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Quintyn

JANUARY 15, 2006

SAN DIEGO, 9:15 A.M.

Consider this—there is a man running on a beach. He is running hard but not particularly fast. He is grimacing and holding his side as if wounded, weaving left and right. The beach is in San Diego. It is January, still early in the day, but the mist has burned off and the air is crisp and already warming. The sky is clean and mostly blue with just a few brushstrokes of white. It’s San Diego, after all.

There are others on the beach besides the man who is running hard. Some early strollers along the waterline. A girl in a bright blue bikini dancing along the sand with her earbuds and music. A boy with a tumbling kite. There’s a couple too, who are laughing as they swing their child toward the water’s edge. Colorful sailboats are already out, and yellow kayaks glide near a hulking Navy ship.

Now let’s say that you are there on that beach too. You hear the seagulls. You taste the salt air. The waves are lapping gently. It is low tide. All is good. You turn your eyes to the man who is running. He is running in your direction. He is getting closer. A big man. A black man. The sailboats no longer have your attention, nor the kayaks. You see the man stumble. You see that his black-rimmed glasses are crooked on his face. He stumbles again. He straightens. He struggles to keep going. The man crosses paths with the girl in the blue bikini. She looks up and screams as she flees from him. The couple with the child see him too and rush into the water for safety.

Follow me now: In a moment the man will be in front of you, still grimacing and holding his side. You’ll freeze then. Your world will shrink to the merest fraction. Just this man,looming even larger. The man notices you and seems to stagger toward you. He seems to scowl at you. Danger bells go off in your head—he’s violent, a gangbanger, has a gun, probably been shot.

The man stops. He looks at you as if reading your thoughts. His eyes hold yours as he stands there gulping the air. His shadow is enormous. You see the shine of sweat on his cheeks and chin. You see that he is older than you thought, late fifties probably, with graying hair and gray patches on his day-old stubble. Then you think: That nose—what happened to that nose? The man reaches up and straightens his glasses. He squints. And smiles. Really smiles. You are relieved. Then you see that he’s not smiling at you, but rather, at nothing in particular. The man slides off his headband and wipes his forehead. He cleans his glasses on his shirt. He straightens and stares out over the bay. You follow his eyes to an old riverboat paddling in the distance, probably a restaurant now. You remember that he was gripping his side, and you understand that it’s not because he’s been shot. He’s tired is all. The man is exhausted.

There are three things about this man. The first you can now see—that he’s not just big as you originally thought. He’s huge. Six-five or more. You guess three hundred pounds, and you are off by only a little.

Second—he’s not just black. He’s African-black. Probably no mixture of races over the generations—his parents and their parents and their parents, all the way back through slavery to the sub-Saharan desert. Night black.

Third—and this is what you can’t see but which is the most important—he will be betrayed. In six days. Not by his wife of two days. No, not by Julia. Nor by his mother, of course. He will be betrayed by the nation. His nation. Not just the government but the people as well. Just about all of them. He will be shunned. He will be laughed at. He will be disgraced.

That will be his legacy.

I can tell you more about the man who will be betrayed. As a kid he loved two things: baseball and old grainy photos of DC that he’d find at the library when his mother took him there on the weekends. He’d dig out photos of the old city and go over them again and again with a magnifying glass that he’d gotten for his birthday, and he’d find new details of the city each time. His idols back then were Jackie Robinson and Benjamin Banneker. Jackie Robinson was—well, you know who he was. Benjamin Banneker was the black man who, in 1791, helped survey the land that would become the District of Columbia. As a boy, the man who will be betrayed copied Benjamin Banneker’s sketches and notes and compared them to photographs he’d take from the same spots that day. He knew every inch of the capital, new and old, every street corner and alleyway. He knew where the horse-drawn trolleys used to be. He knew where Suter’s Tavern had been, there at Thirty-first and K. He knew where to find the home of John Stoddard, the tobacco man who was commissioned by George Washington to buy up the parcels of land that were to become the nation’s capital.

What else about the man? I can tell you that he is mostly a good man. If you counted each of the days of his life, they balanced out pretty much in his favor. Moral lapses are behind him now, and the anger. He is a decent man these days, never callous or corrupt, always trustworthy and mostly truthful. And he still takes pictures as he did when he was a boy. But these are from cameras hundreds of miles deep into the sky; rolling cameras that sweep left to right, right to left, as they circle the earth—mowing the lawn, the man likes to call it. Searching. For as long as the man can remember he has been searching. With these cameras the man magnifies down to six inches, sees footprints through clouds and dark skies, reads name tags, reads lips, follows a leaf as it falls. But the cameras don’t exist. Neither does the agency that supplies them.

How do I know so much about this man? You’ve guessed already. And you are right. I am that big man. That black man. The man who looks down from the sky.

I am the man who will be betrayed. In six days.

Good to know you.
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Patricia

MARCH 30, 1972

QUI NHON CITY

SOUTH VIETNAM, 11:40 A.M.

Patricia Anne Pavlik was a first lieutenant in the United States Army. On this day, she was a short-timer, with just nineteen days left in country. Then, she’d be home again. Home was the world, with its shiny cars, fresh-cut lawns, and summer barbecues. This place wasn’t the world; it was Nam, or one of the ugly names that soldiers had for the country—Dinkland, Gooktown, or Slopeville.

Not just Patricia, everyone was going home. Nam was over, done, finished, kaput. Nixon had kept his promise. The ARVNS—the Army of South Vietnam—would take over the fighting now and do it on their own; fight the fucking communists from the north. Back home, the families were relieved. The great nation had prevailed once more even though it had been at such terrible costs. The protests and riots were coming to an end. No more wasted money, wasted lives. Daily reports of body counts had turned to weekly reports and now were only monthly. Maybe five or ten bodies came home each month; that was certainly tolerable considering the tens of thousands who had been killed in the previous years.

The country was pretty much pacified now, and everyone knew it. No sweat, the soldiers said. Take it easy. Count the days. I’m a short-timer. Goin’ back to the world.

Lieutenant Patricia Pavlik was an officer in the Quartermaster Corps, which is a fancy way of saying she oversaw supplies. She was a bit taller than most women, five-ten or so, square-shouldered and erect in her uniform. She was pretty, not beautiful, with full cheeks and a light spray of freckles across her nose. She had a kind of understated attractiveness, with light green eyes and chestnut-colored hair that was longer than the Army liked. But this was Nam, and most rules didn’t apply.

Some people might mistake Patricia for being boyish, but that was until she looked right at them. Her green eyes were feminine. Intense and yet tender. Curious and alive. On this day, March 30, 1972, she was just twenty-four.

