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Chapter 1
Pulled Toward Paradise
In a stolen train, eleven men rode to the end of war. Confiscated by Allied forces, which had penetrated deeply into Germany by April of 1945, the Brechtesmeister passenger train was a string of six cars pulled by a quiet diesel, the sparkless engine an invention of a German mind, the same as the classical symphony and the Third Reich.
Stragglers rode in the rear.
Andrew Bower, a twenty-two-year-old draftee, reached out to touch the seat ahead. The stiff leather was cold, the pattern of the securing tacks and the joinery of the wood austere, Germanic: hard, carefully considered, devoid of humor.
Bower hadn’t seen the first nice battle in the whole country.
Turning left on the seat, he reached to the window, figuring the sliding, pivoted latch pairs with a careful look, resolving the mechanical problem as efficiently as a Panzer tank rolling over dead French freedom fighters.
Bower had seen this austere solution at the base of the Vosges mountains in late 1944. Their bodies did not pop like ticks on a hound’s back smashed between the master’s thumb and fingertip, but flattened as though a stack of fabric.
Only the living feel pain from the dead’s disdainful treatment. Only the impassioned.
Not all of those men had been dead.
Looking out, reaching past his leaning Garand for the window latches, Bower saw a mountain range, the snowy tops delightfully irregular, generously absorbing the day’s last light only to reflect the bright vision back to a young man traveling to the war’s end, perhaps his own.
“Is that still the Alps?” he asked no one.
“Yeah,” someone replied.
Two accented voices. Florida answered by New York. Bower had turned away from his peers, average young men who had survived Operation Overlord, the Battle of the Bulge, and the Second Siegfried Line. A year earlier, upon arriving at the European Front, Bower had traveled through France in a “40 and 8”: a boxcar first utilized in World War I, capable of transporting either forty soldiers and their gear or eight horses. The term had never settled well within Bower. It should be 40 or 8, he thought, the terminology resolved in his mind as though a semantics problem in journalism school. You don’t put the men and the horses together: the box car holds either men or horses.
His formal education had ended at high school. Then came the schooling of death.
Standing in a Florida train station waiting to leave with scores of other young men for Georgia and boot camp, Bower looked only at the old steam locomotive approaching. The smoke emitted from the stack seemed a type of dirty cloud, perverted from a pristine state due to some mechanical invention of mankind, such as howitzers and mortars and mines. They all made dirty clouds. As the train approached, Bower reflexively looked behind to see if his father stood ready to push him in front of it. That was an old story he would never forget.
Bower looked away from the men in their dungarees and jeans, some wearing Sunday jackets, because too many were accompanied by family. A mother hugged her son. A father smiled pridefully while fearing for his boy’s safety. Father and son clasped hands. That is not the manner in which Bower’s father applied his hands to his son, his only child. Though feeling exhilaration at being away from his own family, Bower also felt the failure of leaving a shabby life for a tour of hell. Like a bad deal at a car lot, trading in a clunker for a bomb.
Looking through that train window in Germany, he had difficulty seeing the Alps. What a great sight for a boy from Flatland, USA, but he could not help but clench his jaws and feel the grit between his teeth. Even after days, he hadn’t been able to get that mud out of his cavities. Dirt doesn’t get much more intimate than when it grinds your teeth down. But that intimate filth seemed so much cleaner than the blood of the sergeant splattered against him as they lay in a shallow foxhole in France, a 300-year-old village famed for grape preserves whose farmland was a tangle of dormant vines holding bodies of young men as the Messerschmidts and Mustangs coughed and scrambled above for dominance of the dead.
That was last year. Bower’s mud was from this April. All the men in his platoon had shoved their faces against the muddy road when the Luftwaffe came along, but only Bower had walked away.
“I hope you boys don’t mind,” Bower said as he pulled the window open. “I have to breathe.” He had the slow, secure voice of a storyteller, a man whose sound suggested meaning. People enjoyed his voice, which came rarely the more he fired his weapon.
The train car did not smell of tanned leather and varnished wood, but of human perspiration and sloughed skin cells fomenting bacterial growth, the odor perceptually depicting the chemistry of deferred hygiene. The smell was of soldiers in the field during cold weather, active men who could only bathe from their upturned steel pots when not ducking beneath the thin steel sheathes.
“Jeez, it’s about thirty degrees out there,” said the man who had spoken before, named Gupton. “I ain’t good in the cold. I’m from the south. South Brooklyn.”
Bower did not count the padded seats, but knew the car had enough room for fifty passengers. Ahead, five cars held soldiers who had not been separated from their companies, who were not the only survivors of their platoons.
Bower turned to that sound: not the words, but the slapping. Three seats behind, a private threw both arms around his body as though violently hugging himself to press heat into his freezing innards. His shivering did not convince Bower of a genuine thermal crisis.
“I’m from Florida,” Bower told Gupton. “If it drops to thirty degrees where I come from, everything you’ve been growing all year turns brown. But I like to breathe, too.”
Bower looked briefly at his companions. The train had been underway only a few minutes. Upon embarking, Bower had ignored the others. He had been walking for days, and did not much care about his companions, as long as they weren’t Krauts. They shared his feelings. The men were all different, and all the same. One soldier was perfectly shaven from scalp to chin. Most had ragged hair and scruffy beards. One had small blue eyes, another larger brown eyes. Some had big, crooked noses; some narrow, bony noses; but all of these men were peers in this war. Despite different body sizes, hair color, and facial shapes, the soldiers evinced identical fatigue. Toughened in the field, their bodies and limbs would continue to function as propelling sets of muscles, but the men were becoming spiritually depleted. Even the unattached reporter from a California newspaper looked like a straggler after one too many fire fights. Now the men had settled in the train, gaining their bearings, catching their breath, orienting their emotions. Two men slept: Sergeant Yarrow—the only noncom—snored in the rear. In the same row, a few seats ahead and right of Bower, Private Pinto leaned against the window with his shoulder and head. His mouth was open, but the man breathed silently. Beside him sat his buddy, Dixon. To their left and a row behind, three ahead of Bower, sat two Negroes. No one got their names. None of the other men sat in pairs. Though some of these soldiers were worthy of staring, Bower turned away from them all and closed the window.
“It doesn’t bother me,” sighed Farber, a slight man with curly hair who wore only an olive drab poncho and the type of wooden shoes seen on local peasants. He wore no shirt, no pants, no socks, only wooden shoes and a poncho. “I’m from Wyoming.”
“Wyoming? Is that in the States, the United States?” Gupton asked, his voice approaching a whine. “We guys from New York don’t know nothing that far away, unless it’s the whores in Jersey.”
“They gotta be better than the whores in Mexico,” said Private Petrowski, who sat a few seats ahead of Farber, on Bower’s right flank.
Petrowski’s twang told Bower that the two were from a similar part of the hemisphere, their homes straddling an equally southern latitude, but Bower wasn’t looking for a buddy from his part of the world.
Gupton moved to the seat behind Bower in order to be closer to the conversation—in order to be closer to Petrowski. This infantryman wore the most perfect uniform Bower had ever seen in the field, his parade shoes immaculately polished, canvas leggings crisp and clean, pants fresh, not a button missing from his jacket. His shirt could have been a napkin in a mansion, though rich folk probably didn’t use chino to wipe their lips. But Gupton was staring at Petrowski’s face, not his uniform. Petrowski wore spectacles with one lens cracked from a bullet hole in its center.
“How do you see through those damn glasses?” Gupton demanded as though in pain. “They’re driving me nuts.”
“They’re my buddy’s glasses, not mine,” Petrowski replied, his left pupil directly centered in the bullet hole as he looked to Gupton. “He gave them to me when he was dying. I don’t know why. I’ll take them off when I figure that out.”
“Pal, you’re a walking chicken outfit,” Gupton told Petrowski. “The kind where you spend so much time polishing your shoes you got no time to find a clean place to jerk off. How’d you get to be so pretty?”
Toward the front of the train, right side, sat a PFC whose facial demeanor implied nothing of warm camaraderie. He looked to Gupton as though about to spit on him.
“That was a jerkoff question,” Dixon said with a surprisingly mild voice. “Why don’t you hitch up your balls and ask him?” And he nodded to Farber.
Gupton shrugged.
“I’ll bite. Hey, poncho, what happened to your uniform? I got spare socks in my duffel bag. You can have them. Except I ain’t seen my duffel bag in a week.”
Farber was bending over a BAR, whose barrel extended into the aisle separating the two rows of seats. He had pulled the slide back and was scrubbing at the bolt with a toothbrush. Bower saw that if the weapon discharged, it wouldn’t kill anyone on the train. Everyone else was armed with M-1’s, either Garands or carbines, except Petrowski, who had two 1911 autos strapped to his waist, both on the same side: one on the hip, one covering his watch pocket. Farber was the only man who touched his weapon. Everybody else had touched them enough. The old guy in back had a rangefinder.
With Gupton’s offer, Farber looked up from cleaning his weapon, shaking his head with new energy, though continuing to press his toothbrush deep into the rifle’s chamber. Bower watched specks fly from those stiff bristles like shrapnel from a tiny bomb.
“Oh no, I don’t want no clothes,” Farber declared. “Some lieutenant colonel himself said that I was doing no fighting until I got a uniform. Socks ain’t no uniform. Leggings ain’t no uniform. A BAR ain’t no uniform. It’ll take a general to change that, not a pair of socks.”
From behind came a deep voice that sounded nearly bored. Between Gupton and the sergeant, a radioman slumped in his seat. Hallam’s T5 insignia had been sewn askew on his jacket. He wore no outer coat, like most of the soldiers. Bower knew he was a radioman from his wrists. The dials of his large watch glowed like phosphorous tracer rounds, even in the late afternoon. Not phosphorous, but radium. His bare wrist was truly bare, the skin peeling like a sunburn, the redness in the shape of a watch.
“I heard of boys selling their uniforms for wine,” Hallam said.
Still scrubbing, Farber shook his head.
“I wish I had got some wine out of it,” he said. “Two of us were on a damn draw-fire patrol. Well, we had drawn enough enemy fire for a time, so we made it back peacefully. We were bivouacked in one of these little villages. Well, the Jerry folks were real nice to us, except when you turned your back they stole your K-rations, your canteen, and your letters from home.”
“They stole your uniform?”
“No, on the way back from that patrol, I had to pee bad. Some older gent saw me and just had to look. He saw that I was circumcised and raised a rumpus. Half the town jumped on me and took all my clothes, leaving me naked.”
“What happened to the other guy?” Petrowski wondered. “The one you were with.”
“He laughed his can off. They didn’t touch him.”
“That’s because they thought you were Jewish,” Gupton added wisely. “No one likes Jews.”
“I am Jewish,” Farber admitted.
“You are? You don’t look it.”
“Judaism is a religion,” Farber scowled. “It’s not a country. A Catholic or anybody can convert to our faith. It ain’t like being Negro. A white person can’t convert to being colored.”
“No, but a white person can marry them,” Bower added. “When they have kids, it’s sort of a mix. I lived next to some of them. They were always getting beat up. Even the neighborhood dogs didn’t like them. My dad used to beat me up for playing with those kids. They were the nicest people I ever met.”
Dixon looked to his buddy, then nudged his shoulder, receiving no response. Bald, and not wearing a pot, Pinto had more hair on his face than his head. His thick eyebrows were so broad they nearly touched. Bower noticed the patch on Pinto’s jacket. Red letters against a white background, encircled by blue, like a tiny coat of arms. AA: Antiaircraft Command. Dixon looked closely to Pinto’s face, then turned to the front of the train.
Farber ended his part of the conversation by blowing violently into his BAR’s interior.
