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  What Readers Are Saying about John L. Sheppard and No Brass, No Ammo


  


  


  "John Sheppard has been perfecting, over the course of several books now, what I'll call army noir because I don't know what it is actually called. That's an instance of it right there. It is flat, predicates on understatement, winks very gently at that which is not that funny so that it becomes a little more funny. It becomes very articulate by pretending to be not articulate. You start throwing in with the hapless, feckless speaker and rooting for him, as you do with bent, failed detectives. You have a good time seeing someone have a bad time. It's fun. Sample: 'His clean-motor-oil eyes locked on mine in an unnerving fashion.' Clean motor oil—you get precision; punctuated correctly—you get control. This blurb is overlong. Get the book."—Padgett Powell, author of You & Me, Edisto, The Interrogative Mood.


  


  


  ”No Brass, No Ammo operates on a frequency somewhere between Flannery O'Connor and Jim Thompson. Sheppard's cast of misfits and weirdoes are Army strong in their own bumbling, stumbling ways. Part time capsule and part shaggy-dog detective story, No Brass, No Ammo is a savvy appropriation of pulp conventions, leavened with outrageous humor and finely drawn characters. Amid the chaos, Sheppard weaves a tale that wins both heart and mind. A robust page-turner, No Brass, No Ammo is ample proof that fiction still has the power to surprise, delight and inform. Sheppard stakes out his territory with the risky yet unimpeachable flair that has become his trademark.”—John Hicks, B2L2.com.


  


  


  “Like a modern-day Dirty Dozen mixed with the dark humor of Catch-22, No Brass No Ammo assembles a band of misfits and dropouts from the dying days of Reagan's army and twists them through the zeitgeist of the 90s. This book perfectly captures the feeling of standing on the transom between the Cold and Gulf wars, injecting it with a wry humor and clever wit. John Sheppard paints the picture of the subversive underbelly of the modern military, blended into a fast-paced thriller containing raw human emotion and tenderness mixed with a cast of crazy ex-Soviet spies and humorous Army flunkies and dropouts. It's a real page-turner, but also dazzling writing throughout.”—Jon Konrath, author of Rumored to Exist and Atmospheres.


  


  


  "John L. Sheppard is a latter-day John Fante. Here's hoping, however, that unlike Fante, he doesn't have to wait for posthumous critical reappraisal. If anything is to set things right, it's his new book, No Brass, No Ammo. It's a Cold War novel that reminds me of Vonnegut and Heller at their most absurd (and human), while remaining wholly John's original work. Sheppard is the missing link between so many writers, from Nelson Algren to Charles Willeford."—Joseph Hirsch, author of Flash Blood and The Last Slice of Pizza.
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  “Sanity and happiness are an impossible combination.”


  — Mark Twain, The Mysterious Stranger
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  King of the Basement


  


  We were the Army’s disposable people, the soldiers (one each) to be discarded after the proper paperwork had been filled out by bored spec-fours, stamped by sergeants, and signed by an officer who was just high-ranking enough to make it official.


  We were the malcontents, the miscreants, the broken, the failed-to-adapts. We were stowed in a barracks basement and given only enough work to feel completely useless. We buffed floors, replaced light bulbs, polished door knobs.


  We were the dregs of the Cold War Army, and I was their leader.


  The summer of 1990 was supposed to be the beginning of a new era—Pax Americana. We were America the Triumphant, America the Final Superpower. Decades of peace and plenty lay ahead of us. The peace dividend! We’d defeated the Evil Empire. Thank you, brave soldiers of the United States Army for standing on the bulwarks of freedom! And now… You’re fired!
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  The First Sergeant gave me a bit of advice when he put me in charge of Building Maintenance and Services (a.k.a. BMS) down in the musty basement of Building 406, Fort Myer, Virginia. “Don’t get attached to these broke-dick soldiers. They’re like a basket full of puppies with a big ‘Take One, They’re Free’ sign on the side. Even the ugliest one is going to be gone soon enough.”
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  The First Sergeant called me up to his office on the first floor. I climbed the stairs from my basement kingdom, each step thick with decades of paint, and trudged down the command corridor, my footsteps echoing off cinderblock walls, painted a minty green, and brown floor tiles coated in industrial wax and buffed to a high, swirly sheen. One of the fluorescent tubes buzzed and flickered. I made a mental note to have SP4 Pepper, or one of my other reliable non-shammers, replace it.


