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With heart at rest I climbed the citadel’s
steep height, and saw the city as from a tower,
hospital, brothel, prison, and such hells,
where evil comes up softly like a flower.



—BAUDELAIRE’S EPILOGUE
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A Biography of Pat Conroy


Author’s Note

This book is a work of fiction. No character is real, and no incident occurred as described in this book; no man or woman who lives within the pages of this book lives outside of it. This novel is about the idea of the military school and the various forms it has taken around the country. I interviewed men from West Point, Annapolis, the Air Force Academy, VMI, The Citadel, and dozens of military high schools around the South in preparation for writing the novel. There is a sameness to all these schools; yet each is unique and has its own fiercely protected identity. It is the military school as it has evolved in America, as well as the lives of the men and women it has touched and changed, that I am writing about, and no one school or set of individuals in particular. Similarly, the actions I portray here are fictional archetypes created from my own experience and research, not actual events.


Prologue

I wear the ring.

I wear the ring and I return often to the city of Charleston, South Carolina, to study the history of my becoming a man. My approach to Charleston is always silent and distracted, but I come under full sail, with hissing silk and memories a wing above me in the shapes of the birds I love best: old brown pelicans, Great Blue herons, cowbirds, falcons lost at sea, ospreys lean from dives, and eagles over schools of mullet. I am a lowcountry boy. My entrance to this marsh-haunted city is always filled with troubled meditations on both my education and my solitude during a four-year residence at the Institute.

The city of Charleston, in the green feathery modesty of its palms, in the certitude of its style, in the economy and stringency of its lines, and the serenity of its mansions South of Broad Street, is a feast for the human eye. But to me, Charleston is a dark city, a melancholy city, whose severe covenants and secrets are as powerful and beguiling as its elegance, whose demons dance their alley dances and compose their malign hymns to the side of the moon I cannot see. I studied those demons closely once, and they helped kill off the boy in me.

I am not a son of Charleston. Nor could I be if I wanted to. I am always a visitor, and my allegiance lies with other visitors, sons and daughters of accident and circumstance. Edgar Allan Poe was a son by visitation. It was no surprise to me when I was a freshman at the Institute to discover that Poe was once stationed at Fort Moultrie and that he wrote “The Gold Bug” about one of the sea islands near Charleston. I like to think of him walking the streets of Charleston as I walked them, and it pleases me to think that the city watched him, felt the shimmer of his madness and genius in his slouching promenades along Meeting Street. I like to think of the city shaping this agitated, misplaced soldier, keening his passion for shade, trimming the soft edges of his nightmare, harshening his poisons and his metaphors, deepening his intimacy with the sunless wastes that issued forth from his kingdom of nightmare in blazing islands, still inchoate and unformed, of the English language. Whenever I go back to Charleston, I think of Poe. I remember that Poe spent a single year attending West Point before dropping out in disgrace and beginning his life among words. I wonder how that year in the barracks marked him; I wonder if our markings were similar.

Osceola was another visitor to Charleston. The Seminole chieftain, betrayed by white flags and white man’s honor and brought to prison in Fort Moultrie, died there after a month’s internment, dreaming of tannic-stained creeks flowing through mangrove, flowing north from Florida, through the salt-rusted bars, bringing the heat of council fires, the cries of betrayed warriors, and the shiver of a man returning to the serenity of cypress and safety of otters. Osceola’s bones rested in a grave on Sullivan’s Island until they were stolen in the spring of my sophomore year. I remember hoping that the thief was a full-blooded Seminole who knew where the greatest of his tribe should be put to rest. Shortly after the theft of Osceola’s remains, I found myself in H. R. Rabun’s bar on King Street, surrounded by a group of cadets from R Company, toasting the escape of the chief. In the midst of this, I indulged myself with a vision. I saw myself cutting through the bars of Osceola’s cell, and together we made it back to the swamps, the Indian teaching me the ways of the forest as we traveled southward, giddy with the star-blaze of freedom. My God, it was a beautiful thing to see the Everglades through the eyes of Osceola. But in this vision I had one regret: I would have liked first to have shown him Charleston through my eyes, through the eyes of Will McLean. I, too, had my Charleston cell, and I, too, would have some bones to show him.

Though I will always be a visitor to Charleston, I will always remain one with a passionate belief that it is the most beautiful city in America and that to walk the old section of the city at night is to step into the bloodstream of a history extravagantly lived by a people born to a fierce and unshakable advocacy of their past. To walk in the spire-proud shade of Church Street is to experience the chronicle of a mythology that is particular to this city and this city alone, a trinitarian mythology with equal parts of the sublime, the mysterious, and the grotesque. But there is nothing to warn you of Charleston’s refined cruelty. That knowledge must be earned. No gargoyles hang from the sides of St. Philip’s or St. Michael’s. No messages are in the iron scrollwork of its gates to warn visitors like Poe, Osceola, me, and you.

The city of Charleston burns like a flame of purest memory. It is a city distorted by its own self-worship. I do not believe there is another city like it on earth, nor do I believe there is another college like the Institute. Nor can I imagine the Institute in any other city. The school has adopted many of the odd, quirky mannerisms of Charleston itself, an osmotic, subterranean effect, and each has shaped the other, magnified the other’s flaws, reinforced the other’s strengths. If the Institute existed in San Francisco, Chicago, Dallas, or Phoenix, it would be a vastly different school, and I would be a vastly different man. The city, river-girt, has a tyrannical need for order and symmetry. It is not a city of outlaws, not a landscape for renegades. There is no ambiance of hazard here, but something so tightly repressed, so rigidly ordered, so consecrated to the adoration of restraint that you sometimes want to scream out for excess, for a single knee bent toward bad taste, for the cleansing roar of pandemonium to establish a foothold somewhere in the city. But, of course, the charm of the city lies in this adherence to a severity of form. Entering Charleston is like walking through the brilliant carbon forest of a diamond with the light dazzling you in a thousand ways, an assault of light and shadow caused by light. The sun and the city have struck up an irreversible alliance. The city turns inward upon itself, faces away from visitors, alluringly contained in its own mystery. The city has a smell, a fecund musk of aristocracy, with the wine and the history of the lowcountry aging beneath the verandahs, the sweetly decadent odors of lost causes. Around you, in late August, beauty is reduced at last to beauty at the confluence of two rivers. But I know what the late August smell of the city is; I know it well. It is the awful fear of boys entering the Institute to begin their plebe year. That is what I smell when I cross the Ashley River on my return to Charleston.

I define myself in this way: I am the son of Thomas Patrick McLean of Savannah, Georgia, a volatile, brawling man who attended Benedictine High School and Carolina Military Institute, and as a Marine captain won a Navy Cross for his valor under fire during the invasion of Iwo Jima. He returned to Savannah as a wounded hero in 1944, went to work for Belk’s department store, and married a girl from Dahlonega, Georgia, who worked in the perfume department after a brief stint in notions. I liked neither the Corps nor Belk’s nor my father, but grew up worshiping the black-haired woman from the perfume department. My mother blamed my father’s temper on Iwo Jima, but I entertained the heretical thought that he was a son of a bitch long before the Japanese invaded Pearl Harbor. When he was dying of cancer, he made me promise to attend and graduate from Carolina Military Institute, and through tears, I promised. He told me to stop crying and act like a man and I did. Then he made me promise I would be a pilot when I entered the service, that he didn’t want any son of his getting killed on some godforsaken beach like Iwo Jima, especially a son he loved as much as he did me. Eight hours after he told me he loved me for the first time, he died of melanoma and left me a prisoner of his memory. At age fourteen, I was the man of the house.

My mother is a different case. As lovely a woman as I have ever seen, bred and nurtured like a gardenia, she has always seemed somehow odorless and sexless to me, yet viscerally seductive in the manner of Southern women, that taloned species who speak with restrained and self-effacing drawls, fill a room with elegance and vulnerability, move with the grace of wind-tilted cane, and rule their families with a secret pact of steel. The sweetness of Southern women often conceals the secret deadliness of snakes. It has helped them survive the impervious tyranny of Southern men more comfortable with a myth than a flesh-and-blood woman.

It took me years to spot the howitzers in my mother’s eyes and many more to understand why they were there. Because of my father, my childhood was a long march of fear; my mother’s dispassionate assent to his authority took me longer to discover. She won my everlasting love by wading fearlessly into battle with my father whenever he abused me. For years I looked at her uncritically. But I learned something in my long earnest study of my mother. The adversary who is truly formidable is the one who works within the fortress walls, singing pleasant songs while licking honey off knives. It was my mother who encouraged me to keep my promise to attend the Institute. It was my mother who made me stay. Because she was a Southern wife, my domination by things totalitarian did not end when my father died, weighing one hundred pounds less than he had in his prime. Her severity was soft, but severity nonetheless, for she was a product of the South as much as I was. My father’s discipline was harsh and unmistakable; the discipline of my mother disguised itself in love and tenderness and often held far greater terrors. I am always writing revisionist histories of my mother. But because I needed to love her and love her deeply, her strafing runs against me brought on surrender almost immediately. I was all white flags and trembling fingers signing treaties and giving up territories to her. She, a Southern lady, had raised me to be a Southern gentleman, and that made us both foreigners in my father’s house. In the lock step of my nineteenth year I entered Carolina Military Institute. I did it because of my mother. She and I agreed it was because of my father. A lifetime of practice had taught us to blame everything on him. My father had become the manager of Belk’s, but he never could lure me from behind the perfume counter.

But in the end, the Institute was my choice and my responsibility It, too, became part of my definition. My instincts were those of sheep, lemmings, and herring. I trundled along with the herd on the course of least resistance. My parents had trained me exquisitely in the fine art of obedience. Because I was Southern, the military school seemed like the place for a final honing, the polishing of the rough spots. I would emerge glossy and shiny from the Institute as a man to serve my country in any way I could, but with absolute devotion and forthrightness. A Southern man is incomplete without a tenure under military rule. I am not an incomplete Southern man. I am simply damaged goods, like all the rest of them.

At first, I thought I had wasted my college years, but I was wrong. The Institute was the most valuable experience I have ever had or will have. I believe it did bring me into manhood: The Institute taught me about the kind of man I did not want to be. Through rigorous harshness, I became soft and learned to trust that softness. Through the distorted vision of that long schizophrenia, I became clear-sighted. Under its system, a guerrilla was born inside me, and when the other boys rushed to embrace the canons of the Institute, I took to the hills.

Whenever I look at photographs of myself in the cadet days, I stare into the immobile face of a stranger. His name is mine and his face seems distantly related, but I cannot reconcile the look of him. The frozen, unconvincing smile is an expression of almost incomprehensible melancholy. I feel compassion and unspeakable love for this thin, fearful ancestor. I honor the courage he did not know he possessed. For four years he was afraid. Yet he remained. A lifetime in a Southern family negated any possibility that he could resign from the school under any conditions other than unequivocal disgrace. Yet I know what he did and what he said, how he felt and how he survived. I relive his journey in dreams and nightmares and in returns to the city of Charleston. He haunts me and remains a stranger. Once while they were doing pushups on a shower-room floor, a classmate, too exhausted to turn his head, threw up on him. The upperclassmen made all the freshmen roll in the vomit of their classmate until nothing was left on the fetid tiles. He remembered the moment often, not because of his disgust or humiliation, but because it was then that he had the first premonition that someday he would tell his story, tell what it was like to be at the Institute, an eyewitness report on the contours and lineaments of discipline. Amidst the dark hearts of the boys around him, he felt a magnificent radiance. He would roll in vomit again, but the next time the symbolism of the act would be clear to him. This was the story he would tell: At the Institute the making of men was a kind of grotesque artistry.

Yet I am a product of this artistry. And I have a need to bear witness to what I saw there. I want to tell you how it was. I want precision. I want a murderous, stunning truthfulness. I want to find my own singular voice for the first time. I want you to understand why I hate the school with all my power and passion. Then I want you to forgive me for loving the school. Some of the boys of the Institute and the men who are her sons will hate me for the rest of their lives. But that will be all right. You see, I wear the ring.


Part I
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THE CADRE

SEPTEMBER 1966


Chapter One

When I crossed the Ashley River my senior year in my gray 1959 Chevrolet, I was returning with confidence and even joy. I’m a senior now, I thought, looking to my right and seeing the restrained chaste skyline of Charleston again. The gentleness and purity of that skyline had always pleased me. A fleet of small sailboats struggled toward a buoy in the windless river, trapped like pale months in the clear amber of late afternoon. Then I looked to my left and saw, upriver, the white battlements and parapets of Carolina Military Institute, as stolid and immovable in reality as in memory. The view to the left no longer caused me to shudder involuntarily as it had the first year. No longer was I returning to the cold, inimical eyes of the cadre. Now the cold eyes were mine and those of my classmates, and I felt only the approaching freedom that would come when I graduated in June. After a long childhood with an unbenign father and four years at the Institute, I was looking forward to that day of release when I would no longer be subject to the fixed, irresistible tenets of martial law, that hour when I would be presented with my discharge papers and could walk without cadences for the first time.

I was returning early with the training cadre in the third week of August. It was 1966, the war in Vietnam was gradually escalating, and Charleston had never looked so beautiful, so untouchable, or so completely mine. Yet there was an oddity about my presence on campus at this early date. I would be the only cadet private in the barracks during that week when the cadre would prepare to train the incoming freshmen. The cadre was composed of the highest-ranking cadet officers and non-coms in the corps of cadets. To them fell the serious responsibility of teaching the freshmen the cheerless rudiments of the fourth-class system during plebe week. The cadre was a diminutive regiment of the elite, chosen for their leadership, their military sharpness, their devotion to duty, their ambition, and their unquestioning, uncomplicated belief in the system.

I had not done well militarily at the Institute. As an embodiment of conscious slovenliness, I had been a private for four consecutive years, and my classmates, demonstrating remarkable powers of discrimination, had consistently placed me near the bottom of my class. I was barely cadet material, and no one, including me, ever considered the possibility of my inclusion on the cadre.

