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“Raising disturbing questions about America’s involvement in Vietnam and what the American government was willing to overlook in order to compete with the Soviets in the exploration of space, Ave Antonina effectively brings back the days when the Vietnam War and the race to be the first nation to set foot on the moon competed for the headlines.”

—Chris Helvey, Editor in Chief, Trajectory Journal and author of Snapshot.
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“MICHAEL JENNINGS’ NEW novel Ave Antonina adds a new, dramatic dimension to the chilling facts of the welcome our government extended to Nazi scientists after World War II, despite evidence that some of them were complicit in war crimes.”

—Linda Hunt, winner of the 1985 Investigative Reporters and Editors Award

and author of Secret Agenda (St. Martin’s Press, 1991).
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“Ave Antonina is thought-provoking, insightful, and entertaining, an original novel that is sure to satisfy readers on many levels.”

—Michael Embry, author of New Horizons, the third book in the John Ross Boomer Lit series.
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“MIKE JENNINGS HAS WRITTEN a narrative colorful with descriptions of place, from the southern countryside to life in the low ranks of the military in Vietnam, as well as filling it with quirky and deep-thinking personalities. Ave Antonina gives you characters you like spending time with, as they do things that will keep you guessing, and thinking.”

—Paul Wesslund, retired in 2015

after 20 years as editor of 

Kentucky Living magazine.
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This book is dedicated to Miroslawa Perham, Polish partisan. In the darkness of a Nazi prison, she sang to a doomed Jewish child named Joanna.
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The following terms were commonly understood among American military members during the Vietnam War:


Arvin - Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN).



Cadre - A Viet Cong squad leader. Americans often applied the term to any Viet Cong combatant.



di di mau - Scram; beat it.



JAG - Judge Advocate General. The JAG Corps is the branch of the military concerned with justice and law.





LCI - Seagoing amphibious assault ship used to land infantry directly onto beaches.




LST - Ocean-going ship capable of shore-to-shore delivery of heavy military equipment.



NVA - North Vietnamese Army.



ROK - Used by Americans to refer to their South Korean allies during the Vietnam War. The Republic of Korea (ROK) sent more than 300,000 troops to South Vietnam between 1964 and 1973.



TDY – Temporary Duty



Veenaf - Republic of Vietnam Air Force, also known as the Vietnam Air Force (VNAF).
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Ave atque vale
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—Catullus
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One
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It would always be late afternoon, the shadow of the long main classroom building would already have engulfed the bare, rusted frame of Major Duong’s Citroen, when the new recruits came slithering down the street from the academy’s main gate and Lieutenant Pham ran out of his office to kick them. The Vietnamese drill sergeants made the recruits crawl on their stomachs the half-mile from the gate to the recruit barracks. The sergeants would kick only the laggards, but if Pham was in his office when they crawled past, he would kick the first recruit he came upon outside his office door. His pale, delicate face impassive, wearing a crush cap and wraparound sunglasses and sometimes, in cooler weather, a blue silk scarf carefully puffed to fill the opening at his collar, he would stroll along the crawling line, picking out other recruits to kick in the ribs or stomach. If they were crawling too high on their knees and elbows, he would kick them in the groin. The recruits still wore their civilian clothes. By the time they had crawled as far as the language school, most of them appeared to be in shock. Rarely did they cry out or alter the pace of their crawling when they were kicked. The drill sergeants kicked the recruits with a purely perfunctory though pyrotechnic show of rage. Pham packed far greater force into his choppy and wordlessly delivered kicks. Often he would spin an undersized body halfway around in the street. Peter Dandridge would watch this from the doorway of his classroom if, as often happened, the recruits crawled by during the final break of the school day. Peter could never, except for the ones who were kicked in the groin, tell why Pham chose to kick one recruit rather than another.

Like the other Army and Air Force enlisted men who taught at the language school, Peter had learned to choke down his anger at Pham’s attacks on recruits. Once, it had flashed across Peter’s mind that all of them, himself included, had made the kind of collective agreement that German civilians must once have made to neither see the hands that reached from cracked doors of rumbling boxcars nor smell the wind-borne fumes of burning flesh. But then he told himself, No, that’s ridiculous. What Pham dishes out is just a notch up from the split lip I got in basic training. Well, maybe two notches up. But it’s not Dachau.

Then Rabinowitz showed up. Rabinowitz told Peter he’d volunteered for duty in Vietnam after enlisting in an Army Reserve unit in New York. He could stay home, finish law school, but he’d picked English training at Nha Cat, part of the air academy there. Vietnamese airmen in ranks up to field-grade officers were supposed to absorb enough English at the language school to fit them for training in the States, whether as ground crewmen or pilots or squadron commanders. Rabinowitz didn’t bother to explain why an Army reservist should be able to pluck at will such a plum assignment. He didn’t explain, either, why he felt unbound by rules that applied to other enlisted men, such as wearing a helmet and loading his weapon when he pulled guard duty, or saluting junior officers even if their personal worth wasn’t, to his eye, readily apparent.

It took Rabinowitz less than two weeks after setting foot in the school to fall into a show of rage at Pham each time a fresh batch of recruits came crawling down the street from the gate. That made it impossible for Peter to keep his own anger switched off.

“You precious bastard!” Rabinowitz would scream, his cap off, slamming his eraser against the side of the classroom building three doors up from Peter. There was no mistaking his genuine anger—a muscle in his jaw would twitch furiously—but it struck Peter that there was something controlled, even staged about it.

Sometimes Pham would glance back at Rabinowitz. Still there would be no expression on Pham’s pale, childishly smooth face. “Yes it’s you I’m talking to, you son of a bitch!” Rabinowitz would yell, charging out onto the curried dirt in front of the building and shaking his fist. “Come on. Come on up here. I’ll yank that sweet scarfy-poo through your ears, you hear me, you half-pint of rancid ant piss!”

Pham would not answer. His blank expression would grow more poised in a way that was not quite a smile. Finally he would lift his delicate chin and lower it, once, sharply, in what seemed a kind of salute. Then he would go back to kicking the recruits. When the bell for the last period sounded, Rabinowitz would go back inside with his students, but he would go on cursing Pham through the open doorway.

The more time Peter spent around Rabinowitz, the more certain he felt that Rabby had sought a posting to the war—if duty at the language school even deserved to be called that—precisely so he could engage in the kind of role-play for which Pham seemed the perfect foil. Apart from that afternoon hour when new recruits crawled down the blistering-hot asphalt street from the gate and the few other times when he found an excuse to mimic a Jersey-born street tough, Rabby acted and sounded like what Peter had concluded he was: a son of privilege—privilege no doubt hard-won, but not won by him—who was primed for entry to his father’s Manhattan law firm. In Rabby’s telling, having received his Princeton degree, he swiftly saw his draft eligibility reduced to a minor inconvenience, thanks to the presence among the Harlowe & Rabinowitz lawyers of an Army Reserve colonel who had no difficulty finding a place in his unit for the managing partner’s son. By cutting a delayed enlistment deal, Rabby was able to get in a full year of law school before he was sworn in.

“Princeton for that too, huh?” Peter said. Rabinowitz merely pursed his lips—an attempt, Peter assumed, to stifle a smile.

As he enumerated for Peter the charmed steppingstones that had been placed before him one after another at his request, Rabby actually used the word “wangled,” as if orders for Vietnam were a prize to be sought. Rabby described all of this to Peter with a smiling offhandedness that communicated this was simply the way things worked in his sector of the world. Peter only half-listened to the details, but he heard with painful clarity that Rabinowitz didn’t have to be in Vietnam, and that he was unlikely to find his subsequent career blemished by his having been there. Rabby could afford to treat his time at the war—assuming he stayed out of the actual line of fire—as a lark. The more Peter reflected on how much his own case, with its tortuous turns of bad choices and blind luck, differed from what seemed the smooth trajectory Rabinowitz was destined to follow through and beyond this war, the more resentment he felt. Which posed a problem, because along with resenting Rabinowitz, Peter had never felt so powerfully drawn to anyone apart from his parents and Stephanie Ames, the woman he had loved since the day she drew blood from his throbbing knee. In Rabby’s case, what he felt was not liking, exactly, or not only that. Rather, it was an instinct that the better he understood Rabby’s story, the better he might understand his own.

~ * ~
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MAJOR DUONG COMPLAINED several times to Colonel Jesperson about Rabby’s screaming at Pham. The first time, when Peter saw Rabinowitz coming back from Jesperson’s office, he grabbed his rifle and skipped out of the classroom. The sweat and chalk dust dappling Rabinowitz’s uniform and the way he plodded with his head slung forward and his shoulders rolling called to Peter’s mind the incongruous image of an aging leopard.

“What’d he say, Rabby?”

Rabinowitz toiled on. He was still new in-country then, and walking in the heat seemed to cost him enormous effort. “Healthy American response my ass,” he panted. “What he tells every calf-faced PFC who catches clap.” That was all Peter could get out of him.

The following week a new batch of recruits came in and, even though it wasn’t break period, Rabinowitz ran out of his classroom to yell at Pham. When Rabby got back from Jesperson’s office that time, he told Peter that all the colonel had asked of him was a promise he wouldn’t interrupt class again.

Peter fully expected to hear next of something beyond a complaint, such as Rabby’s sudden dismissal from the staff, an Article 15 slapped on his record and his sudden departure for the States. Peter had expected something on that scale after Pham brought barbed wire into play. When Pham did that, as Peter came to realize, he touched depths of anguish and hostility in Rabinowitz that neither Pham nor anyone else could have suspected were there. That wasn’t clear at the time, though. What was immediately clear was that Rabinowitz had deepened the cause for hostility on Pham’s side. He had done that by humiliating Pham in front of recruits, students, Vietnamese NCOs and American instructors alike. He had done it almost offhandedly, with a show of calm wholly unlike his previous fits of rage.

