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First there was

RUN WITH THE HORSEMEN . . .

 


The boy. His father.


 


“So real it makes your teeth ache.”



Love of place. Loss if innocence.

“A beautiful work of the storyteller’s art.”


The story of rural America during the depression.

“The writing is elegant, reflective, and amused.”


Then came

THE WHISPER OF THE RIVER . . . .

 


Raised right. Off to college. Into the world.

“. . . Americana at its best!”


Challenges to faith, heritage, parental omniscience.

“Wry, incisive, delicately structured, emotionally complex.”


Pearl Harbor!

 


Now, the long-awaited conclusion . . .





WHEN ALL THE WORLD WAS YOUNG

It’s 1942. The world is at war, and a battle rages inside Porter Osborne, Jr. Physically safe in medical school, taunted by the summoning index finger of Uncle Sam, haunted by the family shibboleth of “Remember who you are,” Porter wrestles with a flood of conflicting emotion.

 


A year later, the conflicts still unresolved, he is an enlisted man in the U.S. Army. In the face of incomprehensible delays and inefficiency, he wonders how America will ever prevail. Surgical Technician PFC Porter Osborne, Jr., finally lands at Omaha Beach and joins the Allied fight against Germany. And still the war within rages.

 


As it has been from the beginning, Porter Osborne’s story is everyman’s story. The story of generations. And neither Porter nor the world will ever be the same again.

 


With grace, wit, and masterful control of the language, Ferrol Sams enlightens as he entertains.

 


The trilogy started with the boy; now it ends with an unforgettable man. WHEN ALL THE WORLD WAS YOUNG. It was worth the wait, Porter.
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To 
Helen





Lepanto

Gilbert Keith Chesterton

 


White founts falling in the Courts of the sun, 
And the Solian of Byzantium is smiling as they run; 
There is laughter like the fountains in that face of all men feared, 
It stirs the forest darkness, the darkness of his beard, 
It curls the blood-red crescent, the crescent of his lips, 
For the inmost sea of all the earth is shaken with his ships. 
They have dared the white republics up the capes of Italy, 
They have dashed the Adriatic round the Lion of the Sea, 
And the Pope has cast his arms abroad for agony and loss, 
And called the kings of Christendom for swords about the Cross. 
The cold Queen of England is looking in the glass; 
The shadow of the Valois is yawning at the Mass; 
From evening isles fantastical rings faint the Spanish gun, 
And the Lord upon the Golden Horn is laughing in the sun.

 


Dim drums throbbing, in the hills half heard, 
Where only on a nameless throne a crownless prince has stirred, 
Where, risen from a doubtful seat and half attainted stall, 
The last knight of Europe takes weapons from the wall, 
The last and lingering troubadour to whom the bird has sung, 
That once went singing southward when all the world was young. 
In that enormous silence, tiny and unafraid, 
Comes up along a winding road the noise of the Crusade. 
Strong gongs groaning as the guns boom far, 
Don John of Austria is going to the war, 
Stiff flags straining in the night-blasts cold, 
In the gloom black-purple, in the glint old-gold, 
Torchlight crimson on the copper kettle-drums,
 Then the tuckets, then the trumpets, then the cannon, and he comes.
 Don John laughing in the brave beard curled, 
Spurning of his stirrups like the thrones of all the world, 
Holding his head up for a flag of all the free. 
Love-light of Spain–hurrah! 
Death-light of Africa! 
Don John of Austria 
Is riding to the sea. 
Mahound is in his paradise above the evening star, 
(Don John of Austria is going to the war.) 
He moves a mighty turban on the timeless houri’s knees, 
His turban that is woven of the sunsets and the seas. 
He shakes the peacock gardens as he rises from his ease, 
And he strides among the tree-tops and is taller than the trees, 
And his voice through all the garden is a thunder sent to bring 
Black Azrael and Ariel and Ammon on the wing. 
Giants and the Genii, 
Multiplex of wing and eye, 
Whose strong obedience broke the sky 
When Solomon was king.

 


They rush in red and purple from the red clouds of the morn, 
From temples where the yellow gods shut up their eyes in scorn; 
They rise in green robes roaring from the green hells of the sea, 
Where fallen skies and evil hues and eyeless creatures be. 
On them the sea-valves cluster and the grey sea-forests curl, 
Splashed with a splendid sickness, the sickness of the pearl;
 They swell in sapphire smoke out of the blue cracks of the ground,—
 They gather, and they wonder and give worship to Mahound.
 And he saith, “Break up the mountains where the hermit-folk can hide,
 And sift the red and silver sands lest bone of saint abide, 
And chase the Giaours flying night and day, not giving rest, 
For that which was our trouble comes again out of the west.

 


“We have set the seal of Solomon on all things under sun, 
Of knowledge and of sorrow and endurance of things done, 
But a noise is in the mountains, in the mountains, and I know 
The voice that shook our palaces—four hundred years ago: 
It is he that saith not ‘Kismet’; it is he that knows not Fate; 
It is Richard, it is Raymond, it is Godfrey at the gate! 
It is he whose loss is laughter when he counts the wager worth, 
Put down your feet upon him, that our peace be on the earth.” 
For he heard drums groaning and he heard guns jar, 
(Don John of Austria is going to the war.) 
Sudden and still—hurrah! 
Bolt from Iberia! 
Don John of Austria 
Is gone by Alcalar.

 


St. Michael’s on his Mountain in the sea-roads of the north, 
(Don John of Austria is girt and going forth.) 
Where the grey seas glitter and the sharp tides shift 
And the sea-folk labour and the red sails lift. 
He shakes his lance of iron and he claps his wings of stone; 
The noise is gone through Normandy; the noise is gone alone; 
The North is full of tangled things and texts and aching eyes, 
And dead is all the innocence of anger and surprise, 
And Christian killeth Christian in a narrow dusty room, 
And Christian dreadeth Christ that hath a newer face of doom, 
And Christian hateth Mary that God kissed in Galilee, 
But Don John of Austria is riding to the sea. 
Don John calling through the blast and the eclipse, 
Crying with the trumpet, with the trumpet to his lips, 
Trumpet that sayeth ha! 
Domino Gloria! 
Don John of Austria 
Is shouting to the ships.

 


King Philip’s in his closet with the Fleece about his neck, 
(Don John of Austria is armed upon the deck.) 
The walls are hung with velvet that is black and soft as sin, 
And little dwarfs creep out of it and little dwarfs creep in. 
He holds a crystal phial that has colours like the moon, 
He touches, and it tingles, and he trembles very soon, 
And his face is as a fungus of a leprous white and grey 
Like plants in the high houses that are shuttered from the day, 
And death is in the phial and the end of noble work, 
But Don John of Austria has fired upon the Turk. 
Don John’s hunting, and his hounds have bayed— 
Booms away past Italy the rumour of his raid. 
Gun upon gun, ha! ha! 
Gun upon gun, hurrah! 
Don John of Austria 
Has loosed the cannonade.

 


The Pope was in his chapel before day or battle broke, 
(Don John of Austria is hidden in the smoke.) 
The hidden room in man’s house where God sits all the year, 
The secret window whence the world looks small and very dear. 
He sees as in a mirror on the monstrous twilight sea 
The crescent of the cruel ships whose name is mystery; 
They fling great shadows foe-wards, making Cross and Castle dark, 
They veil the plumed lions on the galleys of St. Mark; 
And above the ships are palaces of brown, black-bearded chiefs, 
And below the ships are prisons, where with multitudinous griefs, 
Christian captives sick and sunless, all a labouring race repines 
Like a race in sunken cities, like a nation in the mines. 
They are lost like slaves that swat, and in the skies of morning hung 
The stairways of the tallest gods when tyranny was young.

 


They are countless, voiceless, hopeless as those fallen or fleeing on 
Before the high Kings’ horses in the granite of Babylon. 
And many a one grows witless in his quiet room in hell 
Where a yellow face looks inward through the lattice of his cell, 
And he finds his God forgotten, and he seeks no more a sign— 
(But Don John of Austria has burst the battle-line!) 
Don John pounding from the slaughter-painted poop, 
Purpling all the ocean like a bloody pirate’s sloop, 
Scarlet running over on the silvers and the golds, 
Breaking of the hatches up and bursting of the holds, 
Thronging of the thousands up that labour under sea, 
White for bliss and blind for sun and stunned for liberty. 
Vivat Hispania! 
Domino Gloria! 
Don John of Austria 
Has set his people free!

 


Cervantes on his galley sets the sword back in the sheath, 
(Don John of Austria rides homeward with a wreath.) 
And he sees across a weary land a straggling road in Spain, 
Up which a lean and foolish knight for ever rides in vain, 
And he smiles, but not as Sultans smile, and settles back the blade. . . .

(But Don John of Austria rides home from the Crusade.)






“. . . The last and lingering troubadour to whom the bird has sung,


That once went singing southward when all the world was young.”



 


 


 


“Remember who you are.”

He had heard those words countless times and from no less an oracle than his grandmother. She used the phrase frequently, addressing him, his sisters, and even on momentous occasions his father. It was more than a shibboleth; it had become an incantation.

The words were her wisdom, the essence distilled from eighty years of joy, sorrow, confusion, serenity, and finally overweening assurance. Her wisdom was all she had to give. She gave it freely, but she never wasted it. The words were always appropriate, never adulterated with further specifics or moralizing. “Remember who you are.”

She had thus admonished him this morning as she removed her snuff brush and wiped her mouth to accept his good-bye kiss. There was power in the phrase and there was power in the grandmother. She would protect her loved ones as best she could. For a Southerner of family, the words were enough; they covered everything.

He paused before the gates of Emory University. The tall straight oaks of Druid Hills towered with patterned bark on his left; to the right a portico of cream-colored columns thrust the tower and Moorish cupola of Glenn Memorial Methodist Church upward until it topped out above the trees. In the biggest city of the South, Emory was the supreme bastion of Methodism and also, with only slight incongruity, the ultimate sanctuary of intellectualism and graduate study in Georgia. His assault upon its portals was the most audacious moment of his life.

He looked down the curving, tree-sombre road to the stone-balustraded bridge spanning a dank and ivied ravine. He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders.

“Remember who you are,” he said aloud and stepped forth.

As he crossed the bridge he spoke again. “I am Porter Osborne.” When he rounded the curve beyond the bridge, he caught the glimmer of white and pink marble from the buildings arranged like temples in majestic squat on the Quadrangle. “Junior,” he added in prudent addendum. It was early June of 1942. Tomorrow classes began for freshmen in the School of Medicine.

Over his span of nineteen years, Porter had never entered any new environment without trepidation. Full of diffidence, imbued with dread of possible inadequacy, he could identify with the tuck-tailed dog sniffing with caution as it was led into a strange interior, spine bristling, eyes rolling, ready to yelp and bolt, or at the very least to piddle on the floor. A place by the fire was not to be taken on first introduction as a divine right. Thus he had felt in the first grade, when he left home for Bert Adams Boy Scout Camp at age twelve, on his entering day in high school, and certainly when he matriculated at college. He consequently assured himself that his present misgivings were the norm for him and that very soon he would acclimate: he would adjust to his new environment and it to him.

He thought of Old Man Kangaroo. “Make me different from all other animals; make me popular and wonderfully run after.” He smiled and added, “By five this afternoon.” He had done very well in grammar school; he had excelled in high school; he had finished college creditably and in addition partaken irrepressibly of high jinks that did not belong in academe. It would take some time, but he would do all right at Emory. “He was gray and he was woolly and his pride was inordinate.”

 


 



It was a break with entrenched tradition that medical school was beginning in June rather than in September. Instead of a three-month hiatus between college graduation and the opening of med school classes, Porter had one hectic week crammed with so many chores of preparation that the days seemed compressed and choked. Roosevelt had barely lowered the summoning trumpet from his lips after the sickening, near-mortal wound of Pearl Harbor before the entire nation resembled a colony of ants, panicked but purposeful, frenzied in protective defiance, galvanically responsive to the sudden removal of the log or stone that had sheltered their culture, their existence. There was little time for shock; grief was futile, was rapidly transformed to rage. The United States was unified as never before in its history. People from diverse backgrounds and far-flung states came together with common purpose that was to prove irresistible. They went without the meat and rationed the gasoline. They planted Victory gardens to expand their larders and pared their budgets to buy more war bonds.

Young men swarmed the country in khaki, and hitchhikers in uniform were immediately and warmly accommodated by drivers who had previously looked the other way. Women were not drafted but thousands upon thousands of them volunteered, and Oveta Culp Hobby made khaki a color of fashion; one of the marching songs even opined that the Waacs and Waves were winning the war, and that on “twenty-one dollars a day once a month.” The dun-hued garb of the infantry was the color of patriotism. It was accented by the white of the Navy boys, but khaki was the true color of war; it would lead to victory.

The eyes and forefinger of Uncle Sam, in heroic proportion, pointed from poster and billboard and proclaimed that he wanted You. The eyes followed the observer everywhere. So did the finger. That poster, combined with Kate Smith singing “God Bless America,” Roosevelt’s Brahmin resonance on the radio, and the sentimental promise that there would be bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover, became as impelling as any altar call at a Baptist revival. Ants, in the thousands, responded by enlisting instead of waiting to be drafted, after which they marched while their fellows still scurried. “Just remember Pearl Harbor as we did the Alamo.” The strains of “We’re coming over” were heard again in the land.

Emory University, like other medical schools in the nation, answered the clarion call to war by speeding up its curriculum. The dons and deans proclaimed that they would sacrifice not one whit of the quality of education nor shirk on any ritual of training; they would simply accelerate their courses by abolishing summer vacations and by granting only long weekends between quarters. They would thus produce physicians in three years rather than four. Emory would prove its patriotism, would manifest its commitment, but would still uphold its reputation for excellence.

Porter Osborne, in his sector of the ant hill, raced as frantically as any of his fellows and arrived at Emory in its first accelerated class. He carried with him a not inconsiderable load that had nothing to do with remembering who he was. He had a firm grip on his burden and moved nimbly with it over the strange, newly erupted terrain; like a fully dedicated ant, he compulsively refused to lay it down. The burden was fear. It had several layers. He was acutely conscious that he was not garbed in khaki, and he feared the opinion that he might be a quasi-4F, a draft dodger. Obversely he had an even deeper fear of the foreign paths down which wearing the homogenizing khaki might lead him, and he was shamed by the relief he felt at being free of it. That shame lay within him as mute and heavy as mud.

He had arrived at this point with a great deal of conflict but with very little controversy; he had discussed it with his father. Porter Osborne, Sr., an artist at conflict, was contemptuous of controversy. He had listened to his son with amazing manifestation of patience and even tolerance. Several times.

