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			1

			Paris

			On the afternoon of September 22, 1944, Gertrude Legendre strolled into the bar on the rue Cambon side of the Hôtel Ritz. Outside the street was lined with U.S. Army jeeps, and inside the place was already crowded, mostly with Americans, a mixture of military officers and war correspondents, their volubility rising amid whorls of cigarette smoke. White-jacketed barmen mixed cocktails behind a dark mahogany counter, and the hotel’s patrons consumed the signature drinks in clusters around the small tables. Just one month after the city was liberated from the Nazis, this was the Paris a certain kind of American remembered: exclusive and jolly and alcohol-soaked.

			The forty-two-year-old Legendre—known all her life as Gertie—was perfectly at ease in the legendary watering hole, a magnet over many years for wealthy Americans and Hollywood stars, as well as assorted European aristocrats, diplomats, spies, oligarchs, and, until recently, Nazi grandees. Field Marshal Hermann Göring had taken over the imperial suite after Paris fell to the Germans.

			Gertie knew the head barman, Frank Meier, from previous visits to the Ritz, including a stopover in the winter of 1928, when she was twenty-six and on her way to a big-game hunting expedition in East Africa. Meier, inventor of such cocktails as the bee’s knees, the royal highball, and the sidecar, was still managing the room in 1944, his eyelids and jowls heavier, but with the same slicked, center-parted hair, groomed mustache, and pince-nez. He had worked in the bar during the occupation but surreptitiously helped the Resistance, ensuring that he kept his position after liberation.

			
			The two reminisced about Gertie’s prewar stays at the hotel, and she talked about the 1928–29 hunt in the highlands of Abyssinia. Meier had told Gertie that when she reached Addis Ababa, she should drop in on his friend the head chef to the emperor Haile Selassie; she later dined with the Lion of Judah in his palace and ate a fourteen-course meal, alternating between European and African dishes, off dinner plates encrusted with gold coins. Gertie recalled that the local honey wine, called tej, was “especially potent. It went straight to my head like champagne.”

			In 1944 Paris, Gertie was wearing the uniform of a first lieutenant in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC), though, as she was the first to acknowledge, she was no soldier and couldn’t salute properly. She did, however, know how to dress. After arriving in the city, she had her khakis tailored by Madame Manon, her longtime dressmaker, who “couldn’t wait to fit my uniform properly—taking it in here, and lifting a bit there.” Her helmet, three sizes too big, stayed as is.

			“I must send you a picture of me in my Khaki. You would be so amused,” she wrote to her husband, Sidney, who was serving in Hawaii, a navy lieutenant commander in the intelligence center of the U.S. Pacific Fleet. They had not seen each other for two years and expressed their love—and the distress of being apart so long—through their almost daily letters. “Do you ever cry because you miss me?” wrote Gertie. “I do so much. I wonder if time is rubbing off the edge and you are now accustomed to the separation. I find it an incurable heartache, and I don’t suppose I would want it any other way.”

			Gertie was a civilian employee of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the U.S. spy agency created in 1942 by President Roosevelt and led by William “Wild Bill” Donovan, whose charisma and daring transformed what had been a bureaucratic stepchild—despised by the FBI and sections of the brass—into a global organization that won grudging respect from the U.S. military. (J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, never came around.) By war’s end, more than twenty-one thousand men and women would serve in the OSS.

			
			Gertie had until recently headed the cable desk at the London branch, overseeing the distribution of all top secret communications in and out of a building that ran European operations. The office was a key point of contact for the governments in exile in Britain; it ran agents into occupied Europe, managed relations with the prickly British services, which resented the growing independence of the OSS, and formulated plans for operations against the Reich after D-day.

			Communications about many of these matters passed through Gertie’s hands, and she was privy to some of the OSS’s most secret plans and personnel. She was an administrator, not a spy, but her position gave her unusual insight into OSS operations and post-invasion planning. London was at the heart of the agency’s espionage in Europe, and Gertie sat at the center of all communications about that work, giving her an almost accidental font of knowledge about the war effort.