Nothing, as Peter understood in time, could have more deeply wounded a puffed-up martinet like Pham or made him want to inflict a still deeper wound on his adversary. But by the time Peter understood all that, it was too late to cut short the risk it would lead to something deadly.

As far as Peter could ever tell, Rabby didn’t fret about or even care about Duong’s complaints to Jesperson. Colonel Jesperson was a lank Arizonan whose eyes were the color of bleached jean cloth, and whose voice sounded like something worn down to bare gray boards in a dust storm. He liked to sit in front of his villa in the evenings under a mosquito net supported by an igloo tent frame, and there to write, on ruled yellow paper with a collection of pencil stubs he kept sandwiched in a legal pad binder, letters to his wife.
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Two
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The first time Pham appeared in the doorway of Peter’s classroom and called out the names of three students, Peter had not asked his authority or his reason. One of the students whose names Pham called had come to class that morning shivering with malaria. Peter assumed this porcelain-faced lieutenant with wraparound sunglasses was taking them to sick call.

After the three boys left with Pham, the other students clicked their tongues and muttered in Vietnamese. One of them, a young warrant officer who had instigated and won an arm-wrestling contest during the break between the first two class periods, jabbered something angrily and chopped the air with his hand, as if he were delivering karate blows.

The older man who sat next to the one who had lost his temper smiled at Peter. “Sir, that man who takes them, he is a very bad officer.”

“Why bad?” Peter said.

“He takes them for punish.”

“What? Why? What is it they’ve done?”

“You no know Lieutenant Pham?”

The young warrant officer told Peter the student with chills had been written up because he arrived late at morning muster. Once the older man had briefed him on Pham’s official and functional roles—administrative factotum and petty sadist—Peter left the classroom. His rifle stock pummeling his hip, two clips of ammunition clattering in a pocket of his fatigue blouse, he ran down the row of classroom buildings and past the student barracks to the ditch.

There were about a dozen students arched over a shallow ditch beside the embankment of a narrow-gauge flight line service railway. The students’ feet were braced halfway up the sand embankment. Their rear ends stuck high in the air and their weight was thrown forward onto their hands. The shadow of the embankment reached as far as their waists. The sun beat down on their backs and bare heads. Their caps were lined up on the ground in front of them. Peter saw that the idea of the ditch was to allow them no inconspicuous way to rest. The only alternative to remaining arched over the ditch was to fall into it.

Lieutenant Pham was standing in the shade of the last building in the row of student barracks. He held his clipboard at an upward slant from his chest, and he lifted a page and read the page under it. When one student lowered himself onto his elbows, Pham looked up and, shouting, took several steps forward into the sun. For an instant, the student turned his flushed, frightened face toward Pham. Then he raised himself, tremblingly, onto his hands. Peter saw that it was the boy who had come to class that morning shaking with a malaria chill.

“Duc, get up from there,” Peter said. When Duc did not answer or move, Peter’s rising and unfocused anger fastened on the boy. “For Christ’s sake,” Peter said. Stooping, he placed one hand under the boy’s stomach and the other hand under his chest, and hoisted him forward over the ditch. The boy spun his legs helplessly until his big chukka boots found purchase in the sand across the ditch. As he was lifting the boy, Peter’s rifle slipped from his shoulder and dangled by its strap from his elbow. Peter cursed the weapon and hurled it free onto the sand. The boy babbled something high and despairing in Vietnamese as Peter forced him to stand. “Yeah, that’s right,” Peter muttered through his clenched teeth. “My grandma could spit over the corn crib too.”

Then he saw Pham running forward from the barracks. Pham ran in a mincing way that did not jostle his crush cap or his sunglasses. “Ho! You!” Pham called, pointing with the clipboard. “You do not have here this your business. I am officer here.”

“Who in hell do you think you are?” Peter bawled. “You don’t pull a sick kid out of my class! Not to take him to your goddamned ditch, not for anything!”

Pham smiled a small, thin-lipped smile. “I am officer here,” he said, tapping the edge of his clipboard lightly against his chest. “You no want my coming in your class? Very good. I come for finding your students in the morning when they do not yet leave their barracks. Then they do not have still two hours of learn English before they report for be punished. Then maybe they do not pass their test. Then they must go for infantry. Oh, tsk tsk,” Pham said, shaking his head and smiling. “That is too bad.”

“Cut it any way you want,” Peter said. His mouth was filled with the stale, brassy taste of spent rage. “Just stay the hell out of my classroom. And don’t you take any kid that’s as sick as Duc to your damned ditch, not from my class. Comprends?”

Peter picked up his rifle. Sand had gotten into the ventilator holes along the top of the casing and he shook it out. Peter grabbed the boy’s wrist, and the bare flesh felt hotter than the rifle’s metal casing. “Let’s go, Duc,” he said.

It seemed to Peter later that—even before Pham said something incredibly fast and Duc yanked his arm free and stretched himself again over the ditch—he, Peter, had already known that was what was going to happen, and had already ceased to care.

~ * ~
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SO PETER HAD LEFT IT alone. He had slipped into the going rationale for leaving things alone: Let them do it their way; don’t interfere with the Vietnamese way of doing things. As though theft and petty brutality were as much mere matters of custom as the oddly touching, musical giggle they used to show polite attention, or the way combat veterans would stroll along the beach toward town on Sundays, holding hands like schoolgirls.

After all, what were his students to him, that he should risk on their account the short-time discharge that awaited him if he went home with his record clean? If Major Duong, on his way to the black market downtown, drove past the advisory team villas on Saturday mornings with cartons of contraband cigarettes and liquor stacked to the top of his decrepit Citroen’s rusted frame, what was that to Peter? What should any of it mean to him when, in a few more months, at a nearly diametrical point of the globe, he would walk into a room where a woman who held a yellow marker like a dart above a medical textbook would lift her eyes, and a slight smile would dent her New Hampshire stolidity. She would say to him something in keeping with that smile, and it would sweep away the memory of his student arched on trembling limbs over a ditch like a fan sweeping away the vapors of a chemistry experiment gone wrong.

He was too far gone at narcotizing himself with these thoughts to do more than mock and feebly admonish when Rabinowitz turned up at the language school and jumped on Pham’s case and stayed there. Peter could have refrained from the mockery if Rabinowitz had been a patent Jewish wild man, but Rabinowitz was no such thing. Rabby had that street-slangy brand of urban elitism that Peter knew just well enough to see past the swagger to the pride of caste. It had little to do with strident Jewish intellectualism, or with wealth, Peter felt. It was more like a cavalier’s pride in his family’s service to the crown, and his serene confidence that he would further that tradition.

And, with all of this, for Rabinowitz to transmogrify into a screaming Jewish goblin whenever a fresh batch of recruits came in and Pham ran out to kick them—that was what baffled Peter and unnerved him. For Rabinowitz, of all men—an Ivy League law degree within reach and a job in his father’s Manhattan law firm awaiting him—to risk all that he would go back to, all that mattered to him so rightly and so much, for the privilege of cursing a Vietnamese lieutenant, angered Peter as much as it troubled him. Where did Rabinowitz get the right to have it both ways?

Only once did Rabby seem to tip over some brink, and it was his abrupt, complete silence that signaled his plunge. It was on one of those evenings when recruits crawled in an ant line past Peter’s classroom. The drill sergeants were screaming at them as usual. Through his open window Peter heard the thumping of boot leather against clothed flesh, which meant the sergeants were kicking the laggards. Then he heard the sound of an approaching motor scooter. Turning, he saw through his window the trim little figure with the wraparound sunglasses park his scooter, then jog toward the street. Peter knew by then that Pham often left the academy for several hours during the day, but that if new recruits were due to arrive, Pham would hurry back in time to abuse them.

This time Pham carried a canvas bag by its sewn-on handles. Small metal stems stuck out of the top of the bag. Pham barked an order, and all motion in the street ceased. All Peter could hear was the recruits’ panting and Pham’s footsteps on the pavement. Then Pham ordered one of the recruits, who lay prone in front of Peter’s classroom window, to stand up. The kid, wearing a checked shirt that had come completely unbuttoned during his crawl from the gate, staggered to his feet. Pham extracted one of the strands of metal from the bag. It was a piece of barbed wire, about two feet long. Pham ordered the recruit to hold out his hands, and he wrapped the wire around the boy’s wrists. Then Pham took a quick step backward and, with the heel of his other foot, swept the recruit’s feet out from under him. The boy cried out as he fell on his elbows onto the pavement. Blood oozed from his wrists where the barbs cut into them.

Several of Peter’s students, including the young warrant officer who had earlier vented his anger at Pham, had left their desks and clustered behind him to look through the window. When Pham tripped the boy in the street, the warrant officer shouted what sounded to Peter like a threat, but Pham gave no sign of having heard it. Pham strolled toward the end of the line of prone recruits, looking them over with the casual air of a shopper eyeing a rack of produce, until he reached the one at the very end. He beckoned to one of the drill sergeants and handed the sergeant another two-foot length of barbed wire. Like many of the recruits, this one wore sandals. The sergeant stooped and wound the wire tightly around the recruit’s bare ankles.

“Good Christ!” Peter said through clenched teeth, and the students nearest him muttered “trời ơi!”—with, as he knew, the same meaning. “He’s just experimenting,” Peter said. “He’s testing out a new way to torment them.”

Then Peter saw Rabinowitz step from the door of his classroom. Unlike all the times he had raged at Pham’s abuse of recruits, Rabby said nothing. His lips drooped as if he were so completely immersed in thought that he had lost control of his facial muscles. He started toward Pham, plodding with his head slung forward and his big shoulders rolling and that faraway look on his face. He squinted a little as he crossed the sunlit gap between the shadows of two classroom buildings. Rabby carried nothing, not even his M-16, and Peter made a mental note to berate him for leaving his weapon in his classroom.

