

[image: cover]






[image: images]







Contents


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty





Copyright




One


“I’ll see you in Dirty Dicks,” said Spud. He had to raise his voice to be heard. The black plastic telephone receiver pressed hard to his ear. He needed to speak loudly so as to be heard and found it very difficult to hear what was being said to him. The more he had to repeat himself the more he found he was straining his voice.


Any attempt at a meaningful conversation was proving a challenge. The cacophony of noise on the station concourse was generated by a combination of arriving trains, the hundreds of people greeting, laughing and shouting as they met friends and relatives, and the loud blasts of the whistles blown by the station staff for the departing trains. Spud also had to compete with the incoherent announcer at Liverpool’s Lime Street Station as she decided to blast out her platform information over the station’s Tannoy system, at the very moment Spud was trying to talk.


In a quite sudden unexpected moment there was total silence and Spud, still talking loudly, realised that people in the immediate vicinity were naturally looking at him strangely, as they hurried past. He lowered his voice to its normal level and confirmed to Bill that he was just about to board a fast Inter-City train to London.


He looked down at his wristwatch and realised he had only been speaking for a minute or two, but in that time, the exercise had tortured his vocal cords. Replacing the black receiver into its cradle, Spud put his little finger in his ear and wiggled it to clear the humming sound. He stopped on the concourse to look up at the large departure board and double checked his platform number before heading toward the train bound for London’s Euston Station.


Three hours later, Spud left the busy carriage and was surprised at just how hot, humid and oppressive the atmosphere was at Euston Station. The simple task of walking to the end of the platform caused beads of sweat to run down the crevice in the centre of his back.


To his dismay it was no cooler outside the station. In this heat he had no intention of going underground to chance the Tube where he knew from past experience that it would feel like a sauna. The sun radiated up from the white concrete pavement, at the front of the station, and he was pleased instead to board a bus bound for the City.


Spud arrived long before Bill and was supping a pint in Dirty Dicks, a pub in Bishopsgate, where he had agreed to meet his army friend. It was cooler inside the dimly lit bar and Spud was happily chatting to the slim, pretty, friendly Eastern European barmaid. His fun was cut short when Bill turned up and slapped him hard on the back, nearly causing him to spill his beer. Spud nodded to the barmaid and two pints of beer were put on the bar in double quick time.


After they had finished drinking, they negotiated their way through the City streets, which were crammed with all the office workers racing around like an army of ants. The two men made their way across London Bridge to the South Bank and their next watering hole. As they relaxed in the open air with a pint of beer, Bill was chatting to Spud but sensed his mate was not really paying particular attention. The reason was simple, Spud was one of those guys that could sniff out a pretty girl from four hundred yards away and once his target was identified he would set about snaring his prey. Bill smiled. He knew Spud only too well.


Today was no exception. Spud had honed in on two very pretty young girls sitting at another table. He got up, and with pint of beer in his hand, went to talk to the two young ladies. In no time at all he had discovered that their names and Susie and Celine and both girls invited Bill and Spud to join then at their table. The drinks flowed freely and there they sat, laughing and enjoying more drinks as they overlooked the shimmering water of the River Thames on such a pleasant day.


The two young ladies left Spud and Bill in no doubt that they were hellbent on enjoying a long weekend. It was a welcome break from the week of night duty they had both just endured. Being nurses meant they had the demanding job of dealing with patients, but now was the time to let their hair down and forget about pain, illness, misery and bedpans.


After a few more drinks, the four people moved along to a restaurant on the corner of Southwark Bridge for a meal before going clubbing in Smithfield until the early hours of Saturday morning. As they emerged from the club, several hours later, all hot and sweaty, the two girls invited Bill and Spud to their flat in Muswell Hill for a ‘night cap’ and needless to say the boys seized the opportunity to stay over.


Celine was up early the next morning and Bill turned over on the soft, warm bed and yawned, the low sunlight on his face. He sensed her absence from the bed, opened his eyes, got up and went to look for her. Celine was in the lounge, which also served as the kitchen, and was sitting on the settee in a stretched white T-shirt, her knees under her chin deeply engrossed in a paperback novel, which she quickly put down upon seeing Bill.


“Good morning. Fancy a coffee or as you are an Englishman would you prefer tea?” She asked with a radiant smile.


“Tea please,” answered Bill as he stretched and stifled a yawn.


“Celine, your accent is puzzling me,” he asked stretching his torso again, trying to kick-start himself back to life. He stretched his arms high above his head exposing the taught muscles of his midriff.


“I am Swiss,” she replied filling the kettle with water from the tap. “I came over as a student to the Swiss School four years ago and liked London so much that I decided to stay. I qualified as a nurse. That is how I met Susie. We became friends and decided to rent together. It makes good sense with rents being so high and besides she is so easy to get along with.”


“Where do you come from Bill,” she asked in return. “You don’t sound like your friend Spud.”


Bill jokingly informed her that Spud was a Liverpudlian. “From the People’s Republic of Liverpool,” he said. Celine looked bemused but Bill continued. “But me I come from no where in particular.”


“You don’t know where you were born?” she asked sympathetically.


“No,” he smiled, “I know where I was born, but because my Dad was a soldier we just kept moving. So I have no real home town to speak of.”


Bill was sipping his tea and gazing out of the window. It promised to be another nice day.


“I was thinking of taking a walk over Hampstead Heath. You could come with me if you wanted. Unless you have something better to do,” Celine suggested hesitantly.


“That sounds good to me.”


“I’ll go and get dressed,” she said enthusiastically. “I know a nice place locally where we can have some breakfast.”


Whilst Celine went off to wash and dress Bill picked up yesterday’s newspaper and automatically turned to the sports pages, at the back. He chuckled because he could hear Spud and Suzy embarking on their own form of sports judging by the noises coming from their bedroom. Where does he find all that energy, mused Bill.


“Bathroom is free,” Celine said returning to the lounge dressed in a pastel blue top and figure hugging jeans. Bill could not help but smile as he took in the snug fit of her jeans, which accentuated the shapely curve of her attractive firm bottom.


