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Prologue

Art Institute of Chicago

Present Day

The curator’s kitten heels strike the hickory floor, a reverberating staccato that’s closed in by the widely spaced, whitewashed walls and the vaulted glass ceiling. She leads the group of high school freshmen out of the Alsdorf gallery, away from the bronze and granite statues of Vishnu and Shiva, and the Tibetan banner of Bhaishajyaguru - the Medicine Buddha. The flock of eleven teenagers sticks close together, a breathing knot of blue jeans and backward ball caps, as they follow the tall, willowy curator through Griffin Court, toward the museum’s photography and new media sections. They carry notebooks filled with wide rule paper, glossy maps, state-of-the-art phones.

A forest green sign at the end of the corridor reads

Special Exhibit

SO LONG AS IT IS WILD:

Works Inspired by our National Parks

Beneath it is a quote from a John Muir essay: “God never made an ugly landscape. All that the sun shines on is beautiful, so long as it is wild.”

The curator speaks of a collection of sculptures, an illustrated poem, a triptych, a fresco. Yosemite, Denali, Zion, Acadia. At the far end of the gallery, a girl named Emily breaks away from the group of her classmates to gaze at a series of framed pieces depicting the Grand Canyon. They are all roughly the same size, but they differ in type and composition. Emily studies each in turn, unable to explain what it is about them that appeals to her. There is a sense of haunting that resonates in each one, a melancholy beauty that is wholly immeasurable and yet completely indisputable.

Her eyes linger longest on the last of the series: vermillion rock, magenta cliffs, piceous shadows, lemon sun, ultramarine sky. The charred, black twist of a tree trunk. And floating in waves across the foreground of the painting, fine wisps of a brown that catches gold, like strands of sunlit human hair...

Approaching from behind her, there is the snapping sound of heels. “You’ve found my favorite.” The curator’s voice is soft, nearly conspiratorial. She flashes a furtive grin before turning to address the group.

“These seven represent the works of John Stovall, who was the resident artist on the north rim of the Grand Canyon during the summer of 1969. Stovall had a particular style, which I believe should be readily apparent when we compare his work to that of Joseph Routh, whose mural Grieta hangs to our right.” She gestures to an expansive painting, at least twice as wide as it is tall, depicting the wide-ranging sweep of the canyon’s many crevasses. “Routh’s work is more typical of Grand Canyon art as a whole, because it primarily highlights the canyon’s breadth. Stovall, on the other hand, preferred a vertical orientation, de-emphasizing the width in favor of the canyon’s impressive depth.

“As you can see, Stovall’s style underwent a rather drastic transformation during his time at the canyon. Can anyone guess the most distinct aspect of this change?”

“The last three are in color,” volunteers a boy named Cameron, sounding unsure of himself.

“That’s right. Stovall’s early works were almost exclusively monochromatic. The first piece you see here is an ink drawing depicting Cape Royal; the other three are done in charcoal. But then, as of about early June of that year, a shift occurred. For his later works, Stovall stayed away from ink and charcoal, opting for pastels and watercolor instead.

“No one knows for sure what the underlying reason was for this transformation. However, legend has it that, while Stovall was in voluntary exile that summer, he met a striking young woman by the name of Margaret Lowry. The story goes that, soon after meeting Miss Lowry, Stovall was compelled to switch from grayscale to color, so that he was better able to capture the beauty of her eyes.”

The curator’s smile is coy. The boys groan and roll their eyes, while the girls grin knowingly at one another.

“And here she is,” says the curator, opening her rolled up copy of the museum guide to a color photo of a pretty young woman glancing up from a book. “Stovall’s purported muse.”


Chapter 1

Grand Canyon National Park, North Rim

June 1969

Meg Lowry had folded herself into a chair in the dim back corner of the room, where she could largely escape the notice of others while quietly sipping from a fluted glass of champagne. The wall behind her was made entirely of plate-glass windows which, during daylight hours, afforded magnificent views of the canyon’s north rim. Now that darkness coated the windows, it was almost possible to forget that, just beyond those thick glass panes, the world took a colossal step down.

The room was cavernous as well in its own, limited way, with high-beam ceilings and massive wrought-iron light fixtures. A few dozen couples swayed and bobbed and swirled across the expansive, varnished dance floor while a twelve-piece orchestra set the mood with its repertoire of quixotic melodies.

Meg watched helplessly as Rick Iverson gazed fondly at his dance partner, the stunning Alice Munny. Rick was supposed to be her date for the evening - he was the one who had invited her along for this holiday in the first place, after all - but Meg didn’t feel resentful of his obvious affection for Alice so much as she felt guilty for spying on their moment of intimacy. She couldn’t find it in her to feel indignant at all, regardless of the fact he’d spent more time dancing with Alice than he had with her that evening.

Alice Munny was, by anyone’s estimation, a beguiling woman. She had a sense of regality about her, a Virginian charm born of aristocratic breeding. Even Meg had to admit she and Rick made for a striking couple - she with her frosty blue eyes and lofty cheekbones, he with his straight teeth and dimpled smile. A perfect pairing of Classically Beautiful with Archetypally Handsome.

They had driven only yesterday from UC Berkeley, the eight of them divided between Don Travers’ Fairlane and Rick’s Monte Carlo. This was to be a graduation celebration - twelve days at the Grand Canyon, where none of them had ever been before. They were a multifarious group, thrown together over the past four years in a great variety of ways. For the illustrious soccer team, Rick had played left midfielder to Paul Harper’s right forward. Both men were acquainted with Don through his position as a photographer and sports writer for the Daily Cal. Don was, in turn, dating Faye Annenberg, an ostentatious liberal whose best friend Alan Mackey was himself a bona fide hippie. (Rumor had it he’d set fire to his draft card during a campus-wide demonstration the previous March. Faye, meanwhile, had been among the protestors distributing marijuana-laced brownies to the National Guardsmen on Bloody Thursday.)

Paul was also friends with Mary Ann Marshall, a whip-smart political science major who leaned more right than left and had thus faced her fair share of adversity during her time at Berkeley (this despite her protestations that she was, in fact, a moderate rather than a true conservative - any political opinion falling right of far left was considered offensively reactionary). Mary Ann had befriended Alice two years prior, when both served on the debate team. They had bonded over their mutual love of the beach and, embarrassingly, Elvis Presley.

That left Meg. She lacked prowess in athletics and wasn’t particularly interested in spectator sports. Likewise, she wasn’t especially savvy on current political issues, and she knew little of the forces at play in far-off theaters such as Sudan and Vietnam. She was also far from a pop culture guru (when The Beatles had made their iconic debut on the Ed Sullivan Show five years prior, she’d been in her room at her parents’ house in Santa Monica, working assiduously on her calculus homework, oblivious to the takeoff of nationwide hysteria). Of course, these facts alone were enough to severely diminish her ability to find common ground with the vast majority of her classmates. As a comparative literature major, her favorite pastime was reading, and this she was content to do in solitude.

Of course, that was before Michael Goodnight came into her life. By turns devoted and depraved, theirs had been the epitome of a whirlwind romance. They’d fallen in love quickly, quicker than Meg would’ve believed possible. Michael was a religious studies major, but more importantly he was an artist: a painter, a poet, a musician. A dilettante. For inspiration, he made abundant use of the various chemical enhancements available to him - LSD, mushrooms, and at times hefty doses of alcohol - and his outlet of choice shifted to coincide with his drug du jour. His brash disregard for the law unsettled Meg, but she valued his love and companionship too much to let this be the reason for their dissolution. No, it wasn’t the drugs that broke her heart - it was finding Michael in bed with another form of “inspiration” and his subsequent assertion that Meg was “overreacting” to the revelation of his infidelity.

It was six months later that Meg met Rick at a dinner party hosted by his fraternity. She was still reeling from her broken heart, but the pain had dulled enough that it was no longer unwieldy. She’d been surprised and flattered when Rick flirted with her, especially since she’d rarely garnered male attention of any sort for the past half a year. (She hated to admit it, but in truth her doleful expression and closed-off stance were primarily responsible for this.)

Rick was, in many ways, Michael’s opposite, and Meg had at least enough self-awareness to recognize that this was a large part of his appeal. If she’d plummeted headfirst with Michael, she abstractedly wandered with Rick. Instead of an explosive fusion of elements, here was a gentle and steady osmosis. In her journal, she had characterized her relationship with Michael as “passionate” and “wanton;” for her relations with Rick she used words like “nice” and “sweet.” He was levelheaded and ambitious and usually kind, but in truth she considered him a bit boring, not to mention self-absorbed.

Now, watching Rick clutch Alice around her whippet-thin waist, she wondered why she couldn’t bring herself to feel cross with him. He’d asked her here just a month ago, and at the time she’d assumed she would be going along as his girlfriend, but as the weeks had worn on, that term had seemed less and less appropriate for the brand of relationship they had.

Still, there was something unreal about watching the boy who was (for all intents and purposes) her boyfriend grin so dotingly at another girl. Anger wasn’t the word for what she felt, but self-pity? This was the fathomless pit she struggled to keep from collapsing into as she sat alone in her party dress. She felt like a little girl at a gathering full of grownups, watching the events of the night unfold without playing an active part in them. Even her blush pink dress felt childish with its embroidered flowers and full skirt, not nearly as sophisticated as those of the other women in the room, whose form-flattering gowns were anything but frilly. She felt foolish.

“Would you like to dance?” The question startled her; she hadn’t realized anyone was nearby. Looking up, she was relieved to find Paul standing above her instead of some stranger. Unfortunately, it was evident from the line in his forehead he was asking her more out of pity than genuine desire.

“Thank you,” Meg replied softly, placing her hand in his and allowing him to lead her to the dance floor. Dancing was the last thing she felt like doing, but demurring, she felt, would have been rude.

Paul wasn’t a particularly skilled dancer, so they mostly swayed in place for the duration of the orchestra’s instrumental version of “Can’t Get Used to Losing You,” which suited Meg just fine. After the song was finished, she thanked Paul again and made up an excuse about needing some fresh air. Being a gentleman, he offered to accompany her, but this she declined.

Along the south-facing wall of the lodge was an airy viewing deck lined with slatted chairs. It was here that Meg initially escaped. She paused beside the railing and allowed her senses to awaken from the chill that raced up her bare arms and the aeolian perfume of ragweed and evening primrose that invaded her nostrils. There was only the barest suggestion of the tumultuous terrain that lay just steps away, where the moonlight sketched the edges of cliffs and chasms beneath interlaced fingers of cloud and rock.

From the railing she turned to find a set of steps leading down to a trail. She trudged up the path toward an overlook, her diaphanous dress adopting a fairylike beauty as it flickered among the shadows and flashed in the silver moonlight. At the top of the trail was a stand of spruce trees and a small clearing iced in clean, white light. Meg’s heart jerked rapidly in her chest as she inched closer to the edge, her skirt flapping around her legs in the mild breeze. Here in the darkness, with the hulking mesas cloaked in darkness, the canyon took on the appearance of a great cathedral with turrets and friezes, belvederes and plinths. Looking up, she half expected to see an elaborate, buttressed ceiling rather than winking stars and wisps of cloud. (Of course, she could not be disappointed when in fact it was the stars, so thick and close that she felt she could reach up and part them with the tips of her fingers.)

It wasn’t until she backed away, regaining stable footing, that the man made his presence known.

“You should be careful.” His voice was soft and rich, full of concern rather than censure.

Meg whirled around just as he stepped from the shadows of the spruce trees - a tall man, older (perhaps by a decade) with a face that looked as if it was made to be fleshed out in marble. He was beautiful, Meg thought.

“You scared me,” she said a little breathlessly. “How long have you been there?”

“I’m sorry, that wasn’t my intention,” he said, his words woven with light traces of a chuckle. “I’ve been here the whole time but thought it best not to startle you when you were so close to the edge.” His full mouth tilted in a lopsided smile.

Meg shuddered just thinking of the fate that could have befallen her. “Thank you,” she said in a frightened whisper.

His gaze remained on her as he cautiously closed the space between them. He was dressed in a loose button-up shirt with the rumpled sleeves pushed carelessly up to his elbows, and his hands were stuffed in the pockets of his dark pants. He withdrew one to extend it toward her.

For a moment, Meg simply gaped at the hand he offered her. So large, with square nails and hair growing on the back of it. A man’s hand. She felt silly when, after a moment, she realized he meant for her to shake it.

“I’m John Stovall,” he said as she pressed her palm into his. His hand completely engulfed hers when his fingers closed around it.

“Margaret Lowry,” she replied. “Pleased to meet you.”

“You as well.” His grin changed from amiable to amused. “Is that the sort of thing you typically wear on a hike?”

She glanced down and felt her cheeks stain the same color as her dress. “Not usually. I’ve just come from dinner.”

His smile brightened, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening from ruts to fissures as his mouth spread, revealing more of his white teeth. He let go of her hand but didn’t look away. She wished she could return his gaze as confidently; instead, she watched the way he let his hand drape at his side, rather than tucking it back in his pocket.

“What do you think of the canyon?” he asked.

“It’s...” She was on the verge of saying “beautiful,” but she stopped herself, hating to describe something so brilliant with the sort of banal platitude others used to describe decorative cakes and precious metal jewelry.

“Well it’s certainly majestic, isn’t it?” she said at last, still unsure if this was an appropriate choice of words. “And a little terrifying.”

“It is,” he agreed. “Very majestic. And very terrifying.”

Quiet filtered in around them. Meg wondered whether she should excuse herself, return to the lodge, although truthfully she didn’t want to. She was afraid of this man, not because he posed a threat to her safety, but because she worried she would say the wrong thing - too much, or perhaps not enough.

“Are you here for business or pleasure, Mr. Stovall?” What a daft question, she thought directly after asking it. What sort of person visits the Grand Canyon on business?

“I suppose you could say some of both,” he replied, taking her by surprise for the second (but not the last) time that evening. “What about you? Are you here on vacation?”

“Vacation, yes,” she said absently, still attempting to work out what he could mean about “some of both.”

“With your family?” His eyes were kind as he spoke, never moving from her face, even as they strayed from her eyes to her mouth and back again. She wondered how old he thought she was. How preposterous that she felt some compulsion to tell him.

“N-no. With friends.” Then, “With my boyfriend, actually.” Meg questioned the truth of her words even as she spoke them. She didn’t know what had possessed her to divulge this bit of information - perhaps some sense of propriety, although she doubted it. The thought that she owed it to Rick to disclose his existence to this stranger seemed almost laughable now, considering the likely whereabouts of her “boyfriend” currently.

Possibly she wondered what Mr. Stovall’s response would be, though he’d hardly given her reason to expect any reaction other than polite interest. Indeed, his eyes remained creased in a smile, even while the corners of his mouth fell by a fraction.

“You’re cold,” he said after a moment. She looked down, amazed to find goose bumps covering her arms. The chill in the air had affected her body without registering in her mind. She even shivered a little.

The handsome stranger held out his hands in a helpless gesture, as if to signify his lack of a jacket to offer her. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll walk you back up to the lodge. Keep you from falling.” A teasing glint in his eye.

Should she graciously decline? But then: “Thank you.” She spoke the words softly, her insides twisting.

They sauntered down the path at a pace much slower than necessary. Mr. Stovall kept his hands in his pockets, but he walked close to Meg - so close his arm would occasionally brush against hers and leave a tingling burn in its wake. She felt her throat constricting as she dreamt of him weaving his arm around her shoulders, clutching her against him for warmth. Then she forced a breath, inwardly admonishing herself. What an imagination she had!

Too soon, they reached the steps leading back up to the lodge’s veranda. “Thank you for walking me,” she said, only just mustering the pluck to meet his eyes. “I surely would’ve fallen if you hadn’t.”

Her eyes sparkled with mischief; the corner of his mouth inched upward in another of his asymmetrical grins. “My pleasure.” He reached for her hand and lifted it to his lips in an unexpected gesture of farewell. She watched with lungs full and breath held as he pressed a kiss against the back of it. “Miss Lowry.” He touched his forehead as if doffing a hat.

“Mr. Stovall.” That she found the ability to speak at all was nothing short of a miracle.

“Please,” he said, as he turned to walk away, “call me John.”

She watched as he receded into the shadows, as he vanished into the blackness. Long after she’d lost sight of him, she turned to look at the massive stone structure behind her. Inside, the lights blazed, and the orchestra played on. She climbed from the first step up to the second before changing her mind. Instead of returning to the lodge, she walked alone to her cabin.


Chapter 2

“Are you sure you’re feeling OK?”

Meg glanced up from her bowl of oatmeal to find Rick looking at her from across the table. His knitted eyebrows bespoke his unease.

“I’m fine,” she replied. “I woke up feeling much better.” She’d blamed her early departure from last night’s festivities on a pungent headache. It seemed more diplomatic than explaining she’d simply felt an irrepressible urge to be alone after her meeting with John. Now she wondered whether she might have simply imagined him.

“Aren’t you hungry?” Rick asked, nodding at her barely touched breakfast.

Honestly, no. But she hated giving him cause for concern. In response she dumped another spoonful of brown sugar and the rest of a small pitcher of cream into her bowl and stirred before taking a bite.

They finished their meal in silence. As a waiter came to whisk their dishes away, the maître d’ approached the table with a message for Rick.

“It’s my father,” he said, his expression inscrutable as his eyes flicked over the card he’d been given. Glancing up at Meg he said, “Will you walk with me?”

“Now?”

“I need to return his call first. Meet me outside in ten minutes?”

Meg nodded. Why did her heart trip nervously as she thought of spending more time alone with him?

Rick excused himself to use the telephone while Meg lingered, staring out at the hazy landscape. She’d overheard an employee telling one of the guests yesterday the canyon has its own weather system. At an elevation of over 8,000 feet, the north rim was the higher, cooler, wetter and more eroded side of the canyon, and from what she had witnessed thus far, its climate shifted nearly constantly.

She passed Alan on her way out of the dining room. He was solitarily nursing a cup of coffee, very slowly coming awake despite the fact that it was well past ten in the morning. He looked stoned, but this was nothing unusual for him.

“G’morning,” he said, lifting his hand in greeting.

Meg paused next to his table. “How are you this morning?” she asked out of courtesy.

He shrugged. “Been better, been worse. Hey, if you see any of the others, will you tell ‘em I’m not up for a hike just yet? I’m gonna hang back - catch up with you guys later.”

She nodded, not letting on that this was the first she’d heard of a hike. It gave her an odd feeling to think she may have been intentionally excluded from the group’s plans. They must’ve forgotten to mention it to me, she thought, refusing to believe there had been some vicious ulterior motive at play.

“See you later, Alan,” she said.

“Later.”

Seeing that Rick had yet to step out from his phone call, she meandered into an anteroom that tripled as an art gallery, museum and gift shop. She looked at the coffee mugs and picture books and selected a couple of postcards from the spinning rack on the front counter. It wasn’t until she was leaving, paper sack in hand, that her eyes caught on a beautiful charcoal drawing in a gilded frame. For reasons unclear, Meg felt compelled to inspect it closer, from the variable shading of the rock formations to the scribbled signature in the bottom left corner of the drawing. Her breath caught in a quiet gasp when she read the plaque mounted beneath it:

Vista Encantada

By John Stovall, Artist-in-Residence

Here was her proof that she hadn’t been dreaming. He was real. And he was an artist.

* * *

“Sorry about that,” said Rick, taking her elbow to lead her away from the loitering tourists gathered on the lodge’s front porch.

“Everything OK?”

“Sure, sure. Just a business call mostly.” Rick had majored in civil engineering and was in position to join his father’s firm at the end of the month.

Meg followed a half step behind Rick as he started up the lodge’s circular drive and turned onto a flat, shaded path that wove among the guest cabins. She was distracted, unable to focus on anything at all, save for her own imperfect memory of the few moments she’d shared with John.

They walked until they came upon a rough-hewn picnic table. Rick stepped up onto the bench and sat on top of the table. He patted the space beside him, and Meg wordlessly joined him.

After a minute had passed, and then two, and Rick still had yet to speak, Meg began to realize their walk may have implications beyond simply enjoying the sunlight. Typically he was a small talk aficionado.

“You’re a great girl, Meg. You know that, right?” Finally he breathed the words that spelled the beginning of their end.

She nodded stiffly, knowing what came next the way one knows that “DEF” follows “ABC.”

Rick cleared his throat. He rubbed a hand over his face, and for a fleeting instant, Meg actually felt a little sorry for him.

“Look. A lot of things change when you go away to college, and they change again when you move on from there and enter the ‘real world.’ Jesus, I mean, I never thought I’d wind up working for my old man, and now here I am, about to do just that. Sometimes things don’t turn out the way we expect them to.”

He was rambling, but Meg didn’t really mind. Let him work up to it, she thought. Let him say what he needs to say.

“I learned a lot about myself while I was at Berkeley - I’m sure you did, too - and I don’t think I’m the same person I was four years ago, or even six months ago...”

His voice trailed off as he stared straight ahead, seemingly at a loss for words.

“Six months ago,” said Meg, lending him a hand, “like when you met me?”

Rick blew out a sigh. He met her eyes, if only for a split second. “I just don’t think we’re right for each other, you know?”

And there it was. Now that the words were out, Meg felt relieved - relieved for him, and relieved for herself. What had they been playing at, anyway? They weren’t in college any longer. Soon Rick would go home to San Francisco, and she would be back in Santa Monica - at least until she was able to find a job of her own. They’d never shared a connection strong enough to weather the test of time, let alone distance. At least now they were finally addressing that fact openly.

She realized he was waiting on her response. “I do know,” she said quietly, putting him out of his misery. She couldn’t hate him for speaking the truth.

“So you’re not upset?” He seemed almost incredulous, as if he couldn’t fathom a reality where someone like Meg wouldn’t despair at the thought of losing someone like him. She rarely felt irritated with anyone, but an emotion resembling annoyance flared inside of her as she considered the extent of his egocentrism. How she wished he wouldn’t pity her.

“I’m not upset,” she assured him.

Moments passed, and it seemed increasingly as if there were nothing more to say. But then, if only to fill the silence, Meg asked, “Is there someone else?”

She didn’t know what made her ask, since part of her already knew, and the other part was loath to hear his answer.

“Do you really want me to answer that?” Rick said uneasily.

She cocked her head, biting her lip. “It’s Alice, isn’t it?”

His guilt-ridden grimace was answer enough. She tried on a synthetic smile, one that felt as if it fit rather poorly on her face. “I’m happy for you both, Rick. Really, I am. I wish you nothing but happiness.”

It was true. Alice, with her cool demeanor and apollonian good looks, was doubtlessly a better match for him. Besides, Meg vaguely recalled hearing that Alice had accepted a position as an English teacher somewhere in the Bay Area. Theirs was a relationship that might actually work.

Rick was visibly relieved. She’d as good as given him her blessing. Idly she wondered whether this was a sign of strength, or one of weakness.

* * *

The rain started just after lunch - gray, sheeting torrents of water that broke from the sky and rustled down the canyon’s eaves, along with thunder that rolled like far-off cannon. Their hike effectively canceled, the group bided their time in the common room of the lodge, playing board games, gossiping or, in Meg’s case, writing in her journal. She felt tense and jittery, anxious for the rain to end so she could be free of this place and the prying eyes of her travel companions. They seemed to have guessed what had happened between her and Rick, and their occasional, curious stares served only to deepen her sense of self-consciousness.

Mercifully, the storm dissipated as quickly as it had begun, and the sun returned, glancing off puddles and giving the smooth stone deck the appearance of being glazed in light.

“I’m going for a walk,” Meg announced to no one in particular as she stood from her chair and strode toward the door, her shoulder bag crossing her body.

Being outside was a comfort. A cool humidity clung to the air, making her wish she had her jacket. Without giving it any sentient thought, she moved in the direction of the trail she’d taken last night.

The overlook seemed like a different place entirely in the drab, muted light of day. Meg glanced unconsciously toward the stand of spruce. Of course, he wasn’t there. She wondered whether she would see him again, and whether she should be concerned about the twinge of disappointment she felt when she considered the possibility. Just what I need, she thought sardonically. Another hang-up on another artist.

Beneath the trees, from where John had materialized the night before, the ground was mercifully dry. Meg sat against a tree with her legs bent and pulled her shoulder bag into her lap. She withdrew a well-worn copy of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago. For some time she read, loving the weighted comfort of the book in her hands, the broken spine and soft, battered cover. She folded down the corner of her page, just as Yuri and his family were disembarking in Varykino, and leaned her head back against the tree’s knotted trunk. She closed her eyes and felt the breeze pass over her like a soothing hand, fluttering the pages of her book and ruffling the ends of her hair.

Sometime later, a gray and white goshawk swooped down from its invisible flight path and alit on one of the topmost branches, instigating an impromptu rain shower that doused her hair and spattered the pages of her book. For some inexplicable reason, this struck Meg as comical. She laughed quietly to herself as she shook the water off her book and tucked it back inside her bag, then stood and brushed off the back of her pants. A glance at her wristwatch indicated she’d been here two hours, which wasn’t surprising considering the lack of sensation in her hindquarters.

As she ambled back toward the lodge, she relished the warmth of the sun and wondered whether anyone had questioned her whereabouts. (In a part of her mind she wouldn’t quite allow herself to acknowledge, she also felt a familiar swell of regret at having spent the past two hours waiting for someone who hadn’t come.)

When she reached the cabin she shared with the other girls, Faye was curled up on her side in the bed next to Meg’s while Jefferson Airplane streamed from a transistor radio atop the nightstand. At first glance she appeared to be asleep, but as Meg quietly slipped free of her bag, Faye rolled over to face her. She crooked her elbow and propped her head up with her hand as she fixed Meg with a look of interest.

“Rick Iverson is a fucking asshole,” she said. Her expression failed to change as she spoke using the same inflection one would typically reserve for much more ordinary declarations.

Meg was baffled. She could hardly manage more than a perfunctory “Oh?”

“Don and I think it’s the pits that he’d make you ride all this way and then dump you the day after we get here. As if you could possibly enjoy your vacation after that.”

The ancient mattress next to Faye’s sagged as Meg lowered herself on top of it. “It’ll be all right,” she replied, striving to portray a sense of aloof detachment. “We weren’t exactly soul mates.”

Faye studied her with equal parts admiration and skepticism. “Good for you,” she said after a moment, though she still sounded doubtful.

Meg spent even more time than she had the prior evening preparing for dinner. She brushed out her hair and used a hot iron to press it into a smooth, flat curtain, then secured it on either side with matching barrettes. She also applied sparing amounts of rouge and mascara and dressed in a pale blue dress without ruffles or bows. She tried not to think about what her motivation might be for looking her best. Faye voiced her assumption that Meg simply meant to prove to all interested parties she was better off without Rick, and Meg let her believe it.

Dinner felt surreal. Paul and Mary Ann discussed shuttle schedules in preparation for the group’s planned excursion to the south rim; Don feigned interest in Alan’s monologue on the iniquity of the Nixon administration’s proposed draft lottery; and Faye spent a good deal of time glowering at Rick and Alice for their increasingly flirtatious behavior. Meg, for the most part, kept her eyes down. Only occasionally did she glance up, waiting to feel some pang of regret or jealousy as she beheld their constant whisperings; each time she was disconcerted by her lack of unease. Faye, certainly, was far more irate than she.

After dinner, they congregated on the back deck. The clouds had cleared, leaving behind a streaking orange torch of a sun that drizzled like viscous honey into the canyon.

They each staked their claim to a chair and commenced perusing leather bound cocktail menus as waiters bustled about with white aprons and oval trays. Meg was last to take her seat. It was then, as she glanced fleetingly outward to the rocks awash in color, that she noticed John Stovall standing farther along the railing. He clutched the long neck of a beer bottle as he watched her with thinly veiled interest.

Meg lost her surefootedness, nearly stumbling as she laid down the final steps toward her chair. Her blood thrummed in her veins, seeing how he lingered at the edge of her peripheral vision.

“Meg? Did you hear me?”

She blinked at the calling of her name; to her right, Paul watched her perplexedly, apparently having been the one to address her. John’s attentiveness to her was proving to be exceptionally distracting.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” she asked.

“I asked if you want anything to drink.” He nodded toward an expectant waiter.

She swallowed the dryness in her throat. “Chardonnay, please. And an ice water if you don’t mind.” She was flustered, and this shamed her. The waiter left to fetch her drink, and Paul returned to his conversation with Faye. Meg chanced a stealthy peek at John; she sucked her bottom lip into her mouth to keep from smiling when he again glanced her way.

She felt his pull the way one feels gravity in plunging from a great height, during the transitory seconds before meeting the swell of the ground. Her friends’ banter continued in the background, but their lackadaisical efforts to include Meg went largely unnoticed.

Minutes passed before she at last marshaled the courage to stand. Feeling half numb, she went to lean against the balustrade. For long moments, she didn’t dare drag her eyes away from the sinking sun as it hauled a frayed mantle of shadows over the canyon’s tortuous and deeply gouged ravines. For a brief instant, her fear that he would find his way over to her was matched only by her fear that he wouldn’t.

Then he was there, beside her. She closed her eyes and simply breathed, her shoulders pushed back, small hands gripping the rail.

“How are you this evening, Miss Lowry?”

She turned her face to have a better look at him. “It’s Meg.”

That smile. “Meg.” He gave an approving nod. “Am I standing too close?”

“No?” She frowned in confusion, and he softly chuckled.

“I only meant that I hope your boyfriend won’t worry about your talking to a strange man.”

“Oh. No.” She ironed the wrinkle from her forehead. “We broke up.” Without conscious forethought, she claimed joint ownership of the decision to split. She couldn’t pretend to be the spurned lover while she felt equally as freed as Rick must.

A beat of silence passed before he responded. “I’m sorry.”

She expelled a breath and squared her shoulders, affecting an air of quiet dignity. “Don’t be. I’m not.”

“You’re not sorry?”

“No. It was right that it happened. He’s just...braver than I am.”

Together they gazed silently outward. John placed his hand on the railing beside hers, and Meg felt herself pass through that interim phase between diffidence and self-assurance. Her insecurities melted away, and for reasons unclear, she was able to stand up straighter.

Her newfound confidence seemed to have captured John’s attention. After a moment, she sensed his eyes on her again. “You look at me a lot,” she said carefully, watching intently as a golden eagle tipped its wings, gliding on an eddying draught of air.

“You’re very pretty,” he replied.

She envied his ability to express such an opinion without embarrassment or regret. Her mouth quivered as she suppressed a smile.

She let his statement hang in the air a moment before speaking. “I saw your artwork hanging in the lodge. You have a gift.”

If he was surprised by her revelation, he gave no indication. He bent at his lean waist and propped his elbows against the railing, his long fingers dangling. “I’m glad you liked it.”

“What does Artist-in-Residence mean?” she asked, recalling the title printed beneath his name.

“It means I’ve been granted the privilege of living here for twelve weeks, away from my usual commitments, to practice and reflect in an environment that isn’t my own.” He looked back at her; his eyes roamed over her face. “It’s a chance to live in partial seclusion - you know... Perfect my craft.”

“Withdraw from society?” she guessed. “Escape the bourgeois pigs?”

His lips cracked in a smile. “Exactly.”

“I hate to tell you” - Meg leaned in as if to share a secret and was momentarily sidetracked by the sandalwood-and-suede scent of him - “but you’re sort of surrounded by them.”

He cast a glance over his shoulder. “You’re right. I’ve been here five weeks, and this is only the second time I’ve ventured up for the dinner hour. Too many Philistines, I think... Don’t you?”

His tone was light, with an edge of mischief. Perhaps he was teasing, although she couldn’t be sure. Was his question a rhetorical one?

“Why did you come then?” she asked finally.

For half a second, he appeared to think it over. “I suppose I came because I was hoping to find you.”

She felt a blush climb up her ears and take hold of her jaw before filling in her cheeks. For a moment she wished she could turn away from him without seeming boorish.

Suddenly Rick (of all people) appeared beside her. “We’re heading inside, Meg.” He glanced between her and John, taking measure of the situation. “Everything all right?” he asked cautiously.

“Fine,” she replied flippantly. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

He seemed reluctant to walk away, but finally did when Alice called his name. The deck had mostly emptied with the coming of nightfall; those remaining were bathed in the sodium lamps’ topaz glow. Meg’s untouched glass of chardonnay perched on a side table in a pond of condensation.

“It’s so beautiful,” she said, turning back to the canyon. She wasn’t ready to leave him yet. “I keep having to remind myself it’s real - not just some picture hanging on a wall.”

“Have you been to Cape Royal yet?” he asked. Instead of the canyon, his eyes were on her. As if she held some allure the canyon didn’t.

“No. I haven’t done much exploring yet. I mean to, though.”

“The sunsets are spectacular,” he said. “There’s a cleft in the rock face called Angels Window where you can glimpse the Colorado River, and these stone formations that look like the ruins of an ancient city. I’m going there tomorrow, as a matter of fact, to work on some sketches for a series I’m considering. You could come if you like.”

Every part of her - every fiber of muscle and nerve - felt drawn tight. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“Mind?” He seemed charmed by her question. Shaking his head, he replied, “Please come.”

“What time should I meet you then?”

“Sunset begins at quarter of eight, and the drive will take most of an hour. We’d better say half past six, just to be safe. You could meet me at my cottage, if that’s all right.” He stooped to level his line of sight with hers and pointed through the trees on the east side of the lodge, where the ridge of a tin roof peeked through the foliage.

Meg nodded, already thinking of what justification she might offer for missing dinner with her friends.

“Don’t worry about eating beforehand,” he said, picking the thought from her mind.

“All right,” she said, squeezing the words past her throat’s narrowing aperture. Her swallow was a feeble attempt to disgorge the lump in her esophagus.

“We’ll have to hike a bit.” His voice was guarded, as if he feared she might reconsider. “Not far, maybe half a mile - to the overlook and back.”

“So I shouldn’t wear these?” she asked, pointing down at her dainty high-heeled shoes.

He grinned, evidently relieved. “Perhaps if they weren’t white. I’d hate for them to get dirty.”

Her mellifluous laughter curled into the air. Still smiling, she let go of the railing. “Goodnight, John.”

“Goodnight, Meg.”


Chapter 3

Sleep was elusive. Meg tossed about, first too warm, then too stiff. As the minutes bled into hours, the likelihood of finding comfort lessened. She worried as the mattress moaned beneath her, fearful of waking Faye.

She was lying on her side, facing the window, when just before three a figure appeared outside the glass. Meg froze, unable to move or react as she watched the silhouetted figure lever open the window. It slid open quietly, admitting the frigid night air and the pattering sound of rain. She watched, paralyzed, as the figure - a man - swung first one leg and then the other through the window and into the room. His feet landed with a hushed thump on the hardwood floor.

It wasn’t until he turned to lower the pane that his face caught in the serous moonlight. Don. The air in Meg’s lungs left her in an audible rush.

Don lifted the sheet in which Faye was twisted and slithered in beside her. She stirred with a muffled sigh, then awoke. As she turned to face her visitor, Meg rolled onto her back. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying very hard to think of anything else besides the sounds of whispering and kisses. Minutes later, she heard the soft rustle of cloth dropping to the floor and the shrill complaint of the mattress as Don and Faye shifted positions. Soon the squeaking grew persistent, and the vestiges of her hope for rest were washed away with the rain.

* * *

The cabin’s screen door scritched as Meg pulled it open. She used the back of her hand to mop her damp forehead, a byproduct of her day spent outside in the oppressive heat.

As she walked toward the room where she slept (or at least tried to), she could hear Alice and Mary Ann in the bathroom, subjecting themselves to another round of beauty treatments in preparation for dinner. She hadn’t yet arrived at an excuse for not attending. Simply telling the truth seemed a rather unsavory option, perhaps because she preferred to avoid answering the questions it might raise. Besides, there was something quite appealing about keeping John to herself a while longer.

Meg dropped her satchel on the bed and turned to her suitcase, from which she extracted a pair of duck cloth shorts and a sleeveless button up shirt. She undressed quickly, donned the shorts and blouse, then stuffed her feet in the pair of size five men’s hiking boots she’d purchased at Woolworth’s the month before. She plaited her hair in a loose braid that swung down the center of her back and checked her reflection in the bureau’s small rectangle of mirror before exiting the room.

“Is that what you’re wearing to dinner?”

Meg glanced over her shoulder to find Alice silhouetted in the bathroom doorway, makeup brush in hand. Her slender frame was draped in a chic lavender shift dress, and her honey blond hair was twisted into a stylish chignon at the back of her neck. She looked every inch the quintessential California girl.

Meg glanced down, as if she’d forgotten how her own outfit compared. “I’m not going to dinner,” she replied. “I...heard someone mention a place down the road that’s a good spot for catching the sunset.”

Alice lifted a carefully shaped eyebrow. She only just managed to keep from appearing overtly pleased. “You’ll have to let us know how it is. Maybe we can all go tomorrow.”

Meg dipped her head in assent. “Enjoy your evening.” Then she left, escaping once more into the sun’s paltry heat.

She was several minutes early arriving at the lodge, punctual to a fault. The gabled roof of John’s cottage was just visible through the spruce and silver-skinned aspen. Meg indulged in a brief moment of self-preparation before stepping off the lodge’s front porch and slicing diagonally through the gathering dinner crowd.

The cottage, though small, was quite inviting in a rustic sort of way. Despite its proximity to the lodge, it also felt rather secluded. It was built of hewn cedar logs and boasted a stone chimney and casement windows. A roofless, steel-bodied Jeep sat half a dozen feet from the small, shaded front porch. Meg rapped her knuckles against the green front door.

She listened to the scraping of chair legs and creaking of footsteps. In the instant before the door swung open, she pulled in a deep, cathartic breath.

John smiled in that easy way of a child whose happiness can’t be helped. He stepped back, allowing her space to enter, as he fastened a plaid shirt over his bare chest. Meg glanced away from him, quelling desire to inspect the movements of his fingers over the buttons.

“I’m sorry I’m early,” she murmured as she scanned the cottage’s single-room interior. The furnishings were spare, but it was filled with plenty of natural light. A large picture window offered a view of the forest, and beyond it the canyon, while across from the window gaped an ash blackened fireplace. A four-poster bed in the rear corner was covered in a red blanket which, courtesy of the sun, now appeared more of a dusky rose color. There were no curtains, no rugs - only this ascetic array of utilitarian fixtures.

“Don’t be sorry,” said John. He stood still, watching her study the room. Then, after a moment: “I had the kitchen pack us some dinner. I hope you like pork.”

“I like it just fine.” Her reply was vague as she bent beside the square kitchen table to read the spines of a stack of books. White Fang. Steep Trails. Hondo. An autobiography of Theodore Roosevelt. It appeared his taste in literature ranged from pulp to erudite - a peculiarity they shared.

“The sun is sinking fast,” he said behind her. “I’d like to keep watching you explore, but we’d better go if we want to catch it.”

Meg straightened. “Can I help you carry anything?” she asked as he lifted a canvas rucksack off the scuffed pine floor.

“That thermos,” he said, nodding to a hefty torpedo of a bottle on the counter. Meg snatched the thermos and followed him out the front door.

“The road is a bit rough in places,” said John as he swung the ruck into the Jeep’s narrow backseat. “This Jeep’s a loaner from the park service. I doubt a lesser vehicle could make it, but in this we won’t have any trouble.” He offered Meg a reassuring grin as he popped the latch on the passenger door, then extended his hand toward her, palm side up.

Meg placed her hand in his. Her heart trilled as he squeezed her palm and helped her into her seat. “I trust your judgment,” she replied blithely.

She watched him through the mud-spattered windshield as he walked around to the driver’s side, reflecting on the utter truth of her statement. She trusted him. And why? She didn’t know him at all - his name and occupation were the only bits of information he’d shared with her. And yet she had every faith in his integrity. Was it because he was older? Or perhaps her own naiveté?

But no, she couldn’t believe it was either of those things. It was more in the way he looked at her, as if she was someone worth guarding. The way he took pains to soothe her fears, even before they found a voice. The way he silently urged her to fall in step beside him, like a strong hand at her back.

He hopped nimbly into his seat and pushed a hand through his dark hair before sliding on a pair of aviator sunglasses. “Ready?” he asked. She pinned her bottom lip with her teeth but still managed to smile as she jerked her head in a nod.

The engine broke into a long roar when he turned the key. Meg was jostled in her seat as the tires bucked and reared over the rutted road. Once they were clear of the trees and pointed northward on Highway 67, John pulled down on the gearshift and opened up the throttle. As the lodge shrank and receded in the rearview mirror, a strange exhilaration built inside the hollow of her chest. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing - although she doubted very much that John would disapprove of such an outburst.

The whipping of the wind and thunderous din of the engine effectively barred any form of conversation, so Meg lounged in her seat, letting her head fall backward, and draped her arm over the side of the door. She delighted in the feel of the air as it filtered through her fingers and pressed against her open palm.

When she finally lifted her head, John was glancing her way. Rather than act embarrassed at having been caught, however, he simply grinned more broadly. Meg cast her gaze downward from his eyes to the stubble on his chin, and the place where his dark hair curled against the collar of his shirt. She followed the line of his shoulder down his arm, thickly corded with veins, to his hand, which rested atop the stick shift. She admired the way his forearm flexed when he tugged on the lever.

The condition of the road deteriorated as they turned to wind south. John was forced to slow down considerably, and Meg was obliged to clutch the sides of her seat to resist being thrown from it. She could imagine feeling quite anxious, were she with Rick (or really anyone else) right now instead of John. Instead what she felt was a hot current of adrenaline surging and twisting in her bloodstream, causing a weightlessness in her belly and a not-unpleasant flutter behind her sternum.

“All right?” asked John. His face was angled toward her, but he kept his eyes firmly on the road, which she appreciated.

“Doing great,” she replied, raising her voice over the cantankerous engine.

“Good. We’re almost there.”

The road smoothed back out in the eighth of a mile before it ended. “We’re in luck,” said John as he dismounted from the Jeep’s sideboard. “Nobody else here.”

Meg wondered why that was a good thing. Was it foolish of her to think his statement might mean he was looking forward to spending time with her alone?

John shouldered his rucksack while Meg carried the thermos. She followed him toward an unmarked trailhead. “Ladies first,” he said, sweeping his arm toward the path.

The trail was edged with purple lupine and webbed with roots. Meg stepped carefully, watching her feet to keep from falling.

“Turn there,” called John from behind her. She turned back to see him pointing toward an overlook. In the middle distance, beyond the rows of spruce and twisted piñon pine, was a natural bridge with a large triangular piece missing from its undercarriage.

“Angels Window?” asked Meg, recalling John’s description of it.

“That’s right,” he replied as he came up beside her. “Can you see the river?”

Meg craned her neck, as if being just an inch or two closer would significantly augment her chances of seeing through the rock opening. Sure enough, she was able to make out the pale blue ribbon that was the Colorado River churning thousands of feet below.

“Have you ever been down there?” she asked without looking at him. “To the bottom of the canyon?”

“A few times,” he said. “It’s a day’s hike at least. You can walk it or go by mule.”

They gazed a while longer at the ceaseless expanse of gutted rock before turning back to the trail. The sun was low enough now to graze the horizon, which bent its rays to laminate the canyon in bands of colored light. At the trail’s end, a primitive wooden sign declared their arrival at Cape Royal Point.

“You were right,” Meg said, stepping as close as she dared to the canyon’s sharp edge. “It is like an ancient city.” Her voice was almost a whisper, marked with reverence and awe for the jagged landscape that was flung out before her.

When she turned around a moment later, John was removing a sketchbook and roll of canvas from his ruck. His gaze, however, was fixed on her: Smiling. Gray eyes twinkling. Her cheeks suffused with warmth. “What is it?” she asked.

“You. The way you light up when you see something new. I’ve been here half a dozen times, but I feel like I’m experiencing it for the first time all over again, just watching you.”

She grinned down at her feet, kicked a loose stone. Giddy with pleasure.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

Basic, physiologic needs like food and water were the furthest thing from her mind, but she nodded anyway. John patted the ground, and she went to sit cross-legged beside him.

They ate French bread and carved ham with bruised apples and a handful of raisins. Between bites, John stood to shoot photos of the canyon or scrawl faint lines in his sketch pad. When Meg was finished, she dusted off her hands and leaned back on her elbows, content to watch him as he worked. Even so, there was so much she wanted to know, so many questions she yearned to ask. Later, she told herself. Ask him later. Let him work.

When she finally spoke, the sun had fallen considerably, splashing thin, dark shadows over the hard ground. “Do you know what I wonder?” The sound of her voice seemed startling even to her own ears after such a long stretch of silence.

“Tell me,” John said, glancing up from his sketchbook to regard her with genuine interest.