Lieutenant Pham had set the canvas bag on the ground behind him to watch the sergeant bind the recruit’s ankles with the barbed wire. When the sergeant had finished, he noticed Rabinowitz approaching. Pham turned around in time to see Rabinowitz pick up the bag of barbed wire by its handles. As far as Peter could tell, Rabby said nothing to Pham or the sergeant. He headed back toward his classroom at that steady pace, slump-shouldered and still appearing to have his thoughts fixed elsewhere. Pham shouted something short, sharp and a little shrill, like a puppy’s bark, but Rabby plodded on. Pham strode after him, fast enough to catch up quickly. Rabby stopped and looked down at the recruit whose wrists were bound with barbed wire. Then he glanced at Peter and the students in Peter’s classroom window. Then he began fumbling at the canvas bag.

“Excuse me, Private, I think you are making very big mistake,” Pham said.

“Nope,” Rabby said, shaking one length of wire to disentangle it from others in the bag.

“You have your business here teaching English,” Pham said, “You too much interfere of things not your business, I think.”

“Think again,” Rabby said, pulling the piece of barbed wire clear of the bag. He looked at it with a lip-curl of disgust, as if he’d picked up a snake.

“Okay, I think again,” Pham said in a rising voice. “And now I think very clear you interfere of things not your business!”

Pham reached for the bag. Rabby jerked it out of reach, held it behind him with one hand and took a step backward toward Peter’s classroom. With his other hand he waved the length of barbed wire like an absurdly wobbly fencing foil.

“Have—a—care,” Rabby said in a low voice.

With an impulse to laugh, Peter recognized in Rabby’s words a warning unlikely to be understood so far from an Ivy League fencing club. Keeping his eyes on Lieutenant Pham, Rabby reached the bag of barbed wire strands behind him until the bag bumped the wall below the window.

“Take them,” Rabby said, shaking the bag. “Share and share alike.”

The young warrant officer seized the bag, pulled it inside the window and held it open for the other students. There were about a dozen pieces of barbed wire still in the bag. Peter’s class included two air force captains and an army major, as well as the warrant officer and several enlisted men. The warrant officer waved two pieces of barbed wire through the open window and shouted furiously at Pham. After exchanging hesitant glances, several of the enlisted men took pieces of wire from the bag too. They giggled nervously as they waggled the lengths of wire from the window like children fishing with cane poles.

Pham pointed a finger at Rabinowitz and said something that Peter was unable to hear over the hotheaded warrant officer’s shouting. The major and the two captains spoke quietly among themselves inside the classroom door. Then the major, whose name was Hung, stepped outside and gave what sounded to Peter like a direct order. The sharp tone surprised Peter, because Major Hung had always been soft-spoken and deferential in class. Peter looked closely at the small, rigid figure facing Pham to make sure, from the single silver blossom on each epaulette and the hair graying at the temples, that it was in fact Hung.

From the tone, Peter understood the gist of what Major Hung and Lieutenant Pham said to each other. The young warrant officer filled in the gaps for him later. Hung said tying recruits’ hands and feet with barbed wire was a disgrace. Pham said he had his own separate chain of command, and no language student of any rank could intrude on it. Hung said chain of command be damned, the barbed wire had better come off those two recruits pronto.

A faint flush showed through the pale skin of Pham’s face. Then, saying nothing, he turned and walked quickly toward his office across the street. Major Hung ordered the Vietnamese sergeants to remove the barbed wire from the wrists and ankles of the two recruits, and he watched as they did it. Then Hung turned toward Rabinowitz and made a shallow bow. It was a soldier’s bow, with shoulders squared and head high. Rabby, though, didn’t even seem to see it. Once again, he appeared lost in thought.

“Damn, Rabby, can’t you thank the man?” Peter said. “He just might have saved your butt.”

“What?” Rabby said. He glanced at Peter, and it seemed to take a moment for his eyes to focus. “Oh, yes,” he said. He threw Major Hung a sloppy salute, and Hung, with a polite laugh, returned it.

“And listen up, Cyrano,” Peter said. “Never leave your weapon unattended, okay? You know, the rusted-up one you left back in your classroom?”

Rabinowitz, slouching toward his classroom door, waved one hand in acknowledgement. Then he stopped. “Pete, can you get rid of the barbed wire?” he said over his shoulder. “I mean, really get rid of it?”

“Rid of it?” Peter said. “Well, there’s a big trash bin by the orderly room, and I could throw these pieces in—”

“Not good enough,” Rabby said, still speaking over his shoulder with that faraway look. “Could you maybe bury it?”

“Huh? Well, yeah, but—”

“At least bury the pieces with blood on them, the ones he tied on those two kids.” Rabby said. “Be sure you bury those, okay? Bury those two pieces good and deep.”

“Yeah, I guess I could do that, Rabby. But, look, it’s just barbed wire. It’s not like there isn’t God’s plenty of that around.”

Rabby had still only half-turned, but for the first time since Rabby had set out to confiscate the bag of barbed wire, Peter could see the twitching in Rabby’s jaw that marked his fits of rage.

“It’s the intent, goddamn it!” Rabby said. “It’s the blood, and the intent! Just bury it, will you? It’s not like I’m asking you to do anything high-risk. God forbid I should ever ask that of you.”

Without waiting for an answer, Rabby headed on toward his classroom. It wasn’t until Rabby had disappeared through the door that it struck Peter that his own role in the spectacle he had just witnessed had been that of a timid scold.

“All right, I’ll bury it,” Peter muttered.

Peter borrowed an entrenching tool from the orderly room. After the 11 p.m. signoff on Armed Forces Radio, he left his villa with the strands of wire Rabby wanted buried. He picked a spot behind some scrub bushes, well away from the street, hoping no one would see him digging. “Good and deep,” he muttered as he drove the little spade into the sand. “This is just nuts.”

When he returned the spade next morning, he checked the guard duty roster and got the orderly room sergeant to switch him to the same shift Rabinowitz would pull the following week. Maybe I’ll learn something, Peter thought. Maybe it will do one or both of us some good.
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Three
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Only long afterward, after layers of self-deception had flaked away like cheap paint beneath the tropical sun, could Peter Dandridge see what that day’s comic-opera dance in the guard post had been about. Only then could he see what had drawn Rabby to a war he could have sidestepped with ease. Sketched out there, too, at least in dim outline, had been the truth about the two Antoninas. But so much had to happen before Peter could see that there were two Antoninas, and that Rabby’s need for both was absolute. Rabby had needed the tall, noble Antonina, gray-eyed like Athena, to lead the life he’d created for himself. He’d needed her because he had so little else to work with except loss and pain. And he’d needed the runtish, cunning, ferret-eyed Antonina—the one who could rescue or kill with the same cold indifference—so that he could live at all.

But at the time, there’d been no hint of any such revelation. It was a mid-day guard duty shift in a post with a corrugated steel roof, and Peter knew it would be like four hours in a Dutch oven. When he ducked through the entry of the guard post and looked up, he saw a foot-long gecko dangling from Rabby’s hand. Peter took an involuntary step backward, and his helmet clanged against a steel beam at the roof’s edge. Rabby’s  hand was clamped on the gecko’s back. The lizard, its splayed feet scrambling in air, yapped like an irate puppy.

“You just cannot, will not, leave well enough alone,” Peter muttered through clenched teeth.

Rabinowitz lifted the gecko higher. He held it at arm’s length between the tin roof and the sandbag parapet. That exposed the lizard to what such a nocturnal creature would want least: sunlight that beat down brutally on its exposed flesh.

Head cocked, Rabby contemplated the apricot-colored speckles on the gecko’s back. Then he slowly turned the animal until he was looking directly into its mouth. While both men stared wordlessly at the gecko, its frantic yaps were gradually drowned out by the cymbals and bizarre trumpet runs from a funeral procession that was coming, unseen beyond a classroom building, down the street from Nha Cat.

Finally Peter said, “For God’s sake, Rabby, throw it out. When those big geckos bite, they mean business.”

Rabinowitz gave no sign of having heard. His eyes softened and his lips curled in a smile both mocking and tender. He brought the gecko closer to his face, until its jaws, lined with tiny, needle-like teeth, gaped in front of his nose.

“Rescue,” he whispered. “Rescue is at hand.”

The gecko stopped thrashing. Its tongue looped slowly out and brushed the front of Rabby’s chalk-stained fatigue blouse. Rabby’s free hand moved toward the lizard’s tail, and Peter realized he meant to grasp it and swing the creature out toward the swirled razor wire staked to a row of metal poles between the guard post and the street.

“Don’t do that!” Peter said. “Just hold him where he is.”

Peter unslung his rifle from his shoulder and stuck the muzzle against a sandbag. He cocked the weapon, checked the breech to make sure it was clear and clicked the trigger. The racket of the trumpet and cymbals grew louder, and a stocky little sorrel horse drew a rattling wooden cart past a jagged-looking corner of the nearest classroom building. It had been a little over a year since minigun fire had chewed chunks from that building’s concrete wall. Peter felt a familiar twinge of dismay that he hadn’t been there when the Viet Cong forced their way into it and held it until the gunships and Korean infantry drove them out.

As the cart drew closer, Peter saw flaking gilt atop a casket in the cart’s bed. Four women wearing white áo dàis and white shawls walked behind the cart. Behind the women walked a half-dozen male mourners wearing white headbands, then a shuffling gaggle of other mourners, then the two men with the trumpet and cymbals. The procession was headed, Peter knew, toward the cemetery near the old French beachside villas where he and Rabinowitz and the other American instructors at the air academy were billeted.

Seems there’ve been a lot of funerals lately, Peter thought. Well, there’s a war on.

