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Prologue
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A broken neck surely awaited him with one misplaced foot on the dusty, concrete stairs. With his elbow, he managed to flip on the light switch before descending into the basement. The oversized and flimsy cardboard box he barely had a grip on masked any view he may have had of the steps below him.

His feet reaching what he hoped was the cellar floor, he turned his body to be able to see his hopeful path among the piles and shelving. In the center of the space, a lone bulb hung precariously from the wire alone and rested at a slight angle. It was an old darkroom red bulb with most of the red coloring having flaked off, but enough remained to cast a pink glow to the room. It occasionally blinked with a light pop and buzzing sound.

He placed the box along a wall on the left and ran his hands heavily along the weakly taped seams, with no faith in their efficacy.

“Don’t forget to look for them,” her text read. “Again.” He added a heart emoji.

He headed directly for the right corner where he thought his old boxes might be stacked.

After a few minutes of rummaging through stacks of weathered old books, board games, and memorabilia, he located the certain box he was seeking. The rough, tan exterior contained handwriting he recognized well, containing one word: his name in purple uppercase, quickly written letters.

Strewn inside were a few Iron Maiden picture discs, some slaved-over mixtapes with handwritten track listings, a white mini frisbee with a black knight on horseback in the center, and a few editions of his old high school’s student-led newsletter that contained more than a few of his now-embarrassing poems and short stories. At first seeming to be a mirage, he pushed aside the albums and unearthed exactly what his wife hoped he had kept: a stack of about a dozen of her teenaged letters to him. They were barely held together by a brittle, blue rubber band.

As he pulled the stack out, he noticed a large, oversized manila envelope tightly tied with a thin, vanilla-colored string. It stood vertical against one wall of the box. The front of this also listed only his first name, again in that same haphazard handwriting. As he turned it over to unravel the string and peel open the adhesive, he found some additional hand-printed words. “I’m sorry. He wouldn’t let me show these to you. I hid them away for someday. Please forgive me. Forgive us.”

More than intrigued, he slid his index finger into a small gap created by pulling up the corner of the sealed flap and ripped along the top of the entire envelope. He turned it upside down, and they all dropped out into his hand. It took him a moment to process what he was seeing. Then, his legs gave out and he sank to the floor, as the light bulb continued its slow strobing above.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Forgotten Appointment
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Fayetteville // 2021

“DNA tests are the astrology of the medical fields.”

Jason’s declarations such as this one often made Amanda wonder how much success she would ever see with him and always caused her to carefully consider her response. The conversational impasse between the therapist and patient, on trendy bright yellow furniture of a soft fabric he couldn’t identify in the dim lighting, was made almost cinematic by the delicate music strains coming from a spherical Bluetooth speaker in the corner. It flowed through him with low, pulsing sounds that combined a synthesizer with some sort of flute.

“OK, you’re the professor, I’ll trust you,” she said, after several seconds of eye lock. “But I am curious, who said that?”

“A colleague upstairs in my building. A very smart one,” he said, his arm shooting up into the air with index finger raised. “An art historian, actually.”

“So, a graphic design professor and his art historian colleague have decided that everyone involved in sequencing genomes is the equivalent of, what, quacks or charlatans?”

He laughed. She looked at him through her white, thick-framed glasses that dominated her face, surrounding eyes that were mischievous but steady. He knew her well enough to know she had an office persona and a social one. Her legs were pulled up onto the seat so that her knees were up nearly at chin level. The clipboard rested against her abdomen through pressure and gravity, while the pen stood ready for action in her right hand.

“You still haven’t decided?” she asked, her face softening. “You make this too hard.”

“How long have we known each other?” he asked. “I mean, twenty years?”

“It feels like a hundred right now,” she said. “And speaking of time, let’s get some things done here. We don’t have that much time today, do we?”

An hour ago, he had been working in his office across campus, reveling in the fact that he had a rare free day to engage in some research. Most of his students had turned in their projects, and his departmental committee obligations could continue to be ignored for another week or two or three. The university hired him here mainly to do research, and the time to further it was precious and intermittent.

Not one to have previously sought out therapy, he had enjoyed getting to know the adult staff over at the campus counseling facility as he accompanied the occasional student to get checked in to get checked out. He was excited to discover his old friend Amanda as one of the longtime counselors, which further encouraged him to make an appointment, this time for himself.

When his phone had rung that morning with her name on the screen, he groaned. She had taken him on as a client, allowing him to leapfrog her waiting list, as a favor due to their grad school connection when they had known each other in Arizona. He knew instantly that he had forgotten, and as he answered the call, he was already putting on his jacket and leaving the office, so that he could truthfully tell her he was “running late.”

“You forgot again, didn’t you?”

“I mean, I guess so,” he said, a combination of real and forced contrition in his voice.

“Well, hurry over, and we can probably fit in about half an appointment,” she said. “You remember where to find me?”

“Funny. See you in a minute, and I am so sorry.”

It was raining steadily and had been for most of the week, and the cool early November air had finally rejected any memories of the Arkansas summer heat. The occasional low rumble of thunder made its way across the minor Boston Mountains and through the campus buildings and leaf-covered green spaces.

As he scurried across campus, his cell phone rang, and he almost expected Amanda to be canceling the appointment.

“It’s OK,” he muttered to himself, seeing it was his mother. He quickly clicked the side button to silence the call. It was dispiriting to receive frequent calls from his mother asking him the same question each time, whether he remembered when the two of them went to see Superman at the theater when he was ten. He did most of the time. “She won’t remember she called anyway.”

Now, he stared at Amanda for a moment, wondering whether to be annoyed or just admit the fact that he had now missed three appointments. Not exactly a cliffhanger from their last session, but he could see that she was ever more interested in the answer.

“You know that I’m very nervous. Jennifer is insisting I get it done,” he said. “I stand with all other men through history who feel that if you don’t get tested medically, nothing bad happens. And then, when it does, you’re just dead. It’s a great plan.”

“You realize why we have such limited time today because you quite literally forgot about our meeting. And there are much worse things than being dead,” she said. “Of course, you know this already.”

He sat, head slightly rocking back and forth, with no words coming to him.

“I know. I know,” he said. The accompanying slight panic in his face must have been obvious to Amanda, who gave a knowing and oddly tender smile. The floor at his feet was wet, and his shoes were flecked with bits of orange leaves and a few sloppy twigs. “You never know what could happen or what they could find. I’m freaked out.”

“And I’m trained,” she said. “I’m almost like a professor I’m so smart.”

“OK, wait,” he said, hands raised in front of him. “I just can’t accept it, but I’m petrified, it’s true.”

She sat there and stared at him, with a look somewhere between a smirk and slight irritation. He could see she was doing that therapist thing of just sitting and waiting for him to keep going. The hair on his fifty-three-year-old head had mostly gone by this point, with a bit of thin blonde on top, and some short-cropped remnants along the sides that shared red, white, and gray down into a beard of similar colors. Forehead worry lines, deep sunken blue eyes behind black and clear glasses, and a slight double chin completed the traditional frumpy professorial vibe.  

“Jason. Mr. Professor. You have noticed a few times things aren’t coming to you quite as fast.”

“You worry me,” he said, slinking back a bit more in his chair. The wind and rain struck the window simultaneously, which he usually loved, now becoming some sort of melancholy portent of a possibly difficult future. “I don’t think it’s really that often, at least from what I hear from my wife. But who knows.”

“You’re forgetting today is coupled with the fact that you originally sought me out due to your anxiety about this issue and how Jennifer has mentioned a few things to you. A few months ago, at our first appointment, you said, ‘I can’t go through what my mother is going through with her dementia, and the fact that they say dementia is hereditary, it’s really starting to affect me.’ Pretty direct quote. I write things down.”

His mom seemed to be at the tail end of her battle with dementia. He spent a lot of time with her and Dad, as moral support and now all kinds of bathroom use and bathing support he wasn’t trained for or comfortable with. Her inability to recall elements of all aspects of her life did not seem to affect her knowledge of phones and that people could be reached. Dad finally gave in and thought it was a good idea for her to be able to call anyone she wanted to, however often. When Jason did answer, she would call him by a different name, sometimes her Uncle Ed or her father, and ask when he’d be home with the schnitzel.

“I know I’ve said this to you, but Lina up in Art History said these DNA tests are basically genetic astrology. She specializes in Renaissance altarpieces, but I trust her.”

As an academic, Jason was generally a skeptic, which was roughly the point of being an academic. Look for problems and try to understand them and maybe solve them, like stopping the next Stalin or Mao. He knew nothing about DNA aside from that science fiction movie with the guy who had his legs surgically altered so he no longer matched his DNA, or whatever it was.

“The science is getting better every second, I’ve heard,” she said. “I mean, it’s real. There’s a real chance of finding out a potential future for you if you want it. No excuses.”

“I did one or two searches for ‘DNA testing’ and I’ve been hounded by advertisements for it when I just check the weather or shop for a mower,” he said. “It’s the cookies thing, I know. But tell me nobody’s watching. And what happens when they go out of business?”

She continued to look at him, but with a slight twist of the lips. Her Apple watch buzzed, and she looked down at it.

“Oh, well, I guess I only have a few more minutes,” she said.

“You think I should do it, obviously,” he said.

“Have some pity on your wife. Just to be sure,” she said. “And I guess I am officially telling you to. Maybe I’m not supposed to do that, who knows.”

He knew that all the knowledge he had acquired, for which people came to him to learn, could never save him from a future with a disintegrating brain that would see him reduced to his own nightmare. Like his mother’s life, a person he’d been told he resembled in so many ways, from hair color to love of chili relleno. To be a burden to so many, an echo of a former person that continued a decay of diminishing existence.

“Would you want to know?” he asked her. “There’s no cure, and the implications of making a point and finding out and there being no cure... it just kind of really pisses me off. Figure it out already. It can’t just be the Diet Coke or plastics or whatever they’re saying.”

“Look,” she said. “I’m into behavior modification to assist people in helping themselves. I can’t officially push a DNA test on you because I don’t really understand the mechanics behind them either. It’s just not my expertise. However, I can help someone in an ongoing anxiety attack who is looking at a real problem find some solutions. I can, and do right now, prescribe you the typical journaling, urging you to take a run and create a list of affirmations each day. But I find myself with the opportunity to suggest, pretty strongly, that you have an opportunity many of my patients don’t have and can find some medical-based answers to assist you in making a plan to get through this.”

“Yeah.”

“I’d like you to make a plan and write it out. And, somewhere on the list needs to be ‘listen to your wife.’ I agree with her on the test.”

She had come forward to sit on the front edge of her seat, elbows on knees, hands together. “One thing is the same, though, with most of my patients. Often, the answers are really hard to hear, but they’re a great place to regroup and plan out a future.”

“Thanks. I just don’t know. Maybe I should.”

She shifted in her chair with a loud sigh. He could sense a change in her demeanor.

“So, here’s the thing,” she said, voice turning more academic and clinical. “I have rarely done this, but I really feel compelled to do this now. I just don’t see you moving forward if you don’t take the test, and if you’re not moving forward, I’ll need to stop seeing you. It’s becoming that simple for me. I’m sorry to say it so directly.”

“Oh,” he said. He looked down at his hands. “I don’t agree, but I guess I understand.”

“I look forward to hearing from you,” she said, standing.

“I get it. I do.”

“Hey, listen,” she said and gave him a brief hug, which he returned.

“Ooh, illegal touching,” he said. “I’m calling the grievance officer to report you.”

“I’ll fess up to Jennifer, don’t worry. Oh, I did want to ask. Anything more about that trip to Germany?”

“Actually, you know, I think I just might go,” he said, somewhat surprising himself. “It’s a complicated story, but maybe it’s time.”

“Someday, you going to tell me?”

“That’s a whole other thing, but maybe,” he said. “Hey, seriously, thank you. You are the best.”

“Get out of here,” she said. “Go back to your weird research.”

***
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After hanging up his dripping jacket, he reached over and lit the candle on his desk to add another layer of authenticity to this now-reduced research time. Open flame was a concrete tie to the academics and thinkers of the millennia before him, as if to summon them as muses and bring some light of knowledge from the “other side.” He embraced technology openly and didn’t try to remember life, or research, before word processors or the web, but the candle now burning cozily on the desk connected him to all those literary greats or thinkers who had sat at desks throughout history doing important work accompanied by any sort of friendly yellow light. That connection allowed him to lend himself an air of legitimacy and timelessness, providing impetus to continue on with the work of the day.

He enjoyed telling people that his work focused mainly on the use of letter forms and words and how typography had been used to rally and inspire and propagandize people in their millions and billions, and how similar endeavors today could be employed from any perspective—good or evil. He also took pleasure in not asking for permission to employ naked fire in the new building. The thick, stout candle was imprinted on the side with the words Himmerod Abbey, Germany, and, mercifully, was touted as smokeless, even though it gave off a slight, sweet beeswax scent.

On his computer, he pulled up a window with some files related to one of the latest manuscripts he was studying and the abbey in Germany that called to him. Tucked up in the verdant Eifel hills with bluffs peeking out from the heights above, the small Salm river sneaking past and the reverberations of 1,000 years of monastic stewardship, their interaction with scriptural writings and attempts at transcendence fascinated him. He could read the ancient Old Testament script with not too much effort, though it was faded and in an ancient Latin.


8 And he put the breastplate upon him: also he put in the breastplate the Urim and the Thummim.

9 And he put the mitre upon his head; also upon the mitre, even upon his forefront, did he put the golden plate, the holy crown; as the Lord commanded Moses.



The conditions outside were exactly as he’d have them, welcoming as many layers of romantic notions as possible. The exterior window was a massive, full ceiling-height and room-width glass sheet. The outside murk matched the institutional wall color, giving him what today appeared to be a fourth solid wall.

The door opened suddenly, and a face peeked in, in an odd combination of nerve and feigned apology.

“You still sticking with that one, I see,” Lina said, pointing to an Arthur Szyk illustration of a caricatured Hitler and his cronies surrounding a globe as skeletons in SS uniforms creep around the world. One of them was spreading out a banner across the Atlantic that read “Nazi Propaganda” and the other a banner that read “All hope abandon ye who enter here.” Some of the other faculty gave him trouble for that one, but effective was effective, he told them.

She dropped into one of his chairs. She wore her black bangs proudly, front and center. They descended only about halfway down her forehead and were trimmed in a perfect line. Shiny indentations on the sides of her nose betrayed the usual presence of reading glasses that he knew from committee meetings to be thin-framed and bright red. She always led that committee on urging and begging the faculty to learn about their differences to somehow bring them closer together. She orchestrated most of her sentences with thin, impossibly white hands and wrists that protruded from long-sleeved shirts that referenced ambiguous world cultures.

“It’s a magazine cover,” he said. “Collier’s 1941. It is creepy, but the illustrator’s style is so effective, isn’t it? You know, we have to remember what happened with the aid of design and propaganda, and I show it in context, of course, like here in a design program. You should attend one of my classes someday.”

“Maybe I will,” she said, smiling. “But probably not.”

“Your loss. So, the one next to it,” Jason said, pointing to a medieval manuscript style large print. It appeared to be straight from a monk’s hand in a style that most people would recognize from their general education. “That one is also by artist Arthur Szyk, who was Jewish and was also a master medieval manuscript-style illuminator of Old Testament. One of my favorites.”

“This one I like. It is absolutely beautiful,” she said. “You kind of imagine nobody being able to do that anymore. I can see why, though, people don’t love everything they see in this office, with Nazis hanging around. We need to get rid of all that crap, but we need to remember. What a conundrum.”

“It does make you wonder, though,” he said. “I keep it so we don’t forget. But how long do we need to remember things? I mean, we don’t want to forget and repeat the past and all that, but what good does it actually do to keep dredging up the ills of history? I wonder what good any of it does that I work on.”

“We should err on the side of remembering,” Lina said as she stood and headed for the door. “Maybe just to keep in mind those who have suffered. Who knows? It’s a question we’ll always deal with.”

“Hey,” he said, catching her before she left. “Remember you said that these DNA tests are basically like astrology?”

“I don’t think I ever said that,” she said. “I don’t know much about them.”

“Huh,” he said. “OK, I thought you had.”

As she exited, he extinguished the Himmerod monastery candle. He’d almost certainly have to find a space off campus or convert a room at home into a better office space if he was to get any cerebral work done in his scholarly explorations. He studied the tiny carved diagram of the buildings and ornate tower of the monastery surrounded by green trees on hills.

“I think it’s time I go to the monastery,” he texted Jennifer. “I’m actually kind of excited about it.”

A quick response came in the form of the exclamation point reaction emoji and then a red heart one. He stood up quickly, locked the door, and headed home.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO: The Test Begins
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Fayetteville // 2021

A flash of lightning appeared far to Jason’s right as he trudged to his small pickup truck. Arriving home, he saw that Jennifer was still out, and the house was dark and unlit and sad in a way that struck him more than before. It was a three-bedroom place out past the mansions of the pre-Civil War years and up on the low wooded hill people called, with all seriousness, “Mount Sequoyah.” The house had been designed by a student of famous local architect E. Fay Jones and included his typical use of stacked rock columns and criss-crossed wood pieces within glass and chapel-style ceilings, all in tones of brown and glass. Homey in a Flintstones-meet-the-Swiss-Family-Robinson kind of way, he and Jennifer loved it but often wondered whether being “house poor” was worth it. Her salary as assistant manager at Sam’s Club combined with his art school faculty salary was mediocre and somehow could never ease the tension of expenses. The “Hally Happoween” sign with a grinning skeleton face still hung on the door this cool, rainy evening.

He flipped on a few lights as a low rumble of thunder spilled across the hill and set his bag on the chair inside the front door, then walked into the kitchen. Leaning against the mocha-colored counter, he pulled up his phone to see where Jennifer was. They happily shared their locations with each other and would frequently look each other up, which they both found much easier than interrupting a drive or meeting with a “where are you?” phone call. At that moment, he saw her headlights leading the car swiftly into the driveway and skidded to a stop next to his truck under the carport. Intrigued at her haste, he watched as she exited the car, a sensible gray-blue Subaru, and ran in the increasing rain out to the mailbox at the edge of the road and grabbed its contents. What a great run she had, looking as sexy as anyone ever had in a blue Sam’s Club vest.

Jason opened the front door for her and before she could say anything, she kissed him strongly and longer than normal, left arm around his back, other hand coming up to hold the side of his head. He didn’t pull away until she did.

“What in the heck was that for?” he asked.

“You’ll see,” she said. “And look. I finally hung it up.”

An 18 x 24 black and white horizontal photograph hung on the wall just inside the front door. A thin frame surrounded the picture, which was nearly entirely white in a snowstorm with just a hint of a close figure looking to the side, away from the camera. Some sort of low wall was in front of him, barely discerned in the whiteout.

“It’s my favorite picture of you,” she said. “And favorite that I ever took. What a day that was.”

“Best day ever,” he said. “It looks amazing there. Wow!”

“So, otherwise, my day was fine,” she said. “People bought stuff, and the economy rolls along on the top of giant cases of Skinny Pop and pairs of weird moccasins.”

She brushed past him into the kitchen, wearing her standard jeans and low-commitment hiking boots that worked great in the big box store environment.

“But here’s the real reason I’m so very, very great,” she said.

She turned back around, big smile, holding a small box between both hands, displaying it proudly.

“It came! Sooner than I thought. I got a notification earlier that it was here!”

He stood there across the kitchen and couldn’t, or wouldn’t, quite make out what it was, other than contemporary packaging with a clean Swiss-style design, clearly with a heavily user-tested identity, smart usage of white space, and minimal, muted colors. Her blonde ponytail echoed her excitement by bouncing from one side of her head to the other as she approached. Somehow, it was the same dance it did when she jogged on the trail system. 

“Don’t study the design,” she said. “Just look at the product.”

“I see it. Is that a chromosome helix thing on there?”

She walked slowly over to him, the box fully stretched out in front of her. “It’s here!”

“Yikes,” he said, pushing it away and shielding his eyes melodramatically. “I can’t bear it!”

“I’ll put on my Sam’s Club vest tonight. ONLY my Sam’s Club vest, you know, like you’ve been asking, and we can play ‘store manager assists buyer-of-bulk-Nutella,’” she said. “I know just where to find everything.”

“I know that you do,” he said. “But I didn’t know you ordered it. I thought we might discuss it some more.”

“I get things done, you know?” She sat down on the far side of the kitchen table and began opening the box.

“I have a question. Would you ever commit suicide?” he asked, still standing where he had been the whole time. He didn’t look at her but leaned against the counter and kept his eyes down.

She looked up, startled, one eye slowly closing into a squint, a slight turn of the head. Her brown eyes fixed upon him. Brown eyes, brown eyebrows, and blonde hair—the perfect combination, he always thought.

She slowly sat back in her chair and crossed her arms, waiting a few more seconds before responding, “What a question. We’re talking the dispassionate academic viewpoint, I guess.”

She sat. He stood. Neither of them said anything for some time. His phone chirped with a weather update, perfectly accompanied by more rumbling to the south.

“No way. Of course not.”

“What if it came back with the markers?” he asked. “It’s a real question. I mean, what’s the cerebral equivalent of having some part of your body removed?”

“Wait, what?”

“It’s just something I’ve been thinking about lately, especially today after meeting with Amanda,” he said.

He looked up at the tall, angled ceiling, releasing an audible sigh. “I don’t know what’s worse right now. Becoming like my mother or the suspense of knowing that I’ll maybe turn into her, and I don’t mean inheriting her wicked backhand,” he said. “That I already got. If you received a terminal diagnosis, what would you do about it?”

She still sat in the chair, leaned back. She looked down at the table and placed her palms down flat and ran them back and forth. They had not been able to have children, and after going through the death of her mother from cancer during high school, Jennifer was keen on finding solutions to impending health challenges.

“Terminal is a different thing. Jason, I was at your mom and dad’s for awhile this morning,” she said. “It’s so bad. Your dad is at his end. I mean, he puts on a brave face, the occasional dumb jokes as a coping mechanism, but it’s rough. If this is my future, our future, I really need to know. On the other hand, if you do NOT have the genetic markers for dementia, we go on happily with that knowledge. We want to know, you know?”

“Let me sleep on it,” he said, arms folded, head tilted up at the ceiling, eyes closed.

“I’ll take care of it entirely. I’ll scoop out your saliva, or whatever it takes, and fill out the forms and send in the package and all that,” she said. “I think it’s quick and easy.”

He walked across the kitchen and got out a cup for water. The chair creaked as she slowly got up to join him by the sink. Between the stacks of rectangular rock throughout the house, everything was crafted out of an orange-brown wood and tan, over a floor of large flagstones. Frequent skylights were installed in the angled ceiling above, between the large beams, typically allowing in a good deal of sunlight, though tonight provided another entry point for the lightning flashes.

“I don’t know,” he said with an exaggerated exhale.

“Well, we need this. At the very least, I need this,” she said, voice rising. “I need this.”

She headed back to the bedroom. The dialogue of whether to follow began in his head, but this time he shut it down, knowing he would be waiting a while before heading back to the bedroom. He took a sip of his water and looked around the kitchen, about to mansplain that it was only early evening until he thought much better of it. He stood for a moment longer.

They were coming up on twenty-five years and, had they followed the script written for them by tradition and mainstream society, would have several grown children by now. After Jennifer’s mother passed during their high school years, and due to the grief and his alcohol and emotional abuse that worsened, she had lost contact with her father three years after her mother’s passing. He was still out there, she could see when the spirit moved her to snoop on him. Still living near the air base in Spangdahlem all these years later. She had no immediate family otherwise to speak of, but kept in touch every so often with her aunt. Jason’s parents had been a welcome mental and geographical home base, but that foundation grew ever softer and weaker.

If they found some markers in the test, the stress of brutal years down the road with dementia as the driver alone would continue to get worse, even if it was just a chance, and he had learned that with most things in life, it was better to just take his wife’s advice. Being a Sam’s Club manager relied heavily on being on the ball, good with people, and geared to making quick or big decisions. She indexed and she inventoried every situation and relationship and solved things. Of the two closest women in his life right now, one was past any point of return with dementia, and the other was hoping to render him, and her, prepared for it at least.

He walked into the living room and strolled along the wall of books, in search of something to occupy his thoughts until he could maybe pass out on the couch. Deciding on his well-worn copy of Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible, he dropped onto the couch. By this point, Jennifer was either upright in bed, madly making bullet lists of goals and worrying about finances, or was sound asleep within a mountain range of pillows. Off and on he checked the weather and continued his deep study of the meteorological conditions. Chances of rain throughout the night. It was that time of year.

“OK, I’ll do it,” he typed in a text to her. He hoped she could wake up to this positive news in the morning. “It has to happen.”

“Come here now!” came back nearly instantly.

He replaced the book on the shelf and walked back to the bedroom. He opened the bedroom door and she jumped into his embrace, legs wrapped around him, and all he could feel on her body was some sort of vest of a thick material. Through the light streaming in from the hallway, he could make out that it was bright blue.
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Fayetteville // 2021

“On this page, or folio, which is from Rufinus Tyrannius’s translation of the Homilies of Origen from the thirteenth century, you can see how luscious the initial or ‘drop cap’ letter D is,” Jason said. He stood at the front of the sophomore design studio room, wearing a buttoned-up dark blue shirt with a pair of dark gray jeans over light brown boots.  He was especially happy with himself for using the word luscious. 

“Look especially at that light purple color on top of the parchment’s warm, vanilla color, even with all of the ornamentation in the counter area inside. This is one of the manuscripts I’ve been studying for quite some time. What motivated them?”

He knew that very few students of the digital generation would appreciate it as he did.

“Purpose motivated them. Transcendence. Eternal survival and thriving. That’s what makes design so eternally fascinating, because it’s not just art. There’s an audience to sway and call to some sort of action.”

He paused to get a sense of what they all called “the vibe.” Nothing either way came into his senses, so he continued. Reading from the Morgan Library and Museum’s manuscript description that he had written on a note card, not reading from memory as he used to, he went on, “Written in a medium vertical book hand of the first quarter of the thirteenth century, that’s the early 1200s, of course, with decorative pen work initials in red, blue, and green, and introductory rubrics at the beginning of each homily.

“Who knows what a homily is?”

No response, though the one Catholic kid in the room probably knew, at least somewhat, but wasn’t about to answer.

“Hint: It’s not the stuff that looks like giant corn.”

It wasn’t even funny, but still nothing from the group who had probably never even run into some hominy on a dinner plate, not even a sympathy exhale.

“It’s a sermon, basically. In this case, a written sermon from antiquity, or homily, dealing with some books of the Old Testament. Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers.”

He stood to the right of the projection screen, his laptop mirrored up to it displaying a closeup detail image of the off-white medieval manuscript with colorful illuminated elements and lines of text. 

“OK let me give you some context. It’s not as compelling, I know, as banging out some Instagram posts in Canva, but check this out. So, this was created at the Himmerod Abbey in western Germany by your standard medieval monk, the words attributed to a certain Rufinus Tyrannius, who lived a few hundred years after Origen. Wait, who? Well, so, here’s a sort of provenance of how we get this writing in front of us today: The text was written during Old Testament times, right, in B.C. times, whoever wrote those books. Then, about 150 years after the death of Christ, Origen of Alexandria, Egypt, is born and goes on to be one of the greatest theologians and scholars of all time. He wrote hundreds of these homilies, or sermons, on the Bible, among thousands of other writings he did. Write this all down.”

Laptop screens were angling up and casting light, reminding him that they often wouldn’t write anything down without being asked.

“Origen is a major name in the history of the church. So, roughly about a hundred or so years later, there’s a monk and theologian in northern Italy who spent at least a decade translating the work of Origen from the original Greek into Latin. That’s our Rufinus here. Huge fan of Origen, as I imagine many of you are, along with the Lumineers and Taylor. Then, what we’re looking at here is that in the 1200s in Germany, and many places around Europe, monks at Himmerod were making copies of Rufinus’s translation of Origen. It was clear that these writings needed to be preserved, or the work of the prophets would be forgotten,” he said.

“This is that kind of purpose I’m talking about,” he said. “Had they not done this work, in the dank and disease-ridden monasteries of the Middle Ages, the writings would be gone for us. Hundreds of years later, the manuscripts were ultimately scooped up by a nineteenth century interior designer named Georges Heontschel and then purchased by J.P. Morgan. Phew. That’s a lot, but I just covered a few thousand years there.”

He waited for questions.

“Awesome, right?” he asked.

“Is it still at the whatever abbey?” an astute female student, as usual, in the front row asked. “In Germany?”

“A question!” he said. “So, it’s not. Sadly, the scriptorium or library at that monastery is long gone. This manuscript is actually at the Morgan Library and Museum in New York City. That’s J.P. Morgan, mentioned a minute ago. You may have heard that name, even with the Titanic connection and all that.”

“Titanic? Jack and Rose!” she said. “I have heard the name Morgan, maybe even on TV or online ads?”

“Yeah, very much still around as a financial institution. That’s why our lives are so interesting. The name Morgan that we see on TV is tied to the Titanic and art collections and ancient manuscripts and it just proves everything is connected. It’s all right in front of us!”

“Have you ever been to that abbey?” asked another. “Field trip, I’m thinking.”

“I have not,” he said, looking down at his laptop to switch to the next slide. “Nope, not yet. But if I go, you should all come with me!”

He zoomed back out to view the entire page. “But look at the precision of the lines of text—the leading, or as you know we say in web coding ‘line height,’ and without Adobe InDesign or even a Linotype machine, those lines of text are just perfectly spaced. They used a system of punctured dots or lightly scrawled rules on the page to attain the precision. But we’d also be OK if they weren’t because it would give us that little indication of the beauty of the hand-done elements. It’s in that beauty that the message really gets conveyed. It’s in that sweat and toil. It transmits on another level that we’ll never have with pixels blinking on a screen.”

“Have you seen the actual manuscript?” another student asked from the back.

“These are my photographs I took at the Morgan, yes, and thank you for verifying my credentials,” he said, smiling wryly, joined by a slight smattering of laughs. “I know your generation, with the search engines and AI and cameras everywhere, is uncomfortable with ambiguity. So, yes, I have been working on understanding better this manuscript, and others like it, for several years. I’m especially interested in how we can try to mimic the deep and truly successful presentation of content today as they did back then. The blackletter style is unique to its time and so well matched the message, and it even looks like the gothic cathedrals, right? They even kind of had gargoyles, but in the form of all kinds of creatures from dragons to fantastic livestock. It’s really amazing, and I look for ways we can match that visual pairing today with deep messaging.”

“I was in Germany once,” a student said. “A high school exchange trip to Freiberg. It’s great there.”

“It is,” he said. “So, listen, I lived over there for several years and it is an amazing place. I do need to get over there and revisit the place where I used to live and go to the Himmerod monastery where the manuscript was created.”

“Why did you live over there?” said a voice at the back of the studio that he recognized in the dim lighting as McKylie, who was on the tennis team or maybe in the marching band.

“My dad worked with the U.S. Army, and we lived on a military base there during the Cold War years. I went to high school there and had a lot of both American and German friends. It was an amazing time. They closed that base back in 1995, along with a lot of others when the Cold War fizzled out. It’d just be too sad to go back and see everything and everyone gone. Anyway, maybe I should go back. Should I?”

Several voices assented and he felt a quiver of excitement, even given the fact that you can’t ever go back in many ways.

“There is no ‘there there,’ as Gertrude Stein said when she went back to find her old childhood home in Oakland and it was long gone,” he said. “I fear it may be like that for me. But, hey, who knows!”

He switched to a new slide containing an image of another page of homilies with the standard two-column layout, this of Rufinus’s translation of Origen’s homily on the Book of Genesis. The letter S initial capital letter appeared to be pen work of a black and red snake with open mouth and tail, accompanied by many lines of exquisitely hand-rendered lettering. He referred to his notes now more than he had to in the past, many of the specific names escaping him.

“Anyway, so, look how there are three colors of text and even certain individual characters have a different color, all sitting next to a giant drop capital letter in the purple blue. It’s really sophisticated typography. This reminds me a bit of our favorite modern letterer and drop cap extraordinaire Jessica Hische. Isn’t this beautiful? It’s just amazing to connect with people from nearly eight hundred years ago, isn’t it? The fact that these were done by hand, in a cold and austere abbey, by candlelight sometimes, ruffians at the gates, it really gives you a respect for the artists and designers of the past. Just beautiful. No software, no ‘inspo wall,’ but also no distractions, right?”

His phone buzzed in his pocket, which was a frequent occurrence with various apps being needy, so he didn’t look. Most of the texts he received were messages from his father attempting to maintain his own sanity. Recently, he texted, “Mom wants cheese enchiladas. Like, it’s all she can talk about. Can you pick up some?”

“Anyway, what I look into with my research is this: Much like the buildings of the past, the holy structures, the seats of government, libraries, palaces, were all built with the highest intention, the beauty of the best materials. Sacrifice of so many people over so much time. These were structures intended to awe the visitor and provide an amount of overwhelming trust or power, to bring them usually to some sort of action or inaction. It’s really interesting, and someday you’ll appreciate this kind of stuff.”

He paused and looked around the room and asked for questions. He wasn’t surprised there weren’t any and continued on without waiting a few more seconds that may have evinced some sort of query from them.

“Look, typography is the same, in how ornate and intricate lettering styles matched, maybe, supernatural-level messaging. People through hundreds and thousands of years took pride in the artistry of matching the lofty visualization of the message to where it could take them. To this day, we still associate official documents with that category of Gothic type. Marriages, graduations. How do we leverage this type of connection today between critical messaging and quality and real effect in people’s lives? It seems maybe we don’t enough. We don’t seem to be contributing to anything terrible in our normal, quotidian lives, and so let’s ensure we don’t use design for ill. We hate it, but the Nazis, of all people, were experts in propaganda and revolutionized it in a lot of ways, and their use of design was top notch, from the perspective of message delivery. Don’t hear me wrong on that, of course. Empirically, it’s just history I’m talking about. Anyway, next semester, a lot more about all of this.

“So, your final assignment due Monday, on the last day of class, is to finish up your book and get it turned in. Remember, refine a cause that you’re really passionate about. Try to bring the audience along. You should utilize InDesign’s baseline grid, as I showed you last class, to ensure that any text you add in the Gothic typeface to the page adheres perfectly to that grid, even in different text boxes all over the page. Then, you’re going to hand-draw a drop cap, scan it, and add it into the page in a wrapped image box. If you’d like to watercolor or paint it, you can. Try to mimic their style as much as possible. Then we’ll print on that parchment-style stock I just received.”

He closed his laptop, and the large projector switched immediately to a solid blue screen. His phone buzzed again, which he thought he interpreted as being too soon for that second notification of the original text, meaning he had received an additional message. He ignored it, leaving it for a few minutes later when he’d be safely ensconced in his faculty office, mostly out of view.

The room erupted into excited talk of running across the street to the convenience store, or a few heading out to other classes or their restaurant jobs.

Jason gathered his computer, adapters, and sketchbook into his still-hip white and orange Freitag messenger bag and headed out into the hallway to his office. He hoped to swing the heavy door shut and regroup from the class session. For some reason, lately it took an increasing amount of effort to pontificate on typographic styles and design history.

Having shut the door, he pulled out his phone and saw two texts from Jennifer.

“Call me whenever you can,” the first text said, with the second being, “Or now.”

She was never usually in that much of a hurry with him, knowing he was slow at texting.

Everything he had ever said in frustration about his parents bubbled up into the front of his mind as he began the inner dance of guilt he would be spinning in when she told him his mother had passed away and that his father was inconsolable. She would be there, having already called into work that she’d need the day, and maybe a few more, off for family reasons. He dialed her number, an uncomfortable and unwelcome stew of emotions starting to quickly take over his mood. If she was dead, it might actually be such a blessing for everyone involved, including her, that she could go on and be in a much happier place, and he felt a twinge of guilt for even thinking that ...

“I have some news,” she said instantly as she picked up the call.

“Did Mom die?” he asked, his voice cracking slightly.

“No, my gosh,” she said with a guilty tone. “Is that what you thought?”

“Holy crap, Jennifer, you never text me during class and then send me dire-sounding texts,” he said, plopping down into his desk chair, lights still off. It seemed he would not any more have to remember this exact state of the room, the position of the chair, his outfit, or any of the details he would file away when hearing about the death of his mother.

“I don’t know if I do ‘dire,’” she said. “Well, it’s not nothing I have to tell you. Come home.”

“I’m not coming home until you tell me this news you have,” he said, with an attempt to make his voice sound as if he was going to stand his ground. Even still, he was starting to get up out of his chair to head for the door, but in exaggerated silence, so she didn’t know.

A photo popped up on his phone of her holding a box. He recognized the smiling stock imagery people in the design, being orbited by giant DNA strands.

He turned around and sat back down. He felt a shudder run through his chromosomes.

“You just sent it a few weeks ago. Doesn’t it take, I don’t know, longer?”

“It’s been about a month and a half,” she said.

“Wow, I thought we would have heard something, though, about how it was going or whatever.”

“Oh, I have,” she said. “There have been a few ‘we received your spit’ sort of email updates, but nothing you needed to know.”

“OK just give me the news. Or am I just going to forget what you tell me by the time I get home?”

“Oh, I haven’t clicked on the link yet,” she said.

“Wait they didn’t send something in the mail, like a certificate or...”

“It’s an email. I’ve just taken care of the whole process to keep you blissfully out of it. Did you want your spit back, or...”

He stood up again, a dull ache in his body. “Maybe. Why do they get to keep it? OK, well, don’t click on it until I get there, I guess. Let’s see what portents of disaster and ruin it gives us for what we have in our future together.”

“Nice. OK, hurry home. I’ll wait.”

He sat again for a moment longer, put on his coat and beanie cap, then left the office and closed the door behind him. 

Twenty minutes later, he pulled into the driveway. He turned off the engine and closed his eyes, taking some breaths. Not too late to just go on in blind bliss. He could drive to Northwest Arkansas National Airport, get on a plane, and fly away to somewhere he wouldn’t remember. The Christmas lights on the front of the house and around the door were inviting and felt extra homey at the moment, easing his home transition, which he found unsettling. Mom had always had Christmas lights up from just before Thanksgiving on, so they were up as long as possible, and he and Jennifer had made similar decisions. She also apparently had a fire going, which he loved and tried to have every day it was cold through February. He exited the truck, walked up to the front door, and entered.

It felt much colder inside than it should have.

“Did you look yet?” he asked. Jennifer was sitting on the couch in the sunken living room near the fireplace. She was wearing her old Spangdahlem American High School letter jacket to keep warm, while sitting next to the fire. “And why is it so cold in here?”

“Heat’s out. I called Ryan—he’s going to come over and fix it in the morning, but we’re going to have to suffer until then,” she said. They loved having an on-call HVAC friend for times such as this.

“That’s for sure,” he said. “Planning on it in all the ways.”

He grabbed a Santa hat from the table just inside the front door and pulled it onto his head, walked over and grabbed another log, and dropped it slowly onto the fire. A few sparks rushed up and headed up the chimney as a few more crackle sounds joined into the fire’s existing hiss and snaps. She had Christmas music playing from the Bluetooth speaker in the kitchen, presently playing the Carpenters’ “Merry Christmas Darling” as if on perfect cue. His favorite Christmas song. An impossibly loaded-down Christmas tree stood next to the fireplace, at a hopeful safe distance, each branch straining under the weight of ceramic wise men, intricate glass balls, and a galaxy of lights shining inside a cocoon of silver garland. At times, he’d just sit and look at it and consider its improbable presence within the bounds of the physics he knew. But he loved it and her passion for it. She insisted on a fake tree, a great deal in January at Sam’s Club one year.

“Well, here we are.”

He sat on the coffee table, directly across from her on the couch, which formed a large u-shape surrounding the coffee table in the center. The u-shape opened up to the fireplace, which consisted of a salmon-colored, uneven rock chimney column. The fireplace put out a little more heat than he would have thought, given that it often seemed just a way to suck the warm air out of the room and send it flying up into the sky. But the ambience a fireplace provided was very much worth it to him. A connection to something primal, something historical, and better than any TV show, with a slight amount of actual danger consistently overcome.

“I’m getting there, hold on.”

She had also recently hung Christmas lights above the mantel, and in various other places around the house to accompany the manger scenes, snow people, and overly realistic Santa Clauses that never failed to startle Jason in the middle of the night. While they both were happy to call themselves Christians, they fell into what would by many be deemed a vanilla or anemic version, attending a church only semi-frequently and not doing enough to serve their fellow humans. Above the mantel sat proudly Jennifer’s family heirloom crèche, into which she had strung a miniature string of lights meant for a model railroad layout, which gave it what she hoped was another level of heavenly glow.

“Let’s look, come on!” she said.

“Will you remember me as I am now, and don’t leave me?” he asked. His eyes displayed a combination of embarrassment and insistence. He pursed his lips and cocked his head to the left slightly in inquiry and hoping to receive not a laugh but an indication that she shared his wish of this being a serious and watershed moment. “We have no idea what we’re going to find in this thing. I could have all the indicators of Alzheimer’s, and when it gets bad enough, you’re going to be hating life and want to leave me.”

He looked up and over at her. He hadn’t turned his body yet and noticed that the fire side of his body was getting warm while the other side, where she was, grew much colder.

“Do you even know what it’s like for someone to just leave you?” she asked him, still standing above him. “I was sixteen years old when my mom left me. It’s what breast cancer does. It indiscriminately rips people away and, hell, I don’t know, maybe she could have eaten more vegetables or not smoked now and then or whatever. I’ve had that thought through the years now and then that maybe she didn’t do enough to stay around.”

He put his head down, elbows on his knees and hands clasped together. The fire continued to crackle, and the wind that had picked up outside pushed a bit back down the chimney, filling the room slightly with a ghoulish puff of cool smoke. It also contained a twinge of that snow scent.

“You know I was wearing this jacket the day she got the test back, and I don’t really know why I’m wearing it right now, and I just realized it, and, wow, what a freakish connection. I mean, I wish we had a genetic test back then and maybe she could have been saved, and I’d be a normal person. We do have the tests now.”

She took off the jacket, muttering something about “bad luck.” The cold fake leather of the white sleeves, the rest being the fuzzy black with the large white S on the left breast and the large 90 for her graduation year on the left sleeve. How many memories in these jackets from the old Germany days? His Karlsruhe American High School jacket was very similar, black and white, though with a 90 and Knight mascot.

He joined her on the couch, leaving her closest to the fire.

“You realize, I’m a little nervous about this, too,” she said. “I’ve been hiding it, but if, in ten or twenty years, or months, you have worsening Alzheimer’s, you know it’s my deal. I’m your caregiver, it seems, but I’ll be there. So, let’s just hope for the best here, yeah?”

He watched the flames.

“You know, for what it’s worth, my mom has left me, too.”

“I know,” she said and continued to rest her head on the couch cushions. After a moment, she repeated, “I know.”

He reached over and picked up the computer and set it on her lap. The bottom was warm, bordering on hot, and it was a welcome presence as the house continued to cool. The email from the genetic testing service was open, with the “View your results!” link staring out at them, waiting to be pressed.

Jennifer clicked on the link, which popped open the web browser that took them right to the site’s dashboard, since she had previously logged in throughout the process.

Jason abruptly stood up. He went over to put another couple of logs on the fire. The Carpenters’ “O Holy Night” was playing on the speaker now, matching the atmosphere in the room that contained low lighting around a snapping and bright fireplace. “You look and just tell me what you see. I can’t.”

The main page link she was looking for was there prominent on the screen: My Health. She tapped on it, which showed a somewhat dizzying array of graphs with the information grouped under headings such as Disease Risks, Traits, Carrier Status, and Drug Response. She poked around on the screens and accessed the information that seemed to be simplified for the standard person.

“Well, a bit of good news, your “Earwax Type” is “Wet” and your “Bitter Taste Perception” is “Unlikely to Taste,” which explains some things,” she said humorously. “You are likely to be lactose intolerant, but we all knew that very well, didn’t we?”

She then saw what she hoped she would not. Under the Disease Risks heading, it did, in fact, list Alzheimer’s Disease as an Elevated Risk at 50%, along with such other low-risk maladies as Gallstones, Restless Leg Syndrome, and Colorectal Cancer, and several listed under the Decreased Risks subheading. She scanned the information a few times to make sure of what she was seeing.

She debated what to tell him, or how to spin it. He sensed her hesitation and walked over to the tree, hoping to divine something good from the Wise Men.

“OK, well, here it is. It’s medium news, I’d say,” she said.

“Oooh, no, come on,” he stated. “Don’t do that.”

“So, you’ve got a 50% elevated risk of Alzheimer’s Disease. You have a bit of a higher presence of a gene called APOE with variants, and I don’t totally get it all yet. Give me a little while to do some more research.”

He turned to her. He had sat again on the edge of the square coffee table in front of the fireplace. His hands were spread out in front of him in a sort of jazz hands pose.

“Hello? What does that mean?” he said somewhat incredulously. “Is that good or bad, really?”

“I’m clicking around to see what it means. Give me a minute.”

“Sure, take your time,” he said. “I’m just enjoying Christmas over here.”

She began reading. “Alzheimer’s disease is a type of dementia, characterized by gradual cognitive decline, personality changes, and progressive memory loss.”

She read for a few more seconds as he attempted to discern from her blue-lit face what type of life ruin she was about to declare, and she took something bordering on forever. Her poker face stayed stoic until she emitted a long sigh.

“Well, we can deal with anything, I think. But it’s not the best, or worst,” she said. “There are basically two kinds, and I was hoping for the one, but it looks like it’s the other. What I’m seeing here is you are more susceptible to the less common, early-onset dementia, which could kick in before your elderly years. Maybe sooner than later.”

He leaned back again, staring at the ceiling. He let out an oversized breath and sigh combination.

“But there’s no proof, of course. You may never get this, really. Plus, it’s 50%, not 75% or something much higher. I think it even means 50% possibility you don’t get it.”

“The room is spinning.”

“It’s not, though.”

“This is not the best news,” he said. “You’ve seen my mother.”

“Women get it more than men, of course. I’m now reading that you can maybe, probably, totally control this with exercise, good eating, and just trying to live healthy and keep your mind active.”

“Wait, that’s better,” he said. In a state of what she’d describe as hesitating relief, he paced around the room.

“Of course, as we knew, I’m seeing that family history is a big factor, it says.”

“OK, I wonder if I can absorb this,” he said, sitting on the couch across the room from her. “So, what are you thinking?”

“Yeah, this is not bad or good news. I mean, a lower percentage would make me happier, and you could have no one with it in your family history, but you can eat better and exercise a bit more, so those things we can work on.”

He let out a long exhale.

She almost clicked on the “Friends and Family” tab to look into that distant cousin situation but decided to wait, closed the computer, and set it on the coffee table. They sat in silence for a moment. “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” was nearing completion. She wrapped a blanket around her, having removed the jacket, and looked at his wan countenance. Only the crackling fire and the music were audible.

“OK,” she said. “Let’s not be miserable. This is medium good news. I mean, in one sense, it’s nothing new—we knew it was there due to your family history, but I guess we have this buffer of time, all the other factors that go into this, and the fact that you’re going to eat nothing but leafy greens from now on. Shakes, salads, all of it. For my sake. But you’re going to have to work your butt off—the biggest news is that it’s up to you, sort of, whether you get this thing. But I’m going to have a major say, and you can call me ‘coach’ from now on.”

“The thing is, I’m not twenty-eight,” he said slowly. “I’m in my fifties. That’s probably when it kicks in, however much chard or lemongrass I eat. I do run, though. That has to be something, right?”

He sat back on the couch, head angled weirdly due to the depth of the couch cushions. Whatever slight agony it provided, he’d take it over the other possibilities of how this evening could have gone.

“So, can you now have them delete all that information?” he asked. “Remember, I don’t want the goons in the black helicopters or white lab coats coming at any point. But, I will survive. It’s OK.”

“Well, there’s a lot more in there to look at. We can see all the different countries and regions your people come from, which is cool. Also, it can tell you how many Neanderthal variants you have.”

He stared at her.

“Yeah, right. See now this is getting insane,” he said.

“I probably have some, too,” she said, coming over and straddling him on the couch, knees folded, face-to-face, doing a few caveman grunts. “And think about it, since the Neander valley is in Germany, and I know this because we went there once, it’s another Germany connection!”

“Ah, of course. Wow. I hadn’t thought of that, in this weird moment,” he said. “And Germany stays with us still! Just when I think I’m moving on, something comes along.”

“Without Germany, you wouldn’t have me.”

“For sure. You, I love,” he said as “Ave Maria” began playing. “Technically, though, it was Holland.”
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CHAPTER FOUR: M.U.N.
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The Hague // 1989

Jason and Jennifer had undisputed knowledge in 1989 that they were the most novel and adored item in history. How could they be defined as anything else knowing that the two Central American countries they represented for their high schools at the Model United Nations conference lovingly shared a border? To meet someone representing one of the however many countries of the world that happened to be exactly adjacent, even fate swooned and had to be revived from time to time. They, and certainly anyone with even a microscopic drop of romantic feelings, knew that anytime two countries snuggled right up against the other in that sultry jungle humidity, it was at the very least destiny. They made it all the way through the conference with Jason representing Guatemala and Jennifer representing Nicaragua, and then down the road several weeks after, steeping in this syrupy wonder of geographical miracles.

The Model United Nations conference in that spring in The Hague, Netherlands, was the sudden center of the future, when it had begun as a fun school diversion with a group of four friends. His group from Karlsruhe American High School was representing Guatemala, and for her group from Spangdahlem American High School, it was Nicaragua. Their days in session consisted of them seated in curved row upon row of American and other students from around the world, in the style of the real United Nations, representing all the varying countries. They sat in both awe and spells of boredom throughout each session in the cavernous World Forum Theater proposing resolutions and fake-solving the real issues of the day. After wars were halted and droughts contained, all in a day’s faux work, they then rushed back to the adjacent hotel to swap their shirts, ties, and dresses for letter jackets, offbeat shoes, and torn jeans, accompanied by excessive hair spray, all of them, since a mullet didn’t prepare for a party in the back by itself. International relations and conquest maneuverings were still on the minds of many as they headed out onto the streets of the Hague to carouse.

At some point on the first night, Jason and his fellow Guatemala-ites were sitting on a curb in the madly packed city center gawking at the neon, the bizarre-to-them international twists and folds of clothing and head gear, with the scents of samosa and kebabs, and especially trying to identify any other MUN kids. It wasn’t hard. After a little while, a group of kids in Spangdahlem American High School letter jackets walked by, and Jason noticed especially the one with the blonde ponytail, tight jeans, and tall, black Doc Martens boots. Legend has it that, though he wished it were something much more clever, he yelled out, “Hey, Spangdahlem!” and their group walked over and the “Sweet, more Americans!” talk started. Turned out several of them had met at the all-Europe tennis tournament in Wiesbaden, Germany, the year before, including Jason, but he did not remember meeting the blonde that he tried not to study too hard. He could see some inbound inspection happening from her direction. She apparently knew his friend Danielle, after he saw them hug and he remembered that Danielle’s family were previously stationed at Spangdahlem Air Base. 

They all walked for a while through the cobblestone streets, invincible in their youth and self-assigned world importance, at some point late hopping on a tram down to the Scheveningen beach to see the Kurhaus grand hotel and gaze out into the legends and mysteries of the North Sea. Someone asked why there weren’t any seagulls, and someone else, with a voice of all authority, declared that, obviously, seagulls aren’t out at night, which earned him the title of Mr. Seagull for the rest of the trip.

They strolled out onto the beach and threw some rocks and shells into the sea, everyone purposefully banging into each other in the dark, telling jokes and blanket flirting. The salt air carried bits of sand across their faces, mixing with the guys’ English Leather and Drakkar Noir colognes and the girls’ Poison or Tea Rose perfumes, and various hints of fruity hair sprays. From the boarding of the tram in the city center all the way out to the tram stop at the grand hotel, and back, Jason and Jennifer sat together on a row of seats as far back as they could get and directed all available attention to each other. 

A few others of the group seemed to pair up in various low-level ways, but they all seemed to notice that Jason and Jennifer had left them and their planet. Streaks of neon signage and sodium streetlights, and cars and buses rushed past the windows of the tram. They may as well have been stars and galaxies passing their starship, either way not distracting the two of them but also adding a cosmopolitan and fantasy-like accompaniment to their evening. To the tunes of the dinging and hissing and clattering, he asked her where she was from in the States and if she missed it, and she said Ft. Bragg, and did now and then. She asked him what his father thought of his having three lines shaved into the side of his head, and he answered that it was Mom who had the problem with it, having accused him of doing it “just to spite her.” She told him somewhat suddenly but also hesitatingly about her mother who had been diagnosed with cancer a year ago and how she looked at life with much less hope than before and felt so surprised by falling so quickly for Jason. She teared up a few times, which she also found surprising, as she hadn’t cried in many months, but his eyes showed actual interest in her.

Each night was roughly the same, except more hands were being clasped and the cologne and perfume seemed to be wafting more feverishly. Jason and Jennifer had spent their time down at the beach talking and declaring eternal shared plans, someway, somehow. A Walkman headphone cable splitter adapter allowed them both to wear a set of headphones as they listened to “Catch” by The Cure and “Somebody” by Depeche Mode, among others. When the mix reached “I Will Be With You” by T’Pau, it became atomic and they knew that they knew all the secrets of the universe, or all those that were worth study, which was enough. He wanted to kiss her deeper than the quick peck, but she refused. She was way too nervous to, as his father used to say, let the roamin’ hands and rushin’ fingers go on any expeditions, and they shared vestiges of religious feelings that they both worked through and relied on. However beyond insane it would seem to the others on the trip to be alone at seventeen with the possibility of a Dutch hotel room, the guardrails of their standards was compelling in its own way. It didn’t mean she didn’t swat his hand away a few times, a hand over which he would swear he had little control in those moments, but they somehow survived the nights that weren’t nothing without deep kissing.

