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			To those brave American tankers—the “power and might” of the New World—who went to the rescue of the Old
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			INTRODUCTION

			Prepare to meet the youth of 1944.

			You’re about to witness World War II from all sides. Our side. Their side. And the people caught in the middle. And ultimately, you’ll see what happens when their lives collide. Why do these stories still matter so much today? Because I believe we can learn from anyone who lives through tough times. We can find courage to face our fears by watching them face theirs. We can draw strength to get through anything when we see the hardships they survived. Now they’re going to tell us how they did it.

			People like Clarence Smoyer. A gentle giant assigned to the gunner’s seat of his Sherman tank, Clarence comes to realize that the only way to keep his friends alive in battle is to shoot straight and never miss. You’ll meet Gustav Schaefer, a German teenager who’s been taken from his farm and made to fight for the Nazis. Sealed inside his Panzer IV tank, Gustav struggles to decide what’s more important: serving his country or answering his conscience. And your heart will go out to Kathi Esser, a German civilian caught between the lines. In a small car, she’ll attempt a daring escape from war-torn Cologne.

			These real-life characters all share a common bond: none of them wanted to be in World War II. Clarence wanted to be back home, roller-skating with his friends. Gustav loved watching the trains go past his farm and dreamed of someday becoming a conductor. And Kathi had just earned her diploma in home economics and was eager to start her first teaching job. Each of these young people had dreams for the future. But who would live to see them come true?

			Prepare to climb aboard. In a few short pages you’ll be behind enemy lines with Clarence and his buddies in the 3rd Armored Division. Are you ready to meet the youth of 1944? There’s one way to find out.

			Close the hatches.

			Tighten your helmet.

			It’s time to roll out.
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			CHAPTER 1

			THE GENTLE GIANT

			September 2, 1944

			OCCUPIED BELGIUM, DURING WORLD WAR II

			Twilight fell on a country crossroads. It was quiet except for the sound of insects buzzing in the surrounding fields. But there was something else, too. Metallic. The sound of hot engines ticking and pinging, cooling down after a long drive.

			Silently and efficiently, American tank crewmen worked to rearm and refuel their Sherman tanks. They were trying to finish before the last streaks of color fled the sky.

			Crouched behind his tank’s turret, Corporal Clarence Smoyer carefully passed 75mm shells to the loader inside. Even the slightest clang of these explosive projectiles could give them away to the enemy.

			Clarence was twenty-one, tall and lean with a Roman nose and a sea of curly blond hair under a knit cap. His blue eyes were gentle but guarded. Despite his height, he was not a fighter. He’d never been in a fistfight. Back home in Pennsylvania he had hunted only once—for rabbit—and even that he did halfheartedly. Three weeks earlier he’d been promoted to gunner, second-in-command on the tank. It wasn’t a promotion he had wanted.

			Beside Clarence’s tank, there were four more olive-drab tanks fanned out, “coiled,” in a half-moon formation. The platoon—a unit of 20 to 50 soldiers—was in place. Farther north, the city of Mons was just out of sight. To their left lay darkening fields of a forested ridge.

			The Germans were out there. But how many were there? And when would they arrive? No one knew. It had been nearly three months since D-Day. Now Clarence and the men of the 3rd Armored Division were behind enemy lines.

			The division was made up of 390 tanks at full strength. They had dispersed across the area, from the place where the enemy was situated all the way up to Mons.

			Survival that night would come down to teamwork. The commanders at company headquarters had given Clarence’s platoon, 2nd Platoon, a simple but important mission: block the road, and guard it. Let nothing pass.

			Clarence lowered himself through the commander’s hatch and into the turret. It was a tight fit for a six-foot man. He slipped into the gunner’s seat, leaning into his periscopic gunsight. This five-inch-wide relay of glass prisms and a 3x telescopic gunsight would be his windows to the world.

			There would be no stepping out that night. It was too risky even to urinate outside. That was what they saved empty shell casings for.

			Beneath Clarence’s feet was the main body of the tank, known as the hull, with its white enamel walls and three lights. In the bow at the front, the driver and bow gunner/assistant driver slid their seats backward. They’d sleep in the same seats where they’d ridden all day. The gun loader, meanwhile, stretched a sleeping bag on the turret floor. The tank smelled of oil, gunpowder, and a locker room, but the scent was familiar, even comforting. Ever since they’d come ashore, this M4A1 Sherman had been their home in “Easy Company” of the 32nd Armor Regiment, a unit of the 3rd Armored Division.

