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  1


  Boylar was on fire. His whole body was aflame, his head and hair a burning torch. Through the flickering flames Serling could see his eyes. The eyelashes were curling under the heat, shriveling and falling away. The eyebrows went the same way. Boylar’s face blistered and peeled. The curling skin blackened, but he didn’t scream or exhibit any pain. He just stared at Serling.


  Then Boylar raised a hand and pointed a finger at Serling. The flames danced along his arm to the tip of the accusing finger. There was a ring on the third finger of his hand. “You did this.” The blistering lips moved, the voice was from hell.


  Serling backed away more from the accusation than the fire. He wasn’t afraid of the fire. He even watched with mild interest as the flame suddenly left Boylar and began to trace a lazy path across the instrument panel.


  They were in a tank, Serling’s tank-Firebringer. Serling recognized the interior, the trinkets, the little stamps of personality on the olive drab steel hull. Patella’s “What, Me Worry?” Alfred E. Neuman decal was peeling, turning brown at the edges as the fire pried it away from the bulkhead.


  Boylar screamed.


  “YOU KILLED ME!”


  Serling didn’t want to look anymore. Boylar’s hair was burned to a frizzed stubble and his eyes were gone; now only black holes in the cracked skin of his blazing face remained.


  Boylar’s burning claws grabbed Serling by the shoulders and dragged him close.


  They were face-to-face, eye-to-eye. Serling stared into those black sockets.


  And all he could see was fire. Fathomless fire, red flame, then orange and yellow, going on forever.


  Boylar opened his mouth and screamed again. “I DON’T WANT TO DIE!”


  Then the fire overtook Serling.


  Serling’s hand trembled, the glass halfway to his mouth, and the rattle of the ice cubes pulled him back to the tavern. He looked into the glass, the amber fluid too much a reminder of the fire he had just shaken off, and he drank the memory away in one swallow. The liquor burned, but it was a familiar burn, a comforting sting in his throat.


  Setting the glass down, he wiped his face vigorously, the sheer physical sensation pulling him out of The Dream. He looked at his watch: 10:54. Time to go. Taking one last sip of the drink, with little left in his glass now but ice water, and leaving the change on the bar, he walked out.


  It was bright outside. He blinked in the light, put on his sunglasses, and reached for the Tic Tacs. A half dozen of the mints ought to do it. He really didn’t need that second drink, but… When he had the first drink this morning he had promised himself that he wouldn’t have another until lunch. It was a personal pact. Now broken. Along with a long list of other promises and oaths that he had reneged on lately.


  He was in so-called Suitland, Maryland. A place he hated. It was another suburb of D.C.—the natural habitat of the bureaucrats, their haven. Big, anonymous buildings full of people shuffling paper to other people in other anonymous buildings.


  Bureaucratic heaven—a certain level of hell for a combat officer. Which Serling wasn’t anymore, he reminded himself.


  He looked at his reflection in the window of the entrance. No, he was just another Army Lieutenant Colonel. Looking tired, weary. At least that’s what he told himself. Not a drunk. Not yet. A combat officer who had spent too much time working under fluorescent lights rather than in the sun. He was tall, thin, with a command presence that made other men look weak and women look twice. But the face looked a bit haggard, and the eyes … Serling quickly looked away. His eyes looked dead, dull, and weary. Eyes that had always communicated enthusiasm, intelligence, a contagious excitement at the very prospects of the next moment, eyes that had demanded respect and gave it back, were now flat and empty. He couldn’t bear to look at himself anymore.


  He hated Suitland. It represented everything he despised about D.C. and the side of the military that gnawed at him like a bad toothache. Endless, nondescript buildings of glass and stone full of nondescript clerks who sorted through an endless stream of paperwork, waiting to mark it with their own spoor and pass it on to the next desk. If you wanted to know how many rounds were fired from what boat during what battle, there were people here who could not only list the rounds, but the caliber, target, and range-by the minute. But they couldn’t tell you why anyone fired in the first place or what was in the heart of the man behind the gun.


  Serling went inside, swallowing the mouthful of Tic Tacs—and felt them turning his stomach sour as he walked up the stairs to the second floor.