“What?” She asked knowing that Bill had been studying the shape of her attractive figure.


“Oops!” He said feeling a tiny bit awkward having been caught ogling her shapely form.


“You look very nice.” He said in his clumsy attempt to offer a compliment. Celine was suitably flattered.


They left the flat with Suzy and Spud unlikely to surface for many hours yet judging by the variety of sounds emanating from their bedroom.


“I do not think that Suzy will be coming out of her bedroom today,” Celine suggested with a naughty smile, catching Bill’s eye as they made their way to the Broadway to have some breakfast.


Although Bill knew London he did not know his way around as well as Celine did. She was now a local girl and knew the area well. This helped as they changed buses a couple of times before finding their way to West End Green, Hampstead Heath. It crossed his mind that having lived in and around London, on and off for many years, he had never visited the Heath before.


They walked along in the sunshine. Young families were out and about. Small children were racing and chasing around, bounding with energy. Dogs ran free and with so much space available raced about barking, clearly enjoying the freedom from being cooped up in a house or flat all day.


Bill and Celine strolled leisurely to the viewing point, near Kenwood House and took in the view over the city, enjoying the panoramic vista of London. After stopping for a drink Celine suggested going to the West End.


Later that evening the couple arrived back at the flat and found Susie and Spud sitting at the kitchen table laughing and giggling like two young teenage lovers. With warm toast in his mouth Spud followed Susie back into their bedroom. In the circumstances Bill and Celine decided to go out to the pub for a quiet drink, before daring to return to the flat later that night.


Bill was up early on the Sunday morning and took Celine in a cup of coffee and found her propped up on one arm, still in bed and looking absolutely gorgeous.


“I’ve had a really nice time this weekend,” he said, plonking himself down on the corner of the bed, nearly spilling the coffee. He waited for a response from her.


Celine leaned across the bed and kissed him tenderly on the lips.


“I have had a nice time as well and next time you are in London you should give me a call.”


Bill thought he detected a catch in her throat as she spoke. She had not said or done anything to suggest that she really wanted to see any more of him. For all of Bill’s good qualities, though he was really useless at reading telltale ‘signs.’ He was a dunderhead, where girls were concerned. If he hadn’t been so blinkered he would have realised that Celine liked him very, very much indeed.


“I have to go and get ready to report back tomorrow,” said Bill with more than a hint of reluctance.


“Do you know where the army will send you?” asked Celine as she settled back on the bed looking enticingly seductive. He could feel the warmth radiating from her and thought about the softness of her body against his when they had been in bed together. The temptation to climb back in bed, for just a few minutes, was very strong.


“They don’t tell us until the last moment,” he said distantly. He suspected it would be the Eastern European theatre. She leaned across and kissed him lingeringly on his lips. Again Bill fought the urge to climb back in the bed beside her.


Bill made his way to Fenchurch Street Station leaving Spud to make his own way back to camp, if he ever surfaced from Susie’s bedroom. It was a simple thirty-minute train ride to Laindon Station.


From Laindon Station Bill decided to walk the relatively short distance to the detached bungalow in Langdon Hills where his parents lived. Their home had served as his base for the last two weeks, whilst he had been on leave.


The rest of the day was spent getting all of his kit ready. He preferred not to leave things until the last minute. After an early dinner, Bill went to the pub in Vange to keep a pre-arranged date with his brother.


Even though it was a Sunday night the pub was heaving. He stood at the bar supping his pint. Customers had been drinking since at least eight o’clock and the more they drank the less inhibited they became. Talking became more animated and you had to talk loudly above the noise to be heard. The level of the noise inevitably grew so loud it was impossible to talk without shouting.


The overwhelming majority of the young people in the pub had come along to see the live band and in the band was Bill’s brother, John. He was the lead guitarist who also took his turn with the vocals. The band had been on stage, although in truth it was not so much a stage just a raised plinth, and their first session had lasted an hour. Now it was time to visit the bar and take full advantage of all the free drinks from the landlord.


John was standing next to his brother trying to have a conversation with him as well as his band mates. It was just too still difficult to talk above the noise and besides, the interval session was very important to the band members. It was during the interval that they went about getting ‘fixed up’. John had invited a pretty young girl to join him for a drink. He was investing his charm on her in the hope and expectation that she would come back to his flat at the end of the evening.


Bill was quietly enjoying his pint watching and listening to his brother in action as he sweet-talked the pretty young girl with the blond hair and nice bluish eyes. He suspected it was not the nice eyes that had initially caught John’s attention.


“Sorry to interrupt you John but I must be off. I’ve got an early start in the morning,” shouted Bill in the hope of being heard above the din, as he clapped his younger, but slightly taller brother on the shoulder.


“Did you enjoy the session?” said John, virtually having to shout to be heard, as he slipped his arm around the pretty young girl’s waist and having found no resistance to this manoeuvre teased her tighter to his body. The omens were looking good thought John. Bill smiled at his brother’s guile, giving him a knowing look.


“See you when I am next on leave,” said Bill looking at the young girl. “Good night miss.” Bill then swallowed the last of his bitter, placed the glass on the bar and eased his way through the crowd to get to the door.


“Why is he going so early?” asked the young girl her mouth almost down inside John’s ear.


John reciprocated by placing his mouth over her ear, hugging her close to his body and inhaling her sweet but inexpensive scent.


“My brother is a soldier and has to get back to his barracks early tomorrow morning. If he’s late they’ll shoot him.” The girl raised her right eyebrow. John wondered if she actually believed him!


When Bill stepped outside into the fresh air he found his ears ringing from the noise and his clothes stank of stale cigarette smoke. Instinctively, he vigorously brushed down his clothes with the flat of his hand in the hope of expelling some of the smell. His voice was raspy from trying to speak, or rather from shouting whilst in the bar. He cleared his throat.


