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Mayhem at Anzio!

In February 1944, the indigo
sea at Anzio has turned blood red.

Allied Command had made a
massive strategic miscalculation and whole battalions fell before
they even got a chance to fight.

Special agent and demolitions expert Mac
Wingate had been itching to get into the “real” war. At Anzio he
got his chance.

His orders were simple and
straightforward: turn around the Nazi war storm at Anzio ... or die
like the thousands of other Allied fighting men who had perished in the “Camp of
Death.”
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Signal from General W.G.F.
Jackson—June
1944

 


“For the four months of its
existence, the Anzio beachhead resembled a besieged fortress in
which no area was free from German artillery
harassing
fire or Luftwaffe raids … Engineers worked under appalling
conditions … violent rain and snow swept the hills, making further
efforts by its exhausted men impossible … The sky was overcast and
prevented the Allied medium and heavy bombers operating … Only a
blown bridge over the Carraceto Creek stopped a German
breakthrough.”

 


Signal from Allied Command,
American Office, to Colonel Olaf Erikson—January 1944

 


“It is only with the greatest
reluctance that we accede to your request to transfer Captain
Wingate to
an engineering unit attached to the 3rd U.S. Division--destination:
Anzio beachhead--code name: ‘Survival’--date: 12
February.”
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One

 


Wingate remembered it as if it
were yesterday. The Nazis had moved in on the thin old man and the
small blond
girl like a pack of wolves on two errant, terrified sheep. The
sheep’s terror came not from the knowledge that ravenous beasts
were about to fall upon them, but from the knowledge that they were
weak, cold and lost.

The cold had come from the
weather on the Spanish-French border, midway up the hills at the base
of the Pyrenees. It was late November, so snow covered even these
comparatively low slopes and the air retained a crisp chill even in
the middle of the day. The only defense from the environment’s
bitterness was a small fire, around which the pair huddled like two
waifs.

The weakness had come from
their desperate race to cross the border from occupied France to
neutral Spain, as well as their lack of food and heat. The four
Nazis who came upon the two fugitive refugees saw that the hapless duo
wore nothing but layers of clothing and simple boots—there were no
packs that could contain weapons, or blankets or supplies or maps
to get them through the treacherous territory.

The idea that the two were
lost was
hatched in the minds of the Germans only. The gaunt man and the
thin, shaking girl were sitting so close to the flames it seemed as
if they would be singed, and the Germans assumed that the two were
at the end of their rope. Their faces were turned toward the
campfire and away from the patrol, so the Nazis couldn’t see their
victims’ faces and the refugees couldn’t see their approaching
captors.

As the Germans moved cautiously
forward, all they could think about was their own good fortune.
They had been trudging over the same patrol ground for close to a
year now—ever since the demarcation line between the Occupied
Territory and “Free Zone” was eliminated—and had seen very few
attempted escapees. And among that small group there had certainly
been no attractive flower of French womanhood. But now, during the
worst possible season, there was a blossoming female bud with only
a wizened, unarmed coot between her and some fine specimens of
Aryan manhood.

The four soldiers thought as
one as they neared the huddled pair, only a glance between them betraying
their plan of action. Their expressions of narrow-eyed lust and
bloodthirsty excitement was the only communication the quartet
needed. The Nazi closest to the seated victims made a quick check
of the area. The target pair were nestled at the base of a tiny,
gently swelling valley consisting of four snowy mounds. As he moved
forward, the wind blew through the snow-capped peaks and forests
above, sounding like a man’s death rattle and sending off a fine
spray of white mist from the crowns of the mounds.

The head Nazi looked up
at the
whistling, dying sound, then down at the refugees again. Seeing
that their own misery had kept them from looking up, he smiled in
anticipation. Mother Nature seemed to be on the side of the Axis
this day—keeping their targets frozen with oppressive misery.
Nothing, it seemed, would keep the quartet from tasting blood
first, and then the sweetness of youthful French wine.

