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For Dan McMurtrie, a new man.
And as always, this book is dedicated, as I am, to my wife, Lindy.

PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF DAVID L. ROBBINS
LIBERATION ROAD
“David Robbins has done it again. In Liberation Road, he presents an inspirational WWII tale of personal courage and racial tension through the eyes of a rabbi chaplain and an African-American truck driver on the Red Ball Express. . . . A riveting read.”
—James Bradley, author of Flags of Our Fathers and Flyboys 
“Once again, Robbins—emerging as the Homer of WWII—re-creates the mighty drama in all its deadly beauty.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“Robbins powerfully integrates the theme of racial bigotry from  Scorched Earth with the successful formula of his previous three combat novels. A fine effort from an ambitious storyteller.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Explores an aspect of WWII most writers ignore: segregation in the U.S. military. An ambitious novel peopled with compelling characters— white, black, Jew, Gentile. Human.”
—Entertainment Weekly 
LAST CITADEL
“An epic and compelling story. [Robbins has] successfully put very human faces on the soldiers, pilots, partisans, and tankers who are the protagonists. This superb historical novel is strongly recommended.”
—Library Journal (starred review)
“Robbins uses his exhaustive research as a background for a well-told tale with interesting and illuminating characters that ensnare the reader while at the same time giving them an inside look at one of those watershed moments of the 20th century. You can’t ask more from historical fiction.”
—Denver Post
“Takes a page out of Tom Clancy’s books . . . Robbins’ talent for putting the reader in the midst of battle is richly displayed. . . . Vivid and authentic.”
—Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Robbins’ strength as a historical novelist is his ability to bring great events to a personal level. . . . Against a meticulously researched historical background . . . Robbins captures the human side of people caught up in a give-no-quarter war.”
—San Antonio Express-News
SCORCHED EARTH
“Robbins has offered up a story you only think you’ve figured out before the surprise ending. . . . A mystery that will make you think, and not just to determine whodunit.”
—Denver Post
“Perhaps it is hackneyed to call a book unforgettable, but less egregious when it is true. Robbins has a near perfect page-turner of a tale here. It will hold you spellbound.”
—Rocky Mountain News
“Scorched Earth surprises. Robbins’ keen eye for detail, coupled with a narrative style that’s both poetic and searingly precise, makes the story jump to life.” —Style Magazine
“A searing portrait of the small town where past and present merge . . . Robbins masters the genre with human and humane insights, a knack for storytelling, and an unequalled eye for detail.”
—Richmond Times-Dispatch
THE END OF WAR
“Assiduously researched and sprawling . . . Robbins’ novel is a pitch-perfect blend of fiction and history.”
—Cleveland Plain Dealer
“Powerful . . . a compelling tale of the final days of the most catastrophic event in all of recorded history.”
—Washington Post
“Gripping . . . breathtaking.”
—New York Post
“The End of War is a powerful . . . well-written novel. Highly recommended.”
—Tulsa World
“Deeply felt. Robbins renders his real people superbly but the heart of his story is his imagined cast. Brilliant storytelling by an author in absolute control of his material.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“A first-rate tale of war, thoughtful, gritty, and compulsively readable, this work is enthusiastically recommended.”
—Library Journal 
WAR OF THE RATS
“A good candidate for the thriller of the summer award . . . gives a compelling and graphic sense of the heroism-filled nightmare called Stalingrad . . . A readable, gritty adventure story.”
—New York Times 
“Breakneck-fast and laced with real-life vignettes.”
—USA Today
“Robbins does a brilliant job of dissecting the unique mind-set and steely emotions that snipers must possess and painting the battle scenes. . . . He presents a riveting account of a battle within a battle.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A great novel of one of the epic battles of all time—Stalingrad.”
—W.E.B. Griffin
“Robbins has done his homework. . . . A historical thriller with the punch of a full-metal jacket.”
—Denver Post

AUTHOR’S NOTE
Though Liberation Road is a work of fiction, it is closely based on authentic events and the actual wartime conduct of individuals and military units, both U.S. and German, during the desperate first three months of the Allied struggle to liberate France. The true designations and histories of divisions, regiments, battalions, and companies have been utilized, while most real names of soldiers and chaplains have been replaced by fictional ones. Places, dates, battles, and the intricacies of the Paris black market have been re-created with as little dramatic license and as much accuracy as my research and abilities have allowed.
At the rear of the book, a glossary is included with explanations of abbreviated military terms used in the novel. A series of annotations will supply the actual names and some additional historical details for several of the events and participants referred to in the narrative.
Many people have contributed to the writing of this novel. Principal among them are:
Kenneth J. Leinwand, Chaplain (Colonel), U.S. Army; Dr. John C. Stevens, Chaplain (Captain, retired), U.S. Army; Dr. John Brinsfield, historian at the Chaplain’s Museum, Columbia, SC; former Red Ball driver William Bennett of Petersburg, VA; Sorlie Bigman for her recollections of Pittsburgh; Jim and Rebecca Redington for their company in Normandy and Paris, and Jim for everything medical in this book; the unknown French dairy farmer whose tractor pulled my car out of a muddy hedgerow in the middle of the night; Alexandra Duckworth for her research and enthusiasm; all my MFA students at VCU for their own mistakes and surprising talents; Tracy Fisher of William Morris for her constant good advice and measured ways; Kate Miciak of Bantam for her incisive editing and fond e-mails; and my old friends Gary Green, Tom Kennedy, and Tucker Connelly, who insisted this book should be written.
DLR
Richmond, VA
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D+100 SEPTEMBER 14, 1944
The search for his son stopped here.
Ben Kahn toted up the sum of the young man standing in front of him. Well fed in a starving city. White-skinned and clean where millions lived without soap. Clothes expensive and dark. The long occupation, the fight for Paris, a nation’s hunger—none of it had marked him. He’d flourished.
Ben waited while black eyes added him up as well.
The boy shrugged.
“You got me all wrong, Pop.”
“Don’t call me Pop.” Ben winced. A pain in his side threatened to rip open. He put a hand there to hold it in.
“S’matter?” the boy asked. “You got no stomach for business? That’s all it ever was—business. Everybody did it. Get serious.”
Ben felt unsteady. He reached for a tabletop to catch himself.
His son had been a pilot. That was honorable. A year and a half ago he was shot down over France. The crash didn’t kill him. Paris killed him. Paris murdered everything honorable and good about his son, and he in turn killed others. Ben stared at the monster, traitor, in front of him and thought, My son became . . . this.
The room was a big space, a garage hung with chains and grimy tools, metal rafters and water pipes. A Citroën waited under a jacket of dust; for four years no one had worked on civilian cars in Paris—little gas to run them. The walls of the building were thick, the street outside was a quiet alley. The thoroughfares beyond were still flush with the Liberation. No one was looking for this young man. He was missing. Presumed dead.
“So, Pop. What are we gonna do? I can’t stand here all day chattin’ about old times. You don’t look like you want to, either.”
Ben did not correct him for calling him Pop.
He reached under his olive jacket. He hauled the .45 pistol from his waistband. The gun filled his hand and lifted his arm. Ben felt as though he could let go and the pistol would stay in the air, hammer cocked.
“What are you gonna do, shoot me?”
Untold deaths had passed through Ben’s hands.
“Yes.”
Ben stared at the white face turned incredulous, cringing. This was a coward, too. Of course he was.
“You can’t do that!”
“Yes I can.” Ben’s voice was cool.
“No, no, no. You’re . . . you’re a man of God.”
Ben answered down the barrel.
“Not anymore.”

FIRST
Logistics were the lifeblood of the Allied Armies in France . . . without supplies, we could not move, shoot, eat.
General Omar Bradley
A General’s Life
 
D+5 JUNE 11, 1944 
The first body of the second war in Ben Kahn’s life drifted past.
The corpse bobbed on a thieving wave, a little salty crest that snuck onto the beach and floated away the soldier beneath anyone’s notice. The water tried to ferret its catch back out to sea, a quiet and greedy bier. A cotton mattress cover had been buttoned around the corpse in its wait for burial somewhere close to this beach. Soaked, the sheath matted to its knees, shoulders, boot tips, even the nose and hollows of the eyes.
He leaned over the rail of the truck bed, where he rode to shore. The truck, a deuce-and-a-half in an armada of vehicles, churned through the long shallows of the Norman coast, making for the beach. Colored boys drove all the trucks. Ben Kahn looked through the rear window at the two black boys in the cab of his truck. Both craned their necks to see the corpse bob off the right fender. Ben scooted across crates of ammunition to the tailgate of the truck. The water here off OMAHA should not want more, he thought. How red has it been already? He jumped into the water, hip deep. The truck stopped at his splash.
The driver shouted, “Hey, you alright?”
“Yeah. Figure I’d fetch this fella back to shore. You two go ahead. Thanks for the lift.”
The driver nodded, said something to his assistant, and pulled away. Ben waded to the body, grabbing the mattress cover. The tug of the Channel seemed jealous. Ben pulled against it and plowed forward to the beach.
The walk was long, almost two hundred yards to the low-tide shelf. The body stayed buoyant behind him. Ben imagined how bloated it must be to float like it did. He towed the corpse in its white sack past obstacles the Germans had hammered into the sand. Allied engineers had been hard at work here, clearing paths for the constant invasion. Ben and his dead soldier passed steel tetrahedrons that would gut any boat floating across them at high tide, Belgian gates eight feet high laced with teller mines, barbed-wire lattices, and fat poles jutting in pyramids clotted with barnacles. The hulks of burned, stove-in landing craft, each a fiery story to itself, made the surface of the water jagged. Left and right Ben looked, dragging the body, now in shallower water dragging its own heels as if saddened like Ben to return to France.
A medic jogged into the skim of water to help lug the corpse onto dry sand. Together, the two pulled the soldier back to where the wave had stolen him at a Graves Registration detail. Ben let go of the mattress cover once the soldier lay again in a neat line, one white picket in a long, knocked-down fence.
Ben’s boots sloshed, his pantaloons drizzled. The medic left him with a nod. Ben did not know what to do or where to go; he was four days late reaching OMAHA beach. Activity welled everywhere. As a soldier, as the father of a son missing in action, all of it was his concern. This dizzied him, joining the fatigue of dragging the corpse ashore. Ben sat on the sand and gazed at America’s arrival.
Landing craft towing barrage balloons ran themselves aground to disgorge machines, men, and matériel. Offshore, Navy ships prowled. Frequently, one of them let go a salvo at some target a mile inland. Each report rattled everything on the beach. An entire division, fifteen thousand men with rifles and machine guns slung over every shoulder, trudged through the shallow water. None of the men paused on the beach, all drudged up the slopes of the high dunes where the Germans had been, away to the front line. Tanks and towed artillery filled the parade, making their separate way to the draw between the bluffs. Working the water behind the landing craft, dozens of tugboats wrestled pieces of the huge artificial harbor called “Mulberry” into place. Fifty-gallon drums were rolled together by the hundreds to make instant depots. Trucks backed and spit forward, loaded to the gills.
Ben Kahn looked at the one thing he’d done so far since arriving in France, the body in its wet cocoon he’d retrieved. He unbuttoned the mattress cover to reveal the soldier’s face. A boy, a brown-haired boy. Ben fingered for the remaining dog tag under the tunic and read a name, a blood type, Catholic. Ben could not guess how this soldier died, if he might have had a last moment to spend with a priest or if he was taken too fast.
He laid a hand on the cold, pallid forehead.
“Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with Thee. Blessed art Thou among women and blessed is the fruit of Thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.”
With his thumb, Ben drew the sign of the cross.
“Amen.”
He lifted his gaze. He’d known for more than a year he would do this as soon as he landed in France. He knew, too, that it would be fruitless. Ben Kahn cast his eyes across the beach, at the slogging thousands of American doughs, wondering if he might spot a lost face, a gait, something. He would do this the rest of his life—keep looking—until he was certain.
Rabbi Ben Kahn buttoned the sheath over the dead boy’s face and stood, at war.
“Damn!”
Joe Amos slid across the bench seat until his rear collided with Boogie John’s leg. The big driver shoved him away.
“Get off me, boy!”
“Damn, you see that?” Joe Amos was slow to ease back to his passenger-side window. Boogie John leaned right to look for himself.
“That’s a dead man, sure enough.”
Joe Amos nodded. He set his elbows on the window frame. The corpse floated just below, bagged in a white cotton cover.
“You ain’t never seen no dead man before, huh?”
Joe Amos shook his head, longer than just to say no. He watched the outgoing tide take the body into the Channel and wondered if it would get all the way to England. That boy wants to go home, Joe Amos thought.
With a splash, the chaplain riding in the truck bed jumped down. Boogie John hit the brakes. Joe Amos leaned out farther to see behind the truck. The water stood above the Jimmy’s tires and running boards and came to the chaplain’s belt. One minute the chaplain had been riding high and dry, now he was sopping wet. Good for him, Joe Amos thought. And this wasn’t no young man, this chaplain, this was a skinny sharp-nosed type, wiry, some kind of roadrunner. Back on the LCM, when he asked for a ride into shore, Joe Amos saw he was a Jew. The chaplain had a little Ten Commandments badge on his collar with his captain’s bars. The chaplain kicked through the water to the floating body.
“Thank you, Jesus,” Joe Amos mumbled.
Boogie John leaned out his driver’s window.
“Chaplain, you alright?”
The man answered he was going to fetch the body back to the beach. Boogie John waved to the chaplain and said to Joe Amos, “Let’s go.” Boogie got the Jimmy moving, shoving up to second gear to close the gap in their convoy through the water. Joe Amos brought his gaze forward. The first dead man he’d ever seen was wrapped in white. It was bad but got easier to look at. He knew there’d be dead men, and was grateful to get the first one out of the way like that, better than he’d imagined. Something started when that corpse floated by. Joe Amos looked at Boogie John, the closest living man to him. He reached for Boogie’s shoulder and left his hand on it.
“Here we go.”
The truck surged forward. The water took a long time to grow shallow, the beach was far off and misty. Boogie closed up on the bumper of the truck ahead of him. Joe Amos twisted in his seat to see everything, gandering at the enemy obstacles strewn like a million jacks as far as he could look to the west, all the way to Pointe du Hoc. Sunken transports, sleek back in England when they were defiant and full of white boys with guns and tanks, were like craters in the water. Boogie told Joe Amos to sit still, but his view was blocked by the truck in front, the ammo crates behind, and Boogie’s big face to the left.
When the Jimmy finally pulled onto the sand, the convoy turned left. An MP windmilled one arm to direct them to a gathering station for their battalion. Joe Amos opened his door. He climbed out on the running board to get a better view of the invasion force streaming ashore. An uncountable number of boats plied back and forth in the Channel. Big Navy ships patrolled the outer limits, rhino ferries and DUKWs hauled supplies and vehicles up to the beach. Trucks, tanks, and bulldozers came out of the water dripping like summer dogs. Activity buzzed for miles down the beach. Joe Amos figured the Brits were doing the same farther east, where their zone was.
I’m in France, Joe Amos thought. Damn a mule, France.
“Look at that, Boog!” he shouted over the din of the diesels around him. Three huge roadways spanned from the sand out to a chain of concrete piers sunk a thousand yards offshore. Engineers swarmed over them, securing the last pieces of the bridges to pontoons. “They get that done, won’t be no more driving through the water!”
“Nope,” Boogie answered.
Joe Amos hung on and gazed over the canvas roof of the rolling Jimmy’s cab. Offshore, east of the piers, a string of Liberty ships and tankers had been sunk five hundred yards out from OMAHA to make a breakwater. The blockships lay in a row so tight they almost touched bow to stern. “Well, I’ll be,” Joe Amos mumbled, impressed. America, all this, so many ships we can sink them on purpose. He swelled with his America.
