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  SECOND CHANCE


  To the memory of my father, Chester Grover Williamson, and to all who, like him, love the land.
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  The discovery would be made … that there were floating round us not only the pictures and events of the transient present … but that all that had ever happened in the past could be registered and brought back likewise.


  —Herman Hesse, Steppenwolf


  Fall 1969


  The beam of light was as thin as the edge of a razor. Only by constantly moving the taped-over flashlight back and forth could she form any idea of what the hallway was like.


  She had an impression of worn floorboards, of institutional green trim framing the doorways on either side. But the boy ahead of her did not stop at any of them. He just kept walking slowly, and so softly that she did not hear a footfall, only the occasional creak of a tired board.


  Tired. The whole building was old and tired. It would die easily, come down like the mess of ancient boards and shingles that it was. She imagined the explosion, and the building groaning, giving a massive sigh of wood, a yawn of rusty nails, and then dying, so happy to rest, to cease from holding so much ignorance and cruelty in its walls.


  We had to destroy the building to save it.


  She snickered at the thought, and Keith stopped.


  “What?” he said. His voice was tense and brusque.


  “Nothing.”


  “Then be quiet. We’re here.”


  She heard the knob of a door turn, and waggled her light ahead of her so she could see him push it open.


  Jesus. They were there.


  For a moment she thought about Woody, thought that she should have listened to him, stayed in her dorm, tried to talk Keith out of this, even turned him in before he could do it. But she hadn’t done any of those things.


  Instead she was here in the dark with a boy whose sanity she sometimes questioned, and, as a result, she now questioned her own.


  But dammit, dammit, it was for a good cause, a violent means justified by a desired end. And no one would be hurt.


  That was what she had to remember. No one would be hurt.


  “Come on,” he said. “Right in the middle …”


  She followed him to the center of the largest classroom, shining the sliver of light around the room. She saw an American flag, a blackboard with x’s and arrows on it, another flag that she thought might be the flag of the Army.


  “Drop your light, Tracy!”


  Keith’s hiss echoed through the room like the burning gunpowder she had seen and heard in movies. But they weren’t using gunpowder. There would be no sizzling fuse. Just a clock. A clock and some wires and sticks of dynamite. She hadn’t asked where he had gotten it, nor where he had learned to make a bomb. She just hoped that he had learned well.


  She dropped her light at his command, but the harsh order annoyed her. “You going to put it in the center?” she whispered.


  “Sure. Why?”


  “Put it against a wall, and it’ll at least take that wall out. This way you might end up with just a hole in the roof.”


  “Shit, there’s enough dynamite in here to take the whole roof off. When that’s gone, the walls’ll fall down, don’t worry. Now come here.”


  She went grudgingly, bothered more by his attitude than by what they were about to do. “What?”


  “Hold these two wires.” He held his own flashlight under his arm, shining its line of light onto a section of the crude device. “And don’t let them touch.”


  She wedged her own flashlight under her arm, and took the wires in her gloved hands. “You mean like this?” she said.


  She brought the wires close together, but one over the top of the other, so that they were still an inch apart. From Keith’s position, however, it looked as though they were actually touching. This, she thought, will wipe that smartass smirk from his face.


  She expected him to leap back, or to gasp, or to freeze. What she didn’t expect was that he would bring up his hand between hers in an attempt to separate the wires, bring up his hand so that she accidentally and actually let the thin lines of metal make contact with one another.


  “N …” he started to say as he moved, but he never finished saying No, and she thought that was so strange, since she had time to think about so many things as the bomb exploded in their hands, to think about fire and pain and dying, and most of all, before the blast tore into her arms, her chest, her brain, to think about Woody, God, Woody, and how much she loved him and how she would love him forev...


  Part I


  Chapter 1


  It couldn’t last forever. He had known this time would come. Time for something different.


  Woody felt it as he listened to the playback, his long, supple fingers tightening around his Loree oboe. There was nothing wrong with the music, but it was just more of the same that he had composed and played for the last few years, sprightly, flowing patterns of melody interweaving with the other instruments in a latticework fugue, but with a tone that cut the soul like a scalpel. Finally, they had all listened. They came to concerts, bought his records, made him more money than he thought he would ever have.


  And now that he was as successful as he ever hoped to be, a glitch in his soul told him he had to change. People had caught up with him, and that meant he had been running too slowly.


  Time for something different.


  Woody Robinson had grown up in the Sixties, and his first songs were of those years. He still remembered the lessons the decade had taught him, of the need to speak in your own voice, sing your own song. And despite the transformation of that ideal into pop songs and slogans, he had held to those tenets, and as the years passed, things came around.


  For over twenty years he had played “something different,” whether it was called world music, avant-garde, or New Age, a term he loathed. And the audience had caught on. Their ears had become attuned.


  So it was time to rattle their ears again.


  Yet he didn’t want to go any farther over the edge. He loved improvising, experimenting, exploring, but he loved melody too. He loved to make his instruments sing, and he would not trade in his songs for noises.


  But then what? For God’s sake, what?


  Ron Dewey sat on a bare space on the recording console. His head bobbed in rhythm, stopped when his solos on the Kawai K-3 kicked in. Then he listened without pleasure, concentrating only on imperfections, responding with grudging satisfaction when, as usual, there were none, or with fury when there were. Jim Columbo sat on the floor next to Ron, his hands flashing as they did on his percussion set, playing ghost drums, his eyes closed. Michael Lester, the final member of Woody’s group, sat quietly in a chair, his arms folded, his face calm, his acoustic bass which he treated like a lover in the corner next to him.


  The music was fine, the playing was brilliant. Then why did it all sound so empty, so hollow?


  It wasn’t the engineer’s fault. Woody had used Drake Oppenkott for his two previous albums, and the recording and mix had been flawless. He held back a sigh as he watched Drake fumble in the deep pocket of his khaki work shirt for matches. Drake was the only sound man he knew who smoked in his studio. Though purists claimed that the smoke would degrade the equipment over a period of time, he continued, though now he was smoking a pipe rather than cigarettes. Better for the lungs, worse for the equipment.


