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			1

			ONE JUNE MORNING in 1986, at my farmhouse in Vermont, I stepped from bed as the sun had only just lifted an eyebrow over the Green Mountains: always a coveted moment in my day, when I lean into beginnings, thinking about the work ahead of me—in this case, a novel about the last days of Tolstoy that had begun to glimmer at the edges of my conscious mind. My wife and children were still asleep, and I couldn’t help but look at them fondly. How could I resist these sweet little boys who drove me nuts at times, as children must do, as it’s their job? Or a bright, affectionate wife who didn’t seem to mind my occasional flights of idiocy, offering a rueful smile at times, sometimes a deep laugh? This bounty felt undeserved and probably was. With a sense of gratitude, even amazement, I made my way downstairs into the country kitchen, where I brewed a strong cup of Irish Breakfast tea for myself before going into my study at the other end of the house.

			As I often did before settling at the stained trestle table that still anchors my study, I turned on the radio to catch the headlines, tuning in to the BBC on a shortwave radio that my old friend and mentor, Alastair Reid, had recently given to me as a gift for my thirty-eighth birthday. When the newscaster read the day’s top stories, I was stunned to hear that Jorge Luis Borges, the great Argentine writer “who blended fact and fiction in a peerless sequence of narratives that defied all boundaries and set off the Boom in Latin American literature,” had died in Geneva at the age of eighty-six. “He was a man of many stories,” the announcer said. “As a writer, he explored the most idiosyncratic spaces in the human experience, a lover of labyrinths and mirrors, a shapeshifting writer who could never be defined.”

			
			Memories surfaced now. I had met Borges when I was a graduate student many years before, in Scotland, and traveled with him from St. Andrews to the Highlands and back. Our encounter lasted only a week or so, but it forced a shift in me, a change of perspective, hitting me at just the right time. And all I knew for sure was that my way of being in the world was never quite the same after Borges.

			Standing at the window, I looked into the garden below at a bed of Oriental poppies, the blood-bright cheeks of the flowers turning toward me. Did they notice my stinging eyes? I thought so, and stepped away from the window. I’m not someone who cries easily, but I wept that day. Weeping as much for myself as for Borges, remembering the callow, overly serious, shy, and often terrified fellow I was when we met, trying to weigh this against the man I’d become, still wondering what on earth had happened to me in Scotland some fifteen years before.

			

			—

			
			In 1970, having just graduated from Lafayette College and moved (briefly, I hoped) back in with my parents in Scranton, Pennsylvania, I saw two choices: stay at home, where my mother would chop off my balls, or go to Vietnam, where they’d be blown off by a landmine. A third choice, less apparent at first but finally obvious, was to leave the United States altogether, getting as far away as possible. The place that called to me was a small town on the East Neuk of Fife, in Scotland.

			St. Andrews had already provided me with a much-needed escape and given me a feeling of vocation, as I’d studied there for my junior year abroad. During a memorable year, I’d made friends easily, much to my surprise, mixing with Scottish and English students, befriending a handful of Continental students, too. The lectures I attended were often appealing—florid rhetorical performances of a kind unfamiliar to me—and I’d learned a good deal, especially from intense one-on-one tutorials with a range of eccentric but erudite teachers. (One of them held tutorials at his ramshackle flat, where his wife served us tea wearing a face mask as she was “sensitive to germs.”)

			Most important, in Scotland I’d begun to write, recording my daily life in a journal, which I hoped (mentally cribbing a phrase from Robert Lowell) would shimmer with “the grace of accuracy.” No detail seemed too inconsequential to record, and I often filled pages with quotations from things I’d read or recorded snippets of conversation I’d overheard in tea shops or pubs. I also began to write my own poems. They were imitative and unmemorable, as one might expect, but this was a thrilling turn. I’d decided—for reasons based on no demonstrable talent or experience—to make a profession of writing.

			
			I thought I knew quite a bit about literature, though I had a skim of learning, the lightest froth on a cup which was not even an especially big cup. Nonetheless, I’d begun to read with a sense of urgency. I gulped more than read books like Walden and Leaves of Grass, The Great Gatsby and Look Homeward, Angel. I scooped up Hesse, Woolf, Kerouac, Lawrence, McCullers, Nabokov, Beckett, and others. In libraries I leafed eagerly through the large, crisp pages of The New York Review of Books, drawn to provocative pieces by the likes of Gore Vidal, Joan Didion, Norman Mailer, and Susan Sontag. I attended readings by writers, some of them famous (Allen Ginsberg, James Dickey, Paul Goodman), and felt quite sure that literature would provide access to worlds far beyond Scranton.