Boogie drove alongside the cliffs in line with the rest of the truck battalion. Their first assigned stop was a maintenance area where they would strip the hoses from the carburetor and exhaust and unpack the waterproof cosmoline grease from the wires and plugs that allowed the GMC truck to drive through the water. On the slopes of the bluffs, thousands of GIs had dug foxholes, an odd honeycomb, a sort of Yank infestation. None of the soldiers lifted their faces to greet the convoy, they smoked or slept. Over their heads, crowning the bluffs, two pillboxes stood guard no more. The Germans had called this their Atlantic Wall. Shoot, Joe Amos thought. Now those bunkers are just broken concrete, black-eyed and hollow, shut up and done in by these guys curled in their holes in the sand. Joe Amos made a fist and shook it at one soldier whose drawn eye he caught. The man nodded back, a dent in his helmet. The pillboxes were payback for that dent and for the busted landing craft in the water, too, for the white-wrapped, floating body, and for Joe Amos Biggs and all of them being over here in France, and paybacks were hell.
“We’re gonna get off this beach!” he cheered. “We’re gonna kick their whole ass! What you think?”
Boogie struck out his flat hand for some skin. Joe Amos reached in the window and smoothed his palm across Boogie’s.
“Boy!”
Joe Amos looked out the windshield. Boogie slowed the Jimmy to let an MP stride in front of the high grille.
“You! Boy! Get your fanny back in that truck.”
Joe Amos straightened on the running board. He fumbled for the door latch.
“Yeah, okay.”
The MP banged the butt of his rifle against the passing front fender.
“Now, boy.”
Joe Amos climbed on the bench beside Boogie. The driver’s big smile was gone.
“Son of a bitch.”
“Leave it, Boog.”
Boogie sped the truck past the glaring MP, then pulled one hand from the wheel, the hand that a moment ago was offered to Joe Amos open and pink. Now one finger stabbed close to Joe Amos’s eyes.
“You leave it. Don’t tell me what I got to do over here.”
“Alright, Boog, alright.”
“Boy.” Boogie drove, ironcast now behind the wheel. “Cracker son of a bitch. I want to know how big they grow the men where he come from.”
Joe Amos rode in the silence of the engine, the Jimmy’s gears laboring over the sand. He looked again up the slope at the charred pillboxes. A flight of P-47 Thunderbolts streaked in low from over the Channel in tight formation, owning the sky. Out to sea the horizon shuttled with ships, the concrete harbor grew by the minute.
Oh, yeah, Joe Amos thought. America. It’s here, alright. It’s all here.

D+6 JUNE 12 
Ben Kahn kneeled beside another litter. He set his lantern in the sand. Both knees ached from six hours of bending, his kneecaps were chafed from salt and sand, and his trousers were stained with blood where he’d taken soldiers’ hands in his lap.
“Son,” he said in a firm voice. “I’m Chaplain Kahn. Can I get you anything?”
This soldier smiled under crinkling eyes. He blinked; the smile wavered.
“Got a right foot you can spare, Chaplain?”
Ben opened his hands, empty.
“You know anyone needs a right boot, I left a good one up in Vierville-sur-Mer.”
Ben patted the soldier’s chest.
“We’ll get you out of here pretty quick, son. I’ve got some water.”
Ben poured from his canteen into a steel cup. The soldier worked his way up to his elbows to drink. He grunted. Ben slid a hand under his neck to hold him while he sipped from the cup.
“Minefield,” the soldier uttered between swallows. He needed to explain his weakness, the reason why this older man needed to help him drink.
“I know,” Ben answered, laying the soldier down, taking back the emptied cup. “There’s good boots laying all over this place.”
The soldier began to breathe harder through his nose. He fought nausea, tears, something he would not release. Ben looked down the length of the blanket covering the soldier, ending in the one boot. He laid his palm gently on the damaged leg.
“You want to pray with me, son?”
“Yeah.”
Ben had no kit with him, that was lost, he’d need to requisition another. In his pack he carried New and Old Testaments, one book of prayers, and another of hymns, issued by the Chaplain Corps. He had a canteen, a cigarette lighter, he’d stolen the lantern. His helmet bore a red cross on a white field to identify him as a non-combatant.
“What’s your name, soldier?”
“Lombardy, sir. Kevin. Pfc.”
“I’m Ben Kahn. Where you from?”
“Chicago.”
“Pittsburgh.”
“Go Pirates,” the soldier said, in better control of himself.
“Go Cubbies.”
Lombardy gestured to the pin on Ben’s collar, a double tablet bearing Roman numerals to ten, capped by the Star of David, the insignia for rabbi chaplains.
“I’m Protestant, Chaplain. I never prayed with no Jew before.”
Ben grinned. He smoothed the soldier’s hair.
“I think you’ve done tougher things today, Kevin.”
The soldier closed his eyes beneath Ben’s touch. Ben stayed quiet, watching the young face crease and still in the lantern light. Ben made his prayer in silence. He lowered his face and asked God again in this evacuation station for tsedoke, charity. For grace for this poor kid, for courage, luck, something to turn it around for Kevin Lombardy. God could do it. God could do it for any soldier, no matter how hurt, scared, or missing. But God had to choose to do a mitzvah. Mercy, please, God. Not for me. For this boy. For my boy and all of them. Hear O Israel . . .
“Chap?”
Ben looked up from his prayer, jarred and not finished. He delved deep for God every time, never just cast his prayers on the surface like bread. Ben Kahn sank them to the bottom, probing.
“Yes.”
“I feel better.” The soldier dabbed his sleeve across his eyes. “Rabbi, huh? That felt good. That was okay.”
“I’m glad.”
“You might think about taking a rest, Chap.”
“I’m fine.”
“You look worse than me.”
“I’m a lot older than you. I’ve had more time to work on my look.”
“What division you with?”
Ben slid the Red Cross helmet off his head to scratch his crew cut. This was the first soldier on a stretcher to ask about him. Ben poured himself a cup of water, his first in six hours of wounds and soldiers’ hometowns and trying to snag God’s attention from a world on fire.
“Don’t know yet. I’m a replacement. I was supposed to be here six days ago. Got crossed up. I’ll find out where I’m supposed to be when I get to the repple depple.”
“When’d you get here?”
“This morning.”
“What time is it? You slept any?”
“Alright, Private.” Ben screwed the cap on his canteen. “I take my orders from God and Ike. But you take one from me. You go home and you be the same man you always have been. Tell me about your family.”
“Mom and Dad. Sister.”
“Okay. You take care of them.”
Ben made a light fist and tapped it on the soldier’s chest, a gentle blow to offset the one that tore this boy off at the ankle. He set his helmet back on his head and pushed off the sand to rise. His knees and hips griped.
Outside the evac tent a clamor erupted. Men shouted, automatic weapons barked.
“What’s that?” Ben froze in a half-standing posture.
“Bedcheck Charlie.”
“What?”
The gunfire thickened on every side, from the beach and the cliffs. A powerful engine roared past, low and searing over the night sands.
“Jabo,” the soldier said, pulling up his blanket, shifting on his stretcher.
Ben ran the few steps to the open tent flap. Outside, orange tongues of small arms and mounted machine guns yelped after the screeching German fighter. The plane left them in its black wake and flew over another ten thousand Americans a mile farther down OMAHA, waking them and their guns. Ben heard the cannons of the fighter, strafing, harassing, then disappearing south over the German lines.
He walked inside the evac tent. Every soldier who could sit up from his stretcher was erect and alert. The medical staff, a dozen doctors and nurses, moved along the lines of tables and litters, through tubes, bags, and poles, pressing the men to lie down. Ben settled again beside Private Lombardy.
“They come in threes,” the soldier said.
His knuckles were white on the blanket. Ben sat close and waited.
In another minute when the engines appeared and the cannons and gunfire cranked, Ben lay across the private. The soldier shivered. His arms went around Ben’s back and clutched him there.
The orders seemed more than words typed on paper. They weighed that of a commandment, chiseled and sent down. The sheet sank Ben’s hand to his side. He thanked the personnel officer and turned away.
The town square of Isigny-sur-Mer brimmed with soldiers, most of them replacements. No civilians milled, moved out long ago by the Germans. Around the cobblestone center, every building was rubble. Desks and filing cabinets had been moved outside, there was not a floor or roof to be trusted in the village. Fresh soldiers waited in clots and lines, swapping cigarettes and glances. Convoys of trucks, always driven by the Negroes, rolled across the Aure River bridge and into the square, heedless of the men who jumped out of the way. The drivers were in a hurry, the replacements were not. Sergeants herded the clean GIs into the truck beds and they were hauled off in fifties and hundreds, chambered into the war an hour after splashing onto OMAHA or UTAH.
Ben read his orders again. He folded the sheet. He did not look into the blue morning sky for God. There was no reason to believe God was up there any more than He was everywhere. Ben had been told at the Chaplain School at Harvard this seemed a very Jewish instinct. He sometimes admired the Gentile way of believing God was in a high heaven, that secure sense that God resided in one place where He could be found. Right now Ben felt God in the orders, like a stone tablet in his pocket.
“The 90th,” he said.
He stared at the empty bed of an arriving two-and-a-half-ton truck, one of the olive drab GMC Jimmies that were pouring into France almost as fast as soldiers and guns. The truck swerved around a broken fountain, squealing rubber on the cobbles, then stubbed to a stop. In the cab the Negro driver began tapping on the wheel.
To be heard, a sergeant funneled his hands over his mouth.
“357th Infantry, 90th Division! Let’s go! Mount up!”
Soldiers filtered out of the crowd to the idling Jimmy. Ben closed his eyes to listen. The jangles of rifles, bandoliers, buckles, the scuffles of boots, and the mumbles of frightened boys—none of this had been different twenty-six years earlier. The mix of jitters with grease and wool was the same on the French breeze as it had been in the other war, the one they fought to prevent this one.
He opened his eyes. The backs of his hands were not smooth anymore, but spotty, his legs were not as sure. This hurrying truck would carry him back to his old division, the 90th, where he was once young and fierce. How far was he right now from the old trenches? And what of the quarter century wedged in between? What did those years mean, when all they did was return him here? They were just mishegas, craziness. All those years were just chisels, carving a circle that led back to the beginning.
Ben climbed into the bed of the truck with a squad. The driver hit the gas the moment the last man clambered up. The sergeant had to run behind to slam the tailgate.
There were no benches in the truck bed. Soldiers clung to the rails and each other for the careering ride out of the town. Ben stood wobbling in the center, pressed against rifle stocks, web belts, packs, and shoulders. A few of the men took hold of him, laying open hands against his chest and spine to buffer the ride.
“Thank you,” Ben said to the closest faces. “What’s your MOS, soldier?”
The boy answered, “745, Chaplain.”
Another piped up over the jostling. “Hell, we’re all 745s.”
This was military jargon for riflemen. These doughboys were headed straight to the lines.
No one else spoke. A few tried to light cigarettes but gave up under the wind. To the rear, another Jimmy filled with troops closed fast. Behind it, yet another truck left the town. Emptied transports roared past, going back to Isigny. How bad is it, Ben wondered, that replacements are needed in this kind of conveyor belt?
The convoy ran west, away from OMAHA. To the north, the beaches faded behind long marshy flats and scrubby hills dotted with burned-out vehicles and tanks from the fight for Isigny. On both sides of the road, deep craters had been blasted by the mammoth Allied flights of pre-invasion bombers. Ben marveled that so many of the bombs had fallen back here instead of on the Germans’ beach defenses. That mistake must have made D-Day even more miserable for the landing forces.
One soldier, a big boy, thick chested and needing a shave, reached across a shorter man to tap Ben on the helmet.
“Chaplain?”
Ben leaned his way to be heard. “Yes?”
“You’re a Jew, ain’t you?”
“Yes. I’m a rabbi.” He had to shout over the truck’s passage on the bomb-rutted road. The hands holding him stiffened.
“Well, no offense or nothin’,” the soldier drawled out over helmets, “but it’s just that I ain’t seen many of y’all over here. I mean, I figured with what they say the Krauts have done, you folks’d be crawling all over France to get at ’em. Christ, from what I heard . . .”
The soldier paused.
Ben asked, “And what do they say the Krauts have been doing?”
“You know . . . Taking them out of their homes, shutting down all their shops, stickin’ ’em in work camps and such.”
Ben put nothing on his face. “And such.”
“Yeah, you know.”
Ben did not know, and with every living Jew in the world, he lived in fear of learning.
“I’m just sayin’, if it was me,” the soldier said. “No disrespect.”
“None taken, soldier. You go get them for me, alright?”
The doughboy grinned, anointed. Ben recalled the fear that made men speak like this, to hear tough words fly from their own lips. He recalled also that it was not his mission to correct ignorance. It was his job only to see that ignorance served the purposes of the United States Army.
“Alright, Chap! We’ll make ’em say Uncle for you.”
One soldier angled his head in; his helmet bumped Ben’s.
The young GI whispered, “Don’t worry, Rabbi. We’re here good enough.”
Ben smiled and lowered his head, the boy did the same. Ben whispered back words from Joshua:
“It was not because of your own strength nor because you were great in number, for you were the fewest of all people. But it was because the Lord your God loved you, and because He would keep the oath which He had sworn unto your fathers.”
The truck jolted through another pit in the road. Ben was held in place, but the young Jewish soldier staggered sideways. The Southern boy, the ignorant one, stuck out an arm to steady him.
“It ain’t your job. Sit still.”
Boogie John smoked and stared out the windshield to the rising sun. Joe Amos fidgeted on the bench seat.
“Man, I can’t just sit like this. I got to move.” 
The big driver turned to glance in his sideview mirror back at the Quartermaster crew loading the truck bed with jerricans of gasoline.
“What you gon’ do, College?” he asked into the reflection. “Get back there and help them load up? It ain’t your job. You’re the driver.”
Joe Amos tugged on the passenger mirror to let him watch the soldiers. The men labored across the sand in a sort of bucket brigade, one slung the jerricans to the next. The last in line hoisted the five-gallon containers up to two big fellows on the bed who stacked the cans.
“Maybe I’ll get out and watch. Stretch my legs.”
“Yeah.” Boogie John coughed a smoky chortle. “Just what I need. Sit here and listen to a bunch of white boys loading my truck while a colored man stands by and watches. Yeah, I’ll enjoy that. You go ahead, College. And I’ll shoot you.”
Boogie John tapped the two stripes on his sleeve, making the point that Joe Amos had only one.
“Now sit still. They load it. We move it. We ain’t back in England.”
Boogie tempered his command with an offered cigarette. Joe Amos took it and a light from Boogie’s Zippo. He inhaled and pushed the passenger mirror back.
“England was nice,” he said. “Those were nice girls.”
“Yeah,” Boogie agreed. “White girls.”
Joe Amos never stopped marveling how quickly Boogie could replace a grimace with a smile.
He said, “And those Red Cross dances. I’m gonna miss them.”
Boogie dropped his cigarette to the floorboard and crushed it. They’d all heard stories about a driver in Cornwall who’d tossed a lit cigarette out his window while loading gasoline. Boogie’s grin departed. “Don’t talk to me about the Red Cross.”
“It kept us out of trouble, Boog. When you gonna understand that?”
“When am I . . . ?”
Agitated again, the driver shifted on the bench to face Joe Amos. He was wide, dark, and against him Joe Amos felt thin and pale. He never liked the way Boogie did this, lectured him, made him feel the lesser for his light skin, for his three years of college, for his desire to get along.
“Man, you don’t know what trouble is. Segregating dances is trouble. Segregating blood by race is trouble. Separate movie halls, separate rooms at pubs. What you gonna call trouble if that ain’t it? You need a bomb to fall on your head before you call somethin’ trouble?”
With a grunt, Boogie settled back behind the steering wheel.
“Look at these crackers back there. Wouldn’t pee on you and me if we was burnin’. And the Red Cross wouldn’t give ’em your blood neither if their lives depended on it.” Boogie fumbled for another cigarette. “They Jim Crowed us back home and they gonna Jim Crow us over here. You best learn that. Damn.”
Joe Amos looked away from the man who’d been his driving partner since training camp, almost two years past. Joe Amos wouldn’t change his mind; England hadn’t been so bad. The camps were segregated, sure, but that was the way the Army worked, and they all knew it. Maybe it was Jim Crow, but England was still a hell of a lot better than Fort Lee back in Petersburg, where a black man was a nigger half the time and scared the other half. In England, you got to do your job, run-ins with white soldiers only happened in town once in a while. No one in their 688th Truck Battalion had got into any serious dustups, none that got reported, anyway. But how had Boogie survived growing up in Cleveland with that kind of anger? He’s mad about something new every day in the Army. He’s a big man, Joe Amos figured, maybe no one back home ever took him on.