			Now she was among the flocks of Americans descending on Paris to set up shop behind the advancing Allied armies. Everyone entering the European theater of operations fell under General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s command, so Gertie, unlike in her previous posting, was required to wear a WAC uniform. In Paris, it carried the mark of the liberator, a feather that had yet to lose its plume among the French. It also got you into U.S. mess halls.

			

			—

			Gertie wasn’t classically beautiful, describing herself unkindly as a “moon-faced, buxom girl.” But she radiated confidence and resolve, and her brown eyes and laughing smile were immediately winning. Her grandfather nicknamed her Spunky, and the moniker captured something essential about the girl, and later the woman, with the sometimes fierce mien. Her face, quicksilver in its expressiveness, could open in sparkling enthusiasm or crease in sour distaste. When she was five or six and her governess swept her hair up in a blue taffeta bow that held a corkscrew curl over her forehead, Gertie cut off the twirl of hair with scissors, infuriating the household.

			
			Gertie was self-possessed, impatient, charming, and courageous and appeared to those who met her in London and Paris to be an archetypal American woman endowed with a kind of bullying certainty, as if she had just strolled, cigarette in hand, out of a celluloid frame. “When Gertrude felt strongly about anything all opposition died a quick if not graceful death,” her husband said. Another less forgiving observer said, “I have to leave my personality at the door. There’s no one in the room but her. She fills up all the space.”

			She was, in fact, the inspiration for the character Katharine Hepburn played in the movie Holiday, based on the 1928 Broadway play by Gertie’s friend Philip Barry. Hepburn’s character is an amusing, cocky, sometimes abrasive society girl who wants to escape the confining expectations of her family’s fabulous wealth. The play, with a light, comic touch, captured some of the undercurrents of dissatisfaction with the materialism of the Jazz Age just before the crash, but without ever probing the theme too deeply.

			Gertie’s desire for escape, too, was more intuitive than the result of any great introspection. “I look ahead. I always have,” Gertie said. “I don’t contemplate life; I live it.” It was a philosophy that would steer her and others toward tragedy.

			Just a couple of weeks before her visit to the Ritz bar, Gertie got her orders to leave England and join the new office the OSS was opening on the Champs-Élysées, where she would also run the communications office. She also agreed to take on the added, volunteer duty of helping to organize a Paris club for the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF), the command of General Eisenhower. The club was to be located in Paris’s Grand Hotel, with a cafeteria, a dancing hall, a bar, and an information bureau. She was to serve as the American representative on the organizing committee with the wives of Anthony Eden, the British foreign secretary, and Marie-Pierre Koenig, military governor of Paris.

			
			Since D-day on June 6, Gertie had been pining to get across the channel because London seemed “dead as a doornail.”

			“Life has moved to Normandy, and it makes me want to go too,” she said. Gertie felt overlooked because many of her male colleagues, including the head of the London branch, Colonel David K. E. Bruce, had already made it to France. “I only wish I could be jeeping my way in on their cloud of dust,” she said, complaining that “a female civilian is the worst thing you can be in a war.”

			There was lots to envy. Bruce entered Paris, still occupied by some German forces, in the company of Ernest Hemingway and his band of irregulars. “Everyone thrust drinks at us that they had been hoarding for this occasion,” Bruce wrote in his diary. “It was impossible to refuse them, but the combination was enough to wreck one’s constitution. In the course of the afternoon, we had beer, cider, white and red Bordeaux, white and red Burgundy, champagne, rum, whiskey, cognac, armagnac, and Calvados.”

			Gertie’s boss and Hemingway raced through side streets until they emerged behind the Arc de Triomphe, which they ascended at the invitation of the French captain guarding it. They looked out over “the golden dome of the Invalides, the green roof of the Madelaine, Sacre-Coeur.” The air shook with the sound of tank fire, and the arch itself was under attack from snipers, but the view “was breathtaking.” Back on the street, where they hid behind a tank during a gun battle, a man dove in beside Bruce, asked if the Americans would like to drink some champagne, and led the group through a confusion of gunfire—“every side street seemed enfiladed”—to several iced magnums at his luxurious apartment on the avenue Foch.

