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Cherbourg Harbor was
the key to the success of the D-Day offensive. If the Allied Forces
were denied it as a port of entry for vital armaments and supplies,
their campaign would be strangled to death by starvation or
Wehrmacht counter-attack. They dragged the man they called The
Sergeant -- C. J. Mahoney, code-name: Parrot -- a rough, tough
son-of-a-gun, fresh from the hospital and a wild affair with a
virginal young nurse, back to the battlefront to save the harbor.
His assignment was simple: with five men, break into an impregnable
Nazi fortress guarded by a regiment. Then disarm the detonators
that would blow Cherbourg Harbor -- and the Sergeant -- to hell and
gone ...
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Chapter One

The sound of shell
burst and small firearms could be heard in the distance. Master
Sergeant Clarence J. Mahoney sat propped against a tree in a small
forest beside a road. He was six foot two, huskily built, and wore
French civilian clothes. A black beret sat low on his forehead and
he chewed the unlit stub of a cigar. Bandages were tied around his
left thigh, where he’d been shot three days ago in the French town
of Rouget. He’d been hiding there with some maquis, when an SS
Panzer battalion showed up. He’d stopped a bullet during the
ensuing battle, but it wasn’t the first one he’d stopped and he
doubted whether it would be the last.

Corporal Edward
Cranepool, also in French civilian clothes, was on his knees behind
a bush, peering through binoculars at the road. Leduc and Baudraye,
two of the maquis, were opening their haversacks and taking out
bread, cheese, and wine. They uncorked the wine and placed the
bread and cheese on Baudraye’s jacket.

“Time
to eat,” Leduc grunted.

In a crouch, his
fingers nearly touching the ground, Cranepool moved silently toward
the food, sitting beside Mahoney. Cranepool was twenty years old,
tall and lithe, with straight blond hair.

“How’re you feelin’, Sarge?” Cranepool asked.

Mahoney ignored his
question. “You see anything out there?”

“No.”

Mahoney threw the
cigar butt over his shoulder and reached for the bottle of wine.
His leg didn’t bother him too much and he could get around on it
fairly well, but he couldn’t move quickly. In Rouget he’d radioed
his headquarters in England and reported that he’d been hit, and
they said he should try to make it back to friendly lines, since
he’d be a sitting duck for the Gestapo if he hung around France any
longer.

It was June 9, 1944.
Mahoney had been shot on the morning of the Normandy Invasion. He’d
been in France for three months, working with the maquis. Now
England told him that the beachheads were secure and supplies were
pouring in. It appeared as though the Germans would not be able to
push the Allies out. But Mahoney knew that anything could happen in
war. He’d fought in North Africa and Italy before being parachuted
into France, and had tasted both victory and defeat. He’d seen
friends get shot down right beside him. He was not at all sure that
he’d survive the war.

Leduc chewed a piece
of bread and looked at his map. “We are only about ten miles from
Carentan,” he said.

“They’re gonna be awfully long miles,” Mahoney said, slicing
off a slab of cheese with his knife.

“We’ll make it, Sarge,” Cranepool said
optimistically.

Mahoney grunted.
Sometimes he got tired of Cranepool’s Pollyanna bullshit, but
Cranepool had saved his ass after he’d got shot two mornings ago,
and Mahoney didn’t feel up to screaming at him just yet.

“I
hear something,” Mahoney said.

Cranepool perked up
his ears. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Go
take a look.”

“Okay, Sarge.”

Cranepool crawled off
with his binoculars, and Mahoney munched the cheese. It was genuine
Port du Salut and smelled like dog shit, but Mahoney thought it was
marvelous. The wine wasn’t bad either, and the bread—well, he’d
never known how good bread could be until he’d come to France. He
wished he could relax and enjoy the meal, but his leg ached and
they were behind German lines. They had to stay alert and be ready
to move out at a moment’s notice.

Cranepool came back,
his binoculars in his right hand. “It’s a German column,
Sarge.”