Bower recalled a relentless autumn wind on the border with France. Ugly leaves blew everywhere: orange leaves, red leaves, yellow leaves. Where Bower came from, the leaves didn’t change color when it got cold, if only because it never got real cold. But he didn’t like that change in color. Red is not the color of life. The redder a tomato, the closer it is to rotting. If a person sees red on himself, he is not seeing good health. He is seeing some kind of burn or some kind of wound. Orange is a bruise that might cause blood poisoning. People in death camps turn yellow before they get lucky and die.
“In the South, we have coloreds instead of Jews,” Petrowski said. “That’s who you’re supposed to hate there. I don’t. I don’t even hate the Krauts. I just want them to stop shooting at me. A man could get sick of this.”
Petrowski’s words encouraged Gupton to lean into the aisle and call out to the front.
“Hey, colored soldiers, where you boys from?”
The two men ahead did not respond, continuing to sit placidly, looking nowhere.
“Hey, Mister Negro and Mister Negro,” Gupton said more loudly. “You gents gonna tell us where your home is?”
Dixon stared at the men, who sat nearly beside him, separated by that aisle, like a tunnel.
One of the Negroes turned, speaking over his shoulder. No one in the train understood him. He spoke clearly, but in a foreign language: not German, not French, not Italian, not Spanish. The last word sounded like “Inglich.”
Gupton rapidly shook his head and slapped his temple with one palm. He looked down as though to see what had been dislodged.
“Some of those boys can really fly,” Hallam said. “Some of them have their own squadron.”
Now sighting along his rifle’s bore, Farber spoke quietly, his sound a conspiracy.
“I thought coloreds were supposed to have their own train.”
“We’re all going to the same place,” Bower told him.
“Wherever you live,” twitching Petrowski declared, “there’s someone you’re supposed to hate.”
“Everybody hates Nazis, or ought to,” Farber said. Then Bower announced:
“Everybody gets hated and loved. Somebody loves even rats and Nazis.”
“Yeah, they love each other,” Gupton scoffed loudly, smirking. “The Krauts love each other, and hate everyone else. Jews, Serbs, Gypsies. You name ’em, they hate ’em.”
“I never seen a Gypsy,” Bower admitted. “I don’t know anything about them.”
“They steal chickens and tell fortunes,” Gupton stated sagely. “They’re real good at both.”
“It sure would be nice to have a chicken right now,” said Hallam.
Upon replying, Petrowski scornfully poked a finger into the hole of his lens, his feet twisting against the floor as though trying to dig through.
“My family has Gypsy blood in us. And the word is ‘Roma,’ not Gypsy. Gypsy is a stupid fucking word. It’s a stupid fucking word the goddamn Nazis use.”
Despite Petrowski’s tidy uniform, his nails were ragged, caked with reddish dirt.
Gupton leaned away from Petrowski, defensively holding out both hands.
“Hey, Mac, don’t yell at me. I ain’t the one sending Gypsies and Jews—and probably New Yorkers—to death camps. Tell it to Jerry.”
Dixon turned to Gupton with a glare that suggested Gupton needed to be slapped into line.
“There ain’t no such thing as death camps. There’s enough killing going on without that bullshit.”
Nine men in the train then gave their attention only to a superior who stepped right in their faces. But, no, that was no colonel who walked forth and confronted his boys, his subordinates. Bower had risen from his seat as though pulled toward paradise by the spirits of righteousness. Of all the men in the train, Dixon seemed the coldest, hardest, toughest, and meanest. Bower strode to him as though a daddy about to horsewhip his son. He bent over Dixon and called out like a preacher speaking the word of God, known not through memorizing some scripture, but from direct experience with death.
“I walked through Landsberg,” he said, staring into Dixon’s eyes, into his soul. “I’ll smell that place in my grave.”
Dixon didn’t mind confrontations, but the look he returned to Bower—the men separated by inches—was not of anger. Bower slowly straightened, and Dixon looked away.
“Jeez, I heard they do sick things to people,” Petrowski said to Bower. “Was it really stacked full of dead bodies?”
“I only saw two people alive,” Bower replied, “and I killed one of them.”
Even the sergeant awoke to stare for a moment before returning to sleep.
He had walked through Struthof.
Chapter 2
Rush And Roar
Bower returned to his seat and looked through the window. Dixon began pulling at his web equipment, coming away with a compact skeletal stove. He sat in the aisle, opening a small metal container with a screw-top, like a miniature canteen. He sat the stove on the train’s floor, filled the fuel chamber, pumped a knurled shaft, then lit the burner with a book of matches that had been waterproofed with a latex condom. The circular flame of blue and green was so lovely that Bower could not look away.
He didn’t like the floor: riveted steel. Bower hated cold, hard floors. His parents’ home had no carpet, only bubbling linoleum, split wood, and painted concrete—painted grey. Couldn’t even make it blue, like the sky, something above, something better. They had to paint it like dirt.
In the corner, he saw small, brown particles. Rat droppings. He had seen plenty of that at home. His parents’ home.
The steel floor in this train had been painted the color of steel.
“My buddy and I ain’t eat all day,” Dixon said gruffly as he removed a piece of meat wrapped in tin foil from his mess kit. “I don’t know what this is, but I’m eating it. Don’t even ask. I only got enough for me and Pinto.”
Dixon did not look to Pinto when speaking to his friend. Bending, he tended his meal.
“I’ll get you warm, buddy. You need some meat in your belly.”
As soon as the smell came to Bower, he turned to the window and opened it again, thrusting his head through and retching once deeply, ejecting nothing tangible from within, tasting acidic bile.
It smelled like Landsberg.
Swallowing, wiping his lips on his sleeve, Bower closed the window and settled. Now he recognized the smell. Mutton. He didn’t give a damn. It was just a piece of meat.
No one looked at Bower. Pissing and puking were things soldiers needed to do on their own.
Trains impart the finest sensation of floating, connected to the world with metal, but gliding instead of pounding, like tanks. Even military passengers can relax and enjoy the sensation, if they are not heading for a rougher ride.
The oldest man in the train then stood. His medium length hair was greying at the tips, like a general or a banker. Cornack wore a knee-length blue jacket not of the military. Neither was he, despite his GI steel pot. But this helmet was from the wrong service, the wrong side of the war, the world. Marines wore that type of pot in the tropics, the exterior covered with a fine net. To make ad hoc camouflage, insert some twigs and leaves. Cornack’s net was full of flashbulbs.
He walked as though wounded, each stiff movement deliberated by his skeleton. Still, he moved unobtrusively, not calling attention to himself. He held a small, elegant camera hanging from his neck by a leather strap cracked at the points of flex. As Cornack walked along the aisle toward the men speaking, Bower read the graceful script engraved on the camera’s front plate: Voigtländer.
Gupton looked him up and down before speaking.
“Hey, Mr. Reporter, why are you in with a pack of stragglers?”
“Why are you in with a pack of stragglers, Mr. Entertainer?” Hallam, the radioman, asked from behind.
Gupton shrugged theatrically.
“I was taking a crap in a ditch when the Kraut cannon fire started coming in. Three guys in my squad walked away, and two didn’t make it.”
Gupton turned to the reporter again.
“What happened to you? All your buddies with their pencils and shit get blown up by a printing press or something?”
While walking, Cornack inserted a bulb into the flash gun on his camera. To Bower, the polished, segmented reflector suggested a funnel for decanting light, a silver, perfect illumination that would not singe a fly’s wings, unlike the flashes of artillery, tracer rounds, mortar shells, and bombs.
Before replying, Cornack casually focused on Gupton and tripped the shutter. After the flash, Gupton shook his head with a circular motion, a false, dumbfounded look on his face.
Sgt. Yarrow’s eyes flew open and he leapt to his feet, bayonet drawn. He focused on the reporter, then sat, seeking the source of that bright ambush.
Leaping from sleep ready to kill or die was nothing new to the men on that train. Besides, Yarrow was a noncom.
“You all right, Sarge?” Gupton asked.
Yarrow turned to the source of his discomfort, staring at Gupton. Staring at all of them.
“Don’t give me no shit, because this ain’t my outfit, and none of you is in my outfit. If it was, I’d take your shit only to cure you of it. Here, I’ll slap your ass down. I’ll have you on the roof of this train drawing fire away from me and my men, and they ain’t even here, so don’t give me no shit.”
Yarrow leaned back and closed his eyes, adjusting his pot a bit as though to shield his face from the sun. Instead of sheathing his knife, he left it on the seat.
As though never interrupted, Cornack lowered his camera to his chest and replied. The same as Yarrow, he looked to Gupton, but spoke to them all.
“Part of my story is to show how soldiers die,” he began. Bower believed that he saw a pleasant demeanor mixed with Cornack’s fatigue and stress. Of course, Cornack was only required to shoot people with his camera. “I was assigned to a company whose captain found it objectionable that I was primarily photographing his dead ‘boys.’ He sent me along to this train under armed guard.”
Bower heard a hiss as Cornack licked his fingers and removed the spent, darkened bulb, which he placed into his coat pocket. Then he reloaded his weapon of light.
Light weapons: 1911 auto, grease gun, .30-caliber carbine, 10-inch bayonet, farm boy, city boy….
The sergeant had awakened again. Still seated, not even leaning forward, he glared at the reporter.
“You’re the guy who shoots dead men. You shoot me and I’ll come back from Hell to cut your throat.”
Yarrow closed his eyes again. Unperturbed, Cornack turned and focused on Bower.
“Why wouldn’t you photograph us when we die?” Bower asked, looking right into the lens. “Is somebody trying to hide the fact that boys on both sides are being slaughtered out here?”
After taking a photograph of earnest Bower, Cornack replied while changing flashbulbs. The car briefly shook, but the jerk was just a shrug in the train’s ongoing vibration. Maybe they ran over something dead in the road.
“The captain objected to the fact that my photography was oriented toward accuracy rather than heroism. The men in this war don’t die pretty. German 88’s don’t shoot out nice little pieces of shrapnel that find a man’s heart and kill him immediately and neatly. You know what death looks like better than I do, and that’s what I show with my camera. I show men dying in fear and pain.”
Bower then became insistent, but not irascible.
“I am dying happy,” he announced. “Somehow, I am smiling with my last breath, and I’m taking it with me.”
“Hey, make sure you’re really dying,” Gupton told him. “If you got a big dumb grin on your face because you stubbed your toe, they won’t give you any morphine. You don’t want to miss that.”
Cornack made another exposure of Bower, who smiled just before the flash went off. Of all the people captured on this roll of film, Bower would be the only one looking to the camera, laughing. His expression was wholly artificial, the following, flat look appropriate for a fatigued warrior.
They called them clothes fatigues.
Seated directly behind Bower, in the line of fire from the reporter, Gupton covered his eyes again, like a kid hiding.
“Jeez, that’s like a flare. The Krauts killed us with them. We were right at the base…. Oh, bullshit. War stories in the middle of a fucking war.”
“This ain’t the middle,” Petrowski said with more anxiety than certainty. “This is the end.”
“What do you know, soldier,” amazed Gupton asked, eying Petrowski’s outfit, “when you’re a walking haberdasher or something?”
Gupton then turned to Cornack. “Isn’t that the word? A clothes store full of everything?”
“A haberdasher is someone who sells items for men like shirts, ties, and gloves,” Cornack explained.
“Close enough for government work,” Gupton retorted, turning again to Petrowski. “Hey, soldier, you got the best looking uniform I ever seen. You got no blood on it from any Kraut or a real soldier. I bet you ain’t even pissed them pants from being scared to death. I done that so many times I don’t wear shorts no more. I just let it run down into my boots. It keeps my feet warm.”
