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ONE



Maybe it was because it was one of those foggy San Francisco summer days that suggest the sun will forever shun us. Or maybe it was because I’d earned less than a thousand dollars the previous month and my banker had giggled like a geisha when I hinted I might need a loan to tide me over the rest of the recession. Or maybe it was because my banker was thirty-six and gorgeous, I was forty-eight and overweight, and she didn’t even bother to blush when I flirted with her. Whatever the reason, I rejected the idea from the moment I learned of it.


After the mail deposited the first of what would become a dozen increasingly brash and artlessly imploring announcements on my desk, my primary reaction was dismay—that so much time had passed; that such a dread and distant milestone was suddenly upon me; that I had actually become one of those persons I’d formerly regarded, from within the brassy shell of youth, as comically obsolete and borderline pathetic; that I had truly toppled, suddenly and definitively, onto the dismal side of middle age. As with most idylls of introspection, the more I thought about it, the worse it got.


A more reasoned response, formulated that evening during a silent soliloquy at Guido’s, was to shun the event on more exalted grounds: that the underlying sentiment was immature, reactionary, and possibly injurious in some gerontologic aspect; that at my age the only worthy focus was prospective—nostalgia was a crutch for the developmentally arrested or professionally unaccomplished, and I of course was neither; that memory was too perverse to mess with—the good times hadn’t been that good, and the bad ones had been worse. All of which was reason enough to let bygones stay long gone and the dead stay deeply buried.


But philosophizing only maps your options; at some point you have to act, and then it’s pretty much a dice roll. In this case, the fact that seemed determinative was that in my current fiscal state I couldn’t afford to make the trip even if I wanted to. So I checked the box marked “Do Not Plan to Attend,” and refrained from supplying biographical data beyond my name, address, and, after an interesting internal debate and a review of appropriate euphemisms, my current occupation. When I turned away an unctuous emissary, who materialized in my office to dun me for an absurdly monumental contribution to the development fund with far less tact than his mission warranted, I figured the issue was closed.


Yet somehow, six months after my last best pledge of noninvolvement, here I was, two thousand miles from home, lolling in line in an inadequately lit gymnasium on the campus of a diminutive liberal-arts college in the heart of the Upper Midwest, waiting to receive my name tag and T-shirt and schedule of weekend activities, poised to dive headlong into the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of my graduation from that selfsame institution. If I had to pick a reason for my change of heart, I’d say part of it had to do with wondering how a bunch of doctors and lawyers and insurance executives would react when confronted by a real live private eye.


But a more essential impulse had to do with age. Fifty loomed before me like the Matterhorn; I would need a boost to get beyond it. If I could recharge my psychological batteries, replenish my store of hope, find further reason to keep doing what I did, then the reunion would serve its purpose. But I wasn’t optimistic.


As the registration line shortened imperceptibly, my heart was as aflutter as if someone held a gun on me, my nerves as frayed as if drunken revelations and compulsive camaraderie lay behind me instead of dead ahead. My eyes were as skittish as sparrows—I didn’t want to seem aloof, but I didn’t want to come face-to-face with someone I didn’t recognize but should have, either. The stance I finally seized upon was to pretend I didn’t know what the commotion was about; I was just there to read the meter. That bit of burlesque only got me through the next three minutes.


Such real and imagined dilemmas were tumbling through my mind like socks in a dryer when a hand landed on my shoulder with the subtlety of a sack of cement. “Tanner, you asshole. How come you never answered my letter?”


“The one I got back in ’72? That said you’d be in San Francisco for a day and wanted to get together? The one that came a week after you were supposed to arrive? Because you didn’t include a return address, you moron.”


I had finished most of my declamation before I turned to greet the object of the exercise, to wit: Gilbert Huxley Hayward, one of my best friends in those years, at once the most endearing and maddening man I’ve ever known.


Although I was prepared to greet him warmly, when he was fully focused in my bifocals, I was afraid I’d been mistaken. The white hair, the bloated body, the jowls overgrown with Santa’s beard, all suggested my radar had misfired.


“Gil?”


His smile was as big as his belly, which he patted like a pumpkin at the point where his belt was eclipsed by his bulge. “At your service.”


“What the hell happened?”


To his credit, his ego was still intact and his laugh was unrestrained. “The same thing that happened to you, douche bag. I guess you don’t have mirrors in your house, so you didn’t notice you look more like Tom Foley than Tom Cruise these days. I hate like hell to be the one to break the news.”


I laughed to cover my boorishness. “Good to see you, Gil.”


“Yeah. Been a long time and all that shit. Assume the appropriate clichés have been exhausted.” He looked around the gym with more revulsion than reverence. “Remember when I passed out behind the wrestling mats and got locked in all night, and Dean Antley called the cops ’cause he thought I’d been abducted?”


