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    For Mary, who never gives up
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Historical Note
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The Second World War began on September 1, 1939, when the German Army invaded Poland, and Great Britain and France declared war.  With the help of the Red Army of the Soviet Union (who was aligned with the Nazis at this time), German forces overwhelmed the brave but overmatched Poles, and the country fell in a matter of weeks. 

Once major operations had ended in Poland, an almost eight-month period of relative quiet began, called the Sitzkrieg or Phony War, with only minor engagement between the forces of Germany, France, and Great Britain. Both sides were gathering strength for a decisive battle in the West. 

By the spring of 1940, the German Führer Adolf Hitler was convinced his forces were ready. Like in Poland, the Wehrmacht would strike a decisive blow, another Blitzkrieg using carefully coordinated tank, infantry, artillery, and air forces. However, unlike Poland, substantial numbers of French, British, and Belgian troops were positioned along the western border. German generals needed to find a weak point, but where? The answer required a bold plan, a strike through the Ardennes Forest....
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A Map of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg on the eve of war in the West, May 1940
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Chapter One   
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Luxembourg City, May 10, 1940

Sharp, urgent raps on the door to the flat roused Hansi from his light sleep. He awoke on the cold floor; off the blanket he had positioned beside his mother’s bed. Somehow, in the tossing and turning of another restless night, he must have dozed and rolled off. His arm was numb, draped across his suitcase, the sharp corner pressing against the veins.

He sat up. The glowing dots on the clock at Maman’s nightstand showed a quarter past midnight. The blackout curtains were parted in the middle, but outside it was completely dark, as it had been since the previous September, when Germany’s invasion of Poland brought France and Britain into a state of war.

More knocks. A bolt of fright shot through him. Papa must have called Dr. Schenk. Could this be it?

He listened. His mother’s breathing was shallow, as always, but at least regular. Still, he knew. She was dying. 

Hansi got up and untwisted his tangled shirt. He had grown used to sleeping in his clothes; he had for weeks. Papa said war would come any day and to keep the suitcase close by. He heeded Papa’s words and had it stuffed to its limit. The plan was that if Maman rallied, they’d go to Aunt Milly’s in the north. They would be safe at her farm, with plenty of room to care for Maman and most importantly, out of the invader’s path. 

But Maman’s rally never came. In the last few days, things had gotten worse. The pain grew intense, Hansi knew, because Dr. Schenk’s visits had become more frequent. He taught Hansi and his father to give the morphine injections. They eased the pain, but not without a cost. Maman’s eyes seemed to leave her, replaced with glazed globes that stared into nothing. 

Hansi bent over the bed and kissed his mother’s cheek. The skin was thin and clammy. She didn’t stir. 

Beyond the bedroom, the front door creaked open. Hansi tucked the quilt around her shrunken frame, sighed, and crossed the room.

He cracked the door open, expecting a burst of light. The hallway was dark and empty. Hushed voices drifted from the kitchen, where a faint light glowed. Hansi padded to the doorway and stopped. The Italian accent was unmistakable, the hulk of a frame immediately recognizable. Not Dr. Schenk, but Manolo, his father’s close friend. The two men sat on either side of the small table. At the center, a flashlight stood on end, shooting its beam to the ceiling.

“D’Boche kommen,” Manolo said. The Germans are coming.

“They’re across the border?” Papa asked.

“Not yet. But the message comes from Pierre on the radio. It’s time. We go now.”

Hansi took a step onto the cold tile. Manolo saw him first and managed a half-grin greeting. Papa, though, never looked up. His face was taut with worry. 

“What’s wrong, Alain?” Manolo finally asked.

Hansi could hear Papa’s hard breathing. “I’m sorry, Manolo. Marie is near the end. I cannot leave her.”

Terror stabbed Hansi through the heart. He had never heard his father speak so directly. Near the end?

Hansi moved to his father and touched his shoulder. It trembled like a frightened dog. Hansi had never seen Papa this way.

“How long, Papa?”

Papa looked up through glistening eyes. “Any time now,” he said. “The Germans are coming today.”

Hansi’s legs went weak. He sat down on an empty chair.

“I meant Maman. How long before—” 

His father looked away. “I don’t know, son. But soon.”

Hansi pushed the chair back with a loud scrape and flung himself against his father. He buried his head into Papa’s shoulder, taking in the smell of a long day’s work and constant worry. His father held him tight. Strange, but in his grief, Hansi felt some measure of relief. His father had finally acknowledged the truth. Still, Hansi was afraid.

He looked up. Manolo filled the doorway. “I’m sorry, Alain. Very sorry. But I must go.” He took the flashlight and aimed it toward the door. He stepped around the table and crossed into the hallway.

Papa jumped up and grabbed his arm.

“Manolo, you can’t go alone. It’s too dangerous. You might cross the wires and then—”

Manolo smiled. “Don’t worry, Alain. I practiced in the dark.” He tossed his head at Maman’s door. “I knew I might have to go alone. I worked it out. Everything will be all right.”

Papa shook his head. “Someone must hold the light. If you wire it wrong, it won’t work. The bridge won’t blow.”

“I know.”

“But we agreed, we go together. One to do the work, one to keep watch.”

“I will be very careful, Alain. I promise.” Manolo’s characteristic grin had returned, the one Hansi knew from the restaurant he owned across from the train station. He winked at Hansi. “The moonlight will guide me.”

