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And when love speaks, the voice of all the gods

Make heaven drowsy with the harmony.”

—Love’s Labour’s Lost, Shakespeare

 

 

Shane came home to kill a man.

Suzanne came home because she already had.

 

 

 




Prologue


When was Suzanne born? Yesterday? A decade or so ago? At the turn of the century or tomorrow? Possibly without a date at all but in some timeless, mythological crater under the watch of circling angels? The truth is, she wasn’t born as it’s commonly thought. She arrived in her paradoxical world as a little hatchling, an anomaly whose purpose was to flee the nest and never return, and yet she did.

Her birth name was Jenny, but in her teens, after her father lost the trial, ultimately causing her mother to leave home, and soon thereafter, when her father left this world, she chose the name, Suzanne. She adored the song by the same name, written by Leonard Cohen in the mid-Sixties and sung by Judy Collins, but more than that, she loved the hissing sound, the faux echo of the double sound of “ss-ss” when the name, Suzanne, was spoken. It reminded her of the resonances in the word, suicide. But for the first few months of her life, she was called The Little Bird, and here’s why. 

Born prematurely and breeched as well, she descended through her mother’s womb with her tiny toes flexed and caught on the muscled wall of the uterus, delaying her arrival. Chelsea, the midwife, sensing that something was wrong, yelled for a doctor, causing Jenny’s mother to jerk violently in alarm. The canal walls shook. Jenny’s toes quivered and then pointed, releasing their grip. In a gush of warm and welcoming blood, she slipped upside-down and pencil-thin through the gateway of life into Chelsea’s trembling hands. Jenny’s arms, forced high and straight as she arrived, reminded the midwife, an avian caretaker at the local zoo, of a sparrow’s wings. She’d never seen such a birth nor known that it was even possible.

Chelsea immediately realized that baby Jenny wasn’t breathing. She shouted again for a doctor but knew she had no time to waste. Applying the same gentle rhythm she’d often used to bring little birds back to life when they’d fallen from a nest or flown into the screen around their cage and lay in shock, mistaken for dead, she began to stroke Jenny’s chest tenderly, but with insistence. Jenny’s mom came to her elbows and watched, gasping and sobbing as her baby’s skin slowly turned red and then purple. Chelsea stopped stroking and dropped her ear to the baby’s chest. Jenny’s mom was about to scream in despair when the midwife rose with a grin and shouted: “She’s alive, Mrs. de Ville! She’s alive!”

Chelsea detached the placenta. “Here’s your little bird,” she said, handing the hatchling to her mother. 

Being born upside-down was just the first irony in Suzanne’s life, a forewarning that her struggle with existence had just begun. 

 




Chapter One


The haunting memory of Jesse’s murder came to Shane in torrents now. Jesse, the Black teenage boy who’d help raise Shane after his mother died, was beaten to death by a cop for showing up at a white high school baseball game. 

It was the opening game of Shane’s senior season, the first game played under the school’s newly installed lights. Excited, Jesse had come to see Shane pitch, to find out if the secret practice sessions they’d had in the marshes had paid off. There, in the pre-season cold of winter, when the sky’s grey dome helped conceal them, Jesse, saddled with determination, had tried to teach Shane to throw a baseball a hundred miles an hour. At that speed, Jesse said, the ball would make the air whistle. 

Shane was on the mound, having struck out the first two batters he’d faced, when the siren wailed. He would learn that Sergeant Talley, the drunk cop, had skidded his patrol car to a stop behind the bleachers. Gun in hand, he jumped out of the car to catch Jesse watching the game from the trees behind the right-field fence. There, in less than a minute, Talley beat Shane’s brother to death with the stock of his gun. 

Three months later the case against Talley, prosecuted by Suzanne’s father, was thrown out in court, a decision praised by the community.

Jesse’s murder happened almost eight years ago, but like a record spinning on an unstoppable platter, his scream for help had replayed in Shane’s head ever since. It was now 1972, just over a week before Thanksgiving. 

Though numerous baseball scouts had come to his games, Shane had given up on any hope of playing professionally, and in the summer of ’64, as soon as he graduated from Jefferson, he left Meridien to join the Marine Corps. He volunteered to serve two tours of duty in Vietnam. 

He’d made a tragic mistake that led to Jesse’s death and hoped that he could bury it in the soil of forgiveness. Instead, the guilt and shame for what he’d done, or failed to do, gathered strength in combat, in daily killing, where his disgrace vanished the moment the deed was done, only to return in his sleep. At last, his guilt jumped the jagged gap between the past and present to plant in him a resolute demand for revenge.

He mustered out of the Marines in mid-November and was returning to Meridien from Camp Pendleton for the first time since he’d enlisted. An intense storm in the Gulf grounded his plane overnight in Dallas. He spent the long delay at an airport bar. He kept promising Jesse in an increasingly slurred tone that things were going to be set right now that he was coming home.

