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To our late grandparents,



Benjamin and Sonia Bock


Solomon and Gertrude Goodman



Immigrants all


Who fled persecution


seeking a kinder, more just world








“[It] had been like a paradise that I had to leave, like Adam had to leave the garden. It was just too perfect. In a few years’ time a shit storm would be unleashed. Things would begin to burn. Bras, draft cards, American flags, bridges, too…The road out would be treacherous, and I didn’t know where it would lead, but I followed it anyway…”


—Bob Dylan, from Chronicles: Volume One












Author’s Note






THIS BOOK HAS BEEN AN EXERCISE in reconnections: to a group of classmates I hadn’t seen or thought of in decades, an unhappy time I had tried to put behind me, a young self it still pains me to recall. A part of me dreaded the process of writing it; I just didn’t want to go back.


But a strange thing happened when John Kerry, a classmate, ran for president in 2004. His candidacy set off a domino-chain of classmates’ emails—which was understandable enough. The voices in these emails, though, or in many of them, were not ones I could bring into alignment, no matter what allowance I made for the passage of time, with the boys whose faces I still saw behind them. And I began to question myself.


Then came a second event: another classmate, a very different sort of classmate from John Kerry, died unexpectedly. His passing brought more emails—and these were even more foreign to me: touched with an honesty and a tenderness, and ultimately a sense of shame (for there was much to be ashamed of in the case of this boy) that seemed unimaginably at odds with the classmates I recalled.


My questioning then grew into something like a quest—which, in the end, is what this book has been for me: a connecting of old ghosts with their real-life, latter-day voices; and later, with the hearts and minds and life-stories that have made these voices so different and so real.


The process began with many voices—forty or more—and over time was winnowed to fifteen or so, and finally to seven (including myself and the classmate whose death unlocked such rawness). It is to these five other classmates, with whom I have spent so many hours over the past three years, that I owe my first and largest debt: for their time, their honesty, and, above all else, for their trust. These are men, without exception, who had not seen or heard from me in more than forty years, yet were willing to share with me some of the most private—and sometimes darkest—chapters of their lives. Over months of long lunches and dinners, and the emails and phone calls in between, I listened to stories of love, war, death, business, marriage, divorce, depression, sexual identity, alcoholism, abstinence, and a hundred other things. And from these stories—together with my own, those of our lost classmate, and briefer glimpses of others—I have worked to fashion a wider story: of a piece of a generation and a particular moment in time.


So, for their honesty, courage, and the trust they invested in me, I need particularly to thank John Cocroft, Chad Floyd, Philip Heckscher, John Kerry, and Lloyd MacDonald.


My deep thanks go also to Louise Friend, whose love for and deep appreciation of her brother filled for me gaps that would have left this book thinner by far.


There were many classmates, in addition to the five named above, with whom I spent time, either personally or on the phone; and others whose emails added importantly to my story. Principal among these were: Dan Barbiero, Chris Chapin, Geoffrey Drury, Bert Myer, Sean O’Donoghue, Seymour Preston, Tip Sempliner, Bill Tilghman, Wick Rowland, and Bill Wallace.


Thanks also to Will Schwalbe, for having the vision to see this story in the first place; and to both him and Brendan Duffy, for seeing it through. Also to Tim Rodd for his insights on boarding-school life.


And to Sam, my editor-son, who plowed his way through at least two renditions, and was as kind as he was helpful in the suggestions he gave—that’s a real gift of yours, Sam. And to Christine, for her advice and abiding friendship. And my good friend Mel, whose lifetime of editing served me almost as well as his humor and support.


Printed sources of particular help have included: St. Paul’s: The Life of a New England School, by August Heckscher; Tour of Duty: John Kerry and the Vietnam War, by Douglas Brinkley; and John F. Kerry: The Complete Biography, by staff reporters of the Boston Globe.


Which leaves only Landon to thank. And I don’t have the words for that. Her support, her patience, her love, and her faith were oftentimes all that kept me typing.
















Familiar Strangers






The boy sits on the toilet in the center of the half-frozen meadow, bolt upright as we pass. He is fully clothed and zippered—wearing the same stained trousers and jacket we will see him in every day and night for a week—his feet planted an inch deep in the muck, the smile on his face so dumb and unmoving it seems almost to be carved.


“I recall there was a thin layer of ice on the water,” one of us, our class president, will remember in an email decades later. “It is a truly painful memory. It was painful even then.”