  There was a sign on every door. Naturally. This was the Army, everything was labeled neatly.


  U.S. ARMY-AWARDS AND DECORATIONS.


  Serling entered. There was a Specialist Fourth Class behind the desk. A woman, Carter, by her name tag. Serling announced himself. She slipped into the rear office and came back to ask if he wanted coffee. He declined. He could see the Mr. Coffee sitting on top of the tiny refrigerator. The half pot of coffee looked like roofing tar.


  She led Serling into Colonel Levine’s office.


  Levine was a little man who wore his uniform as if it were a Brooks Brothers suit. He gave Serling a little smile.


  “Have a seat, Serling. The General isn’t here yet.”


  Serling could see it in Levine’s eyes.


  He knows.


  Serling swallowed that knowledge like he had swallowed the Tic Tacs. All right. So he knows. Remember you asked for this. You asked for it.


  And Levine’s little smile meant that this pipsqueak Colonel was going to give it to him.


  The first thing that morning after his three-mile jog and his shit, shower, and shave Serling had stopped at the Blue Light Lounge, one of the safe little harbors within coasting distance of the Beltway. It was located conveniently between Serling’s Bachelor Officers’ Quarters and the Pentagon. He often stopped in for a quick one on the way to work-and a few slower ones on the way back to the BOQ.


  Actually it wasn’t always just one in the morning these days. One drink didn’t banish the burning man. So Serling didn’t count anymore. He just drank until he felt a comfortable numbness. The fact that it was taking more and more alcohol to get there wasn’t lost on Serling. He just didn’t care.


  This morning the fire took a long time to put out, and when Serling got up to leave he was alone with the owner/bartender, Kwong.


  The back wall was lined with autographed photographs of every Marine Corps Commandant and Sergeant Major from the last thirty years. One of the pictures behind the bar was of Kwong, a lean, mean Marine twenty years young in his dress blues.


  Serling wasn’t friendly with the man, but he had heard his name in passing from the regulars, old men with big guts, retired Marine gunnies, and Navy enlisted men sipping a little liquid decompressant after a day in the trenches. The regulars had looked at Serling’s Army uniform, eyed the patches and the ribbons, made a few stabs at conversation, which Serling deflected, and then, out of respect for the solitary drinker, moved on. That’s why Serling continued to come here. As well as the fact that he wouldn’t meet any of the Army personnel he worked with in a “jarhead” hangout.


  Serling slid a twenty across the bar and stood up, reaching for his Tic Tacs out of reflex.


  “On the house.” Kwong slid the money back. “A courtesy to the professional.”


  “Military discount?” Serling was surprised.


  “No. Anyone who drinks hard liquor before nine in the morning is a pro to me. You guys are my profit margin. I like to keep you happy.”


  Serling took his twenty back and walked out to his car, the Buick. Meredith had the Jeep. Meredith …


  During the drive in to the Pentagon his stomach roiled—not from the booze, not from the damned breath mints. From self-loathing. Kwong’s words had dissolved the comfortable layer of padding he had built up with the liquor. Now he was naked, unarmored against any emotions that came his way. And they came.


  I’m not this person. I don’t have to be this person. I can fix this. I just have to find a way out.


  When he reached his destination, the River Entrance parking lot, he parked and walked toward the Pentagon with purposeful strides, counting the half mile he had to walk as part of his morning workout.


  Getting inside the Pentagon only renewed his determination. The tacky, worn-out corridors. The ugly, worn linoleum floors. The dull paint on the walls; the discarded, broken furniture; and the file cabinets stacked in the halls. It was a depressing environment, chock full of Colonels, the worker ants of the Pentagon. Brass everywhere, scurrying about doing God knows what.


  Serling had once seen a gruesome documentary on PBS, watching with his daughter Cheryl, a documentary about a nasty little creature called a mole rat. A hairless, bucktoothed, and blind rodent that spent its entire life span burrowing underground like an insect. It never foraged above the ground; it never saw the sun. The soldier mole rats ate roots and the rest of the colony fed on the feces of the soldier rats. Every time Serling walked the hallways of the Pentagon his mind flashed back to that documentary.