And on this day, Patricia Anne Pavlik became a pearl.

It was almost noon when Patricia left her office by the side door. She glanced left and right, made sure no one was looking, then quickly made her way along the compound road toward T.R.’s jeep. As she approached, T.R. Fountain was just sliding back the canvas top and tucking it down.

“And you’re sure it’s safe?” she asked him.

“Safe as can be,” T.R. replied in his Louisiana drawl. “Not a shot in months,” he added.

“Not that,” she said. “I mean, I can’t catch it, can I?”

He laughed. “Hell, nobody catches it.”

“Somebody did. They did.”

“Oh, yeah,” he answered, pretending to just now realize it. He laughed. “Well, it’s just you and me, Patricia, and I’m fixin’ to keep us both safe.”

Patricia slid into the passenger side of the jeep. T.R. pushed the starter button. The engine turned over, sputtered, and died. Patricia gave him a look. Another attempt and it roared to life with a sucking whoosh, no problems, and she and T.R. were off toward the compound gate.

“You scared, Lieutenant?” he asked her.

“No. Not at all.”

But of course she was scared. And something else too, a deep unease that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. But mostly she was scared. Yet Patricia Pavlik’s father had taught her that it’s sometimes good to be scared. It brings focus and heightens the senses. Yes, sometimes it’s good to be scared.

“We’ll be back faster than green grass through a goose,” T.R. assured her. “Brian won’t even know you’re gone.”

“Who?”

“Why, your dear husband.”

“Oh,” she said, with a small laugh. “That Brian. Thanks a lot, T.R.”

It was unusual but not unheard of for a woman to serve in a war zone. But Lieutenant Pavlik hadn’t seen the war. Not even close. She hadn’t even seen the countryside, though she’d caught a glimpse of the South China Sea as they brought her in on the little airstrip. It had been a long eleven months for her. All that time kept within MacArthur Compound with its narrow dirt roads, low-slung aluminum buildings, and brown Quonset huts. The Nam that Patricia knew was a gray metal desk. The Nam she knew was a squeaky chair. The Nam she knew was forms to be filled out in triplicate and a leaky water cooler in the corner.

Patricia had only heard about the other Nam—the one with sand bunkers at each intersection and naked orphans running after American jeeps. She’d only heard about the sad but determined prostitutes and the “cowboys” on their cheap two-cycle motorbikes. She’d only heard about the colorful Buddhist cemeteries and the young schoolgirls marching alongside the road in their flowing white dresses. All this time she had been safe and sound behind chain link and barbed wire. Inside the wire was the world, with its imported burgers, Budweiser, American jokes and juke boxes. Outside the wire was Nam with its baffling language and inscrutable ways; its huge reflecting rice paddies and quaint villages, its astonishing beaches and dingy restaurants.

Over the past months Patricia had watched as the First Cav departed. Then the final Special Forces remnant. Next were the engineers, commo people, and most of the MPs. Just a few guards remained to look after the ghost of MacArthur Compound, which now consisted mostly of her supply office, a motor pool, an intelligence team where her husband worked, and of all things, a small dentist’s office. As head of the supply unit, Lieutenant Pavlik’s task was to oversee the counting of weapons, ship military materials back to the States, and requisition whatever food the mess hall and O’ Club needed. Leave the war to the locals, everyone said. They’ve had enough time to get their shit together. More than enough time. Fucking A.

Now Patricia sat low in the jeep as she and T.R. roared down the deserted compound road past closed barracks and boarded-over Quonset huts. The sun was hard and bright. Not just hot; it was oven-in-your-face hot. Jesus, what was it? A hundred and twelve, she’d heard. Maybe only a hundred and four. Already her fatigue blouse was soaked, and sweat was pooling at her belt along her belly. She ignored it. She was getting out. She was getting away, at least for a time.

Patricia mused to herself that T.R. was no Ranger or Green Beret. Not even your basic infantryman. Captain Theodore Roosevelt Fountain was the compound dentist and known to all ranks and nationalities as just plain T.R. He was recognized immediately by his long drooping mustache and his ludicrous yellow hat. And he was a wild card that the Army preferred not to play. Once T.R. had screamed at a general who stepped ahead of a corporal to get his teeth cleaned, and chased the general all the way to his chauffeur-driven Ford.

“What was he going to do?” T.R. later said. “Send me to Nam?”

And T.R. was the only game in town if Patricia was going to see any part of the country. At least he was handsome, yes. And funny, yes. Blond and skinny with that drooping mustache and his stupid yellow hat. T.R. even admitted that his hat was ludicrous, but always added that the other side recognized him right off and knew he was only trying to help people. They’d let him be, he told everyone.

And T.R. was a bit of a playboy, she knew. But he was sweet, too. Sweet counted in Patricia’s book. Polite southern charm. And slouching a bit. Never be confused with John Wayne. Now he was getting her away from the other men; not leered at for a time, not conveniently bumped into, leaned over, and silently propositioned with their looks. The corporal and the sergeant didn’t want her in the office anyway, didn’t want to answer to a woman. Loo-tenant is what they called her to her face. Or rather, they liked having her there. Because she was a woman. And cute. She didn’t want to be cute. She wanted to be taken seriously, not treated like the only female round-eye left. She’d heard what they said about her, not quite out of earshot. Her body, good tits I’ll bet, like to see ’em, and what they’d like to do to her. Smiles and chuckles, even soft snorts. Take her. Have her. Bend her over a desk and all the rest of it. It was a man’s world. She wasn’t a soldier to them. She wasn’t imposing. She wasn’t big. She didn’t swagger and curse. She was a round-eye with hips and breasts. Someone to be conquered. Something to be conquered.

Patricia had tolerated their dirty jokes for eleven months. Like frat boys, they were. She’d had enough of men to last her a lifetime. Nineteen days was all she had left, and she’d be out of this place and returning to rural Connecticut with its tidy homes and gardens along curving residential lanes.

Continuing down the compound road, Patricia swept her hair back with both hands and bunched it into a ponytail. Then she shoved it down the back of her green fatigue blouse. She put on her OD green ball cap and slipped on her sunglasses. Not much of a disguise, but perhaps it would work.

“What if they stop me at the gate?” she called over to T.R., above the roar of the engine. “I don’t have a pass.”

“What are they going to do, send you to Nam?”

The same tired joke, but Patricia laughed anyway.

“Thank you for getting me out, T.R.”

“You deserve it,” he said.

“And you’re sure I can’t catch it?”