The boy is fifteen or sixteen, like the rest of us, but different in almost every other way. He is bigger by far: six-foot-two or-three and well over two hundred pounds, with broad, nearly square shoulders and the short, thick neck of a dockworker or heavyweight wrestler. His clothes are a joke among us: fifteen-dollar polyester blazers from Sears or Robert Hall, trousers that stop an inch short of his ankles, heavy brown, mud-caked oxfords that never get shined or changed. Everything about him is a joke: his clothes, his helmet haircut, his caveman’s rolling shuffle, the hard, white stains on the crotches of his pants. But we are careful with our laughter, because his temper is volcanic and he is stronger than any two of us.


His name (the name I will call him) is Arthur. It is said that he is from a farming town in Pennsylvania, that he has come to the school on a scholarship, and that he has been “all the way” with a girl—in the back of a hay truck, as the story is always told. There is a rumor that he once righted a tipped car singlehandedly to free the driver inside, and another that he is physically afraid of his father (which conjures images of a family of Goliaths). But it is hard to know what is true. He seldom talks about himself (in contrast to the rest of us, for whom self-talk is a daily staple), and almost never talks at all when there is a group around. But he will sometimes explode into laughter—a sudden staccato chain of throaty roars, like a man choking on his dinner—for what seems no reason at all. Beyond these few things, and his enormous size and strength and uncouthness, he is a mystery to us all.


We have paid him to be on this toilet today. Someone has paid him: fifty cents or a dollar or maybe a little more, because he will do almost anything for three or four quarters (he will do worse than this before his time is done at the school) and because quarters, or dollars, mean nothing to the rest of us. And someone has dragged out this junkyard toilet from somewhere and hauled it to the meadow and set the time and spread the word around the dorms: “On the way to chapel Sunday—another Arthur show.”


So he sits now in the meadow with his feet in the icy mud and smiles his dumb, determined smile. And the rest of us file past, slowly, in clusters, on our way to breakfast or to Sunday evening chapel—it might have been either one, a gray April morning or the dying light of a Sunday late afternoon, and too many years have passed now to say which—adjusting neckties, buttoning shirt collars, whispering and gawking and ready to laugh.


But no one laughs. Or almost no one. And what laughing there is is thin and nervous, and dies just past our throats—its memory years later will bring pain. A few of us look away.


The sense of wrongness spreads quickly, like a bad smell coming to ground. We walk faster—all eyes averted now—until the boy and his toilet are behind us and out of sight.


 


THE FIRST THING I DID WHEN the photo came to me, by email, from a classmate I hadn’t seen in more than forty years, was to count the faces in it. There are 105 of them—of us—as nearly as I can tell, lined up raggedly, more or less by height, all of us in jacket and tie, on the steps of the St. Paul’s School auditorium. We are fourteen years old; a few of us are fifteen. Almost no one is smiling. We are a very somber group.


I am in the front row: shoulders flexed back, head cocked to one side, feet spread wide—James Dean or Elvis, or a gunslinger—next to my best friend, Rich DeRevere, a scholarship student with a buzz cut who will be a radio reporter and the father to a girl and a boy, then will die in a Florida hospice at the age of sixty-one, a year before I will know he is gone. There is mowed grass in the foreground, wide white columns to our backs. It is a weekday afternoon in the fall of 1958.


Once I’d counted the faces I began to study them. I studied them for hours, one by one and in clusters, enlarging then reducing, going up and down the rows, until an afternoon and an evening had passed.


There are the timid ones, who bunch their shoulders or shrink behind others; the swaggerers and the lip-curlers (I am one of these) whose sad, shallow bravado still hurts a little to see on record today; the sullen ones and the serious ones and the ones with the goofy looks. And there are those, even at fourteen—Lloyd MacDonald, blond, square-shouldered, and taller than the boy to either side, who will be our senior-class president; Bob Mueller, future hockey-team captain and head of the FBI; Peter Johnson, brainy and irreverent, who will be named editor of the school’s literary magazine, then will die outside a Vietnamese city called Qui Nhon—who seem already to have mastered the secret, of never seeming to try.


It puzzled me why I felt so drawn to the photo. It wasn’t one I remembered; I remembered almost no photos at all. I had been expelled from St. Paul’s a year short of graduation, at the end of my fourth year there—breaking a long family tradition with what my father would call the “stigma” of my disgrace—and my memories prior to that had not been happy ones. I owned no yearbooks, had never attended a reunion, had kept up with no one in the class. Yet I could tell you at least something about every face in that picture, and I remembered nine-tenths of the names. And I kept going back to it. For all the confusions and small remembered terrors those faces stirred in me, I kept on going back. I still do.


