
[image: Cover Page of In Short Measures]


[image: Half Title of In Short Measures]


[image: Title Page of In Short Measures]


Copyright © 2015 by Michael Ruhlman

THE DANGLING CONVERSATION Words and Music by Paul Simon Copyright © 1966 Paul Simon (BMI) All Rights Reserved.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Laura Klynstra

Print ISBN: 978-1-63450-225-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-0063-5





In memory of Reynolds Price
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In Short Measures

PART I

One

He appeared again, in the archway one hundred feet away. Just his shadowed silhouette, his form, was visible from that distance, but I knew who he was with the suddenness of a blow to the back of my head.

It’s the ordinary lives that are the best, and given what was about to happen because of him, I’m even more certain of this than ever. As most of us lead ordinary lives, I figure it works out right. I count myself a lucky woman to know it.

I’ve always accepted I wasn’t put in this world for any greater purpose than daily constancy to the people around me—my family, my friends, the people I work beside. I have a job to do well each day and a small house and home in a place that matters to me. I cook for family and friends at least three times a week. When I’m greedy for more, I ask God to maintain my power to see this Carolina landscape, to inhale the birch and pine forests I came of age in, to feel the red clay between my toes, to taste the barbecue and fried okra and sweet iced tea native to my place. I’ve kept my girlish figure without trying, thank you—maybe my one point of pride. Sleep comes easily and my dreams are rarely troubled.

We all have an age we’re dealt at birth, an age we hit when we are most ourselves. In men it’s more obvious. Anyone who’s half awake has encountered thirty-year-old men who are sixty in their souls and will only truly feel at home when their actual age aligns with their spiritual age. The regrettable fact is the majority of men are seventeen at heart and spend their whole adult lives trying to deny it, making themselves and the families they’ve created miserable. Women tend to hide (or ignore) their spiritual age and present to the world what they think the world wants to see, forever in doubt, and thinking a new haircut or handbag will change who they are so that they can be at ease, which they rarely seem to be, for any long stretch at least.

I was born aged forty-five, have dressed all my life with the same tasteful conservative style as I do today—now that I am actually forty-five—and really for the first time feeling in sync with who I am and where and what I’ve come to. At life’s halfway mark more or less, I’m happy in my daily toil as a curator of collections in Duke University’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library, grateful for my brother and sister and their children, and lucky for the few friends I have, content even in that I’m single, relying on the odd flings to make sure the old pleasures remain available and viable. There was a time for me when sex was one of the most reliable sources of unalloyed pleasure I knew, but that’s faded. Age, I guess. Today sex has become kind of like cleaning out the fridge—a bit of a hassle but it feels really good once you’re done.

Again: good work, good family, good friends, in a place I love. I’ve seen enough of people to know that this is the best of all possible worlds, and that those called upon by God or Darwin to greatness, whether in the arts, or statesmanship, or any kind of public life, and certainly the very wealthy or very famous, more often than not are unhappy. Certainly the desire for any of it—money, fame, power—is a sentence to spiritual purgatory.

But I once suspected I had an actual purpose, and I write now with a renewed sense of it: to be there for Em, to watch him and give him whatever he needed, and now may need still. Loving him was a hard side effect of my need to fill him, to tell him it was okay, to let him know that his recklessness and narcissism were necessary for what he aimed to accomplish, were part of the fuel of his ambition, and that his genuine love of the world was his own gift to those who loved him, no matter who he’d burn through in his own hurtle through life.

There, like that, I was utterly and absolutely content the afternoon of May 18, 2010, a warm day, four months ago, in a smooth navy dress, straight brown hair just long enough to keep in a neat ponytail, frameless spectacles befitting my bookish self. There I was, standing in Duke’s main quad when he reappeared, descending the steps of the archway where I’d first seen him twenty-five years earlier. There I was, and then I wasn’t.

*

One of the qualities that set Em apart, I would come to know after a few short years of obsessive watching long ago, was the fact that he seemed to be both thirteen and seventy, and these opposing forces—unmanageable passions and intensity paired with wisdom (or what seemed like it; how would I have known wisdom at age twenty?), barefooted, swami-like calm, understanding, and humor in the face of a world that was fun, kind, absurd at best, but also terrible, even murderous. That was the boy I knew. Aware, and accepting, of it all.

When did I know I loved him? You probably won’t buy this, and fine if you don’t, but I felt I’d already been loving him since before I laid eyes on him. Is that kind of thing possible? I know just enough of this world to answer yes, it is. This story is further proof. A world this cruel and wonderful is bound by mysteries we cannot fathom but are obliged to try, anyone with a brain and heart anyhow. What was it that Nabokov wrote, was it in Speak, Memory or Pale Fire or an interview? I cherish the Southern people of letters, our Faulkners and Weltys, the Great Man we were to celebrate on this day. But the words of the rootless Russian genius are the ones at the center of my own heart. It was an interview—I found my paperback, Strong Opinions—and the words I’m writing down here were in response to a question: “Do you believe in a Divine Being?”

Nabokov’s response: “To be quite candid—and what I am going to say now is something I never said before, and I hope it provokes a salutary little chill—I know more than I can express in words, and the little I can express would not have been expressed, had I not known more.”

That’s exactly how I feel about love—that the world is mysterious, that the heart knows depths that cannot be put into words or actions, and that we are obliged to search and try at least to understand, knowing full well that, were we to be successful in that search, it would be only to deepen the mystery, which would demand deeper quests. Forever. That really is the only proof of success in understanding this world, to have deepened, or in some way enhanced, the mystery. This is why I believe that it was possible to have already been in love with Em the moment I saw him, my body primed just for him, a few days before he began his freshman year at Duke University. Is there a reason why? If there is, I can’t say it. I just know it.

Saw him? Beheld him, more like. He appeared within the archway to the main quad, his strawberry blond hair aglow in the late-afternoon sun streaming in through the willow oaks, a blue T-shirt, torn at the shoulder, faded jeans, and bare feet. He led a small pack of fellow freshmen who looked their age, but the only way I knew Em to be a freshman was that they were all headed to a freshman orientation I was helping to run. He was far older inside, plain to see. (The thirteen-year-old part wouldn’t come out for another thirty-six hours.)

