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Chapter One – Cherbourg
 
You meet someone by chance, and they wind up changing your life. That’s the way it was with Dieter Meintz, who was only a boy when we plucked him out of the sea off Cherbourg, France. This half-drowned stripling in the Nazi Kriegsmarine went on to become the Chancellor of West Germany.  You couldn’t tell from Dieter’s lowly beginnings the lofty heights he’d climb, nor the role our German prisoner would later play in saving our ship. 
But let me set the stage.
It was late afternoon on a mid-August day in 1944, and I was trying against rapidly changing odds to get my troopship U.S.S. James F. Bridger into the breakwater off Normandy’s principal deep-water port, a critical piece of Operation Overlord and the Allied invasion of Europe. It was chilly out at sea, and I was wearing a jacket with my three commander’s stripes on the epaulets over my summer khakis. I was standing on Bridger’s starboard bridge wing, scanning forward with my binoculars. I had four Bridger motor lifeboats, plus her captain’s gig, in the water out in front of us. Crewmen aboard our small boats were using long pikes to push German contact mines out of our way. The Navy told me they’d cleared the area—using two minesweepers dragging a cable cutter—but I would bitterly contest that overly confident assertion. I had it on good faith our minesweepers had us covered, but now they’d gone back to a besieged Le Havre, which refused to be taken following our invasion of Normandy. So that meant Bridger’s security chief, Lieutenant Commander Nate Haggerty, and my faithful factotum, Seaman Sal Marchionda, were using these long poles they’d fished out of a damage control locker to push these high explosives out of the way. They were directing their colleagues in the same feverish work. I was seeing our boat crews gingerly push the fat, spiked orbs downwind to our east so we could get through. Our ship had an electrified degaussing coil around her hull above the waterline. It was supposed to offset her magnetic signature, so we wouldn’t inadvertently set off magnet-triggered mines. We were still afloat, so I guess it worked. The contact mines were another matter. I telegraphed the All Stop to our engine rooms, and we were drifting east of course. 
I was not enjoying any of this.
That’s when a young lieutenant j.g. named Lucius Wegman (who hailed from Olean, New York) pointed out three bow waves rushing toward our starboard side, coming out of a sluggish mist some mile and a half west of our position. Wegman was young, trim, and eager—an Errol Flynn without the mustache. He was wearing a headset and spoke loudly and firmly into the interphone sitting on his chest: “Possible enemy contact, bearing zero-niner-five degrees relative.” 
That was slightly abaft our starboard beam, and I swung my binoculars to the west. Wegman was correct: There were three big gouts of spray heading for us. Inside each V-shaped plume was the hard, fierce bow of a torpedo-equipped German E-boat. I was pretty sure they’d launched from the northern Channel Island of Alderney, a tiny speck only twenty miles west. I’d had the ship’s crew at battle stations for the better part of an hour, to me the best course of action when entering a port only recently wrested from enemy hands. Bridger’s sailors were in their kapok life jackets—mess attendants, too—with their steel helmets latched down with chin straps. I had our gun crews in the steel tubs that surrounded our quadruplet of single-mount five-inch artillery pieces, a battery of two both forward and aft. I had our three-inchers manned as well, for targets closer-in, along with our .20-millimeter Oerlikon machine cannon, ten on each side of the Sports Deck, where you could still see Bridger’s shuffleboard court from the time she was the ocean liner Majestic.
I told Wegman to use our bearing compass on the bridge wing to give us a continual update on the targets. I took a last look forward to seeing our boat crews pushing aside contact mines that might explode at any second, taking Bridger’s brave souls to the beyond. I had a good last look at Haggerty and Marchionda, reckoning it might be the last time I would ever see them. I ducked into the bridge and had the officer of the deck piping Wegman’s changing position reports into the ship’s public address system, the one marine channel or 1MC. His disembodied voice filled Bridger’s open decks and her accommodation spaces below, where we’d ensconced six-thousand members of General Patton’s Third Army, who were on their way to the front near Avranches. Bridger was delivering the point of the spear, and we couldn’t allow bothersome details like floating contact mines and onrushing Schnellboots to get the better of us.
“Right rudder to a course of two eight zero degrees. All ahead half,” I shouted to the bridge team, and the unrated seaman at the helm yelled back my order. 
“Helm, aye.  Right rudder two-eight-zero degrees,” came the response.
Another watch stander used the telegraph to alert the engine room.
