
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
THE LOSING ROLE

 


Steve Anderson

 


 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2010 Stephen F. Anderson

Cover Image: Planet News/TopFoto

 


 


Also by Steve Anderson

False Refuge

Besserwisser: A Novel

 


www.stephenfanderson.com

 


 


****

 


The Losing Role

In the last winter of World War II a failed German
actor, Max Kaspar, is forced to join a desperate secret mission in
which he must impersonate an enemy American officer. So Max cooks
up his own fanatical plan — he’ll use his false identity to escape
tyranny and war and flee to the America he’d once abandoned.

The Losing Role is based on an actual German
false flag operation during 1944’s Battle of the Bulge that’s been
made infamous in legend but in reality was a doomed farce. In all
the tragic details and with some dark humor, this is the story of
an aspiring talent who got in over his head and tried to break
free.
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One

 


October 1944

 


Max lay flat on his back, in the mud. The mud was
cold and seeping through his wool corporal’s uniform. Why were his
arms above his head? Someone must have been dragging him. Was he
hit? He moved his legs. They worked, thank God — he’d still dance
again one day. Fingers? All there. He could still play piano. He
felt at his stomach and chest, fingering the tin buttons, dry
leather straps and coarse worn tunic, and found no blood. Lucky
man.

The night sky burst with whites and oranges. In
flashes he saw the men of his unit rushing by, their mouths wide
open screaming.

He found his feet and yelled at them but couldn’t
hear himself and his heart swelled with panic. Every actor needed
good ears — to hear his cues, for timing, to sing any song at all.
He slapped at his ears. They popped and his hearing returned to the
tumult of a thousand cracks and thumps. He remembered — his unit
was getting bombarded for the third time that day. The show must go
on here on the Eastern Front, and the Red Army was pulling out all
the stops.

Max ran. “Run, boys, run,” he yelled as the others
pushed him along. He’d been lying in the middle of a road, the road
exposed in all directions by vast fields. The salvos kept coming.
One had a whistle to it, a real screecher. It burst at Max’s back
and he kept going, the cold wind smacking his cheeks. Soon the
bombs were landing behind them and Max glanced back to take it all
in, the craters and bodies and the heap of metal that had been
their last working truck. Its tires burned, spitting flames. Nearby
lay the tangled lumps of their last two horses. Their last screams
were ringing in his ears now and he wondered if maybe it wasn’t
better not to hear. If only he could make this stop. If only he
could wear silk pajamas and sip a warm cognac. If only. Napoleon’s
winter retreat from Russia was a parade march compared to this. The
whole German Wehrmacht was a right wreck in this sector and his
unit was only one shred of it.

After the bombing the air had a gritty, metallic
reek. Max’s thirty or so worn-out comrades trudged on with equal
pace, as if sharing one mind. They passed through a wood and
entered a darkened town. One of the sergeants was waving them onto
the main street, where the signs were a mix of German and Polish —
Fleischer, Piekarnia, Einbahnstrasse. Rubble
and debris clogged the side streets. The town square was too dark,
too wide open, so they turned a corner and the sergeant led them
into what looked like a modest church or a city hall. It was hard
to tell, since its front was blackened from fire. The fatigue
setting in, they staggered through the double front doors and hit
the floor in the dark, toppling onto each other. The floor was
soft, luckily — they had actual carpet under them. Moonlight shone
through holes in the ceiling, giving them some light.

As the men tossed their gear into piles, the women
appeared from wherever they’d been hiding, their farm girl
headscarves making triangle shapes in the shadows. Whispering, they
found their men and curled up to them.

Anka came to Max, her cheekbones shining blue in the
moonlight. She pressed against him and squeezed his hands in hers,
her grip as strong as ever (from all that milking, he guessed).
These seven or so women had been their only stroke of luck. They
were Volksdeutsche — Eastern ethnic Germans, who simply
could not and would not be left behind to the Red Army. Anka had
great legs under that peasant skirt of hers. Max pulled her
closer.

She brushed dirt from his forehead. “The bombs, they
knocked you down and out,” she said in her antiquated German. “Drag
you along is what I tried to do.”

“That’s my girl,” Max said. He might be pushing 33
years, but Anka was young and strong enough to pull him through the
mud.

As the group settled in, they lit cigarettes and
passed them around while others slept, some snoring, some with eyes
wide open from the exhaustion and constant terror. Someone wept.
Anka pecked Max on the cheek.

“Say, Maxi. Our horses back there — what if there’s
any meat left on ‘em?”

Always thinking, his girl. What a delight. Max
stroked her straw hair. “Darling,” he whispered. “The Russians
could be anywhere. Lying in wait.”

Anka grunted. “Does not matter. It’s October. So we
must hoard now.”

She was right, of course. This first real cold was
harsh enough yet the truly grim conditions loomed. When Max had
lived in America, this time of year held so much promise. October
brought the Halloween holiday, that strangely pagan dress-up
Fest in a land of prudish Christians. It was his favorite
holiday there. Everything seemed to remind him of America these
days. The further he was taken from her, the more he wanted her.
Anka, with her scrapping wiles, reminded him of New York City — and
of Lucy Cage.

Anka had sat up. Her face hovered over him in shadow
and the glints of her eyes darted back and forth. “You hear me? Do
the bombs make you deaf? It’s good horse meat, that.”

“Well, I could lend you my knife,” Max said,
smiling.

“No. You go and starve if you want.” Anka shoved at
his chest and stood. She lifted her skirt and scurried past the
intertwined bodies for the front doors.

What could he do? The knife line was meant to be a
joke. He sat up and lit a harsh Polish cigarette.

Others were sitting up, hunched silhouettes facing
each other. “Where are we?” someone said. “Who can tell?” said
another, and they huddled around and rubbed their hands
together.

“Maps are no good,” added a sergeant. “Could be into
Poland. Prussia maybe?”

Someone spat and said: “Screw Prussia.” Screw Hitler,
this really meant.

“Soon Old Prussia will be no more, I can tell you
that much.”

They were lost and doomed. If they didn’t die first,
they’d freeze in a Soviet POW camp. Max had heard it all before. He
even half believed it. Yet something told him he was going to make
it, something he’d learned from his time in America. In show biz
alone the Americans had a thousand proverbs about survival. “It’s
not how you get knocked down,” went one, “it’s how you get up
again.” Or: “Rock bottom is a PhD.” They tossed their slogans about
like their penny candies and he’d judged them silly at the time.
But now? What else could he believe in?

 


Max woke with a nasty kink in his neck and a whopping
headache. He must have gotten a concussion in the bombardment. In
the carpeted room, the light had turned a faint purple. Morning was
coming, and his Anka hadn’t returned. The sad truth of it helped
kill his aching hunger pangs.

Then, as his eyes adjusted, he saw a second set of
double doors across the room. They were cracked open and through
them he could make out, shining within shafts of morning light, the
tops of rows of seats. This sight was all too familiar. He crawled
over to the doors. Farther down, beyond the seat rows, he saw the
contours of a stage.

They were in a theater. They’d been hiding in the
lobby of it. How fitting, he thought — a bomb-damaged drama house
for a banished actor.

He nudged at the sergeant sleeping next to him but
the sergeant only snorted and rolled the other way. He clambered
over to another sergeant and suggested they move the group into the
main hall where it was safer. The sergeant agreed and Max led them
in. The holes in the ceiling had showered the hall with dust and
plaster chunks, yet its gilded decor still shined. Golden harlequin
monkeys served as wall sconces. A red carpet down the center aisle.
Max strode the gradually inclining lane and gazed at the plush
seats, the balcony up above, the orchestra pit before the stage.
The place was damp like a barn and smelled like an outhouse, but no
matter. Again he thought of New York — there they knew a stage when
they saw one. The group straggled in, rubbing their eyes and Max
showed them a little bow. A private smiled, a farm girl curtsied
back and Max, grinning, produced one of his last German cigarettes,
which he placed in his silver holder (which he kept safe in his
boot). “A fine spot we got here,” he said in American English,
lighting up. “Just swellegant.”

The Russians never came so they holed up. The sun
beamed down through the punctured ceiling and lit up the gilding,
and they kept the doors open so the breeze would kill the damp
reek. In the afternoon, Max took the stage and sang for them. He
did folk songs and they danced. He did schmaltzy songs. Took
requests. He did his best at “Lili Marleen” and nailed “The Ballad
of Mack the Knife.” Meanwhile, the sergeants and privates went out
on forays and scored sawdusty bread, turnips, and even a stray
chicken. As evening came more soldiers wandered in, having heard
about the good thing they had going at the theater hall. They
brought wine, and a potato schnapps that wasn’t too bad. Max told
them about New York City, about how much he missed the hustle and
the color and the fair chances they gave you. All you needed was
the luck. He told them:

“If I can confide in you? I will return there, I can
tell you that.”

No one had seen Anka. They found candles and used
them as footlights. Max did Rodgers and Hart, the corniest he knew
— “I Wish I Were in Love Again,” from Babes in Arms. No one
got the English but they weren’t complaining. To keep things
lively, he trotted out his impersonation of their
Commander-In-Chief, Hitler. Chaplin’s was far better, he knew, but
who here had seen the great Charlie? Of course he was taking a
chance. What motif could be more taboo? Yet he gave it everything
he had and soon most of his comrades were laughing and clapping,
even the Austrians and the ones who slept with their machine guns.
He pranced around and shook his fists and played up the Austrian
dialect. He spat and stomped.

A private bounded in through the open double doors.
“Stop, stop,” the kid yelled waving hands.

Max halted, center stage. All turned, listened. They
heard vehicles. A sergeant barked at the private who pulled the
doors shut. Outside, brakes screeched and engines revved. These
sounded like German makes, but who could be sure? The women headed
backstage while the men drew their guns and held positions behind
rows of seats. Max blew out the candles and the hall went dark. He
crouched down at the rear of the stage.

A rap on the front doors. A shout: “Open up, please,
open up.”

No one answered it. The voice sounded German but that
meant little — the Russians played impostor all the time.

The fool kid private had not locked the double doors.
The lever turned, the doors opened wide and soldiers — German
soldiers — charged in wearing shoulder flashlights that shot white
beams through the darkness. Roughly twenty in number, they took up
places along the walls, their machine guns aimed.

“You can come out. You’re in good hands,” shouted an
officer from the doorway. The accent was educated High German —
Hanover, most likely.

“With those guns trained on us?” Max said, chuckling.
“My good fellow, show us some civility.” A flashlight hit him in
the eyes but he didn’t flinch. He’d had worse lighting.

“Very well.” The officer waved for his men to lower
their guns.

The farm girls came out first, clasping their hands
together in thanks. Max relit candles for a better look at the
soldiers. They were Waffen SS — the standard combat SS, but this
was no frontline unit. At least they weren’t those Special Police
bastards, or the Gestapo. Still, they had brand-new gear like those
bastards. They shot smiles at the farm girls. Max pulled back, out
of the light.

“What’s the special occasion?” one of Max’s sergeants
said.

The officer who’d called them out was a captain. He
strode down the aisle wearing a tailored, shiny leather overcoat.
Max hadn’t seen such fine costume in a long time. The captain had a
passable henchman’s look but his jowls were flabby and his eyes too
soft. He stopped halfway down, putting himself in the middle of the
scene, and studied the worn, tired faces. He pulled his gloves off
and slapped them in an open palm. Now that was better, Max
thought.

“So. Who’s in charge?” the captain said.

“Maybe you could tell us?” one of Max’s other
sergeants said. “Sir.”

The captain wagged a finger. “Don’t you worry. We’ll
get you right back to your regiment so you can keep up the fight.”
He shook a fist and showed his teeth. “That’s right,
Kameraden, we’ll push those Bolshevik bastards all the way
to the Orient!”

Such poor material — it was straight from propaganda
section. Heads were down now. “‘The Orient,’ he says,” someone
grunted.

“First things first.” The captain pulled a file from
his map case and read. He cleared his throat and said in monotone,
as if doing a casting call: “I am looking for a man, and his name
would be ... Kaspar, or perhaps ‘von’ Kaspar?”

The word ‘von’ meant a noble background. The soldiers
and farm girls gaped at each other. Max had never told this group
his old stage name. Some were chuckling now.

The captain eyed Max. “First name, Maximilian?”

The group gathered nearer the stage, perhaps to
protect Max, perhaps to get a closer look. The whole room was
looking to him. He had sat back down, on the edge of the stage. His
head felt heavy and he let it hang. This performance was over, show
closed.

“This fine fellow right here is none other than
Corporal Max Kaspar.” It was one of the farm girls talking,
practically shouting in her Eastern German. “Oh, you don’t
recognize him now, not like this — some sorry, worn-out, aging
footslogger, aye, but he was a grand performer once. The toast of
New York City he was.”

“Well, not exactly,” Max muttered, “maybe I was
laying it on a little thick.”

The captain held up a promo still from 1940 Berlin —
Max in tuxedo and top hat, flanked by dancing girls.

“That’s him! And our leaders are such good judges of
talent, they went and made this man a corporal in the infantry,”
added a third sergeant (using one of Max’s own favorite lines).

“He dances! Sings! Impersonates!” It was the first
sergeant, sounding like Max’s press agent. “You want it our Kaspar
has it, from opera to cabaret, drama to comedy —”

The captain held up a hand. He looked to Max. “Your
name is Kaspar. In New York you called yourself Maximilian von
Kaspar.”