I remember it today as if it had just happened because it’s simply one of those moments. You don’t forget. This boy seemed literally to glow, while his classmates remained muted, as if they were on the other side of an unwashed window while he alone stood in front of it to catch the sun. His laugh was the first note of his voice I was given, and then a sentence: “Where’s the fun in that?” Easy and self-confident, smiling, but he took no notice of the three juniors on the bench outside our dorm as he passed. We were there on their behalf, volunteers to be mentors to the incoming class, Freshman Advisory Counselors, FACs, we were called. My best friend Amanda, Amanda’s best friend Sterly, and me, and it took a few minutes for Amanda’s words—“Dog in heat, dog in heat!”—to register and then, turning to her, one moment more to realize she was referring to me. And Sterly said, “Grimsley, your face just turned red as a sunset.”

I put my elbow hard into Amanda’s side and said, “Y’all.” I couldn’t think of anything more. The boy had wiped my brain clean. “Come on, we’re gonna be late.”

*

I was seven when Daddy got a teaching job here and we moved from Hampton Park Terrace in Charleston, north to Durham. While I don’t recollect much from my youth, I did hang on to the thick South Carolina accent of my mother—proudly, I should add—as well as a perpetual hunger for tidewater shrimp and grits for breakfast anytime I’m up before 6 a.m.

I’m not naturally a sneak, but that day long ago I did find out the boy’s name and quickly made sure he was on the list of freshmen I’d be assigned to that afternoon in the Duke Gardens. It was easy because he had a name he himself thought slightly preposterous. We’d gathered into our groups on the big lawn there and I called his name as if I didn’t know who’d respond: “Emerson Randall?” He smiled self-consciously and said, “Just call me Em, please.”

“Why? Emerson’s an interesting name,” I said.

He looked at his bare feet and said, “Maybe if I were a nineteenth-century Chicago banker.”

“Well, at least you weren’t saddled with a name like mine.”

“Which is?”

“Grimsley.”

He looked up from his feet at me then and smiled, our eyes locked for that first indelible time, and the glow came on again, as if by a self-controlled inner rheostat. I thought for a moment he loved me too, or would soon, or at least could, but I’d quickly see that he turned that inner light on for just about anyone who caught his attention. He smiled his natural and easy smile, all full of big white teeth straight out of a Pepsodent commercial, fixed his speckled, hazel-gold eyes on me, and asked, “What kind of a name is that?”

“Family name, a long line of South Carolina Grimsleys, by way of Kentucky.”

“Grimsley what?”

“Feller.”

Didn’t think it possible but his smile got even bigger until it segued into an easy laugh. “Grimsley Feller,” he said. He held out his hand. “Grimsley Feller.” The grin dimming not one watt.

I only hoped he didn’t notice how my jugular throbbed. This Yankee boy, not yet eighteen I’d learn, was completely at ease five hundred miles from his lower-middle-class suburban Chicago home—something of a hardscrabble family, as it turned out; he was here on a scholarship—in a sea of strangers at a big new university. And here he had me, two years his senior and unaccustomed to strong emotion, straining for composure.

And twenty-five years later, twenty-five years, as if planned by God, punishment for my contented complacency, I happened to be in Duke’s main quad, smoothing my navy dress, feeling every bit the middle-aged woman I was, having left the Bryan Center, turned to my right and there, in the archway, he appeared again.


Two

I watched Emerson descend the steps and kept on watching until I became self-conscious, then turned so he’d see only my back if he looked my way. I took a slug from the water bottle I carried. I’d seen enough and did not need an encounter just then. Too stunned. I felt like a storm-blown tree partly uprooted, bent but standing, roots exposed. But of course, he’d been Daniel Blackmore’s prize student, or one of them, and had returned to pay his respects on this day of the memorial. I hadn’t known he’d be here, hadn’t thought of him in years. Not that I didn’t feel a part of him was deep down inside me ever since that first vision of him twenty years ago. What are we humans, we animals? How can it be that he remained inside me? Seven or eight years, at least, not a speck of him passed through my mind. Then there he was, and my soul shook. God saying to me again, behold. And what did it mean that my first emotion was anger? Diamond-hard and multifaceted, every-faceted, my whole life, anger. What had I done?

*

It’s the end of summer now and I can finally bring myself to record these events in the early evening coolness, knowing fully and accepting the thrilling consequences of that day, the heavy August heat having finally abated. I can only now bear to think it all through and to write it down.

I saw Em, turned, closed my eyes, sucked down water, and caught my breath. My heart beat so hard I actually put my hand to my chest as if I could slow it. He passed, and I watched him till he turned left toward the Duke Chapel and was out of sight.

Would he have recognized me, would he have known who I was, that boy who shared my dorm room bed more times than I can count before sailing off into his future? Probably not.

How many different ways women can be angry. We circle a spot and our anger strikes its target from any of 360 degrees. Men are mad in a straight line. Simple but effective. We are elusive and unpredictable.

But why anger? He had never done me harm, intended or accidental. He’d never done anything but make me laugh, tell me stories, adore my body and please every inch of it. I had a really good body back then. All girl, smooth clear skin, perfect proportions, nothing big and nothing small, just right and intended for guys. A girlfriend kissed me once, out of nowhere, a hard, teeth-clicking kiss, and I kissed back—just from curiosity and, I admit, partly from the surprise of a new experience, kissing a face with such harmless skin. But as for feeling, there was none, and I never accepted or offered a kiss to any other woman. I was glad for her kiss—what was her name, a wild one, nicknamed White Chocolate, can’t remember her actual name … I grow old. I was glad because it told me plain and clear, I was vigorously and irrevocably hetero, doomed to the sharkskin faces and urgent hard-ons of guys. And given my pleasing twenty-year-old body, I knew what most boys wanted. I just assumed that’s what Em was after when he first scratched on my screened window, clinging like a cat to the tree branch. What they all wanted.

One degree of anger, in that moment and in my dry old soul, was a presumption that he wouldn’t recognize me. Had I not turned and he’d cast his speckled eyes on me—that his gaze would just pass over me like a ray of sun, pushing through moving cloud cover, passing over a rock on a hillside. Sylvester with the magic pebble—read that to my nieces and nephews a thousand times—me, the rock. He’d remember me, once he knew, I was sure of that, we did share many pleasures, or I was pretty sure—no telling what life does to a person or what a person does to him- or herself. We’d stopped corresponding shortly after he graduated, so I knew only what I’d read about him, and that was years ago. So I’d have been surprised if he didn’t remember me, but would he have recognized me on sight?

A couple years ago, I’d gone to my twenty-fifth high school reunion. What a wreck some of the guys had become. You ever doubt life can be hard as bad weather on some people, go to that high school reunion. The women fare worse, but the guys, they either don’t damn change but for a general thickening and roughening, or they’re just plain different people, fat and bald with yellow teeth and old man breath. When I read a few “Hello, my name is” stickers, I clapped my hand to my mouth as if in happy surprise, but I really just wanted to keep my jaw from hitting the floor in astonishment.

