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CHAPTER 1 — Four Weeks
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The first thing Tom Larson noticed about Fort Benning was that nobody seemed to be looking up.

At Tan Son Nhut, men had watched the sky because things came out of it. At Pleiku, they had watched the tree line because things came through it. On convoys they watched ditches, culverts, bicycle baskets, abandoned fuel cans, and the hands of children standing too close to the road. Here, on the Georgia pavement, privates crossed between buildings carrying folders against their chests, officers moved under the pines with coffee in paper cups, and trucks backfired without anyone turning toward the sound.

Tom turned anyway.

The deuce-and-a-half was half a block away, laboring through a gear change. A black thread of exhaust lifted behind it. The driver never looked at him. Nobody did.

He adjusted the duffel on his shoulder and continued toward the reception building.

Four weeks earlier he had been standing in red dirt outside a village whose name he could pronounce but not spell, telling a nineteen-year-old replacement not to silhouette himself on the berm. The boy had nodded the way replacements nodded, embarrassed to be instructed about something he thought he already understood. Forty minutes later the same boy had stepped over the berm to piss and drawn fire from somewhere beyond the paddies. The round missed him. Tom had dragged him down by the web gear and called him a stupid son of a bitch until the boy’s face went white.

Now Tom was twenty-three years old, a buck sergeant with a Combat Infantryman Badge, a Bronze Star he had not asked for, and orders assigning him to an advanced infantry training company at the Infantry School. He was supposed to teach boys how not to get killed.

The clerk at reception wore specialist stripes and had a pencil mustache. He took Tom’s orders, looked at the decorations, then looked again at Tom.

“Larson?”

“That’s right.”

“You’re with Charlie Company, Second Battalion. Report to First Sergeant Pritchard by thirteen hundred.”

Tom checked the clock on the wall. Eleven forty-two.

“Where’s the company area?”

The clerk gave directions, then said, “You got time to eat.”

“I’ll report first.”

The clerk shrugged as if that was Tom’s business. It was.

Charlie Company occupied three long barracks and an orderly room set back from a road lined with pine straw. The barracks windows were open despite the heat. Cadences drifted from somewhere beyond the trees, voices flattening together under the sun. Tom could smell floor wax, canvas, sweat, and the faint sourness of a dumpster behind the mess hall.

First Sergeant Pritchard was broad through the middle and gray at the temples, with a face that seemed permanently arranged around bad news. He read Tom’s orders in silence.

“How long in-country?”

“Twelve months.”

“Infantry the whole time?”

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

“Squad leader?”

“Last seven months.”

Pritchard looked up. “You lose anybody?”

Tom kept his face still. “Yes, First Sergeant.”

“How many?”

The question had several possible answers. Men killed while assigned to his squad. Men killed during operations when his squad was attached. Men who died after medevac and were no longer on the roster by the time word came back. Men he still counted because he had seen what was left of them.

“Enough,” Tom said.

Pritchard watched him for a moment, then leaned back. “That answer work with your officers over there?”

“Usually.”

“It’ll work with me once.” He set the orders down. “You know the training cycle?”

“No, First Sergeant.”

“You’ll learn it. You know infantry?”

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

“That’s what I care about. Platoon sergeant’s Staff Sergeant Delaney. He’s been here eleven years and thinks mud is something the Army invented to inconvenience him personally. Don’t let him teach you how to teach. Watch him, learn the schedule, then do it your way if your way works.”

“Yes, First Sergeant.”

Pritchard studied the ribbons again. “You drink?”

Tom did not move. “Yes, First Sergeant.”

“So do I. I’m asking whether I need to know about it.”

“No, First Sergeant.”

Pritchard gave him the smallest nod. “Good. Then I don’t.”

A question asked plainly, an answer given plainly. Tom picked up his orders and went to find his platoon.

His first platoon of trainees looked younger than the men he had led in Vietnam, though some were probably the same age. Their uniforms were too new. Their boots had been shined by men who still believed leather could remain unscarred if enough effort was applied to it. They watched Tom when Delaney introduced him, taking in the combat patch, the badge above his ribbons, the way he stood without locking his knees.

“This is Sergeant Larson,” Delaney said. “He just got back from Southeast Asia, which means he knows more about getting shot at than any of you know about getting out of bed. You will listen when he speaks.”

Tom looked down the ranks. Fifty-eight faces. Some eager, some frightened, some already practicing the blank expression they thought soldiers wore.

He did not give them a speech.

The next morning he took them to the range and found three things wrong before breakfast. One private had a sling adjusted so tightly he could not seat the butt properly into his shoulder. Another was closing his firing eye before the rifle came up. A third kept curling his finger inside the trigger guard as soon as he went prone.

Tom corrected each one without shouting. He moved hands, repositioned elbows, pressed the heel of a boot outward until the body behind the rifle settled into the ground. He explained why. He made them do it again.

Delaney stood behind him with a clipboard.

“You can yell at them,” he said when they broke for water. “They’re used to it.”

“They hear better when you don’t.”

Delaney looked as if he might argue, then glanced toward the firing line. The private with the bad sling had just put three rounds inside the black.

“Maybe,” Delaney said.

Tom knew what the trainees expected from a combat veteran. They expected profanity, stories, perhaps a scar he could point to. They wanted him to describe what bullets sounded like when they passed close enough to own the air beside your face. They wanted the war reduced to information they could carry.

He gave them none of that. He taught fields of fire, cover, concealment, movement, noise discipline, weapons maintenance, and the simple fact that exhaustion made men careless before it made them weak. He showed them how to check each other’s gear without making a production of it.

The officers noticed. The trainees improved. Delaney stopped correcting him.

At night, Tom went to the NCO club.

The first evening he told himself he was going because there was nowhere else to go. The barracks room assigned to him held a steel bed, a desk, a wall locker, and a window overlooking a parking lot. Instead he showered, changed into clean fatigues, and walked beneath the pines toward the low brick building where sergeants drank under framed photographs of other sergeants.

The room was cool and dim. A jukebox played country music at a volume that allowed men to talk over it. The bar smelled of beer, floor cleaner, cigarettes, and the sweet chemical bite of bourbon soaked into old wood.

Tom ordered Canadian whisky with water.

The bartender filled the glass to a point Tom considered honest and set it down without comment. Tom drank half before choosing a stool.

He did not drink the way some men did after a tour. He did not tell stories louder with every round. He did not cry over names nobody else knew or pick fights with men who had spent the war in supply. He did not fall asleep at the bar.

The first drink stopped the muscles between his shoulder blades from holding themselves ready. The second softened the room enough that a dropped bottle did not turn his head before anyone else’s. By the third, he could sit with his back partly exposed to the door.

He never needed a fourth quickly. That was the difference.

He drank steadily, talked when spoken to, and left under his own power. He woke before reveille without an alarm. His uniform was always ready. His trainees never smelled liquor on him because he knew how much water to drink before bed and how long coffee stayed on the breath.

