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Chapter 1






I WAS BACK AT PENITENCE POINT. THEY SAY THAT every criminal returns to the scene of the crime, and I sure felt guilty, but I wasnt sure about what. I had a lot to choose from, at the moment.


Although we were all stamping and shivering, walking on paths that were carved out of the knee-deep early January snow, I was knocking almost everyone dead with my tour of the site. Nearly everyone had paid attention when I warned them to dress sensibly, and the good thing about the gray afternoon was that it was perfect for imagining what it must have been like here four hundred years ago when the English colonists were wondering what the hell they were doing stuck in Maine. And frankly, being on the Atlantic coast when a storm was brewing, you had to want to be there for some reason. The snow that was already on the ground damped out the ambient noise of the twenty-first century, the dull light warning of the promised storm made you pause to think about life when you couldnt just flick a switch for light and heat, and the sound of the water brushing the beach and rolling the cobbles lent you a little of the sense of isolation that must have characterized the days of the first English settlers on this shore. I made good use of these points as I walked the group over to where we believed the buildings of Fort Providence once were, and to judge from the responsesoohs, ahhs, questions, and laughter in the right placesI was doing a great job.


This was one of my favorite things: talking about my archaeological work with my colleagues from up and down the East Coast. The conference we were all gathered for was one thinga yearly archaeological jamboree of hundreds of kindred spiritsbut actually being on the ground, at the site, in the environment, with a group of people who spoke your language, should have been sheer bliss.


What was really pissing me off was the two men who were tuned out, each in his own little world, at opposite ends of the site. The way I see it, if youre not going to pay attention, you shouldnt really take up someone elses space on the bus. More than that, I couldnt stand how childishly angry I felt with themeach for separate reasonsand struggled to focus on what was important.


I kept my talk brief and to the point, however, because the wind whipped right off the water to bite right through to the bone, no matter how many layers of wool or fleece or Gore-Tex you wore. And every time I looked over, they were the only two not paying attention. I tried funny, I tried serious replete with jargon, I tried romance and pathos. The rest of the group was right there following along with me, but no matter what I did, those two just wouldnt react.


I hate when that happens. I hate how petulant I felt, no matter how well I was hiding it.


What do you want, guys? Archaeology not enough for you? I can do murder and mayhem, if thats more to your taste.


Ah, to hell with them, I thought, and concentrated on the people who knew enough to pay attention, strutted and shimmied for them all the harder: archaeology as performance art. Knowing the older guy was just looking off to the water, and the younger, red-headed guy off to the right was looking around like he was waiting for a bus, impatient and bored, just gnawed at me. I had enough on my plate dealing with the pastmy own personal past in this placewithout them making it worse.


It was time to go.


The skies were darkening, low clouds heavy with snow as I finished off the spiel and began to herd everyone up the slope toward the bus, promising coffee and hot chocolate and a warm ride back to the conference hotel in New Hampshire. Wed been lucky so far, but the weather was looking nastier by the minute and the news had been promising a good solid storm by nightfall. I counted off the folks as they climbed on board, accepting praise from some, offers of data from others, making sure I didnt strand anyone at the site: that would have been a little too realistic a historical reenactment for anyones liking. Stuck alone, miles from help, with winters wrath about to unload on themActually, it struck me as a sound punishment for some.


I felt my smile fade as the last person in the line reached me. I knew why he was last in line, the same way I knew why he hadnt been all that interested in my talk. What I couldnt understand was how quiet hed been; that was unlike him. He looked just the same as I remembered from our undergraduate days. If he was a little more lined about the face, or a little more gray in his beard, the red hair and cocky attitude I knew so well was still there.


At first I didnt think he was actually going to make eye contact, was hoping he wouldnt, but he surprised me. Not for the first time. Damn his eyes.


Good stuff, Em, he said, pausing a little before he climbed into the bus.


Thanks. I couldnt bring myself to say his name and coughed to cover my surprise. He didnt look nearly as bad as Id hoped, a little puffytired perhaps. But the horns and sores Id wished on him years ago were surprisingly absent.


I fussed with the clipboard; I was still one body short. Ive gotta go find Garrison, I said, nodding too briskly. I stepped back and around him, too obviously. Still not fast enough for me.


My graduate student Meg Garrity was waiting off to the side, probably for a quick postmortem of the tour and last-minute instructions. She probably saw me acting jumpy, but knew me well enough not to ask what was wrong. She herself was shuffling from side to side, which was also unlike her, but it was so cold it was probably a good idea for anyone to keep moving. Her hat, a colorful Andean woolen thing with earflaps and an improbable peak, was also well warranted. It covered all of her short, usually spiked hair and most of the piercings I knew about. There was one in her left eyebrow that I had never seen before, but I wasnt surprised by it.


That went well, she said.


Yeah, I was pleased. Remind me to thank the state park people for getting the snowblower out here for the paths, would you? And thanks again for coming out early and getting the building outlines set upI know you had to work on your presentation. I was glad that you were available. Neal was supposed to, but hes running behind on his paper. But I dont need to tell you that.


Yeah, I know. And there came the sort of pause that, with no other warning, instantly tells you that something big is coming. So. We got engaged over the break.


Heywow. I felt the smile freeze on my face and my eyes widen for a split second before my better socialized superego took over and did the correct thing: I wouldnt let my own past color her good news. Thats fabulous! You guys are great together. Congratulations!



You seemsurprised. Meg didnt mean it in a good way; she was instantly defensive.


