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The Fresh Earth

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

but the secret sits in the middle and knows.

— Robert Frost, The Secret Sits

August 1961

“Papa! Papa!”

She waved her hands in the air, the roar of the tractor drowning out her tiny voice. As he turned at the end of the plow run he looked up - startled - and slammed on the brakes.

She stood directly in his path, hands on her hips. He shifted into neutral and backed off the throttle.

“Corina! I almost ran over you!”

“Oh, Papa! I can run faster than that silly old tractor!”

She picked up a small basket lying in the freshly plowed earth beside her.

“Nana has made you lunch - you are to stop and eat.”

Matthieu Lequire removed a red bandana from his shirt pocket and wiped the sweat from his brow in the hot mid-day sun.

“Ten minutes more. Just ten minutes,” he pleaded.

“No, Papa. Maintenant!”

He had seen that look before. Even at seven years old, his granddaughter bore the stubbornness that marked the Leguire family of La Queue-les-Yvelines.

“Nana says it is too hot, and you are to stop. I have brought you water, bread, and cheese.”

“Water? Bring me wine or leave me to my work!”

Corina giggled, and climbed up onto the tractor with the basket.

“No wine until you have finished, and not before,” she scolded.

He reached down and took the basket, pretending to inspect the contents carefully. He pulled the cork from the water bottle and took a long, deep drink as she wriggled into his lap.

“Why is the dirt so messy, Papa?”

“Messy?” He looked up the row and laughed. Taking a knife from the basket he cut off a slice of cheese, reached around her, and slipped a piece into her mouth.

“It has never been farmed, Little One. There used to be an old shed here. I tore it down last winter to make room for some new vines.”

She turned and looked at him, her eyes dancing.

“Can I help plant, Papa?”

“We turn the ground first, clear all the debris, then plow manure into the dirt.”

She crinkled up her nose as he pulled a chunk of bread and stuffed a piece into his mouth.

“Then we let it rest. It will be ready to plant in the spring.”

Corina wagged her finger.

“Do not talk with a full mouth, Papa! I will tell Nana,” she teased and squirted away, jumping down to the ground, running down the freshly plowed row back home.

Matthieu Lequire smiled after her.

“So much like her mother,” he laughed, and cut another slice of cheese.

“Papa!”

Startled, he looked up and saw little Corina standing over something in the freshly plowed row. He watched as she bent down, slowly, then jumped back.

She screamed.




Chapter 1

A Special Favor

A wonderful fact to reflect upon, that every human

creature is constituted to be that profound

secret and mystery to every other.

— Charles Dickens

September 1944; Central France

“Jeepers! For Christ’s sake, man, watch it!”

“I see it already!” protested Pvt. Deshaun “Jeepers” Boyer as he jammed the heavily laden deuce into a lower gear and floored the throttle. The two-and-a-half ton truck roared, its tires spinning, as it plunged into a muddy crater in the road then lifted up, bouncing forward through the slop.

“Man, probably tore off the damn exhaust.”

Pvt. Jamie Pierce held on tightly to the overhead handrail fashioned from a tire iron stolen from another platoon’s truck. If Jeepers had ripped out the exhaust - again - he knew he would hear about it from their mechanic.

Two trucks of Company C, 514th Quartermaster Battalion pushed on through the cloudy, moonless night as the sounds of war - mostly long-range German artillery - crept ever closer. On their tail Pvt. Bobby Jenkins and radioman/mechanic Pvt. Trevon Malloy followed with a load of fuel - some rationed for them, most of it headed for General Patton’s tanks pushing eastward through the French countryside.

Somewhere ahead the convoy’s lead trucks had disappeared into the inky blackness. Somewhere behind, the rest of the trucks slogged along ready to climb up their ass if they didn’t keep pace.

Three days without rest, except to refuel. Three days without hot food. Three days having to piss out the window as the truck careened wildly through the ruts carved by the incessant parade of supplies.

Three days of white-knuckled terror dodging ruts, rocks, and German shells, carrying jerrycans of gasoline and boxes of ammunition just waiting for a spark to become a traveling bomb.

Welcome to the Red Ball Express.




Present Day

Soft morning light bathed the roof garden with subtle hues of green, gold, and orange, the hectic pace of the city below dissolving away. I hadn’t visited the Paris apartment since that remarkable day when I learned the enigmatic Mme Soullant was in fact the elusive Arièle Bouchard.

“Oh, good. I was hoping you could be here when she arrived.”

Arièle stepped quietly in from her rooftop sitting room, leaning ever-so-slightly on her cane again.

She took my hand as she sat.

“Muriel,” and she turned to face her maid who followed her from the sitting room. “Tea, and three cups. We are expecting company.”

“As you wish, madame.”

Arièle looked at me and smiled, then adjusted her seat, displaying - if only for the briefest of moments - a certain degree of discomfort.

“How are you feeling?”

Not the most elegant way to open a conversation.

“Those damn doctors. They want to cut me up like a side of beef and put in some sort of contraption to fix this stupid hip.”

She set the cane on the floor.

“Roland has been pressuring me to have the surgery.”

“He’s concerned about you.”

She looked up, flashing that fierceness in her brilliant green eyes I loved.

“He needs to mind his own damn business. I plan to outlive all of you!”

