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❦

To the young men who were forced to fight wars they did not create.

To the boys of seventeen, eighteen, and nineteen—American privates and German Gefreiters alike—who were pulled from classrooms, farms, and small towns in the winter of 1945 and sent to stand on opposite banks of a cold gray river. You had not chosen the ideologies that brought you there. You had not drawn the maps or signed the orders or built the camps. The war chose you, handed you a rifle, and told you the river must be held or crossed, and that your life was the price if it was not.

This book is for Thomas Reiner and Kai Brandt, and for every boy like them who never asked to be at Remagen. It is for the Americans who ran across the Ludendorff Bridge under fire on the seventh of March, and for the German soldiers who waited on the far bank and in the darkness of the Erpeler Ley tunnel. It is for the twenty-eight American engineers who died when the bridge finally collapsed on the seventeenth of March, and for every German soldier and civilian who fell in those ten days of fighting and in the hard weeks that followed behind the wire of the Rhine meadow camps.

It is for all the men and women—on both sides of that river—who gave up their lives in this battle. Some wore the uniform of the aggressor; some wore the uniform of the liberator. None of them had begun the catastrophe that placed them there. They were the youngest and most expendable pieces of a machinery far larger than themselves, asked to pay in blood for decisions made in distant rooms by men who would never stand on that bridge or sleep in those muddy holes.

You were not the architects of this war. You were its conscripts. You were the ones who ran, who held, who dug, who shivered, who wrote letters home you were never sure would arrive, and who, in the end, simply wanted to see your mothers again, to finish growing up, to live an ordinary life.

May the Rhine that still flows between the empty towers carry your names gently. May those of us who come after remember that you were once boys and girls with ordinary dreams before history demanded everything of you.

In memory of the twenty-eight. In memory of the boy on the far bank. In memory of every young man and woman, on every side, who crossed a river in someone else’s war and did not come home.

— Eric Dowell

❦

“We saw him lying there on the road — just an ordinary soldier,

like hundreds of thousands of others who had come so far from home

and would never go back.”

— Ernie Pyle, war correspondent, 1945

❦

“Wir hatten nicht an die Zukunft gedacht — nur an den nächsten Tag.”

“We had not thought about the future — only the next day.”

— From a postwar letter, German veteran, Western Front, 1945

❦

“The bridge is still standing.”

— First radio message from the Remagen bridgehead,

7 March 1945, 16:00 hours
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Author's Note
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The Ludendorff Bridge was real. It stood at Remagen, on the Rhine's west bank, across from the village of Erpel and the rock face called the Erpeler Ley. It was built during the First World War to move German troops and supplies to the Western Front — a military structure from the beginning, its twin stone towers pierced with firing loopholes the designers thought might one day be needed. In March of 1945, those loopholes were needed.

On the afternoon of the seventh of March, a patrol from Combat Command B of the U.S. 9th Armored Division crested a wooded ridge above the town and saw the bridge still standing. The Germans had been dropping their bridges on the Rhine for weeks. This one was supposed to have gone already. It had not.

What followed — the scramble across contested decking, the German demolition that fired but did not finish, the ten days of improvised bridgehead, the collapse of the span on the seventeenth of March that killed twenty-eight American engineers and wounded ninety-three others — is among the most documented episodes of the European war. Ken Hechler's book on the bridge is still in print. The museum in the west tower at Remagen keeps the record. The names of the men who did what they did on those ten days are not obscure.

This book does not change those names. Where real officers appear — Brigadier General William Hoge of Combat Command B; Lieutenant Karl Timmermann of Company A, 27th Armored Infantry Battalion; Sergeant Alexander Drabik, the first American across; Lieutenant Hugh Mott and Sergeants Eugene Dorland and John Reynolds of the 9th Armored Engineer Battalion, who cut the demolition wires under fire; Captain Willi Bratge, the German bridge commandant; Captain Karl Friesenhahn, his engineer; Major Hans Scheller, sent from corps on the morning of the seventh and shot by order of a flying court-martial six days later — they are named, and their documented actions stand. The real people are on the bridge. The fictional ones are beside them.

Thomas Reiner, the American private, is fictional. Kai Brandt, the German Gefreiter, is fictional. They are composites, built from unit records, letters, memoirs, and court-martial testimony. Nothing they see or do on the bridge or in the tunnel departs from what was seen or done there by men whose names are recorded. What they think, feel, and fear is invented within the limits of what men in their circumstances recorded having thought, felt, and feared.