  I walked into the command suite, smiled at the secretary, a GS-05 civilian named Doreen. She said, “Top is waiting on you,” with a cheerful tone that had the slightest angry edge to it—like she was waiting for someone, anyone, to argue with her over the most minor point.


  “Thank you, ma’am!” I chirped. Good rule for a soldier: Do not fuck with the CO’s secretary. She will take you down.


  I rapped my index knuckle on Top’s door, which was open. “First Sergeant,” I said. “Permission to enter and speak.”


  “Come in, come in,” Top said, waving, his mouth formed into a version of a smile. He kept his head shaved down to stubble. His BDUs—the baggy Army tree suit that we all wore—were so crusted over in starch that they could have stood on their own in the corner if he’d propped them up there. On his right sleeve was a prune with a lightning bolt in it. On his left was the patch we all wore, a Pentagon with the national eagle in the middle of it.


  Officially, we were Headquarters Company, United States Army. Unofficially, we were the innkeepers for all the enlisted troops who worked in the Pentagon. On his chest, he wore jump wings with a star on top, and a combat infantry badge, too. His feet were under his immaculate desk. Atop the desk were two bins placed strategically, 1SG IN (the one on my right), and 1SG OUT (left). 1SG OUT was stacked high with thickly stuffed folders. 1SG IN had one folder, marked, “LISH, ROY, PFC (E-3) REGULAR ARMY.” “Close the door.”


  I closed the door, but not before I received a sympathetic glance from Doreen, who quickly looked down at her own immaculate desk and tsk-tsked, shaking her head dramatically. “Oh, Lord,” I think she said. “Mercy.” The door clunked shut.


  “Cop a squat, sergeant,” Top said, nodding at one of the chairs facing his desk.


  I sat down at the position of attention, bolt upright with my damp palms flat against my knees. I waited for Top to say something, but he only stared over at me expectantly, like I’d called this meeting and not him.


  Finally, perhaps a very long minute later, he broke his silence. “There is not one goddamned thing wrong with marrying a fucking foreigner,” Top said, his face fixed in determinedly serious expression. His clean-motor-oil eyes locked on mine in an unnerving fashion. “Not a goddamned thing. You get me?”


  “Yes, First Sergeant.”


  “Relax, will you? You’re freaking me out a little.” He un-eye-locked and returned to his approximate smile.


  “Top—”


  “Oh, now it’s ‘Top’ is it?” Back to serious.


  “I mean—”


  He laughed. “Just fucking with you! Goddamn! This ain’t the first time a soldier went AWOL. Won’t be the last. I give you a bunch of dicked-up soldiers to try to turn around, and I figure if one or two actually make it through their first enlistment without getting into more trouble or dropping fucking dead, you and me will be fine. Jesus, you’re one nervous-in-service soldier!”


  One question you don’t want to ask about leadership is “Is this guy out of his mind?” The answer to that question is not optimal for continued mental and career health.


  The air seemed more crisp and clean inside Top’s office. The window looked out at the same courtyard that my quarters looked down on. He turned and pulled the blinds shut.


  “I don’t know where Lish is,” I said. My palms were sweating through my BDU trousers. Baggy fucking tree suit. I thought that in garrison, I’d be allowed to wear my Class B’s, a short-sleeved polyester shirt and green trousers. I rubbed my hands dry a bit on my knees.


  


  The missing soldier in question, PFC Roy Lish, was a horn dog and a sham artist of the highest order. He was laziness personified. He was born to work hard not to work at all. I was relieved, momentarily, when he’d run off two days prior. After he didn’t show up for PT formation, and subsequently first formation, and after I’d checked with sick call at the Rader Clinic (his usual destination), I drove my rust-decayed Ford Pinto over to his apartment, off post, and knocked on the door. His wife, a blonde Polish woman with an inscrutable accent, said something-something-something in an agitated manner indicating that Lish wasn’t there and that she was probably upset by that. I nodded and left, and reported it all to leadership, possibly with a “this is what he gets for hooking up with some fucking commie” lilt to my voice. Detente and Glasnost be damned.


