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1950 Before the war his family spent their summers at the country estate they had once lived on all year around, before his fathers appointment to the university and their move to the city. Each May, as the sharp stench of the city emerged, he would see his mother roused from her long winter of homesickness and catapulted into action by the nearness of the day they would finally leave for the country. Their house in the city was violently cleaned. The furniture was hauled into the corridors and each room scoured until nothing remained but the sunlight entering the wide, high windows to point out the damp streaks on the floors. During this time the usual order of the house was suspended. His mother vanished into an apron and became indistinguishable from the servants, who shouted at her and at each other as much as his mother usually shouted at them. He became one of the anonymous children, evicted outdoors with the perishable food and told that they had to eat everything. And his father would be magically transformed, appearing with a feather duster bobbing in his hand, gliding toward the library end of the house. His father cleaned those rooms himself. Hidden behind doors that were generally closed upon rigorous silence he could be heard, if the doors were approached: a tender slap, slap of books removed from their shelves to the desk, a murmur of pleasure, turning leaves for a long interval, then finally the cover closed again and the nearly inaudible sound of a feather duster moving across wood. The scouring of the house took days but his fathers languid progress through the library rooms often proceeded, its ardor disguised by a dignified lack of speed, for weeks. It began long before the other cleaning began and often ended well after the rest of the house had been transformed into a furniture morgue, phantom lumps in the center of every room, skirted by the immaculate floor.


For the last few nights before their departure, mats were spread for sleeping in the small foyer, and the rest of the house was sealed as if against a plague. Messengers bearing the annual and ineffectual suicide threats from his fathers students were blocked by a wall of packed trunks, stacked three deep, on the porch. He remembered the packing of the house and the leaving of the city as the most exhilarating occasions of his childhood. He would sit between his parents, each of them resting one hand idly on one of his knees, a traveling bag cramping his feet, his skin itching with longing to be exposed to the warm air it sensed through his jacket. Half a days travel to the north, the other house was being roused from sleep, its servants rehearsing the gestures of servants, its furniture being rediscovered beneath sheets.


Now, leaving the city, he was headed south. By the time he ascended the steps from the basement office into the street a bruised color in the sky was all that was left of the sunset. The card in his breast pocket made a stiff place in the front of his shirt, a shirt that was otherwise depleted, soft from wear and stained with sweat beneath the arms and in an oval above his sternum. He had stolen everything in the office that he could lay his hands on bearing the emblem or a recognizable mark of the United States government: a regulation T-shirt, USIS letterhead, several pieces of official correspondence that were addressed to Peterfield, and a sheet of old news off the wire. At the last minute, he went back and took Peterfields Underwood. The black case banged rhythmically against the outside of his knee.


He walked in the street, in the slim margin between the gutter and the slow-moving traffic. His glasses were sliding down his nose. He didnt stop them. He saw no one else walking. A ROKA soldier hanging by one hand off the side of an open-backed truck dropped the butt of a rifle before his face, and the truck, which had been barely moving, stopped. The soldier rode alone on the running board. He was wearing American-issue boots, which were far too large, and Republic of Korea Army fatigues.


Where are you going, to study hall? the soldier asked. He didnt answer. They watched each other expectantly. He wondered, the thought brief but terrorizing, if they could have been schoolmates. The trucks bed held two benches, both full. The floor of the bed was also full. The twin rows of boys were seated so close together that their shoulders were forced to twist to one side. They sat facing each other over the heads of those packed between their feet. The soldier said, Can you hear me? Balancing the butt of his rifle, he made a light jab and knocked off Chucks glasses. In Chucks vision the road swam. Laughing, the soldier looked toward the driver, who was cleaning his nails. The faces in the bed were impossible to see.


I have ID, he said. I work for the wire service.


You have papers?


ID. He shifted the Underwood to his left hand, casually, but he did not yet reach for his card. He squinted hard at the soldier. Could they have been schoolmates? I translate. I have Special Status.


The soldier turned again toward the driver with a look of mock amazement. The driver was not watching them.


Then where are you going? the soldier resumed. He yanked the black case from Chucks hand. Without turning the case on its side, he snapped open the clasp and the Underwood crashed to the street. The bright black carapace cracked open, spilling the carriage and throwing forward a cluster of type bars. The soldier had leaped away from the falling machine in panic, barely saving his shoes. One reel of the ribbon was dislodged and the inked strip of cloth unfurled into the street, the bright reel bouncing over the stones and then stopping abruptly when the whole had unspooled. Peterfields mail, the old sheet of news, and the blank letterhead all fluttered to the ground. The soldier stood waiting for him to gather the papers together. The driver had looked up in annoyance at the sound, and he spoke to the soldier now.


Put him in, we have to go.


The soldier looked at Chuck. Get in, he said. Youre drafted.


I have ID, said Chuck.


The soldier lifted his rifle and punched the muzzle into the center of Chucks sternum. He felt his lungs collapsing, and a seal closing over his throat. He fell against the curb. The driver slapped the side of his door and it made a large, hollow sound. We have to go now, he said.


The soldier hesitated. He lifted the rifle and thoughtfully looked down its length. Chuck tasted blood, the champ of a bit. He gasped and then vomited. The soldier drew back, smirking, and kicked the typewriter. The platen flew free and rolled to the gutter. When the truck began to move he caught hold and jumped onto the running board.


