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  BLUE HERON


  CHAPTER 1


  The scream and electrified guitar were indistinguishable, a single rising shriek of ecstatic agony. Human speech seemed briefly remembered, “Oooooo! Doomee doomee doomee doomee!” then lost in another howl. Drum and bass pounded palpable sound waves through the wall into the narrow hallway with the rhythm of a copulating dog. Marley had to beat on the door with the heel of his fist for nearly a minute.


  Red, orange, magenta flashes reflecting from the enamel paint sidelighted the boy’s face when finally he opened the door just enough to see. He wasn’t a boy, but not a man yet either—face smooth, but with the tight eyes. His mouth opened, his voice was inaudible. Marley met him with the smile meant to reassure both of them of his good humor. He didn’t try to raise his own voice above the music, but the young man recognized the word’s shapes. He started to swing the door. Marley stopped it with his foot, shouldered, shoved in.


  The first boy jumped away. The second rose from the pile of cushions in the corner. The girl didn’t move. The sets of lights plugged into speakers at either side of the room pulsated, contouring, giving false size to her little naked breasts with their still undeveloped aureoles. The boys hadn’t gotten her jeans off yet. Smoke with a sweet smell layered the light. But she was awake, saw Marley as she looked at him. She didn’t try to cover herself.


  The door boy took his friend’s rising as an attack on Marley. Too many tokes, too many pulls at the Seagram’s—he wasn’t seeing clearly, not thinking at all. He hopped forward on his left foot, pivoted a kick at Marley’s head with his right—just like at Richie Chen’s Tuesday nights.


  Marley took his charge like that of a playful puppy. As though romping, he rocked back, seized the boy’s ankle, jerked, grabbed his shirtfront, and heaved the boy on past him across the room. He turned back on the other.


  Older, smarter, soberer, the second shook his head, waved open palms at shoulder height, stepped to one side.


  Marley moved to the stereo, pushed Off. Sudden silence was almost stunning. He went over to the girl, knelt beside her. “Melissa?”


  She smiled slightly, vaguely, but looked at him. He found her shirt. “Come on, Melissa. I’m going to take you home.”


  That seemed to trouble her. A little wrinkle came between her eyebrows. Marley slid his hand behind her shoulders, lifted so he could begin to slip the shirt on her. She focused on his face again, smiled again.


  “Are you my father?”


  “Who are you?” she asked as though there hadn’t been a break, as though she hadn’t slumped into sleep as soon as he put her into the car. Low sun flashed amber into Marley’s eyes; when they passed clefts between the hills it blinded him momentarily in contrast to indigo shadows. Cool air may have awakened her. She sat up. Marley could see her in the mirror, her long dark hair tousled, tangled around her face. Puffy from sleep and hangover, it would be only baby-chubby and cute if she splashed it with cold water. Marley thought about where he might find some before he got her home.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  “Home.”


  “Whose?”


  “Yours, Melissa.”


  “So who are you?”


  “My name’s James Marley.”


  “I suppose you’re a private detective.”


  “No.”


  “What are you, then?”


  “I’m somebody who’s taking you home.”


  “Thanks. Thanks a bunch.” She brushed at her hair, seemed to discover its disarray, carded it with fingertips while looking from side to side. “Where’s my bag? You didn’t go off and leave my bag!”


  Marley lifted the embroidered canvas bag over the seat-back to her. She snatched it, pulled it open, then was aware of his eyes in the mirror. She took out a large-toothed comb, put the bag beside her. Marley noticed, though, that before beginning to comb and primp, she assured herself that the small stuffed animal that might once have been a lamb was there.


  “You don’t look like a detective.”


  “Good.”


  “You’re too skinny.”


  “I’m elegantly slender.”


  “And you have crinkles. See!” She watched him in the mirror. “Smile crinkles.” She sat back, combed. “Are you a friend of my great-grandmother’s?”


  “I’m a friend of a friend.”


  “And she asked you to find me?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Is she paying you?”


  “No.”


  “You’re just doing this out of friendship? You know, you could have been dematerialized back there. Those guys are ultragonzos.”