We wanted to turn Bridger ninety-degrees to starboard, straight at the advancing torpedo boats, and I stepped outside to see if we’d have mines on the wrong, upwind side of our ship as she turned west. I knew this move would confuse our small-boat crews in front of us. The captain’s gig—with Haggerty and Marchionda—were racing around to be on Bridger’s starboard, upwind side. They couldn’t be certain about a mine threat coming from that direction, but as I stepped out on the starboard bridge, I saw two of the nasty buggers floating adjacent to our midships and moving aft. I scanned the patch of ocean ahead of us and it looked clear.  I told the officer of the deck, “All ahead full.” I wanted a pulse of power to get ahead of the two mines Haggerty and Marchionda were trying to corral, and I also wanted to present the narrowest forward part of the ship to enemy torpedoes when they entered the water. Any enemy contact meant turning straight at them, or straight away. This made it harder to bring all our guns into the fight, but I never wanted to present our broadside. I was going to rely on two experienced Navy chiefs serving as gun-mount captains for our forward five-inch battery.
“Wegman, tell Mr. Markham and Mr. Brundage they can fire when ready,” I told him.
“Fire when ready, aye captain,” said Wegman. 
We also had a pair of Oerlikons up on the forward part of the Sports Deck and I brought those into action as well. The sound was deafening, and I could see splashes up near our hard-charging adversaries. I ordered All Ahead Slow. Heading straight at them would only work for a little while. They would fan out and race around the sides of our big ship, trying to launch their total of twelve torpedoes into our vulnerable flanks. Our guns were ripping up the air, however, and I could see tracer rounds from our machine cannon fan out across the water. Rounds splashed around our oncoming targets, and I was on the radio with the “shore boss,” who was directing traffic into a newly relieved Cherbourg.
I shouted into the radio: “We’ve got enemy contact two thousand yards to our west. E-boats. We need air support.” 
I was trying hard to maintain that steady, quiet discipline I admired so much in our captain, Aldous Kelly, Jr. I was quite sure the captain would have liked to have attended this morning’s enemy action, but he was in his cabin with some kind of stomach complaint. Our ship’s physician thought it might be diverticulitis.  He had left Bridger’s welfare up to me. I was a small-town lawyer from the Finger Lakes region of Western New York state. I had helped the captain fight the ship, and I’d been in a few tangles of my own. The crew on the Bridge Deck looked to me to make all the right decisions, and I feared I’d fall short. I had a wonderful team, but sometimes I worried I was the weak link. I picked up a walkie-talkie so I could communicate with Haggerty in the gig.
“Nate, keep pushing them downwind,” I told him. “We’d got to take care of these E-boats to your west. We’ll pick you up in a few.”
“Roger,” Haggerty said. “You should be in good shape if you stay seaward to the west and north.”
None of our boat crews had blown up yet. Encouraging. I looked at our damage control switchboard. All stations were red, indicating our watertight doors were closed. We were ready in all respects, and our aft gun crews were itching to get Bridger turned so they could join the action. But I was resolute. We’d go straight at them until they made their anticipated swing to get their torpedoes into us. As expected, the E-boats abandoned their tight formation and fanned out across the water. Our young striver Wegman was keeping up a credible string of position reports, and I had to remember to pat him on the back. 
“Enemy contact at our two o’clock and ten o’clock, a thousand yards,” he shouted into his interphone as the targets raced north and south.  I could hear our after machine cannon brought into action—as expected. We’d trained for this. The crews knew to pour in fire when enemy contact came within range and azimuth. They didn’t need to be told.
I’d stepped out on the port bridge wing to get a feel for the tactical picture when the first E-boat opened up with her own machine cannon. She was a way off, but I suddenly had shells flying over my head. The E-boat was creating an enfilade, trying to rake down the side of our ship to register hits and improve shot placement. I knew what was coming next when I heard rounds shriek up to the bridge and take out the glass windscreen on the port side. The bridge was our ship’s brain, and the enemy always aimed for the bridge, usually with me in it.
My bridge team was hunkered down, but I could tell fire from our forward guns and our machine cannon were giving the E-boats considerable worry. They wanted to get their fish into us, but that meant lining up, absorbing our return fire, and launching twin bow torpedoes so they could load two more. Damn them, but I had to admire the Germans. Their Schnellboots were quick, and I was told their stout Daimler-Benz diesels offered a near eight-hundred-mile range. Our gasoline-powered PT boats—with twin Packards—couldn’t touch that.
It would be up to our gun crews to get us out of this mess, and I turned to Wegman to tell all gunners to fire at will. As the E-boats worked to flank us, I could hear more of our gunners get into the fight. The five-inchers fore and aft weren’t as nimble as the machine cannon, but our crews had depressed their barrels to take on these surface threats and they were accomplishing a highly commendable rate of fire. Our portside bow gun was tracking the southerly threat, and the starboard bow gun was taking on the center E-boat, which kept charging at us.