  “Have I ever told you about my first wife? How I met her?” Top asked. He laced his hands behind his head, and a genuine-seeming smile began to perpetrate itself on his sinewy mug.


  “No, Top,” I said, sensing that I was about to be treated to yet another Army story. I’d heard hundreds since I was a youth, from my father, the Colonel, from my father’s friends, from my ROTC instructors in college, and from my fellow soldiers during the past five years of my enlistment.


  “Ah, she was the prettiest little thing I ever seen,” Top said. He licked his teeth and peered over my left shoulder, dreamily, a hint of a smile coming across. “During Team Spirit 1968, I was a PFC, just like Lish is now. Well, not just like. I was airborne. I took pride in being a soldier. I wasn’t a motherfucking shammer. You ever been on Team Spirit?” Team Spirit was the big annual Korea exercise.


  “No, Top. Two Reforgers.” Reforger, Return of Forces to Germany, was the big annual NATO exercise.


  “Right, right, you were a Fulda Gap soldier.”
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  For my sins, the Army sent me to the Fulda Gap for two years, the crossroad between East and West Germany. The Soviet invasion narrative sold to all U.S. Army Europe soldiers during the Cold War envisioned a massive tank battle in the spot where I lived for two interminable years. I spent much of that time standing on a wooden tower erected in the middle of a tiny camp. The tower was slightly higher than our twelve-foot-high storm fence. The fence itself was covered over in camouflage tarp. I manned a pair of binoculars during the day and a starlight scope at night. The camp itself—the eastern fence was three feet from East Germany—was big enough for a small barracks of sleeping quarters, two Armored Personnel Carriers, the observation tower, and a basketball hoop with a half-court of crumbling concrete—the whole shebang about fifty-feet square with a squadron of armored cavalry nestled on the inside. Up on the tower, what I saw before me were waist-high poles, white with a red top that demarcated East Germany from West Germany, three feet away from our fence line. I saw Federal Republic border guards and Democratic Republic border guards plodding along on either side of the little poles, walking in pairs past each other, sometimes shoulder-to-shoulder. In the distance, through a polluted haze, I saw a Potemkin village that evinced no signs of life. It was about a kilometer to the east. On our side (y’know, Freedom’s side), I saw little wooden crosses where East Germans running for freedom had died.


  But what did I fixate on? Oh, well, the object of my fixation through the long months and years was an expensive-looking camera on a wooden tripod just across the border from us, pointed directly at me. I took this photography personally, though the camera was rarely manned. Take my picture, will you, you goddamned commies!


  On my last duty day, my two years up, standing watch on our wooden tower, I brought along a Zebco rod and reel that I’d bought at the PX specifically for the purpose of theft. I fashioned a lasso out of fishing line, and after three tries I managed to drop a loop around the camera, tripod and all, and reeled it in like a Northern pike. I had no use for the tripod, so I unscrewed the camera from it and whipped the tripod back over the fence. There was part of me that thought, Hey, I’m creating an international incident! Maybe this will get me kicked out of the Army. But there were no immediate repercussions. We were always up there in pairs and I’d promised the newbie PFC next to me that I’d make sure that his ass would get kicked every day if he ratted me out. Understand, I don’t like threatening fellow soldiers. In most instances I am an Ishmael, but when it came to that camera, I’d become an Ahab. By that time I was an SP4-P (the “P” standing for “Promotable”), meaning that I was on the verge of becoming a sergeant. In my MOS, 19D (pronounced Nineteen-Delta), that promotion was almost unavoidable. In order to become an E-5, the required promotion points were 450. This was out of a possible 1,000. A perfect PT test score netted me 300 promotion points. My three-and-a-half years of college netted me another 100. Easy-as-shit correspondence courses netted me yet another 100. So I was already over the top. Then there were the handfuls of points from the promotion board, Primary Leadership Development School (a.k.a. PLDC), etc. I could have gone to the promotion board, belched heartily and nothing more, and still would have been promoted. One of the soldiers I served with at the border, SP4 Erickson, would never make sergeant. He was a 31C (pronounced Thirty-One Charlie), a radio operator, and their points were set at 999. It was impossible to accumulate that many points. The Army knew that. There were too many E-5s in his field for him to move up. “Basically,” he said to me one time, as we stood gazing through a pair of starlight scopes at the glowing-green Potemkin village across the Deutschland nacht, “I’d have to blow up a school bus filled with E-5 31-Chucks to have even a remote chance of getting my stripes. Don’t think I haven’t thought about it, too. A lot.”
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  “Yes, Top,” I said. “Fulda Gap.”
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  After Germany, I’d spent two years at the National Training Center in Fort Irwin, California, wearing a Soviet uniform, riding a motorcycle, popping wheelies, and getting “shot” at by National Guardsmen, poppity-pop, with blanks and MILES gear (a.k.a, the “Multiple Integrated Laser Engagement System,” the Army’s version of laser tag), before receiving my inexplicable orders to Fort Myer, adjacent to the Arlington National Cemetery, across the Potomac from Washington, D.C.