Looking down, Petrowski began shaking his head. His ankles twisted as though he needed to go somewhere, but the man had to stay and speak.
“I got me a brand new uniform and ain’t had to kill nobody with it yet. I ain’t shot a man since France. And that was the second looey.”
The sergeant snapped to attention directly from sleep.
“That may not be fucking funny,” he squawked, having opened his eyes without bothering to sit upright from his slump.
“That may be a pretty poem,” Gupton replied mildly, trying not to grin.
Petrowski’s reply had the tone of a confession, to the police or a priest.
“I didn’t kill him! He jumped out of the hole right in front of six Garands. He’s the one who ordered fire. It was only a wound. I won’t ever have to do that again, because the war is almost over.”
Yarrow closed his eyes. Gupton was looking down to kneeling Dixon, who had turned the piece of meat over on his folding stove. The smell was appealing to nearly everyone in the car.
“You sure you ain’t got enough of that for a hungry soldier who loves your family better than you do?” Gupton pleaded.
Dixon answered without looking up.
“I got enough for me and my buddy. But I sure could stand a smoke. I ain’t had a butt since Remagen.”
“I sure could stand a shot of morphine,” Gupton told Dixon. “That’s better than tobacco.”
Dixon then looked up to Gupton with anger. In that moment, he seemed a cache of cold fury.
“Quit grousin’ all the damn time! You always got something smart ass to say.”
“Better a smart ass than a dumb ass,” Bower said, still peering through the window. Perhaps there was something to see.
Ignoring Dixon, Gupton looked over his shoulder to the sleeping sergeant before speaking more quietly to his peers. He placed his hand into a pocket of his outer coat.
Bower hated that wool. Crude, rough, like a horse blanket. He wore the same.
“I got a Luger for anyone with morphine. I had about thirty shots stashed away, but we pulled out before I could get to it.”
Dixon’s anger was louder when he snapped:
“What good is a fucking pistol unless you’re fighting in a boxcar?”
Bower looked to the ceiling. Seeing this, Farber stopped scrubbing his BAR. He flushed. All of his concentration went to listening for aircraft, but he heard no props ripping toward him. Gupton was still talking with Dixon.
“Look, soldier, a Luger is a war treasure, not a weapon. It’s not like them ugly Kraut guns, Walthers and them crappy little broom things. A Luger is like a dame. They’re so sleek and curvy you can’t keep your hands off them.”
Gupton still squeezed his hand inside his coat, but revealed no aesthetic weapon.
“I ain’t got no morphine,” Dixon growled, poking the piece of mutton with his mess kit knife as though trying to kill it.
Cornack’s flash went off again. Looking through the window, dusk approaching, Bower saw a building that made him stare. He had been looking for that. The building’s walls were high, like a skyscraper, and made of stone, not concrete. Stone perfectly cut into huge blocks, each an achievement. Bower could not imagine how long it took to cut one stone the size of a doghouse. And how do you lift them? That building was old, ancient. The sun’s low light was not responsible for the building’s impressive countenance, as though a solar flash bulb revealing more detail than common vision could observe. More than the texture of the stone or the shape of the window openings or the roof projections that suggested towers, the building cast an attitude of opulence, a regal mien.
“Is that a castle or something?” Bower wondered aloud.
After bending to look through the window, Cornack replied.
“It might be a manor house, but I think it’s a monastery. I know there’s one in the area.”
“I’d like to live in a castle,” Bower said, looking toward the building’s arches. “But you have to be special even to walk through the door.”
“The people who live in mansions and shit are the damn snobs who are paying for this war,” Petrowski growled, “paying for it with our asses.”
Bower imagined royalty looking down from those deep windows as vandals helplessly attacked the impenetrable walls.
“There might be buildings that beautiful in America, but I’ve never seen them,” Bower said.
“America has the best of everything,” Gupton retorted. “America is heaven.”
“Not exactly,” Hallam said. “America is the best, but that’s sort of sacrilegious.”
Shaking his head, his feet twitching, Petrowski shot back to Gupton:
“If America was heaven, we wouldn’t be in this fucking war! Jesus didn’t send you to Ardennes—Roosevelt did.”
In a castle, Bower believed, even the servants lived in peace and refinement. Despite their arduous chores, they were not beaten or screamed at by their superiors.
“I’d like to live there,” he mused.
Gupton’s eyes flew open.
“In a damn monastery? You want to fuck a bunch of nuns?”
“It might be a castle.”
“That’s a monastery. It’s like a cave inside. It’s cold and damp and you have to be a monk to live there. You know what they fuck? Old pieces of mutton.”
Farber shuddered once, looking through the window past Bower. His skin was covered with chill bumps, but he did not shiver as he looked to the darkening sky. Petrowski was the dough complaining.
“It’s getting cold again. I hope it doesn’t snow. The Cactus Brigade trained in the damn swamps and the damn desert, and here I am in the damn snow. I hate fighting in the damn snow.”
Farber set his BAR on his lap in order to concentrate on speaking.
“There ain’t gonna be no more fighting. Everybody knows that.”
“Bullshit,” Gupton said.
The soldiers looked to him, not due to his word but because of the smell, the fragrance. Slumping Gupton had just lowered a glass bottle from his lips. He dropped the empty bottle of shaving lotion onto the seat, looking only to Dixon.
“That’s gone,” he said, quickly waving his hand over the bottle. “You got no meat for me, I got no drink for you.”
Cornack was moving so unobtrusively that he seemed invisible. But the flash continued to pop.
“And you’re trying to bum shit from us?” Petrowski complained.
“I never smoked before the Army,” Farber sighed. “I don’t like the taste, but I think it calms me. I think. I could stand one right now.”
He reached into his poncho and removed a piece of paper. A photograph. Still standing, Cornack was first to look and smile; then he made an exposure of Farber holding a photograph of a nubile, nude woman. Petrowski passed the photo around. The sergeant didn’t awaken for it.
“I seen better,” Gupton said, staring at the photo, “but this ain’t bad.”
Farber looked to him with disappointment.
“My wife sent me that.”
“You got a great wife,” Gupton said, and passed the photo to Hallam. “She looks like my wife, but my wife is ugly.”
“She looks like my wife,” Hallam mused, “but my wife thinks it’s a sin to be naked. We are Christians.”
Petrowski stared the hardest, looking over the top of his spectacles, his feet twitching again as though from the cold.
“She looks like my wife,” he said, “but my wife is fat. She turned fat right after I married her.”
After looking at the photo, Bower passed it to the Negroes ahead. They chatted quietly between themselves, studying the pulchritude. Cornack continued to pop.
“She looks like my girlfriend,” Bower told the men. “My girlfriend has a great figure, great face, great personality. But I never had the guts to talk to her. I won’t let that happen again.”
Bower reached into his jacket and handed a pack of Chesterfields and a pack of Old Golds to Farber.
“Thanks for sharing,” he said. The other guys almost stood at attention to stare at the cigarettes Farber now held. “I don’t smoke. Pass them around. But first, you guys all owe me.”
“Owe you what?” Gupton demanded, drooling. “Our dick, our balls—what?”
“Here’s what you owe me: when this train gets strafed by Messerschmidts and we run out and we’re all in a ditch covering our asses and I get wounded, no one jump up to get the medic because the phone lines got cut and you can’t call in. That’s what a guy did for our sergeant in Aachen and an 88 hit him direct in the neck without blowing. He ran ten more feet, but his head dropped right down into the foxhole beside me. I still see him looking at me, and it was dark, so enjoy your cigarettes.”
Hallam spoke as Farber tore the pack open without hesitating to contemplate Bower’s story. They all had stories.
“That’s the demon’s number. It’s not ‘999,’ but ‘88.’”
Soon the car was filled with smoke. Even the Negroes and the sergeant woke to have a cigarette. Only Bower was not dragging on a butt and inhaling pure pleasure. He coughed, but didn’t puke or complain.
Dixon nudged his buddy, but didn’t try hard to awaken him; so Pinto remained unconscious.
“Thanks, pal,” Gupton told Bower. “So, you got a girlfriend you never met? Them’s the best kind. You can do anything you want with them.”
“I got close to her, at church,” Bower described. “She was perfect. She had the prettiest little feet and wore the tiniest little pointed shoes. The closer I got, the better she looked, and smelled. She smelled like the nicest flower that was never made. It’s funny about smells. They’re different because of the way they settle in your soul.”
“Or in your psyche,” Cornack said, smiling to Bower.
No one asked the reporter of that word. He puffed a cigarette, too, but had not spoken in minutes.
“It’s the nicest feeling being with a gal you really like,” Bower added, looking toward the mountain shadows. “It just fills your life. She always had her hair up. I never knew how long it was. She was younger than me. Maybe I shouldn’t have liked her so much. The nicest feeling.”
“Fucking feels better,” Gupton had to add.
“Sex feels great,” Bower corrected him, “but it don’t feel better.”
“Hey, I ain’t talking about jerking off,” Gupton insisted.
“You are a jerkoff,” Dixon grumbled, speaking as though gifting Gupton with a suitable revelation.
Dixon poked his meat again as though stabbing a Nazi to death.
“I hate it rare,” he mumbled.
Sgt. Yarrow was sleeping again, and the Negroes had also dozed off. Not too long and it would be dark. Time for sleep.
Yarrow began mumbling. His four words were barely recognizable.
“Sound off. Able, Baker….”
Gupton responded, his words more quiet and clear than the sergeant’s unconscious utterance.
“Chickenshit, Dogbreath, Egghead, Fartface, Gonad….”
Gupton only amused himself.
“That’s a nice piece of gear,” Hallam said to Cornack as the reporter changed film.
“German engineers are the most brilliant,” Cornack replied while closing the camera and cocking the shutter. Then he knelt, five feet from Dixon in the aisle, reaching into his civvy coat, coming forth with a small, metal doll, which he sat on the floor. After Cornack slid a switch on the doll’s rear, the toy began scurrying across the floor. It was dressed like an SS officer. Above the mild buzzing, as the toy whisked its tiny arms up and down while marching, came a minuscule voice.
“Heil Hitler!”
“That thing ought to be shot,” Bower said.
“Where did you get it?” Hallam wondered, bending over the doll as it passed.
“Our guys bombed a factory in Leipzig. Intelligence had reported that munitions were being manufactured there, but it was a toy factory.”
“The Jerries are geniuses,” the radioman said, his radium watch glowing above the marching doll. “They invented the buzz bomb, the V-2 rocket, and they have fighters with no propellers. The Good Lord alone knows what else they’re working on.”
“If they don’t use propellers,” Petrowski scoffed, “what do they use? I’m getting sick of this war shit.”
“They’re like them buzz bombs,” Farber explained. “They spit fire out the back and that makes them shoot ahead faster than any propeller. Without that prop, they’re as sleek as a Luger. Sleek as a dame’s thigh.”
“My wife’s thighs are about as sleek as a B-24,” Gupton said. “’Course, she don’t spit fire out the back, neither.”
Bower looked at Hallam’s insignia. Those chevrons pointed to the sky like a rocket aiming for the clouds, curving over castles, traveling to another land.
“One day,” Cornack submitted, “wars will be fought by machines. Men will control them from a distance by radio. No one will die but machines.”
“Except where the bad machines beat the good machines and slip into a city and kill the people, don’t you think?” Bower scoffed.
“I hope not,” Cornack smiled, and his flash popped again.
“Yeah, the Geneva Convention can make it all a law,” said Petrowski.
“When I’m king of the world,” Gupton bragged, “I’ll see to it personal.”
Finally through cleaning his weapon, Farber set the BAR aside, pressing it away with no affection.