“What the hell you mean you’re thinking about giving up your place in med school to enlist?”

“Well, Dad, it doesn’t seem right. Here we are at war and everybody is being asked to sacrifice and support it; and all I’m faced with is doing exactly what I’ve wanted to do for as long as I can remember.”

“You still want to be a doctor?”

“Oh, yes, sir!”

“Do you have any idea how badly an army needs doctors?”

“Well, no, sir. It just seems wrong for me to be going to med school when my friends are being drafted because they happened to major in journalism or business or education. I could always go back to med school when the war is over. Everybody else’s life is being interrupted and it doesn’t seem right for mine not to be.”

“Who do you think knows more about running a war and the kind of manpower they need and when and where they need it—the President of the United States and all his generals or a farm boy halfway through his senior year in college?”

“Well, I’m sure they do, Dad, if you put it that way, but . . .”

“You’re mighty right they do! And they think they need doctors and need them desperately. Do you know that they cut off the general draft at age thirty but keep on drafting doctors until they’re forty-five? Did you know that?”

“No, sir.”

“Did you know that they’re out recruiting all the doctors they can get? They take an inexperienced one in with a rank no less than first lieutenant or captain and the older ones go in as majors or colonels, and that without one lick of previous military training. Did you know that?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, they do. They need them like all get-out or they wouldn’t be giving them all those special considerations. They have to have hospitals to treat sick boys and look after wounded boys. An army without doctors is no army at all.”

“Yes, sir, I know that, but I can’t get away from my feelings about . . .”

“Your feelings about what? You jump up and enlist now and you’ll wind up in the infantry obeying orders from sergeants with half your intelligence. Then you’ll really have some feelings. Son, the country needs your brain more than it does your body.”

Porter winced but decided the intent was not to slur.

“Look, you were accepted at Emory well before those yellow bastards bombed Pearl Harbor. The Army knows where you are. They need you as a skilled physician, not as just another dog face. You’re doing your part for the war as much as anybody else.”

“But . . .”

“Look, I was a captain in 1918; I know what I’m talking about. As much as I hate noun verbs, what you’ve got to do is learn to compartmentalize. You go on back to college and keep those grades up and help us win this war in your way. OK?”

 



So. He arrived at Emory. He remembered who he was. He was prepared to compartmentalize. He was determined to excel and had cum laude on his diploma as confirmation of ability. His feelings about being a soldier, about dying, were buried deep. He strode with confidence. He looked even younger than his nineteen years, not quite a boy but not yet a man. He looked over his shoulder. Yellow Dog Dingo was nowhere in sight. He laughed at himself “Hell, Porter,” he said aloud, “you’re not a kangaroo, you’re just nuts. After all, Emory ain’t Armageddon.”

Forty-eight hours later he would have readjusted his thinking about that assertion, given the room in his consciousness for trivia or the time to contemplate it. A tidal wave of assignments for which even legend and rumor had produced inadequate anticipation washed over him, leaving him treading water frantically to keep his nose and mouth free. All other cares became relatively inconsequential in the unceasing struggle for academic survival; he was a bona fide freshman medical student.

Their work load was monumental. Just the exercise of reading the assigned material occupied the freshmen until midnight; learning it was another matter. They trimmed minutes from budgeted schedules wherever they could find them and became artists at the quick shower and the bolted meal.

The freshman year in any medical school requires serious adjustment and involves learning a prodigious amount of facts about previously unexplored subjects. No other school anywhere, however, subjected its students to the same demands for memorizing five pounds of Morris’s Gross Anatomy. No other school had an Anatomy professor with the ability to enslave, rule, and grind down a group of intelligent, for the most part personable, young American males, women medical students being still unthinkable. Emory was blessed, said some, cursed, said others, with such a professor.

He was muscular but also paunchy, so that he looked both solid and squat. His iron gray hair stood erect without part and was about an inch longer than the currently stylish crew cut. His eyebrows were untamed and wild; he had a gray mustache as rank and clipped as privet hedge. He wore spectacles with no-nonsense steel frames and a long white laboratory coat with permanent stains across the midriff. His teeth, however, were his most memorable feature. He had too many and they seemed too big. Porter at first meeting had decided that if the man had dentures they constituted a terrible professional mistake. On the street or on a crowded sidewalk he may have been a nondescript figure, but in the classroom and dissection laboratory of Emory University School of Medicine, he was an emperor, a rigid and absolute monarch, a Pharaoh who demanded more and more bricks but gave no straw to the children of Israel. His name was Horace Wingo, Ph.D., and his students called him “The Butch.” Well out of earshot. The title was more than a nickname; it was the description of a condition and only the initiated could fully appreciate it.

The Butch did not bellow nor yell. On the contrary, his voice was soft, almost chalky, and he cleared his throat frequently, like someone not too long recovered from a spell of choking. He was said to have lost completely his sense of smell because of prolonged exposure to formaldehyde, and Porter wondered if it had also affected his voice.

“Look to the right of you,” he said to the first meeting of the class, after he had ponderously called the roll and identified each responding student with a fixed and level gaze. “Now look to the left of you.” When the boys had complied he silkily delivered his coup de grace. “One of you will not be here by Christmas.”

There was total silence in the room. Porter darted a second furtive glance to either side of him. “Poor Rumble, poor Teate,” he thought. “I wonder which one of them it will be.” He observed that every face he could see was of a sudden either flushed or blanched and the necks of those in front of him had turned red. The Butch smiled blandly into the stillness, his lower lip a blood red crescent beneath the gleaming teeth, his upper lip obscured by the rank, grizzled mustache. “Now, listen carefully to me. Your laboratory specimens in this course were once living, breathing human beings, that fact, of course, constituting their present value to you and, through you, to all of society. Remember this: If I catch one of you exhibiting the least disrespect to his laboratory specimen, the offender will automatically join the exodus from this group.”

Porter’s attention wandered, although he kept his gaze fastened raptly on the professor’s face. “No wonder those Emory undergraduates are all so terrified of this old man. I thought they were kidding when they said he flunked at least a third of the class each year, but they’re not. He really means it. He’s going to do it.” He swallowed. “Well, that’s their problem; it’s for sure and certain not going to be me. I’ve never flunked a course in my life and I’m not about to start now.”

“. . . This will be your Bible for the next year.” Dr. Wingo had one hand on the tome by Morris. “That other school to the east of us uses Gray’s Anatomy, and some of you who have to leave us may even finally find a haven there, but I chose this work because it is more detailed and a better authority. This,” and he held aloft a second book, “is like unto it. This is Dorland’s Medical Dictionary. You will be learning an entire new vocabulary over the next nine months; it will behoove you to pronounce it correctly.” He cleared his throat. “Although actual points will not be subtracted from your grade for an error in pronunciation, I assure you that it will be taken into consideration in your overall assessment. Do not take for granted that you know how to pronounce a word just because you can spell it and have heard it previously. Look it up.”

He turned and printed on the blackboard.


CADAVER

Then he drew a blunt, square-nailed forefinger down the page of his open roll book. The finger stopped, his eyes wandered over the room.

“Easley.”

The tall, handsome boy two rows down from Porter corrected his slump into almost military erectness; his tight upper lip gave a slicing quality to his words.

“Yes, sir.”

“You will be spending a large part of your waking hours with this object and it will even invade what dreams you may be privileged to have over the next few months. How do you pronounce it?”

“Ca-dă-ver, Dr. Wingo.”

The teeth flashed. He thumbed the thin pages edged in red between the covers of the dictionary. The forefinger traveled downward and stopped.

“You are wrong, Easley. Dorland here says it is ca-dā-ver. You will remember this.”

His eyes went back to the roll book.

“Yarn.”

There was the sound of shifted feet behind Porter.

“Yes, sir.”

“You pronounce this one.”

Dr. Wingo again printed on the board.




UMBILICUS

“I would say that’s um-bil-i-cus, sir.”

“Well, Yarn, so would a disgusting percentage of the rest of the class. Consult Dorland and you will find that it is um-bi-li-cus. A word to the wise, it is said, is sufficient. Keep Dorland at your elbow.”

Porter’s face felt hot, his buttocks were tight. He would have sworn that Easley and Yarn had both been right and was grateful that he had not been singled out. At the end of his row, a slick-haired boy named Conner was frantically taking notes.

“Why in the world,” Porter thought, “is he bothering to do that? I’ll not be able to forget those two words if I live to be a hundred.”

Thus were the seeds of paranoia expertly sown. They fell on fertile ground and the birds of the air found them not; they sprouted and flourished and grew.

“You will all proceed immediately to the second floor, where you will be issued your dissecting kits and gowns. This should take no more than ten or fifteen minutes, after which you will assemble in the laboratory and be assigned your partners and your cadavers.”

 



The medical school of Emory University in 1942 consisted of two buildings only. On the outside, they were identical save for the inscriptions carved deeply into the lintel over each entrance. One said Anatomy, the other Physiology. They were uncompromising rectangles of marble and they sat facing each other, unadorned by foundation planting or landscaping, bare of beauty, constructed unashamedly solely for function. The marble was of a dirty white streaked with gray and lacked the warming pink accents of the buildings on the Quadrangle. The warmth of red brick and living flesh awaited the medical student at Grady Hospital downtown in his third and fourth years, but the first two years were spent in these cold buildings on campus. There was an aura about them that seemed to breathe, “All hope abandon, ye who enter here.”

The one architectural item of beauty in the Anatomy building was the stairway going to the second floor. It swept upward in gentle curve across the long front window, its marble risers and treads graduated in perfect proportion, its progress accented by a brass railing that glittered warmly in the stark hallway. The stairway was inviting, full of promise, femininely graceful.

When the freshman medical students were dismissed by Dr. Wingo at his first meeting with them, following his instructions they proceeded upstairs. They found the steps of the flaring arch to second floor lined with young men, fine-looking young men, healthy, clean, well-dressed young men, some of them handsome, but all of them conspicuously solemn. They crowded in a row against the wall, leaving room for passage on the outside curve of the stairwell. The freshmen had to run that gauntlet to reach second floor.

“Who is that?” Porter asked Easley, who was directly behind him and was a sophisticated Emory graduate.

“Those are the sophomores; I recognize most of them. They just finished their first year one week ago. Those are the ones who survived.”

“What are they doing here? What are they planning to do to us?”

“God only knows, and He hasn’t spoken a word to me since He asked me to pronounce cadaver. Let’s go.”

As the freshmen bunched up like cows in a loading chute and, in single file, set foot on the stairs, there came a low hum, a moan, a lovely sound but eerie. Then the sophomores, their eyes uncrinkled by any semblance of smile, began singing, their only accompaniment the harmony of their own voices reverberating from the marble walls and floors. The tune was familiar but the timing was almost dirge-like. The words were unmistakably clear. The hair prickled all along Porter’s neck.
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Porter, overcome by awe, marvel, and fear, turned right at the head of the staircase instead of left into the proper line to procure equipment. He was in a short hallway at the end of which were double doors containing panels of ground glass that permitted the passage of light but not vision. With no thought except to distance himself from the singing sophomores, he grasped the knob and pulled, noting inconsequentially that the door was painted the ugliest, muddiest green he could imagine. He stepped into the room beyond and was transfixed, all his senses stimulated and assaulted simultaneously. He was in a cavern of concrete with high ceilings, bare windows along three sides transmitting unfiltered light devoid of either pity or mercy. The sudden sense of space made him dizzy. The room was furnished with starkly regimented rows of tables, their cast-iron frames bolted into the cement floor. The tops of the tables were slabs of marble, as cold and white as chipped ice. On each table, supine and rigid, sightless, soundless, lay a human being, immobile, distant in death. They were uncaringly naked, impersonally male and female, some of them white but most of them black. Even from the doorway the skin looked thick and hard, as unyielding in vertical wrinkles along their thighs as that of a country-cured ham.

Porter heard his blood pulsing through his ears with swish and thud. He became conscious of the odor. He recognized formaldehyde. It stung and burned the nostrils and provided annealing tears; he had encountered it in college when dissecting animals, all the way from earthworms and frogs up to cats. He recognized an undertone of carbolic acid, recall carrying him back to childhood in the days before plumbing when slop jars were rinsed each morning; carbolic acid would kill any germ on the planet. It was a full and comforting smell, redolent of cleanliness. What he did not recognize was the sweet component that permeated the air of this room; it was revolting; sickening; it dominated. He thought that if a smell could be greasy, this one would. Of a sudden he realized this nauseating fragrance was the putrid dominance of human decay over the strength of formaldehyde and phenol. It assured the power of death in the face of any unnatural effort to stay its progress; it was almost rotten and it would have its way. He smelled it incongruously all the way down into his throat. He swallowed full and fast to keep from retching.

The white-coated figure of a laboratory assistant came into the room. “You’re not supposed to be in here yet.”

Porter bolted through the door without looking at him. “You’re absolutely right,” he said.

Hurrying down the hall toward his classmates clotted around the supply room, he muttered to himself, “Yet, hell! I’m not ever supposed to be in there. What in the world made me think I wanted to be a doctor? Dear God in Heaven, what have I done?”

He fantasized about marching down the stairs and out the front door. He could then walk with leisure to his home town through the singing June hours of this sunny afternoon and all through the night without a backward glance at the new world he had entered, and he would be done with it. Forever. Freedom. Instead, he made himself join the other students, put on his white gown with long sleeves, and spend the afternoon scrubbing a cadaver.

His partners were Townsend and Hutchins, a union appointed by no less a deity than the Butch himself and one not to be questioned. Townsend was an Atlanta native and graduate of Emory, a high school football player with eyelashes and full lips that made him almost pretty. Hutchins was from Milwaukee, had finished at Northwestern, and spoke in strident tones and accent that made him sound officiously authoritative. Porter exhibited meekness all afternoon in the presence of these sophisticates, did his part of the bathing, and completely repressed any sign of distaste for his task. “Daddy, if this isn’t compartmentalizing,” he thought, “then God didn’t make little green apples and the sun won’t come up tomorrow. You’d be proud of me; I can do it.”

The freshmen moved by explicit direction in the Anatomy laboratory, following minute instructions about each procedure, supervised by a roving, carefully watching group of Wingo satraps. When he wished to gain attention for an announcement, the Butch rapped on one of the marble tables with the butt end of his metal probe. It made a ringing sound that reverberated commandingly through the room and produced silence and stillness in the students like that of children playing “Statue.” It was a sound that appeared in the dreams of many of them for years to come. It came on that first afternoon after an hour.

“You have had enough time to clean your specimen. Now you will remove the integument in order to prepare for the dissection and demonstration of underlying structures. Nothing will be destroyed or removed with the exception of the fat. You will begin on the back until you get the feel of it.” They labored.