So intent were they on death
and sex that the Germans didn’t think twice about how close they had
reached without the two fugitives becoming aware of their
existence. Even with the howling wind and teeth-chattering cold,
the quartet was practically on top of them before they looked up.
But to the Germans’ surprise, the expressions on their faces
weren’t ones of fear or exhaustion. Both the young girl and the
gaunt man stared at the Nazis with looks of triumphant
hate.

The lead soldier was taken
aback for a moment, both figuratively and physically. At that
moment, his subconscious mind made him aware of a sensation he had felt
while approaching. His boots had fallen with even pressure upon the
snow-padded ground every step except one. On that step he had
unconsciously felt a different texture to the ground. It wasn’t
enough to alarm him, but at this moment of surprise, it was enough
to remember.

But it was too late to do
anything about it. At the same moment the lead Nazi recalled the
sensation, a small section of the snow behind the patrol silently
burst upward, as if a tiny charge had been planted beneath. Instead of
shrapnel, however, a human form emerged, its hands up and its
exposure-streaked face twisted into an expression of
fury.

Gripped in one hand was a
French resistance “push dagger” and in the other was a MAS
1935A automatic
pistol. The dagger was pushed forward and then the trigger of the
eight-round automatic was pulled. The push dagger was really
nothing more than a spike inserted in a hand grip, but that was
more than enough to end the fourth Nazi’s life when the tip of the
six-inch blade dove deep into the back of his neck—between the top
of his coat collar and the bottom of his helmet.

The man jerked in place, his
body reacting to the blow a second before his mind became aware of
it. As the push dagger’s blade sank through the fourth man’s neck, the
1935A’s 7.65 mm bullet smashed into the middle of the third
German’s back. The crash of the automatic’s report brought the
first two men up short. Because they only saw a seemingly unarmed
old man and young girl before them, they couldn’t help but turn
their heads toward the cracking sound. As their eyes looked away,
their victims reached into the folds of their layered clothing and
lunged forward.

The man held an eleven-inch
knife made from a ground-down piece of solid brass. The girl held a
shorter, thinner knife, made from the tip of a Gras bayonet blade.
Both did the work of the motto stamped on the hilt of the girl’s
weapon: “Mort aux Boches”—“Death to the Boches.” All the knives had the
mark of the cross of Lorraine and were the work of the French
resistance craftsmen. But not all were being used by European
partisans.

The gaunt man’s long arm was
suddenly wrapped around the neck of the second man and the blade
was pushed up under the soldier’s sternum—the eleven-inch knife more than
enough to cut through the heavy coat and drive on into the Nazi’s
heart. The girl was neither so strong or so lucky. With a quick
thrust, she pushed her nine-inch needlelike weapon into the first
man’s stomach and then pulled it out again.

Two soldiers fell dead. A third
remained standing, propped up by the push dagger imbedded in his throat.
As he gurgled in horror, the first German stumbled back, the shock
of his wound much greater than the pain. He tried to bring his
MP-40 machine gun up, but suddenly the young girl was all over him.
The seemingly innocent victim, the prospective target of rape, had
become a vicious, avenging archangel, punishing the Nazi for the
sins of his thoughts.

As he tried to raise his gun,
she buried the knife in his forearm. As he tried to pull that arm away,
she slipped the blade out and drove it into his side. He pulled
away from that wound as well, turning to run in panic. As he did
so, the girl ripped the knife out from between his ribs and brought
it down on his lower back.

The Nazi opened his mouth to
shout, only to see the man who had erupted out of the snow behind them
move into his vision—dragging the man with the push dagger in his
neck. As the German tried to scream words of alarm, he saw that the
ambusher was a ragged, muscular, bearded American—a man whose face
was covered with stubble and wrinkled skin. That same man drove a
tight fist into the Nazi’s face like a battering ram, cutting off
his shout with a painful, wet thwack.