They never slept that final night and, due to an early train ride, ultimately packed their bags to go out front of the hotel. They parked their luggage in a corner of the lobby and planted themselves on the low wall outside the hotel, each with one leg on each side, facing one another. When he grabbed both flaps of the front of her letter jacket and pulled her face to his to kiss her, she let it go on for awhile, and then he pledged he’d come and visit her in Spangdahlem and that she should come to Karlsruhe and that the rail lines between the cities would melt at some point. There was no future that didn’t include them as a couple. She placed her hands on the sides of his head and told him to promise, as the raindrops started falling. An older, business-looking couple probably checking into the hotel, ran past them with their bags, but Jason and Jennifer stayed, and the rain covered them, and they laughed and later dragged themselves back into the lobby at the designated meeting time, leaving puddles on the marble floor.

As they said goodbye, she gifted him that providential and inspired mixtape, to which he listened on the entire train trip back, clammy and cold, collapsing into sloppy and intermittent sleep, being jarred out of it by the roar of a train passing in the opposite direction or by someone entering or leaving the compartment. He felt sick without her and longed for those hopeful, future kisses and the smell of the perfume and just of her. Kenny and chaperone Mom thought for sure Jason was drunk, hungover, or had never fallen asleep the entire trip and now had crumbled, and they laughed on and off watching him try to get comfortable. Off and on, he stared out the window at the passing scenery as they headed from the Netherlands into Germany, illustrated with castle-mounted hills, red-roofed villages and off and on rain showers, and thought only of her and their nights together. 

They wrote letters through the U.S. military postal system, which only took a few days to arrive. Something he would only realize years later, these letters were incredibly long, sometimes ten pages front and back, with memories, plans, things they missed about “back home,” and school and friend problems. She opened up much more about the last weeks of her mother’s cancer battle and what changed without this grounding of her best friend and foundation, the cracks and crumbling, especially in her relationship with her father. An occasional phone call worked poorly, in the middle of the house with no privacy, along with the annoying long-distance counter on the phone that clicked every few seconds to indicate the constantly growing charges of the call.

A few months later, he borrowed some money from the parents and got on a train and a few buses to visit her up in Spangdahlem, and they got a pizza in the little town, spent most of the day up at the ruins of the Manderscheid fortress. She had given him the choice between a random monk church or a ruined castle, and it was an easy decision. They were carried part of the way by an Air Force bus and tried to find that spark that was lit in Holland those months before. With a few attempts at a kiss that seemed to be accompanied not by a triumphal horn sounding from the battlements but by a sad trombone and a punch to the gut, it became clear that love would never be that clear. At one point he felt like he smelled weird, and did she always have that slightly too-wide nose, and had cut her hair into a bob. Weren’t blondes supposed to have blue eyes? Hers were brown. Had she always worn those sneakers with the thick stripes?

They both felt sick as he boarded the train to head home, and they hugged, and he kissed her on the cheek, because it felt like a good middle ground. He waved from the compartment window, and she headed back to the car her dad was driving. From the look on her father’s unshaven and worn face, Jason was pretty sure that the ever-tense drive home would be rough, but maybe he was happy to see Jason going away. With their strained relationship, he wished someone would go snatch her from that car.

In a few desperate long-distance phone calls now and then, or a few written letters to each other through the ensuing months, accompanied by the occasional new and slaved-over mixtape, the feelings very sadly diminished to awkward back burner.


Hi! I made you another mixtape. Here it is. I titled this one Wavish, you know like New Wave kinda. I love The Cure—remember when you first heard Catch? And then Lovecats? That was awesome. O.M.D., a couple of U2s. Maybe we can listen to this together at some point. Come see me again? There are some other day trips around Spangdahlem. Come on, dude! 

Love you lots, Jennifer.



No letter came back to her. Sitting in her geopolitics class one day, Jennifer realized from a projected slide that their Model United Nations countries of Guatemala and Nicaragua didn’t actually touch, due to the longtime presence of Honduras and El Salvador between them. Geography, at least, could be trusted.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Incoming Message
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Fayetteville // 2021

Forty-nine percent. Jennifer stared at the screen to the point that she could see the individual pixels, like a miniature grid, and however close she put her face, the surprise message on the screen did not change as she’d hoped. She had never considered the percentage symbol itself. And the percentage symbol was an interesting one, sort of another version of the yin-yang symbol, with some sort of holy balance. Moving from left to right, one circle, then a slash, then the other circle. Two halves split by a diagonal line, as if those two little circles had once been joined until torn asunder by the cold, straight wedge that pushed them apart. It also occurred to her that if you rearranged the three little pieces, you could make the numerals 100.

After reading the DNA results, they had decided to sleep on the couches that surrounded the fireplace, due to the misbehaving furnace in the old house. Jason had migrated over and now snored on the couch across from her, very cozy in a light blue blanket and several pillows. She was content that he had reacted marginally well to the less than good news, and it was partly for the fact that she did not demonstrate her actual terror at the diagnosis.

But this was unexpected. A message, just hours after receiving the results.


Hello,



My name is Annika and you have just now come up as a relative match for me. I have offered my results to the public in order to look for a connection to my father who I have never met. I have read on websites that it is smart for me to be clear that I do not need anything from you (like money or organs!) and just want to make the connection, and I am excited to see this result. Could it be that I’ve finally found my father? Please contact me soon.



Annika



From the message, she tapped on the “Friends and Family” tab to inspect the accompanying notifications about the family connections. During the registration and testing process, she had added all the possible testing parameters so she could learn as much as possible about where Jason came from, any health issues they’d have to look into, and, why not, the idea of interesting possible distant relatives.

On the DNA Relatives screen, it showed several hundred predicted relationships, mostly various levels of distant cousins, some with a full display name and others with a first name, and yet others with no name listed. Some had a sex listed, and all indicated the last time that person had logged in. Very few had. All were some level of distance except for the first one on the top of the list, which was much closer. It was about as close as it could get. Jennifer stared at the screen for a few seconds, again, while registering the strangest words that she’d ever read on a screen, and read them a few more times to be sure it wasn’t her late-night eyes mis-translating the message to the brain. At the top of the list was displayed what was a probable female child, this Annika. Upon clicking the name link, the next screen read that the shared DNA was up to 49% and that this person lived in Germany. Only a few of the display names on the previous screen listed a birth year, and this one did: 1991. No town or address, just the country of Germany. 

“Holy....”

Her hand trembled as she imagined responding at that point, attempting to pull any standard English words together into some sort of coherent question stream and response to her message, unless she needed to dredge up German, and there was no hope of that. She looked up at Jason with a start, hoping he was still there on the couch and not standing over her shoulder with a crazed countenance, lit menacingly from below.

Did Jason have a brother she didn’t know about? For a moment, she realized and hoped that it wasn’t Jason at all, but the only other man they all knew was also there at the time. She almost laughed thinking that it could be Jason’s dad.

Reflecting on the overall absurdity, a wave of relief passed over her momentarily. Surely this was possibly wrong? Maybe that smart colleague of Jason’s was right about the astrology connection of all this. Jennifer set the computer aside and stood up, hands still trembling, trying to understand what this meant and could mean and would mean for him, for her, for them if it was true, and something told her it was.

To keep from fainting or running out the front door or shaking Jason to awaken him, she grabbed the fireplace poker and stoked the fire. Being up off the warm couch and her blankets, combined with her world and relationship definition having just changed, she felt a sharp chill run through her. She grabbed a few more logs and tossed them in the fire a little too roughly.

“What’s down?” Jason sat up, looking around through puffy eyes, mostly still asleep but in a state of panic. “Who’s being that? The river people are here, with socks.”

She ignored his sleep talking that usually bordered on the absurd, just like now. Those words he spoke, however, would probably sound about as crazy as the ones she would soon be saying to him. He sank back into the cushions of the couch. After a moment, she sat down and attempted to focus her eyes on the computer screen again. She opened a new browser tab and entered every combination of keywords and phrases into the search engine in an attempt to prove that these tests were inaccurate, or understand how often they were not, so she could accompany her explanation to Jason with all the caveats she could dig up. She held on to a thought for a minute that perhaps this person could be a half sibling or a cousin or some other explanation that would mean Jason did not have a child. A daughter. The fact that the DNA match was 49% was the real key, though, she found out. This person, in Germany, was somehow Jason’s daughter, however impossible.

She thought back to that time after The Hague when they broke up, before they were actually together as an item years later, before they were adults and before life grew up and they hung on to it. She was only sixteen at the time and dated a few other guys at her high school, going to dances and the various other typical American high school shenanigan events that were obligatory for teens, which, though, felt even more urgent and important as those third-culture kids that they were, being from one culture but living in another and not really fitting into either. Without his actually earning it, her heart always belonged to Jason and really sparked into a forest fire that night down in The Hague and on the beach, then retreated into somewhat of a simmering fire those several years that she didn’t see or speak to Jason. 

She didn’t know much about any sort of serious girlfriend his senior year of high school, but asking him about something like that was not her favorite topic generally, as she felt some minor jealousy that she couldn’t seem to resist. The thought of him with anyone else, or leaving, had always been crushing. He seemed less than willing to delve into the happenings of that last year over there, and especially that final summer. She knew very little about his senior year of school, actually. It all remained in some sort of mental bunker with only sophomore and junior year yearbooks in his old boxes. In fact, in the past, his face would turn red and he would beg her to not talk about that last year in Germany. She had honored his wishes.

The incredible power at her fingertips manifested itself in a flash. It occurred to her that she could, as Jason had wanted her to, just close the account and ask for the data to be deleted off their servers. Thankfully, she had used her email for the account. This could disappear as easily as it had dropped into their laps, and she would probably seek out a new therapist who could help walk her through this, if it was even true. She could do it. It had to be something that was happening more and more, as the lives of a lot of people were blown up by someone who was meant to stay far in the distance of time.

Ears ringing in an odd way she hadn’t experienced before, she reached over, closed the laptop, and lay on the couch, eyes closed. She pulled the blanket over her, and, though her heart was beating faster than it normally would have been, she ultimately drifted off to a low-level, frantic sleep and knew that, upon waking, she’d have that punched-in-the-gut feeling of the presence of something lurking out there that needed to be understood and dealt with. This wasn’t her strength. Locating a missing pallet of Diet Mt. Dews was a special talent, but this was something else completely. The leather couch under her was cold, and she swore she could see her breath just slightly as the combination of the Christmas tree lights and fire kept the room illuminated just enough to be unsure.

A few hours later of some level of the non-sleep of the damned, she raced to the bathroom to throw up. She hugged the bowl, shaking, and listened to the running sink water she had started in an attempt to drown out the sounds of her vomiting. The eastern sky behind the hill was lightening to the point where she decided to go get dressed for the morning run on the trails as they had planned. She finished by lacing up her shoes and sitting on the edge of the bed, then thought it strange that the last thing she felt like doing, taking a run, was also the thing she wanted to do more than anything she’d ever done.

Feeling her limbs quiver, she went back out to the edge of the couch, ready to go, watched him sleep, and waited.
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CHAPTER SIX: Silke
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Karlsruhe // 1990

“You in there?”

A knock at the door snuck somehow into his overall consciousness between the notes of Iron Maiden’s “Caught Somewhere in Time.” On this Saturday afternoon at their house in Waldstadt, outside of Karlsruhe, he had been working on learning the intro and trying to mimic the melding of distorted heavy metal power chords with the synthesizer element that had crept into so much of the songs of the early and mid ‘80s. The topic of this transformation in heavy metal caused many quorums of friends to assemble and take up the topic, usually at the vend-o-mat greasy spoon on Smiley Barracks over by the motor pool.

“Come in,” he yelled, then turned down the volume knob on his cherry red Ibanez Roadstar II axe and lifted the needle off the record to stop the song he was playing along with.

“Hi, honey. How was your day?” Barbara asked. His mother leaned against the doorframe, her shoulder-length hair a close match to the color of the doorframe, somewhere between fake brown and gray. She wore, as usual, a white button-down blouse, a pair of those ultra comfortable stretch pants with the raised seam down the front, and a pair of Birkenstocks peeking out below. She pushed her glasses from the middle of her nose snug up to where they should rest on the top of that bone bump.

“Good,” Jason said.

“I ran into Hans Schmidt at the HQ building after the Welcome Wagon thing,” she said. “He actually agreed to take a look at the Mercedes for us for free.”

Jason looked at her after eliciting the most minor grunt from himself that he could, expecting to hear then any relevant details that teenagers demand.

“Have you ever seen his daughter Silke?”

“No,” Jason said, sheepishly not seeing an exit from this conversation. “Oh wait. Well, we did talk for a minute at the Volksfest the other night.”

“Herr Schmidt told me you’d talked. He wants her to have more American friends and maybe you could be one. But, I don’t know about her,” Barbara said. “She seems like a lot to handle, so I’d be careful.”

“Yeah. She seems kind of... out there,” Jason said. “Huge hair. And smoking.”

“Yes. Men probably say that about her.”

“No, I mean she was actually smoking.”

“I like what I’ve heard about that Jennifer you met in Holland, and that yearbook picture you showed me. I, and I know your father, who does not want you ending up with a German girl, see you ending up with someone like Jennifer someday, fully American in all the ways. But, for now, get out and meet new people, and if you do hang out with her, just don’t have too much fun. Maybe take some friends with you or something. Nothing serious, and remember your standards.”

“OK,” Jason said. “I’m graduating in just a few months, so whatever.”

His father Spencer’s voice echoed up the stairwell into his bedroom. “Dinner is almost ready! We’re having burgers.”

“By the way,” Barbara said as she poked her face back in the room. “You know what’s weird? You know where they live? Right next to the tennis courts at the officer’s club. That mystery smaller stairwell building.”

“The mystery?”

“Cindy Mathison who lives next door to it told me it’s that one that looks different than all the rest due to its much smaller size. Your dad says maybe the American General Clay stayed there or someone like that. Some award-winning war general or writer or something. Not sure. Nobody seems to know. Anyway, they live in that one.”

Jason put the guitar on the stand in front of the window. He hadn’t been entirely honest with his mother. His thoughts had been dwelling nearly constantly on Silke. He had seen her a few times here and there but had actually worked up a bit of conversation bravery and spoke with her that night at the Volksfest. In truth, Silke actually scared him a little bit, for reasons he couldn’t define. His attention had always been directed to the standard-issue American girls at the high school with their safe jeans and ponytails and backpacks full of brown bag-wrapped textbooks, while Silke was something else entirely to him, more of a mixture of a biker chick, a space station night club singer, and Paris catwalk model. His view of her across the fairgrounds at the German-American fest did elicit a gasp from him, seeing her tall, curly black hair, extravagant makeup, and entirely black outfit. Tall, black, laced-up boots completed her exotic presence, and he noticed that the Army soldiers gawked at her openly and confidently. His friend Eric was with him at the time, and they both agreed she was beyond gorgeous and would almost certainly be hooking up that night with some tank mechanic or a Turkish bar owner. But Eric had convinced him to say something, and they had a few awkward words. He could swear she looked back at him as he and Eric walked away to get a churro.

In the tradition of telling his mother next to nothing, he waited until she and his father left for a church event, the hamburgers downed and everything cleaned up for a little while. He then pulled the slip of paper out of his jeans pocket, with a scribbled phone number on it, as provided by none other than Tara Mathison, who wrangled it from Silke herself the day after the Volksfest. He had thought about calling, but his mother’s insistence that he not get too involved provided the needed impetus, since it was now wrong.

“Hello,” a voice said on the other end of the line, as he quickly considered hanging up and jumping off the balcony.

“Uh, hi, this is Jason Carr,” he said slowly in case the speaker wasn’t American. “May I speak with Silke?”

“Hello, Jason. This is Lupita, Silke’s mother.”

“Really? Well, hello, Frau Schmidt, if that’s what I call you.”

“Hey, you don’t need to ‘Frau’ me, I’m American, and Mexican-American at that,” she said. “My husband is the German one, and don’t call him Frau either. Hang on, I’ll get Silke.”

In the background, he could hear Lupita yell to Silke, when a door opened with loud electronic music playing. Then he heard Silke ask if she heard correctly: “Wirklich?”

A moment later, she came to the phone.

“Hallo?”

“Hi, Silke, this is Jason Carr,” he said. “If you remember, we met recently, and anyway, I thought that maybe you’d like to go out sometime?”

A pause occurred just long enough to make Jason question whether this general invitation was the right way to do things with such a sizzling and other-worldly beauty, or if this was better reserved for the wide-eyed, be-ponytailed sophomore girl who got plucked up out of her high school in Killeen, Texas, and dropped quivering into the middle of the Cold War.

“I am sorry, I don’t think I can,” she said. “But I appreciate you asking.”

“I understand,” he said, standing up to walk around the dining room chair where he was sitting, until the phone cord bunched up around an armrest. “I guess you don’t know me too well. But I also play tennis a lot outside of where my mom said you live, and I think maybe I’ve seen you there, too?”

“Oh, maybe. Brownish mullet out on the courts all the time, right?” she said with a laugh.

“I take lessons out there on one of the four courts from a Japanese guy,” he said. “Then I’m usually playing also with some friends.”

“I’m sorry, but I think I can’t,” she said with a laugh. “I’m too busy and important.”

“Oh, OK, talk to you later,” he said.

“Hey, I’m kidding about the important part,” she said. “I just think I can’t.”

“No problem,” he said. “Take it easy.”

He regretted even calling her, this person from a different social environment almost completely. Her voice sounded about 90% German school-learned English, the guttural Teutonic but not exactly not sexy at the same time. In crystal clear retrospect, he did feel like a child asking out a thirty-year-old celebrity crush with all the magnetic pull that just overpowered the existential dread.

He dropped onto the couch and flipped on the TV, specifically to the Armed Forces Network channel and tried to get engaged in an episode of Fantasy Island as it started, with the little person Tattoo character announcing the arrival of the new guests on the weirdest island in history.

The phone rang. He covered half the distance to it in the air as he launched from the springy cushions of the couch. Too soon to be a coincidence.

“So, was that you that came up to me at the fest the other night?”

“Silke? Yes, I did talk to you,” he said. “I thought I said—”

“I’m now just understanding the tennis player guy and the bold guy are the same.”

“When I said we met recently...”

“I know. I get it,” she said. “I was so impressed that you talked to me. The only American guys who do that are usually the soldiers, and they’re annoying.”

“I couldn’t not, see—”

“Well, let’s go now—I’m so bored. What are you doing now?” It was genuinely unclear to him, due to his lack of experience in the affairs of the cosmopolitan lusty crowd, whether he should answer with the truth, that he had just been yelling “the plane, the plane!” at the TV.

“Silke? Uh, wow, yeah, OK, sure,” he said. “What made you call back, anyway?”

“Your net game. It’s tops. Meet me at the Schloß,” she said with a hint of excitement that surprised him. “You know, the big yellow palace downtown.”

“Oh, yeah, I know the Schloß, of course,” he said. “I’ve been there a bunch of times. We’ve played frisbee there a few times—have you played much?”

“Frisbee? Why?” she said, laughing, causing Jason to instantly regret the question, feeling like even Beaver Cleaver would smack him upside the head. “My friends and I sometimes stroll through the gardens or catch some sun, but no frisbee, actually.”

“Oh, I won’t bring it then, ever,” he said. “In fact, I’m going to melt it down. So, I’ll just meet you down there.”

“I’ll be there. You’ll see me,” she said. “No sports talk. Just walk. Five o’clock.”

“Where exactly? Oh, see you soon, Silke,” he said into the dead handset, which he placed back onto the telephone. “Dude, here we go.”

He rushed upstairs to change into torn jeans, black suede low-cut boots, and a lightweight black jacket, for a sophisticated date with a real womanly woman. His friends liked how his mullet looked, flowing down onto the black jacket, which had a few extra zippers in various places. As with many of his friends who lived out in the community with the Germans, and not in the Paul Revere Village military housing, he sometimes enjoyed dressing more German than American, now and then. The American style trends arrived slightly late over in the Department of Defense Dependent Schools network, but they arrived nonetheless, the elements of which could be cobbled together from the wares in the Post Exchange store and the German shops downtown. If the KAHS students wanted Nikes or Levi’s jeans, those would have to come from the PX. The American kids seemed to dress alike in a lot of ways, and he wondered if it was a way of capturing a bit of home and finding comfort in feeling that they were back in a school in the States.

***
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He exited the yellow streetcar trolley at the Marktplatz stop, near the big pyramid structure in the middle of the square, which held the remains of the city’s founder. He turned his back to it, crossed the cobblestone-filled streetcar tracks, and headed north on Karl-Friedrich Street. He could easily see the stately structure ahead, especially the cylindrical yellow tower with the domed gray top.

It was a baroque behemoth, pale yellow, with two main arms that extended out, and various other buildings and guard towers. The city streets radiated out from it in a fan shape, causing Karlsruhe to be called The Fan City, and spoke to the power and presence of a monarch at the center of the city, as all roads led right to him in the center. Orderly gardens and forests surrounded it, and it remains an impressive sight and historical presence.

After a few minutes of steady walking, at times either pulling back from sprinting or turning around and scurrying back to the streetcar, he got close. As he began to scan the grounds for her, he heard a shout of “Jason!” with the slightest of accents that he recognized. It was a yell from somewhere above his head, maybe up in the palace somewhere. He glanced around above him, and way up in the tower illuminated by perfect late-afternoon sunlight, he could see a tiny hand waving from high on the observation platform.

“Up here!” Silke said, leaning slightly over the railing, still waving. “Come up—it’s a great view!”

“How did you get up there?”

“Go to the front desk and pay and come up! They close soon, so hurry.”

He held up a thumbs-up sign and plunged in.

In the main lobby area, which was now a museum, he paid the few Deutschmarks for entry. While Karlsruhe wasn’t a major tourist location, or probably even a minor one, it housed over 10,000 American soldiers and family members, for whom many places made English speaking a priority. He asked the directions to the palace tower, then began his ascent to where she would hold her audience with him. 

Slightly out of breath, he exited the small cupola door at the top and there she stood, hands spread out wide with an ear-to-ear grin. The sun was behind her, and her black hair glowed.

“Mon ami!” she said, approached him, and did the double-kiss thing, which the high school girls from Fort Riley, Kansas definitely didn’t do, and it wasn’t terrible. He and Silke were the same height, apparently. Her perfume was uniquely some sort of flower-spice mixture that didn’t hide entirely the faint cigarette smell. She wore a wide-shoulder leather jacket with a very light gold swirly pattern in a few places, a pair of the non-Levis jeans, and black, shiny boots. Her black hair was teased up tall and curly on top, with the sides pulled up flat, the entire narrow mess then cascading down past her shoulder blades, almost like a long, non-shaven mohawk. Eyeliner and a good amount of makeup completed the look, and Jason felt cool and cosmopolitan and excited to be seen with her.

“A kiss already, wow,” he said. “We just met.”

“Oh, it means nothing. Just a greeting,” she said and walked around to the south side of the tower. Before getting to the railing where she was planning to stop, she looked partially back at him out of the corner of her eye and with an exaggerated growl that veered French said, “Or is it?”

“You are a strange and interesting girl,” Jason said, smiling. “How long were you up here waiting?”

“Boring question. Look out there! You can see how all the roads lead right to the palace here because the king guy was an ‘absolutist monarch’ back in those days,” she said. “That’s me tonight! I rule this place.”

“I can see it,” Jason said and figured he’d take a shot at pronouncing “fan city” in German. “And pretty savvy place to lead me to meet you in person. So, this is why they call it the Fächerstadt.“

“Oooh, Fächerstadt! Good pronunciation!” She laughed and looked directly at him. “Sprichst du Deutsch, wirklich? Very few of the American kids do.”

“Ein bißchen,” he said, indicating only a little that he’d learned from his high school German teacher, whom everyone thought was an old Luftwaffe pilot but they were all afraid to ask. They would find out years later he was, in fact, a BF-109 pilot during the war.

They stood looking south towards the city. Silke turned to the left and pointed.

“Over there, my friends and I sometimes hang out and lay out in the sun,” she said. “Often topless.”

“Wait, really?”

“It’s nothing.” She brushed off his awe but had clearly said it, with the slightest smile, to shock and test him. “Isn’t that where you guys play with your little frisbees?”

“Frisbees? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he said. “Wait. Topless, really?”

“Do you see that wide road that heads towards the hills over there?” she asked, smiling. “That’s the very old town of Durlach, and you can barely see on top the little castle. It’s very old and not my kind of thing but the best view of Karlsruhe. I’ll take you there.”

“Oh, yeah, slightly up on the top of the hill there.”

“More importantly, straight out over that way is a great new bar called “Unverschämt,” where my friends and I will go now and then. The other direction entirely you can see west towards the sunset—see the factory tower things?” she asked. “That’s on the Rhine River. If I like you, I’ll show you both the Turmberg castle tower and then the Rhine.”

“If you like me?” Jason asked.

“Well, what, you expect to be liked right away?” she asked, laughing. “So American. But it could be.”

“Let’s say this,” Jason said. “I would like to see both the castle and the Rhine, so I’ll be on my best behavior, and I hear you’re half-American, by the way.”

“Perfekt, and you’re right. I feel like twenty or maybe thirty percent, though.”

“So, I have so many questions for you and about you,” Jason said, feeling some extra confidence as the disc of the sun neared the horizon line. “First off, if you live in the American village with the rest of us, why don’t you attend the high school with us?”

Several moments later, a palace museum docent poked his head out and gruffly informed them in accented English that the museum was closing. He stood and waited for them to start moving, much to Jason’s disappointment. Silke pleaded with him for a few more minutes, to no avail. The man was definitely old enough to remember the days when this palace was in ruins due to the Allies’ bombings and almost certainly heard the English they had been speaking. Jason had been told the palace was mostly destroyed by a firebombing air raid in late September of 1944 and was left with only the walls remaining. 

They entered the cupola to begin the stairwell descent through the tower, accompanied closely by the docent. Jason wasn’t sure if the cigarette smell was from the docent or Silke. 

They exited the tower at the bottom. The sun was almost fully down, and the tower above them and other palace surfaces glowed a golden yellow with various lights on and emanating from various windows. It was cooling quickly, and the palace parks and gardens were nearly silent as most people had headed out.

They wandered back towards the downtown, gravel crunching under their feet.

“Wow,” Jason said, turning around. “So stately. So ... what’s a good word? I mean, it’s beautiful. Majestic! That’s what I was looking for.”

“I suppose it is,” she said, as they continued to stand next to each other and observe the darkening sky and ever more radiant walls of the baroque structure. “It is beautiful, and I never really go up in the tower, so that was nice.”

Jason looked over at her as she viewed it, seeing more closely the dark eyeliner that accentuated her brown eyes and thick, black eyebrows. He hadn’t felt crazy like this before. Crazy was the only word that worked, he would later tell the lunch table crowd. Feral, one of his friends would say with jealousy, and Jason agreed it was a much more apt word.

“Come on,” she said, almost certainly sensing his awkward investigation.

They strolled through the gardens and zig-zagged their way back towards the pedestrian zone shops and bustling activity.

“Hey,” Jason said as the pyramid in the marketplace came into view. “You didn’t answer my question yet. Why don’t you go to school with us?”

“It’s nothing special,” she said, looking over at him. “The quick answer is that I have lived here my whole life. My father is German and works on base, and my mother works for the Army depot in Germersheim. We have just continued to live in the Ami Siedlung, or the village or whatever, in that same apartment forever. I was given the option of going to German schools many years ago, so I did. They’re better probably, the schools.”

“So...”

“Ach, forget about it,” she said. “Come on, let’s go, Sherlock Holmes.”

They came to the pedestrian zone of Kaiser Street, where the cars weren’t allowed and the two sets of tracks of the streetcars lay parallel to each other. Many people walked on either side, crossed over the tracks, and entered and exited the stores, most dressed in dark-colored outfits. The streetcar wires were strung taut above the tracks, and in each direction stood storefronts as far as they could see into the distance, their lights having come on along with the streetlamps.

She stopped abruptly.

“OK, you seem to be curious about things like this,” she said, pointing down the street along the row of shops. “See how some of the buildings are newer square style and some are that old curvy style?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s weird.”

“During the war, some of the older buildings survived aerial bombings and they just fixed them up, and the others that were destroyed they had to replace in the new style, so they look more modern.”

“It’s like almost every other one, that’s bizarre,” Jason said.

Some buildings stood in the very old and ornate style and the others in between were a more modern mid-century boxy style. Buildings alternating from a few new ones to a few old ones, continuing down the street on both sides. The signs of World War II would always be apparent, even right on the main shopping thoroughfare.

“Do you want to get a coffee now?” she asked. “It’s a little cold and I know a good place nearby.”

“Let’s do it!” Jason said as she started off down the Kaiserstraße ahead of him. He admired her figure, slim, in dark clothing with the teased-high hair-do that actually put her several inches taller, walking on cobblestones. Crazy.

They walked west one block and turned right, heading onto a different spoke of the roads that led to the palace, and there it was again now fully lit up in glorious yellow, framed by the gray buildings on both sides.

“My teacher told us Thomas Jefferson visited Karlsruhe and then helped the architects of Washington, D.C.,” he said.

“Fascinating,” she said, giving him a right-eye wink.

On the left, they took two steps up, pushed open a dark red glass-paned door, and entered a dark coffee shop. It was narrow inside, and booths lined the walls with a row of tables down the middle. The coffee smell was so thick, he felt it went right into his soul and out his pores but fought with the smoke odor. Each table had a fake electric candle, and the tables were also a dark brown but clean and ready to participate in the conversation.

“Amazing,” he said. “I love it already. I wonder how old?”

She shrugged as they walked to a table on the left, one of the brighter ones that utilized an exterior window to allow some of the street and signage light in. They could see each other well that way.

An older man took their coffee order.

“Now, tell me why you asked me to come out with you.”

“When I saw you on the airfield at the German-American fest, I pointed you out to my friend, who then told me I needed to talk to you. I almost didn’t,” he said. “Eurobabes don’t go out with guys like me.”

“That’s why,” she said, still unsure of how she felt about his admission. “Real men approach women, and you did it. Do you mind if I smoke?”

“No. I mean, kind of, but,” he fumbled out while she took out a cigarette anyway. “It’s cool.”

“I have gone out with Germans, a few soldiers, and I recently had an Albanian guy I was seeing,” she said, taking a puff on the cigarette while never taking her eyes off of his. “But you seem new and interesting to me, and that wicked hair, come on.”

He laughed. She reached over and felt his light brown mullet locks that cascaded onto his black jacket.

“I have watched you play out on the courts a few times,” she said. “Don’t tell anyone.”

“Wow! I’m kind of shocked.”

“What kind of music do you like?” she asked. “This is important if we’re going to be friends.”

“Heavy metal and some new wave,” he said, never having been less sure in his entire life if he was saying the right thing, also making note of a needed readjustment at any moment to steer clear of staying in the friend zone. “Iron Maiden, Judas Priest, Scorpions.”

“Here I am!” she sang with an exaggerated German accent to mimic the Scorpions’ Klaus Meine and put her non-cigarette hand into the devil’s horns position, a snarl on her lips. “Rock you like a hurricane!”

“Perfekt!” Jason said with correct pronunciation, laughing, beginning a quick air guitar solo.

“You? Also, any metal?” he asked. Their drinks arrived.

“Not so much, no,” she said with a dramatic slow drag of the cigarette. “I like the new wave stuff like Cure and Depeche Mode, Siouxsie, Kraftwerk, and Bauhaus, of course. There’s a station we listen to called Hilversum 3 that is a little old now but plays good stuff.”

He took a sip of his drink.

“Ugh, what is this?” he asked.

“I got you some good coffee. No good?”

“Fine,” he said, taking a sip that would probably be his last. He could never get a real taste for coffee.

“Do you like going to school at the high school?” she asked. “It seems a little... weird sometimes with the cheerleaders and the spirit days and all these things. I’m never sure what to think.”

“I guess I like it,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s kind of all we have.”

“What does your future look like?” she asked. She was halfway through her coffee. Each time she had taken a sip, she had rotated the cup, leaving a nearly complete ring of lipstick marks.

“Do you really want to know?”

“Sure,” she said. “I mean, not really, but it’s fun conversation sometimes.”

“Living over here, I’ve already seen so much history and art and memories of war and such cool field trips, I just want to engage somehow. To help. There’s just so much. I don’t know. It’s so different over here. Rich and deep, I think.”

“Do you ever wish you were in the States?” she asked, staring directly into his eyes. Hers were so brown they faded to the deepest black. The totality of the coffee smell, dim lighting, history, and this person sitting across from him were overwhelming. “Do you ever wish you were back there?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “But never less so than right now.”

“Oh, good answer.”

“Silke, I—”

“By the way, have you seen Sandra’s video for ‘In the Heat of the Night’?” she asked. “Very sensual: ‘In the heat of the night, I lose control.’”

“I have and love the song, and her,” Jason said. “But the video, a bunch of oily, half-naked guys, and I think one of them stands in a hobbit barrel the whole time. It’s kind of funny.”

“I like it,” she said, staring directly at him, seemingly daring him to disparage anything else about the video. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Now?”

He followed her swift departure through the external door and out onto the street to the right.

“What’s next?” he asked as he caught up to her. “We barely drank our dranks.”

“Drank our dranks? You barely touched yours. Follow me,” she said and headed back to the main Kaisterstraße where a streetcar passed from right to left ahead of them, throwing a few sparks from the overhead wires and clattering its wheels on the rails. “Sometimes, it’s fun to just ride the streetcars, you know?”

A streetcar arrived from the left, stopping at a small station nearby. They sprinted across the slightly wet cobblestones to get on just as the doors were beginning to shut. Only a few hunched figures, each alone, occupied some of the seats throughout the car, mostly towards the front. Jason searched for a seat as Silke turned and headed to the back, past all the seats to the window-surrounded deck at the back. 

“No way,” he said. “I think we’re supposed to sit in the, well, seats.”

“It kind of is one,” she said with a laugh. “Barely room for two but come on up. We’re being so crazy.”

“Where we headed. Back?” he asked. “I mean, I guess we didn’t get tickets, so we should be quick.”

“Just around, unless you have any more ideas?” she asked. “This is the line I’m sure you guys take all the time that leads back to our little Ami village.”

“We just call it PRV instead of the whole Paul Revere Village,” he said. “As you probably know, the Army is big on acronyms.”

They rode in silence for a little while, legs touching, laughing at various people getting on or off the tram, and practicing mimicking the voice announcing all the stops and interchanges. They arrived at a tram stop where they transferred to a bus that took them to the vicinity of the Officer’s Club, with Silke’s building directly behind it, just past the courts. They exited the bus and began walking alongside it as it scurried to its next stop with the typical sounds of puffing and squeaking.

“Let’s play tennis sometime,” he said. “Do you play?”

“What do you think?”

“I think no, but I’m not sure why I think that,” he said, confused why he felt that way and why he said it that way. “Never do it. It’s a terrible pastime.”

“I’m a mostly German girl, and we mostly don’t play sports as much in our schools, so I never really got into it.”

“OK...” Jason said. “Hey. I want to do this again. I just think there’s so much more to say.”

“Let’s,” she said and smiled. “I had more fun than I thought I would.”

“Well, that’s good, I think. OK, do the double-cheek kiss thing again, and I’ll be on my way.”

He closed his eyes as she kissed him first on one cheek, then the other, and he thought he might slip one in the middle or do the oops-brush-past but didn’t find the bravery.

“Don’t close your eyes,” she said. “It’s weird.”

He bowed his head in mock shame.

“You’ll get there,” she said with another wink and turned away. “OK, see you. Call me up.”

He watched her walk away for a few seconds and headed back to the bus stop, which should have several more runs coming through this night. He sat in a standard seat in the middle and abruptly thought of Jennifer up in Spangdahlem. He hadn’t thought about her all day, which he realized suddenly. He owed her a call, or probably several calls. He felt guilty but also didn’t.

At home, he popped in to say hello to the parents, shut the door again quickly before being hounded by his mom’s probing questions about the night, then headed up to the third-floor bedroom, excited about the dreams.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: The Path
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Fayetteville // 2021

Donning multiple sensible layers for the cold morning, Jason and Jennifer ran along the asphalt bike trail. He had recently begun wondering why in his increasingly aching fifties, they still ran on asphalt. Without conversation, they had dropped the car near the trailside recycling place and had headed out south towards the downtown of a few miles’ distance, next to the creek and typically shaded by trees, though there weren’t any leaves this time of year.

“Watch out,” he said, seeing a bicyclist approach.

“I see it.”

The rhythm of footfalls was matched with occasional pebbles crunching and heavy breathing. They weren’t usually overly chatty early in the morning, but the drive from home happened without any words about the temperature or the day’s needs.

“Are you OK?” he asked, getting no response.

At the top of the rise on Maple, their breath creating its own miniature and visible weather system in the early morning, they began the descent towards the old railroad depot buildings. The early lighting golden glow over the roofs, some drifts of snow, and a few remaining strands of Christmas glowing lights still to be unplugged comprised their view, and they both stopped.

“Wow!” he said. “What a beautiful town we live in.”

Her deafening silence and stone face betrayed her usual joie de vivre. She stood in the middle of the trail, looking down into the town, with a dullness he hadn’t witnessed before.

“I can tell you’re off this morning,” he said overly excitedly and began to trot down the hill. “Let’s keep going and you’ll feel better.”

“Jason.”

He turned around to look at her stopped on the trail, while jogging backwards. “What?”

“Jason, you have a daughter.”

She had to say it slightly louder than she’d hoped, since he had set off down the trail without her.

He stopped jogging, faced her, and stood still, breath caught in the back lighting. The look on her face was one that he could never have imagined, with a crazed wildness in her eyes. He started to laugh as some sort of mechanism, then cocked his head sideways as if to state he wasn’t getting the joke, if it was one.

He walked back up towards her, hands out slightly, “Right. That’s funny. I don’t get it.”

She just continued to look at him, tears starting to form in her eyes. She squatted down on the trail, her hands on her knees and head hanging down. She started to sob and dropped down onto her knees on the trail, one leg on each of the central yellow lines. Her shoulders shook as she rolled back to sit with her arms wrapped around her bent legs, head now between her knees.

“Jennifer, holy crap, what is happening?”

His heart began to race and nearly pushed open his rib cage from within as he knelt beside her on the trail, looking up to see if a bike was going to come zipping down the trail towards them. Without any bikers in view for the moment, he put one hand on her shoulder.

“Are you... you’re not, I mean, what are you saying?” he asked, becoming frantic, rocking his hand on her shoulder slightly. “Why are you saying I have a daughter? Why are you saying it?”

She convulsed, said nothing, and put her hands over her eyes to rub them as tears streamed out. She repositioned and sat in a cross-legged sitting position, keeping her head down and hands over her eyes.

A bicyclist headed down the trail towards them. Jason waved for her to go around, with apologies spoken, and she passed slowly. After one look back at their compromising position, she stopped her bike and yelled back, “Y’all good?” After his nod, smile, and wave, she continued on down the hill past the old train depot buildings with a few more glances back.

“What happened?” he asked her as gently as he could, teeth chattering from both the cold and the nerves, and he found he couldn’t really bring his mind into focus. “I have no clue what’s happening, seriously.”

She stood up abruptly, almost knocking his head with hers. She began to walk slowly down the trail, farther south, sobs continuing but slower. He followed heavily, keeping a little distance between them, trying to discern whether he should just let her go. Her ponytail didn’t sway even a little.

“I need to know a few things,” she said, quietly, though at a volume enough for him to be able to hear the words.

“Me, too!” he said, trotting up to be next to her, pleading. “What the hell are you talking about? Tell me what is going on.”

He grabbed her arm and she stopped. She continued looking down the trail.

“Do you have some secrets, Jason?” she asked with a solemnity and seriousness that, in itself, nearly caused him to lose his bowels all over the trail and then run screaming onto the railroad tracks. He stuck his cold hands into his armpits, in some attempt to reduce the shaking that wracked his rib cage and continued to tell him this was happening to him and that it wasn’t a movie.

She turned to look at him. Her eyes were red, swollen, and snot spread around her nose. Her eyebrows were furrowed in a way he had not seen before with what he thought was concerned anger or angry bewilderment and a pleading to satisfy a primal extreme curiosity.

“Jennifer,” he said as smoothly as he could through chattering teeth, shaking voice box, and using all his physical willpower to remain upright. “I have absolutely no concept of what is happening right now.”

She stared at him. A bike approached from below and they shifted more to the edge of the trail, in an unconscious attempt to not somehow make this moment worse by adding physical injury.

“Jason, you have a daughter,” she said, her voice steadily rising. “You have a daughter in Germany.”

“I really don’t, though.”

“Then, you tell me what is happening right now.”

He looked around, ostensibly for cameras and a gaggle of family members who would appear from behind trees with a surprise banner and confetti that would start raining down, though unaccompanied by a reason or holiday or good news. Real panic began to set in.

“I don’t have a daughter. Are you playing a ... a daughter? Where? In Germany?” he said, the trees spinning, and his visible breath seeming to turn back to him and accuse him of lying. He pleaded with her in this most freakish sort of flash gender reveal, his voice rising in frantic tones. “What—what—what? I want to make a pregnant joke, but I so wouldn’t to you. I’m dying here.”

She stared at him, eyes shifting back and forth between each of his eyes. He stared at her and attempted to continue to stare at her, though his eyes uncontrollably swept from the absolute center of each of her eyes to the sun climbing overhead, to studying each crystal of his breath, to a passing bicyclist to her lips, and his grasp on reality might only continue if a series of words came out of her mouth to explain existence again to him.

She shook her head ever so slightly back and forth as she seemed to be well past the eyeballs and probing the gray matter of his brain for every memory and truth and lie and joy and transgression of his life choices and practical knowledge.

“I can’t believe this,” she whispered.

“I need help,” he said and staggered a short way down to a bench and sat on it. He leaned his head back and covered his eyes with his hands. “Tell me. Please? I don’t have a daughter. Anywhere.”

She slowly followed him, sat down on the bench, and stared straight ahead for a minute. She then turned to him and watched his agony. She kept the message from this Annika person a secret for now.

“Do you have any idea what I’m saying to you?” she asked. “I’m just going to state it again: You have a daughter in Germany. When I was looking through your DNA tests, it has a standard screen where it lists all these distant relatives, sometimes cousins or long-lost love-child siblings or whatever. I thought it would be fun to see if you had any random cousins around here.”

He turned to look at her, forehead embracing every previous worry-created line, eyes separated by a vertical worry line that must have recessed well into the skull. He imagined that whatever pity he could garner must be forthcoming due to his ignorance and agony.

“Your screen on the Friends and Family tab lists a forty-nine percent match with a woman in Germany,” she said and watched the reaction in his face of each cell to see if any would betray a previous knowledge of this person. She saw nothing, but then something when his eyes unfocused for a split second. She witnessed an ever so slight light come on in his countenance along with a slight narrowing of the eyes when she said the name. “She was born in 1991.”

He stared at her, then through her for a momentary flicker. The shaking getting worse, his stomach area clenching, he couldn’t process the words he was hearing from her.

“Jason,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes again. “Oh, my hell, what is happening here? Did you have any clue? I don’t even know what answer I want from you.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said, eyes betraying full panic, beating the top of his thigh with his fist, voice rising to a near shout. “I don’t know.”

“Her name is Annika,” she said.

His face showed a moment of shock as he stood up and walked across the trail, placing his hands on the chain-link fence, looking over the ballast with the ties and rails. One of the spikes seemed a little too far out. He turned to walk down the trail. He ran his right hand through his hair, sniffled, rubbed his eyes with his left thumb and forefinger, and just walked. Not that name.

She had already begun to jog back towards the car, at a very rapid pace, and he watched her back as she reached the top of the rise, crossed the street, and then disappeared down the incline on the other side.

He continued on, a combination of a Frankenstein stumble and a crack addict. A little way down the trail next to a parking lot, his stomach began to clench and the acid in his throat interacted with eyes full of tears, creating a violent need to empty his already empty stomach in the weeds next to the trail. He got down on his hands and knees and threw up whatever there was, taking the slightest bit of comfort in the fact that he was now near to the college bar area where behavior like this might fit in. He suddenly had a vague memory of Jennifer maybe throwing up in the middle of last night, but he couldn’t be sure.

He stood up with another half-hearted attempt at wiping the slimy pseudo vomit from his face and stubble and continued walking south, crossing Dickson Street and an old, brick bar and concert venue on his right. He scanned rapidly all around, like an assassin robot, to identify the presence of any students and prepared to beeline in a different direction instead of being forced to somehow converse with someone and string letters and phrases together in a way that lived in the realms of impossibility at the moment.

He then began the visceral attempt at holding back the hate that suddenly poured into him with a vitriol he had never experienced, as an attack on his life and his understanding of his own existence. Of course it had to be her. And he hated her and this smart bomb.

“It’s not you, is it, though?” he said to her decades-ago memory. “You’d have told me, at the very least with massive blame.”

He almost laughed hysterically, as if he could, through the exact opposite set of emotions, rejigger the atoms of universe and time and snuff this whole thing out of existence, to abort a memory.

As he walked, he speed-cycled through the stages of grief, or whatever this was, wondering beyond hope whether there was just an error in the DNA testing, and maybe this wasn’t even real, and they’d have a conversation with this person, and they’d both have some sort of alibi and had never even crossed paths in a foreign country so many decades ago, and he just simply wasn’t a father—that’s something other people had done.

Having cleared the bars and performance centers of the downtown, he wended his way down the trail that now lived on the former railroad tracks, past the library and along the creek to his right. He ran, sprinting at times, and slow-jogging others in order to catch his breath, though never walking. Others would pass him going either direction, and he avoided their gazes completely due to his undoubtedly red and swollen eyes with their accompanying panic.

It was simply not possible. He just wouldn’t accept it. Jennifer might short circuit due to the immensity of this life detour and redefinition, in the most emotional and heart-rending way possible. A baby. A little girl. A father? He started to feel a little more power as he realized he could just tell everyone, nope, not his. No idea who these people are, and this DNA testing is, in fact, just genealogy snake oil. He would just refuse to accept this. Simple.

For a moment, he felt a wave of relief after deciding it couldn’t be. It lasted three seconds, or about twenty paces.

He sprinted until he couldn’t run anymore and felt the vomit nearly coming on again. He slowed to a walk, still feeling absolutely sick, bending over in some attempt to reject the need to vomit and to have a shot at taking in some breaths. He put his hands on his knees and cursed to himself.

He lurked on a bench by the creek near the newly constructed bike trail path that circled around and headed up towards the public library. He was cold as he sat with a slight breeze sweeping across his sweaty skin, though the sun was out, and he leaned back and attempted to have the sun wash over his body to warm up. He fluctuated between cold and hot with the passing clouds, as more and more appeared.

Shivering, he stood up and figured he’d head up towards the library, born from a lack of a better idea on how to proceed or even get home. He sat on a wall in front of the library and warmed up, being grateful that he was not approached by anyone he knew. He launched the smart watch app that enabled him to see Jennifer’s location. She had made it home. Calling her for a ride was ridiculous, so he began a grueling jog towards the house, several miles away.
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He opened the front door, sweating, crusty, and exhausted. Jennifer was on the couch with a blanket shawled over her, head resting on the back of the couch, and her eyes were closed.

“I have thrown up several times,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I sprinted, I’m shaking, I feel like I’ve been beaten in a bar fight. I don’t know what’s happening, Jennifer.”

“Tell me. You had absolutely no idea?” she asked. “I don’t know what to do or say either, but I’m cold and feel sick.”

He walked in slowly and sat on the couch, under her scrutinizing gaze.

“Tell me again you had no idea you had a child. I need to be sure you weren’t just hiding this from me all this time.”

“Ugh, Jennifer, are you even sure this is all legit?” he asked. “I feel insane.”

“Jason.” She raised her voice, and it hurt everything he had. “How long have we wanted a child, and now you have one! You have one!”

He sat with his head lowered in ultimate and honest humility.

“Can I just ask if we’re sure? Is that test accurate?” he asked, after judging enough time had passed where he would not be beaten. “I don’t have children, or a child, or anything like that.”

“Annika. It’s right there.”

She handed him the laptop, open to the correct screen with Annika’s connection.

“Click on the message,” she said. “There’s a message from this person. I saw your reaction on the trail. You know this name.”

“Wait, what?” he asked. “You didn’t mention that.”

“It’s probably accurate,” she said with an ironic laugh through the former contents of her nose and sinuses. “I researched it last night. I mean, it’s real. And then I threw up.”

He read the message, with a groan, and then continued to click around through the screens as if searching for a glitch or an “Oops! We made a mistake” popup box. He then looked at her with directness, and without taking his eyes off of her. No child getting picked up by an angry parent or truancy cop felt as sheepish as he did at this moment. He could have been covered in maggots and wouldn’t have been surprised.

“Could they have swapped somehow my results with someone else’s spit?”

“Maybe, but no. Not really. Germany? 1991? Hardly.”

“I’m wrecked,” he said, keeping his eyes straight ahead. “All of a sudden I don’t feel like I inhabit the same body or my life of an hour ago. I don’t know how to say it, but I have an idea, but I have no idea how this is real.”

“It so is, and I’m ready to hear it,” she said. “Well, start talking.”

“No. I’m going to call them up,” he said. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

He stepped out into the front yard for a while, and she watched him punch numbers into the screen at various times, then pace back and forth. A few gesticulations with his hands now and then punctuated his sitting on the car bumper and walking down to the mailbox and back. It didn’t seem as if this was the same person from yesterday already, and she looked away, so as to not go down the road of making him more of a stranger in her mind than he was already now. She imagined they had some sort of crisis account manager for these types of verification-of-results calls.

“They say it’s accurate,” he said. He didn’t look up. “But there’s just no way this is real.”

“So, apparently, that senior year of high school that you don’t like to talk about was much different than I imagined,” she said. “If we did have children, at some point, were you going to tell me, but you didn’t because we were, I don’t know, infertile? And we both know who’s barren here, as if it wasn’t clear before.”

She sobbed while he sat and watched. He knew not to approach. It was true that name Annika was not entirely unfamiliar to him. Annika. He could still see her baby picture in the frame on the counter in that apartment all those years ago.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: Holiday Notes
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Karlsruhe, Spangdahlem // 1989


December 10, 1989



I loved your letter. I miss you and I think we should talk more. About possibilities. Forget the Day of the Castle. We were off that day, like off off. That was a long time ago now. I’m ready to come visit. Until then, here are the songs on the tape. My favorite Christmas songs are the following:



Anything by the Carpenters, esp. Merry Christmas Darling

Christmas (Baby Please Come Home) by U2

Peace on Earth/Little Drummer Boy by Bing Crosby and David Bowie

Last Christmas by Wham! (the exclamation mark is too much!)

Fairytale of New York by The Pogues (so weird, but so good)

Do They Know It’s Christmas by Band-Aid

Thank God It’s Christmas by Queen

It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year by Andy Williams



Play these and think of me. I miss the days in Holland and that night. Like, what are we thinking not being together? Remember Cynthia on the trip? I forgot to tell you she was on the train home with me and thought you were awesome and was jealous of our thing.



Jennifer



P.S. Mom says hi. Going in for more tests. Dad didn’t say hi, but he probably would if he thought about it.



December 18, 1989



J:

Got your songs. Groovy. Except for the Wham one, and I don’t know what the exclamation is all about. That video is hilarious with them all as couples in black and white at the ski lodge or whatever. Losers! The Pogues one, though—awesome, and Queen. I don’t know about the Bing Crosby and David Bowie one, kind of wacky. I was going to make you a tape, but it’ll have to be next month, sorry. We’ve been going to the Christmas market downtown all the time. I’ll write soon!



Jason





December 29, 1989



Your letter was so short. Why didn’t you say anything about me coming to visit? I thought things were kind of going well but I guess you don’t think so. Christmas isn’t feeling so Christmasy for a lot of reasons. I’m dreading this next year, also for a ton of reasons. Am I coming on too strong? You have to admit we had something special going on. I really fell for you.



Jennifer



After stewing for nearly a month about what to do with Jennifer and a few evening phone calls that he didn’t answer because it might be her, he began to hate the guilt. The phone calls had stopped, whoever it was. He did want to see the castle again and with her so one night he decided to call.

“I’m coming to visit you.”

“Jason? What are you talking about?”

“What are your Valentine’s Day plans?” he asked, twisting the phone cord in his left hand.

“I don’t have any,” she said. “I wasn’t sure if I’d hear from you again. Why didn’t you write?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why don’t you know?”

“Wait, I want to come see you. I can’t?”

“I swear. Is it just boys? So, like, are we trying for something here?”

“I think so,” he said. “I hope so.”

The spirit of the phone call lifted as he seemed to be getting through to her. Somehow, a creeping smile made its way across the Deutsche Telecomm phone lines and into his ear.

“I don’t get you. But I would love that.”

“OK, I’ll look at the train schedules. It’s a Wednesday, so how about that Saturday before? February 10th, early, and then I’ll come back home that night.”

“Great!”

“OK, I’m going to hang up and I’ll call you about a week before to make the final plans.”


February 14, 1990



Mom died. Who cares, right? I called and you didn’t answer, ever. My Dad calls it “radio silence” and he’s in the Air Force and knows, and I call it a bad sign, but he’s drinking so much I’m almost afraid. I made a new mix, but you’ll never see it. I need you right now. Don’t call me ever, this is insanity and the complexity of my feelings don’t outweigh the lack of potential we have.



J
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CHAPTER NINE: Ladies’ Night
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Fayetteville // 2021

“What is it with men and their fluids?” Jennifer said, her face lit by the blue light of her iPhone. The restaurant was dark, though each table contained what appeared to be an interrogation light above it, putting everyone’s chewing styles on high display.

“Fluids!” said Marrianne, seated across from Jennifer. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Think about it,” Jennifer said, a beer halfway gone on the table in front of her. “I force him to spit into a vial to find out if he’s going to get dementia, and that very fluid actually brings up memories that were best forgotten, of all things, in the greatest irony, and, well, the other fluid, if you know what I’m saying, and how there’s suddenly a daughter and we’re breaking. Seriously?”

