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We

I’ve made acquaintances in my time,

Serviced in Franconia’s keep;

Far from home in country’s want,

Lost in reverie’s gilded days.

Good friends were they

Lost in reverie’s gilded days.

They drank in solace with
my shade,

Minds were cast across the sea

As if in some dim middle passage

Returned we home as mere debris.
We.

Cognac spun us

Over midnight’s candle

Chirping drunk about the roofs,

Like Maryland and Michigan and Breukelen,

Wafting smoke in waking cheer.

Glasses lifted; hearts endeared.
We.

Hours passed apace —

Day on day, sec’ on sec’,

Time mounts as power ‘til old timers we,

Bottling friendships on the cupboard
shelf.
We.

Who then are we, as time spends its golden sheen

Into the wind’s cold chalice?

Forty years have passed since
then.

I think of soldiering man

Who spent his hours dark in drink;

Breathing not, nor thinking wild

Since wine had passed about the room

In chug or mug or helmet case.

For I have never seen again

Those dear old friends,

Those soldier men

From Michigan and Maryland

And fifty places much like them.

They’re erased!

As if I died or they;

Never to be here again at the day’s long end,

By their long returned home chum;

Their once upon a time, dear friend.


Part I

Old World Rhapsody







Chapter One

Journey to Somewhere

1

“Ausstiegen!” the bus driver shouted.
“Ausstiegen das Bus!”

PFC Quincy Summerson had a notion that he had
reached his destination — the first in a string of places that his
travel orders specified. Although he knew no German, he assumed
that the open bus door and his comrades-in-arms’ scurry meant that
they were being dumped into the bustling plaza. He slid across the
seat, while other soldiers madly jostled for their duffel bags.
Because Quincy couldn’t stand erect in this crunch, the low luggage
rack nearly knocked off his barracks cap.

“Ausstiegen! Ausstiegen das
Bus!”

“Some deal,” said the troop who had sat beside
him on the trip out.

Quincy didn’t know this soldier. They had
swapped few words since leaving Rhein-Main Air Force base, a
departure he scarcely remembered, because the sergeants had herded
them like bulls into this old contraption. A dark dawn then. But
soon the sunrise kissed Frankfort’s ample skyline — a sight that
roused PFC Summerson to sit up and take notice.

In 1948, when Quincy Summerson was born,
Frankfurt-am-Main was a war ruin — gray rubble chilled to
silence. Now, twenty years later, Frankfurt was alive again —
noisy, prosperous and in motion — the great German
metroplex.

“Why aren’t we moving?” Quincy asked, his
duffel bag balanced precariously.

“Jammed up,” said the soldier, who stretched
over his neighbors and yelled, “Hey, what’s holding things up? You
don’t need to tip the driver, you know. Nix
Trinkgeld.”

A chorus of shut ups and fuck
yous rumbled up the aisle.

“Same to you,” he snapped, and then shrugged.
“Some deal, eh?”

Quincy just shook his head, hoping not to keel
over. Suddenly, the cork was pulled from this bottleneck, a sea of
men in olive drab dress uniforms surging forward. Summerson
staggered down the aisle, dragging his duffel bag at his
heels.

“Vorsicht deine Kopf!” the driver
barked, tapping his noggin.

Quincy nodded, and then tumbled out onto the
busy Bahnhof Platz.

Dizzy from the trip, he stood bewildered in
this strange German world. With his duffel bag tottering on his
shoulder and arcane orders in his hand, he stayed close to his
military comrades. Still, he couldn’t help drinking in the plaza
sights, especially the Bahnhof — a three arched cathedral of
a train station. However, this was the Hauptbahnhof — the
central train station — the station of stations.

As Quincy beamed at the architecture, his
attention was drawn to a statue that capped the station’s apex.
Impressive. Classic. Two bronze figures, muscles
rippling in the sun, held a great globe between them like a basket
of wash. Quincy imagined that the orb spun, perhaps a trick of the
sunlight. However, he had a vivid imagination that sometimes
carried him away on flights of fancy. He even imagined that one of
these figures waved to him. He blinked to reset his
mind.

Quincy wanted to record these sights in the
notepad that he always carried in his top pocket for such
occasions, ideas for later recall — a primer for a short story
perhaps. Writing may have been his vanity or just an exercise to
fill in the empty hours, but he had scores of ideas captured in
that notepad to play out in that vivid imagination.

Damn, he thought.

He had packed the notepad in his duffel bag.
He couldn’t juggle for it now. The soldiers were already
dispersing; and he was still clueless of place and time. His only
guide was this bill of goods — the travel orders, which flapped in
his hand. Because these were unintelligible to him, he quickly
regrouped with the soldier who had been his seatmate on the
bus.

“Where are we supposed to go?” he
asked.

The soldier gave him the fish-eye.

“I think we go into the station,” he snapped.
“You know, where they keep the trains and the tracks. Toot
toot.”

“Very funny. I’m serious. I mean, how do we
know what . . .”

The troop waved his own travel
orders.

“We look for something called the
RTO.”

“Then what?”

“How the fuck should I know? Do you speak
German?”

Quincy did not. Dazed and bemused, he entered
the cavernous Bahnhof. It astounded him. The Bahnhof
— no, the Hauptbahnhof, was a hub with seemingly endless
rows of tracks and locomotives, bustling with thousands of
travelers, all sure of their destinations — all except this band of
American soldiers, who wandered about looking for a hint — for a
mysterious shrine called the RTO.

“Sprechen sie English?” the other
soldier said to a uniformed porter, who shrugged and then answered
with a loud, Nein! However, when showed the papers, he was
more helpful.

“RTO,” he said, pointing to a large sign that
read RTO.

“Thanks. Danke!”

“Bitte.”

Quincy nodded his thanks also, and then
followed his crass guide toward the RTO office, where they found a
long line of soldiers, each clutching travel orders and duffel
bags.

Efficient. The RTO officer was
efficient. Dressed in a blue uniform and topped with a braided cap,
he appeared mechanical, reviewing each set of orders in turn —
reading them, stamping them, and then issuing tickets. He also
distributed written material, which would have been helpful if they
hadn’t been written German. He translated each with his
near-English.

“Herr Sommersohn,” he snapped, handing
Quincy tickets, orders and instructions in that order.

He hesitated, blinking at Quincy. Quincy
thought he was going to ask him a question, but the man just shook
his head, and then recomposed into his official stance.

“You are going to Grafenwöhr. You
vill go to gleiß sieben zum Nürnburg. Make change
there for the train zum Weiden. Then zum Vilseck.
Then warten . . . vait. Someone vill catch
you. They do so alvays.”

Quincy waited for the rest, but that was it,
except that the man blinked again. Quincy didn’t find the reaction
strange. He just wanted clearer directions than those in his
hand.

“Next pleaze, bitte,” the
officer said.

Quincy took the tickets, the orders, the
instructions and his deep desire for further clarification (in that
order). He was journeying to somewhere, but to where he had not a
clue. He waited for his newfound friend (if he could call him
that), but when the soldier emerged from the RTO, he rushed past
Quincy, said a quick goodbye, nice shooting the shit with
you, and then ran to catch his own train.

Quincy was stranded — disfranchised — afloat
in a bustling sea of people, who couldn’t or wouldn’t help him on
his way. Where to begin? Where? He looked toward heaven for
help, his glance shooting up to the vast, vaulted ceiling. There
the statues with their globe cast a long shadow down over the
tracks, settling to a specific spot on a word that Quincy
recognized from his papers. Gleiß — track, despite the
funny, squiggly ß, which he supposed was the way the Germans
wrote their double S’s. (He had heard the RTO officer
pronounce the word).

Gleiß sieben, he thought. That’s
seven, I think.

He glanced up again to the statue, but it cast
its shadow no longer.

“Thanks,” he said.
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Quincy wandered to what he hoped was the
correct track — Gleiß. Several placards heralded times and
destinations. The times were in military format and understandable,
but the destinations were mysterious:

München — Venedig — Rom –
Nürnburg

“Do you need help?” came a voice.

Quincy turned. A conductor. A conductor who
spoke . . . English.

“Yes, thank God.”

The conductor chuckled as if he had heard this
response many times. He perused Quincy’s ticket. He shook his head,
and then read the travel instructions.

“Easy,” he said. “You are here.” He pointed to
the sign – Gleiß sieben. “Number seven. The correct track.
And this train is for Nürnburg.” He pointed down the track
line. “It is the fifth car. You will see the sign.”

“Nernburg?”

“Ja, Nürnburg. But you must hurry.
Schnell.”

“Thank you,” Quincy said, with a slight nod,
and then, after hoisting his duffel bag and hesitating said,
“Danke.”

“Bitte, Herr Yes, Thank God,” the
conductor chuckled. “Have a good journey. Willkommen in
Deutschland.”

Quincy smiled. A good journey. A
journey to somewhere, to where he still hadn’t a clue. He wanted a
good journey. He had looked forward to his arrival in Germany for
weeks. Before he left the states, he tried to decipher his orders,
trying to pinpoint his specific destination. No luck. He tried to
match APO numbers, but that only confused the issue. He finally
guessed that he was going somewhere in Bavaria that showed on no
known map — a town he couldn’t pronounce until a few minutes ago,
when he heard it drip off the lips of the RTO officer. Before that,
he called it Grafenwhore — quite a titillating mistake. Now
he knew it was pronounced something like Grafenveer,
although those funny little dots over the o had made the
difference, much like the curious letter B that everyone
pronounced like two S’s — the hiss of snakes. Well, this
Grafenwhore or veer or wöhr, was small and out
of the way. Yes. Out of harms way, or could he
pronounce a Vietnam destination better?

Schnell.

Quincy found his train, the sign in the window
of the fifth car — zum Nürnburg. Why it had to be the fifth
car, he couldn’t fathom, but he was in no position to disobey. He
tossed his duffel bag up the stairs, and then hopped on
board.

The car was full — dark and noisy. He spotted
a few vacancies, but his gear would be a nuisance. He flopped it
behind him, dragging it past a few seats until he stood beside
three comely, elderly ladies, who smiled at him. He returned the
smile, and then shouldered his duffel bag meaning to hoist it into
the overhead compartment. He did not want to crowd the women, so
after stowing his gear, he looked around for another seat. The
women fluttered. One patted the empty seat.

“Ist frei,” she said.

Quincy shrugged.

“She says that the seat is empty,” said a
young man who sat on the opposite side. “You may sit
there.”

“Danke,” Quincy said,
sitting.

This started a flurry of smiles from the
women. All three sported hats — fedoras with duck feathers tuck in
the brim band — a different color each — red, green and yellow.
They smiled at him through various shades of dentures. Quincy
thought they were going to eat him for dinner.

“It is customary,” continued the young man.
“In fact, it is proper etiquette to ask if a seat is free before
sitting. But these schöne Fraüen recognize that you are a
stranger im Deutschland and so it is also etiquette
to extend an invitation.”

Quincy smiled.

What luck. Someone who spoke English;
and right at his side.

“Thank you,” he said. “Kind of you to help. I
don’t speak German.”

“Not necessary,” the lad said. “You have
already initiated a conversation with them and they speak no
English.”

The ladies chortled, pointing to Quincy, and
then consulting one another.

“I’m glad they approve.”

“Yes, they do. They are taking your features
into account.”

Quincy smiled. Perhaps they were discussing
which one would have the first dance at some German ball. It amused
him.

“Are they calling me a dumb American or an
ugly foreigner?”

“No,” the lad said. He cocked his head,
reached across and tapped Quincy’s cheek. “They are discussing your
unique . . . how should I say it . . . chevron.”

Quincy frowned, bringing his hand to his cheek
and covering this . . . chevron — a birthmark — an inverted V with
a tiny tail, which the kids at school called a hairy carrot and his
father sometimes called the volcano. It was probably the source of
the RTO officer’s blink. No surprise. Every new encounter drew a
stare. Quincy was self-conscious of the blemish. It had denied him
many dates, and although he wasn’t the most handsome specimen in
the pack, this little delimiter often spelled the difference
between favor and the back of the line.

“I cut myself shaving,” he snapped. “Tell them
that.”

The lad, who was no more than eighteen,
widened his eyes. Quincy could see that he didn’t believe a word of
it. Still he leaned into the tittering Fraüen spiel
and tapped his own cheek.

“Eine Rasierapparat schnitt,” he
said.

“Eine Rasierappaart schnitt?” the red
duck-feather lady said. “Nichts glaube.”

They laughed, and then allowed their
conversation to trail off just as the train began to
move.

“What did they say?”

“They . . . they like your chevron and hope
you are more careful in future.”

Quincy grinned, but knew they said no such
thing.
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Soon the train pulled into the daylight. They
had traversed through a tunnel, which reminded Quincy of a subway
ride, only with German chatter. Then when the train emerged from
the depths, the Frankfurt skyline burst into view. It made Quincy
homesick, although the sight of New York from the Brooklyn side was
more impressive. But this one wasn’t shabby. It was hard for him to
imagine that there were other places, other skylines competing with
his own experience with urban sprawl.

He smiled as he watched the sun dance on the
skyscraper windows like mirrors to the sky and a thumb on the
nose to the past. He felt the eyes of the young man and the
ladies upon him. Were they enjoying his blissful expression, his
eyes admiring their country . . . or were they still intent on the
volcano — his razor nick — his chevron?

“Did you see my city?” the young man
asked.

“No,” Quincy said. “I only arrived yesterday —
actually, last night. They woke us up at the crack of dawn — before
dawn. They tossed some breakfast at us, and then shoved us on a bus
to the station. And here I am.”

“It is a shame that you could not enjoy my
city. It has many modern wonders, you know. Very metropolitan.
Maybe the next time you pass through you will see it.”

Quincy smiled, and then peered toward the
window. On this side of the river, the scenery was more industrial
than metropolitan, reminiscent of New Jersey. However, this soon
gave way to classic German architecture.

“Offenbach,” the green duck feather
lady said. “Ist Offenbach-am-Main. Ist eine schöne Platz. Sehr
alt.”

“She says that this is Offenbach, a
pretty place and very old. We are in Hesse.”

The ladies laughed to hear the young man’s
words. He extended his hand to Quincy, who shook it
firmly.

“I am Luddy,” he said. “Ludwig.”

“I’m Quincy.”

“Glad to meet you, Quincy. Is it Mr.
Quincy?”

“No, it’s PFC Summerson.”

“Glad to know you. I go to school
in Fürth bei Nürnburg. I see many soldiers there. I have
studied English. How is it?”

“Your English is perfect,” Quincy said. “I
wish I knew German.”

“No need. If you knew German, I could not
practice my English. Where are you stationed? O’Darby
Kaserne?”

“Actually,” Quincy said, “I’m not sure. I
mean, I know the place name, but have never found it on a
map.”

Quincy unfolded his travel instructions and
gave them to Luddy. As he perused it, the ladies leaned forward
following the silence. He turned toward them.

“Sie kennen
Grafenwöhr?”

The ladies looked to one another, and then
collectively shrugged.

“I do not know this place, and neither do
they,” he said. “You go on this train as far as Nürnburg.
Then you will ride a Bahnbus to a town called
Vilseck.”

“Vilseck,” said the yellow duck feather
lady. “Ich kenne Vilseck. Ist bei Weiden. Sehr schöne
Platz.”

“Ah. This lady knows Vilseck. It is
near Weiden, a place which I do know. But here it
says, you go as far as Vilseck and then, somehow you must
get to Grafenwöhr.”

Quincy laughed.

“Did I tell you a joke?”

“No. It’s just before this morning I was
pronouncing the place Grafenwhore.”

Luddy roared, but the ladies didn’t, looking
to him for a translation.

“Er Ausspreche Grafenwöhr . . .
Grafenhure.”

The ladies exploded into gales of laughter,
turning many heads in the car. Their faces glowed bright red. They
gasped for air.

“What?” Quincy asked. “What have I
said?”

“Your pronunciation has made them
funny.”

“Obviously.”

“You said that you were going to
Grafenhure — the Duke’s Prostitute.”

Quincy laughed now also, although he didn’t
know whether he was ridiculed or just given a good dose of the old
Willkommen. Still, he made a mental note to start learning
this language before he slipped and said something that wouldn’t
get him a laugh.


Chapter Two

Zum Nürnburg

1

The train sped through the mid-spring hills,
the world draped in pale greens and tans. Quincy enjoyed the sights
— different from other countrysides to his acquaintance. Unlike
Pennsylvania or Upstate New York, the woodlands and fields were
dotted with picturesque towers with bulbous domes like a meadow
sprouting onions. He assumed these were churches. Pastel towns and
villages spread like skirts from these pinnacles. Roofs glinted
with sunlight, some jagged and stepped — others steep and green
slated.

Suddenly, the train rounded a mountain, an
intrusive precipice that loomed high over a river bend. Quincy
wasn’t sure if this had been the same river that meandered through
Frankfurt — the Main. However, the mountain’s watery
reflection enlivened his already vivid imagination. This was
fairy-tale Germany as he had imagined it, when his mother
begrudgingly read him bedtime stories from the Brothers Grimm —
tales of peasants and princesses and trolls and gingerbread houses
and, here and there, a wicked stepmother.

A fortress crowned the mountain — a massive
gray hulk with turrets and parapets. Quincy leaned forward,
grinning.

“Würzburg,” the red duck feather lady
said. “Mein schwester habe hier geleibt.”

Quincy had no idea what she had said, nor did
he seek a translation from Luddy. He just kept his attention fixed
on the fortress, while the train hugged the river’s edge until it
reached the station.

The village had become a town by then, and the
town, a city — not a metropolis like Frankfurt, but a salt
and pepper box kingdom of quaint houses, churches and cobblestoned
streets.

“What is this place?’ he asked.

“Würzburg,” Luddy replied.

“Würzburg,” the ladies said in a
calliope chorus, each grinning and pointing out the
window.

“Würzburg,” Quincy said in
half-reverie. “I must visit this place when I take
leave.”

Luddy grinned now.

“It is difficult for me to imagine how it must
feel to see your first German town,” he said. “We Germans love our
heritage and enjoy it when visitors take such favorable notice. You
see, you did not need to speak German to convey to these
Frauen that you are impressed with what you see. Your eyes
have illuminated your Rasierapparat schnitt.”

“Excuse me?”

Luddy tapped his own cheek, and then
winked.

“Ah. I’m glad to please them. Are all German
towns like this one?”

“Like Würzburg? If you mean clean and
old and filled with sights, yes. However, history varies from place
to place, changing by the kilometer. Würzburg was the seat
of the Elector of Hesse.”

“Elector?”

“Yes. A man of importance and an Imperial
functionary. In Würzburg, he was an archbishop. Therefore,
his palace is grand and fancy. His fortress keeps the gates between
Hesse and Bayern.”

“Buyern?”

“Yes. The place that you call
Bavaria.”

“We’re in Bavaria?”

“No. Not yet. You have much to learn about us
if you want to make the grand tour. You should invest in a map and
perhaps a basic history book.”

“Perhaps you’re right.”

Quincy watched through the window at the
bustling train station. Aromas wafted over the open transom — spicy
bratwurst and vinegary potatoes. Carts of spring flowers burst in a
riot of pink and red and lavender.

“Beautiful,” he muttered. “How do you say
it?”

“Ist schöne,” Luddy said.

Quincy nodded to the ladies.

“Ist scherner.”

The ladies smiled their broadest, twittering
and pointing. The red duck feather lady nearly hugged
him.

“You see,” Luddy said. “A little gets you much
here.”

Quincy felt their warmth — a comfort that
crowded out the loneliness and confusion. He was going to like it
here. Of course, here was not where he was going.
Here would be an army post with barracks and
deuce-and-a-halves, mess hall chow, salutes and sergeants
barking. Here would be PX’s and regimental drills and guard
duty. Still, wherever here would be — and that still wasn’t
clear yet — just a name — it was a comfort to know that there was a
world of fairy-tale architecture just outside the gates.

When the train chugged out of Würzburg,
PFC Summerson sat back and wondered if he should root through his
duffel bag for that notepad.
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Then they approached a great city, one that
rivaled Frankfurt, only it resembled Würzburg. Luddy
told him that they were no longer in Hesse, but in Bavaria —
Bayern, or more properly, Franken —
Franconia.

“Nürnburg,” Luddy said. “You Americans
call it Nuremburg.”

“Wow,” Quincy replied. “I’ve never seen
anything so . . . so ancient.”

His mouth hung agape, his mind racing. He
imagined medieval armies vying for places on Nürnburg’s
steep walls and parapets.

“It is ancient,” Luddy said. “But the
old city’s ramparts are restorations.”

“No. They can’t be.”

“Yes. Nürnburg was badly blasted during
the war. Little remained of the old city — much like my city; only
instead of rebuilding it on modern lines, you Americans rebuilt it
on the old plan.”

“Well, if that doesn’t beat all.”

“That is to say, we Germans rebuilt it with
American dollars. Otherwise it would be just plaster and paint like
those made by Mr. Walter Disney.” He chuckled. “It was built with .
. . cheese, because the ancestors of one of your big cheese bosses
was from Nürnburg. Kraft.”