“Remember when you put Man Tan in my shaving lotion and I thought I had the pox?”


“Remember filling Janson’s shoes with glue?”


“Remember the detergent in the pool?”


“Remember Susan Willoughby’s tits?”


I remembered all of that and more, and Gil did, too, and we took a moment to take pleasure in the exercise. The swelling in my chest surprised me.


“So what keeps you busy these days?” I asked when the memories dimmed.


“Same as always—getting rich and getting laid. Not that tough to do either in New Jersey.”


I detoured around his sex life. “What are you doing for a living?”


He disdained an answer more elaborate than a shrug. “Whatever.”


“Bring the wife and kids?”


Gil shook his head. “Claimed they’d never heard anything about the joint that made them want to see it, plus the youngest had tickets to Kris Kross. Whatever that is.” He looked at me more closely, as though he’d heard a nasty rumor but couldn’t quite remember what it was. “How about you? Got family milling around somewhere?”


“Not here; not anywhere.”


“You telling me you never married?”


“Correct.”


“But you’ve lived with someone, right?”


“No longer than a three-day weekend.”


Gil shook his head. “Jesus. I know you’re not queer, not unless they got something in the water out there that turns the sex thing inside out, which come to think of it they should probably check out if they haven’t already.” Gil’s look turned crafty; the elbow in my rib was sharp. “I know someone who’ll be glad to learn you’re still roaming the range, cowboy.”


My stomach fluttered, then folded, then soared. “Not Libby, I hope.”


His grin turned demented. “Looks good enough to eat, too. It’s worth money if I can watch the good parts.”


I tried to calm him down, although calm and Gil Hayward had ever been strangers. “I’m sure she brought a spouse along; she got married the year after we graduated.”


Gil shook his head. “She’s between husbands two and three, and number three hasn’t put in an appearance yet. Her words exactly—you’re free to take your shot.”


“Great.” My stomach opted for a second loop.


“Come on,” Gil urged, slapping my back again. “Get the paperwork taken care of and follow me. We’re over in Milton, same floor as freshman year. Hartman is already there, trying to figure out how to open his suitcase. Got a car?”


I nodded. “Rental.”


“Good. We can cruise the strip if our classmates are as boring as they used to be. Remember the townies we picked up at the pizza place that time?”


“I try not to.”


“Come on, Tanner; they were good sports.”


“They were pitiful; if it happened today, they’d call it date rape.”


Gil clouded over the way Texas clouds over—with mounds of black and rumbles of thunder. Sudden violence had always been one of his trademarks, and I thought for a moment he was going to slug me. But the fists at his side soon melted and he settled for a dismissive epithet. “Just because they didn’t issue an invitation doesn’t mean they didn’t want it. Townies lived to fuck college guys.”


“I seem to remember it took a long time to get yours to stop crying,” I said stiffly, then regretted it. That I hadn’t had sex with the girl I’d inherited that evening had more to do with being too drunk than too noble, and anyway the past was ineradicably past. Still, even if our behavior had been less unilateral than I’d suggested, the episode had been one of those excesses of youth that leave a splinter in your mind, something you hope never happens again, something you can’t believe you did.


Something you need to atone for.


“It seems weird to have a car up here,” I said on the way to the parking lot, referring to one of the numberless rules that, along with compulsory church on Sundays and coats and ties at dinner, had made the institution a comforting shawl of in loco parentis to the parents and a prickly anachronism to their children.


“Yeah,” Gil groused, his enthusiasm already on the wane. “It would have almost been tolerable if we’d had wheels.”


I opened the car for Gil, then tossed my jacket in the back and got in the driver’s side. Before starting the engine, I opened my packet of reunion materials and glanced through the schedule for the day. Although my perusal was only cursory, the entertainments seemed to begin with a sing-along in the new theater and climax with a dance in the old gym and conclude with a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous in the basement of the school chapel.


I had a feeling things were going to stay at least that weird through the weekend.




TWO



The drive to the dormitory was brief—a drive to anyplace on campus was necessarily brief—but it took long enough to confirm an enduring impression: The grounds of my alma mater were among the loveliest spots on earth. Broad swaths of grass; mammoth oaks and elms and maples; majestic buildings; blooming gardens; hills and vales and lakes and streams. Inspiring, all of it, then and now, yet at the same time deceptive and perhaps beside the point.


For one thing, it was summer, so the flora was on its most verdant behavior rather than curled in the scruffy somnolence it suffered during most of the academic term. Tempers had flared and moods had plummeted during those dull gray months of winter—loves were lost, friendships severed, studies neglected, often irretrievably. The tardy lift of spring never quite made up for it, not even the year the baseball team went 26 and 5 and Gil and I were named all-league.