  Woody listened to the take and watched as Drake picked up his pipe, a straight-stemmed briar darkened from smoking, reached beneath the console and took a tin that looked vaguely familiar to Woody, opened it quietly, reached in, took fingersful of flake, and tamped them carefully into the bowl. Then he closed the tin, set it on the console so that a startled Woody could see its familiar label of MacBaren’s Virginia Blend No. 1, and lit a match.


  Woody smelled the aroma of the burning tobacco immediately, and at the same time heard himself on the tape improvising a four note riff that repeated several times—three minor descending eighth-notes, the fourth note a minor third below. At once he knew the derivation of the riff, something he had not realized during the recording. They were the first notes of the Doors’ “People Are Strange.”


  And the notes from the song he had not heard for over twenty years, the aroma from the tobacco he had not smoked for even longer, turned back those years, raised the curtain of memory on an evening in 1969, his friends around him, Tracy sitting next to him on the worn gray sofa, the sounds of dark and glorious menace coming from the speakers, the warmth of her against his arm.


  And now the thought of looking back, a thought he had so long refused to consider, became a desire, a demand, an irresistible impulse, and he closed his eyes, his own music faded away, and he went back, remembered …


  … the fall of 1969, and he was twenty-one and a senior, and in love.


  His inner eyes opened on the apartment, on a pair of legs next to him, revealed by a denim mini-skirt, and he turned and looked at Tracy’s face, thinking how remarkable it was that a woman should have a face that smooth, the face of a child. Her hair, a lustrous brown, fell to her waist, covering her small breasts. The hair looked black under the light from the red bulb in the corner lamp that tinted the room the shade of blood.


  Woody remembered it all, saw it all. The sofa on which he sat looked across the room at another sofa, even more worn, if such a thing was possible. A window behind it was open, but did little to disperse the thick haze born of cigarettes, incense, and the occasional joint. Frank, his roommate, sat on that sofa with Judy, and they both looked decades younger than when he had last seen them in Atlanta. Frank held a can of Iron City Beer, Judy a cigarette. They were both nodding, eyes half-closed, listening to the music.


  Keith, the other roommate, was standing in the wide doorway to the dining room, leaning against the pillar, talking in a low but passionate voice to Sharla, whose afro bloomed like a crimson dahlia, and whose coffee-colored skin seemed the same shade as Keith’s in the monochromatic glow. And there, sitting and standing about the two rooms, were all his old friends, Alan, Diane, Eddie, Dale, the living and the dead together, immortal in memory.


  The walls and the furnishings were just as they had been—thrift shop furniture, posters of the Beatles, Simon and Garfunkel, Jimi Hendrix on the walls, along with Keith’s favorite, Jesus holding a rifle, with the words, “Dig It!” Iron City and Budweiser cans were scattered on tables and floors, their metal tops peppered with cigarette ashes, a needle of smoke still rising from the openings in which butts smoldered. A Garrard record changer and a fat, Magnavox amplifier/tuner dominated the wall opposite the dining room. The amp’s broad band selector provided the only light other than the red bulb and the orange of burning cigarette ends.


  And in the hazy room, in the glow of real and false fire, music reigned. Shamans sang the tribal chants, and Woody Robinson, holding the girl he loved and would lose, heard them all blended into one voice—The Doors, Hendrix, Janis, the Beatles, the Airplane, the Stones, the Dead—heard them young and alive again, singing of a different time, a different song …


  … and the time had come for something different.


  He opened his true eyes and found himself back in 1993, in the studio, the newer song drawing to its predictable close, fading away with no real conclusion, and it suddenly sounded to Woody like little more than meandering thoughts, purposeless, meaningless, soulless.


  His music sounded empty to him, and the thought deadened him, so that he looked at the expectant faces in the control room dully, shaking his head, his black, shoulder-length hair trembling as if it too were frightened of the truth of which Woody had become aware. Then his deep bass voice, a surprising contrast to the alto and soprano voicings of his reeds, filled the studio.


  “It’s time,” he said, “for something different.”


  Drake Oppenkott frowned, then spoke through teeth clamped on his pipe stem. Smoke came with each word. “Is it the ambience?”


  “No, it’s fine. I just don’t like the tune.”


  The six of them sat there for a long time. Finally Ron Dewey spoke. “You don’t like the tune?” Woody shook his head. “You wrote it.”


  Woody nodded. “Yeah, I did. But I don’t even know what it’s about. I don’t even have a title for it.”


  John Columbo massaged his tangle of hair vigorously with both hands, as if trying to force his brain cells into a coalition. “You said you were thinking about calling it ‘Country Lane.’ ”


  “Jesus,” Woody said. “‘Country Lane.’ That’s what it sounds like, doesn’t it? Just strolling along, not a thought in your head. Not even anybody on the lane … just the lane itself. Well, where’s it go? Why are we on it in the first place?”


  John shrugged. “It’s just a tune, man.”


  Woody looked at John and nodded. “You’re right, Johnny. And that’s the problem. It’s just a tune.”


  “What’re you after, Woody?” Ron asked, a hint of irony in his voice. “Social significance? You wanta be Pete Seeger?”


  “I don’t know, Ron,” Woody said. “I don’t know what the hell I’m after, but I know it’s not ‘Country Lane.’ ”


  The door opened and Chuck Hansen came in carrying a cut-off cardboard box with bags of sandwiches and Styrofoam cups full of coffee. Although a producer for CeeWhy Records, he thought nothing of doing gofer work, and was not afraid to leave the studio to the musicians and engineers for a few minutes. Woody liked him for that, and for the creative freedom he had given Woody over the years.


  But Chuck was also perceptive, and now he stopped in the doorway, feeling the waves of discomfort. “Who died?” he said.


  “The album,” Ron told him.


  Chuck sighed. “Well, in that case, I’m not paying for the sandwiches.”