Defying the next morning’s hangover that flattened him to his bed at The Oleander, Meridien’s ancient, Victorian boarding house, he stretched up toward the ballfield’s argon lights flooding the scoreboard. For one magnificent moment, he felt himself take flight. The lights engulfed him. It was as if the moon had exploded. His teammates appeared as tall as trees, as powerful as gods. The sound of Ethel Merman singing “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” filled the evening air. The hand-chalked foul lines seemed to float on her voice as he soared from the mound, away from the shouting crowd, rising and falling with the wild night wind. Just as he was about to clear the scoreboard, he heard Jesse’s scream, and for a moment so empty that he thought his heart had stopped, he hovered in the silent, amber night, searching for his brother. Then he plunged into an abrupt darkness. Swiftly into the darkness, a stuporous, bourbon-soaked interval somewhere between sleep and waking. 

His body was shaking so hard that the bedsprings screeched. A frost-embedded wind made its way through the cracks in the window, but although he was lying in his underwear, he couldn’t cover himself. 

Abruptly, the lingering agony of Jesse’s scream was replaced by the excited voice of Shane’s small catcher, Toby, shouting the same thrilling words he’d shouted when the last batter struck out that day, “We won, Shane! We won! We won!” In moments like these, Jesse came back with a cramped and unbearable reality, as though he’d squeezed painfully through some narrow void in the past. Shane saw the joy in Jesse’s large brown eyes and felt the dream’s deceptive surge of hope that he might still be alive. 

Although his belief in God had sunk into the mire of combat, Shane pleaded with The Almighty to let Jesse return. The begging came from the back of his throat, loud, rolling and guttural before slipping into a scratchy vibrato that pierced the murky layers of his hangover, engaging his brain to draw him out of sleep. He sensed that time was moving uncontrollably toward dawn and that life was about to turn on again. The true nightmare was in waking — when it would start all over, that stalking, gut-wrenching shame that threatened to extinguish his life at some blind and dark intersection. If it hadn’t been for him, Jesse would never have come to the game. 

Shane tried his damnedest to avoid waking up to that, but his eyes wouldn’t obey. They caught the late afternoon sun and stared as if it had something to tell him, some cold cosmic secret that had sprung from its surface only moments ago, something that would help explain why he was years behind where he should be, years behind redemption.

He started counting backward from one hundred. As the numbers flowed past, he visualized them dropping behind his eyelids to rest next to one another as they once did on the huge wooden scoreboard. His heart plunged as if his chest had abruptly become a pit. His head snapped from the pillow. A familiar pain leaped from the wound on his neck, the ironic, if not comical wound he’d sustained in Da Nang the night before he was scheduled to leave Vietnam and return to Camp Pendleton. 

Shane expected a flutter of heartbeats followed by a swooping cavity in his chest that might be his undoing, but he was wrong. His heart slowed and then instantly thudded, as if God was prodding him awake. Gasping, he rolled out of bed, slipped and stumbled into the bathroom, where his jeans lay on the floor. He took his wallet out to see if he had any money left, but when he opened it, the worn Polaroid of Jesse fell onto the floor. He picked it up. Jesse’s broad smile stretched so wide that it appeared to match the bill of his baseball cap. The oversized letters threaded across the chest spelled out the word Cardinals, the major league team that Jesse’s older brother, Jason, once played for. Shane forced the picture back into his wallet in the doubling down of guilt and hatred. 

He’d come home to avenge Jesse and, by doing so, banish his remorse. No, not home, he corrected himself. Yes, he was born in Meridien but it wasn’t his home. A town hidden from a changing world, a place long reserved for retribution, like Dante’s ninth rung of the Inferno, reserved for those who’d committed treachery and were to be punished in the equivalent of their sins. Would that be him? Would his return be the beginning or the end of his life? It would be one or the other but nowhere in between, he’d promised himself.

He went to his suitcase, yanked it open, and ran his fingers through the clothes to brush the soft velvet box that held his Purple Heart. Under it, he felt the cold, prickly handle of the .45, his furtive gift from the war. 

Relieved, he took the pistol out of the suitcase and checked the chamber. It was full. He pecked the barrel and slid the gun back into the suitcase. At long last, yesterday and today were one and the same. And if that paradox wasn’t enough, tonight he would be venturing out to a party, the one that Medic, his beloved high school English teacher, threw each year on the twelfth of November — the day in 1945 when Medic’s Marine unit was summoned home from Europe, where he and his fellow soldiers had been assigned to help free prisoners from the death camps.

Shane had called Medic from Pendleton to make sure the party was going to be held this year. The operator said that the phone number was out of commission and the person he was trying to call was no longer listed in the phone book. Afraid that something had happened to Medic, Shane immediately sent his question by telegram, and to his great relief, Medic replied, letting him know that this year’s party was being held for any former students, but this year it was for his retirement, a synonym for freedom, he wrote, the reason he’d named it the Emancipation Party. 