  “Evidently not.”


  “You just surprised them. What if there’d been more of them?”


  “Maybe it would have turned out differently.”


  “Aren’t you pretty old to be doing things like this?”


  “Don’t let the gray hairs fool you, kid; I’m really only eighty-six.”


  “Yuk, yuk, yuk.”


  Marley switched on running lights. The sky glowed bright, pale green above, orange below, behind the hills; but all the road now was shadowed. Farther into the countryside it was winding, narrower.


  She sat back, arms around herself, looking out of the right rear window, but not moving her eyes—not to watch anything they passed.


  “Are you cold?” he asked.


  “I get depressed at this time of day myself. It’s a common psychological phenomenon. Hesperian depression.”


  “Hesperian? That’s evening.”


  “Yes. All primates get it. Baboons. At sundown, baboons go back to their caves and get together and eat fermented fruit; and they feel better.”


  “Is that true?”


  “Honestly.”


  “Did you really come to get me just because you’re somebody’s friend? You’re not being paid? Honestly?”


  “No, Melissa. I’m being paid. Not by your grand—your great-grandmother. By her friend.”


  “You are a detective.”


  “I’m not. I just do odd jobs.”


  “So now I’m somebody’s odd job.”


  Marley checked the mirror, but she wasn’t looking at him. He shouldn’t have said that. It was what he always said, so he hadn’t anticipated it might hurt her.


  The next curve brought them beside a little brook. Its blue luminescence shone like stained glass between black lead-lines—stalks of grass and rushes. Marley stopped. “There’s a brook there.”


  She didn’t respond.


  “Would you like to wash your face?”


  “Why? Oh, you mean I’m not all dewy-fresh like Gray’s good little girl. Suppose I don’t give a shit?”


  He shrugged without turning. “Suit yourself. If you don’t mind resembling the rear of a pig …”


  “You’re a laugh an hour, Mr. Marley.” But she slid across and opened the rear door.


  Marley got out too, stretched, arching his back, doing a push-up to and away from the car. Then he walked down to her.


  “You didn’t think about a towel, did you?” She seemed more resigned than bitter.


  “Use the sleeve of your shirt. Let the air dry the rest. The cold will take the swelling down.”


  “Do I look that bad?”


  “I hope you usually look better,” He breathed deeply. “Good air.”


  “Smells like cowshit.”


  “I guess I like that better than what comes out of buses.”


  “The country sucks.”


  “Why?”


  “Why do I say that? You want to know what I think makes me say that? Well, I’ll tell you. I say that because the country sucks.”


  Marley shrugged. “I like the country. In the city, I think you either lose yourself or you’re self-conscious.” He shrugged again. “I’m not trying to tell you what you should like.”


  “Why not? Everybody else does.”


  “At your age I imagine that’s true.” He chuckled. “Not just your age. My mother and father still tell me what I should do. But it is worse at your age. The worst thing about it is that sometimes they’re right. But it’s not my place”—he almost said job, but caught it—“to tell you things. And you can let me prefer country air, however bovine.”


  He breathed deeply again. While she thought he was looking away, she turned her own head slightly in the breeze as though checking for anything she might have missed.


  “Are you ready?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” But she didn’t move. “What are you going to tell Gray? My great-grandmother.”


  “Whatever she asks me, I guess.”


  “How you found me, what was going on?”


  “When I met her, she seemed very concerned about you, Melissa. Truly. I won’t tell her anything unless she asks me, but if she asks, I think it will be because she wants to know. Don’t worry, the story—the worst of it—isn’t that bad.”


  “What do you mean?” She rolled back from her haunches, sat on the grass looking up at him. Now that the sun had set there seemed to be more light in the sky than before. It showed clearly her baby-doll lips, big brown eyes, enormous lashes. If she had her hair cut, Marley thought, it would counter the effect, make her look at least her age, if not older—fifteen or even sixteen. “I mean …” He tried to find the tone. It didn’t matter; the job was done, but … He could hurt her, and he didn’t want to. “How much do you remember? I thought you were awake. I mean, they hadn’t … Things hadn’t gotten very far by the time I got there.”