“How
big?”

“Can’t tell yet. I could see a lot of trucks, or maybe they
were tanks.”

“We’d
better finish with chow before they get here.”

They wolfed down the
food, passing the bottle around until it was empty. All the cheese
disappeared, and most of the bread. Leduc wrapped the leftovers in
cheesecloth and dropped them into his haversack. They all wondered
when they’d eat again.

They got down on their
bellies with their captured German submachine guns and peered
through the summer foliage at the approaching column. The ground
was wet from recent heavy rainfall and Mahoney could feel the
dampness through his clothes.

The column rumbled
closer. Mahoney took the binoculars from Cranepool and looked at
it. There were eight personnel carriers coming along at a pretty
fast clip, on their way to the front lines to reinforce German
troops already fighting there. Mahoney had seen numerous small
German units like this moving toward the front during the past few
days. He imagined that they were giving the Allied armies little
rest.

The column passed in
front of them, splattering mud and stones on both sides of the
road. Mahoney looked through the binoculars into the rear of the
trucks and saw the soldiers sitting on the benches, their rifles
between their knees and their heads down, trying to cop a little
sleep. Probably they didn’t want to fight a war any more than
Mahoney did, but somehow they all were in France trying to kill
each other.

Mahoney lay still and
watched the column move toward the horizon in the direction of
Carentan. There must be a helluva battle going on if it could be
heard this far away. Part of Mahoney wished he could be in it,
because there was something about the chaos and violence of the
front lines that he liked, and another part of him wished he was
back in New York, his home town, drinking beer at the bar on the
corner with his old friends, or maybe going to one of those
whorehouses on Eighth Avenue.

The column was far
away now, and Mahoney got to his feet with the help of his cane.
“Let’s move out,” he said.

He slung his
submachine gun over his shoulder and hobbled toward the road.
Cranepool and the two maquis followed him, looking cautiously about
them. They reached the road and began walking on it, ready to run
and hide in the bushes at any moment. The need to concentrate
constantly on possible sources of danger was exhausting, but they
had to do it. In war you either paid attention, or you were
dead.

Mahoney moved down the
road with the help of the cane. He could have done without the
cane, but it was a lot easier with it. It helped take some of his
weight off his bad leg, and thereby diminished the pain. He thought
the way he’d been wounded was strange. He and Cranepool had been in
an exposed position, bullets were flying all around them, he got
hit in the leg, and that fucking Cranepool didn’t have a scratch on
him. Somehow it didn’t seem right. Moreover, Cranepool had fought
at Salerno and Cassino and several other of the big battles in
Italy, and had never been touched then either. Mahoney knew that
the odds were starting to run against the kid. He was going to stop
a bullet or a piece of shrapnel before long. Mahoney decided to
stop thinking about that, because he liked Cranepool. Cranepool was
a dopey kid, but he meant well. And he’d saved Mahoney’s ass in
Rouget.

“How’re you feelin’, Sarge?” Cranepool asked, walking beside
him.

“Keep
your eyes peeled.”

“You
been awful cranky today, Sarge.”

“Shut
up and stay alert.”

Cranepool looked at
the fields around him. This was flat farm country, not much
different from Iowa, where he was from. He’d been raised on his
father’s hog farm along with three brothers and two sisters, and
had been working on the farm since he was little. The work made him
strong and the country air made him healthy. He’d often gone
hunting with his father and his brothers, so he knew about guns and
how to move silently through the woods. On the rifle range at Fort
Leonard Wood, Missouri, he’d qualified as an expert with the M-l
and earned the highest score in his company. His company commander
even had shaken his hand, but Cranepool wasn’t surprised. He knew
he was a crack shot.

“I
hear something,” Mahoney said.

Cranepool wrinkled his
freckled nose. He wondered why Mahoney always heard things before
he did.

“Off
the road!” Mahoney ordered.