Max let out a sigh. “True story. Too true.”

“I must say, you’ve been harder to find than toilet
paper out here.”

“Nothing is so hard,” Max said. “So. Where are you
taking me?”

“Why, we’re taking you back where you belong. Where
else?”

 


They had little time to say goodbye. Max squared his
shoulders, set his chin high and strode up the aisle as the old
gang lined his way. “It’s a special call from above,” said one.
“Look, it could be your great comeback,” said another. They said it
slowly, mechanically, the way you tell a child the trip to the
dentist will be fun. They shook his hands, they hugged him, and the
women kissed him. One gave him the tongue. What a wench. He loved
that about wenches.

At the top of the aisle, he pivoted to face them. “It
was an honor to play for you,” he said and gave a long and slow
bow, one arm outstretched. No need to be too grim. After all, they
were the ones who had to stay. It was the way the world worked. One
day you’re down, and the next? “Breaking a leg,” as the Americans
said. If he had any luck left at all.

Outside, the captain escorted Max to the rear of a
late-model Horch command car. The seats were leather and almost
warm. Feeling cheeky, Max asked for a blanket, and to his surprise
they gave him one. He draped it over his shoulders like a cloak.
Before they sped away rain started to fall, tapping at the fabric
roof. The driver handed him a cigarette. It was a rare French
Galoises, made it all the way to the Eastern Front, rich and full
of life.

Max smoked and sat back and thought of lovely Anka.
He looked out the window — and saw her. She had returned to the
group, who were gathering in the doorway of the theater. She was
with one of the sergeants now, inserting herself inside his
overcoat, rubbing at his ribs and laughing. It made sense, Max
thought. His Anka had probably run into that SS captain and pointed
him in the right direction. She could have made a play for Max,
told them she just had to be with him, but she’d placed her bets on
a warm sergeant and a shot at more horse meat. Smart girl, Max
thought. Sensible. Can’t teach what she’s got. The sad fact was,
comebacks were a lost art these days, and his needy Anka knew it.
Then again, he thought, chuckling, she should have seen him do that
Rodgers and Hart number.

 


 


Two

 


The SS captain had orders to put Max on a train for
Bavaria. The problem was finding the right train, since it was high
season for full retreat on the Eastern Front. For a night and a day
Max’s SS escorts traveled the countryside in search of rail lines,
crossings, stations. In better times it might have made a fine
motoring tour. The low green hills shimmered in the late fall sun.
A rocky stream rushed alongside the road, foaming white. Max kept
his blanket draped over his lap. The captain’s men brought him hot
food and schnapps and played cards with him. And Max vowed to keep
this damn good thing going as long as he could.

In the middle of the night they stopped at an
abandoned mansion. The usual scavengers — passing troops, forced
laborers on the lam — had cleaned out the food and liquor, but in
an antique armoire Max discovered riding boots, jodhpurs, corduroy
blazer, a lambswool sweater, and a floppy upper-class hiker’s hat.
He put all this on. In the mirror he saw a cultured German
impersonating an English gentleman, the very look he’d given
himself before the army. He would wear his finery the rest of the
way. He even took an ivory-handled cane with him. The captain had
no objections and let Max keep his worn field gray-green uniform in
a rucksack. The men played along by calling him “Mein Herr,”
as if they were seeing off a rich and eccentric uncle for an
adventurous trip abroad from which he’d have many interesting
stories. They lent him a leather overcoat like the captain’s. And
Max played it up all the more. He had a shave with warm water, and
left a pencil thin mustache like he used to have in America. As
they toured on, he told himself he was over his farm girl Anka. Had
she really almost talked him into deserting? Wait out the war in a
refugee camp and then score a little farm? Nonsense. Crazy girls
put crazy ideas in your head. The war put crazy ideas in your head.
Her new sergeant was probably dead already.

They ended up at another mansion. At dawn the captain
invited Max out on the veranda where they draped their fine
overcoats over their shoulders, drank coffee and smoked, as if this
place was the captain’s country villa and a real war was his future
hope and not a daily nightmare far out of control. The captain told
Max his name was Pielau — Adalbert von Pielau.

“I am a real ‘von,’ Herr ‘von’ Kaspar,” the
captain said and sighed. “These days, I mostly leave the ‘von’ off.
Some see the noble background as a weakness. I never imagined it
possible.”

“They’re just envious,” Max said. “We all want what
we don’t have, isn’t that so?” The coffee was perking him up. He
tapped his cane on the veranda slate, two pops. “Now, good von
Pielau, if I may, how about you telling me what they’re to do with
me.”

Pielau smiled. Max had asked the captain’s men this
many times. They’d only shrugged. They were on a top-secret job,
they said.

“When the SS comes looking for you,” Max said, “it
can mean a tight spot.”

“Or, something great, something honorable. Don’t
forget that.”

“It has to do with performing?” Max said. “I mean,
what else am I good for? Maybe it’s the Troops Entertainment
Section, give our boys a good show. That’s the only way you’ll see
me back at the front, I can tell you — in stage makeup.” This last
bit was pushing it, despite the sugar coating. He had to gauge
Pielau’s SS principles.

The captain’s flabby jowls had stiffened. He moved to
the edge of the veranda and glanced around, making sure no one was
listening. He whispered: “Here’s the thing, Kaspar. If I knew more
myself, I think I could confide in you. Believe me, I want to
survive as much as you.”

Max took the captain’s disclosure for one of those
tricks of implied meaning. The playwrights called it subtext, but
regular Germans had perfected the art in the last ten years. It
required a response of equal measure.

Max walked to the edge of the veranda. “If I were in
your boots,” he whispered, “I’d get as far from the Russians as you
can. Get to the Western Front. You’re a nobleman, right? With
contacts? Get nearer to the Americans. And for devil’s sake, when
the end comes don’t be wearing that uniform with an SS death skull
on the collar. The Americans will take it literally.”

When the end comes, Max had said — when the war was
lost, was his subtext. Did Pielau get it? Or was Max merely
projecting his own hopes?

Pielau’s face had lost color. “Let’s not talk rashly.
There are many ways to survive. Victory is the best way.”

“Of course, yes,” Max blurted and let out a nervous
chuckle. “Who’s talking rash, my good man?” He patted Pielau on the
back. Pielau chuckled and offered Max another of his Gauloises.

That afternoon they crossed from what used to be
Poland into Germany. In a town called Görlitz Pielau found Max a
passenger train west. On the platform, the locomotive pumped steam
as people pushed their children and elderly into the packed cars.
Pielau issued Max his papers. He saluted Max first, though Max was
only a corporal. “With any luck, we’ll meet again,” he told
Max.

Still in his fine clothes, Max climbed into a
passenger car and muscled his way through to a cramped spot in the
passageway. He sat on his rucksack, his head pressed up against the
cold window. At least he had a window for the night. For long dark
hours he slept sitting up, nodding off and jerking awake, as the
car rocked and the tracks clicked and the train stopped for
problems he did not want to know. In the morning, he barely
recognized Germany. Along the horizon, towers and spires he’d known
had vanished. Barrels of black smoke spiraled up into the sky, and
the air was peppery with soot.

Traveling into Nuremberg was like passing through a
rock quarry. Once splendid medieval streets were rubble piles of
gray and black. Seeing this, the elderly couple next to Max cried.
The main train station was such a ruin that the armed forces
check-in post was a tent outside. Max reported here. A teenage
clerk issued him pea soup from the field kitchen and a truck ride
to Grafenwöhr.

Grafenwöhr. Any German with the slightest military
Bildung knew this massive training complex between Nuremberg
and the Czech border. At least it wasn’t a concentration camp, Max
thought. His truck was packed with fifteen or more soldiers from
all branches of service. They straightened for Max when he climbed
in wearing his fine getup. They probably think I’m a producer, he
thought. In no time he’d be telling them he was only an army
corporal, and he hoped they could see the sad irony in that.

During the bumpy ride the men sounded upbeat, if not
thankful, and it kept Max’s confidence high. Most in the truck had
volunteered, he learned — they were responding to an urgent armed
forces-wide request for English-speaking personnel, and that was
all they knew. Hearing this, Max let himself feel somewhat honored
that the powers-at-be had come looking for him. And they all had so
much in common in the truck! There were other actors, a dancer,
musicians, a chef, head waiters, a playwright and even a
screenwriter. A few had been merchant sailors before the war. Two
of the sailors smoked large curved pipes.

Like Max, most all these men had been to America.

They rolled into Grafenwöhr at dusk, passing rows of
army barracks shaded purple from the sun going down. The compound
had perimeter fences, as if for POWs. “That’s for secrecy,” someone
chanted. “Right. It’s for our safety,” another said, and they
nodded in agreement. At the front gate they poked their heads out
and joked with the guards, but the guards only stared back as if
deaf or zombies (straight from The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari,
Max thought).

The trucks left them on a parade ground lit up with
bright spotlights, and even Max had to shield his eyes from the
light. Another truckload had already arrived. The men huddled in
groups, mostly according to branch of service, and sat on crates
that seemed to have been set out for them, the beams of white light
illuminating their steamy breath. A group of Luftwaffe noncoms
played Skat. A circle of medics passed around music magazines. An
army private was juggling turnips, alone. He managed four, then
five, and then added his knife into the mix. Around his neck he
wore an orange scarf that was a little too bright and long. His
hair flopped over his ears, longer than many women’s. A real seedy
cabaret type, this one. What sort of production was this to be? Max
wondered. Could it be vaudeville? Not so bad there. He would be
returning to his roots. Still, that didn’t explain the sailors and
chefs.

A group of sappers was doing some black market
trading. Max strode over and let them jeer at his exclusive attire.
He loved it. The sappers loved it. One offered a Jägerwurst
and three potatoes for Max’s cane, and Max commenced negotiations:
“That’s all good and well, but what a gentleman really needs, boys,
is a nice country egg —”

“What the devil are you? Mister dandy pansy?” Someone
was yelling. It came from the office at the edge of the ground,
some thirty feet away. An SS lieutenant was standing on the office
steps, his hands on his hips. Max assumed the lieutenant was
yelling at the juggler, but the juggler had stopped. He’d tucked
his longish scarf into his tunic. The lieutenant continued: “That’s
right, I’m talking to you! Speak up you!”

“Surely that little tyrant’s talking to someone
else,” Max said to his group.

The SS lieutenant marched across the ground, the
steam pulsing out his mouth. The sappers parted and stepped back.
Max’s uniform was packed in the rucksack on his shoulder. He
lowered the rucksack to his feet. The lieutenant came straight for
him.

“Excuse me, Gents,” Max said and turned to the
lieutenant —

Who screamed and spat spittle: “Why aren’t you in
uniform? Speak, you. Name and rank and unit.”

Max smelled Bockbier and liver dumpling. What
a bore, he thought. He stood at attention and saluted, and only
then did he notice he still had on the white gloves he’d traded for
on the train. “Before I tire you with the whole story, sir,” he
began, “I should clarify that I’m a lowly army corporal, in the
infantry, just arrived from the Eastern Front and, well, my uniform
was so worn from the hard fighting, I did not want to offend
anyone.”

“Another goddamned thespian, that it? Now strip and
get your kit on.” The lieutenant kicked Max’s rucksack for emphasis
and marched off with his arms folded behind his back like a drill
instructor.

Men joked with Max as he stripped in the biting cold
and switched into his itchy old uniform. The sapper returned,
frowning, and gave Max one egg for his sore luck.

Across the ground, the SS lieutenant had stopped at
the juggler. He screamed something in the juggler’s face and the
juggler, tottering, reached in his tunic and pulled out the length
of his tucked-in orange scarf. It flopped at his belt buckle. The
lieutenant grabbed at the stretch of scarf, pulled the juggler to
his chest, drew his service knife and hacked the scarf off close to
the juggler’s neck. This got few laughs. The lieutenant laughed
anyway and sauntered back to his office, his arms swinging.

 


Their training was so secret, the enlisted men could
not send mail or have outside contact. Max got a bottom bunk in a
barrack and a standup locker slapped together with cheap pinewood.
That first night he set his fine clothing in a neat pile in his
locker and dropped into his bunk, worried. He was little more than
a recruit again, it seemed. Then he lay back, his head snug in his
new pillow, and decided worrying was pointless. Almost anything was
better than where he came from.

The lone juggler got the bunk above him, and Max
suspected the SS lieutenant had put them together so he could keep
an eye on them. The juggler’s name was Menning, Felix Menning. As
they stowed their gear Max tried to chat him up, get his mind off
that asshole lieutenant, but Felix Menning gave him little. He too
had been in America, he said — for over two years, and he’d been in
the circus to boot. Then he clammed up and climbed into his
bunk.

Soon after lights out, Max heard what first sounded
like sniffles. It was sobbing, but muffled, as if into a pillow. It
was Felix Menning, up above him. Max nudged the upper bunk with a
knee. “Buck up, Kamerad,” he whispered. “Change is good,
don’t you see? Even in war. One door closes, another opens.”

“Amen,” someone said a couple bunks down. “He’s
right, circus boy,” said another.

Felix Menning said nothing. Soon he was snoring.