By the end of the first week, the bartender knew his order. By the second, other NCOs knew he was not unfriendly, only disinclined to talk about Vietnam. He won more often than he lost at cards because men announced their hands through posture long before they laid the cards down.

He saw things now that other people did not seem required to see.

At the club he noticed who carried a weapon off duty and who wanted people to notice. He knew which men had marriages failing by the way they looked at the pay phone. He knew who drank to become someone else and who drank to stop being anyone at all.

He did not apply any of that to himself.

During the day his body remained ahead of the training schedule. He woke seconds before the charge of quarters knocked. He saw an improperly seated magazine from twenty yards away. Once, during grenade training, a private froze after pulling the pin and stared at it in his hand as if the Army had deceived him about what it was.

Tom crossed the pit, closed his hand over the boy’s wrist, and guided the throwing arm forward.

“Let it go,” he said.

The private did.

The grenade cleared the wall and detonated beyond the berm. The concussion reached them through the earth.

Afterward the lieutenant said, “You moved before I realized he’d locked up.”

Tom looked toward the next pair waiting to enter the pit. “He stopped breathing.”

The lieutenant stared. “You could see that?”

“Yes, sir,” Tom said, and left it there.

That evening he drank his first whisky faster than usual.

He met Connie Miller in the personnel office during his third week.

He had been sent to correct a discrepancy in his records. His overseas service date was wrong by one day, and the error had carried into a form affecting leave credit. Tom would not have noticed if Pritchard had not circled it in red pencil and told him that one incorrect day became ten incorrect documents if left alone long enough.

The personnel building was narrow and overcooled. Typewriters snapped behind a row of waist-high counters. Soldiers waited with folders, forms, and the particular look of men who believed the Army had misplaced some essential piece of their existence.

Connie sat at the third desk.

She wore specialist rank and had dark hair pinned off her neck. Her uniform fit without appearing tailored. She was talking to a corporal who kept insisting his dependent paperwork had already been submitted.

“It may have been,” she said, not looking up. “It isn’t here, though.”

“I handed it to a sergeant.”

“Then the sergeant’s got it. Bring another copy. I’ll walk it through myself this time.”

When the corporal left, she looked at Tom. Her eyes went to his folder, then his face, then briefly to the patch on his shoulder.

“What’d we lose?”

“Nothing of mine. Just a wrong date.”

He handed over the form and explained it. She examined the orders, compared them to a second page, and rolled a fresh sheet into the typewriter.

“Came back four weeks ago?”

“Twenty-six days.”

“You counting?”

“No.”

She glanced up, and he realized too late that he’d answered with the exact number. She didn’t smile, exactly. Just filed it somewhere and kept typing.

Her fingers were quick, not hard on the keys. When she made a mistake she stopped, fixed it, kept going. No irritation in it. Tom watched longer than the form required.

She pulled it free, stamped the corner. “This fixes the leave record. Won’t fix every copy already made off the wrong date.”

“How many copies?”

“Six, maybe. Could be twenty. Army copies its mistakes better than anything else it does.”

“What do I do?”

“Nothing. I’ll send it through.”

“You said twenty.”

“I said maybe.” She clipped the papers. “You’re a worst-number-first kind of man.”

“Saves time.”

“Does it?”

He didn’t answer that one. She handed the folder back.

“Worst number’s twenty. Real number’s probably three. Go on, Sergeant.”

He left and thought about her twice before lunch.

The next time he saw her was at the club on a Thursday, sitting with two women from personnel and a staff sergeant from battalion. A beer sat in front of her, barely touched. She lifted two fingers at him from across the room. Tom nodded, ordered his whisky, took his usual stool.

The club was crowded. Payday had loosened everyone. Men were buying rounds for people they didn’t much like and making plans they wouldn’t keep. Someone fed quarters into the jukebox and played the same song twice.

Tom finished his first drink. He waited longer than necessary before ordering the second, though he couldn’t have said why.

When her table broke up, Connie carried her beer to the bar instead of leaving.

“This seat taken?”

“No.”

She sat. “You always face the mirror?”

The back bar held a long smoked mirror behind the bottles. From his stool Tom could see the entrance, most of the room, and the hallway toward the restrooms.

“I like to see the room.”

“Without looking like you’re looking.”

He drank. “You ask everybody this many questions?”

“Only the ones who answer.”

The bartender came by. She waved the beer off — she was fine. Tom noticed she’d gotten through maybe a third of it.

“You don’t drink much.”

“Enough to know when other people do.”

No accusation in it. Just a fact, set down between them like the beer bottle.

She asked where he was from. Illinois, he told her. Whether he’d go back. Eventually. What he was teaching. Infantry tactics, to boys mostly headed the same place he’d come from.

“They any good?”

“Some will be.”

“Wasn’t what I asked.”

“It’s the only answer I’ve got.”

She accepted that and didn’t push it.

Tom ordered a third. The bartender poured it to the same line as the first two. Connie watched the glass come, watched him add water.

“What,” he said.

“Nothing.”

“You were looking.”

“I was.”

“At what.”

“The way you do it.”

He waited. She took a small drink of her beer and set it back in its own wet ring.

“You drink like somebody who’s been doing it a long time in a place where nobody asks.”

It didn’t land as an insult. It landed somewhere under that, past the practiced answers.

“That in my file?”

“File says you enlisted, trained here, went over, made sergeant, got some medals, came home.” She looked at him straight on. “Says less than most files do.”

“That’s usually a good thing.”

“Didn’t say it wasn’t.”

He looked for pity in her face and didn’t find any. No alarm either. She wasn’t trying to warn him off himself. She’d just noticed a thing and was leaving it where it sat.

“What else’s in there.”

“That you’re twenty-three.”

“Knew that.”

“That your middle name’s Edward.”

He grimaced. She almost smiled.

“There. Now I know something the war didn’t do to you.”

He laughed before he’d decided to. It felt strange coming out of him.

They talked past last call. Four whiskies over three hours, enough to settle him and not enough to loosen his speech. She finished her one beer and turned down a second.

Outside, the night was thick with bugs working in the trees, a truck somewhere shifting gears on the main road.

She stopped under the yellow light at the door. “You walking?”

“Yeah.”

“So’m I.”

They went toward the barracks without touching. Post was quieter now. Generators humming somewhere. A radio behind an open window. Tom found himself scanning the gaps between buildings out of habit, and she noticed, and didn’t turn to see what he was looking at.

“Don’t have to explain it,” she said.

“Wasn’t going to.”

“I know.”

At the walk to her barracks she stopped.

“I’ll probably be at the club tomorrow.”

“I’m usually there.”

“I know.”

He watched her go, then walked back to his room, undressed in the dark, set his boots side by side beneath the chair. Through the window he could see the parking lot and the black line of the pines past it.

