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Just Plain Crazy

Beware … for when you gaze long into the abyss the abyss gazes also into you.

- Friedrich Nietzsche
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December 1943

The cold rains of the northern French lowlands continued unabated as the hospital train pulled slowly into Gare de Lille. No bands awaited the soldiers arriving from battles in the East. No wives or sweethearts to give comfort. Just bandages and burns, casts and crutches. And amputations.


Lots of amputations.


Those that could had to walk to the trucks in the rain.


A soldier wearing a threadbare blue-gray dressing gown did not speak. He held onto the arm of a soldier with bandages over his eyes, a tap on his shoulder signaling to him to step up, into the back of the truck.


It took several days to reach Lille from southern Germany. The train sat idled sometimes for hours as troops and supplies lumbered past, a priority on the rail lines. Wounded and dying soldiers could wait.


Three times the train stopped for reported Allied air attacks. Three times the reports were false alarms.


A ration of coal was supposed to be distributed to each car equipped with a stove to ward off the bitter cold. There was no coal on this trip.


There was a shortage of blankets.


Six weeks had passed since the “unfortunate training accident” at the Berghof paralyzed the unprepared hospital in Berchtesgaden. Doctors treated the wounded lying on stretchers in the hall ... ,




An orderly drew an “X” on a wounded soldier’s forehead then moved to the next stretcher in the line. A red-headed soldier just stared upward, a single bare light bulb hanging from a wire above him, trying to focus his thoughts.


“This one - still breathing,” he heard through the mayhem.


The orderly marked the forehead of the soldier lying next to him with a circle - still alive. The red-headed soldier - bloodied, his clothing ripped to a few blackened shreds - turned his head and stared at him.


He slowly looked around - ghostly white figures grotesquely smeared with red, a sickly smell of gore and excrement, shouts, chaos. His body dulled to his own pain, his mind oddly rational.


No shrapnel, no apparent wounds.


“Where am I?”

Did I say that?


A nurse turned sharply and looked at him. Their eyes met.


“Can you hear me, soldier?”


He stared into those eyes - hard, cold.

Did she hear me? Don’t speak. For god’s sake, don’t speak.


“Herr Doktor,” she called out.


A man wearing a bloody apron turned.


“Herr Doktor, one of them spoke. I am not certain - but it sounded like English.”


The doctor snapped angrily.


“Check the tags,” then turned back to a bloodied body.


The nurse turned and barked an order to an orderly who just nodded and continued wrapping the face and eyes of an SS corporal on a stretcher, turning his back.


The nurse moved off down the line.


He looked around him in a brief moment of clarity.

Tags!


He ripped the dog tags from his neck and flung them at the stretcher next to him, at the soldier with the red circle on his forehead, groaning in pain.


An orderly examined the ID tag lying beside the stretcher.


“Amerikaner.”


The nurse heard him and rushed over, a snarl on her face.


“Move this one out! Schnell!”


Two orderlies grabbed the stretcher, carried it out through the double doors, and dropped it at the far end of the drive.


The soldier on the stretcher moaned.


“He is still alive.”


The other orderly just spit on his face.


“Not for long.”




Two of the survivors required long-term hospitalization, and Saint-Sauveur Hospital in Lille received its orders.


“Tell Reichsführer Bormann we would be pleased to accommodate him.”


When the hospital director hung up the phone his hands were shaking.


“Ward 15. Special orders.”


Only patients with “unusual circumstances” ended up on Ward 15. Detailed records were not kept. Doctors only referred to patients by their bed number. The corporal with heavy bandages covering his face and eyes was placed in Bed 14. The soldier in the blue-gray dressing gown and no ID tags was assigned to Bed 15 - the last bed in the row by the window.


“Unresponsive” was how the orderlies described him.


Across the aisle in Bed 16 a soldier sat muttering to himself. When they brought his food tray he simply stared straight ahead. If it weren’t for the daily potato left under his pillow by the orderly the soldier would have probably starved to death.


Next to him in Bed 17, secured to the bed with leather straps, was a soldier the orderlies approached carefully. The patient had tried to strangle a doctor on his rounds and bit off one of his fingers before he could be restrained.


Rounds concluded early; the linens were changed only every other day.


Today Patient #15 just sat on a hard wooden chair next to his bed and stared out the third floor window.


“This is just plain crazy.”




Chapter 1

The Train to Lille

All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware.

- Martin Buber
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Present Day; The Beach House

Rhonda came up the steps from the beach and walked into the living room. She could see me in the study staring at my laptop.


“From Angus?”


I just nodded.


“About his book?”


I had been helping research Angus’ new history project - a study of the Ardenne Abbey massacre at Caen. Soldiers of the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitler Jugend executed twenty Canadian prisoners in the abbey garden in the days after the D-Day invasion. In the following weeks the SS executed as many as 156 Canadian prisoners throughout Normandy. Exposing the details of the executions was one of Angus McDonough’s hot buttons.


“No. Not the research. The Hitler photographs.”


“Let me guess. He wants to sit on it.”