I rushed in to repair the damage, cursing my inability to hide my reactions, no matter how transient, no matter how outdated. Despite my own experiences, intradepartmental romances could work out, and no one could deny that Meg and Neal belonged together. I am surprised. Its big news, but it isnt exactly out of the blue, is it? You guys have been living together for a couple of years.


No. Well, wed talked about it, but he did surprise me. She smiled, a little shyly, and looked impossibly young. New Years Eve. It was really nice.


And Id have never taken Meg for a romantic. Do you have a ring?


Yep. She pulled her left mitten offalso colorful and South Americanand showed me a round diamond, flanked by two smaller ones in an old-fashioned gold setting. It was very traditional and it struck me just how traditional Meg could be, though you had to look hard past her piercings and demeanor to see it. It was his great-grandmothers. He had the two little stones put in on either side, so it would be really mine.


Its beautiful, I said, and meant it. Look, I want to find out all about the rest of it, but Ive got to get this show back on the road. The first snowflakes were starting to fly, and it looked as though it would get thick and heavy in a hurry. Let me buy you both a drink later?


She nodded enthusiastically. Sure. Is everyone on the bus?


Nope, Ive got to fetch Garrison.


Want me to?


No, thats okay. Ill get him. No point in throwing Meg to Garrison; she had her whole professional life ahead of her and didnt need to get on his bad side. That could have a deleterious effect.



Okay. She bounded back onto the bus, which was on the driveway of a house I had loved, but that was no longer there.


I paused at the top of the slope. It didnt take me long to locate Garrison, the older man who wasnt riveted to my talk; the site isnt all that big, just about an acre. Trudging past the place where the wrought-iron fence had stood, it was hard to believe that just a few years ago there had been a fire that not only wiped out the big gray Victorian that had been here but killed a person I dearly loved. Now there was nothing but too many memories, too much open space, and an almost unnoticeable depression in the ground where the foundation had been. A rustic wooden shelter protecting a map and a sign describing historic Fort Providence was all that marked the site now, crowded with memories and ghosts.


Garrison had wandered over to the edge of the property, close to the nearly new fence that kept people from getting too close to the eroding cliff. He was staring out over the water, as though personally in charge of overseeing the play of the wind and the whitecaps. As I followed the unevenly plowed path, away from the main part of the site, wondering what drove him out here, the air seemed a little warmer and the wind was picking up; the weather was turning sooner than Id hoped. He was leaning against the fence, concentrating on the horizon, and it was as though the old man was calling the storm down on himself.





The traffic was backed up as we cut across Maine into central New Hampshireeveryone seemed to be leaving work early on the threat of the incoming storm front, even though it was slated to hit inland later than the coast. We were running more than an hour late as we traveled over hilly highways past innumerable snow-covered chalet-styled resort buildings and motels that marked the approach to our destination, the General Bartlett Hotel. By the time we pulled up to the pillared front porch, still decorated with pine branches and white Christmas lights, I realized I had just enough time to take a good warm shower and get my wits together before my second big task of the ASAAs, or more formally, the Association for the Study of American Archaeology conference. After I was done with this, I just had the card game, which was something I was looking forward to, the Goody Grope, which was always amusing, and then the presentation of my paper, which, compared with the excruciating task of writing this plenary essay, would be a walk in the park.


But having to speak to the big redheaded guy by the bus out there on the site had rattled me sufficiently that it took the whole ride back to the conference hotel to get myself under control. Id known since before the conference that he would be there, but when I first caught sight of him, it was like a body blow. The name Duncan Thayer hadnt been on my list; he was a last-minute addition to the tour. Talking to him had been worse. Id been less prepared than I imagined I would be.


The shower took a little more work than such things should. The outside of the hotel told the whole story. Once there had been a large farmhouse that evolved into a tavern that serviced travelers on the lake and the northern-running roads. After that had burned down, the original part of the hotel, which still housed the lobby and offices, had been constructed in the 1880s. The 1950s had seen a much larger addition constructed that not only extended the porch and faade but also wrapped halfway around the original inn, providing many more rooms. Although the hotel had never truly been close enough to the mountains for skiing, more recently there had been a renovation in an attempt to draw conference business.



Many of the rooms had been recently remodeled, as advertised. The plumbing, alas, had not enjoyed a completely successful upgrade. I found myself playing raise you one with some other unknown denizen, cranking up the hot water every time he or she turned it up, causing me to freeze. A very unsatisfactory five minutes later, I worked on drying my hair and getting ready for the plenary session paper I was to present. It took me maybe twenty minutes to get my act together, which is five minutes more than usual, but since I knew he was here, anything I could do to boost my confidence I was going to attempt, up to and including matching my bra and panties and wearing stupidly high heels, heretofore reserved for weddings and the occasional date night with my husband, Brian Chang.


I checked the clock and swore. I grabbed the sheaf of papers that comprised my presentation, checked my bag for my room key, purse, name tag, and miniature flashlightyou never could tell what the lighting situation was going to be in these placesand legged it down to the elevator. Carla was waiting there as well, for which I was glad; she and I had been part of the same conference scene since we were new graduates, and it was a relief to see her. The ends of her hair were still damp, and I wondered if shed been the one competing for the hot water with me.


She jabbed at the elevator button repeatedly. Come on, you no-good, useless, motherless.


I edged up behind her and nudged her. Hey lady, dont take it out on the architecture.


And why dont you take a flying then she turned and saw it was me. We hugged warmly, briefly. Good. Someone else with sense, here at last. Come on, were taking the stairs.


I didnt say anything about my shoes; if I was dumb enough to wear them, I was dumb enough to be macho about it too. Besides, Carlas skirt was a good five inches shorter than mine, just shy of indecency, and if she was going to take the stairs in her rig, then so would I. Despite being a good four inches shorter, about five foot five, and twenty pounds heavier, Carla gave me a run for my money.