But in my junior year, the cadets of fourth battalion had surprised both me and the Commandant’s Department by selecting me as a member of the honor court, a tribunal of twenty-one cadets known for their integrity, sobriety, and honesty. I may not have worn a uniform well, but I was chock full of all that other stuff. It was the grim, excruciating duty of the honor court to judge the guilt or innocence of their peers accused of lying, stealing, cheating, or of tolerating those who did. Those found guilty of an honor violation were drummed out of the Corps in a dark ceremony of expatriation that had a remorseless medieval splendor about it. Once I had seen my first drumming-out, it removed any temptation I might have had to challenge the laws of the honor code. The members of the court further complicated my life by selecting me as its vice chairman, a singularly indecipherable act that caused me a great deal of consternation, since I did not even understand my election to that cold jury whose specialty was the killing off of a boy’s college career. By a process of unnatural selection, I had become one of those who could summon the Corps and that fearful squad of drummers for the ceremony of exile. Since I was vice chairman of the court, the Commandant’s Department had ordered me to report two weeks before the arrival of the regular Corps. In my senior year, irony had once again gained a foothold in my life, and I was a member of the training cadre. Traditionally, the chairman and vice chairman explained the rules and nuances of the honor system to the regiment’s newest recruits. Traditionally, the vice chairman had always been a cadet officer, but even at the Institute tradition could not always be served. Both tradition and irony have their own system of circulation, their own sense of mystery and surprise.

I did not mind coming back for cadre. Since my only job was to introduce the freshmen to the pitfalls and intricacies of honor, I was going to provide the freshmen with their link to the family of man. Piety comes easily to me. I planned to make them laugh during the hour they were marched into my presence, to crack a few jokes, tell them about my own plebe year, let them relax, and if any of them wanted to, catch up on the sleep they were missing in the barracks. The residue of that long, sanctioned nightmare was still with me, and I wanted to tell these freshmen truthfully that no matter how much time had elapsed since that first day at the Institute, the one truth the system had taught me was this: A part of me would always be a plebe.

I pulled my car through the Gates of Legrand and waited for the sergeant of the guard to wave me through. He was conferring with the Cadet Officer of the Guard, who looked up and recognized me.

“McLean, you load,” Cain Gilbreath said, his eighteen-inch neck protruding from his gray cotton uniform shirt.

“Excuse me, sir,” I said, “but aren’t you a full-fledged Institute man? My, but you’re a handsome, stalwart fellow. My country will always be safe with men such as you.”

Cain walked up to my car, put his gloved hand against the car, and said, “There was a rumor you’d been killed in an auto wreck. The whole campus is celebrating. How was your summer, Will?”

“Fine, Cain. How’d you pull guard duty so early?”

“Just lucky. Do you have religious beliefs against washing this car?” he asked, withdrawing his white glove from the hood. “By the way, the Bear’s looking for you.”

“What for?”

“I think he wants to make you regimental commander. How in the hell would I know? What do you think about the big news?”

“What big news?”

“The nigger.”

“That’s old news, and you know what I think about it.”

“Let’s have a debate.”

“Not now, Cain,” I said, “but let’s go out for a beer later on in the week.”

“I’m a varsity football player,” he said with a grin, his blue eyes flashing. “I’m not allowed to drink during the season.”

“How about next Thursday?”

“Fine. Good to see you, Will. I’ve missed trading insults with you.” I drove the car through the Gates of Legrand for my fourth and final year. I realized that the Institute was now a part of my identity. I was nine months away from being a native of this land.

Before I unloaded my luggage in the barracks, I took a leisurely ride down the Avenue of Remembrance, which ran past the library, the chapel, and Durrell Hall on the west side of the parade ground. The Avenue was named in honor of the epigram from Ecclesiastes that appeared above the chapel door: “Remember Now Thy Creator in the Days of Thy Youth.” When I first saw the unadorned architecture of the Institute, I thought it was unrelievedly ugly. But it had slowly grown on me. The beauty of the campus, an acquired taste, certainly, lay in its stalwart understatement, its unapologetic capitulation to the supremacy of line over color, to the artistry of repetition, and the lyrics of a scrupulous unsentimental vision. The four barracks and all the main academic buildings on campus faced inward toward the parade ground, a vast luxurious greensward trimmed like the fairway of an exclusive golf course. The perfume of freshly mown grass hung over the campus throughout much of the year. Instruments of war decorated the four corners of the parade ground: a Sherman tank, a Marine landing craft, a Jupiter missile, and an Air Force Sabre jet. Significantly, all of these pretty decorations were obsolete and anachronistic when placed in reverent perpetuity on campus. The campus looked as though a squad of thin, humorless colonels had designed it. At the Institute, there was no ostentation of curve, no vagueness of definition, no blurring of order. There was a perfect, almost heartbreaking, congruence to its furious orthodoxy. To an unromantic eye, the Institute had the look of a Spanish prison or a fortress beleaguered not by an invading force but by the more threatening anarchy of the twentieth century buzzing insensately outside the Gates of Legrand.

It always struck me as odd that the Institute was one of the leading tourist attractions in Charleston. Every Friday afternoon, the two thousand members of the Corps of Cadets would march in a full-dress parade for the edification of both the tourists and the natives. There was always something imponderably beautiful in the anachronism, in the synchronization of the regiment, in the flashing gold passage of the Corps past the reviewing stand in a ceremony that was a direct throwback to the times when Napoleonic troops strutted for their emperor. Ever since the school had been founded in 1842, after a slave insurrection, the Corps had marched on Fridays in Charleston, except on the Friday following that celebrated moment when cadets from the Institute had opened fire on the Star of the East, a Northern supply ship trying to deliver supplies to the beleaguered garrison at Fort Sumter. Historians credited those cadets with the first shots in the War Between the States. It was the proudest moment in the history of the school, endlessly appreciated and extolled as the definitive existential moment in its past. Patriotism was an alexin of the blood at the Institute, and we, her sons, would march singing and eager into every battle with the name of the Institute on our lips. There was something lyric and terrible in the fey mindlessness of Southern boys, something dreary and exquisite in the barbaric innocence of all things military in the South. The Institute, romantic and bizarre, was the city of Charlestons shrine to Southern masculinity. It was one of the last state-supported military schools in America, and the boys who formed her ranks were the last of a breed. I had always liked the sound of that: McLean, last of a breed.

I pulled my car up to the front of Number Four barracks. In my loafers, Bermuda shorts, and a T-shirt, I savored my last moments out of uniform. I was lifting my luggage out of the trunk when I was frozen into absolute stillness by the roar of a powerful voice behind me.

“Halt, Bubba.”

I had jumped when he let loose with his scream. I always jumped when he yelled at me. He knew it and enjoyed the fact immensely. I did not turn around to face him but merely stood at attention beside my car.

“Good afternoon, Colonel,” I said to Colonel Thomas Berrineau, the Commandant of Cadets.

“How did you know it was me, Bubba?” he asked, coming into my field of vision.

“I’d recognize that high-pitched castrato voice anywhere, Colonel. How was your summer, sir?”

“My summer was fine, Bubba. I could relax. You weren’t on campus. I didn’t have to worry about my niece’s virtue or plots against the Institute. Where did you spend your summer, McLean? The Kremlin? Peking? Hanoi?”

“I stayed home knitting mufflers for our boys in Vietnam, Colonel,” I said. “It was the least I could do.”

“You son of a Bolshevik,” he whispered softly as he drew his face nearer to mine. A cigar hung from his pendulous lower lip, and its ash glowed brightly inches away from my right cornea. I had never seen the Bear without a cigar in his mouth. I could more easily have imagined him without a nose or ears. You could often smell his approach before you saw him. Your nose would warn you of the Bear’s quiet scrutiny before he unleashed that voice so famous among cadets.

“McLean, I bet you were plotting the overthrow of this country, the assassination of all the members of the Senate and the House, and the imprisonment of all military officers.”

“You’re absolutely right, Colonel. I was lying. I spent a jolly summer in the Kremlin studying germ warfare with Doctor Zhivago. But one thing you got wrong. I would have nothing to do with the imprisonment of all military officers. I voted to line them all up against the wall and let them have it with Yugoslav-made flame throwers.”

“Who would be the first American officer to meet such a fate, lamb?” the Bear asked rhetorically. The cigar ash was on the move toward the eye again.

“Why, the most fierce fighting man in the history of the United States Army, sir. The man with the soul of a lion, the heart of a dinosaur, the brain of a Paramecium, and the sexual organs of a Girl Scout. The first to be executed would be you, sir.”

“You god-blessed fellow traveler Leninist,” he roared, smiling. “I’ve got one more year to make a man out of you, McLean.”

“In June, I’ll be a full-fledged alumnus, Colonel. A bona fide, dyed-in-the-wool, legitimate Institute man. How does that make you feel?”

“Ashamed, Bubba. Sick to my stomach. You’ve got to give me one good shot at getting you kicked out of here. Promise to do something, lamb, anything. We have an international reputation, and you could be the undoing of a hundred years of pride and tradition.”

“I’ll make the school proud, Colonel,” I said, backing away from him slightly. “I’m going to have an operation and have the ring surgically implanted in my nose.”

The Bear threw his head back and bellowed out a laugh. He had an extravagant, pulpy nose, stiff, white-thatched hair, sad but cunning brown eyes the color of his cigars, and a great shovel of a mouth with dark uneven teeth that looked as though he could strip-mine a valley or graze in a field of quartz.

“It’s good to see you back, Bubba. Good to see you and all the lambs. This place doesn’t seem natural when the Corps is gone for the summer. But I need to see you sometime tomorrow and it’ll be serious, no pootin’ around like we’re doing today. Meet me at Henry’s down on Market Street at 1200 mañana. That’s español, McLean, and it means the day after today.”

“A man at home in many languages, Colonel. You should try English.”

“Like you little girls down in the English Department. Tell me the truth, Bubba, is it really true what they say about English majors in the Corps? And this is confidential. I wouldn’t breathe a word of it to higher authorities.”

“Well, Colonel,” I whispered conspiratorially, “if you promise not to tell. We go to class wearing panties and bras and Kotex underneath our uniforms. We discuss literature, giggle a lot, then sit around mincing, bending our wrists, and blowing each other. It’s a very friendly department.”

“No wonder you love it down there, Bubba. You’ve found yourself a niche. I never want to see you in the same latrine as me when I go in to take a whizz. You understand me, lamb?”

“I couldn’t stand that kind of temptation, Colonel. No English major could.”

“I’m nervous about taking you to lunch.”

“Colonel, you’ve nothing to fear from me. I’ll be very gentle.”

“Remember. Tomorrow it’s serious, Bubba. I have some business to discuss with you.”

“Yes, sir.”

He appraised me closely and said, “I don’t know if you’re more of a disgrace as a civilian or as a cadet. Carry on.”

“Sir,” I said.

“Yeh, Bubba.”

“It’s good seeing you, sir.”

“Yeh, Bubba, yeh.”


Chapter Two

Early that evening I left the Gates of Legrand wearing my starched summer whites for my first general leave of the year. Humidity staggered the city throughout the summer. Walking the streets of Charleston in the late afternoons of August was like walking through gauze or inhaling damaged silk.

I drove slowly through the city, past Hampton Park, down King Street, through the business district with its rows of antique shops and fine men’s stores. For three years, I had felt the thumb of the city shaping me with a passion for marshes, for tidal creeks, for symmetry, and for the disciplined architecture of the eighteenth century. Charleston has a landscape that encourages intimacy and partisanship. I have heard that an early inoculation to the sights and smells of the Carolina lowcountry is an almost irreversible antidote to the charms of other landscapes, other alien geographies. You can be moved profoundly by other vistas, by other oceans, by soaring mountain ranges, but you cannot be seduced. You can even forsake the lowcountry, renounce it for other climates, but you can never completely escape the sensuous, semitropical pull of Charleston and her marshes. It is one of those cities where childhood is a pleasure and memory a flow of honey; one of those cities that never lets go, that insinuates its precedence by the insistent delicacy of its beauty.

Charleston is built on a peninsula located between two tidal rivers, the Ashley and the Cooper, which flow together to form Charleston Harbor. The peninsula has produced, oddly enough, a people with the siege mentality of islanders. Observers have described Charlesto-nians as vainglorious, obstinate, mercurial, verbose, xenophobic, and congenitally gracious. Most of all, they elude facile description, but they do possess a municipal character that has a lot to do with two centuries of scriptural belief that they are simply superior to other people of the earth. If you do not subscribe to this theory or are even offended by it, well, it simply means that you are from “away,” that you are obviously not a Charlestonian. The entire mythology of the city is dependent on the existence of an ancient, beleaguered aristocracy who trace their heritage to the first stirrings of the Colony. They live—or would like to live—in the splendid mansions and townhouses South of Broad Street, or SOB, the rather mythical and whimsical Maginot Line of society. Each of these houses is a vessel of exquisite solitude and unrestricted privacy. Charlestonians have made an art out of living well, and the area South of Broad is arguably the most flawlessly preserved historical area in America.

The rest of South Carolina has a keenly developed inferiority complex about Charleston, a complex that Charlestonians feel is richly deserved. Unlike other cities in the region, including Savannah and Columbia, Charleston never had to endure the full fury of an assault by the armies of William Tecumseh Sherman. Charleston survived the Civil War with her architectural legacy intact and her collective unconscious simmering with aggravated memories of bombardment, reconstruction, and emancipation as she struggled to become whole again. The war succeeded in making an odd city odder, and it often seems as if Charleston still feels the presence of a phantom Armada holding the city under a perilous eternal siege. In Charleston, more than elsewhere, you get the feeling that the twentieth century is a vast, unconscionable mistake.

