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French provincial towns are about like what your hometown was when your father was a boy, before movies, the radio and the family car changed all that. Your father wasn’t bored. Neither are the provincial French.


— Instructions for American servicemen in France,
World War II, issued by the U.S. Army


 


I did the best I could with what I had.


—Joe Louis




FEAR NOT


For Diana Evans Ricketts and Tom Lightwater




OVERTURE


EVERYBODY LOOKS BETTER SINGING, ESPECIALLY FIFTEEN-year-olds.


The same dutiful adults turn up at all these high school musicals. I’m early tonight. Claiming two front-row seats, I spread my sogged overcoat. This toasty auditorium smells of industrial floor wax. Student adolescence keeps walls infused with a sebaceous sweetness akin to curry.


Tonight’s three-hour Sweeney Todd will star my teenage godson. Well, no. He’ll actually play Pie Customer #1. But the boy is premed. We don’t want a future actor. We want one mighty well-rounded college application.


This freezing November evening, the rain-ponchos crinkling indoors look doused, not attractive. Kids onstage grow annually more slim and gifted. In their fringe and songs, how lithe each one. Why does such zest make us, their adult sponsorship, look ever more bushed? Just once I’d like some glamour out here among the grownups smelling tonight of wet wool.


Teen ushers seat older arrivals. I have time to consider random irks, stray hopes. Twelve days and nine hours back, I FedExed north my Civil War novel. Spent seven years writing it; the War took only four. While my New York agent is either reading it or continues her partying, I’ve finally fertilized my houseplants. I sent a candy-gram to my favorite ailing aunt before recalling her diabetes.


So I feel grateful doing godfatherly duty here. I never miss his science presentations, soccer games. Pie Customer’s divorced father lives six states away. I get to be the stand-in. Afterward I feel more civic, butch, opaque. Look, I’ve brought our boy these nice red tulips, just a wee bit frostbitten.


Umbrellas collapse. Theatre-lovers shuffle in bragging of all they’ve done to get here. Our supposedly high-end River Road, it always floods first. Damp cars outside will mostly show you faded Democratic election-stickers two administrations old. In here we’ll prove liberal in toe-tapping through this season’s “People Who Need People.” Come intermission, we will grin, nod, chat. Condemning worsening local traffic and George W. Bush’s latest pointless foreign war. Mostly we’ll stand around praising each other’s kids. Truly. Has there ever been a bunch more gifted?


Good crowd tonight, considering predicted sleet. Old folks keep teetering in. They need walkers just since last year’s Carousel. They’ve been coming to these musicals since their own kids, now retired to Florida, belted out 1961’s “Steam Heat.”


I keep scanning for my dear friend Jemma, mother to my brilliant godson. Keep checking the time, awaiting my agent’s verdict, half-thinking it’ll be announced onstage. Took me years to just research the war epic. My house still resembles general headquarters: wall-sized battle maps, victims’ daguerreotypes, one dented bugle. What future subject will ever stir me so? I’ve gladly fetched up here instead of waiting near my landline. Anyway, it’s after NY office-hours. Thank God for friends and their dazzling kids, the sweet stir others make. Still, I need another project.


Here’s Jemma, childhood pal, first-reader of my prose. Pie Customer’s mom holds a brand-new yellow legal pad. She has agreed to review this show for our Falls Herald-Traveler. Her likely rave will surely list the complete cast-crew-ushers. Already she sits jotting notes. Wish I’d brought my laptop, even without a new subject . . .


I’m just about to ask her why adults look so much dowdier at musicals starring adolescents, when in walks a couple glamorous enough to prove me dead-wrong. Hello. My exhausted narrative capacity, if not yet stirred, twitches.


Smiling, they ask if seats beside ours might be free. “Please, all yours.” Both are tall athletic blondes with dark eyebrows; their shearling ski jackets match. Windblown, he looks ruddy; she glows nicely-rosy. This storm seems engineered to show off their complexions. I swear they belong onstage and not out here among grandparents’ Greenpeace backpacks, sandals worn over hideous Peruvian socks.


They’re the lion-kingly young parents all high school drama students must want. Instead of, well, us—my lovely friend and me, earnest, informed, fiftyish and counting.


Jemma nods at newcomers, gives them a real grin but then, for my eyes only, hand-letters a message across her pad. Nodding others’ way, she shields from them these words:


NOTICE PAIR. SAVE HUNCHES. STORY AFTER. GOOD.


I, finding myself becalmed and itchy between novels, I, seated between my dearest friend and two hot strangers new to me, welcome a sudden challenge. I’ve just been sitting here, bracing for another Suzuki-Method-teens’ atonal stab at Sondheim. Any competing tale-making task excites me. Even without a stubby pencil or an Apple product in hand, aren’t all real writers always writing?


I—shy, intent—beam geniality toward our new lank ones. They’ve settled, easy with each other and soon me. They introduce themselves. I accept each warm hand offered. They give first names only, plus their daughter’s last singing role here—Julie in Showboat.


“Sure. Carried it, really. Yale Drama candidate. But would we want that for her, is the thing?” I soon quip about tonight’s Sondheim: “Even for kids smart as ours, pretty thorny score, eh?”


She smiles: “And such a wholesome moral! One straight-razor trimming London of all that’s sick, I mean . . .” We demonstrate chuckling. We’re proving ourselves committed to our teens. We’re also showing we can—when briefly left alone—outdo our kids at caustic eye-rolling.


The child orchestra starts tuning up. However cute, that bassoonist sounds tubercular. Kids’ conductor, rumored to also be a composer hugely-gifted if as-yet-undiscovered, needs a shave. We can tell tonight’s score is going to be tough. Poor guy’s already sweated through his shirt-back.


As the couple shucks outerwear (yellow ski-lift tags dangling) I swear I smell cedar. These two might be anywhere under forty. She is saying, “Haven’t seen you-all since your boy really helped put over ‘Nothing Like a Dame.’ Fantastic number, right?”


She explains: their girl will play tonight’s mad bag-lady. (Who’ll turn out to be the Demon Barber’s long-lost wife.) “Uh-oh,” the young husband adds. “Hope we’re not blowing the play’s family secret for you. Had to really smudge up our girl fairly well, just to keep Cara from looking perfect and young. Keeps shining through. Still, she seemed super-into-it, didn’t she, babe?”


His left hand falls open across on her jeans’ right thigh. Around us, older married couples sit chewing over town politics. But husbands address just husbands; gray-haired wives side-by-side converse. How brave are these young lovers? They keep staring at each other!