The second half of the book enters ground that is harder to walk on. The Rheinwiesenlager — the Rhine meadow camps — opened in April of 1945 along the west bank, from Remagen south to Bad Kreuznach, to hold the hundreds of thousands of German soldiers surrendering faster than any existing prisoner-of-war system could absorb. They were barbed-wire enclosures in plowed fields. At their peak they held close to two million men under the legal designation Disarmed Enemy Forces — a category the U.S. Army created to suspend full Geneva Convention obligations during the emergency. Conditions in the first weeks were extremely hard. Men dug holes in the mud for shelter because there was no shelter. Rations ran short. Dysentery spread. Mortality estimates vary by source and method; the serious scholarly range lies between three thousand and ten thousand deaths across the whole system, with some researchers arguing higher figures within defensible methodology. Claims of mass death in the hundreds of thousands — most prominently in James Bacque's 1989 Other Losses — have been examined and rejected by a consensus of historians, Stephen Ambrose among them. The camps were a failure of scale and logistics inside a defeated system. They were not an extermination policy. Both halves of that sentence matter.

This book does not weigh the Rheinwiesenlager against the camps the Nazi regime built. It does not draw an equivalence. The twelve-year system that produced Auschwitz, Treblinka, Sobibór, and the killing fields of the East was a crime without parallel in its century, and that judgment is not in question on any page of this book or in the mind of the man who wrote it. What this book does is sit, for a while, with a particular kind of young man in a particular kind of uniform — the boy who was handed a rifle in 1944 at seventeen, told the Fatherland needed him, not asked whether he believed in what the Fatherland had done — and look at what happened to him when the war ended and the enclosures opened.

This is a book about two boys. It is also a book about the machinery around the boys: the units, the orders, the weapons, the bridges, the wire. Both matter. Neither explains the other entirely.

A word about what this book is not. It is not a story of the "clean Wehrmacht." The myth of the apolitical German soldier, untouched by the regime he served, was propagated after the war for reasons of reintegration and Cold War alliance, and it is now largely discredited. Ordinary German soldiers knew more than was later claimed; many participated in more than they later admitted; some knew and did not act, and some did not know and might not have acted if they had. Kai Brandt knows some of what his country has done. He does not know all of it. He is uneasy about what he knows. He does not resolve his unease in this book, because men in his position did not resolve it at the time, and many did not resolve it for the rest of their lives.

Similarly, this book is not a story of American innocence. Thomas Reiner and the men around him are not monstrous. They are also not above the wartime instincts their training cultivated. In the tunnel at the Erpeler Ley, in the meadow at Sinzig, in the long months of improvised custody, the men who had crossed the bridge were sometimes careful and sometimes not, sometimes humane, and sometimes exhausted past humanity. This book tries to look at that too.

If you are reading this to decide who was right, you will be disappointed. History has already decided that question, and this book does not reopen it. If you are reading to understand how the war ended at ground level, on one bridge, for two boys, this book is written for you.

The river is still there. The bridge is not. The twin towers remain on both banks, weathered, preserved. You can walk up to them today. Nothing about the place announces what happened there. A small museum in the west tower tells you some of it. For the rest, you will have to stand where the decking used to be, look at the water below, and imagine.

That is what this book asks of you.

— Eric Dowell
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The Rhine is easy to understand on a map.

It is a blue line, a neat curve, and a boundary that can be traced with a fingertip. On a planning table it looks simple: west bank, east bank, arrows crossing over. In the winter of 1945 it did not feel simple to the men who stood on its shores. It felt like the edge of the world.

By the time the war reached the river, the cities along its length were stone and dust. Cologne had been bombed into a hollow cathedral, the cathedral itself improbably still standing among flattened blocks. Mainz, Koblenz, Düsseldorf — each a ruin under a permanent pall of coal smoke. Refugee columns moved east against the advancing Americans and west against the advancing Russians, caught between pressures neither could outrun. Letters from the front arrived in black-bordered envelopes. Ration cards were good for what food could still be delivered, which was less each week. Air-raid sirens had become background, noticed only when they did not sound. The Rhine had become a final dividing line — not because it mattered militarily in any way the river itself explained, but because the German High Command had decided, months earlier, that the Rhine would be the line. All bridges would be dropped. The enemy would not cross.

This book steps into that moment at ground level. It follows two young men to the water's edge: Thomas Reiner, a private from York County, Nebraska, who has crossed an ocean and three countries to get here, and Kai Brandt, a Gefreiter from a small town in the Eifel hills who has watched the front line creep west to east across his own country until it reached the river he saw once, at nine, on a school outing. They do not know each other's names. They do not speak each other's language. Their stories run side by side, like the banks of the same river.