“Not a chance,” he told her, shaking his head. “Nothin’ to worry about, Lieutenant. You can trust me. Nothin’ to worry about at all.”

​
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Quintyn

JANUARY 15, 2006

SAN DIEGO, 9:35 A.M.

I climb over the dunes and head back to the Pacific Terrace Hotel. Julia is waiting for me in our room and I know we’ll make delicious love when I get back.

The hotel doors slide open for me. From the corner of my eye I see a young Hispanic man behind the counter look up and then wave his hand.

“Excuse me, sir! Are you Mr. Ames?”

“No,” I tell him.

“Quintyn Ames, sir?”

“Not me,” I say.

I keep going, past the tourist shop and the indoor fichus trees.

“You in Room 323, sir? There’s a message for you.”

I stop and turn. “I said no messages.”

“Is this your phone?”

I recognize it. Red Motorola flip phone. “Not mine,” I say.

“We found it at the bottom of the pool, sir.”

“I know,” I tell him.

The elevator doors open. I enter and press the button to the third floor. I face the polished mirrors. Even I’m sometimes surprised by my size. But I used to weigh more. Three thirty-five or three forty, like those mammoth guards and tackles you see on Sunday afternoon with their guts spilling over their jerseys. But I’d lost weight since meeting Julia. Running had done it. A mile and a half isn’t much for most people, but three times a day will do the trick if you run until your muscles scream as loudly as your lungs. Even then, the ounces only crawl away. Still, it’s better than those green ketone-burning pills. Better than Lean Cuisine when you have four for dinner. A jiggling waist of forty-nine is now just a jiggling forty-four. Another twenty pounds to go, maybe thirty, and I’ll be more like a linebacker than one of those linemen. Huge and strong again. Huge and swift again. I turn sideways, to check my gut in the mirror. Way to go, Ames. You’re doing it, man. Gettin’ your wind back, too. Gettin’ your legs back.

My eyes go to my nose. Can’t miss it. A big bump on top that holds my glasses in place, then a sharp bend to the left. It used to bend the other way, but I fixed it, sort of, along with three fingers on my right hand. Not a problem. Didn’t hurt at all. Jesus, it still hurts every time I think about it. But that nose is part of me now. So what if it looks that way. I’ve got Julia. I’ve got a job and some money in the bank. So what if it fucking looks that way?

My eyes go to the gold loop earring in my ear. I had protested at first. “I’ll look gay.”

“It’s okay to be gay,” Julia had assured me.

“But I’m not!”

“Then wear it in your right ear. No one will think you’re gay.”

She was kidding, about the right ear. But I relented. Anything for Julia. So it was the right ear only. One small gold loop. She had a matching earring that she wore on the opposite side. I had to admit it was pretty cool, this asymmetrical look.

On the third floor I get out my room card. Julia and I have been married for just two days. Finally. We’d set the date eight times before, saying we’d keep it simple, march down to city hall. But plan something important and life laughs at you. Always an emergency at work, the quiet sanctuary from which I travel the world.

I am not like Balboa or Columbus. I do not venture forth to discover new lands. From miles above I gaze down at the already-discovered lands. No risk of scurvy. No hurricanes or shipwrecks. No mutineers. I do it all from air-conditioned safety, usually with a cup of coffee in my hand.

Julia knows that I work with satellites, but she thinks it has to do with meteorology, that I’m a weather researcher, a civilian adjunct to the military who uses satellites to determine climate patterns and reasons for the shrinking water supplies. So she was exasperated by each delay. Her exasperation has its limits. An elopement was in order. On the spur of the moment we each called in sick with what we claimed was the two-week flu. I booked us flights and we flew west to the Chapel of the Flowers on South Las Vegas Boulevard. Weddings every half hour. Two hundred a throw.

My mother was appalled that we hadn’t told her about the wedding; and on top of that, she wasn’t so sure about Julia because Julia is Catholic and therefore couldn’t be very serious about God. And the other thing: Quintyn, she isn’t black, you know. Not really. How can you be so sure about her?

But Julia was the right girl. My friends joked that she must be the right girl because I’d had so many wrong ones that I ought to know. Not quite. Some of the others were fine all right, but they quickly fled when they knew. They didn’t know what they knew. But they knew something.

Julia knew something too. For months she encouraged me, even prodded me, saying we could talk, talk about anything. We could be free and honest with each other. That’s what couples do. She said that sometimes I forget things or stare off at nothing. That sometimes I seem too detached and almost cloistered. She called it a caged sadness about me and said that to be together as husband and wife we’d have to understand each other, know what drives us and makes us who we are. Julia wondered whether it might be a residue of my childhood there on Northeast Side where I had lived with my mother on Hays Street in that third-floor walkup.

“Everybody has things, honey. Regrets and remorse. Things to get over or beyond. Everybody has them.”

She was right, of course. And I wanted to tell her. All of it. Finally blurt it out. It wasn’t right otherwise. It wasn’t fair. Julia would talk about her own past sometimes but her memory lane was always some happily floating nostalgia, though I’m sure there are fingerprints of regret too, as with each of us; but likely no more than some careless lies or words spoken too harshly, or perhaps some near-infidelity that is wholly insignificant now. She wouldn’t understand how the past is strapped to my back. How it crawls up and leans over my shoulder and whispers to me. It always says the same thing: Ready?

But I finally did tell her, or tried to, there in our DC apartment with the dark wood panels and frilly white curtains. It was evening, a month before we were married, and we were on the couch, my arm around her, Julia’s head on my shoulder. The TV was on, but we weren’t really watching anything, just enjoying touching and being alone. At some point I switched off the show and faced her. I think Julia sensed that this was the moment. There was a small smile of relief on her face. I would take her down my own memory lane.

And so I started in, about Eddie, about Eddie Cobb and the pact we had made. As I spoke I fell into a kind of time shift to which I’ve fallen prey many times, and once again it is night and drizzling, and yet the air is hot and still. I see a single star above, and I can see Eddie’s dark face and his crooked teeth like tilted tombstones. We are alone in the ditch where we’ve been for nearly three days. He’s been trembling all this time, and again I reach over and steady his hand. He soiled himself two days ago yet we have waited here in the great stench with hardly a word except his pointless question to Bob Wilcox who is no longer there. “Is it okay, Bob?” Eddie asks Wilcox. “You don’t mind, Bob?”

Then, more hours of aggressive boredom and silence that tear into us, until Eddie’s head suddenly swivels to mine. I know that this is the moment. His eyes widen. Eddie mouths a single word to me: Ready?

