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It begins in a parking lot.


The lot sits behind a sports bar, a brick building which has been wounded and scarred many times during its long history. It’s been hit by drunk drivers who went backwards instead of forwards, had initials carved into it, and been attacked by drunken vandals. Once, fifteen years ago, someone tried to set it on fire. Unfortunately for the potential arsonist, the forecast included rain. And so the sports bar still stands.


It is nearly four o’clock in the morning, three fifty-eight, a dead-dark time before even a hint of light has touched the eastern horizon. Just darkness.


The bar is closed and silent.


Only three cars sit in its usually bustling parking lot: a 1957 Studebaker, a 1953 Oldsmobile, and a 1962 Ford Galaxie with a dented fender. Two of those cars belong to patrons. One of them a door-to-door salesman who spends his days trying to unload vacuum cleaners; the other unemployed, spending his days staring at the cracked ceiling of the apartment for which he’s three months behind on rent. Both had a few too many earlier in the night and found other means of getting home, taxi rides most likely. Particularly the unemployed guy. The salesman might have hitched a ride with a buddy, but the unemployed guy almost certainly took a cab. If you have thirty dollars and rent is eighty, there’s no point in saving any of it. Drink till you’re drunk and pay for a ride home. You might as well enjoy your trip to the bottom. It’s when you’ve got eighty-seven dollars and the rent’s eighty that you need to save.


Paper cups and other trash – newspapers, food wrappers – litter the sun-faded asphalt. A whistling breeze pushes the litter across the cracked surface, just for a moment, rearranging the refuse slightly before going still again.


And then a pretty girl – a woman, really, though she doesn’t feel like a grown-up – pushes her way out the front door of the sports bar.


Her name is Katrina – Katrina Marino – but almost everyone calls her Kat. The only people who still call her Katrina are her folks, to whom she talks every Saturday on the telephone. They live four hundred miles away, but still manage to saddle up and ride her nerves just fine. When are you going to finally wise up and leave that cesspool of a city, Katrina? It’s dangerous. When are you going to settle down with a nice young man, Katrina? A girl your age shouldn’t be single. You’re closer to thirty than you are to twenty, you know. Soon, you won’t have the youthful beauty to catch a nice man, a doctor or a lawyer, and you’ll have to settle. You don’t want to have to settle, do you, Katrina?


Once outside, Kat reaches back through the door, feeling the wall just inside, trying to find a protrusion. Then she does find it, a switch, and she pushes the switch down. Click. The windows looking into the sports bar go dark, and the light which had splashed out into the parking lot, painting the gray asphalt white, vanishes.


Kat pushes the front door closed and locks it, checking the knob to be sure, then swings a metal gate home, bang, and clips a padlock into place.


The gate and the padlock are less than six months old and don’t really match the decrepitude of the rest of the place. Also new are bars on the windows. Someone broke in through the back door, emptied the register, took a case of whiskey, and broke out through a window. Why they didn’t just walk out the door, no one knows.


The money lost in whiskey and cash was, in the scheme of things, not so big a deal. But the cost of repairs, that was a killer. Plus the lost revenue. The place had to stay closed for two days.


Kat’s only the night manager, but she still feels responsible for the place.


As she starts toward her Studebaker, tired, the long night finally catching up with her, the adrenaline of the evening spent, Kat sees that her car seems to be tilting rightward, but at first she can’t tell why, or even whether it’s real. Maybe it’s an illusion, a trick of shadows.


She has to halve the distance between herself and her car before she sees that the tilt is real, that her gee-dee car has a flat tire.


‘Son of a gun,’ she says, angrily stomping the asphalt, feeling the impact ride up her shinbone.


She makes her way to the car, heads straight to the trunk, slips the key into the scratched keyhole, turns it left, wrong way, then right, hears the lock tumble, and pushes the lid up.


She can’t see anything in there.