Next morning at reveille, Max and Felix were the last
two out the barrack door. Max had been groggy and slow getting his
uniform on, while Felix had taken his time. At the doorway, Felix
waited for him.

Felix put a flat hand to Max’s chest. “Listen,
Kaspar, you leave that shithead lieutenant to me. I know how to
handle the likes of him.” He said this with emphasis, but not
anger, as if he was counting out change.

“You can have him.” Max fought a smile. “Such the
blackguard, aren’t you? I forget, you were in the circus —”

“And Berlin. Parts you don’t even want to know about.
So I know my way around a lug like him.” Menning’s stare had become
a smile. He patted Max’s chest. “We’ll get on better that way.
Trust me.”

Max never got to the quartermaster first thing. That
morning the interviews began, and Max was one of the first to be
called in. Two of the strangely mute guards escorted him to a
wooden bungalow that looked like a larger version of the standard
German garden hut. They left Max inside, alone. A chair stood in
the middle of the room, before a desk. Max sat in it. The interior
was little more refined than the exterior. As in the barracks,
everything here was unpainted wood — floor, walls, ceiling, desk,
all made of pinewood planks and so raw it was furry in the light.
One could catch a sliver on any of it, he thought. Frightful. Four
metal chairs and two file cabinets completed the dreadful decor.
Only the iron wood stove in the corner helped warm this up.

The door swung open. Four officers entered: two
horse-faced SS lieutenants who looked like young doctors; the
shithead SS lieutenant who Felix Menning said he could handle; and
to Max’s great delight, Captain Adalbert von Pielau.

Max wanted to shout out the good man’s name. He stood
and gave his best salute.

Pielau did the Hitler salute, as did the others, and
they sat, Pielau at the desk facing Max’s chair and the other three
behind Max. Pielau introduced the horse-faced lieutenants. Shithead
introduced himself. His name was Rattner.

Pielau tried a curt smile. “So, we meet again,
Corporal Kaspar — or is it von Kaspar?”

Max got the picture. This Pielau had to play it
straight. “My army pay book says Kaspar, sir,” Max said.

“So it does, yes.” Pielau pulled folders from his map
case and slapped them on the desktop. He stared at some papers, as
if reading, but his eyeballs weren’t moving. Behind Max, one of the
officers was trying to clear his throat, and the phlegmy screech
combined with the greasy smell of the wood stove fire made Max’s
stomach clench up and his throat constrict.

“You lived in America,” Pielau said. “Eight years.
Your family had emigrated there and got themselves to New
Hampshire. You end up in New York City. Why?”

“I’m an actor,” Max said. “We like a new challenge.”
Pielau stared, expecting more. “And a shot at success, of course,”
Max added.

Pielau pursed his lips and moved them around, as if
he had meat stuck between teeth. “Other Germans went too. They made
films. Hollywood embraced them. That traitor bitch Marlene
Dietrich. That little rat Lorré.”

“Hollywood still embraces them.”

“Lucky for them. You dabbled in American forms.”

“Forms, sir?”

One of the officers behind Max spoke: “Musicals —
with the Negro’s jazz.” It was Lieutenant Rattner. “And all the
while you work with Jews,” he added.

“I’m not Jewish,” Max said. “My race certificate is
in order and on file.”

Pielau was glaring at Rattner. “No one’s doubting
your racial purity, Corporal. So, why return to Germany? Why return
in ‘39?”

“I’m a German. By ‘39 I knew my place was here.” Max
too could play it straight. He wasn’t lying so much as
interpreting. He’d really believed something like this back
then.

“You never joined the party,” one of them said.

“You never joined the SS,” another said.

“You were lucky not to land in prison, the schemes
you’ve been up to,” Rattner said. “Refusing good German roles.
Exploiting the black market. We should have thrown your type back
to America.”

If they insisted on pecking, why sit behind him? Max
turned and glared at the three lieutenants. He wanted to say what
was really on his mind, but a modern German had to pick his
battles. His refusals had been about art, at first. The roles he
declined were melodramatic period junk that not even Hollywood was
doing. As far as the black market went, Max was only one of many.
These sheltered SS clowns had no idea. Max simply had the poor
fortune to be one of many minor scapegoats. The three had met Max’s
glare with dead stares, their eyes dark. Max said: “No, instead you
put me in an army uniform. Let me fight. And for that I am
grateful. Sirs.”

Rattner spat.

“Corporal, please, turn back around,” Pielau said.
“Thank you. Back in Germany, there was also a woman.”

“Liselotte. Yes.”

“Not just any woman, I should add. Frau Auermann was
an inspiration to us all.”

They had no idea of inspiration, Max thought,
simmering. Inspiration took imagination.

“She died, in an air raid,” Pielau said.

“In Hamburg. It was an American air raid, to be
exact.”

Silence behind him. They’d all lost someone close.
Max turned to them and could tell from Rattner’s looser stare that
Rattner had lost more than one. He faced Pielau again, and they
shared a knowing glance.

“Perhaps we leave loved ones out of it,” Pielau
said.

“In New York you changed your name, called yourself a
noble,” Rattner said to Max.

“My agent’s idea,” Max said. The name change was
Max’s doing. His agent thought it too corny yet hokum only seemed
to help in America, Max had argued.

“And you let him,” Rattner said. “Amis say
jump you say how high, is that it?”

Max shrugged. In German, the word “Ami” was
slang for an American. He thought it boorish and never used it. Now
he’d use whatever it took. “Not exactly,” he said. “The Amis
are persistent, to be sure, but not in that way. Especially in New
York. They won’t listen to reason. Each follows their own path, I
suppose. But the longer you’re there, the less you know ...”

A moment of silence crept in. They all knew less
these days.

“You mentioned success,” Pielau said. “Did you find
it?”

“Let’s just say I’m still looking,” Max said.
Stalling. Thinking. They were offering him some kind of opening,
and he sure as hell would take it. Yet to come up with a plan, he
would have to survive first. He knew what he had to do, for now.
He’d pull out all the stops. The Nazis liked a show. Bombast was
their milieu.

“Gentlemen, if I may say something?” Max said.

“Go on.”

Max stood and met the eyes of all, fists at his
sides. He let one knee wobble, in anger. “I hate America,” he said.
“I despise her. It. It knows no culture. It breeds contempt for
others. It’s a bourgeois wasteland of fat cats and unruly sheep.
This all threatens the National Socialist ideal. The only threat
worse is Communism. May the two rot in hell. So if I can help make
that happen faster, I stand ready.” The lieutenants nodded. Max
turned to Pielau, clicked his heels, gave the Hitler salute and
practically threw his arm out doing so.

Pielau gave a half-salute. “Fine, admirable. I’m sure
you’ll have your chance. Our intrepid commander — code name, Doktor
Solar — will need such enthusiasm from all of us on this mission.
We’re all a part of this now.”

So Pielau was jumping on the bandwagon. Smart man,
the captain. Anka should have been this smart. “So, you speak
English too,” Max added in English.

Pielau stared. He nodded, then began to shake his
head —

“Ach, but of course you do,” Max blurted in
German, helping the poor soul out. He turned to Rattner. “And you
too, I suppose,” he continued in English —

Rattner snorted a laugh. “Speaking of tongues, I bet
you’d like to know about the guards here?” he said in German,
changing the subject with as much skill as a rhino diving into a
creek. “They’re Ukrainian SS. Don’t speak German well enough to
know what’s what. You see? We don’t want our guards knowing a
thing, going into town, getting too full of beers or brandy and
spilling the beans. Now do we?”

“You don’t trust your own men, sir?” Max said.

“That we will soon find out.” As Lieutenant Rattner
spoke, Max glanced at Pielau. The way Pielau’s flabby jowl had
tightened up, it was clear whom the lieutenant was addressing.

 


That evening, Captain Pielau sent for Max. Pielau met
him outside on the parade ground alone. Max saluted and the captain
clicked his heels. Pielau was smiling, his teeth glowing in the
moonlight. He lit cigarettes for them. He handed one to Max.

“Let me tell you the greatest secret. Doktor Solar?
Our commander? He is none other than SS Lieutenant Colonel Otto
Skorzeny. You have heard of him, yes?”

“Of course. The man is a legend.” Max didn’t want to
know. Surely this was top secret.

“So I must warn you. What you said to me about
fleeing to the Western Front? You must never say it to anyone
again. Especially not here.”

What about divulging top secrets to enlisted men? How
did that fit in? Max shuddered, but it wasn’t from the cold. He
grimaced and hoped it was a smile.

“I mean it, Kaspar. Less astute SS officers would
have had you shot for less.”

“Rattner, for example. So I should thank you.” Max
clicked his heels.

Pielau stomped. “This is no joke. The war can change
now. I can see how it can.” He grasped at Max’s wrist, his voice
rising. “There are new weapons. The grandest plans. And we, here,
are a part of that. We can win this. I tell you we can. When will
you understand it?”

Max pried Pielau’s hand from his wrist and stood
back, locking eyes with the captain. “Oh, I understand, dear
Pielau. I understand all too well.” His cigarette hung from his
lips, a cold dead stem. It had already gone out.

 


 


Three

 


October passed into November. In the west the
Americans entered Germany and took Aachen. This once-grand city —
the seat of Charlemagne — was reduced to rubble and thousands of
Germans surrendered after the bloody fight. In the east the Red
Army kept closing in, raping and killing German civilians along the
way according to rumors — the bitterest revenge in full blossom,
while in the south the Allies crept up from Southern France and
Northern Italy. A sinister end was nearing in Germany and you
didn’t need the BBC to grasp it. Old men were called up and issued
bazookas. On street corners, the burghers wrung their hands and
promised each other wonder weapons that will turn the black
tide.

In Grafenwöhr the snow fell early and piled up —
never a pretty sight when you’re in the army. Banks of icy and
rock-laden brown snow lined the roads and the barren fields became
pristine white tracts, a quicksand that swallowed men up to their
crotches. The forests were no friend, either. One nudge of the
branches from man or bird or wind made the cold whiteness reign
down in piles. Against it all, Max’s old uniform was little
protection and he wasn’t able to score a new one. SS Lieutenant
Rattner told him he’d “have no use for it soon.”

As the dark days wore on, the lieutenants preached
secrecy like missionaries the gospel. No one spoke of the code name
Doktor Solar, so Max kept Captain Pielau’s blathering to himself.
The captain’s gossip habit would have to stop, Max knew. The
penalty was too high. This Doktor Solar had to be receiving orders
from the highest level. Who else could call in German soldiers from
all over the Reich? Surely the Führer was head producer, and
possibly even playwright.

The script they were writing had a clever angle, Max
had to admit. The officers encouraged and even ordered the men to
speak among themselves in whatever English they knew. It was fast
becoming clear theirs was a military operation that relied on one
cheap motif — any knowledge of American English.

The snow didn’t stall the hustle and bustle of
Grafenwöhr. Hordes of soldiers were arriving by the day, and
Captain Pielau confided in Max that they had close to 1,500 men.
The place had become a giant rehearsal for portraying US Army life.
They got US Army Field Manuals and learned American tactics, such
as how to turn when ordered, raise a weapon, march. The hardest
part was adopting the casualness with which Americans did almost
everything. Standing “at ease” in the US Army was not a less stiff
form of attention but rather slouching with your hands clasped
behind the back. Americans smiled when they talked, even when at
ease. And their speech? The hard Rs were toughest to sound out.
Only the handful raised in America had it down. The rest complained
that the Amis chewed on their words and the constant hard Rs
made every sentence sound like this: “Are, are, are, are ...”

Worse still, few in camp had been near the front
lines, even fewer had seen combat, and yet their combat training
was now being rushed (a very un-German thing). It was as if the
army was sending out snipers who’d never shot a rifle before. As if
it was opening night and the actors had not memorized one line. And
yet the soldiers around Max showed the same childlike fervor as the
burghers on the street. He hadn’t seen this much frenzy since he
performed at a League of German Women rally. Even the ones raised
in America believed Germany could still win the war. Did they not
see the vast industrial might of America, and her still untapped
reserves of men and spirit? America simply dwarfed Germany, Max
wanted to remind them, and that was all that mattered in the end.
Yet he held his tongue. And bided the time.

 


One evening they were showing a double feature with
Betty Grable and Lana Turner and the barracks was near empty. Max
reclined on his bottom bunk reading prewar American magazines,
thumbing through Colliers and The New Yorker for
mention of productions he’d auditioned for. Felix Menning was up on
his top bunk. In a far corner, a group of Luftwaffe privates was
playing cards. Apart from them, no one else was in the barracks.
Max had been wondering if this little misfit Aussenseiter
Felix was a man he might be able to confide in? A man he could
trust? Were there even any left? He flipped the pages of a
Life magazine, skimming the photos and ads. Americans
devoted full-page ads to hair tonic and tiny ads to typewriters
while in Germany it was just the opposite.

He made a clucking sound with the top of his mouth.
He was sure to smile when he spoke even though Felix couldn’t see
him. “What we’re up to here? Let’s not kid ourselves. Has to be a
secret mission. Behind the lines surely. That’s some dicey stuff.
Don’t you think?”

Felix didn’t answer right off. His bed squeaked,
once. “You tell me. Sure, and then tell me about your big combat
days. Go on, Max.” Felix had never called him Max before. It had
always been Herr von Kaspar, with a smile or a joking bow.
He should have never told Felix about the stage name.