She headed into the kitchen for a cup of coffee. I got up and followed her.


“The Editorial Review Board - ’not relevant at this time.’”


I joined her at the table, cup in hand.


“Are you surprised?”


“No, I suppose not. But from Angus ... ,”


“He still answers to his board, and shareholders. You’re lucky you get away with as much as you do.”


The Guardian’s photo lab carefully examined Frau Mehler’s small strip of negatives. They were then confiscated by one of those little known and never-remembered government agencies that even in Canada meant complete obscurity - just how they knew about the negatives was unclear. When I pressed Angus about it my emails went unanswered.


I knew it meant the investigation into Hitler’s double and the photographs was dead.


Again.


“What are you going to do now?”


I looked out on the quiet sands of Juno Beach, now awash in the gentle swells of mid-September, the piquant aroma of the shore hanging in the still air. Annoying tourists finally began to thin out as the weather balanced precariously toward sliding into autumn.


“There are still the files,” I replied, somewhat absent-mindedly.


“You have been fussing about the loose ends of the Berghof raid. Why start a new investigation now?”


I had been wrestling with that question for these past weeks. What happened to the members of the commando team? Why - and how - did the documentation of the Berghof raid disappear from official records? Who was the target - Hitler, his double, or perhaps the puppet master Martin Bormann? And how did those closest to Hitler - Himmler and Bormann especially - react to the events of the American raid?


The letters from Otto Skorzeny to Sid left more questions than answers.


“The letters. They were not really about Hitler. Something else.”


Rhonda just laughed, nearly spilling her coffee.


“Don’t tell me you just figured that out!”


I hated it when she did that. She knew how focused I could get. She also knew sometimes I could overlook the obvious.


She reached over and gently touched my arm.


“Go back to work.”




“Contact. Mid-channel. Heading 135 degrees. Five ... no six ... by the signatures, B17s.”


The young soldier’s duty officer Oberleutnant Zimmer casually looked at the screen.


“Six. Der Postdienst - the postal service. Again, with the leaflets. I suppose the Americans want to cover all of France with bits of paper to win this war.”


The three operators in the coastal channel radar station on the Dutch coast laughed. A flight of so few bombers meant only one thing - a leaflet drop on large cities in France. The flight was unescorted. It would soon break into six individual flight paths.


Earlier in the day the German coastal radar tracked three separate flights totaling of over 700 bombers escorted by more than 900 fighters - mostly p47s - headed for targets deep within Germany.


Coastal Command today would ignore the leaflet drops.


As expected a lone B17 dropped below flak level over Lille and began dropping leaflets. Scattered ground fire always accompanied these low-level drops, but the crew of the Tootsie Mamma paid no attention. As the last of the so-called “Monroe bombs” dropped out the bomb bay door the crewman radioed the navigator.


“The trash is in the street, Scooter.”


“Got it. Skipper, come to heading 195 degrees ... on my mark.”


“195. Ready, Scooter. Call it.”


The bomber stayed on course for just a little longer ... slightly longer than normal but not enough to raise suspicion among radar operators or ground watchers.


“Mark.”


“Changing course, coming to 195 degrees.”




“Here it comes. Light the flare.”


In the graying late afternoon the red flare would be clearly visible from the air.


“Voila!”


Three parachutes opened and the black boxes fell slowly to the ground. The B17 began to climb into the rain clouds, heading back along its normal route to the channel.


The men quickly crossed the field and collected the parachutes. They loaded the crates into a horse-drawn cart that hurried in from the road then disappeared toward the far wood line as a train whistle sounded in the distance.




Doctor Erdmuth Roth watched the northern French countryside roll past as train #315.468 slowly rattled its way toward Lille. The mainline trains hauled troops and supplies bound for the Nord and Calais districts - a priority on the rail lines - forcing the minor trains onto sidings and side routes. Once the hospital cars had been attached he knew the trip north would be long.


Wounded and dying soldiers could wait.


Three times the train stopped for reported Allied air attacks. Three times the reports were false alarms.


There was no coal, but at least they were moving again. The captain tried to warm his hands by rubbing them quickly together but gave up and stuffed them into his coat pockets.


It is still there.


When he was escorted to the train the commandant of the Paris garrison allowed him to take only one personal belonging - he chose a single chess piece, a knight cut from fine rose crystal.


The knight had been a gift … ,




“What does it matter? They are going to kill us all ... you know that.”


The old man had been so calm, so matter-of-fact as Doctor Roth looked down the list for the old man’s name. As each man in the line stepped to his table for their examination - a mere euphemism for sorting the old and weak from those who could work - the doctor would check their hair for lice, their mouth for signs of contagion, their teeth for gold.


He just looked into the old man’s eyes.


“Yes, Father,” was all he could say.


The old man pulled on the lining of his tattered coat and removed an exquisite cut crystal chess piece - a knight.


“It has been in my family for two hundred years. The soldiers stole the rest. This is all I have left. My family, my home, my life ... all is gone.”


The guard prodded him with a pointed stick, and the old man stumbled forward toward the doctor.


“You have kind eyes.”