After the truck had passed Chuck rolled to his stomach, and reached across the ground for his glasses. Then he sat wiping the lenses free of dust with the tails of his shirt. The acrid stain down his chest was pale pink on the gray cloth. His chin was wet, and the skin there burned. He pulled the T-shirt from its hidden place in the waist of his pants and filled his mouth with the taste of its cotton, biting down on the soft mass, soothing the terrible itch that the acid had made on his tongue and in the back of his throat. When the cotton was wet he sucked the cloth, and swallowed the liquid. He hadnt eaten all day. He stood up again, wobbling.


The car was waiting for him where his uncle had said it would be. A single pair of eyes, probably a childs, blinked from a doorway.


Im Lees nephew, he told the driver. He knew he hadnt been followed but he squatted next to the car nervously, pressing against its dark flank.


I knew who you were, the driver said. Come on. Lets go.


The cars backseat held fur coats, fine rugs, goosedown bedding. He burrowed into these things. Careful, said the driver. Lie flat. The driver came and unrolled a carpet over him. Darkness closed in, and then a soft crushing weight as the driver methodically buried him. He closed his eyes and fought for breath.


When the car began to move he tried to imagine the streets as they drove, to visualize each building as it passed. He often did this when he couldnt go to sleep. Choosing one street, hed try to reconstruct it from the pavement to the rooftops. It was always surprising how little of the city he remembered, although hed lived here all his life. He often wound up with just the litter around his feet, a storefront, the shape of the road.
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1955 The mountain at night was pitch dark. The twin beams from the headlamps would advance a few feet and be annihilated, and only the motion of the bus striving upward indicated that you were not at sea, and only the dispersion of stars in the sky marked off what lay around you as a mass and not an infinite void. His first time up this road from Nashville the bus had put him off in the middle of nowhere and nothing and its tail lights winked out around a bend before the driver thought twice and backed up. The small lights reappeared. When the bus was alongside again the door swung open and the driver pointed into the featureless blackness. That way, he said. Chuck had still been standing at the side of the road with his suitcase hanging from one hand and his overcoat over one arm, and this was the petrified figure that Mrs. Reston, the vice chancellors housekeeper, found at the door to the vice chancellors house forty-five minutes later. You would not have known that the motionless person had just walked two miles straight uphill with a steady and terrified step and only the slight paleness of the gravel reflecting the stars to direct him. To Mrs. Reston he seemed to have dropped into the pool of porch light from outer space. She showed him inside and unclamped the hand from the suitcases handle and unbent the arm from beneath the drape of the overcoat, and gave him some tea in the kitchen.


Mrs. Reston was annoyed with the bus driver for not having explained things more clearly. It would seem like a failure of hospitality, in her opinion, unless a person knew that the gravel drive up to the vice chancellors was too steep and shifty a purchase for the lumbering bus and even most cars. Theyd go skittering right off the edge. As far as hospitality went, she was ready. She had been ready for his arrival for days and had been waiting with a pot of tea and her embroidery basket and a pile of Silver Screen back issues for hours.


She gave him his tea in the kitchen, in order to impart the idea that he was not a guest, but a boy being welcomed home. This tactic, based on years of experience with free-floating, frightened young men, fell securely within the realm of which she was the mistress, and she would have done it even if the vice chancellor had not been away for the weekend. But she was glad that he was. You must be tired after such a long trip, she said. Im going to keep you down here a quick minute because Ive been so anxious to meet you, but then Ill take you right up to the guest room. Theres the one nice thing about the vice chancellors being away. You can sleep late. Otherwise Im very sorry hes gone. Oh, my goodness, you look so tired! Are you going to perish?


He shook his head and smiled. He was somehow not capable of speech.


How many hours was your trip?


He took a long time to answer this question, so long that although she was never quick to judge, and so unflaggingly optimistic in all situations that the vice chancellor had once complained to her about it, the horrible thought crossed her mind that he didnt speak English at all, that he had faked his letters the way some boys faked their grades. And then he said, in a voice that snagged on its own exhaustion, Eighteen hours and He wanted to add something, to answer her kindness as well as her question. And we stop to take fuel in Alaska.


Alaska! First time in this country and youve already been to Alaska. I dont think I will ever see Alaska in my life. Was it beautiful?


This did not seem the word. It had been a gloaming, purple and vast. Past the end of the world. But he didnt have these words, either. He nodded, and nodded again when she said, You poor thing. Let me put you to bed.


It was a tidy but comfortable room, with a high bed and a lamp on the table that was already lit. Mrs. Reston turned the bed down and patted it briskly. He stood helplessly by. All the distance hed plowed through, and her one simple gesture disabled him. He followed her back to the door.


Sleep late, she said, turning away.


He shut the door after her, and looked down at the knob. Then he opened and shut and reopened it. She was already far down the hall.


Excuse, he called.


Yes dear?


If I have to lock. He twisted the knob.


But you dont. Its all right. We dont lock our doors here.


Ah. Thank you.


He shut the door again and sat on the bed. Then he lay back on top of the covers, and pushed off his shoes with his toes. The shoes were too large, like the suit and the coat.


After a while he sat up, undid the knots in his shoelaces, and set the shoes beside each other on the floor. He lay down again and tried to find sleep. The thought of the door filled him with shame, because he could not accept the lack of precaution as a sign that he was safe.






After a breakfast of poached eggs, fried ham, grits with butter, a half grapefruit, and a short stack of buttermilk pancakes, of which he ate only the grapefruit, he was sitting alone on the porch. The day was clear but the air was full of mist, and the broad clear slope in front of the house was slick with dew. It was so quiet he heard every sound: the faint scraping of pine boughs against each other, the creaking of top-heavy trees, birds calling, and from deep within the house the murmur of Mrs. Restons kitchen radio and the hiss of the tap as she cleared up the dishes. Then a roaring rose from nowhere and gained quickly in volume, and a tiny cream-colored convertible shot up the road and stopped dead right in front of the house. After a moments hesitation the sounds of the morning began to make themselves heard again. The cars door opened and slammed shut and the cars driver came striding up the walk with her gloves in one hand.