“Don’t be silly, Manolo. If you stumble in the dark, that bag of blasting caps will rip you in half. You’ll bleed to death while the Germans march past.”

“Alain, you talk like my mama. Someone must go. Pierre will be waiting.”

Manolo was at the door now and had it open. 

“Please, Manolo, I beg you. Don’t do it alone.”

Manolo gripped his friend in a great hug. When he released him, his eyes were bright. His chin jutted out of the round padded face. “I will see you in Wiltz. Three, maybe four days.” He turned to Hansi and squeezed him with his massive arms. “You tell your mama that Manolo prays for her. God will be with her.”

He pulled down on the black felt cap he wore and nodded goodbye. He turned and left.

Hansi looked at his father, whose face seemed frozen in agony. Manolo’s steps echoed in the outside hall.

A strange idea snuck into Hansi’s mind. He flew out the door.

“Wait!” he called. Manolo was halfway down the flight of stairs. He stopped.

“Take me,” Hansi said. “I’ll help you.”

Hansi sat alone in the front room of his flat and stared out the window through a slit between the blackout curtains. His village, called the Grund, was no more than a thin strip of apartments along the Petrusse River at the base of the cliffs of Luxembourg City. It was nearly invisible in the shadow of the ancient Casemate walls, lit only by slivers of moonlight between some of the buildings. Street lamps had been darkened for months. 

Hansi’s offer had brought Manolo back in from the stairway. The words caused some unspoken message to pass between the two men. Manolo came back inside, gave Hansi another smile and a quick pat on his cheek with that wide padded hand of his, and the two men disappeared into the kitchen. The longer they discussed it, the more Hansi was stunned that they had not dismissed the offer out of hand. 

Hansi scanned the sky for any signs of movement. He expected wave after wave of black ravens, German Stuka dive bombers, to rise in the eastern sky and sweep overhead at any moment. Instead, all he could see was the jagged silhouette of the village, the purple sky, and pinprick stars.

He was jolted from his thoughts by the sound of the telephone. In the darkness of the room, the bell sounded a shrill alarm. He jumped off the sofa and crossed quickly toward the end table by the hall. 

Dr. Schenk? More invasion news?

The handset seemed to bounce off the receiver with the last ring. It was heavy to his hand, which was shaking.

“Hello?”

The voice on the far end was distant, garbled, but urgent.

“Alain! This is Pierre. Something is wrong.”

“Excuse me, sir. This is Hansi, his son. Please wait. I’ll get him.”

The voice didn’t stop.

“There’s no time. Tell your father—the Germans, they... come... somehow, they... “

Hansi squeezed the receiver with both hands. “I can’t hear you!”

“... do you understand? ... the bridge is...”

The line went dead.

Hansi’s suitcase was halfway under Maman’s bed. It wasn’t heavy, though it contained everything he was allowed to take in such an emergency—two shirts, two pairs of socks, two underwear, a single pair of trousers and a small kit of toiletries. He would wear everything else—belt, shoes, hat, and a jacket. Papa allowed one personal item, but Hansi couldn’t decide on just one. He made no habit of deceiving Papa, but along with his prized sketchbook and charcoal pencil, Hansi stashed a special letter penned the previous autumn from his friend Karin. The envelope was imprinted with the black Nazi eagle clutching the Hakenkreuz in its claws; taken, no doubt from her father’s desk. There was no time for the memories right now. He slid the letter halfway between two pages of his sketchbook and paused. This would not do. He slipped his fingers under the fold of the envelope and tore the corner away. 

With Papa and Manolo, Hansi had repeated the phone conversation as accurately as he could. A man named Pierre, something very wrong, the mention of a bridge. Papa talked it over with Manolo. They had decided to proceed.

In the hallway, Papa’s voice was stern. “Do exactly what Manolo tells you, understand? Nothing more, nothing less. He will take you on to Wiltz once the sun has come up. I’ll meet you at Aunt Milly’s as soon as—” He hesitated. “As soon as we can manage.”

Manolo smiled confidently and slapped Hansi on the back. “We make a fine team,” he said.

Hansi was swept up by a surge of excitement. Nervously he grabbed his jacket and cap from the hook in the hall and fumbled putting it on. Half finished, he had taken a stride toward the door when he felt a hand on his shoulder turning him around.

Papa’s expression caught Hansi off guard. He looked worried. Deep creases flanked his glistened eyes, and he fought back a tremor in his chin. A lump choked Hansi’s throat and he looked away. He needed to be brave. He needed to help Manolo, not worry Papa. They all seemed to know it. 

“Remember, exactly what Manolo tells you!”

“Yes, Papa, I promise,” Hansi replied. 

Hansi turned to go.

A faint voice echoed from behind them.

“Hansi!” his mother called, from beyond the bedroom door. Hansi dropped his things and rushed to her bedside. She was waving her arm, the one nearest him, back and forth, as if trying to reach something on her nightstand.

Hansi adjusted the pillow behind her head to help her raise up.

“Are you feeling better?” 

Her lips parted but the sound was faint and scratchy. Hansi found the glass of water on the table and held it to her mouth. She sipped weakly, but never stopped moving her arm. The water spilled down her chin and neck.

“What is it, Maman? What do you need?”

Her hand found the lace cloth that covered the nightstand. She tapped around and clasped onto something. Hansi couldn’t see it in the faint light from the hallway until she drew it to her chest. A silver chain hung from her fist. She panted and let her eyes fall shut, as if exhausted from the effort.