The old man handed him the Crystal Knight.


“Keep this safe and remember this day. God will call to you when He is ready.”


The guard prodded him once more.


“I forgive you. So will He.”




That was the day he stopped recording their names - September 25, 1943. The transfer reports piled up, empty, unsent, on the left-hand corner of his desk.


He spent the next few months in limbo before the Paris commandant, a colonel named Reiniger, summoned him for an explanation.


“I am a doctor, Herr Oberst. A trained surgeon. What do I know of lists and reports? Discipline me if you must. But let me do what I am trained to do.”


“You are trained to follow orders,” Reiniger calmly replied, sipping a fine cognac in his ornate Paris office on Place des Victoires.


“And you will be reassigned as I see fit.”


A guard escorted him to the train to ensure he boarded. Otherwise he might simply have been shot. The doctor reread his new orders as the train slowly made steam.

1. CPT E Roth; Report to 15th Army Group, Belgium Command, Tourcoing, for reassignment; Saint-Sauveur Hospital, Lille, France.




2. Administrative and light-duty medical responsibilities.




Sent by officer via train.


“Light medical duty. What a stupid waste.”


The train had four hospital cars attached just before it pulled out of La Chapelle train yard in the suburbs of Paris - mostly patients from the eastern battlefields.


“Two days. That is how long the cars have been sitting here. The smell is enough to make you wretch,” he had heard two guards complaining. He offered to make rounds through the cars and tend to the patients but was denied entrance.


He thought about the old man and the chess piece.


“Maybe Saint-Sauveur is not such a bad idea.”


He took out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. He preferred the British Craven “A” smokes he could buy on the black market to the bitter tobacco the German army distributed.


As the train shuddered and hissed to a stop at Gare de Lille, the steam mixing with the incessant gray rain looked to him like the gateway to hell.




The lights had been extinguished and the dark window coverings closed for hours by the time Doctor Roth settled behind his desk to collect his notes that first day. Officially he was “Unattached” - a euphemism for a form of house arrest. He lived at the hospital and attended to the patients in Ward 15 as well as any odd assignments the hospital director chose.


He was careful not to write in a journal - personal writings were strictly prohibited. He would follow the accepted German medical protocol for keeping medical records.


Except for the patients on Ward 15. The words of Hospital Direktor Dreschler kept playing in his mind.


“Therapy? Captain, these patients of yours. They need only a proper reminder of their duty to the Third Reich. Hospital resources are reserved for Aryan heroes, those wounded in battle, not whining and sniveling cowards!”


So he made few notes in the official patient files - and kept these as innocuous as he dared. Instead, he created private files - the ones for his daily notes - and kept them locked in a file cabinet in his office. He would write in these files only late at night.


Tonight he recorded his first new patients.

6/SS; Jager, Fritz; 1816


He pulled open a sliding tray from above the top left side drawer of his desk and consulted a table taped to the tray.


“6 for unit ... that becomes 4. SS becomes ... ,” and he traced down the table with his finger, “13. J ... ,” and he counted to ten on his fingers, “subtracted from 26 is 16 ... and F is 20 ... ,”


When he finished he had written:

41316209294


He wrote that number across the top of the file folder. Inside he placed his first report on a plain piece of notebook paper - not the official medical report form:

Patient 41316209294 would not normally be assigned to this ward.




Shrapnel wounds were poorly dressed. Infection will have to be aggressively fought, especially around the face and eyes.


He then turned to the file he made for the second admit.


“No ID number. No name.”


He recorded the soldier’s transfer record number as the folder ID:

Unbekannten Soldaten - N94475




The unknown soldier appears to have no significant injuries, save for minor burns and lacerations. However, he is unresponsive to verbal commands. He has not spoken nor made any attempt to do so.




He seems to respond to audio stimulation, just not sounds formed as language. Will conduct further tests tomorrow.




The station sign read “Gare de Lille” as the train hissed and shuddered, slowing to a stop.


The trip north from Paris had been cold, long, and frustrating - the countryside flat, featureless, the hours spent on sidings while troop and armor transports lumbered past numbing. And there was the wait to meet a train from the south of Germany with hospital cars bound for Lille.


And there was no coal.


Three times the train stopped for reported Allied air attacks. Three times the reports were false alarms.


Major Wilhelm Lang fidgeted in his seat and struggled to find a comfortable position to help him sleep. The major ’s leg was made from aluminum. He was lucky, though - most aluminum was reserved for aircraft. It was lighter than the wooden legs the enlisted men struggled with. At night the pain throbbed so violently he could barely breathe.


He loathed his reassignment despite the promotion … ,




“Supply? Food rations? I am a combat veteran.”


His commanding officer just shook his head.


“You are finished with combat. You have paid your debt to the Reich with your leg.”


He put down his pen after signing the orders.


“I understand this is not exactly what a front-line commander relishes. But Wilhelm, you can travel home and see your pretty wife from time to time.”