The mansions South of Broad Street form a magnificent archipelago of exclusion. It was not a matter of money that assured access to the charmed region; it was a matter of blood. The alloy of wealth and background was ideal, of course, but the century had proven testy and ungenerous in its treatment of some of the oldest, most celebrated families of Charleston. The descendants of planters often found themselves with the bank accounts of sewing machine salesmen. But a modest income alone never denied access to those haughty parlors; and wealth alone could never insure it. If you were crass, lowborn, or socially offensive, it would have made no difference to the proud inhabitants South of Broad that you owned France; they would not invite you to their homes. I knew girls my own age who would as soon be courted by a palmetto as by a boy denied access to South of Broad society. They were often blonde, long-stemmed girls, thin and clean and frail, who attended Ashley Hall for twelve years, went off to college in the hills of Virginia, then returned buffed and polished to marry princely fellows who were perfectly at home with all the stiffness and formality of the realm. But a casual inbreeding was beginning to have deleterious effects on some of the oldest families. During the day, the narrow streets filled up with ermine-headed children, with the eyes of Weimaraners, who were native to this land. Walking in their midst as they played games beneath the bored, distracted gazes of their nannies, I would look for chinless blonds or boys with nosebleeds. Aristocrats in Charleston, like aristocrats the world over, had proven the dangers of sipping from the genetic cup without a sense of recklessness or a gambler’s eye for the proper stranger. Too many blue-eyed men had married their blue-eyed third cousins, and it was not uncommon to find husbands and wives who looked like brother and sister.

I was not immune to the pleasures and enchantments of Broad Street, I was not immune to pleasures and enchantments of any kind. I admired the elegiac understatement of its streets, the whole taut containment of the lower city, fragrant in its vines, disciplined in its stones. In the presence of the people who lived here, I had learned much about myself and the way I really was. My flat Irish features often shamed me as I walked in their midst. There was nothing understated or subtle about me, and my aura was one of energy, restlessness, and inadmissability. I bobbed precariously on the immigrant flood; I smelled of Kilkenny, the back seats of station wagons, and the chlorine of YMCA pools. It seemed that I had to dive down through the waters of history even to glimpse these brilliant gouramis and golden carp who dwelled so easily in the distilled fathoms of their heritage. I was more at home among the multitudes than the chosen, and the chosen knew it very well.

But I had come often to South of Broad, and I had learned that aristocracy was not a navigable river. My access to this civilization came about by accident; my instructors in the art of moving among the habitués of a charmed circle were surpassingly fine, and I owed them much. One of my roommates was born and reared on East Bay Street. His name, Tradd Prioleau St. Croix, paid tongue-twisting homage to two hundred years of Carolina history. Because of Tradd and his family, I had become familiar with the manners and customs of old Charleston. I found a parking space on East Bay and walked to the wrought iron gate of the St. Croix mansion. The house of my roommate was as splendid an edifice as I would ever enter without paying admission. Architects considered it among the five finest houses in the city of Charleston. The Tradd—St. Croix house evoked a mythic, possessive nostalgia from the reverent crowds who walked single file through its hushed, candle-lit interior each April during the annual spring tour of homes, for it was emblematic of the most remarkable instincts of that form-possessed society. All the strict and opulent criteria of taste that had once brought pleasure to the wealthiest merchants of Charleston could be studied at leisure once you crossed the threshold of Twenty-Five East Bay Street.

Abigail St. Croix was waiting for me on the lower piazza. She leaned against one of the severe, rounded Doric columns, a large-boned, awkwardly constructed woman, silent in her meditative repose, watching me climb the steps toward her. Her movements were slow and languorous, without guile or stratagems, and as her large hands reached out to me I remembered how I had learned that there could be an immensely poignant beauty in the awkwardness of human beings from watching Abigail set a table or open a book or simply brush the hair from her eyes.

“Abigail,” I said happily, running to her.

“Welcome home, Will. We missed you. I missed you the most.

“Will, I want you to see the garden before you go in to see Tradd and Commerce. I also want to have a serious talk with you before Commerce starts in on football and the seven seas.”

We walked to the rear of the house toward her huge formal garden, designed and planted by her husbands great-great grandfather. Upstairs, Tradd was playing Mozart, the music spilling into the garden like snow out of season. Abigail talked as we drifted toward the bench in the rear of the garden.

“You knew my sister had a breast removed, didn’t you, Will? I thought I wrote you that. It was such a grisly summer. Missy Rivers, the girl next door, you know the one, a perfectly charming girl but ugly as homemade sin, married a boy from a very nice family in Virginia. Mrs. Rivers was absolutely furious that Tradd was in England and missed the wedding. One of the children of the rector of St. Michael’s drowned while sailing in the harbor. His wife is practically crazed with grief, and he’s requested a transfer from Bishop Temple. … So much has happened, Will, and it’s all so boring.”

The garden was scrupulously manicured and trimmed. It extolled the virtues of discipline in its severe sculptured rows and regulated islands of green and bloom. In this garden, few flowers were allowed to die on the bush or the trellis; most of them died in stale water contained within fragile vases near the reflection of family silver.

“What are you thinking, you spectacle?” Abigail asked, interrupting her abridged version of the past summers history.

“I’ve decided I want to live like this always, Abigail,” I said, making a sweeping imperious gesture with my arm. “What must I do to become a Charleston aristocrat?”

“What do you think you have to do?” she said, as we navigated the brick pathways without haste.

“Let’s see,” I thought aloud. “Judging from the aristocrats I’ve met, first of all, I should have a frontal lobotomy. Then I should become a hopeless alcoholic, chain a maiden aunt in an attic, engage in deviant sexual behavior with polo ponies, and talk like I was part British and part Negro.”

“I had no idea that you’ve met that many of my relatives, spectacle,” she said. “But please don’t forget that I happen to be one of those awful people.”

“I don’t mean you, Abigail. You know that. I’d love to be chained in your attic.”

“Hush, Will,” she demanded. “I want to show you some roses.”

It was in her garden that whatever physical grace Abigail St. Croix possessed asserted itself. She moved among her flowers with consummate natural fluidity, enjoying the incommunicable pleasures of growing things with the patience and concentration of a watchmaker. In this, her small, green country, surrounded by an embrasure of old Charleston brick, there were camellias of distinction, eight discrete varieties of azaleas, and a host of other flowers, but she directed her prime attention to the growing of roses. She had taught me to love flowers since I had known her; I had learned that each variety had its own special personality, its own distinctive and individual way of presenting itself to the world. She told me of the shyness of columbine, the aggression of ivy, and the diseases that affected gardenias. Some flowers were arrogant invaders and would overrun the entire garden if allowed too much freedom. Some were so diffident and fearful that in their fragile reticence often lived the truest, most infinitely prized beauty. She spoke to her flowers unconsciously as we made our way to the roses in the rear of the garden.

“You can learn a lot from raising roses, Will. I’ve always told you that.”

“I’ve never raised a good weed, Abigail. I could kill kudzu.”

“Then one part of your life is empty,” she declared. “There’s a part of the spirit that’s not being fed.”

“I feed the spirit with other things.”

“Such as?”

“Basketball for me.”

“Basketball?” she said, unable to purge the disdain from her voice. “You substitute basketball for roses? That’s so dull and common, spectacle. There’s too much sameness in the world, and sometimes there’s too much sameness in you. That’s what I love about flowers in general and roses in particular. Each one is different. Every rose that comes to this garden has its own inherent surprise, its own built-in miracle. And the world needs more roses far more than it needs more basketball players.”

“Abigail, basketball is like that for me. I know you think I’m an idiot for saying that, and I know it sounds common to you. I understand what you’re saying about roses. I really do. I’ll probably never grow a black-eyed Susan in my life, much less a rose, but I think I understand how someone could become completely attached to flowers. When I play basketball, every shot is different, complicated; and each game is beautiful or ugly in its own special way. I think I look at basketball the way you look at roses or Tradd looks at Mozart or Commerce looks at his ships. All of us have been lucky. We’re all passionate about something. I feel sorry for people who haven’t found their passions. But, you know, Abigail, I don’t think I’ve ever found sameness in anything in the world. Not if I looked hard enough. I used to think that the Corps represented sameness. We all dress the same, we look the same, we live by the same rules, everything. But each one of us is different. When I walk into this garden each rose looks about the same to me, and you go to a parade at the Institute and all two thousand cadets look exactly the same to you. But if you look at them carefully, Abigail, the same thing happens to those cadets as to your roses. Each one is different, with his own surprise, his own miracle.”

“There’s hope for my favorite jock,” Abigail said.

“But there’s something I want to ask you, Will,” she said. “Then we’ll go in and face the other men in my life.” Her eyes left mine and traveled up the brick, ficus-covered walls to the window, through which the bright, lovely petals of Mozart dropped into the garden. “You and I have never talked about Tradd. We’ve always had this silent acquiescence between us that there were things we both knew but never discussed. There have been far too many taboos between us, Will.”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, Abigail.”

“What do the boys in the barracks really think about Tradd? I’d like the truth.”

“They like him a lot. They think he’s a really good guy. They’re always talking about how well he’s fitted in since his plebe year.”

“That sounds like what a courteous young man tells a mother to make her feel good about her son.”

“You should feel good. And you should feel very proud,” I said, somewhat defensively. “He had a terrible time his plebe year. But that’s not unusual. I had a terrible time, too. But once you make it through that year at the Institute, they leave you pretty much alone. Tradd has adapted to the ways of the Corps. He’s a first lieutenant, Abigail. He’s doing a lot better than I am.”

“Do they find him odd, Will? Do they find him effeminate?”

“He’s an English major, Abigail!” I almost shouted. “An English major like me. The Corps thinks all English majors are queer as three-dollar bills. He’s gentle and unathletic. He has a high-pitched voice, plays the piano, and refuses to use foul language, which is the only way to make yourself clearly understood in the barracks. That causes people to talk, but it’s not important. It doesn’t mean anything. I’ve tried to get him to show more interest in girls to quiet some of the talk. But you know what he says to me?”

“Of course not.”

“He says that he goes out with girls at least as much as I do.”

“And what do you say to that?”

“I don’t say anything, because it’s true.”

“Be patient about girls, Will,” Abigail said tenderly, touching my face with a large, hesitant hand. “Some fine girl will come along and appreciate you for all the right reasons. Young girls have an infinite capacity for being attracted to the wrong sort of men. I know about this. All about it.”

“Commerce is a fine man, Abigail,” I said, uncomfortable with the sudden turn of the conversation. “He’s got one of those screwed-up Charleston first names, but so does Tradd. So does everybody in this sad, silly town.”

“He was very handsome and charming and available when I met him. He was considerably older than I was, and there was as much pressure for him to get married as there was for me. I was gawky and big-footed and horse-faced and felt very lucky to get him. And we’ve made a life together, after a fashion. I think because he’s away from Charleston so much, we are able to enjoy each other’s company much of the time.”

“Is that why you seem unhappy sometimes, Abigail? Because of your marriage?”

“I’m not unhappy, Will. I want you to know that, and I want you to remember it. I have more to be thankful for than most people who inhabit the earth. I have a lovely home, and I’ve raised a fine and sensitive son. And I have a husband who loves me despite his eccentricities and my ample faults.”

I loved the face of Abigail St. Croix as I often love the faces of men and women who have an unshakable faith in their own homeliness. On this overcast late afternoon, her face, in the green, leaf-filtered gauze of light, was both classic and frozen in its demeanor and repose. Her face had integrity, an undefilable resignation. If it was handsome, it was all a cold, sedate handsomeness that gave off a somewhat disturbing aura of wisdom and pain, of having lived deeply, suffered, rallied, despaired, laughed at her despair until the face that survived all these countless darkening moods and transfigurements was lined with discernment, with a resolute sense of commitment to form, and the power to be amused slightly by the whole long journey. Long ago, her face had become beautiful to me.

We neared the house. Abigail was an unflaggingly dedicated student of her husband’s ancestral place. It was an education she gladly shared with me, and though I had no abiding interest in interior or exterior design, her enthusiasm was catching. There was no antidote against one of Abigail’s enthusiasms. In this extraordinary house I learned about the difference between Hepplewhite and Regency, and between Chippendale and Queen Anne. I could point out to tourists who happened by while I was reading on the wicker couch on the lower piazza, the enormous stone quoins at the entranceway, the exceptional stuccowork in those princely downstairs rooms, and the intricate delicacy of the woodwork. A passing knowledge of the Tradd-St. Croix mansion was a liberal education in itself.

It was impossible to study the history of South Carolina without encountering the venerable Huguenot name of St. Croix again and again. It was a name with an enviable, irreproachable past (unless one considered owning slaves reproachable, which, of course, the St. Croixs did not) but an uncertain future; it was a name ominously endangered by extinction. The rich and the well-born were not prodigious reproducers of their rare, thin-boned species, and my roommate Tradd had found himself in the unenviable position of bearing complete responsibility for carrying on the family name. He was the last St. Croix and the burden of extending the line weighed heavily upon him even though it was a subject he assiduously avoided. I had more first cousins than a mink, or so it often seemed. If I died suddenly, the name of McLean would flourish prodigally for a thousand years; if Tradd died, the St. Croix name would survive only as a street name, a house name, and in distinguished references in history books. The grandeur and terror of extinction had formed the character of Tradd and had nearly ruined the life of his father, Commerce.

We found Commerce St. Croix where I usually found him when I came to this house—in the upstairs sitting room watching television.

“It took you long enough to come visit us, boy,” he said formally as he rose to shake my hand. “I’ve been waiting around since morning for you to show up.”

Unconsciously, he led me to a seat beside him, while his eyes returned to the television. Commerce never looked at the person he was talking to during a conversation. Nor did he ever seem to change expression. Fury or joy or grief, it did not matter; Commerce had one face and only one face to offer the world.

“I have many duties since I became regimental commander,” I said, unbuttoning the bottom two buttons of my dress whites as I slumped into the chair.

“You were born a private, Will. My boy, Tradd, is a first lieutenant,” Commerce said, addressing the television. If I did not watch myself, I would find myself speaking to the television, too.

“I know, Commerce. I room with your boy.”

“Thank God you’re back, Will,” Commerce moaned. “Now I can talk to someone who knows a baseball score or two. Hell, Abigail and Tradd think the Boston Red Sox are a new clothing fad.”