Mrs. Reston had heard the engine and she came outside, drying her hands. Oh, that car, she said. But it does handle well up this road. I imagine Katherine could drive it right up the side of a cliff. Katherine came up the steps and put out her hand and Chuck found himself standing and shaking it. From a distance he had thought she was a very young woman, even a teenager, but as she approached he realized she was at least his own age, if not older. Katherine shifted her gloves from hand to hand. Is that really your name? she said. Chuck?


No. When she nodded impatiently, interrogatively, he added, Chang. Is my name.


Somebodys changed your name from Chang to Chuck? Was the idea to make it easier to remember? Correct me if Im wrong, she said to Mrs. Reston, but youre not going to save any syllables going from Chang to Chuck. Youre not even going to save any letters, unless you transliterate the name as the French would. And I dont see why you would want to do that. Have you fed him, Mrs. Reston?


I tried, said Mrs. Reston.


I guess our traditional Southern breakfasts are too austere even for a Buddhist. What did you give him? A ham-and-egg sandwich with strawberry jam and a side dish of hollandaise sauce? Mrs. Reston laughed and wiped her eyes on her dish towel. Katherine laughed with her, but as she turned away he could see her expression reverting to one of angry watchfulness, as if she were waiting for a signal that she didnt expect to receive.


She had been enlisted to drive him to Strake House, where he was going to room for the year. Katherine was often to be found performing odd errands around Sewanee, driving faculty widows to shops or retrieving drunken young scholars from police stations, although nothing about her except perhaps her car, her idleness, and her failure to outright refuse seemed to qualify her for these missions. Among year-round residents her solitary peculiarity neither escaped notice nor was talked about much, anymore. She was twenty-eight years old, and unmarried.


After they had left Mrs. Reston and were driving away he said, after several false starts, I am not a Buddhist.


I didnt think you were. Im glad to see youre not a mute, either. You talk very little.


I am sorry.


Are you worried about your English? You probably read and write just as well as any of our home-grown scholars. Theyre geniuses. Little Shakespeares. Youll be quite amazed.


Shakespeare, he began.


Its the talking that stumps you. Dont worry. Its the same way with everyone. Speaking English is far more difficult than reading it or writing it. One must be spontaneous, witty, and charming sans cesse. Its a tall order even for those of us who were raised to do nothing but.



By the time Strake House came into view they had lapsed into what he hoped was a mutually comfortable silence, destroyed the instant she cut off the engine. He had barely managed to unfold himself from the car before she seized his suitcase and overcoat and was making her way up the walk, calling over her shoulder that the housemother was very kind, and that his room was very large, and that he would not have to share it with anyone, although she had to wonder, she continued aloud, to whom this was in deference. He knew that the warm stone faade just ahead was the end of the dream as hed dreamed it. Dreams were place markers, waiting rooms, dead time. In dreams you rehearsedbut none of his dreams had achieved the refined complication of the actual moment. A presemester hush lay everywhere, the perfect peace of a place that is utterly empty, but knows it will soon be filled up again. There were petunia beds edging the walk. The pale brown gravel resolved into hundreds of colors and shades when you looked at it closely. And her feet, swiftly scissoring, mounting the steps, and his suitcase appearing beside them.


I have a piece of advice for you. If you really like Shakespeare, you must take Charles Addisons lecture. Its a little like going to the theater. It doesnt matter if you dont get all the words. Then she bade him good luck and shook hands once again, and was gone.


Mrs. Wade, the Strake House mother, asked if he knew how to ride a bicycle, and when he said yes she presented him with a blue three-speed Schwinn. It had been left behind in the basement one year. On the first day of classes he rode it to the quad with the tails of his jacket flapping behind and his hair sticking up off his head in the wind like a cocks comb. If you had asked him one month earlier whether or not he could imagine himself arriving for his first actual day as an American student with twin sweat stains under his arms, and the cuffs of his pants crumpled up where hed had them stuffed into his socks, and his notebooks tied onto the rack of a rattly blue bicycle, he would have been dumbfounded. But for that past month he had been alone, and exploratory. He took an English grammar with him but he never really opened it. Instead he watched the mist from the sprinklers scattering small rainbows over the quad, or the groundskeepers trundling wheelbarrows. He learned the layout of buildings by heart. There was always the whine of a lawnmower coming from somewhere on campus. Wandering through the woods where they were wild he would just start to think himself lost when the faint lawnmower sound would be carried to him like a beacon. A deserted university in August can feel like paradise. He grew tired of anticipating his various arrivals and dating his life from a moment that would not stop receding further into the future. And so by the time the term finally began he had acquired an odd proprietary arrogance. He was dirty and in love with everything and in possession of secrets, and when he came up the flagstone walk pushing his Schwinn he did not care what anyone thought of him.


Only the very beginning of the semester was placid, and perilous. That first day the flagstone walk had been lined with pale, tailored, spit-shined bodies completely absorbed in themselves until Chuck grew near. He seemed to be pushing a ripple of silence ahead of himself. Everyone swiveled, and smiled, and stuck out a hand, and the hysterical idea occurred to him that he was a general inspecting his troops. This idea carried him along but it wasnt able to prevent the incessant bobbing of his head and the hand he was using to shake, and the ceremony could have absorbed the rest of the day had someone not offered to show him the bicycle rack. Although he could have found that bicycle rack in his sleep, he allowed himself to be led to it, and then into the lecture hall, where he was stood up in front of the throng, and made the occasion of a speech about Americas duty.


