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The December night brought more than snow. 

A thumping at the kitchen door drew Dad, Mom, and me from different rooms in our house, and we met at its threshold. There stood David, stamping clusters of wet snow from his boots.

"Sweetheart!" Mom exclaimed. "Quick, get out of the cold."

My brother's arrival on that snowy evening wasn't a surprise. Although he was enrolled at a state college near Syracuse, many weekends found him at home, spending much of his time with Dad. My parents said he was suffering from homesickness.

"Gotta get my stuff," David said with a smile.

He dragged in two suitcases, an ancient steamer trunk, several cardboard boxes sealed with masking tape, and a plastic garbage bag that spilled clothes when David dropped it to the floor. Mom and Dad just stared at it all.


"How come you brought all your stuff home?" I finally asked. 

"Is something wrong? Did something happen at college..." Dad stammered.

"I enlisted," he said.

"You..." Dad replied.

"What do you mean, you 'enlisted'?" Mom asked, her voice hard and sharp.

"I wasn't getting anything out of college. Joined the army. Enlisted. I thought—"

"The army! There is a war on. A war!" Mom shouted. "Tell them you've made a mistake. Tell them you're not enlisting! You're not going to Vietnam!"

Mom turned to Dad and said, "Go with him. Explain it was a mistake. Tell them he is not enlisting!"

"Calm down! Wait a second! Let me ... you..." Dad stuttered, then took a deep breath. "Tell me what you did. Exactly. You enlisted? In the regular army, not ROTC. The regular army?"

David threw up his hands and shouted, "Yes! The regular army! Geez, I thought you'd understand. You said you're proud of the guys in Nam."

"You discussed this?" Mom cried, and she stepped in front of Dad. "And you didn't tell me! You approved."

"I didn't approve. We talked ... I thought..." Dad said.

"You let him enlist? During a war?" Mom yelled.

"I told him to finish school!" Dad said. He turned his attention to David. "What will you learn in the army? To sleep in a hole, a ditch? To—"


"I never would have given my permission!" Mom interrupted. 

"I didn't..." Dad said.

"I didn't get Dad's permission. I didn't get anybody's permission. I did it on my own. It was my decision!" David barked.

"You don't know!" Mom cried.

"It'll be OK," Dad said, speaking more to himself than us. "He's a smart kid. They'll probably give him some kind of technical job, or an office job. A no-fighting job. A noncombatant. It'll be OK. Maybe it'll be good for him. Help him mature. Let's try to make the best—"

"Good for him?" Mom exclaimed. "Oh, God! Like it was good for Dee?"

Dee was Mom's brother, who had died in World War II. Mom had spoken of him many times. Dad dropped his hands, and his shoulders slumped. Mom crossed her arms and glared at him.

"Gee, thanks for killing me off, Mom!" David shouted. He grabbed the steamer trunk and stomped out of the kitchen and up to his room.

"David!" Mom called.

I picked up a suitcase and followed him upstairs. I could hear Mom and Dad arguing in the kitchen. David was sitting on his bed when I got there. His face was red with anger.

"Dad wasn't much older than me when he was in the army!" David yelled, startling me. "It's OK for him, but not me?"

I didn't know what to say.


"I can go to college anytime. When I'm a middle-aged guy, I don't want to look back and kick myself in the ass for missing a war," he said. 

"It looks scary," I offered. "On TV."

"Nobody's asking you to join," he snapped.

"I just—"

"What do you know? Why don't you go downstairs with them."

"I—"

"Get out of my room!"

"Wh—"

"GET OUT OF MY ROOM! Freaking twerp!"

"Screw you!" I screamed.

Dad marched in, grabbed me by the back of the neck, and steered me into the hall.

"Get to your room, Steven!" he said, and he closed David's door behind him. Mom stood at the foot of the stairs, her eyes fastened on the shut door. Dad argued with David for the next half hour.

Two weeks later, David departed for army basic training.
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The light from a bright spring day flooded the kitchen. I ate breakfast at the counter and watched Saturday morning cartoons on a tiny portable TV. Mom loaded the washing machine, ignoring the banging of the dryer as it spinned an unbalanced load. We didn't hear David's arrival, and Mom and I jumped when he shouted, "Hey, I'm home." 

He stood in the dining room, which adjoined the kitchen. A madras shirt draped his muscular, barrel-chested frame. His hair was cut very short, contrary to the popular style.

Mom raced over and hugged him. He looked over her shoulder at me and said, "Hey, loser, what's going on?"

I winced and didn't say anything.