You know, I said as we found the staircase, they cant really start the plenary session without us.


Carla didnt answer but hustled down the stairs, which were dimly lit with nothing but bare utility lightbulbs that seemed to draw warmth from the space rather than add light. The dust, gum wrappers, and cigarette butts told just how often the hotel staff expected the stairs would be used: It was more of a de facto lounging area than a working exit.


We stopped abruptly at the door to the second-floor mezzanine. Carla smoothed down her skirt, adjusted her shirt, then tilted her head back so I could see straight up her nose.


Any Buicks in the garage?


No Buicks, nor bats in the belfry, and neither are you in need of a hankie.


Carla nodded thanks, then shot me a look that was a question that she wasnt asking, yet. Great. Lets get ourselves to the ballroom. Thank God we only had to come down the one floor. My feet are killing me already.


As we strode down the hallway, we passed clumps of our colleagues who called out with promises to catch up later. We paused in the ladies room just outside the ballroom, which we had all to ourselves. Carla hogged the mirror, trying to tame her frizzy ash-blond curls back into a respectable knot. I made a pit stop; an hour and a half can be a surprisingly long time if youre not prepared for it, especially if youre trapped up onstage for all the world to see.


You know, she said. You know came out more like ooo oww; Carla was making a mouth, messing with her lipstick. I was looking out my hotel window this morning when I see this little red car pull up in the parking lot. Someones running late, I thought, then I realized: Emmas local. She didnt need to come until today, when things get started. Zipping around with all that panache, I couldnt believe it was you. That cant be Emma, I told myself, but no one could miss that red hair of yours, even from the third floorthe short hair looks cute by the way. Its even shorter than last time, but you can carry it off. Anyway. Pretty snazzy car. Not what I picture you in, usually.


My faithful Civic had finally given out last year, and I treated myself to my first brand-new car. I like the Jetta; red was the only color the dealer had left. I didnt tell her that rather than wait for a more sedate model, I had also agreed to take the sports package for a reduced price, secretly anticipating a little oomph in my driving. It was a good deal, I had reasoned aloud to Brian. I think he knew better; he can usually see right through me.


Yeah, well, whatever; the attitude, it was great to see. Made me want to cheer whoever it was, and I was delighted that it was you. Not like that other schmuck who pulled in, right after you did.


Something was going on here, but I wasnt certain what. Carla looked, well, uneasy. Unsure, and that wasnt like her. She fiddled with mascara, ignoring the time constraints that shed cited in dragging us down that dusty stairwell. Every time she added makeup, she always went a step further than I would have, applied it a little more brashly. She pulled out brushes and mechanisms that reminded me of medieval torture devices. One of these she used to curl her eyelashes.


I had less to do. I combed my hair, but since it was only about three inches long now, it actually looked better a little tousled. Eyes, nose, still there, still inoffensive. I tried a lipstick that my friend Marty had made me buy, just to keep with the spirit of the moment, and checked my teeth for food.


Carla opened eyes wide while she used another brush to touch up her eyebrowsI wasnt even aware such a step existed. No, maam, she continued, that other guy, he was a turd bag. I could tell by the way he tore around the parking lot


You just got done telling me that I was zipping around like I owned the world. I watched her fussing over her appearance: Carla fusses with things when shes nervous.


Emma, you followed traffic lanes. You had both hands on the steering wheel, at ten oclock and two. Shit, you signaled before you pulled into the parking space, and there wasnt anyone else in the lot! Not like this dickweed


Why was Carla getting so wound up about this guy?


Nope, he obviously cut across the parking spaces because he couldnt be bothered to steer any harder with only one hand, the other being firmly clamped to his cell phone. And he wasnt going the speed limit, not even just a little bit above. He was tearing around like he was the only driver in the universe. Until he got to a pothole, and then he slowed down, so he wouldnt hurt the suspension of his SUV. She paused. And you know how I feel about vanity plates, right? I mean, if you have to announce your presence to the world on your car, then how sad must you be? Well, this was the worst: XCAV8. Get it?


Thats when I knew what she was saying, because I was the one whod come up with that particular plate, back when I was an undergraduate, back when I thought announcing my presence to the world seemed like a fine idea, the only logical thing to do. You needed to give the world a heads up, right? I felt my mouth go dry, a reflex, even though I knew what she was trying to do.


And you know that joke about the difference between porcupines and SUVs? About the pricks being on the inside? Well, this jerk was the living embodiment, in his big old Suburban Assault Vehicle


Carla drives an SUV too, but at last I knew what was going on. I put my hand on her arm. Carla, its okay. I knew hed be here. He was out at the site today. God knows why.


No sir, I didnt like the look of him a bit. He probably ran over a few baby fur seals on his way here. Ran them over and backed over them once or twice. But Carla looked relieved, now that I understood what she was trying to tell me.


It was kind of her to be concerned, after so many years, but it also made me wonder what people, the ones who knew about my past with Duncan, really thought of me, that I might be that fragile or had behaved that badly about it. Well, I had been fragile and I had behaved badly, once upon a time, but it had been years ago and a lot of water under a bridge that had been burned long since. Maybe that was why, because it had been so long since that last, bad time. Thing was, there were only a few people at this conference who were there for that last one, so many years ago, and I was thankful for that. I wouldnt have nearly the same audience, and not everyone would remember, and of those who did, very few would be expecting me to freak out. That was the good news.