More troubling than the intemperate cycles of botany and meteorology was my sense—grounded in resentments I didn’t know I had until I boarded the flight that morning—that the attentions lavished on the grounds and buildings, as well as on the pursuits that pulsed within them, contrasted markedly with the neglect of more essential needs. Lack of guidance, or even notable concern, on matters ranging from career choice to social deftness to symptoms of personal dysfunction had left many of my peers, including myself, in a fog that led us down wrong roads. On the day I graduated and went out into the world, I knew more about the Renaissance than I knew about myself.


But as part of me doled out blame, a larger part acknowledged that I wasn’t being fair. My own experience wasn’t the norm of the place, after all. Not a scholar, not possessed of a passion that provided clear direction in terms of career or avocation, not sure of who I was or what I wanted, I needed from external sources what most of my classmates found within. The urge to blame the college for the pedestrian course my life had taken was to credit it with more magic than it had or could possess. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but wonder how my peers felt about the contours of their lives after the send-off the school. provided—whether they saw themselves as predestined champions of a grand design, or, like me, as the illegitimate offspring of a random chance. For the time being, it was enough to acknowledge that the school was a lovely place, whose surfaces made you proud. What lurked behind the heroic stone facades and the sad small smiles of the faculty and staff was far more problematic.


I parked the car and extracted my bag from the trunk and lugged it toward the check-in desk, with Gil leading the way like a tackle leading the fullback on a power sweep, which he had done for me in former times as well. Although most of the faces in the crowd were familiar in the sense the billboards along the freeway are familiar, I had trouble coming up with names to match. Scurrying like a squirrel, I made do with generic gestures of greeting that were reciprocated with equal languor. By the time I was in line for a key to my room, I decided my initial impulse had been apt—attendance was a big mistake that would only be compounded as the festivities began to snowball.


I was already formulating a retreat when Seth Hartman materialized at my side, looking miraculously identical to the day we’d met and immediately become fast friends, which was the second day of freshman orientation when we noticed we were each reading Goodbye, Columbus as we waited to be photographed for the zoo book. In a reversal of mood of an amplitude that had been endemic in my student days, I was glad to be where I was again.


“Hey, Marsh,” Seth said, his grin at once crooked and timid and genuine.


I grinned a ton and shook his hand. “Whatever you’re taking will make you a fortune if you can sell it through the mail.”


His blue eyes sparked with pleasure. “If you’re referring to my eternally youthful aspect, I ascribe it to a purity of heart and mind plus a jigger of Jack Daniel’s of an evening, to ward off the chill.”


“I didn’t think it got below ninety in Charleston.”


The grin made way for an aphorism. “Chills aren’t exclusively external. As I believe you know.”


I looked to see if there was a message in there someplace, but the result was inconclusive. To all intents and purposes, Seth Hartman seemed unstruck by the sniper fire of time. His body was as lithe and fluid as ever, his hair still clipped to prep-school perfection, albeit with an edge of gray. His jaw was defined and strong, his skin taut and Southern-fried, his attire a peerless blend of light linens and soft leathers. As I watched him accept the fellowship of others and dispense his easy and gracious responses, it was obvious that Seth remained fashionable and funny and bright and self-effacing, a star in spite of himself as he had been in the days when I’d basked unabashedly in his glory, which had been grounded not in what he had done but simply in who he was. It was not an exaggeration to say that my friendship with Seth Hartman was the most auspicious achievement of those four young years of my life.


“It’s great to see you, Marsh,” Seth was saying.


“You, too.”


“I almost called when this reunion thing geared up. Got your number from Directory Assistance and everything, but couldn’t bring myself to dial the phone.”


“I know what you mean,” I said, because I did. Seth and I had been pivotal to each other once, a reciprocal support system that boosted one and then the other over the bumps and thumps of maturation. I think one of the reasons we’d stayed apart ever since was the sense that whatever we became to each other now would only undermine that bond.


“You’re still in San Francisco, right?”


“Right.”


“And still a … whatever you call it? Private eye seems so film noir.”


“Well, that’s me. Noir to the core.”


“We’ll have to talk about that sometime, how you got from lawyering to sleuthing.”


“After we talk about why you traded New England for South Carolina. I’m no expert, but your accent sounds straight off the plantation. I’ll bet you named your firstborn Rhett.”


A switch momentarily shut down the mechanics of his face—the light went out of his eyes, and his smile grew stiff with effort. But a second later the social systems were online again, and he bowed from the waist extravagantly. “I’m a Son of the South all right. You should see me stroll down Tradd Street of an evening in my white suit and walking stick.”


Oddly enough, I could see it quite easily.


“I’m in the next room, by the way,” Seth was saying as he looked at his watch. “Just in case you have nightmares.”


“A minute ago I’d decided this whole weekend was going to be a nightmare.”


Seth laughed. “Too soon to tell, I think, but I know what you mean. And if I know you, you’ve already got your escape mapped out—motel in town, then off to the airport Sunday morning without saying good-bye to anyone. Am I right?”


