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Division along the parallel made no sense economically or geographically as far as Korea itself was concerned.

—Dean Rusk

There is nothing in history to justify the use of the caduceus as the emblem of the physician.

—Maurice Boigey, Presse Médicale

A wrong decision can cause a lifetime of pain.

—Korean proverb








Prologue

His name was Yungman.

The components of his name were, as custom dictated, selected by his paternal grandfather, just as his father’s had been selected by his grandfather, and so forth back to the origin of the clan. The grounding character “Yung”—“Hero”—cemented him to all his cousins (Yung-jo, Yung-ho, Yung-chun, Yungbok) in this twelfth generation of Kwaks, whether he knew them or not; “Man” meant “Evening.” “Evening Hero” would thus be carved into all the family trees on male Kwak headstones henceforth, chipped into his jade name-stick—his legal signature. Yungman’s place as first son was evident by contrast to his younger brother Yung-sik, “Vegetable Hero.”

To his patients, he was no Evening Hero but Dr. Kwak. A little Asian man (certainly short of stature, at 5'4"), the hospital’s obstetrician. He was distinctive to the white townspeople not just by being Asian but by being the first doctor from somewhere, anywhere, else. First North Korea, then South Korea. In America, a year first in Birmingham, Alabama, repeating his internship, as all foreign-trained physicians had to do.

And though he was a graduate of the “Harvard of Korea,” no hospital even bothered to reply to the American job search of this man from Asia, a region of the world America had decided it didn’t want and made laws to ban and expel. Yungman would end up so desperate for employment that he would drive straight north with his wife and infant child to this Arctic Circle of the US—the Iron Range of Minnesota—where winters were almost lightless, where schools closed for blizzards only when temperatures fell below minus fifty degrees.

Horse’s Breath, so named because the only way the early settlers (49ers who got lost on the way to California) could discern whether their horses were still alive that first winter was by checking for their breath, or alternatively, the name was a white man’s mangling of the Anishinaabe word ozhaawashkwaabika: the purplish undertone on the area’s rocks—signifying iron—which gave these speculators a reason to stay.

Towns in this area were spaced apart, individual stars in a constellation. A person from the next town over, Apple’s Gate, whose main characteristic to the Horse’s Breather was the unholy smell of rotten eggs from the paper plant, was a stranger. Movement between towns was rare.

Into Horse’s Breath’s mix of the descendants of the immigrants brought to work in the iron ore mines (Swedes, Norwegians, Finns, in that order; a Dane, three Icelanders, Slovakians, Slovenians, Serbians, Germans, Croatians, Poles, an Italian, and an Irish or two, and admixtures thereof) came Dr. Kwak, William (Will, I am) on his official documents; his Korean wife, Young-ae; and his Korean-ish son, Einstein.






BOOK I





William Y. Kwak, MD

HORSE’S BREATH

20XX

Yungman’s office was strategically placed between the surgical suites and the labor and delivery rooms. You walked by the imaging room, whose door had a sign that said

Please do not SMOKE during your ultrasound

then through a door with a sign that said

MATERNITY WARD

and

Push Push! PUSH!!!

above its automatic opener.

This heavy door kept the noise of the ambulances out. But Yungman was always imagining he heard sirens.

Yungman waved to his secretary, Rose, whose half-size office was umbilically connected to his. She had left his white coat on its hanger behind the door, pressed and cleaned and sheathed in protective plastic. He had to deal with his shoes first. The unseasonable winter rain had left the physicians’ parking lot flooded, and he had picked his way across archipelagoes of dryish asphalt, stepped lightly into what he thought was a one-inch-deep puddle, and been so shocked when his foot disappeared up to the ankle that he put his other foot down into a different mini-lake. From his desk, he took out his package of emergency socks, crisp in their cellophane and with the Stuffer’s Drug price tag still on it from 1989. Both shoes were damp, so while he hid them under his desk to dry, he transferred his feet into his squishy white surgical clogs even though it wasn’t a surgery day.

Then he remembered the letter. He patted his jacket pocket—whew; still dry. He opened the slim middle drawer of his desk and placed it in the back, even beyond his RX pad and stash of Tic Tacs.

He checked the ER whiteboard. His longtime patient Mrs. Maki had called him at home this morning complaining of indigestion. She wasn’t due for two more weeks, but she tended to deliver fast; three children, each labor faster than the previous, so he told her to come in. Better safe in the hospital than sorry, especially since recent cuts meant fewer ambulances were available. Of course, this would add to his workload; normally, Maude, his nurse-midwife, could do the workup and monitoring, but there’d been sporadic layoffs for months. It had seemed there was no more flesh to cut, but she had been a casualty of last week’s “Friday-night massacre” along with Kate Javorina, the hospital’s social worker.

In this vacuum, the hospital hadn’t come up with a better system than having all OB-GYN cases come through the ER and wait for him in bed #5, the last one. Yungman didn’t feel comfortable mixing emergency and nonemergency. It was also a systems problem—deciding for, say, a vehicular accident with a pregnant victim whether the person needed Dr. Rasmussen the ER doc or him. “If I’m busy with another patient, without Maude there to assess it could be dangerous,” he’d challenged Odin Tinklenberg, the young hospital president with the curiously old Norsk name.

“We all have to do more with less, Dr. Kwak,” he’d said, “if we’re going to keep Horse’s Breath General viable in this market.”

Market! Yungman scoffed to himself. They were talking human beings, not rubber balls or boxes of cereal.

Tinklenberg’s predecessor, who’d been with the hospital more than twenty years, had been an MD with a master’s in public health. Odin was an MBA, brought in two years ago by the private management company Synergistic Action Network–US Health Systems, which had made the tantalizing promise to the board of trustees that Horse’s Breath General would be debt-free in a mere two to five years; the precipitously aging and dwindling population of the town meant a shakier financial footing. The hospital could regain its former stability if they gave Tinklenberg free rein to do his magic. But all they’d seen so far was fewer staff, fewer supplies—even basics like IV saline and Tylenol were troublingly often in short supply. Telephone problems, which used to get fixed right away, languished for days. Also, their ER had been downgraded one trauma level, then another. The new sign at the entrance read


MINOR INJURY ONLY /

NOT 24 HOUR

FOR EMERGENCY PLEASE DIAL 911



The remaining doctors, nurses, and staff were busier than ever. The ER whiteboard was filled already.



	PATIENT

	DOCTOR

	NOTES




	Aas, S

	Rasmussen

	fell off ladder




	Maki, M

	Hokkanen

	Well child




	Maki, A

	Hokkanen

	Otitis med




	Maki, L

	Kwak

	P4G3 (Fedex)




	Zimmerman, R

	Rasmussen

	abdominal pain





The Finnish name Maki was by far the most common surname in the town. Whether on the ER whiteboard, in the high school honor roll in the paper, or in the phonebook, Yungman was continually squinting into a thicket of Makis.

There she was: Lorraine Maki, the one who had called this morning.

“Hello, Mrs. Maki!” He was pleased to see her already hooked up to the fetal heart monitor, the two sensors correctly placed.

“Guess it wasn’t just the hotdish, huh?” She burped delicately. He watched the monitor. She was in labor all right. The baby’s heartbeat flattened and then bounced back nicely after each contraction, no decels. An uneventful, advancing delivery. He often became crampy himself when it was time to push. He felt faint twinges in his pelvic area now; this baby would be out by early afternoon.

Yungman made sure she had plenty of ice chips to chew on and told her to call a nurse if she was uncomfortable. Lorraine Maki smiled at him. “I don’t even need Stadol. I’m fine.”

“You’re a tough cookie.” These descendants of the pioneers, Yungman thought admiringly. He went to the supply closet and made sure the instruments and vacuum suction were there if he needed them; things had a way of disappearing from the closet these days.

“Dr. Kwak,” said Patsy the ER nurse, from behind him. “Mrs. Maki said her water never broke. I have the amnio hook if you need it.”

“Hello, Patsy. Did you learn all that from Maude?” Yungman said. “Were you the one who hooked her up to the monitor?”