She fumbles for the flashlight she keeps stored on the left side of the trunk, tucked into the corner there. Her hand bounces around in the darkness for a while before her fingers finally find its cold smooth surface. She wraps her hand around it, flips it on. The light is weak and yellow, but at least it’s there. And now that she can see them, she grabs the spare tire and the jack, and as she does, a brief smile touches the corner of her mouth.


Kat’s always been a self-conscious person, always sort of watched herself from a distance, and the sight of her, five foot one, a hundred pounds even, wearing a blue wool dress with a white short-coat over it, carrying a tire almost as big as she is, and a heavy jack – the sight of it must have the same effect as a hippopotamus in a tutu. And thinking of that, a smile touches her lips. But it’s erased quickly as she thinks of the task at hand.


A moment later, Kat is sitting on her haunches, jacking her car up so she can change the gee-dee tire, watching the wheel well seem to expand while the tire stays firmly planted on the ground – and then finally it starts to lift, the bottom of the tire staying flat. It seems like it should fill with air, expand, as the weight is removed, but it doesn’t.


And then – a sound behind her.


She stops moving, hoping that it was nothing, that the sound won’t repeat, but it does, and she turns her head to look over her shoulder, afraid of what she might see, but having to look anyway. Kat is a person who’s always covered her eyes when the most horrible things happen onscreen at the drive-in movie theater – but she’s always sneaked a look through her fingers, too.


Newspaper pages skitter across the asphalt, carrying away yesterday’s news.


‘Just the wind, dummy,’ she says. Just the wind.


She turns back to the car and continues her work.





Kat dumps the flat tire and the diamond-shaped jack into her trunk, not caring how they fall, and slams the trunk lid shut.


It was a nail that caused the flat. The rusted, bent thing was hooking out of the inside wall of the tire like the lone tooth in a mouthful of gums. She vaguely remembers driving through a construction area on her way to work, men with tanned arms carrying broken chunks of wood with shiny nails sticking out of them to the back of a truck, working on repairing a half-burned row house.


Her hands are black with grime, with brake dust, and she’s afraid to touch herself, afraid she’ll smear black across her light blue dress or her white short-coat. Smear more black. She already managed to get a little on her dress when she carried the tire to the trunk.


Stupid effing flat tire.


She wants nothing more than to go home, slip out of her clothes and into a warm bath, wash herself clean, and then slip again, this time into her bed, beneath her night-cool sheets, where she can sleep till noon, maybe one, and if she’s lucky, from the time her head hits the pillow till the midday sunlight coming in through the window wakes her, she’ll have pleasant dreams.


But first she’s got to get home.


She opens her car door and falls into the driver’s seat, sticks the key into the ignition and turns it clockwise. The car groans, the sound of a three-pack-a-dayer clearing his throat. The engine turns over once – slowly.


‘Come on, baby,’ Kat says.


She pumps the gas pedal.


The engine turns over again, this time a little faster. And again. Gaining speed. She lets off the gas, doesn’t want to flood the engine. It turns again. Coughs. Farts. And finally it starts in earnest.


Thank goodness. Kat wipes her brow, glad she won’t have to call a cab, and as soon as she does, she remembers the grime on her hands, looks at herself in the rearview mirror, and laughs.


A black smudge drawn across her forehead like on a tramp in a silent movie.


And she can’t even wipe it off; trying would just make it worse. But Kat doesn’t care. It’s been a long night. She worked ten hours straight and she’s tired, but all she has left to do is get home.


That’s her one last task before the sun comes up.
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Kat pulls a knob on her dashboard and the headlights create two yellow beams in the night. She can see dust motes and insects floating around in the light and she remembers a time when she was three, maybe four, lying on her parents’ bed, which seemed enormous, as big as an island. She was supposed to be sleeping – it was nap time; that’s why she was there – but she was awake, looking at a beam of white sunlight coming in through the window, falling on her bare legs. The heat felt good, and she could see dust motes floating in the light. She thought the dust motes were living things. She laughed watching them dance and reached out trying to grab them, but for some reason she never could. They always knew she was coming and floated out of the way of her pudgy fist just before it reached them.