			I set my sights on graduate study in St. Andrews, though I knew it would be a battle to persuade my parents that this sort of move made sense. I was my mother’s first child, and she had been possessive from the first breath I drew. (My sister, Dorrie, was two years behind me, and her being a girl did not make it any easier with my mother, to put it mildly.) I was “backward,” my mother frequently said, which meant I was frightened by strangers, put off by everyone and everything. As a baby, I screamed whenever somebody unfamiliar stepped into the room. Only my mother could comfort me, and she encouraged this dependence. It wasn’t intentionally smothering, I suspect, but the results were the same. Needless to say, I would have great difficulty separating from her. Adulthood seemed a far, impossible kingdom.

			
			My mother all but had a nervous breakdown when I left for Scotland the first time. “You’re going where?” she asked. “Scotland? Are you crazy? Nobody goes to Scotland!” The night before my first departure, in 1968, she hurled herself onto the bed in the hotel in New York in a state of emotional disarray. Her bitter wailing kept me awake in the adjacent room throughout the night, and she looked exhausted when she said goodbye to me at the docks the next morning, hardly uttering a word. I sailed away to Britain on a rickety Italian liner that she told me “was unstable and would probably sink.” It’s no wonder I wept quietly in my bunk on that low-rent ship on the eight-day journey from New York to Southampton. This was a kind of weaning for me, as I now see. I was shedding my old life as best I could. I could easily imagine my mother crying herself to sleep in Scranton, night after night, but I steeled myself, knowing that I had to go through whatever lay before me, no matter how painful.

			My father was a genial worrywart, the son of Italian immigrants who spoke very little English and could offer their five sons few advantages beyond bowls of handmade linguini and homegrown vegetables. (My grandmother shot rabbits from her back porch and turned them into ragu.) Like many of his generation, children of the Great Depression, my father suffered from a pervasive cautiousness. The sidewalks of his mind were strewn with banana peels. He had been forced to leave high school well before graduating, but with a bit of luck and grit he made his way in the insurance business, selling local families policies that (I fear) he never quite understood himself. Every day he wore a suit with a starched white shirt and a colorful silk tie, holding his head high in Scranton. He polished his shoes before leaving the house with an exaggerated fervor. He had “made it.” And yet he continued to worry intensely about the future, especially my future.

			
			So did I, and I was given a bottle of tranquilizers (old-fashioned barbiturates that would have stunned a horse) by our family doctor “to steady my nerves” before I set off to graduate school. “Don’t be so anxious,” Dr. Evans said to me. “All this nervousness isn’t good for you. If you stay up all night, you won’t get enough sleep. Just take the pills and stop worrying.”

			So what exactly was I worried about? Pretty much everything, I think. The tidal wave of sex, drugs, and rock and roll on which my peers gleefully surfed felt to me more like a sea I might drown in. I was a virgin and afraid I might stay one forever. And more than anything, I was terrified of Vietnam, furious about a war fought over an illusion of freedom or world dominance or—more probably—something I couldn’t even imagine.

			I had turned against the war during my freshman year in college, marching on Washington in 1967 and again in the spring of 1970. Like most college kids, I knew what I thought I knew: the war in Southeast Asia was immoral, stupid, and cruel. The antiwar writings of Howard Zinn, Noam Chomsky, and others became part of my permanent mental library. Making matters worse, my draft board had recently taken an interest in me, shifting my status after graduation from 2-S (student deferment) to 1-A (fit for active duty), even though I had drawn a reasonably high number in the lottery. I never quite metabolized this lucky draw and feared the worst, as my draft board in Lackawanna County was notorious, a prolific maw that gobbled up young men. Several of my friends from high school had been swept into the army, and one of them would soon end up in some godforsaken camp near the DMZ.