“No shit.”

Luddy laughed at this.

“Now that is a word I would teach you if the
ladies were not here.”

Quincy ignored this, Nürnburg’s
panorama enchanting him. He didn’t care who rebuilt it, just
mentally added it to his travel plans. He tried to count the
turrets — giant tubs connected by miles of walls, undulating around
the city like a caterpillar. Breathtaking. Quincy imagined
burghers and merchants parading on cobblestoned streets under
bannered gates. However, the intrusion of buses and taxis sent him
back to reality — to a time more in tune to his dress
uniform.

Suddenly, darkness — except for the dim light
along the baggage rack. The train had plunged into a tunnel,
slowing by degrees until it halted at Nürnburg Bahnhof.
Everyone in the fifth car scrambled to disembark. Quincy followed
suit. He would learn later, when he replayed these experiences to
those in the know, that the fifth car would be disconnected from
the train, the remaining cars heading further South, sorting
passengers by destination — jettisoning cars as needed.

“I will help you find your Bahnbus,”
Luddy said.

Quincy welcomed these words, because he was
confused again. The three duck feathered Fräuen departed
with nods and bows. They had been friendly and he considered giving
each cheek a kiss like he would for his distant spinster cousin
Alice. However, Luddy anticipated this and shook his head. So
Quincy resisted and just answered nod with nod. They regaled him
with a hearty round of Auf Wiedersehens.

“They’re nice,” Quincy said.

“We are all nice,” Luddy echoed. “But if you
do not make haste, you will miss your Bahnbus.”

“What’s a Bahnbus?” Quincy asked,
following Luddy onto the platform.

“A little train — like a trolley; only it
travels to remote towns and villages. Our rail system is extensive.
Most towns have regular service, if not by locomotives, by electric
Bahnbus.”

“Every town except
Grafenwöhr.”

“Evidently. Ah, here we are – track
four.”

“Gleiß four.”

“Gleiß vier,” Luddy corrected.
“And here is your transportation.”

The Bahnbus looked like a trolley, but
had three cars and set against a halting post — the end of the
line.

“Remember,” Luddy said, “you leave this train
at Vilseck. I cannot help you beyond that, but when you get
there, telephone the operator and ask for the 6th
Battalion of the 60th Artillery. That is what your
papers say. I am sure all will be well.”

Quincy shook Luddy’s hand, fate having granted
him a fortunate guide. The student grinned, and then touched his
cheek, always a reference to that birthmark aka razor
cut.

“Thank you for your help and company,” Quincy
said, shouldering his duffel bag.

“Oh,” Luddy replied. “Scheiß. That is
the word I wanted to teach you.”

“Shyss?”

“Ja, scheiß. It means shit, only
we do not use it as you do. I am sure that you will learn all the
appropriate uses for that word. All you Americans do.”

Quincy felt embarrassed. He was not a big-time
curser, but the army had added many convenient, if not
uncomfortable expressions to his vocabulary, from don’t give me
that shit to pass the fucking salt. Before he could
stammer an explanation or even a thank-you, Luddy was
gone.
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The Bahnbus was deserted, or so it
appeared. Quincy sauntered between the cars, looking first left,
and then right. He would have his choice of seats. Left or
right? He decided right, because the door handle was
more accessible to his free hand.

“Shit,” he said, as he entered. “I mean,
schieß.”

He laughed.

The car was cold — unnaturally cold for late
April, a breeze wafting along the aisle greeting him as if he stood
in front of an open window. He squinted. The windows were closed.
Soon the breeze subsided. He spotted some passengers now. He could
have sworn that the car was empty, but there they were — three
women, likely the ones he had just left.

These ladies must be traveling to Vilseck
also, he thought, although he had seen them depart along the
station corridor and out.

He dragged his duffel bag toward them while
deciding what to say when he met them again. Closer now, he
recognized their tweed suits and fedoras — duck feathers and all.
He hastened.

“Good to see . . .”

They turned.

“Shit,” he stammered. He pulled
back.

These were not the same Fräuen. In
fact, these were hags — like the three witches from Macbeth.
Their skin was sallow and wrinkled — their teeth, broken — their
eyes, slits. They were knitting, or rather pulling yarn between
their spidery fingers — one holding the thread ball, the second
measuring yarn across her lap, while the third held shears,
preparing to shorten the skein.

“Träumer,” the one nearest to the aisle
cackled.

She waved the scissors at Quincy, while the
other two turned toward him, tangling the thread.

“Grimmörtz der Träumer,” the hag
repeated.

Quincy shook. He backed away, tripping over
his duffel bag.

“Träumer,” the other two
chanted.

What the hell’s a Troymer? he thought,
but other thoughts overtook him, like what the hell did he
stumble into.

The hags lurched forward, the sheers snapping
like a lobster claw. Quincy kicked his duffel bag aside, turning to
flee, but a man blocked his way.

“Luddy?” Quincy stammered.

It was Luddy, but now transformed —
ashen and solemn and . . . a good deal older; and dressed in a
uniform — blue with gold trim. A conductor perhaps. Still, Luddy
would sort this for him.

“I'm glad to see you, Luddy. Get me out of
here.”

However, Luddy barred the way, offering no
advice or translation or even a quaint anecdote on city
architecture or cheese. He just tapped his right cheek, and then
closed his eyes.

“Luddy, what are they?”

Quincy turned and nearly fell. The
Fräuen — the hags from the Scottish play, were
gone.

“What the fuck? Luddy?”

But Luddy was gone also.

Quincy stood alone in the aisle astride his
duffel bag suddenly thinking to schieß in his pants. He held
his chest. The cold breeze had returned — a frigid wind that nipped
into his marrow. Then, it ceased.

Quincy trembled, twisting about the car. Had
he imagined this? Hallucinations? Was it the lack of sleep
and food conspiring with his daydreams?

He grabbed his duffel bag, and then bolted out
of the car.

Right or left?

Left it was now — into the next car. He hoped
it wasn’t empty, or at least had something less disturbing in it.
He gazed over his shoulder to assure that he wasn’t being followed
— no Bahnbus coven on the prowl. However, the only sound he
heard was a hollow whisper.

Träumer. Grimmörtz der
Träumer.


Chapter Three

Zum Vilseck

1

PFC Quincy Summerson, stunned and confused,
tumbled into the next car, which he expected to be empty. To his
added confusion, it was full, scarcely a seat vacant. His hands
were shaking. A cold sweat trickled down his brow heading for his
unusual birthmark. He tried to compose himself, being a
representative of the US Army, after all. He latched his hand on
the duffel bag and channeled his trembling down to his
feet.

As he walked the short aisle, he made eye
contact with the other passengers, an assortment of folk sitting
properly, either reading, peering out the window or distracted in
thought. Quincy was glad to see their faces — normal faces, unlike
the . . . whatever he saw in the other car. In fact, he wasn’t sure
what he saw there. Brief encounter. Incredible encounter. He could
chalk it up to jet lag or hunger. Didn’t the starving see things in
the desert? Mirages and such?

He moved toward a vacant seat, but the man
nearest the window shot an uninviting glance, so Quincy continued
on to a seat besides a Fräu, who appeared friendlier — a red
head, dressed more fashionably than the other Fräuen. As
Quincy approached, the car jolted. He caught himself on the seat
back, his eyes meeting the woman’s. He recalled his German
etiquette — his scant, but growing glossary of German.

“Ist frei?” he asked.

She laughed.

“Yes, it’s free,” she answered. “I’m an
American too. Sit down and take a load off. You look like you need
a bed, not a seat.”

“Just got in, Ma’am,” he said, slipping the
duffel bag on the rack, and then plowing into the seat. It felt
good. It felt safe. “It’s good to find another American on
board.”

“We’re all over the place,” she said. “The
country’s crawling with us. There isn’t a town that doesn’t have at
least a dozen Americans.”

She smiled. She seemed to be checking him out,
but then he realized that she stared at his cheek and was probably
dying to ask him about the birthmark.

“I’m Mary,” she said. “Mary
Rostov.”

“Summerson.”

She glanced at his nameplate.

“PFC Quincy Summerson. Unusual name, but I
like it.”

“I like it too.”

“What is it . . . English?”

“Yes . . . I think.”

“Don’t you know your ancestry?”

“American, like you, unless you’re
Russian.”

“Rostov’s my husband’s name — Russian descent.
Me, I’m an Irish-American lass — a colleen. Can’t you tell from my
beautiful red hair and freckles?”

He laughed. He needed a laugh. He was still in
the clutches of the last car. Perhaps a little chat with a stranger
— a compatriot who, like him was adrift in a foreign place, might
help him put that last car behind him.

How intriguing? he thought as he
regarded her — a solitary American lady adrift in the wilds of
Germany. Well, maybe not the wilds, but far from the comfort zone
of Wheaties and The Gomer Pyle Show. She could be a
spy or a double agent — her husband of Russian descent. He grinned
at the wild thought.

“Counting my freckles?” she asked.

He turned away. The Bahnbus sang its
song.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“No. Sorry. I was admiring your . . .
hair.”

“Nonsense. You were a million miles away, PFC
Quincy Summerson. And if you’re so intent on my freckles, tell me
the story about your own freckle — that big one on your
cheek.”

Talk about cutting to the
chase.

“No big deal,” he said, not unkindly, because
he had anticipated the question. “A sporting accident.”

“Hockey?”

“No. Soccer.”

“Soccer? Where do they play soccer in our neck
of the woods?”

“At Ft. Benning. At A.I.T.”

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“I see. And they did a damn bad job on the
stitches. Did they use a sewing machine?”

“No.” He grinned and blushed. “It’ll
heal.”

“Have you tried a bit of compact
make-up?”

“No.”

“I have some.”

“It’s not that bad, and I’m . . . I’m
allergic.”

She looked away, out the window at the passing
lanes and urban tangle.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“So, you’re English. You know the English hate
the Irish.”

“Well, my mother was Czech.”

“Was?”

“Died last year.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. She was ill for a long time. She
was born in Brooklyn. But my Grandma was born in Czechoslovakia. In
the German part.”

“Sudetenland.”

“I guess so.”

“You know, if you’re riding on this
Bahnbus, you’ll be very close to the Czech
border.”

“Really. I’m going to
Vilseck.”

“Me too. Stationed there?”

“No. Some little place called
Grafenwöhr.”

“Grafenwöhr? Not so little. In fact,
it’s huge. Not a city, mind you, but that’s the artillery training
grounds for all Europe. My husband’s with the 6th of the
60th — Battery A. If you’re at Graf, you’re probably at
Headquarters. This is your lucky day.”

She shrugged and looked at her reflection in
the window.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“The town itself’s small, but there’s
thousands of Americans on the base or going through field training.
Manuevers. Tank manuevers. You’ll be really close to your roots,
you know — just over the Czech border. You should do some
exploring. Look for long lost cousins.”

“But we can’t go to
Czechoslovakia.”

“Pity. But maybe soon. There’s a thaw, you
know.”

“Thaw?”

“Liberalization. The honcho there is toying
with democracy and telling the Russians to step back.”

“Really?”

“You heard it here first, PFC Summerson. How’s
your German?”

“You heard most of it when I asked for the
seat.”

”Well, with a German Grandma, I thought maybe
it might have been spoken at home.”

“Grandma was Czech, and even if she spoke
German, I wouldn’t have known. She was in a home, somewhere called
Pilgrim State. Well, it was like a home. And I only saw her when we
picked her up to go on picnics. She never really said
much.”

He suddenly remembered Grandma M’s face — a
decrepit mask, rouge reddening deep crevices and lips cracked with
crimson gloss. She would eat a hamburger, the lipstick smearing the
bun. She’d peer at him, her sallow eyes piercing his inverted
carrot blemish. She never said a thing, but he always felt that she
wanted to clasp his cheeks together until the right one fell
off.

“No, she never said much,” he
mused.

“We can learn much from the old ones, you
know. My own Gammy talked up as storm about the old country. But
Irish family history is a universal string of suffering and
privation.”

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“Do you know German?” he asked.

“It’s serviceable. Enough to get
around.”

“I was wondering if you could tell me the
meaning of a word.”

“If I know it, of course. Shoot.”

“I rode with three ladies, who were . . .
nice; and there was a student who translated what they said to me —
up to a point. He left some words up in the air.”

“Like?”

“Like Troymer.”

“Träumer? Odd thing to say.”

“What does it mean?”

She shook her head, her red curls
bouncing.

“Dreamer. It means a dreamer.”

“Ah. And there’s also the word
Grimmertz.”

“You got me there. You probably heard it wrong
or you’re mispronouncing it.”

“No. They said Grimmertz der
Troymer.”

“Well, maybe they were pulling your leg. Or
perhaps they were referring to a Wagnerian opera.”

She laughed and turned away again.

“Well, thanks for half of it, at
least.”

“Half is better than nothing.”

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.
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The Bahnbus glided past
Nürnburg’s city walls. Quincy blinked, and then
smiled.

Fairy tale walls, he
thought.

“Nuremberg’s a beautiful town,” Mrs. Rostov
said. “I come here once a month to shop. The post PX at
Vilseck’s tiny; and although Graf’s is larger, there’s
nothing like the PX in Nuremberg.”

“I hope to sightsee while I’m
here.”

“You better do it before the Franconian winter
closes in or you’ll need to wait for next spring.”

“Franconian?”

“Well, it’s all Bavaria, but the northwestern
Kreisen are called Franconia. Don’t ask me why. I’m not very
good at history. I’m only here because of Frank.” She winked, and
then gave a mock salute. “Lieutenant Franklin Rostov. You’ll meet
him. He’s picking me up at the station; and you’ll need some way to
get to the Post.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Quincy said. “It
is my lucky day.”

“Well, we’ll get you to A Company in
Vilseck. Someone’ll come fetch you to Graf.”

Quincy smiled, and then watched what was now
countryside rolling by, the city having disappeared.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

As the Bahnbus raced across the
landscape, villages reappeared marked with bulbous steeples and
houses surrounded by farmland. Enchanting Franconia — rolling hills
with gray misty mountains in the distance and gardens planted flush
to the rail crossings, the first seedlings winking at the passing
train. Occasionally, a forest swallowed the Bahnbus,
shrouding it with uninviting trees, like a tunnel — and then the
way opened to meadows, flower dotted and verdant.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“You’re not a country boy,” Mrs. Rostov
said.

“Brooklyn.”

“That’s right. You did say that. An urban
farmer then?”

“Hardly. Where I’m from you need to go to
Jersey to see a cabbage patch.”

“I’m from Minnesota, but I haven’t seen home
in an age.” She grinned. “The Lieutenant’s been lucky in his
assignments and I’ve been able to tag along on each and every one.”
She glanced at the passing fields. “But I think I like Germany the
best. Of course, we all pray to stay out of Nam.”

“Amen to that,” Quincy said. “I was on orders
for Nam.”

“Where were you stationed?”

“Ft. Benning. The infantry school.”

“You did say that. That’s where you got
your soccer injury.”

“Yes. That too.”

“What’s your MOS?”

“Radio repair.”

“A tube jockey. Good thing you’re here and not
Nam. Tube jockeys are nothing but targets in Nam.”

“So I’ve heard. Yes, I was going to Nam, but
two weeks before I was to be deployed, Uncle Sam called up my MOS
for Germany and Turkey. Fifty of us had our orders
changed.”

“A levy,” she said. “That’s what we call it
here — a levy. We dread them.” Quincy frowned.

“Luck’s a two way street, you know. You caught
a good levy. As my Irish Aunt Fiona would say, you were luckier
than a dog with six ass holes.”

Quincy chuckled, a little abashed at the
lady’s vernacular, but she was an army wife, after all. He returned
his attentions to the scenery, while Mrs. Rostov turned her
attention to her PX purchases. She babbled about bargain children’s
clothing and a genuine leather handbag she found and three sets of
thermo underwear she snagged on sale. She also described a gold
watch she had passed up, which would have looked handsome on
Lieutenant Rostov’s wrist. Perhaps another time (no pun intended)
and at a better price. Quincy occasionally smiled, but was content
to watch the landscape.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

He was fascinated by the German custom of
cutting firewood to exact measurements and then stacking it in
regimental piles. He was amazed at a woman who scrubbed the
cobblestones on a road near a rail crossing. This meticulousness
appeared more inherent than habit — a hallmark since time kept its
accounting. Like clockwork.

Clockwork, he thought. That’s it.
I’m traveling inside a big cuckoo clock and at a precise hour, the
villagers will march in a half-circle with their rakes and scythes,
singing songs to wake up the fertility gods.

Quincy could almost see the haggard old gods
resting in the clouds, blowing warm gusts for the newly sprouting
fields. In fact, dark clouds were gathering across the
landscape.

“Looks like rain,” he muttered.

“Likely,” Mrs. Rostov said.

Klacketty klack. Klacketty
klack.

“I hope I get my loot under wraps before it
does.”
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The Bahnbus made another stop at the
edge of another farm town. As it slowed, it stirred PFC Summerson
from his reverie. He observed the station sign:

Vilseck

“Vilseck in die Oberpfalz,” the
conductor shouted.

Mary Rostov became an engine of
activity.

“This is it. Grab your gear, PFC
Summerson.”

“Vilseck in die Oberpfalz.”

Mrs. Rostov led the way, jaunting down metal
stairs to the platform. She regarded the road, perhaps checking for
the Lieutenant, and then she glanced to the sky, most likely
fearing the wetting of children’s bargain clothing and thermo
underwear.

Quincy dropped his duffel bag and watched the
departing Bahnbus. As the second car passed, he gasped. The
three women were at the window — not hags now, but the matronly
clutch of Fräuen with their duck feathered fedoras and their
grandmotherly smiles. He anticipated Luddy’s face too. Quincy
blinked. The women were gone. When the Bahnbus’ last car
pulled away, he heard a buzzing in his ear.

Grimmörtz der Träumer.

A thunder crack rumbled from the old gods’
cloudland. Quincy jumped.

“It’s just thunder,” Mrs. Rostov said. “And
here comes Frank. Just in time. We won’t get wet.”

Quincy turned toward the town, the shadow of
the storm cropping up quickly. A sportscar zoomed across the
tracks. No jeep transport this, but a steel blue VW Carmen Ghia —
sleek and classy. Quincy saluted, although the driver wasn’t in
uniform and wasn’t what he pictured as Mary Rostov’s husband. The
Lieutenant was stocky and bald, and he could have been short, if he
wasn’t slouched down in a sportscar.

It began to rain.

“Look what I’ve found, Frank. He’s headed to
Graf, but I told him we’d drop him off at A Battery.”

“Welcome to the 6th of the
60th,, troop,” the Lieutenant said.

“Thank you, sir,” Quincy replied, getting in
out of the rain, wedging his duffel between the shopping
bags.

“It’s a good thing you met my wife. There’s
little doing between the posts on a Sunday.” He kissed his wife,
who kissed him back. “Did you spend it all, dear?”

“All and more,” she said.

“Well, as long as it keeps you out of trouble,
I’m fine with it.”

He laughed.

Lieutenant Franklin Rostov drove the Carmen
Ghia over the tracks, and then up a slight hill into a tiny village
that consisted of a small church (obligatory bulbous dome) and a
few shops. Mostly, however, it was barns and sheds — a farm
community. Quincy still spotted the neatly stacked firewood, even
now with a torrent of rain cascading down the stacks. The rain
leaped over gutters and onto cobblestones, an efficient drainage
system precluding the scrub woman.

“Vilseck?” Quincy mused, and wished he
had his notepad to record the name before he forgot it.

“Not much, eh?” Lieutenant Rostov said. “At
least at Grafenwöhr there’s stores, and descent restaurants
and lots of watering holes. A fun town.”

They splashed along the empty streets. Quincy
wondered whether the farm folk huddled away from the storm or
whether this was a typical Sunday. Then he spied an old couple
clutching a wide umbrella and plodding through an alley. When they
spotted the Carmen Ghia, they waved.

“Friendly sort,” he said.

“Very much so,” the Lieutenant replied. “The
locals are very accommodating and, for the most part, a jolly
crew.”

“So they don’t hold a grudge? You know, from
the war.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that. They appreciate
us; especially the missiles that protect them from those commie,
pinko fuckers across the border.”

“Now don’t get him started,” Mrs. Rostov said.
“And watch your language, Frank. It’s Sunday.”

Quincy chuckled, thinking, Luckier than a
dog with six ass holes.

“Well, there’s hope in the works with Mr.
Dubcek in the Prague-o-sphere.”

“That right’s, Frank. That’s a better way to
look at it.”

The Post perimeter was ahead, the main gate a
small rail barrier. The rain teemed now, the windshield wipers on
high. The Lieutenant rolled down the window to let a poncho'd guard
pop his head in, his clipboard sheltered in the cleft in his
shoulder.

“Short trip, sir?”

“Just picked up the wife,
Morrison.”

“Good to see you, Mrs. Rostov.”

“That poncho doesn’t suit you,” she replied.
“You’d better get back in the hut. You’ll catch your death of
cold.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He saluted. “And this is . .
.”

“Orders for Graf.”