I never got that far with Julia, not even halfway. Just hearing about Eddie and the momentous pact, and Julia seemed to brace herself. I couldn’t go on, and after a time she stood up and gazed around the room as if looking for something. Finally, she turned to me and smiled. Actually smiled. But it wasn’t a smile of relief. It was the way you smile when something doesn’t compute, doesn’t register at all. A bewildered smile.

I could guess what she was thinking—that it was all past and done, that it had no place in our present; or even if it did, therapy would take care of it, or maybe some new medication. I didn’t say anything more. I just watched Julia standing there and nodding her head slowly as if underwater. I waited through her silence, and finally she said: I’m okay, Quintyn, and you’re okay too. Everything will be okay because it was a long time ago. Then the words I knew were coming: I don’t care what you did.

Julia still didn’t understand. It wasn’t something I’d done. Even now I see Eddie’s mouth silently forming the decisive word: Ready? And then his final words to me, perhaps his final words to anyone, more of a sigh than a whisper, but words so fierce they are a continuous sound in my head: You said you’d do it, Quintyn. We have a deal, man.

No, it wasn’t something I’d done. It was something I hadn’t done. The most solemn commitment possible to another human. Sometimes you can fix what you did; but what you didn’t do, you can’t fix forever.

Julia’s bewildered smile eventually settled into one of tender affection. She sat down next to me again and took my arm. She nestled into my shoulder. Thank you for telling me, Quintyn, she said. I don’t care about Eddie Cobb or anything else, because I know you. I know you for who you really are.

Which meant she didn’t know anything at all.

I slide my plastic card into the slot on our hotel room door and enter. I smell coffee and air conditioning.

“Hey,” Julia calls from the adjoining room. She’s in bed still, on my side now, the blanket smoothed out for me, her hair tumbling over one eye like a dark curtain; her white silk top not covering much, which is just fine. My mother was right. Julia’s not really black. Her skin is its own color. Maple. Yes, bright maple. Her eyes are blue leaning toward green. Her father had immigrated from Scotland and her mother had immigrated from Jamaica. I’ve seen both sides of her—the stubbornness of the Scots and the gaiety of the Jamaicans.

Julia and I met at a Nats game. The nation’s capital finally had a ball team again, and on April 14 I went to the home opener. Nationals versus the Diamondbacks. It was the bottom of the fourth. Vazquez, I remember, was pitching for the Diamondbacks. Vidro doubled for the Nats and then Guillen was hit by a pitch and went to first. Two on, no outs, and I sensed someone settling into the seat beside me. Two more pitches and Ryan Church popped out to the shortstop. I must have groaned audibly because Julia leaned toward me and said, “I think they should make the ball bigger.”

“That’s not your seat,” I said without turning.

“Or make them throw it slower, don’t you think?”

I must have grumbled something.

“Are we having our first fight?” she asked.

She later told me that she’d seen me at Little League games and liked the way I had stood behind the home-plate cage and encouraged batters for both teams. I had played two years of Double A in Birmingham, and was pretty good, but not nimble enough for the hot corner and not speedy enough for the outfield. They put me at first because of my big bat. I had dreams of being drafted, maybe by the Yankees or the Dodgers. Dreams do come true. I was drafted, all right. By my country.

Julia also played ball. She was a pitcher for the George Washington University Colonials. The GW’s. Now she’s their coach. I have a photo of her from back then, a frozen moment of a younger Julia leaning toward the plate as she awaits the sign; her hair falling forward across her cheek, her eyes nearly hidden in the shadow of her GW ball cap.

It didn’t take long for me to fall for Julia. It could have been her lean no-nonsense body, her deep-set eyes, or that she was so tough and funny; but really, she had me with the warm timbre of her voice: Are we having our first fight? I turned to find her sunshine smile. Her eyes said even more. Somewhere I heard the crack of a bat but I stayed focused on Julia as Vinny Castilla tripled to right and Vidro and Guillen raced home.

Julia and a triple. A good omen.

“A good run?” she asks me now. She smooths out the sheets for me and shifts her hips suggestively. She stretches her arms out to welcome me.

“Thought we’re going for Mexican,” I say.

It’s a joke of course. With Julia first things are always first. She gives me a look as she lowers a strap on her gown.

“I’m sweaty,” I tell her.

“So get me sweaty.”

I glance in the mirror to see how bad I look.

“Looking good, Quincy,” she says.

“It’s Quintyn.”

“Come here and let me see if I can do something about that nose.”

“It’s fine.”

“So, how about getting me sweaty?”

It would never end. I’m fifty-nine and she is thirty-eight and not just the years, but who knows how many pounds separate us. But Julia always wants more. Fortunately, she’s a miracle worker in bed. Knows everything and likes everything, and can perform wonders to keep me going. She doesn’t mind my size. Says she likes to hang on for dear life. But I’m not sixteen anymore. I’m not even thirty-six anymore, and I’ve considered more than once that I might die right there in bed. With Julia the end could be near. Then she’d need a real miracle. I move closer to her. Maybe this time it will be the end. What a sendoff that would be.

There’s a buzz on the bureau. Julia’s cell.

She takes a breath. “First your phone,” she says. “Now mine. They can’t have you, Quintyn.”

“Ignore it,” I tell her.

The buzzing continues.

“I’ll handle it,” she says.

Julia springs up and grabs the cell phone. “He isn’t here,” she announces without even a hello. With the phone to her ear she marches to the balcony door. She slides it open and steps outside. I know what’s coming.

“No idea where he is, Alec. Try fucking Mars!”

A flip of her wrist and her phone soars over the balcony toward the pool three floors below. It’s the second arcing phone since we arrived. Too far up for me to hear either of them splash.

“They can’t have you,” she says again as she returns inside.

In a single flowing motion my beautiful Julia is back on the bed. A seductive raise of an eyebrow. She lowers the other strap now. I take a breath. “Get me sweaty, cowboy,” she says, and again I think of death, and smile to myself.

Now it’s the hotel phone ringing.

“How do they know where we are?”

“No idea, honey.”

“How do they know, Quintyn? It’s not fair! What could be so damn important?”

“I said, I have no idea.”

We ignore the phone. The harsh ringing stops. Then it starts again. I reach for the phone to stop the ringing. “I’ll just tell them I’ll call back later,” I say.

Wrong. Her eyes grow dark, determined. She glares at me.

A second later Julia is up and standing with her back to me as she pulls on her jeans and grabs a blouse from the drawer. “You promised,” she says over her shoulder. “You promised me, Quintyn.”