“Boog, you hear the one about that old lady in Tewksbury?”
“No.”
“Yeah. She wrote a letter to a Colonel over in Cheltenham. Said she wanted him to send six soldiers from the base over to her house for tea. And she said No Jews.”
Boogie shook his head at the British. “Everyone got to have somebody to whup.”
Joe Amos finished the tale. He didn’t know if it was true or not, but it was funny.
“So Sunday noon the old lady opened her door and standing there were six big colored boys. She says there must be some mistake. And the biggest brother says, ‘No, ma’am. Colonel Berkowitz didn’t make no mistake.’ ”
Boogie chuckled, his big stomach rubbed the steering wheel. He laid out his hand. Joe Amos slapped it.
“You take her for a while,” Boogie said.
Joe Amos slid over top of the burly driver, and the two exchanged places without getting out. They could do this at sixty miles an hour with no problem.
The Quartermaster crew finished loading the truck. The last man jumped down and shut the gate. He pounded on it.
Joe Amos charged the gears. The instant he pulled from the depot, another Jimmy took his place. An approaching truck honked. Joe Amos tapped the brake to let him go past. The entire beach was choked with traffic and materials. He dodged to get in line with his platoon waiting near the D-1 draw. Everywhere on OMAHA, mounds of ammo crates were built like bunkers in the sand. Dunes of ration cartons swept in and rolled away, to be rebuilt in another hour. A million five-gallon jerricans sucked the loads from tanker trucks dry, then the tankers tiptoed back into the water and up the ramp of one odd-looking ship or another to motor back across the Channel, returning tomorrow with more fuel for the war machines. Toting these crates and cans onto the beach was every shape of vehicle: amphibious DUKWs, giant bladed ’dozers, landing craft great and small laying themselves open to spill in the shallows, rhino ferries, jeeps, Sherman tanks, and hundreds of Jimmies. Joe Amos recollected what a transport officer had told their battalion before the invasion: the plan called for three thousand vehicles a day to land in Normandy. “That’s how we’re going to beat them,” the officer said. “Wheels.”
Joe Amos took his place in line with his 1st platoon. He was the tenth truck back from the jeep that waited at the head of their column. With closed eyes, he waited in the warming cab for the rest of his unit to finish loading. Joe Amos Biggs and Boogie John Bailey drove in Dog Company, in the 688th QM Battalion, eleven hundred Negroes led by forty officers, most of them white. The battalion had five hundred trucks, divided into four companies, each broken into four platoons of about thirty vehicles each. When the 688th moved in echelon, the column snaked over eight miles long, and thirteen hundred tons of whatever Eisenhower’s U.S. Army ordered went for a ride.
Dog Company had not been off the beach since their arrival yesterday, Sunday. Joe Amos cast his thoughts back to Danville, Virginia. An ocean and two calendars had spread themselves between him and home. His mother and four sisters and four brothers-in-law were all praying for him yesterday, sure enough, uncles, aunts and cousins, too. Every one of them were on their farms or at the textile mill today. Across the Atlantic, Joe Amos idled on an invasion beach in a truck piled high with gasoline cans. He sat in the front seat of a rolling firebomb he was about to drive straight to the front lines. Eyes closed, he said a quick prayer for himself and for his family, because a farm, the mill, Danville, France, these all had dangers.
The truck behind nipped his bumper. Joe Amos opened his eyes. Beside him Boogie shivered awake. The line of Jimmies ahead had moved off. Joe Amos shifted into gear and began his first run of the war.
It took forty minutes to get all the platoon’s trucks off the beach and up on the battered road. In single file, the convoy crept through the ravine, labeled D-1, the first of four breaks in the steep green bluffs that allowed vehicles to drive off the five-mile expanse of OMAHA. D-1 was the westernmost and the most prized draw on D-Day because it had been the right-hand, exposed flank of the American invasion sector. According to the maps Joe Amos had seen in England, D-1 was also the narrowest of the paths off the beach, and the best defended by the Germans.
Joe Amos eased the Jimmy between the dunes. Scars hemmed the draw, a dozen blasted pillboxes lay in ruins. Bunkered German machine guns with interlocking fields of fire must have made this five-hundred-yard stretch a slaughterhouse for any soldier fighting his way through. Blackened concrete spoiled the slopes, kicked there by naval artillery and hand-delivered satchel charges. Acres of beach grass were cordoned with barbed wire and posted with skull-and-crossbones signs reading Achtung! Minen! Joe Amos gaped at the destruction, slowing so much he drew a honk from the deuce-and-a-half behind and a glare from Boogie John.
Up on the road, the convoy straightened its ranks and picked up speed, headed west. The column hauled POL—petrol, oil, and lubricants. Over the last year, Joe Amos and every driver in the battalion had it drilled in their heads: An American army can fight in dirty uniforms; soldiers can be hungry and low on ammo. But if they don’t move fast, if the tanks, transports, tractors, and jeeps stall, then the greatest advantages America brought to the war—manufacturing and mobility—went right to hell. One in ten soldiers actually saw combat. The rest, the service divisions, bore the task of supplying the combat troops. The chain was a long one, stretching from American factories to ports, then onto ships, over the ocean, into English harbors, across the Channel, onto landing craft, then the beaches and into the truck beds. There the drivers took over. They would deliver the matériel when and where it was needed. Without their hands on the steering wheels, the hardware of war—America’s real Sunday punch—would stay stacked on the sand. And here in Europe, seven out of ten of those drivers’ hands were black.
Joe Amos kept his Jimmy twenty feet behind the truck in front, right where he was supposed to be. The pace of the convoy hovered at twenty-five miles per hour, the speed designated in the transport manual. He didn’t know where they were going. That was the job of the jeep out front and the officer with the map. Joe Amos wiped his palms on his thighs. He sweated with excitement and pride. His convoy looked good, long and olive drab, strong and aimed straight at the Jerries. Joe Amos Biggs himself hauled five thousand pounds of fuel in his truck bed.
“I wish they’d let me fight.”
“Why you wanna say something stupid like that?” Boogie John asked. “That’s the second dumbass thing you said this morning. Take a break.”
Joe Amos shrugged. “I don’t know. Just figure I could do as good a job as them. That’s all.”
“Maybe you could, you being a dumbass.”
Boogie seemed to laugh at himself, how mean he could be.
The truck tilted and jounced in and out of a deep pothole. Joe Amos struggled to keep his grip on the wrenching steering wheel. The laden truck swayed.
“Get your head on the road!” Boogie barked. “Pay attention to the job, boy! Say you wanna fight? You can’t even drive a damn truck.”
Joe Amos tightened his lips. Boogie would get under his skin if he didn’t, the man could rile an anvil. Joe Amos fixed his gaze on the narrow bit of road sluicing between his hood and the truck ahead.
But the scorched litter of combat drew his gaze. Beyond the shoulder, tanks with broken tracks and burned-out turrets squatted in scorched fields. Deep craters from mortars and artillery scooped the land; two bullet-riddled Jimmies on flat tires had been bulldozed off the road, one of them had caught fire. There were no bodies anywhere, though Joe Amos looked hard to see one on the ground or in the wrecks. He barely kept his hands on the wheel. Every second he wanted to point something out to Boogie, but his big partner only scowled at the carnage. Joe Amos drove and gawked.
His wheels struck another pothole. In the truck bed the jerricans squealed and bumped, the Jimmy shuddered. Joe Amos feared for the axles. Boogie John drew an impatient breath. Joe Amos braced for the rebuke. Boogie’s head did not turn his way, but leaned out his passenger window.
A flight of Thunderbolts blared overhead, slicing across the road at four hundred miles an hour. Six Pratt & Whitney engines drowned every noise on the ground. The Jimmy and its load shuddered to the vibrations of the roaring fighters passing low and hot, seeking enemies to the south.
Joe Amos whooped. He balled a fist out his window.
“Damn, Boogie! Look at ’em!”
Boogie lowered his head and watched the six planes snap by. Somewhere over the green terrain to the south—miles off now in the seconds since they were overhead—the Thunderbolts broke formation. They dove, each zeroing in on some target. Joe Amos heard their cannons pound. Smoke plumes rose where they struck. The planes climbed and circled to hit again whatever prey they’d found.
The convoy pressed westward. The power of the Thunderbolts’ assault faded, replaced by more war debris beside the road. Trucks and tanks were the largest dead denizens, but the earth was littered with smaller bits. Joe Amos noted everything along the ground: discarded fieldpieces, artillery casings, windblown medical rubbish, lost helmets. He imagined the combat that boiled through here only days ago, the fight for this key road that connected OMAHA and UTAH beaches. He cast back a week earlier, before the invasion, and peopled this road with Germans, black-clad soldiers riding where he rode now, in their convertible staff cars, enjoying the mild Normandy sun. The Germans had been chased south off this highway, but not very far. The attacking P-47s overhead told him how close the Krauts were, and how hard they were going to be to push farther back.
The road stretched long and straight. The convoy rolled through ruined villages, and some that had escaped damage. There seemed no formula for this other than where the Germans had made a stand and where they’d backed away without a fight. Wherever they’d put up their dukes, like in Longueville, La Cambe, d’Arthenay, and Isigny, the towns were eradicated. What looked like ancient buildings, not made of bricks so much as stones, had been gutted. Joe Amos looked into people’s sliced-open rooms, saw curtains and tidily made-up beds where walls lay in the street. He slowed in front of a church steeple with no church attached, just stones and charred beams. The towns stated their names on signs, sometimes shot-up placards, and again, at the city limits, announced you were leaving with a red line through the name. He tried to pronounce the towns in his head, but did not know which of the letters to leave out in the odd French pronunciations; instead, he enlisted Boogie to say the towns out loud and the two chuckled, easing their path through the battle zone.
“Boog?”
“What.”
“Can we drive one of those?”
Joe Amos pointed at the Jimmy in front. The truck was one of four in their platoon with a .50 caliber machine gun welded to a ring behind the cab.
“You go ahead,” Boogie said. “I’m fine where I am.”
Joe Amos rattled his head in reply and drove. Boogie clucked his tongue.
He said, “Where’d you get this notion about fightin’? The man told you we won’t gonna fight. We’re gonna drive trucks. That’s what the black folk came over here to do. And that’s what I’m gonna do.”
Both men had stowed their M-1 Garand rifles under the seat. In training camp, Joe Amos had made himself a proficient shot. As a service unit, their battalion was not given regular rifle practice. Joe Amos hadn’t fired his weapon once in 1944, but he kept the rifle clean and close at hand. No matter the truth of what Boogie was saying, when Joe Amos carried the M-1 or oiled it, he felt like a soldier.
“College, show me one boy in this whole Army doin’ one thing more than he’s supposed to, I’ll show you a moron. That’s FUBAR and you know it. And don’t think the Army’s gonna do anything extra for you, neither. We ain’t wanted here and that’s fine with me, I don’t wanna be here. They drafted me and I don’t like jail. That’s the deal.”
Boogie folded his arms and clammed up. Joe Amos drove another ten minutes wrapped in motor growls, exhaust, and a bumpy silence. In England, Boogie had not been like this, so edgy. This negative, sad-sack stuff started yesterday. Joe Amos waited a while, then told his partner so.
Boogie studied the grass fields dotted with abandoned vehicles. The wreck of a crashed bomber rose out of a marsh like a jumbled island, a bent propeller jutted up in the shape of a palm tree. Boogie said nothing. In a field, a cart was tipped over, a dead horse lay in the traces. Joe Amos watched Boogie’s eyes linger on the bloated animal until it was behind them. Placards beside the road read: Danger! Shoulder Not Clear of Mines!
Joe Amos realized: Boogie’s scared. Damn a’mighty, he thought. So am I.
He felt better and let the talk dry up. Being scared doesn’t make you a coward, he decided. It means you’ve got eyeballs in your head, and some sense. Boogie John ran away from his fear; he, Joe Amos, walked toward his. Both were valid and human. Joe Amos privately smiled, because Boogie’s reaction probably made more sense.
On the other side of the road, a long convoy roared by, headed back to OMAHA. He couldn’t see the cargos under the canvas tops. A few soldiers stood in the truck beds looking over the gates. Other than them, the trucks seemed empty.
The column entered the outskirts of a larger town. The sign read: Carentan. The truck in front slowed and the gap narrowed. There were no brake lights on any of the Jimmies, only cat’s eyes, two ruby slit lamps on the rear and one clear lamp in the front, lights that would not be visible from the air. Joe Amos tapped his brake. The convoy came to a halt. Joe Amos and Boogie leaned out their windows to find the reason.
The leading jeep had reached a bridge over the Aure River, into Carentan, a dozen miles from OMAHA. The jeep pulled off the road at the foot of the bridge and waited until all thirty trucks were idling in line. Then the first Jimmy motored across. The second truck waited, then sprinted over the stone span.
In a few minutes Joe Amos rolled to the head of the line. A sign next to the bridge said: Welcome to Carentan. Courtesy of the 101st Airborne. Below this placard was nailed a hand-painted poster, warning: One vehicle at a time. Bridge under fire.
Lieutenant Garner stood beside the road, his hand up to Joe Amos. He watched the Jimmy on the bridge trundle across. Without looking into the cab, he asked, “How you boys doin’? Boog, you lettin’ the pup drive?”
“Boy got to learn sometime, Lieutenant. Y’all sure as shit didn’t teach him nothin’.”
The white officer chuckled. With the ninth truck safely across, he set his elbow in the driver-side window and looked past Joe Amos. The platoon CO was a tall Louisianan. The word was that the Army believed Southern officers knew best how to handle Negro troops. Garner spoke with a drawl, rubbed his bald head a lot. He was twenty-three, just two years older than Joe Amos.
“Boogie, if I can put up with you, why can’t you put up with me?”
Boogie’s chest jiggled with laughter. “I’m doin’ what I can, Lieutenant.”
Garner nodded at the parity of their situations. The lieutenant didn’t want to command colored soldiers, they didn’t want to be under him. That was the U.S. Army, and all agreed war was not the time or place to change it. Garner waved them onto the bridge.
“Don’t worry, boys,” he called after them. “I hear the German artillery takes about nine trucks to get their timing down.”
Across the span, Joe Amos laid on the gas. He charged the Jimmy over the narrow river, into the ruined town of Carentan, and put his truck back in line to wait for the rest of the platoon. He didn’t expect an enemy barrage on the bridge, but the 101st Airborne hadn’t put that sign there as a joke; the banks were gouged with craters. Joe Amos sensed he’d crossed something more than a river. These were his first moments within reach of the Germans.
Carentan was a beat-up mess. The fighting here had raged house-to-house. Now that the town was taken, soldiers moved into every crevice. Gun barrels bristled in windows, fieldpieces behind sandbags pointed south. No soldier carried his weapon on his back, but in his hands.
“I reckon we don’t give much of a damn about homes and such,” Joe Amos observed. “I mean, Jesus. Look at this.”
Boogie snorted. “What you want ’em to do? Be careful? I’d of knocked everything down, too.”
“That’s if you were to fight.”
“Which I ain’t.”
The truck platoon re-assembled on the west side of the bridge and got under way. To the rear, another convoy halted at the bridge, read the Airborne’s signs, and began their crossing.
Moving west of Carentan and the Aure River, the convoy was now a few miles from UTAH beach. The terrain around the road began a slow change, away from low hills and marsh. Bit by bit, the land closed around the road, a greener embrace of thickets along the shoulders, rimming the meadows and orchards rolling away south.
“Hedgerows,” Boogie said, baring his teeth.
Joe Amos nodded. “The bocage.”
The hedges gave the land a patchwork quality. Each field was bordered on four sides by a fence of bush, vine, and bramble, all woven together in a wall of leaves and exposed roots. Each ridge was three to six feet high. Dirt lanes diced between the hedges. From the truck cab Joe Amos could see mile after corduroy mile of the bocage, held by the Germans.
“Man,” he said, “goin’ in there . . .”
“Like pickin’ ticks,” Boogie agreed.
“Off a real mad dog.”
Boogie whistled. The two drivers could add no more, the rest would only be imagination. Joe Amos drove steadily in his place in the convoy. Boogie never turned his face from the south, the immensity and tangle of the bocage as a battleground.