Morrison laughed. Quincy wondered about that.
The guard snapped his clipboard to his chest, and then pushed the
guardrail aside. The Ghia sped through the gate, sped around a few
turns and then entered a quadrangle. It stopped short in front of a
gray stucco building and a sign:

Company A, 6th Battalion, 60th
Artillery.

Quincy Summerson had arrived. As a sign of
good faith, and after a last thunderclap, the rain tapered
off.

“Well, I’ll be,” Mrs. Rostov said. “You seem
to command the rain, PFC Summerson.”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, mustering his
gear out.

“You’ve been good company. I hope we see you
again. Maybe you could visit us at church down here. We have a
great little choir; and we sometimes sing with the
locals.”

“My voice would scare the locals.”

“No, Frank’s voice scares the
locals.”

“You should hear my Rock of
Ages.”

“No one wants to hear your Rock of
Ages.”

Quincy grabbed his duffel bag, and then shook
Mrs. Rostov’s hand through the window. He saluted the
driver.

“They’ll take care of you inside,” the
Lieutenant said. “Good luck to you, Summerson.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The Ghia sped off, leaving the young private
standing at attention beside his duffel bag. The rain stopped, the
sun actually filtering light through the trees. Quincy turned
about, and then walked up the stairs, slowing as he reached the
top.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he
muttered.

Embedded in the door lintel was a Swastika —
not prominent — faded in the tan sandstone, but a Swastika
nonetheless and gracing an American military facility.

“I guess some reminders can’t be erased,” he
thought, and then proceeded through the door.


Chapter Four

Zum Pressath

1

Sunday’s quiet gripped the Vilseck
Post. The wind gently shook the rain from the leaves, but otherwise
scarcely troubled the trees. The sun lay lower in the sky now. The
place was accustomed to sudden storms and recuperation. It had been
this way since Charlemagne’s days and when the Romans poked their
noses north of their cisalpine borders. Although the reminiscences
of a more ardent Franconian past could be exhumed, history is
sometimes best when half-remembered — wholly guessed beneath the
restless trees.

PFC Quincy Summerson sat patiently in one of
Company A’s two offices. Headquarters at Grafenwöhr had been
notified of his arrival via the TAC phone, a strange device that
sounded like forest crickets when cranked. Transportation,
therefore, was on its way, so Quincy rested his eyes and tried to
forget the splendor and the weirdness of the trip so far. He dozed
for the first half-hour, but then shifted on the bench — a most
uncomfortable bench, until he had a notion to search for his
notepad and jot down an accounting of the trip so far.

In the Orderly Room sat the officer of the day
— a gray haired sergeant, lost in the Stars and Stripes,
particularly in the Sunday funnies. He peered over the paper at PFC
Summerson, who now jotted notes in his pad. Quincy felt the
sergeant’s eyes, so he stopped his scrawl and shrugged.

“It don’t take too long,” the sergeant said.
“Nope, not long ‘t all. They’ll be here soon as you could think it.
Sooner, if you think sooner. Nope, not long ‘t all.”

He snapped his paper, his head disappearing
back into the folds.

Quincy had been waiting for over an hour now.
He closed the pad. He had just made some quick notes:

Arrived at Frankfurt. Saw globe.
Met three ladies on the train. Ist Frei? Werzburg is a nice place
to visit. Nuremberg even nicer. Mrs. Rostov. Kind lady. Firewood in
neat piles. Very tired. Saw a mirage or something. File it under
tired.

Quincy shoved the pad into the duffel bag, and
then proceeded to count the floor tiles. There were twelve from the
door to the bench and sixteen from the window to the Orderly Room.
Twelve and sixteen, he thought. Then he counted the slats on
the bench across from where he sat. He stood. There was a map on
the far wall, so he inspected it. It took him some time to pinpoint
Frankfurt, and then he traced his index finger to
Würzburg and then to Nürnburg. It took him longer to
find Vilseck — a mere speck on the chart, but he spotted
Grafenwöhr just north of it. Not far at all. Quincy
took a wider reckoning.

“She was right,” he muttered.

Czechoslovakia was not far from here. He was
practically there. He touched the map, his hands tracing over a
large red semi-circle — each end of which terminated at the Czech
border.

“Lookin’ for somewhere in partikerler?” the
sergeant said, the paper flat now.

“No,” Quincy said. “Just getting the lay of
the land. But . . .”

“Ask away, troop. I’m not ‘t all an expert at
jography, but I know a map when I see one.”

“What’s this circle and why is it only
partially drawn.”

“That’s the leave radius. Hundred mile from
this here spot. Any weekend of the year without special furlough,
you can trot and see what you want.”

“It’s cut off.”

“Now you’re what I call a genius, troop.” The
sergeant grinned. “D’ya think we’d let yer wander off into commie
country. There’s the iron curt’in blockin’ the radius. Where’ve you
been?”

“I see.”

“Sort of a cheat, you know. Cuts our choices
down consider’bly. But I hear’d that the full circle might make it
over the line soon, if the Chechkees poke a hole in the
curt’in.”

Quincy touched the border. It had been
highlighted in black as if there was a physical iron curtain
hanging across the roads and the rivers. Suddenly, from outside,
came the sound of a jeep — a clutch disengaging and a motor
cut.

“See,” the sergeant said, “I told
yer. ‘tweren’t long ‘t all.”
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In his excitement, Quincy waited by the door
under the faded Swastika. The expected jeep carried two troops, a
Spec4 and a PFC, the driver. The SP4 held his cap in from the
blowing wind. He hopped out. Tall and thin, his blond hair wisped
from beneath his cap. He thrust his hand forward in a welcoming
gesture as he bounded up the stairs toward Quincy.

“Are you the one heading for Graf?”

“Summerson,” Quincy said.

“I’m Striker,” he replied. He turned to the
driver. “Ratz, help him with his bag. I’ll tell Lucky we’ve got
him.”

The driver jumped out, and then scurried up
the stairs, while Striker went inside to take care of business. The
driver shook Quincy’s hand in passing, and then shouldered the
duffel bag.

“Follow me,” he said. “I’m Ratz.
Ratzenberger, that is. But everyone around here calls me Ratz. You
know, with a last name like mine, it was bound to
happen.”

“Summerson,” Quincy said.

“They’ll probably call you Sonny or something
like that, unless you already have a nickname.”

“I don’t.”

Ratz tossed the duffel bag in the back, and
then looked over his horn-rimmed glasses at Summerson, obviously
noticing the birthmark. He cocked his head.

“I’m sure they’ll find a nickname for you
unless we make one up — one that you like, I mean.”

Quincy hopped into the back, sheltering his
cheek. He knew where this was going.

“Is it far?”

“Where? Graf?” Ratzenberger chuckled. “Far
enough.”

He smiled. Quincy thought it was a mousy grin
and decided that it was more than just the last name that gave the
PFC his moniker. However, Ratz had a pleasant face and a peasant
demeanor, which suited Quincy. Striker, on the other hand, exuded a
patrician’s air. Quincy detected it from the first handshake. These
two were a mixed pair — peasant and noble, and ranked as
such.

Striker returned holding Quincy’s papers. He
slid into the jeep and nodded to Ratz to rev up and go, as if being
chauffeured about the countryside.

“Did Lucky give you trouble?” Ratz
asked.

“He’s a dumb son-of-a-bitch,” Striker said.
“He’s just glad to be able to lock the door and jack off now that
he has no company.” He turned toward Quincy. “So, you’re Sully’s
new tube jockey.”

Quincy shrugged.

“Sergeant Sullivan’s been waiting for a new
radio repair guy for a hog’s age, so I guess you’re it.”

“I guess so. That’s my MOS.”

“Don’t sweat it. Sully’s a great guy; but he’s
been fucking pinching us for months to get his tube jockey in. You
were a tall order.”

“You can say that again,” Ratz said as he
turned out of the quadrangle and drove toward the guard
post.

“Are you two Commo guys?” Quincy
asked.

“Shit, no,” Ratz said. “We’re both in
Headquarters. Clerks. Typing and filing and shit.”

“Administration,” Striker said. “We were
hanging around when the call came that you were in. There wasn’t
anyone available at the Motor Pool. At least, no one that hadn’t
given themselves over to the charms of Southern Comfort. So we were
pressed into service.”

They reached the guardrail, Morrison swinging
it open.

“Shit duty on a Sunday,” Morrison
said.

“Yours or ours?” Striker asked.

“At least you can stop for a schnitzel und
bier.”

“Not on our timetable.”

Morrison laughed, and then let them pass. The
jeep bumped down the cobblestones, through the alleys and under the
arches, passed the barns and sheds and a few locals who
waved.

“Are you hungry?” Striker asked.

“Actually,” Quincy said, “I haven’t eaten
since this morning, and that was on the run.”

“You got in this morning?” Ratz
asked.

“Last night,” Quincy said. “They dumped us in
the lobby of the flyboy palace in Rhein-Main. I slept on the floor.
Had about three hours sleep before they rousted us onto the bus to
the station.”

Striker laughed. He punched Ratz on the
shoulder.

“This lucky bastard got some sleep before
coming here. Well, we’ll see about food, because the mess is closed
now and no one disturbs Sergeant Eagle on a Sunday night. In the
meantime, have a drink.”

Quincy shrugged.

“Under the tarp. It’s warm, but it’s like they
drink it here. No cold beer in this here land.”

“Only warm and sudsy,” Ratz said. “And pass
one of them hot ones up.”

Quincy pulled the tarp up and saw a mess of
bottles rolling around the floor like loose torpedoes. He wasn’t
much of a drinker, but his stomach was talking and this would at
least stop the conversation. He passed two bottles forward, and
then took one himself. It was a mystical flask — amber as dusk and
corked with a strange contraption at the neck — a porcelain stopper
and a metal rig. He tried to pry it open, but couldn’t.

“It takes knack,” Striker said. “Give it
here.” Striker popped the top, the rubber lining clinging to the
stopper. “Now, drink it slow, if it’s your first beer.”

“I’ve had beer before.”

“Not German beer,” Ratz said.

“Yes.”

“Not here, you haven’t,” Striker said. “It’s
powerful. They don’t pasteurize it. It would violate some ancient
German god’s divine law to fuck around with the natural order of
the brew. So, trust me, drink it slow.”

Quincy took the bottle, grasped it tightly and
almost lost it when Ratz drove over the Bahnbus tracks. The
golden drink slopped down his chin, but it was tasty — liquid
bread, so thick and rich, with nothing bitter about it like the
beer he was accustomed to in Brooklyn.

“Good, eh?” Striker said, raising his bottle.
“Prossit.”

“Excuse me?”

Ratz held his bottle up, driving — one hand on
the wheel.

“Prossit.”

Quincy shrugged, took a swig and then raised
his bottle toward the rising moon.

“Prossit.”
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Quincy’s first German bier went
directly to his head, his lips numbed and his sense of equilibrium
was called honestly into question. He held on as the jeep bounced
over the rugged road. The countryside was hidden by trees — not
thick foliage, but a filigree of lacy fingers that whisked the
burnished sunset sky like a broom through an apple orchard. As the
sun surrendered to the moon’s full glare, the road became eerie,
shadows cast before the headlights. Suddenly, Ratz slowed down, the
gears shifting.

“What is it?” Striker said.

“Nothing.”

Quincy bobbed his head over the front seat,
only to be pushed back.

“Is he drunk?” Ratz asked.

“I think he’s reached his quota.”

Quincy heard this exchange, but decided that
it was a lullaby for a nap, so he closed his eyes and listened to
the gears shifting.

“You’re lost, aren’t you?”

“No,” Ratz said. “Well, I think I took a wrong
turn back at that shrine. I thought we turned at the
shrine.”

“There’s a shrine every two klicks in the
Oberpfalz. Turn around.”

“No. I got this. I’m sure this road goes to .
. .”

“To where? Czechoslovakia? Care to spend time
in a Commie jail?”

“I got this. Calm your jets.”

Suddenly, a rumbling sound snapped Quincy out
of his drowsy stupor.

“Thunder,” he said. “It’s going to rain again,
and I’m in my dress uniform.”

Striker turned about, and then whipped out a
flashlight, shining it in Quincy’s face.

“That hurts.”

“Sorry,” Striker said, deflecting it. “It’s
not thunder.”

“Then what?”

It rumbled again.

“It’s Graf. The tanks are training.” He
flashed the light again briefly. “That’s some scrape you got there
on your mug.”

“It’s not a scrape. It’s a scar from a
fall.”

“Well, they did a bad job closing it
up.”

“It was bad. I fell off a slide in the
playground when I was three and they closed it up with a suture . .
. a suture that didn’t work.”

Striker flashed again.

“Well, it’s not that bad. Sort of a . . .
“

“An upside-down carrot. Say it.”

“Well, I was going to say clothespin, but . .
.”

“Here it is,” Ratz said. “The turnoff. I know
where we are now.”

“Where?”

“The Pressath Road.”

“Pressath? Well, you took the long
way.”

“Drink your beer,” Ratz said. “Pass me up
another one, will ya, Chico?”

“Chico?” Quincy said as he reached for a
second beer for himself too.

“Yeah. You know . . . Cheek–oh! Chico. You
need a nickname and upside down carrot puss doesn’t hold water.
Hell, I don’t think we’ve ever had anyone named for a vegetable
yet.”

Striker took a beer and jiggled the stopper
out for Quincy.

“These get easier to pop after the third one .
. . Chico.”

Quincy grinned. He could live with
Chico, he guessed, and these guys were friendly — and
getting friendlier with each round of beer.
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Pressath was shrouded in night, a scattering
of lights, mostly lanterns in windows and at doors. Quincy
remembered pulling through a courtyard, and then onto a cobblestone
street, before his eyes closed to dreams of the three hags all
fighting over beer stoppers and pleading with a vampiral Luddy to
help them get their brews open. Then, there was a violent
shaking.

“Summerson! Chico! No time to drop off
now.”

It was Striker, who grabbed Quincy’s shoulders
in a mighty tug. He woke up still drowsy, but gradually felt life
returning to his head. The jeep had halted just outside the town at
a cross roads.

“These beers,” Summerson said. “They’re . .
.”

“Right,” Striker said. “No more for you. Gees,
Ratz, some guys are pussies when it comes to the stuff, but Chico,
here, is a downright Raquel Welch.”

“You wish.”

“We need to feed him, Ratz. How about Georg
and Marie’s?”

“I’ll speed up for that. But it’s pretty
far.”

“Far? Just hang a Louie here and we’ll be
there in a shot.”

“Hell, no.” Ratz pointed through the
windshield. “I’m going straight.”

“But that takes us all the way to Eschenbach,
and then back across Farmer Hinny’s fields.”

“I don’t like the road to Grafenwöhr in
daylight, Strike. I’m sure as shit not driving on it at
night.”

Quincy peered left up a dark stretch of road
that inclined toward a darker forest. The road was rough like a
bear’s tongue and the woods were ominous like pitch, and
windless.

“Get out,” Striker said. “I’m
driving.”

“I don’t care who drives,” Ratz yammered. “I’m
not riding through those goddamn woods at night.”

“Close your eyes then.”

Ratz slammed his fist on the wheel, but hopped
out and marched around to the other side. Striker took a different
course, around the back, and then slammed his ass into the driver’s
seat, revving up with fury.

“Pussies,” he muttered. “One who can’t hold
his beer and another who’s afraid of his shadow.”

“I’m not afraid,” Ratz said. “I’m here, ain’t
I?”

“And I can hold my beer,” Quincy
protested, belching.

“Taking the road to Eschenbach,” Striker said
as the jeep sped up the bear-tongue incline. “He’ll see Eschenbach
in daylight. It’s a beautiful burgh, especially when you see it
across Farmer Hinny’s fields. But tonight, it’s Georg and Marie’s
and the fastest way is on the forest road. Farmer Hinny’s fields,
my ass.”

Summerson wondered who Farmer Hinny was, but
would later come to know that it was just fresh talk for German
agriculturalists and Striker had nicknames for everything. Quincy
gripped the front seatback as if he were riding up the first drop
of a really high roller coaster hill. He noticed that Ratzenberger
had his eyes tightly shut. He may have been praying or muttering a
blessing for his eternal soul.

Then it was dark — darker than the darkness
they had left. The moon was sucked up here. So was the air. Quincy
found it difficult to breathe. His birthmark itched. While Ratz
prayed, Striker whistled Winchester Cathedral, and then
accelerated. As Quincy’s eyes accustomed to the shift in shadow, he
thought every rock and tree hid some secret beneath and behind them
— shifting — whispering.

Grimmörtz der Träumer.

“It is strange in here,” Quincy
muttered.

“Well, we’ll be through it as soon as . .
.”

“As soon as what?” Ratz said. “Why are you
slowing down?”

“I gotta take a piss.”

“Here?”

“No. In your lap. I can hold my beer every way
but in.”

“Hold it. You got strong kidneys. Hold it to
the end.”

“Can’t.”

Striker cruised to the side of the road,
shifting the jeep into neutral. He hopped out, and then disappeared
behind a tree.

“Where did you go?” Ratz shouted.

“Pee shy.”

“You mean you can’t hold it, but if we’re
looking you can’t go? Shit, if you don’t get back here, I’m taking
off and leaving you here for Goldilocks.”

Ratz’s head darted from left to right. Quincy
was amazed at his panic. It was eerie in the woods — ominous and
deathly quiet now, but he didn’t fear it. In fact, he found it
magical — exhilarating. At least until he saw movement on the
opposite side of the road. He squinted, chalking it up to the
German beer. However, there was something there.

A rodent. A rabbit, perhaps. Or .
. . a bear.

There were bears in the European wild. He knew
that from his reading and if people shunned this stretch of woods,
bears most likely would be brave, as if bears weren’t brave to
begin with. Then the creature emerged.

Quincy stood in his seat, watching it. A buck
— a gracious stag watched him keenly through the
darkness.

“What?” Ratz asked. “You have to piss
too?”

“No. Shhh. Don’t frighten it.”

Ratz turned and nearly fell out of the
jeep.

“It’ll attack us.”

“Shhh. No. It’s beautiful.”

Ratz hid his eyes.

“It’s got antlers — sharp ones. Where’s
Striker?”

Quincy grinned. The beast appeared to
brighten, a halo shimmering across its soft coat. Then a hand
appeared on its back and a white glowing form. Quincy sat, his
mouth agape. He thought he saw a maiden in luminous white raiment,
her hair golden, and her smile radiant. She petted the stag, only
now the creature had turned pure white, its antlers replaced by a
single horn. Quincy shook his head, and then closed his
eyes.

“Is it gone?” Ratz asked, his eyes also
shut.

Quincy opened his eyes. Maiden and unicorn
were still there. However, one more shake of his head and the
maiden disappeared and the magical beast was a stag
again.

“Shoo!” Striker said, standing now in the line
of vision.

The beast took off. Striker
laughed.

“Lots of game in this forest, boys,” he
shouted. “Great place for a royal hunt.”

Suddenly, the trees rumbled — a growling,
hungry rasp vibrating the road. The wind kicked up. Striker,
startled, cowered as if he expected a shower of acorns. He scurried
into the jeep.

“Enough of this,” he said, shifting gears and
slamming on the accelerator.

“Now do you believe me?” Ratz
asked.

“It’s just a buck and some wind, Jesus
Christ.”

However, Striker raced the jeep out of the
forest as fast as he could. Quincy gazed back as they rounded a
turn in the road. He thought he saw a silvery halo behind him,
crossing.

“You’re right,” he muttered.

“A buck and some wind,” Striker
said.

“No,” Quincy slurred. “I can’t hold my
beer.”

Laughter joined the wind. Quincy spied the
lights of Grafenwöhr at the wood’s dim end.


Chapter Five

Gasthof Grafenwöhr
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A dell, dotted with lamplights, gently
assaulted the evening road. A cool breeze sobered Quincy enough to
enchant him. The jeep had come to a low bastion — walls half raised
or half decayed, depending on the point of view and the
interpretation of history. The village within this enclosure, was
compact, but in the lamplight, it sang a simple chorus to Quincy
Summerson.

Draw close within my walls. I am warmth. I
am hearth.

Grafenwöhr was familiar to him, but he
couldn’t pinpoint why. In his imagination, he may have mustered a
place like this before. Perhaps as a premonition, when he was in
grade school and played in the back alleys and courtyards with his
imaginary friends — a make-believe landscape, now reaching
up the road from Pressath through the dark woods. In that reach, a
cool breeze coaxed him near to sobriety, but not quite. He still
was drunk. Had to be. These musings — these visions had to be
coming from the funny amber bottle with the quirky porcelain
stopper.

“Is that where we’re stationed?” Quincy
muttered.

“Here?” Striker asked. “This is town —
downtown Graf. Not much, but it’s somewhere to go when you get
bored on Post.”

“And that’ll happen pretty damn fast,” Ratz
said, having recuperated from his jitters. He pointed to a ring of
ancient buildings surrounding the town square. “We’re headin’ for
the Gasthof, the place in town for good eats.”

“It’s off the skuzzy trail,” Striker
said.

“Scuzzy trail?” Quincy asked.

“You’ll find out about that soon
enough.”