Meg nodded toward the canyon, where it extended from the tips of her toes toward infinity. “How it got here. How it was created.”

She was surprised when he laid aside his book and pencil, granting her his undivided attention. “There are a few theories,” he said.

“Do you know what they are?”

He nodded slowly. “No one knows for sure how it happened or how it continues to happen, but there are some facts everyone seems to agree on.” He rose to his feet, then reached down to offer her his hand. “Come here,” he said softly.

She grasped his wrist, and he pulled her up beside him. He let go of her and slid his hand around her waist to rest at the small of her back, urging her a few feet closer to the rim. “There, at the bottom,” he said, pointing toward the canyon’s unlit basement. “That’s granite. About two billion years ago, sediment and lava were deposited in these shallow, coastal plains and formed rocks - layer after layer.” He held up her hands, palms open and fingers splayed, and sandwiched them between his own: showing her. “Sandstone. Shale. Limestone. At some point, magma rose up into the rocks and morphed the sediment. The magma cooled and crystallized and compressed the layers into granite, which sort of welded all of that rock to the North American continent.” He pressed his hands together, flattening hers between them.

“Then, a little over a billion years ago, pieces of the Earth’s crust shifted, lifting the layers up and tilting them.” Here he lifted the stack of their hands several feet into the air. “It formed this extensive plateau, thousands and thousands of feet above sea level - much higher than it is today. That’s when the river came through.” He dropped their hands and pointed farther south, in the direction of the Colorado. “Snowmelt from the Rockies fed the river and made it pretty violent. It carved a deep groove down through the rock. That happened pretty quickly - only took about four million years. As the river was downcutting, the land continued to rise up around it. At the same time, the canyon was also widening because of wind and water erosion.”

His arm swept upward, extending toward the cliff faces and trapezoidal sections of rock near the canyon’s rim. “Some of the rocks are harder than others - more resistant to wear. That’s sandstone, and over there is limestone. They’ve worn away very little. The softer layers, like shale, kind of melted into these slopes.” He glanced back at her. “Erosion. That’s why the rims of the canyon are as far as eighteen miles apart.”

He turned his body away from the canyon, fully facing Meg. “The incredible fact of it is that all of those forces are still at play. The plates keep shifting, the river keeps flowing, and the wind keeps blowing...”

Meg looked at him as his voice trailed off, enthralled. “So, that would mean it keeps changing, right?” she asked. “If we could travel thousands of years into the future, it would look completely different than it does right now.”

One corner of his mouth twitched. “Exactly. It’s an amazing thing - just like Mount Everest or the Great Barrier Reef or Parícutin, the cinder cone volcano down in Mexico. They’re all among the seven ancient, natural wonders of this world. This” - he held his hand out toward the canyon - “is the seventh.”

“The seventh wonder,” she mused. Her lips slanted to form half a smile. “How do you know all this? Do they teach it in art school?”

He lifted one shoulder in a crooked shrug. “I didn’t go to art school. I studied geology.”

Meg raised her eyebrows. “I suppose that would explain your encyclopedic knowledge on the subject.”

He grinned, gripping the back of his neck. “I don’t know about that. Grand Canyon topography is pretty much Geology 101. It’s kind of like this unbroken cross section of the Earth’s crust, served up to us on a platter. It’s attracted scientists for over a hundred years.”

Meg tilted her head, studying his face. “But when you look at it, you don’t see it as a scientist would, do you?”

John shook his head. “No. Not anymore.”

“You see it the way you draw it,” Meg guessed. “Like an artist.”

He dipped his head in agreement. “Like an artist,” he repeated with a smile.

* * *

The temperature had dropped along with the sun. Meg sat with her legs folded against her chest and her hands fastened around her knees, attempting to draw warmth from her own chilled body.

“Too dark to draw anymore,” John said as he tucked his supplies back inside his rucksack. It wasn’t until he lowered himself to the ground next to Meg that he noticed her shiver. “Dammit,” he murmured. “You’re cold. I meant to bring a blanket.”

“I’m fine,” she said quietly. Having him near was enough to warm her blood slightly.

He reached for the thermos - she’d forgotten all about it. “It gets cold when the sun goes down,” he said as he unscrewed the top. “Coffee usually helps.” He poured some of the dark liquid into the cap and held it out to her. “Should still be warm.”

Grateful, she took the cup. Usually she preferred her coffee with generous helpings of cream and sugar, but now she was able to overlook the bitter taste. She relished the warming effect of the hot liquid as it scorched down her throat.

“Better?” he asked when she handed the empty cup back to him.

“Much.”

“More?”

She shook her head. “Maybe later.”

He poured some for himself and downed it in a single gulp before screwing the cap back on.

They sat in peaceful silence for some length of time, watching the light drain from the sky. Meg was acutely aware of John’s every movement - every shift, every tic. His body mirrored hers from only inches away, so that if she leaned just slightly, her arm would brush against his.

In the instant the sun slipped below the horizon, he turned his face to look at her. Meg closed her eyes, taking a brief moment to compose herself before returning his gaze. When I look at him, she thought, everything will change. She wasn’t sure yet precisely how - only that a part of her felt pressed to hurry, while the other part deigned to prolong this liminal moment for as long as possible.

Now. Now she turned.

Plates shifted. Rivers flowed. Winds blew.

John bent toward her, and she met him in the middle of the space that had previously existed between them. His hand came up to cradle the side of her face. “Meg,” he whispered.

Then he kissed her.

His lips were yielding but firm as they pressed into hers. This kiss: every cleft and crater, every vacant space inside of her felt full of it. Behind all conscious thought, Meg pictured remaining this way for hours, even days. She was loath to break contact, because doing so might feel like a part of her was emptying. So she clung to him. She rested her hand against the side of his neck, where the muscles responsible for the movements of his head flowed into the ones accountable for the set of his shoulders. With her thumb she felt the strength of his jaw, while her fingers sifted through the hair at the nape of his neck.

John made an involuntary noise deep in his throat, somewhere between a groan and a growl. He pulled back from her for only a percentage of a second so he could angle his body toward her. As he kissed her again, he held her head firmly between both of his hands.

Meg dropped her hand from his neck and felt the warm skin just inside the collar of his shirt, her fingertips brushing over his collarbone. When she opened her mouth to pull his bottom lip into her mouth, he responded by grabbing her outside leg and swinging her around to place her bent legs over his lap. Her knees fell weakly against his hard stomach.

Where their mouths were concerned, Meg was mostly unaware of the details. Her mind processed the shapes of things without breaking them apart into their constituent pieces: instead of fingers and lips, she felt weights and pressures. Hence, when their tongues met, it took her several heartbeats to understand the reason for John’s retreat.

His lips broke away, but his hands stayed buried in her hair, while his breaths came fast and deep. Their foreheads rested together. She wondered whether she had done something wrong.

Meg withdrew her hands and leaned back far enough to look at him. Holding her gaze, John slowly extracted his fingers from her hair and pulled her against him. She turned her head to rest the side of her face against his chest and listened to the submarine thunk of his heart.

“It’s nearly dark,” he said a moment later. “We should walk back.” His voice was rough like an open wound.

They stood and gathered the rucksack and thermos without speaking. Cut apart from the nourishment of his body, Meg felt cool again. She moved quickly to keep the cold from settling into her bones.

This time John led the way, since he knew the path better and could alert Meg to the odd root or stone that might trip her up. By some strange mixture of miracle and misfortune, the return trip seemed to go quicker than the hike to Cape Royal. Afterward, the drive back to the lodge was a blur of caustic wind and bouncing headlights.

“Where are you staying?” asked John.

Meg blinked, surprised to find they were back among the guest cabins. “That one,” she said, pointing.

He eased the Jeep to a stop several yards short of the cabin she’d indicated. She was both surprised and hopeful when he switched off the ignition. The dowsing of the headlights threw them into darkness.

John’s hand fumbled along her arm before finding her hand. He intertwined their fingers and gave it a faint squeeze.

“I’m leaving in the morning,” he said quietly. Meg’s heart dropped into her stomach; she swallowed, fighting the ridiculous urge to cry. “I’ll only be gone a day,” he continued. “I’m coming back on Friday.” Meg could only just make out the dark shape of his profile, but she could feel his eyes trained on her. He hesitated momentarily before adding, “I’d like to see you again.”

The first words she thought of were, “Of course.” She stopped herself before saying them though. Once again, her mouth held the sour taste of disappointment. “My friends... They’re planning a camping trip for this weekend. We won’t be back until Sunday.”

He let go of her fingers to brush the back of his hand against her cheek. “Till Sunday, then.”

She nodded, knowing he could feel it even if he couldn’t see it. “Sunday,” she agreed.

He leaned forward and landed a soft kiss on her lips, which she greedily accepted. For three endless days, its memory would be all she had of him.


Chapter 4

Thursday passed at a slow march, as a disjointed series of awkward moments and wondering glances. Meg’s prevailing sense was one of jamais vous - that peculiar sensation of misremembering the formerly recognizable.

She awoke early to the sight of Don climbing out of the bedroom window, his hair rumpled and his shirt haphazardly buttoned, while Faye looked on from the warmth of her bed. She managed to dodge an inquisition from her roommate by devoting extra time to her shower before they walked to breakfast.

To fill in her morning and most of the afternoon, Meg wrote in her journal and watched a Navajo pottery demonstration. She read from a volume of Sylvia Plath poems and attended a lecture that contrasted ancestral Puebloan civilization with modern native culture. She also whiled away half an hour on the lodge’s back porch, watching a distant pillar of rain float across the canyon. All day long, she strived for but rarely achieved a level of activity sufficient to repress her thoughts of John.

She wondered where to picture him. He had said only that he was leaving - she hadn’t thought to ask where. Had he driven somewhere, or was he on foot? Perhaps he’d journeyed to the bottom of the canyon. Or maybe he’d gone north, to the grassy flats south of Jacob Lake. The possibilities were as wide-ranging as the multitude of landscapes surrounding them.

To Meg, the distraction of dinner was both unwelcome and necessary. She gave her halfhearted approval as Mary Ann rehashed the particulars of their camping trip; she nodded politely as Alan provided a detailed manifesto of Nixon’s shortcomings as Commander in Chief; she listened attentively to Paul’s description of a pink rattlesnake he’d encountered near the visitor center.

By the time they retired for the evening, Meg felt utterly depleted.

Two more days, she thought. Two more days.

* * *

“Meg. Rise and shine.”

She opened her eyes to find Faye blinking down at her as she pulled a clean undershirt over her bare chest. “You’d better get up,” she grumbled. “Mary Ann will have your hide if she comes in here and finds you still in bed.”

Meg sat up slowly and scrubbed at her eyelids, which felt bloated and tender from her night of fitful sleep. Outside, the sun hadn’t yet breached the horizon. Never had she felt less motivated to rise.

“What time is it?” she asked Faye. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her parched mouth.

“Five-o’-fucking-clock,” her roommate replied. “The first shuttle leaves at twenty after.”

A thought was gathering in Meg’s mind, a swirling, inchoate wisp of an idea that slowly gained substance and definition. When Faye looked at her again a moment later, likely speculating about why she still hadn’t made any movement to stand, Meg said, “I’m not going.”

Faye was unperturbed by this revelation. Rather than feign shock, she simply placed her hands on her hips and regarded Meg with an expression of knowing amusement. “Oh really.” Her tone couldn’t have possibly been more blasé.

They both jumped a little when a succession of strident blows cracked against the door. “Are you gals ready to walk up to the lodge?” called Mary Ann.

Faye answered her: “Be right out.”

She turned away from Meg to fasten her pack, then hefted it onto her shoulder. “Are you sure you’ll be OK alone?”

“I’m sure,” Meg replied quickly. “Go ahead - I’ll be here when you get back.”

Faye paused before walking out the door. “Have a nice weekend,” she whispered. She didn’t wink, but her voice contained all the smugness of that hackneyed gesture.

Meg watched the door swing shut after Faye walked through it. “Meg’s not feeling well,” she heard her announce as she joined the other women.

She lay back and smiled, paying silent thanks to her unexpected ally.

* * *

Journal Entry

Friday, June 6, 1969

Slept late this AM since I’ve slept poorly the past 2 nights (maybe I should say something to Faye about Don “sleeping over”?). Caused me to miss breakfast, so I made do with a cup of tea and a biscuit. Wrote post cards to Aunt Virginia and my venerable mentor, Prof. Houghton, then talked on the phone with Mother and Daddy. They filled me in on current events, since there aren’t any televisions here - apparently yesterday was the start of an international communist conference in Moscow, which Daddy acted very surly about. That’s his way when something’s really troubling him.

The others have left on their weekend trip. It’s strange being left here all alone, but the solitude sort of agrees with me. It isn’t that I dislike any of my travel companions, exactly - I just feel sort of like an interloper. Not that it’s a new feeling for me. Growing up in southern CA, I became pretty familiar with the So-Cal mold, and I grew up with a healthy respect for the fact that I don’t fit it. Mouse brown hair vs. blonde, fair (embarrassingly blush-prone) skin vs. bronze, curvy vs. svelte, not to mention my tendency to favor books over parties. Still, I’ve made a point of never resenting anyone for pursuing whatever it is that drives their contentment, however it may differ from my own.

In any case, it’s now past 2, and I’m sitting beneath a spruce tree at the overlook where John and I first met 4 days ago. He said he’d be back today - I only hope he finds me. He isn’t expecting to see me again until Sunday, so I don’t imagine he’ll come looking.

A part of me wishes I could rationalize my feelings toward him. I suppose infatuation is an apt term, but there’s more to it than that. Fascination. Enchantment. Lust (I can admit to it here, if nowhere else). I’ve never been great at discerning other people’s opinions of me, but I do think John returns at least some of my feelings, even if to a lesser degree. This is new for me - this faith in our shared attraction. Even with Michael, I was never sure of where I stood in his eyes. The night we met, I knew he wanted me physically, but my confidence in the depth of our emotional connection waxed and waned almost daily for the entire length of our affair.

Now, when I think of this adventure with John, there’s both sadness and hope. Sadness because I know it will be short-lived. Hope because, for the first time, when faced with the sometimes temporary nature of happiness, I’m not afraid to chase it anyway.

* * *

“Meg?”

John’s voice was like a thin knife sliding between two layers, with consciousness on one side and a dreamlike oblivion on the other. She was inclined to reach out for him, but she was caught in a hellish state of limbo, tunneling back toward wakefulness but not yet arrived.

“Meg.” Firmer this time.

She woke with a start. The back of her head was sore from resting against something hard and rough: the trunk of a tree.

As she opened her eyes, a familiar face swam into focus. Dark, unshorn hair, bright eyes, strong jaw, a slight cleft to his chin and the stubbled suggestion of a beard. Was it possible he had grown even more handsome in the time he was away? Perhaps more to the point, was it possible she was dreaming still?

When he crouched down before her, his face was creased with worry. “Are you all right?”

How many times had he asked her that? Meg sat up, suddenly embarrassed. She hadn’t intended for him to find her like this. Looking down, she realized her journal lay open beside her, the breeze riffling its pages. What if he’d seen what she had written? She felt self-conscious and childish, like a schoolgirl who traces hearts and scribbles declarations of love in her well-inked primer.

He wasn’t looking at the book, though. He was looking at her.

“I’m all right,” she replied. Stating the obvious: “I fell asleep.”

His expression softened as he exhaled. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because of course I’m...beyond pleased to see you - but aren’t you supposed to be somewhere else this weekend?”

“I didn’t quite feel like myself this morning,” she said slowly. It wasn’t a lie, not exactly. “I’m better now, though.”

He searched her face, possibly for some sign of disappointment at having missed her trip. Finding none, he allowed himself half a grin. “I’m glad you’re OK.”

Voices belonging to a German family drifted over his shoulder from a short distance away. The father stood apart from his wife and two children, directing them into a huddle as he lifted the heavy Minolta around his neck and began snapping photos. Tracking Meg’s line of vision, John twisted to glance back at them.

“Would you like to go somewhere?” he asked her. He sounded as if he were sharing a secret only she had any right to.

She nodded, careful not to appear excessively eager despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Her damp palms and the rapid cadence of her heart, for example, would have been quite damning were John to examine her more closely. Thankfully, he didn’t.

She tucked her journal back into her shoulder bag and allowed John to tug her to her feet. They walked side by side, aiming for the top of the path where the lodge reared its corniced head above the treetops. John kept his hands clasped behind his back, which led Meg to wonder whether he was trying to avoid accidentally touching her.

“There’s a place we could get coffee,” he offered, after waiting a moment to break the silence. “Or...we could go back to my place. If you want.” His voice was tentative, perhaps unsure.

“I am thirsty,” Meg replied. “But I’m not big on coffee.”

In mute response, he led her down the familiar path toward his cottage. The Jeep was again parked near the front door, this time crusted in a layer of red mud. “Where did you go?” Meg asked as they passed by the grimy vehicle.

“Into one of the side canyons,” he said as he unlocked the door. “One of the Paiutes I’m acquainted with said there’d been a rock fall the other day, shortly before we drove down to Cape Royal.” She followed him into the darkened cabin and waited while he lobbed his key onto the table. “Usually those cause a good-sized heap of debris in the slots, and it all gets swept away by flooding in the river. I knew from the shape of the clouds when we were out the other night that rain was on its way, so I wanted to go down and have a look.”

Meg found she was quickly growing attached to the way he spoke of the natural world with such conviction and savvy. She thought of the column of rain she’d seen hovering the day before and envisioned him weaving among the boulders beneath it. “That would’ve been incredible,” she said, meaning it. “Maybe I could see it sometime.”

He paused with his hand on the refrigerator’s door handle. “I thought of taking you with me.” Shaking his head minutely, he added, “Flash floods can be dangerous, though - rock slides, too. I didn’t want to chance it.”

She turned his statement over in her mind. She’d never considered that, in his sketching and drawing, he’d be subjected to real or impending peril. It was a sobering thought - one that would take some getting used to.

“What would you like to drink?” he asked. “I have beer, water and orange juice.” He winced at the relative lack of selection.

“Juice, please,” said Meg as she took a seat at the table. Her level of comfort in being here was uncharacteristic for her. She propped her chin in her hands and watched him pour her juice, embracing the sense of abandon it lent her.

After John slid the tumbler across the table to her and cracked open a bottle of something dark and potent, he stood back, watching her with the look of a man who’s tormented by the burn of an unasked question.

“What is it?” Meg asked.

His face pinched in uncertainty, as if he hated the words about to pass through his lips. “Meg, how old are you?”

For the first time in her life, she felt tempted to lie about her age. Within her conflicted mind, a battle was waged. “I’m twenty-two.” The truth slipped out even before an armistice could be reached, causing her to cringe.

“Twenty-two,” he repeated. “That’s...young.”

Convinced this was the beginning of the end for them, Meg wasn’t sure whether to feel more insulted or defeated. “How old are you?” she asked, already miserable from the weight of it.

He tipped his bottle against his lips, then pulled out the chair across from her. Falling into it he replied, “Thirty-three.” He eyed her searchingly, and it suddenly occurred to Meg that he may be just as afraid as she was.

“OK,” she said after a moment. Eleven years. That really wasn’t so large a difference - especially considering they were surrounded by the embodiment of so many thousands of centuries, built up and embedded in the rockscapes John loved translating onto paper. In the vast scheme of earthly existence, eleven years was the blink of an eye or the beat of a hummingbird’s wings. It was insignificant. Negligible.

“OK?” he reiterated. “I’m not...that isn’t too old for you?” His tone was cautiously optimistic.

She wanted to ask him what they were even talking about. Was he asking whether she considered him too old to be her friend? Or was he referring to something more than that? Dating? Kissing? ...Sex?

She warmed through from the inside - she could feel it in the glow of her cheeks and the throbbing in her ears. “That all depends,” she replied, barely managing to keep the warble in her voice in check. “Am I too young for you?”

His expression was guarded - perhaps he feared she was laying a trap for him. Meg repressed the urge to offer reassurance. Instead, she rolled back her shoulders and lifted her chin, playing the part of someone far more self-possessed.

“No,” he said finally, his voice quiet. “I don’t think you’re too young.”

Their smiles sparked and spread in unison, until a moment later they were gazing at one another with wide eyes and daft grins. It felt like something they could move past, now they’d aired their concerns and put them to rest - a satisfying, red block of an X on a lengthy checklist of requisites.

Remembering the glass of juice in her hand, Meg took a generous swallow. Her nose wrinkled in surprise as a thick layer of fruit pulp coated the back of her throat.

“You don’t like it?” asked John.

“It’s fine,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m just not used to having to chew my orange juice.”

“I squeezed the orange myself,” he replied with a smirk. “I can get you a fork and knife if you’d like.”

Meg waved him off with a sporting smile, suddenly impatient to check more off the list. She’d waited long enough to know him - to find out where he came from and what his motivation was for being here.

“Where do you come from, John?”

He used his fingers to drag furrows through the roots of his hair, then rested his hand at the back of his neck. “Before we get into that, there’s just...one thing I have to do first.”

“All right.” Meg waited, nonplussed, as he stood and walked around the table.

“Come here,” he whispered. Her breath hitched in her throat as she rose to stand inches before him. John smoothed a wisp of hair away from her face and spread his hand against her cheek. He stroked the pad of his thumb over her malar bone in a gesture that was at once fervid and tender, and his eyes strayed to her lips. “You don’t know how often I’ve thought about kissing you again,” he murmured.

His admission freed Meg from her state of frozen bewilderment. Quickly she moved her hand to cover his. She gave an infinitesimal nod of her head as her eyelids fluttered shut, and then his lips were upon hers. He breathed heavily against her, sliding one hand to cradle the back of her head while fitting his other against the curve of her waist. Meg looped her arms around his neck and dragged him closer while dividing her lips to admit the smooth slide of his tongue.

He didn’t withdraw - not this time. He used his hands on either side of her face to rotate her head and angle it upward and back, so that her mouth could accept the full, graceful onslaught of his tongue. Here he demonstrated remarkable expertise: a push for every pull, and a dip for every rise. Meanwhile, Meg used her hands to map the hard planes of his chest and thought of how little use she had for the shirt he was wearing.

Too soon, he pulled away. Meg fought back the frustrated sob that clawed its way up her throat. Her vexation, however, was still evident in the curl of her fingers and the dilation of her pupils. She felt confident the feeling was mutual: John’s nostrils flared as a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Soon,” he breathed, perhaps more for his own sake than hers. “I promise you, soon.”

* * *

“Where will you go when you leave here?” asked Meg. “Where is home?”

They were seated on the ground, facing each other in the narrow space between two ponderosa pines, their legs outstretched and parallel. Meg had kicked off her shoes. She dug her thumbnail into the thick rind of a grapefruit, determined to disinter the fruit within.

“These days, it’s northern California,” he replied. “I teach Life Drawing and Art Appreciation at a community college in Eureka.”

“Do you like teaching?” She licked her lips as she worked to remove the peel in quarter-sized chunks.

“Sometimes I do,” he replied. “As an artist, teaching is one of very few available means of bringing in a steady paycheck. And of course it’s rewarding when you find the odd student with exceptional talent - someone who flourishes with the right amount of guidance and nurturing.”

Meg found herself wondering whether he’d ever had an affair with one of his students - she didn’t imagine they’d be far off from her in terms of age, after all. Somehow she doubted it, though. He was too principled, too conscientious to pursue an illicit relationship, no matter how tempting. Something stirred deep in her belly as her thoughts drifted to whether he’d ever had to resist such a temptation.

“Hey,” he said, nudging her leg with his foot. “Are you with me still?”

She shook her head to clear it, feeling a tad guilty. “Where did you grow up?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Connecticut.”

“Are your parents still there?”

He waited a beat to answer. “My mother is. My father passed away last year.”

“I’m sorry,” said Meg.

He nodded, his forehead puckered in a thoughtful frown. “I am, too. We were...estranged. I really regret that we weren’t able to patch up our relationship before he died.”

“What happened?” she asked. As soon as the words were out, she feared they were too intrusive. “I mean...if you don’t mind my asking.”

Sighing, he laced his fingers behind his neck and leaned his head back against the tree trunk. “He paid for my education at Dartmouth - one of the best geology programs in the country. He was...unhappy when I decided to pursue a career in art instead. Guess I can’t really blame him.” He lowered his eyes and dropped one hand to pick at something on his pant leg. “There were other problems, too, but that was the main one, at least at the end.”

Meg lowered the half-peeled grapefruit to her lap. She bit back the urge to utter some trite expression about forgiveness or unconditional love.

John grabbed hold of her bare foot and gave it a light squeeze. “I want to hear about you,” he said. His voice rang clear, as if he’d just swallowed the sour dregs of a less pleasant train of thought. “Where are you from?”

“Santa Monica,” she replied, allowing him to redirect the conversation. “Born and raised.”

He smiled. “California girl. I’d never have guessed.”

Returning her attention to the grapefruit she nodded, unsurprised. She had to remind herself not to interpret his statement as an affront, the way it might have been coming from someone else.

“Did you go away for college?” he asked.

“Not far. I just graduated from Berkeley.”

He let out a low whistle. “That’s a good school. You must be smart.” When she didn’t reply, he asked, “What did you study?”

“Comparative literature.”

“So you like to read.”

“Yes. Always have.”

“What do you like to read?”

She glanced up at him. His eyes were fastened on her, incisive and intense. “Anything, really,” she admitted. “I suppose...most of all I like poetry.”

His mouth slanted in a grin at the far-off look in her eyes. “What’s your favorite poem?”

Her breath escaped as a laugh. “Impossible to say,” she replied, pushing the curtain of her hair behind an ear. “It changes almost weekly.”

John’s eyes held liquid warmth as he leaned forward, fascinated. “What is it right now?”

Meg pressed her lips together. “Um. Rilke, I think? It’s called ‘Lament.’ Have you heard it?”

He shook his head, and she squinted her eyes, summoning the words. Her voice gained strength gradually as she spoke.

“Everything is far

and long gone by.

I think that the star

glittering above me

has been dead for a million years.

I think there were tears

in the car I heard pass

and something terrible was said.

A clock stopped striking in the house

across the road...

When did it start?...

I would like to step out of my heart

and go walking beneath the enormous sky.

I would like to pray.

And surely of all the stars that perished

long ago,

one still exists.

I think I know

which one it is—

which one, at the end of its beam in the sky,

stands like a white city...”

When she finished, John was staring at her, transfixed. His eyes held wonderment, but something else, too - sadness, perhaps? For a moment, he seemed at a loss for words. Finally he asked, “Why is that your favorite?”

Her right shoulder lifted and fell in a gesture of ambivalence. “I don’t know. There’s just something...hopeful about it. Like we’re confronted with this big, menacing world, filled with so much pain and sorrow, and yet, in the end, it’s sort of impossible to quell the urge to look heavenward anyway.”

His eyes never strayed from her face as he contemplated her words. A moment later, his smile, though slow to form, provided all the affirmation she needed. “You—” He cleared his throat. “You’re just...something.” He dropped his gaze, chuckling a little to himself as he shook his head and rubbed a hand across his mouth.

Meg felt dazed by his reaction. Was that admiration in his voice, or was he making fun of her? She focused on paring away the last of the grapefruit peel, determined not to slip into another introspective stupor. “Do you have a favorite poem?” she asked without looking up, affecting a tone of detached interest.

“You know Yeats?” he asked. “‘Cloths of Heaven’?”

Her lips twitched in a grin, but knowing his eyes were still upon her, she resisted the impulse to look up. “I do.”

“Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths...” John’s voice trailed off. “I have trouble remembering the rest of it. I’ve never been good at committing these things to memory.”

Meg broke the grapefruit in half and handed one hemisphere of ripe, pink fruit to John.

“Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,

Enwrought with golden and silver light,

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths,

Of night and light and the half-light,

I would spread the cloths under your feet:

But I, being poor—”

Here John chimed in, his memory refreshed.

“—Have only my dreams;

I have spread my dreams under your feet;

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.”

He smiled at Meg, and she blushed in return. Turning her head to gaze out at the quiet canyon, she slid a slice of fruit into her mouth and swiped away the juice that spurted from her lips.

“So now that you’ve graduated,” John said after a moment, “what will you do next?”

Meg’s slumped posture bespoke her disappointment at having to relay the truth. “I’m not sure yet,” she replied. “Find a job hopefully - something that will pay me to read all day, if such a thing exists.” She chuckled without humor. “It seems to be the only thing I have any real talent for.” Pursing her lips, she sighed. “Until then, I guess my only option is to go home to my parents’.” Again she bristled at the implications of her statement. She was growing weary of feeling childish.

John’s eyebrows knit together. “Don’t do that.”

She looked up, startled by the rebuke in his voice. “Do what? Go to my parents’?”

He shook his head. “Talk about yourself that way. I may have only met you a few days ago, but I can already tell you’re good at more than reading. You have this...magnetism.” He shook his head. “I’m still trying to figure out what it is exactly. I’d bet everyone you meet falls a little bit in love with you.” He didn’t look as if he was trying to flatter her. Instead, he looked at her as if she were a puzzle he’d yet to solve.

Meg breathed an incredulous laugh. “Hardly—”

She started to protest, but he interrupted her. “Just because you don’t see it, doesn’t mean it isn’t so.” His smile was warm but slight. “Trust me on this one, Meg.”

Her jaw slackened as she beheld him in disbelief. She didn’t argue, however. Doing so, she felt, would be futile - at least until he grasped that she wasn’t without flaws, some of which she felt were fairly momentous. It was only a matter of time, after all.

A cool wind fell unexpected from the sky, tossing the pine boughs above them. The susurrant clicking of wax-tipped needles was nearly stamped out by the faint roll of distant thunder. In a matter of seconds, the sky had darkened by several shades, from faded denim to muted pearl-gray, to a mercurial hue that rested, for the moment, between heather and black.

“That was quick,” said John, turning away from Meg in time to glimpse a blaze of lightning as it prized apart the sky. He looked from the cottage to Meg. “We’d better make a run for it - the rain’ll be here any second.”

She scrambled to her feet and scooped up her shoes, then grabbed John’s extended hand. They darted from beneath the trees just as the front swept in and assaulted them with torrents of bone-chilling water. The cottage, not a hundred yards away, suddenly seemed much farther.

Meg’s fingers were tingling and her feet were numb by the time they reached the scant cover of the porch. John flung the door open and pushed her through. He kept one arm bent around her waist to protect her from slipping as she stumbled forward.

When he let her go to check that the door was firmly shut, Meg dropped her sodden shoes and gathered her wet hair in one hand. Her jaw was clenched to keep her teeth from chattering.

“Now that,” said John, spinning around to face her, “was a flash flood.”

Her thoughts were momentarily diverted as he took a step towards her: his cheeks ruddy, his hair in dripping tendrils, his soaked shirt molded to the slabs of muscle that he wore like a suit of animate stone. If the predatory glimmer in his eyes was any indication, her appearance was having a similar effect on him, though she couldn’t fathom why. She was well aware of how she must look: hair matted, face blotchy and red. She offered a sheepish smile anyway as she pulled in a breath that whistled between her teeth.

John wrapped her in his arms, fitting her head beneath his chin. Rather than circle his waist with her arms, she kept them tucked inward for warmth, like folded up bird’s wings pressed between them.

“Meg,” he murmured, like a subtle reproof. “You’re frozen.” He nestled her closer while sliding his big hands up and down her bare arms, and she burrowed against his chest, relaxing into the humid comfort of his body heat. Meanwhile, rain crashed and clattered against the metal sheeting of the roof.

John pulled back, stooping to meet her eyes. “Your lips are blue.” He held the side of her face and smudged his thumb across her bottom lip while fingering the hem of her soaked shirt. “I’ll get you something dry to wear.”

Meg struggled to get a handle on her shivering as he walked away. Her trembling seemed absurd given that, all told, they’d only been in the rain for half a minute. She supposed there was more to it than simply being cold.

“Put this on,” said John, proffering a neatly folded shirt. He was frowning. “I don’t...I haven’t got any pants that will fit you.”

“That’s all right,” she answered quickly. “I can leave my shorts on underneath.”

He didn’t disagree, though he appeared unconvinced.

“Where shall I...?”

He nodded to a door behind her. “There’s the bathroom.” His voice was gruff. “Take a shower, too, if you want - the water is good and hot. There are towels in the cupboard.”

“Thank you,” she replied quietly, wresting the shirt from his fingers.

The bathroom, like the rest of the cottage, was tiny but serviceable: on the left, a pedestal sink and commode; on the right, a clawfoot tub with a white curtain. The tiled floor was covered in a threadbare blue rug, while above the sink hung a mirror flecked with age. A narrow shelf held a safety razor and a shaving brush and bowl, along with a toothbrush and half-squeezed tube of paste.

Meg laid John’s shirt on the sink and peeled off her wet clothes. For a moment she paused, still shivering, examining the reflection of her naked torso in the mirror. It was strangely invigorating, being nude, knowing he continued to move about just beyond the flimsy barrier of the door.

She bent over the tub and twisted one of the knobs, then waited as water gushed from the spigot. A moment later, a thin veil of steam obfuscated the mirror and breathed warmth into the confined space. Meg stepped into the tub and tugged the curtain closed, then switched the lever to redirect water through the showerhead.

She rinsed off quickly despite how wonderful it felt, using a little of John’s pine scented soap and a small amount of his shampoo. After toweling off, she lifted the soft flannel shirt he’d given her. She slid her arms through the too-long sleeves and shoved them up to her elbows, then buttoned the front. The shirt fit her like a dress, falling just above her knees. She stepped back into her underwear but was loath to don her sodden shorts, which were sure to cause chafing.

For a long moment, she gripped the sides of the sink basin, her eyes cast downward. What would John think, she wondered, if she walked out of this room wearing nothing but his shirt and a pair of panties? Granted, the shirt was long enough that even if she slipped the shorts back on, they’d be invisible underneath...

Meg lifted her gaze to inspect her reflection. Her eyes were half-lidded, drugged from the heat, and her cheeks were florid (whether from the steam or her salacious thoughts she couldn’t be sure). The ends of her hair dripped rapidly cooling water, forming damp spots on her chest.

Just be confident, she told herself. Hold your head high, as if nothing is amiss. Fleetingly she thought of Faye, who would likely think nothing of strutting about perfectly naked.

She snapped her shirt and shorts off the ground and bundled them in a tight rectangle, then threw open the door before she could think further on the subject.

A turntable on the dresser spun Coltrane, languid and smooth. The rain had tapered off to a drizzle that tapped its fingers against the back window. John, meanwhile, stood with his back to her, presiding over the tiny stove. He was freshly dressed in a dry change of clothes, but his damp hair was rumpled, and his feet were bare. It was the least kept Meg had seen him - the effect was quite becoming.

He turned slowly and seemed to do a double take when he saw her. Meg drew in a deep breath. “I feel much better,” she said, dropping her wet clothes on the ground next to her shoulder bag. “Thank you.”

John’s eyes flashed. For a moment she wondered whether he’d been struck mute. Finally, with a curt nod, he cleared this throat and turned back to the stove. “I’m heating water. I know you don’t care for coffee, but I have some loose tea.” He turned back to her and stared resolutely at her face as he brandished a metal canister.

Meg skirted around the table. Rather than taking the canister from him, she curled her hands around his and brought it to her face. Her eyelids fluttered shut as she inhaled the floral fragrance of the tea. When she reopened her eyes a moment later, John stood stock-still before her, his eyes bright and his jaw tense as he watched her face.

“Smells fabulous,” Meg said, releasing his hands and the canister. She smiled complacently before turning away, wondering where on earth she’d mustered this sense of aplomb. She felt his gaze on her as she moved away from him, and she imagined his eyes roaming from the loose draping of his shirt over her feminine curves, to the bare backs of her legs. The thought was a heartening one: it further fueled her newfound courage.

Meg was careful to keep her legs together as she took a seat at the table. She smoothed the shirt as far as she could across her lap and batted her hair behind her ears. John transferred the kettle and two mugs to the table before positioning himself across from her. For a moment, the only sounds were the clinking of silverware and swirling of water as Meg scooped tea into a strainer and John stirred milk and a liberal teaspoonful of instant coffee in his cup. They tasted their drinks in silence.

“You’re doing it again,” Meg observed a minute later.

His eyes creased with implicit knowing, the barest trace of a grin. “Doing what?” He took a sip of his coffee but kept his gaze fixed on her over the rim.

“Looking at me...like that.”

“Do I make you uncomfortable?”

She wrapped both hands around her mug and grinned covertly into her tea. “No,” she replied softly. “I don’t mind it.”

“Good,” said John. He sat back and crossed an ankle over his knee. “Because I plan on doing it a lot.” His tone was no different than it would have been if he’d just announced his intention of reading the newspaper or checking the mail. No-nonsense. Matter-of-fact. Meg pursed her lips to one side in an effort to conceal her smile.

She drew her legs up to rest her heels at the chair’s edge, tugging on John’s shirt to cover her knees. “What are these?” she asked, nodding to a stack of oblong, rectangular cartons perched atop another of his sketchbooks.

He picked the topmost box and slid off its lid. “Photographs,” he replied, tipping the box to show her the row of 35 millimeter slides. “I used to draw from memory, but I found I was missing important details, like the angle of the sun or the shapes of certain shadows. These help me remember.”

“Do you mind?” asked Meg, pointing as she reached for the box.

“Not at all.” He slid the box across the table, then crossed the room to fetch a handheld viewer from the writing desk by the window.

“Are they in any particular order?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied dismissively. “As long as they end up in the same box.”

He handed her the viewer and crouched behind her with one hand clutching the table on either side of her chair. Meg plucked out a slide from the middle of the row and popped it in the viewer. A photo of a turquoise waterfall surrounded by cliffs the color of crumbling brick flashed on the small screen.

“God, that’s beautiful,” she whispered. Twisting in her seat, she was taken aback by the proximity of John’s face to her own. “Where was this taken?” she asked.

“That’s Mooney Falls,” he said. “It’s about an eight mile hike down from the western rim, in Havasupai.” He picked another slide from the box and held it up to the light before handing it to her. Meg switched the slides and pressed the button to illuminate an image of another waterfall.

“That one is Beaver Falls,” he said. Pointing to one bench of the multitier falls, he added, “These are travertine pools. It’s this kind of limestone that forms when calcium carbonate mineralizes rapidly in the water.” He scratched the stubble on his cheek. “It’s pretty amazing, actually, because it means the creek is constantly changing. New formations are always being created, and it continually changes the flow of the water.”

Meg looked up at him.

“What?” John asked, catching the smile that touched her lips.

She gave a minute shake of her head. “Show me more.”

* * *

She wanted him to kiss her again.

They’d spent the last hour poring over photos and sketches. (John came more alive as he spoke - his sweeping gestures and the swinging cadence of his deep voice reminded Meg of a cartoon. Kaibab limestone, Hermit shale, Coconino sandstone: these were the words he spouted as he wove an elaborate tale of the canyon’s natural history. Never before had Meg found rocks so terribly captivating. Furthermore, she was surprised to find that her teacher’s exceptional attractiveness had remarkably little to do with her newfound fascination.)

He’d touched her as he talked. A squeeze of her hand, the graze of a knuckle against her cheek. But a serious dearth of kissing. They were lounging on his bed (on his bed!) with papers and slides scattered across the comforter: John stretched out on his side, Meg positioned cross-legged across from him.

“Are you hungry?”

John’s question interrupted her prurient thoughts.

“Yes, come to think of it.” She took hold of his arm, felt powerful with the way it tensed from her touch. She lifted his wrist to inspect the face of his watch: five past seven. The rain had stopped, and the sun was sliding toward the horizon.

There was strain in his face as he looked at her. “I don’t tend to cook much, since it’s just me.” He sat up. “I can see what I’ve got. Or we could, um...order in.”

Why did he seem so anxious about suggesting such a thing?

“I didn’t realize room service was an option,” she replied, smiling faintly as she gathered the slides into a loose pile.

“Only for local celebrities,” he said with a wink.

“Well then, I don’t see as I have a choice,” Meg said. “I ought to take advantage of your stardom while I’m able.”

John climbed off the bed and, taking his billfold from the bedside table, tucked it in his back pocket. “I’ll have to walk up to the lodge to put in our order. Any special requests?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I’m a dessert enthusiast.”

He grinned. “That makes two of us, then.”

She followed him to the door. He placed his hand on the doorknob, and it was as if he was about to break a hermetic seal on the cloistered existence they’d contentedly shared. She could imagine him opening the door and letting the whole world rush in, the good and the ugly, and she was left feeling unexpectedly bereft.

Besides, she’d nearly forgotten she was dressed in only an oversized shirt.

John seemed to register her dishabille in roughly the same moment. He paused, letting his fingers slip from the knob as his eyes traveled the length of her body. Without speaking, he closed his arms around her waist and pulled her snugly against him. Meg’s blood surged and fired, pressing hotly against the bounds of her skin.

He lowered his face, angling it beneath her jaw line. She could feel his breath against her neck as his lips came within a hair’s breadth of her throat. “Can I ask you a favor?” he murmured.

As if she could deny him anything. “Yes.”

“Stay just like this until I get back.” He kissed her neck, and her eyes fluttered shut. When she exhaled, her breath was tinged with something that sounded suspiciously like a moan.

He stepped away and the door opened before Meg had had even a moment to negotiate her chaotic brain activity. “I’ll hurry,” he said.

Then he was gone.

Meg stumbled backward, not quite conscious of her own feet. She looked down, trying to see herself the way John might - as something to be desired.

Her bare feet slapped against the wooden floor as she ran into the bathroom. She switched on the tungsten light and peered into the mirror over the sink.

She touched her lips, softly at first, then pressing them against her teeth. She’d always disliked her mouth, feeling her bottom lip was too full to suitably match its counterpart. Now, however, under this light, in this cottage, freshly kissed by the only man she could remember caring for... Now her mouth possessed a certain allure she’d never noticed before. Her face, which she’d previously thought plain, had an enticing glow to it. Her hair had dried in soft, tumbling waves, and the overhead light gave her olive eyes an emerald cast.

Perhaps, she thought, she was even pretty - as John had intimated more than once.

She passed the time lying in his bed with a book of W.H. Auden poems, twirling her hair as a girl would as she slowly turned the pages.

When John returned, he tapped lightly on the door before entering. It seemed charming yet odd, considering this was his house. He tarried in the doorway a moment, looking at her on his bed, before lugging a paper sack over to the counter. Meg laid the book face down with the spine tented and went to help him.

Veal fricassee. Fingerling potatoes. Brown bread with compound butter. They moved silently: uncrating, stacking bowls, buttering bread. This time Meg accepted John’s offer of a beer, even though she’d never cared much for it. Everything else looked, smelled and sounded different - perhaps the beer would taste different. Perhaps it would be better.

They carried their plates to the bed without first discussing it, as if they’d simply planned it that way. Meg pushed the book aside and settled against the pillows; John crawled across her lap to sit beside her, propped up against the headboard.

“What were you reading?” he asked, lifting the book to inspect its cover.

“Auden,” she said. “I’m assuming you’ve read it? It was on your shelf.”

“Some of it.” He scooted down a bit, till the top of his head was even with Meg’s. “Read to me?”

She watched him a moment to verify he was serious. When he didn’t laugh, Meg picked up the book. She took a bite of her dinner before starting:

“Looking up at the stars, I know quite well

That, for all they care, I can go to hell,

But on earth indifference is the least

We have to dread from man or beast.

How should we like it were stars to burn

With a passion for us we could not return?

If equal affection cannot be,

Let the more loving one be me.

Admirer as I think I am

Of stars that do not give a damn,

I cannot, now I see them, say

I missed one terribly all day.

Were all stars to disappear or die,

I should learn to look at an empty sky

And feel its total darkness sublime,

Though this might take me a little time.”

As she read, John inscribed feather light circles on the bare expanse of her leg. When she finished, he stilled.

“Do you feel that way?” he asked.

“What way?”

“‘If equal affection cannot be/Let the more loving one be me,’“ he quoted.

Meg replaced the book on the bed. She cast her eyes downward as she used her spoon to draw figure eights in her stew. “I think I’ve lived it,” she said softly. “It’s what I told myself at the time - that if there couldn’t be balance, I’d rather be the one to give more of myself. In the end... I’m not sure I liked feeling that way anymore.”

When she looked up, his gaze was attached to her face. “What happened?” His voice was quiet, like an indrawn breath.

“More than I should’ve stood for,” Meg admitted. “I ought to have seen it coming. He said he loved me, too, and I told myself he did - but now I’m not sure.” She chewed on a piece of bread, not quite able to meet John’s eyes. “Maybe there’s something noble in loving someone more than they love you - something humbling?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t feel good, though. Love... It’s supposed to make you feel good.” She flicked a sheepish glance at John. “At least I think.”