In another ten minutes the convoy entered Ste. Mère-Église. This town, seven miles inland from UTAH, had been the target of an airborne assault by the 82nd Airborne the night before the beach invasion. Ste. Mère-Église was now the rally point for American forces on the Cotentin peninsula.
The convoy slowed and rumbled into the town square. A high-steepled church stood at the west corner, its roof punched in. Burned and busted shells of shops rimmed the rest of the cobblestone. Ste. Mère-Église had been pummeled.
Quartermaster soldiers scrambled to the truck beds as soon as the wheels stopped. Jerricans and crates were off-loaded and stacked everywhere in the square. Joe Amos and Boogie climbed down. At the head of their column, Lieutenant Garner spoke with several officers and a medic.
Wounded men lined the sidewalks, many standing, many on stretchers. They waited, swathed in gauze in every way. Joe Amos tried not to stare. He glanced at Boogie. The big driver’s eyes were riveted on the wounded.
“Look how many of ’em,” Joe Amos murmured.
Boogie winced. “Couple hundred, easy. Man oh man. This is just one day’s worth.”
Joe Amos shook his head. “The hedgerows. The fighting’s gotta be bad out there. For this many.”
“I know what you’re thinkin’,” Boogie said. “Can I tell you somethin’? You gonna listen?”
“Yeah.”
“You remember the Kraut POWs back at Fort Lee? They were choppin’ wood and clearin’ brush?”
“Yeah.”
“You remember on Sundays they could eat in any restaurant in town, long as they were with the MPs? They got to go to any church. They got to take a crap in any bathroom in town. They got to sit anywhere on a bus, in any seat in a movie house. And you and me?”
“Yeah, Boog. I know.”
Boogie John aimed a quick gesture at the lines of wounded. Some of them, accompanied by armed guards, were German infantry, gray-clad and wrapped like the GIs in bandages.
“Those Kraut sumbitches right there got to put on the uniforms of their country and go fight. You ain’t got that right. You ain’t got as much freedom as a goddam Kraut POW.”
Boogie spat on the cobblestones.
“So whatever you got in your head, College, get it out.”
Boogie John turned and climbed into the Jimmy’s driver seat. Joe Amos stayed on the cobblestones until his truck was off-loaded and the bed was empty. From the head of the column, Lieutenant Garner waved to the medic. A whistle blew. The lines of bandaged soldiers shuffled for the convoy. The sighted guided the blind, the walking buttressed the lame. Stretchers floated over the cobbles, hoisted by orderlies and chaplains. The procession had a scary, zombie-like feel, groaning men stumbling for the trucks across the square. Chaplains and buddies murmured encouragement. Joe Amos did not want to be one of these unfortunates. He didn’t want a wound, a hole in his body, taped shut, and needing help just to get across a courtyard. The thought made him cringe. He hoped none of the soldiers saw his shudder, then realized no one was looking at him at all.
The truck beds filled for the ride back to OMAHA. One soldier patted a comrade on the shoulder after helping heft his stretcher.
“Goin’ home,” the soldier chirped. His friend on the litter gave a thumbs-up, then laid his bandaged head down. And for what? Was Boogie right? Was he on the money? If you’re going to pay with an eye or a hand, you ought to get something in return. These white soldiers got America. What was waiting for Joe Amos and Boogie if they arrived home on a stretcher or with a cane, or in a box? It damn sure wasn’t the same America.
If he was this upset just looking at clean, dressed wounds, Joe Amos figured he’d surely be no good in the wicked bocage itself, where the bullets and bombs were flying, where these gashes were made and the blood wasn’t yet wrapped away.
Best face it. He was no fighter. Fine. His country didn’t want him to be.
The wounded were loaded into all but the last few Jimmies in line. Once the bandaged men were in the truck beds, the orderlies and chaplains disappeared behind one of the slumped, ruined walls along the courtyard. Some unseen bell tolled a hush over the square. Joe Amos fidgeted, watching.
A procession of orderlies carrying stretchers emerged. On every litter lay a corpse, torso covered head-to-ankle by a tucked-in olive blanket. From the laces on some of the boots, a yellow tag dangled. Helmets and weapons lay on the stretchers with the warriors, these would not be taken from them until the last. The corpses were hefted onto the last trucks. The number of bodies—there must have been fifty—stunned Joe Amos. He thought back to the Jimmies that passed him on the way to Carentan, the ones that appeared empty. They must have been transporting dead.
The platoon revved. Joe Amos climbed beside Boogie. The big driver gestured to the maimed, bandaged, and killed that were now their cargo.
“Yeah, College,” he said. “You’re right. I reckon you could do just as good a job as them. You could get your ass shot off, too.”
Joe Amos wanted Boogie to stifle. He set his elbow in the cab window and laid his chin in the crook, looking away from his partner.
Boogie crept forward in line, gentling the Jimmy, not rattling the wounded in the bed. He double-clutched gently into second. With a less tender touch, he poked Joe Amos in the back.
“I’m not gonna tell you this again,” he said. “No matter what you do, they ain’t ever gonna call you a hero.”
Ben Kahn sifted through the sounds he knew, culling them from the ones he was hearing for the first time.
Rifle cracks and the dull whumps of artillery and mortar fire he recalled from the trenches of the Great War. These reached him from the fight a mile away west. The bangs tried to transport him backward, decades, yank him to the old bloodletting, but they could not because they were trumped by the louder, newer machineries of war. Bombers, air-to-ground attack fighters, wing-mounted rockets, strafing cannon fire, tanks, self-propelled artillery—the woof and howl of these weapons were new and fearsome. Ben could not picture what they were doing there, beyond the tiers of hedges. The Germans must have these things, too, he thought, listening. He felt old, an ancestor of this war, unsure of so much. He did not have a map and he did not know where he was. He knew only the name of the decimated town where he’d been dropped off. Gueutteville. He knew the fighting in the hedgerows was close.
“Soldier,” he asked a passing doughboy, “where can I find Division HQ?”
A dirty, hurried hand aimed Ben to a barn at the eastern rim of town. Outside, several jeeps were parked. The fenders of one of the vehicles bore starred flags.
Ben picked through the rubble of Gueutteville. This brand of destruction, too, was different from the other world war. The fighting then was more static. Armies had dug in and squared off in the great fields, river valleys, and forests of France. They’d circled and pecked at each other for weeks and months and let attrition win battles. Only a few cities, like Verdun, had been laid low. But this street fighting and blasting of homes, churches, businesses, antiquities . . . Is the new war going to be so voracious in every town and village, will it smash every wall so thoroughly? Has it become necessary to stage so much demolition along with the killing of armies?
We didn’t have this kind of firepower, he thought. Who knows what we would have done with it? The same. Worse. We were men at war, too. I used bayonets and shovels to kill. Can I say I would not have used rockets?
A guard waved him inside the barn. This private wore the shoulder patch of the 90th Division, two red letters, a tall T standing in an O against an olive background.
Ben rapped a knuckle on the soldier’s arm. “You know, years back, I used to be in the 90th. I was a Tough Ombre, too.”
“Yes, sir,” the soldier said, mustering an uninterested smile. The boy needed a razor and a cot.
Ben nodded at the patch. “You know where that T-O comes from, Private?”
“No, sir, I don’t.”
“Well, you ought to. Texas and Oklahoma. That’s where the original division was raised for the first war.”
“You in that, Chaplain?”
“Yes, I was. I was a dough just like you. Right here in France. We’re the ones who made up the name, Tough Ombres. And we were.”
Ben squeezed the boy’s arm, palm over the patch.
“Just like you, son.”
The young soldier blinked in confusion. Ben saw in him the twin desires, one canceling the other, to talk and to be left alone—the foot soldier ’s urge to go noticed and unnoticed. War does this to you, leaps you out of your skin and shoves you into your guts, all at the same time. You don’t know which way to jump, so you stay in the middle, alone and not alone, surrounded by men feeling the same, men counting on you, the next guy. Scared soldiers wanting only not to be scared, needing you to never be scared. And you watch and find out when everyone else does what you’re made of. That’s the soldier’s question, more important than fate, more than life and death. What are you made of? Looking at this dirty, smooth face, Ben remembered the weight of the rifle across his own shoulder where he wore that patch. He thought of his son, Thomas, the first time he ever saw him in his Army Air Corps uniform, snappy in his waistcoat and wings.
The soldier guarding the door looked at his boots, seeming a little ashamed. Ben stepped into the barn.
The building was big and undamaged, an oddity in Gueutteville. No farm animals lived in the stalls but their aroma remained in the straw and clapboard. Field desks stood on rickety, fast-assembly legs; upturned barrels served as stools. Captains and colonels skittered from one to another, carting papers, aiming fingers into maps. Most smoked, an ill-advised thing in a barn full of straw, and haze hung in the bare rafters over these men and their talk. There was something else in the fusty air: Urgency? No. Frustration.
“Chaplain.”
A Lieutenant Colonel waggled fingers, beckoning Ben into the stall where he stood. Ben rounded one of the old wooden posts holding up the barn.
The officer stretched his hand to Ben. The man was remarkably tall, maybe six and a half feet. His arm was so long, the hand reached across the desk before Ben was ready. The officer’s uniform was neatly tucked, his chin strap was buckled. The only weapon Ben saw on him was a .45 at his belt.
The two shook hands. The Lieutenant Colonel gestured to a large milk pail.
“Grab a bucket, Rabbi.”
Ben arranged himself on the pail. The officer sat behind his table on an upturned feed trough.
“Tom Meadow, Division G-2. And you are . . . ?”
Ben had his orders in hand. He held them out.
“Late!”
The word was barked from behind, outside the stall. Meadow, the personnel officer, rose from his trough. Ben stood also.
A short, thick General stamped up. He appraised Ben up and down, hands on hips. He snorted, making Ben think of a bad-tempered pony.
“Where the hell you been, Chaplain? We were expecting you six days ago.”
“I know, sir. I was—”
“Wait. I’ve seen you before.”
“Yes, sir. Captain Ben Kahn.”
“You were on the Susan B. Anthony.”
“Yes, sir. Same as you.”
“Aw, hell. You got on the wrong boat. You followed some of my dummies, didn’t you?”
The General clapped Ben on the shoulder. He glanced at Meadow.
“You know this story, Colonel?”
Meadow shook his head. “Not the whole thing, General. I know we’re still missing about a hundred men out of the 359th.”
“Billups. Assistant CO.” The General thrust a mitt at Ben, then burst into the tale for Meadow.
“Typical SNAFU. Morning of the 7th, mile off UTAH, our transport hits a mine. The Susan B. Anthony. She takes two hours to go down. Before she slides under, two British destroyers pull up on the port side and save our asses. Right, Chaplain?”
“Carry on, sir.”
General Billups took up residence on Ben’s milk pail. He short-armed the air, building tilted images of the doomed ship.
“She’s sinking by the stern, see. We manage to get most of the 359th and everyone else off and up on the first destroyer, about three thousand total. But somehow, half of G Company figures they’ll run all the way across the deck . . .” Billups shook his head and rubbed his brow under his helmet. “. . . and go climb onto the second destroyer tied outboard of the first one. The first destroyer pulls away from the wreck and transfers everybody to landing craft. These men all make it to shore. But the second ship . . . Tell him, Rabbi.”
Ben winced at the floor. “Went back to England.”
“Back to England,” the General repeated heartily. “But here you are, Chaplain. Glad you decided to make it. I assume the rest of my boys are somewhere behind you?”
“I don’t know, sir. I got here as fast as I could on my own. I got my orders to report to the 90th this morning.”
“I see. Well, sad to say, we can damn well use another chaplain.”
The personnel officer agreed. Ben figured there was something going unuttered between these two, the same black, hovering air he sensed when he walked through the barn door. Ben recognized and understood the strain in these men’s voices, of thwarted control, slipping hope. He felt kinship; he was the father of a downed, missing pilot, and there was always that thing wrong with every moment, something he could not fix or end, no matter how hard he wished, prayed, or tried. What was he getting into here? What was wrong in the Tough Ombres?
He had come back to France for one reason—to push the war, make it conclude as fast as it could. He believed that was the only way his son’s fate would be known. If the boy had been captured, he’d be set free. If he was dead, he’d be accounted for. God had returned Ben to his old division. But was this nervous-Nellie bunch, the new 90th, going to lead him to his son?
Propped on the milk pail, the General read Ben’s orders, tapping a boot toe in the straw.
Nerves, thought Ben.
Billups handed the sheet to the Colonel. He addressed Ben.
“Alright, Chaplain. Welcome to the 90th. We’re going to keep you with Division. I want you assigned to Headquarters.”
“General, I was hoping to be given a unit. My own unit, a battalion. I’d like to be up with the infantry, sir.”
Billups shook this off.
“No. We’ve got three regiments of infantry, one of artillery, seven battalions of support troops. I got Jews all over the place, Chaplain, but not enough in any one unit to warrant their own rabbi. I need you to be able to get to all of them. You’ll work out of Division for a while. Then we’ll see.”
“Sir.”
The General threw Ben a baleful eye.
“What, Captain?”
“Sir, I’m a chaplain in the U.S. Army first. I’m a rabbi second. My training is to minister to every soldier, whatever religion or none. I respectfully request assignment to an infantry battalion.”
The General rose from the milk pail. He was half a head shorter than Ben, and stocky.
“Chaplain, I’ll tell you straight: You are not a young man.”
“No, sir, I am not. And this is not my first war.”
Billups hooked his thumbs in his pockets. He glanced at Colonel Meadow. “Tommy, you might have said something.”
“I didn’t know, General.”
Billups gave Ben another appraisal. “The Argonne?”
“And St. Mihiel.”
Billups whistled, looking back to Meadow before crossing his arms and gazing at Ben.
“I missed those. I was stateside.”
“I wish I had been, sir.”
“Yeah. Tommy,” the General spoke without taking his eyes from Ben, “the chaplain here is an old doughboy. You’re a bloody man, Chap.”
He said this as though it were flattery.
“Don’t take that the wrong way. We need men like you right now.”
There it was again, something urgent and unsaid.
“So what are you doing back here, soldier?”
Ben could have shown him. He carried the reason. But he only reported to this general. He was answerable elsewhere.
“There’s a war on, sir.”
“Okay. I’ll buy that. Have you been briefed?”
“No.”
“Alright. I’m not going to give you your own unit just yet, Padre. I’m going to wait on that. See how you do. But I will give you the dope on the 90th, since you’re an old Tough Ombre. Maybe you can do some good. Lord knows somebody’s got to around here. Tommy?”
“General.”
“Give the rabbi your seat. Get my map.”
Ben walked over the straw to the opposite side of the desk to sit on the upside-down trough. Colonel Meadow returned and unfolded Billups’s map across the table, then moved aside. The General tapped a knuckle on the blue lines of the map.
“Alright, Padre, here’s the situation. One week ago at 6:30 A.M. we landed here and here, on OMAHA and UTAH beaches. The night before the invasion, the 82nd and the 101st Airborne Divisions dropped behind these swamps at UTAH to screw with the Krauts and cut off the main roads from the Cotentin to keep reinforcements out. They got plopped all over the place in the dark and ended up lost in the damn hedgerows. Even so, those paratroop sumbitches pulled off every one of their missions. Incredible. The morning of D-Day, we got lucky over here at UTAH. The first LCs taking the 4th Division ashore hit the surf two thousand yards south from their target beach. Turns out this part of UTAH had a lot less resistance and fewer fixed defenses than if they’d landed where they were supposed to. The whole UTAH assault was moved here, and after a few hours the 4th had the beach secured and had units moving a mile inland.”
With his finger, Billups dotted UTAH beach, satisfyingly thumping the table. He drew the finger east over the map, to OMAHA.
“Now, the deal over here was a lot worse. Piece of bad luck, really. We landed two infantry divisions, the 29th and the 1st, here on OMAHA. Just the day before, the Krauts transferred in their 352nd Division, a crack unit up from St. Lô, for a training exercise on our invasion beach. The 1st ran right smack into them. To make matters worse, once our boys got onshore, it turned out the big naval and air bombardments had landed too far inland and didn’t do much to soften up the Krauts along these bluffs. For most of the morning, all along seven thousand yards of open beach, OMAHA was a shooting gallery. We lost twenty-five hundred soldiers before they ever got off the sand.”