“None of that will happen in time for this war—I already told you. This war is almost over. The 411th is pushing toward Berlin. The Siegfried line is busted. Where we’re going, there ain’t gonna be no Krauts. They’re running asshole over elbow to Switzerland. We only have to hold on a couple of days, and we’ll be in like Flynn.”
“I did hear a rumor only today,” Cornack mentioned, “that Hitler had committed suicide, and Berlin would fall to the Allies within a few days.”
“That is garbage, that is garbage,” Petrowski piped. “Hitler is too chicken to kill himself.”
“I heard the same thing,” Farber insisted.
“I ain’t gonna make it, even a couple of days,” Dixon said as he rose with his cooked mutton still on the stove. The doll had neared only to run out of spring power and halt, arm uplifted. “Before I go, I want to kill the brother of the Heinie who’s going to get me. As I’m dying, I want to tell him it was me who killed his kid brother. It was me.”
Dixon sat beside his unconscious buddy as Hallam prayed.
“I am going to make it, praise Jesus. The Krauts had their chance with me, plenty of times. The Lord wants me to survive this war. I don’t know what for, but I believe Him as I never did before.”
“I’m telling you,” Farber insisted, “the reporter knows what’s going on. The war might be over before this train stops, if no one up high doesn’t do something stupid.”
Looking down as though seeking guidance from the toy, Petrowski shook his head, doubting the sermon.
“I can’t believe what I done…. All of us.”
Gupton snorted before speaking.
“Yeah, the war is almost over, but it ain’t over. We’re in a fucking boxcar in Germany with Jerry shitting his britches. The Russians are nailing him from the right, the Brits from the top, America from the bottom. You think the Krauts are just gonna roll over and show their bellies? Hell, no. They’ll fight just like we would in our country.”
“You’re damn right,” Dixon growled. “They’re gonna fight like men at their end. They’re gonna take a lot of Americans with them to their graves. They’re taking me, and I’m taking them.”
Bower looked up. Farber jerked his eyes toward the ceiling, then down to Bower, panic showing in his vision. Bower remained calm, and no propellers cut the sky above.
Poking at his glasses, Petrowski looked to the other boys, twitching as he spoke.
“If the war ended today, you think they’d stop this train and we’d all step off to see our families waiting?”
“I’d rather meet the Nazis,” Bower had to say. Then Petrowski continued.
“The frontline troops keep dying until the politicians catch up with them, when they get around to it.”
“This ain’t the first war ever fought,” Bower said mildly. “Everybody knows that World War I caused World War II. You think this will be the last? Most of the fighting might have already stopped, but the whole thing might drag on for years. If I get back and go to school, I think I’ll learn how to end this war. I could have gone to school, except for this. I talk like my dad, but I don’t think like him.”
“If you had gone to school,” Gupton smirked, “then you’d be a looey, and Petrowski would have shot you.”
Only Gupton laughed.
Cornack peered through his viewfinder at the backs of the Negro soldiers while speaking to Bower.
“Don’t you think that all the nations involved are trying to determine how to end this war?”
“No, I think they’re trying to learn how to fight it.”
“They’re trying to learn how to pay for it,” Petrowski scoffed. “Where is all this money coming from?”
Cornack spoke after cocking his shutter.
“Do you know that some of the biggest corporations in America were making deals with the Nazis right until Pearl Harbor?”
“I don’t believe that shit,” Dixon sneered. “You’re taking about Americans.”
“He’s talking about money,” Farber returned.
“That’s like talking about God.”
Gupton looked around for another cigarette.
“You’re talking about politics,” he said, “and it’s all a ration of shit. You wanna end the war, get the Indian chiefs in the middle of the battlefield, let ’em duke it out. They send Hitler, we send the President.”
“That’s no fair,” Bower said. “Hitler is the devil.”
“Then we’ll send Jesus,” Hallam returned. “God made Jesus so He could whomp the devil for sure. This is a good time.”
Gupton’s smirk was ended by Dixon’s oath.
“Jesus Christ.”
The expression was impassioned: not a prayer, but a cry for help.
“He’s dead.”
Dixon was looking down to his buddy, staring at his unconscious form. Pinto’s lifeless form.
None of the soldiers approached in order to corroborate Dixon’s interpretation of his friend’s condition. Gupton stood, but only to retreat.
“Hey, get him out of here,” he wheezed, devoid of humor as he began stepping backwards. “I’m not riding with a dead man. I don’t even have to do that in the field.”
“Go to hell, you bastard!” Dixon cried, still looking to his friend. “This is the best man I ever met, and I’m gonna send him back home.”
“The best boy you ever screwed don’t make him the best man in this army,” Gupton snapped. “There’s nothing worse for a soldier than to ride with the dead. That means you’re heading for the same place. Get him the fuck out of here!”
As Dixon rose and whirled to Gupton, Bower stood decisively, stepping between the men. He cut their vision off as though an intervening wall, but neither opposing soldier tried to look past. Bower sat behind the dead man and his friend.
Hand grasping the wooden seats, Gupton retreated along the aisle.
“I ain’t staying on no train with a dead man.”
“Then get off,” Bower said, and placed his hand on the dead man’s shoulder.
“The next time you jerk off,” Gupton wheezed, “think where your hand was.”
The sergeant woke again. Now he stood.
“What the hell is going on?” he demanded.
Dixon looked only to Cornack with a murderous expression, teeth showing like a dog about to attack mulatto kids. The reporter allowed his camera to dangle from his neck. He turned to Yarrow.
“Sergeant, how far do we have to go?” Cornack asked.
“I don’t know where the hell we’re going,” Yarrow said as he pushed past Gupton, heading toward the front. “They’re redeploying us south, that’s all I know.”
“South, what’s south?” Farber asked.
“Switzerland,” Petrowski said, that first word having a fond sound. “Just over the Alps. Jeez, I’d love to go there. Neutral. No war. No fucking war.”
“They’d take stragglers, even fighting men.”
“I heard stragglers are going to clean up the death camps.”
Snatching his hand away from Dixon’s buddy as though revolted by death, Bower threw himself to his feet. Now five of the men were standing.
“I’ll desert first,” he called out as though giving drill instructions to his troops.
Bower again looked up to the ceiling, metal embossed in a severe, geometrical pattern a foot above his head. Then he grabbed his M-1 and ran to the door.
Before his father had taught him to despise trains, Bower had loved their rush and roar, and their whistle, that long sound a comforting croon. But the whistle of this train seemed a screech, a call to war.
The men pitched to the front as the train began slowing rapidly, the wheels screeching as though tortured and crying for relief. Though rocking laterally, the car remained on the tracks as the sound of propellers cut through the sky above. This cry was followed by bullets, and bombs.
Chapter 3
Stories About The Truth
Bower felt no release from leaving the constricted train for the expansive air outside. Though the train was being assaulted from the air and ground, Bower was not fleeing those shells and bombs, but running toward their source. By escaping that tough cave, he only exposed himself as a definite target. Rushing from the rail car, he entered a festival of fireworks spread across miles whose results were so intense they seemed immediate. All the artificial ambient sounds seemed more consequential because they filled the entire sky. Bower heard nothing of himself: his hard breaths as he ran, the clomping of those damn rubber boots that hold your sweat when you run and turn it to ice when you stop, but he was not stopping.
The indistinct shouts of the two hundred soldiers fleeing the train for those buildings beyond seemed another type of target. But these sounds were not definitive of the situation, only human accents on the mechanical production of warfare. Aircraft cut the sky until it screamed. Shells from strafing planes bored through the rail cars and fleeing men. The bombs’ explosions were the mad shouts of demons who could only find peace in destruction. This all seemed so insane to Bower. How crazy for an object to rush to a man only to wastefully destroy itself in the hopes of harming a stranger.
A concussion from behind blasted against Bower’s back with a pressure that shoved him forward at superhuman speed for several steps, but the blast was not accompanied by shrapnel. The greatest tangible result was a slapping against Bower’s shoulders and head as a bloody poncho fell. First sensing the warmth of blood, he reactively felt satisfaction in this localized relief from the cold. But the blood had belonged to a friend, and was accompanied by skin and flesh that Bower touched as he reached to jerk the poncho away, for it impeded his running, his retreat.
Holding his Garand angled across his body, sling wrapped around his wrist, he ran toward the screams of people and animals, a madman fleeing danger by journeying to destruction. The train had reached the outskirts of a town when the assault began. Though not looking behind, Bower could hear the cars falling from the tracks with thuds that caused the foliage beside him to shudder. Aware without counting the shells or aircraft or bombs that the greatest attack was against the train, Bower ran across the crisp, brown grasses of spring to a burning town. In the realm of attractive light where soldiers shun the brilliance of explosions for dim illumination, the grandiose flashes from behind overwhelmed the fires ahead, flames from burning houses and bodies. Only during moments of erratic awareness when his perceptions were reconciled with normal sensation did he feel the cold wind generated by his running. Only upon leaping over a soldier with his buttocks thrust toward the sky did Bower stumble, regaining his balance without a hand touching the ground or the accumulating people at his feet.
Bower had no interest in, or influence over, the men running beside him, ensconced in war’s alliterative enterprise of bombs, bullets, and blood. Ahead, he saw sturdy European buildings constructed in previous centuries of dense stone. He passed a wooden barn whose blazing walls contained searing pigs, their hides perversely tanned, their bellows more ugly than average, incendiary explosions. The stench came to him as the smell of cooking mutton those minutes past, and bile filled his mouth and nose, causing him to choke and cough, but the madman did not slow his running.
Arriving at the town’s streets, he saw men and women wearing wooden shoes fleeing their homes, which the soldiers proposed to inhabit. Bower saw a lovely Fräulein leaving a pub—the ambience cigar smoke and cut glass—her breasts exposed by her blouse’s square neckline. Her bouncing bosom was a lovely sight spoiled by that visage above, uninhibited terror crimping her face, squeezing like a cruel mechanical hand.
He ran past a small automobile with its roof blown away. Bower had always wanted a convertible. He only stopped upon rounding a corner to see a naked baby crawling along the street, its whimpers lost in the shouts of soldiers, the roar of artillery, the screeches of dying livestock.
In the objective world of greater nature where all bodies are equal in being organic mass, the fumes of burning humans disrupt no more molecules than goats on a spit at a festival.
Abruptly changing directions, feeling his eyes widen at the unacceptable sight, Bower ran toward the child as a young man of the town bent to firmly lift the infant and continue into the shadows.
Returning to his original route, heading for a sturdy building beyond, Bower ran beneath a fruit tree dropping small blossoms, seduced into blooming by a warm interval disturbing late spring’s cold. Was this a cherry, a plum? Bower only knew citrus. He smelled a rich, sweet odor, a stench: not fruit blossoms, but burnt powder. Some smells he could not stand.
Bower entered a boring, two-story building of a type he had seen in three nations. The steep, discomforting roof—discomforting to a teenage boy who had to patch the roof of his folks’ home—afforded no shade, unlike homes in the Deep South with porches. Though without overhang, veranda, or ornament, stone stacked like brick, this building was a beautiful refuge to Bower, who threw the door open and fell inside.
Stumbling to the floor, Bower saw three other soldiers huddled near a smoldering fireplace. They were infantrymen: two doughboys from another outfit, and Hallam. In the diminishing light, the radioman’s watch glowed like a flat firefly. Bower’s entry frightened one private so much he swooned, like a teenage girl. Another posed a social question.
Exhausted, Bower crawled on his knees until he was away from the windows. No part of his rifle touched the floor, but he heard the tinny sound of shaking metal. Was that his mess kit or his dog tags?
“Why do the stupid Krauts run outside?” the soldier demanded. “Where are they going?”
“I don’t know,” Bower wheezed, catching his breath. “Neither do they.”