She hugged her knees to her chest, feeling naïve. No longer hungry.

John moved his bowl off his lap and grabbed up her hand. “To hell with first love,” he said. Shock held her still as if she’d been captured in the sizzling pop of a flashbulb, immortalized as a picture of incredulity. “They teach you something - that’s the point. You live it, you take a risk. It hurts like hell, and you move on.” He let go of her hand and picked up his food again, perhaps to temper the sudden glare of intensity. “Second loves are the ones worth celebrating.” He was more stoic now. The tip of his spoon scraped against the bottom of his bowl. “They’re the ones who teach you...it isn’t just your body that moves forward. Love goes on, too. Even when you’re convinced it never could again.”

Meg didn’t know how much time passed before she felt capable of breathing again.

“Are you speaking from experience?” she asked.

He turned his face to look at her full-on. “It’s more theory than fact at this point. But my instincts are telling me it’s true.”

In the space of a second, two dissonant heartbeats found a common rhythm, and both were stronger for it. Call it hope. Call it faith or respite or optimism. In that moment, all were true.

Meg’s smile was mirthful. “That was very poetic, Mr. Stovall.”

He shrugged. “Auden must’ve rubbed off on me.” He nudged her leg with his knee. “Or maybe it was Rilke.”

She giggled. “The bullheaded optimism reminds me more of Browning. Maybe Frost.”

“You would be the expert,” he conceded.

Seconds ticked by. Meg wanted to ask about his first love, but something stopped her, pinned her tongue against her teeth. Perhaps it was a feeling he should be the one to volunteer such information. Or perhaps she was delaying the imminent possibility that she should feel the need to compare herself to someone he had once loved. That was a fight she could never win - not as long as she fought it with herself.

“Your food is getting cold,” he pointed out.

Meg nodded once. She picked up her bowl and resumed eating, never tasting the food as it passed her lips. Her thoughts were too remote to lend themselves to something so menial.

John took her dish when she was finished. She watched as he walked both bowls to the sink and ran water in them. When he turned to approach the bed again, his expression had changed. He was no longer trapped in his thoughts: he was blasting them at her.

He sat on the edge of the bed, his body angled to face her. Meg sat up a little, clarifying he had her attention. When he cupped the side of her face, her breath left her in a soft whoosh.

“The first time I saw you” - he chuckled, shook his head slightly - “you were a vision in that ridiculous pink dress, traipsing through the forest like some kind of wood sprite.” His thumb traced her cheekbone, and his voice dropped in reverence. “Beautiful girl.”

Meg swallowed. So many thoughts swirled inside of her, she felt dizzy. Seeing the mess of emotions, she didn’t know which to pick up and examine first - which to feel. She couldn’t hold all of them.

“Kiss me,” she whispered finally, so softly she wasn’t sure any sound had come out.

His eyes blazed, and then he did. Submissive, trembling lips driven by the power of a man’s body, pushing mightily against hers. He kissed her in earnest, now with more of an edge. This time his tongue pried at the seam of her lips, and when they were fully committed, him unto her and her unto him, he groaned very slightly. Meg felt a rift open beneath her. She didn’t care whether she fell or not, so long as John fell with her.

They moved past the initial shock of it, and their hands began to move. Gliding, stroking, squeezing. John leaned into Meg, pressing her back against the mattress. Her knees fell to the side, allowing him space to move over her. He touched her face, her hair, her neck, her shoulders. His fingers mapped out the side of her ribs and the flare of her hip; his hand brushed over her stomach and grazed the underside of her breast.

Meg turned on her side, determined to maximize their conjoining surface area. She bent her top leg and hooked it over his hip - and at that he shuddered. His hands froze, one wrapped around the back of her neck and the other at her waist. His chest heaved against her as he breathed great, insatiable breaths.

Logic didn’t apply - at least not in the way one would normally think. There was no physics, no judgment. Those principles simply didn’t exist. It was a heady feeling, being free of them. Rather than bashful, Meg felt emboldened. She saw John’s hesitancy for what it was: not a sign of disinterest, but an indication of chivalry. He was frightened of pushing her too far.

Actions, not words. Meg covered his hand, the one resting at her waist, and pushed it downward, until his warm palm came in contact with her naked thigh. The shirt she wore had ridden up to her hip; it nearly crested her silk clad buttocks.

A little guidance was all it took. John’s misgiving was gone, replaced by palpable yearning. His movements were restive, bordering on reckless. His hand moved down and up and down her leg, growing more pyretic with each pass. His teeth lightly abraded her earlobe, while his lungs shoved heavy gusts of breath against her neck, just above where the shirt buttoned.

Meg’s skin tingled from the blood that thrashed against it; she needed his bare skin against hers more than she needed air to breathe. She fumbled with the buttons on John’s shirt. His hand circled her wrist for a moment, a spiritless attempt to arrest her progress, then slid away, smoothing back down her front to her thigh. He kissed her hungrily as she slipped the last button free, then rolled away, allowing her to push the sleeves off his shoulders.

Even in the feeble light, Meg could appreciate the beauty. A man without his shirt was a man bared to the world - it was a sight she’d always loved, because it revealed the muscles and sinew and bones he used to create and construct and perform. And yet, now, looking at John, it felt like the first time she’d beheld such a thing.

Broad chest, covered in a light thatch of hair. Burnished skin sheathing curved ribs and concrete muscle. Strong, corded arms. Shoulders that were powerful and layered in hunks of solid meat that flexed and stretched as he moved.

She laid her open hand against his chest and trailed her fingertips down the shallow trough between his abdominal muscles to the fine, silky hairs on his stomach. John stared at her, entranced, his hands still.

“Touch me,” Meg whispered, half desperate. His nostrils flared as he worked his jaw, causing that telltale muscle to tic in the hollow of his cheek. He levered himself over the top of her, holding the brunt of his weight on one elbow while inching his right hand up over her panties to splay his fingers against the bare skin of her hip.

His breath left him in a gentle hiss while his eyes drifted down, watching his hand as it plowed steadily upward, pushing the loose flannel of Meg’s shirt farther along her side. He kissed her swollen lips, then shifted his weight onto his knees and pulled himself up to kneeling. He dropped light kisses along her ribs before glancing back up at her face. “Incredible,” he murmured.

Then, touching her lips: “Meg.” Just that - just her name, barely whispered, as he gazed down at her with unadulterated wonder in his eyes. It caused every muscle along her spine to cinch tighter, an aching cramp that closely resembled the miserable yearning in her belly.

He started unbuttoning her shirt at the bottom, first exposing her navel. The tip of his tongue sketched a wet line up the center of her torso as he bared its soft, milky skin one button at a time. When he reached her chest, he stopped and looked up at Meg, silently begging her permission. She nodded, her lip trembling, then pulled in a jagged breath as he released the final two buttons and dipped his head to lick lightly between her breasts. The fabric slid slow, fast, faster across her nipples until, a moment later, it fell and left her torso almost completely uncovered.

His movements were unhurried and deliberate, his palms and fingers and lips and tongue taking time to savor every inch. Meg’s back bowed off the bed as his hands glided up the bumps of her ribs to rest at the base of her full breasts. A low growl rumbled deep in his throat, sounding like the expression of a craving that was only just restrained. His hands cupped her breasts as he kissed them, lavished the same attention on each nipple as he had on her mouth.

Meg’s hands, meanwhile, roamed over his back and shoulders and chest. Her heart quickened in time with the fluttering of her fingers, and John’s motions, too, accelerated. It was a gentle grappling, a fanatical exploration of unmapped frontiers.

His knee pressed between her legs, and Meg squeezed her thighs around his. The sensation of a rigid warmth nudging against the inside of her leg caused a deep-rooted unspooling of something hard and knotted in her gut.

He sat up semi-abruptly.

“Oh God, Meg.” His left hand fisted in his hair while his right gripped his leg; his eyes remained on her body. He dropped onto his side next to her and tugged at her waist, pulling her on top of him so that her breasts jostled against his chest. Holding her face between his hands, he kissed her chastely. “Tell me you know how insanely gorgeous you are.” He was whispering for some reason, while Meg’s breath spilled wildly into the dense air around them.

Her cheeks were suffused with pink, proof that every one of her arteries and veins was dilated to accommodate the multiplication of her blood. At his statement, she flushed a deeper red. “Gorgeous?” she asked, trying the fit of it on her tongue. She would never have believed it of herself before this moment. Seeing the glint of awe in his eyes, though, how could she question it?

He kissed her, and the whole world slowed. Her blood shimmered, her muscles unscrewed, her bones deliquesced. He was doing it on purpose: braking. Meg closed her eyes as he kissed the inside of her wrist, her palm, the first knuckle on each of her fingers. When his lips left her skin, she knew it was over - and she’d never wanted anything less. He covered her with his shirt, and she felt paradoxically colder.

John softly kissed the corner of her mouth, then drew back to lie beside her. He wrapped her in his arms and whispered into her ear. “I want to know you, Miss Lowry. Tell me everything.”

There was more to his words than met the eye. They’d been on the verge of crossing a line - but first he wanted it to mean something.

* * *

She told him about the home she’d grown up in: an old, wooden craftsman style house in Rustic Canyon, facing Santa Monica Bay. The dormers like gabled dollhouses and balconies like so many pulled out drawers. She described the sprawling rose garden and the man named Esteban whose job it had been to tend the flowers for as far back as her memory reached. She spoke of the library jammed with books: the place where she’d spent hundreds of hours turning pages until her fingers turned sore and her joints ached.

Her father was an engineer who’d been exempt from the draft during the Second World War because of his job, designing and machining parts for military trucks. His pervasive sense of guilt at not having served on the front lines alongside his contemporaries had lent him a wary, defensive edge in his older age. The wealth he’d accumulated during those wartime years, Meg felt, was his only real source of comfort.

Her mother was twelve years his junior; she had insisted that Meg call her Irene from an early age. Irene was a concert pianist-turned-private piano teacher who’d studied at the music conservatory in San Francisco. In the course of her education, she’d furtively picked up an idea or two about feminism, in a time when it wasn’t yet fashionable to adopt those leanings. She could have been a strong female role model for her only child, had she taken any particular interest in motherhood to begin with. Instead, she’d delegated roughly half her maternal obligations to her fraternal twin sister, Meg’s Aunt Virginia, a blithe yet kindhearted woman who even now had yet to meet a man she considered worthy of marrying.

She talked of her time at Berkeley, only superficially alluding to her relationship with Michael, which, sadly, had shaped her undergraduate experience in many more ways than she cared to admit. She painted herself as a pariah, an impostor of sorts: an old soul in a land of incipient spirits. “Not because I’m any wiser,” she clarified. “It was more like I’d been surpassed by my own generation. Everyone around me was fighting for something they believed in, and I was left trying to fathom where I fit in the whole scheme of change they’d already dreamt of and launched a thousand missiles from.” Looking down, she admitted, “Still am.”

John rested his chin on her shoulder and drew the bridge of his nose along the hard line of her jaw. He sat against the headboard, his bent legs spread apart, while Meg sat between them, reclining against his chest.

The entire room beyond the circle of watery light shed by the bedside lamp had vanished into unknown blackness. Meg knew it was late, but she was afraid to find out just how late.

“I’m such a heel,” she said.

“Why?”

“I’ve completely monopolized the conversation. I want to hear about you.”

She could feel his smile against her cheek. “Don’t worry, sweet Meg. There will plenty of time for that.” He turned his face to kiss the side of her head, and every one of her cells unfurled and languished in relief. “Besides, I almost forgot.” She turned to look at him, lifting her eyebrow in question. “There’s dessert.”

Meg grinned. She reluctantly arched forward, allowing him to slip out from behind her. A moment later he returned with two spoons and a container of congealed blackberry cobbler. They sat side by side to share the sticky dessert, their legs aligned from hip to ankle.

By the time they finished, the air had grown noticeably thicker, full of something Meg couldn’t name. Her thoughts spun in ineffectual circles, kicking up mud without gaining traction.

At some point her body would need sleep - and so, she supposed, would John’s. How strange that basic needs like rest and nourishment were all but forgotten in his company, completely eclipsed by an entirely different set of desiderata.

Still, she felt on the brink of overstaying her welcome (assuming she hadn’t already), precisely because she despised the thought of saying goodbye.

“Meg.” John’s voice was a gentle intrusion.

“Hmm?”

“I want you to stay,” he began. Yes, she thought, holding her breath. I want that, too.

But he wasn’t finished.

He touched her face, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I want that more than...” He shook his head. “More than you can possibly imagine. But even more importantly, I want to do the right thing by you. I realize time isn’t something we have a lot of, but I don’t want to...rush you.”

Surely he could hear the rush of her blood and the knocking of the boulder in her chest. “You’re not rushing me,” she whispered. Too eager? She didn’t care.

He seemed to bite the inside of his cheek, repressing a smile, then bent to kiss her forehead. “I’m glad.”

Meg’s forehead puckered in confusion as he stood and handed her shorts to her. “If I’m going to let you walk away from me tonight, I’m afraid there’s one favor I’ll have to ask,” he said.

“What’s that?” That he turned away to keep from watching as she slid into her shorts did not escape her notice.

“Spend tomorrow with me.”

She closed her eyes, nodded her head. “I’d like that.”

He smiled as he touched her cheek. “Come on, then, beautiful. Before I change my mind.”


Chapter 5

John lay on his back with the frayed cotton sheet bunched around his waist, his arm bent beneath his head as he gazed upward. The sun had risen more than an hour ago. He’d monitored its ascent by watching the light’s steady advance as it bled in a slanted line across the ceiling and filled a water glass on the bedside table.

He had been here five weeks now. Until a few days ago, he’d awoken each morning with thoughts of where he would go and the supplies he would need when he got there. What sights he would capture. What stories he would attempt to tell.

Now these ideas had been supplanted by an entirely different array of thoughts. Pouting pink lips. Lily-white skin. Almond-shaped eyes. Dulcet laughter and halcyon youth.

Meg.

He reached beneath the sheet to adjust himself, relieve a little of the pressure built up over so many hours of unfulfilled yearning. He’d slept in the nude as usual, imagining her impossibly soft skin pressed against his. It was more than enough to drive him mad with craving.

He wondered whether she would allow him to draw her - Christ, not naked or anything, just...as he saw her. He couldn’t imagine she would mind. She was so agreeable, after all.

Careful there, he reminded himself for the umpteenth time. He’d never considered himself the type to exploit a person’s shortcomings, but perhaps that was because he had never been in a position to hurt someone like he could Meg. He hated that he could wield so much power. He’d never disliked anything more than he detested the thought of harming her in some way.

Was he being arrogant? Perhaps. She did possess a quiet strength, after all. It could be that what he perceived to be her shortcomings - the naiveté of youth - weren’t really faults at all. Or, it could be that his concerns were unfounded, that she didn’t feel for him the way he felt for her. Besides, although her mannerisms often mirrored those of a decorous schoolmarm, there was something ferocious about her, too - a penchant for exercising her ability to think for herself. It was a beguiling combination: callowness mixed with tenacity, mixed with a form of self-awareness uncommonly found in adults of any age, let alone a twenty-two year old.

Twenty-two.

Jesus, what was he doing? He’d been kissing girls while she was still in diapers. His first falling out with his father had transpired before she was even born.

So maybe pursuing her hadn’t been his cleverest idea - but hell if he could stay away from her now. Besides, it wasn’t as if there was anything unlawful about it. Never mind the fact that he’d have his seventieth birthday while she was still in her fifties.

Whoa, boy, he told himself. Slow it down.

He couldn’t afford to ruminate on such long-range notions. What if he accidentally let slip some half-formed thought about a future they might (plausibly or implausibly) share? He couldn’t risk driving her away by making some cavalier reference to times ahead, no matter the frightening extent to which such ideas hijacked his thoughts.

On the bright side, her friends wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, which meant that today he would have her all to himself. The thought sent a pulse of pleasant warmth shooting from his chest to his extremities. It felt strange, this unexpected possessiveness of her time. He wanted to be selfish with her, to secrete her away where he could enjoy her freely and without interruption.

It took an extraordinary amount of willpower to continue lying here when all he wanted was to go to her. They’d agreed upon nine o’clock. He would fetch her from her cabin, and they would walk to the lodge for breakfast.

It would be their first time in public together, just the two of them. There was something a bit off-putting in that - not because he was ashamed (indeed, he was far from it), but because the privacy they’d shared till now had propagated a sense of intimacy he enjoyed. He wondered if she felt the same.

Quarter after eight, he decided, was long enough to wait. He rose before making his bed, an old habit engrained in him from the time he was a boy, when his mother had strictly enforced it. He showered and pushed his wet hands back through his hair, then shaved his neck. Remembering how Meg had seemed to enjoy the grizzle on his face, he left the stubble on his chin and cheeks.

By the time he dressed and laced his boots, he was convinced he could wait no longer. The time was only twenty to nine - he’d be early. He smiled a little to himself, thinking perhaps he could catch her while she was still getting ready. The idea of it was oddly attractive to him: fresh faced, although sleepy-eyed, not quite ready to meet the day. And God, to see her dressed in his shirt again... He could only speculate about the effect that sight might have on him.

The morning air was brisk but invigorating. John walked along the edge of the canyon to while away some of his excess time.

He loved this: all of it, the whole canyon. He couldn’t have pinpointed which part was his favorite - the mesas arising like a pack of harried animals from a giant abyss of fog, the particolored monoliths, the coiled strength of the river, the sandstone bristled with pine like unshaven cheeks. The north rim, in particular, had always held a certain mystique for him. It was weathered and harsh, yet intriguingly reserved, never revealing all its charms at once. An ever-shifting, sylvan enigma he discovered anew each and every time he ventured around or into it.

He tread between the trees, turning his back on the canyon to approach Meg’s cabin. He opened the screen and rapped his first knuckle against the front door, then listened to the soft sound of her footfalls on the other side of it. When the door swung open, he was so taken with the sight of her face (even better than he’d remembered it), he almost forgot to be disappointed she was no longer wearing his shirt. She was dressed instead in a pair of knee-length shorts and a sleeveless shirt that stopped short of the soft, feminine angles of her shoulders.

He removed his sunglasses, and the brightness of her eyes slid into harsh relief, no longer obscured by his dark lenses. “Miss Lowry.” He greeted her with a slight dip of his head.

“You’re early,” she said, the corners of her mouth edging into an understated grin. “Luckily for you, I’m nearly ready. Would you like to come in?”

She stepped back, and John matched her, taking a step over the threshold. He blinked, willing his eyes to adapt to the darkness of the inner hallway while violet and indigo X-ray images seared his vision.

“Am I dressed all right?” she asked, receding down the hallway toward a dimly lit bathroom. “I wasn’t sure where we would go today. I can change if I need to.”

“You look fine. Better than fine.” She peered out of the bathroom door at him, and he gazed at her in earnest. “You’re beautiful.” He smiled a little then to diminish some of the intensity.

Her face disappeared as she leaned back toward what he assumed must be a mirror over the sink, but her voice found him where he stood in the hall. “It might be best if you didn’t say it quite so often. The flattery might go to my head, and then where will we be?”

He laughed, surprised. “I wouldn’t worry. I get the distinct impression we’re still several light years away from that becoming a possibility. Though I’ll certainly try my best.” When she arched her spine to peer out at him again, one eyebrow raised, he added, “My sense is, a little hubris might look good on you.”

She cleared her throat but didn’t respond. A moment later she emerged with her voluminous hair quasi-tamed and her lips glossed pink. She flipped the bathroom light off and came toward him out of the darkness. The light from the front door filtered through the hall, illuminating each of her features in gradual succession. By the time she stood before him, she’d shed her manteau of theatrical shadows and was bathed in a gentle radiance that made her appear softer, almost otherworldly. He could hardly stand to look away from her.

He fastened his hands around her waist and took another step toward her, rubbing out the inches of separation so that she was pressed up against him. He could feel her breaths coming harder, but he was sure it wasn’t because his grip was too strong. If nothing else, he could at least feel assured of his faithfulness to being gentle with her. She was too fine a thing to manhandle.

Meg skated her hands up his biceps to his shoulders and looked up at him from beneath half lowered eyelids. This is new, thought John. This sultriness, the daring. Was she trying to appear sexy? If so, it was most definitely working. He’d been right: confidence lent her already striking features a sensuality that made her all the more compelling to look at.

He bent forward to kiss her. He slid one hand up her spine to cradle the back of her head, and she clung to him, her arms twining around his neck. When they broke apart, the way they looked at each other was somehow even more intimate than the kissing.

John trailed his hands down her back and around her waist before reluctantly letting go. He clasped her hand and wove their fingers together, then nodded toward the door, an unspoken question.

They remained linked as they walked up to the lodge. John chanced an occasional glance at Meg, wondering at her reaction. If she was unsettled by their public display, she didn’t let on: her grip was unwavering, her head held erect.

They sat across from each other at a small table next to the window. The fog had lifted, but the lingering smear of vapor muted the canyon’s vibrant colors from scarlet to pink and from brown to bone, while in the distance, many miles away, the blue sky faded to milky gray.

“Good morning, Mr. Stovall,” greeted the waiter. He stepped back and allowed John to usurp one of his duties by pulling out Meg’s chair for her.

“Good morning,” he replied. He hadn’t yet grown used to being known. In truth, he missed the anonymity he’d borne so comfortably for the greater part of his life.

He observed Meg as she spread her napkin in her lap and asked for grapefruit juice, continued to look at her as he ordered coffee, black for himself. He watched her eyes flicker from side to side, skimming the menu. Her eyelashes were long, nearly touching her eyebrows. Her hair fell forward, slipping from her shoulder to dangle in thick sheets around her face, and her full lips were parted, moving so slightly as to be easily missed as she read soundlessly to herself. He suspected he would never grow tired of studying her like this, appreciating her the way a scholar might Venus de Milo. (Or perhaps that wasn’t quite the right analogy, he thought. He doubted a scholar felt the same urge to touch the way he did when viewing the woman in front of him.)

She glanced up, and he felt as if he’d been caught at something. Her apple cheeks flushed. “Shouldn’t you be looking at the menu rather than me?” she asked.

“I already know what I want.”

He was pleased to see his double meaning wasn’t lost on her.

The waiter returned then, and they relayed their orders. John noticed with detached amusement the young man’s attentiveness to Meg. He was much closer to her age, and handsome enough in John’s own estimation - and yet she was entirely oblivious to his loitering gaze and the way his fingertips intentionally brushed hers when he took the menu from her hand. Something deep and buried throbbed within him, believing her response to his own touch would be far from blasé. He fought the temptation to test that theory.

Meg sighed as she turned to look out the window. Even this he found fascinating: the way she twisted her entire torso and her eyes widened, as if she were seeing the canyon for the first time instead of the dozenth or the hundredth. Others became quickly anesthetized to its beauty.

“Are other parks this beautiful?” she asked without looking at him. “I’ve never been.”

“Some, in their own way,” he replied. “The Tetons are impressive. So is Yosemite.”

“Why did you choose this one? Why here?” She turned back to face him, her eyes filled with a child’s spellbound curiosity.

He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “My parents brought us here when we were children. It was my brother’s tenth birthday, so that would’ve made me seven and my sister five.

“I wish I could remember what it felt like to see it for the first time. Memories fade. I’m left with this general sense of how in love I must have been, but I can’t remember the specifics.

“What I do remember is our next to last morning here. My father and I were hiking at Roosevelt Point. There was another man there, and I can remember my father stopping to talk to him. I have this perfect image of my dad with his hands shoved in his pockets and his shirtsleeves pushed up above his elbows, talking with another middle-aged guy from Kansas. I remember it was Kansas, because my best friend was from Topeka. At that time, it might’ve been the only place in the world I was really aware of outside Connecticut.

“Anyway, he and Dad said their goodbyes, and we moved on to check out the view from the overlook. Dad came to stand behind me with his hands on my shoulders, and a minute or so later we heard skidding. I turned around and saw the man attempting to leap from a promontory out to one of the other outcrops. At first it looked like he’d made it - it wasn’t such a long way to jump, at least from where I stood. I can remember smiling, admiring his bravery.

“But then the wind picked up, and he overshot. He fell.”

Meg’s hands flew up to cover her mouth; she appeared to be holding her breath. “He fell?” she said. “How... How far?”

John swallowed. “At least six hundred feet.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, and John questioned the wisdom of telling her such a grisly tale. “He died, didn’t he?” she asked in a whisper.

He nodded slowly. “Yes. He did.”

Silence. The waiter had delivered their food, but both platters went untouched.

“John, that’s horrid.” She leaned forward tentatively and covered his hand with her own, comforting him, though this wound had healed long ago. “I’m not sure I could ever look at this place the same way, after seeing something like that.”

He turned over his hand and interlaced their fingers. “That’s what my parents thought, too.” He gazed down at their joined hands, pleased with the aesthetic, the way they looked bound together liked this. “They expected me to be traumatized by it. I guess I was, but not really in the way you’d think. I’m not sure what that says about me, but there it is.” Glancing back up at her: “I was terrified, sure, but I was also...I don’t know, mystified by it. It shook me. The way something so exquisite, so seemingly peaceful, could take a life.” He shook his head, remembering. “That experience, more than any other single thing in my life, shaped my sense of respect for nature as self-sufficient, this entity that could stand there and thrive all on its own. It may be beautiful, but it has the capacity to defend itself - using fatal force if necessary.”

John watched Meg shiver, whether due to residual fear or appreciation of his statement he couldn’t be sure.

“Where did your family vacation when you were younger?” he asked, steering the conversation back toward what he hoped was a less intensive subject. He cut a bite of his omelet. “You mentioned you’d never been to a national park until now?”

Meg bit her lip as she shook her head, clearly still blinded in some measure by John’s macabre story. “Big Sur mostly. Pismo Beach a couple of times. You’d be shocked to learn how little I’ve experienced outside of California.”

“Where would you like to go?” asked John. “If you could pick one place, anywhere in the world, and go there tomorrow - where would that place be?”

She smiled coyly as she chewed on her lower lip and sliced a banana into her bowl of corn flakes. After a moment she replied, “Iguazu Falls.”

He arched his eyebrows, unable to contain his surprise. “In Brazil?”

Her smile widened. “You know about it.”

“Sure, I know it. Never been, though. How do you know about it?”

“I saw a spread in National Geographic a few years back, when I was in high school. I always imagined it sort of like this” - she nodded out the window - “but with water pouring over it. Like a submerged desert. A flooded canyon.”

He grinned.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked after a moment.

“I’m imagining you, seeing it for the first time. I’d give just about anything to be there for that.”

Her smile was a private one, not meant to be shared with anyone, save for the person who put it there.

* * *

“Now reach out with your left hand - just a little bit farther.” John cupped his hands around his mouth, calling up to her. “Now down a bit. There you go, you’ve got it.”

Meg’s body shook with the effort of clinging to the vertical rock face. It wasn’t particularly tall compared with the other boulders in the vicinity, but it was still terrifying, being suspended beyond John’s reach. They were some distance from the rim, but she needn’t look far over her shoulder to see clear to the bottom of the canyon.

Now she could see the top of the boulder, the spot she was striving to reach. John’s gentle coaching drifted on the breeze, urging her onward. At last she found the final foothold and scrambled the rest of the way up. The moment her feet hit solid ground, her lungs heaved the stale breath she’d held in for what seemed like hours.

She crouched down before peering back over the edge at John; standing gave the illusion of spinning, a sensation she doubted her stomach could handle.

“You did great,” he hollered. “You didn’t even look scared.”

She barked a laugh. “You couldn’t see my face.”

He chuckled as he leaned forward to lay his own hands against the russet sandstone. “I’m coming up, all right?”

Meg nodded. She watched the way his corded forearms flexed and rippled as he pulled himself up. His movements were graceful and bold, full of an animal’s lean strength. He showed no trace of the fear that had plagued her, pumping through her veins like zings of corrosive electricity. He reached the top of the boulder in a fraction of the time it had taken her.

“You made it,” he said, wiping his hands on his trousers as he stood. “How do you feel?”

“Inadequate.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You made that look so easy.”

He shook his head, laughing. “Come here a few more times, and you’ll be a pro at it, too. You just have to learn where the toeholds are.” He held out his hand for her. “Come on, this way.”

Meg followed him, squeezing his hand to keep herself centered as they clambered over the various sized rocks at the edge of the escarpment. Sometime later they reached a gently sloping stone bluff shaded by a single, multipronged Joshua tree. John strode up to the lip, completely unfazed by the sheer drop before him.

“This is one of the highest points in the entire canyon,” he said, peering casually over the edge. “We’re at well over eighty-five hundred feet. Even the birds nest lower than this.” He looked back at her with a smile - a smile that quickly faded when he noticed her seeming inability to budge from the spot where he’d left her.

“Come on out here,” he said. His voice had assumed the soft, soothing timbre of a lullaby. “I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Again he extended a hand, and again Meg placed her trust in his outstretched palm. She placed one foot carefully in front of the other, never daring to glance up as she teetered closer to the bluff’s pinnacle.

John folded her against him, wrapping a strong arm around her waist. He used his free hand to tilt her chin, urging her eyes up, up, up until they met his. “Look at me. You’re OK. I swear I won’t let go.”

She pressed her lips together, nodded. “OK,” she breathed. Slowly she turned her head.

They were on top of the entire world, suspended miles and miles above the earth’s molten core: more vulnerable than ever to the stalwart force of gravity. Far beneath them, birds soared, the river roared, and flame-tipped Indian paintbrush quivered in the illusory breeze. The monoliths and buttes, arroyos and alluvial fans blurred into a patchwork of indistinct two-dimensional shapes. Up here the canyon lost some of its depth; it was flattened, compressed into a shallow diorama of miniature cliffs and mesas.

John’s chest slid against Meg’s back as he stepped behind her, never loosening his hold on her waist. He bent to whisper against the shell of her ear: “I have spread my dreams under your feet...”

* * *

“Have you had many girlfriends?”

It was a question he’d expected, yet was still hesitant to answer. He looked at Meg, leaning with her back against the trunk of the tree, her brilliant emerald eyes shaded from the sun. She’d grown more courageous in the hour they’d been here, until finally she insisted she was capable of staving off panic in the event he let her go.

He shook his head slowly at first, then seeing her uncertainty, with more vehemence. “Not many, no.”

“You’ve been in love, though.” She stated it as fact.

“I suppose so, yes,” he replied evenly. “A long time ago.”

For a long moment she said nothing, only gazed into the distance, squinting against the harsh light that broke across the stratosphere. John leaned his shoulder against the tree beside her and buried his hands in his pockets as he stared down at the ridge’s pebbled surface.

“Did you ever think of asking her to marry you?”

He cleared this throat, nodded again. “Yes, I did.”

She looked at him then, realization dawning. “Wait - did you ask her to marry you?”

Returning her glance: “Yes.” His voice was soft, barely above a whisper. He could feel the beginnings of a knot, entrenched at the base of his throat. His concern was with her reaction to what was to come, though probably she assumed it was related more to some secreted longing for the woman he’d lost.

“And she said yes...didn’t she?”

He nodded, more or less resigned. “Yes, she did.”

Meg wrenched her gaze away from him. “How long were you married?” she asked. He could hear the faint warble in her voice, a wavering she attempted to mask by speaking louder.

He blew out a silent breath. “Two and a half years.”

“And you divorced?” she guessed.

“No.” He wanted to touch her but resisted. “She died.”

Her head snapped in his peripheral vision, her eyes zeroing back in on his face. He’d surprised her, just as he assumed he would.

“How? I mean...what happened to her?”

“Cancer. Cervical,” John said vaguely, his mouth twitching in a weak smile.

Meg’s hand found his and held it, curling in a tight show of solidarity. “I’m so sorry.”

John returned a faint squeeze. “Like I said, it was long ago - almost eight years.” He wanted to tell her it was all right, to take away some of her pain and prevent her from feeling sorry for him. Instead, he waited.

Her grip loosened then, and she took an intrepid step forward, away from the tree. John tried not to lose his nerve as he watched her edge closer to the rim. She stopped a foot short of falling, her body tense with coiled fear.

“How long were you together?” she asked quietly as she turned back around. “In total.”

“Not even three years. We were together only a short time before we married - just shy of three months.” He kneaded his forehead with rigid fingers. “God, we were so young.”

He shook his head, disentangling himself from the niggling barbs of remembrance. Meg’s eyes were full of a sympathy he didn’t want. “Let’s talk about something else,” he said, giving her an easy smile.

She clasped her hands behind her back and rocked forward on her toes. “What would you like to talk about?”

“Recite another poem for me.”

She cleared her throat, chuckling a little. “All right. What’s your fancy? Sonnet? Limerick? Free verse?”

“Doesn’t matter. Something light.”

She looked down and chewed on her lip while she contemplated his request. “How about some Ogden Nash?” she said. She turned her toes out and drew her spine up straight, then lifted her voice.

“There is something about a Martini,

A tingle remarkably pleasant;

A yellow, a mellow Martini;

I wish I had one at present.

There is something about a Martini,

Ere the dining and dancing begin,

And to tell you the truth,

It is not the vermouth—

I think that perhaps it’s the gin.”

At the end she dipped her head in a curtsy. The way she did it reminded John of a humble, unknowingly brilliant street performer.

He chuckled rich and deep - it would’ve echoed for miles, had there been anything solid around them to return the sound. “Remarkably pleasant, indeed.” His eyes held the vestiges of his laughter even as the sound of it faded. “Although I’m not much for gin.”

Meg smiled, clearly pleased. She was calm as she looked away. Relaxed.

Oblivious to the inches long scorpion scuttling toward her.

John sucked in a breath when he noticed it, knowing he couldn’t afford to frighten her, close as she stood to the rim.

“Hold still, OK?” he said softly.

He took a step toward her. He could see the shift in her eyes the moment she grasped the reason for his cautious approach. She couldn’t see the scorpion, but she knew there was something. Every muscle tensed as she froze in place, like someone trapped in an excruciating spell of tetany.

The scorpion was large and colored like the earth. Its tail was lifted, curled in an ugly hook, and its pincers were curved like vises. John, recognizing its defensive posture, moved quickly now, determined to stop it before it came within striking distance of Meg’s bared ankle.

What happened next unfolded in a blur, multiple events occurring in quick succession within a span of seconds. John drew back his foot to kick the scorpion over the rock’s edge - Meg glanced down just in time to see the toe of his boot connect with its thorax - she opened her mouth in a soundless scream and took a juddering step backward - the rock ledge loosened, raining dust and gravel as it ground out from beneath her foot - John’s hand shot out and gripped her arm, securing her in place.

“You don’t want to go too far that way, either,” he said. The coolness in his voice belied the racing of his heart as he whipped her against him, reeling her in from the peril of the edge.

Meg clung to him, breathing heavily, her skin roughed with goose bumps. It took her several long moments to regain the power of speech.

“What. Was. That?” Her eyes flicked to the spot where she’d seen the scorpion. She kept her arms circled around John’s waist.

“Bark scorpion,” he replied, smoothing her hair away from her eyes.

Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “Are they poisonous?”

He nodded, his eyes bouncing between Meg’s dilated pupils. He kissed her forehead, then pulled her head back into his chest.

“What would’ve happened?” she asked, tilting her chin to look back up at him a moment later. “If it’d stung me...”

“I can’t say for sure, because I’ve never been stung. I’ve heard, though, that their venom can cause racking pain - sometimes for days.” He cupped her cheek. “They’re rarely fatal, though.”

She gulped, then turned her face to look at the other spot: the place where she’d almost fallen. “Oh God,” she whispered. “And then I—”

She didn’t try to complete that thought. Her eyes moved back to John’s. “You just saved my life. Twice.”

He chuckled, shook his head. “It was nothing, Meg. Anyone would’ve done the same. That’s what happens when instinct kicks in. Adrenaline gives people super powers they never knew they had.”

She eyed him dubiously but didn’t argue. Instead: “I think I’m ready to go.”

John rubbed her cheek with his knuckles. He nodded. “OK.”

He bent to kiss her lips. When he pulled back, his mouth was tugged up on one side in a cockeyed grin. “We need to do that more often.”

Meg raised her eyebrows. “Which part? The tempting fate, or the flirting with death?”

“The kissing. That part.”

“Oh.” She returned his smile. “Yes.”

John sealed his mouth over hers again. Lightly sucked on her lower lip. Then suddenly he was scooping her up in his arms, curving his strong arms around her back and beneath her knees.

“Homeward bound?” he asked.

Meg laughed, then agreed. “Homeward bound.”

* * *

He’d been married.

He was a widower.

Now that Meg had had time to recover from her binate close call, she was able to fixate on other things apart from the painful reminder of her own mortality.

She wished she’d thought to ask him her name. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to know - only that she’d pictured a million iterations of this bygone woman, and perhaps she wished for a name to attach to the face she’d imagined for her.

It was a lovely face, in Meg’s mind. It had a bow mouth and a high forehead, framed in smooth waves of honey hair; unmarred skin stretched over chiseled cheekbones; eyes the color of rain.

She’d imagined a whole set of character traits for her, as well. She would’ve been tender and kind, Meg decided. Soft-spoken with a generous laugh. Confident, but not conceited. Clearly she was a well-traveled woman, which would’ve lent her a cosmopolitan flair. Probably she was cognizant of global politics and could articulate the nuts and bolts of foreign policy with facility and intellect. Her social savvy and self-effacing wit would’ve set strangers at ease. Inevitably, she possessed the type of demure charm a woman of Meg’s ilk could only aspire to.

John seemed to have taken note of her preoccupation. Their return hike had been perceptibly quieter, with multiple attempts at banter on his part, and multiple laconic replies on Meg’s.

When they reached the Jeep, he surprised her by circling her waist with his hands and lifting her clear off the ground and into her seat. He looked at her for a long moment, his gaze searching and perhaps a bit wounded. Meg felt sure he would ask her then what was bothering her, but he kissed her instead. He pressed into her with a subtle desperation, held on to her like a cherished object he was on the verge of losing. After a moment of shocked reticence, her fingers wove through his hair, and she angled her face, pushing against him with analogous force. John groaned quietly into her mouth and tightened his hold on her waist, pulling her into his chest.

When they broke apart, his unrelenting grip bespoke his reluctance to let her go.

“I’m not going anywhere, John,” Meg said quietly.

He didn’t smile. “Promise?”

She used her teeth to pin down her bottom lip, preventing its upward curl as she bobbed her head.

The harsh noise from the engine precluded any conversation during their trip back toward the lodge. John drove straight to his cottage, without so much as a backward glance at Meg’s cabin.

A waxing gibbous moon gleamed like a freshly minted nickel, pulled aloft by the sinking sun. They sat a moment in the Jeep, the keys still dangling from the ignition. Meg watched the sun drowning in a puddle of diffuse purple light, but she could feel John’s eyes on her.

They shifted at the same time. Meg hopped down from the vehicle’s lifted frame as John did the same. She followed him to the door, though her feet dragged. Meanwhile, she worked on an excuse in her head - something she could offer up as a viable reason to part ways. She felt like a method actor who’d finally grown weary of her lengthy masquerade as someone other than herself.

When she sauntered past John into the dark cottage, the door shut with more force than she’d expected. She started, her heart pounding like a fist as she whirled around to face him.

He stood with his back pressed up against the door, staring at her with hooded disquiet. Meg watched curiously as he tipped his head back, resting it against the sturdy wood.

“You’re not still thinking about the scorpion, are you.” A statement, not a question.

She shook her head slowly.

“And you’re not thinking about falling either.”

Again she shook her head.

John let out the breath that had him pinned like a tense, squirming insect against the door. His shoulders slumped forward, and he closed his eyes with a subtle nod, as if she’d just validated his deepest fear.

“We fell out of love.”

His voice was so low, Meg wondered whether she had heard him correctly. Had he even spoken at all, or had she merely imagined it?

He took a cautious step toward her. The moonlight streaming through the window cut across his brow and illuminated his eyes as he lifted his chin. Meg felt the crumbling of his inscrutability like the insistent tremor of an earthquake. The determined set of his jaw confirmed what she already knew: that he found it difficult to reveal so much in such a short span of time. She wondered how many months or years it had been since he’d last shared of himself in this way - or indeed, whether he ever had. She felt a sudden, irrational need to protect him from his own discomfort.

I should stop him, she thought. Let him know it isn’t necessary for him to explain any further, that he doesn’t owe me an explanation. I’ve not yet earned his trust.

She feared what would become of them once he’d divulged whatever it was he felt the need to say. How would he be with her, once she had his secrets? Would this easy harmony, this natural synergy they shared be left intact or in tatters? Perhaps the sense of mystery enshrouding their respective pasts was the largest contributor to the electricity that hummed between them: always more to discover, puzzles to solve.

But about this she was deeply curious. We fell out of love.

By the time she opened her mouth, she was no longer sure of whether she intended to stop him, or prompt him to continue. In the end, his mind worked faster than hers.

“Her name was Catherine - my wife. We met at Dartmouth when we were even younger than you are now.” John’s mouth tilted in a weak smile. “She was never easy to love. Not like—” He swallowed his words, shook his head to clear the thought that had formed there.

“We fought passionately, and somehow I convinced myself it was part and parcel of loving someone so deeply. That we’d grow older and wiser, and we’d do it together, and then maybe we wouldn’t fight so much. I was only able to convince myself of this because, in between the fights, we were happy. Really happy - or at least I thought we were. And when we married and Catherine wanted a baby, I told myself this was part of the growing. That this was what came next in life’s natural order, and this was what I owed her as her husband, someone who had vowed to love her for the rest of our lives.

“For two and a half years we tried to get pregnant.” His face lined with sadness. “I was scared at first, and then, for those brief moments when we allowed ourselves to think it may have worked - that we were about to become parents - I was actually excited. And then it grew exhausting, this continuous cycle of hopefulness and frustration. It was even harder for her than it was for me, I’m sure. We became so singularly focused, and the disappointment became more and more devastating with each passing month.

“But she wouldn’t hear reason. She became fragile, so easily torn apart whenever one of her friends would happily announce her own pregnancy. Whenever I tried to suggest that we take a break from it all, she would get so upset.” His eyes blurred beneath a pall of unhappy memories.

A moment later he blinked it all away, and his gaze once again found Meg. “We weren’t happy, Meg - neither of us. Nothing proved that fact to me better than an incident that happened a few days after she returned from a trip to visit her mother. I overheard her on the phone with one of her friends. I’d come home early from work, and I heard her in the kitchen, telling her friend Helen she was going to leave me.”

He dropped his head into his hands, and his tall frame, normally held so nobly erect, sagged in remembered defeat. Meg’s hand twitched. She thought to touch him, comfort him in some small way, but she stilled once more when suddenly he barked a humorless laugh.

“The thing of it is, I’d have stuck by her. As miserable as we were, as unhappy as we made each other, I really don’t believe I ever would have left. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing that day. I was shocked and angry, but I was also relieved - and that fact broke my heart more than any of the rest of it.

“I planned to confront her about it. It was a few days later, and I left work early, because I could barely concentrate. I was surprised when I got home and found she wasn’t there. She had a car, but she didn’t work at the time, and she rarely went anywhere in the afternoons.

“So I waited. I thought of everything I wanted to say to her. I was going to ask her to stay, to work it out with me. This was the right thing to do, I decided. But I wouldn’t beg.

“Christ, I was so angry. I was indignant, and sad, and just...destroyed. I hated both of us, for letting this happen to our marriage.

“When she came home hours later, I could tell something was off. She’d been crying, I knew immediately. I thought, This is it. She’s going to tell me she wants a divorce.” His voice quieted several decibels. “And instead she told me she was sick.” He drew in a shaky breath as he plowed a hand back through his mussed hair. “Two months later she was gone.”

John glanced up just in time to catch the tear that detached from Meg’s lower eyelid, before she could wipe it away. He stepped forward as it rolled down her cheek, and wrapped his hands around her shoulders. He gave her a light squeeze, imploring her to meet his eyes.

“Do you know why I’m telling you this?”

Meg worried her bottom lip between her teeth. She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.

John sighed. “I’m not completely certain either,” he whispered, perhaps to himself. “I guess I’m telling you in case you were tempted to compare yourself to her. Catherine was a wonderful woman in many ways, and I have no doubt she would have made an incredible wife to some man. I just...wasn’t that man. I know that now. She wasn’t ‘the one’ for me, and I couldn’t be that for her either.

“She should never have died so young, but she did, and there’s nothing anyone can do to change that. I’ve made my peace with it - that’s why I didn’t mention her before.” He bent his knees, crouching slightly to look into Meg’s watery eyes. “I think what I’m most afraid of is that, by admitting how weak I was, I’ll lose you, too. So please, don’t let this change anything between us. I may not have fought for Catherine the way I should have, but I swear to you: I learn from my mistakes.”