The summer evening was just turning to dusk as the sun started to slip over the horizon. Each day had been getting hotter and hotter, typical of how the English weather develops, but this evening the air was cool and clean and Bill felt quite invigorated. As it was such a nice evening he decided to walk the four miles back to his Mum and Dad’s bungalow in Langdon Hills.


As an infantry soldier Bill was used to route marches in full kit so a four-mile ‘stroll’ was going to be a doddle. In no time at all Sparrows Herne, Nethermayne, The Knares, Staneway, High Road and Great Berry Lane were all quickly behind him as he turned into the quiet cul-de-sac in the lee of the Langdon Hills.


He opened the front door as quietly as he could so as not to disturb his parents. They usually went to bed quite early. He needn’t have bothered. His parents were in the lounge wide awake.


“Did you have a good night son?” asked his Dad looking up from the television.


“Yes,” replied Bill. “John and his band certainly have lots of fans,” he said reflectively. His Mum had already gone to the kitchen to make a cup of tea.


“Do you fancy a sandwich,” she called out.


“A cheese sandwich would be nice mum,” he called back appreciatively.


“He should get a proper job,” suggested his Dad alluding to John’s pop antics. It was a sore point with him that one son had made a career in the army and was doing well whilst the other son ‘bummed’ around.


There was a long, pregnant silence before Bill made any comment. Bill had learned, from the past, not to encourage his father on this topic and fortunately his Mum came back into the lounge in the nick of time with a tray of teas and a plate of appetising cheese sandwiches.


“Off anywhere this time John,” enquired his Mother as she sipped from her cup.


“No. Our lot has done its bit with all the recent tours of duty and it’s a chance for the married lads to have sometime to catch up with the training.” Bill knew that his ‘lot’ were likely to be posted to the latest conflict, which had exploded on to the world stage in Eastern Europe. Secrecy prevented him from divulging anything further. His Dad suspected too that the boy was off somewhere. Years in the army, where he finished as Company Sergeant-Major, had given him a sixth sense about these things, but he said nothing.




Two


The orders had been posted and Sergeant W Brown (Bill to his close mates), together with his platoon commander, made their way to the billet to give the men their orders. They were going to be posted to Eastern Europe, the latest troublesome hotspot, forming part of a NATO contingent. His men would be given forty-eight hours to prepare before being flown out to this new theatre of war. Their role was going to be a ‘policing action’.


When the platoon commander had left, Bill summoned his three section leaders, each a Corporal, and wanted them to make sure everyone had full kit. He made a point of labouring the ‘Rules of Engagement’ and wanted the Corporals to make sure every man in the platoon understood them, for their own protection.


“Politicians,” he said, “are quick to deploy us and bloody quicker to lay blame at our door when things don’t suit them. The lily-livered spineless bastards,” he said. “So make sure your sections know exactly what is what. Is that clear?”


“Yes Sergeant,” the section leaders replied.


Bill had worked with these three section leaders for the best part of seven years and knew he could trust them. In fact two of them would make bloody good sergeants. The third one, Corporal Murphy, ‘Spud’ was more than capable of gaining promotion, but just as prone to acting on the spur of the moment and this had often landed him in serious trouble. Despite that Bill got on well with Spud, and when off duty they would often go drinking together.


Two days later the Company was flown to their new camp in Eastern Europe and on arrival given a few days to familiarise themselves with their surroundings. Training sessions and classroom lectures were given to ensure that the men were fully acquainted with the borders, local customs and the need to exercise both respect for the local inhabitants as well as restraint, in equal measure.


Very soon after their acclimatisation one section from Bill’s platoon was to be sent out on patrol for three days. He liked to lead by example and chose to go with them. The opportunity would afford him first hand experience and see what they were up against.


The border, separating the two warring factions, in this part of the theatre comprised of a dense forest. It was ideal terrain for insurgents making it easy for them to infiltrate, cause havoc and carnage and afterwards to slip quietly away with apparent ease. Bill suspected many of the locals were sympathisers and would help these insurgents. This made their task even more difficult and many of the soldiers said they should simply pack up and let the natives ‘get on with it’.


Bill’s section moved deep into the forest. They spent the next three days and nights challenging anyone they came across. This routine of three days and nights on patrol continued on and off for almost a month without a break and generally without incident. It was becoming a chore and the routine was affecting the men’s moral. They wanted more action. They were trained for action.


Periodically Bill continued his policy of going out on patrol with the various sections of his platoon. He had joined Spud on one patrol. They were making their way back to camp, after having been on patrol for the usual three days, when the atmosphere changed. They were still in the forest, but close to open farmland with Spud on point.


Suddenly, Spud froze where he stood. His right arm extended rigidly above his head as he crouched low. It was the recognized signal for the patrol to come to an immediate halt. Every man stood stock still, quiet and motionless. This unexpected and dramatic change in the atmosphere aroused every sense. Ears strained for the faintest sound. Eyes peered into the dappled light for the slightest movement. Fingers hovered over triggers; breathing was slow, controlled, and deliberate. The patrol, as one, sank slowly, quietly down onto their haunches. In this crouched position they offered less of a target. Time ticked by painfully slowly, adrenalin coursing through their bodies.


Spud, carefully looking back over his right shoulder, beckoned to Sergeant Brown. Bill edged his way forward as quietly as he could, checking the forest floor, trying to avoid snapping any twigs. In this arena of silence any sound would be significantly amplified.


Bill leaned close to Spud. “What’s up?” he whispered. The Section went immediately on high alert.


In a hushed tone Spud pointed off to the right. “I’m sure I heard gunshots,” he said accentuating far off in direction with his right hand.


Bill listened. As he did so he too heard the sound. He bent his ears in that direction and focused hard. He listened intently.


“Sounds more like a fire fight,” he said quietly and pulled out his plastic covered map showing the topography of the area. Bill traced the spot with his middle finger and pointed to their location.


“Who do you think it is?” asked Spud.


“It’s in the American sector and it sounds like they may have come up against some heavy fighting,” replied Bill


Bill placed his finger on the map to use it as a marker.