See my wife. That was what they said, right before the little girl ... ,




... and he looked up, startled to see a little girl standing there. In the midst of the chaos, the blood and gore, the explosions, the screams of shells piercing the air above, she stood so quietly, her face smudged and dirty but somehow peaceful. An angelic face.


Captain Lang commanded an Air Defense company of the 6th Army trapped in the Russian encirclement at Stalingrad. There was little use for the air defenses, his commander had told him - the Russian air force had been swept from the sky.


“You will be home to see that pretty wife of yours before the winter snows,” his regimental commander had boasted.


The Russians had counter-attacked seven days before with over 1,000,000 troops, 800 tanks, and 1,000 aircraft - the planes German propaganda insisted did not exist.


“Go home little girl,” he cried out. He knew she did not understand, but he tried anyway.


“Go home!”


She just stood there.


The young captain noticed her coat - funny to think of that, especially now. It was threadbare, despite the cold, and torn in several places. And under the breast it bulged out ... ,


The explosion ripped through his squad as the little girl disintegrated into a fine pink mist that hung suspended in the air. Stunned by the blast, his lower leg ripped to shreds by the improvised metal fragments of the bomb, Captain Lang lay on his back, the sounds of battle gone, the smoke and chaos disappearing into a perfect void.


Lang had been luckier than most. What little morphine the medical corps had was saved for officers. Drugged to the pain and strapped to a stretcher, Lang was one of the few airlifted out of Stalingrad before the entire German force of more than 200,000 men was trapped.


He still saw her face every time he closed his eyes. The face of an angel.


An angel of death.




”At least I have a private compartment.”


SS-Standartenführer Faust had complained bitterly to Himmler’s aide when his orders arrived.


“It is a matter of protocol, not that I would expect any of you in Wewelsburg to understand. These French, and the Wehrmacht stationed here, they need to be reminded who is important, and who is not. A private car sends the appropriate message.”


Himmler’s aide did what he could, and as the train gathered speed as it left La Chappelle, Colonel Faust settled into his compartment.


“Why is it so cold? Stoke the stove.”


“I am sorry, Herr Oberst. There is no coal.”


His aide Lt. Witold Fricke wiped the inside of a fine cut-crystal snifter with a silk handkerchief and poured him a glass of cognac.


“Impossible! Leave me. I wish to review my files.”


The train north to Lille should have taken just a few hours - it was only a mere 180 km, after all. Four hours later, stalled along the mainline as troops and armor-carrying trains passed slowly by, Colonel Faust exploded in one of his frequent violent outbursts.


“I demand to speak to the conductor! I have business in Tourcoing that cannot wait!”


If we still wore the black uniforms, they would not treat me with such disrespect. The black - that struck fear in them.


“Herr Oberst, Allied air attacks have been reported on the main lines. We have been ordered to halt. I apologize for the delay, but this train is not rated a priority. We are waiting to move to a side route through the country.“


Colonel Faust slammed the door to his compartment, pacing back and forth in a fit of frustration. He stopped at the mirror next to the wash table.


A face in the mirror stared back at him - mocking him, so he thought. Fair skinned - some would describe him as pale - with angular features … and jet-black hair, his face marked by welts since his teens. Not the face of a model Aryan.


He hated that face.


He grabbed the brandy bottle from the small side table and poured the dregs into the fine snifter, downing it in one gulp. In a fit of anger he dashed the cut-crystal snifter into the corner, the glass shattering into shimmers of glitter. He then threw himself on the couch, knocking his briefcase and papers to the floor.


The colonel closed his eyes.


Not a priority? If this fool knew who I was, and where my orders originated. The damned Wehrmacht command - they think they run this war. When the invasion is repulsed, we will show them who holds the power.


He could see it plainly. This time it was an American prisoner begging for mercy … ,




He held his Luger to the side of the prisoner’s head and pulled the trigger. The pistol jammed. He pulled back the action and squeezed once more. It jammed again.


The prisoner just turned toward him and laughed.


Stop laughing!


He pulled the trigger, but the face remained.


He grabbed a carbine from the guard, pointed it at the head of the prisoner, and pulled the trigger.


They all stood, and began laughing at him. Ten ... no, a hundred. Then a thousand. All laughing, laughing at him. The machine guns erupted with a murderous fire and they began to fall - but they lay there, still laughing at him.


I am an SS officer! I serve the greater Reich!


Still, laughter.


I serve my Führer! Unto death!


And the faces continued to laugh.


He pointed the Luger at his own head and pulled the trigger. This time it did not jam.


The laughing continued.




“Monsieur, I would ask you to cease smoking your cigarette.”


Lieutenant Fricke sat across from an unshaven man wearing the blue uniform jacket and beret of the Franc-Garde, or milice - the French militia. His long black hair was greased back in the French style - and he hadn’t bathed. A cigarette dangled from his mouth, the smoke rising in a thin unspoiled spiral, the ashes staining his rude pants and coarse faded shirt. 


The man ignored him.


“Monsieur,” the lieutenant spoke again, “your cigarette smoke, it is offensive.”


The milicien wore the arm patch of a Centre, or regimental commander.


“Dégage.”


The young officer pulled back, startled.