			
			I still have nightmares about that morning at the armory in Scranton when, standing naked in line with dozens of others, I was prodded and poked by army doctors. “You call that a prick?” one sergeant yelled as I tried to hide my shriveled penis, which prompted barking laughter at my expense. One skinny guy I’d known from a tenth-grade physics class was there, and he passed out cold on the floor, foaming at the mouth, drawing his knees into a fetal position. “Send him first,” one of the recruiters said. “He’ll scare the shit out of them gooks.”

			My mother was as determined as I was to keep me out of the action. Though I passed the army physical with flying colors, she was convinced I was unfit for service. “Think about your allergies. All night as a young boy you were coughing. That wheeze! You kept your poor sister awake all night. You still cough too much, especially in the spring, with the flowers, and it would keep the other soldiers awake in the barracks. They have enough to deal with in Vietnam without your health problems.” She had no end of schemes to keep me out of the military. As she wrote in one letter during my senior year in college, “Your Uncle Julie is well connected, and he knows a doctor who will certify that you can hardly breathe. Think how your chest feels when you exert yourself! And those feet of yours, without the arches. You couldn’t walk more than a few miles without sitting. What kind of army wants that? And by the way: Stop being so political. Why did you have to march on Washington, not once but twice? You’re not one of those hippies. You don’t understand as much about these things as you think you do.”

			
			I spent many nights in the summer of 1970 arguing about the war with family and friends, especially Billy Giordano (as I will call him here), who had been a companion for some years, playing on my baseball team in junior high, joining me in pickup football after school in the fall, sometimes camping with me in the Poconos. He wasn’t a “smart kid,” as they say: not in any academic way. But I liked his freshness, his energy, and the kind of wild, subversive intelligence that doesn’t show up on exams. I made a point of seeking him out in the cafeteria at West Scranton High and finding ways to hang around him.

			“This is our time,” he said only a day or so before he enlisted in the infantry that July, doing this “to avoid the draft”—a move that was perversely illogical and self-defeating. Unless, of course, what you really wanted was to go to Vietnam. “My dad was in the war against Hitler and Tojo,” he told me, “and he never regretted it. He thinks I should go.”

			“Does he think I should go?”

			
			“You should do whatever the fuck you want.”

			When Billy came over to my house for a final visit before his induction, it was hard to look at him closely: the once innocently smooth face had become craggy, full of worry lines that summer. He had somehow broken a front tooth, which gave his smile a threatening appearance. He’d let his beard grow, unevenly; it showed itself in clumps of bristle on his cheeks and chin. His long and greasy hair brushed against his shoulders, and his neck needed shaving. He smelled of beer and cigarettes, had grown a little heavy, and spoke with a kind of pressured speech, as if History itself leaned over his shoulder and listened. Images of him at various stages in his adolescence floated in my head as I watched him talking. I saw him beside me in a canoe, fishing on some remote pond. Or dancing in the high school gym, making a fool of himself by leaping onto a table and bobbing his head obscenely to the lyrics of “Barbara Ann.” I always hoped to pitch on the baseball team in high school, and Billy was a gifted catcher who would let me throw lousy pitch after pitch into the dwindling pink-orange dusk at the sandlot field in Keyser Valley. When dark fell, we would sit together under a canopy of stars on the railroad tracks, talking about the nature and strangeness of life.

			“I don’t know if there’s a God,” Billy had said to me once, “but there is pussy in the world. And I want to get as much of it as I can before I die. I do, yes, dear God.” I didn’t know whether or not to believe him, but I found his stories irresistible. And I loved Billy in part for the fearless way he lived his life. He took risks, and he encouraged me—without much success—to take risks. “If you don’t lay it on the line, Jay,” he would say, “what is the fucking point? Is there a fucking point?”

			
			My mother, too, kept asking, “Is there any point?” But what she questioned was my plan to return to Scotland, an unimaginable place. And my wish to leave her. She thought I should go to law school or just find a job of some kind. To this day I have a recurrent nightmare about opening a law practice in Scranton. I occupy the top floor of a nondescript building near the courthouse on North Washington Avenue. My mother sits at the metal receptionist’s desk, bellowing at would-be clients on the telephone or in person. This was a fantasy of hers, too: she wanted to sit at that desk, in control of all communications with her son, a dragon folded in the gate of Jay Parini, Attorney at Law. And woe to all who dared to enter this sacred space without her approval.