“I’m glad you’re back too, Will,” Abigail intervened quietly. “Now I can quit pretending that I’m interested in baseball scores. If you gentlemen will excuse me, I’ll make us some tea.” She slipped down the back stairway, once more the dutiful wife.

Staring fiercely at the screen, Commerce said, “Your last year, boy. You’ll be an Institute man in June.”

“Just like you, Commerce.”

“What does it feel like? Tradd doesn’t talk to me very much.”

“It feels real different. My penis grew a foot and a half over the summer. That’s how I could tell graduation was getting close.”

“It’ll have to grow larger than that if you expect to be a real Institute man,” he cackled, glancing nervously at the door.

“Where’s Tradd?” I asked.

“He was practicing his goddam piano a minute ago. Don’t call him down yet, Will,” Commerce pleaded. “He doesn’t approve of mantalk like this. At least, not from me.” Then, leaning over toward the chair where I was sitting, his small, pale, ferret-like eyes still religiously affixed on the TV, he whispered, “Did you get any this summer, boy?”

“In the thousands, Commerce. The tens of thousands.”

“You ought to ship out with me next time. The women in Brazil will do anything you want. Anything. At least, that’s what the crew tell me. But don’t tell Tradd,” he said, putting a thin finger over his lips.

“You don’t look like you’re feeling very well, Commerce,” I said. Commerce always seemed enshrouded in a nimbus of unhealthiness. He was a short, wiry, rodent-faced man who even in repose had a motor running somewhere, as though his heart was working for no particular reason. Though twenty years older than Abigail, he didn’t have a single gray hair on his thin, nervously vigilant head.

“Boy, I can never feel good when I’m entombed in this city. You know that. I can never wait to get out of here, away from all of this. Charleston sickens me because I belong to it so entirely.”

After a pause, “I ship out again next week,” he said to the television.

“Where to, Captain?”

“South America again.”

“When will you be back?” I asked.

“I hope for the Ring Hop.”

“I hope so too, Father,” Tradd said, entering the room. “It would be so common if you weren’t there when I went through the ring.”

“Roommate,” I cried, leaping to my feet.

“Hello, William,” Tradd answered with stiff, innate formality. The St. Croix family had mastered the art of placing distance between themselves and others, eschewing physicality as an activity practiced by the lower classes.

“You should have come to Europe with me, Will. We could have made the grand tour together.”

“I’ve told you before, Tradd, but you seem to have a hard time grasping this concept: I’m a McLean, not a St, Croix. My family didn’t inherit a billion dollars to spend on the entertainment of their eldest son.”

“Excuses, excuses,” he replied. “Did you improve your slovenly habits this summer, or do I still room with the biggest slob in the Carolinas?”

“Oh, yes, I became neurotically compulsive about cleanliness. You can eat dinner on my fat behind now.”

Tradd winced. “Father, Will is a fine boy but he has a tongue that even soap couldn’t clean.”

“He’s one of the guys, son. That’s something you’ll never be. Just one of the guys. That’s what I love about being on a ship.”

“Since I got back three days ago, Father has been lamenting nonstop that I’m not a weightlifter or something else he could be proud of. I brought you a present, Will.”

“I hope it’s outrageously expensive,” I said.

Tradd handed me a small package wrapped in brown paper. I tore it quickly, opened a thin rectangular box, and lifted out a stubby, finger-worn fountain pen.

“It’s thirty years old. I found an eccentric store in London run by an even more eccentric old man who repairs old fountain pens. I thought you could use it to write your senior essay.”

I hugged Tradd before he could pull back. I kissed him on the cheek, and he blushed a deep scarlet and turned away from his father and me. His father, watching the television again, missed the gesture.

“Keep away from the sacred bod,” Tradd stammered, but I knew he was pleased.

“This is beautiful, Tradd. Absolutely beautiful. And I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more.”

“You don’t deserve anything nice until you learn to clean up your act. His corner of the room always looks as though it’s part of the city dump, Father.”

“And I bet your side of the room looks like the place little girls play dolls,” Commerce said. “I thought you and the other boys were going to teach Tradd how to fit in like one of the guys. Even when you try to act like a man you mess it up, son.”

Tradd adjusted the buttons on his blazer and walked over to the window, which looked out onto Charleston harbor and the Battery. Abigail entered the door on the opposite side of the room carrying glasses and a frosted pitcher of iced tea. She stared at her son by the window; she stared at her husband in his chair. I became suddenly invisible, the unassimilated motionless voyeur. It was experience, not clairvoyance, which brought Abigail instant recognition of the nature of the conflict. In the war for the soul of this one child, there had been no real battle. There had only been an occupation and three proud, dispirited casualties indissolubly linked by the bloodless yet passionate nature of the skirmish. No forces had ever taken to the field. Commerce had wanted his son to be an athlete, a companion, a drinking buddy. What he had produced instead was a slim, brilliant boy with a voice mannered and flutelike, a boy in love with architecture, painting, furniture, music, poetry: all the pursuits that would please Abigail and irritate Commerce. He had also produced one of the finest friends I had ever known.

Tradd had enrolled at the Institute to satisfy a dream of his father’s, who thought that his son would not—could not—make it through the plebe system but that the process, no matter how brief or cataclysmic, would liberate him from the soft and victorious tyranny of his mother’s rule. It had surprised and impressed Commerce that his son had survived that first year, but it also dismayed him that there had been no fundamental change in his son’s nature. The Institute had not purged his son of his reserve and delicacy. Even the Institute was helpless in erasing the signature of chromosomes. But it had proven that there was a toughness at the very center of Tradd that neither his mother, his father, nor he himself had recognized. It had been the one time in his life he had presented his father a gift of incalculable value. Few had suffered as long or endured as much humiliation that year, but Tradd had taken it all, every bit of it. He walked through the Gates of Legrand on the first day of our freshman year not knowing how to do a pushup. At the end of the year he could pump out fifty without breaking a sweat. But he never did another pushup after that first year and vowed he would never do another for the rest of his life. Once during our freshman year, I asked Tradd why he just didn’t quit and go to another college since his parents had enough pocket change to buy Yale. Tradd had explained to me, “I want to make my father glad that I’m his son for the first time in his and my lives. There isn’t an upperclassman in the world who could make me leave.” Many tried, but Tradd had been right, none of them could. In less than three months, he would wear the ring.

“When are Pig and Mark arriving?” Tradd asked, breaking the long silence in the room.

“They got permission not to report until Wednesday,” I answered.

“General Durrell’s letting me stay home until the plebes arrive. Will. I hope you won’t get too lonely in the room.”

“Why don’t you just stay here in the guest room, Will?” Abigail said, pouring tea into four glasses.

“There are no bugles here, Abigail. I can’t sleep without bugles or the sound of plebes dying on the quadrangle.”

“Tell General Durrell to kiss my fanny if you see him, boys,” Commerce shouted to the television, trying to direct the subject far away from the remark that had wounded his son. “I saw the pompous son of a bitch on King Street the other day. I think he was buying elevator shoes. He isn’t satisfied with being six-three. You would think he was somebody the way he carries on. My God, he’s from Spartanburg. Spartanburg of all the pitiful places. The upcountry. The goddam, no-count upcountry.

“The first exhibition football game is on Saturday night, Will,” he continued. “Why don’t you and Pig and Mark plan to watch it with me?” Commerce asked, aware he was being tested again in a trial by silence.

“Tradd,” Abigail sighed, but easily, and teasing again, “I’m thinking about having your father fed intravenously during football season this year. Hook up a couple of gallons of Cutty Sark and glucose beside his easy chair.”

“You might try to find other pursuits, Father. Other avocations. Only vulgarians and Methodists watch football games with such fanaticism.”

“Your poor old man is a vulgarian, Tradd. No doubt about it. A goddam one hundred percent unreconstructed vulgarian. Will, I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this story, but about ten years ago I read in the paper that bowlers have the lowest IQ’s of any athletes and were generally from a socially inferior class. Well, I ran right out and joined a bowling league in North Charleston. One sixty-four average. Met the greatest guys I’ve ever met on land.”

“How come you never invited these greatest guys on land for dinner, Father?”

“They must have been from Spartanburg,” Abigail teased. “The upcountry.”

“Bowling is so sweaty and uncultured,” Tradd sniffed, winking at me.

“Culture!” Commerce screamed at the television. “I’ve had culture shoved down my throat since I was born. Do you know I’ve been going to operas since I was six, Will? Six years old and I’m listening to fat broads belting out dago songs to bald-headed fags wearing silver pants. You can take all the culture in America, tow it out to the Sargasso Sea, and set it on fire and I wouldn’t even spit once to put it out. I’m embarrassed to tell you how often I wished my name were not St. Croix but something like John Smith or John Nigger. That’s it. John Thicklipped Nigger. That’s the name I’d have chosen.”

“Father, you certainly do overstate your case,” Tradd said, turning toward the window and facing Charleston harbor again.

“Who wants some more iced tea?” Abigail chirped brightly.

“I’m going to my room and let y’all literati get in some chi-chi cultural chit-chat before dinner. Will, could I see you upstairs for a minute? If you’ll excuse me, dear,” he said, rising and bowing to his wife in a quick, snapping motion like a blade returning to a jackknife.

By the time I followed Commerce upstairs, he was moving a potted palm outside of his study. Carefully unlocking the door, he then disappeared into this forbidden sanctum for a moment, leaving me to fidget in the hallway. No one was allowed in his private study, and according to Tradd and Abigail, no one entered the room, even when Commerce was out to sea. When he came out of the room, he led me by the arm to the third-story porch. We stared out at the garden, an aromatic black sea of vegetation that breathed in the salt from the river.

“Do you see it?” he asked.

“See what?”

“I put it on when I went into the room. On my hand, Will.”

I looked down on his right hand and saw its dull shine.

“The ring,” I said.

“I keep it in my room. Along with everything else.”

“Gold, frankincense, and myrrh.”

“Books and notes. Things I’ve collected in ports around the world that Abigail thinks are junk.”

“Why don’t you wear the ring all the time, Commerce?” I asked. “You’re the only Institute man I know who doesn’t treat the ring as if it were made from the nails of the True Cross.”

“My years at the Institute were the happiest in my whole life, Will. But ever since Durrell came back to be president and changed the plebe system into that brutal mess, I haven’t worn the ring. It was all his ego, too, Will. When I talked to him about it, he told me he was going to make sure that the Institute had the toughest plebe system in the world. According to you and Tradd, he succeeded admirably. But it wasn’t that bad when he and I were knobs. In fact, it was kind of fun.”

“You were in General Durrell’s class, weren’t you?”

“Yes, I know some things about him, too. I kept a diary when I was a cadet. It was good practice for when I went to sea and had to keep a log. I can look back and tell you everything I did since I was fifteen years old. I’m very disciplined about some things, Will.”

“Discipline is the one gift the Institute has not bestowed upon me.”

“You fought it, boy,” Commerce said. “Discipline comes easy when you decide to go whole hog at something.”

He stared at the ring for a full minute without speaking.

“Tell Tradd that I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings, Will. It just slipped out.”

“Why don’t you tell him, Commerce? I’m sure it would mean a lot more coming from you than from me.”

“If you don’t tell him, Will, he’ll never know how sorry I am when I say these things to him. Please tell him.”

“I will, sir.”

“I noticed something years ago, son. When I’m with the people I love most, I feel lonelier than at any other time on earth. Lonely, Will. Lonely. Lonely,” he declared in an undermined voice. Suddenly he turned his eyes toward me for understanding, for affirmation.

He gave me a look that linked us as spiritual allies, resolute desperadoes in headlong flight from the false and sinister veneer of Charleston. I did not return the look with equal measure or with any measure of faith in his basic premise that we shared some immensely suggestive linkage of soul and temperament. All because I like to watch football games, I thought. Since I was born a McLean and not a St. Croix, I was not tormented by the formidable demons of the city that cried out in disengaged voices for conformity from its sons and daughters. I could not help or even sympathize with the agony of being too well born, too well bred, or too well named. Nor could I help but notice that Commerce, despite his objections to the city, had chosen to live out his life in the dead center of the tribe he professed to hate. The pull of Charleston was lunar and feminine and partisan and even affected those natives, like Commerce, who professed to loathe her extensive artifice and the carnivorous etiquette of its social structure. He could no more cease being a Charlestonian than I could cease being a Caucasian male. Charleston possessed his soul and there was nothing he or I could do about it.

But he seemed satisfied with the look I gave him. I have eyes that give people what they want, eyes that whore in order to please, commiserate, endorse, affirm. People take from my eyes anything and everything that they need. Usually, I am simply looking at someone as they tell me a story; I am later amazed to discover they have believed I was agreeing with them completely. I have the eyes of a ward politician or a priest on the make with choirboys. I have eyes I have ’learned to distrust completely.

“I’ll tell Tradd what you said, Commerce,” I said as he left the porch and disappeared into his room, which was lit only by a ship’s lantern. I heard the door lock behind him.

When I left the house that evening, I turned to look back at the Tradd-St. Croix mansion and thought of the many accidents and distortions of fate that had occurred to make my history and the history of this splendid house commingle. Tradd had brought me home for dinner at the beginning of our freshman year, right after we had become roommates. When we left that night to return to the Institute, Abigail had taken me aside and thanked me for helping her son. I told her that I thought Tradd was incredibly brave and that he was enduring the full savage brutality of the plebe system without complaint. Later that year, on another of my visits, she had pressed something into my palm. It was a key to the Tradd-St. Croix mansion. “You have a home in Charleston now, Will,” she had said. “You can use that key anytime you want to, whether we’re here or not.”

I had never used the key, but I always kept it with me and I always liked to think that I could enter the house whenever I pleased. I wondered what the builder of the house, the distinguished barrister, Rhett St. Croix, would say if he knew that Will McLean was walking the streets of Charleston with a key to his house.


Chapter Three

It took a brief moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness when I entered Henry’s Restaurant at noon the next day The August sun was dazzling at high noon in Charleston. I walked toward the smell of cigar smoke. The Bear was sitting in a corner booth with an unimpeded view of the door. He was eating a dozen raw oysters and had ordered a dozen for me. I saluted him before I took a seat across from him.