“You will not speak to me in such a manner! I am an officer of the SS! You will accord me the respect I deserve!”


“J’en ai rien à cirer.”


The lieutenant stood indignantly.


“Your name, monsieur?”


The man took a long drag on his cigarette and blew it slowly out through his nose.


“Cantillon.”


Cantillon! The militia commandant.


“You have a given name?”


“Cantillon. Now be a good little boy and run off. Tu me fatigues.”


The colonel’s aide marched off down the aisle in a huff.


“I will show that filthy French cretin who is in charge here,” and he stepped into his colonel’s private compartment.


“Shit.”


The colonel lay in a drunken stupor on the floor, glass splinters embedded in his tunic, his papers scattered about. The smell of brandy stunk up the compartment.


The SS lieutenant carefully collected and organized the colonel’s papers, then placed them back in his briefcase. He retrieved a small broom and pan from under the side seat and tried to clean up what he could of the glass.


He left the colonel lying as he found him. He had learned the hard way not to touch him.


Ever.


He returned to the forward car to look for a seat as far away from the smelly Frenchman as he could. To his relief the man was gone.


He hoped the colonel would wake before they arrived at Gare de Lille ... and not smell the telltale cigarette smoke on his uniform before he could have it cleaned.




Chapter 2

Enemies Within

Fear is the only true enemy, born of ignorance and the parent of anger and hate.

- Edward Albert

[image: ]

Present Day

Loose ends.


“I hate them,” I muttered to myself as I began to outline what I knew, what I did not know, and what bothered me the most. At the top of the list I wrote:

Gaps in the Berghof story: the commando team?


The fate of the commando team was something Sid left hanging in mid-air. The only members of the team I could identify were Private Sidney Woodard and Captain William Sutherland. Sutherland returned to duty after recovering from his injuries in the plane crash at Gerbini Airfield. Sid made it safely out of Germany through Switzerland and back to England and reassignment. I had already ferreted out that story.


I presumed the rest of the team died in the raid on Hitler’s residence. But the dead leave records, even when you don’t know their names.




Monique called me back before lunch.


“I am sending you several files from the German War Graves Commission.”


Her voice was garbled - she was talking and eating on the run.


“We are in the middle of [unintelligible], M. Larry, so I do not have the time [unintelligible] an abstract.”


“That’s all right. I’ll go through them myself.”


“Frankly, it was not much of an [unintelligible] the records.”


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning Sid could have found this information probably even quicker than I did.”




Gaspar Leclère shook the reins of his cart, urging his horse forward as the last of the train cars passed the crossing near his farm as the gray afternoon gave way to evening. The minor rail lines through the farm country south of Lille saw a marked increase in train traffic now that the Allied bombers focused their attacks on the main lines north from Paris.


“Get along, you stupid horse.”


His daughter Jacquelynne sat next to him bundled up against a cold chill from the steady rainfall that drenched the fields southeast of Lille. In the back of the cart were three unmarked wooden crates.


“Papa, be nice to the horse. He has feelings, too,” she chided him. “The train - it always scares him.”


Jacquelynne always noticed when the hospital cars passed by their field - the windows painted black, a small white circle with a red cross painted on the side, near the door.


She never understood why the horse acted up so.


“Feelings? He will be feeling the sharp edge of my knife as I slice him into stew meat if he does not get going.”


German soldiers had ransacked the farm and butchered all of Gaspar Leclère’s pigs. They did not find the store of potatoes and beets in his underground.




“Go inside and warm yourself by the fire. Mme Delcambre will have hot coffee for you.”


“Yes, Papa.”


Jacquelynne jumped down from the cart and headed for the door. It had been nearly four years since the Germans invaded. That seemed such a long time ago. She had just entered the university in Lille.


After her mother died the duties of the house fell on her young shoulders and she ultimately had to leave school. She never complained. Jacquelynne knew the death of her mother fell hard on her papa. She had to do her part. She had to be strong.


She looked back and in the flickering light of a bonfire saw M. Delcambre waiting for her papa by the back shed. The two unloaded the wooden crates from the cart with the help of a boy she recognized from the school. She watched as the men appeared to argue for a moment, then her papa handed the boy a small package. The boy disappeared into the darkness.


She shook her head in disgust.


“Those damn cigarettes. They will get us all killed someday.”




Leclère joined the four men gathered around the fire in the trees behind Joubert Delcambre’s potato farm passing around a bottle of wine.


“Another rail attack this week.”


René Dauzat lit a cigarette.


“Who is doing this - and what do they hope to accomplish? Stir up the police to run around the district causing trouble for everybody? And for what?”


Dauzat just shook his head.


“I have heard Ranier is the man behind the rail attacks.”


Ranier. That was a name the men knew. But it was a man no one had met. No one besides Gaspar Leclère.


A loosely organized group of resistance fighters supported by the Central Intelligence and Action Bureau (BCRA) based in London had exploded two bombs along the main rail line between Lille and Brussels. The Franc Guard - the so-called milice, or militia - took the opportunity to raid every farm and home on the outskirts if Lille - more to steal food and wine than to find the attackers.