He reached into the suitcase and took out a fresh pair of dark blue Marine dress pants, a wool shirt, and his fading, earth-colored trench coat. He tried to convince himself that he was looking forward to something cheerful, and if not, at least an event blessed with whisky. But more than anything, the reason he’d made such an effort to go to the party was to find out if Medic still believed what Shane had overheard him say in the hall outside his classroom when he was approached by a fellow history teacher, the kindhearted Miss Collins. She’d asked Medic if, given his involvement in freeing prisoners from the concentration camps, there was any room in his heart for forgiving the Nazis? 

Medic’s answer was imprinted on the inside of Shane’s skull. “Miss Collins, there are some sins that cannot be forgiven, because to do so would be to commit an even greater sin.” 

 




Chapter Two 


Shane did fifty unstable push-ups to try and clear his head and then showered, shaved and dressed before heading to his rental car. Downstairs in the living room, he looked for Mrs. Abernathy, the legendary owner of The Oleander, to thank her for letting him book the room on such short notice and to apologize for arriving so late. 

But except for a vintage piano and what appeared to be a maze of wheelchair impressions on the Persian rug, the room was empty, or so he thought until he glanced at the wall. Hangover floaters that resembled dark hieroglyphics were crossing his vision. He shook his head to make sure he wasn’t seeing things because on the wall next to the stairs hung a longbow and a quiver filled with arrows. 

“Mrs. Abernathy?” he called out. There was no answer. He raised his voice slightly. “Mrs. Abernathy?” Only the sound of silence replied.

He went outside, reminding himself to call her later and let her know that he’d probably be late again tonight. Nailed to one of the posts at the top of the porch steps was a framed photograph of a young man wearing a dated Army uniform and a cloth hat. Shane had missed seeing it the night before. Letters printed below the photograph said, “Welcome home, Abe!” 

He got into the car, a tight-fitting Nash Rambler that resembled a caramel apple. He barely remembered the drive from Meridien’s tiny airport and wondered how in hell he’d made it. He shook his arms as if to ward off the thought and readied himself to drive through the town’s unnerving remains, made all the more intimidating by the fading sun. 

The small town, isolated almost two hundred miles southeast of the Blue Ridge Mountains, sat like an island between the Atlantic and pincers of the Mal, a thick, teeming bay-like river whose waters were stained the color of dried blood by the tannin from tobacco plants rooted on its shores. Shane crossed the river’s arcane bridge, made for the first automobiles in the early twentieth century and never widened, causing the road to narrow into a fine point like a gunsight focused on a distant enemy. He slowed down, as many did when they crossed the bridge, worried that they might be squeezed into oblivion. He glanced at the muddy banks on the town side of the Mal, where he’d taught Jesse to swim. The memory couldn’t be avoided.

The moment they had arrived at the river that day, Jesse jumped off his bike and rushed into the surging Mal in an effort to show that the swimming lessons Shane had given him in exchange for fastball practices had paid off, but trapped in the current, Jesse suddenly disappeared beneath the surface. Shane leaped off his bike and ran to the water’s edge. Jesse’s muscular arms came flailing out of the water, whirling like a Mixmaster, but his feet and legs couldn’t surface as the undercurrent swept him downstream. Shane’s heart galloped. Jesse was moving too fast and was too far from the shore to jump in and try to catch him, so he sprinted down the riverbank, desperately trying to keep up with him.

About fifty yards from the dam, Jesse’s fully toned body rose to the surface and leveled out on the water. Stroking madly, but in perfect form, he managed to cut away from the current toward the shore. He rolled over three times in the punishing flow but came to the surface each time and made it to the muddy riverbank. As he stumbled out of the water, Shane slid down the bank as if he were stealing second, came to his feet, grabbed Jesse’s arm, and wrapped it around his shoulders. Together, they slogged through the mud to the top of the bank and plopped down, gasping as they struggled to sit up. 

“Thank you for saving my life,” Jesse rasped. 

“You saved your own life, brother,” Shane replied.

“Only because you taught me how to swim. God thanks you, too.”

Shane left the bridge with Jesse’s generous voice in his ears. He turned onto Riverside Drive, which soon intersected with the past. Main Street was lined with blocks of slate-roofed, Victorian houses, each with a wide-brimmed porch and an occasional widow’s walk. Once the homes of tobacco millionaires, the houses had aged markedly and were pockmarked by curds of peeling paint. He passed the library, complete with a cupola in which a retreating Confederate Army once stashed belts and munitions. Shane had swiped a copy of To Kill a Mockingbird from the library, before the library had banned it from the schools, and given it to Jesse, who read the book and came away thinking that Atticus Finch was a god. 