The lead Nazi
was driven
back into the flailing, slicing arms of the hysterical female
dervish. His own arms whirled for balance as the young girl drove
her knife into him again and again. Between the American’s punch
and the French girl’s stabs, he was unable to fight off gravity. He
fell on his back, blood coursing out from half a dozen cuts. No
sooner did he land than the girl was on him again, the knife rising
and falling into his body with increasing, frenetic
regularity.

His body died before his mind
did. Distantly, he heard the guttural sounds the girl started to make as
her knife thrusts grew stronger and more frequent. She sat on his
hips, plunging the long blade repeatedly into his chest. It was a
perverted, deadly movement that looked like a mockery of the sexual
act. The gaunt man, in the meantime, was going from corpse to
corpse to make sure they were all dead and to take anything his
group might find useful.

The German on the end of the
push dagger finally stopped moving, and the American holding the
weapon let
him drop. He simply pointed the spike down and the Nazi, the blade
lubricated by his own blood, slipped off and fell into a
red-splattered heap on the fresh snow. The sudden rustle of
murderous activity died down, leaving only the seething whistle of
the wind and the tragic cries of the girl who wanted the Nazis to
die over and over again.

Mac Wingate leaned down and
wiped off the push dagger on the Nazi’s tunic. The tunic was a
thin, white, padded shell worn over the regular German guard
uniform. It was the German idea of camouflage for the snowy peaks and
valleys of the Pyrenees. He then slipped the weapon back into his
coat pocket.

The snow and the wind had served them well,
he thought.

The wind had brought the sound
of the approaching patrol to his well-trained ears, and the snow had covered
him so that the Germans could walk right over. He had waited until
they had trod right across him before standing and attacking. He
drove forward with the knife first because he wasn’t sure whether
or not the MAS was frozen.

It was a beautiful gun, he
thought, looking down at it gripped tightly in his pale hand—although hardly
a replacement for his Browning. Designed by a Swiss craftsman to be
the champagne of automatics, the MAS 1935A was essentially a
Browning itself, except the lock mechanism was a separate unit and
the magazine held only eight rounds instead of thirteen. It was a
sleek machine, whose only other shortcoming was that it took an
esoteric 7.65 mm cartridge. Still, it was a fine weapon and he
could hardly refuse when the head of the new national resistance
organization—the ORA—had pressed it into his hand on the eve of his
departure.

“This is my gun,” the doctor had
said. “It is the symbol of our country and our freedom movement. It
is only fitting that you should have it.”

Wingate couldn’t completely
disagree
with him. For Mac had heralded the creation of the national
resistance organization by killing a trainload of secret police
without firing a shot and then had destroyed a power plant by
blowing a dam with a rowboat. He had lost a few allies there, but
gained another couple on his trek out of the country.

Putting the gun away in the
special inside pocket of his jacket, he moved swiftly over to one
of those allies now, gently but firmly catching the
girl’s knife
arm in one of his hands and wrapping his other fingers around her
shoulder. Although she was ostensibly on his side, he didn’t have
enough faith in her state of mind not to play it safe. Considering
what she had gone through, Wingate would not have been surprised if
she tried to turn the knife on him.

“Marie,” he said softly.
“Angel. Non.”

That was about the limit of his
French, although he could speak Norwegian and German fluently. His
second and third languages came as a result of his
upbringing
in Wisconsin—the son of European, Norse and native American stock.
He had learned to love and survive in the wild in no small way
thanks to this heritage.

The French girl, Marie, was not
so lucky. Her maturing was interrupted by a Gestapo kidnaping
and interrogation because they thought she was the key to the
ORA. Unfortunately for her she was nothing more than a sensitive,
sympathetic girl who had tended to Wingate’s wounds after finding
him face down in a French alley. He had saved her from the train
filled with the enemy, but she was still wanted by the Gewehr, so
he figured that the least he could do was get her out of the
country when he left.

Wingate only knew the gaunt man
as “the guide.” He had proved his worth by betraying his German
employers, so he too had to find a quick way out of France. In doing
so, he proved his worth once more, finding the quickest route out
of the country for all of them. The journey was made the more
interesting because Wingate didn’t know their language and they
didn’t know his.