Porter washed his hands six times before supper and still had to hold his breath to get food into his mouth.

He studied until midnight, soaped twice in the shower, resolutely put both hands beneath his pillow upon retiring, and prepared for sleep. He reviewed in his mind the origin, attachment, innervation, blood supply, function, and pronunciation of the platysma muscle. He also reviewed the train of emotional experiences that had sped through and over him in one afternoon. He wondered if anyone else had felt the same. He spoke in the darkness to his roommate in the lower bunk.

“Derrick.”

“What?”

“Are you asleep?”

“I thought I was.”

“Did you think about Keats this afternoon?”

“I didn’t even hear his name on the roll. Does he come before King?”

“He was an English poet in the nineteenth century who was also a physician. He wrote a line that goes


‘I saw their dead lips in the gloam 
With horrid warning gaped wide, 
And I awoke and found me here 
On the cold hill side.“’


There was the pause, almost of embarrassment, that always ensued when Porter recited poetry in the presence of a male.

“No, I didn’t think of Keats. What I thought was how hard it’s going to be to get along with somebody who tells me to ‘remove the integument’ when what he means is for me to skin an old dead colored lady who is almost pickled. Quit being romantic and hush and go to sleep.”
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Gross Anatomy was not the only class confronting the freshmen, and the others were not by any stretch of the imagination crip courses. Dr. Willis Jones, the head of the Biochemistry department, had hair the color of taffy and a personality to complement it. He was somewhat fusty, overly patient, totally benign. Never too busy to help a student with a question, he seemed in a detached way to have some genuine concern for individuals and enjoyed respect, even affection, from the class. Had he been a little less dull, not quite such a reserved pedagogue, possessed of more humor, he might even have been loved, colorless as he was. Or had he had a different assistant, he might have achieved that position. That individual, however, captivated and mesmerized every boy who studied Biochemistry. Dr. Angelica Athanopoulos was so vivid that she made her superior seem shadowy, vaguely present but definitely a background figure. She was diminutive to the point of seeming a miniature, perfect in detail but definitely reduced to scale. She moved around the laboratory like a wind-up toy with tightened crank, and her enthusiasm crackled like electricity. So did her intelligence. The line from her widow’s peak to the tip of her nose was perfectly straight with no indentation apparent between her thick glistening brows. On first sight Porter was entranced. “Her profile looks just like Aunt Ida Mae’s cameo,” he marveled.

Within two weeks he was reverently, distantly, hopelessly, safely in love with her. He vowed to memorize all the amino acids until they were commonplace on his tongue and so to manipulate his titration in lab that one-half drop would change his solutions from red to blue and back again on the very first try. Dr. Athanopoulos was so refined, so cosmopolitan, so intellectual, such a lady that Porter felt rural and wormy in her presence. He could earn her approbation only by excelling in Biochemistry; certainly he would never risk her derision by exposing his feelings. He thought it a classic example of Werther and Charlotte and felt deliciously melancholy whenever he had a few moments he could devote to fantasy.

Those moments were rare. In addition to Biochemistry, there was Bacteriology class and lab to attend three times a week. The head of that department was also a female with a Ph.D., and there comparison to Dr. Athanopoulos rested and contrast began. If in Porter’s view Dr. Athanopoulos brought romance to the impersonal formulations and reactions of Biochemistry, conversely then Dr. Gabrielle Martell in Bacteriology brought shattering reality to any semblance of romance that may have been inherent in that science. She would have been a big woman even in her youth when she had conceivably been thin, but when Porter knew her, she resembled a load of melons, ungraded for size, all jumbled together and being tumbled to market. Any undergarments she wore were obviously unrestraining, and even long professional lab coats could not conceal the waddling shift of her buttocks nor hold back the precipice of her bosom. Her progress down a hallway was a slipping, sliding passage of flesh that whispered in secret against itself and was probably a little more marvelous to witness from the rear than from the front.

She was red of hair and red of face and she wheezed like a calliope. It was rare to see her without a lighted cigarette, either gripped between her fingers or dangling in eye-squinting insouciance from one corner of her mouth. She consequently moved with little puffs of ashes in her train and always with a layer of them across her bosom and smudges on her white lab coat. She had interest in all men but respect for none. She was the first woman Porter had ever encountered whom he fancied to be completely ribald; he thought her Rabelaisian.

“As all of you know who have bothered to read it, your lesson today is on syphilis. Now I want to begin by saying that it is definitely possible to catch syphilis on a toilet seat, but I am also here to tell you that’s one hell of a place to carry your girl.”

Conner compulsively was writing every word in his notebook. The rest of the class roared.

On another occasion: “Be aware that you can glean insight into your living fellow men even while buried in the bowels of a Bacteriology lab, which for some reason always seems to be in some goddam basement. I was called last year to culture an abscess in the nostril of one of your professors who thinks he married well and trots around the Piedmont Driving Club like he belongs there. Boys, I want you to know it grew out E. coli.” Her face flamed and a wheezing chuckle erupted. “That told me immediately that he had indulged in two activities not condoned in polite society. The moral of this story is that if you’re going to pick your nose, do it before you scratch your ass.”

Porter was fascinated; indeed, every boy in the class regarded Bacteriology as an oasis of sanity, albeit reminiscent of Alice in Wonderland, the Queen of Hearts more corpulent and bawdy than heretofore imagined. They looked forward to Dr. Martell rather than to the subject she taught, for under her tutelage it was not only permissible to relax and laugh, it was expected. She was not at all devoid of compassion or wary of affection, but she was brilliantly free of illusions. She forgivingly expected the freshmen to behave as adolescents, and with her sharp eye for irony did not anticipate any male growing completely beyond that stage. Ever.

“You have all heard it said in democratic defiance of special privilege that every man puts on his trousers one leg at a time. No one to my knowledge, however, has commented that some do it a lot more often than others and also that the contents may vary. That’s what makes life interesting, causes wars, sells newspapers.” She paused to light a fresh Camel from the stub of her old one while the class tittered. “Today you are going to learn the difference between the men-ingococcus and the gonococcus. From the laboratory standpoint, that is. Clinically, you’re on your own and will see both of them in profusion when you get to Grady. I’ll forewarn you, however, that they both produce terrible diseases, one of the main differences between them being that you don’t mind telling your wife that you have meningitis.”

Although Bacteriology and Biochemistry in themselves would have constituted a full academic curriculum, they were subservient to the demands and unrelenting pressures of Anatomy; wedged in like inconsequential but balancing pebbles between the boulders of a massive wall. The Butch would flunk a boy out of med school in a heartbeat and they knew it. Sessions phrased it well: “Before we got in this damn war, you could go to summer school at the University of Michigan and make up an F in Biochemistry. Lots of guys, used to, would work so hard passing Gross that they slipped up and got caught on the easier courses. But now he’s got us by the short hairs. You flunk now and you’re gone. ‘This is the Army, Mr. Jones, no private rooms or telephones.’ If you don’t want your ass shot off in the South Pacific, you better study.”

If Wingo was aware that his class became sleep-deprived to the point of being zombies, he gave no formal recognition of it. As the days piled up into weeks, the work load and assignments increased. The outside world was forgotten. Japan and Germany were far away. The first pop quiz jolted Porter into the realization that the boys who had been Emory undergraduates were justified in their paranoia; the Butch did pick at least one fourth of his questions from the fine print. Porter studied harder. He memorized trivia that he knew he would forget as soon as the quarter was over. The class, to a man, welcomed the childish doggerel of the mnemonic given them by Dick Faulkner, a medical student who had taken a sabbatical to be an instructor in the Anatomy department. He was already balding, always soft-spoken, a little simian in appearance; kindness exuded from him and he was easily the most supportive person in the department.

“No one is supposed to retain everything by cold intellect alone. You have to know the cranial nerves in their order or Dr. Wingo will give you an F, but it’s easy if you first remember, ‘On Old Olympus’s towering top a Finn and German viewed some hops.’ When we get to the extremities and study the wrist, I’ll tell you about, ‘Never lower Tillie’s pants, Mama might come home,’ but right now you learn those cranial nerves. All of you look worn out. Why don’t you take a couple of hours and go to a movie?”

Porter followed his advice that very afternoon. He and Hutchins and Townsend had the anterior cervical triangle exposed and demonstrated on their compliant and greasy cadaver, the glistening nerves, the rubbery arteries, the thin-walled veins outlined and identified. There were three students at their table, whereas all the others had only two, and this gave them a time advantage in dissection. Porter’s tongue was rich with new words—sternocleidomastoid, omohyoid, vagus, scalenus anticus—the pronunciation of all of them carefully confirmed by research in Dorland, their mystery dissipated by visual proof of where they went and whence they sprang. His head was crammed with new directions, precise and scientific.

“Remember when you said somebody was dumb if he didn’t know up from down?” asked Walton over a Coca-Cola in the hallway. “Now it’s anterior, posterior, superior, inferior, cephalad, caudad, ventral, dorsal, plantar, volar, lateral, medial, proximal, distal, and it’s come to the point I can’t tell whether I’m coming or going and some days I don’t know in from out. I’m all for the movie myself The Butch keeps telling our table that we have to get oriented. He’s talking about that damn scrawny, grimy, stinking neck but I’m thinking about the bigger picture. Let’s get a crowd and go.”

The crowd turned out to be seven. Everyone else begged off, too much material to study, too few hours before bedtime, too much neglected work to catch up. Conner reviewed everything from the beginning every night just in case. He had figured that pop quizzes would account for twenty-five percent of the total and he intended to be prepared. He responded to their shouted invitation across campus with a frenetic wave and a wagging head as he headed toward his dormitory in a half trot.

Arnold shifted Morris and his clipboard to another hip. “That Thurmond Conner is going to drive me crazy. Everybody ought to have to room with him just one week. He takes ten vitamins four times a day because he says he can’t afford to get sick and miss a day. He’s determined to make an A in Anatomy—and everything else for that matter. He talks to himself, too. With me sitting right there in the room with him. ‘That’s the clavicle, the sternocleidomastoid, and the midline fascia, boy,’ he yelled the other night. ‘The omohyoid divides it into superior and inferior. You got that, Thurmond? You got it? And the origin of the sternocleidomastoid muscle is the mastoid bone and its insertion is on the clavicle and the sternum. Got it now? Got it? Thata boy!’ When he gets sleepy he puts his Morris on top of the dresser and stands there barefooted in his drawers to study. This pounding noise woke me up at two o‘clock yesterday morning and there’s Thurmond spraddled at his dresser, old baggy drawers, hair growing all over his back like a damn monkey. He’s slapping his forehead with his palm to stay awake and saying, ‘You gotta drive, Conner, you gotta drive! You hear me, boy? You gotta drive.’ I told him if he didn’t shut up so I could sleep I’d drive his ass straight through that wall. He’s crazy but he’s got priorities. He’s not about to go to a picture show.”

By the time the seven had lugged their heavy books to the village theatre and paid their quarters, the feature had begun. They filed into the dimmed theatre and had to split up because it was almost filled. They sat in twos or threes but all managed to find seats about halfway down. Porter could find only a single seat and climbed over three pairs of knees to ensconce himself alone. On the screen, Tyrone Power wore knickers and white stockings, had a scarf tied under his hat and was doing impossible things in a bull ring. Porter immediately became absorbed in the fantasy. The Butch and Dr. Martell and Dr. Athanopoulos were forgotten and so were his responsibilities to them. He snuggled lower into his seat. Faulkner was right. He needed a couple of hours of escape. No need to feel guilty about wasting time.

Then it began. A silver-haired lady in front of him coughed and leaned sideways to whisper to her blue-haired friend. “Let’s move.”

Two rows down an older man sitting by Morgan and Roach mumbled something to his wife and they stood and sidled out. To the right and across the aisle, three high school girls arose demurely and moved almost to the back of the theatre, leaving empty seats by Swann and Calloway. For fully five minutes, the shadowy figures of people moving out of their rows and to the back of the theatre distracted Porter’s attention from Linda Darnell and Tyrone Power. He heard rustling behind him, the scuff of feet on carpet. The door at the rear admitted punctuating interruptions of light; people were actually leaving this movie before it was well begun. He folded his knees sideways for the couple to his left to move across him. As they passed, the lady leaned back to him and hissed, “If you’re 4-F and can’t be in uniform where you belong, you could at least bathe before appearing in public.” She gave a strangled gasp, held a handkerchief to her nose and fled. Porter sat frozen for moments and then he bolted.

The Butch had told them that the olfactory nerve was weak, that of the human’s five senses the one of smell was the most easily fatigued and exhausted; Porter himself was already inured to the stench of the dissecting lab, had even been able to eat with a hearty appetite. He was well aware that no perfumed soap or shampoo could displace or surmount the fragrance of death and rancid fat beneath his fingernails and that formaldehyde clung to skin and hair, moving everywhere with him, but this was the first time he had been out in public around people other than his fellow-sufferers. He was mortified.

As he fled the theatre, he heard Swann’s voice above the gallop of Spanish hooves. “Hey, fellows, move to the middle. There are plenty of seats for us to sit together now.”

Porter tagged this attitude as the ultimate in sang-froid but could not emulate it. All the way across campus his face and ears felt hot. “I’ll never do that again,” he vowed, “unless we all ring bells and holler ‘Unclean.’ It’s back to old Olympus’s towering top for me. What’d that lady mean? I don’t look like I’m 4-F.”

 



It was not the olfactory nerve only that became soon overloaded and impervious to insult; the students even became habituated to the terror originally generated by the presence of Dr. Wingo and were able to laugh at gaffes, so long as they were not the victims.

“Simpson, Arthur.” It was the first time this student had been in the spotlight of attention before the full class, in the formal setting of the lecture room.

“Yes, sir.”

“What is the length of the spinal accessory nerve from its exit from the skull before it sends a branch recurving over the scalp?”

The class held its breath. This was a five-point question. Had Simpson bothered to read it? If so, had he attributed it enough importance to remember it? “Between two to three centimeters, sir, allowing for variations in the individual.”

Dr. Wingo’s smile was blinding. The class relaxed; more than half of them had not known the answer. They all felt vindicated by Arthur Simpson, who was unduly quiet and prissed when he walked but was proving to be a worthy gladiator in this bloody academic arena.

“Very good, Simpson. Now, tell me, how long is a centimeter?”

“Sir?”

“How many centimeters are there to an inch?”

The boy’s ears flamed deep crimson. “I don’t know exactly, sir.”

“You should not use a term if you’re not familiar with its definition, Simpson. If you do not know exactly, then tell me approximately how many centimeters there are to an inch.”

Simpson shifted in his seat. “Well, sir, I believe there are approximately 2.543.”