“That sound is slowly getting louder, which can only mean that the firing is getting closer. My guess is that the Allies are taking heavy fire. They control that sector.” He paused to think. “They must have run into a strong force and are involved in something nasty. The only way to find out is to take a look see.” Bill realised that there was no need to keep on whispering and spoke in his normal voice.


Bill summoned the patrol ‘on him’. With the map still open on the ground in front of them Bill explained his assessment of the situation. They were about fifty yards from the edge of the forest. The land in front of them was open. It had probably been cleared generations back for farming and now it was just left abandoned. The gunfire was even more noticeable now.


“We are going to hug the tree line and dog trot off to our right. Be ready to melt back into the forest if we come under fire. Stay alert. Spud lead off,” said Bill.


Within seconds Spud was at the tree line, crouching low, surveying the scene. Satisfied that all was clear he gave the signal and one by one Bill’s patrol emerged from the forest and broke into a semi crouching dog trot. The further north they went the more noticeable the firing. Small arms fire was punctuated with mortar explosions.


Despite the heavy packs the soldiers carried, when out on patrol, it took very little time for the Section to reach a small grassy hillock and Bill gave the order to halt. His men, gasping from the exertion, adopted an alert crouching position, facing off in different directions ready for any action, fingers poised over triggers.


“Spud with me,” said Bill as they ran to the top of the hill before throwing themselves down flat on the ground, inching forward on their stomachs so that they could peer over the crest. The hill was only about thirty feet high on their side but the drop on the other side of the hill was significantly deeper.


In the valley below they could see that the American forces were slowly giving ground and Bill knew in a flash what needed to be done. He turned and called to the rest of the patrol who raced up the hill. Whilst he waited, a bizarre thought crossed his mind. He thought this would be a lovely spot for a picnic. It was the effect of the green grassy hill, with its panoramic view of the shallow valley below, the blue skies and the very warm sunshine. He smiled at the absurdity of such a thought but this was soon dispelled as the men gathered on him and he set about giving his orders. Whilst his men studied the scene for themselves Bill outlined his plan.


“We have to stop the insurgents taking this ground. The Allies down there,” he said pointing into the valley, “are being pressed and those insurgents have to be stopped. Spud, and you two, he pointed to Private B M Williams, known affectionately as ‘Beamer’, and Private Hatch. Take the far left position and see if you can rally those men. You must hold that ground.” He was distracted by a loud mortar round and watched as it sent a plume of earth sixteen feet into the air. “Ginger you take Westie and Hockley,” he said, “take the extreme right. I want you to try and hold that position.” The firing seemed to intensify. “Waters and May you will come with me.” For some inexplicable reason he looked at his watch. “Let’s go.”


The patrol rose as one and charged down into this their latest theatre of war. Their speed and noise gave the impression that they were a much larger force. As they reached the valley floor they spread out, some going left, others to the right with Bill’s small group heading for the centre ground.


“Hold your positions,” bellowed Bill much as if he were on a parade ground and the soldiers around him responded.


“Take your time,” he commanded. “Pick your target, then barked out loud the order – “Fire.”


Spuds bold, confident manner had the desired effect on the American troops immediately around him. Soldiers responded instinctively to being given precise, clear orders.


Sensing some of their mates now holding their ground other allied troops halted and soon everyone around Spud assumed attacking, firing positions.


Lance Corporal Graham ‘Ginger’ Beer took a similar stance after he had raced across to the far right but allied troops still gave ground. Ginger shouted until he was hoarse and slowly the Allied troops began to hold their ground, helped in no small part by the discipline of their own Corporals.


Bill raced into the centre of this mini theatre of war. It was chaotic. He grabbed a young American Private by the jacket and swung him around. The young soldier nearly died of fright until he realised who had grabbed him. “Who’s in charge?” Bill shouted.


“Try Sergeant Gonzales,” the soldier replied. A grenade landed twenty feet away, buried itself in the earth and produced a strange, solid muffled explosion but caused no damage.


“Where,” Bill demanded and the young soldier pointed nervously up ahead to the only Sergeant that he could see.


“Come with me,” instructed Bill. Other soldiers joined Bill and by the time he had run the twenty or so yards forward into the forefront of the battle there were five of them together with his own two men.


Bill threw himself on to the ground. “Gonzales where are your officers?” Bullets whistled over their heads and Bill pushed the young American sergeant’s head down, flat into the ground, just in the nick of time.


“Thanks,” he gasped. “They were targeted in this ambush. Picked off all the officers one by one,” he said. His face was filled with the tension of command. “Who are you?” he managed to ask.


“Brits,” he said. “So you’re in charge.” Bill said in a, calm confident, commanding manner wanting to inject some control of the situation.


Bill realized that this must have been the young sergeant’s first combat mission and left in command, and to his credit, he was orchestrating a textbook withdrawal. At times the combined effect of the rapid fire, with the exploding mortars and grenades, made it difficult to be heard and a dangerous place to be. Given the sudden unexpected full frontal assault it was inevitable that they would fall back. Earth was being thrown up all around them by the constant explosions. Soldiers screamed out in agony when hit by a bullet, grenade or shrapnel, some wounded, some killed.


“We’ve got to hold the position,” ordered Bill. “You guys are the best that there is and I’m glad I’m fighting on your side.” Bill spoke loudly during a temporary lull in the noise. Enough men around heard his comment and took heart.


“Send some of your men to the left and others to the right. From those positions we can start giving them hell,” he pointed in the direction of the enemy.


“We need hold the centre,” said Bill and could see in the young Sergeant’s face a sense of relief that there was someone else around to assist with the decisions. Bill needed to make sure that Gonzales remained involved.


“What’s your assessment of the situation?” Bill asked.


“Looks like we have taken the sting out of their tail,” said Gonzales.


By now the rout had stopped and enough Allied troops were crouching around Bill and Gonzales. He suggested to Gonzales to dispatch roughly one third of the men to the right of the valley, a third to the left with the rest to remain centred in the middle. The insurgents had detected that command was coming from the centre and that was where most of their firepower was being directed. They were bombarding the central position as much as they could in an attempt to overrun the position and then leave the two wings isolated.