“If I must. I was on the Ostfront for six
months. Always on the front lines.”

“How many times you fire your gun? How many you kill?
Any face to face?”

“How many?” Now Max snorted a laugh. “Who was
counting? My God, we were too busy getting shot at, and bombed on
—”

“You never killed anyone. Right? Right. So spare me
the Hitler School patronage. Your fake optimism. You think whatever
we got going here is doomed. That’s what you think. That’s why
you’re prying just now.”

“Prying? Me?” Max chuckled. Not Felix too? he
thought. A deluded child, like all the rest? Then again, the little
juggler was also an actor.

The Luftwaffe boys were still having at it, slapping
down cards and shouting. Max spoke lower. “You were never on the
front lines. I didn’t mean to question your ability, dear Felix, if
that’s what you mean. So please, temper the finger pointing. It
will only get you — us — into trouble.”

The top bunk creaked. Felix leaned over and stared
down at Max, blocking the light. Max stared up. Felix climbed down
and knelt next to Max. His small, narrow eyes had locked on Max’s,
and he wagged a finger. A narrow finger. Everything about Felix was
slender, from his shoulders to his eyebrows, from his lips to his
skinny bowed legs. Even his Berlin accent was tinny. He was like
some mythical forest imp. Max stared back, blank-faced.

“Don’t give me that. I got your number,” Felix said.
“No one else here does, but I do.” He whispered now. “You don’t
believe in any of this. You don’t believe in the war.”

“Quatsch,” Max said, yet he had to shrug and
look away.

Felix stayed at his side. Smiling now. Not letting
Max off the hook.

Perhaps less direct was best, Max decided. He tossed
the magazine to his feet. “In America? You said you were in the
circus,” he said.

Felix looked away, first at the Luftwaffe boys, and
then at his hands hanging off his knees. “Why not, I figured. I
could ride a unicycle, juggle, play the clown, dress up like a
woman and play one even better. So I’d give it a shot. Cabarets
were closing here. Not like your time over there, eh?”

Max shrugged. “Apples and oranges.”

“So why give it all up for Germany?”

Max stared, a long time. How to answer this? With the
proven old platitudes, or something more shrewd. Before he could
respond, Felix jumped back up onto his bunk. He had to be smiling
again, the way his voice was singing. “That’s why you come here —
why you play along. To find new roles, right? After all, you are an
actor. And perhaps some new friends? From adversity comes clarity,
isn’t that the line?”

“Something like that ...” Max rolled his eyes.
Whatever was coming after Grafenwöhr, it might just give him a way
out. And Felix was certainly giving him ideas. Had he meant to?
Could this little forest imp read his mind? Predict the future?

“And you?” Max said. “Why’d you volunteer?”

“Didn’t you know?” Felix said, adding a snicker.
“It’s to help you.”

 


By their second week in Grafenwöhr, the clandestine
materiel was arriving at a steady clip. Trains rolled in carrying
vehicles covered with tarp. Underneath were US Army jeeps, a few
trucks and a couple tanks, but mostly jeeps. The vehicles’ olive
drab paint and white stars were a shocking sight but one they’d
have to get used to quickly, Captain Pielau assured them.

The captain assigned Max and Felix Menning to a
warehouse that was open, on one end, to the stinging November air.
The concrete under their feet was colder than the ice on the
windows and the snow drifted in, swirling and gathering into small
white dunes that refused to melt. The warehouse had rows of long
tables, like in a beer hall. At one table, Max and Felix sorted the
American tunics that had been delivered, accidentally, with POW
triangles painted on the backs. Pielau had ordered them to try to
scrape off the paint. They scrubbed and scraped, bent over the
tables, their backs tightening up, aching. Sweat rolled down
Felix’s face despite the cold. The paint would not give way. (After
all, it was meant to stay on forever.) It was thankless work, yet
far better than cleaning up the “dog tags” of dead American
soldiers. Pielau was doing Max a good turn once again.

Captain Pielau paced the warehouse with a clipboard,
checking stocks and making notes. A couple tables over, their
Quartiermeister, a former clothing designer (who’d worked in
New York’s Garment District), was hunched over a new shipment of
uniforms diverted from the Red Cross by no small degree of
trickery. The Quartiermeister called Captain Pielau over.
Pielau held up a pair of trousers, huffed at them, threw them down
and then threw up his hands. He scratched at his clipboard and
paced the warehouse muttering. All went back to work. Max kept an
eye on the captain. Over in a corner, Pielau threw his clipboard
across the concrete floor.

He ended up at Max’s table, his jowls reddening.
“Kaspar, you know what is happening here, don’t you? Can’t you see
it?” Beside Max, Felix slowed his scraping to listen. “Those
trousers over there? All British. Here we go and swindle the Red
Cross for Ami uniforms, and we get British. Well, we can’t
use that, can we?”

“I wouldn’t know, sir.” Max added a smile.

“And see all that — and that?” Pielau went on, his
voice growing shrill. He pointed around the warehouse, at the
crates and boxes and the tables piled with mismatched gear. Men
looked up woodenly, as if they were being complained about. “And
that there? We have not nearly enough. We need belts, ammo cases,
and helmets, and more overcoats. We have no helmets.”

“Helmets would be good, sir.”

Pielau slumped against the table, whispering now.
“Mein Gott, Kaspar, you know Doktor Solar is not going to
like this.” He glared at Felix, who resumed his scraping.

Max stepped sideways, closer to Pielau. He whispered:
“Look, you have to relax. Tell you what — go on to your officers’
mess, get yourself a coffee with two fingers of corn schnapps in
it. That’ll make you feel better.”

“You don’t understand,” Pielau said. “I mean, what
will people think?”

Pielau often took weekend trips to Nuremberg. He had
friends and girlfriends there. If he was boasting of great things,
Max could not know about it. He gave the captain a long, hard
stare. “Sir, people are not supposed to think anything — let alone
be aware of it,” he said.

Pielau had stiffened, as if at attention. “You’re
right, as always. Thank you.” He lit a cigarette, patted Max’s
shoulder, and strode off into the cold and gray afternoon.

Max and Felix scraped on. As they worked, four
sailors two tables over began laughing at them. The four had been
merchant sailors before the war. Their American English could be
clumsy, and thick with accent, yet they knew all the slang and
could say what they needed. Max heard them now.

One nodded at Felix and said what sounded like:
“Piece a’ chicken.” Another pointed and said: “Pantywaist.”

Felix kept scraping, but he had stopped sweating. His
forehead grew red.

Physically, the sailors were Felix’s opposite —
stocky and thick and even the wiry ones had muscle. The widest of
the four, a balding redhead with a broad smile, kept the others
laughing with new words. “A real nancy,” he said, “that fella’s a
flit,” and what sounded like “Fag-got.”

Max glared at the sailors. “Should I translate?”

“No need,” Felix said under his breath. “What did I
tell you about the lieutenant? Same goes here.”

“Very well …”

Felix stopped scrubbing. He looked up, at the
sailors. They laughed louder. They whistled. Felix grinned. “Hiya
boys,” he said in American English, practically shouting it.

The sailors laughed harder. They flopped their
wrists.

Felix added a slippery lisp: “Why don’t ya come up
and see me some time?” He put his hands on his hips and wiggled the
hips.

Others in the warehouse laughed and pointed at the
sailors, who glared back now, rattled by the implication of this.
Felix kept it up. The red-haired sailor got special treatment.
Felix blew a kiss and rubbed at his crotch. He shouted: “And who’s
that next to ya, sailor?”

Next to the red-haired one stood a sailor with
prematurely white hair. He had a discreet goatee beard. The two
stared at each other.

“Gets lonely at sea, no? So tell me, red, how long
you been screwing the goat?”

Laughs boomed and echoed in the warehouse. The older
sailor glared at the red-haired sailor, whose face hardened. The
red-haired sailor showed Felix a fist.

Felix marched over, past the first table.

“Menning, wait,” Max said, following.

The red-haired sailor came around the front of his
table. Felix kept going. The laughs turned to jeers and shouts.

They met on open floor. Felix swung at the sailor.
The sailor ducked. Yet he didn’t punch. He let Felix have another
go. Felix caught the sailor in the right jaw.

The sailor hardly flinched. Max stepped in to break
it up, but others held him back and the men gathered from all
corners of the warehouse.

Felix swung again and missed. The sailor spat,
smiled, and then undercut Felix in the stomach. Felix bent over,
his mouth shaped like an O, and a rushing sound shot from his
mouth. The sailor moved to sock Felix under his jaw, but stopped.
Felix was still bent over. The sailor pushed him back with a thumb,
and Felix stumbled back and landed on his butt. The cheers peaked.
The sailor bowed. He hollered something in Northern dialect and sat
on Felix, as if pretending to ride him.

Felix tried to bite at his knuckles.

“Who’s the goat now?” the sailor said, to more
cheers.

Humiliating. And yet Felix grinned, and the cheers
rose. Men clapped. Felix loved any audience, hostile or no. It was
the way he got back at the world, Max thought, clapping along
(while for Max, it was the way he made love to the world).

“You’re all right,” the sailor said to Felix. He
dismounted and helped Felix up. The two bowed together.

“He’s coming,” someone shouted.

“Look alive.”

The clapping had stopped. The sailors sprang to
attention. SS Lieutenant Rattner was pushing his way through the
crowd. “What the hell you pulling here, boys?” he yelled, glaring
at the sailors. He had his cap clenched in a hand as if ready to
swat someone with it. No one spoke.

“Where’s Pielau?” Rattner shouted at Max. “Don’t
know, sir,” Max muttered.

Felix was gasping for breath. His uniform was a mess.
Rattner saw him and sneered. He marched over and stopped inches
from Felix’s face. Felix grinned again.

Rattner slapped Felix hard across the temple. Felix
stumbled but sneered back, defiant. Rattner slapped Felix across
the jaw, cutting his lip.

Felix, wobbling, stood at attention.

Rattner turned to face the men. All eyes met his.
“That’s for your own good,” he said to Felix. “Haven’t learned a
thing from my combat training, have you?”

Felix shook his head. Blood rolled onto his chin,
mixing with sweat. “Not yet,” he muttered, “but just you wait and
see.”

 


 


Four

 


Late November now. One Monday morning, Captain
Adalbert von Pielau did not return from his weekend leave. The same
day, Lieutenant Rattner assumed Pielau’s duties. On Tuesday Rattner
became an SS Captain. He roamed the Grafenwöhr compound with his
overcoat wide open, showing off his new insignia.

The stout red-haired sailor who’d scrapped with Felix
Menning led Max out behind a storage shed. The sailor’s name was
Zoock. Zoock said Captain Rattner deserved a flogging for harassing
Felix to no end. “I can’t take his swagger. Just say the word,
mac,” he said in impressive American street English, “and me and
the boys we’ll give him the works.”

“I’m not Menning’s keeper,” Max had to say in German,
disappointed that he couldn’t think of the American way to say
this. “Why don’t you ask Felix himself?”

Zoock asked Felix, but Felix passed with heartfelt
thanks. “Things will take care of themselves, my good man,” Felix
told Zoock, patting him on his balding head.

On Thursday, after midday mess, the men were ordered
to stay in their barracks. They watched from windows as a glossy
command car and motorcycle escort rumbled through the compound. In
Max’s barrack, the men traded hopeful stories about the visitors.
Some suggested it was Reichsmarschall Goering, or Admiral
Doenitz, head of German intelligence. Others were certain of a
captured Allied Commander in the flesh, either that “gangster
clerk” Eisenhower or that schmuck Montgomery. Felix couldn’t stay
on his bunk. He paced the room, retelling their fantastic
hypotheses and trading them for more. He then proposed it was the
Führer himself, though many fell quiet at this prospect. Max wanted
so bad to tell them: It was Doktor Solar, of course.

Outside, boots crunched on the pathway pebbles.
Lieutenants came and called selected men out, one at a time. In
Max’s barrack these were mostly the sailors. Zoock got the call.
They returned smiling, and grinning, holding their caps at their
waists like wedding bouquets. They fended off all inquiries. “I
can’t tell what it’s all about but just you wait and see,” Zoock
said, bouncing on the balls of his feet.

At evening mess cases of beer were set out and each
barrack got enough for three bottles a man. They hauled off the
cases, and back in the barrack settled down to long card games and
talk of busty pinup girls. Max sipped from his second bottle, holed
up in the darkness of his lower bunk. He was certain he’d get the
call. Could it be his association with Pielau? Or his looks?
Perhaps he was too handsome for the role.

At an hour before lights out, the door flew open and
Captain Rattner filled the doorway, his hands on his hips and his
cap set at a jaunty angle. “Kaspar! Come with!”

About time, Max thought. Then his heart started
knocking at his ribs and his legs went weak. The men helped him.
They cheered and clapped as he passed, the cigarettes hanging from
their mouths. Felix stomped his feet and hollered. At the door, Max
gave them a merry bow. Hadn’t he been in this spot many times — the
last act on?

Outside, the wind pulled the door out of his hand and
slammed it shut. The gusts stung his cheeks. All was dark. “Ready?”
Captain Rattner said. He stood against the wall, slouched in a
manner Max had never seen. It was almost, well, American.

“Certainly, sir.” Max saluted.