Kat turns a different knob and the radio comes to life. A static-throated male voice, artificially deep, saying, ‘. . . and President Johnson said in a statement today that Cuba’s decision to shut off normal water supply to Guantánamo Bay Naval Base was unacceptable. In other news, Jimmy Hoffa, who last week was convicted of tampering with a federal jury in . . .’


Kat grimaces, turning the dial.


News is nothing but blah-blah-blah, confirming over and over again that she is small and the world is big, that she can do nothing to stop or even alter the most important things. Kat prefers to focus on things she can change, the lives of the people around her, her own life. Little changes, attainable goals.


Like pouring a drink. Like changing a tire.


‘. . . expect a low of forty-two degrees tonight, with early morning showers, and . . .’


Again, she turns the dial.


‘Here’s Buddy Holly and the Crickets with “Not Fade Away” recorded just two years before Mr. Holly’s untimely death. It’s hard to believe it’s been five years, isn’t it? Well, this is Dino on your radio, reminding you that here on WMCA, Buddy still lives.’ And then the song kicks into existence with its cardboard-box-banging Bo Diddley beat.


Kat turns up the radio and puts the car into gear.





As Buddy Holly sings from beyond the grave, explaining how it’s gonna be, Kat drives through a night city which is filled with silence and hollow, passing a theater advertising Dr. Strangelove on its marquee; passing a bookstore with a bunch of forty-cent Gold Medal paperbacks piled in its window; passing a stack of dewy morning-edition newspapers tied together with twine and dropped in front of a newsstand which is padlocked shut for the night.


In another forty-five minutes, a fat man with twenty-year-old pimple scars and the matching twenty-year-old anger of someone who got wedgies when he was in grade school will show up, unlock the newsstand, and cut the twine off the stack of newspapers.


The papers claim it’s March 13th, but looking at the dark horizon while she drives, Kat knows it won’t be March 13th for another three hours or more as far as most people are concerned, no matter what the newspapers say.


She thinks it would be neat if she could stop her car and read one of the newspapers and find out what will happen tomorrow while she’s sleeping the day away, but, of course, even papers with today’s date only contain old news, news about things that’ve already happened, things you can never change. Even at four o’clock in the morning.





As Kat drives along a lonely stretch of road, another car, a light blue 1963 Fiat 600, which has been gaining on her for the last half minute or so – she’s seen the small round headlights growing with each passing second – zips by with a whistle of wind and the high-pitched squeal of its straining engine and the whine of its exhausted whitewall tires.


A moment after it passes her, Kat turns her car left, onto a night-quiet street, and continues her drive home, south-west toward Queens Boulevard.


Had she continued straight, she might have seen the Fiat moving toward the next intersection. She might have seen the intersection’s green light turn yellow. She might have heard the RPMs kick up a notch as the driver of the Fiat strained the small car’s small engine further, pressing the gas pedal to the floorboard. She might have seen the yellow light turn red. She might have seen the Fiat fly into the intersection despite the red light. She might have seen a green pickup truck entering the intersection at the same time from the right. She might have seen it slam into the Fiat, right into the passenger’s side door, and heard a crash like thunder; seen the Fiat spin; seen it flip as the driver turned the steering wheel the wrong way at the wrong time; seen it roll three times before coming to a stop upside-down on the side of the road, leaving a trail of glass and metal in its wake. She might have seen it sitting there, upside down, in the hollow night air, its sad little tires spinning furiously but gripping nothing, looking like an upended beetle beneath the lunatic moon’s yellow light. She might have seen the pickup truck that slammed into it, now with only one headlight, back up, straighten out on the street, and drive away from there. She might have seen the pale face of the driver in the truck turn to the carnage briefly before driving away. But she never would have known why the driver fled the scene when it was the Fiat that ran the red light. No one will ever know that. No one but the driver of the truck himself.


And, anyway, Kat didn’t go straight.