“Now hold him out over the sandbags, and let go when I say,” Peter said. He held the rifle by the muzzle and pressed its stock against the lizard’s back, beneath Rabby’s hand.

“What are you doing, Pete?” Rabby said. His voice quivered with annoyance.

“Simple act of propulsion, that’s all,” Peter said.

“You’ll get him over the wire, right? You’d better get him over the wire. With plenty of clearance. Understand?”

“Guaranteed, if you’ll just fucking do what I tell you,” Peter told him. “All right. Now!”

Rabby let go of the lizard’s tail and Peter swung the rifle. The slow arc of the gecko’s body in air seemed almost languorous despite the frantic scrambling of its feet. It landed on the earth beyond the concertina wire, danced a frenzied tarantella through its own dust and made off toward the classroom building.

The man with the cymbals lifted them above his head and hit them together half a dozen times. A smile of pleasure and relief spread across Rabby’s face.

“Exit lizard, stage left,” he said. “Lacking only—only that.”

Peter punched a sandbag in exasperation. “Lacking only you getting bitten for tormenting the damn thing,” he said.

“Why wouldn’t you let me give him the tail toss? I wouldn’t have thrown him into the wire, if you were worried about that.” Rabby paused, then laughed loudly, for what seemed to Peter an unnecessarily long time.

“No, Rabby, you wouldn’t have tossed him into the wire,” Peter said. “In fact, you wouldn’t have gotten him over the sandbags. You don’t know what lizards do when you pick them up by their tails, do you?”

Rabby eyed him archly. “Sure, he said. “They wag those appendages with great ferocity.”

“No, Rabby. The tail just pops off. It might squirm in your hand a few seconds, but the rest of the lizard would be scuttling around our feet, scared and mad as hell.”

“Oh, I see,” Rabby said. “Cityboy fuckup, then. I haven’t had much history with lizards. Little ones with blue tails—I’d catch a glimpse of those at summer camp in the Berkshires.”

“So, first opportunity, you just naturally pick up a foot-long gecko and hold it close enough to spit in your eye?” Peter said. “And what was that crap about rescue at hand?”

“That?” Rabby gave a single sharp bark of dismissive laughter. “I was just helping him steer clear of slothful habits. We’re teachers, right?”

Peter snorted. “Horseshit,” he said. “When you came in here five minutes ago, that gecko was hanging upside-down over in that corner, asleep, right? Just like he was every other time I’ve pulled guard duty in this post. That’s what geckos are supposed to do all day. All he needed from you was to be left alone.”

Rabinowitz took a clear plastic cigarette case and a book of paper matches from the broad cuff of a rolled-up sleeve. The way Rabby’s eyes moved in squinting takes between the task of lighting up and the funeral procession seemed to Peter curiously at odds with Rabby’s big-boned, homely face. Rabby’s rifle was still slung from his shoulder. Algae-colored rust coated the barrel.

“Hey, there’s another one in there,” Rabby said. “Looks like it’s just a box, though.”

As the cart rattled up the street, Peter could see a second casket through the crowd of mourners. It was painted bright red, but unlike the gilt-edged one, this one appeared to be made of plain boards, and it was oddly short and narrow for a coffin. As Peter was wondering what to make of this, a young male mourner near the rear of the procession caught sight of him and nudged another young man beside him. The two of them glowered at Peter and spoke briefly to each other. Then, weirdly, they both smiled at him, and they each raised two fingers in the peace sign. Peter saw that the one who had spotted him first had a thick white scar running diagonally from below his chin to his collarbone.

“Unless I miss my guess, that’s an ordnance crate,” Peter said. “I’ve seen them stacked outside the weapons depot on base. That’d be an awfully tight fit, unless it’s for a kid.”

“Maybe it’s just for ropes, right?” Rabby said. “I mean, to let the casket down?”

“Then why not just throw the ropes in the cart?” Peter said.

“Appearance’s sake,” Rabby said. “Presentation, presentation, you know?”

“Maybe those two dudes that cased us out could give us some answers,” Peter said. “Did you see the scar on that guy’s throat? How would you even get a scar like that?”

“From my limited knowledge of matters surgical,” Rabby said, “I’d rule out tracheotomy. Which I guess leaves either accident or hostile action.”

They watched the cart and the mourners until they passed out of sight around a bend in the street, leaving a faint caterwauling on the air. A wavelet of unease washed over Peter, then dissolved in distant ripples.

“Well, it’s not our business, is it?” he said lightly. “You know, Rabby, there are two kinds of short list you need to keep over here. One for the number of days till you rotate stateside, and one for the things you need to worry about till that day comes. As you tick off the days, you also cross items off that give-a-fuck list. Figuring out what’s inside that box in the cart—the body of a three-year old, or ropes, or tools, or bones, or whatever? That’s definitely off the list. A gecko taking his noontime nap? Off the list. And, listen: Lieutenant Pham? Nowhere on the list. Do you have any idea how much you owe that little gray-headed major for lacing into Pham, after you freaked out the way you did the other day? Pham just does things the Vietnamese way. Nothing you do is going to change that.”

Rabinowitz took a long, contemplative drag at his cigarette. He wore no helmet, and his fatigue cap perched high on his dark, knotted curls. Splotches of sweat and chalk dust dappled his fatigue blouse.

“Kicking recruits and making our kids spreadeagle over a ditch till they fall in it is the Auschwitz way,” he said. “And then trussing them up with barbed wire, and him in his spit-shined combat boots and wraparound shades and puffed-out little cravat. It’s almost like he wanted to underscore the SS likeness, you know? You bet I’ll go after him if he tries that again. Only next time I won’t just waggle a strip of wire in his face.”

“Spoken by the man who played tailback for the ghetto varsity on Kristallnacht,” Peter said. “A humanitarian icon. Come off it, Rabby. Think of it this way: Pham’s just something funny that happened to you once on the way from the Princeton locker room to the land of torts and swizzle sticks.”

Rabinowitz snorted cigarette smoke. He squinted at Peter. When he chose to take offense, Rabinowitz had a way of spreading out his mouth in a flat, sardonic line and then saying something very short and arrogant.

“Kristallnacht and ghetto varsity, huh?” he said. “Peter, if I were a man of your cultural background talking to a man of mine, I wouldn’t assume that works as a gag line.” He slid his thumb under the strap of his M-16 and threw the rifle against the sandbag wall. The butt struck the ground sharply, and a puff of chalk dust bloomed from the muzzle.

“Jesus F. Christ, Rabby!” Peter said. “Do you know how likely these tin cannons are to go off when you sling them around like that?”

Rabby peered at the street. “There’s our pard,” he said. The gecko waddled sluggishly past a pile of steaming garbage beyond the wire. It was searching, Peter knew, for some other dark corner where it could wait out the fierce daylight. Sort of like me, Peter thought. Sort of the way I’ve chosen to hang upside-down in a shadowed corner of this war.

“It can’t go off if I never load it,” Rabby said. “If I can get through this war without loading that thing more than once, I may ask for a tickertape parade through downtown Hackensack.”

Peter took the two full ammunition clips from a lower pocket of his fatigue blouse and laid them on the parapet. He fitted one clip into the breech of his rifle and slapped it home.

“Hey, Pete, you know about the soccer game we’ve got lined next Friday, right?” Rabby said. “You want to play? We’ve got two large jerseys still.”

“Can’t do it, Rabby,” he said. “My knee.”

“Why didn’t you get your fiancée to fix that for you?”

“Stephie’s not my fiancée. And she tried to make the only fix she could. She could’ve used her med school connections to make me draft-exempt. Silly me, I declined.”

“She waiting patiently for you back there? Bowl of buttered grits in one hand, gleaming scalpel in the other?”

“They don’t do grits in New Hampshire. She’s from there and intends to head back. Got a residency at Dartmouth’s hospital. And waiting patiently? That’s something else she doesn’t do.”

The guard post’s metal roof radiated heat, and Peter’s eyes started drifting shut. To fight off sleep, he spoke the first words that came into his head.

“So what’s it with you and barbed wire?” he said.

For a while Rabinowitz didn’t answer. Then he said: “Nothing. Empty theatrics. Forget it.”

“Well, I just thought, since you said you wouldn’t even toss a lizard into barbed wire, you must have some reason. Sounds like you must have had some bad experience with the stuff. Of course, you never had to track down a runaway cow and drive her back into fenced pasture, the way I did time and again.”

Rabby heaved a bored-sounding sigh. “Well, I could probably come up with some plausible story of early-life trauma, and you’d probably believe it,” he said. He chuckled briefly. “I’m gifted that way, you see. I mean, at stitching together narratives so airtight even I buy into them, while at the same time I recognize the artifice. Good advocacy requires that, you know? You have to put the best, most useful construction on facts, and deliver that version with conviction. Quite a different thing from lying. And I always had that talent. Not a boast. Simply a fact.”

“Damn it, Rabby!” Peter said. “All I asked was why barbed wire freaks you out, and you lecture me on your fitness to con juries.”

Rabinowitz slowly turned his head with what Peter took to be a lip-curl of disgust. “I will tell you bluntly, then, that I hate the stuff,” Rabby said. “Barbed wire, I mean. Always have, though Pham’s use of it on those recruits has, let’s say, heightened my visceral distaste for it. And for him.”

Rabby had not put a clip in his rifle. Smoking, resting his freckled forearms on the parapet, he clearly did not intend to, though standing orders for guard duty specified a loaded weapon and a helmet.

Peter looked down at the rust-flecked barrel of Rabby’s rifle. “Got a visceral distaste for cleaning your weapon too, looks like,” he said.

“I’ll clean and load it at the proper time.” Rabby’s voice sounded oddly strained.

“Charlie’s lousy at giving notice,” Peter said. “I think that’s why we went to war here. To teach him proper etiquette.”