It’s been more than two years now—I understand better today what it is that keeps drawing me back. There is a strangeness that comes, for me at least, in looking at old photos. A sadness mixed with wishfulness, a mixing-up of time. To look backward from here to there, but also, by looking back, to be there again, only now to be looking forward: to know that this boy would thrive and that boy wouldn’t, that this one would climb vertically, almost unimpeded, while that one would have terrible troubles, that the level-eyed calm of a boy in the back hid a secret, that the vivid talents and visible sureness of another would be squandered in an early death. There is something intrusive in the feeling, but also seductive, like looking through a door left open by mistake.


 


JOHN KERRY IS IN THE FOURTH row. He is one of the serious ones: lips pursed, eyes furrowed, head tilted a little awkwardly to avoid being obscured by the boy in front of him. (He would graduate, four years later, among the tallest in our class, though he was still, at the time, among the shortest.) It’s hard to know what he might be thinking. He looks, for the moment, perplexed.


He is the reason, today, that I have the photo at all. It came to me by way of a classmates’ email group that formed the spring before the 2004 election, originally to share reactions to a magazine story that appeared around that time. Headlined “John Kerry, Teen Outcast,” it had opened with an account of John being booed, in absentia, at our fortieth St. Paul’s reunion, then gone on to detail how reviled he had been at the school (“Forty-two years after the fact, many of his classmates still mock him…They dislike him so much they’ve frequently helped his political opponents.”).


I don’t know how true any of this is. I don’t know if he was booed at that dinner or not—Lloyd, our president, who gave the toast that allegedly drew the boos, swears that he wasn’t—or how many of our classmates have continued to hate him with such feeling. It’s hard to get most of them to say anything at all about John. Some claim to be gun-shy from being misquoted by reporters who called before the election (probably a third of the class got such calls, in search of school-day remembrances); others just smile and shake their heads when I ask them, or go suddenly quiet on the phone.


But whatever anyone’s feelings on John today, it’s fair to say that, as a classmate, he wasn’t widely liked. Nor was he any sort of leader in the class. So it is ironic, these many years later, that he would be the one to unite us again.


But it has happened that way. The email group, which began as a handful of classmates with that single small focus, quickly took on members and widened its scope: first into a discussion of the campaign and its chances, later to the values behind it (“I would vote for John whether I liked him or not…,” “My heart is with John, [but] my conservative instincts haven’t really changed much since our school days”), and finally to other, less political things. Through the summer, then fall of 2004, there were emails on Iraq, gay marriage, the economy, school prayer, flag burning, God, woodwinds, Bob Dylan, the Yankees, the Red Sox, a hundred other things. By the weekend before the election, more than two-thirds of us still surviving—fifty-odd late-middle-aged men in at least four different countries and something like twenty states, some not having talked to a classmate in decades—were getting and sending messages at a pace of twenty a day.


I would never have expected this. I don’t know what I would have expected, probably something not so different from the pabulum of life-landmark highlights I’d read from time to time over the years in the school’s alumni magazine (“After nineteen wonderful years working as X and living in Y, Susie and I have decided to close out this rich and rewarding chapter in our lives…”). But this was nothing like that—it was better, braver, richer by far. It felt kind of magical, at least for a while: like stepping through a door back into that photo, trading voices, hearing echoes, sharing our astonishment at having evolved.


As the weeks passed—first before, then after the election—the messages grew more personal. Old memories were reprised and recast; there were exchanges on work, family, failed relationships, art, music, creaky knees, the creepage of time and age. One classmate wrote in to recall, among other things, an old English teacher’s epic nose-blowings (“He would pull out from his tweed jacket sleeve a large handkerchief, would unfold it ceremoniously, blow loudly, then return it with great dignity to his sleeve. It’s what I remember most about third-form English.”), another to share his recollections of “the peace, the quiet grace” of Sunday evening chapel. Two classmates, both former marines, recalled aspects of their time in Vietnam. A journalist from Connecticut wrote to share the news of his father’s recent stroke and death. A lawyer from Maine, whom I remember mostly for his withering sneer and mirror-shined English loafers, told of how religion had reentered his life after law school (“I wonder for how many of us our religious education has proved to be important?”). A doctor from the West Coast wrote to tell of an early life of depression, drug use, and multiple divorces: “But I’ve emerged into my sixties in pretty good shape…very much a lightweight in terms of planet accomplishments compared to some of you, but have found an appreciated niche here in [my community] and in my children’s hearts. And that will do.”