“I think I’ll have oysters, Colonel.”

“Don’t eat the shells, Bubba. Just spit. ’em out on the plate.”

“I’ve never eaten oysters that taste like cigars,” I said through a miasma of smoke.

“No joking around today, Bubba,” Colonel Berrineau said, extinguishing his cigar. “You and Poppa Bear are going to have a serious heart to heart.”

When I was a freshman, I had quickly learned the central underground law of the Corps. The law was unwritten and unpublicized and essential for survival in that militant, inflammatory zone entered through the Gates of Legrand. The law was this: If you are ever in trouble, no matter if it is related to the Institute or not, go see the Bear. You sought out the Bear when there was trouble or disaffection or grief. You looked for the Bear when the system turned mean. You found him when there was nowhere else to go. In my tenure at the Institute, I never saw a cadet in serious trouble who did not request an interview with the Bear as soon as possible. Often, he would yell at the cadet, berate him for negligence or stupidity, offer to pay his tuition to Clemson, burn him for unshined shoes, insult him in front of the secretaries in the commandant’s office; but always, always, he would help him in any way he could. That was the last, indispensable codicil to the law. No one outside the barracks was aware of the law’s secret unofficial existence, not even the Bear.

“Bubba, I know you’ve heard about Pearce coming to the Institute.”

“The Negro?”

“Yeh. That’s the one. We’re a little behind the times, Bubba. Every other school in South Carolina integrated a good while ago and God knows we held out as long as we could, but Mr. Pearce is coming through these gates next Monday and he isn’t coming to mow the lawn or fry chicken in the mess hall. He’s entering the Long Gray Line. Now some very powerful alumni have tried for years to keep this school as white as a flounder’s belly. We’re one of the last holdouts in the South, if not the last. Now, several members of the Board of Visitors know that it’s very important for this young lamb to make it through this school. Otherwise, there could be real trouble with Federal funds and every other damn thing. They also know that the General has hated everything black since a platoon of niggers he commanded in the Pacific broke and ran from the Japs. So they’re just sweet-talking the General and keeping him out of it. The Board doesn’t talk much to the General unless they want water changed into Burgundy or the Ashley River parted. He’s the school’s miracle man, Bubba, but he’s a little too old to have much to do with the nuts and bolts of running the place. I asked you here today because we’ve got to keep Pearce in school. That means we’ve got to keep these Carolina white boys off his tail as much as we can.”

“You’ll have to put him in a cage for that, Colonel. And if you show him any favoritism at all, the whole Corps will run him out, and you and I know they can get rid of any freshman they want to if they’re so inclined. They could run Samson and Hercules out of here the same night if they thought they didn’t belong here.”

“Bubba, thanks for the lecture about the Corps. But I’ve been watching it a lot longer than you have and I know what the Corps can and cannot do a lot better than you do. But you’re right. They can run him out with the morning trash. The thing is we selected Pearce over five other black applicants. We lucked out—or at least we think we did. He’s smart. Comes from a good family, wants to make a career out of the military, and is pretty good looking for a nigger. But most important, he’s tough. He could eat any five other freshmen for breakfast. But God knows he’s going to need to be tough. We want you to be his liaison, Bubba. You watch over him when you can. Work out a system where he can contact you if things get out of control. He got a bunch of threatening letters this summer, and word is out that there’s a group on campus that doesn’t want him to make it, that has sworn to run out every nigger that the Federal government jams down our throat. It’s up to you and me and the other authorities and good cadets to make sure they fail.”

“What group, Colonel?” I said, puzzled.

“If I knew who it was, Bubba, I wouldn’t be wasting my breath talking to you. They’d be walking so many tours on the second battalion quad that they’d have blood blisters where their toes used to be. All we know, Bubba—and this is just guessing—is that we think it’s a secret group. One of the Board of Visitors thinks it might be The Ten.”

“The Ten is a myth, Colonel. It’s supposed to be a secret organization, but no one can tell me it’s possible to keep a secret on this campus.”

“Pearce got a letter from The Ten this summer,” the Bear said, looking toward the door.

“He did?” I said. “What did it say?”

“It mainly warned him to keep his black ass out of the Corps of Cadets if he knew what was good for him. It also said that niggers were living proof that Indians did fuck buffalo.”

“He’d better get used to that kind of stuff, Colonel. But how do you know the letter came from The Ten?”

“I’m a detective, Bubba. It was signed ‘The Ten.’ ”

“It could have been anyone, Colonel. It could’ve been me. That’s been a joke on campus since I was a knob.”

“I know, Bubba, I know,” he said, rolling his eyes at me and daintily picking the cigar stub out of the ashtray. He began to chew on it as he resumed speaking. “I’ve never seen one ounce of proof that it exists since I’ve been here. But there’s a rumor in the Corps that someone’s out to get Pearce and the Bear listens to rumors. Do you know why the Commandant’s Department wants you as Pearce’s liaison?”

“The editorial?” I ventured.

“Yeh, Bubba, you flaming Bolshevik, the editorial,” he said, leaning across the table, his brown eyes twinkling. “I was against letting the school paper print your editorial. If we’re going to have censorship, I think we ought to have real censorship, not the namby-pamby kind. But it did help spot the one bona fide nigger-lover in the Corps.”

“Not everyone in the Corps is a racist, Colonel. There are a few holier-than-thou deviants among us.”

“How about if I say that ninety-nine percent of the Corps is racist, Bubba?” he said, grinning.

“You’re being too cautious, sir. It’s a much higher percentage than that.”

“Did you write that editorial because you wanted to piss off the authorities, or do you really get a hard-on when you think about niggers? Tell me the truth, bum.”

“I knew you wouldn’t sleep for a week, Colonel.”

“Well, Pearce is going to make it, lamb. Pearce has got to make it. His time in history has come.”

“And your time’s over, eh, Colonel?”

“It may be, Bubba. But bums like you never had a time and, God willing, you never will.”

“Colonel,” I asked, finishing the last oyster on my platter, “are you a racist? Do you want Pearce in the school?”

“Yeh, I’m a racist. I liked the school when it was lily-white. Pearce is going to stand out like a raisin on a coconut cake during parade.”

“Then why are you trying to protect him?”

“It’s my duty, Bubba, my job. And when Pearce comes in on Monday, he becomes one of my lambs, and I like to make sure that all my lambs get an even break.”

“I’ll be glad to watch over Pearce, Colonel, but I had best be seen with him only once during the first week.”

“Word will leak out that you’re assigned to him. In fact, I’ve already leaked it. I want the Corps to know that the Bear is watching Mr. Pearce closely.”

“Colonel, when did you graduate from the Institute?”

“Nineteen thirty-eight, Bubba.”

“How do I know that you’re not one of The Ten?” I said, teasing him.

“I was in the bottom five of my class academically,” he answered before he swallowed an oyster.

“Does that mean anything?”

“It means I was stupid, Bubba. The Ten wouldn’t touch someone stupid. That’s stupid with books, Bubba. But I’m Beethoven when it comes to catching my lambs breaking the rules of the Institute. You keep in touch. If you need me, give a yell. Come to me. No one else. No one in the Corps. None of your friends. Me. Spelled B-E-A-R.”


Chapter Four

That evening as I awaited the arrival of my other two roommates, I meditated on the nature of friendship as I practiced the craft. My friends had always come from outside the mainstream. I had always been popular with the fifth column of my peers, those individuals who were princely in their solitude, lords of their own unpraised melancholy. Distrusting the approval of the chosen, I would take the applause of exiles anytime. My friends were all foreigners, and they wore their unbelongingness in their eyes. I hunted for that look; I saw it often, disarrayed and fragmentary and furious, and I approached every boy who invited me in.

I was sitting at my desk in the rear of the alcove shining my inspection shoes when I heard the door open and Mark Santoro come into the room. He did not see me at first, but I smiled as I saw his old fierce scowl when he heard me say, “Hey, Wop.”

It was an old game between us and we could play it for hours without missing a beat. He put his luggage on the floor near his rack and walked toward me.

“You must be new in town, sir,” Mark said respectfully. “It hurts my feelings when a very ugly human being like yourself casts aspersions on my heritage.”

“Wop,” I repeated. “Wop, Wop, Wop, Wop, Wop.”

“Excuse me, sir, you must not have heard me. I asked you kindly to treat me with dignity and respect. So I would suggest that you look for another way to address me before I’m forced to perform radical surgery on that fat nose of yours that your mother stole from an Irish pig.”

“Speaking of noses, yours grew a little bit over the summer, Mark. You could land a DC-8 on that schnozzola of yours.”

“You couldn’t land a fruit fly on that little sniffer of yours.”

“Why don’t you have a nose job, Mark?” I said. “No kidding. It would take a team of twenty-thirty surgeons chopping away like beavers, but they could have it down to normal size after a day or two.”

He put a large finger on my nose. “I’m real sensitive about my nose. Real sensitive.”

“How does it feel, Santoro, to come from a race of men who once ruled the earth, who brought order to the entire Mediterranean world, who redefined the meaning of empire, and who humbled countless warriors and civilizations? How does it really feel to be Italian, Mark, past masters of the universe who now spend all their time rolling dough and making pepperoni pizza?”

“Do you know, McLean, that I didn’t have to take your shit all summer? No one had the balls to tease me this summer. And do you know what,” he said, ominously looming above me, “I missed the hell out of your Irish ass.”

He scooped me out of my chair, the left shoe and the can of polish flying off the table in opposite directions. He squeezed me until I gasped for oxygen. He kissed me on both cheeks. He picked me up again and threw me on my bunk. When finally I could speak, I was looking up at his strong, dark face, his white teeth flashing in a broad smile. After long separations, Mark’s greetings were a form of martial art.

“Mark, it’s so good to see you,” I said.

“How’d you live without me,” Will? And you start being nicer to us sweet Italian boys.”

“Nice!” I yelped. “If it even looks Italian, I’m nice to it, man. I’m not stupid. I’m nice to grease bubbles, oil slicks, and lube jobs. They all remind me of two of my roommates. How’s your mother and father?”

“Begged me to change roommates and sent their love. They want you and Tradd to crack down on my ass and make me study. By the way, where’s Pig and Tradd?”

“Pig hasn’t shown,” I said, glancing at my watch.

“If I know muscle beach, he’ll be rolling in two minutes after muster, wearing a track suit and a hard-on.”

“You go on over to Tradd’s house, Mark. Abigail’s fixing dinner for all of us tonight. I’ll wait for Pig and bring him over later. I think Commerce would like someone to watch the baseball game with him. He’s been riding Tradd pretty hard again. But put your uniform on, son. You’re a senior now.”

Mark picked me up again and crushed me against his powerful, hirsute chest. He kissed me again on both cheeks and with no self-consciousness at all looked into my eyes with benign tenderness and said, “I love you, Will.”

My answer was a lesson in history and sociology and you could derive some of the major differences between Ireland and Italy by the emotional diffidence of my response. Both of us were unassailable proof that each of the tribes of Europe had imported their own separate fevers, predilections, and reveries into the capricious, turbulent consciousness of America. Our Europes were different; our Americas were different. Mark was emotional and sentimental beneath his scowling, brooding visage. I feared emotion, dreaded any commitment of spirit, and was helpless to translate the murmurings of the inarticulate lover I felt screaming from within. In a laugh-it-off, pretend-it-isn’t-serious, tight-assed parody of the Irish American, preserved like a scorpion in my emotional amber, I answered, “I think you’re a gaping asshole.” We had said the same thing and Mark left for dinner at the St. Croixs’ as I continued to wait for Pig.

Pig. Dante Pignetti. I had heard upperclassmen say that there had never been a freshman like him in recent memory. He was the only member of my class who was not affected or scarred by the plebe system at all. In fact, throughout that first year, he gave intimations that he loved both its regularities and its aberrations. It was an act of orgasmic pleasure for him to do a pushup, a devotional of unutterable joy to do fifty. Once I had watched three juniors work on him for an hour, trying to break down his indefatigable stamina with a grueling, synchronized combination of running stairs, holding out an M-1 rifle, and pushups, but they never even began to crack Pig and eventually surrendered out of sheer boredom and a begrudging awe. But awe was not the right word. It was fear. If they had broken Dante Pignetti, I am sure that none of them would have slept soundly for the rest of the year, for he carried with him a legendary unpredictability and an awesome capacity for rage. His body was a work of art forged through arduous repetitive hours with weights. It was not the type of body I admired—the long fluid muscles of swimmers hold more esthetic appeal for me—but it had a magnetic, almost nuclear, tension. His upper torso was breathtaking, his chest muscles, his shoulders, all were simply extraordinary. He did not play football; his love affairs were with the weights, with boxing and wrestling, with karate, with all sports that hurt seriously.

In the first month of our plebe year, upperclassmen came from the other three battalions to see Pig, and the cadre would force him to strip off his shirt and stand braced as the obscene, uninvited eyes of upperclassmen examined his already famous physique. From my vantage point in the second platoon, I could see the entire ceremony, and I filled up with an immense pride for this freshman, so much a man that our inquisitors, our lean tormentors, were coming to the ranks of plebes to study the most magnificent body in the Corps. They would hit him in the stomach as hard as they could and he would take their best punches. I could not convey how beautiful Dante Pignetti looked to me then, exposed to sunlight, barechested, struck by them, admired by them, more than them. As I was witnessing the strangeness of this ceremony, I decided on the spot to make friends with him. Wisdom and a knack for survival told me that it was no foolish act to have the strongest man in the Corps tied up with my destiny. Because powerful men inspire fear, they usually have very few friends and almost never have developed the soft skills necessary to make friends; they have spent too much time developing their pectoral muscles. I also knew Pig would instinctively like me. As I watched him from a distance, I knew with absolute surety that Pig had isolated and imprisoned himself in his own physical invulnerability. He was lonely that first year, and he smiled foolishly, boyishly, when I asked him to walk downtown for a beer.