The other arm came up, weak with tremors.

“Hansi!” she rasped.

He bent down and placed his ear close to her mouth. She found his shoulder with her free hand and slid it down to his hand. In the next instant, she was forcing the object into his.

“Remember me,” she said.

The words plunged deep into his heart. Somehow, she knew what was happening. No!

He glanced at the object. A small silver crucifix hung at the end of the chain. Maman had always worn it. Her faith was strong. She was giving it to him.

“But Maman—”

“God protect you,” she whispered.

Weak as she was, Hansi embraced her. She turned her head and kissed his neck. Hansi choked back a sob. He wanted to crawl up in her lap like he had always done as a little boy, after a fight, or a skinned elbow, and let her comfort him. But he couldn’t. He had to be strong. 

Hansi felt Papa’s hand on his shoulder once more. He rose up. Maman’s eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell with large, labored movements. Yet her face was peaceful, her lips upturned in a gentle smile.

Hansi rushed out of the room. Without another word or glance, he was out the front door and down the stairs. Manolo’s truck waited at the curb. 
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The truck coughed awake like an ancient, angry beast disturbed from its sleep. And a nearly blind one. The headlights were masked off but for small slits due to the blackout rules. At the bottom of the steep grade to the Upper City, Manolo downshifted. The transmission, stiff and stubborn, shuddered. Burnt diesel fumes swept over them.

“Get on with you!” Manolo urged. The beast obeyed and began the ascent.

Part way up, Hansi turned back. The valley, swallowed in the shadow of the cliffs, dissolved behind him. He had expected to leave for weeks. But not under these circumstances. Barely a kilometer from home, he felt homesick already. He had to be brave.

At the top of the hill, the city was like a cemetery, the truck a disrespectful intruder. The gears ground hard at every turn and the engine rattled. Familiar landmarks, like the Cathédrale Notre Dame, once basked in bright lights. Now, because of the government-enforced blackout, it lay dark and still like a deserted ruin. The faintest light, it was said, would guide bombers to their targets. Hansi had seen the newsreels. They would come at first light. How would a few sandbags protect that spire from the Stukas?

Hansi’s mind was never far from the tiny flat in the Grund. He knew. He would never see Maman alive again. Papa had only let him go with Manolo because of the war, not because of the mission.

They passed through the silent city, and Manolo found the road north that would take them to the Ardennes Forest. Beyond the city limits, the road straightened out. The truck settled down. The landscape of farms and forest seemed less haunting, the moon shadows less threatening. Hansi settled back in his seat and let the cool air wash over him. Manolo also seemed to relax; he took a deep breath and twisted his head back and forth to stretch. But his eyes never left the view ahead.

Hansi broke the silence.

“Who is Pierre?” he asked.

Manolo glanced over. “Pierre is a Frenchman. He tells me and your Papa what to do.”

“I don’t understand. Do what?”

“Blow up a bridge.”

The truck bounced over a crack in the pavement. Nerves intensified the jolt, and Hansi found himself braced against the dashboard, every muscle tense.

Manolo smiled. “Relax, Hansi. I prepared everything in advance.”

As they lumbered on, Hansi wanted to ask about the phone call. Pierre had been frantic. 

Manolo must have read his mind.

“Pierre likes to worry. That is good for a leader. We’ll take extra care.”

“What if he was trying to warn you and Papa? He said something was very wrong.”

A slight crack appeared in Manolo’s normally pleasant demeanor. But only for a moment.

“Your papa and I discussed it. If Pierre wanted to stop the mission, those would have been his first words. But he didn’t. Whatever was wrong, he wanted to discuss it. He trusts your papa. So do I.”

About twenty kilometers north of the city the farmland gave way to forest. They wound between, over, and around hills covered with a mix of budding and evergreen trees. The houses, barns, and sheds were infrequent in the forest, and small meadows appeared suddenly between stands of thick forest. Another thirty minutes on, the truck crested a hill. Manolo braked and the truck rattled to a stop. The broad valley, bathed in broken moonlight, spread out before them. The forest stretched in every direction. Hansi’s eyes followed the road until it disappeared behind a hill. Further down, gray mist settled in the gorge that meandered east to west.

“That’s the Sure River down there,” Manolo said, setting the brake. “And our bridge.”

Hansi’s pulse surged.

“The explosives are in place,” Manolo continued. “I will finish the wiring. Then, we continue to the village.” He pointed north and a little east. “Of course, I forgot—heh, heh, the bridge will come down in a great crash. We will meet Pierre at the hotel in Vianden. And then we wait. Tomorrow, the next day, we go on to Wiltz.” He slapped Hansi on the leg and smiled wide. “See your papa and mama again.”

Hansi returned the smile, but only to be polite. The next time he saw Maman, he was sure, would be at her funeral.

“Oh, one more thing.”

Manolo reached between his knees toward something on the floor. He retrieved an object, triangular and cloth-covered, and placed it on the seat between them. He unwrapped it, a pistol. Hansi held his breath.

Manolo took it in his right hand and held it up for Hansi to see. He might have been presenting a bottle of wine at his restaurant. His eyes were bright, not serious. He tugged on his belt. 

“I have my own. You take this one.” 

Hansi’s heart raced. He hesitated and then took hold of it. It was cool to the touch, heavy. He pointed it forward. He couldn’t believe what was happening.