Dr. Wingo looked at him levelly and hitched the waistband of his trousers up with his wrists, habit engendered by years of protecting his clothing from offensive fingers.

“Simpson, I think a number carried to the third decimal place constitutes an acceptable approximation.” The class erupted in glee. They felt that their side had won a point.

They felt a few days later, however, that they had lost some ground, that they might be damned by association with a new gladiator in the arena, that the unwanted searchlight of the eyes of the Butch might be attracted to each of their number like lightning from the crown of a hovering thunderhead, that they might all be judged, might be punished for the miscreant behavior of one. Will Barton was a graduate of Clemson and had obtained his education on a football scholarship. He was the lightning rod. He emitted an aura of physical power and recklessness just in the simple act of walking across the campus. It was not only that his thighs were so muscled he was spraddle-legged, or that his neck was as big as his head; there was a wildness about him that pulsated. He gave the impression that he was furiously revving his motor preparatory to sudden release of his clutch. His tongue was thick with Southern accent and rough with rural syntax but his voice was bold, defiant. At Emory University he was in a foreign land but he bowed not his neck nor bent his knee; he guarded with fierceness his personal space and dared encroachment. His encounter with Dr. Wingo began mildly enough, civilly, without passion.

The papers from the first pop quiz had been returned. Dr. Wingo, leisurely making his supervising rounds among the cadavers, approached Will Barton’s table.

“Dr. Wingo, how come you marked off ten points for my description of the clavicle?” He produced the paper violated with red pencil and also now spottily translucent with human oils.

The professor peered through grease-smeared spectacles. “Barton, you overanswered the question. I did not ask for the blood supply of the clavicle nor for the name of every muscle and ligament attached to it, nor for the structures superficial and immediately deep to it. I merely asked for a general description of the bone and Morris states that quite succinctly. ‘The clavicle is shaped like the italic letter F.’ You failed to mention that. You leaped over the obvious answer into a morass of unrequested information. If you expect to pass this course, you must learn how to take an examination.”

That was the trigger. Barton almost leaped over his dissection table, cadaver and all. He hurled his metal probe on the concrete floor and it rang like the gong at a prize fight. The class was as transfixed as if a volcano had erupted.

“What?” he bellowed. “Are you threatening me? Me? I’m not a puny little Emory pussy, one of these Mama’s boys. You can’t intimidate me by assigning twice as much as anybody could possibly read in one night and then asking picky little questions that don’t amount to a tinker’s damn. You’re dealing with a man here, Dr. Wingo, a real man! Don’t hand me any of those veiled threats about not being here at Christmas!”

Dr. Wingo did not raise his voice but he did clear his throat. “Barton, this is an unacceptable exhibition in an inappropriate setting. Let me remind you that I am the final arbiter of who passes and who fails this course and that I can flunk a man as easily as I can a boy. And with as little compunction.”

Barton leaned over until his chin almost touched the professor’s nose. His eyes were bloodshot and piggish, his face empurpled, the veins in his neck as big as pencils. He could have whispered but still he yelled. “Well, it’s a sorry system. You’ve got no business having interviews and accepting these boys if you’re going to flunk ‘em out!” He swept an arm to encompass the room. “All these scared little puppies had the grades from college to qualify for your precious med school. You take ’em in here and browbeat them until they’re scared to sleep, they’re scared to eat, they’re scared of their shadows. They’re so scared they’re pitiful! All because of one little old symbol in the alphabet and it’s not in italics like the collarbone, it’s a big solid capital F! And you’ve got it swinging over this bunch as big and terrifying as the sword over the head of whoever that Greek jerk was we had to read about! You wield it like a sceptre! It’s not right and it’s a piss-poor way to educate somebody! Look at them. They’ve paid good money to learn to be doctors and you’ve got them as cowed as flea-bitten, half-starved dogs!”

Dr. Wingo’s feet remained planted as stolidly as if they were extensions of the concrete floor, but he had to sway a little backward to avoid actual contact with Barton. Although his voice was still controlled, silky, his throat-clearing was authoritative enough to interrupt the tirade. “Barton, you have wasted enough of the time this class needs for dissection. These students have paid their money to learn. They have paid it to Emory. Emory pays me to see that they get their money’s worth. To paraphrase Marcus Aurelius, ‘I am Emory and I must keep my color.’ If the students do not learn to their maximum abilities, I am cheating Emory and them. That little symbol you call my sceptre does not belong to me; it is only in my custody. I award it; I do not wield it. If a student earns it, he gets it.” A chilling porcelain smile stirred the brush on his lip, but his eyes were opaque as agates.

“I promise you, Barton, that if you earn yourself an F, I will certainly see that you get it. Your concern for your fellows is stirring, perhaps, but you had better look to your own laurels; you could flunk, too, you know.”

“What?” Barton threw back his head and his fury vanished like a whirlwind. His laughter was as loud and maniacal, however, as his anger had been. “You don’t know who you’re talking to, man! You can’t flunk me! Pour it on, give me extra assignments, load me up, give me all you got! I can take it and dish it right back to you! I ain’t the least bit scared of you! I can handle this puny little course and learn every fiber and cell in this poor old fat lady even if you didn’t bother to get her but about half pickled! And I won’t strain myself! You can’t flunk me, Butch Wingo! Not me!”

He recovered his probe and seated himself on the stool over his cadaver as though nothing had happened. “Very interesting challenge, Barton. We shall see, we shall see.” Dr. Wingo moved up the row of tables also as though nothing had happened.

Porter felt strongly that they should all join this pretense that the episode had not occurred. At least for the present. Compulsively, sprightly, he chattered to his partners. “What did y’all think of Dr. Martell’s statement that all men are divided into two groups—those that have masturbated and those that are liars?”

Hutchins followed his lead. “Hell, I think she’s exactly right. Who’s going to take a scientific poll, though, and what difference does it make anyhow?”

Townsend raised his head from the open textbook, the sleeve of his gown resting unnoticed in the gray mass of the dissected neck. “She’s not right, either. I never have.”

Hutchins snorted. “Don’t give us that stuff, Tommy-boy. We automatically think you’re lying.”

“Well, I’m not. I’ve tried to a couple of times, but I just can’t do it. I cannot physically do it.”

Porter’s curiosity was salaciously titillated. Here loomed personal confession of unimagined darkness. “Why?” he ventured. “Why can’t you?”

“Because,” Townsend sweetly replied, “I’m too ticklish.”

Porter’s spontaneous laugh, albeit quickly stifled, was like a spring breeze across the lab. Everybody relaxed.

Not a student commented on the encounter between Barton and Wingo until the group was not only out of the Anatomy building but well away from it. Even then they looked over their shoulders to be sure no one of consequence could overhear and were thereby as obvious as gossips anywhere.

“He’s crazy,” Boykin said. “He’s crazy, and he’s also finished. He might as well pack his suitcase tonight.”

“He’s got guts, though,” said Kinard. “Can you imagine anyone standing up to Dr. Wingo like that? Let alone saying the things he did?”

“I thought the Butch was the one who had guts myself,” murmured Teate. “If Barton had been over me like that, I’d have run like a rabbit.”

Conner went tearing by, his dissecting gown still hanging and flapping about him, smiling and shaking his head in rejection of the invitation to join the group. “Gotta drive,” he laughed. “Gotta drive!”

“He can’t stop,” Arnold volunteered. “This is the time slot on his schedule for the crapper. He decided he was wasting too much time working up a BM, so he started taking mineral oil. Took too much at first, then too little, but now he’s got it titrated just right. It takes him exactly forty-five seconds from pants down to pants up and he’s through for the day. That’s on one and a half teaspoons of the mineral oil. It has to be taken at six A.M. just before he brushes his teeth and then he gets results at 5:45 P.M. on his way to supper, and he hasn’t wasted a second of study time.”

“My God,” Easley interjected, “Barton was right about us being too scared to sleep or eat, but I’m glad he didn’t know about Conner and tell the Butch we were too scared to take a good crap.”

Rumble ventured a smile. “Knowing Barton and seeing how mad he was, he might even have violated Dr. Wingo’s law about not using slang or coarse expressions and told him we were scared shitless.”

Grateful for humor, no matter how innocuous, Porter volunteered, “If y’all think that’s funny, let me tell you why Townsend has never masturbated.”

“Aw, shut up, Osborne, we know the answer; nobody’s got time for it. Let’s go to supper.”

At bedtime, when the taboo of silence in their room could be broken, Porter speculated. “You know, it was right impressive the way Barton went from being so mad about the way Dr. Wingo runs the class to laughing about the challenge to him personally. He may turn out to be a real leader of men. Some lines from a poem kept running through my head while I was studying.


‘Don John laughing in the brave beard curled,

Spurning of his stirrups like the thrones of all the world.’



I’m just not all that scared of Dr. Wingo myself and don’t feel like I need a champion, but I can’t help but admire Barton.”

Derrick was quick in response. “As far as Barton is concerned, I think he’s crazy as a mad dog and I don’t want to be within twenty feet of him. I don’t even want to be seen with him; what he’s got might be catching. And, Sonnyboy, you better quit letting things like poetry run through your mind when you’re supposed to be studying or you might wind up being as scared as anybody else.”

He turned off the light and climbed into the lower bunk. “The only poetry that makes any sense to me right now is,


‘Do not think you can escape him, 
Rise up so early in the morn, 
The eyes of Wingo are upon you 
Till Gabriel blows his horn.’


Be quiet when you go to breakfast. I’m gonna grab an extra fifteen minutes. Now will you please go to sleep?”
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“We have set the seal of Solomon on all things under sun,

Of knowledge and of sorrow and endurance of things done.”



Over the class there now loomed a new specter, mysterious, imminent, fearsome, a true dreadnaught. Ultimate weapon in Wingo’s siege of terror, it was the final crushing blow calculated to impel complete submission in even the most independent student. The class by now was accustomed to pop quizzes, expected them on at least a weekly basis, and had learned to live with nervous systems that had grown as jumpy as those of feral cats. The final examination was scheduled, was at least six weeks away, and fear of it could be deferred. There was, however, a test of merit, of skill, of endurance that was not scheduled but was as certain to come as new moons and death, not as predictable as the former but as undesirable as the latter. It was called “The Practical.” Some boys, most of them from south Georgia, soon dropped the article and referred to it as “Practical,” thereby bestowing a title that created a mythical monster to compare with Grendel. It terrorized all of them.

“And why not?” said Tootle. “We know it’s coming and we know it’s gonna run over all us little children that can’t get out the way and it’s gonna eat some of us alive and crunch our bones. You mighty right I’m scared of Practical, and any you got any sense better be.”

Porter prickled in company with his classmates but was really more absorbed in watching their reactions than with any true personal fear. The practical examination in Gross Anatomy consisted of the display of specific structures that the students had dissected themselves; these structures would be flagged and identification demanded. Porter could not imagine enough difficulty in this process to induce the panic that he witnessed now in his older, more sophisticated peers.

“My God, if he’d just tell us when it’s going to be! I can’t study new material for reviewing the old, and yet if I don’t keep up every day, I’ll be even that much further behind.”

“He’s playing with us. That’s what he’s doing. He knows the day and the hour and he’s just playing with us.”

“Be sure and check Patz and Chesky’s table. They’ve got an aberrant spinal accessory on the left, and Faulkner says the Butch is hell on anomalies.”

“What would we do without Faulkner? He says he can’t help us, though, about when the Practical will be. Says Dr. Wingo doesn’t let anybody else help prepare it ahead of time and even the staff doesn’t know until the day it happens.”

“You mean to tell me that the Butch himself ties ribbons around all those little bitty things he wants identified? The head of the department? God, it’s obliged to take hours and hours. What a way to spend his time.”

“Yeah, and the only time he can do it is at night and it’s not ribbons. It’s tiny little pieces of red string. One of the sophomores told me he’s wise to students checking to see when the lights are on after hours, and for the last two years he does all that work the night before ole Practical comes with nothing but a flashlight. About twice a quarter, he’ll leave the lights on all night just to confuse everybody and some of them always fall for it, but for the real Practical he just uses the flashlight.”

“That’s the truth. Last year the freshmen had volunteers rotating shifts to climb a pine tree behind the building and watch until midnight every night to see if any lights came on. This guy was up there and caught the Butch creeping around among the bodies about eleven o’clock with his flashlight and that green eyeshade on. Nobody was with him but Jessie; he held the light while the Butch tied off the Practical. The boy got so excited he fell out of the tree and broke his ankle, but he spread the word and everybody stayed up all night studying and nobody slept a wink.”

“Were the grades any better because of that?” blurted Porter. “If they were, we could do the same thing.”

“No, we can’t,” corrected Anthony. “That tree is gone. The Butch found out about it and took an ax to that tree. Himself. On Thanksgiving morning at daylight, somebody said. I find it hard to believe of the Butch, but they swear it’s true. Forget the tree.”

“What we need to do is hire Jessie,” said Strickland.

“Jessie? Hire him?” asked Porter.

To the casual observer Jessie was the janitor in the Anatomy department. In reality he was much more, an extension of Dr. Wingo, almost his alter ego. He had been hired, trained and indoctrinated by Dr. Wingo to the extent that some regarded him as made over in the Butch’s image. He had the same imperturbable dignity and the same burly physique as the Butch and was reputed not to be above a little spying and tattling. He was only a light milk chocolate in color but his features proclaimed his dominant genes. Porter walked on eggshells around him, with a deference that made up for the fear he lacked for Dr. Wingo.

Jessie was the guardian of the cadavers. As such, he would have appeared in Porter’s eyes as a cross between Mr. Micawber and Jerry Cruncher had he been white, but Porter would at least have understood him. As a member of the Negro race, however, he violated every stereotype Porter had conceived through years of living in a farm community with hundreds of adults and growing up in cotton fields and cow-pasture baseball games with their children. All of them would have shunned the Anatomy building and its contents with the dedication of ancient taboo. To see Jessie walking casually through its halls, pipe clenched between his teeth, pushing a gurney with its discreetly shrouded and malodorous burden, the stiffly arched outline proclaiming unmistakable identity to the initiated, separated him, elevated him in Porter’s eyes to incomprehensible levels of mystery. He was Othello’s spawn, a brooding prince, the vessel of mysterious dark but royal bloodlines. Porter instinctively gave passage to him through hall or doorway; he at least knew eggshells when he saw them.

Jessie was the one who received new specimens and prepared them, it was said, by screwing hooks into their skulls and suspending them in vats of formaldehyde. This was done in the basement, an area off limits to freshmen; it was Jessie’s domain.

“Hire Jessie? Strickland, you’re crazy.”