Hes here. So what? I havent thought about him for a long time, not until recently, so dont you think about it either. I put on a braver face than I felt and infused enough enthusiasm into my words to be convincing, and then slung my bag over my shoulder. You ready there, gorgeous, or what?


Or what. She packed up her makeup, which shed been able to spread far over the vanity in a remarkably short period of time. Come on, lets get this eulogy over with.


I had to pause there. Doesnt it seem a little hypocritical of us? Presenting these papers when we dont even like Garrison?


Carla shrugged and threw the lipstick in last. Its tradition. Bastard gets old enough, you have a party for him.


I frowned at my reflection. Yeah, well, nothing says we have to perpetuate it. I finally decided that I could do the presentation because hes made genuine contributions to the field. But I cant stand him.


No one says you have to kiss him, Em. Now if youre done rationalizing?


Lets go.


We met up with the rest of the panel backstage. Carla had a quick look around. Where the hell is Garrison? The man is late for his own party.


I spied Scott Tomberg, who was shaking a pen like it was an old-fashioned mercury thermometer. Carla fussed and organized things when she was upset, but pen abuse was Scotts barometer. Dr. Tomberg. I gave him a hug, and though he was about my age, addressed him by his formal title just to give him a cheap thrill. What are old friends for?


Dr. Fielding. Scott was a small caveman with big hands, wide shoulders, and a square head on a thick, muscled neck; when he hugged me back, it was like being hugged by a tank. Old-fashioned glasses, black plastic over the brow with silver earpieces, helped jazz up his look, which was also modernized with a crew cut, mostly pepper and lots of salt at the temples. He was still pretty fit, and wearing what he always wore, jeans and a button-down shirt, but had added a navy blazer for the occasion.


And how are we today? I asked.


We are sucky, he said, frowning hugely. Our guest of honor is nowhere to be seenhe got in late last night, like most of us. He went on the tour out to your site?


I nodded. I bundled him back onto the bus myself, so hes somewhere around here.


He flicked the pen button a couple more times. Well, theres that. Now that you and Carla are here, we just have to hunt him down. I sent someone up to his roomhe wasnt answering the phone. To top it off, the airline lost my luggage yesterday. Ive been wearing the same pair of shorts for two days now, since I left home yesterday.



I made a face. And that is officially more information than I needed. Did you ask someone if they could spare a pair for you?


Im not going to wear someone elses underwear! Then he looked sheepish. No one heres going to have anything that wouldnt look like a thong on me. There wasnt a pair that might fit to be had, for love or money.


And with whom have you been trying the love? I said.


Scotts face lightened up. There he is now!


I looked where Scott was looking. You tried to borrow underpants from Garrison? Youre a better man than I


But I didnt get to finish the line because Scott had all but fled in his haste to greet his tardy guest of honor.


Garrison was looking a bit dazed, a stewing chicken of a man whose suit hung off him. He had a nose so sharp you could cut cake with it. Petra Williams, who brought him down, lingered by his side. She and Scott conferred for a moment and nodded. Garrison seemed to be shaking off his confusion, and he put his hands up in protestno, he was fine, he would go on, I imagined he was saying.


I stiffened when he batted at Petra, a stout little porcelain doll with Dorothy Parker bangs and a bun. She had to stand on tiptoe to take off his ever-present black beret and smooth his hair. She batted back at him, an ex-wifes prerogative. He said something heated, and she handed a retort right back to him, no less angrily, taking her time to get him just so, and only then let him go. Garrison walked past us, not saying hello to anyone. He grunted at Scott when he showed him the way to his seat. He sat and flipped through a pile of index cards that he took from his pocket.


Scott came back for the rest of usme, Carla, and the othersand showed us up to the stage.


Ladies, he said with a flourish, showing Carla and me where to sit.


Where? Carla asked, whipping her head around.



I shook my head; it was time to play grown-up and get down to business.


As president of the East Coast chapter of the ASAA, it was Scotts party, so he was moderating and introducing the panelists as well as presenting.


He began his own paper, Julius Garrison and American Archaeology, the big biographical paper. Scott had slaved under Garrison for too many years as a graduate student and then research assistant. He was perhaps the only person I knew who could have done it and survived with his sense of humor and humanity intact. Having put up with that much scurrilous abuse, he had dedicated the rest of his career, when he was appointed to a department in Georgia, to being as laid-back as possible while still remaining in the field. Nothing could faze him anymore; he was settled into life with his Savannahian wife and their three Southern children.


I always liked listening to Scott; he has that great way of giving you a lot of high-level information in a casual way that doesnt feel like youre being talked down to. It was a painless history of our branch of the field, as shaped by Garrison, and I couldnt wait to see a copy of it in print. It would be a great research tool for the students, for anyone. Much as I disliked Garrison, you had to give the devil his due. He was officially retiring and was essentially doing a victory lap around the region, collecting lifetime achievement awards. This was just one stop among many.


After Scotts introduction, he brought on Professor Thomas Roche, a colleague of Garrisons who was covering Garrisons prehistoric contributions in the northeast. If it had been ten years earlier, I bet they would have had my grandfather Oscar up there, which would have been interesting to watch, if hed agreed to do it. Oscar and Garrison had hated each other with a white-hot passion, professionally and personally.


Roche laid it on thick, proposing that Garrisons office be donated to the Smithsonian, and after Carla discussed the early osteological studies, it was my turn to talk about the early historic-sites work hed done. Then it was an old friend of mine and Garrisons both, Frank Lawrence. The last speaker was Garrison himself.


Thank you, Frank. Then Scott introduced Garrison, who coughed, paused to shuffle through his cards, and then, it seemed to me, simply put them aside.