I felt myself redden. “Something like that.”


“Stick around for at least one night. Promise?”


I shrugged. “Sure.”


As Seth slapped me on the shoulder, I found myself pleased that he had read my mind, that even after all this time our instincts traced parallel planes.


“So what’s on tap?” I asked, eyeing the agenda again, this time without comprehending it.


“Now?” Seth looked at his notes. “Reception at the president’s house, then a panel discussion entitled ‘Where We’ve Been and Where We’re Going and How to Be Sure We Get There.’ Gil’s one of the facilitators, which may give you an idea of how complex the discussion is going to get. Then a concert by the class pianist and a reading by the class poet and a film by the class filmmaker. Then dinner, then free time, then a sock hop in the gym.”


“You forgot the A. A. meeting.”


“Right.” Seth squinted and looked at me. “That of particular interest to you?”


“Not yet. You?”


He shook his head. “Booze is the least of my problems.” Solemn for just a moment, Seth’s look quickly turned mischievous. “I forgot the most important item.”


“Which one?”


“Faculty open house—five o’clock at the library. Be sure to get there early, so you can exchange affectionate recollections with some of your favorite profs.”


I swore. “There isn’t a member of this faculty who has ever known my name. Maybe we should sneak off to … what was the name of that place?”


“The Jabberwock. So soon you forget your home away from home.”


“Actually I always hated that joint. Smelled like kerosene or something.”


“I think it was mostly the stench from gouging starving students.” Seth looked at his watch again. “I’ve got to make some calls. If I don’t see you at dinner, meet me here at nine? Maybe we can get away from the hubbub and chat for a time. Catch up and all that.”


“Sure.”


“And maybe just you? For an hour or so? If he wants to join us, tell Gil we’ll see him at the Jabb at ten.”


“Okay.”


“Good. See you later.”


“Right.”


Seth started to walk away, then paused and looked back, not quite meeting my eyes. “I’ve missed you, Marsh. I wish I’d done something about it a long time ago.”


“Me, too.”


“We’ll have to make up for it from here on out.”


“Right.”


“Right. Well. See you later.”


“Yeah. See you.”


As he hurried off to make his calls, I wondered what was going on, not with the concert or the open house or the panel discussion, but with my friend Seth Hartman.




THREE



Suddenly I was alone, deep in the midst of people I’d once envied and avoided, admired and feared, coveted and shunned. It was hard to remember why it had all been so complicated.


I lugged my bag to my room, decided I’d been in jail cells more inviting, then returned to the common area. As I made my way through the crowd, I was bent on a cup of coffee and an easy exit; luckily, only etiquette prevented me from either.


Styrofoam in hand, I opted for a stroll among the buildings and through the groves and gates and gardens, to wallow in such memories as bestirred themselves. My route was random and unfocused, a fit with both my current mood and my academic career. The day was partly cloudy, which was a mutual match as well.


The battered lounge in the student union where I’d wasted eons playing Hearts, the Gothic dorm in which I’d lolled away my senior year, the Bauhaus library where I’d spent too many evenings in resentful deference to the inclinations of the institution, the antique appointments of the Tea Room where we’d flaunted the latest flowering of our brilliance after the library shooed us off—over the next hour I revisited those and other venues, including the chapel I’d haunted the winter of my sophomore year in the grip of a variety of religious experience I hadn’t approximated since.


It was pleasant enough on an aesthetic level, and the recollections that came and went were not entirely repugnant. The good times had mostly been adventures—forays to other dorms or other schools in search of harmless booty, parties where something poignant or preposterous had occurred, performances where timeless marvels were revealed to my unenlightened mind. The bad times were more memorable because they seemed more searing—goals unachieved, friendships squandered, romances severed, caves of knowledge overlooked or, once explored, forgotten.


If asked as a freshman, I would have said my goals were simple—I wanted to become witty and intelligent, sophisticated and erudite, philosophical and comical, articulate and ironic. I wanted to know something about everything and everything about something. I wanted to be liked, and I wanted to be loved. Then four years slipped past, and when I said good-bye to all that, I wasn’t any of those things. I didn’t know why.


Despite the rush of memory, the expectancy that spurred my walk, the hope that I would be informed or even altered by the journey, went unrequited. I was visited only by the realization that the life I’d aspired to and the one I was living had only trivial points of congruence, and were in many ways polar opposites. In contrast to the world of reason and restraint toward which my education had directed me, the world in which I lived and worked was marbled with violence and cruelty, jealousy and greed, outrage and addiction, pain and degradation. Which raised the possibility that, at least for me, the time spent on this campus, acquiring a host of misperceptions I still labored to be rid of, was less a blessing than a curse.