Anger degree number two: Emerson hadn’t changed. Yes, thickened very slightly, uniformly, but no belly, trim as a young man, hair graying but just a little, still strawberry blond, and the same easy light gait, no hurry, wondering at it all.

But unlike in my first vision, he was not smiling. His eyes were bright and he still seemed to shine, but there wasn’t a trace of a smile. He walked tentatively. If anything, he looked lost, as if he couldn’t remember where he was or why he was here or where he was headed.


Three

I sat in the very back row, so far back the people at the podium were barely recognizable. Duke’s president, one of Blackmore’s English Department colleagues, herself an eminent poet, and two well-regarded novelists who had been students of Blackmore’s in the 1960s and 1970s all spoke. Em had been one of Blackmore’s prized students in the 1980s, one of about a dozen in Blackmore’s menagerie over the course of nearly fifty years of teaching. I’d wondered if Em had been asked to speak, but saw from the program, with both relief and regret, that he was not listed. I wondered if he’d been asked and declined, and then I wondered, if he had not been asked, was he hurt? I knew from faculty gossip back then—my father regaled us with hilarious and appalling stories of internecine faculty battles—that there had been much Sturm und Drang over Blackmore’s behind-the-scenes machinations to give Emerson the honor of valedictory speaker at the 1985 graduation, passing over Maegan Sayer, president of the student body heading to Oxford on a Rhodes scholarship. (She’d fulfill her promise by becoming our state’s attorney general by her early forties and was elected just last term to the US House of Representatives.) The scholarship had been an issue as well, as Blackmore himself had earned one in 1955 and had labored on behalf of Emerson’s application.

Em had told me after the fact that he didn’t want it, that he had applied only at Blackmore’s insistence, and at the time he did anything that Blackmore insisted upon. I believed him. Em wasn’t the sour-grapes sort, and I don’t think he wanted more study, only the attention and the honor of it. By his senior year, he was fairly wild and needed to get out of school, clearly ready to burst into his own in the adult world of Manhattan.

What had Emerson done upon leaving Duke? He’d spent one bad year working in Manhattan, that I knew, but after, I’m not altogether sure. Bits and pieces of hearsay were mainly what I got at reunions and in my work for the university. I kept my ear to the ground from here, via the alumni department. I knew that Em struggled in New York, as one was supposed to do, but when Blackmore’s agent was unable to place Em’s novel, Em segued seamlessly into journalism and used his charisma and charm to smooth-talk his way into numerous celebrity lairs for Vanity Fair profiles, making contacts he would parlay into even greater success in the entertainment industry. And it was in this respect that I’d last read about him—must have been seven years ago—in Entertainment Weekly. I wouldn’t be caught purchasing this magazine, but I do confess to paging through it given the opportunity. If I’m going to actually wait for a dentist to drill my teeth, I’ll indulge in some mental sugar while I do.

Em had been nominated for a TV award for his work on some new crime drama, can’t remember the name (my tastes run more toward the English drawing room—filmed versions of Jane Austen novels, Upstairs, Downstairs). I remember being genuinely glad for him. He was photographed with his wife, Collista Meriwether, a Los Angeles fine art photographer from a moneyed family. (I Googled her that day, the left side of my mouth drool-slicked and sagging from the Novocain.) He looked in the photo very much as he had today, and his wife looked like your average Los Angeles socialite—blond, ravishingly good looking, and slim from who knows how many egg-white omelets.

I never learned if he actually won the Emmy.

This was not the last time he’d entered my mind—rather the most recent knowledge I’d had of him. A few weeks before today’s memorial, I’d read some letters he’d written (not to me), but I’d glanced at them only briefly, read one completely, and felt little—mild curiosity if anything, some regret, perhaps, for him. I didn’t linger on the letters. The truth of the matter is that for four years while Em was a student here, he occupied me continuously, but time mercifully let me forget him, and neither those few traces in the arc of his life I’ve noted, nor the more personal letters I’d found, unearthed the old feelings. And yet his physical presence on this day, the particular mix of carbon atoms and water and DNA that composed his singular body, seemed literally to transform me as he walked past me, engaging that long-unused gear that had twenty-five years earlier altered my course.

*

The memorial ended with words read by the man himself. He had a rich baritone, and was famed for his readings around here, but the words had in fact been recorded at my mother’s funeral service, five years earlier. Blackmore had spoken and concluded with a reading from one of his own favorite poems by Ben Jonson. It was touching then because it showed me how close my mother and he had been.

It is not growing like a tree
In bulk, doth make men better be,
Or standing long an oak, three hundred year,
To fall a log at last, dry, bald, and sere:
A lily of a day
Is fairer far in May,
Although it fall and die that night;
It was the plant and flower of light.
In small proportions we just beauties see;
And in short measures life may perfect be.

Blackmore had enunciated the word “small,” drew it out smoothly, deeply, for special attention. I remembered it from five years ago because it was so touching, but now it was simply sad, the smallness of us all, ultimately—our mortality, Daddy many years ago, my mom dead of lung cancer, Blackmore of … I was going to say simple old age, but let’s just call it what it is: The Inevitable. And soon, me. Life’s single certainty. It’s the happiest story there is, it’s said: “The grandfather dies, the father dies, the son dies.” But still.

Organ music filled Duke Chapel after the poem to bring the memorial to an end, and my eyes were dry. I’d known Professor Blackmore ever since we moved here. My father was his exact contemporary; the young author, though, was a star on the campus by the time we arrived. Blackmore had arrived at Duke fairly needy from his home state of Virginia, the site of so many of his novels and stories. But he and I weren’t close. He was a prolific philanderer in his early days, occasionally with students, or so I heard; he always treated me like Daddy’s little girl, kind but aloof. I never took a class from him—too intimidating for me at the time. He reserved most of his heart and mind for his writing students, those who shared his love of the great Western texts.

Not grieving, only thoughtful and sad, I was clear-headed enough to consider my options as the crowd filed out. Near the door, I could bolt for the library, where I had actual work to do for this occasion (a collection of Blackmore’s work and honors—first editions, medals, letters—had been organized by me and my colleague, Don Glassman, in the Rare Book and Manuscript Library, in the small room off the entrance of Perkins Library, the Mary Duke Biddle Rare Book Room). Or I could wait for Em to exit, catch him then.