“No, I’m not. One class swears that’s how they found out about the Practical one quarter in time to cram. You have to be delicate about it but it can be done. Bert Fletcher grew up on a shade tobacco farm close to Bainbridge and found out he knew some of Jessie’s kin. He took up a dime from nine other guys and caught Jessie one day on the front steps when he knew the Butch was up in the lab. He handed him the dollar and Jessie said, ‘What’s this for?’ Fletcher said, ‘That’s a fee some of us want to pay you to predict the weather for us, Jessie.’ Jessie said, ‘I don’t know no more about the weather than you do, boy. I get mine on the radio same as everybody.’ Bert was cool as a cucumber. ‘We’re not talking about fancy radio weather, Jessie. We’re talking about Practical weather. You know, just from a Practical standpoint. We figure there’re only two people who know ahead of time, for a Practical certainty, when it’s going to rain. That’s what we’re interested in. Just Practical knowledge of when it’s a Practical fact that it’s going to rain.’

‘And Jessie said, ‘I hear you clucking but I can’t quite find your nest. You don’t spect me to go behind the man’s back for no dollar, do you?’ And old Bert Fletcher was slick as owl doodoo. ‘Of course not, Jessie, we wouldn’t dream of asking you to betray any personal loyalties. That’s just a retainer fee; we aim to give you that every week all quarter long, and all we want from you is a little old Practical weather forecast every week.’

“With that, Jessie put the dollar in his pocket and Fletcher knew he was in. Said Jessie told him, ‘Don’t never use that word round me again, but far as the weather concerned, it’s clear, sunny, and dry all this week, not a cloud in the sky.’ They anted up their dimes every Monday and Fletcher would tell Jessie, ‘Pretty day today, Jessie; what you think the weather’s gonna do?’ And when the time came, Jessie said, ‘Little haze coming up. Might get some thunder and lightning toward the end of the week. Might even be a little hail on Thursday.’ It worked like a charm.”

“I don’t believe it,” scoffed Porter. “How could Jessie be sure?”

“Because the Butch had to tell him ahead of time so Jessie wouldn’t bail out of here on the nose at six o‘clock. Don’t forget, he’s the only one Dr. Wingo will let help him. Bert Fletcher said Jessie gave him back his dollar the next week, though. Said he could tell Dr. Wingo wasn’t enjoying Practical like he used to because none of the boys seemed to be surprised and too many of them had made a good grade. ‘Look like it’s wearing down his spirit,’ he said. Jessie told Fletcher he was plumb out of the weather business from now on and Fletcher would have to commence wearing his galoshes every day, just in case.” Porter laughed.

When Practical descended on them, Porter became a convert. The mechanics were simple, almost stark. A sheet of paper with one hundred numbered blanks upon it was given each student. Each structure to be identified was also numbered, and each student started at his own cadaver, advancing around the room in sixty-second increments upon the call of “Time.” Touching the specimen was forbidden. Often there would be a deep hole with the red knot of string at the bottom of it the only object Porter could be sure he recognized. He became conscious of his heartbeat. He heard whistling air in the nostrils of fellows passing across from him; Teate swallowed audibly over number forty-nine; Will Barton muttered “sonofabitch” as they passed, but he did it on a whispered breath.

“Time.”

“Time.”

“Time.”

There was a row of separate specimens, bones, pre-dissected exhibitions, examples obviously saved for generations.

“Time.”

Because they were rare.

“Time.”

Because they were anomalies.

“Time.”

Because they were absolutely, totally, sadistically impossible to identify.

“Time.”

When it was over, Porter was as drained as if he were not quite recovered from diarrhea, weakened but no longer tense and griping. He felt that he was tottering as he made his way downstairs and joined his fellows for a cigarette.

“What was twenty-nine? I put hypoglossal nerve but it may have been some aberrant branch of the glossopalatine artery.”

“What about that foramen in the clavicle on number ninety-four? I didn’t have the faintest idea what was supposed to go through that damn hole. It’s sure not in the book.”

Porter was silent. “What in the hell am I doing here?” he thought. He trudged across campus and almost envied Deacon Chauncey, a former classmate who had been inducted into the Army Air Corps directly from college. A recent brief letter from him stated that he had finished radio school, been promoted to sergeant, and was probably going to be sent to England. Deacon was not one to discourse on feelings but Porter knew that he had hated his science courses and taken only those required for his degree in journalism. How did he feel now about all that science he was obliged to have learned, plus the unaccustomed physical activity he had always eschewed? How did Deacon feel about heading out in an airplane to be shot at? “This is war, too,” Porter assured himself, “except we’d have to go through all this even in peacetime. To hell with compartmentalizing, I’m fighting, too.” He slung his books on his bunk and headed for the dining hall. “Be damned if the Butch is going to kill this soldier,” he vowed.

The next day he was not so sure. Practical had been left intact, a sheet was handed out with the correct answers, and everyone again moved around the room, clocked this time in ten-second slots.

“Time.”

“Time.”

“Time.”

The papers, graded in red, were handed out. Porter’s heart sank. He had made fifty-six. He disconsolately approached Faulkner.

“Quit worrying.” The voice was soft, inflectionless. “That’s not great, it does not reflect brilliance, but it’s well within the lower half of the upper third of the class.”

Porter digested this hierarchy. “You mean I haven’t flunked?”

“My goodness, no. One boy didn’t get but eleven answers right.”

“Who was that?” gasped Porter.

“You know I’m not going to tell you, Osborne. Any more than I’m going to tell you who made ninety-seven. Keep on working and quit fretting. You’re still a decent-sized frog; you’re just in a bigger puddle than you’ve ever known before.”

Porter approached his cadaver and his partners with lightened step. “What’d you make, Hutchins?”

“None of your goddam business, but I’m in the upper half of the lower third.”

“That’s great,” said Porter. “So am I. This sure is a big puddle we’re crawling around in, isn’t it? Even bigger than Northwestern.”
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“The shadow of the Valois is yawning at the mass . . . ”


The summer sun at Emory in 1942 made a hothouse of the Anatomy laboratory; sweat trickled down spines and thighs and puddled in grimy saddle oxfords. To the stench of preservatives was added now a sour odor induced by the moistened cloths wrapped around the dissection fields every night to prevent desiccation; the windows were open wide and occasional breezes were welcomed with silent rejoicing. It was a heavy atmosphere, fecund with decay and heat and humidity, ripe for hatred to grow like weeds. The freshman medical class could have become a group of paranoid, suspicious, competitive boys so hostile to each other, so involved in grade-grubbing competition that they clawed and scrambled over the backs of their fellows and plotted throat-cutting ways to advance themselves by pushing others down. The seeds were there; the soil was fertile; the climate was ideal; the head gardener nurtured it.

The opposite occurred. The freshman class became a group of paranoid, suspicious competitive boys so terrified of failure, so obsessed with grade-grubbing labor for survival that they memorized everything they could as individuals and then tried to help each other. Minute or esoteric items were labeled “pearls” and were freely passed around. No one of them witnessed humiliation of a fellow under the eyes of Wingo without first feeling relief that it was happening to someone else and then a rush of compassion for the victim. No one could know it all. Except Wingo. The devastating display of ignorance in public could be maneuvered under his expert manipulation to include any of them. “There but for the grace of God” was the prevailing attitude.

The students, therefore, despite widely divergent backgrounds and disparate, often conflicting, personalities, became bonded to each other by the glue of common peril, of shared hardship, of unvoiced revulsion, of the mortal wounding of hope itself, of the final defiant resistance to despair. They became friends. This moment in time, this explosion of new experiences that was called Gross Anatomy, this servitude under a demanding sultan so unwittingly bound them that they would never escape the memories and only a few of them would sever the ties. They learned compassion, support, pity, understanding of others. They learned it as people before they became doctors. They learned it from each other before they saw their first patient, or entered the subterranean passages of Grady Hospital, or had any courses in psychiatry. They matured to the point of realizing that despite heartrending pity, no man can answer for another. They did, indeed, become friends. Under the eyes of Wingo. They got their money’s worth. Brimming full. Packed down. Running over. As Barton roared one day in lab, “Educated, by God!”

Barton was unique. Everyone walked as stiffly around him as wary dogs, alert to danger, eyes rolling, ready to abandon the pretense of indifference in favor of immediate flight. No one fully understood him, no one particularly wanted to, and no one in the class truly accepted him. Except Porter and Barton’s roommate. The roommate was from Illinois and therefore a fish out of water himself. Barton had been his first, his most personal, introduction to the South and consequently became his point of reference, his yardstick of comparison, not only to the region but to its inhabitants. He frequently appeared bewildered.

To Porter, Barton was just another example of the marvelous mortals he found in this new culture which he was resolved to explore and master. All of his fellow students were new and foreign to him; he watched them all, assumed that each had as firm a toehold on the rocky cliffs of knowledge as he and as strong a dedication to surmounting them. Barton, in his eyes, was more than passing strange, but anyone had to be slightly mad to attack Emory University School of Medicine with the fervor the students manifested; most of them had enough eccentricities already to be, in his mind, as strange as Barton. He liked them all. They learned to know each other in bits and pieces, through revelations between classes or at meals, which were about the only occasions they had for inconsequential conversation.

At lunch, Harris said, “Halstrand has a rough schedule. He still keeps his paper route and has to live at home way over in southwest Atlanta. Rides the street car to school and back every day. He’s done that for four years through college and says it’s not so bad this summer but he dreads having to change cars at Five Points next winter when it’s cold and dark. Especially toting all those heavy books, plus his lab gown, and some days even the bone box.”

“Yeah,” Benton responded, “but it doesn’t bother Halstrand. Talk about a positive attitude. He looks at it as an hour’s extra study time twice a day on the street car, and he says on lab days he not only has a seat to himself but that folks are standing in the aisle jammed up like sardines to keep from getting close to him. You know he and Inman have that young, real fat woman with the stab wound in her neck. Jessie didn’t leave her in the vat long enough; even Butch gags when he gets to that table, but Halstrand says at least he can always get a seat on the street car. He doesn’t let anything get him down.”

“They say the Butch makes you change cadavers and dissecting partners every quarter,” Porter contributed. “I sure do hope I don’t get that one. If she stinks that bad on head and neck, just imagine getting up to your elbows in thorax and abdomen. Does Halstrand pack a lunch every day?”

“Shut up, Osborne,” Easley admonished, “at least till we finish eating this chicken pie. If Halstrand thinks he’s loaded down on that street car now, just wait till next quarter when they make everybody collect twenty-four hour urine specimens for Biochemistry experiments and we all have to lug those two-gallon brown jugs with us everywhere we go and pee in them. Now that will be a load to transfer at Five Points.”

“Well, I still want to know if he has to pack a lunch along with all the other paraphernalia or if he can afford a quarter for the cafeteria.”

“Shut up, Osborne. Besides, it’s thirty-five cents since last week. And no meat on Thursdays. Time to go.”

“If he packed hard-boiled eggs or a sweet potato, he’d still have to use his hands to peel . . .”

“Shut up, Osborne!”

“Did y’all notice that Martin’s fingernails have grown out? He hasn’t bitten them since the first day in Gross.”

“Goddammit, Osborne, will you shut up?”

“And have you noticed how Tony Gage keeps picking at his? Even in lectures instead of taking notes? Digs and pushes until the cuticles are almost bleeding, and you know they have to stink.”

“Hell, Osborne, I’m walking by myself. You wait and come with Barton and don’t even get close to me; I don’t want to be seen with either of you.”

The summer wore on. The Fourth of July had passed with no acknowledgement of it at all by the medical school as a holiday. Someone, perhaps it was Barton, maybe Blackman, nobody ever knew for sure, had inserted a small American flag in the penis of one of the cadavers, the wooden staff of sufficient length so that the Stars and Stripes waved upright and festive but startlingly bright in that somber setting. Fortunately, Faulkner was the only faculty member to see it.

“Get that flag out of there and you’d better get it out in a hurry. The one thing Dr. Wingo absolutely will not tolerate is any disrespect for the human body, and we don’t have time for a witch hunt right now; you’re about two days behind on dissection already.”

Porter thought that it was also crude and shocking disrespect for the flag but remained silent for fear of appearing either prudish or naively patriotic. He was learning.

He did not learn, however, that there are times when wisdom dictates silence. He heard during inconsequential conversation in the dissecting lab one day that Armstrong Abernathy’s father was history professor in the college of Emory, head of the department by virtue of tenure and, it was assumed, family connections. After all, Dr. Abernathy had married an Armstrong heiress and everybody knew how important the Armstrongs were to Emory and how much endowment they had created through the years. Porter had long since become bored with the social and genealogical structure supporting Emory and the reverence that its graduates manifested for that skeleton. To him it was a tangled maze of Coca-Cola and Georgia Power companies and the families that controlled their charitable contributions. They apparently all lived in lengendary mansions on Ponce de Leon Avenue or some other equally prestigious street in the Druid Hills section of Atlanta. They all belonged to country clubs. They were incredibly wealthy. On top of that, they were all Methodists. Any one of these factors was enough to remove them as far from Porter’s comprehension or interest as the Valois line of succession in the French monarchy. He had better things to do with his time; the relationship in his cadaver of the second to the first cervical vertebra was of more vital concern to the citizens of Peabody, Georgia, and to the future physician now preparing himself to serve them than all the important people around whom Emory, Druid Hills, and Atlanta revolved. He, nor anyone else from Peabody, was not likely ever to have any personal contact with them.

As he studied the odontoid process, the conversation of his partners suddenly penetrated his consciousness.

“Armstrong had already been accepted in the Princeton Engineering program for this fall, but when we got in the war, his daddy had him shifted over to Emory Medical School. Armstrong says now he’s got a guaranteed three-year deferment, and by the time he’s through the war ought to be over.”

Porter’s head jerked up. “What do you mean, his daddy ‘had him shifted’ into med school? I thought this school was supposed to be hard to get into and that there was never any politics involved. Also, the absolute deadline for applications, it said in my catalog, was the first of December. I don’t believe that about Armstrong. Besides, why would anybody go through all this if he didn’t want to be a doctor above anything else in the world? I just don’t believe it.”

Townsend delicately removed an obscuring morsel of fat from an arterial branch and rolled it between his fingers. “You can believe it. The Armstrongs practically founded Emory, Osborne, and have given millions of dollars to it over the years.”

“But that was to the college; this is the med school. You know Dr. Wingo is no respecter of persons. He takes students only on merit.”

Townsend shrugged. “Money talks louder than virtue in a lot of places, not just Emory. On top of that, what are you going to tell a fellow faculty member about his only son?”

Porter thought a minute. “Poor Dr. Wingo,” he said.

