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  War takes its toll….




  Sometimes at night when sleep wouldn’t take me, I could still smell the bloodied corpses of our dead and the VC dead rotting in the tropical heat—truth be told, most of my nights were sleepless since returning to the world a year ago.




  The Seattle cops were no different than the VC. They hid like scared rabbits when I zapped a few of them, too.




  I picked at the remains of the roast beef sub I had set next to the rifle and stuffed the chunks of dry bread and grilled beef, coated in tangy barbecue sauce, into my mouth. The tang of the barbecue sauce livened my taste buds. The Blue Diner still made the best subs in Seattle. I had lost thirty pounds during my tour in ’Nam, but the Seattle diet had helped me to regain some of the loss.
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  This is a work of fiction. Any similarities to persons living or dead are purely coincidental.
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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to my father, his brother, my father-in-law and my wife’s Uncles who served in World War II. They sacrificed their youth so that we may enjoy our freedom.
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  Introduction




  Union Army General William Tecumseh Sherman once said, “War is hell.” yet he is viewed by many historians as an advocate for total war. Total war is war not only against an enemy army but also includes a civilian population as a military target. The idea is to crush morale and support for the war being fought so the enemy army will capitulate thus saving lives.




  Of course such tactics have never met with much success, at least that I can see. Think about the London blitz or the German assault of Leningrad during the early days of World War Two, these actions didn’t encourage surrender in fact they stiffened resolve.




  A less known quote from General Sherman reveals how he truly felt about total war. “I confess, without shame, that I am sick and tired of fighting — its glory is all moonshine; even success the most brilliant is over dead and mangled bodies…” General Sherman understood the impact of total war on people.




  The five stories in this collection are about ordinary people who have suffered during war or who experience small victories magnified by the bloody conflicts they are asked to face head on.




  I hope you enjoy these stories and that they make you think about war and the people who fought them.




  




  Introduction to Muggins Rules




  This story was written for an anthology workshop organized by Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Katherine Rusch in February 2014. The theme for the anthology was Risk Takers, meaning stories about people taking extreme risks, and it had to involve some sort of game element.




  I decided to incorporate the game of cribbage, a game my father taught my brother and I from an early age, and to honor my father’s military service with the Canadian Army in World War II where he learned the game.




  My father served with the artillery but I decided to use the bomb disposal unit of the Royal Canadian Army Engineers as my subject since they faced incredible risks deactivating and disposing of unexploded ordinance during the war.




  What you are about to read is the result of my efforts. And the story that was published in Fiction River Volume 12– Risk Takers in March 2015.




  Think of these veterans as you read the story and when the opportunity arises thank them for their service.




  In case you’re wondering the term Muggins Rules is a unique aspect of the game of crib wherein if a player fails to peg all the points in their hand another player may “steal” them by uttering the term, “Muggins”. Check out how this rule applies in this tale of war and sacrifice.




  Muggins Rules




  Lieutenant Gus Aimes came to attention when Colonel Marks entered the platoon’s field tent unannounced. For the first time since the supply company erected the temporary structure to house his platoon, Gus was able to ignore the stale odor permeating the heavy, moldy-smelling canvas. He doubted the Germans would miss such a large tent with their eighty-eight millimeter guns just because the canvas tent was dyed forest green. It seemed a ridiculous precaution but he supposed canary yellow would have been worse.




  The colonel had been assigned as Battalion Commander two days before the D-Day jump off so Gus didn’t know much about the old man.




  The unofficial title of old man for a battalion commander didn’t refer to the age of the present occupant of the position; instead it symbolized the respect the men under the colonel’s command had for the officer’s rank. During wartime a colonel held the power




  of life and death, so trusting the old man was very important to men on the front lines.




  As a bomb disposal platoon, trusting the man next to you, never mind your officers, was critical to morale and a soldier’s continued good health.




  “Lieutenant.” Colonel Marks spoke gruffly then returned the salute with a slight nod of his head. Gus moved to the at-ease position with his hands folded behind his back his legs spread apart.




  The colonel scanned the interior of the dimly lit tent, the heavy fabric filtering out most of the sunlight on this very warm day. The stuffy air inside the tent meant the men had difficulty sleeping at night.