Which brought up another fraught decision. Call out to him? Place myself where he’d see me and pray he recognized me? The latter terrified me, of course. For if he failed to recognize me, then I’d clearly have meant even less to him than I’d thought, and I couldn’t bear this devastation. And if this were so, I don’t believe I could forgive him, or forgive my pathetic self. Truly, he was so important to me those years ago that were he to fail to know my face, my eyes, then I’d deluded myself. I don’t care how many layers of time we’d built up between the selves we were then and are now.

I could already feel my blood getting hot just thinking, and so, blinded by rising anger, I never saw him coming. He appeared before me out of the crowd like a shark rising to the surface, every bit as surprising, beautiful, and dangerous. To me at least. And I’m sure I took a breath but I don’t recall because I was paralyzed, struck so dumb for so many long, blank moments that he was the one who had to speak.

“Grimsley,” he said. And then he said, “It’s me. Em.” I still said nothing, only stared into those intensely familiar gold-speckled eyes. “Emerson.”

And then we embraced and I swear to God a physical hunger for him opened up inside me wide as a cavern, that gear I mentioned turned—and a hundred others with it. I felt I still knew every muscle and curve of his body as my arms wrapped around his back, face pressed into a white shirt that smelled of fresh starch. He actually had to pull me by my rib cage off him, gently but insistently.

But it was clearly not to be rid of me, for he held on to my ribs, and beheld me, his eyes brightening, a smile alighting. But only momentarily, for the brightness dimmed and the smile melted away. His jaw trembled, his eyes filled. He said, “Please excuse me.” And like that he was gone, dove straight into the departing crowd and was quickly out of sight.

And so was I. After five stunned, frozen-like-a-statue, what-just-happened seconds, I departed the chapel, pausing at the steps as the crowd parted around me. His slender but strong fingers still seemingly impressed on my ribs, I took a good, long breath. I smoothed my navy dress. I tightened my ponytail as tightly as I could, pushed my glasses high on the bridge of my nose, and headed down the steps and over to the adjacent library.

It would be a day like any other.

I and my days are as constant as the sun. I rise, I arc through my work, see a friend, call my sister, cook for myself or myself and a friend, and read till I dip below the horizon. Sometimes I’m hazy; sometimes I feel radiant. I arc low in winter and high in summer but every day I am there, like the day before. And this day would be no different. I determined it would be …

Except for the not-routine exhibit and reception people were now streaming toward—one I’d helped to build—consisting of a small narrative in letters, manuscripts, books, photo albums, and videos of the novelist and poet we’d just said goodbye to.

The mentor of my ex-lover.

Instead of checking in on the Rare Books room (where we’d moved couches and tables around to set up the exhibit) to make sure all was well as I normally would have, I entered the first doors to the library beneath the tower and took the marble steps to my office on the second floor. I sat at my desk. I straightened papers so that all edges were aligned in the three to-do piles I’d created before leaving for the ceremony (not knowing that I’d feel like a different person on returning now). I had no pressing matters since the exhibit was done, a full month’s work excavating the history of a protean man of letters who lived to age eighty-seven—two hundred boxes of archives.

It was then that I’d sought out a cache of Emerson’s letters in Blackmore’s files. My colleague and friend, Don, was the main curator of this particular collection, but I’d been the one to sift through Blackmore’s correspondence from the last two decades of his life. True to his egotistical nature, perhaps planning his legacy since his solitary childhood, he’d saved copies of his own letters, at least those he thought might be of use to his archivists. That sounds mean, so let me just say that I’m truly glad he did, if only for the first letter he saved from 1992, which begins thus:

Durham, 10 Jan 92

Dear Em,

Your long good letter came yesterday; tomorrow noon, my classes begin so herewith a not-too-long-considered answer.

I was not a fan of Blackmore’s work—I’d read three novels (of the forty or so novels, essays, memoirs, and volumes of poetry he’d published during his career)—but his letter touched me to the point that I hunted down a folder on which Don, in his elegant script, had penciled the words “CORRESPONDENCE, EMERSON RANDALL, 1990–2009.” The folder, in the “CORRESPONDENCE TO” box, contained forty or so letters and notes, and a few postcards from Europe from Em to Professor Blackmore. The first of the letters were from New York—the college graduate giddy from the excitement of the big city—then a few from Los Angeles—a torrid romance with the woman who would be his wife (I skimmed)—but the one I was looking for was dated January 5, 1992. I needed to know what had elicited such words to a young writer, my long-ago friend, from the old master. There is a moratorium of twenty years on all but a selection of Blackmore’s papers according to his will and estate, but I have access to them all.

Emerson addressed his mentor as Professor Blackmore, as he would deferentially throughout their correspondence. After a deceptively light, but relatively hopeful description of being newly wed and the absurd nature of traffic in Los Angeles, he gets to the point that required Blackmore’s immediate response:

I have just discarded 102 pages of what was to be my second attempt at a novel and now that the despair has subsided, I feel strong enough to ask for your counsel. How on earth to proceed? Since age eleven I’ve written stories, have always known that I intended to earn my living as writer, as a novelist I had always presumed, because, well, that’s what any serious writer has done for the past few centuries.

We all know it’s hard and wanting is not enough, as countless have tried and failed before me. In class, you lined the path with signs reading “Stay Out,” “Beware of Dog,” “No Trespassing” for anyone poking through the underbrush toward serious fiction. In your essay “To a Young Writer,” you begin succinctly: “If you can stop, you probably should.”

Well, I can.

For all these years I have felt compelled by the pressure of my life to write stories and I’ve come to what I fear is an either/or moment. Continue my attempts at fiction or follow the lure of the entertainment industry that has tugged at me since my arrival here two years ago.

I know that I must write. The compulsion I mentioned above is very much physical as well as intellectual. Given this fact, I’m asking you for your hard advice. You always told our class, “If you really want to know what I think, ask, but don’t ask unless you really want to know.” I didn’t then because I thought I knew, or was arrogant enough to think it shouldn’t and didn’t matter what you thought, but now I’m asking. You actively helped me a few years ago by making the introduction to Lee, as wonderful an agent as any young writer could hope for. You encouraged me after reading the first thirty pages of the story I’ve recently discarded. Now, knowing what you do of me and my work, I’m asking for your frank assessment. Financially, we’re fine, but I don’t know how long I can comfortably lean on Collista, much as she supports my aims. Her family is very generous but the well is far from bottomless; we live just within our means as it is, and if we have children, as we both hope, I will need gainful employ. But mostly, I do not want to be that poor soul who lies to himself. I fear terribly that script- and screenwriting, where there are actual money-making opportunities for me, will burn too much of the muscle required for writing the fiction I aspire to. That is, I don’t know that I can do both.