The original gold-leafed dome was now burnished copper, weathered by rain and rust to make it appear that it had been that way forever. Adjacent to the library was a graveyard where Meridien’s sons of the Confederacy were buried. Small white lights were draped over the scattered tombstones to brighten the names of the soldiers, whose identities, for the most part, had given way to time but whose fated purpose had not. 

A hearse, with rear doors flared open like angel wings, rested in the crumbling driveway of Sills’s Mortuary, the Black funeral home where rumor had it they’d taken Jesse’s body for the court-ordered “burial at sea” — where the bodies of those who the hateful Judge Aiken ruled to be dangerously infected with disease or sin were placed into tar-sealed plywood coffins and sent afloat on the Mal, launched into its treacherous waters with the downstream destination being Crow’s Beak. There the coffins would get trapped in the mossy slime and rotting tree trunks and left to decay. Those who avoided the epithet, dangerously infected, were allowed to be buried in Blackberry Hill, where in the summer’s weeks of torrid heat, the untended dry ground would often crack open and their caskets would break through the fractured earth, their bows pointing to heaven. 

Shane was jarred by the sound of a distant siren and wondered if it might be Talley, maybe driving the same cop car whose trunk he’d thrown Jesse’s body into and taken to Sill’s? Tempted to forget about Medic’s party and hunt the siren down, Shane caught himself and steadied. He’d left his gun at The Oleander, and in truth, Talley was at the top of his must-do list but not first on his to-do list.

First on the to-do list was a vow Shane had made to go by his old house where he and Jesse were practicing out back when the explosion ignited by Shane’s father occurred. Second on the list was a vow to go to his mother’s grave to declare his love for her and let her know that the odds were good that he’d be seeing her soon. Last on the list was a vow that could only be upheld when Talley was dead — to go to the ballfield, provided he hadn’t been caught by then, and bring a double shot of good news to Jesse, whose soul would be thrilled when Shane shouted out in joy, “The bastard is dead, Jesse! The bastard’s dead!” 

As the siren faded, Shane took a deep breath. The countdown had begun. 

 




Chapter Three


A bevy of cars lined the street in front of Medic’s house, a strangely structured, one-story aluminum home on Mount View. It was an abnormally long and narrow house with a one-car garage whose yellow aluminum door was still dented. The house had only a single bedroom and two bathrooms but an expansive living room that took up virtually the entire square footage of the home. Shane remembered a shanty that served as a chicken coop and had always stood down the hill behind the house. He imagined it would still be there, overflowing with chickens that Medic could never bring himself to kill. 

He parked at the end of the block and made his way to the house. As he started down the driveway, he heard the familiar sound of Gerry and The Pacemakers singing, “You’ll Never Walk Alone,” Medic’s favorite song. In the winter months, whenever Medic detected that the grey skies and the cold were dispiriting the students, he would play the song in class, while encouraging them to stand and sing along, which the crowd inside his house had just now begun to do. The sound was welcoming and heightened Shane’s resilience. 

He stepped through the kitchen door into the chorus. The sight of mostly young visitors with their closed eyes and hands in prayer brought him to a standstill. His picture in the senior yearbook surfaced behind his glazed eyes. Dressed in a coat and tie that bunched the collar of his father’s dress-shirt around his thin neck, he seemed to be a caricature of himself. His wavy chestnut hair, now disheveled, was slicked back into a rebel’s ducktail. A pointed flip of hair, glued in place with Pomade, stuck out over his forehead in a widow’s peak, while a wide, forced smile did its best to hide the memory of Jesse, who’d been killed three weeks before the picture was taken. Shane stared at the conundrum staring back at him. He would never be that person again. 

 

The song ended, and in the following gap of happiness, he wiped his eyes and smiled as the sound of Norman Greenberg’s “Spirit in the Sky” filled the living room to instant cheering. 

“Shane McCauley! My God, I can’t believe my eyes!” Medic exclaimed, prying his way through the crowd. He threw his arms around Shane, his breath heavy with the smell of rum. His short, once-dark hair had greyed and lengthened into the image of a waterfall. Set in a tapered face his narrow eyes always seemed full of empathy. He stepped back gripping Shane by the shoulders while staring at his former student in delight.

“Shane, I am thrilled, as well as shocked, that you got my telegram, and here you are alongside the ghost of a fellow Marine, once upon a time also stationed at Pendleton. Thank goodness, you made it back from the war. My God, I don’t think we’ve seen each other since spring of your senior year. When was that, a century ago?”

“Just about,” Shane replied, stirred by the joy in his teacher’s voice.

“When you joined the Marines, everyone else was being drafted. It surprised all of us. We thought you were on your way to the big leagues.” Medic paused and tightened his grip on Shane’s shoulders. “I certainly understand your wanting to get away from Meridien, and I admire you for doing so. In this town, very little’s changed, and I’m afraid it never will.” Medic squinted, leaned toward Shane, and lowered his voice. “I’ve tried to leave, numerous times, but hoping to witness at least some progress with equality always held me back. But I’m off on a journey tomorrow, a journey I’ve never taken because until now I feared returning, maybe a bit like you coming back after all this time. The past can get its hooks in you, can’t it?” 