But Sewanee soon achieved its own characteristic atmosphere of perpetual crisis, and from then on, although he was still noticed, he was no longer closely observed. He did what hed done at the wire service: put his head down and looked diligent constantly, and was diligent most of the time. This was the only attempt he made at concealing himself. He never tried to fit in, and eventually found that not having strived for some particular niche had settled him into a niche of his own. He was kept company more than made sense to him by a freshman from Georgia named Crane, whose father was in papernot newspapers, all of which Crane held in contempt, but the actual stuff they were printed onand also the Klan, in the capacity of Grand Dragon of the brotherhood of Atlanta. Crane announced this to Chuck on the occasion of their first meeting, in the hallway, introducing himself by way of a lengthy recitation of his family connections. Chuck discovered his own particular charmhe had an infinite patience for listening. So he listened, and spoke very little. He listened to Cranes lengthy discourses, generally delivered to him without warning, while he was trying to study, and from his own doorway, which Crane liked to violently seize by its frame as he spoke. He listened to the conversation roiling around him in the dining hall, where he ate alone if he did not eat with Crane. (He didnt have to eat alone. He would have been welcomed anywhere, nodded to, smiled at. These were well-bred and, they liked to think, worldly southern young gentlemen, and they had heard a rumor that Chuck worked for army intelligence during the war, and many of them secretly wanted to know him but never knew how to extend themselves, and he certainly didnt extend himself.) And he listened to Charles Addisons great Shakespeare lectures.


Addison lectured once a week, on Wednesday evenings, in the middle of the supper hour. To discourage attendance, he told them, surveying his audience, which spilled into the center and side aisles, with a standing-room crowd at the back. The tactic to discourage attendance was so unsuccessful that the dining-hall staff had instead reduced the quantity of Wednesday-night cooking by half, substituting bins of cold sandwiches, which were left outside the dining-hall doors along with apples and cartons of milk. Eating during lecture was forbidden, on the principle that blood from the brain would be diverted to the stomach for the ignoble work of digestion, and so going hungry became part of Chucks sense of eventfulness, along with the noisy journey across the quad afterwards, as everyone made for the sandwiches, destroying the nine p.m. hush. Chuck arrived early each week to find his seat in the middle, near enough to miss nothing, far enough away to feel hidden, but at midterm his happy anonymity dissolved. Instead of an exam there would be recitations. Each recitation had to be a monologue, but beyond this constraint they were free to choose anything. They were reminded that in Shakespeares time, men had played women. They were urged to be bold.


He lay awake sweating the whole night before, the collection of noises that made up the speech jabbering away through his brain, and by morning was so nervous he seriously considered staying in bed and dropping out of the class. At last he was overwhelmed with shame and got dressed. Waiting his turn, he sat folded up on the floor of the dim corridor outside Addisons office, his forehead planted on his knees, whispering the speech into his lap as if it were a mantra. Yee elb sov hills brook stan ding lake. The corridor had been transformed by the sort of festivity that often results from collective hardship. Around him students paced and hissed and waved their arms, absorbed in their own mnemonic battles. His sense of condemnation was vivid. He felt he knew exactly what awaited him, and by the time his name was called and he had stepped into Professor Addisons office everything was adequate to his worst expectations. He began, woodenly, to recite. Make mid night mu shrump that re joice. Relieved from every possibility apart from that of absolute failure, his memory kept on unfurling. I have be dimm the noon tide sun. When he reached twixt the green sea and the azured vault, Addison stopped him.


Vault, said Addison.


Balt, he answered.


Addison sighed and made a tent with his fingers. After a moment Chucks mouth opened again tentatively, and Addisons hand flew up, stopping him. He clamped his mouth shut and gulped.


At last Addison said, I was going to ask you why you chose such a difficult speech. Its one of my favoritesunfortunately, one of the ones Im least able to endure hearing butchered.


He stared at the floor.


Now it occurs to me that any speech of Shakespeares is likely to contain the letter V. It would have been conniving of you to locate the one speech that doesnt, if such a one exists. Instead youve been bold, as instructed, and lumbered all over the alphabet. Do you have trouble memorizing English?


I think so, he whispered.


For twice the trouble I would suggest four times the effort.


He nodded mutely.


You may go, Addison said.


The next day at lunch Addison found him in the dining hall. Are you free to take a walk? he asked. Chuck set down his silverware and followed without protest. Once they were outside he continued to trail the professor at a cautious distance. He had never walked casually with a professor as if that man were his friend. Social protocol at Sewanee confounded him. In his first week hed shaken hands with the colored table servant at formal Friday dinner. This man, who he had learned was named Louis, had been stationed at the end of Chucks table in a brass-buttoned jacket and snow-white felt gloves, and when Chuck found that the evenings seating arrangement had him at the end of the table where Louis stood, he had greeted Louis and shaken his hand. Louiss grave demeanor and immaculate dress seemed to dictate this, but later Crane told him that his gesture had been inappropriate. You cant be casual with them, Crane said. Walking with Charles Addison, Chuck kept his silence and watched the ground. The sun was high and Addisons shadow was compact, but Chuck still lagged behind. I intend to teach you to pronounce the letter V and the fricative th by the end of this term, as a matter of preserving my sanity, Addison said. He stopped and turned around. What the hell are you doing?


Chuck hesitated. When Im growing up, if you walk with a great man, a professor, you got to walk behind. To not step on the shadow.


Addison burst out laughing. Im not a great man.


Youre my professor.