Mom let go of David slowly. She bombarded him with questions: was he eating, did he need his clothes laundered, was everything OK at Fort Belvoir? David edged me away from the counter and took my seat. Mom whisked away my 
unfinished breakfast and dropped the leftovers into the trash. David settled in and answered Mom's barrage of questions. 

The front door opened and Dad arrived. He had been fishing and was carrying a huge bluefish.

"David!" he roared when he saw his oldest son. "Great fishing today! One guy got five big ones! I got this monster," he said, and he dropped the fish in the sink. "Did you just get home?" He clasped David's shoulders, examined him from head to toe, and smiled. Then he hooked my neck into his elbow and pulled me close to the two of them.

Mom moved to the sink, brushing against us as she passed. She gingerly used two fingers to lift the fish by its tail and lay it down on a newspaper she had spread on the counter.

Dad merrily began to entertain us with the tale of the huge bluefish and its capture. David and I laughed; I barely noticed the drone of the TV, the thump of the clothes in the dryer, or the soft metallic chatter of a knife scraping fish scales.

At the end of his story, Dad clapped his hands and asked, "How are you?"

Before David could answer, the telephone rang.

"That must be Ken. I told him I was coming home and to phone now," David explained. He rushed to his bedroom and took the call from his best high school friend.

"I guess that's all we're gonna see of that kid!" Dad said in mock exasperation.

Mom smiled.

Dad said, "Let's have ice cream for dessert tonight. Come on, Steve. Take a ride with me."


We headed to the store in our big Ford Country Squire station wagon. I jabbered about fishing, friends, and how scared I was of starting high school in the fall. Although my father had been in a brighter mood just moments earlier, he was now silent and expressionless. Without warning, he steered the car into the parking lot of a drugstore and shut off the engine. 

"David is destined to go to Vietnam," he said evenly. "He told me a couple of weeks ago. His orders have him leaving in the middle of September out of McGuire Air Force Base. He thinks he can angle a long leave before going, so he should be around for the month of August. He came home today to break the news to your mother. He plans to tell her at dinner."

Dad measured my response for a moment. Then, without further comment, he started the car and drove off.

I sat mute. My mind went to the Life magazine that was stuffed in a rack in our den. In it were the photos of every American killed in Vietnam the previous week—287.

"Destined" rang in my mind.

We sat down for dinner at six o'clock. The sound of the evening news on the TV carried easily into the dining room. Dad and David were already seated at our antique oval table when I entered. Mom fussed in the kitchen.

"Did I say it was OK to wear that?" David asked, eyeing the maroon sweatshirt with a giant gray "1967" on the front. It had been awarded to him at his high school graduation the previous year. I think the thick, soft sweatshirt meant more to him than his diploma.


Before I could answer, Mom carried a platter of fish and pasta to the table. "Here we are," she chirped, placing it in front of Dad. He quickly served himself a huge portion. The platter made its way to David and then to me. Finally, Mom set a tiny portion of fish on her plate. 

"The Wayne boy got into medical school. Cornell, I think," Mom said, and she began to dispense news about our neighbors: a medical-school admission for the Waynes, a pregnancy for the Lotellis, a home improvement project for the Fishers. She neglected to mention the divorce for the LaTorrances, the bypass surgery for the Bronskys, and the traffic accident for the Roths.

Halfway through Mom's news about the Spiveys' new puppy, Dad narrowed his eyes and glanced at David. David quickly swallowed the food in his mouth, pushed his fork aside, and sat up straight.

"Mom," David said gently.

She stopped talking. She smiled and her eyes danced, but only for an instant. Like an animal that can sense an impending earthquake, she seemed to feel the world shifting beneath her. Her smile melted.

"I have to go to Vietnam," he said slowly. "In September."

Mom sat up straight and momentarily strangled on a gulp of air. She quickly brought her napkin to her face to meet the tears that were already leaking from her eyes. I was frozen in my chair. Dad said nothing and did not move. David got out of his seat and went to her.

"It'll be OK, Ma. I'm gonna try to get headquarters duty," 
David said. "I'll probably spend the whole tour in Saigon, in an office, an air-conditioned office. It's gonna be OK. I promise. I promise." 

Mom wrapped her arms about herself. She stared at the half-eaten fish. Her eyes were liquid and her brow was knotted. What was she thinking? That the war would ignore David's promises and his survival or death would be delivered as if by whim? Or had her mind leaped back more than twenty-five years to World War II?

David and I had heard the story often. How Dad had been sprayed by a German machine gun the morning of his first day of combat. How a slug blasted his boot and carried away his pinky toe. How more bullets hit him in the buttocks, thigh, and ankle before he hit the ground. David and I had seen the half dozen purple-pink scars and how Dad limped when he walked.