He lay down without closing his eyes.

Somewhere outside, a trash-can lid struck concrete. His body went tight before the sound had even finished. He waited for whatever came next.

Nothing did.

After a while he reached for the water glass by the bed. His hand didn’t shake.
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CHAPTER 2 — What the File Doesn’t Say
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Connie Miller could tell when a record was lying without finding a single false word in it.

The file on her desk belonged to a private from Tennessee requesting a hardship discharge because his father was dead, his mother was ill, and the family farm couldn’t be worked without him. The death certificate, doctor’s letter, and county statement were all there, along with three pages from the private written in the cramped hand of a man trying not to sound desperate. Everything necessary had been included. That was why she read it twice.

The doctor hadn’t dated his examination. The county agent said the farm needed an able-bodied adult male but didn’t mention the private’s two brothers, both over sixteen.

Nothing in the file proved the request was dishonest. Nothing proved it was true either.

She carried it to Sergeant Krell, who handled the separation actions, and laid it open on his desk. “Need another statement from the doctor. And the brothers’ ages and whether they’re working.”

Krell read the first page, glanced at the stack waiting by his elbow. “Father’s dead. Mother’s sick. Cut him loose.”

“He might be the only one who can help her. Might also be what happened after his girlfriend wrote him she was pregnant.”

Krell looked up. “That in the file?”

“No. His unit clerk called yesterday asking how fast hardship discharges move. Said the private had been trying to get emergency leave since a letter came from home.”

Krell leaned back, gave her the look he used when he was deciding whether she was being thorough or difficult. He treated it like the same question most of the time.

“You think he made up a dead father?”

“I think his father’s dead and his mother’s probably sick too. I think the file’s arranged so we don’t ask about the rest of it.”

He closed the folder, told her to send it back for more information. Connie took it without any satisfaction in it. There wasn’t pleasure in catching people. Most of the time the lie and the truth sat in the same chair, and the job was figuring out which one got there first.

By ten the office had filled up. Soldiers came to correct pay grades, add wives, remove wives, record children born while they were overseas, explain why orders already cut couldn’t possibly apply to them. Connie worked behind the third counter, where the typewriter ribbon was still dark and the vent overhead blew cold air against the back of her neck.

A specialist swore his promotion orders had been lost. A sergeant wanted school credit for a course he hadn’t finished. A lieutenant brought in an Alabama marriage certificate and asked, low-voiced, whether the Army needed to know his Georgia divorce hadn’t gone through.

“Yes, sir.” When he asked if it needed to know today, she slid a form across. “Army don’t usually need to know anything today. Gets more interested once somebody’s lied about it.”

He looked at her a second before he took the paper.

At eleven-thirty, in the lull before lunch, she pulled Tom Larson’s file.

The correction on his overseas date had to get copied for battalion, finance, and the record jacket at post headquarters. She could’ve sent the amendment without reading further. She squared the folder up in front of her instead and started from the beginning.

Thomas Edward Larson, twenty-three, Illinois, no dependents, no disciplinary actions, no medical profile. Promoted quick enough that somebody had noticed him, steady enough that he probably hadn’t asked to be. Infantry training at Benning, then Vietnam, squad leadership before his tour ended.

The decorations didn’t take up much space. Combat Infantryman Badge, a typed line with a date. The Bronze Star citation praised his “calm direction of personnel under hostile conditions” and his “disregard for personal safety” — the kind of phrases the Army used when it wanted danger to sound like paperwork. Nothing about what the conditions were. Nothing about how many men needed directing, or whose safety had already stopped mattering by the time it did.

His efficiency reports called him dependable, decisive, technically proficient, able to keep discipline without unnecessary friction. One officer wrote that Sergeant Larson showed maturity beyond his years. Another recommended him for reenlistment and advanced leadership training.

No reprimands. No debts. No requests for reassignment or emergency leave. His mother still listed as next of kin at the same Illinois address he’d given at enlistment.

She went back through it slower. Most files built up evidence of a man pushing against the Army — marriages, kids, fights, bad checks, illnesses, deaths, schools, transfers, complaints. Even the good soldiers left something behind. Tom’s moved in one direction without any of it, like he’d walked through every office with his hands in his pockets.

It said less than most files did. That didn’t mean there was less to say. It meant he’d learned not to make the Army say it.

“Researching a promotion board?”

Dolores Velez stood at the next desk with two coffees. Civilian clerk, ten years older, from Columbus, could carry gossip a long way without spilling any of it before it reached whoever’d enjoy it most.

“Correcting his service date,” Connie said.

“Sure. Reading the whole file’s gonna fix that faster.”

“That the sergeant from the club?”

“Works in an AIT company.”

“Wasn’t my question.”

Connie drank the coffee, which was weak and too hot, the way Dolores liked it and assumed everybody else did too. “Ask a better one.”

“You seeing him?”

“Talked to him once. At the counter. Easy to talk to.” She reopened the folder and pulled the pages she needed.

“The quiet ones usually are.”

“He talks.”

“About what?”

That one irritated her, mostly because she couldn’t answer it without proving Dolores right. He talked about training schedules, Illinois winters, how Southern men thought cold meant forty degrees, the number of copies it took to fix one date. Nothing about Vietnam that wasn’t already printed in the file.

“That’s what I thought,” Dolores said, while Connie lined up the carbon under the correction form. “You don’t know him.”

“I know the patch on his shoulder. I know what comes through here.”

Men back from Vietnam came through personnel with the stunned impatience of people who’d crossed the world only to get stopped by a missing signature. Some loud, some watching the door, a few showing up drunk before noon and figuring the gum covered it.

Tom had come in sober. She was sure of that much. Just as sure he hadn’t ended many days that way.

Dolores dropped her voice. “Just don’t mistake quiet for gentle.”

“I don’t.” True, mostly. Not the whole truth.

Connie had spent most of her life around men who told you what they were. Her father fixed farm machinery and figured a problem ought to announce itself by making noise. Her brothers turned into versions of him — decent, hardworking, wanted dinner at the same hour every night. Warren, her almost-husband, had been the plainest of all of them.

Warren knew what he wanted by twenty: a desk at his uncle’s insurance agency, a brick house near both families, kids, a wife who’d be good at the life he’d already planned. He picked Connie because she was organized and calm and unlikely to embarrass him in front of anybody. For close to two years she’d mistaken being accurately picked for being loved.

It ended after she found a jeweler’s receipt in his jacket. Bracelet wasn’t for her. Warren admitted it fast, relieved, like a door he’d been waiting on had finally opened. The other woman worked at the agency and wanted the house without asking why it’d already been picked out.

Connie left the ring on his mother’s kitchen table. Six months later he married the other one, and Connie’s mother mailed her the announcement at basic training with a note: *At least now you know.*

What she actually knew was that the betrayal hadn’t hurt half as much as the life she’d nearly walked into by agreement. She’d been ready to marry him because nothing about it was bad enough to say no to.