			The ultimate goal, especially for Hemingway, was the Ritz, which was almost completely deserted when the writer’s ragtag group of fighters strode through its doors on the Place Vendôme. Claude Auzello, the “elegantly unruffled” manager, asked what he could do for them. “We answered we would like 50 martini cocktails,” Bruce wrote in his diary. “They were not very good, as the bartender had disappeared, but they were followed by a superb dinner”—soup, creamed spinach, raspberries in liqueur, and Perrier-Jouët champagne.

			
			Gertie feared that the adventures would all end before she could witness the U.S. Army on the march. “Her obsession was to see the battle,” recalled a friend, who described her as “completely fearless” and with “the vitality of ten men.”

			Gertie finally took off from Croydon in south London on September 17, with seven other OSS employees transferring to France. It was a country she knew well from before the war, remembering, apart from the Ritz, “summers in Biarritz, St. Jean de Luz, and Cap Antibes, the color and odor of Riviera flowers and the deep blue of the Mediterranean.” They flew low over the countryside, and the France that greeted her was a vista of flattened villages, toppled spires, and fields pitted by shells. Outside her port window, a formation of B-17 Flying Fortress bombers swept by, heading back to England after another mission in the relentless pounding of Germany. The pilot came in low over the Paris rooftops, circling the city center to allow a view of the iconic and intact landmarks, before descending to Orly Airport, where a newly repaired runway was still a gouge of red dust.

			Gertie had arranged to stay with a friend from their days in London, Marian Hall, who worked with the Red Cross and had recently rented a flat on the rue François 1er, near the Champs-Élysées. Gertie also planned to volunteer with the Red Cross, as she had in the United States right after Pearl Harbor.

			Electricity, heat, and food were all in short supply, but Paris crackled with a “great gaiety of spirit.”

			“I am getting used to cold baths, candles and no heat,” she wrote to her husband.

			The OSS building was still being renovated, so the arrivals from London were free to roam. “During the day, I walked around Paris, amazed at how beautiful it still was,” Gertie recalled. “The Parisians looked exhausted, although less shabby than Londoners. Always alert to fashion, young girls were painting their wooden heels to match the hue of their lips. Pedestrians and cyclists filled the streets.” The shops, although largely empty of goods, were decorated with red, white, and blue flags and ribbons. “It’s really gay and stimulating and I’m sure the GIs love it.”

			
			As she walked down the Champs-Élysées, an approaching American, also in uniform, saluted her. “I looked around to see who was behind me,” Gertie recalled. “Then it dawned on me—the uniform.” Everything was a little disconcerting. With almost no cars on the streets, Paris seemed strangely serene, as if it were awakening, not yet restored to its old noisy bustle.

			Gertie checked in each day with the OSS, but the renovations were slow going, and her boss decided to give some of the staff a formal five-day leave. It was her first official break in more than a year, and she “decided to chance luck to turn up something interesting to do” with the free time.

			That Friday afternoon in September, her first stop was the Ritz, where she soon found herself in the company of a group of American reporters. They were leaving the next day for Luxembourg, near where elements of the Third Army under General George Patton were headquartered. Gertie knew Patton from London and they had had dinner and attended the theater together. “It is always fun to meet the guys who run the war, and though less attractive than some, we had a good evening,” she recalled.

			The chattering reporters prompted a stab of envy. “I wanted so desperately to see troops on the move, to actually feel the urgency of war, and to know more of what it really meant,” Gertie said.

			She could not get that feeling in Paris. The city, now well behind the front lines, was a playground for officers and GIs. Eisenhower, at first, had considered leaving Paris in German hands for the short term, concerned about bloody street fighting and then feeding a vast civilian population when his troops could be better deployed chasing the retreating Germans across northern France. Better, the military initially calculated, to “bypass and encircle it, then await the inevitable capitulation of the isolated garrison.”