They dashed into the
bushes, Mahoney taking huge hops with the aid of his cane. They got
on their bellies and Mahoney looked through his binoculars. Far off
in the distance he saw a little dot. It looked like a solitary
automobile or truck, but as it came closer Mahoney could see that
it was a motorcycle with a sidecar. He thought they’d just lie
still and wait until it passed by, but then he remembered
something.

“Hey,
Cranepool,” he said, “Didn’t you tell me once that you used to own
a motorcycle?”

“Sure—a Harley. It went like a son-of-a-bitch. I remember one
time . . .”

Mahoney interrupted
him. “Do you think you could drive a German motorcycle?”

Cranepool squinted and
looked through the bushes. “Is that what’s coming down the
road?”

“Yeah, you ever take a good look at one?”

“Sure. They’re very nice machines.”

“You
think you could drive one?”

“You
don’t say drive when you talk about motorcycles, Sarge. You say
ride.”

“I’ll
say what the fuck I wanna say. I asked if you think you could drive
one.”

“I
know I can. I had a chance to ride a couple of Germany Army
motorcycles when I was in Italy. Like I said, they’re very nice
machines. They’re much better than British motorcycles, but I don’t
think anybody ever has made a motorcycle as good as the
Harley.”

Mahoney spit into the
ground. “Hey, Cranepool, I didn’t ask for a fucking motorcycle
lecture.”

Leduc cleared his
throat. He was a lean man of forty, with a mustache. “You are
thinking maybe of capturing that motorcycle?”

“Yes,” Mahoney replied. “If Cranepool can drive the fucking
thing, maybe he can get both of us back to the American lines
faster than we’re going right now.”

Leduc turned down the
corners of his mouth. “That sounds like a good idea to me.”

Mahoney looked through
the binoculars and saw the motorcycle more clearly now. One German
was riding it and the other was sitting in the sidecar. Mahoney
guessed that they were couriers of some kind. They might even have
some important papers with them.

“Okay,” Mahoney said, “when they come abreast of us, open fire
and charge the bastards. Try not to do too much damage to the
motorcycle. Any questions?”

Nobody said anything.
Mahoney jammed a round into the chamber of his submachine gun and
checked it out. He knew it was futile to have asked them not to
damage the motorcycle, because they all were going to open fire and
the bullets would go wherever they went. The main thing was to stop
the motorcycle. They’d worry about the damage afterwards.

The motorcycle came
roaring down the road, and the four men behind the bushes tensed
with anticipation. They caught the rider and passenger in their
sights and followed them as they came closer. Finally the
motorcycle was directly in front of them, and Mahoney pulled the
trigger of his submachine gun. It bucked and stuttered in his hands
as a stream of bullets left its barrel and those of the submachine
guns of Cranepool, Leduc, and Baudraye. The bullets descended like
a rainfall of steel on the two German soldiers, ripping apart their
uniforms and entering their bodies. The front wheel of the
motorcycle wobbled and the rider leaned to the side, blood dripping
from his nose and eyes. The motorcycle went off the road and into
the gully on the far side, climbed up the gully, and became
entangled in some bushes, its motor stalling and smoke issuing from
its exhaust pipe.

“Up
and at ’em!” Mahoney shouted.

The four of them
charged through the bushes and onto the road, Mahoney leaving his
cane behind. The motorcycle rider was lying in the gully and the
passenger hung out the sidecar.

Mahoney looked at
Leduc. “You and Baudraye strip off their uniforms.”

“Yes,
Perroquet,” said Leduc, using Mahoney’s code name, the French word
for parrot. Mahoney had acquired the name because of his ability to
learn and mimic foreign languages quickly.

Mahoney turned to
Cranepool. “See if you can get that motorcycle going.”

Baudraye, a big burly
Frenchman, pulled the German out of the sidecar and began removing
his clothes. Leduc did the same thing with the German in the
street, and Cranepool grabbed the handlebars of the motorcycle,
tugging the vehicle backwards until it was free from the bushes.
Mahoney leaned against a tree, his leg aching from the exertion,
and watched Cranepool wheel the motorcycle into the gully and up to
the road. The kid didn’t look it, but he was strong as a mule.