Bower had never seen a fireplace in Florida. The smell of burning oak seemed so clean and natural compared to the stench of burning swine in that barn behind, or burning humans in Landsberg. On his hands and knees but not settled, he imagined crawling to that hot box and slumbering in a fart sack before those glowing logs.
Half-peeled potatoes waited on a table for the cook to return. On the fireplace’s mantle sat a stuffed fox so awkward in its stiff pose that it seemed artificial, a doll. Bower understood that the soldiers had entered a house, a home abandoned by its family. He would not have abandoned his parents’ home for this one. Bombs are not the type of beating a man can handle.
Hallam looked up to the ceiling, which was shaking. But so were the floor and walls. The ceiling showed no cracks, no dust, and was supported by heavy timbers. Bower looked once, then looked away.
Through the nearest window—both glazing and shutters missing—he saw smoke with no source, smelled foliage burning, and heard aircraft in the distance. Then the entire house shook from a bomb’s concussion, but the soldiers did not flinch. That bomb had fallen on the far side of the town, perhaps near the train. Bower then noticed the land behind the house.
In a pasture with sparse patches of intensely green grass untouched by animals, a herd of exquisite palominos galloped from fence to fence, fearful of the war but unable to flee. A cowboy out of place, a man in olive drab, chased a horse, trying to mount the animal and ride away. Gupton wouldn’t make a good range hand.
Bower began noticing the cries of humans—the weeping of children, the sobbing of elders, the shouts of adults—discernible as German, but terror translates well.
Then came the demon’s silent visit.
Beyond Gupton—who continued chasing the graceful palominos like a kid grasping for goldfish in his father’s pond—in the foothills of the mountains with white peaks imperious in the background, a brief flash—like a reporter’s foreign camera—popped between trees. Then the four soldiers in the farm house fell to the floor, along with the ceiling, the collapse a sudden rush of thin plaster and heavy beams, dust at once inciting a coughing in those who survived.
Projectiles from the German 88, a flat-trajectory artillery piece with a long, accurate range, were never heard until striking.
Bower knew that eighty-eight millimeters was the width of his palm. Furiously whisking away the dust settling before his eyes, he watched human movement in the debris. Leaving a smooth trail in the white dust, prostrate Hallam slid one hand along the floor, reaching for his opposite hand, which was no longer attached, the radium watch glowing in the grit between those hands like a star that separated them.
In the dim light, the man’s blood could have been oil from a broken machine.
The second hillside flash popped as Bower crawled through the window, which collapsed along with the wall and upper story and roof, crushed by an intense, expanding sound that slapped Bower deaf for a moment. Pulling himself past an ox cart, the straw within smelling of apples and pears, Bower ran from the dusty thud behind, continuing along a virtual thoroughfare in the town. Civilians ran through the streets with their hands waving toward no one as soldiers slipped along the buildings, their passage experienced and discrete. One soldier stood in a small cobblestone square, another familiar of Bower. Leaning against the edge of a stone fountain, Petrowski triggered Farber’s BAR toward the sky, the heavy auto weapon jerking Petrowski’s upper body, his spectacles shaking but remaining on his face. After eight loud rounds, the weapon jammed. With no frustrated cursing, Petrowski dropped it into the water as though adding a fish to entertain kids. Then he noticed Bower, and ran behind.
Beyond, a Sherman tank had neatly settled on its side as though displaying its bottom for inspection. A GI leaned against the treads upside down, feeling no discomfort. With his skin moistened by sweat or oil, his pose stiff and unnatural, the soldier resembled a discarded manikin. Above, the combined sound of an aircraft engine exhaust and ripping prop approached in the recognizable pitch change of a strafing run. Bower also recognized that engine, more powerful and refined than a Focke Wulf. Followed by Petrowski, Bower ran around a building’s corner as a P-51 perforated the cobblestone with its guns, the stone spitting out sharp pieces as hard as shrapnel.
“That’s one of us!” Petrowski cried, more saddened than angered.
Bower felt strikes against his legs, but no pain came, no crippling penetration. But he found that he was moving less rapidly, because Petrowski passed him. Despite feeling a stiffness in his left leg, Bower kept pace with the Gypsy.
Around the next building, a Nazi, Jerry, Heinie, Kraut, stood erect in the road with an elegant stance, holding a crappy little gun. He had shouldered his 7.63mm broomhandle Mauser with wooden stock and now fired thrice, each bullet striking Petrowski in the chest.
Before Petrowski fell, Bower had his Garand shouldered and unlocked. As Petrowski hit the cobblestone, Bower triggered his rifle. The emotion and idea of the incident came to Bower, but could not affect his instantaneous actions. When the Nazi began firing, Bower had ducked behind Petrowski, aiming his M-1 around his peer’s body as it accepted three bullets. The fourth and fifth shots were from Bower’s Garand, his peep sight centered on the German’s chest. Losing his elegant stance, the German—the man, the human, the person—leapt with all four limbs spastically reaching for the air. He fell in a heap like a busted sawhorse.
Petrowski sat as though comfortable before slumping to his face, his spectacles bouncing away as his forehead hit the street. Bower ran past.
Despite being desperate for Bower from its failure to achieve every human as a subject, death was such a lout it couldn’t get him. For months, Bower had felt death approaching expressively, expounding the identity of demise. Its characteristics identified themselves as his peers accepted their manifestation: layers of dead men and their pieces like compost for next year’s garden in hell. Bower knew that death was not a passage. Death was not an end to fighting and fear. Death would be a culmination of fear and pain, agony’s self-awareness arriving with such intensity that along with his life, it would devastate his emotions, an intangible zenith of experience perversely delivered by sheer physical means. Just as his body was crushed lifeless, emotion would become his only aspect, arriving with such utter physicality that it surpassed the corporeal, posturing toward metaphysics, the ultimate idea of existence.
Bower would participate, he knew.
Death failed to manifest its bombastic taunting, for Bower managed to run across an ash-covered lawn where a small house smoldered. Smoke from the hot soil puffed up around his feet like cold ground fog at the level of grass. Ahead, he saw his goal: a substantial building that emitted no smoke and displayed little rubble. The sounds of terror wrenched from the throats of living animals had subsided, if only in Bower’s consciousness. His brain was filled with the roaring buzz of propellers strafing the train, buildings two streets over, and soldiers running in the open. His head was filled with the sensations of instantaneous machine gun spits, the grunt of a falling soldier as though the .50-caliber slugs had imploded a great meaty bladder. Bower saw no other person on the street but a dough working the bolt of an ’03 Springfield, bayonet fixed, shooting at a sniper he could not see.
“Call a goddamn tank in to get him!” he yelled to Bower, who continued running.
He was no radioman.
A cat ran past Bower so fast he thought it was shrapnel. Exiting a grain shed, a dog ran with its long coat seared from patchy flames. Having been running with his rifle in both hands, as he had been running for months, Bower stopped in order to shoot the dog and end its despair. But the animal was moving too quickly and leapt into a wet ditch, where it rolled as though carousing from glee, not requiring the heinous interference of another demonic man.
Past the dog and the ditch and the grain shed, Bower again saw that bucolic pasture with patchy grass and the occasional crater. There, Gupton had finally mounted a palomino, holding on to its neck as though to strangle the creature, heading for the forest as the horse threw him. Gupton flew as though a fighter on a strafing run, but landed safely, rising and turning toward the horse. After a moment of unhindered galloping, the horse became a sound, a fleshy explosion. Instantly the creature disappeared, magically transformed into a cloud of golden hide, pink fluid, and white bone, vaporized by a German 88.
Gupton ran, ran away from the mountains, which were situated miles away, ran, ran toward the town as though participating in the attack.
“Andy!”
Bower continued toward that solid building, approaching from the rear. This building was large, formal, public, not a mere home. Noticing the edge of a t-shaped architectural form on the building’s front, Bower wondered if he approached a church or chapel. Perhaps the town’s grandest building was a monastery, a castle.
The quaking ground wobbled his knees, this shaking more noticeable than the causal explosions, events too distant to injure him directly. Above the slate roofs and bare trees, a slow-falling bomb demanded Bower’s frightened attention. Hearing the staccato whine of a damaged aircraft engine, a Focke Wulf, Bower saw its contents fall: not a bomb, but a pilot. Without parachute or helmet, the man fell straight down despite his posture of standing. He seemed to be dangling from a string, for a long scarf trailed him, waving intensely toward the heavens, gesturing adieu in the darkening sky.
Entering the building, Bower heard the body fall, but did not see the contact. A dud bomb might have landed in the town.
Bower leapt through a low, broken window rather than struggle with the bolted doors, thick planks of beautifully joined oak. Inside, he found darkness. No electric light or oil lamp burned.
Turning to the far wall, he saw intact windows, each with a hundred hand-sized panes. He saw the sky’s diminishing light. Moving away from the window he had entered, holding his rifle flat before him as though he would dangle from it, Bower sensed debris at his feet. A moment later, his eyes had adjusted and he saw more details of the interior. He saw tables, desks, and books, tall shelves holding books. Among the desks and tables and shelves, seated on the floor, he saw bodies. Semi-upright bodies. In the poor light, he saw the bodies wearing hats, perhaps steel helmets. Hearing a nearby cough, which struck him as being more important than the distant bombs and shells and rifle shots, Bower looked down to see a prostrate soldier, another young private, looking up to him only to look away. Nearby, barely recognizable in the dimness, sat a reporter named Cornack.
Bower moved to the older man, who looked to the soldier, requiring a long moment before he could focus. Sleep had not caused Cornack’s dull state, but Bower did not look for wounds. The reporter then reached for Bower, holding forth his camera with flash attached. His look was of longing or pleading or need. The man said nothing, eloquently. Bower accepted the camera, and Cornack turned away. Bower thought he heard him sneeze lightly. Some small, abnormal breath had left him.
Leaning against a bookshelf, Bower sat beside the reporter, only now sensing his own thumping heart, shallow breaths, and the tingling in his injured leg. For an instant, the quaking of the ground and buildings and the noise from the sky and explosions subsided, but proceeded the following moment. During that moment of renewal, Bower felt elated. The destruction continued. Strafing runs and bombs and artillery and bullets were killing all around him, but Bower had defeated the war. He was not dead. The Krauts and friendly fire had failed to even injure him seriously. Success is a satisfying emotion to any person, but when success is survival, the emotion transcends mundane achievement. The conquest of warfare is life. Bower felt that he had created new living by avoiding imminent death.
He heard a new sound from the sky. Four engines in rhythm. A big bomber was coming in. Sounded like a Lancaster. The Brits loved to fly at night. Bower then heard a freight train. A thick sound with an increasingly high pitch approached. The bomb struck nearby, shaking the library, causing books to topple from their shelves, but not damaging the building proper. Bower waited, waited, waited—why only one bomb? They didn’t open their bay doors for one bomb. Maybe that’s all they had left. Maybe the rest were duds.
More than any other killing noise, Bower hated the sound of a big bomb coming in. They always seemed to be flying directly toward him, even if they fell across the river or at another company’s position. The sound was of a freight train in his face. When Bower was younger, he would hear the train’s distant whistle and sneak away from his endless chores to stand near the tracks as the train rushed past. He loved to stand so close that the locomotive’s rush pushed him back on his heels. One day, as Andrew looked along the tracks, smiling and feeling high as he waited for the smoking, speeding train to blast hot air against him, a maniac snuck behind him and shoved his back so hard that Andrew had to fall to the ground and push away from the tracks, his hands on the ties and the coarse gravel scrabbling for safety. Falling backwards as the train roared past, Andrew saw his father standing above.
In the library, Bower had a foolish thought: That’s why he didn’t like bombs.
