken by the German airborne.  Hmm.   
 
           Otto and I quickly poured over maps and conferenced with Mauer on a scrambled line.   
 
           “Order the officer leading the column to disregard Chemnitz and lead the entire column on towards the Czech Republic.  We’ll send him a new destination in an hour or so.”    
 
           “Spreading out and attacking the Czechs in such a manner, and then withdrawing the Milch Cows and leaving the tanks using their thermal sights in the smoke, were exactly the right orders to give,” I say to Otto.  “This officer must be recognized.”  He absolutely must be recognized and the sooner the better. 
 
           A few minutes later, with Mauer and Klausen on the line, I contacted Oberleutnant Hakken by radio.  He immediately reported that he has left his wounded and all his medical supplies at a farmhouse and is already back on the road leading his column towards the Czech Republic.  Mauer had already ordered him to use to use what’s left of his five teams to beef up what’s left of the twelve teams who “are heading further south.”   
 
           There was elation in the oberleutnant’s voice when I told him he is promoted to major effective immediately and all the other men who were in the battle with him, all of them, are immediately promoted one rank including his junior leutnant, who apparently survived intact; he is promoted to oberleutnant.   
 
           Hakken’s voice choked up with pride when Otto concludes the call by telling him Germany is proud of him and that he will be awarded a Soldiers Cross for gallantry. 
 
           We spoke with Major Hakken on his column’s radio net so it’s likely every man in the column will soon know he’s been decorated and they have all been promoted. 
 
    ****** 
 
           The arrival of darkness resulted in a significant number of NATO destroyers and other surface ships altering their courses and heading at their highest possible speeds towards the Baltic and North Sea, and particularly the Kiel Canal and the northern coast of East Germany.   
 
           Two hours later NSA sent a flash warning.  The Warsaw Pact’s naval headquarters in the Russian enclave at Kalingrad has ordered its submarines and surface vessels to sortie and attack all surface ships, civilian and military, in Baltic waters.  According to NSA, the Russian surface fleet, much of which has so far stayed in port, is expected to sortie almost immediately to confront the NATO ships.  A naval battle is brewing.   How did they find out so quickly? Is bringing them to battle an opportunity or a problem?  Need to ask Peavy, and quickly.  I wonder how surface ships hold up to anti-tank rounds from an A-10?   
 
           Whatever the source of the rapid Warsaw Pact response, the result was a rapidly growing series of naval battles off the coasts of East Germany and Poland.  The first indication that a naval battle might be brewing is the torpedoing of the HMS Thunder, a British Storm Class frigate, as it came charging out of the Kiel Canal at full speed and moved into the Baltic in an early morning rainstorm.   
 
           Thunder was leading a squadron of fast moving escorts comprised of two Dutch and three other British frigates.  They moved through the canal at a relatively high speed, far above the peacetime speed limit designed to protect the shore from erosion and accelerated as they clear the entrance.  The other escorts followed the Thunder out of the canal and a few minutes later saw the flash of the explosion and began picking up survivors and hunting the sub that killed it.   
 
           Within a few hours, Admiral Peavy reported, with a great deal of satisfaction, that the escorts in Thunder’s Squadron have found and sunk the sub that torpedoed Thunder.  
 
           It seems the Baltic seabed is relatively shallow, not a good place for submarines to hide.   
 
           The problem of fighting submarines in the Baltic is that, at the moment, there are so many of them, both NATO and Warsaw Pact.  That means an attacker has to make a positive identification before firing, particularly since NATO already had a number of subs in the area because of the ferries.   
 
           We are damn lucky we got the right sub.  It could easily have been one of ours. And maybe it was. 
 
           In any event, Peavy immediately ordered all NATO subs to move out of East German waters and the ever-increasing numbers of destroyers and other surface ships in the Baltic to take over the task of protecting the ferries.  Three hours later, when the last of the friendly subs, a Norwegian, cleared the area by moving further east into the waters of neutral Poland, our surface ships off the German coast are ordered to immediately attack all subs they come across.   
 
           I don’t know why surface ships are better than subs at hunting other subs.  Are there more of them or is this an effort to justify surface ships which wouldn’t otherwise seem to have much value?  Peavy and his deputies tell me it is the best way to go.  But I wonder.  I’m going to look into this when I have some time.  But I make it clear that if we’re going to use surface ships to protect the ferries there damn well better be a lot of them protecting each ferry.  
 
    ******  
 
           Wismar and Warnemunde quickly joined Stralsund as one of the three main landing sites for our ferry-borne invasion.  And Warnemunde, located as it is near the relatively large East German city of Rostock, quickly gave us an unexpected headache. 
 
           The Nordland, Anna Stollman, and other ferries discharged their Leopard teams as quickly as possible.  It didn’t take long.  Then they and their escorts hightailed it back to Kiel and immediately began loading troops and equipment arriving on the dock from the West German 22nd Armored Division.  This time the Nordland and the Anna Stollman will go to Warnemunde and unload under the watchful eye of that port’s beach master, an incredibly profane Marine master sergeant wearing a green hat.   
 
           But there was an unexpected problem.  By the time the Nordland and Anna Stollman arrive at Warnemunde the area around the ferry dock was packed with people.  And more are on the way.  The road from Rostock to the port at Warnemunde was filled with people walking, running, and riding on everything from bicycles and hay wagons pulled by farm tractors and horse to ugly little smoke-belching East German cars called Trabants and Wartburgs.  It took longer than expected to unload the armor and get it headed down the road to the fighting because of all the people and vehicles. 
 
           The arrival of the refugees was totally unexpected.  The German colonel who accompanied the Nordland was looking out the pilot house window at the gather crowd as he once again tried to call someone to get instructions as to what to do with the would-be refugees.  Then, as he watched the last of his men and vehicles roll out of the ferry, he saw the ferry’s Green Hat wave and shout something.  A moment later, after his translator used a bullhorn to loudly repeat his words in German, the crowd cheered and laughed as it surges forward and began running up the car ramp to board.  
 
           General Doppelfeld himself had gone to Kiel and to explain the role and absolute powers of the Green Hat to the officers of the 22nd.    
 
           “If he can tell me and General Roberts what to do in the unloading zone and we must obey his orders, it is certain he can give orders to you and your men.  He is to be instantly obeyed at all times no matter what your rank or what orders he gives.”   
 
           The colonel put down the phone and began laughing.  An American Navy enlisted man made the decision to evacuate German refugees while NATO’s generals and admirals dithered indecisively and tried to find someone to tell them what to do. 
 
           What is even more funny thought the colonel, chuckling to himself as he held the metal rails and bounded down the ferry’s rusty wheelhouse ladder two steps at a time to join his men, is that our Green Hat uses incredibly profane words that his German-speaking translator loudly and precisely translates even though sometimes it doesn’t properly translate.  I wonder what he said that caused such laughter? 
 
    ******   Feldwebels Jahn and Wettering 
 
           Jacob swung the canvas bazooka round case over his shoulder and started to run into the trees next to the railway tracks as soon as the bazooka round hit the locomotive square in the side and exploded.  Two or three steps later he stumbled over something and realized he cannot see well enough in the moonlight to run in the heavy trees and brush.  He needs to get away quickly and dirt service road next to the tracks is his only option.  He stumbled is way to and then ran along it to it, bazooka in one hand and his MP5 submachine gun in the other, as fast as he could go.  
 
           Flickering flames and shouting behind him spurred him on.  At first he barely noticed when he stumbled or the bushes growing in the dirt road tug at him.  He is absolutely frantic and constantly falling as he runs.  I’ve got to get as far away from the railway as possible he kept telling himself as he stumbled onward.   
 
           After a few minutes Jacob once again thought about leaving the path and moving down the roadbed and up the other side into the trees.  And he even took a couple of steps off the embankment.  Then he tripped over something and changed his mind.  There is nothing to do but go back up to the dirt path that runs along the tracks and run.  He can’t think of anything except the need to get further away from the train and the inevitable search party. 
 
           After a few minutes, actually more than thirty though he doesn’t realize it, Jacob stopped to catch his breath and listen.  Nothing.  He was alone except for the red glow of the locomotive’s burning diesel fuel that lights the night sky about two miles behind him.  Then, for the first time, he thought about Karl—and his fear of being caught turns to desperation.  How did they find him?  My God, first Schulter and now Karl.  What shall I do? 
 
           After another thirty minutes of churning Jacob’s mind is fixated on only one idea—getting back to the relative safety of the new camp.  Twenty minutes later there seems to be an open space, a meadow, on the side of the tracks.  So once again he plunged down the embankment and starts to move away from the tracks – and is immediately stopped as he runs into bushes and brush he cannot see in the dark.  So once again he climbs back up on to the embankment and begins following the rails.  Distance, I must have distance or the Ivans will get me. 
 
           It isn’t until the first light of dawn arrived that Jacob realizes his basic problem.  He has been walking and running along the tracks going east.  The camp he so desperately wants to reach is to the north and west of the repair train. 
 
    ****** 
 
           After leaving the train tracks at dawn Jacob walked north for hours and then northwest.  By noon, when he thought he might be far enough north of the railroad, he began walking through the trees towards the west.  He couldn’t see the railroad track but he had a pretty good idea where it is by the number of planes and helicopters that were going back and forth in the distance.  Looking for me.  
 
           By about seven in the evening the sun was starting to go down and Jacob could see planes and helicopters moving far behind him and to the south.  He has walked past the train and is getting close to where he and Karl cached their supplies and equipment. 
 
           Then he suddenly stops and his hair on his arms literally stood on end.  Someone is in front of him.  He is certain.  Have I been seen?  Slowly and silently Jacob put down the bazooka and swung the MP5 off his back and clicked off the safety.  He didn’t move—just listened and scanned the forest and listened more.  Nothing.   
 
           After waiting what seemed like hours, Jacob sighed and picked up his things and started walking again.  Perhaps I was seeing things.  Then for a fleeting moment he caught a glance of a limping man moving slowly between the trees towards the cache.  Is it possible.  It can only be Karl.  It has to be.   
 
           He gives a big “Hallo” and then “Karl” as loud as he can shout.  No answer.  But he is sure and enthusiastically stepped up his pace, his tired and aching muscles totally forgotten. 
 
           Then in the distance, “Jacob is that you?”  He broke into a run. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Commanders and staff in the massive Russian Military headquarters outside Moscow were late in becoming aware of the airborne assaults and the havoc West German armor is reaping throughout East Germany and the Czech Republic.  As dawn broke they still had no idea that West German armor and NATO paratroopers are all over East Germany and that the Warsaw Pact headquarters at Magdeburg has fallen.  
 
           Even so, the meeting of the Military Committee in the Kremlin later that morning was anything but friendly.  The Soviet Chairman had seen a transcript of my interview and angrily demanded that Marshal Petrovsky, the defense minister, explain. “What the hell is going on.”   
 
           The Defense Minister was defensive. 
 
           “Comrade Chairman, we are winning.   Yes, some of what General Roberts said is true and yes there is fighting in Berlin; but local attacks and interviews do not win wars.  They are obviously desperate attempts to improve the morale of his people.   
 