“Pardon, madame.”

I turned to look behind me. A tall, elegantly dressed man stood in the foyer entrance, his silver hair reflecting the morning light slicing through a break in the trees on the street side of the garden.

“Yes, Gerard.”

I turned back and looked at her, and cocked my head.

A butler?

“Madame Vincent has arrived.”

“Please show her in, Gerard.”

When he disappeared I turned to Arièle.

“Gerard?”

Arièle just winked at me, then turned her eyes toward the foyer.

“Ah, Trinette. I am so glad you could come on such short notice.”

I stood as a beautiful woman stepped into the garden, her face soft, smooth, slightly darker than any glancing touch of the sun could foster. She smiled at Arièle then moved with a gentle grace through the sunlight streaming through the trees.

Arièle remained seated as the woman walked quickly to her.

“Arièle, you look ravishing!”

“You are a liar, but I love you for it,” she smiled as they embraced.

“Trinette, this is the writer I told you about. Trinette Lausier-Vincent, M. Larry Hewitt. L.W. Hewitt, as he prefers to be addressed now that he is so famous.”

The two women laughed as Mme Lausier-Vincent extended her hand.

“Enchante, monsieur.”

I looked back at Arièle wondering what the joke was about - something at my expense I was certain - and shook her hand.




“You know I have always been careful to not tread upon our friendship - unlike my overbearing son,” and Arièle smiled. “But this is one time I felt compelled to ask for your assistance on behalf of my friend.”

Trinette took an envelope from her clutch purse and passed it across the table as the maid arrived with the tea.

“I was just finishing my degree when, much to my surprise, I agreed to marry. That was 1994.”

“Surprise?”

Her brown eyes danced with a sparkle.

“My mother had always expected me to wait until I had established a practice before committing to any man. Alas, my Marceau was simply too irresistible.”

I looked at Arièle, who sat as inscrutable as ever, watching me.

“Your practice. Law, medicine?”

“Architecture. L’École Spéciale d'Architecture.”

“Here in Paris?”

“Oui.”

I suddenly looked around the roof garden, especially the entrance to the sitting room and foyer, and understood.

“You designed Arièle’s apartment.”

“See? I told you it would take him but a moment.”

Arièle, obviously pleased with herself, stirred her tea with a delicate silver spoon.

“Her husband Marcel is a friend of Gilbert’s,” Arièle added, as if to beat me to the obvious next question.

“You anticipated that question, Arièle,” I smiled. “But Mme Vincent, you specifically called out your wedding date - 1994. You wouldn’t do that unless it was significant. The envelope, I presume?”

Arièle had to laugh.

“OK, enough, Sherlock Holmes. To business.”

I opened the envelope. Inside I found a postcard - addressed to “Mlle Trinette Lausier” to an address in Martinique.

"Martinique?"

"My parents address. We were married on the island - it is where I grew up."

There was no return address, and nothing on the reverse side. The postmark was stamped “New Orleans LA June 6 1994.”

“June 6 - D-Day plus 50.”

“He talks to himself when he is thinking,” Arièle spoke to her guest as if I were not there.

“It helps me concentrate,” I protested, continuing to examine the postcard. “The Red Ball Express commemorative stamp … a ‘First Day of Issue’ and on the Red Ball postcard.”

“You see, I told you he would know all about it. That is an annoying habit of his.”

Both women laughed, as if sharing a private confidence.

Printed on the address face of the card was an image of a black American soldier overlaid by a simulated newspaper headline, “Red Ball Express Speeds Vital Supplies to Allies - Americans in arc around St. Lô ... .” The stamp showed the cab of a 2 1/2 ton truck called a “deuce” - the main vehicle of the famous Red Ball Express that ran supplies to Allied troops marching across France - especially General Patton’s Third Army.

I looked back again at Mme Vincent, the soft hue of her skin … and did the math.

“Tell me about Martinique.”




When we had our fill of tea, and the conversation reached its inevitable end, I gathered up my notes including a short - very short - genealogy.

“Not a lot to go on, I’m afraid. And I have to finish a draft of my next manuscript. I’ll do the best I can.”

Arièle just smiled and stood, leaning on her cane.

“Dear friend, if anyone can unlock this mystery, it will be you.”

I could fill in the blanks by myself - “I would consider it a personal favor.”




Chapter 2

More Than It Appears

The art of simplicity is a puzzle of complexity.

— Douglas Horton

I began my investigation by digging around by phone in the official sources on the island. The department administrative offices in Martinique tried very hard to be helpful.

“I am so sorry, monsieur. We can only tell you the birth mother was a French national, and the child was cared for by the Congregation of Sisters De Saint Joseph De Cluny until adoption.”

“Can you tell me if the adoptive mother was from the island or the mainland?”

“No, monsieur.”

“The baby was adopted before she was a year old. I assume the baby was born in Martinique - isn’t that a very short wait for an adoption?”

The clerk paused a moment. I could sense a degree of irritation even over the phone.

"I have no other information to share with you, monsieur."




I looked for something in the island’s immigration records.

“I am sorry, monsieur. Martinique is a French department. Travel between the mainland and the island is unrestricted just as traveling between your American states is not regulated.”

Struck out there.




I tried another tack - to discover the maiden name of the adoptive mother, Selene Sartin.