After Warren she didn’t trust men who showed up with a whole life already built. Their certainty felt like a room somebody else had furnished.

Tom offered nothing like that. Didn’t ask where she saw herself living after the Army. Didn’t ask about kids, or cooking. Didn’t describe Chicago like a place she ought to see with him someday. Sitting beside him, she felt no future trying to assemble itself.

That was part of it. The rest wasn’t as flattering. She liked men whose damage she could spot before they had to name it. Gave her an edge she didn’t get with ordinary men — knew where not to step, could be useful without giving anything up, attentive without owing a promise. A man like Tom might leave without warning. He wasn’t going to build a house around her while she slept.

She put his file back before lunch.

That evening she skipped the club. Ate in the mess hall, washed her hair, spent an hour on a paperback she’d already stopped enjoying. At eight-thirty she put on civilian clothes and told herself she needed cigarettes from the exchange.

She didn’t smoke. The exchange was closing by the time she got there. She bought toothpaste and a pack of hairpins and took the long way back past the club anyway. Music and smoke leaking out every time the door opened. She kept walking until Tom caught up with her near the post theater and asked if she was avoiding the place.

“Walking. Happens every night, even in the dark.”

He fell in beside her. Khaki trousers, white shirt, sleeves folded once at the forearm. Without the uniform he looked younger, until she noticed the way he checked each parked car before he passed it.

She asked if he’d already been drinking. Two, he said, and that he usually counted so he’d know exactly how many.

“Most people can tell without doing arithmetic.”

He said most people lost count. When she told him that sounded like experience, he said it sounded like a bar. Not defensive about it. Just answered like the question belonged in the same category as weather — worth a nod, not a conversation.

They walked past the theater toward the admin buildings. Warm pine and asphalt in the air. Somewhere out in the dark a company got marched back from night training, boots hitting the road out of rhythm, too tired to fix it.

She asked if he needed something from personnel. No. Then why’d he follow her.

“Saw you.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

She let that stand. Liked, a little, that he didn’t try to dress it up.

They stopped near the empty parade field. Flag down for the night, the pole bare against the dark. He put his hands in his pockets, took them out again. First uncertain thing she’d seen from him.

“I don’t want to be courted,” she said.

“Wasn’t planning to. I can buy dinner. That’s about the extent of it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“I know.”

He’d understood the distinction too fast for it to be new to him. She told him she wasn’t looking for somebody to write to after she left.

“I don’t write much anyway.”

“Wasn’t a request, Tom.”

“I know.”

They stood under a streetlight buzzing with bugs. Should’ve felt cold, that kind of talk. It didn’t. Felt more like two people who’d found the price already marked and weren’t going to bargain over it.

He looked past her shoulder, then back. “There’s motels off Victory Drive. Or I’ve got a room in the barracks.”

“And I’ve got a roommate who reports everything she hears straight to Jesus and her mother. Motel, then. Not tonight, though.”

His mouth moved, almost a smile. He didn’t ask why not.

She went to the club with him while he drank two more. Didn’t touch her, didn’t make the arrangement visible to anybody. Talked about nothing that mattered, which was a relief in itself. When the bartender called last round, he walked her to the women’s barracks and stopped short of where the light reached the door.

He didn’t try to kiss her. That restraint held her attention more than a kiss would have.

Three nights later she met him in Columbus.

The motel sat behind a gas station, AIR CONDITIONED ROOMS in blue neon, though the night was cool enough neither of them needed it. She took a taxi. Tom was outside Room 12 with the key in one hand, a paper sack folded under the other arm.

She looked at the bag. “Supplies?”

“Whisky,” he said, and she told him of course before he’d even opened the door.

The room smelled like bleach and old cigarettes. Flowered bedspread. Bathroom light humming when she flipped the switch. He set the bag beside two glasses wrapped in paper, offered her one. Not yet, she said, so he poured for himself and cut it with tap water. His hand didn’t shake. She watched him take the first drink — not because it bothered her, but because she wanted to see whether he needed it before he touched her.

He caught her watching, told her she could still leave. She reminded him he could too. He said he’d already paid for the room. That’d make the sacrifice bigger, then, she said. He laughed once, short but real.

She took her shoes off, set them by the bed. Didn’t want him mistaking nerves for innocence. There’d been Warren, and one man after him whose name she remembered better than his habits. She knew by now that competence in one part of a man’s life didn’t promise a thing about the rest of it.

He stayed by the dresser, half the whisky gone. She asked if he was waiting on orders. Maybe, he said, so she told him to come over. He did.

The first kiss was careful — not tender exactly, but paying attention. One hand at her waist, the other against her neck, like he was measuring something he didn’t trust himself to name out loud. When she unbuttoned his shirt she found a pale scar under his ribs and another along his upper arm. He didn’t explain either one, and she didn’t ask. That was part of what she’d offered him going in. He understood it as fast as she understood what he was offering back: no questions that would still be standing once they left the room.

The sex was neither romantic nor careless. They learned each other without pretending it counted as knowing each other. He stayed controlled the whole time, watching her face without losing himself in it. Once, a car door slammed outside and every muscle in him locked at once. He turned his head toward the window and held still until the footsteps passed.

She put her hand on his shoulder. Didn’t say his name.

After, he lay on his back staring at the ceiling. She expected him to reach for the whisky right off. He waited almost a full minute first.

“That long enough to prove something?”

He asked what she thought he was proving. She said she had no idea, seeing as he was the one who’d waited. He poured a smaller one this time, said she read too much into things.

“It’s my job.”

“Your job’s forms.”

“My job’s noticing why the form’s wrong.”

He sat up on the edge of the bed, glass between both hands. In the weak light the scars were less visible than the tension running along his back.

“You read my file,” he said. Not a question. She told him yes, she’d corrected it and read it while she was at it.

“What’d you find?”

“Nothing you didn’t already know. Which I realize isn’t what you asked.” She pulled the sheet up over her waist. “Your reports are good. Made sergeant fast. Officers trusted you. You don’t get sick, don’t fight, don’t write bad checks, don’t ask for emergency leave, don’t marry women the Army has to keep track of.”

He called the file efficient. She said empty.

He turned toward her, and she held his eyes, because looking away would’ve turned the word into an accusation.

“Not you. The file. Says less than most, and that usually means a man who’s either lucky or careful.”

“Which one am I?”

“Careful.”

He thought about that, nodded slow, like she’d confirmed something he already respected in himself.

She figured the conversation would end there. Instead he said, “Lucky men don’t stay lucky.”

Closest he’d come yet to talking about Vietnam. She could’ve asked what happened to make him believe it. Could’ve moved closer, softened her voice some, told him she was sorry for a thing he hadn’t even described.

Didn’t do any of it.

“No,” she said. “They usually don’t.”