“Hey, what happened to sweaty?”

Silence now, except for the shrill ringing of the hotel phone.

“Let me get a shower,” I say. “I can’t go to breakfast like this.”

She slides on her GW jacket. Pulls on her ball cap.

“A quick shower is all,” I plead.

But Julia is already at the door. She turns with an exaggerated smile. “Ready for some Mexican, honey?”

I grab a towel and wipe my face. I promised her two weeks. Two gold rings. Two matching earrings. Just the two of us.

The door closes.

Of course I’ll go to her. My life is moving forward again and I’ll move with it. With Julia. The phone continues to ring. I pull on my red Nats jacket and race after her to catch the elevator. Nothing will keep me away from Julia. Nothing.

But the past is a hook in my mouth. Even in the hallway I find myself again in those dark and motionless hours: The constant drizzle, the single bright star that seems always to hover above us, the stench of Eddie’s pants, his quivering hands. Eddie has a lucky charm, a rabbit’s foot that he’d won at a carnival or maybe a gum ball machine. He keeps it mostly in his helmet where he can feel it, and sometimes in his mouth where he turns it with his tongue. Now Eddie peers over at Bob Wilcox who isn’t there, having stopped twitching and flapping a day before. Eddie reaches out of the ditch and grips Wilcox’s bloated ankle. Is it okay, Bob? he asks Wilcox. You don’t mind, Bob?

Down the hallway, and I replay it all in my mind, compressing into instants what took hours, days, weeks: Humping step by step, sometimes without direction, anatomy slumping along as we entered villages that look the same and hump past paddies reflecting the same gray sky, up and down the same rivers again. Sometimes the choppers come in to lift someone back to the world. All that, with no sense of strategy or mission and nothing gained and nothing lost. Until now: Yen Bai, and the sniper taking Jim Geltz and Sam Greene and Tommy Colome one at a time; then Leroy Williams trying to be brave but was easy pickings, and Bump Rogers who ran and he was easy pickings; and last was Bob Wilcox who just wanted to go home so he just stood up, said “Peace, brothers,” and he was easy pickings. And me and Eddie still in the ditch.

“We gotta move,” Eddie says now.

“Where we gonna move?”

“I dunno. Fuck. How are the fingers?”

“Still got a good hand,” I tell him.

“Is it okay, Bob? You don’t mind, Bob?” With a heave, Eddie pulls Wilcox’s leg toward him and notches his weapon in the groove of Wilcox’s ankle. He lines up his sights for when they come. And they’ll come.

Then Eddie raises his chin toward my crumpled nose. “You look like shit, you know.”

“You smell like shit,” I tell him.

It’s funny, but neither of us laughs.

Waiting is a killer too. Now, more silence and more darkness, hours of it, it seems, but in a way, I savor the plush comfort of night, being hidden in the dark—until Eddie swivels his head to mine. I see the wavering outline of him, like a dark and ghostly hologram; his eyes shine as they bore into me. I know. A slow feed of adrenaline has kept me awake all this time, and now my body shifts into molecular alert. Eddie silently mouths the word I’ve dreaded for days: Ready?

Yeah, I tell him. I’m ready.

Then finally the words that even now are so close to my ear that I can almost feel his lips—You said you’d do it, Quintyn. We have a deal, man.

I shake away my thoughts and find a smiling Julia waiting for me at the elevator. She doesn’t want to ruin this day either. Julia pulls on my shoulder and I bend to receive her kiss.

“Ready?” she asks, and for an instant it’s Eddie Cobb mouthing the same words, like a spear in my gut, and again Eddie is present and standing right here with us.

“Ready,” I tell Julia. “Mexican it is.”
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Patricia

MARCH 30, 1972

QUI NHON, 12:25 P.M.

T.R. Fountain and Patricia bumped along the deserted dirt road and toward the compound gate. Dust kicked up behind them.

“It’s hot like this in Baton Rouge,” T.R. called over to Patricia. “Hotter than two rabbits screwing in a wool sack.”

Patricia hadn’t heard that one.

“But it’s nothin’ to the people here,” he added.

She nodded.

“I admire them, you know,” he said. “They’ve outlasted the war. They’re real survivors.”

Up ahead on the compound road, Patricia noted a tiny man in rags and a bamboo cone hat. Old Man Thanh is what they called him. He was coming the opposite way. Old Man Thanh had a mop over his shoulder, like a rifle. As they passed him he saluted them with the wrong hand and smiled at Patricia, a deferential smile. Patricia returned Old Man Thanh’s salute and his smile. Like T.R., she was always polite to the Vietnamese people.

■

Old Man Thanh waited until the jeep had passed. Then he veered off to the shed and hung up his mop. He started down the dirt road toward the gate. Though Thanh was only sixty-three, he looked as worn and haggard as a man thirty years older; like a man who had survived a dozen wars and not just three.

Thanh’s job was simple. And he knew they wouldn’t catch him, because the Americans never noticed him anyway. The thick heat was heavy on his shoulders, but his cone hat shielded his face from the sun. Dust rose at his feet as he dragged along in tire-tread sandals. Old Man Thanh adjusted his peasant hat to better shield his eyes, especially from the Americans he passed.

Thanh had walked this road every day for more than a year. He knew exactly what to do because he’d done it before when the French were the occupiers. He was precise, counting each step: Một, hai, ba, bốn, năm . . .

Two small steps per meter. In his left pocket were pebbles. Each hundred steps he shifted a pebble from his left pocket to his right and started counting over. Một, hai, ba, bốn, năm . . . Later he’d calculate the dimensions of the compound and relay the information to his son. His son would take it from there.

Past the Officer’s Club and the closed motor pool, Thanh turned up the road toward the gate. Another jeep came toward him now, and he tilted his head up but kept his eyes low. He knew he was invisible to them, but nevertheless his pace stiffened. Thanh offered another thin smile showing his black gums and twisted teeth. What were the words they used? Yes, gook. And dink. When the French were occupiers, they had their own words but he couldn’t remember them anymore. He concentrated as another jeep came closer; silently, he continued counting, hai mươi mốt, hai mươi hai. He could feel his shoulders trembling.

The jeep hurried past him.

Old Man Thanh shifted another pebble to the other pocket and continued to count. Waves of heat reflected from the aluminum roofs. He wiped his face with a rag, then his neck and the rim of his cone hat. A soldier approached, and Old Man Thanh turned away pretending to cough. The man passed. Thanh was invisible.

He kept going, passing a two-story barracks with the top-floor windows boarded over now. Một, hai, ba, bốn, năm, sáu . . .