Bill surveyed the scene from his prostrate position and could see that soldiers were no longer falling back and were making a concerted effort to support their mates.


“I need two runners,” Bill said to Gonzales. Two runners were nominated.


“I need you to go to my corporal, over there on the left flank,” said Bill talking to one young solider as he pointed out Spud to the runner, “and tell him to start pushing forward. Have you got that?”


“Yes Sarge,” replied the soldier who looked as if he should have been in the fifth form at school not on the battlefield.


“Off you go.” Bill grabbed the young solider by his webbing. The lad looked startled. “Keep your bloody head down son,” he said with a wink before patting him on the shoulder.


All around Bill men urgently buried their heads deep into the earth as a series of mortars, exploded just yards from where they crouched. One poor soul, a couple of feet from Bill, screamed out in shock and pain before dying seconds later, a fountain of blood erupting from his mouth. Others had ringing in their ears. Bill shook his head needing to clear it quickly.


“I want you to take a message to my corporal on the right flank,” said Bill calmly as if on a day trip to the country, to the ‘runner’ crouched beside him. His confident manner was infectious and allied soldiers, who had moments before felt the need to fall back, were now demonstrating why they were amongst the best-trained armies in the world. “Tell my corporal to push forward when he can and to keep pushing forward. Keep your head down. Good luck”


The soldier raced across the open valley, zigzagging as he went. Bill watched and studied the right flank. The ‘hostiles’ had now switched their attention to the right flank and it seemed as if they were launching a fusillade of small arms fire and mortars in that direction in an attempt to annihilate the defenders.


“Gonzales, I think we need to put more men on the right,” Gonzales had been so preoccupied with his own little theatre of war that he had not had time to review the whole rapidly, constantly changing picture. The suggestion prompted him to swivel round and look for himself.


“They could do with some help,” he agreed.


“Got any men you can spare,” asked Bill. It was not really a question.


“All of you,” said Gonzales, pointing to a group of ten, “reinforce the right flank. Go,” he said as the Rangers raced to help out the right flank. Gonzales wiped earth from his face and took a deep breath. “What’s the plan?” he asked but before Bill could answer he asked a second question. “Who are you?”


“Sergeant William Brown, British Army,” and Bill explained briefly how they come to be here.


“The plan is to work a pincer movement,” and he sketched a diagram, with his finger, in the loose earth. “Both flanks will push forward and when they have gained a bit more control we will push forward en mass from here and drive the ‘commies’ from this sector.”


It took time but the soldiers, now steadied, were taking control of this small theatre of war. The intense fire from the Allied flanks, directed into the heart of insurgent group, eased the pressure on the centre ground. Bill decided it was time for them to move forward.


“Gonzales where is your radio man?”


“We’ve got no communications. They were targeted at the outset,” replied Gonzales.


“Private Waters,” shouted Bill as he urgently rolled on his side beckoning the man to him. Now was the time to call in support. “Get me HQ.”


The connection was immediate and identification made over the two-way radio.


“Sergeant Brown sir,” said Bill responding to the voice on the other end of the field phone.


“What’s all that firing,” asked the crackling voice over the two-way radio link. Bill provided a brief but detailed, succinct explanation and asked to be connected to Gonzales chain of command. Moments later he was patched through.


Whilst Bill held on to the field phone he monitored the pincer movement now being orchestrated. Gonzales held back next to Bill ready to communicate a ‘sit rep’ to his Commanding Officer who immediately ordered in the ‘choppers’.


It had been fifteen hard fought minutes, with many more casualties, but the impetus was now clearly with the Americans, aided by nine Brits. Without warning the sky was suddenly filled with the deep droning of rotor blades. A flight of helicopters majestically appeared from behind them, swooped in low and before they had even landed an outpouring of scores of American servicemen dropped to the ground. Within minutes they were advancing en mass against the now hurriedly fleeing insurgents.


Gonzales removed his helmet and ran his thick fingers through dark brown matted hair and took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. An officer materialized through a fog of debris that had been thrown into the air by the whirring blades of the now grounded helicopters.


“Who’s in charge?” bellowed the officer in an effort to make himself heard above the massed noise of the rotor blades of the helicopters, which were now hurriedly loading the wounded. Bill pointed to Gonzales. He nodded an acknowledgment.


“What are you guys doing here,” demanded the officer. Gonzales, to his credit, explained briefly the part Bill and his team had played and Bill then told him that as they were in the area they gave Gonzales some assistance. His voice was hoarse from the exertion of making himself heard. Whilst the explain Bill lost no time sending Waters to round up Spud and the others. He was angry, at himself, when he saw that Ginger had taken a flesh wound to the scalp. Dry blood dammed itself just above Ginger’s right eye forcing the trickling red blood to trace a new course down his cheek.


“You careless bastard,” said Bill wrapping a friendly arm around Ginger’s shoulder as he approached, studying the minor flesh wound.


The Captain returned and Bill and his men stood respectfully before him.


“Job well done, son,” said the Captain in a southern American drawl as he addressed Bill.


“Just passing by and happy to have been able to give Sergeant Gonzales a helping hand,” said Bill.


“Right.” said the Captain conspiratorially. He walked Bill away. “Anything we can do in return son?”


“No sir, replied Bill. “Just want to get my men back to camp. It’s been a long three days.”


“Take a ride with one of our choppers. I’ll clear it with your Boss. Now get your men aboard,” he insisted and slapped Bill hard on the back. “Sergeant,” he shouted. Bill stopped and turned to face the officer. “What is your name and regiment?” Bill’s heart sank suspecting trouble. Why else would an officer want his details? Bill was now doubly keen to extricate himself from the scene.


“Have to do this again,” shouted Spud in his amusing Liverpudlian accent as they boarded the waiting helicopter. “It beats walking. I must get a transfer out of the infantry.”