There was a disturbance outside on the gallery. The door shivered violently as someone was hurled against it. I heard shouts, profanity. Suddenly, the door was flung open and Gooch Fraser flew into the room and tumbled onto the floor. Pig was behind him and gave him a swift kick on the buttocks that sent Gooch sprawling into Mark’s luggage.

“Over here, Toecheese,” Pig ordered.

“Pig?” I said in a half-question, half-greeting.

“I can’t say hello now, paisan,” Pig answered, throwing his suitcase on the bed and snapping it open. “Toecheese has just insulted my girl.”

“I didn’t know you had a girl, Pig,” Gooch whined. Gooch Fraser was a junior sergeant and as harmless and inoffensive as a gerbil.

“You call me Mr. Pignetti. I don’t like the way you say ‘Pig.’ ”

“Please, Mr. Pignetti. I didn’t mean anything.”

“I’ve got to teach you a lesson, Toecheese,” Pig explained. “I’ve got to make sure it doesn’t happen again. I’m going to show you a picture of the girl you just insulted and you’ll understand why I become a wild man when someone says something nasty about her.”

“But, Pig . . .” Gooch said, desperately trying to explain.

“Shut up,” Pig yelled, slapping Gooch on the top of the head. “I’m Pignetti to you and you’re Mr. Nothin’ to me. I’d be doing myself a favor to strangle your scrawny, greasy neck. Now watch as I show you the girl you insulted.”

He reverently slid the photograph out of his suitcase. I had seen the photograph for three straight years; it was as familiar to me as the face of Lincoln on a five-dollar bill.

“There,” Pig said with obvious self-justification. “Now do you understand why I become a homicidal maniac when some nothin’ makes a dirty remark about her? Did you ever see such a beautiful woman?”

Then he slapped Gooch on the back of the head again.

“Take your beady eyes off her!” he screamed. “You’re not worthy to gaze upon such an exquisite sight. If you only knew how good she was, how kind she was, how humble, how quiet, how smart—you wouldn’t blame me for throwing you to your death off fourth division. You’d beg me to kill you. That’s how ashamed you’d be.”

“I didn’t know, Mr. Pignetti. I really didn’t know.”

“What did Gooch say, Pig?” I asked.

“I asked him if he got any pussy this summer,” Gooch explained to me with penitent, uncomprehending eyes.

Pig slapped him on the back of the head and kicked his ribs until Gooch lay hunched in a fetal position on the floor.

“Did you hear him use that word in front of Theresa?” Pig said to me.

“That’s not Theresa, Pig,” I said. “That’s a photograph of Theresa.”

“It’s the same thing to me, Will. You know that. It’s like church. When I look at the statue of the Virgin, I fill up with love. I kiss the feet of the statue like it was the mother of God herself.”

“Gooch,” I said.

“Yes, Mr. McLean.”

“It’s Will, Gooch. Apologize to the photograph of Theresa and Pig might let you go sometime this week.”

“I might rip your gall bladder out with my bare hands if you don’t,” Pig said.

“I’m sorry, Theresa,” Gooch whined. “I’m so sorry.”

Pig chopped him to the floor again with a rabbit punch to the neck. Then looking up at me again for approval, he said, “He just doesn’t learn, beloved roommate.”

“What did I do wrong?” Gooch moaned.

“You mentioned her first name. I don’t want Theresa’s name ever mentioned by a scummy tongue like yours. Its all I can do right now to keep from tearing your tongue out of your head.”

“Call her Miss Devito,” I instructed.

“I’m sorry, Miss Devito. I apologize. I’ll never do it again,” Gooch said, nearing hysteria.

“That’s better, Nothin’,” Pig said, appeased as last.

But Gooch was swept away by the theatricality of remorse. He made a swift, fervent grab at the photograph and began planting wet, sorrowful kisses all over Theresa’s dark, shining face.

A demonic howl rose from Pig’s furious lips as he began to cuff Gooch’s ears with stinging slaps that resounded throughout the room. I jumped on Pig’s back and screamed at Gooch, “Run, man. I can only hold him for a second.”

With speed born of terror, the normally phlegmatic Gooch Fraser sprinted from the room without a single wasted motion.

Pig did not move. I was wrapped around his back like a ludicrous, outsized papoose. I waited for him to separate our bodies with one of the fierce, hammering blows that he kept in his inexhaustible repertoire. But he remained motionless as though he had hibernated on the spot. Finally I spoke.

“Pig, we’re late to Abigail’s house. So let’s get ready. I don’t want to have to whip your behind before dinner.”

“Will,” he said.

“Yeh, Pig.”

“You can’t hold me for a second, beloved roommate. You can’t even hold me for a nanosecond.”

“I worked out this summer, Pig. My strength has become gorillalike.”

“Do you know what I learned over the summer?” he said in his low rumbling voice.

“No.”

“I learned how to kill a man using only my thumb.”

“Pig!” I screamed out so it could be heard throughout R Company.

“Oink,” he screamed back.

“Pig.”

“Oink.”

“Pig.”

“Oink, oink, oink, oink.”


Chapter Five

On Thursday, I received an invitation to meet with General Durrell in his office after lunch. I put on my full-dress salt-and-pepper uniform, shined my shoes and brass, and stood before the mirror as Mark expertly wrapped me in the scarlet sash required when a cadet had an audience with our remote and distinguished president. An invitation from the General was not an invitation at all. In the complex vernacular of military euphemism, it was an inescapable summons. I had sent back word through the orderly of the guard that I would be delighted and honored to accept the General’s invitation.

Delighted, honored, and extremely agitated, I arrived at the General’s office at precisely 1300 hours. Generals made me very nervous, and I avoided all encounters with them when humanly possible. But Bentley Durrell was not only a general, he was a sublime prototype of the species. On campus, General Durrell was known simply as “The Great Man.” People actually referred to him in that grandiose way, even in his presence. He was the Institute’s living memorial, their single, undeniable totem of distinction in international affairs. Seventeen nations had honored him; fourteen universities had granted him honorary degrees. The museum of the Institute on the third floor of the library overflowed with mementoes that traced the course of his exploits in the Second World War and the Korean conflict. Some considered him the greatest South Carolinian since John C. Calhoun. The Bear had once confided to me that Durrell’s ego could fit snugly in the basilica of St. Peter’s in Rome but in very few other public places. This runaway megalomania marked him as a blood member of the fraternity of generals.

If looks alone could make generals, Durrell would have been a cinch. He was built lean and slim and dark, like a Doberman. A man of breeding and refrigerated intelligence, he ordered his life like a table of logarithms. Normally, he spoke slowly and his modulation had an icy control to it, but I had witnessed many times when he had caught fire and when he did, when he arrived at a subject that consumed him, then you could see the eyes change, not the color, but the light behind the eyes, which flared whenever an article of his unwavering faith arose in a speech or a conversation. During speeches to the Corps, the indisputable power of his own rhetoric would affect him so viscerally that he would dance along a thin, precarious edge of control in constant danger of plunging headlong into much darker and more radical passions. When praising the nation or the nobility of the founding fathers’ vision, we had known him to break down almost completely, not to weep of course, but to falter, his voice breaking, his emotions poised unsteadily in a miraculous duet between virility and tears. It was the only hint that there was fury beneath the form.

Otherwise he possessed the markings of the military thoroughbred. His hair was a distinguished gray of that special silver that only seems to grow on the heads of powerful, supremely confident men. It was close-cropped and stayed in place even in high winds. His nose was long and finely shaped; generals are a long-nosed, strong-jawed race. He was bred to wear the stars. The Presidency of the Institute was a fitting destiny for a man who had received his grandfather’s cavalry sword as a christening gift. He wore the sword whenever he reviewed the troops at Friday afternoon parade. He had kept it on his wall when he was a cadet officer at the Institute. Though he had had a congressional appointment to West Point, he had chosen to attend the Institute instead, in affirmation of his belief in the South and in Southern ways. By spurning the Point, he was following in the footsteps of both his father and grandfather. He had graduated from the Institute with extraordinary distinction and, crowning a brilliant Army career, became the first four-star general who had ever graduated from The College. As the most famous and successful of all graduates of the Institute, he offered an example to all of us of the hope and promise and possibility that life offered on the other side of graduation. And the administration constantly reminded us that Bentley Durrell had once entered the Gates of Legrand as a freshman, had once marched anonymously in the ranks of plebes, had once slept beneath the arches of second battalion. There had been a time when Bentley Durrell had been recognizably human before he walked off campus and into the history of his times. It was thought that after he returned from World War II, he would become either President of the Institute or President of the United States. He waited for his country and the Republican party to call him from his South Carolina plantation, but both decided to call Dwight David Eisenhower instead. General Durrell, it is said, never quite forgave either for their bad judgment or inferior taste. And when the Board of Visitors asked him to assume the Presidency of the Institute, he accepted with magnanimity and a certain desperation.

When I entered his office, I saluted him sharply, snapped my heels together in a satisfying, phony click, and fixed my expression in a fierce cadet’s scowl that I hoped would pass for high seriousness. In my full dress, I looked like one of Napoleon s grenadiers, even though I felt like the king of the penguins.

The General waved me into my seat with a magisterial sweep of his long slender arm. Then he studied me at his leisure. He settled back into his chair behind his vast mahogany desk without his eyes ever leaving mine. From the intensity of his gaze, it was apparent that he was accustomed to staring other men into submission. He was an athlete of the stare; he enjoyed the sport. I did not and I diverted my eyes about the room. There was a cold symmetry to General Durrell’s office, a rigorous attention to detail that was both fastidious and obsessive.

“Do you think we can go all the way this year, Mr. McLean?” the General said, his soft, lethargic voice brushed by the sweet cadences and slurred elisions of the upcountry.

“All the way, sir?” I asked.

“Yes, I want to know if we can go all the way, if we can grab the brass ring.”

“All the way to what, sir? I don’t understand what you mean, sir.”

“That’s perfectly obvious, Mr. McLean,” he said, smiling and folding his hands neatly on his desk like a schoolboy. “I want to know if our basketball team can go all the way and win the Southern Conference championship.”

“I hope so, sir. I think we’ll have a pretty good team, sir,” I answered, relieved that the subject was basketball.

“A pretty good team is not good enough and neither is your answer. I suggest that you answer, ‘We’ll have a great team, sir, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t win the national championship.’ ”

“We’ll have a great team, sir, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t win the national championship,” I replied with the required brio, although I could think of a hundred reasons why we wouldn’t win that championship.

“Splendid! Splendid!” he cried out. “It’s all in the mind, Mr. McLean. The mind is an intricate mechanism that can be run on the fuels of both victory and defeatism. I saw it when I led troops into battle. I never lost a single battle in my career as a field commander, because the word ‘retreat’ was not a part of my vocabulary. I didn’t know what it meant and neither did my men. The exact same thing applies to athletics. So do you think we can go all the way this year?”

“There’s no reason why we shouldn’t win the national championship, sir,” I repeated, feeling even more idiotic.

“That’s the spirit, Mr. McLean. You said it with even more enthusiasm the second time. Keep repeating it over and over again, and it will become an article of faith to you and your teammates. I want that kind of enthusiasm to infect the Corps this year and every year. I despise negativism, don’t you, Mr. McLean?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yet you are rather well known on campus for your negative attitude, Mr. McLean. If you despise negativism as you just professed to do, what do you think inspired this reputation?”

“I have a reputation for being a little sarcastic, General. I didn’t know I had a reputation for being negative.”

“Sarcasm might be even more insidious and dangerous than negativism. Now I would like to get to the point of your visit with me this afternoon. I want you to tell me what you know about honor, Mr. McLean. I want you to define honor in your own terms. I want to ascertain if our concepts of honor are significantly different.”

“May I ask you why, sir?” I asked.

“You may not ask anything, Mr. McLean,” the General said pleasantly. “You may simply define honor for me.”

“I’m not sure I can define it in my own words, General.”

“And yet you expect to speak to the freshmen for an hour next Wednesday about the honor system.”

“Sir, I can define honor as the dictionary defines it or the honor manual. I know all those words and all those definitions. I just can’t define honor in my own words yet. The words were all written by someone else.”

“Then you are not certain what honor is?”

“No, sir, I’m not certain what honor is. I’ve been thinking about it all summer, but I’m not absolutely sure what it is or who of my friends has or does not have it.”

“That is a major difference between you and me, Mr. McLean. A major difference. I have never had to look up a definition of honor. I knew instinctively what it was. It is something I had the day I was born, and I never had to question where it came from or by what right it was mine. If I was stripped of my honor, I would choose death as certainly and unemotionally as I clean my shoes in the morning. Honor is the presence of God in man. It distresses me deeply that you are having a problem. It gives me cause to wonder about your ability to infuse the freshmen with the necessary zeal required for them to become exemplary graduates of the Institute. You must remember that the goal of the Institute is to produce ‘the Whole Man.’ The Whole Man, Mr. McLean. It is a noble concept. But the man without honor cannot be the Whole Man. He is not a man at all.”

“Sir, I do know this,” I replied, meeting his gaze directly for the first time. “When I was elected to the honor court, I made a vow to myself, to uphold the honor system as it is written. That is what the cadets of fourth battalion elected me to do, and I’m going to represent them to the best of my ability. I admit to being confused about honor and I admit to not liking some parts of the system. But if a cadet is tried before me this year and the prosecution proves to me that the cadet is a liar, a thief, or a cheat, or one who tolerates lying, stealing, or cheating, then I am going to vote guilty. I’m going to vote to have him removed from the Corps of Cadets.”

“I hope you don’t expect me to applaud this decision, Mr. McLean. You are merely doing your duty and I’ve never had any difficulty in the performance of duty. And I would like you to specify which parts of the honor system you do not happen to like.”

I hesitated a moment, then said, “I don’t like the Walk of Shame, sir.”

He gave a short laugh and responded, “You know, of course, that I instituted the Walk of Shame when I returned as President.”

Blushing, I answered, “Yes, sir, I know that.”