The strapping young man hurries off for refreshments. He soon brings his lady tonic-water with precisely three lime slices pre-squeezed. I’m sensing concord. Her hair is pale and, as we chat, his hand slides right up under it; he now sits massaging her, ridding her nodes of last workday tension. And she? So used to being touched by this young pro, she chats right through it. Her neck half-crooks, catlike, settling pivoting back against the expert corners of his usual pleasuring. (How am I doing?)


Lights dim as, last thing, our pair joins hands. They smile as if about to witness Broadway history! Being such a unit, they seem cut off from us. And yet, watching the two tilt nearer footlights, it’s lonely not being one of them.


Intermission lets us truly talk. We do get jostled by a mother seeking better seats. This handsome woman of a certain size accompanies twin boys, ten, blond, amazing-looking. I say, “Sorry, taken.” She leaves miffed. During the last acts’ songs (except those featuring Pie Customer #1) I sit describing for myself the two beside me: Maybe he’s fresh-back from long business-travel to China? Seems a postponed reunion is in progress. Something blocked their first-run at romance.


Bet he quarterbacked for some good county school. Guy still gives off a jivey kind of student-government-leadership buzz; that still seems to half-surprise her. His eager-beagle energy softens her actress-caliber looks. The woman’s face comes close to being beautiful but turns back last-thing. Seems some loving sacrifice she’s made for him.


Finally curtain-call. If fatigued, we do manage our mandatory voluntary standing-ovation. (Parenthood is already a standing-order standing-ovation.) By now, our humid auditorium smells of warmed rubber boots, cold brownie crumbs. My tulips, inverted, appear asleep. Cast-and-crew’s kid-siblings doze along every aisle, nested into whispery nylon coats.


Jemma and I say ’bye to the lovebirds, and we all vow to sit together next time. Maybe even catch a bite somewhere after? The young husband pats my upper back. “Was great. Hey, man, you guys still know what fun is.”


Surely a compliment to live by!


Pie Customer #1 is bound for his cast party. And, as soon as his mom and I are on our own, Jemma laughs. Swears she half-expected those two to start tickling one another like kindergartners.


“But I really like being near people that affectionate.” I’m already defending them. “Maybe bachelorhood makes me notice it more, but isn’t that rare among married straights? They’re almost handsome enough to turn up in ads, even movies. Cannot miss the erotic energy. Microwave popcorn going. What’re the odds of holding on to that, and with a teenage kid?”


“There’s something I should tell you.” Eyes lowered, she goes somber, almost scaring me.


School parking-lots, underlit past-sundown, look bleak as prison yards. Summer heat must’ve distorted white-painted lines into going this fudge-rippled. November makes everything worse. As do musicals concerning cannibalism.


Driving off school land, Pie Customer’s mom shows me her most sphinxlike grin. “Well?” she asks. “I wrote ‘Notice Couple.’ I did not write, ‘Come On To Couple’! Knew you needed a project. Next time, while waiting for the judgment on your book? maybe take a magazine assignment. You do get edgy, dear. —But, what’d you make of them?”


“Okay. I do have a leet-tle something worked up for you. —But first, why?”


Smiling, shaking her head no, not yet—there’s some big secret I must earn.


That’s fine. We’ve just been told that, even if over fifty, we still know what fun is.


“Well here goes nothin’, Sherlock Junior. Mmmm—I’d say: Real family-unit-feel. Something prevented their getting together to start with. Maybe bad first marriages? Some barricade I’m feeling. Like they only connected after a trauma. Maybe even some resort-tsunami-rescue-type thing? Something dramatic, yeah. They act so continually relaxed about finally being with each other. Gratitude’s always attractive. (But, you notice they were not on terms with other parents? Not a greeting, no seats saved. And even after catching every musical for, what? years. They must usually sit in back or I’d have noticed them.) The honeymoon’s not over by a mile. Both in great shape. See how the whites of their eyes stay so clear? How do some people ‘get’ that? I’d guess it’s her family has the money but who cares about all that? In closing, to rest my case: pretty much made for each other. That’s what little I’ve got right now. —But why?”


Then my friend tells me.
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Driving through the worsening sleet—traffic signals swinging like the severed heads of French aristocrats, our view blasted under hurled bushels of maple leaves—my best friend explains the history of this couple’s meeting. She states their tie, their consequent loyalty, their destined trouble. She hints why others tonight looked elsewhere, ignoring the pair’s sweet superior warmth.


My intelligent Jemma lays out for me their love’s backstory. The romance sounds so inevitable it’s immediately too complex. And, soon as I hear their history’s pivot, I know. Know I’ll soon be telling it. If just to myself. WHY? (Well, I’ve shot my bolt on the Civil War. You can truly holler “Appomattox” only once.) Besides, caught atypically off-guard tonight, I need to understand this better. I write for myself and strangers.


To be learned then heard, it must be told. Gladly I accept the job. But, first? where I’m taking you—with your full adult permission, of course—is not toward make-believe. Believe me.


That school-play, that wet night, the most handsome couple not in New York, it all happened precisely as I’ve told you here. What I’ll next reveal cuts as close to Documentary as any trained liar ever dares go.


How scarce is “a truly happy couple”?


How rare is “the cure for cancer”?


Last thing, I ask Jemma for whatever name this couple shares. I say as soon as I get home I might start maybe researching them. You could call this my invasion of their privacy but I truly had no choice. A storyteller’s first task is knowing the tale when he sees it. Easy when one’s this human.


Within a week I’d Googled them silly. Beyond their stolid credit-ratings I soon gathered JPEGs from separate high school annuals. Their “activity photos,” so precious to me now!


The best info often found me by accident, fateful doublings-back. Birth-certificates? right online for all to see. Out there in cyberblue? so much about us each just floats, resting latent. Any stranger’s keystroke-resurrection can uncloud us, send us crashing back to earth in sleet-crystals and shards. How to protect ourselves? We really can’t.


But I swear that I, a bachelor-stranger-godfather, now intend to offer mostly kindness. No, better, fairness.


Tracing such a union has produced this joint biography far richer than my own. Speculation is a compliment. Curiosity becomes voyeurism that, once quantumed, can go dignified again. This pair soon filled for me a ragged trench left behind by all my breastwork tunneling into the American Civil War.


I never labored so hard. I soon found myself cross-eyed while bent before 1970s microfilm. After hours-long car trips, I descended into mildewed summer basements. (Know how many southeastern county courthouses still lack central-air?) Their few friends proved too shy to go on record. I nosed around a Coast Guard rescue station off Maine’s black rock shore. I flirted with the ancient lady archivist of a now-defunct charity in Newport News. I needed fuller access than she dared yield me. So I took her out to lunch and, with no expense account but my own on-spec, bought her one huge Cobb salad (with cowboy-worthy sirloin strips) and two Bloody Marys. Then a third “to maybe just sip.” By 4 p.m. she said okay she’d let me see the file, though she’d first need to go home and nap.