He was almost out.

■

As they approached the compound gate, Patricia adjusted her sunglasses and looked away.

The guard held up his hand. “How’s the war today, T.R.?”

“Not bad, Bobby. It seems just fine for a war.”

The guard laughed and waved them through. Immediately they were out into the crowded and dusty street of Qui Nhon City.

Lieutenant Pavlik took off her ball cap and let her ponytail free. She lifted her sunglasses to the top of her head. She was out. And she wasn’t going to miss a thing.

“Heard you got into it with Major Fuller,” T.R. called over to her above the noise of the engine.

“An asshole.”

“Heard he was comin’ on to you.”

“Asshole,” she repeated. “He was drunk and I got tired of listening to his phony war stories.”

“So you broke his nose?”

“Split his lip,” she corrected.

“So, what’d he say to set you off?”

“Not for polite company.”

“Well, good thing none’s present.”

She laughed, then grew serious. “He said his tongue really knows its way around.”

“Nice. What’d he say after you slugged him?”

Patricia laughed. “He said, and I quote: ‘Fuck you do that for?’”

“What’d you say?”

“Di ăn cứt.”

“‘Go eat shit,’” T.R. translated. “Here’s to small victories over here, Patricia.”

“That’s right,” she said.

T.R. turned onto busy Vo Thanh Street. It was filthy and gray with dilapidated shops made of cinderblock and wood. Each store had iron grills in front and rooms above. The stores sold cigarettes, watches, diapers, and cosmetics, all from the world. Patricia heard the blare of a stereo, American rock and roll, the words distorted by the volume. She saw men with missing limbs hobbling along on stick-crutches. Women squatting easily on their haunches. Dust kicked up around thejeep. The smoky air was hot in her throat and the bright sun was painful to squint into.

Still, it was exciting. This was humanity laid bare. And something else too: she saw that they were poor, yes, but unbowed; struggling desperately yet without disgrace, without tragedy in their eyes.

They passed a vendor selling warmed French bread and lengths of dried squid. T.R. swerved around a pile of trash, then dodged a rackety horde of motorbikes and mufflerless scooters. People looked up at them as they passed, their faces staying on Patricia when they saw she was a round-eye woman. White. Pretty. Ponytail blowing. Men and women both stared as she passed. One woman smiled and waved, perhaps a recognition of sisterhood. They passed a man steering an ancient and wobbling pedicab. He did a double take and had to recover before he tipped over.

T.R. pointed to the open-air market. He shouted over the engine noise. “You can get anythin’ there—gasoline, jeep parts, steaks, dope, watches, even guns. They stole most all of it from us, and this is where you come if you wanna buy it back.”

They continued past the Jimmy Bar, the Lovely Bar, the Florida Sauna, each with girls outside leaning easily against the front of the building waiting for soldiers who had already gone home.

T.R. pointed. “All off limits,” he said. “But fellas still sneak down there.”

“Not you, though, right?”

“No, no,” he said, pulling villainously on his mustache. “Not me.”

■

Old Man Thanh thought about his son, Bao, now thirty-five, his only surviving child, who had never known peace. He remembered his son playing good soldier and bad soldier with the other boys in the village. Some of them imitated the French by charcoaling mustaches on their faces and hair on their arms. Then they would try to capture the good soldiers. Now his son was one of the good soldiers, this time against the Americans with their own mustaches and hairy arms.

Thanh was proud of his son’s Victory Medals. But he had nothing personal against the Americans. Though they never noticed him, they weren’t cruel like the French had been. And he made enough money from them to feed his wife.

Thanh’s knees trembled as he forced himself to keep walking. Maybe he was too old for this now. He’d been brave and violent as a young man, even caught French soldiers in ambushes, took them down, smashed them gleefully; maybe something had happened to him, age perhaps, and with it a loss of stamina. Still, he wouldn’t stop. Couldn’t. He told himself again that there wasn’t much to worry about. The Americans would check him at the gate just as they’d checked him when he came in. He’d leave with nothing but his work card and the pebbles in his pockets.

Thanh lined up with the others at the gate, waiting to be searched.

■

Vo Thanh Street ended at the narrow coastal road, and T.R. swung south along the spectacular South China Sea. It occurred to Patricia that Qui Nhon could be a small resort city except for the sandbags stacked along every street and the barbed wire that coiled up at each intersection. No dogs. No cats. No birds. People have to eat, she knew.

“How come you like it here?” she asked T.R.

“I don’t like it here.”

She looked over at him.

“I love it here,” he emphasized.

“Will you miss it?”

“Not goin’ home. Tossed my orders.”

“Don’t tell me, what are they going to do, send you to Nam?”

He laughed with her.

T.R. lit a Camel with his Zippo and exhaled with obvious pleasure. Patricia wanted to tell him that those things could kill you, but it would be ridiculous given the country they were in and the strange village where they were headed.

There were no street signs, but T.R. had said not to worry, he knew the way. And he’d be careful, he’d said. The rule of the road was first come, first served—except for the mammoth ARVN trucks that demanded the right of way and always got it.

Patricia pointed at a row of sickly brown huts on stilts over the water, like sticks glued together and rocking in the morning tide. They passed shit corner. She’d only heard about it until this moment but could now see men and women wading in thigh high. Others were already squatting to relieve themselves in the tide.

T.R. drove quickly but expertly. A long, straight stretch and the jeep went into a noisy cruise. Miles farther down the coast they came upon a stone-faced man in a pedicab clutching a coffin the size of a child. He didn’t notice them.

Another few miles and T.R. downshifted, made a quick swerve, and they left the coastal road. Now it was all dirt and dust and spinning wheels. He shifted to four wheels and soon they were jolting along the eastern side of Vung Chua mountain.

Patricia leaned forward hoping for a glimpse of the village.

“How much further?”

“Five, six miles.”

“Brian’s never been there.”

“Forget about Brian,” he replied. “You’re with me.” He glanced over at her. “You sure you’re okay, Patricia?”

“I’m fine,” she assured him.

■

Old Man Thanh watched as a towering MP with a shiny helmet and starched fatigues moved along the file of compound workers. He patted the workers’ stomachs and legs as he moved, lifted their hats and peered under them like he might find a grenade. The woman in front of Thanh opened her brown bag and set it on the dirt. The MP stopped and rummaged inside the bag. Work clothes and a carton of Winstons. He motioned for her to go on.

Now he stopped in front of Old Man Thanh, who was looking down at his feet. The MP lifted Thanh’s cone hat, then patted his pockets. He felt something. The pebbles.