“I am sorry, monsieur. Records for the period are notoriously incomplete. I cannot answer your question unless you can provide me with her maiden name.”

"I don’t have it! That is why I am calling you!"

“I am sorry, monsieur."




“No, monsieur. We cannot provide any details about the originators of the trust."

Trinette had mentioned her parents left her a sizable interest estate - so there had to be a paper trail I could follow. The director of the trust department at Barclays Patrimoine in Fort de France agreed to speak with me, if only being polite.

"The original beneficiary of the trust came of age and rewrote the trust for her own daughter. Wouldn't that mean the current beneficiary could have that information released? I have a letter from her authorizing you to release certain details ... ,"

He cut me off quickly.

"We can only act on the instructions included in the trust."

"The trust was not originated by Barclays, according to the beneficiary. Can you tell me where the trust was original set up?"

"The bank acquired multiple smaller asset management agencies over the years. The names of those agencies are a matter of public record, but even if they were currently in business they would be precluded from answering any questions about their clients."

That got me nowhere.




“Oui, monsieur. Our records indicate the citizens in question recorded a deed for a property on the outskirts of Fort de France.”

I wanted to see what property might have been purchased in Martinique - perhaps there were other heirs Trinette was not aware of.

“However, I cannot provide this information via the telephone. You may make a formal request through our agency web site. The request will take three to four weeks.”

“One property? Any business filings or commercial interests on record? According to my sources these people held a substantial estate.”

The voice on the other end of the call went silent.

“I would not know, monsieur.”




I called probably every public number in the administrative directory for Martinique but found nothing particularly helpful. Trinette's family may have built a successful investment portfolio but little evidence could be found on the island.

Nothing stood out. The couple led what appeared to be very private lives.

I would need some help on this.




“He wants you to do what?”

Monique cornered Roland as he left for the afternoon and walked with him out onto the street at 3 Place des Victoires. I figured if Arièle was going to commandeer the next several weeks of my time I could steal a little help from Monique. I had emailed her what little information Mme Lausier-Vincent had provided me.

“M. Larry has been searching all the public records and has found nothing. No hospital records, no adoption papers, and nothing on the adoptive parents. It is almost like the records have been expunged.”

Roland was not excited about letting her have any time off.

“It is a bad time, Monique. This acquisition, and the Boudinot/Lamarche intervention. We have so many irons in the fire I am afraid ... ,”

He stopped for a private ring on his iPhone.

“Yes, mother ... she did, but we are so busy ... again? Are you certain? ... yes, I understand ... dinner, Sunday. Very well.”

Roland slipped his phone back inside his jacket and turned to face Monique, shaking his head.

“That man will be the death of me.”




Chapter 3

When You’ve Got Nothing …

Success is built on failure … on frustration

… sometimes its built on catastrophe.

— Sumner Redstone

10 September 1944; 0630 Hours

Lt. Christopher Hawkins pulled his jeep up to the makeshift command headquarters in a large tent on the outskirts of Dreux, west of Paris. Company C had passed through on its way east when the lieutenant received a radio call, summoned by the company commander, Capt. Nathan Walton.


“Hawkins, take a seat.”


Two other company junior officers sat with coffee cups in hand.


“I have orders from Battalion. All forward movement is to halt in place immediately.”


A low murmur of surprise filled the tent. For a month the company had faced persistent rainfall, muddy roads, enemy artillery, and mechanical breakdowns as it supported General Patton’s eastward march across France. Drivers raced forward following markers along the road bearing an unmistakable “red ball” that gave the supply routes their name - the “Red Ball Express.”


“Why are we stopping, Captain? What’s going on?”


“Something big up north, that’s all I know. For now, 3rd Army has been ordered to stand in place. Company C is ordered to bivouac until further notice.”


Lieutenant Hawkins looked nervously around the room. The other junior officers - both 2nd lieutenants - were already veterans of the supply chain and he could see they took the news in stride. First Lieutenant Hawkins had been appointed to his post just two days prior … after a German artillery round hit near his predecessor’s Jeep killing him and his driver. Hawkins had been trying to join up with his platoon when MPs in Dreux directed him to the command tent.


Captain Walton handed each of his junior officers a map.


“Bivouac locations have been marked. Ops has already passed the command on to your forward squads with orders to find suitable ground at first light before this spell of fair weather worsens again. Questions?”


“Uh, Captain?”


“Hawkins.”


“What about the locals. Can I expect any trouble with them?”


The other officers chuckled among themselves.


“You’re new, Hawkins. Let me put it this way. We take what we need, where and when we need it. That goes for land, buildings … and anything else.”


Lieutenant Hawkins just swallowed hard.


“Yes, sir.”


“Look, I realize you outrank the other junior officers, but they have experience here you can benefit from. Listen to what they have to say, Hawkins. You’ll get the drill soon enough.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Dismissed.”




“Checkpoint ahead.”


Private Pierce clenched the steering wheel in his hands as the Jimmie bounced along the road, the tiny “cat’s eye” lights barely piercing the dark gray drizzle just before dawn. Jeepers, his co-driver and occasional machine gun operator, had to yell almost directly at the side of his face to be heard above the roar of the powerful engine and the deadening effect of the soft wax stuffed in Pierce’s ears.