			But I intended to make a profession of literature, as I announced one morning at breakfast with my father.

			“Is literature a profession?” he asked plaintively.

			I didn’t let on that I was troubled by the same question. Could I really make a go of writing—especially if what I wanted to write was poetry? There was always journalism, I told myself. I could write dogmatic book reviews for newspapers or do lofty interviews with writers or intellectuals, the sort of pieces that fatten the Sunday supplements and sometimes grow into books. Making a living by one’s pen wasn’t easy, I knew that much. You could write thrillers or detective stories, even tales of horror, but as I almost never read this kind of fiction, the fantasy of success in those genres was simply that, a fantasy.

			
			The one thing I knew for sure was that I would never return to the safe, simple, unquestioning life that my parents had sought and found for themselves in northeastern Pennsylvania in the wake of a war that had killed sixty million people around the world. I had to get away from them and Scranton, away from all the long suffocating meals and nonsensical conversations, the fatal lethargy of “normal” life.

			

			—

			During my final year at Lafayette, I wrote to Professor Alec Falconer, chair of the English Department at St. Andrews, asking to be admitted as a Ph.D. student. I had very little awareness of what exactly my studies would entail, were I lucky enough to be accepted, or how long they might take, as the catalogue descriptions were opaque. The main thing, it seemed, was that “after at least nine terms of residence” one must submit “an original thesis of some length.” It would be “conducted under the supervision of the university.” That seemed like something I could manage, though I didn’t know the specifics.

			During my previous stint in Scotland, I had discovered, in a used bookstore in Edinburgh, a volume of poems called Loaves and Fishes by George Mackay Brown. His tart, oddly inflected voice—like nothing I’d ever heard before—was a bell that rang in my head as I walked through the streets of that beautiful city. I had memorized half a dozen of his poems, and tried to write like him myself. Soon I discovered A Time to Keep, a slim volume of his stories set on Orkney, a remote island off the north coast of Scotland. The lyrical sway of his prose moved me, the way he dug into the emotional lives of ordinary people living in isolation from the rest of the world. The protagonists ranged from Viking raiders to lonely crofters and fishermen: figures so far from anything I had ever known but nonetheless present on the page in crisp, elemental language. I half wondered if one day I might not apply some of the same techniques to my own little world of Scranton.

			
			In my application to Professor Falconer, I proposed a thesis on George Mackay Brown, talking knowledgeably about his unfolding career as a poet and writer of fiction, though I had only a few scraps of information about him and hardly knew the full range of his work. To my satisfaction and surprise, Falconer wrote back within a few weeks in his tiny hand with black India ink on letterhead. “The University has accepted your application for postgraduate study, and I think this is a reasonably good idea for a thesis. In any case, we shall discuss the matter, and I will be glad to admit you into the doctoral program under my supervision. Good luck in your journey from distant parts.”

			I showed this letter to my parents, and we sat around the kitchen table discussing it. “Are we living in distant parts?” my father wondered with a smirk. My mother was less philosophical. “You can’t do this to me,” she said. I tried to explain that I was doing nothing “to her.” This was something “for me.” My father, bless him, suggested that “it could probably do no harm to try my hand at this sort of thing.” Upon graduation, I had been given an award by Lafayette that pretty much paid for my first two years of graduate study in St. Andrews, and I knew my father would help me financially as needed. He wasn’t sure what “graduate study in literature” meant, but the military option—going to Vietnam—held no mythic pull for him, never having himself served in the army because he had a hernia and flat feet, and he hoped (I think) that if I got out of the way for a few years, the war would pass, and I would return to Scranton and resume “normal” life.

			
			In any case, I insisted that I was going to Scotland, knowing that my parents would not stop me. The alternative was Vietnam, as I noted. “At least you’ll be safe in Scotland,” my mother said grudgingly, “though Scotch girls have a bad reputation, and the men apparently wear skirts.”