Marrianne sighed. “Yet here we are.”

Jennifer raised her phone screen to within a foot of Marrianne’s face.

“That’s her. Does she look like Jason?”

“You already showed me. And yeah, a little, I guess.”

Marrianne put her ringless left hand on Jennifer’s forearm, as A-Ha’s “Take on Me” assaulted their fifty-something ears in a booth in the bar area of the restaurant. The smell of grease and alcohol and low-octane perfume kicked up each time the server breezed by with squeaking shoes. Marrianne’s dark brown hair was shiny and pulled back into a severe ponytail, and her morning-applied eyeliner was showing its age around her deepening eye wrinkles.

“So, amiga, with my travels being over, I’m ready to hear all this. How long has it been since this all came up?” Marrianne asked. “Better part of three weeks or so?”

“A month,” Jennifer said. “I mean, things are just different now.”

“So, what is he saying at this point?”

“So, I told him about the message from her when we came home from the run. At first, I figured I’d see how it all went with just the results screen, but then I did end up showing him her message. It was just a probing, careful sort of message. I mean, you remember, I sent it to you.”

Jennifer pulled out her phone and spent a few moments tapping around to launch the app and pull up the message.

“Here it is,” she said.

“I know, I read it already,” Marrianne said. “But, when you told him about the message, the genie was already out of the bottle because you had seen the screen listing her, right?”

“Yeah. Well, when I showed him her message he started to believe it a little more because the timing worked out and there was something about her name. I mean, we haven’t responded yet and it’s been a month. He’s still half-heartedly denying this person is his, but he knows and does it for me,” Jennifer said. She picked up her beer glass and swirled it around. “I hate beer. What am I doing? And why is the music so loud?”

“What about you?” Marrianne asked. Her teeth were perfect, and she had managed to keep all remnants of the deep-fried pickles out of them.

“The evidence is clear, I mean, the DNA evidence doesn’t lie,” she said. “He just distrusts it because his brainy people at work think it’s like astrology.”

“They’re art professors, aren’t they? Don’t they live in a weird, fantasy world of their own?” Marrianne asked.

“I don’t know, but he seems to be living there now. That’s for sure.”

“OK, surely, you’ve asked him about this whole thing generally. He was messing around in high school with some chick, right?”

“He told me all he knows. She was half-German and half-American. Her name was Silke,” Jennifer said. “Can you believe it? Silke? Sounds like some fantasy sea creature. So, he and I had dated in our little teenager way, barely even a kiss, and had broken up, and then in his senior year he dated this girl, and he swears one time they did it and she got pregnant. In his parents’ Audi or something.”

“Eek. But it’s happened before, always to that person nobody would ever guess it from,” Marrianne said and began singing, “Tale as old as time...”

“Stop. But, yeah, that’s two pieces of strong evidence. He admits hooking up with a girl, and then in his DNA results, he’s got a child at the exact right age. 1991. A date which will live in infamy!”

Jennifer sat back and folded her arms as Marrianne took a bite of her food.

“Man, how many of these stories were supposed to stay in the past and are exploding people’s lives, I mean lies,” Marrianne said and took a sip of her drink. “Well, either, really.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” Jennifer said. “He also thinks this might be some sort of scam or a way to steal his identity. I mean, I kind of hope it is a scam, so we can just shun it and move on.”

“Nah, I hate to tell you, he’s got a child,” Marrianne said. “And, come on, let’s go through the hard part. Is it killing you?”

“Killing,” Jennifer said, tears forming in her eyes. “I’m dead. I am barely holding it together.”

“I know.”

“We knew I was the reason we can’t have children,” Jennifer said. “And then we were not going to have kids together, in the same boat. Now, it’s just me.”

“That’s hell,” Marrianne said. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for listening and not trying to solve,” Jennifer said. “At the same time, I’m not going to leave him or something like that. I mean, unless he just starts, or has been, lying about all of this and he really knew and all that. And the thing is, I think we can manage the dementia element. I’ve already been making green smoothies and salads and trying to manage his ph balance to reduce the acidic blah blah and all that. We’ve increased our running, and that’s something we can agree and focus on. I do see little signs here and there, but nothing terribly big. Yet.”

“OK, so he swears he didn’t know she was pregnant?” Marrianne asked.

“Right,” Jennifer said. “He did not know about the existence of this child, as far as he’s saying. I think I believe him. I mean, you should see him. We’re like sparring diplomats every time we talk about it because in our efforts to keep things together, I don’t want to ask something that he’ll lie about, and he doesn’t say as much as I can tell he has in his head.”

“So, you think there’s more to the story?”

“It was in the olden times, before email and websites and social media and phones and the hive mind,” Jennifer said. “They lost track, I guess, and/or this woman decided to keep this baby, assuming it’s his...”

“It is.”

“And voila, break out the cigars from the decades.”

“Keep probing,” Marrianne said. “For sure. Soon. Can I ask another hard question? Well, I’m going to. Is it too soon to ask if you are even slightly, maybe, happy that you could be a stepmother figure?”

“No. Not yet,” she said. “Well, maybe.”

“It may be the road you head down now, and you need to embrace it. It sure will be his road.”

“I know. There’s more to this all. Like the name Annika. Like right out of a movie when he saw that that was her name, his eyes looked past me, past the computer, right back into, you know, the sands of time. That name means something to him.”

“Ah, see, there you go,” Marrianne said. “There is more.”

Driving home safely an hour later, only half of one beer in her, mixing with fried pickles and bread and cheese dip, she felt calmer than she had in a month. The venting session with a girlfriend could not be replicated, she knew, especially with a man, however close he was.

As she pulled into the driveway, she saw an incoming call from Spencer Carr, Jason’s father. She groaned, mind going through all the potential reasons for the call—from Jason’s mother passing to the need to pick up some food or even The Situation. She quickly repented and answered.

“Hello, sir!”

“Hey, are you with Jason?”

“I just pulled into the driveway,” she said. “What’s up? Everything OK?”

“Stay there real quick if you would. I’m having real trouble with something and maybe you can help me,” he said. “Is Jason going to actually go visit this daughter in Germany?”

“Oh. Huh. Well, we’re still letting all this sink in,” she said. “How are you two holding up with the news? We’re about a month into this new existence, aren’t we?”

The second week after discovering the DNA results, Jason and Jennifer had sat down with Spencer to relay the details. Everyone had instantly agreed to not loop Barbara in, due to her delicate mental state and the fact that she, maybe mercifully, would not remember from day to day anyway. Jennifer had been playing back the wording used, the fact that they were hungry, and any other factor that contributed to how it went.

“What do you mean?” Spencer had said. He stood up abruptly and walked to the window where he stared into the distance, which neither of them had ever seen except for in the movies.

He had been wearing a pair of tan Dockers pants with a tucked-in, light blue button-up shirt all held together with a twisted leather belt that yet soldiered on from the exchange service catalog where he had ordered it in the 1980s. He still had a ring of hair around the back of his head, with the top being completely free of hair. The octogenarian years were smooth enough so far for him.

“If it’s true, OK, who then is the mother, that Silke girl? Why would she announce this so many years later? Wouldn’t she just give up at some point?”

Filling him in on all that they knew, he sat and stood a few times with the standard questions that anyone who knew them were posing. The same questions the two of them had asked each other and themselves through the thirty days and nights. He alternated between clenching his fists until his fingers turned white and releasing them. At the end, he simply bade them an insincere “good night” and retreated to the bedroom to check on his wife and never returned. They sat for awhile in shock and eventually set the house alarm for him then walked down the street back to their house.

“So, you’re still in the driveway, right?”

She smiled and checked the lit-up house windows for any sign of Jason.

“I wish I had some better news for you,” she said. “I’m sorry it’s been such a shock.”

“Listen, can I tell you something?” he asked and continued without hearing her response. “I think it’s just time. This is a little strange to say to you all of a sudden. My father was murdered by the Germans during the war.”

“I hate that so much,” Jennifer said. “We’ve heard a few bits and pieces through the years about how he was a veteran, but you haven’t actually said too much about it. I’m so sorry, and I can’t even imagine.”

“He was not just a veteran but had actually been captured in the middle of December of 1944 and was part of nearly a hundred POWs that were massacred by the SS in Belgium,” he said. “From a few survivors that testified later, they believe he was one who tried to run, but they were nearly all machine gunned. I never told this to Jason.”

She sat stunned in the car. She turned off the engine and headlights in case Jason wondered why she was huddled out in the car. She made sure to take her foot off the brake pedal, also, in case it was casting any red light.

“I didn’t want to move to Germany for those years when Jason was in school. I was very much invested in my career, and the opportunity came open there. Someone told me I had to if I wanted to move ahead,” he said. “I know it sounds like the actual opposite of what I might have done, but I had to or it was communicated to me that I would be put out to pasture or potentially even removed. When we found out my father died, I was about seven, and I can still see him boarding that train to go be brave and save us. And as it turns out, all those years later I worked with those Germans and I lived near them, but I don’t think I ever can get past it. They’re not a friendly people.”

“Three or four years, right?”

“We stayed for four,” he said. “It could have been one more, but I wanted to come back here.”

“Does Jason know these details? Should he?”

“No,” he said. “Bits and pieces again. Let’s not tell him just yet. I don’t know why, let’s just wait.”

“Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I know that this woman Silke is half German.”

“You know, we had tried to talk Jason out of going out with that girl,” he said. “We always liked you instead.”

“What was she like?”

“We didn’t trust her. He kept her away from us, so we never even really got to know her, and they didn’t date for but a few months, we think, but it was so long ago, we just don’t know. I won’t speculate anymore, I guess.”

“Dad,” she said, calling him that only rarely. “Jason didn’t know, right?”

“Right.”

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“Positive.”
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CHAPTER TEN: Initiating Contact
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Fayetteville // 2022

“Just click right there on ‘Send a message,’” Jennifer said. “Seriously, it’s been nine months since she last contacted you. Come on, let’s just get this over with already.”

“It’s possible she’s changed her mind,” Jason said.

“She wrote three times. I don’t think so. She wouldn’t really have opted into any of this if she didn’t want to hear from you,” she said. “Who knows? The stories are endless of people’s lives blowing up, sometimes in a very good way. I’ve been watching the videos online, but here we are.”

“Right.”

“We’re way past anyone’s life being blown up as a limiting factor here. She opted to put herself out there with the ability to be contacted by any relatives,” Jennifer said, still doing her best to stay calm. “Come on, you need to do this. Let’s get it started. We have begun to eat better, and we’re tackling DNA Thing One and now we need to tackle DNA Thing Two.”

“I am glad you’re pushing me to do this,” Jason said. “Even though she could be really weird or want one of my livers.”

“I need answers,” she said. “I want to get this started already.”

“I know,” Jason said. “It’s time to end all of this in some way. I hope.”

He paused again, looking at the screen, drumming fingers next to the keyboard on the laptop surface.

“Give me a minute, OK?”

“Fine,” she said matter-of-factly, heading into the kitchen. “I’m going to make dinner then. When you’re ready, I’ll teach you how to tap the message button.”

“Actually, I’m going to take a quick run,” Jason said and headed back to the bedroom to change. “Or not so quick. I’m sorry, go ahead and just eat.”

“Hope you come back after,” she yelled to him down the hallway.

After pulling on his t-shirt and a pair of those athleisure pants that he had finally discovered years after the rest of the exercise world had, he laced up his running shoes, popped in his earbuds, and headed out. Passing the houses on both sides of him, he worked up a sweat immediately in the September evening, which was as sultry and oppressive as had ever been described in any Southern novel.

He needed to go see Amanda the counselor again at some point soon. He thought back to the first time they had met after he found out about this supposed daughter, only a few days after the trail run revelation and Jennifer’s declaration of her existence.

“So, tell me about the DNA test!” Amanda had said. “I’ve been actually meaning to call you about it.”

Jason related to her the double-barreled results of the test, with a few pauses and spreading out of arms and sitting back against the couch and then back up again, finally waiting for a response from her. Her face, though with years of purposeful poker face practice, had betrayed several emotions throughout his recounting.

“Jason. This is amazing!” she had said. “I’m so excited for you!”

He stared at her, while seated on a comfortable orange couch in her dimly lit office. An essential oils diffuser puffed away near him, and she sat cross-legged on her chair, hair pulled up in a messy bun, a clipboard for notes sitting on her lap. The very comforts he always felt in this office felt oppressive suddenly.

“Seriously?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have waited to see how you’re taking this news. What a shock, for sure.”

“Here it is, I know you’re curious,” Jason said, slowly resuming his position. “I’ve been trying to piece it all together, but I really can’t. The betrayal I feel is just shattering.”

“I do want to hear about that, definitely. This use of ‘betrayal.’ I’m trying not to use the ‘unpacking’ word, but yeah, there’s a lot in that word, for sure. But tell me what happened.”

“Well, nothing, in some weird teenage way we broke up, then hooked up in the back of my parents’ Mercedes the night before we went CONUS, and she must have gotten pregnant.”

“CONUS?”

“We got transferred back to the ‘Continental United States,’ as they say in the military. You know, POTUS, FLOTUS, and all that. It was a confluence of factors that all hit at once. A breakup, a hookup the night before I left, and bam.”

The last few words barely came out. Jason paused and leaned over with a few dry heaves but started crying with no possibility of stopping for a minute. He found breathing difficult, and even though he’d cried since Jennifer had told him, he hadn’t been hit with anything like this. Amanda walked over to the couch and sat by him, putting her hand on his shoulder.

“Let it out,” she said. “Seriously. This is not nothing. You’ve been dealt a card that materialized out of nowhere, maybe your worst dream.”

Jason sobbed. Finally.

“Creating a baby. A new life. I always knew I only wanted to do that with a wife and stability and have a little family and have a job and go to a little church and paint Easter eggs. This, though.”

“And yet,” Amanda said.

He sat back and leaned his head on the back of the couch.

“I know, I know. But all these years later.”

“It’s my job to delve into this, Jason, but may I ask, why are you not unbelievably relieved that she did not, say, terminate the baby? Just asking, based on what I understand to be your traditional beliefs.”

“In many ways, I am, of course,” Jason said. “The biggest thing I have worried about is my relationship with Jennifer and the complexities around mothers and daughters, with her mother having died from cancer when we were in high school. The range of emotions I’ve had are vast and complex and are combinations of thoughts I’d never thought of having singly, let alone in pairs or overlapping. I mean, a baby, holy crap.”

“Jason. This is so big, there’s not much, in a way, that you can do other than just feel it. Accept it. Think of her. Think of them through those years.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s the range of emotions. She had a baby, for crying out loud. She had nine months of pregnancy, then so far thirty years of raising a child, and who knows alone or with a partner.”

“You’re very good to think of her during this time, and, again, because it’s my job, I have to say that the complexities around this for her were just as big, and much bigger in many ways,” Amanda said. “They were spread out over the months and years while you’re being hit with all of this in a matter of minutes and days.”

“We’re literally in the frickin’ future, aren’t we?” Jason asked, marveling, head laid back again on the back of the couch. “Imagine the secrets that were meant to stay in the past now just being exploded into people’s lives. This technology is just sinister or wonderful.”

“Do you wish it had stayed secret?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t right now.”

“How is Jennifer taking it?” Amanda asked. “I know the devastation you’ve told me about not having been able to have kids of your own together. This is a whole other level of nightmare for her, I imagine.”

He looked down at his hands and closed his eyes. He then looked up at her and frowned.

“She’s been in full western front shell shock from just hearing about this person,” Jason said. “She thinks maybe I knew about the pregnancy. I would probably think that, too.”

“Sure,” Amanda said. “Normal.”

“And what of the mother... what was her name?” Amanda asked.

Jason began to speak and had to bite back the name due to impending sobs he was barely holding down again. He saw her on the tower, in the car. The barges, the cologne. The music. The sheen of sweat on her cheek.

They sat in silence for one minute as Jason looked down at the floor, breathing deeply.

“Silke. I haven’t spoken that name so frequently for years, decades, very much on purpose, and now I’m saying that name to you and to Jennifer. Of all people. Before you ask, I’m afraid to look her up. I have not, in all these years.”

“Take your time,” Amanda said, sitting towards the front of her chair in the universal indication that however serious of a topic was under the microscope, it had a time limit. “Really, not to be sarcastic, but it’s been thirty years, a few more weeks or months won’t change anything.”

“I’m just grateful for your input,” Jason said. 

“One more thing?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“And I’m so sorry to hear about the medical part of the diagnosis. But it seems controllable to some extent, right?”

“I think we’ll do what we can, but I am waking up suddenly pretty frequently, even patting myself to see if I’m still alive. It’s not dreams as much as, well, who knows.”

“Another one more thing?” she asked. “Contact the girl. No better time than the present.”

Now, months later, Jason concluded his run around the neighborhood, after a brief stop at the overlook at the old summer camp. He found Jennifer sitting at the table eating and he joined her.

“I’m ready,” he said after they’d eaten and discussed anything but. Neither brought it up.

“Nothing like the endorphins from a run and some calories to clarify things,” she said.

He moved over to where she was on the couch, and they picked up the laptop. The stock imagery on the DNA service website showed such happy faces that he wondered what could possibly be wrong with heading down this road?


Hello Annika,



My name is Jason Carr. I am a professor of graphic design in Arkansas, in the United States. You’ve probably never heard of it. More importantly, I lived in Karlsruhe, Germany, from 1986–1990, with my family who was stationed there as part of the U.S. Army. I see that you live there now.



Anyway, you have come up as a match for me since we seem to share a lot of the same DNA. I have to admit to some shock, as I discovered this nearly nine months ago and have waited to contact you. I’d be interested to hear from you.



Jason Carr



After going back and forth a bit on the wording, Jason and Jennifer sat back and glanced at it again, deeming it worthy of sending. Jason hesitated.

“Should I put all those details?” he asked. “She didn’t.”

“Why not, at this point?” she asked.

“Do you want to hit ‘Send’?” Jason asked.

“Sure.”

Jennifer reached out and hit the Send button. They both stared at the screen for a moment, until Jennifer closed the laptop slowly, tapping on it lovingly a few times after.

“I know you just ran, but I need a walk,” she said.

Without speaking anymore, they gathered up a set of keys, Jason took another puff of an asthma inhaler, and they closed the house’s front door behind them. Near the mailbox, she took his hand and sighed. It was a long walk, and they never spoke. Had they not left their phones in the house, they would have felt the buzz and heard the ding of a response from Annika.
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Fayetteville // 2022

Late afternoon in September in Arkansas was still muggy and buggy and better spent indoors, yet Jason ventured out onto the school’s upper outside deck to try to get some emailing done. It was still much too hot, but he was trying to force fall to arrive. The rolling green and misty hills of the Boston Mountains stretched out before his view. All the same, he could tell he wouldn’t last too long out in this heat.

He re-read the message that came in nearly immediately last night while they strolled around the neighborhood.


Hello Jason,



Incredible! I was very excited to receive your message. I do live in Karlsruhe and have my whole life. I was born to my mother here, who has told me I have an American father that used to live here. It seems that the timeline works and that you could be my father! I had given up hope of finding you, and we assume for now it is you, but entered my DNA into this system (and a few others), in hopes of making contact with you.



To set your mind at ease, I do not want anything from you and I am not terminally ill or something of this nature. I truly just want to meet my father, and, again, according to this website, you are probably him! Perhaps we should speak on the phone soon to verify some more details. I’m sure you know this, but I am seven hours ahead of you in time.



I look forward to hearing back from you very soon. I do not know if this has come to a shock for you or if you knew about me, but I hope we can talk further very soon.



Annika Schmidt

Phone: (0721) 7 27 52



He and Jennifer had agreed on waiting until today to respond, to ponder anything he may want to include in the response. After thirty minutes on the deck trying to put together the correct language, sweat beginning to pour down him more and more, he instead headed home, figuring a little more pondering could only be good. At home, clothes sticky and wet on his body, he sat at the kitchen table and opened the laptop again.

He took a stab at a quick response, nothing more deep inspiring him.


Annika,

Are you available tomorrow? I’m not sure what you do for work, but I would call at about 11:00 a.m. my time, so it’s possibly after work for you, assuming a standard workday. My phone number is (479) 222-3334, just so you have it. I will call you from that number at 6:00 p.m. your time?

Jason Carr



He had barely clicked on a link from his email to wallow in some mandated university trainings on network security when a response from her arrived.

“German efficiency!”


Jason,

I look forward to speaking tomorrow at that time! I will watch for your call. By the way, I have not told my mother that we have made contact. She does not know that I have even attempted such a thing. I ask you to please not attempt to contact her in any way. This would be very much a shock to her, and I will explain tomorrow. Tschüss!

Annika



He screenshotted the email and texted it to Jennifer.

“This is moving fast,” Jennifer said.

Later that night as they lay in bed, Jennifer dozed off while Jason had his phone’s Notes app open, making a list of questions to ask this Annika. Every few minutes, he shifted his position, causing the bed to slightly creak, and at one point he dropped his phone, which slid off his body, off the bed, and onto the floor. The sound created from the slick phone as it hit the wood floor was akin to an anvil landing on a piano, causing Jason to curse and Jennifer to use uncommon words as she sat up straight.

“Argh, sorry,” Jason said, rolling out of bed and kneeling on the floor. “Were you sleeping?”

“Mostly,” she said.

“Since you’re wide awake now, and I blame stupid Apple for making these phones as slick as ice, I have a question for you.”

“I’m tired.”

He put the phone on the table next to the bed, next to his book light, bottles of Tums and Pepto Bismol pills, and a well-worn copy of Tolkien’s The Return of the King. Any one of these items could cascade to the floor during the night, which Jennifer had yet to learn to accept as a necessary element of their nocturnal experience.

“How are you so OK with this?” he said, grabbing the book light and lying back down. He rolled and faced her in the bed. “The Annika Thing.”

Jennifer rolled from having been facing away from him onto her back.

“The Annika Thing. I honestly have no idea why I am or am not,” she said, her voice ragged and sleepy. “As it turns out, it was maybe the better of the two pieces of news we had with that test. I mean, this has taken our minds off the dementia element, ironically.”

“That’s the weirdest part of this. That’s a bad diagnosis. Bad. But it almost seems distant. Hard to explain. But that morning you told me about her, I wasn’t sure you were going to stick it out,” he said. “I mean, with your mom’s passing and then no kids for us, we’ve been able to devote our lives just to each other. I’m terrified about you.”

“I’ll be honest,” she said, eyes closed. “I’ve had a few ladies’ nights where it’s been the main topic of conversation, and it’s been really hard. Advice from, let’s say, all sides and solutions. Especially from Marrianne. She’s been great. The advice from Courtney would not have me lying here with you right now.”

“Yikes, Courtney,” he said. “I figured you were talking to your friends, and I welcome it. Like I have a say? It’s hardly something that I can or want to keep secret, I guess.”

“It took a while to process it, almost in a weird version of the stages of grief, but kind of the reverse,” she said. “Maybe we were living in a sort of persistent grief about infertility, and this has been a process of coming back from it. I don’t know.”

She rolled and faced him.

“The first few days and weeks and months, probably six, clearly, I was pretty confused and may always be. With the ladies, some prayer, and long walks, it has just seeped into me more. A bit still dribbles to the floor and hasn’t made its way in, but it will. Soon, I hope.”

“There’s been a general thaw,” he said. “You’re all I need, I hope you know.”

“I want children more than anything, and the prayers I’ve said through the years, and, nothing.”

She dabbed at the tears falling from her eyes with her pajama sleeve and sniffled.

“I have thought that in some universe I am a mother,” she said, looking into the distance behind Jason. “But, apparently, not in this one. You will have to be the sole parent in my life, as it were.”

Jason sighed and lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

“I am ready, Jason. I actually think it’s easy, in a way. You have a daughter, and as the ladies told me, ‘we’ have a daughter, and she’s grown and stable, I guess. It’ll be so interesting to see her and get to know her. We can exchange Christmas e-cards and all that. I don’t know how much more I need from her or want from her, but I’m kind of ready to do whatever is acceptable, maybe a little more.”

He nodded slowly, which she could feel.

“She never told me,” he said.

“Right,” she said. “You have sworn to me you didn’t know.”

“I did not know I had a daughter in Germany.”

“I believe you. I do,” she said. “I kind of knew you had done something towards the end over there and never said you hadn’t ever, you know, done it, but I just never wanted to think about those things.”

“I haven’t had the benefit of ladies’ nights,” he said, laughing softly. “But some good jogs and, honestly, the sessions with Amanda have been really critical. I’d love for you to come with me, but she says she doesn’t do couples.”

“I’m glad you’ve had her,” Jennifer said. “In case you were wondering, I don’t want to be on the call with Annika tomorrow. I think that’s just for you.”

“Of course,” he said.

***
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“Hallo?”

Jason suddenly couldn’t speak. He squeaked and slightly choked, hearing her voice. It wasn’t any voice he knew, but some sort of unspoken family connection in it shot straight through his soul, and he wasn’t prepared for what happened to him in the moment.

“Hallo? I can’t hear you,” Annika said.

“Hi, Annika, this is Jason Carr. It’s so nice to meet you,” he said. “I don’t know why I actually didn’t think of this, but should we do a FaceTime call? Do you have an iPhone?”

“I do, and that is a wonderful idea,” Annika said, her English clearly a close second in languages, or maybe tied with German. The accent was not subtle, and a bit stronger than Jason had imagined. “Hang on. OK, hang up and just accept that now.”

Jason was not prepared for the features in that face, or the hair, or the smile, and absolutely not ready for the eyes and thick, dark eyebrows. The eyes slightly large, caring yet full of some mischief in their angles, so much not what he remembered of the typical staid German face. But she was only part German, and some clear Carr.

“Oh, wow, there you are,” Jason said, studying her for a minute, tears forming in his eyes. Oversized lips to match the large eyes, but very light skin and light brown, straight hair.

“And there you are. I have waited a long time to meet you,” Annika said, laughing, with some tears and reddened eyes.

Neither said anything for several seconds, a duet of sniffles and laughs, conducted by eye wiping and nose blowing.

“Well,” Jason said. “I can see it, and I can see Silke in there. I’m in shock.”

“I can tell you,” Annika said, “even though I only have a few photos on social media, I have Googled you and looking for you on Facebook. I was pretty sure when I saw your LinkedIn page that I had the right man.”

“I tell my students that LinkedIn is going to be important for their lives, but who knew how important,” Jason said, laughing and wiping his eyes. “I’m not too much on Facebook as you’ve probably seen.”

“I have not used the sites in a while, and for many years when I was younger, I would put up a photo, my mother would go in and take it down,” Annika said. “But this is the reason I have done this, to find you. I am very surprised this actually worked.”

“I have to tell you, I’ve doubted this whole thing, Annika,” Jason said, his voice husky and just above a whisper. “I do have to admit this was a shock to hear about you. It took me some months to process that you came up as a match for me. In truth, I only got the DNA test for medical reasons, and this was just a byproduct or, let’s say, aftershock.”

“I hope that the medical reason turned out to be nothing. Is this so?”

“It’ll be fine. Nothing to worry about, I think.”

“This is very good! So, can I ask you one of my main questions?” Annika asked. “I’m sorry to be so bold.”

“Of course,” Jason said, imagining he’d have more time for the hard stuff.

“It’s a little bit of a hard question, and I’m sorry. How did it end with my mother? It must have been hard to leave to go back to the States knowing she was pregnant. It’s no judgment, I’m just curious. In fact, it happened a lot, especially with the soldiers and German girls through the years.”

“Oh, Annika,” he said. “There is no way to say this other than the exact truth: I did not know about the pregnancy.”

She closed her eyes and bowed her head with a sigh. She then nodded as she looked back at him in the screen.

“I think that makes sense. She had this simmering anger in regards to my father, and I knew pretty early on to stop asking. But it didn’t stop me, and I tried through the years, but it really seemed something bad had happened. It has been a big mystery to me, to say the least.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” he said. “I can’t even imagine.”

“I hope we can discuss it more,” she said. “Too soon to ask probably. I apologize.”

“So,” Jason said, pausing a few seconds. “Do you think you ever will tell her you have contacted me?”

“No,” she said, matter-of-fact. “It’s not a good thing for her. I have not been able to really understand how angry she has been all these years. Sometimes, I think not, and then other times, it is clear she is holding on to some things. I do not entirely understand why she has been so secretive. I just had to trust her, ultimately.”

Jason looked at the screen, seeing so much of what he remembered of Silke from that brief spell in his life so many years ago. How much pain and how many rainy German days and sunny days and holidays and train trips and workdays had passed with this poor girl not understanding anything about a large part of her past. He suppressed a combination of chest-compressing sadness and a rising rage about not knowing about this sweet person all these years.

Anything with Silke died as soon as he arrived at college, before email and while he met new college girls and girlfriends. He had chalked up that night at the river to some sort of nostalgic fluke and last-night-on-the-continent experimentation. Surprise.

“I do have something that I think you’ll find interesting, Jason,” Annika said. “I am a librarian at the American Library on the old Smiley Barracks. The former base library is still running as a public library, still with American books or books in English, and it’s very popular. The Army left it here with all the books in 1995 after withdrawing.”

“No kidding!” Jason said, truly shocked. He had no idea that anything remaining of the Americans was left in any sort of the same capacity. “Is it just like the old days?”

“We have kept it almost the exact same,” she said. “Same building as ever, probably many of the same books, though we always purchase new ones. We are official part of the Karlsruhe city library system. In fact, my boss is Frau Volker, and she has expressed interest in meeting you. She has been here so long she was the head librarian while the Army still ran the library. She will remember many of the people you knew here, perhaps.”

“Incredible,” Jason said. “I have to tell you, I’ve been weirdly upset by the thought of my world being completely gone since the old days there in Karlsruhe.”

“Well, not completely gone, I think,” Annika said, laughing. “There are a few important things still.”

“Good point! You know what I mean,” Jason laughed. “While we’re on this topic, what else is left from the Army days? The movie theater or bowling alley or any of that?”

“You’ll have to come visit,” she said. “Why don’t you both come visit me and I’ll show you around what’s left here. No movie theater, no bowling alley, but the housing is still here and several other things. They call this part of the city now Nordstadt or North of the City.”

“Actually, I think I will,” he said. “Sooner than later. I have some research over there I’ve been meaning to do in another location, and I should combine them.”

“Maybe bring your wife?” she said.

“I don’t know,” he said. “She’s still getting used to all this.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That was inappropriate of me. Is she doing OK?”

“She’s getting used to it slowly,” he said and talked about Jennifer and how she had lived a few hours north of Karlsruhe in Spangdahlem during those same years.

“Annika, I have so much more to ask you about Karlsruhe, and however weird it may seem to you, I do want to hear about Silke and what her life has been like through these years.”

“I’m happy to tell you, and you should know she’s as crazy and off-the-wall, I think you say, as she ever was, probably much more so now. But, please, again I ask you to not attempt to contact her in any way. Maybe someday, but for now it is not so good.”

“Understood. And believe me, I will go to my grave not speaking to her if you ask me, and if I can help it, beyond that. But tell me one thing: Did she ever get married or have any other children? What has her life been like?” Jason asked.

“She was married for a few years in the early 2000s to a soldier who stuck around, worked out at Germersheim—you remember that place? The United States still has a base thing there even today. Well, it did not go well. I’m not sure she’s meant to be married, really. We’ll talk more about it.”

“Thank you. Annika, thank you for meeting us. I’m so happy,” Jason said, smiling widely. “This is going to be fun. And, hey, really, thank you so much for putting yourself out there.”

“I hope we can talk soon,” she said, smiling. “Bye now.”

A trip back to Germany was suddenly all he could think about. Those research funds sitting in his university account had accumulated for exactly this, he figured. It was time.
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CHAPTER TWELVE: Spring Heat
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Karlsruhe // 1990 

“There it is,” Silke said. “My beautiful Karlsruhe.”

Emerging from the little square room on the roof of the Turmberg castle tower, they walked over to the railing overlook to find an enchanted combination of setting sun, a sizzling carpet of tiny static and moving lights, and a mist over the Rhine River far out to the west. The Turmberg tower ruin remained as the last element of a 13th century castle that loomed on the hillside site overlooking both the village of Durlach and the larger city of Karlsruhe to the west. It consisted of a motley collection of dark gray blocks and bricks that must have had a perfect view of the plains below, and the town folk at the bottom of the hill must have been in constant awe of the stronghold above.

“This is awesome,” he said. “I had always heard about this and just hadn’t made it over here. Right now, I’m glad I did wait.”

They stood next to each other, leaning against the railing, like a couple of royals surveying their huge tracts of land. Their shoulders touched slightly, which Jason found nuclear, the heat of the April evening and hundreds of steps inside the tower assembled to radiate Silke’s perfume into Jason’s senses. He had no idea what kind of scent he was providing to the scene but hoped the English Leather cologne was making a respectable appearance. Smoke rose from the factory stacks next to the Rhine as the sun fell directly behind and sank below the horizon. To the south were the hills of the Black Forest.

“I can sort of see where we were at the Rhine last weekend,” Jason said. They had walked along the bike trails that snaked along the river, watching the ships and barges streaming by. In a few spots, she had pointed out some old German war bunker ruins, which were remnants of the Westwall or Siegried Line built in the 1930s.

“I enjoyed that, at least the river part. The war stuff, a little creepy but also very cool. You kind of wonder why they don’t demolish it and get rid of any signs of the war.”

“They should,” she said. “Or maybe not? That’s the question, I guess. I kind of don’t care.”

“Which way is Rheinland Kaserne in Ettlingen?” he asked, staring in the direction he imagined it being. “My dad has to travel over there every so often for some sort of meetings. Or am I speaking too much and we should be thinking about life and meaning and all that?”

“I like to listen to you speak. You know that, right?”

“You do?”

She smiled and looked out towards the city again, pointing.

“It’s over there. Straight down to our left. In fact, I dated a guy from there once,” she said, smiling. “I don’t think it was your dad, though. This guy was much younger.”

“Ah... well, maybe this wasn’t the best idea for a conversation topic,” he said with a nervous giggle. “There isn’t one from each of the bases, is there? Because there are like five bases. You have Gerszewski, Neureut...”

She punched his shoulder. Less nuclear, but also not not nuclear. “He was the only soldier I dated, probably, so don’t worry.”

Suddenly, a few fighter planes came relatively low over the hills, headed south.

“Ooh, F-18s, my father tells me. So loud,” he said.

“Are they American?”

“I think they’re Canadian,” he said. “There’s a Canadian Air Force base just south of here, isn’t there? The Cold War ain’t so cold, man! It’s kind of scary.”

“Eh. Fascinating,” she said, turning to him. “I want to dance.”

“One more thing,” he said. “Seriously, do you think the Soviets will ever actually attack us?”

“Come on,” she said, grabbing his left hand with her right, fingers interlocking. “Of course they will. Let’s go before they do. There’s lots to do.”

Above them flew the yellow and red striped flag of the region high up on the flagpole. It registered to him only distantly, due to the drunkenness he suddenly felt about holding hands with this once-unobtainable beauty, whom he felt out-leagued him by magnitudes of coolness and sexiness.

“Hang on,” he said, stopping. He held up their clasped hands as she turned. “What is this? How is this possible? Es ist ein Traum?”

They were about halfway from the overlook railing to the small building with the stairwell that would take them down to ground level. The flag flapped, and he could hear a car honk a few times down in the town. The slight rush of the funicular on its rails ascending the hill sounded urgent, and the sun had just dropped below the Rhine.

They stood face-to-face. Her hair, night black, as with the first time he had met her up on the palace tower down in the city, was pulled high on the sides up to the top of her head, cascading down the back of her head, well down her back. He wasn’t sure how she applied the makeup in the manner it laid on her face, almost like smoke around her eyes with an eyeliner that curled out slightly at the outer corners of her eyes. Her lipstick was a bright red, almost a hot pink, and, even though he imagined she didn’t really need to, she had done something to her eyebrows to make them a darker black than they probably were naturally. Again, he looked down at her lips, which were full, much fuller than he remembered, which surprised him, as he had thought about her nearly nonstop the past few weeks. 

“What do you think? I just want to know why you haven’t kissed me yet after all these weeks,” Silke said, looking into his eyes. She grabbed his other hand, and he silently thanked God and the stars and his earlier shoe choice that they were the same height, which should make the next few minutes, or months, go much smoother.

“Well, I—”

She didn’t wait for a response and kissed him forcefully, from which he didn’t retreat and, in fact, concentrated all his effort. The muse of the moment leading him well beyond his abilities, he removed his hands from hers and placed one on each side of her face, just below the ears, slowly caressing her right cheek with his left thumb. She was lightly sweating in the evening heat and humidity, as her arms went around his waist and then down into his back jeans pockets and pulled his hips closer to hers. With no good reason to stop, accompanied by his biggest wishes that no other tower sightseer bumbled out of the stair structure, the kiss continued with slight involvement of the tongue and the occasional soft bite of his lower lip that about dropped him to the ground. He moved his right hand down to her neck, caressing it, and they both pulled back slightly to stare again into each other’s eyes. He knew he was the envy of all men through history.

“You do have some European in there somewhere, I’m starting to understand,” she said, leaning her forehead against his, where it remained for a few seconds. He stood stunned and didn’t have a language anymore.

She stepped a few paces backwards and, with head back, raised her hands in the air and let out a sort of whoop. “We’re going dancing!”

“Who, us now? I don’t really....”

After a combination of the funicular railroad down to the bottom, a streetcar ride back over to Karlsruhe that involved some barely societally acceptable kissing, he found himself entering the completely mobbed Unverschämt disco club with her, dressed entirely too American and goofy, and suddenly pinballing between every type of person he could imagine from young Germans to American soldiers and Turkish guys. Later, his thoughts of the evening made him think of the cantina scene in Star Wars with the creatures from all over the galaxy. The walls were covered with angular and jagged designs that seemed to dance in the flashing lights. The music was deafening, a smoke or mist snaked throughout the room, the smell of beer and other drinks drenching his senses, and he followed her onto the dance floor where she moved to the music as he would have exactly imagined. He tried to match her moves, while also observing and copying other guys around them. He knew he was failing but knew the effort was worth it, in ways he couldn’t imagine yet. The room was generally a mix of purple light and near complete darkness, with flashing colors coming from nearly every angle. A few people danced past her, and she knew them, and they did the double-cheek kiss thing, somehow without stopping the dancing, and with a few of them, he became a little jealous, but none of them gave him a second glance, and he was glad, but also realized they would not have associated him with her.

Like everyone else in the disco, they were now sweating openly as the lights strobed and the floor and walls appeared and disappeared. She put her hands above her head and danced in a circle while throwing her head around, while he stuck his hands out to the sides now and then and pumped them up and down and kicked his legs around when it made weird sense, at some point just doing what he felt worked. He hoped everyone thought he was very drunk, when really he just grew up religious. Watching her was enough, and through seeing her twisting and gyrating body, he finally understood something about the purpose of dancing.

He was relieved beyond imagining when she grabbed his hand and pulled him over to a table in the corner. It was small and round between two sparkly, slick chairs. There was no hope of talking due to the volume, so she went and got some drinks from the bar while he sat, letting the room spin around him.

She returned with two drinks, colorful and kind of small. She handed him one, which he had a hard time wrapping his fingers around in the flashing lights and jostling revelers.

“I don’t really drink,” he said, pointing to the drink in his hand and shaking his head back and forth. Due to the volume, he also wagged his finger back and forth and grimaced, followed by a shoulder shrug, the combination of which he hoped would both tell her what he was trying to get across and also apologize for it.

She looked at him confused, put the glass up to his mouth, from which he took a brief sip, and hated it, and then she shrugged her shoulders. She downed hers and just let his sit there. He sat back in his chair and looked around at the spectacle that was nothing like their recent back-to-school dance in the gym, with the teachers and a few parents standing around with judging, bored eyes.

A close friend of hers appeared suddenly out of the pheromone mist and seething crowd and dropped into her lap, wonderfully timed, as Silke handed her his extra drink that disappeared into the friend within about one second. The friend, bleached white hair impossibly high on top of her head, turned to him, pinched his nose with a wink, and leapt up, disappearing back into the crowd with Silke. Three American soldiers, on alternative night patrol, with their white Nike sneakers and dark blue Levi jeans below collared shirts, sauntered by, one staggering a little bit more than the other two, who would almost certainly be helping him back to the base at some point. They each had a mustache and black, thick-framed, government-issue glasses and couldn’t look more American, Jason laughed to himself. He knew he looked very American but hoped not as much as those guys. It was only 11:30 p.m. and this party wasn’t ending for a long time. At least once she had returned to the table, moved it aside, and sat astride his lap, kissing him somehow both soft and forcefully. He knew she was way out of his league.

Not long after, they were back in the American village, sitting against the net post of one of the tennis courts outside her apartment building. She sat with her back against it while he sat next to her, leaning on one arm with the other wrapped around the back of her head, playing with her damp hair as they kissed. He hadn’t drunk most anything at the bar, the name which she now told him translated to Shameless, and she had only one more drink, but it seemed they were living outside of time and a vortex was opening beneath the court; it tried pulling him in, until interrupted by a yellow 1978 Mercedes 240S.

It pulled up and shined its lights on the court, which then turned off, followed by the engine.

“Hey, Jason, it’s time to get home,” his dad said, standing with the door open, not willing to come any closer in fear of what he might see or smell.

“What time is it?” Jason asked, honestly having no clue what time even may have meant anymore.

“It’s 2:00. We’ve been looking for you. What did you think we’d be doing at this hour?”

Just then, a door of the apartment building opened, followed by a call for Silke to come in.

As they stood up, Silke brushed her hand against Jason’s hand and gave it a quick double pump, with a whisper of “Let’s talk some more history soon, my friend,” and laughed as they walked towards the opening in the court’s fencing. “I have much more to show you.”

“Hi, Mr. Jason!” Silke shouted to his dad Spencer. “Nice son—very good job!”

“Jeez, Jason, you had us pretty scared,” his father said with a half-hearted wave to Silke. “I finally called Silke’s mother to see if Silke was home, and then she took a peek out the window and saw you two out on the court.”

Backing up the car out of the parking spot, his dad sighed.

“Look, I get she’s a pretty girl, but you need to be careful,” he said. “Germans and Americans don’t have too much of a future together, especially at your age. They’re so different from us.”

“I don’t agree.”

“Well, you be careful,” Spencer said. “And we can’t have anymore of this disappearing act.”

As they drove home, Jason’s body accompanied his father, but his mind was far away emotionally, and he could only think of her.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: The Flight
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Over the Atlantic // 2023

“Here you go, sir,” the flight attendant said, as Jason watched his Diet Coke settle into the too-shallow tray indentation. Jennifer had officially disallowed diet and/or caffeinated sodas as part of his new anti-dementia regimen. But a trip across the Atlantic warranted a little party, he figured.

In flights like this on the futuristic, 21st-century Boeing 777, he usually jotted down notes and sketches in his bright yellow Leuchtturm sketch book with a poised, thin-point pen ready for inspiration. He needed whatever there was up there at 35,000 feet for him.

After a while, he pulled the headphones down onto his shoulders in order to rest the top of his head where the frame had rested on his skull. No music had been playing after a playlist had ended, and he had decided to just find some presence within his thoughts and this sort of contrived silence within the rows of other sleeping and reading passengers in their hundreds.

Before he could get them replaced, his seat mate pounced.

“Are those noise cancelling?” said the very bored woman next to him. She was probably in her early or mid-thirties, he had guessed upon dropping into the seat before takeoff. He had provided a smile, or maybe a grimace, accompanied by a few single-syllable words of greeting. She was Black, dressed stylishly, and it would be clear to anyone that she was much cooler than he was in her athleisure pants, camouflage backpack, and alcoholic drink choice.

“They are,” he said, holding them up with a shrug. “Mostly. Yours?”

“Supposedly, but not like your big boys there,” she said with a laugh. “They don’t pay me enough.”

Jason smiled and settled back into his seat with a bit of an obvious awkward shift, just enough that she noticed.

“I’ll let you get on with it,” she said with a laugh. “Just tell me what you’re listening to before you go. I’m bored to tears.”

“Oh, it’s OK,” he said, guilt ridden. “I’m actually not listening to anything, just the silence.”

“I get it. I get it.”

“Who is they?” he asked. “The people that don’t pay you enough.”

“The United States Army,” she said. “I’m getting there, though. Just made Light Colonel.”

He was not surprised, having sensed it with the camo backpack and something in the way she carried herself. Lingering memories of officers still in his brain somewhere.

“Tabitha Smythe,” she said, holding out her hand to shake his. “Fort Leonard Wood.”

“Colonel,” he said with a smile and taking her hand. “Jason Carr. Professor. University of Arkansas’ frontline forces. And now I get the noise cancelling fascination. Artillery?”

“No, not really at Leonard Wood,” she said. “What I deal with is much, much worse. Chemical, biological, nuclear, all that fun stuff. Where you headed?”

“Research trip to Germany. I’m a professor and I deal with design messaging and how such things as typography, or the usage of letters and words and fonts in communicating messages, can be used for evil, or hopefully good.”

“Ooh, interesting,” she said. “I saw something going on over there with your notebook. So, what’s it all about?”

“Want to hear real quickly why I’m going? Ancient manuscript.”

“Oh, please. I love that stuff,” she said.

He flipped through the front section of the sketchbook to show a photograph of the Himmerod Abbey that he had printed and pasted in. Some of the details didn’t stick in his mind as he’d hoped, so relaying this information to Tabitha in a manual PowerPoint style would maintain his credibility. He then flipped through a few more pages showing some photographs of the manuscript and closeups of some of the pages.

“One thing I’m doing is heading there for about three days to get to know the place, study the buildings, and even hike up in the hills around it,” he said. “It’s in the most beautiful little valley with a small river flowing through it. Really an ideal location for a monastery.”

Though he was holding the sketchbook, she flipped back and forth a few of the pages to find the section with the prints of the manuscript, asking to hear more about it.

“So, I am presently looking at this, which is titled with the Latin title of Origenis homiliae in Genesim, Exodum, Leviticum, et Numeros interprete. This guy Rufinus had translated many of the works of early church father Origen from Greek to Latin in the fourth and fifth century.”

“Wait, yeah, those are the books of the Old Testament I’m seeing, right?”

“Yep. This manuscript version was written and illustrated from ancient translations in the thirteenth century at the Cisterician monks’ Himmerod Abbey. Written on 160 pages on vellum, you know, that calf skin.”

“So interesting,” she said. “I would love to delve into all that myself someday. So, if you do your job, maybe we won’t get to needing me and my team?”

“Yeah, that’s the thing, isn’t it?” he said. “The fact that the very style of writing was so precise and artistic and beautiful matched the fact that they knew the value of what they were doing. The Gothic architecture of those giant and intricate cathedrals is kind of the same idea. You just wonder what role such a care with our writing and very character set could have us reflect on when we’re creating documents and engaging in our daily lives. Even at this most basic, granular level, maybe it would slow us down and assist us in seeing the worth of what we’re doing. Our worth, even.”

He gave her a few recommendations for textbooks and authors, which she also captured.

“So, where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m headed to Frankfurt, then headed, well, a few countries farther east,” she said.

“Ooh, that doesn’t worry me at all,” he said. “Yikes.”

“Have you ever been to Germany?” she asked. “Surely you have?”

“I have. We were stationed over there in the eighties in Karlsruhe. It closed in 1995, and I haven’t been back. I went to high school there. So, I’ve made this flight many times before.”

He had made a flight such as this across the Atlantic three or four times total back then, when factoring in a contract renewal trip back to the U.S. that the Army offered every so often. The change of planes at Heathrow or JFK was a zombie blur that was just followed by another collapse into a seat with the rough little pillow and utter exhaustion that could withstand an airplane seat and no leg room.

“My daughters are not excited about my trip,” she said. “I have four, and there’s gonna be hell to pay when I’m back if I don’t bring something German or Romanian. Forget I said Romanian—that’s secret. How about you. Kids?”

“No,” he said. “Well, actually, yes.”

“Hah, story time, I’m guessing,” she said with a laugh. “Come on. Spill it.”

“Do you want to hear this?” he asked.

“Are we even over Greenland yet? Take your time.”

“Thirty years ago, I made this flight going the other way. It was high school. Really hard time. And there was a teenage love child. But I didn’t know about it until I took a DNA test some months ago, and there she was. Or is. I was a military BRAT, as they say, living on an Army base, living it up, on top of the world but still a simple American, and this girl was, wow. We let things get a little too far, and, well, we left the next day, transferred back to the States. And, oh, well, there’s a daughter from all of this.”

“No kidding,” she said with a whistle. “That is amazing! I’ve heard about these DNA stories. Million-dollar question: She didn’t let you know, I’m assuming?”

“No. What would life have been like had I known? And, I have no idea why, but I didn’t think about staying with her there in Germany; I just left. She started to hint at me staying, but I was eighteen and just couldn’t process it. How, I can’t explain today, but at one point I did almost bolt out of the airport and go find her. But I never did. Sitting with my religious parents on that flight, I couldn’t really tell them what had happened the night before, of course. And, clearly, I’d have acted differently if I had known she was pregnant, of course. At least, I hope.”

“Parents were in the dark, too?” she asked.

“Yes. And here I am, heading back over the Atlantic for the first time since.”

“You know, you just saying this, I actually feel sick to my stomach,” she said. “I’m an empath, I think, and so is my husband. But, man, so hard.”

Years before, that final flight home, on that Pan Am 747 while sandwiched between Mom and Dad, had mostly receded from his psyche the past few decades through a monumental battle of wills with his own memories and reality. Part of him disappeared over the Atlantic during that flight, from the self-imposed guilt, and some sort of next level of what could maybe only be love. The thought of being without her after what they had experienced together was impossible to process. But overall, they weren’t even together. Only the remaining bits of him arrived on the shores of his home country.

“I can’t even imagine,” she said, turned nearly completely towards him.

“At one point during the flight, my mom asked me why I wasn’t eating and if I wasn’t hungry. I just stared out at that blinking green light way out on the wing. Freezing out there, no oxygen, and I thought about all the other people in history who had stared at that sad light. I think somewhere over Iceland, I fell into a comatose sleep, maybe.”

“What a triumph now, though, right?” Tabitha said, elbowing him. “A daughter!”

“I know,” he said. “I just didn’t know about her all these years, and it’s been a big shock. And weird how just reliving that night brings back the energy, ugh. But I’m ready to meet her now.”

“I bet,” she said. “Wow. I wish I could see that reunion.”

A text from Jennifer came up on his phone.

“Miss you,” it read.

He suddenly felt thoroughly better, just having another continued indication that she existed and still loved him. How having the technology of texting would have impacted his communication with Silke back then and how much instant and persistent communications in everyone’s life had created an entirely new human existence. Back then, they didn’t even have email, let alone a mobile phone and texting, and often when someone would leave Germany to go back home in the States, they’d never really be heard from again. A few letters would be exchanged, and someone in the lunchroom would announce that they’d gotten a letter from someone who had moved away. There was excitement for a while, until that person faded away and the assumption was solid that the person would never be seen again. It may have been no different from anyone before that all through history. Out of sight really still meant out of mind for a good part of his life.

“I miss you,” he wrote back. “And I love you.”

“Stay in touch with me every minute you can,” she wrote. “I’m dying to hear how this all goes. Major FOMO.”

He added a heart icon to her message and put the phone down on the seat-back tray in front of him.

“Thanks,” he said, patting Tabitha’s forearm lightly. “I feel comfortable knowing we have such people in control of our military.”

“Jason Carr, great to meet you!”

“You, too,” he said. Her name would not come to him. “Sorry, tell me your name one more time?”

With a joke about the absent-minded professor, she told him and leaned her head back. Soon, they were both asleep.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Freiherr
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Karlsruhe // 1990

Jason thundered up the first set of stairs, onto the first landing, then up the second set of stairs onto the top landing. He loved entering her apartment unit, building 9904, and he loved the feel of the long hair flopping on his back and that everyone was jealous of. Scorpions lyrics erupted loudly as he sang, “Here I am! Rock you like a hurricane!” to the tune of his high top Converse Chuck Taylors echoing off the bare yellow walls. 

As he reached up to knock on Silke’s door on the right, the door behind him on the left swung rapidly open. Managing to maintain a grasp on the Schmidts’ mail that he had grabbed on the way in, Jason launched about six inches off the ground and somehow performed a 180-degree turn to face the opposing apartment’s entrance. He released a squeal that Ozzy Osbourne would be proud of, falling back against Silke’s closed door.

Standing in the open doorway was an older woman dressed in several shades of gray and varied textures, with gray hair in a bun on the back of her head. Around her neck was tied a black paisley-pattern scarf. He braced for the worst. Not everything was in grayscale, he noticed with panic, seeing the iciest light blue eyes he could imagine, below thick, brutal eyebrows. She did not approach him but stood staring at him, and he stood immobile under her glare, looking from her face to the floor to the door behind him, praying for assistance. He wasn’t good at gauging the age of an older woman but would have guessed she was in her eighties, though only mid sixties as he would learn later.

“Zuviel!” she said, wagging her finger at him to indicate “too much.”

“Me? I couldn’t...”

She then accompanied some guttural German sentences with gesticulating and a stomp on one foot and then the other, not seeming to care whether he understood what she was telling him. She pointed at the sky, and then at her door, followed by both hands stretching out completely rigid, pointing at the stairs. At a few points, he spread his hands out to his side in a gesture of non-understanding but also in hopes of admitting to his mystery crime and promising repentance. His ears hurt.

“Es tut mir Leid,” he said, dredging up an “I’m sorry” phrase from his German class lessons of professing sorrow, surprising himself that he remembered anything at that wild moment. He was sure he was very red in the face, and he felt very bad for doing whatever it is he had done and just hoped to get away from this dressing-down in one piece. “And Danke...I should not have done laut-ness ... or whatever. Was it the Scorpions ... specifically?”