  “What do you mean?” Her expression said she wasn’t missing it, he was.


  “I mean …”


  She giggled at him. “You mean they hadn’t gotten into my pants yet.”


  “That’s right.”


  “You really are too dodecahedral to be believed. I mean, we went out for breakfast. We were just getting started again. It’s a good thing you aren’t a detective. I mean, I got to the city yesterday afternoon. Come on, Sherlock, what would you deduce I was doing all the time until you busted in? I was fucking! I fucked both those guys all afternoon and night, and when they couldn’t make it, I fucked their friends.” Head back, cool light full on her face, she looked up at him, mocking. But she was watching too: waiting for judgment.


  Marley held himself very still, trying to decide. He knew at once not to rebuke her automatically, or ignore her, or make light of her. But he didn’t know what to say.


  “Are you shocked, Mr. Marley?”


  “I guess so, Melissa. I’m always surprised that it still happens, but things do shock me sometimes.”


  “It’s the sexual revolution. Even someone your age must have heard of it. Don’t you know everybody fucks now? It’s fun.”


  “Yes, it can be. It can be better than fun. Do you know that?”


  “Tell me about it.” She said it seriously, and for a moment he knew she was serious. Then she leaned back. “Show me.”


  Marley bent and took hold of her arm above the elbow. He straightened, drawing her with him, pulling her to her feet.


  “Ow-ow-ow! You’re hurting me!”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Let’s go home, Melissa.” He kept his hand on her arm until he put her into the front passenger seat. He went around to his side, got in, put the key in the ignition. Then he realized she was weeping. He watched her for a moment, not sure what to do. He touched her hair lightly. She turned away, but he kept his arm out, fingers just touching her shoulder; and then she wheeled back around and clutched his arm and buried her face in the crook of his elbow and sobbed.


  It was a “Great House:” white portico, old red brick, authentic Georgian. General Burgoyne had probably slept there.


  Marley stood at the French door looking out at darkness, across the terrace to rowend fields and rolling hills beyond. He couldn’t be sure whether he saw the different greens in grass and trees or only knew they should be different. The room was decorated in a woman’s taste: couch in blue and ivory satiny stripes, wing chairs in forget-me-not brocade. Even the real flowers on the table and in the fireplace were blue and ivory. Pictures were good—Hudson River School, 1820’s Primitives.


  The elderly Asian butler had brought him there. Melissa had run directly up the curving central staircase without saying good-bye. She did look back for an instant, passing across the landing. Marley hadn’t been able to read her expression—so quick and then away from him again.


  He felt drained. Not merely from driving two hundred miles each way. An easy day’s work, actually, he told himself; he just had Hesperian depression. But that wasn’t true. He hadn’t been completely truthful with Melissa. Evening seemed a little sad sometimes, but he didn’t let it depress him. Usually.


  “Mr. Marley.” The old woman stood just inside the doorway until he turned, then came to him, fingertips touching couch-back and end table for balance. She would never condescend to use a cane. She progressed the room’s length, stopped before speaking again. “Thank you, Mr. Marley. I am … very … very grateful to you.” There might have been artifice in that timing once, he thought: sixty, seventy years ago she might have calculated it—looking at a person so directly, pausing, concentrating her effects. Even if they had seemed artificial then, the effects must have stunned. She would have been beautiful. She had the aristocratic good bones: the high forehead, cheekbones, straight nose. Good bones last. Dimpled cheek and pouty mouth sag with the seasons; good bones are good to the grave. She was beautiful yet. White hair close-cut at the neck, but teased around the crown—up-to-date yet vaguely Victorian; thin, fine strands, catching light, glowing. Her pale skin was powdered paler. All the glow and paleness contrasted with her dark dusty-purple dress; and the whole effect set off her eyes, dark eyebrows, dark irises. They had no folds around them. Fine wrinkles covered her face entirely, like tissue paper crushed and smoothed again, but her eye shape was sharp. It was stunning still to be looked at so steadily, focused upon so intently by so beautiful a woman. Disconcerting or flattering, however the man’s self-image took it, she would own him merely for the looking at him.