She turned her car left, and continued her drive, which is where she is now – moving along steadily toward home with reflections of herself in the windows of the buildings on both sides of the street to keep her company. Three Kats driving along in the same direction. No way she could see the accident. And when the thunderclap of a crash comes, she doesn’t know where it comes from.


She hears it, turns down Buddy Holly briefly and glances in the rearview mirror, and when she sees nothing back there but the darkness, not even a pair of headlights in the distant past looking like wolf eyes, she turns the radio back up, maybe even a little louder than it was before the unnerving sound of the crash, and she continues on.


Maybe what she heard was just thunder. Didn’t the man on the radio say there would be early-morning showers?


She looks at the sky, and though it’s filled with gray clouds illuminated by the light of the moon, they don’t look heavy enough for rain. Not yet. But maybe she’s wrong. If so, she hopes she gets home before the downpour starts.


She didn’t bring an umbrella.
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Kat turns her car onto Austin Street.


She can see her apartment complex now.


She can also see one of her neighbors – she forgets his name, a colored man who’s always been very nice, who once even jump-started her car for her – pulling his Buick Skylark out of the Long Island Railroad parking lot, turning his car toward her, heading in the opposite direction.


As their cars pass each other, the two neighbors wave.


Frank! She thinks his name is Frank. She remembered as soon as she saw his face clearly, the orange glow of his cigarette cherry floating in front of it like a pet firefly.


She wonders what he’s doing out at four o’clock in the morning. She knows Frank’s wife is a nurse and often works the night shift – Kat has seen the lights in the apartment lit up when she gets home from her shift at the bar – but she has never seen either of them, Frank or his wife, outside at this time of night.


Kat pulls her car into the Long Island Railroad parking lot, which sits just across the street from her apartment complex, the Hobart Apartments. She pulls the Studebaker into the empty spot Frank’s Buick just pulled out of and kills the engine. The sound of the radio dies with it.


Only once has her short drive home from the bar lasted longer than a few minutes – the length of a song – and that was because she took a different route home so she could drop off one of the regulars who spent the last of his cash on a drink and couldn’t afford the cab fare. Or to tip her for the drink. Even though nothing bad happened during that drive, it was the one and only time Kat ever gave a customer a ride home. She felt nervous the whole time, her palms sweating as they gripped the steering wheel, but more importantly, she felt it somehow crossed a line that shouldn’t be crossed.


A breeze blows through the branches of the oak trees lining the street. A few leaves blow away, but most hold fast.


Kat pushes her way out of the car just in time to see a black-and-white police cruiser roll quietly by, the red light on its roof jutting up like a lipstick. She sees the pale face of the lone policeman inside glancing in her direction, and then he’s gone. She watches the red glow of the taillights until the cruiser turns a corner at the end of the block.


In the distance, a car horn honks.


A dog howls at the moon, and then a shout, shuddup, a banging sound, the dog yelps, and then silence.


She’s tired. Just so gee-dee tired.


Kat believes that people should hibernate, like bears. Winter wears a soul out. If people could hibernate through it, they could wake in the spring refreshed, ready for the rest of the year. They could face it with hope, maybe even optimism. Instead, by the time spring rolls around, as it is rolling around now, people have been made brittle by winter. Cold and brittle. They’re ready to shatter.


Kat slams her car door home, sees she forgot to lock it, pulls it open, hammers the lock down, and closes it again.


She can hardly wait for her bath.


But only two small steps nearer her apartment’s paint-peeling front door, Kat freezes.


She swallows, afraid.


Suddenly her mouth is very dry.


In the shadows of the night she sees a hulking figure standing near one of the scarred oak trees that guard the front of the Hobart Apartments, that stand between her and her warm bath.


The hulking figure steps away from the tree and moves toward her.


It – he – seems to be pulled toward her, like a magnet, like a yo-yo on a string, seems to glide toward her rather than walk. She doesn’t notice the sort of lumbering broken-machine flump-flump-flump a man walking normally has when he shuffles from one place another. He just floats toward her menacingly.