“I’ll know when it’s time,” Rabby said. “Which it will be, I expect. Once.”

“You’ve got a sixth sense, huh?”

“I suppose you could call her a sixth sense.”

“Her? What’s that supposed to mean? You got a hotline to Hanoi Hannah? She updating you on VC battle plans?”

“I don’t relish the derogatory tone, Pete,” Rabby said evenly.

“Well, call us even then. Because, funny, I was just thinking how little I enjoyed digging a cat hole by the beach at midnight, just to give tainted barbed wire a fit resting place.”

Rabby sighed heavily, in what seemed to Peter a strenuous effort to sound offhand.

“Well, the name won’t mean a thing to you without the backstory,” Rabby said. “Lay off the slurs about the SS and Kristallnacht and I might fill you in sometime. Her name’s Antonina. Crucial figure in my family’s history. Perfect model of behavior in times of peril. Long dead herself, understand.”
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Peter liked to walk to the villa after the last class period. Sometimes he would stop at the Vietnamese soup kitchen inside the main gate of the training base. He would eat a bowl of soup at a corner table where he could see, through the screened window, the Vietnamese officers practicing karate outside the main gate. Atop the gate’s yellow columns perched two concrete entities that were supposed to represent eagles. Peter thought of them instead as obese stingrays.

A lieutenant who worked in the student dispensary came regularly into the café in the evenings. He had a warm, harried look about the eyes that Peter liked. His name was Lieutenant Thanh. Thanh would order soup and tea and a liqueur glass of rice wine for his dinner. Once he had been a medical student in Hue. Now he worked nights at a hospital in Nha Cat, where he often delivered babies. Sometimes Peter would sit for an hour with Lieutenant Thanh, drinking rice wine and watching the sunset turn the stingrays a bright, newborn pink and then a pale, asphyxial blue.

When the final bell marked the end of their shift in the guard post, Rabinowitz picked up his rifle and started in his slung-headed prowl toward the villa shuttle trucks parked inside the gate. Peter cleared his rifle, walked into the café and asked for a bowl of pho at the counter. He was gingerly lifting a mass of noodles and bean sprouts out of it with his chopsticks when Thanh came in.

“Ho, Dan’ridge!” Thanh called from the door.

Thanh brought his soup and his tea to the table, and then Peter learned that there was no getting away from Rabinowitz anymore.

“Your friend is for long time now making Major Duong very angry,” Thanh said.

“For sticking it to Pham? Well, that’s not exactly news.”

The small, steady, glistening eyes stayed fixed on Peter through the steam rising from Thanh’s soup.

“Your friend is a good man,” Thanh said. “I think so. Many of Vietnamese officer think so.”

Peter said nothing. He did not want to answer to anything that had to do with Rabinowitz. Beyond the stingrays, about a dozen young Vietnamese officers were warming up in white robes beside a big Quonset that had once been a hangar.

“Pham n’est pas populaire avec les autres officiers,” Thanh said. “He is—what you call?—have without ruth.”

“Ruth, huh?” Peter tried to rein in his annoyance. “My friend has a fair ration of her, all right. Trouble is he doesn’t know it. He thought he was just your average Princeton intramural football captain waiting to sandwich his brain between the covers of books with colorful titles like Civil Procedure.”

Peter still looked out the screen window. As the sun dipped behind the palms toward the bay, the violently flexing white robes appeared more and more untenanted. When finally Peter looked again at Thanh, he was surprised by the intensity in the small, luminous eyes. But apart from the eyes, Thanh’s harried look and with the schoolmarmish downward set to the corners of his mouth seemed the same as always.

“Your friend is a good man for me, many officers, all students,” Thanh said. “He is one American man is thinking here, this place, his students, Vietnam. Is not all of time thinking someplace else, wife, offspring, be happy, go to work, automobile.”

“That’s right,” Peter said. “Rabby is the only American this side of Montgomery Ward headquarters the inside of whose head is not a well-thumbed catalogue. He’s got some Ruth, all right. But he’s got a fair amount of Judith mixed in there too.”

Peter realized how small-minded it was of him to unload this toxic rant on this gentle man. Thanh sipped his tea, and his eyes stayed fixed on Peter’s.

“Oh, I come here too late, I think,” Thanh said. “Already time for me now to go to the hospital.”

“But your soup?” Peter said.

“Yes, but I must go. My hospital is close to the river, you know? Takes more time to go there now, because this time of day is lot of—how you say it?”

“Traffic,” Peter said.

“Yes, yes, a lot of traffic.”

Again Thanh’s dark eyes came to rest on Peter’s face. He’s measuring something, Peter thought. But what? How much he should trust me? How much I already trust him?

“One thing I think maybe you don’t know, Dan’ridge,” Thanh said. “I think maybe too your friend not know this. Pham is from the North. You know this already? No? All Vietnamese officers know this. You see Duong treating Pham in special way? You maybe see Jes-pah-sung is treating Pham in special way? You see Pham leave from academy sometime for three, four hours, and Duong and Jes-pah-sung say okay? You think they treating him special way because he is very good officer? You think they have other reason? I think so. Other Vietnamese officers think so. Maybe it will help your friend if he know we think this. Maybe you will tell him. Pham come here from Haiphong. Only two years in the South, and already very special officer.”

“Special in an unholy abundance of ways,” Peter said.

Thanh glanced at his wristwatch and his head jerked slightly. “Oh, I think now I will be late!” he said. He downed the last of his tea and stood abruptly.

Peter looked away toward the concrete stingrays. They had started to take on that blue cast he associated with stillbirth. He had gotten that notion from a story Thanh told him about delivering a stillborn baby at the hospital. The mother had wanted to bathe her dead baby, and Thanh had brought her a basin of warm water and a washcloth. Then Thanh had stood quietly aside, not watching her, while she bathed her baby and wept. Finally she had handed the basin back to him with the tiny corpse still in it.

Thanh turned in the open doorway of the soup kitchen.

“I think you will tell your friend this, yes, Dan’ridge?” he said. “Pham is from the North.”

“Well, we’ve all got to be from somewhere,” Peter said.
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When he thought of the gulf between his own world and the one that could produce a Rabinowitz, Peter could only shake his head and wonder how the two of them could even speak a common tongue. Given their difference, he wondered why he bothered to bicker with Rabby over the importance of steering a disaster-free course back to the lives they had put on hold. Peter had grown up in a tin-roofed farmhouse across a gravel road from a barn built of hand-hewn logs so immense that his mother would point to them with mock indignation when her small son questioned her tales of a vanished race of giants. As a child, Peter would often climb the stacked hay bales in the barn to read the inscription his maternal great-great-grandfather had carved on a rafter: W.H. Leinbach, May 1873.

Peter had grown up listening to his father and other men swap tales—most of them amusing and none involving bloodshed—about their experiences in World War II. He loved the story, told by the father of the twins who were his best childhood friends, of the weekly surveillance runs flown by a German pilot over an American weather station in Iceland. The German would wag his wings in warning to the weather station’s crewmen, who would dart under cover sufficient to protect them from the only ordnance the Nazi plane would ever deliver: a single brickbat. He loved his father’s story of swiping fresh-baked bread from a field kitchen, hiding it in his helmet and bringing it to a Polish refugee woman who was living with her children in a bombed-out building. His father said the woman would slice the bread wafer-thin and serve it as if it were cake. He even loved the way his father disclaimed credit for the Bronze Star that Peter, at age 10, had discovered inside his father’s big walnut desk in one of the cubicles behind the door that swung down on hinges and doubled as a writing surface. Whenever Peter asked him about the medal, his father had said it was simply a mistake, but that he valued it as a sign of his luck in coming through the war with nothing to deeply regret. Peter had assumed, without ever thinking much about it, that if there were ever a war for him to go to, he would go, and in it he would have the same sort of zany, goodhearted adventures as those his father and his friends’ father had described, and he would bring home the same sort of incommunicable gratitude his father felt for whatever he had done to earn the Bronze Star.

In Peter’s senior year of high school, his knee crumpled in a football tackling drill. The surgeon removed most cartilage from his knee and put a big metal screw in the bone above it to hold the ligament taut. The surgeon called it a pin, but to Peter the X-ray image looked like an outsize wood screw. He got the surgeon to give him a copy of the X-ray. Having had little success with girls by other means, he had fallen into the habit of doing or saying something mildly shocking to girls whose attention he craved. He showed the X-ray to a girl who sat beside him in study hall, hoping the darkened image of the screw piercing the stark white bone would somehow excite her. She looked at the X-ray and then at him. Her nose and lips wrinkled with disgust and she said, “Ee-yew!”

He enrolled at a land-grant university where male students who passed a physical were required to take two years of ROTC. The doctor who examined his knee at the ROTC armory on campus told him he was exempt. Peter told him he didn’t want to be exempt. The doctor told him with an impatient wave of the hand that it made no difference what he wanted.

For the rest of his college years, Peter lowered his head whenever he walked past the field where students in their crisp khaki or dress green uniforms were mastering the intricacies of close-order drill. He told himself it wasn’t his fault that he wasn’t out there with them. Still, he kept his head down and bit his lip.

He felt a little ashamed, too, about his love of drawing and design, though he told himself he deserved credit for wanting to design only useful things. He had never had much interest in sketching people or landscapes, but since he had been about ten he had drawn buildings, starting with sketch after sketch of the barn. As he thought through the challenge of lifting the immense logs into place, he decided his ancestors must have used a horse-powered pulley system. He drew all the farm’s other outbuildings too—the granary and chicken house and corncrib, the brick smokehouse, the tobacco barn and the shed that housed the threshing machine and baler—as well as the old farmhouse itself. Later, in architecture courses in college, he designed or copied more elaborate buildings, but he never lost the unspoken feeling that the simple structures on his home place mattered more.