           “Comrade Chairman, the fact is that we have broken through the fascist lines and our operational maneuver group is now in the enemy rear.  They are desperate for good news so they are making it up—even the western media is reporting that NATO is being defeated.”  And until I know more I’m certainly not going to tell him that we cannot get through to Magdeburg. 
 
           “Actually, Comrade Chairman, NATO’s propaganda is a good sign.  It is what a defeated army might do in a desperate effort to generate peace talks.  Didn’t you yourself say at yesterday’s meeting that the woman who is America’s Secretary of State keeps contacting Piotr Kashavelli asking for peace talks.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           The call from the hysterical President of Czech Republic was the first real inkling the Russian Chairman had that the invasion had gone totally wrong.  It came right after the unsatisfactory meeting of the Military Committee.  He considered it significant because the President of the Czech Republic was also the chairman of its communist party and a Moscow loyalist.   
 
           “Our economy is virtually destroyed and now we are invaded.  NATO troops are everywhere; they have already destroyed our refineries and power plants and last night they captured the Prague Airport.  French paratroopers according to the police.  I heard the guns myself last night.  What are we to do?”   
 
           The Russian tried to be reassuring even though he knew his worst fears were being realized. 
 
           “Comrade Kukrak, you must control yourself.  We are winning and Czech Republic will reap big rewards when we do.” 
 
    ****** 
 
           American and western news media spent most of the day confirming Marshal Petrovsky’s conclusions.  The television coverage constantly switched back and forth between live coverage of the battle for Berlin—to breathless reports from their military correspondents in Brussels who had nothing to report except rumors—to a constant stream of “military experts” being interviewed as to the significance of the Warsaw Pact armies breaking through the German lines and General Roberts’ brief interview.   
 
           By and large, at least for most of the day, the “experts” and correspondents agree with Marshal Petrovsky—the significant thing is the breakthrough.  NATO, they sadly told each other all morning, might have to sue for peace.   
 
    ****** 
 
           By early afternoon the magnitude and implications of the NATO seaborne invasion, the loss of Magdeburg and the extent of their airfields losses, and the confirmation that the Russian East will be totally cut off from Moscow for years, finally began to be understood at Russian Military Headquarters.  Even so, for most of the day the Russian general staff and the western media continued to believe they were the last gasp of a defeated NATO.  
 
           The first significant confirmation that things might not be as they initially appear came when the West German news media begins providing extensive coverage of the arrival of boatloads of East Germans from the Baltic coast.  It is from the refugees’ description of the size of the West German invasion forces that the Russian military and the western media finally realized that a massive seaborne invasion of East Germany is underway and has been going on for almost twenty-four hours. 
 
           That was followed by a call from Marshal Petrovsky requesting an emergency meeting of the military committee.  The Defense Minister is a professional and he pulled no punches. 
 
           “Comrade Chairman, I regret to report that we have suffered some serious setbacks.  Reports from Magdeburg, from the garrison in the city that is, say that both General Shelepin’s headquarters and the Magdeburg airfield have fallen to successful assaults by NATO airborne forces.  We are unable to contact either of them.  NATO parachutists are also reported to have taken many of our airfields and a large force of NATO armor is now causing confusion and damage by operating on both sides of the border between the two Germanys.”   
 
           “Comrades, the situation for our forces in West Germany is, to put it plainly, is not going well.  Nuclear weapons may be our only alternative to win the war.” 
 
           The extent of the disaster become even more apparent when the Czech prime minister called the Soviet Chairman again later in the afternoon, more hysterical than ever.       
 
           “I just received word that many thousands of Czech troops in Germany have just been overrun and annihilated.  Our power plants and refineries are destroyed, all of them; we have not even electricity or telephones or petrol, for God’s sake.  Our factories and bakeries are closed and all of our airports are occupied by the British and Americans.  We are ruined.  How is this possible?  You assured us victory was certain.  What are we to do?”   
 
    ******   General Roberts 
 
           Today’s 2200 conference call with the President and the National Security Council was confusing. There are obviously more people present at the other end than just the President and the Security Council members.  And they seem to be more interested in talking about good news instead of discussing how the war is proceeding and our plans to pursue it. 
 
           “Yes, Mr. President, we have Berlin and control of key sites in some of the Warsaw Pact countries, at least temporarily.  But, as you know, we are expecting counter-attacks and some of them, perhaps many of them, will be successful.  The reality is that battles are raging everywhere.  So I cannot even begin to give you an estimate of the final casualty figures and ratios for our side let alone theirs.   
 
           “Yes, Mr. President, our ferry and forest panzer forces appear to be having great success and, yes, it seems large numbers of East Germans are rushing to the Baltic ports we have captured and are begging for transportation to the West—which we are providing to the extent we can.”  
 
           From the follow up questions and comments it sounded as if everybody in Washington had been watching the now highly favorable media reports about Berlin and the refugees fleeing East Germany and think the war is almost over.   
 
           They seem to be particularly taken aback and disappointed when, after I told them how well things have gone in the past twenty-four hours, I told them that the intensity and casualties of the war are continuing to increase and that the war is nowhere near coming to an end.    
 
           I could be wrong but I am increasingly getting the feeling that White House staff are present and asking for material they can put into a “mission accomplished” political speech and use to affect next year’s elections. 
 
           Finally, in response to one particularly irrelevant question, I ask “who is speaking, please?”   
 
           It was the President’s Press Secretary. 
 
           “Are you a member of the National Security Council and cleared to attend this meeting,” I asked.  I know damn well she isn’t.  I have the list of members in front of me. 
 
           There is a long pause. Then the President said, “uh, I asked Jane to sit in.”  
 
           “I’m sorry, Mr. President,” I say with an angry and bitter tone to my voice, “I was under the impression I was having a confidential discussion about our war plans with members of the National Security Council.  Not your fucking campaign staff and press secretary.  I do not feel comfortable continuing this briefing.  I’m sure you understand.”  
 
           The President seemed confused as to what he had done. “Uh.. yes, we’ll convene the Council later.”… “Uh.. thank you.” 
 
           Klausen, Macefield, and I just stare at each other.  Finally, we shake our heads and got back to work.  The United States’ Fifth Division is running seriously low on ammunition and this is the first we’ve known about it. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Otto and I were still sitting there discussing our forthcoming moves and speculating as to how the Russians might attempt to counter them when, about ten minutes later, Dick Spelling called.   
 
           “Guns, I’m sorry.  Before the meeting started I specifically asked why the President’s media and political people were there and was told you’d been informed.” 
 
           “Well.  Whoever told you that lied to you.  I wasn’t informed and I’m not at all happy about those people knowing our plans.  I think we need an intensive security check on everyone who was not supposed to be there and, particularly, everyone who was involved in getting them into that room.  And they all sure as hell need to be seriously counseled about what’s going to happen to them if they don’t keep their mouths shut.” 
 
           “Way ahead of you,” Dick said.  “I just got off the phone with ‘what’s his face’ over at the FBI.  The little weasel is elated at a chance to  get more dirt on the politicians.  He’s going to run an immediate security check on everyone who was there and particularly the Secretary of State’s deputy who lied to me about you being informed.”  Boy does Spelling hate the head of the FBI.  I wonder why. 
 
           Then I filled Dick in about more of the latest developments, those that I had not had a chance to tell the Security Council before I abruptly withdrew.  One of them is the success of the West German airborne raid on the Warsaw Pact headquarters and airfield near Magdeburg.  
 
           “We’ve got both the headquarters and the airfield though we expect the Russians and East Germans to make a major effort to retake them.” And they will succeed if they are willing to lose enough men.  But they sure as hell won’t be able to use those planes and underground fuel tanks again. 
 
           “There is additional big news,” I inform Dick.  “Information just came in only a few minutes ago that the West German paratroopers we dropped on Magdeburg apparently captured Shelepin, the Warsaw Pact Commander.  Moreover, and this is totally unconfirmed and may not be true at all, he is reportedly asking for asylum and willing to talk.”   Macefield’s head lifted in surprise.  He hadn’t heard.  
 
           What I didn’t have a chance to tell the President, and certainly wouldn’t if I had known all those unauthorized people were listening, is that, as we speak, the Germans were trying to extract Shelepin before the inevitable Warsaw Pact counterattacks begin.   
 
           Klausen had been adamant.   
 
           “If we get can get Shelepin out, we’re going to do whatever it takes to wring every bit of useful information we can get out of him.  We ought to get it because the swine knows he is likely to be shot if we return him to Moscow.  But he doesn’t have to worry about going back; we won’t send him back if he immediately gives us honest answers—and if he refuses to talk or doesn’t immediately tell us everything we want to know I’ll shoot the bastard myself.” Otto means it; works for me. 
 
    ****** 
 
           An hour later the Security Council reconvened.  The President told us he has important news, and he does.  He told us, and probably should not have done so since it’s likely to get out and give the Russians a chance to prevent it, that the Czechs have contacted our ambassador to the United Nations and want to discuss peace terms.  Our ambassador in Prague, Henry Simons, thinks the inquiry is for real. 
 
           “The terms are going to have to be simple and easily understood to get our allies on board,” I replied as I looked around the room at Klausen, Peavy, and Macefield.   
 
           “Tell the Czechs to have their men lay down their arms and immediately head for home.  They know we’re not killing anyone who surrenders.”  Klausen nods emphatically across the table and gave me a big thumbs up.  Macefield also nods his agreement. 
 
           “Yes, I understand,” The President said.  “But there may be more to it than that.  The Czech ambassador says they are willing to let NATO troops occupy The Czech Republic and they’ll join NATO if NATO will agree to protect them from Moscow and help them rebuild.   Now that is interesting. 
 
           “That is interesting Mr. President…. Um,.. yes it is … if the Czechs agree and start moving their troops back, we’ll certainly follow them closely, but we will only stop firing on them so long as they are actively moving towards their barracks.  But just making promises about pulling back is not enough.  The Czechs have got to lay down their arms and immediately, and I mean immediately, leave Germany or surrender.”  Klausen grimly nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    I wasn’t kidding when I warned the President and his political people that just because we have been doing well does not mean the war is certain to be won.  That’s what the German General Staff thought in 1940 when they sent the German Army across Poland and marched into Russia and France; and that’s what the Arab politicians thought in 1973 when the Egyptian army got across the Suez Canal.    
 
           After a day of idleness the Russians and East Germans began counter attacking in an effort to regain control of the situation.   They launched numerous attacks in an effort to retake some of the airfields, particularly those in East Germany.  Some of their efforts were inconsequential; others appeared to be serious and may well end up being successful.   
 
           Starting in the afternoon the Russians and East Germans also begin using their artillery to pound our three Berlin-area airfields and blast away at Schoenfeld.  Happily, our casualties, at least on the airfields, were extremely light.  Wolfie Tomas outfoxed them.   As soon as his troops took the airfields he immediately moved his men completely off the fields had them move into defensive positions several kilometers away.    
 
           And best of all, the Warsaw Pact counterattacks involved units and troops that might otherwise have been used to relieve the units we are trying to trap in West Germany. That was the primary purpose of our attacks, not the creation of victory announcements and photo opportunities.  
 