  Now more than ever he felt part of the colony. Just another mole rat. The only question left was, did he do the crapping or the eating? He wanted out before he had an answer.


  Avoiding his office, Serling went straight down the hall toward Hershberg’s section, uncomfortable with the ease he had in finding his way through the legendary labyrinth that was the Pentagon.


  He didn’t have to go all the way to Hershberg’s office. Hershberg’s adjutant, Captain Banacek, was standing in the hallway chatting up a pretty secretary from Logistics and Supply. Serling waited for them to finish the casual flirtation that had most likely been initiated by the secretary.


  Banacek was Sears-catalog handsome and the focus of a lot of coffee-room speculation and the target of a good many single and not a few married female Pentagon staffers. All of whom he resisted, sending his attractiveness quotient up a few more notches—a fact of which Banacek was fully aware.


  “Ban, I need to talk to the General.”


  “Sure, Colonel.” Banacek looked Serling up and down—enough for Serling to check his gig line to see if it was out of whack. “Later in the week. Come by later and we’ll check his calendar.”


  “Now. ASAP.” Serling tried to keep the pleading tone out of his voice as he followed Banacek to his desk. “C’mon, Ban.”


  “I don’t think so, Nat. We’re up to our ass in legislative alligators right now, and the Chief just dropped a ticking bomb into our collective lap.”


  “I need to see him, Ban.”


  Banacek caught the tone, looked at the calendar while opening his desk drawer.


  “How about tomorrow?” Banacek pulled a roll of Pepomint Lifesavers from his drawer and tossed it to Serling. “We could do a quick and dirty before the—”


  Banacek was interrupted as General Hershberg came out of his office, at the usual half-trot. Banacek had to grab his files and run to catch up. Serling joined the parade down the hall.


  “Hey, Nat”—Hershberg thrust a file at Banacek—”how are we holding, Ban?”


  “Running late, sir,” Banacek replied, handing the General a different file.


  “That’s S.O.P.” Hershberg smiled. “Time to reevaluate our calendar allotment. That sound Pentagonesque enough for you, Nat?”


  Serling and the General had a three-year dialogue going about the ever-changing, always slippery world of Pentagon doublespeak, sending each other memos of their favorite new linguistic creations.


  “Sir, permission to speak while you walk?” Serling knew that the formal request would get Hershberg’s attention. Hershberg looked Serling over.


  Hershberg was short, especially for an Army General, but he made up for the deficiency in height with a pugnacious attitude and a face that bore the scars of four years as the All-Army Bantamweight title holder. There was scar tissue across his brow ridge and an ear that looked like a large wad of chewed bubble gum. But under that scar tissue were blue eyes that could charm, wink, or cut into you with the precision of a diamond cutter.


  “Proceed, Nat.”


  “Sir, I need to get out of here.”


  “Need? Did this man’s Army inquire about your needs, Colonel?” If Serling was going to put things on a formal basis, the General knew how to reply in kind.


  “No, sir. Let me rephrase, sir. I am not being utilized properly and to my fullest ability and qualifications in this current assignment, sir. I have repeatedly requested reassignment, but so far no transfer has been given.”


  “Noted.” This was old ground. Serling was going to have to do better.


  “I sit in a little closet and rubber-stamp other people’s rubber stamps, sir. I need…” Serling knew he was bailing old water.


  “Take a breath, Colonel.” Hershberg stopped in his tracks. Serling faced him, like a kid caught running in the school hallway by the principal. He tried to slow his heaving chest so that he wouldn’t breathe on the General.


  “I’m a field officer, General,” Serling said, starting over, “a damn good one. You’ve seen my file, my fitness reports—”


  “I wrote one of them, Nat.” The General’s voice betrayed none of the hurry he had before. He made Serling feel like he would take all the time in the world to hear the junior officer out. That was one reason that Hershberg was so well liked by his men.


  “Yes, sir. I’m …” Serling tried to think of a new tactic, something that hadn’t been said before about this same subject. “Look, sir, I don’t know what’s holding back my transfer request…”


  “Yes, you do, Nat.” The other side of Hershberg’s strength, cutting to the heart of the matter, through all the bullshit. The other reason Serling admired the General so much, even though that sword cut both ways—like now.