“Where are you going?”

“To Auschwitz.”

“Auschwitz?” Shane said, startled.

“To be with the souls of the children I left behind. They’ve stayed with me forever, but I’ve never been able to board the plane. Of all people, I’m sure you understand. I booked a place in Oswiecim, a small town whose name, translated, is Auschwitz. Please, don’t forget me.”

The words registered as a farewell forever, causing Shane to fear that he might not have another chance to ask his long-awaited question. “Medic, there’s no way I could ever forget you, especially the day after class when you and Miss Collins were standing out in the hall, and I heard her ask if you’d ever forgiven the Nazis for their sins and you told her that ...” 

“There are some sins that can never be forgiven, for to do so would be to commit a far greater sin. It’s as true today as it was then,” Medic replied. “Shane, I believe I see approval in your eyes.” 

Shane felt he’d waited eight years for this moment. “Thank God for you, Medic.” 

Medic’s eyes smiled and dampened. “May we meet in heaven or in the other place, if we’re wrong,” he said and glanced over his shoulder at the full room. “I’d better finish giving everyone my thanks for coming. Please, make yourself at home. Oh, Shane, just so you’re aware, and possibly to avoid any shock or embarrassment, I should tell you that George de Ville’s daughter sent me a note saying she was coming tonight. She left college a couple of weeks early for the holidays. You might remember her as Jenny, but when she went off to college, for some reason, she took on the name Suzanne. I don’t know if you ever knew her. Back in the day, she was always a little quirky, sometimes hard to follow, but artistically, she was as talented as they come.”

“Mr. de Ville’s daughter? I never met her.”

“I’ve heard that coincidence is God’s way of showing He cares. Okay, the booze is calling! Stay as long as you like and help yourself.” 

As Medic disappeared into the crowd, Shane scanned the room but recognized no one. Everyone seemed so much younger. When he started toward the hearth, he noticed that Medic had taken down the inscription he’d cut out of Balsa and nailed over the fireplace, but the impression was still there. Taken from the ghastly death sentence that spanned the gates of Auschwitz, Arbeit Macht Frei, “Work makes you free,” he’d converted the hideous lie into Liebe Macht Frei, replacing the German word for “work” with the German word for “love.” He’d written his version on the blackboard time and time again. Once, a student asked him if he’d ever been in love, and he replied that yes, he had been and was still, but that it wasn’t with the living.

The memory escorted Shane from the hearth back to the bar. He told himself to go easy on the booze, lest he start asking about Talley and sounding an alert. 

He took a swallow before looking down at the reflection of what appeared to be the elder twin of the person he’d seen in the yearbook. His face seemed drawn as if he’d lost too much weight. The skin below his eyes was puffy and purple. His wavy hair, which turned the color of mahogany and carried a gun-barrel luster in the sunset, still possessed a shine. He twisted his head to check the wound below his chin. The stitches were gone but the scar made it look like they were still there. He grimaced at the memory of the doctor leaning over the stretcher to lace the wound without an anesthetic, for thanks to the enemy, he’d run out. It hurt like hell, but the military tank where the doctor normally practiced his trade had been blown to bits. 

Drink in hand, he weaved about the room, saying hellos to anyone he caught looking at him and briefly shaking hands with a few, while unable to recognize a soul, until he stumbled upon Toby, his high school catcher, so short that he was allowed to stay on his knees behind home plate instead of squatting. Toby had helped him to the locker room that day when the game ended. 

After Shane struck out the last batter and his teammates ran off the field yelling in exhilaration at the unexpected win, he’d stood on the mound, disoriented and immobile, watching as his mind replayed the sight of Talley throwing Jesse into the trunk of his car like a bag of trash and driving off with the wheels whining but the siren silent. Toby ran out to Shane, took him by the arm, and led him into the locker room, all the while reminding him that they’d won the game, the game they weren’t supposed to win because the Martinsville Tigers had been the conference winners three years in a row — the game Jesse never got to see, the game where for the first time Shane’s fastball reached a hundred miles an hour, creating the dubious whistle that Shane prayed Jesse still heard. 

Toby always won the spelling bees and could seldom find anyone to challenge him because he never lost. Shane imagined that Toby looked like Bilbo Baggins, for he had round cheeks, long brown hair that curled around his ears, and a smile that seemed to perch on a branch somewhere between naivete and cunning. And yet he was neither. Exceptionally modest, he took no credit for his intellect. He seldom said a word. 

Behind Toby loomed Ever Reed, the enormous, speckled-faced, redhead football player and the second biggest asshole Shane had ever known. Once, Ever kicked the crutches out from under Stevie Goldman’s armpit because one day when Stevie was trying his best to get to his crowded class on time, he accidentally jabbed Ever’s foot with his crutch. 