She nodded vigorously. “You can’t work in the ED for coming up on thirty years and not pick up some stuff. Mr. Tinklenberg keeps saying we have to remember that ER and OB are the ‘brand introduction’ to the hospital.” She rolled her eyes. Probably no one in the hospital was a fan of Tinklenberg’s officiousness, or that he didn’t seem to care that he remained an outsider in Horse’s Breath even though he’d been here for two years now, a single man for whom the hospital bought one of the biggest houses in town, when the 2008 mortgage crisis had caused so many townspeople to lose theirs.

“I heard she delivers fast, so that’s why I wrote ‘Fedex’ on the board—get it?”

“I do get it,” said Yungman. He was not always happy about the lingo the ER staff used among themselves. So many staff were talking about racoons recently he thought there was some kind of infestation before figuring out “racoons” was what they called opiate overdoses, for the dark shadows and hollows users had around their eyes. But each department had its way, and he needed to operate within the ER’s parameters, to coexist with his medical brethren. Patsy at least was willing to extend herself; the temp ER nurses Tinklenberg had brought in after firing the regulars would openly reject his polite request that they get a patient a birthing ball: “Not my job!”

“So—you need this to pop that sac?”

Back when the Ladies Auxiliary existed, they used to gather in the upstairs conference room to drink coffee all day and crochet tiny hats for the newborns. Yungman had once noticed how metal crochet hooks looked exactly like the Briggs perforator. Ha—maybe with Tinklenberg’s new austerity they’d have to start using knitting supplies. They probably cost a dollar at Hobby Hub versus fifty bucks for a Briggs. Do more with less!

“You can put it back,” he said to Patsy now. “That might speed up the labor, and that’s something we don’t need.”

“I can monitor the dilation for you,” Patsy offered. She held up three fingers in the Boy Scout salute. “These are 4.78 centimeters across.”

Yungman smiled, remembering the first time he put his own fingers crosswise on a ruler so he could use them, like a human ring sizer, to measure how wide a cervix had dilated.

Of course, it wasn’t 100 percent kosher to have her do this. But she offered. And he had to do more with less. Also, to be honest, his entire Birmingham hospital internship—thirty-six- and forty-eight-hour shifts routinely—would be illegal today.

“If Mrs. Maki consents, why don’t you do an exam right now, and I can see if our measurements match up?”

“Awesome,” she said. And: “Sure hope that blasted rain stops soon. It’s like a swamp out there.” No Horse’s Breath conversation was complete without a little dig at the weather.

Yungman heard the door to the ambulance bay whoosh open; he reflexively stutter-stepped back to dodge an orderly careening down the hall with a gurney.

Ken Hokkanen, the hospital’s internist, also narrowly avoided being sideswiped as he entered through the door. The ER bay was their de facto employee entrance, if only because it was closest to the physicians’ parking lot. Drops of rain glistened atop his thick white hair.

“You’ve still got the moves, Dr. Kwak!” he said, waving to his friend, performing a quick cha-cha-cha. He, smartly, had waterproof chukka boots on.

“Morning, Dr. Hokkanen!” cried one of the lab techs, passing by with a tray of blood.

“You’re looking lovely today, Kathy,” he said, and she blushed. Ken’s boots clonked on the floor as he walked down the corridor toward his office in the clinic wing. He would change his boots for clogs (Swedish wooden platforms, not surgical), clip a koala bear toy to his stethoscope (he was double-certified med-peds), and start his rounds, visiting his patients with their tonsillectomies, appendectomies, pneumonias, and bariatric surgeries.

Ken glanced at the ER board as he passed it. “Mrs. Maki is a Fedex?”

“Same-day delivery!” called Patsy.

In utero, the baby was Yungman’s responsibility; ex utero, Ken’s. The two men had a well-oiled handoff routine; it helped that the two doctors not only respected each other but were also best friends.

“I’d plan on as early as midafternoon,” Yungman said, returning to his office.

Rose had slipped a schedule on Yungman’s desk. Today was clinic day. Every slot was taken. He’d have to finish his morning inpatient rounds promptly, then get started on the lineup of women who needed birth control, STD checks, annual exams. He liked to complain about how busy he was, especially lately, but the truth was, he loved his work. Even in a small way, he mattered.



Yungman returned to his desk midafternoon. Today’s lunch from the physicians’ dining room was grilled cheese and tomato soup. His favorite.

“Dr. Kwak, just to let you know, you’ve got an incoming, a Carol Maki,” said Patsy, materializing in his office doorway, leaning on the jamb, one sneakered foot held up like a stork, her trick for staying on her feet all day. “But—”

Rose appeared behind Patsy. Patsy had been on the high school basketball team in the ’90s, and Rose was so short that she was able to peep out through the space beneath Patsy’s arm.

“President Tinklenberg called. You’re wanted upstairs, stat.” Stat? Rose never used the word “stat.” Stat was not part of her work life.

“But I have an emergency case coming in.” He looked at Patsy. He willed himself not to look at the two slabs of char-flecked toast, the cheese oozing on the plate (just the way he liked it), the soup still hot enough it hadn’t developed a skin atop it yet.

“I’ll take care of her,” Patsy said. “She’s a frequent flier.”

“Frequent flier?”

“People who just come in repeatedly for free stuff like a turkey sandwich. Or they’re looking for a lazy way to get their primary care, whatever. Then they get their FF wings on the whiteboard. This one’s also an FF-NAD, according to the EMT.”

NAD = No Apparent Distress. She’d pronounced it like the “nad” in “gonad.”

“But she came in by ambulance? What’s she presenting with?”

“Besides presenting with free ambulance abuse, her complaints are mild vaginal bleeding. And it’s not new—she’s had it on and off but said she decided to come in today. Ohya, I’m betting perimenopause. Those people have some nerve, using the ambulances like taxis when they know they’re broke and can’t pay it back, and then we’re going to be broke.”

“That’s fine, Patsy,” Yungman said. “I need to make that assessment.”

“She’ll be fine to wait a few,” Patsy said. “I won’t let her die. Promise.”

He looked over at Patsy. This patient probably could wait. Her name, Carol Maki, didn’t ring a bell. In a crunch, he prioritized his own patients because you had to reward people for their loyalty, their history with him. “Okay, Patsy, why don’t you monitor. I wouldn’t delegate this unless I felt sure you were capable of assessing and handling it. I need to do more with less, and I’m sorry, this is really more Maude’s job.”

“I got you,” she said. “I’ll have you paged if anything looks concerning.”

Yungman shut his door for a second. He had been looking forward to some quiet time—just him and his soup and sandwich. He allowed himself three long slurps. Just having that much warm soup in his belly was helpful. Tinklenberg’s “stat” at least couldn’t mean a patient’s life was at stake.

He opened the middle drawer of his desk and dug around to find the tiny hand mirror and some Tic Tacs. Quick check of his face; no debris. He popped in a minty-fresh Tic Tac and tossed the box back into the drawer, where it landed atop something that made a crisp noise, like an autumn leaf being stepped on. Ah, the aerogram. Drat that. After he grabbed it from the mailbox this morning, it had been too late to go back in the house and hide it. He supposed that here, in his desk, it was just as secret, if not more so, than being stuck between the pages of a book at home.

But he couldn’t help pausing. The return address—Sajik-ro, Seoul-si—stared back at him.

Yungman had always been careful to leave no return address when he sent the annual money. But a few years ago, the letters started coming. Of course he didn’t reply. Every time he thought and hoped his brother had given up, another surprise reply popped up, like another bright dandelion after he’d saturated the lawn with Weed B-Gon. At least one or two a year. Checking the mail was his domestic task. Young-ae had once even mused, “You just checked the mail this morning—are you going senile?” He didn’t say anything. Better to let her think he had Alzheimer’s than for her to discover the real reason he was so hypervigilant.