Kat grabs her purse to her chest, as if it were some sort of talisman, a shield against the night, and she tries to weave around him, to get past him and into her apartment.


And suddenly everything is bright. And loud.


She can see every detail of everything. The pores in the man’s skin, large and filled with dirty oil, several blackheads littering his nose. The smudge on his jeans shaped like one of the midwestern states whose names she can never remember and the color of a coffee stain. The flecks of rust on the blade on the knife in his hand standing out like freckles. She can hear the sound of a radio playing somewhere. Muffled talking. A car engine dies three blocks away. She can see a spider on the front door of her garden apartment, building a web in the top left corner. She can hear the bathwater running inside, behind the spider and the front door, filling the tub with warm water into which she’ll soon be able to slide.


But that’s not real, is it? That last thing isn’t real. Not yet. And it won’t ever be real if she doesn’t get to her apartment.


The man with the knife redirects himself and continues toward her.


But Kat is past him now, in the street, adrenaline coursing through her veins, and she’s unzipping her purse, trying to find her keys. A lipstick flies from the purse’s open mouth as she fishes inside; it clatters to the street, rolls for a while, and stops. She hears the foot of her attacker crunch atop it with one of his brown leather construction boots. So he must be walking, he must be human, despite the way he seemed to be gliding. Ghosts don’t have stained jeans and greasy pores and blackheads, do they? Ghosts don’t wear brown construction boots. Ghosts don’t need knives. A pink compact leaps out after her lipstick, hits the ground, and Kat thinks she can hear the mirror inside shatter.


Seven years bad luck, she thinks insanely. I’ll be thirty-five then.


But now she can feel the keys in her right hand and she’s at the front door and she’s shuffling through the keys, trying desperately to find the right one, and she’s covered in sweat even though the night is cold, and there it is, the right one, the correct key, and she shoves it into the doorknob and turns the knob and pushes the door and the door swings open, come in, Kat, welcome home, and she takes a step toward her living room, toward the safe darkness of her living room, inviting like a womb, like a mother’s open arms, and soon she’ll be able to close the door on the dangerous world and sink into the warm water of her bathtub and forget any of this ever happened.


Except a cruel fist grabs a handful of her hair and stops her. And that hand drags her away from the front door, leaving it there, open, keys hanging from the doorknob.


I just wanted an effing bath, she thinks.


And then the hand that’s not holding her by the hair rises into the night air above her. That hand is holding a knife, a large kitchen knife with flecks of rust littering its blade.


The knife seems frozen in air a moment. Kat can see it in the corner of her eye.


‘Please,’ she says.


And that’s all she says before the knife is hammered down, just behind her collarbone, and there is the grinding sound of metal against bone, and a wet sound, a nauseating liquid moan, and then those sounds are drowned out by the sound of someone screaming – someone screaming loud.


And then the knife is pulled out of the new opening it made in Kat, and she hears a sound like a sword being unsheathed in an Errol Flynn movie. It doesn’t seem real. And then warm liquid begins to flow down her back.


She smells copper.


And then another scream fills the air.


I wonder who that is, Kat thinks. Poor thing.
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Patrick wakes to the sound of an alarm clock ringing and though he doesn’t know what he was dreaming of seconds earlier he’s sure it wasn’t any good because he’s got a feeling in his head like wadded-up fishwrap and socks, a sort of dirty ache. His mouth tastes like cigarette ash. His eyes sting.


He fumbles with the alarm clock, not yet awake, just flipping it over in his hands repeatedly and pressing on protrusions as he comes across them. Eventually, he presses the correct button and the clock goes silent. He sets it back down where he found it.


Where am I?


He blinks several times.


Living room. Apartment living room. On the planet Earth.


Who am I?


Patrick Donaldson. Nineteen years old.


What am I?


A human being who’s been asked to go to a foreign land to kill gooks – other human beings – for my country.


When am I?