Ratz pointed toward a long street that
inclined up a hill to a distant spotlight. In that spotlight stood
a tall tower — an impressive structure at least two-hundred feet
tall. At its top sat a Bavarian-style house with gables and
turrets.

“The Post’s up there,” Ratz said.

“By that castle?”

“That’s not a castle, Chico,” Striker said.
“That’s the Waßerturm — the water tower. Graf’s symbol and
not that old. Built by the Kaiser just before the first
World War.”

Summerson cocked his head. It looked much
older, but it was too distant for him to view the details, so he
trained his eyes forward.

The jeep passed under an arched gate, and then
into the town square. Striker stopped in front of a limestone
building that sported a sign that read:

Gasthof Grafenwöhr

“Out,” Striker said. “I’ll park her in the
alley.”

Ratz and Summerson rattled onto the
cobblestones, while Striker clutched into first and drove around
the corner out of sight.

“We’re not supposed to park jeeps in plain
view,” Ratz explained. He shrugged. “It’s not like we’re invisible.
I mean we’re in our khakis and you’re dressed up for the ball. But
out of sight — out of mind. Besides your shit’ll be securer tucked
out of the way.”

“No one’ll take it, will they?”

“Why? Do you have something worth stealin’ in
there? A pound cake from home?”

Quincy stretched before the Gasthof
door. His legs were cramped. His balance was clearly in
question.

“No. Just a radio and a few pair of civvies.
The rest is standard issue.”

There was his notepad and diary. Those
were priceless, but no matter. He was hungry.

Striker rounded the corner.

“Secured,” he announced. “I thought you’d be
inside eating already.”

The aromas wafted to curbside, singing the
flavors of mystic veal. Quincy’s stomach answered the call with a
song all its own.
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Gasthof Grafenwöhr, warm and cheery,
invited all comers beyond its aroma. Quincy thought the place would
be tavern-like, but it was a restaurant unlike any that he ever had
seen stateside. There was a large common room dotted with thick,
bottle glass windows, some decorated with effigies — quaint forest
scenes and coats of arms. The walls were hung with hunting relics —
a boar’s head at one end, and an elk’s at the other.

Where’s the unicorn?

There were plaques and trophies hung on every
panel and, across one wall, hung a tapestry depicting a thatched
roof cottage in mountain shade. There were steins and tankards on
shelves at every turn and antique carbines and muskets mounted
between the coats of arms. And on a highly polished oaken floor, a
dozen tables were arrayed. However, no diners here so late on
Sunday.

“Heil, freunden,” came a shout
from behind the back bar. A tall, robust fully-aproned man emerged,
his hands held high in greeting. “Marie! Marie! Oberst
Striker und Majorin Ratzenberger are here; and with a
new one? A General, perhaps?”

“Heil, freunden,” Marie said,
her head popping out from the kitchen. “Ein Neuer Mensch?
Und dressed like eine General
auch.”

“Georg,” Striker said, gliding to a table near
the kitchen, one set especially for him, at least by the manner in
which he claimed it. “This is Summerson.”

“General Summerson,” Georg boomed,
“Willkommen im Grafenwöhr.”

Quincy nodded, and then, in his best imitation
German said, “Danke.”

“Danke?” Georg said. “Marie, er
spreche Deutche. We must be careful of what we say in front of
this one.”

Georg slapped Quincy’s back, and then tucked
him into a chair. Marie showed up followed by a Mädchen who
totted a tray of beer steins. Quincy was delighted, because this
waitress wore the regional Kleidung, a cleavage
revealing white ruffled blouse and a high cut, cinched
büstenhalter. The only thing missing were Heidi’s
pigtails.

“I’ll order for you,” Striker said. “Georg and
Marie serve the best food in the town.”

“In the town?” Georg said. “Do you hear that
Marie? We serve the best food in the town.”

Marie scowled — a mock scowl.

“Only in the town?” she asked. “I would say
the best in all of Landkreis
Eschenbach!”

“Without a doubt,” Ratzenberger crooned, and
then leaned in toward Quincy. “Have the Paprikaschnitzel,
Chico. It’s out of this world.”

“I’ll order for him,” Striker said. “I know
the schnitzel categories. We’ll have drei
Paprikaschnitzel mit spätzle, bitte!”

“Primo,” Georg said. “Made fresh. And
of course you must have the Gulashsuppe!”

“Of course,” Striker said.

“Wunderbar,” Marie echoed, getting the
soup going. She turned to the Mädchen, who suddenly appeared
apprehensive. “Was ist los, Lotte? Sich beeilen!”

The waitress unloaded her tray, and then
scurried off, but not before giving Quincy a fearsome glance. Marie
shrugged, and then followed her. Georg just laughed.

“So, is it General Summerson or
General Chico?”

Quincy just shrugged.

“He’s a boot,” Striker said. “He’s not sure
yet. He hasn’t even landed at the post.”

“Wirklich. Perhaps you are not at home
just as yet?”

Georg concentrated on Quincy’s face — most
likely the cheek scar. There was a disturbance in the back, Marie
scolding the waitress. Georg hunkered down between Striker and
Quincy.

“Pay them no mind. Lotte has had a rough day.
Her liebschen has told her to take a walk, that’s all.” He
paused. “So, General Summerson, my English is good,
ja?”

“Ja,” Quincy said.

“Canada, you know.”

“Canada?”

“Ja, Canada.”

The kitchen noise erupted again, so Georg left
to attend to it.

“He lived in Canada,” Ratz said. “He learned
English there, or so he says.”

“And says it every time we’re here,” Striker
added, lifting his stein.

“He’s very American-friendly; and a very good
cook,” Ratz said. “You’ll see.”

“What’s going on in the back?” Quincy
asked.

“You heard him, General Chico,” Striker
said. “Lotte got dumped today and is probably a
handful.”

“She’s a looker,” Ratz said.

“You’re married,” Striker replied. “You can
look, but you can’t touch.”

Ratz smirked and made a busty gesture wih his
hands.

“But I like anything in a zip-zap
dress. I’m surprised the damn thing holds them in.”

Striker laughed, but Quincy had suddenly
reached his beer peak. He tried to take another swig, but it was a
chore. He wondered if he could eat now. A bed would be a
blessing.

Georg and Marie carried out three plates,
followed by Lotte, who toted the soup.

“Try the Gulashsuppe,” Ratz said,
diving in.

Quincy did, and although he doubted his
resolve to keep anything down now, it was heaven in a bowl — thick
and nearly black — silky and hearty with beef. He suddenly realized
that all eyes were upon him, expecting a reaction.

“This is wonderful,” he said, smiling through
the gravy dribble that runneled over his lips.
“Wunderbar.”

“Ja, Wunderbar,” Georg
beamed.

However, Quincy noticed that Marie was not as
enthusiastic, and Lotte was downright sour. Her lip trembled, and
then she said something beneath her breath, which Summerson heard
distinctly.

Zeichen der
Grimmörtz.

He dropped his soup spoon, and then wiped his
mouth. Lotte turned back toward the kitchen, Marie following her.
Georg raised his arms in a good-humored gesture.

“So you like it, Handy
Andies?”

“Yes,” Striker said, reaching for his fork and
a nest of spätzle, sloshing it through the paprika
sauce.

Georg grinned, and then bowed out to the
kitchen.
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“What’s with the Handy Andies?” Quincy
asked.

The schnitzel had called him back to
life, the beer now pushed aside.

“You are,” Ratz said. “We all are.”

“Handy Andy Worm Killers,” Striker explained.
“The 6th of the 60th is a HAWK missile site, so that’s the
nickname for us rocket puppies. Georg likes to be as
American-friendly as possible. Finish your beer and we’ll get you
another one.”

“I’ll be on my ass.”

“You’re on your ass already,” Striker said.
“Besides, I think there’s something bugging Marie beyond that horse
shit story about Lotte being dumped.”

“We’re here late,” Ratz said. “I mean, they
were probably ready to close the joint when we showed up. We’re
holding them up. The food came out pretty damn fast.”

“I think you’re wrong. Does this taste like
leftovers?”

“No. But I think their garbage is better than
our mess.”

Striker paused over his plate, and then eyed
Quincy as if to probe him.

“Eat,” Ratz said. “Enjoy it. Who knows, we
could be on a levy tomorrow and be eating fish heads next
week.”

Striker dropped his pose.

“A four year stint guarantees that I’m not
going to Nam,” he said.

“You’re regular Army?” Quincy
asked.

“He’s a lifer,” Ratz
snapped.

“Not because I wanted it. I would have been
drafted like you dogs, but I couldn’t chance going to Nam. So I
signed on the line for a full term and specifically for
Germany.”

“I didn’t think you could do that,” Quincy
said.

“You can’t,” Ratz replied. “I told him that
the fucking recruiter saw him comin’.”

“I’m here, ain’t I?”

“So am I,” Ratz said. ”So are we all. And I
got my letter like the rest of us. Like Chico here did.”

Striker twitched his head, but then polished
off his beer. This conversation was a continuation of one that had
started quite some time ago. Quincy didn’t mean to barge in,
because he didn’t know how these things worked. Striker was the son
of a loyal Oregonian, who had enough gelder to sway votes in
state elections. A congressman had fiddled behind the scenes to
make such arrangements for loyal sons of wealthy Oregonians. Such
arrangements were never even considered for Chicagoans like
Ratzenberger or New Yorkers with off-the-boat Czech-German
heritage like General Chico.

So it went, with Ratz and Striker discussing
the benefits between being a lifer, which Striker claimed he
was not, and being drafted, taking a chance on a two-year stint —
quick and dicey. Quincy kept his silence, mostly occupied with the
spätzle and veal. However, he did listen. He did learn. He
admired the camaraderie between these two despite the different
geographic and economic backgrounds. He liked Striker’s swagger,
although suspected it would wear thin after a while. Time would
tell. But Ratzenberger — Ratz . . . well, he seemed like fun to be
around. No pretensions — unabashedly expressing his fears of the
forest, his love of Gulashsuppe and his defense of the
draft. Their voices were like honey to Quincy as the warmth of the
food and the amber glow of the Gasthof overtook
him.

It had been a long day — a really long day
with many unexpected revelations that would make a great short
story, although Quincy didn’t know how he would express seeing
three hags, a zombie, and a unicorn. However, people buy and read
such things. To General Quincy “Chico” Summerson, it was a
matter of reining in his vivid imagination. He sighed, and then
felt three sets of eyes studying him from the kitchen’s
threshold.

“We should go,” he said, abruptly.

Striker twitched, but Ratz downed his beer and
clunked his stein on the table.

“He’s right. It’s been a long day for him.
He’s gotta get squared away before mornin’.”

“Who’s driving?” Striker asked.

“Who’s the least fucked-up?”

Quincy slowly raised his hand.

“No way,” Ratz said. “I bet you can’t even
handle a jeep.”

He was right on that score, but Quincy wanted
to leave and leave now. So he stood, which prompted Georg to stomp
across the room, his arms outstretched.

“Who’s the big spender tonight?”

“I am,” Striker said, his hand on his wallet.
“What’s the damage?”

Georg laughed, but then snorted. He fixed his
attention on Quincy.

“It’s a celebration,” he said. “A welcome home
to the Oberpfalz for General Summerson.”

“Really?” Ratz asked.

“Really. On the house, Handy
Andies.”

Georg put his arm about Quincy’s shoulders and
escorted him toward the door.

“Viele dank," Striker said. “I’ll run
up a big bill the next time I’m here.”

“Wie du willst,” Georg said.

Quincy reached the door, the innkeeper still
attentive and a bit embarrassing. However, before anyone could
press down on the door handle, Georg turned Quincy about. He
touched the birthmark, and then tapped on a plaque that hung on the
wall — one of the coats of arms — a replica of the scar — Quincy’s
scar, set on a yellow shield, a raven’s head affixed upon its
crest.

“Well, look at that, Chico,” Striker said. “No
wonder Lotte was spooked. Your surgery mishap hangs on the fucking
wall.”

“I don’t understand,” Quincy said, his voice
trailing.

“Doesn’t that beat all,” Ratz chimed
in.

However, Quincy’s goose-flesh doubled when he
noticed that below the coat of arms emblazoned a title — a word
that had stalked him all day.

 


Grimmörtz.

 


“Willkommen heimat,” Georg said, a
strange vibration in his voice — a fearful twinge. “Come again,
General, and I shall tell you a tale.”


Chapter Six

Shivering Timbers
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Quincy was quiet now as he perched in the
jeep’s back, holding on as it veered through narrow alleys. He was
numb — from beer, from travel and from dumb coincidence. No further
discussions on his birthmark or the meal or any little thing that
popped into Striker or Ratzenberger’s head ensued. Ratz drove now,
but all eyes were turned front as they emerged onto a broad street
that climbed toward the Post’s main gate. This boulevard was lined
with bars — all kinds, music blaring from most of them — all kinds.
GIs strolled along, some waving, some staggering and some puking —
all boisterous. Quincy didn’t ask what this place was, nor did
Striker or Ratz offer an explanation. Self-evident. He just
wanted the trip to end. He was drunk, no doubt, and would fit in
quite nicely with the partygoer brigade that trudged up the hill
along this brew house street.

The Post gate was manned by four
M.Ps.

“Your orders, Chico,” Striker said, reaching
back.

Quincy fumbled for his paperwork, handing it
forward. Striker flashed it at one of the M.Ps.

“Right,” the M.P. said. “Looks in order. You
three haven’t been drinking, have ya?”

“I can truly say to you, officer,” Striker
said, bearing the lie truly, “we haven’t had a drop.”

The M.P. flashed his light into the back seat,
and then returned the orders to a squinting Quincy.

“Drive carefully and no pissing on the
Colonel’s wall. You know the drill.”

Striker tapped his cap and drove the jeep
through the gates. Quincy gazed upward at a copse of tall pines
plastered against a clear and starry sky. The jeep passed the
Waßerturm and a Bavarian-style chalet that Striker
said was the Post Commander’s house.

No pissing on the Colonel’s
wall.

Almost made sense. The sound of the shelling
returned. It never really left, having faded into the background,
but when the jeep crossed an open expanse, the rumbling sounded
closer — louder. Quincy assumed that the sound traveled faster in
this clearing, although he was told that this was no mere clearing.
It was the officer’s golf course.

At the far end of the golf course clustered
the barracks — not American style barracks á la Forts Gordon
or Dix, or the collegiate dorms of good old Ft. Benning. These were
German barracks built for the ages — built by Kaiser Wilhelm for
the war to end all wars. There were a dozen buildings
hugging the road. Then the jeep skirted around a boulder on which
was painted a coat of arms. Although Quincy had had his fill of
coats of arms for the evening, this one was handsome — a beacon and
an artillery piece set on a crimson sea, a star emblazoned near the
crest.

Headquarters Battery, 6th Batallion, 60th
Artillery

“This is it, Chico,” Striker said. “Are you
still with us?”

Barely.

The road vered, dipping into a grove — a
quadrangle crisscrossed with paths. Two stucco buildings faced each
other across this quadrangled grove. At the short end was another
building — the mess hall and, at a distance, the motor pool and
support shacks.

Striker pulled up in front of the main
building, cutting the motor.

“Home sweet home,” he said. He careened about.
“Do we need to carry you?’

Quincy shook his head, and then proceeded to
fall out of the jeep. Striker caught him, while Ratz grabbed the
duffel bag, laughing about how German beer is potent and boots are
pussies.

“I’ll be okay,” Quincy said, although he
didn’t feel okay. He took a step, and then grasped Striker’s arm.
“The ground’s a bit . . .”

“A bit what, Chico?”

The artillery was regular now, rattling the
windows. Quincy pointed to the closest set.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam.

“Is it like this all the time?” he asked. “I
mean, it’s like a war zone.”

“After a while you won’t even hear it,” Ratz
said. “And it is a war zone as long as the iron curtain’s only
twenty klicks away.”

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam.

Then Quincy took a step up the stairs and
halted, pointing to the lintel. He had expected another Swastika,
but there was something else there — an eagle sitting on an iron
cross.

“You live with it,” Striker said. “You’re in
Germany, the land of square door knobs and round plugs.”

“Wait’ll he gets a load of the German
crappers,” Ratz added.

“The crappers?”

“Yep. They haven’t been changed in fifty
years.”

Ratz laughed. They lunged into Headquarters
barracks.
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Quincy just wanted a bed and perhaps a place
to piss, but he would have skipped the piss for some sleep. Being
inside didn’t muffle the artillery fire — the windows shaking as if
a hurricane swept by. The lobby was a stumpy little room in pastel
blue, while the main corridor was pink and green and tattered with
bulletin boards. Quincy didn’t care where it led as long as it was
to a bunk. A stairway to the second floor caught his attention —
well, not the stairs so much as a soldier who slumped across the
banister holding his hand over one eye.

“Not now, Mathias,” Striker said to the
soldier.

“What’s with him?”

“Later,” Ratz said. “He’s trouble. One of my
roomies.”

Striker smirked, holding Quincy precariously
erect.

“Some troops bear watching, Chico, and that
dude is one of ‘em.”

Quincy glanced back. The soldier — PFC
Mathias, grunted and then scratched his carrot top hair. His hand
moved now, revealing his eye — a shiner of recent vintage, and
swollen like a turnip.

Striker pushed forward. There was traffic in
the corridor, soldiers heading for the Day Room near the stairs,
while others, in towels, sauntered to the communal shower. It was
making Quincy quite dizzy. When they reached the Orderly Room, Ratz
shucked the duffel bag, while Striker propped Quincy on the
partition — a long flat desktop that separated those who had
official business from those who did not. Sitting feet up on the
desk was a bear-sized man, who chewed tobacky and spit it into the
trashcan. Striker shuddered.

“Sergeant Wilbur,” he said. “Here’s the boot —
Summerson. He needs billeting.”

Wilbur gave Quincy a quick look-see, and then
bubbled a big wad of tobacky over his jaw line and smiled — a brown
smile that only another bear could love. Striker shuddered
again.

“By the looks of ‘em,” Sergeant Wilbur
drawled, “he’s in need of beddin’ right now, or I’m not sittin’
here on my ass doin’ not a goddamn thing. Had his first beer,
eh?”

The windows rattled.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam.

Quincy jumped and grunted.

“Shit on a fiddle-stick, boy,” Wilbur said.
“That’s just the blasters out trainin’ in the boonies. They go all
day and all night and all weekend and . . . I don’t even hear ‘em
no more. You’ll see. You’ll see. Let me see what we have
here.”

Wilbur looked at a clipboard and hummed a
tune, while spewing up another good load of spent
tobacky.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

“Well, not much luck here — excepting Sergeant
Buster. He’s due back later or tomorrow or sometime. He’s the only
free rack tonight. ”

“That’d be good,” Ratz said. “Buster’s one of
my roomies, so you’d be in with me tonight.”

“They’ll get you permanent tomorrow,” Wilbur
said. “Let me see those orders of your’n. The frackin’ paperwork’s
a killer and if the Top finds out I didn’t make you an official
greetin’, he’d have my hide in a hare’s trap.”

“Your orders, Chico.”

“Chico?” Wilbur said, finally getting off his
ass and retrieving the papers. “You another one of them spic kids.
Strange first name for a guy named Summerson.” He glanced at the
orders. “I don’t see no Chico here.”

“It’s Quincy,” Summerson said, and then tapped
his right cheek.

“Oh, I get it. Got yourself a wicked wolf bite
there, but I guess it’s better’n havin’ it on that cheek than on
the one you sit on. Then what would we call yer?”

He laughed, spewing tobacky juice about the
partition. He then clipped the orders to a wall chart and slammed
it flat.

“Well, you take Buster’s rack for now. Room
8.”

Bed, Quincy thought. You can call me
any name you want, but a bed is all I need.
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Room 8 was down the corridor, so close to the
Orderly Room it could have been its annex. Suddenly, Striker
stopped short. A wicked smile blossomed across his face.

“I wonder if he can type,” he said to
Ratzenberger.

“Who? Wilbur?”

“No. Chico here.”

Quincy heard them, but he was not up for this
discussion.

“Sully would shit a brick,” Ratz
said.

“But who the fuck wants a radio repairman
anyway?” Striker replied. “Let’s pass the word on to Applegate. See
what it gets him.”

“Sully’s gonna shit a brick!”

Striker chuckled, and then pushed down on the
square door latch. The room was dark, but that was soon remedied,
Ratz twisting the switch.

“Wow!” Quincy said.

Was this a barracks? It was unlike
anything he had been in before in this man’s army. He was
accustomed to communal dormers with lines of double decker bunk
beds in a stinking coal choked atmosphere. This was like a college
dorm room with four bunks neatly jutting from the walls. Two wide
windows (rattling every two minutes) let the moonlight beam through
the pines. There were signs of American Army occupation — foot and
wall lockers. However, there were also three chairs and a table.
Snoring briskly in one bed was a troop, who looked as if he’d been
out on a bender, because he was draped across the bunk with his
arms akimbo and his body angled near to spillage.

“Shhh,” Ratz said. “That’s Perdillo. Sergeant
Perdillo. S-2. Don’t wake him up. That empty there is for the guy
you saw on the stairs. He’s from the motor pool.”