			

			—

			And so, with anxiety and fear but also hope, I traveled back to Scotland. I dearly wished, as Thoreau put it in my favorite sentence from Walden, “to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” It’s embarrassing to admit, but I wrote that too-famous sentence on the front page of the first journal I bought in St. Andrews at a little stationer’s shop on the corner of Church and South Street, in late September, when I was twenty-two.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			WHEN I ARRIVED, in the fall of 1970, for my second period of study, St. Andrews seemed a universe to itself, out of communication with the rest of the world. The effects of the Second World War had not faded completely in Scotland, even after twenty-five years, and a kind of austerity persisted in the scantily heated rooms of residence halls and student flats, in the thin soup served up at lunch and dinner, and in the wizened faces of veterans who walked the streets on crutches or hovered over pints in dark pubs with a vacant look in their eyes. They had seen the worst, in far-flung parts of a world at war, and their wounds, physical and emotional, would never heal. I had one genial tutor, Cedric Collier, who never tired of talking about the Italian campaign, remembering the Eighth Army under Monty and their unhappy assault on German forces in Sicily. “In the rocky foothills of Mount Etna,” he would say, “they foiled us. What?”

			That startled “What?”—the final beat in any statement of his—always took me aback. It was as if he were still reliving his bafflement and shame at Britain’s having been foiled in those remote foothills.

			
			If there was an element of suppressed madness about the place, St. Andrews also inspired me with its beauty. Long beaches defined the town. On one side was the East Sands, an inlet full of fishing boats that had known more bountiful times. These salt-weakened vessels smelled of rotting fishnets and old lines and reeked with the memory of hauls gone by. A few barnacle-encrusted skiffs had been dragged onto the sands and waited for summer, the paint flaking on their hulls. I rarely visited this particularly scraggy bit of shoreline, which had an alien quality. The West Sands was another story. That brilliant wide beach curled westward around the bay toward an inlet of the River Tay. Its sands were glassy where the tide fell away and made an excellent route for runners, who would pick their way through bladderwrack and shells, the white bones of driftwood and the skeletons of fish or crabs. Oystercatchers called cheep cheep, wading into the surf with their orange beaks and spindly legs, while gulls swooped from the sky. The air tingled, and the water in the early morning or late afternoon was a shield of gold.

			During my first term, I settled into a pattern of life that included an early run along the West Sands. This struck me as the most beautiful beach in the universe, a place where I could connect with a deep spiritual reality. God was there, in the sand and tumbling surf, in the blue-green bay. I followed my run with a long bath (I liked to read in the tub), coffee with fellow students in a nearby café, then a long day in the university library on South Street, where I found a chilly upper room in Parliament Hall where I seemed the only occupant. I settled at a table in one corner and began to write my thesis on Mackay Brown.

			
			Professor Falconer had agreed to supervise this project in our initial correspondence, though he said unnervingly in a subsequent letter that “we should deliberate on the choice of subject when you arrive in St. Andrews. Brown is perhaps unsuitable for research. He is not a well-known writer, and he seems to be still alive.” That Falconer had already been prey to second thoughts on my thesis topic actually terrified me, and it only got worse on subsequent meetings, when his reservations became increasingly clear. “I’m not sure this is going to work out,” he would say. “Americans come here, but they don’t understand.” The problem was, I had no fallback position. If my thesis didn’t go forward, what then? I could too easily imagine myself being sucked back, caught in Scranton or Saigon—and sometimes I didn’t see much difference between them.

			On the other hand, it was a little hard to take Alec Falconer seriously. He was a vaguely senescent fellow in his late sixties, a man who had been an officer in the Royal Navy during the war and had spent much of his subsequent life thinking about the relationship between Shakespeare and the sea. The Bard, Falconer argued, had shown a remarkable familiarity with shipboard protocol, so he must surely have been a naval man during his famous “lost years.” He made this improbable case at length in his 1964 “masterwork,” Shakespeare and the Sea. As Falconer suggested, “A naval officer of the twentieth century can have little difficulty in recognizing, even in its Elizabethan and Jacobean setting, a familiar world of intelligence reports, fleet orders, signals, strategy, maneuvers and royal naval ceremony.” He noted, by way of evidence from Othello, that when a second ship is sighted on the horizon, an age-old cry invariably went up: “A sail! A sail!”