Peter’s father taught eighth grade and farmed the land his wife’s family had farmed for three generations. He told Peter his one condition for paying his college tuition was that Peter would get a teaching certificate. As long as he was certified to teach, his father said, he would never have to work at a sawmill. Peter’s father was good-humored in setting this condition. Not having to work at a sawmill was a recurring theme with his father, who had an uncle who was killed at a sawmill when his sleeve snagged on a log in a moving conveyor.

Peter’s mother, who taught tenth grade English, listened to this conversation between Peter and his father. She took no issue with it, but a few days later when Peter walked into the kitchen, she asked him how long it had been since he had learned to read. She tossed the question at him over her shoulder while turning her attention between onions she was sautéing on the stove and a paperback book held open with an uncut red onion on the kitchen table. She would read from the book for a while, frown for a moment, then turn and stir the onions. Peter had watched her cook and read this way since he was a child, and he knew she was not reading a cookbook.

“When did I learn to read?” he said. “You ought to know. You taught me.”

“That’s right.” She turned toward him and waved her wooden spoon in his face. A fleck of hot onion hit his cheek. “And don’t ever let anybody un-teach you to read, either,” she said. “Even at college, some of them will try. Don’t confuse plowing through a textbook your professor wrote with reading.”

At the university, Peter found he occupied a lower order of being than the sons of doctors and lawyers who lounged in and out of frat houses that reeked of the beer spilled there during weekend bacchanals. Over his four college years, this sense that he was irredeemably déclassé got mixed in with the disappointments his injury cost him and his frustration that his intellectual efforts gained him nothing socially, especially with women. The result was a toxic brew that spilled from his mouth at unanticipated moments, and that contrasted weirdly with his native mode of country-bred courtesy.

Peter earned a degree in history and a certificate to teach it. He liked his history courses and did well in them, but he decided while practice teaching at a rural high school that—though teaching was preferable to getting bisected by a sawmill blade—he’d rather do something else.

Peter also took enough design and architecture courses that he would be able to earn a master of architecture degree in two and a half more years if he could come up with the tuition money. Toward that end, in his final year he signed on to work over the mid-year break as a masons’ helper on a crew building a kiln that would supply bottles to a brewery.

The work promised to pay well, but it was anything but light. He had been on the job less than two weeks when he stumbled while steering a wheelbarrow loaded with mortar along a catwalk. He did a quick sideways shuffle that prevented the wheelbarrow from tipping over, but it wrenched his knee so badly that the swelling forced him to drive to the hospital before his workday was done. By the time he got there, he could barely lift his left foot to the clutch pedal. His knee was still swelling in the X-ray lab. By the time he was taken to an examination room, his knee was the size of a cantaloupe and he needed a wheelchair.

A little nurse who looked barely out of her teens had him hoist himself onto an examination table where his feet dangled clear of the floor. She took his temperature and blood pressure, told him the doctor would be with him soon and started to leave the room, pushing the wheelchair ahead of her.

“Hey!” he shouted. “I need that!”

She gave him a prim smile, looking a little frightened. “We always take the chairs out front,” she said, “for other patients who might need them.

“Well I need it right now,” he said. “So bring it over here. Please.”

He started to ease himself down onto his good leg, tearing the table’s white paper covering as he did so, but when he glanced toward the nurse he saw she had pushed the chair outside.

“Just lie down on the table,” she said. “That’s what you’re supposed to do.”

“Jesus Christ!” he muttered as the door snapped shut. He struggled back onto the table, completing the tear he’d made across the sheet of paper. He wadded up the torn-off piece and threw it at a wastebasket.

After a few minutes, another, taller young woman in a white lab coat came through the door. She stood with her shoulder toward him and her eyes fixed on the clipboard in her hands. She flipped several times between an X-ray and a couple of pages beneath it. Peter felt his pain and annoyance veering into anger, but he didn’t want to interrupt the spell cast by this strangely silent nurse. Something pixie-like in her profile—a slight parting of her lips, a faint golden aura above her cheekbone—summoned in him the unbidden thought: This is a girl it will be important to protect.

Finally, still without looking at him, she said, “How are we doing today, Mister Dandridge?” Her brittle tone, oddly flat vowels and that officious “we” broke the spell. Peter’s knee throbbed, he knew the earnings from his construction job might be at an end, and suddenly he saw in her a fit target for his frustration.

“Well, I can’t answer for the rest of the crowd in here,” he said, “but I admit I’m in some discomfort. I thought perhaps medical science could help. Now, if you can find a doctor around here, maybe he could tell me if that’s correct. Maybe he could even tell all of us.”

She turned to face him, and her level, unblinking gaze punctured his notion of a girl in need of protection. The cheekbone that a moment before had seemed to float in a golden nimbus, now that he could see it paired with the other cheek, looked more like a beveled rampart for her gunmetal blue eyes.

He thought, Whoa, this is a woman it will be dangerous to cross. And somewhere deep inside, though still within his awareness, he knew that for the rest of his life he might need to stand watch on where things stood with her along that continuum between the girl he should protect and the woman it would be perilous to cross.

He noticed, too—though, compared to the lightning-flash just cast on his destiny, it seemed a trivial detail—that the nameplate on her lab coat read “Stephanie Ames, Medical Student.” He noticed, too, that she held the clipboard in a claw grip, like a craftsman wielding a power tool.

“I’m afraid I’m as much of a doctor as Baptist Hospital can let out of its doctor box at six p.m. this soon after New Year’s,” she said. “Especially for a patient who’s dumb enough to push a wheelbarrow full of bricklayer’s mud along a catwalk with next to zero cartilage in his knee. You’ve got a hematoma, Mister Dandridge. That’s a big glob of blood with nowhere to go. When you did that sideways dance with the wheelbarrow, you ruptured some blood vessels inside your knee. It’s not going to get better by itself anytime soon, so I recommend we stick a needle in your knee and draw that blood out.”

As he listened to what he would come to think of as her plang-plang tone, the pain in his knee subsided into the soft, distant throbbing of a drum.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” he said.

“What makes you say that?”

“Because you keep smushing your vowels.”

She was writing something on the bottom page on the clipboard and said nothing until she was done. Then she looked at him, her eyes blue and unblinking.

“The smushing at issue is what you’ve done to your knee, Mister Dandridge,” she said. “We can deal later with my New England vowels.”

“Okay,” he said. “But let’s please do deal with them. They need attention.”

This time she cocked her head and gave him a half-smile.

“You have a couple of options,” she said. “One is to wait until the full-fledged doctor who’s on emergency duty tonight can come tend to you. He’s got two patients on his dance card that I know of, and one of them has been shot, so that wait might be two or three hours. That’s the best we can do tonight, except in a true emergency. Which, frankly, you’re not.”

“Option two?” Peter said.

“Option two is you go home, ice the knee overnight and come back tomorrow. It might be a sleepless night for you, but otherwise there’s no harm.”

“How about an option three?” Peter said.

Again the angled glance and half-smile, and her eyelids crinkled with curiosity. “I give up,” she said. “What’s option three?”

“Option three is I don’t stay here half the night and I don’t come back tomorrow, because I need to go to work then. Instead, you pull the blood out of my knee right now, we decide on a time when we can meet to work on those vowel sounds, and I drive home.”

She gave him a long look of cool appraisal. Then she left the room. Peter lay back on the examination table, shut his eyes and listened to the jungle-drum throbbing of his knee. When Stephanie Ames returned, a young male doctor with harried-looking, close-set eyes behind horn rims followed her into the room. Behind them came the little nurse, carrying a metal pan, towels, a rolled elastic bandage and a syringe with a barrel that looked about six inches long. This time the nurse kept her eyes down and didn’t bother to smile.

“This is Doctor Gilbert,” Stephanie said. “He has been kind enough to step in and supervise my work, but we’ll need to act quickly so he can get back to his patient.”

“Go ahead,” the doctor told Stephanie. “This is more in your intended line anyway.” He shifted his feet a little at a time toward the door in a way that clearly said he wanted to go.

“A pinch,” Stephanie said before she stuck the needle into the side of Peter’s knee and guided it into the joint. It hurt badly going in, but the pain stopped when the needle quit moving.

“You can handle it from here, right?” Gilbert said. Stephanie nodded. “You’re in good hands,” Gilbert said, touching Peter lightly on the elbow. “She’s on track to become a first-rate orthopedic surgeon.” Then he turned and left the room so quickly that Peter heard his lab coat flap.

“Boy, I’m sure glad you got that close supervision,” Peter said. “I needed that reassurance.”

“It’s the rule,” she said, staring at the barrel of the syringe. Peter watched it fill fast with his blood.

“Why do doctors always say ‘a pinch’?” he said.

“Would you rather they said, ‘a stab deep in your vitals’?”

“It depends,” he said. “If you’d said that a half-minute ago, it would have been the simple truth.”

Stephanie slipped off the first syringe, handed it to the nurse and fitted another syringe onto the same needle.

“How can you do that without blood squirting everywhere?” he said.

“It costs me a cool three thousand a year to learn stuff like that,” she said. “You think I’m going to share that information for free?”

She drew back on the plunger, then waited for the barrel of the big syringe to fill with more of his blood.

“I guess to you I seem like an exhibit-grade rube, huh?” he said.

“What do you mean by exhibit-grade?”

“I mean something that’s a pure enough example of whatever it is that you could enter it in the state fair and maybe win a prize.”

Her nose and eyelids crinkled into that middle ground between wince and smile.

“That comment about your smushing vowels, you know?” Peter said. “Only a rube would say something like that.”

She kept her eyes fixed on the syringe, gave the plunger another small tug and then pulled the needle out. The throbbing pain in his knee was gone. She squirted the blood from the syringe into the metal pan, which already held the blood from the first syringe.