“Wheels are okay, Sarge!” Cranepool called back.

Cranepool parked the
motorcycle in the road and looked it over. There were dents and
scratches but it seemed to be all right. He straddled it, turned
the switch on, and kicked down the starter. Nothing happened.

“Uh-oh,” Cranepool said.

“Get
that fuckin’ thing going!”

“I’m
trying, Sarge.”

Mahoney wished he had
another cigar, but he was out of them. He took out a French
cigarette and lit it with a match. Inhaling the harsh smoke, he
looked down at his leg and could see blood seeping through the
cloth of his pants. Fucking holes had opened up again. He thought
they’d been hurting a little more than usual.

Leduc and Baudraye
stood beside the motorcycle with the German uniforms over their
arms and watched while Cranepool squatted beside the engine and
snooped around. He found a broken sparkplug wire and spliced it
together. The magneto had a bad dent in it but didn’t appear to be
damaged internally. The exhaust pipe was cracked, but that
shouldn’t make any big difference.

Cranepool mounted the
motorcycle again and said a little prayer. He pumped the starter
pedal a few times, then kicked it down. The motorcycle engine
grumbled to life. Cranepool cheered and twisted the handlebar grip
that also was the accelerator. The engine roared heartily. It was a
BMW and could take a lot of punishment. Cranepool listened to it
and realized that the timing was off a little, but not enough to
matter. They only had to go about ten more miles.

“It’s
workin’ Sarge!” he said happily.

Mahoney pushed himself
away from the tree and limped toward the motorcycle. “Put on one of
them uniforms!”

“Hup,
Sarge.”

Mahoney and Cranepool
put on the German uniforms, which were much too small for both of
them. Cranepool’s arms extended several inches from the sleeves and
he had no hope of pulling on the boots, but at least he could
button up the tunic, which Mahoney couldn’t.

Mahoney put the German
helmet on his head and tied the strap under his chin. “I guess this
will have to do,” he said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Cranepool straddled
the motorcycle that trembled with the beat of its engine. Mahoney
turned to Leduc and Baudraye and shook their hands.

“Well, thanks for everything,” he said.

“Good
luck, Perroquet.”

“Good
luck to the both of you. I hope that someday we can meet
again.”

“God
willing we shall.”

The two Frenchmen
shook hands with Cranepool, and Mahoney got into the sidecar,
sitting on the little seat. There wasn’t much room in there for a
man his size, and he had to bring his heels close to his fanny,
which made his leg ache more. He and Cranepool pulled the goggles
down over their eyes.

The Frenchmen stepped
back and Cranepool dropped it into first. He let out the clutch,
twisted the accelerator, and the motorcycle moved forward. It
gathered speed and Cranepool shifted into second. The motorcycle
zoomed down the road, the sidecar jouncing around, and Mahoney held
his submachine gun tightly in his hands, hoping there wouldn’t be
much trouble ahead, because he wasn’t feeling too well. He’d lost a
lot of blood during the past few days and had become weak and
woozy.

“How’re you doin’, Sarge!” Cranepool yelled over his
shoulder.

“Keep
your fuckin’ eyes on the road!”

“Hup,
Sarge!”

The wind whipped
Mahoney’s face, and the countryside whizzed past his eyes. The
bouncing of the sidecar made his stomach queasy and he thought he
might vomit his lunch. I hate this fucking war, he thought.

It wasn’t long before
they approached the convoy of eight personnel carriers that they’d
seen a short while ago. Cranepool steered to the right and passed
them slowly, because his rate of speed wasn’t much faster than
theirs. The wheels of the trucks threw back mud and gunk that
splattered onto Cranepool’s and Mahoney’s uniforms. Mahoney looked
into the rear of the trucks. The German soldiers were still hunched
over, trying to grab some sleep.