Neither of them moved and he backed up a few more inches, which is all that stood between him and Silke’s door. He leaned against her door, hoping it would either open or he would disintegrate into a gas. He could still sense her rage, and he knew for sure it was because he was American and wore a stupid mullet and was foolishly singing in the hallway, not to mention he had that outsized American confidence and crooked, toothy smile and an unearned joie de vivre. He was probably ugly, too, with that recessed chin, and he knew he really wasn’t ever going to amount to anything. Her family had probably died in an American B-24 raid, and the world was too big and important of a place for someone like him to even exist.

Behind him, Silke’s door flew open, and he stumbled backwards into her apartment, finally releasing his grasp on the letters. The old woman slowly closed the door while maintaining the stare. It latched shut. A lock slid into place, echoing throughout the bare-floor stairwell.

“I don’t know what that was,” he said weakly from the floor, where the letters had scattered around him. “Good news, though, I got your mail again. It might have some sweat on it all of a sudden. Or worse.”

Silke and her mother Lupe smiled and helped pull him up into a standing position, followed by Silke picking up all the letters, seemingly searching for something in particular. He stood dumbfounded and watched, still unsure of what had just happened.

“Jason, please allow us to get the mail from now on,” Lupe said, apparently seeing something in the stack that she wanted to keep private. “I appreciate your help, but I’d rather we do it.”

“OK, I’m sorry. Just trying to help.”

“We’ll get it from now on, please. So, anyway, you know that woman is my mother-in-law, right?” Lupe asked Jason with a smile. “I’ve told you several times. You’ve been dating my daughter for a few months, right?”

“Uhhh, she’s German,” he said. “But I’m paying attention now. I don’t sometimes.”

“Especially with old lady stuff,” she said, smiling. “I get it.”

“You’re not old!” Jason said.

“I wasn’t talking about me, güero,” Lupe said with a laugh. “Are you talking about me?”

“Why am I in the bizarro world today?” Jason said, almost breaking out into that Pet Shop Boys song. “What have I done to deserve this?”

Silke apparently had moved on from the joke, or whatever it was. She had taken and shuffled through the letters, stacked them, and cycled through all of them several times, her vibe changing from mirth to disappointment and a curse.

“I know,” Jason said, a quick side-glance at Lupe. “There’s nothing from Munich. I checked. Last time I will, though!”

Silke had been waiting for an acceptance letter from the University of Maryland University College’s Munich campus, which offered associate’s degrees to children of U.S. military personnel in Europe among others. It was college far enough away from the parental oversight for many of the kids, with the potential of truly endless legal beer, but also not a full commitment of going all the way back to the States and being too normal. It was a little like a second high school, Jason thought to himself, in a beautiful city that had an American military presence with its American food, clothes and cars, and, above all else, Oktoberfest starting every late September. Silke had not wanted to attend university in the United States and hadn’t been too sure she wanted to have anything to do with a college education at all, so she imagined giving it a slight shot in Munich. After two years, if it worked out, she could transfer to a German university or one in the U.S. Jason thought it was a good move for her, and it actually did cross his mind to possibly attend there with her.

“So, there is another letter for that Freiherr company or something or another,” he said.

Lupe grabbed the stack of mail back from her daughter. “I actually hate that. These are weird letters we get every so often for someone who probably lived in this apartment before us. We have no idea who, but just forget about it.”

Lupe walked the mail back into her bedroom.

“Seriously, Jason, thanks, but we have the mail from here,” Silke said.

“OK, fine. Post office people need to figure stuff out,” Jason said, noticing that Silke was standing against the counter with her arms folded. “Maybe it will show up tomorrow. Let me know if it does.”

Such a decision of staying in Germany and attending college with her would have caused an uprising. His friend group, mostly the girls, were not in favor of this extracurricular dalliance. The day prior, his original best friend at the school, Danielle, had grabbed his arm during a walk to the lunchroom.

“Oh, hey, I spoke to Jennifer on the phone the other day,” she had said, looking over at him to see his reaction. She was not disappointed as he stopped completely in the middle of the hall. “Her mother died.”

“Really? You don’t tell me until now?” Jason had said. “And you didn’t mention Silke, did you?”

“No, of course not. She’s not doing great,” Danielle said. “Somehow, she still likes you, but she’s mad still.”

He spent all of class thinking about her and alternating writing her name and Silke’s name on the back of his notebook between the Bon Jovi lyrics, hearing only snippets of checks and balances and separation of powers. She and her mom were really close, and he knew this was really bad.

A brief call that night did not do much to smooth things over with Jennifer, and he felt multiple levels of guilt. He was glad she would have no way to see who it was calling.

“Hi, it’s Jason.”

There was silence on the line. He knew the call was connected due to the long-distance clicker wheel on the phone doing its thing and keeping track of every second of phone talking. He wasn’t really supposed to use the phone for long distance, nor was she, since it was too expensive.

“Are you there? I just wanted to say I’m sorry to hear about your mom.”

“Jason, I don’t know. Thank you, I guess.”

They sat in silence. The phone counter clicked every few seconds, adding an urgency to every call, especially this one.

“How are you?” he asked. “I just heard from Danielle.”

“It’s been hell, really. My friends here are no help and not even friends. A few came over, but at school it’s been just weird. I didn’t know how lame my friends were. And my dad is actually really bad. Someone from his work came over, who then called and had a few other people come over. The drinking has ramped up a million percent.”

“I can’t imagine,” he said. “Any of it.”

“Where did you go? Last I heard from you was Christmas when I sent the tape, and you wrote back a short little crappy letter to me. The Valentine’s trip idea. Then you don’t write back.”

“I thought you were mad,” he said. “I hate myself right now.”

“I was mad,” she said. Click, click of the phone counter. “And am.”

“I am sorry,” he said. “Let’s talk soon again.”

“Thank you for calling, though,” she said as her last words to him for many years. “I do appreciate it.”

Now, Silke opened the small, glass patio door, dropped into a chair, and lit up a cigarette. She propped one luscious be-jeaned leg up onto the railing and looked off into the sky and other dimensions in the way only smokers can do. She had closed the door behind her.

Watching her on the back porch, he figured that his path did not lie in Munich, however much he liked how this was going.

“Who is this?” he asked, indicating a baby photo on the counter that he hadn’t noticed previously.

“Baby Annika,” Lupe said, stroking the top of the frame. “She was about nine months old there. We call her our Engel, or Angel baby.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know you had another baby,” he said.

“We have missed her for years and will forever. You never really get over it.”

Jason could tell he shouldn’t continue that line of inquiry. He was starting to feel more comfortable in Silke’s apartment, which felt like a perfect mixture of German and American existence, with the dark, shiny, thick wood furniture holding mugs of various sorts, a light wood and cushioned eckbank corner booth and table combination in the kitchen area, offset by a large entertainment center as the focus of the mammoth couches in the living room, holding a giant, boxy television and VCR. It was always weirdly dark, he thought, also, with only an intricate little lamp in the corner by the window lit. Most American service members and families gathered up souvenirs and trinkets from their travels through Germany and other places in Europe, but usually not something too big to ship or too outlandish. Ornate plates, walking sticks, figurines, and various madcap liquor bottles, among the occasional faux tapestry or those cuckoo clocks and Christmas ornaments from that Käthe Wohlfahrt store outside the Army Post Exchange store in Heidelberg.

At some point it occurred to Jason that Lupe was wearing baggy, camouflage battle dress uniform pants with a tight, tan t-shirt. He had never studied his girlfriend’s mother, for which he realized he took pride, and hardly imagined a thirty-five-year-old woman as an object of desire. Slightly worn combat boots emerged from below the olive green, black, beige, and brown organic patterns of her pants. Her black hair was gathered in a tight bun on top of her head, and Jason could hardly believe what he was seeing, having not seen her dressed for work. He had barely registered the fact that she was active duty in the U.S. Army. He could see where Silke got her light brown complexion, black hair, and her persona of being among worlds yet to be defined. Against all his understandings of the world, she suddenly struck him as almost attractive, though he lacked the words to process such a thought about an older woman at his age.

They were a rare family in their parental roles. Most of the military families with whom Jason associated consisted of the traditional, active-duty father who worked on one of the Karlsruhe area’s bases while the mother or wife handled domestic activities and may have had a volunteer position or part-time job on one of the bases.

“Are you just home from work or about to go?” he asked Lupe as she busied around the kitchen area, interspersed with a few runs down the hallway and back.

“Just leaving,” Lupe said, then pointed at him. “But don’t get too excited, and any funny business and I’ll get my mother-in-law back over here with a stick. She’s ornery.”

Jason saluted.

“Plus, hubby Hans will be back anytime,” she said. “Or, as you should always call him, ‘Herr Schmidt.’”

Jason saluted again.

“No, really,” she said, without a smile but a softened expression. “He’s married to a Mexican-American soldier, but he’s pretty traditional. And you’re dating his daughter. I know you two haven’t spoken too much, but just so you know.”

“Ah, OK,” Jason said. “Totally. Will.”

“OK then, I am off to Germersheim to the depot,” Lupe said, putting on her camouflaged coat and hat.

“Hey, real quick, what do you do there?” Jason asked with actual intent.

“Wow,” she said. “Well, I can’t really say other than we store a bunch of military equipment and do some repairs and things like that. Sometimes we sell off older equipment like Jeeps and pickups, especially as we get more Humvees. But we mostly store stuff like food and PX stuff and move things around.”

“Any of those Abrams tanks?”

“Oh, yeah, we’ve had the M1A1 for a few years. It’s a cool machine. A lot of the older M1s and M60s coming through for storage.”

“What about nukes and all that?” he asked. “I feel like we’d know.”

She looked at him askance for a flicker and laughed. “Nuclear? Chemical? All that stuff? It doesn’t really exist, of course.”

“Yikes. OK, fine,” he said with a laugh. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Very much so,” she said, looking down at her watch. “Takes about thirty minutes to get there. Later skaters.”

He said goodbye to her and, not wanting to disturb Silke, leaned back on the couch into a slouched position, staring up at the ceiling. She came back in after a little while, and with it a touch of smoke mixed with perfume.

“You have a cool mom,” he said, standing up and walking over to Silke. “She’s fun. Cool job, too. Does your dad, like...”

“What?” she asked.

“He’s so... German. And, like, stern.”

“Yes. He is.”

“So, you definitely take after your mother, I think.”

“A little of both,” she said with a wan smile. She leaned over and kissed him and then lightly slapped him across the face. “But I definitely feel more like my mom because she has a personality. Actually, I’m ninety-nine percent my mother.”

As if on cue, the door opened and Hans, Herr Schmidt, walked into the apartment.

“She just slapped me,” Jason said.

Hans looked at both of them standing so close, grunted, and awkwardly walked past them down the hallway. He was dressed in a blue mechanic jump suit, marks of oil and grease over much of it. He turned and went into the laundry room off the hallway. After a moment, he emerged and walked down the hall to the bedroom in only speedo-style underwear.

“Does he ever speak to you?” Jason queried in a whisper.

“Yeah, definitely,” she said, shrugging. “He’s just a bit weird around other people. He may like you, though. But probably not, actually, because you’re not from Texas. I told him.”

“I can’t tell,” he said quietly. “I should go.”

“He is a real person, though it doesn’t seem so. He works with the army on Smiley Barracks as a mechanic, a job he seems to like, and he married an American soldier. He loves microwave burritos and Doritos and Starburst. Still, he seems to be unsure about his daughter dating an American.”

He watched her mouth when she defined their relationship as dating, shook his head, and smiled. Incredible. She leaned back against the counter, and they stared at each other. Jason nodded his head to the side towards the front door to indicate they should go outside.

From the end of the hallway, Hans approached them in a pair of jeans and t-shirt and went to the refrigerator to pull out a bottle of beer. Though he had changed, his hands still showed the dark evidence of re-packing bearings and changing oil. He pulled another one out and offered it to Jason.

“Oh, no, thank you,” Jason said with a sort of groan. “I don’t drink much, Herr Schmidt.”

“I try to get him to.” Silke smiled, with a slight twinge of nerves. “He’s one of those idealistic Americans with old views on things.”

Hans grunted and stuck it back in the refrigerator, barely shaking his head but enough for Jason to notice. He had what seemed to be prematurely graying brown hair that was parted down the middle of his head and slightly long in the back at the top of an impossibly thin and wiry but strong-looking body. He had a thick, brown mustache and had inherited his mother’s icy blue eyes. He smelled like a mechanic after a long shift who was also German and didn’t shower as much as the Americans.

He popped off the top of the beer with a bottle opener. It was a Moninger Pils with a green label and a large red letter M that was popular with his high school friends, who would drink it downtown near the brewery where it was made. A famous, local Karlsruhe beer that had a big following.

Hans leaned against the counter next to Silke and took a long sip from the bottle. Jason leaned against the side of the refrigerator, wanting to open the door, climb in, and purposefully freeze to death. Silke and Jason stared at each other for a few moments while Hans stared off into that unseen dimension where Silke had been roaming earlier with her cigarette. The small, radial clock on the oven buzzed and clicked. Hans had a blurry tattoo of an indecipherable word on his left hand. Silke nodded her head towards her father, almost imperceptibly, eyebrows up, then down, eyelids apart as far as they could go, pursing her lips and coming just short of just telling Jason to start talking.

Jason cleared his throat.

“So, Herr Schmidt, your wife—” Jason began, before being abruptly cut off.

“What about my wife?” Hans said and looked directly at Jason, bottle held down in front of his chest, head tilted to the side.

“She has an interesting work job, I say,” Jason stammered out as English grammar and words escaped him, his heart banging on the inside of his rib cage. He hoped Hans was toying with him. “I interest in things like.”

“Why?” Hans queried, seemingly either genuinely interested in Jason’s opinion or beginning a pop quiz and torture session.

Silke looked wan and wished she had a lifeline to throw to Jason since he suddenly lacked the ability to speak coherently, but she did not and, not being the praying type, stood fixed and alternated looks between Jason’s face and the linoleum tile floor in front of the oven.

“The tanks and stuff,” Jason said, shifting from leaning against the edge of the refrigerator to leaning directly back against the counter below some cupboards. “I like these.”

“What about them?” Hans asked, taking another swig of his beer. “If you like them, will you join the military?”

“Oh, no way,” Jason said, laughing nervously, looking at the ceiling in the hopes that a noose would descend at that moment so he could just end all of it. It wasn’t quite that torture museum they toured over in medieval Rothenburg once, but today’s experiences in this apartment were beginning to feel like it. “I’m not the Army type of guy, I think.”

Hans grunted and drained the last of his beer into his mouth and then walked a few steps to the refrigerator to get another one. His attention was momentarily off of Jason, who launched sorties of daggers towards Silke from his aching and pleading eyes, as he nodded again towards the front door.

“Father, we’re going to head out now,” Silke said.

They headed towards the door, Jason’s feet feeling as if he were wearing Iron Man’s boots of lead that propelled him to the door much too slowly.

“Hey,” he heard from behind him, and he turned to see Hans looking in his direction but looking at the floor under him. “Your mother is very nice. Your father, a bit less so.”

“Thank you, Herr Schmidt,” Jason said. “Agreed.”

Hans raised his beer in salute to Jason as the two of them walked out onto the stairwell landing and closed the door behind them. Jason had waved and bowed, weirdly, before stumbling around it and then pulling the door shut.

“Vielen Dank, mein Fry-Frau,” he said to Silke, grabbing her and pushing her mockingly into the corner of the stairwell. “Such a fun day! That was torture!”

He kissed her with force, as he moved his hands from her hips up to the sides of her face, and she kissed him back with an equal and opposite force, even with her head wedged into the corner of the stairwell. She wrapped her arms around him and held him completely against her as they made out, all the more exciting with the possibility of either door flying open with the wrath of the elder Schmidts.

“It’s time,” she purred in his ear, followed by a not-too-weak bite. She fumbled mockingly at the top of his jeans.

“I really, really like you,” he said, releasing her and stepping back. “You know I ... can’t.”

“You can,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll get you sooner or later, but I won’t wait forever.”

They walked out into the sun, and Silke grabbed Jason’s hand, which, even after a quality makeout felt to him what a love poem must be like in physical form. He couldn’t really describe it yet, the way their fingers interlocked, but if he had to, he would probably break out into verse. He knew that everyone in the buildings around and those people driving by both envied him and were confused at how he could have secured such a beauty as this. Four-story apartment buildings surrounded them as they strolled through Paul Revere Village, which had mostly been constructed in the years just after the Second World War to house all of the American families descending on Germany as part of the peacekeeping and Cold War forces.

“You’ll notice what he said about my father,” he said.

“Ach, so he’s not the most friendly,” she said. “But, also neither is your father, sorry to say. Let’s just walk. All I can think about sometimes is getting into the University of Maryland in Munich. Should I go? Sometimes I don’t know, however.”

“Come to a university in the States,” he said.

“No, I want to stay here,” she said. “Would you ever stay here?”

“Well, what are we going to do?” he said and stopped to look at her. “Is this going somewhere?”

“That’s up to you,” she said. “Prove it.”

He sighed and walked on. After a moment, she followed him.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN: The War Tower
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Kansas City // 1998

Jason carried his duffel bag through the spinning glass door of Kansas City’s Hyatt Regency Crown Center hotel. Using unique body angles and an awkward dance to ensure he didn’t get caught in the mechanisms or lose a limb, then being successful, he made his way across to the check-in counter. He wasn’t entirely sure why he’d come.

“Let me guess: another high school reunion attendee?” asked the woman behind the counter with an oversize smile.

“Hi,” Jason said, setting his bag down. “I guess my camouflage isn’t working.”

His black and white Karlsruhe American High School letter jacket that he had fished out of a box where it had sat for several years immediately felt restrictive and hot, so he quickly removed it and placed it on his bag. 

“So, let’s see, looks like only about eight years since you graduated from Karlsruhe American High School?”

“You got it,” he said. “You’re very good at this.”

“I’ve seen some much older attendees, that’s for sure,” she said. “You’re one of the youngest, but the schools all have names we can barely pronounce from all the schools around Germany, is it?”

“Right, and there may be a few you’ll see from England or Italy, not sure,” he said. “I bet you had fun pronouncing Schweinfurt.”

It was dubbed an all-years reunion for the DoD high school graduates and would have people in their early twenties up through grandparents in attendance, from Berlin, Munich, Frankfurt, Heidelberg, and many other base cities throughout the American zone of West Germany. After completing high school, or their family’s three-year tour in Germany, the students would typically be transferred to another base somewhere else in the world or back to their hometown in the United States, making the standard high school reunion at the actual high school impractical or overly expensive. Often, the organizers would choose a central city such as this year’s venue in Kansas City as good a location as any since the alumni were spread throughout many U.S. states.

“Enjoy your stay!” she said and seemed genuinely excited about her job, almost certainly welcoming people the same, even if not from some exotic-seeming group as his. “Room 350.”

Jason looked briefly around the mammoth lobby area, ironically not hoping to see some old faces. After leaving Germany, they had lost track of each other, and short of an occasional written letter, they weren’t even sure of each other’s phone numbers or most of the time what city they ended up moving to. When someone left Germany, they’d often all have a big party with the understanding that it was probable they’d never hear from or see each other again, almost like a funeral or a wake, just with more beer but almost certainly as morose. Except for the occasional reunion, the brochure for which magically arrived in his mailbox a few months earlier, Jason had never really seen anyone after their graduation. He was very slow with the World Wide Web and had somewhat avoided it until very recently when he began to look more fully into the reunion on one of those search sites. He had attempted to describe to people who hadn’t lived abroad as a third-culture kid what it had been like, living abroad in a foreign country during the height of the recent Cold War years, but the words didn’t exist, or he hadn’t found them yet. He and his friends were hardly veterans and probably amounted to more of an annoyance to the actual soldiers who were serving in the military over there, but they had travelled into West Berlin to play soccer and had walked through the tunnels of the Maginot Line and skied in the Alps, and they felt unique for such a high school experience.

Not seeing any familiar faces and knowing there was at least one he would never see again, he stuffed his room keys into his pocket and headed up to his room on the third floor. Opening the door to the room, he dropped his bag onto the first bed and walked straight over to the curtains, drawing them back to see the lights of the city, which seemed to extend as far as he could see past the downtown into the suburbs. Nearby was the tall round tower on top of a hill that was right where he hoped it would be.

The flight from Arizona had not been too long, bumpy, or late, and he had easily caught an airport shuttle from the terminal, riding with an older couple—John and Wendy—who had graduated from Berlin American High School in 1972 and had attended nearly a dozen reunions through the years.

“The reunions only get better,” John had said. “It’s kind of funny, too, how different and weird everybody starts to look through the years.”

“We also like to see the awkward flirtation between the people who probably wanted to hook up back in high school and now see their last chance,” Wendy had said, laughing. “I call it a reunion romp.”

Jason fished the schedule of events for the reunion out of his bag and then glanced at his watch. Without his letter jacket, he headed down to the bar area on the first floor, which was dark with some good eighties music playing. He couldn’t see too much of the faces in the room and walked between some of the tables, waiting for someone to call out to him, but no luck, so he just found a table with an open seat and asked if he could join. They were happy to have him, and he found out that he’d joined an alumni group from Kaiserslautern, or “K-Town,” as they had all called it back then. They chatted for a while about some general themes of living in Germany as a high schooler, and the more drunk they got, the further down the moronic road they traveled. He asked if they’d noticed anyone from Karlsruhe, and nobody had. He suddenly felt cold and his head spun without him moving it, as if an exorcism were being performed on him without his express approval. But maybe that’s what he needed. He finished a Sprite and headed back up to the room, looking forward to getting to sleep after a long day of travel.

***
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After a night of partial and useless sleep, he got up slightly late, understanding reunion activities started in about two hours, at 11:00. He glanced out the window, and seeing it was a dark, overcast day, wondered why they would have a reunion in the winter. He put on his letter jacket, after staring at it for a minute, and headed down to the lobby. He knew the motley group of alumni would visit various places in the city, including the mint and the art museums and maybe the less exciting-sounding mall at Crown Center, but he also felt fine not hearing people talk about their kids and grandkids, and worse, their pets.

Near the front rotating doors, he asked the concierge about the round tower that he could see from his window that he hoped was the Liberty Memorial Tower at the National World War One Museum, and if it was open this day and time. He had walked through the trenches at the Verdun World War One battlefield when he was seventeen, and he had never forgotten the experience, as he also visited the mountains of bones and the remnants of destroyed villages and forts. He remembered fondly his father jumping down into a trench and saying triumphantly, “A World War One trench, Jason! Can you believe it? Man, the French never lost Verdun to those Germans though they lost almost a half million men.” He had wanted to visit this museum for several years for one main reason: the poster collection, with hundreds dealing with recruitment, war bonds, patriotism, appealing to the sense of “right and wrong” and those from various other countries.

He glanced at his watch, which should have read 9:00 but was still set to his time of 8:00, and walked out of the hotel down to Pershing Street. He wondered if many people who stayed in the hotel knew who General Pershing was and figured not too many. Had he not lived those years oversees, he wouldn’t know about old Black Jack Pershing either, undoubtedly.

He crossed Main Street and from that moment could see the towering structure at the top of the grassy hill, with various walkways meandering through the grass and trees. To his right was the old Union Station, which was a massive old railroad depot that had obviously seen better days and didn’t seem to be open anymore. With huge columns and arched windows, it was a majestic building not unlike the stately architecture he was used to after living in Europe for so long.

After heading up the steep, concrete paths with various groupings of weed-filled stairs, he arrived at the plaza level around the tower that included a few rectangular, old-style buildings on each side of the tower, which seemed to have an Egyptian theme to them for whatever reason. Two giant sphinx-like creatures kept watch over the whole thing. He sauntered over to the low wall that overlooked the grassy, path-filled park that he had just climbed through, with Union Station again behind it, and a nice view of the Kansas City skyline.

It actually seemed darker now than it had even ten minutes earlier when he exited the hotel. His nose started to run slightly, and the wind was picking up and running over the wall across the whole museum area. From what he could tell, he was probably standing on top of the underground museum. It looked as if it would snow at any moment, and he felt a brief connection to those soldiers in all sorts of bad weather hunkering underground and knew there was no way he would have survived the cold, let alone the artillery and rats. He turned and looked straight up at the massive tower. At the top were four regal people in statue form, looking solemn with swords planted in the ground at their feet. Very Lord of the Rings, he thought, loving this place even more.

He walked over to the tower, and, being alone with no line to stand in, he approached the docent sitting in a rickety metal chair just inside the doorway. He looked to easily be old enough to have seen some action in France, his face lined with zig-zagging trenches and earnest but yellow eyes.

“Hello. Can I head up to the top?” Jason asked.

“You can,” the main replied. “But do you have a ticket?”

“Oh, not really, no.”

The old man laughed. “You either do or you don’t! Go ahead and go up. You’re only the second person to try to go up today, and I doubt we’ll have much more today with this weather coming in.”

“Did you serve in the war?” Jason asked, looking at the man’s badge and wrinkled face, guessing the man had to be in his nineties. At least.

“I did. 104th U.S. Infantry from Springfield, Massachusetts. Served in the Bois Brule—the ‘Burned Wood’ in early 1918, when I was a teenager. A very long time ago.”

“Awesome,” Jason said, putting his hands dramatically on top of his head. “Wow. I walked around through the trenches above Verdun and can’t imagine what it must have been like.”

“Well, we did alright,” the man said. “I barely remember most of it, to tell you the truth.”

“My name is Jason. I’m glad to meet you. I’m really here to see the poster collection but just noticed you sitting over here.”

“Earle,” the man said, shaking Jason’s outstretched hand. “You, too. Now, follow me.”

Earle opened up the rickety metal doors of the elevator and ushered Jason in, then pushed the button to ascend to the top. “At the top, there will be forty-five steps and then you’ll be outside. Freezing day, so don’t spend too long out there.”

The elevator took a few seconds to get going, as he heard Earle say something about the snow starting to come down. He looked at the old-style buttons, worn-down floor, and dirty, mesh metal walls and wondered how long this elevator had been running. Surely, they checked these things out, he decided, as he lurched upwards with a slight grinding sound and the smell of metal, electricity, and oil.

“Oh, there’s a young lady up here with a similar jacket to yours, just different colors, I think. Some sort of club event going on?”

“High school reunion,” Jason said, intrigued. “We went to high school in West Germany. Did you ever get to Germany?”

“We tried,” he said with a laugh. “But, no, I never made it.”

The elevator smoothed and lurched to a stop. Earle slid open the grate door with a bit of effort. 

“See you in a minute,” Earle said. “I’ll be sitting here on my little chair. But take your time.”

Jason exited the elevator, and, still inside the tower, began climbing the curved steps to the top. The white, metal steps hugged the inside wall of the tower on his right, and he could see through the short, grated wall on his left to the inside cavity of the tower. His stomach objected slightly. He put all his focus on the steps and the exterior wall, so as to not lose his footing. Frigid air was coming at him from above, which made it apparent the exterior door at the top was open to the sky and the approaching storm. He was suddenly less interested in any reason he had for coming up here before and was completely focused on whether he would be able to meet someone from the reunion that might be from his era.

He exited the door and was struck with the freezing air and swirling snow that battered many of his senses. There really was no view to be seen, but he continued to step completely out anyway. The outer wall over which there was presently no real view was made of plates of a brown metal, still somewhat shiny. 

He walked slowly around the circular pathway alone, wondering whether ancient Earle could have been hallucinating as lingering effects from the mustard gas. Nobody else was in sight. For a moment, he sensed someone behind him possibly. As he continued quicker around, he did catch up with someone walking slowly in front of him in a letter jacket, in the same direction, casually attempting to look over the edge of the tower at a direction that may or may not have been towards the main city skyline. The person had a camera out and attempted to point it out over the edge despite the lack of visibility. He followed the person for a minute, fascinated that they were attempting to photograph in this mess. He considered turning around and allowing them to have a personal moment. But curiosity won out.

Even with the inability to take a good, deep breath in these conditions, he caught it on the words spread out on the back of the letter jacket, which read “Spangdahlem American High School,” and other than his own school’s name, it was probably the last one he’d imagined seeing. It had never occurred to him that he’d see those words in that arrangement ever again and for some years hoped he wouldn’t. He knew the swirling snow made it challenging to read the letters on the moving figure ahead of him, and he almost doubted what he was seeing for a moment, but he could tell from the colors that it was, in fact, that school. The blonde hair that could be described as very light brown flowed down onto the jacket but didn’t cover much of the letters and was buffeted by the wind.

“Hey, Spangdahlem!” he called ahead to the person, instantly hoping it wasn’t too loud or too cheesy.

She stopped walking right where she was, seemingly frozen, and did not turn around. It was almost as if she was deciding whether to sprint away or turn around and was stuck processing the words that were spoken to her.

“I’m so sorry!” he said, suddenly struck with guilt, and wondered if she were frightened and thought maybe she was about to be mugged in the weirdest place in history. “I saw the letter jacket and...”

She began turning her head back around and then followed with the rest of her body.

Through the flakes and spritzing and gusts, he could definitely make out a full-faced, wide smile with perfect, white teeth under an ever-so-slightly too-wide nose and squinting, brown eyes. He had stopped in shock, and she was now getting close to him in utter slow motion.

He knew it had to be an apparition or some sort of elemental sprite that spawned from the icy elements swirling around and landing on his eyeballs. It was wreaking utter havoc with his vision and memory, because there was no way it could be Jennifer Murphy.

“I don’t believe it!” she said. “How is this possible?”

Her arms were spread out to her sides, and she laughed and moved in for a hug.

He stood in utter disbelief and stared at her, catatonic, eyebrows so close together in confusion, they were probably overlapping. She hugged him tightly as he stood straight, hands at his sides, as her snow-damp hair brushed against his face, accompanied by a scent that somehow he remembered vividly. The camera slung around her neck had lodged between them and dug into their fronts. No words came to him initially, since he suddenly didn’t know any, and a few then came to him but seemed inadequate.

“What is happening?” he said. “It’s not you. It can’t be.”

She released him and stood back, laughing, again spreading her arms out, this time even wider than before. He had never stopped looking for that face, he immediately realized, in crowds, in photographs, and in his memories. Here it was. The voice and her scent, it all crashed upon him, and he walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her as she squeaked. He picked her up and swung her around once, slipping in the snow that now covered the floor of the tower walkway.

“Holy crap,” he said, letting her go. “Seriously, stand back and let me see you. It’s you, right?”

“In the flesh. In a letter jacket, rather,” she said. “In a museum in Kansas City.”

“Are you here for the reunion?” he asked, and it sounded ridiculous as the words left his mouth. “I mean, of course, right?”

“No, I’m on my tour of ceremonial war towers,” she said with a laugh. “Yes, I’m here for the reunion. Let me guess: you are, too?”

“Yes! I don’t know why, though! Come on, should we go inside?” he asked, and they walked around to find the doorway back into the center of the tower. “This is just nuts. Totally bizarre. How have you been?”

“Wait, go back over to the edge so I can shoot a photo,” she said, indicating somewhere in the blizzard. “Yep, right there. Look out into the view.”

“Yeah, OK. Can you even see me?” he said as he put his arms on the wall and looked pensively over it as if he had a nice view and the snow swirled violently around him.. “I can’t see anything!”

“I’m done!” she said, replacing the lens cap. “Let’s go.”

“To answer your question, good, I guess,” she said as they started to descend the metal stairs to the head of the elevator. “I’m just finishing my photography degree and moved back home for a while.”

“Well, you two know each other?” Earle said, standing up. “Isn’t that something?”

“Earle, this is Jennifer, an old friend of mine,” Jason said, gesturing back and forth. “Jennifer, this is Earle, a new friend of mine.”

Jennifer greeted him warmly as Earle gestured for them to enter the elevator, which they both did in some shock still. Earle then pulled the door shut and pushed the button.

“Jennifer, Earle is a veteran of the First World War,” Jason said. “I would love to hear all your stories, Earle.”

“Forget that,” Earle said as the elevator plunged down the tower at a comfortable yet slightly unnerving speed. “I want to know how it’s possible you two both ended up in a place such as this?”

They looked at each other smiling, wondering how to answer.

“Dumb luck,” Jennifer said, moving dripping hair out of her face, which Jason immediately reached over to help with. “We dated a bit in high school in Germany, Jason disappeared on me, and we lost track of each other.”

“Sadly, that’s true. I’m still in a bit of shock,” Jason said, looking back and forth between them, as the elevator settled onto the bottom of its track.

As they exited, Earle said, “Well, it’s clear there’s something special between the two of you, and I’m glad you both came out here today. Made my day.”

Earle held out his hand to Jennifer, who shook it and headed out into the snow, and then Jason, who shook it. Behind him, snow was whipping through the open doorway where she had exited. None of it had settled on Earle’s chair due to the velocity of the storm and the tower’s vortex that seemed to suck in the snow and send it up into the heights.

“Have a good rest of your trip,” Earle called out to them. “To get into the museum, just head across the plaza and down the sets of steps down to the front doors, which you’ll see when you get down there.”

“Thank you, sir!” Jason called out through the snow. “Adieu!”

Through the blowing snow, Jason could see that Earle had sat back down at his chair. Earle pointed to Jennifer and then gave Jason a thumbs-up sign with a crooked-toothed smile.

“So, wait, do you want to go into the museum?” Jennifer asked. “I don’t really—”

“I came to see the poster collection, which is supposed to be really cool. But not even a little now,” Jason said, smiling. “We have to catch up! Murphy! This is insane!”
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“And you?” Jennifer asked, now seated across from Jason in the diner a street over from the museum, near the hotel. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing, I finished college several years ago and have been working at the newspaper in Tucson,” he said, putting his back against the side of the narrow, round-walled elevator, and looked at her. “It’s pretty good. We’re transitioning it into a website version, but I’m still not dealing with all that yet, really.”

“You always wanted to be a gymnast, right?” she asked, with a fake inquisitive look.

“Journalist, close, and obviously you’ve seen When Harry Met Sally,” he said at the same moment they each brushed more of the melting snow out of their own hair. Her nose suddenly didn’t seem too wide as it always had to him, he realized shockingly, and decided at that moment that there hadn’t probably been one as perfect as this one. It only made her quizzical and amused eyes more attractive and sat above a set of lips that he remembered very well.

They ordered a hot chocolate and had settled into a booth towards the back corner. Jennifer shivered in that way that you do when you’re finally warming up and the body is thanking the surrounding heat. She smiled.

“How is it you know this Earle?” she asked. “What a bizarre and mysterious element to this little story today.”

He laughed, as the hot chocolates were set on the table in front of them. “I’m full of interesting things. Stick with me.”

“By the way, ‘Hey, Spangdahlem’? I mean, I knew instantly it was you, and I’m imagining you didn’t know who I was in all that snow.”

“It just came out,” he said, feeling slightly foolish, but here he sat with her, so it worked in some sense. “And, as luck would have it, the second time those cheesy words have been spoken.”

“Yeah, no duh, that’s what I’m saying,” she said. “Unless you’ve gone through the years just blurting it out every now and then like Tourette’s syndrome.”

“So, you look really good,” he said, looking up from his hot chocolate, causing her to look down at her hot chocolate. “Is snow-tography something you’ve done before? I wonder how they come out.”

“Just trying a new thing,” she said. “I don’t know. We were doing some black and white landscapes for class the other day, and I thought it might give me some interesting results with swirling snow.”

“Have you heard about that Apple program where you can edit pictures’ colors and stuff?” Jason asked.

“Hello, Photoshop,” she said. “We have it at the school. I don’t know—it seems weird, though. Cheating, maybe?”

“Seriously, I know,” Jason said. “You were doing that computer class in high school. I haven’t had much interest in computer stuff.”

“I do like it,” she said. “We’ll see. Sometimes, I’m excited by the stuff going on with computers. My dad was showing me some new stuff on the WorldWideWeb, all one word, weirdly, the other day and how animation and more multimedia will be a cool part of websites.”

“Yeah, my journalism classes mentioned it a bit,” Jason said. “It’s creeping into things.”

They each took a sip of their hot chocolate in exact unison and laughed, followed by the first lull in conversation that they’d encountered since the top of the tower.

“Are you staying at the hotel?” Jason asked.

“I am. Third floor.”

“Me, too,” Jason said. “It’s pretty nice. I’ve never been to Kansas City before, and it’s kind of how you’d imagine it, I think. This weather is pretty crazy, too.”

They looked at each other. Jennifer looked down as Jason looked out the window, both hoping the waitress would come but also hoping she wouldn’t, feet shifting, for eternity.

“We covered school and work, and you just mentioned the weather,” she laughed. “That means this question comes next: ‘How are your parents?’”

Smiling, he recounted how they were, generalities, and a bit about his mother having some troubles with her memory now and then but all good otherwise. He inquired about her father, to which she replied that it was a long story.

“Are you seeing anyone?” he asked.

“Nope,” she said. “I swore off men when I had this crush in high school who just disappeared one day.”

“Sounds like a jerk,” he said.

“No, listen,” she said. “I was dating here and there, but nothing really. You?”

“Same-ish,” he said. “Someone here and there. Nothing that seemed to stick. But also nothing that I really saw as sticky.”

“Back to that thing. I’m kind of surprised you’re happy to see me,” he said. “I was such a jerk towards the end of school. Did I even write to you?”

She smiled. “I was mad at everyone after Mom died. Most of all you, though.”

“Ouch. I totally deserve that. I feel sick, I mean I really feel sick about it and have for some time.”

“Yes. You know,” she said, not smiling. “I had to get over it and just move on, and the older I get, I figure we were just teenagers, and there’s literally nobody as insensitive as a teenage boy, I think.”

“Well, they say our brains don’t mature until twenty-four or something like that. The part that enables us to make decisions. It might be thirty-four for me, I don’t know.”

“Here we go then,” she said. “And truth be told, when you called me after my mom died, it was so great. Nobody called. You actually did.”

“I remember that call didn’t go too well,” he said. “I don’t even know what I said, but I know I was not capable.”

“I was unwell. I really appreciated it, even though I’m sure your mom made you.”

“Really, though. How are things with your dad?” he asked. “I have time for a long story.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “We lost touch years ago now. He became really bad and abusive after she died, and I just fled to the States and lived with an aunt on my mom’s side, worked, started attending college.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I imagined you living with him all these years.”

“Nope. He still lives over there, I think still in Spangdahlem. That base is still open, I heard. All these years.”

Changing the subject, she said, “So, I would love to go back to the hotel. “I’m sloppy from the snow and want to get into some dry clothes. Shall we go back?”

They headed back.

“You should call him sometime,” Jason said.

“No way.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Arrival in the Future
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Karlsruhe // 2023

The 777 jumbo jet descended into the Frankfurt Airport in Germany, as unlikely for Jason as being on approach to a runway in the moon’s Sea of Tranquility, even fraught with more of a stew of guilt and curiosity. Out of the corner of his eyes, he could see some green beginning to show out the windows, but he couldn’t look, because he wanted it to look completely different than it had that day he had arrived back in 1985, an illusion that maybe this was a different place than it had been, just in case.

Looking out the window for the first time during the approach back then, he saw lines of giant United States Air Force cargo planes lined up at the other side of the Frankfurt flight line, which would have been Rhine-Main Air Base, and his young teenage mind had gotten some sense of where they were about to live, in the middle of the Cold War. He came to know they were C-141 Starlifters and C-5A Galaxies, truly massive planes. He had hated saying goodbye to his high school friends in Arizona, but had looked forward to seeing and experiencing what he had seen in his father’s old 35mm slides of otherworldly German trains, castles, war sites and flat, angled super cars on the autobahn. So much was waiting for them, and any emotional hesitation about departing from the desert of Southeast Arizona had evaporated quickly. His father had not told him about the bombing at the airport a month before their arrival, and he remembered hearing about the other one a month after their arrival, on the base. 

Now, though, there were no giant USAF transport planes at the former Rhine-Main Air Base, and most of the buildings seemed to be gone, even the iconic tan flight control tower. It appeared to be just another part of the normal civilian airport operations.

As the giant plane touched down almost imperceptibly, he picked up his cell phone to see if he had any texts from Jennifer, and there weren’t any more yet. 9:00 a.m. Frankfurt time meant it was about 2:00 a.m. in Arkansas, and she’d be sound asleep. He went ahead and tapped out a message for her for when she awoke. “Just landed, sweets. I hate being away from you.”

The plane taxied for a while to the gate. Jason stared at the back of the seat in front of him until a text buzzed on the phone, and, as expected, it was from Annika.

“I think you have landed. I tracked your flight,” it read, somewhere from that out-of-sequence world of network connections coming and going. “Oh, there you are!”

He added a heart emoji to her message, laid his head back, and forced a “here goes nothing” sigh that one does when heading into a new and uncomfortable situation. The plane bumped slightly in an almost purposeful and disjointed rhythm as they cruised along the tarmac. His guts leapt as he thought about meeting Annika finally. What’s it like hugging a child, he wondered, and was there some sort of unexpected connection that would radiate between them, or would it be like hugging a new thirty-year-old pen pal friend? No doubt something in between. It would almost be the final proof that he needed to ensure she was real and his daughter.

“You have a successful trip over in the mystery country,” he said as he shook hands with his seat mate Tabitha. “You know, for all of our sakes.”

“I will! Great to meet you,” she said. “Give her a hug for me.”

After obtaining his small rental car, and with all the gratitude in the world for the fact that he could remember how to drive a stick shift standard car, he headed south on the A-5 autobahn that would shoot him straight down to Karlsruhe in about ninety minutes, as directed by his phone’s map and authoritative voice, and his memories. Passing Heidelberg, with its majestic, ruined castle on the hill which he had visited on several field trips during school, he received a call from Annika.

“Hello, Annika! I’m here,” he said.

“Ah! Sehr gut,” she said. “Just follow the directions to the Hotel Aviva, which you’ll find quite literally on the former base’s football field.”

“I could almost drive directly to it after all these years,” Jason said with a laugh. “I’ve played soccer on that field many times.”

“Remember, it’s on Ohio Street, or Ohiostrasse,” she said. “Call me when you arrive and we will get lunch. I would like to go to a specific place. Or you’re too tired?”

“I’m actually OK and hungry,” he said. “See you there!”

After a while past Heidelberg, he exited off to the right from the autobahn onto the exit he had taken many times in his former life here, which, when taken east headed into the old town of Durlach with its memory-saturated medieval tower, a direction Jason did not look, or west into the city of Karlsruhe and the innumerable memories that spanned all across the spectrum, a direction he needed to go now. Seeing the name of the road Durlacher Allee caused a quick flutter of nerves and grief sharing a space in his bowels with excitement, however that worked, and he almost couldn’t continue into the city before taking a moment to gather his thoughts.

He passed a massive shopping center that he didn’t remember from earlier years. It even had a McDonald’s in it, and he smiled, imagining he’d eat much more interesting and authentic food while here, whether German or Turkish or other. No American fast food was an easy goal.

Karlsruhe. After all these years. What would it look like with the military completely gone? Upwards of 10–12,000 Americans had lived here at its peak through the fifty years of presence. He approached the Nordstadt area, which had been the main center of the American village and headquarters here through the decades. There wouldn’t be any olive drab or woodland-style camouflaged Jeeps, vans, pickup trucks, and buses. They belonged to history.

Driving west on Durlacher Allee, he was overcome with an empty feeling that surprised him, a sense of coming home to a place where nobody lived anymore, at least anyone from the old times. Even if it was so long ago that nobody he knew would still be around, it was an added bleakness that his entire culture within a culture had packed up and moved on. A city, of sorts, packed up and moved away. He did find himself still searching for the telltale signs of how you could discern all of your fellow Americans through the city and even all through Germany, through the small rectangular, American-style black and white license plate that was very different from the wider and larger German one, as well as the small and oval white USA sticker on the back of each car. Out walking through the city, you could always tell the Americans back then from the Levi jeans, Nike shoes, and KAHS letter jackets, with the obvious signs of the gaggles of buzzed hair American soldiers.

Jason shut off the map system that had been announcing his intended and correct route, impressed with himself that he could just about drive to his destination blindfolded, surprised at how different some of the scenery looked, but consistent enough that the turns were roughly the same as he remembered. He turned right onto Adenauerring to head north, circling around the city center. The end of the Cold War and the decommissioning of bases all throughout Europe was a seismic blow to the communities that were affected, as many “local nationals” worked on the bases with the U.S. Army and many marriages between Germans and Americans had occurred with resultant mixed-nationality children and intertwined lives. For years after the Cold War ended, many German cities, including Karlsruhe, saw dozens and hundreds of vacant buildings waiting to be repurposed by the German government, and Jason had noticed in his recent research of what had happened here after the U.S. withdrawal that some of the buildings had been torn down, some filled with immigrant housing, others with indeterminate new lives.

He passed the soccer arena stadium on his left, which he remembered as Wildparkstadion but seemed to now have followed that trend of being named after a sponsor and was named BBBank Wildpark. A perfectly timed text hit his phone from Annika, inquiring if he was close by.

He turned left onto the small Kanalweg road, surprised to see no football and soccer field on the right, which would have been on Smiley Barracks, but rows of new buildings with a road down the middle. It came on so quickly, in an area that would have been a tall, barbed wire bedecked fence in his day, that he missed it and continued up to the next street that had been there the entire time. It was formerly the main gate to the kaserne or base installation with guards and a gate shack with a requirement to show military identification but today was a normal road onto which he turned. 

He caught his breath again, as he expected to do every few minutes on this trip, seeing many of the old military buildings still there, one of which was the old military police station, the 160th Signal Brigade building where he had a summer job, his dad’s old building on the left, and then the former base library.

A young woman walked out of the library, and he wondered excitedly if it was Annika, but he could soon tell it was not. Incredibly, he had a daughter who worked in that building, which continued to be an English language library. Deciding he could study every window and doorframe and look for ghosts later, he turned right to go a block over to his hotel.

He pulled into a spot in the parking lot and exited the car, still amazed at the lack of bleachers and cheerleaders, parents grilling hamburgers and hot dogs, and very little sound. He swiftly carried his luggage up the outside entrance stairs and into the main lobby of the hotel, which he found to be very bright and modern. It had light-colored walls with dark, contemporary furniture and some art on the walls, everything illuminated nicely by several large windows.

On the bench ahead, he saw a figure sitting with her left side towards him, legs crossed, scrolling through something on her phone. If he could have commissioned a 3D print and dialed in 60% Silke and 40% himself, it would have output this girl with light hair in a ponytail and dark eyebrows, European thin, with a sweatshirt above a pair of athletic pants and jogging shoes. No ring on her left-hand finger, but he knew that from conversations and her meager presence on social media.

He got close and dropped his bags with a purposeful thud. She looked over instantly and with a big smile stood to enter his open arms.

“Annika, I presume?”

He tried to imagine this moment and every other time hoped that she would look nothing like him and they could be done with this charade, while the other times he felt certain that the tears would flow, and that happened to plan.

It took getting to this moment, but it was clear they were father and daughter.

They hugged for what seemed too short for a father and daughter, but also awkwardly long in that they were two adult strangers who were meeting for the first time.

“Come, sit,” she said and led him, pulling his bags over to the shiny, dark chairs, ignoring the person sitting behind the check-in counter who watched with what Jason thought was typical German distrust.

“Look at us,” Jason said, wiping tears from his eyes. He was shocked at the depth of what he was feeling now seeing her in person. “Look at you. You look like me!”

“Yes, partly, I very much do,” she said. “FaceTime was nice, but I think things are more clear now.”

“I am, and it takes a lot of work, but now I’m sad that you couldn’t find me,” he said, looking at her face, which seemed to movie morph between her own and then his, with some hints of his parents, and most shockingly eyes, eyebrows, and some face structure of Silke, which made him strangely uncomfortable. She had no overly unique distinguishing features, a nose within normal parameters, typical lip dimensions, long brown hair running down both sides of her face onto her sweatshirt, but actually the eyes were, in fact, engrossing and raised to a level of the exotic like her mother. He almost laughed looking into her eyes, a lot of vicarious memories flowing out of them. “Wow. What now?”

“We will eat. But first check yourself in,” she said. “I’ll wait here. She speaks very good English.”

After showing the reservation, his ID, and the typical hotel check-in procedures, he carried his luggage up to the third floor, which he noticed to be the northwest corner of the building, as if perfectly planned. Opening the blinds, he could look directly out to the library, with just a hint of his father’s old building peeking out from behind the closer building. He made sure he had the room key card and headed back down to the lobby where Annika stood with her back to him. No casual conversation was happening between her and the desk attendant.

“OK, follow me,” she said. “We will walk over to grab a quick lunch.”

She sped off and he speedily caught up with her, making note of the fact that this was someone who kept herself in shape and was clearly not a smoker anymore, as they had discussed during one of their phone conversations. After only a moment of exiting, ahead he could see a classic, yellow American school bus that was very much out of place in Germany, even back in his day. It was parked in the most unlikely of restaurants and not anything that Jason would have chosen or even imagined: a McDonald’s.

He laughed, as they walked towards it, traffic speeding by to their right.

“OK, that was not here back in my day,” he said, “and you don’t look like someone who eats McDonald’s. This I would not have guessed.”

The look she gave him was between a capricious and a wicked smirk, which she somehow employed with her mouth and a side-eye glance. He had obviously gifted her the right reaction, knowing he had probably been expecting a dark and smoky schnitzel experience.

They stopped a moment to look at the bus, so obviously out of place but a clear monument, of sorts, to the half a century of American activity in this area. He loved to see it here and found it strangely welcoming. He almost expected some of the locals to rush up to him to hear about his experiences riding in such a weird vehicle. He felt a bit like a walking historical artifact and was ready to sign autographs.

“Wait until you get inside,” she said.

They entered the restaurant and were presented with a wall-size mural of Americana in a way that was both shocking and humorous. The mural consisted of a giant Statue of Liberty and Washington D.C. Capitol building, in front of a massive waving American flag. No McDonald’s in the States was arrayed so patriotically.

Jason bent over, over-dramatically, laughing, not expecting this in any corner of his imagination or intellect. Taken by the moment, he stood up, eyes forward, and saluted the wall.

“OK, that is a bit much,” Annika laughed and grabbed his elbow to pull him over to order. “This is Germany still. Don’t embarrass us. Especially with the whole saluting thing.”

They sat at a table moments later, both of them with a standard cheeseburger and fries, in what Jason estimated would be McDonald’s packaging up on a space station due to its modern esthetic, along with that odd ketchup that Jason had forgotten about after the decades.

“This is amazing,” he said. “I can’t believe there’s a little bit of Americana sitting right here next to the old softball field. And there’s even a play place! It seems so... un-German.”

“I have a confession to make to you,” Annika said, taking a bit of her burger and setting it down with improbable dramatic effect, to the point where Jason wondered if this was a hologram that was about to disappear. He would not have been surprised, with how anachronistic and forced this place felt. “I actually come here once a week because I really love the food.”

They both laughed and Jason knew this to be a big admission to someone in shape and not American, and who clearly valued a healthy intake.

“But also,” she said, again more somber, sitting back with her food left on the tray. “There’s more.”

Jason, about to take a bite, instead slowly set his burger down, put his hands together, and leaned his chin on them. He stared at her, with no concept in any way of what she would say, based on his studies, his experiences, his spending all his time with a woman, the collection of all movies he’d seen. Whatever she was to say now, he knew would be new.

“I have come here for many years,” she said, eyes down, then slowly raising to look him in the eyes. “I imagined when I was young running into you here. Then as I got older, I knew that was impractical, but yet I still imagined sitting here eating a hamburger with, well, my father.”

Jason smiled as his eyes filled again with tears. Yes, new words he hadn’t ever imagined hearing. He placed his hands over hers, as her eyes that had begun to fill with tears as she spoke now overflowed. She pulled her hands out from under Jason’s and grabbed a napkin to quickly dry her eyes, seemingly embarrassed to show such emotion to her fellow Germany dwellers that occupied a few of the tables.

She then put her hands on his and looked at him.

“Thank you for contacting me. Thank you for coming here.”

He smiled. They took a few bites in silence.

“OK, now tell me about this abbey thing you’re doing,” she said. “And, be ready. I have several more surprises for you tomorrow.”
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Karlsruhe // 2023

Jason awoke from not sleeping, in the way that can only happen with a combination of jet lag, sheer travel exhaustion, and the anticipation of a unique day. He could sense that the whites of his eyes were no longer white. Full of a surprisingly good cheeseburger and fries, he had stumbled up to his hotel room the night before and dropped onto the bed.

“How are things going?” Jennifer asked. The phone had rung, which reminded him he was supposed to call.

“She’s clearly me, or mine,” he said. “I have to be honest, and I know you saw this, but I really had to physically be in her presence to know. Now I do. She’s so cute.”

“Hey, are those the jalapeño popper samples?” Jennifer asked someone. “Make sure Karie gets them back by the seafood. OK, I’m back, Jason. Though I have to admit it’s hard, I want to hear more. Don’t forget!”

“Will do,” he said, knowing the tone coming through the phone contained a hint of sadness.

Arriving down at the hotel lobby, a different front desk woman was there, this one early twenties with straight, long black hair around a skeletal white face and chaotically arranged teeth, yet attractive in her bright and oversized blue eyes.

“Good morning, sir,” she said. “I hope you rested quite well.”

“Good morning,” he said to her as he saw Annika approaching the parking lot outside. “What is that accent, if I may ask. You’re not German?”

“Russian,” she said, still smiling. Her face was a battlefield of acne, and she had that look of Ozark meth mouth they saw in his area back home.

“Oh, very nice,” he said, again hearing words he did not expect. “Are there many Russians living around here?”

“Yes. My parents brought me here when young.”

“Well, wow,” Jason said, not sure what to say but old enough to keep up a sophisticated appearance and wish her a good day as he exited.

He allowed the doors to close behind him as he began descending the outside stairs, looking dramatically behind him and pretending to hurry.

“Is everything OK?” Annika asked.

“No! Not at all. There is a Russian in there. We should report this immediately to the base commander and the military police.”