			
			General Charles de Gaulle, the leader of the Free French Forces, objected strenuously and argued that Paris would be razed by vengeful Nazis, which had happened in Warsaw earlier that month as Soviet troops stood by on the opposite bank of the Vistula River. There must be no such cold-bloodedness by the Allies. Through his characteristic hauteur and bluster, de Gaulle got his way. Eisenhower moved up the attack on the city, which swiftly fell.

			At the liberated Ritz, Gertie spotted Bob Jennings, a wiry, sandy-haired navy officer and World War I aviator. He was a friend of her husband’s; Gertie also knew him from London, where they had met socially several times at cocktail parties. Originally from Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, the forty-nine-year-old Cornell graduate had prospered in the Texas oil industry and in investment banking during the interwar years. His security background check for the OSS noted that he had “accumulated a comfortable fortune in the oil business and is worth four or five hundred thousand dollars.”

			After Pearl Harbor, Jennings reenlisted and served in the Aleutians, the Alaska islands seized by the Japanese in June 1942 and retaken by the United States after some bitter fighting the following year. Jennings, a lieutenant commander, had been transferred in 1943 to the London branch of the OSS. His assignment was to help the spy service with its air operations; OSS relations with the U.S. Army Air Forces were often strained as the spies battled to secure planes to conduct their work.

			Jennings was also at loose ends. He was scheduled to leave for London early the following week and from there to return to the United States. He had promised his mother he would be able to spend Christmas with her. Listening to the reporters, he, too, was soon infatuated with the idea of getting closer to the western front, though one of the reporters also discussed the risks. Bill Hearst of the International News Service, the agency founded by his father, William Randolph Hearst, told Jennings that three correspondents had recently been captured. Edward W. Beattie Jr. of the United Press, John Mecklin of The Chicago Sun, and Wright Bryan of NBC and The Atlanta Journal had stumbled into German hands while driving near the French city of Chaumont. The front lines were dangerously fluid.

			
			Jennings, undaunted, said he could borrow an old Peugeot convertible, originally German property but now with “USA” tags and an American flag sticker on its bumper. The car was a little dilapidated, Jennings confessed, but it would get them there and back. Gertie said she could possibly arrange for them to say hello to Patton at his headquarters near Luxembourg.

			At the last minute, the trip became all the more urgent for Gertie. She had gotten a letter from her husband, Sidney, telling her that he had finally been granted permission to travel home from Hawaii for a break—the first leave he had received since he was commissioned after Pearl Harbor. “The impossible has happened,” he told her, “a months duty on the mainland and a months leave, making a total of two months on the mainland…It will be such heaven to pick up our lives again.”

			He said he would leave Oahu on October 1 and suggested they meet in New York City, where their two young children, Landine, eleven, and Bokara, four, had been in the care of their longtime nanny. Gertie and Sidney both missed their girls, but with none of the fervor they felt for each other. Children, in their milieu, were to be enjoyed, but in small doses; the quotidian work of parenting was best left to maids and governesses. “Watching their lives,” their youngest daughter commented, “was like looking at a movie in installments—most of which I never saw.”

			Gertie now knew that the trip to Luxembourg might well be her last chance to get close to the front in order “to smell the fighting.” She could get up and back for one last adventure before flying home to Sidney; she felt sure Bruce would sanction her reassignment.

			“Just received this minute the great news about your return to the States on leave. Hooray! Hooray! How marvelous,” Gertie wrote back to her husband. “Of course I can return and will…beat it home in all speed…a little shooting, a bit of sea and sun life and Oh what fun together. [Here’s] to our happy future darling—I too can’t wait.”
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			Luxembourg City

			Paris was overcast when Gertie and Jennings set off early on the morning of September 23. “We rode along straight roads of richly plowed fields that looked the same as in peace time,” Gertie observed. “Only the occasional remains of a burned out truck or tank gave one the feeling of war.” By noon the rain was pouring through the Peugeot’s rotted canvas top; Gertie tried unsuccessfully to patch it with band-aids but the water kept pouring down their necks. It was just the first portent that the trip was ill-fated.