“What’cha got in there, papa-san?” the MP said loudly.

Thanh stiffened but kept his head low. He could hear the pulse in his ear. In his mind he saw them studying the pebbles and realizing their purpose.

■

Their jeep jerked over ruts and ridges in the road. Jungle leaves waved at them on the right, like enormous green flags. Vines coiled up and knotted like rope. Mosquitoes flurried against the windshield. Smells and tastes came toward Patricia in a rush—sweet followed by something tangy. Everything here was alive. Everything here was thriving.

Then the hill suddenly dropped away on their left, all the way down to the South China Sea far below. Small fishing boats idled out on the water. Stretches of sugar-white sands scalloped the mountain’s base. She could see the emerald water curving its way into little coves; crystal clear down to the coral and the sands, then a lighter blue farther out, and finally a wonderful green-blue all the way to the horizon. From this height, the water looked stationary. No breakers. Not like the Atlantic, she thought. Hardly any waves at all.

Patricia thought of her husband, Brian. It didn’t matter to her that her name tag said “Pavlik.” Patricia was still a Rowland. She slept in the same bed with Captain Brian Pavlik, but he didn’t own her. She’d been clear about that. She was twenty-two when they’d married right out of Princeton. She was old enough and bright enough to know better, she told herself now. But apparently not. A disaster is what it was. Brian hadn’t grown. He was still the same boy. She performed her marital duties, at least once in a while. Hard to avoid it when there was only one bed. Just a little tonight, honey. Just once. Take the edge off. He was quick with it, and that was fine. She got out from under him. Let him sleep.

Brian had to know. How could he not? There was so much silence between them. So many words that neither of them spoke. Or maybe it was just her words that went unsaid. How could he not know? How could it not have registered that she was just playing out the marriage scene here and that back in the world she would be swift with the divorce?

Now Patricia heard birds, finally birds, invisible in the dark green foliage as they cawed to warn others away, or made long trills to woo a mate closer. Clouds of mosquitoes continued to spin by them, some trapped in the air pocket of the jeep. She slapped them away. She heard the screech of monkeys and then other sounds she could not begin to identify.

She was finally seeing it. She was finally here, in the country she had only heard about.

■

The MP yanked Old Man Thanh toward a table. “Dump ’em out, Bud.”

Thanh knew what he meant. He emptied the pebbles from both pockets, careful to keep the two piles separate. The MP stared, then called out something to another MP. Thanh knew the words—stupid slope. The other MP roared as Thanh smiled an embarrassed and dumb smile. Then he scooped one pile into his right pocket and the other pile into his left pocket. He bowed his head and stood waiting, staring at the MP’s enormous spit-shined boots. His mouth quivered.

The MP shook his head at Thanh, then patted him on his head. He pointed to the front of the line. Thanh took two steps, then looked back. “Keep going, papa-san,” the MP shouted. The MP glanced over at his buddy. “Dumb dink,” he howled.

■

Their jeep crested a rise, and they started downward. T.R. had to brake quickly as the jeep jostled and jolted, in places scraping bottom on the ridges and ruts in the road.

“What’s the place called again?”

“Cuy Hoa,” T.R. told her.

Patricia caught a glimpse of a steeple. It disappeared as they rounded a bend and the jungle rose up again on their right. Then the final curve, descending more steeply now as the jeep scraped its way over stones and humps in the dirt.

Then she saw it—and blinked to make sure. Colorful dots up ahead. Yellow dots. Orange dots. Turquoise and red dots. Rows of them sparkling in the midday sunlight. She glanced over at T.R. He gave her a told-you-so smile. A fairyland, he had promised her. An oasis in the middle of a war. She saw purples and yellows glistening in the sunlight. Bright blues and reds. All with the emerald backdrop of the expansive sea. All of it here. Right here.

Patricia spread out her arms and felt the wind rushing by. She stood, her head over the windshield as she gripped it for balance. “I’m free!” she shouted. “I’m free!”

Thanh held his breath as he approached the gate. He was proud that he remembered to count even the last dozen steps to the barbed-wire fence. Muoi hai . . . muoi ba. He shifted a final pebble and looked around. One more step. Then another. And another. No one shouted. No one yanked him back.

A moment later Old Man Thanh disappeared into the thronging Qui Nhon street.

■

The sparkling dots came even closer, and now she could see what they were: red rooftops and blue rooftops and stretches of vibrantly colored paths. A Disneyland, T.R. had said. Surreal is what it was. Unbelievable, if she hadn’t seen it for herself. She was speechless, and blinked to make sure it was really there. Really here.

She looked over at T.R. He gave her a thumbs-up. No problem at all, he was saying. Don’t worry, Patricia. Safe as can be.

No problem at all.
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Quintyn

JANUARY 15, 2006

SAN DIEGO, 10:45 A.M.

Consider this: There’s no need for photos from back then. Not photos of you in front of your hootch with a beer in your hand. Not you with your smiling buddies side by side holding up your weapons. You don’t need photos because back then returns as a newsreel in your head, a black-and-white, like when you were a kid at the movies. No theatrical music is needed. No title. No credits. It’s just there, including the newsreel countdown: 3-2-1.

You’re shaving your head. And your balls. All of you are. It’s because of the lice. It’s the only way. Now you’re a whole squad of baldies, top and bottom. But you look good. You look mean. And lean. Jim Geltz says it’s cool, this bald look, and maybe he’ll do a Mohawk next time. Colome smiles and sweeps up his hair and for some reason puts it in a plastic bag under his bed. Eddie, with his shiny black head, gets called “Eight-ball” right off. Then Bump Rogers tells us that we’ll all be fine now, that we’re sure to go home ‘cause being bald is good luck, really good luck, nothing better; ya can’t beat it for luck, he says, not for nothing.

Change reels: 3-2-1.

An FNG storms into our hooch—a Fuckin’ New Guy—and he looks like a hippy compared to you and the others, even has Elvis sideburns. His name is Hodges, or something like that, and he’s right off a desk at Ord or Bragg or maybe Fort Hood; he comes in cocky-like, with shiny fatigues that are pressed and creased. Everyone puts down their beers and watches his eyes skim the hooch. They settle on you, like he’s one of those bullies who picks a fight with the biggest dog just to establish his claim.

He takes two steps toward you, but Eddie steps in and puts a hand to the guy’s chest.

“What do you want?”

“Nixon,” the guy says, looking around again. “Where is he? I’m gonna get my hands on that motherfucker.”

Eddie pushes him away. “Nixon ain’t here.”