History books will tell you who invaded whom, which governments signed which orders, how many divisions moved on which dates. That story matters and is well documented. It explains how a railway bridge above Remagen became, for ten days in March, the most consequential piece of steel in Europe. What those books often cannot show is what it felt like to be one of the figures underneath those lines.

From a distance, the American army approached the river. Up close, Thomas did — one young man with a pack on his back, an M1 Garand in his hands, and a mind that kept slipping away from the present moment and back to the sound of a screen door closing at home. To the west of the Rhine he was one of many: a private, a serial number, a small piece of a vast machine. Inside his own head he was still the boy who had ridden in the back of a grain truck with his cousins or leaned on a fencepost watching the sun go down over cornfields or tried to understand what his father meant when he talked about duty in a voice that sounded both proud and afraid.

From a distance, the German defenders held the far bank. Up close, Kai did — a seventeen-year-old who had grown up with one set of words for his country and was now watching those words catch fire. He had been told that the river must be held, that the enemy must not cross, that to fail was to betray everything. He had also been told, in quieter ways, that there were consequences for disobedience that fell not just on soldiers but on families. Inside, he was a son, a brother, a boy who remembered summer afternoons and the taste of bread before the rations grew thin, and who was beginning to understand, in ways he could not yet say aloud, that the men who had brought his country to this river had done things he did not want to know about in full.

This book does not ask you to forget what their uniforms meant. The eagle on Kai's tunic and the star on Thomas's helmet carried vastly different histories and values. One side fought for a system that had built camps and ghettos and sent millions to their deaths. The other side fought, imperfectly and unevenly, to stop it. That moral landscape is real, and it matters. Ignoring it would be dishonest.

At the same time, this book insists on another truth: the boy in the wrong uniform still had a heartbeat, still felt hunger and terror, still lay awake wondering if he would ever again see the people he loved. The boy in the right uniform still suffered, still killed and risked being killed, still carried home images that would wake him in the dark for the rest of his life. Both were trapped in a war they did not choose, pushed forward by decisions made in distant rooms.

Three strands carry the story. The first is Thomas's. The second is Kai's. The third is the bridge itself, and the world around it. Between the personal chapters you will find passages that step back just far enough to show the larger setting: the history of the span, the commanders on both sides, what was happening elsewhere on the front while Thomas and Kai moved toward each other. Those passages provide the dates and maps, the numbers and names, the context that makes it clear how a single crossing could help bend the end of the war.

Taken together, the three strands are meant to do something simple and difficult: to hold two truths in your mind at the same time.

The first: the system that sent Kai to the river was guilty of terrible crimes.

The second: Kai himself, like Thomas, was a human being whose life had value long before anyone put a weapon in his hands.

The bridge between them is made of steel and rivets.

The bridge between them is also made of recognition.

This book invites you to walk out onto both.
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Maps and Historical Context
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[image: ]The Western Front, early March 1945. 
The Ludendorff Bridge at Remagen is indicated at the center of the front line.
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PART I — THE BRIDGE
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Remagen and the Ludendorff Bridge, March 1945
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Chapter 1 — The River in Winter
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The first time Thomas Reiner saw the Rhine; it did not look like a line on a map.

It looked like the end of something.

He stood with his squad at the edge of a ruined street on the west bank and tried not to stare. Staring made it feel too big. Better to glance, to take it in sideways, the way you took in a bad wound on someone else — quickly, without letting on how much you had seen. The river was wider than anything he had looked at before. The Platte ran past his uncle's land south of York, and the Missouri was out east, and he had thought those were rivers. This was a different order of water. Dark, sullen, pushing north through a gray afternoon under a gray sky, carrying nothing visible but its own weight.

A truck backfired behind him. A shell landed on the far bank, dull thud, a brief fan of dirt and smoke rising against the haze. He flinched. His shoulders rose almost to his ears, a reflex he could not break. He waited for the second blast, the third, the pattern that meant a barrage. When they did not come, he forced his shoulders down again and pretended nothing had happened.

"Hell of a creek," Miller said beside him.

Thomas glanced over. Miller was a lanky kid from Enid, Oklahoma, with the kind of face that always looked like it had been dragged out of a poker game and promised the Army would drop him back in his chair when it was done. He had his helmet tilted back just enough to show the pale line of his forehead. His eyes were on the water.

"It's a river," Thomas said.

"Where I come from, this is a flood and a half." Miller sniffed. "You think they got catfish in there?"

A few of the men laughed, a quick brittle sound that died fast. Jokes were like matches lately. They flared, went out, left the dark just as thick.