The day Mom received the War Department telegram about Dad's injuries, her younger brother Dee was struck by American bombs dropped on the wrong target. He was blown to bits and returned home in a coffin that the army made sure couldn't be opened.

Dee was his nickname. His real name was David, and he was my brother's namesake.
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I lay sprawled on the sugar-fine Jones Beach sand and faced the ocean. My eyes drifted to the horizon. I was neatly sandwiched between night and day. To the east, the dawning sky was a brilliant cobalt-blue. To the west, the remnants of night were a sober Prussian blue. The onshore breeze carried the noise of crashing waves; it sounded like cannons. 

Dad and David stood in the gentle surf. Dad whipped his long surf-casting rod forward, hurling a glittering lure into small waves that were breaking against a sandbar fifty yards offshore. He and David laughed. I couldn't hear what they were saying. Dad tilted his head toward me. David's smile vanished, and he started speaking rapidly. Dad shook his head several times. David's shoulders slumped, his arms fell to his sides, and he stared out to sea. Dad reeled in the line, shifted the rod to one hand, and firmly gripped David's shoulder with the other, directing him to shore. David fell 
in behind Dad and the two trudged through the water toward me. 

When they reached me, Dad smiled and announced, "David's gonna take you down the Susquehanna."

The Susquehanna River. As a teenager, Dad had once canoed its length: Cooperstown, New York, to Havre de Grace, Maryland. He touted the experience as "man building." After David turned thirteen, Dad and he spent summer holidays canoeing sections of the river. They came home smelling of mildew, pine cones, and sweat.

By the time I turned thirteen, Dad had discovered surf-cast fishing. We'd drive to the beach at dawn, when the sun was just a pale ocher-colored disk. I'd help carry the tackle box and fish buckets to the shore. I told Dad things I could never find the words for at home. Talking came easier for me at the beach, and Dad listened better, too. I helped land the occasional catch, but mostly I'd swim. The tossing, turning ocean frightened me at first, but in time my fear diminished. I even taught myself to bodysurf, and I became an expert at sliding down the face of a wave. Still, I never learned to canoe.

"David only has a couple of weeks to spare, so you won't have a prayer of making Havre de Grace," Dad said. "Maybe you can make it into Pennsylvania, above Wilkes-Barre. I'll explain the plan to your mother."

"This is Dad's idea," David added. I wasn't sure if he was complaining or explaining.

That evening, I lay in the dark and listened to Mom and 
Dad talk in the adjoining bedroom. The wall separating us muffled their conversation, until their voices became sharper. 

"David says he doesn't want to go," Mom said.

"He's doing it as a favor to me. I told him it's important for Stevie to spend time with him," Dad answered.

"Did you speak with Steve?"

I couldn't make out Dad's answer.

After a few moments, Mom asked, "Where are they going to sleep?"

"They'll camp out."

"I don't like it," she continued. "It's dangerous."

Silence.

"Well, isn't it?"

"No," Dad answered in a strong voice. "They'll be fine. David can take care of things."

More silence.

"You said he wouldn't be sent—"

"I said I thought he wouldn't be sent," Dad snapped. "They taught him to type. I thought he'd end up doing clerical work in the States. I thought—"

"You thought! You thought! He's going to Vietnam!" Mom cried.

A long silence.

"He's eighteen. He enlisted. We couldn't have stopped him," Dad said.

The silence returned, and I fell asleep.
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A brisk wind blew across Otsego Lake and into my face. Small choppy waves splashed over the bow of the canoe and into my lap. Behind me, David barked instructions: "Paddle harder! Paddle on both sides! Don't shift your weight suddenly! DON'T LEAN TO THE SIDE OR YOU'LL SPILL US!" 

My arms ached and sweat stung my eyes. I was learning that the paddler in the rear—David—steered, and the paddler in the front—me—was merely a working passenger. We had arrived in Cooperstown with Mom and Dad the night before, and this day had been reserved for my canoeing lesson.

Sky and lake were the same gunmetal-blue color. The wind shifted to our backs, helping us glide across the surface as we paddled with easy, smooth strokes. I felt David's presence at the opposite end of the canoe; it reminded me of being on a teeter-totter, and I thought about the playground 
trick in which two people try to balance on one, with each rider in midair. 

Mom and Dad watched from lawn chairs borrowed from our motel, which overlooked this tiny bay at the entrance to the Susquehanna. David and I slowly steered our canoe in a gentle ellipse and headed toward them. The head wind returned, stronger than before. Waves slapped the sides of the aluminum canoe, causing a faint metallic ring. I stroked harder.

"C'mon, paddle!" David yelled.

I shoveled water, and my chest burned. Waves spilled in and soaked my pants. David chopped
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