“And you are also aware that the number of honor violations has decreased by sixty percent since my return to the Institute.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as he rose and walked to the rear door of his office. From what appeared to be a small, well-appointed anteroom, he ushered two cadets into the office: John Alexander, the second battalion commander, and his exec, a spaniel-eyed boy named Wayne Braselton, whose identity was irretrievably fastened to the destiny of the fiercer, more charismatic Alexander. John Alexander was a splendid looking cadet, erect and arrogant, with an instinct for survival in the Corps that was as uncanny as it was disingenuous. They walked to the two leather chairs on the right side of the General’s desk and sat facing me, not the General. Their faces were austere, inquisitorial. Then I heard the General’s voice again: “Mr. McLean, you know your classmates, Cadet Alexander and Cadet Braselton, I’m sure. They asked to meet with you in my presence. These two cadets are concerned about the efficacy of allowing a senior private to address the incoming freshmen. They feel strongly that a cadet officer would make a much better impression on the freshmen. Is this not correct, gentlemen?”

“Yes, sir,” Alexander answered forcefully, with Braselton nodding his vigorous assent. “We feel that the training cadre is composed of specially selected elite men whose personal appearance and devotion to military excellence provide a high standard for the plebes to emulate. Mr. McLean is well known in the Corps for not taking the military part of the Institute seriously. We feel that this attitude could only harm the freshmen and undermine the plebe system. We feel that a substitution for Mr. McLean should be made for the good of all concerned. If necessary, Mr. Braselton or I will assume Mr. McLeans responsibilities of helping to indoctrinate the freshmen in the honor system.”

“Gee, thanks a lot, John,” I said, trying to control my anger. “What a grand, selfless gesture on your part. But I think the freshmen will survive a single hour’s exposure to my grossness.”

“There’s a principle involved here, Mr. McLean,” the General replied. “One that I do not think you are grasping. If we allow a private to influence the thinking of the recruits, then a precedent has been set. But if we continue to uphold our standards, the highest standards of any military college in the world, I cannot help but think that our system is growing stronger and that our vigilance will be rewarded. I agree that our cadre should be composed only of the most select cadets in the Corps. I owe that to the freshmen, to their parents, to the men of the line.”

“That was very well put, sir, if you don’t mind my saying so,” Alexander said with Braselton nodding passionately.

The General did not mind Alexander’s saying so; in fact, he was radiant and positively enchanted by Alexander’s oily compliment. If I ever attend a convention of generals, I hope to control the Chapstick concession to offer some small relief to the obsequious legions of ass-kissers who spend their days pandering to the egos of generals. Every general I had ever known required the presence and the gentle, insincere strokes of these self-serving acolytes of flattery and I simply could not understand it.

“Sir,” I spoke directly to the General, “Cadet Alexander and I are not friends.”

“That is true, sir,” Alexander replied. “I do not like what Mr. McLean represents in the Corps of Cadets.”

“What exactly does Mr. McLean represent?” the General asked, leaning toward Alexander and cupping his hand over his right ear.

“He represents the negative attitude, sir. He makes fun of the traditions of the school. . . sacred traditions like the ring and the uniform and even the cadet prayer. I myself heard him give a profane and disgusting rendition of the cadet prayer while R. Company was forming up to march to chapel.”

“A profane rendition of the cadet prayer?” the General said with a gasp.

“It wasn’t that profane, General,” I whined.

Braselton, sensing the kill, suddenly burst out, “And his appearance is a disgrace, sir. That is how I would put it after careful thought. He goes out of his way to wear a uniform that is wrinkled and brass that’s scratched. And his shoes are a joke throughout the Corps. That’s how I would put it, sir. After careful thought. His shoes are a joke.”

“What do you say in your defense, Mr. McLean?” the General asked.

“Sir, you and all my classmates know that I have not performed splendidly in the military part of Institute life. This is my fourth straight year as a private. But I have heard you say before, General, that the ideal cadet excels militarily, academically, and athletically. I have a better academic record than these two cadets, and I’m captain of this year’s basketball team. So using your own criteria for measuring the model cadet, I have done well in two areas of achievement and these two have excelled in only one. Therefore, I feel I’m just as well qualified to address the freshmen as they are.”

“It is Mr. McLean’s attitude that we object to, General,” Alexander interjected. “I think you can see from the way he tries to attack Mr. Braselton and me personally that his attitude leaves much to be desired. We question his love of the Institute and his devotion to the Corps. This is not a personal attack on Mr. McLean, and we think it is immature of him to consider it such.”

“Sir,” I answered, looking at the General. “The members of fourth battalion selected me as their honor representative. Me, Will McLean. The cadets could have selected Mr. Alexander or Mr. Braselton. For whatever reasons, they chose to select me instead. The members of the honor court then chose me to be vice chairman of the court. I have never taken the military seriously. But I’m taking my position in the honor court very seriously. The Corps entrusted me with the responsibility of serving on the honor committee without conferring with these two gentlemen. It appears presumptuous to me for these two gentlemen to try to interfere with the will of the Corps.”

“I believe we are acting in the best interest of the Corps, General,” Alexander said.

“I appreciate your concern, Mr. Alexander, and I will take what you say under consideration.”

“I resent Mr. McLean’s implication that he is more honorable because he happened to win a popularity contest among cadets, General.”

“I’m sure Mr. McLean was not impugning your honor, Mr. Alexander. Good day, sir. And thank you for sharing your views so openly. It takes courage to criticize one of your classmates man to man.”

The two cadets saluted and left the room. It struck me as both odd and symbolic that we should be ushered in and out of the General’s presence through different doors. Before he left, Alexander shot me a languid, supercilious look. I grinned at him, and with the General’s back to me as he escorted them to the door, I shot Alexander the bird. It might have been the first finger thrown in the august confines of that room.

The General returned to his seat, smiling, folded his hands beneath his chin, and immobilized me with the withering crossfire of his eyes again. Then the smile vanished and the voice, husky and controlled, filled the room again. My anger had passed when the two cadets departed and my instinctive fear of the General returned to fill up the void.

“Do you think you won that little skirmish, Mr. McLean?” the General asked.

“I didn’t need to win it, General. I received my orders this summer that I was to report back to the cadre and be prepared to lecture the freshmen on the honor system.”

“You are wrong, Mr. McLean. You did need to win it. If I had known that a senior private was to be a member of the 1966 cadre, I would have put a stop to it myself. Your presence on campus was a bit of a surprise to me, but I think you will perform your duties adequately”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Let me tell you a little story, Mr. McLean. I hope you have the time. Ten years ago I was watching a swim meet when I watched our star swimmer stop competing in the middle of the race and climb out of the pool. I heard him tell the swimming coach that he had just choked up, that he simply could not go on. I called him to my office the next day and told him I was taking away his Army contract, that I did not want a person like him in the Armed Forces, someone who might choke up and quit during the middle of a battle. I told him I did not tolerate quitters. To me, a quitter is not only dishonorable, he is immoral. Do you agree, Mr. McLean?”

“I guess so, sir.”

“I think you are like me, one of those men who would rather die than quit. I’ve watched you play basketball for three years, McLean. You won’t quit out there either. Men are born with that instinct or they are not. It’s an absolute necessity for a professional soldier. I would not know how to lead an army in retreat, Mr. McLean.”

The General had never retreated in his entire career nor had he lost a single battle in which his troops engaged the enemy. But his splendid military reputation had been ventilated slightly by revisionist innuendoes that Bentley Durrell had sacrificed too many men in his encounters with the enemy, that he had traded too much American blood for too little Japanese real estate. Once, when ordering the capture of a heavily fortified Japanese position, he had screamed to his staff that he didn’t care if it took a shipload of dog tags to do it. General Durrell won that battle while incurring extraordinarily heavy losses and picked up a battlefield nickname in the process. “Shipload” Durrell was more popular with the American public than he was with the infantrymen who cleared the way for his triumphal push toward the Japanese mainland.

“The gentleman who did not finish the swimming race became one of our most successful alumni, Mr. McLean. He is a lawyer in Nashville, Tennessee, and I hear from him every year. He thanks me now for giving him such a valuable lesson so early in life. He has never quit at anything since. The reason I am letting you address the freshmen is because you fought back when I confronted you with Alexander and Braselton. I love a competitive spirit. Now, just what is the nature of your enmity with Cadet Alexander?”

“I think he’s a jerk, sir.”

“You are talking to the President of this college, Mr. McLean,” the General snapped harshly at me. “You will mind your mouth and manners.”

“I’m sorry, sir. It began with a disagreement our plebe year.”

“I happen to think Cadet Alexander is one of the most impressive cadets ever to go through the Long Gray Line. A born leader.”

“Yes, sir. He thinks that too, sir. I just don’t agree, sir.”

“Do you think you are potentially as fine a leader as Cadet Alexander?”

“No, sir. I don’t think I’m much of a leader at all. Sir, Alexander and I had a fight when we were knobs. Not much of a fight, really, more of a shoving match. It happened after another freshman left the Institute. Since then, we’ve kept out of each other’s way. We usually don’t even talk to each other on campus unless it’s to exchange unpleasantries. It’s nothing serious, sir. There’s always going to be a couple of people you don’t like out of two thousand.”

“Well, that will be all, Mr. McLean. Do your duty with the freshmen. Good day.”

“Good day, sir, and thank you, sir,” I said, saluting.

Before I got to the door, I heard the General ask, “Who won the fight between you and Cadet Alexander, McLean? I’m curious.”

“I did, sir,” I answered. Then smiling, I added, “He quit.”


Chapter Six

After a fine dinner at the St. Croixs’ on Sunday night, Abigail invited me to join her on a walk along the Battery. My roommates all returned early to the barracks. With the rest of the cadre, they would rise early to greet the freshmen as they arrived on campus. I had no assignments until the honor code speech on Wednesday morning.

Our pace was unhurried as Abigail and I left the house. We walked down East Bay Street, crossed South Battery, and continued under the grove of wind-hewn oaks to the seawall that separated the aristocracy from the Ashley River. The tide was high and almost perfectly still, with the moon’s image graven into the water’s surface in a silvery imperfect coinage. Abigail drifted ahead of me, her head thrown back, looking at the stars. I did not try to catch up to her. Instead, I watched her as she danced awkwardly up the steps of the seawall, pausing against the railing to study the soft lights of houses strung along the shore of James Island. This walk was ritual with her. She knew this promenade well enough to give her undivided attention to stars and water and the lights of the familiar, marvelous harbor. The tide was reversing slowly, almost imperceptibly. The Atlantic was inhaling, and the two rivers that sketched the shape of Charleston began to feel the immense, light-inspirited authority of the lunar flux. To me, there was always a severe magnificence in this recall of rivers, especially on these clear, humming nights in the lowcountry when the air was sweet breathed and starry. I loved these salt rivers more than I loved the sea; I loved the movement of tides more than I loved the fury of surf. Something in me was congruent with this land, something affirmed when I witnessed the startled, piping rush of shrimp or the flash of starlight on the scales of mullet. I could feel myself relax and change whenever I returned to the lowcountry and saw the vast green expanses of marsh, feminine as lace, delicate as calligraphy. The lowcountry had its own special ache and sting. In Charleston I had found the flawless city rising splendidly, economically, out of a ripe, immaculate landscape. But it was also the city of the Institute and I never could quite forgive her for that single indiscretion.

Abigail slowed her walk and turned to wait for me to catch up. The wind caught her hair, honey-colored and sensibly cut, but she brushed it back with a charming, distracted sweep of her hand. She was smiling and her face was younger, even girlish, in the darkness. She took my hand, and we skipped down the seawall for twenty yards. Then she stopped and walked to the railing. With her eyes closed, she began inhaling the warm, fragrant air in large breaths. The wind was rising slowly.

“There is an old Charleston joke, Will,” she said with her eyes tightly shut. “Someone asked an old Charleston woman why she never traveled anywhere and she replied, ‘Why should I travel, sir? I am already here.’ That’s the way I feel about this city.”

“That’s not how I feel about Charleston. It’s not that I don’t like the city. I do like it. I love the way this city looks. But sometimes I don’t like the way this city feels. It feels dead to me and sometimes it feels mean. I don’t know whether it’s the city itself or because of the Institute. Maybe if I hadn’t gone to the Institute I’d feel the same way about the city you do.”

“All the boys complain about the Institute while they’re there, Will. You know that. Then as soon as they graduate they become crazed fanatics about the place, lunatic alumni who think the place was designed by God on the first day he rested. You’ll be just like all the rest of them when you graduate, mark my words.”

“I’ll never be like that, Abigail.”

“Hush, you simpleton. I’m telling you gospel stuff and you’re not even listening. Now I want you to tell me something else, and I’ve got a good reason for asking. Who is the girl creature in your life? You’ve never brought a girl to the house a single time since you’ve been rooming with Tradd and I demand a plausible explanation.”

“There is no girl creature, Abigail.”

“Pourquoi, monsieur?”

“I don’t have time,” I lied.

“Nonsense, monsieur.”

“Girls have this funny habit. They turn green when I come in sight. I don’t know what’s really the problem. I’ve never learned to talk with girls. I don’t know how to say the things I hear other boys say to them, and I feel stupid trying. I’m not comfortable around them and, God knows, they’re not comfortable around me.”

“Confidence, Will. Confidence,” she said soothingly. “You’ve got to start realizing that you’re adorable and eligible and desirable. You’re twenty-one and composed of fresh, juicy, tender, delectable man-flesh. We’ll find a girl for you this year.”

“I don’t like South of Broad girls, Abigail,” I said. “You know that, don’t you? You set me up with that one girl when I was a sophomore. What was her name? Buffy or Missy or Punkin or something. I’d have done the world a favor if I’d drop-kicked her off the Cooper River Bridge at low tide. She was the biggest snob I’ve ever met.”

Abigail giggled with pleasure. “I admit it was not a match made in heaven, Will, but Suki was a darling-looking girl and I thought you two might get along just famously. Stranger things have happened between men and women. But you certainly must try to get over this prejudice you have against snobs. I came from a long, distinguished family of snobs, and you absolutely adore me.”