			At Compiègne, about fifty miles northeast of Paris, they blew out a tire. After much discussion with some locals, they eventually found a junkyard and a replacement that fit the rim; they continued undaunted in sheets of rain another fifty miles to Saint-Quentin. The town was packed with soldiers, and they wandered fruitlessly from hotel to hotel in the fading light until a local resident took pity and found them accommodations in a pension—but only after the owner had been assured they were not regular GIs, who to his mind would break his furniture and burn cigarette holes in his carpet.

			The next morning, after a breakfast of K rations—the daily food package for troops on the move—and Nescafé, Gertie and Jennings continued toward the Belgian border, fording a series of rivers on ferries that had replaced bombed bridges. By a farmer’s cottage in a small village near the Belgian town of Arlon, the Peugeot wheezed and died. The local mechanic’s diagnosis was dispiriting—a broken water pump and fan. He said the car needed to be taken to a bigger garage for repairs.

			
			The hapless vehicle was hauled into Arlon, where Gertie and Jennings spent another rain-soaked evening trudging through the streets in search of a hotel. The next morning the pair pushed and steered the car, which had been deposited on the street, to a mechanic who said the parts could only be obtained in Luxembourg City. At a nearby military barracks, the sight of two distraught Americans was sufficient passport to secure a tow.

			Along the way to Luxembourg City, the emboldening effects of liberation were evident. A “stuffed effigy of Hitler, dressed in a tattered German uniform and complete with helmet and black boots,” hung from a tree, and the “grotesque face above the noose somehow caught the agony of strangulation.” The tow truck driver stopped at Gertie’s request so she could jump out and snap some photographs.

			At a garage in Luxembourg City, the mechanic said he needed twenty-four hours to fix the car. A visit to Patton’s headquarters seemed out of the question; time was running out, and soon they would have to return to Paris. The pair dolefully explored the city. The Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, which was incorporated into the Reich by the Nazis, had survived the war largely intact, and there was an air of prosperity to the place. Also, a heavy American presence: “Convoys rumbled through the streets incessantly. Soldiers on the march, our countrymen going to battle, were everywhere. Their faces were so young, so full of eagerness and spirit,” Gertie said. This was some of what Gertie had hoped to see, but the following morning at the Hôtel Brasseur, over coffee and cigarettes, she and Jennings rued “the failure of our trip.”

			At that moment, Jennings spotted two U.S. officers entering the dining room and exchanged a grin of recognition with one of them—Jerry Papurt.

			Major Maxwell Jerome Papurt was in X-2, the counterintelligence branch of the OSS. He was part of an OSS detachment with T-Force, a joint U.S.-British intelligence mission designed to seize key German technology as the Wehrmacht retreated and root out and flip any agents the Germans had left behind. T-Force was under the Twelfth Army Group, commanded by General Omar Bradley, and Papurt’s small unit was based at the Hôtel Brasseur.

			
			A thirty-seven-year-old native of Cleveland, Papurt had a PhD in psychology, specializing in the rehabilitation of young criminals. He had taught at Ohio State University and worked in various corrections systems before enlisting in 1942. The son of Austrian Jews who had immigrated to the United States, Papurt spoke German, as well as some Italian, French, and Spanish. He had served first in the U.S. Army’s Counterintelligence Corps (CIC) before joining the OSS. Prematurely gray and wearing glasses, Papurt in uniform still looked like a slightly doughy academic. But he was also a charismatic and daring veteran of army counterintelligence in North Africa and Italy, where he “had controlled important enemy agent operations.”

			The photographer Margaret Bourke-White, who met Papurt in Italy when she was on assignment to cover the Italian campaign for Life magazine, recalled that Papurt’s comrades—who called him Pappy—admired his smarts and bravery; he always accompanied his men on the most dangerous missions. “If they gotta, I gotta—that’s my code as an officer,” he told Bourke-White.

			“He was a dead shot with a pistol, had great moral as well as physical courage, and commanded intense loyalty from his staff,” said Bourke-White. The two had begun an affair in Naples. “One soon forgot his ugly face for his kind eyes,” she said.