Thomas did not answer. He was thinking of another river, smaller, slower. Summer. The Platte, running brown past his uncle's land. He and his brother Lyle had waded in up to their knees and let the current push at their legs, feeling the soft suck of mud between their toes. The water there had smelled of wet earth and cut alfalfa. His mother's voice could carry from the porch if she called them for supper.

The Rhine smelled like cold and smoke and something metallic he had come to associate with shattered buildings. There was no porch behind him, only the broken teeth of a town that had been chewed half away.

"Form it up!" Sergeant Halloran called from the street.

The squad shifted automatically, small movements rippling through the cluster of men like a current through weeds. Thomas adjusted the sling of his Garand on his shoulder, felt for the familiar weight of the letters in his breast pocket. The edges of the top one had gone soft from being taken out and refolded too many times. He did not need to read them anymore. He knew every line. Having them there, over his heart, felt like a thin kind of armor. Ruth's handwriting on the outside. Ruth's patience on the inside. A schoolteacher's hand, neat, unshowy. He had not answered the last three. He did not know what to write that would not sound either false or so true it would frighten her.

He wondered, suddenly, what the river smelled like on the other side. Not the abstract enemy side from the briefings and the radio reports, but the actual ground across the water. Did it smell the same. He pushed the thought away. It was dangerous, the way his mother had talked about stray dogs being dangerous — not because of what they were, but because of what you might forget about them.

"Eyes front, Reiner," Halloran barked as they formed a loose line along the shell-pocked wall.

"Yes, Sarge."

He fixed his gaze on the sergeant's back, on the webbing and the canteen and the scuffed metal of the helmet. Orders came down in neat words: hold here, move there, wait. Underneath the words, time stretched and yawned. Waiting had become its own kind of fatigue. He sometimes thought he could feel his nerves wearing down like boot soles.

They had been told they were near the bridge, though no one in his squad had seen it yet. Rumors moved faster than orders. Some said it was already gone, blown sky-high by the retreating Germans. Some said it was still there by some miracle, hanging on with twisted beams and missing planks, a dead man still on his feet. Some swore they had seen it from the high ground. The bridges to the north had gone already. The Hohenzollern at Cologne lay in the river. The Mülheim bridge too. Every commander who had driven a column up to an intact span in the last week had watched it go down before he could get across. The word from the briefings was blunt: expect no intact crossings; prepare for an assault by boat, barge, or engineered pontoon under fire.

"Doesn't matter what it looks like," Halloran had said the night before, when they were jammed into a cold cellar that smelled of coal and damp clothes. "If they tell us to cross, we cross. And we cross however they tell us to."

Now, in the thin daylight, Thomas believed him. Orders had a way of turning impossible into next. You didn't argue with them. You shouldered your pack and followed.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, feeling the ache in his calves from the last long march. His socks were damp. They were always damp. He could not remember the last time his feet had been properly dry. It made everything feel colder than it was.

Miller nudged him, tilting his chin toward the river. "Think of it like this. We get across that thing, the brass says maybe we're one step closer to going home. That's how I'm going to look at it."

Thomas swallowed. Home had become a slippery word. Sometimes it meant his parents' house, his mother's hands in flour, his father's cigarette glowing on the porch while the cottonwoods moved in the wind along the section road. Sometimes it meant the absence of this — no more explosions, no more sudden silences, no more waking up with his heart racing because some piece of a dream had sounded too much like incoming fire.

Sometimes, late at night, it meant something smaller. A hot bath. A bed with clean sheets. A room that didn't smell like ten men and their fear.

"Yeah," he said quietly. "Home."

The word tasted strange on his tongue, like something foreign he was trying to pronounce correctly.

A distant rumble rolled along the river, deeper than artillery, like a giant clearing its throat. Men turned their heads, glancing up and down the bank. Someone muttered about tanks. Someone else said it was just more demolition charges going off somewhere upriver. The sound faded, leaving a tinnitus ringing in the air.

Thomas breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth. His breath made faint ghosts. He watched them vanish.

He thought of Ruth then, because that was what his mind did when there was nothing else it could control. Her face came easily: the curve of her cheek, the way her hair slipped loose from its pins when she laughed, the small freckle just above her lip that he had memorized without meaning to. He could see her at her parents' kitchen table, elbows on the worn surface, a letter spread out in front of her. Was she reading the last one again. Was she tracing the lines with her finger the way he did with hers.

He had promised things in those letters. Promised he would come back. Promised they would take a train somewhere they had never been, just because they could. Promised he would never again complain about the weather or the price of coffee or any of the small, ordinary annoyances that had once seemed important before he learned what real problems were.