In the course of a lifetimeand apparently, its been a little too long, to judge by the length of the papers given here tonight He shot a sharp look at those of us sitting on the stage.


There were nervous titters in the audience; I frowned. We hadnt gone over long enough to warrant a crack like that.


But Ive managed to do a lot, and perhaps it wouldnt be immodest of me to think that Ive made a few contributions along the way. Ive had the pleasure of working with some fine archaeologists. Ive made a few friends, and more than likely, a number of enemies. Im content with that. Thats all anyone can ask of this life; and thats what were talking about here, isnt it? When people start doling out the lifetime achievement awards, its usually because they expect you to die soon.


There was a reaction of distaste from the crowd at Garrisons words; they struck a little too close to the mark. Typical of him, I thought.


He continued. Well, maybe. Maybe. The important thing is I can say Ive learned a fair amount, in the course of my career, and even some of it had to do with archaeology.


More laughter now from the audience, and I saw my fellow panelists relax a little bit. This was closer to what wed all been expecting.


One of those things Ill share with you this evening, since youve been nice enough to suggest that Im worth listening to and silly enough to give me the opportunity to exploit that fact. And that is: keep fighting.



There was some polite clapping, at this point, but Garrison just kept going.


Thats why I went to Washington to comment on the U.N.s issues of cultural patrimony and illicit trade of looted materials.


More clapping here; this was something that everyone could get behind.


Keep fighting for what you believe is right. Thats why I am still here, still dragging my old bones through the cold to do the work. Thats why I told my friends on the New Hampshire state legislature to veto the proposed state historic village, because it doesnt make good sense. Its taking money away from other work that is starving for it, and if you want a damn carnival, a tourist trap, go to the private money. In the end, its just providing a lot of pork for a lot of people who want to call themselves archaeologists. Lets not confuse the difference between education and entertainment.


Now there was a gasp from the audience, and muttering. I couldnt see beyond the lights that were on us on the stage, but I didnt need to, I knew who it was. My friend Sue Ayers had been working her guts out to push that project through, and now shed just learned all her hard work had very probably gone up in smoke. Such was the power of Garrisons opinion.


Keep fighting for whats important about the past, its worth the effort, for as long as youve got. Dont let anyone push you around, push you into thinking about superfluous trappings rather than what youre really supposed to be serving.


He looked around at the audience, he looked at the panelists one by one, coming to me last, and then shrugged. Well, thats it, I guess. Thats all Ive got to say.


And he shuffled off. Didnt go back to his chair, he headed right off the stage and didnt come back. Left the lot of us staring after him, even as the ill-fitted door slammed shut behind him.













Chapter 2






THERE WAS SCATTERED APPLAUSE AND A LOT OF muttering in the audience and some up on stage. Scott ran offstage to see what was going on. He came right back, alone.


I guess Professor Garrison wanted to get started on the serious drinking, he said into the mike, with a conspiratorial DJs voice. There was a little laughter, but much more concern and buzzing still over the strange performance. In any case, Id like once again to thank our speakers and invite the rest of you to the main ballroom, where we can get this party started!


He sold the line; everyone laughed, but I could tell that there was going to be a lot of talk about Garrisons little performance for a long time to come.


Damn, Scotts still cleaning up after Garrison after all these years, Carla muttered to me. She stretched, her shirt riding up and showing the waistband of her pantyhose, but she didnt care in the least. Quick turn about the floor of the reception and then off to the game?


Sounds good. Hey, Scott, whats up with Garrison?



Scott had just got done shaking the hands of the more senior members of the panel and reassuring some of the audience who were concerned about Garrison.


I think hes just tired, he was complaining of fatigue when Petra caught up with him. And when Julius Gilbert Garrison has decided hes done, you know hes not the kind of guy to stand around. He thinks that everythings been said and theres no point.


With the plenary session abruptly completed, everyone was herded out into the hallway and into the next ballroom for the reception. This is where I got to finally say hello to a lot of old friends and start the perennial catching up, but typically enough, the lines for the cash bars instantly jammed things up. The line I was in stalled by a glassed-in case containing a few artifacts associated with the hotels construction and history. There was a silver-plated trowel and spade, both inscribed with the dates of the hotels refurbishment in the nineteen fifties. There were a few fragments of pottery that had been collected by some curious observer of that period, and a series of maps showed the location of the hotel over time. One plan from the early nineteenth century showed a series of outbuildings around the old structure, as well as the post road and other towns on the lake that caused the inn to grow from a large farmhouse into a tavern and, eventually, a hotel.


Could be a piece of a hinge, maybe, a womans voice said a few bodies down from where I was standing. I saw a well-manicured hand pointing toward a strip of rusted metal.


No, I dont think so, I said absently. It looks like a piece of a pair of ice tongs. You can see in that second map, theres a little block that says ice house underneath it.


I pointed to the clue Id seen. I glanced over at the woman and found myself on the wrong end of a venomous stare. Oh crap, Noreen McAllister. Just my luck.


A loud tch was her reply. Noreen flipped that big mess of blue-black hairshe never bothered tying up her pride and joyand pursed her lips, but fortunately for me, the line shifted forward and took Noreen away. Someone had wised up and got another bartender on duty.


Once I got my drink, I said hello to a few more folks, but I wasnt sticking around for long. I caught my friend Chriss eye and he nodded; then he jerked his head over to where another fellow conspirator, Lissa Vance, was talking to someone. I caught her eye and raised my eyebrows. She nodded and began to extricate herself from her conversation with Bea Carter, which if history was any indication, would be an involved process. The Bat Signal had been lit and it was time to go. I put down my empty glass and surveyed the scene.