“On the side, see that bump. That’s the safety. In that position it is on. It will not shoot.”

Trying not to tremble, Hansi focused on the small tab of metal above where his thumb wrapped around the stock of the pistol.

“Go ahead,” Manolo said. “Flip it off, but be careful. Don’t pull the trigger or you’ll kill the windshield.” He chuckled.

Hansi held the pistol in his right hand. With his left, he reached for the tab.

“See if you can use your thumb.”

Hansi could. The safety catch clicked off.

“Then—well, if you need to, you just pull the trigger. But not now. Switch it back off. That’s all you need to know.”

Hansi flicked the safety back on. He cradled the pistol in both hands, examining it along its length.

“It was for your Papa. Give it to him when you see him.”

Hansi ran his fingers along the smooth round barrel. He turned it over, measuring its weight in his grip. It was substantial. He felt...substantial.

“Don’t get too excited,” Manolo chuckled. “We’re not planning to use it. But just in case.”

Hansi couldn’t help it. He was exhilarated. Every hair on his body seemed now to stand on end, every rumble of the engine clearer, the air cool and sweet through his nostrils.

Manolo turned his attention back to the road ahead. The brake released with a sharp thump and he revved the engine.

“What will I do at the bridge?” Hansi asked.

The truck began to roll forward. Manolo’s eyes were fixed ahead.

“You’ll wait with the truck. Of course.”

Hansi’s heart dropped. 

“But Papa said something about wires...and the danger of being all alone.”

“There’s nothing to worry about. Everything is nearly ready. I just have to place the timer and we’re done. I promised your papa I’d keep you safe.”

Hansi sank back into the seat, his adventure short-lived. The gun in his lap was nothing but a prop, a deadweight. He wasn’t to participate after all. He’d been a fool to think otherwise.

The truck dropped into a thick pine forest. Mist, seeping out from the trees, swirled around them, swallowing what little light passed through the slits. Manolo switched on the wipers to fight condensation. As the road grew steeper, the truck accelerated. Manolo compensated by pumping the brakes, and the truck’s suspension groaned and rocked. Hansi’s disappointment turned to alarm as they picked up speed.

“Steady!” Manolo growled, the cheer gone from his expression.

Pines disappeared from view as the road plunged into the cut of the hill. Sandstone walls, a jagged blur, rose on each side. The truck hurtled down. Vibration hammered at Hansi’s eardrums. One violent shock popped the mirror off its bracket, and it exploded on the metal floor, sending silver splinters like shrapnel through the cab. It seemed the entire vehicle might come apart at any instant. And now Manolo gripped the wheel like they were the horns of a bull. 

He braked again, the wheels locked, and the truck slid over the pavement. Manolo had to let off. 

“This mist! It coats the road like butter!” he was yelling at the top of his voice.

Manolo tried the brakes again. The truck jerked and skidded more wildly than before.

Hansi felt it in his hips. They were losing control. 

WHAM!! Metal met stone. Sparks shot from the rear of the truck, and it ground against the jagged cut in the ridge. Hansi slammed against the door, elbow first. A jolt of pain shot up through his shoulder. 

Manolo fought hard. He twisted the wheel and the truck veered left. The vehicle returned to smooth pavement, but only for a moment, when Hansi heard a loud PAAAP!!! And the truck jerked right again. The front tire was gone, and in front of them, the wall rose up quickly into view. 

Manolo wrenched the wheel once more, but this time the truck didn’t respond. They hit the stone wall again, this time at a sharper angle. The truck shuddered violently, the cab lighting up in a fresh shower of sparks. Hansi was sure they would be crushed. 

But the truck slowed. The shudders and sparks settled. The truck came to a stop with the sound akin to a rusty lid scraping on a trash can. A cloud of dust and chewed rubber followed them down the hill and swept past. Then all fell still.

Hansi’s head lay against the door frame, only centimeters from the red molars of the stone wall. 

Manolo, exhausted from wrestling the beast, draped his arms over the steering wheel and rested his chin. He sat still for a long moment while his shoulders heaved up and down. In a matter of seconds, steam from body and breath had clouded the windshield. A moment later, he pushed back, looked up, and while mouthing a silent prayer, made the sign of the cross. Finally, without turning his head, he spoke.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Hansi rubbed his elbow. He felt lucky to be alive. He could only manage a nod.

They were halfway down the hill, Hansi judged, amidst a gathering fog. 

Manolo gave the engine a try. The motor cranked; then, after a spasm of coughs, sputtered to life.

He slipped it into gear and tried to turn the wheel back toward the center of the road. Despite his powerful arms, it wouldn’t turn. Letting it go, he revved the engine. The truck groaned and rocked backward but could not free itself. Manolo tried a few more times. The beast groaned and strained but would hardly budge. Manolo slammed his hands against the wheel.

“Ti buono a niente!” Before Hansi could guess what he was saying, Manolo had thrown the door open. He flew around the truck, front to back, bending, staring, waving his arms, and cursing in Italian. In any other situation, it might have been funny.

Since Hansi’s door was smashed against the sandstone wall, he had to climb out Manolo’s side.

The truck’s front corner was missing, like a giant monster had chewed it off. The tire on Hansi’s side was torn off the rim, the axle bent up so that the bare wheel was wedged into the well. The truck was finished. 

Manolo came alongside Hansi and let his shoulders fall. He swept his fingers through locks of black curls and sighed. 

“That’s that,” he said. 