He looked down into the glass. The set of his shoulders eased off, just barely — small enough she might’ve imagined it.

They stayed past midnight. Before she left she started remaking the bed out of habit, then stopped, seeing no reason to make a motel room easier on the next person through it. He watched from the doorway without saying anything about it.

Outside, he offered to call her a taxi. She said she’d ride with him if he hadn’t had more than he was letting on.

Three before she got there, two in the room. Five over six hours. She told him it wasn’t a judgment.

“I know.”

She studied him under the blue neon sign. Speech clear. Balance steady. He’d counted every drink and could probably tell her the exact pour on each one. Impressive, until she thought about how much practice that kind of precision took.

“You drive,” she said. “I’ll watch for what you miss.”

He smiled at that. No promise in it, though.

Over the weeks that followed, the two of them settled into something before either called it a routine. Met at the club, or in Columbus, or in his room when his roommate had duty. No gifts. No talk about later. Nothing left behind in each other’s rooms.

Some nights they had sex. Some nights they just drank and talked till one of them got tired enough to sleep. He never got sloppy in front of her. Got quieter instead, more exact, like the liquor was narrowing him down to whatever part of himself he trusted most.

She came to understand it wasn’t rescue he wanted from her. Wasn’t absolution, wasn’t even understanding. He wanted a witness who wouldn’t put anything on the record.

She wanted about the same, limited in the same way. He didn’t need her cheerful or marriageable or grateful. Whatever was wrong in him took up enough room that he had no interest in furnishing her future, and she could walk out and be entirely herself again the second the door shut behind her. Convenient. Didn’t make it harmless.

One Monday he showed up at her counter with a trainee’s dependency form. Private’s wife had had the baby, and the company clerk had put the kid’s name in the wrong block. Tom had caught it going over the man’s leave paperwork.

She asked if he checked all his trainees’ forms like that.

“When it’s about whether they get home.”

She told him he was good at spotting what somebody else missed. He shrugged, said it depended what it was.

She thought about the five drinks, each one counted. The car door outside the motel and how his body had gone hard and gone somewhere else under her hand. The file that showed competence on every line and nothing else anywhere.

He waited while she fixed the form. Rested-looking. Clean uniform, polished boots, clear eyes. Nobody in that office would’ve guessed how much he’d had the night before. She knew, because she’d been there for it.

She handed the form back, asked if he needed anything else. No, he said, and neither of them smiled about it. Soldiers waiting behind him, clerks listening without looking like they were. He put the paper in his folder and walked off.

Dolores watched him go. “Looks squared away.”

“He does.”

“You make that sound like it settles something.”

“Settles what the Army asks about.”

Dolores went back to her typewriter. Connie opened the next file in the stack.

This one belonged to a staff sergeant, fifteen years in, two kids, one divorce, a recent reduction for striking an officer. Thick folder. Every failure in it had found paper somewhere.

She read the first page. Her attention kept drifting back to the cabinet where Tom Larson’s file had gone. Thinner than this one. Didn’t mean there was less in it.
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CHAPTER 3 — No Proper Ending
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By the time Tom had been at Fort Benning three months, the trainees had stopped looking at his combat patch before they looked at his face.

That pleased him more than he’d have admitted. The patch had done useful work at first — quieted boys who figured every instruction was negotiable, and officers who mistook youth for inexperience. Once the platoon understood Tom could tell the difference between fear and carelessness, between a man who needed correcting and one who needed five minutes alone behind the barracks, the patch stopped mattering.

He preferred being listened to because he was right.

The training cycle moved by calendars, range schedules, ammunition allotments, and weather the Army pretended not to notice. Reveille before daylight. Physical training. Chow. Hours teaching men how to move, shoot, dig, clean, carry, wait. The trainees arrived soft in places they didn’t know could harden, and left with less softness than before, though not always where it would help them.

Tom learned which instructors enjoyed the power of being obeyed and which understood the weight of it. He distrusted the first kind. They shouted too early and punished too broadly, mistaking humiliation for discipline because humiliation got you a faster silence.

He rarely raised his voice.

A trainee named Latham had a habit of closing his eyes whenever the artillery simulators went off. Tom clocked it during a field exercise and said nothing in front of the others. That evening, after weapons cleaning, he took Latham behind the barracks with two metal trash-can lids.

“What are those for, Sergeant?”

Tom struck them together.

Latham flinched, shut his eyes.

“That,” Tom said.

The boy’s face went red. “I know it’s coming now.”

“Everything in training is coming. That’s why it’s training.”

Tom struck them again. Latham kept his eyes open this time, but turned his head.

“Again.”

For twenty minutes he made the boy stand there while the lids crashed together at irregular intervals, varying the distance, the angle, asking questions between strikes — name, hometown, weapon serial number, position in the squad — so Latham had to answer while bracing for the next one.

By the end he still flinched. But his eyes stayed open.

“What happens if I can’t stop?” Latham asked.

“You don’t have to stop being afraid. You have to keep seeing.”

Tom set the lids down and dismissed him.

Delaney had watched from the doorway. “You learn that over there?”

“No.”

“Where, then?”

Tom looked at the dented lids. “Over there they didn’t give us practice.”

Delaney didn’t ask anything else.

That night Tom drank five whiskies at the club and left before midnight — one more than usual, spread across four hours, a hamburger between the third and fourth. He could account for every drink, every glass of water, every hour left before morning formation.

Connie was waiting outside his room when he got back, in civilian clothes, a small paper sack from the exchange in one hand.

“You’re late.”

“Didn’t know we had plans.”

“We didn’t.”

He unlocked the door and let her in.

That was how it worked between them. No plans until one of them showed up. Sometimes she came to his room when his roommate had duty. Sometimes he found her at the club and they took a taxi into Columbus. Once they used the back seat of a borrowed Chevrolet near the edge of post — an arrangement neither suggested again, since the gearshift bruised her hip and he didn’t like not being able to see past the windows.

They had rules, though neither called them that. Didn’t show up at each other’s workplaces without a reason. Didn’t leave clothes behind. Didn’t ask where the other had been on nights they hadn’t met. She didn’t count his drinks out loud. He didn’t ask why she sometimes went distant right after sex, like she’d stepped out of the room without moving.

Connie opened the sack and pulled out a toothbrush.

He looked at it. “Leaving that here?”

“No. Bought it because yours looks like it’s been used to clean a weapon.”

“Still works.”

“That’s how you describe everything you own.”

She went into the bathroom, threw his toothbrush in the wastebasket. He watched her unwrap the new one.

“Looks domestic,” he said.

“It’s sanitation. Don’t confuse the two.”

He smiled, poured whisky into the motel glass on his desk. She watched the pour, not the bottle. He added water, drank, set it down.

“Already had enough,” she said.

“Thought you didn’t count.”

“I don’t. Your face does.”

He went still — not offended, just deciding whether the remark needed an answer.

“What’s my face say?”