Four o’clock in the morning.


He looks at the TV and sees static.


On the couch beside him, a well-read sheet of paper whose heading makes clear everything that needs to be made clear. ‘Order to Report for Armed Forces Physical Examination,’ it says.


‘Fuck you,’ Patrick says back.


He gets to his feet, scratches at himself absently, readjusts himself – he got twisted around somehow while he slept – and pulls his underwear out of his ass. He cleans his filthy-tasting mouth with his tongue and swallows.


And then, after one more glance at the Order to Report, Patrick pads across the brown carpet and into the hallway.





‘Is it time?’


His mom (her name is Harriette, but, despite the fact that he’s technically a grown-up, he still just thinks of her as mom and is pretty sure he always will) looks up at him with her jaundiced eyes, not much more than slits buried in old folds of flesh. She does not look well. Patrick has often wondered how long she has left.


She’s only sixty-two. If he dies when he’s as old as his mom is now, that means he’s already lived a third of his life. Just about, anyway.


‘Is it time?’ mom asks again.


Patrick nods. ‘It’s time.’


‘Oh,’ she says.


‘Yeah,’ he says.


Then he walks to a large machine in the corner, a machine that will keep his mother from getting any worse, or at least slow down the process.


That’s what Erin says.


Frank and Erin, their next-door neighbors, got it for them. Erin’s a nurse. She pulled some strings at the hospital to make sure mom got it because mom said she didn’t want to go away and spend the last days of her life in an antiseptic hospital room. She said she’d rather die than live in a hospital room that smelled of solvents, a hospital room from which the humanity had been scrubbed.


Erin also taught Patrick how to operate the thing, which is what he does now.


He pushes the machine over to his mom, then grabs his mom’s arm and flips it over, revealing the white fishbelly underside. Revealing radiocephalic fistulae: permanent tubes for the blood to flow in and out of.


Patrick plugs his mother into the machine and gets it started, feeling, as he does every time, like he’s in a science fiction movie, like this isn’t quite real.


One hour out of every four, he was told.


By five o’clock, an hour from now, mom’s eyes won’t be quite so yellow; her skin will look almost human.


‘You must just be waiting for me to die,’ mom says.


‘You know I don’t mind taking care of you,’ he says, which is, most of the time, including now, mostly true. It makes him tired and sad, but mostly he doesn’t mind. Besides, he’s the man of the house. Who else would do it? His dad bailed on them both when Patrick was ten, went out for the proverbial pack of smokes and never came back.


Sometimes Patrick can convince himself that dad never ran out on them. He was hit by a truck or something, didn’t have his identification on him, and from the time he hit the gutter dead his new name was John Doe. From an hour later, anyway, when his corpse was laid out on a cold metal table with built-in gutters around its edges for collecting whatever drains from the dead besides the soul. If dad’d had his wallet, Patrick and mom would have found out what happened to him, but as it was, dad had just been disposed of like every other John Doe since the Civil War: buried in the potter’s field on Hart Island. Buried in a trench – in a mass grave, pine coffins stacked three high – without ceremony or individual marker. The end.


Yeah, sometimes Patrick can actually make himself believe that. Somehow that’s better than the idea that he just left them. That he just walked away and never looked back. That somewhere his father is alive and laughing with a new wife who isn’t ill, with a new son who doesn’t look like a woman he ran out on, in a new city that reminds him not at all of the one he left behind.


But then he remembers the day after dad left when he found dad’s half-full pack of Pall Malls on the kitchen counter. Went out for cigarettes he already had, huh? Got any bridges you want to sell?


A week later Patrick smoked his first cigarette, sitting alone in an empty alley, hunkered behind some trash cans that smelled of puke and something sweet – fruit, perhaps, beginning to ferment. It made him feel like a grown-up to smoke. This is what men did, and now that dad was gone, he was the man of the house, wasn’t he? He would smoke Pall Malls and drink Pabst Blue Ribbon just like his dad.


Only he wouldn’t leave mom.