           A couple of hours later the NSA reports that it was the embarrassed Russian commander of East Berlin who ordered the shelling of the airfields—because he doesn’t want to be blamed for losing East Berlin without putting up a fight.  And a Russian officer could never be criticized for having Germans kill Germans and damaging Berlin. 
 
           Similarly, the senior of the remaining East German officers in the Magdeburg area, a Generalmajor Gerd von Wurzburg, an experienced Werhmacht veteran of World War Two as most of the senior East German officers are, began at the same time to gather up the various East German forces in the region in preparation for launching counter attacks to retake the headquarters and airfield.   
 
           By late afternoon of the next day the Warsaw Pact forces were desperately attempting a comeback.  There was once again heavy fighting in both Berlin and Magdeburg, and on at least a dozen of the airfields we have taken.  At the same time the intensity of the fighting in West Germany has significantly declined all along the front lines.  It is almost as if everyone is watching to see the outcome of our massive counter-invasion. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Willi Schroeder and his exhausted men drove their Leopard and one remaining Milch Cow into an empty hangar.  Then they collapsed on the floor and slept all morning under the watchful eye of respectful paratroopers. 
 
           Only a few of the paratroopers actually saw their bullet-scarred tank and its Milch Cow, but the word quickly spread among the waiting paratroopers about the battles the German armor guys must have been in and the casualties they took as they fought their way through East Germany to join them.  Some of the stories might even have been true.  
 
           A little after noon Willi jerked awake to the pounding noise of approaching tanks.  As he sat up he could see the hangar door being pushed open by a couple of paratroopers.  Less than a minute later three more Leopards and five Milch Cows drove in and the big metal doors clanged as they closed behind them.  They have just arrived and the paratroop commander has sent them to join Willi’s team in the hangar.   
 
           Schroeder instinctively starts to search for a familiar face, and then he lurched to his feet as he realized he has a tremendous need to find a latrine. 
 
           Five minutes later the hangar was filled with excited men telling each other their experiences as they charged towards Magdeburg—and Willi realizes he is the senior officer and now responsible for four Leopards and six Milch Cows. 
 
           Each of the three new teams is commanded by a senior feldwebel.  Two made it to Magdeburg’s airport despite serious fighting and losses along the way with East Germans and Russians; one just drove along its assigned route and arrived with its tank and three Milch Cows without seeing a single Russian or East Germany soldier.  The only shots it fired were into the engines of the civilian trucks it came across as it moved towards the Magdeburg airfield.  
 
           Willi’s men, in turn told the new arrivals about their two fights.  The first had been yesterday morning at a roadblock manned by two armored cars, a truck full of soldiers, and two East German MP officers sitting at a folding desk.  They just all sat there and watched as Schroeder’s Leopard drove up to within forty yards of them and then, “bang bang,” killed the armored cars while the Leopard and Milch Cow machine gunners hose off the troops and MP officers.  It was all over with seconds and they didn’t even slow down. 
 
           Their second contact was different, very different.  It was growing dark and Schroeder still had another Leopard team traveling with him when he stopped for a second just outside a little village to talk on the radio to the commander of the American paratroops on the Magdeburg airfield.  He waved the other team on around him to keep going while he talks on the radio.   
 
           As a result, instead of Schroeder and his men entering the small village first, it was the other team that entered—and came around a corner to find itself face to face with a company of Sagger equipped Russian infantry. 
 
           Worse, the Russians had seen them coming and recognized their Leopard’s silhouette.  The Russian ambush had been perfect.  They waited until the team’s Leopard and Milch Cows made the turn around the little hotel and restaurant on the corner.  Then, from across the little village square, they fired all four of their Saggers and opened up with their assault rifles on Milch Cows.  The fighting was over before it even gets started.  The Germans didn’t even have a chance to fight back and there were no survivors. 
 
           Schroeder was on the radio talking to the German airborne battalion’s executive officer at the Magdeburg airport when the heavy firing and the explosions and black smoke suddenly erupted in the village.  He dropped the radio microphone and stood up on his seat to try to see what was happening.  But all he could see as the firing tailed off were two great columns of black smoke rising from the middle of the village. 
 
           Instantly he shouted an order at his driver to “go back” while he gave strenuous hand signals for the Leopard and his two Milch Cows to do the same.  Almost simultaneously he hears the cracking whoosh of rounds going past his head as small arms fire erupted from the village.   His Milch Cow was still in the process of turning around when it was raked with machine gun fire.  Lieber Gott. 
 
           Willi’s headfirst dive off the seat into the muddy rock filled ditch along the road was instinctive.  He didn’t even think about it before he dove.  As he hit the ground he heard the clanging and splats as his Milch cow and its gunner and driver were riddled.   
 
           From the ditch Willi watches as his team’s Leopard spun around and moved down the road behind one of the team’s Milch Cows, the only one that was able to turn around and drive back the way it had come.  It escaped because the huge bulk of the Leopard masked it from the intense Russian small-arms fire.   
 
           The team’s third Milch Cow is not so lucky.  It is riddled by small arms fire coming from the Village as it attempts to turn around—and goes off the road and into a ditch on the other side of the road from Willi.  He briefly hears high pitched screaming.  It sounds like Bauer, the driver. 
 
           As the sun was going down Willi was slithering along the roadside ditch on his stomach for what seemed like hours.  Finally, when he can only make out a faint outline of the village against the rising moon he decided to take a chance and run along the side of the road.  About thirty minutes later he could hear the faint sound of voices somewhere ahead.  
 
           “Hallo,” he shouts.  “Hallo.” 
 
           “Ver da?” comes the distant reply. 
 
           “Leutnant Schroeder.  Don’t shoot.” 
 
           “Hurry Leutnant.  Please hurry.  Eric is wounded.” 
 
           A few minutes later, as he kept shouting “it’s Leutnant Schroeder, I’m coming in,” he found his Leopard, his one surviving Milch Cow, and the anxious members of his team standing and kneeling around a figure on the ground.  Their concern and their relief at seeing him was evident in every voice; they desperately need someone to tell them what to do. 
 
           “Is anyone with you, Herr Leutnant?” 
 
           “The others, Herr Leutnant?” 
 
           All he has to offer is the truth.  No words of encouragement are possible.  “The others are gone, Horst and Karl-Heinz for sure.”…then he added needlessly, “It was an ambush.”   
 
           Then he suddenly has to sit down. 
 
           “My God, are you wounded Herr Leutnant?” 
 
           “No.  I am just dizzy for a moment.  Help me up.  We must get out of here.” 
 
           Twenty minutes later they turn right at a cross road and go about a kilometer.  Then they stop while so Willi can look at a map with a carefully shielded flashlight from the Leopard.  Eric is sprawled unmoving on the passenger seat of the Milch Cow where Willi had placed him.  They tenderly lay him by the side of the road with his jacket covering his face.  Then they drove on.  They will take an alternate route to Magdeburg. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Talking suddenly stopped in our Magdeburg hangar as the paper-ripping sound an artillery shell roared overhead and moments later exploded in the distance.  The tank crews rushed to get into their Leopards; the rest of the men and I crowded under them. 
 
           After a while, the shelling stopped and I began checking the condition of my new troops.  It is much better than I initially thought—the extra stores piled on the Leopards and carried by the surviving Milch Cows are more than enough to fully fuel and arm all three Leopards.  Our condition is good, better than I hoped, but if we stay here much longer we’ll have to send the Milch Cows out to search for fuel. 
 
           The fighting for Magdeburg became increasingly ferocious, both for the airfield and for the headquarters eight kilometers to the south.  We are now the hated foreign invaders and it is East Germans versus West Germans.  Our men are a relatively small number of elite troops; theirs according to the paratroopers are a relatively large number of rear echelon troops and basic training trainees quickly cobbled together into temporary companies.  
 
           There are other important differences as well.  Our officers and non-coms are paratroopers trained for combat; theirs are rear echelon and staff officers with varying degrees of experience and combat training.  Similarly, our armor consists of my four Leopards at the airfield; their armor consists of several dozen T-62s and old T-55s from a nearby armor training facility.   
 
           And finally, and tellingly as it turns out, we have no artillery or mortars and they have quite a bit from a nearby artillery and infantry training school for new recruits.  On the other hand, we have air support and they have none. 
 
           East German artillery pounded us for hours, although it never once hits our hangar.  It only stopped when a patrol from the airborne battalion was able to identify the location of the East German artillery emplacements and call in a NATO air strike.  We watched and cheered as Tornados and A-10s worked over an area about six kilometers south of the field. 
 
           By then my Leopard commanders and I have been brought up to speed on the local situation.  That’s when I learn that the Warsaw Pact headquarters is only ten kilometers away to the west and has been taken by a couple of battalions of our Fallschirmjager.  From the sounds coming from that direction, it appears that they too are being subjected to heavy artillery fire.   
 
           Our danger is real.  According to our patrols and radio reports from the airborne troops holding the Warsaw Pact headquarters, the East Germans and Russians are bringing up troops and armor for an attempt to retake both their headquarters and the airfield.  But I don’t think it will be easy for them.  We are a quite formidable force with air support—a reinforced airborne battalion at the headquarters and another reinforced airborne battalion here at the airfield with tanks. 
 
           Hans Tempke, the battalion commander, and I have been going over Hans’ detailed map of the area and talking about how to respond to the East German attack that seems to be forming up.  
 
            This is the first time I have ever been seriously consulted by someone of such rank and I find it quite warming.  Hans seems like a nice fellow. 
 
           After a lot of discussion and radio calls to the commander of our troops at the captured headquarters eight kilometers to the north, we reached a decision as to where my four Leopards and their Milch Cows are to be placed.  Our Leopards will support the company Hans has positioned on the north side of the airfield.  There they can do double duty by also helping our troops at the headquarters resist attacks from the open area between them and the airfield.   
 
           Having our Leopards and Milch Cows in that location to cover the open ground with our 120mm guns and machine guns is quite important, Hans explained.  It would enable our comrades at the headquarters to concentrate on fighting off attacks on the other three sides.  The problem, of course, is that we have mostly armor piercing rounds which are only good for use against armor and buildings. 
 
           Colonel Tempke and I were driving around in a little airport pickup truck looking for good locations to place the Leopards and Milch Cows.  As we drove down the line of plane shelters I look down out of the open window and saw a body on the ground next to the burned out shell of a Sukhoi SU-27 in a concrete shelter.  It looked greasy, black, and charred.   
 
           Actually, I would not have been sure it was a body except for the boots and the nubs of two black fingerless arms bent at the elbow and pointing up and the scorched jacket someone had thrown over the face.  
 
           The reality that this is really a dangerous situation and I might actually die today finally hits me.  It is all I can do not to ask Colonel Tempke to stop the car so I can throw up.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Berlin’s future is uncertain.  Schoenfeld airfield fell to British paratroopers at the same time Tomas’ men took over most of the rest of East Berlin.  Our forces now control all of West Berlin inside the wall and the southern portion of the Russian zone that runs between the wall and the Spree River.   
 
           There were a few tense moment when the  British paras on Schoenfeld begin firing at Tomas’ men thinking they are counter attacking Russians or East Germans.  Three of Wolfie Tomas’ men were wounded by the friendly fire; one so terribly that his officer performed a “soldier’s mercy” at the request of the man’s white-faced senior feldwebel.  
 