			For eighteen days, the 3rd Armored had been leading the First Army. They had also led two other divisions in the breakout across northern France. Paris had been liberated, and the Germans were retreating. The 3rd Armored was earning its nickname: the Spearhead Division.

			Then came new orders.

			German armies had been spotted moving north, hightailing it out of France and heading for Belgium. On the way, they’d pass through Mons’s many crossroads. So the 3rd Armored turned on a dime and raced to catch them—107 miles in two days. They’d arrived just in time to lay an ambush.

			Tonight, though, sleep would come quickly. The men were exhausted. The tank commander, Staff Sergeant Paul Faircloth, dropped down into the turret. He lowered the split hatch covers, leaving just a crack for air. He slumped into a seat behind Clarence. Paul Faircloth was also twenty-one, quiet and easygoing, with a sturdy build, black hair, and olive skin. Some assumed he was French or Italian, but he was half Cherokee and had grown up in Florida.

			For two days Paul had been on his feet in the commander’s position. He was always the first person out of the tank to offer help or support.

			“I’m taking your watch tonight,” Clarence said, figuring he’d give the guy a break. “I’ll do a double.”

			The offer was generous, but Paul resisted—he could handle it.

			Clarence persisted until Paul threw up his hands and finally swapped places with him to nab some shut-eye in the gunner’s seat.

			Clarence snatched a Thompson submachine gun from the wall and took the commander’s position. For the next four hours, he kept watch for enemy foot soldiers. Everyone knew that German tankers didn’t like to fight at night.

			

			—

			Partway through Clarence’s watch, the darkness came alive with a mechanical rumbling. The moon was smothered by clouds. He couldn’t see a thing, but he could hear vehicles moving beyond the tree-lined ridge.

			Start and stop. Start and stop.

			The radio speaker hummed with static. No flares illuminated the sky. The 3rd Armored would later estimate that there were 30,000 enemy troops out there, mostly men of the German Army. Yet no order came to attack them.

			That was because the enemy armies were losing precious fuel as they searched for a way around the maze of roadblocks the Americans had set up. Spearhead was content to let them wander. The enemy was desperately trying to reach the safety of the West Wall, also known as the Siegfried Line. This wall was a German defensive line stretched along the western border of the country.

			If these 30,000 German troops could get there, they could bar the Allied troops’ way into Germany and prolong the war. And so, they had to be stopped, here, at Mons. Spearhead had a plan for that—but it could wait until daylight.

			Around two a.m. a distant rumble arose. Clarence tracked the distinctive sounds of tank tracks. Vehicles were coming down the road in front of him. He knew his order: let nothing pass. But doubt was setting in. What if these tanks were American patrols? Whoever they were, he wasn’t about to pull the trigger on friendly forces.

			One after the other, three tanks clanked past the Shermans. They kept going. Clarence exhaled slowly.

			Then one of the tanks let off the gas. It began turning and squeaking, as if its tracks were in desperate need of oil. The sound was unmistakable. Only full-metal tracks sounded like that, while an American Sherman’s were padded with rubber.

			The tanks were German.

			Clarence didn’t move. The tank was behind him, then beside him. Clarence braced for a flash and the flames that would swallow him. He’d never even hear the Germans’ gun bark. He would just cease to exist.

			The flash never came. Instead, a whisper shook Clarence from his paralysis. It was Paul. Without a word, Clarence slipped back into the gunner’s seat and Paul took over.

			Clarence strapped on his tanker’s helmet. It had goggles attached and headphones sewn into leather earflaps. He clipped a throat microphone around his neck and plugged into the intercom.

			On the other side of the turret, the loader sat up, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

			Clarence mouthed the words German tank. The loader snapped wide-awake.

			From his hatch, Paul tapped Clarence on the right shoulder, the signal to turn the turret to the right.

			Clarence hesitated. The turret wasn’t exactly silent. What if the Germans heard it?

			Paul tapped again.

			Clarence obeyed, turning a handle. The turret whined. Gears cranked, and the gun swept the dark. When the gun was aligned, Paul stopped Clarence. Clarence pressed his eyes to his periscope. Everything below the skyline looked inky black.

			Clarence told Paul that he couldn’t see a thing. What if they call in armored infantrymen—soldiers who fought on foot—to kill the tank with a bazooka? he suggested.

			Paul couldn’t chance some jittery soldier blasting the wrong tank. “We’ll take care of him,” he said.

			We’ll take care of him? Clarence was horrified. He had hardly used the gun in daylight. Now Paul wanted him to fire in pitch-darkness? At what? A sound? An enemy he couldn’t see?