  “Yes, sir, I do. But I was cleared of any responsibility for Al Bathra. Totally cleared, sir. Now, higher-on-higher may think otherwise, but I was, for the record, cleared.”


  “We all know that, Nat. And this record is getting scratchy. Do we have another song to play? If not…”


  Serling knew he had to come up with something. C’mon, Nat. This is what you’ve trained for. Quick thinking under pressure. Now show a little of it.


  “I have a plan, sir.” Just in time. The General was two steps into his trot again. He stopped.


  “Proceed, Colonel.” Serling closed the distance between them again. C’mon, Nat, what’s your fucking plan!


  “Give me an apple for the teacher, sir.”


  “An apple?” Serling could see the General was getting impatient.


  “Give me an assignment so I can shine for higher-on-higher. So they can justify some kind of field reassignment.” Not bad, Nat. But was it good enough to fly?


  “An apple,” Hershberg repeated. “So you can shine.”


  “Yes, sir.” Serling’s hopes soared. He knew he had Hershberg. “Yes, sir.” Serling looked Hershberg in the eye. “Please.” Serling hid nothing behind that “please,” letting Hershberg see the naked desperation in his eyes, counting on honesty.


  “I have something that just might fit what we need to do here.” Hershberg turned to Banacek. Serling’s chest filled with hope.


  “But you’re not going to like it, Nat.”


  “I don’t have to like it, sir. If it can get me that field assignment …”


  Hershberg looked up from the appointment book Banacek was holding out.


  “Meet me at Awards and Decorations—Suitland, I think. Ban here will give you all the details. Tomorrow at eleven hundred hours.”


  And Hershberg was off at his trot again. Banacek hung back.


  “He’s right, Colonel, you’re not going to like this.”


  Banacek wrote down the address and time for Serling, and then tried to catch up with the General, who was already quite a few meters down the hall.


  Serling just stood there smiling, feeling a bit foolish but not giving a damn. The river of Colonels flowed around him, and for the first time in four years Serling didn’t feel like one of them.


  Whether he would like the assignment or not, Serling didn’t know, but he did know he didn’t like Levine. He was short and balding with a thin, oiled comb-over of graying hair and a pursed little mouth that was turned down in permanent disapproval of Serling and of the world. He had a narrow strip of mustache that he dyed jet black. It didn’t help his appearance.


  The man’s office was immaculate, the items on the desk looked as if they had been laid out with a ruler and a T square. The usual nameplate with flanking gold pens was in front for all to see and admire. COLONEL S. CLARKE LEVINE. Serling was ready to take bets that there was a shining new nameplate engraved just as handsomely with GENERAL S. CLARKE LEVINE waiting in a desk drawer. Probably next to the bottle of Windex, ready to clean the glass desktop. It sparkled, not a mark or smudge on it.


  Levine fidgeted with a file on the desk in front of him and looked at Serling’s ribbons. Serling let him squirm. Make the bastard have to say it.


  “I was in Desert Storm, too.” Levine tried to smile. “Twenty- fourth Mech.”


  Serling let it hang, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Little men with a little power. They flex it any way they can. In this instance I know something you may not know I know.


  Levine let the attempt at a smile drop.


  “Frankly I’m surprised you’re still in the service.”


  “So am I,” Serling replied, stopping Levine cold.


  Serling busied his mind by examining the hierarchy of Army awards, starting with the rather mundane Good Conduct Medal and on up the familiar pyramid of Army Commendation, Bronze Star, Silver Star to the rather beautiful and frankly still impressive Medal of Honor. That soft, pale sky blue ribbon with the thirteen white stars, the gold eagle and green wreath, the helmeted warrior, and the little gold rectangle with one word inscribed in bold relief: VALOR.


  Levine fiddled with the file, a millimeter adjustment on the desktop. He’d try again.


  “I don’t agree with this assignment,” Levine pronounced, as if it were even in his province to make the decision. “I’m sure the General has his own reasons.”


  “I’m sure.” Serling’s reply was as noncommittal as he could make it. But he was curious. What was he doing here? What was Hershberg up to? Serling tried to sound casual, not wanting to give Levine the slightest edge. “Could I see the file?”