  The joke, though feeble, lessened the tension, and they all smiled. “Woody just had a whaddyacallit,” said John. “The moment of truth thing.”


  “An epiphany,” said Michael Lester, the bassist. They were the first words he had spoken.


  “I’m not happy with the song, Chuck,” Woody said. “I think I can do better. But I need some time.”


  When Chuck looked at him, Woody could tell that he realized that there was something serious going on, more than dissatisfaction over a single tune. Chuck’s eyes went from the glow of creative humor to the heavy-liddedness of corporate concern. “You’re talking major overhaul.” Woody nodded. “I guess we need to talk.”


  “I guess we do.”


  Woody, unlike many other musicians, liked to record in the morning. His mind was fresher then, his imagination freer. So the sun was shining when he and Chuck stepped out onto Powell Street. The rest of the group stayed inside to eat lunch, but Woody and Chuck carried their sandwiches to Union Square. The noon crowd was gone, and they easily found a bench. But the bags sat between them, unopened.


  “So what do you want to do?” Chuck asked.


  Woody looked at the pigeons at their feet, pecking at dropped crumbs. “Go in another direction.”


  “You haven’t mentioned a damn thing about this before. I thought you were happy with the new songs. What happened today? What brought this on?”


  “I’m not sure,” Woody said. “Maybe a little time travel.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know.” He shrugged helplessly. “Look, Chuck, I’m not saying that what we’ve done on this album is bad. It’s not. It’s certainly releasable. It’s just that I think it’s time to take a different direction.”


  “I can live with that. You’ve done it before, and it’s always been you.” He paused. “You want to dump what you’ve got so far? That’s four tracks.”


  “No. But I want the rest to be different.”


  “A transitional album.”


  “Maybe.”


  “So what do you want to transit to?”


  Woody thought, watching the pigeons. Then he whispered, “Get back, Jojo.”


  “Huh?”


  “I want to go back. There are songs back there I never played.”


  “What are you talking about? Songs back where?”


  “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”


  “I already do. Back where?”


  “The Sixties.”


  “Sixties. Like what in the Sixties—Coltrane or Cecil Taylor or Satchmo singing ‘Hello, Dolly’ or what?”


  “Not jazz. Pop.”


  “Pop? Oh Christ, what, you wanta do covers? ‘A Day in the Life’ on oboe? Or maybe ‘Purple Haze’ on English horn?”


  “No, original tunes. I don’t know what style or what mix of elements, I don’t know anything yet—just that I have to explore this. And I do have the time.”


  They both knew it was true. A concert album was already in the can for fall release, and the next studio album wasn’t contractually due until the following March. Once the music was written, the group could put it together in just a few sessions.


  “Yeah, you have the time. But be careful, man. The Sixties are gone for good. People really don’t give much of a shit. Remember how Woodstock’s twentieth anniversary flopped? A cautionary tale, Woody.”


  “Yeah, but wait until ’94. Silver anniversary’s the real thing. But don’t worry, I’m not going the nostalgia route. I don’t want specifics, just the underlying spirit.”


  “Well, don’t go too far off the deep end. The Sixties are over. This is the New Age.”


  Woody laughed deprecatingly, as he did every time Chuck used the term. “Bite your tongue. I don’t play New Age.”


  “Maybe not, but you helped create it.”


  Woody’s face sobered. “I play music. That’s all.”


  “Okay then. Play it.”


  “I will. But I have to find it first.” He stood up, stretched his arms and legs to make himself feel all his muscles prepare for what was to come. “Got to go back and find it.”


  And just maybe, he thought, find something more. And he remembered how Tracy felt in his arms, just days before she died.


  Chapter 2


  The group was, for the time being, dissolved. Ron and Michael and John would go to other groups, tours, gigs, recordings. A date was made for the following January to finish Woody’s album, and Woody, alone in his house in Half Moon Bay, began to think about the party.


  His epiphany, as Michael Lester had accurately called it, had been real. The combination of scent and sound had pushed him back into the Sixties, made him look at his own past, and the glimpse remained with him, seeming more real than today.


  That apartment had more of the truth of living in it than did Woody’s home, the simple but spacious three-story beach house he had bought with the royalties from his last three albums and a good chunk of his income from a four-month European tour.


  Now he sat in his living room whose windows overlooked the Pacific, glanced at the ceramic ashtrays he kept for his friends who smoked, recalled the beer cans in the apartment, and smiled. No cleaning afterward, true disposables.


  The thought of smoking reminded him of the pipe tobacco he had smelled in the studio, so he trotted up the stairs to a third floor room where he kept several boxes that he had dragged on his twenty year odyssey from home to home—New York to Denver to Portland to San Francisco, and finally to Half Moon Bay—without ever opening along the way.


  The packing tape that held the flaps closed was so dry and yellow he was able to peel it off, and he quickly found what he was looking for. There were five pipes, each wrapped in a paper towel, and below them a pipe rack and ashtray his father had made for him for his twentieth birthday, in spite of his disapproval of Woody’s smoking.


  Woody picked up the pipes one by one and sniffed the bowls. The traces of odor smelled more like burned briar than the ghosts of tobacco, but it instilled in him an urge to pack one with moist flake and light it, drawing the smoke down the stem and breathing it into the air, filling the room with its heavy perfume.


  He stuffed the largest-bowled one in his pocket and ran downstairs to the telephone, where he looked up tobacconists in the yellow pages. The first one he called stocked MacBaren’s Virginia Blend No. 1, and Woody drove to the shop, bought a tin, and hurried back to his house, feeling like a junkie scoring. He knew that what he was doing was absurd, but he was caught in the web of a past he had denied for too long, and its ultimate triumph had possessed him totally.


  In the living room, he put the Doors’ first album on the turntable, sat on the couch, listened to the music, filled the pipe, and awkwardly lit it. At first the smoke tasted foul, and he accidentally inhaled and coughed several times before the plug was burning. But finally the sweet lump of tobacco ignited, the aroma filled his nostrils, the room grew hazy, and the taste turned back the years, letting him remember how it was.