On board Bill looked down at his watch. Their engagement had lasted no more than forty minutes. The tension of command eased from his shoulders. The short conflict had seemed to last hours, as it always did and he felt drained and exhausted.


The helicopter was airborne in a matter of moments and quickly ate up the miles as it flew the soldiers back to the British camp. BMW ‘Beamer’ was pouring cold water over Ginger’s head. It ran down his face and washed away the cake of blood and earth from the flesh wound on his temple.


It didn’t take long for the ride back to base where, upon landing, an Orderly Corporal was waiting for Sergeant Brown at the edge of the landing zone. Bill knew he was going to be in trouble. As soon as they disembarked they jogged away, heads down, by instinct, to avoid the swirling rotor blades.


Bill ordered Spud to take the men back to the billet and get cleaned up with a promise to join them shortly in the canteen. He took another look at his wristwatch.


“Sergeant,” interrupted the Orderly Corporal. “C.O. wants to see you right away.”


“Better not keep him waiting then Corporal,” said Bill.


Bill reported to his Lieutenant and together they went to see the Commanding Officer.


“Ah, Sergeant Brown,” the O.C. said in his velvet Scottish accent looking up from the large solid oak desk, which had clearly seen better days. Bill stood before him at attention. “At ease,” remarked the O.C. Bill then gave an account of the patrol and a modest outline of the assistance given to their American allies.


“Interesting,” said the Colonel. “This is a slightly different version to that given to me by our Allied friends!” Bill was momentarily concerned. The Colonel looked at both men. “Good work. It pays to develop a close working relationship with all the Allies.”


As they left the office the Lieutenant asked Bill to assemble the men in five minutes.


“Yes sir,” replied Bill as he saluted, turned and marched from the office across to the newly erected wooden billet and sought out his three Corporals. He cursed under his breath. He had just told them to get cleaned up and ready for some long overdue hot chow.


“Corporal Murphy,” Bill bellowed above the raucous antics of the semi nude men as he entered the billet. “Get them out on parade.” Spud raised his eyebrows in disbelief at the command but nothing in the army surprised him any more.


“You heard the Sergeant. Now get your lazy backsides outside in two minutes,” Spud ordered as he walked over to Bill as the pair made their way to the billet door.


“Sarge, they’ve only just got back. What’s up?” Asked Spud.


“I don’t know Spud,” he said. “You know as much as me.” The other two Corporals joined Bill also seeking out information.


The platoon formed up in front of the billet in sections and Bill gave the order.


“ ’Ten’shun!” commanded Bill is his best parade ground voice. The men snapped smartly to attention their heavy, polished shiny black boots crashed down on to the strip of tarmac making an impressive sound.


Bill walked along the front line checking each man’s uniform and boots, then performed the same task as he went through the second rank. He was satisfied with the turnout.


“Stand at,” there was the customary pause before he continued with the command, “ease,” bellowed Bill.


The Lieutenant walked over from his office to address the section.


“ ’Ten’shun!” ordered Bill in his best parade-ground voice, turned and rigidly at attention, saluted his officer.


“Stand them at ease Sergeant,” ordered the Lieutenant.


“Stand at … ease,” barked Bill and crisply the platoon stood at ease.


“Men, the O.C. has asked me to convey his gratitude to you for the sterling job you have done this past month without a break and without a murmur of discontent,” said the Lieutenant in his polished Oxbridge accent. He knew his last comment was far from the case. It was after all the soldier’s lot to bemoan his fate, but the lieutenant carried on regardless.


“In appreciation of your professional, unstinting efforts the C.O. has given each man a five day pass with immediate effect.”


A soldier in the rear rank of one of the sections couldn’t hold his tongue on hearing the good news. “Good on the O.C.” said the soldier. Bill’s face was thunderous.


“Quiet in the ranks,” bellowed Bill his face purple with rage.


“Corporal Murphy take that man’s name,” he screamed.


Corporal Murphy stamped to attention. “Yes Sergeant,” and quickly returned to the ‘at ease’.


The face of the miscreant was a picture. One minute he had been given five days leave. Now, a momentarily lapse of discipline meant he was going to lose his leave and likely to be put on a charge. His spirits sank.


The lieutenant knew not to interfere. It was essential that the men obeyed their sergeant; and accepted that the sergeant would meter out an appropriate punishment for this infraction of discipline.


“Well, men let me add my thanks for what you have done. Have a great break. Leave the girls alone and don’t get drunk every night.” The smiles on the faces of all but one stretched from ear to ear. “Sergeant, dismiss the men,” said the Lieutenant.


Bill came back to attention, saluted his officer and with a smart ‘about turn’ gave the order to come to attention. He made the men of the platoon stand rock still until the Lieutenant was out of earshot then walked up along the front rank, his nose inches from their faces. He was purple with rage. They could see he was seething and held their breath making sure they avoided eye contact.


“I don’t know who gave the order for the wag to speak out.” He stared into the eyes of the closest man. “Who spoke out of turn?” he bellowed out loud, fuming. No one dared to move remaining rigidly at attention.


“Permission to speak Sarge?” asked a resigned voice from the rear rank. He knew if he didn’t own up his mates would lose their leave. Apart from a beating, which he didn’t mind getting, he didn’t want to spoil their chance of some well-earned leave.


“Speak up Wiggins,” and make it good.


“Sarge, it was me what opened me mouth.” The relief amongst his mates was evident. They were pleased that Wiggins had the balls to speak up. Wiggins remained rigidly at attention. Eyes fixed forward; not moving a muscle, resigned to the fact that he would be stuck in camp whilst his mates got their ‘leg over’.


“You are a stupid bastard Wiggins.” Bill took a deep breath. He was really annoyed because any infraction of discipline reflected badly on the platoon and on him in his capacity as platoon sergeant. “What have you got to say for yourself?”


The young soldier apologized and promised, “it won’t happen again Sarge.”


“Bloody right it won’t Wiggins,” growled Bill.


“Permission to Speak Sarge,” asked Spud, eyes fixed front and avoiding eye contact with Bill. Bill nodded to him to continue.