He left the rest unsaid.

* * *

They ate a late dinner of grilled cheese and tomato soup from the lodge. Meg watched while John created a number of rough sketches, scrawled the particulars of their hike across pages of grainy white paper with the same brooding contemplation she reserved for her journal entries. A tree branch, a cliff face, an animal carcass. Even the scorpion.

Meg was still in an introspective mood, only now for an entirely different reason. John made her feel special. She just couldn’t decide whether she was deserving of the pedestal he’d seemingly placed her upon. She felt like both a treasure and a fraud.

He kissed her as he stood to clear the dishes. Meg inspected him from behind as he stood at the sink, a bleach spotted towel tossed over one shoulder. His shirt was untucked in the back, and his collar was loosened. He wore the disheveled look well.

As he turned back around, he pushed his shoulders down and rolled his head from one side to the other, wincing slightly as bones popped and muscles strained.

“Are you all right?” Meg asked.

“Fine,” he replied, dismissing her concern with a wave of his hand. “Just a little stiff, that’s all. My shoulders tense up when I draw.” He flexed his fingers, grimaced a bit more. “And my hands.”

“Would you like a massage?”

The question was out before she could begin to question the wisdom of it.

He looked at her in surprise. Meg gulped. “I mean, I could help with your hands at least. I know how...sort of.”

He smiled. “I’d like that.”

“Have you got any oil?”

“Nothing that smells good, I’m afraid.” He opened a cabinet and retrieved a bottle of olive oil. “Will this do?”

Meg smiled faintly and nodded once.

They scooted their chairs together on one side of the table. John propped his elbows on his knees and proffered his hands, fingers spread. Meg warmed a small amount of the oil between her palms, then pulled his left into her lap. She began the way she’d been taught, loosening the thick cords of muscle from his elbow to his wrist. She rolled her knuckles beneath his palm and gently squeezed each of his digits from the joint to the fingertip. John’s eyes flicked constantly between her face and their interlocked hands. His breath leveled and deepened.

She repeated the same process with his other hand. Her fingers were tired and her wrists were sore from lack of practice, but she was driven by John’s occasional grunts of pleasure. She was nearly drunk off the way he looked at her.

When she finished with his right hand, she was unprepared for the disappointment she felt at being so. The cottage had nearly blackened, which further thickened the bulwark of intimacy surrounding them. “Come on,” she whispered, standing.

For a moment he simply gazed up at her, perplexed. When he finally stood, Meg walked toward the bed, listening to his quiet footsteps as he followed.

“Lie down,” she said, gesturing. “On your stomach.”

John walked obediently to the edge of the mattress. He paused only inches from Meg. “Should I...?” He pointed to the buttons on his shirt. She sucked in a quick breath, then nodded, knowing what she was up against. She didn’t bother glancing away as he slipped the buttons through their buttonholes and allowed the worn cotton to fall off his shoulders, leaving him bare chested. Nor did she avert her gaze when he crawled onto the mattress, his muscles flexing over his bones as his torso stretched and twisted.

He punched the pillow to fluff it, then lowered himself onto his stomach. He turned his face to look at Meg, and she in turn cleared her throat and blinked away errant thoughts.

She clambered onto the bed and straddled his denim clad rear with her knees bent and her shins pressed into the faded red blanket. Her hands found the base of his spine and stroked upward in circles of expanding circumference.

John moaned as she pressed her fingertips, then her knuckles and palms into the knots of tension beneath the surface of his skin. “My god,” he murmured. “Where did you learn to do this?”

“A girl in my dorm taught me,” she replied.

“I’ll have to send her a thank you note.” His statement was muffled by the pillow mashed against his cheek.

The girl’s name had been Karen. She was a philosophy major whose interests included Hatha yoga and the various forms of massage therapy. She was constantly in some degree of trouble with the resident advisor, Meg remembered, for burning incense in her dorm room. The day she’d persuaded Meg to come over for a lesson in massage technique, her eyes had watered from the overpowering fragrance of eucalyptus and patchouli wafting from the slow burn of it. The lamps were draped in silk scarves, and The Doors played over the hi-fi, rounding out the decidedly psychedelic milieu.

As Meg pushed and rubbed at the rungs of muscle lining John’s back and shoulders, she tried to remember everything Karen had taught her. Trigger points and transverse friction. Postural distortion, vibration and lymphatic drainage. Effleurage, petrissage, S compressions. She rocked the heels of her hands against his scapulae, loving the feel of his solid, unobliging muscles as they turned pliant and malleable. She imagined she was sculpting him from a soft hunk of clay, feeling his perfection take shape beneath her capable fingers.

When he shifted beneath her, she felt a throbbing warmth between her legs, that tingling rush of anticipation she so dearly loved. Gradually she eased the pressure in her hands. John flipped over onto his back and grasped her hips, pushing her into a seated position just over his pelvis. Meg’s hair spilled forward as she tipped her chin downward. She inhaled deeply as he cupped the side of her face, first with one hand, then with both. Slowly she rolled her spine, vertebra by vertebra, bowing toward him.

* * *

When their lips met, John slowly rolled her over, adroitly reversing their positions. His breath came heavily in her ear as he pushed and minutely writhed against her. Meg spread her legs, allowing him to fit his hips between them.

Without breaking their kiss, John sat up and plucked at the mother of pearl buttons on her shirt. His hands were no match for the rapid blur of his thoughts - they felt uncoordinated and clumsy, tripping down the front of her shirt. He was thankful when Meg stilled his hands with her own and took over the unwieldy task of undressing.

When she finished with the buttons, John stopped her before she could shed her shirt. He was too in love with the way she looked with the fabric gaping open, offering a shadowed glimpse of her cleavage and bra, the ivory skin of her stomach. He slid his hands around her bare waist and pulled her down to him, kissing her throat and the divot in her breastbone.

“On your stomach,” he said in a firm whisper.

She climbed off of him, and her shirt fell off one shoulder, drawing a muted gasp from John. Suddenly he had no further use for the shirt; he tore it off her with one hand while dexterously unclasping her bra with the other. He watched as the scrap of satin shimmied down her arms. From his vantage point behind her, there was only the suggestion of her breasts swaying free, the convex curve of flesh on either side of her ribs as she flattened herself against the mattress.

John propped himself on one elbow beside her and used his right hand to draw light circles against her naked back with the tips of his fingers. Meg quietly whimpered, and he squeezed his eyes shut, willing his body to stay the course rather than jump twelve steps ahead. He could almost palm the entirety of her lower back with this hand alone; he liked the feeling of being able to fit so much of her within his grasp.

A moment later she lifted her face off the pillow. “Your turn again,” she whispered. She used her hands to push off the bed but caught John’s hands before they could fondle her breasts. He arched an eyebrow at the teasing smile that slid into place. Soon, she mouthed.

Not nearly soon enough, he thought.

Her hands went to the zipper on his jeans. He froze, unsure whether to stop her, then decided he would let her set the pace. He helped her with the fastenings and kicked his legs while she tugged his pants down and over his feet. It was pure torture, seeing her half naked, the glint of desire in her eyes as she looked at him and his evident arousal. Seeing her at all, without the ability to touch her.

Again she straddled him. She kept her weight centered on her knees, hovering mere inches above him as she repeated her ministrations on his chest and down the hard lines of his stomach. This time when he slid his hands from her hips up the sides of her ribcage to her breasts, she didn’t try to stop him.

Determined to give her the attention she deserved, he flipped her onto her side and stretched his body out beside her, leaving just enough space to keep his erection out of the mix, knowing how near he was to losing his self-control. His eyes fixed on her face, he drew down the zipper on her shorts and dragged them down her legs. He smiled to himself at the sound of her breath catching.

His fingers trailed from her navel down to her underwear, dragging the fabric down half an inch or so before the elastic snapped back into place against her pubic bone. Meg gasped and her head tilted backward, her neck arching gracefully against the pillow.

“I want to touch you,” John murmured. His own voice sounded alien to his ears: low and rough, like someone who’s smoked too many cigars.

“You are touching me,” she replied.

“I mean here,” he whispered, very lightly touching the outside of her panties.

Instead of answering with words, Meg simply grabbed his hand and guided it to her center. He stroked the wet cotton, rubbing, listening to the sounds of her pleasure. Then he moved the material aside and felt her damp curls, delved deeper to press his middle finger against her clitoris. He moved in small circles, his pressure unremitting as he filled her with first one, then two of his fingers. Her fluid streamed down his hand.

When she jerked, John bent over her, kissing her neck and her lips. “That’s it,” he whispered. “Come for me, Meg.” When her insides clenched and squeezed, her eyes flew open, and her mouth opened in a silent scream that she refused to unleash. John continued his stroking until she trembled in a boneless heap.

Her eyes were sleepy as she gazed up at him. “So beautiful,” he said, smiling a little. He pushed her hair off her sweat dampened forehead before kissing it.

“Do you need a drink of water?” he asked.

Biting down on her lip, she shook her head. The corners of her mouth inched upward, and she pushed against his shoulders, driving him back down onto the mattress. Her eyes still held some degree of beatific peace, but there was an unmistakable spark behind the drowsy glaze of contentment.

Her fingers came to rest at the waistband of his underwear, and her expression morphed into a question. John’s heart thundered painfully in his chest. He felt he should stop her, but he was powerless to do so.

So weak, he censured himself. You’re no better off than the hormonal teenager you used to be.

But then, when his erection strained free of his underwear, all conscious thought was wiped from his mind, leaving only bleeding, pulsing need. In a matter of seconds, he sped from content to impoverished.

He watched Meg looking down at him, an admiring smirk on her flushed face, and suddenly it all caught up to him, like a line of train cars whose forward momentum has been interrupted by some cataclysmic event, sending them hurtling off track in various directions. A paroxysm of smoke and metal and mayhem.

He curled his fingers beneath her chin and lifted it. “Look at me,” he pled.

He half smiled at the frustration apparent in her wrinkled brow when she complied - she didn’t appreciate being sidetracked. John cradled the side of her face and placed his thumb over her swollen lips. Meg’s face softened. She parted her lips and bit down lightly on the pad of his thumb, causing his muscles to tense.

“What do you want, Meg?” he asked, needing to hear her say it.

“You,” she replied: quietly, although without hesitation. “I want all of you.”

Inwardly he cringed. He feared she was only giving him the answer she thought he wanted. What was it that motivated her, other than the desire to please him?

“There’s no going back from that. You need to be sure.” His tone was firm, yet gentle.

The lopsided grin fell from her face as her confidence faltered. “What do you want?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

He shook his head, denied himself the temptation to tell her exactly what he did want and the many ways in which he wanted it. “This isn’t about what I want.”

She shifted uncomfortably, and his erection, which had momentarily softened to some extent, stiffened once more. “I already told you,” Meg said. She wrapped her hand around him, campaigning to snuff out the last of his will to resist. His head snapped off the pillow, unable to look away as she milked him from base to tip.

“I’m a big girl, John,” she whispered. “I know what I’m doing. But I’d like to know you want it, too.”

He ripped his eyes away long enough to look into the depths of her emerald irises. He sat up abruptly and flattened his hands against her cheeks, then kissed her nose and each of her eyelids, pacing himself. “I want all of you, too,” he admitted. And then, because his conscience wouldn’t have allowed otherwise: “But I can wait. This doesn’t have to happen now.”

Meg rolled off of him onto her back, and for a moment he thought she was taking him at his word. He wasn’t sure which he felt more acutely: disappointment or relief.

But then she pulled on his shoulders with a strength he didn’t expect and slid underneath him, forcing him to cover her body with his. Scraping his gaze from her pinked cheeks to the way her breasts fell to either side of her chest, he felt the futility of his forbearance in every bone and ligament.

“Do you have any...protection handy?” she asked.

John came close to laughing. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I wasn’t exactly expecting to find you.” He touched the tip of her nose. “I was expecting solitude and introspection. You’re an added bonus I hadn’t anticipated.”

Her bottom lip protruded in a pout. She looked so young doing it - a fact that both thrilled and tormented him. “I know Faye brought some. I could go—”

He gave a vehement shake of his head, causing her to go silent with confusion. “Meg.” She raised her eyebrows in question. “Do you remember what I said about Catherine and me being unable to conceive a baby?”

Her expressive eyebrows slid downward, settling into a puzzled frown. “That could’ve just as easily been her fault as yours, John.”

“It could have been,” he agreed, “but it wasn’t.”

He waited while that sank in. Finally she asked, “You’re sure?”

Looking her in the eyes, he nodded. “I would never lie to you about that. I couldn’t do that to you.”

Meg’s countenance fell with a fleeting sadness that she quickly smoothed away. Lassoing her arms around his neck, she lifted her head to kiss him. When she plunged her warm tongue into his mouth, he groaned softly and fell into her, sliding his arms under her bare back.

“I’m ready,” she whispered.

He combed her hair away from her face and studied her, then silently begged her to look at him as he parted her thighs and ever so gently pushed inside.

* * *

Until now, Meg’s number was four.

Number one was a boy from freshman seminar named Edward, but he went by his family name, which was Dewey. She was new to Berkeley and eager to shed her virginity along with the rest of her girlish inhibitions. That night in Dewey’s dorm room had, frankly, led her to question whether she would ever have sex again.

Next was Michael. To say he had a healthy sexual appetite would have been a vast understatement. He enjoyed dominating her, pushing her to try new things, sometimes before she was ready. In the beginning she’d felt wanted; by the end, she simply felt tired and used up.

Number three was a junior co-ed named Tim. He’d pursued her with abandon, as if he had nothing to lose - and truly, he didn’t. Although initially flattered by his attention, Meg had come to regard their single encounter as a rebound of the nth degree. She didn’t think it had been terribly fulfilling for either of them.

Rick was, of course, her most recent conquest - or perhaps it would have been more accurate to say she was his. Their sex was fairly vanilla, consisting of soft grunts and invariable rhythms.

This, though... This was different.

John looked at her as they made love: had that ever happened to her before? She couldn’t recall that it had. He was more reverent, less frenzied. Certainly more patient. Meg’s sense was that this act wasn’t simply a means to an end for him. It was, for lack of a better term, a journey. One he wholly intended on helping her enjoy. He was taking care of her, and she loved it.

He felt like an extravagance inside of her - thick and hot and rigid. Meg licked the salt off her lips as she watched him watching her. She listened to the measured thud of the bed against the wall, the creaking of the mattress, the moist slapping of skin against skin. She felt the ripples in his back and the tremendous tension in his shoulders.

Something furled deep inside of her, in a spot she couldn’t name, began to slowly unwind. She could tell when John felt it. His jaw tightened, and he looked away from her. He cupped and massaged her breast, then lowered his face to flick his tongue over her nipple. Her breasts bobbed and swayed as he rocked into her.

“God,” he breathed. “Meg, oh God.” His voice crescendoed from an edgy whisper to an impassioned cry.

Her climax caught her by surprise. It wasn’t a gradual upsurge for which she could prepare. It simply wasn’t, and then it was.

And then it really, really was.

Her arms and legs splayed apart as she let it take her, let it shake her body while the inside of her melted and dissolved. And when John collapsed on top of her, pulsing and quaking and breathing so hard, she was driven past the limits of conscious thought, into a filmy ether of felicity and light.

* * *

He rolled to the side so he wouldn’t crush her, but he didn’t pull out. They were cocooned in a peaceful fog, suspended in a chrysalis of vaporous warmth and gooey satisfaction.

For long moments, they simply gazed at each other. He took in her eyes, her lips, her throat. Not quite believing she was real.

“I’m sort of thirsty,” she croaked.

John chuckled. “Me, too.” He leaned toward her and sucked her bottom lip into his mouth, kissed her hard. Then he dismounted.

He left her with her eyes closed, resting her cheek against her sandwiched hands. In the kitchen, he poured a tall glass of water, then ran warm water from the spigot on a clean cloth and wrung it out.

Meg blinked up at him serenely as he proffered the glass, then sat up to gulp greedily from it. She tugged the sheet up to cover her chest.

John eased his hand between her legs, nudging them apart. She eyed him uncertainly but didn’t resist as he swiped the damp cloth over her folds, cleaning her.

He settled back beside her, tucking his arm beneath his head and resting his hand on her sheeted hip. He would have rather seen her naked, but if this was her preference, he wouldn’t push the issue.

“When are you leaving?” he asked, stroking his thumb over her hipbone. It was a question he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to.

“Leaving... Tonight, you mean?”

He shook his head. “No. I mean to go back home.” He kissed the back of her hand. “Tonight I hope you’ll stay.”

She smiled, but then sighed. “Saturday is when I leave. The fourteenth.”

A barb of something icy and sharp penetrated his chest. “Six days,” he mused. It might as well have been six minutes, for all the crushing disillusion he felt. Not nearly long enough.

Her eyebrows sloped downward in an inverted V of sadness. “I wish I could stay longer,” she whispered.

He reined her in with his hand at her back, drawing her soft curves up against his hard angles before planting a lingering kiss on her forehead.

“When will your friends be back?” he asked as he pulled away.

“Sometime tomorrow. I’m not sure when.”

He frowned a little, gave a faint nod.

“What is it?” she asked.

He exhaled his frustration. “I just... I suppose I’ll have to share you, that’s all.” The left side of his mouth drew up in a rueful smile. “I’ll confess I don’t relish the thought, but—”

Meg pressed her fingers over his lips, silencing him. “I’d rather spend time with you.”

He pulled her hand away from his mouth and shook his head. “Meg, you came here to be with your friends, not some stranger. I couldn’t think of monopolizing your time that way.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re not some stranger. In fact, I think you know me better than any of the people I came here with.” She paused, contemplating her words. “Before I met you, I wasn’t sure why I even came to begin with.”

He couldn’t help the flutter of joy that warmed his stomach as she spoke.

Then another thought occurred to him, and again his forehead puckered in a frown. “Meg, you should know... You” - he swallowed - “you’re brilliant. And I would never in a million years trade what just happened between us. But I don’t want you to think that has anything to do with my wanting to spend time with you.”

She leered mockingly at him. “Really? It has nothing to do with your wanting to spend time with me?”

He chuckled at the teasing lilt in her voice. “Christ, you beautiful woman, you know what I mean.” Pointing to himself, he said, “Do you see? This is what you do to me. I’m tongue-tied.”

Giggling, Meg propelled herself forward and kissed the corner of his mouth. “Uh huh,” she said.

He sighed, composing himself. “Honestly, though. I couldn’t bear it if you thought I only suggested spending more time together because I expect anything more from you. We can just...talk. If that’s what you want.”

She bit her lip, still smiling. “That’s not what I want, John,” she said softly after a moment. The sheet slipped down as she wiggled closer to him; he could feel her hardened nipples pressed against his chest. A shuddering tremor touched off from the base of his spine and cavorted up the center of his back. He slid his hand around her waist to grip her bottom and gave it a light squeeze. Meanwhile, a sizable portion of his systemic blood flow was deflected into the region just south of his waist.

She continued to tease him with half-formed kisses, seemingly blind to the way his blood ignited at the merest of her touches. Tonight, he knew, would be a long night.


Chapter 6

A warm billow of steam nipped at John’s heels as he opened the bathroom door. He tread lightly across the floor. His chest swelled with a substance lighter than air the closer he came to the sleeping girl in his bed.

Meg lay on her side facing away from him, the sheet wound loosely around her naked limbs. John sat softly on the edge of the bed. He was unable to look away from the dip of her waist and the bell curve of her hip, the sheet wrapped around her thigh while baring the top of the crevice in her bottom. His fingers touched the ends of her hair, spread in cinnamon tangles across the pillowcase.

When his fingertips moved to trace the edge of her shoulder, she stirred and slowly turned.

“Good morning,” he whispered.

“G’morning.”

She twisted onto her opposite side, facing him. He sucked in a breath at the sight of her: the sheet crisscrossing her body, baring part of her stomach and one of her breasts, the V between her legs. The effect was possibly even more startling that it would have been if she were completely nude.

Having caught his staring, she smiled, still a bit shy. John leaned closer so she could hear him speaking softly.

“I was thinking about you while I was in the shower. I missed you.”

Her cheeks flamed. “What were you thinking of, exactly?”

He leaned back long enough to flip a brazen glance down at her body. “Making love to you,” he replied.

She cleared her throat. “Did you, ah...touch yourself?”

“Yes.”

She leaned up onto one elbow, bringing her mouth close to the side of his face; her moving lips tickled the fine hairs just outside his ear. “Did you come?” she asked in a faint whisper.

John pushed the damp towel off his lap and wrapped his hand around the base of his erection, a feeble attempt to relieve its uncomfortable throbbing. “I wanted to wait for you,” he replied in as even a voice as he could muster.

Without speaking she lay back and slid down the mattress. Her back cambered and her knees fell open, an invitation. John’s mouth flooded with saliva as he levered his body over hers. He touched her, groaned at the slick fluid that coated his fingers. He rubbed in concentric circles, modifying the pressure in his hand until Meg threw her head back and bit down on her lip to suppress her cries.

“Please,” she said, grabbing his wrist to still his hand. “John, please. I’m ready.”

He winced a little, not wanting to stop until she’d been completely sated. “I want you with me,” she pressed.

He nodded once, then positioned himself at her opening before sliding forward.

Pure heaven. Elysium. Shangri-La.

He was mid-thrust, inches of him buried inside her, when a knock sounded at the door. John sank the rest of the way in, but his arms remained tremblingly straight, his elbows locked. He peered into Meg’s eyes, now widened with alarm.

“Shit,” he murmured. He was just where he wanted to be: pulling out to answer the door was tantamount to forfeiting a fortune he’d only recently inherited.

“Do you have to go?” asked Meg. She moaned lowly when he continued to move, sliding in and out in tiny increments as he contemplated his options. He couldn’t be still, even though the friction was making it very difficult to think.

Again the knock.

“Goddammit.” He crumpled on top of her, the strength in his taut muscles sapped along with his resolve to ignore it.

He treated her to a deliberately unhurried kiss before rolling off of her.

“I’ll be right back.” He scooped his towel off the floor and wound it around his waist.

* * *

It didn’t occur to Meg to snatch the cover up over her body until John’s hand was on the doorknob. He opened the door only far enough to peer around it, obscuring her view of their unwelcome caller. She was surprised when he greeted the person on the stoop in fluent Spanish.

She sat up and curled her legs beneath her as she listened, her heart drumming. A moment later she heard “Gracias, Señor.” John stepped away from the door and let it click softly shut before turning to face her. His expression held sorrow and defeat, neither of which did her escalating anxiety any favors.

“We have to go,” he said, crossing the room to stand over the bed again. “That was Humberto, one of the staff.” He laced his fingers behind his neck, his desire to stay clearly at odds with his determination to go. “I completely forgot it’s Sunday - it’s the day he comes to clean.” His mouth shaped into a doleful smile. “I have a way of forgetting everything when you’re here, it seems.”

“Can’t he come back?” Meg asked, only mildly ashamed of the whiny timbre of her voice. “Or...I could help you clean.”

“I tried that argument,” John replied. “Trust me: if it were up to me, we wouldn’t leave this bed until Thursday.” The mattress dipped as he lowered his weight onto its edge. He scooped Meg’s hand up off the bed and kissed the back of it. “I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

She shimmied free of the sheet and swung her legs around to touch the cool floor with the balls of her feet. “Yes, you will.” She provided him a coy smile before standing and strolling with a purposeful sway to the haphazard heap of her clothing.

“Just so I’m prepared, exactly how long are you going to keep me waiting?” she asked over her shoulder as she stepped into her underwear and let the elastic snap against her stomach.

“That depends.” His voice was deep and labored. “Can we go to your place?”

Meg turned and let his eyes roam over her as she fastened her bra behind her back. “I’m just not sure when everyone is getting back,” she said tentatively, not at all sure whether this answer was the right one for either of them.

Leaning forward so his elbows rested on his knees, John nodded. He buried his face in his hands, scrubbed his fingers back through his hair.

He stood quickly then, letting the towel drop around his feet, and walked over to his dresser. She watched, bewildered by the suddenness of his movements, as he yanked on a shirt and a pair of pants. “Come on,” he said, grabbing his sketchbook with one hand and her hand with his other.

Meg trotted along behind him as his long legs strode toward the door. “What are we doing?” she asked.

He turned then and held her face in both his hands, stepping close enough that she could smell his aftershave. “My first choice, obviously, would be fucking you.” His confession and the spiciness of his language made her shiver. It felt like a slap - one that left a pleasant tingle instead of a painful sting.

He exhaled sharply, and his lips curled in a thin smirk. “Second would be a cold shower. But since neither of those are possibilities at the moment, my only option is to take you someplace very public, where I’ll be forced to act like the gentleman I am and keep my hands to myself.”

They walked to the saloon-cum-coffee bar housed next to the lodge, where John paid for a coffee for himself and a chamomile tea for Meg. They sat at a round table in the corner, next to the painted brick wall, beneath framed photographs chronicling the lodge’s construction.

Meg watched the people entering and exiting: men and women, young and old. Once in a while one of them would catch her eye and look from her to John. Meg wondered what they saw. Did the two of them blend in as seamlessly as the other couples, or did they exude some aura that made them more conspicuous?

She picked up her book, began to read. Sometime later she glanced up at John. His hand was poised over his sketchpad, the tip of his pencil hovering above its clean, white surface. His attention, however, was directed at her.

Meg smiled. “Trouble concentrating?”

He smirked. “You might say that.” He shoved his sketchbook away. “Have you got any more books in that bag of yours? Something that will distract me better than this blank sheet of paper?”

She rummaged in her bag and removed a chunky anthology of contemporary American poetry. John accepted it gratefully; he opened it up to the middle and began to read.

Sometime later, he said her name. When Meg glanced up, he slid the book across the table toward her, his finger pointing to a stanza from Ezra Pound’s “Francesca.”

I who have seen you amid the primal things

Was angry when they spoke your name

In ordinary places.

I would that the cool waves might flow over my mind...

So that I might find you again,

Alone.

With her head tilted downward, she lifted her eyes and let her smile spread to their corners.

John lifted his pencil and pressed it vertically against his lips, meditative. He pulled his sketchbook back from the far corner of the table and bowed his head to jot something in the top corner of the blank page. Meg looked back at her book, but where concentration was concerned, her curiosity was nearly disabling.

She heard the ripping of paper. John proffered a triangular strip of it, crowded with his blocky, unembroidered scrawl.

Go somewhere with me.

Where? she mouthed.

“Point Sublime,” said John. “We could camp.” Leaning closer to her, he added in a lower octave, “I want to take you somewhere we can’t be bothered.”

 

A daft grin crept over her face. “I’d better go pack,” she said.

John sat back and regarded her carefully from behind steepled fingers. Finally he nodded. “I will, too, then.” Meg stood while he remained seated; she looked down in surprise when his hand shot out to curve around her hip. “Will a half hour be enough time?”

She nodded.

“I’ll pick you up.”

* * *

Humberto was just finishing up when John reached his cottage. He waved to the man, thanked him, then let himself inside to stuff some clothing and camping and sketching supplies in a backpack.

He couldn’t slow down with her. It frightened him, how little control he had. Six days (really, now closer to five and a half) didn’t come close to being enough time. What would become of him after she left?

* * *

According to John, only seventeen miles of rutted road stood between the lodge and the remote backcountry camping spot he’d chosen for them. The drive, however, took close to two hours.

When it came to sex, Meg had always grasped the concept of delayed gratification, and she thought she understood its usefulness - at least to a certain extent. This, though. This was taking it to a new level. By the time they reached the turnoff for Point Sublime, she felt like a piece of overripe fruit, festering in her own saccharine juices.

As soon as they parked, John adopted a surprisingly businesslike demeanor. Meg stood aside, dismayed, as he unloaded the Jeep and led the way to a spot near the rim, shielded from the road by an unkempt scruff of brush and piñon trees. She tried to enjoy the view, whose magnificence was, truthfully, of a caliber that stole her breath. Still, she couldn’t very well deny the ease with which John inadvertently diverted her attention as he focused on other tasks.

Watching him unsheathe the collapsed makings of a tent, Meg felt her longing almost as acutely as she had the painful assault on her abdomen when her appendix burst as a young teenager. Suddenly the splendor of her surroundings wasn’t the only reason she couldn’t breathe.

He was on his knees, fitting together tent poles, when she resolved to take matters into her own hands. She approached from behind, unbuttoning her shirt as she walked. She paused to unfasten her bra and slide the straps down her arms beneath the sleeves of her shirt, then discarded it on the ground before pressing forward. Her nipples stiffened in anticipation as a wafting puff of a breeze rippled across her skin.

Meg dropped to her knees beside John. “Can I help?” she asked.

When he looked at her, he seemed not to notice her partial nudity right away. It wasn’t until seconds later, when his gaze fell, that his grin showed signs of weakening.

He groaned as he leaned toward her, but Meg scrambled away before he could touch her. “I could get this end,” she offered, walking a few steps and reaching for the opposite end of the tent pole. “Just show me where to put it.”

John didn’t answer immediately. His expression morphed from bemused frustration to a mask of vindictive glee that seemed to scream, Two can play at that game.

“Shove it down in that hole, will you?” he said. She obeyed his command while John rose to his feet and pushed down his sleeves before unbuttoning his own shirt. He kept his gaze averted as he shrugged out of it altogether. Meg fought the urge to go to him, to run her hands over the hard, sculpted planes of his chest.

“Now we connect these two at the top,” he said, gesturing to the other pole. “I’ll hold this one.”

Meg bent at the waist to gather the pole he’d indicated, which was already anchored in two of the tent’s metal eyelets. The breeze surged again as she stood, as if to underscore her point. She could feel the weight of John’s stare as one side of her shirt flapped open. “Jesus Christ,” she heard him mutter. She divulged in a guilty smile as she lifted the pole, not bothering to cover herself.

John lashed together the two poles, forming a dome shaped scaffold for the tent. Meg helped him hook loops to hang the heavy sheet of nylon on the frame. She was bending to grab up the rainfly when she felt strong arms wrap around her middle. “The rest can wait,” he said gruffly in her ear.

Meg stood slowly, her back against John’s chest. She gasped when he cupped her breasts beneath her shirt, felt the weight of them in his palms. Her shirt fell from one shoulder, and he pressed a kiss there as he slowly massaged.

Further events unfolded as if they’d been carefully choreographed: a lissome ballet of squeezing and pulling, blankets snapping open, bodies colliding and entwining.

And always kissing. Meg had never felt so in love with kissing. It seemed that, for John, lips and tongues weren’t merely the stuff of foreplay. Were it not for their inherent need to occasionally breathe, she felt certain their mouths would never have parted.

There was something else, too, that made sex with John unlike any she’d previously experienced: his deliberate attentiveness to every part of her body. Not just her breasts and her cleft, but the other parts of her that made her a woman. Her slim shoulders, her rounded hips, her shapely calves. His hands and fingers exalted her every curve, following the path of his gaze as he stared wonderingly at her, all while staking repetitive claim to her quivering insides. From the arches of her feet to the crown of her head, she felt worshipped and adored.

* * *

The afternoon and evening were a montage of tangled bodies and glissading fingers. They were always touching in some way: interlocked legs or hooked pinkies.

They ate the peanut butter sandwiches John had brought. Afterward he lay his head in Meg’s lap, and she combed her fingers through his hair while reading One Hundred Years of Solitude aloud.

When the sun began to sink and she could feel her eyes strain to take in the failing light, Meg closed the book and set it aside.

“All done?” John asked. He flipped onto his stomach and smoothed his hand up the inside of the shirt she wore sans pants, letting it rest at the crook of her waist.

“It’s getting dark.”

“So it is,” he replied without glancing away from her.

“And cold,” she added.

John stretched his neck forward to capture her lips, then sprang nimbly to his feet. He wrapped Meg snugly in a thick wool Indian blanket before gathering the fixings for a fire. She felt like a girl scout at camp as she watched him scrape together the tinder inside a makeshift circle of rocks and strike a match to light it. He blew gently until the flame caught and spread, then built a tepee of split wood to catch the fire from the now red-hot embers.

When he crawled back onto the ground next to Meg, she held open the blanket, inviting him to share its warmth. He looped his arm around her shoulders, and she melted into his side, reveling in the heat of the fire on her face.

“Do you have brothers or sisters?” she asked.

“One of each. My older brother Charlie lives in Boston with his wife and my two nieces. My sister Barbara is younger - she and her husband live in Connecticut still, near my mother.”

“What is your mother like?”

His hand rubbed slowly up and down her arm. He never was one to put speaking before thinking.

“Very, very kind. Affectionate - she was always hugging and kissing us as kids, compensating for my father’s awkwardness when it came to expressing his love. She’s forgiving of everyone and everything. And she’s very patient - probably to a fault.” He turned his head slightly to rest his chin on top of Meg’s head. “Or maybe it isn’t patience. Maybe it’s bullheadedness.” He chuckled a little. “I sometimes wonder.”

Meg tipped her face up to smile at him. “Were she and your father happily married?”

She thought his face tightened a little, the corners of his mouth drawing in and his eyes narrowing into a squint - but perhaps it was the darkness playing tricks on her. “That depends on your definition of ‘happily married.’“

“What’s your definition?”

He sighed. “Honesty, for one. Loyalty for another.”

Meg swallowed, remembering what he’d said about his mother’s capacity to forgive. “Was your father unfaithful?” she said quietly.

“Yes.” He looked away, as if he’d rather be talking about anything else at all. “I was ten years old the first time I found out he was having an affair.” Meg pressed her face against the side of his ribcage, felt the vibrations of his deep voice traveling up the inside of him as he spoke. “I walked in on them. As if that wouldn’t have been traumatizing enough for a kid.” He chuckled without humor. “And then, when I saw it wasn’t even my mom he had laid out beneath him... It felt like everything I’d ever known with any certainty turned out to be nothing more than an elaborate myth, some fairytale I’d been told to help me sleep soundly at night. It was stultifying.

“I wanted to run away, but all I could do was stand there while he shouted at me to get out and the woman he had pinned to the mattress started crying. The image is seared in my mind - my dad, naked from the waist down save for his socks, still in the shirt my mom had ironed for him that morning. And that trollop with her legs spread and her panties still hooked around one ankle. The ground was dissolving beneath my feet, until there was just him and me and this huge gulf between us.”

Meg thought of the indelible image she had of Michael with that girl on top of him, the redhead with small, perky breasts. She squeezed her eyes shut out of habit, but reopened them in relief when she realized the wave of nausea that usually accompanied that memory was lacking this time around. Perhaps she’d finally conquered it.

“I cried for a week,” John said, “refused to come down for dinner. I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t see him sitting across the table from my mother and my siblings, as if today was just like any other, passing the butter and the salt and pepper. I know my mom was worried, but I hated her, too. Hated her for her blindness.” He hung his head in shame. “Every time she looked at me with that sad, sympathetic look on her face, I thought she was the one deserving of pity. I couldn’t understand how she could be so oblivious, so stupid. I decided if she refused to see what was right in front of her, I wasn’t going to be the one to make her see.

“For a while I successfully avoided my father, but I couldn’t dodge him forever. About a week later he was waiting outside for me when school let out. He put his hand on my shoulder and asked if we could go for a walk, maybe talk about what happened. Man to man, he said.” John snorted, still disbelieving. “We walked around the playground. He asked me who all I’d told - wanted to know how much damage control he had to do, I suppose. He must’ve guessed I hadn’t said anything to my mom - I’d hope she would have brought it up to him if I had, although I’m not even sure about that.

“‘I’m sorry you had to see that,’ is what he said to me. As if that was all he had to apologize for. He never said sorry for doing it, for making fools out of all of us - our entire family. He was only sorry he got caught at it.”

Meg crossed his stomach with her arm and held tightly to him. It was all she had to give: some fraction of the comfort his parents should have offered him twenty-three years prior.

A moment later, she said, “You said ‘the first time’ you found out he was having an affair. Were there other times?”

“At least one other.” Again he sighed. “I was a senior in high school by that time. We’d mended some of our fences, but there was still a gaping hole in the Trust one that we’d somehow managed to mutually ignore for the better part of a decade.

“Then one Saturday afternoon a couple of weeks before Christmas, I was with a friend in New Haven. We were visiting a couple of our old teammates at Yale - I don’t think I told you I played hockey in high school.

“I was driving - I’d borrowed my mom’s ‘49 Plymouth convertible, the one my dad bought her brand new for their twentieth wedding anniversary. It was the first car she ever owned, and she was terrified to drive it.” She could hear the fondness in his voice. “It was also completely impractical for New England, of course, but that was sort of his style - all form and no function.

“So anyway, we were coasting through town, had the heater blasting to keep from freezing our asses off since the seal on those ragtops wasn’t so great, and I saw him getting out of his car at some restaurant. I was about to say something, but then I noticed him walking around to open the passenger door for somebody else - some leggy blond I’d never seen before.

“I’d never been angrier. I pulled the car over right there, jammed it into park right in the middle of the parking lot, and jumped out to confront him while my buddy was still in the car. I wasn’t a scared little boy anymore, and I wasn’t going to tolerate any more of his shit.”

Meg felt his grip tighten in remembered frustration. She squeezed his leg in an attempt to soothe his anger.

“I got in his face. I told him he wouldn’t get away with it this time, that I’d tell my mom and my brother and sister, so they’d all know what a worthless lowlife he really was. He tried to tell me I had it all wrong, that it wasn’t what it looked like. ‘This is Suzanne,’ he said. Tried to introduce her like she a business associate - as if I gave a shit what her name was. I could see what they were doing. It was freezing outside, and yet she was dressed like some kind of upper class call girl. The fifties were a conservative time, and she looked anything but: this skirt with the hemline well above her knees, high heels, even some cleavage. Hell, maybe she was a call girl. She sure as hell wasn’t in the insurance business, I can tell you that much.”

He shook his head, resetting his thoughts. “I couldn’t believe he had the audacity to lie to me. Unfortunately for him, his introducing her only resulted in my rage finding a new target. I feel sort of sorry about that now - I’m sure she had no idea what she was in for. I asked her if she was in the business of ruining people’s marriages. Asked her if they’d talked about his family, if she knew he had a wife and three kids.

“To her credit, she kept her mouth shut. She even had the decency to look ashamed.

“My dad corralled her back into the car, but he didn’t drive away immediately like I thought he would. He came and faced me like a man, and that took me a little off-guard.

“He...apologized. This wasn’t like the other time, either. He seemed tired, like he was done fighting. I got the sense he was apologizing for all of it, not just the fact that I’d once again caught him committing a wrongful act. I was still madder than hell, though. I told him I was going to drive straight home and tell Mom, and he didn’t even try to argue or give me any reason why I shouldn’t. He just said, ‘I know you don’t owe me anything, but please - will you let me be the one to tell her?’

“I was shocked. I agreed, because what else could I do? I told him he had one week, and he just nodded, looking resigned. Then he got in his car and drove away.

“When I got home late that night, his car wasn’t in the driveway. My mom was in the kitchen by herself, crying. I knew right away what happened, but I had no idea how to make it better. I wanted to fix it for her, this entire fucked-up situation, but I felt completely helpless. It almost made me question whether telling her had been the right thing.

“He stayed in a hotel for close to a month. Charlie was away at Penn State on a wrestling scholarship, so he was blissfully ignorant of the mess we had on our hands. Barbara was a sophomore. She knew my dad was in trouble, but I never gave her any details like I’d originally planned. She was always a daddy’s girl, and I couldn’t find it in me to take that respect away from her, the way it’d been stolen from me.

“A few weeks later he came home. He slept in the guest room for a while, but eventually he moved back into my mom’s room. Slowly they repaired what was broken, and gradually we all forgave him in our own way. For whatever reason, I think the forgiveness part was even harder for me than it was for my mother. Maybe because I’d been the one to see him with those other women. He died knowing I believed he’d never be good enough for us.”

John let out a ragged breath. His shoulders slumped from the exhaustion of reliving years’ worth of haunting memories.

“I wish there was something I could say,” Meg said softly. This after an extended period of a silence that was fraught with sadness and the smarting of wounds that had never entirely healed.

John shifted so he could look at her. “Enough ‘saying.’“ He kissed her, first tenderly, then with a desperation that led Meg to wonder whether he was simply using her to outstrip his ghosts. When he laid her back gently against the blanket and slid his hand between her legs, she decided that if he couldn’t forgive, for tonight at least she would let him try and forget.


Chapter 7

It was the shrill cry of a circling hawk that woke Meg the following morning. She could sense she was alone even before opening her eyes.

Pale gray daylight filled the tent. The coolness of the air raised the hair on her arms when she stretched them overhead, and she quickly drew them back under the blanket. She felt a heaviness in her bladder and knew she would soon have to brave the chilly temperature outside, but for now she was content to lie on her back, sliding her legs against the scratchy wool of the blanket beneath her.

Eventually she emerged from the tent, dragging the heavy Indian blanket with her to shield her naked body from the frosty morning air. She walked a ways along the line of trees before crouching to relieve her bladder, then made her way over to the canyon’s rim. The day was overcast, and the canyon was an ocean of fog from which the monoliths and mesas reared their noble heads. In the distance, the sun winked from behind a sheer screen of clouds.

She made her way back to their campsite and lowered herself onto a rock next to the charred remains of the fire John had built. Poking at the clumps of ash with a stick, she wondered where he’d gone. The Jeep hadn’t budged, so it couldn’t be far.

Glancing at the canyon’s edge, her chest suddenly constricted in panic. Surely, if anything had happened she would’ve heard something...right? She swallowed, afraid to go and look. It was so foggy, she’d never be able to see to the bottom anyway.

Then, as if in answer to her prayers, she heard footsteps behind her. She whirled around to find John wading through the brush, his arms full of wood he’d claimed from the forest behind. Meg ran toward him, her heart thrashing with both relief and vestigial terror.

John, seeing her approach, quickly dropped the wood just in time for her to tackle him. He bundled his arms around the outside of the blanket she wore as a cloak and rubbed her back vigorously to warm her as she covered his neck and face with kisses.

When she backed away a moment later, feeling slightly embarrassed, John’s face (now covered in stubble that even further accentuated his male beauty) lit with a teasing grin. “Good morning to you, too,” he said.

“You disappeared,” Meg said, still a bit breathless. “I thought maybe...something had happened.”

His kissed her chapped lips as he threaded his fingers in the hair at her nape. “I’m right here. No need to worry.”

They made their way back over to their ersatz fire pit. Meg resumed her spot while John rekindled the fire. Once it was lit, with shreds of smoke being snatched away by the ever-present breeze, he came to kneel in front of her. Meg opened the blanket, allowing him in before wrapping them both in its abrasive warmth.

“Mmm.” He hummed softly as he pulled her against him. “You’re not wearing anything.”

Meg’s breath caught when he palmed her left breast before pulling her nipple into his mouth. She instinctively opened her legs, allowing him to crowd closer. John dropped his hand between her thighs and pressed his thumb against her clit. Her head lolled back as if the bones in her neck had turned to cartilage. “God,” he whispered, stroking her faster.

He grabbed behind her knees and tugged her closer to the edge of the rock she sat upon, and she put her arms behind her to brace herself. The blanket fell from her shoulders, but she didn’t care: she no longer needed it for warmth.

John leaned forward to kiss her stomach just beneath her belly button. Meg sucked in her abdomen as he kissed a trail downward. She whimpered when he hooked her legs over his shoulders and used his fingers to spread her lips.

Seeing the uncertainty in her eyes, he leaned up to kiss her on the mouth. “Relax, OK?” he said. Then he ducked his head and speared his tongue inside her.

Meg held her breath as he touched her in this way - in a way no man had ever touched her before. The flick of his tongue was light and soft as the kiss of a moth’s wings, yet it caused a riotous electrical storm to charge through her, from her clitoris to the tips of her curled toes.

She moaned softly in protest when he paused minutes into his onslaught. “Tell me how that feels,” he whispered before once again zeroing in on her opening.

She was at a bit of a loss. None of her other lovers had ever encouraged her to be more vocal. Michael had been expressive enough for the both of them - she doubted he would have heard her even if she had made an effort to match him in volume - and the others hadn’t seemed to notice her penchant for biting her tongue (or if they had they didn’t care).

John asking her for feedback felt a little like being granted permission to do something she’d always longed to do - even if she hadn’t realized until this moment how badly she had longed for it. Her moaning articulations weren’t particularly intelligible, nor were they in any way profound. And yet it was the most satisfied she’d ever felt when it came to conveying what she felt right now, in this moment.