			He wished he could return to being a loader. On a tank crew, the loader was pretty much just along for the ride. That was the good life. A gentle giant, Clarence simply wanted to slip through the war without killing anyone. Or getting killed himself.

			No time for that. By now, the German tank crew had probably realized they were surrounded.

			“Gunner, ready?”

			Panicked, Clarence tugged on Paul’s pant leg. Paul sank into the turret, exasperated. Clarence rattled off his doubts. What if he missed? What if he hit their own guys?

			Paul’s voice calmed him: “Somebody has to take the shot.”

			As if the Germans had been listening, they suddenly cut their power. The hot engine hissed, then went silent.

			Clarence felt a wave of relief, which quickly faded. His indecision had cost them whatever advantage they’d had. And against a German tank, they’d need every advantage they could get. Especially if they were facing a Panther, the tank of nightmares. Rumor had it that a Panther could shoot through one Sherman and into a second.

			That July, the U.S. Army had placed several captured Panthers in a field in Normandy. Men blasted away at them with the same kind of 75mm gun that was in Clarence’s Sherman. They’d busted up the German tank’s flanks and rear, but not a single shot managed to penetrate the Panther’s frontal armor.

			Clarence checked his luminescent watch, knowing the Germans were probably doing the same. The countdown had begun.

			Three a.m. became four a.m.

			Clarence and Paul passed a canteen of cold coffee back and forth. They had always joked that they were a family locked in a sardine can. And like a family, they didn’t always see eye to eye. Unlike Paul, who was always running off to help someone outside the tank, all Clarence cared about was his own family on the inside—him and his crew.

			This had been his way since childhood.

			Growing up in industrial Lehighton, Pennsylvania, Clarence lived in a row house by the river, with walls so flimsy he could hear the neighbors. His parents were usually out working to keep the family afloat. His father did manual labor for the Civilian Conservation Corps public works program, and his mother was a housekeeper.

			With the family’s survival at stake, Clarence had been determined to contribute. When other kids played sports or did homework, twelve-year-old Clarence stacked a ballpark vendor’s box with candy bars and went selling door-to-door throughout Lehighton. Just a boy, he had vowed: I’ve got to take care of my family because no one is going to take care of us.

			Now, there he was in the Sherman, trying to take care of his own. Clarence checked his periscope. He kept his eyes glued to the glass until a blocky shape appeared about fifty yards away.

			“I see it,” he whispered.

			Hurry, Paul urged. If they could see the enemy, the enemy could see them.

			Clarence settled the crosshairs on his periscope, known as the reticle, on the dark shape that looked like a tank. He was ready. The trigger was a button on the footrest. His boot hovered over it.

			“Fire,” Paul said.

			Clarence’s foot stamped down.

			Outside, a massive flash leaped from the Sherman’s barrel. For a moment, it illuminated the olive-drab American tank and the sandy-yellow German one.

			Inside the turret, smoke hung thick in the air. Clarence’s ears throbbed and his eyes stung. Again, he hovered his foot over the trigger.

			“Nothing’s moving,” Paul said from above.

			The intercom came alive with voices of relief. Clarence moved his foot away from the trigger.

			Paul radioed the platoon; the job was done.

			Through his periscope, Clarence watched the dark clouds fade, revealing the boxy armor and the 11-foot, 8-inch-long gun of a Panzer IV tank.

			Known by the Americans as the Mark IV, the design was older, and it had been the Germans’ most prevalent tank until the Panther began taking over. But though it was no Panther, the Mark IV was still lethal. Its 75mm gun packed 25 percent more punch than Clarence’s. Clarence had nearly placed his shot right on it.

			Clarence envisioned a tank full of moaning, bleeding men and hoped the crew had slipped out in the night. He had no love for the Germans, but he hated the idea of killing any human being. He wasn’t about to look inside his first tank kill.

			“I’ll go.” Paul unplugged his helmet.

			Clarence tried to dissuade him. It wasn’t worth looking inside and getting his head blown off by a German.

			Paul brushed away the concerns and radioed the platoon to hold their fire.

			Through his periscope, Clarence watched Paul climb the Mark IV’s hull and creep toward the turret with his Thompson at the ready. Carefully, Paul opened the commander’s hatch and aimed the Thompson inside.

			Nothing happened.

			He leaned forward and took a long look, then shouldered his gun.

			Paul sealed the hatch shut.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			BAPTISM

			That same morning, September 3, 1944

			MONS, BELGIUM

			After the tense standoff of the previous night, the American tanks were on the move.