“I have no standing to call you or anyone else a rube,” she said. “I grew up on a dairy farm.”

“A farm?” he said. “I see. That explains the hands, then.”

“Huh?

“They look like a farm girl’s hands, that’s all.”

She didn’t answer. She held the clipboard in that claw-fingered grip again, as she wrote something on a page.

“I’m not complaining, understand,” Peter said. “I could get used to it.”

The little nurse started wrapping his knee with the bandage. Her cheeks and neck reddened, as if she felt she’d intruded.

“You should ice that knee at least twice a day, Mister Dandridge,” Stephanie said. “Fifteen minutes at a time. Stay off it as much as you can, and keep it wrapped when you have to be on it.”

“So I can go to work in the morning, right?” he said.

She kept her eyes on what she was writing. “Not unless you want to be back in here by noon,” she said.

“Well, I could bring along some flash cards, then, to help with vowel sounds,” Peter said, but Stephanie was already out of the room.

The next day was a Thursday, the next-to-last day of his winter break. He went to work wearing the knee wrap and an old knee brace from high school on top of that. The knee hurt and he moved so slowly that the young mason he was helping—who had to kneel to fit brick onto the rounded outer surface of the kiln—repeatedly ran out of brick, rocked backward and yelled “brick!” in a despairing tone.

Peter checked his knee at the lunch break and again at quitting time and it hadn’t swollen much. The mason must have complained about Peter’s tardy delivery of brick, because next day the foreman gave Peter a different job: stacking wooden pallets on the blades of a forklift after all the brick had been removed from the pallets. When Peter had stacked the pallets as high as he could reach, the forklift driver would deposit them outside the building. Then he would steer the lift back inside at what to Peter seemed breakneck speed. At quitting time, Peter started to apologize to the foreman, who just gave him a friendly slap on the arm and pointed him to the payroll shed.

On Friday night and multiple times Saturday and Sunday, Peter emptied trays of ice cubes onto an old towel, spread a layer of plastic wrap across his knee to shield it from ice melt, sat in one kitchen chair and propped his heel on another and draped the wrapped towel full of ice across the knee. Each time, as he watched the kitchen clock creep toward the fifteen-minute mark, he pictured to himself Stephanie Ames’ steady blue gaze—filled, somehow, with both indifference and profound significance. I’m just doing this because she wanted me to. If she asked me to do almost anything, I’d try.

Sunday night Peter called the hospital emergency room from the phone in his family’s kitchen. The receptionist told him Stephanie Ames wasn’t on duty. No, she said, she didn’t know when Miss Ames would be back.

“Can you tell her I called and asked for her?” Peter said. He gave the receptionist his home phone number, and she said she’d leave a note with the emergency staff supervisor.

Peter noticed that his mother, who was reading at the kitchen table, was doing an imperfect job of pretending not to listen. He lightly tousled her hair, then turned her book over to look at its title and the author’s name. It was Cities of the Plain, by Marcel Proust.

“Gosh, I never knew you read Westerns, Mom,” he said.

She closed the book on her finger, drew it back and swatted his backside.

Peter drove back to Raleigh, where his last semester of classes would start next morning. As he followed his headlights’ beam, he kept seeing Stephanie’s eyes the first time she had looked straight at him. Maybe that’s what a good surgeon’s eyes need to look like, he thought. Cool. Direct. Prepared for whatever might come.
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After Thanh left the soup kitchen, kick-started his Vespa and rode off to his job at the hospital, Peter lingered at the battered metal table. Sitting alone in an atmosphere redolent of lemongrass, peppers and mint leaves, he thought through all that had happened to bring matters to a precarious balance between him and Stephie. Then his mind skipped like a stereo needle on a damaged record, and he knew that whatever it was Thanh was trying to draw him into risked smashing the fragile thing he was trying to build with her.

Peter found he could remember only intermittent patches of time from the months after his blood-bloated knee brought him Stephanie Ames. First came the moments of rising hope, of joy, of passion, of confidence and pride in where his life would lead next, and next after that. Then came the hours when he was torn between the allure of distant danger and the desire to hold fast to all that seemed about to be snatched away from him. And then came two moments of scalding shame. One was on a pier when his friend’s halting voice told of the night the ocean’s surface had seethed with poisonous snakes beneath the ghastly light of flares. The other moment was in a hallway where there swept past him the exhausted, sheeplike faces of men who had not lived long enough to have much to lose except life itself, and who stood a strong prospect of losing that.

The first of these etched-in-memory moments was his discovery of the letter the night he arrived back at school from his winter break. It had looked just the way an admission ticket to the future ought to look. He had limped from the snow-dusted parking lot into the darkened mailroom on his dorm’s first floor. He had dropped the ragged duffel bag his father had given him years before as a whimsical coming-of-age gift, and he had spun the little combination dial on his mailbox door. Then he had seen the letter. It was alone in the box, wedged there diagonally. On a far corner of the envelope he could see the faint red gleam of the embossed return address, and he could make out the words “College of Design.”

He had stood there for perhaps a minute, shifting his weight away from his injured knee and hearing the faint sound of voices from the floors above him and the clanging of water pipes in use for the first time in weeks. He knew what the letter would say. It would take him another semester to get all the requirements in place for entry to the master’s program, but with that accomplished, he was in. He was too tired to read that or anything else. So he gently swung shut the little door to the mailbox, leaving the letter inside. He stood there a moment longer with his palm against the mailbox door, thinking: How do I get her to see? How do I show her I can make it work? How do I convince her this has to happen? That it just has to?

Next morning he opened the letter and found it was just as he’d expected. And then after a brief blur of days came the call from his mother. The Colombian grad student who was the dorm’s resident counselor knocked on his door and said his mother was on the office phone downstairs.

“Doctor Ames is trying to get in touch with you,” she said. She drew out the name “Ames” in a way that told Peter she suspected he might find special significance in it. “She wants to know how you’re recovering from your work injury.”

“It’s just Miss Ames, Mom,” Peter said. “She’s a medical student. She’s not a doctor yet. Did you tell her I was fine?”

“I figured it wasn’t my place to do that,” she said. “How do I know you haven’t twisted it again? How do I know you don’t have urgent need of further care from soon-to-be Doctor Ames?”

She gave him the phone number he could use to call Stephanie. He gave the counselor a five-dollar bill for a paper cup full of quarters and took them to the pay phone on his floor. It took him four quarters to cover the wait before Stephanie came to the phone.

“I hope I didn’t inconvenience your mother, Mister Dandridge,” she said in her crisp, professional voice. “We try to do follow-up on all our emergency room patients.”

“You’re still mangling the queen’s English,” he said.

“Well, fortunately we have a speech therapist right down the hall, and I can call on her in event of need.” Her voice rose a little with annoyance.

“Don’t call her,” Peter said. “Your vowels are fine as they are. Truly.”

“So how’s your knee now? I hope you’ve been icing it and keeping it wrapped.”

“Let’s forget the knee,” he said. “The point of my calling you back is something else.”

“Well, look.” She sounded far gone in exasperation. “I can’t see we have anything more to discuss if you won’t answer my simple question. And frankly, I don’t see that we have anything to discuss beyond that. I’ve got work to do.”

“All right,” Peter said, knowing his own rising anger risked ruining everything. “Got your clipboard propped up where you can write this down so you can file it away in a place where nobody will ever look at it or care? Ready? Well here we go. I kept it wrapped at work, and I iced it a half-dozen times. None of that made much difference. My knee’s as near fine as it’s ever likely to get whether I wrap it or not or ice it or not. It’s ruined what I wanted to do in life a couple of times, once when it knocked me out of football and once when it kept me out of ROTC, and it’ll probably knock me out of a few more things before it’s done. But a few days ago, when you walked into that room at the hospital, I thought that just maybe my fucked-up knee had made up for all of the things it could ever knock me out of. I thought maybe, thanks to that knee, your plang-plang voice might sometimes be the first thing I wanted to hear and sometimes the last thing I wanted to hear, but it would always be there for me to hear, regardless. But now I figure I was wrong. Maybe the knee has just kind of baited me before it knocked me out of the best thing it could ever knock me out of, which is you. And now I’m about out of quarters, so if you’ve got any more simple questions, let’s hear them. Notice I use the royal plural to cover all of us crowded into this phone booth.”

Peter dropped in his last quarter but the silence continued at the other end of the line.

“Just so you’ll know,” he said, “I’ve been admitted to the graduate architecture program. It means at least another two and a half years of school here. The draft’s not an issue for me, so I can go to grad school. So I guess that’s one other favor I owe the knee, if you want to look at it that way.”

“I’m glad, I really am,” Stephanie said, just before his last quarter’s worth of time ran out.

He’d hardly made it back to his dorm room before Gonzalo, the counselor, knocked on his door again. Gonzalo was a slender, smiling man with very bright eyes. He was about ten years older than most of the undergraduates. He had taught biology at a high school in Colombia, and everyone liked him.

“Peter, Stephanie Ames is calling you,” Gonzalo said softly.

When they reached the counselor’s office in the lobby, Gonzalo let Peter in but didn’t step in himself. “Perhaps I should allow you a little privacy,” Gonzalo said.

“Oh, that’s not necessary, Gonzalo,” Peter said. “It’s just medical follow-up. Somebody who patched me up at a hospital back home.”

Gonzalo leaned his dark, smiling, handsome face around the edge of the door. “Then I wish you and Miss Ames both the very best of health,” he said. “Just tap on the door when you’re done.”

“I called your mother back to get your dorm number,” Stephanie said. “I apologize for snapping at you, and for making you run through all your money on a pay phone.”

“I think I was the one who burned up most of that five dollars’ worth of time,” Peter said. “You just asked for a straight-up answer that would have run me a dollar fifty at the outside.”