Nevertheless, his soothing
words seemed to have a calming effect on the girl. Her eyes, which had
become glazed during her killing spell, cleared and focused. She
looked down at her gory handiwork with a blank stare. Wingate was
worried that her hysteria would start anew at this sight, but she
continued to examine the corpse with unemotional interest. Wingate
decided that he may have preferred the hysteria. At least that
wouldn’t have given him the disquieting feeling that she was dead
inside. And that it was his fault.

She didn’t resist when he
lifted her
off the dead body. He brought her over to the guide, who had
finished his vulturelike examination of the other three. Without
ceremony he divvied up their side arms, machine guns and rations.
Mac signaled for speed with his hands. He knew that a general alarm
would be sounded when the four-man patrol failed to return from
their route. If they were lucky a search party would be sent out
first, thinking that the quartet might have gotten lost in the
snow. If they were unlucky, an intensive search would be ordered at
once, complete with planes and dogs.

He didn’t even bother to bury
the Nazi corpses. Wingate knew it was all a game with Mother
Nature. If he took the time to cover the corpses, he knew
the gusting
wind would only uncover them. But if he were wise enough to let
them be—which he was—the gales would do the job for him.

Speed was of the essence now.
Soon all the really dangerous moves would be left behind. At any
time during their perilous trip through the French countryside, they could have
been pegged and captured. But once they reached the mountains, a
concentrated effort is all that would have to be expended. They
were on the last leg of their escape and Mac knew it.

What he didn’t know
was how long
that leg was. He was afraid it might be longer than their meager
supplies could last. But what he didn’t know, the guide did. He
only lacked the skills with which to communicate. In fact, the trio
was closer to freedom than Mac imagined—less than a day’s walk away
was the Spanish border.

Yes, Wingate remembered it all as if it was
yesterday. But it was not. It had been more than two months since
they reached safety. And those weeks were among the most gruesome
Mac had spent since he entered the war. Everything he had come to
trust was nearly proved false.

 


The children swirled around the
American as he got off the truck. They encircled him, laughingly,
like a brood of sons and daughters charging a father who had
returned home after promising them a present. Their eagerness to welcome him
to the English town of Folkeston was such that Wingate felt himself
smiling with honest pleasure—surprising a mind that had thought it
was only filled with the bitterest of regrets.

Folkeston was now called the town of
children. At the start of Hitler’s blitz, the government had
designated this village as a haven for the innocent—a place where
London families could send their young ones without cost. And
although the last German bomb destined for the city seemed to have
dropped on May 13, 1941, the fear of attack lingered on and the
children remained in Folkeston.

It was a fairy-tale town, the
kind of place Mac imagined a gingerbread village would look like.
The streets were wide and cobblestoned, the houses were
quaint, warm
and inviting, and the adults all had the look of practiced
babysitters—an expression that combined patience, exhaustion and
deep, infused love. And although it was the middle of the usual
bitter English winter and a cold wind was coming in from the
Channel, the street was still full of red-cheeked imps having snow
fights or building snowmen.

Wingate was unsure what to do
at first as the children made him the eye of their hurricane and
the truck drivers laughed. He was tempted to search his
clothes for
a candy bar or C-ration to offer them, then he was tempted to move
forward, if only to see if they would keep pace or drift off—like a
cloud of rolling mist.

But as he looked at their
happy, cherubic faces, the visage of Marie, his “angel,” suddenly
superimposed
itself on his brain. He could see her laughing among the children
here, instead of lying expressionless in the London psychiatric
hospital. As the children ran and laughed, Wingate heard only the
sound of the doctors and nurses trying to get the fifteen-year-old
French girl to respond.

When he had left
the
hospital, just a few days before, they assured him that she would
recover from her experience. She was young, they said. She could
bounce back from anything. They used her survival in the Pyrenees
as an example. The guide, they reminded him, had lost several toes
from frostbite. He and the girl had lost no digits. Her mind was as
strong as her body, they promised. As one healed, the other would
too.