  Fort Myer is also a short walk from the Pentagon, where my father somehow smuggled in a loaded M1911 pistol and shot himself. He performed this final act in his office in the E-Ring. The office, I hear, has a modest bronze plaque on the outside declaring it the COLONEL HENRY J. BEAN, SR., UNITED STATES ARMY, MEMORIAL OFFICE SPACE. My father worked for the Assistant Undersecretary of Defense for Logistics and Manpower. The Colonel did a good job of killing himself, aiming the pistol up through the roof of his mouth. He was always a thorough man. The well-placed shot ejected his brain matter in great globs into the acoustic ceiling tiles above his immaculate desk. How do I know this? Let’s say that friends of the Colonel did not take well to my flunking out of college, and sullying his name with my failure. So they sent me copies of the crime scene photos anonymously, accompanied by a typed note implying that with a loser son like me, no wonder he killed himself.


  I don’t think the Colonel ever loved anyone, but he was a dutiful creature. His inbox was empty. His outbox was filled with all of his outstanding projects, signed, countersigned, stamped, coded, etc. He’d thoughtfully covered them over in plastic.


  He left behind a note, rolled in his typewriter—as his handwriting tended to be less-than-immaculate. The Army chaplain who came to my dorm room handed it to me. It wasn’t the actual note, it was a photograph of it.


  


  My boy Hank,


  


  Pop quiz, Tiger. If I'm not digging being alive, and you insist I must remain alive so that you can feel good, who is being the selfish one? Conventional wisdom says that I'm being selfish by doing myself in (that is, if I can drink enough of this shoe polish remover to overcome my Catholicism and pick up my sidearm here and aim it properly). But really, if you're the one insisting that I should be alive, aren't you the one being selfish?


  


  So I guess this is my last pop quiz for you. Try not to think about me if it makes you feel anything other than mildly nostalgic. If you start feeling angry, or sad, that's just a bunch of fucking bullshit, Tiger. That kind of negative shit, if it accumulates, will make you want to blow your brains out. Take it from someone who knows.


  


  Love, your old, tired, dead Dad,


  


  P.S. Sorry about the closed casket, but it was unavoidable. -Dad.


  


  Yeah, the Colonel was always laying his pop quizzes on me. Example: “Who won the Battle of Dien Bien Phu?” Answer: Not the fucking French.


  I wasn’t the only one he called, “Tiger.” I think he called everyone that. Or “Coach.” Or “Big Guy.” Or “Bub,” if he didn’t like you. As in, “Hey, Bub, you gonna pick up that cigarette butt?” to a random PFC as we transited across whatever shitty post the Army had dispatched him to. Or, “Hey, Bub, you call that a salute?” to some cheese-eating second lieutenant who got on his nerves.


  It was him and me through my childhood, summers mostly, when I wasn’t bunking with his parents back in Smithville, Illinois and going to school there. My mother ran off when I was three, or so, to (the Colonel claimed) some sort of hippie (or fellow travelers of the hippie) commune. I have never heard from her. It’s just as well, as I have nothing to say to her. My grandparents were, um, old. They were closer to being roommates to me than anything else. They occasionally took a casual interest in my schoolwork, to make sure that I would be departing their company in a timely fashion, methinks. I think they resented the half of me that belonged to She Who Had Become a Hippie Or a Fellow Traveler Thereof.


  Whatever.