			With the rising sun at their backs, Shermans flooded across the Mons countryside. The goal was to spread the division out so they could cover as much ground as possible, squeezing the enemy out. Every country lane and every farmer’s path had to be roadblocked.

			With his goggles lowered, Paul rode above his open hatch. His jacket flapped in the wind. The machine around him seemed alive. Everything vibrated: helmets hanging from the turret, a machine gun on a mount, spare wheels tied down wherever they would fit. The tank seemed to clear its throat with each gear change. It was run by an engine that had to be cranked awake by hand.

			This Sherman was a “75,” owing to its 75mm gun, but to Clarence’s crew it had a name. Eagle. Someone had even painted an eagle head on each side of the hull. Every tank’s name in Easy Company began with the letter E.

			Paul raised his field glasses to his eyes and studied the terrain ahead. The tank was bound for the tree-lined ridge where the commotion had been that previous night.

			One by one, the neighboring Shermans vanished from sight. They plunged into patches of woods or slipped around the edges of fields and set their guns toward the enemy. Every tree, every shadow now seemed laced with danger.

			Paul’s orders were to set a roadblock right where the German tank had been the day before. He had assured Clarence that the German crew had escaped the Mark IV alive. Paul knew Clarence didn’t want to harm anyone. Clarence had a suspicion that his friend was just trying to protect him. Paul had done it before.

			One night, way back in September 1943, when Easy Company was stationed in England, Clarence was punished for returning to base late, past curfew. His sentence? He was ordered to cut the grass around Easy Company’s Quonset huts every night—with just the butter knife from his mess kit. He’d take a fistful of grass, saw away, and then move to the next clump, from about seven to eleven each night.

			Paul would sit against a hut and keep Clarence company while he worked. Over the course of three months, they talked. Clarence learned that Paul’s mother was Cherokee, and that his father had been a train engineer who died when Paul was in sixth grade. Paul had quit school and become a clerk at a general store to support his mother and sisters. Surprised by Paul’s keen mind for numbers, the store owner soon had him doing the bookkeeping.

			While Clarence toiled away at his punishment, a few tankers from the company would tease him. They took to urinating on grass that he was about to cut. Paul had called them together. “It’s the latrine that separates us from animals,” he had said.

			That had put an end to it.

			

			—

			At the top of the ridge, Clarence peered through his periscope. There was nothing to see but sky. For now. As the tank settled forward, a sudden spit of sparks left him reeling. We’re hit! A gonglike sound echoed through the walls.

			Paul dropped into the turret and screamed at the driver to reverse downhill. Instantly the tank headed backward, onto a sunken road lined by trees. Once they were safely out of the line of fire, Paul and Clarence climbed out to inspect the damage. Atop the turret they froze at the sound of thunder in a perfectly blue sky.

			A battle was raging beyond the nearby hills. Smoke rose into the sky. American fighter planes—P-47 fighter-bombers—powered overhead. Meanwhile, it was reported that German vehicles were stuck in a “delicious traffic jam.”

			Clarence eyed the gun barrel with concern. A shell had struck its side before deflecting over the turret. A few more inches to the right and the shell would have come straight through his gunsight, killing him instantly.

			Clarence gave Paul the bad news. The gun barrel was collapsed on the inside. If he fired, the shell could get jammed. Worse yet, its backblast could come into the turret, wiping out the crew.

			That settled it. It was simply too risky to fire.

			Back in the safety of the turret, Paul radioed Easy Company’s headquarters for permission to retreat. On the other end, a shaky voice reported that the Germans were still on the attack. The situation was dire.

			The orders to Paul were firm: “Hold your position.” Paul asked for reinforcements, anyone they could spare. It was clear that the situation was desperate.

			Clarence asked the loader to get extra ammo for the coaxial, a .30-caliber machine gun that was set on the loader’s side. Paul reviewed everyone’s roles in the tank. He and Clarence would cover the tree-lined ridge, they agreed. Meanwhile, the bow gunner would guard the front with his coaxial gun. The driver would keep the engine running.

			Paul rose from his hatch and swiveled the machine gun mounted on the roof.

			Then he took aim.

			

			—

			Silhouettes appeared, about two hundred yards away on top of the ridge.

			Soldiers waded cautiously down the slope, clambering down the field in groups. There were about a hundred of them, some wearing German gray, others in green smocks. Sunlight beat down on their faces.

			The enemy had come far enough.

			Paul clenched his trigger, sending fire leaping from the muzzle. Clarence’s coaxial added its earsplitting roar, its smoke rising in front of Paul.

			The Germans fell in droves—many killed or badly wounded. Others pawed for cover in shallow gullies. A few fired back.