Promises weighed more out here than any pack.

"Let's move," Halloran called. "Stay tight. Keep your heads down."

The line loosened and reformed as they stepped out from the broken wall and into the open street. The river slid along on their right, indifferent. Thomas could hear it now, a low, constant rush under the more abrupt sounds of boots and clinking gear and the occasional distant crack of a rifle.

He did not look directly at the water again. Not yet. There would be time enough to stare at it if he had to step out over it.

For now, he watched the backs of the men in front of him, the way their shoulders rose and fell, the way their heads dipped when a shot sounded far off. Every one of them, he realized, was doing the same thing he was: walking forward because stopping was not an option, carrying fears they would never say aloud, thinking about people who were not here.

Somewhere across the river, on a strip of mud and ruined streets that looked, in the winter light, not so different from this one, another group of young men was being told to stand their ground. To hold. To fire when they saw movement. To believe that everyone on this bank was a monster.

Thomas adjusted his grip on his rifle. His fingers were stiff inside his gloves.

"Keep moving," Halloran said again.

So he did.

❦
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Chapter 2 — Kai on the Far Bank
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The river sounded different from this side.

Kai Brandt had never seen the Rhine from this close before the war. In schoolbooks and on postcards it had been a broad, dignified thing, blue and sunlit, with castles on hills and vineyards marching in neat rows down the slopes. Today it looked like a long, black wound under a sky the same color as dirty wool.

He stood in the shadow of a broken warehouse on the edge of Erpel, his boots sunk an inch into frozen mud, and listened. The water made a low, steady noise that threaded under everything else — the intermittent crack of a rifle from the west bank, the distant cough of artillery, the occasional small thud of falling masonry from a building a shell had already opened.

"Don't stand out in the open," a voice snapped behind him. "Do you want to be the easiest target on the bank?"

Kai stepped closer to the wall automatically. The Feldwebel's tone cut through the cold. He kept his eyes down, not wanting to meet the man's gaze. The noncom moved past with a clatter of equipment, his greatcoat too thin for the weather, his jaw already dark with stubble despite the hour. No one shaved properly anymore. Water was for drinking, or for washing blood off hands, if you were lucky.

"Always watching, that one," muttered the soldier beside Kai once the Feldwebel was gone.

The man was older, mid-thirties maybe, with deep lines around his mouth that made him look older still. His name was Ernst. A miner from the Saar, conscripted late, already a widower by the time he was sent east and then west, a man with a photograph of a daughter folded into the waterproof pouch over his heart the way Kai carried nothing, because he had not yet learned to carry a photograph he could not bear to lose.

"I wasn't..." Kai stopped. He had been doing exactly what the Feldwebel accused him of. Staring. Listening. Trying to understand what the enemy side of the river felt like.

"You've never been this close?" Ernst asked.

Kai shook his head. "First time."

Ernst snorted softly. "First time for everyone to be shot at from across it, I suppose. They say the Americans have more shells than we have boots."

Kai had heard that too. Rumors traded places with air. The Americans had endless planes, endless tanks, endless food. They had chocolate and cigarettes and boots that did not leak. He pictured them as giants, broad-shouldered and well-fed, faces smooth, eyes calm. It was easier than imagining they might be his age. Easier, safer.

"What's it like?" The question slipped out before he could stop it. "On the other side, I mean."

Ernst shrugged under his worn coat. "Probably looks a lot like this. Broken houses. Holes in the ground. Men who wish they were somewhere else."

Kai looked back at the river, careful this time to keep close to the wall. The far bank was a dark, irregular line through the thin winter haze. Sometimes a flash of light betrayed a muzzle. Sometimes a shell rose and arced toward them, leaving a dirty scratch across the sky. Mostly it just sat there, stubborn, and silent.

His hands ached around his rifle. It was a Karabiner 98k, the bolt-action Mauser his father had once used in the last war and his grandfather in the war before that, though he had not yet dared to tell his father he was carrying the same pattern of weapon. The cold made his fingers slow, and he flexed them one at a time inside his gloves. He had been issued the rifle months ago at a training depot in Siegburg that smelled of oil and damp paper. The instructor had talked about how many rounds it could fire per minute; how accurate it was at what distance. Numbers, angles, targets. No one had mentioned what it would feel like the first time you fired it at a man, not a paper silhouette.

He had done that now, once, at a range he could not have measured. The memory sat in his chest like a small, sharp stone.

"Are you from here?" Ernst asked suddenly.

"Not far." Kai nodded vaguely upriver toward the Eifel hills. "A town south of Mayen."