“Torpedoes in the water,” yelled Wegman. “A thousand yards at our twelve o’clock.” 
I looked forward and I saw two streaks of foaming water heading straight at us and I wondered how lucky that E-boat skipper would be that day. If one of those fish made a direct hit on our bow, we’d be out of the war. If they went down our sides port and starboard, I feared for our small boat crews, who were now a hundred yards aft. Still, the captain’s dictum to ‘go straight at ‘em’ seemed to be the right call. I was standing on the bridge wing to port, and I could see a torpedo flash by underneath me. It was skimming the surface, and I was guessing that E-boat skipper had set his depth for shallow in these waters. The torpedo screamed aft and proceeded another hundred yards before it slammed into one of our lifeboats with four good Bridger souls doing their utmost. The explosion vaporized the lifeboat in a rising orb of fire, and the concussion detonated two contact mines that had floated east and south near the breakwater. I got the walkie-talkie going and raised Haggerty. 
“See what you can do about survivors,” I told him and he replied with a terse, “We’re on it.”
I was gripping the rail a bit tighter as I looked aft and saw smoke and fire in the water. But then I heard the glad tidings of multiple .50-caliber machine guns off to starboard. I walked briskly through the wheelhouse, grinding shattered glass into the soles with my shoes, and made my way out to the starboard bridge wing. A brace of B-26 Mitchell bombers, up-gunned to those big fifties, was spewing lead into the water around that northerly E-boat arcing back into us. Another B-26 took on the southerly Schnellboot and a cheer from our bridge team indicated it may have been successful. Our forward five-inchers were hammering the target clear ahead, which was now on fire and dead in the water. There was a secondary explosion that lifted the boat out of the ocean, its back broken. I could just make out the sight of people flying through the air. Our north and south targets were smoking now, but still under way, and I had no doubt they had enough fight left to fire at least one or two of their torpedoes. Now there was a single P-47 that had joined the fight, and this tank buster was shooting the living hell out of today’s remaining problem. 
I saw massive columns of black smoke as our twin bombers and our close-air support Thunderbolt came back in to make sure our tormenters were well and truly dead. I got on the radio to ask the shore boss to convey our best wishes and then turned our attention to our people in the small boats. I told the OD to make sure our crew in the ship’s fore and aft crow’s nests continued to scan for mines. 
“Eyes on a swivel, commander. We’ve got Seaman Masti up there,” he assured me.
Haggerty reported he had picked up three dead (“What’s left of them.”) and one badly burned young seaman named Brady. He was from Syracuse… a good kid. Worked in our machine shop, but like all our seamen and officers, he could step to and work our guns. He’d volunteered to help clear those contact mines and this was the result.
Two old four-stack destroyers had finally roused themselves from quayside and they were steaming out through the breakwater. Cherbourg Harbor was one big mess from our own aerial bombardment and German scorched-earth sabotage as they’d withdrawn. They’d also sunk block ships in the harbor, which would make maneuvering a bit sporty. I requested a better escort to take us in, but it was war and sometimes you had to introduce the right hand to the left. Now I had one small boat smashed, dead and injured crew in the water, and more small boats to recover. Haggerty and Marchionda weren’t finished.  I saw our gig racing out through the debris of three shattered Schnellboots looking for survivors. Besides being the decent thing to do, interrogating any enemy we found might yield some intelligence dividends, even if we could only learn about their supply shortfalls, or subtle shifts in their order of battle. The Channel Islands wouldn’t be liberated until May of 1945. Understanding how and why they were hanging on would be a point of interest.
Before our engagement, I’d dispatched four motor lifeboats plus the gig to deal with our mine threat. Now, I was taking aboard the gig and just three motor lifeboats.
I hated losing people, but our grieving would have to wait.
An hour went by. Everyone was hard-pressed, but I finally had some small fishing smacks out here with our own people aboard pushing mines aside and likely trying to figure out how to detonate them safely. My twin destroyers were shepherding us into Cherbourg’s outer harbor and I could leave the bridge to get down and aft to our open hatch on C Deck where Haggerty and Marchionda would be coming aboard. I was standing on the platform at the top of the brow leading down to the slowly moving water and I looked into the gig. They had young Brady stretched out to make him comfortable. The kid’s clothes had been burned off and his arms look like they’d melted, with skin coming off in sheets. His face was more or less intact, but his hair was gone and he had third-degree burns on his belly and legs. Our good doctor McGuire had some corpsmen down there doing their best to ease his worries and get him onto a stretcher. Haggerty moved a torso with no head, no legs and only one arm so they could get Brady situated. It was a ghastly business.