“Speaking of the motor pool,” Striker said.
“The jeep.”

“Crap, Striker. Can’t you return
it?”

“What, and face the Southern Comfort crowd? I
outrank you.”

“Shit.” He tossed the Duffel bag near the
window. “This is Buster’s bunk.” He nodded to the bed in the far
corner. “And that’s mine. Make yourself at home. I’ll be
back.”

Ratz grumbled, but left, leaving Quincy
sitting on Sergeant Buster’s bunk staring at Striker, wondering
whether these two men actually liked each other. The windows
trembled — a shattering blast.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

Quincy jumped to his feet.

“Really, Chico,” Striker said. “You’ll get
used to it.” He twisted the light switch returning the room to
darkness. “Sleep tight. I’ll catch you up in the morning and we’ll
see if we can get you a better job than the one they snagged you
for.”

He shut the door. Quincy returned to the bunk,
sitting there for a few moments enjoying the solace. He had managed
to clear all the day’s strange events from his head — a tired head
that longed for a pillow. He punched Buster’s pillow, and then
undressed, piling his clothes on the duffel bag. He began to doze,
and then . . .

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

“I’ll never get to sleep through
that.”

He felt the room tremble. It was like trying
to fall asleep during a war movie. He attempted, settling his head
on the pillow and curling up into the fetal position. He began to
drift.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

“Shit.”

He sat up, and then gazed out the window. It
was a beautiful sight — the stately pines in the moonlight and the
soft knoll cut by a flowery pathway between the two
buildings.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

He shook his head, and then laughed. This was
why the others chuckled when they heard that he was stationed at
Graf. But then he thought of the poor suckers who were in those
tanks on the range — locked in their suffocating tortoise shells,
rattling, and bam, bam, booming — their bodies cracked and their
eardrums snafu’d. Perhaps, this was the perfect
distance.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

He sighed, and then slumped on the bed again.
Then another counterpoint invaded him — Sergeant Perdillo’s
snoring, which had been soft and susurrating, now began to cut the
timber.

Zaroom, braghit, verv
harutt.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

“Lovely.”

Zaroom, braghit, verv
harutt.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam

Suddenly, another element cascaded into this
symphony — a murmur in the hallway. More than a murmur. A clatter.
Shouts and then a scuffle. A barrage of cursing.

You assholes.

Leave me alone you fucking queer or I’m
gonna beat you dead.

Quincy stood, and then jammed his legs into
his dress pants, loosely fastening them. He went to the door and
listened as the scuffle continued. Then he heard flesh on flesh — a
jaw cracked. Angry wails. He also heard Sergeant Wilbur
shouting.

Not on my watch. Mathias.
Stabbler. Vertigris. I’ll have your asses in the Top’s office in
the mornin’ and if you don’t cut the crap, you’ll be M.P. bait in a
minute.

The scuffling continued, so Quincy cracked
open the door. He saw the soldier he had seen on the stairs — the
carrot-topped troop that Striker called Mathias and trouble.
Pounding him were two big monkeys, both out of uniform, in cut-off
tees, covered with blood. Quincy suspected, not their own blood.
Mathias was flat on his face, while one of the apes kicked him.
Then, just as Quincy thought to perhaps intervene, a water blast
swept the two goons off their feet.

“Cut the crap,” Wilbur shouted, wielding a
fire hose.

The corridor was awash with troops, even those
who casually came out to gawk. Quincy spotted Ratzenberger tripping
up the hallway behind Wilbur. He darted between the flotsam,
grabbing Mathias by the shoulders. He yanked him into Room 8,
pushing Quincy back, and then slammed the door. He switched on the
lights.

“Stay out of this, Chico,” Ratz
warned.

“I don’t get it.”

“You don’t want to get it.”

Mathias was a mess. Ratz grabbed a towel and
mopped the redhead’s face.

“You never learn, Mattycakes,” Ratz
said.

“They’re shitheads,” Mathias shouted. “I could
have taken them.”

“You’re a dumb queer,” Ratz snapped. Mathias
pushed Ratz away. “You wanna fight me now. There’s few who’d stand
by you, and I don’t think I’ll be doin’ that much longer, if at
all.”

Quincy listened to the aftermath in the
hallway — Wilbur telling the two monkeys to mop up the mess and
their threats directed toward Room 8.

“I wouldn’t want to be you, Mattycakes,” Ratz
said, handing Mathias a box of Band-Aids.

“It’s been worse.”

Ratz looked to Quincy.

“It has been worse. I’m hittin’ the
rack. Cut the lights.”

Suddenly Sergeant Perdillo fell out of bed. He
crabbed about the floor before finally sitting on the edge of his
bunk. He stared at Quincy for a long moment, and then
burped.

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Chico,” Quincy said,
automatically.

“Chico. Hey, Chico. That’s a good name. ‘sbout
time we had another hombre in this room. I mean, we got a
bohunk and a fag.” He laughed, and then laid his head down. Then he
quickly sat up again. “Hey, Chico. You don’t fart, do
you?”

“On occasion,” Quincy said,
mystified.

“That’s okay. Si, es bueno que su nombre
esta hombre Chico. Si.”

He fell back onto his pillow.

“The light, Chico,” Ratz snapped.

Quincy looked to Ratz, who was already
undressed and on his back. Mathias, on the other hand, just sat on
his footlocker, staring at Quincy, incentive enough to hit the
lights, which he did.

Zaroom, braghit, verv
harutt.

Rattle bam rattle, rattle,
bam


Chapter Seven

Business almost as
Usual
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Morning, as bright and cheerful as it was,
streaming through Room 8’s rumbling windows, shattered Quincy’s
head right down to his birthmark. He remembered the events of the
previous day and the unending night, but still he felt the effects
of the beer and artillery rattle. He swung his legs over the bunk,
pouring his face into his hands.

“You look like shit, troop,” came a Spanish
accented voice. “Not a good start, you know. You should be up and
at ‘em — chit, chower and chave.”

Quincy focused on the man — Sergeant Perdillo,
if he recalled — the source of much snoring. Perdillo was
spit-shined and dressed in pressed fatigues. Quincy scanned the
room. Ratzenberger wasn’t in his bunk, but Mathias was dressing in
slow motion, his battle scarred face not cheerful.

Quincy fished through his duffel for his ditty
bag, and then headed for the door. He didn’t know where the latrine
was precisely, but he supposed he could follow the
crowd.

The hallway was chilled in an April-morning
draft. The floor tiles were icy to the touch. However, Quincy
trekked to the latrine to chit and to chave. The
chower was nowhere to be found, but he recalled seeing
something of that nature near the lobby when he had arrived. As he
chit, Ratzenberger’s voice drifted through his mind. Wait
‘til he sees the crappers. Quincy observed them. They were
clean — GI clean, but they had a ledge along the bowl that caught
unwanted stuff, needing a little push to catch the
flush.

What’s next?

Quincy returned to a now empty room. He
supposed he ought to report in again, and in that, he was correct.
Striker collected him, delivering him to the Orderly
Room.

The sergeant — the Officer of the Day,
Wilbur, had been relieved by the full-time crew — the chief clerk
and his assistant. They diligently prepared the morning report at
the First Sergeant’s command. As they typed and drank coffee, they
waved to Striker, who pulled Quincy aside.

“Be smart here. I’ve done a little behind the
scenes maneuvering this morning across the street. If you answer
the questions properly, it’ll . . . it’ll go well.”

He winked. Quincy wasn’t sure what he meant,
but recalled remarks made to Ratz about getting him a cushy job on
the clerical staff instead of his assignment as a tube jockey.
Striker strode away, whistling Winchester
Cathedral.

“SP4 Summerson?” the chief clerk
asked.

“PFC,” Quincy corrected.

“Well, we’ll see about that.”

The clerk had a soft drawl — Texas perhaps,
mixed with a touch of Yale. He extended his hand over the
partition. Quincy seized the hand, and as he did so, he noticed
that the clerk was oogling the birthmark. Quincy was ready with an
explanation. Maybe he’ll use the fall from the slide at
age three explanation. The clerk raised the partition, inviting
Quincy into the inner sanctum.

“I’m Applegate,” he said.

“I’m Hawser,” said the assistant clerk,
puffing away at his cigarette as he typed his report.

“You came in late last night,” Applegate said,
rounding his desk and checking the Officer of the Day report.
“Sorry for the battle scene in the hallway, but the boys sometimes
get frisky on a Sunday night.”

The windows rattled, and Quincy winced. His
head still ached, but his stomach rumbled for breakfast.

“Oh, the noise,’ Hawser said. “Give it a week
and you won’t even notice it.”

“You probably had your first German beer last
night,” Applegate said. “Understandable, and I bet you’re itching
for a stack of Sergeant Eagle’s flapjacks. But we won’t be long
here. Have a seat.”

Quincy grabbed a chair, facing Applegate’s
desk.

“Who brought you in?” Hawser asked. “Stabbler
and Verdigris?”

“I don’t think so, Charlie,” Applegate said.
“They were last night’s bad boys.”

“Striker and Ratz,” Quincy said. “I mean,
Ratzenberger.”

“It’s okay to call him Ratz,” Hawser said,
making rat whiskers with his fingers.

“Is that morning report finished?” Applegate
snapped. “If the Top calls for it and it’s not ready, he’ll make a
fuss.”

“That he will.”

Hawser returned to his typing — a big clunking
machine that plodded beneath his fingers.

“You stayed in Room 8 last night.”

“In Sergeant Buster’s bed.”

“He can stay there,” Hawser said. He held up a
sheet. “Orders for Buster. He’s going to Rose Barracks in Vilseck
today.”

“He won’t like that.”

“That’s tough shit, but it’s neither here nor
there. Summerson can stay where he is.”

“Perhaps,” Applegate said.

Applegate reviewed the orders that Hawser had
shot over to him. Applegate was a gentleman, obviously well
educated — an intelligent brow and a restful smile. Hawser, in
contrast, grunted as he worked and occasionally leered at Quincy —
probably at the birthmark, perhaps thinking of some sharp comment
to utter under his breath or behind Quincy’s back.

Applegate fed a form into his own typewriter
and, using Quincy’s orders, filled in the vitals. A pink card and
then a green one followed the form. A brown folder stood at the
ready — a folder that Quincy recognized, because it had followed
him to every place he had set foot in this man’s army.

“Okay. You’re assigned to the Commo shack.
Your finance card’s in order. Your health records will be forwarded
to the medics. Just sign here.”

Quincy found the X and scrawled his
name, while Applegate continued to stare at the cheek.

“Tell me one thing, Summerson,” Applegate
said.

Here it comes.

“Can you type?”

“Type?”

“Yes, type,” Hawser echoed, chuckling. “Like
on a typewriter.”

Quincy didn’t type. In fact, his fingers had
never touched a keyboard. The question took surprised, but then he
heard Striker’s voice rattling through the hangover.

I’ve done a little behind the scenes
maneuvering this morning across the street. If you answer the
questions properly, it’ll . . . it’ll go
well.

“Yes, I do,” he lied.

Applegate smiled, and then grabbed back the
paperwork. Hawser chuckled again.
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Two phone calls later and Applegate beamed
like a bureaucrat in a gold mine. He popped out of his
seat.

“Wait here,” he said. He lifted the partition
and rounded the doorway, but then poked his head back in. “By the
way, you can keep your gear in Room 8. It’ll be convenient for our
purpose.”

Applegate disappeared again. Quincy heard a
gravelly voice from the office next door — almost as gravelly as
the rattling windows.

“The Top,” Hawser said. “You stepped in shit,
troop. But don’t think you’re getting a break here.”

Suddenly, a head popped through a hole in the
wall that Quincy hadn’t noticed before — a craggy head topped with
short-cropped gray hair. The head had mean lips and beady eyes. It
grunted.

“Hawser.”

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

“Is that goddamned morning report finished
yet?”

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

“Well, tear it up, because I have a
change.”

“Shit.”

“Shit on your own time. Just roll that crap
out of the typewriter and start over . . . when I tell you what to
do.”

The head darted a quick stare at Quincy, but
then pulled back to the other side of the hole. Soon, Applegate
returned followed by the full body that belonged to that
war-seasoned head.

“Summerson,” Applegate said. “This is First
Sergeant Townsend.”

“Summerson,” the First Sergeant snapped. “You
can type?”

“Yes, First Sergeant,” Quincy answered, second
lie of the day. More were coming.

“Well, it just so happens we have an opening
in the Orderly Room for a second clerk. How would you like to work
out here?”

“I would,” Quincy said.

“It’s good duty and you’ll work for me. Do you
still want to do it?”

“Yes,” he replied, although with less
conviction than before.

“Great,” the Top said. “Applegate, change the
orders; and draw up a second set. Hawser, I still expect the
revised morning report on time. I’ll handle Sully.” He turned to
Quincy, extending his hand. “Welcome to the 6th of the
60th, SP4 Summerson.”

“SP4?” Quincy said.

“Well, as soon as the orders are drawn up and
signed by the Lieutenant. Perhaps you’ll type them yourself. And,
by the way, you got dirt on your face.”

Quincy twitched.

“Um . . . it’s a scar.”

“Funny looking thing. I guess it can’t be
helped. I got a strawberry splash on my ass, and I’m damned well
glad it’s there and not on my cheek.”

Hawser laughed. The Top’s bushy eyebrows
arched.

“You want to see it?”

“No, First Sergeant.”

“Just get that report on my desk. Summerson,
get busy.”

Townsend smiled, pleased with himself, no
doubt, and then left. Now all Quincy needed to do was learn how to
type.

As it turned out, it was no big feat. He sat
in front of the old, heavy machine and hunted down each letter like
a gamester on safari; first one letter then the next. Mistakes were
made and correspondence would be an all-morning affair; but
certainly would be within Army time specifications. Speed typing
would come later.

Soon Quincy heard a round of shouting from the
First Sergeant’s office. Sergeant Sullivan had turned up in due
course to claim his new tube jockey, only to learn that the
long-anticipated requisition was shuffled into the needy mouth of
the Orderly Room.

“Goddam it, Sully,” the Top said. “You’ll just
need to wait your turn.”

“But I’ve waited long enough,” Sullivan
shouted, “and this ain’t the first time this has happened. Last
time it was Krapinski. Headquarters scarfed him up. Now, this
one.”

“Mind your tone with me, Sully. I suggest you
train someone else up to your needs. The new guy has a higher MOS
than you need anyway. He’s better here with us. I’ll tell you what.
I’ll ask Wrschka if he can spare one of his motor pool monkeys for
you.”

There was silence. The rest of the
conversation was garbled, Quincy unable to parse it. He glanced
from Applegate to Hawser, who was more intent on watching Quincy’s
hunt and peck.

“I could type faster than that on my first
day,” Hawser grunted.

“You were heading to the B.O.C., Charlie,”
Applegate said.

Suddenly, a tall sergeant came through the
door and leaned on the desk front.

“Sergeant Sullivan,” Applegate said, in soft
and friendly tones. “Can I help you?”

“Naw,” he said. “It looks like you’ve already
helped yourself, Applegate.”

Sullivan gave Quincy a sharp stare — much like
the glance of a man robbed of his wallet only to find it again . .
. empty. He checked his mail slot, and then left.

“He’ll get over it,” Applegate said. “He can
be a hot head, but he’s really a nice guy.”

“For a rapist,” Hawser said.

“Now, Charlie, that’s past tense. Besides, he
married her.” Quincy shrugged. “Sullivan’s a Mississippian,”
Applegate explained.

“Yazoo City,” Hawser said.

“He knocked up a seventeen-year-old. I
wouldn’t call it rape necessarily, but in Mississippi, they do —
statutory rape. But even though he married her, they still hauled
him into court. Instead of prison time, he took an option to
enlist. Voila. Instant lifer.”

“Hawser,” came a shout through the hole in the
wall. “I’m waiting.”

Hawser tapped Quincy on the shoulder, and then
took over at the typewriter.

“That’s okay,” Applegate said. “Get breakfast
and settled in. Buster’ll be out of the room before you get back
and you can . . . well, sleep the rest of the day. Is it Quincy or
Quince?”

Hawser laughed.

“I bet its puffle-cheek,” he
remarked.

“Actually, the two guys who brought me in gave
me a nickname I like. I think I’ll keep it. Chico.”

“Chico,” Hawser said. “That’s a
hoot.”

“Hawser,” the Top shouted. “I’m
waiting.”

“I like it,” Applegate said, although Quincy
thought that it wouldn’t take much to please his new
boss.

Contented. Specialist 4th
Class — a cushy job and a promotion, all on the first day. Things
were looking up — better than the day before, at least.

3

The mess hall impressed Quincy. The place was
like the rest of the buildings — pastel in shade and as old as the
turn of the century. However, the food swept him off his feet — a
stack of buckwheat pancakes with honey, syrup, and fresh butter.
The bacon was crisp and the ham was smoked and salty. He ate off
china plates instead of the usual Army tin trays, the kind that
gave you the runs after dishwashing, and the kitchen help were
Germans — hope that he wouldn’t need to pull KP duty at Graf.
Sweet.

After a hefty breakfast in Sergeant Eagle’s
mess hall, Quincy trotted back to the barracks, his headache cured
by strong coffee. Perhaps he could find the chowers now and
wash away the travel dust. This thought kept him moving until he
reached Room 8 — deserted now because the occupants, now his
roommates, were about their daily occupations. The bunk — his bunk
now, enticed him to kick back his heels and take a load off.
However, as he untied his boots, he felt a chill. An aroma also
lingered — a cinnamon smell that was uncomfortably sweet. He took a
step toward Sergeant Perdillo’s bunk. The air seemed warmer there.
A step back towards his own bunk and the chill returned. He checked
the window for a draft. He twisted the handles to assure a tight
fit along the cauklines — no cracks. They were tight. He ran his
hands along the sill.

Nothing.

Still, the chill. Suddenly, he turned.
Something shone in the room’s corner — a glint — reflected from
metal. Perhaps a bayonet. It flashed a few times, but then
disappeared. Quincy stepped toward it and the air was downright
frigid, but then, the warmth returned. The chill and the flash and
the cinnamon smell were gone. The door opened.

“What?” Quincy gasped.

Ratz.

“I heard the news,” Ratz said, rushing him.
“Chico, you’re the man of the hour.”

Quincy sighed, and then plopped on his bunk.
Ratz plunked beside him.

“What’s the matter? You’re not
happy?”

“I’m delighted. I’m farting rainbows, can’t
you tell?”

“Not from that puss, I can’t. I guess you’re
still hung over.”

“That’s it.”

Quincy grinned.

“That’s what?”

“Well, when you’re hung over — you get a
splitting headache, but you can also get chills and . . . and any
little stray sunlight can dance in your eyes like
stars.”

“That hasn’t been my experience, but there’s
no accountin’ for hangovers.”

Quincy grinned again. It was good to have a
friend — a down to earth buddy, who can shoot the
breeze.

“No, it’s good, Ratz. Really good.”

The window rattled.

“Even the firefight in the
boonies?”

“Even that. Any place that makes buckwheat
pancakes like the ones I just wolfed down, can’t be all that
bad.”

“And it beats Nam.”

“It sure does.”

Of course, this was only SP4 Summerson’s first
day here, so what did he know?


Part II

Summerson Sees

 



Chapter One

Liver and Onions
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So what did Quincy know? That first day was
eventful, saddling him with mysteries — mysteries that lingered in
both daydreams and nightmares for the next month. As he settled in,
they lodged in his noggin. Sometimes he thought about the three
weird women and Luddy, and constantly he would dream about his
Grandmother and those picnics, when she wanted to squeeze his cheek
clean of the birthmark. His mom would scold him for not making
friends and his dad would chastise him for not playing sports.
There they were — Grandma, mom and dad, wagging fingers,
admonishing him for every move he made until he opened his eyes to
the Grafenwöhr dawn, which now streamed through the window
across his blanketing.

Quincy fit here — probably the first time in
an age that he was easy with the people around him. He wasn’t a
standout by any means. He made his observations quietly within his
mental reference — a vivid cranium that gathered bits and pieces,
churning them into fragmented tales. Just the other day, after
listening to the First Sergeant chew out Hawser for a typo, Quincy
grabbed his notebook and let his imagination fly. Instant
inspiration. He outlined a short tale — one about a poor distressed
soldier, much like Hawser, who had a wife off-post, much like
Hawser’s, and was driven to distraction, much like the Hawsers. In
contrast, Quincy sketched a happier soldier character, much like
Applegate, who also lived off post and had a sweet wife, just like
Applegate’s, who baked gingerbread and arranged flowers. These
slices of daydreaming had writing possibilities, or so Quincy
thought. Writing was a great defense against the common world — a
cauldron that stewed flights of fancy across his little
notepad.

Quincy scanned Room 8 — Perdillo dressing and
Mathias spit shining his boots. Ratz mooned over a cherished photo
of his wife, Mellie, who didn’t live off-post, but slept quietly
(one hoped) in a different time zone — C.S.T. Quincy’s imagination
could spin them all into a tale, he was sure of it. Now, as he
debated whether to get dressed or roll over for another five
minutes snooze, the chill overcame him again. It was becoming a
daily routine, always throwing him off-kilter. He sat bolt upright,
running his fingers across the windowsill.