Cranepool passed the
convoy and charged forward on the open road. It was three o’clock
in the afternoon and the sound of battle was coming closer. In the
distance he could see the town of Carentan. He figured they should
get there in about a half-hour, and then the fun would begin.

Mahoney bent low in
the sidecar and lit another cigarette. Like Cranepool, he knew
they’d be in the thick of the front line fighting in just a little
while, and he didn’t look forward to it very much because his leg
hurt and he felt dizzy. He didn’t feel up to a fight just then, and
he knew how dangerous it was to be that way. A combat soldier has
to be at peak efficiency at all times, and once he loses that
fine-honed edge, he becomes a candidate for the cemetery. He
gritted his teeth and tried to convince himself that he wasn’t as
badly off as he truly was. He shook his shoulders and growled.

Cranepool glanced
back. “You all right, Sarge?”

“Keep
your fucking eyes on the road!”

“We’re gonna be in Carentan pretty soon!”

“Don’t stop for anything!”

“Hup,
Sarge!

They passed a company
of German soldiers walking in a column of twos toward Carentan, and
the Germans were dragging ass. Mahoney figured they’d been on the
march for a long time and if they went right up on the line they
wouldn’t last long, unless the American soldiers were dragging ass
too.

Mahoney closed his
eyes to slits and the town of Carentan blurred in the distance. In
his dazed and comatose state, he thought of how nice it would be if
he could take a hot shower and then go to sleep in a clean bed.
When he woke up he’d have a steak and a bottle of beer, and then
he’d go out and find himself a frisky young girl. Mahoney hadn’t
had any sex for a while and wanted very much to crawl into the sack
with a frisky young girl, the kind that scratched and bit you and
did all sorts of weird things. At various times, depending on his
moods, Mahoney craved tall girls, short girls, fat girls, skinny
girls, crazy girls, smart girls, young girls or old girls, but
right now he had a taste for a young one who was utterly
depraved.

“We’re comin’ into town, Sarge!”

Mahoney opened his
eyes and saw the town coming up fast, only it didn’t look like the
Carentan he’d seen a few months ago. That town had been clean and
solid, whereas this town was nearly destroyed by bombs and
artillery shells. The din of battle was quite close; he could smell
gunpowder and corpses. Evidently the fighting was taking place on
the far side of the town, a few miles down the road.

Cranepool slowed down
and the motorcycle sputtered through the town, passing columns of
soldiers moving toward or coming back from the front. Cranepool
threaded the motorcycle skillfully among them and the hospital
trucks and kubelwagens. Many buildings only had one wall standing,
and they passed one undamaged building that was being used as a
field hospital. Mahoney saw a couple of nurses in front and
wondered if they were frisky young girls.

“Uh-oh,” said Cranepool.

Mahoney looked ahead
and saw that they were approaching an intersection in whose center
stood an SS man in black uniform and helmet, signaling for them to
halt.

“Should I stop, Sarge?”

“Yeah, and let me do the talking. If I tell you move out, that
means move out, you got me?”

“I
gotcha, Sarge.”

Cranepool braked the
motorcycle and it glided to a stop in front of the SS man, whose
left collar patch indicated that his rank was equivalent to that of
a staff sergeant in the U.S. Army.

“Let
me see your papers,” said the SS man, holding out his hand. He had
deep-set spooky eyes and needed a shave.

Mahoney stood up in
the sidecar and looked at the SS man, who was directly in front of
him. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time,” Mahoney said in perfect
German.

The SS man blinked,
but his tone of voice and expression didn’t change. “I said let me
see your papers.”

“Get
out of my way, I don’t have time.”

“Don’t have time?” the SS man asked. “I think perhaps a few
months in the stockade might make you wish you took the
time.”

“Move
out!” Mahoney screamed, dropping into the sidecar.