The route MPs manning the frequent checkpoints were never a welcome site. The drivers knew MPs meant stopping - mandatory maintenance checks, cargo inspections, rerouting. Stopping was not part of the plan.


“Going on through. Hang on!”


He gunned the engine as they passed the roadside marker - the all-too-familiar concrete post topped in red that marked their route where the road passed through the village of La Queue-les-Yvelines.


“Man, look at him wave! Like we was his best friends!”


Jeepers rolled down the window and hung out the side, waving madly with a wide grin as the truck sped through, the MP jumping back out of the way, cursing as they passed.


“Hah! Did you see them eyes! White as a ghost!”


Jamie Pierce turned quickly and shot him a smile and took a drag from a Lucky Strike as the truck bounced along. But as they approached the crossroads at the far end of the village his smile disappeared.


“Oh, crap!”


He slammed on the brakes, downshifting as the gears in the rumbling deuce screamed in defiance, and slid to a stop on the slick road.


A gate.


The road out of the village was blocked. Two armed MPs stood defiantly, their captain standing with his hands on his hips.


“He don’t look too happy, Jamie.”


“No shit.”




Twelve Co. C supply trucks crossed a double set of rail tracks and came to an idle alongside the main road. A sign read “Rue des Moulins” about a klick and a half outside of the village where a small dirt and grassy road took a hard right. A single Jeep with “Military Police” stenciled below the visor lead the small convoy.


A sour-looking first sergeant named Bryant stood alongside the road talking with a young officer the boys of A Squad did not recognize. The sergeant then abruptly stepped back, saluted, and strode up to where some twenty drivers and a few support mechanics stood waiting for orders.


“All right you god-damned ugly muleskinners, form up!”


The men looked around at each other, uncertain.


“Why we stoppin’, Sarge?”


”Shut up!” The men grew quiet. “We have new orders. You will follow me and disburse where directed, defensive pattern Charlie. All non-fuel supplies will be offloaded and stockpiled by type.”


Jeepers nudged his buddy Jamie Pierce.


“Non-fuel supplies?” he grinned.


“You got somethin’ to add, Private Boyer?”


Jeepers clammed up and stood erect.


“No, sir, Sergeant, sir,” he tried to suppress a smile.


“Then get those damn trucks off the road. Move it!”




Le Café Reuban Vert

Monique breezed through the doorway of the café, running a little late for an afternoon meeting.


“Got the OK to give you some time - but not a lot."


She dropped a folder on the table.


"Photos of the parents. Take a look,” as she retreated to the kitchen.


I set my coffee cup down and removed three pictures from among her notes. The first showed a couple on a beach - I presumed in Martinique - with Trinette as a young girl. The date superimposed on the print was “4 Apr 1978.”


Another pictured Trinette at her school graduation standing with friends, with the words “1984 - Lycée, Baccalauréat. Bravo!”


Monique returned with her coffee and a plate of cheese.


“Remarkable! Where did you get these?”


Monique gave me “that look.”


“Her Facebook page. Did you do the math yet?”


I just looked up at her over the top of my reading glasses as she continued.


“Trinette was born in 1968. She finished what you would call high school - our lycée - at age sixteen, two years early. She then left the island for Paris.”


She pointed to the last picture showing Trinette standing before the entrance to L’École Spéciale d'Architecture.


“Accepted with honors.”


“Public university?”


“Not hardly.”


I spread the three photos out to look at them as a group.


“Early graduation, private college - parents of means and education,” as I examined the photos.


She took out her notes.


“Not the parents. Her father, Albert Lausier - a poet. Published a minor series of books that never amounted to much. Her mother - Desirea - a painter. Local stuff.”


“Starving artists. So how ... ?”


She pulled a newspaper article from the back of the folder.


“Desirea’s parents, Theron and Selene Sartin. He was an attorney, she a social activist.”


“Social activist?”


She turned the article around for me to read and sliced off some of the cheese as I glanced at the photo.

Martinique socialite Mme Selene Sartin and her husband Theron Sartin celebrate the twenty-year anniversary of Les enfants oubliés - The Forgotten Children. Mme Sartin founded the organization in 1950 dedicated to assisting and joining children fathered during WWII in France with their biological fathers.


“They’re both white.”


“Very white. They adopted Desirea before she was even a year old. The adoption papers have no reference to the mother.”


“Nothing at all?”


“Nothing. Desirea was their only child. Boarding school education, private tutors, the works."


"What were you able to find out about the trust?"


"Only that Desirea’s parents were quite well off - on their passing she inherited the entire estate.”


“How big?”


“I cannot count that high,” and she grinned.


“OK. Desirea - obviously of mixed-race biological parents. Left for adoption ... ,”


“I am way ahead of you. She was born 15 June 1945 ... ,”


“That eliminates the birthdate as a postcard-related clue.”


Monique looked up.


“Postcard? What postcard?”




“The postcard is a ‘First Day Issue’ - June 6, 1994.”


“Fiftieth anniversary of D-Day,” as she examined the card. I had deliberately withheld this clue from her hoping she might find a connection independently.


She was not particularly happy about that.


“There is nothing on the back side. No message, no return address.”


I sat back and played with the stem of my wine glass.


“We are creatures of our culture. We act in ways consistent with where we live, our norms, values, habits, traditions. To act outside of that is an aberration.”