Addison studied him, amused. Id prefer that you walked alongside me.


Chuck nodded acquiescence. After a further hesitation he stepped forward, and then they continued.


This became their habit. Most days, Charles Addison came and found him in the dining hall, and then they walked together for about half an hour, repeating words or sounds back and forth. Sometimes they discussed the broadest generalities, but mostly their conversations went like this: Thistle. Thithle. Thistle! Thithle! Thistle!


His spoken English may have actually grown worse during this time. He was called upon to demonstrate it far less often than he had been at USIS, and there was also the effect of his listening, and the things that he listened to. Communication at USIS had always been a brusque, economical affair: the same few sentiments expressed and reexpressed, and the same few phrases used to express them. One day he had sliced open his fingertip on a piece of paper and found himself cursing in English with surprising extravagance. Peterfield and Langston had roared their approval, but later that night Chuck sat down to the Websters with renewed determination and impatience: if all of that could settle into his throat in the normal course of things, to billow forth without warning, then where were the words that he needed? He studied in all his free moments, but the rate at which he fed himself words was so slow that they weakened and died before having a chance to accumulate, and now, at Sewanee, the rate was too fast. The few words he had were overpowered and swept away. His limited English was mistaken, as it so often is by people who have never been outside their own country, for a limited knowledge of things. But he didnt bother to dispel this impression. He liked having a hidden advantage.


Sometimes he was reminded of Katherine. She was an established figure at Sewanee, and although she was not often seen, she was of long endurance, and this was enough to ensure she was frequently mentioned. He heard that her family was rich, and that somehow she had broken with them. That their ties couldnt have been very strong in the first place, he assumed and admired. She seemed particularly American to him, not in spite of her isolation but because of it. Obligation or dependence would never have entered her realm. Brushing near her he had sensed the shape of possibility, but he didnt know what it contained. Eventually his idea of her grew so elaborate and sufficient and remote from the actual woman that it was a shock, one morning in early November, to find her standing in the lobby of Strake with her gloves in her hand.


Ive been waiting for you to form an impression of good ol Sewanee, she said, and assuming youve formed it, Ive come to extract it by force. A strangers perspective is terribly valuable. But Ive had to do a tricky calculation: to hit on the precise moment at which you had formed your impression, but not yet ceased being a stranger. Does this seem like the time? Would you like to go for a drive with me? The leaves were at the height of their brilliance, that feverish climax that just precedes death. He said Yes.
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The autumn brought an end to accidental encounters and unexpected distractions, all the things that Katherine welcomed but that were not any part of her life. The semester was no longer beginning, and the restless way in which everyone watched what the others were doing, and the exuberance with which they threw themselves into the novelty of hard work with one foot still stuck in the summertime, were all over. The air was pristine now, monastic and preoccupied. There was the subterranean hum of activity folding in on itself. It was a pattern she was accustomed to, one she even felt she thrived within, as her orbit grew increasingly far flung from Sewanee and she was more and more often alone. This time of year reduced life to the pith. In July she had met the vice chancellors wife on a path in the flower gardens, each of them walking alone, with the racket of insects around them, and they had greeted each other warmly and talked a long time, but in the way that two strangers might if they met in a country that was foreign to them both and discovered they spoke the same language. The summer was a place apart from the normal course of things. The vice chancellors wife was not her friend. If they saw each other now they would smile and nod, and keep moving. In the autumn Katherine stayed in her car more than ever, and when she left it she carried her keys in her hand, like a talisman.


Even her friendships with the hired women, the housemothers and housekeepers, were now brisk and pragmatic. Sometimes she still did stand at Mrs. Restons kitchen door, trading gossip that verged on the ribald, and laughing with her until it seemed that they were weeping. But mostly she moved between them, each domicile a solitary island, ferrying their occasional news back and forth, once in a long while driving them to the good stores in town, and on holidays to the bus stop, when they set out on their pilgrimages, to a sister somewhere, or a nephew. She tried to take their example, and stiffen her spine. Although she felt they must be lonely, they never betrayed it. Nor did they voice discontentment or speak harshly of people, although Katherine often felt there was something they all shared and all took for granted, a placid assertion they made, that they were glad to have staked out their lives on the unobserved edges of things, and that they had their attention half elsewhere. At other times she thought this might be an illusion. Mrs. Restons whole world did consist of the vice chancellor, and Mrs. Wade couldnt sleep if a boy in her house missed his curfew. Even Katherine would feel faithfulness well up unbidden, at the sight of the dogwoods in bloom on the quad, or the chapels pale stone turning gold in the late afternoon, or one of the nameless, unowned, cosmopolitan dogs angling eagerly toward her, ears pricked, while her frightening love for this place pinioned her where she stood.


She took care to do things that could only be done at that time of the year. She ventured into her attic, too stifling in the summer to set foot in, and chased away the squirrels with a broom. She picked up turned leaves and stuck them in her heavy books, with leaves from other years, now brittle and forgotten. She attended evening lectures sometimes, feeling that if only she approached the lectureron Gothic architecture, on the poetry of Ireland, always an elderly, sage visitor who came a great distance to stay just one nightand posed a question like the questions she saw them ruminate with care, they would be able to speak easily to each other. But she only attended the lectures, and jotted things down on the program, her thoughts recorded as they burst forth in the stillness of the lecture hall, the lecturers voice like a single, rich note tolling over and over, and her mind, stirred by something, shooting silent fireworks within her skull.