If you want to say to this twenty-four-year-old writer, “If you can stop, you probably should,” then I will. But if you think that I have words in me that may be of use to another living soul, that, given my innate compulsion to tell stories, that it is a matter of time and work, of running in place a while longer, then I’ll take that course.

Please know I feel terrible putting this on you, but I need guidance as I never have before. If you don’t feel comfortable responding, I will not ask again, and will remain forever grateful for all that you’ve given me—truly, only my own father has given me more or shown me such uncommon generosity, asking nothing in return. For everything, thank you.

Ever yours,

Emerson

So you can see why I felt a little regret for Em, knowing of course that he never did publish a novel, though I couldn’t know if he’d written a second. He may well have, given Blackmore’s response, a response that warmed me and gave me a sense of why my mother and Emerson felt such affection for and devotion to a man I perceived only as famous and cold.

“I understand your frustrations, right down in my marrow,” Blackmore wrote back. “When I left Duke at age 22 and headed to cold dark Oxford, I worked in resounding silence for three long years.” The letter is five typed pages, worthy of publication, and I’ll leave the letter-to-a-young-writer-ly stuff contained therein for the bound volume twenty years hence should our culture want it (I hope it does) and get right to the conclusion that so moved me—his answer to the young writer in question.

However fortunate you’ve been till now, you’ve almost surely had your big primal encounters. Whether they’re yet available for exhumation and working, neither of us can know till you’ve dug deeper and longer.

One word of caution. I urged you to stay in Durham, or return to your home, if you intended to write. New York, long mythologized as the place to go if you would be a writer, is in fact the worst place for a young writer, as you found, filled as it is with so many wonderful and terrible distractions. You chose a place where you can work, but remember that no writer of serious fiction flourished in Hollywood. From Fitzgerald and Faulkner to someone like Charles Jackson—that you don’t know the name is its own instruction—to Richard Yates, their time where you now make your life was time wasted, did actual damage to their bodies and minds, the instruments of their art.

But I can see you’ve built the hardest muscles a young writer must have for the work: the management of your time, the discipline to sit down and write, daily, and then to find some non-poisonous way to spend the remaining hours of your day. I’m referring, of course, to alcohol and other substances that so many American writers fall prey to. If you don’t believe me, check the liquor bill of any full-time successful writer of your Anglo ilk. From the sound of it, though, and as your marriage suggests, you’ve avoided this trap as well.

Therefore, I can tell you that it is, now, a matter of time, work, love, the dingy but ultimately sterling heroism of daily constancy in an effort to watch the world, see it (the rarest of skills), then comprehend some useable pattern and record it memorably for others. The rest of life needs much the same devotion; writing’s no biologic sport, no terribly special skill.

So on, hard as it is, and blessings on it. And thanks for the gratitude you gravely and credibly proffer. What you, in particular you, are doing now is something I’m proud of, deeply respectful of, on a daily basis. So the welcome words are received most gladly, my friend—in this New Year and for many more, I beg. Love to Collista,

and your worthy self

from

Daniel

I smiled at the professor’s lovely words—the last three lines of the otherwise typed letter written in perfect fountain-pen cursive—and was warmed also to see confirmed Blackmore’s gratitude for Emerson’s deep devotion to him, which I well remember. But this Blackmore letter wouldn’t be pertinent to the exhibit we were creating, so I had returned it to the box and continued my sifting. Emerson’s words had kindled no feeling for my long-ago love, no visceral stirrings. Cold words on old paper. Not a hint of what his physical being could do—which was to boil my blood.

*

After straightening the papers at my desk, I aligned three very sharp pencils beside the papers. I looked for comfort to the photos standing on the right quadrant of my desk, photos of my younger brother and sister and their families, so solid and contented. My dad and mom. And at the far right, the biggest of the frames, Mom alone and at her best, with her big brunette feminist hair; she was teaching women’s studies at the time of the photograph. She left Duke after Dad died in 1996 to become executive director of the AIDS Task Force here because she wanted—I know it sounds cheesy, but here it is—to give back to the community. She told me she’d spent enough time shut up in books and teaching mainly privileged kids she no longer knew what, or what for. This was when AIDS was still a killer disease, a death sentence, and not the horrible chronic illness that it has become, and which she dealt with, primarily in the poor African American communities of the Raleigh–Durham–Chapel Hill triangle. It was exhausting on body and soul, but I know she was prouder of that unseen work than anything she’d ever done.

My mom, Elizabeth Bowden (she kept her name, unheard of when she married in 1960), was second to none in the goodness and brains department. I held the photograph and whispered so softly no one could have heard my voice: “Where are you now, Mom? I need you. I need you now like I needed you then.”

Before I could begin to cry, Don’s head appeared around the doorjamb. When he saw I was at my desk, he entered and leaned against the wall, hands thrust into his pockets. He was handsome in a scholarly way, not librarian-y but preppy. Salt-and-pepper hair, stylish glasses, natty tweed jacket—you’d have guessed he was an editor at a big-time New York publishing house. He was a curator like me, but he also helped develop collections, which I did not do. Don was sweet and a dear friend, five years my senior. We’d had sex once. The benefits way. I made that clear at the outset. It was fine and all, completely comfortable, but I didn’t want an inner-office affair because those invariably end either badly or in marriage and I didn’t want either, then or now.

“Really nice choices for the exhibit,” he said.

“Well it’s not as if you didn’t do most of it!”

“Yeah, but you got the cool stuff. Where did you find that interview with Dick Cavett? I didn’t know that even existed.”

“Dante helped me find it. And he also knew how to get a digital version we could run on our equipment.”

Dante was a thirty-two-year-old assistant curator, of Italian descent as his name implied and his looks confirmed: the kind of deep brown eyes where you can scarcely see the pupils. Skin that looked tan in February. Long, dark, thick, glossy hair. Now he was someone I was seriously sexually attracted to, though he desired exactly nothing of me. More than a decade between us, and I didn’t want to embarrass him or me. He made no overtures, so I let the lust—that’s all there was, he wasn’t my type in any other way, the always-texting-type youngster—I let my lust smolder and die out.

“He’s down there now, just so you know,” Don said, and I didn’t know if this was a soft jab—reproach for not being in the room myself—or if he really did mean to assure me all was well. Could he sense me trembling inside? As he develops collections, he’s not my boss but he is one rung higher on the ladder of what is a very bureaucratic, hierarchical department. At least one of us always had to be in the room, with all that valuable archival stuff out. You’d be amazed by what people will steal—it’s appalling.

