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Chapter 1

Introspection
After Three Months of Combat
Ridgewell, England: December 10, 1944
Darkness hung heavy as Bud walked out through the double
doors of the Officers Club and grabbed the cold handlebars of his
bike. Swinging his leg over the wet, icy seat, he steadied himself and
began pedaling. The tires played a monotonous crunching melody
on the snow-covered gravel path during his ten-minute slog to his
barracks.
He slowed to a stop and leaned his bike against the box-like corrugated metal hut that had been his home for the past three months.
The biting cold of this sleet-laden night chilled him to the bone and
matched the feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. The predictably
bad English winter weather had shown up early and worsened as the
day progressed.
The flashlight that illuminated his trip also guided his steps
through the muddy snow and up the single step to the landing at
the entrance. Shivering and wet, he grimaced as he twisted the doorknob. The door creaked open, revealing only darkness.
I’m alone. And I guess if I’m honest, afraid.
He remembered that the two other crews billeted with him were
hoisting drinks at a pub in the nearby town of Halstead. I’ve got no
interest in joining ’em. And Glenn’s [Glenn Vaughn, his crew’s co-pilot] still at the Officers’ Club (OC). But it’s just as well; I don’t want
any company. I need some thinking time.
The beam of Bud’s flashlight scanned the eerily dark room, seeking the light switch. It stopped on his footlocker. “ROSS W. PERRIN,
JR.” adorned the front in white block letters with no rank indicated.
Ranks changed often in wartime, and his would soon go from second
to first lieutenant. At least it should.
His crew’s pilot, Leo Belksis, had made first lieutenant earlier that
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day as had their squad’s navigator, Jim Collett. Bud was happy for
both, but their promotions, coupled with the delay of his own, punctuated his frustration.
He had been awakened much earlier on this morning, at 0330,
for a mission to Mainz, Germany. “Take off at 0730,” the CO said at
briefing. They were parked on the hardstand with all four engines of
their B-17G at idle when, at 0700, red flares shot from the control
tower indicated the mission had been scrubbed. Frustrated again.
As soon as he could, Bud swung his legs through the front hatch
of the Fortress and plopped back onto the hardstand for a ride back
to his hut and some more shut-eye. A long day to Mainz and back
wasn’t something to relish, but it would have helped end the war.
And it would have been my fifteenth mission, leaving twenty to go.
Now my count still stands at fourteen.
Bud and all the 381st crews headed back to their respective huts,
hoping for a few more hours of sleep. Successful in his attempt, he
awakened later that morning for the second time. After lunch at the
officers’ mess hall and hours of bridge at the OC, the darkness of
winter again descended on the base.
So far, Bud had resisted the perpetual temptation of “just one
more hand.” Bridge helped numb the frustration and pass the otherwise monotonous hours between terrifying missions. On this night,
his opponents tried to entice him to stay, as he was “into ’em for a
couple of bucks,” and they wanted it back.
“No dice,” he said as he strode to the door at the back of the club.
Three months earlier, Bud had come to the air base at Ridgewell
as the 532nd Bomb Squad’s bombardier. He qualified as a navigator
in his first month, and hoped that it would increase his opportunities
to check off required missions.
Since Collett was the navigator assigned to the 532nd Squadron,
Bud occasionally flew navigator with other crews. His proven expertise gave him the honor of flying with the lead crew on a number
of missions. These assignments had brought more responsibility his
way but also resulted in his not flying as often, so his mission count
had slowed.
Vaughn had missed a few missions due to illness, so they both
lagged behind the others in the original crew—just far enough
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behind to postpone their promotions. Crap. I wonder if and when
things will break my way.
He plopped on his unmade bed and snapped off the flashlight.
The hut was pitch-black. No moon. No truck or jeep lights. The lights
of the Christmas decorations at the OC were too far away to be seen.
Bud was alone with only his thoughts to keep him company, and not
even the thought of Christmas could get him out of his funk.
I know I should write Thelma. But for some reason, I don’t feel
like it.
Thelma, his wife of two years and mother of his child due soon
after Christmas, was the consummate scribe. As an advertising executive and amateur actress, her letters were long, detailed, and loving. She sure knows how to turn a phrase, he mused. Better yet,
her letters could transport him the 4091 nautical miles (he knew the
exact distance) back to Knoxville, the hometown he loved so much. I
wonder what my baby’s doing right now?
God alone witnessed his wistful smile.