Clearly, Meg wasn’t the only one enjoying her newfound voice. She could feel John’s eyes on her, watching her. His groans turned to growls, and he clutched her legs tighter, digging his fingers into her flesh. But for all the roughness in his hands, he kept his sucking and licking gentle and light, expertly nudging her closer and closer to the proverbial edge. In that moment just before, when she felt as if she were on the verge of combusting, she threaded her fingers through the hair on the crown of his head and pulled. Every cell, every nerve, every muscle in her body fluttered and pulsated. She felt her feet cramp as she squeezed her toes, felt her shoulder blades bite into the rock beneath her as her back arched.

John slowed his pace, but he didn’t stop right away. Instead, he let his tongue absorb the aftershocks of her orgasm. Only then did he pull away to place a kiss on the mound of flesh above her opening.

He rose slowly to his feet, then pulled the fallen blanket snugly around her before kissing her swollen lips. He whispered: “You’re perfect.”

* * *

After Meg had had time to recover, she offered to return the favor. Her brow wrinkled in confusion when John declined, but ironed out again when he explained his rationale. He’d had time to think while gathering wood, and he’d already decided by the time he returned that this morning would be about her. His time would come later, he told her (though truthfully only to appease her frustration). What he didn’t say was that he’d been fantasizing about tasting her for an embarrassingly large percentage of the past 24 hours. Just as she’d had to recuperate from her orgasm, John felt equally in need of recovery. If they’d gone on to make love, he knew, his staying power would be middling at best.

The sun had emerged from behind the clouds and slowly heated the rocks. Soon the air would hold heat instead of chill; already he’d snuffed out the fire, since they were no longer in need of the warmth it provided. The canyon, too, had cleared of fog; he imagined it swirling away through a drain at the very bottom.

John sat with his back against a sheer faced boulder with one leg draped over the canyon’s edge and the other bent, supporting his sketchpad. Meg sat opposite with the blanket wrapped around her waist, eating a plum. She never had bothered to get dressed, which John couldn’t have been more pleased about. He was sure he would never tire of admiring her body.

She glanced up, caught him staring. He smiled at the pink flush of her cheeks. “You’re beautiful,” he said. “You know that, don’t you?”

Her blush deepened and spread to her ears. “So are you,” she replied. She cleared her throat. “I, um. I hope I’m not distracting you from your work.”

He shook his head. “You’re anything but a distraction.”

“Aren’t I?”

“There isn’t much in the world that’s more inspiring than making love to a beautiful woman.”

She smiled a little at that. “Something we haven’t done this morning, if you’ll recall - despite my best efforts.”

“What we did still counts,” he replied.

He studied her as she took another bite of her plum, her teeth breaking its tender skin. Juice dribbled down her chin, and she used the back of her hand to wipe it away as she turned her gaze back to the landscape before them.

He glanced up at her often as he sketched the soft line of her jaw, the full curve of her lips. She’d picked up her book, but she held it in her lap, leaving him an unobstructed view of her face.

“What’s that you’re humming?” he asked, still sketching.

She looked at him in surprise. “‘Spanish Eyes.’“ Smiling, she added, “I guess I hadn’t realized I was making any sound.”

“Hum away. You can even sing if you’d like.”

She laughed that gorgeous, musical laugh. “I’d better not.”

She shook her head slightly, causing a strand of her hair to slip out from behind her ear and fall forward to frame her face. “Don’t,” said John before she could reach up to rectify it. “Don’t move it.”

She froze mid-motion with an odd look on her face as his hand moved over his sketchbook. He could see the puzzle pieces clicking into place for her. “Are you drawing me?” she asked.

“Is that all right?” John asked carefully. Perhaps he should have asked first...

Again she laughed. “I suppose so. I just... The Grand Canyon is right there - and you’re drawing me.” She shook her head, as if the mere thought of it was purely ludicrous.

“I already told you you’re beautiful,” he said by way of explanation. “In fact, I think I even used the word ‘perfect’ at one point.”

She lifted her chin in mock pride, her grin still in place. “You did say that, yes.”

A moment later, as he continued to sketch, she asked, “I’m not going to see this hanging in the lodge, am I?” Her tone was teasing.

He smiled without looking up. “This one is for my enjoyment only.”

A span of time passed with neither of them speaking. Meg had stopped reading her book and was staring out at the canyon, her eyes unfocused. John considered asking her on several occasions what she was thinking, but somehow managed to refrain. She was serene, wherever she was, and he had no interest in disturbing whatever peace she’d found.

Then she spoke his name.

John lifted his head. Her eyes pierced clean through him, no longer clouded with errant thoughts. “I want you to know that no one’s ever done that for me before,” she said. Her voice sounded faraway, like she was speaking to him from some parallel universe.

“Done what, sweetheart?”

“Oral sex,” she replied. “That was a first for me.”

He raised his eyebrows. This was a surprise to him. They came from different generations, and his impression was that hers was far more sexually progressive than his had been or would ever be. What sort of men had she been with in the past that didn’t know how to satisfy her the way she unquestioningly deserved?

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said quietly - although really this was only partially true. In some ways it was gratifying to hear that he’d tread where no man had before.

She chewed thoughtfully on her upper lip. “Before Rick, I was with someone else named Michael. We were completely different - probably it was ill-fated from the very start. No one wants to believe their relationship is doomed, though. We were together for more than a year, so I became very adept at ignoring the red flags.” The corner of her mouth lifted in a regretful smile.

Casting her eyes downward, she continued. “He was hard to keep up with...in the bedroom.” Her cheeks colored, but she didn’t stop like John feared she might, unsure as he was of whether he wanted to hear what came next.

When she spoke again, her voice was stronger, as if she’d conjured some inner reserve of strength to say it. “I let him do things to me that I regret now, just to hold his interest. There were times when I could see his attention wandering elsewhere, and I was desperate to stay at the center of it.” Her shoulders sagged; her agitation was clear in the way she wrung her hands. “That must sound very weak and immature to you, and it’s certainly nothing I’m proud to admit. Co-dependent, I think, is the term for it.”

Her lip trembled as if she were on the verge of spilling tears; the sight of it made John’s heart feel as if it had fractured in two. “Come here,” he said, holding his arms out to her.

She came willingly, tucking the blanket beneath her arms to cover herself. She turned sideways to sit in his lap, and John cradled her like an infant, shushing her between kisses that were meant to provide some modicum of comfort. He couldn’t guess what she meant by ‘things she regrets,’ and he was torn between asking her to sate his curiosity, and knowing deep down he’d be sorry if he did.

There was one thing, though, that he had to know. Holding her tighter he whispered, “Did he ever...force you?”

He grit his teeth in anticipation of her answer. Relief coiled through him when she shook her head. “No. I did it all willingly - or at least that’s what I told him.” Her voice was a miserable croak. “I can’t claim to be a victim...which honestly sort of makes me hate myself all the more.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, blinking back the blitz of emotion he’d been about to unleash. “You don’t have to be sorry anymore,” he said into her ear. “Just let it go, sweet Meg. What’s done is done.”

A moment later she sat up, using her fingers to swipe away the sheen of tears coating her cheeks. “I needed you to know,” she said, the firmness back in her voice. “You needed to understand that no one’s ever made me feel as cherished as you.” Her eyes flicked to his lips before moving back to his eyes. “We may not have time on our side, but even after I’m gone, I know there isn’t anything I’ll regret with you.”

John sucked in a breath as his hands curled around the nape of her neck and brought her lips to his. He pulled away only slightly and leaned his forehead into hers. Stroking her cheeks with his thumbs, he said, “Me neither.”

* * *

After almost an entire day of not wearing clothing, it felt strange to be dressed again. While John loaded the Jeep, Meg stuffed her feet in her boots, then did her best to smooth her tangled hair into a low ponytail.

She turned to face the canyon one last time before leaving this part of it behind. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t leaving it altogether - it still felt like goodbye. And goodbyes were never something she did very well with.

The crunch of boots on gravel alerted her to John’s approach behind her. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he asked, “Ready to go?”

“What if I said no?” she asked without turning around. “Could we stay here forever?”

He gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze and leaned to kiss behind her ear. “What if I said yes?” he murmured.

She was filled with a sudden and inexplicable anguish, a miasma that infected her like some malignant, metastatic disease. Determined not to cry, she avoided looking at John’s face as she spun around and buried hers in his chest. He gripped her tightly, his arms shielding her and trapping her in every way she wanted to be shielded and trapped. She wished she could crawl inside of him and stay there forever.

Gradually the nexus of grief loosened enough so that she was able to take a step back and meet his eyes. John was watching her with a concerned expression, so she donned an artificial smile in an attempt to ease his worry. “Let’s go,” she said. Then, winking: “I’ll drive.”

She was taken aback (and a little frightened) when he really did relinquish the keys. For the first few miles of furrowed, uneven road, she sat forward in her seat and kept a firm, two-handed, white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. John was a calming presence beside her. He kept the soothing weight of one hand on her knee, and he affected a tone of coolness and composure when pointing out various bumps and holes to avoid.

Eventually the road smoothed out some (or perhaps Meg simply grew more confident in her power to navigate it), and she was able to relax a bit. She dropped her hands to the bottom of the steering wheel, leaned back in her seat and let the wind buffet her face and toss its gnarled fingers in her hair. John’s eyes were on her for most of the ride: his gaze warmed the side of her face.

When they reached the long row of cabins, Meg drove straight past hers. Evidently the others were indeed back - there were packs on the front porch and myriad articles of clothing draped over the banister as if to dry.

“Can you stay?” John asked once they were parked safely in front of his cottage.

“I’d better go,” she replied. “I left a note - they’ll be expecting me.”

He nodded as if this was the answer he had expected. “I’ll walk with you.”

Meg thought of declining his offer, but then shrugged in agreement. What harm was there in her friends seeing them together? They’d been gallivanting freely, holding hands, kissing in public, for three days now. Hiding their relationship, however short-lived, seemed not only demeaning but pointless.

He shouldered her backpack for her, left the rest of the bags and other supplies behind the rear seat of the Jeep. They walked the first part of the way side by side, only an inch of space between them, but they did not touch. Then when the line of guest cottages came into view, they grabbed for one another’s hands at precisely the same time, creating a welter of awkward motion that caused Meg to laugh and John to smile at her laughter. It was as if they’d never properly mastered such a simple task as holding hands.

Her breath hitched when she saw Faye walk out onto the porch. She did a double take when she glimpsed Meg, and a triple take when she noticed her hand entwined in John’s. Meg squeezed tighter, and John returned the pressure.

“Margaret Lowry,” Faye drawled as soon as they were within comfortable hearing distance. She drew out the first syllable like Meg’s mother had when she was young and in trouble. They stopped at the bottom of the first step.

“I got your note,” said Faye. She looked smug, which would have worried Meg had it been anyone else. Then again, maybe she was just stoned.

“Faye, this is John Stovall,” said Meg. “John, Faye Annenberg. We went to Berkeley together.”

Faye’s hand hung like a wilted flower from her proffered wrist, as if she expected John to kiss it. Meg sucked her lips into her mouth to keep from giggling when he gave it a clumsy shake instead.

“Good to meet you,” said John.

“Enchanté,” Faye agreed.

John gave her his best debonair smile, then cleared his throat and took a step back. “Will I see you later?” he asked quietly so only Meg could hear.

“I’ll try, later tonight. Before you’re asleep.”

This was the part where he should have kissed her. Meg could see Faye lingering in her peripheral vision, and she knew John could sense her continued presence as well. She saw the conflict in his eyes and wished she could just pull the trigger and put them both out of their misery.

Finally he leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss on her cheek. “Till tonight, then,” he said. Meg nodded slightly and gave him the most reassuring smile she could muster.

“Take care, Faye,” John called, waving as he walked away.

“Wow,” said Faye. Meg turned slowly to face her roommate. “That was some serious sexual tension just now. Please tell me you’ve already balled him.”

Meg only just managed to suppress an eye roll. “No comment,” she replied, breezing past Faye to carry her bag into their room. Unfortunately, the other woman was right on her heels.

“Meg, this is outstanding,” she said, falling heavily onto the squeaky excuse for a mattress. “I can’t believe you fucked him!” Faye’s voice was that of a giddy adolescent. Clapping her hands, she said, “Right on, girl. Seriously, well done - he’s a god among men. Only about fifty million times better looking than Rick Fucking Iverson.”

Meg sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She wasn’t sure what to make of Faye’s relentless cheerleading. She was generally so mellow - it wasn’t like her to act so high-strung. (Just one more reason to believe she’s on something, Meg concluded.)

“Contrary to what you may assume, John isn’t just some twisted way of getting my revenge on Rick. Rick can have his happiness, and he can leave me to mine.”

* * *

Instead of a sit down dinner, this evening the lodge was serving burgers and hot dogs on its massive veranda. Meg walked with Faye and Mary Ann to load up their plates before joining the others at a picnic table they’d staked claim to in the woods. Meg’s heart beat marginally faster when she realized they were in the same spot Rick had broken up with her five days prior. How long ago it seemed, now.

Faye went to join Don; he grumbled good-naturedly as she lowered herself into his lap, effectively blocking his view of the game of five-card stud he was playing (and apparently winning) against Alan. Farther along the table, Paul sat with a half-smoked cigarette dangling from his pursed lips, shuffling a second deck of cards. Rick was seated across from him with Alice leaning into his side, twirling a strand of her flaxen hair around one finger. Mary Ann made her way over to them without giving Meg a backward glance, leaving her to stand solo, her hands full of food she hardly felt like eating.

Meg gazed longingly through the trees as she took the vacant seat next to Alan. She couldn’t see John’s cabin from here, but she would have sworn she could feel its pull. She’d agreed to dinner with the group, not wanting to appear overly misanthropic, but she told herself she would go there straightaway once she was finished eating.

“Hey Meg.” Her head jerked up at the sound of her name to find Don holding up a flask. “Whiskey?” he asked.

“Give me that,” said Faye, snatching it from him to pour a little in her lemonade.

“No thank you,” Meg replied.

“Come on,” said Faye, “it’ll help you loosen up.” She thrust the flask at Meg but overshot, causing the sloshing metal container to careen near the edge of the table. Meg made a fumbling grab for it to prevent it from toppling over.

“I’ve got it,” said Alan, usurping the flask before Meg could grasp it. She blinked at him in surprise: quick reflexes were the last thing she expected from someone like him, especially given his current state of intoxication. Daydreaming though she may have been, she hadn’t missed the plastic bag full of freshly rolled joints he’d been passing around earlier (and even if she had, the acrid-sweet smell of pot smoke would’ve tipped off anybody who passed within twenty paces of their table).

Bewildered as she was by the sudden flurry of activity, she forgot to pay attention as Alan tipped some measure of whiskey into her cup. When she took a sip from it moments later, she nearly gagged.

“You OK?” asked Alan, glancing over his shoulder at her with an amused smile that, under the circumstances, she found irritating.

“How much did you put in here?” sputtered Meg, her eyes watering.

His laugh was an affable one. “Just the right amount, trust me.”

She was actively considering pushing the drink away and finding a new one just on principle when she felt a tap on the back of her shoulder. Seeing Rick behind her with an unreadable expression on his face, she quickly changed her mind about abandoning her drink.

“Can we talk?” he asked.

Why does he sound so serious? Meg wondered. What can we possibly have to talk about?

She nodded her assent, then collected her spiked lemonade as she rose to her feet. She tried but failed to shrug off Alice’s curious stare as she followed Rick farther into the darkening forest.

“Was Faye telling the truth?” he asked as soon as they were out of earshot of the others. “You ditched us so you could go camping with somebody else?”

“Faye said that?” she asked. His observation wasn’t entirely without basis, but still she found it hard to believe Faye could be so duplicitous as to portray her actions in such a way - in particular to a person she deigned to care so little for.

“Well, not exactly like that,” he admitted. She could smell the whiskey on his breath; idly she wondered how much he’d had to drink.

Which reminds me, she thought to herself as she raised her cup to take another swill of the concoction therein. She had a feeling she’d need it to make it through the rest of this conversation.

“Were you with that man?” he asked next. He crossed his arms and peered down at her sternly, like she was a child in need of a scolding.

“What man?” Meg asked, feigning ignorance. Acting had never been her forte.

“The man from the lodge last week,” he answered impatiently. “The old guy.”

Meg bristled at his words. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

This display of petulance was entirely out of character for her, and it showed in the surprised look on Rick’s face. After he’d had a moment to process, however, he inched closer. “I brought you here,” he said, his voice hard-edged and bitter. “I’m responsible for your safety.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Christ, Meg, do you have any idea how stupid it is to run off and spend the night with some guy you met less than a week ago? Let alone one who’s probably twice your age.”

A tempest of emotion swirled above them, heavy with rain yet unsure of where to land. Meg couldn’t decide which angered her more: his utter disregard for the man she so implicitly cared for and trusted, or this astounding boldness that appeared to stem from the inflated ego he bore even when sober.

She opened her mouth, but as she was picking which words to hurl at him first, she perceived something else in his eyes and the set of his jaw: something she hadn’t noticed until she’d had a moment to sift past his hurtful words and autocratic tone. It looked a lot like concern, she decided.

And suddenly her ire was mostly (if not entirely) defused.

“Rick, look.” She wet her lips with her tongue (what was it about whiskey that always made her mouth feel dry?). “I appreciate your concern. I understand that you’re just trying to be a good friend, and I respect you for that - I really do.” She laid a comforting hand on his forearm, and some of the heat seemed to dissipate from his eyes.

“You have nothing to worry about,” she said, her voice lowered to just above a whisper. When he didn’t respond she added, “I’m a smart girl, and I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I don’t need you or anyone else to be my babysitter. Understand?”

The steel in his eyes turned liquid, the embers all but extinguished. The transformation was rather startling: in a matter of seconds, he’d gone from enraged to positively remorseful. This wasn’t a phenomenon with which Meg was unfamiliar. It hadn’t been all that long ago that she’d witnessed Michael’s radical, drug-induced mood swings.

She started to walk away, but Rick caught her wrist. “I’m sorry,” he rasped. Hanging his head: “I should never have let you go.”

Meg reminded herself not to read too much into his declaration, which was unexpected to say the least. He probably wouldn’t even remember it in the morning, after all.

She slipped her hand gently from his grasp, then turned to walk away.

* * *

John had filled his afternoon with work. He finished a comp of the Little Colorado River from Roosevelt Point, put the top layer of charcoal on a drawing of a lone ponderosa at Walhalla Overlook, and inked an outline of Paria Canyon. He spent the remaining daylight hours putting finishing touches on the sketch he’d started of Meg.

He appreciated all of these undertakings for what they truly were: a distraction. Losing himself in a world of charcoal, lead and ink, a world in which he felt at home, had very aptly diverted his attention and made the hours spent waiting for Meg almost bearable.

Still, there were times when certain noises from outside would interrupt his focus and commandeer his thoughts - like the sounds of running or youthful laughter, for instance. He wondered if Meg was out there, perhaps not so very distant from where he presently sat, enjoying the evening with her friends. If he was ten years younger, perhaps he’d be out there with them.

Several times he tried to insinuate himself as part of the mental image he’d created, although with varying degrees of success. Mostly he envisioned himself as an outlier, someone who lingered at the picture’s edge without fitting in as a part of the whole.

For brief moments, he allowed himself to conceive of a world where Meg could be his, and still he had trouble visualizing where he’d fit within the confines of her social structure. But then he would imagine the two of them sitting at a picnic table, surrounded by others her age perhaps, but with Meg tucked contentedly into his side. These were the times when the rest of it became immaterial, evaporating into the murky ether of Things That Don’t Matter.

By nine o’clock he was lounging in bed, reading lamp on, The Power and the Glory resting on his bare chest; the light outside had long since faded. A knock at the door prompted him to snap the book shut, his page left unmarked. He took long strides toward the door and slipped the chain before throwing it open. Meg stood in the dim porch light; a smile illuminated her face at the sight of him, plumping her cheeks and slitting her eyes. The radiance of it caused John’s heart to pause for the length of two beats as he pulled her inside and shut the door behind them.

He didn’t waste any time kissing her; the taste of whiskey on her tongue surprised and intrigued him. Pulling away, he asked, “Have you been drinking?”

She shrugged. “A little.”

“You aren’t drunk though?”

“I don’t think so.”

He kissed her forehead. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I’d want you here regardless.”

Again she grinned. “I’m glad.”

“Can I fix you anything?” asked John as he walked toward the cupboard. “Are you hungry?”

“Not at all, no.”

“Something to drink then?” He opened the cabinet above the fridge, extracted a bottle. “I’ve got bourbon.”

Biting her lip, she seemed to consider. Finally: “I’d better not. You go ahead though.”

John splashed a couple of fingers in a glass and carried it over to the bed, where Meg had curled up against the headboard, surrounded by pillows. She had a far-off look on her face, like her mind had drifted somewhere beyond the four walls of this room.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked. He stretched out beside her and laid his arm along the top of the headboard behind her. Meg’s head leaned instinctively into the crook between his neck and shoulder.

“Just something Rick said.”

“What did he say?” he asked softly, draping his arm around her to pull her closer.

“He said, ‘I should never have let you go.’“

He leaned away to study her face, now creased with a frown.

“Today he said that?”

She nodded, playing absentmindedly with the ends of her hair. “Just now.”

John tensed infinitesimally. “He’s right. He’s a fool for letting you go.”

“I don’t think he really believes that,” said Meg. “He has Alice now. They’re perfect for each other.” She turned her face to look up at him. “Does it bother you that he said it?”

He sighed. “Maybe, a little - only because it’s a reminder that I’m not the only one who finds you desirable. I don’t feel threatened by it though, if that’s what you’re asking. You wouldn’t be here with me right now if you agreed with him... At least I don’t think you would be.”

Her smile was all the reassurance he needed. “You’re right. I wouldn’t.”


Chapter 8

Time passed in a blur, much too quickly. Books, poems, artwork. Laughter. Making love. Meg sat still (or tried to) while John sketched what seemed an entire book full of her likeness: sitting up, lying down, arms crossed, legs crossed, eyes crossed. She watched as he cracked open a box of watercolors which clearly, till now, had seen little use. She watched him apply swaths of color to the white paper using broad strokes of his brush. (“You’ve made my eyes prettier,” she observed. “Not possible,” he replied.) Every day they hiked. Every day they tolerated the thought of parting a little less. Every day they doubted their ability to withstand it that much more.

* * *

Another clear day: fair skies and terra cotta rock drenched in sunlight.

“This weather,” said Meg, her eyes closed and face lifted. She raised her arms to better feel the warm breeze and let go a peaceful sigh. “Reminds me of fall back home, when the Santa Anas pick up.”

John lowered his camera and took a careful step back from the ledge, lightly chuckling. “I can only imagine how different autumn in Santa Monica must be from Unionville, Connecticut.”

“It must be beautiful there in the fall,” guessed Meg.

“Lots of color, that’s for sure. To tell you the truth, I sometimes miss it, especially around the middle of September. That’s when you’d really start noticing the chill in the air back east - started thinking about boots and jackets and raking leaves. When we were growing up, my mom would always start making her cider about that time. Summer sticks around too long in California.”

“What are the winters like where you’re from?” asked Meg.

“Cold. Bitterly cold.”

“With snow?”

“Always.”

Meg smiled. “Do you know I’ve never seen it before? Not outside of pictures, anyway.”

He looked at her, his jaw unhinged. “You’ve never seen snow before?”

She shook her head.

“Holy hell,” he muttered. “You’ve never been skiing or ice skating or anything?”

“No. I’ve always wanted to go for a sleigh ride.”

He grinned. “We did that once, in the Berkshires in western Mass. You’d love it there - it’s beautiful.”

“I’m sure I would.”

“One day I’ll take you there. I’ll teach you how to ski.”

He said it so casually, so easily assuming their relationship would outlast this week. Assuming there would be a “one day.”

As if there had never been any question.

* * *

A light knock, followed by the groaning of hinges as the door swung open. “I brought lunch,” called Meg.

“Fantastic,” John replied from the bathroom. “I’m starving.” He tapped his soapy razor on the edge of the sink before taking one final pass at his right cheek. “Be out in a minute.”

He splashed his face with cool water and dried his cheeks before patting on a few drops of aftershave. When he walked into the kitchen, Meg was seated at the table with the newspaper spread open in her lap. It was the Daily Sun out of Flagstaff, delivered just that morning along with the rest of his weekly supplies. The somber expression on her face gave him pause.

“Two hundred and twenty-seven deaths,” she said quietly as he approached. Looking up at him: “Just since last Tuesday.”

He peered over her shoulder at the fatal casualty report from the War Department and remembered hearing a colleague in Eureka saying these published reports were likely underestimates of the continued bloodshed in Vietnam. He didn’t say that to Meg, however.

“Look,” she said, folding the paper to show him the front page. Local Hero Makes Ultimate Sacrifice. Beneath it, a grainy photo of a smiling boy in his freshly starched military uniform.

John laid a hand on Meg’s shoulder, squeezed it.

Silently, she refolded the paper along its creases, then laid it face down on the table. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

“Sometimes I think about what a terrifying time it is to be alive,” she said, her voice so quiet as to be almost inaudible.

John let go of her. He spun a chair around to face her before dropping himself into it, then reached forward to take her hands in his. His eyebrows bunched with sorrow - for this was such a sad assertion coming from such a young person.

She couldn’t quite look at him. “I mean...the assassinations, the riots, the war.” She chanced a peek at his face. “Students are being gunned down in the streets, John. In cold blood.”

It took some effort for him to force down the lump in his throat. “I know,” he said.

She appeared to blink back tears. “Do you ever wonder how we’ll make it out alive?”

He massaged her hand with his thumb. “We may not. But you know what? If the world ends tomorrow, I’ll be damned ecstatic that I lived out my final days here, in the most magnificent place on earth. With the prettiest girl I’ve ever known.”

Meg’s nose wrinkled; she smiled a thin, transparent smile. “You’re just saying that.”

Leaning forward, he kissed her forehead, then rose and lifted her up out of her chair.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, giggling now, wrapping her legs around his waist to keep from slipping.

He laid her on the bed and eased himself on top of her. He kissed her slowly, longingly, feeling his blood heat and his bones ache. Meg held her breath when he pushed her shirt up over her breasts and gasped when he held first one, then the other in his large, gentle hands before bowing his head to taste her skin.

It wasn’t until he flicked at the button on her pants that she grabbed hold of his wrists, causing him to go still. “John, we can’t.” Her voice was breathy and rough, belying her words.

“Why not?”

She looked away, clearly uncomfortable. Embarrassed, perhaps? He couldn’t imagine why.

“Its...my time of the month.” She looked at him again, willing him to understand the meaning behind her ambiguous entreaty.

He frowned, confused. “And...you’ve never had sex while you were on your period before?”

She shook her head, gave him a look that said, Shouldn’t that much be obvious?

John smiled, unable to contain his satisfaction at giving her another first. He watched her face for any sign of resistance as he slowly tugged down her zipper and rubbed his hand over her underwear. She whimpered, weakly protesting despite the fact that her longing was palpable.

“You’re already wet, aren’t you?” he asked softly. He didn’t even need to feel her to know it was true. Meg nodded. He lowered his head to whisper into her ear. “Relax, sweet Meg. I promise you it’s going to feel better than you’ve ever imagined.”

* * *

He drew her pants the rest of the way down her legs. Meg could feel herself growing more and more frantic. She felt like she was on a rollercoaster, suspended a hundred feet above the earth in that terrifying moment before gravity kicks back in and the entire contraption hurdles toward ground zero.

“Just...give me one minute,” she said suddenly. “I’ll be right back.”

She half walked, half jogged for the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She sat for a few seconds on the toilet, lid lowered, collecting her wits. She’d never encountered a man so unfazed by the revelation of her monthly cycle. For years she’d been taught never to speak of it, except with other women: men didn’t like to be reminded of this unfortunate consequence of being a woman.

And yet John was right. He’d known just by looking at her how aroused she was, possibly even more than she had ever been before. And it had come on so fast, galloping toward her at terminal velocity, as if, all this time, she’d only been waiting for someone to grant her permission to feel her true feelings. After all, there was never any use in fixating on the heated sensation that seemed, peculiarly, to coincide with her period - because it was implicitly understood that nothing could come of it until she’d passed her state of uncleanness. The warning she’d issued John had always stopped Michael dead in his tracks.

In any case, she’d awoken this morning to find the spotting in her panties and been crestfallen, knowing her physical relationship with John had met its untimely demise. What an epiphany that, just maybe, it hadn’t.

She stood, calmer now (and not a little excited). Stripped down her underwear, made the necessary adjustments, and opened the door.

John was lying on his back, completely naked, his erection lying thick and stiff along his belly. Meg tugged her shirt the rest of the way off and unfastened her bra, letting it slide down her arms. He touched himself as she approached, nervous and terrified and elated all at once. She removed her underwear last, then climbed on top of him, straddling his hips with her legs.

When she impaled herself on him, they were both momentarily stunned. All movement ceased, including their breaths. When she lifted up and again slid down, John’s eyes fluttered shut, then flew back open. “Fuck, you feel so good.” His voice a low, animal growl in her ear.

She reached her pinnacle in record time: that spinning, dark space between clawing hands and sweating skin. The upside was that it felt even more intensely, amazingly, profoundly, excessively powerful than any orgasm she had ever experienced to date; its severity edged past brutal and bordered on violent.

The downside was that, unlike other times, she felt much too sensitive to continue, to rejoin the hunt for that elusive juncture between savagery and the greatest peace she’d ever known. The lightest of touches sent nearly excruciating shockwaves of a tingling soreness through every neuron she possessed.

Thankfully, John’s endurance had not surpassed her own.

He kissed her gently all over before rolling her onto her back and extracting himself. Meg closed her eyes and tried not to think of the mess. She waited, jaw tensed, as he cleaned her the way he had the first night they’d had sex. Then he discarded the rag and came back to kiss her some more.

* * *

Lavender light of evening: clouds stretched taut against half the sky, the other half studded with the shimmering outlines of stars. In the place they first met, Meg with her book, and John leaning against the rock opposite, contentedly watching her read.

“Read me one,” he said.

She turned her page, scanned it before settling on one.

“When all the world is young, lad,

And all the trees are green;

And every goose a swan, lad,

And every lass a queen;

Then hey for boot and horse, lad,

And round the world away;

Young blood must have its course, lad,

And every dog his day.

When all the world is old, lad,

And all the trees are brown;

And all the sport is stale, lad,

And all the wheels run down;

Creep home and take your place there,

The spent and maimed among;

God grant you find one face there,

You loved when all was young.”

John smiled, pretended to think. “Whitman?” he asked.

“Guess again.”

“Longfellow.”

“Certainly not.” Meg wore a face of mock horror. “Charles Kingsley. It’s called ‘Young and Old.’“

“Fitting name,” said John.

“Indeed.”

“Reminds me of us.”

She colored a little at that. “I’m not that young.”

He laughed, surprising her. “And why didn’t you say, ‘You’re not that old’?”

Her blush deepened, but she returned his smile. “Because you are old.” She was teasing him, of course. She rarely considered their age difference anymore: it simply didn’t matter.

He crawled toward her on all fours and captured her mouth with his lips. Meg placed her hands flat against his chest and dragged her fingernails lightly down his pectorals and stomach, eliciting a soft groan. When his hands slid south over her breasts to tug at the hem of her shirt, she turned her face away, laughing and breathless.

“Someone could walk by at any time, John.”

“We’ll hear them if they do.”

She arched one eyebrow. “Maybe not before they hear us.”

He blew out a breath and looked away to regain his composure. “Fine. Come on, then.” Meg giggled as he quickly gathered her belongings, clearly in a hurry to move along.

Her things collected, they stood at the top of the path, preparing to descend from the overlook. “Legs apart,” he warned her.

“What?”

Suddenly he was crouched down with his head between her legs and she was being lifted, squealing, into the air atop his shoulders. He ran all the way home with Meg clinging to him, her laughter lighting up the night.


Chapter 9

Journal Entry

Friday, June 13, 1969

Nature’s first green is gold

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower;

But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.

(Frost)

* * *

Each morning she woke in abject horror that this was the day she would say goodbye. She woke bathed in sepulchral cobwebs, thrashing to make out the light of day, to feel relief in knowing that, for one more day, they could forget that time moves forward, cultivating newborn memories while steamrolling those it deemed archaic. Hours slipped by, running through her, roaring in her ears. Minutes and seconds fled her grasp to reach their undue end.

* * *

She hadn’t seen him since just shy of six this morning, when she’d left to freshen up and change clothes before breakfast with her travel companions. Now they were out on a hike, enjoying their last day before reality could hit them full force, a rude awakening to the un-vacation-like parts of this life. Meg had slipped away quietly, eluding their questions about how she planned to spend her last day.

“I’m back,” she called out as she pushed John’s front door open. The shower was on; likely he couldn’t hear her. She was a half hour earlier than she’d said she would be, after all.

She took the ewer of water from the fridge and poured herself a glass, then ambled over to the table. It was clear what John had been up to after she left: the marred oak surface was covered with slides. She selected one at random and held it up to the light of the window: a thickset snake, coiled in the grass.

She continued sifting through until her fingers brushed a sheet of paper that had been obscured beneath the slides. The circular emblem at the corner caught her eye, and she lifted the sheet, letting the slides scatter.

The letter was typewritten and had an official feel to it, not least because of the seal with the bald eagle emblazoned at the top. There were numbers in boxes, dates stamped crookedly on various lines, and an illegible signature was scribbled at the bottom. For reasons she couldn’t pinpoint, without even reading it, Meg could feel the prodrome of a dizzy spell upon her like an aura.

At the top was printed THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES. John’s home address was handwritten beneath:

John E. Stovall

45 Abby Marle East

Ridgewood, CA 96140

And below that: “You are hereby ordered for induction into the Armed Forces of the United States, and to report at ASSEMBLY ROOM - 14TH FLOOR, FEDERAL BLDG, 50 UNITED NATIONS PLAZA, SAN FRANCISCO, CA on JUNE 19, 1969 at 7 A.M.”

The letter slipped from her fingers and wafted to the ground.

* * *

John was still in shock. He floated through the motions of bathing without thinking: soaping his chest, shampooing his hair, rinsing off the suds in the gushing clear water. He’d turned it cold in hopes it would wake him from the nightmare he was having, but so far all he had to show for the gelid temperature was blue fingers and bluer toes.

Usually he could sense when Meg was there, but this time she took him by surprise. Understandable, perhaps, given his state of bewilderment. She was standing by the large picture window at the back of the room when he walked out of the bathroom, a towel draped low about his hips.

She turned slowly to face him, but there was no trace of a smile on her face as there had been every other time. She knew: he could sense it immediately, all the way to the depths of his bones.

He looked behind him, saw the letter face down on the floor, feet away from the table. He closed his eyes and inhaled a cleansing breath before once more meeting her eyes. She was watching him, appearing utterly broken. Waiting for him to speak.

“I went for the physical exam before I came here.” His voice was hoarse, as if he hadn’t used it in days. “Honestly, I went and then didn’t worry about it again - I’ve hardly thought of it at all these past few weeks.” He swallowed. “I guess... I assumed I was too old, that they wouldn’t be interested in me. There are so many younger, able-bodied men out there.”

He sunk into a chair, covered his face with his hands. The weight of his own despair pressed him into the ground.

“How long have you known?” Meg asked softly.

“The letter came this morning. I knew what it was the split second I saw that goddamn seal on the envelope. It had to be rerouted from my home address, which is why it’s late in getting here - it’s postmarked the third. That’s why I only have a week until I have to report.”

A clock on the fireplace mantle ticked off the seconds as they remained apart, each imprisoned, paralyzed in their own cage of grief.

Meg broke free of hers first. She tripped, fell into his arms more so than she ran, her body wracked with the sobs that wreck souls. John folded her tightly against him and kissed away each of her tears, even as his own threatened to fall.

* * *

“I’m not afraid, you know.”

Hours later: they’d been lying still in the fading light, arms and legs intertwined, their thoughts speeding along on separate but parallel tracks. John’s statement roused Meg from the very depths of her tormented reflections.

“I don’t want you to think I’m upset because I’m afraid to fight for my country,” he continued. “I have every bit as much responsibility to it as the 19 and 20 year olds of the world. I may have my reservations about what’s happening over there, but I would never think of refusing to step up.”

Meg nodded. Quietly: “I know.” She’d never even considered that his reaction might stem from fear, because to her, he was fearless.

She sighed, a great, shuddering sigh. “What will we do?”

“You and I?”

She nodded, and he hugged her closer.

“That part isn’t entirely up to me.”

“What if it was?” she asked.

He inhaled sharply, crushing his face against her neck; his body shook once. “Meg, God. Can there be anything harder than this?”

She blinked into the darkness, wishing she knew the answer.

* * *

Their last night was spent knotted in the sheets, talking and not talking, making love, never sleeping. Meg slipped out of bed just before sunrise to pack, promising to come back as soon as possible. Leaving him at the door was like a drill, practice for the real goodbye that would take place all too soon. Once outside, it took her a moment of gripping her knees, forcing herself to breathe in and breathe out, to dispel her nausea and regain the ability to keep moving forward.

Back at the cabin she’d never considered hers as much as she had John’s cottage, she stuffed shirts and socks and underwear in her bag with reckless abandon. She’d never performed any task so efficiently in her life. Faye was asleep with Don in the bed beside her. She opened her eyes before Meg left but didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to: her hazel irises bespoke the pity she felt. It was more than Meg could bear, and she quickly looked away.

Rick was standing on the front porch of the cabin next door when she left, nursing a coffee in the bleary light of morning. Meg raised her hand in a stuttering wave, and he lifted his chin in response. She was halfway down the steps when he spoke her name.

“We’re heading out at eight, OK?” he said softly.

She nodded. Something about the way he said it led her to believe he understood more than he let on. Everyone else was leaving a simple destination; she was the only one leaving behind a piece of herself.

John was standing in his kitchen, drying the inside of a ceramic mug when she knocked and let herself in. He wasted no time in discarding the cup and wrapping her up in his arms. As he kissed her hair, he vowed to keep holding her until he was forced to let go.

They walked to the rim. Outside the door, John stooped and gestured for Meg to climb onto his back. She giggled as she clambered on and he slowly stood. His height lent her a new perspective of the world; she felt like a giant, lumbering amid the trees, reaching out to touch the leaves and pine needles as they passed.

The canyon was every bit as majestic this morning as it had been the first time she laid eyes on it - perhaps even more so. John sat against a tree, and Meg sat between his spread legs, her back pressed against his chest. He surrounded her with his arms as they gazed out at the jagged edges of a wilderness that stretched into infinity. This was how they spent their final hour: rocking gently back and forth, beholding a beauty too vast to consider all at once. Teetering dangerously close to the edge of a precipice neither would acknowledge.

At quarter of eight, the panic set in. They were suspended in a cloud that chose this moment to break and spill rain. Time was passing her by, spinning her faster and faster like a bobbin on a sewing machine, until she was no longer certain of which way was north.

“I’ll write to you,” John promised, nearly crushing her with the strength of his grip. “I’ll call if I can.”

Meg could only nod as she dug in her trusty shoulder bag for a pen and paper and wrote down her parents’ address and phone number. She wanted so badly to cry, knowing this would help her to feel better at least in some small way, but no tears came. Instead, she poured every last ounce of her energy into the hope that whatever this was that she felt, it wouldn’t fade the moment they were apart.

At five of eight, she stood up to leave. Her feet were heavy as two slabs of steel. John kissed her tenderly, rubbed his thumbs over her cheeks beneath her eyes. For a moment he stood back and allowed her to take her first step away from him, but then they turned to each other at once, unprepared for the finality of it. He kissed her deeply and without restraint as he fished a scrap of paper out of his pocket and pressed it into her palm.

There were words they could have said but didn’t, perhaps because actually expressing them struck both as needless. They felt them acutely enough, even in the absence of the spoken word.

Rick’s Monte Carlo and Don’s Fairlane were idling in the drive outside the lodge when Meg reached the road. They were all there, waiting for her. Alice was in the front passenger seat of Rick’s car, the same seat Meg had occupied for the trip down. She was more than happy to surrender it. Paul slid over and allowed Meg to climb into the backseat next to him instead. She was thankful to him for averting his eyes and granting her the privacy she needed so deeply.

The car lurched forward, churning up sluggish billows of dust in its wake. When they turned, Meg glanced over her shoulder through the back windshield just in time to catch a glimpse of John, standing silently amongst the trees, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. Watching her go. She kept her eyes on him as they pulled away, until finally he turned and walked ever so slowly back into the trees, a vanishing specter.

Would she ever see him again?

Suddenly she remembered the scrap of paper folded in her hand, and she gingerly opened it up. On it, a handwritten passage taken from William Wordsworth:

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of splendor in the grass, of glory in the flower;

We will grieve not, rather find

Strength in what remains behind...

Finally, the tears came.


Chapter 10

Santa Monica, California

October 1969

Four months had elapsed since she’d seen his face. Eighteen weeks. One hundred and twenty-six days. The pain had dulled but not vanished. It was buried deep inside of her, and it chose seemingly arbitrary moments to prod at her and remind her of its anguished existence. When her father played Coltrane in the living room before dinner, for instance, or when Lucille Ingram, the elderly next door neighbor, brought over a blackberry cobbler she’d baked just that morning.

Now that Meg was home, no longer shielded from the realities of the world as she had been while on vacation, news of the war in Vietnam was virtually inescapable. If it wasn’t the daily fatality report on the evening news, it was the activists picketing outside the recruitment office or vivid photos of soldiers slogging through mangrove swamps splashed across the pages of every magazine at the supermarket. One rainy afternoon, Meg listened attentively as Louise Loew, a longtime friend of her mother’s, told of her nineteen-year-old nephew being conscripted and promptly deployed. “My brother tells me he’s already been through three different staff sergeants,” she’d said rather flippantly as she placed her teacup on the sideboard. “Evidently they keep getting killed.” The two women had clucked over the tragedy of it all before swiftly moving on to the pamphlet campaign they were organizing to educate women about the no-fault divorce law Governor Reagan had signed the month before.

She had received two letters from John in the intervening four months, both of which were profusely apologetic for not having time to write with any greater frequency. The first was on a single sheet of crinkled paper, obviously written over the course of several days (some in black ink and some in blue), which recounted the events of his induction into the Army and his transport by bus to Fort Irwin for basic training. The second was posted three weeks prior, and it was this one Meg kept with her at all times, folded in thirds and tucked between the pages of whatever book she happened to be reading.

 

9 September 1969

Dearest Meg,

I can’t apologize enough for the rarity of my letters, nor can I tell you how many I’ve started but run out of time to finish. It does my heart good, writing to you - even if I can never be sure whether you’ll read the words I’ve committed to paper.

I finished basic training on 24th August and launched directly into AIT, which is slated to last another 8 weeks. This part hasn’t been so horrible. I can’t deny it’s been physically taxing, but at night I have a bed to sleep in, and we get three square meals a day. Knowing what’s in store for all of us, I think we’ll take what we can get, for as long as we can get it.

Still, there are things I can’t help wishing for. What I wouldn’t give to hear your voice again, for instance. I long for you with everything I have. Scarcely a moment has passed when I haven’t thought of you or wished for even half a second to imagine myself beside you. Every single night I dream of you and the canyon. Your laughter, your smile, the sound of your voice when you read aloud.

It is imperative to me that you understand how much I value the relationship we’ve shared. I will cherish it and you more deeply than I’ll ever be able to express as I brave the trials of the coming years.

You already know that I, not unlike others, have survived some misfortunes in my life. These, of course, are not to be compared with the woes of certain others, including the Vietnamese for whom we fight, but they have brought me my own share of grief. Marrying young, bearing the uncertainties of youthful love, surviving a wife who didn’t deserve to die so young. Not to mention suffering the rigors of self-evaluation, applying myself to a drastic change in life goals and career... And finally, and perhaps most terrifying, finding that even through all of that, my heart is still capable of holding a love I’d thought long dead.

Before meeting you, it could be said that I was simply meandering through my existence, more or less waiting for the next obstacle to endure. I had thought that I was in love with my wife - but time and circumstance led me to believe I was mistaken about that. I failed at my marriage, and I was left questioning my self worth. It seemed entirely possible that I had very little to offer anyone or anything.

That all changed at the beginning of this summer. In being accepted as a resident artist, I began to feel as if I did have something to offer after all, that I had some intrinsic value to share with the world. This discovery of self-respect is precisely the sort of thing that cannot be taught; it can only be learned. Sometimes painfully. Sometimes, unfortunately, not at all. But however arduous and however lonesome that path may be, it must be traveled alone.