“Commander Pratt, we need more body bags down here,” Haggerty called up to me. It struck me he only addressed me by rank when we were in trouble. I nodded to a few more folks, who went down the gang plank to lend a hand. I saw the torso had a name stitched over the right-front pocket. Cruthers. I knew the boy…from Rochester. Once Haggerty, Marchionda and our corpsmen got the dead and injured back aboard, I watched Haggerty take out his .45 pistol and aim it into the gig’s after cabin. He reached in and grabbed a blond-haired boy by the collar of his Kriegsmarine jacket and put the pistol to his head. He was screaming at him, which was Haggerty’s way, and the boy—wet, bloody and bedraggled—put his hands in the air, or tried to. He was wounded. But he looked up at me and our big ship, and I detected a smile. 
Thirty years later, at the end of a warm fall day, it was the same smile I’d just had dinner with.
The jolly young face of Dieter Meintz came to mind as I sketched these recollections on a yellow pad in my darkened kitchen, lit only by a sputtering candle. My friend Dieter was sleeping soundly upstairs in the guest room of our big old house in Hammondsport, at the south end of fabled Keuka Lake. After the war, Dieter worked for Daimler-Benz, and he’d made periodic swings through America to check on technical developments or prowl for sub-contracts. He enjoyed good contacts in our industrial base, from General Motors to Ingersoll Rand to Corning Glass. We were always Dieter’s first stop when he came to America for a biennial hopscotch across the country, often all the way to Seattle to call on Boeing. He would always swing back our way after three weeks or so before heading home.
Dieter became involved in politics as a local official from his home state of Hesse. He made the argument countering the Soviets would always begin with industrial expansion and foreign outreach. He moved his way up through the party of the Christian Democrats, and the West Germans had the good sense to elect Dieter to their highest office. This time through, Dieter would visit the White House, occupied for the moment by an American president embroiled in scandal. Dieter would cheer the old boy up. They needed each other. Dieter was accompanied by his own security detail, and the U.S. Secret Service was overseeing things with their usual savoir faire. They had the house surrounded and had installed a fat telephone line for the Chancellor’s instantaneous connection to his security officials back in the capital of Bonn. A weakened American president might entice the Soviets into sending tanks through the Fulda Gap, and Dieter needed to keep his finger on the trigger. His small army of handlers had found good meals and comfort in local establishments. They had a particular fondness for the Park Inn and the Village Tavern.
We’d filled Dieter with food, drink and lively discourse. My wonderful wife Margie had poured on the charm as always, and Dieter had toddled off to bed. Dieter and I had been desperate enemies for all of a few minutes that raucous afternoon in 1944, but we’d been friends for three decades. I had visited Dieter in his home outside Stuttgart, and I had broken bread with Dieter’s parents. Dieter was the same age as my son Bart, and they’d grown close as well. 
As I write in my pajamas, slippers and robe, my candle sends quavering fragments of light against our pine-paneled walls. There’s a black, moonless night outside my big picture window, and I reflect on that ill-defined transition when former enemies turn the corner and become friends and allies. We had to pursue the Nazi war crimes trials, of course, and root out the evil origins of fascism. Ultimately, we got back on our convoluted track, stirred by the common threat from the Soviets, our former allies. As I write this in 1974, I wonder how and when we will ever reconcile with the Vietnamese. It was a proper cockup, wrought by the politicians, and suffered by the men and women in uniform. 
With Dieter, we became friends almost instantly. I guess you could say it started when I got a corpsman to attend to a superficial shrapnel wound in Dieter’s left shoulder. Then, after we’d been made fast to our berth in a shattered Cherbourg, I took a personal interest by offering Dieter a meal of corn beef and cabbage. He was starved, poor bugger, and right then I thought he’d do anything for me and for Bridger.
Seeing him this trip compelled me to return to my pen, to jot down my war diaries while I still could. Margie was encouraging me. It was Dieter and that Polish boy, Ludwic, who ultimately saved Bridger—which was more than I can say for my own command. Sometimes, the trouble I saw during those tumultuous times returned to me. Cherbourg also represented a brush with the world of espionage I’d encountered after our Murmansk run the year before. Somehow, I got dragged into intelligence work during my tour of duty, and my coming dash through France would burnish my reputation as something of an achiever in this dark realm of human affairs. 