On the third floor, the business floor where he rarely went, he saw this wasn’t a private meeting. It was being held in their conference room, the same one where they had their monthly morbidity and mortality conferences, and it was packed with doctors. There was just one chair open, and Ken had his arm resting on the back of it. “Dr. Kwak!” he said, pointing. In any other man this might seem like jerk behavior, but not Ken. Everyone knew he had his own unerring sense of balance and decency, and everyone—even Mitzner the surgeon, who was a genuine jerk—respected it. Which was probably why Ken had been drafted into the position (“a pain in the keister!”) of medical officer, the liaison between the doctors and management. Tinklenberg had chosen Ken because “it’s hard to find a person everyone in the hospital likes,” but he soon regretted it—”You’re supposed to be a liaison for the doctors, not an activist.”

“I don’t know when we’ve all been back here like this,” mused Dr. Rasmussen. He must have been referring to when they would meet to use this room for job interviews, talking to the prospects, trying to figure out if they would be good colleagues. The hospital hadn’t had a new hire, Yungman was realizing, since Clausen the “young doctor” anesthesiologist, who had been in his thirties then but now was fifty—no spring chicken. Tinklenberg certainly hadn’t hired anyone; he only fired. No wonder they had all grown so old on the vine.

The door opened. Mitzner strode in. A tall man with a stoop from both age and decades of leaning over an OR table, he’d once looked like Charles Lindbergh, but now his shiny bald pate was strategically covered by a Minnesota Twins surgical cap. He was trailed, as always, by Clausen, who also had a stoop because he unconsciously copied everything his idol, Mitzner, did. Seeing no chairs left, Clausen immediately pivoted and left the room.

Mitzner stood behind Yungman and crossed his hairy forearms. Yungman turned partway around. “Hello, Dr. Mitzner,” he said. It was a civic duty, he felt, to be pleasant to everyone in the workplace, no matter how he was feeling, or felt about the person.

“Ahoy to ol’ Dr. Quack,” he replied. Ugh. Mitzner hadn’t deployed “Dr. Quack” in ages. Yungman had even dared hope that odious nickname had gone on to the graveyard of unfunny jokes. He recalled with some shame that when he first started at Horse’s Breath General, he didn’t even know Mitzner was making fun of him. Yungman had still been getting used to the heavily Scandinavian-Canadian inflection of Horse’s Breathers’ speech (“Jeet?” Rose would say, for “Did you eat?”) and had just chalked “Quack” up to regional dialect. Indeed, some Horse’s Breathers cleaved Kwak into two syllables: Ka-walk. But Yungman vividly remembered Mitzner hello-ing him and shaking his hand, saying, “So nice to meet you, Dr. Quack, is it?” He had stagily winked at some passing nurses in the way GIs had, during the war, when trying to get the attention of a Korean woman.

Later, Young-ae, whose English was more sophisticated than his, explained that “quack” was like being called a tol-pari surgeon, a pseudo-doctor. What an insult!

Mitzner looked down at him and winked again.

Yungman kept his face pleasant. He was highly allergic to conflict. But: “Speaking of ‘old,’ ” he said, extra pleasantly, “isn’t your birthday coming up, Dr. Mitzner?” Mitzner was going to be eighty, the oldest grape on the vine. Yungman was also nobody’s chump. He turned back in his seat.

Tinklenberg strode in on his Abraham Lincoln–esque legs. He wore a navy-blue suit, expensive pen in the breast pocket. In one hand he held a travel mug from St. Thomas’ Business School. In the other was a sheaf of papers with extremely fine print on them, which he now looked at without glasses. It must be nice to have young eyes.

“Gentlemen,” he said, ignoring Sue Sorensen the osteopath. “I have some good news and bad news—”

“Good news first,” demanded Mitzner. Chest hair poked out of the top of his scrubs. Yungman almost never left the surgical suite in scrubs or took equipment out of the suites. Mitzner acted as if he were operating twenty-four hours a day, but he only did general surgery—how many inguinal hernias could there be? His surgical magnifying eyeglasses hung around his neck on a neoprene band that said BEECHCRAFT. He fiddled with the glasses and, to Yungman’s disgust and astonishment, put the tip of the left earpiece into his mouth. Yungman made a note that if he ever needed surgery, he should go to UMD hospital.

“The bad news is”—Tinklenberg was the one person in the hospital unbossed by Mitzner—“I regret to inform you that the hospital is closing.”

A dozen mouths fell open.

“For a hiatus?” asked Ken. “Are we being furloughed?”

“I mentioned six months ago that the hospital was having financial problems.”

Dr. Rasmussen raised his hand, as if they were in class. “You said the balance sheet would be saved if we okayed that last round of cuts, like sacking longtime employees like Kate Javorina, the social worker, and making the rest of the staff forgo raises. You also didn’t let me replenish my lifesaving clot-busting drugs.”

“Yes, but we have the classic situation of too many people using medical services without being able to pay, plus the hospital not having any real revenue-generating arms like a cancer center. The debt is so overwhelming that the cuts aren’t enough.”

“Not enough for what?” said Rasmussen. Mining was dangerous work, so the mining company in 1925 had established a fund for the hospital, precisely so they wouldn’t have to worry about balance-sheet issues from day to day—the company had promised there would always be a hospital here.

“For corporate headquarters.”

“ ‘Corporate’?” said Mitzner. “We’re an independent nonprofit community hospital.”

“Nonprofit, yes. But independent? Oh, gentlemen, not for a long while. That’s the whole reason I and Synergistic Action Network–US Health Systems were brought in—to fix decades of no one minding the store. Horse’s Breath General had been part of Synergistic Action Network–US Health Systems for an entire year before I even set foot in this place. You must have seen the new logo.”

There had been a series of new logos and mottos in the front hall. This month’s:

SANUS: A Passion for Care

Yungman had thought SANUS was some early medical philospher like Hippocrates.

Also, what did “a passion for care” even mean?

“Okay, then hit us with the good news. Maybe we could finally consider converting to employee ownership, like I’ve been saying we should all these years.” Mitzner’s grandfather had come to town with a brace of Kentucky mules and started the mercantile. He was supposedly there when the mining company made the promise to the town to electrify the streetlights downtown and that “the hospital will always be open, doctors’ salaries paid, no matter what. Miners and their families need their care, and this is the way to make physician life up here attractive to this generation and the next.” Indeed, the doctors’ salaries were more comparable to those at Duluth or the Twin Cities than to those in other rural towns in Minnesota. (Even still, Yungman noted, no one wanted to be the always-on-call OB here before him.)

“The good news is that anyone over fifty-five will get their full defined benefits pension.”

“Of course we will,” said Ken. “That’s our money.”

“Well,” said Tinklenberg, “you’re the lucky ones. For people not fully vested, the pension becomes liquid assets for creditors. But as I was saying, the hospital will officially close on Friday.”

“What?”

“Impossible!”

“But what’s going to happen to our patients?”

The door opened: Clausen, dragging in a chair for Mitzner. It screeched on the floor. “What’d I miss?”

“You aren’t getting your pension,” said Mitzner.

“Is that a joke? I’ve been paying into it for twenty years.”

Tinklenberg tapped the edge of the papers on the table to straighten them. “This is all coming from corporate; I’m just the messenger. I wouldn’t mind a word of appreciation for saving your pensions—in the M&A transaction, Synergistic Action Network–US Health Systems, SANUS, and its consultants inherited all assets of this hospital. I was able to do a clawback for a small portion.”

“How can they just close a hospital?” asked Yungman. “Our hospital.”

“Without a plan for our patients,” added Sue Sorensen.

A glum silence followed.

One by one, they all got up. No matter what happened, they still had patients to attend to.



Bed #5: “Hello, Mrs. Maki, sorry to keep you waiting—it’s been a very busy day.” Yungman’s second Maki of the day. She had blond hair, darkening at the roots, and ear piercings that went all the way up her ear. Around her neck was a delicate gold chain with a cross. Not a regular patient of his. He looked at her chart: age forty-four.

Patsy, passing, hooked her thumbs together and made her hands flap. Frequent flier.

“So, what brings you in today, Mrs. Maki?”

“Bleeding,” she said. “Pain.”

“Did it come on suddenly?”

“No, it’s been going on for months. So I finally thought I should come in.”

