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#2: Verwachsung 
By Geoffrey Greer 

 
 

There is a version of Reginald who murders his father. He is thirteen years old, standing 
in the kitchen of their tenement in Los Angeles. Quite against his father’s decree, he has sneaked 
into the pantry and the ice box to scavenge for a piece of bread and—he hopes—perhaps even a 
thin slice of bologna, to give as offering to the black hole in his stomach. From here he can see 
the crown of his father’s head just above the recliner where he sleeps, his snoring like machine 
gun bursts. Later, maybe it is on the voyage to England, he remembers this as the first time he 
fully formulated a murderous thought. Everything up until then has been petty—frustrating small 
animals and dismembering insects… things of that sort. But this moment is something new. His 
father’s thinning hair lays in a whorl—not unlike a galaxy, and at the center of this is that little 
white, bald spot, no bigger than a silver dollar. That white center: it draws Reginald nearer by an 
invisible force more intense than anything he has ever felt before. He doesn’t know when he took 
it up, but his mother’s sharpest kitchen knife is in his hand. 

Still his father snores. Machine gun fire. 
Snoring. Machine gun fire. 
Machine guns. 
Now the sound of the waves crashing, and of water slushing about the pebbled shore. But 

strangely, no machine guns. Reginald wakes, easing himself up from the rigid, prone position in 
which he discovers himself. He recalls his unsettling… dream? This episode of having murdered 
his father had the vividness of a true memory, but of course, as dreams often do, it stood in 
contrast to the image of his father turning his back on the train platform and walking away, just 
before the war. Reginald rubs his his face. Confused, he chalks it up to the convoluted nature of 
dreaming, and takes in his surroundings. It would seem that there is something of much greater 
import to consider: 

Quite unexpectedly, the war appears to be over. Or at least the invasion, of which there is 
no trace at all. No vehicles or planes. No smoke or fire. No soldiers or pilots. Certainly no 
experimental superweapon or giant monster coming through a tear in the fabric of reality. For 
miles in both directions, the beach is as tranquil—and the day just as sunny—as any number of 
family jaunts to Santa Monica in his boyhood. Well, some families had jaunts like those. This 
was his understanding. 

There is no one on the beach at Dieppe. Then he sees: there is someone. A man, it would 
appear, groaning, lying also on the ground some distance away, and writhing. Collecting himself, 
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and at least for the present dismissing the great mystery around him, Reginald brushes the 
pebbles that have clung to his hair and elbows and moves towards the man. As he nears, he sees 
the man’s clothes are aeronautical: he is a pilot. Nearer still: his insignias are German, and if 
Reginald is correct, somewhat high ranking—superior to what he would expect to see on an 
airman. Now upon him, he sees the man is noticeably older than the average pilot, and he is 
barely conscious. His breaths are shallow. Reginald thinks the problems must be internal, and 
maybe the stranger’s heart is failing. Externally, his injuries appear mostly superficial. Perhaps 
he has crashed, too, Reginald thinks, but there is no trace of a plane anywhere. It occurs to him 
suddenly that the same is true of his own plane, and now he is aware of the sting of a hundred 
tiny scratches all over his body. With gravelly breaths, the supine pilot looks upon his attendant. 

There is a version of Reginald who murders the German pilot. It is, in large part, for little 
other reason than that this version still perceives the other man as “German.” As “enemy.” As 
“other.” This version of Reginald is disoriented, frightened by his unexplainable circumstances, 
reeling from the harrowing experience of the flight and the weapon, and still agitated by the 
recollection of murdering his father. These are all things he perceives as “the past.” His 
movements are shifty, as his eyes. Even as he hovers over the wounded man, he frequently darts 
looks to either side or over his shoulder, as if at any moment, the entire amphibious invasion 
might suddenly reappear and crush him. In between these skittish glances, his eyes meet with 
those of the German beneath him. There is a version of that silent gaze between them that is 
pregnant with peace—with the feeling of mutual dependency that arises in the survivors of some 
shared calamity, which transcends preconceptions of otherness. There is a version of that 
moment between them where all they see is that the one needs the other. But for the moment, 
that moment is not this moment. In this moment, there is fright. There is such uncertainty that 
this version of Reginald is desperate for any notion that masquerades as truth and safety. In this 
moment, that notion is “enemy.” 