           And, as Wolfie reports, everything is being complicated by the East Berliners who are streaming into the Western Sector in ever increasing numbers.  They are coming in ever great numbers even though the fighting is still going on and the East Germans are expected to launch a counterattack.   
 
           Wolfie expects a counter attack and his troops are as ready as they can be to meet it.  His problem is quite simple—until it begins he won’t know where it will hit.  It’s something the West German officers who rotated through the Detachment endlessly discussed.  Everyone had an opinion but no one came up with anything definitive because there were so many possibilities.  
 
           As it stands, we control the air so it is likely the East Germans will wait until nightfall to counterattack.  They surprised us—they reduced the effectiveness of our air support by coming through the wall into the lightly defended western sector of the city instead of trying to retake the Russian sector.   
 
           The East German counterattack began right after dark with an artillery barrage that falls rather uselessly on the Tegel and Gatow airfields.  Then, about an hour after sundown, the East Germans came through and over the wall into the area of high rise apartment building and office blocks in the western sector north of the Spree River.  And they are determined.  They are not holding back because fellow Germans are involved. 
 
           It was a smart move on the part of the East Germans and we realized it as soon as it started; Wolfie was not about to launch a full scale counterattack on the homes and businesses of his own people.   
 
           Even so, Wolfie was able to hold the East German gains to a minimum by quickly moving a fast reaction force of his armor and combat troops back into the West Berlin neighborhoods and using them to cordon off the neighborhood of high rises captured by the East Germans in their initial assault.  At the moment he is beginning to use the handful of assault helicopters he has to attack the East German artillery and vehicles supporting them. 
 
           Much of the “Battle for Berlin” is carried on live TV and we can watch it in real time at headquarters at the same time as everyone else around the world watches.  It was so fascinating to watch real fighting up close as it actually occurs that it began to distract us from doing our duties.  
 
           I realize that when I found myself reaching for a phone to call Wolfie and suggest a minor tactical change for what appeared to be a company of American infantrymen fighting on Fredrichssstrasse.  It also had its humorous moments; some of the traffic lights are still working and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when I saw a column of British tanks and trucks dutifully stop for a red light on an empty street with not a car or truck in sight. 
 
           The East Germans’ biggest gain was to take over, virtually unopposed, about a square kilometer of West Berlin apartment and office buildings in the area immediately east of the Tiergarten.  It seems they deliberately built weak spots in the wall in certain areas so that their armored vehicles could push right through it.  NATO intelligence missed it.  
 
           If we had known, we would have concentrated our forces in front of the weak spots.  We didn’t and they surprised us and were able to push into and hold a square mile or so of West Berlin high rises. 
 
           By the next morning things had settled into pretty much of a stalemate.  The East Germans had their armor on some street corners and Wolfie has our armor on other street corners a block or two away.  And we still hold all of East Berlin up to the Spree River including East Berlin’s Schoenfeld airfield. 
 
           It was a company of American Apache attack helicopters that finally began to turn the tide.  Harry Shepherd, Klausen’s American deputy for Army Air, took a big chance last night and sent six of them, and a couple of big Sikorskis carrying their fuel and ammunition, all the way across East Germany to the Gatow airfield in the British sector and then to a couple of city parks in downtown West Berlin.   
 
           It is quite something to watch the Apaches on live TV as they creep around the corners of high rise buildings, fire their rockets at the East German armor and vehicles, and then duck back to safety.  It is also quite dangerous.   
 
           By three the next afternoon the world is watching in awe as the rocket firing Apaches destroy many of the East German tanks and artillery pieces supporting the attack—and in horrified fascination as one by one the Apaches are shot down by small arms fire.  
 
           At 1518, we received a flash message from NSA.  According to the latest intercepts, the Russians have decided not to waste any more troops trying to recapture Magdeburg.  They are going to manage the war from the big Russian military headquarters on the outskirts Moscow.  The name of the new commander is not yet known.   
 
           Otto and I talk it over and conclude the news is both encouraging and discouraging.  It is good because it means their decision makers will be even more unaware of what’s actually happening on the ground and their reaction times will lengthen; it’s bad because it means they won’t be keeping troops away from the main battle in an effort to recapture Magdeburg.   
 
              I wonder if the Warsaw Pact guys making the day to day tactical decisions will be some of Russia’s generals and politicians sitting in their Moscow offices pouring over maps.  I hope so.  It didn’t work for us in Korea and Vietnam and it’s not likely to work for them either. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Late that afternoon Oberfeldwebel Uwe Schwann and the exhausted remnants of four Leopard teams, one after another, reached the heavily damaged Elbe River bridge at Lauenburg via different routes.  Between them they have three Leopards, seven Milch Cows, and no officers.  Uwe is the senior non-com.  Only the paved road running up to the steel and concrete remnants poking up from the water suggest that a bridge stood here not long ago.   
 
           Moscow finally accepted that West German armor is on the east side of the Elbe in force.  The next day part of the operational maneuver group “exploiting” the breakthrough, including the entire Thirty-fourth Guards Division, was ordered to turn around and cross back over the bridges they used to get into West Germany and destroy the West German armor. 
 
           Moscow, and thus the Thirty-fourth Guards, did not know the bridge the division had used to cross the river had been destroyed until the division’s lead elements reached it and came under fire from Schwann’s armor on the other side.  The commander of the Thirty-fourth didn’t know what to do.  It could, after all, be friendly fire since it was coming from East Germany. 
 
           He needed guidance and information.  So, according to the NSA intercept report I’ve been handed, he immediately radioed his army commander and asked for instructions; the army commander contacted Moscow and asked for instructions; and the Moscow staff dutifully put it on the agenda for tomorrow morning’s military committee meeting as an action item.   
 
           Instantly upon having the NSA report called to my attention by Jim Hart, I telephoned Jim Macefield at his headquarters, explained the possible existence of a prime target of Russian armor, and asked him to hit the Russians with all the plaes he has that can be spared.  Time is of the essence because they are backed up on the road waiting for orders.   
 
           Macefield said he will try to get some A-10s on them as soon as it gets dark.  He wants to wait until it is dark so their SAM shooters will be less effective.  I guess it means the orders restricting the shooting of SAMs are no longer in effect. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Early the next afternoon the Commander of the Thirty-fourth Guards, now severely degraded as a result of last night’s air strikes, finally received a message relaying the orders that have been received from Moscow—destroy anyone who fires on your division.  What the general commanding the Thirty-fourth Guards doesn’t get are orders telling him how to do that and what he is to do afterwards.  The bridge is down as he reported yesterday.   
 
           He immediately radios an acknowledgement of his orders and began laying an artillery barrage on the other side of the Elbe with what’s left of his artillery.   
 
           “At your orders Comrade General.  The Thirty-fourth Guards will immediately begin an artillery barrage with what remains of its artillery.  Elbe bridge still down.  Will need bridging equipment to get armor across the river.”   
 
            The reply comes twenty minutes later just before his artillery runs out of ammunition. 
 
           “Stand by for further orders.  Army Group East being queried.”  Good.  Army Group East is now headquartered in Moscow. 
 
            Schwann’s Leopards and Milch Cows had been positioned near the destroyed bridge yesterday when they fired on the Thirty-fourth as it came up on the other side of the river.  But Schwann is not a fool—he’d quickly moved them to new positions in anticipation of just such a response.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Harry Hakken has been in radio contact with the American airborne battalion commander on the Prague airfield since a little after noon yesterday.  Apparently the American paratroopers quickly overcame the airfield’s defenders and have already blown up its planes and torn the place to shreds.  Now they are hunkered down in the face of an imminent counterattack. 
 
           “We’ll be glad to see you, buddy.  It’s always nice to have friendly armor around.  Please try to get here as soon as possible.”   
 
           Harry has ten Leopards left after losing two yesterday afternoon at Riesa and another three during the night when he ran into a column of East German artillery heading south on the Plauen road near the Czech border.   
 
           It was a learning experience.  Harry and his men learned the hard way near Plauen that Russian-made artillery can also be used as anti-tank weapons; the East Germans learned the hard way that artillery and soldiers run over by tanks don’t work well afterwards. 
 
           After each engagement, Harry pulled the fuel tanks out of a Milch Cow and used it to carry his seriously wounded men to the nearest East German city that looked big enough to have a hospital.  To his surprise, he had no problem finding volunteers to drive them even though it almost certainly meant becoming a prisoner of war.   
 
           Things are particularly tense in the final hours as Harry and his men approached the Prague airport and the waiting paratroopers who had taken it.  As he and his remaining Leopard teams move through the darkened villages he was constantly orienting his position to the distant glow of the lights of Prague and the flares the Americans began to periodically send up from their positions to guide him in. 
 
          Finally Harry and his teams began moving across the farmland to the airport.  They are highly alert because they expect at any moment to make contact with the Czech forces surrounding it.  But it never happens.  When they reach the wire fence around the airfield they just drive right over it.   
 
           They are warmly welcomed and an hour later Harry and his exhausted men are asleep in, around, and under their Leopards and Milch Cows. 
 
           About ten in the morning a tapping on the side of the Milch Cow next to him woke him from the first two hours of sleep he’d been able to grab in more than two days.  He looked up to find Lieutenant Colonel Jerry MacCown, the commander of the airborne battalion who greeted him so warmly when he first arrived.   
 
           It’s little wonder MacCown is friendly—he’d contacted headquarters to report the imminent arrival of the Germans and been pleasantly surprised to learn its commander has just gotten a battlefield promotion for absolutely tearing apart a Czech armored division with a relative handful of tanks and men. 
 
           Colonel MacCown had news for the German commander and it wasn’t good.   One of his reconnaissance teams has just radioed in to report they are pulling back because they can see a large number of military trucks, and possibly armor, approaching from the north.   
 
           “It figures,” MacCown explained.  “There’s a big military training base to the north about forty klicks up the road.”  Klicks?  Of course; he means kilometers. 
 
           After huddling over their maps for about five minutes, the two men have a plan and Major Hakken and his feldwebels began rousting the men out of their dreams and into their Leopards and Milch Cows.  Ten minutes later MacKown and Hakken shake hands and the Leopards and some of the Milch Cows began moving towards the open land north of the field.  
 
           Three of the Milch Cows will stay behind and look for fuel.  The rest are going with the Leopards to serve as mobile machine gun platforms.  Also going with the Leopards, and riding on top of them, are a couple of platoons of tough-looking American paratroopers, their faces still smeared with black from their jump.   
 
           Riding behind the Leopards in various pickup trucks and other commandeered vehicles are the other two platoons of the airborne company that have just been chopped to the German Major.  They will provide Hakken’s Leopards and Milch cows with infantry support. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Karl and Jacob talk and talk as they slowly work their way through the trees and the periodic swarms of mosquitoes.  Karl is afraid that if he stops talking the pain will get to him and he will sit down and never be able to get back up.  So they talk about everything: their attack on the repair train, their families, Schroeder, the army, and their wives, or in Jacob’s case, his former wife, Trudel, and the two children he rarely sees.   
 