I, respectful, understood the couple could not be poked with certain questions. I had to do the work. I needed it. And now it is my fault, responsibility and pride. I have taken in hand this pair’s true documented history. Naturally I’ve tried breathing real life into these local souls—apart and finally together.


I’m still straining to see them, see them through.


During one overambitious high school Sweeney Todd, my simply getting to sit beside them, it was so much fun.


I’d not known why.


Now I do. As you will soon.


I swear to God at least 81% of the following is true.




CURTAINS UP


SQUINTING IN THIS BEACH GLARE FEELS AS GOOD FOR you as exercise. Beside our giant lake, so many pretty people wear new bathing suits. Odd, the girls that look best act the most ashamed.


We’re entering Independence Day, at Moonlight Lake, three miles from Falls, NC. It’s 81 degrees and something terrible is about to happen yards offshore.


For now, from jade-green depths, leafy bits of foam keep slopping over bathers pink, white, brown. Children squeal. Water’s pleasure’s so acute it seems a test. One biplane drags across sky’s lower fourth the trembling legend: HUNGRY YET? SANITARY SEAFOOD.


Souvenir towels pave this mobbed beach. Paths are voluntary. Transistor radios play the summer’s three big hits. Youngest kids, big-eyed if still willing, let themselves be buried under sand by gleeful older brothers.


And, visible from this pastel beach, a weekend captain of one twenty-two-foot Chris-Craft loses sight of the water-skier he’s pulling two hundred yards out into the lake. (One red nylon towline just got tangled on a log twelve feet underwater.) The towed guy leaves his yellow skis to float, plunges under waves to free his line. The fourteen-year-old daughter of the man about to die, she sunbathes face-up. In a row of girlfriends, she rests on heated sand detergent-white.


Sometimes she gets these premonitions. They register as starter-migraines. Across her eyesight, a prismatic see-through honeycomb will drop. She wonders if one’s coming on. Or are these paisley shapes, printed back of eyelids, stamped there only by noon sun?


It’s now, just as yonder boat captain—worried at his best pal’s disappearance—turns the craft shoreward; now, just as—one gin-and-tonic cooling his free hand—he guns that fuel-injected outboard—it’s now the missing swimmer, holding his untangled towrope aloft, re-achieves air to gasp while laughing. It’s now a 350-horsepower Pleasure-Craft outboard—revved to top speed—intersects the precise point of said skier’s bobbing up now. How clean and effective: one stainless-steel propeller decapitates the smiling water-skier.


Birds overhead give cries of curiosity before diving toward possible nutrition. Few humans on the beach have noticed yet. One toy poodle stands urinating, with an air of patience, onto the picnic hamper of swimming strangers. A college boy, selling sno-cones, glows multicolored under his umbrella dyed the three major tints of ice cream.


The daughter has been resting in a covey—seven other freckled girls almost-as-pretty, hoping to bronze. The nanosecond her father’s mind stops working, something jerks her clear to sitting. She turns off friends’ radio. She tears away her sunglasses. She stares down her own brown body’s length and out into our lake’s ten thousand blue acres. Bobbing there is one familiar boat, now idled.


She sees its driver wave his arms, then signal toward something. Turning that way, his single passenger, her mom. The squinting girl, rising, now cups hand over eyes. She notes how the two adults keep peering into Moonlight Lake at one spot growing brilliant wine-colored.


Her sleepy friend’s face is hidden under an opened Seventeen magazine, worn today as sun-shade hat. Even this friend senses some shift in beach action and asks, “What? Which boy’s back?”


OWING TO THE death, our girl’s mother will go haywire sort of permanently.


But not yet. That woman out there, in a white one-piece, simply standing in the pleasure craft, continues smoking. Having just witnessed a terrible severing, this trim woman finds she can still act poised. With trauma’s merciful delay, she has registered little past three words: “Another Boating Accident.”


Such numbness leaves her effective at least these next few minutes. Soon she’s grappling with one long-handled fishing net. She takes it from the distraught captain—family doctor and lifelong buddy of the floater. In darkened water, it’s hard to tell where the victim mainly is. “Here,” she calls, “you pull that, that’s biggest. I’ll try fishing out this, the . . .”


What she scoops aloft appears to be the, yes, her husband’s head. Its face still bears an expression. The lateral seam shows where a grin just vexed to grimace.


She keeps biting her cigarette, eyes shying from her own smoke. The widow has entrapped this roundness in a net designed to just snag bass. Two other persons on the beach start noticing. One is a child newly-buried by his brothers. Now represented aboveground only by one crew-cut head that yells, “Gross-out. Lookit!”


Drifted closer to shore, the boaters are seen hauling onboard legs and the torso. Three more witnesses now point. “Hey, that shouldn’t . . . Is that a man’s?” They whistle to friends. “Hey. Want to see something?!”


At last today’s shellac-dark lifeguard blows his silver whistle.


AND ONLY WHEN stepping from the boat, only upon finding her daughter in a crowd, only then did the widow’s screaming start. It simply failed to quit. Even when they wheelchaired her into the hospital, even when her cries upset the ER then the small Psych Ward whose other patients she was said to have “set off.” Finally, her dead husband’s boss, the Planters’ Savings and Loan president, having heard the improbable news by phone, volunteered his coastal hunting lodge as her retreat. This meant that she—should steady hollering continue—would be audible to nothing more inclined toward psychological panic than migratory coastal birds and water moccasins.
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THE GIRL’S MOTHER could not undertake her duties as a surviving-spouse. Fact is, she would skip her husband’s funeral. “Too much for me. We all have limits.” Falls’ leading white mortician would call the young banker’s burial both the best-attended and the very saddest one in memory; but then that undertaker got caught saying this every six years or so.


The boat captain and his skier had been so close so long they physically resembled one other. They each had an unusual dented chin. They’d stood godfather for one another’s children. That one of them should kill the other meant—to the town of Falls—some brotherly law of nature’s symmetry had been broken. Best buds for life! Far better to be shot by some arbitrary out-of-towner. In high school there had even been rumors of one beach weekend’s mischief: The two had seemingly got caught in a latticed outdoor shower. They’d been doing something that their teen friends judged entirely too frisky to catch happening and then leave unreported. It was something boys their age most often do alone. Since both proved competitive, maybe were they racing toward their finish lines? Excess beer was blamed. That and a teasing coldness displayed the previous midnight by two heartless Raleigh debs. Somehow this shower-stall grappling had been forgiven. It got compared to the too-cruel horseplay known only between brothers.