He doesn’t know when he took it up, but his F-S fighting knife is in his hand. He clasps 
the hilt in both fists, now straddling the enemy, his knees grinding into the pebbles beneath, and 
he plunges the dagger into the man’s chest. The man is helpless to save himself, already 
significantly weakened by his own accident, and, even in top health, not as young or as fit as 
Reginald. He plunges the knife again—all the way in, such that the fatty parts of his hands pound 
on the man’s heart. The man’s hands flap pathetically in Reginald’s face, but after a third 
pounding, they fall limp to the ground. Reginald continues anyway. Arms extended, elbows 
locked, he pounds the man’s heart. 

He pounds the man’s heart. 
He pounds the man’s heart, then scrambles to the side of him, and he hears himself 

whispering come on, come on. Or perhaps he’s shouting it. It’s not clear. Trying to remember 
what to do, he tilts the man’s head back to open his mouth and (hopefully) his air passage. He 
then makes a seal between their two mouths and exhales deeply into the body—life for life. One. 
Two. Three breaths. Now back to the chest. Come on, come on. Arms extended, elbows locked, 
and compression, compression, compression. He fears that the trauma will fracture the man’s 
ribcage, but then again, this is what they tell you may happen, if you’re doing it right. He pounds 
the man’s heart. 

Reginald now feels a sense of panic, of desperation. It doesn’t make logical sense, of 
course: surely there are other people around somewhere… but given the surrealism of the 
moment, the thought crosses Reginald’s mind that if he fails to save his patient, he shall be alone 
forever. Come on, come on. A seal between their mouths. Life for life. One. Two. Three. COME 
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ON, COME ON. Arms extended, elbows, locked, compression, compression, compression. 
COME ON! COME ON! 

Now quite clearly, he shouts: “Come on, brother! Come ON!” 
His last syllable is in time with his last compression, and a muffled snap sounds from 

within the man’s jacket as his ribcage does indeed give way. But this was not the surprise. In the 
moment of compression, in the moment of his guttural cry, Reginald feels a surge of power flow 
through him—no, not through him; that’s not quite right. It comes from him, from his stomach, 
for lack of a more specific origination point, and channels through his arms. At the point of 
contact between his palms and the other man’s chest, the briefest flash of blue, electrical light 
shone, and now the man sits bolt upright in a start, gurgling some shocked and unintelligible 
noise. In that same moment, his training and instincts have been simultaneously jump-started, 
and probably without even being aware of the movement himself, he has drawn his service pistol 
and has it pressed against Reginald’s throat. His eyes dart frantically between the scene around 
them and between Reginald’s calm gaze. His breathing is rapid now, but still raspy. 

Now it is the moment of their shared understanding, when their gazes meet and bask in 
the glow of that pregnant peace. The man’s disorientation seems to be burning off, and as for that 
other moment? Reginald’s… fancy? That fleeting thought that he might stab this man to death 
rather than save his one potential friend in the world…? Clearly, that’s not what happened, he 
tells himself. I saved this man, he tells himself. He doesn’t even know why he had imagined that 
other thing. He feels compelled to check that his fighting knife is still safely sheathed, but he 
doesn’t move, lest he scare the other man with the wrong idea. Instead, he just says, “hey.” 

The German pilot looks at him. 
“It’s just you and me,” Reginald says, not even sure if the man understands English, but 

having faith in that tones of voice and circumstances communicate more than words do anyway. 
After a moment, and another survey of their environment, the man nods and carefully 

holsters his weapon. 
This is when the rain begins. It starts with a thunderclap, and both men look to the sky. 

The stranger seems unmoved by the dark cover of clouds, having only just now awoken to it, but 
Reginald is confused by the sudden inclement weather. It was sunny as a California June only 
minutes ago. Both men scan the nearby cliff sides for some measure of shelter, and Reginald 
helps the other man to his feet. Now the downpour. Preceded by nothing so much as “warning 
shots,” the rain comes down suddenly and heavily across the expanse of the beach, possibly all 
of France, and maybe even the world. The droplets are thick and black, less like water and more 
like oil or tar, as if outer space itself had melted into a hot magma and burned its way through the 
atmosphere, now leaking onto the surface below. The droplets hurt when they strike the men, not 
merely because of their weight and rate of decent, but because they bring with them a burning, 
stinging quality. The rain is acidic, toxic. They have no time to question why. They must only 
find cover quickly. 

The stranger, simultaneously leaning on Reginald’s arm and tugging on it to gain his 
attention, points in a given direction of the cliffs. Reginald surmises that the man is familiar with 
the geography here, it being German-occupied France after all, and he nods in agreement. Both 
men exaggerate their body language so as to be understood and seen by the other, as they squint 
to protect their eyes from the stinging rain. They move in the chosen direction, walking abreast 
with their inner arms locked for support. It’s slow going. The German man is still weak and 
having trouble breathing; their footing is uncertain on the now slick pebbles. They both use their 
free arms to hold their leather coats over their heads, but the coats, and their clothing in general, 
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begin to smoke and burn through from the exposure. They quick-step as best as they can manage, 
coming hurriedly to a small grotto—the tiny sanctuary the German man seems to have noticed or 
already known was there. 