           Along the way they decided their raid on the repair train is probably going to trigger an intensive aerial search and they will be seen if they don’t reach their camp and hide. That helps Karl to keep going.  He doesn’t want to be responsible for Jacob being caught.  
 
           The forest was quiet and the sun going down as Karl and Jacob finally saw the site of their cache of equipment and supplies in the distance.  It was on the side of a little ravine and hidden in a rocky indentation covered by protruding tree roots.   
 
           Karl is in real pain and it was getting progressively worse.  By the time they finally reach their camp Karl was only able to move by jumping along on one foot with a make-shift crutch under his arm while a heavily burdened Jacob carried everything.  
 
           When they finally reach the cache they do not immediately start setting up a tent and making a proper camp.  Jacob is too exhausted from carrying everything and Karl can hardly move.  
 
           “Better we stay here and are safe for a few days until the Ivans stop looking,”  
 
           That was Karl’s suggestion as he leaned back against a tree and winced as Jacob wrapped his swollen ankle with a piece of gauze from their medical kit.  Jacob’s big hands were surprisingly gentle.  
 
           “Maybe we get the tent and sleeping bags out after dark and then put them away before dawn, Ja?” suggested Jacob.   
 
           Karl grunted his agreement.  He was too tired to talk and his ankle hurt so much it has become almost numb.  He didn’t know it but when he first sat down he passed out from the pain.  After about ten minutes he suddenly became aware of all the insects and that Jacob is asking him something.  He didn’t answer, just sort of nodded as Jacob held his head up and gave him a handful of pills from the medical kit and a swig of water from a canteen.  All Karl wants to do is not move.   
 
           Neither man says it out loud, but they are both worried that Karl’s ankle is broken and the damage permanent. 
 
           Their decision to do nothing except remain hidden turns out to be a fortunate decision.  Karl and Jacob don’t know it, of course, but an intense search to root out the “criminal saboteurs” had started in response to an order from Moscow.  Thousands of the Russian troops stranded in the east have been ordered to move up the railroad line and sweep the German invaders out of the forests around it.    
 
           Because their team is the team dropped closest to the distant Chinese border, the bridge and culvert Karl and Jacob destroyed are the first in line to be protected and repaired.  Only then can the railroad-carried cranes and other heavy equipment move on up the line to the next repair job.   
 
           What it means, which Karl and Jacob also have no way of knowing, is that thousands of Russian troops are moving into the forests along the railroad tracks to protect the repair crews from attacks such as the one they just carried out.  They spent the night blissfully unaware of the danger gathering around them. 
 
           Karl’s ankle was sore and even more swollen when they woke up a little before dawn.  So Karl took some more pills and stayed in his sleeping bag and dozed while Jacob took down their little tent and put everything back in the cache.  When he was finished only Karl and his sleeping bag with its camouflaged waterproof cover are not under the overhang.   
 
           It’s interesting to watch Jacob, Karl thinks to himself through his drug induced fog.  He’s bustling about like a mother hen 
 
           Everything changed about an hour after sunup.  That’s when they heard the droning of small airplane engines and then the distant whump whump whump of helicopter blades beating the air. 
 
           Jacob ran to the cache and retrieved their binoculars.  He was trying to focus them when Karl shouted a warning.  “Watch out Jacob, don’t let them see a glare off the glass.” 
 
           Jacob lowered the glasses with a jerk, and was starting to put them away, when the sound of a light plane suddenly got louder and louder and then extremely loud.  He instantly dropped to the ground and pressed himself into the root covered indentation holding their equipment and supplies.   
 
          “Achtung Karl,” he shouted quite unnecessarily.  “Don’t move.”  Every soldier knows it is movement that catches the eye more than anything else.    
 
           Karl shouted back.  “Of course not.  Are you under cover?  Get under the roots with our stuff.  Don’t look up.” 
 
           Seconds later a fleeting shadow swept across the camp site and was gone in an instant.  
 
           “I don’t think they spotted us.  But stay in there for a minute in case they come back,” said Karl. 
 
           A few minutes later Jacob helped Karl out of his sleeping bag and took it to the cache.  Karl didn’t even try to stand up.  He knew he couldn’t.   
 
           Finally, after he ate another candy bar and had another drink of the chemical tasting water from one of the canteens, he made up his mind to try.  Jacob tried to help.  He grabbed Karl’s elbows and literally lifted him to his feet so that he could stand balanced on one leg.  
 
           Then Karl swung his left arm over Jacob’s shoulder and hopped on one leg towards the overhang without his bad leg touching the ground.  Jacob helped hold him up on with an arm around his waist.   
 
           At the top of the tree sheltered depression Karl sat down, grimacing as his bad leg touched the ground, and then slowly, with Jacob’s help, inched his way down into the ravine—and collapsed.  After a short rest, he used his arms to pull himself up under the overhanging tree roots.  He was panting and sweating by the time he was out of sight.  Jacob wedged himself in next to Karl and offered him a sip of water from a canteen. 
 
           Not a moment too soon.  A few seconds later a low flying helicopter slowly flew overhead just above the tops of the trees.   
 
    ******   Oberleutnant Willi Schroeder 
 
           Magdeburg airport is an ugly mess of debris and burned out planes.  The shelling suddenly stopped about an hour ago and the expected attack didn’t materialize.  After a while the Americans got bored and began moving about.  That’s when they found the underground fuel storage tanks where the commercial planes park next to the terminal.   
 
           I learned about this when a very big and very black American sergeant comes over to one of our Milch Cows and asks Gefreiter Bauer if he can borrow a wrench, a big wrench from the way he is holding his hands and pantomiming.  I was just coming in through the rear metal door after taking a piss so I walked over to see what is happening. 
 
           “It is for sure you can use our tools, Sergeant.  What do you need?” I said. 
 
           “You got a big wrench I can use for an hour or so?” the big sergeant asks while making a gesture with his hands.  “We found what looks like some underground fuel tanks for the planes, but we can’t get them open enough to get a grenade in.” 
 
           We all walked over to the terminal area where six or seven Americans were standing in a circle staring at a metal plate that had been lifted off the concrete exposing a gas hose and gas gauge.  There is a big heavy metal cap on some kind of spout.  They obviously need a really big wrench to get it off. 
 
           “Run back and get the big adjustable wrench we use for the tank treads,” I ordered Bauer.  “The big one.” 
 
           Bauer jogged off and a few minutes returned with one of the big track wrenches.  We don’t have the special size that will undo the cap, but what we have is adjustable and big enough to get around the large fitting on which the cap sits.  It takes the big sergeant only a few grunts and turns as he leans his weight against it. 
 
           “That should do it,” he said as we looked down at a pipe opening in a concrete vault that is about three feet long and two feet wide.  The metal plate that had been covering it has been pulled off and is on the ground next to it.  
 
           “Gimme a couple of grenades, Jake.”   
 
           The circle of men standing around the fuel connection continues to increase as more and men walk over to see what is happening. 
 
           “One frag and one thermite,” the big sergeant announced as he chose two of the grenades offered to him and weighed them in his hands.  
 
           “Okay, everyone—stand back,” the sergeant said as he pulls a pin from one of the grenades and shouted “fire in the hole” I wonder what that means and dropped it in.  Then he quickly pulled the pin on the other grenade and dropped it in as well.   
 
           We all instinctively stepped back a couple of steps.   A few seconds later there was a muffled boom and we could feel the airport tarmac shake under our feet.   
 
           “Motherfucker.”…. “Holy Shit”…. “Mein Gott.”  
 
           For a second we all instinctively turned our faces away and crouched.  Then, to a man, we ran about thirty or forty feet backwards.   
 
           A few seconds later there was another even bigger ground-shaking boom and we watched in stunned fascination as a big chunk of concrete soared slowly up into the air and then came down to land in the burned out remains of the terminal about a hundred paces away.  For a few seconds the flame roaring out of the hole rose as high as several stories in the air.  It looked like a super blow torch until it slowly faded away. 
 
           Everyone was grinning and talking nervously at the same time.  “Sonuvabitch.  That fucker almost got us.”… “Lieber Gott” … “Man, did you see that?” 
 
           Ten minutes later and the big sergeant was busy with the wrench on a similar fueling port on the next parking place about two hundred feet down from the one that was still sending big puffs of black smoke into the sky.     
 
    ******    General Roberts 
 
           This evening’s conference with the National Security Council was all business and moved right along.  The big news is that some, but not all, of the Russian and East German troops in the Warsaw Pact’s “breakthrough salient” appear to be turning around and the Czechs are retreating everywhere.  Elsewhere the ground fighting has pretty much died down. 
 
           I was in the midst of listening to Jim Macefield report that we now have total control of the air as a result of the paratroop drops and are pounding the front line Warsaw Pact troops, when the President suddenly broke in.   
 
           “Hold up a second, General.  Something just came in.  Um..  Yes, .. Good news.  The Czech government has just broadcast an order to its army telling them to cease fire and immediately return to their barracks even if it means abandoning their equipment and supplies.” 
 
           Earlier we’d discussed that possibility in some detail so, without saying a word, I nodded and mouthed an affirmative “immediately” to Macefield and Klausen.  They instantly grabbed the phones in front of them and began barking orders.  Our troops and planes are to avoid attacking or firing on enemy forces moving eastward unless they are absolutely certain they are not Czechs.  
 
           Then, starting with our divisions which have been in contact with the Czechs, Klausen and I and our deputies begin calling the corps and division commanders directly.   
 
           “Stay on their heels and retake the territory they abandon, but don’t put your men at risk.” 
 
           A couple of hours later I expanded the orders to include assisting the Czechs with food and transportation if they need it.   And then, later in the evening after the report of an incident between a Czech unit and some Russians near Jena, I expanded them further to include helping the Czechs fight off any attacks by their outraged former allies.  
 
    ****** 
 
           According to the transcripts NSA just sent us, the Russians and East German leadership are still in denial and not all that much in touch with what is actually happening on the ground.  It reminds me of that time in Korea years ago when the Chinese commander and his deputy got killed and the Chinese attack stopped for more than a day until Beijing could appoint someone new to tell them what to do.  It also reminds me of the conflicting orders the soldiers fighting in Korea received from Seoul and Tokyo when General Walker was killed on Christmas day. 
 
           “Yes Comrade Chairman, we were surprised by their suicidal attacks on our airfields just as they were surprised when we concentrated our forces and broke through in the north.  War is like that.  Full of uncertainties 
 
           “But it actually shows how effective our air force is.  If it was not effective they would not have thrown away so many of their best troops in an effort to take the airfields. 
 
           “It is important to keep the big picture in mind, Comrade Chairman.  We have broken through into their rear with the aid of our frontal aviation squadrons and they are desperately trying to divert us from continuing by attacking our airfields and Berlin.  
 
           “Their goal, as the staff sees it, is to divert our follow-on units away from supporting our breakthrough and towards recapturing the airfields.  We must not let their strategy succeed.  That means letting our rear echelon troops, particularly the East German reservists, deal with the fascist invaders while our main force units continue their march towards victory. 
 
           “Yes, I am aware some sections of our railroad have been temporarily interrupted just as we have temporarily interrupted some of theirs.  But we have already begun moving troops and equipment to make the necessary repairs.  They, on the other hand, are not able to do so because all their troops are desperately trying to stop our continuing advances.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    It’s five in the morning here and late in the evening in Washington.  Dick Spelling is at the White House and he and the President just called to again discuss the intelligence reports that have been flooding in during the past twenty-four hours.   
 