Billups looked up from the map. His tongue prodded his lower lip, his eyes batted. He seemed to fight back emotion.
“But, as you can see, Padre, they did.”
Ben and Colonel Meadow gave the General a moment. Billups swept a knuckle into both eye sockets and continued.
“Today marks the seventh day we’ve been in Normandy. So far we’ve landed nine divisions over our beaches, the Brits and Canadians have brought ashore six on theirs. We’ve got a hundred and thirty thousand GIs in our beachhead and six thousand vehicles. More are coming every hour. To date, the Krauts haven’t mustered a decent counterattack. Our guess is, they still don’t believe this is the main Allied invasion. They think we’re still planning on hitting them up there in the Pas de Calais.”
“That’s why Patton’s not here,” Meadow said. “He’s still in England, running a ghost army.”
Ben guessed at the massive deception. “You’re making the Germans figure we’re holding Patton back. For something bigger.”
Billups nodded. “That, and for slapping those two kids down in Sicily. Don’t worry, old Blood ‘n’ Guts will be here soon enough. For now, Rommel doesn’t know whether to shit or go bowling. In the meantime, we’re exploiting the situation as fast as we can until he and Hitler figure it out. The Krauts have stiffened here at Caen against the Brits. That’s draining the Kraut positions against us here on the Cotentin peninsula. And because we own the skies, every tank the Krauts move had damn well better move at night or he’s not gonna make it. Even so, they’re putting up one hell of a fight. This morning, the Krauts fired their first V-1 rocket at London. They’re not throwing in the towel, that’s for certain.”
Meadow piped in, pointing. “Montgomery’s keeping the pressure on the Krauts at Caen. We’re trying to break through to the west coast of the peninsula and seal it off. Up here at the northern tip is Cherbourg. We need that port real bad. Until we capture the city and get the port up and running, all our logistics have to flow across the beaches, and that just isn’t going to cut it if we’re going to support a big enough army in France to kick the Huns out.”
“It looks like Montgomery’s going to take a while to break out through Caen. Too much resistance,” Billups said. “The Krauts figure Caen is the fastest way to Paris and the Seine, and they’re right, so they’re tossing the kitchen sink at Monty. Eisenhower and Bradley have made up their minds that we can’t just sit inside our bridgehead and wait for the Brits to get a head of steam. We need elbow room. We’ve got another twenty divisions in England waiting to land. So instead of going right for Cherbourg, we’re going to cut off the peninsula first.”
Meadow slid a finger west across the map, from Ste. Mère-Église to the Atlantic. The gesture looked like a man slashing a finger under a throat.
“That takes us through here. Right into the bocage.”
“General,” Ben said, “that’s the worst-looking place I’ve ever seen to have a fight.”
The General hissed a palm across his stubbled chin.
“Yeah, well, Chaplain, we’re not getting to call our shots just yet. Monty’s lack of progress at Caen means we’ve got to fight our way through the bocage if we’re ever gonna break out of Normandy. It’s not anybody’s first choice, I assure you. We didn’t exactly plan on this, to be honest.”
“How’s it going so far?”
Ben expected Billups to dissemble, to keep invisible whatever was wrong in the 90th. But the General did not hesitate.
“We’re getting our asses kicked, Padre. And if you came through Ste. Mère-Église, you saw the casualties we’re racking up.”
“I saw them.”
Silence followed this statement, as if the wounded and dead were here with them and respect was being paid. Ben glanced at the map under Billups’s elbows. Two-thirds of the Cotentin peninsula remained to be taken. All of it to the ocean was dense, enemy-held hedgerows, fortified villages, and troop-swallowing swamplands.
Billups moved from behind the table. “Tommy, get back to work. Chaplain, come with me.”
Colonel Meadow folded the General’s map, inclining his head to the new chaplain. Ben followed Billups out of the stall, then through the rear door of the barn.
Outside, the road leading into Gueutteville dodged away into the maze of hedges. Soldiers dug foxholes in the fields or burrowed into the root walls of the hedgerows. Late-afternoon clouds predicted a damp evening. Billups led Ben several steps from the barn.
“I figured it was better if you and me talked out here, Chaplain. You’re not a priest, I know, but we’re talking in private, right?”
“Of course, General.”
“Alright.”
Billups removed his helmet, displaying a pate of gray thistles. Ben guessed the man was only a few years older than himself, maybe early fifties. Billups had the directness and flat accent of a Midwesterner.
“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.
Ben waited the General out.
“Sorry, Chap. It’s just . . .” The General lifted a hand to indicate west, where Ben caught more sounds of warfare.
“We’re getting our hats handed to us out there. And if we don’t take the peninsula, we can’t expand the bridgehead. That keeps us vulnerable to a German counterattack that, frankly, at this point might stand a chance of shoving us right back into the water.”
“How bad is it, General?”
“Bad. Over these first three days I reckon it could be worse, but not a lot. You want to hear this?”
“Yes, sir. I need to know everything.”
“Alright, then.” Billups swished his tongue over his teeth, deciding to speak.
“Two days ago the 357th and the 358th moved into battle. For every one of those kids it was the first time they’d been under enemy fire. I assume you remember what that was like.”
The fear whisked through Ben’s gut before Billups could finish the sentence. He recalled shock, at the rustle of bullets like whispering women, the blasts of artillery, and the agony of seeing wounded and dead, the finality—the reality—of death and dismemberment as common as trash on the ground.
“You know as well as I do,” Billups continued, “you can’t drive green soldiers into that.” He pointed again to the west. “They got to be led. You got to have commanders who can coax them in. If you don’t . . . well, they just get killed.”
The trucks of bodies flowing out of Ste. Mère-Église.
“Where’s the 90th right now, General?”
“Right now, we’ve got all three regiments in a line, the 357th, 358th, and 359th, from Amfreville down to Pont l’Abbé.”
Billups jabbed the air, locating each of his regiments beyond the green mask of the fields and hedges. For Ben this underscored how close the fighting was to where he stood, and with each stab of the General’s finger, he heard muted shooting. He wanted to walk away from this assistant division CO. In a mile he could be there, with the guns and the men.
“Since June 10th, the 90th has grabbed about a mile of these hedgerows. That’s it. And already, out of fifty-five hundred infantry, we’ve taken fifteen percent casualties. In two and a half days of fighting. And he just sits there.”
Ben followed Billups’s accusing arm. Another man, older, lanky, sat in a chair he’d rocked back on its hind legs, smoking a pipe. Ben hadn’t noticed him out front of the barn. He’d walked past the 90th’s commanding General.
“Sulking,” Billups spat.
“You want me to talk to him?”
Billups ignored the suggestion. He spoke with eyes fixed on his superior officer.
“Problem is, he’s not infantry. He was the division’s artillery chief. He got the CO job in January, right when we left the States. Our old CO got bumped up to corps.”
Billups lowered his arm. He shuffled in the grass.
“I don’t reckon it’s his fault. Aw, hell, maybe it is. Yesterday, I found him hiding in a ditch next to the road. There’d been some shelling and he and his adjutant got caught out in it. I walked up and nearly kicked the sumbitch. I told him to get the hell out of that ditch. You can’t lead a division lying in a damn hole. Get back to the CP, for Christ’s sake, and walk, man, don’t run, or you’ll have the whole division wading in the Channel. That’s what I told him. The man doesn’t have a Chinaman’s chance of knowing how to lead soldiers into combat. He knows logarithms, and that’s it.”
“Do you want me to talk to him?”
“Huh? No. No. I got the word, he’s being replaced. And none too damn soon.”
Ben turned from the commanding officer, so quietly frightened in his chair. War does this, he thought. It doesn’t break just the green recruit, the clean-cheeked boys. Death visiting the lone soldier swings one scythe, but for field commanders, the numbers are a harvest. War is not for every man.
“What do you want me to do, General?”
Billups screwed his helmet back on his head. He pounded on top to mash it down.
“A few things. First, pray the new CO can lead this bunch, because if he can’t, the 90th might be done for. There’s already talk of breaking the division up for replacements. They’re calling us a ‘problem’ division. We’re not going to have that, you and me. Second, you get out in the field and show my boys what a man is. I figure you can do that, Chaplain Kahn.”
The pang of Ben’s doubt was fleet but sharp. Did he know anymore what kind of man he was? Regardless, he and Billups shared the same intention.
“Yes, sir.”
“And what can I do for you, Rabbi?”
Ben was the one pointing now, at the crackles of fighting. An air raid had started over a town to the south.
“I want to go there, sir.”
White Dog stalked the cobblestones.
The ten o’clock curfew loomed less than an hour away. This did not concern him. He knew Montparnasse better than any Gestapo or Kraut policeman. He’d hidden in these alleys and doorways for a year and a half now. When he needed to disappear, White Dog could become a shadow unstaked from the ground. Paris was a city made for a thief.
He let his heels click on the cobbles, echoing in the narrow way, off-gray walls and dirty windows. He passed a woman hauling a small wagon stacked with sticks for her cooking, an old man who needed a shave and a meal, and no one else.
The street ran long, curling past shuttered shops. He found the turn, a grim tributary off the wider, untrafficked road. The address he’d been given was in the middle of the block. He let loose a curse and a sigh of disgust at the chore.
“One thing’s for sure,” he muttered in English, “this is the last time.”
Before knocking, he glanced over his shoulder, at the dark way he had come. Paris under the Germans was not the City of Light. The sickly hues of kerosene glowed in only a handful of windows. The rest made do with the flickers of wax or nothing at all. There was no electricity. White Dog saw none of the ones who’d followed him.
He rapped on the door.
In a window, a heavy curtain shifted. Lantern light framed a slice of a big head and a thick hand wearing two rings. The curtain fell back in place.
Behind the closed door, a man’s gruff voice demanded, “Yes? Who’s there?”
White Dog leaned close to the wood panels. He lowered his voice.
“Chien Blanc.”
A pause followed. Behind the door a woman’s voice hissed, the wife. A chain was pulled off, the door opened inches. The same wedge of the big head—one eye and a grizzled cheek—slipped into the gap.
“Tell Monsieur Acier I will speak with him tomorrow.”
White Dog slid his fingers into the rift between door and jamb. The big man could slam the door and mangle his hand. He would not dare.
“Monsieur Acier will not see you tomorrow. You will see me now.”
White Dog pushed on the door. It gave way. The large head retreated, the door widened to show shoulders and midriff, broad and smelly in an undershirt. The French, White Dog thought, they never bathe.
With one hand closing the door behind him, White Dog whipped a Luger pistol from his belt. The door clicked as he advanced on the big man in his own small hallway.
White Dog held the pistol head-high. The man backpedaled clumsily, spilling an unlit lamp off a table, jarring a mirror. His shoulders struck a wall beside the stairs where his wife stood. White Dog glanced up to her. She, too, wore undergarments in the Paris summer. Both her hands muffled her mouth.
White Dog lifted the gun to tip the barrel into the man’s eye.
“Chien Blanc, Chien Blanc,” the man uttered, recoiling into the wall. Through her fingers his wife whispered, “No, no, no.”
“Shut up,” White Dog told them, “both of you. Shut up.”
The man and woman in their stained underclothes froze. White Dog listened to the wife, she did not breathe. Her husband panted and gaped out of the one eye.
“Alain?”
The man nodded.
“You know me?”
“I know about you, Chien Blanc. Yes.”
“Then why didn’t you let me in when you heard who I was?”
The large man shuddered. He didn’t know the answer, didn’t know why he was being asked this with a gun to his head.
“I’m sorry, Chien Blanc. What can I say?”
White Dog leaned closer to the man. He tilted the gun higher, as if to pour a bullet into the man’s socket.
“Tell me who I am.”
The wife gasped through her hands. To this odorous French couple, it might have appeared like White Dog was rabid, not making sense. But the question seemed simple enough.
“Who am I, Alain?”
“You . . . you are Chien Blanc.”
“And who is Chien Blanc, Alain?”
“Number two in . . . in the Acier gang.”
The wife whimpered, terrified her husband had given the wrong answer. White Dog pressed his own belly into the man’s undershirt, laying on him like a scorpion. He raised the gun to shoot straight down into the eye.
“Exactly. Number two.”
White Dog eased off. The sweaty oil of Alain’s undershirt clung to his own black coat and silk tunic. White Dog would have them laundered when this night was done.
“I see that the number two does not get an invitation into your home.”
He put away the Luger under the hem of his coat. Alain remained jammed against the wall, unsure if White Dog’s distemper had passed.
White Dog lifted one hand to the wife on the stairs.
“Come, cherie. I want to talk with you, too.”
White Dog made room for the wife to descend. She clung to her husband. White Dog followed them into the parlor.
A lantern yellowed the room, the wick turned low. Doilies splashed every table, spread under cheap glassware, pastel collectibles. White Dog pointed at a sofa of worn ruby fabric. The man and woman sat close. White Dog studied the sepia photos of relatives before he asked:
“Alain?”
“Yes.”
“What is your wife’s name? I forgot.” White Dog planted himself on a tasseled hassock.
“Marie.”
“Good. Marie? Alain?”
The couple looked at each other, frightened by the change in White Dog’s tone. She gripped her husband’s heavy arm.
“I understand you are both Communists.”
Neither on the sofa moved or spoke.
“I don’t care one way or another. It’s just that I don’t have to shoot either of you to get what I want. All I have to do is put a whisper in the wrong ear. If you get me.”
“We get you,” Alain said.
“Good.” White Dog set his elbows on his knees and steepled his fingers. “Now, you and Monsieur Acier. You have made an arrangement, yes?”
Both heads bobbed. Under the shortages, the woman’s figure had gone gaunt, this was visible in her slip and brassiere. The man’s waist and bullfrog neck had not suffered, though. And both rings on his mitt were gold.
“The arrangement was pretty clear, I believe. You steal. We buy from you. We sell to others. Is this right?”
The man raised a palm. “Chien Blanc, wait. I didn’t—”
White Dog countered with his own raised palm.
“Yes, you did, Alain. And Marie, you, too.”
The man dropped his protesting hand. He looked to his wife with surprise, that she, too, had tried to swindle the biggest black market gang in Montparnasse.
“Marie?” Alain asked.
She lowered her eyes. “For the cause, Alain.”
“Marie.” White Dog insisted both keep their eyes and attention on him.
She shifted her gaze to him.
In English, he said, “The fuck do I care.”
“Qu’avez-vous dit?”
“I said I don’t care. We pay you to go out to the country and smuggle vegetables into the city through the train station. We don’t expect to see you selling them yourself. We call that competition. We don’t like competition.”
“No,” she said, scolded, though she was at least twenty years older than White Dog.
“Alain. Where are the cigarettes?”
“I have only a few. For myself, for my own smoking.”
“Where are they?”
“In the kitchen, Chien Blanc.”
White Dog stood. The big man rose from the tatty sofa. Marie stayed put. White Dog drew his Luger and laid it to the man’s nape, in case he had more than cigarettes in the cupboard. White Dog hated this errand, putting the squeeze on two small-time scammers, for cigarettes and cabbage.
Alain opened a cabinet door. Inside, with very few cans of food and a mouse trap, was a knapsack.
“Alain,” White Dog said, still behind the big man, “the next time you bring us a light load of anything—cigarettes, candy, socks, anything at all—this will not be what I give you.”
White Dog swung the butt of the pistol into the man’s temple. Alain crumpled, clawing the icebox on his way down. White Dog hit him again to drive him to the floor. This man worked in a warehouse for the Krauts. He was thick and strong, with sticky fingers, likely a bully to others; he had that ugliness. He ate well while his wife starved for the Red cause she thought was her husband’s, too. He stole crates from the Krauts in the warehouse and the rail yards and sold them to the Acier gang, skimming what he thought he could get away with. He was part of his own little gang in Montparnasse, just a source, one of hundreds Acier had cultivated. Alain was a bastard and a cheat. White Dog had been dispatched to the man’s home to show him a more dangerous bastard and cheat.
White Dog spoke to the cowering man on the floor. Blood dribbled between Alain’s fingers.
“The next time I knock on your goddam door, Alain, open it.”
White Dog lifted the knapsack out of the cupboard. Its weight told him what he knew already. Marie stood in the kitchen doorway, her hands again masking her mouth.