The arresting clang of a probe handle sounded across the lab. Dr. Wingo announced that Merlin and Clayton had dissected an anomaly and that everyone should make a point of dropping by their cadaver and viewing it. It was a seventh cervical rib, and since this was a condition that conceivably could cause clinical symptoms in a living patient, although usually not, each member of the class would be expected to see it. Dr. Wingo cleared his throat and dryly apologized that it had not been available for the recent Practical.

When Porter got to Merlin’s cadaver, there was a line. He found himself right behind Armstrong Abernathy, who was holding forth on the hardship of being in Anatomy lab on this beautiful day and missing out on a traditional houseparty at some place called Lake Rabun. Porter had never heard of it, but Armstrong’s inflections guaranteed prestige, exclusivity. On impulse, he interrupted. “Armstrong, when did you decide you wanted to be a doctor?”

“On December the seventh of last year about thirty minutes after we learned the Japs had bombed Pearl Harbor.” Armstrong had a small mouth with lips that gave the bite of arrogance to his words.

“That was quick.”

“You mighty right it was. It made my head swim. My old man was on the telephone before dark and had me at the admissions office almost at daylight on Monday morning. My grades were no problem; you knew I had already been accepted at Princeton Engineering School, didn’t you? The only thing I was lacking was three Chemistry courses, and my old man guaranteed the admissions committee I’d have those before graduation. By lunchtime on December eighth, I was accepted here and had already written Princeton to get my deposit back.”

“How did you feel about that?”

“Oh, I was glad enough to go along with it. I didn’t much care what I did. Engineering, Medicine, whatever. I was going to Princeton to humor my old man in the first place because that’s where he’d gotten his Ph.D. What the hell? As long as you’re a professional man, what’s the difference in the long run? Except I doubt if engineering school smells this bad.”

“Does it bother you that you got the place in class that might have gone to some boy that really wanted to be a doctor?”

“Hell, no. I told you my grades were good. Anybody who might have made the cut at Emory and missed it because of me could sure get in at Augusta. Why should that bother me?”

Porter took a deep breath. “Well, I don’t know if I can explain it to you if you don’t already see it. It’s been bothering me that I got to go on to med school and study to be a doctor, which is what I’ve wanted to do for as long as I can remember, when I’ve got friends who are in the Army or Navy just because they wanted to be teachers or lawyers or journalists. They’re getting shot at and I’m not.”

“That’s exactly the point, Osborne. Now we’re on the same wave length. Anything beats crawling in mud and getting your ass shot off by a Jap or blown up on a ship in the middle of the ocean by some crazy pilot.”

“You don’t feel guilty?”

“Guilty? Hell, I’m grateful. Listen, are you trying to preach to me? Derrick says you’re a romantic little prig, always quoting poetry and worrying about things that don’t matter, but don’t you get on my back.”

“Don’t you call him a prig!” Barton leaned over Porter’s shoulder and stooped to eye level with Armstrong. “If there’s anything I enjoy it’s slapping the snot out of some stuck-up rich kid that’s not dry behind the ears. I’m making me a list against the day I have time to do it, and I just put you and Derrick both on it. Tell me, did you get your deposit back from Princeton? It’s better to be a romantic prig than a self-serving turd.”

Merlin intervened with a weary voice. “Will you guys quit visiting and move on along so I can get back to my dissection? For Christ’s sake!”

Porter Osborne was learning.
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If Practical had been Grendel surrounded by thunder and lightning, then final exams became Apocalypse— inevitable, threatening, terrible; galloping faster and faster through the chaos of Armageddon. No one needed Jessie now for his weather eye. From the Pacific, Tojo had become a household word, more dreaded than Hirohito; from the land of Wagner, Hegel, and Goethe the names of Goring, Goebels, and Rommel were now common titles of infamy. None of these, however, rode like the four horsemen that were sweeping down on the freshmen med students at Emory. The first three horses were Biochemistry, Bacteriology, and an announced Practical; the students armed themselves for combat. Porter had the fantasy that Gabrielle Martell was the rider of a Percheron named Pestilence; Angelica Athanopoulos, lovely and ladylike even in a moment of terror, raced sidesaddle on an Arabian named Famine; Jessie and Faulkner together bestrode War, bareback, clutching each other for balance, galloping with fierceness in the train of the two marvelously unusual women. The fourth horse, however, the pale one, the one named Death, would be the last to come, and no one doubted that Wingo was astride it and no one doubted for an instant that its eyes were red, that its nostrils were filled with flame, or that its hooves were lancinating. Porter forgot the world at war and concentrated on his own personal campaign for survival. He crammed along with everyone else, he reviewed incessantly, he slept less and less. He tumbled into his bunk muttering,


“. . . They are countless, voiceless, hopeless, like those fallen or fleeing on

Before the high King’s horses in the granite of Babylon.”



He refrained, however, from sharing his bedtime thoughts with Derrick.

Arnold gave the group that was still taking time for breakfast a late bulletin on Conner.

“He never sits down now to study; stands up all the time at his dresser, smacking his forehead and lecturing to himself. He set his alarm the other night at three A.M. to wake him up at five so he could study some more, and then he slept through the alarm. You know what he does since then? Drinks a quart of water before he lies down! Says his kidneys can process right at a pint per hour before his bladder gets him up. I tell you, if he ain’t crazy, he has sure fooled me.”

Porter thought, “And many a one falls witless in his quiet room in hell,” but he decided that did not apply to Conner. “Gotta drive, gotta drive!” made a lot of sense now.

They saw it through. They staggered through Monday to the Friday that crowned the week of exams and no one died. The very act of endurance strengthened the bond between them, although at the time they were not aware of it. The Anatomy final was every bit the horror they had anticipated.

There was a discussion question: “A man is eating breakfast and reading his newspaper. He raises his head and asks for a second cup of coffee. Describe in detail all the anatomical structures involved, taking care to list the origin and insertion of each muscle, its innervation, blood supply and function. Be explicit about the derivation of each nerve branch and blood vessel mentioned.”

There was one section that was superficially simple but treacherously deceptive, the questions of which covered three pages. The answers were temptingly brief, promising rapid progress and demanding only a check mark under the column of “true” or “false.” “The length of the average right internal carotid artery after it leaves the carotid body at the level of the sixth cervical vertebra and before its first bifurcation is slightly more than 3.1 centimeters.”

There was a group of multiple choice questions that required concern as careful as plotting a course between Scylla and Charybdis.

There were some questions that transcended Anatomy alone. “Give the root derivation of the term Galea Aponeurotica and your opinion of additions or deletions that might more fully pinpoint its position and function.”

The post-mortem exchanges were brief

“The carotid bulb is not at the level of C6, is it?”

“Oh, my God, don’t tell me that.”

“The platysma is involved in speaking, isn’t it? Can you ask for a cup of coffee without changing expression? And it took me forever to get all the nerves to all the ocular muscles, plus I didn’t forget the pupil accommodating when he raised his head from reading. I spent two hours on that one question. I know that guy reading that paper and swallowing coffee had to be my cadaver just before he died. The sonofabitch has given me nothing but grief since June.”

“Did you remember the atlas rotating on the odontoid, and did you put in the laryngeal muscles?”

“Oh, shit.”

“What did you do with that stupid question about the Galea Aponeurotica?”

“Hell, I just abandoned caution and went wild on that one. I happened to remember that galea in Latin means ‘helmet’ or ‘caul’; so I said we should shorten the term to ‘caul’ since the structure consists of the frontalis and occipital muscles and the aponeurosis itself, and anybody who took Latin and has goose brains knows that all caul is divided into three parts.”

“You’re lying; you didn’t do that.”

“Hell I didn’t.”

“Oh shit.”

Porter was numb as he listened. “I may have just flunked the first final exam in my whole life,” he thought. “At least I finished, and some of them didn’t do that.”

He scampered to his room and stuck his toothbrush in his pocket, not bothering to pack a bag. If he caught the next streetcar at the village, he had a good chance of making it to the bus station downtown in time to get to Brewton County that evening. There was nothing to do in school until Monday. He was going home. He could find a change of underwear when he got there. He was going home.

 



The streetcar clattered and clacked, the hanging straps swung vigorously to and fro from the ceiling, the few people sitting down the aisle ahead of him swayed rhythmically from side to side. His pulse and breathing settled to normal. The metal wheels screeched on the shining tracks as the car leaned into the right-angle turn on the Byway and hissed to a stop for a group of maids returning to their warrens after a day spent cleaning the homes of Druid Hills. Their dimes rattled musically as the conductor jacked the coins into the change box and handed them each a transfer slip. Porter hardly noticed them as they edged down the aisle to the rear of the car, holding their sacks and bundles aloft to avoid bumping other passengers. He averted his gaze from that of a sternly virile Uncle Sam who pointed his finger from a poster above the window opposite him and thundered in three-inch blue capitals, “I WANT YOU.” It was obvious that Uncle Sam’s platysma muscles were operative. Bilaterally. Porter leaned his forehead against the window and looked down the gardens toward Lullwater. He was weary of his demons, new and old.


“They rise in green robes roaring from the green hells of the sea

Where fallen skies and evil hues and eyeless creatures be,

On them the sea-valves cluster and the grey sea-forests curl,

Splashed with a splendid sickness, the sickness of the pearl.”



He ventured a covert sniff at his fingers. He could get by if no one was picky. At any rate, he was going home.

His father was waiting at the drugstore which was also the bus station. He twisted his foot to smother the half-smoked cigarette he had tossed onto the tiled floor; his gaze was direct, his handshake firm. Porter’s heart leaped. This was safe harbor.

“Hey there, boy! It’s good to see you; we’ve been missing you around here the last three months. You haven’t written much the last three or four weeks, either.”

“I know,” Porter responded defensively; he had forgotten some things about home. “I thought I wrote y’all I was going to be getting ready for finals and would be too busy.”

“That’s right, you did. Hell, I wasn’t fussing. You don’t have a bag? Hop in and let’s head home; your mother’s dying to see you. Everybody else will have eaten, but she’ll have saved us out some supper. How were your finals? As I remember, they never were as bad retrospectively as they were in anticipation.”

“Even in law school?”

“Especially in law school.”

“You’ve never been to med school, Dad. These were worse. Worse than anything I’d ever dreamed of.”

“Well, forget it for this weekend; it’s the only time you have between quarters and you need to relax. If any of the girls you like are in town, you can have my car. I can spare enough gas on my ration for you to take one to the picture show if you like. And certainly it doesn’t take any gasoline to do a little parking.”

Porter regarded the giant red A on the sticker in the windshield. “Thanks, Dad, I’ll let you know. How’s the war coming? I’ve been too busy to keep up for the last two weeks.”

“Well, of course you know the Philippines are gone. MacArthur said, ‘I shall return,’ and then got on a boat and left thousands of GI’s who had no choice but to surrender. We’re getting stories about the death march to Bataan, but it’ll be a long time before we know all the details. The Japs are not human beings—they are animals, vicious animals, Son, and we’ve never been up against an enemy like this before. Things just aren’t going well in the Pacific; we need to turn that campaign around and do it quickly. Europe’s a little better. Except it was hell when they clobbered the English and French at Dieppe. I don’t know what we’re going to do about the English Channel. Down in Africa I think Montgomery may be able to handle that Rommel now. He sure beat the butt off the Afrika Corps at Alain Halfa and has come out of Egypt like a wild cat. He’s got some American boys and supplies behind him now and we’ll make a real difference. This fellow Eisenhower that we’ve fielded looks like a real winner.

“I’m worried about Russia, though. The Krauts are right at Moscow and if it falls, then the heroism of Stalingrad is nothing. Of course, I don’t trust Stalin. He’s a Communist and a son of a bitch, but until we’ve whipped Hitler he’s our son of a bitch.”

Porter leaned out his window into the rushing air of September twilight and filled his chest with familiar air. There was still enough cotton left in the half-picked fields to tease his nostrils with its fragrance—wholesome, flat, warm, a little redolent of the mast of oak forests. It was laced occasionally with the wild and spicy, exciting aroma of muscadines, and he knew that in the dusk they were hanging in ripened clusters, half hidden in a black-purple wonder along the limbs of trees that had been embraced and festooned by the sun-searching vines. The car crossed a creek and there came a whiff of late honeysuckle sweetening the musk of swamp and the faintly fresh promise of a fishing hole. This was the perfume of his childhood; he forgot his fingers, the stench of Anatomy lab; he was home.

“All this island hopping we’re doing in the South Pacific is enough to drive you crazy,” his father said. “It’s going to be a long war, Son. I’d never even heard of Guadalcanal until we landed there last week. The other day I was in the barber shop getting a haircut, and by the way, you could use one, too. Hoss Harp came in and Laurence Davis said, ‘Well, Hoss, what do you think of the status quo?’ And Hoss, just as serious as a hog on ice, said, ‘I-golly, the Japs’ll take it, too, before the week is out.’”

Porter threw his head back and laughed aloud. With his father. He was home.

The welcome at the Big House was effusive. About five dogs gyrated and leaped, too well-trained to jump against him with demanding fore paws but so excited at his appearance that they writhed and tumbled around him in a confusion of yelping, barking, whining and twisting. His mother clasped him close.

“Hello, Son, this is a marvelous day for me. You look tired. Are you hungry? I’ve got a good supper saved back; there’s pork roast and turnip greens and some of the last butterbeans, real young and little bitty like you and your daddy like them.” She sniffed and pushed him away. “Why don’t you run wash up and come on to the table?”

He made a side trip to his grandmother’s room where he assured her that he had been a good boy and had never for a moment forgot who he was. “Where, at times,” he murmured, “and why, but never who.”

He almost went to sleep at the supper table and fell gratefully into bed soon thereafter. He slept the clock around to find the next morning that his father had already left for town. He roamed the farm all day, revisiting scenes of childhood adventure, surrounded by memories. The front porches of the tenant houses were packed with freshly-gathered cotton against the day when it could be carried to gin. The weather now was too ideal for harvest to acknowledge that it was Saturday, and the hands were busily picking, the fields dotted with family groups, the smaller children playing and tending babies around the soft white piles mounded in baskets and spreads on the ground. He watched straining muscles in Jesse Lee’s neck and shoulders as he lifted and emptied a cotton basket and wished that his cadaver was as lean and well-delineated. He rubbed his hands in the crumbly red soil and looked at it under his nails and staining his cuticles. “This is as far as you can get from Druid Hills,” Porter thought. He watched a grasshopper suspended in autumnal song above the sunbaked clay road. “And I like it.” He surveyed the farm from the crown of the big red hill; he could see the roof of the house in the distance. The world was quiet with late September stillness. He spoke aloud into it. “I shall return.”