In discovering art, I think I also discovered love. True love. Love of self and love of Earth and love of the symbiosis between the two. My focus shifted from exploitation of our planet for profit, to love of its infinite gifts - gifts for now, and if we’re wise, gifts for eternity.

It was at this time that I stumbled (quite literally) upon someone else with a passion for living I could scarcely credit to exist. This was you, Meg. And you should know: I don’t believe in coincidence.

Your beauty is beyond description, made all the more brilliant by your ignorance of it, but this was not all that drew me to you. There was also your balance (for I know little else what to call it): your centeredness in the life behind you and in front of you, and on the planet beneath your feet.

I miss you, Meg. Totally, completely, and wholeheartedly. It is a double-edged sword, this anxiety over our separation. On one hand, it impresses me further with the appreciation I have for you, but on the other hand, I am left with an aching sense of loss. Even so, it’s a testament to our bond that, not only do you make me feel like a better man when I am with you, but a more worthy man when I am not.

My intent is to accomplish this task I’ve been set, monumental though it may be. I will see it through for us should I survive, and for you if I should not. In the end, I have every confidence that what I feel for you will make this hellish journey not only endurable, but actually worthwhile.

Know that I am not asking for any commitment from you in return. Truthfully, I would rather not hear such a promise. You are so young and have so much of your life in front of you. For now, simply rest in the knowledge that you are cared for, admired, and respected by someone whose life you affected deeply.

From Joseph von Eichendorff—

We have passed through sorrow and joy,

walking hand in hand.

Now we need not seek the way:

we have settled in a peaceful land.

The dark comes early to our valley,

and the night mist rises.

Two dreamy larks sally

forth - our souls’ disguises.

We let their soaring flight delight

us, then, overcome by sleep

at close of day, we must alight

before we fly too far, or dive too deep.

The great peace here is wide and still

and rich with glowing sunsets:

If this is death, having had our fill

of getting lost, we find beauty, - No regrets.

Truly,

John

 

The letter both soothed and unsettled Meg. Certainly there was a tenderness to his words, all of which he seemed to have chosen with care, and this warmth was a salve to her throbbing heart. Yet also there were the sobering allusions to the hell that stood before them, references to the possibility they wouldn’t emerge unscathed.

It was the final paragraph she found most disquieting. In spite of everything, she considered this an onus they bore together, a struggle they stood considerably greater chances of overcoming if they shared the fight against it. It was difficult for her to read, and even more difficult for her to understand, his request that she not bind herself to him - not least because, in truth, it was already too late. It was her sense of connectedness that saved her from the worst of her despair, because their union (of a kind) was an anchor from which she drew her strength. Asking her not to feel of or acknowledge that kinship was a little like asking her to give up her greatest source of fortitude.

* * *

The day was gorgeous, even by southern California standards. The sand was warm, and the indigo hue of the frothing ocean reminded Meg of the Delftware plates on display in her mother’s china cabinet. Meanwhile, seagulls soared aimlessly on invisible drafts of air, and fleecy white clouds drifted sedately overhead.

“Aren’t you going to get in the water with me?” asked Virginia. “It’s nice and warm.”

Meg looked up at her aunt from the circle of shade cast by her beach umbrella. Her arms and legs were coated with droplets of water, and she’d donned her pair of flashy, rhinestone-studded sunglasses.

“I’m not even wearing a suit,” Meg reminded her. “I’ll stick my toes in before we leave.”

“Suit yourself.” Virginia knelt on the towel she’d spread on the sand next to Meg. “Good book?”

Meg removed John’s letter from between the first pages of Joan Didion’s Slouching Towards Bethlehem and used it to mark her spot before setting the book aside. “It’s certainly interesting,” she replied.

Virginia hugged her knees to her chest and, for a long while, simply gazed at her niece as if in an attempt to divine the very secrets of the universe. Meg tensed under her scrutiny; Virginia had always been so much more perceptive than either of her parents, especially where Meg’s moods were concerned.

“You’ve always been quiet,” she said at last, “but you’ve been even quieter than usual these past few weeks. Why is that?”

Meg shrugged. “No reason. Just feeling a little...stuck, I suppose.”

“Stuck?”

“You know, in a rut. It’s fall - I’m still getting used to the idea that I’m no longer in school.”

She was lying. The fact that she was no longer a student had very little to do with her protracted state of brooding. It was easier than explaining the truth, however, and it seemed to placate her aunt. For whatever reason, she’d opted to keep John a secret. On rare occasions, she felt near to bursting with her desire to share his existence. The vast majority of the time, though, she reveled in the secrecy. She liked having the ability to withdraw into her thoughts and imaginings without the added annoyance of having others lift a knowing brow at her meditative expression.

“Don’t worry,” said Virginia, patting her arm. “You’ll find something soon. Try and enjoy this time while you’ve got it.”

They left the beach shortly thereafter. Meg walked along the shoreline while Virginia stooped to gather shells for her collection. She felt the sand squish between her toes and the tepid water whoosh over the tops of her feet as the sun spattered freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose.

They drove with the top down on Meg’s brand new Volkswagen Karmann Ghia, a graduation gift from her parents she’d accepted in quiet dismay. Back in Rustic Canyon, they entered her childhood home through the kitchen door and were greeted by the dissonant din of inexpertly struck piano keys drifting from the front parlor: a maladroit rendition of “Rondo Alla Turca.”

“Sounds like Irene’s discovered the next Mozart,” joked Virginia.

“At least the tune is recognizable,” Meg replied. “That’s a feat I could only aspire to.” Irene’s multiple attempts to impart her musical genius had fallen disappointingly flat when it came to her own progeny. Evidently Meg had inherited her tone deafness from her father. Virginia, meanwhile, was an accomplished flautist in her own right.

Meg made her way toward the refrigerator but stopped when she noticed a message posted next to the phone with her name scrawled at the top in her mother’s atrocious handwriting:

2:15 - call from “John,” will try back later (?)

She could feel the blood rush from her head to pool in the soles her feet. In her peripheral vision, Virginia stood stock-still. “What’s the matter?” she asked, an edge of panic to her voice.

Meg shook her head. “It’s nothing. Just a note.” She ripped the message off the pad of paper and waved it in the air as proof before slipping it in the back pocket of her denim skirt.

Two hours later, Meg and her parents, plus Virginia, were seated around the dining room table. Irene, tired after another trying lesson, had suggested going out to eat, which had resulted in minor panic on Meg’s part: she’d never forgive herself if the phone rang while they were away. Her offer to cook instead of dining out had prompted a raised eyebrow from Virginia, but mercifully she’d kept her mouth shut. Meg had no doubt that she’d shrewdly connected her strange behavior over the phone message with this sudden urge to make herself useful in the kitchen.

Halfway through dinner, the phone rang and Meg bolted from her seat.

“Margaret!” Irene’s tone was reproachful.

Meg knew how her mother felt about answering the phone during dinner, which is why she strode quickly from the room before she could be told very explicitly not to; Irene was unused to frank defiance. She rounded the corner in the front hall and snatched the ringing phone off its cradle on the side table.

“Hello?”

“Margaret, dear, I do hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

The air left her lungs in an audible sigh as she sagged against the wall. “We were just at dinner, Mrs. Ingram. Could I take a message?”

“Of course. Will you just ask your mother to call me when she has a moment?”

“Sure. Have a good night, Mrs. Ingram.”

She hung up the phone with a sigh and returned to the dining room; Virginia’s discerning eyes were fixed on the doorway when she entered.

“Mrs. Ingram would like for you to call her back,” Meg said to no one in particular. She made a point of ignoring her aunt’s smirk as she resumed her seat.

“Is this about that phone call you got earlier?” asked Irene, evidently having put two and two together. She didn’t wait for an answer, however. “Who is this ‘John’ anyway? Is he a friend of yours from school?”

Meg twirled fettuccine around her fork. Without looking up, she replied, “He’s just someone I met this summer.”

“Someone you met?” Her father’s voice surprised them all; it was the first time he’d spoken since they sat down to dinner, except to remark on how flavorful the pasta sauce was.

“Yes.” Meg sat up straighter and dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “He was the resident artist at the Grand Canyon when we were there.”

The range of facial expressions in the room could have been almost comical if she hadn’t been already on edge just imagining the questions they’d soon fire her way. For Irene, a lifted eyebrow; for Virginia, a smug smile; and for her father, a dubious frown.

Virginia was first to break the silence. Leaning forward to place her forearms on the table: “Do tell.”

“There’s nothing to tell exactly,” Meg said. “His name is John, and he’s an artist. He’s very good, and so he was offered the artist-in-residence position - only he had to cut it short because he was drafted. So now he’s in the Army instead.” Inwardly, she cringed at this rather blasé synopsis.

“And why is he calling you?” asked her mother. She wasn’t being impertinent; she was merely curious.

“Because he’s my friend, I suppose.” It was the only answer she had, and therefore it was the best one. “I haven’t spoken to him directly since June. He’s been in basic training.”

Silence drifted down and settled like dust. No one needed to ask what came next for him.

* * *

Virginia helped with the supper dishes before kissing them all goodbye and driving home to West Los Angeles. Her parents retired for the evening shortly thereafter, leaving Meg in the quiet, dimly lit study to stamp and address her latest round of resumes and cover letters. She was overqualified for the vast majority of the jobs, but she was also growing desperate. Continuing to live here under the auspices of her parents seemed less and less appealing with each passing day. (In their defense, this had more to do with Meg’s thirst for independence than any deficiency on their part.)

The clock on the mantle read just minutes before ten when the phone rang. It made the noise of a shrill siren, echoing throughout the quiet house. Meg leapt, startled, before snatching the phone off its base.

“Hello?”

She frowned at the silence that greeted her. Finally: “You have no idea how good it feels to hear your voice.”

He sounded thousands of miles away, and yet the warmth that trickled through her made it feel as though pure, glowing sunlight had replaced the blood in her vessels. “John?” she whispered.

“Yeah, sweetheart. It’s me.”

Her first instinctive response was to laugh. She laughed her glee and her giddiness and her disbelief - then clapped a hand over her mouth to suppress the sudden cacophony. To her everlasting gratification, John laughed along with her.

“Listen, Meg, I’ve only got a couple of minutes, but I wanted you to know I’m finished with my training here, and they’re giving us three weeks’ leave. I want to see you.”

She pressed her eyes shut to keep the room from spinning. “Yes. Yes. Where? When?”

“Well, I’m flying home to visit my family for a couple of weeks first, but what are your plans around the first of November?”

“No plans,” she replied quickly.

She could hear a muffled voice in the background, followed by John cupping his hand around the mouthpiece to speak to someone nearby. A moment later he came back on the line. “God dammit,” he muttered. He sounded anguished, yet resigned. “I want to talk to you so badly, but I have to go, OK, love? I promise we’ll talk more soon.”

She could feel her throat clamping down as she fought to choke back tears - not of sadness, but of a melty, all-consuming tenderness. “OK,” she whispered.

“Just keep some time open for me in November, all right? I don’t care what we do or where we go.” His speech was pressured now; she could imagine some hulking leviathan of a GI breathing down his neck, waiting impatiently for him to wrap it up.

“I will,” she promised. “Be careful.”

A brief silence hung in the airwaves between them when she wondered if he would say something else. Instead, after a moment he said simply, “Goodnight, Meg.”

“Goodnight.”


Chapter 11

On October the twentieth, John flew from LA to St. Louis, from St. Louis to New York, and finally from New York to Bradley International north of Hartford. Unsurprisingly, the air temperature was noticeably cooler when he stepped off the plane than it had been in California. Immediately he felt a dimorphous mixture of nostalgia and desolation: he was a lonely apparition haunting his own memories.

He almost didn’t recognize his sister, who was waiting for him just inside the gate. Barbara’s hair was shorter, and she had put on some weight - weight that suited her, because it softened her many angles and made her appear more jocund. He was still easily a foot taller than she was, meaning the top of her head fit snugly beneath his chin when he hugged her. “Welcome home, Jack,” she said, employing the old pet name that no one outside his family ever called him.

“Mother’s been beside herself since you called,” said Barbara as they walked to the old Chrysler she’d been driving for years. “I think she’s cleaned the entire house at least three times in the past two days alone. Just be prepared for her to do a lot of fussing - you know how she likes to worry.”

“Yes, that I remember,” said John. “What do you hear from Charlie?”

“He and Linda and the girls are coming down Friday to spend the weekend.”

“I’m glad. It’ll be good to see them.”

“How old were the girls the last time you saw them?” asked Barbara.

John scratched his stubbled cheek as he thought back to the last time he’d been home. “I guess it was for Teresa’s second birthday. So Bonnie would’ve been...four?”

“You’ll be shocked when you see them,” said Barbara. “You won’t believe they’re the same children, I’ll bet. Bonnie turned eight last month, and that girl has shot up like a weed. She’s got Linda’s blond hair and Charlie’s big brown eyes, absolutely gorgeous. And Teresa is in the first grade and smart as a whip.”

John smiled his first genuine smile since he’d talked with Meg on the phone three days ago. (It was sad, really. He used to smile all the time.) “I’m sure they’re great kids.”

They took the Farmington exit off the freeway and headed west on state road 4, deeper into familiar territory. The dairy next to the high school was closed down, and the Penn Fruit store on Farmington Avenue had been replaced with a shiny new Food Fair. Some of the houses looked a bit shabbier, but other than that, everything was much the same as it had been when he left home many years ago.

“How is Roger?” asked John.

“He’s doing well. Just got a promotion at work, so he’s been pretty busy. He’s trying to finish a couple of projects so he can take some time off next spring.”

“Good for him. Have you got a vacation planned? I’d suggest that you come out for a visit, but I won’t be home.”

Barbara grimaced as if in pain, and John immediately felt like an ass. He hadn’t meant anything by it, but he should’ve known better. His sister had inherited their mother’s penchant for worrying. He made a mental note to be more careful, so as not to upset either of them at a time when their concern would be of no use. Fixating on his deployment would accomplish nothing, even though truthfully he’d thought of little else since picking up his freshly inked orders the afternoon before.

“Not a vacation, actually,” Barbara said carefully. She surprised him by turning to peer at him with her trademark crooked grin. “We’re having a baby, Jack,” she whispered. “I’m going to be a mother.”

Cue smile number three for this week. It felt damn good, having something to be happy about. “Barb, that’s terrific! I’m so happy for you.”

The way her face was lit up reminded him of how she used to look when she was a young girl, excited over a new dress or an extra scoop of ice cream. “I’m twenty weeks,” she said. “It’s a little boy.”

“You’ll be an amazing mother, sis. There isn’t a doubt in my mind.”

* * *

John had forgotten how much he enjoyed the company of his mother, most of all when it was just the two of them. She was clever and droll and doting and everything a mother should be. They spent their days pulling weeds and raking leaves and their evenings leafing through old photo albums, playing Hearts and watching Gunsmoke and The Carol Burnett Show.

The only thing that could have made his time at home any more enjoyable was quite literally thousands of miles away. He’d talked himself out of inviting Meg to join him, not once but at least half a dozen times. He couldn’t afford to have his family fall in love with her, too. It was hard enough already, holding her at arm’s length so as to protect them both. Pressure from his mother and siblings would only serve to make this trying time even more so.

Yet still, he missed her. On Thursday of his first week at home, his mother retired early after a day of cooking and baking, all in preparation for the arrival of Charlie and his family on the following day. John sat at the kitchen table for some time, sketching off a faded photo of Buttons, the dachshund his father had brought home as a gift for Charlie’s ninth birthday. (His brother had tired of caring for the animal within the month, and primary responsibility for her upkeep had consequently fallen to John.) When his eyes began to burn, he moved to the study and browsed the books lined up there in neat, dusty rows.

Hours later, he laid in the same double bed he’d slept on as a child, surrounded by books that had failed to capture his attention. A glance at the clock revealed the extent of his insomnia: 2:12 AM. Gazing up at the ceiling, he did the math: it would only be twelve past eleven in California.

He rolled up out of bed and crept past his mother’s bedroom and back down the staircase. The phone in the hallway had a lengthy cord that allowed him to step around the corner and into the study with it; he shut the French doors carefully behind him and leaned with his back against the wall.

As the phone rang, he prayed he wouldn’t wake Meg’s parents. The last thing he wanted was for either of them to think poorly of him before he’d even had a chance to make a good first impression.

Thankfully, it was Meg who answered with a hushed hello.

“I didn’t wake you, did I?” he asked, unable to keep the smile from his face. Hearing her voice lifted an incredible weight from his shoulders, one he hadn’t even realized existed until it very quickly evaporated.

“I hoped it was you,” she replied. “And no, you didn’t wake me. I just got into bed.”

“You’re lying in bed right now?”

“I am, yes.”

Had her voice grown huskier, or was it just his imagination?

“What are you wearing?” he asked. He fought to keep his tone light, even though he felt strangled by the mere thought of her tangled in sheets that undoubtedly smelled as sweet as she did. He couldn’t be certain she still thought of him the way he thought of her.

“My nightgown,” she said.

John swallowed before dropping his voice an octave. “What about underneath your nightgown?” he countered.

“Nothing at all.” This time there was no mistaking the sultriness of her voice.

He shifted uncomfortably, crossing one ankle over the other. Clearing his throat he said, “There are plenty of directions I’d like to take this conversation, but I’d better not.”

“Why not?”

He chuckled as he slid a hand across the top of his head, shaking it in disbelief. “Because I’m not there, and you’re not here. I want to touch you, but I can’t.”

“I can touch myself though.” Her voice was so quiet as to be almost inaudible.

John felt the beginnings of an especially painful ache spreading from the base of his skull and wondered if it was possible for someone to have an aneurysm on the basis of unspent sexual frustration alone. “Yes,” he breathed. “You can.”

“I do sometimes, you know.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. Envisioning her with her nightgown hiked up around her naked hips and her hand between her legs was nearly insufferable. “What do you think about when you touch yourself?” He sounded as if a noose had been tightened around his neck, compressing his windpipe.

“You,” she said without missing a beat. “In my mind, I replay all of the things we’ve done. Sometimes I add more to it.”

Dear God. “Like what?”

He heard her breath catch, and it brought a smile to his lips. “Come on, sweet Meg. You can’t get shy on me now.”

“Well. Instead of telling you, why don’t I just...show you? Next week, I mean.”

A quiet groan escaped him. “You’re killing me, sweetheart. Next week is an entire eternity away.”

She giggled. “It isn’t that long.”

“You have more faith than I do in my ability to last that long.” He took a deep, calming breath. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s talk about something else, then. What did you do today?”

She laughed lightly, whether at the desperation in his voice or the sudden turn in conversation he couldn’t be sure. “Tuesdays and Thursdays are my days to volunteer at the library. I spent the morning in Reference and then helped out with story hour in the afternoon.”

“Story hour?” he asked.

“For the grade school kids,” she explained. “Today we read Bread and Jam for Frances and Lonely Veronica.”

“Why is Veronica lonely?” he asked.

“She’s a hippopotamus, and she’s stuck at the top of a skyscraper.”

“Jesus, that’s tragic. I hope it has a happy ending.”

“It does,” Meg replied. He could hear the smile in her voice.

“Thank God. Don’t tell me how it ends, though, in case I ever get to read it myself.”

Again she softly laughed, and John closed his eyes and let his head rest against the wall behind him, soaking in the divine melody of it.

* * *

“Me next! Me next!” Teresa flapped her small, chubby arms enthusiastically as John returned a giggling Bonnie to the safety of the leaf-strewn ground. Laughing, he scooped her up and settled her on top of his shoulders.

“Ready?” he called.

“Ready!” she called back (although in truth it sounded more like “weady”).

John positioned himself at the foot of the colossal mound of leaves he’d raked just that morning and fell carefully backward, taking his squirming, shrieking niece down with him.

“Again!” she cried as she scrambled on all fours back toward the grass.

“Why don’t we go inside for a bit and give Uncle Jack a break?” called out a voice from behind them. They turned to find Linda shuffling toward them from the grass, clutching her sweater clad arms around her midsection in an effort to ward off the unseasonably frosty evening air.

“You’re not tired, are you?” asked Bonnie, whirling around to pin John with her scrutinizing gaze.

John chuckled. “You’d better do as your mom says. We can jump in the leaves more later.”

“That’s right,” Linda agreed. “And besides, Grandma made muffins - she just pulled them out of the oven.”

“Are they the chocolate chip kind?” Teresa wailed.

“Yes, baby, they’re chocolate chip.”

Both girls whooped with glee before sprinting off toward the house, John and the leaves all but forgotten. He laughed as he watched them go; a moment passed before he realized Linda’s gaze was trained on him. She was smiling with her eyes, but the expression didn’t quite reach her lips.

“You look cold,” he said.

Her breath fogged the air as it escaped her in a rushing huff of a laugh. “I’m always getting on my girls for not putting on their jackets before they go outside, and yet here I am misbehaving.”

He offered her his arm, and she huddled close, tucking her small, feminine forearm behind his elbow. “I always did think you’d make a wonderful father, you know,” Linda said.

John glanced down to find her gaze fixed straight ahead. She contritely dipped her head, evidently fearful that she’d overstepped her bounds. Years had passed since he first broke the news to his family that he and Catherine were unable to conceive a baby, and yet still they tiptoed around the subject, handling him like some fragile object. For many, many months he’d more or less scoffed at their too-cautious treatment of the situation. Recently, though, he’d come to mourn this loss in ways that were new and largely unexpected.

“Thank you,” he replied, his voice thickened with unforeseen emotion.

“My daughters are crazy about you,” said Linda. Laughing, she added, “I’m sure after we leave here, you’re all they’ll talk about for at least a couple of days.”

“I’m crazy about them, too. You and Charlie have done a great job with them.”

“A great job with who?”

They glanced up at John’s brother, who had appeared on the side porch, wielding a pair of tongs and a platter of chicken cutlets.

“None of your business, nosy,” joked Linda. She let go of John’s arm to slip past her husband, raising onto her tiptoes to kiss his cheek before disappearing into the house.

“I’ve been tasked with throwing this chicken on the grill,” said Charlie. “Why don’t you grab yourself a cold one and come help?”

“I’ll be right there,” John agreed.

Inside, he squeezed Teresa’s shoulder and ruffled Bonnie’s hair as he passed them to pluck a beer from the refrigerator. Teresa’s face was already smeared with chocolate from the muffin she held in her pudgy hands.

“Take this out to your brother, will you, Jack?” asked his mother. She proffered a bowl of marinade with a brush, and John nodded his agreement.

Charlie was lifting the last of the chicken onto the metal grate when John walked back outside; he accepted the marinade with a passing nod. “So Mom tells me you’ve got a month of leave,” he said.

“Just about,” John replied before taking a pull of his beer. “Twenty-two days, to be exact.”

“And you’re flying back to California next week?”

“That’s right.”

“Why?” his brother asked as he replaced the domed lid on the grill. “What’s in California? Besides sunshine and beaches, I mean.”

John weighed his words carefully before responding; he couldn’t decide how much he wanted to reveal. Finally opting for at least a part of the truth, he replied, “A girl.”

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “Oh I see.” He pursed his lips and rocked back on his heels. “Is it serious?”

John shrugged. “The way I feel about her is.” He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “I haven’t asked her to marry me or anything like that, though, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Are you planning to?”

“Planning to what?”

“Ask her,” said Charlie. “To marry you.”

“Oh. No. I’m not.”

“Why not?”

He shifted uneasily; this wasn’t the line of questioning he’d expected from his typically reticent brother. Idly he wondered whether their mother had put him up to it.

“Because, Charlie.” He softened his voice. “I’m going to Vietnam. As much as no one seems to want to talk about it, that’s what’s happening. I’m not going to tie her down when you know as well as I do that I might not come back.” Glancing away, he added, “She’s too young to be a widow.”

Charlie was struck momentarily silent. Finally: “Jesus, Jack. You can’t talk like that.”

John stroked his temples with his left thumb and forefinger. “Not you, too,” he murmured. His sigh was one of fatigue. “Can we go for one second without pretending like nothing could happen over there?” he asked gently.

Charlie nodded slowly. “OK,” he breathed. “All right, Jack. Let’s just say for the sake of argument that something does happen - God forbid. You think not being married is going to help this girl hurt any less?”

“At least it won’t be her responsibility,” John muttered. He cleared his throat and shook his head to empty his baleful thoughts. “Anyway, what gives?” he asked. “Is there a particular reason you feel so strongly about me proposing to a woman you’ve never even met?”

Charlie shrugged. “I’d just like to see you give it another shot, that’s all. I know things weren’t so hot between you and Catherine there at the end, but none of us has ever questioned that you’d make a wonderful husband to the right woman.”

John smiled; he clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder, appreciating that, as usual, his heart was in the right place.

* * *

One week later, John hugged his mother and his sister, both of whom were quite obviously on the verge of hysteria. It helped him knowing they would be strong for each other in his absence.

Then he boarded his flight to LAX. He boarded his flight to Meg.


Chapter 12

Meg sat forward in her seat, smoothing the palms of her hands over her skirt as she watched Pan Am flight 1610 taxi toward the gate. She stood on impulse and strode over to the window. Pressing her hands to the glass, she wondered if John could see her through one of the small acrylic rectangles along the airplane’s smooth metallic flank.

The stewardess propped open the door, and moments later, passengers emptied from the belly of the aircraft and started to appear at the top of the gangway. Meg stood still, watching as several business types walked swiftly past, carrying their briefcases and their suit jackets.

She couldn’t be sure how many strangers filed past her, but it felt like plenty more than a hundred. The steady flux reduced to a trickle as the crowd thinned, and she became increasingly aware of the tightness that had gathered in her chest. What if he hadn’t made it?

An elderly man in a tweed coat emerged - a man with thinning hair and a spine that had curled with age like the corners of an old photo. Meg guessed he was at least eighty years old. She stretched onto her tiptoes to peer behind him and nearly toppled over when John appeared at his back.

Time stood still as she cataloged each of his features, one by one. From here he looked unchanged from the last time she’d seen him, save for the fact that his hair was now cropped close to his head: still impossibly, surreally handsome. He grinned down at the old man, and Meg felt the corners of her own mouth lift in witnessing it.

Only after a long moment of euphoric gawking did she notice the luggage. On one shoulder John wore an oversized duffle; in his opposite hand he carried an enormous leather suitcase. Meg jerked out of her reverie and moved toward him automatically, determined to lend a hand.

She felt the moment when he noticed her, even without looking. A tidal wave crashed over her like an electromagnetic pulse, subatomic particles colliding and coalescing to form shatterproof bonds that shrank as they cooled, pulling them closer together. In one fluid movement, John stooped to deposit the suitcase and swing the duffel onto the floor. He rushed forward, his arms outstretched, and she vaulted into them before wrapping her legs snugly around his waist.

They didn’t kiss - not at first. Kissing precluded looking, and looking was priority number one. Suddenly four and a half months had a way of seeming closer to four and a half years.

Eventually (likely only seconds later, but who can know for sure?), their lips met. They kept it chaste, still remotely aware of their surroundings, but even the limited duration was powerless to dampen the sweetness of it.

John helped Meg to her feet before reaching up to hold her face in his hands. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” he whispered. “Words can’t express...”

Before she could respond, he turned and gestured to the man in the tweed coat, who was looking between the two of them with an appreciative grin. “Meg, I’d like you to meet Dr. William Durant. He’s a pathologist at UCLA’s medical school. I had the good fortune of being seated next to him on the flight from Houston.” He slid his hand to the small of her back before turning to the cherubic man beside him. “Will, this would be the delightful Margaret Lowry.”

“I’m so pleased to meet you,” he said in a quiet but dignified voice as he cupped Meg’s hands in his own. She bowed her head closer to better hear him. “It does this old man’s heart good to see young love reunited. Reminds me of my late wife, God rest her soul. Evelyn was her name - though I always called her Evie.”

“Nice meeting you as well,” said Meg with her kindest smile. John’s grip tightened around her waist, and she placed her hand over his.

“You’re every bit as beautiful as he said you’d be,” added Dr. Durant with a conspiratorial wink. Meg beamed up at John as he pulled her yet closer.

They walked through the crowded airport together, a mismatched trio. When they reached the outside curb, Dr. Durant waved at a black car as it pulled up next to the door. A uniformed driver climbed out from behind the wheel and took the big, leather suitcase from John. As he went to place it in the trunk, the professor turned to shake John’s hand and kiss the back of Meg’s. “Thank you for your help, son,” he said. “And thank you for your service.”

“I’m glad to have met you, Will. Take care.”

The old man touched his forehead, doffing an invisible cap, then sank into the dark leather interior of the car. It rolled away from the curb, and John took a step forward, positioning himself in front of Meg so he could look at her full-on. His giddiness was evident in the infectious smile that worked over his full lips and crinkled his bright eyes. Passersby might have found them strange, standing amid the bustle on such a crowded sidewalk, grinning stupidly at one another without exchanging words.

“Should we go?” asked Meg.

“Wherever you want,” he agreed.

Meg’s car was parked on the third level of the parking garage, a gleaming off-white with the top rolled down to reveal tan leather seats. She heard John’s footsteps cease behind her as she approached the car, and she cringed out of embarrassment. “What?” she asked a little defensively as she peered back at him.

“This is your car?” he asked, his eyebrows raised.

“Yes,” she replied.

“You have a Karmann Ghia?”

“So it would appear.”

He laughed once, incredulous. “Mind if I drive?”

“Be my guest,” she said, tossing him the keys.

* * *

The wind was a touch on the chilly side, but they drove the distance to Santa Monica with the top down anyway, while Buffalo Springfield and The Dells poured from the radio and the palm trees on Lincoln Boulevard waved their fronds at the passing traffic.

It was just after three when they pulled into the driveway at Meg’s house. Her father was at work still, of course, and Irene’s Thunderbird was absent as well.

Even after John cut the ignition, Meg remained in her seat for most of a minute. It was otherworldly, this feeling she had - there was no other word for it. Having him here, in the place where she’d grown up. She looked from him to the house and back again, trying to make the pieces fit together in her mind.

John chuckled. “You look confused.”

She shook her head, smiling faintly. “Just trying to convince myself I’m not dreaming.”

He reached for her but paused mid-movement, his eyes flicking to the house. “Is anybody home besides us?” he asked softly.

“No.”

In response, he pulled her across the center console and into his lap before his lips landed on hers once again. They were parked in the shaded, private driveway, no longer exposed to the prying eyes of strangers, so he had no reason to hold back any longer - and he didn’t. Meg pressed against him as they kissed, desperate to feel more of his hands on more of her skin, and he pressed back, moaning quietly.

Hours or days later, Meg pulled away, laughing and breathless. “Irene could be back any time.” She grimaced at the realization of all her statement implied: that for as long as they stayed here, they would be reduced to sneaking around like adolescents, hoping for stolen moments.

John’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “We’d better move inside then, huh?”

They spilled clumsily from the driver’s side door, and he took his duffel from the trunk. As they walked through the side door into the kitchen, Meg tried pretending that they weren’t entering her parents’ house. She felt a familiar surge of self-consciousness as she thought of how many years had passed since John lived at home with his parents.

“This is the kitchen,” she said, stating the obvious to divert his attention in case he was having similar thoughts. “Through there is the dining room, and the living room is down that hall.”

“Beautiful house,” he remarked, following her through the archway into the corridor. He paused when he reached the row of framed photos mounted on the wall beneath the staircase. “Is this you?” he asked, smiling. He stood before a photo of a much younger Meg, posing with her aunt and an exceptionally large corndog before the Ferris wheel on the Santa Monica pier.

“That’s me and my Aunt Virginia,” she replied.

He leaned forward to inspect it more closely. “You look a lot alike.”

She waited patiently as he examined the other photos on the wall: Meg sporting Minnie Mouse ears at Disneyland; Meg with her parents at Big Sur; Meg accepting her high school diploma; Meg and Virginia standing outside Stern Hall on her first day at Berkeley. Finally he glanced up. “You’re so pretty,” he said. He sounded sort of in awe, and it caused her cheeks to flush.

“This way, Lover Boy. The guest room is all made up for you.”

The guest bedroom was at the end of the hall at the top of the stairs, directly across from the room Meg had slept in for the sum total of her formative years. She stood to the right of the door, gesturing for him to enter, but John stuck his head into her bedroom instead. She waited while his eyes swept over the room’s contents: the bed with its double wedding ring quilt that Meg’s paternal grandmother had hand stitched over fifty years ago; the oak vanity and matching wardrobe; the cedar hope chest filled with linens and silverware passed down from her grandmother to her mother (and secretly, a few personal items). After a moment of quiet assessment, John took a step into the room, and Meg followed.

“Where are the posters of movie stars and pop singers?” he teased as he walked over to the bed.

“I’m twenty-two, not sixteen.”

He chuckled as he scooped up Meg’s stuffed bear and fingered its button eyes and the red silk ribbon around its neck. “Are you sure?” he asked, holding up the bear.

She colored instantly, her neck and face prickling with heat. She strolled quickly to the side of the bed and snatched the bear away before chancing a sidelong glance at him: his expression had contorted from one of amusement to remorse. Taking her shoulders in his hands he said, “I’m sorry, Meg. It was a horrible joke.” He planted a lingering kiss on her forehead. “I think it’s sweet that you have a teddy bear.”

She couldn’t be sure whether he was being sincere or simply trying to make her feel better, but she relaxed some regardless. “Virginia got me this bear for my sixth birthday. I had lots of stuffed animals, but this one was always my favorite. I was sort of convinced he was lucky for some reason.”

John’s smile was kind, without trace of judgment. “What did you name him?”

Meg shrugged. “I never did. ‘Bear,’ I guess. That’s all I’ve ever called him.”

“Hunh.”

“What?” she asked.

“I just thought all kids liked naming their stuffed animals. I liked naming everything when I was a kid. I probably would’ve named all of my socks and shoes if I thought I could remember them.”

She laughed. “Keep it simple. That’s been my motto for about as long as I can remember.”

“Fair enough.”

He dropped his bag on the floor and, to her dismay, sat on the edge of her bed before stretching out on his back. “Come here,” he said. Patting the mattress: “Lie beside me.”

Her eyes darted quickly to the doorway, then back to John. Knowing her parents could be home any minute set her on edge, but surely the sound of a car in the driveway would provide them sufficient notice. In any case, she was powerless to resist him. She knew this as well as she knew her own name.

When she curled up next to his body and he enfolded her in his arms, they both exhaled in the same moment. Nuzzling her cheek with his nose, John said, “Christ, I’ve missed this. You feel even better than I remembered.”

Meg squirmed closer and turned her face to kiss his cheekbone. She lifted her hand and felt the short, silky stubble on his head. It felt like the soft bristles on a hairbrush sifting between her fingers.

“How do you like my haircut?” he asked.

“I miss your longer hair,” she answered honestly, “but I don’t really think there’s much you could do to your appearance to make yourself any uglier.” He chuckled, and she dropped her hand to touch his ear. “Your ears stick out a little,” she added with a giggle.

“Yes. They’re Stovall ears, my beauty. My dad had them, too - so do my uncles.”

“What about your brother?”

“He lucked into our mother’s genes on that particular trait.”

She smiled. “Was it nice spending time with your family?”

He nodded, sighing as he shifted a bit, ever-so-slightly adjusting their positions. “Very, very nice. My sister is sweet as ever - not to mention pregnant - Charlie’s still ornery but somehow lovable, my nieces are beautiful and funny as hell. And my mother... Well, she’s just an all-around great lady.”

His eyes lit with fondness as he spoke of each in turn. Suddenly she felt a little guilty, being his reason for parting from them.

For close to an hour they talked, about everything and nothing. Certain topics they shied away from - like John’s impending departure. Others they returned to again and again - like their memories of the canyon.

By the time Irene arrived home with the ingredients for dinner, neither of them could imagine being anywhere besides here, or in any time besides now.

* * *

At first, John couldn’t quite determine how a man like Meg’s father and a woman like her mother could possibly have ended up together. But then, the longer he observed them, the more he felt he understood. Mr. Lowry, who initially struck him as dour, visibly softened each time he was addressed by his wife. And Mrs. Lowry seemed admiring of her husband in a way John surmised she respected few other men.

All told, Irene had been fairly quick to win over. John liked her: she was free-thinking and receptive, yet reserved in a way that was at once charming and gracious. She was also beautiful, although John tended to favor her daughter’s youthful softness and her quickness to blush over Irene’s sharp, take-charge sort of beauty. (Meg, in fact, was so far beyond beautiful this evening, John was driven to distraction - looking positively edible in a pale blue dress and pearl earrings. So lush, so pink-cheeked and sparkling, John didn’t know how anyone could see anything else, talk about anything else, when she looked like this.)

It was Mr. Lowry he worried about. He wasn’t forthrightly unwelcoming or even particularly vicious. Rather, his demeanor was cautious: quietly accepting. He’d remained silent for the majority of the meal, but several times John glanced up from his eggplant parmesan to find the man’s eyes fixed appraisingly on him.

“Are you from here originally, Mrs. Lowry?” he asked at one point as he handed Meg the pitcher of iced tea with a covert grin.

“John, please, call me Irene,” she replied. Touching Mr. Lowry’s shoulder: “And feel free to call my husband Jim. We’re not formal here.” John flicked a nervous grin at “Jim,” knowing he would never call him anything other than Mr. Lowry until he was granted express permission to do so by the man himself.

“Irene,” John acknowledged.

Pacified, she replied, “I’m from Oregon, actually. I moved to the Bay Area midway through eleventh grade, though, to finish high school near the musical conservatory.”

“She was an Ernest Neumiller scholar,” added Meg. “Very prestigious.”

John raised his eyebrows. “Impressive. You must be very good.”

“I used to be,” she confirmed.

“You still are, dear,” Mr. Lowry said quietly, patting her hand on the table. “Your students are lucky to have you.”

Irene awarded her husband an appreciative grin as she pushed back from the table. “Time for dessert, I think. Meg, will you help me?”

“Sure.” Meg gave John’s hand a quick squeeze before rising to follow her mother into the kitchen. The door swung shut behind the two women, leaving John and Mr. Lowry very much alone. John was a man who enjoyed and often reveled in a certain degree of silence, but this he found rather unnerving.

“Do you plan on becoming a career military man, Mr. Stovall?” the older man asked suddenly after half a minute of painful quiet.

“No, sir,” John replied evenly.

He nodded once. “I thought not. You have other career aspirations, then? I mean apart from selling your artwork.”

“Yes. I have a job, in fact. I teach at a community college in Eureka - though currently I’m on an extended leave of absence, for obvious reasons.”

“Do you intend on going back to it once your tour is over?” asked Mr. Lowry.

“As of now, yes, that’s my intention.”

Meg’s father sat back in his chair with his fingers laced over his abdomen, regarding John with what looked to be a mixture of interest and skepticism. “If I may be so bold, what, ah... What are you to my daughter?” he asked. His face reddened a little, leaving little room for doubt as to his discomfort.

John supposed he should have been prepared with an answer here - he’d asked himself the same question enough times, after all. Instead, all he could come up with was a bungling declaration of thoughts and feelings that would be better directed at Meg than her father.

Finally he said, “I care a lot about her. My... My future has taken a turn I didn’t expect, but I can promise you I only want what’s best for her... Nothing more.”

Mr. Lowry looked as if he wasn’t sure whether he should be more concerned or placated by this revelation. He opened his mouth, perhaps to ask what, in particular, John felt would be “best” for his daughter (a valid question, to be sure), but he was interrupted by the return of the two women.

“Angel food cake!” said Irene, holding the towering cloud of a dessert aloft. “Who wants some?”

* * *

Sleep was a shifty, tumid thing that Meg couldn’t quite seem to get her arms around, try as she might. When she heard the tapping at her door the following morning, she felt as if she’d dozed off only scant moments before.

“Come in,” she croaked as she gathered the bedding up under her chin.

Seeing John’s face appear between the door and the frame, her sleepiness drained away in the reverse of a flash flood, heavy thunderheads of exhaustion being sucked back up into the atmosphere. “Your parents just left,” he said softly. “Can I come in?”

“Of course.” She lifted a corner of the quilt by way of invitation, and he crept inside, shutting the door behind him.

She released a pent up breath as he slipped in beside her and his legs tangled with hers. John let loose a soft growl as his hand roved down the side of her ribcage and wrapped around the back of her hip. “You’re hardly wearing anything,” he whispered as he slid his hand down the back of her bare thigh below her underwear and hitched her leg up over his hip.

“I wish I could say the same for you,” she replied, glancing down at his fully clothed body with a disapproving frown.

He cupped the back of her neck and kissed her. His lips brushed lightly from her mouth, up the curve of her cheek to her temple before moving against her forehead as he spoke. “I like a good adventure now and then, but being seen by your parents half naked seemed too big a risk.”

Meg’s eyelids fluttered shut. She hummed, leaning into his caress. “What have you got to lose?”

He didn’t answer: she had the distinct impression his mind had drifted elsewhere. Instead he kissed her, again and again and again, each more fervent than the last. Their hands moved beneath the covers, desperately searching, until Meg was no longer sure which fingers belonged to whom.

A deep moan resonated in his chest as she twisted at his pants’ button fly. A moment later they broke apart, but only long enough to let the fabric of Meg’s shirt slip between them. John rolled onto his back and hauled her on top of him so that her bare chest pressed against him. She sat up, straddling his waist, and John watched her, mesmerized, as she undid the buttons all the way down the front of his shirt. That task accomplished, he sat up quickly and wriggled his arms out of the sleeves as Meg helped him.

His socks were next to join the pile on the floor, followed by his pants. And all the while, they drowned one another in frantic, lip bruising kisses. Meg felt his erection pressed against her leg and she shifted against it, opening her legs further to guide it between them.

She had just reached down the front of his underwear to grasp the silky length of him in her hand when the sound of the front door opening caused them both to freeze.

“Irene?” called a voice. “Meg?”

Of course Virginia would choose now to stop by.

John cursed under his breath as he rolled out from beneath her and began tossing various articles of clothing on top of the comforter. Meg scrambled for her shirt as he hopped on one foot, pulling on his pants. “Coming!” Meg shouted, trying (but probably failing) to keep her desperation from bleeding into her voice. The last thing they needed was for Virginia to come up here.

“Who is it?” John mouthed, barely whispering.

“My aunt,” Meg replied softly. “Don’t worry, she’s easygoing.”

She crossed the room and pulled open the top drawer of the dresser, then fished out a pair of pants. When she turned back around, John was watching her, his mouth open slightly. He still wasn’t wearing a shirt.

“Put this on,” Meg said with a chuckle, tossing him his shirt from across the bed.

“Sorry,” he grumbled. “Got distracted.”

“Come down in a minute, OK?” she said. “I’ll tell her you’ve just gotten out of the shower or something.” He nodded once, and she strode quickly from the room, tucking her unkempt hair behind her ears.

Virginia was sitting in the front room, paging through a book of Dorothea Lange photographs, when Meg reached the bottom of the stairs. She realized too late she’d forgotten to put on a bra; self-consciously she crossed her arms over her chest as she cleared her throat.

“Good morning, sleepy head,” said Virginia. “Don’t tell me you were still sleeping.”

“Sort of,” Meg replied noncommittally.

Seeing the look on her face, a smile bloomed on Virginia’s - the smile that said she knew everything, or at least could make an educated guess. Meg bit her lower lip, wishing she could go back to bed and have a do-over.

“Is your friend here?” asked Virginia.

“He’s in the shower,” Meg blurted. “Or he was.” She flicked a glance up at the ceiling, as if she could see through it to the floor above. “I think he’s finished now.”

“Do you mind if I meet him?” asked her aunt.

“Of course not. I could just run upstairs and see if he’s ready—”

She was cut off by the sound of footsteps on the stairs behind her. Meanwhile, Virginia’s face morphed from smug amusement to muted surprise.

“Good morning,” said John as he walked up to stand beside Meg. He laid one hand against the small of her back and extended the other, which Virginia shook. “I’m John Stovall.”

“Mr. Stovall? I’m Virginia Roemer - Irene’s younger and considerably more attractive twin sister.”

She winked at Meg, who snorted. “She’s twelve minutes younger,” she clarified under her breath.

“Every second counts,” Virginia said with a smile.

* * *

When it became clear Virginia had no immediate intention of leaving, John volunteered to make breakfast, and the three of them congregated in the kitchen as he whipped up a batch of vanilla scented French toast. For the remainder of the morning they entertained her - or rather, John did, with his tales of art and travel. Listening to him speak brought on a complicated mixture of emotions for Meg: she laughed along with her aunt, relishing his talent for storytelling, while concurrently lamenting her own lack of narrative-worthy experiences. At twenty-two, she simply hadn’t yet had time for a life. Still, rarely had she felt this discrepancy more acutely than she did now, sitting at the breakfast table with her aunt and lover as they traded accounts of their sundry misadventures.