"Then you know this water better than I do," Ernst said. "You should tell it to spit the Americans back out."

He meant it as a joke, Kai thought, but the words lodged somewhere deeper.

He had seen the Rhine before, but never like this. When he was nine, his mother had taken him on a day trip to Koblenz, to the Deutsches Eck, where the Rhine and the Moselle met under the shadow of an enormous statue of an emperor on a horse. It had been July. He remembered the smell of grilled sausages and sweet mustard, the sound of an accordion somewhere in the crowd, the way sunlight had shattered itself on the surface of the water into a thousand bright pieces. He had stood on a low wall and watched barges slide by, imagining they were ships crossing to other worlds.

That memory did not match the river he saw now. This one had no music, only distant guns. No bright pieces of light, only the dull, flat reflection of a sun that seldom came out. Somewhere between then and now, the story of the river had been rewritten, and the emperor had been pulled down from his horse by bombs and replaced with a low heap of rubble.

"Kai!" a voice called.

He turned. The Feldwebel was standing in a gap where a door used to be, framed by splintered wood and hanging brick.

"Inside. Briefing."

The room they crowded into had once been part of the warehouse offices. A metal desk lay on its side in the corner, one drawer half open, spilling out papers with curled, scorched edges. A filing cabinet rested at an angle, its door torn off. Someone had chalked a rough map on the wall, black lines and crosses and circles over flaking plaster.

Kai slipped into a spot near the back, shoulder to shoulder with other men. Their bodies radiated a faint, tired warmth. The air smelled of sweat, wet wool, and something sour he had learned not to identify too closely.

An officer he did not recognize stood near the map, gloves tucked into his belt. His uniform was cleaner than most, his boots less scuffed, but there were dark smudges under his eyes. They all had those now.

"The enemy is close on the west bank," the officer said without preamble. "They have reached the outskirts of Remagen. Our job is to hold this side. Orders from corps are clear: the Ludendorff is prepared for demolition. Captain Bratge commands this sector. Captain Friesenhahn is responsible for the charges. They will fire the bridge when the enemy reaches the west ramp, not before. Until then we hold our positions and cover the approaches."

He paused to let that settle.

Kai thought about the bridge as he had seen it that morning, from the low ground near the warehouse. A railway bridge, three spans, stone towers at each end, black against the pale sky. The decking had already been boarded over for foot and light-vehicle traffic, the rails still visible in places. Engineer troops had been visible on it for days, moving packages of explosive into place at the supports. The charges, someone had said, were not military demolition explosive — those had not been delivered — but Donarit, a cheaper industrial blasting compound meant for quarries. Kai had not understood at first why men spoke of this with bitterness. He had since begun to understand.

"You will remain in your positions," the officer continued. "We expect increased artillery. You will not abandon your posts without orders. Anyone who found falling back without authorization will be treated as a deserter."

The word sat heavy in the room. Kai did not need the officer to explain the consequences. He had heard stories. He had seen, a week ago, two bodies hanging from a lamppost at a crossroads near Bonn, signs around their necks that read I was a coward. He had looked away quickly. Looking away had not made them unseen.

"Remember," the officer said, eyes sweeping the crowded room. "This is our soil. Our homes. Our families behind us. The enemy may have more men, more guns, but they do not have our resolve."

Kai thought of his mother in their small apartment above the bakery in St. Johann, the way she had looked at him the day he left. She had tried not to cry. He had tried to stand straight, shoulders back, the way the posters showed. The words he had practiced — about duty, about honor, about returning — had come out in a small, thin voice that did not match his uniform. She had kissed his forehead the way she had when he was a child with a fever.

Had the raids reached their street. He had not had a letter in weeks. The Feldpost came in clumps, late if at all. Somewhere, in some sorting room, bag, or pile, his last note to her might be lying unread, the ink already fading.

The officer finished the briefing with phrases Kai had heard many times now: hold, resist, trust in victory, trust in the Führer. The men murmured assent where they were supposed to. No one asked questions. Questions did not change orders.

Back outside, the cold hit him like a hand. He sucked in a breath that felt like swallowing needles.

"Deserters," Ernst said under his breath as they went back to their stretch of the riverbank. "As if there were anywhere to run."

Kai did not answer. The truth of it was too sharp.

If he ran, where would he go. The enemy filled the west. His own army filled the east. Home was somewhere in the path of both. The war had turned the map into a set of closing jaws.

He took up his place again behind the low, jagged wall that served as their cover. The bricks were cold through his coat when he leaned his shoulder against them. He rested his rifle on the edge; barrel pointed toward the far bank and tried to pick out shapes in the gray.