  “As you were, Lieutenant.” Gus dropped his arms to his sides and relaxed the tension in his body. Since when did a lieutenant colonel come to speak personally with a second. lieutenant platoon leader about a mission? In the Canadian Army senior officers barely acknowledged the junior officers’ existence.




  “Where are your men?” asked the colonel as his searching gray eyes landed on Gus’s. “They’re out on PT, sir, with Sergeant Carpenter.”




  One gray streaked eyebrow on the colonel’s forehead formed an arch. “Physical training on such a hot day?” He cleared his throat. “Carpenter must be quite the fellow.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  The colonel nodded. “Fine. As soon as he returns with the men I want to see you and the sergeant at the Command Post. We have an assignment for you. No later than eleven hundred hours.”




  Gus glanced at his watch. It was ten thirty hours now. “Yes, sir.”




  The colonel paused and drew in a sharp breath. He leaned closer to Gus, so close in fact that the odor of the colonel’s rum-based aftershave threatened to overwhelm his senses. “It will be a tough assignment. Like none you nor your men have encountered yet. Understood?”




  Gus only nodded. As the colonel turned to leave, the heel of Gus’s right boot made a snapping sound as it came down hard on the rough pine planks covering the dirt floor of the tent as he came to attention once again.




  Before he disappeared out the open tent flap, Colonel Marks locked his dispassionate eyes on Gus again. “Some of you will not survive.”




  Then he was gone.




  Gus’s heart rate increased as he stood, paralyzed, unable to breathe for several seconds as the colonel’s meaning sunk in. He’d already lost three men since D-Day and there were only seven trained men in his platoon when they set off from England. Writing the letters to the families of the dead tied his guts into knots. Now I’m supposed to lose more of the boys? No. That’s not gonna happen.




  Finally he let his breath escape his lungs, then bolted for his bunk and snatched his helmet off the rough wool blanket. Slapping the helmet on his head, he exited the tent by sweeping the tent flap aside with one arm, then ran outside.




  The compound contained groups of soldiers standing near or seated on shattered tree stumps and fallen logs eating rations, talking in hushed tones, or smoking. He zigzagged through the groups of war-weary men, some of whom yelled obscenities after him for disturbing their rest period. He headed for the makeshift exercise field on the other side of camp. He hoped to find Carpenter and his men as quickly as possible.




  Time was short.




  ***




  Sergeant Carpenter stood at attention beside Gus in the sweltering heat of the command post tent. Sergeant Carpenter, the oldest man in the platoon at age thirty-one, joined the peacetime militia in 1929 just before the economic collapse brought on the Great Depression. He was a hard man, but a good leader, who refused battlefield commissions when they were offered to him because, while he seemed to enjoy being tough on the men, he also loved being at the center of the action.




  In front of them sat the colonel behind the table he used as a desk reading what Gus recognized as one of his action reports. Finally, the colonel set the report on the table and regarded the two men with dispassionate eyes, making Gus uneasy.




  “As you were,” he said, his tone softer than before, less formal somehow.




  Gus relaxed, as did Sergeant Carpenter beside him. “Lieutenant Aimes and Sergeant




  Carpenter reporting as ordered, sir.”




  “Gus, isn’t it?” asked the colonel, startling Gus with such an informal address. “Huh, yes, sir.”




  “I have some bad news for you and the men, and I wanted to tell you personally, Gus.” The colonel paused adding to the growing knot of tension in Gus’s stomach. “Captain Williams and First Lieutenant LaPierre were killed early this morning by a sniper. We got the sniper but not before he took out five men including your company commanders.”




  The colonel stood and walked to the back of the tent where he picked up a pack of cigarettes and a silver-plated lighter off a small table beside his bunk. Walking back to stand behind the table, he offered them each a cigarette, which they both declined. The colonel lit a cigarette then tilted his head back and blew a stream of acrid smoke at the ceiling of the tent.




  Avoiding looking at them, he spoke in low tones. “This is very bad timing, Williams and LaPierre were developing plans for a major operation. A plan that involved your platoon of bomb disposal experts.”
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Five stories about the horror and sacrifice of war.