The next bomb struck just outside the building behind Bower’s position. Too busy with his thoughts, he hadn’t heard it coming in. He felt a shaking as though his daddy had grabbed him by the back of his neck and jerked him senseless. A moment had to pass for Bower to regain his orientation, only to find that he was listing toward his left side. He had been knocked over by a concussion that ruined his perceptions for a moment, leaving him confused and breathless and in pain. A huge cabinet pressed against him, but the mass had settled and he was not being crushed. Cornack had been crushed.
Bower had to reach to remove his steel pot and stare at it in the dark to accept that his head had not been busted open. He only used one hand, because the other still held that camera. The instrument had not been crushed, only people. Replacing his helmet, Bower stifled a retch from sensing that cloying smell of burnt powder, like rotting flowers, rich but not reeking of life.
He heard anxious breathing from across the room, but none from Cornack. The window’s distant light could not stretch enough to illuminate Bower’s fear. Turning, he reached for the reporter, but most of his body was beneath that cabinet.
He knew it was beautiful wood, worthy of a castle.
Reaching blindly, Bower touched Cornack’s face. He felt no blood, but felt no trembling from pain. He felt no breath. He felt no pulse in the neck.
Pulling himself from beneath the cabinet’s edge was a type of masochism. He felt that he would have to scrape one kneecap off in order to drag himself past that shelf—squeezing, squeezing that delicate plate hinging his knee, his nerves crying—the shrapnel wounds in his leg pulsing like cigarette burns. Turning to Cornack, Bower again felt that metal in his own hand. Not web equipment, not his pot, but that tool reporters used to tell stories about the truth. Bower didn’t know if cameras had a safety, but aimed the rangefinder at Cornack’s face and pressed the shutter. The flash went off, followed by tiny bombs.
In that 1/50th of a second, Bower saw Cornack’s static face and the life-filled form of a Nazi soldier ten feet away, seated against a wall. Then Bower saw the glare of six small flashes from the German’s Mauser, and felt the most incredible surprise as those lead needles stabbed him in the chest.
Yes, he could die after all.
Chapter 4
Attractive Flame
A monster with a beauteous face hovered over him, grasping Bower with its talons.
The monster spoke with a German accent.
“Only a few seconds for you to feel no pain.”
Bower could not sense his position, though he seemed to be reclining on a bed. A litter. He felt disarranged. Looking upward though feeling that he looked over a ledge, perhaps the ledge of life, Bower saw daylight. He saw medics pulling Cornack’s body out from beneath an old, ugly cabinet, like a shed for dried cattle bones. He saw nothing more clearly than pain. The source of his pain was so deep and pervasive that all of his sensations condescended to its strength. He had never understood that his body had such depth. Down, down, at his core, his center, his base, deeper than his intestines and skeleton, a hard discomfort expanded to fill his taste and touch and smell and hearing and sight. Bower sensed that he could not bear this experience, and did not understand the identity of the weapon defeating him.
“Do you die from pain,” he groaned to the monster, “or from the wound?”
A lovely face centered in a vast head of grey and white fabric with wings instead of ears bent over him, rubbing a cotton swab of alcohol against his arm with a feminine hand. Then came the tiny metal talon of relief.
“When one is hurt bad,” the nun replied while injecting the morphine, “the pain is terrible. Then comes the shock, then healing or release toward death. Medicine tells us no more.”
For a moment, Bower felt nothing, sensing neither pain nor relief, lost in the landscape of extreme sensation. Viewing through the window, he saw a chariot of salvation. The vehicle could have been a bread van, except for that distinguishing cross. Had the vehicle been sent by a church, a chapel? Perhaps a monastery.
Bower then experienced a unique feeling of movement. A sliding from within began only to exit. He felt that all of his nerves were electric wires torturing him with a hot, ugly biting, and the monster now gently pulled those wires out with her little tube.
He understood how damaged he was to see anything monstrous in this angel.
“Thanks,” he said, “you’re beautiful.”
As he closed his eyes, he saw her smile.
* * *
Bower sensed motion. At first he thought his guts were churning, but this movement came from the external world, his small part of the world, his body and his bed. Opening his eyes, feeling uncomfortable and groggy but not in pain, Bower saw the interior of a GI vehicle. Not a train. He could tell by the motions that he did not ride in no damn train. The leaf springs hopped up and down as the axles rotated on their differentials. A truck. Not a panel van, not an ambulance, but a deuce-and-a-half, a 2 1/2-ton truck for hauling stuff, the kind quartermasters used for transporting supplies. This truck contained more baggage than his body. It contained other litters. Each litter held a dough, each man an acquaintance, warriors passing on their way to another front. Sgt. Yarrow lay on a litter perpendicular to their travel, covered to his chin with a blue woolen blanket. Parallel to Barrow but on the truck’s far side, Dixon and his buddy dozed, though one was purportedly dead.
Bower had felt that man with his own hand, but his touch was not sensitive enough to inform heaven.
Bower lay in the truck’s center, ahead of two colored soldiers staring at the ceiling. The last passenger was a woman. Bower just could not get used to her big old dress and big old headpiece. He wondered how long her hair was.
“And how is it you are doing?” she asked, not smiling as she bent over him, peeking beneath a thick layer of bandages that covered his chest.
“I’d rather be fighting.”
“Are you uncomfortable?” she asked.
“Yeah, but it’s so deep I can’t feel it. But I know it’s there.”
“And why would you rather be fighting than healing?”
“I’ll just pretend you’re not joshing me when you say I’m healing. The more fighting you do, the quicker the war ends.”
“Ah, I learn that it cannot come much quicker, and you shall perform no more fighting in this war.”
“That’s good,” he replied. His words seemed to be coming from a source other than his throat. Perhaps his heart, or his guts. “The sooner ended, the sooner begun again. Are we going to an aid station?”
“Nein, we can fly you boys to a hospital now. The Luftwaffe is no longer a threat within the air.”
Listening to her, that accent and her sentence structure, satisfied Bower like a good day hiking through the countryside, but not in combat gear. Not while shooting and dodging other trekkers with guns.
This woman was neither beautiful nor young. Bower felt that living to this nun’s age would be beautiful.
“And what shall you begin once this war is ended?” she asked, mopping at his upper chest with a wad of gauze. Bower did not see if the cotton came away red.
“I didn’t exactly get off on a good start as an adult,” he complained. “Getting off on a bad start as a kid has some influence on the way you get older.”
“Ah, if you know any of the literature of this continent,” spoke the nun, “you have heard stories of young women in trouble who find it best to reside within a house of worship where they might live in peace and meditation, aiding their own hearts and souls by aiding others.”
“Oh. That must be you. I didn’t think you were a doughboy. Well, I guess it’s not too late for me to help someone else before my end, unless my end is right around the corner. Is it?”
“I believe that directly around your corner is an airstrip and a waiting plane for you and your comrades.”
“Well, in case I die on the way, I better do something good for somebody else. Bring your shoes over here so I can spit shine them. I’m good at that.”
The stern woman pretended to smile. Did this severity come from the nun in her, or the nurse?
“There is always opportunity before the end to aid other souls, even at the price of your own comfort,” she added. “This is the penance you pay in life, that the souls of the people you aided might greet you in paradise with a welcome that surpasses joy.”
“How do you know when the end comes until after it’s over? If you’re still aware, then it ain’t over.”
He had to look away as she took his pulse. The truck’s motion made her sway. Her body’s rocking flexibly, like a thick snake, made him dizzy. Never throw up while lying down. Never puke on a nun.
“Ah, I have seen many people in your condition, but have never experienced it. But I do pray that you are blessed with recuperation. How is your feeling now?”
“I can smell myself. Am I dying, or just dirty?”
“Soldiers have the smell of hard living,” the nun stated plainly, releasing his wrist. “Death has no smell, for it is nothing.”
“Death may not have a smell,” Bower said, “but dead bodies do.”
“And I pray that you smell the lovely scents of your future, not the unfortunate odors of your past.”
She turned to Dixon. Bower now understood that Dixon’s cot was only two feet away. It could have been on another continent, untouchable without transportation.
“That’s like noticing the scar from a bullet wound. It’s right in your face, so how can you miss it?”
“I hope that you might speak less,” the nun offered, her back to Bower, “so that you might heal more.”
“You can get rid of those nasty smells by sneezing, or retching,” he told her. “I done plenty of that one time. We were mopping up after a big campaign just over the French border where it’s hilly and real good to hide artillery, but not for seeing where you were firing. It was supposed to be all over when we got there, but it had been going on for months. Months in the same place. No one could say how many boys died there. Months. They say it was the worst stand-there-and-die battle since the last war, the one that started this one. When we came up to the site, it was all wet like a swamp, but swamps aren’t hilly. We smelled it first. When we got near, getting through that smell was like walking through a wall. That kind of smell is like an attack: it drives you away. If you were strolling in the country and smelled that, you’d get away as fast as possible. You’d call the sheriff, because thousands of animals had been slaughtered, and no way in your life would you get nearer to see what happened. You couldn’t. The smell would drive you away. But with us, we had to walk across it. Then they started shelling us and we had to dig in. We had to dig through that smell. But it wasn’t the smell of dead animals. The animals there were thriving, because they had all these dead men to eat. Men like us. That sort of stench is more than a smell. It’s a separate thing, like the spirit of the place. Imagine the soul of a human turning rancid. But I’d kiss the ground there rather than walk through Landsberg again.”
The nun faced him. He hoped he wasn’t interfering with her medicine. That would not look good in his book of selfless deeds.
“Ah, the war was begun by evil people, and the righteous must learn to see the virtue of many past the wickedness of the few.”
“You sound like a preacher in my church. He was always talking about hell. Miss, he made it sound good compared to what hell really is. I know what hell is like. I recognize the smell. I been there twice. One hell was for us, and one for the Jews.”
Kneeling on concrete, her scent of living decay worse than neutral death.
“But those men are dead, and cannot harm you with their odor or any action of their own,” the nun insisted, now reaching up to grab a roof bow to steady herself. “You can only be harmed by them from the workings of your own mind.”
“Now you sound like a politician, lady. War starts inside you first, due to something you saw and felt on the outside. It gets so bad you have to fight.”
“Do you believe that speaking of such things will help you in your stricken condition?”
“I don’t know how to talk about it, because no one made words for it. No one ever had to describe something like that before.”
“You must understand that before the corpses decomposed, the survivors were attended to by people who thought more of these living persons than those dead. Nothing of this war that you have seen have you seen alone.”
Bower felt those electric wires entwining his nerves regaining their charge. He was going to speak again, but had nothing to say except, “It hurts bad.” Since this was a selfish position, and he had been influenced toward considering others, he managed to speak with virtue instead of vice.
“Thanks for helping us,” he muttered, no longer able to open his mouth.
An insensate void closed over him, this inner war of injury seen by no living person, perhaps sensed by wounded souls.
* * *
Before entering the war, Bower had never traveled by ship or train. Before being drafted, he had never left his home state. Only after receiving six slugs in the torso did he fly.
The roar of those propellers and the vibration of the engines came to Bower as a soothing, sensual massage. How boring could birds be, he thought, to consider this ethereal travel common? But flying was common to them. Perhaps animals considered thought the ultimate achievement for earthly creatures. Perhaps birds had been thoughtful in a previous epoch, land-bound entities who bartered their souls for the freedom of flight; for in humans, the soul is consciousness, or conscience, is it not, miss?
The same nun attended during this passage. Standing over Bower, she blew him a kiss. No, she had placed her index finger against her pursed lips. Her other hand held the end of the stethoscope that she pressed against Bower’s skin.