  Marley stood as he had turned, looked back. “Thank you, Mrs. Ten Broeck. I was glad I could be of service. To you, and Melissa.”


  “I couldn’t have hoped you would find her so quickly.”


  “It’s not hard to find someone who wants to be found.”


  She held her stare without change of expression, then nodded once as though acknowledging something she hadn’t known she’d known. “Would you like a drink, Mr. Marley?”


  “I would.”


  Her hand rose slightly, wrist turned. No more than was required to indicate the sideboard.


  “May I get something for you?” he asked.


  “A little brandy, if you would.”


  When he turned back from the bar, she was enthroned in one wing chair. He wondered if she had difficulty sitting, did it when he couldn’t see. He took the other chair, facing her. He drank, she sipped. He was tired. He was glad for her style, for the long pauses.


  “You found Melissa with a boy.”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes.” She did look away from him then. Her eyelids closed for a moment only, then opened again, confronting directly whatever she saw in the far corner of the room. “Just one?”


  “No.”


  “Yes.” She returned to him. “Do you believe in psychiatry, Mr. Marley?”


  It struck him funny, but he kept his neutral face and voice. “I never thought of it as a faith.”


  “I believe in faces.”


  He wasn’t sure whether the old mind staggered from lamp to lamp through fog, or simply knew and took the shortcuts.


  “You have an open face, Mr. Marley. You look as though you expect each next moment to bring good news.”


  “Sometimes it does.”


  “What sort of work do you do for David Cheyney?”


  “Odd jobs.” But still she looked at him, waiting. “Whatever needs to be done that he doesn’t already have someone hired to do. Everyone—sometimes—has something he can’t or doesn’t want to do for himself. Like finding Melissa. David has so many interests that the occasion arises frequently.”


  “But you don’t work for him exclusively.”


  “No. He retains me; but I freelance as well.”


  “Your work often is dangerous.”


  “No.”


  “David said—I told him my fears as to the situation in which Melissa might be found. He said he had confidence in your ability to deal with it.”


  “It’s not an ability I have to exercise often.”


  “I have taken Melissa to a psychiatrist. She has had twice-weekly visits for the past year. When she was yet a little girl, I thought her merely precocious. Flirtatious. Then when her behavior was no longer amusing, I thought I could correct it myself. At one time, when she was quite young, Melissa and I were very close.” The eyes did not soften with memory, but they did seem to study something off past Marley’s shoulder.


  He sipped his drink. He became aware of the grandfather clock across the room, ticking.


  “And you still expect good news?” She looked back to him. “How old are you?”


  “Forty-eight.”


  “And you still expect good news. I am eighty-seven. The psychiatrist, obviously and to my total lack of surprise, has not helped Melissa. Nor have I. Eighty-seven has no contact with fourteen, at least not in this century.”


  The clock ticked. Ice settled, tinkling against Marley’s cut-crystal glass.


  “Would you like another drink, Mr. Marley?”


  “No, thank you.”


  “Are you on duty?”


  “Ah … no, but I’m tired, and I still have to drive.”


  “I meant are you at liberty? Are you currently working for David?”


  He suspected it wasn’t age, that the shifts were meant to confuse, to throw off balance. “No, I’m not currently working. I am at liberty.”


  “Would you work for me?”


  “What would you like me to do?”


  “Look in that envelope, if you would.” She indicated with just the wrist turn.


  He saw a manila envelope, 5 x 7, on the end table.


  “There’s a photograph inside. My grandson and Melissa’s mother.”


  It had evidently been snapped at a picnic. The couple basked on a blanket on a lawn. There was a wine jug, French bread, remains of Brie. By the look of the people, it must have been taken in the late Sixties or early Seventies: field jacket, work shirt, hair—the boy bearded, with fuzzy curls puffing above and below a bandanna headband, the girl’s long strands caught behind one ear.