“Damn draft.”

“Chico,” Ratz said. “Just because you can roll
out of bed and into your office, doesn’t mean you gotta rub it
in.”

Quincy knelt on the bunk, still looking for
drafts. The window rattled. It always rattled, but he noticed it
less now. White noise.

“Remind me to get some caulking at the PX,” he
said. “The boom booms have shaken these panes so loose they
can’t hardly hold back the breeze.”

“Es in su cabeza,” Perdillo said,
pointing to his head. “I’ve been in this room longer than you and
it’s warm and roasty toasty.”

“That’s ‘cause you drink too much,” Mathias
said, skipping a beat on his boots.

“Eh, Missy miss,” Perdillo said, finishing the
knot in his tie and slipping it up to his collar. “I drink like a
man, not like you, Shirley Dimples.”

“It’s a Shirley Temple, you dumb fuck,”
Mathias snapped.

Perdillo flipped him the finger, but ignored
the comment beyond that. Mathias drew the worst out in people. In
fact, he was a slow burning mystery to Quincy. That he was probably
a homo there was no doubt. At least once a week, Mathias
would turn up with a shiner and drizzled with tears and threats.
Quincy didn’t mind him, because he didn’t mess with such stuff —
and Ratz tried to keep Mathias in check with his homegrown humor,
which succeeded sometimes.

Quincy wedged his pillow into the window
cracks, although the chill persisted. As he turned to get dressed,
the warmth finally came and then . . . the glint — sharp and
prolonged, blinding him momentarily.

“That’s strange,” Ratz said. “The sun’s
playing tricks on you today, Chico.”

Quincy blocked the sun with his hand, but Ratz
pushed Quincy’s arm aside.

“Does it hurt? You look sick.”

Quincy felt strange, an anxiety gripping him.
His heart palpitated. Perdillo had left, but Mathias stopped by the
window.

“What gives?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” Quincy replied. “I’m suddenly
. . . light headed.”

“Well, whatever it is,” Ratz said, “it’s
turned your scar bright red — like fire.”

Mathias brought his face into
Quincy’s.

“Yeah. Like you’ve been branded. A good ol’
Tucson cattle mark. The Bar-V.”

Quincy touched his cheek. It felt the same. He
popped off the bed to consult his wall locker’s mirror. There was
no change. He had lived with this damn thing since he crawled
around his crib.

“It looks the same,” he murmured.

“Maybe so,” Ratz said, “but you should’ve seen
it when the sun flashed on your face. Pretty freaky.”

Quincy turned.

“I’m not a freak.”

“Easy now, Chico. I didn’t say you were a
freak. Besides, you’re no more a freak than Mattycakes,
here.”

“Watch yourself,” Mathias snapped.

“C’mon, you guys,” Ratz said. “What’s a little
ragging between friends? Don’t be so sensitive.” He winked at
Mathias. “Even if you’re the sensitive type.”

“What d’ya mean by that?”

Ratz put his hand on Mathias’
shoulder.

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Besides, I’m
gonna be late, and so are you. Chico’s the only one with the luxury
of rolling out of bed and landing beside his
typewriter.”

Ratz went to his bunk and completed his
preparations. Mathias finished his spit shine. Quincy returned to
the mirror.

So what did he know?

Just the birthmark. How he wished that his
Grandmother had been able to squeeze it off and throw it into the
fire. Maybe tonight’s dream would let her succeed and he’d wake up
without the razor knick — the soccer wound — the crappy suture job
from the fall off the slide. As he gazed into the mirror, he
thought he could see a cloud on the horizon — another part of the
tale to jot down on the notepad. But what did he know? Not much or
. . . nothing yet.
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Shake it off.

Quincy had to shake it off. The anxiety
lingered, deep in his stomach’s pit, but he couldn’t tell why. He
was a hairbreadth from seeing something — some danger that lurked
at the end of this day. Yet the premonition would not take a clear
shape, the details eluding him. So he chit, chowered and
chaved and then toddled off to the mess hall for his coffee
and a plate of Shit on a Shingle, his favorite. Perhaps
indulgence would help him outrun anxiety.

It was a beautiful, sunny day, with patches of
blue peeking through the tall pines. How could anyone worry about
an elusive glimmer on a day like this?

Shake it off.

After breakfast, Quincy relieved the Officer
of the Day, Sergeant Sullivan, just as the Battery Commander,
Lieutenant Hilfenmeyer arrived. The Commander didn’t show up every
day. No one questioned why. But when he did, he was a pest — not
because he was in any way a military nuisance or a West Pointer.
No. Quite the opposite. Hilfenmeyer was ROTC and happy to be
serving in Graf rather than Nam. However, he didn’t have much to
do, so he pestered his Battery staff with nonsense — anyone up
for a quick round of Fußball (there was a game machine
in the Day Room) or let’s review the B.O.C. guard duty
schedule. He also had lame ideas on reorganizing and color
coding the battery muster cards and insisted on experimenting,
revising and reviewing them. By the time Quincy arrived to relieve
Sergeant Sullivan, Lieutenant Hilfenmeyer had co-opted the Orderly
Room.

“Ah, Summerson,” he said, glancing at his
watch. “Is it that time, already?”

“Yes, sir.” Quincy glanced at Sullivan, who
was gathering his overnight reading. “Quiet night, Sergeant
Sullivan?”

“’Fraid so. No one in and no one
out.” He handed Quincy a clipboard. “You’ll make short work of it,
I’m sure, unless you . . .” He glanced at the Lieutenant, and then
probably thought better than gripe about the loss of his Commo
man.

“Can I interest you in a round of
Fußball, Sully?” Hilfenmeyer asked.

Sully stretched.

“I’ll take a rain check on that, sir, if you
don’t mind. I’m in the middle of a diode check and that gang of
mine needs careful supervision.”

“I won’t keep you from it.”

Sergeant Sullivan doffed his cap, and then
brushed past the Commander.

“Summerson!” came a shout, and then the First
Sergeant’s head popped through the hole between the offices. “That
morning report done yet?”

“Starting it now.”

“Hawser here yet? Oh, good morning,
sir.”

“Good morning, Top.”

“Nice day.” He adjusted his head and drew a
torpid smile. “Let me know when Hawser and Applegate get in. They
both should have been here by now and . . .”

He pulled his head back into his office, now
that the Lieutenant had drifted out of the Orderly Room. Quincy
heard Up for a round of Fußball, Top, and grinned. He
knew that Hilfenmeyer would press the invitation until someone kept
him company in the Day Room. The game wasn’t at stake, but a few
hours of listening to the Commander’s view of history, politics,
and efficiency was an event, once experienced, never
forgotten.

Quincy headed to the filing cabinet for the
morning report forms. It would be easy today with no new personnel
in or out. He could easily account for those on leave or TDY to
make a full accounting of Battery troop strength and still make his
deadline. He was planted behind his typewriter by the time Hawser
showed up in his usual grumpy mood.

“Top wants to see you. You and
Applegate.”

“Shit.”

He kicked the trashcan.

“Did you have one of your fun mornings again?”
Quincy asked.

“Mind your beeswax, but since you asked —
yes.” He sat opposite Quincy, removing his cap and scratching his
bald spot. “Women. They’re a fucking mystery. But what would you
know about it?”

Quincy could have taken that several ways, but
he knew that Hawser was only implying that Quincy was unmarried.
So what did he know?

Quincy adjusted the morning report forms over
the platen and aligned them to the strike zone.

“Did she give you trouble this
morning?”

“Never marry a local, Chico. Not worth it. You
wouldn’t believe what she did.” He rubbed his eyes, and then
scowled. “I was rushing to get here on time and was looking for a
clean shirt. I couldn’t find one. She didn’t do the fucking
laundry. I mean, what does she do all day besides yak over the
fence with the Fräuenschwesters. So all I said was, why
can’t you wash and iron one shirt so I can be presentable. She
blew a gasket.” Hawser pounded his cap back on his head. “So what
does she do? I’ll tell you what she did. She went to my closet, got
my favorite shirt — my dancing shirt and tore the arm off
it.”

“No.”

“Yes. Tore it and stomped on it
too.”

“So what did you do?”

“I went to her closet and ripped her best
dress in half.”

“I bet that went over big.”

Hawser laughed. In fact, he was downright
gleeful.

“I just spent an hour tearing up her wardrobe
and she matched me shirt for blouse. I don’t think I have a stitch
to wear now. We’re both gonna be naked to the world.”

“Naked?” Applegate said, reporting in. “This
sounds risqué. What did Margarethe do now?”

“They just destroyed each others wardrobes,”
Quincy said, giving up on starting the morning report.

“No way.”

“Yes, way. Naked we be from now
on.”

“You know,” Applegate said. “She’ll be busy
later at the PX with your paycheck.”

Hawser frowned.

“Never marry a local.”

“Summerson,” came a shout.

“He wants to see you both.”

Applegate grimaced, and then glanced at his
watch.

“Well, at least I have a good excuse. The
river paid us a visit in the middle of the night again. Bev and I
have been baling pond scum out of the kitchen since
dawn.”

“Summerson.”

“You’d better go.”

Applegate shrugged, and then grabbed Hawser’s
shoulder, pushing him around the corner and out.
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Except for the sinking anxiety that touched
him for no apparent reason, the rest of Quincy’s day was
uneventful. He finished the morning report, and then rearranged the
card catalog according to the Commander’s new methods. It was
better than playing Fußball and listening to Hilfenmeyer’s
pet peeves. Applegate and Hawser had the usual discussion about
smoking (Hawser pro and Applegate con) that erupted
every time Hawser lit up. Applegate was busy making a placard for
the partition which listed the many types of Schnitzels and
how to order them in German. He had a need to better his fellow
humans and what better way than through the German Word of the
Day program. Quincy enjoyed these, his German expanding daily,
useful for every bier ordered in town.

Yes, it was a routine day for Quincy. He would
finish his tasks, and then wend his way to the mess hall to meet
Striker and Ratzenberger. Quincy generally arrived first and got
extra portions from the cooks in exchange for expediting furlough
requests and other clerical favors.

Chico, how’s that item that I sent
your way going? I have a lady in Munich just waiting for my best
parts. And, by the way, have the end piece of the meatloaf. I’ve
been saving it just for you.

Striker would show up ten minutes later,
usually delayed by his closing reports. He worked directly for the
Battalion Commander, Colonel Spicer. Ratzenberger would arrive
last. He usually stopped back in Room 8 to dash off a letter to his
wife. Striker constantly teased Ratz about marital
devotion.

The finest ‘tang in Bavaria is wasted on
pussy-whipped Ratz.

So Quincy finished up his last hunt and
peck task — a TDY order — security training at Baumgarten for
SP4 Twilly. The form slid out of the platen, Quincy inspecting the
orders.

Crooked, but good enough for government
work.

He stood.

“I’m off,” he announced.

“Not so fast,” Hawser said. “Did you finish
Twilly’s orders?”

“Yes.”

Hawser waved his hand.

“Give it here.”

“Why? You’re not getting it
signed.”

“’Cause I said so. If it’s off
kilter, you’ll be doin’ it again.”

Hawser grabbed the orders, perused them and
then grinned victoriously. However, Applegate snapped them up and
gave them his quick review.

“It’s fine, Quincy,” he said. “You’re off. Go!
It’s Liver and Onions Night, and I know you like that.”

Hawser winced.

“How can you eat that shit?”

Quincy grinned, and then darted off not
bothering to tangle with Hawser’s dislikes. Turning into the
hallway, he strolled past Room 8. As he approached the door, he
heard weeping inside. Thinking that it might be Ratz, he barged in,
only to find Mathias on the windowsill, bawling up a
storm.

“Jay?” Quincy asked.

“Go away.” Jay Mathias wiped his eyes, and
then scurried to his bunk. “Please, go away.”

Quincy, never a person to leave anyone alone
in distress, approached him.

“Are you okay?”

“Just get the fuck out of here, Chico. I’m
fine. Just go.”

“What crawled up your ass?”

“Just go.”

Quincy, shaken, didn’t stick around for more
abuse. Mathias was often moody, unfriendly and rarely smiled. An
oddball. Even Quincy had a difficult time warming up to him. He
understood a loner, but couldn’t comprehend Mathias’ mood swings or
what caused them. The bruises and bloody noses were symptomatic of
some deep hatred that Mathias spawned, in particular among his
motor pool mates — Stabbler, Verdigris, Gorman and Charnoff. They
despised him — labeled him a faggot. Quincy doubted
that the label was spurious. However, Mathias was not what Quincy
conceived a homosexual to be — not that he had much experience with
them. He remembered sissy boys at school, who played with the girls
and were beaten up on a regular schedule, but none were feisty like
Mathias. They had cowered and ran at the first threatening signs.
Not Mathias. He walked into walls and spit in everyone’s eye.
Still, Quincy was not about to give his shoulder to someone who
didn’t appreciate it, so he slammed the door behind him and
muttered an unkind word.

Asshole.
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By the time Quincy reached the mess hall, he
had shaken off the Mathias incident.

Shake it off.

After all, it was Liver and Onions
Night at Sergeant Eagle’s café. The place would be empty, most
everyone hating beef liver. They fled to the PX or the Canteen to
eat. However, Quincy loved liver, especially sautéed in
butter with bacon and onions. Sergeant Eagle’s liver and onions
would be an all you could eat affair.

Ratzenberger had arrived already. Perhaps he
went to the room first to write his letter, but encountered
Mathias. Perhaps he was the reason Mathias was upset. Striker was
among the missing, being a liver hater.

“You’re early,” Quincy remarked, hovering over
his liver feast.

“You’re late.”

“I stopped at the room.”

“So did I, but I heard Mattycakes bawlin’ and
decided to skip the letter in favor of the liver.” He smiled, his
fork drawing a mass of brown leathery meat to his lips. “Mmm.
Mmm.”

Strands of onion slipped into his mouth like
spaghetti.

“Why do you keep on calling him
Mattycakes?”

“Why do I call you Chico?”

Quincy pointed to the birthmark — with his
middle finger.

“Very funny. I like nicknames that fit. I
mean. Ratz fits me because I’ve got a square jaw and a
pointy nose.”

Quincy choked on his meat.

“It’s true, Chico. I’m proud of it. And
Striker is Strikeman because he’s a hammer. So Mathias is
Mattycakes, because he’s a grown up baby and a . . . well, he’s got
some peculiar alliances in the ranks and has been seen flirting
with the Bundeswehr.”

“Really?”

The Bundeswehr were local German
troops, whose barracks were across the road and up the hill from
the Quadrangle. They weren’t really soldier soldiers. They served
only sixteen months and never more than sixty klicks from their
home town. However, they strutted about in their grey uniforms and
made believe that they were the warrior force in the
land.

“I mean, I have nothing against those kinds of
people,” Ratz said.

“What kind? German soldiers?”

“Them too, but you know . . . the
tooty-frooties. They’ve done nothin’ to me and I say live and let
live. But Mathias just pushes the envelope a bit much.”

Quincy agreed with that. He had just witnessed
it first hand.

“And Striker’s been a real case
today.”

Quincy was almost finished his first helping
and was ready for more, but this comment slowed him
down.

“He’s still drinking with us tonight,
right?”

“Yep. He’ll meet us at the Canteen, but he’s
in a strange mood. All day. It got on my nerves. I’m glad he hates
liver; so I can eat mine in peace.” His eyes lit up. “Time for
more.”

Quincy was up for it and there was no one on
line. It was a quick fix to pile his plate with a second helping of
organ ambrosia.

“So, what’s his problem?” he asked, salting up
his meat.

“Who’s problem?”

“Striker’s.”

“Oh. I think he thinks there’s a levy in the
air. I think his imagination is almost as wild as
yours.”

Quincy stopped mid-chew.

“What makes you say that?”

“Say what?”

“That my imagination’s wild.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because it is. I
mean, you’re always reading more stuff into stuff than there really
is.”

“When have I done that?”

“All the time. You see a cloud and it becomes
a swan. You look at the Waßerturm and then talk about
knights in shining armor. And I remember when you went through the
spook forest and . . .”

“And what?”

“Well, you saw stuff that wasn’t
there.”

“Did not.”

“Have it your own way. It’s no big deal.
Besides, we were talking about Striker and what he
imagines.”

“A levy.”

“A levy. He’s too close to the Colonel. He
hears things that he shouldn’t hear and then he pieces them
together . . . usually wrong. Then it crawls up his ass and he’s
impossible.”

“Maybe he’s right,” Quincy said. “He’s smart.
A levy’s serious.”

“I know,” Ratz said. “And I know I’m
stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were stupid. I said Striker
was smart. Besides, I don’t know why he’d worry about it. He’s
immune to levees. He enlisted for Germany, remember.”

“So he says,” Ratz said. “So he thinks. I
think that recruiter saw him comin’. I don’t think he’s immune. And
I don’t think he’s so smart. I mean, would a smart man pass up good
liver and onions like this?”

Quincy grinned. Liver lovers were indeed wise
and smart and gourmands. As Ratzenberger scarfed down the next few
brown morsels, he closed his eyes.

Ecstasy.

“How does it work?” Quincy asked.

“How does what work?”

“A levy.”

“Scary,” Ratz said. “They’re blind things.” He
scraped a diagram in the gravy. “They take our MOS and match it up
with a random selection of serial numbers. The dumb computer
doesn’t know anything beyond that. No faces. No people. It doesn’t
have a clue who goes where. It just spits out a list. Numbers to be
matched up to names. We’re just inventory in a warehouse. Kind of
makes you feel like so much canned soup on a shelf. If they need
more soup on the bloody fields of Nam, they just punch in a
request, send out the order, levy the warehouse and off we go to
war.”

“You’re putting me off my liver,” Quincy
said.

“Nothing puts me off my liver. Eagle’s my
god.”

Suddenly, Striker appeared in the doorway.
Pale. Ghostly.

“Holy shit,” Quincy said. “Don’t tell me he’s
smarter than you thought he was.”

“Liver,” Ratz said, raising his plate as an
offering.

“Levy,” Striker said.

“Damn.” Ratz stood. “He wants me for the name
match up.”

Striker had left already. Ratz followed in his
wake.

“I’ll meet you guys at the Canteen later,”
Quincy said.

“We’ll call you at the Orderly Room and let
you know, Chico. You should go there.”

Quincy lost his appetite. His serial number
could be on the request. Then he would be off to Vietnam. Suddenly,
he remembered Mathias and his tears.

“I’ll bet he knows,” he muttered.

Damn it. I bet I could have
guessed.

There was something in the air that morning
and now it hit Quincy full force. Clarity. He had seen it in
the mirror — a jumble of paper and the scared faces of his
comrades. He slid his plate aside, the German KP clearing the
table. Quincy regretted the end of a fine meal — a meal
interrupted. He felt the chill again and saw the glint, although it
probably was the glare of sunset on the silverware.

Shake it off.

He couldn’t. He would head to the Orderly
Room, but would make a stop in Room 8 to commiserate with Mathias,
whose mood he now shared.


Chapter Two

In the Cups
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Mathias was still in Room 8 when Quincy
returned. Although his tears had dried, he sat on the windowsill
nervously looking out, the setting sun lighting his bony face and
red hair. His skin, pasty white despite freckles, gave Quincy a
start.

“Jay,” Quincy said, closing the door behind
him, looking for Perdillo. “Are you here alone?”

“Do you see anyone else here?”

Mathias hopped off the sill.

“I was just a little concerned about you,
that’s all.”

“Don’t be.”

“I mean, I heard about the levy and thought .
. .”

“A levy?” Mathias choked. “Really? A levy!
Thank God for levees .”

“What, are you crazy?”

“Did you think I’d be upset by a levy? No way,
José. I hope I’m on it. I hope the fuck I’m on it to get away from
those bastards I work with, especially . . .”

“Who?”

Mathias’ color returned. He glanced toward the
wall lockers.

“No one. None of your business.” He shook his
fist at Quincy. “You know, Summerson, you’re a prying little snoop.
I didn’t ask you to check up on me. Why don’t you just go! See if
this is my lucky day — the day I’m levied out.”

Quincy shouldn’t have been surprised at this
reaction. Mathias was predictably nasty, but pathetically helpless.
However, Quincy was concerned about him.

“No good deed goes unpunished,” he
snapped.

“Just go and take your good deeds and . .
.”

Quincy didn’t stay to find out where his good
deeds should be tucked. He headed for the Orderly Room, slamming
the door behind him.

“Fucking asshole,” he muttered. “No wonder
everyone hates him.”

As he walked the corridor, he noticed that the
First Sergeant was still in his office.

This levy business must be hot
shit.

Applegate and Hawser were in their places
also.

“Quincy,” Applegate said. “I’m glad you’re
back.”

“And on Liver and Onions Night,” Hawser
snapped.

“I heard there was a . . .”

“Yep,” Hawser said. “Don’t say it. Don’t think
it. Just shut-up, sit down and wait like the rest of
us.”