When the militia raided Nomain, René Dauzat managed to disappear into the woods between farms where the heavy vehicles could not follow. They discovered Dauzat’s small stash of shotgun shells he used to keep scavengers away from his field. They stole his shotgun, then they shot his dog.


Damiene Hotte, a veteran of the Great War who lost his hand to a German shell, drew a crude map on the ground with the end of a burning stick from the fire.


“All our homes are now targets. The miliciens are concentrating their searches here ... south of Templeuve. I cannot return to my farm - they have probably ransacked it anyway and stolen everything they could carry.”


The men were beginning to get desperate. No one yet had been arrested, but that was just a matter of time.


Delcambre fidgeted with his knife in the loose dirt by the fire.


“What should we do about the soldiers coming to the farm?”


Gaspar Leclère reached for the bottle of wine.


“Tell the soldiers your storehouses are empty. Let them feel the hunger grow in their bellies. Even the enemy gets hungry.”


Leclère handed Damiene Hotte the bottle.


“The Germans are convinced the invasion will come at Calais. That is why the concentration of soldiers has increased these past months. But the Wehrmacht - it is nervous about the rail attacks. So far there has been little damage, but disruptions to their schedules do more to create havoc than destroying the tracks. And they are concerned the resistance will disrupt communications with the help of the British.”


“What have the British done to help us besides sit back and watch us starve?”


“This will all change, soon enough, Damiene. We expect the American OSS will come, too, before the invasion. The SS knows of this. They have orders to crush the local resistance at any cost.”


“You say ‘we.’ What do you know of the train attacks?”


Leclère ignored his question.


“Joubert is correct. The German administration has sent an SS colonel into the district to reorganize the militia.”


At the mention of the French Militia Damiene Hotte spit on the ground.


“Let the milicien come - I will gladly slit their traitorous throats.”


“You may get your chance, Damiene. Officially, they are to round up any of the remaining Jews and force them into deportation camps. The German administration is confident this will not meet much resistance from the civilian population.”


The men nodded their heads in agreement. The problem of the Jews ... well, that was their problem. Besides, most had been resettled after the occupation. The few that remained were not their concern.


Leclère pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, and passed it around the fire.


“There is a rumor Cantillon has arrived from Paris.”


“Cantillon!” Damiene Hotte looked up, alarmed. “That traitorous pig! He has killed more Frenchmen in Paris than the Germans. And he is here now?”


The cigarette finished its rounds. Gascon Leclère took the last drag and tossed the butt into the fire.


“Something like that.”




Ansell Pett waited at the street corner as a small convoy of German trucks bearing the red cross of the hospital company approached up the Rue du Molinel. Every day the streets of Lille filled with more German vehicles as the buildup for the invasion continued.


More trucks, more traffic, more soldiers ... more opportunities.


“You have something today?”


The voice came from behind him. Ansell Pett turned slowly but did not look back. Instead, he pretended to try and cross the street only to be forced back by the oncoming convoy. He quickly jumped back to the curb, closer to the voice.


“I have three. British. Craven ‘A’, not that shit they give you.”


“Only three? You promised me five.”


“I have only three. Do you want them or not?”


The soldier fished into his pants pocket and showed the boy a small stash of script.


“I can get you more … two days.”


As the convoy passed, shielding them from the far side of the street, Ansell pulled out the three packs of cigarettes.


Two more soldiers moved quickly from where they were hiding in a doorway. Ansell saw them too late.


By the time the last of the convoy passed, the street corner was empty, save for the bloodied young boy lying on the sidewalk.




“The boy missed school again. This is unacceptable.”


Madame Boron sat with a scowl on her face. Ansell Pett sat next to her before the school superintendent, fidgeting, the bruises from yesterday’s beating blushing dark purple.


Those ears. The boy looks Jewish to me.


“Unless we see an improvement I must insist he be dismissed from the school.”


Dismissed. The school superintendent left no doubt what he intended to do. Even though the official age of labor conscription under the STO laws was eighteen, mécréants as he like to call them - trouble makers - could be rounded up and forced to work for local officials until old enough to be deported to Germany’s forced labor camps.


That would mean the loss of the boy’s food ration coupons. Mme Boron could ill afford that.


“M. Garrant, perhaps if he were to work for a while it would keep him from mischief. I could ask at the hospital.”


The superintendent just frowned, but thought this over.


“Find work for the boy or I will inform the authorities. You have one week, madame.”




Haubourdin Rail Yard

The stationmaster stepped into the switching office in a foul mood.


“Why has #468 not left the yard? It is due in Brussels. And what are the police doing here?”


The young switchman just shook his head.


“I do not know. Orders from the Prefect of Police.”


“Orders?”


He stormed out of the switching office and headed across the tracks.


“Who is in charge here?”


A dour-faced police captain named Verney Molière stepped up to stop him.


“The train will remain where is sits, on my order, until we finish with our investigation.”


“Investigation? Of what?”


Just then two policemen exited the forward passenger car carrying a body on a stretcher.