Startled by the quaking in his chest, she immediately pulled the instrument away.
He had laughed.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “Sure is cold.”
The nun’s mouth formed a stiff smile as she again bent to listen to Bower’s heart. Though wondering what she heard, he did not ask as she covered his chest with a sheet and stepped to the next casualty.
Feeling dull inside, but not spiritually dreary, Bower tried to enjoy the vibrating, bouncing passage beneath the clouds. Some birds swoop gracefully, carried by currents. Some dart and flit erratically, like shrapnel.
Birds are brought down from the sky by men at war with nature, the shrapnel of their shotguns round and regular. Bower had always despised hunting. His father loved it.
Animals eat one another in order to live. People kill one another from lust.
Bower soon found the afterlife, for Cornack had returned from the dead to take pictures with his flash. No, no, light entered the fuselage through the porthole above Bower’s litter. This was not the arrival of dawn, but the entry of strikes of light. Not flashes, but brief touches of intense beams. Bower recognized the color of those tunnels cutting through the sky.
A searchlight battery. Sky lighters engaged the plane with revelation. The pilot only had to follow those waving beams to the illuminated landing strip below.
More than passengers, pilots understand that the sky is a deadly place for aircraft. In an airplane, one cannot pull over to the side of the road when the engine conks out. When attacked, planes cannot dive into foxholes or drive into caves. Landing is scarcely safer, for the plane at speed must settle to the ground while barely making contact. In that moment, flying and landing and fighting in the dark seemed impossible to Bower. Sky lighters had the answer. They provided concrete information as to position and altitude while assuming a conceit of daylight above their strip. They offered relief from floating precariously in the air. Follow me to the bright release of landing.
As the plane banked, Bower saw the clouds above, their dark bottoms transformed into a bright canopy by the waving, ethereal light. Turning, Bower looked through the opposite porthole past a wounded soldier. He saw a landing strip’s antithesis. Instead of a smooth, flat surface, he saw an irregular extension of ragged land, the highest reaches sparkling with snow where the sky lighters’ beams incidentally flicked. Startled, perhaps enamored, Bower wondered if he viewed the Alps. But he had left the Alps behind. The Alps was not the only mountain range in Europe. France held the deadly Vosges, where warfare halted, soldiers falling dead, unable to pass, unable to retreat. But a mountain range might have the length of a continent and the width of a nation. Bower considered asking the nun, who held a grab strap as the plane banked, but the lights became loud, and she fell to the floor.
Bower heard the ugly, stuttering cough of machine guns from above. Through the portholes, he saw bright, narrow streaks in the sky, and knew they emanated from the wings of smaller planes, little bullies made to bring down softer, slower craft. Several darker companions of lead accompanied each phosphorous tracer round, indicators of accuracy.
The plane jerked, then pitched forward. Though secured to the floor, the litters tilted, but no injured soldier toppled from his portable bed. Noticing bullet holes in the fuselage, Bower was surprised that he had not heard the metal’s tearing. The loudest sound within or without the plane became the groaning of a passenger or patient. Perhaps Bower made the noise; perhaps the nun.
Even in the dim light, he saw her clearly. Her habit from mid-chest down was a mess of red streaks. Though displaying no direct injury, her face had changed, now reflecting her wounds instead of her personality. Bower had seen her before. No, he had seen that reflection.
A face of astonished pain that could not believe truth’s terrible demands.
The plane’s transit was so vertical now that the aircraft seemed an elevator. Bower heard singing, but the music pealed distress, the cry of sheared metal.
Do wounded birds fall silently?
Despite the plane’s velocity, the occupants were scarcely disturbed. Bower had no sense of movement, and could not look away from the nun. He had never asked her name. Perhaps he should walk to her now and bend and seek a way of helping her, not worrying about her identity. Her identity was injury.
Her identity was endless, seen once, seen forever.
Through the dim light that lit the earth and clouds equally, sent by a star whose shape was smeared by fog, Bower stepped to the fallen woman. Ground fog did not obscure the buildings of Landsberg. Bower felt that he could see forever, for he viewed sky and foliage and buildings, but no strafing planes, no thudding mortars, no blasting artillery, no soldiers and their raucous, recoiling firearms. Despite the static silence, he saw no peace, for all the soldiers here were senseless. Bower felt that he could see forever. But no man could see beyond Lager 2.
In the realm of corporeal entities, only demons could grasp the content of this scene.
Appearing translucent in the fog, an L-shaped building on distant property had been situated on a foundation of timbers set in concrete. Of course, that’s where the Nazis had learned their science, their human engineering.
“Prostrate” was the term for her position, but only in the sense that prostrate nuns genuflect before an altar, giving themselves to a superior force. Wearing a dirty grey dress and no overcoat despite the cold, she knelt beside a man’s head. Behind a building at the second camp, a slab as deep as a man had been poured roughly around a living person, concrete a material for building bridges, walls, and monuments to the damned.
Lager 2 of Landsberg housed Jews on their way to paradise after passing through hell.
Bower wondered of her flesh so fine in substance that her muscles massed no more than skin.
Though paradise is a product of greater nature, hell is made by men.
Remnant smoke from an unseen stack ruined Bower’s smelling. He tried to spit out the sensation, but the influence would never leave. The woman’s odor had achieved the same corruption.
Those who had died at Verdun would understand the smell.
The experiment was to determine how long a man might survive being encased in concrete to the neck. Data of longevity would enable the Nazis to better understand how to engineer a miniature U-boat whose pilot would not be able to move due to cramped confinement.
The Nazis selected Jews for the experiment because they were virtually human.
In death, people accept poses too awkward for living creatures to endure without agony. He would have considered her dead if she had not been moving. But that was not a human body, only the bones. Her skeleton set its bent limbs on the concrete in a posture of selfless pain.
Holding a wet rag, she wiped the man’s lips, her lank, dingy hair dangling across her face as though about to drop. Bower set his M-1 down. He did not believe that man was alive, but the woman believed, pressing her damp rag against his lips as she looked into his eyes.
Though she did not argue when Bower bent to pull her away, her body went rigid in pain from his touch. The sound was a voice, some unknowable words. Bower had to reach for her twice to find her torso. Upon first grasping her, he felt only fabric. Then he pressed his hands together until finding the absurdly frail shape within that dress. Her body was awkwardly small, as awkward as her position on her hands and knees instead of upright, a crashed bird, all bone and soft coating.
In his more satisfying dreams, Bower would see that man lick his lips in final satisfaction.
He felt that he grasped an entity shimmering between substance and the spiritual, her mass as erratic as the wind-driven ripples of a dress. As though handling an antique object made brittle by exposure to the centuries, Bower surrounded the woman with both arms, scarcely touching her greyish skin as he half-lifted, half-dragged her away from the battle.
Killing the enemy is no glory in war.
He hoped that her dress would prevent scrapes to her knees. Breathing in strange, subdued gasps, she trembled lightly, but did not weep, did not curse the American, looking up to him with weak, inquisitive fear. Feeling no shame from his cowardice, Bower would not look to her face.
He needed no vision to understand that her grandest beauty was unselfish strength.
Turning from the woman as she settled, Bower saw that other face. A head sprouting from the concrete. Bower would not recognize that distorted countenance in life, but life ended.
Without end, all of feeling settled forlornly like fog.
As though a soldier inured from battle, the woman did not flinch when Bower shot her husband in the temple. Only then did she collapse, all her tension vanished, removed as though pulled from her system like a painful needle whose injection brought relief.
Despair is the morphine of metaphysics.
Bower had set aside his weapon and again leaned cautiously over the woman when the first lieutenant stepped behind him, but not near. The officer’s voice was no more normal than the woman’s posture, her substance.
“Get out, soldier,” he ordered, his voice a squawk. Though he tried to wave demonstrably, his arm flailed limply, displaying all the strength of a broken wing. “Get out of here.”
You cannot leave a place that follows in your spirit.
Beacons of endless candlepower supported the clouds but could not overcome the tiny power of tracers. Only in the airplane did Bower feel that he saw her face. The nun sprawled awkwardly against a litter as the plane continued falling, a crashing bird with a hard skin and soft interior.
When the wings split away, exposing the interior as though a patient opened for surgery, Bower felt the light rush in. Then he closed his eyes due to the intense wind he made from moving through the static air at the speed of warfare.
He did not fall alone, but would land uniquely.
The final solution of life is death, the last front in the war of human momentum, that advancing army of years. Below, the Alps waited for his return. Earlier, Bower had met them in his imagination. Now he approached in battle, smiling.
* * *
Perhaps dawn awoke him, but no glaring light speared him in the eyes. Perhaps that thick, stinking fog hid the sun. It hid the mountains. Andrew saw only rough flanks rising toward invisible peaks. The sound in this area would not have disturbed a sleeping bird, for Andrew heard nothing. Suffering from silence, Andrew thought that he had gone deaf, until he lifted his shoulders and grunted. He also heard himself groan. Looking around as he sat, he saw only hard, grey stone. The ridges and boulders were sharp and intimidating, suggesting that any contact with these forms would break a mere human. But Andrew had already been broken. The thin patch of green on the rock beside him, a layer of healthy moss, implied the slime of some decomposed animal, perhaps one who walked upright and carried a gun. Like those men behind.
In Florida, Spanish moss is grey, full of mites, and hangs from trees like dripping mucus. Andrew felt the most unwelcome sorrow that he would never see Florida again. Rising, he faced the immediacy of his loss, feeling that when complete sensation returned, his pain would not allow him to move. But he had to move, because the war would not wait for his recovery.
He could not judge the duration of his numbness that common perception failed to inform him that the men shouting behind spoke Deutsch.
As he crawled away, trying to stand, a chill overcame him, causing his teeth to click together as though machine parts that would not fit due to the cold—due to bad engineering, the product of a mind that rejoiced in buzz bombs and concrete experiments.
He wore nothing above the waist but leaking bandages. He wore no shoes, only socks, though his trousers and undershorts were intact. Though every movement came as an effort, he could not breathe deeply because the motion of his lungs caused the pain in his abdomen to radiate as though his very wounds were groaning. Dizzy and numb and immediately exhausted, he continued walking, half-bent, his hands reaching to the mountain he traversed, the feeling imparted one of lifeless cold.
Less ensconced in his own lethargy, Andrew understood that the world offered more important perceptions than his own chattering teeth and occasional moaning. Clambering with decent footing along a low ridge, he saw that the ground fog came from a smoldering piece of aircraft engine, the exhaust manifold covered in a thick fluid like mechanical blood. Losing his numbness as he moved, Andrew saw another soldier waiting. Sgt. Yarrow waited for the grave, for he lay nearly nude against the rocks with one arm and one leg missing, his face only recognizable to a familiar with a horrified imagination.
He could not imagine how two men could be so close. Dixon and his buddy lay in such a corrupted mass that they seemed a single person. The colored soldiers had struck separately. Not even their pieces were together.
Andrew continued past, feeling a need to weep, but lacking the energy. When he came to a heap of entrails with pubic-shaped skin and hair attached, obviously feminine, Andrew did not believe that he saw a nun. He did not believe his own observation, a common occurrence in this perverted war.
Normal wars are never fought.
Bullets came after further shouting from behind. If only in his fearful imagination, he understood their words. “Kill the American! Destroy the war’s last survivor!”
Each shot assaulted him thrice, once as a horrid crack, once as a mocking echo from the mountains, once as a ricochet against the stone at his feet and beside his hips and just past his head. Andrew was struck with terror each time he heard their message: I want to kill you, kill you, kill.