White Dog shouldered the pack, tucking the pistol into his belt. He brushed the woman aside.
Closing the front door behind him with a soft touch—a quiet counterpoint to the sobbing couple on the other side—White Dog looked left and right. The narrow street was empty. He set out over the cobbles, waiting, tensed. Eyes locked ahead, he walked half the murky block. He made sure his pistol was well jammed in his belt, then slid the knapsack off his shoulder, into his hand.
A whistle blew, high-pitched and two-toned, a police whistle. The stones of the street clacked with running boots. White Dog leaped to the sidewalk and ran, tracing the blackened shops and curtained homes. He ran on his toes to mute his footfalls.
The police whistles blared for a time, swirling echoes on all sides. The running boots spread into the alleys. German shouts barked in quick staccato. The language was perfect for pursuit; it was fearsome to hear such a bitten, snarling tongue in the twisting warren of Montparnasse’s streets. White Dog ran in the alleys through a night that seemed to grow blacker; Parisians did not look outside when the Gestapo pounced, they shut their curtains and retreated into obscurity, trusting it as their only protection.
The curfew was not in effect yet. Others were on the streets with White Dog. He heard the Gestapo grab someone behind him, then let him go. White Dog dodged in and out of the jumbles of fire escapes, trash bins, inky stoops, and cars that had not moved from the curb in years. When he slowed, he was far from Alain’s front door and breathing hard. He ducked through a wooden gate between two row houses and sideslipped down the narrow crevice. He stopped before emerging into another dark side street, then set the heavy sack of cigarettes down. Alain had grifted maybe a dozen cartons. At street value, one hundred fifty francs a pack, which was about fourteen thousand francs for a guy who probably made twelve hundred francs a week humping for the Krauts and another thousand stealing for Acier.
White Dog sucked his teeth at the profits. Paris, he thought. What’s not for sale? Pretty soon, when the GIs get here and the Krauts are replaced by America, it’s only going to get better.
He pulled a wad of francs from his pocket, three thousand in cash, and stuffed it into the sack.
He waited minutes, pressed between the walls of the alley. He disturbed nothing of the night, with shallow breaths and not a creak of his shoes.
White Dog heard what he waited for. More Gestapo whistles blared, like little trains in the tunnels of the alleys of Montparnasse. Boots and guns clattered, hobnails and metal rattles hustled, more whistles blurted. The sounds all herded to a spot two blocks away, right where they were supposed to be. Shouts rose. Even the hard sounds of rifle bolts raced over the cobbles to White Dog’s hiding place. He poked his head out of the alley. A few windows in the upper stories awoke in tilted curtains and slivers of curious light, then blinked out.
No shots were fired, a disappointment for White Dog. It would have been easier, for everyone, if there had been shooting.
The tumult up the dark street subsided slowly. The Gestapo always liked to make a show, a statement that they remained a force in the occupied city. White Dog faded into the black embrace of the alley. One set of boots came his way. He crouched and took his pistol in hand.
A figure halted at the head of the alley.
“Is this the way you wanted it to go?”
The question came in English.
White Dog rose and hid the Luger. He tossed the sack of cigarettes through the darkness at the feet of the man who’d spoken.
“Yes. Here’s a present for you.”
“Another present tonight? Vielen Dank.”
The man knelt to lift the knapsack. He asked, “Did we give you good chase?”
“Good enough.”
“I think it was believable, ja?”
“Sure.”
White Dog heard the rustle of the backpack hoisted to the man’s shoulder.
“We have him. He was exactly where you said.”
“Good.”
“Gut. Then our business is concluded. We will not speak again.”
“Hey.”
“Ja?”
“The Americans are gonna kick your ass.”
“Ja. We know. But I think this is a problem for you when they get here.”
“Not me. I got big plans.”
The dark figure chuckled, an admiring smirk daggered in the laughter, and walked off.
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Joe Amos stared into the bottom of his truck. Enough starlight glanced off the ocean and sand to see the Jimmy’s makings, the transmission linkage, brake cables, springs. He touched the long exhaust pipe: still warm. The Jimmy had run twenty of the last twenty-four hours.
Beside him in the sand, Boogie John snored and pitched to his shoulder. They and the rest of the hundreds of drivers awaiting cargo on OMAHA slept beneath their trucks. This was safer than lying in the open and risking being hit by falling American rounds after one of Bedcheck Charlie’s low, spoiling runs. Joe Amos did not sleep at all this morning. He could not rid the tremble of the wheel from his hands. Even behind closed eyes, the landscape of Normandy rolled and rolled. For three days now, he’d driven or rode while the sands became brush and the brush became trees, the trees mounted on hedges around fields that rose to the south in a green tide. He and Boogie found their combat depots, drank coffee while fast hands off-loaded their cargos, then ran back to OMAHA for a fresh load, and the land changed back, from bocage to beach. That was all Joe Amos did, all day, until he was given a few hours to lie beneath his truck, hours this morning he could not spend emptied enough to rest.
The sounds across the beach were incessant, mechanical, despite the early hour. Landing craft ferried supplies from the ships offshore, deep grindings bounced over the water from the assembly of the titanic Mulberry harbor. Closer to his truck on the beach, the noises turned human. Soldiers grunted unloading rhino ferries and amphibious DUKWs, the waiting wounded moaned. Some of the chatter was laughter, more was curses. Joe Amos lay motionless, and this was not what he wanted.
He scooted from beneath the truck. Boogie didn’t wake. Joe Amos took a seat on the Jimmy’s tailgate, dangling his boots. He struck up a cigarette. All the activity on the beach worked in a narrow sliver close to the bluffs, away from the ebbing water. Joe Amos imagined himself in the assault that had swept over these dunes. He saw himself rush them, take them, do some hard killing, join men doing the same, and share with them those frightening, vulgar, grandest moments in war. High behind the dunes, the morning flashed an orange dome, then another, then the grumble of artillery.
Joe Amos blew plumes of smoke. He watched the sparking sky and thought about what he knew, what he’d learned in his three college years at Virginia Union. Black men had fought for America. Black men were heroes. They were in books and newspapers. Crispus Attucks, the first man killed in the Revolution, a former slave who in a crowd outside a Boston customs house swung a cordwood stick at a redcoat. Attucks knocked the soldier’s gun away and shouted, “Kill the dogs, knock them over!” and was plugged with a musket ball, a shot heard around the world. In the Civil War, 200,000 blacks fought for the north, 38,000 of them died. In the Wild West, the 10th Cavalry, the Buffalo Soldiers, galloped the plains, Indian fighters to beat the band. In World War I, regiments of black soldiers fought, the 369th even won a Croix de Guerre. And everyone had heard about the Tuskegee Airmen, the 99th Pursuit Squadron. They’d shot down German planes over North Africa and Italy, and hadn’t yet lost one bomber they escorted.
Joe Amos tossed his cigarette. It landed in the sand and snuffed. The sky shook again, a passel of trucks somewhere close revved. A quartermaster soldier jogged up, bone-colored like the sand, with a clipboard in his hand. He saw Joe Amos seated on the tail of the Jimmy. He stopped long enough to motion beneath the truck.
“Wake that other boy up, y’all got drivin’ to do. Let’s go, Sambo!”
The man loped away. He did not stay to see Joe Amos’s raised middle finger.
Joe Amos shook his head and spit into the sand. A hundred yards away, little waves stepped ashore, inevitable and tireless as history. He kept his seat on the tailgate, a defiance, but he knew it was small.
Silly, Joe Amos thought. Silly as hell to try and ignore it, even for a moment.
After the Civil War, all the Negro troops were disarmed, including the blacks in the Yankee states; reunited America didn’t want thousands of Negroes carrying guns. The Buffalo Soldiers got their nickname because their nappy hair reminded the Indians of the nape of a buffalo. In World War I, colored soldiers had to fight under the French, the United States didn’t want them as combatants. No matter how successful they are, the Tuskegee Airmen get called “the Spook-waffe.” Only Crispus Attucks has been left a hero, and he was a mulatto.
Boogie stirred and woke.
Dawn dribbled gray over the hedgerows and hills. Boogie spoke to his rearview mirror.
“Come on, boys. You wanna keep up.”
Joe Amos moved his head to see in his passenger-side mirror. He faintly made out the single blackout slit light of the truck next in line. The light struggled a hundred yards back, a low star. Then like a star it blinked out, disappearing behind a bend. Joe Amos felt the Jimmy heave to one side, then balance. Boogie John gunned the motor.
“I never told you I was gonna be a shitty driver. This stuff’s got to get to the front and that’s where it’s going. Who’s behind us?”
“Grove, I think.”
“Old lady,” said Boogie John.
“Maybe you want to slow down.”
“Naw. I’m good and damn tired of driving like molasses. I got an open road and a heavy load and I’m gone. Grandma Grove and the rest can keep up.”
The road ran narrow and winding, cloistered by hedges left and right. Overhead, branches wove to form a cathedral. The trunks and shrubs went zinging by, ghosts of abandoned tanks scabbed darkly in some fields, but there was no time to imagine the fights that had left them behind, Boogie drove so fast. Straight off the beach big Boog impelled the deuce-and-a-half like a scalded dog, bolting far out front. There was no jeep in the lead on this run; the convoy was small, only ten vehicles loaded with clothes and rations. Boogie got to drive the lead truck this morning. This was their first time at number one, and Boogie was making it memorable. The manifest had them hauling due south, their target was a town named Ste. Marguerite d’Elle, where the 29th Division’s 115th Infantry had set up a depot on their way to take on the massive Kraut garrison around St. Lô. Joe Amos held a map in his lap under a flashlight. He was afraid that at this pace Boogie would drive them right past Ste. Marguerite d’Elle and into a German mess tent.
Boogie slowed. Joe Amos looked up from his map. They’d entered the outskirts of one more Norman village, ramshackle and busted by American guns. The name was another tongue twister: Cartignyl’Épinay. Joe Amos checked it off on his map. Ste. Marguerite was next, about a mile and a half. Cartigny stood like fifty other burgs Joe Amos had seen in five days of bouncing around the tight American beachhead. Even without the destruction, Joe Amos could tell the town was dull, as country and simple in its way as anything in rural Virginia. He had come to Europe thinking of the French as elegant, somehow his betters. That was just how they always got played back home, with talk about Joan of Arc, Paris, wines, Napoleon, and perfume. But not anymore, he thought, not after seeing how the French lived, just like anyone else, on farms, with cattle, orchards, barns, and fences. Behind the villages, dirt paths led to the same kind of bare fields Joe Amos had run mules over beside the Dan River. Apparently the GIs fighting the Krauts through these dumpy towns felt the same way. They didn’t give two shits in a handcart for the old buildings, stone fences, or for perfume or fancy snails. There wasn’t one Frenchman anywhere better than an American soldier. The holes in the buildings and the bricks blown into the streets of Cartigny showed that to be the truth.
Boogie displayed his own lack of interest in France with the speed he poured on. The Jimmy exited the town, then crossed a tiny bridge on the south side. Boogie hit the brakes.
A six-by-six cab-over-engine cargo truck blocked the road. The twin cat’s eyes in the rear—the red ones that looked like a sleepy driver’s half-drawn and veined eyeballs—were blank. The truck was dead in the road.
“The hell,” Boogie muttered. “Get out, College, and see what’s up.”
Joe Amos clambered down from the cab. He walked around to the silent grille of the COE. A pair of white drivers stood smoking, their cigarette gleams the only lights.
“Fellas.”
“Alternator’s shot,” said one. “Battery’s out.” He took a seat on the bumper, crossing his boots.
“Okay,” said Joe Amos.
“Go around,” said the other driver.
“Where’s the rest of your convoy?”
“Went on ahead. They’re sending back a tow truck.”
“Go around,” repeated the standing driver.
Boogie tapped his horn. Grove and the other Jimmies arrived. The idles mounted, growling in line.
“The road’s a little narrow through here, fellas. Maybe we can give you a push off to the side.”
The seated one said, “No. I ain’t putting this rig on the shoulder. No way to tell if there’s mines around here.”
The standing driver dropped his cigarette. Grinding it underfoot, the white man blew smoke. “I said go around. Now go around.”
“Okay,” Joe Amos told him.
Joe Amos walked away, back to the rig where Boogie waited. Grove stood pudgy below Boogie’s elbow in the cab window. Boogie stared at the tail of the dead truck.
“What’s up?” Grove asked.
“Man says their battery’s out. Tow truck’s coming.”
“They can’t sit in the damn road like that.” Grove pointed south. “Soon as traffic starts comin’ the other way, this road’ll snarl up for miles. Then everybody’s fucked.”
To illustrate Grove’s point, the grumble and dimmed lights of an approaching convoy sifted out of the south.
“You tell ’em we can push ’em to the side?”
“Yep. Man says he’s scared of mines.”
Boogie’s door opened. Joe Amos had to dodge out of the way. Boogie leaped down, a big and nimble dark shape.
“Get in,” he said, passing Joe Amos.
Boogie strode to the driver’s door of the stilled COE. Joe Amos scrambled behind the Jimmy’s wheel. He edged into first gear and crept ahead.
Boogie was in the cab of the truck before the two smoking drivers could move. Joe Amos heard the brake cable release, the gearshift clank, and knew Boogie had her in neutral. Joe Amos gassed forward, lightly kissed bumpers, and pushed the dead truck steered by Boogie John off the road. No mines detonated.
As soon as the truck was gone from the road, Joe Amos jerked up his parking brake and leaped out of the cab. Boogie was already on his feet and in a fight.
Ben Kahn thanked the ambulance driver. He stepped away into the ditch. The van U-turned in the tight confines between the hedges. Ben patted the fender when the ambulance pulled past.
He looked west along the skinny road, down the green tunnel that canopied the track. A few hundred yards off, soldiers trudged in a dust-kicking column, headed north. Ben jogged to catch them. Noon light spangled the lane rutted by tank and jeep tracks. He looked to see signs of battle through here, but the hedges rose too high and the fields were hidden.
Running toward the 358th Infantry, Ben felt light. This was where he belonged, with the infantry, where God insisted all their dealings be settled. Ben came now empty, armed only with penitence. The running was easy and this fit Ben’s belief, that when you go the direction God intends, even the hardest of ways is smoothed.
He approached the column and slowed, to catch his breath and marvel at the sight of several thousand American soldiers in a line, marching four abreast. Since his arrival five days ago, he had been kept in the rear areas, aiding the wounded, visiting artillery batteries, praying with staff officers at headquarters. This morning, General Billups had released him to the field. The General was in no better humor now that the 90th had a new CO. The Tough Ombres were still behind schedule for every objective, and losses stayed high. The new CO was cleaning house, but Billups worried he was not going deep enough into the ranks, to replace hesitant and poor officers all the way down to the battalion level. Ben asked many times, until Billups sent him forward with, “Alright, get the hell out there, Padre.” Ben climbed into the first vehicle headed to the front lines.
He moved alongside a sergeant walking in the center of his squad. Up close, he saw how dirty the men were. No chin was shaved, every fingernail was a grimy crescent. Their boots scuffed the dirt road and their weapons were carried like freight across their backs. Five days of fighting had dog-eared their bodies.
“Sarge,” Ben said.
“Chaplain. You new?”
“Yep.”
A voice from the squad, a burly soldier lugging a Browning automatic rifle, cracked, “You don’t look so new.”
Ben grinned. “I been around.”
“Around what?” A few men chuckled. Ben spotted the soldier who’d made the jibe and shook a fist at him in play. One of the men said, “Oh, oh, look out.”
“Where you boys from?”
Cities and towns cropped up: Des Moines, St. Louis, Ponca City, Lubbock, Shawnee. Ben pointed and each man called out his home, most of them from the middle of America. One soldier cried, “Youngstown, Ohio,” and Ben answered, “Go, you Brownies.” Another said, “Cleveland bites the big one.” The sergeant let the squabble build, then told his squad to pipe down. Ben had stirred the pot. He felt fine about this. These boys aren’t beat, he thought. They’re tired and far from finished, and, sure, they’re scared from what they’ve seen and done. They know that nothing will protect them from the bullet that’s got a name on it. They’ve fought hard in their first five days and they’ve run away, too, according to Billups, who’d carped hourly. But no one ever said the Tough Ombres were cowards. These boys, this fifteen out of the four thousand tramping down the road, would prove themselves good fighters. They would take their bullets when they had to. And though he carried no rifle or mortar, no heavy pack, his own task—to see that these new sons went through with it—weighed across his shoulders.