“Oh, many of them have moved in over the years,” Annika said, laughing in relief. “The old post exchange store was even turned into a Russian store.”

“How is this possible, Annika?” he asked, with feigned seriousness. “Our entire purpose for being here all those years during the Cold War was to keep the Reds out. I mean, I never met a single Russian in all my years because they were literally stuck behind the Iron Curtain. This is just wild. They have occupied not only part of Karlsruhe, but literally the U.S. Army base!”

“I understand,” she said. “What can you do? It’s like nobody cares about all that anymore.”

“I wanted to ask, do you not have to work? I just assume I can monopolize your time.”

“I have the day off for this,” she said, as they began walking down the street towards the library. “I have told my boss and co-workers, and they are excited, in their German way, to meet you. And they want to hear about your abbey project—they’re brainy and bookish people. But today, first we will do a walking tour. There is a lot to show you, and then we will end up back here at the library.”

“I will follow,” he said, extending his arm for her to lead the way.

They turned left in front of the library and walked down the main street of the old base, lined with the old military-style buildings, tan walls, and red tiled roofs, rows of dormer windows lining the tops. Many more trees were now here with overgrown grass in what used to be a much more manicured environment. Cars lined the sides, occupying every spot.

“My father worked in that one,” he said, feeling that slight unease and sadness that was a result of a lost past, a missing American military, not being able to peer in at Dad, and some mixture of all those things in a mental stew. “That corner office right there.”

“We can’t go in, right?” he asked.

“Not really, they’re housing now, and you really have to live in there to go in,” she said. “And, there are a lot of things to see, so we need to keep moving.”

“So, this was actually a German Army base before the Americans took it over,” he said. “But of course you know that. What I don’t remember was the name of the base.”

“No idea,” she said. “Starts with an F maybe? The German Army stuff really I do not like to think about. The war, the Nazi days, what a dark cloud hanging over Germany still. But it is receding and it’s important we let it. Don’t you think? We have no connection to it, really. Let’s let all that go already. Come on, let’s keep going.”

They walked from the former kaserne, crossing Kanalweg street, where Jason was confronted with his next shock. He gasped and paused midstride.

“No way,” he said. “How has this survived, and how have they let it stay here? United States Army Paul Revere Village. Incredible.”

On the corner of Kanalweg and Kentuckyallee stood an oversized brown sign with these words from the past accompanied by a graphic of the official seal of the United States Army. It was more of a wall than a sign, great in stature and clearly the entrance to a town that once was. Somehow, a lot of Germans and city administrators had decided this was going to stay, which was a testament to the overall healthy memories of the two peoples living together for so long.

“Surprise!” she said, putting her arm around his shoulders. “And welcome home.”

After gawking, he took photos of it with his phone, as he’d been doing with other small details the entire walk thus far. Some spray paint here and there added a bohemian layer of reality that curated an emotional distance for him yet caused him some grief; it was a nod to symbolism and zeitgeist. He studied it for a moment and also saw a kind of illustration between the official days and a crossing of the chasm to where he arrived now in his life.

“That’s amazing and has to be the highlight of the tour,” he said. “I thought seeing the parking space letters still painted on the spaces on Smiley Barracks by the library was cool, but this!”

She laughed. “Oh, the best is yet to come.”

They walked down Kentuckyallee into the heart of the former Paul Revere Village.

“I was good friends with most of the people in the officers’ housing over there,” he said, pointing to the roughly fifteen houses on the left. They were a style that was American in some ways with an attached garage and German in structural appearance. “The one on the corner there was the community commander’s house and to the left of that the deputy community commander. I could tell you some stories.”

They entered the enlisted housing, which was the opposite of the officers’ families’ individual dwellings.

“Ah, there they are! Like sentinels from the past. Wow.”

She smiled at him, her gaze sweeping over the rows of imposing structures. With Army precision, placed evenly along both sides of the street stood three-story, very long buildings, as far as could be seen, in perfect rows. Some had been updated to replace the pitched red roofs with another level, adding various new colors such as light blue. All very non-Army unique and upbeat.

“I came to a lot of barbecues in the green areas between these buildings,” he said, stopping. “Right over there was where my first girlfriend lived. Or that one maybe? Can’t recall. She invited me to a party. Her name’s not coming to me, strangely. Right when I got here, it was nothing and a weird memory, actually. Why can’t I remember he name? Yikes. Anyway, I think it was like July 4th, with all the grills going with hamburgers and hot dogs. There was volleyball set up, kids running around, really Americana, you know? In the middle of Germany.”

It was a much more staid existence here now. All the parking spaces were full. Overgrown trees and grasses grew everywhere, surrounding semi-broken playground equipment and the occasional bicycle. He knew it would be the case, but he didn’t see any USA license plates.

“I know where we’re headed,” he said. “We’re standing in the middle of four years of my life, though many years ago.”

“Does it look the same?”

“Yes and no,” he replied. “I’ve spent a lot of time here, but also I’ve never been to this place in my life and I’m a stranger. There are many competing emotions in my head. And such long grass, yikes.”

They continued along Tennesseeallee, and after about four of the large and long apartment buildings, they came up to his old high school on the right. It was a kind of salmon color, two floors, and looked exactly the same in many ways, spanning a good distance with rows of windows that sported newfangled window coverings, but this was his high school.

“Come over here,” she said, walking a bit farther down towards the front of the school. A tree to the right had been shielding the big reveal. She pointed.

Large on the wall of the school to the right stood painted the same huge letters and artwork that had been there for the later years of the American presence. A black knight astride a horse with the words Karlsruhe American High School, giant and proudly painted on the wall, with the word Knights underneath, still stood as prominent as if he could walk in and head straight to Home Economics, U.S. History, or ROTC.

“Oh, no way,” he said in shock. “They’ve kept it?”

She smiled and watched him as he stammered and questioned and laughed and groaned and shot photographs. They walked closer and he posed while she shot a photo of him. He took a few selfies of the two of them in front of the giant logo.

“It’s now the Heisenberg Gymnasium school. German children, of course.”

They stood for a while and walked along the front of the school, turning right to go into the courtyard area.

“Also look there,” she said, pointing to the ground up ahead of them.

“Ah!” he said. “It keeps getting better. How is this even still a thing?”

On the ground was a painted American flag motif with faint white and red stripes around a square field of white stars on a faded blue field. Not many people would notice anymore and it was clear that many feet had trod across this area in the past years without noticing this clue from the past inhabitants. Not too far into the future it would have faded completely.

A few minutes later, they approached the infamous, former Officer’s Club tennis courts where he had learned play and had spent many hours, which also happened to be in front of the building where Annika had grown up with her mother Silke and her parents. In one of the more surprising moments, Jason noticed that the former club and its tennis courts were no longer there and had been replaced by a series of semi modern-looking buildings or apartments.

“Oh, wow. Where’d it all go?” he asked as they walked past it. “My tennis courts!”

“For me this was one of the less welcome developments in the whole area, with just one of the more interesting elements of the community being replaced. But, no more officers, no more club, and it wasn’t in the best shape after some years, I guess. This new building is a retirement home—how would you call it?”

“An old-folks home, I guess,” he said. “Interesting.”

“So, come stand over here. But let’s be careful.”

“Oh, she’s not home, right? Your mother?” Jason asked. “I guess I didn’t realize we’d be walking right up to the house!”

The smaller building looked as out of place as it always had, though maybe slightly worse. There was a single stairwell in the middle and two apartments on each floor. A center column of windows with silver aluminum frames sat over the main door. It had not seen much updating and, in fact, didn’t look to have changed at all since the time that Jason had spent inside, except that it was more disheveled. It appeared that all the apartments were still occupied, even the top one in which Silke and her family lived and where he had spent a considerable amount of time. It was not clear to him, with all of the changes throughout the whole former Ami Village, why this building still stood. It was much smaller and certainly could have been replaced by more units for more income for someone.

“Wait, they’re not home, right? It actually looks terrible, probably worse than the old days,” he said.

“Thank you for that,” she said with a laugh. “No, nobody is home. Of course, but let’s hurry away in a moment in case my mom came home sick or something.”

“I love that it’s here, but why did they leave it?” he asked. “I’m sure with what they’ve done with so many of the other buildings to increase occupancy that it’s just luck it’s still here?”

“Well, it’s completely lived in still, as you know. My granddad Hans mentioned a few times that the building actually has some sort of historical connection or significance,” she said as they stood next to each other, observing the decrepit building. “He would never, or did never tell me what it might have been. I am not sure he knew.”

“Historical significance? Other than the most brief and nuclear teenage love affair, I’m not sure what that could possibly mean for this little building,” he said. “Hardly something about the war, as none of this was here during World War II, as far as I know.”

“The other apartment on the top floor is occupied by my great-grandmother Frau Schmidt, who had lived there since the beginning of time. She has always lived across the hall.”

“I wonder how that worked, since no non-Americans lived in base housing. She didn’t work for the military, I guess. I bet your boss at the library knows things about this building,” Jason said. “Do you think?”

Annika turned away from the building to look directly at Jason. She placed a hand on each of his shoulders and rotated him to square off with her.

“Tonight, I want to have more of a talk about my mother,” she said. “I will answer all the questions I can about her, and you have to answer some for me.”

Jason grimaced obvious enough for her to see his dread, but he consented with a “Jawohl.”

She released her grip on his shoulders, continuing to look in his eyes. “I am ready and excited, and I hope you can feel that, too.”

She walked away from him and said, over her shoulder, “Come see where I work! If you want to be transported back in time, here we go.”

After traversing the remaining area of Paul Revere Village, they re-entered through the former main gate of Smiley Barracks and approached the library building, which stood centered at the far end of the road, commanding attention. Light yellow with ruddy brown tile roof and a row of dormer windows, as with the other former military buildings lined the street, this one sported an arched roofline above the three main doors with a large second-hand style clock near the top of the front face. Below the roofline were lined up rows of windows of the main two floors, the second floor on the right housing the English language library.

They entered through the center door and ascended, following signage to the Amerikanische Bibliothek, or American Library. The stairwell of this building had not changed much, if at all, and he was confronted with the smells, yellow lighting, and off-white painted walls that somehow still maintained a presence deep in his brain. They entered the library itself, and it was exactly as Jason remembered, with an office-style carpet, off-white walls, some in a style of wood paneling, with fluorescent lights and many rows of books, all in English. The stacks were arranged into standard sections found at any library, from children’s books to history and romance. Tall windows with white frames were peppered along the edges of the room, each with a heater unit below, and it smelled like rough-edged trade paperbacks and decades of dust, exactly as he remembered it.

Jason attempted somewhat to contain his very American joyous smile so as to not be obnoxious to the more staid Germans in the room but failed, having discovered that time travel exists. Only a few parents with children were in the library, playing and reading in the children’s section.

“Give me a moment and I’ll find my boss,” Annika said, disappearing into a room back to the right. Jason browsed through the stacks, seeing some typical library fare such as John Grisham, Tom Clancy, and Toni Morrison. On the librarian’s desk by the window, he was excited to see a cloth black and white Karlsruhe High School pennant that had probably been brought out for his visit.

“Ah, Professor Carr, hello,” said a sixtyish woman with graying hair, round glasses, and a turtleneck shirt, approaching and slightly bowing as she extended her hand to him. “It is very good to meet you. The resemblance is stark.”

“Hello!” Jason said, extending his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“Jason, this is Frau Volker, our main librarian, and my boss,” Annika said.

“Thank you, Frau Schmidt,” Frau Volker said, smiling through gray, seemingly ignored teeth. “Professor, it is nice to have a prominent American researcher in our library, and you are very welcome here.”

He laughed uncomfortably, demurring, before Frau Volker sat in her desk chair and invited them to sit on the other side. 

The desk strained under orderly stacks of papers, children’s picture books, some novels, and older travel guides, one of which was a tourist guide for traveling through the country of West Germany. Off to Jason’s left stood a red computer kiosk. Above them on the ceiling were white squares with a grid of delineating faux-wood transitions and a not-so-strange quiet hum of a library amid a rainbow of colored books on the shelves.

“Here, Professor. I have taken this out of a drawer for you,” Karen said, pushing the felt pennant across the desk towards Jason. “It must be very old and unique, as, I believe, your school had the word ‘American’ in it, not just Karlsruhe High School.”

Jason picked up the pennant and studied it, considering the material, the edges, and colors, not quite as if he were handling the Himmerod manuscript, but with a deferential reverence that only a librarian or archivist would appreciate.

“It is true,” Jason said, setting it back down on the desk. “By my time here in the 1980s, it had long been Karlsruhe American High School, as all the American schools were termed through the latter years of the Cold War. What an interesting artifact, though.”

“Many of us are pacifists, and, while we are grateful of the gift of this library to the city of Karlsruhe, we do not openly celebrate the U.S. Army, or any army,” Frau Volker said, clearly searching Jason’s face as she spoke to ensure she got her point across without too much offense to Jason. “Therefore, we have not kept many materials from those days.”

“I understand,” Jason said.

“See, we have so much National Socialist and World War II history around here, we then saw the departure of the American troops as a time when finally, perhaps, we could move past the entire twentieth century in some ways. We had a positive relationship with the American troops and their families here, but however good it could get, they were always a memory of hard times. We’ve now had a break, as it were.”

Jason nodded and could see where they came from.

“They say to remember or you will repeat the past, and we can assure the world: We remember,” she said. “We remember. I want to move on.”

“These are similar questions I ponder frequently,” Jason said. “I very much miss my time here, but it had a purpose, and the American Army withdrew. I do hope Russia and the East settles down soon, or it was all in vain.”

She fixed him with a look that he understood to mean that she was moving on to the next topic.

“So we are done now, except some of our Friends of the Library volunteers actually stumbled upon a few boxes in a basement storage area recently, behind the Christmas decorations, that were quite obviously from the U.S. Army days here. We actually find them a little ... how do you say, tedious or ponderous maybe? We have not been interested in opening them. That said, it is possible we have gotten rid of them already. We will check.”

“Oh, that actually sounds interesting,” Jason said, his researcher ears and brain perking up to this possibility. “Probably only some old brochures and community newspapers and things of that sort. Still, I’d be happy to take a look if you find them again.”

With a shrug of the shoulders, the conversation turned to how welcoming the community of Karlsruhe had been when the library opened to the German public just after the departure of the U.S. Army, and how a thousand people turned up on the day it opened to walk through and peruse the books. New shelving had been installed in the past few years, occasional book sales were held, many events for children were frequently offered, and there were challenges of being a part of the official city library system, but the support of the volunteers of the Friends of the American Library was welcome.

“Professor, how is your research going on the abbey and the designs?” Frau Volker asked.

“Thank you for asking. You may actually be interested, because I continue to look at the role of visual communication and graphic design and how it can be used to entice people to act and take part in peaceful connections. I’m interested especially in typography and the design of letter forms, such as that old Gothic style that has been used since medieval times and was used up through modern times here in Germany.”

“I am familiar with that type of script, yes,” she said.

“I hope to spend about four days at the monastery. Even though the library is gone, it is for me a touch point where I can try to piece together design, messaging, transcendence, deep cause, and changing lives, not to be overly maudlin. I’m even looking at some uncomfortable times during our history to understand how much design played a role in propaganda and rallying people and cultures.”

“Ah, yes, I am also familiar with this, of course. It is interesting, and let’s hope you can solve the problems.”

“Indeed,” he said. “It cannot hurt to try.”

“Frau Schmidt, be sure to give your father a tour of the library before leaving,” Frau Volker said matter-of-factly as it became clear the conversation had reached its end.

Jason and Annika sat stunned and looked sideways at each other before turning their heads to each other and laughing.

“Have I said something wrong?”

“Frau Volker,” Annika said, smiling, face slightly reddened. “I am not sure we have heard someone else vocalize the word ‘Father’ yet, however true it is. Though father and daughter, it maybe has not sunk in yet.”

“I apologize most profusely then,” Karen said, her eyes shifting between the two of them, tilting her head in deference. “Perhaps I have misunderstood things.”

“No, no,” Jason said, hands up in front of him as a sign of surrender and acquiescence. “It is no trouble, it’s just in a completely uncharacteristic way, as Americans, we have yet to become very comfortable with what this will look like. Is that how you would say it, Annika?”

“Oh, probably,” Annika said. “We have only just met and are getting to know each other as father and daughter.”

“Well, I will leave you to the tour as I finish a few things before leaving for the day,” Frau Volker said, standing to shake Jason’s hand. “It has been a pleasure to meet you, and I hope you will return.”

“Thank you for having me and taking the time to meet with me,” Jason said, stifling a yawn.

Annika showed Jason around the small library before they descended the stairs to the ground floor.

“I will leave you for a bit so you can rest,” Annika said, giving Jason a brief hug. “As you know, your hotel is just there, and I will return to the hotel around 6:00 for dinner and our talk?”

“Genau. Sehr gut,” Jason said in agreement. “Thank you for today. Truly amazing to be back here and have a tour. What an interesting place to work in there.”

“It pays very little, but I do not have much need for things,” she said, pausing as if trying to put into correct words her next sentence. “Are you understanding why I work here?”

“Yes,” Jason said, nodding his head.

“Good. I am not the most sentimental person, but I think my workplace says a lot about me and my wishes for life.”

Jason gave her another hug. “Let’s talk tonight.”

“OK, tschüss!” Annika said and turned to leave. Jason watched her walk for a minute, and, perhaps in dramatic invention, he could swear she took her steps close and in somewhat fast succession as he did, toes pointed slightly in. He wondered what information she would try to pull out of him over dinner and how much he was able to tell, and his stomach leapt.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Interpersonal History
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Karlsruhe // 2023

Coming awake from the nap, Jason rolled out of bed onto his knees where he said a brief prayer of thanks and guidance for the evening’s discussion with Annika, his daughter.

He saw that it was only 4:30 p.m., giving him some time before Annika arrived for their dinner. The dead quiet and spartan decor in the hotel room caused him a brief moment of homesickness for Jennifer and the comforts of a life over which he had what seemed some control. He took a look at his running shoes across the room and wondered if he could squeak in a run before she arrived, but with the combination of the jet lag and walking tours, he figured he’d be just fine staying off his feet.

He called Jennifer and updated her on the latest developments, including the bit about Annika’s supervisor carrying out the official father and daughter designation ceremony, however unwittingly and deadpan, through gray teeth.

“She is a bit like a funeral director,” he laughed. “I’m just not used to this German thing anymore. But she was nice enough.”

She laughed at his recounting and the fact that they called each other Frau, as is standard in the German workplace, with an admonition to go easy on the teeth jokes, reminding him of similar stereotypes in Arkansas. He sent her a few photographs from the walking tour that they discussed.

“If we visited Spangdahlem,” she said, “we would not have the exact experience, would we, since my base is still open and used by the Air Force? The fact that Karlsruhe closed in 1995 and still has so many memories in the open is a really interesting thing, like a living time capsule. You’ve got the knight on the wall of the school, the Paul Revere Village sign, the girl that looks exactly like you still walking around...”

“Yep. Nice,” Jason said. “Surprise. She’s fun, by the way. She clearly wasn’t raised in the stolid German culture, entirely, because her mother is probably this vivacious and, well, I mean, never mind.”

He paused, and she did not fill the space for ten seconds. She seemed to be waiting for him to continue on that line of thought and remembrance and sharing. In the past there was something comforting about hearing a slight crackle or static because you knew that the call was still connected. Now, the high-tech silence was always accompanied by wondering whether the call had dropped.

“Jason, you’ve never spoken about her on that level,” Jennifer said. “We focus on Annika, as we should, but this Silke at some point is going to take up her part in the story again, I imagine. We should probably just embrace the idea, however weird it is for me, and it is.”

“I think there’s no way she’s even going to know what we’re doing here,” he said. “For now, I’m really good with her not knowing anything. Wait, so how are you doing at this point? You sound a little off.”

“In whatever way you need to hear this from me, I don’t think I’m doing too well,” she said. “With having you back there this week, I’m having even more complex feelings than the past several months since we found out, because you’re there, she’s there, Karlsruhe is there, Spangdahlem is there. All the ingredients except one: me. I mean, even my father is there somewhere still. It’s taken me by surprise, and I’m not loving these feelings right now. I feel alone.”

“I understand,” he said. “Come join me. Let’s get you a flight.”

“No, but I’m having huge FOMO. I mean, all of that was going on decades ago when I was there just a few hours away, and this time I’m not there. I mean, I’m having these feelings in a terrible way,” she said. “Like, I don’t imagine you’ll shack up with her again, but I don’t know. These thoughts I’m having. And, no, I don’t need to come join you. I’m venting.”

He sighed and laughed nervously, reeling from the sentences that just traveled across the ocean that were brand-new to him, and he had never put those words or thoughts together throughout the merging of his past and present and all of the surprises.

“I am so sorry,” he said slowly. “I am just shocked none of this specific scenario you’re talking about hit me until now. I do wish you were here, of course. You’re my wife and I love you. I’d love to show you Karlsruhe. Next time, come with me.”

“So, you want a piece of news?” she asked, to which he assented.

“I’ve been thinking about calling my dad,” she said. “So, guess what? I actually called and left a message. I did it. My Aunt Jeanne had the number. She hasn’t talked to him for a few years either but still had it.”

“No way, you’re kidding me!” he said. “Really, I’m shocked. I bet he’ll listen to the message and maybe cry. This is a huge deal. I’m so proud of you for pushing past it all. This is big news, for sure. I’m so excited for you. A good connection.”

“Stay tuned, I guess,” she said. “But he’s not going to cry, trust me.”

***
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The small hotel breakfast area was still quiet, the only sound some music from the front desk person’s device as she scrolled through social media. The room was lined with tall windows and therefore very bright, with modern white and silver furniture with splashes of bright green- and orange-colored chairs. Various sliced meats and cheeses and fruits and breads sat on counters and in containers, a clear plastic bubble over each, along with drinks in refrigerators. It hit him again briefly that back in the mists of time, he had watched the very American-style homecoming court be announced and king and queen walk out onto the field during halftime at football games right outside the same window he sat near. Nobody eating here had any idea of the American royalty and soldiers who once roamed and ate hot dogs and Skittles right where they were sitting.

He grabbed a brÖtchen roll, some cheese, and a Coke Light and sat at a table near the window, looking south. He set his laptop behind it all on the table and opened it up, connected to Wi-Fi, and pulled out his notes about the manuscript and the abbey.

A spark of excitement about visiting the Himmerod Abbey grew within him as he looked towards the next phase of the trip to the Northwest. He had studied the manuscript for so many years, leafing through it lovingly and with awe at the Morgan Museum in New York, he never thought he’d actually be visiting the abbey itself due to Jennifer’s job and a lack of funding.

The abbey had a long and complicated history that probably mirrored other religious institution structures throughout history, which involved sacrificial construction, warfare, ruin, and rebirth, followed by the most ignominious end: closing in 2017 due to only having six monks and languishing as a museum and concert venue. It had a glorious history. Himmerod was founded by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, abbot, mystic, and co-founder of the Knights Templar, in the Salm River valley in the Eifel mountains of Germany’s Rhineland-Palatinate region. The Thirty Years War took its toll in the early 17th century, and according to the history, due to closing of the monasteries under the French Revolution and occupation, the monks sang “Salve Regina” one last time in the baroque church on July 26, 1802 before leaving, and Himmerod fell into ruins and became nothing but what historians called a quarry, since the materials were just used in other structures. 

Based on late 19th century and early 20th century photographs, it then consisted of a series of crumbling walls with some towering remnants of the baroque church among overgrown shrubbery and trees. With highs and lows through the decades of the early 20th century, including a seizing of their assets by the Nazis, serving as a hospital for war wounded and refugees, and sustaining some World War II bomb damage, things progressed finally until being lovingly rebuilt in 1962 by German Trappist monks from Bosnia who had re-founded the abbey in 1922. It had ever been surrounded by vineyards, fish ponds, apple trees, and mountainous seclusion.

It amazed him to think he’d finally be able to spend several days there and walk through the site where the manuscript had been created eight hundred years prior. It was a context-rich experience with nothing direct to uncover relative to the actual creation of the manuscript, perhaps, but would be valuable in other ways. As a scholar, he felt a bit of kinship with the monkish brethren who had devoted their lives to study and creation and some sort of exaltation, though the irony was not lost on him that it was precisely his non-monkish behavior in high school that led to him making the visit.

Jennifer’s name came up on a notification on his computer and phone, and he answered.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m all ears, but just FYI, Annika is about to get here.”

“I just spoke to him,” she said. “My father. He called back. We talked for about ten minutes.”

“And, how did it go?” he said after a few seconds. “Tell me good.”

“It went weird and well. I’ll have to tell you the whole story soon. But there’s something really helpful I can mention.”

“I’m in shock still that you did it and that it went well. I’m so proud. I want to hear more,” he said. “I mean, just, wow. And now I’m afraid to ask what the second thing is. But wait, how did he sound?”

“Guarded but accessible, I guess,” she said. “He’s still over there in Spangdahlem, believe it or not, but he didn’t want to see you this trip, just FYI. Nothing personal, he’s just in a weird, retired place. He sounded... grizzled and bad, but strangely happy to hear from me. Pretty sure he still drinks massively.”

“Well, best you could hope for, right?”

“Check this out. Second thing. Since we haven’t spoken in a while, I obviously hadn’t ever mentioned your Himmerod manuscript project thing to him,” she said, pausing momentarily to allow Jason to interject a question or comment, which he did not. “He asked why you’re over there, so I mentioned to him your project. Anyway, he says to me, ‘Yes, I’ve been there a bunch of times. You might have been, too.’”

“Wait, what?” he said, stunned. “I mean, I suppose he lives thirty minutes from it, but he never took you up to the monastery that I remember you saying.”

“I have no memory of it,” she said. “He went, but I doubt he took me. I would remember it.”

“I’ve seen that it’s close to Spangdahlem Air Base,” Jason said. “But it was an active monastery back in the nineties, I think. He couldn’t have gone to an active monastery, could he?”

“Get this,” she said. “My dad was in the 53rd Civil Engineering Squad, I think it was, or 52nd Squadron base thing, or something, and the Air Force would send people up to help at the monastery doing maintenance work and picking apples.”

“You’re making this up,” he said. “You took me to that castle up in the hills up there somewhere where you used to do these service projects, but you never said anything about this.”

“Yeah, he said the castle where I took you is called something like Monderschneid. But this is different.”

“Your dad, and maybe you, has been to Himmerod?” he asked, stunned and fascinated. “Is this what you’re telling me?”

“Do you need me to say it in Medieval Latin?” she asked. “My dad said the monks were really cool, and the airmen of the base loved going up there and working with them. It was one of those wonderful community involvement things. It’s so close, he told me, people used to sometimes hike there from the base. I really have no memory of it and doubt I went.”

“This is insane. You’ve probably been there. Before me.”

“And I guess there’s a third thing, actually probably number one: He gave me the number of someone to call while you’re up there. Some guy who knows a lot about the area, including Himmerod.”

“What is happening? Did you become a wizard? Oh, Annika is here! I have to go,” he said. “I’m in shock. You’re my woman, and we’re so connected, and you’re a part of this story! I love it. Let’s talk soon—gotta go!”

He hung up and reeled in bewilderment for a moment. His excitement was tempered by his imminent conversation with Annika, but he was excited at the same time to see his, well, daughter again. 

She wore a pair of jeans and a gray shirt of a light material. His daughter.

“Let’s go eat! I am treating you to a nice and fancy dinner downtown,” she said. “No hamburger and pommes this time.”

***
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After a brief walk towards the old shopping area of the American village, the former social and commercial center of that existence, they arrived in the diminishing sunlight at the streetcar station. With historical destinations such as the Post Exchange department store, the commissary food store, bookstore, the movie theater, and bowling alley, this area had once been teeming with American cars, soldiers in camouflage, and family members.

They had barely made it to the tram station before the cream-and-red-colored tram arrived and they hopped aboard.

“The Minute Man movie theatre used to stand right there behind the tram stop,” he said, pointing to their right as they sat facing forward. “I’m sad to see it gone.”

“I remember, of course,” she said. “It’s some sort of secondary school now, I think a bit prestigious.”

“There used to be a helicopter base right there and an airfield,” he said, pointing to the right behind some dark buildings and trees. “We always heard if war ever broke out that they would gather us all out there and that a bunch of planes would swoop in and pick us all up and take us away to safety.”

“I bet that was comforting,” she said.

“No way it would have worked, I’d say. But back then, things could get so tense with the Cold War and all that that we believed it, for sure. More likely we would have jumped in our cars and headed for that bridge over the Rhine into France that we hoped would still be there and then just keep driving to the Atlantic.”

Streetlights provided a cone of light in the misty evening. In the dim lighting of the streetcar, the huddled shapes of the passengers matched well the closed-off spirit and tacit anxiety he felt over the evening.

At the city’s central Europaplatz plaza, they walked for two blocks to the north until the restaurant, Badisch Brauhaus, appeared in front of them in the darkening evening. It was identical to the buildings along that entire tree-lined street in the classic vanilla color and tiled roof.

Inside, with all the restaurant patrons happy they were not outside, it appeared to be a combination of old and new decor, being one of the oldest, traditional breweries in the city, but layered with someone’s efforts at a contemporary quirkiness. Part of the beer garden courtyard was covered by a retractable glass roof, very welcome on a night like this, above shiny yellow wood log-cabin-style elements that were interspersed with greenery, even a small pond and slowly turning water wheel. In the heights around them was what Jason would later tell Jennifer was a combination of H.R. Puff-n-Stuff, three-story-tall Pez dispensers, and, for historical grounding, an element of the architecture of Antonio Gaudí, all after a hit or three of acid. Giant round faces built into walls and towers, and figures and curving lines in fanciful colors that lived in the liminal space between modern art and a fever-induced dream, it was a psychedelic moment he had not imagined. It had not, as his students would say, been an option on his Karlsruhe bingo card.

“Oh, interesting,” Jason said as they walked through the restaurant, which was about a third full of huddled groups drinking beer brewed on site. “This is a bizarre mashup of old-world Germany and a kind of madcap vision. Like Crazy King Ludwig meets Fisher Price.”

“Old and new, yes, but I don’t know about the fishing reference,” Annika said as she looked at him. “I planned this place months ago maybe in a fit of irony and illustration. I have been here many times, and it is good food, and I know you do not drink beer, but I hope you do not mind if I do.”

“Of course! Whatever you want,” he said. “You never know.”

“Actually, I know some of the owners, and there is a much better space here that I’ve asked them about occupying tonight and they have agreed. It’s very different than this, less weird. Or maybe more. Let’s go downstairs. Follow me, please.”

They left the main floor of whimsy and trance and descended a set of stairs, where Jason then felt as if they’d stepped back in time another five hundred years.

They found themselves in a vaulted cellar comprised completely of stone, as if they walked into a Sword of Shannara castle or the dungeon of any medieval-style fantasy movie. Arriving below ground, they stood in a fully stone block chamber lit by unscented candles and a large fireplace at the far end. Above the mantle hung three ersatz shields with angled stripes and a few replica thrusting weapons, crossed. The uncomfortably low, vaulted ceiling supported four cartwheel candle holders on black chains.

Two place settings waited at the far end, on the room-length, wood tables, complete with room-temperature water. With the digital streaming music, it was the closest Jason had been to a cozy torture chamber or the room where those people at the feast never make it out. For some of his cosplaying students or him and his old friends attending Monty Python-inspired Society of Creative Anachronism events, it was a space many interesting people would probably not want to leave. He snapped a few blurry photos. He knew she would insist on some answers from him, but it wasn’t his story to tell. Not even here. 

Annika turned around as they entered and saw that Jason had stopped walking to appreciate the Tolkien-ian environment where they now stood. She spread her arms out with a big smile and spun around.

“Here it is,” she said, grin continuing. “Isn’t this amazing?”

“It is amazing,” he said. “I really think that we Americans have an affinity for the whole medieval thing, and when we take castle tours and stay in castle hotels, we’re really looking for this. It’s kind of like a theme park but in an actual old space. Truly amazing.”

“Ach, theme park. It’s not Europapark,” she said. “Let’s sit—they’re going to bring us menus in a minute.”

They chose a seat all the way in the back near the fireplace, and within a few minutes, a waiter appeared, dressed in contemporary clothing, which Jason noticed with slight disappointment.

“Annika, good to see you,” said the man not wearing a tunic or suit of armor. “This must be Daddy. And wow, twins you are!”

Jason felt his face go warm suddenly and unexpectedly from a combination of embarrassment at the familiarity of this stranger and the use of a nickname word that represented a window he had missed years ago, plus unexpected shock at a German being so informal. He stood to shake the hand of the man and gave a slight smile.

“Professor Carr,” Jason said. “Only my students call me ‘Daddy.’”

“Remind me not to visit your faculty office,” the man laughed. “Right. Well done, and welcome tonight. Here are the menus. Take all the time you need.”

They ordered their food, Annika an adult drink, while Jason began the first of many Spezis, which he had been told was a drink in the top five of German choices. It was a 50/50 mixture of Coke and Orange Fanta, and he had missed the taste more than he realized, having tried it himself at many a fountain drink station but without the accuracy of the German orange sodas and the real fruit content. The waiter, Peter, thought it slightly odd that he did not order a beer, but Americans are often odd.

“Let’s talk. You start,” she said. Her light brown hair cascaded straight around her face and down, over a bright blue, long-sleeved sweater. It went very well with her skin color and hair, and he had a quick spark of pride in her appearance, though not sure why, as his part of her arriving into existence was hardly an epic effort.

“How is your mother?” he asked, taking a dramatic sip of his first Spezi in decades, eyes closed. “Tell me about her.”

“OK, here goes: Silke is doing fine. This is the night for honesty, and let’s just get it all out there since we only have tonight. She has had, of all things, a job as a singer at occasional events and sometimes a bar downtown. I will just list some things. She and I live together in that family apartment we’ve had forever. Silke’s father Hans, my grandfather, died in his late thirties, and her mother, my grandmother Lupe, died about three years ago. My mother has had some odd jobs down at various boutiques downtown. The flat has always been paid for, so we have been very fortunate.”

“You know, I remember Lupe and Hans, of course,” he said. “I spent a good amount of time in that apartment, and I’m so curious whether it looks the same as it did all those years ago.”

“Who knows. Let’s see how this all goes,” she said, shrugging. “So, we were gone a few years, actually, when I was very young, staying with friends and a few hotels here and there, and I really don’t remember much.

“No real relationships that I can remember, just a few dates here and there, once an American soldier from Seattle, but she’s really happy not being married, I think, and being a single mother.”

“Have the two of you had a good relationship, other than maybe some teenager issues or whatever can happen?” Jason asked.

“We are as close to best friends as family can be, I think. She’s been incredibly protective of me, but she has really devoted her life to me. We’ve been on a few vacations to Ibiza and London and a few other places, but, yes, we have always been close.”

“What would she say when you asked about your father?” he asked, half hoping he choked on the roll or that the vaulted stones dropped down on them instead of hearing what he somewhat dreaded. He decided just to get the conversation going down the tracks.

At that moment, the food arrived, Jason receiving the Schweineschnitzel and Annika the Vegane Rote-Beete-Gnocchi. White plates gave a slightly more artistic presentation of these updated classic dishes, with a side of french fries and a wedge of lemon.

“She said the same thing every time: He was an American who lived here for a time but had to get transferred back to the United States.”

“Well, that’s all true,” he said. “I did sort of get transferred back to the US. What about your grandparents? Did they ever talk to you about me or say anything?”

“No,” she said. “It was some sort of ongoing understanding among all the adults that I was loved and important but that my father was not to be spoken of. I don’t know why it was like that. There was a real and serious energy around the concept of my father.”

“Annika,” Jason said, putting his fork down and clasping his hands in front of him, perched over his dinner plate. “There is so much to tell. Can I tell you a little story?”

“I have waited for this moment, so I think, yes, now would be a great time,” she said, with a slight smile but slightly downcast eyes that portrayed a combination of gratitude for finally having some answers, along with nerves about hearing something unwelcome. “I have always trusted my mother above everyone, and so inside me I have had some doubts about your side of the story. I’m just being honest.”

A few small windows set high into the wall let in some of the streetlights. When they had descended the stairs, it had smelled slightly musty, and he swore he could smell the stones. Jason had been aware that there were a few nexus moments and big decision moments coming up, in terms of how much to reveal and whether to affect a confidence and possibly a bond between mother and daughter. Jennifer instructed him to tell her as much truth as he had, accompanied by a fist pounding down onto the kitchen table in the early days after the DNA reveal. She had gotten quickly sick of attempting to help Jason walk through whatever this was and go straight at it. Jason’s plan tonight was to feel it out and attempt to do the least amount of damage possible, barring being painted into any inescapable corners. The walls around him seemed closer than a few minutes earlier, he thought, somehow becoming oppressive.

“Your mom and I met through our parents, who worked together on the base in some sort of way that I don’t remember,” he said with a distant smile. “It’s actually a pretty quick story, now that I recount it to you. I had actually seen her and knew instantly that her level of glamour and whole cosmopolitan vibe made me look like a daft, innocent American, though I was accomplishing that part myself pretty well. She was way out of my league. I mean way out, like stratospheric, and when we went out on our first date, I really thought I was with a celebrity, and I had very serious imposter syndrome. I mean, she was that glamourous.”

“Why would she go out with you then?” Annika asked in the direct way Americans could never replicate.

“I called her up directly on the phone, after walking up to her at the base carnival,” he said. “So, two things that showed some moxie, I suppose. And my father was very much not in favor of the whole thing. He always had some sort of dislike of the Germans that I found really weird and harsh. He was the leader of our local church community. My mother, also not interested, but took pity on the girl after hearing she needed ‘American friends.’”

Annika smiled and looked down at her plate. Her food was mostly uneaten as she listened to the tale that she had wondered about all of her life. It was clear she wanted to hear more.

“Keep going.”

“We went out on several really fun dates, and I had dated a few other people here and there, including my now wife, interestingly, but Silke was so exotic and beautiful, I really was just completely smitten,” he said, phrases punctuated throughout the recounting with a shaking of the head or shoulder shrugs and hand gestures. “Not to tell too much, but she was the girl that people sort of stopped and stared at. I was observant in my religion, and I still attempt to a bit. I was a good kid, in that I had never been... with someone before and was kind of determined not to be before I got married. I mean, I was that kind of kid. And yet, with the best of intentions through the ages, many a man has quickly abandoned the deepest-held beliefs for some perfume and a beautiful neck. And there I was.”

Jason paused for effect and to gather his thoughts. He was trying to skate the line of having the story be interesting and flattering to Annika’s mother, without veering too far into Creepyville. A few times, he held himself back as if he were telling the story to his buddies or his diary. She was still his daughter, and he was talking about her mother, all within the unique and otherworldly context they found themselves in due to a DNA test that blows up secrets. He also knew that Europeans were a lot less squeamish about these types of things and the ways that DNA travelled around.

“We dated for some months that last summer of 1990,” he said, stopping to look down at his half-eaten dinner. “We had a blast. Then, she broke up with me because I told her I loved her. I was rocked and devastated, but with us moving, I actually couldn’t see any way our relationship could continue.”

“Wait, so... by that point it had already happened? And did you think of staying instead of leaving?”

“Nope. ‘It’ had not happened yet. Here’s how it went down. My family was packed up and ready to move back to the States. Our orders had come through, the moving people had taken our things on trucks, and we had moved out of our house and were living in what they called the BOQ, like a hotel in the base area. So that last night, two weeks after we broke up, she decided to stop by and just say goodbye to me.”

“Uh-oh, here it comes, I think,” she said with a smile.

“This sounds made up, but we were on the ground floor, and she knocked on my window. I basically snuck out after my parents were asleep. We jumped in the family Mercedes, which would be sold the next day, to take a drive. Do you know Leopoldshafen where there’s that little ferry across the Rhine?”

“I have heard of it, yes,” she said. “It’s close.”

“Before, when officially dating, we would go out there and watch the ships and barges go by and just smooch and talk and generally hang out. It’s a beautiful little spot with a very small parking lot. So, in a sort of end-of-the-world feeling, we drove out there and let things get out of hand, and, well, here we are.”

“Yeah,” she said. “If there’s one part of the story I have understood, it is this part. Did you talk about staying? Did she ask you that night?”

Peter, the worst-timed waiter in all of history, appeared at the table. Jason hadn’t noticed him approaching this time but had noticed how Peter had glanced over at them several times already. Almost parental, or some sort of buddy system.

“Is everything good here, friends?” Peter asked.

“Peter, all is well, and we’ll need a little while longer,” Annika said without breaking eye contact with Jason.

Peter backed away with a bow and scuttled back to the stairs without a glance.

“We talked briefly, but her destiny lay in going to try school down in Munich, while I wanted to get back to the States,” he said. “My parents would have shoved me in a suitcase to get me out of there. They grew more and more concerned, especially my father, weirdly.”

“Wow,” Annika said. “I mean, well, I guess you explained it somewhat with the ‘religious’ part, but one time only? In this summer fling affair you talk of, I almost cannot believe it.”

“Looking back, I can’t either,” Jason said, picking up his cutlery again to at least consider another attempt at eating the wondrous food in front of him. “My wife Jennifer and I have tried very hard to have a child, but it was not meant to be. So that was hard, and this is hard for her.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said. She swirled her food around.

“Oh, no, I didn’t say that to make you feel bad,” Jason said as he suddenly realized how it must have sounded to her.

“I know,” she said. “Do not worry about that. I just feel badly for you both. Anyway, keep going!”

“My friends at the high school were amazed and somewhat frightened, for lack of a better word,” Jason laughed. “I mean, she was that different to us all. Her hair, her clothes, she was from another planet.”

“I have seen many pictures,” Annika said. “She was beautiful, and I think is still so. What were the kids like that you were friends with?”

“We were all your typical American high school kids, all wearing the same thing from the torn jeans to the high tops to the letter jacket, the mullet, the girls with the high hair, and, I don’t know, all with a level of American naïveté that we all actually took comfort in, I think, all living in the same little village, except a few of us who lived out ‘on the economy,’ as they called it, with the Germans. We had dances, went to class, had parties, the whole thing.”

“And you lived out in the little town of Waldstadt, you mentioned before?” Annika asked.

“Except, the weirdest thing, as you know, Silke lived in your same apartment in the same military neighborhood as most of us, but was not American American, you know? She didn’t attend school with us. There were always a few of those mysterious kids who spanned universes but only showed up to things now and then and weren’t around for the tests and recess and cafeteria lunches or really school at all.”

“I was only about four years old when the Army left Karlsruhe,” she said. “I wish I could experience it. How amazing really. An entire American culture there in the city that one day picks up and leaves.

“Well, when the Army moved out, Frau Schmidt somehow bought the apartment. Or something. I’m not sure,” Annika said, shrugging. “A few things I heard through the years, I think, was that she had special permission that I’m not sure they even understood. I remember my mom talking about one time they received some sort of letter from the new officer over housing that we’d have to move her out, but a few quick phone calls about ‘an arrangement’ made it go away. It is weird, actually, now that I’m an adult. It’s a weird little apartment with some history, who knows.”

Jason’s curiosity clearly had not been sated, as he raised his hand to ask permission to ask a question, which was overruled by Annika.

“Liebe Vater,” Annika said, looking up at Jason. “Tell me, why you did not contact me all these years? Or us. It is the big question of the evening. And of your trip. Well, and my life. Do you promise you did not know about the pregnancy?”

Jason looked at her, and she had called him by his title, a literal title and critical part of her existence as she sat across from him. Even in the candle lighting, he could make out his own features in her face. Thirty-year-old eyes that, he was devastated to see, still looked like a little girl who was begging him for scraps, slight German accent and all. He felt some tears forming in his eyes, maddeningly, having done so well to hold it all in for most of the trip, tears from pent-up emotions and some fear of what came next. He already felt bad for having told her that Silke had never told him about the pregnancy.

“Annika,” he said. “She did not tell me. I promise. I am going to let your mother answer that. But, I would have to trust her for having her reasons.”

“This is absolutely true?”

“Yes.”

“If you knew, would you have returned?”

“First flight back,” he said.

She smiled. “I needed that.”

“Do you think you’ll ever tell her that we’ve spoken?” he asked. “How do you think that would go?”

“If I’m being honest,” she said, “I think she will launch all the nuclear weapons she can get her hands on and slightly lose her mind. We should fear. But I especially now do not know, since there appears to be parts of the story that are to remain hidden. That, uh, variable is unknown.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said, reaching to place a hand on hers, which felt both weird but appropriate. He could sense her lingering disbelief, but it seemed to be diminishing. Is that what a father does, or absolutely should not do? he wondered.

“Well, should we go?” she asked.

“Thank you for tonight,” he said, rising from the table. “I hope you feel a little bit better.”

“A bit,” she said, wrapping a light blue scarf around her neck. “Come on, we’ll pay upstairs as we go.”

Up at the main level, they were approached by Peter, who shook Jason’s hand with firmness but little mirth. Jason stammered, attempting to pay, then was shoo-ed towards the door to Jason’s continued protests. They found themselves quickly out on the sidewalk.

They walked towards the tram stop in silence. The cobblestones glistened in the signage and streetlights as they approached the tram stop at Europaplatz. Annika seemed to not want to talk, while Jason really did, which evened out in an equilibrium that somehow favored her wishes. The awkwardness was palpable, and he hated it. The tram ride, though not so long, was eternal.

“You OK?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m just processing,” she said with a wan smile. “I wonder why she did not tell you and I hate it. A theme that I felt through the years was that she was very angry with you, or, well, my father whoever that was. She would never explain but you could feel it. But, thank you for your honesty. I wanted more tonight, but of what? Not sure.”

“Of course,” he said and embraced her. She held him tightly. “Be well, my girl. I’ll call you before I leave tomorrow for the monastery.”

Once out of view, he called Jennifer, who was thankfully off that day and was lounging around the house after having taken an early run.

“How is this happening? I mean, am I living someone else’s life?”

“Kind of.”

“Tell me one more time.”

“Look,” she said. “It’s not easy for any of us. But you’ve done great. You really can’t go too much into detail about the fact that you didn’t know, because it’s as simple as that. You can’t throw her mother under the bus, that doesn’t help anyone.”

He went up to his room and lay on the bed in the dark, feeling weird vibes. After a while, he opened his laptop, checked on his route for Himmerod, and his hotel reservation there at the hostel. Fearing a spinning mind and roiling stomach, he knew what kind of night was coming and popped a sleep aid pill. While he waited for it to kick in, he reviewed some more websites about the abbey and then pulled up the satellite map of that Leopoldshafen crossing love nest from so long ago. It looked the same as he remembered, at least from space. He did his best to fall asleep quickly, but with the memories of that pivotal night in the past, it took some time.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN: Fifteen Songs
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Karlsruhe-Leopoldshafen // 1990

Jason thought about that final evening in Germany every so often through the years, for all the right and maybe inexcusably wrong reasons, and he tried to rationalize his way through it but always found himself right in the middle of unsuccessful territory. It was almost as if two teenagers weren’t thinking clearly as they were overcome by desire and pheromones, because that would be the first time that had ever happened, he would muse through drives and walks across campus when it entered his thoughts. In working through all the variables and connections, he often philosophized about his role and his responsibilities, his intentions and all the fallout. Intellectual, spiritual, and emotional pleading filled much of his waking hours for many years as he walked through this stew of memories, and, with God and consequences, well, who knew?

“Let’s go drive,” she had said at the window. “One more time.”

Years later, he could still feel the red-faced disorientation of seeing her standing there between two branches, as attractive as he had ever seen her. The smoky eye shadow and ample makeup, black curly hair cascading well down onto her chest and back and, as always, pulled up high on the sides of her head and tied somehow on top. A few weeks prior to her appearing here, he had scribbled an Emily Dickinson poem on a half sheet of lined notebook paper during English class and had left it pinned under her windshield wiper. When the teacher had assigned the poem, among others, it had flown right into his soul and he knew it needed to also get before her eyes. Wild Nights-Wild Nights. He had added “I love you” at the end. He had even memorized the poem to speak to her but did not get the chance.

“I didn’t expect to see you again,” he whispered, leaning against the now angled-open window, confused but smiling. “It was pretty clear.”

She gestured to the Mercedes. “Let’s take yours.”

He listened at the door to his parents’ room, the second of two suites in the hotel.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” he said after sneaking out through the front door into the hallway and out past the front desk person. “Where should we go?”

“Where else?” she asked, in a tone he knew and had a hard time dismissing.

Deep summer had again turned the Rhine River valley muggy and sultry at the close of a day of baking sun that seemed entirely out of Germanic character. That heat may have been one of the reasons that Jason and Silke had ended up sitting on the hood of the car several nights through the past few months at the small, secluded parking lot on the eastern bank of the river. At the outskirts of Leopoldshafen, finding some sort of simmering interest in observing river barges had become their thing. Maybe just being near the water felt cooler somehow, or maybe the cool actually radiated out onto the banks and washed across their skin. It helped somewhat, but most evenings, the heat was oppressive.

They had not spoken since leaving his house during the fifteen-minute trip. At one point on the drive, he had tried to say something and she shushed him, and it was mysterious and amazing.

He pulled the Mercedes into the small parking area at the edge of the river.

“I basically told you I loved you,” he said. “Through verse. Then I didn’t hear from you.”

She ignored him and looked out to the river. Nobody should ever spend time together during one’s last night in a country. He shifted his gaze back and forth between her and the river flowing past.

That night, much like all the others, he told himself he hadn’t really planned on hot and humid becoming hot and heavy, though not for lack of imagining many, many nights as he interspersed such thoughts with pleading prayers for numbness that were overpowered and probably under-sought. How many years had he learned that he should focus on virtue, saving love and all that for later, when it could be official? And how many years had that banged up against the reality of being a high-octane, omnipotent teenager in the middle of history in a divided Germany at the tail end of the 20th century?

What would make that stretch of the river shore go down in history that night, though, as the sun set, was not like the millennia of warring armies that had forced a crossing here or had floated by with weapons bristling, nor was it those first three of Jason and Silke’s historic Mercedes makeouts at the site. Any jury in the world would even discount the long, heavy-laden barges sliding by in the swift, surging currents there in the river’s channel as the main cause. Those same jurors would, though, unanimously agree with not much deliberation that the real fault would lie with the mixtape. It had been locked and loaded in the glove compartment. 

The jury would determine that the sticky occupants of the olive-green Mercedes 280S had no real choice in whether history was made there by the time that night arrived. If any associated blame was then to be found, it might lie somewhat with the bewitched forethought that had gone into the creation of that combination and order of the songs. The premeditated track choices were appropriate enough for the standard amorous youthful encounter, but when paired with the pulsing of the waves against the soft mud of the shoreline of one of history’s great rivers, the agency of any teenage couple had been removed, and free reign was afforded to them by the world’s greatest literature, symphonies and artwork as both a gift and the most obliging permission.

They knew the decision to shut off the car meant the end of the air conditioning, but they knew that with the key inserted and rotated into just the right position that the music could continue to stream from the low-placed speakers, and they were perfectly fine with that arrangement. Maybe the Polizei wouldn’t see them or would see the American license plates and not want the hassle.

It all started, really, with the four minutes and forty-four seconds of A-ha’s “Stay on These Roads,” when they talked for maybe a minute about something random Jason could not remember all this time later, and the sweat beaded all over them quickly, but they barely noticed or cared. Mid-sentence while talking about nothing, Silke pulled a lever and laid her seat back in a motion that seemed almost violent, and she shrieked and laughed, and before Jason knew it, he had traversed the center section of the car, inexplicably missing the gear shift, and had landed next to her in the faux leather passenger seat. He silently praised their choice of not bringing her miniature silver Fiat on this trip, and by the time Depeche Mode’s “Somebody” was halfway through at about two minutes and ten seconds, their deep kissing had already shamed their previous Rhine makeouts by magnitudes, and almost certainly any other makeouts back through all of time between any two sets of lips, anywhere. 

When “I Will Be With You” by T’Pau had started, he had the impression, and nursed it, that as the sweat dropped off his face and onto hers and mixed into the kissing, some sort of missing ingredient, that all rights and privileges for exploring love for the song’s four minutes and four seconds had been granted by the now very invested and capricious Rhinemaiden river nymphs of Wagnerian legend. Four minutes and thirty-one seconds went by accompanied by the rhythmic beats of Richard Marx’s “Endless Summer Nights,” and three minutes and twenty-three seconds of Icehouse’s “Crazy” as the rivulets of sweat gathered in any indentation they could before overflowing and cascading down their bodies. 

Jason’s hand held up the back of Silke’s head that had ended up between the seat and the door, with her hair completely saturated, and it was both cool and hot somehow, one of the many details that would stick forever in his mind, along with any quote he ran across from Rilke or Goethe or the Scorpions.

Earlier, during the trance of his deliberate mixtape song dubbing process, he hadn’t really lined up an exact musical moment when the flow would signal the fulfillment of the makeout stage, at that moment still pretending, he prayed, this combination of songs would accompany only a fun and semi-innocent kissing session, but, yet, it happened with the four minutes and nine seconds of TNT’s “Northern Lights.” To the tune of a Norwegian heavy metal ballad, he wondered and marveled at how life arrived at such moments, without deep questioning, but apparently with Nordic power chord enchantment.

They knew through many hours of past observation that barges chugged deeply as they headed upstream against a strong current, while they knew that other barges made much less noise as they slipped and glided past in their downstream direction. The full barges sat humbly and very low in the water and nearly seemed to be on the verge of sinking, while the empty ones rode high and stately in the water, sort of flitting. But they had seen that all had onboard running lights, which slowly pulsed and blinked and announced their presence, and by the time Peter Cetera and Amy Grant’s “Next Time I Fall” went through its three minutes and forty-six seconds, the lights of the car stereo seemed to communicate in some sort of syncing Morse code with the strobing indicators of the passing barges, however blurred by the now completely fogged-up car windows.