“Of that.”


The body was dressed in rude pants and a coarse faded shirt - no jacket - and smelled heavily of cigarette smoke.




Chapter 3

Hiding in Shadows

You have to be willing to go to war with yourself and create a whole new identity.

- David Goggins

[image: ]

Present Day

I am always amazed at the thoroughness of the German bureaucracy during the war - they accounted for everything. I could just imagine the army of Sachbearbeiters - bespectacled clerks typing away on old Kappel 75s recording the horror and carnage of the war like they were taking inventory at a downtown department store.


I knew the orders for the Berghof raid had been scrubbed from the record years ago. This was strictly NEED TO KNOW and EYES ONLY kinda stuff. Bodies are something else again, but finding them when the official record denies they exist can be a challenge.


The system assumes everything can and does proceed regularly, but in war this often not the case. Dead soldiers are often buried in the field, incinerated, or simply disappear in the maelstrom of war. But even when a body is not physically moved, the information about the body enters the system and can be located ... most of the time.


I call it “data triangulation.”


In the German records, every soldier was identified by an ID tag like the “dog tags” American GIs wore. Each body record also included a “source” - a euphemism for where the soldier died. SOURCE is point #1 in the triad.


Point #2 is called TRANSFER - Versetzen. This is the collection point where the German War Graves Commission processed bodies. Dead enemy combatants - unless they were Russian - were usually transferred via a neutral third party such as the Red Cross who then turned them over to - in this case - the American Army’s Graves Registration Service (GRS).


The GRS then recorded and identified each body and arranged for burial or transfer to family - point #3: FINAL DISPOSITION. All the data had to match up to assure an orderly transfer.


Anything out of sequence stands out. That’s what I looked for.


“OK, here’s what I have.”


I had emailed Monique my abstract then called before her morning coffee with Roland.


“In the weeks following the raid GRS recorded four transfers from German control through Portuguese sources from an unidentified location.”


“Unidentified?” she asked.


“Yes, but the transfers occurred together and were routed through Salzburg. What is unusual is there were no individual body records accompanying the transfer. But likely from a single action, and definitely our area.


“And from what I could tell, all downed Allied airmen during this period are already accounted for. I listed the deceased soldiers’ names and serial numbers in my email.”


“I have it - Harrison, C; SGT; Abernathy, B; PVT; Lane, S; PVT, and Johnson, A; PVT.”


“I compared these with the total number of GRS records for this period and found the anomaly I was looking for. There was one other body delivered to the GRS - this one by the Red Cross. The SOURCE field contains the value “XXX.”


Monique stopped and thought for a moment.


“XXX? That seems odd. If they were trying to hide the existence of the raid why would they so openly record a redaction? Especially if the other records were just left blank.”


“Good question. My guess - because the soldier died in-hospital and missed the SS post-action cleanup.”


“A macabre way of putting it. But why?”


“The old Chicago Shuffle.”


Monique went silent on me again.


“American slang ... again. Explain.”


“The left hand - the SS - operated independently from the right hand - the Medical Service, and something simply slipped through this gap. Some clerk was not clued in and put something logical on the form.”


“XXX.”


“The medical clerk likely had no idea what was listed on the other body forms because they were processed by different departments. I just sent you another email - a screen capture of the record that accompanied the body.”


“I have it.”

REID, Jacob A.; PVT. #12 078 096; G 12 Nov 1943 ; Amerikaner; Verwendung unbekannt

183 cm; Sarg, 2; Rotes Kreuz


She quickly did a translation.


“Private Jacob Reid, died - gefallen - November 12 - the day of the raid. The circumstance of the death is Verwendung Unbekannt - loosely translated ‘duty position unknown.’ But they listed him as American. I know what Rotes Kreuz means - the Red Cross. But what is Sarg 2?”


“His body was transferred to the Red Cross in a German Type 2 coffin - Sarg 2.”


“What is a Type 2 coffin?”


I love it when I catch her not knowing something.


“The Germans had a 4-tier coffin system to minimize wastage of material. They were ranked by size - 1 through 4 - the last being for fatties like Hermann Göring.”


I laughed at my little inside joke. And just to emphasize how smart I was, and how quickly I could Google the question, I added:


“A Type 2 measured out for a body 180 - 200 centimeters. The record lists his height at 183 cm.”


“They measured his height?”


“Standard procedure in-hospital - part of the hospital form, and War Graves procedure as well.”


“That is what, 6’ American, give or take?”


I quickly did the math.


“Yeah ... pretty close.”


Monique sensed my thoughts meandering a little.


“What is wrong?”


“Six-foot. That’s not right.”


Why do I know that?


“Damn! I know it’s here somewhere.”


I pushed my chair back in exasperation and began pacing around the room. Rhonda could hear me from the kitchen.


“What in the world are you fussing about?”


“I have a photo somewhere in this bloody computer. One of Sid’s collections from training. He gave it to me years ago when he tried to teach me about explosives.”


“Oh, god. I remember that. You damn near blew up the barn.”


“Yeah, well I never claimed to be any good at it.”