			Clarence’s foot came down, the coaxial thumped; then he turned a handle, an electric motor whined, and the turret swung his reticle to the next target. It was kill or be killed—them or his family.

			Almost as quickly as they had appeared, the enemy stopped coming over the hill.

			“Cease fire!” Paul shouted.

			Clarence caught his breath. More than a dozen German bodies dotted the slope, and survivors limped away. It was over. Or so Clarence hoped.

			

			—

			Within thirty minutes, engines revved behind the Sherman.

			An American M3 half-track armored personnel carrier pulled up, followed by an M8 Greyhound, a scout car with a 37mm gun. A squad of infantrymen leaped down from the half-track and took up firing positions. These soldiers were known as “doughs”—in homage to the “doughboys,” or foot soldiers, of World War I. They were the division’s infantry arm and often rode tanks or half-tracks into battle. They had arrived as reinforcement.

			Paul was about to brief the doughs when popping noises came from the ridge. It sounded as if the Germans were opening champagne bottles.

			The doughs took cover. Paul slammed the hatch cover down. Shells whooshed overhead. Explosions and shrapnel thumped the tank’s steel hide. The Sherman was blocking the Germans’ route homeward; this was their revenge.

			Above the chaos of the barrage came bone-chilling screams. The horrifying sounds leaked through the cracks into the turret. Clarence twisted in his seat, wanting to plug his ears and bury his head. Something terrible was happening outside.

			A hand shook Clarence by his shoulder. “Clarence, you’re in charge!”

			Clarence turned and found Paul swapping his tanker’s headgear for a steel helmet. He was going out there.

			Paul grabbed his Thompson and opened his hatch.

			Clarence sprang from his seat and gripped Paul’s leg, desperately trying to hold him back. No stranger’s life was worth throwing away his own.

			Paul kicked free. “We gotta help those guys!” he shouted.

			Clarence watched Paul running through dark smoke, toward the cries.

			The Greyhound had taken a direct hit into the turret. The men inside were suffering.

			An orange burst leaped from the road. Then another. They blew the leaves off the surrounding trees. Clarence rose back to eye level. He could see that Paul had almost reached the Greyhound. That was when a mortar shell landed right next to Paul. The explosion flung him askew through the smoke. Clarence’s legs weakened.

			When the barrage lifted, he frantically searched for his friend.

			Paul had landed almost upside down on a bank. The blast had shattered his arm. His right leg had been blown completely off below the knee.

			Clarence stared, horror-struck.

			This can’t be happening.

			He fumbled for the radio and called company headquarters, stuttering, and begging for any medics to come quickly.

			Before Clarence could run to Paul’s aid, the sound of rifles crackled like a string of firecrackers. The timing couldn’t have been worse. The Germans were back in full force.

			On the intercom, Clarence heard his crew panicking. Without Paul, he was the highest-ranking crewman; they wanted to know what to do.

			Clarence felt an emotion welling, one he barely recognized. He glanced at Paul. His friend still hadn’t stirred.

			Dropping back into the gunner’s seat, Clarence told the crew, “We aren’t going anywhere.”

			He swung the turret into action.

			The Germans were moving tactically. They would fire at the dirt in front of the Sherman every few yards, then come closer and repeat. Clarence’s foot smashed down on the coaxial trigger. He could feel himself venting his rage.

			The gun devoured one belt of ammunition after another. The loader kept them coming. Soon the coaxial overheated, requiring a barrel change. There was no time to stop.

			Clarence emerged from the commander’s hatch and swung a roof-mounted machine gun into play. He kept on firing, this time in bursts.

			Germans fell. His bullets danced across the dirt and through them. It was impossible to tell who had been hit and who was taking cover.

			Soon, bullets began pinging off his own tank. The Germans were hitting them directly, forcing Clarence lower in the hatch.

			Clarence returned to the gunner’s seat and pressed his eyes to the periscope. The enemy was closer than ever…

			The field in front of the tank was a graveyard.

			Morning had become afternoon. The roaring sounds of battle had faded.

			The bodies of German soldiers littered the slope to the ridgetop. Those left alive were struggling to step over fallen comrades on their way down to surrender.

			“You Americans don’t want to fight,” said one prisoner, “you just want to slaughter us.”

			Countless scenes like this played out across Mons.

			The 1st Infantry Division would come in to finish what the 3rd Armored had begun, and out of the 30,000 Germans who came to Mons, 27,000 would leave as prisoners of war.

			“Probably never before in the history of warfare has there been so swift a destruction of such a large force,” concluded the 3rd Armored Division history.