Two and a half hours later, John insisted on taking care of the dishes while Meg walked Virginia out to her car. The Santa Anas were still blowing, although they’d become noticeably cooler over the preceding weeks.

“Well, Meggie,” said Virginia, leaning back against the driver side door. “Three things.”

“What three things?” she asked, playing dumb.

“One, he’s beautiful - certainly outside, and, if I were to hazard a guess, inside as well. Typically I’m a pretty decent judge of character.”

Meg smiled. “Yes.”

“Two, clearly he feels pretty strongly about you.”

At this Meg colored. It came as a shock, hearing the words spoken aloud, even if they weren’t coming from the person of whom she’d repeatedly dreamt. “I’m not sure how strongly he feels,” she replied softly.

Virginia’s forehead wrinkled. “What do you mean you’re not sure? It’s plain as day, darling girl.”

“He hasn’t said anything,” Meg replied. “I mean, he’s never told me just how he feels...”

Virginia gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t worry, hon. He will. Just give him time.”

Time. One thing they never seemed to have enough of.

Still, for a moment she allowed herself to hope, and suddenly she was floating feet above the ground, her blood replaced with air and her bones light as feathers. “Did you say there was a third thing?” she heard herself ask.

Virginia sighed. “Third: I just hope you’ll really think hard before you make any sort of commitment to him. Believe it or not, I remember what it was like to be young: you don’t know what you don’t know. Anyway, you probably don’t want to hear me say this, but...he’s leaving soon. And you need to think about what that means for you. Maybe he’s ready to settle down, and maybe he isn’t - but don’t lose sight of the fact that he’s more than a decade older than you are. Sometimes that can have...repercussions. You can’t help but view the world differently.”

Meg winced as she crashed back down to earth, once more succumbed to gravity.

Virginia took her hand and interlaced their fingers. “I’m not saying it’s wrong. I’m only saying I want you to be happy - and I’d hate to see you make a mistake that you’ll live to regret.”

Meg nodded, although in reality she found it difficult to decipher her aunt’s cryptic warning.

They said their goodbyes, and Virginia drove away, her sunglasses glinting in the sun and her headscarf puffing and snapping in the wind. For a long moment, Meg simply stood in place, attempting to clear her mind before returning to the house.

John was waiting in the foyer when she walked in the front door. He hugged her around her shoulders and kissed the bridge of her nose and her mouth. When he pulled back a moment later, she was laid bare by his discriminating gaze. He frowned with worry, evidently having sensed her confusion, but before he could speak, Meg grabbed his hand. “Let’s go somewhere,” she said quickly.

“Where would you like to go?”

“Away, for a few days. Just anywhere.”

His eyebrows hiked up. “A few days? Really?”

“Why shouldn’t we?” she asked. “I’m not bound to stay here for any reason, and I know you’re not. Let’s get in my car and just...drive. We’ll drive until we find a place we might like to stop.”

He brushed her hair away from her forehead and stared straight down into her eyes, a smile creeping over his face. “All right. How long do you need to get ready?”

Meg packed quickly while John sat on her bed and leafed through one of her high school yearbooks. She penned a note for her parents, which she folded in half and left on the side table in the front hall. Then they left.

First they drove to Redondo Beach, where they watched a matinee of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. (Meg pretended to swoon over Paul Newman, while John pretended to act hurt.) Next they drove south to Laguna Beach, where John bought her a bouquet of lilies from a flower cart and they collected shells and sand dollars and combed the shore for sea glass.

They wound farther down the Pacific Coast Highway, edging closer to Mexico. The sun was drowning in a pool of butterscotch light when they stopped for dinner in Torrey Pines and decided to stay.

It wasn’t until John was paying for their room at a motel one block east of the beach that Meg began to feel her stomach clench and her jaw tense. She hadn’t been this nervous about being alone with him since he’d taken her to visit Cape Royal months ago: their very first evening together. The past months of longing and yearning and fretful wishing seemed to have culminated in this moment, pinpoints of light speeding toward a common point on the horizon - a horizon she’d never really expected to reach. The pressure was almost more than she could bear. Was she more afraid that she’d fail to meet his expectations, or that he would fall short of hers?

Their room was on the sixth floor; through the front window and across the street, the water was visible between palm trees and buildings. John dropped their bags. “Be right back,” he said quietly before slipping into the washroom.

Meg felt a tingling paralysis spreading through the palms of her hands and the soles of her feet. She flexed her fingers in an attempt to coax blood into their tips as she walked across the darkening room to the window. There she propped her forearm horizontally against the glass and leaned her forehead into it.

The sky had turned bleak, as if the sun had sunken straight past the horizon and slipped off the edge of the world, and luminescent streaks of indigo and fuchsia blotted out the places where the stars should have been. It was what her father would have called stormlight: that strange coexistence of light and shadow that so often precedes a storm of Neptunian proportions. Beneath it, the sea was in upheaval, pounding indignantly against the shore as if in an effort to dismantle it.

John’s footfalls were muted by the carpet, but Meg knew his presence by the riot of goose bumps that chased up her bare arms. His hands slid around her waist, and he pressed himself up against her, cradling her. The utter rightness of it forced every ounce of disquiet and doubt to the back of her mind; she nearly collapsed from the relief of it.

He rained kisses on the back of her neck, just above her collar and across her shoulder. Before there had been the sound of water in the pipes and ticking from the clock on the nightstand; now there was only the sound of his lips brushing against her skin, lightly sucking.

Meg drew back and placed her palms against the glass, then laid her cheek flat against it. Meanwhile, John’s fingers dug at the bottom of her shirt, untucking it from her skirt. He touched the sensitive flesh just above her waistband, enticing from her a hum of complacency.

When she reached behind her, her hand brushed against his crotch, prompting a soft growl from the base of his throat. “Do you feel what you do to me?” he whispered just behind her ear.

She nodded, unable to force actual words past her lips. She felt for his fly, but before her fingers could find the zipper, he trapped her hands in his, arresting her movement.

Dizzy and confused, she glanced back to meet his brooding eyes. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked carefully, feeling the strength of his grip and seeing the rise and fall of his shoulders as he drew in a series of ragged breaths.

“No,” he replied in a strangled whisper. “Never. You’ve never done anything wrong.” Touching her face: “At least not with me.”

Holding her breath, she bit the inside of her cheek. She stared straight ahead, out at the stormy sea, as he placed his hands against the glass on either side of her, caging her with his arms. His elbows hinged as he leaned forward, until his mouth was right next to her ear.

His voice was deep and rich, familiar but foreign, too, like a piece of clothing she’d owned forever, worn by someone else.

“You know I love you, right?”

She sagged against the window, touching her forehead to the cool glass, while John stepped closer. She could feel his heart hammering through her shoulder blade, but she couldn’t hear his breath.

“You love me?” she whispered. She was in some degree of shock: while the functioning part of her brain cried out that her dreams had come true, that this was cause for the most riotous of celebrations, she was rather incapable of doing anything about it.

She allowed herself to be swept along as John pulled her gently toward the bed. With one arm wrapped behind her, he guided her down toward the mattress, laying her back. She watched as he lay on his side next to her, angling his body so that he could properly see her face. When he slid one hand beneath her neck and pressed the other against her cheek, she let her eyelids flutter shut.

“Meg, look at me.” His tone was tender. “You have to look at me when I say it now, so you’ll know it’s real.”

She complied. She was both above and below him, within and without.

“I’m so in love with you,” he said: firm and clear, without trace of doubt. “I’ve loved you for months, and I’m so sorry I haven’t told you before now.” Here his tone thickened, and his eyes clouded with emotion, paralleling the drop in Meg’s stomach and the shear force of tears pressing at the backs of her eyes. Holding her tighter he said, “I missed you every single day. You’re not just - you’re not just some passing whim for me. You mean something.” He kissed her forehead, then kept his lips planted against her brow as he murmured, “You mean everything.”

* * *

She lifted her chin and kissed him hard on the lips: once, twice, three times. His heart swelled until it filled the entire capacity of his chest and caused his ribs to ache.

“I love you, too,” she said through a smile so large it touched every part of her face. Seeing her happiness was both heartening and difficult, because he couldn’t bear to utter another word that would threaten to abolish it.

Intuitive as always, her grin quickly faded; he could almost feel her struggling to reign in her unbridled glee. “Is there more you wanted to say?” she asked. “Something you need to tell me?”

Christ, where to begin?

How could he make her grasp that this is where it would end? That they would have this week together - this one week of arcadian bliss where they could love each other fiercely and perfectly and without restraint - and then he’d be gone? And that he refused to take a piece of her with him, because doing so would mean leaving her less than whole? How could he explain any of it in terms she would understand?

Slowly he shook his head. They had an entire week: this conversation needn’t happen right now, not when they were both so radiantly happy.

“I was just nervous, that’s all,” he said with a smile that was only slightly forced. “I was overthinking it.”

She grinned, mollified for the time being. “I love you, Meg Lowry,” he reiterated. The words felt so natural, like he’d been saying (and not merely feeling) them forever.

She rolled up onto her side, leaving only an inch of space between them. Kissing the corner of his mouth, she breathed, “Show me.”


Chapter 13

Torrey Pines, California

November 1969

Through the dingy fog of sleep, John was only dimly aware of movement. His arm felt cold, no longer wrapped around the warm body beside him.

Then a hand gripped his semi-hardened shaft, and - suddenly - he was as fully awake as if he’d just been doused with a bucket of ice cold water.

His jaw tensed, but instead of opening his eyes, he squeezed them more tightly shut, memorizing the feel of fingers and then a mouth as they closed around him. It was a form of self-imposed sensory deprivation: a feeble attempt to isolate the sensation of touch, undiluted by the neural onslaught of sight.

Ultimately he reached a point where maintaining blindness was no longer an option. He peeled his eyelids back slowly, allowed his surroundings to slide into focus. His first vision: a brunette head, bobbing up and down, a warm tongue lapping at the tender, swollen skin.

“Meg.” He spoke her name, but no sound came out: his voice hoarse from lack of use.

“Meg,” he tried again. This time she lifted her gaze but didn’t bother removing her mouth. Seeing her bright viridian eyes peering up at him while her lips wrapped around the tip of his erection nearly put him over the edge - and he wasn’t ready for that yet. He let his head fall back onto the pillow, allowed himself another second or two to renew his stamina.

“Up,” he said, more firmly this time. He placed his hand lightly on the back of her head and only narrowly kept from urging her onward.

“Come on, up,” he growled. “I can’t come yet, sweetheart. I need you first.”

She let him slip from her mouth with a loud pop, and he reached under her arms to haul her up. “Where the hell did you learn to do that?” he asked roughly, then inhaled sharply and added, “Never mind, don’t answer that.”

Meg’s laugh was throaty and deep. She stopped, however, when John swung his legs over the side of the bed and lifted her in his arms. “Where are we going?” she asked as he strode toward the window.

“I wanted to fuck you against this window last night,” he whispered in her ear, “but I got sidetracked.”

Her lips curled into a smug grin. “You mean when you told me you love me?”

He buried his face in her neck as he set her gently on the ground, breathing in her sweet, soapy fragrance. “I do love you,” he whispered.

Her grin remained as she stripped off her shirt, baring what were arguably some of the most beautiful breasts known to man. They were one of John’s favorite parts of her - along with several dozen other things.

She stretched up onto her tiptoes and placed her hands lightly on his shoulders. “I love you, too,” she breathed in his ear.

The wind rushed from his lungs as his hands trailed down her bare back to the waistband of her panties. He pushed them down over her bottom and let them slide down her legs, where Meg stepped out of first one side, then the other.

“Let me look at you,” he said, taking a step back. His eyes raked over her from head to toe - from her rumpled hair and flushed cheeks to her smooth, white legs and small feet. He leaned back in, pressing his cheek against the side of her face, and said, “You are astonishing.”

Meg grabbed both of his hands and walked backward, pulling him with her until her back was flush against the glass. Glancing over her shoulder, she asked, “Can they see us up here?”

“Doubtful,” John replied without looking. “Too far up.”

Meg bit her lip, and for a moment he pulled away. “Would you be more comfortable if we closed the curtains?”

“No,” she said, smiling. She tugged him closer and hooked one leg over his hip, guiding him toward her opening.

“Oh God.” He brushed her with his tip before pushing inside and hiking both of her legs up around his waist. “Hold on to me, beautiful,” he said. “Put your arms around my neck. Let me do the work.”

She dutifully laced her fingers behind his neck. Her head thumped softly against the glass as she arched her back, pressing her navel into his abdomen.

“Tell me how it feels, sweetheart,” he reminded her, panting into her neck.

Her response was the most delicious of moans - incoherent, but informative all the same.

Their bodies grew slick with sweat, and soon it was difficult to keep from sliding down the smooth glass. Careful to keep her anchored in place, John backed away from the window. He didn’t make it as far as the bed: collapsing to his knees on the carpet, he spread her out beneath him and lifted one of her legs to lay her over on her side. As he stretched out behind her, one hand cradling her head and the other squeezing her hip, their bodies aligned like they had always been meant to.

* * *

The days peeled back and dropped away, a mélange of moments, of words and looks and touches, littering the ground behind them. John rolling up his pant legs to wade into the surf; lifting Meg, despite her shrieks of protest, shucking off her shoes before hauling her in with him; holding hands and watching the sun set as the cool water swirls about their ankles. Watching Hogan’s Heroes and Laugh-In while sharing a hunk of coffee cake out of a cardboard box. Lying on the beach in the rosy light of morning; Meg reading Pablo Neruda aloud while John tosses pinches of crusty, day-old bread at the seagulls. John chasing Meg through the dense fog of a different morning, her laughter filtering through the vapor, softly echoing; catching her around the waist and kissing her until she’s no longer laughing, but clinging to him, letting him lower her onto the sand while her damp hair sticks to her face and neck. Driving up a winding, two lane road to the top of a cliff at one in the morning while the sky spits rain; making love against the hood of her car like a couple of kids; staying up the rest of the night, drinking hot chocolate at a truck stop while talking about anything at all. John drawing Meg; drawing the ocean and the stars and a washed up damselfish; drawing Meg again: sitting, standing, smiling, frowning. Memorizing every inch of her. Unrolling a tube of sketches from the Grand Canyon; filling them in with detail and daubs of color while Meg rests her feet in his lap, twirling a section of her hair around one finger, staring absently out the window. Visiting the San Diego Zoo; naming the animals as they pass by their cages, guessing their personalities; John holding Meg from behind as they watch the sea lions spiral through the water. Back at their hotel, drawing the curtains and silently undressing each other, feeling and tasting every last inch of skin. Still memorizing.


Chapter 14

And then, their final day was upon them.

John held open the door and allowed Meg to pass as they exited the playhouse in La Jolla. They had just finished viewing a very abstruse post-modern play titled The Vacant Child.

“What did you think?” he asked.

Meg wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know that I really understood it.” She was embarrassed to admit her ignorance to someone she considered to be practically the epitome of intellect and sophistication, but she didn’t trust her ability to weather a drawn-out discussion on the performance’s merits. Still, in a last-ditch effort to retain some of her dignity, she added, “Maybe I wasn’t paying close enough attention. I felt sort of distracted.”

John grinned as he lowered his sunglasses to cover his eyes. “Me, too.”

She squinted at him. “What? You felt distracted?”

“Constantly, when I’m with you.”

She snorted, making him laugh. “Well, now that we’ve established that neither of us got anything out of the last hour and a half,” John said, opening her car door, “what do you say to some lunch?”

They settled on grilled subs. An elongated room filled with smoke and steam and lots of loud noises, its paper wrapped sandwiches and cartons of fries dripping with grease and melted cheese. They sat in a back corner booth scarcely large enough to fit them, their knees knocking together beneath the narrow table.

Meg talked as they ate. Incessant chatter seemed her only respite from the relentless undercurrent of fear and melancholy. She talked about the senator from Orange County who was up for reelection. About a little girl she’d seen riding her bicycle on the beach she and Virginia frequented, with a yellow balloon tied to her wrist, bobbing along in the breeze. About cleaning out her closet and volunteering at the library and searching for a job.

John listened. He didn’t comment on the fact that she barely touched her food.

* * *

John dropped the last of his artwork into a large cardboard folder and sealed the top with acid-fast tape. He leaned it against the wall by the door and handed Meg a piece of folded up paper from his sketchbook.

“That’s the address,” he explained. “Just make sure it’s all well protected. Write FRAGILE on the outside.”

Her hand was trembling slightly when she reached out to take the paper from him. “What if I do something to ruin them?” she asked, her voice tremulous. “They’re yours, John. They’re your heart and soul.”

He kneeled in front of her and took her hands in his own. “Even if something were to happen, I love you more than I love a few sheets of paper with pictures drawn on them.” He kissed the back of her left hand. “I trust you.” His voice carried enough strength for the both of them.

She closed her eyes and exhaled, then squared her shoulders with a single nod. “I’ll take care of them.”

They loaded their bags in the car and paid the hotel bill. Then Meg climbed into the passenger seat while John slid behind the wheel, and they started back toward Santa Monica.

Meg was quiet as they drove. She’d talked nonstop for the better part of the day, but now she was sullen and drawn. He held her hand, but it was all he had of her. The rest had gone somewhere else.

There was a roiling, churning ache inside of him. It was nauseating, this prescience of what was to come, a demon lurking above them, casting a pall over what should have been their last joyous hours.

“I’ve been such a coward,” Meg nearly moaned as they passed Del Mar.

John frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve selfishly avoided all talk of what will happen when you leave here tomorrow morning, because I was afraid of how it would make me feel.” She heaved a cheerless sigh. More quietly: “I’ve been so afraid of everything.”

John raised her hand to kiss her knuckles without removing his eyes from the road. He squeezed her tighter, probably more tightly than was comfortable. “You’re not the only one who’s been afraid, sweet Meg.”

She drew her feet up into the seat and let her chin rest on her knees, then turned to look out the window. “Tell me,” she said. “Just tell me all you know. I’ll regret it after you leave if you don’t.”

John sighed. “What do you want to know?”

“You’re going to Vietnam, right?” she asked. “Do you know where?”

“Not exactly. I’ve heard from some of the guys who just got back that it takes several days to get that far. We’ll fly to Hawaii or Midway first, then probably to Guam.”

“So you aren’t leaving the country right away?”

“No. I’m supposed to report to the base in Oakland by 10 AM to begin processing. I’ll probably bunk with a few other guys from my assigned unit for the first night at least. After that I have no idea how quickly they’ll move us.”

Meg nodded as she let this information sink in. “What are you allowed to take with you?”

“Not much - not at first, anyway. They gave us a very strict packing list. We can get mail though, once we’re over there.”

“So you’ll be able to write?”

She still wouldn’t look at him. He was tempted to jerk the car to the side of the road, to pull the emergency brake just so he could make her look into his eyes. So he could touch her. He wished he could tell her everything would turn out OK - but he’d have to believe it first. He wouldn’t lie to her, not about something so uncertain. He wouldn’t make promises about things outside his control. After all, his doubtfulness applied to more than just his chances of survival - certainly he would do everything in his power to protect his life.

Most men came back. Most didn’t die. Surely the odds were in his favor.

“Sure, I can write,” he said after a moment. “If you want me to.”

Now she turned to him; he could see her torso pivoting in his peripheral vision. He cast her a nervous glance.

“Why wouldn’t I want you to?” she asked, sounding surprised and nearly tearful.

His head fell back against the headrest. “I want you to be able to move on with your life, Meg,” he said carefully. “I want to write to you, but I would understand if you’d rather not hear from me. It wouldn’t be fair of me to assume.”

She pulled her hand away, and he flicked another glance at her. Her face had flushed red, and her lips were drawn into a tight line. He’d been prepared for some variety of emotion from her, but anger wasn’t chief among those he’d thought to anticipate.

“Don’t do that.” Her voice was incongruously quiet, yet more intimidating for it. “Don’t cheapen what we have, what we’ve had this entire week.” He opened his mouth to reply, but she raised her voice a bit to talk over him. “I told you I love you, for Christ’s sake. Do you really think I’d ever ask you to just...disappear? That I’d wish to be left alone?”

On their left was ocean; on their right, a fruit stand surrounded by a dirt lot. John used the heel of his hand to spin the steering wheel to the right. He guided the Volkswagen into the vacant lot, shifted into first gear, and cut the engine.

“I’m sorry,” he said as his hands fell from the steering wheel into his lap. “I never meant to devalue the last few days - trust me, they were more important to me than you’ll ever know.” Hanging his head: “But I can see how it might have sounded that way.”

Meg’s forehead smoothed, and the set of her mouth softened. “It’s all right.” She sighed. “I know you didn’t mean anything by it. I just... If you’re going to go over there and live in harm’s way, I want to be there for you however I can be. I mean... I want you to know that you have me to come home to.”

John drew in a great, trembling breath. Here was his moment: his window of opportunity. And damn if it didn’t completely shatter his heart, seeing her so clearly full of hope, knowing he would, within moments, completely obliterate that hope.

He scrubbed at his face vigorously, breathing into his hands, clinging to his resolve with desperation and despair. Struggled to remember all the reasons he had for why she shouldn’t choose him: certainly not now, with his future so indefinite before him - and perhaps not ever.

Be selfless, he thought. Look past your own happiness: think only of hers.

“Think about what you’re saying, sweetheart,” he said, ever so softly, pleading with her to understand. “I’ll be gone for a year. Think of what you’d be giving up.”

Her expression registered pain and shock, much as if he’d just slapped her. “What exactly are you trying to say? Please, just spell it out for me. Because I don’t see myself giving anything up in this scenario.”

He allowed himself a moment, just a second or two, to steel his heart. Then he replied, “Don’t make me any promises, Meg. Don’t commit to me, I’m begging you.”

She recoiled, physically backing away from him, pressing herself up against the car door until she could retreat no farther. “Are you afraid I’ll hurt you?” she asked.

His breath escaped him as a harsh chuckle that aired notes of misery as well as disbelief. “God, no, I wouldn’t have considered that for even a second. You’re the one I care about. You’re the one I don’t want getting hurt.”

“How exactly do you plan on hurting me?”

His hands gripped the steering wheel because they had nowhere else to go. He wanted to hit something, but he couldn’t risk frightening Meg. “I don’t plan on hurting you,” he murmured.

Her hand reached across to him then, and touched the side of his face. “I’m not afraid of loving you, John. No matter what happens, I’m not afraid of giving myself to you. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

He closed his eyes as he covered her hand with his own, pulled it down to rest in his lap. He drew strength from touching her.

“Meg, look. I love you. I love you. Absolutely nothing can change that, do you hear me? But I can’t - I won’t - take your life away from you. You may think you have it all figured out, and right now, in this moment, you probably do. But a lot can change in a year, or even a month.

“You remember what I told you about Catherine? What you’re feeling right now, I thought I felt then. She did, too. Only now do I realize what a sham it all was.” Gesturing between them: “This? You and me? This is real. I know that now, beyond a shadow of a doubt. I am so in love with you, more so than I ever could have dreamt of being with Catherine. But it took years, a lifetime it seems, to figure that out.”

He sighed. “My point is, I won’t let you make the same mistake I did, rushing into a commitment—”

He stopped abruptly when Meg swiped her hand away. Before he could even process what was happening, her fingers were curled around the door handle, and she was half climbing, half falling out of the car. He started when the door slammed shut behind her.

She stopped several feet from the car, bent over with her hands clasping her knees. He watched her for a moment, then slowly opened his own door and rounded the front of the car before cautiously approaching.

When he was close enough to reach out and touch her, she spoke. “Please, just give me a minute, John. I’m...putting my thoughts in order.” Her voice was eerily calm.

He froze in place, his fists clenched at his sides to keep from reaching out to her.

Finally she turned around to face him. “I’m not Catherine. And I’m not you, either. I thought I was in love once, too, remember? And just like you, I learned from my mistakes. The difference is, and this is important: I didn’t try to make others learn from them, too. What hurts more than anything is that you think you can take away my choice in all of this. I may have told you I love you, but that doesn’t mean I’ve surrendered my right to make my own decisions.

“And yes, you’re right, I could get my heart broken. Don’t you think I know that? Any time you put your heart on the line, you risk having it stolen from you. It’s up to me to decide whether you are worth the risk. Me. Not you. Please, just...give this to me. This one thing. Give me you.”

* * *

She had the sense he was waiting to speak. Perhaps he was awaiting some sort of signal, a sign she was finished.

At last he mustered the courage to reply. “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry. It is your choice. But at least be sure you’re making the right one. There’s a lot to consider here - more than just the difference in our ages. You told me the other day that your motto has always been ‘keep it simple.’ Nothing about what we’re discussing here qualifies as simple. Just the opposite, in fact. And the last thing I want is to make your life more difficult than it has to be.”

“Again, my choice, not yours.”

“Absolutely,” he agreed, nodding. “So long as it’s an informed one.” He held his hands out, asking tacit permission to touch her. She acceded with a subtle bob of her head, and he folded her against his chest without delay. Meg wrapped her arms tightly around him and buried her head between them. Before, she’d been afraid of separating from him only briefly - now she was terrified of it being permanent. And so, she clung.

John lifted her chin. He stroked his thumbs over her cheekbones. “We can’t have children,” he reminded her. “You could never be a mother.”

“We could adopt,” she replied, sniffling. “Never say never.”

He kissed her hard on her forehead, then her lips. Without pulling his face away from hers, he whispered, “I might not come back.”

Meg pushed against his chest until he was forced to take a step back. For the first time since she’d known him, his eyes were filled with wetness, a dam about to break. She wished she could scold him for saying such a thing out loud - but she couldn’t deny the truth of it. They’d been in denial long enough. So instead, she lifted up onto her toes and kissed the hard line of his jaw. “I know. But I have to believe you will.”

She took a step away from him, watched as he gathered himself back up, bailing the debris of his spilled worries and fears back inside until he was whole again. He ground the heels of his hands into his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose between them. When at last he lowered his hands, he came at her and lifted her cleanly off the ground. He kissed her sweetly on the lips, then slowly set her back down, deepening the kiss as gravity towed them downward. “I love you so goddamn much,” he said. Behind his words was a repressed sob.

Meg caught his wrists in her hands as they cradled the sides of her face and leaned infinitesimally backward so as to peer into his eyes. “Then let me be yours.”

Sighing, he touched his forehead to hers. “You are mine.”


Chapter 15

8 November 1969

Dear John,

By the time you read this, we’ll have already parted. I’m sure it was a very emotional goodbye - I’m sure I cried, while you did your best to console me. Probably you’re again questioning the wisdom of “staying together” through all of this. You may well have your doubts as to my ability to weather our separation.

Or, maybe I didn’t cry after all. I can be strong - you’ve shown me that. In the absence of all else, at least carry that knowledge with you. No matter the outcome, I won’t be broken.

I love you, John. I’ve loved you for months (probably ever since Cape Royal), though it feels closer to a lifetime. I told you before that I’d been in love, and maybe I was, but there isn’t any doubt in my mind: that was a different sort of love. It depleted me, because I lived in fear of losing it. Instead of feeling fortified by it, I felt debilitated - even crippled. Crippled by the mere thought of being without. It was the worst kind of co-dependency.

This love, though - the kind I feel for you and from you? I’ve never felt richer, and certainly never stronger. I’ve never felt better equipped to confront the challenges of the coming months, no matter how many or how frequent.

So, thank you. Thank you for making me want to be the best possible version of myself. And thank you for believing it’s possible.

I love you.

Meg

i carry your heart with me,

i carry it in my heart.

i am never without it.

anywhere i go, you go, my dear;

and whatever is done by only me

is your doing, my darling.

i fear no fate,

for you are my fate...

(e.e. cummings)

* * *

9 November 1969

Dearest Meg,

I just finished reading your letter. It meant everything to me. It does me no end of good to have this reminder of your lion’s heart. Please forgive me for ever having doubted your tenacity.

Tonight I’m sharing a cramped hotel room with five other men. Some of them have taken to the floor, but I get one of the beds on account of my senior citizen status (ha). They are all so young. One of them, Beckinsale (the Army doesn’t do first names), is only eighteen. Fresh out of high school, if you can believe it. The poor kid is scared shitless, I can tell. He’s warmed up to me for some reason, though. Follows me around like a lost dog.

They’re waiting on me to turn off the light, so I’ll have to save the rest for another letter. For tonight, I’m afraid it’s goodbye.

From the bottom of my heart, Meg, thank you for choosing me, and for trusting me with such an extraordinary thing as your heart. I cannot pretend to claim you - I can only express that I am as much or as little yours as you would like for me to be.

Always have been.

Truly,

John

* * *

November 1969

Dearest Meg,

I’m not completely certain of today’s date. I think it must be the 14th or 15th, but it’s difficult to tell since we’re rapidly jumping time zones. The International Date Line is hundreds of miles behind us by now.

We left California at 0630 on the 12th and flew directly to Hawaii. I’m not sure where we were along the chain of islands - needless to say, we weren’t allowed any time for sightseeing.

We deplaned while they refueled and swapped crews. They held us in a part of the terminal where they could keep an eye on us. I get the sense that the higher ups are pretty distrustful - with good reason, as it turns out. They called roll when we got back to the plane, and one guy had bailed. We got on the flight and left without him. I don’t like to think about what sort of future the deserter has in store for him. All I know is, he must have wanted out pretty badly to think of risking it all in such a heavily guarded area. It would’ve been simpler to disappear back in Oakland. I can’t imagine he got very far.

Next we made a really brief stopover on Midway Island, which is quite literally just an airstrip in the middle of the ocean, apparently surrounded by other atolls and volcanic islands. I remember my Uncle Lloyd talking about it when I was really young - he was a naval commander who fought there in the Battle of Midway during the Second War. So it would’ve been interesting to see, had I been in the right mindset.

Our last stop was in the Philippines. The original flight plan had us stopping in Guam, but we were diverted because of a typhoon. (Don’t worry, we steered clear of it.)

Now we’re on the last leg of our journey - soon we will be landing at Bien Hoa airbase in Vietnam, about 30 km northeast of Saigon. The entire trip up till now has been in sunlight, but the rest of the way will be in the dark.

It’s gotten pretty quiet since we took off from Manila. I think reality is setting in pretty fast. Even though it’s dark, I don’t know that anybody’s sleeping. Even the really chatty ones have shut up for the time being, probably trying to guess what might be in store for them. If only there was some way to know.

The stewardess announced a little bit ago that we’re over country, but I can’t see a thing - just blackness, deep and weighted down, and every so often, a pinprick of light. It seems almost peaceful. Makes me think of the people who live down there, passing their lives in rice paddies or on fishing boats, now sleeping in their beds. I wish I could know what they think about all this. If they knew we were up here, looking down on their villages, what would they feel? Relief? Fear? I hope it’s the former, but more likely it’s somewhere in between.

Meg, I miss you so much. You’ve heard that sentiment from me before, and I know you’ll hear it many, many more times in the coming months, but I hope you’ll never take it for granted. There’s a gnawing, aching pit inside of me, and it hurts like hell.

Thankfully, there’s a remedy for it - not a cure, but a tonic. You see, all I have to do is think of how much I love you, too. All it takes is the memory that I belong to you, and some of the pain goes away. Do something for me, will you? Kiss your hand, right in the center of your palm, and then press it against your heart.

Truly,

John

P.S. I’m enclosing the address they’ve given us. I’m not sure how long we’ll be there, but write to me anyway. I want to hear everything, especially the good things. Don’t hold anything back - nothing could have a greater effect on my morale than news of your happiness.

* * *

27 November 1969

Dear John,

Happy Thanksgiving, darling. You can’t imagine how thrilled I was when I opened the box yesterday and found your letter. It must’ve taken over a week to reach me, but I suppose it had a long way to travel.

As I read, I tried to imagine how it must have felt for you, flying over a foreign land, knowing in some small measure what awaits you on the ground. All I can think is, God bless you. God bless all of you on that plane. Your valor is so far beyond admirable, John. (And please, believe me. Knowing how humble you are, I can just see you shaking your head at that. Never think you are anything less than completely deserving of such an accolade.)

In light of your request, I suppose there is one piece of exciting news I can share. On Tuesday I was called for an interview with Grayson & Greer, a publishing house in San Francisco! They’re looking for a copy editor - not very glamorous, but you have to start somewhere. I imagine it would involve some fairly tedious work at first, but there’s the potential for a promotion to content editor. My interview is on Monday, so odds are slim you’ll receive this letter before I’ve gone. You can rest assured I’ll let you know of how it went, though.

I wonder how your Thanksgiving is. (Or was, rather. I believe you’re fourteen hours ahead, which would make it the early hours of Friday morning there now.) I wonder whether you even knew it was Thanksgiving, or whether it was simply another day.

We had our meal here, at my parents’ house. Virginia came early this morning to help with the preparations. Of course, I use the term “help” loosely. She is well aware of what an absolute terror she is in the kitchen. Irene put her in charge of polishing the silver instead.

It was a nice dinner. Turkey, rolls, creamed spinach, pumpkin pie - and my specialty, the mashed potatoes. I’ll have to make them for you sometime. I never learned your favorite foods, but I have to believe everyone likes mashed potatoes.

So really, I have much to be thankful for this holiday. For your safety, for your love, for family, and for the promise of a brighter future yet to come.

I love you always.

Meg

P.S. I mailed your portfolio to Dr. Woodlawn and received a note back from his secretary confirming receipt. They all made it in good condition.

* * *

1 December 1969

Dear John,

Well, my interview could certainly have gone better this morning. I interviewed alongside two other candidates, both English majors from UCLA, both men, neither of them with any experience.

First I talked one-on-one with the man who would be my direct supervisor. That part went reasonably well. He was a nice man, a bit boring, but he really liked my cover letter. (I quoted Dr. Seuss: “So the writer who breeds more words than he needs, is making a chore for the reader who reads.”)

The senior editor, however, is the very definition of a chauvinist pig. His name is Glenn Harper, and he met with all three of us during lunch. John, he barely gave me a passing glance. He asked the two other candidates lots of questions about their favorite books and past experience, but even though neither of them had anything particularly intelligent to contribute, he essentially ignored me whenever I tried speak.

At this point, even if they offered me the job, I’m fairly certain I wouldn’t accept it. The copy editing floor was overflowing with females, but do you know how many of the content editors are women? ZERO. Would I like to launch my career in a place with such a culture of discrimination? No thank you. I am my mother’s daughter, after all.

So, it’s back to the drawing board, I’m afraid. There have been one or two other firms that have expressed interest, but nothing I’m excited about. I suppose there’s nothing for it but to keep looking. Meanwhile, perhaps I’ll give some thought to going back to school. Even a man like Glenn Harper would have a hard time overlooking someone with a master’s degree, vagina notwithstanding.

I love you.

Meg

* * *

20 December 1969

Dearest Meg,

You don’t know what your letters have meant to me. For hours after receiving them, it didn’t matter what went on around me - I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. Beckinsale would tell you. He’s the one I met back in Oakland, before we left (I think I may have mentioned him in passing in a previous letter?). His first name, as it turns out, is also John, though back home he went by Johnny. He’s been my constant companion for the past month and a half, and I must say, regardless of the fact that he’s the youngest man in our unit, I believe he is an old soul.

I’m sorry I wasn’t able to write back sooner. We’ve been on the move, and your last letter just now reached me. We’re told the next place will be more permanent - I’m enclosing the address. You’ll notice it’s at FSB Franklin (that stands for Fire Support Base), which I’m given to believe is near the Cambodian border.

Before I fill you in on all I’ve been through in the past several weeks, let me make up for lost time with the following:

1. Happy Thanksgiving! It wasn’t much of one here, but the mess tent did serve turkey (or some version of it - I think it was actually closer to Spam, but it was the most flavorful thing any of us had tasted since leaving the States). It just so happens that mashed potatoes are my favorite Thanksgiving fare, so learning of your talent for making them only further confirms how privileged I am to have found you.

2. Congratulations on your job interview. I was so proud when I read your first letter.

3. I’m sorry some men are assholes who haven’t yet caught up to the present. I think you’ve got the right idea, though - don’t let it bother you. Graduate school seems like a fine idea. As my father used to tell me, anything you can do to further your education will not be in vain. Even now, after changing careers and pursuing a path so vastly different from the field I trained in, I still agree with his statement. I’m a better, brighter person because of the education I received as a younger man.

4. Still, I wish I could give this Glenn Harper a piece of my mind. Perhaps I will once I’m back in California.

Now, I’m supposing you’d like for me to back up and tell you a little about what my life has been like since I got here. Stepping off that plane at Bien Hoa was literally like stepping into a different world. It felt hot and sticky, even in the dead of night, especially after the controlled temperature onboard the airplane. Given that it was just after 2 AM local time, I expected quiet, but the reality was far from it. There was the constant noise of engines - truck engines, Jeep engines, jet engines, chopper engines. Always coming or going, taking off or landing.

And the smells. So many new smells, but one in particular that stuck out above all the others: diesel. The air was thick with exhaust - this pungent, acrid smell of plastic and oil. Made me wonder whether, if somebody lit a match, we’d all go up in flames.

We went inside one of the terminal buildings, where there was a group of guys waiting to board the plane we’d just gotten off of. We all just stared at them, wishing like hell we could be in their shoes, at the end of our year, ready to head back home. Watching their faces was fascinating. Some of them looked haggard - aged ten years in the span of one. Others looked hopeful, and still others looked right back at us sorry bastards with what I can only guess was pity.

Eleven months from now, I hope I can count myself among them, waiting in line to fly back home to you.

About the time we all made it inside the building, a siren sounded, and we heard three explosions, all in a row. All the men in my group, myself included, dove for cover. We were wide-eyed and scared shitless, wondering what in the hell just happened. Then someone squeezed through the crowd in fatigues and a helmet, yelling at us all to calm down, that it was over. It happened so fast, and just like that, the world went quiet again.

There was a guy standing nearby, one of the men waiting to board his flight out, and he caught my eye as I walked past him. “You’ll get used to it,” he told me. I was in awe. I can’t imagine ever getting used to something so ghastly.

We boarded buses that took us to a place called Long Binh, where we got a couple hours of sleep and they fed us breakfast. Then we stood in formation and they gave us our assignments. Johnny and I were both assigned to the division at Cu Chi, so we said our goodbyes to the men we’d flown over with and hopped a C-130 with all our gear.

Cu Chi is where I’ve spent the past 33 days. We went through in-processing and some training exercises, learned the kinds of things they don’t teach you in basic training. It’s pretty locked down, not much gets in or out, and so there hasn’t been much to worry about with regards to safety. I realize it’s a futile sentiment, but I really don’t want you to worry about me - we all look out for each other here.

Christmas will have passed by the time you read this. I hope you had a happy one. I can promise you, you’re all I’ll be thinking about - just like every other day.

Now look over your shoulder as if I’m standing behind you. Lift your head to me, and smile.

Truly,

John

* * *

12 January 1970

Dear John,

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, my love. It seems I was just getting settled in the 60s, and now here we are, positioned at the start of a brand-new decade. I wonder what sorts of things the 70s will be remembered for (I’m hopeful the end of the war will be among them).

Do you ever like to make up resolutions? I do sometimes. It helps, having a sense of purpose to get you through the winter months. This year I have only two: figure out what I’d like to do with my life, and give you my best love. One, I think, will be far simpler than the other.

We had a quiet Christmas here. Irene’s gift to me was a camera with several rolls of film. For as far back as I can remember, she has been on a quest to unearth some variety of artistry at which I have the potential to excel (ever since, at the age of six, she finally admitted defeat in teaching me to play the piano). You never know, she said - maybe photography will be my medium.

On the 30th, I had a surprise phone call from my friend Faye. Do you remember her from the Grand Canyon? I hadn’t spoken to her since, although she did send me a postcard from Paris back in September. She called to let me know she was visiting friends in LA for the holiday and to invite me to a New Year’s Eve party in the city. Against my better judgment, I said yes.

She gave me the address for someone’s apartment, so I took a cab. Much to my dismay, it turned out to be in Compton, a neighborhood in Southeast LA that isn’t exactly revered for its safety. I was still considering whether to ask the cabbie to drive me straight back to Rustic Canyon when I heard Faye calling my name from one of the fourth floor balconies.

She’d already snorted God knows how much coke, yet she claimed to be above taking any acid. I suppose it helps her to feel as if she has standards, even if they are rather arbitrary. My night very quickly devolved from the moment I walked in the door - as the only sober one, it became my responsibility to serve as Faye’s caretaker. It wasn’t until much later in the evening that I found out the reason for her self-destructive behavior. Her boyfriend, Don, had broken up with her just the week before, having decided he was in love with someone else. As blasé as she pretends to be, Faye’s heart is no less vulnerable to breaking than anyone else’s. Strange and sad though it may seem, there is some comfort in that, I think. When we suffer, we suffer together.

In any case, by midnight she was well on her way to running out of consciousness, so I greeted the new year from the back of a cab pointed back toward Rustic Canyon, where Faye slept in my bed while I half-slept alongside her on the floor. The following morning, she was both profusely apologetic and horrendously hungover. It was afternoon when she left. Quite honestly, I’ll be surprised if I ever hear from her again, which is actually somewhat saddening to me. I’ve seen enough glimpses of Faye’s unswerving loyalty to convince me that, given the right amount of direction, she could do just fine.

Since then, I’ve devoted much time to poring over job ads and researching graduate programs. For now it’s a life on hold, but perhaps soon my days will take on a greater design.

I dream of you often. Not a single night has passed when my last thought wasn’t of you, nor a single morning when, swimming toward consciousness, I failed to hope we would soon be reunited. Tell me what it’s like there. I want to know all about your life, the good and the bad. I’d like to know what to imagine when I think of you.

Always,

Meg

And I want my meaning

true for you. I want to describe myself

like a painting that I studied

closely for a long, long time,

like a word I finally understood,

like the pitcher of water I use every day,

like the face of my mother,

like a ship

that carried me

through the deadliest storm of all.

(Rilke)

* * *

27 January 1970

Dearest Meg,

I do have New Year’s resolutions. Frankly, I’ve never had much use for them before now. There’s something about being so many hundreds of miles away from anything the least bit familiar, though. Perhaps it makes me a bit sentimental, or perhaps it’s the sense of purpose you mentioned: the need to set goals that extend beyond my time here. Mine are:

1. Draw. At least a little, every day. To keep my mind sharp.

2. Embrace friendships. (I’m thinking of Johnny Beckinsale when I say this. I’d been closed off from him, I think partly because I questioned his motives in befriending me in the first place. Given our age difference, I wondered whether he was seeking a father figure, a role I have no interest in assuming. I no longer believe this is the case. Then, too, I was loathe to become too attached. I’ve realized, though, that a year without comradeship is a year wholly wasted.)

3. Keep a journal. Would you believe I never have? I don’t know that I’ll commit to daily entries, but I plan to scratch down some thoughts here and there, time permitting. This will be for you, Meg. One day I’ll share it with you, so that you can know me better.

And what is it like here? you ask. Vietnam itself is an intriguing place. We are in the cool, dry season just now, although “cool” is a relative term. At night it isn’t unusual to see temperatures in the 60s, but by midafternoon, they frequently climb into the 80s. Our camp is in a valley filled with elephant grass: tall, thick grass that’s trampled by the draft from the choppers when they take off and land. Then just north of us are the central highlands, a mountainous, densely forested area swarming with Viet Cong.

Usually we’re up with the sun each morning. Breakfast is served in the mess tent. We stand in formation long enough to be briefed on the day’s activities. Most of the day is spent on foot in the ruthless sun, running patrol, keeping an eye out for the bad guys.

It isn’t safe being out on the roads after dark, so a few hours after lunch break, we head back to camp to clean our weapons and enjoy a few precious moments of free time. Dinner actually isn’t bad, and we always get a quart of milk to drink with it.

At night we take turns on watch, which is for the most part uneventful. Oftentimes it’s difficult to keep from falling asleep. Night ambush is what everyone hates, myself included. The squads in our platoon rotate every few days. After dinner, the squad assigned to ambush restocks on supplies and heads back out. We’re supposed to hoof it to some appointed spot, set up some claymores (mines), and wait out the VC. We’re given orders to shoot if anybody happens by.

Off the record, though? That’s a good way to get yourself killed. We’ve scouted out all the best hiding places. Most times we just surround ourselves with claymores, then hole up and try to keep a low profile till dawn. We spend the whole night hoping like hell nobody shows up, and if they do, we stay quiet. I know it doesn’t sound like any kind of way to win a war, but that’s how it is over here. You see a band of soldiers walking by, there’s no way to tell whether they’re a detachment on patrol, or point men for an entire battalion.