For a moment, his mind blurred the distance. The silhouettes over there could have been anyone — could have been boys he had gone to school with if his school had been on the other side of an ocean.

A crack split the air, sharp and sudden. A bullet smacked into the wall not far from his head, showering him with dust and tiny chips of brick. He flinched, heart seizing, a hot flood of fear cutting through the cold. Instinct drove him down, cheek pressed to the rough surface, breath loud in his ears.

"Stay low!" someone shouted.

He swallowed and lifted his head just enough to see. Smoke puffed from a spot on the far bank. There were figures moving, jerky shadows between ruins.

His finger settled on the trigger. Training took over where thought faltered. Exhale, sight picture, squeeze. He had done this before. On ranges. In brief, chaotic exchanges that left his ears ringing and his memory smeared.

He fired. The rifle kicked against his shoulder. Somewhere across the water, the bullet landed. He did not know where. He did not know whom it touched if anyone. There was a strange kind of mercy in that ignorance.

"Good," Ernst grunted. "Make them keep their heads down. Don't give them an easy crossing."

Kai nodded, though he could not say whether what he had done was good or merely necessary. The river did not comment. It went on flowing, patient and indifferent.

Between shots, in the thin slivers of silence, his mind wandered where it was not supposed to go. He imagined one of the figures across the way crouched behind a wall, just like him, just as cold, with a photograph in a pocket just like his — no, he had no photograph, but someone over there had one — and the image was so ordinary and so forbidden that he shook it off and fired again.

"Eyes front, Brandt," the Feldwebel barked from down the line.

He jerked his attention back to the sights. The enemy bank blurred, sharpened, blurred again as his eyes watered from the wind. He blinked hard.

The officers spoke of defense and honor. The posters spoke of glory. The river spoke of nothing at all. It waited for whatever men chose to throw into it.

Kai shifted his weight, feeling the stiffness in his legs. He had no idea how long they would stand here, how many hours or days would pass before the bridge became the center of everything. He only knew this: somewhere out there, beyond the gray, another boy was staring back toward him with the same tightness in his chest.

He adjusted his grip on the rifle and watched the far bank, the invisible line where land met water and where, eventually, their paths would cross.

❦
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Chapter 3 — Night on the West Bank
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General Hoge and his staff observing the Ludendorff Bridge from the west bank, 7 March 1945.

By the time darkness settled over the river, Thomas felt like he had been standing in the same five square feet for a year.

The day had thinned and folded in on itself, light leaking away until the ruins around them turned into shapes instead of buildings, suggestions instead of details. The Rhine, which had been a smear of gray under a gray sky, became a moving absence — a long, dark trough where the ambient light refused to settle.

They had been pulled back from the very edge of town to a cluster of smashed houses overlooking a bend in the water. The street here was a broken-teeth row of facades: whole fronts bitten away, rooms laid open like dollhouses. A wardrobe on an upper floor stood untoppled, its door hanging open over empty space. A lace curtain fluttered from a window that no longer had glass. Thomas's squad had claimed what was left of the ground floor, a rectangle of cracked tile and two standing walls that offered at least a little shelter from the wind.

"Pick a corner and make friends with it," Halloran said. "We're here until someone smarter than me decides otherwise."

Thomas dropped his pack near a section of wall where old wallpaper still clung in peeling strips. Flowers, he thought. Once there had been flowers here, printed and maybe painted, and someone had stood on a chair to smooth each sheet with care. Now mud spattered the petals, and a jagged crack ran through a rose.

He slid down until he was sitting with his back against the wall, rifle across his knees. The tile under him was cold enough that he felt it through his trousers. He shifted, tried a different angle, realized there was no position that would make it comfortable.

"How close you figure we are?" Miller asked, dropping beside him.

"To what?"

"The bridge, Einstein."

Thomas thought of the map they had been shown earlier, the one with arrows and symbols that never seemed to match the reality under his boots. The Ludendorff Bridge at Remagen lay a little south of Bonn, one of the last major crossings not already demolished by German engineers as U.S. First Army pushed east. If the rumors were right and the bridge was still standing, the west end of it was less than three miles away.

"Couple of miles, maybe less," he said. "Hard to tell in all this."

Miller whistled softly. "Couple miles from history, then."

Thomas let his head fall back against the wall. History. He tried to picture what that meant. Books on shelves. Old men in classrooms. Pictures in newspapers of generals shaking hands on the deck of ships. None of those images included him, sitting on a cracked floor in borrowed ruins, wondering if he would get to take his boots off tonight.

"History doesn't care if we get any sleep," he said.