He tried to piece together years later the tracks of the infamous mixtape long being thrown away in misery and anger, whether he only imagined Sandra’s “In the Heat of the Night” with its quicker tempo for just over five minutes being a part of the encounter, and he figured he probably would have chosen it for the singer’s extreme delivery of “But I can’t stand it anymore... I lose control in the heat of the night.”

Much as he would never be able to get the four minutes and thirty-two seconds of Europe’s “Carrie” separated from his memory of the intertwined limbs and soaking wet skin, he had never been successful at evicting the scents and smells of that evening, and they were nothing in any combination he could ever recreate had he even wanted to. He couldn’t remember the perfume brand she wore, but he knew it lived permanently coated on his scent receptors with the rest of that night’s fragrances that ranged from salty to sweaty to river water to wet sand to barge diesel to fake car leather to hints of tobacco and then whatever else love did to a few bodies. He had applied English Leather cologne in some sort of aimless strategy that performed admirably as it began the evening, applied around most of his neck, but now through sweating and her lips, it was probably gone, and by the time Ultravox’s “Vienna” had played through four minutes and fifty-four seconds, Breathe’s “Hands to Heaven” for four minutes and nineteen seconds, and then Chaka Khan’s “Through the Fire” accompanied their bodies and networked minds through another four minutes and forty-nine seconds, their perspiration completely coated the car seats, clothes were balled up on the dashboard, in the back seats, and somehow slung over the steering wheel. He wondered whether they had rolled into the river.

Two more barges had passed by, one going upstream and the other down, during Judas Priest’s seven minutes and eleven seconds of “Prisoner of Your Eyes.” Jason silently noted again that heavy metal ballads did, in fact, have their place in such moments, as frequently pondered by the lunch table guys, and from what he could tell, she completely agreed. Seat springs and the shocks of the Mercedes somehow matched and complemented the flow of the slow currents with the clouds of a musky atmosphere.

They smiled and breathed together and said nothing through all of the four minutes and twenty-eight seconds of Queen’s “One Year of Love” as the seat was somehow partially back up, a window had been partially rolled down, and they lay there still tangled up together. He smiled as he ran his hand through her sopping hair and tried to wipe off her smudged eye makeup, and she reached back behind her and stroked his wet neck. There were no more barges, but there were small, coursing waves and occasional light wind gusts. The moon began to rise behind the thick tree line on the west side of the Rhine River.

“Are we still broken up?” he asked. “I’m having a hard time understanding things right now.”

“Of course,” she said, running her hand through his dripping hair. “You’re leaving Germany tomorrow. I’m staying, forever. It’s the only choice we have. But who knows?”

Nearly two minutes of The Smiths’ “Please, Please, Please Let Me Get What I Want” accompanied more kissing that somehow seemed even more passionate and affixing than earlier, as it now lived alone and held no other expectations, probably. Far to the south, the smoke from the stacks of the city’s Rhine harbor industrial area lifted up into the sky as the Germans, Americans and everyone else in the river valley went about their lives, with no knowledge of Leopoldshafen and the young lives in the green Mercedes with U.S. Forces license plates and a partially dead battery.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWENTY: Himmerod Abbey
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Himmerod Abbey // 2023

Jason’s car crossed the bridge over the Rhine heading west out of Karlsruhe, doing his damnedest on every different road he joined to get up to speed with the other madcap traffic in a stick shift car. He’d never shifted so quickly but ultimately felt cool, like a Formula One driver. “Faux-mula One,” he muttered to himself, checking the side mirror and rear-view mirrors to ensure he wasn’t going to get Porsche’d.

Only after being on the road, still reeling from the previous evening’s conversation with Annika at the restaurant, he remembered to call the person whose name Jennifer’s father had provided, a man named Patrick Hagsfeld. He pulled into a rest stop and dialed the number.

“Hello? Hello?”

“Hello, Herr Hagsfeld, this is Jason Carr,” he said, speaking slowly, in case the man did not understand too much English. “I received your number from my wife, through her father Gordon Murphy.”

“Ah! Hello, sir. I have been waiting for your call!”

“Oh, great,” Jason said. “I guess you’ve heard what I’m doing here? Just doing a bit of research up at the abbey on some graphic design topics.”

“Yes, it sounds very interesting to me,” he said. “And you’re coming from Karlsruhe?”

“Indeed, I am, and would you have any interest in meeting me at the abbey tomorrow morning?”

“Karlsruhe! Ach, well, I very much look forward and I’m old and bored. I will come up there tonight. OK?”

As Jason pulled back onto the road, he feared for his interest in experiencing some of the solitude of the Himmerod valley since by all appearances, he had just made a new clingy friend, albeit one who would be critical in understanding some elements of the trip.

He triple-checked the highway as he re-entered it. The morning before he left had turned out much different than he had imagined, even the night before. Annika had texted him early that she wasn’t feeling well and would have to skip breakfast, which hit Jason like a punch in the gut, all the feelings of guilt coming back to him, having disappointed his daughter in keeping from her the one thing she had wanted to hear from him. He responded with, “Oh! I’m sorry to hear it! Well, let’s talk again soon?” 

Instead of stewing and doomscrolling the news, he popped out of bed, pulled on his running shoes, took a puff of his asthma inhaler that he was ecstatic to find in his bag, and headed out of the hotel. He ran south on the main drag of the old base, turned right on Kanalweg, and then headed towards the Rhine River to see what remained of the other old Army base where he once had a summer job. Not much remained.

He looped around and followed the same direct path back with a slight detour towards the end of the run where he snaked through the remaining old streets of the industrial part of the American village, down Pennsylvaniastrasse, Delawarestrasse, and was actually surprised at the number of buildings remaining here from the old days. The NCO club, the health clinic, the canteen, post office, and various other buildings. He stopped frequently throughout the run to take a quick picture on his phone. Completing about five miles, then returning to the hotel, he felt some urgency to leave for a quick break with Annika that he knew would be repaired in the coming days and promised the clerk he’d be back down quickly. He ran up, showered, and sat down to a quick breakfast. He composed a text to Annika but then decided not to send it. Jennifer thought, and he agreed, that maybe he should just give her space and time to process and retreat gracefully. She felt strange after hearing he and Jennifer couldn’t have kids and that her mother really had not alerted him that she had been born. These were big things and informed Annika’s state of sadness right now, Jennifer told him. They could take things up again on FaceTime when he got home.

Now, having joined the A-65 autobahn heading north, he settled in as much as he could with a remaining two-hour drive up to Himmerod, which turned out to be a more verdant and rich drive than he had imagined. He was out of practice with this fast-paced driving and his frenetic road partners and opponents, so he avoided attempting to fiddle with the radio or his phone and just rode in silence, thinking about his dinner with Annika and feeling tight in the gut and even lungs about their conversation from the night before and struggling with whether he improved anything between them or not. He headed west on the highway 10, then headed north on the A-62 autobahn past names he knew well—Landstuhl with its famous U.S. military hospital, and Ramstein Air Base. Then he continued north on the A-1 through rolling hills and gridded farm fields, where he crossed the Moselle River at Shweich. He was now officially entering the Eifel, a low mountain range that ran throughout this region of Germany.

At a big clover leaf interchange, he headed west on the A-60, seeing signs to Spangdahlem Air Base, creating a heart and gut flutter from both the past and present, where he finally exited the frantic pace of the fast roads at Landscheid onto the small and fun-named Auf Klingelborner Heid road and up into the little town of Grosslittgen. He stopped at a gas station and sprinted in to use the bathroom and to search for a chocolate Kinder Egg, because he felt he had to buy something in order to satisfy the usual rules of gas station bathroom permission, before heading up into the Salm River valley on Himmerod Strasse. After all these years, he could hardly believe he was here and seemed to float in as if in a dream.

It was, in many ways, as it surely had always been, in a quaint and isolated valley among pristine, low, green mountains. Thick trees and lush, flat slopes alternated on both sides of the road throughout the entire region, and especially so in the valley where Himmerod rose. He parked in the lot across the main road from the monastery complex and grounds. Immediately in view were the early 18th century baroque abbey church, the old mill that was clearly one of the earliest buildings yet extant, a restaurant, hotel, bakery, monastery hostel, and various other buildings, among slopes of apple trees, fishery ponds, and even the monk graveyard on the northeast side. Attached to the baroque church itself was the three-story convent, set around a perfect square cloister courtyard, yellow walls with dark grayish green pitched roof and dormer windows. Even after the departure of the monks, yet under the oversight of the Diocese of Trier, the grounds were well kept with manicured trees and bushes, celebrating straight walkways throughout.

He leaned against his car and looked around in wonder. It was warm, and he turned his face up to feel the sun on it. He closed his eyes to soak it in. For not the last time, he wondered, fine with being decidedly overdramatic, if it was the same feeling that the monks for those centuries had as they worked in the fields harvesting grapes or apples, and if the smells were the same. Were the monks working in the fields the same ones who would also do the writing, transcribing, or illustrating, or did they have different roles? Did some cook and not others? As, thankfully, no other drivers entered the parking lot, he tried, but it was nearly impossible to imagine exactly their environment and outlook. He marveled at the silence they must have experienced.

One item of certainty became clear. Had those medieval monks seen the gigantic, dark gray transport plane come roaring nearly directly overhead that had just appeared, they would have declared the arrival of the apocalypse or the Second Coming, he was certain. He laughed to himself at the absurdity or juxtaposition of his being at such a serene and archaic place from the 13th century but being jolted awake by the frequent 21st century warplanes on the approach to Spangdahlem Air Base a few miles away. As if in accompaniment, dragonflies hovered around him.

A text dinged from Annika, which assuaged his fears and guilt somewhat. It said, “I hope you enjoy your time at the abbey. Let’s talk soon.”

He grabbed his bags out of the back of the car, walked across the street, and down into the complex. Since the quaint gasthof hotel seemed to be closed, sadly, he had booked a single room in the monastery hostel. It was a narrow, three-story yellow structure that spanned the main way into the church and cloister area. An ornate red stone arch provided a breezeway through it, which seemed to delineate the outside world from the inside, and once through, you were in sanctified territory from the ages. His room was sparse, of course, ascetic even, but comfortable enough with light-colored wood and a sensible bed that seemed just shy of adequate. He dropped his bags, walked back out into the hallway, and locked the door behind him, then ventured out. He had four full days here, and he intended to learn as much as he could and listen to people, the air, and to what he could discern from any lingering memories.

First stop was the bakery, a quaint little structure just outside the hostel building. A relatively nice woman inside gave him a brief overview of the various cakes and torts and big round Landbrot breads in her nearly flawless English. He purchased a strawberry goop-covered tort, a roll, and a hot chocolate, and positioned himself at a small round black metal and colorful tiled table just outside. 

Very few people were around on this day or at this time of the day, for which he was grateful. The impressive red stone arch nearly towered over him as he polished off the less-than-healthy lunch quicker than he probably should have, intending to save his main appetite for dinner that evening at the Kloster Gaststätte, which was the Himmeroder Monastery Restaurant. He set off on his first stroll around the grounds with still an hour before meeting Patrick Hagsfeld, who had promised to be seated on one of the benches in front of the church.

Walking through the hostel building’s archway, he found himself looking along a straight but rough-hewn cobblestone path that led directly to the massive baroque church. Grass and trees scattered throughout, with apple trees on a slight rise to the left, accessed by a dark gray, stone staircase. Benches were set along the various edges. Up just behind the church’s front face and the onion-domed tower at the other end of the church passed a pair of American fighter jets, much smaller and pointier than the enormous cargo plane from earlier. They seemed to be the same color gray but moved much quicker. The American presence was certainly not gone from here and echoed quite literally throughout the courtyard.

Immediately to his right was the book and art store, into which he ducked briefly to grab an overview booklet and map, which found themselves sitting among the honey, jams, wines, apple juice, smoke trout fillets, cheese, and sausage and everything that was arrayed around him. One table held several different styles and sizes of candles. This was no doubt where his candle in his office had come from when he had ordered it some time ago. Although there were books, he was aiming mainly for the other part of the complex that dealt with books: the Scriptorium or library, and to see where it had stood and what might be remaining.

He exited and made his way towards the tall, ornate church, as it seemed to be the center presence of the grounds; its facade soared higher and more beautifully than the other buildings around it. Ascending half a dozen steps and passing through the main doors, which were tall, dark brown, and inlaid with seemingly copper plates with coats of arms, statue of Mary holding Baby Jesus directly above, he found the inside of the towering chapel to be a combination of old and new, with none of the overly ornate and complex features of a Gothic cathedral but more of the baroque style with a long gallery of vaulted, light-yellow arches supported by salmon-colored stone pillars. Two rows of seating pews extended the entire length of the main nave. A side aisle ran on each side behind the columns, again topped by vaults. Typical other elements appeared as he walked through, from the giant organ to the ornate sanctuary area at front surrounding whom he imagined was Mary, arms outstretched in what Jason would later tell Jennifer was a full “ta da!” pose, with a halo of stars suspended behind her head. Above that, with very tall windows behind, was a statue of Jesus on the cross. 

Jason stood before the sanctuary area for a few minutes, then sat on a dark wood seat in the choir area to meditate for a moment about where he sat and how many holy people and people seeking to be holy had occupied the spot in which he sat, and being a Christian, he took comfort in that idea that, in the end, everything would be OK.

Afterwards, he exited the church and strolled into the monk cemetery to find lovingly maintained grave spots, each with a very thick and blocky grave marker with the name and dates of each person. Banners and signs were placed throughout the grounds. What Jason and his design colleagues would call a way finding system showed the convent coat of arms, two intertwined rings with the heading CH (Conventus Himmerodensis). Now and then throughout the day, he felt as if he were thriller movie sleuths Robert Langdon or Benjamin Franklin Gates, and though there were no Nazis, black marketeers, or religious fanatics on his tail, he looked over his shoulder every now and then for effect.

He read in his small tour guide that the library was the most important part of a monastery, the central and guarded presence, and probably the biggest treasure they had. The library was originally called the armarium and was a small, windowless room with books set into niches in the walls. It continuously was expanded as the collection grew, and in modern times there is no sign anymore of how big the armarium was or exactly where it was located. With such developments as the invention of the printing press, the collection flourished and a new “light and spacious” library building was constructed in 1506.

Design in the 21st century was rife with data visualization and user experience design, web and app coding, spatial computing on VR goggles, and now with the onslaught of artificial intelligence, many of the older designers were tending to look to older technologies such as letterpress and hand-rendered typography. The Gothic style of lettering, also called blackletter or textura, had continuously been popular with students and professors due to its extreme stylization and historical overtones, often matching the Gothic architecture in its tall, thick vertical strokes joined by thin connectors and pointy serifs at the edges. That style connected the old practitioners from hundreds of years ago with their pens and brushes on vellum leafs to the professionals of today, who used very similar shapes, glyphs, and layout on MacBook Pros, together as one communicating a message with a similar call to action to either pray, donate, or “sign up now.”

Having completed a healthy circuit of the church, cloister and the sloping fields behind historically reserved for the monks, he sat on a bench in front of the church, waiting for Patrick. Without a vertical element to the bench, Jason was seated with his back against the five-foot rough stone wall that seemed to have been there for centuries. Behind him was the slight hill with the apple trees and in front of him the main path to the church, smooth grass, and some scattered, low trees. Small groups wandered by every so often, speaking mostly German from what he could hear as he rested and observed, with occasional groups of Chinese tourists. He sketched for a little while, as a way to relax and cool off from the jaunt and benefitting from putting a pencil to paper in his sketchbook. Nobody suitably old enough seemed to be this Patrick, so he continued to wait.

“Hello, sir!” came the voice of an aged man, approaching Jason from the direction of the parking lots and book shop. “Are you, perhaps, Jason the American?”

The man who almost certainly was a monk at some point in time, not based on outfit or hairstyle but based on his extreme comfort and ownership of the space, smiled at Jason with most of his teeth, though yellowing and crooked. His hair was white, nose noticeably oversized, he wore a standard gray pants with sport coat, and his beard was down below his collarbone. His black shoes seemed sensible enough, though he lacked a cane or hat or any other symbol of active-duty monk status, or even wizard. He was clearly at least in his nineties.

“Yes, hello,” Jason said and approached him off the bench.

“Pleasure to meet you!” Patrick said, with an actual glint in his impossibly green eyes that came and went as if he were Tolkien’s Tom Bombadil, as animated by Ralph Bakshi in the 1970s. Jason sat in awe for a moment, taking in this character, under some sort of trance.

“I’m grateful to Gordon for introducing us,” Jason said. “I’m excited to hear about the monastery.”

“He is a good man. Complicated also,” Patrick said, eternal smile still deployed. “So, I’m an open manuscript. Tell me everything and I’ll add to it. But first, let’s go into the chapel and talk in there. Not many people will be in there, and it is probably to close soon.”

They entered the church through the large doors and made their way to a pew near the front, just under the view of Mary holding the infant Jesus. Jason told him about the manuscript he was studying, which found itself in New York now, and Patrick nodded and laughed knowingly, then sighed and shifted in his seat.

“I wish we could study it right now,” Patrick said and pointed to the ground dramatically. “Right here, but alas, it is across the ocean.”

After Jason had exhausted his knowledge, recoiling slightly in anticipation of the fire hose that was being hooked up to Patrick’s brain, he got a little more comfortable on the pew. Patrick started by thanking the American Army engineers some decades ago for building the large fishponds that sat adjacent to the buildings. Jason never would have known that tidbit and was already grateful for the connection.

Jason enjoyed looking around at the various aspects of the buildings as Patrick pointed, accompanying his visual tour with indicating various spots on the folded map he had produced from his coat pocket. He spoke of the monks he had interacted with, the grounds, and the history of the distant past.

“Let me show you some photographs of the manuscript,” Jason said. His students showed some interest, but the fascination visibly displayed by Patrick as Jason swiped and zoomed and recited was what made moments worth it.

As a designer, Jason did love the connection to these men who wrote and employed typography and illustration because even back then, there had been “creative directors” and “stakeholders” who had a say in the delivery of the messaging. There had been a decree early on in the monastery’s scriptorium “design style guide” that the artistic decoration of the Himmerod manuscripts be simple and correspond to the simplicity of their monastic order, and that large initials be done in monochrome color only. Even though this was discontinued, and the illuminators were allowed to express more color and illustrative style, many of the large initials or “drop caps” as Jason and the modern design software packages called them were indeed rendered in a light blue monochrome.

As the years in the abbey’s scriptorium passed, the typographic illustrations became more figurative, used more colors, and incorporated more flourishes such as roots and branches, connected by buckles and clasp shapes. Often, elements such as animals or mythical creatures crept their way into the monks’ designs. As far as legibility was concerned, the manuscript used a Carolingian minuscule writing style, interspersed with Gothic, which then in the course of the 13th century became the main style.

While only about 152 manuscripts from the library remain today scattered throughout the world, the Himmerod library had contained upwards of 2,000 volumes in the mid 15th century. Later, many of the manuscripts and documents had been moved to a rectory in Wittlich, which then burned down, seeing irreplaceable historical sources, including the “Gesta abbatum Hemmenrodensium,” the Himmeroder abbot’s catalog, destroyed. One quote stuck out to Jason, describing the incredible value of the library. “A monastery without a library is like a castle without an armory.”

Through the centuries, armies came and went, the monks fled, taking their works with them, the collection was built up and then reduced, some being taken to libraries, other works being auctioned off to private collections or were destroyed. The manuscript that occupied some of Jason’s study, the Origenis homiliae in Genesim, Exodum, Leviticum, et Numeros interprete, was created there between 1200–1250, which would put it very early in the history of Himmerod, and had ended up in the collection of Georges Hoentschel, an architect and collector. Hoentschel then sold it with much of his collection in 1907 to his friend, American industrialist and titan of the “Golden Age” John Pierpont Morgan. Jason was even more excited now to visit it again at the Morgan Library in New York in the near future and still had the manuscript accession number memorized: MS M.318, so he could easily request to see it in the library’s reading room.

He thought of the first time he had seen it laid out before him lovingly by one of the reading room experts. A generally blue and gold design, with two horizontal blue-colored metal plaques depicting four apostles, probably from the nineteenth-century based on reliefs from the early 13th century, surrounded by large, gaudy stones inlaid, which were amber, quartz, and maybe amethyst.

“I better just stop there,” Jason said, clicking the side of his phone and dramatically setting it on the pew beside him. “I could go on forever!”

“I am in awe, and I thank you. I appreciate you speaking to me about these things. I actually have worked around Himmerod for many, many years, although I was not one of the brothers. I used to teach history courses at a university in Trier, and I miss it very much. I live down in Großlittgen. You passed through there, probably, making your way up here.”

“Yes,” Jason said. “I bought a Kinder Egg down there.”

“A what? Anyway, I’m glad to speak with you about Himmerod because I love it here,” he said, glancing around. “It is a special place.”

“Oh, actually, I have a question for you,” Jason said. “Did you ever help out when the American airmen from Spangdahlem Air Base came up to do service work, cutting the grass and all? I mean, did that even happen?”

“Oh, yes, of course, for many years,” he said, his smile increasing to bigger than it yet had been. “That’s where I met Gordon way, way back. We had a wonderful relation with them, and we were very sad for it to end. I got to know so many of them, and they invited me a few times to the occasional air show or July 4th celebration on the base. In fact, when I see these airplanes flying over, I do not have fear, but I have hope in what they represent. I have actually spent many years studying the history of Germany from all the way back up through the Cold War years. You know, I’m so old, I remember the end of World War Two. I was ten years old when it ended.”

“Incredible. Well, my wife Jennifer said Gordon told her recently that he used to come up and work here at the abbey when they were stationed at Spangdahlem. That would have been about 1989, so I wonder if you were participating at that time?” Jason asked.

“For sure, yes, I must have been. My wife was sick for many years, but mostly in the 1990s, but the two of us many times came up here to help,” he said. “Many good years, yes. We will see the airmen up here every so often, still, when one of them has to impress a commander after the airmen get in a fight in a Gasthaus or something and think it’s a good idea to come do service, usually late in the summer. But I think nothing official exists.”

At a lull in the conversation, Jason looked around at the sun getting lower in the sky, with fewer tourist pilgrims walking around, probably due to the heat, more clouds building up. There was more of a silence than he had experienced yet.

“Have you been up here in the Eifel before?” Patrick asked. He ran his hand through his untamed, white hair.

“Oh, yes, actually during the same time that Jennifer lived in Spangdahlem, I lived with my parents while my father was stationed in Karlsruhe. The closest I’ve been to here is that I went on a date with my now-wife Jennifer up to the Manderscheid castle nearby. Truthfully, I barely remember it, though. That seems to be happening more and more.”

The weight of the words he had just spoken struck him in the new context he found himself and he grimaced, and bowed his head.

“I understand, of course,” Patrick said. “Ah, Karlsruhe! I know it well, of course. My father worked nearby in Pforzheim during the war. I have been to Karlsruhe several times. A beautiful palace in the middle, yes?”

“Very much. We left to go back to the United States in 1990, and then only about five of six years later, the bases were closed and all the Americans left,” Jason said. “Well, most of them. I have not kept up too much with what happened in Karlsruhe since I left, honestly, after leaving in a little bit of a complicated way.”

“You know,” Patrick said, pointing a quick finger over at Jason, eyebrows raised in the lessening light. “We have covered the old and medieval history of this place. From professor to professor, you as a historian might be interested in knowing what happened here at the abbey in 1950. So, in your research, have you run across the Himmerod Denkshrift yet?”

“I don’t know that word,” Jason said, confused, angling his head and raising his shoulders slightly. “I have very much focused on the much older history here due to the manuscripts of the earliest years. Nothing really in the 1950s.”

“Well, I have another document for you to learn about. There is much research to be done with this one that you should do!”

“Great,” Jason said. “Ready.”

“I cannot remember the word in English for Denkschrift,” Patrick said, gesturing to Jason’s phone. “Perhaps you can look it up?”

Jason spoke the word into his phone, which gave him the word memorandum.

“Of course, memorandum,” Patrick said. “The Himmerod Memorandum. This is very interesting history. Can I tell you about it? As a researcher of words and letters and documents, I believe you will become very interested.”

“Please,” Jason said, genuinely interested but feeling hunger rumblings. “It sounds kind of, I don’t know, official. If you promise it is interesting!”

“Ah! Yes! I promise,” Patrick said, with a laugh. “It was a very secret document created by a very secret group, determining the best way to re-arm Germany after World War Two.”

“Oh. I thought it must have taken much longer than 1950,” Jason said. “Just, given, well... what I imagine would be the reluctance on the part of the Allies to allow Germany to rearm so quickly. 1950, wow.”

“Indeed, it went much quicker than many think, and there’s a very big reason. The chancellor of Germany at the time, Konrad Adenauer, convened a group of former German military officers to meet here at Himmerod Abbey for four days in October of 1950, to give recommendations on what the new Army, Air Force, and Navy of West Germany would look like. Remember, the Cold War was underway, and the United States and other Western powers instantly needed Germany to be ready to fight the Soviets, which it seemed could happen at any time, probably in a defensive way. Of course, West Germany was a little frail at the time, and just having armed forces was smart.”

“Why did they meet up here?” Jason asked. “Were the cities too destroyed, or...?”

“No, no. It was quite literally unconstitutional at the time,” he said, very serious. “Think about it. The Allies did not really know about it yet and could see it as secret military preparations or something. In the postwar context, you can imagine. It was a sort of planning document but also a document for negotiations with the Allies on how to best move forward together, as having the German men and soldiers feel like equals.”

“I can’t imagine how they would have chosen from among the general staff with so many who were imprisoned or died by suicide or whatever,” Jason said. “And, just the idea of putting some distance between a modern Germany and the horrors of the Third Reich.”

“They steered clear from many, and I think they even stayed below a certain age. So, Adenauer asked a former armor general who had been involved in resistance to Hitler, Gerhard Graf von Schwerin, to form the Himmerod group, with three main others of Hitler’s general staff officers, though also ones who resisted. Well, along with some younger officers such as Kielmansegg, in attendance at this mini conference were also some much older generals such as Heusinger, Speidel, and Rottiger.”

“I haven’t heard of any of those names, and for that reason, I guess they weren’t the biggies like, say, Rommel or Goering,” Jason said. “But, ah, right, you’d pick the resisters, not any of the extreme die-hards.”

“None of the attendees was innocent to our eyes, maybe, of course. But we were operating in a new context then, weren’t we? Now, many of the conspirators or dissenters from Hitler had been executed, of course, in 1944, but some survived. And in terms of the German soldiers themselves, if they were to be any use in service or battle, even, they could not consider themselves or be considered ‘second class’ soldiers. They would need to know they were considered equals with the other allied countries’ soldiers.”

“Right,” Jason said. “This is sort of a founding document to set a tone, I guess. Really thinking ahead.”

“Hah! Schwerin actually called the Himmerod document the ‘Magna Carta of the Bundeswehr,’ some years later,” Patrick said.

“And the Bundeswehr was the German forces after the war, during the Cold War?” Jason asked.

“Yes, obviously, the ones you saw driving around when you lived here—that was the Bundeswehr,” Patrick said. “Bund means federal. Of course, before that there were the Reichswehr and then the, well, we all know about the Wehrmacht from the Second World War.”

Nearing the 6:00 p.m. closing time of the grounds, a worker who spoke in a familiar tone to Patrick reminded them of the need to vacate the premises soon or move into the restaurant or into the hostel. A few rumbles of thunder rolled down through the valley as the sky darkened. Two fighter jets hurried out of the sky to get down to the air base and away from the incoming weather.

“Interesting that this place has even more history than I would have imagined. If you look at it in sort of a meta way, groups of men separated themselves from society, met up here, and created documents for, say, movements,” Jason said.

“Excellent observation. Join me for a beer?” the man asked, gesturing out towards the restaurant.

“Actually, yes,” Jason said, hoping to continue the conversation, surprising himself despite his weariness. The medieval times were interesting, but this was also a fascinating conversation regarding his actual time in Germany. “In fact, I am quite hungry and will get some dinner there also.”

“Ausgezeichnet! Excellent,” Patrick said, giving Jason a feeble punch on the upper arm. “I also will. Get ready! I have something very interesting for you.”
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Seated at a table in the dimly lit restaurant, Jason and Patrick were accompanied by only a few other diners scattered throughout. Dark wood beams stretched above light-colored walls and a brick-style tile floor. One wall had loose stonework with liberal use of thick mortar, the opposite wall a series of windows, and a bar stood at one end. The chairs and tables were shiny, dark brown wood. The music was Baroque-era classical, which went well with the giant baroque church just steps away, which the waiter told them was recorded by organ and choir performances in the church itself.

Jason dug into his appropriately named Himmeroder MÖnchskloß dish, which he would always remember Patrick translating with a straight face as Himmeroder Monk Dumplings.

After some small talk about their families, life in Arkansas, and Patrick’s health, they continued the history discussion.

“Now, I have a question for you,” Patrick said. “We haven’t talked about what else was happening in 1950.”

“Well, hmm...” Jason wondered, thinking of Europe mainly.

“I’m going to quiz you!” Patrick said. “The Cold War was underway. This is over four years after Churchill gave his Iron Curtain speech in Missouri, and it was happening. There was a Soviet Union vs. its former allies’ problem getting much worse. The Berlin Airlift. Here it is: Where was the Cold War heating up at the moment?”

“Oh, Korea!” Jason said, smiling with hands out to the sides in triumph, fork in one hand and knife in the other. “Yes.”

“Genau! Maybe less than a month goes by that the Korean war, or conflict as they say, starts up that the Himmerod Memorandum group is meeting up here. Incredible. Right here where we are! People today do not realize how tense the world was then,” Patrick said, taking a bit of his dinner as punctuation, his mind clearly time traveling to those days. “The Korean war was a battle between Communism and Democracy, to simplify things. There was no time to be wasted to get Germany’s ego back up and to show the Soviets that the Allies would pose a great deterrence to any aggression here in Europe. Of course, the Nazis and most of the Germans had always hated Communism, so it was already there.

“The new German soldiers and officers would have to know that they were representing, almost an integrated ‘European military force’ but also draw somewhat upon the very strong militaristic tradition of Germany.” Patrick continued, “Of course, the rest of the world would need to see this new German military being one in purpose with the freedom-loving countries. Soldiers were to swear an oath to the new German democracy as well as to a united Europe, not to a person. That is very interesting and unimagined only a few years before in Germany!”

The storm had arrived with force outside by this point. The windows lit up a few times a minute with accompanying peals of thunder, rain pelting the windows. Jason was very much enjoying the conversation but wished he were up in the bell tower or in the cloister for the true historical effect. How many people had witnessed a thunderstorm come through the Eifel mountains, or even in this valley? So many eras of people through hundreds of years, sharing moments through identical weather.

“The German soldier would be a sort of ‘citizen in uniform.’ Everything to try to resurrect some German spirit without repeating the criminal behavior of the Third Reich. Also, very importantly, the Germans demanded that the military be raised up to beyond reproach and that all disparagement be completely eliminated from public discourse. A great pride remained, even after the disasters in 1945.”

“Wow... Well, I wonder what would have happened,” Jason asked, pausing his eating, cocking his head to the side. “If we had not gone sideways immediately with the Soviet Union after World War II. Would the world have been so quick to build up the German military?”

“It seems not,” Patrick said. “But who knows? The military establishment in Germany was ancient and proud, and that does not go away in a few years, even in great defeat.”

“So, at the end of the conference here, I imagine this founding document was handed back to ...”

“General von Schwerin, who had been asked to form the group by Adenauer,” Patrick said between bites. “He thought it incomplete but adequate to start the process. He sent it on to the government in Bonn, and it was on its way.”

“And this was now out in the open, which was the point,” Jason said, fishing for what would probably be an obvious answer. “How was it received by Adenauer, the German government, and the Allies for that matter?”

Jason’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he ignored it.

“There was some controversy,” Patrick said. “Some felt that it was not perfect and the chance at creating something entirely new and unique had been lost by, again, involving officers from the old Reichswehr and especially Bundeswehr in the new military philosophy. Well, many Germans had very strong feelings about how the denazification process had gone after the war when even some prominent Nazis slipped through while other relatively innocent people were prosecuted. Look up the ‘68ers’ sometime—the kids who rioted. By the way, the United States, very specifically, was interested in getting West Germany on its feet, militarily, so they and the Allies had never really been opposed to this, they just hadn’t known it was happening.”

“OK,” Jason said, before taking a sip of his Spezi. “To summarize: People were OK with rebuilding the German military pretty quickly after World War II, in order to be ready to defend Europe, since we seemed to be going to war any time with the Soviet Union. And, in their haste, they figured they’d utilize the most experienced former Wehrmacht officers, hopefully ones, though, who had split with Hitler and the Third Reich. And as a part of any planning, all disparagement of the German military would need to stop.”

“Genau!” Patrick said. “You are very good at this. They had to do some cleaning and root out some Nazis who had made it into the Bundeswehr through the years, such as Foertsch, but that cleaning of the forces they knew would happen for some time. But, well done! A good summary.”

“You are amazing,” Jason said, laughing. “What a mind! You give tours to the Americans and others up here very often?”

“Oh, now and then. I have known several people in the public affairs office at Spangdahlem, but they come and go, and word gets around somehow,” Patrick said. “Gordon is no real help there. He’s been a mess for quite some time. I tell him that, too, to his face.”

“Jennifer had not spoken to him for a long time,” Jason said, pushing some spaetzle noodles around with his fork in the dark gravy. “After her mother died, from what I hear, Gordon deteriorated through the years until he became very hard. He and Jennifer became estranged and only recently reconnected.”

The storm continued. Jason yawned but wanted to continue to learn from Patrick, and neither wanted to go out into the lightning. At that moment, Jason glanced quickly at his phone on the table as Annika texted something. He decided he would call as soon as he finished his conversation, imagining that many people, especially nonagenarians, would not like to be interrupted by a phone. He put the phone in his pocket.

“Blitzkrieg outside,” Patrick said, nodding towards the windows, smiling. “Anyway, regarding your research, what is the biggest thing you have learned?”

“I’m curious about the role of design and typography in momentous calls to action,” Jason said, excited to have a moment to also sound smart in front of Patrick. “We all see a call to action on every screen we interact with, enticing us to sign up for something or buy something. But, at a much deeper level, what do design choices have to offer those processes where we connect with much higher concepts, such as religion? It fascinates me how these very old styles of writing, which match, you know, the flying buttresses of a Gothic cathedral, for instance, are still used today so many hundreds of years later. The choice of type matches a certain life decorum, where, for instance, you see universities using that old Gothic or black letter style of typography, along with any other official documents. Why is it that we attach official documents, like a wedding license or the mast head of a newspaper, to ancient type styles, and what does that look like today? I mean, there’s a lot there, but I’m curious about how we might be able to leverage type styles to attach transcendence and real change to messaging.”

“Absolutely fascinating,” Patrick said, eyes wide. “Important work.”

“I mean, at least in the European world, it seems that Germans kept going with the old-style ornamental script longer than others, and you really held on to the Fraktur style of writing, which was a kind of calligraphy or blackletter called German Gothic,” Jason said, whispering when certain problematic words were spoken. “The Nazis used it also up through the early 1940s along with the other scripts, until they banned it in about 1941, to enforce using the other, almost handwriting style of the Latin Antiqua. I mean, I think they called the Fraktur style the true German script, and it’s even featured on the front of Mein Kampf. Very weirdly, in 1941, the Fraktur style was then declared to be a Jewish style, so it was forbidden to use. People don’t realize, I think, how much the style of letter forms and typefaces have been a major part of control by government.”

“I have many books that use that old style of font,” Patrick said. “I think it is beautiful but very hard to read. And come to think of it, the Emperor Charlemagne in the 9th century had a court typographer named Alcuin of York who created an official type style that could only be used by government officials, under penalty of death.”

“Yes,” Jason said, running through various words in his mind to share his modern feelings with this older man, but also to still sound sophisticated. “I will be honest with you, though, I am not your normal researcher in some ways. I came to Germany, with university funding, again to put some old ghosts to bed, and to feel what my wife Jennifer likes to call the ‘attending spirit’ of a place. It basically means that maybe, just maybe, those who passed through life in a certain place, especially a battlefield or a place of devotion such as this, may be permitted to tarry, as they say, and speak to us. Maybe our God allows them to provide some basic connection from them to modern visitors. And I search for this.”

“And? Success?”

“In some regards, yes,” Jason said, hesitating. His phone buzzed again in his pocket from an incoming call, which he figured was Annika. “I’m just not sure yet.”

“My summary of what you have said: You came to hear of the spirits here but also to put some to bed. Are some not welcome?”

“I have felt a peace here, which is part of the reason this valley was chosen nearly a thousand years ago. I can absolutely see why this spot was chosen. There is something about mountains, with a river running through a verdant place such as this. And the thousands who lived here in these buildings, devoting their life to God and knowledge and literature. These good men must still, in some sense, abide here.”

“I agree,” Patrick said. “I feel it, too. And the ones you want to put to bed, as you say?”

Jason hesitated, then decided to relate the events that brought him to this place at this time, including the DNA test and fallout. Karlsruhe was an amazing time in his life, until it was very much not. Patrick’s eyebrows, white and thick, rested above experienced and caring eyes that showed real interest and concern for Jason’s story, with a few questions interjected throughout.

“Now this is history,” he said at the conclusion of the new chapter of the discussion. “Your wife is holding up throughout?”

“Medium, I would say.”

“Ah, understood. She was in Spangdahlem all those years ago, OK,” Patrick said. He snapped his fingers, remembering something and being very excited that he had. “One more brief history discussion! Have you heard of the Myth of the Clean Wehrmacht?”

“I don’t think so...” Jason answered, feeling tired, food digesting and stomach working overtime, the grogginess coming on. “And, I feel like I have to go to sleep at some point soon.”

“OK, I will be hasty. This is kind of a continuation of our talk from earlier, but with a connection to your city,” he said. Jason’s eyes widened with raised eyebrows.

“Me?”

“Listen, part of the request of the officers involved in creating the suggestions for the new Bundeswehr was that the soldiers and even officers would be given a sort of general forgiveness. It was almost a condition for West Germany to play along, in that nearly all of the military personnel in prison and under condemnation would be ... forgiven.”

“Exonerated is a good word there, I think,” Jason said.

“Ja ja! Exonerated. In the German consensus of the time, with millions of ex-soldiers, that they were only following orders or that there were not actually any war crimes, etc.”

“Wow, did the Allies fall for it? If so, this cloud I’m feeling is getting darker.”

“Oh, they certainly had to work with that, to some extent, yes,” Patrick said. “The German public felt the Nuremberg trials and other things were much too harsh and that the German public was being misled by the Americans. In documents, the words ‘so-called’ would show up before the words ‘war criminals,’ or ‘war criminals’ would be put in quotes. Behind the scenes, the U.S. made many concessions, and over time, even high command generals, and the Einsatzgruppen really bad guys, were released. Really all of the war crimes kind of went away through just a few years. They went home, they got their pensions restored by the government, and died in peace.”

“Wow!” Jason said, truly amazed and annoyed. “I do not think most people know this. It’s criminal, it really is. We imagined them toiling in prison camps the rest of their lives.”

“The German military was very, very good in the postwar years of distancing itself from the Nazis and the SS and all that,” Patrick said, lowering his voice when speaking such problematic terms. “And, this is part of what is called the Myth of the Clean Wehrmacht, in that they always said they were just ‘following orders,’ were just soldiers in battles and just in a cult of obedience, as they say.”

“Nobody knows this type of thing, especially in a day when they’re toppling statues for much, much less,” Jason said with obvious frustration. “How complex for Germany and for, say, the Soviets and French and British and, of course, the Jews! I think the majority of people remember the Nuremberg trials and, in their minds, just see all the criminal Nazis and soldiers being locked up, but it wasn’t really that way, was it?”

“Context, remember,” Patrick said, holding up a finger. “The Allies needed the Germans for World War Three that was to break out any day with the Soviets. Enemies and friends changing places and all of that.”

“So. You mentioned some connection to me,” Jason said, laughing. “And I’m waiting for the ‘shoe to drop,’ as they say.”

Jason’s phone was buzzing nearly nonstop at this point, but he refused to pull it out, especially at this cliffhanger moment. It was probably his parents, Jennifer, Annika, any of the various people who would like an update after his much-discussed day at the abbey.

“OK, here it comes,” Patrick said. “Basically, guess who was asked to write the history of the German military of World War II?”

“The Americans or the British or French, I hope?” Jason said. “I mean ex-soldiers or officers, I’d imagine. Probably not the politicians, but maybe?”

“Indeed, of course those who fought the war. With the Cold War now underway, with the West potentially going to a hot war with the Soviet Union, who better to ask about those upcoming battles than those who had recently fought them?”

“Oh, wow. Really? I guess you’re saying the German soldiers who had fought on the Eastern Front, I think?” Jason said as Patrick nodded vigorously. “And really, I suppose the battles in France or Italy were much less important at this point, of course.”

“Yes,” Patrick said. “The Germans in their hundreds of thousands had passed through the cities of the east and Russia. They knew where the rail lines were, the factories, the swamps, the heights important to attain, cultural connections, river crossings, infrastructure, I think you call it. All of these things were absolutely critical to fighting a war with the Soviet Union. And the German officers and soldiers of the Second World War’s Eastern Front would be critical because they understood the fighting style and culture. So, the U.S. Army asked German officers to write the history as exactly that, and a guide. The U.S. soldiers hadn’t been there.”

The fast-moving storm slowly abated, and the rain slowed down to a slow drizzle, the thunder now barely a low rumble with weak flashes of lightning every few minutes.

“I feel sick about it. I don’t think I’ve ever heard this or thought about it. It sounds like you’re saying the German officers, the losing forces, wrote their own war history,” Jason said, staring at Patrick, hoping to be corrected. “That wouldn’t be the case, would it?”

“They did. You can imagine, then, what was written, in many ways, was a very complimentary version of the German military’s performance during the war, devoid of atrocities, human rights abuses, concentration camps, rapes, and civilian murders and all that,” Patrick said, looking passionate and hoping to make it through his points. “They tried to sanitize their involvement in the war as just soldiers following orders, completely separate from the SS, the Wafen-SS, death’s head soldiers, the crazy Nazis, and they seem to have succeeded.”

“They succeeded?” Jason asked, looking around the room to see if anyone could come to his aid and either correct this bumbling old man or maybe time travel to make it not so. “There’s no way, is there?”

“It was THE way. I don’t think they’re looked at with revulsion and are sometimes seen as brave, if not heroic. The German Army’s uniforms, cool tanks, the airplanes like the Stuka or Messerschmitt, the giant cannons on rail cars, the machine guns, all these things have been very popular in movies, re-enactors, model builders, and there’s a certain fascination with them, as opposed to removing them and their horrors from history like a plague like we should have. I don’t know if this is exactly congruent, but you don’t see kids running around in the U.S. re-enacting the Viet Cong, do you?”

“You wonder how we let this get through. I feel sick,” Jason said. His phone was “blowing up,” as his students say, so he finally fished it out of his pocket with apologies to Patrick.

“I must tell you very quickly,” Patrick said, somewhat frantically. “The whole point of what I’m trying to say is that the U.S. Army in 1948 hired one of the biggest generals from the war to write a lot of the history, especially from the Eastern Front...”

Jason was only half listening as he glanced at his phone’s screen, which had several messages and calls, most from Annika and a few from a number he did not recognize. His heart started to race, and suddenly the restaurant seemed overly warm. He knew he needed to be alone, and Patrick’s presence was suddenly a little annoying in light of the maelstrom that was building on his phone.

“Good sir, I am so sorry,” Jason said and stood up abruptly. “Someone seems to be desperately trying to get me on the phone. Hang on just one minute.”

“Oh! What is happening?” Patrick asked. “Is everything OK?”

“No.”

Patrick tried to grab one of Jason’s hands as he was frantically tapping around on his phone. “Just one more thing, you must hear it! The U.S. Army employed a former German to bring together a team and write many documents. He had been Hitler’s chief of staff of the Army High Command...”

Jason did not hear him as he tapped on the messages icon to find a string of texts from Annika that he attempted to read in reverse order, which went from increased franticness down to minor panic as he scrolled up.


Jason, my mother knows about you and that you’re here. Please call me.



I confronted her about why she did not tell you about me. It was just time.



I got brave and asked her. I need to know.



She then forced me to tell her what was going on.



Actually, speak with her first. Then you and I can discuss.





Jason could hardly believe what he was reading. He was being punched in the gut.




She will be calling you!



“Patrick, I’m so sorry, I need to go,” Jason said, sweating, clearly frantic in his speed to stand up. The room wobbled slightly, which he found surprising at the cliche nature of it. He opened his wallet, pulled out what seemed to him to be an overly large chunk of Euro bills, and placed them on the table.

“I’m very sorry to hear!” Patrick said, showing sincere concern through his wrinkled and furrowed brow and clasped hands. “I was almost done.”

As he walked from the restaurant to his room in the hostel, he tapped on the other message thread from the number he had not recognized earlier but now knew as deeply as he had ever known a phone number. The exquisite, rich, creamy dinner he had finished moments ago did not sit as calmly in his innards as he hoped and assumed but now seemed to boil as if it had been put back on the stove. He puckered both ends of his body, in a style of duck walk that was certainly completely unique in all of human history but hardly noticed as he sprint-waddled to the hostel, all while attempting to not trip or slip on the cobblestones.

There was only one message in the other thread.


Jason, you should call me. Silke Schmidt.



He made his way to his room with its most glorious of all personal toilets as had ever been positioned in any space and was able to relieve himself as he pored over the texts again and again on his device. Whatever had been happening the past months had congealed somewhat in his head and heart and spirit but within the framework of only some of the characters of the story being resurrected and brought onto the stage. His fingers shook nearly too much to effectively tap on all the maddeningly small icons and arrows and bubbles and words, and tears formed and dropped onto his naked thighs. Silke was not to be a part of this. Reviewing Annika’s texts, the almost mob-like subtext was that had he confided in Annika, they would not be at this point where Silke had to be “read in.” Was she going to be calm or irrationally calm? Was she going to be at DEFCON 1 missiles enroute stage? Unless she had changed, more likely that, he imagined with head back and a combination of sobbing and attempts to breathe, in an effort to stay alive, though he could have easily been talked out of it.

He lay on the bed, still sweating but feeling marginally gastronomically better, playing back everything that had happened over the past year but getting the sense he had been cast in an avant-garde French movie where everything was teetering at an angle or people were juggling beating hearts and turnips with their ears. The light wood-walled room suddenly seemed wrong and oppressive. He turned his phone over and called Jennifer.

“Hey! Are you at the abbey?” she asked, in the tone of a cute, young mother asking her child if he liked the zoo. 

His voice caught in his throat, and he wondered why, even with all of the drama and pathos of the situation, he was affected to this insane level. It was at these moments when he would run through the list of friends he had who would never have let something get into them so deeply, and more than a few who would shrug off finding out they had mystery offspring running around. There were those guys who seemed to have no sense that something was amiss, and if they did have a sense, they could not care any less than they did and move on with life. He wanted to be that guy, without emotion. He felt the urge to man up, get himself together, and finally did after a moment.

“Are you OK?” she asked cautiously.

“I’m not doing well at the moment,” he said. “I’m about to lose it.”

“Tell me.”

“Ugh, so I’m having dinner with the old historian guy and we’re having an amazing time talking about postwar Germany and the abbey and the Origen manuscript, but my phone starts blowing up.”

“Oh no,” Jennifer said, thinking out loud. “Something about Annika?”

“Yep. But think worse.”

Jennifer was quiet for a few seconds as Jason waited, determined for her to come to the conclusion on her own, to have at least a modicum of being as startled as he had been.

“Wait, not Silke?” she said slowly.

“She knows. She texted me,” he said and related to her how it had happened. “I can’t sleep, I mean, I think I’ve got to go down there again.”

“Have you responded? How long ago did she text?” Jennifer asked.

“I don’t know, thirty minutes? She called at least once while I was talking to the old guy Patrick,” he said. “Didn’t leave a message. Hell, I don’t know if I can hear her voice again, and she may be enraged, right?”

They sat together on the phone, saying nothing. The hostel room, lacking any groups of teenage guests in adjacent rooms, or possibly any other guests at all on this floor, was monastery silent. No more thunder, no clock ticking or floorboards creaking. A minute or two went by as they found some sort of solace in just being together and breathing. She always reminded him to breathe, after she regained that skill.

“Jason,” Jennifer said. “I’m going to just say this to you. Call her, absorb the blows, get in the car, go visit her, and patch it all up. It’s time.”

“Well, easy as that.”

“Not easy. Just necessary, you know?” she said. “It’s like you’re there, the jig is up, and you’re owed some answers, too, I think. You need to hash it out with her. Call her and let’s just see. Do it for me, seriously. Figure this all out and maybe we can get through or move on.”

“I’ll talk to you later after I try to work through my plan here,” he said, and they bid each other goodbye. He hung up.

He sat on the edge of the bed, head in hands, regretting coming on the trip and thinking through what life would look like had he not made the mixtape. But there would be no Annika, he understood more than anything, and if her origin story had to be comprised of a plastic case and some magnetic tape that shuttled through it with tiny sprocketed wheels, then life and love worked, and maybe there weren’t many better ways to create life.
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Jason hadn’t imagined returning to Karlsruhe at all in his adult life, and now he was headed right back for a second time within a day, all centered around a backstory that wouldn’t stay back. Being an archetype of the middle-aged man confronting his past life or a movie character who was held hostage by events outside of his control was entirely clear to him at the moment, as a man frantically driving the streets in the middle of the night, street lines flicking by and lit up by his headlights. Signposts, trees, streetlights passed swiftly past him as he made his way back south.

He kept to the speed limit, already feeling like a special project of team Karma and had no interest in adding a green and white police car blaring its blue strobing lights to his story. There was no moon tonight, and if it was up there, it was behind the lowering clouds that provided atmospheric memories of recent storms.

He hadn’t lasted but a few more hours in the hostel room. He prayed, he walked the hall, he stepped outside for a moment, he took a quick shower, and struggled with making the call to Silke.

He tried to convince himself and the universe that it was too late to call Silke, being about 10:30 at night, and nobody in the world was awake at that time, of course, he reckoned, so it would not be right. He packed his things, exited the hostel, and headed towards his car, unable to be there any longer with this impending confrontation, and he needed to get back to Karlsruhe. As for checking out of the hostel, he’d call tomorrow and do whatever he needed to do.

After thirty minutes of being on the road, his phone rang, and he knew for whom it tolled. He answered without reading the screen. He had earlier, beyond all imagining, gone ahead and added Silke Schmidt to his phone contacts, and he still almost couldn’t believe it.

“Hi, Silke,” he said. “It’s Jason.”

“Jason,” she said, and the voice was the same as if he had time traveled back to that first phone call he had made from the living room of his parents’ house. Except now more businesslike. “This is Silke Schmidt.”

“Silke, hi,” he said, sounding overly formal, not understanding yet what was needed to be said or heard but also considering driving off the next bridge. “Uh, it’s good to hear you.”

“Can you talk now?” she said, clearly continuing the businesslike tone, as if beginning the process of starting a deal. “I mean, I think we should, yes? You may have a lot to say, at least I think so.”

“Yes,” he said, driving and keeping his eyes on the road, content that he wasn’t just sitting in a chair but that he could multitask. “I’m actually headed back to Karlsruhe now.”

“Good,” she said, sounding surprised and seemingly in agreement that this was a good thing from the tone of voice. “Well, in that case, we should meet in person when you arrive.”

“I think we can,” he said, hands gripping the wheel, the fact not lost on him that he had heard that voice in a car driving dark streets in Germany before. “But I’m happy, and I actually prefer if we could speak a bit now. I think we both have things to say.”

“Jason, what are you doing here? How is it possible? I have kept this secret for many years, and I did not expect you to just show up again.”

“I think you know, Silke, because as it turns out, I have a daughter.”

“Actually, I have a daughter, Jason,” Silke said with a wry laugh. “And this daughter was not to ever meet you.”

“Yes, about that,” Jason said. “I have a lot of questions... I just have so many questions. For you.”

“Is it true that Annika sought you out?” Silke asked, her voice, like his, trembling. They could perfect phone quality but there were conversations that would always be shaky. Jason couldn’t tell whether it was out of anger or betrayal or sadness. “I mean, it just doesn’t make sense. I work so hard for thirty years to move on with my life, and, I mean, why did you put your DNA test or whatever out in the world like that?”

“I stumbled into your lives, very unintentionally,” Jason said, sighing as to be sure he was heard over the highway noise. “I had to take the test. And you need to explain things to me, now or tomorrow?”

“I did not know she was searching around for you,” she said. “I should have explicitly told her not to.”

“Look, OK, I’ll tell you why I got the test,” he said. “It has to do with my mother. She’s not well. I got one of those stupid DNA tests to get a read on my health, and in the process, my DNA went live on the site, or whatever you say, and it made a match with a girl in Germany. Shocking, to say the least.”

“I am sorry about your mother. But did you think to yourself, ‘Well, if Silke wanted me to know about this daughter after so many years, she would have told me’?”

“As I said, I have questions for you,” he said. “I have explaining, I suppose, and you definitely do, too.”

She sighed loudly with some sort of German curse utterance under her breath.

“You were not supposed to be back here. Ever. Not after what you did.”

“OK,” he said, his voice raised, knowing his face was red, feeling on the verge of anger and tears. “I never wanted to come back to this damn country. What the hell, Silke? How would you expect me to behave? Oh, I found out I have a daughter and, well, that’s nice, move on with life?”

“You could have contacted me first.”

“I could not,” he said.

“You could have easily if you had just looked around on Facebook,” she said, in a pedantic manner. “I’m on there, and don’t tell me you haven’t looked me up. I’ve looked you up out of normal curiosity, and many other old friends through the years. I never found much of you, other than your university page, but then I moved on.”

“Oh, Silke,” he said, experiencing waves of sadness, anger, and a slight bit of relief that she at least wasn’t screaming at him. “I’ve had a hard many months after hearing about this. Hard. It’s not like I found out yesterday. I spent many months thinking I wouldn’t contact Annika, but then I did. I had to.”