Cranepool let the
clutch lever loose and twisted the accelerator as far as it would
go. The engine stalled. The SS man took a step backwards and
reached for his service revolver, but Mahoney brought his
submachine gun up fast and opened fire before the German could aim.
Mahoney’s first bullets slammed into the mud but the next ones
caught the German on the kneecap, and as Mahoney raised the
jerking, twisting submachine gun the SS man’s body was torn apart.
He stumbled backwards, dead on his feet, as Cranepool frantically
jumped up and down on the starter. The engine came alive again,
sputtering and farting. Cranepool let the clutch lever loose more
smoothly this time, and didn’t twist the accelerator so far. The
rear wheel spun out on the mud, and the motorcycle darted forward.
German soldiers nearby ran into the street to look at the SS man,
as Cranepool skidded around the first corner.

Mahoney hung onto the
rim of the sidecar. “You fuckin’ asshole!” he yelled.

“I
didn’t do nothing, Sarge!” Cranepool replied as he dodged a donkey
standing dumbly in the middle of the street.

“You
stalled the motorcycle!”

“I
couldn’t help it!”

“Asshole!”

“How
was I supposed to know you were gonna shoot the
bastard?”

“Did
you think I was gonna whistle Dixie with him?”

“How
should I know?”

“You’d better know how to get us out of here, you little
fuck!”

“Leave it to me, Sarge!”

Cranepool turned the
next corner and realized he didn’t know where he was. He decided
that his best bet would be to head for the sound of the fighting,
because that’s where the Americans were. He zoomed past a row of
one and two-story houses that hadn’t been damaged too badly by
shelling and bombing, turned left, and accelerated toward the front
lines.

Mahoney fed a fresh
clip of ammunition into his submachine gun, his teeth chattering.
That one had been a little too close for comfort. He didn’t feel up
to shit like that with his leg bleeding and his head spinning.
Something told him he wasn’t going to get out of this one alive.
They were going to shoot him like a dog in the middle of the road
and that would be the end of him. Oh what a fucking miserable
war.

Cranepool was on the
road leading out of town, zipping along at sixty miles an hour. He
passed a column of German Tiger tanks heading for the front, and
then heard the ominous sound of aircraft overhead. He looked up and
out of the clouds came diving a swarm of American fighter
planes.

“Get
off the road, you asshole!” Mahoney yelled.

Cranepool lurched to
the right and went down a gully on the side of the road. He
accelerated up the incline and the motorcycle flew into the air,
giving Mahoney a queasy feeling in his stomach. The motorcycle
landed on its rear wheel first and Cranepool poured on the coal.
The tiny vehicle flew across a field, as the fighters strafed the
road behind them. Mahoney looked back and could see tankers
battening down their hatches and German troops running in all
directions. One of the fighters shot its cannon at a Tiger tank and
blew it to smithereens. Another fighter scored a direct hit on
another tank, and a third one missed its target, blowing a huge
hole in the road instead.

Ahead was a stone wall
about four feet high. Cranepool steered to the right, found an
opening in it, and barreled through. He stormed up a hill and down
the other side. Hitting a bump, the motorcycle soared into the air,
and slowly came down.

“Cut
that shit out!” Mahoney screamed.

“Hup,
Sarge!”

Hup Sarge your ass,
Mahoney thought, bouncing up and down in the sidecar. He looked
back at the road and was pleased to see that the American fighter
planes were decimating the German column. An artillery shell
whistled through the sky and fell to earth fifty yards away,
blowing mud and stones into the air, and some fell on Mahoney and
Cranepool. Ahead was a forest that extended from left to right as
far as the eye could see. Smoke trailed into the sky from various
points in the forest, and a huge orange ball of flame exploded on
Mahoney’s left.

“Hey,
Sarge, I just thought of something!” Cranepool called over his
shoulder. “When our guys see us they’re gonna think we’re Germans
and they’re gonna shoot at us!”

“Let
me worry about that!” Mahoney replied.

“What’re you gonna do?”

“Just
keep driving and leave everything else to me!”

“Hup,
Sarge!”