“OK, Sigmund. Meaning what?”


“Meaning the selection of a postcard would normally be an impulse, but also part of the sender’s routine, like posting a letter.”


Monique began to tap her foot on the floor.


“So what is on the card has no particular meaning?” Monique dropped the card back on the table, face up.


“Quite the opposite,” and I smiled, enjoying my little bit of misdirection. “I believe it triggered an emotional response from whoever sent it - that it has special meaning.”


I took a sip of my wine.


“The postcard arrived in time for her wedding day.”


She looked up.


“That would seem important … might have been helpful to know earlier,” as she narrowed her glare at me.


I tried to ignore her.


“Mme Lausier is, my guess, at least one-quarter black - subtle skin shading, accented by brown eyes - a dominant characteristic. Brown over green, green over blue.”


“Martinique is predominantly African mixed with French. Mixed heritage would be commonplace.”


“What makes the postcard significant is that an American is represented on the card. A black American soldier, to be exact. That was the emotional trigger.”


“She has no idea who sent it?”


“No. But the math is simple - one generation back, half-African heritage from one parent, a generation before - one white parent, one black. That puts the time frame at mid-to-late 1940s.”


“A black American soldier?”


“And a French girl - a possibility. Now the significance of the card’s subject - over 75% of the drivers of the famous Red Ball Express were African-American.”


She examined the card again, this time more closely.


“Which means she was conceived in September 1944,” as she cut off another piece of the cheese.


I snatched the cheese from the edge of her knife. Monique sliced off another piece of cheese, taking care to shield it from me, and stuffed it into her mouth, chewing as she talked.


“But if she was adopted in Martinique, was she born there? Conceived there or in France - if even that?”


“Well, let’s review. Trinette was born in Martinique. Both of her parents are deceased - normal causes. Nothing unusual there according to Trinette. Her adoptive grandparents were French Martinique. She has no information about her birth grandmother.”


“We know one thing,” Monique took over. “There is a black ancestor in the mix. Most likely in that generation.”


Monique looked up and smiled at her deduction. I just shook my head.


“Possibly not. In WWI there were many black soldiers in France - some from the colonies, others from the US. The African heritage could just as easily enter there, or even earlier.”


Monique shook her head.


“I don’t buy it,” and she smiled at her use of American slang. “The postcard screams otherwise. Besides, why the lack of personal history? Could someone along her family tree have suppressed the record of Trinette’s mixed heritage? Maybe her birth mother? Or the adoptive parents?”


“That begs the question, why? What connects Trinette back to mainland France in 1944?”


"Well, I have nothing."


I shook my head.


"Neither do I."


We both just sat in silence - that bothered me. It meant we were flat out of ideas.


“I promised to update Arièle.”


I opened my laptop and began to compose an email. I decided to find a graceful way to beg off on this one.


Just before I hit SEND I stopped.


“Perhaps we are going about this the wrong way.”


“Oh, god, here we go … ,”


“What?”


“One of your patented side tracks. Go ahead … I have no life anyway.”




“Do you remember the talk I gave in Paris at the Three Angels Conference?”


“No, I was a little busy dodging the pyrotechnics.”


“Yeah, well, that wasn’t my fault. One of the ways we unraveled the story of The Three Angels was by examining the secondary evidence residing in official records - birth and death records, troop movements and transfers, disciplinary actions, arrest reports, things like that. If there is a connection between the Red Ball Express and Trinette that connection lies somewhere in similar indirect clues.


“We need to look for actions that stirred up some sort of paper trail. If such a trail exists it will narrow the search, and might possibly point to a geographical marker as well.”


“A geographical marker?”


“Something that defines the scope.”


“OK, where do we begin?”


“The postcard. We begin by retracing the route of the Red Ball Express. Our marker lies somewhere along that road.”




After turning Monique loose looking for traces of “irregular activities” that might point us at the very least toward the geography of the postcard mystery, I boarded the train back to Courseulles. As much as I loved Paris, I missed the beach house.


Rhonda had boarded a plane back to Seattle a few days earlier for a much-needed visit with the grandchildren - my reason for being in Paris in the first place. And since the government revoked my passport I was landlocked in Europe. I could travel freely through the EU, and despite the current troubles in England my French CR - Carte de résident - still let me move freely back and forth across the Channel.


I stayed clear of the U.S. Embassies wherever I travelled - just to be safe.


I busied myself with editing the first draft of my next book, a study of the movements of Nazi party officials and their families from Berlin during the final days of the war, trying to put away one of Sid Woodard’s files.


The conspiracy theories surrounding the fate of Party Secretary Bormann had always fascinated me ever since I read the quintessential “The Bormann Brotherhood” by writer William Stephenson. The writer leveraged his name for instant credibility in “A Man Called Intrepid” about a WWII spymaster - coincidentally named William Stephenson.


No relation - but it was easy for the average reader to miss that point.


The fact Bormann’s body was discovered near the rebuilt Berlin train station in 1965 and verified through DNA testing in 1972 did not dilute the fantastic conspiracy theories of Bormann’s supposed flight from Germany.


Neither did the “Uncle Otto” letters that supported through independent testimony the official results of the DNA tests.


In any event, I was tracing Otto Skorzeny’s movements and building a more thorough and less sensational picture of the final days of the Third Reich.