I think the term was double agent.
But let’s not got ahead of ourselves. First, we needed to follow the basic plan:
Before the sun came up the next morning, we had a big farmer’s breakfast. My son Bart and his ten-year-old boy, John, joined us. Margie and I took our little tribe up a road called The Winding Staircase to the old Ghent place near Birdseye Hollow. It was abandoned now. I had a fine Browning Superposed over-and-under .12-gauge shotgun for Dieter, and he had to remind his security detail, once again, that he knew how to use a gun. I had my old L.C. Smith, and Margie still carried her little Ithaca .20 gauge her father bought her in 1938. John was a bit young, but he’d accompany his dad into the field with a single-shot .410 bore. Bart used a nice, all-purpose .12-gauge Browning Auto Five I gave him for this birthday when he turned twenty-one. Bart would pass down to our grandson all the rules of firearms safety he grew up with. It was Bart’s job now, as it had been mine when Bart was a boy. 
There were some thorny old hedgerows all through the Ghent property, and we’d been known to flush some ruffed grouse or a cock pheasant. Between Dieter’s entourage and the press, there were too damn many of us up here in the fields. But we’d work our prized springer spaniel, Lucy, and if we got lucky, we’d breast out any game for a nice stew. Turned out we did okay for our day afield, and as the light faded, Dieter and I returned to Cherbourg, 1944.
He was the happiest prisoner of war Bridger ever carried, and throughout the war we carried quite a few.  I had him bottled up in a makeshift brig for the German POWs I knew we’d be hosting on our trip back across the Atlantic. He was our first guest, in fact. He was highly cooperative with intelligence staff, but he was just a boy and had never been brought into higher-level matters.  I learned his parents were tucked away safely on a farm outside Kassel. A mere fledgling, he’d been drafted with a lot of German teenagers as a last-ditch effort to save a near-vanquished Reich. He’d been trained in small-arms weapons and tactics, with special emphasis on the suicidal Panzerfaust anti-tank rocket that would take out the user just as readily as the enemy. Hitler’s plan was to dragoon these teenage kids into fanning out on their bicycles across Germany and France with their Panzerfausts. This was how Hitler was going to stop the Allies and win the war.  Dieter had been split off from his Wehrmacht units to assist with the Kriegsmarine occupation of Britain’s Channel Islands—Guernsey, Jersey, and tiny Alderney. It seemed the boy had something of a mechanical aptitude, so he was shanghaied by the Schnellboot squadrons and was put to work maintaining their diesel engines. Aboard Bridger, you could say he was a little bored, so I gave him a book to help improve his English. Dieter also liked to eat. 
While Dieter was enjoying Bridger’s gustatory offerings and pursuing his language studies, I was sent on a mission into the heart of embattled France. That’s when I’d met Ludwic, an emaciated Polish boy I brought back to Bridger…and salvation.  But who was saving whom? Writing it all down helped me think things through.  I needed to fully understand those sorrowful days, when the world was upended, and we nearly went down with the ship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two - Mission to Paris
 
I had the amazing Bowker and his housekeeping staff sweeping up shattered glass in our wheelhouse. We needed to find some replacements, and Bowker would scrounge the city looking for big panes he could borrow or steal. I stepped out onto our starboard bridge wing and I could see lines of green-clad troops stream out of Bridger to begin their march down the Cotentin Peninsula past a pulverized Sainte-Mère Église and, later, the controversial Falaise Pocket, where we damn near incarcerated the Fifth and Seventh German Armies. Alas, the enemy found a gap in our line and escaped eastward. 
Our boys were carrying radios, mortar tubes, machine guns, and ammo belts. Hidden in their packs they had letters from home, Zippo lighters, or a lock from a sweetheart’s tresses. For many, it was their first time away from home and their first experience of war. The docks, the wharfage, the warehousing of Cherbourg had all received massive Allied bomb strikes, and a lot of what was left was booby-trapped. Roofs were blown off, walls were down, and the city center was gutted. The Allies had hungry people lining up for anything we could give.  We were responsible for helping raze this town, destruction and death the people of Cherbourg accepted willingly as the price of throwing off the Nazi yoke. As our green-clad men streamed down our gangplanks, the citizenry lined up for bread. The victors marched toward the front, while the citizens stood quietly to accept any kind of assistance. This scene would play out all the way to Berlin.  