His widow announced she would never ever speak again to Dr. Dennis S—. He was the man whose boat had guillotined her spouse. She despised herself for even being onboard. And what had she been doing when it happened? Had she been monitoring her beloved water-skier and reporting towline trouble to their skipper? No. Simply seated, smoking (a “Lucky Strike”!), simply watching shoreline bathers. Water sports had always bored her but “the boys” talked her into this boat-ride. They lied, saying she’d tan faster at noontime on the actual surface of Moonlight Lake.


Having helped get severed body parts onboard made her, in her own mind, forever complicit. She announced herself an accessory after the fact. Suspended in that fishnet, one familiar face awaited her. Its peculiar expression looked less tortured than perplexed. Her banker husband, being on holiday, had failed to shave for once. Stubble blued the jaw without a neck. She would re-greet this sight in her next decade’s hollering dreams.


THE DAUGHTER OF the man killed had always been being very lovely. Exemptions offered such prettiness stayed invisible to her, of course. But privilege’s easements were clear to anyone homelier. Being an only child, she’d forever considered her prospering parents her own best friends. They never quite spoiled her but certainly came close. They secretly referred to how she’d saved their lives. The banker, with his handsome wife, had been driving their girl and two friends to a dressage and sailing camp on the North Carolina coast. Traffic was dense. They kept passing (then being passed by) an electric blue Ford hot rod and one big silver Chrysler with Jersey plates. These drivers took chances, failed to signal and generally behaved like vacationing Yankees in an urban hurry.


One of their daughter’s friends now patted the banker on his shoulder and suggested that his child was presently having a fit. He signaled, pulled right over, found his daughter dead-white, stiff. She could only explain that something new was filming up before her eyes. “Caking up” was the odd term this child used. Shapes like honeycomb but filled to overflowing with kaleidoscope colors. And through this scrim, she saw something horrible waiting. She whispered as her father bent nearer, “Something so bad has to happen next.” It scared him and he soon walked her around outside the car. He took care to keep her little friends from hearing but they already had. Ever after, the car’s passengers regarded the girl with such gratitude they all tried keeping her gift a secret. She at last got her breath. Slowly her dad pulled back into beach traffic and it was only while rounding the next curve they saw the worst accident ever. That hot rod and the silver car had somehow jackknifed under a yellow moving van and all were ablaze, raw passengers strewn across the road and one young one, red, hurled into a tree.


The father and mom kept quiet about their daughter’s foresight. But they revered her more for this sign of strange talent.


She herself attributed Falls’ favoritism less to her personal looks than to an intelligence self-evident. Plus Luck of course. At fourteen, she half-sensed that some guardian-aura forever attended and even half-clothed her. (Her mother owned a crystal “cake caddy,” one clear domed pedestal that both protected and displayed whorls of white frosting otherwise too easily squashed.)


Even her “hardest” teachers at school tended to give way before this naturally-platinum-haired daughter of our bank’s rising vice president. —Some people’s futures look so smooth, only sadists would bother delivering even temporary setbacks.


SIX MONTHS BEFORE her father’s death, the daughter received an inconvenient nickname. As a child without siblings, she’d forever envied girls whose big brothers dubbed them Little Bit or Sandy. But she found you cannot choose for yourself a flattering reference to just your peppiness or coloring. The name they laid on her was only meant to tease. It found her; she immediately despised it.


You see, she made a mistake. She always hated when that happened. During her middle school’s Christmas pageant, teachers needed a loud narrator. Most girls ducked it, hoping for the “Mary” role. (Even though smiling Mary never had one line.)


As for announcing, boys’ voices, at fourteen, kept cracking. Some auditioning kid, sliding toward soprano, would giggle himself. He had that little control. She couldn’t help joining in. Her laugh emerged a hee-haw bray that, being “low,” always sounded ventriloquized, out of character.


So—born a blonde, destined to look good in white—especially while standing bookended between today’s duck-feather wings—she found herself the announcer. She became “Angel #1.”


That was not her nickname. That one she might have endured. Teachers placed her high on a ladder disguised as one giant cardboard rock. From up there, bathed in yellow light, she would tell cowering bathrobed shepherds, “Fear not . . . for unto you is born this day . . .”


But snowstorms Christmas week meant the performance never got a proper run-through. Pageant-standards were pretty low hereabouts. Some folks believed: Why even bother with “tech-rehearsals” when we live this far from our state capital? Who really finally cares? Nobody mistakes our dressed-up kids for real angels or the actual Baby Jesus. Besides, in a town so small as Falls, whatever might go wrong likely will, right? And with a maximum number of witnesses! Best just smile and hope the Easter one rises to higher performance-standards.


Sound equipment, borrowed from a local college, was only being activated as the Christmas Eve audience shuffled in. So, when her music cue finally came, in front of three hundred merrymakers, announcer Angel #1 found she didn’t trust the mike pinned deep within her right wing’s down.


Being a straight-A perfectionist, she leaned nearer her Peking duck feathers and—to assure she was really truly audible—roared: “Fear not! (Wait; is this doggone thing even on? I swear to God . . . poor planning). Fear not? (you guys getting any this? See, but I keep, but it’s not . . . ). (’S working? great), Feeeear NOT!”


She provoked a huge laugh. All the tensions and pressures of the Christmas season got jostled loose by just such silliness. Laughter arrived in chapters. Such mirth had not been meant as harsh.


If some plainer girl—whose father were not a trim bank officer—had got hooted at like this, laughter’s edge might have proved more raw. Three hundred cacklers might’ve driven the poor girl to some nunnery, stunting her for life. Instead, tonight’s slip just showed our Announcing Angel to be a brave and forceful charmer. Even if over-miked and under-sure, hadn’t she stood high up on that cardboard boulder, gilded in light while looking, throughout, as pretty as hell?


No one chuckled louder than her parents. (They told her later, “Stars always turn mistakes to their advantage, dear. That’s how people know a star. You were the high point of tonight’s otherwise kind of so-so show. It’s our only funny Nativity, ever. And people will remember. Don’t we all want people to remember us? Relax, you’re always darling.”)


But the Fear Not “took.” Her folks and everybody else in Falls soon advised each other, during polio vaccinations or upcoming tax seasons, “Oh, well, when in doubt Feeeear NOT!” and snorted again. Nobody could say why it had been hilarious, her standing up there, so solemn a perfectionist pissed-off, not knowing she was audible, then busted even by the littlest kids. Why that much laughing? Her guess ran: pure meanness.