Rattner only tapped his heels together, like Pielau
used to do. “Time to meet Doktor Solar,” he said and strode
off.

Was it a test? Max blocked out the response. He
started walking. Waited a beat. “Who, sir?”

Rattner pivoted and faced Max, waiting for him to
catch up. He pulled two cigarettes and lit them in his mouth. “A
crack answer,” he said, and inserted a cigarette between Max’s
lips. “Just the sort of acting talent we’ll need in the days to
come.”

 


In a corner of camp, deep in a small wood, stood a
stout villa with large ornate wrought-iron lamps and gate. Parked
outside were the shiny command car and motorcycles. Max heard the
crunching feet of guards but couldn’t see them.

Rattner led Max through to the front steps. “On your
own — for now,” he said and patted Max on the back.

The front door opened. An SS adjutant in white coat
and gray gloves led Max through a marble foyer and down carpeted
hallways with floral wallpaper and polished wainscoting. The
adjutant left Max in a den lined with dark wood bookshelves. A fire
crackled in a broad stone fireplace and deep, wide leather chairs
sat before it. A standup antique globe in the corner. Orchids stood
on a buffet and Max could smell them. He walked over and breathed
them in.

Footsteps. In the hall someone said, “Kaspar.” Max
stepped away from the flowers.



An SS officer — a lieutenant colonel — strode in and
they shared a quick salute. “Evening, Corporal Kaspar,” the
lieutenant colonel said and, to Max’s surprise, shook Max’s hand
with both hands. He was well over six feet tall and Max had to look
up to meet his eyes. His rugged face had a deep scar down one
cheek, a line that ran from ear to mouth to chin. This was his
Schmiss — his dueling scar. He could only be SS Lieutenant
Colonel Otto Skorzeny, the crack commando who’d freed Hitler’s
Italian ally Mussolini from a mountaintop prison. In Germany, now,
men like this were the real stars.

Skorzeny beamed at Max, as if reading his thoughts.
“Please, sit,” he said and they took the leather chairs by the
fire. The dueling scars glistened orange as the fire’s warmth
worked its way through Max’s crusty, coarse uniform. Only his fine
clothes would really do here, he regretted. At least no women were
here to see him like this.

“So. Captain Pielau is out of the picture,” Skorzeny
said.

He’d said it like a producer announcing a casting
change. It could mean anything. “Out?” Max said.

“Dead. Yes. He’s dead.”

Dead? The flames were warming Max’s cheeks,
stretching them tight. He felt weary. He couldn’t think.

“Went on leave, died in an air raid,” Skorzeny added
plainly, as if ordering a salad with his entrée.

Max shook his head. He liked Pielau. Truly. And in
the long run, Pielau might have made things easier. He might even
have gotten Max out of this altogether, if things got too hot.
“That’s t-t-terrible,” Max stammered, “Why, Captain Pielau, he
—”

“You mean ‘von Pielau’? Isn’t that what you mean? Eh,
Herr Maximilian von Kaspar?” Skorzeny chuckled.

Before Max could answer Skorzeny barked, “Arno! Make
it two.” Skorzeny grinned for Max. “I do hope you like cognac.”

“What? Oh, yes, naturally.”

“The problem with Pielau was, the man was too naive.
You mustn’t be too hopeful in life, even in your most private
dreams. Mustn’t even be optimistic. You’ll start believing your own
bullshit. You see?”

“Yes. Yes,” Max said, stalling for the right
line.

“One must be rational. Work things out. Wait and see.
Give nothing away. And shut his trap, for God’s sake.” Skorzeny’s
lips had tightened, as if he wanted to spit. His big hands met and
folded into each other and he held them there, like a priest
considering a misbehaved acolyte. “The most perplexing problem with
Pielau was, he wanted others to believe his own bullshit.”

“One should keep one’s own bullshit to one’s self,”
Max said.

“Precisely. It’s a personal matter. Spiritual, if you
like.”

Max nodded, shifting in the warm leather. When was
that cognac coming? Perhaps this was the famed Skorzeny’s unique
brand of torture — offer a thirsty man a fine drink and then watch
him suffer when it never comes. Max’s thoughts were piling up fast,
colliding. Pielau was probably put up to a firing squad, if he
wasn’t in some Gestapo prison. Skorzeny himself had probably
ordered it. Though you could never tell from the way the lieutenant
colonel was entertaining Max in this bourgeois villa. His nasally
Vienna accent didn’t fit his brutal physique in the least. His eyes
sparkled as he spoke. A definite charmer. Yet so was the Marquis de
Sade. “Spiritual,” Max added. The fire seemed to grow hotter. The
sweat itched under his hair.

“Feel free to unbutton your tunic, Corporal.”

“Right. Thank you.” The unbuttoning helped. Max also
took his cap off and hung it on the chair to warm — that would come
in handy in the cold barrack. Good thinking. He was coming
around.

Skorzeny continued: “We cannot — will not — tolerate
leaks or dissension from within the unit. Traitors could be
anywhere. Turncoats. American spies. The mission must be protected.
Certain types, they resort to their own ways, and ends. Think they
know better.”

The adjutant was standing over Max, offering him a
cognac. The glass was oversized and warmed. Max drank from it. It
went down as fine as he imagined, all fumes and caramels. He wiped
sweat from his forehead.

“Let’s get you away from this fire,” Skorzeny said
and stood. Max followed him across the room cradling his glass.
Skorzeny opened wall-to-floor red curtains, revealing French doors.
They looked out at the black night full of twinkles from snow
falling. “Most men here, they volunteered,” Skorzeny said. “But
you? They say you can act and sing in English. You did just that in
America. So you see we had to send for you, find you at all costs.
You’re our German Chevalier, what?”

“Ah, if only ... Let’s call me our German Kaspar for
now.” Max fought a blush. “In any case — had I seen the order for
volunteers, sir, I certainly would have —”

“You’re one of the few who didn’t see it.” Skorzeny
slapped at the door glass, his face hard and his eyes black with
rage. “An uncoded order goes out to all German units, on all
fronts, soliciting English speakers? What were those twits
thinking? Surely Allied intelligence saw it. Might as well have put
an ad in The New Yorker Time.”

“New York Times,” Max blurted in English. “ —
Sir,” he added in German.

“Certainly. Now here’s the thing, Kaspar — I’m
putting together a special unit culled from the troops here. Cast,
if you will, with the best American speakers. Sort of a spearhead
force. Most of the sailors are in. Get the picture? Just the
production for you. Sort of a, shall we say, a touring show. Ha ha.
You’re in, of course?”

It wasn’t really a question, of course. How could it
be? Max was the one who’d auditioned, yet he didn’t even know the
script. A special unit, Skorzeny said. It was already top secret.
If Max said no, he could very well end up like Pielau — on leave
and caught in the next air raid. Still, he had to admit it couldn’t
hurt the plan he had in his head, the one he’d been developing in
the dim obscurity of his lower bunk. It had him sliding through on
just enough ability, and then? Perhaps, somehow, he could get far
enough behind the US front lines. Get to New York, if the role had
any legs at all. That was where he belonged. Hadn’t he told himself
that so many times? Germany had fooled him. The Fatherland was a
trickster. Promised success and a grand life but delivered the Grim
Reaper and a Götterdammerung. He could go AWOL. Defect.
Hopefully he wouldn’t have to fire a shot. It was to be the
greatest role in his life. It was indeed true what the masters said
of the best performances — they had to be lived.

Max’s eyes had filled with a wet heat. He glared off,
toward the fire.

“I can see you’re moved.” Skorzeny was rocking on his
heels. “What if I was to tell you what’s next, eh? Give you a
taste. Could you keep it mum?”

Max’s head and shoulders rose up, with fervor. “You
forget, I’m an actor, sir.”

“Yes, I was just thinking that ...” Skorzeny studied
Max, tapping a thick finger at his cognac glass. “Despite that, I
think I’ll trust you. We start with a test run. Any day. We’re
running a number of you out in teams. Various speaking levels.
Could be dangerous.”

“Teams?” Max said. It was the only word that sounded
harmless.

“That’s right. Teams of four. You’re probably a good
judge of abilities, by the way. Anyone you’d like along?”

Max thought a moment. Stalled. “Is Captain Rattner
going?” He was taking a chance here, but he had to find out.

“Who? God no. Man can barely say thank you in
English. Besides, I need him here getting the men in shape. More
than a few butts need kicking —”

“In that case — I propose Corporal Menning. He’s in
my barrack. Spent time in America. Physically, he’s got it down. He
was once a circus performer, so he understands the American body
language like few here do —”

“Ah, yes. The Americans, they’re always slouching,
yes? Hands in their pockets and such?” Skorzeny chuckled again.
“Very well. Anyone else?”

“Zoock. One of the sailors.”

“You’ll have him.” Skorzeny grinned again.

Max wanted to grin too. In another time, they might
have got on well. Skorzeny would have made a bulldog producer of
the first class.

Instead, Max looked up somberly. “Permission to
speak, sir?”

Skorzeny nodded, the grin fading.

“What are we up to? We’re not doing Babes and
Dolls, I take it?”

Skorzeny laughed, as Max anticipated — even soldiers
liked the show biz talk. “Don’t they wish, some of the hams we’ve
attracted here. You’ll see soon enough. We’re aiming to put the
fear back into the Americans. And with any luck, might just make
them shit their pants.”

“Excellent. That’s genius, sir.”

They drank in silence. Skorzeny opened his mouth as
if to say more. Instead he held up a finger and pressed it to Max’s
chest pocket. “There is one matter. This old army kit of yours is a
shambles. I’m putting you in Waffen SS uniform — if we pull this
off, it might just be good for propaganda.”

Waffen SS? So what if the pay was better. This was
not part of the plan at all, and certainly not good for the role.
There was nothing more feared and hated than the SS, and that was
within Germany.

“But sir, the army treats me fine,” Max muttered.
Think, Max, think.

“Nonsense. We’ll do the swearing in if — when — you
get back.” Skorzeny clicked his heels and gave the full Hitler
salute, his arm ramrod straight. “Corporal Kaspar, you are hereby
inducted.”

No choice. Max clicked his heels and returned the
silly salute, and yet he added a little bow for the memory of
Maximilian von Kaspar. Cognac splashed on his wrist. What a waste,
he thought.

 


 


Five

 


Two mornings later at 3:30 a.m. sixteen of them
crammed in the back of an Opel troop truck and headed out on their
test mission. They kept the rear tarp closed tight and huddled for
warmth as the road jostled them, black figures in the dark, yawning
at the floorboards, in and out of half-sleep. At least I’m off the
Eastern Front, Max thought. At least he was keeping Germany’s
gruesome end at arm’s length. As long as he did that, hope lived
for him. His deliverance would reveal itself.

They’d go in as four teams of four. Max got Felix,
the sailor Zoock, and a young army orderly named Braun, who had
floppy ears and a fleshy nose he hadn’t grown into. In their
fifteen-minute briefing the previous evening, Captain Rattner had
called out their American disguise names:

“Kaspar! Your name is — Mike Kopp. First Sergeant.
You drove a tank.”

“Zoock! Your name — Jim Zook. Technical Corporal.
Artillery.”

“Felix Menning? Fred Musser. Private First Class.
Infantry.”

“Braun! — for you it’s Roger Braun. Private First
Class. Infantry.”

The German-American names would explain any language
problems, Rattner had assured them. They got dog tags, American
uniforms, and blue handkerchiefs.

Max, for one, could not play a part without some
understanding of character. In all his time in America he’d never
even seen an American soldier. So he had held up a hand. “I think I
can speak for all when I say that we’ve got some questions. Where’s
my character from? America’s a vast land. And what does he want,
this Mike Kopp? Need. Crave? Does this Mike Kopp have a wife and
child back home? A farm? A pet fish perhaps —”

“Spare us the thespian jerk-off,” Rattner
snarled.

“What about these blue hankies, sir?” Zoock said.

“I’m getting to that. This is crucial. If it gets too
dicey you’ll use the signal — your blue handkerchiefs — to
extricate yourselves.”

Extricate? It made them sound more like guinea pigs
than some spearhead elite. “Sir, I don’t know the first thing about
a tank. Really, how can I be expected to play this?”

“You’re not gonna be in a tank,” Felix interrupted —
thoroughly out of line. And Rattner had said: “Exactly. What, baby
actor boy doesn’t like his lines? So improvise, Kaspar — that’s the
whole point ...”

There were perks. They now had American uniforms —
for Max, tankers coveralls and windbreaker, a wool GI overcoat that
was too short for his taste but thick as a blanket, a warm cap, and
decent boots. Felix got the standard GI field jacket, wool pullover
sweater and a knit helmet liner cap — a “beanie,” the Amis
called it. Felix liked his beanie — “makes even my toes warmer,” he
had said, and he even liked the sound of the word.

Two hours into the journey, and still pitch dark out.
They were traveling on smoother road now — a mild thump every few
seconds, which Max took for an autobahn. Few of them slept. Rocking
and rubbing their cold hands together, they muttered their
memorized identities to themselves. And they spoke English,
frantically and all at once, trying things out.

“Send us out like this?” Zoock was saying in English.
“Here’s your hat what’s your hurry — what kinda bull is that?
Really putting our dicks on the table you ask me.”