Quincy didn’t fight it. He sat. Applegate
didn’t chastise Hawser this time either. There was no fighting the
anxiety. It was like a lottery that Quincy knew someone had to win,
only, in this case, the winner would be the loser. Anxiety has a
way of stoking itself into frenzy, consuming souls in its embers,
even when fueled by beef liver. Nothing could be said. Nothing was
said . . . for an hour while the number matching went apace across
the quadrangle in the Headquarters building.

Finally, the phone rang in the First
Sergeant’s office. Everyone jumped as he answered with a series of
Yeps — yeahs — I got it — I understand. He was
making his list. Silence reigned until First Sergeant Townsend
appeared at the Orderly Room door. He shrugged, and then
sighed.

“Hawser,” he said, and not with his usual
snap.

Hawser began to shake, twisting around in his
chair until he collapsed on his desk blottter. Applegate went to
him, patting his back, and peering inquisitively at the
Top.

“Sorry,” the Top muttered. “Sorry about that,
Hawser. It’s the way things go.” He shrugged again. “No one else
here’s on the list.”

He turned his back, hesitated, and then turned
again.

“Hawser.”

“Yes, First Sergeant,” he moaned.

“You can use the Lieutenant’s office to call
your wife.”

“Thank you.”

The Top left.

Although Quincy was glad that he missed the
dreaded list, he had mixed feelings about Hawser's fate. The man
had given him a hard time and didn’t really deserve a kind word,
but it wasn’t in Quincy’s nature to hold a grudge, especially when
a guy was down. He joined Applegate in the back patting, but it was
a small consolation. Hawser drifted out of the Orderly Room to make
his phone call to a wife, who might very well leave him now. He’d
be in Nam, while she’d probably go home to Bamberg, unless she had
designs on a house in Decatur, Illinois.

Striker and Ratzenberger showed up, both
regarding the wretched Hawser as he passed them, and then muttering
their concerns.

“It’s a hard thing,” Quincy
remarked.

“I know, Chico,” Striker said. “I did the
number match with the Colonel.”

“We missed the list,” Ratz said.

“But there were others,” Striker
noted.

“Do you mind telling me?” Applegate asked. “I
mean, we’ll all know soon enough.”

“It’s okay. Markham, Krapinski, Kastrakas,
Murray, O’Hare, Sloane . . . most of the rest were from A and D
Batteries.”

“But we missed the list,” Ratz said. “The
angel of death has passed us by.”

“Maybe so,” Applegate said. “But I can’t stand
watching it. I’m going home to Bev.”

“Good idea, Ben,” Striker replied. He turned
to the others. “Let’s get shit-faced.”

“Damn straight,” Ratz said.

They moved out, but Quincy suddenly
stopped.

“Was Mathias on the list?”

“No, why?” Striker asked.

“He’s in a bad way.”

“Who cares,” Striker said. “He’s a strange
cat, if you know what I mean.”

Quincy paused, glancing toward Room
8.

“Let me just see if he’s okay.”

“He’s always a drag,” Ratz
complained.

“I know, but . . . I’d feel better knowing
that he’s not . . .”

“Not what?” Striker said. “Not hung by the
curtain cord?”

“No, I mean . . .”

“Well, go look.”

Quincy opened the door quietly. Mathias still
sat on the windowsill, silhouetted in moonlight.

“Jay?”

“You back again?”

“Just wanted to . . .”

“Check up on me again?”

“No,” Quincy said. “Just wanted to give you
some bad news. You’re not leaving Grafenwöhr. You missed the
list. I thought you’d like to know.”

“Smart ass,” he said, but chuckled. “That’s my
luck.”

“You have a strange view of
things.”

Mathias hopped off the sill, his face fully
lit now.

“You’re one to talk, but hey, I never have any
luck. I never win anything or have good things happen to me. Every
time I meet some one, they leave me or hate me or . . .” He turned
away.

“Or what.”

“You’re here to gloat, aren’t you?”

“Gloat?”

Quincy turned the man around, fully expecting
to be shrugged off, but Mathias was like a piece of meat. He shook
his head and kept his silence.

“Sitting in the dark isn’t the answer,” Quincy
said. “I think being alone is an awful prospect even for . .
.”

“Even for people like me? I don’t really like
people.”

“I don’t believe that. I think you like people
in your own way. Perhaps they don’t understand you and you refuse
to meet them halfway. As a stick in the shit, you’re a flagpole,
but me, Striker and Ratz are going to the Canteen. Do you want to
come? We intend to get drop-dead drunk.”

Mathias frowned, but then broke into a wide,
toothy grin — a rare thing for him.

“You really don’t understand me.”

There was a rap on the door.

“Let’s go, Chico,” Ratz barked.

“Well, Jay?”

Mathias chuckled again.

“Sure. Why not?”
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Striker and Ratz was surprised that Mathias
was tagging along. However, they had more on their minds than who
drank with them. They pushed out of the barracks as if the hounds
of hell were on their heels and the only antidote was two fingers
of cognac drowned in Coke.

The Canteen was twenty minutes away as the
boot plods, across the golf course and past the Post theater. This
watering hole, shabby compared with the Officer’s and Non-com
clubs, had a unique charm reserved for the dark hours of the soul.
The world was dotted with places of questionable aesthetics and
even more questionable food. However, Quincy was full of liver and
onions and was too full to order a grease-laden burger or a red
pickled hard-boiled egg.

The Canteen, dimly lit and smoky, might have
had some attractiveness with the lights on, but now it was a
warehouse for dissonance and flatulence. A long bar stood centrally
and three deep in troops. Along the walls were tables, all taken.
Quincy disliked the jostle and joust to get a drink and the waiting
for a table. The place was more crowded this evening, the levy
being incentive, no doubt, although there was never a deterrent to
elbow bending.

“No tables,” Quincy said. “We’ll need a long
straw to a bottle.”

“Not so,” Striker replied.

In the corner was a table — a tight one, with
a well-known drunk of Striker’s acquaintance — PFC Dudley, the
master printer. Striker pushed through the crowd to the spot,
grabbing an empty chair as he went. Ratz, Mathias and Quincy
followed suit, although chairs were at a premium. They crowded
about Dudley.

“Duds,” Striker said, patting him on the back.
“Thanks for the invite. Sit, you say? Don’t mind if I
do.”

The waiter, a German local with a mustache and
a eye patch trundled over. Generally, this drinking association
would get their own brews and tankards from the bar and avoid the
need for a tip, but tonight looked to be an exception.

“Was trinkst du diese Abend?” the
waiter croaked in the uncustomarily familiar form.

“Hey, Herman,” Striker said. “We’ll have
cognac and coke all ‘round. Is that okay with you all?”

A round of nods, except Mathias.

“I drink Singapore Slings,” Mathias
said.

“Well, pardon us,” Striker said, putting his
pinky in the air. “Singapore Slings. Okay. I’ll go for it, but I’m
only paying for one.” PFC Dudley moaned. “And I won’t be buying him
another. He’ll thank me in the morning.

“Ein bier bitte,” Dudley
groaned.

Striker waved the waiter away.

“Go back to sleep, Dudley,” Ratz said.
“Drunks. They make lousy company. But this is lucky-ass company
today. We’re fortune’s pet.”

“I should say so,” Quincy said. “Except for
that poor son-of-a-bitch Hawser.”

“It’s hard to feel sorry for anyone as
obnoxious as Hawser,” Striker said, glancing at Mathias. “Still, it
could have been anyone here. It could have been me.”

“See,” Ratz said. “You admit it. You
could get zapped out of here.”

“I’m admitting nothing.”

Herman served the drinks, notching the
coasters.

“I’ll admit to something,” Mathias said,
raising his Singapore Sling.

They all stared at him, fearful that he would
really admit to something. Dudley woke up and grasped for his empty
bottle. Mathias smiled — a devilish smile. He raised his glass
higher.

“I know you all think I’m a first rate
asshole, but, for what it’s worth, I’m not so bad. My friends tell
me I’m damn good in fact. Except I don’t see any of my friends
here, except . . . Dudley, who’s often in my company. Now you’ve
invited me to drink with you. Even bought me one.”

“That was Chico’s idea,” Striker
snapped.

“But I’m here at your table. And your stars
are now tarnished because . . .” He took a sip and then pointed
over his shoulder. “Look over at the bar. Do you see Stabbler and
Verdigris? They haven’t stopped talking since we arrived. What do
you think they’re saying?” He grinned. “I know. I could write a
book.”

Quincy was annoyed now. There was no need for
Mathias to be so crass, especially when Striker and Ratz were
trying their best to be civil to him. However, it was true.
Verdigris and Stabbler were chatting and pointing, and there was no
doubt that they had marked the whole table as friends of Mattycakes
— Fräulein gossiping over the backyard wash.

“This is bullshit,” Striker said. “Chico,
scootch over.”

“What?”

“Make room. You too, Ratz. Push Dudley into
the corner.”

They all shifted until there was room at the
table — not much room, but the gesture was soon evident. Striker
waved to the motor pool gang, who shrugged and waved back. Finally,
Verdigris and Stabbler ambled over.

“You call us?” Stabbler asked, glancing first
at Striker, and then to Mathias.

“Gentlemen,” Striker said. “Why shift about at
the bar when there’s room here at our table.”

“You gotta be kiddin’,” Verdigris
said.

He was a big man — a blonde Cajun from
Metairie, who would tell you that his name was pronounced
Verdigree, if you gave him the chance.

“No. Not at all,” Striker said. “In this way
you could continue your conversation right beneath our noses
instead of behind our backs.”

Quincy braced himself for a Donnybrook. Those
were fightin’ words. However, Stabbler just grinned, his ugly suite
of broken teeth displayed for effect. Quincy guessed that in
Minnesota, skin was as thick as ice fishing holes and it would take
more than Striker’s inference to insult the likes of
Stabbler.

“I don’t care to join you, Striker,” he said.
He pointed to Mathias, who raised his Singapore Sling. “We’re
around him all day. Our nights are for better things.”

Verdigris laughed.

“I’m kinda surprised that you bunch are
hangin’ around in such company.”

“Why, Verdigris, what do you mean? What’s
wrong with Summerson?”

Quincy balked at this.

“Shit, Striker,” Verdigris said. “Not
Summerson. We mean the freak. The red-headed whore. And how many
times have I told you that my name is Verdigree.”

“Verdigree,” Striker said. “Fair
‘nuff.”

He stood. Quincy worried about this move —
prelude to a punch. However, Ratz also stood, so Quincy followed
suit. Verdigris and Stabbler stepped back, their hands waving the
three of them on. Striker held his hand up — a
deterrent.

“I don’t want any trouble,” he
said.

“Then why are you cruisin’ for a bruisin’,”
Stabbler said. “I mean, just coming in here with that guy. You
should have known that you stood to get your asses
kicked.”

“I knew no such thing,” Striker
said.

“No such thing,” Ratz echoed.

Quincy just nodded. He wasn’t a good fighter.
In fact, he hadn’t a clue how to defend himself, except for the
hand-to-hand combat he learned in basic training. He knew that none
of that would be deployed here. He spied Herman, or whatever his
name was, stirring behind the bar. One call on the TAC phone and
the place would be crawling with MPs.

“Hey,” Striker said. “Mathias just tagged
along with us. That’s all. There’s no need for it to be any of your
business.”

“Well,” Verdigris said, “you’re off the
hook.”

“I don’t follow you.”

Verdigris pointed back to the
table.

“He’s gone.”

“He went off with Dudley,” Stabbler said.
“While you pussies were whining about your pride, he found himself
a fuck buddy for the evening.”

“You don’t know that,” Quincy said.

“You’re too new to know,
Cheeko-cheeky.”

Striker turned to see two vacancies and an
empty Singapore Sling glass.

“Bastard didn’t even buy a round,” Striker
said. “Shit. That’s the last time I’ll be so nice.”

Stabbler and Verdigris’ laughter rang out.
Striker slammed his hand on the table, and then sat. Quincy joined
him, while Ratz gave the motor pool crew a stern glance before
returning to his seat.

“You’re the one who wanted him to come with
us, Chico,” Striker said. “You need to be a little more . .
.”

“A little more what?” Quincy snapped, the
cognac making him braver. “All of a sudden it’s my fault? The guy
was really upset today. I figured it was the levy, and it
definitely was those two clowns.”

“He don’t give a fuck about those guys,” Ratz
said. “I mean, he’s not even smart enough to avoid them. He gets in
their face and flaunts their suspicions. Besides, I think he got a
Dear John letter today.”

Striker plunged into his drink.

“I didn’t see him reading,” Quincy
said.

“Don’t be so dumb, Chico,” Striker said. “He
was jilted . . . probably in German by one of those farm boys in
uniform.”

Quincy snorted. His birthmark ached.
Cheeko-cheeky. He didn’t care what Mathias did or whom he
loved. It just didn’t matter. But the guy was flaky. He mooched off
Striker, and then scurried away with Dudley. Not so much as an
Auf wiedesehn. To where? Back to Room 8? To the woods?
Quincy reckoned that Mathias would be brazen enough to head for the
motor pool for his tryst.

“Cool it,” Ratz said. “I mean, it’s no one’s
fault.”

“Except we almost had a punch fest with the
beastie boys.”

“Whose fault was that?” Quincy
asked.

Striker bit his lower lip, and then drowned it
in cognac.

“You’re right, Ratz. Let’s cool
it.”

“Yeah,” Ratz replied. “As long as no one
here’s on his dance card, who cares?”
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They drank in silence — well, relative silence
considering the tumult within the Canteen. Quincy felt the tension
and didn’t like it. He also felt responsible for it. Ratz bought a
round, and then Striker bought another, so Quincy felt even worse,
as if his money didn’t count. So he raised his hand for Herman and
ordered two rounds, and then broke the silly silence with a change
in subject.

“So, where are we going?”

“What do you mean?” Striker asked.

“I’m going to bed when I leave here,” Ratz
said.

“That’s if you can find it.”

“No. I mean, I’d like to see the sights — a
day trip or even a weekend.”

“Why?” Ratz said. “Are you writing a book?” He
looked to Quincy, who smiled. “Silly question. Besides, you’ll see
all there is to see and then tell us about stuff that you imagined
you saw.”

“That again,” Quincy snapped, sniffing his
drink.

He liked Coke, but the cognac was powerful and
he didn’t enjoy it until at least the fourth glass. By then, it
didn’t matter.

“I suppose we could take a ride to
Floßenburg,” Striker remarked.

“Not that place,” Ratz said.

“Floßenburg?” Quincy asked. “Where’s
that?”

“It’s more a what than a where,”
Ratz explained. “It’s a concentration camp.”

Quincy shuddered. That was not high on his
list of things to see.

“Well, we could take a PX trip,” Striker
further suggested. “There’s one coming up to
Regensburg.”

“That’s supposed to be cool,” Ratz said.
“Right up your writing alley, Chico. Castles, dungeons, the Danube,
King Ludwig’s monument.”

“The Danube?”

“Yes, as in the Beautiful Blue Danube,”
Striker said, “only its brown.”

“You’ve been there?”

“Yes, and I’d go again. Where I’d really like
to go is Prague.”

“I heard that we might be able to travel
there, now that the iron curtain’s lifting.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Striker said.
“Dubcek’s brave, but the Russians are cunning.”

“Well, I want to see it all. I’d like to get
back to Nürnburg and Würzburg.”

His eyes lit up and he wasn’t sure whether it
was the cognac or a prelude to one of his hallucinations. He saw
the countryside in his mind’s eye — the walls and the
turrets.

“Yes, I want to see it all.
Everything.”

“In one day?” Ratz asked.

“You haven’t even been on a Scuzzy,” Striker
remarked.

“A Scuzzy?”

Striker laughed, and then glanced over to
Verdigris at the bar.

“Hey, Verdigree,” he shouted. “Summerson wants
to know about Scuzzies?”

“Does he now,” Verdigris said.

Verdigris and Stabbler staggered back over to
the table, sitting now as if the previous incident had never
happened. Verdigris placed his hand on Quincy’s
shoulder.

“Summerson, Summerson, Summerson,” he said. “I
don’t think you’re ready for a Scuzzy. But, if you want to know,
I’ll tell you.” He belched, his breath a blend of malt and pickled
eggs. “We start at the Post gate where we finish off a beer that we
buy at the Canteen. Then we work our way down the main
straße starting at the Metro Bar, then the
Lido, to the Pussy Cat, then the Cameo, the
Gellerhof, the Zeno, Hercules, Mr. Frank’s
and finally the Gasthof. That’s the left side of the street.
We have one drink in each bar. Once done, we eat a pizza at
Luigi’s washed down with a quart of Chianti.”

“Then there’s the challenge round,” Stabbler
said.

“Challenge round?”

“If you’ve survived the first round and
haven’t puked your guts up in the town square,” Stabbler said,
miming an upchuck, “then there’s two ways you can go.”

“The easy way is up the right side of the
street,” Verdigris said. “The Halo Bar, the Herren
Pee or Piss or whatever they call it — the
Metropol, the Lady Finger, the Brass Rail, Le
Monstre, and that nigger bar. We skip that one. We then hit
the Metro again to mix up as many things as we can into one
glass. The finale is pissing on the Colonel’s wall and scaring his
Irish setter. That’s the traditional way, and the survivor gets a
hundred bucks or whatever stakes agreed on.”

“Never seemed worth the trouble,” Ratz
said.

“But then there’s the challenge,” Stabbler
said, winking and coming close to Quincy’s ear. “From
Luigi’s, we call Rosie’s Taxi and she drives us to Pressath
and leaves us there. And then . . .”

“And then, for the highest stakes,” Verdigris
whispered. “Then, we walk back to Graf through the woods . .
.”

“At night.”

“If you’ve kept your sanity, you can call
Rosie when you get back to Luigi’s and collect your bucks in
the morning.” He belched again. “And that, Summerson, is a
Scuzzy.”

Quincy laughed, and then fell off his
chair.

“He’s not ready,” Verdigris said, returning to
the bar.

“Maybe it’s time to get him back,” Striker
said.

“No,” Quincy said, loudly and lustily. “I’m
okay. I’ll do a Scuzzy. I will. But first I want to see . .
.”

“Your bed,” Ratz said.

Quincy made it back into his seat. He raised
his glass —

“To Regensburg and to Scuzzies!”

They all raised their glasses.

Clink.

Quincy slumped over in his chair. He would
need help crossing the golf course back to the barracks. He
wouldn’t remember much in the morning, except that he distinctly
found the crossing bright and the dunes shifting. He had shouted
for his camel, or so they told him, and definitely proclaimed that
he was Lawrence of Arabia. He also claimed to see a Roman Legion
and, in the words of Ratz, lions and tigers and bears.
Still, Quincy was an affable drunk and the only damage done was
waking up Perdillo with a noisy homecoming.


Chapter Three

Battery Operation
Central

1

Hawser was off to Vietnam and accorded the
respect that such future heroes deserve. Applegate and his wife,
Bev threw a farewell dinner party in his honor at their place off
post. Unfortunately, Mrs. Hawser was unable to attend, having taken
ill somewhere in the vicinity of the liquor cabinet and not
emerging for a week. As predicted, she threatened to return to her
home town, Bamberg, but decided that her American citizenship was
too valuable to eschew and would take up residence in a house near
her in-laws in Decatur, Il. Still, despite her absence, all in
attendance toasted the couple with speeches, mostly platitudes, in
an attempt to fortify the morose Hawser. Even Lt. Hilfenmeyer came
and gave a quick halloo and a most affecting Ta Ta.
Quincy would miss Hawser, because Hawser’s work was now shoved on
top of his morning report duties. Still, the morning report
remained Quincy’s priority.

The morning report was an accounting of
all Army personnel in Headquarters for any given day. The day could
not begin without this report. Who was on duty? Who was on
leave? Who was in training? Who was in transit? Who was in the
hospital, or who was dead? Across the Universe, military
mornings began with thousands of clerks in thousands of Army
orderly rooms typing away at the morning report. Quincy
surmised that, given the importance of this report, the
Commander-in-Chief, Lyndon B. Johnson, read a telephone book-size
morning report with his juice and coffee. Of course,
Quincy’s body counting activities were far less grim than his
clerical counterparts in Vietnam and, now, Cambodia.

With Hawser gone, the work mounted. Quincy
inherited the task of driving the Battery Commander’s jeep when
necessary. He had never driven before and had failed the New York
driving test four times. However, that was no deterrent to military
minds. The First Sergeant sent Quincy to a full day class, and then
issued him a driver’s license. Applegate and the supply sergeant,
Sergeant Wade, took Quincy out for a test run to familiarize him
with gears and clutch and steering wheels and such. Quincy inclined
toward the spastic when it came to getting his foot coordinated
with the stick. Applegate almost lost his usual calm demeanor. Wade
declared that anyone driving with Summerson deserved the Purple
Heart.

“It’s a good thing Hilfenmeyer doesn’t need
his jeep often,” Striker announced.

The trusty old jeep was stored in the motor
pool and trotted out only for an Alert — a rare event.

“Besides,” Striker added. “Remind me if we
take a road trip not to let you drive.”