“That you’re tired.”

“Then say tired.”

“Just did.”

She stepped in close, started on his shirt buttons. Neither of them needed the conversation to go on past that.

Later, she lay on her stomach with the sheet across her hips while he sat against the headboard drinking, reading a copy of the Army newspaper somebody had left in the dayroom. Her bare feet crossed and uncrossed slowly behind her.

“Your president says the war’s winding down.”

He took the paper, folded it, set it on the floor.

“My president?”

“You’re the one who voted for him.”

“Never told you that.”

“Didn’t have to.”

He asked how she’d worked that out. She said he had the look of a man who treated politics as another administrative inconvenience. He told her that didn’t make him a Republican.

“No. The haircut does.”

He laughed. She shifted closer without looking at him.

They didn’t talk about love. The omission wasn’t tense — just part of the room, ordinary as the steel bed frame. Tom had watched men in Vietnam write letters to women they barely remembered, because the letters let them picture a whole life waiting for them, intact. Connie never asked that kind of invention off him, and he had no urge to offer it.

She wanted him present when he was there and gone when he wasn’t. Same as him.

During his fourth month, a letter came from his mother asking what he meant to do after discharge. She’d enclosed a clipping on veterans’ education benefits, underlined the line about tuition assistance.

He read it in the orderly room over lunch, folded it back along its creases.

Pritchard saw the clipping. “Going to school?”

“Maybe.”

“For what?”

Tom didn’t have an answer. Before the Army, college had been something other people did. After Vietnam it looked less intimidating than most things he’d already survived.

“I’m good with numbers,” he said.

Pritchard grunted. “That’s not a course of study.”

“Might be enough to start one.”

The first sergeant leaned back. “Reenlist, you could make staff in a year. Maybe faster. Army needs men who know what they’re doing.”

Tom looked out through the doorway at the company street. Trainees drifting back from chow in loose formation, caps pushed back, talking until a drill sergeant rounded the corner and their bodies snapped straight all at once.

He knew this work. Was better at it than some men who’d been doing it ten years. The Army paid competence out plainly — stripes, money, authority in your own voice. Civilian life didn’t promise any of that.

But staying meant teaching more boys how to walk into a war he’d already walked out of. Meant watching class after class get a little less ignorant without knowing which piece of it would reach them in time.

“My mother wants me back in Illinois,” he said.

Pritchard’s face changed. “That what you want?”

“No.”

“Then don’t blame your mother.”

Tom folded the clipping again, though it didn’t need it.

“I’m getting out.”

Pritchard nodded. “Get out clean, then.”

The decision had already been made before the conversation started — he just hadn’t known it yet. Once said out loud, it felt administrative more than anything. A line filled in correctly.

He started collecting college catalogs.

University of Illinois sent a packet thick enough to look personal. Northwestern’s was thinner, better paper. A state school near his mother’s offered cheap tuition and practical degrees. Chicago schools interested him mostly because Chicago was big enough that nobody there would know who he’d been before he showed up.

He requested information on business, accounting, finance. The words felt grown and unsentimental — work in rooms where nobody carried a rifle.

Connie found the catalogs under his desk.

“So that’s where you’re headed.”

“Haven’t decided.”

“You sorted them by tuition.”

“Comparing.”

“You circled the train distance from your mother’s place too.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m living there.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, opened the Northwestern one. Brick buildings, serious-looking students, trees turning color by a lake.

“You’d look strange here.”

“Why.”

“Everyone looks rich.”

“Maybe that’s the point.”

“Planning to get rich?”

“Planning not to be poor.”

She set the catalog down. “That sounds more like you.”

He asked what she’d do when her enlistment ran out. She said she hadn’t decided, and he took that for the closed door it was. Didn’t push on it.

The affair got easier as his time left got shorter. No future left to accidentally start wanting. She stayed over more. He kept coffee in the room because she couldn’t stand mess-hall coffee. She bought a second toothbrush but carried it out in her purse every time.

They learned each other’s bodies without owing each other anything for it. He knew the spot below her left shoulder where the tension collected after a bad day in personnel. She knew he slept light, rarely remembered dreaming, and sometimes woke with one hand closed around nothing.

On those mornings she didn’t ask what he’d seen.

Once she woke to find him sitting on the floor with his back against the wall, breathing slow and deliberate through his nose in the dark.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

She turned on the lamp.

He looked at the door, then the window, then her — and the sequence of it embarrassed him because she’d caught it.

“Truck backfired.”

She sat up, pulled the sheet around herself. “You know where you are?”

“Yes.”

“Then come back to bed.”

She didn’t ask if he wanted to talk about it. He came back because she’d given him an instruction instead of concern.

In the morning he ran a field-training rehearsal for two platoons and caught an error in the lane plan that would’ve put an ammunition point inside the simulated fire zone. Fixed it before the officers showed up, redrew the map, briefed the change without notes.

Captain Hollis complimented him after.

“You ever think about making the Army a career?”

“No, sir.”

“You should.”

Tom thanked him like it was praise instead of temptation.

At lunch he had two beers with Delaney at the club. Felt nothing off them, so he didn’t count them against the whiskies later that evening.

On payday Friday the club filled up enough that Tom and Connie ended up sharing a table with Delaney and two sergeants from another company. One of them, a communications man named Avery, spent the better part of an hour trying to work out whether Connie belonged to Tom.

He never asked straight out. Bought her drinks, asked where she lived, made comments to Tom that wanted either a claim or a denial. Tom gave him neither.

When the jukebox slowed down, Avery stood, held out his hand.

“You dance, Specialist?”

“When necessary.”

“This looks necessary.”

Connie glanced at Tom. He lifted his glass.

“Don’t ask his permission,” she said. “He’ll think you’ve misunderstood the arrangement.”

Avery laughed like it was a joke. She went with him to the space beside the jukebox where a few other couples were moving. Danced close enough to keep him interested, far enough to make the limit clear.

Delaney watched Tom watch the room.

“That don’t bother you?”

“What?”

“Somebody dancing with your girl.”

“She isn’t my girl.”

“She know that?”

“She said it first.”

Across the room, Avery leaned down near Connie’s ear. She answered without smiling. Tom saw the man’s hand slide lower on her back, saw her take his wrist and put it back at her waist. She handled it herself. No reason for Tom to get up.

He felt no jealousy about it, which he took as a good sign. Jealousy belonged to men who’d mistaken access for ownership. What he felt was closer to noticing — the hand, the distance between his chair and the floor.

When the song ended she came back alone. Avery drifted to the bar, started in on another woman.

“No scene?” she asked, sitting.

“Did you need one?”

“No.”

“Then why would I make it.”

She looked at him a second. “That’s one of the better things about you.”

He asked what the others were.

“Said one of. Don’t make it an inventory.”

Later, in his room, she told him Avery had asked whether Tom cared about her. He was unbuttoning his shirt, stopped.