  I was supposed to walk in his footsteps, Army-wise, and had been matriculating in the ROTC program at the University of Illinois—Round Lake (UIRL), but the Colonel couldn’t wait until I finished up my schoolwork to cap himself, right after my six-week-summer-fun-time-vacation-post-junior-year with my ROTC mates at Fort Pickett, Virginia, an un-air-conditioned slum of an Army post in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. Post-Colonel-suicide, I spun into a depression, naturally, flunked my schoolwork, and found myself owing Uncle Sugar two years of service for every one year of school that my good Uncle paid for via ROTC scholarship. Six years total, for those of you not math-inclined. Soon enough, I found myself as an enlisted man in the Army.


  I was sent by my beneficent Uncle to OSUT (One Station Unit Training) at Fort Knox, Kentucky. Most will remember Fort Knox as the place where Goldfinger was going to irradiate all of the U.S.’s gold reserves in the eponymous James Bond movie. But mostly, it is the home of armor—tanks and such. OSUT is combined Army basic combat training and advanced individual training. I was trained first as a soldier and second as a cavalry scout in one long bout of training. Yes, there is still such a job as a cavalry scout in the Army. And, fuck you very much, I was not Randolph Scott clopping around on a palomino wearing buckskins. A cavalry scout is an observer, and a quiet one at that. We sneak up to the enemy, take a peeky-poo at him, and report what we see, using the SALUTE acronym as our guide—Size, Activity, Location, Unit, Time, Equipment.


  Army basic combat training, by the way, is a course of instruction covering killing techniques and shoe polishing. To that date in my Army career only the shoe polishing had come in handy. By January 1991, of course, the killing part would come into play out in the sandbox. But that has almost nothing to do with this story.
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  Top leaned back in his office chair and clunked his size twelve jump boots up on his Eisenhower-era metal desk right next to 1SG OUT. A landslide of folders flopped across his desk. I stood up and righted them, and sat back down in a slightly more relaxed position than prior. He continued his story of Army-style romance.


  “We were right over the drop zone. C-130 opens up. Beautiful fucking day, seriously.” He licked his teeth, in full-on savor-the-memory mode. He steepled his fingers in front of his face. The ring finger and pinkie finger on his right hand were zigzagged, both broken then poorly repaired. “I’ll tell you about Korea—the weather there changes more than anywhere I ever been. Any-fucking-where! I’m halfway toward the ground, my chute open above me, and the wind picks me up like an angry hand and chucks my black ass in a rice paddy. You know what’s in a rice paddy, mostly?”


  “No clue.”


  “Shit! Human-fucking-feces! So I’m up to my ankles in human shit and out comes a Papa San with a big-ass grin on his face. I’m thinking, goddamn the Army that they didn’t give me no rounds, because I would have shot his ass in that very moment. You dig?”


  “So you didn’t kill him?”


  “I did not, young soldier. Behind the man is a tiny woman. Full grown, mind you. But tiny.” He rippled his two sets of fingers like he was caressing her tiny body. “Not any bigger than that PFC in your office down there. What’s her name?”


  “LaRouche, PFC LaRouche.”


  “The sickie. What’s she got?”


  “The Army hasn’t figured it out yet. They’re experi-menting on her at Walter Reed.”


  “Probably want to weaponize whatever she’s got. Anyhow, Papa San points at my watch, and then at the tiny woman, and then back at my watch. It dawns on me, right there, that he wants to sell me the tiny woman for my watch.” Top smiled. “Well, it was a Seiko! So I say to the old man, ‘Boom boom, or wife?’ He smiles at me, ‘Wife!’”


  “Fuck me!” I went aloud, not meaning to.


  “Yeah, shit. He probably only wanted the watch for boom-boom, but now he has the opportunity to get rid of the undersized offspring. She’s no good for the field, too fucking small for agriculture, so he probably couldn’t marry her off.”


  “Sounds about right.”


  “Married her, brought her back to Schofield Barracks with me after the exercise, knocked her ass up, and then deployed to Vietnam. While I’m gone, she learns English, and subsequently women’s liberation. She divorced my ass and took half my money. I had to pay for the kid, too, until she was 18.”


  “Shit.”


  “Black man can’t win in this society.”


  “I hear that.”


  “Don’t go thinking that you know what it’s like being black just because you listen to Public Enemy,” Top said, a slight warning tone boiling up in his voice.