Now under cover, but with nowhere to go until the rain stops, the two men settle onto the 
rocky ground. Reginald sits; his new friend rather slumps, leaning against the backside of the 
grotto. They sit in silence and relief for a moment, catching their breath and rubbing those areas 
of skin that were stung by the rain. Outside the tiny cave, the torrent makes a black curtain 
sealing them in, and the pebbled shore takes on the appearance of a modern pavement. After a 
moment, Reginald turns to the other man. 

“You all right?” he asks, again hoping his meaning is understood. The man nods, still 
short of breath. Reginald says, “So… truce?” and then, searching his mind for some equivalent 
word in German, he adds: “Frieden?” 

“Ja, ja…” the man says, nodding again. “Of course. …And I speak English, if it helps.” 
“Yes, it helps a lot,” Reginald says, relieved. “Thanks.” The man’s English is clear, if 

with a bit of an accent, but even that simple phrase is more fluency than Reginald has in German 
on his best day. 

“So,” says Reginald. “…Where do we begin?” 
“Perhaps we should begin with a cigarette, eh?” the man says, and it is possibly the best 

idea Reginald has heard in his entire life. The man fumbles with some things in his pocket in 
order to procure a small silver cigarette case. He opens it and offers the first pull to Reginald, 
who notices a photograph of another man tucked into the case as well. The man in the photo 
appears clean-cut and very Nordic, as one sort of expects German men to look. He looks older 
than Reginald but not so old as Reginald’s host. The photo itself is worn, but whether this is age 
or abuse is hard to determine, and he cannot know if the photo is recent. He takes a cigarette 
from the case. 

“Thanks,” he says. 
“I hope you don’t mind German?” 
“No, I don’t mind,” says Reginald, letting his host light his cigarette for him. “I think it’s 

all the same, essentially. Don’t you?” 
The man smiles, and says, “Ja.” He draws on his own cigarette and coughs violently at 

first, but forces himself through the suffering, managing a kind of noxious equilibrium between 
shallow breaths and shallow drafts. 

They sit and smoke in silence for almost the whole first cigarette. 
“I’m Reginald,” he offers. 
“Reginald,” the man repeats. “Gut. And sometimes you are called ‘Reggie’?” 
“Not for long,” he says, and the two men understand each other, but it is amicable. 

“Sometimes my friends call me Red.” 
“Very good, Red. Rot. I am called Ernst.” 
“And sometimes you are called ‘Ernie’?” Red teases. Ernst laughs. 
“No, I don’t think so… We Nazis are much too serious.” He smirks. “…Are you English 

or American? I cannot hear your accent.” 
“American. California.” 
“So you are here because of the Japanese?” 
“No. I’m here because of you guys. I was already in England in ’39.” 
“Why did you leave America?” 
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Reginald thinks on this for a moment. His father’s hair lay in a whorl on his balding head. 
It is surprising how a good knife can penetrate bone as well. But there is his father on the 
platform. Turning his back on the train. 

“I don’t know,” says Reginald. “Running away from my father, I suppose. I tried to go to 
school. Far away. He and I… disagreed on things. …What about you? Following in your father’s 
footsteps? Fighting the Great War still?” 

“No. My father was a farmer. He cared nothing for politics. I think he loved a French 
woman once. Before my mother. And I think he met Bismarck when he was younger, but I’m not 
sure. He didn’t talk about such things. He did not survive to see the Third Reich. He would’ve 
been… displeased. …Men and their fathers, eh?” 

Reginald nodded. “Men and their fathers.” And being deprived of anything to drink for 
this impromptu toast, they lit another cigarette, each off the first. 

“Well, Ernst, do you have any idea what the hell is happening to us now?” 
Ernst looks around the small, shallow cave, and Reginald detects a sad look which befalls 

the man, as one who has returned to the home of his childhood, seeing all his fond memories 
now as ghosts. The moment is broken by a fit of coughing. Then he responds, “I am sorry to 
say… I believe I do. And I believe it has everything to do with that weapon the Führer ordered 
to be built.” 

“Yeah, what the hell was that thing!? And how did you guys get it ready so fast? Spies? 
How did you know we were coming?” 