“What’d you tell him?”

“That you cared whether I got caught in the rain, whether I had cab fare, whether I wanted you to stop.” She set her earrings on the desk. “Past that, I told him you were disciplined about your limitations.”

“Disappointed?”

“Thought I was.”

She looked at him through the mirror. “I’m not.”

Neither was he. The whole thing worked because neither one needed proof it was more than what it was. She held out her hand. “Come here.”

He did.

Notice of his separation processing came on a Tuesday in late spring. Tom signed for the packet, read the dates twice.

Final physical. Dental clearance. Finance. Equipment turn-in. Records review. Transportation. Separation briefing.

Less than three weeks left on his last duty day.

Pritchard called him in, pointed to a chair. “Got leave accrued.”

“I know.”

“Taking it?”

“Thought I’d sell some back.”

“Take it. Army’s already gotten what it’s getting out of you.”

Tom ran the numbers — the money, the travel days, reaching Illinois before summer classes started.

“I’ll take twelve days.”

“Take all of it.”

“I want the cash.”

Pritchard looked at him a long moment, signed the form. “You’ll do fine outside.”

That landed harder than doubt would have. “Yes, First Sergeant.”

“Don’t have to agree with everything.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” Pritchard handed him the form. “That’s the civilian part.”

The next days went to processing — the Army that had spent months training and shipping him now moving fast to prove it could hand him back through carbon paper. Medical asked about nightmares, dizziness, hearing loss, joint pain, stomach trouble, nervousness, depression.

No to all of it. His hearing worked. His knees worked. His stomach settled by midmorning. He wasn’t nervous, he was alert. Depression sounded like not being able to get out of bed, and he’d never missed a formation.

At supply he argued down a missing canteen-cover charge by producing the original hand receipt.

“Planning to audit somebody when you get out?” the supply sergeant asked.

“Maybe.”

He liked the sound of that.

He told Connie about the date at the club. She listened, rolling the beer bottle between her palms.

“Sooner than you thought.”

“Twelve days.”

“When do you leave?”

“Soon as transportation confirms the ticket.”

She nodded, drank.

He waited for her to ask if he’d write. She didn’t. Felt relief first, then something under it he couldn’t name as easily.

“You could come to Chicago,” he said.

The sentence surprised them both.

Her face didn’t change. “For what?”

He didn’t have an answer, because it hadn’t really been an invitation — more like checking whether one existed.

“See it.”

“Seen cities.”

“This one’s different.”

“They all say that.”

He took a drink. “Forget it.”

“Probably will.”

No cruelty in how she said it. That made it easier to hear and worse at the same time.

She watched him finish the whisky and start another without seeming to decide to.

“You know you’re a drunk,” she said. Same voice she’d have used to tell him his shirt was untucked.

Tom didn’t answer right away. “That’s not the word I’d use.”

“I know. That’s why I used it.”

“I function.”

“So does the bar.” She turned her glass a quarter turn on the wood, not drinking from it. “I’m not telling you to stop. I’m telling you I see it, so you don’t get to act surprised later when somebody else does.”

He wanted to be angry and found he wasn’t, quite. “Why now?”

“Because you’re leaving, and I don’t have to watch what happens after I say it.”

They went to his room that night, had sex with the same worn-in efficiency they’d built up over the months. After, she lay beside him while he ran through the three schools he was weighing. She asked what each one cost, told him the expensive one wouldn’t make him smarter.

“No,” he said. “Might make people assume I am.”

“That’s useful.”

“It is.”

She left before dawn for an early shift. He woke when she dressed but didn’t turn on the light. At the door she said she’d see him later.

“All right,” he said.

That was the last conversation between them, though neither one knew it yet.

Night duty took the next evening. Connie wasn’t at the club the one after. Friday, transportation confirmed a train out of Columbus the following Tuesday. Saturday, Delaney threw the farewell Tom hadn’t wanted — men buying rounds, telling stories about trainees he’d straightened out, handing him a cheap wooden plaque with his name and dates on it.

He drank more than usual and stayed upright through it.

Sunday he packed. Monday, records review, and the papers that handed him back to himself. Thomas Edward Larson, honorably separated. Rank: Sergeant. Character of service: Honorable. No wounds recorded. No disabilities claimed.

The clerk asked him to confirm his home address. He gave his mother’s in Illinois, though he had no plan to stay there.

He thought about calling personnel for Connie — stood by a pay phone with change in his pocket, turning it over. Then a transportation clerk called his name about a change in departure time, and by the time that was sorted he was thinking about whether the duffel would fit under the train seat.

He didn’t call.

Delaney drove him to the station the next morning. Tom in civilian trousers, a short-sleeved shirt, shoes that felt too light after boots. Uniform folded in the duffel. Plaque wrapped in a towel.

“Sure nobody’s coming?”

“Nobody knows the new time.”

Delaney nodded like that settled it.

At the station he shook Tom’s hand, told him not to become an accountant who hated the Army. Tom said he’d try to become one who charged it by the hour.

The train came in ten minutes late.

He found a window seat, stowed the duffel overhead. Watched Columbus turn to warehouses, then crossing gates, then fields. Thought briefly of Connie at the counter, finding the gaps between what men had written down about themselves.

He never saw her again.

By noon he had the Northwestern catalog open on the seat beside him, working out application deadlines, tuition, veterans’ benefits, and what he might do for money while he studied. Bartending seemed practical enough. He already knew liquor, and people tipped a man who remembered what they drank.

Outside the window, Georgia gave way by slow degrees to somewhere else. He bent over the page and started figuring how long his money would last in Chicago.
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CHAPTER 4 — Curbed
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Chicago did not ask Tom where he had been.

It required an address, tuition, exact change for the bus, and enough sense to stand on the correct side of the elevated platform. It wanted him to move when the light changed and get out of the way when he did not know where he was going. The city’s indifference felt cleaner than welcome.

He spent nine days at his mother’s house after leaving Fort Benning. She cooked too much, asked questions without finishing them, and watched him each morning as if civilian life might show itself through a change in posture. Tom slept in the room that had been his before the Army, though the bed seemed shorter and the walls closer than he remembered.

His mother had saved everything. High school yearbooks stood on the same shelf. A baseball glove he had not used since he was fifteen lay in the bottom drawer. She had folded his old clothes and kept them through his enlistment as if expecting him to return at the same size and with the same requirements.

On the third evening she found him in the kitchen after midnight with a glass of whisky.

“You don’t have to hide that from me,” she said.

“I wasn’t hiding.”

She looked at the bottle on the counter. “Your father used to stand in exactly that spot.”

Tom had been ten when his father left and twenty-two when the Army sent him home. He saw no useful connection between the two events.

“I’m moving to Chicago,” he said.

His mother pulled her robe tighter around herself. “You just got here.”

“I came back to Illinois. That’s what you asked.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

Tom drank and waited. The whisky had softened the room without making him tired.