 I received word that an aide to Major General J. Lawton Collins of VII Corps—liberator of Cherbourg—wanted to make our acquaintance, and he was accompanied by the Honorable Paul Renault, the mayor. We had to make accommodations for these public relations opportunities while we were in port. But first I needed to check in with the captain. I knocked on Captain Kelly’s cabin door and I heard an enfeebled “come in” from the other side. I wanted to bring him up to speed on all the noise that accompanied our arrival. I had the always polished Wegman giving General Collins’s aide and the mayor a tour, and they would finish in our first-class mess, where I would join them. 
The captain was in bed, but he was propped up, reading a fat book with a red binder marked “Classified.” 
“Thank you, Commander Pratt, for your superlative action today,” he told me. I was a little embarrassed. I stood on the shoulders of a great crew.
“Let’s thank our gun captains,” I told him. “We’d been training up on shot placement and rate of fire. Today it paid off.”
“Well, as I recall Jonas, it was you who took on our training schedules and focused on proficiency,” he responded. “You reminded all of us a troopship like Bridger is still a ship of war.”
“All part of damage control, captain,” I told him, trying to get him off the subject of Commander Jonas Pratt, USN Reserve. Drawing attention to yourself in the Navy was always perilous. “How are you feeling?”
“McGuire has me on some kind of an antibiotic and an acid blocker. But I’ve got diarrhea too, so I can’t go too far from the toilet,” he said. I think I was receiving too much information, and it was time to leaven the conversation.
“I hope it’s not our cooking,” I said. 
“No…no. But McGuire told me it’ll be rice and chicken broth for a while,” he said. “What are your priorities?” I was happy to redirect the conversation.
“We’re making repairs to our wheelhouse and I am writing letters to family,” I told him.
“Grim business,” he said. He had written plenty of letters home, so he understood the toll it could take. Still, being the bearer of terrible news was better than being the recipient. It was important to maintain that perspective.
“I have something to throw on your plate,” he told me. “And I am afraid it comes from on-high.”
“How high?” I asked.
“The highest.”
I was thinking the Pope. But I was not ready for his explanation. 
“Encrypted cable from General Marshall,” he told me. 
“The General of the Army?” I asked, disbelieving. I was sure the general knew all about Bridger, America’s war winner. But what could the man possibly have in mind?
“He was asked to deliver a request…from someone who outranks him,” said the captain. “We think Paris is within ten to fourteen days of liberation. Our First Lady would like someone to ride up to a place called Drancy in the northeast suburbs. The Vichy government set up an internment camp for French undesirables to be trans-shipped to the east for slave labor. Our contacts in the Resistance tell us there are a bunch of unaccompanied kids up there. She wants us to scoop them up, bring them aboard, and bring them back to the States.  The Red Cross will keep them safe while we look for their parents.”
“And Mrs. Roosevelt wants me to go?” I asked, disbelieving.
“Well, she actually asked me to go,” he told me. “But General Marshall requested I send you. He works with your brother and he thinks your Harvard-trained legal talents might come in handy if you have to bust those kids out of jail.”I know he was just trying to be funny, but I was not laughing. My brother, Republican senator from the Finger Lakes region of New York, was ranking member on the Armed Services Committee. He and Marshall worked shoulder to shoulder on procurement. It was not the first time I’d experienced the fine hand of Josiah Pratt working quietly behind the scenes. He knew I didn’t care for it.
“Well, I have a lot of questions,” I told him. “Route planning. Armed escorts. Transport. Meals. Who’s in charge?” 
“I don’t have a lot of answers, Jonas. But you’re very good at improvisation.” I worried he had misplaced his faith. But that had been my career as a navy reservist. They kept throwing things at you, and as long as you could keep all the balls in the air, they threw on a little more.
“Plus, captain, wouldn’t it make better sense to keep those kids in Europe? Makes reuniting with parents easier down the line.” 
“General Marshall and Mrs. Roosevelt suspect those parents have gone east and won’t return,” said the captain. “And Europe will be a mess for some time. The idea is for America to offer a future for these children. And find their parents if we can.”
“I get the point,” I told him. “But Bridger is my priority, and it’s complicated enough…” I bit my tongue. Orders were orders. The look on Captain Kelly’s face let me know the matter was closed.
“Is Collins’s man and Renault here yet?” the captain asked.
“First-class mess for lunch,” I told him. “Wegman is keeping them entertained. His German is near native, but his French is strong, too.”
“Marshall got a hold of Collins, who got a hold of Renault,” said the captain. “They’re both greasing the skids for you. Collins is still busy with the breakout to our south. Horrible terrain down there. And they’re trying to use B-17s for close-air support. It is not going well.” The momentum was building, and I could tell I had lost this argument days ago, when Mrs. Roosevelt woke up in the White House and had this fine little idea. 