More than anything she drove, watching the leaves turn, and the changes the season made. She was always shocked by the way in which autumn, after dropping constant hints of its nearness, still managed an ambush. She would come out from her house one cold morning and stop dead in her tracks. It was like striking a match to a kerosene lamp and then turning the key: the hills were suffused, with a light from within blasting forth. Looking along the ridge, after every trace of green was gone, she would realize how many shades there had been, each one now a slightly different red, the hill a single thing on the very point of falling to pieces, the trees flinging their dead branches to the ground where they broke explosively underfoot, and the air turning chill and carrying those noises, of tree death and the chattering of creatures, over miles and miles, unaltered. She would sense the shearing away of yet another year from beneath her feet. The passing of time somehow made itself felt the most powerfully during the autumn, in the way the season precisely repeated itself, and the years in between disappeared, each night the clouds lying black against an orange sky, and every autumn linked to the next to make one endless autumn through which her life shot, like an arrow.


Driving, she watched the low sun flashing through the trees. Or coming out into cleared land, one hill swung away while behind it another revolved, the crown of trees on its crest turning a new side to her, and in the gap of sky that widened in their midst a shred of cloud scooting across like a toy on a string. She would drive as far as Alabama, and turn around. She would wend her way north, and duck under the Kentucky border, but she never simply went up to Chicago, or St. Louis, or down to Birmingham. She was always driving back, in the evening, with the western light blinding her out of her rearview. The road that found Sewanee from the west passed down the center of a vast agricultural plain, so level it looked machine-made, lacking even slight dimples or humps where a tree might survive. The red dirt always seemed freshly turned. From here the mountains spanned the horizon ahead like a modest green hedge. Sewanees own mountain was hidden within this. One would never think, coming toward the place this way, that Sewanees mountain was a singular thing, circumscribed by what seemed from within like an impassable horizon. She often left town from the north and made a great, aimless loop west and back, one hundred miles without the least reason, finding the farm roads that lay along surveyors lines until she was here again, splitting the red waste and watching the green take on texture and depth, as the mountain closed in, and the road, as it always had, started to climb.


Katherines father had been at Sewaneeno one ever seemed to go or attend, it was someplace you always just wereand he liked to return for the summers. The mountains were full of grand yet squat, low-eaved, stone-floored summer houses, as cool as iceboxes. The houses were mostly full of well-heeled old women, faculty widows or society dames who went to the mountains in June because the weather was cool and the company good. Sewanee had always been a summertime retreat. No one remembered which had come first: the well-heeled old women or the striped picnic tents on the quad; a dance orchestra in the evenings sometimes, all the way down from Nashville; and good meals every day, barbecue at least every week, and cocktails all afternoon on the broad patio of the faculty club overlooking the gorge, with the boys from the kitchen tricked out in white jackets and gloves. It had been this way forever. Many of the houses now belonged to successful alumni whose affection for Sewanee, or sense of indebtedness to it, made them want to return every year. It was also true that Sewanee men lived in the South, where they had been born, and so Sewanee was a summer refuge from Birmingham, or Atlanta, or Jackson, that was not someplace like Provincetown, or Maine.


Joe Monroe was one of this group, but he also had other incentives. It gave him great pleasure each year to affect casual ostentation at what always, even in the absence of classmates, felt like a reunion. He wanted to demonstrate the extent of his worldly accomplishment in the setting most likely to emphasize it. At Sewanee he had been a charming but talentless student. Although he worked hard he was only ever average, and even that was largely because hed had the good sense to cultivate the best-friendship of his first roommate, and to keep him as a roommate all four years. This arrangement had made Monroe secretly miserable. The roommate was famously brilliant, academically careless, slight, unathletic, pseudo-aristocratic, and strangely devastating to the girls. His name was Charles Addison, of Nashville, although once hed arrived at Sewanee he never really left there again. After graduation he went to Princeton for his doctorate but returned to accept a position from his alma mater, which felt lucky to get him. They never changed their minds about this, and so Addison continued to be lionized at Sewanee long after the larger world of his profession had come to see him as a man who failed to live up to his potential, out of laziness, or arrogance, or both.



In the beginning there had also been a wife from up north, but her failure to adapt had earned her the indifference of everyone, including, it seemed, her husband, and when she vanished from the Sewanee social hothouse she wasnt really missed. This development would have been disastrous for the careers and reputations of most men, but in Addisons case it seemed attractively inevitable. Everyone assumed that he had driven her crazy with neglect and justifiable contempt. Addison had visited Katherines family on the odd holiday throughout her whole childhood, but it was years before she learned that he had ever been married. And he didnt strike her as a man who thought hed botched up his life. On the contrary, he seemed to enjoy his own company more than anyone elses. He agreed with Katherines fathers view of him. Joe Monroe dated his own emergence as a possibility, as someone who might amount to something, from the moment at which he found himself accepted by Addison as a good enough companion and foil. In many ways the return to Sewanee was for the sake of seeing Addison, because Joe could continually assert the depth and longevity of the friendship, as well as his triumph. The way he saw it, he had gone forth into the world and made a lot of money, while Addison had lingered in the past. But it was this past against which Joe defined himself, and which in Katherines family set the standard for everything.