Manolo retrieved a rucksack from the back of the truck and started down the road.

Hansi clomped after him, a half step behind, dejected. Carrying a suitcase on a mission to blow up a bridge felt silly. He was just a spectator along for the ride, or, more correctly, the walk. Possibly a long one. 

The road grew steeper. Hansi felt it in his thighs as they walked. The air was cold on his cheeks. In the heavy mist, even the smallest pebble crunched and echoed off the wall. His mind returned to the Grund. Better to have stayed home, he thought. At least I could help Maman. 

The moon cast its unsteady glow on the road ahead. In the damp swirls, the beginning of a curve emerged and Hansi realized they were lucky. The truck would never have made that turn. 

“How will we get to Wiltz now?” he asked.

Manolo hardly glanced over. The breeze was breaking up the mist.

He pointed ahead. “The bridge.”
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At the last moment, the cut in the hill fell away to reveal a broad valley and narrow gorge. The mist, thick in the forest, gathered in every low spot and drained into the gorge. The mass surged downstream like a flood, splashed over the stone abutments on the upper side of the bridge and washed over the roadway. The sky above sparkled with stars and their view extended all the way across the valley to the ridge beyond the river. There the road rose gradually through the forest. Hansi sucked in a deep breath and relaxed a bit. He had never seen this part of the country at night. Its beauty had a quieting effect on him, and the sense of adventure returned. The bridge’s destruction would be quite a spectacle, even if he only watched from the safety of the far hill.

Manolo paused, turned, and raised a finger to his lips for Hansi to be quiet. Hansi nodded. Holding Hansi in place with an upturned hand, Manolo went on. Hansi wondered, why such precautions suddenly? With the timer safe in Manolo’s pouch, was there a hidden danger? He dared not ask. It was easy to trust Manolo, and so he stood firm.

Manolo crossed the bridge, scanned the scene, and then ushered Hansi to follow. Manolo’s eyes, set deep behind narrow slits, never rested on anything. When Hansi completed the crossing, Manolo positioned Hansi by the stone guardrail while he continued with a quick circuit around the area. He’d take a step, listen, and continue, his head darting toward the faintest sound. He studied the underbrush at the edge of the dark forest, the steep, rocky riverbank, and the curved road ahead. They were alone but for the sounds of nature—tree frogs, insects, and the river itself. Mist swirled everywhere. Manolo was like an animal. Hansi couldn’t understand the concern. As they ascended, he would pause every minute or so, listen again, and look back toward the bridge before continuing on. Hansi guessed he was measuring how far away they needed to be to remain safe from the blast. About a half kilometer up the valley, they passed through an outcropping of sandstone. Manolo stopped.

“Wait for me here,” he whispered. He grasped Hansi by the arms, and pulled down, as if to plant him firmly on the spot.

Hansi looked back. His disappointment boiled over.

“You can’t even see the bridge from here!” They were in thick forest. The valley was completely blocked from view.

“Shhhh!” Manolo snapped, his head darting around again. His voice was firm.

“You stay here. I will return in thirty minutes. We will see a great show.”

Hansi knew it was no use arguing. He found a clump of boulders nearby and climbed up, hoping for a better view. The disappointment stuck to him like the damp air. The view was only forest and fog. Manolo had already disappeared back down the road.

Hansi had no way of telling whether his wait was five minutes or fifty. It felt like the latter. He laid back on the boulder and let the light breeze pass over him. Above, the sky was vast, the spread of stars like sparkling dust cast to the wind. He knew little of constellations, but enough to find Ursa Major, the Great Bear, that looked more like a large ladle. He knew to follow the two points that formed the front edge of the ladle across the sky to bright Polaris, the northern star. But that was about it. Stars had never been easy to see under the bright lights of Luxembourg City, that is, until the blackout. An unwanted benefit.

Thoughts of the city drew him back to home, where Maman lay dying. How would Papa go on without her? How would I?

His stomach sunk into a sour pit. Trying to free himself of the thoughts, he sat up. The gun pinched his gut. He drew it out.

Suppose I have to use it? Will I?

The pistol was heavy in his hand, unsteady. He slid off the rock, touched onto the grass facing downhill, and stationed himself with feet apart like a guard at the Grand Ducal Palace. His left hand joined the right one on the grip. Slowly, he brought the gun to eye level. He squinted and looked down the barrel. He squeezed the trigger. The safety held as he had set it in the truck. The pistol remained silent.

His focus extended to the backdrop of trees. Nothing in the shroud of fog presented itself as a target. So he raised his aim above the treeline. Among the spray of stars he found a bright one and lined it up in the sight. It danced like a diamond at the end of the barrel.

That’s when he heard it. The sound was faint at first, a low rumble in the distance. A truck? No, the sound was heavier, and higher.

He lowered the pistol and opened both eyes. A plane! It had to be a plane.

Hansi scrambled up on the boulder and climbed higher. Still, he could not see over the trees to the river.

The sound grew louder. Hansi twisted his head, one way and the other, straining to locate the source with his ears. The breeze rustled the trees nearby, mingling with that of the new sound. Was it just the breeze playing a trick? He rotated his head back and forth, listening intently. There it was again! From the south. He was sure. 

Hansi jumped off the rocks and started running down the road. Then, when the roar grew close, he stopped. A shadow passed overhead. The thunder swept through the trees as a long slender plane, completely black, slid across the sky and banked south in a wide curve. Hansi ran again, trying to keep it in the narrow view above the road. In a moment, it was gone. The sound lingered as the pitch fell, the rattle faded, and then everything returned to how it was before. Silent and still.