“I’ll need Haggerty, Marchionda and Wegman,” I told him. “And some corpsmen. McGuire can spare them while we’re in port.”
“Take whoever you need,” Captain Kelly responded. “But understand we have something of a schedule. Up and back in ten days?”
“Paris hasn’t been liberated yet, sir,” I reminded him.
“But at this rate she should fall pretty quick,” he said. I had come to depend on the captain’s prognostications. He had better access to the intelligence, so I couldn’t dispute this assessment. 
“Let’s say two weeks,” he insisted. 
“If we’re not back and you need to leave, what’s our plan?” I asked him.
“We’ll wait as long as we can,” he responded. “But if I’ve got a bunch of restive POWs below decks, I’ll need to get them out of here. While you’re up there I will be patching together their confinement.”
“I understand,” I respond. “And you say this comes from Mrs. Roosevelt?”
“That is what I was told,” he responded. The First Lady couldn’t know this, but she had just put a sizeable crimp in Bridger’s planning. We didn’t have a minute to lose. 
The captain and I shifted the conversation to Bridger’s care and feeding while our ship was recuperating in Cherbourg. Aside from our shattered bridge, we had some bullet holes to patch. Our gunnery chiefs would be busy re-stocking magazines. Culinary would be scrounging for food. There was nothing fresh and it would be tins of this and that for the five-day sprint back to Hampton Roads. We had our engineering teams—led by our esteemed Caymanian Elvis Foster—figuring out how to get Bridger connected to the PLUTO fuel lines coming from England under the Channel. By the end of the day I would have to have all my teams sorted and aimed in the right direction. I decided to ask Lieutenant Commander Simms to take over for me. I hoped Simms would rise to the occasion as Bridger’s temporary executive officer.
I made my way to the first-class mess and I saw Wegman doing his best to keep the general’s aide and the mayor entertained. Wegman was a young lieutenant, and he had a little pull with culinary, so he had some mess attendants standing at attention in white jackets. We had coffee going, and Wegman had organized a little spread of green salad with tomato—the last from our freezers—some luncheon meats, some sliced American cheese, and some fresh-baked bread with some good Steuben County butter I’d stashed in one of our freezers. It still seemed a bit meager for our new French friend. I walked in bearing all the pomp and circumstance Bridger could muster, overshadowed by the professionalism of General Collins’s representative, who was pin-sharp in a dress uniform with a .45 tucked into a shoulder holster. Wegman was doing a fine job making introductions in French, and I begged their forgiveness at the captain’s absence, “who nonetheless sends his regards.” 
I learned that General Collins’s colleague was a colonel named Fitzhughes. He was in public affairs, and aside from his faltering French, he seemed well suited for this role. He was a little pudgy, as most rear echelon types tended to be, but he had a ready smile and a polished manner. He was there to smooth things over.
We fixed ourselves plates from the buffet and sat down next to the forward ports overlooking Bridger’s bow and her open cargo trunks. There were bullet holes in the glass, glancing blows after what Cherbourg had endured, but enough to show we’d had something of a scrape on our way in. Fitzhughes began:
“I suppose you’ve heard about your change in plans, Commander?” he asked me.
“I have, sir, and of course I have a lot of questions.”
“Let’s start with the idea that nobody is happy about this,” he said. The mayor was trying to follow, and Wegman was murmuring a simultaneous translation.
“We’ll manage,” I said diffidently.
“Our civilian overseers don’t realize what we are up against over here,” Fitzhughes continued. “After Caen, we’ve gotten ourselves into a proper mess in what they call the bocage. Little lanes where it’s hard to swing a tank gun. Tight impenetrable hedgerows. The Germans have a lot of fight left in them, and we’re afraid they’ll reconstitute pretty quickly.”
“I appreciate the tactical challenges,” I said. “But do you have any suggestions as to how we’ll get up to Drancy and back?” 
“I’ve talked to General Collins, and he has consulted with Omar Bradley, who is in charge of the First U.S. Army,” said Fitzhughes. “He can give you a squad, and four deuce-and-a-half trucks. You’ll have to follow the assault, which, after Falaise, will be moving pretty quickly.”
“Good news, then,” I said.
“Be prepared for a lot of hurry up and wait,” he said. “And the mayor wants it known that Cherbourg will pour out its heart for these refugees when you bring them back through.” 
I turned to Wegman. “Please tell the mayor we’ll go forth sustained by the spirit of Cherbourg.” The mayor beamed and offered an important tangent.
“He wants to send his man Henri with us,” said Wegman. The mayor continued and Wegman did his best to keep up.