The rose garden was my last stop, the only mise en scène I’d scripted, the only site that needed special notice. I entered the arboretum with reverence, made my way along cool pathways toward its center, then saw that I was not alone.


As though we were featured players in the sequel to a classic film, with cameras rolling to the rear and grips and gaffers in the underbrush, Libby Grissom stood beside a hybrid tea, at the spot where I’d first dared to voice my feelings for her. Then as now, the moment toyed with time, created fusion and fission simultaneously, compressed the present like a concertina, then stretched it thin like taffy. Short of breath and tingling with uncertainty, I waited for something to happen without knowing what I wanted that something to be.


Locked in a time dance of her own, her hands flighty at her sides, her eyes fixed on a perfect yellow bloom, Libby didn’t notice me at first. From the expression on her face, the accompaniment to her trance was more a dirge than a minuet. I had no doubt that I was the source of the song.


She seemed taller than before, perhaps because she was as trim as a rake. Her once-blond hair was now a golden brown; the once-lush locks were chopped to a wedge above her ears and neck. Her clothes were sporty and simple: the running shoes well worn, the shorts tanned just lighter than her slim and muscled legs, her top imprinted with a sassy slogan. Her hands were without adornment other than the dollops of pigment that age deposits; her eyes seemed wayward and unplugged.


Once again, my impulse was to turn and go, to postpone an encounter until I was armed with quips and counter-punches, until I had reprised our past sufficiently to know where the equities lay and whence the apologies should flow. But a bird flew off, a tree branch trembled, a leaf fell lazily to earth, and Libby’s spell was broken.


When she turned my way, she trapped me; I was as atremble as a rabbit. “Marsh.” A hand went to her throat. Her eyes were as astonished as the bird’s, then leery as my own. “My God.”


I waved inanely. “Ms. Grissom.”


“I didn’t … they told me you weren’t coming.”


“I didn’t think I was.”


She shifted left and right, like me in the grip of an urge to flee. “Well. I’m glad you did.”


“So am I. You look great, Libby.”


Her laugh was terse and deprecating. “After I decided to come, I doubled my aerobic schedule and lost ten pounds. If I’d known this was going to happen, I’d have lost five more.”


I was flattered but didn’t know what to do about it. “So how are you?” I mumbled, shifting about so avidly I pricked my elbow on a thorn. “I mean, you know, has life been gentle with you and all that?”


She frowned and looked away, toward the chapel lordly on the hill above us. “It’s not supposed to be, is it? ‘Do not go gentle into that good night,’ remember?”


“You always were too literary for your own good. All I meant was, are you happy?”


A brow lifted as she regarded me the way she had regarded the yellow rose. “Now?” She shrugged. “Not particularly. But I have been, on and off. And I hope to be again.”


“Is it something you want to talk about?”


“With you? Here? Now? I don’t think so.” Her smile turned firm, then crumpled. “About a year ago I wanted to talk to you so much it became an obsession. I was hysterical about it for some reason—I got out all the yearbooks and looked at the pictures and dug out all the letters we exchanged the summer before senior year, and, well, it was crazy. Monomania or something. One night I downed three shots of bourbon, then looked up your number and dialed it, then hung up the second you answered. I did it four times in a row before I got control of myself. You must have thought I was the CIA.”


“I wish you’d persevered.”


She met my eye. “Then why didn’t you call me?”


“You’re married. Or were.”


“That didn’t matter.”


“Yes, it did.”


The exchange revived the taste of our final weeks, when conversation inevitably rose to confrontation, when our views of everything were disparate, when we’d seemed compelled to hurt each other. At the time, I hadn’t understood why we’d suddenly become so alienated, but in retrospect the cause seems simple—we were afraid of what was coming next, and each blamed the other for that fright.


As I was remembering how hurtful our qualms had made us, Libby tried to lift the mood. “It’s a moot point anyway,” she said airily. “My second divorce was final a month ago.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be; I’m the one who filed. It’s what I wanted; what I needed, even. It’s just that I still seem to be … ‘reeling’ would be a good way to put it.”


“Divorce is never easy.”


She frowned. “I didn’t think you’d married.”


“I haven’t. But I’m around it a lot. In my work, I mean.”


Her smile slid toward a sneer, or maybe I was just projecting. “Keyhole peeping.”


Since I’ve had a lot of practice, I didn’t take offense. “Not quite. But too close for comfort, sometimes.” I scrambled for another subject. “I don’t even know where you live,” I said finally.


“Baltimore.”


“Like it?”


“It has its good points. How about you? Still in San Francisco?”


“Yep.”


“Like it?”


“Less and less.”


“That’s pretty much true of everywhere, don’t you think? I mean that nowhere is as nice as it used to be?”


“I suppose not.”


“Though actually Baltimore has gotten better in a lot of ways.”


“That’s what I hear.”