  “Taken, I believe, on or about the occasion of Melissa’s conception.”


  Marley looked up at her, waited. She sipped her brandy, made no more comment. He looked back to the photo.


  The boy was chubby. He wore round wire-rimmed glasses. He had Melissa’s mouth, cheeks—or, rather, she had his. He looked cuddly. The woman was almost gaunt. Her high cheekbones suggested she could have come from the old woman’s line, but she wasn’t as pretty as Mrs. Ten Broeck must have been. She was lanky, her breasts but small rounds under a tight tank top; long-waisted, long-legged. Her knees apart, one up, her long, full skirt draped between them. Both of the people were young; but he was a boy, she a woman. The boy looked at her in adoration. She looked at the person with the camera. She’d been startled—“Smile!”—had looked up quickly, and did smile; but her eyes were—not wary, exactly, but apprehending, assaying the unexpected. Marley had learned not to trust first impressions, but they occurred. He felt he knew the boy: he would like to know the woman.


  That was all he was going to know from looking at the picture, so he looked back to Mrs. Ten Broeck.


  “It was taken summer 1971. Brooks was still at Amherst—between his first and second years. She was at Smith. Her name is Sarah Kleinhagen. Her family were farmers somewhere in the West—Ohio, or … Illinois. Evidently reasonably successful, perhaps well off. Brooks, of course, comes from an old family of means; so it was obligatory—at that time—for him to espouse radical politics. He really was a dear boy, a sweet boy. His intensity was charming, and—I thought—directed to concerns of a more admirable order than those of his father when he was at school. I refrained from irony when I wrote each week sending the check for his allowance.”


  Her eyes looked past Marley again. Whatever she saw made her tip her head and let slide the heavy book from which she had learned correctness of carriage.


  He would have waited, content; but he feared his stomach would growl. “What is it you’d like me to do, Mrs. Ten Broeck?”


  She sighed. Her smile faded. She straightened. She still searched beyond though. “To be wise. To know the right thing before you’ve done the wrong.” She focused on him again only after speaking.


  He wasn’t sure she’d heard the question. “What would you like me to do?”


  “Find her.”


  “Melissa’s mother?”


  “Did she discuss politics?”


  “Who?”


  “Melissa! Evidently not. Melissa has gathered to herself all of the slogans used by the cultural revolutionaries of her parents’ generation as substitute for thought; and she recites them as though they came from incomprehensible but unquestionably divine revelation. Her promiscuity, I believe, must be understood as a rite.”


  “Why?”


  “Look at her! Look … at … her!”


  He looked again, and Sarah Kleinhagen looked back.


  “A girl needs someone to model herself upon. I suppose every child does. At the least, a girl needs someone close who can provide both affection and precept. I am too distant. It is inconceivable that Melissa could regard me as a person who is—or ever was—like herself, a person she might emulate. I can only waggle my finger and, it must seem, read strictures from a book of ancient etiquette. Melissa cannot become me, so she is trying to become her mother.”


  “Is her mother like that?”


  “Precisely! Since Melissa has never seen her mother, this character—this caricature, this behavior—is pure fantasy.”


  “What is she like?”


  “I met her twice only. Our contact was not cordial. I did not care for her, although that may in part have been inevitable in the circumstances. But it was established that she was not promiscuous. There could have been no question: The child was Brooks’s. And however disagreeable I found her views, I sensed they were her own and undogmatic. Whatever our differences. I believe that woman would be as appalled as I at the ideal which Melissa has set for herself.”


  “Do you have any idea where she is now?”


  “Your grandson? His parents?”


  “Brooks is not … dead! When my husband died, I knew it. When my son was killed, I knew. When they came to tell me, I said, ‘Yes. Yes, I know.’ Brooks is not dead. I will not permit any action to be taken to declare him dead.”


  “He’s … missing?”


  “He was against the war. His first year at college—what turmoil, what excitement, what passion it must have been. That woman. A group—a sort of secret society. They … they were accused—I know Brooks did nothing really wrong. He was too sweet. It was clear he could not expect a career even in one of the family businesses; anything he had he would give away. It is inconceivable he could do anything vicious. But he may have been involved by association—felt himself associated. When he can, he will return. I have no doubt. I have no doubt!”