“Henri is a distant cousin on his wife’s side. He knows the roads, especially through Calvados, because he was a truck driver at one point in his career. Then Henri got into politics and now he is a union organizer. Regrettably, he is also a communist, which is fashionable but probably not in Henri’s long-term interest.” 
I commended Wegman on his linguistic skills, and I turned to Fitzhughes.
“We’ll need maps, rations, water. My security chief Haggerty will be along and he’ll bring our small arms. I am also bringing my friend Wegman here, and my assistant, Seaman Marchionda, plus two corpsmen if our medical department can spare them.”
“I’ll make sure the squad is equipped,” Fitzhughes said. “Let’s say two hours.” 
“And I’ll need orders. It’s the only way we’ll be able to get through checkpoints,” I told him with a hint of emphasis. I didn’t want to go wandering through war-torn France without proper documentation. It would be hell to get shot as an infiltrator. Fitzhughes slid an envelope across the table. I opened it and gave it a scan. It appeared in order, and it was signed by General Collins,  but I would have to read the fine print later. 
Two hours.
It didn’t give me much time, but it certainly set the pace. I was itching to get away from lunch but I had to endure all the standard pleasantries. I vowed “we shall return”—to the mayor’s rapture. Wegman and I finally freed ourselves and I had to assume Haggerty and Marchionda were down in the holds where we were setting up accommodation for our incoming German guests. I got into the after-cargo spaces on D Deck and I could see the sky as I looked all the way up through our vertical loading trunk. Bridger had an ingenious way to position our consumables down through a series of hatches that closed one-by-one until we were all battened down on deck. Our bottom hold would be converted into a makeshift prison camp. Now I had seamen stripped to the waist putting together cyclone wire fencing festooned with barbed wire at top and bottom. We had portable latrines piped into our inlets and outlets, some potable water tanks on wheels, and culinary had devised a method for serving meals while keeping our prisoners secured. We also had a small enclosure to allow ten prisoners at a time to exit without releasing the whole rabble. The Geneva Convention required we give our prisoners some sun and air at least every other day. We had enclosures set up on B Deck aft, with guard posts. Haggerty was our security chief and he was usually unruffled. But I sensed the man was off somewhere in deep contemplation.
“We set up down here?” I asked him.
“We need more barbed wire,” he told me, and I turned to my substitute Mr. Simms, who, I hoped, had paid some attention to our reconfiguration. 
“You’ll have to get General Collins’s supply people on that, Mr. Simms,” I told him, and he responded in the affirmative. 
“I will put it on the list,” he said. 
I briefed Haggerty on our mission up to Drancy. He stated drily: “Don’t you just love a road trip?” 
Then he added: “What about land mines? German stragglers? Those Vichy motherfuckers?” I had learned to tolerate all of Haggerty’s rough edges. He had other uses.
“I am pretty sure you’ve only skimmed the surface,” I told him. “Time to get geared up. Meet you at the after brow in an hour.”  Haggerty, Wegman and Marchionda left, and I found Dieter sitting on a Swift’s meat crate reading the single-volume encyclopedia I had given him from our well-stocked library. His arm was in a sling, but Donahue and the boys from the Master at Arms department had given him a shower, and a dry jump suit with the big letters POW on the back. Dieter smiled as I approached.
“I see you are pursuing your studies,” I told him casually as I stood in front of him.
“I can feel my English getting better by the minute,” he said. “And I love this big ship. Can I ask what you call her?” I didn’t see the harm in releasing the name of our ship to this juvenile captive.
“U.S.S. James F. Bridger. Formerly the ocean liner Majestic,” I told him.
“Majestic! A Gibbs and Cox design,” he said. The boy had studied us.
“The very one,” I responded. I didn’t want to reveal much more. But Dieter was ahead of me.
“Six Babcock and Wilcox boilers. From Providence, Rhode Island. Steam turbines driving DeVaal reduction gears.”
“You know us then,” I responded reluctantly. I couldn’t confirm or deny. “I have some questions, too.”
“What do you want to know?” he asked.
“What you call your Schnellboots. Powered by BMW engines?”  I knew I was wrong. I was hoping he would correct this false assertion. I was trying to smoke him out. Dieter was eager to please.
“Oh no. Three MB-501 Daimler-Benz engines,” he stated with pride. “I worked on those engines. Simple and strong.”
“Speed must have been up around twenty knots,” I stated erroneously. I knew they were faster, but I was not sure by how much.
“Acht…you’re almost twenty knots too slow,” he told me.
“Built in
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