“I can tell you,” Ernst says. “I have much knowledge many men do not on account of my 
rank. But you won’t believe me. …I didn’t believe it myself. Not until today. Not until just now. 
They call it the Schlieffen Device. They told us: during the First War, they found a man here in 
France. In Dieppe. A dead man. A German. But his uniform… not quite right, you see. Emblems 
they did not recognize. And he had, eh… ‘intelligence,’ as you say, ja? Paperwork. All the dates 
were wrong. It said 1942, ’41, and so on, but it was only 1917. And he had information. Detailed 
information about an attack—your attack, you see. And information that made the Reichstag 
believe that they could… that they could, break time. I know, it seems ridiculous. But that’s what 
they believed. And they were already playing with atoms and this kind of thing. It’s insane. 
…Anyway, you see. They’ve been planning for this attack for the last twenty-five years. And the 
Führer ordered that device to be built. He knew it would be a critical moment, and that they 
could use it to their advantage. Maybe they could win the war. Maybe they thought they could 
change the First War, change Versailles, you know? I don’t know. But they named the machine 
after the man they found in France. …Mein got, what have we done?” 

Reginald absorbs this. When I think of him in this moment, I think it is like radiation. 
“So, we’ve… we’ve moved?” he says. “We were shot… through time? Is that what 

you’re saying?” 
“Is it so hard to believe?” asks Ernst. “You saw the device. You must have seen the sky 

from your plane. How it was opened. I saw it. And you must have seen the… the creature. No? A 
giant. Like a planet. We have broken the world, my dear Reginald. Red. Finally broken it. …And 
you are broken, too, it would seem.” 

“What do you mean?” 
“You don’t remember? Not so long ago, you electrocuted me. With your hands. Thank 

you, by the way. I should have said that before, but for a moment I thought you were trying to 
stab me to death.” 
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Reginald pauses, staring out at the black rain still flowing down the pebbles into the sea. 
The Channel is beginning to look as though a ship has been sunk there in the shallow water and 
is letting its oil like the blood of a whale skinning the surface. Now he does check for his knife, 
and there it is: safely tucked away and clean of any blood or other horrible matter. “Yeah…” he 
mutters. “I guess… I think I thought I was, at first.” 

The rain subsides a bit, though not completely, and Ernst suffers another coughing fit. He 
opens the cigarette case, and at first, Red thinks he will light a third and wonders whether that is 
such a good idea, or whether it even matters at this point. But then it seems that Ernst is not so 
interested in the cigarettes as in the photograph therein. He stares long upon it. 

“Who is he?” asks Red. “Your father?” 
“No,” says Ernst. “No. He is… well, what you might say in English… boyfriend?” 
“Oh,” Red says, understanding. “I’m surprised you’re admitting that to me.” 
“Ja, I am sure you do not approve, but I don’t care.” 
“No—hey, listen,” Red protests. “It’s not like that. I just mean, why would you tell me? 

Come to think of it, why would you tell me any of this? Not that I don’t appreciate it, and having 
someone to talk to and all, but…” 

“It doesn’t matter. I am going to die here.” 
“Don’t think like that. The rain is letting up. We’ll find a hospital or a doctor in the 

village.” 
Ernst waves a hand at Red, dismissively. He closes the cigarette case and replaces it to 

his breast pocket, clasping his hand over his heart and staring up at the ceiling of the cave. Red 
thinks on what to say to him. 

“Hey, Ernst,” he tries. “Look, if it makes you feel any better… I mean, regarding your 
boyfriend: …Me, too. You know?” 

Ernst stares at Red. “This is true?” 
“Yeah, hand to God,” Red says, and makes something resembling a Boy Scout sign or a 

Catholic Cross or sign language over his heart. “It’s true.” And it is true. “I mean, I don’t have 
anybody waiting for me at home or anything like that right now. It’s just, well… remember I said 
my father and I disagreed on things? That was a big disagreement.” 

Ernst nods in deep approval and understanding. Outside, the rain pitter-patters in its final 
throes. Ernst coughs again, now more violently than any of his previous spells. Regaining 
himself, he says, “So, Reginald. Red. You and I… we are… Verwachsung.” And then, 
recognizing Red’s confused look, he elaborates: “I don’t know the English word. My father 
taught me this in the fields. It is when two branches or maybe two separate trees come near 
enough to each other and they grow together. Two paths become one, ja? It happens mostly if 
they are the same kind of tree. Sometimes, the two trees split again, but there is this place now, 
like a… a juncture. ⎯No, that’s not the right word. …Joint. A joint. In that place, both things 
are true. So we are like this. You from California, me from Württemberg. Enemies planted in 
different fields. But we are the same kind of tree. In this place. We join together and learn we are 
brothers. Both things are true. And soon you will go on, and I will die.” 