  “No, First Sergeant,” I said, sitting up.


  “Anyway, I wanted to tell you that it’s not a big problem losing this Lish character. I know you’re one of these soldiers who obsesses on the smallest things.” What he meant to say was, “Your father committed suicide in his office, and I don’t want you to do the same.”


  “Yes, Top, thank you.”


  “Make sure you replace that fluorescent bulb out in the hallway,” Top said.


  “Roger,” I said, standing up.


  


  


  


  


  The Shittiest Prize Ever at the County Fair


  


  When I returned to my basement kingdom, I only found two of my BMS staff awaiting me. SP4 Pepper, the artist, and PFC LaRouche, the schoolteacher turned soldier.


  “What did Top want?” LaRouche asked, her bare feet propped up on my desk. She had taken it upon herself to be my right hand, which was just as well, as she was a 71L (pronounced Seventy-One Lima) and as tough as a sack of nails. She had decided not to put on her duty uniform, her BDUs, opting instead to remain in her morning PT gear, the gray t-shirt with black block lettering stating, blandly, ARMY, and the gray shorts. Her socks and sneakers were next to her. The bottoms of PFC LaRouche’s feet were traffic-cone orange, like she’d been treading across a floor covered in Cheetos dust.


  “Go take a shower and put on your BDUs,” I said in reply.


  “I’ve got all these forms to fill out. We need more fluorescent bulbs, for one thing.”


  “But not more floor wax,” Pepper said, his high-pitched boy’s voice gone all snarky. He seemed to delight in the worst aspects of the Army. I alternately liked Pepper and wanted to punch his lights out. I think most soldiers in my employ felt the same way about him.


  “What now?” I went.


  “Oh, it’s bad,” Pepper said, half a giggle sneaking out. “It’s incred-i-bad! Ha, ha, ha!”
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  Pepper was a 25Q (pronounced Twenty-Five Quebec), an illustrator, who had pending orders to Pentagon Graphics, where he would eventually create, overnight, the morning briefing charts for the Secretary of Defense, the Honorable Dick Cheney. The only hitch was Pepper didn’t have a Top Secret clearance, and it was taking Uncle Sugar some time to process it. So Pepper was stuck in the basement with me in the meantime. Pepper did anything I told him to, but he had a fucking mouth on him. He was from some burg in Florida called Sarasota, the winter home of the circus and the spring home of my beloved White Sox.


  On the bright side, he had a college education, and could talk for hours on a wide variety of subjects, which made him ten times more interesting than most of the other basement soldiers. He also had a vast collection of vinyl in his quarters, and could lecture in an interesting and animated way on the history and significance of his favorite bands, while playing samples of the music. I brought him some beer one night, and learned more about the album My Life in the Bush of Ghosts than I ever imagined I’d want to know. From my perspective, it was an album filled with electronic bleeps and bloops and chanting weirdoes.


  The first time I met him, I went up to his quarters to let him know he’d be working for me. I knocked and received no reply. This loud, atonal music came vibrating out through the door. I knocked again, loudly. I beat on the door with the heel of my fist. No response. I tried the door knob, and found that it was unsecured, so I pushed my way into his quarters. I found there a naked little man, covered in spatters of paint, thwacking at a six-foot-high by three-foot-wide canvas with the kind of paintbrush I associate with cutting in corners on baseboard. He was all ribs and bones. The paint was thick and multicolored up to his elbows. His ass was even speckled. At least he’d bothered to tape newspaper to the wall where he had the canvas propped up, and had tossed a sheet on the floor. On the canvas was a gigantic naked woman with the head of a rooster. She had Christ’s wounds. I tapped him on the shoulder. He was startled for a moment, and then went, “What?”


  “That’s, ‘what, sergeant,’” I said.


  “Right,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me expectantly. I held up his TDY (temporary duty) orders, assigning him to the barracks staff in lieu of his eventual assignment to Pentagon Graphics. “Oh,” he said.


  “I’ll see you in the basement in one-half-hour,” I said, as sternly as I could. “Specialist.”


  “Yes, sergeant,” he said, and came to the position of parade rest.


  “Good fucking God, man,” I said, looking him up and down. “Get cleaned up. And put on a uniform. From my understanding, you’re still in the Army.”
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