  When the album was over, he arose, the pipe clenched in his teeth. Now he was puffing gently, actually enjoying the taste, disregarding the warnings of lip and gum cancer that had made him stop years before. He riffled through his older LPs, and put on a Dylan record. The first song was an old favorite that Peter, Paul, and Mary had covered, but he scarcely remembered the second song, and could not recall the title.


  It was about a dream the singer had. He was in a room again with old friends, and it was as if the intervening years had never passed. It ended with a wish that he and his friends could sit in that same room in reality, and how he would gladly give ten thousand dollars if such a thing could be.


  Another song began, but Woody Robinson didn’t hear it. His pipe had gone out during the last song, so he set the pipe down on the coffee table, stood up, turned off the stereo, and realized that he finally knew how to go back.


  Ten thousand dollars. It might take that much or more. But now that the idea had come to him, it would not go away. It was as inescapable as death, and he sat and wondered if it could be done, and then, deciding that it could, he thought about how to do it. When his mind was filled with ideas, he called his college roommate, Frank McDonald, in Atlanta.


  He had seen Frank and Judy three months before, when a promotional tour had taken him through the south. He had done a few radio talk shows, and made an appearance on Atlanta Today, then had dinner at the McDonalds’ house and talked until midnight. After Judy had gone to bed, Woody and Frank had gone barhopping, and closed several.


  Frank had changed little since Iselin State University. There were some wrinkles, the temples had lightened to gray, and there was a splash of white in the beard. But the figure was trim, the hairline the same strong widow’s peak as in 1969, and the liberal politics were intact.


  Judy, on the other hand, had gained a good twenty-five pounds. But she bore the extra weight well. Instead of making her look fat, it made her more intimidating, an asset in her position as co-owner of a folk art gallery. Irritated artistic egos were less likely to explode when confronted with Judy’s motherly, no-nonsense bulk.


  She answered the phone now, with a business-like hello. “Judy, it’s Woody. How are you?”


  “Don’t you ever call when we’re not having dinner?”


  “Damn, that’s right, you’re three hours behind, aren’t you?”


  “If you weren’t so simple, Woody, I’d have to get mad at you. You want to talk to Frank.” It was a statement, and the next thing Woody knew, Frank was on the line.


  “Hey, bud, what’s happenin’?”


  “A party, Frank.”


  “Can it wait until I finish dinner?”


  “No. I want to have a party, Frank. Back at Iselin. The old apartment.”


  There was a slight pause. “I haven’t been back there in years.”


  “Me neither. I want to make it as much like the old days as possible. The same place, the same people, clothes, music … especially music. Everything.”


  “You can get the place?”


  “I don’t know, I haven’t checked on anything yet.”


  Frank paused again. “So when do you want to do this?”


  “As soon as we can. I want to ask Alan and Diane, Fred, Eddie …”


  “What about Curly?”


  “Yeah, sure. And Pete and Zipper and Sharla. Hell, there are so many.”


  “Right, right. Just one question.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Why? I mean, why do you want to do this, after all these years? It’s been a long time.”


  “Just for fun. For old time’s sake. They were pretty good times.”


  “And they were pretty lousy times too. Sad times.”


  Woody knew what Frank meant. He meant Tracy and Keith and Dale. He meant friends—and lovers—dying young. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s a part of it. But we’re not going to concentrate on that. It’s not going to be a wake, Frank. It’s going to be a party.”


  “This have anything to do with your music?”


  There was no point in lying. “Yes.”


  “Fucking artists,” Frank said, and Woody heard Judy caution him about his language. No doubt the kids were at the table.


  “I need to make some new music. There was a lot of joy back there, Frank.”


  “Sure. But there were other things too—there was rage, there was frustration … this was the Sixties, pal. And confusion and loss, remember them?”


  “They can all make music.”


  “How about pain? Can you make pain sing? And is it gonna be a song that anybody can stand to hear?”


  Pain. Frank was right. In all the long years, he had never sung Tracy’s song aloud. But it had always been there, floating way in the back of his mind. “You’re overplaying this. I just want to party, okay? I just want everybody in bell-bottoms and crocheted miniskirts, Jimi and the Doors on the stereo, beer and cigarettes and greasy pizza … and us passing around the new Playboy and Judy getting pissed off.”


  That got him. Frank laughed at the memory they shared of his then-girlfriend grabbing at the centerfolds as he and Woody ogled them with theatrical appreciation. “Better be a 1968 issue,” he said.


  “1969. A better year for Playboy.”


  “’69, huh?” Frank chuckled, but Woody heard the knowledge in his voice. 1969 was the year Keith and Tracy had died. “So you’re inviting us? This is why the call?”


  “Inviting you, but also asking if you want to help. Maybe just the last few days. I want the party to be on a Saturday night—”


  “Naturally.”


  “So I thought if you could get off the Thursday before, you could give me a hand.”


  “Woody, what’s there to do? Get in a keg or something?”


  “No, I … I think there’s going to be a lot. I mean, the idea is to recreate a night in ’69. As close as we can come. Just make everything the way it was.”


  “Woody, this sounds neat, okay? But what makes you think that people are gonna come from all over the country to just a party, for crissake? I mean, we ain’t all as rich as you.”


  “That’s why I’m going to pay everybody’s way. Put them up and everything.”


  “And everybody’s going to take your charity?”


  “It’s not charity—it’s my party. I’ll send tickets along with the invitations. And reservation numbers at the Iselin Holiday Inn. It’s far enough in advance that people can make plans.”


  “What about spouses?”


  “I thought about that. Judy’s invited. And Alan and Diane are married, and that’s cool. But anybody who wasn’t really there, well … no.”


  “That’s not going to go over real well with Curly’s new bride.”


  “You met her?”