“Stop it,” Red insists. You’re not going to die today. If you’re right, and everything 
you’ve told me is true, the war is over. Even now the rain is almost done. Let’s get outta here. 
Get you home to your boyfriend. What’s his name?” 

Ernst is shaking is head, muttering “Nein, Nein, Nein... You still don’t understand, my 
friend. His name is Heinrich, but it doesn’t matter. He’s only a child now, you see? There’s no 
battle up there—not because the war is over. Because it hasn’t even begun yet. Or hasn’t begun 
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again anyway. They called it the Schlieffen Device. They named it after the man they found 
here. That’s my name. It’s me. I am Ernst Schlieffen.” He laughs cynically now, the sound 
contaminated by coughing and the gurgle of liquid in his lungs. “All this time…” he muses. “All 
this time I thought it was… a coincidence, you know? Perhaps a relative or a distant cousin or 
something like that. We used to have a great uncle Alfred Schlieffen in the cavalry once. I never 
thought anything of it.” 

Outside, the rain is ended. The sun shines bright, refracting off the oil-coated beach in a 
million tiny rainbows. 

“Do you want to know the worst thing?” Ernst asks, staring at the grotto floor now. “I 
haven’t flown in years. They gave me this mission. I didn’t ask why. When the Führer gives you 
an order, you don’t ask why. …Got… They’ve been setting me up for decades.” His body and 
his gaze go limp. 

Now machine gun fire again. Not the frenzied din of a battle—and Red is relieved that 
the entire invasion has not, in fact, suddenly reappeared and crushed them—but a few individual 
bursts, fired in warning. A shout from outside the grotto, but in German. Red does not 
understand the words, but as it happens, tones of voice and circumstances tend to communicate 
more than words do anyway. Red and Ernst are meant to acquiesce. 

Red turns to face the newcomers, and there on the beach he beholds three men, garbed in 
full hazmat suits. They are armed with machine guns and approaching the grotto, their boots 
tracking in the thick sludge on the ground, and one of them continues to shout muffled 
commands from behind his hideous gas-mask face. 

Red means to explain: to help them understand that things are not as simple as they might 
seem, and that despite everything, we are not “enemies.” But the best he can manage is, “Bitte! 
Frieden!” Please. Peace. And it is a sad thing about people that they will sooner trust in the 
notion of “enemy” than they will of “please” or of “peace.” So it is that when Red stands and 
turns to face his fellows and outstretches his arms and open palms in a gesture of pacification, 
they perceive this to be an attack, and one of the men fires into the grotto. A short burst only, and 
nothing seems to have struck Red, but the groan from below and behind him announces the 
worst. He twists to look upon Ernst, and sees the man has taken into him the bulk of the spray. 
Blood lets from a number of holes in his jacket and body. His head slumps, his hands lay useless 
at his sides. For a moment, Red is uncertain whether his friend Ernst has just been shot or 
stabbed to death. Confused and angry. Both things are true. 

There is a version of Reginald who murders the three soldiers. He whirls back to face 
them, arms extended, elbows locked, palms open, and a surge of power flows through him—
from him, in fact, from his core. It channels through his arms and erupts from his open palms as a 
coursing stream of blue, electrical light. The power fires across the distance between them in an 
instant, its blue light reflecting off the slate below, and ultimately reaching the three men. It 
engulfs them, and they seize and convulse, and the glass lenses of their gas masks fog from 
within, then crack. In a moment they are dead, but the energy still flows forth from Red until 
they smoke and catch fire. There is a version of Reginald who courses electricity from his body. 
That version is this version. 

All of this, and a blinding white light, like a flash-bulb popping, and then the sound of the 
waves lapping against the pebbled shore.  

In a week’s time, a German detachment comes by this place. They do not find any 
version of Reginald, who does not exist in this moment. They do find the bodies of three of their 
comrades, burned to death inside their hazmat suits and laying there in the ashen-smudged 
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pebbles. Upon further investigation, they locate, in a small grotto in the cliff, the body of another 
man: shot to death. A German officer it would seem, but with clothes and insignias they don’t 
quite recognize, and with an attaché filled with paperwork that doesn’t make any logical sense. 
But most peculiar of all, as they continue their search, they discover a fifth man, a man laying 
some distance away from the rest of the scene. Much of his clothing and flesh have been eaten 
away by the strange rain and by the creatures who’ve come to feast in the interim, but based on 
the remnants of the man and his possessions, and based on the following autopsy report by the 
German high command, this man has been stabbed to death, through the chest, several times. 
Moreover, he is the same man as the other man. Their name is Schlieffen. Both things are true. 