“That’s an understatement.”


“But I remember what he said - he learned the art from a buddy of his. I didn’t remember it until just now ... if I could just find that picture.”


She put on a new pot of coffee.


“I thought you scanned all those ... ,”


“I did. But where ... ,”


“... and stuck them on one of your backup drives.”


“The body sent to Graves Registration was not Jacob Reid.”


I reached Monique between meetings and for once I actually caught her off guard.


“How did you conjure that up?”


“The body had Reid’s dog tags, but that was a mistake.”


“Why do you think that?”


“Check your message app.”


I could hear Monique’s brain churning away over the cell towers between the Beach House and Paris as I waited.


“OK, it is here. What am I looking at?”


“The photo - that’s Sid in 1943 at Camp X just after he completed the live fire explosives obstacle course with a buddy of his. Look at the writing in pen in the margin.”


“It says, ‘Me and Coby - all blown up.’ So what?”


“Coby is a nickname for Jacob.”


She was quiet for a moment.


“He is short. But couldn’t they have just used a larger coffin?”


“They were German … not a chance.”


I was savoring the moment when Rhonda came in with a coffee for me - a rarity - and snatched the phone from my hand.


“I had to find the photo for him, don’t let him fool you.”


Rhonda grinned and did a little dance as she gave me back my iPhone and headed out to the porch. I just gave her “a look” and tried to get back on track with Monique.


“Despite the redaction, given the location of the attack my guess Reid was treated at Dietrich-Eckart-Krankenhaus Military Hospital in Berchtesgaden.”


Monique thought for a moment.


“If the dog tags followed the wrong body are we stuck?”


“Actually, it could help. Given the German propensity for record keeping something will not fit. Somebody had to make a square peg fit into a round hole - it might stand out.”


Monique called out to someone in the background for a moment, then turned back.


“OK. I am on it. I will clear it with Roland and call you tomorrow.”


Hospital Director Dreschler routinely ignored Captain Roth’s persistent requests for additional staff. Until this morning’s meeting.


“Doktor Roth, I may have a partial solution for you. A member of the Ascq commune, someone known to the hospital administration as a person of good character, has asked to find employment for a boy in her charge.”


The director had an annoying habit of referring to himself in the third person when addressing his subordinates.


“A boy? I need trained orderlies.”


“He is a truant problem. Either he works or he will be sent to the work camps.”


“A truant? Herr Direktor, really!”


“That is the director’s final word on the subject, Herr Doktor. Take the boy ... ,” and he looked up over his wire-rimmed glasses, “or nothing at all.”


“So, you are my new helper.”


He looked at the boy standing in his office. He appeared to be about fourteen, a touch small for his age. Peasant boys were often smaller in stature, he knew, owing to a poor diet.


“I am not afraid to work.”


The doctor sipped his coffee.


“Where did you get those bruises.”


The boy just stared at him.


“I fell.”


Like hell you did. By the looks of things you take a regular beating. It is the ears. Makes you look Jewish.


“You will report to the charge nurse. Work hard and you can stay. If not, you will be sent out.”


“You may begin by cleaning the beds. From now on you will change the linens in the morning. Every other day.”


The charge nurse carried both a clipboard and a sour disposition. Ansell thought she looked like a giant goose waddling down the ward, her snoot in the air.


“What if they are soiled?”


She stopped, and refused to turn back toward him.


“Every other day.”


He moved the food tray to the end of the bed.


“Not hungry?”


Ansell looked at what passed as a thin stew sitting on the plate.


“I do not blame you.”


By now he had figured out how to slip the bottom sheet out from under a patient without having them get out of bed - a useful skill. Two rows of beds, fifteen beds to a row - all full. He figured he could finish the linen change in just over an hour.


“You want a smoke?”


Ansell rolled up the dirty linen and stashed it in the basket as Patient #15 ignored him. Ansell reached out and pushed him on his shoulder.


“A smoke?” and he made a gesture to his lips. Patient #15 nodded his head.


“British.”


Ansell looked around to make sure no one was within earshot.


“I can double my ration quota easily with these every month.”


He passed Patient #15 a cigarette from his pack - Craven “A” - then stashed the contraband back in his shirt pocket. He pulled out a match from his front pants pocket and lit it as Coby settled back and took a long draw.


Just then the ward orderly walked through the wardroom door. Coby tried to hide the cigarette behind him.


“Do not worry. That German pig is one of my regulars,” Ansell grinned, and left Patient #15’s bedside to meet the orderly halfway up the ward. Coby watched as they made an exchange, and the orderly quickly left the ward.


Ansell walked back for his linen cart.


“These Germans, they like the British cigs better than the crap they get.”


He stopped and looked back at Coby Reid.


Deaf as a post, that one.


“But man, if I had American smokes ... ,” and he smiled, then turned back to change the linens on Bed #16.


“What?” His hand pulled out a potato.


“Aaaggh!”


The patient in Bed 16 grabbed him by the arm, and screamed, again and again, refusing to let go. Ansell tried to pull away, but the man’s
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