Irritated at our turn toward irrelevance, Libby took a breath, looked at the rose or maybe at the thorns, then shook her head as though to derail her train of thought. “God. I spent lots of nights hoping this would happen and lots of days praying it wouldn’t. Now here you are, and I don’t know what to say to you.”


“Me, either.”


“Maybe we should retire and consider the options.”


“Maybe so.”


“And convene later and report our conclusions.”


“Sounds a lot like independent study.”


For the first time, her smile was an expression I’d seen before, an expression I’d once cherished. “Right,” she said. “A term paper. ‘Love Later On,’ we could call it. Libby and Marsh, thirty years thereafter.”


“Twenty-five.”


“Twenty-nine, actually. We met the first week of freshman year.”


“Barely.”


“Barely for you, maybe; I’ve thought about you every day since I drew your name for the sack race during orientation.” She made a face at her hyperbole. “That’s a lie, but the truth’s not far from it.” She shook her head and sighed. “I hope they’ve gotten rid of that sack business. It was very demeaning to women.”


I wasn’t in the mood for feminism. “When do you want to meet?”


She shrugged. “Tonight? There’s a dance or something, isn’t there?”


“Sock hop. Gym.”


“You don’t seem enthusiastic. But then you never were.”


“Not about dancing, at any rate.”


“Not about much of anything, as I remember.”


“Enthusiasm gets tempered by good sense on occasion,” I rebelled. “How about if we meet by the stadium? The ticket booth.”


Libby stuck out her tongue. “I know what used to go on in that place, don’t think I don’t. The bleachers by the tennis courts?”


“Fine.”


“What time?”


“I have to see Seth at nine, so … ten-thirty?”


She nodded. “Ten-thirty’s fine. I’ll take a nap.”


“Great. See you then.”


“How’s Seth, by the way?”


“He seems to have something on his mind.”


“What?”


“I don’t know; I’ll probably know more when I see you.”


“So will I,” Libby said simply, then waved good-bye and disappeared behind a hedge, leaving me with a bleeding elbow and an ochre rose and a host of reckless emotions about a woman I hadn’t laid eyes on during the most recent half of my lifetime.




FOUR



I wandered back toward my room, my brain stuffed with tufts of memory, my inclination still to abdicate the enterprise so that at least this portion of my past would remain where it had lain for a quarter-century, in a shallow grave from which it could do no further harm. But the past is never truly buried or even truly dead, and part of me still wanted to war with it some more, to make it explain itself more fully so it could in turn explain the present. Since I wasn’t making progress on my own, I detoured to the lounge and found people who held their collegiate experience in sufficient esteem to want to talk about it.


And so it went for the remainder of the afternoon and early evening. In the garden of his stately home, the president made a subtle but pointed plea for funds. On a more elevated plane, the pianist was worthy of his hire, the poet didn’t show for reasons unexplained but rumored to involve cocaine, the film was blessedly brief, and the futures panel was commandeered into a debate on the Thomas/Hill confrontation and Gil Hayward was hooted from the room.


The ad hoc ethic of the occasion found me talking volubly to people I’d barely known in the early days, while struggling to chitchat with people I’d once considered friends. Along the way I made small talk with an heir to an oil fortune, a self-styled schizophrenic and a similarly branded genius, a playboy who plied his trade from Buenos Aires, and a woman who’d forsaken pediatrics to farm herbs and spices up in Oregon. Inquiries concerning my own vocation were easily finessed—I think most people thought I was joking when I told them what I did. At one point, I decided I was the only person in the room who didn’t own a house.


For the most part, discussion was oddly guarded and carefully circumspect, as though we had such glittering reputations to protect that candor was out of the question. Although bubbles of humor and pathos and even profundity surfaced along the way, after eight hours of conviviality the results were mostly disappointing. What I was looking for was perspective, a sense of what people felt about their world and their lives and themselves, but despite the buzz of easy patter and an occasional spike of introspection, I couldn’t get a reading—the more direct the inquiry, the more slippery the evasion. In general, the women seemed happier or at least more open than the men; the men seemed numbed and somewhat cowed, by the occasion or by their lives, it was hard to tell which. Maybe those were simply the types I was drawn to, for reasons of self-defense.


My basic impression was that twenty-five years hadn’t changed anybody very much, and the evolutionary stasis made me sad—if a good education and twenty-five years of putting it to use had no effect on philosophy or psyche, what was the point of it? What I guess I hoped was that someone would confront me with proof that contrary to the evidence I regularly accumulate in my work, life is both benign and consequential. But if such proof were to be had at the reunion, I hadn’t found it by the end of the evening even though I fancy myself a good detective.


By the time the dinner speeches were over, I needed a drink more potent than pilsner. Luckily Seth was waiting in his room when I got there. It took five minutes to realize the dorm wasn’t conducive to communication, so we headed for the local bar.