Ever shoved Toby out of the way and stuck a bottle of Blue Ribbon toward Shane. Shane reluctantly reached for it, but Ever jerked the bottle away, aped a smile, downed the beer and burped like a tuba. “Hey, major leaguer, rumor has it you joined the Marines and went off to ‘Nam. If there’s any truth to it, I’d have to admit that I envy you.”

Shane ignored the comment and glanced at Toby. “It’s great to see you, Toby. What are you doing now?”

Toby extended a small hand. “I followed Medic’s example and became a high school English teacher. I moved down to Asheville.”

“Why Asheville?” 

“Because that’s where my favorite author, Thomas Wolfe, grew up. His house is still there. Just to drive by it makes me feel that I’m back in his time. Ever’s down there, too,” he said, gesturing at the giant beside him. “He works in the Mill. He lost his driver’s license the other day because of too much Blue Ribbon. So I drove him up tonight. I haven’t missed one of these parties since I was in Medic’s class, and from what I understand, I guess this is going to be the last one, unfortunately.”

Ever interrupted, pointing his empty bottle at Shane. “If you don’t mind, let me ask you something. How many Cong did you kill over there?”

Shane tensed. “Just curious, were you, Ever, in the service?” he asked, fully aware that the play on words went sailing past the jerk. 

“You bet, I was.” 

Toby rolled his eyes and looked up at Ever. “No, you weren’t.”

“I’ve told you before, Toby. I went to war in my goddamn head.” Unexpectedly, Ever’s eyes turned sheepish. He had trouble looking at Shane and his lips began to tremble. “They wouldn’t let me sign-up because I was allergic to wool, but, believe me, I wanted to go. I went to four draft centers but none of them would let me in. I mean, it was in my head every day and still is. So, I was there in my own way.” He glanced at Shane. “Now that we got that straight, would you be so kind, big-leaguer, as to give me an answer to my question?” 

“Death be not proud, Ever,” Toby said, quoting the opening line of Donne’s famous poem, which Medic had recited whenever any of his students asked how many Nazis he’d killed. 

“What the fuck does that have to do with anything, Toby?” Ever demanded. He waved his hand at Toby and then pointed at Shane. “I want this bullshitter to tell me some stories about the war he claims he was in, so I can tell if he’s lying, like he did at that Black boy’s trial.”

Shane felt tempted to throw the bastard into a Marine chokehold and squeeze the life out of him, but a voice in the back of his head shouted for him to walk away or lose all chance at retribution. 

“That’s enough, Ever, we’ve gotta be going now,” Toby snapped, grabbing Ever’s arm and urging him into the crowd. Looking over his shoulder at Shane, Toby rolled his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he said under his breath. 

Shane worked his way back to the bar, topped off his glass and went to take a time-out by the fireplace. Tell that fucking jerk stories about the war, stories about death, as if they were myths or fairytales available for enjoyment? Tell him what it was like to kill another human being and wake up in fear and shame every hour of the night, wondering how much time you had left before an enemy leaped out of the dark and bayoneted you? What about having your closest friend since boot camp, Private Payne, blown to pieces by a Claymore? Holding him as blood kept flowing from where his leg had been as the suffering unexpectedly left his contorted face. Wading in a pool of hatred while watching Payne’s eyelids flicker and the moonlight tremble in his eyes as he whispered, “It’s okay, Sergeant, it don’t hurt no more. I’m going home now, where there ain’t no worries.” 

Home, where there ain’t no worries. If only, Shane thought. Squeezing his eyes shut, he took a gulp of bourbon and made his way to the hearth, letting Medic’s long sought-after comment steady him. He would not commit the greater sin of forgiveness. 

 




Chapter Four


Suzanne resisted leaving for the party as long as she could bear it. When the sunset turned into its second phase, nautical blue, she was taking a shower and felt her father’s presence hovering outside the curtain. About to freak out, she swiped it open to emptiness. It was as though, by sleight of hand, she’d made him disappear. A terrible thought struck her. She had. 

She toweled off in a frenzy, grabbed her mother’s black, velvet, V-neck dress from a nearly empty closet, a pair of her sandals for riding the Tiger — the ancient motorcycle her father had named after its roar and bequeathed to her — and a pair of high heels to change into for the party. After throwing on her clothes and having no time to rectify how disheveled she might be, she snatched her hair dryer from the shelf by the sink. In one motion she grabbed her father’s leather motorcycle jacket and dashed into the living room only to stumble on a pile of her canvasses. Managing to stay on her feet, she ran out the double doors to the driveway and jumped onto the Tiger. 