The hotel had a little combo playing in the reception area, and the lights came down when they went on. This was obviously meant as a treat, but the musicians were more enthusiastic than talented, and those who were grooving to them did so with a pronounced sense of irony. Though most of the older folks left the floor in a hurry, some remained and cut a fair enough rug, but then the younger cadres came out, graduate students, some ABDs, a smattering each of new PhDs and undergraduates snaking their way onto the floor, laying claim to the one place this weekend where they might have some authority. One Gypsy-clad young lady slinked onto the floor, taking a willing guy by the hand; I could see a pint bottle of vodka stuck in his back pocket. Their skins were tribally pierced and colorfully illustrated. Ties and skirts were still in suitcases waiting for paper presentation time; now it was either hyperbaggy pants or skin-tight jeans hovering three inches and more south of where I thought they should properly rest. Others were scrounging the free food at the buffet, squirreling some away for later. Standard operating procedure.


I didnt know many of them and realized that as much as I might feel it, I was no longer a part of the puppy crowd. At their age, for us, it had been a single pierced ear or maybe long hair for the guys, big, bad hair for the girls. I wasnt even an aging puppy, I was a big dog now, and the thought made me sad as I watched the dancing.


The game, our game, was scheduled during the dance reception. I wasnt much for dancing, myself, and the music was usually pretty wretched. The other folks in the game would stick around for a few minutes, sometimes, but we always ended up in someones room, with the same nasty sticky deck of cards wed been using to cut for yearsfeaturing the shaved and slicked charms of the Chippendale dancersand a new deck for the game itself.


The game had started out as a reaction by me and my friends when we were the puppies. We got tired of trying to meet up with the people we were trying to imitate, trying to accost for whatever reason. We decided that if they could withdraw, pointedly excluding us, to their rooms for private drink, and who knows what else, then we could jolly well do the same. So we instituted the poker game and kept it to ourselves, fifteen years ago or so, with all the vindictiveness of snubbed mid-twenty-somethings. There hadnt been much variation over the yearseveryone brought something to drink, ordered something to eat, and left their attitude at the door, as much as humanly possiblebut the rules were strict: no discussion of professional news, only catching up with each other. No telling others outside the group about what went on in the room, save to say that it was a card game, nothing more. No television, and no radio either, because it only distracted and caused fuss. Bring cash and no whining, about anything.


I picked my way through the crowds toward the exit. Over the years the game had devolved from a rebellion into a retreat, a counter to the overstimulation that characterized most conferences. For many of the attendees, the attraction of being at a conference was the chance to slip the leash, behave badly in the company of their understanding professional peers, or find a little extracurricular sexual activity. I had been naively shocked when I realized this, early on, and it only tired me to think of it now. Drinking too much and dancing too late were one thing, but I just didnt understand how, morals quite apart, anyone could possibly have the time or the energy for an affair.


So the game was a chance to catch up with friends whod known each other for, well, almost two decades now; the longevity, a shock in itself. Wed passed the age in our lives when a wave across the room was enough to hold us until the next conference, because thered always be another event. Now, however, we wanted to spend some time with each other.


I guess I shouldnt have been so surprised when my graduate student Meg Garrity appeared in my path.


I was wondering if you needed another hand at the table, she said. I saw her flushing red to her roots, which were now what I assumed was her natural brown, for about two inches, then to another three-inch fringe of platinum. It looked interesting, but I couldnt tell whether she was doing it on purpose or just getting sloppy about color maintenance.


I blinked. Well, I


I mean, only if its cool, she hastily added, when she saw my surprise. I realized shed been watching me, waiting for this moment.


Well, were actually pretty full. I saw her face go carefully blank, and she nodded. Its just cards, Meg. Its just a bunch of us getting together, you know, to catch up and all. Its nothing special.


You dont have to explain, she said quickly. But if the look on her face was any indication, I did have to explain.


Honestly, Meg, its not like its the hot ticket of the social season. Its justfriendsno big deal. I mean, we dont even talk about work, all that much. If it was only up to me, Id say yes, but its not. You understand. Maybe you and Neal will be free later for that drink?


She nodded, but she turned away, her jaw set. Sure, no problem. Ill catch you later. Meg hurried off, even before I could say another word. I saw her find her fianc Neal and lead him to the dance floor. He complied with a fair competence and I wondered why I should be at all surprised he could dance.


She didnt understand, I realized, she even thought that I was trying to keep her out of something. Well, I was, but not the way she thought. This was not some kind of Star Chamber, a sanctum sanctorum where important and discipline-changing decisions were made. It was a room of friends in their late thirties and forties trying to act like human beings.


Shit. Well, I would have thought exactly the same thing at her age. I didnt even know whether Id have had the guts to ask to join the game, if Id been in her place. But it wasnt my decision, and it was over now.


With a sigh, I turned and headed for the elevator banks.




Hike up your skirts, ladies, were entering the gates of hell, I said, as I finished dealing the cards. Brad DuBois removed the emptied plates. Whos in? Carla?


Wait a minute, dont change the subject! Scott said. Never mind skirts! You were in your underwear?


Jay Whitaker furrowed his brow. Never mind that. Are we here to play cards or what? Chris, man, lend me twenty? Jay ran his hand through thinning brown hair; at least hed had the sense to cut off the damned ponytail hed been clinging to for years, leaving the last of his misspent youth behind him. Hed been partying hard since he arrived the night before and needed a shave and a change of chinos, but that was understandable as this was as much of a vacation as he ever got: The struggling contract company hed founded kept him digging all summer, and in the lab all winter.