“Any history of endometriosis? Of fibroids?”

“No. I mean, I have moved around a lot these last couple years and haven’t been to a doctor for a while, so if I do have any of that, I wouldn’t know.”

Forty-four was a little early for menopause, but not out of range, especially for these heavyset white women. Young-ae had had a gentle, late menopause. There wasn’t even, Yungman realized, a Korean word for “hot flash.”

“Are you still menstruating? This isn’t your period?”

“I’m totally regular—like, you could set a train schedule to my periods.”

Yungman glanced again at her file. There was nothing in it except her name, address, birthday, and OCCUPATION: UNEMPLOYED.

“A change in flow or frequency can happen with perimenopause.”

“I honestly don’t think this is my period. I also have pain in my abdomen and lower back. Sometimes it goes down the back of my legs. Worse when I lie down.”

Yungman inwardly sighed. Diffuse pain was the hardest to pinpoint for a cause. It could be anything, including nerves (sciatica) or nerves (anxiety), a bad hot dog, a strained muscle, constipation, menses. Or a more serious orthopedic issue whose origin might not even be at the site of the pain. Cancer was also possible, but, although most patients immediately thought that, it rarely ever was. Dr. Rasmussen had let Yungman in on his ER “trick” for abdominal-pain patients. He started them first on a “special medicine”—a double dose of Maalox. “Nine times out of ten we treat ’em and street ’em within the hour.” They also, lately, had to be careful of people who came in seeking drugs and knew to say “back pain” because they couldn’t test for it, like they could for a heart attack.

Solely because of vaginal bleeding, Mrs. Maki had been assigned to him. Yungman conducted the Alvarado test and ruled out appendicitis, which still left him with dozens of other things. He thought about Tinklenberg’s entreaties for them to do less testing, but since the hospital was closing anyway, Yungman filled the lab slip like a bingo card: pregnancy test, STDs, iron and vitamin D levels, thyroid for general health, cholesterol.

“Have you had a Pap smear recently?”

“Where they stick that thing up your vagina?”

“Yes. Because you’re bleeding right now, I can’t do it.”

“I did do it, the other time I was in the ER.”

“But there’s no record of your visit.”

“Oh, it was the ER in Apple’s Gate, I think.” That hospital had closed within the last few years as well. And even if it hadn’t, they didn’t share records. American health care was pretty strange.

He diagnosed perimenopause, possibly compounded by orthopedic problems. Maybe he could get her in for an MRI to see what else might be going on. However, the radiology department had been largely outsourced to India (another Tinklenberg “innovation”), and, he confirmed, they couldn’t get it read by Friday.

“If the pain and bleeding persist, I would recommend getting an MRI—unfortunately we can’t do one for you, uh, into the near future,” he said. “It would also be a good idea to start getting wellness exams more regularly,” he added gently.

“God is my ultimate doctor.” She shrugged.

“Of course,” Yungman said. “But you still could do well to have a regular checkup. A Pap test should be done every year.”

“Can I get another Kotex?”

“Of course,” he repeated. He had plenty of those, and thus got her two.

Yungman’s phone rang. “Dr. Kwak—incoming!” It was Patsy. Her normally ruddy face had paled, making her freckles stand out. “This one looks bad—pregnant lady bleeding out.”

At the same time, Rose stuck her head into Yungman’s office. “Asia Maki, your patient, seems to be having a placental abruption—she’s coming into the ER via ambulance.”

Yungman was already halfway down the hall. “Patsy, call the blood bank and get all the O-neg they have.” He continued his sprint to the ambulance bay; he could see the flashing lights just ahead.



Before he went home for the day, Yungman checked the ER board and was pleased by the soothing blocks of blankness. He had managed to see his appointments in clinic, deliver Mrs. Maki the “Fedex,” do an emergency surgery (his third Maki of the day), and clear the ER board. There was still a ghostly residue—MEDEVAC TO UMD NICU—for the Maki baby. Asia Maki was one of his younger, healthier patients (an athlete in high school, she was always in the paper), but for whatever reason, for this her first pregnancy, her placenta had started to separate from the uterine wall and firehosed blood everywhere, including in the ambulance. Yungman had sectioned the baby out. Even though a bit premature, she was fine; so was the mother. He’d used up the hospital’s entire supply of O-neg but had needed more. Luckily, one of the last equipment upgrades the previous president had invested in was an auto-infuser for blood emergencies.

Yungman made sure to stop by the nurse’s station. “Thank you, Patsy, for your help today,” he said, genuinely grateful. “You went above and beyond.”

“I heard you were super fast removing that uterus,” she said. Yungman nodded. How he wished he could have saved it, but with placental abruption, there weren’t many options.

Asia Maki (birth name: Cathy) had been a patient ever since she’d been having painful periods as a teen. He knew she wanted to have many children, so he had even put aside his pride and asked Mitzner to take a look, just in case he’d missed a way to save her uterus. Mitzner peered into the rising lake of blood in Yungman’s midline incision, and muttered “Tsch! Dr. Quack, how many arteries does a uterus have?” Surely all physicians must know there were four (umbilical, vesical, uterine, vaginal); Mitzner’s comment had seemed oracular but his tone suggested he was wasting precious seconds of Yungman’s time to make some kind of point. Yungman had also been annoyed that Clausen had raised the table for Mitzner but hadn’t immediately moved the table back down until Yungman had pointedly asked him to. Who was the primary surgeon here? Two intervals of wasted time; he had to move extra swiftly after that.

“Hey, I brought in a pineapple upside-down cake. Let me wrap some for you—I bet you barely got anything to eat today.”

Yungman’s stomach rumbled. She was right. Three sips of soup and a Tic Tac was it.

Blondish cake, glistening maraschino cherries in the center of each pineapple ring. Between Patsy and Rose, both fans of cooking shows on TV, Yungman never lacked for sugar.

Yungman walked out through the ER bay juggling his briefcase and an entire half cake in its tippy foil tray. Young-ae had her Bible study today. She wouldn’t be home until after midnight. He would, then, dig into this cake at home like it was a personal pan pizza, indulging his sweet tooth (pulling out the cherries, first), and go straight to bed, because tomorrow was surgery day and he had to be at the hospital by six. He paused to balance the cake better and stuck his hand out to see if it was still raining. It wasn’t.

He noticed the bench out front, because for the first time ever there was a person sitting on it. The single wrought iron bench had always seemed just for show, like TV stage scenery.

“Hello!” he said, picking his way across the lawn, spongy from the rain. It was Carol Maki, the “frequent flier.” “Are you waiting for someone?”

“No,” she said, with seemingly genuine misery. “I’m trying to figure out a way to get home.”

He supposed an ambulance couldn’t make the reverse trip.

“I’m on my way home,” he said. “No trouble to drop you off.”

“I live outside of town, past the drive-in.”

“No trouble.” Yungman motioned toward the parking lot. He put the cake in the back seat of his car. He had to yank open the passenger door with some force, because it could get stuck, as it was now. He wondered if that’s why it had been retired as a police car. You could still see the ghostly imprint of the HORSE’S BREATH POLICE medallion under the mint-green paint.

“Wait, is this an old police car?” Carol Maki noted the dashboard button for SIREN. He nodded. The Kwak family cars had always been a series of decomissioned police cars bought at the sheriff’s monthly auction, where one could get a reliable car for dirt cheap, the paint job thrown in for free, except you couldn’t pick the color. Yungman had thought Einstein would think a police car was “cool,” but as he got older he would only groan, “Can’t you get something normal? Even a minivan!” By then Yungman was financially stable enough to afford a “normal” car, but the inexpensiveness and practicality of purchasing a lightly used government vehicle had thoroughly won him over.

“My father had an old Ma Bell utility truck. Got it at the sheriff’s auction.”

“Ah, I as well. Thank goodness for it, too: when we first moved up here, I needed a winterized vehicle in a hurry,” said Yungman.