The most prolific, by far, was Arthur. Arthur the hulk, the toilet-sitter, the class jester and pariah; Arthur of the filthy, crud-stained fifteen-dollar suits and revolting public hygiene, who would suffer any debasement for a fistful of quarters, was now a salesman of mobile-home parts in western Virginia: alone, never-married, and nurturing—incredibly—an abiding fondness for his long-ago school.


“You all have offered a lot of stimulating and good and kind thoughts in our exchanges about Kerry and other matters,” he wrote the week of the election. “A number of remarks about myself were forwarded to me on the general topic of the ‘gentle giant’…I thank you for your extraordinarily kind remarks, which I probably did/do not deserve.”


I must have missed those early “gentle giant” messages—though there would be many more like them in the months to come. But his emails were a deluge. They began two or three weeks before the election and continued until more than three months after. I don’t know how many there were—twenty, thirty, maybe more, sometimes two or three thousand words at a time—about politics, sports, business, integrity, encyclopedia sales, his sick mother, his early life. The messages were impassioned, often embarrassingly personal. He wrote of an illness that had nearly killed him two years before, and of the resolve he said had grown from it: “to make things a little better while we are here, and to improve our eternal characters for whatever may come beyond.” He leaned heavily on clichés—also on allegories—cited self-help books, quoted Vince Lombardi, and referred more than once to The Creator. He seemed driven by the need to connect.


“I have decided that this discussion group merits some of my quality time for several reasons,” he wrote in a February 2005, late-night email. “I can learn and share with other privileged and smart people—just as I can, and have, with those much less so. I wish to change the world for the better, though the odds of doing a lot of that are dicey. In the meanwhile, I can continue working on myself and who knows where some of the sparks of that effort may fly.”


Most of us ignored him. When someone would respond, Arthur would write back promptly—to us all. “Thank you for caring and responding,” he’d begin. Then would come the monologue (“Suppose you are an astronaut…”). When someone would try to rein him in, which happened more than once, his response was always benevolent: “One classmate has good-naturedly pointed out that I can be long-winded. Guilty, no doubt. Perhaps turgid and bloated, too. At least I hope to be credited as a forthright searcher for higher truth.”


He was lonely. That much seems clear. Also that he had forgiven us—if he even felt any longer (but how could he not?) that there was anything still to forgive. I used to wonder this sometimes. We must all have wondered it, at one time or another during those three or four months of what he liked to call his “epistles”: How does he remember us? How could he share himself so nakedly given the degradings he suffered at our hands—cruel jokes and hazings, public humiliations for which he’d be paid several quarters or a dollar to endure? Or had he managed somehow, in his need for connection, to forget that they even took place?


One of the ways he had earned his quarters, especially during our first year or two at the school, was as a kind of enforcer. If you had a score to settle with someone, or just were looking for a spectacle at the expense of a boy you didn’t like, you might engage Arthur for the job. I was at the wrong end of this once. I have no memory of why I was the target, or of who had contracted for Arthur’s muscle that day; what I remember is being grabbed by the arm on the way out of the lower-school—eighth-grade—dining hall, dragged in a headlock upstairs to the third-floor fire escape, and either pulled or pushed through. Arthur came through with me, got hold of my lower legs, picked me up, and tossed me—literally tossed me, as you might toss a rug for cleaning—over the fire-escape railing, where he held me by my ankles twenty feet from the ground. I remember that his palms were wet against my bare skin, and that, although I was certain he wouldn’t drop me on purpose, I was terrified he might lose his grip. I held very still, said whatever it was I was made to say—“I am a fairy,” “I am a homo,” “I promise I’ll…,” there must have been something—then was lifted back over the railing, set right-side-up and let go. Through it all, Arthur never hurt me or was any more forceful than he needed to be, though his strength was greater than any I had felt in my life. I remember feeling that he wasn’t enjoying my terror; he may have even told me so. He may have even smiled, or said something gentle or consoling, before he set me free.


Forty-seven years later, a week or so after the 2004 election, I sent Arthur a long email, which included my fire-escape remembrance. He wrote back a day later, assuring me, as I’d expected, that he had no memory of it. His message then concluded:


“If I did something as reckless as your memory indicates, I do earnestly apologize, even at this late date. Yes, I remember I was quite often ‘over the top’ in those days, but do honestly regret if I put your life and limb in danger. I am glad to hear you are well.”