When our drinks had come, we toasted each other. “It’s been a long time,” Seth said.


“Too long.”


“Why’d we let it get away like that?”


“Because we live three thousand miles apart, for one thing. Because we’re cowards, for another.”


“What are we afraid of?”


“Amending memories,” I suggested, then wondered if Seth regarded our friendship as nearly as hallowed as I did.


“We should step up the pace,” he was saying. “Schedule a rendezvous from time to time.”


I recalled my recent humiliation at the bank. “My budget may not have a rendezvous in it for a while.”


“I could cover your expenses, no problem.”


“It would be a problem for me.”


Seth laughed. “Still the noble savage.”


“More the latter than the former, but I work on it.”


We drank.


“So how’s your life, Marsh?” Seth asked, as earnestly as I had inquired the same of Libby. “I mean basically.”


“Basically it’s good. Not great, but good.”


“Why not great?”


“Too lonely, too selfish, too ordinary to be great. But good is good enough. Most days. How about you?”


“I’ve had my ups and downs.” He quickly reversed the focus. “What’s the best part?”


“Of my life?” I shrugged. “The fact that I get people out of trouble once in a while, I guess. That I do what I want to do the way I want to do it and make enough money to qualify for Social Security but not so much that I’m tempted to vote Republican.”


Seth laughed. “I know what you mean—back home I’m considered a traitor to my race and class. I may be the only Caucasian Democrat in town. Me and the mayor,” he amended. “Speaking of which, why don’t you come South with me?”


“When?”


“Sunday. Fly back with me from here.”


I looked at his white cotton sweater and his pale yellow slacks. “I don’t have the wardrobe for it.”


“I’m serious, Marsh. Life’s too short not to go on a toot once in a while. We’re sneaking up on fifty, you know.”


“I know that better than I know my bookie’s phone number, but I’ve already got my ticket home. The airlines don’t like you to improvise.”


“I know a doctor. He’ll tell them it was a medical emergency requiring a physic of red beans and rice.”


I offered a considered evasion. “I would like to see Charleston someday; I’ve never been to the Deep South before. Maybe next winter.”


When Seth spoke again, the words came laden with insistence. “It would help if you could come now.”


Seth’s blue eyes quickened with the intensity he used to display before an exam, the electric surge that would carry him through a night of cramming and the stress of the test and the partying of the next evening as well, all without the overload of exhaustion that turned the rest of us to stone.


“That sounds like more than a casual invitation,” I said.


Seth’s eyes darkened toward the color of good grapes. “That’s the only reason I came back for this,” he said. “To recruit you to help me out.”


I didn’t know what to say, so I said, “I’m flattered.”


Seth looked away uneasily. “But I don’t want to ruin your weekend. There’s no need to discuss the situation if there isn’t a chance you can come down and get into it. If you’ll agree to come, we can leave it where it is till we get home. If you can’t, just forget I said anything.”


He looked at the neon beer sign blinking in the window, then beyond it into the depthless threat of night. “You can’t get a sense of what’s happening to me unless you come to Charleston, anyway,” he mused quietly. “Like most things in the South, it’s more a matter of feel than fact.”


“What is happening, Seth?”


He looked around the bar. What he saw didn’t cheer him. When he spoke, the words were as dry as the dust on the floor. “Someone’s trying to destroy me.”


“You’re serious.”


He nodded. “Remember the summer of ’66? When I went South to do voter registration work for SNCC?”


“Sure I do. I’ve never forgotten your stories about being chased around the countryside by pickups full of rednecks and shotguns and coonhounds.”


In the echo of the final word, Seth looked away again, this time toward the knot of people at the next table. “It got dicey a few times. For a lot of us.”


“But what does that have to do with now?”


“I’m not sure, but the thing that’s happening seems related to those times, somehow. Or at least to those issues.”


“I guess I still don’t get it.”


Moving as slow as Sunday, Seth took out his wallet and extracted a paper that had been folded and refolded and stuck in with the currency. After he spread open the square of cheap bond, he examined it for several seconds before he handed it to me the way he would hand me a rodent:


NOTICE OF RACIAL JUDGMENT NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that the ALLIANCE FOR SOUTHERN PRIDE has identified SETH HARTMAN as an ENEMY of the SOUTHERN WAY OF LIFE.


Your advocacy and agitation on behalf of the DEGENERATE, WHOREMONGERING, RACE POLLUTING, ALIEN, ANTI-WHITE AND ANTI-CHRISTIAN forces that have been and remain dedicated to the DESTRUCTION of the SOUTHERN WAY OF LIFE make you, SETH HARTMAN, a TRAITOR to the SOUTH and a BETRAYER of the GREAT WHITE RACE.