Speeding to the party, she tried to outrace her nerves. Once there, she wedged the Tiger between the cars in Medic’s driveway and dropped the kickstand by the kitchen door. Enlivened when she heard the music, she flipped off her sandals and entered the room, rushing in barefoot with her dryer in one hand, the high heels tucked into the curve above her hip, and her stormy dark hair still wet on her neck. She hurried to the bar, poured a splash of bourbon, took a deep breath, and rushed toward the bathroom, conjuring up the image of an incredibly sculptured dancer who’d come to the party straight from a circus. 

With the empty glass in hand, she returned as another person. Flecks of gold glitter sparkled on her high cheeks. She’d tamed her hair so that it fell to her shoulders in soft rolling waves. Uneasy because she’d overlooked her bra, she pressed her fingers against her breasts as if telling them to stay in place, took a deep breath, and scanned the throng of bouncing heads to search for Medic. She glanced at the fireplace and, for a moment extracted from time, thought she recognized the person looking at her. She shivered as a vague flush tinted her face. 

But the guy sitting there seemed too much an adult to be the youngster whose yearbook her father had kept and whose senior picture she vaguely remembered. She was tempted to go over and ask his name when, without warning, Medic came up to her, grasped her face, kissed her on both cheeks, and herded her into the crowd. 

Confirming Suzanne’s suspicion that he’d already had a few too many, Medic started introducing her as Van Gogh’s niece. Embarrassed on two fronts — the glorified association and the fact that Van Gogh had no niece — she asked him to please stop. Wrinkling his forehead, as if he had no idea why she would ask such a thing, he started introducing her as Monet’s granddaughter. Only better on one front, Suzanne thought, because Monet did have a granddaughter. After a swarm of silly smiles and embarrassing attempts on her part to override the absurd introductions, she slipped away, only to find Lois Spangler, a former classmate, staring at her in astonishment. 

Lois Spangler, the shapely and gorgeous president of Suzanne’s senior class, had insisted on wearing a two-piece bathing suit for her graduation picture. She’d taken the idea from her favorite movie, the dated Bikini Beach, and had been given permission from the school’s principal, her father’s golf buddy. 

Worse, from Suzanne’s point of view, Lois’s father had been the victorious defense attorney in the murder case against Talley, and in the community’s prideful celebration of the verdict, Lois, at her mother’s insistence, had taken on the challenge to try and turn everyone in her class against Suzanne, while Lois’s mother had targeted the community at large. Both of them had been successful. Suzanne had been cast out from being shunned by her classmates. No one to hike with her in the forest or go with her to the beach or to the movies. Her parents had the doors to all social gatherings closed to them, even the neighborly Sunday afternoon whisky fests.

Dressed stylishly as she and her friends always had, Lois wore a tight-fitting, low-cut, green silk dress. Her charming face was somewhat hidden in a voluminous shaggy hairstyle. As she stared at Suzanne, the astonishment in her eyes was replaced with a reproachful smile. Her lips quivered as if her nerves were attempting to send Suzanne a message. 

Bitterness swept through Suzanne. She hurried to the bar and refilled her glass. When she put the bottle down, she glanced over her shoulder to see Lois approaching. Suzanne’s heart beat faster and faster the closer she got. She took a quick gulp of whisky and started to move away from the bar when Lois showed up beside her. 

“My God, what in the world are you doing back in Meridien, Suzanne? It must be so difficult, given all that you went through.” 

“It’s the fifth anniversary of my father’s death,” Suzanne replied in a flat tone. “Excuse me, but I have to go.”

“I’m truly sorry, Suzanne. Your dad passed from severe arthritis, as I remember.” 

Suzanne’s eyes narrowed. “No, my father passed from losing the trial. Enjoy the party,” she said, hoping she’d delivered a stiletto. 

“Please, Suzanne, just give me a minute. I want to tell you something… something I’ve never been able to come to…” Lois hesitated. Her eyelids fluttered. “Something I’ve never been able to come to grips with. It’s haunted me since the day your mother left, and when your father died, it got worse, much worse.”

Her voice carried a sense of urgency that seemed to show the weight of the concealment she’d been living with. Against every scornful emotion available to Suzanne, she replied only in frustration. “What is it, Lois?”

“It’s what I did to turn our classmates against you. All the parents joined my mother and went against your family. That should have been more than enough, but oh, no, I took it upon myself to make sure our friends at school did the same. I was wrong to do that, so very wrong. The two of us were good friends. You tried to teach me how to paint but I had no talent whatsoever, yet you tolerated me and kept trying. Remember when your mother would host the bridge club and you and I would play dominoes while they drank and gossiped, not to mention the times we went to the beach together and took off our tops?” she paused. “I turned into a self-righteous bitch. I’m so, so sorry.”

Stunned, Suzanne brought the glass to her lips, wondering if Lois was playing a joke of some kind. If she lashed out would Lois start laughing and wave to her friends to signal that the joke had worked? “Why are you telling me this now, Lois?” 