Clumsily, she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. She held the kiss for several seconds; it was chaste, motherly, the way women always kissed me. Her eyes were invisible in the shadows cast by the streetlight.

“How does that make you feel, Will?” Abigail asked softly. “Does that make you feel better?”

“It makes me feel hopeful that Commerce isn’t watching, that your friends don’t see us, that nobody sees us,” I said blushing.

“Oh, Commerce wouldn’t care what I did. He hasn’t cared about things like that for years. For decades. It was a friendly gesture, Will. You’re like a son to me and I’m trying to build up your confidence. I hope I didn’t embarrass you. I don’t pull off things like that very well.”

“I’m glad you did it, Abigail,” I said, and now I could see that she was embarrassed, too.

I did not know if Abigail could really gauge the extent of my inexperience with women, my absolute lack of confidence around them, my fear of them. But I suspected she knew it instinctively. My virginity was settling in hard on me. It seemed both silly and rather affectingly pitiful that a twenty-one-year-old male with awesome enthusiasm and all his parts intact had not managed to make love to a single woman. Though I had taken no vows of chastity, women responded to me as though I were an affable rural curate with no thunder in my pants. It was not that I lacked the desire, the necessary heat: There was something almost nuclear about the lust. Sex had become the central, consuming obsession in my life. It charged the cells of my blood with energy, jewel-fire light, and the sweet forbidden glucose of sin. Restless and on the prowl, I had entered my young manhood tired and desperate to be done with these sexless days, though sexless is not completely accurate. Cadets become clandestine but brilliantly imaginative masturbators of a very high order. Show me a product of a military school and I will show you a man who can beat off without moving a muscle, without rustling a sheet.

I had once read in a book that traced the natural history of blue whales that the great creatures often had to travel thousands of miles through the dark waters of the Pacific Ocean to find a mate. They conducted their search with the fever and furious attention of beasts aware of the imminence of extinction. As the whaling fleets depleted their numbers, scientists conjectured that there were whales who would exhaust themselves in fruitless wandering and never connect with any mate at all. When I read about those solitary leviathans, I feared I had stumbled on an allegory of my own life, that I would spend my life unable to make a connection, unable to find someone attracted by the beauty and urgency of my song. Sometimes I felt like an endangered species.

Holding hands, Abigail and I walked for thirty minutes through those charmed, lovely streets South of Broad. It was 11:30 when I left her house to return to the barracks. As I opened my car door, I saw a note stuck in the windshield wiper.

I read it beneath the streetlight, my eyes straining to decipher the feathery, feminine script. The note was brief but to the point: “You have no right to park here. Tourists and cadets are ruining Charleston. Please park your car somewhere else or I will call the police.” There was no signature.

I looked around in the darkness. There was nothing illegal or impertinent about where I had parked, nothing at all. Before I got into the car, however, I saw a girl watching me from the unlit entrance to Stoll’s Alley, twenty yards away. She was wearing a scarf, a raincoat, and a pair of sunglasses.

When she realized I had seen her, she turned and began walking quickly down the narrow alleyway. I sprinted after her. She had not gotten very far. It was difficult navigating a tree-shaded Charleston lane wearing sunglasses as the hour approached midnight.

She stopped suddenly and wheeled toward me as I approached.

“Did you leave this note on my car?” I asked.

“You have no right to park your car on this street,” she said in a harsh, strident whisper.

“When did you inherit it?”

“What?” she asked.

“The street.”

“Cadets think they are so funny. I’ve always hated cadets,” she said.

“At least we have something in common.”

“I’ve got to go,” the girl said furtively, glancing over her shoulder. “My mother would kill me if she knew I was out here talking to you. What’s your name, cadet? You’ve got a funny looking nose. Hurry up now. I don’t have much time. I want to know your name.”

“Take back what you said about my nose.”

“I will not. You have a perfectly ludicrous nose. I would try to cover it up with something if I were you. Now tell me your name so you can take your tacky car and your silly nose back to the barracks.”

“My name is Will.”

She laughed and said, “I knew it. I knew your name would be silly, too.”

“You’ve been in Charleston too long. You think it’s normal for a boy’s first name to be Prioleau or Pinckney or Cathedral or Seawall or any of those other stupid family names they stick on kids.”

“Those are aristocratic names,” she explained with infuriating haughtiness. “ ‘Will’ is not aristocratic. What’s your last name?”

“Aristocratic. Will Aristocratic. I’m Greek.”

“You’re not a comedian and I’m not very amused.”

“McLean. Will McLean,” I said, trying to invest abundant dignity in that modest but comfortable monicker.

“An ethnic,” she giggled. “A Hibernian. The Irish drink too much and they are never serious. They also beat their children and ignore their wives.”

“That’s me, OK. What’s your name?”

“I wouldn’t tell you if I wanted to. That’s none of your business. And I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to,” she said, involuntarily looking backward over her shoulder again.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not supposed to be in Charleston. I am studying Spanish at the University of California at Santa Barbara. I’m very good at languages, and I’ve always refused to date cadets from the Institute. They are such animals and do not know how to behave as gentlemen. And there are far too many ethnics among them. Do you know that once upon a time they would only let Southerners into the Institute? It used to be a fine school.”

“How do you like Santa Barbara?” I asked.

“I think you are a very cruel person,” she said behind her sunglasses. “I don’t think I want to talk to you any longer. You have no cause to try to embarrass me or to hurt my feelings.”

“Can I ask you another question? Two questions, really. Why are you wearing a raincoat when it’s not raining and why are you wearing sunglasses twenty minutes before midnight?”

“It’s none of your business how I dress, Mr. McLean. A gentleman would never think to ask such personal questions. But ethnics are taught to be blunt when they grow up in tract housing, aren’t they?”

I turned and began walking back down Stall’s Alley, saying as I went, “I hope you pass your next Spanish test.” But I stopped when I heard her say in a voice that was half reconciliation and half plea, “I just wanted to be friendly. I just wanted to talk to someone. You looked like you might be friendly, but that’s just because of your silly nose. And you smile all the time.”

“Someone once told me,” I said, returning to her, “that I was the only person in the world who thought it was a military duty to appear to be in a good mood.”

“Do you have a girl friend, Will McLean?”

“Last time I checked three hundred girls from Sweet Briar had carnal designs on my body.”

“Please don’t make fun of me,” she said in an estranged, helpless voice that made me feel like an insensitive bully. “Please don’t.”

“I’m not. I’m making fun of myself. I’ve never had a girl friend. Girls look upon me as their big brother, their father confessor, their friend, and good buddy. They like to kiss me on the forehead when I take them home at night.”

“Do you think I’m pretty?” she asked suddenly.

“I don’t know,” I said, staring at her face in the darkness.

“Just yes or no.”

“You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen in sunglasses and a raincoat and a scarf on a perfect Charleston night.”

“Who told you that you were on stage? Who told you that you were a great comedian? Is that how people with your background make it out of the ghetto?”

“Sometimes we luck out and get to drive garbage trucks. By the way, raincoat, I don’t like Charleston snobs.”

“I’ve hurt your feelings,” she said coyly. “A sensitive ethnic.”

“This is fun, but I have important things to do,” I said, checking my watch.

“Like what? How could a cadet from the Institute possibly have something important to do?”

“I’ve got to get back to the barracks and wash my socks.”

“All cadets are exactly the same. All cut from the same cookie cutter.”

“Just like Charleston girls.”

“Who were you seeing in this neighborhood? This neighborhood does not cotton to ethnics.”

“It’s none of your business, but Tradd St. Croix is my roommate.”

She cleared her throat, stepped back as if she were leaving, and said, “And I thought you didn’t like Charleston snobs.”

“Do you live South of Broad? Where do you live?” I asked.

“That’s none of your business.”

“Your name is none of my business. Where you live is none of my business. It doesn’t look like we have any business together. Besides it’s getting toward midnight, that magic hour when cadets turn into pumpkins. I’ve got to be going.”

“I’m not sorry one single bit. I wish you had gone ten minutes ago.”

“Well, good night, raincoat.”

“Good night, cadet,” she said, touching my arm, gently “Maybe I’ll come talk to you again if I feel like it.”

“My heart leaps like a gazelle just thinking about it. Do you know that I think you’re crazy? I’ve met a lot of Southern girls in my life, but I’ve never met anyone so obviously stark raving mad. I’ve never . . .”

Then another voice sounded through the darkness, a controlled, peremptory voice that could have come from either a man or a woman. The girl made a high animal noise of surprise or fear or a combination of both.

“Get to the house, Annie Kate,” the voice ordered.

The voice came from a slightly wizened, diminutive woman who scowled at me from behind a cigarette ash.

“Mother,” Annie Kate said, her answer more supplicating than responsive.

“You know better than to go out like this,” the woman said, approaching us slowly. She passed the girl and walked directly up to me, appraising me with clear, angry eyes.

“Good night, young man. My daughter is only visiting for the weekend. She will be gone tomorrow.”

“I was just leaving, ma’am,” I said.

“Splendid,” she answered. “Do not let us keep you.”

“Good night, Will McLean,” Annie Kate said.

“Good night, Annie Kate. Now, at last, I know your name.”

“Don’t forget that I’m stark raving mad.”

“Shut up, Annie Kate,” her mother commanded.

“It was a pleasure meeting both of you, ma’am.”

“Yes, it was such an extraordinary pleasure, young man. It is too bad we will never see each other again. Do I make myself absolutely clear? No one even knows she’s here. As a gentleman, I ask you to tell no one you saw her.”

“There’s no one I could tell who would even know her, ma’am.”

“I am asking you as a gentleman not to tell anyone, Mr. McLean.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Thank you. I’ll hold you to your word. Good night, sir.”

They turned and walked down Stoll’s Alley together. They were not going to let me know if they lived in a house adjacent to the lane, but I had no time to find out. I had seven minutes to get to the barracks or receive confinements for breaking curfew. The midnight hour was a perilous time on the streets and highways of Charleston for cadets broke all existing speed records returning from general leave. But now I knew the fastest routes through the narrow streets of the old town. As a cadet, I had learned the Charleston streets by rote and was always refining my knowledge of shortcuts on the peninsula.

When I entered the barracks, a few seconds to spare before midnight, I heard a voice from the guardroom shouting my name in the barracks. My name reverberated off the four barracks walls with an astonishing resonance. “Will McLean. Telephone call for Will McLean.”

“Hello,” I said picking up the receiver in the guardroom.

“Hi, ethnic.”

“Annie Kate.”

“Surprise,” she said. “I have to talk low so my mother won’t hear me. I wanted to tell you that I enjoyed talking to you even if you try to act like a stand-up comic sometimes.”

“I’m nervous when I meet people at first. Especially girls. I always think they’ll like me if I can only make them laugh. It’s never worked, not once in my life, but I still do it. I just don’t know what to say to them.”

“You certainly don’t,” she agreed, a bit too quickly I thought. “Are you shy?”

“No, I’m catatonic. Once I didn’t move for four years. My mother put me on a hanger and hung me in a closet until I started showing vital signs.”

“There you go again. You don’t have to be nervous talking to me, Will. Why don’t you try to relax and be yourself? I’m not going to bite you.”

“Bite me. Please bite me. No, that’s not why I’m nervous now, Annie Kate. In a minute, some guy is going to knock on my door and say, ‘All in.’ The Institute kind of likes it if I’m there for bed-check.”

“So you don’t want to talk to me,” she pouted. “No wonder you don’t have any girl friends.”

“I told you. Three hundred girls from Sweet Briar.”

“I’m in love with a boy,” she said suddenly.

“Congratulations.”

“He doesn’t love me, though I still love him. Very much. I’ll always love him.”

“That’s great.”

“You can be my friend if you want, Will.”

“Sure, I’ll look you up in California the next time I’m out there.”

“Do you ever get lonely, Will?” she responded, ignoring my sarcasm.

“No, I’m surrounded by two thousand other fabulous guys.”

“You were the first person I’ve talked to in a month besides my mother.”

“I didn’t think people were that unfriendly in Santa Barbara.”

“Good night, Will,” she said angrily.

“Wait a minute. Please wait a minute,” I shouted in the phone, attracting the curiosity of the OG. “Tell me what this is all about. I don’t understand any of this, Annie Kate. None of it. I’ll be your friend. I’ll be happy to be your friend. Anybody’s friend. But you’re leaving tomorrow and I’m in Charleston and your mother told me that I would never see you again. She told me to forget that I ever met you in the first place. You heard her say that. Look, Annie Kate, I’ll write you. I write funny letters. Girls love me when I write them letters. They love me all the way up to the time they meet me. If you’re lonely, I can help that. I’ve never been anything but.”

“You don’t know anything about loneliness,” she said in a pitiless voice. “There’s a garden behind my house on Church Street, Will. You can get to it by walking down an alley that cuts beside the second house on Stoll’s Alley. There’s a wooden gate at the end of the alley. In the garden, we can meet on the wrought iron bench behind the carriage house. Mother will never see us, and she always goes visiting on Sundays anyway. Can you come then?”

“As soon as mass is over, I’ll be there.”

There was a groan and she said, “Oh, dear, you’re not a Catholic, are you, ethnic? Oh, of course, you are. How tiresome. How predictable.”

“And you’re an Anglican. Right?” I answered.

“Yes.”

“And you belong to St. Michael’s.”

“Yes.”

“And you have a Huguenot last name.”

“Yes.”

“And your family belongs to the Yacht Club and the St. Cecilia Society and your mother was in the Junior League and your grandfather fought for the Confederacy.”

“Yes. Yes. Yes. Yes.”

“Don’t talk to me about being tiresome and predictable.”

“Be nice to me next Sunday, Will. I need a nice ethnic at this time in my life.”

“I’ll be nice,” I answered. “Good night, Annie Kate.”

“And, Will. One more thing. You’re right about me being a little crazy. But it’s a temporary thing. It will only last a little while. I promise you that. Will you promise me one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t wear that silly nose next week.”

“I promise,” I said, and we both hung up laughing.
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