			Though his wife in Columbus, Ohio, was awaiting his return, Papurt had fallen hard for the photographer. He proposed shortly after they first met in October 1943. Bourke-White, recently divorced, had yet to respond when Papurt met Gertie and Jennings.

			Because of his mission and position in the X-2 branch of the OSS, Papurt knew of one of the Allies’ most closely held secrets: British cryptanalysts and mathematicians had broken German codes and were able to read large portions of the German armed forces’ top-secret communications—a bounty of intelligence that was distributed to Allied commanders and select personnel under the code name Ultra from Bletchley Park, north of London. All military personnel briefed on Ultra were under strict orders to avoid any risk of capture by the Nazis. Papurt was expected to stay well behind the lines.

			
			Jennings explained what he and Gertie were doing in Luxembourg.

			“We had a little extra time and thought maybe we’d mosey up to the line so the lady could hear some gunfire,” he said.

			Papurt flashed his oversized grin and lit a cigarette.

			“I know where there is some gunfire. Think you could spare the day for a little trip?” he asked.

			“That’s all you have to say, Major,” said Gertie. “That’s what we came up here for.”

			“Where is it?” Jennings asked.

			“Wallendorf,” replied Papurt. “Forty kilometers from here, just over the border…It’s the first German town we took.”

			Wallendorf was to the west of the Siegfried Line—Westwall to the Germans—a constellation of border fortifications that stretched from the Netherlands to Switzerland. Through the first half of September 1944, the Germans were on the run, retreating through the northern French countryside, but the Wehrmacht was now digging in to defend the fatherland.

			The Allies faced the forces of the Reich in an arc along the Dutch, Belgian, and French borders. Eisenhower’s troops were far ahead of where they expected to be when the invasion had been planned, and had suffered relatively few casualties in the drive up to the German frontier. Their supply lines, the lifeblood of all armies, were stretched thin, however, and a general pause was under way.

			The Westwall was made up of bunkers, gun pits, antitank ditches, and pillboxes—some with eight-foot-thick walls—that were connected in places by tunnels to facilitate mobility in battle. “Planned with a shrewd eye for terrain and interlocking fields of fire, the pillboxes were most numerous where approach avenues seemed especially vulnerable; as many as fifteen big bunkers might be found in a single square kilometer,” wrote one historian.

			
			Adolf Hitler had ordered the barrier built in 1936 to protect against a ground assault from the west. It had been neglected over the course of the war, but as the German army retreated, there was a desperate effort to rehabilitate these defenses. Beyond lay the Rhine and Germany’s industrial heartland. For all its disrepair, the Westwall remained a formidable barrier, immune in some early probing to bazookas, flamethrowers, and small explosives.

			The 5th Armored Division, assigned to V Corps, protected the city of Luxembourg and was responsible for thirty miles of the front, including the area facing Wallendorf. Major General Lunsford E. Oliver, the division commander, instructed Combat Command R—CCR—to probe the Westwall and be ready to attack, if ordered. The initial reports back from these surveillance forays were encouraging. Some parts of the wall were unmanned; at others, the Germans seemed to be just arriving and getting set up. And the wall itself was not as stout as in other sectors, because its German builders had relied on the area’s rugged terrain to form a natural barrier. On September 13, CCR conducted a reconnaissance by fire and “failed to provoke a single return shot.” In the face of this apparent weakness in the German lines, CCR was ordered to advance through Wallendorf and take the high ground beyond.

			On September 14, CCR forded the Sauer River, about forty yards across, and entered Germany. Those defending Wallendorf, though they had only small arms, “defended with tenacity” and were only forced back with artillery fire and flamethrowers. The village was left gutted and smoldering. Nazi propagandists seized on this early attack into the fatherland as evidence of “the Allies’ will to destroy all Germans together with German culture and history.”