  Levine smirked and Serling knew he had made a mistake. He had snapped at the bait and now he had to sit there with the hook in his mouth.


  Levine looked at the file on the splendidly neat desk.


  “I’m not required to release the documentation until I am in possession of all of the proper forms and orders.” The words dripped from Levine’s ripe little mouth.


  Serling smiled. The paper-pushing asshole.


  “Something funny, Colonel?”


  Just little men like you who don’t have any real power but pounce on any semblance of it like a crow on a roadkill, Serling thought. But he kept his mouth clamped down on his smile. He needed this gig, whatever it was. Don’t fuck it up just to scare a rat back into its hole.


  Serling thought of just admitting his ignorance of the assignment, but Levine probably wouldn’t tell him anyway. As it was, the little man had a hard-on, his hands possessively resting on the file and harboring his power for as long as possible.


  So Serling let his mind drift again. Awards and Decorations. What could Serling be used for here? Not any Public Information duty—his past put the kibosh on that. Some scut work, paperwork to give a few Generals their Commendation Medals for desk jockeying before their retirement?


  But Levine couldn’t stand the silence.


  “Tell me, Colonel, how does it feel to kill some of your own men?”


  Serling almost gasped for air. Fire, flame, Boylar screaming. I don’t want to die! A hand with a ring.


  A ring just like Levine’s. Annapolis-West Point. Serling couldn’t see the year, but he focused on the ring. He couldn’t believe Levine had just blurted the question out like that. How does it feel? Did Levine really want to know?


  No. It was a dig. Just some of the Washington thrust and parry of the usual D.C. infighting. In this case, a hard, brutal stab—and Levine had drawn blood.


  Serling felt his face heat up. He was about to spit out a reply when the door opened and Hershberg strode into the office. Serling and Levine stood and saluted. The General nodded them back into their seats. Serling could see Banacek through the doorway going to the coffee machines. Poor bastard, but he probably needs all the caffeine he can get to keep up with Hershberg.


  The General slid his butt onto Levine’s desk, sweeping the nameplate to one side. It was Levine’s turn to swallow bile, and Serling enjoyed the other man’s discomfort.


  Then Hershberg committed the ultimate offense. He grabbed the file off the desk and tossed it to Serling. Levine made a little noise in his throat.


  But the General had his back to the little man, dismissing him completely.


  “Nat, this here is a little hot potato and in that weird form of Washington alchemy it could turn into a real political football.” Hershberg gestured at the file. “Captain Karen Emma Walden, the first woman to be eligible for the Medal of Honor.”


  “In combat,” Levine piped up.


  Hershberg went on without a hitch.


  “In combat. So we have some speed bumps ahead. One, this whole stink about women in combat. There’s a whole slew of political sharpshooters who will gladly take aim at that target. Then there’s going to be a whole ’nother group on our hairy ass saying we’re only doing this to overcompensate or distract the public from the charges of sexism and sexual harassment in the armed services.”


  “Bullshit.” Levine tried to wedge into the conversation again.


  The General looked at Levine as if he were a cockroach on a birthday cake, then turned back to Serling.


  “None of that is your problem, Nat. Leave that to the boys who get paid to fret. There are only two things you have to remember: I want this. And the President wants this. His reasons… ? As usual, I haven’t a clue.


  “I want it because I think she deserves it. Put it under a microscope—with your usual thoroughness, Nat. Any problems, call Banacek. Or me. No slacking. Not that I expect any.”


  He leaned over and looked Serling in the eyes.


  “This is important, Nat. To the nation. To the Army. To me.” The General stood up. “Let’s go.”


  Serling and Levine rose with the General.


  “Sir”—Levine got the General’s attention—”I can’t let that file leave this office. I haven’t received my Twenty-nine-thirty or the Two-sixty-four.”


  The General turned and faced Levine. Serling almost felt sorry for the little Colonel.


  “Colonel, there’s nothing I detest more than little D.C. hamsters that can’t see beyond the paper at the bottom of their cages.”


  The General led Serling out. All Levine could do was return his nameplate to its original place.