Max, Felix and Braun gaped.

“Right. My thoughts exactly,” Max said.

Zoock spat. “Ah, fuggetaboudit — whaterya gonna
do?”

And Braun opened his mouth, but came up with
nothing.

“Look what rags they gave me?” Felix said, tugging at
his sweater. “Can you believe it?”

“No, I can hardly believe it,” Max said. “What a mess
you look.”

And Braun blurted: “Roger Braun, Private First Class,
serial number three-two-two-four-seven-three-nine-four.”

They sounded like madmen. They were madmen. Soon they
fell into a grim silence. Quite a long way from Doktor Solar’s cozy
camp villa, Max thought. He had returned from there with that
warmed cognac smile on his face, just like the others. Then it wore
off so quickly when lights out came. Of course, everyone who had an
appointment with the “Doktor” had had the same treatment. That sly
Skorzeny probably didn’t finish one complete glass of cognac the
whole night — Arno the adjutant just kept topping off the same
glass. Put him in a special unit? Induct him into the Waffen SS?
Skorzeny was only making it harder on Max. This was why he kept
Felix close to him. Felix may be playing the keen one now, but what
about when they were in a real pinch?

Zoock was teaching Braun how to say “squirrel” — one
of the hardest English words for a German.

Felix nudged Max. “For this you have volunteered me,”
he whispered in English. “Didn’t you not?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking
about, young man.”

“Yes, you do. You hoped to protect me away from
Captain Rattner — or him from me, I should say.”

“What? Well, I —”

“It’s okay,” Felix said. “Actually, I find myself
glad you did. And do you know why that is? That day, when Zoock
wanted to hit me? You moved to help me. No one does this. I’ll not
forget that ever. I always had to fend for myself, you see?”

“Oh? It was nothing. Still, I regret I failed to do
anything about Rattner.”

“Please, I beg you. Who could?”

Zoock was shaking his head at them. He slapped a hand
to his forehead.

“What?” Max said. He turned back to Felix. “You know,
your accent is good but you need to work on your word order.”

“Thank you,” Felix said. “I will. And as for you,” he
added, smiling, “I’m not so sure you speak like the tank
drivers.”

They fell silent again. One by one, they tried on
their blue SOS handkerchiefs. Max tied his around his neck. Felix
wrapped his around a wrist, and Zoock let his hang out a back
pocket. And Braun blew his nose into his …

“Mike, Mike.” It was Felix, nudging Max. Max had
fallen asleep, his head back against the truck’s tarp roof. He
remembered — his name was Mike now, Mike Kopp. “Mike, wake
yourself,” Felix was saying.

“It’s ‘wake up’ — not ‘wake yourself.’ Get with it,”
Zoock said.

They had the rear tarp pulled up. It brought a
chilling wind and the gray morning light. They saw guard towers
with spotlights and high barbwire fences, surrounding a barracks
camp that seemed to stretch across the horizon. The truck was
turning around and backing up, the gears jolting, and a barbwire
gate opened for them. A sign read: Stammlager VII A.

The German guards walked shepherd dogs — “German
shepherds” to Americans — along the barbwire fences. The truck
halted. A guard peeked in. They waited, listening to more voices
and gates closing. “Prisoners Inside!” someone shouted in
German.

“Roger Braun, Roger Braun,” Braun muttered, hugging
himself from the cold.

And Felix gave Max a careful rub on the shoulder, as
if, Max couldn’t help thinking, Max was a child and it was his
first day of school.

 


Stammlager VII A was a POW camp for American
enlisted men — for GIs, in Ami words. As falsified new
prisoners the sixteen were herded into a hut with a sign that read
“Interrogation.” Windows were boarded shut but enough light showed
through the seams between the boards. They got a quick briefing and
some stale coffee. “The camp guards know of you, and of your blue
hankies,” an elderly German captain told them, “but you should not
rely on a soul. Clear, boys? Now don’t fuck up our lives too
much.”

The captain gave them cards showing their barracks
numbers. Max’s group got 13. The captain left, and some of them
fell asleep sitting up. They awoke to a far-off voice barking at
measured intervals. “I’m guessing that’s roll call,” Zoock
said.

“Roll call?” someone said.

“‘Appell.’ Stand up and be counted. Shit, are
we in for it.”

Footsteps. The door flew open bringing a shaft of
daylight. Two guards in overcoats stared at them from the doorway.
They were middle aged, with old-fashioned Hitler-style mustaches.
One waved his hand as if to say, come on, come on. The other yelled
“Herauf! Raus! Raus raus schnell!” — for the benefit, Max
figured, of any American prisoners listening on the other side of
the fence.

Daylight hit them like stage lights and they had to
shield their eyes. Yet this helped the role — made them look like
prisoners. The guards began a fast march towards the front gate,
not bad for two old guys, and Max and the rest had to shuffle out
in front. More guards joined in. All were older, it seemed, with
the same stubborn look of aging schoolmasters or streetcar
conductors. One shouted, “Have a nice stay, Meine Herren,”
and they laughed. Max and the rest stared in shock, as if they
didn’t understand.

Guards opened the camp gate and let them through.
Before them, about a hundred feet away, stretched the largest horde
of unkempt men Max had ever seen, all dressed in various shades of
olive drab and brown. American GI Prisoners of War.

They’d sent them in right at the end of roll call. A
wave of the prisoners was moving toward them. A thousand eyes on
them. Max never had such an audience. They plodded on towards the
horde, deeper into camp. Zoock slouched and thrust his hands in his
pockets, and Max did the same. Body language was everything.
“Loosen your backs, stoop your shoulders, that’s it,” Max whispered
to Felix and Braun.

The wave of prisoners began to form a loose gauntlet.
Max could make out faces, the abundance of hardy Nordic features.
They looked young but haggard and unwashed, like the “Okies” from
The Grapes of Wrath. How far they all were from Kansas,
Iowa, Nebraska.

Max, Zoock, Felix and Braun stuck close together
while the rest of the sixteen broke off into their groups of four,
off in search of their barracks. No one looked back. “Good
riddance,” Zoock muttered. He’d taken the lead. They were passing
through the gauntlet, the prisoners lining up for a look.

“Where ya from, Joe?” someone shouted.

Max hadn’t decided. Somewhere no one was from was
best. He blurted “Idaho” and realized he probably couldn’t find it
on a map. Was it a state? Or was that Iowa?

“New Jersey — where else is there?” Zoock was
shouting. Felix and Braun didn’t try. They walked with their heads
hung. Suddenly they were fine slouches.

They passed barracks, long rectangular buildings of
graying wood. Max peered at the white numbers above each door. They
passed 4, then 5. The gauntlet stretched on.

“What they do, boys, do yer laundry?”

Their uniforms were far cleaner than those of the
prisoners. “No. How dare they,” Max said and stomped to show he
meant this — whatever it was he said.

“Oooh, get him,” someone shot back, flapping a wrist.
Men laughed.

“Hey mac, how’d you all score a shave?”

They were clean-shaven, too. So many blunders.

“Good luck,” Zoock said. “See how lucky we are?”

More laughs. The four kept walking, determined, as if
walking was the only thing not giving them away. Max patted Zoock’s
back, pushing him along. A couple men were shaking their heads.
They picked up the pace, passing barracks 8, 9, 10, and the
gauntlet thinned.

Barrack 13. The door was open. They strode up the
steps and in. The long and vast one-story structure was so crammed
it looked like the inside of a messy closet after a great quake.
Zoock charged on into this mess and the other three followed,
dodging the many obstacles. The double wooden bunks of cheap,
splintering wood. The chairs and tables so undersized they could
have been built for Kinder — these stood everywhere, at every
possible angle. Laundry hung on lines strewn in all directions,
forcing them to duck every few feet. Piles of blankets and cans and
boxes, so many rough edges and barriers. Max caught a shin on a
bunk corner; Felix held onto a bunk ladder and got a sliver; Braun
staggered into a pile of wood scraps and sent them flying.

The barrack was empty of occupants, as best as they
could tell. No one had followed them. “Where are we going?” Max
said finally, and Zoock stopped them about halfway through. They
stared at each other.

Felix threw up his hands. “Where does one sleep?”

“I am so tired,” Braun said, his eyes wide, his face
ashen. “I am Roger-er.”

The clop-clop-clop of footsteps, and the front door
swung open with a grating creak. The barracks’ occupants filed in.
Max and the three turned to them showing broad smiles that felt
strained and sickly on their faces.

A short and wiry American with black curly hair led
the line of prisoners, which seemed to number at least forty and
they kept coming. The curly-haired prisoner touched and stroked
every angle and corner he passed, as if this grim barrack was his
beloved submarine and he the commander. Max thought of saluting but
saw no visible rank on the curly-haired one, so he waved. The man
nodded, kept coming. His jaw had hard angles, just like the bunks.
His skin was pocked. His exact age, unknowable — somewhere between
mid 20s and late 30s? Five feet away now. Max held out a hand and
the man shook it. Max held up the card with 13 on it.

“Morning,” he said. “Mike Kopp. It would seem we’re
your new guests.”

“That it would. How-do, Kopp. Cozy, huh? These huts
were built for 20. With you boys, that makes it about 60.” The
curly-haired man had a strange accent to Max — it was slow and
rich, taking its time. He placed it somewhere in the American
Southwest.

“At least 60,” Zoock said, staring at the men still
filing in.

“Say, could ya try the next hotel?” a prisoner said
from behind the curly-haired leader. It was a joke. Satire. Irony.
American jokes were like that. Max blurted a laugh and the rest
followed, overdoing it.

The curly-haired one never gave his name, Max
realized. It seemed very un-American. The prisoners gathered around
the four, filling the barracks and cutting off the only exit. If
trouble started there’d be little chance of calling for guards, for
showing the blue hankies. Then again, the Amis would have to
be smarter than just attack them. That would only bring greater
punishment. All these thoughts raced through Max’s head as the
curly-haired one asked the standard questions. Where ya from? How’s
the front? They rough you up any?

Braun’s accent was showing, so Max explained the
private was from a German community in Minnesota. “ — Braun, that
bumpkin,” Zoock blurted, then something about Braun being Amish,
and Max hoped the curly-haired one didn’t know the Amish people
lived in Pennsylvania.

“What’s the word? We really home by Christmas?” a
prisoner said.

“I cannot see why not,” Max said. “Look, we have the
krauts on the run. We took back Aachen, the last I have heard.
We’re in Germany now. Must be only a matter of time.” Max had
played this up, smiling and slapping his hands together.

Zoock, Felix, and Braun stared, grimacing. It wasn’t
widely known inside Germany the war was going that badly. Pielau
had told Max. Pielau listened to the BBC.

“Let you get settled some,” the curly-haired one said
and stepped aside. Prisoners were clearing off a double bunk for
Max and the other three. It meant they would have to double up or
find places on the floor. Depressing. Were they going out of their
way to keep them together? Could they be isolating them?

The Americans left them to their new bunk, and the
barrack routines began. Men played cards, read, napped, wrote
postcard letters. Many knitted, to Max’s wonder — it turned out the
Red Cross sent balls of yarn and needles, of all things. And Max
noticed the smell of this place — a gritty, oily, greasy aroma that
had worked itself into everything. At least the odors of the front
were different every day while this place had the same stale reek
all the time.

Soon Zoock was sleeping up on the top bunk, and so
deeply that he snored. This seemed to bother no one but Max. Braun
curled up on the floor before the bunk, like an old dog. Before
long he had slid under the bottom bunk facing the wall, which also
seemed to bother no one. Meanwhile, Felix flipped through old US
magazines and spoke with Max in English but they found little to
talk about that was harmless. Max thought it best to be interested
in the POWs’ world, so he called a young private over and started
asking questions about life in a prison camp. The private was
helpful, but most of his answers involved slang not even Zoock
could have known. “Ferrets” were guards who came at unexpected
times and searched the barrack for contraband or tunnels. “Readers”
were select POWs who listened to the BBC secretly and visited
various barracks, updating the men on the war. “Goons” were the
German guards, most of whom had wacky nicknames such as “Schmuck
Mug” and “Turkey Neck.” And Max asked about the smell — POWs only
got showers twice a month, and usually cold water at that.

At mess the four endured more questions and avoided
the petrified stares of the other German undercover GIs. Their meal
was a thin gray soup and some dry brown bread. Back in the barrack
Max pretended to nap on the bottom bunk, his eyes cracked just
enough to watch the prisoners. Men stared and studied them, and
others seemed to talk about them in dark corners. All the while,
the barrack seemed to have many visitors who sat with the
curly-haired one.

Evening came to the barrack, at long last. The
electric lights came on, brown and flickering. Braun was back on
the floor under the bunk. Zoock and Felix watched prisoners play a
card game called Blackjack. Prisoners tossed an oblong American
football down the long room yet managed to hit nothing, not even a
clothesline. Someone put on a record — Django Reinhardt playing
“Stardust,” of all things, and other men began dancing. Max thought
of joining them. That could be fun.

The curly-haired one was standing before Max. He was
not smiling. Max opened his eyes fully and smiled.

“Have a seat,” the curly-haired one said. He nodded
toward a table two bunks down — well out of earshot of Zoock, Max
thought. Men had been knitting at the table. Now they were clearing
away their yarn and needles.

Max stopped smiling. “All right.”