			The American victory was resounding. And yet Clarence could only focus on Paul’s lifeless body, lying at the medics’ feet. Clarence silently pleaded for his friend to cough or flinch or show any sign of life.

			That time had passed.

			The medics packed up their bags to move on. “Can we take him back with us?” Clarence asked with a trembling voice from his perch in the turret.

			The medics were sympathetic. “Graves Registration will be along soon.”

			At the words, Clarence buried his face in his sleeve. He sank down into the turret and shut the covers.

			Paul’s body. The field of dead Germans. All this death. And they hadn’t even reached Germany yet.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 3

			“BUBI”

			Five days later, September 8, 1944

			EIGHTY-FIVE MILES SOUTHEAST—LUXEMBOURG

			The thunder of heavy artillery echoed over the village of Merl, on the western outskirts of Luxembourg City.

			Beneath leafy trees on a country lane, Private Gustav Schaefer, a young German tank crewman, performed a balancing act as he carried five mess kits brimming with food.

			Gustav watched the explosions in awe. Barely five feet tall, he was seventeen, blond, and square-jawed, with a quiet disposition. His dark eyes did the talking for him. On this, his first day in combat, they spoke volumes. Despite the explosions detonating nearby, Gustav was having fun.

			As the crew’s radioman, who doubled as the bow gunner, he also was expected to fetch food and fuel the tank. Gustav accepted the tasks without complaining.

			Up the road, his crewmates were running back to their tank, which was parked in the shade. Branches camouflaged the Panther, masking its sharp lines. The men shouted for Gustav to hurry before disappearing inside.

			Another thunderclap rippled. He had only about forty yards to go and he’d be safe, a returning hero with the crew’s food rations. Just then, the field to his left exploded.

			A blinding flash. A deafening crack. An invisible hand seemed to pick him up and sweep him across the road into a ditch.

			Gustav opened his eyes to a rain of dirt. His eardrums throbbed with pain and he felt a burning sensation on his chest.

			I’m hit!

			He bolted upright before he could end up a casualty along with the now-spilled food.

			With an athletic leap he grabbed the gun barrel and swung himself onto the frontal armor. Scampering higher, he entered his hatch.

			Safe in the tight, oil-scented confines, he collapsed against his machine gun. The others couldn’t see him. The men in his crew were all veterans with plenty of experience. They teasingly called him Bubi, or little boy. It was too soon to show them his fear.

			After their units had been devastated on the Russian Front, they had been placed in the 2nd Company of the Panzer Brigade 106 and sent to Luxembourg City. With a strength of forty-seven vehicles—thirty-six Panthers and eleven Jagdpanzer IV self-propelled guns—the brigade’s orders were straightforward: delay the American advance at any cost.

			It was a tall order.

			Gustav would have given anything to be back on his family’s farm in Arrenkamp, in the windswept fields far in northern Germany. Home was a humble ranch house lit by candles. There was a stable with swallows fluttering around inside. Abiding by folkloric tradition, his father always cut a hole in the roof so the birds could build their nests within the walls and bring the family luck.

			Gustav’s parents had one bedroom, while Gustav and his younger brother shared the other with their grandparents. His best friend was his grandmother Luise. A short, sturdy woman who wore her blond hair in a bun, she would read fairy tales to the boys, including Gustav’s favorite, “Snow-White and Rose-Red.” It was a simple life, but far better than in any tank.

			

			—

			No one spoke after the shelling stopped.

			Gustav stayed hidden. The tank wasn’t big enough for him to stay like that forever. Sooner or later his crewmates would notice that he was crouching—and that their dinner was spilled all over his uniform from the fall.

			Should he blame the kitchen crew? he wondered. No. His feeling of embarrassment couldn’t overcome his upbringing. “Always be modest,” his grandmother had taught him, “and always be honest.”

			Facing an entirely different kind of fear, Gustav showed himself and finally broke the silence. “I lost it…I lost all our precious food!”

			The men were furious, as Gustav knew they’d be. This was their only chance at eating that night, after all.

			As the crew grumbled, the commander reassured them: “He’ll be punished.”

			

			—

			Once the shadows had shifted with the afternoon sun, the camouflage branches were cleared.

			The tank idled on the dirt road. It was a Panther G model. It was sandy yellow-colored, with green and brown swirls of camouflage. A forward-leaning turret sat atop a sleek hull that had a long gun, stretching more than half the tank’s length. Everything flowed from a slanted two-ton slab of frontal armor. It was about 5.7 inches thick—easily dwarfing the 3.5-inch front plate on an American M4A1 75mm-armed Sherman.