 


ON THE NIGHT OF NOVEMBER 2 the Kerry campaign lost the election. The emails over the next several days were subdued. (“I’m quietly depressed this morning, but certainly not without hope.”) Most of our group, probably as much for reasons of common history as anything else, had come around to John’s side by the end—although there were some vocal exceptions. (“I have been badgered by journalists over the last several months…I can’t stand the guy and don’t want anything to do with him.”) Over four or five days in mid-November, a collective email to the defeated candidate was drafted, amended, agreed to, and sent:




Dear John:


We are many of your classmates from the St. Paul’s School form of 1962. From across the political spectrum and around the world, we write to express our deep admiration and heartfelt gratitude for the honesty, integrity, spirit and reason you brought to the presidential campaign…


Your candidacy has also produced another consequence…It has, literally, brought much of the form together after more than 40 years…and resulted in the renewal of decades-old friendships. For all this too, we thank you…




My name was among the signers. Arthur’s, too, I believe. There were about sixty names in all. One of the original drafters was a boy with a flat-top haircut in the second row of the photo, now a broadcast executive in the West. Most of what I remember about him is that his dorm room smelled of after-shave and that he had an odd, kind of motionless walk.


But to look at him now in the photo, looking out fixedly from between the shoulders of the boys in front of him; then to read the email, his email, written to the boy three rows behind him who will almost be president but who, for now, is only a short, befuddled fourteen-year-old trying hard not to be effaced by the boy in front of him—is like being pulled back into an old, familiar dream. One of those dreams you wake from but still feel holding you, till you break free by force of will.


They are all strangers to me. Familiar strangers. Even the ones I knew better. Even my best friend Rich, standing there next to me with his big ears and his stoic, shoulders-back posture (he’s the only one in the front row whose hands remain behind him): I knew about him only that he was uncommonly kind, generally unafraid to show his feelings—both dangerous qualities at St. Paul’s in those days—quiet, unathletic, almost slavish in his studies, and either mocked (“DUH-DUH-DUHHH-Revere!”) or ignored by nearly every boy in the class. Also that he sometimes borrowed my neckties because he was ashamed of his own, and that he smelled always of the coffee he consumed by the gallon day and night. Beyond these things, almost nothing. And since then, nothing at all. Only facts.


Even me. There I stand in that ridiculous, spread-legged, curled-lip self-parody of a pose—“You had an attitude,” a friend says in looking at the photo today. But what attitude exactly? Who was that boy? Out of what insecurity or lopsided teenage value came that gunslinger’s swagger that day?


I don’t know. I remember him, of course. I remember some of his fears and feelings, some of what he might have been trying to hide behind that day. I remember that he often felt angry, that he seldom walked when he could run (his nickname was “Dash”), and that he talked far too much and bragged sometimes about things he’d never done. I remember him as I remember Rich or Arthur or the after-shave wearer—far better than them, though in just the same way. But I can’t touch him. I can’t reconstruct him. I don’t know where he went.


Where did any of us go? And who were we, really, even then? And what were we trying to prove today—composing this tribute of “deep admiration” to a boy we only half-remembered and mostly didn’t like? Or extolling, for his “gentleness,” a boy who revolted us when we weren’t sitting him on toilets for quarters or dropping booby-trapped buckets of water on his head? Or writing emails about our stricken parents, our religious wonderment—as though we’d known each other our whole lives?


It is only memory that gives us this privilege. The thin familiarity that comes with remembering things: that this boy was a terror on the hockey rink (as John came close to being, though what’s best remembered is that he seldom passed the puck), that that one was a bookworm, or a prankster, or was said to be a “homo,” or had the best dates for Dance Weekend, or kept a stash of Newports under a rock by the Lower School Pond. These are the credentials we carry of our classmates, the worn little legacies that creak with disuse when we go to unlock them, then fall apart at the first suggestion of today.


 


PART OF IT COMES FROM THE sharing of just having survived. St. Paul’s was a hard place in those days. And we were young and far from home. Even apart from our cruelties to each other, apart from the loneliness and homesickness and the austere, even forbidding surroundings we shared, it was a life meant to harden and deprive. “Tough and nasty” is how one classmate describes it in an email. “We were an elite in the matter of leaving childhood early, and learning how to take the pain.”


Almost no one, I think, would have called himself happy. The mornings were too early, the work too hard, the daily regimen too punishing, the winters too endless and cold. The isolation was oppressive, and purposefully enforced: a phone call required a quarter-mile walk followed by a fifteen-minute wait in line; a trip into town was layered with bureaucratic compliances; overnight absences, except for family emergencies, were not allowed at all. There were, of course, no girls.