The guy smiles at us, like it’s all a joke, us and the war both, and our bald heads, and he says that we look like a bunch of shiny fuckin’ eggs, and that he’s not going to die here, not for Nixon, no fucking way, and besides, the fucking Army screwed up ‘cause he only has two weeks left till he gets out; and does anyone want to play poker, he asks, five card stud, ‘cause he really needs some dough for when he gets back home.

We know right then he won’t make it.

Change reels again: 3-2-1.

Dusk four days later, and we’re clumping through some elephant grass in the Muang Valley, trying to get to the rise where the chopper is picking us up. The FNG, Hodges, or whatever his name is, is fifth in file, and he steps wide of our tracks and stumbles onto a Bouncing Betty. The Betty leaps to his waist level, and he doesn’t have time to say anything as his arm flies off. He spins and lands on his back, his eyes staring straight up like he’s still watching for the chopper.

“Fuck,” Wilcox says. “A goner.”

We kneel down.

“He should’ve gotten a haircut,” Bump declares. “He would’ve been safe then.”

Colome shakes his head. “Naw, blame it on Nixon.”

“Chopper’s here,” I say.

Wilcox nods. “Yeah, but he sure could play some poker.”

The San Diego sunlight is bright on the way to the restaurant. I have to squint through the windshield. I should have brought my sunglasses. The sun here isn’t like the sun in DC. Simple high school geometry: closer to the equator, the sun’s circle of illumination is more overhead, more direct, more concentrated because of the steeper angle of incidence. In DC, the sun slants through the atmosphere at a shallower angle, spreading the same sunlight over a much broader area.

In short, the San Diego sun is brighter.

That’s what I am thinking as we pull up to the Old Mexican Café. If your job is to look down from the sky, then you notice angles. Digital images are sometimes flat rather than 3-D, so every shadow length has a particular meaning at a certain time of day; every wavy line and ridge and hill is photographed and measured according to that moment’s juxtaposition of earth to sun. Like I said—geometry. Then there’s our LIDAR satellite lasers that shoot impulses of green and infrared light at earth surfaces forty times per second, measuring heights of forests and jungle canopies by identifying wavelength-dependent changes in the intensity of the returned signal.

Geometry. Love it. I can’t help myself.

From the sidewalk, I see a Hispanic woman making tortillas right there in the window; grinding, pounding, flattening, and laying them out, preparing them for the open fire. I push open the restaurant door and we enter, the three of us: Julia and Eddie Cobb and me. The place smells good. The place smells like a Mexican restaurant should, with its salsas and cheeses and cilantro. Yes, it’s touristy, but we’re tourists, so what of it?

All eyes turn to us. To me, I mean. A whisper from one couple and a head tilt from another—a look-at-the-size-of-that-guy head tilt. I’m used to it. Julia is too. Eddie doesn’t notice. He wanders off to a corner. He won’t bother anyone there. No one will even notice him.

A cute Mexican hostess greets us. Her name tag says “Lupita.” She gives us a charm-the-tourists smile and pretends not to be surprised by my size, but her eyebrows give her away. She guides us toward a middle table until I stop her and point to a side booth where I can face the door. I like to keep the world in front of me. That’s where she seats us.

The restaurant is mixed. A black couple in the back, an Asian couple to my left, three young white women sipping coffee on my right, two men at the counter. No Hispanics. Maybe they know where the good food is.

I nod to the black couple. They nod back. We don’t know each other, but we belong to the same club. The Asian couple is unusual, a young Korean man and a young Vietnamese woman. Most Americans can’t tell the difference. Forehead and jaw. That’s the difference. And the whites—one of them at the counter is obviously an off-duty cop. He’s working on a chile relleno. The three women sipping coffee look like they’re dressed up for church. The other man at the counter is eyeing them. Not a chance, I want to tell him.

“Welcome,” Lupita says, no accent at all, probably born and raised here, probably never been to Tijuana. She glances from Julia to me. “Oh, I love your earrings,” she says.

“We just got married,” Julia tells her, with that great Julia smile.

“Oh, that’s so great!” she exclaims. “I’m so happy for you.”

She sets chips and three salsa bowls in front of us. She points to the third bowl. “Be careful, you two. That one will set you on fire.”

I nod.

“It’s not good for business,” she deadpans, “if we have to call the fire department again.”

I like her immediately. “You in school?” I ask.

“Political science, at City. I plan on going to State next year.”

“What if politics isn’t a science?”

Julia kicks me under the table.

“Math minor,” she adds as if that answers the question.

“A noble pursuit, math,” I tell her.

I’ve always loved math. It comes easy to me. Algebra, calculus, number theory and differential equations. In middle and high school, I was ahead of most of my math teachers, but they kept telling me that I should focus more on basketball or football. There was no future in math for someone like me. Still, I made it along each year, D’s in most subjects but A’s in math, until my eleventh-grade math teacher smiled at me aggressively and asked me who the hell I thought I was.

That afternoon I was on a bus to Alabama and the Double A Birmingham Barons, joining the team just after I turned seventeen. Ma was angry. She said only an idiot would quit school. But those were the days.

We order our meals. Huevos rancheros with whole wheat tortillas for me; a medium bowl of menudo for Julia. Quiet Mexican guitar music plays from somewhere over the bar. Sombreros on the walls, paintings of Conchero dancers, and the usual Pancho Villa poster with full mustache, cross belts, and an angry smile. He would not be defeated.

I point to the Pancho Villa poster. “Nineteen sixteen,” I say. “He came across the border and killed eighteen, wounded eight, burned down the little town of Columbus, New Mexico, and then ran off with machine guns and whatever else they could carry.”

“Sorry I missed it,” Julia says absently. “As if war ever solved anything.”

I let it go.

Julia points to my Nationals jacket. “You’ve got salsa already. And the food hasn’t even come yet.”

“That’s why I wear red when I go Mexican. Ma taught me how to dress.”

Julia reaches across with a wet napkin to help. “So, have you given any more thought to retirement?” she asks me. “Florida? Maybe California?”

“I was thinking Columbus, New Mexico.”

Julia laughs.

Our meals arrive. The waitress brings them with oven mittens on. She warns us that the plates are hot. My huevos rancheros are steaming. Julia’s menudo is stocked with beef chunks and chopped onions and cilantro. I take a bite of the tortilla. Freshest ever. I avoid the fireman’s-special salsa and go for the middle-hot. It’s hot enough. I usually eat quickly, but this time I savor. I don’t know if they serve it like this in Guadalajara, and I don’t care. This is good. This is very good. Julia opens another napkin and hands it to me
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