           NSA’s satellites and intercepts have confirmed our unit reports.  The Czech forces are withdrawing from the central and southern fronts and are moving back towards The Czech Republic.  I expressed my satisfaction with that and confirmed again that orders have gone out to not attack any Czech forces that appear to be moving back toward The Czech Republic.  I look at both Klausen and Macefield as I say it, and they both nodded. 
 
           Then we discussed the refugee situation.  It’s an unexpected mess.  The Baltic ports are jammed with East Germans trying to get to the West on our ships and reports are coming in via the media about Czech refugees in the north flooding into Poland, both to escape the threat of potential battles and to get over the Polish border into West Germany and freedom. 
 
           There is still no formal ceasefire agreement with the Czechs even though we have stopped shooting at them and, in some cases, are actually helping them withdraw by providing fuel and trucks.   
 
           “Even so,” I said, “It may be time, Mr. President, for NATO to seriously consider guaranteeing the independence of Poland and, perhaps, even The Czech Republic.” 
 
            The President’s response surprised me. 
 
           “We are, of course, still trying to arrange a ceasefire agreement to stop the fighting but there are serious problems about guaranteeing The Czech Republic’s independence.” 
 
           The President then explains why things are “not so simple.”  It seems the West German Chancellor not only wants the Russians totally out of Germany, he also wants Germany reunited and the German speaking districts in the north of The Czech Republic as reparations for the damage the Czechs have caused.   
 
           The Secretary of State then cuts in to say she still thinks she can talk the Chancellor into an immediate ceasefire without requiring those concessions.  Without requiring the Russians and East Germans to get out of West Germany?  She can’t be serious. 
 
           “You can’t be serious.” I exploded.  “That would leave the Russians and East Germans occupying part of the West Germany and that’s stupid, world class stupid.  It rewards them for invading Germany and killing our men goddammit.” And it almost certainly encourages them to rearm and start another war. 
 
           “The way I see it, Mr. President,” I continued, without giving the Secretary of State or anyone else an opportunity to butt in and say anything, “a peace agreement without a complete withdrawal and reasonable reparations rewards the goddamn communists for their aggression and might well encourage them to rearm and start another war.”   
 
           Then Klausen interrupted me and was even more emphatic.   
 
           “NATO must continue to fight until all the communists are gone from the Bundesrepublik, Mr. President; otherwise NATO is meaningless and finished.  And we will throw the Russians and their communist allies out even if Germany and its neighbors have to go it alone and NATO falls apart because America betrays us by making a separate peace.”   
 
           I wonder if the President and his Secretary of State realize they’ve just been seriously insulted. 
 
    ****** 
 
           This morning's briefing was the most encouraging since the war started.  Hand-wringing political and media discussions to the contrary, the war continues to go well.  Entire units of trapped and increasingly hungry and desperate Russians and East Germans are beginning to surrender when they find their escape routes blocked and their supplies gone.    
 
           And we are not letting up on the pressure.  We continued to free the conscripts and more and more of the communist officers and other ranks are asking for asylum.  And we are continuing shell and bomb the hell out of the dumb shits who do not surrender.                                                                            
 
           East German refugees are flooding the northern ports and, frankly, we are totally unprepared for them.  All of the civilian ships and escorts bringing reinforcements to the Baltic coast are carrying as many East German refugees as they can cram aboard on their return trips.   
 
           The various television networks of the NATO nations are having a field day showing the refugees climbing aboard in East Germany and unloading in West Germany.  And, in what looks like a smart move, the West Germans are giving each refugee an envelope full of deutschmarks to spend as they disembark. 
 
           Admiral Peavy brought up a minor problem something just as the briefing ends. 
 
           “Ah…Yes…Well.. General Roberts, there is something minor that came across my desk several days ago.  It seems my office has received an inquiry from your navy about the location of Admiral Tucker’s plane and staff.  They seem to have gone missing.  I will, of course, look into it as soon as I have some time…  Probably about six months after the end of the war, I’d think.” 
 
           Macefield, Pug Murphy, and Klausen roared with laughter.  They’d all heard about the arrival of the well-staffed admiral.  
 
           “Oh.  Well.  Thank you letting me know, John.  But there is no need to delay an explanation,” I reply.  I’m in a good mood.  
 
           “Colonel MacCloud,” I said as I looked over my shoulder at him.  “Please take a memo for me.” 
 
           “To Admiral Peavy from General Roberts.  Reference your inquiry regarding the missing American navy plane and the American Admiral’s entourage.  Said plane and its aircrew are presently employed carrying wounded Marines to America and their replacements to Europe."   
 
           "The disposition of the rest of plane’s personnel are as follows: the manicurist, hair stylists, valet, personal cooks, chauffeurs, photographers, press liaisons, and members of the public relations team, and their assistants, have been assigned to the 132nd Field Hospital as ward attendants."   
 
           "The Admiral's masseuse has been assigned to the 11th French Division as the French are the only forces with an organized stress reduction program appropriate for her talents.  An evaluation of her performance under the officers of her new command can be obtained by contacting General Jean Billaud of the 11th French.”  
 
           Everyone roared and Jim Macefield laughed so hard he knocked over his coffee cup and began hiccupping.   
 
           We all needed that laugh.  Even Colonel MacCloud couldn’t keep a straight face. 
 
    ****** 
 
           This morning’s conference with the President was interesting.  
 
           “Ah, .. General, ah…the State Department here has received indications that the Russians and East Germans are willing to agree to a truce to stop the fighting until a peace treaty can be worked out.  I bet they would.  Here? The Secretary’s there in his office? 
 
           “Do I understand, Mr. President,” I said incredulously, “that the Secretary of State wants us to stop fighting under a truce that would let the Russians and East Germans remain where they are until a peace agreement is reached?”  
 
           “… Well yes, but you see…”  
 
           But I wouldn’t stop.  “Surely Mr. President, being known as the President who betrayed his allies is not the legacy you wish for yourself?   I just do not see you as an American Chamberlin, Sir.”  And I really don’t.   
 
           “…Of course not…” 
 
           Then I went on without giving the President a chance to explain.   
 
           “For what it is worth, Mr. President, it is my opinion the West Germans will never agree to a truce or a peace agreement that even temporarily surrenders some of their land and the freedom of their people living there. General Klausen is here.  What is your opinion, General?” 
 
           “Exactly so, Herr Generaldoktor.  We will continue to fight until all our lands and people are free even if some of our allies desert us in our hour of need.”  
 
           “Oh, I see.  Well that’s good to know.  Thank you.” 
 
           Klausen, Macefield, and I looked at each other after the conference ended and we hung up.   
 
           “I think, Otto,” I say to Klausen.  “You might want to call the Chancellor and tell him about that conversation.  Unless I miss my guess, he’ll want to discourage the President from even thinking about a truce that in any way results in some of Germany’s land and people temporarily falling under the control of the Russians and East Germans.”  That woman is dumber than a stone. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Moscow’s desire for a ceasefire is apparently real.  There were numerous reports of serious unrest in East Germany, The Czech Republic and Hungary.  Anti-communist riots seem to be spreading and, if our intelligence is accurate, the police and the rank and file of the military are joining the demonstrators instead of helping to control them.   
 
           Even worse for the Russians, the demonstrations have spread to the Soviet states of Latvia and Lithuania.  And it’s not just the Warsaw Pact that is coming apart.  There are also reports of unrest in both the Ukraine and Georgia and in Uzbekistan and elsewhere in the Russian east.  The formerly feared Russian Soviet is being seen as a hollow shell by the people in it. 
 
           The head of the KGB was emphatic.  The war must be ended immediately. 
 
           “Comrade Chairman, the Czechs have closed their borders to us and the Czech president appears to have been replaced by a troika of fascist generals.  We must face facts: our armies will be defeated if they do not have air support and cannot get supplies.  Worse, we are getting reports from friends in China that the Chinese Army is seriously considering taking advantage of the defeat of our air force and the severing of our rail links to the Chinese border.”  
 
           “What are you suggesting Alexi Ivanovich?” 
 
           “We must either make peace or use nuclear weapons.” 
 
           The room went deathly quiet.  Finally, of all people, the Agricultural Minister, Mikhail Gorbachev, broke the silence.  
 
           “Impossible.  The Americans are at maximum alert.  So are the French and British.  Is that not so, comrade Defense Minister?”   
 
           “Yes, that is so.  We may hurt them terribly, but they will destroy us.”…. “Totally destroy us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The next day, one after another, Poland and then The Czech Republic and then Hungary announced they were withdrawing from the Warsaw Pact and will allow NATO troops to be stationed on their soil to protect their neutrality.   
 
           East Germany never did make an announcement.  Its communist party and government just faded away as its citizens poured into West Germany to celebrate their new freedom.   
 
           Once again the Soviet Central Committee met.  The Minister of Defense said he has consulted the Military Committee and regrets to inform the rest of the Central Committee that peace and a new alignment of nations is necessary because China is moving men and equipment to the border.  A Chinese invasion is feared.  Had they known that the Chinese might invade Russia, he says as he glares at the KGB chief, the army would never have agreed to an attack on Germany.   
 
           The Russian generals probably don’t really expect a Chinese invasion but it’s a great excuse and lets them put the blame for their failure on the KGB. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Everyone looked up as Colonel Edwards of my staff rushed into the briefing just after a French naval captain began his briefing on the latest status of the naval war.  “Sir, Sir, I apologize for interrupting, General.”  Then he leaned down and whispered. 
 
           “Sir, a Marshall Rakowski is on the phone calling for you.  He says he is calling from Moscow and identifies himself as the Commander of the Warsaw Pact Forces.  He says he is calling to request a meeting with you in Poland to discuss ending hostilities.”   
 
           To say that I jumped up and ran to the telephone would be overstating my response.  But I did immediately stand up.  Everyone in the room just looked at each other.  They know something is up but no one knows what it is.  Even I’m not sure. 
 
           A moment later I was in my office and picked up the phone.  “This is General Roberts.  Who is this?” 
 
           “General Roberts. I am Major Petrov, translator for Marshal Rakowski who is on the line with me. … General, I am Marshall Rakowski, Supreme Commander of the Warsaw Pact Forces”…. I would like to meet with you in Poland or any other mutually acceptable location…..to discuss an immediate end to the current hostilities and the immediate withdrawal of our troops…..” No shit. Can this be real? 
 
           Thank you for your call, Marshal Rakowski…. I shall, of course, report your request for a meeting to the NATO Secretary General and my President and seek their guidance and orders. …. I do not know how long it will take to obtain them…..  Perhaps we should leave this line open so we can continue to communicate.  
 
    ****** 
 
           The President called back about an hour after I reported Rakowski’s call.  He wants me and the Secretary of State to meet with the Marshall.   
 
           “I am willing to meet with the Marshal, of course, Mr. President.  But I am anxious about being accompanied by the Secretary.  It would be neither wise nor appropriate.  The Secretary’s presence as a civilian politician representing only one of the belligerents would both alienate our allies and have a chilling impact on the military discussions.”  
 