Small towns, being untraveled literalists, do tease a lot. Falls stays famous for its battles and grudge-matches. What big cities might call Sadism little towns name Fun. And because Fear Not so hated the nickname, her parents saved it mostly for those times they praised her while alone together upstairs.


If she overheard some cute town-boy call her that, she simply turned her back on him, snubbing even her school’s good-looking quarterback; thus proving herself more fearless.


THAT JULY FOURTH her father got killed, Fear Not stood recalling the nickname she’d been nailed with last December. Waiting knee-deep in warm water, she was soon pacing Moonlight Lake. Girlfriends tried to ready her for the boat’s coming ashore. In it, her father’s divided body. Strangers had their cameras out. The sno-cone boy had even rolled his bright stand nearer surf, the crowd.


Our girl could not have felt more fearful and unmoored. Why? She’d understood at once: Till now, nothing had actually been protecting her, had it? Early belief in her own exemptions? merest pride and superstition. The only other time she’d come near death, some caking spell or sign had made her sick. That spared her parents and friends.


But not today. Fear Not’s ruined faith in her own safety (and the world’s) frightened this wading child nearly as much as her dad’s dismemberment. If such a thing can happen today during recreation-hours twenty minutes from home, what cataclysm might befall some older homely untanned person on some rainy day more inland? Her heart went out to this invented stranger.


It’d been easy till now, acting kind toward those all treating you with deference. But manners weren’t laws. Courtesy was a privilege; it also sprang from stupid Luck. Well, here Luck quit! She’d enjoyed fourteen years of it, then came this bladed moment. Thirty strangers waded toward the landing boat to look in at a body. One camerawoman asked her wading husband, “Think I need the flash, Ed?”


Fear Not saw even her best girlfriends pull instinctively away from this and her. Their very worry for her made her suddenly repulsive. After being considered an ice-princess, she’d tipped into some “uh-oh” category scarcely noticed till now.


Her father’s best pal, everybody’s handsome doctor, had stood drinking gin in direct sunlight. He’d likely got tipsy unexpectedly. Then, veering his teak craft into wider panicked circles, seeking his dear friend, he’d overcorrected his course. At that moment he pushed “Fear Not” here from Luck to Fate. Her two-part nickname, a phrase from the second chapter of Luke, today became one unit: “Fearnot.” Rammed from two words about resisting fear to a lifelong reason for it.


Fellow sunbathers, her closest girlfriends (two saved by her station-wagon premonition), saw blood, announced, “We’ll be back at the cottage. We’re only in the way here.” Then four of six, shaking sand from towels, stumbled off from her at a half-run.


The banker’s daughter, arms crossed, remained thigh-deep in mild lake. She looked concentrated as someone whose college entrance exam gets administered as a sudden pop-quiz:


Q: Why do most adults live in fear of storms, traffic deaths, their babies’ failure to thrive?


A: Experience.


Her mother disembarked and saw her. Then the screaming started.


A HEARING WAS held with lots of awful publicity. The Falls Herald-Traveler published boating charts. One white X indicated “death site.” Another edition showed the diagram of an ordinary adult male’s outline with dotted lines hand-sketched across his neck.


A legal team for the doctor responsible brought so many positive character-witnesses, no actual charges were filed. Doc Dennis had been one popular general practitioner. Not even a charge of “manslaughter” was lodged.


Doc Dennis’s father had owned the cotton mill. But, to the rich boy’s credit, instead of simply taking that over, he—though always known as a lazy student—tried everything to get himself into the state med school; he somehow became his hometown’s doctor, helping others at stupidly reasonable rates. He lacked the selfless talent of Falls’ beloved family practitioner, Marion Roper. But people swore Doc Dennis meant well, despite a growing drinking problem. Everybody drank then. If not while pulling water-skiers on Moonlight Lake at high noon, with the actual glass in your hand.


So Falls’ newspaper had to editorialize, praising Fearnot’s dad, the “fallen” banker who’d been two-time Kiwanis Young Man of the Year. And our opinion page did state that the doctor’s fuel-injected 350 h.p. “Pleasure Craft” outboard had just been “way too much motor for a that-sized boat.”


The young physician felt so eaten up with regrets, he retired from practice for two months. Other, older doctors (Roper included) filled in for him. Young Dennis seemed obsessed with replotting his failed nautical strategy. He lived lost in a generalized acid-bath of self-disgust. Doc Dennis S—soon showed his own signs of mental instability.


Ignoring his wife and kids, he deeded most of his inherited textile stock to the young woman newly-widowed and her only child. People said it would, in the end, have been a mercy if Doc had really served some hard-time. He’d begged the judge for a penance fierce and public enough.


The banker’s grieving wife would not come downstairs to see the culprit. She refused his costly orchids and Sunday phone-calls. People told Dennis to be patient, not to press her now. Trust time. Friends urged him to return to practice: he needed work, he was making himself sick. Everyone knew how much he’d loved his friend. Unable to address the widow, Doc spent whatever hours allowed with the dead man’s fourteen-year-old daughter.


The doctor, aged forty, could not find a coffee shop in Falls where the sight of him with Fearnot did not cause staring then a stir. A rushed chattering first ran along the lunch-counter; then hushed politeness fell, making for better eavesdropping.


Doc soon drove over to pick the girl up after school. The two would head out into the countryside. They’d tool along some rural mail-route not known for its beauty. He would restage aloud the whole ordeal. It had been, he cried, all his fault his fault his fault.


Doc Dennis must have convinced himself that such talk also helped the girl to grieve. Fearnot was his goddaughter after all. But most often it was she comforting him: “Could have happened to anybody.” “No one but you really blames you.” “Everybody knows you loved my dad past you-all’s even being brothers.” “You’d give your soul to get him back.” —Such phrases the child repeated as if by rote to a middle-age doctor who needed to hear each and daily. Doc Dennis himself had often used these very lines first on patients then their survivors.


Three ready-made sentences contain so much of human consolation: “I love you,” “I’m real proud of you,” “I am so sorry for your pain.” It seemed odd that a dead man’s daughter should be offering such sentiments to her father’s executioner, but she did. Meanwhile, she sometimes sat in his car imagining the doctor’s own wife and grammar-grade kids waiting for him at their dining-room table back in town.


Fearnot herself felt comforted by Dennis, his being so like her dad in face and gestures. Men’s chin-dents seemed carved by a single surgeon bent on giving both a similar Viking-edge. The physician had long ago, in the way of lifelong friendships, taken to sounding like the man he would later kill. Some people swore such imitation came from simple hero-worship. They said such boyhood admiration had lately helped make Dennis a better person, less a brat.