He thought of Mrs. Elmer Severson. One of his first patients. He’d been so young then, hardly able to believe he was a doctor telling other people what to do. “One of my patients—well, her husband, Elmer Severson—told me about the auction,” he said. He’d had so many things to learn to get up to speed about living in Horse’s Breath. How was he supposed to know his Birmingham-purchased car would die in the cold? That Horse’s Breathers kept little houses for their cars, and their cars had special cords hanging off the grille that you had to plug in at night? A kind of heart-lung machine to keep the vehicle alive in the below-zero cold. “Until then I had to have my neighbor give me a jump—every morning.” Dear old Clyde Lungquist, so uncomplaining, getting up at 5 a.m. on Yungman’s surgery days. He had been dead now for more than a decade.

“That’s my dad!” she exclaimed. “I mean, my late dad.”

“Clyde Lungquist?” Yungman was puzzled. He and Duckie had never had children, at least as far as he knew.

“No, Elmer Severson.”

Elmer… oh! Carol Severson! Of course! Forty-four years ago! Maki must be her married name.

“Ah!” he said. Recent studies showed that one’s memories were most vivid when things were new. He’d just started his job in Horse’s Breath, when he’d met Elmer Severson and could picture Carol’s father perfectly. His stubble, his big ears, how he slumped in that rickety second-class chair reserved for husbands. He was such a Silent Sam and then there’d been the time Mrs. Severson had during her appointment suddenly decided she needed to use the lavatory, leaving the two of them together.

Fine; frequent urination is the purview of the heavily pregnant, but couldn’t she have been just a tiny bit more considerate and gone before the appointment? He was on a schedule! At that time in his life, he’d been fretting about everything, every second. Maybe people didn’t know it then (or even now), but his employment at Horse’s Breath General was, like an astronaut’s tether to his spacecraft, the single thing keeping him from floating off into space. His student visa had run out, and this job was the only thing keeping him from immediate deportation. That this job existed at all was a miracle. Horse’s Breath General Hospital had to be the only place in the world so desperate to attract an OB that it could cheerfully ignore his lack of a green card.

Elmer had been so laconic, Yungman had worried he had some kind of selective mutism. Into this conversational void, he didn’t say anything, only unlaced his steel-toed workboot. Right in the office! He then peeled off his red-topped thermal sock.

Yungman disliked feet. Koreans were a clean, polite people who almost never showed their feet to one another. As he tried to think of a diplomatic way to point out the illogic of having the town OB-GYN look at a man’s foot, the foot was there in his face. A prominent big toe. Stubby, bulbous smaller toes, the last two missing. Diabetic necrosis? Frostbite while sitting for too long in a duck blind? Snowmobiling? It smelled like an old closet.

“Fought at the Chosin Reservoir,” he said. “Middle of winter. They called our battalion the Chosen Frozen.”

“I see,” said Yungman.

“Our rubber-bottomed shoepacs were so cheap our feet would sweat when we marched and freeze when we stopped. They were slipperier than hell on those slopes. Guys would take ’em off, feet would swell, and they’d be walking around on bleeding stumps later in the day.”

Yungman was frantically telepathically summoning Mrs. Maki back from the lavatory. In his year in America, it had seemed to him Americans expected Koreans to be abjectly grateful for America’s part in their war. Elmer must have been a lad of eighteen or nineteen when he was shipped from his home in this tiny mining town to fight a war he probably didn’t care about, or understand.

Yungman would have liked to say something about America’s occupation of his country, right after they’d been freed from the Japanese in World War II. How, in the heady days following Japan’s surrender, Koreans poured into the streets. How good it was to see the Korean flag waving again, taking down the hated Rising Sun.

But Korea’s history was too predictable.

The flower that blooms in the morning is dead by noon.

When the whales fight, the shrimp get hurt.

America worried over the prospect of Communism spreading throughout Asia. Since the US military had carried out the abhorrent bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which “won” the war (and killed twenty-five thousand Korean forced laborers, a dozen American POWs), America therefore claimed Japan’s colony Korea was up for grabs. It was the Americans who lacerated and split their peninsula at the 38th parallel. America gave the portion above that line to the Russians, who’d entered the war late but on the Allied side, to reward and contain them, thus inscribing the burgeoning global Cold War on Korea’s land and people, not unlike how the Japanese soldiers had entertained themselves with teen Korean sex slaves—“comfort women”—by carving the Rising Sun with their military bayonets on the bellies of the screaming girls.

Not five years later, what Americans called the Korean War and what Koreans just called “war” began.

“Boy, I hated that place. Those two toes hung on for a while but then fell off like little Sun-Maid raisins. At least then I got sent home. But every winter they ache and ache like it’s happening again. I hate that place.

“The men were all thieves; the women stank of garlic and walked around with their tits hanging out. You know, those gooks, they don’t even have proper sewers! A beautiful mountainous country, and they cover it in human crap.” There was a new hint of uncovered menace. Yungman realized he preferred the selective mutism. “Yah, I wouldn’t have minded if Truman nuked the entire thing.”

Mrs. Severson, finally returning, looked at her husband putting his sock back on. She sat down with a sigh. “You found a new audience,” she said. “Outside of your VFW drinking buddies.” Yungman had, earlier, smelled alcohol, and was sure it wasn’t from her.

“You’re Japanese, right, Dr. Kwak?” Elmer Severson was suddenly concerned. “I’m talking about the Korean gooks, real gooks, not Orientals in general. Kwak is a Japanese name, right?”

Mrs. Severson looked on in alarm. “What are you going on about now, Elmer? And Kwak’s not Japanese, it’s Chinese.”

“Kwak is a Chinese name, yes,” Yungman said evenly. His professional method was to find some way to agree even when the other person was wrong. His life here depended on his being agreeable, never making anyone mad. Yungman had already overheard, in the aisles of the grocery store, men vowing they’d never let a “slant-eye” touch their wives. It was lucky no “round-eye” ever wanted his job. It had been Yungman or No Man.

And, as unlikely as it sounded, Mrs. Severson had been right to a degree: there had been another Kwak in Horse’s Breath.

“That little Charlie Kwak,” Mrs. Severson reminisced.

In his year in America, Yungman had noticed that even the smallest, most rural towns, whether in Alabama or whichever state they’d driven through on the way to Horse’s Breath, always had a Chinese restaurant. That meant that each town, unbelievably, had at least one Chinese person.

Horse’s Breath had had the Golden Dragon. A youngish man, Charlie Yuchen Kwak, had apparently debarked from the Greyhound bus, single-handedly revived the dead Ember’s Restaurant on Highway 20, and announced it as a Chinese restaurant with a plywood pagoda on the roof and a fire-breathing dragon in the window. The Golden Dragon became an attractive alternative to Horse’s Breath’s other restaurant, the Iron Grill (Dr. Rasmussen called it the “Iron Stomach Grill” for its periodic outbreaks of salmonella), for birthday celebrations and graduations, or when people just wanted a taste of the exotic.

Yungman presumed their surnames shared the Chinese character 郭, the same way Bruce Lee and the Korean name Lee, 李, shared the character for plum tree. A few months before the Yungman Kwaks arrived, a Horse’s Breather swore she saw Charlie on Highway 20, dragging a raccoon carcass off the road and putting it in his car.

“Blew in and blew out like a tumbleweed, that little Charlie Kwak.” Mrs. Severson shrugged. “No wife, no family. I always wondered if he was queer.”

“They had good flaming pu-pu platters,” Elmer conceded, now turning back to Yungman. “Doctor, tell us how Carl is doing.”

Elmer Severson, after a parade of daughters, was set on a son named Carl. Yungman, again trying to be agreeable, did not remind him that probability made the sex determination 50/50, no matter that he already had a passel of daughters.

Two months later, Elmer Severson paced the smoke-clogged maternity waiting room, a box of cigars under his arm, holding a balloon that said It’s a Boy! He looked astonished when Yungman handed him a female baby. He was still in shock when the social worker arrived a few hours later to fill in the birth record. The couple just stared. It was Yungman’s suggestion to insert an “o” to make “Carol” out of “Carl.”



“I’m so sorry for your loss.” Yungman had seen Elmer’s obituary in the paper some years ago and sent the family a card, as was his wont. Rose helped him keep track.