“He’s a stupid bastard and should be treated like one Sarge,” said Spud. What followed was a well-practiced exchange between a sergeant and one of his Corporals. Spud continued in a more ‘paternal’ tone. “But, Sarge the boy’s only young. You was young once.” The soldiers dared not smile. They all knew where this conversation was leading.


“If any one of you of moves,” said Bill “you will all be on a charge,” he added maintaining his annoyance although by now it had beginning to subside.


“So, Sarge I’ll have him on fatigues when he comes back in five days time,” said Spud. The men were quick as lightning to pick up on the ‘when he comes back’ part of the comment.


“You’re too soft with them Corporal Murphy.”


Well, everyone knew that the last thing you could accuse Corporal Murphy of was being soft. He was in fact as hard as nails; wasn’t averse to giving a man a good kicking if he felt the side had been let down. His men also knew he could be very fair and stood up for them whenever the need arose.


“You must have been born lucky Wiggins otherwise you wouldn’t be in Corporal Murphy’s good books. If it was up to me you’d be marched off to the Glass House right now. Do you understand me Private?” bellowed Bill.


“Yes Sergeant,” Wiggins responded crisply. The relief in his voice was plain to hear. The Corporal had got him out of a mess and he knew that when he got back from his leave, he would be on fatigues.


“Stand at ease,” bellowed Bill to the soldiers still at attention.


“Did I hear right Corporal; did the Captain say five day’s leave?” Bill knew well enough that was what he had said.


“Yes Sarge, five long, whole days.”


“The army’s gone soft, never used to get five days off when I first signed up.” Bill feigned disgust at the leniency as he paraded along the front line of the men eyeing each one as he went. “You heard the officer. Don’t bring back any exotic diseases, don’t get drunk and leave the women alone.”


All of this advice was a total waste of time because the first thing the men would do was get drunk. The second thing they would do is find some accommodating young ladies but they were at least sensible enough to try and avoid getting an ‘exotic disease’.


And despite their own advice Spud and Bill spent the next five days, on a cruise down the Rhine. The most strenuous thing they did for four of the days was to lift a beer bottle to their mouths and took every opportunity to flirt with the attractive German female members of the cruise staff.




Three


The five days leave given to the men went by so quickly, as it always tended to do, Bill had returned to his room in the sergeant’s mess and was leisurely sorting out his army kit. There was a sharp knock on the open door and Bill stopped to look up. Seeing his Lieutenant standing in the doorway he came smartly to attention.


“Welcome back Sergeant,” said the Lieutenant. “We have to go and see the C.O. right away.” Bill was intrigued. “I’ll give you time to get into uniform and then come over to my office.”


“Yes, sir,” replied Bill smartly.


Bill wasted no time reporting to the Lieutenant and together they made their way to the C.O.’s wood panelled office. On entering the office both Bill and the Lieutenant came smartly to attention and saluted. As Bill stood stock-still he took in the array of top brass in the room amongst whom he noticed was the U.S. commander of the Allied Forces. Bill was surprised to be in the same room as such high ranking elite.


Despite the so called demarcation lines established to keep the warring factions apart, it was apparent that arms and munitions were smuggled through, with ease, to those sympathetic living in the Allied sector. Many Allied and civilian deaths and injuries had resulted and action needed to be taken to bring this carnage to a halt.


The Colonel outlined his plan. A small company of men were to infiltrate hostile territory and try to identify the routes taken by insurgents through the dense forest. If the opportunity presented itself the patrol was to bring back prisoners for interrogation. If not they should be ‘dealt with.’


On the wall of the Colonel’s office was a series of pictures identifying the various ringleaders. A bright red circle was drawn around the prime target; it was the leader whom they would sorely like to capture. The U.S. commander invited Bill to lead this small force.


Whilst he stood amongst the officers absorbing the outline of this plan, Bill wondered why he had been chosen for this job. He was certain in his own mind that there were many good and better trained men amongst the Allies, particularly Americans, whom he felt could do the job.


The U.S. Commander looked at Bill. “Any questions Sergeant?”


“I understand the job sir, but am curious to know why I have been selected for this mission?” Bill asked.


“You were recommended to me by your Colonel,” answered the Allied Commander. Apparently, Bill’s name had come to everyone’s attention following the incident where he ‘assisted’ the Allies to hold their ground a few weeks earlier.


“I read the report of your intervention Sergeant,” he continued.


The U.S. Commander took the large brown cigar from his mouth and Bill couldn’t help but notice it was wet at one end where the man’s saliva had been at work.


“There many other equally qualified men but the army has chosen you. Men will follow you Sergeant. If you were in my army, Sergeant, you would be a Captain by now.”


Bill knew not to smile, making sure to avoid eye contact with his own C.O. whom he heard clear his throat to mark his discomfort at the remark. It was a fact of life that promotion in the British Army was much slower and more ponderous than in the U.S. forces.


The Allied Commander along with his entourage excused themselves. The C.O. addressed the remaining audience who poured over a large-scale map of the area, spread out on a table.


The plans were now outlined in more detail and Bill was beginning to wonder what he had let himself in for. He was already beginning to regret the day he got involved with the Americans and vowed never to do such a thing again.


The officers were talking about the constant problem of having arms smuggled through the lines and pinpointed the sector they thought Bill should infiltrate. It was to be a covert operation and if the men of the patrol were caught they were to explain that they had strayed across the ‘border’ by accident. A plausible excuse when a patrol is not commanded by an officer, it being assumed by the insurgents that an NCO wasn’t capable of reading a map.


Bill now understood why it had been suggested that an NCO lead this joint operation comprising six soldiers, himself, two other ‘Brits’ and three Americans. Even as the officers outlined the plan Bill was already working through his mind the composition of this patrol. Of the six soldiers, two needed to be particularly handy with knives and two comfortable handling explosives, and one of the men had to be a competent first aider.


The next morning Bill had a scheduled meeting arranged with the Colonel. He was going to use this opportunity to talk about the composition of the patrol for this hazardous mission.