Was it a German plane? Why here? What for? Where are the other planes? 

Hansi pondered what to do, if anything. Manolo should be returning soon, but Hansi had no way of telling how long the man had been gone. And what of the plane? He’d heard no bomb, no machine guns. What could it do to Manolo from up there?

His heart pounded. Surely Manolo heard it too. Probably saw it better than me. Just an early scout plane, he’d say. Not to worry.

Hansi felt foolish. Papa had said the Germans were coming. Of course, they would have planes, many of them, more than anyone could count. They were going to have to get used to the idea. They had been waiting for this since September, when Germany invaded Poland and France and Great Britain declared war. 

Better to do what Manolo said. Wait.

Reluctantly, he returned to the rocks, where he put the pistol in his pocket and took a drink from the bottle Manolo had brought along. He climbed back onto the boulder and looked up. The sky was empty. The chill of sweat trickling down his neck and back was pleasant. Manolo would show up any minute now. In the meantime, perhaps he could rest.

PAP! PAP! PAP-PAP!

Echoes rushed up the valley. Hansi snapped awake. Gunfire! 

He sat up. A giant vice had seemed to clamp down on his chest, making it hard to breathe. 

How long was I asleep? Where’s Manolo?

He scrambled down the boulder, hit hard on the ground, and tripped over something. That blasted suitcase!

In the fall, the pistol came out from his belt and thumped on the ground. On his knees, Hansi scrambled and rescued it from the dew-covered grass. He gripped it tightly with his left hand. It was warm from being held so close to his body, and still very heavy. He lifted it and took aim at the horizon again. Hard as he tried, the thing wouldn’t hold still.

He shifted his gaze down the road. Was Manolo trying to signal for help? 

This time, there was no hesitating. And no worrying about the suitcase. Manolo needed him. Hansi took off down the road, accelerating fast on the downward slope. He pumped the pistol up and down with every stride. The grade helped him cover ground fast, and soon he reached the limit of his balance.

What if Manolo was hurt? Who was shooting?

He ran as fast as he could without falling. His feet slapped the pavement in a furious rhythm matched only by that of his heart. Soon he was sucking in huge gulps of air that burned the back of his throat, and yet the bridge was still out of view. One more bend?

Finally, the trees thinned enough for him to catch a glimpse of the bridge. It looked just like before, bathed in mist and moonlight. But deserted.

He rounded the bend and slowed. Breath, like steam from a locomotive, blew in long, billowing streams. His throat tasted of metal and blood.

Careful now!

About twenty meters from the bridge, he stopped. Fear swirled all around him.

What if Manolo had already set the timer? The bridge might blow at any instant!

Feeling suddenly exposed in the middle of the road, Hansi darted right and dropped down into the drainage ditch at the roadside. If the bridge blows, perhaps I’ll be protected. Rising to a half-crouch, he continued.

The edge of the canyon emerged through the hazy mist as he drew near. He climbed out of the ditch and moved into the first line of trees. Less protection than the ditch, he thought, but better than open ground if the bridge goes.

Tree by tree, he crept on. The bridge lay quiet, resting on stone arches sunken in fog. Hansi’s focus moved along the curves and stopped. Wooden crates, lashed with rope, clung to the underside of the span. 

The explosives...

Hansi’s heart leapt. Manolo’s burly figure emerged from the shadows. He was working on something in the space between the arches.

Hansi thought to call out but was interrupted by movement out of the corner of his eye. He looked toward the river. 

What was that?

A bush on the riverbank stirred the mist. Then, a dark figure appeared, creeping toward the bridge. The movements were strange, slow and halting, like the thing was dragging some heavy but invisible object.

The breeze cleared the view for a moment, and Hansi saw him clearly. A German soldier, with high boots and a small steel helmet strapped tightly around his chin, was doubled over. He carried a machine pistol slung over his shoulder with a leather strap, steadied by one arm. The other hung lifeless at his side. The heavy object he dragged behind was his leg.

He’s injured! Those were the shots I heard!

The German moved again, short puffs of breath pouring out with each step. He came to a boulder, one of the many that littered the ravine, and fell against it. He was only meters from Manolo, whose back was turned.

Hansi jumped out from behind the tree, sliding on the soft needles that carpeted the slope. He fumbled for the pistol and thrust it high in the air. He had to warn Manolo.

Hansi pulled the trigger—it wouldn’t budge.

The safety! The safety is on!

He lowered the pistol and wormed his thumb over the hilt. He couldn’t find the switch. The soldier took another step, and then another.

Hansi’s entire body was quaking.

Where is that switch?

He pressed against a tree to steady himself. Drawing the pistol close, he tried to focus. There it was—with a click, the switch was off.

When he looked back, the soldier had risen up. With his good arm, he was bringing the machine pistol up and wedging it between himself and the boulder.

Shaking, Hansi lowered the pistol and took aim down the ravine. The end of the barrel found the dark figure of the German.

Manolo was still working on the explosives, unaware of the danger.

Hansi’s heart pumped molten liquid. It shot up his neck, over his face, and into his ears. He wanted to throw up.

Now! Do it now! 

The voice inside urged him on, but Hansi couldn’t comply. His entire body shook, but especially his arms and hands.