“His liver,” she said. “Cirrhosis. He drank too much.”

“He was a very nice man.”

The giant screen of the drive-in poked up from the dead grass, ripped panes of fabric flapping in the wind. The sign still said FOR LEASE and EDWARD SCISSORHANDS AUGUST 20. This was the unofficial mark of the town’s line.

“I told you I live far out.” Carol directed him to turn down an unpaved road. The mailboxes read RR for Rural Route. Another mile down the road, behind a copse of planted trees, was the Lincoln Courts, a trailer park.

There was a range of age and upkeep: some looked like real homes, with wooden porches and concrete foundations. Others were dilapidated, sagging containers. They all had to be brought in here by semitruck; none were particularly “mobile.” A number of them had sun-bleached American flags on giant poles or spread over windows like drapes. From inside the park, a dog started to bark, a dull clank as he ran up to the end of his chain.

Her yard had a medium-size flagpole that flew an American flag. At its base, one of those signs he had seen proliferating around town. This was the first election he could remember where people erected signs after their candidate had won. He had also, frankly, been shocked to learn so many of the townspeople had voted for the man.

Carol’s plastic sign said


152 SPECIES OF ANIMALS GO EXTINCT EVERY DAY

LET’S MAKE NORTH KOREANS NEXT!!



As well as one that said


OUR GUY WON

GET OVER IT



“You know, you’re right—” she said, looking back at him. “I do need to start seeing a doctor. Are you taking new patients?”

Yungman had no idea how to explain the closure.

“Unfortunately, I and many of my colleagues are going to be retiring soon.” His reflex was always to help: “Please, take the cake.” He’d noted her eyeing it as he’d carried it to the car. Not the best for long-term health, but temporary sustenance.

“Oh, I couldn’t take your cake.”

“Please. I actually shouldn’t eat it. I’m prediabetic.” How easily he could lie if he thought it was for a good deed. She didn’t have to be asked twice. She went to the back seat and gathered the tray, the napkins, and every one of the half dozen forks Patsy had thoughtfully included, then walked into her mobile home past the sign calling for a genocide against Yungman’s people—the president-elect had spent a good part of his campaign saber-rattling, especially against North Korea, and he not only didn’t seem to be slowing, he was already calling Supreme Leader Kim names and bragging about the US’ nuclear arsenal. Yungman supposed each president needed his war. He could see the bold red of the maraschino cherries winking in the fading light as she walked into her trailer. Right by the door there was a tipped-over Tonka truck (plastic, not metal like when Einstein was a boy) and a baby doll, its face streaked with dirt. She shut the door without looking back.



The next day, Yungman broke the news to Rose, who cried.

He spent the morning discharging his inpatients.

Mrs. Lorraine Maki had had a fast delivery (he refrained from saying “Fedex”) yesterday. She was cleared to go home with her healthy baby. These kinds of safe and happy births, he was aware, made very little money for the hospital. Horse’s Breath had been lucky in some ways. In Apple’s Gate, the maternity ward and ER were the first departments to close. Tinklenberg made notes and suggested Yungman do more C-sections for “iffy” cases; basically, anything that came into the ER. Surgeries brought in more money and a much longer hospital stay—and more pain and recovery time for the mother. Yungman ignored him.

Mrs. Maki #2, Asia Suhonen Maki, was recovering from the trauma of her emergency C-section. She’d lost a good portion of her blood volume; he’d had to cut directly through muscle and fascia instead of taking his time, pushing it aside. It would be quite a while before she could stand and go to the bathroom by herself, much less hold and nurse the baby, Beyoncé, who was currently seventy miles away in the University of Minnesota Duluth’s hospital’s neonatal unit, as Horse’s Breath didn’t have a NICU (and it was a good thing Mr. Maki was a teacher and they had good insurance). It was obvious Mrs. Maki should be admitted there as well so she could provide breast milk and be close to her baby.

The UMD hospital intake, to his surprise, refused: “She’s not a patient here.”

“Then assign her to someone. She’s not well enough to be discharged, and she’s upset about being away from her baby.”

“She began her treatment at another hospital; we can’t take her here.”

“There won’t be a hospital here in two days,” he said, his anxiety rising. The baby had been admitted through a long-standing agreement between the two hospitals when a NICU was needed.

“Also, will Horse’s Breath pay for the transport? Insurance is unlikely to pay for an ambulance just to transfer a patient to a different hospital.”

Yungman resisted the urge to clutch his head. Would the local ambulance service go out of business at the same time as the hospital? He had the wild idea to drive her there himself, but that would be stupid. What if she started hemorrhaging in the car? “I don’t know.”

“I’m sorry about your patient, but it sounds like we really can’t help you.”

“I need to talk to Dr. Rock Nelson,” he said. The equivalent of calling her manager. Yungman wasn’t normally the type to be pushy. But what was the downside of cashing this chip he’d been carrying for decades?

Use it or lose it, was what Ken would say.

The intake secretary passed him to another secretary.

“You can’t just ‘talk’ to President Nelson.” This secretary audibly sniffed. “Does he know you?”

“Actually, he doesn’t,” Yungman said. “But I knew his colleague, the late Dr. Jarvis, whom I met during the Korean War.”

“So are you saying you want to make an appointment to speak to him? Are you press? He’s booked until after Thanksgiving.”

“I need to talk to him about Professor Jarvis—the Dr. Jarvis of the Jarvis Medal for Research Excellence—immediately.”

Mention of the Jarvis Medal got her attention. He was put on hold. He counted to three. He was patched through.

“This is Rock, how can I help you?” The man was very self-assured, faux-humbly using his first name with a stranger.

“Hello. My name is Dr. William Kwak, from Horse’s Breath General Hospital. I knew Dr. Jarvis from the Korean War. In fact, he was the one who arranged for me to get a student visa to come to the US.”

“Very nice. I would appreciate you getting to the point. I’m a busy man.”

Jarvis may have wanted to wash his hands of Yungman, but the blood of history is not washable. Yungman’s eyes had popped at the notice in the Journal of the American Medical Association that a memorial research award had been established in Jarvis’s name, even more so that the honor was being bestowed for his “groundbreaking research into the effects of frostbite on mobilized troops during the Korean War.” Yungman had laughed through his nose. And cried.

When Yungman had first met Jarvis, Lieutenant Jarvis, he was twelve and working as a houseboy on the American Air Force base, Chilpal, which was near his village. Jarvis appeared on the base one day. His Scandinavian eyebrows were so pale they made his face look science fictional. The houseboys had been told he was a very important doctor in Miguk and to do whatever he asked them to. Oddly, he gave them packets of balloons and told them to befriend the harlots who lived in the ramshackle shacks a few yards from the rear gate of the base. Yungman had been trying to soak up any English at the time and noted these balloons were called “lovers.”

The harlots laughed later when they saw the boys kept a few for themselves and blew them up into funny cucumber shapes.

Then Jarvis wanted them to spy on the women to see if any were itching in the poji and to make note of their name, their hovel number, or even better get the number of their ID card. Subsequently, uniformed American police would visit these hovels, sometimes Jarvis himself. The women never looked happy being led away to that dark concrete structure everyone on the base called The Monkey House.

Decades later, now a doctor himself, Yungman came across the study “Prophylactic distribution and the mitigation of STD spread among wartime troops,” his mentor’s name hidden by initials in a thicket of coauthors as Jarvis was by then well-known and lauded as a frostbite researcher; however, Jarvis’s methods of getting the data for his STD study had been flagged for being problematic in terms of consent and transparency, but after all these years, there was no one but Yungman to put these two facts about one man together.

Yungman explained Mrs. Maki’s situation.

“Dr. Kwak, I don’t know why you’re taking up my time here, but I don’t exactly do admittance for the hospital. I’m its CEO.”

“Yes,” said Yungman. “You see, Horse’s Breath General is going out of business as of Friday.”

“I’m truly sorry to hear that, but the mother is your patient. I hope another hospital will take her. Good day.”

“Wait—you don’t want to have sexually transmitted diseases attached to the Jarvis Award, do you?”