Wingate wasn’t so sure. After
all, how could any doctor, “safe” in London, pass judgment on the damage
the Gestapo could do. Wingate looked away from the cheery childish
faces and the peaceful street to stare off over the English
Channel. The village of Folkeston nestled right on the southeast
tip of England, just a few miles from Kent and Canterbury. Less
than forty miles across the Channel was the coast of France. And
less than forty miles from that point was the border of Belgium, on
the other side of which was Germany.

The town of children was
practically
the nearest English town to the heart of the war’s evil. Putting
his hands atop the nearest youngsters below him, Wingate moved
carefully forward, shaking his own head. That was the sort of logic
he expected of this war: placing the children’s safety in a town
closest to the enemy. But if he listened to the laughing throng and
let the surroundings affect him, he couldn’t believe there was a
fanatical army just across the Channel willing to burn the world to
the ground to prove themselves superior.

The unconcerned children
of Folkeston
reacted to his movement like puppies chasing a passing car. They
followed him for a few yards, then their attention drifted toward
other entertainments. By the time Wingate reached the middle of the
block and waved to the truck drivers, most of the children were
occupied with other pursuits. Just a few followed Wingate further
down the street, their curiosity greater than the peer pressure to
play ball or hide-and-seek.

Wingate had been playing his
own version of hide-and-seek, although his superiors wished he would
continue to “play ball.” It had been almost ten weeks since his
return from the bowels of France. During that time, he had felt his
psyche getting grayer and grayer. Now it was all he could do to
look at a beautiful sunset and not think it was just another day of
an endless bloody war.

Wingate turned the
corner of the
street, two children still dogging his heels. He took off his
captain’s hat and slipped it under his arm, doing his best to
ignore the kids, whose faces had changed from jolly cherubs to
serious, intent shadowers. Wingate didn’t want to feel any more
honest pleasure from their charming innocence. It wouldn’t help him
maintain his purposeful attitude. Instead, he kept his attention on
the small schoolhouse in the middle of the second block.

It was a barnlike building of two stories
with very narrow windows—just enough to let sunlight in and
eyesight out, but not enough to keep the kids’ attention away from
the blackboard. Wingate calmly crossed the cobblestoned street to
the structure, looking both ways to avoid meeting a village vehicle
head-on. It wasn’t surprising that the roadway was clear and the
only sounds in the Folkeston morning were those of the playing
children. It was the least he could expect from a town where all
the stories began with “once upon a time” and ended with “and they
all lived happily ever after.” He never wished that his own life
would be so simple, but for a second he envied the children’s
ignorance.

As he reached the gate
of the schoolhouse,
he looked back to see if his pair of young tailers were still
there. The duo had turned into a single, but this boy stood,
seemingly at attention, on the edge of the sidewalk to Wingate’s
right. His big dark eyes were serious and deep. They were like the
eyes of a soulful dog—the kind of unfathomable, silent gaze which
gave the impression that the mind behind it knew more than one
imagined.

The two of them stared at each
other: the young boy who knew little of the danger he had escaped
and the
thirty-year-old man who felt himself growing ancient with the
tragedies he had witnessed. Wingate turned away first, for several
reasons. First, he had an important appointment to keep. Second, he
knew that the boy would win any staring contest because the kid had
nothing to lose and nothing better to do. The only reason Wingate
would try to stare the kid down was to prove to him that one
couldn’t always win in life. But, the soldier acknowledged, that
was a stupid lesson and he wasn’t one for
impracticality.

Ignoring the lone adolescent
sentry, Wingate moved from the cold street to the warm, four-room interior of
the schoolhouse’s first floor. He found who he was looking for in
the last chamber. It was the man he had spent almost half the time
between the Pyrenees and Folkeston first trying to eliminate, and
then, to rescue.

Wingate moved into the room,
stopping just inside and to the left on the simple wooden doorway.
All the plain wooden desks, the blackboard and the British flag
were between him and his immediate superior.