           I am interested in ending the war so that our men stop dying, not in helping someone’s presidential campaign or pissing off our allies.”  
 
           “You will note from my report, Mr. President, that Marshall Rakowski is not proposing that he be accompanied by the Russian Foreign Minister or any of their political leaders.  He wants an opportunity to discuss a military disengagement with his military counterpart, not political matters.”  I emphasized the word ‘not.’ 
 
           “Oh.  Yes.  Well then, General, what do you suggest?” 
 
           “What I think we all want,” I said, “is for the Warsaw Pact forces to immediately disengage and withdraw to their barracks; that NATO forces be allowed to move, at least temporarily, into Poland, Hungary, and The Czech Republic to insure no other troops are present; and that East and West Germany and their armies be immediately merged under the control of the West Germans.” 
 
           “Uh.. Well.. uh…Yes, that sounds like exactly what we want.  Obviously I need to talk to the Security Council and the other heads of state.  I’ll get back to you.”  Good.  He understands there are other countries involved. 
 
           Two hours later there was a conference call with the American and French Presidents, the German Chancellor, the British prime minister, and the NATO Secretary General.  Good news.  Those will be our terms—and until they are accepted we will continue destroying all enemy units that have not laid down their weapons and begun actively retreating. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    The meeting with Marshall Rakowski and his staff occurred under heavy security in the VIP room of the Warsaw Airport.  It was a rather plain room with faded wallpaper, folding tables, and wooden chairs.   
 
            We arrived at almost the same moment from different directions. I gestured with a courteous nod and a gestured with my hand that they should enter first. 
 
           The entire airport was shut down and there were heavily armed Polish police and soldiers everywhere.  Literally thousands of them.  Rakowski was a heavy set elderly man wearing lots of medals.  He was accompanied by a number of obviously-senior officers. I was accompanied by Klausen, Peavy, and Geroux representing Germany, Britain, and France.   
 
           With the exception of Peavy who is dressed in British Navy summer khakis, we were all wearing combat camouflage battledress and look like soldiers; Rakowski and his generals look like the doormen at the Paris Hilton. 
 
           We exchanged salutes and brief handshakes as we introduced ourselves but I remained frostily correct.  After sitting down at opposite sides of one of the tables I leaned forward on my elbows and began the conversation without beating around the bush.  
 
           “You requested a meeting, Marshal.  NATO agreed.  I’m here.  What do you propose?” 
 
           “We would like to discuss an immediate ceasefire and an end to the war,” responded the Russian. 
 
           “An immediate temporary ceasefire is agreeable,” I replied, “but only for the purpose of allowing all of the Warsaw Pact troops in East and West Germany, every goddamn last one of them, to immediately withdraw all the way to his own country – and all Russian troops in Western Europe and the Warsaw Pact countries immediately withdrawing all the way to the Russia.”   
 
           Then I waited for a few moments for the Marshal’s translator to tell him what I said, and then leaned forward and continued. “with NATO forces moving into East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and The Czech Republic and staying there until we’re damn sure they are neutral and we’re damn sure they want us to leave.”  
 
           “That is impossible,” the Rakowski responded, looking shocked as his translator conveyed my message. 
 
           “Then we have nothing more to discuss,” I said as I leaned forward and pointed my hand towards him, “either Russia’s troops immediately withdraw from the Warsaw Pact countries and go all the way home or the war continues and we are going to destroy your armies.  All of them.  The choice is yours.”  Klausen, Peavy, and Geroux nodded in emphatic agreement. 
 
           Then Marshall Rakowski made a strange and unexpected inquiry.  
 
           “If we agree to pull back to the borders of Russia, will NATO enter a treaty to support us militarily if we are attacked by the Chinese?”   
 
           What a surprising question.  What does he know that we do not?  Or is he playing for time? 
 
           I sat back in my chair and studied him for a moment before I replied. 
 
           “That is a surprising question, Marshall.  I’m a soldier.  I have no idea of what NATO’s answer might be or that of the United States and the other individual countries whose military forces your forces have attacked.”  That’s a fact. I don’t have a clue. 
 
           “But let us all be sure we understand what you are proposing,” I replied. 
 
           “Russia will immediately withdraw all Russian troops from East and West Germany, Hungary, The Czech Republic, and Poland, and the other Warsaw Pact countries and accept their replacement in those countries by NATO forces, if NATO agrees to help Russia in the event of an attack by China?”   
 
           The translator repeated my words and the Marshal said “da” and nodded.  My God.  Will they really agree to that? 
 
           We then agreed that I would seek an answer to his question and that we will resume our discussions in three hours.   
 
           “Meanwhile,” I said very pointedly, “the current all-out air and armor attacks and artillery bombardments to destroy the Warsaw Pact forces that have not laid down their arms and begun withdrawing will continue until an agreement is reached and is implemented.”  I emphasized the ‘and is implemented.’  His efforts are going fail if this is merely an effort to buy time. 
 
    ****** 
 
           An hour later we were all in the secure room of the American embassy on Avenue Gustav Mahler and participating in a conference call with the President, the Chancellor, and the Secretary General.  The Prime Minister of Britain and the President of France were also on the line. 
 
           “Are you saying, General Roberts, that Soviets have agreed to immediately pull all of its forces out of East Germany, Poland, Hungary, and The Czech Republic, and let them be immediately replaced by NATO forces, if NATO will enter into an agreement to help Soviet Union militarily in the event of a Chinese invasion?” 
 
           “Yes Mr. President, that seems to be what they are proposing.  If so, it would seem that our efforts to destroy their armed forces and cut their lines of communications with the east have had an even greater impact than we thought possible.  It is also possible that this is merely a ruse to buy time so they can reorganize.  I just do not know.” 
 
           The other military men on the line, Klausen, Peavy, Pug Murphy, and Geroux, then weighed in with similar opinions and concerns. 
 
           “My God,” asked the German Chancellor. “Can it be possible?” 
 
           “Well,” I answered, “we’ll know in a couple of hours.   
 
    ******  Feldwebels Jahn and Wettering 
 
           The pain and anti-inflammatory pills initially had no effect.  But when Karl finally woke up the next morning the swelling in his ankle had gone down quite a bit and he was ravenously hungry.  He was even able to get to his feet long enough to take a long-needed dump.  Two hours or so later and he was able to walk almost normally on his black and puffy ankle.  
 
           Sometime during the morning Karl and Jacob had gotten it into their minds that they need to move from their present camp to their other camp as soon as possible.  So once again Jacob carefully hid everything under the overhang in the gully.  Then they slowly worked their way along the ridge back to the east of the repair train.   
 
         Jacob was carrying their one remaining SAM and they were each carrying their MAT-49s.   They could see and hear helicopters and planes overhead as they moved cautiously through the forest.  They still don’t know that large numbers of Russian troops are on the ground all around them and more are coming. 
 
    ****** 
 
           Karl and Jacob sleep rough that night and resumed their slow move eastward at first light.  They did not hear the constant announcements on their little battery powered portable radio that a tentative ceasefire has been reached.  They couldn’t; Schroeder took it when he deserted.   
 
           And it wouldn’t have mattered if they had heard it because the initial announcements make it quite clear that the ceasefire will not go into effect until all Russian forces are totally out of East and West Germany, Hungary, The Czech Republic, and Poland.  And our forces have replaced the Russians in all those countries except Poland. 
 
           It is an extraordinary announcement and the reaction around the world is instantaneous and, according to the images being shown around the world on television, greatly different from one country to the next.  There are great crowds celebrating everywhere, and especially in East Germany, The Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland, the countries most directly affected by the agreement.  
 
           There are also reports and coverage of public unrest and massive riots in countries such as Latvia, Lithuania, and Romania where the Russians have not agreed to pull their troops out.  There are also reports of unrest in the Ukraine, and Georgia which are part of the Soviet Union.   
 
           The implications of the surprise announcement that Soviet troops will withdraw from Western Europe and that NATO and the Soviet Union have agreed to work together to maintain stability and world peace are not yet been understood or appreciated.   
 
           It's not surprising no one is sure what all that means—the details of NATO’s support for the Warsaw Pact countries on the Warsaw Pact’s eastern border have yet to be negotiated and, when they are, will not be announced until all of the Warsaw Pact troops are withdrawn and the Russian troops in the Warsaw Pact countries are replaced by NATO troops everywhere except Poland. 
 
           All of this meant nothing to Karl and Jacob or to the Russian troops trying to protect and repair the Trans-Siberian Railway.  So far as Karl and Jacob are concerned it is still their job to kill Russian soldiers and damage the railroad; so far as the Russian troops are concerned it is their job to kill Germans and protect the railroad.  
 
    ****** 
 
           Karl and Jacob came over a slight rise and start down a tree covered slope about 1615 in the afternoon with the sun still high above them.  Karl, carrying only his MAT-49, was temporarily in the lead and moving slowly with a pronounced limp.  Suddenly there were shouts and shots being fired from down below.  Bullets begin whipping through the tree leaves above their heads. 
 
           They turned and ran back over the rise and kept right on running as fast as they can—which wasn’t all that fast because of Karl’s ankle.  There were whistles blowing and the sound of a lot of running and shouting men behind them.   
 
           Finally, Jacob and Karl veered off to the right and stopped to catch their breath in what looked like a pretty good defensive position at the edge of a particularly thick bunch of trees and brush.  A few minutes later they crouched down and watch in horror as a long skirmish line of Russian troops, dozens and dozens of them, cautiously swept through the forest towards them. 
 
           Suddenly someone blew a whistle and the Russians stopped.  And then, with lots of shouting, and still on high alert, the Russian infantry began slowly backing up.   
 
           About thirty minutes later the whistle began blowing repeated short tweets in such a way that it was obviously intended to call attention to the blower; then a Russian waving a white handkerchief moves out into the middle of a nearby open area with both hands raised high above his head. 
 
           The Russian has his shirt off so they can see his bare skin.  As he walks towards them they can see that he is entirely unarmed.  Then he saw them and let the whistle drop out of his mouth and began loudly shouting …  “Comrade”… “Comrade”… as he walked towards them with his hands still high above his head.  
 
           “Krieg is ended”… “Krieg is ended.”         
 
      
 
                                —End of Book Three—              
 
      
 
      
 
                                 Epilogue — Months Later 
 
           NATO’s war with the countries of the Moscow-led Warsaw Pact ended as quickly as it had begun when Moscow’s bungling communist leaders lost the war.  The survivors of the Russian-led armies returned home and the Baltic countries and Hungary were quickly occupied by the armies of the United States and Britain.  
 
           Two weeks after the war ended everything went to hell in a hand bucket.  NATO’s peace deal with the Soviet Union fell apart—because the Soviet Union fell apart.  We had a peace treaty with an entity which no longer existed.   
 
           The collapse of the Soviet Union had been repeatedly predicted but the speed at which it occurred after the war was totally unexpected.  The military defeat in Germany turned out to be the straw that broke the camel’s back of a political system already overburdened with the corruption of crony-communism and an increasingly unworkable economic system.   
 