He eschewed the option of a date for the lure of another night’s sleep. Home was not changed. Visiting in the kitchen while his mother prepared supper, accepting the probable lateness of his father’s return and not waiting for him, he was assured by her, “You’re welcome to take my car if you want to go into town, Son; I still have a half tank of gas and about ten more gallons on my card for this month. I’ll be glad for you to use it. I try to save my ration for church and the WMS and, of course, I’m still the one to do all the grocery buying and errand running, but I really try to conserve. Everywhere you turn there’s one of those signs that says, ‘Is this trip necessary?’ It’s enough to make you feel guilty if you leave home.”

“Sort of like that one that says ‘Uncle Sam wants you.’ It makes you feel guilty if you don’t leave home.”

“Oh, that’s the one that makes your daddy mad. Not guilty, mad. He tried to reenlist and the Army wouldn’t have him. He went into a pure pout for at least three weeks, and we still don’t talk about it.”

“Everybody compartmentalizes, don’t they? I won’t mention it.”

“Speaking of which, you haven’t had much to say about med school, young man.”

Porter looked around the kitchen and visualized the Anatomy lab at Emory; the smell of fresh hoecake baking on top of the stove blocked out the memory of formaldehyde. Wholesome, comforting. “There’s really not much to say, Mother; it’s so different from anything I’ve ever known.”

She dried the bread tray. “Put this on top of the safe if you don’t mind. Do you like med school, Son?”

Porter hesitated until he could stand her waiting stillness no longer. The question echoed in the room. “Mother,” he said, “I feel sometimes like the creature in the poem who is holding his own heart in his hands and eating it. ‘I like it,’ he said, ‘because it is bitter and because it is my heart.’ I love it, but I hate it, too. Does that make any sense?”

His mother’s pause became almost uncomfortable. She stood holding the dish rag and looking out the east window of the stove room. “Oh, yes,” she said softly. “That makes sense. It makes a lot of sense to me.”

“Daddy couldn’t do it,” Porter Osborne, Jr., asserted. “Daddy couldn’t do what I’m doing.”

His mother looked at him briefly. “Good,” she said. “Let me take this hoecake up now while you pour some tea, and we’ve got supper on the table.”

“Mother, you remember reading to us when we were little about how the kangaroo got his legs?”

“Of course I do. ‘Make me different from all other animals by four o’clock this afternoon.’ I loved Old Man Kangaroo. ’He was gray and he was woolly and his pride was inordinate.’ Why do you ask?”

“And remember what happened to him? He stuck out his tail and ran till his hind legs ached so bad that they outgrew his front legs and he could hop. Remember? And do you remember why?”

“Sure I do. ‘Still ran Dingo, Yellow Dog Dingo, grinning like a coal scuttle, grinning like a horse collar.’ He chased the kangaroo all over the ash beds of Australia until he was completely transformed. Yellow Dog Dingo did it.”

“That’s it, Mother! Now you know exactly what med school’s like. Except you didn’t tell us that Yellow Dog Dingo had a Ph.D. in Anatomy.” He laughed. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

 



On Monday he was not laughing. The same tensions resumed after their two-day vacation between quarters. Biochemistry and Bacteriology papers were handed back at the beginning of those classes. Not so Gross Anatomy. In the early afternoon the students endured a droning lecture about the upcoming progression of their dissection into the area of thorax and abdomen. They were to begin with the complexity of the axillary plexus but were not to concern themselves for the present with its effect on the upper extremity. Porter diligently took notes, his mind not even remotely considering the fate of soldiers and sailors at war. He was sweating over finding out what his grade was.

Dr. Wingo ended his lecture. Notebooks closed with a snap. The shuffling noises of departure began.

“Just a moment.”

The room stilled. He cleared his throat. The voice was silky; the teeth flashed, in grimace, not smile; the eyes were agate, opaque, passionless.

“Three of you are being dropped from our roll. You failed this course, and two of you failed other courses as well. I will ask the class to remain seated while those three students leave now to turn in their dissection equipment and receive refunds on the balance of their laboratory deposits. The rest of you will be given your exam papers with slips of your final grades in here.”

He paused and pushed up his spectacles with the back of his left wrist. He cleared his throat again. The only thing Porter could hear was the swishing of his own blood.

“Jordan. Mitchell. Nichols. Good luck and good-bye.”

The victims rose. The face of one was flaming red, of another marble white, that of the third totally expressionless, dazed. Porter first felt a rush of exultation; he had been spared. This was followed swiftly by humiliating pity for Jordan, Mitchell and Nichols, shriveling in the spotlight of peer attention as they walked stiffly from the room. There was a flash of pious reassurance; they were all three known to be poor students; justice had rolled down like a river. Then he felt acute embarrassment that his feelings could be so manipulated. Joy, pity, relief, judgment, anger. All centered on three boys who were now going God knew where, lost to the rest of them forevermore. As the last one cleared the door, Dr. Wingo departed through his private entrance, the hem of his long white coat a flick of the dragon’s tail. The room remained for a split second in total silence, thirty faces turned breathlessly toward the closing door. That frozen moment in time was splintered by the voice of Will Barton, defiant but confirming. “Fuck ’em if they can’t take a joke.”

Faulkner entered at the front of the room and began handing out papers. “Anthony, Arnold, Avery, Barfied, Barton, Benton . . .”

Porter gazed at his own grade slip with concentration excluding any other stimulus. He had a B. He also had a vacuum where his brain ought to be. The tap of a metal probe called the class again to attention. Dr. Wingo had reappeared.

“The other end of the spectrum should be viewed. There were also three As in this class. They were earned by Barton, Simpson and Conner. You may wish to congratulate them, but knowing the hearts of students, I doubt it.”

Any thought of applause was aborted by a crash from the back of the room. Barton had overturned his desk in a rush toward the front. He was waving his paper exultantly in his fist, and he leaned over the desk to shake it in Dr. Wingo’s face. His laugh was an exuberant bellow, his hair looked as though electricity were frizzing it.

“What’d I tell you? Didn’t I tell you that you couldn’t flunk me? Didn’t I? Didn’t I? Whip up on these pussies all you want, but you never scared me the first time! Pour it on, Butch, pour it on!”

Jordan, Mitchell and Nichols were forgotten. Porter gathered up his books, his only purpose escape from that room. There was a considerable jam at the door.

Headed toward supper in a more tranquil mood, he overheard Richardson. “Almost half the class made D on head and neck. Thank God for Biochemistry and Bacteriology. I figure I’m in the lower eighth of the middle third of the class, and when you figure in the grades of the three who flunked, I’m in the upper fourth of the middle third.”

Porter experienced the comfort of smugness.

At bedtime he told Derrick, “I’ll admit I was wrong about Barton and you were right. He’s no leader. He’s crazy.


‘From evening isles fantastical rings faint the Spanish gun,

And the Lord upon the Golden Horn is laughing in the sun.’”



“Let’s get one thing straight,” said Derrick. “You made a B and I made a D. I’ve got to study harder this quarter than I did the last one. If you open your mouth with one more line of poetry, I’m moving off campus and getting a new roommate.”
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The class settled into the routine of sharmg work again, but there was a difference. Gone was the tension, also the uncertainty. For the former, everyone knew that he had made it and could continue to make it; for the latter, everyone was certain that the Butch would flunk a student in a heartbeat and with no twinge of remorse if his grades did not measure up. The students studied harder and were better organized. Dr. Wingo responded by increasing the workload since they had become more efficient. Porter observed the obsession with grades and decided that he was well content with his B; he had no ambition to emulate Conner and try for an A.

Jordan, Mitchell and Nichols were castoffs, rejected because of inferior performance; no one pitied them any longer. Dr. Wingo might be tough and blunt but no one questioned his fairness. After all, consider the fact that he had given Barton the grade he had earned. Porter self-righteously thought fairness also represented and his own virtue rewarded when he discovered that Abernathy, with all his family connections, had made a C. References to his prior acceptance to Princeton Engineering School fell no more from Abernathy’s lips; he now grubbed as humbly and diligently as his fellows, and Porter liked him better. He also liked his new dissecting partner. He missed Townsend but was relieved to be rid of the dogmatic dissertations of Hutchins. Dr. Wingo’s policy was to rotate partners every quarter, leaving one student at the same cadaver for continuity but shifting the other in acknowledgment that, with all due respect to the creed of America’s founders, all men were not created equal, as evinced by the disparity of the quality of the dissecting material. Porter was pleased with his new cadaver, a heavily muscled and comparatively lean black male who had expired at the age of twenty-eight from a bullet wound to his brain, most certainly a tragic event which had the benefit, however, of leaving his thorax and abdomen completely unviolated. The timing also, regrettably premature though it may have seemed to the victim, was fortuitous for the dedicated medical student, since it provided a specimen of perfect maturity untouched yet by the ravages of age. There was no excess fat to impede dissection, the arteries were still elastic and muscular, the lungs were cleaner and more pliable, and although the odor of formaldehyde was strongly penetrating, the cloying sweet and sour odor was noticeably less. Porter settled into the new quarter with more confidence.

Timothy Lester, his new partner, was a highly intelligent, friendly boy of such fair skin and blond coloring that blushes played over his chubby countenance like sunlight through wind-twisted maple leaves. He had a protective shield of dignity and reserve about him that discouraged personal questions or even crude remarks. Porter thought that he was probably as ticklish as Townsend but was too aware of his dignity to inquire. Lester could discourse on theatre or opera to a degree that may well have been of some depth; Porter was so woefully ignorant of each that he was not qualified to judge. He also used precisely correct grammar so consistently that his statements were subliminally authoritative, certainly lofty. He was well-versed in all aspects of academic politics, Druid Hills social structure, and the myths and legends about medical school, particularly those centering around Dr. Wingo. Porter originally felt a considerable deference for him; he had made a B on head and neck but had come forth with an A in Biochemistry, and in addition to that was a Methodist. All of these qualities made Porter tolerant of his tendency to chatter.

“Let’s see, now, I believe I’ve found it. Read me that part again about the bifurcation of the pancreatic artery. You have to be careful down in here; they say the Butch is real persnickety about your preserving the omental ring, and they say one of the reasons Nichols flunked was that he was too rough with the scalpel and kept cutting structures before they could be identified. You know that he can creep up on you without your knowing it, don’t you? Never speaks; just slides up behind you and looks over your shoulder, and the only way you know he’s there is that you feel his pot-belly brush against your back.”

“I’ve heard that, but I don’t believe it,” said Porter. “Watch out for our ductus choledochus there.”

“It is most definitely true. It happened to Nelson and he was constipated for a week. It makes you think of the poem about fog.

‘The Butch comes 
On little cat feet. 
He sits looking 
Over city and harbor. 
On silent haunches 
And then moves on.’”


Porter was delighted. “You like Sandburg?”

“Not particularly. I just remembered that from American Lit course and it seemed appropriate in this lab.”

“Do you know ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ by Keats? That’s one that got me.”

“No, I don’t believe I do.”

“How about ‘The Congo’ by Vachel Lindsey? ‘Fat black bucks in a wine-barrel room . . .’”

“Rachel who? Look, I don’t know a thing about poetry and I don’t really give a rap right now. Read along there and see if I should be worrying about the splanchnic nerve.”

Porter felt a little inferior. He wished he had time to learn about operas so that he could show this city sophisticate a thing or two.

Suddenly Lester hissed, “He’s coming! He’s in the row behind you headed this way. Watch out!” He ostentatiously flipped over a page of his Anatomy book and then applied his attention industriously to the gaping abdomen. His scalp showed scarlet through his blonde hair. “Why, he is literally petrified at the thought of Dr. Wingo,” thought Porter.

He leaned over to say a reassuring word to Timothy and then he felt it. Unmistakably. Against his back. Like a dirigible lightly mooring. It rested there and the pressure increased, infinitesimally but definitely. The legend was true. The Butch was present. With clarity, Porter spoke. “I don’t think so at all, Lester. I like Dr. Wingo.”

His partner gave an agonized gulp; he rolled his eyes upward just long enough to confirm his horror, then he buried his head almost to the ears in the sanctuary of the dissecting field and began flinging particles of fat frantically. His ears and the back of his neck were deep turgid crimson.

Porter felt the Butch’s belly shake up and down against his back in silent mirth, and then it did indeed move on. On silent haunches. “Good comparison,” thought Porter.

After lab, in the sunlight of Indian summer, he tried to make Lester laugh with him.

“It wasn’t funny, Osborne; it wasn’t the least bit funny. I’ll get you back for it some way. Some day.”

Still, Porter was surprised a week later when Barton appeared at his table as his new partner. Faulkner explained that Lester had requested a transfer. Barton impatiently dismissed the incident.

“Fuck him if he can’t take a joke. Here, let me show you how to clean those renal arteries. You’ve got the chance now to watch how a real man dissects.”

Porter had much more fear of Barton than he did of the Butch. He spent inconsequential silent moments considering words that might fit a rhyme scheme with Barton’s philosophy and decided that the most appropriate one was luck. He was a model of behavior for the rest of the quarter.

 


 



The days shortened, the nights lengthened, autumn was lovely. Civilian hearts were cheered by the battle of Alamein, the conviction of American competence confirmed by the Allied invasion of North Africa under the leadership of Eisenhower. Stalingrad was still holding out. But so were the Japs in the complexity of the Solomon Islands. All of these were only peripheral items of interest to the freshmen meds who were individually involved in their battle to hang on to the beachhead of class standing thus far acquired and, if possible, to advance it.

Of a sudden, bursting like sunrise, a Medical School dance was announced. Porter had listened idly and without interest to accounts of these events, discounting considerably more than half he heard about behavior there. All medical students, from the lowliest freshman to the lordliest senior, provided he was not on call at the hospital, attended; the house staffs at Grady and Emory Hospitals attended; professors, without exception, attended. Everyone relaxed, drank whiskey, danced, and reveled. Any misbehavior at a dance was immediately forgiven and no sin committed there laid to any student’s charge. The success of a dance was apparently in direct proportion to the magnitude of individual and group hangovers the next day. Porter was not a good dancer and felt uncomfortable at the idea of exhibiting his inferior skills before Druid Hills debutantes or Napsonian pinks. In addition, he was still growing and the sleeves of his suit were too short. He vowed that he would sequester himself on the night of the dance and study so diligently that he would, for once, be ahead of all assigned material.

Besides, he didn’t drink. For the first time in his life he was confronted with the attitude that this was a social inadequacy. He was not about to go to any med school dance.

He overheard Lester. “This will be a great one. They’ve got Druid Hills Country Club and it’s the night before Thanksgiving; so they can’t spring a pop quiz on us the next day. At least we have that one day off.”

“They wouldn’t do that anyhow,” Faulkner assured a group. “It’s an unwritten rule that nobody gives a quiz the day after a dance. It’s not good form. The professors expect all the boys to relax and let their hair down at med dances. Every one of you should go. You need it and you deserve it.”