As Bill entered the office the Colonel looked up from his desk.


“Morning Sergeant, please stand at ease.” The Colonel was very affable. “Any thoughts of whom you want with you in your squad?”


“Yes sir. I would like Corporal Murphy, he’s very handy in a fight and Lance Corporal Williams from ‘C’ section, for the explosives and first aid, but what about the Americans sir?”


The Colonel was thinking. “I will have you flown back to Germany to meet up with them. If you don’t think any of them are up to the job let me know.” The Colonel could see something was up simply from the look on Bill’s face. “Well! What’s on your mind Sergeant?”


Bill did not like the idea, as leader of a patrol, of him having to go to Germany to interview the prospective members of HIS patrol.


“If I am to run this mission I think it is important that they see from the outset that they answer to me. The best way to start is to have them come here. It’s not that I have any ideas above my station sir, but if my life depends on these men and vice versa authority must be evident from the start,” suggested Bill


“There is nothing wrong with your logic Sergeant, in fact it is quite sound,” agreed the Colonel. “I’ll have them brought here. I’ll have an office made available for you. Remember, if you are not happy with any one of them, for any reason, let me know straight away. We are on a tight timetable.”


The Americans arrived at the British camp the next morning and were ushered to the NAAFI by the Orderly Corporal and told to make themselves comfortable.


Bill spent the morning reading through the files of the three Americans and then asked the Orderly Corporal to fetch the Marine Sergeant from the NAAFI. A little while later the American entered Bill’s temporary office.


“Sergeant McFaraday reporting sir,” he said. From Bill’s limited knowledge of American accents he deduced that this man came from somewhere around the New York area.


“No need to salute me. I am Sergeant Brown. Please call me Bill,” said Bill as he stood and offered a friendly hand. McFaraday was a little taller than Bill, broader and looked like he could handle himself in a fight. “Sit down. What do I call you?” Asked Bill.


“Most people call me Mac,” said the U.S. Sergeant.


“Do you want anything to drink or smoke?” Asked Bill.


“No I’m fine … Bill.” Mac was hesitant at first about using Bill’s Christian name.


They sat around talking for a couple of hours and Bill warmed to the friendly American. He asked Mac to go to the NAAFI and fetch the first of the other Americans, a Corporal Ely. Bill took his time assessing this man as he responded to his questions. It was clear that Ely was naturally communicative, above average height, slender build. With no living relatives, the army was probably the only ‘family’ he had. His dossier suggested that the man applied himself well to any task set and was considered ‘handy’ with explosives.


Mac and Bill then saw Private Estevez. A typical Brooklyn boy whom Bill assumed had learned to fight from the moment he could walk. Estevez was about the same height as Bill, and judging by his manner Bill guessed he probably had a gift with the ‘ladies’. He and Spud would get on well together thought Bill. He was talkative with an easy relaxed charm and bright, smiling eyes. He was allegedly deadly in unarmed combat.


It didn’t help that Mac was articulate, comfortable in front of officers, conversed naturally and spoke the local language. His Mother emigrated from Eastern Europe, and all this made Bill question why it was him and not Mac who was to be in charge. A point he knew he had to discuss with the Colonel privately.


However, the Colonel didn’t agree with Bill’s overall assessment of Sergeant MacFaraday and he confided that the U.S. Commander of the Allied Forces also agreed with him.


“The Americans know that you can assess a situation, deploy and lead. This Mac doesn’t have these skills as yet, so it is your baby, Sergeant. Use the men. Use all their skills,” said the Colonel.


That evening Bill took Mac out for a few beers in the Sergeant’s Mess to get to know him better. He wanted to be certain in his own mind that the three Americans were comfortable working under the leadership of a Brit.


Mac chuckled and said, “Over here Bill we are not Americans but part of the Allied Forces so it will be interesting working with you. You’ll have no problems from the three of us.” He supped at his bottle of Budweiser. “Besides I’ve been on joint manoeuvres with the Brits before. We did something up in Norway a year or so ago. One mission was commanded by the Brits the next by our guys and we even had a spell working under German command. Now this was interesting! Anyway we know how you dug the infantry out of a hole last month. This is our thank you.”


“Some kind of thank you being sent behind enemy lines,” Bill chuckled.


A one-month training period was pencilled into the agenda and Bill along with the other five soldiers took a flight ‘Stateside,’ to a camp in Maine. It was going to be an intense training and bonding session before they were posted back to Eastern Europe.


After they had settled into their new camp they reported to a U.S. Captain. He was acting as their liaison officer during their stay in the States. The officer handed each man a written timetable and went over a few ground rules.


The first session was on explosives. These were all experienced soldiers and possessed basic knowledge of the materials they were handling, but it was nevertheless a useful refresher. The ‘fun’ bit was when they were given objects to blow up. The serious part of the training was focusing on how to maximise the impact of using the explosives.


This session was quickly followed with a refresher on unarmed combat, outdoor survival, and first aid. Each soldier was paired off and further one-on-one training provided as they embarked on learning additional techniques.


Each day started with a session in the classroom where they studied over and over again a map of the area where they were going to operate in Eastern Europe. That had to be fully conversant with every river, hill and path. Once in hostile territory they were going to be without radio communication and would have to rely on their skills and wits; to live of the land, so as to supplement their rations.


It came as a welcome break, at the end of the first week when the six men were taken out on a dummy patrol through a densely forested area. Two highly skilled officers, experts in self survival, helped the patrol to identify what was edible, from leaves roots and bugs and how to ‘smell’ out water. They also practiced learning how to find the points on a compass with sunlight, without sunlight and in the dark and furthermore how to keep warm at night, using just the undergrowth., They returned to camp four days later dirty, tired and looking forward to a good hot bath followed by lashings of beer and some ‘proper’ food.


All six shared the same temporary billet and were ready to hit the canteen once they had showered, shaved and changed. The smells wafting from the canteen grew stronger the closer they got, titillating their taste buds and the men were naturally in good spirits.
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