THEREFORE, BE ADVISED OF THE FOLLOWING JUDGMENT:


YOUR SENTENCE: DEATH


YOUR EXECUTIONER: The PURIFICATION BRIGADE of the ALLIANCE for SOUTHERN PRIDE


YOUR SOLE SALVATION: REMOVAL of your PERSON from the LANDS of the NEW CONFEDERACY


Sentence is suspended for 60 days to allow you to depart the jurisdiction. But BE IT DULY NOTED that failure to remove yourself within the allotted time will result in your RACIAL SENTENCE being duly executed FORTHWITH.


FIELD ORDER #7


THE ALLIANCE FOR SOUTHERN PRIDE


SOUTHERN PRIDE = WHITE POWER


SAVE THE SOUTH


“This is serious, isn’t it?” I said as I handed the paper back to Seth, my mind awash in images of white sheets and burning crosses and the men who made use of such symbols.


He nodded. “I think so.”


“What’s behind it, do you think?”


Seth rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “That’s the problem—I don’t know. But I don’t want to go into it now, Marsh; I just need to know whether you can help me get to the bottom of it.” His voice broke at the end of the entreaty; I had never seen him so abject.


“I don’t know, Seth. I’ve got clients and—”


He gathered himself with effort and managed a crooked smile. “Since the Notice of Judgment didn’t do the trick, maybe this will convince you.”


Seth dug in his wallet again and handed me a news clipping that described a local fund-raising event:


The main drawing card is the opportunity to watch a cow defecate on a high school football field. Not only do the parents, students, and supporters have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to witness this display firsthand, they are also afforded the chance to place bets on where this historic event will occur: The field has been subdivided into numbered squares for ease of wagering.


When I’d finished, I looked at him and grinned. “Carolina, here I come.”




FIVE



Seth didn’t realize it, but his efforts to get me to Charleston had touched a nerve more likely than any other to recruit me to his cause. The nerve was guilt, and the root was civil rights—the defining social and political movement of my youth, the heroic wrenching of the nation out of the pit of apartheid onto the road to racial justice. That the racial wound still festered, and was more septic today than only a few years earlier, diminished neither the nobility of the quest nor the courage of those, like Seth, who once pursued it at their peril.


Seth had asked me several times to go down with him and work for SNCC that summer. I’d given it much thought, but ultimately demurred. I had to earn money for school, I needed to spend time with my family, I wasn’t good at canvassing or recruiting or any other organizational skills. True but insufficient: I should have done my part but hadn’t.


Why I hadn’t done more to advance a cause I fervently believed in is a question I’d thrown at myself more often than was healthy over the years, because the answer invariably included elements of sloth and cowardice. But that was then and this was now. That Seth’s death sentence from the Alliance for Southern Pride constituted a belated opportunity to redeem myself was a myth I eagerly embraced.


Gil showed up at the Jabberwock just as I was leaving. Without being told, both he and Seth knew where I was going when I bid them a brief good-bye, and they teased me as I hurried toward my rendezvous.


As I drove toward the campus, thoughts of Seth and the South began to fade, and Libby Grissom—not the current Libby but the one I’d loved and lost—materialized in their place. When I began the hike down the slippery slope toward the tennis courts—a dimly lit oasis of Hopperesque geometry in the spring-crisp shroud of night—blood was thick in my veins and my breaths were high in my chest. By the time I reached the bleachers, my brow was iced with sweat.


But she wasn’t there. More disappointed than I expected to be, I stood by the bleachers and warred with a persistent squadron of mosquitoes as I watched a succession of far-off silhouettes stroll toward the wooded arboretum on secret trysts of their own. That the only privacy the school afforded lovers was the same it afforded field mice was one of its supposed charms.


In less than a minute, I’d decided Libby’s decision was a wise one: Nothing good could come of this. Whatever attraction we might have had for each other if we had met this week as strangers, our past made us forever estranged in some sense that was both minute and ineradicable.


“Sorry I’m late.”


The voice was small within the cloak of night, crimped with cold and nerves.


“I decided you’d decided not to come.”


“Were you disappointed?”


I opted for candor. “Yes.”


She lingered in the shadows, her most visible aspect the orange trim around her shoes. “I did decide that,” she said softly. “And then I decided that standing you up would be petulant and immature. And then I decided that meeting you would be more … provocative than I ought to be. And then I decided, what the hell. But Linda Barnard wanted to tell me about her photo safari to Kenya, and Gladys Sandstrom wanted to talk about estrogen therapy—I had no idea there was so much controversy about … Anyway, better late than never. I hope. Sorry to keep you waiting.”


“It’s all right; I’m pretty good at it, as it happens.”


“Because of your work, you mean.”


“My work. My life. Whatever.”


Her lips went prim with irritation. “You’ve gotten stoic in your old age. I’m not sure it suits you.”


“Sorry about that,” I said, irritated in return at both her attitude and her accuracy.


“I would like to hear more about it sometime, though. Your work, I mean.”
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