A few moments went by with neither speaking, an agonizing stretch of road.

“Well, here we are. Text me in the morning,” she said. “Let’s get this out of the way.”

“Fine,” he said. “I’m staying at the same hotel I just checked out of. Wait, does Annika know I’m returning?”

“I don’t know,” she said matter-of-factly. “Who knows what you two talk about. I rather think not since I just found out and you didn’t tell her, true?”

“I’m not sure why,” he said. “But let’s wait to tell her.”

“Fine, tomorrow,” she said, ending the call.

He drove on, white knuckles gripping the steering wheel. He had passed back over the Moselle River, a reverse trip with hardly any cars on the road, the occasional truck, and as he went from the smaller roads to bigger, the traffic increased only slightly. The autobahns were not at all like the freeways in the Phoenix area or even Dallas or some of the places he’d driven late at night in the past few years, teeming with high-speed traffic at all hours of the night. The Germans seemed to be more content being home in the middle of the night.

His memories of the talk towards the end of the evening with Patrick seemed almost like a fever dream. His memory of the restaurant was dark and hot, as he was overwhelmed with historical information that he found almost unbelievable. It clashed then with the series of frantic texts that lived now in this sort of reboot of his Karlsruhe origin story and were associated with near madness. He couldn’t nearly remember his quiet life back in that stone house he lived in with Jennifer in Fayetteville, though it had not been that long. As he drove, he ran through many of the memories again of the morning of the run when he found out, even the time in class when she told him the results had arrived. So long ago, it seemed.

He tried to imagine what Silke looked like thirty years later, and while he knew exactly what he looked like after all this time, he wondered how he would appear to her. He had put on some weight, though not as much as some people his age who had really let themselves go, had lost some hair, especially what had previously cascaded down onto his back, and probably looked like the average guy in his fifties. He sighed. It was what it was. He found it suddenly strange that he was even thinking about it. He had a confrontation coming up but took comfort in his stance that if anyone could be livid through all of this, it could be him, but then again, who could be livid having a lovely daughter out of thin air? The spaghetti intertwined of lost memories, thirty-four birthdays and Christmases and most of half a life lost, a part of him living halfway around the world without his knowledge, yet he imagined the amount of work it took to raise Annika as a single mother was mammoth.

At some point in his fog and delusions, he crossed the Rhine, made his way through the Karlsruhe streets and into Nordstadt, where he pulled, again, into the Aviva Hotel parking lot. Exiting and grabbing his luggage, he realized with a start that he didn’t have a reservation. He half expected the doors to be locked, but they were not. He walked through and to the check-in desk. There behind it stood the young Russian woman from earlier in his trip. He begged for a room without having booked one, which was unnecessary due to there being several open rooms. 

“There is nobody here,” she said. “They all left.”

He pulled his luggage up to the third floor to a room looking north over the field that once contained the base’s softball field, which could still be faintly seen during the day. He walked into the room, abandoned his luggage, and fell onto the bed. In a combination of worry and lack of sleep, he began to spiral imagining the loss of memory in his future. He could still see the dashed yellow lines of the dark street stitching under his car at high speed, and the Marillion song playing in the lobby cycled on mad repeat in his head. At some point later, he drifted off.
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At the klaxon scream of his phone alarm, Jason found himself in an unfamiliar and immaculate room of white, with a mouth that felt as if moss and barnacles coated his teeth. He then remembered the frantic drive from the monastery and thought of the day he had ahead of him with increasing dread. It mixed with a morbid fascination at coming face-to-face with this woman from the distant past. The mother of his child, he spoke to himself and shuddered, voicing words he never imagined voicing. He surprised himself with a vacuum of feelings of either anger or excitement, curiosity bouncing off of numbness.

After cleaning himself up a bit to hide the passage of time, including smoothing out his remaining hair, with a quick shave, he headed down to get some breakfast, which he ate as he texted Silke. They agreed to meet downtown in forty-five minutes, and he took a few more bites of breakfast, downing the last of his juice. Hangry was not the attitude he would need this day.

He easily found the palace’s underground parking garage with the phone’s navigational assistance. Emerging up onto the exterior ground level after climbing the single flight of stairs, the stunning panorama of the imposing yellow palace filled his view. An even, medium layer of cloud cover gave everything in view a lack of shadows and a gray tinge, almost as if fog filled the air. He headed towards the palace, his feet crunching on the crushed yellow rock of the manicured grounds. To his left stood the giant, green-oxidized statue of the city founder. Jason couldn’t tell whose side he was on.

From his right, he sensed a figure approaching from between a few trees. The image of a face and presence that once filled all his thoughts came towards him from a clearing and lone bench. He half smiled while simultaneously nervously clenching his fists, as he turned towards the figure walking slowly towards him. He could see that she maintained a poker face to start the unspoken conversation immediately and set a tone. Suddenly, he was in a Cold War-era movie, and someone was a spy, and someone would die, and she was maybe the enemy, but it could have been him. A dark outfit to match her careful countenance, she took on the guise of an opposing attorney gearing up for a corporate takeover battle.

They stood looking at each other for longer than whatever seemed to be appropriate, before her eyes left his and she turned around and walked back towards the bench between the trees.

“Come over here,” she said.

He suddenly found himself walking on the loud gravel as if to the electric chair, tightness in his core and a hope that a sinkhole would open beneath him. At the same time, he was ready for answers and found purpose in his stride to the bench.

They sat next to each other. She stared straight ahead, as did he. He sighed, keeping his hands clasped on his lap. She stayed silent. After a few minutes, he turned towards her and studied her face, wordless. She was fuller and slightly puffy, still exotic and generally attractive. He absolutely could not believe he was staring at Silke Schmidt. The eyeliner was the same, the hair no longer in that 80s style but now shorter and just pulled back into a ponytail with about a third gray, and a face with many more lines from the years and the cigarettes, and no doubt raising a child as a single mother.

“So, I’ve been thinking. What happens now?” she asked, annoyed with the staring. “What is it you want with us at this point?”

A wry laugh erupted from him before he had a chance to contain it. The spy movie angle was playing out precisely as he would have written it. He nearly reached into a pocket to produce the mysterious microfilm he was supposed to hand over. He turned back to look across the palace grounds and waited a few beats before speaking, instantly deciding to come at it from a different angle.

“This isn’t easy, but we should probably figure out a way to talk about it all,” he said.

Silke turned, finally, to Jason. Her outfit was not black as he thought but a coal dark gray, with a scarf around her neck, those kinds that made him think of a freedom fighter in the Middle East. Her attitude as displayed in posture and visage was one of utter annoyance and betrayal, as her eyes shifted between avoiding his and focusing on an errant fingernail that then made its way to her mouth.

“I’m serious, Jason,” she said. “I don’t think either of us imagined this day, yet it has been dropped in our laps. How do you want to proceed?”

“Since when are you so businesslike?” he asked, also turned towards her, each of them with a bent knee up on the bench with the other leg resting on the ground as normal. “OK, look. Can we take a moment here? I have no clue what to do and was hoping you’d have some idea.”

She sighed slowly and closed her eyes, bowing her head. She reached up and scratched the side of her nose as a couple walked by, feet crunching on the pebbles. Jason noticed without attempting a purposeful audit of their wardrobe that they both wore Nike trainers, which would have been rare back in the 1980s and a foolproof indication that someone was American. The trees around them provided some shade, much better than the rows of trees that stood around the grounds as if soldiers lined up in preparation for battle.

“Would you be willing to give me some answers as part of this ... meeting, or whatever we’re calling it?” Jason asked.

“I suppose,” she said. “You, too.”

“Well, we’re here again,” he said. “How to begin? OK, I’ll be direct: why did you not tell me about the pregnancy?”

She threw her head back and laughed, which startled him and also indicated that the smoking probably hadn’t ceased.

“You have to be kidding me. Seriously? I did. I wrote the letters,” she said. “It’s you that never responded. That’s the real story here, isn’t it?”

“When? To whom?” he asked in a confusion that must have shown on his face. He pushed down the anger as he gazed into her face and tried to imagine that period after his departure and the decades that succeeded it. He almost felt pity for a moment. He looked at her eyes, that nose, and those lips that he remembered, and his rib cage suddenly felt inadequate for what was happening inside. She stared back at him for a few seconds and then looked away. Tears were forming. “I promise you, I saw no letters. Where did you send them?”

“OK, well, then. We found out at some point about what we hoped was your new address, and I sent three letters asking what you wanted to do,” she said. “You ignored them, and I have never forgotten that. Stop pretending. It’s insulting.”

“I did not ignore them,” he said, shifting farther to the edge of the seat. “I can’t even believe what I’m hearing. I saw no letters!”

“That’s it, I’m smoking,” she said, pulling out a pack. “I am trying to quit, but I keep these with me just in case. And it’s times like this that are the ‘just in case.’”

“Letters,” he said, in shock. “Nope, never saw them.”

“You look terrible,” she said. “Like, really bad. I’m kind of enjoying it.”

“Well, great,” he said. “I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. Again. I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Good,” she said. “If you’re telling the truth, I guess I have no choice but to believe you.”

He stood and walked slowly down the path a few paces, under outstretched branches, one of which grazed the top of his head. He did not notice, or mind. He looked up at the palace tower, partially hidden in the fleeting mist, which finally seemed to be burning off. He believed her, but his racing mind provided no results, as those database searches go sometimes.

He could feel her watching, as he turned to rejoin her. Her face showed confusion and mild shock with eyes wide and pursed lips, as she smoked.

“What address would you have used?” he said.

“Who would know after all this time,” she said. “Do you promise you saw nothing?”

“Yes. Do you promise you sent something?”

She laughed. It was more genuine than the scoff from a few minutes prior.

“I’m seriously in shock, and sick,” he said. “I’m going to ask my parents, of course. My mother was the mail-getter always, it seemed, but she is not well. She’s at the end, I think, with dementia.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, I really am,” Silke said.

They sat again for several moments, eyes forward, slumped on the bench, as people in various groups passed by in either direction.

“Thank you for bringing her into this world and raising her and creating such a great young woman. I am so impressed with her, and, honestly, I sit here in awe of you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

“I have to tell you I considered termination,” she said. “Now having her all these years, it’s clear to me why I did not consider it for very long. But in retrospect, I don’t really know why I was thinking about it. I was so cool. And it was not cool to be pregnant. I had plans.”

“You were beyond cool to me,” he said, smiling. “Way beyond. I think you knew that. And thank you for not going through with that procedure. I’m so sorry I never saw the letters. I’ve never regretted something more, and I can’t understand what happened to them.”

“Well, it sounds dramatic now, but there was so much death here,” she said, waving her arms around. “Look around, these buildings were leveled and so much of the city was destroyed and so many millions died in this country. I had almost a spiritual experience or something, hearing a voice tell me to treasure this life and to raise her, and I never even thought about getting the procedure again. I can’t imagine if I had now.”

“I would have come back on the very next airplane I could find,” he said. “But you know, that night and those days we were just kind of on to other things, you college in Munich, me in Arizona, whatever.”

She alternated between looking at him and staring into the palace park, while easily treasuring her cigarette.

“I always had to push down my deep feelings for you because you were so, I don’t know, avant garde and flippant, and I didn’t imagine at the end that you saw any type of future with a simple American boy. I just got caught up in college life.”

“Looking back, it did mean more to me,” she said with a smile. “I mean, that night of the BMW sex ended up meaning a lot more to me when I found that positive test result. Of course.”

“Mercedes.”

“Ah. Genau,” she said, acknowledging the veracity. “Mercedes it was. Should have named her that.”

He laughed. They sat for a few moments, leaning back against the bench observing the clouds’ motions, the passers-by, and peace.

“Did you ever think of contacting me again later, through the years? In the hard times, especially?” he asked, continuing to look straight ahead. “I realize there was no email or cell phones and everybody lost track of each other after leaving this place. But, really.”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t process at such a young age, and then I was pissed off. You left and never came back, even when there was a major reason, as it was. On some level, I know it doesn’t make sense. Maybe I had a fantasy where you could have fought for me and embraced a wanderlust and lived over here in Europe instead of being so normal and going back to the States like everyone else. I was afraid you’d talk me out of whatever I wanted to decide, and I had to have the choice by myself,” she said. “Why did you never seek me out? You had my address and phone number.”

“I completely lost my mind that night,” he said. “I hadn’t ever done that and made a connection with someone like that, and I couldn’t deal with it. It was absolutely mind-blowing, and I also had incredible guilt. I just cracked. Silly now, I know. Also talked myself into you not wanting me to.”

She just stared over at him and then looked away, dully, seemingly both avoiding and searching for the right words.

“Let’s walk,” she said suddenly, standing.

He followed her for a bit, walking slowly, until they ended up next to each other. They headed towards the palace. Silke asked Jason to describe his life since they had last seen each other. They then loosely rebuilt the decades together with stories, interrogations, timelines, relationships, and Jason’s many queries about Annika and her life. Jason talked about Jennifer and his work and college, the DNA test results and memory implications, a few cursory statements about the monastery. Above them, anchored as they circled the palace, stood the tall, round-topped tower of their first meeting. They didn’t mention it specifically, even when remarking upon various features of the palace style. Silke smoked off and on during their stroll, and Jason almost didn’t notice.

“Are you ready for the biggest question of all, that has vexed me for years? If you didn’t have big intentions that night, as you’ve let on, why the mixtape?”

“Huh?”

“‘Somebody,’ by Depeche Mode, and you don’t expect me to start removing my shirt?” she asked. “I still remember most of the songs on that tape.”

“I still hear some of those songs now and then and do think about that night,” he said. “I have to admit. OK, fine, a few weeks earlier I had put it together, and like a Ouija board, my hands acted on their own, grabbing cassettes and jamming them in the tape deck and hitting the dub button and swapping it out with another one, getting the sequencing just right, making a slightly longer gap between, say, ‘Endless Summer Nights’ and ‘Crazy.’ I’m not entirely sure why! I was possessed. Possessed by muses. I think I smoked at the end.”

She laughed freely and loudly. “Here, let me take a long drag from my cigarette after that performance.”

“I had given you the Emily Dickinson poem and was really falling for you. But you clearly had different feelings, at least at that point. I realized in that car that I was gaga,” he said. “Months of dating became excruciating right there at the end. I know we’re not married, but I had to be with you and wanted this to keep going as long as we could. Then we broke up! I almost threw it away.”

“The love talk threw me off, I admit,” she said. “Love, I mean, then? Now? What is it? These pivotal moments. Anyway, I’ll repeat my earlier question and ask what you want.”

“First of all, I’ll need to know where those letters went. Secondly, time travel, so I can fix it,” he said but then thought better of it. “Or, so you can fix it.”

She ignored the statement.

Jason had not answered anything else for several minutes as they walked, as he frantically deliberated on his answer, which he hadn’t concocted, as he was yet unsure of what he wanted to or could say.

They arrived at his rental car, and both stood with backs against it.

“I’ll give you a ride, of course,” he said.

“So, what do you want?” she said. “Really, because I don’t know what I want.”

“I want to communicate with Annika, and FaceTime, and maybe invite her over to the States to visit,” he said. “I’d love to be a part of her life if you’ll have me.”

She stood with her back to the car for a moment, then turned towards him.

“I almost want to say no. But, why not?” Silke asked. “But she should never leave me and live in the States. Don’t ever ask for that.”

“And I need one thing from you,” he stated with serious intent. “Just reiterate to her I didn’t know about her. I tried to explain a little bit the other night to her, but I didn’t feel like it was my place. Plus, I’m not sure she believed me.”

“I thank you for that,” she said. “You are correct, and now that I know you did not receive the letters, it is my place to try to explain it to her, and I will. It won’t be easy. I attempted to never outright lie about her father, but she will think that I have.”

“Thank you. That’s my biggest request,” Jason said. “Now, what is it that you want from me?”

“You will not like this, but I want to go back to the way it was,” she said. “Seeing you again, I don’t know. I just probably need you to go back to your new life and we don’t communicate too much. It’s just for my mental health. I need that status quo.”

Jason turned to her, and now they faced each other more directly, leaning with their sides against the car.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I will do whatever you need me to do.”

They entered the rental car, and he drove with her instruction to her flat. Building number 10 in the newer address system, but the remnants of the building’s previous address number of 9904 in the far corner still somewhat visible.

“I’ll tell her today when she gets home,” she said. “It’ll go fine. I’ve been planning this maybe longer than I’ve realized. Go back to your hotel and then I guess we move on.”

“Thank you again,” he said. “If you understand what I’m saying, I have a phone call to make to my father.”

“I would imagine so,” she said, walking over to the entrance to the apartment building.

As he pulled away, he dialed his father’s number, which went straight to voicemail due to the early hour there.

“Hi, Dad, I have a question for you when you’re up,” he said. “I found out something troubling here that I wanted to ask you about. Call me as soon as you can.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: Hotel Anniversary
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Kansas City // 1999

“Neither of us drink,” Jason said. “What kind of hotel meet-up is this?”

Jennifer laughed, and her teeth were perfect, and he felt seventeen again. It was the one-year anniversary of their meeting again on the war memorial tower.

“I don’t know where you ended up in life at twenty-four, but this is about all the meet cute you’re going to get,” she said wryly. “Or have you turned all slutty?”

He laughed. “What a word.”

The hotel bar was dimly lit, with dark maroon leather chairs arranged in imperfect circles, some with square and rectangular shiny tables, and the centrally located bar was littered with a few people watching the corner TVs and talking about nothing with the bartender. Above them was a ceiling of oversized recessed squares containing lights. Did everyone who slouched in this place wonder as much as he did now how they had arrived at this moment?

“So, one year from our re-meeting here in this very city,” she said, holding his hands across the table. “We need to stop meeting in weird, low-lit bars in hotels and get on with this already. I want to live near you, you know what I’m saying. We seem like one of those modern couples that have a long-distance relationship, communicating more frequently through email and IRC than being together. Let’s just quit our jobs.”

“Why did you come to that reunion?” he asked her, repositioning the hand holding and stroking one of her hands with his. “I’m not really sure why I came because I was done with the whole Germany thing. Or wasn’t sure, anyway. Now I’m so glad I came.”

“Why did I come? I don’t know,” she said, without any mirth in her mouth or eyes. “Boredom? I thought I might see Bubbles or Tammy or someone, but I don’t even know where they ended up. I was photographing everything, and a new city sounded fun.”

“Bubbles, wow,” he said with a laugh. “I wonder how she’s doing. I have looked her up a few times on Altavista or whatever and no sign.”

“Did you ever look me up?” she asked with the combination of innocent and all-knowing and hope in her face.

“No way,” he said, watching her face for a shocked reaction, smiling.

“Really?” she asked. “I had looked you up several times.”

“Jennifer,” he said, slowly and overly serious to attempt to further make a point. “I searched you out, and to save face, I will not admit to how much, and chickened out on contacting you.”

She smiled and looked down at her drink.

“Like often often?”

“Is that creepy?” he asked, smiling.

“No. Opposite.”

“I could never find the courage,” he said. “I’m not very good at the web thing yet.”

“They need a web thing for alumni,” she said, a mischievous smile on her lips. “So people can find each other again. We all lost track of each other when we left Germany. Do you keep in touch with anyone really other than me, here in the States or in Germany?”

“It’s been ten years since we graduated and left,” he said. “The Hague, Netherlands. It all seems so long ago. Nobody but you now.”

“We’re in Kansas City!” she said, laughing. “One minute we’re throwing rocks into the North Sea, and then we’re in the middle of Kansas City. Again! Freaking bizarre!”

When the first rapid-fire keyboard notes of A-Ha’s “Take on Me” came out of the speakers, they rejoiced with those memory groans, and it transported them back in time. He found courage and saw her cute beauty again. His heart murmured, offbeat, but he didn’t worry. As if on cue from a mixtape in his head, “Take on Me” was followed by the heavy keyboard of Depeche Mode’s “Strangelove,” and the old people out on the dance floor didn’t know how to dance to it, though they tried. He would not have been able to teach them.

“You remember this, right?” he asked her loudly, knowing she probably would. He sang along with the lyrics, mimicking the singer’s low voice. “Will you take the pain I will give to you again and again? And will you return it?”

She rolled her eyes. They watched the people, and they nervously took a few sips every few minutes.

“Yes!” she laughed. Their faces were so close that it was actually awkward to be face-to-face, and he was glad he had brushed his teeth somewhat recently. She had perfume on, lightly, but he was just relying on whatever hotel soap he had used and a lot of hope. They spoke to each other mouth to ear to be able to hear each other, and the intimacy struck him surprisingly; he may not have believed it was happening to him had he not been there.

“I can’t hear anything,” she yelled to him. “Let’s go into the lobby or somewhere. Let’s talk more.”

“Actually, we need to go through there,” he said, met by her raised eyebrows. “And keep going.”

The mammoth main lobby of the Hyatt Regency Crown Center was a grid of concrete and glass with a raised second-floor-level walkway supported by thick columns that crossed the entire space over the front doors. The skylight-dominated ceiling was about four stories tall, and at one end stood a massive, circular wall feature diagonally bisected on its far side by an escalator, flanked by large, open rectangular, interior viewpoint windows. The front wall was comprised entirely of glass, showing the various lights from the Crown Center buildings outside, and hanging from the ceiling was a prominent sculptural element comprised of silver balls hanging from strings. Warm lights filled the space, and small groupings of chairs had been placed around round tables.

They sat across from each other, awkwardly but also in a brighter environment where they could study each other in more detail. His gaze shifted occasionally to the front entrance of the hotel. Her blonde hair was not in any type of tail or complex arrangement but cascaded down her chest on both sides of her head. She wore a pink, long-sleeved cotton shirt with large, oval neck opening, atop a pair of hip-hugger, faded jeans. On her feet were pink Chuck Taylor high-tops that he found very retro appropriate for a reunion.

“Why are you skittish?” she asked.

“Our taxi is here,” he said. “Let’s go!”

“Where? What are you talking about? It’s freezing out there,” she said.

“Follow me.”

They got into the back seat of the taxi, which was a silver, Mercedes M-Class SUV.

“Good evening, Mr. Carr. Shall we head to the predetermined location?”

“Yes, please, sir. Thank you.”

“What is happening?” she asked, giddily. “Are you serious right now? Is this even a Mercedes? I didn’t know they made fancy and boxy cars like this.”

“It’s the first year of it, ma’am,” said the driver. “We heard you were coming and got it purchased and all ready for you.”

“Yeah, right.”

“OK, I’m going to blindfold you now,” Jason said. “Don’t worry. It’s all going to be OK, we’re just going on a fun little adventure.”

“No way, but OK,” she said. “This is crazy!”

Blindfold applied, the car left the front of the hotel and within five minutes pulled up to the destination, even after a few circles around to waste some time to increase Jennifer’s confusion. Somehow, it was colder here at their destination than it was down at the hotel a few minutes ago. Winter in Kansas City could be humid and freezing. City noises were more distant now, and it was nearly 10:00 at night.

As they exited, he waved to the driver, who parked the car and kept the engine running with an overhead dome light turned on so he could read his newspaper. He flashed a thumbs-up.

“Hello, lady and gentleman,” said a voice from the darkness ahead. “Please proceed forward and I will guide you to your destination.”

“I can’t see anything,” she said.

“Good.”

After about two minutes of slow walking, they arrived at a point where they passed through a doorway. It turned slightly warmer and smelled of metal and oil and fresh paint. The door closed behind them, and they entered a very small elevator. She heard a mesh metal door close behind her. A button was pushed, and they lurched upwards.

“Oooh, I have an idea!” she said, one hand clasping Jason’s arm and the other pressed up against the side of the elevator. “Is someone in here with us still?”

“Hello, ma’am, yes, but I’ll be heading back down as soon as we exit the elevator at our destination.”

The elevator floated to a halt at the top of its travel, and the door slid open. The cold that had been increasing as they went farther up became frigid as they exited.

“See you folks at the bottom. I’ll send the elevator back up, so it’ll be waiting for you to bring it down yourselves. Just hit this button here, sir, and it’ll bring you safely down. Probably, anyway. Don’t be too long, they still don’t know I’m doing this for you.”

She laughed. “Great, probably, OK. Can we take this thing off now? I know where we are, but I have no idea what’s happening.”

He led her up to the top of the brief set of exterior stairs and removed her blindfold.

“I knew it!” she said, and they both turned to look out at the endless ocean of tiny lights of all colors, some flashing, some moving, in the form of house lamps, streetlights, traffic lights, moving vehicles, narrow skyscrapers, airplanes overhead. “Much better visibility this time! Compared to last time.”

“Look, I think you can see the airport way over there,” he said, turning her away from him so her back was to him.

“Yeah, that’s probably it,” she said, squinting in that direction. “Look at downtown, also. I love a skyline.”

She turned back to him and could just barely make him out below her on one knee, holding out what she could barely make out to be a small box. She screamed and put her hands up to her face. “Yes!”

“I haven’t said anything yet,” he laughed. “What do you think I’m going to be talking about? OK, let’s do this. Here, put it on first.”

She slid the ring on her left-hand finger and held it up in front of her face in an attempt to get an idea of what it looked like.

He stood up, took her face between his hands, and they kissed for most of a minute. They then hugged for longer than that.

“Now,” he said. “I have a few things to say.”

“Tell me! And hurry, it’s freezing.”

“OK, Jennifer, I saw you again a year ago right up here, and I can’t continue to be separated from you for a second, and we need to get married and live together and have a family, and I can’t wait another minute, and when I met you on that street in Holland, I fell for you, and I then let you go for reasons I can’t even explain, and you lost your mother, and I was so bad to you, and I never forgot you, and I searched for you, and then here you were up on this tower, and life began to make sense again, and I love you, and I get you, and marry me, please.”

“That was one sentence,” she said.

“Wasn’t it, though?” he said.

They kissed, and kissed, in view of all the lights of a Kansas City of two states and a million points of starlight above them, and they forced themselves at some point to make their way back to the elevator, which went down with them in it, still in each other’s embrace, until it rested at the bottom and his collaborators showed them out and back to the hotel.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: Dinner Connections
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Karlsruhe // 2023

Annika was sitting outside on the steps of the apartment when Jason arrived. His walk from the hotel to see her one more time before his return to the States had taken about thirty minutes, due to another stop at the high school to take some photographs of mascot signage on the front wall, school name, and a knight on horseback. For some reason, the present German school kept it on the wall in an ongoing fit of rare nostalgia, or lack of funds for new paint.

He had dialed his father a few more times, to no avail. A few text responses had come in from Spencer detailing some special challenges he was having getting Barbara out to some medical appointments. Jason imagined that his father would not have any memory of letters possibly received decades ago. He said they would have to speak when Jason got home.

After a walk around the entire perimeter of the school, feeling a strange combination of depression and emptiness, he continued his walk down Tennesseestrasse towards Silke and Annika’s apartment. Some sort of void gaped inside him when he thought about an entire community up and leaving one day, and the American village where he and so many others had spent so many formative years was now quite literally just a part of history. He passed the many long and tall apartment buildings that were lined up in their dozens where all the soldiers and their families once lived, finally arriving at the smaller one where they lived. It continued to be an anomaly, shorter and narrower than all the others, as if it had been purpose-built for something other than the standard American family situation.

She walked towards him with tears in her eyes and embraced him tightly. He hugged her back.

“Thank you for coming back,” she said, continuing the hug. “I know you’re hesitant, but I spoke with Mom and she has really taken responsibility for not telling you about me. I feel better mostly. But I don’t know if you were supposed to come here, according to the Palace Accords of Yesterday?”

He laughed and just continued to hug his daughter, long enough to seem inappropriate to any PDA-resistant Germans walking around. No words came to him other than easy forgiveness and apologies of his own.

“Just wanted to see you one more time,” he said. “I am so sorry still for all the years.”

“I suppose, let’s try. By the way, I ruined your trip to Himmerod Abbey,” she said as they broke the embrace. “For that, I’m also sorry.”

“No, it’s OK,” he said. “I had three more days lined up, but I’m just going to head home. It was probably enough time, actually. I met someone there who was able to tell me a lot about it through the ages, especially a lot of interesting and troubling twentieth century information I hadn’t known about.”

“I am so sorry, but I understand now,” she said. “At least, I understand your part.” She paused, biting her bottom lip, with a glance back up towards the apartment. “Let’s just go up,” she said. “Let’s just see if she’ll see us both one more time.”

“Should we?”

“Come on, I don’t really like the agreement you came to,” she said. “I would like to spend just one evening with my mother and father.”

“When you put it that way, wow,” he said. “Let’s try it then.”

She led him up the few steps into the front door of the building where they ascended the two flights of steps to the top floor. Jason held on to the railing, sensing again the bewilderment of entering a space he never imagined seeing again, and each footstep echoed off the walls until they arrived at the top floor. He did not sing Scorpions or anything else.

They entered the apartment where Silke was in direct view, in the kitchen. She stared at him, mouth agape, hands out in front of her.

“Wait, what are you doing here?” she asked.

“Mother. Father. I would like for all of us to be in the same room for once,” Annika said. “Can he eat with us?”

“No, not really,” Silke said. “I mean, I’m sorry, but I just don’t think it’s right.”

“Why?” Annika asked, face showing confusion through raised eyebrows and awkward stance as she shifted between facing the two of them. “Just once?”

“Oh, no, I will go, Silke,” Jason said. “I’m sorry, we did have the arrangement.”

“Again, with the Americans doing whatever they want,” she said. He edged towards the door.

“Well, again, you’re half-American,” he said, trailing off as he second-guessed the entire sentence. “Right?”

“Annika, please come with me,” Silke said ,heading down the hallway to the bedroom. He stood awkwardly, mid-stride, hoping the door swung open and the police took him away.

“Father, don’t move yet, please,” Annika said, as the two of them went back into the room for a few minutes where he heard voices slightly raised. He heard a few muffled phrases somewhat clearly, but in German, so he couldn’t understand either way.

Silke and Annika emerged from the room, both with a reddened face. Silke brushed past him into the kitchen to continue to cook.

“Jason, stay for dinner.” She sighed, while being bathed in the rising steam from the stove. “It’s fine this once since you’re leaving tomorrow.”

“If you’re sure,” he said.

“Thank you, meine Eltern!” Annika said to her parents with a broad smile. “I’ll be right back.”

After a moment, Annika walked back in slowly with a very old woman, dressed all in dark gray. 

“Jason, this is Frau Schmidt,” Annika said. “She is my great-grandmother. I think you know this, but she actually lives across the hall where she has lived forever, literally, I think, but we have her over here with us most of the time since she cannot live alone anymore.”

Jason smiled and extended his hand, his grin reflecting several layers of information that Annika probably did not know about. Seeing that his handshake would never be returned, he retracted his hand. He had almost doubted Frau Schmidt was still alive. He thought she was very old back in 1990, but also, he had not thought about her in many years. He had never seen anyone so definitively aged. Slightly hunched over, white hair with a gray type of shift dress, black socks, and substantial black shoes. The state of her face was what struck Jason the most, with what could only be described as an aerial view of the old war trench systems or old growth tree bark. Whatever combination of smoking, stress, and age had descended on this woman was profound, and Jason had to stop himself from recoiling, for which he felt terrible and was glad that he hadn’t shown any type of visual response to seeing her.

“It’s fine,” Annika said with a smile, seeing his outstretched hand not being met by hers. “She is nearly a hundred years old and probably cannot hear us, we think, and doesn’t come out of her shell very much anymore. Every so often, she’ll come around and surprise us with something, but it is more rare all the time.”

“Wait, we did meet once!” he said. “It’s not entirely there in my mind anymore, but she lives across the hall Oh, wait...”

Annika’s eyes remained wide open, matched by her mouth, in open shock. It was the face of someone who had just introduced Harry Styles to Helen of Troy and found out that, in all meanings of impossible and miraculous, they had already met. She looked from Jason to Frau Schmidt and back to Jason.

“Wait, really? You’ve met... I didn’t realize. Oh, I guess it kind of makes sense.”

“Of course you met,” Silke said. “At least once, I remember.”

“I have no recollection of the details,” he said. “Maybe at a dinner here or something. Did she yell at me?”

“Take a seat over there and I’ll get you a drink,” Silke said. “Wait, surely you drink alcohol now?”

“Nah, never had a taste for it,” he said, hands raised in mock surrender. “I know, I know, I’m in Germany and all that, but I’ll take water if you don’t have anything else.”

“You’re getting Coke,” she said, with a look at Annika, who shrugged.

As they sat, Jason took a moment to study Frau Schmidt a bit more and then look around the apartment in a real state of wonder. How many years he had replayed in his mind what this space had contained and the feeling and the temperature and the wall furnishings and the television. Much of it had changed, including the lack of a tall entertainment center that had been replaced by a flat screen TV on the wall. The dark wood eckbank corner dining booth and table still resided in the corner of the kitchen. One wall of the living room had been painted a deep red, what Jennifer would call an “accent wall.” Several photographs of Silke’s parents Hans and Lupe were scattered throughout, some with him in blue overalls standing by Jeeps or sitting on the balcony with a beer.

“I’m sorry to hear about your parents all these years later, Silke,” he said. “I didn’t have a lot of interaction with your dad, being the weird boy presence in your life.”

Silke was back in the kitchen cooking the dinner, which she had described to him as a basic wiener schnitzel with the small wormy noodles called Spätzle, garnished with a sprig of parsley, a few lemon slices, and a side of shredded red cabbage called Rotkohl. He admired the homey feeling in the apartment and felt warm and relaxed, incredibly relieved that his trip was turning out so well. Frau Schmidt sat in the chair at the end of the table where Annika had placed her.

Annika and Jason slid into the bench side of the table arrangement and Silke on the other bench side. The food doled out, everyone began to eat and silently work through the past few days, and somehow the presence of Frau Schmidt at the table raised their conversation to a more formal and less personal level. It was unclear to Jason whether she understood who he was or what the occasion entailed.

“Are you glad that you took the DNA test?” Silke asked. “After everything.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “For the medical reasons, certainly, but for Annika mostly. But are you sure?”

“Sure,” she said. “For Annika’s sake. I suppose I am.”

“Is it overly rude of me to ask something about Frau Schmidt as she sits here? I’m assuming she doesn’t understand English too well. But maybe I’m wrong?”

“She understands almost no English,” Silke said. “She also cannot hear very well, so...”

“Wait, she still lives next door, correct?”

“She does. Always has, except we’ve kind of taken over that side of the building as we’ve taken care of her during her elderly years.”

“Years ago, I worked in the Welcome Wagon over in a little building next to the movie theater when we first moved here,” he said, trying not to sound like a private investigator. “When a new family moved in, they’d be provided housing, but sometimes it seemed that people were on waiting lists for some time due to a shortage.”

Silke shrugged, with no answer and less interest.

“So, how is it that she lived in that apartment during the Army years, because it was an official Army housing unit, right?”

“What weird questions, Jason, really,” Silke said. “I mean, who knows? My grandfather Hans never really told me why his mother was allowed to live there. It may have been because he worked on the base. But the rent was taken care of somehow all that time. I never questioned it.”

“There was that one time, though,” Annika said. “I think I remember a lot of freaking out going on. Remember getting those phone calls from someone in the housing office on Smiley attempting to say she had to move out, but it went away maybe in some arrangement. That’s a strange memory I have.”

Silke ignored the comment and continued to eat, maintaining a disinterest in the mechanics of apartment assignments of her grandmother. She also assisted Frau Schmidt with some bites of the food, for which Frau Schmidt opened her mouth and appeared to chew, eyes half-open, but not appearing to be devoid of thought. Silke gave her a few sips of water now and then throughout, appearing to only slightly show some annoyance at the interrogation while she fulfilled these elderly duties.

“Well, there had been some mix-up probably,” Silke said. “I really don’t know all the details. But the thing is, the Army after leaving turned all this land over to the German federal government and then they sold the apartments to people. We were able to just buy this one here, along with the unit across the hall. Well, actually, Frau Schmidt’s apartment somehow didn’t cost anything for us. I’m not even sure the bank guy totally understood as he flipped through some old files in a folder that had appeared on his desk. It was sort of gifted to her after the withdrawal somehow. We’ll never know and really at this point, who cares?”

“Wow,” Jason said. “Now, that is all interesting. Was she well-connected or something?”

“Way back, she worked with the Americans as a secretary or administrative assistant,” Annika said. “Maybe that was it. They typically answered phones and took notes and typed things up. I have one photo of her probably from that job. She was very beautiful with those unique blue eyes. In most of the years, she rarely left the apartment, except to do some morning shopping a few times a week, and at this point, she hasn’t left in a long time. She seemed sort of madly content all those years to just stay in and read, knit, various things. Her relationship with her son Hans was not the best, and we are not entirely sure. Hans was affected in so many ways but never talked about it.”

“That must have been odd back then, well, we know it was, in a very traditional culture like they had then,” he said. “It’s just fascinating. Can I ask, what do we know of Hans’s father? Silke mentioned way back, and I somehow still remember that she never knew her grandfather on her father’s side.”

Silke looked at Annika, and Jason quickly attempted to discern whether it was frustration at his line of questioning or some mental communication between them to tell him it was none of his business.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’ve just been fascinated with family lineage and DNA and all that, as you can probably imagine.”

“That’s enough, really. Let’s change the subject,” Silke said. “I mean, it’s her business, right? Frau Schmidt kept that knowledge of Hans’s father close to her heart. We never knew anything about him.”

“Haha, yes, I have some idea of that. Well, that must have been devastating for Hans to grow up without knowing his father,” he said. “But, I mean, just after a time when families were torn apart everywhere.”

“Yeah, OK, we are done with all that,” Silke said, wrestling with some stubborn noodles.

“Her son Hans was born in 1955 here in Karlsruhe,” Annika said, a mischievous smile directed at Jason. “That’s all we really know. Oh, but somehow I gleaned through all the paperwork that it was also the exact year she moved into the apartment next door. The same year he was born.”

“Wow, that’s interesting. Hey, you know, along with all of that, do you ever get any of that weird mail anymore?” Jason asked. “It was always such a mysterious part of this apartment. Wait, Silke, I remember, I used to call you Fry Frau or Fry Hair because of it!”

Silke stood up from the table and walked into the kitchen. She loudly put her dishes in the sink.

“That stopped years ago,” Silke said loudly. “It was annoying then and more so now. What more do you want here? Why all these questions?”

“Sorry,” Jason said, feeling his cheeks turn red. “Yikes, I’ve overstepped.”

“Duh. You really have,” Silke said. “Seriously, is there some other reason you have contacted us? I’m starting to get suspicious.”

“Mother!” Annika said. “It’s just conversation.”

“No Freiherr,” Frau Schmidt said in German, surprisingly clearly, though somewhat muffled. “Offizier.”

All three of them looked at each other in slight shock as Annika translated from German for Jason. Frau Schmidt’s face was lowered, some spittle leaking from the corner of her mouth, which Annika reached over and wiped away with a napkin.

“Was hast du gesagt, Oma?” Silke asked what Frau Schmidt was saying.

“It was him,” she said in German, which the women translated for Jason. “The Offizier.”

“The officer? Military officer?” Annika asked, knitted eyebrows. Jason glanced at both of the women for more clarity.

“We don’t understand, Grandma,” Silke said in German, taking the woman’s hand from her lap. “Who is the officer?”

“No Freiherr,“ she said in German. “Offizier.“

Frau Schmidt’s head lowered as she seemed to sleep again.

“Freiherr, that’s what was on the mail,” Jason said. “What does it mean? I can look it up, I guess.”

“I guess an honored gentleman or, like, baron or something,” Silke said.

“Wow!” Annika said. “I have not heard her speak that much in a long time. How long as it been, Mom?”

Silke shrugged her shoulders with a shake of her head back and forth. “No idea. Months? More?”

“So interesting,” Jason said. “What did all that mean?”

“Forget it, who knows,” Silke said. “I’m going to help her across the hall and get her ready for sleep. Annika, help me?”

The two women walked Frau Schmidt across the hallway after rousing her, Jason springing up to open the front door for them and then across the hall to open Frau Schmidt’s front door. He then returned into the other apartment to start on the dishes. He picked up the photograph of baby Annika, Silke’s little sister who had died many years prior.

“Ah, I see you’ve met my namesake,” Annika said as she re-entered a few minutes later. “Such a sad story, I can’t even imagine. She died at nine months after catching one of those viruses.”

He placed the photograph back on the counter in the same place it had been sitting even back in his early visits to this apartment. He continued to wash the dishes, handing them to Annika, who placed them in their proper places. They didn’t speak

“Jason, we never asked for details about the results of the DNA test in terms of your health,” Annika said, as Silke walked back into the apartment after getting Frau Schmidt settled for the night. “I always wanted to ask more, but you’ve mentioned it is not good news, but maybe something you can work on with diet and effort?”

“Right. I initially took the test for health reasons,” he said with a smile. “And I can tell you, for several months my health suffered. But, in fact, the health of my marriage certainly suffered and recovered. Mostly. But it’s not great news. I have those markers for early-onset dementia, much like my mother has. And she suffers greatly from it.”

“Have you seen any signs of losing your memory or anything?” Silke asked, standing against the wall near the door. “Sorry, just curious.”

“A bit here and there, yes,” he said. “I’m eating better and running more and taking vitamins, whatever I can do. But now as I take stock of my life, I’m seeing things but then wondering whether I’m making them up. I am finding that some details from life have left me. It’s really starting to worry me.”

“Well, goodbye, Jason,” Silke said, turning to head back to her bedroom. “It has been interesting. Do stay in touch with my Annika. Thank you for staying this evening, but I’m going to sleep.”

“Thank you for everything, again,” he said to her back as she walked.

Annika offered to drive him over to his hotel, which he declined, looking forward to a final stroll through the once-named Paul Revere Village.

They hugged, promising many future video calls and a trip someday to Arkansas, and he walked slowly back to the hotel, his mind racing with questions about the apartment and Frau Schmidt.
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Having said goodbye to Annika, Jason headed out of the small apartment building, turned right, and headed north on Rhode Island Allee, along the rows of long apartment buildings. After passing the former elementary school and the former base chapel on his left, he turned off the street and took a footpath through the buildings that cut between the buildings, straight over to the former base’s main gate and his hotel.

Jennifer was calling.

“Hey! You were supposed to call me,” she said. “I want to hear some details.”

“Ugh, I know, I know. I’m so sorry, I should have done that. I spent the evening with both of them tonight,” he said. “I love you and I just don’t know how to summarize it all.”

“Wow, both? You actually went into that apartment? Come on, give me something,” she said. “I’m lonely and bored. How did it go, generally?”

“We had a nice dinner and now I’m on the way back to the hotel for one last night,” he said. “I’m coming home, for sure, I thought I might go up to the abbey again, but I’m just exhausted and will be home tomorrow late. I’ll send the flight info.”

They talked for a few minutes as he made his way to the hotel.

“Hang on, someone else is calling me. I’ll talk to you from the airport tomorrow.”

“OK, fine,” she said. “Love you and can’t wait to see you.”

In the moment of exhaustion, it took him a second to remember who Patrick Hagsfeld was, and as he answered the call and heard the voice, he was interested but also disappointed. Too tired for history and stories, however fascinating.

“Uhh, hello?“

“Ah, guten abend! Are you back in Alabama yet?”

“Hah, no,” Jason said, ignoring the geographical error. “Hello, Herr Hagsfeld. I’m leaving in the morning to head home. Right now, I’m walking back to my hotel for one last night. It’s been a fascinating trip. I think the surprises are all done finally.”

“Very good then,” Patrick said. “Very quickly. Can I tell you that final bit of information with you? Then I will leave you alone, I promise! By the way, I stopped by your hotel room at the abbey the morning after we had dinner and you were already gone! I was sorry to miss you.”

“Yes, sorry, I had to put out some fires here, as they say,” Jason said. “Right now, I’m out on a walk heading back to the hotel, which is right on the old Army installation. Let me know what you have to tell me, sure.”

“Well, I am sorry, I thought you might be home already,” Patrick laughed. “But, since you are still there, and a man of history, I know this will interest you greatly.”

“I think so,” Jason said, stopping to sit on the steps of the hotel after arriving. He could see across Ohio Street, through the trees the golden arches of the American-style McDonald’s. He tried to dredge up the interest for the conversation. “Let’s hear it, good sir, then I will be off to bed.”

“I will be brief. OK, if you remember our discussion the other night about what’s called the Myth of the Clean Wehrmacht? Und so, a former German Army officer, very prominent, acted as Hitler’s Chief of Staff of the Army High Command, and was then employed the U.S. Army Historical Division to write the history of the war. He was director of the division’s control group and oversaw some seven hundred former German officers who created about 2,500 manuscripts with many details on the war. Remember, one of their unspoken goals was to sanitize the role of the German military and make it seem as if they fought a noble war.”

Jason did his best to dredge up something to say back to Patrick.

“They succeeded, didn’t they? I mean, well, we talked about it the other night. It’s why I built models of Messerschmitt fighter planes and Panzer tanks when I was a kid. We all did.”

“Ja ja, very good. His name was General Franz Halder. Now, you need to know that Halder was not a good man, nor worthy of any accolades heaped upon him later in life. He was one of those banal evil ones, a functionary with control over life and death in so many. Early in the war, he had his staff create two incredibly important and horrific documents, called the Barbarossa Decree and the Commissar Order. These two decrees basically gave German soldiers free reign over in the East, and whatever they did, they could not be prosecuted on their return to Germany, killing civilians or political leaders, anyone really. No surprise, of course, because they called it a war of extermination.”

“It’s so disgusting, isn’t it,” Jason said, feeling even more exhausted. “Especially to the modern ear and with so many wars going on in the world right now still, especially in Ukraine, it just hits differently. Seriously, though. ‘Clean Wehrmacht’ are two words that never should have gone together. And all supported by Goebbels and the designed propaganda posters, etcetera. I’ve been looking at those for many years. So, yeah. Thank you, I appreciate that information.”

“Hold on. He did run afoul of Hitler later in the war and was imprisoned, and many things happened, but at some point after it all ended, he was asked by the U.S. Army to create these historical documents that would assist the West in fighting the Soviet Union at some point, referring to our conversation the other night. So, Halder and the control group worked at a few locations in central Germany and then the team was transferred to southwest Germany to a certain city on the Rhine River where a lot of Americans were living. They were there for many years. Can you guess where?”

“Wait. No way,” Jason said. “Really?”

“You must guess which city he lived in!” Patrick said, with a triumphant tone that Jason couldn’t parse through being so tired and in a conversation devolving into what seemed like a dream.

“Even though I don’t want to, I’m going to guess Karlsruhe,” he said. “Like, my Karlsruhe?”

“It is true! In the summer of 1954, Halder and his group transferred to Karlsruhe and lived and worked there until 1961.”

“I mean, that can’t really be true, can it?” Jason said. “I feel like having lived here for four years, some decades after him, I still would have heard about this.”

“It’s very true. It’s a little hard to find, but it’s on a few of the websites about Halder. And yes, you lived there just a few decades later.”

“Seriously, here?”

“Oh, and you will love the irony of this part. In 1961, he was awarded the Meritorious Civilian Service Award by your President Kennedy, after having earned an Iron Cross from Hitler, which makes him the only German ever to be decorated with a high award both by Hitler and by an American president!”

“Are we insane? Seriously, what the hell happened to us all right after World War Two? We let the Nazis or German military or whatever write the history of the war? And here? I don’t think anybody really knows about this.”

“Listen, Professor. I will only remind you that context matters. Remember, the Cold War would go hot any minute and, well, they needed his knowledge and that of all those commanders who had led troops and fought in Russia. But sure, Halder was monstrous, and the U.S. government was too willing to forget about his sins. He didn’t even have to be in the Nuremberg Trials, and when it was discovered later in his own journals that he had written the Barbarossa Decree and Commissar Order, many wanted to try him in a court for those gross offenses, but by then, he was already working for the U.S. Army Historical Division and the charges disappeared.”

“I guess I just don’t want to believe the connection here.”

“Sure, you will find it online if you dig around. He lived under house arrest, I imagine, and was brought over to the installation each morning.”

“I mean, I’ve met my high school alumni that lived here back then, and none of them ever mentioned it. Incredible.”

“I do not know. I doubt there is any way to know that. Anyway, that was what I was interested in telling you, with you having lived in Karlsruhe and visiting there on this trip.”

“Well, this has been a heavy call,” Jason said, feeling sick in the muggy air and sweating from the walk through the village. “I’ll be thinking about this. Oh, I may call you with more questions about Himmerod, if that’s OK. I think I’m done with all this World War Two talk and may have some more to discuss about the monastery and look forward to it.”

“Of course! I’m sorry I stole the conversation, and I am happy to discuss the abbey,” he said with a chuckle. “Let’s talk robes and stained glass instead of Panzers and arm bands. Have a good flight back to Alaska.”

Officer, Jason repeated to himself as he pulled up a few search results, and sure enough, with some digging, what Patrick had said checked out on a few websites, though in paragraphs far down on the pages where very few people read anymore. Nobody knew or cared about this kind of stuff. It really was time for it all to go away, wasn’t it? He had read through the years that several historical people had lived in or been through Karlsruhe, including Jefferson Davis’s daughter Winnie, Karl Benz, and Thomas Jefferson, and even Buffalo Bill’s Wild Wild West show, but he had never heard about this General Halder.

Maybe it was best for everyone to put the 20th century behind, especially this revelation about Americans cozying up with Nazis and German military after the war, when an entire generation of people had been effectively cancelled, in their modern parlance. The fact that peoples and governments and militaries could martial the masses to act in all manner of ways continued to fascinate him, and he pledged to continue his research with more vigor. The world just cruised along, and it seemed ever more likely to him that nobody was really in charge and world events were mostly explosions of random events.

“Are you doing good, sir?” said someone behind him in a Russian accent, to the accompaniment of swooshing doors. “Everything OK?”

“Thank you, yes,” he said, seated on the stairs and smiling wanly at the front desk attendant from before. “How are you doing?”

“All good, yes,” she said. “We do not have too many people sit on the stairs. Only the Americans. Anyway, I will go home soon and my colleague will then stand at the desk.”

“Sounds great, I hope you have a good evening,” he said, then holding up his hand. “Hey, so, did you know how many Americans used to live here?”

“No, I’m sorry, I don’t remember much about the people who have stayed here,” she said, lighting up a cigarette. She was emaciated with thin, soot-black hair straight down past her shoulders and enough of an acne problem to be seen in the half-light. “I’m waiting for my friend to come get me.”

“Oh, well, I don’t mean here at the hotel. Here in Karlsruhe. At the peak, probably about 12,000 at all the different bases around the city. There were hundreds of thousands of American soldiers and families living in Germany in a lot of different cities, living their lives, intermarrying, working together, all after World War Two. Right here.”

“Is that what is that big sign down the street with U.S. Army Paul something on it?”

“Yes, Paul Revere Village. Paul Revere was... well, never mind. After the Cold War kind of ended in the late 1980s, as you may have heard in your history, the United States started to close a lot of its bases in Europe and other places. Karlsruhe here finally got caught up in that and closed officially in 1995. The only big thing left of the Americans is that library right over there. Fifty years of American families gone. It’s hard for me to understand.”

“It is a little sad for you, no? I have no political interest, so I don’t care about all that, but do you feel strange coming back here?”

“I do, for a lot of reasons,” he said. “But what I really feel now is that it’s probably best to just put all that twentieth century stuff behind us.”

“I think so, yes,” she said.

“I’m a professor of people about your age. Can I ask you, do you have hope for the future?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, taking a drag of her cigarette, still standing next to him on the top step.

“A strange question, I know,” he said, noticing that she was not looking at him but out into the night. “Do you think that you’ll have a good life? Is the world safe? Do you fear the future?”

“Oh, I don’t think I have much hope, no,” she said. “My friends either, we just hope to get through and maybe find a stable job.”

“Why do you think that is? What is the main reason?”

“I don’t know. What is there? We work a bit, party, and we’re foreigners here in a country that has always hated us. And Russia is no good. Life these days is just drugs and TikTok dreams.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking down as car headlights filled their vision, accompanied by a high-pitched, unhealthy engine.

“I hope your stay was good,” she said, standing to descend to her friend’s tiny car. “Have a nice night.”

He went upstairs, mind awash in complicated history that happened right here around him.
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Once upright, he dialed his father again. An urgency had begun to grow in him to see if his parents had any recollection of receiving any mail addressed to him during that first year of college. It was a long shot, he knew.

“Yo,” Spencer answered, groggily. “Late here.”

“I have a few hours before heading up to the airport for my evening flight. How is Mom?”

“Not doing too well. Don’t worry about it right this second, but we’re probably heading for hospice as imagined. She should be OK until you’re back in a few days, but come straight here.”

“I’m actually flying out today,” he said, feeling physically worse than a few moments ago. “I will for sure come straight to wherever you have her. My flight isn’t until later.”

“I’m glad you got that DNA test,” Spencer said. “Maybe you can stave off whatever caused this.”

“I am glad I got the DNA test,” Jason said. “Very much so. In fact, I have a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“Do you remember seeing any letters for me back in my first year of college that you would have maybe forwarded to me at school? This is really important to know.”

“So many years ago,” he said. “Letters that came to the house?”

“Yes, they would have been from a Karlsruhe military postal system address in Germany.”

“I honestly can’t remember much about those days anymore, especially when your friends might have written you some letters.”

“I’m desperate here,” Jason said. “The thing is, Silke wrote to me three times, in three different letters, about the fact that she was pregnant. I never received them.”

“They may have gotten lost in the mail,” Spencer said with a long pause. “So sorry.”

“That doesn’t even seem possible,” he said. “One maybe, but all three? Is there some way you or Mom never got them?”

“Nothing, nope,” he said. “We were still organizing and moving in for a long time and life was in such flux back then.”

“Fine, then,” Jason said. “Thanks.”