It was not as exciting as Stevenson’s book and I began to get bored. It showed.




“Holy crap, Hewitt, this is awful.”


Angus McDonough wasn’t his usual supportive self as I caught him on a plane to New Zealand. I guess something about staring at blue open water from LAX to Auckland for 13 hours made him a bit cranky.


“Oh, c’mon, Angus. It’s just a draft.”


“No, this beer I’m drinking is a draft. This is crap. What’s going on?”


What’s going on? I hadn’t really looked at it like that. It took me a moment to think that through.


“I got nuthin’, Angus. For the first time in several years, I got nuthin’. Some postcard Monique is tracking down, this fleeing Berlin stuff. Rhonda’s gone home to visit the grandkids.”


“You’re at the beach house?”


“Yeah, and I’m getting tired of letting Captain Richard beat me at chess.”


He just laughed. Angus was a master chess player - I never sat with him over a board. I knew better.


“No hate mail?”


“None.”


“You’ve fallen off the radar, my friend. Maybe your run is finally over.”


That bothered me. After I hung up on Angus I went for a walk up the beach back toward town.


Over?


I never even considered that a possibility.




Chapter 4

The Smallest of Conceits

Once you hear the details of victory,

it is hard to distinguish it from a defeat.

— Jean-Paul Sartre

10 September 1944; 0700 Hours

Corporal Richard Sawyer, the company clerk, finished laying out his corner of the Company C command tent and began sorting through the courier sack, carefully segregating the stack of papers into priority order.


"It's still not here," he muttered under his breath.


"Relax, Corporal."


Captain Walton got up from his desk and poured himself a cup of coffee. He didn't offer one to the corporal. The boy did not drink beer, or smoke, and just now began to try coffee.


The captain had never even heard him swear.


"Paperwork snafus are part of the job."


"Orders. How hard can that be?" he sighed in exasperation.


The company clerk had just been accepted to the University of Chicago law school. His grades - average, but acceptable. Not enough to keep him from the draft.


He was promised a spot as a clerk in the Provost Marshall’s Criminal Investigation Division - CID, in the lexicon of the Army. But when Company C came up short one clerk some Army bureaucrat sent him up the line with temporary orders - then promptly lost his transfer paperwork in the chaos of the Normandy breakout.


He arrived without records. And without orders, a transfer request could not be reviewed.


"I promise you, when we break bivouac I will find a way to get you to CID.”


"Thank you, Captain. I mean, I like working for you and all ... ,"


A soldier stuck his head in the tent.


"Trucks are here, Captain."


Private Pierce stretched his legs and looked out across the field toward rows of vines at the far side.


“Jamie, how long you think we’re gonna be here?”


“We finally get a few decent days and you’re complaining about a little rest, Jeeps?”


“Not me. But last time we stopped for more’n an hour was when we busted an axle. It ain’t normal, that’s all I gotta say.”


He turned and unzipped his pants and began to pee on the front passenger tire. He breathed a sigh of relief.


“God, that’s better.”


Jamie Pierce leaned back against the fender of his truck and removed a cigarette from the pack in his front pocket.


“Somethin’s goin’ on,” offered their friend Joey. “Like maybe them Jerries got tanks waitin’ for us or somethin’.”


Jamie lit the stick and just shook his head. Private Joey C Combs - “the ‘C’ don’t stand for nuthin’, just C” - was a good friend and a break-neck driver, but he saw Germans around every corner and planes in every cloud formation. They had never been strafed, never even fired at.


“We won’t be here long,” Jamie added. “That’s for damn sure.”


They finished offloading the last of A Squad's six trucks and were completing the final counts - due at the headquarters tent in an hour. Jenkins suddenly appeared from behind one of the trucks.


“Hey! Look there! Is that what I think it is?”


Just then Private Malloy came running up from his field tent.


“You see that? A mess truck! You think they’re gonna serve us real food?”


Jenkins made a quick scan of the remaining crates. He entered a number on the form, initialed it, and shoved Trevon Malloy in the back.


“Let’s turn this in and go check it out.”


Tiffanie Delage set the milk can down and wiped the sweat from her brow as a cacophony of noise rose from the road at the far end of the field.


“Qu’est-ce que c'est?”


A dozen American convoy trucks pulled into the field and stopped. The young woman watched as soldiers exited both sides of the truck cabs and milled about stretching.


One of the soldiers turned his back and peed against the front wheel.


“Mon dieu!” she spat and picked up the milk can. She headed for the house.


“Papa. There are trucks in the field. American trucks.”


Alois Delage was finishing his breakfast, sitting at the small table that looked out over the field toward a grove of trees at the far side, across the rows of vines waiting for harvest.


“Trucks? They have stopped?”


“Yes, Papa.”


The convoy trucks with the large red circles painted on the doors had been rolling through the small commune of La Queue-les-Yvelines day and night before turning south near Versailles. They never stopped.


“Near the vines?”


“No, Papa. At the far end of the field.”


Alois pushed the chair back, stood, and grabbed his cap.


“I will go and find out what they want.”


He headed for the door, stopped and turned, then looked back at his only daughter. Like her late mother, she was a stunning beauty, her long golden hair tied neatly back when she worked, her hands strong, yet her arms still slight and smooth.