  Serling and Banacek followed Hershberg out of the building, the General mumbling under his breath all the way. Both men knew better than to interrupt.


  Once outside, the fresh air seemed to calm the General. He jabbed a thumb at the building.


  “That’s what’s killing this country. Not crime or pollution or… My daddy used to tell me, ‘Look close at the word bureaucrat. There’s always a rat in it.’”


  They reached the General’s car, and Hershberg turned to Serling.


  “Do this right, Nat, and you can pick your assignment.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Banacek has a list of eyewitnesses and their current postings. Coordinate everything with him. I want you on this immediately. Need a ride?”


  “No, sir. I drove my own car.”


  The General nodded. “Well, don’t blow through a stop sign. That breath will lose you your license.”


  And he got into his car. Banacek, to his credit, didn’t smile. The General’s car pulled away, leaving Serling standing on the curb, totally embarrassed. Suddenly the car stopped, backed up. The General unrolled his window.


  “Do this right, Nat. Captain Karen Walden deserves it. And you need it.”


  Then he was gone again.


  Serling walked across the immense parking lot toward his car, fighting himself every step of the way, trying so hard not to veer off into the dark sanctuary of the tavern beckoning from across the street.


  He got into the Buick and sat behind the wheel for a second. He was sweating. He needed a drink. He looked at the bar.


  Serling considered it a point of pride that he drove away.


  It was a big house with a big green yard surrounding it. School was out by the time Serling got there and a half dozen kids were playing outside with what looked like a refrigerator box. From where Serling sat in his car, he could hear them arguing whether to convert the box to a house or a fort. The youngsters seemed to be divided evenly, then one of them decided a McDonald’s was an even better idea—if they could get Mom to go to the real McDonald’s for a supply of burgers, fries, and Cokes. And pie, another chimed in. The more practical of the bunch listed a few concrete reasons why Mom would never cooperate.


  Serling agreed. Meredith was death on McDonald’s ever since his last cholesterol count was taken and she had put out a ban on burgers, fries, and pizza. “Fat is not a reward,” was her latest answer to all pleadings from the children.


  Serling surveyed his house, his land. It was only a double lot, but it seemed like a veritable forty acres for a former city kid like him. He and Meredith bought the house because of the vacant cottage next to it, an unkempt one-bedroom bungalow that an old woman had died in, childless and heirless. They had purchased both houses and torn down the ramshackle little place and planted a few trees and a lot of grass. The sandbox and swing set came later, and were followed by an inflatable pool for the dog days of August.


  The theory was that the kids wouldn’t wander as much and that the yard, like any vacant lot, would become a lure for the rest of the neighborhood kids. That way Serling and Meredith would have the security of watching their children break their necks in their own yard. It had worked. It was more than a bit noisy at times, especially hard when he brought work home, but it was a good plan and it had worked. He took a lot of satisfaction in that alone.


  One of his few plans that had come out right.


  The house was big, with four bedrooms and a study that had started out as Serling’s but was soon taken over by Meredith for her own business use. She had a small personal accounting service, income taxes and such, and she was working toward becoming a CPA. Most of her work in the home office was done through her computer and modem. It was all Greek to Serling, but the added income was welcome and it was just damned pleasant to hear her talk about her work with such contagious enthusiasm. And the woman could manage money like nobody’s business.


  It had taken both their incomes to purchase the house. An old Victorian on a tree-lined block that was just shy of the Virginia countryside. The whole family had painted it together during the last Summer Olympics—cream siding with forest green trim. They brought the radio outside and listened to the Olympics while they worked, but would hop down the ladders and run into the house over a path of drop cloths to preserve the carpet and watch the playback on television, all five of them.


  Serling had taken a two-week leave and went back on duty tired and sore, but it was still a cherished memory for him. There was a photograph in his wallet of the whole family, except for Louie, who hadn’t been born yet, in front of the finished house. Their clothes were paint-splattered, their hands and faces smeared with paint, with more old paint chippings in their hair—happy.


  And then The Dream had begun.


  He looked over at the house. A few posts on the big porch railing needed replacing. And it was time to paint again. Get out the scrapers, brushes, pans, and roller.