Both born Scotch-Irish, both grew tall and athletic. The future doctor proved more nervous and fast-moving, tending to blink. By the time these two turned thirty-five even their blond hair started silvering alike, from the outer edges inward. They’d lately been mistaken not just as brothers but twins.


To sell newspapers post-accident, the Falls Herald-Traveler emphasized such similarities. Boys’ near-identical high-school-annual portraits became a front-page staple. The boating mishap, a gory story, had everything. “If it bleeds, it leads,” journalists say, and this one hemorrhaged for months. Both gents were highly-placed, good-looking, family guys. Their joint fate was more widely reported thanks to a certain tasty Cain-Abel angle. “Inseparable friends” led to thoughts of one’s head. Quiet rumors about their high school showering reemerged.


After a funeral attended by six hundred, the doctor fell silent around others, including his own confused wife and kids. Doc Dennis finally started seeing patients again. But, by now, he felt most safe with Fearnot.


Her dad, during high school, had been elected student body president. The future-banker worked after school in his well-liked father’s seed-and-feed store. They lived in a narrow if tidy house on Villa Street. Young Dennis, far richer, never nominated for office, mainly built pep-rally bonfires and played a witty harmonica in school talent shows. Since his father owned and managed the mill, Dennis needed no weekend- or summer-jobs. He was considered fun and pretty, notable for owning the best red luxury-roadster to ever gather dust in our school lot. As citizen and student, Dennis never quite caught up with the easy loping dignity of his quiet pal. Seeing his poorer buddy wear a mended tweed jacket, Dennis had his father’s seamstress patch a brand-new blazer of his own. The rich boy saw and accepted his friend’s superior standing in Falls, but others guessed it had always peeved him.


After the decapitation, our local paper kept publishing Doc Dennis’s own high school yearbook portrait. At eighteen he looked almost disabled by handsomeness. Beneath the grinning image ran cryptic lines written by one “Anony-mouse”:


Dimpled, adored, everywhere visible.


If facile and slight and just slightly risible.


What some would call Promise, others term Moisture.


And yet the whole world will still be your oyster,


Dennis the Menace.


Some said he chose med school to offset lingering doubts about his basic smarts, his gravity. He’d had to work hard to even get through basic course-work, he always admitted that. Finally, as Falls’ youngest family physician, he’d made himself welcome then indispensable. Like his competitor, Doc Roper, he was good in the office, weak at getting out patient bills. Dennis was elected to the vestry at All Saints Episcopal. He’d be present at eleven o’clock service, sometimes wearing tinted glasses, however bad Saturday-night’s hangover. Till the boating mistake, he seemed to have finally outrun and outranked his old rival and best friend.


DOC DENNIS AND Fearnot were soon observed sitting by the side of one-lane rural roads. They would be seen talking there while using hand-gestures, shaking their heads, plainly acting out some event still emotional for both. His car was parked out beyond Moonlight Lake in a farming community where doctors still made house-calls; any physician’s vehicle was therefore widely-known from being often-awaited. Locals guessed why Dennis would venture so far from town and with whom. Folks needed their attractive doctor to be sane and back at work. So, in an act of unusual mercy (or self-interest) Falls’ town gossips held back their usual worst. “Haven’t those two been through enough already? Who else can get them past this? Not her mother. They say she’s off the deep-end forever. Catching that in her bass-net, who can blame her?”


Parking unchaperoned with a dead friend’s teenage daughter would only be allowed a doctor so beloved, only one lovely girl half-orphaned in this interesting a public way. Maybe such ditch-bank heart-to-hearts would help both mourners. Each had lost weight. Each looked shaken. And when you offered either one condolences downtown, they acted like people just admitting to themselves that they are going deaf while not quite ready to consult a professional. Meaning: They stared at your lips not your eyes. Tilting too far forward, they nodded a lot.


FEARNOT’S MOTHER RARELY left her bed. She now smoked as if enlisted by some government-project that required her, as a patriot, not to eat, only to inhale her nourishment, unfiltered. After the boating accident, a new fear found her: flood. Everyone pointed out how our Lithium River, though it varied in depth, was lately just a goodly little brook. But she felt secure only on her home’s second floor. The banker’s wife could not admit to having witnessed his sudden death, its sounds and sight. She could not bring herself to even look upon the boat-owning culprit. She pointed out how he had drunk the boat’s every drop of gin while she, busy smoking, had tasted none.


People swore Doc Dennis, so apologetic he appeared bent, had aged a decade in six months.


THE NEXT STEP is mysterious yet understandable if you think about it long. The doctor, despising himself, endlessly admitting that his power-craft navigation had varied from the standard practices of anybody safety-minded, this same doctor once nicknamed Dennis the Menace now sought forgiveness before a very pretty (if raw-eyed) girl of fourteen called Fearnot. Her mother rarely knew where the poor child was. The mother had given up school carpooling, saying that the steering wheels of cars and boats looked too weirdly alike.


Doc Dennis, being Fearnot’s godfather, was the person her family had handpicked to provide her moral education. For hours on end, this guardian and his charge talked alone in his big brown Chrysler sedan. It had become the autumn after the summer’s outboard beheading. It proved the wettest fall on record. You know how two people in a stopped car—during some comically-hard country-downpour—fog up their windows and soon feel even more a quiet unit? Now we must move to rank speculation.


Say her housebound mother is of no use to Fearnot. Say the poor fellow keeps crying in that coughing choppy way grown men finally do. Say this particular day she has been especially missing her dad. Say that, from her passenger-seat, she shifts left to console her stricken godfather. Say she kisses his tears. Say he, newly 41, is the exact age her able missing poppa would also be now. Say she sees a man still slender, hair starting to go valuably silver. Say the fellow present, like the one gone, acts as earnest-harmless yet guarding as any family’s good collie. Say the doctor would do anything to comfort his godchild.


He returns her gentle kiss. From their crying, both their shirtfronts are dampened to a patchy translucency as he hugs her. In adjusting his grip upon her, imagine he accidentally touches her left breast. Its sweet votive-candle warmth feels steadying, buoyant, a new source of latency, of contact, consolation. Surely the feel of her beginning yielding life there stirs him. Only a dead man would not be stirred.


Say she herself longs to escape into comforting him fully. Say she has noted all his gestures that’re like her father’s, certain exact phrases, even a solemn twinkling way of refusing pity that most guarantees a nice fellow’s getting it. Somehow, by distracting him, Fearnot seeks to finally calm herself. Say these two have often remarked how—during such long drives nowhere—they sense their dead favorite’s spirit-residue alert here in the car with them, in the backseat, even closer. Say that, as any two dry sticks—pressed testing-shifting one against the other—can create a friction sufficient to heat toward flame, some new element springs alive between them. It’s their own first try at providing warmth for a man who lost his head in the tepid green waters. Today it forces them beyond usual caution, past church-worthy control. There is no decision, simply action suddenly. If a blouse has six buttons, you start with the one at the top and open the lowest last.