There was nastiness everywhere. Public humiliation was part of the currency we shared. Grades were posted publicly; misbehavings were announced by the headmaster—the rector—before morning meetings of the school. In the classroom, if you gave a wrong answer to the wrong teacher—“master”—you were apt to receive a stick of chalk to the head. “If your brains were dynamite,” he would shriek at you, his face twisted in contempt, “you wouldn’t have enough to blow your nose!”


Disobedience was unthinkable. An upperclassman, during my second-or third-form year, famously defied chapel dogma, at several successive services, by facing the wrong way during the reading of the Apostles’ Creed; one morning, very quietly, he was gone. Violations of the Honor Code, understood by every boy to be sacred—the supreme commandment of life at St. Paul’s—were grounds for instant expulsion (so terrifyingly so, at least to me, that for two years, obsessively, I rewrote every page of every homework paper that betrayed any sign of an erasure or mistake).


There were many cliques, but only one that ever counted. The Regs—for regular guys—dressed in Brooks Brothers suits, French cuffs, and gold pin-collars, spoke their own private language, and carried their derision the way a beat cop might carry a nightstick. Their cruelties were ingenious, and extended to every corner of the class. There seemed no social or public dimension—how you dressed, walked, talked, ate, played, and studied; who your friends were; which way you blew your nose—for which the standard wasn’t unassailable, and hadn’t been set by the Regs. They were our Mafia.


(One classmate, who had come to St. Paul’s from a middle-class town in suburban New York, would recall for me later an incident that occurred his first week or two at the school: “I had my jacket off and my sleeves rolled up—most of the way to my armpits, the way I’d rolled them all my life. And [one of the Regs] came up to me: ‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘We don’t roll our sleeves up like that here. We only roll them up three times.’”)


But beyond and above all this—and underlying it—were two absolute precepts of life. The first was manliness: you never complained or made excuses, or said your likes or longings out loud. The next was Christianity. The message of each—of both—seemed stitched into every prayer and plaque and saint’s statue, every chapel homily, every hockey game and homework assignment, every minute of every day. (“Behave in life as a game and clean man behaves on the football field,” Teddy Roosevelt had written in 1917—the same year my father had arrived as a third-former—in a note to the school that remains framed there in a hallway today. “Don’t flinch; don’t foul; and hit the line hard.”)


There was no pity anywhere, and no softness. For all the slavishness to Christian teachings—the eight-times-a-week chapel, the psalms and scriptures, the weekly sermons on our missionary duties to the poor and oppressed—there was very little comfort given, and not an ounce of Christian love in sight. (Only once in four years did I see a boy cry publicly. It happened on the soccer field. The coach ignored it; every boy nearby, including me, moved away.) We were stalwart little soldiers. We worked hard, competed furiously in everything, kept our tears and terrors to ourselves, and stepped cruelly and publicly on anyone—such as Arthur—who could be seen as misfitted or weak.


It had been this way, allowing for small swings in culture and leadership, for a hundred years already, since a twenty-six-year-old Latin tutor and Episcopal minister, Henry Augustus Coit, had been named the first rector of the school, with twelve boys under his charge, in the fall of 1856. Very little had changed, and nothing basic—the elite, all-male student body, the enforced isolation, the classics-based curriculum, the Spartan ethic, the eight-times-a-week chapel—between that time and the time of my father in the early 1920s, or between my father’s time and mine.


“I pray that every St. Paul’s boy will remember that he is a gentleman,” Henry Coit had told his charges, in a sermon sometime around 1890, addressed to the school on the eve of a summer’s vacation: “This school does not stand for the hotel manners popular at the seaside; this school does not stand for turning night into day, nor for morning hours lolling in bed, nor for the desecration of the Lord’s Day now becoming so common.”


 


AS THE WEEKS PASSED AND THE emails grew more honest and more interesting to read, I began to pay real attention—first to the themes of what was being written, then to the writers themselves. I began to try to match the one with the other, to link the messages I was reading—of work, family, loss, the beginnings of decrepitude—to the sixteen-year-olds I once had thought I knew. Some of the pairings seemed likely enough; others were harder to see. Still others seemed unthinkable, beyond imagining.