  Occasionally one of the kids would glance over at the Buick and at Serling. Lynn, the second oldest. She was a little clingy with her father. It worried Serling as much as it pleased him. It was the girls he fretted over. He thought he knew how to raise a boy, but the ways of females—big or little—were never his strong suit. But he had more than managed so far—with Meredith’s help every step of the way.


  Cheryl and Roger ran into the house and came back with a big pair of scissors, fat felt pens, and a hacksaw blade. The kids all attacked the box, although, as far as Serling could tell, the decision to build a fort or house had not yet been agreed to. He hoped the felt pens weren’t the ones from his desk. Louie, the youngest, was using one like a dagger, punching holes, for what purpose Serling had no clue.


  Lynn looked over at him again and their eyes met. It cut into his heart like an ice pick. He had to look away.


  When Serling looked back across the street, Meredith was walking toward him, carrying a cup of coffee. He had a momentary flash of objectivity, as if seeing her for the first time. She was beautiful. His eyes flicked from one favorite spot to another. The curve of her eyebrow, the little scar on her upper lip (a cat claw at the age of six), the hollow of her neck, the sway of her hips as she walked. She walked like a man, but sexy. He told her that once and she didn’t get it. He never said it again, but he knew what he meant. Strong, purposeful, proud, and somehow knowing. You knew she was in touch with every muscle in her body—and maybe yours.


  Meredith reached the Buick and handed him the steaming cup. He recognized it, the one Roger insisted on drinking his soup out of when he had the flu.


  “I just made a fresh pot.” She was looking at his face. For signs of what? He didn’t want to know.


  He hid by bending his head to sip. Cocoa. She had put a touch of Nestle’s in the coffee for him. Another stab in his heart.


  “Thanks.” He sipped again, avoiding her eyes. “You get a new fridge?”


  “Yes. The noise it used to make at three in the morning? That horrible rattle and moan? Didn’t make it night before last.”


  She leaned into the window. No escape for Serling. She could do that to him. She never let him get away with anything.


  “Got up the next morning and found a big puddle on the kitchen floor. Warped the linoleum. We’ll see if it flattens back out. Had to throw away a whole chicken. Lost that slice of Louie’s birthday cake. The new one’s more efficient and has an ice dispenser in the door.”


  She waited until he finally looked at her.


  “You can’t do this anymore, Nat. It scares the kids.”


  Serling looked across the street. All four of his kids were watching their parents now, glancing at them furtively while reconstructing the refrigerator box. Even the two neighborhood kids were curious.


  Meredith wasn’t going to let up.


  “They don’t understand why their daddy chose to move out and leave them.” She sighed. “Neither do I.”


  “I explained it to you, Mer. I have to work out this … thing.”


  “I hear what you say, Nat. That doesn’t mean I understand it. But the kids … they think it’s their fault. Don’t do this to them anymore, Nat.”


  “I…” He realized he had no way of defending himself. “I’m leaving town for a few days. Hershberg has me taking a Medal of Honor and wrapping it up in shiny paper and ribbon.”


  “Medal of Honor?” She wasn’t really curious, he saw, just treading conversational water.


  “A woman.” That got her attention.


  “Good for her.”


  “Posthumous.”


  “Too bad. But still good for her. It’s about time.” She looked at him again. “How long will you be gone?”


  “A week. Ten days.”


  “When you get back we have to deal with this. One way or the other.”


  Her tone sounded so ominous that for a moment Serling felt his heart stop. He tried to take the pressure off with a light smile.


  “Sounds like an ultimatum.”


  Meredith didn’t smile at all. Suddenly the taste of the coffee turned bitter, cocoa or not. He swallowed.


  “It is. I don’t want you haunting us like this, Nat. Either you come through that front door—to stay—or you don’t come back here at all.” She took a deep breath. “That was hard to say.”


  And she turned away and walked back to the house. Her walk was different, the purpose gone, just trying to maintain some composure in front of the kids.


  She had tears in her eyes. Serling knew. He didn’t have to see her face.


  The coffee cup was empty.


  Serling held it out the Buick window, ready to call out to her, any excuse to call her back.


  But the screen door slammed shut and she was gone.