Of course I was in my underwear, I said. Thats what makes the story embarrassing. What about it, Chris? I was only asking to keep Jay on tenterhooks; it was just so funny to watch, and plus, it kept him off his game. He and I played hard in our competitions over the years.


Im folding. Chris threw down his cards in disgust. I might as well still be at home, snowed in with Nell and the herd. Here, he said, handing some bills to Jay, make these last awhile this time, Jay-Bird.


Im sure that Nell would love to hear that, I said. Looks like lots of folks got hit by the storm on the way in last night; I noticed the crowd seemed pretty thin. What about it, Brad?


Bradford DuBois, occasionally known to his intimates as Brad the Boy, stood up, which didnt take long. He was short, thin, brown hair curled as tight as his uptight attitude. He was one of the most phenomenally lucky archaeologists I ever met, which counts almost as much as being good, which he also was. Im out. Anyone want a beer? I brought low-carb.


Thank God! Carla said. Now we can get down to the serious partying. She snorted in disgust, whether at her cards or the notion of Brads fake beer, no one could tell.


Im sorry, but can you please tell me the point of lowcarb beer? Lissa, known only to her parents as Elizabeth Bell Vance, wiped the last of the crumbs from her place at the table onto her empty plate. Isnt that water? Bring me a Bass. And a glass, would you? Thanks. Lissa was a poster child for the perfectly turned-out blond sorority sister, never a hair out of place, even when she chases bulldozers across battlefield sites in her hard hat.


Dont tell me youre going all carnivorous and carbophobic on us? Chris asked. Werent you a vegetarian this time last year?


Now were totally vegan, Brad said. Still am. And occasionally, we go uncooked, just for good measure. Im just watching my weight. Some of us could stand to. He glanced meaningfully at Chriss straining shirt buttons.


And by doing so, with one stroke, youve eliminated two of mans finest achievements: the invention of fire-on-demand and animal domestication. Chris remained happily unconcerned with his diet and his thickening waistline. Bring me a beer, boy! he called in his best imitation of Hagar the Horrible. Make it two! Real ones, none of your pallid Schweinwasser!


The rest of us put in our orders and Brad was kept busy for a few minutes ferrying beers to us. Carla, of course, changed her mind three times about brands, and he actually obliged her twice, then finally told her to go to hell when she complained about the label coming off the last bottle.


And may I say thank you again for rescuing me, Em? Lissa said. I swear, Bea Carters just like a big, obnoxious octopus, and once she gets you trapped, she sucks the life out of you.


Kinda mixing your metaphors there, arent ya, Lissa? Carla said.


You know what I mean. And Brad, thank you so much for finally, finally shaving that darn porn-star mustache of yours. You look ten years younger.


Brad bowed, on his way back with the beers. Francine likes me clean shaven too.


Anyway, whos got dirt? Lissa asked, after she opened her bottle and carefully poured it into a glass. As if we hadnt heard that hoary old line a thousand times.


No, youre not going to do this to me! Jay said. Lets play the damned game!



Scott was right there with him: Im out, too, but Emma, tell me what happened! There was underwear, you left off with underwear!


Okay, okay, I said. Carla and I exchanged raised eyebrows: something was up with Jays hand. So I was in there cleaning the bathroom


You clean the bathroom in your underwear? Scott said.


Naturally; how do you do it?


I dont clean the bathroom, he announced stiffly.


Figures, Lissa said. Makes his poor wife Cathy do it.


But Im sure she doesnt take off he started, confused. Was it possible? Had he missed it? You could practically see the questions running through his mind.


You dont want to drag your shirt over a wet tub or toilet, I explained, and you just end up splashing yourself anyway, and since youre probably going to just shower after you get done with the housework


And if you strip down to your birthday suit, Lissa added, youre giving up important support and protection, and trust me, if you dont want to have your shirt slapping against a wet tub, you sure dont want your boobs to either.


Trust Lissa not only to have made the experiment, but also to come back and report on it.


In any case, I interjected firmly, since it was cleaning day, it also meant that it was laundry day. So my garb was of a somewhat eclectic nature. It had been a couple of weeks since the laundry mound had actually moved closer to the washer so I paused to reshuffle my cards, not because I didnt know what I had, but to see Jays reaction. He watched me like a dog tracking a steak, and then he sat back and looked at his own cards in disgust. So his was that good a hand? I thought.


I continued out loud. So when I leaned out the window to wave to Brian, you know, give him a little thrill while he was working in the backyard?I was wearing a more festive variation on my usual undergarments. Recreational, shall we say?


You were wearing your date bra, Carla said.


Alas, yes. I was wearing my lucky leopard-print bra


Lucky Brian, more like. A matching ensemble, perhaps?


No, mores the pity. Not that that would have helped anything, because as I was leaning out to wave, I did not realize that Brians friend Roddy had dropped by to pick up some reports. No, it was Roddy who got my blinding smile and animal-printed cleavage.


What did you do? Lissa asked.


What could I do? I faced it out. I just kept waving and said, Hi, Roddy, tell Brian to take out the trash when he comes back, would you? Then I quietly collapsed under the window in a fit of mortification.


Jay was torn between what was clearly a fabulous hand and getting the lowdown on this heretofore unsuspected element of housecleaning. But what were you wearing below the waibelow the windowsill?


Ah, thats where I was glad that we dont have a balcony with French doors or anything that posh. I told you it was laundry day; I was wearing a pair of Brians plaid flannel boxers. It was quite a rig, let me tell you.


Carla took a swig of beer. Sounds comfortable.


It is, I said. Why do they always make mens clothing so much more comfortable and durable than womens clothing?


Dont forget cheaper, Chris added.