The German faltered. His gun barrel scraped against the rock, but the sound was swallowed by the distance between them. 

Manolo, however, must have heard it. He spun around. The German rose to fire. Manolo leapt at him.

The two men smacked together in a crash of flesh and metal. They tumbled in an indistinguishable mass of churning limbs, stirring up the fog all around.

Hansi left the cover of the trees and approached the lip of the bank. He would slide down and...

A muffled shot flashed in the mist below him. The wrestlers didn’t move. Hansi’s heart stopped too. Then slowly, a figure rose from the mist.

Manolo! He was hunched over his enemy, steam rising from his head and pumping out his mouth like a dragon. He wiped his forehead with the back of his sleeve and looked up.

Hansi nearly lost control on the bank, which was very steep, but managed to land upright on the soft sand of the riverbank. He was at Manolo’s side in no time.

He expected Manolo to be relieved; his expression was the opposite.

“I told you to wait for me!” he growled.

“The shots! I heard the shots and thought you were in danger.”

Manolo grabbed him by the collar. A bolt of anger shot across his face. “We’ve no time. I had to shorten the timer. We must go!”

Piled on the shame of paralyzing fear was that of disobeying Manolo’s orders. But at least Manolo was all right. He had beaten the paratrooper.

They scrambled up the bank. Hansi was driven by the new fear of the bridge. Manolo clawed at the bank and followed, but slowly. All at once he seemed exhausted.

“Are you hurt?” Hansi asked, offering a hand from the top.

“Go on! Run!” Manolo’s voice was urgent, even scared.

Hansi hesitated, and then took off up the hill. The pavement was smooth, but the grade was steep. He was winded quickly.

Hansi paused to look for Manolo. He looked like a bear climbing over the top of the bank—hunched over, lumbering, snorting hard breaths. He caught Hansi’s glance and waved him on. 

Hansi retreated to his side. Manolo was furious, shaking his head and swatting at Hansi.

“I promised your papa. I won’t have you die on this road” His voice was gravelly now, but Hansi ignored him. He ducked under Manolo’s arm, reached behind his broad back, and lifted. Together they moved up the road. Would fifty meters more be enough distance between them and the bridge?

Manolo grew heavier and heavier. Hansi’s every muscle burned. But he churned his legs with all his strength.

In a spasm, Manolo’s hand slid up to the back of Hansi’s neck, and he pulled him close.

“The ditch,” he said, his voice barely a rattle. 

Hansi knew what he meant. Time was up. He pulled Manolo to their left, took a step off the pavement, and set his eyes on the dark line that formed the drainage ditch beside the road.

It was too late. From behind, an ear-splitting CRACK swept past them, followed by a shock wave that lifted Hansi from the pavement. He experienced the momentary sensation of floating before being slammed against the bank with such force that popped every molecule of air from his lungs.

For a moment, Hansi could hardly move. Some great weight pressed down on him. His ears were ringing, and cool water trickled along his back. Then he smelled the earthy scent of the warm body above him and realized he was at the bottom of the ditch, and Manolo was on top of him. 

With great effort, he squirmed out from under the great hulk of the man. He looked back toward the bridge where the bridge had stood only an instant before, as a dirty cloud rose from the center of the valley.

“You did it!” Hansi exclaimed. “It’s gone! You’ve stopped them, Manolo!”

What’s more, they had made it far enough up the hill that, other than being knocked over, they were unhurt.

Hansi turned around and his heart stopped. Manolo lay back against the grass, his head flopping from side to side. He seemed to be fighting to come awake—his eyes blinked and he searched the bank with his hands as if trying to regain touch with the world. His midsection was soaked in a broad, dark, and shiny stain.

Manolo wasn’t wet from water in the ditch. 

“Hansi,” Manolo whispered.

The boy flung himself down on the bank beside his friend. He unfastened Manolo’s jacket, unbuttoned his shirt, and drew back at once. Blood, dark and sticky, oozed from a small hole in the center of his stomach, covering his large belly. Hansi realized now—in the struggle at the bridge, the German must have got a shot off. Manolo hadn’t said anything, and Hansi was blinded by the apparent success of their mission. But now, as his life leaked down his torso onto the spring grass, Manolo’s pained expression and loss of strength brought reality crashing down onto Hansi like the bridge itself.

“Go to Vianden,” Manolo said faintly.

Hansi began to remove his own jacket. “We’ll go together.”

“The hotel there.”

“Hold on, Manolo. You’re coming too.” Hansi took his own shirt off and began to dab at the hole. When the flow continued, he wiped in a wide stroke across Manolo’s stomach. As quickly as he wiped, the hole supplied enough fresh blood to replace Hansi’s effort, and more. 

Manolo began to shiver. “Ask for Pierre.”

“Don’t talk that way! You’ll ask for him yourself. I’ll get you there.” Hansi’s shirt was soaked. 

Manolo began gesturing toward the sky. “No, Hansi. You go.” 

“The angels can wait,” Hansi blurted. “We’ll get you to a doctor. They’ll patch you up and you can get some rest.”

Manolo shook his head. “The Germans.” His voice was a gurgle. He gestured again. “There could be...others.”

Manolo meant paratroopers. When there was one, there were likely others. Roaming the woods now, ready to avenge their own fallen comrade.

“I won’t leave you, Manolo!” Hansi said, drawing close to the man. 