After packing, he walked across the street and ascended to the second floor of the library, which had opened at 9:00 a.m. Nobody from the public was there yet, but he saw Annika’s boss sitting at the desk to the right, mercifully positioned behind a name plate. The high school pennant was gone, as was the U.S. occupation of Germany book, safely put into a drawer somewhere where they would stay until the random high school alumni would appear in fits of nostalgia.

“Professor, good morning,” said Frau Volker, coming around the desk to shake his hand. “It is good to see you again. I had thought perhaps you returned home.”

“My flight leaves later today,” he said. “I have some time to kill, without any energy for getting on the streetcar or strolling around the palace.”

“Feel free to look around, of course,” she said. “Take your time.”

He walked towards the shelves.

“Ah, Professor, I almost forgot. Did you still want to see any of those leftover military community materials we have in the basement? We’re hoping to be rid of them soon and finally can clean out that room. Perhaps you can take some.”

“Oh, sure, I suppose,” he said.

“Actually, I do not know if they are still there,” she said. “We may have thrown them out.”

“Either way, no problem. I’d be happy to look.”

“If you wait until 9:30, my colleague will be here and then I can take you down there.”

“Of course, I will look around until then,” he said. “If not, it’s no problem.”

Jason walked slowly through the stacks of books arranged in a standard format by genre and author name. Other than some maybe new shelving, it was a time capsule of his days back then. It smelled identical to what he remembered. Many new books had obviously been purchased through the decades, but he pulled out some books to attempt to see if they survived from the 80s and could act as a touchstone and possibly be something he may have held previously. He found his favorite Kurt Vonnegut books purposefully, pulling out a few such as Cat’s Cradle and Breakfast of Champions and taking them to an Army-issue brown, fake leather chair in the back corner. He flipped through the pages and lifted the book to his face to smell it, and it was exactly as he had hoped, the scent of old paper and dust, which took him back to the teenage years.

Groups of parents and children started appearing through the front doors, in high spirits. Frau Volker came around the corner and slightly bowed as she spoke.

“Professor, shall we go down? We believe a few boxes, in fact, remain.”

“Ja ja,” he said. “I will follow.”

She led him out the front door and into the stairwell, down past the ground floor and through a door she unlocked that led into a dark hallway in the basement. The soldiers’ mess hall operated previously on the main floor, which still acted as a restaurant today with what seemed to be a fancy bistro inhabiting the space. Several doors were ajar in the basement level that showed clear evidence of food preparation storage and serving related to the restaurant above.

Frau Volker turned on a dim light as they passed several locked doors and arrived at the far end of the hallway, then unlocked a door that contained a rectangular room with concrete walls, dimly lit by a bank of fluorescent lights, only one of which was working. The room was uncharacteristically disorganized and dusty, for which Frau Volker apologized. With no shelving in the room, cardboard boxes were stacked on top of each other on the floor. Those on the bottom were being crushed under the weight of the ones on top, with each pile seeming to topple over at any moment. It had been some time since anyone had paid any attention to the room or the box contents.

“What is all of this?” Jason asked.

“Other than the two boxes we’re searching for, there are old periodicals, book club multiples, less desirable donations, and some other things that will probably be recycled at some point. The one or two boxes we are looking for are probably a different style than these that we use.”

They each peered behind a few stacks and shifted some boxes from one pile to another, except for those that were too heavy. The light above buzzed just loud enough to be heard throughout their efforts. The glossy, dark gray but dingy walls looked like the room smelled, complex and probably sickly. He wondered what had been stored in here during World War II but also during the postwar years.

“Perfekt. Here are the two I was thinking of. They have those fitted lids and handles.”

One of the boxes was white with a blue stripe around the bottom while the other was brown and tan, both battered and showing their age through water marks, scuffs, and dented corners. Numbers were scribbled onto the outsides, and the holes for gripping and lifting the boxes were ripped upwards, indicating they probably could not be lifted too many more times. Thankfully, they were not too heavy, as Frau Volker lifted each and brought them individually out into the center of the dusty floor.

“Ah, perfekt, indeed,” Jason said. “Banker’s boxes, we call them.”

She lifted the lid off each and set them aside, peering inside. Nothing shining or glowing or even bound, but mostly loose documents printed with a dot matrix printer or even the slightly blurry mimeograph with purple print. Jason lifted one to his face and smelled it, for which Frau Volker gave him an odd look.

“Sorry, old, old habit,” he said, smiling. “But, too bad, the smell is gone. We all used to love that smell.”

“I do remember.” She smirked ever so slightly, which he gauged to be mostly for his benefit. “Well, I will leave you, OK? I think it is best if you just briefly look through them here instead of us bringing them upstairs. Again, I think it is just mostly junk. Do feel free to take with you whatever you would like. We will throw it all away soon. It is just time.”

“Oh, OK,” he said, confused but also suddenly glad he had a level of freedom with them that he knew he would value. “Thank you. I imagine this will not take long, and I’ll be up soon.”

She left, and he kneeled down on the ground, then began to fish through the documents, becoming quickly uncomfortable and casting a shadow over the papers that impeded his review of them. He lifted the white and blue box onto one of the doubled up large box stacks so that he could comfortably sift through them. He also pulled out his phone and used its flashlight. The white box was comprised almost entirely of copies of the old military community newspaper, the Town Crier, with small community event listings and feature pieces such as the opening of the new bowling facility or the movies showing in the Minuteman Theater.

He had made a pile of about twenty newsletters next to the box that he planned on taking with him. He replaced the cover of the white box and set it onto the floor and then picked up the tan box. None of the writing on the end made any sense, the Army loving acronyms and permanent markers.

Removing the lid, he could make out nothing of real interest among the loose documents that listed book inventories for the library, some pamphlets and house finding brochures from the Welcome Wagon and how to understand exchange rates between the U.S. dollar and the Deutschmark. One thin book from 1959 he pulled out and whistled at the graphic design value alone, with a weathered purple cover, two German flags, and four photographs of Germany in non-standard shapes. It was titled Federal Republic of Germany with a subtitle of “Any time is travel time in Germany.” After leafing through it for a moment, he put that in the keep stack. Other small pamphlets, brochures, and documents filled the box.

He almost missed a black, three-ring binder of several hundred pages that sat at the bottom of the tan box, which he fished out and pulled to the top. It was well worn, the thin plastic edges and corners peeling. Inside, bound groupings of stapled pages had been added throughout the years, it seemed. On the cover, a faded sticker reading Karlsruhe MILCOM Directories. A list of all the different offices on the base back through the years. He smiled. Though it would be heavy, he thought this would be a fun souvenir for his dad to find some familiar names, so he put it aside to bring home with him.

He closed the boxes and pulled the door shut behind him, with a screech and dull thud that echoed down the hallway. He jogged up the steps to the main floor and found himself in a chaos of parents and children. They were preparing for a reading time, the kids arranging themselves in a giant clump on the floor in front of the woman holding The Very Hungry Caterpillar and a few other children’s books in English. The parents rushed to keep the children seated and milled around otherwise behind the gathering, some pulling out their phones, a few groups of men speaking to each other. He spied Frau Volker through the crowd, who was, in fact, seated calmly at her desk, as if she were alone in the facility.

“Hello, Frau Volker. It just occurred to me that you might know something about what I heard last night. Do you have a moment?”

“Yes, just a moment, OK,” she said. “As you can see, we are getting busy here.”

“So, it’s about that General Halder who worked here on the base with the Americans in the 1950s and early 60s. I have verified that he did work with his staff here in Karlsruhe, right on this base. I wonder, too, where he lived. Because nobody I know heard about this guy, and something feels connected in some way. It’s hard to explain.”

“I am not sure how I would know this,” she said, her tone dismissive and tired. “Everyone from that time is gone, and frankly, it is time for those days to go away.”

“I understand your perspective,” he said. “I’m just curious, of course. If you do ever run across anything, as a historical researcher, I would love to hear more.”

“It has been nice meeting you,” she said, standing. “I look forward to hearing occasional news about you and your research into the monastery.”

As he approached the doorway to exit out into the light at the bottom of the stairs, he nearly ran directly into Annika.

“Hallo, mein Vater!” she said. “You’re still here! I thought you were gone!”

Before he had registered it, she gave him the double-cheek kiss thing that everyone in the world seemed to do except the prudish Americans, and he was unsure about Asia. He was improving but could never remember which cheek to start with, especially at this moment. He put his arms around her for a brief, awkward hug.

“All the years, and there you are in my workplace again!”

“Yes! Glad you’re here. I was about to text you. But I thought you weren’t working today,” he said. “I have a little while before going to the airport and didn’t want to get in your way.”

“Alles gute. I just came to pick up a reimbursement check, then off to an appointment. I actually must rush.”

“Well, don’t let me stop you!” he said, giving another quick hug. “I leave in a few hours, and I’ll be in touch.”

She hugged him again. “I still cannot believe this. Well, have a good trip and please FaceTime me soon!”

He exited the library for the last time with a quick glance around him at the various buildings once used by two countries’ armies and then headed back to the hotel.
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“Well, hello! It’s clear who you’re here to see!”

“Really, you can tell?” Jason responded. He was groggy, still smelled like a combination of all the other people and cultures on the plane, and was generally greasy and creased. But he managed a partial smile. A hospice seemed to smell like any other hospital facility he had been in, and before this first time in one, he may have guessed it would smell different. He felt comforted that his scents would maybe be masked, as this could be a long stay. The appearance was a combination of hospital antiseptic and funeral home peace and comfort.

“Your mother is in room seven,” the hospice nurse responded from behind the desk with a soft smile. She indicated a hallway to her left. “Your father is in there, too. There really is an amazing resemblance to your mother.”

He was tired and felt on the verge of death, but now knew he also looked like it. His father Spencer was seated in there, chewing on his fingernail in a combination of grief and boredom, along with almost certain doomscrolling on his giant phone. He approached Jason and gave him a tight hug, tears in his eyes.

“I guess we’re finally there,” Spencer said, sitting back down on the smooth, orange couch under the window. “And, hey, it’s good to have you back. Hopefully, the whole Germany thing can be behind us, you know?”

“Except for my daughter, I guess, right?” he said.

“Of course, of course,” said Spencer. “I’ll look forward to hearing all about it, and her.”

“Let’s do that. She’s amazing,” he said. “Well, at times, we thought this day, for Mom’s sake, wouldn’t come soon enough. She’s been in such pain the past few months. But this feels worse than I thought it would.”

“The thing is, Jason. She’ll always live on in you, and I’ll always have a piece of her here with me through you.”

Barbara was on her second day now of the technique of administering some sort of pharmaceutical cocktail to keep her comfortable and mostly asleep until she passed. She came out of it, barely, about once a day in the late morning.

One hour ago, Jennifer had met him at the Northwest Arkansas National Airport with a brief hug. He emerged from the airplane hungry, tired, and numb. She had not texted him, hoping to relay the news in person that hospice was, in fact, the plan, and that it would be a quick stay. He and Jennifer had driven straight to the hospice facility. Jason shed some tears on the way, with the combination of the news and his exhaustion overwhelming him.

He sat in the chair next to her bed and placed his hand on her arm.

“I don’t think she’ll wake up at this point,” his father said. “But you could try.”

After a few moments, she opened her eyes halfway.

“Nurse?” she slurred at barely above a whisper, looking directly at him. He couldn’t tell how much life was left behind her eyes.

“No, it’s me.”

She focused her eyes on him, smiled for a second.

“Hi,” she said.

She then furrowed her brow, the moment of recognition vanishing quickly. After looking around the room for a few seconds, she closed her eyes and started breathing heavy, accompanied by a growing rattle sound.

“She has been doing this pattern,” his father said from across the room, motioning Jason to come over. He motioned with his phone, with the Photos app open. “She’ll say a few words, then fall back into this breathing and heavy sleep sounds. Look at this, this is you and this is your mother in her twenties or thirties. You’re twins. I’ll always have you around, and I can see her in you.”

Jason smiled. Sure enough, he had always favored Mom and had to admit that they looked nearly identical in these two photos. They looked through many photos, and Jason gave a recounting of the trip. Jennifer ran down the street to Subway to bring some dinner.

“Hey, I know this is ridiculous, but do you think she would remember seeing those letters addressed to me during college?” Jason asked. “Never mind, clearly not. I’m just so crazy about the letters. I missed out on raising a daughter.”

“She is past conversation, I think,” Spencer said. “But she was the one who usually grabbed the mail, and sometimes I did.”

At some point in the night, he wandered down the hallway towards the nurses’ station, with the intent of just getting his legs moving and maybe some fresh air.

Leaning on the front check-in desk, he asked one of them if it was depressing working in a hospice, knowing everyone there would be dying soon. He immediately regretted asking, as she stated in certain terms that the opportunity is without equal in the world.

“It’s actually amazing,” she said. She was about sixty with short gray hair and a tattoo on her left arm. She had a comforting smile, even with the late-night coffee-stained teeth that hardly read as teeth anymore. “Gathering friends and family to foster closure to someone’s life and having the time to say goodbyes and pull together is almost always a positive and uplifting time. In a way, one final memory made at the end of a life full of them.”

He sheepishly walked out the front doors, that automatic door moving out of the way with complete silence, retreating into the wall pocket. He stepped into the night with its wet, breezeless air offering its own damp hug. The buzzing and sawing of the cicadas in the trees, annoying to so many people with their volume, he counted as a welcome home signal to this town that he loved.

“How is she?” read a sudden inbound text from Annika, who must have just arrived at work. “I’m so sorry. I feel that I should be there.”

“She’ll pass soon, it seems. We’re just kind of waiting. It’s really late here,” he said. “I am sad that you did not get to meet your American grandmother.”

“I am also, yes,” she said. “And perhaps your father.”

“Yes, that could be,” he said. “He is a complicated person, especially lately. I have never been able to figure out how he’ll deal with his emotions, with my mother passing and all.”

“Please give me any news,” Annika wrote.

His phone then rang and it was Jennifer.

“I’m sorry I had to leave, but we have the CFO visit tomorrow down from Bentonville,” she said. “She’s concerned about the automatic hamburger maker we have in the store and wants to know whether it’s a boondoggle or not. I absolutely have to be here, I’m so sorry.”

“Good word,” he said. “Boondoggle. I told you you needed to go, so don’t worry. She is fading fast, though, and I’ll let you know how the rest of the night goes.”

Four hours later, he stood, though near collapse, on one side of the bed with a bleary-eyed Jennifer in a ponytail, t-shirt, and jeans, holding Dad up on the other side. He stroked her cheek, and his tears fell on the sheets. The door remained shut to give them privacy with the body. Jason walked around to the other side of the bed to hug them both, then leaned over and kissed his mother on the forehead, his own tears dripping on her that he then softly wiped off with a tissue. She was at peace, and he knew that she probably remembered everything again that ever had mattered and that her family was there with her, and she was young and vibrant, and she was off to eternity.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: A Good Life
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Fayetteville // 2023

Jason landed in his office chair and rested his head on the back. He closed his eyes and waited for any available feelings to rise to the top, unsure of whether he should weep or sigh or shrug, but he just felt a calmness come over him with this latest news so soon after his mother’s death.

“Hi, Jason. Frau Schmidt has died,” the text from Annika read. “I thought you should know, but I didn’t want to call in case you were in class. Call me whenever you can. Mom is a little upset but already has had a funeral program ready for a while. She’s had it ready for a few weeks.”

They would never know more about her mysteries or how she ended up a single mother in those postwar years, including all those who may have been in her life during those early years. Having settled on calm, he then began to think about the wording of the response to the text, aiming to be appropriate but not overly maudlin.

“I’m so sorry,” he said and deleted and typed through a few variations before sending the response. “She lived a good, long life and should be proud of her granddaughter and great-granddaughter in whom she will always live. Are you doing OK?”

“Thanks, yes. I just did not have too much connection with her for all the reasons,” she wrote. “Let’s talk soon and I’ll let you know about a funeral service or the like. By the way, here’s the funeral program for next week when we think it will be with just a few neighbors. It has everything we know on it.”

A dark and slightly blurry photograph showing a standard-looking funeral program appeared on his device. On the front was a pixelated, black and white oval photograph showing her with barely a hint of a smile, contained within a surprisingly attractive face. It was not a studio-type photograph but appeared to be an official employment photograph due to the presence of a wall behind her and the cropped, straight-on angle. He zoomed in and whistled to himself about what he deemed to be a beautiful woman in her thirties. Even with meeting her in the late 1980s and having seen her now in his recent years, he didn’t see any discernible way to associate the woman in the photograph with his mental image.

He texted Jennifer about Frau Schmidt’s death with the funeral program picture, and after thirty minutes, she had yet to respond but finally sent a single heart emoji that dinged into his phone as he walked across campus. He had been asked to come over to the university’s Old Main building and present a brief summary of his latest research into the Origen manuscript and recent trip. The text was followed a few minutes later with a call as he neared the building.

“How are you?” Jennifer asked. “A presentation and dealing with this news.”

“I have a slide deck and it’s basically all in my head, in all the senses, so I’m totally ready for the presentation. But I really don’t know how I’m supposed to feel,” he said. “Honestly, what a bizarre thing altogether, but I guess it was just her time. Get this, her name was Heidemarie Schmidt. It almost seems like a cross between German and French, Heidemarie.”

“Well, Karlsruhe is right there on the border of France. What is it the Alsace region over there? Does it say anything about her life on the back of the program?” she asked. “Is there a back?”

“It’s just the cover,” he said. “Oh wait, there was actually a second pic. You’re so right. One brief paragraph only, it looks like. So, she lived from 1925 to 2023 and was 98 years old and, man, she looked every minute of it. Here it is, ‘Heidemarie Schmidt was born on April 28, 1925, to her parents ‘Siegfried Müller and Maria Walter, in Karlsruhe, Germany.’ Oh wow...”

He trailed off and went silent. He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to inspect his phone up close.

“Are you there?” she asked.

“Sorry, I was wondering where the last name Schmidt came from, and it says she was married to a guy named Bernard Schmidt who died in Kursk, Russia in 1943, which was during the war.”

“Was he Hans’s father then?”

“I mean, I don’t think so,” he said. “No, Hans was born in the mid 1950s, Silke told me at some point during all of this. She must not have had any children when he died. Let’s see, she would have been all of nineteen years old when he died. A war widow at nineteen, man.”

“So sad,” Jennifer said. After a moment of silence, she followed it with, “Which still leaves the question of Hans’s father. Huh.”

“I’m heading into the thing,” he said. “I’ll see you after.”

***
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After the speech, which was followed by cheese cubes, coined cucumbers, and a small landscape of cut fruit and variously shaped crackers, Jason spent a few minutes talking with faculty and students, looking forward to ending the very long day. His mind throughout the entire presentation had been more on the Eastern Front of 1943 and Karlsruhe, Germany, in the following years, and he longed to speak with Annika, or even Silke, more.

“Professor Carr,” he heard a voice behind him, which he recognized as the history department’s Josh Rogers, the other very passionate and much more hilarious presenter of the evening. His presentation had been on the two-towered building in which they were standing and the urban legend that the north tower was actually taller than the south since the architect was a Northerner who hated the South. To a chorus of groans, he left the crowd wondering about the truth. It was the original building of the university when it opened in the 1870s and had survived some committee wrecking balls through the years. “Do you have a minute? Come look at this sunset.”

“Hey, man,” Jason said. “I have to get going, thank you, though.”

Josh held up a key, and the real value of serving on cross-department committees manifested itself to Jason, since people such as this crossed his path, who never would have otherwise.

“Tower key,” he said. “Rare opportunity. Follow me!”

Josh opened a corner door in the long and wide hallway of the fifth floor. They ascended the north tower’s staircase to be presented with a rare view of the campus and Fayetteville. To the west was the last moments of the setting sun in a massive gradient of orange, yellow, and deep blue, much of the campus laid out before them.

“Thanks, this is amazing. So, tell me the truth,” Jason said. “Old wives’ tale about the height of the towers?”

“Totally,” Josh said with a smile. “I didn’t want to ruin it for everyone. The architect of Old Main was John M. Van Osdel of Chicago, and it’s a mirror for a building at the University of Illinois that’s no longer there. History and myth and memory. They’re intertwined.”

Later that evening on the couch, he dug deeper with Annika and the unfolding history he felt circling him since his arrival in Germany to meet her.

“Annika, the curiosity is killing me,” he said as they spoke. “Is there anything else you can tell me about Frau Schmidt’s life? With all respect, can I ask again if we know who your grandfather Hans’s father was? Heidemarie was a brave and amazing woman to raise a child alone in those days, and miraculously living in the American community somehow, barely speaking any English. There’s something here.”

Within about an hour, Annika responded that nothing more was known. Frau Schmidt lived an ascetic life with some books, knitting, a radio, an old TV, and liked to cook simple meals. She never spoke of the postwar years when she worked on the base and was very tight-lipped about her story.

“I’m sure Hans and Lupe knew more, maybe, but they took that information to their graves,” Annika said. “As you know, my grandfather and his mother did not have much of a relationship that I could see. It’s too bad.”

“It really, really is,” Jason said. “I’ll tell you, I just can’t shake it all.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY: End Matter
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Fayetteville // 2023

“Professor? Do you have a moment?”

Jason stopped with his back to the open door, understanding completely he was in full view of the student. He turned slowly around.

“I’m not sure I do today, I’m very sorry,” he said, arms spread out. “Perhaps another time?”

He had not been known to find time for students who dropped into his office in the past. It was well known and had made a consistent presence on Rate My Professor. Jennifer’s pleadings for him to make himself more available to the students had not resulted in anything. Until now.

“It’s a little urgent,” she said, eyes hopeful at the stage just before tears. “When might that be?”

“You know what, hey, come in,” he said and gestured to the chair next to his desk. “Have a seat.”

“Oh, great!” she said, wondering what brought on the miracle. “So...How was your summer and that trip? You went over there, right?”

He looked at the student McKylie with a smile, unsure of how to answer but impressed she remembered. A young sorority member, she was very similar in appearance to the rest of them. Long, straight blonde hair with an oversized white t-shirt and shorts, she carried a large coffee. She sat in the green chair, right on the front edge, keeping her backpack on. At odds with her carefree appearance were the circles around her eyes and jittery movements.

“It was great, actually,” he said. “I visited that monastery up in the Eifel mountains, and it was magnificent. I’ve been back several months now, and it’s very clear in my mind. It’s very green over there. Kind of like here, but deeper maybe.”

“I think you said once that you lived there. Did you run into anyone there that you still know?”

He smiled and paused. “I did.”

“That’s so great,” she said. “So, I can’t get the fonts for a project to show up on my computer. Do you know how to get it all working?”

“Isn’t it due later today?” he asked. “I don’t see how you’re going to finish this by the end of the day if you still don’t have the fonts loaded.”

“I’m going to really try and get as far as I can,” she said. “Would you take it late?”

“No, I’m sorry. What’s been the delay?”

“I’m not sleeping,” she said. Her hands seemed to shake slightly more than they had been.

“Why?” he asked, and with the discernment skills that only a professor who’s been working for over twenty years could rely on, he felt she was telling the truth.

“I just can’t,” she said. “It’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m good. Don’t want to discuss it. Can you help with the font files?” she asked.

He silently showed her how to download and install the fonts, trying to find the right words to ask if she was hiding from someone or if she needed help.

“Thank you,” she said, standing up. “I’ll get to work right away.”

“Hey,” he said before she exited the room. “Take extra time and have it to me by tomorrow at 9 a.m.? And, if you ever need to come back and talk about things. I’ll be here.”

She smiled and pressed her hands together in mock prayer, adjusted her backpack, and walked out.

He arrived home late to find Jennifer on the couch with a slightly battered and stamp-covered shoe box. She had opened it, and the contents were spread on the table in front of her and on the couch around her. There was a miniature beer stein mug, a Berlin keychain, a stack of stickers, and a lot of letters still in their long-ago opened envelopes.

“What is all that?” he asked. “Did you unearth a time capsule?”

“Sort of,” she said. “My father actually found all this stuff that he’d had stored somewhere and fished through it and sent it to me. I haven’t seen any of it since the old days. He didn’t call or email or anything to tell me it was coming and apparently got our address from my aunt. I guess.”

“Are those letters, even?” he asked. “Any from me?”

“They’re all from you,” she said with a smile. “They’re the only ones I had kept.”

“You have to be kidding me,” he said. “How many are there?”

“A couple dozen, maybe thirty, I think,” she said. “Reminds me. Where are all the ones I wrote to you?”

“Oh, man,” he said. “I think they may be in a box somewhere at my parents’ house. In fact, a few months ago, Mom mentioned that I had a box of mementos over there, urging me to find the box. I’ll walk down to his house and ask Dad.”

“I bet you didn’t keep my letters,” she said. “So, listen to this one: ‘I keep thinking about the tram ride in the Hague and how much I wanted to kiss you, but I didn’t know if you wanted me to. I’ll regret not doing it right then, forever.’”

“I wrote that? I really have no memory of it,” he said. “But it sounds like a good telenovela.”

“Let’s find my letters to you tomorrow. And look, you were just a little professor in the making. I remember nearly all of these, how funny. Or this, which I just found, ‘I am so sick of Mrs. Shelby,’ and, never mind, that one’s boring. Here’s one,” she said, rifling through the stack on her left. “’What do you think your parents would think about me? I don’t even remember right now if you told them about me and our relationship, because they would probably want to know that we’re being really good, if you know what I’m saying. We are pretty much the perfect teenagers for not having ended up pregnant in that hotel that night. I’m actually surprised how tame things were...’”

“Wow!” he said. “This is amazing. Especially considering... events of late?”

“Yep. Yikes.”

The music was playing softly in the background, and the backyard trees rustled audibly in the breeze through the open kitchen window. He sat and watched her open and read a few more. Her blonde hair flowed down onto her Arkansas Razorbacks t-shirt, and all these years later, he still marveled that the girl from that Hague trip was still with him.

He went into the kitchen to grab one of those sodas that had none of the flavor and pretended to be good for you. At least they were cheap with her discount. A dash of ginger lime in the one he chose provided immediate heartburn and a sour stomach. He set it on the counter to be poured down the drain the next morning.

“Well, I have to be at Sam’s at 6:00 tomorrow morning,” she said, the weariness manifesting quickly in her voice. “Come to bed with me, but I warn you it’s another right-to-sleep night.”

“Thanks. I think I’ll just read, though,” he said. “Maybe I’ll dig into some of these letters and take a little drink out of the novelty mug.”

She rubbed his arm as she passed him and headed back to the bedroom.

“Hey, I’m sorry about Frau Schmidt,” she said. “A chapter to all this closes, eh?”

“Thanks, yes,” he said. “I feel a bit numb about it, and there are just so many more questions I still have. We really know nothing about her. She’s the great-grandmother of my daughter. Weird to think.”

He reclined on the couch and scrolled through some news on his phone for about thirty minutes before sitting up and pulling the box of letters closer to him. The ones remaining in the box were still in chronological order, oldest first, newest in the back. The letters were schmaltzy, he thought, and he couldn’t finish a few of them due to the painfully immature language choices and illegible scribbles. Included in some were incredible amounts of details of a birthday party, a field trip over to walk through some tunnels of the Maginot Line forts just over the border in France, and a new Cure album from which he had made selections for a Cure Greatest Ever Hits mixtape.

The day’s length suddenly weighing on him, he yawned and decided to open just one more. Only two more remained after that, but his vision was getting blurry. He found it amazing that even though those days sometimes seemed not so long ago, it was as if he was reading letters between two people he had never met. He barely remembered any of what he was seeing on the handwritten pages. He scanned through it, hearing his own teenage voice talking about the neighbor with the cool train set, the woman across the street whose husband who flew for the Luftwaffe in the war and how weirdly nice she was, and then reached a paragraph towards the end that he read twice with increasing disbelief.

“This girl that I’ve kind of been assigned to be a friend to, since her parents said once to my mom that she needs more American friends has been giving me a tour of some of the areas of Karlsruhe that I hadn’t seen before. They live down by the Officer’s Club and tennis courts. A kind of odd girl who is half-German and American. Don’t be jealous haha. She smokes! I call her the Fry Frau! Why? Keep reading! My dad said something had happened in that building years ago or a general had lived there or something, which would be weird since the officer quarters are up at the other end of the housing area. They have a mean old neighbor lady across the hall and keep getting letters in the mail for a Freiherr (I thought it was “free-hair” but sounds like “fry hair”) Holder, who must have lived there in the past or something, so I’ve started calling her the Fry Frau or French Frei. The dad works on Smiley as a mechanic, and he’s freaky and just glares at me. Be well, meine Liebchen, and tell me some news, anything. Tschüss!”

He read the six letters of the name Holder as if he had never heard them in that arrangement before and certainly had no memory of the name in any context before his conversation with the historian Patrick. He knew for certain it was a misspelling of Halder or that the “o” was really an “a.” He wondered why mail for Halder would be sent to their building and if it had been used as some sort of office or repository. These details, so seemingly inconsequential at the time, had long left his mind.

He calculated the time difference for Germany and reached out to Annika.

“Hello! Sorry for the random text. Can you ask your mother if it’s true in the past they received mail for a Freiherr Halder at the apartment? I have some memory of this because I used to grab mail for them and bring it up when Silke was waiting to hear from the University of Maryland in Munich. It’s a crazy coincidence since the historian was just talking about a General Halder who worked in Karlsruhe.”

“I can ask her,” she responded within a few minutes. “I have not heard of this person and have not seen any mail, but I’ll check.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Basically, I have found out that a General Holder, or almost certainly spelled Halder worked with his team in an office on Smiley, and maybe he had a satellite office there in your building.”

“Stay tuned!” she responded. “It may be much later since she is out. Maybe I can also ask Frau Volker.”

“Perhaps, yes,” he wrote. “She will not be happy, though, I imagine. She dismissed me when I began to ask.”

“She respects your professor title. And I know the right way to ask these things,” Annika wrote with a smiling emoji. “Now go to sleep!”

“Gute Nacht!” he sent and headed back to bed. Mind turning with the strange coincidence, he headed to sleep. The later the nights went, his mind didn’t work quite as quickly as it once had. On the way to the bedroom, he stopped in the kitchen to take his acid reflux pill. The heartburn was kicking in, and his nausea was growing.

He got himself ready and lay down for about five minutes, as usual, the events of the past months fresh in his mind. Instead of counting sheep, he would sometimes tend to count glyphs or letter forms in that old black letter style and imagine himself in a monastery library by candlelight with a calligraphy pen creating each one. The level of schmaltziness in this exercise is something he kept from everyone, especially his students, to avoid ridicule. It usually did not work, nor did the heartburn pill, at least not yet, even this night.

“Are you moving around? Why so much?” said the muffled voice of Jennifer next to him. She was a light sleeper.

“Sorry,” he whispered and tiptoed out of the room, muttering how sleeping was no use.

He walked into his home office and saw the black binder that he had taken from the basement of the American Library in Karlsruhe sitting on his bookshelf. His father had looked through it and found it only of minor interest, and he had given it back to Jason some weeks before.

An index page at the front listed the various units that had had a presence in the Karlsruhe area through the years, including the various bases such as Smiley Barracks. Jason opened it and scanned it cursorily, seeing various USAREUR units such as the 72nd Signal Battalion, 78th Engineering Battalion, and various others. Each grouping of stapled pages was a similar bases directory, with the newer versions towards the front, succeeding back through the binder to the oldest in the back. The entry at the front was from April 1995, which made sense, being the very end of the community’s existence in Karlsruhe as the Army withdrew.

In the entries from the late 1980s, he searched out Building 9261 where his father had worked and smiled when he found his father’s name “Spencer Carr” in the corner office, along with others of his co-workers that he remembered hearing about. Normal back then, it was what today would be celebrated as a diverse group, comprised of Americans of various races and ethnicities, French, German, and Turkish people, and that one tall and jovial guy from Lebanon who knew the best restaurants downtown. Jason suddenly felt the passage of time, a small element of time travel and a physical connection to days gone by, and he wondered what end these people had come to after the bases closed. The phone number for his father’s CPO Service Center that listed his name was something he never would have remembered, though he had certainly called his father several times there through the years. 376-6544/7368.

He then continued through the pages on Building 9261 back through time into the 1970s and then 1960s. At the beginning of the 1960s, and late 1950s, the corner office did, in fact, list the U.S. Army Historical Division as the occupant. No specifics, of course, on the famous occupant of the office or of his staff that included hundreds of former officers of the World War Two German armed forces working hand in hand with the Americans. The only name listed was that of what seemed to be a secretary. The name was, however, paired with a phone number, and his eyes returned to read the abbreviated name. He read it and then re-read it, as a confusing recognition lifted the name off the page and into the processing parts of his brain that struggled momentarily. A name from so long ago. It listed Heide Schmidt as the contact for the office.

Heide Schmidt? Common enough name. But could it be? It must be a different Heidemarie Schmidt or another name, had to be. But he ran through the calculations in his head and from what he learned of her, it lined up.

“Wait, what?” he said aloud. “This is her. So that’s where she worked?”

He flipped through a few more pages where this woman was listed as the secretary, and her presence was shown back through 1956 in that role. He felt the simultaneous prickling in his upper spine and bile rising in his throat, as he put his head back onto the top of the chair with a groan.

“Are you OK?” said Jennifer’s voice behind him, and he jumped. “Come to bed.”

“Holy cow, Jennifer, yes. Man, you scared me! Be there soon.”

She stumbled back down the hallway to the bedroom as he set the binder down. He and Silke had an unspoken agreement to generally abstain from speaking to one another, which is why he went through Annika for any communications with either of them.

Nonetheless, after a few moments of wondering whether he should, he pulled up a very brief text thread that existed with Silke.

“Silke, can you talk? I have a very important question,” he texted and stared at the screen, an uncomfortable dread seeping into him. After about ten minutes, three dots appeared, then disappeared.

“Now? Why?” came the response after five more minutes, which he found agonizing. “Fine.”

“Hi. So, question, where did Frau Schmidt work on base?” he asked when she picked up the call, standing up and beginning to walk around his office in a circle. It was some sort of coping mechanism or behavioral stimming that accompanied his phone calls, Jennifer had told him in the past, having watched him on previous calls.

“Well, just get right to the point,” Silke said. “Oh, and I am doing fine with my grandmother dying. Thank you for asking.”

“Sorry. I just have so many questions,” he said. “That was insensitive of me. I am sorry. My condolences, of course.”

“Again, I don’t know exactly, but somewhere on Smiley Barracks back in the mid to late 50s, maybe early 1960s,” she said. “Probably an office job. Women couldn’t do much back then. She never really talked about it.”

“Silke, did you ever wonder who is your grandfather?” he asked. “I mean, still no idea? It definitely wasn’t that soldier Schmidt who died during the war. That was too early.”

“You’re freaking me out. My grandfather? Again?” she said. “I never knew him, of course. You know that. What is this about?”

“Did Frau Schmidt ever go by the shortened name of just Heide?”

“Oh, I do not know,” she said. “She was very formal, so I cannot imagine that. But, who knows, maybe when younger, sure.”

“Hmm.”

“Seriously. Why are you asking all of this?” she asked, and he could sense the tension rising.

“Look, I’m just curious about her,” he said. “I have a feeling. That’s all.”

“A feeling? Respectfully, you never really knew her. I would drop it altogether, Jason,” she said. “My grandfather, you know, my father Hans’s father, must have been just some guy. Some things we will never know or should just let go of, because I’ve always hoped it wasn’t some sort of violent thing that she wanted to forget, but we will never know.”

“I just can’t shake something,” he said. “I’m sorry. Thanks for the talk.”

“Jason, she has passed, and we’ll never know anything more. Bye.”

He slept that night, but only intermittently, faces circling around him, almost like that vision test with the tiny dot lights, and voices speaking from directions he couldn’t discern, in two distinct languages.

***
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The next morning, he arose feeling no better physically or emotionally. Before the sun made any sort of appearance in the east, he brewed up the fake coffee that he felt tasted like gardening soil and feet but could provide some minimal energy to get his thoughts moving. No hunger bubbled up from his gut.

Still reeling from the discovery in the collection of the old letters he had sent to Jennifer, he pondered: Could it be that Halder had not lived, but only worked in that building where the Schmidts had lived all those years? He hoped so, because that meant one thing and not the other that he couldn’t stand the thought of.

As he drank his coffee, he searched the web, just in case, for any more information on General Halder, and finding nothing new, with no mention of any lasting personal connection to Karlsruhe, or the office or his secretary or any of these seeming clues, there was no glue to bind it all together. The strangeness of it all loomed over and around him, enhanced by the weird twilight brain that plagued him until about 9:00 each day.

A series of texts popped up on his phone.


Hello mein Vater! I spoke with Frau Volker.



Miracle, she agreed to send you an email, and she was not happy.



But she never is haha. I gave her your university address. Hope you see it soon.



“Thank you, my dear,” he wrote, his breakfast waiting.

After taking a sip, and though too soon, he imagined, he launched the mail app, and there it sat, unread, in bold, a blue dot next to it. Ready to be experienced.


Hello Professor,



As you know, I have not been interested in engaging in this search, but nonetheless, I reached out to a colleague. This will be my only message on this topic. In record time, I have some information for you.



You may remember, though we are a library on a former U.S. Army base, we are part of the official Karlsruhe city library system. I know people in administration there, obviously. Nobody at the main library knew or was interested in helping me on your question. Therefore, I called someone at the Stadtarchiv—the city archive—thinking that probably there somebody knows something. Someone there, rude even for a German, I feel I must say, and probably due to the topic, also refused me but then referred me to someone else. This person was quite helpful. He had had many American friends on the base through the years and was quite knowledgeable and helpful. I asked him about mail going to that building you have wondered about and why that would be. He said clearly mail would be delivered to the ex-general Franz Halder there since he lived there. He and his staff lived in that small apartment building next to the Officer’s Club tennis courts, in the top floor apartment with various members of his staff and others throughout the building. In fact, the building was constructed almost certainly for him and that purpose. He was taken every morning by the military police over to the base where he worked and returned to the apartment at night. My contact wasn’t sure if that apartment building is still there since he does not get to that part of the city much anymore, but thinks it probably is.



I hope this is of assistance, and also that we can consider this line of inquiry closed. I do hope you are well.



Best wishes,

Frau Volker



He walked out to the back patio, a rushing sound in his mind, with the first hints of the sun coming up over the rise and through the white oaks. There it was. He sat, staring, in disbelief but at the end of a long series of clues. After awhile, he heard footsteps approaching inside.

“What do you have going on today? Why are you up?”

Jennifer entered the room, hair sticking straight up on top, eyelids puffy and red.

He opened the mail app, tapped on the message, and handed her his phone. She read the message from Frau Volker. With a slight gasp, she sat next to him on the bench. 

“Does this mean what I think it means?” she asked. “Wow.”

He walked a few paces out into the yard, hands in his pockets, and stood with his back towards her.

“Should she know?” he asked. "I mean, there's no way, right?"

“Wait, so the apartment was the last piece of the puzzle,” Jennifer said. “That weird little building you’ve been talking about. This General Halder lived there after the war and was Frau Schmidt’s boss on the base. And that means he also...”

“That Annika's great-grandfather was one of the highest-ranking German generals in the Second World War,” he said, and turned back towards her.

“Would you want to know?” she asked. “It's not only who but also how it happened. It's double-barrelled bad news.”

“Right,” he said. “What would be gained by her knowing?”

“Do you think Silke knows?” she asked. “It would be her father Hans that would be the son, right? Do I have this straight?”

“Yep," he said. “I wonder if we should ask, or tell, Silke.”

“I don't know if it's your story to tell, honestly,” she said. “If it did not get passed on from Hans or his wife, if they even knew, you don't get to make that decision, nor does a DNA tech company. Sorry, but that's my thinking.”

“But I have this knowledge now,” he said. “This technology exists. Do we just ignore what it reveals?”

“We need to process, sure, but let's put it behind us,” she said and smiled as he sat next to her on the bench. She grabbed his hand. “And try to forget about it. That may not be as hard as it seems.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: And Found
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Fayetteville // 2023

His muscles were sore. Sitting on the cold, dusty floor of his father’s basement, Jason watched the old darkroom bulb with its red cast blink slowly, accompanied by the occasional buzzing sound.

He had been excited to simply find his old high school letters from Jennifer, but those thoughts were now completely extinguished based on the three completely unexpected letters that had tumbled from the oversized manila envelope. His heart was beating so violently he began to wonder how long it would take people to discover his body after this memory-induced cardiac shock he was experiencing.

Now, the cold of the basement floor did not abate as he studied them. He read again the words scribbled on the outside of the manila envelope: “I’m sorry. He wouldn’t let me show these to you. I hid them away for maybe someday for you to find them. Please forgive me. Forgive us.”

Each was a standard, white envelope, though yellowed now, with a to and a from where they should be, and a cancelled stamp and postmark. It took him a moment to process what he was seeing in the round, light-blue post office stamp’s year and location. Before proceeding, he pulled out his phone flashlight and lit the envelopes up as if under an interrogation light. What he thought he saw was, in fact, what was written and stamped on them.

The three envelopes were addressed to his old family home address in Arizona. The post office stamp indicated that they dated from summer of 1991, sent to him express mail from a military APO Box in Karlsruhe, Germany. They had arrived to his parents’ house during his first semester of college at the university he was attending several hours away from home. His body quaking as if he were out in a cold breeze, he opened the chronologically first-sent one, yellowing scotch tape barely holding them closed since their original opening. He sat on the floor of the basement before reading, the floor joists of the unfinished basement above. The hot water heater made a cracking noise before fitting the gas. Accompanied by fear and misery, he began to read the first one.


Dear Jason,



I’m pregnant. It took me so long to find an address for you, but my father found someone on the base or from your church who knew your new address. I do not want to do this alone. You remember my phone number, but just in case, here it is. Call me as soon as you get this letter. I am sure it is yours in case you were not sure. And come back. I feel alone and I need you. We must figure things out.



Silke



The rest of his organs joined his skin and limbs in quivering, and he knew the next two letters would only get worse. He slowly folded the letter and placed it back in the original envelope, which took a few tries due to his inability to completely control his hand tremors. A piece of the yellowing tape came off in his hand, and he flicked it to the basement floor, before opening the second letter dated two weeks later. He used the envelope to block the text below the line he was reading so he could focus line by line, in an effort to allow each word to be absorbed slowly and not crash his mental capacity completely.


Jason,



Please. You’re not doing this, right? You can’t ignore this. It is your baby, just so you know I am certain. I have not heard from you, and I still hope I am sending these letters to the correct address. My father inquired again with another person on the base who did not want to give up your address due to some privacy concern. But my mother asked someone at the depot to use their computer to look you up, so I know for a fact this is your address. My parents and I insist that you call. I am considering terminating the pregnancy because I am too young and I don’t understand really what’s happening or why I would keep the child. Actually, I don’t understand anything anymore. You need to contact me and we need to discuss this. It is our baby.



Silke



He dropped the second letter to the floor without putting it back in the envelope. It landed next to its envelope. He stood up. Through a slow intake of breath, he walked over to stand directly under the red and white bulb. The final letter was dated a month after the second.


My mother has insisted we attempt to find your phone number, but now I am refusing. You probably have it as unlisted so we would not be able. I write this final letter only to tell you this: Do not contact me in the future. By the time you read this, I will have terminated the pregnancy with your baby, but also I may have kept the baby. You should never know and never contact us. Go live your life.



He knelt on the floor of the basement.

“Oh, dear God, forgive her,” he said. “And me.”

He leaned his forehead all the way to the cool, dusty floor and stayed there for several minutes until his muscles ached, as he cycled through shock, a few seconds of relief, and a lot of disbelief. Lost years flooded through him, and lies swirled around him, but he wasn’t sure whose. The nagging doubts he had about Silke’s insistence on writing were now reduced to zero, and in his core, he was reduced to an undeserved guilt and turbulence. 

He gathered up the parts of the three letters, envelopes, and the manila envelope and threw it all into the storage box where it landed on the bundle of letters from Jennifer. He headed for the stairs up, upset but also happy that his father was on a trip to visit his sister, lest he lose it all on his father, no matter what his twisted reasoning must have been. He was unsure what his father knew. He stopped in the kitchen and placed the box on the counter, pulled out the three envelopes, and photographed them, just in case. Then, he carried it all home.

“Where were you?” Jennifer asked from the couch. “Oh, you found them! Is that what that box is?”

He set the box on the floor and sat on the other couch across from her. He was perched on the front edge, leaning forward with elbows on knees.

“Hello?” she asked, hand raised as if in a class with a question. “What’s in the box then?”

“Well, hey, turns out I’m a father.”

He handed her the three letters. He watched her read them, and her body seemed to hunch over more and more with each one.

“Let’s go for a run,” she said, standing up after reading them.

“I called my dad, no answer.”

“Hey, I have a crazy idea,” she said, putting her hands on his shoulders and looking straight into his eyes. “Let it be. This may be an answer you don’t want to know about.”

“I have to know.”

“I think you may already.”

They changed into running clothes and ran for a long time, well into the dark.
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Epilogue
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Karlsruhe // 2023

Silke unlocked the apartment she had entered many times through the years, but it had never been as she was now: alone. The funeral service for her grandmother had concluded several weeks prior, and the unwelcome task of cleaning out the apartment awaited her and Annika. They had been putting it off, but with Annika due to arrive home from the library within an hour, Silke decided to begin tackling the main task of the classic three moving piles: giveaway, keep, trash. She felt that Annika was probably more suited to this task, as the two of them had spent some time together when Annika was very young.

She flipped on the lone overhead light that seemed more depressing than usual, along with a few lamps on horizontal surfaces throughout the rooms, and her footfalls seemed wrong, if not ominous, but she was not one to consider the paranormal, so she ignored the impression. She found no emotional attachment forthcoming as she wandered through the rooms, which contained very few pieces of furniture and artwork, and it worried her. One entire wall of the main living space was covered in bookshelves, each teeming with old, hardbound books. By the time Silke had arrived at an age where she could have made a connection with her grandmother, due to her outgoing lifestyle that transitioned overnight into motherhood, Frau Schmidt was too old to engage with her in conversation and seemed to not have any interest. It had been clear to Silke all those years that the relationship between Frau Schmidt and her son Hans, Silke’s father, had been strained and distant. In fact, she couldn’t’ remember a real, honest mother-to-son conversation between the two of them.

With no computer or electronic devices, it felt not like an inhabited residence, but more like one of those museum installations where the curator recreates the living space of a famous homesteader or author right there in the gallery as an exhibit. In a corner of the large kitchen sat the ubiquitous dark wood, corner booth style of eating area ever popular in Germany. A few standard farming-themed paintings had been hung in a few places some decades ago, along with one shelf that held three old plates. Except for the old television on the low dresser in the bedroom, a first generation digital with a rabbit ears antenna that they had to force on her as a replacement to her aging one, as well as an FM radio on the windowsill, there was no real connection to the outside world. Frau Schmidt had preferred this manner of ascetic living, and during Silke’s wilder teenage years, it had angered her that her grandmother could withdraw from such an exciting world and be so boring, and she had told her grandmother so. She seemed to be sitting with an old book on her lap every time Silke saw her, and for reasons she could not define, it made her feel crazy, especially since it always seemed to be the same book.

In an already empty corner of the living room, she stacked the now-unplugged television, radio, some dishes, and cutlery for the giveaway pile. The patterned rug centered in the room left a foot of wood floor at the edges of the room. She then sat down cross-legged on the floor of the main living area in front of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. With a few variations of green, red and brown covers, most of them contained a faded gold or dark type for the title and author, and all seemed to be nearly relics. She pulled a few out and with the aid of her phone flashlight attempted to read the title, which required a bit more focus, due to the use of the old German handwriting blackletter style of fonts.

One, however, stood out, placed horizontally at eye level, on top of the vertically arranged ones that stood next to each other. It was a 1920 copy of the famous memoir of World War One, In Stahlgewittern or In Storms of Steel by Ernst Jünger. She didn’t know why, but it felt to her to be the last one that Frau Schmidt had interacted with. It was dust free and sat on top of the others. It contained a bright red dust jacket with cartoon-style white explosions on the cover, and inside also used the old-style script, which she nor many of her generation would spend too much time reading. On the inside cover, she was surprised to see a brief dedication to a boy, surely Frau Schmidt’s first husband. “An: Bernard der Bär Schmidt, von Papa and Mama, 1933” or “To: Bernard the Bear, from Daddy and Mommy, 1933.”

As she flipped through it, the pages fell open to a photograph and a yellowing, folded piece of paper, which she pulled out as she set the book down. The photograph was of a smiling young soldier standing by a strange vehicle that was a truck on the front half and what looked like a tank on the back half with little wheels inside tracks. On the back of the photograph was written simply a heart shape and the nickname “Bear, June 1943 in training. I miss you.” She opened the page containing a letter carefully to reveal the message. Mercifully, it was written in a handwriting style that she could easily read.


1955, Karlsruhe



Dear Bernard,



I hope that you will forgive me, my love. The war has ended already so many years ago and I am getting older, and while I know that you disappeared in Russia, I have thought maybe you will return in a miracle. But you have not, and my heart will never recover. I deposit this letter here in your favorite book from your youth, but I am not sure why. Maybe somehow you will find it if they have our favorite books in heaven. Otherwise, I have nowhere to send this letter. Maybe I’m asking you for forgiveness or permission, I do not know. I wanted desperately to have your child, but you left me so soon, yet I will soon give birth to a child and I am not brave enough to name him after you. The father is a famous general from our army who now works for the Americans, and I was made to be with him. They gave me an apartment through an arrangement. Though I do not know how my life will proceed from here on, I need you to know I remain true to you Bär, mein Liebchen, and I miss you beyond the borders and boundaries of war and time.

Deine, Heide



“Incredible,” she said to the empty room. She flipped the letter over to make sure nothing was on the back, then read through it again. And again.

She rotated to sit with her back against the books in the silence. She studied the photograph of Bernard and, by the white light of her phone’s flashlight, studied the face and the camouflaged vehicle and the large black and white cross painted on the side. Behind him were rolling fields of what looked like grain with many soldiers and tanks in various positions. She turned the photo over again and studied the handwriting and could still see a depression of the pen as it sunk ever so slightly into the photo paper. She imagined him sitting on the ground, hastily putting the words together before continuing on to the battle that would cost hundreds of thousands of lives, including his. She wished she had a photograph of them together and wished more than anything that she could travel back through time and be a friend to her grandmother and hear the stories and take some of her grief. She folded the letter and placed it back in the book.

Annika knocked briefly before pushing the door open.

“Mama?”

“Ah, over here,” Silke said, standing abruptly and wiping a tear from her eye. She quickly placed the book back on the shelf, letter inside, and let it fall behind the others. “I’m just going through things, making piles and all that.”

“Are you crying?”

“Oh, it just kind of hit me,” she said holding out the soldier photograph to her daughter. “I found this photograph in a book over there. It’s Bernard Schmidt in the war.”

“Amazing,” Annika said, moving over to a better-lit spot. “He’s a handsome guy. Oh, it is very sad, isn’t it? I wish I could have heard the story.”

“So long ago, wasn’t it?” Silke said. “The past has ended. In so many ways.”

“I wish I took more time with her,” Annika said.

“Well, anyway, I think we just give away most things in this apartment, don’t you?” Silke said. “The furniture, clothing, sheets, there’s nothing really worth keeping.”

“Oh, well, I do want to go through all of these books and see if any would be worth keeping,” Annika said. “Who knows, maybe Frau Volker would like a few for the library, though they’re in German.”

“You sure? I think I’ll just keep this photo,” Silke said. “It’s all I want. Everything else should go.”

“Let’s continue tomorrow,” Silke said, heading towards the door and opening it for Annika. In the hallway, she then said, “Oh, go ahead and go on in, I forgot my phone back in there.”

Silke reached into the bookshelf and pulled out the Ernst Jünger memoir. She retrieved the letter and folded it, stuffing it into her back pocket.

She was relieved to see that Annika was back in the bathroom when she returned to the apartment. Silke placed the photograph in the book and added it to their own bookshelf, then hurried out onto the small balcony. She set the letter onto the mottled balcony floor, and with a final look behind her into the apartment, she lit the corner of the letter and watched as the flames slowly but completely consumed it, until all that remained were small wisps of ash that curled and flew away in the light evening breeze. She stood up and kicked the remnants off the edge, even reaching down to brush away the smaller pieces to leave no traces. The last large piece was still hot enough to surprise her with a jolt of burning pain.

She sat quickly on the chair and inspected her raw finger. Nothing too bad, she then looked at her entire hand for a moment, turning it over and back. She closed her fingers into a fist and released. Relaxing more, she took a long drag of a newly lit cigarette as Annika joined her a few minutes later on the balcony and sat next to her.

“There you are. So weird, life, isn’t it?” Annika asked. “All these people come and go. I mean, Grandma Lupe and Grandpa Hans left us years ago, and then our mysterious Frau Schmidt, everyone with some family lore, I think.”

“Follow me,” Silke said.

“OK...” Annika replied.

Silke headed into the stairwell and down to the bottom floor, exiting into the front yard. Annika followed behind, as Silke went out onto the sidewalk, past the parked bicycles, and next to a tall tree against which Silke leaned.

They looked at their building with its tan, dirty walls, inhabited by so many German and Americans through the decades. Silke could not imagine continuing on in here with its generations of secrets and pull from darker days. It was clear to her that it was time to sever those complex and enigmatic ties.

“Let’s move.”

“What?” Annika asked. “Really?”

“Let’s sell both of these apartments, and we should have plenty of money to just go somewhere else. It’s time that we get out of here. This place is just done for us.”

“Well, I do like my job, though.”

“Then we’ll stay in the area,” Silke said. 

“I’d love something brand-new or modern,” Annika said. “Maybe down in the city, or down in Ettlingen, or even those new places over in Knielingen.”

“I'll go anywhere,” Silke said.

The branches above their heads swayed slowly in the breeze. 

“I’m ready then,” Annika said, smiling and wrapping her arm around her mother's waist. “Let’s move on.”
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