Katherines own attachment to Sewanee when she was a girl had only been slight, and the acquisition of a summer boyfriend in the year she turned fourteena chemistry professors son who went to college up East but came home for vacationsdid not really increase it. The existence of the boyfriend had effected a much more noticeable change in Katherines mother, who began treating Katherine with a strange sort of prodding dissuasion, warning her not to play hard-to-get, or to cheapen herself. Glee began to say things like, Youre too young to be serious, but Katherine didnt feel serious at all. It seemed to her that Glee was saying she was too old not to be serious. The truth was that Katherine spent most of her time with the boy doing nothing. Their options for physical transgression were never quite clear. While Katherine dwelt morbidly on the possibilities, the boy seemed content to go swimming. Sewanee had a river that cut a deep cleft through the grade of the mountainside, sometimes pausing to spread at the base of a steep waterfall. They both had the same favorite swimming place, a coincidence that might have been the sole cause of their courtship. They would walk there together, on a narrow path that was lumpy with tree roots, holding hands. They both wore sneakers and shorts with their suits underneath, and limp towels tossed over their shoulders. Sometimes the path grew so narrow they rotated sideways, still yoked, and then rotated back. But when they reached there she left him, and went off by herself. The riverbed at the head of the falls was a jutting stone shelf, and the water slid over its edge in an unbroken sheet. The falls were so constant they seemed motionless as they disappeared under the surface. When Katherine stretched out and let her ears fill with water the roaring of the falls turned into a noiseless vibration. She liked to pretend she was lying in bed, and tried to untrain her body from floating. She would feel her legs sinking and towing her hips along with them, until she was just an archipelago of new breasts and shoulders and face. She kept her eyes closed. Somewhere near the base of the waterfall the boy was scaling the rocks, or squinting at the prospects for fishing. In the afternoon, when the high cliffs cut off the sun and threw the pool into shadow, he would come to the bank nearest her, holding open a towel. There was an odd, delicate formality to their companionship. They had little to say to each other and little real desire to sneak off alone. The only thing she had to conceal from her mother was the very lack of something to conceal.


One day she came downstairs to the living room and found Charles Addison sitting there alone. Im waiting for your father, he said. He looked her very frankly up and down. She was wearing a fitted gingham sundress, with spaghetti straps and darts. It was the sort of thing her mother insisted on putting her in for evening dates with the boy, and not the sort of thing she wore much otherwise, but she was wearing it now, and the womanly cut of its little-girl fabric suddenly struck her as lewd. She lowered herself onto the wicker ottoman across the room from Addison and looked around vaguely. She could feel her initial flush growing cool on her skin, and that strange, delayed bodily acuteness, as if shed been running. Self-conscious, she raised an arm and scratched at her back between her shoulder blades. She knew it looked gawky and crude. The bugs have been awful this summer, she said. Much worse than they usually are.


It was a rainy year. The ground is still marshy in spots. Pleasant breeding holes for bugs.


Thats revolting, said Katherine, unconvincingly.


Dont be babyish.


Im not.


You are, Addison remarked calmly. Ive noticed this about you. At a distance youre unnervingly old for your age. I watch you when you dont realize Im watching, and youre as old as the hills. Then I say the first word and youre babyish.


Katherine cast about for a reply but she could not find one.


I suppose thats the way your mother has taught you to act. The only girl in a bevy of boys. Have you had terrors from all of your brothers? Ill bet you have. He was smiling pleasantly. My God, they must terrorize you.


No. Katherine laughed. She liked her brothers, but they were a different breed. She liked the idea of being terrorized by them; it made her wish they had. But no, they had never done that.


If I had a babyish baby sister of your description I would give her hell on earth. I would make her regret every breath that she took.



Oh, would you? Katherine felt her nerve sharpening, growing alive to the challenge of him. Ill bet you would. Youre enough to make someone regret being born. She had never had this sort of conversation. Suddenly uncertain, she reached again for the elusive itch, but it was not there. She deeply preoccupied herself with an imaginary discomfort, one arm hooked awkwardly over her head, and realized suddenly, with horror, the nervous prickling beneath her arms that was soft hair there, gathering sweat. Her mother had bought her a womans razor for her birthday, a heavy stainless-steel thing with an elaborately worked handle and tightly shingled blades, but its habitual use seemed absurd and she had put it away and forgotten it. The arm dropped.


Come here, Addison said.


Crossing the room, she had known; he had only taken her by the shoulders and turned her, and seated her on the edge of the sofa before him, and scratched her carefully between the thin gingham straps. Her hair hung thick and loose, an upper boundary, and below was the snug upper seam of her dress. It was a small compass. Her skin beneath her hair teemed unbearably, but his hand would not move there. Where is it, he said, searching slowly. Then his fingers paused. It was not a bite; it might have been no more than a slight interruption in the color of her skin, a mark that she would never see, or his attention gathering and disabled by its own weight. He suddenly pushed his hand up, raking over the teeming skin, into her hair. They heard the motor of a car and a door blithely slam, and she had risen and moved, like a sleepwalker, out of the room.


Inevitably, after the packing in New Orleans and then the driving and arriving and unpacking were accomplished, and the annual inventory of new symptoms of the houses collapse had excited everybody, they would sink into listlessness. There was nothing to do in Sewanee. Every summer was a ritual of marking off great chunks of time: the time between breakfast and lunch, and from lunchtime to cocktails, the days between tea at the Struthers and that weekends barbecue, the number of hours between dinner and when it seemed all right to get into bed. There was something defeated and even unseemly about getting into bed while it was still light outside, but Katherine often did it anyway; unless her parents werent out on the porch, and then she would sit there with a candle, listening to night-bugs hurl themselves against the screens. For several years it had just been herself and her parents. All her brothers were now married or gone off to school, and although one had to spend ones summer somewhereshe would hear her mother say this on the phone, in a tone of flirty wheedling that made Katherine cringenone of them seemed to want to spend it in Sewanee. That she could not gather all four of her children beneath the same roof for the space of three months was sometimes regarded by Katherines mother as a personal failing, and sometimes as an affront. The remaining presence of her daughter did not seem to offer much solace. For ten years Glee had had nothing but boys, and her supposed incompetence with rambunctious boy babies was a topic she discussed enthusiastically and constantly. But when she finally got the daughter shed often despaired for, she seemed slightly baffled. Katherine became the sole student of the commentary on How Things Were and How Katherine Should Be that Glee felt compelled to produce, and so Katherine grew up in the unflagging glare of her mothers opinions. Glees vigilance widened the distance between them, and although each probably saw the other more than any other person, both felt only growing unease. They moved through the house trying not to cross paths, and when they did, sought to arrive swiftly at some minor topic of conversation, like the weather, or the right thing to wear to a party, or the weathers effect on the party or even their clothings effect on the weather: If you wear that it will rain, Glee announced, as her daughter came lagging downstairs.