Real men didn’t leave.


By the time he got to the end of his first cigarette, he felt sick to his stomach, but he also felt good. His head felt light, like it was filled with helium, like it could float off his neck and up into the air. He imagined his Zeppelin head floating around in the gray city sky. He imagined all the things he could see – the cars lined up like ants waiting to be stepped on, people’s rooftop gardens, little corners of the world that couldn’t be reached any way but from above. He’d be like a bird up there and there’d be no place he couldn’t go.


But real men didn’t leave. Not unless they had to.


‘Where’s your book?’ Patrick says.


Mom points.


Johnny Got His Gun by Dalton Trumbo sits on her nightstand next to a glass of stale water.


Patrick picks it up and settles into a chair at his mother’s bedside. He moved the chair from the living room two months ago for just this purpose, so he could sit and read to her. It’s tattered and old and threadbare and smells like dog even though they haven’t had a dog for three years. It’s stained and it’s got the sag of a man who’s lost hope. But it does the job. He flips the book open to its folded page and begins reading.


‘ “When armies begin to move,”’ he reads, ‘ “and flags wave and slogans pop up watch out little guy because it’s somebody else’s chestnuts in the fire not yours. It’s words you’re fighting for and you’re not making an honest deal your life for something better. You’re being noble and after you’re killed the thing you traded your life for won’t do you any good and chances are it won’t do anybody else any good either.”’ And then he stops. Licks his lips.


Mom looks over at him with her yellow eyes.


‘What is it?’ she says.


He doesn’t answer.


‘Honey?’


Patrick thinks of the Order to Report sitting on the coffee table maybe twenty feet away. He thinks of the edges of the paper already being stained brown on either side from where he’s gripped it and sweat into it while reading it so many times. He thinks of standing in his underwear with a long line of other boys who have come to be examined. Raise your arms straight in front of you, palms up; now rotate your arms so your hands face the floor; now touch your toes. He thinks of getting on a bus to some basic training ground. He thinks of bivouacking with the rest of his unit during basic training, learning to survive in the jungle. He thinks of flying off to Vietnam. He thinks of sitting in an airplane seat on his way over, but coming home in a body bag or coffin, stacked up with the others in some cargo hold like so much lumber. He still hasn’t told mom.


What’ll she do when he does tell her?


Whatever it is, the one thing he’s pretty sure she won’t do is suddenly get better.


‘Honey?’ mom says again.


Patrick turns to look at her.


‘I don’t think I feel like reading,’ he says finally.


‘You don’t have to.’


‘Okay.’


He nods, flips the dog-ear back into place, puts the book back on the nightstand, and gets to his feet. He glances down at them, his feet, sees a pink toe, his big toe on his left foot, sticking out through a hole in the sock, and he absurdly thinks, This little piggy went wee-wee-wee-wee all the way home.


‘I’ll be back when you’re done,’ he says, and turns toward the door before stopping again and looking at mom.


‘If something happened,’ he says. ‘If something happened and I had to leave, would you be okay?’


Mom shakes her head. No.


For a moment Patrick thinks that’s the only response he’s going to get, the shake of a head, but then mom says, ‘Don’t leave me with strangers.’


Patrick smiles.


‘I was just talking,’ he says.


‘Don’t leave me with strangers,’ she says again.


He nods. ‘I’m sorry I scared you. I’ll always be here for you, momma. You know that, right?’


Mom smiles. ‘I know that.’


‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll be back when you’re done.’





In the living room, Patrick reads the Order to Report for the sixtieth or seventieth time, then sets it down on the coffee table.


He glances out the living-room window, past the telescope he has sitting there, and out into the lamplit courtyard, which is empty except for four benches and some flower gardens and espaliers and concrete. Then he walks to the telescope and aims it at the apartment windows across the courtyard. As far as Patrick is concerned, the most useful thing you can do with a telescope is spy on your neighbors. They’re more interesting than planets; they have more personality, anyway.
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