Barely seventeen, the rigors of the small farm had not yet taken their inevitable toll on her.


And like her late mother, as long as she could work she could eat.


“And you - stay away from them.”


“Yes, Papa.”


By now some twenty curious soldiers milled around the modified Jimmie that served as a mobile camp kitchen, parked beneath a sprawling oak tree. Three soldiers from the Quartermaster battalion busied themselves checking the equipment.


Jeepers sauntered up, smoking a cigarette.


“What’s for lunch?” he smiled a broad grin that usually meant one thing - hang onto your wallet.


One of the privates rolled up the tarp covering the back of the truck.


“All I got for now is jawbreakers and joe,” and he tossed Jeepers a tin cup and pointed to a large tin box labeled “BISCUITS.”


“And for your dining pleasure this evening … ,” and he tossed him a tin can. “Bone appy-teet.”


Jeepers looked at the label.


“Aw, you’re kiddin’ me. ‘MUTTON AND VEGETABLES’.”


A groan rolled through the assemblage of drivers and mechanics. Jeepers tossed the can back at the Quartermaster private.


“You can serve this rot gut to the white boys. Ain’t fit for a colored man to eat.”


Jamie grabbed him by the arm


“Shut up, Jeeps, you’re going to get us all up on report. We’ve got to spread the trucks out.” Jamie Pierce gave him a shove. “Come on, let’s get this done.”


“A” Squad set about positioning their trucks in a randomly scattered pattern through the unplowed field - defensive pattern Charlie. Recent rains soaked the unplowed field and the soldiers tried in vain to avoid churning up the dirt into a sea of mud.


“B”and “D” squads mixed their trucks with them. As ordered, fuel was staged at least fifty meters from any vehicles or tents ready to move at a moment’s notice. Foodstuffs, replacement parts, and other support supplies ended up in stacks scattered throughout the bivouac organized by squad.


“C” Squad - the remainder of Able Platoon’s trucks - had yet to arrive. The boys figured the drivers of C Squad would park a ways off - not a bad thing.


Ammunition and explosives were hauled to the far edge of the field in case German fighters strafed the encampment.


The young - very young - company clerk holding a clipboard marked off the approval on a report.


“What you doin’, Little Dickie? Keepin’ a close eye on the coloreds?”


The boys from Able Squad liked the skinny red-haired clerk with acne still on his face. Even still, they called him “Little Dickie -the whitest white boy they ever saw.” Jeepers teased him incessantly and took to rubbing his wiry red head whenever the boy’s back was turned.


“Jeepers, leave the poor boy alone,” Jamie smiled.


Jeepers Boyer put his arm around the shy corporal.


“Aw, you know I don’t mean nuthin’ by it, don’t ya, Dickie?”


Malloy looked up from under a truck's hood.


“Don’t look now, but that new lieutenant is comin’, an’ he don’t look too happy.”


Private Malloy - a mechanic as well as driver - was busy hooking the carburetor governor back up just in case the trucks were inspected. Disconnected, the Jimmie could barrel along at 60 mph. Getting caught modifying the engine could mean a week in “First Sergeant Hell” - strictly against regulations.


The men gathered as Lieutenant Hawkins stepped briskly into their area.


“What is this?”


“Beg your pardon, Lieutenant?”


The men of A Squad preferred to have Jamie Pierce address any officers. Of the twenty drivers and odd-number of mechanics he was the only one with a “white” education. Their late platoon lieutenant assigned him the position of squad leader.


“This mess!” and he motioned with his arm at the random array of vehicles. “I want these trucks lined up in proper military fashion!”


“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” interrupted the corporal. “But the orders from First Sergeant said to set them in defensive pattern Charlie.”


“Pattern? You call this a pattern, Corporal?” He turned to A Squad. “All you men, assemble!”


A Squad looked around, unsure what was going on, and moved into two rough lines as the lieutenant began to pace up and down. The young corporal stepped away, trying to blend into the background.


“Stand at attention!" the lieutenant screamed. "This place looks like a garbage dump! I want those trucks lined up neat - in a row, along with these provisions.”


“Lieutenant, if I may explain what the corporal meant … ,” Jamie began.


“Are you questioning my orders, Private? I said place those trucks in a proper row!”


“Hawkins!”


The lieutenant stiffened.


“What the hell do you want,” and as he spun around, “I’m busy ... oh.” He pulled up short. “Sorry, Captain.”


The company commander Captain Walton had slipped unnoticed behind the young lieutenant.


“Having a problem, Hawkins?”


Lieutenant Hawkins snapped to attention.


“It’s the coloreds, Captain. I am resolving the problem, sir.”


Captain Walton was standing with his company NCO, First Sgt. Nathan Bryant looking over the encampment as it began to take shape.


“And what problem is that?”


“I have ordered the drivers to move the trucks into a proper formation - in a row. This mess is a disgrace … sir.”


Captain Walton looked around and turned back to the young lieutenant.


“Defensive pattern Charlie, if my memory serves me.” And he turned. "Corporal, what were the orders?”


“Defensive pattern Charlie, Captain.”


“And that is … ?”


The corporal gulped, but continued.