“But think of the thrill of it all,” Ratz
said.

“Think of the stains in my shorts.”

Quincy didn’t mind the ribbing. He needed to
be famous for something other than his lofty imagination and his
notorious cheek. Why not for kamikaze driving? He also added
to his fame by teaching useful German phrases to the members of
Headquarters’ staff, a project he took over from Applegate in
exchange for overhauling the filing system to the Hilfenmeyer
method. Armed with a dictionary and a few trips to town, Quincy
learned some handy words — mostly food related. For example, the
basic veal pecking order — Paprikaschnitzel, Wienerschnitzel,
Raumschnitzel, Krauteraumschnitzel mit champignon und
kartofellsalat, and finally, that eggy grand daddy of them all,
Schnitzel Holstein. There were also handy phrases, like
Wo ist der toileten? and Haben sie drei Zimmer frei?
This language project was fun, and Quincy didn’t mind it. However,
his last inherited task was a ball buster, and he dreaded it —
guard duty at the B.O.C.

The Battery Operation Central, or the B.O.C.,
was where they kept the Handy Andy Worm Killers, the
H.A.W.K. missiles. It was the duty of most headquarters’ staff to
pull bi-monthly guard duty at a remote location somewhere between
Vilseck and Graf. Quincy had avoided it, because the First Sergeant
always sent Hawser, but now . . .

“Summerson!” the Top shouted through the wall
hole this day at dusk. “Guard duty, up at the B.O.C.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Draw your weapon, get your
smokes and up and at ‘em. Move it.”

Quincy didn’t smoke and he hadn’t drawn a
weapon since basic training. So all he could do was look to
Applegate, who shrugged.

“It’s just a sleepless night,” Ben said. “I
used to do it and the next one in will get their turn.”

Ben shrugged again.

The weather promised rain, so Quincy shuffled
back to Room 8 for his jacket and helmet. Then, he headed down to
the quartermaster’s for a weapon assignment. He didn’t even know if
he had a weapon, but, alas, he did. The quartermaster thrust the
bulky M-14 at him. It was strange to handle one again. Then, Quincy
trudged back up to the barracks, where a deuce-and-a-half
was parked in front of the entrance. As he walked, he was joined by
the Chaplain’s Assistant, PFC Kenny Love, who also toted an
M-14.

“You on tonight?” Love asked.

“Yes,” Quincy said hesitantly.

“First time?”

“How did you guess?”

“No enthusiasm.”

“Am I supposed to be enthusiastic about
it?”

“No. Not really. But you look terrified, and
that’s uncalled for. I mean, it’s just a big ol’ shack in the
middle o’ nowhere with a big ol’ fence and a bunch o’ missiles that
are never fired.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Who’s the third?”

Quincy didn’t know that guard duty was done in
threes. He shrugged. However, when they reached the truck, and
flopped up into the back, the mystery was solved. Mathias made
three.
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The deuce-and-a-half bucked forward,
plastering the three troops to the canvas walls.

“Gonna be a bumpy ride,” PFC Love
noted.

“Yikes,” Quincy said, having dropped his
weapon on his ankle. “Where’s the suspension?”

“Suspension?” Mathias carped. “What’s that?
Are you a deuce-and-a-half virgin?”

“What’s that?”

“First timer.”

The truck turned out of the quadrangle. Quincy
held fast to the bench.

“Why don’t they just drag us behind the
fucking thing,” he complained. Then he looked at the chaplain’s
assistant and blushed. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“Cursing.”

“They’re just words,” he said. “Good words and
useful words.” He turned toward Mathias. “Good fuckin’
words.”

All three laughed as they jounced along trying
to keep their balance.

“How far is the B.O.C?”

“A half-hour,” Mathias said.

“Not really that far,” Love said. “I’ve ridden
three hours in one of these . . . fuckers.” He grinned. “All the
way to Nuremberg, I have, and back. They sent me to the projection
school at Fürth — at O’Darby, so I could run some bible
footage for my boss. Now that was a trip. My balls were numb and I
had more bruises than a leapin’ lizard.”

“I’m used to it,” Mathias said. “I ride the
range.”

Quincy stared at Mathias and couldn’t fathom
what the man was talking about. I ride the range, as if he
was a cowpoke from the old west.

“Doubt me not, suckers,” he said, winking.
“There ain’t a boy from Tucson that hasn’t sat low in the saddle
for a day without blistered balls and a cranky back.”

“I thought you were a city boy,” Quincy said.
“I knew you were a desert rat, but I thought it was more apartments
than bungalows.”

“Wish I had known either,” Mathias said. “I
wasn’t too welcome in anything but a whore house.”

“Now you’re stretchin’ things,” Love said.
“You’ve watched too many spaghetti westerns.”

The truck hit a pothole. Quincy landed on his
ass.

“Shit,” he yelped. He crawled over to the cab
and banged on the wall. “Hey, we’re still back here, you
know.”

“Settle your ass down,” the driver answered.
“No back seat drivers or I’ll drive the swamp route and give you a
mud bath.”

“Sit down, Summerson,” Love said. “Just hold
on and take it. It’s the easiest part o’ guard duty.”

Easiest part? Quincy pushed back onto
the bench, slamming into Mathias, who chuckled. A hearty gust of
road dust filtered through the back, setting the three men
choking.

“What next?” Quincy complained.

“Good, healthy trail dust,” Mathias
yammered.

“Don’t give me that shit,” Quincy said. “If
you were some kind of trail buster, they’d call you Cowboy instead
of . . .”

“Mattycakes?”

“Well, yes.”

Mathias flinched, and then flipped Quincy the
finger. The truck hit a particularly deep rut, and the three
soldiers bounced accordingly, nearly hitting the canvas
top.

“It’s real easy,” Mathias grumbled. “Easy for
pricks to make fun of the loner.”

PFC Love shrugged and moved away, closer to
the cab, almost demonstrating Mathias’ point.

“If you didn’t mouth off so much,” Quincy
said, “you’d be less of a loner.”

“Easy for you. You’re liked. I mean, even I
like you and I hate everyone.”

Quincy laughed.

“You’re a pistol.”

Mathias scowled, but soon the mask softened to
a grin. He slid closer to Quincy, who remained fixed to his death
grip on the bench.

“I’m not a bad guy,’ Mathias said.

“Who said you were?”

“Only everyone. They . . . keep their
distance. Love would be in the shotgun seat if he could crawl
through to the cab.”

“That’s not true,” Love muttered.

“Tell it to your priest.”

“And you, Señor Chico . . . you’d be out on
the road running back to the post if you weren’t holding on for
dear life.”

“You don’t scare me.”

“Really?”

Quincy stared him down. He wasn’t afraid of
this guy. In fact, he was intrigued by him — the round peg in the
square hole trying to be a bad ass. Quincy saw a lost soul in Jay
Mathias. He suspected what kept Mathias on the prowl. You had to be
deaf and blind not to see the queer beneath the snake’s rattle.
Still, Quincy didn’t fear the guy. So he stared him
down.

“I bet you’d like to take a swing at me,”
Mathias croaked. “Only you’d go flying backward out of this
rig.”

“I’m not as stupid as the rest of
them.”

“Hey, hey,” Love shouted. “Just ignore him and
he’ll go away.”

Quincy continued his stare, ignoring Love’s
caution. However, a sudden rumble broke the tension. Quincy poked
his head out of the truck.

“That round was damn close.” Both Mathias and
Love laughed. “What?”

“It’s thunder, you ninny,” Mathias
said.

Quincy swerved about.

“Fuck you too,” he said. “Both of
you.”

But he had to laugh, especially when it
started to rain, spray replacing the choking dust.
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By the time he reached the B.O.C, Quincy had
acquired a new set of bruises. He glanced at the bleak terrain —
mud soaked and inhospitable. It gave him a chill. He had forgotten
his poncho, a fact that Mathias noted pointedly.

“Your gonna get pissed on, Chico,” he
said.

“I guess so.”

“You should always take weather gear when you
head up here,” Love said.

“Maybe next time.”

Suddenly, Mathias engulfed Quincy with his own
poncho, which was too tight for two.

“What are you doing?”

“Sharing.”

Quincy wiggled out of it.

“No way, Jose.”

“I thought such things didn’t bother
you.”

“They don’t, but I’m not going Siamese Twins
with anyone.”

Quincy peered out at the teeming rain. They
had halted at the gate, while the current on duty guard opened it.
Dusk shadowed this figure, so Quincy couldn’t see who it was.
Probably a regular on the hill.

“See how wet he is,” Mathias said
coming close to Quincy’s ear. “Sure you don’t want to
share?”

“Not when you’re in the damn
thing.”

“No. We’ll round robin it, won’t we
Love?”

“Yeah, sure,” Love said.

The truck lumbered up the hill to a morass of
camouflage netting that draped over the Handy Andy Worm Killers.
Quincy had never seen the missiles and he didn’t see them now —
just a web of green moss draped in a shapeless mound against the
coming night, rolling thunder and artillery rumbling like some
hungry beast on the prowl. Adjacent to the mound was a shack, smoke
puffing from the metal stack — not inviting. As the
deuce-and-a-half screeched to a halt, the shack door opened
and, trotting down the stairs, was an officer who Quincy recognized
— Lt. Franklin Rostov of A Battery, Vilseck.

“Hey, I know you,” Rostov said as he helped
Quincy out. “Where’s your poncho?”

“Left it behind in the rush, sir.”

“Well, you best share with your buddies. I
don’t care if you get wet, but I can’t abide a wet weapon.” He
hustled the three troops up the short wooden flight into the shack.
“I got a pot of coffee on and the Commo boys are just rousing from
their beauty sleep.” He then turned back to Quincy. “You’re a Commo
boy, ain’t you?”

“Yes, sir, but . . .”

“I get it. Someone got a bum steer. Who’s the
Commo in-charge up there?”

“Sergeant Sullivan, sir.”

Rostov laughed.

“Poor bastard. No one ever cuts him a
break.”

The shack was warm and small. A tiny kitchen
enticed Quincy with coffee aroma and something else, which might
have been chili, but he didn’t think it advisable to sample
anything that would have him wiping his ass in the tall wet grass
all night. The Commo boys — two grumps named Flynn and Foster, were
manning the radios and scan gear, while Rostov led the guard
contingency into the back room, where four metal double-decked
bunks stood vigilant in the darkness.

“Throw you gear here, have yourself a cup of
Joe and whatever else we’ve rustled up. Then I suggest you hit the
rack, unless you’re a glutton for punishment, and punishment is
what you’ll get if you snooze in the guard shack.” He turned to the
Chaplain’s Assistant. “You are?”

“PFC Love, sir.”

“You’re up first. The rest of you hang
loose.”

Love did an about face and retraced his steps
to the door.

“You can take a cup of Joe with
you.”

“Rather not, sir.”

“Smart troop.” He turned to the other two.
“Next up will be you, Summerson.”

“Yes, sir.”

“First time?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Easy, peasy. You just man your post for four
hours until relieved by . . . is it Mathews?”

“Mathias.”

Rostov cocked his head and waited.

“Mathias, sir.”

“That’s better. Otherwise, it’s the standard
drill, but remember . . . the commie bastards are only twenty
klicks down the road and over the hill. So nothing comes through
the gate without orders. If you let so much as a fucking squirrel
pass without orders or a cluster on their shoulder, you might as
well run for the border and seek asylum. You got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Great.” He turned, but then halted between
the rooms. “I’ll say hello to my wife for you, Summerson. You made
an impression on her, you did.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“As you were.”

Quincy dived into the lower bunk, while
Mathias climbed in above him.

“Brown noser,” Mathias mumbled. “Sucking up to
the brass and through his wife.”

“Shut up. I traveled with her when I first
arrived.”

“Well, I guess that’s okay then.”

Who does he think he
is?

Quincy hardly needed this weirdo’s approval.
Still, he was going to do his best to ignore him, only Mathias kept
chattering.

“Alone in the dark again,” he said. “The only
good thing is the sound of the rain.”

“If you keep talking, we won’t hear
it.”

The rain riced on the metal roof and was
indeed a calming force. It swept through Quincy’s mind like soft
music. Even Mathias’ random mutterings blended with the strains. He
heard the man say that it rarely rained in Tucson, but when it did,
he’d find a hayloft in his daddy’s barn and hug the bales and
snooze. Mathias must have been a country boy living at the edge of
the city, because he mentioned that his father grew tomatoes on a
barren stretch at the base of the mountains that shadowed Tucson.
However, Mathias’ words began to sound more like a lonely violin
across the expanse of the night rain — a solitary wind that blew
between the saguaro and thirsty desert rocks.

Quincy dozed, and then slept. The rain’s
lullaby eased his new bruises and he thought that his new task —
guard duty, wasn’t so bad after all. However, when Rostov woke him
up four hours later, there was scant time to reevaluate the task in
light of the numb and cadaverous state into which he had
slipped.

“Down the path with you,
Summerson.”

“Yes . . . yes, sir.”

He stumbled about, but as he grappled for his
weapon, Mathias snorted and threw something at him in the dark. The
poncho. Quincy could not make head nor tail of it until it dawned
on him that his head must find the hole and the hood. It was a
sloppy beginning. He fumbled for his helmet and M-14.

“Thanks . . . Jay.”

“Don’t you mean, Mattycakes?”

“No. I meant to say, Jay.”

“Whatever. I’ll see you in four.”

Quincy swallowed hard, and then passed the
shaggy Flynn and Foster. He tripped through the door and down the
stairs, which he had forgotten were there, and almost began his
stint on all fours in the mud. However, he managed to stay upright,
glanced through the teeming rain and hoped that the drops would
revive him before he relieved PFC Love.
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In the boondocks, the thoughts of a guard on
duty are not easily catalogued. However, in Quincy Summerson’s
case, they were beyond divination. The rain beat on the trail down
to the guard shack. A small ring of light cut a swath through a
single slice of fence and gate. The tank and thunder rumble were
ever-present and hard to ignore. PFC Love was more than anxious to
be relieved. He had shivered under his poncho and didn’t bother to
exchange a word with Quincy. He had just nodded toward the light
swath, and then scurried up the slippery path. Quincy, left alone
in the whipping wind — alone with his thoughts, stood his Gothic
vigil.

The shack was slightly larger than a coffin,
or so Quincy imagined it. Tight and dark, with nothing more than a
TAC phone and a panorama of dirty streaked windows. He trained his
attention on the limited sight range on the horizon — the ominous
mound of missiles under their camouflage, sparked by distant
lightning. Quincy shuddered. It reminded him of a living creature
asleep on the hill — a dragon with folded wings atop its golden
horde.

Quincy jiggled in the chill. The shift would
be long — four hours, and he had no room to pace, so he marched in
place to steady his nerves. After twenty minutes, the long grasses
beyond the fence bent in the wind. Shadows were cast. Creatures
stirred. He thought he saw a rabbit — those long eared German
rabbits that were as unusual to him as the long-eared red
squirrels. The more he focused on the tall tufts that played in the
lightning, the more he imagined larger creatures — deer, perhaps or
. . . boar. He had imagined he had seen a boar when he had arrived
through the forest on the road to Grafenwöhr. Here was
another one.

Just a big pig, he thought.

However, as the creature paused just beyond
the light swath, its eyes glowed — two beacons piercing Quincy’s
thoughts. He closed his lids, but the boar lingered in his mind’s
eye.

“The damn thing’s thinking about attacking
me.”

However, the fence stood between them, so
Quincy nervously unshouldered his weapon just in case he needed to
go hunting. His fingers fluttered over the trigger. Suddenly, there
were headlights up the road. Quincy froze, coming to attention. He
watched as they slowly approached the gate.

The Colonel’s jeep — oak clusters on the
bumper.

If you let so much as a fucking squirrel
pass without orders or a cluster on their shoulder, you might as
well run for the border to seek asylum.

Quincy reshouldered his weapon and dodged
through the rain, opening the gate. The jeep moved forward, and
then halted. Quincy peered in. Seeing the Colonel, he stood at
attention. The senior officer poked his head out.

“Why did you open the gate first?” the Colonel
shouted. “You just don’t let anyone in here.”

“But I recognized your vehicle, sir.” Quincy
trembled. Had he fucked up? “I know who you are,
sir.”

“I know you do,” the Colonel said, firmly.
“But what if my driver is kidnapping me? What if I’m letting him
infiltrate the B.O.C. against my will?”

“Duress, sir?” Quincy asked.

“You’re damned right, duress. You open the
gate and he just sweeps in and drops a grenade in the bunker and
then what? Did you think of that?”

Quincy was getting drenched, despite the
poncho. He doubted that the Colonel’s driver, who he also
recognized, would have committed such acts. However, it was useless
to stand in the rain and argue with a Colonel.

“I didn’t think of that, sir. I will be more
vigilant in the future, sir.”

“You better damn well be vigilant. Your name,
soldier?”

“Specialist 4th Class Summerson,
sir!”

“Summerson? Striker’s friend?” The Colonel
straightened in his seat. “As you were, Summerson. Stop playing
with your dick and close the gate.”

Quincy did so. The Colonel drove up the
hill
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Quincy huddled in the shack for the next two
hours, hoping that the Colonel wouldn’t be so pissed off as to tell
the Top, who’d kick his ass around the Orderly Room. Quincy also
hoped that the boar was gone. He peered beyond the light circle
frequently to assure that only the grass was moving now.

“Shit,” he said to no one. He glanced at his
watch. “I hope Mathias doesn’t oversleep. I hope they remember to
wake him up on time.”

Once the TAC phone rang, but it was just
Rostov announcing that the Colonel was leaving and to look sharp.
Quincy twisted about the shack, anticipating the headlights, which
came. He checked the Colonel out, opened the gate, saluted and then
kicked the mud off his boots. As he closed the gate, he thought he
saw the boar again — a flash that was neither headlights nor
lightning. He latched the gate and stepped back, his eyes trained
on the grass. The glint that struck his eye was
familiar.

“It can’t be.”

He retreated to the shack, but the flash
followed him. He often experienced this glint in the morning. But
it wasn’t morning. He squinted, trying to detect the source. He
thought he saw a red tuft — a brush. However, whatever it was, it
soon blended into the tall grass. Still, the glint persisted until
it veered away shining along the hill path like a fairy, hopping on
a star dust trail. Something was moving on the hill — between the
B.O.C. shack and the guard hut. Quincy tensed, and then sighed with
relief.

“Mathias,” Quincy said.” Thank
God.”

Mathias sauntered down the path wrapped in his
poncho. But the sparkling light cut through the gloom alighting on
his head, illuminating him. It bathed Mathias, green poncho and
all, in a ghostly aura. Quincy trembled. Suddenly, the light
dissipated. Quincy turned his attention back to the tall grass. Now
he saw it.

“I see you,” he stammered.

He saw two people — fleetingly. It was hard to
discern, but he spotted capes and again that brush-like tufting. He
heard metal rattling. He clasped the rifle, but whoever or whatever
it was, it was gone. His mind was on a whacky journey, his
imagination stretching the furthest it ever had. Suddenly, Quincy
decided to visit with Georg, the innkeeper at the Gasthof
Grafenwöhr. It was time for him to here more of the tale.
Quincy turned.

“Shit.”

He had forgotten about Mathias,
momentarily.

“Boo,” Mathias said. “I’m here, if you want
me.”

“You can have it. It’s all yours.”

“So what have you been up to? Beating
off?”

“Very funny. Just be on your toes.”

Mathias grinned. He stared at Quincy and then
. . . he kissed the birthmark. Quincy was stunned. He didn’t know
how to react.

“What did you do that for?”

“Do you want to give me a bloody nose or a
shiner now?”

“No. Why would I want to do that? But why did
you kiss me?”

“Why don’t you kiss me back?”

“No way. I’m not like you.”

“I think you might be.”

“I don’t go for men, Mattycakes.”

Mathias grinned.

“I didn’t mean that. I meant, I think you’re a
loner.”

Quincy couldn’t argue with that, but it
certainly didn’t warrant a kiss. Still, the act was more puzzling
than infuriating. He could see now why Mathias was always decorated
with bruises.

“I’m going to forget that you ever did that,”
he snapped. “You better never do it again. And you better not be
telling anyone else.”

“You won’t forget it. And who would I tell? I
like you, that’s all. You took your kiss like a man.” He laughed.
“You didn’t deck me.”

Suddenly, the glint returned, lighting Mathias
up like a candle. It lasted only for a brief moment — however,
enough to stir Quincy to leave.

“Enjoy your four hours.”

“Make sure they send Love down on time, or
I’ll come up and wake him myself.”

Quincy turned to lecture Mathias on how
foolish that would be, but decided that this man was incorrigible.
Perhaps, insane. Why waste the breath?

Specialist 4th Class Summerson had
enough guard duty for the night — enough lightning, surprises from
Colonels and boars and strange glints and ghostly figures in red
tufts. The kiss was the topper. At least that was real,
salty enough to stir the birthmark — inflame it even. He had a
hankering for the dry shack, a chilly bunk and a trip to the
innkeeper’s lair, as soon as it could be managed — if not
sooner.
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