  “Last time we visited Judy’s mom in California. She’s fifteen years younger than Curly. Typical California beach cattle. In fact, I think he met her on a beach. Chick can fill out a bikini. You haven’t seen her?”


  “I don’t get to L.A. much. I bet Curly’ll come anyway. He never let girls push him around.”


  “That’s what got him his first divorce. So where you gonna start with this little Saturday night time machine?”


  Woody Robinson started by flying to Pittsburgh, where he rented a car for the hour and a half drive to Iselin, home of Iselin State University.


  He drove east of Pittsburgh, and then north, driving for miles without seeing another car. The road wound up and down hills, through valleys gently greened by the first shoots of spring. The land, at least, had not changed. It was still as wild as it had must have been when the pioneers traveled through it two hundred years before.


  Or maybe, Woody thought sadly, it only looked that way. Maybe acid rain was eating away at those trees even as they budded, ruining the water in the streams and creeks he crossed.


  Woody had done benefit concerts for environmental causes, but had not been active otherwise. He was pessimistic about the planet. Pessimism made him fearful, and fear stole his creativity, so he could not afford to be active. But he was aware of the problems. It was impossible not to be, especially among the musicians who played his kind of music and the people who listened to it.


  Woody drove on, passing through a series of small towns, none of which contained more than a dozen houses. The terrain was more familiar now. The trees began to thin, exposing hillsides shaved bare by strip mining, pocked by slag heaps, and he wondered how the area had ever been chosen as the site of a university. Did the founders think of it as “Iselin Normal School for Those Wishing to Escape the Drudgery and Early Death of the Mines?”


  Still, it had been founded and it had survived and grown from Normal School to State Teachers’ College to plain old College, and finally to University status. But when people asked Woody where he went to school, he always said Juilliard, which was where he had done his graduate work, because he quickly discovered that most non-Pennsylvanians had never heard of Iselin.


  However, he always thought of Iselin as his alma mater. Iselin was where he had grown up, where he smoked his first cigarette, drank his first beer, lost both his virginity and the solipsism which had been his philosophy in high school, where he learned that there was more to the world than his own needs and desires.


  He seldom thought about those days, but now, nearing the college he had not revisited for over two decades, he wanted to look back. It was only natural, he supposed. The past few years had made it more difficult than ever not to look back.


  Every week was the silver anniversary of something—the so-called Summer of Love, the release of Sgt. Pepper, the 1968 Democratic convention, the assassinations that shook the sixties—even the Manson killings. Good and bad events alike were rearing their gray and wizened heads. America was aging, and looked to the days of its youth for comfort. Even the Vietnam War had been granted the imprimatur of nostalgia. Jesus, how things had changed.


  Iselin had changed too, Woody saw, as he drove into it from the west. As the university had grown, so had the town. Back in 1969, the stretch of road he traveled had only a shopping center, a Burger King, and car dealerships. But now, before he came to those familiar landmarks, he passed two other malls, a Sheraton, and a strip of half a dozen fast food chains. The stores in the old shopping center were all different. The drug store where he had bought a bizarre assortment of cigarettes, including English Ovals, Fatimas, and Gauloises, which he had smoked for several months, had been replaced by a T. J. Maxx.


  By the time he got to the campus, things looked more familiar. The utilitarian and boxy dormitories, new in the sixties, were still there, but now there were other buildings around them. He couldn’t tell if they were classrooms or dorms, for there was a gray sameness about them. He thought of parking and walking around, seeing what was left of the grove of trees in the campus center, but decided to go to the apartment first. That was what he had really come for.


  He swung the car north on Ninth Street, driving past the music building where he had spent most of his undergraduate years, and the theatre on his right, where he had watched Keith and Tracy and his friends act in plays and musicals, and had himself played in concerts beyond counting.


  Then he was off campus and into the town, driving down narrow, tree shaded streets, remembering walking down those streets with Tracy, or staggering down them late at night after a party, and God, yes, there was the tree in front of Dr. Leffler’s house where he had thrown up a bottle of Orange Driver. He made a face. Frank was right. All the memories weren’t so wonderful.


  Now he was a block away from Lincoln, the town’s main street, and he saw the building ahead on the left, and his throat tightened, his hands clenched the steering wheel.


  It hadn’t changed. It looked the same as it had over two decades before, when he and Keith and Frank had shared the second floor apartment. Oh Jesus, he thought, 4 South Ninth Street, still alive after all this time, still crazy after all these years.


  The entrance was in the back of the building, and Woody drove his car into the loose stone parking lot and parked between a Tempo and a Subaru, both of which had university parking stickers on their bumpers. He got out, locked the car, and stood for a long time staring up at the building.


  It was weathered, red brick, three stories high with a flat roof, and semi-detached from the building next to it. Woody noticed that the woodwork needed a coat of paint as badly as it had when he moved out in the spring of 1970. The window sills were chipped into an appaloosa texture, and he saw that one of the windows on the west side of the building was partly open. There was someone living there then.


  Before he mustered the courage to go upstairs, he walked past the enclosed stairway onto Ninth Street, but his hopes that the bookstore was still there were dashed when he saw the vacant storeroom through the grimy windows. When he stepped back to the edge of the sidewalk, he could make out the ghosts of letters that had been scraped off the plate glass window—The Alternative Book Store.


  It might have been there not too long before, he thought, for apparently no other business had occupied the place since its closing. In its time, the “Alt” had been a gathering place for the local heads. Although it sold rolling papers and bongs, its main business was books and magazines, and, along with the stacks of used paperbacks, it also was the only place in Iselin to go for Ramparts, Evergreen Review, and Grove Press books.


  Woody had spent hours there talking jazz with the owner, a short, bald man named Riley, capable of carrying on as reasoned a conversation with Keith about explosives, or with Frank about radical politics. Riley also dealt in military collectibles, and many patrons remarked on the store’s weird juxtaposition of peace sign posters and Nazi banners. But it was the sixties, and everything was cool.