Max’s knees banged at the bottom of the table. They
sat opposite each other. “Must be your office, I take it,” Max
said.

Curly-haired nodded. “Espinoza.”

Was this a slang word? Max nodded.

“I never told you my name. It’s Espinoza. Manny
Espinoza.”

“Oh, right. Kopp. Mike Kopp.”

“So you told me. I’m a First Sergeant too, Kopp. Not
that rank matters much inside Thirteen.” Espinoza lit a Lucky
Strike, and aromas of fine Virginia tobacco filled Max’s nostrils —
better smokes in here than Germans had at home.

Espinoza handed Max the cigarette. “Splendid,” Max
said. “Thanks.”

“Thank the Red Cross.” Espinoza watched Max smoke,
then hand the Lucky back. “You new Kriegies are always cause for
excitement. And some head-scratching.”

“Kriegies?”

“Short for Kriegsgefangene — POW — just
another kraut word that’s about three syllables too long.”

Back over at the bunk men had gathered around Zoock
and Felix, peppering them with questions. A couple others were
talking to Braun, who was still under the bunk.

“I can’t imagine why heads are scratching,” Max said.
“We’re just average Joes.”

“Yeah.” Espinoza picked tobacco from his front teeth.
He watched the men talking to Zoock, Felix, and Braun.

Say something, Max. Anything. “Say, what’s your
unit?” Max said.

“Super Sixth.” Espinoza added a smile — the tobacco
still between teeth.

Super Sixth? — Max needed more, a clue. He
smiled.

“Sixth Armored,” Espinoza said.

Max slapped a knee. “Hey, I’m from the Armored Forces
too.” The Armored forces? What was he saying? “I’m a tanker, I
mean. Second Armored — ‘Hell on Wheels.’” It said it on his sleeve
patch. “See here?”

“Knew a lug in that outfit,” someone said, off behind
Max. They had good ears in here. “Oh?” Max said, not looking back.
“Swell.”

“Knew a couple guys,” Espinoza said. “More than a
couple, fact. Lot a guys come through here since ‘43. I been in
that long. On account a Tunisia. That and a wily kraut named
Rommel. You?”

“Siegfried Line,” Max said. Hoping it was vague
enough.

“What’s yer hot box?”

Max stared.

“Your hot box. Tank. Panzer, krauts call it. You
know.”

“Sure, sure. Hearing’s not the best, sorry. It was a
Sherman.”

Espinoza stared. Now he needed more.

“Drove the goddamn, mothersuckin’, thing,” Max added.
“It was hot in there, boy. Steamy.”

“Steamy. Right ...”

How long was this to go on? Max gazed over at the men
dancing. “You probably got a theater in camp? I would like to help
out. Keep my mind off things.”

Espinoza didn’t answer. Someone had handed him a
metal mug. He passed it to Max and nodded. Max drank. It burned and
Max’s eyes welled up and his head became light, as if a woman’s
hands were cradling it. Someone laughed, a piercing cackle —
probably the cad who brewed this swill, Max thought.

“Potato likker,” Espinoza said. “Well?”

“Think it tastes of petrol,” Max said, swallowing
hard. “But she’ll do the trick.”

Espinoza drank. “Petrol? You mean gasoline.” He
smoked and inhaled deep, and he leaned forward, across the table.
He exhaled as he spoke, into Max’s face. “Here’s the thing, Petrol.
We’re having a little ball game tomorrow out on the
Sportplatz. Why don’t you play?”

“Ball game?”

“Baseball. That’s the kinda game for us tankers, all
we ever played and I’m sure it was the same in your outfit.”

Baseball. A small white ball, and a club-like hitter
called a bat. Some men hit the white ball and others stood around
waiting to catch it. Lou Gehrig. Babe Ruth. Brooklyn Dodgers.

“Your friends are in,” Espinoza added. “My pals are
making sure of that right now. Fact, it’s something of a tradition
here for the new Kriegies.”

A crowd had surrounded the other three. New York
Yankees. Home run. How many bases were run, Max wasn’t sure. But he
knew one thing: Americans played their baseball in the summertime,
not in the winter.

He reached for the potato schnapps. “Baseball, hey,”
he stammered, “That sure beats the dancing, doesn’t it?”

 


 


Six

 


The next morning after roll call Max, Zoock, Felix
and Braun used the cover of a heavy fog to meet outside behind the
latrine shed. Icicles hung from the roof. Steam puffed out their
mouths as they spoke and they hopped in place for warmth — all
except Braun. Dark thoughts must have oppressed him during the
night. He moved lazily, as if a zombie, and his blond locks hung in
his face, a truly wretched version of the model Hitler Youth he’d
likely been once.

“It’s no use,” he blurted in German. “These brutes
had us fingered the minute we come through the gate.”

Zoock punched him hard on the arm. “Where’s your
English? What the fuck’s wrong with you? Don’t you wanna make it
outta here in one piece?” Braun muttered something. Zoock lunged at
Braun. Max and Felix jumped between them.

“It’s not here I’m worried about,” Braun said,
slumping against the gray, frozen planks of shed wall. “It’s what
comes after.”

“Gentlemen! We need whispering,” Max said in
English.

“All right, all right.” Zoock turned to Max. “So.
What kinda questions that Espinoza ask you last night?”

“The standard things, you know. Seems he only wanted
to hear me talking —”

Zoock spat. “He wanted confirmation, you mean — that
there’s something fishy. Probably takes you for our leader. You got
that look, sure. All spiffy-like. That’s why they isolated you.
They’re targeting you.”

“Me? My God.” Again, not what Max wanted. Obscurity
was the plan. Yet he had certain gifts, and what can one do about
nature? He threw up his hands.

“Don’t give me that. It’s that way you talk, too —
like the swell in some picture show.”

“The what?” Felix broke a smile. Max gasped at him.
Zoock took a deep breath and faced the three of them. His bushy red
eyebrows had thickened with an icy frost. “Now look, boys, this
baseball thing has gotta be a trick. A test. Luckily I’ve played
some ball in my time, so just do what I do. Got me?”

“I got you, yes,” Max said.

“Got ya,” Felix said, his beanie pulled down low on
his forehead. He too knew baseball, he’d whispered to Max during
the night. In America, with the circus, it was all the men did
between shows besides drink, play cards, and make passes at the
midget women. He’d said: “This baseball is strange, an agonizingly
slow game marked by rare — and not nearly enough — moments of
extreme excitement and panic. It’s a taunt and I despise it.”

And Braun? He nodded for Zoock and stammered in
English: “I will yes do my best, sir. I want you to make it out in
the one piece.”

Zoock cocked his head at Braun, smiling. “That’s
better. Okay.” He gave the kid a rub on the head.

The four stared at each other, breathing steam, in
silence. As if on cue, all felt for their blue SOS hankies, but
cautiously, as if about to draw guns in a Western movie.

 


Espinoza and a crowd of prisoners were waiting for
Max, Zoock, Felix, and Braun in front of Barrack 13. On the front
steps were a bundle of baseball bats, a bucket of balls, and a
duffel bag. Espinoza had on an oversized leather glove that made
him look as if he had elephantiasis of the hand — it was a
“baseball glove,” Max realized. A prisoner was throwing a ball at
Espinoza fast and hard from about twenty feet away. The ball
traveled in a straight line. Espinoza caught it in his big glove
with a slap, and flung it back for another go, and another, and
another. They did this mechanically, yet rhythmically, like
automatons. One of the prisoners made a clucking sound. As Espinoza
turned to see Max and the three walking up, the thrower
accidentally released another pitch — and yet Espinoza still caught
the hard ball with his bare other hand. Max and the three passed
through the crowd. No one mentioned the blue hankies on their arms.
Not even a glance.

“Boys. Morning. Ready?” Espinoza said.

“You betcha,” Zoock said. “Let’s do it,” Felix
said.

“Nice catch,” Max said.

Espinoza tossed a ball underhanded at Max, who
ducked. In the same instant, Braun lunged — and caught the ball a
foot from Max’s forehead. “Thanks,” Max mumbled, as Zoock and Felix
gaped in wonder.

“Top-notch, kid,” Espinoza said, and exchanged
glances with a couple of his most trusted prisoners.

The light morning snow had settled over the icy
ground. The men slid and skated on the slippery powder as they
trudged on over to the Sportplatz, tossing balls and
swinging bats. The fog had cleared, revealing high clouds. A harsh
white daylight reflected off the snow and the ice. The
Sportplatz occupied a far corner of camp. Guard towers
surrounded it on three sides. Prisoners laid out the diamond-shaped
baseball field. At each angle of the diamond, frozen burlap
sandbags served as the bases. Espinoza clapped like a stage
director and the men gathered around, shuffling their feet. He
pointed to bases and said, “Okay. That’s home, first, second,
third. Outfield, all the way to the fence ...”

This Spiel called baseball was coming back to
Max — from home base, the “batters” hit at the “pitcher’s” throw,
sending the ball out into the “outfield.” There was one problem Max
saw. At the outfield’s far edge stood the so-called Warning Rail, a
one-foot high bar of wood that ran the length of the camp’s two
tall parallel fences of barbwire. The five-foot gap between the
rail and the fences was a no-man’s land. Signs along the Warning
Rail read:

 


ANYONE MOVING OVER THIS BARRIER WILL BE SHOT

 


“Questions later,” someone had scribbled on one of
the signs.

Espinoza was still shouting out instructions, his
voice a pitch higher in the cold air. At the edge of the crowd, Max
looked to Felix and nodded toward the Warning Rail. Zoock and Braun
were doing the same. All their eyes met. Zoock gave Max a
shrug.

One of the prisoners raised his hand high and cleared
his throat, as if on cue. Espinoza waved for him to speak. “What if
the ball goes past the Warning Rail?” the prisoner said.

“Then you go an’ get it. Right? You know the drill.
Goons won’t shoot at us for fetching some measly ole’ Red Cross
baseball. What do they care?”

Was it really the drill? Zoock’s instincts were dead
on. This was more than a game, and everyone knew it — any real
American prisoner would already know how to handle the Warning
Rail.

Two thick-necked prisoners were standing next to Max.
One grinned at him and said: “That’s okay with the likes a youse,
ain’t it, pal?” The other one patted Max on the back. “Sure, sure,
okay by him,” this one said. Both wore arm patches for the Second
Armored Division, Max now saw.

“Okay by me,” Max said.

“Sounds good,” other prisoners were saying, nodding
along and trading smiles, “Sure thing,” and, “Checkaroo, Sarge.”
Others patted Zoock, Felix, and Braun on the back.

“Because the goons up there? They trust us. And we
trust them,” Espinoza said. Max looked up at the guard towers, one,
two, and three. He saw dark outlines of helmets, and made out the
long barrels of MG 34 machine guns.

“Krauts ain’t even watchin’ anyways,” a prisoner
said. “They hate baseball.”

Were they watching? Max couldn’t tell. He didn’t see
any binoculars. He peered around the ground in desperation, his
shoulders tensing up, not caring if his fear was obvious. Out on
the grounds, there were no guards anywhere near them. And Max found
it tough to swallow, as if one of those hard baseballs had lodged
in his throat.

If only the four of them could meet again, come up
with a plan. Behind the home base another crowd of prisoners had
gathered to watch, no more than thirty. Max looked for other
undercover GIs but saw none. Even Zoock seemed seized by shock. He
stared at his feet, his hands deep in his pockets.

Espinoza split up teams. Zoock and Felix ended up on
the team batting first, while Max and Braun ended up on Espinoza’s
team. Espinoza was their pitcher.

Max’s throat was constricting, as if filled with a
swelling, sticking yeast. Desperate acts blazed in his brain. This
was no place for him to try to defect. What if one of them feigned
illness? Or simply started running and calling for guards? What
could happen? The problem was, Max and his three weren’t the only
undercover fools in camp. Someone could catch a knife or a poison
in the confusion. Max’s whole abdomen area rolled and thumped,
great big butterflies in there flapping and scraping at his ribs,
stomach walls, intestines.

He had to get a hold of himself. As he always did
before going on stage, he closed his eyes a moment and breathed
deep. The tower guards would see the blue hankies, he told himself,
sure they would. Probably already had.

In the duffel bag were more of the baseball gloves —
some made from pillows cut up and re-sewn. Espinoza passed them
out. Max and Braun each got one. The other team had led Zoock and
Felix away, and Max’s team huddled around Espinoza, hopping up and
down for warmth and punching fists into gloved hands. It was all
happening too fast. Espinoza barked orders and plays in words that
Max couldn’t understand.

“Kopp, Braun — you got outfield too,” Espinoza was
saying, “Kopp center and Braun the left.”

Max nodded, his big glove hanging off his trembling
hand.

“Okey-doke, coach,” Braun said and slapped at his
glove.

Espinoza went to the duffel bag and pulled out jersey
tops dyed blue. “Looks like we’re the blue team again,” he said and
handed them out. And he winked at Max.

In the harsh white snow light, the blue tops would
wash out the blue hankies completely. Max thought of running now,
but Braun nudged him and took him aside. He helped him with his
jersey, pulling it over his head for him. The kid’s heroic change
of attitude was astounding. He had pushed the hair out of his eyes,
he was smiling now, and he gave Max a rub on the shoulder. “I
played this game, too — one of the few things I like from America,”
he whispered in German. “You’re going to be all right, Kaspar.”