			Normally after a road journey it was the driver’s job to tighten or replace the pins that held the tank’s tracks together. Today it had been Gustav’s punishment. His hands were greasy and his knuckles were bloody as he wiped the tools down with a cloth.

			The commander approached Gustav. Staff Sergeant Rolf Millitzer was tall and lanky. Beneath a black cap, his long face was lined with the stress of command. The war had aged him far beyond his twenty-six years. In the early hours that morning, three sister companies had crossed the border into France before running into American lines. They hadn’t radioed back since. The silence could only mean one thing: the Americans were approaching Luxembourg and coming here next. Clearly, Rolf thought there were larger concerns than Gustav spilling food.

			He squatted to Gustav’s level, his dark eyes friendly. “You need to be more careful,” Rolf said, referring to the night before. “There’s no need to push too hard any longer. The main thing now is to stay alive.”

			Rolf departed, leaving Gustav puzzled.

			They were German soldiers on the eve of battle, on the verge of losing the war, and Rolf was urging thoughts of survival already?

			Gustav held no illusions himself—victory was impossible. The Sixth Army had been wiped out at Stalingrad in southern Russia. The Afrika Korps had surrendered in Tunisia. Germany was at war with the entire world. There was no way to win.

			But what about their “duty”?

			As Gustav carried his tools back to the tank, Rolf’s advice wouldn’t leave him.

			The main thing now is to stay alive.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 4

			THE FIELDS

			The next morning, September 9, 1944

			MERL

			The farm courtyard was cool and quiet around seven a.m., as Gustav prepared to shave. Sure, he barely had any stubble. But today was his eighteenth birthday and this was his gift to himself.

			He wasn’t about to tell the crew about the occasion; no one was in the mood anyway, after what the Americans had done to other German tanks. Last night, he’d heard stories from survivors who had limped back from the massacre.

			What happened was this: under the confusion of darkness, their sister companies had mistakenly wandered into American lines in a forest. They were quickly surrounded and lost twenty-one tanks and self-propelled guns—nearly half the unit. In the first day.

			Still, Gustav didn’t feel right about fighting Americans. As a boy, he had enjoyed reading books about cowboys and Native Americans, and even Mickey Mouse. And back home, nearly every farmer had relatives who had emigrated to the New World or sent their children there when there were too many mouths to feed. Gustav had pondered the idea too.

			Gustav had barely swiped the razor when a message arrived for Rolf: it was time to fight.

			

			—

			Sizzling with power, the line of twelve Panthers rolled into the fields of Merl. The throaty growl of their engines coursed through the air as puffs of smoke rose from their exhaust stacks.

			Fearsome as the Panther was, it had its defects. All that armor made the tank heavy in front. Plus, the tank’s interlacing wheels were easily clogged and jammed. A year earlier, 200 Panthers had debuted at the Battle of Kursk. After five days of action and wear and tear, only 10 were still operating.

			Gustav and the driver rode with their hatches open. The Panthers were driving toward an area in the distant forest, where they expected the Americans to arrive. Gustav wore a throat microphone around his neck and a headset over his cap. As radioman, he listened simultaneously to the intercom and the company frequency.

			Behind them, smoke rose in Luxembourg City. Their fellow soldiers were destroying the city’s phone grid and water lines as they fled. In the process, they were also leaving Gustav’s brigade to operate without these necessities.

			Across the continent, Allied units were jockeying to reach Germany. They were pushing against the Germans’ defensive in Italy. Soviets were already in Poland. And now the Americans’ 5th Armored Division found itself in position to reach Germany first, after Spearhead’s unexpected detour to Mons. All that remained for the 5th Armored was to charge into Luxembourg City and then race to the border.

			With just twelve Panthers, the German Army’s 2nd Company would try to spoil that feat.

			They had barely gone a mile when a voice erupted in Gustav’s ears—“Fighter-bombers!” High overhead, twelve silver planes with red noses were curving through the sky. They were American P-47s, Thunderbolts of the 50th Fighter Group.

			Gustav stared in awe as the planes leveled their wings and dove toward him.

			From his commander position, Rolf disappeared from above the turret; the driver sank from sight and sealed his hatch. Gustav dropped into his compartment and slammed the hatch cover just before a torrent of bullets sprinted across the tank. It made a high-pitched ringing noise that reverberated through the hull.

			The radio squawked. The company commander’s order rang out loud and clear: the tankers had to disperse. It was every crew for itself.