  A small, round table of walnut veneer offered itself beside Marley’s chair, but he didn’t want to put his glass down on it. The ice had melted and condensation might leave a ring. He went to the sideboard, set the glass on a silver tray. When he turned back, she was still staring at him, defying contradiction.


  Fourteen years, he thought, twice the legal requirement for presuming death. But he didn’t try to contradict her.


  “Mrs. Ten Broeck, I really think you’d be better off with a professional detective agency. People who would have experience … who would know as a matter of routine where to look, what resources are available for tracing people. This is not the kind of thing I do regularly.”


  “Exactly, nor do you look like that sort of person. I do not like detectives from agencies. I have thought about this carefully since meeting you yesterday. This is not a situation in which someone has run off or absconded. I do not believe that ‘routine’ procedures will be effective. I imagine that if Sarah Kleinhagen is, first, to be found, and then to be persuaded to accede to my request, that task will not be accomplished by someone identifiable as a ‘professional detective.’ I have David’s opinion, now confirmed, that you are a person competent to deal discreetly with unusual situations, and that you achieve success. I ask you to help me, and Melissa.”


  “You have no idea where Melissa’s mother might be?”


  “The conditions of the trust that I established for her were that she give Melissa to my adoption, and that neither of us should ever see or hear from her again, on penalty of termination of payments”


  “Fourteen years ago.”


  “Yes.”


  “You believe Melissa will change just from seeing her mother?”


  “Possibly. If not at once, then in time. I am prepared to ask that woman to live with us. Melissa is the last of my line, and I love her very deeply.” She held Marley’s eyes with that stare. He was glad to be across the room from it. “Will you … Mr. Marley? Will you help us?”


  He wouldn’t let her will his assent. The clock ticked. Total darkness outside. He realized she’d be reflected in the glass doors—staring at him from behind too. He looked directly at her, not playing a game, but taking time to decide, as always.


  “I’ll try,” he said, as if he had a choice.


  CHAPTER 2


  Marley had been on his way to the dining room, but he stopped as he passed the lounge entrance. A woman sat at a table by herself, turned three-quarters away from him, with a drink and a book. From the back she looked the type he liked: slender, elegantly dressed—not because her clothes were expensive, but because she could wear simple, tailored things with style. It seemed an unlikely place to meet an interesting woman, but you never know. He didn’t frequent such places either; she might have had to stop there as he did because the hour was late, past suppertime, and the big sign in front assured an acceptable mediocrity. He decided to check her out.


  Since she was reading, he assumed she hadn’t come there expecting to be picked up. If he spoke to her, she would look up, not pleased to be interrupted, ready to spurn an unwelcome advance. But he would not be standing too close, and would be presenting his open face, looking at her directly. He would say, “I’m James Marley. I like classical music, especially baroque, and good films, and good wine; and I dislike intensely our policy in Central America.” If she were his type, she would be amused and recognize the situation. She would introduce herself and let him join her.


  He entered the lounge and moved among the tables toward the bar on a winding line that would bring him near her without being obvious. As he passed and looked down, though, he saw that the cover of her paperback revealed a flaxen-tressed woman in a flowing gown clutched by a swarthy, cutlassed man whose full-sleeved shirt was torn down the front. A castle loomed on a hill behind them. And the fingers holding the book had magenta nails.


  Marley looped around and out again and continued on to the frozen scrod.


  Aside from the food, he didn’t mind staying there. Used to being by himself, he could lie on the bed with a book, oblivious. The book he’d brought was about the Mayans, well written, interesting.


  On leaving Mrs. Ten Broeck, he’d decided at once to stop at Smith on his way home to Boston. With that plan made, he hadn’t thought about the search, and he hadn’t wanted to think about Melissa. He read until drowsy. While undressing for sleep, though, he did glance again at the photo. Brooks Ten Broeck might have been sweet, and was certainly cute, but Marley wondered what about him could appeal to that girl. As he fell asleep, the further thought half-formed that if she had so much character then, what must she be like fourteen years later, fully a woman?