“That brings me to the second thing I ought to tell you,”  she said. “You got it right a few days ago, when you called yourself exhibit-grade. Now I have to wonder—exhibit grade what?”

“Look, all that I told you a few minutes ago—I hadn’t intended to say any of that today, or in the angry way I said it. I wish I’d saved it for whenever I can see you again, if you’ll even let that happen. But it’s out there now. You need to know it, so you can decide what to do about it. Or what not to do about it.”

“Well, that should be an easy call for me, shouldn’t it?” she said.

“Abso-lutely,” he said, straining to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “You’ve got work to do, right? So why not just roll your eyes and go do it?”

“Yes, that’s the easy call,” she said. “But I can’t do that, because I mean to be a doctor. Doctors don’t get to roll their eyes at difficult patients and walk away.”

“I see. So now I’m just a thirteenth wind sprint after you’ve already done twelve. Real champs always do extra, right?”

“What I mean is a good physician doesn’t get thrown off-track when it’s clear what a patient needs.”

“What this patient needs is for you to know that I fell for you the other day,” he said. “Fell way far, real hard and for keeps.”

At the distance of more than a year, Peter remembered with particular clarity the long moment when Stephanie, at the other end of the phone line from Gonzalo’s little office, said nothing.

“You told me I might make up for a couple of other things the knee had knocked you out of,” she said. “Am I just your hedge against bad things coming in threes?”

“You’re my hedge against a life without you. That’s all.”

“Look, all you’ve seen of me was a med student at the bottom of the holiday-duty pecking order, trying to stay professional after twelve hours of dealing with flu symptoms and a thumb all but severed by a chainsaw and a near-death from poisoned moonshine,” she said. “Then in comes the one thing missing after all that: a construction worker who’s blown up his knee. You’re telling me that’s the woman of your dreams?”

“I guess I could tell what kind of day you’d had,” he said. “And I knew if I could love you then, when could I not?”

She sighed, then muttered about another patient she needed to check on.

“Look, here’s what I think you should do,” she said finally, her crisp, professional tone tinctured with the slightest quaver. “Your knee can be stronger, more stable, if you master some simple exercises. They can firm up the muscles above and below the knee, and that can make a big difference. So I want you to meet with a physical therapist, as soon as you can find time.”

“I have no classes on Thursdays. Can you set up a Thursday appointment? I could get there by late morning. And after I see the therapist, would you have some time when we could just talk?”

He heard a light, measured tapping sound. In time, he’d come to recognize it as the tapping of a pencil point as she thought.

“You’re all just—there on the surface, aren’t you, Peter?” she said in a softened tone. “And I’ve seen too much of the exhibit-grade other thing. All right. I’ll be in the student lounge at the med school, starting at three o’clock.”

The therapist had little to tell him that he didn’t already know about which machines in a well-equipped weight room he should use and how to use them. He had done the exercises sporadically since high school, and he found they helped, though never enough to enable him to play tennis or handball or basketball.

The medical school entrance was across a little courtyard from the hospital. Stephanie sat on a sofa, reading from an enormous medical textbook with anatomical drawings in garish colors. She held a yellow marker poised above the page. She wore a cream-colored pullover sweater and a pleated, plaid wool skirt with diagonal stripes. Some of the stripes were caramel-color and some were a darker, redder color that it took Peter a little while to place. Then he had it: They were the color of the shag bark on a short row of cedars in a country church cemetery two miles from his home. Beneath those cedars lay two of his great-grandfather’s brothers, both Confederate soldiers. One, the oldest of four brothers, had died of typhoid in Virginia. The other, a cavalryman, was shot in Maryland during the retreat from Gettysburg.

“I really like your skirt,” he said.

“Oh!” she said. Her hand with the marker involuntarily lifted in surprise. She held the marker in that bent-fingered grip, as if it were a dart. “Oh, it’s nothing special. I pulled it off a rack in Durham when I was in school there.”

“Durham?” he said. “So you’re a Dookie?”

“Decidedly not,” she said. Laughing, she capped the marker and closed the textbook. “My school was in the other Durham, in New Hampshire. You won’t find many Duke-style white-gloved debutantes there, I can tell you.”

“Well,” he said. “I’m relieved.”

Her eyes tilted up at him with a pixie-like gleam. “You mean you’d have to scrape the manure off your image of me if I hadn’t gone to a cow college?”

“Something like that. I mean, I see you heading off to the milking shed in the predawn chill. At least once in a while.”

Her laugh was a musical bray, a single quick soprano note followed by a drawn-out, alto “haw.”

“More than just once in a while, I assure you,” she said. She tapped the cushion beside her. “Sit,” she said. “I think we have enough privacy here, but if we don’t we can go out in the courtyard. It’s cold out, but I do cold just fine. Okay with you?”

“I don’t care what anyone hears,” he said.

“Well, I have to care, because I work and study with the people here,” she said. “So if I feel uncomfortable I’ll let you know, and then we’ll go outside.”

He sat beside her and she peered at him in what he would come to recognize as her clinical mode, head tilted slightly back.

“You talked to one of our PTs, did you?” she said.

“Sure. She showed me all the exercises I can do on the machines and several I can do without weights or anything.”

“So now you’re going to actually do them?”

“Look, let’s not rehash the PT,” he said. “I’ve known for years how to do most of what she showed me. For long stretches of time, I’ve actually done it. And I know I need to get back to doing it, now that I’ve injured it again.”

Her eyes stayed fixed on his, but the clinical distance in them faded, and her voice dropped a little.

“I’ve thought about what you said on the phone, Peter,” she said. “About all of it. And I owe it to you to give it to you straight. I’m twenty-five years old, and you’re—what?”

“Twenty-three.”

“You’re rounding upward by a couple of months,” she said. “You’re forgetting I’ve seen your chart.”

“Well, I’m seasoned beyond my years. By hardship.”

“From your behavior in the exam room, I’d have rounded your age downward to about twelve.”

“That was just pain and frustration. I wanted to finish out the job I was doing. I needed the money.”

He could see from her slight smile how feeble she found his excuse.

”All right, then,” he said. “I just do that with women sometimes. I don’t have a lot of looks or accomplishments going for me, so I annoy them. At least that gets their attention.”

Her smile turned reflective. “If you knew my history, you’d know why I prefer honest blundering to well-crafted flattery,” she said. “But look. I’m a third-year med student, I’ve already got a lot of debt, and that will keep growing. A week ago you asked me to believe your out-of-the-blue profession of certain strong feelings. I’ve been working on that. But please answer me this: How foolish would it be for someone in my situation to take up with an undergraduate who’s three years, at best, from getting the credential he needs to help support anyone but himself? Who has to spend his school vacations hauling bricks and wheeling bricklayers’ mud along catwalks just to—”

“Stephanie, let’s pause here while I thank my father for something I thought I’d never have to thank him for,” Peter said.

She stopped with her mouth half-open, then rolled her eyes with irritation. “Look, Peter,” she said. “No digressions, okay? I’m trying to spell things out as fairly and calmly—”

“And you’re doing a fine job of reciting the catechism of the responsible clodhopper son or daughter,” he said. “Both of us know it by heart, so there’s no point in your going through the whole thing. I can’t answer your ‘how foolish would I be’ question for you. But before you answer it for yourself, you need to have your premises straight. That’s what I’m thanking my father for, because he insisted I get just one thing out of college. He thought it would spare me the risk of ever having to do the kind of work his uncle had to do, and who died doing it. Depending on what you make of it, it might spare me a fate that just now seems to me even worse than getting cut in half lengthwise by a sawmill blade. Which would be losing any chance I have of a life with you.”

Stephanie’s head tilted and her eyes appeared to wander. Then she snorted softly.

“So whatever it is, you don’t think it could make much difference?” he said.

“No, no, it’s not that,” she said. “I’m just thinking what it would be like to be assigned that cadaver in dissection class.”

“You’d get a lot of practice suturing,” he said.

“A cosmetic surgeon would look at that cadaver and say, ‘hey, we can fix that!’” she said. “They make such ridiculous promises.”

“Men who are as much in love as I am right now make ridiculous promises too,” he said.

The gleam of laughter dimmed slowly in Stephanie’s eyes, until once again she fixed him with her calm, clinical gaze. “I’ve already factored that in,” she said.

“Well, this isn’t a promise,” he said. “Not yet. But call it a good, strong, viable option. My dad said he’d pay for four years of college if I promised to earn a teaching certificate. He said with that, I could always get a good, decent-paying job if I needed it. And I’ve done what he wanted. I’m certified to teach high school history. Coursework, practice teaching, a strong recommendation from a principal—it’s all done.”

“I see,” she said quietly. “So teaching’s your fallback. And you’re saying you’d teach and give up your dream of becoming an architect if I said yes to whatever arrangement you have in mind for the two of us. Well, that sounds like a sure-fire prescription for happiness all around, doesn’t it? Maybe a cosmetic surgeon could put a smiling face on it.”

“I’m just saying it’s there if we need it, maybe for a year or two,” Peter said. He felt flustered, seeing how deftly she’d outflanked him.

“For a year or two,” she said. “Not much chance that could turn into a dream shelved for a lifetime, is there?”

“So you’re saying it makes no difference to you,” he said. “That I could teach. And that I would do it if—”

“Dear boy,” she said. She touched his cheek, and at the distance of more than a year—walking out of the soup kitchen now, exchanging a smile with the proprietor, whose American customers all called him Ed because he was a ringer for a bald-pated, almond-eyed Edward G. Robinson—Peter felt the warmth of Stephanie’s fingers flow into his jaw and down his spine. “Of course it makes a difference that you would do that for me,” she said. “I just want to be perfectly clear about the odds we’d face, and what sacrifices we might be tempted to make, and which ones neither of us should ever ask of the other. I think you’ve just identified one.”
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