“I enrolled at Roosevelt,” he said. “Business administration. I start in the summer term.”

“You already enrolled?”

“I mailed the application from Georgia.”

She sat at the kitchen table. Tom remained at the counter because sitting would have made the conversation longer.

“Where will you live?”

“I’ll find a room.”

“And work?”

“I’ll find that too.”

His mother studied him with the worried patience of someone waiting for a difficult answer to improve if she remained silent long enough. Tom finished the whisky, rinsed the glass, and set it upside down beside the sink.

“You could stay here and take the train,” she said. “At least until you know what you’re doing.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

He believed that. The details had not yet been arranged, but arranging details was not the same as lacking direction.

Two days later he took the train into the city with his duffel, his separation papers, the wooden plaque from Fort Benning, and six hundred eighty-three dollars. His mother stood on the platform until the train moved. Tom waved once through the glass and then opened a college catalog across his knees.

Roosevelt occupied more vertical space than any school he had imagined. He had expected grass, brick walkways, and students carrying books under trees. Instead, he entered through revolving doors and rode an elevator with secretaries, veterans, housewives, and boys who looked barely old enough to shave. Classes were held above traffic in rooms where the windows vibrated when buses passed below.

The veterans’ clerk examined his papers and explained the benefits schedule. Tuition would be covered, though the first payment might not arrive before rent was due. Books were partly reimbursable. Living expenses depended upon enrollment status and required forms that had to be submitted in the correct order.

Tom had already arranged the forms by number.

The clerk looked from the stack to him. “You do this for a living?”

“I was in the Army.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“No.”

“You ought to think about accounting.”

“I have.”

Tom registered for principles of accounting, economics, business law, and a required communications course. His academic adviser advised three classes. Tom took four and asked what would be offered in the fall.

“You don’t get extra benefits for finishing faster,” the adviser said.

“I don’t want extra benefits.”

“What do you want?”

“To finish faster.”

The adviser signed the schedule.

Tom found a furnished room in a converted residential hotel on North Sheridan. The room contained a bed, a chest of drawers, a table, two chairs, and a sink with separate taps for hot and cold water. The bathroom was at the end of the hall. His window faced the brick wall of the neighboring building, close enough that he could see where somebody had repaired the mortar.

The manager requested a month’s rent and a deposit. Tom paid cash and received one key for the front entrance and another for his room.

“You lose either one, I charge you,” the manager said.

“I won’t lose them.”

On his first night, Tom unpacked the uniform and hung it in the narrow closet. He placed the plaque in a drawer instead of on the wall. The room did not require evidence of what he had done before arriving.

He walked six blocks until he found a tavern with a HELP WANTED sign taped inside the window.

Calder’s occupied a corner beneath the elevated tracks. Trains passed often enough to interrupt conversation but not often enough for anyone to stop trying. The front windows were darkened by cigarette smoke, age, and a film that survived whatever the porter used on the glass. Inside, a long mahogany bar ran almost the length of the room. A television hung above the liquor shelves with the sound turned low.

The owner, Frank Calder, was a thick-bodied man in his fifties with a white shirt stretched tightly across his stomach. He looked at Tom’s discharge card, asked whether he had tended bar, and appeared disappointed when Tom said no.

“Then why are you here?”

“I know whisky.”

“So do most unemployed men.”

“I can learn the rest.”

Frank gave him a bar towel and pointed toward a bus tray filled with glasses. “Start with that.”

Tom washed glasses for forty minutes, restocked beer without being told, and reorganized the speed rack so the labels faced forward. When a waitress called in sick, he carried drinks to tables and remembered each order without writing it down. At the end of the shift, Frank poured two fingers of bourbon into a shot glass and pushed it across the bar.

“You always this eager?”

“I need the job.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Tom drank the bourbon. “No.”

Frank hired him for four nights a week and Saturday afternoons.

The work suited him immediately. A bar possessed rules, even when the people inside it did not. Beer before liquor for men who intended to remain awhile. Water beside whisky for those who cared how they looked. Change counted back into the customer’s hand. Bottles replaced before they were empty enough to slow service. Men who asked for a stronger pour usually wanted attention more than alcohol.

Tom remembered names, brands, and the private hierarchies of regular customers. Mr. Halpern from the insurance office drank Canadian whisky with one cube of ice and tipped better when nobody mentioned his wife. A telephone installer named Ronnie drank draft beer until six-thirty, then switched to coffee before driving home. Two patrolmen from the district station received their first round without charge and never had to ask.

Within three weeks, Frank trusted Tom to close.

The privilege came with access.

Tom drank his first whisky before the evening rush, standing at the service end of the bar with the glass below the customers’ line of sight. He added water and kept the drink beside the rinse sink. When it became too diluted, he finished it and poured another.

Frank drank openly. The waitresses accepted shots from customers and threw some over their shoulders into the sink. Tom drank slowly enough that nobody considered his glass unusual. A bartender who refused every offer made customers uncomfortable, and a bartender who became visibly drunk did not remain employed. Tom occupied the useful distance between those conditions.

He could work through six whiskies without miscounting a drawer.

Sometimes he had more after closing. The first drinks made the customers easier to tolerate. The last ones made the empty bar feel less empty. He locked the register, checked the back door, turned off the neon signs, and sat with Frank beneath the television while trains struck the rails above them.

“You sleep?” Frank asked him one night.

“Enough.”

“You look like you’re waiting for something to happen.”

“Nothing happens after two in the morning.”

Frank smiled without amusement. “That’s how I know you’re new to Chicago.”

Tom walked home along streets that never became fully quiet. He learned which storefronts remained lit, where taxi drivers parked between fares, and which doorways contained men sleeping under newspapers. His steps remained even. He never had difficulty fitting the key into the front lock.

By the time summer classes began, his life had separated into workable sections. Classes during the day. Reading in the afternoon. Calder’s four nights a week. Sunday laundry. A call to his mother every other Wednesday, early enough that she would not hear the bar in his voice.

The students interested him less than the work. Some had come directly from high school and complained about assignments as if they had been personally designed to inconvenience them. Others were older and carried jobs, children, or marriages into the classroom. Tom sat near the front, arrived early, and completed his reading.

The communications course appeared least useful until the instructor assigned each student a five-minute presentation on a business subject.

Tom spoke about inventory control. He organized the presentation into three numbered points, used the chalkboard only when necessary, and finished with twelve seconds remaining. The instructor told him he had a direct delivery.

“The Army,” Tom said.

“Keep the directness. Lose the expression that suggests we’re disappointing you.”

A woman two seats behind him laughed.

Tom had noticed her before. She wore her brown hair just below her shoulders and wrote in the margins of her notebook instead of on the lines — not notes exactly, more like she was sketching what the lecture looked like. During class she watched the instructor with a concentration that occasionally curdled into impatience, the way someone watches a
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