“Excuse me?”

Yungman pressed on. He quickly summarized Jarvis’s harlot project. Yungman had learned later that the harlots with the itching pojis were taken to The Monkey House, and at the behest of the US military, who wanted to make sure the soldiers had only “clean” women, were pumped so full of powerful antibiotics and other drugs that the side effects made their shoulders sag, their arms and wrists dangle near their knees, like monkeys, and they walked that way even after they got better. Some of the harlots—Yungman knew them all by sight—never came back. Yungman had overheard the GIs talking about how a nearby squash patch had to be repurposed as an unmarked graveyard for the dead harlots, some of whom had originally been kidnapped as sex slaves for the Japanese. Some were not much older than Yungman. Yungman’s benefactor Jarvis really should have been punished for this somehow. But so many terrible things done to Koreans by their “Allies” seemed to just be chalked up to the “cost of war.”

“What do you want?” Rock Nelson barked, but with a hysterical edge that suggested to Yungman that he knew things. Maybe he knew that Jarvis, like so many others, had also taken up with a harlot when he was there. The youngest, prettiest one who had ended up at the camp because her entire extended family had been killed in an American bombing and she had nowhere else to go. That was so long ago, and now Jarvis was gone as well. But his legacy was still at stake.

“Just for your hospital to take this patient.”

“Give me her name,” Nelson said. “Will ground transport be sufficient?”

On Yungman’s list of patients, he checked off that last, most difficult Maki: Asia Suhonen Maki. His inpatients were all finally taken care of.



The last day.

Much of the equipment had already been vacated, presumably for sale. About all that was left were the framed pictures of the gala celebration for the hospital’s opening in 1903 that decorated the reeption area: black-and-white photos of Samuel Van Sant, the governor of Minnesota, unveiling the newfangled operating room with real ether. A phalanx of blond nurses fresh off the boat from Sweden. A bunch of company men standing on the lip of the Vermilion mine.

Tinklenberg was not there, and no one missed him. The motley crew of doctors, nurses, techs, Helen from records, and one last ER patient all ate supermarket sheet cake doled out in pink emesis basins, with tongue depressors for spoons.

Outside, it had started to snow, heavy and wet.

Instead of leaving as usual through the ER bay, the doctors filed out the front, past the black-and-white pictures of champagne bottles popping and miners’ families celebrating. Outside the bevel-paned double doors, they gathered by the ionic columns of their hospital, gazing at the buff-colored building, made of a local sandstone.

“This building could have easily lasted another hundred years,” Ken remarked.

The janitor was shutting off the lights. Even the never-off EMERGENCY sign that had always been a beacon to Yungman, no matter the hour. As the inside went dark, the solar-powered light that shone on the cornerstone grew brighter.


Vermilion Mining Company, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 1903

To the people of Horse’s Breath. Heal the sick, take care of the injured.

That we may leave to our children a heritage worthwhile.



Yungman remembered the letter was still in his desk drawer. Well, he’d been too preoccupied these last days with getting his patients squared away. That should count for something, right? Sitting there unopened, sitting unopened in the house—what was the difference?



Midway into his first week of “freedom,” the Evening Hero found himself at midday, lunch finished, dishes rinsed, dried, and placed back in the cabinet (he never understood wasting soap for light soil), and was contemplating his new chair, the insultingly named La-Z-Boy.

Upon waking, he’d jumped up in a panic at his lateness, but slightly less panicky than the previous day, and less panicky than the day before that—slowly acclimating to a life of indolence. Young-ae was already gone. She’d left a note, at least.


Gone to Mrs. Kimm’s

Don’t know if I will be back for dinner Probably not



It was Tuesday. Or was it Wednesday? With no appointments, his grasp on the numerical calendar had started to slip frighteningly away.

Ring! Ring!

He had never not answered the phone, in case it was the hospital or a patient. He’d suffered through robocalls, police benevolent drives, lonely elderly patients, persistent telemarketers insisting doctors needed to invest in diamonds.

Ring! Ring!

This felt like an experiment: Would the phone explode if he didn’t answer it?

This is Dr. Kwak. Hello. I am currently unable to come to the phone. Please leave your name and number and we will get back to you. Have a nice day!

BEEEEEEEEP!

A shuffling noise, a whispered, “I guess he’s not home!” and then the warbling of his son, daughter-in-law, and grandson, to the tune of “Happy Birthday”: “… Happy retirement, dear Gran-n-n-n-n-ndpa, happy retirement to youuuuuuuuuuuuu…”

“… and many mooooore…”

“Reggie, no, not that part!”—his daughter-in-law.

“Hi, Sir! I hope your first week of retirement is going great and that your chair arrived okay!” said Einstein, Yungman’s son. “Sorry I couldn’t deliver it personally, but things have been crazy at work. Can’t wait to tell you and Mom about it. It was absolutely the right decision to move back to Minnesota. SANUS is going to change the world.”

Wait, was that the same company that had taken over Horse’s Breath General? Tinklenberg had pronounced it SAHN-USSS, almost like “sauna,” while in Yungman’s head, he’d pronounced it SAN-U.S. like it was spelled. Einstein was pronouncing it SANE-us, to rhyme with, well, “anus.”

Einstein’s wife, Marni, chimed in: “Excited to see you guys tomorrow, show you the castle, eat a lot of turkey.” She was like those ladies on the morning TV shows—bright, if a bit two-dimensional. “Um! Okay! See you tomorrow!”

“Bye, Grandpa!”

“Bye, Sir! Drive safely!”

Einstein’s voice became muffled, underwater. “… Maybe this is a good sign. Mom said for the last two days he’s just sat in his chair and moped. Like the whole day. He was there when she came home from her Korean church meeting. I’m worried about situational depression, which could trigger any latent tendencies toward dementia.”

“Why does your mom drive all the way to Minneapolis to go to church?”

“That’s new. When I was growing up we went to First Presbyterian, right in town. Haha, but now that I’m thinking about it, she often didn’t go—she slept in. I wish I could have.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t have a Korean church in Horse’s Breath.”

“Are you kidding? I didn’t even see another Asian until I went to Harvard.”

“I’m aware of where you went to school, Einstein,” said Marni. “So, your dad. Does Bill have hobbies? How’s he going to fill up his day? Don’t doctors play golf?”

(Bill! How could he ever have envisioned “Bill” would emerge, like an insect from a hidden pod, as a diminutive of “William”?)

“Nah; even as a kid, I never saw him doing physical activity other than mowing the lawn. Horse’s Breath Hospital did have a country club so the doctors could play golf, but that closed ages ago. Anyway, he didn’t really have hobbies; he was always at the hospital.”

“Apple did not fall far from the tree.”

Clinking of dishes in the background. Was it wrong to be listening to this? But Yungman hadn’t set out to eavesdrop. He’d read somewhere that if Amazon accidentally sent you something, it was lawfully yours to keep, as the mistake wasn’t yours but theirs.

“… No, what I’m doing now is the opposite. I hustle like a boss, cash out while I’m still young enough to enjoy it. Believe me, I don’t want to be him.”

“I don’t want you to be him either…”

“… Retailicine is what’s going to make it happen. Seriously, it’s going to be the future of medicine, babe.”

“… Yeah, like I’d get my kidney dialysis at the Mall of America. No thank you.” A delicate, feminine snort.

“Remember, everyone thought that Steve Jobs was crazy to insist that one day we’d be able to hold a computer in our hands.”

“… Da-ad, you didn’t press End Call—again.”

“No wonder our family minutes keep getting eaten up so fast, Einstein—”

“Ah, oops! Hello? Anybody there? Hello?”

The elderly answering machine beeped, the MISSED CALLS counter turning from 0 to 1.

He stood up. From his vantage point on the chair, he’d inadvertently memorized the order of the books on the living room bookshelf, yearly Christmas presents from their neighbors, Duckie and Clyde: The Da Vinci Code, Shōgun, The Apple Cider Vinegar Cure, Tuesdays with Morrie, Awakenings, The Andromeda Strain, Fatherhood, and one children’s book, The Five Chinese Brothers. A set of Encyclopædia Britannica from 1974.