Miller snorted. "History doesn't dig latrines, either."

A few tired chuckles from nearby. Someone at the other end of the room coughed, a deep, ragged sound. Another man lit a cigarette cupped in his hands, the match flaring briefly like a captured star before he shook it out. The smell of tobacco drifted through the room, mixing with damp wool, mud, and the faint, sour tang of sweat that never really went away.

In training they had been told that soldiers got used to everything. The marches, the food, the dirt. What Thomas had discovered instead was that the body never really got used to discomfort. It only learned to complain more quietly, and to narrow its expectations. He was not used to cold. He simply no longer expected to be warm.

He found himself thinking, absurdly, of the bathroom at home. White enamel tub. Tiles that clicked under bare feet. Towels that smelled of soap and sunshine. Privacy, that miraculous luxury. Here, even the most basic bodily functions had become public, shared, just one more indignity in a long list that included lice, ration cans, and the way everyone pretended not to notice when a man woke up gasping from a dream.

Outside, the guns started again, a slow, deliberate pounding that rolled along the river like bad weather. Thomas counted the seconds between flashes and thuds, trying to judge distance. Somewhere downriver, heavy artillery was searching for crossings, for engineers, for any sign that the Americans meant to come over in earnest.

"Reminds me of thunder," Miller said.

"Thunder doesn't throw shrapnel."

Miller shrugged and tugged his helmet down a little lower. They talked, then fell silent, then talked again. Little scraps of conversation, like the crumbs left after a meal. Who had heard from home last. Who had seen a tank knocked out up close. Who was quite sure the coffee in their last field-kitchen stop had been brewed from ground-up boots. The jokes were mostly recycled. No one cared. The point was the rhythm, not the content.

After a while, Halloran came by, stepping around packs and legs.

"Two-man watches," he said. "Rotating. Nobody goes off alone; nobody steps outside the perimeter without checking in. Last thing we need is some poor bastard walking into a shell hole in the dark and us thinking he ran for it."

"What's the word on the bridge, Sarge?" one of the men asked.

Halloran stopped. He scrubbed a hand across the stubble on his jaw. He had been a foreman in a St. Louis brewery before the war, and it showed — he had the look of a man used to keeping other men moving through hangovers and injuries. Thomas had heard him lose his temper exactly twice in four months, and the second time had been over a sergeant from another company who tried to cut their rations.

"Word is the Krauts still have it," Halloran said. "Word is they're going to blow it tomorrow or the day after, first sign of armor at the west end. Word is Ninth Armored is moving up to have a look. If our number comes up, it comes up. Until then, eat, sleep, write a letter, keep your damn weapons clean."

"Sarge," Miller said. "You ever crossed a bridge under fire?"

Halloran looked at him for a long moment. "No, Miller. Neither have you. And neither of us is going to because they're going to drop it before we get a shot. Now shut up and take first watch."

Miller groaned and levered himself to his feet.

Later, when Miller had swapped out with someone else and come back in, Thomas took out his pencil and the small stack of V-Mail forms from inside his pack. Under a stub of candle balanced on an upended ration tin, he smoothed a form flat against his thigh and stared at the blank lines.

Dear Ruth, he wrote and then stopped.

He wanted to tell her everything. He wanted to tell her nothing. He wanted the censor not to reach for his black pen. He wanted to be the person he had been when he wrote her last letter — the one about how pretty the French countryside had been, about how his squadmates teased him for going to church on Sundays when they could find one, about how he still carried the pressed flower she had put in her first letter and did not tell her he had lost it somewhere between Aachen and here.

Dear Ruth, he wrote again, underneath the first one.

We are near the river now. I can't say more than that. The country is cold and very gray. The men are all right. I am all right. I think about you most hours of most days, and about Mama, Dad, and Lyle, and about coming home. Please don't worry if my letters come slow. The mail doesn't always keep up with us.

I love you. Tom.

He looked at it for a long time. It said almost nothing. Almost nothing was the only truth he could send. He folded the form and put it in the waterproof pouch with his identification and the pressed flower's empty space in his memory.

Outside, the artillery eased. The silence it left behind was not silence. It was the low rush of the river, the creak of the building settling, the breathing of men trying not to dream.

Thomas pulled his helmet over his face and waited for sleep to come in whatever way it could.

On the far bank, at roughly the same hour, Kai Brandt crouched behind a wall of sandbags and watched the western horizon flicker with the lights of his own artillery falling on the American positions. He did not know Thomas's name. Thomas did not know his. The river ran between them, carrying their reflected flashes downstream together.

Between them, unblown, the bridge waited.
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