“We still on for the movie tonight?” Don asked.

I’d forgotten. We had a date.

“You know, I’m not really feeling up to it tonight. Can we make it a rain check?”

I expected he’d smile and say sure, as he and I had both done in our long years as colleagues. But a look of consternation came over him, even discouragement. So much so that it surprised me. He looked like a little boy for a few seconds. But he rallied and said, “Of course.” Then, “Everything all right?”

I looked around at the objects on my desk, for no reason other than to avoid Don’s eyes. “I’m just not feeling myself today.”

“Are you ill?”

“No, I don’t feel ill, I just feel … I don’t know … not myself.” And now I had to look at Don, because he left the wall and came over to my desk and planted his butt right on the edge of it next to me—which would have been perfectly fine and always welcome … on any other day. Mine was a large desk, but we were still close. I pushed my chair out a little and swiveled so that I faced him directly.

Now he looked away. “Well, it was kind of yourself that I was hoping to talk about tonight.”

“Me?”

He turned back to me and looked into my eyes to drop the bomb. “Well, us.”

I said nothing, and he waited for me to absorb the fact that something was coming.

“Grimsley, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. A lot. We’re getting old. We’re going to die. And I don’t want to die alone.”

He paused to see if I wanted to say something. I didn’t.

“I know we both love each other as friends. I’d like it to be more than that. I’d like us to be partners in that love so that maybe it would grow.”

“Holy Jesus,” I said and took a moment to swallow. “Is this a proposal?”

He waited long enough for my heart to get up to a hundred twenty beats before saying, “No. Yes. No.” He looked toward the window. “It’s an idea is what it is. And it’s a serious one. I’d like us to share our lives.”

“Look, you know I’ll cook you dinner most any night of the week. Often have!”

“Yes, many lovely dinners, every single one, every one without exception, I’ve enjoyed immensely. And exactly why I’m asking you to consider my proposal—the enjoyment of a meal shared with you. If I needed a cook, I’d hire one. And no it’s not that either—I know what you’re thinking.”

I wasn’t, he was ahead of me here, but now that I was thinking about it, I very much didn’t want to be.

“Though I hope you’d acknowledge that we are compatible that way as well.”

I stood immediately, so abruptly that Don stood, too, and we faced each other. “Dear friend,” I said. I must have closed my eyes and shaken my head. I simply had no words. “Don.” I breathed hard. “This is just something … I can’t even begin to—”

Rude or not, I didn’t know what else to do but leave. Walked out on him, mid-sentence. My own mid-sentence. I heard him mutter, or moan, “Oh God,” when I was out the door. Poor man, he must have felt humiliated; I’m so sorry for that. But I couldn’t think about him at that moment. I couldn’t.

Where could I be alone? I wasn’t allowed to leave. Trish Davitt, the head of my department, my boss, wouldn’t allow this—a real stickler for details and time clocks (read, bitch, but you didn’t hear it from me). The stacks. No one would be in the stacks today. I could be alone there. I all but ran down the steps, into 103 Perkins, strode behind the desk—a new girl, didn’t even remember her name, was manning the desk but probably tooling around on the Internet since no one was working or researching here today. I went two stacks in to the very back, where excess Blackmore archives had been shelved (ones we wanted to show but didn’t have room for) so that if, on the off chance Trish appeared—and she was precisely the sort of person who had a knack for appearing exactly when you least wanted to see her, such as now—I could at least pretend I was looking for something related to the exhibit.

I leaned my head against a shelf. I wanted my mind to go blank for a while, hoping three minutes of blackness might reboot the system.

“Grims? Hey, man, you all right?”

Dante had found me. I’d dropped to one knee, arms crossed over that knee, head down. Kind of like you see football players do when Coach says a pregame “Clear eyes, full hearts” and all that.

He was squatting to my level and I looked up blankly.

“Seriously, you all right?”

“I just, I just got dizzy for minute.” I stood.

He touched my throat, my jugular to be precise, then touched my forehead. He used to be pre-med and he knew I knew this, so it wasn’t odd or forward.

“Really, Dante, I’m fine.”

“Okay.”

And then we stood, and we stared at each other for an inordinate time—he was really good looking. I finally had to say, “I assume you came here for something?”

“Oh right!” he said and grinned. “Trish asked me to find some chapbook of poems Blackmore published in the 1950s. Damn, I knew I was going to forget the name.” He actually scratched his head, digging his fingers into that gorgeous floppy black hair—there must be a reason we do this, scratch our head to think. Finally, squinting, he said, “Something about a lily.”

“Weren’t you at the service? Weren’t you paying attention?” Unembarrassed, he shrugged his Gen-X shoulders. “It’s called Lily of a Day, 1956,” I said, relieved to have a work issue to solve, though solved too quickly. I turned to the top shelf where it would be. He moved next to me to help me look. He wasn’t pre-med anymore, but he still had that Type A I-can-find-it-before-you-can!-win! mentality. Our hands touched as we each reached the thin volume simultaneously. Tie! He was a gentleman and let me remove it. I handed it to him.

He smiled warmly, a little longer than was necessary, I thought. Then he said, “Thanks, you’re awesome,” and departed.

I now knew where I had to go—not to be alone but rather to be around strangers. The Mary Duke Biddle Rare Book Room and the exhibit. I had to focus on work. That I could do. I power-walked down the hall on Dante’s heels.

The room was crowded with strangers, thank goodness. I loved working the room at these things. People always asked a lot of questions and I knew the answers; I all but dared people to stump me.

Don had returned, glanced at me, and then looked quickly back to whomever he was speaking to.

What we curators do is stroll, and look, stroll and look, in the altogether too-quiet hush of the room. I stopped at a couple bent right angle over a photo album.

It was a young couple, local—judging from the man’s accent as he whispered to his companion. They hovered, arms behind their backs, intensely interested in little Danny Blackmore in short-legged overalls pulling a wooden wagon, with dog Spot in the back, along a dusty backwoods path; there he is in the back row, fifth grade; there he is, the dashing Lothario, arriving for his freshman year at Duke, dressed in a khaki suit and narrow tie.

The man looked to me and said, “Can we turn the pages?”

“I’d be happy to turn them for you,” I said, and did. You never know, he could have been eating a brownie at the reception down the hall.