Abernathy told him, “They’d have done better to get the Driving Club, but Druid Hills will do. You’ll really see some good looking girls in some pretty dresses. You want me to get you a date?”

“What do you mean, you’re not going?” protested Easley. “Everybody will be there. This is my first med dance, but I’ve been hearing about them for years; I wouldn’t miss it for all the tea in China. This’ll probably be the only opportunity you get to see Dr. Wingo through a drunken haze and not be intimidated by him.”

“I don’t drink and I’m not scared of Dr. Wingo in the first place.”

“You’re lying. But we’ll let that pass. How about Gabe? You can let her see you through a drunken haze.”

“Dr. Martell dances?”

“I don’t think so. But she always has a table and is free with her liquor.”

“Doesn’t anybody do anything besides drink at these dances?”

“Naw. I think you have to wait till you’re back at the frat house. I imagine Druid Hills Country Club would take a dim view of frigging in those hallowed halls. Most of the guys do dance, you know. At least as long as they can stand up. It’s a pity you’re not going to make it.”

The more Porter heard the more entrenched he was in his resolve. By stealing an academic march on his fellows, he would impress the professors more than he could ever hope to by mingling with them socially. He was a student, a scholar, not a dancing dilettante. His grandmother, he thought fleetingly, would be proud of him; he was remembering.

As he hurried from an errand to the village on Wednesday afternoon, he encountered Dr. Athanopoulos moving busily to her car. She waved to him and called across the street, “See you at the dance tonight, Osborne.”

He sauntered into his room at Dobbs Hall.

“Derrick, do you reckon you and Lon King could drop me off at the dance on the way to pick up your dates? I’ll catch a ride back with somebody else.”

 



Nothing that anyone had said could have prepared Porter for the atmosphere of a medical school dance. It was a Bacchanalian revel the likes of which he had never envisioned. The building was crammed with humans, the girls were lovely, the music, when it could be heard, was above average. The noise level, however, set and maintained the mood of the evening. The band played determinedly in the background, the drums underlying the louder instruments and felt in the bones. The music, however, was frequently lost in the cacophony of human voices. Males were yelling, females were shrieking, and they were all doing it at once. Porter had occasionally in the fields of home been overflown by skies full of chattering blackbirds, but they were nothing compared to this. There was no pause, no letup. People shouted into each other’s faces and still the major communication was through nods or shakes of the head and eager, blinding smiles. Everyone had a glass; drinks were jostled and dresses were drenched or streaked; no one caviled or whined. Everyone manifested the mad, the frenzied, the unshakable determination to have a good time. This was the end of the world, the last day on earth. Nothing beyond could possibly be of any consequence. “I do believe to my soul,” said Porter aloud, since there was no possibility that anyone could hear him, “that this is what they call an orgy.”

When the third invitation to have a drink had been yelled into his ear, he procured a glass of Coca-Cola as insurance against explanatory refusals. It worked well and no one questioned it until he came upon Faulkner’s table.

Faulkner was surrounded by friends. His fiancée was with him, a lovely Randolph-Macon graduate from LaGrange who masked her sharp intellect and discerning eye behind the heavy drawl of the small-town Southern girl who must be a belle no matter the cost.

“Sit down by me a minute, hon,” she mouthed and patted a chair.

“What are you drinking?” shouted Faulkner in his ear.

“Coke.”

“Want something in it?”

“No, thanks.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t drink.”

“Why not?”

“Osborne men can’t drink.”

“Why not?”

Porter deliberately lowered his voice.


“‘He holds a crystal phial with colors like the moon;

He touches and it tingles and he trembles very soon.”’



“What did you say?”

“I said my grandmother told me so.”

“What does your grandmother know? Have a drink.”

“She knows a lot. At least about the Osbornes.”

“Hell, Osborne, you’re a person in your own right. How do you know what you can or cannot do until you’ve tried it? Drop that Southern ancestor crap. You’ve got to be your own person. In every way.”

“Thanks for understanding,” Porter yelled back into his ear. He kissed the fiancée on her cheek. “Good to see you, Blanche. I’d best move on.”

He stopped at Dr. Martell’s table. Her back was to a corner and she overflowed her chair in regal abundance, planted for the evening, her evening gown draping and dignifying her corpulence. She had on lipstick, a hint of make-up on her eyes, and she looked every inch a queen. Porter surveyed the ashes of recent cigarettes littering the massive bosom, the butts squashed in the ashtray or resting brown and sodden in the dregs of empty glasses and thought, “A messy queen, but still a queen.”

“Have a cigarette, Osborne?”

“I just finished one.”

“How about a drink?”

“I don’t drink.”

“Have a seat?”

“I’ll just stand awhile.”

“Well, I don’t know anything else I could offer you but a piece of pussy. And that wouldn’t do any good because I know you’re a goddam virgin.”

As Porter’s face grew flaming hot he could see Dr. Martell’s mouth open wide, and he knew she was chortling and wheezing into the din surrounding them. He leaned into her ear.

“I am not either a virgin,” he yelled defiantly, a bit surprised at his intense loyalty to the memory of Vashti.

She ran fingers through her red hair and lit another Camel from her cigarette; the bosom collected another load. “Yeah? Then let me see you put the moves on that little empty-headed debutante Abernathy brought; they say he’s passed out in the john.”

“Well, you never know what you can or cannot do until you’ve tried it, but I am my own person in every way. I don’t have to prove I’m not a virgin.”

He looked back at her, enthroned in her corner, the incense of tobacco wreathing her head. “Messy. Bawdy. But still a queen. A messy, bawdy queen. And smart as hell,” he thought.

Squeezing his way through students and the dates of students and the mentors of students, all of them frenetically having a good time and proving it by shouting and smiling, Porter was careful to hold his glass of Coca-Cola high, hoping that he would be spared the indignity of spoiling the gown of any one of the nameless lovelies, all of whom seemed to have known each other since childhood. The shifting cluster of students around Dr. Wingo’s table was composed primarily of upperclassmen now far removed from his power, juniors and seniors safely servile to other mentors in the wards at Grady, sophomores marking time in the comparatively easy limbo of Physiology. Porter listened for awhile to their shouted greetings in Dr. Wingo’s ear; most of them were protesting their devotion to him for his unwavering dedication to making them learn Anatomy; most of them were obviously proud that they had manifested the toughness of spirit to finish his course; most of them were also obviously drunk.

“I’ll never forget you, Butch; you taught me how to study.”

“You’re tough, Dr. Wingo, but you prepared us. You taught us that life is tough, but we can take it.”

“I thought about you last week at two A.M. when I was helping my attending on a gunshot wound of the abdomen. I’d have been lost in there if you hadn’t made me learn about the lesser omentum and the twisting in the embryo.”

Through it all the Butch nodded his head and shouted back short replies, his smile growing dimmer or brighter but never fading. He occasionally poured a dollop of Four Roses into a proffered glass but never raised his own to his lips. Porter was close enough to hear the interchange with an upperclassman just ahead of him who swayed over the table and shouted a greeting.

“Good evening, Dr. Horace Wingo!”

Dr. Wingo nudged his good gray wife, sitting solidly corseted in the chair next to him, obviously waiting in patience the hour of departure, tolerantly bored.

“Mrs. Wingo, this is one of my special students, Martin. He made an A for me year before last when more than a third of his class flunked.” Porter could not hear him clear his throat and even with him shouting had to strain to register his words. “Have a drink, Martin.”

Martin tossed off the shot of Four Roses without adding any mix. His smile was every bit as wide as that of the Butch. He leaned down and bellowed, “I’ll never forget what you did year before last.” He raised his head slightly and lowered his voice below Dr. Wingo’s reception level. Porter, however, at his elbow heard every word. “And I won’t ever forget what you did to those twelve poor bastards who flunked.” He put his empty glass on the table and his smile grew even wider. “I fuck you very much, you slave-driving old shit-ass.”

Dr. Wingo’s teeth gleamed brightly; he bowed his head in benevolent acknowledgment.

“Thanks for dropping by, Martin,” he shouted. “Keep up the good work.”

Martin gave a cavalier wave of his hand and staggered off, making way for another sycophant. Porter followed him and noted that out of Dr. Wingo’s view the junior had a much steadier gait.

“This is the most interesting place I’ve ever been in my life,” he said in normal tones to a ravishing blonde who was momentarily pressed against him as she sidled her way to the dance floor in the wake of a tall sophomore. She did not have quite enough red chiffon in her gown to conceal a really impressive cleavage. He took a page from Martin’s book and lowered his voice. “Did you know that those beautiful things are just bags of skin filled mostly with fat and that you, including your brain, are more than ninety percent water?”

“Pleased to meet you,” shrieked the blonde, carmine lips framing an Ipana smile. “Ask me again. I’ve promised this one to Wade Hampton Boggs.”

“But you’re still fun!” yelled Porter. He smiled with delight. “What a place, what a place.”

At the edge of the dance floor he watched in amazement. It also was crowded, but because its occupants could actually hear the band, the activity there was rhythmic and synchronous. He saw Luten Teate in a frenzy of activity as he most expertly twirled a pretty partner who could jitterbug almost as well as he. Next to him was Cullen Richardson, his classroom seriousness replaced by smiles of revel, dancing almost as well as Lester. Porter was envious.

“If they were giving grades for dancing, I’d be in the bottom sixteenth of the lower third of the class,” he muttered. He surveyed his gyrating classmates. “So would Pults and Halden.” Those two were disdainful of tempo, of beat, and were revolving slowly in the middle of the floor. One of them was pumping his partner’s arm like a well-handle; the other had his head bent so that his cheek rested in his date’s hair, and he rocked back and forth with his eyes closed. They were both oblivious to being bumped by jitterbugs; they were in their own world, they were happy.

The band began a new song; the vocalist could be heard only because everyone knew the words.

“There’s a big holiday everywhere, 
For the Jones family has a brand-new heir.”


The waves of dancers parted to reveal for a moment a small, proud head, a classic profile. Dr. Athanopoulos was dancing. With a student.

“He’s a joy heaven sent 
And we proudly present 
Mr. Franklin D. Roosevelt Jones.”


Porter craned his neck to follow her progress. She was wearing a white evening dress trimmed in places with black lace. Another student broke and whisked her away. Angelica Athanopoulos. What a lovely name. What a lovely lady. Dr. Martell was a queen, but Dr. Athanopoulos was a goddess. Porter’s heart yearned, but this piece was too fast.

The music stopped; the dancers puffed and chattered. With an abrupt change of pace, the band began an old tune; unmistakably it had to be “Deep Purple.” Even Porter could handle this one. The thought of Pults and Halden gave him courage. He tried to pull his sleeves down to his wrists and took a deep breath.

“May I break?” She was in the circle of his arms, head almost to his clavicle. He had to lean down; she had to stretch up.

“Good evening, Porter Osborne. Are you having a good time?”

“I’m having a marvelous time, Dr. Athanopoulos.”

“Have you had enough to drink?”

“I don’t drink, Dr. Athanopoulos.”

“Really, Osborne? That’s interesting in this group. Why not?”

Porter carefully executed a reverse to avoid hitting Silverstein or McGarrity. He discarded his grandmother’s philosophy and embraced a new one, formulated tonight. “‘Death is in the phial and the end of noble work.’”

She tilted her head back. “‘But Don John of Austria has fired upon the Turk.’ I was born in Constantinople, and although you may disagree, I have not much compassion for the Turks. Are you the ‘last knight of Europe,’ Porter?”

His heart lurched, then it sang. She knew Chesterton! He felt a hand on his shoulder.

“May I break?”

He deliberately swept his partner into a turn and gazed into her eyes. “Oh, Dr. Athanopoulos!” he said. “Will you marry me?”

The tap came again. “Break, please.”

They stopped. “I mean it. Will you?”

She lifted her arms to her new partner. “Not tonight, Osborne.” She turned her head as she moved off in the arms of Armand Hendee. “But thank you for the inquiry. It was interesting.”

As Porter stood in the middle of the dance floor, Timothy Lester spoke. “I heard that, Osborne. Are you crazy? Or just that drunk?”

The middle-aged and usually severe librarian for the hospital, bundled into blue crepe and daringly rouged for the evening, danced by in the politely desperate grip of Bud Nelson. Porter broke. As the lady turned to him and smiled, Porter lifted her up supine in his arms and swung to Lester.

“Miss Josten, do you know Timothy Lester? Lester, I’d like to present Miss Mildred Josten to you.”

He lurched into Timothy’s chest so that the boy had no option other than stretching out his arms, into which Porter deposited the rigid and startled body of the librarian. Without another word, he left.

As he neared the edge of the dance floor, the music abruptly stopped. Its subtraction from the waves of sound washing the ballroom made a noticeable difference in the noise level, and shouted sentence fragments hung painfully audible in the air. Dr. Martell, either too tipsy or too uninhibited to lower her voice at all, finished her conversation. Everyone near her table heard it. “. . . Ole Astenheimer’s got the biggest one in Atlanta; I saw it through his scrub suit in the OR.”

A voice boomed out beseeching silence and attention. Everyone turned. Martin had appropriated the bandleader’s microphone. There was no note of sarcasm in his tone.

“Everyone listen, please. I see that Dr. Wingo is fixing to leave. I don’t believe anybody wants that to happen before we sing to him. Let’s hear it for the Butch, to whom we all owe so much.”

The song began. The band quickly caught on and provided accompaniment. Even non-members of the freshman class and dates from distant home towns joined in.

“The eyes of Wingo are upon you 
All the live-long day . . .”


Porter sang as lustily as the rest, surprised to note a sentimental tear in the eye of an occasional senior. “Must be pretty full,” he thought.

Dr. Wingo rose from his chair and waved his hand overhead, constantly smiling, even through the “Amen.” “Exactly like a horse collar. Or a coal scuttle,” Porter affirmed.

The crowd immediately returned to its former decibel level. Porter was weary, he wanted to go home. He began fighting his way to the front door, passing a group of drunken freshmen singing in a circle with interlocking arms and heads bowed toward each other, their dates forgotten and perplexed.

“. . . Gonna lay down my knife and probe 
Down by the niggerside. 
Ain’t gonna study Gross no more.”


If the waiters in their white coats and black ties took note or offense at these lyrics, Porter could not discover it, but he was more comfortable when he reached the front door.

He descended the U-shaped stairway into the porte cochere of the club in time to overhear Dr. Wingo say to his good gray wife, “Of course I am quite aware of what Martin said to me when I gave him a drink. It’s only my smell that’s gone, not my hearing. The incident gave me no pain at all and probably provided Martin great pleasure and release. He was objectionably servile as a student and is not doing well on clinics, I hear. Perhaps this evening will help him emotionally.”
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