It never did, but it threatened to all afternoon. The party had decided to keep to the broad flagstone deck that pushed off from the rear of the presidents house, hanging over his fine sloping lawn. It seemed risky to venture much further. Everyone in the party was, for the most part, old, and for the most part female. Many of them were clustered around Charles Addison, laughing with what they seemed to feel was dangerous abandon. They were gasping and fanning themselves. Katherine watched her mother move across the flagstones, one hand regally proffered, and Addison seize it and pull her toward him through the crowd. He kissed her briskly on the mouth and then, making a mock show of recalling himself, on the hand. They laughed hard and exchanged witticisms. Katherine could not hear what they were saying but it didnt matter, it always looked the same, that infuriatingly smug show-offiness of adults. Her father was back in New Orleans for a few days on business. Her mother didnt take advantage of his absence so much as flaunt it, as if the very fact of her continued existence under such circumstances deserved special praise.


Katherine went to watch the kitchen boys husking sweet corn, ripping away at the tight layered leaves, and then fastidiously going to work on the squeaky silk threads. Eventually she found herself at the head of the flight of stone stairs that swept from the deck to the lawn. She began climbing down. The sky glowered and grumbled, noisily shifting its great weight like heavenly furniture. The rain was all around them. It only needed a catalyst, some first effort to give a stir to the air and send everything tumbling. She came off the steps onto the lawn and strode into its center. She imagined herself to be the unacknowledged focus of a collective, multifaceted attention: matronly disapproval, or maternal annoyance, or some other keen, distant disinterest. The weather was attending on her, too. Looking back she saw heads up there, bobbing eagerly, but from this distance she could not make out their eyes. For a while she trailed conspicuously to and fro on the otherwise empty lawn, like a lightning rod. Her dress was a yellow silk sheath. Her mother claimed that even water would stain it. She was still on the grass, hoping for telltale droplets, when shrieks and leaping flames from the deck drew her reluctantly back there.


The air was so pregnant with moisture that the coals wouldnt light. The kitchen boys were dousing them with straight gasoline and throwing lit matches. A wall of fire would spring up with a whump, burn a minute or two, and then seem to evaporate. An acrid combat stench had filled the air. Youre just burning off the gas you pour on. Youve got to light the coals from underneath, Addison was saying. He was ripping up the Chattanooga Tribune and stuffing crumpled balls of it between the coals. Several women cried out that he might burn himself. Louis, the head cook, tried batting Addison away with a pair of tongs. Mister Charles, he said. Please. It was another well-known eccentricity of Addisons that he was friendly with the colored help. He often made an irritating display of shaking hands with the table-servers at university functions. He asked President Clate whether he didnt have kindling in his house, and when the boy Clate sent in reemerged with an armload of logs Addison threw his paper in the air and sat back, to the delighted titters and remonstrances of his blue-haired attendants. None of you people have the first idea how to start a fire. We need kindling. Dont you know what that is?


Louis said, Ill send some boys down, Mister Charles.


No, no, no. Ill get it myself. Ill need an able-bodied assistant, though. Someone whos not afraid of rain.


Ill go, Katherine heard herself saying.



Your dress, Katherine, said her mother.


You could let her pick up a twig every now and then. It might keep her from getting more spoiled. Hard labor? he inquired of Katherine. Do you think some hard labor might save you from becoming a thoroughly sickly and disagreeable young woman?


Glee was still laughing, happy to be doing so, as she thought, at her daughters expense, as they made their way across the open lawn.


Im not spoiled or sickly, Katherine said as they walked.


My God. I know youre not.


I bet I could outrun you right now.


Even in the little dress and sandals?


Yes.


Ill bet you could. Ill bet you could beat me senseless as well.


I might, she began.


You look lovely, he said. Before she could reply he added, You dress beautifully. In spite of what your mother says.


She likes the dress. Its that shes worried Ill ruin it.


Im sure you will.


When the screen of trees behind them had grown thick and they no longer saw the house, she turnedshe had been for so long, it seemed then, fourteen whole tedious years, moving within narrow grooves, over familiar surfaces, testing the very few things she had power to do and the very few ways she could do them. Even when she was alone she felt as if she was measuring up. But this had blown her off her small planet into a void and she couldnt touch ground, she couldnt do anything but what she was doing and so she turned to him, suddenly, leaning with her hands as if she were leaning for support against a tree, and he pushed her away. Not now, we havent got time, he said. He was on the ground, looking for twigs.


Then why? She fought against a sudden rush of tears. Why did you bring me here?



I wanted to see what youd do, darling. I wanted to see if youd do what you did.


When they had gathered enough they went back through the trees without speaking. As they drew near the house her mother came down to meet them, laughing again, her glittering gaze fixed on Addison. Katherines dress had twigs and leaves stuck all over its front and it might have been snagged. Charles Addison, Glee chided, look what youve done to my daughter.
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