It took him a half hour to work his way to the front of the regiment. He hustled beside the column as if beside a green river, waving to men who greeted him as he passed. A few spotted the Ten Commandments pin at his collar and hollered, “Shalom, Rabbi!” To these he shouted back, “Shalom! Vee Geyts?”
The Army had given each infantryman a weapon, a shelter half, blanket, mess kit, gas mask, folding shovel, raincoat, hand grenades, and bandoleers of extra ammo. Their uniforms were chemically treated to make them resistant to gas attacks, and looked to breathe no better than a burlap sack. The men slogged in the heat, and one by one, they cast off extra weight, keeping what was essential. From the GI litter, Ben judged the men put the most faith in their rifles, ammunition, trenching tools, and spoons.
Finally at the front of the column, Ben located the regimental commander, Colonel Paar. The man shook hands with a firm grip and narrowed eyes. “Good to have you, Chaplain.”
Up here in front, the momentum was heady from the treading thousands behind. There were less dust and smell than in the ranks. Colonel Paar squeezed Ben’s shoulder, putting on his leadership show. He yanked a thumb behind him.
“Chaplain Allenby will fill you in. Welcome aboard.”
Behind Ben, a smallish man broke ranks, pressing forward. His helmet rode low over his ears. On his collar was the cross pin of a Christian chaplain. He lacked the Red Cross armband, and his helmet, which should also have been marked with the cross, was obscured by dirty tape. His uniform was not a bit cleaner than any soldier in the regiment.
“Phineas Allenby.” Chaplain Allenby was not out of his twenties. His cheeks glowed. He drew Ben away from the column to walk beside it. “Baptist.” The young man’s voice was high-pitched and honeyed by twang.
“Ben Kahn.” Ben’s name sounded threadbare next to Phineas Allenby’s.
“Welcome, Rabbi.”
“Reverend. That’s quite a name. Phineas.”
“It’s Egyptian.” Chaplain Allenby shrugged. “It means ‘serpent’s mouth’ in the old Hebrew. You probably knew that.”
“No. That’s a new one on me.”
“Phineas was the grandson of Aaron who killed an Israelite because he married a Midianite. I’ve never been able to figure out if this was a good thing or not.” Allenby shrugged again. “Anyway, it’s Phineas. Kahn. Does that come from the Israelite priests—the Kohain?”
“Yep.”
“A descendant of Aaron.”
“That’s right, Chaplain.”
“So if it turns out my folks’re wrong and y’all are right, I reckon what? You’ll be carried on the shoulders of the nearest Levites to the temple, where you’ll dispense wisdom and mercy. Have I got it right?”
“On the nose.”
“So between us we got it covered.”
“Yep.”
“That’s a relief. What class were you in?”
Ben smiled at the careering topics and protocols of this chatty little chaplain. They walked in a war zone less than a mile from an immense enemy, and Phineas Allenby wanted to talk names, Judgment Day, and the U.S. Army Chaplain School at Harvard.
“November ’43.”
Allenby brightened. “I was just in front of you, September ’43.”
“They didn’t make the rabbis do the September class.”
“That’s right,” said Chaplain Allenby, recollecting, glad to be back at cool, green Harvard, away from this hot and foreign road for a few seconds. “Rosh Hashanah.” He was proud to display his knowledge.
“And Yom Kippur.”
“Yes. Yes.” Chaplain Allenby was disappointed not to have recalled this autumn High Holy Day, too.
“Where are the other 90th chaplains?”
Allenby shifted his stride to guide Ben farther from the column on their left. He wanted to speak without the men overhearing.
“The division has thirteen chaplains. Got all kinds. Latter-day Saints, Catholics, and pretty much all your major Protestants. Most of ’em stay at HQ with the aid station, ministering to the wounded and such.”
“And you?”
Chaplain Allenby glanced over his shoulder at the long phalanx of soldiers, still molting away bits of hardware onto the road. “I reckon I’m fine here.”
“Mind if I join you for a while?”
“Great. Is Ben okay?”
“And you’re, of course, Phineas.”
The chaplains shook hands afresh.
“Little Rock, Arkansas,” Phineas said.
“Pittsburgh.”
Ben told Phineas he’d been instructed by General Billups to float between the three regiments, the 357th, 358th, and 359th, to reach all the division’s Jewish soldiers. He intended to stay with these infantry units and not go back to headquarters.
“I know a lot of the Jewish boys,” Phineas said. “They’ll be glad to see you. I can’t ever pronounce the Shema right. I don’t think people should laugh during a prayer.”
Ben and the little chaplain smiled. In that moment it was a sunny day in France, a stroll with a colleague on a backwoods lane. In the next, the war asserted itself beyond the hedges. Artillery thundered and small arms spurted under the boot-march of the column. Every man cringed and looked up; some soldiers unstrapped their rifles into their hands. Phineas Allenby jerked his eyes to the ground, searching for somewhere to dive. Ben held himself in check, walking erect. He’d grown accustomed long ago to reading the telltales of incoming and outgoing artillery. These boys will pick it up, he figured. The shelling and gunfire droned, clearly aimed elsewhere. The thousands on the road firmed more slowly than they’d come undone. The column plodded on. Phineas grimaced, sheepish.
“We’re a little jittery, I suppose.”
“It goes away.”
Remaining outside the column, the two walked side by side for a time without speaking. Phineas’s face was flushed. Ben watched him walk, eyes turned down. Thousands of marching boots thumped on their left. Phineas Allenby appeared to want to recede back into the column. He had come unnerved in front of Ben and he seemed to need to deal with the sting of that.
“Tell me about Colonel Paar.”
Phineas slowly raised his head.
“He just got the job this morning. The other CO was killed yesterday at Pont l’Abbé, and the assistant CO got wounded. Paar came over from 9th Division. There’s been a big shakeup all across the 90th. New CO at the top, new commanders in almost every regiment and battalion. Them that didn’t get hit pretty much got replaced. So we don’t know much about Paar yet. Or much of anybody, except the men.”
“What do we know about them?”
Phineas lifted his face full to Ben. He shoved the sinking rim of his helmet off his brow.
“Ben, you don’t mind me asking—”
“Go ahead.”
“You’re a vet, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
Phineas nodded and looked straight up the road where the column headed, into the dirt and green unknown for all of them.
“I figured that, the way you handled yourself back there a few minutes ago when those shells went off. So since you’re an old Army man, I can tell you straight. Without the . . .” Phineas leaned closer. He whispered, which was charming and naive. “. . . bullshit.”
“Please.”
“I don’t know if you know. It’s been a rough start.”
Ben made no mention of Billups. He wanted to hear from this pint-sized frontline chaplain what had been happening with these troops.
Phineas put his hands in his pockets. He glanced over at Colonel Paar and the staff treading around the regiment’s CO, appearing to measure the distance so he would not be overheard.
“The 358th jumped off the morning of the 10th. We crossed the Merderet River causeway at Chef-du-Pont before dawn. That went okay—there was some resistance, but we made it over. We got to Picauville pretty good and pushed on to Pont l’Abbé. Right outside that town is where the first German artillery hit us. I’ve never . . . Lord forgive me, Ben, I have never been through anything like that in my life. The .88s. They’re like some kind of nightmare, you know, but not inside your head. Right there blowing up in your face. I . . . we, all of us, we hit the ground and we stayed there.”
Phineas spoke apologetically. Ben knew about trying to cram your whole body into your helmet when the explosions start. He understood that every man comes up sorry for what he learns about himself from his first artillery barrage.
Phineas pressed on.
“Afternoon of the 11th, we went after Pont l’Abbé. We made good progress behind our own artillery, but we got stopped by machine-gun fire outside the town. That night, we still hadn’t taken it. Next day, we went after it again. That’s when the CO went down. The whole attack fell apart.”
Phineas dropped his gaze again. He seemed to search the road for something, glancing side to side, until Ben realized the little chaplain was slowly shaking his head.
“The casualties. Two days of fighting. There must’ve been a couple hundred. It was . . .”
Phineas lifted his head. He stared back at the soldiers tramping along, jangling. Ben looked back, too.
“They’re good men,” Phineas told him. “They need good leaders, is all.”
“They need you, too, Phineas. You’re a good man. And you’re in the right place.”
Phineas’s cheeks pinked and he smiled.
“Thank you, Rabbi. I really hope that’s so.” He gathered himself to continue the story, to bring Ben and the 358th up to today.
“On the 12th, our 1st Battalion tried to get into Pont l’Abbé and got stopped again. So the brass gave up and called in an air raid and artillery both. That evening we walked in, kind of embarrassed, you know, about needing to blow the town to smithereens like that. All we saw alive was two rabbits, and they were none too spry. And the way I hear it, the 357th and 359th haven’t done much better. Everybody’s behind schedule, and everybody’s getting beat up.”
The next day, on the 13th, Ben recalled, the 90th got a new CO. The message was sent through the entire division: You failed.
“So now with Pont l’Abbé secured, or what’s left of it,” Phineas said,
“the brass told us to double-time it eight miles north, to take up position on the 357th’s right flank. We’re heading west, all three regiments side by side. We’re going to choke the Cotentin peninsula like a chicken neck. Then the rest can get to Cherbourg. I reckon we’re heading into the hedgerows.”
“A fresh start for the Tough Ombres,” Ben said. “Might raise some spirits.”
“Raise some hell is what we need to do.”
Ben surveyed the little Baptist chaplain, and cataloged him as a gamecock. He tapped the covered Red Cross emblem on Phineas’s helmet.
“What’s with this?”
The preacher snickered at some private memory, either a brave moment or another revelation of the poor clay men are made of. “Kraut snipers. They seem pretty PO-ed that God’s on our side. So I’ve kind of changed my own tactics.”
“Yes?”
Phineas lifted the hem of his jacket. Tucked in his belt was a Colt .45 pistol.
He asked, “You carrying a gun? Look, I know we’re non-combatants and all, but there’s nothing in the Geneva Convention that absolutely says we can’t.”
Ben raised a palm, rejecting the weapon. Phineas covered the gun with his coat. He hoisted a finger.
“You think about your Old Testament, alright? Your Moses held his staff up on a mountaintop while the Jews conquered the Amalekites. Shucks, one time he even held his hands up for so long, he needed help to keep them up. Ben, I’ll tell you, there’s nothing says we can’t carry a gun for our own protection. Not in the Bible or the regulations. Sniper wants to shoot at me, that varmint best hope I don’t see him first.”
Ben could have snatched the Colt from Allenby’s web belt and clicked off every round into a man at forty meters. With a rifle he could hit a head at three hundred, a torso at five hundred. He knew this ability lurked in his hands and eyes. He could not flush it out of his body, but he could barricade his heart, his soul, and his fate.
Ben said, “I need to get through this war without a gun.”
“Well, alright.”
The young preacher’s pace had quickened while showing off his pistol. Ben kept pace with him.
“I noticed you showed up without an assistant. You don’t have one yet?”
“No.”
“Well, he’ll carry a gun for you. We’ll find you a good Jew soldier.” Ben didn’t react to the coarseness of this language, any more than he’d jumped at the artillery fusillade earlier. You need to know always when something is aimed at you. And this comment was not.
“Thanks, Phineas.”
The two had walked a mile together. Out of sight, more small-arms fire sizzled, other units were engaged in the hedges.
“I got me a brother in the 82nd, out there somewhere.”
“Airborne.”
“Yeah. When we were kids he was always afraid of heights. So I was surprised when he went into the paratroopers. Last Christmas, we were both home in Little Rock and I asked him about his first jump. He said when he got to the door of the plane, the sergeant pointed down to the ground and yelled, Go! And my brother froze up, right there.”
Ben asked, “What happened?”
“The sergeant told him he was either going to jump or he’d stick his boot twelve inches up my brother’s bee-hind. So I asked him, ‘Did you jump?’ And my brother, he said, ‘Well, a little at first.’ ”
Ben wanted to guffaw but would not beside the somber column of soldiers. Phineas loosed only a low chortle. Both men trudged on. Ben skirted a lump of blanket flung onto the road.
“Do you really have a brother in the 82nd?”
“Naw. Just joshin’. You got any kin in the war?”
Ben hesitated. He wasn’t sure right now how God was working in his life. He couldn’t tell if this Phineas Allenby was God’s extended hand or if it was His foot to trip him. Moses had indeed held his fists high while the Hebrews battled and won. Moses had been given a burning bush. Moses was so fortunate, so certain.
Ben said, “A son,” and left it at that.
The MP pulled the jeep to a brisk stop.
“Right in there, Private,” the MP said. Joe Amos swung his legs out, then stood in a dust swirl behind the gunning jeep. He dabbed a fingertip on his tender left eye socket and cheek.
Another MP stood in the door, waving him over. The building was the remains of the city hall of Isigny, the inscription over the door read Hôtel de Ville. This is no hotel, Joe Amos thought. This is the town’s jail.
In the doorway he gave the MP his name and battalion. The policeman checked a clipboard in his hand, then said, “Follow me.”
Joe Amos expected to be led inside the building, a tough old structure of stone and mortar, pocked but still standing. He figured he was headed straight for the stockade. Instead, the policeman strode into the street, glancing to make sure Joe Amos followed.
The two moved down a block of buildings that bustled like some Main Street in America, except everything that moved was olive drab. The cramped conditions in the beachhead were stuffing the U.S. force into an area too small for it. Joe Amos was in trouble, but with so much Yank strength packed around him, he at least felt safe.
The MP dropped him off at the entrance to what had once been a bakery. Empty shelves were still dusted with flour, mingled with plaster from holes in the roof. Glass cases had been denuded of pastries, but the panes were miraculously unbroken. Joe Amos shouldered his way inside. Soldiers flowed past with folders and stapled bills, handing them off on the fly. He entered the stream and walked through the shop portion of the bakery to the rear, where the ovens and tables were. The room was big and full of white men, white as dough, all of them officers. Joe Amos recognized a few, the general staff of his 688th Truck Battalion. Only a handful in the room were black, all privates, like him. Joe Amos snagged the sleeve of a colored boy darting by.
“Hey. I need to see someone.”
“Brother, what happened to your eye?”
“Little scrap.”
“Oh, yeah. Then you got to see the man. Right over there.”
This soldier turned Joe Amos by the arm and gave him a shove. In that direction was a major in a tie. He was seated at a table that had standing beside it a cooling pie rack festooned with files. The Negro soldier sped off with his papers, looking to swap them for new ones.
Joe Amos advanced, unsure. He’d seen this officer before, Major Clay, the personnel officer with the 668th, but rarely. Down in the hustle where Joe Amos and the rest of the guys operated, in the cabs, on the roads, the staff officers didn’t come around much. If you didn’t wrangle a wheel or a wrench, you typically stayed out of their way and did whatever the Major and this hive of clean soldiers did. Joe Amos watched the Major swirl pages on his desk as if he were stirring dough. He looked up after Joe Amos had been near for almost a minute.
“You’re the other one in the fight, aren’t you?”
Joe Amos had not looked in a mirror, but his eye must be pretty swollen to keep getting this attention. One of those white drivers on the road had snuck in a punch and it had been a doozy. Joe Amos staggered, then waded right back in, on his toes, one-two, jab and roundhouse, the way his club-boxer uncle Carlos showed him, but sloppier because this was a real dustup. It was the first fistfight Joe Amos had ever been in, and he hadn’t been scared; he marveled at it while slugging away. It pleased him to see his makings, his own fists defending his friend, the way a man ought. Boogie roared and rammed the white boys, and got himself pummeled until Joe Amos jumped down to join him. The fight got broken up by Grove and some others after just a few seconds, but there was enough time for some good swats. The convoy that came the other direction had a white officer in the lead jeep. Boogie and Joe Amos were carted back up the road in separate empty truck beds. The white drivers got told to stay with their truck and calm down. From the back of the Jimmy, Joe Amos watched while his own convoy continued past the dead truck pushed out of the way like it should have been. He was handed off to the first MPs the convoy passed—Boogie, too, and then Joe Amos lost sight of him. He had no idea where Boogie was, but he sure wasn’t in this big bakery room. Boogie John would have stood out like a house afire against all this flour.