“Captain Peter M. Wingate,” he
said
quietly, saluting, “reporting as ordered, sir.”

Colonel Olaf Erikson turned
only his blond head at first, catching a glimpse of Wingate out of
the corner
of his eye. “Ah, Captain,” he replied just as quietly. “Still
haven’t shaved, I see.”

As Erikson continued to turn,
Wingate fingered the growth on his chin with his free hand. The
thick, straight, black beard had started after his successful
rescue mission, when he proved that the man he had come to trust—this
same Erikson—was not a traitor and defector. During his subsequent
retraining in the States, he had found it helped protect his face
from the winter winds. Finally he simply kept it as a symbol of his
rank, frustration and slight rebellion against everything that had
to do with the war.

“No, sir,” he said,
somewhat stiffly.

Wingate dropped his hand but
maintained his salute until Erikson had turned all the way around
and returned the favor. The captain stayed where he was, but the colonel
moved to the teacher’s desk in the otherwise empty room. “You’ll
have to, if your transfer comes through,” Erikson replied, looking
down at his papers. “You’ll have to in any case,” he added in a
quieter, seemingly preoccupied tone.

“Yes, sir,” Wingate
responded
flatly. The tension in the room was solidifying from a jelly to a
paste. Both men wanted to cut it before it hardened to cement, but
both were too aware of military protocol to show the necessary
“weakness” to do it.

If Erikson softened, he’d be
giving in to
a man of lesser rank. If Wingate did, he’d be letting a superior
off the hook. Both men would be the first to admit that the
reactions were childish, but still neither acknowledged the
camaraderie they had developed up until now.

Instead, Erikson
looked away
from the desk and Wingate to the window, through which more of
Folkeston’s children could be seen playing. “This is what it is all
for,” he said softly, but pointedly. “We fight for the children.
This is a war for our children.”

Wingate followed
the colonel’s gaze.
But instead of seeing the happy English children, he saw the
fifteen-year-old French girl in the Pyrenees—her skin nearly split
by the cold, her eyes nearly shut by the wind, hefting a nine-inch
knife in her once gentle, once shapely hands.

“It is a war of children,” Wingate echoed his
commanding officer sardonically. “They are the first to get hurt
and the last to heal.”

For the first time during their
meeting, Erikson looked directly into Wingate’s eyes. “Might I remind you,”
he said calmly but with deep feeling, “that I’m the last person who
needs to be told that.”

Wingate allowed a small pang of
shame to enter his mind. He had been so busy playing the martyr
that he momentarily forgot who he was talking to. Not only was Erikson above
him in rank, but in anguish as well. If the two were compared,
Wingate would be considered the lucky one. After all, his only
living relatives—a brother and sister—were living in America. His
parents had been killed in a car crash before the war. He hadn’t
had his loved ones destroyed by the Nazis.

He hadn’t watched as his son
was shot down in the streets of Norway, his mother sent to a
concentration camp and his father driven insane. His family
hadn’t been
forcibly taken from him simply because they were too attractive. If
Erikson’s family had been ugly or even plain, they might have been
left alone, or mercifully killed. As it was, his youngest sister,
Anna, was taken to a Nazi breeding camp as a “perfect example of
Aryan stock.” And his wife and daughter had simply disappeared.
Every waking moment must have been torture as the colonel imagined
what was happening to his family.

“Excuse me, sir, I
apologize,” Wingate offered. “I was out of line.”

Erikson sighed and strode back
to his desk, making a show of checking the papers which were strewn across it.
“You seem to be making a new career out of that,” he told the
American without looking up, his manner showing that it was back to
business again. Any hint of his interior pain was completely
gone.

“Your teachers at Camp Swift tell me that
you were quick to disagree during your retraining, seemed
impertinent on several occasions and even bordered on
insubordination at one point.” Erikson looked up from his reports
at Wingate, an eyebrow raised. “Between you and
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