Its a conspiracy, I said.


I cant believe youd wear any mens clothing, Lissa said primly. I mean, yeah, maybe for kicks in bed, but its justI dont knowweird to wear it in public.


Im still dealing with the fact that she was half naked in front of a man, Scott said.


Oh, come off it. I wear less on the beach, Lissa said.



You wear less to the supermarket, Scott retorted.


The beach is a different context, Brad said. You dont just hang out at home naked, do you?


We all exchanged looks. Not naked, but not always dressed for company, I conceded. The rest of them nodded: that sounded about right.


Its different when you have kids. Dont get me wrong, Chris said. I dont want mine to be prudes, but I dont want them in therapy either, seeing dear old dad scratching and grinning in the altogether.


Can we please get back to playing cards! Jay was ready to blow a gasket.


Sure, I said. Coming around. How many you want?


I dealt cards to Lissa and Carla. Jay made a reluctant show of holding; I held my breath and took one.


Man, can you get over Roche, with his Julius Gilbert Garrisons? Lissa said. Talk about your constant refrain! Julius Gilbert Garrison this, Julius Gilbert Garrison that, we are here today to honor a man who


Who has caused more shrinks to retire early, Chris filled in, fat on the pickings of desperate archaeology students


Who has been a bigger setback to womens self-images than airbrushing I added.


Who is more steadfastly evil a villain than Darth Vader, Hannibal Lector, and Hitler all rolled into one, Carla finished.


I glanced over at Scott; he was doing his best to keep his head down and was noticeably quiet.


I mean, dont get me wrong, Lissa said. I like the guy, I just thought Roches butt-kissing was a bit florid.


I looked at her sharply. You like which guy? Not old Roche?


Hes all right, but I was talking about Garrison, Lissa said.


The mans a dickhead! Carla said.



Lissa shrugged. Hes always been nice to me.


Was he hitting on you? I asked.


No, he was getting me some data from the nineteen forties on forts that he knew about.


And he wasnt a jerk to you? I said.


Not a bit. Hes an awful oenophiliac, but I can forgive that in most people.


You can forgive someone for having a blood-clotting disorder? Thats big of you, Liss, Scott said.


Actually, its blood thinners hes on, I heard, Lissa said. And I said oenophiliac, not hemophiliac, you dope. As in, if you cut him, hed hemorrhage wine.


Not lately, Ive heard. Hes been on the wagon.


Then youre behind the times, Jay said. I saw him lapping it up earlier. And yeah, hes not a bad guy. Bit opinionated, maybe.


He shouldnt be drinking, not with that ticker of his, Scott muttered. Petra says hes on a boatload of new prescriptions.


Well, Ive never minded him either, Brad chimed in.


Who asked you? Carla was really annoyed now. She liked consensus in her loathing. I have to admit, I was surprised at Brad as well.


Brad ignored Carla. I dont have a problem with him. Hes not a friendly guy, but hes usually been decent to me. And look what hes done for the field. Practically established the field in the Northeast, one of the founding members of ASAA, authored some of the most important artifact studies of the early years. You cant deny that.


Fine. By any standards, yes, hes achieved a lot, but its like admiring the pyramids without asking who suffered to get it done. Runs roughshod over people, uses and abuses them. Carla looked to Scott. Help me out, man. Tell us some horror stories from your days as his lackey.


Nope. He fiddled with his beer bottle, giving it all his focus. I dont live in the past. It was tough, its over now. Thats it.


Youre an archaeologist; of course you live in the past.


Not me. Its over, I dont worry about it now.


Carla snorted with disgust.


I got the bidding started and watched Jay get more and more excited. His betand potential raisewould tell me whether I could get away with what I planned. I mentally crossed my fingers.


Carla said, So did everyone see Emmas new car? Quite the sporty little number. Jetta.


How do you like it, Em? Chris asked.


I like it a lot, so far. Peppy, I said, feigning concentration.


Yeah, and its just the car for her too, Carla said. Heaps plenty of abuse on her, just the way Emma likes it. Little Miss Control Freak.


Oh? I said. This was a well-worn path we were traveling.


Yeah. Youre so uptight that when the ABS light comes on, you think its time to go to the gym and work on your gut.


Very funny, Carla, I said, feeling unreasonably nettled.


Lissa was caught drinking, and ended up gargling some of her beer, not quite a nostril purge. Yeah, and when she sees the airbag logo, she thinks the car is telling her shes talking too much! She almost choked again, laughing at her own joke.


Youre all a riot, I said, shuffling my cards around one more time. I couldnt understand why these retread jokes, as much a tradition as the game itself, should bother me so. Dont we ever talk about archaeology anymore?


Jeez, Em, all we do here is talk about archaeology. This is for fun, this is us hanging out. Talking about your uptightitude, Jays familiarity with every croupier in every casino on the planet, Lissas sex life


Well, if were not talking shop, lets go back to discussing Lissas sex life. And leave me and my foibles out of it.



Fine with me, she said, wiping the last of the beer off her chin. Did I tell you?


We heard a strangled noise come from across the table. Emma! Play the frigging game!


We all turned to Jay, who had turned bright red. His heel was no longer wagging, but he was spastically tapping his cards on the table. His OvenStuffer timer had popped and he was done to a turn, I thought, as I admired my handiwork. If hed been a turkey instead of a pigeon, that is.


Gotta pay to find out, I guess, huh, Jay? So what are you so excited about?


Jay shrugged. Youll see.


I threw in a couple more bills to call, then dramatically raised Jays raise. Everyone looked at me in surprise. I dont know, I said, I guess Ive had too much beer.


Ha!
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