The Mary Duke Biddle Rare Book Room was outfitted like a Victorian living room, heavy on the maroon and brown damask, with formal sitting chairs, coffee tables, and side tables, lit a dim yellow by several lamps and sconces. On the tables, and in a couple of glass cases, were manuscripts of first drafts, journals, and letters to and from people as diverse as Vivien Leigh, W. H. Auden, and Nelson Mandela; citations and medals—he’d won seemingly everything available, save for an Eagle Scout Badge and the Nobel Prize, which probably irked him, since one of his friends and contemporaries, Toni Morrison, had got it. I once heard him say, “The Nobel Prize is a great honor, of course, but I’m told it steals a year of your life just to handle the flood of correspondence and invitations.” He had an ego the size of Texas; he’d have bathed happily in such a theft. Blackmore was an obsessive keeper of photo albums, as any self-respecting narcissist is, and we had a couple of these set out on which people doted.

I bent to turn another page for the local couple, but nearly tore the page out of the book when I felt two hands on my waist. Two hundred twenty volts would have yielded a milder result.

Em stood back, now a big grin on his face, which turned quickly embarrassed.

“Wound tight!” he said at normal volume in what was a library-quiet room.

I must have given him my how-dare-you, or hands-off bitchy look because he was clearly taken aback. And I, I was just not myself.

“That’s not a Grimsley I ever knew!” he said, his smile returning.

I turned back to the couple I’d been helping and excused myself.

“You snuck up on me,” I whispered. And yes, I definitely caught Don pinching his chin as he stared at us.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to,” Emerson said. “I was glad to see you. I didn’t know if I’d lost my chance.”

“Your chance at what?”

“To see you. To talk. I’d like to know who you’ve become.”

“I’m just me, I’m afraid,” I said, trying my best to sound casual. “Only more so.”

“When do your duties here end?”

I checked my watch. “We start rustling folks out in about thirty minutes.”

“I’ll be at the reception. Will you find me there? Do you have time to talk?”

*

I could scarcely believe how little changed he was at forty-three. His skin remained smooth, the whites of his eyes bright, and apparently every strand of hair he’d ever grown remained glossy and fixed to his scalp. And he was, as ever, completely at ease with himself.

When I found him in the reception off the main lobby talking to some beautiful woman, probably one of his actress friends from LA, he turned and he, well, he beamed at me. He completely undid me. He hugged me again, an easy hug that was so natural it calmed me, strangely, and I felt like myself for the first time since seeing him. Sort of.

“Let’s go,” he said. He bid his beautiful friend farewell and actually took me by the arm to stroll us through the lobby and out into the lovely spring air.

We sat on the stone bench immediately outside the front doors of Perkins.

Emerson removed his jacket and laid it across the bench beside him. He leaned back on the support of his arms, hands on the edge of the bench, long legs extended forward, ankles crossed, black wing-tipped shoes highly polished. I sat like a prim old maid beside him, as if to hold off the bizarre events of this day, hands in my lap, knees locked together, and my short dress feeling several sizes too tight in the hips.

“Apologies,” he said, “for the abrupt departure in the chapel. I honestly don’t know what happened. I ran around to the side of the chapel, sat on the steps, and cried. Hard. Just bawled.”

“No need to apologize. We all have to grieve.”

He sat forward abruptly. “Hm.” He put his elbows on his knees and stared at his own hands as he wrung them. “Is that what it was?”

“You hadn’t grieved, obviously. He was an important man in your life, one of the most important men in your life. You’ve lost something really big, you needed to let yourself grieve.”

“I wonder, Grimsley. That’s the thing. I didn’t feel any grief, not coming out here, not during the ceremony, not big grief. He was very old. Daniel Blackmore lived a long and happy life, well into his eighties, died peacefully from what I heard. If it was grief, I need to know what I was grieving for.”

I felt my insides unwinding, returning to something like myself. Em put me at ease, as he had managed to do on so many emotional occasions when we were students. What a pleasure and surprise. We’d always loved talking to one another but it was as though no time had passed.

I said, “If not grief, then what?”

He looked at me hard, as if the answer were in my eyes, then he turned and said, “Shame?”

“What have you done you wouldn’t have anyone know?”

“Is that the definition of shame?”

“You’re here this one day—I’m guessing—and flying out tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“So here I am.” I held my arms out wide, proof. “Use me. I’m your confessor. Unburden yourself to a friend who still cares about you but is unconnected to whatever life you’ve made. Tomorrow, you’ll be gone, and we’re not likely to see each other again.”

This was all true, but the last part of it quaked me not a little—the truth of it, the finality, our mortality. There was little reason he’d have to return to North Carolina. This was the last I’d ever see him.

So here’s what I did. I wasn’t myself, as I’ve been saying. I took his shoulder, the far one, and pulled it toward me so he was facing me. I put my nose to his neck and breathed in. I smelled his hair. I licked the skin of his neck, just above the collar. And I pulled away.

And I had to laugh. “You should see your face!”

“What did you just do?”

I had to talk, no time to think my way out of this one.

“I can smell and taste shame.”

He looked at me dubiously. “What did you discover?”

Here I told the truth. “That you’re still you. You haven’t changed one iota in all this time.” I paused. “And I know you had no shame back then!”

He snorted lightly, smiled a little, but was still bothered, I could tell. Me, my blood was thumping in my neck.

If you’ve ever returned to a special place from your youth, what you notice first is the smell, how smell more than anything launches you back in time. It’s not the sight of an object, a remembered rock, or tree, or a cornice or an old settee, not the sound of a church bell or a dinner gong. It’s the smell of a place that registers deep in your animal psyche. I visited Charleston shortly after Daddy died, found my old home, knocked and asked to visit. Nice married couple, versions of my parents, pre-kids. I remembered the house from my seven-year-old perspective. How small the rooms seemed now. The shape of the upstairs hallway and the curve of the banister. I remembered but I did not feel them. Decades of other people’s lives had been lived out in them, thousands of meals cooked, and so the house did not smell the same.

But I ventured out to the garage and it was here—where the smell of gasoline and motor oil and cut grass mingled permanently—that a shiver ran down my spine and I became that seven-year-old girl. I was her again, found her again deep inside me. Which is why, I later understood, I’d returned. I was searching for that girl, I loved that girl, missed her and simply wanted to be with her for a few minutes before surfacing to the present.

And that is what had happened just then, when whatever it is that makes up a man’s scent entered my brain: I was my twenty-year-old self, just for that moment and, God, did it feel good. I didn’t need to taste his skin, the way I’d needed to smell it—I’d just wanted to, and it was right there, clean, no cologne, just soft savory skin. I love skin. And that cavern of hunger I’d felt in the chapel when we’d hugged, it yawned even wider, a big black mouth of physical want.