  Two girls jogged past, “Harvard” and “Yale” undulating on their T-shirts. Marley looked after them, feeling both pleasure at seeing pretty girls and pain at knowing that as time distanced his age from theirs it was making him into a dirty old man.


  In addition to enjoying the attractiveness of all the young women, Marley was happy to be crossing a campus simply to sense its excitement. He remembered when he was an undergraduate, when air like a bite of chilled apple meant beginning, not end-of-summer.


  Although the fall term must have been under way for a week or two, the registrar’s office was crowded. Late registrations, course changes, Marley assumed. Rather than being annoyed at his interrupting her routine, the pleasant woman with whom he spoke seemed to enjoy it. Happy for a break or not, though, she could not help him. Transcripts could be released only at the former student’s request. Addresses of alumnae and their families were recorded in the alumnae office, but she knew they would not be given to a stranger. She did think that they might be revealed to another alumna. Marley was grateful for that information. He was sure he—or Mrs. Ten Broeck—could find one. To start somewhere, he went to the publications office, where they did let him look through old issues of the Sophian and the yearbooks of the time Sarah was there. She appeared in the student newspaper frequently as a spokesperson for some group or another, a writer of letters and opinions. From these sources he was able to extract a number of names of people whom Sarah must have known, including some faculty who (the current bulletin informed him) were still at Smith. He decided to try to see those first, then to repeat this preliminary search at Amherst and the University of Massachusetts.


  “You have insight, and sensitivity. You have passion too: I know it’s there, but it’s locked inside you like an eaglet in its shell. Crack the shell, Jennifer. Break it, and soar!”


  “I’ll try.”


  “You’ll do it, Jennifer. You’ll do it.” The man’s hand held her upper arm. His thumb stroked twice, hard, across the top of her bicep.


  Marley pretended to study notices on the hallway board. BERGMAN RETROSPECTIVE. RIDE TO BOSTON. TAKE BACK THE NIGHT. DECLARE SMITH NUCLEAR FREE. He could see the girl at the threshold, turned back by the final exhortation. Starry-eyed. Only that cliché adequately expressed her look. And radiant. Her cheeks were flushed beyond high rouge-patches. He could see just the man’s forearm and hand.


  “I know you will. You’re too good not to.” The hand gave a final squeeze, then released, then touched with fingertips once more as it fell from sight.


  “I will try. Robbie. Thank you.” The girl smiled widely, quickly, with lips together, to the man, then again, but open, to herself as she turned out into the hall, away from Marley.


  The man stepped forward to watch her walk away through the double doors at the hall’s end. Marley couldn’t tell if he focused on her springy step and head held high as she imagined soaring to come, or on the movement that gait gave her blue-jeaned bottom. The man turned back to his office when she’d gone, saw Marley. His eyebrows rose slightly, he half-nodded—another person acknowledged but not recognized.


  “Professor Bascaglia?”


  The man popped backward out again. “Yes?”


  “Your secretary said you might be free now. Could I speak with you for a moment? My name’s James Marley.”


  “What about?” His expression became guarded.


  “One of your former students. It’s a matter concerning her family.” Marley was smiling, unportentous.


  Bascaglia accepted it, smiled back. “Certainly. Come in.”


  The office was small. There were shelves, books, a desk. One wall was painted purple, three tomato-soup red. They were covered with high-contrast photos and posters—Hendrix, Jagger, Ginsberg, Joplin, Baez, Dylan. Both Dylans. Malcolm X. Che. Around them cluttered plastic-framed snapshots of students, friends—Lilliputian hordes surrounding the giants. Bascaglia smiled from some of them, sometimes bearded, mustachioed. Now he shaved cleanly, cut curly hair short, left the bald spot unconcealed. His desk was in front of the window. Two guest chairs faced it, another sat at the end. He moved his swivel chair back behind the desk from close to the end chair, where the girl must have been. He sat, indicating one across for Marley.