Trying to stay low and continue moving as swiftly as possible, Andrew suffered the depressing idea that he had nowhere to go. He was not fleeing toward reinforcements. He saw no tank ahead that he could enter and drive away. He only saw more mountain, more crumpled aircraft bits, and a path. Along a narrow passage between boulders and outcroppings, Andrew saw footprints in the dust. Gritty dust like sand at a Florida beach, but grey, covered the shallow slope. Here was a trebly attractive path: gently descending, free of rocks and stones, and delineated by the footprints of a familiar. The tiniest little pointed shoes.
Andrew followed. He was slumped from fatigue and injury, he felt nothing but a pain that caused a foolish grimace to overcome his face, and he could not resist the idea encountered: here is a path of beauty through your war.
In that moment of seeing the trail and following, Andrew had not anticipated being shot again. But this expectation returned as the sounds of the attack behind continued, now a hard conglomerate of shooting and shouting and lead-splattering ricochets.
Being a soldier incompetent in the tactic of retreat, Andrew had entered a path with no escape: not to either side, the stone walls too high and coarse to climb, not as he had entered, and ahead lay perhaps no more than hope, a vague weapon against manifested terror.
The curved path did not allow Andrew a view of its end. His end. Seeing a stone face ahead, he had to halt. Then he heard the most terrible sound, that of the devil’s movements. Behind him came the sound not of gunfire, but human steps.
That stone face, he saw, held a bit of tree. This rock was not a mountain, but a mass of stones, each cut to fit with its brothers. The tree had been shaped into planks, the planks joined to create a door. Doors create openings: into doomed aircraft, destroyed houses, and castles.
He ran to the end of the path, at that moment not suffering from his injuries. Here, the ridges and boulders were not sharp and intimidating, but implied the longevity of survival. That thin patch of green was not slime from some decomposed animal viscera, but fresh and healthy moss.
In Florida, moss is bright grey, soft as fur, and hangs from trees like hair on a lovely lady.
Andrew would have entered but saw no handle, no latch. He saw a sign. Perhaps he heard a voice from the door’s far side.
“The Spirits Of Righteousness bless the Penance you have paid for entering.”
Those demonic steps behind would soon arrive. In the next instant, Andrew hoped that the Nazis would take an injured soldier prisoner, but Landsberg was a type of prison camp. He considered turning and throwing his arms up, but that would make him a more appealing target. He wondered of his desire to enter this building when the Nazis behind only had to follow. He wondered if absorbing a hundred bullets with his body would be considered penance. After all, had he ever paid a penance except to demons in the way of killing a helpless man?
When the door opened, Andrew smiled from relief and collapsed inside, feeling no further pain upon falling to the carpet. Since his only goal was survival, he turned immediately, seeing a solid wall of beautifully fit stone.
He saw no sign, heard no voice, and faced no door to defend with his life. His next fall was a collapse into unconsciousness.
Death is relief for the damned, but sleep brings heaven to those healing.
* * *
Andrew knew that he had been ripped asunder, for what could provide such perfect warmth except his own blood flowing across every inch of skin? Opening his eyes, he saw a thick, embroidered blanket the color of mountainsides and moss and cement extending from his chin to the end of a four-poster bed large enough to hold an army. Set in the far wall, a stone fireplace emitted an attractive flame devoid of burning military equipment, homes, or body parts. Beside him lay a woman he had seen before, when last he had visited hell.
Trying to smile, she pressed against him hip to hip and moistened his face with a damp cloth of velvet.
“I shall not fail you, my husband,” she wept, and wet his lips with her tears.
Chapter 5
Your Head Does Not Go Flying Off
Andrew dreamed of being a sick little fellow. In reality, in his childhood, Andrew’s father would nag him about having the flu. I didn’t think my own son would be a puke face. Are you just trying to get out of work? Andrew’s mother would nearly swoon if a doctor’s visit were required. Take him to the doctor again? I just took him last year. How are we going to pay for it? If you leave it alone, it’ll go away. A cold ain’t gonna kill you.
Andrew dreamed of being adult and ill, perhaps wounded. He had been prescribed the most effective medication, which removed his pain and fear, substituting a pleasant sleep. And warmth. Perhaps the nun who gave him the pill had included an anti-cold remedy in the prescription: not anti-viral, but anti-shivering, anti-snow and -ice. He was from Florida, after all.
In his dream, Andrew had nestled comfortably beneath the softest blankets of a lovely grey. Grey is the most versatile color, being both deep white and pale black. Andrew passed through a night and a day, the former not empty darkness, the latter not blinding glare. Both were soft blankets of grey.
He awoke to find himself being guided to the bathroom by a bent, grey gentleman dressed in formal attire, his uniform crisp, flexible planes of black and white…and grey.
The servants in this hotel dressed better than Andrew’s daddy going to church. His daddy only went to church on Easter, and left Andrew’s allowance on the plate. That way he wouldn’t waste it.
Andrew sat to take a pee. He felt sort of embarrassed. He looked at the wall across from the water closet. It was about fifteen feet away. Even the ceiling was ceramic tile in pale colors with rich, golden accents. The floor was carpeted. It felt so good that Andrew wiggled his toes. He couldn’t tell what he was wearing. The towels hanging on elaborate, free-standing racks were of a deep blue, Andrew believed.
He was color-blind, but not blind.
The toilet was good and sturdy. Andrew didn’t think he was dreaming that. After using an outhouse for years, a guy remembers a good sandbox.
“It’s a good lad you are, sir, for not peeing on the floor despite your illness.”
Andrew wondered if all of the people in his dream spoke with a German accent.
Some washing up transpired, but the water was warm here. It was always cold in the field. On the front.
Upon returning to bed, Andrew understood that his dreaming had ended before the peeing began. He understood that his injuries made him numb in the body and brain. Better numb than in agony.
He wondered if soldiers who die instantly suffer instantaneous agony. He wondered if their last moment in life is ultimate bliss or ultimate pain, even if they die smiling.
Reclining in bed, tucked in by a butler, he dreamed of sleeping, and succeeded.
* * *
Past that last supportive bed post, against the chamber’s farthest wall, a grand, self-standing closet whose golden-hued wood suggested royalty faced Andrew at parade rest, an armoire worthy of a castle.
An audience had gathered by its glow. The people who spoke of him were so far away they might have been standing in another nation, perhaps Switzerland or France. Coming to out of a deep, enveloping sleep, Andrew had to blink and concentrate, peeking out from the blankets, before comprehending the scenario. How many people? Two stood in the forefront, a woman and an older man. Dressed in neutral hues, discreet persons waited behind. The foremost people seemed far away because they stood at the foot of the bed, the mattress longer than any human being with his hands stretched over his head, as though surrendering to Nazis before being directed to a camp where French Resistance Fighters were tortured for their love of country.
He wondered what he found in these people that he considered them royalty. Perhaps their cultured accent, their exquisite timepieces, their formal attire—formal for a Florida boy. But these cultural attributes described the wealthy, not royalty. Wealth can come the day before you die, but royalty arrives at birth, does it not?
So far, the pay was pretty good in this graveyard.
“Father, I am obligated to this man. I am determined to personally insure his recovery.”
He preferred that voice when not weeping. Some words are so terrible they are tortuous shouts even if spoken by angels. But angels do not deliver hell. Angels had delivered this woman from a realm of silent screaming.
“Annelisa, only physicians can personally insure his recovery. Ilysia has a fine hospital, but not in our manor house. The hospital is in the town. You know that the physicians there are excellent, for they were responsible for your strong recovery.”
“Strong though not perfect,” she sighed.
“We should not wait,” the man added, “in the event that he requires surgery, and soon.”
“I cannot argue with his healing.”
Andrew recognized something about her. As for her appearance, he could not quite focus on her eyes. But she was not so far away that he could not sense her. Some people can never remove themselves from your life. Of course, he recognized her scent. Not her perfume.
The fragrance of familiars.
No person looked to Andrew. Not the big shots nor the two servants in the background, a man and woman no more active than the wall, maneuvered from room to room for utilization by the gentry, as mobile and malleable as a throw rug, offering the same comfort beneath one’s feet.
That’s what he recognized about this lady. Her shoes. If she were to walk through the mud, she would leave prints scarcely longer than a soldier’s hand.
“Is this the wisdom of a duke, or a father-in-law?” the woman asked, her tone just shy of demanding.
Andrew was nearly disappointed. He was looking for a king.
In what century, Andrew wondered, did kings stop wearing crowns? Dukes, he saw, wore vests. Andrew’s cloudy vision did not transmit the color.
He opened his mouth, but only yawned.
Sleepy again from all of his perceptual concentration, Andrew closed his eyes as the audience left. Of course, he was the audience.
Her fragrance settled within his psyche as identity. Darn. There was that terrific gal he always liked, and now he didn’t get to meet her again. In some other train, he had promised himself he wouldn’t let that happen again. But being semiconscious didn’t count, so he felt. Andrew vowed that when he came around again, he’d be coming around again.
The purest feeling of affection in sensing one’s unknown beloved, no contact required for the connection of hearts….
* * *
Porters accustomed to toting unwieldy furniture carried the average Joe outside on a mahogany chaise longue, since the manor house was not furnished with a litter, much less a gurney with rubber wheels. They passed few people: the duke, monochromatic persons in the background Andrew could not discern due to distance, and a woman not kneeling and not on concrete who was absolutely near to Andrew whatever her position. He could not believe this building was considered any type of “house.” The stairway seemed a mountain flank. The size of the corridors and halls with domed ceilings and frieze the height of trees made Andrew think of “castle.” America had no castles, no palaces; and if Florida had any manor houses, Andrew had never seen them. Just tall churches, broad banks, and packing plants for citrus. These were the biggest and the fanciest buildings he had ever experienced, having only passed the courthouse on his way to picking tangerines.
As he was being transported out, Andrew tried to look over his shoulder, sensing a person following just out of sight. No matter. He could smell her.
Any doctor would be pleased to see a patient smile with such vigor.
Outside, Andrew saw a driveway of tan brick, shaped like a giant horseshoe, curving toward a long wall of stone that extended out of sight behind foliage, the fruit orchard and rose garden. This wall, he was pleased to see, was not topped with barbed wire, but vines. Big doors like the grandest of fence gates opened onto a rising macadam roadway. Andrew saw a longer, dirtier road beyond.
They passed a motorcar not suitable for toting prostrate warriors. A long landaulette from the previous decade, this dark car had the sheen and shape of money. The roof’s rear-most part was folded down in this temperate weather. Andrew did not recall having seen a Horch before.
The porters carried Andrew to a truck, a type of van, whose script he could not read, except for “Brot.” But he recognized an advertisement when he couldn’t read one. Though over twenty years old, the green vehicle was immaculate. Andrew only shared one of those characteristics with the van. He read the marque on the grille, but didn’t recognize the name: DKW.
The men slid Andrew and his flat chair inside, feet first. The shelves were empty, but the delicious scent of fresh brown crusts permeated the interior.
He knew the color of fresh baked goods.
Annelisa’s eyes were grey.
“You might accompany to insure that he does not slide,” a female voice spoke to one of the porters.
He bowed his head. At first, Andrew thought the gesture was for him, but no. She stood behind Andrew, out of sight.
He knew she wore silk, if only her skin.
“If I can bear to pass the home of my true father, one day I might visit the hospital.”
These final words imbued the patient with new faith in the future. He would see her again.
Hope is the greatest healer.
Annelisa was the one to close the door behind. No “adios,” but no slamming.
The porter sat stiffly on a long box with ventilated ends. He looked through a round window in the panel van’s side, like a porthole in a ship or other aerodynamic vehicle. When the vine-covered wall passed his vision, the porter sighed a bit. Lightly smacking the tops of both knees, he smiled down to Andrew. Then he reached into a pocket of his uniform while crooning.
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