  And now it was the nineties, and everything was empty. The store may have stood vacant for years, and Woody reevaluated his theory that it closed only recently. The dust was thick, and the walls near the window showed only traces of where the bookshelves had stood. Though the sun had shone on them only a few minutes a day, the paint the shelves had covered was bleached to nearly the same pale shade as that of the rest of the wall.


  Woody hadn’t really expected the store to still be there. In fact, he had been pleasantly surprised to find the building was there. He walked down the sidewalk to Lincoln Street, hoping that Dom’s would still be alive.


  It wasn’t. Dominic’s Atlantic City Pizza had become a software store. The counter was still there, but that was all. The ornate brass cash register had been replaced by a large, gray monitor, and the walls were lined with pegboards on which brightly colored boxes leaned on gleaming metal brackets. Woody gave his head a shake of regret, and walked back the way he had come. No more delays. It was time to climb the stairs and see who he was going to have to deal with.


  The bottom door was unlocked as always, and Woody was amazed to see that his old mailbox was still there, mounted on the inner brick wall. He lifted the lid and saw that it had been reattached with wire, but was otherwise intact. Then he climbed the stairs, paused on the boards of the landing, and looked onto the parking lot below, drunk with memories. “Jesus,” he whispered. “Oh Jesus.”


  He walked up the final few steps and paused before the thick wooden door, afraid to knock, afraid the door would open and Keith, long dead Keith, of whom only shreds had remained, would be standing there, that wry grin on his face, saying “Forgot your key again, asshole?” and would stand aside to let him enter the past.


  Before he realized it, he was knocking firmly on the door, the chipped paint scraping his knuckles. Guiltily, he thrust the offending hand into the pocket of his brown leather jacket, and listened.


  Footsteps crossed a floor, the doorknob turned, the latch bolt grated out of the plate (God, that sound), the door opened, and Woody Robinson was trapped.


  “Yeah?”


  The student was neatly dressed in a plaid shirt and khaki pants. His hair was styled short, and he was clean shaven. Woody kept his gaze on the boy’s face, not daring to look past him into the room. “I, uh …” he said, feeling like kicking himself for his discomfort. “This is going to sound really strange …”


  The boy looked at him noncommittally.


  “I used to live here, and I was just wondering …”


  The boy continued to stare.


  “… who owns the place now?”


  “Mr. Parini.”


  “Still, huh?” The boy shrugged. “Do you have his phone number? Or his address?”


  “Yeah. I’ll get them. You want to come in?”


  “No,” Woody said. “No, I’ll wait.”


  Woody turned and looked out the stairway window again at the parking lot. He had thought he would want to go in, but now that he stood in the doorway, he didn’t want to see the place filled with someone else’s things, the belongings of another time.


  “Here you go.”


  Woody turned around and took the slip of paper. “Thanks. By the way, how long has it been since the bookstore moved out?” The boy looked at him quizzically. “The store downstairs?”


  “That was a bookstore? I don’t know. Before I came here, and I’m a senior.”


  Woody nodded and started down the stairs, hearing the well-remembered sound of the door closing behind him. He paused half way down, as a snatch of melody forced itself into his head. It was driving, and filled with youthful energy. He imprinted it upon his memory, and thought with grim satisfaction that if a tune came so quickly after just a glimpse of the apartment, he should be able to fill an album easily.


  When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he realized that he was crying, and stood for a while, until he thought he heard the door upstairs open again. The boy, no doubt, curious about not hearing the outside door close.


  But as Woody stepped out onto the sidewalk, it was a girl’s voice he heard from the top from the stairs, and though the sound of a passing car drowned out most of the words, he thought the voice seemed familiar, like a voice in a movie seen years before, and he thought he heard the words, “… come back …” but did not heed them. Not just then. It was too soon. The time was not right.


  But the voice had told him what he wanted to know, that by returning to the past, he might find more than just music.


  Chapter 3


  Woody discovered, on his visit to Parini Realty, that the Mr. Parini he had rented from had died four years before. But the old man’s son was willing to rent Woody the apartment from the end of the spring semester through the start of summer sessions, two weeks during which the place would otherwise be vacant, and agreed to allow Woody to store things in the empty shop downstairs.


  After settling with Parini, Woody drove to Sid’s Salvage, where he and Frank had furnished the apartment for seventy dollars in 1968. From a back warehouse, Woody chose a worn couch with gray, nubbly upholstery, another of orange plastic that was ripped in several places, an old metal foot locker to serve as a coffee table, a metal table and chairs identical to those that had been in the apartment’s dining room, three single beds with bedding, and two battered chests of drawers. The cost was two hundred dollars, but hauling the furniture to the empty bookstore doubled that amount.


  That evening, after a deliciously greasy cheeseburger and two Iron City drafts at Parini’s Bar, Woody walked out the back door into the parking lot by the apartment building. He looked up at the windows, but the squares were dark. He watched for a long time, wishing to see movement, a ghost, a memory, but there was none.


  He got into the car and drove to campus, where he parked near the student union building and, by the gentle light of the tall outdoor lamps, took a walk around the hub of the college.


  It had changed. New, square, soulless buildings heaved their bulks above the crenelated, Victorian towers of the earliest structures, whose gingerbread delicacy cowered before the weighty presence of the newcomers. But the grove was still intact, several acres of oak trees intersected by cement paths that led from one building to another. He walked through it, passing several groups of students joking, laughing, or discussing issues with the earnestness of youth.


  Coming out from the cover of trees, Woody walked past the library, whose windows were brilliant with light, past the dark bricks of the administration building, and onto a bank that overlooked the tri-dorms, three women’s dormitories that had been new when Woody started college. Tracy had lived in Harre Hall, the one on the left.


  Woody walked down a stairway toward the dorms, turned left, and went down the street to where the original ROTC building had stood. He hadn’t been there for over twenty years, and, after the explosion, he had taken roundabout routes to avoid walking past it. But it was time now, he thought. Twenty-four years ago. A long time.