“I thought that over time it would go away, but it only got worse and, until now, I never had the chance… never had the chance to ask you if there would be any possible way you could find it in your heart to forgive me?”

Her question both touched and assaulted Suzanne. The music faded as Lois’s face grew smaller and smaller. The space between them sank into an embarrassing silence, and her answer became more difficult, the dilemma more troubled. Suzanne knew all too well the curse of the unforgiven. She and Lois were together in a familiar world.

“We were young, Lois, barely in our teens, almost too young to know right from wrong. I’m sure that if you had it to do over again, you wouldn’t.”

“But can you forgive me?” 

Suzanne felt the silence tighten around her as she tried to separate her mixed emotions. At the unwavering fork in the road, she replied, “I already have.” 

Lois broke through her shock and started to throw her arms around Suzanne, but Suzanne stepped back. 

“Now, I have a question for you, Lois.” 

“I am so grateful. Ask me anything you want. Please.” 

“Why did your father defend Talley?”

Lois’s glazed eyes narrowed. “Suzanne, as I’m sure you know, the boy went after officer Talley with a hoe, broke his cheek-bone and wasn’t going to stop. Talley didn’t have any choice. He had to defend himself. Fans down at the end of the stands saw it happen.” Lois hesitated. Her eyes strayed. She drew in her bottom lip as if to prevent her from going on, and then her mouth opened. “The question on everyone’s mind was this, why did your father volunteer to prosecute an innocent man? He had to have known the truth, as I’m sure your mother did. I mean, how long after the trial did it take her to divorce him, a week?” 

Suzanne’s heart thumped like someone’s who’d been pulled over for speeding. She had to admit that the truth about the trial lay on the edge of the local diatribes, including her mother’s. That much she had to concede, but Lois’s adamancy that her father had willingly chosen to prosecute an innocent man infuriated her. She emptied her glass in a swallow, told Lois that she needed to use the bathroom and walked away. She was tempted to leave the party but went into Medic’s bedroom and sat down on the bed, wondering how her mother’s version of the trial could possibly be true?

Elaine had shared her detailed account with wrath, swearing to Suzanne that the community had excluded their family because the lawyer she was married to was a “reverse bigot,” the worst kind of hypocrite, one who prosecutes a worthy, innocent man for treachery, a crime that began the moment her father went before Judge Aiken and demanded that he be allowed to take on the case. 

The day her mother left home she tried her best to drag Suzanne out the door with her, but Suzanne refused and called her a witch for treating her father so horribly. Her mother lashed out to tell her that Judas had invaded her soul. Before Elaine took off with suitcase in hand, she confided to Suzanne that she’d left her father emotionally weeks before she was ready to leave, when it became clear that her friends had excluded the family from the community and had no intention of taking them back. 

Elaine became another person — far from the loving mother she’d always been — and left Suzanne and her father in more ways than just leaving home. When Suzanne happened to be in the presence of her father, her mother never joined the two of them, never even sat with them in the same room. She wouldn’t join them for a meal and no longer went with Suzanne to Luna Lake to watch her perform her self-taught double backflip from the Lake’s highest diving board.

Elaine even threatened her father, warning him that she’d better start sleeping somewhere else because if she stayed home, one morning he’d wake up dead. 

Notwithstanding the threat, but maybe because of it, Suzanne had always questioned her mother’s account of the trial, even though her father had refused to share his. She knew that he would have never prosecuted an innocent man, but whenever she asked him about the trial, he would cite his legal obligation to accept the defeat, keep the shame to himself, and move on as best he could. She looked up the term, legal obligation, but could find nothing that supported his position. Yet, she never pressured him because she felt that he’d endured enough. He’d remained forever faithful, even though it meant letting her mother blame him relentlessly. Suzanne had always wondered if he’d chosen to let the truth of the case die with his death?

When she emerged from the bedroom, her knees were weak. She had to sit down. Lois had rejoined her group of friends and they’d moved to the far side of the room. Suzanne squinted at the fellow on the hearth she’d noticed earlier. His beleaguered aura was accentuated by a strange scar on his neck that suggested that he’d most likely had experiences that most men hadn’t, or ever would, and yet, he was strangely familiar. What would she say or do if he was Shane McCauley? Would she be able to summon up the strength to ask him about the trial? Would he even answer, and if he did, would he tell the truth? But then again, how would she know it was the truth any more than what her mother had said, or her former classmate? 

What would it depend on? His tone, the look in his eyes, a brief pause when he tripped over a word while attempting to sort through the memory? If he immediately got up and left her sitting there, that would be the indisputable tell. But there would be no answers to sift through if she didn’t try and perhaps none if she did. How many times had she heard her father tread on the old baseball analogy, if you don’t swing at the third strike, there’s no chance of hitting the ball. 

She went for a fresh glass of whisky hoping, it would calm her nerves.
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