  Serling started his car and put it in gear. The cup was dropped to the floor.


  He drove away. The kids watched his car disappear down the street, ceasing their play for the moment.


  Serling’s room at the BOQ, an old converted World War II barracks, didn’t have a bathroom. All the officers used a communal latrine at the end of the hall, reminiscent of Basic Training facilities. Serling was washing the coffee cup at a sink when Banacek walked in and slapped him on the back.


  “Serling, you unlucky sonofabitch! What are you missing this weekend? Well, maybe you’ll be back by then, but I doubt it. ZZ Top! Four tickets! Beakey from Naval Intell., Rogan, the Marine PIO, and not you!”


  Serling marveled at Banacek’s transformation. The General’s adjutant insisted on absolutely formal military decorum during duty hours. But as soon as the flag left the Post he fell into his possibly true persona of a raucous frat boy. Serling, after three years of working around Banacek and occasionally fraternizing with him, still couldn’t figure out which one was the real Banacek.


  “Barbecue at The Rib Joint, then a joyful noise louder than God! Fourth row, left center. Hear ‘La Grange’! Billy Gibbons turning the air to cottage cheese! We’ll be deaf for a week!”


  Serling walked back to his room, where his suitcase was spread open on the bed, and continued to pack. Banacek followed.


  “I’m missing it already, Ban. Why don’t you ask that blonde at the golf shop you’ve been rhapsodizing about?”


  “Boys’ night out. Women don’t get the ‘Z’ men. Too much of a testosterone- and jism-driven twelve-bar thang. Women are out of the wavelength. ’Cept maybe Bonnie Raitt. No, I’ll find some other hard-on to do the ‘Z’ with. Oh, here’s your itinerary and tickets.”


  It was odd how Banacek’s voice dropped back into the military tone and cadence just for that one official sentence. Serling smiled at him, looked at the papers, put them in his briefcase.


  “Thanks, Ban. Sorry I’ll miss the show, but when I get back maybe we can do something else. Barry Manilow or Cats or something. So, what do you think? Did the General toss me a crumb to shut me up or is this the lever I need to pry out a transfer?” Serling looked at Banacek. This was dangerous territory, duty conversation on off-duty hours. The younger officer often clammed up at times like this.


  “The General likes you, Nat.” Banacek reverted to his adjutant- speak again. “The assignment was given in good faith, I’m sure. He was… very pointed that you be given all the cooperation you need to do a proper job. Did you read the Walden file?”


  “Not yet. I thought I’d read it on the plane to Bragg.” Serling didn’t want to admit that he was somehow reluctant, a bit afraid to read the citation or the eyewitness accounts.


  “The General gave you this one for a reason.”


  “I know. If I didn’t know him better I’d say it was a sick joke on his part. Or maybe punishment.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Think about it. Who do you send to investigate a hero? Someone who isn’t one. Someone who is just the opposite. Someone who is as far from a hero as you can get.”


  “That’s not true, Nat. You know that. Don’t even talk that way. It pisses me off.”


  Serling let it go without a further response.


  “Besides, you know the General better than that. He likes you, Nat. He’s commented more than once that he thinks you’re one of the finest tankers he’s ever come across. Hell, he brings you into every armored discussion he has. He’s got you writing reports that he sends right to the top—without a note or comment.”


  “Then why … ?”


  “Don’t press it, Nat. Any more than that and I violate my privileges. Just think of this assignment as … as a Lessons Learned.”


  “Lessons Learned. Got it. Thanks, Ban.”


  “No problemo, less-than-radical boogie-deprived dude.”


  And Banacek left. Serling could hear him growling an air-guitar version of what sounded like “Pearl Necklace” all the way down the hall.


  Serling wondered about Hershberg’s intentions. The General had handpicked Serling out of the Army War College at Fort McNair to be on his Weapon and Planning Staff at the Pentagon in the spring of ’89. He was a Scout Platoon Commander at Fort Riley, Kansas, at the time and he really didn’t want to leave his unit, but he knew a career opportunity when he saw one and he took the job.


  He worked hard and Hershberg rewarded him with a promotion to Major. He and Meredith bought the Victorian on Atlanta Avenue that year and they went about having
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