“So tell me about yourself,” I said, knowing if I didn’t change the subject I was a goner, that life as I knew it would end and I was too afraid of what the new one might be—it certainly couldn’t be good. “You’ve got a wife I know.”

“I don’t wear a ring, how do you know?”

“Google knows all. What I never looked for were children. We both know you’re fertile.”

“I couldn’t bet on that now, but yes, two children—a son just seventeen, a junior but already hoping for East Coast Ivy. Daughter will be fifteen next month and I can tell you I am already not looking forward to entrusting her to the Los Angeles freeways.”

“She won’t be the first teenaged girl to live into old age in LA and won’t be the last. She’ll be fine.”

“I’m sure you’re right. Laws are much stricter now, and education much better. I shudder anytime I recall my own recklessness at that age.”

“So where are they?”

“All home now, why?”

“No, pictures. I want to see them. Surely you carry pictures.”

“Of course,” he said. He reached into his pocket, retrieved his iPhone.

I tried to at least look interested, but physical beauty was never something that held my interest. His impeccable wife, his gorgeous children, miraculously behaved, beloved and brilliant, no doubt. What I more noticed though was Em’s face as he showed them to me. The way he lingered just a moment extra on his wife after he showed her to me. He said, “Collista,” that was all, and his finger should have swiped the image away, but it didn’t. It remained, one, two, three moments longer and I could see he was admiring her, was unable to take his eyes off her, had to will his finger to bring on the next image, and he could do so only because the next photo was one he obviously cherished more, his daughter, Alexandra, and then his son, Peter. Each image seemed hard for him to let go of until the fourth one, a family picture, all four of them lit by low golden light, a blue sky and vineyards behind them—“last summer, visiting friends in Napa”—almost a parody of the perfect family. He seemed to see this or sense my response because he put the phone away abruptly, before I’d had a chance to view it thoroughly.

“Tell me you’re all as perfect as you look,” I said.

“Don’t be mean.”

“The contrary. I’ve known only a few truly happy families, least of all one as beautiful as yours.”

“Collista and I have had our issues,” he said, looking away. “All marriages do, and we’ve weathered them.”

“No infidelities?”

Em snapped his gaze back on me hard, clearly wondering what I was up to, and I retreated.

“I’m sorry. That’s none of my business. I apologize.”

“No actual infidelities, no, not on my part and none on hers that I’m aware of. I doubt we could weather that.” I don’t know if it was his anger or my hunger but something was humming between us, like actual vibrations, which rose to a crescendo then faded, and he turned. “For seventeen years we’ve been anchored by the kids. Nothing more important to either of us. True, good anchors in stormy weather they always were. Even when they start making storms of their own. And these distract a couple from one another.” He leaned back again, extended his legs. “You?”

“Me? You mean kids? No.”

“I see no ring either?”

“One offered and refused, fifteen years ago,” I said.

“Why?”

“He loved me too much. Visiting poet.”

“Anyone I’d know?”

“Not unless you read literary quarterlies. We’d have been a good couple, and I felt that I might grow to love him, but it was too unbalanced. His affection was so much more intense than mine for him, I knew it couldn’t last. Mine could, not his.”

“You were and are as constant as the sun.”

Yes, indeed, this was when the line had been returned to me—I am. When he said it, I smiled at his game. We’d seen the Zeffirelli version of the star-crossed lovers together, in Chapel Hill, and used to quote from it, that fall and winter, long ago.

“ ‘Therefore, love moderately,’ ” I played along. “ ‘Long love doth so.’ Yes, my poet was the gunpowder and the fire to light it with. I didn’t want to stand on the sidelines of his passion.”

“Regrets?”

“About turning him down? No.”

“Any regrets at all?”

I paused. My life had been so routine for so long, I rarely asked myself about my choices. But here I did and I answered plainly since I was asking him to be so honest.

“I’d have liked to have had a child. I’d have liked to have been a mom.”

This, I was relieved to see, seemed to hurt him, so I continued with the truth rather than to let it lie there, meanly. “Not that child, or that kind of mom. Me, a college senior, can you imagine? We did the right thing. I did the right thing.” He put his hand on my knee, smiled at me. I touched his hand, just smoothed the back of it. It felt good and natural to do so.

“It doesn’t make me sad,” I continued. “Life is what it is. I’ve been an orphan now five years. Father died of pancreatic cancer at age sixty, ten years before Mother. I mourned her five years ago this month, in our dear Duke Chapel on a day very much like today. As far as offspring goes, I’m alone as a tree stump. But I have a brother and sister who are raising families nearby, I have this university, which is very much family to me, and I have five close friends I can rely on absolutely, and as long as I live here, on this land, I know who I am.”

“That makes me happy, Grimsley,” he said. “You do seem content.” He touched me again, rested a hand on my exposed knee with a fondness so benign it deflated me. “I always, always felt so good when I was with you. You always put me so at ease. I’m sure I never said that, or thanked you.”

I looked away. He took his hand off my knee.

He said, “I have two hours till I need to be at the dinner. Walk with me? I want to see the place again.”

*

Places built to be great don’t change, and Duke University is like that, though it looks older than it actually is. This West Campus—designed by a black architect I’m proud to say, from a state that did so much damage to African Americans for so many hundreds of years—was constructed during the early part of the twentieth century, but its Gothic style evokes the old eastern Ivy League schools. The chapel where we’d just been hadn’t been completed until 1935. East Campus, a mile to the east, was built first, starting in the 1890s, in a neo-Georgian style that I much prefer to the dark and heavy stone of West Campus. East Campus brings to mind the light and innovation of a Thomas Jefferson, with its great lawn extending hundreds of yards to the domed Pantheon of Baldwin Auditorium, whereas West Campus carries the heavy weight of Western Literature and Law and Medicine. Or so it feels to me.

But on a spring day such as today, with the campus cleared of the bulk of its students after last week’s commencement, a warm breeze and afternoon light falling softly here and there through the full spring leaves onto the walkways, with Em beside me, it was lightness and ease, as if the campus could at last breathe.

“Anywhere in particular you want to go?” I asked. “The gardens?”

“No, I always found the gardens kind of stuffy.”

“You liked the woods better.”

“As did you,” he said, leaning his shoulder into mine, dipping down slightly to do so. “Though it is in the gardens where we met,” he said, looking at me as we strolled.

“Is it?”

“Of course it is! Don’t you remember?”

I paused long enough to consider, then lied. “It’s kind of fuzzy.”

“Freshman orientation. Come on, Grimsley. You were my FAC.”

“I know that.”

“I remember you, just as you were. You were hot.”
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