In her letters, Thelma could tell him how she felt. She could also
tell him what she did, in the minutest of detail. He liked that, but
he couldn’t come close to doing the same. I can’t tell her anything
about missions and locations. I can tell her I’ve had a rough, long
day. I can’t tell her where I went. I can’t say we were shot at by what
seemed like bottle rockets zooming through our bomber stream, or
that unseen flak kegs exploded and shot shards of metal through
our ship. I can’t tell the whole truth.
The Air Force wouldn’t let him, and officers censored outgoing
mail to make sure details of the war effort didn’t leak out. To make
it more constraining, he was one of those chosen as a censor, and a
rule-follower to boot. No skirting the edges for him.
Shackled. I’m shackled. And I can’t let her know what we face on
missions or that I’m terrified. But maybe that’s for the best. She’s
scared, too. She just doesn’t know what to be afraid of—except that
I might not return home. That’s something else we share. I just
don’t want to hold that thought too long and jinx things. Time to
concentrate on something else.
At least we can write about our love. No censor will stop that.
And that’s a freedom to cherish.
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These thoughts and more raced through his mind, colliding with
the many emotions that held him captive. This isn’t like me. The
guys know me as sensible, logical, cool under pressure, able to hold
my emotions in check. Usually. But not tonight.
A continuous movie of the previous day’s Stuttgart mission was
playing on a screen in his mind. It was a tough day, but no worse
than my first mission to Merseburg three months ago—or the two
to Cologne, or the lead navigator mission to Magdeburg. What’s
the big deal with Stuttgart?
No answer came. But the movie continued in all its terrifying clarity. I can almost hear the clicking sound of the projector as the film
slips from one reel to the other. Or is that flak?
Bud had heard a rumor that there would be a mission to Mannheim the following day. Sometimes the grapevine was accurate,
sometimes not. If it’s right, the crews will be in for another rough
day.
Mannheim was a collection and distribution point, a marshalling yard, for German war supplies destined to reinforce the Reich.
It was also just across the Rhine from a major chemical plant, so
protective German flak emplacements were heavily concentrated in
the area. Our crew will definitely fly this one, if it happens. Today’s
Mainz scrub just about assures that.
Bud’s mind hopscotched from combat to “Junior,” his preliminary name for the child he looked forward to bouncing on his knee
and spoiling like the dickens. Girl, boy, it doesn’t matter.
His crewmates chided him unmercifully about his continual referring to his soon-to-be-born baby as “Junior.” It’s easy, that’s all.
And “Juniorette” just doesn’t have the same ring to it.
Yep, a prissy little girl will hug on me for life. But a rambunctious boy will stop that hugging stuff someday and switch to shaking hands. A little girl sounds pretty good to me.
Still alone, he let the darkness envelope him with its soothing protection and silence. Eyes still closed, he smiled again. I wonder if the
glow from my smile lit up this room.
He opened his eyes. It hadn’t.
His mood lightening, Bud’s heart beat faster at the exhilarating
thought of fatherhood, of teaching his kids about the war and their
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dad’s part in it. I know I want a houseful of the little rascals. And if
I can’t tell them my story, who will? Lord, let that day come soon.
After almost three years of US involvement, the tide in this grueling conflict seemed to be shifting ever so slightly the Allies’ way.
Guarded optimism was coursing through the base. Earlier that day,
the 381st Bomb Group (BG) report for December 10 was posted:
“The first ten days of the month were optimistic ones for the station
personnel [at Ridgewell]. Our ground troops on the continent are
making steady progress and speculation regarding the date of Germany’s fold-up is rife.”
Bud sighed. Will all this optimism bear fruit? No one knows, but
everyone hopes.
Lost in his thoughts, he finally recognized the late hour. Ten
o’clock. I’ve got to get some sleep in case we fly tomorrow. I’ll just
have to deal with these frustrations later. But first, I’d better get
busy and write Thelma.
Dearest,
I’m already in bed, but thought I’d like to say goodnight
to my sweet little wife before going to sleep. I had to get
up real early again this morning, but got back to bed
earlier than I usually get up, so I got plenty of sack time.
Didn’t write yesterday because I was too tired after a
rather tough day—it was long anyway …still don’t have
any mail from you since last Monday. Now sweetheart,
if you don’t mind, I’ll stop this letter short and try to get
some shut-eye. I love you, baby, an awful lot—think of you
constantly.
Goodnight—Bud
He folded the letter, sealed it, and put it in his Bible where he
would find it the next morning. I don’t want to forget to post it on
the way to mess.
A deep sleep soon covered Bud like a blanket, obliterating his
concerns—if only for the moment.