			The tanks, which had been clustered, now fanned out across the field, trying to put more space between them. This would make it more difficult for the planes to hit them.

			Rolf’s Panther pulled up to the formation. Its interlacing wheels rose and fell with the terrain, absorbing the bumps. The cannon stayed level, ready to shoot if necessary.

			But the American planes were hot on their trail. The P-47s made pass after pass, mercilessly targeting the Panther’s engine. But the Americans couldn’t quite land a deadly blow. The planes abandoned the hunt and departed, off into the horizon.

			Gustav could breathe again, but he couldn’t relax for too long. The Panther had to take cover in a thick grove of trees. Gustav opened his hatch and stood to help the driver steer. Even in the midst of combat, his job was to stick his head out and watch out for threats.

			In the shadows of the spruce trees at the edge of the forest, the Panther halted with a sigh. Everyone inside rose, hungry for fresh air.

			Gustav was surprised to find they had traveled the farthest of anyone in their company. Everyone else was on the other side of the field. None of them moved as they waited in ambush.

			Gustav surveyed his once-pristine tank. The planes had scarred it badly. Bullets had raked the turret numbers and blasted away the tow cable.

			Rolf lowered himself to the hull beside Gustav. “I need your mirror, Bubi,” he said. “Mine caught bullets.”

			Rolf was mysterious to Gustav. He received letters from Dresden but never spoke of his family. He wore the silver Panzer badge for surviving twenty-five tank engagements, but he never told stories.

			Gustav removed the mirror from his periscope and gave it to Rolf. It was more important that the commander could see outside than that he could.

			In the surrounding woods, farmers worked, pushing wheelbarrows and digging for potatoes. Life went on. Gustav envied the men and women with their boots caked in soil. He had always loved farmwork. The vision before him brought back fond memories of harvesting rye in fields similar to these. His family sometimes did it by the light of the moon.

			Gustav was a reluctant fighter. Membership in Hitler Youth, the youth organization of the Nazi Party in Germany, had been mandatory since 1939; he hadn’t had much choice but to join. Although he enjoyed the camping, marching, and sports, he’d never wanted to be a soldier. In fact, Gustav’s dream was to be a train conductor.

			Every Sunday, after church, he’d pedal his bicycle far from home to watch the trains chug past on the Hamburg–Bremen line. After the war began, he’d even applied to work in a factory that built locomotives. He hoped it would be a first step toward becoming a conductor.

			But when his father was drafted into the army, the family found itself shorthanded and Gustav’s grandmother asked him to remain on the farm. To Gustav, this duty to his family and farm came first. It was simple. His dreams would have to wait.

			When Gustav’s own army orders arrived in autumn 1943, he went to an army doctor for his physical. The doctor took one look at his compact frame, a perfect fit for small, tight spaces, and sent him straight to the armored forces.

			

			—

			Gustav’s headset crackled. The sound was scratchy but alarming. The voices coming through were American. Gustav alerted Rolf—if he was picking up the enemy’s transmissions, they had to be close. Possibly close enough to shoot.

			The crew withdrew inside and buttoned their hatches. The local farmers fled from the fields once they noticed the army men scrambling. As if on cue, the Shermans appeared two miles away in a gap in the forest.

			Following the road, the column of the U.S. 34th Tank Battalion flowed into the fields without hesitation. Obviously, they were intent on liberating Luxembourg City that day.

			A motorized whine sounded behind Gustav. The gunner was tracking the column of American tanks with a gun that was nearly 17 feet long. It was a 75mm gun like the older Mark IV’s but could hold a nearly 3-foot-long shell that fired with earsplitting “super velocity.”

			“Wait for my call,” Rolf, who was perched at the turret, told the gunner.

			Sweat trickled down Gustav’s face. The whites of his knuckles showed as he gripped his machine gun. It was useless against tanks, but it was comforting to hold.

			The Shermans motored farther from the safety of the forest toward where Rolf and the Panther lay in wait. They were now only a mile away. But Rolf wanted them closer. He’d learned on the Eastern Front to wait until the target was within a half mile—and then to shoot the last tank in the column, followed by the first. This created a deadly jam. After that, the hunting was easy.

			Suddenly, green tracer ammunition zipped up and over and slammed into the lead Sherman.

			Gustav couldn’t believe it. Someone had fired too soon! The Sherman’s hatch covers flung open and the crew came tumbling out.

			Rolf cursed. The golden opportunity to capture the American tanks had been squandered.

			The Shermans began firing, trying to drive a Panther into retreat.

			Rolf had to act. He directed the gunner’s attention to the second Sherman in line
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