  And time had changed it. There was a new building there now. The Richard K. Eberly Criminology Center, Woody read above the main doors. He wondered if Richard K. Eberly, whoever he was, could have solved the mystery of the ROTC building’s bombing any faster than the FBI did. It had taken them two weeks to sort through the rubble, to find the pieces of the detonator, the remnants of the clock, the body parts …


  He pressed his eyes closed against the thought.


  “Tracy,” he whispered, and felt the wind take the word, blow it away, sweep him up as well, carry him back, remembering.


  “Oh, that is fucking stupid, man.”


  Tracy and Frank and Keith and Woody on a Tuesday night, sitting in the living room. Tracy has come over to study, and they have for a while, sitting on opposite ends of the couch, books and spiral notebooks balanced precariously on the arms, until Keith and Frank’s argument spills out of the dining room.


  “It isn’t stupid,” Keith says, punctuating the words with a jab of his cigarette. “They won’t get the hell off campus when we ask, so we’ve got to push them off.”


  “Look, you can’t justify violence,” Frank says, calmly and reasonably, and Woody can see he’s trying to calm Keith.


  “Yes you can. Violence is acceptable when it brings attention to just grievances, and if this isn’t just, I don’t know what is.”


  Tracy nods her head. “Yeah, ROTC isn’t an academic course, and the instructors don’t have any academic credentials, so there’s no reason it should be on campus.”


  “Let alone compulsory,” Woody adds. “I mean, did you guys learn anything when we had to take it?”


  “I learned how to clean an M-1,” Frank says bitterly.


  “I didn’t,” Keith says, smiling. “I paid a guy a buck to clean mine each week.” His face gets serious. “It’s worthless, man. I say take it down.”


  Frank hisses in contempt. “Sure. You and what army?”


  “Doesn’t take an army. Just somebody with some balls.”


  “And some dynamite,” Woody says with a smile, thinking it all a word game. “Where you gonna get that? Riley downstairs carry some old Nazi explosives?”


  “I know some people, man. At Pitt. Weathermen.”


  “And suppose somebody gets killed?” Frank asks.


  Keith shrugs. “Then somebody gets killed. The end justifies the means.”


  “Somebody innocent?” Frank presses. “Like a mother wheeling a little kid past the building when it goes up?”


  “It’s unfortunate,” Keith says with a wolfish smile. “But if it happens, it happens.”


  And Woody shivers, thinking of that night several weeks ago when Keith came back late, his clothes dirty, a dark stain on the sleeve of his jacket. While he washed it in the sink, he told Woody he was in a fight with some frat rats. But the next day, when Woody dumped the trash, he found a pair of pantyhose, and a pair of rubber dishwashing gloves with dried blood on their yellow surface. That same day he heard that the Student Commander of the Pershing Rifles had been jumped from behind, then kicked as he lay semi-conscious. He was in the hospital, unable to identify his assailant, who he said was masked. Despite the gloves and the pantyhose, despite Keith’s ruthless words, Woody refuses to believe it could be Keith.


  “Nobody has to get hurt,” Tracy says. “You do it at night. Nobody’s there at night.”


  “Great,” Woody says. “Now you’re in on this.”


  “What, you think I couldn’t?”


  “I think you could—I hope you won’t.” He says it with a smile, not wanting her to take a dare.


  “Shit,” says Frank, “you’d probably both blow yourselves up.”


  Woody knows it is the worst thing he could say. A look passes between Tracy and Keith. He sees the look, but does not realize the bond is formed, the challenge is accepted. And in that moment, in that look, both his friend and his lover are condemned. They die three weeks later.


  Woody looked at the clean lines of the criminology building and still saw the rubble where, twenty-four years before, investigators had found the remains of two bodies. Only pieces of jewelry—Tracy’s crushed earrings and Keith’s twisted and melted class ring—had made identification possible.


  The explosion occurs early on a Monday morning, and the blast, eight blocks away, wakes up Woody and Frank. Keith is not in his bed, and when they go into the living room and he is not there, they know that he has done what he said he would. Woody calls Tracy’s floor in Harre Hall, to find that her name is on the sign-in sheet, but she is not in her room. When he hangs up the phone and the sirens start to howl, he knows she is dead.


  They dress and go to the east end of the campus. But where the back end of the ROTC building once was is now a crater. The remaining part of the building smolders where the firemen’s hoses have soaked it. Woody and Frank say nothing to anyone, and decide to wait until Keith and Tracy reappear. They do not.


  The next morning some body fragments have been found, and Frank insists that he and Woody tell the police what they know. The local police are more sympathetic than Woody and Frank have imagined, and believe them when Frank tells the truth—that Keith mentioned blowing up the building, but they never took him seriously, and that he had never brought explosives into the apartment.


  The police search the apartment and find nothing. At the same time, Keith’s car is found parked near the ROTC building. The trunk contains wire, blasting caps, and a box in which dynamite has been stored. Under the front seat is Tracy’s purse.


  When the FBI agents arrive that afternoon, they are tougher in their questioning, but bring no charges against Woody and Frank.


  And the years pass.


  “Stupid,” Woody whispered to the night. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” Why didn’t she tell him? Why did she go? She was always so damned headstrong, taking acid when he had been afraid to, then having the gall to have a fantastic trip, while every moment Woody was tense with fear that she would think she was a bird and jump out the window.


  The connection made sense. She was so much like a bird, flighty, mercurial, with a soul that could soar, a spirit that captured his own and took it with her to wonderful places, so that he had noticed things when he was with her, all those dopey clichés that came to mind when people got nostalgic about the sixties, the things of Joni Mitchell and Judy Collins songs. The sky seemed bluer, clouds seemed like pillows. Her face was a never ending source of fascination to him, and he felt as if he could have traced the curve of her cheek with his fingertips for hours on end. She had been exciting and alive and impetuous. And that impetuosity had been her fatal flaw.


  “Stupid,” he said again, and felt a chill on his cheek, and realized that his eyes were dropping tears. He wiped them away as if they were traitors, and that night he dreamed many dreams.