I’d find myself rereading an email, then enlarging the image of its writer in the photo on my screen, trying to make the one fit the other. I couldn’t stretch my picture of the boy with the cruel mouth and the shiny loafers into a seeker after meaning and faith—yet it seemed that he’d become one. I couldn’t conceive of the undersized, wise-ass drummer I’d roomed next to leading a platoon of marines in Vietnam. Lloyd, our president, had gone on to a career as a federal judge, which seemed fitting, even predictable; and John, whose lust for the limelight had been a class joke even then, was today a senator. But a boy who’d seemed to care about nothing so much as his Vitalis-slicked hairstyle and his closetful of Brooks Brothers suits (whose trousers he sometimes wore under his shin guards to hockey practice in an exhibit of disdain) was now a high-school history teacher who wrote understated emails about the value of friendship and the disappointments of parenting. And Arthur had forgiven us, and was now apologizing for himself.


It amazed me, all of it. It captured me. I began sending more messages of my own. I got into a dialogue with an old dormmate, now a businessman in New York—we would eventually meet there for dinner, though I would never see him after that—who recalled for me his view of things, a year out of college and still carrying the secret of his gayness, on shipping out for Vietnam: “Maybe I’ll just get shot and no one will have to know.” Another boy, now a bookbinder and retired financial planner and among the shyest, most solitary members of the class, wrote to me of a life lived much the same way. (“Essentially, I am a recluse à la Emily Dickinson, but without the genius. And I like it that way.”) Some wrote mostly of their careers or business successes. Some stuck to politics. A few wrote back to share their memories of me: “Remember the practice we gave to three-man football? The plays, with Bert and Weaver, that we could call out on the line, on cue, and run the likes of Bobby Mueller to the ground?”


I’d forgotten those games, until he reminded me. His name is John (like at least eight others in the class); he was small and fast, as I was; we probably made a good team. Today he works for a marine shipping company in San Francisco; I never heard from him after that. The gay Vietnam veteran shared a large room with another boy in the dorm I lived in my last year at the school; I used to go there some nights to play backgammon for quarters and listen to “Runaway.”


The more we wrote, the more I remembered. The more we all must have remembered—that’s what the emails were about. One of us had just run for president and nearly won. The face that had filled our TV and computer screens all those months had been the face of a jumpy, over-driven boy, whose questings had been too crude and naked to suit us but had taken him, nearly, to the fulfillment of an impossibly daring dream. To remember him now was to remember ourselves: our own boys’ questings, how much we had dared for them, what fruit they had or hadn’t borne.


“We were all shot from the same gun in June 1962,” a classmate would write in an email not long after the election. “Some of us have flown straight, some at a tangent, some have missed the target entirely…”


I wasn’t one of those shot from that gun. It was a different, most would say lesser school that would grant me my diploma that year. But that’s almost not a difference at all. We finished—wherever we finished—in June of 1962. John Kennedy was in the White House. John Glenn was the biggest hero since Lindbergh. Happiness Is a Warm Puppy and Sex and the Single Girl were what most of the country was reading. The sixties—what we would come to know as the sixties—were still three or four years away.


We finished college, most of us, four years later. That was the year James Meredith was shot on a freedom march in Mississippi; there was a race riot in Watts and peace marches in New York and Washington. So the changes were beginning—but only just. It was still the time of folk songs and high ideals: Joan Baez, Peter, Paul and Mary, Timothy Leary, Lenny Bruce. A hippie was still a flower child; a protest march could still be a Walk for Peace and Love and Freedom; a policeman wasn’t yet a pig. It hadn’t turned angry yet.


“By ’66, it was getting to the point where you could see it coming, that you were going to have to come down on one side or the other,” another classmate, later a marine officer in Vietnam, would tell me over lunch the summer after the election. “It wasn’t in your face yet at that point, but it was getting there.”


The next year we bombed Hanoi and the war’s body count nearly doubled. There were riots in Detroit and Newark, peace vigils in Washington, draft-card burnings in Central Park. Then the Tet Offensive—February ’68—and the riots spread to the campuses; then King and Robert Kennedy, both dead inside two months. Then the Chicago convention with its macings and clubbings; and two thousand deluded romantics carrying Vietcong flags, teargassed in the Capitol while several thousand more walked in circles around the White House carrying candles and singing for peace.


“The top blew off,” the old marine would tell me. “It just blew, pretty much overnight. It was never the same after that.”


This was the stage we arrived on, then departed from—for first jobs, grad schools, the Peace Corps, Vietnam—to make our ways in the world. We were smart, privileged, wonderfully well educated, more than half of us at Ivy League schools. We were the cream; we were the future (and had been told so, by how many commencement speakers on how many broad green lawns); we would carry the hopes of our schools, our families, and our country ahead into a perilous time.


And a lot of us did. But some of us stumbled, and some are stumbling still.