Imagine how, in her grief, she feels she’s some way consoling her fun-loving father regarding his own death (just as he resurfaced holding aloft the red towrope, gasping while laughing, as he gulps that first fresh air).


Imagine the doctor, her godfather who, at her christening, publicly vowed to help direct her lifelong spiritual-ethical instruction. He is today counting on her to say, “No.” Just as Fearnot depends upon his maturity and worldliness, his Episcopal office-holding, his medical degree, his understanding of village decency.


Say both of them are quite literally crazed with grief. Say only lust can overtake grief’s cold force with its counterclaim nearly as heavy. Say lust can fill a void with no more qualm than water fills a blasted mine. It is difficult to tell then where one force ceases and a new surge has commenced. Say that these two mourners love each other like father and daughter, but are grief-blasted free of any old taboos blocking their way.


Imagine late this afternoon that he forgets his wife has dinner waiting, forgets his kids at table staring at the sunburst wall clock. He never imagines their little stomachs might be making funny hunger sounds. Just say, by evening, Dr. Dennis S—has a whole new thing for which to blame himself. Say Fearnot pretends it never happened, this her only time. It did not occur except as some final emphasis to what began with her father’s cleverly untangling his towrope under clouded lake water. Till, triumphant, lifting red line overhead into clarity, he found air then Doc’s whirring blade atop him.


KNOW THAT SOME several months past that rainy afternoon in a car, this same lean girl is trying to climb a nylon rope in gym class. Fearnot is usually the first one up. Her lady-teacher, always appreciative of every lovely lass in motion, notices something. She summons the girl into her office. Coach Stimson, closing her door, says she just wonders. The girl freely admits to confusion, a lack of having any sort of real period for a group of months. Even while using her own fingers, she cannot quite count right. Nor does the child, still fourteen, seem to understand all that such idle tallying might imply. The lady-coach goes, “Were you absent from one of my Health Class lectures, young lady? A fairly important one?”


The girl’s mother, who’s been too fearful to even venture downstairs below what she now terms “the waterline,” is called to school immediately for a discussion with both gym teacher and school nurse. Their tone scares Fearnot’s mother into venturing down toward her home’s first floor, then driving her own boat-sized white Cadillac. The nurse and one female guidance counselor stand by. The girl has, in simplest terms of innocence, just told them who the father is. She says it was no one’s fault. Just as any random water-skiing accident might be blamed on, well, weather conditions, sight lines, geometry, and no one person.


Fearnot’s mother, arrived for the conference and at once informed, screams to such an extent the nurse must lurch to motion. A tranquilizer-hypo has been readied for the girl but the mom gets stuck first. Drugged, the mother in her flowered hat, an appropriate purse over one arm, swings out of the coach’s office and yells Dr. Dennis S—’s name and deed to a whole gym full of girls’ intramural basketball, and to fifty-odd parents gathered to watch. Fear-not, following, sees only open mouths in rows. Any hope of courtly secrecy is ended.


Then the girl’s mom becomes very vengeful. She feels understandably upset about what a doctorly best friend has done, first to her husband, then to their one child. There is a sad incident where the mother, turned vigilante in her grief, sets the doctor’s brown family sedan ablaze. That car is the admitted site of insemination and it’s suddenly visibly on fire during eleven o’clock service at All Saints. The mother uses this smoky disturbance outside church to run right down the aisle toward him. Pointing, she openly accuses him (witnessed by his wife and three young children) of impregnating his own trusting goddaughter, not quite fifteen. “Justify yourself, dog. Before God, your family and me. Justify yourself, you complete and total red-dicked hound.”


Then, thanks to volunteers from the choir, Fearnot’s mother is physically restrained, dragged for immediate counseling into the rector’s office. It is quite a mess.


ON THE FIRST anniversary of the boating mishap, having driven his own family to a coastal resort in Maine where they’d go unrecognized, this same young doctor waits till midnight. Then, diving off a moonlit beach, he Australian-crawls on out toward New Brunswick, Canada. Back at the rented cottage, Doc Dennis’s wife, aware of the ominous anniversary, insomniac and restless, finds his note on the kitchen table. She phones 911. A Coast Guard cutter intercepts the doctor against his will; he has swum four miles straight out. He appears to be naked. He plainly intends to swim till he cannot. Dr. Dennis is institutionalized for three months, then released. The news of this attempt on his own life, joined with the boating mishap prior to fathering a child on his own innocent goddaughter, requires his family’s moving to a new town.


They choose one in Maine. And, as of last year (Google tells us) this semi-retired medico was still practicing part-time. He is much revered locally, and it is easy to find online a “Dr. Dennis S—medical school scholarship, established by the countless Cobscook Bay residents that ‘Doc’ first befriended then cured. This man, as quiet as he is self-disciplined, has proved capable and essential here. May his tradition of healing be passed along to . . .” Etc.


DURING THOSE TIMES a girl in Fearnot’s condition got sent away to Newport News, Virginia, to “visit Auntie,” actually an institution. The place, once a tobacco-magnate’s mansion, has been retrofitted for young women with brief if unhappy sexual histories. Not one framed picture of a mother or a baby is seen in any of its thirty walnut-paneled rooms.


Fearnot lives there during her pregnancy’s remaining months. All is normal. The baby will be put up for adoption. Its papers guarantee the biologic parents’ names will never prove traceable. Just as Doc Dennis tried to disappear into the North Atlantic, he must have intended that the history of his outside child never be found on public record. He knows a childless God-fearing couple in rural Maryland. The man was a college suite-mate study-partner. Doc does not tell them the name of the coming child’s father. Just, “A quite bright patient of mine, a teen girl from one of our leading families.” Doctors can get around the usual waiting period and Fearnot’s mother readily agrees. The so-called relinquishment papers will be signed right after Fearnot gives birth. The expected bastard’s parentage is described as follows in a file found through a retired archivist (only after this home closed in 1979, perhaps due to improved contraception, or to more girls’ simply keeping their children):


Brilliant forty-one-year-old medical doctor and newly fifteen-year-old girl placed in (his) charge and that he made her get into trouble and family way. Girl (the preg. mother) had been a popular school leader and horseback champion. Family believed to have been mod. wealthy, Father, banker, Wake Forest grad. Girl consid. very pretty and well-liked till lapse. Doctor was girl’s own godfather, family friend. Used personal influence on young female for own selfish end, apparently. Neither could keep the child. Girl’s mother said doctor later tried taking own life at sea but attempt was foiled (boat, Coast Guard). Every indication—pregnancy proceeds well and that child likely to be bright & presentable, judging from its fortunate if careless parentage.