Next to the encylopedia was Einstein’s baby picture from the Sears store, his comically large head propped on pudgy arms, a simultaneously pop-eyed, surprised and anxious look on his face that he often still had. Next to that sat his framed Harvard admission letter.

Ring! Ring!

This is Dr. Kwak. Hello. I am currently unable to come to the phone. Please leave your name and number and we will get back to you. Have a nice day!

“… I’m so sorry to call you at home, Dr. Kwak, but this is Christabelle Haugen. I’m feeling a little weird. It sounds dumb, but something’s off. I’m light-headed—”

Yungman picked up. Christabelle Haugen’s case was still fresh in his mind. With advanced maternal age, she was having a bit of trouble with this pregnancy. Without his files, however, he couldn’t exactly remember how far along she was.

“Is this something to worry about, Doctor?”

“If you feel worried enough to have called me, you should probably seek medical attention.”

“But I feel like… like I can’t drive. It’s like my head is filled with air.” Her voice indeed sounded slurred, loopy. Would a doctor meeting her for the first time think she was high? Drug seeking? He knew she wasn’t.

“I’m truly sorry,” he said. “I can’t give you medical advice.”

“I’m not trying to get something for free; I’m worried!”

“No, I mean as I’m not an employee of the hospital anymore, I can’t lawfully treat you. Is there someone I can call for you? A taxi service—” He couldn’t remember her insurance status, but he did know that an ambulance ride without insurance cost $800 at minimum.

He kept talking into the silence; she’d hung up.

Yungman felt awful as he reclined into his recliner. He could be doing something, but instead he was lying down in the middle of the day.

Ding-dong!

It was harder to extricate one’s self from a La-Z-Boy than one would think. Ding-dong!

“I’m coming!”

It was Ken. Rain beaded on his white hair, because it was raining out—again.

“Please come in!” Yungman said to his friend. “Did we, er, have plans?”

“Well, I was calling to ask you if you wanted to do something—your phone was busy.”

“Yes,” he said. “Talking to my son. How are you?”

“I was thinking about crossing another item off the list.”

“The list?”

“My bucket list.”

Yungman wasn’t sure he knew what that was. Had Ken mentioned it before? Seeing each other every day in the hospital, they discussed anything and everything. Now Yungman worried he hadn’t been listening attentively enough. One of the things he liked least about Mitzner (among an abundant list) was the way you could talk to him but were never sure he was listening. It made you feel unimportant. He wouldn’t want Ken to feel that way.

“So, should we go?”

Fake it ’til you make it. It would make sense that bucket lists weren’t affected by water. “Of course!” Yungman said, as if there were nothing more logical, or important.

“I’ll drive,” said Ken. “Iron Tower’s about an hour away.”

Iron Tower? The town? Horse’s Breath was just one of a constellation of small towns: Iron Tower, Marble, Iron, Mountain Iron, Biwabik (“place of iron ore,” in Anishinaabe), Aurora, Thief Rapids, Hibbing, Virginia. Virginia had the Walmart and a bookstore, Hibbing had the regional airport, but besides that, there was little reason to travel to another town.

“Wasn’t Iron Tower where you took Shaggy for his obedience lessons?”

“Oh my stars, how Scotty had begged for that mutt.” Ken groaned. “You remember Shaggy’s habit of biting the mailman? That time he flew through a plate-glass window to get his bite in? He was as undisciplined as his owner. That was Mountain Iron, different town. Every Thursday night for three months I drove them over. He won Most Improved—the dog, not my son—and bit poor Nelson the very next day.” Still, Ken’s voice was colored with a soft nostalgia for the time when the kids were at home. Scotty had proved to be an itchy-footed wanderer, taking off the minute he graduated from high school; Yungman couldn’t recall the last time he’d been back to Horse’s Breath.

They walked the two doors down to fetch Ken’s car. By happenstance or design, all the doctors lived on this fake hill made of ore tailings. It had originally been a ski jump built for the entertainment of all the Scandinavian miners. To the post office, it was Mineview Lane, but everyone in town slightly pejoratively called it Pill Hill.

“The Underground Mine Museum, ‘highly recommended—TripAdvisor,’ ” said Yungman, reading the sign. They’d just driven through the town of Iron Tower, which looked even more economically devastated than Horse’s Breath. Maybe one retail establishment was open at two in the afternoon—a bar called The Viking Lounge. Also: What did any of this have to do with buckets?

A man in red flannel and faded overalls came out to greet them. He wore a miner’s hard hat with a light clipped to it.

“Welcome to the Iron Tower Underground Mine, the only underground mine in the Iron Range.” Yungman was vaguely aware that upper Minnesota, the “Iron Range,” was famous for “open pit” mining, where they just blew up the earth with explosives and gathered the rubble with giant steam shovels, leaving what looked like the Grand Canyon behind. “I’m Pellet Pete. And if you’re claustrophobic, let me remind you this elevator goes down half a mile, and some parts of the tour get verrrrry narrow.” Pellet Pete raised his voice as if he were in a Broadway play, projecting, even though it was just the two of them in the “audience.” Yungman wondered if he’d ever had childhood dreams of being an actor, maybe even at the Chanhassen Dinner Theatre.

The rain slowed to a drizzle. When their children were small, there was always a good, firm carpeting of white by Thanksgiving, a white that smoothed out all the edges and made everything look clean. By Christmas the drifts could be seven feet tall. Snow, snow, snow, and cold so unending that it could fuzz your brain like static (indeed, also called “snow”) on your TV. They, like the Eskimos, had a hundred words for snow: snow, more snow, damned snow, darn snow, dang snow. Soon, Yungman supposed, the expression would be “What snow?”

Above them, a buzzing noise.

“Yah!” Yungman yelled, and hit the sodden ground. Ugh, what a mess. Ken helped him up. “Yungman, are you okay?”

“Um, yes.” Yungman did his best to brush off the reddish muck sticking to his elbows and knees. He had jumped like this when first hearing the dynamite of mining blasts; he’d once even upset a crash cart at the hospital. The nurses had laughed in wonderment—they didn’t even seem to hear the booms at all.

“I just startle easily,” he said. Above their heads, a small plane buzzed. It circled, then headed the other way.

“Stan,” said Ken. Mitzner couldn’t have normal hobbies. He had to be Charles Lindbergh with his plane.

“So where are you all from?” asked the guide, resting his eyes an extra second on Yungman.

“Horse’s Breath,” Ken said, for both of them.

“All right, then. Why don’t we get started? Shut your eyes and picture warplanes and battleships coming off the assembly lines during World War II.” Yungman felt silly, but he did it.

“Iron Range ore is in every bit of it. Every piece of US steel made between 1890 and 1940 had our ore in it. The country could not have been built if not for our people here, our ore.”

“Our ore, say that three times fast,” said Ken.

“This mine’s ore has an unusually high oxygen content, prized for high-quality steel. Many, if not most, US warships in World War II had steel made from iron from this very mine.”

The elevator clanked up to ground level, pulled by a giant winch. Yungman eyed the single rusty cable that would lower them into the shaft. They boarded the cage, and the winch reversed with a jerk and a shriek. Yungman tried to imagine eight men crammed in there, ready for the day of chipping at these rocks, pasties prepared by their wives stuck in their pants pockets for their lunches. The shaft was just a hole drilled right into the ground. Bands of quartzite went by, the slight pinkish blush making them look like chunks of ham, Spam. The sole source of light was the guide’s headlamp, which briefly illuminated the next bands of rock: granite, schist, the dull-gray taconite.

“Ken,” he said, “you didn’t get enough of mines in Horse’s Breath?” The Horse’s Breath summer festival was “Mines & Pines.” Every year of elementary school, students were sent on at least one field trip to the mines; science classes were devoted to the formation of iron ore, while career fairs in the high school were mostly about the mines. Yungman had no idea there were so many jobs that needed to be done:


shovel runner

electrician

welder

production truck driver

millwright

janitor

schedule clerk

groundskeeper
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