           Whatever the cause of its collapse, the Soviet Union came apart at the seams.  It happened almost overnight after the war and caught the west’s diplomats and intelligence agencies by surprise.  In any event, one after another over a period of little more than a couple of days, the non-Russian members of the Soviet Central Committee flew back to their original homes and proclaimed themselves to be their country’s new president “until elections can be held.” 
 
           Now, less than a month after the shooting stopped, all of the old Soviet Union’s states are, at least on paper, once again free and independent states from Latvia and Lithuania in the west to Uzbekistan and Tajikistan in the east.  And Russia continues to occupy millions of square miles of land east of Lake Baikal which the Chinese say belongs to China.   
 
           In fact, the same old Soviet-style bureaucrats and their cronies are still in power throughout Russia and they still don’t have a clue as to what to do to solve their economic and refugee problems or their big new problem— China. 
 
    ****** 
 
           In a few minutes I’ll be briefing the National Security Council on Russia’s ability to fight off a Chinese invasion.  What I’m going to tell them is that things may be about to get difficult for Russia.  Today it is a failed and repressive state with a much weakened military and a slowly collapsing economy run by the aging remnants of the Soviet Union’s Moscow-based bureaucracy, a party of crooks and thieves and extremist left-wing ideologues according to Russia’s political dissidents.   
 
           Even worse, today Russia is totally cut off from its vast eastern territories bordering China and North Korea.  In a way I’m responsible for Russia being cut in two.  I’m the one who arranged for the destruction of the bridges over the rivers in the middle of Russia so the Russian armies attacking Germany couldn’t get reinforcements from the east as they did years ago to help the Russians win World War Two.    
 
           Being cut off from its eastern provinces is significant for Russia.  It means if war comes in the eastern half of Russia the Russian military will have to fight it out with the Chinese with the troops and equipment it has on hand along the border and whatever Russia can airlift in with the decaying remains of its battered air force.   
 
           Russia’s only alternative is to ship reinforcements and supplies all the way around the world to the port of Vladivostok on the Sea of Japan or to one of the small fishing ports immediately to its south.  All those ports are served by Russia’s single east to west transportation system, the Trans-Siberian Railroad and the roads and power lines that run, or used to run, along its right of way.   
 
           The railroad remains important for a war with China even though we destroyed it in the middle of Russia - because Russian military supplies and reinforcements can still be sent by ship half way around the world to the other end of Russia at the port of Vladivostok and sent inland on the railroad to the Russian military forces located along its border with China.  
 
           Unfortunately, much of the eastern part of the Trans-Siberian Railroad and the partially paved “highway” running alongside it were built close to the Chinese border.  That’s important because it means both the railroad and the “highway” along it are virtually certain to be cut by the Chinese army before meaningful amounts of reinforcements and supplies can reach Vladivostok to be sent inland to the Russian divisions along the Chinese border.  Once that happens, the entire eastern half of Russia, everything east of Lake Baikal, will be totally cutoff from Moscow and on its own.   
 
           And that, I told the Security Council, is the crux of the problem—if there is a war with China the Russians will have to fight with whatever they have on hand with no way to get reinforcements and supplies. 
 
           It won’t be the first time the Russians and Chinese have fought over the lands both of them claim.  Years ago the Chinese actually invaded Russia.  It was an attempt to retake the land China claimed Russia illegally seized in the disputed Ussuri River area.  The Russians fought them off by moving some of their then-modern military equipment and more than a dozen additional army divisions and a number of naval infantry brigades eastward across Russia on the Trans-Siberian railroad.   
 
          Unfortunately for the Russians, this time the Chinese aspirations and capabilities are significantly greater and Russia’s ability to counter them is significantly weaker.  And because we took out so many of the Trans-Siberian Railroad’s bridges Moscow can no longer send reinforcements and supplies to the eastern half of Russia by road and rail.  Today Moscow can only send help to its forces in the east by air and over the Vladivostok wharves and hope it will be enough.   
 
           There is one ray of hope.  The dozen or more additional Russian divisions sent east to fight the Chinese in the Ussuri War are still there with all their equipment and so are a goodly number of the Russian Marines; they are there because that’s where the German airborne engineers stranded them a few months ago when they blew up so many of the Trans-Siberian railroad bridges in central Russia west of Lake Baikal.  
 
           Russia’s basic problem is simple.  Another war with the Chinese is coming and this time it’s not going to be a mini-war like the one they fought years ago over a relatively small amount of land in the Ussuri River basin.   
 
           At least I think it’s coming; the Chinese have got to be looking at the lands they claim in eastern Russia as low lying fruit with not much in the way of a Russian army or air force to defend it. 
 
    ****** 
 
          The collapse of the Soviet Union should have been the end of Russia as a military problem for the United States and NATO.  But the American Secretary of State, sixty-six year old former senator Barbara Hoffman, a statuesque woman with rigidly coiffed hair, negotiated a treaty to end the Refugee War which included a lot of nuclear disarmament promises neither side has the slightest intention of keeping and a promise by the United States to come to Russia’s assistance if it is attacked by China.  Then the Senate hurriedly ratified it in late night vote in exchange for the withdrawal by the President of several of his Supreme Court nominees.   
 
           “A reasonable price to pay,” exulted the Secretary of State.  She saw her efforts to obtain an agreement to begin nuclear disarmament talks and restore peaceful relations between Russia and the United States as her crowning achievement.  It will be the basis for her presidential campaign next year when the current President’s second term ends.  And she’s touted to win even though, according to my old army buddy and now Secretary of Defense, Dick Spelling, no one should ever vote for a woman who has her hair done by welders. 
 
           Our Vice President, former Marine captain Bernard B. “Bernie” Carey, will likely be Hoffman’s opponent in the primaries.  At least that’s what the media pundits have been saying.  Carey split with the President and signaled his opposition to the new treaty by refusing the entreaties of the White House to speak out in support of it. 
 
           The United States has another problem, and it’s a big one: All of the former states of the Northern Union, and most of the NATO countries except Britain, have refused to sign the treaty negotiated by Secretary Hoffman.  Today only the United States and Britain are committed to help the peace-loving Russian communist crooks and thieves in the event the peace-loving Chinese communist crooks and thieves send the Chinese army to retake the lands Russia seized years ago with various one-sided “treaties” when the Chinese were weak and distracted by internal strife.   
 
    ****** 
 
           Our new treaty with Russia and its rapid ratification created a great deal of political stress in addition to the very real possibility that it will involve the United States and Britain in another war.  It all started when I was dumb enough to allow a CBS news reporter to interview me when I was visiting the Heidelberg headquarters of the American Forces in Europe.   
 
           I was there to see how the repairs are going.  As everyone now knows, Campbell Barracks is the American army’s peacetime headquarters and got heavily damaged when Russian Spetsnaz troops infiltrated into Germany and stormed it at the beginning of the war.  They hit the virtually empty building in the hope that it would remain an important headquarters after the war started.  It wasn’t.  I may be dumb but I’m not that dumb. 
 
           Campbell Barracks was still reverberating with the sound of hammers and filled with the smell of fresh paint when the reporter and her camera crew found me talking with the German contractor supervising the work.   
 
           I was there because we’re about to begin moving back in.  When we do, because the head of the United States’ European Command automatically becomes the NATO Commander, the current NATO headquarters in Brussels will return to once again being a ceremonial headquarters filled to the gills with self-important generals and politicians constantly meeting with each other and issuing insignificant orders and memos.  
 
           Actually, now that our army is without a real enemy in Europe, Campbell Barracks won’t mean much either.  It really doesn’t matter.  I’ll keep an office there but I certainly won’t spend much time there.  Brussels is closer and has better food. 
 
           In any event, the CBS reporter asked me why I supported the new treaty with Russia.  I told her I didn’t support it; and then I foolishly shot my mouth off by going on to say that no one had asked me about it and that it just didn’t seem right to help a vicious and undemocratic government stay in power, particularly one which is grossly incompetent and used the refugee crisis as an excuse to start a war to distract its people from its economic failures. 
 
           Well, goddamn it, that’s the truth. Those self-serving sons of bitches killed and wounded many thousands of our finest young men and women and traumatized hundreds of thousands more.  
 
           CBS ran the interview on Sixty Minutes, the talking heads said it was important, and the proverbial shit hit the fan.  It seems the Secretary of State and the Secretary of Defense, without the President’s knowledge, had privately led key members of the Senate to believe America’s military leaders had been consulted and we had agreed that using such a treaty to establish a permanent peace between the United States and Russia was the right thing to do.  Now the senators are well and truly pissed, thankfully not at me. 
 
           I sure as hell wasn’t consulted and I’m pretty sure Dick Spelling, my old army buddy and the soon to retire Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, wasn’t consulted either.  At least that what Dick told me over hamburgers and beer at his place a couple of nights ago. 
 
           But who said what hardly matters to those of us who are in the military.  For better or worse, the new treaty has been ratified by a well-meaning Senate whose members didn’t want either another war with Russia or a couple of political activists as Supreme Court justices.  That their ratification of the treaty in exchange for the President withdrawing his nominees made it quite likely we’d end up sucked into a war between Russia and China seems to have completely escaped everyone.   
 
           Me?  I’ve got everyone concentrating on getting our troops back home from Europe.  Even more importantly, I’m trying to make sure our casualties get the best medical care and our troops don’t get kicked out on their asses by our politicians and military bureaucrats when the American military downsizes—as we have always done to save money when a war ends and the military’s chair warmers can make their lives easier by getting rid of the troops who did the fighting.   
 
           What’s my plan?  I’m going to retire when my term as NATO Commander is over and spend more time at home with Dorothy and maybe do a little writing.  It’s time to get the upstairs bathroom fixed and go shopping for a new car.  
 
      
 
    -       END OF THE BOOK - 
 
      
 
                                                    ******* 
 
                                                    ******* 
 
      
 
    Would you like to know what will happen next?  Please go to Amazon and search for Martin Archer’s action-packed War in the East, the fourth book in this saga.  
 
    Would you like to know what will likely happen to the United States and in the Middle East after the War in the East?  Please go to Amazon and search for Martin Archer’s Israel’s Next War, the fifth and final book in this saga.  
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed the Soldiers and Marines Trilogy, Martin respectfully requests that you write a favorable review on Amazon with as many stars as possible to encourage other readers.  If you found a problem and feel you cannot write a favorable review, please know that Amazon is a wonderful platform because it allows eBooks to be corrected and improved.  Accordingly, it would be greatly appreciated if you would email Martin with your suggestions and corrections so that he can properly correct and re-edit it.   He can be reached at martinarcherV@gmail.com.  He would be delighted to know what you thought of the Soldiers and Marines Trilogy. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
    ****** 
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Please read more. 
 
    All of the other action-packed books in this great saga are also available as eBooks.  You can find them by going to Amazon or Google and searching for Martin Archer fiction.  
 
    And a word from Martin: 
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading the three books of the Soldiers and Marines Trilogy as much as I enjoyed writing them.  If so, I respectfully request a favorable review on Amazon and elsewhere with as many stars as possible in order to encourage other readers.  And I would also very much like to know your thoughts about the story and about any edits and corrections you might suggest.  I can be reached at the following email address: martinarcherV@gmail.com.  /S/ Martin Archer 
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