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. But they started it.”
“Really?” The Major settled back in his chair, knitting his fingers over his belt. “That’s not the way I heard it.”
The Major’s scalp showed under slicked-down hair—not the slick from sweat, but some pomade. The Major had a gap in his front teeth, and for all the world he looked to Joe Amos like a gas station attendant.
“It doesn’t matter. Have a seat.”
The throb in Joe Amos’s cheek and eye told him squarely it did too matter, but he kept his peace. He took the chair the Major indicated.
“Private Joe.”
“Joe Amos Biggs, sir.”
“Alright. My name is Major Clay. Battalion G-1. We’ve seen each other around.”
Joe Amos knew the accent. Tidewater. Virginia or Carolina. More than a cracker. Less than a loaf.
“Am I going to the stockade, sir?”
The Major smiled, and while he talked, Joe Amos watched the pink bit of gum snugged between the man’s front teeth.
“No, I reckon not, Private Joe. But I’m afraid Private John is going to spend a few weeks behind bars.”
“You mean Corporal Bailey, sir?”
“I mean Private John Bailey. He left one of his stripes on my desk about twenty minutes ago.”
Again, Joe Amos bit his tongue, and did not mention that Boogie John Bailey would gladly have left his entire uniform on this Major’s desk.
“Sir, what about the two white drivers? They started the fight. I just got in because they jumped on my partner.”
“I know, Joe. That’s why you’re not in the hooskow with Private Bailey. I’ll tell you, that one is as hardheaded as a Swede. As for them other two, they’re not from my battalion and they’re not my problem. And what are you doing getting in a fight with whites, anyway? We do everything we can to keep you fellas apart so this sort of thing won’t happen. But I reckon some of it’s inevitable.”
The Major wriggled his fingers resting over his belly while he leaned back farther in his chair. Joe Amos dispelled the image that this was a gasoline alley redneck and elevated the Major to backwoods county judge.
“You may have noticed, son, that the 668th, along with every other transportation unit in France, is busting hump to move supplies off the beach and into the hands of the combat troops. Pretty soon we’re going to bust out of this bridgehead and kick the Krauts’ tails all the way to Berlin, and the Army’s going to need our trucks to do it. To be honest, with that in mind, we can’t spare good drivers.”
“John Bailey is a good driver, sir.”
Major Clay sighed and sat forward in his chair. He laid his palms flat on the papers littering his desk. “You’re a good boy, Joe. Everybody says so. You keep your dress neat, you handle your duties. Lieutenant Garner tells me you’re not a troublemaker. Now, I don’t want to make trouble for you, either, but I can’t have you making trouble for me. Do we understand each other?”
Joe Amos could only say yes to this. The officer had nicely summed up relations in the U.S. Army between blacks and whites. The whites were relieved when blacks did not make trouble for them. This man, this gap-toothed Major, was why Boogie could give a damn and Joe Amos longed for a gun to go fight Germans. Neither of them wanted their worth measured by how easy they were to get along with.
Major Clay tapped a finger on his desk. “Where you from?”
“Danville.”
“Family?”
“Mom, four sisters.”
“They must be real proud. No Pop?”
“Passed on. The cancer.”
“Too bad.” The Major seemed genuine about this. There were three kinds of white folks in the Army, Joe Amos knew. The ones who hate you, the ones who let you be, and the ones in the middle like the Major, who think they know best.
“I hear you got some college, Joe.”
“Three years at Virginia Union University.”
“Yeah, I know it. Good Negro college. Founded right after the Civil War.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Why didn’t you finish?”
“I enlisted.”
Major Clay cocked his head. Joe Amos read the questions on the officer’s face as clear as the sheen in the man’s hair. Why would a young Negro quit college and join the Army? Why would he put on a uniform and put up with the shit the Army had to hand out, why be a truck driver, a porter, stevedore, an orderly, a cook, when instead he could be a college graduate and the cock of the walk in his own neighborhood? And why in hell would he voluntarily come to Europe to defend freedoms he was not given at home?
“My country, right or wrong, sir.”
Major Clay grinned. “I like that, Joe. What’d you study?”
“History.”
“That’s good. You know, I went to college. William and Mary. Right down the road from you, in Williamsburg. Oldest college in America.”
“I thought that was Harvard, sir.”
Major Clay hummed to himself.
“Okay. We’re just about done. You’re going to be getting a new partner in a few days. Private John will be reassigned in the battalion when he gets out. Don’t worry about him, you move on. Now, I got one more thing to ask you. You feel like you’re ready to be a leader? I know you jumped into that fight to stick up for one of your own, and I admire that. But we need role models in this battalion. Got to give the men good images to live up to. You up for that?”
“I reckon, sir.”
“That means keeping your nose clean. Folks’ll be watching.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’m going to be looking for big things from you.”
From his desk drawer Major Clay pulled a corporal’s stripes. He tossed it on the papers in front of Joe Amos.
“Private John said I ought to give it to you. Dismissed, Corporal.”
The march lasted another three hours. Twice, the dirt track led the long column of the 358th to the edge of swamps. The regiment had to snake through fields that as recently as yesterday had been in enemy hands. Now German corpses began to appear in the pastures and ditches. Ben watched men break ranks to run up to the bodies. No officer or non-com prevented them. They rifled through muddy pockets, checked under sleeves and inside tunics, but found little of value—no pistols, watches, pins, or patches. The dead Krauts had already been looted.
Colonel Paar led the regiment on a path less than a mile behind the rear of the 359th and the 357th. He intended to take up position on the right flank of the 357th north of Amfreville. Out of the west, beyond the hedges framing the road, gunfire bursts popped the air, but nothing sounded menacing enough to make the soldiers break stride. Ben supposed the other regiments were waiting for the 358th to get in line before making a concerted move tonight or tomorrow. He faded back into the column, telling Phineas Allenby he wanted to get to know the soldiers. This was true. Also Ben wanted to move away from the inquisitive young reverend. He’d liked Phineas right off, but was not going to open himself up like a clam just because Phineas pried at him. Ben chalked it up to Chaplain Allenby’s youth and his Christian training to ferret out sin and guilt. Ben, a Jew, kept his transgressions closer to heart. He believed he wouldn’t be shed of them just by asking forgiveness. The Old Testament required more—remembrance, sometimes struggle, or blood.
Down the line, Ben spread the word that, once the regiment stopped and had dug in, he would conduct a sundown service. Anyone was welcome to attend, but he encouraged every soldier to tell their Jewish buddies about it. Phineas Allenby sprinted past, dipping into the line and racing out like an excited collie, barking about the new rabbi and the first evening service coming up for the Jews in the regiment. Ben watched the young chaplain head down the long file, hopping and tireless.
Ben had no tallit to lay across his shoulders. That had gone down with the Susan B. Anthony. He had no velour cloth or small scroll to spread over the hood of a jeep, no menorah or candles to glitter and make this corner of a field a sanctuary at dusk. He left his prayer books and Old Testament in his backpack. He kept his helmet on his head so the two hundred men would, too. The Merderet River burbled behind him. Every man standing before him knew this creek flowed not far before it murmured past the enemy. The doughs were clustered in a group the size of a company, many of them were officers, and they were inside German mortar range. They should be spread out, it would be safer, but they had gathered to hear Chaplain Kahn. Solemnity was among them with the gnats, the danger, and the missing faces from the battles already fought.
Ben lifted both hands.
“Shema Yisraeil, Adonai Elohenu, Adonai Echud.” Ben sang the Hebrew with inflection and meaning. The English translation he intoned. “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”
Voices chimed in. Close behind, Ben heard Phineas Allenby utter the Hebrew and English. Phineas was right; he butchered the Hebrew. Ben looked over the assemblage. They were not all Jews, many did not know the words, or looked uncomfortable. But they were here with Ben and each other, and for these minutes, for as long as he held them, they were held, too, by God.
“Baruch shem k’vod malchuto l’olam va-ed. Blessed is God’s glorious majesty, for ever and ever.”
Half the men responded, “Ah-mein.” The rest caught up, sputtering the word.
Ben pushed his hands down. The soldiers sat.
He opened his mouth to speak. In silence, he cast his eyes over them. Some heads had bowed, others blinked at him with expectation. Ben did not see his son replicated two hundred times in this dimming pasture of war. That would have been too simple. That would have been too comforting. These soldiers were not his son. They were alive and in front of him.
He felt the quiet grow unwieldy, he’d looked on them too long. Behind him, Phineas whispered, “Chaplain?” Ben pushed aside the veil of his memory and grief, but it did not part fully, it draped over his shoulders where the tallit should have been.
“In Leviticus, a man with an Israelite mother and an Egyptian father got into a fight with an Israelite. During the fight, the half-Egyptian blasphemed God. The people who heard this took the man to Moses for judgment. Moses appealed to God, who told Moses to take the blasphemer outside the camp and have the whole congregation stone him to death. Moses was told to speak to the people of Israel, that anyone who blasphemes shall be stoned, aliens and citizens alike. Anyone who kills an animal shall make restitution. Anyone who maims another shall suffer the same, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. Anyone who kills a person shall be put to death.”
Ben let this sink in. He walked along the line of the seated front row.
“We Jews do not have a gentle God. He is jealous and He is vengeful and He is strict. He insists we live in peace among other nations, and commands us to make war on nations who will not. That’s why you’re here. Because the Germans will not live in peace.”
“Amen,” someone said. It was Phineas Allenby. No one took the Baptist chaplain’s cue, the gathering stayed quiet.
“You are not here as Jews and Christians,” Ben continued, “you are here as soldiers. You are in this land as tools of the one God. What Hitler and his people have done to the Jews is blasphemy. What he has done to the peoples of Europe is a shame, and God will not let these things stand. You are here as justice, as God’s strictness and His vengeance.”
Ben stood still. He opened his fists. He spoke from a deep place. A long journey brought his words to the surface, and they would not be slowed nor cooled.
“Men, you are not alone. I am here. Chaplain Allenby is here. The United States Army is here. God is here.”
A voice in the back said, “That’s right!” and this was taken up. Ben let the nods and agreement fever the soldiers for many seconds. He raised both hands to hush them.
“We say to the Germans what God said to the kings of Judah who turned their backs on Him.”
From memory, Ben recited the verses:
“Your country lies desolate, your cities are burned with fire;
In your very presence, aliens devour your land;
 It is desolate, as overthrown by foreigners.
 
“When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you;
Even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; 
Your hands are full of blood.”
 
Ben held both hands outstretched to the soldiers, for their inspection. They did not see what he could see on them. He looked at their hunkered faces and saw only his son. Thomas Kahn sat dead in his pilot’s seat, in the twisted wreck of a shot-down bomber on a cold, foreign ground. Ben watched German hands root through the boy’s jacket, slip his watch off the wrist, steal a letter from his tunic, snatch tags from around his neck. The boy was stripped, he became just another body, not Ben Kahn’s son. Then, in a shift, powered as always by hope, Thomas was not dead, but in a German camp. The young man wrapped his hands around barbed wire, gazing through the strands. Ben had trouble seeing Thomas’s face like this; though painful, he could more clearly envision his son dead than tortured and starved. Ben did not know which fate was his son’s. Either way, he’d come back to France to find out. If his boy was dead or imprisoned, the faster the war ended, the sooner he would know, and the sooner his boy would be mourned or freed. Until then, he could find Thomas only in his heart and in the air, the way the boy appeared right now, perched above these soldiers waiting for him to speak.
“Let me tell you all something, and I want you to remember this. When Jericho fell, the Israelites were forbidden to profit from the bodies of the slain. It is a sin to loot the dead. War is not for gain. War is a plague on every house. Respect the dead. They are taken from their families and from this world. They belong to God. And that means their watches and their guns and their wallets . . .” Ben tapped the pocket of his own coat over his heart, “. . . and their letters.”
Heads hung at Ben’s rebuke. He caught several pinched looks, too, men who weren’t so ready to give up their lucre. Quickly, Ben realized he’d spoken from wrath. The thing had its own tongue.
He inhaled and brought a hand to his brow. Who was he to talk to these men out of his own pain like that? What did it matter to them? No one here had volunteered to be Ben’s absolution. He’d chosen them for that role, not the other way around. He was a rabbi who’d been with this infantry regiment only one afternoon. In the shuffling silence, he heard one voice mutter, “Y’all Jews go ahead. Not me.”
Ben turned to Phineas Allenby for his reaction. Phineas shrugged and laced his hands in front of his belt, guilty. Ben noted again how filthy the little Baptist was, as dirty as the men. Phineas had crawled in their places and shared their misery and fright. Yes, he’d failed to stop them from looting, perhaps he’d even taken a souvenir himself. Ben Kahn stood in front of them a clean and shaved stranger, the red cross on his helmet not blanked out because he had not yet faced the peril of snipers aiming at it. The 90th was a problem division, and Phineas Allenby and others had been their chaplains since landing at UTAH, probably since England. Ben had not earned his place among these Tough Ombres, not in this war, anyway. He could not help them, Jew or Gentile, until he gained their respect, the way Phineas had. Ben was wrong to reprove any of them.
He finished his service with a prayer in Hebrew, then translated in English. No one joined in.
“Baruch atah Adonai, ga-al Yisrael. We praise you, O God, Redeemer of Israel. Ah-mein.”
Ben changed his posture to let the soldiers know the service was over. Phineas Allenby came beside him. The two men waited for the last of the Jewish soldiers to come and welcome Ben to the regiment. Not many came forward, and Ben was restrained with those who did.
When the two chaplains were finally alone in the field, the first tints of darkness had descended. Along with the sliding river and distant pot-shots, the sound around them was of shovels. The men of the 358th were digging their holes for the night.
The little Baptist held a grave look on his face. There was so much compassion in Phineas’s eyes. Sheepish, Ben looked to the ground.
Phineas took Ben’s two wrists. He turned them over, facing palms up. Ben looked into the white plains of his own hands, gripped in Phineas Allenby’s grubby fingers.
Phineas spoke, a depth in his voice that Ben had not heard until now.
“The rest of it goes like this, Rabbi:
“When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you;
Even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; 
Your hands are full of blood.
 
“Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean,
 Remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes,
Cease to do evil.
 
“Learn to do good, seek justice, rescue the oppressed, 
Defend the orphan, plead for the widow.
 
“Come now, let us argue it out, says the Lord:
 Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be like snow;
Though they are like crimson, they shall become like wool.
 
“If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land.
But if you refuse and rebel, you shall be devoured by the sword;
For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”
 
Phineas Allenby did not release Ben. The chaplain held out the rabbi’s hands, like a gypsy reading the lines.
“David wasn’t allowed to build the Temple because his hands were full of blood. The job fell to Solomon.”
“I know. Ein Kateigor Naaseh Saneigor.”
“What is that?”
“It means a prosecutor cannot become a defender. Someone who’s killed cannot bestow a blessing of peace. David killed thousands. Moses killed an Egyptian, and because of it God kept him out of the Holy Land. They were both Kohain. So am I.”
“Is that why you feel God took your son, Ben?”
“I didn’t say he was dead.”
“You didn’t have to. It’s all over your face. Is he dead?”
“I don’t know. Thomas was the pilot of a B-17. He was shot down over Verdun.”
“Why’re you so sure he’s dead?”
“I don’t think God will spare him.”
“Why not?”
“I’ve killed men, Phineas. Plenty of men.”
“That was in war, Ben. A righteous war. I don’t think—”
“God doesn’t make an exception. Moses killed that one Egyptian to save his own people. David killed whole tribes in wars. Didn’t matter. God didn’t tolerate either. He decides for each man how much is too much. I’ve killed more than He allows, even in a war.”
The Baptist chaplain let go. Ben’s hands stayed aloft, as though carrying the weight of the lives he’d collected twenty-six years ago.
“Well, God did say, ‘Come, let’s argue it out.’ ”
Ben nodded.
“So, I reckon you came, huh?”
Phineas said nothing more. Ben lowered his arms.
“Come on, Rabbi. Let’s get us some chow.”
Ben followed. He set a hand on his new friend’s shoulder.
Phineas said, “And some tape for your helmet.”
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