Cranepool twisted the
accelerator and shifted up. The motorcycle sped across the field,
passing shell craters and dead Germans. Mahoney reached into his
back pocket and took out a dirty handkerchief. It wasn’t very big
and it wasn’t very white, but if he waved it in the air maybe the
Americans wouldn’t shoot.

Cranepool shifted down
and decelerated as the motorcycle entered the woods. He steered
among the trees and thought that the Germans might consider it odd
for their motorcycle couriers to be riding in the woods instead of
the road. He wondered if someone in Carentan had sent a report
forward that there was a renegade motorcycle courier on the loose.
If so, trouble could be expected.

They came to a section
of the forest that had been blown up. Two dead Germans were lying
face down in the mud, and Mahoney noticed hand grenades affixed to
their belts.

“Stop
the motorcycle!” Mahoney shouted.

“What
for?”

“Because I said so!”

Cranepool braked and
shifted down. “What’s the matter?”

“Get
me those hand grenades over there.”

Cranepool dismounted
and ran toward the dead Germans. They were starting to stink so he
held his breath and took the hand grenades off their belts. There
were five in all, and he brought them back to Mahoney, dumping them
into his lap.

“Here
you go, Sarge.”

“Get
on that motorcycle and move out.”

“Hup,
Sarge.”

Cranepool mounted up
and they drove off again. The sound of battle was quite close now,
and Mahoney figured they’d be in the thick of it pretty soon. He
had his white handkerchief ready between his legs and his
submachine gun in his hands.

Ahead, Cranepool saw a
row of German trenches. “Hey, Sarge, should I go over them?”

“Well, you sure as hell can’t go under them!”

Cranepool shifted down
and wound out the accelerator. The motorcycle bucked forward and
raced toward the trenches. The Germans in the trenches looked
behind them and were astonished to see the motorcycle and sidecar
approaching at top speed. They ducked their heads, and Cranepool
pulled back on his handlebars. The motorcycle sailed into the air
and spewed exhaust smoke into the trench. It landed, Cranepool
dodged a tree, then a rock, and accelerated again. He steered
around another trench and the Germans in it cheered them on,
thinking he and Mahoney were on their side.

A shell exploded
nearby, knocking down some trees. The brush was getting thick.
Bullets whizzed through the air, and Cranepool thought they might
be in no-man’s-land.

“Try
to get back on the road,” Mahoney said.

“I
don’t know where the fuck the road is!”

Mahoney pointed to his
right. “It’s over there.”

“I
think we should keep going straight, Sarge. Somebody’s liable to
stop us on the road.”

“Okay, go straight! Just get the fuck moving!”

“Hup,
Sarge!”

Cranepool threaded
through the trees, and Mahoney was having serious doubts that they
were going to make it through. They passed more trenches, some of
them firing mortars into the air. The rattle of machine-gun fire
came from up ahead, and another shell exploded harmlessly nearby.
Things were getting a little hot in the woods. He realized that the
enemy’s defense was in considerable depth, deployed that way to
absorb attacks. Sooner or later, probably sooner, he and Cranepool
would come to the front of the German defenses, and then the shit
really would hit the fan.

“Hey,
what are you doing out here!” called a German soldier in a
trench.

“The
same thing you’re doing out here!” Mahoney replied.

Twenty yards later a
German officer sitting in a trench asked if they were lost.

“No,”
replied Mahoney, “we know where we’re going, sir!”

“We
do?” asked Cranepool.

“Shaddup!”

They continued to make
their way through the woods, passing Germans in trenches and
artillery emplacements firing shells at the American lines. The
deployment became gradually thicker as they moved along, and then
Mahoney saw light through the trees. Cranepool saw it, too, as he
steered around obstacles and moved steadily forward. It was the
battlefield.

“Stop
here!” Mahoney said.

Cranepool braked, and
when the motorcycle stopped he stood up and looked through his
binoculars. Through the prismatic tubes he saw the edge of the
forest straight ahead, and beyond it was a grassy field that
inclined downwards toward a little river, and then upwards toward
another forest where the Americans evidently were. The other forest
was approximately eight hundred yards away, too far for small arms
fire to be effective but a good staging area for an attack. It was
inevitable that sooner or later either the Germans or the Americans
would mount one against each other. Puffs of smoke and explosions
could be seen in the forest where the Americans were.