Over near home base, Zoock and Felix’s team were
pulling on red jerseys and swinging bats. Zoock and Felix had made
no moves to run. They were all on their own.

Max and Braun followed the third outfielder far out
past the bases, yet they stopped far short of the Warning Rail.
About 75 yards stretched between Max’s back and the Warning Rail.
Quite a distance, he thought. He hoped.

First inning. Max watched from his spot, the snow
crunching cold under his feet. The blue players around him murmured
a strange chant — “eh batta eh batta eh ...”

Espinoza threw. A red player swung at pitches and
missed. One out ... Next up. This red player hit the ball low, it
skipped past a diving Espinoza and right for Braun, who, again to
Max’s wonder, scooped the ball up and flung it straight to the
first base as the running hitter slipped and fell on a patch of
ice.

A cheer went up from the crowd. Braun gave a little
bow and doffed an imaginary cap for Espinoza, who gawked from the
pitcher’s mound, his arms slack at his sides. So this kid Braun was
a ball player. It could save them. He could prove they were
Americans. Max punched his fist in his glove and shuffled his
feet.

Another red hitter — this one Felix. He swung,
missed. One strike. He hit the second pitch but poorly, yet the
ball skipped and jumped across ice and snow and Felix ran safe to
first base. More cheers.

“Eh batta eh batta eh ...” Another red hitter struck
out. That made two.

Another hitter. This one missed two of Espinoza’s
pitches, but he struck the third with a great crack and the ball
soared, high over Espinoza and then Max, losing itself in the snow
white of the sky.

It showed up again at the other side of the tall
barbwire fences, bouncing to a halt. Great cheers now. “Outta da
park!” someone yelled.

Max’s heart tightened. This “home run” was proof the
Warning Rail was well within range.

Running past second base on the way to home, Felix
glowered at Max with hard eyes and wagged a finger, as if to say:
Don’t go after any ball past the Warning Rail. It’s not worth
it.

Max nodded. He looked to Braun, but Braun only winked
and slapped his fist into his glove once more.

Another red batter — Zoock. He swung hard at
Espinoza’s first two pitches and missed mightily. He’d done it on
purpose. Brilliant.

Before the third pitch, Espinoza turned and looked to
Max and Braun. He stared a moment, his face stiff and blank. Then
he threw. Zoock went to swing hard again but the ball struck him in
the thigh and he dropped. Jeers went up now. Some of the men in red
shouted at Espinoza, raising fists. But Espinoza had outfoxed
Zoock. A prisoner acting as referee walked Zoock, limping, to first
base.

Another hitter, one of the thickset Second Armored
men. Espinoza wound up but released a soft throw, and the hitter
struck it hard and low.

The ball lifted and sailed high over Espinoza, over
Max and Braun, traveling right between them. It landed before the
Warning Rail, and then bounced under and through into no-man’s
land.

Men cheered. Max looked to Braun. Braun was already
gone, sprinting for the Warning Rail. But the hitter had not taken
off to run the bases. He stood and glared, as did Espinoza, his
hands on his hips.

More cheers. A few jeered. Max ran toward Braun
yelling “No, wait, no.”

Braun slid to a stop before the rail, and he turned.
He looked back at Zoock and Felix behind home base, and then at
Espinoza, and finally at Max.

Men stopped cheering. Silence now.

Something had changed in Espinoza. He dropped his
glove and took a step forward, his face as gray-white as the
ice.

Braun stepped over the rail, moving backwards, still
facing them.

“Don’t kid, don’t, it’s okay,” Espinoza shouted. “All
right now.” He raised a hand.

Braun smiled, and then gave his little bow once more.
He walked to the fence and picked up the ball.

“Da isser!” From the towers, the machine guns
cocked.

“Halt!”

“Nicht bewegen!”

Max jumped and waved hands and tugged at his blue
jersey. “No, don’t shoot don’t!” he screamed in English, and
Espinoza started in with the same, the whole game yelling now,
Zoock and Felix and the fans and the referee, “Don’t shoot, don’t
shoot!”

Braun lunged to throw back the ball.

The machine guns burst out from three towers, ripping
the air and twisting and turning Braun in a crazy dance and he
fell, a dark lump on the snow. An elbow stood at a bizarre angle,
pointing to the milk-white sky.

 


 


Seven

 


The steam rose from Braun’s mangled body in
shimmering billows, as if released from some snowbound mineral
spring. Max had lowered to his knees. The baseball glove slid off
his hand, into the snow. Prisoners rushed past and swarmed the
Warning Rail and the guards descended, their guard dogs barking and
howling.

Soon after, Max, Zoock, Felix and the other phony
Americans found themselves abandoned out on the ground. Prisoners
kept clear of them. Guards gave them the cold shoulder despite
their blue hankies, which were out and clear to see now. They were
lepers. Non-persons. Max, Zoock and Felix regrouped on the deserted
Sportplatz. They spoke little, the cold scraping at their
cheeks. A foul heaviness ached in Max’s chest.

“What’s this shithead Kommandant going to do?”
Zoock sputtered in German.

A half hour later the Kommandant ordered a
lockdown but didn’t call in the undercover Germans. Max, Zoock and
Felix ended up in Barrack 13, where at least it was warm. Inside,
the American prisoners spoke with hushed voices. Espinoza sat
alone, in a dark corner, and read from a thick old book. Perhaps
the American had pity for them. Perhaps he thought them part of
some twisted Nazi experiment. Zoock and Felix took the double bunk:
Zoock up on the top, his eyes moist and puffy red; Felix down below
sitting with his hands clenched in his lap and his face taut with
hate. Max sat at a table, alone. After a while a prisoner set a
metal cup of the potato schnapps before him. Max nodded thanks and
sipped, letting the swill burn all the way down. And his thoughts
began to darken and distort. Good Pielau was gone, and now young
Braun. And what had Max done? When that hard white ball bounced
into no-man’s land, he had frozen. He might have gotten to the rail
same as Braun. Surely he’d have thought of something there. He’d
always been able to improv on stage. And yet he left the trap wide
open. All he did was hop up and down and shout in English. Still in
character. Never showing his true self.

Another sip, choking it down. Braun probably thought
he was saving them with his senseless act. Or? Perhaps Braun was
the smartest one. Perhaps he saw all too clearly what lay ahead for
him, for Germany, for all those he loved still living. The kid had
saved himself. Cashed in. Gave in. He was no fool. Only fools had
hopes and dreams. Only fools kept secret plans. Max, in that case,
was the biggest fool of all.

A gulp, his tongue numbing. And yet, what else can I
do? Max thought. The sad fact was he’d have to be even more foolish
if he was going to make it — if he was going to save himself. Set
yourself free, Max. He raised his cup in toast.

“Here’s to the fools,” he blurted in English.

Around the barrack, deadpan faces turned his way.
“Here’s to ‘em,” said a prisoner. “Said it, jack,” grunted
another.

The guards came minutes before lights out. They
pulled Max, Felix, Zoock, and the other undercover Germans from
their barracks and kept them safe in the German section of camp.
Others had not faired well, they learned. One got knifed in his
bunk (a flesh wound, luckily) while another had the gall to make a
pass at a prisoner. This one got bound with wire and tied to a post
in the shower hut — naked. The sorry tale had made Felix smile for
the first time since Braun’s death.

Nevertheless, the Kommandant vowed to keep the
remaining fifteen in camp until their two days were up — Doktor
Solar’s orders would be fulfilled. The solution? Compulsory
language lessons. The next day the Kommandant offered rare
ersatz beer and meat rations to any American who came to the
auditorium and spoke their brand of English with the camp’s mystery
guests. The prisoners came in droves. Even Sergeant Espinoza
stopped by. “You got to lay off the stuffy Mid-Atlantic talk,’” he
told Max, tugging on his watery beer and making it last.

“Thank you.” The heavy ache in Max’s chest was back.
He lowered his beer. “You must tell me. Why Braun?”

“Why? No why. The kid picked himself. Might as well
have had ‘kraut’ stamped on his forehead, the way he was talking
and acting — till he got a baseball glove on, that is.” Espinoza
shook his head, took another sip. “To be blunt? Rest of you were
little help. Amish? My ass. He’s Amish, I’m a goddamn
Rockefeller.”

The language sessions were helpful, yet the day left
Max with an even greater ache in his chest and head. The prisoners
could have refused to take part. After all, weren’t they aiding and
abetting an enemy? Yet it didn’t seem to matter to them. Max saw it
in the way Espinoza and his gang smiled at him. They must be
thinking: These undercover krauts are so moronic, so doomed, that
they aren’t even worth a fight. It was only worth the bad beer.

By the last day in Stammlager VII A, Max had
fallen into a blue funk. He needed to get back to Grafenwöhr, and
move onward, the show must go on. As they waited outside for the
truck that would haul them away, Max nudged Felix and they shared a
cigarette alone by the fence. “Don’t tell anyone how off I was,”
Max said, speaking German again. “How rotten. My God, if that was
not the worst performance of my life.”

“I won’t,” Felix said. Max huffed and smoked, glaring
out beyond the fence. Did Felix have to be so callous? The least he
could have done was ask the same of Max. “Look, don’t fret it,”
Felix added, placing a hand on Max’s shoulder. “You’ll have the
chance to make up for it. We all will. I will. Not all Amis
will prove so sly, of that I can assure you.”

 


The fifteen exhausted and humiliated
agents-in-training returned to Grafenwöhr late at night. The sky
was still and pitch black, smothered by low heavy clouds. Max and
Felix said goodnight to Zoock and trudged off to their barracks,
Felix leaning into Max they were so tired. They headed up the
steps, opened the door. All dark. All quiet. Max shut the door
behind them, letting his eyes adjust. The lights flashed on.

“Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah for the Special Unit
Pielau!”

“Long live our Pielau commandos!”

The whole barrack had stayed up. Max and Felix stood
at the door, stunned. The men clapped and stomped and knocked on
the tables and bunks. Max smiled. Felix grinned. Max bowed. Felix
gave Max a playful punch in the ribs. Max grasped Felix’s hand and
they bowed together.

“Zugabe! Bravo!”

“On to victory with Special Unit Pielau!”

The big news from camp was the fifteen were now part
of an elite new unit — named after the dead man Captain Pielau
himself. The men surrounded Max and Felix, asking questions all at
once. Said one: “Bet your English is stellar now, eh? Tell us.”

Max placed a hand to his heart, with fingertips.
“Well,” he began in English. “Ours was a tough mission. But that
was the boat we were in. And it was a bad one.”

They stared. “A poor ship?” muttered one. “Must be an
idiom,” mumbled another.

Someone tossed Felix a pack of cigarettes and lighter
and he juggled them. “It’s like this. We showed the Amis
who’s boss, really had them spinning — just like this,” and they
passed him more to juggle — pack of cards, bullet cartridge, a
knife. “Shame we can’t give you the juicy details. But just you
wait and see what we got in store for them.” The men shouted and
stomped some more. Felix kept it up. “These fool Americans, they
can bomb us but they can’t stop us. When the going gets tough, such
a bastard and lazy nation stands no chance against the likes of
us.” Men hollered and punched fists in the air. They lifted Felix
and carried him around the barrack like some Egyptian prince.

Max clapped along. He shouted, too. Of course, they
were no elite force. Yet to these young men in the barrack, he and
Felix were the one great hope. And why not? Their illusions were
probably healthier than Max’s own.

By the morning, Felix had totally rewritten the
script. “You want to know what went wrong in that POW camp?
Nothing. It was the Amis’ fault,” he told Max on the way to
mess. It wasn’t the Amis’ fault Max forgot the American word
for petrol. Yet Max held his tongue. “See, they set us up from the
start,” Felix continued. “Like true dogs they tricked us. Only a
sly and degenerate — no, evil — race could concoct such a scheme.
We all agreed — you heard it last night. So how can it not be
so?”

It certainly drew the greatest applause. Max
shrugged. “All I know is, Dear Felix, war will do strange things to
people.”

The first week of December. The snow was falling
nonstop. The camp linguists had determined: Out of all the supposed
English speakers in Grafenwöhr, roughly 20 could speak fluent
American English. Zoock belonged to this group, while Max and Felix
belonged to the next range of twenty or so who’d mastered
near-native American English. Another good hundred could speak the
language but their accents gave them away. And the rest? Beyond
redemption. In a casting call, they’d barely make the cut for
background extras. Once behind American lines they would not speak
unless absolutely necessary, it was decided. If forced to speak,
they would stick to grunting words such as “yes” and “no.” By no
means would they utter any American words containing “th” or “w.”
If pressured they would act crazy, shell-shocked, nauseous or even
diarrhetic, in which cases they might escape by holding their
stomachs and wandering from the scene.

For those who could master limited pronunciation,
prepared scripts would provide stock slang phrases soldiers could
employ to stall and run away — or get off the first shot. With his
background, Max was recruited to help draft the scripts. One went
like this:

 


Situation: You face an American sentry.

American sentry: WHO GOES THERE?

You say: IT’S OK, JOE.

If the sentry repeats the question, you say:
IT’S OK, JOE. DON’T MIND ME.

If the sentry is not satisfied, do not try to
understand his demands, as this will only give you away. Respond in
one of four following ways:
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