“Random disbursement to minimize rapid artillery fire adjustment, Captain. Distribution of non-fuel cargo in segregated piles. Fuel to be placed at minimum fifty-meters distance. Ammunition and explosives at designated depot locations.”


The lieutenant glared menacingly at the nervous young corporal.


“As ordered. Lieutenant, I suggest in the future you do not line your men up like they were in boot camp. It would not look good if a sniper saw you standing in front of them so openly - you might just get your ass shot off.”


“Sniper, sir?”


The color - what there was of it - drained from his face.


“The men are following orders, Lieutenant. I suggest you turn the encampment details over to Sergeant Bryant.”


“Yes, sir,” and he snapped to a proper salute.


“And stop saluting. I don’t want my ass shot off, either. Walk with me, Lieutenant.”


Lieutenant Hawkins bristled, but turned to follow Captain Walton.


“And Private Pierce … ,“


“Yes, Captain.”


“See if you can round up a tub or something. You boys need a bath.”


Ausland-SD (Office III) - Department D

SS-Sturmbannführer Walter Schellenberg sat at his desk, a frown on his face.


“What do you make of this, Hauptmann Ziegler?”


The young captain nervously tapped his foot on the floor - a habit he developed in school. He grabbed his leg under the table and tried to pinch himself hard to stop it.


“The transport, what the Americans call the Red Ball Express, has never stood down. The drivers are allowed only a two-hour sleep while on the route. But here, in the forward bivouac area, they have been ordered to stop.”


“Your evaluation of the source of this intelligence?”


“Credible, Herr Major. From our Paris contacts in the PPF. Since the convoys have been running they have been consistent, allowing coordination between the Luftwaffe and the Wehrmacht that has been effective."


Major Schellenberg stood and walked over to a large map on the wall.


"Where is the bivouac?"


stepped to the map and drew a small circle around the area just east of Dreux.


"There are several areas - here, near Senonches ... and here ... by Epernon. This last report came from a village called La Queue-les-Yvelines."


He made one last circle.


"The Americans refer to this as Bivouac Area 2, Herr Major."


Ziegler studied the roads from Dreux leading toward Metz.


"We can expect Patton to turn his attention toward Metz. He cannot afford to bypass the fortress and leave the heavy guns on his flank. The Wehrmacht has prepared for pincer thrusts here ...and here ... ," and he made large sweeping motions around the southern and northern flanks of Metz, "that would precede an assault.


"But this ... ," and he held up the report, "... this would indicate he has been ordered to halt. That will give time to reinforce Metz. That makes no sense."


"Perhaps they are looking to supply the local partisans in the Lorraine sector before Patton attacks, like the Allies did before the invasion."


Major Schellenberg turned away from the map abruptly.


“Partisans? There are no partisans in the occupied countries, Herr Hauptmann, or haven’t you been properly briefed.”


Cpt. Adlar Zieglar knew he had made a near fatal mistake. His foot began to tap, tap, tap again.


“I mean, local criminals, Herr Major.”


Schellenberg just stared, a cold, determined stare, then continued examining the report.


"There is a lack of detail in this report, Ziegler."


“The operative in La Queue-les-Yvelines has remained in place after ... ,” and he thought carefully how to phrase the next part, “... the strategic repositioning of our Western army. His reports have usually been most thorough, Herr Major. I am certain more complete intelligence will follow.”


“And your analysis of all this?”


Captain Ziegler hesitated. The SS analysts had long ago determined Patton would lead the main assault into Germany - and since the breakout in Normandy - not Calais - this would come through the Lorraine sector. Hitler had decided this.


To even suggest some other Allied objective could create problems he could not control.


"Come now, Ziegler," the major interrupted, annoyed. "This is not Berlin. I want your opinion. I already know the Führer's."


Captain Ziegler swallowed hard.


“Herr Major, I believe the Allied armies have stopped their eastward push in the Lorraine sector for now, reserving their supplies and reinforcements for action elsewhere."


"The attack at Aachen. The Americans have concentrated forces there but have met stiff resistance from the 116th Panzer Division."


The major just stared at the map as he spoke. Captain Ziegler just nodded, knowing things near Aachen were not a secure as the major pretended.


"Yes, Herr Major, but I do not believe this is the reason for the interruption of supply. I believe the Allies will attack north, toward Belgium and Holland. They need to secure the northern port at Antwerp.”


Ziegler looked at the map.


“Antwerp? Why do you propose Antwerp?”


“The supply line through central France is rapidly growing inadequate - it takes nearly as much gasoline to operate as can be delivered to the front. Soon it will become a zero-sum game. Patton’s army has outpaced its fuel supply.”


“Exactly as our strategic redeployment intended them to.”


“Yes, Herr Major. Even the action near Aachen is also experiencing a shortage of gasoline. That means the Allies must move to secure a northern port. That means Antwerp.”


Schellenberg thought for a moment.


"Do we have other intelligence to support this conclusion, Ziegler?"


That was the question Captain Ziegler feared the most.


"No, Herr Major. That sector is remarkably quiet. And reports from England have stalled."


"Yet you stand by your analysis?"


"That is the reason I believe it to be accurate, Herr Major."


Schellenberg turned and looked out the window for what to the captain seemed an eternity.


“You are dismissed, Zieglar." He turned back around. "And you are ordered not to reveal the substance of our conversation - do you understand?”


The German
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