IN THE SAVAGE kindness of such institutions, she brought her baby to term at the Burwell Home for Unwed Mothers. When found dilated to a correct number of centimeters, she was whisked to a nearby hospital, where the girl got anesthetized so that, by the time she regained full awareness, her infant was already sleeping in its new home. It had just been driven across state-lines into Maryland by qualified adoptive Caucasian parents. They’d literally been seated in a chamber marked WAITING on the far side of a room called DELIVERY. They held two folded blankets just in case: one pink, one blue. To spare her the troubling specifics that so often vex an unaccompanied mother’s drugged imagination, the girl herself was never informed of her own child’s sex. “Can tell you it was a real healthy one,” is all the kindest nurse would say.


Fearnot endured usual lectures, usual crying jags. What most upset this recent mother was her uncontrollable lactation. Nurses had given her a shot to reduce her natural milk. But at night, once she rolled onto her side, Fearnot felt hot lines escape her. She had once completed a book report regarding Madame Curie. Now the heat of her own milk seemed two white lines of radium with a power to glow in darkness. Nourishment was trying to get out and go somewhere and earn its keep. The front of her blouse grew damp, recalling two transparent shirtfronts pressed together in a parked brown sedan. Other nights, as she wept, crying’s hiccups released further milk till it seemed her breasts themselves were spilling blue-white tears, 98.6.


One awkwardness marred a group outing days after her baby had been “placed.” In the lobby of a downtown Newport News movie palace, the old Warwick, as she entered with other girls still pregnant, Fearnot came across a stroller. The infant sleeping there looked six months old. Its parents stood at a nearby refreshment kiosk choosing candy when Fearnot ran their baby to the ladies’ room. A policeman was summoned, much screaming in the tile bathroom. It was determined that Fearnot was hidden in the far toilet stall, breastfeeding an infant unknown. The child’s own mother especially went crazy, yelling about disease. But the pretty girl would not return the child until confronted, counseled, finally sedated. The policeman was Irish and the father of six and, once he learned of the poor girl’s situation, he became emotional and so solicitous as to prove an inefficient law enforcer. No charges were filed.


Days later, Fearnot’s own mom retrieved the new young mother, mercifully childless as before.


Fearnot’s mom had been telephoned prior to the delivery. Home authorities asked her to please be present during labor. Officials stressed the difficulty faced by a fourteen-year-old giving up her firstborn without one family member present.


The widow had responded (and later regretted), “She got it into her, let her get it out.”


FEELING THE WEIGHT of gossip at home, much of that brought on via the mother’s public announcements and igniting of an auto, the two relocated directly to a town outside Atlanta. Since Fearnot’s father had been killed in that way still discussed, nothing secured his heirs’ honored place within reputable banking circles of North Carolina.


Come September this as-yet-gentle girl enrolled at a new public high school under her real name. Within one year, she’d been elected alternate cheerleader and student body secretary. Her secret(s) stayed well-kept. Two years later, she was chosen one of ten Outstanding Seniors. Under her picture—smiling while modeling a new page-boy haircut, pearls over a black sweater—this appeared:


She came from nowhere. With all our groups rushing to welcome her, she chose her own pet “clique.” Her favorite would be . . . Everybody!


A well-rounded personality and lively mind, she had already taken several years of Russian! From the start she seemed to know more than us other kids. Clueless ourselves, we still felt glad. She arrived looking perfect as a blank check. Then she slipped up and LIKED us. Right away we felt warmer and safer and even “hipper,” remember? If she liked us we couldn’t be all that bad! Or ugly, either. She never seemed to count on getting one thing in return. She made certain other beauties changed their evil tunes, am I right? “Mean” was suddenly real out of style. Girls who wouldn’t look at you before knew your name because of her. Funny, but if she transferred in during our sophomore year, why do we remember her as being like our best friend from third grade forward? Looking back, she basically “mothered” us, I guess. Where do certain people learn to be so kind? Could that not be taught as a Senior Elective up ahead? —If so, only by her. Pretty please? And thank you.


[image: image]


BY AGE FOURTEEN she had lost her dad; newly fifteen she’d borne a child then surrendered even that small stranger to several larger ones. Up till then, Fearnot’s best-known flaws had been her quiet vanity and outsized laugh. Childhood friends swore it rushed out her mouth wilder than any donkey’s seesaw yodeling. Something would strike her funny and the whole Sunday school class fell silent. Lady-likeness dropped behind wet leather curtains of caterwauling. “You sound like what I heard one night when a moonshiner got caught in his own muskrat trap!” That was what a Falls service-station owner once told the girl guffawing. But all such giddy loudness had quit her, age fourteen. Only now, outside Atlanta, among certain sudden friends, did she hear first peeps of her own wit returning.


AT HER SCHOOL, there studied a shy lanky boy similarly fated to succeed. He already stood six feet three inches tall. He did everything so well, his teachers secretly worried he wouldn’t, always.


Soon as he glimpsed her he sensed a fellow sufferer. Excellence seemed her natural smell. The starch in her round white collar must put off the scent of a costly stationery shop the day it opens.


Though bashful, he grinned at her. The grin showed a recognition almost-pitying. Like her, he was an only child. Like her, at home, no wised-up older brother ever explained that A+’s are rarely given. He’d already mapped as his own the coming field of transplantation surgery. If some Career Day visitor had suggested “radiology” instead, he would have spared himself the energy of even answering.


In the cafeteria on her first day, other boys noted the new coed’s pearls and contours. But he saw a stark X-ray of his own ambition. It half-frightened him, knowing he was not alone in wanting far too much. In Herman Talmadge High’s cafeteria, as she sought somewhere to eat, he just kept smiling up at her. He determined to succeed at this, too. Tray in hand, she’d stopped beside his table.


Somehow the sight of his exposed teeth, big clean “adult” teeth, stirred her. Other Science Club kids eating with him laughed at how his goofball grin kept renewing itself. “What’s up with your dufus face, Dufus Head?”


Halted there, she asked, “What?”


“You,” he explained. “You here, too.”


HE PLAYED GUARD on the basketball team that would become Georgia’s 4A state champs. He might have longed to be less well-rounded, but did not know which evolving skill to neglect first. Unlike her, nothing had yet happened to him. If any club, team or chemistry teacher asked for something, he provided it. He was sixteen and needed very little sleep.
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