Mahoney pointed ahead.
“That’s where we’ve got to go.”

“I’m
ready when you are.”

“Just
hang on a minute.”

Mahoney looked through
the binoculars, trying to find a clear section where they could
break through without getting too many machine-gun bullets in their
backs. He saw a long trench that appeared to be filled with only
riflemen, and at the end of the trench was an artillery emplacement
featuring one 88, the piece the Germans used against both aircraft
and tanks. Mahoney doubted whether that 88 could be aimed quickly
enough to hit a fast-moving motorcycle.

Mahoney pointed in the
direction he wanted Cranepool to go. “You see that trench over
there?”

“Over
where?”

Mahoney handed him the
binoculars and pointed again. “Over there.”

Cranepool looked
through the binoculars. “You mean the long trench with the 88 on
the end?”

“Yeah. I want you to go right over it the way you went over
those trenches we passed, and then I want you to head for the
American lines as fast as you can.”

Cranepool looked at
the field and the river at its bottom. “Hope that river isn’t too
deep.”

“If
it’s too deep, we’ll abandon the motorcycle and swim the fucking
thing.”

“We’ll be sitting ducks for the riflemen up here.”

“They
won’t be able to hit us.”

“But
we won’t be that far away, Sarge.”

“We’ll be moving too fast for them to draw a bead on us. What’s
the matter with you, Cranepool, are you scared or
something?”

“Scared? Me? No, I’m not scared, Sarge.” He lowered the
binoculars and turned around. “I just thought I’d raise certain
military considerations.”

“Stop
trying to talk like an officer, you fucking asshole. Get going and
keep your head down. Once we get in that field there, take every
evasive action you know.”

“Hup,
Sarge.”

Cranepool blipped the
engine, and Mahoney pulled the pin on two of the German hand
grenades. If he was going to die, he intended to leave this earth
in a big blast. Cranepool shifted into first and twisted the
accelerator. The motorcycle moved forward and Cranepool steered it
around trees and bushes, making slow but steady progress toward the
trench Mahoney had told him to jump over. He maneuvered the
motorcycle until he had a clear path to the trench ahead, and the
German soldiers in other trenches looked at him curiously.

“Where are you going with that thing?” one of the soldiers
asked jokingly.

“Up
your ass,” Cranepool mumbled as he accelerated away.

Mahoney gritted his
teeth and held on tightly as the motorcycle gathered speed. The
trench came up fast and he thought okay this is it. Cranepool
pulled back on the handlebars and the motorcycle was in the air,
directly over the trench. Mahoney dropped one of the hand grenades
into the Germans below, then twisted and flung the other at the 88
emplacement. The motorcycle landed on the ground and Cranepool
wound it out. It streaked down the hill at a slight angle to the
river below, and suddenly Cranepool changed direction and went the
other way. Mahoney looked back and saw the hand grenades explode
one after the other. Arms, legs, and heads flew up out of the
trench but only a puff of smoke and a fireball issued from the 88
emplacement. Mahoney figured the Germans inside were splattered
against the walls of the fortifications they’d made, but that was
tough shit for then.

He’d heard machine
guns and rifles firing during the time they’d been in the woods,
but now the bullets whistled over his head and he realized the
Germans had got wise and were firing at them. The sidecar bounced
around so much he couldn’t return the fire effectively, so he
ducked his head and prayed that God would help him escape, although
he was a terrible sinner and a lapsed Catholic, he hadn’t been to
Mass for years, and back when he’d been married he’d committed
adultery so many times it wasn’t even funny.

Cranepool zigzagged
down the hill, remembering all the motorcycle races he’d run on his
good old Harley, and how similar this was, except that now he was
trying to outrace bullets
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