So that’s a typical day. We take orders, we follow them. We keep our heads down and our mouths shut, and we wait for our time to run out so we can come home and forget about it.

I know it’s difficult not to worry about me, sweet Meg. I know that, because I worry about you, too. It scares me to think of you going to neighborhoods like the one you described, alone. I don’t know what I would do if anything ever happened to you. I feel so helpless, because I know there’s nothing at all I can do to protect you, and I hate that more than almost anything.

Just promise me you’ll be careful. Knowing you’re safe is the only chance I have.

I love you.

John

P.S. I’d like to have a picture of you. Will you send one? Your face is burned into my memory, with zero chance of being forgotten, but I’d still like to be able to look at you.

* * *

Journal Entry

Thursday, January 29, 1970

Got promoted to sergeant. I’m a team leader now, in charge of eight other men. I guess I’m supposed to feel honored, but it doesn’t feel like much of a privilege.

Another mortar attack last night. This one was worse than the others. Bigger. I was on night watch, in my bunker with a kid from Arkansas named Rice. He’s new, so he was learning the ropes. When the first blast hit, he was talking sports, something about the Dallas Cowboys, while I pretended to listen. The quiet gets to be too much for some of the guys. They have to talk to fill the empty space.

We heard the first explosion right behind us, this deafening crack, the world splitting in two. A couple more explosions, and the flares went up, bright as daylight. I aimed my weapon out the hole, but I couldn’t see anybody. I wondered if this would be it. Wondered how you brace yourself for the end. No line of thought seems the least bit rational in that moment. There’s no way to prepare. No way to find peace when rockets are whizzing past and people are crying and yelling all around you.

Three more. I thought of Meg. Clung to the sight of her in my mind, loving her. Another kid, Russell, scrambled down into our bunker, bleeding out of his ear. Rice tried to ask him what the hell happened, but he couldn’t hear, probably because of the ringing in his ears.

Then a helicopter came into the landing zone, a Medevac. It was all over. A blip on the radar.

This morning at breakfast, the announcement came that three guys were killed. Mandatory memorial service. As if any of us needed to be forced.

—

The day is cold, and dark, and dreary;

It rains, and the wind is never weary;

The vine still clings to the mouldering wall,

But at every gust the dead leaves fall,

And the day is dark and dreary.

My life is cold, and dark, and dreary;

It rains, and the wind is never weary;

My thoughts still cling to the mouldering past,

But the hopes of youth fall thick in the blast,

And the days are dark and dreary.

Be still, sad heart, and cease repining;

Behind the clouds is the sun still shining;

Thy fate is the common fate of all,

Into each life some rain must fall,

Some days must be dark and dreary.

(HW Longfellow)

* * *

14 February 1970

Dear John,

Happy Valentine’s Day, from my heart to yours. I hope you got my package. I picked out your gifts based on your New Year’s resolutions. The man at the art supply store said the drawing pencils are about the best money can buy. I bought the journal from an art bazaar in Santa Barbara. And the photo of me is a recent one - Irene snapped it when she was showing me how to use my camera several weeks ago. I’m afraid it isn’t my best, but I’m hopeful you won’t mind.

I’ve missed you dreadfully this past week. I always do, but it’s been especially profound of late. I wish I knew why. Absent a true answer, my imagination tends to run away with me. At times I grow frightened, believing we’re psychically linked and my pain is somehow connected to yours. Twice this week I’ve woken abruptly in the middle of the night in a panic, and I fear it’s because something has happened to you. I pray nothing has. Writing to you helps ease some of the pain, because it grants me hope that you’ll soon be holding this very sheet of paper in your own hands. I like to picture that.

It helps, too, being able to envision you in your everyday existence. When I was covering my shift at the library the day after I received your last letter, I found an atlas and a book about Vietnam. Based on your description, I think I was able to pinpoint your approximate location on the map, and in the book I found photos of the mountains and jungles and elephant grass you mentioned. They show occasional flashes on the news as well, but I try and shield myself from the media coverage as much as possible. I think paying close attention to it would be counterproductive to my carefully constructed peace of mind.

In other news, my job search has stalled, as I’ve been pouring all of my time and effort into prepping applications for grad schools. I’ve sent apps to Berkeley and Stanford, but after talking with one of the admissions counselors at Columbia, I think it might be my first choice. I’m terrified of leaving California, though. I’ve never lived anywhere else, let alone the opposite side of the country. Can you imagine me in New York City? I’ve never been, so the idea of it is provocative and horribly intimidating all at once. I would welcome your opinions on the subject.

I love you, always and forever.

Meg

* * *

7 March 1970

Dearest Meg,

Happy belated Valentine’s Day, love. I had every intention of writing to you sooner, but we just returned from several days out in the field. I’ve never been so happy to be done with anything in my life. The journal and pencils are much appreciated, and the photo is perfect - I keep it with me at all times, whether I’m sleeping or awake.

Rain. Fucking rain. Will it never stop? I can hardly remember when it started, and still it comes down in buckets. How does this entire godforsaken country keep from washing into the sea? It must be the godforsaken roots and tubers woven together in the godforsaken soil - the same crap that gets twisted and tangled in all our equipment and clothing day after day. What a wretched place.

Granted, I suppose it’s no worse than the island jungles my dad’s generation complained about in the Pacific theater of the Second World War - but whereas they fought to save the whole of western civilization from the tyranny of fascism, here we accomplish nothing, against no one. I sometimes wonder whether our effort here is entirely wasted.

I overheard an Air Force Major say the other day that if Washington would just let us, we could have this mess cleaned up and all be back home with the people we actually care about within 6 months. And you know something? I believe it. If you could just see all the equipment and manpower lying around, rotting in the muck, you’d believe it, too.

I understand the hope for a peaceful end to this, but it seems like every time we go to the table and think we’re getting somewhere in our negotiations, these bastards open up a new offensive and wipe out 5 or 6 companies. We’re talking about hundreds of guys who will never grow older, because they’re sitting on their asses when NVA strike, as ordered by the upper brass. Meanwhile, these fucking politicians sit in cotillion, drinking sherry and kissing the enemy’s ass while we sit here rotting in the rain.

If there’s a silver lining to any of this, it’s that they’re giving us two days off - no patrols and no ambushes, so long as we don’t get any surprise visitors. We even got to sleep in an extra hour this morning. Mail call was after breakfast, which was when I got your letter, along with one from my mother and one from each of my nieces. And just like that, the hellishness of our present circumstances melted away and became of far less importance.

As for that pain, I know all too well what you mean. It’s a twisting sort of ache, am I right? A hollowness that feels like it shouldn’t hurt, because it’s only emptiness, and yet it does. And you carry this awareness with you, knowing just exactly what would take the pain away, if only you could have half a minute to look at and just...touch that one certain person.

So you never know - maybe we are psychically linked.

I have to tell you, Meg, I am so happy you’re giving serious consideration to grad school. You’re far too smart to while away your days correcting fragments and run-on sentences. Explore your options, push your bounds. Maybe you’ll find that you enjoy writing, or even teaching. Leave no leaf unturned.

As for Columbia, I’ll admit I’m slightly giddy at the idea. Don’t get me wrong - the thought of sweet, innocent you having the run of Manhattan is terrifying in its own way, but you can’t begin to imagine how you’ll grow in taking such a momentous leap outside your usual zone of comfort. East and West Coast cultures are, in many ways, so dissimilar. It can only strengthen you as a woman and a lover of literature, having such immersive exposure to both.

Of course, it’s also partly for selfish reasons that I relish the idea. Columbia’s campus is on the Upper West Side, a mere two and a half hour drive from my mother’s house in Unionville. Make no mistake: that should in no way factor into your decision - but I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the part your proximity to my family would play in my support of your being there. I only wish that I’d had the opportunity to introduce you before I left. I have no doubt my mother would adore you.

I adore you.

Love,

John

* * *

Journal Entry

Sunday, March 8, 1970

I’ve been here going on four months, and today was the first day I actually came face-to-face with the “enemy.” We were briefed last night that today our patrol would be 20 km up the border in the direction of the mountains. After breakfast the choppers flew in, and we loaded up. As we were flying, one of the choppers radioed to let our pilot know they were taking on small arms fire from some indeterminate number of NVA and the landing zone would be hot.

We’ve all heard horror stories about hot LZs (meaning they’re occupied by NVA or VC), so obviously that snagged my attention. I looked around at the other guys onboard, and I could tell they’d just experienced the same jolt of realization I had. It’s interesting to watch how different people are affected by it. Thomas started breathing heavy and looked like his eyes were about to roll out of his head. Kellerman squeezed his eyes shut and bowed his head into his fist - praying, I suspect. Janssen’s cheeks puffed out, and he just nodded like he was getting psyched for a fire fight. Duncan chewed on his lip so hard I thought he might draw blood.

Johnny was on a different chopper, but I know what his adrenaline face looks like, too - his eyes turn down at the corners like he might cry, but his mouth forms into a firm line, like he’s determined, or maybe just resigned.

We got close enough that the choppers started circling, and the door gunners fired into the LZ all the way down, creating this swirling funnel of ammo, peppering the ground with machine gun shells. We got close to the ground, but the choppers didn’t touch down. They hovered feet above the ground so they could make a quick getaway, while we leapt to the ground and ran for cover, shooting who knows where, just for effect. It’s a goddamn miracle we managed to keep from shooting each other.

We took some fire. I saw a blur in the trees around the landing zone, all the NVA guys in their green uniforms and goofy helmets, scurrying around with their weapons. I tried to not to think about the fact that we were on their home turf, an area about which we knew nothing and they knew everything. Tried not to wonder whether they had us outnumbered. And I especially tried not to look into their eyes. As I was shooting, I sure as hell didn’t want to know what any of them looked like.

It was over surprisingly quickly. They retreated, and somebody called the all clear. We waited it out to make sure there weren’t more coming, that they hadn’t just sent for reinforcements - you never want to be caught unawares, especially in unfamiliar territory - but eventually we moved on with our patrol. Thank God we at least had a few hours reprieve from all the lashing rain while this was happening.

God in heaven, what I wouldn’t give to be back in California, just for a day - Christ, even just for an hour. Just to see Meg’s smiling face, and hold her in my arms. I physically ache just thinking of it. She’s like a phantom limb, some essential part of me that was amputated and now smarts from the loss. I wish there was some way I could explain to her, in terms that don’t seem entirely too trite, how much I love her.

It’s sobering, you know, being forced so close to death - especially when others around you are dying. There were 36 of us in that field, and now 6 will never see home again. In the beginning I was just scared, but it’s different now. Eerily different. I can’t seem to shake this feeling of inescapable fate. I don’t want to know how it ends.


Chapter 16

Bangkok, Thailand

May 1970

12 April 1970

Dearest Meg,

I have only a moment, so I’ll make this quick. I’ve been granted a 7-day R&R in Bangkok. It wasn’t my first choice, but it had the most openings. There’s a supply helicopter coming in on the 30th, and I’ll be flying out on it. I’ll have to spend a night or two on one of the larger bases close to Saigon before I can catch a commercial flight out, so it will be the 2nd or 3rd of May before I can make it to Thailand.

Please, just say you’ll meet me there. Do whatever you have to do. I’m enclosing a blank check with my signature. Use my money, I’m begging you. Just get a flight, first class if you want, and meet me there. I’m told there’s a hotel near the airport called the Golden Mermaid - I’ll wait for you there. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific, but I just found out this morning.

God, I love you. To say that I can’t wait to see you would be a colossal understatement.

J

* * *

It was her first time flying alone, first time leaving the country. She would have been more nervous, were it not for her more pervasive sense of excitement. Ah, the spirit of adventure! She’d checked out a book from the library on Thai history and culture, and she spent the days leading up to her scheduled departure poring over its yellowed pages, trying to imagine the vibrant landscapes they described.

The traveling wasn’t difficult, not really. She flew coach class, departing LAX at 8 AM and connecting in Taipei before boarding the flight to Bangkok. When the plane touched down with a juddering bounce on the runway, the stewardess in her pillbox hat announced their arrival, first in Thai, then in English. Meg hadn’t slept in what seemed like days, and yet she felt almost hyper. It was a manic sort of thrill, like the anticipation that builds before the first downward plunge on an especially wild roller coaster.

Inside the airport, she exchanged a hundred dollar bill for 3,000 multihued baht, then spoke to three different employees before locating one who understood enough English to help her find transportation to the hotel John had named in his letter (better known to the locals, Meg quickly learned, as Suvannamaccha). She was escorted to a line outside the airport where she could wait her turn for a three-wheeled taxi called a tuk-tuk.

The temperature was punishing - well over ninety degrees, by Meg’s estimation. She twisted her hair up off her neck and secured it in a knot before placing her suitcase on the ground and sitting on top of it. As she waited under a canvas awning, she watched a steady, soaking rain fall for two or three minutes before ceasing as abruptly as it began. The moisture did little to ameliorate the heat.

When a tuk-tuk arrived, she relayed the name of the hotel as best she could and breathed a sigh of relief when the driver seemed instantly to understand her. As they drove she re-read the last of John’s letters and felt the pang of sadness mixed with longing that was visited upon her each time she perused these now-familiar words. The tone of the letter she’d received in March was so different from that of his earlier writings. Gone was the idealism, the cautious optimism about his purpose for being there. In its place was evidence of a downtrodden disillusionment, with more than a touch of anger.

It wasn’t that she blamed him. No, her concern was more with their reunion. Would she know him still, the way she had before?

The hotel was painted yellow with an elaborate, pagoda shaped roof. In the window was a rendering of a lissome mermaid with a golden tower of a headdress, along with a handwritten sign declaring WELCOME US MILITARY.

A woman in a tailored suit with shimmering raven colored hair greeted Meg from behind a marble desk when she entered. Her English was heavily accented but far more intelligible than anything Meg had heard since landing in Thailand.

“I’m meeting someone here,” she explained. “Sergeant John Stovall?”

The woman nodded once. “Tall man? Pretty face?”

Meg grinned. “Yes, that’s him.”

“He just check in, maybe one hour ago. Room nine, up.” She pointed to a set of stairs that curved around a stone fountain.

“Thank you,” said Meg. She tightened her hold on her suitcase, then made for the stairs.

* * *

For John, the last hours had been a whirlwind. Climbing off that Flying Tiger Airways flight at Suvarnabhumi International was a heady feeling. He was thankful he’d opted against joining his fellow leave takers in a hit of LSD - not so much because it was beneath him (he’d sunk to those depths often enough in the past few months, after all), but because the sensation of setting foot in a country other than Viet-fucking-nam was intoxicating enough. It was a wonder he hadn’t fully anticipated, and certainly not his original reason for abstaining. No, only one Meg Lowry could be credited with that decision - or at least the idea of her. He didn’t need drugs to help him feel higher than he already was from the mere thought of laying eyes on her again.

They’d been briefed by the USO - transportation, dining, approved places to stay. What they were allowed to do and, more importantly, what was expressly prohibited. They could sightsee and shop to their hearts’ content, but they couldn’t be seen in uniform or operate a vehicle.

While the other men made plans to bar hop, get drunk and chase tail, John thought only of Meg. He had no idea when (nor, really, even if) she would arrive. He’d asked her to meet him at the hotel, but now he was second-guessing that decision. No one here spoke English - how would she ever find her way? A million images of Meg, lost, alone and afraid in bustling downtown Bangkok, were enough to drive him to within an inch of insanity. He’d just made up his mind to wait her out, in fact - to sleep on a bench at the airport if he had to - when a surly NCO announced that anyone staying at the Golden Mermaid was required on the next shuttle. “Don’t worry,” one of the men had told him, “she’ll find her way.”

Hence his current state of agitation. He’d checked in forty-two - no, forty-three - minutes ago, and he’d done little more than pace the floor, wearing a line between the bathroom and the foot of the bed, ever since. His thoughts were a constant jumble of reprimands and rebukes, all directed at himself, for his lunacy and carelessness.

What if she didn’t come until tomorrow, or the day after? What if she didn’t come at all? The other men had invited him along with them to find a late lunch, and even though he was famished (had he even eaten since yesterday?), there was no way he was leaving this hotel. Nor, he felt certain, would he sleep even a wink - not until he knew she was safe.

Finally, in an effort to pass the time, he stripped naked and took a hot shower, then stood before the speckled mirror in the bathroom’s dim, incandescent light to shave - something he hadn’t done in weeks. He cut himself, cursed as blood seeped between his fingers and swirled, first scarlet then pink, down the sink bowl with the stream of metallic smelling water. He had no aftershave, so he splashed cold water on his face instead. His hair was in need of a cut, but that, of course, would have to wait.

He had one change of civilian clothes with him, a pair of pants and a long sleeved shirt that would be far too hot. He’d just stepped into the pants when a knock sounded at the door, and he nearly fell to the floor. His heart jackhammering painfully against his ribs, he strode to the door and turned the knob.

Meg. Face flushed, tendrils of hair spilling from an untidy topknot, lips parted and chest heaving from her recent ascent of the stairs.

So. Fucking. Beautiful.

He pulled her in by her waist, breathing her in as deeply as he might, kicking the door shut behind her. Buried his face in her neck, inhaled the sweet smell of her skin, damp with sweat. Pressed his open palm against the small of her back, while the other hand found the half-moon of her hip, crushed her against his bare chest. Felt a tidal wave rip through him, spearing his heart and lungs, staking him to the ground. Staking him to her.

Salty, liquid warmth pooled in his eyes and fled the corner of one just as Meg tilted her chin to look up at him. “Don’t cry,” she whispered (rather hypocritically, for her own face was covered with the briny sheen of free-flowing tears).

He backed her against the bed as he kissed her and their sweat and tears mixed together. She reclined into the mattress, and he crawled over her, covering her body with his. He kissed every inch of her face - her nose, her lips, her eyelids, her cheeks, her forehead. Then her neck and her shoulder, down to her cleavage where it crested above the neck of her shirt. He waited impatiently as she sat up to peel it off, watched with burning hunger as she unclasped her bra and shed that as well. They kicked off their pants and felt their flesh knock together as they caved, one into the other, he in his weakness and she in hers.

They made love quickly, almost brutishly, dispensing with their mutual need. Meg cried silent tears of contentment, and John gently shushed her as he slid his thumbs over her wet face and tasted her lips. When it was all over, they lay in a raveled heap of torsos and limbs, without regard to the room’s blazing stickiness, as if together they could hold off the heat.

Their breathing slowed. John’s voice, full of gravel, cut through the quiet, boggy darkness like the blunted edge of a knife. “I love you. You’ll never know how goddamn much.”

* * *

They filled their days with sightseeing, both by land and by boat. They shopped in the market, haggled over silk scarves, celadon vases, teak Buddhas, fresh mangos and bouquets of lilies and orchids. They swam naked in the Gulf of Thailand and ate soft shell crab, spicy rice noodles and curries rich and spicy-sweet with peppers, basil and coconut milk. They toured temples and palaces, enjoyed variety shows of traditional dance and puppetry, and floated on canals amid stilt houses and sprawling rice plantations.

Finding their hotel room too hot, at night they dragged their mattress out onto the rectangular box of a balcony, where they gazed up at the deep, black sky. Every night they made love with the stars and planets reflected in their eyes. With every scrap of strength, they clung to each other. They clawed, gasping and frantic, at the here and now.

* * *

An overcast yet mercifully mild afternoon, with 52 hours remaining: their time ever-shrinking. John and Meg, arranged horizontally across the bed, willfully ignoring that fact.

“And that was it,” said John, concluding a somewhat abridged account of his company’s most recent run-in with the Vietcong. In the four days they’d spent together, this was their first (and he hoped only) foray into talk of the war. It had been his own fault: he’d made thoughtless mention of a batch of new recruits, come to refresh their company’s dwindling roster. Naturally this had prompted Meg’s curiosity as to whom they were replacing.

Her cheek rested against his chest as she listened. She held his dog tags between her fingers, rubbing her thumb idly back and forth over the raised letters. Meanwhile, he drew lackadaisical circles on the back of her shoulder, soothing her with his hands in a way he couldn’t with his words.

“Who tells their families?” she asked quietly after a moment.

“I’m not sure,” he answered truthfully. “In the beginning they got house calls. Now I think they’re just doing telegrams - at least for the enlisted men.”

Again she fell quiet. “Hey,” he said softly, giving her a gentle shake. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

She cleared a thickness in her throat and seemed to proceed with a caution he found disquieting. “Irene used to play a piece from Schubert - I hadn’t thought of it in years. She’d sing along sometimes, too, in her awful German. Kriegers Ahnung - it means ‘Warrior’s Foreboding.’“ She looked up at him, her eyes moist. “Have you heard of it?”

He shook his head slowly, his heart beating its rasping, wounded rhythm. “It’s about a man in the midst of war, camped with his comrades, telling them about the love of his life.” She sighed, and the sound of it was heartbreaking. “It’s like he...he knows he’ll never see her again.”

John said nothing. He was afraid to move, afraid even to breathe.

“Do you think that happens for some people?” she asked. “That intuition?”

He swallowed the lump in his throat before chancing his response. “Yes.” His voice a faint whisper.

She said nothing more, and neither did he.

* * *

“I can’t believe I almost forgot!” From her suitcase, Meg plucked the large yellow envelope with Columbia’s seal emblazoned in the top left corner and brandished it in the air.

John finished tucking his shirt in his pants before catching her wrist and holding it still, studying the print on the envelope. His face transformed with dawning realization. “When did you get that?” he asked.

“They day before I left. I wanted to be with you when I opened it.” Self-consciously she giggled. “For weeks I’ve obsessed over it, and yet five minutes with you and I forget all about it.” Her voice was bright and hopeful, with none of the sadness she’d borne earlier.

“Well open it, open it!” John cried, barely able to contain his excitement. “Then we’ll really have a reason to celebrate.”

“Not so fast,” said Meg, snatching the envelope away from him with narrowed eyes. “It could be a rejection, you know.”

He failed at suppressing an eye roll. “That looks a little on the thick side to be a rejection letter, don’t you think?”

She bit her lip to conceal a smile, then quickly tore into the envelope. John watched as she extracted a thick sheaf of paper, the topmost of which appeared to be typewritten on university letterhead, an inky black signature scrawled across the bottom margin.

“‘Dear Miss Lowry,’“ read Meg, “‘We are pleased to grant you admission to the Master of Arts program in the Department of English and Comparative Literature.’“

Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. Not a moment later she dropped the stack, oblivious to the fanning of loose paper across the floor, then launched herself into John’s waiting arms with a whoop of triumph that was both gleeful and uncharacteristically exuberant.

John laughed merrily at her blissful content. As her legs came up to wrap around his waist, he spun her in a circle, only barely managing to form his smiling lips into a pucker long enough to kiss her fully on the mouth. “Congratulations, darling girl,” he said in her ear. “Just for that, dinner’s on me tonight.”

Meg snorted and gave his shoulder a playful shove. “You haven’t let me pay for a single thing since I got here.”

A tuk-tuk delivered them to an eatery on the Chao Phraya River, sitting in a neat row of buildings with colorful lit signs. They shared a dried shrimp starter called Miang kham and a plate of Phat kaphrao - stir fried prawns with basil, chilies and garlic. Afterward they lingered over a decanter of rice wine, enjoying the rare marvel of air conditioning.

They walked through Chinatown, a garish cavalcade of paper lanterns and umbrellas strung with lights. Wandered past noisy bars, fish markets, teahouses hawking dim sum and oolong, even an opium den.

Meg was radiant. For once she wore the placid grin of someone well satisfied with the vagaries of life. The lift of her mouth, the pink of her cheeks, the shine of her eyes - all of these served to even further highlight her natural beauty, to the point it was nearly intolerable to glance in her general direction without flat-out staring. They were a world away from the Grand Canyon, and yet the memory of her in that gossamer dress, the very first night he’d laid eyes on her, was so tangible, so haunting, as to set his mind spinning with adoration and fondness, both present and remembered.

Something opened up inside of him - a crack in the shell of bitterness and asperity that encased his once-vibrant heart. Into that crack seeped the beginnings of an idea, a vague notion only in need of acting upon.

* * *

“Come this way,” he said, nodding toward the river. He held her hand, guiding her farther upstream into the Thon Buri district until they were opposite the glittering prongs of the Buddhist temple Wat Arun. Its massive towers reflected as watery smears in the Chao Phraya, while the Trident of Shiva adorning its tallest spire pierced the night sky.

They stopped, and Meg leaned against his side, resting her head back against his shoulder. “Someone must have felt pretty strongly about their faith to have built that in deference to it,” she said.

John kissed her temple, kept his cheek pressed against the side of her head. “I think I know what it’s like to feel so strongly.”

“What do you feel strongly about?” she asked.

“You,” he replied.

She grinned. “Strongly enough to build that?”

“Better than that. Bigger.”

“Bigger? Like the Taj Mahal?”

“Even bigger,” he said. “More sacred.”

“Hmm. And where would you build it?”

“What about the North Rim of the canyon?” His voice was soft and melliferous, flowing past her ear.

“That’s perfect,” she whispered. “Could we live there?”

“Of course. Always.”

“Think you’ll still want me for always?” She looked up at him; her heart skipped a beat when she noticed his eyes were squeezed shut and his breath was held.

“I don’t think,” he said. His voice nearly broke. “I know.”

She pressed her lips together, hiding her smile. “I love you, you know.”

He exhaled, emptying his lungs as he planted his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Marry me.”

Meg felt her eyes bulge. “What?”

“Be my wife.” He cradled her face in his hands, never looking away from her eyes. “I don’t have a ring - I wish I did. You deserve that, and so much more. But—”

Meg shook her head, clearing it. “Yes.” She said it quickly, an abrupt interruption of his rambling. She pulled on the back of his neck, urging him downward until she was able to kiss his smiling lips. “Please, yes.”

He lifted her up until her feet were dangling inches above the ground. He kissed her a dozen times, at least once for each month he’d known and loved her. “There’s an airbase, Don Muang - they’ll have a chaplain.” He spoke quickly, his tongue tripping fluently over his teeth as he lowered her back to her feet. “We’ll get rings and flowers. I’ll buy you a dress, and I can get a suit if you want.”

Meg laughed. “Now? Tonight?”

“Shit, no.” He frowned, visibly frustrated. “Tomorrow, first thing in the morning.”

“Are you being serious?” Her voice was shrill, not with alarm but with disbelief. “You want to get married tomorrow?”

“No, what I want is to get married right this minute. But I can wait...if you want. It shouldn’t feel forced.”

The smile melted from Meg’s face as she studied John’s. Very soberly she replied, “I don’t want to wait another second.”

* * *

They slept all of about an hour that night, so preoccupied were they with the particulars of their marriage. At half past seven the next morning, they caught a taxi to Pratunam, the wholesale shopping district. By nine they had eaten breakfast from a stall selling sugared rice porridge and soymilk on Phetchaburi Road, bought a pair of sterling silver wedding bands, and selected a bouquet of pink and yellow ratchaphruek. John purchased a light brown suit, and while the in-house tailor worked at letting out the hem to lengthen the pants, Meg tried on and paid for a pair of white sandals and a cotton pinafore dress with a wide sash made of soft, royal blue silk. Their last stop was an electronics stall at the end of Ratchaprarop Road, where John shelled out $80 for a Pentax camera and a roll of film.

The building that housed US military personnel on Don Muang Air Force Base was attached to a hangar filled with F-5s, the so-called Freedom Fighters. John spoke with a uniformed National Guardsman, who directed them to a row of offices, the last of which belonged to CAPTAIN BENJAMIN ALEXANDER, CHAPLAIN. A handwritten sign posted on the door read “Lunch - back at 12.”

They sat in the hallway on folding metal chairs, nothing short of a spectacle in all their finery with flowers clasped between them. Leaning his head back against the wall, John turned his face to look at his fiancée. “Are you still sure?” he asked quietly.

“Completely. Are you?”

“Never been more so.” He kissed the back of her hand, then lowered their tangled fingers into his lap. Totally at peace.

Twenty minutes later, a man with two silver bars pinned to his lapel ambled around the corner. His face was round and un-creased, the face of a young man. Meg estimated his age to be somewhere around 30.

He glanced up in bewilderment as John rose to his feet before him. When he spotted Meg, however, some of his confusion seemed to clear.

“Sir.” John offered the man a rigid salute, which he perfunctorily returned. How strange, thought Meg, that he should have to salute a man who was likely younger.

He wound his arm around Meg’s waist, pulling her flush against him. “I’m Sergeant John Stovall, from the 60th.”

Captain Alexander unlocked his office and pushed the door open, then waved them in as he flicked a light switch and strode to his desk. “Ninth ID?” he asked. Slow southern drawl: Texas, perhaps.

“Yes, sir.”

“Y’all are over in ‘Nam, aren’t ya?”

“Yes, sir, I’m on leave.”

Settling behind his desk: “And how can I be of help?”

“This is my fiancée, Margaret Lowry. We’re looking to get married.”

The chaplain raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. “With all due respect, what’s the rush? Don’t y’all got any family back home?”

“We’ll have a reception once we’re home,” Meg volunteered, although truthfully that wasn’t something they’d discussed. “For now we’d just like to be married.”

Captain Alexander settled his meaty elbows against the surface of his desk. “I can see that. You got your orders, Sergeant?”

John withdrew a folded sheet of paper from his inner suit coat pocket and handed it to the chaplain. After giving it a cursory glance, he looked up at Meg. “And what about you, sugar? Got any ID?” She reached inside her bag and extracted her passport, passed it to Captain Alexander.

For several long moments, he pored over the documents, seemingly scrutinizing every letter as if attempting to confirm their authenticity. At long last, he returned Meg’s passport and tapped John’s orders against the desk before passing them back, too. “Well, come on. Let’s see if we can’t drum up a witness or two.”

* * *

Thirty minutes later, they were married. Captain Alexander officiated of course, and Technical Sergeant Phil Byerly served as photographer and witness. Afterward, drunk with ecstasy, they drank champagne and ate teacake with coconut frosting at a lounge near their hotel. A number of locals, having learned from the bartender of their newlywed status, came to tie lengths of white string around their wrists, while a server explained in broken English that each was meant as a symbol of well wishes and good luck.

They’d never been happier.

* * *

Two hours left and counting. Curled in the bed, a husband and wife, and a threadbare sheet to cover them. Reliving a moment, a feeling, an ache, with which they are all too familiar.

“You have my mother’s phone number?” asked John, stroking lightly up and down Meg’s bare back.

“In my suitcase. I’ll call her tomorrow, introduce myself.”

“And you’re sure about not telling anyone? It won’t bother you?”

She turned her face to kiss his throat. “Not one bit. Will it bother you?”

“A little, maybe,” he admitted. “I’d like to shout it from the rooftops. Doubt anybody’d hear me from over here, though.”

“We’ll tell them together, as soon as you’re home.”

He lapsed into quiet, and Meg laid her ear against his chest, listened to the tumultuous thud of his heart.

“Meg.”

“Yes, my darling.”

“I know you’d rather not talk about it, but just...hear me out.” He waited a moment. Hearing no protest, he pushed forward. “If anything happens, will you please go there, to my mom’s house? Tell her in person?”

Blinding heat stabbed the backs of her eyes. “Yes,” she managed, barely loud enough to be heard.

He hugged her closer, and she squeezed him back in equal measure. “I’d want you to move on, you know. Fall in love again. Be happy. It’s important to me that you know that.”

She couldn’t respond, so she only nodded. Let the tears slide silently down her face, splashing against his chest.

“I’m not afraid, sweetheart,” he whispered. “You’ve already given me everything.”

She looked up at him then through the blur of water in her eyes. “I have so much more to give you, though. For the rest of our lives, I swear.” She gripped his face between her hands. “Please don’t give up, John. Promise me.”

His forehead creased, and he sat up abruptly, hauling her up against his chest. “Oh Meg, of course not.” His reply was stern. “Never. I promise.” He kissed her wet lips with renewed vim. “I love you. So fucking much.”

* * *

He was at the airport, handing over the ticket to reclaim his uniform and other personal items, when he found the piece of lined paper folded inside his pocket. Meg’s handwriting looped across the page in sure, steady strokes.

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day;

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,

Because their words had forked no lightning they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my [love], there on the sad height,

Curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

- Dylan Thomas

I promise I’ll be brave for you.

Love, your wife,

Meg

He boarded his flight with a trembling peace, head held high and feet facing forward. Knowing, come what may, she would be all right.
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Do not stand at my grave and weep;

I am not there. I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow.

I am the diamond glints on snow.

I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

I am the gentle autumn rain.

When you awaken in the morning’s hush

I am the swift uplifting rush

Of quiet birds in circled flight.

I am the soft stars that shine at night.

Do not stand at my grave and cry;

I am not there. I did not die.

- Mary Elizabeth Frye


Epilogue

Art Institute of Chicago

Present Day

The curator rounds out her carefully orchestrated tour with walkthroughs of the European Modern Art and Contemporary Sculpture galleries on the uppermost level. Her job complete, she then delivers the group of now-restless freshmen to the foot of the grand staircase in the Michigan Avenue entrance hall.

“We have twenty-five minutes until the bus gets here,” announces their art teacher. “Check out the gift shop or the library if you want - just make sure you’re back here by five till.”

The teenagers disperse, and the curator offers the teacher a tight smile before pivoting to walk back to her office.

“Excuse me.” A shy voice behind her.

It’s the girl from earlier, in the special exhibition gallery. A slim mouse of a girl: Emily.

“What can I help you with, Emily?”

She blushes, evidently pleased to have her name remembered. “That story you were telling us, about the artist? At the Grand Canyon?”

“Which artist?” asks the curator. “Do you mean John Stovall?”

“Yes, the one with the muse.” She shifts her weight from one foot to the other, appearing uncomfortable. “Do you know what happened to them?”

The curator’s mouth widens in a feline grin. Crossing her arms she says, “I take it you’re a romantic.”

The girl shrugs. “A little bit, I guess. It just made me sort of curious about whether they ended up together.”

“I can’t honestly say that I know. I can tell you, quite regrettably, that Stovall was killed in action during the conflict in Vietnam.” At this revelation, Emily’s wince is slight but unmistakable. “I do have some good news for you, though. If you’re interested in finding out more, there is a book available in the gift shop written by Margaret Lowry herself. You’ll find it in the section set aside for special exhibits, with all the National Park Service reads.”

“Thank you,” says Emily, squaring her shoulders. “And thank you for the tour.”

Adjusting the straps of her backpack, Emily turns in search of the Museum Shop. Inside, she locates the book display under a block letter sign: TASCHEN. It takes her a moment of scanning the books’ glossy covers to identify the volume she’s searching for: Seventh Wonder: A Memoir. By Meg Stovall-Dunham.

Emily lifts the book off the shelf and turns it over in her hands. Inside the back cover, printed on the dust jacket, is a photograph of a smiling, middle-aged woman who reminds her of her Great Aunt Dolores: beautiful in a dignified, dowager sort of way. Her eyes scan the print beneath the photo:

Margaret “Meg” Stovall-Dunham is a Professor emerita of comparative literature at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. She was introduced to Maurice Dunham by her former mother-in-law in 1973 and married him in 1975. Since her retirement in 2007, the couple have resided near Nashua, New Hampshire, where Dr. Stovall-Dunham writes and edits fulltime. She passes the majority of her free time enjoying the outdoors or in the company of her eight grandchildren.

As Emily wanders toward the cashier with her intended purchase in hand, she opens the book to Chapter 1 and begins to read:

“I had folded myself into a chair in the dim back corner of the room, where I could largely escape the notice of others...”

THE END
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Preview

Untitled: Coming in 2015

MORGAN

We’ve been here less than twenty minutes, and already I can tell there’s more to this thing between Hadley and her friend Levi than she originally let on. I don’t think they were ever in a relationship per se - she would’ve told me if they had been. We’ve always been perfectly upfront with each other about our pasts, after all. Or at least I thought we had. I guess I’m starting to have my doubts. This guy isn’t one she ever talked about at any great length, after all, even though it’s becoming increasingly clear they have some sort of history together. And not just friends history, either.

When we first walked up to the table, we performed this awkward shuffle where Levi and his girlfriend Bonnie both climbed out of the booth to greet us. First Hadley and Levi hugged - and by hugged I mean they practically throttled each other, although with a restrained fierceness, like they were both holding something back. It went on for about a beat too long, too. Understand, I’m not much for jealousy - it’s just that Bonnie and I were left standing there looking at each other like we weren’t sure whether we should hug, too, or maybe just shake hands. Eventually I went for the latter.

As the night progresses, from drinks to appetizers, to dinner and then more drinks, I can feel my curiosity about to get the better of me. On the surface I suppose it’s all been very ordinary - Bonnie, for her part, seems none the wiser. But one, I know Hadley - know her mannerisms and expressions and every nuance of her tone - and two, it certainly doesn’t take a genius to recognize the adoration in Levi’s eyes every time he looks at her: that smile, the brazen appreciation of her beauty. It’s not unlike the gleam I’ve noticed in other men’s eyes whenever they fall on Hadley, but from him it’s somehow different. There are times when it feels like perhaps, to them, they’re the only two in the room, and during those moments of brief but palpable intensity, Bonnie and I are nothing more than spectators, observing their conversation from beyond a space we’re not permitted to enter.

And yet still there are times when Hadley glances back at me with that warm smile I love so much, or gives my leg a squeeze beneath the table, and those instances are enough to make me question whether I’m simply imagining things. And when she talks about her new job, and her eyes twinkle and shine the way they always do when she discusses something she’s passionate about, forget Levi - because in those moments, all I can see is her.

LEVI

It’s unreal. So much has happened in both our lives since we last saw each other, and yet not a single one of those seemingly significant turning points has detracted even a little from that reckless, heady feeling I get just from looking at her. Every time she smiles at me, it’s like Heaven blows in, warm and bright and scented like honey.

She’s cut her hair. It’s sort of long and soft on top, but it’s trimmed around her ears and off the back of her neck. I never thought I liked short hair on girls, but that was before I saw it on Hadley. She pushes her hands through it a lot, making parts of it stick straight up, but instead of scruffy or unkempt she just looks chaotically beautiful. I try not to stare at her too much, but what can I say? It’s a losing battle.

Hadley is delighting us all with an entertaining account of her Skype interview for her new job when our waiter approaches. “You folks interested in dessert?”

“God, no,” Bonnie groans.

The waiter looks to the rest of us. “I think I’m good,” says Morgan. “You can get something if you want though, babe.”

Hadley, biting her lip, looks at me. “You wanna split something? I’ll buy.”

“Hell no you’re not buying,” I tell her. Then, glancing at the waiter: “We’ll take a dessert menu, please.”

Hadley folds her napkin on the table and gives Morgan a nudge. “I need to use the ladies’ room,” she announces. To me she says, “Order whatever you want. I’m sure it’s all incredible.”

Morgan slides out of the booth and allows her to file out past him. “I think I’ll go, too, actually,” says Bonnie, rising to walk with Hadley.

The two girls disappear, leaving Morgan and me very much alone. As I glance up at him I realize that, in some ways, it’s like I’m noticing him for the first time. He’s built like a linebacker, with crew cut hair and hands that look like they could easily palm a basketball apiece; a curl of chest hair is visible above the collar of his shirt. As I look at him, he seems to be sizing me up, looking at me like he wants to ask me something but hasn’t yet made up his mind about whether he should.

“So,” I say to break the silence, “police academy, huh?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Orlando or Sanford?” I ask. “Or somewhere else?”

“Not sure yet,” he replies. “Eventually I’d like to get on with the state troopers.”

I nod. “My uncle’s a trooper - or I should say, he used to be. He’s retired now. Maybe he’d know somebody you could talk to, though. I could ask him if you want.”

Maybe it’s my imagination, but his expression seems to become slightly less guarded. “Yeah? That’d be great, man. I’ll take all the help I can get.”

I shrug. “Hey, that’s how it works, right? ‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.’ I’m happy to put you in touch with him.”

“Yeah, right. Thanks. I, uh... I guess I can just get your number from Hadley.”

“Sure,” I say, keeping my tone as neutral as possible.

The waiter comes back with a dessert menu, and I order the chocolate cake, having guessed it’s what Hadley might like best (it’s a point of foolish pride that I don’t ask her boyfriend). As he walks away, Morgan clears his throat. “So. How long have you and Bonnie been together?”

“Oh, on and off, for about a year.” (It’s a good thing Bonnie isn’t here. She hates when I describe our relationship as “on and off,” even though there really isn’t any other accurate way to characterize the first six months we dated.)

“Do you live together?”

I almost laugh. “Um, no. Separate places.” I take a sip of my Guinness. “How about you? How long have you and Hadley been dating?”

“Nine months.”

I raise my eyebrows but bite my tongue. Nine months doesn’t seem like long enough for him to have followed her all the way down here. Then again, you never know. If I hadn’t been in school when Hadley left two years ago, I might’ve followed her, too - and we were “together” for substantially less time.

Inevitably I find myself wondering: if Bonnie moved four states away, would I feel inclined to go with her?

HADLEY

I feel like I’m in a daze. Actually, I am in a daze. Plus, I’m exhausted. It takes a surprising amount of energy to try not to be obsessed with someone, especially while your loving boyfriend is sitting right there. Just, you know, playing it off and trying hard not to over-analyze every single sidelong glance that’s passed between the people at our table, and is it hot in here? I think it’s hot in here...

Let me be clear: this infatuation with Levi? I don’t want it. It’s uncomfortable and inconvenient, and it makes me feel like I’m about to break out in hives. But hey, at least I’m smart enough to know it’s a crush. Just a stupid, immature crush...

“So Hadley,” says Bonnie, smiling at me in the mirror as we both wash our hands, “since you’re from the Midwest, how do you feel about the beach?”

“I love the beach,” I say and immediately wonder whether my voice sounds too loud.

“Well, then we should go sometime. I know all the good spots.”

“Definitely. I’d love that.” I comb my damp hands back through my hair in an effort to tame it a bit. “By the way, can you recommend a good salon?”

“Oh my god, of course. In fact...” She opens her little beaded clutch and rifles through it before extracting a card. “Here. Salon Red. Ask for Lindsey.”

“Lindsey,” I repeat, taking the card from her and turning it over in my palm. “Got it.”

“I have to say, your hair is just adorable,” Bonnie says, taking me by complete and utter surprise. “You’re one of those rare people who can just really pull off a cut like that. And tell me those aren’t natural highlights.”

“Er, well no,” I mutter, bewildered. “I mean, I’ve never colored my hair.”

“Wow, girl. You must have some wicked genes. Well done.”

“Gosh, thank you,” I tell her. Self-consciously I touch my hair. “Yours is gorgeous, too. And I swear I’m not just saying that.”

“Thanks,” says Bonnie, flashing me a smile that says she’s well-accustomed to receiving compliments and is a regular pro at handling them. “It’s not without effort though, trust me. I mean...monthly keratin treatments, bi-monthly highlights - you know the drill.”

I nod even though, really, that’s not a drill I’m familiar with at all.

When we get back to the table, there’s an enormous, gleaming slab of chocolate cake waiting in the center of it. “That looks amazing,” I say. “I thought I was full, but I think I just found some more room.”

Levi pushes the plate toward me. “Ladies first.”

I have to admit it feels sort of intimate, the two of us sharing a dessert while Morgan and Bonnie watch. The cake is so rich and delicious, but I refrain from moaning or commenting much on its yumminess, because doing so feels faintly sexual and frankly inappropriate.

When it comes time to pay, Levi offers to foot the bill for all of us, but Morgan isn’t having it. Once the check is settled and we finally stand to leave, Bonnie reaches for me first.

“I’m so excited to have another girlfriend in town,” she says enthusiastically, hugging me as if we’ve known each other for years. “Call me when you want to go to the beach, OK?”

“I will,” I promise, taking a step back. I must say, I’m pleasantly shocked. I hadn’t expected to like Bonnie as much as I do. She’s a tad spacey at times, but she strikes me as the type of person who makes friends easily no matter where she goes.

Levi hovers just behind her, an amused smirk on his face. This time when he steps forward to hug me, it feels more platonic than it did before. I’ll admit I’m grateful for that - I have enough to explain to Morgan as it is.

Speaking of whom: “Nice meeting you,” says Morgan, extending his hand for Levi to shake.

“You, too. Glad to finally meet you.”

“We’ll have to have you guys over to our new place sometime,” Morgan offers. “Maybe we could grill out or something, if it isn’t too hot.”

“That sounds like fun,” says Bonnie. “Or, if it is too hot, you guys could come over to my place and we could go for a swim! My complex has an indoor/outdoor pool.”

When we reach the parking lot, Levi catches my eye one last time. With a note of sincerity he says, “Stay in touch, Hadley, OK?”
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