  “How can I help you, Mr. Marley?” He gave Marley full attention, looking as though he did want to do something to help, whatever the problem.


  Marley explained quickly. There seemed no reason not to tell in general terms. He left out specifics—Melissa’s sexuality, Mrs. Ten Broeck’s name.


  Bascaglia knew Sarah had borne Brooks Ten Broeck’s child. “My God—the kid must be in her teens by now. My God …” He rubbed the bald spot. “No, I haven’t seen her since then. Haven’t seen any of them. They all split—vanished after … Well, you know about that.” He watched Marley. Marley sensed he was probably an expert at watching, testing indirectly. “Like Hopkins’s sprung rhythm, isn’t it? Like the Michelangelo couplet in ‘Prufrock,’ isn’t it?” Tests to see if his students knew, if they’d pretend they knew, how well they knew.”


  “No, I don’t know about it, Professor. I’d be grateful—if you can’t tell me where Sarah is, I’d be grateful for anything you can tell me about her.” Marley showed no hesitation, twitch of mouth, shift of eye.


  Bascaglia rocked back in the swivel chair. “She was wonderful—a wonder. Intelligence, insight, sensitivity …”


  “Passion?” Marley said it neutrally, but Bascaglia caught it. His eyes had been habitually narrowed, as Marley’s were open: Each had his own way of watching. He caught it, nodded, smiled.


  “And passion. Not bottled up. You want them all to have those things. Everybody. Most don’t. At first, when you’re teaching, you think it’s your fault. That’s conceit. When you get older, you understand there isn’t a damn thing you can do most of the time. But sometimes you can help a little by making them try. Tell them they can, and they do. Sarah had it, though, all of it. And also … Sometimes I call it ‘competence,’ sometimes, ‘weight.’ There are people who make it. Do you know what I mean, Mr. Malloy?”


  “Marley.”


  “Sorry. Marley. Do you know what I mean? Survivors. She was only—what?—eighteen when she came here, left after two years. Young. But from the first—a substantiality. She’s one of the only two students I’ve ever taught who really is a poet. I mean, I think I helped her, but she was a poet without me.”


  “What happened to her? All of them, you said?”


  “Blew up.” He shook his head, looking away from Marley for the first time. “Overheated and blew up. Were you involved with the war, Mr. Marley?”


  “Vietnam? Yes.”


  He was watching Marley again. “I don’t think I’ll ask in what way. We were against it. Well, of course, almost everyone was—in the colleges, in this area. Since the Northeast is the center both of enlightenment and of intellectual faddism, how could it be otherwise? We, at least, tried to do something besides circulate petitions.”


  “What?”


  “It’s a matter of record—some of the alumnae, trustees, politicians tried to have my ass for it—I wrote and advocated that when the government itself breaks its own laws and uses the law as an instrument of repression, then the people are not bound to obey the law when opposing that government. Beyond that. I take the Fifth.” Bascaglia paused, as if waiting to see if Marley would produce a badge, as if he had waited for years, mentally rewriting his statement from the scaffold.


  “What happened?”


  “Nothing.” For an instant, Bascaglia’s hand, resting over the edge of his desk, tightened. Then it relaxed. He shook his head, smiled. “I like to think—I thought then, and still like to think we did some good: made it harder for them, made the war cost a little more, let them know they couldn’t just rule without opposition. But … we were an ant kicking the shins of an elephant. And when we realized that, that’s when we blew apart. There were those of us who were too wise, or scrupulous, or chicken—opinions differ—to go further; and there were those who were determined to escalate. We went our ways. I to waste my idle hours directing house-to-house canvassing in Hotyoke and Chicopee. Sarah out of to have Brooks’s baby and disappear. Some of the others—it is alleged—set out to blow up SAC bombers at Westhover. Whoever tried it failed, but they did kill two MPs and wounded a third in the attempt.”


  There was no approval in the way he said the last, but no condemnation either. Bascaglia seemed to wait for the condemnation to come from Marley, defiantly.


  “You have no idea
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