I’ve been one of the stumblers. Along with enough others to make up a pretty fair share of the class: the West Coast doctor who tells of his depression and divorces, a retired Hollywood writer come and gone from five different careers, the Vietnam veteran who struggled so long with his gayness, the bookbinder who writes that “the real world and I have never seen eye to eye.” And a New York artist, also gay, who suffered a breakdown trying too hard to be his father’s son. And a former alcoholic from Rhode Island, another Vietnam vet, who will open his life to me. And Arthur. And four or five others I’m not as sure about. (Plus the stumblers, however many, who haven’t come forward as stumblers or haven’t joined our group at all.)


It’s a tricky thing to make judgments about failure and success. And there are, of course, no sure gauges. But the more emails I read—and as time went on, the more lunches and long afternoons I would share with their writers—the more it began to seem to me that, as a group of classmates, at least in the early years, we had stumbled and backslid more than most.


The war was a big part of it. It decided a lot of things. Some of us enlisted, others got drafted (most of these eventually found their way to Vietnam), while many of the rest, who might have hoped to be artists or bankers or to bump around a year or two, instead chose routes that would keep them from the draft: law school, a teacher’s job, the Peace Corps, or VISTA. By the time the war ended, the choices had congealed: the law-school grads were lawyers by then, the teachers were teachers for life. One classmate, with law school already behind him, signed on for a year-long stint with VISTA, working with Oklahoma Indian tribes, to get himself past draft age (“the magic, undraftable twenty-six,” he would write later in Princeton’s alumni magazine). Seven years later, still living on a Cheyenne reservation in Montana, he was counseling the locals on small-business affairs: “Some myths had been exploded. [I had found] the moral imperative to make efforts to improve what I saw.”


But the war was only part of it. There had been a shift. The rules had changed just as our game got started. For four years at St. Paul’s—and another four, for most of us, at Yale, Princeton, Williams, Amherst, or Brown—we had played and studied hard, dressed neatly (and uniformly), deferred to authority, upheld tradition, and come to understand, almost by osmosis, that there were responsibilities that attended the accident of our birth.


Then everything got flipped. In the space of not much more than a year, a lot of the old root work, the old icons and assumptions, got ripped apart and recast. (The tipping point is hard to place exactly, but it was sometime in 1967, around the time most of us began living life for real.) Authority and tradition were suddenly invidious. Nine-to-five was a failure of the imagination. Money and privilege were somehow obscene. Teenage boys burned their draft cards (“Hell No, We Won’t Go”), and dared the police to arrest them; young women gathered publicly to mass-incinerate their bras. It was that year or the next that they put suffixes at the end of “elite.”


It was a giddy time—that was most of the point. But it was also unbalancing. Where before there had been a system with rules and a road map, there was now a strange sort of vacuum. In place of yesterday’s clear expectations was now a frighteningly open road. We had been schooled, more than most, in obedience, respect, and emotional forbearance. All around us now were defiance, irreverence, and unthrottled feelings and drives. Reaching back for those years—’67 and the three or four years that followed—the strongest echo that comes to me is the sense of feeling lost.


 


SOME OF THIS SAME ECHO, THIS memory of lostness, was coming through in the emails: the classmate who confessed he’d rather have died than been outed, the doctor’s memories of depression, the naked loneliness of Arthur’s late-night rants. The more I read, the more I found myself asking: How did that boy become this man? How many of the stumblers, and which ones, had found sure footing—and where, and through what, had they found it? And what had caused us, back then such stingy, cloistered, tough-minded little WASPs, to be today so sharing of ourselves?


Had it mattered that we’d read Caesar and Virgil and the Hellenic wars? Or studied Paul Tillich and the Letters of St. Paul, and sat in chapel every morning and twice on Sundays for four years? Had the St. Paul’s Honor Code taught us anything lasting about honor? Were we stronger, more abiding people for having carried the weight of following in our fathers’ paths? And all that intellectual rigor—were we smarter, more penetrating thinkers for having learned, at sixteen, to parse an argument?


I didn’t have the answers, if there were answers. All I had was the sense I got, and still get, every time I look at that old photo: that for all the hope and pride and tradition, and all those thousands of tuition-dollars spent, the world we were groomed for at St. Paul’s in 1959 was more orderly by far, and more forgiving, than the world we were to find.


“SPS was a bastion of that whole preppie, ‘Episcocrat’ thing,” my marine classmate would say to me at the end of our lunch together. “They trained you for it, the same way they’d been training kids the last eighty or ninety years, the same way they trained some of our fathers, like yours…


“Then it all blew up in our faces—BOOM! Gone, just like that.”
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