			By the night of September 15, CCR was five miles inside Germany beyond the Westwall. But just a day later, Oliver called off the offensive. “The explanation for the halt appeared to lie…in the decisions that had emerged from the meeting of General Eisenhower and his top commanders on 2 September at Chartres and in a critical over-all logistical situation,” according to one history of the campaign. The advancing forces, in short, could not outrun their supplies.

			
			CCR now sat in a soft bulge just over the German border, and the inevitable counterattacks by infantry and panzer units followed, beginning on September 17. The Americans held and “sent the enemy armor and infantry reeling,” but with some serious U.S. casualties in the effort. Oliver pulled CCR back to a smaller perimeter around Wallendorf on the nineteenth, protecting two tactical bridges across the Sauer. But late on the twenty-first, orders came from V Corps to abandon the village. Oliver’s troops fell back, blowing up both bridges as they left.

			Wallendorf was back in German hands.

			Major Papurt, Gertie’s new acquaintance, didn’t know any of that despite his role in the OSS. He had recently checked the status of the village on a situation map at a nearby army headquarters, and Wallendorf “appeared to be close to the lines but in American hands.” He was also told at headquarters that “the situation north of Luxembourg was fluid and that persons traveling there had to be on the alert.” Papurt informed his commanding officer about the trip, but without specifying that the mission was little more than a joyride.

			At the Hôtel Brasseur, a visit to Wallendorf that September 26 seemed like a daring but safe enough jaunt. Papurt said they could be back in time for lunch and Jennings and Gertie could return to Paris later in the afternoon, after picking up the Peugeot.

			“Let’s go,” said Jennings. “Why talk about it?”

			Still, Papurt stopped by headquarters once more “to check the situation map again and verify that Wallendorf was safe to enter.” The maps still had not been updated. As he emerged, he gave an all-okay sign with his thumb and forefinger. Papurt, Jennings, and Gertie took off at 11:00 a.m. in a jeep driven by Doyle Dickson, a twenty-year-old private from Los Angeles who was assigned to the OSS.

			
			The rain of the previous days had cleared, and they drove in brilliant sunshine past fields and woodland. They saw army convoys traveling in the opposite direction, and Gertie could hear the distant boom of cannons and artillery fire. The war she had helped prosecute, albeit as a key administrator in an office across the channel, was now thrillingly close.

			Dickson had a heavy foot, and they raced through small villages, scattering ducks and geese. They headed north to Ettelbruck before turning east toward Wallendorf. As the trip progressed, other traffic disappeared. Jennings, experiencing a frisson of unease, asked Papurt if he was sure they were on the right road. Looked like a good spot for an ambush, he said.

			Papurt spoke in German to the next farmer they passed, and he seemed quizzical about the presence of Americans but told them they would be able to see the village when they got around the next bend. He also said the front was close to two miles away.

			All was quiet. “There were no signs of convoys, no sound of gunfire,” Gertie noted. The sound of artillery had receded. They were in the well of a valley with the village on a slight elevation above them. It lay across a large field cut by a river. For the first time, images of the war began to intrude on the pastoral setting. A cow lay bloated in the field, its legs stiff with death. As the houses in the village came into focus, they noticed they had no roofs. There also didn’t seem to be any American presence.

			“Well, here’s Wallendorf, according to the sign,” said Gertie. “But I don’t see any…”

			The whistling crack of a single shot cut her short. A bullet had hit the front fender.

			Gertie experienced a long moment of disbelief before she heard Papurt shout, “Sniper, he’s mine.”

			The major grabbed a rifle and ran behind a roadside hedge. As he crawled on the ground, he lined up his sight on a distant copse of trees from where the shot seemed to have come. Gertie thought he looked faintly ridiculous; he reminded her of the actor Tom Mix, a cowboy from the silent film era. Still oblivious to the possibility they were actually in danger, Gertie, Jennings, and Dickson remained sitting upright in the jeep “watching the major’s performance.” Gertie even pulled out her camera and took Papurt’s picture as he wriggled about in the dirt.