Manolo was fighting. He bit down on his lip to try to stem the shaking. He had bitten so hard that it, too, was bleeding. 

Hansi took Manolo’s hands and pressed them together between his own, folding them at the elbow as if Manolo were praying. His friend, whose grip had always been that of a wrestler, was without strength. But still, he resisted. Something was bothering him. Hansi let go.

Manolo’s right arm fell to the ground. His hand fluttered, fingers curled, leaving a half-bent index finger as a hint. 

“My pack,” he mumbled.

Hansi scrambled over the grass. Manolo’s pack was in the ditch. He retrieved it in no time and returned to Manolo’s side, fumbling at the fasteners.

Manolo’s eyelids fluttered. Hansi felt an entirely new level of fear seize him. Fear, mixed with overwhelming shame. He had had a chance to save his friend, when the German was readying himself, but failed. He could have warned him with a shot of the pistol but didn’t. Hansi’s own fear had paralyzed him in the moment of greatest need, and now his friend would die for it. Molten guilt penetrated every limb. 

“What? What is it? Manolo! Don’t go! Please!”

Manolo’s lips quivered. Hansi bent down.

“Box,” he said in a barely audible whisper.

Hansi clawed at the pack and got the flap open. Among the pliers, rags, and wire, he felt the edge of a corner within the folds of cloth.

“What is it?” he asked, pulling the bundle free, but his friend didn’t answer. Manolo lay completely still, his face turned downhill, and jaw sagging awkwardly. Steam, rising from his bare head and torso, rose to join the fog-filled breeze, but Hansi knew at once. Manolo was dead.
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Hansi fell back against the bank, clamping his head in his own arms. 

Manolo dead! It couldn’t be true!

The burning fire erupted again, this time from deep inside his guts. In a violent wretch, they exploded onto the wet grass, covering the blades in a shimmering web of goo.

Hansi doubled over, clutching his midsection. The heaves continued, yielding nothing. He rolled on the ground like one struck by a sudden seizure, his eyes pressed tight to shut out the image of his dead friend sprawled out on the bank.

The moments passed without reckoning, their agony unbearable. Hansi wished he had been vaporized like the stone pillars beneath the bridge. Lost forever in the mist, without memory. Without guilt. The spasms gripped with the unrelenting force of a great invisible beast. He opened his mouth to scream, but there was no air inside to make the sound.

The battle between his stomach and his throat continued longer than Hansi could comprehend. Then, all at once, he fell still. His abdominal muscles throbbed in pain but were exhausted. The great monster had let go. In its place, a chill crept over him. He lay against the bank. Sharp-edged grass blades cut into his bare back. Stars still loomed overhead, but a sour taste in his mouth and the cheese-like smell of stomach acid penetrated his consciousness.

He sat up. A string of vomit, trailing off his chin, flapped in the breeze. He wiped it with the back of his hand.

All was quiet. The road up the hill was empty. Hansi’s mind flashed awake. 

I can’t stay here.

Manolo’s body lay where he fell. Steam from his head, still warm, rose up like a funeral pyre.

But I can’t just leave him.

Hansi crawled over to the body of his friend. No longer did Manolo’s expression bear the strain of danger. Yet it was not at peace either. The eyes stared blankly ahead; the mouth was parted as if caught in the middle of a word. His face was a mask, frozen unnaturally like a store mannequin.

Hansi expected the Germans to come down this road from up the hill. Why else would Manolo have blown the bridge? But what good would one bridge do against the Wehrmacht, the massive armed forces of the Third Reich?

He calculated that if the Germans found Manolo’s body, they’d know he had blown the bridge. Eventually, they’d learn his name. His family in Luxembourg City would be in danger.

Hansi looked up the bank to the woods. He could hide Manolo there, but the top of the bank, though only a meter and a half above the lowest part of the ditch, might have been the top of the Matterhorn. Manolo was a large man. Hansi couldn’t lift him. 

The only way that remained was down. The ditch led to the river. 

There is soft sand along the bank. I’ll bury him there.

Positioning himself between Manolo’s legs, he squatted down, gathered an ankle under each arm, and pulled. The slope, damp grass, and mud at the bottom of the ditch worked in Hansi’s favor, and soon he was moving. But the tremors through the body, arms splayed behind, and bouncing head were a humiliation Hansi could not bear. He twisted his gaze away and pulled, his throat closing again. But the tears would not come. He had to do this. 

At the approach to the bridge, the drainage ditch emptied into the river over a berm about three meters above the river’s edge. Hansi pulled Manolo’s feet to the lip of the bank and set them down. Then he moved to Manolo’s upper half, dropped down to his knees, and slid his arms under his friend’s shoulders. 

The indignity of what he had to do next gave him pause. All that remained was to push the body and let gravity finish the job. Unaware of the hour, the presence of paratroopers was nonetheless evidence that the Germans would be coming soon. Hansi closed his eyes and pushed. The body slid, and Hansi let go. Only the sound, a soft thud, told him Manolo was down.

Down on the riverbank, Hansi pulled the knife from the sheath in his belt. Hansi had retrieved it from Manolo’s knapsack, knowing somehow it would come in handy.

The river, curving slightly above the bridge, had deposited a






















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘ -

THEe—

_VIANDEN
- DECEPTION






d2d_images/image001.png
L
L3

Kleindorf

BELGIUM

LUKEMBOURG

Arlon

Luxembourg City

FRANCE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png
THE

VIANDEN
DECEPTION





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