  Chapter 4


  Dear Diane and Alan,


  So how are things in D.C.? Is Alan still peddling nicotine to Congress while Diane makes up for his sins by teaching the youth of America to just say no? Dirty job, Alan. Way to go, Diane!


  Consider this an invitation to the Twilight Zone. I’ve been getting nostalgic lately, missing a lot of people from school and all, and I thought it would be neat to do something about it. So I’m having a party at the apartment …


  … that’s right, Sharla—the apartment, site of uncounted late night political discussions, plots to overthrow the world, and Jesus, how many times did you call me a honky muthafuckah? I hope that Cleveland is as dull as it used to be, and that you’re continuing to imbue your students with those good, home cookin’, revolutionary ideals …


  … So, if you can break away from your power lunches for a weekend, damn, but I’d love to see you again. To help make an offer you can’t refuse, enclosed is a ticket from L.A. to Pittsburgh, leaving Saturday morning, going back Sunday afternoon, so I’d keep you away from your new bride for as short a time as possible. Curly, I’m sorry I can’t invite her too, but since she wasn’t part of the original mob of crazies, she’ll have to swelter in the L.A. sun alone. I know making these reservations is forward of me, but if I didn’t do it would you come? This way, you put me to the bother of canceling your ticket …


  … and I know you wouldn’t want to do that. So hop that plane, Eddie. You probably have to play the organ Sunday morning, but they even gave slaves a day off, right? …


  … I really hope you’ll come. If you’ve got any of those old funky clothes left (and they still fit), wear them. If not, let me know (and your sizes) and I’ll furnish you with a wardrobe. Yes, dammit, I have thought of everything. So come, huh? It won’t be the same without you …


  … Please try to come …


  … Please come …


  … Please …


  Woody had his replies by the end of April. He had invited eleven people, of whom seven agreed to come. Three others had commitments and sent their regrets, along with their unused tickets. The only news Woody had of the fourth was his returned letter marked, “Moved. Left no forwarding address.”


  The first to accept had been Sharla Jackson, who called him two days after he had mailed the invitations, and asked if the “honky muthafuckah flute player” was at home. He recognized the voice and the inflection immediately, laughed, and was delighted when she said she wouldn’t miss it, even if her transportation was derived from “a running dog capitalist musician.”


  “God, it’s great to hear your voice,” Woody said. “Even if you do sound a little different.”


  “I don’t sound as black as when I went to school, do I?” He heard her laugh gently. “Well, I’m a school teacher now, baby. Besides, a lot of that was put-on. After all, my dad was a doctor in Forest Hills.”


  “What? You used to tell us your dad was a janitor, and your mom was a cleaning woman.”


  “It made better PR, okay? You didn’t suspect when my folks came to homecoming in that big old Buick Riviera?”


  “Well, no, I mean …”


  “You mean all blacks drove those great big cars, don’t you?”


  “You’re still baiting me, Sharla.”


  “Just you wait till the party, white boy.”


  Alan and Diane Franklin had been delighted at the prospect of the party, but insisted the only way they would come was if they could pay their own expenses. Woody refused, explaining that he had to pay for everyone so those who couldn’t afford it wouldn’t feel like charity cases, and the Franklins agreed.


  The same day the Franklins called, Woody also heard from Eddie Phelps, the organist at the Fifth Presbyterian Church in Manhattan. He told Woody he had six weekends a year free, and this, God damn it, was going to be one of them.


  The next letter Woody got was from Curly Rider in L.A., who ended:


  Linda is pissed off that she’s not invited, but when I told her there wouldn’t be any producers of teen beach movies (she’s an actress, don’tcha know), she felt better. Then when I told her that the evening would consist of a bunch of old farts like myself reminiscing through dope-wasted brains and telling each other why we haven’t really sold out, she decided that another Saturday night around the pool looked pretty fucking good. Kids today … sheesh. Woody kept trying to write, immersed himself in sixties music, kept practicing on the half dozen wind instruments he had mastered. Sometimes late at night, unable to sleep, he played records by the Doors, or Jefferson Airplane, or the Beatles, and created fantasias on the tunes with his oboe, its voice piercing the darkness like a laser through ice.


  But none of the tunes that he wrote completely satisfied him, except for the one he had heard in his head on the stairs to the apartment. The others lacked what he could only think of as authenticity.


  Two weeks before the party he flew to his parents’ home in Scranton, Pennsylvania. They had lived in the same house for the past forty years, and prided themselves on never throwing anything out. This was the first time that Woody found their pack rat mentality an advantage, for his years in college still existed in a corporeal form. All his back issues of Rolling Stone, piles of the Iselin student newspaper, the paperbacks he had bought by the armful from The Alt’s used bins—they were all there in the large room above the old two car garage.


  There too was the stereo he had in college, a little Panasonic component set which he had played through his sophomore year until Frank and his larger Magnavox/Garrard combination moved in with him.


  In a back closet, he found his old TV, a GE twelve-inch encased in a plastic, red-orange cabinet. He plugged in the cord and turned it on, but nothing happened. Good, he thought. Who wanted to watch MTV or a film from the eighties when you were recreating the sixties? It would help set the scene, that was all.


  The crowning touch was the cardboard tubes that still held the posters he had Plasti-tacked on the apartment walls—a map of Middle-Earth, psychedelic Day-Glo landscapes, a Fillmore West poster advertising Big Brother and the Doors, and Keith’s poster of Jesus with a gun. Woody had kept that one. It was hardly the thing to return to a pair of grief-stricken parents.


  He felt relieved as he drove his father’s big Ford from Scranton to Iselin. Now he wouldn’t have to search all over for proper artifacts to help dress the apartment, but, more importantly, the things would be authentic, his own, the books and records and posters that were actually present when he and Frank and Keith had lived there.


  His clothes should be all right too. He had tried on an assortment of things his mother had saved in plastic bags that hung like fat cocoons
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