			
			There was no second shot, and after several minutes Papurt stood up. The group considered what might have happened: “An enemy sniper, who perhaps had eluded our occupying forces; a stray shot not intended for us at all; a diehard German civilian putting up a token defense of his pitiful property; even the possibility that one of our own men had mistaken us for a party of the enemy making an escape in a stolen jeep.”

			Papurt shrugged his shoulders. “If there’s anybody up there I can’t see them,” he said.

			Against all common sense and training, they decided to push on.

			Dickson started the motor, and Papurt climbed in, placing the rifle between his legs.

			Dickson hadn’t even gotten the car into second gear when a burst of machine-gun fire raked the ground in front of the jeep. Dickson braked and all four jumped out. Gertie, Dickson, and Jennings lay in a “cowering bundle” on the side of the jeep by a shallow ditch that provided some shelter from the attackers. Papurt was on the exposed side of the vehicle. The Germans were firing a portable machine gun that could unleash over a thousand rounds a minute.

			“Geysers of dirt fairly exploded from the hard earth” as the gunner sought his range.

			Papurt, in a quiet, unemotional voice, whispered, “They got me through the legs.”

			As Gertie tried to look around the tire to see him, bullets whipped by her.

			Papurt called out, “Turn the jeep around. It’s our only chance.”

			Dickson jumped into the driver’s seat, but the vehicle wouldn’t start. “It’s kaput, sir,” he shouted.

			A fresh round of fire erupted, and Dickson was hit as he tried to scramble from the vehicle. Jennings raced around and pulled the young driver back to the sheltered side. The private had been shot in the legs and shinbone, and his right hand had been shredded, leaving three of his fingers barely attached. Jennings urged Papurt to try to drag himself a little closer to the vehicle. “This way, man, so I can bring you over here.”

			
			Gertie was peering under the car, watching Papurt’s slow and painful crawl, when bullets hit the front axle, ricocheted into the engine, and sprayed her face and tin helmet with oil. Around her it puddled in the mud, soaking into her coat. Jennings suddenly rushed out from behind the car and dragged Papurt back.

			“I take Bob’s revolver, Bob takes Papurt’s carbine,” Gertie recalled.

			Dickson’s wounds were bleeding freely, and he seemed “ghastly” to Gertie. She thought his lips looked faintly blue and his face was ashen, but he managed a weak smile as Papurt was placed close to his side.

			“Don’t worry, son,” Papurt said, assuring the young private that he’d get home to tell his war story.

			There was, however, no obvious escape route. Around them was only open ground with no cover within even sprinting distance. Gertie was too stunned to be frightened but did, in that moment, experience stomach-churning sensations of regret and guilt: that she wouldn’t see her husband again; that the OSS would be compromised; that she had been so damn stupid to get herself—someone, she thought, who should have remained an office drudge—into this jam.

			When Papurt smiled at her and said he’d been in tougher spots than this, she snapped, “The hell you have.”

			The four knew their OSS IDs were deeply incriminating and could lead to their being branded as spies, tortured, and possibly shot. Gertie’s hand trembled as she burned the documents with a cigarette lighter. She ground the ashes into the mud and oil by the disabled jeep, scraped earth over them with her toe, and tamped the pile down. Gertie kept her U.S. passport. She likely had been issued a new one after her arrival in London, as the one she had originally traveled to England with noted that she was “on special private business for the Office of Strategic Services.”

			
			“Isn’t that a laugh,” Gertie said. “I love those sorts of things. They are so ridiculous.”

			Pinned down, the group held what Gertie called a war council. Jennings was afraid the constant barrage of fire would lead to either the jeep’s gas tank exploding or someone being hit by a ricocheting bullet. “The Germans continued to give us bursts of heavy machine gun fire and we realized the situation was hopeless,” Jennings said. They decided to surrender. Jennings pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and raised it on the barrel of Papurt’s carbine. The firing from the German position eased and then stopped. Gertie took the moment to sprinkle some sulfur powder from the jeep’s first aid kit on Dickson’s right thigh, left ankle, and fingers. He was shivering and wet, and Gertie pulled a blanket from the vehicle and put it over him.

			American artillery now
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