			
			It was, Professor Falconer told me, most unfortunate that “an American so-called scholar” from a “minor university in the hinterlands” had recently argued that during his lost years Shakespeare would almost certainly have been working in the legal field at the Inns of Court in London; otherwise he could never have written with such ease about these matters, nor would he have relied so heavily on tort law and jurisprudence for metaphors, as in Sonnet 46, where a litigation between the speaker’s heart and eye provides the explicit structure and context of the poem, complete with pleadings and a final verdict. Falconer, showing me a copy of this book, referred to his rival as a “mountebank and a fraud.”

			Once on a wet evening I ran into Falconer on The Scores, a windblown street overlooking the bay near Castle House, home of the School of English. Holding his oversized fedora in place with one hand, he said to me wistfully, his face pinched, “It’s a cruel night on the sea, lad. A cruel night.” It didn’t surprise me to learn that a decade later he succumbed to dementia, ending his days in a mental asylum at Stratheden, a few miles from St. Andrews, where he spent his time writing Shakespeare’s sonnets from memory, convinced they were his own and amazed by the felicity of his pen.

			
			The madness of all this didn’t worry me, so long as it didn’t interfere with my pursuit of George Mackay Brown. I determined to proceed, having decided that Falconer’s dithering might work in my favor. He would not resist me, I convinced myself.

			At this time postgraduates had few living options in St. Andrews—there were only a handful of available rooms in Deans Court, the single residence hall for this category of student, and I couldn’t get one there. Eventually I moved into some rooms at the top of a house owned by a young lecturer in English called Tony Ashe. He and his wife, Susan, became close friends and confidants, almost surrogate parents. (Not a week goes by, fifty years later, that I don’t talk on the phone with Tony, now in his mid-eighties.) But for some time during my first year back in St. Andrews I rented a damp basement flat in a Georgian townhouse on Hope Street, one of the most elegant eighteenth-century streets in the old town (as opposed to the “new town,” where most houses were postwar construction). My landlady was the elderly Miss Ross, a minuscule woman with a purple beaked nose and a bun of gray hair; she wore thick woolen skirts that repelled the rain and would probably have repelled bullets. I paid her a sum of £7 each week for the privilege of occupying this dismal flat, and I was responsible for the heat, which depended on a shilling meter in a grate. This electric “fire”—a trio of horizontal bars—would blaze mightily and scorch your shins if you stood too close, though it generally cast more light than heat into the sitting room, which had a cramped table in one corner where I could eat by myself or entertain, at most, a single guest. (I often wrote at this table at night or early in the morning.) In the tiny kitchen there was a metal sink, a hot plate, a toaster, and a small fridge. In a narrow cupboard by the door I kept tins of tuna, tomato soup, beans, and boxes of Weetabix. A loaf of crusty brown bread from Fisher & Donaldson, a nearby bakery, invariably sat on the bread board by the sink, and it would disappear over three or four days.

			
			What more did I need?

			Miss Ross was a dour woman who attended a very “low” church, as she put it. It was Protestant with deep Calvinist roots. She assumed that as an Italian-American I was a practicing Roman Catholic so never tried to tempt me to her faith. (My father had in fact turned Protestant to marry my mother and was ordained as a Baptist minister in middle age. Faith, for him, had come suddenly and absorbed him fully, and I grew used to seeing him at breakfast with an open King James Bible in the Scofield edition beside his English muffin and grape jelly. He made endless notes in the margins and memorized whole chapters.) I occasionally went upstairs for tea, and we were often joined by her sister, also Miss Ross, who lived nearby in what had been the family home on Bell Street. My landlady referred to me as “my young American” and took pride in having a “postgraduate scholar from abroad” in her flat. “Don’t ruin your eyes!” she would say, echoing my mother’s frequent warning about the dangers of reading. “I see the piles of books in your flat, and with such fine print!”

			
			At first the thickness of her accent posed an obstacle, but I soon echoed it back. “Do you ken?” she would ask if I looked baffled. “Aye,” I would say. “I ken.”

			The pursuit of a research degree in English in St. Andrews was open-ended to a maddening degree. To my dismay, I learned from other students that it could take up to a decade to push through the academic underbrush to a doctoral end point, and sometimes I felt as if I had marooned myself in this unlikely spot for what might easily amount to a decade. Already I could sense that the kind of focused work necessary to attain a doctorate might exceed my patience. Complicating matters further, I didn’t know if I could afford to stay for more than two years without an extra bit of help from the university, though my father was happy enough to send regular checks to “tide me over,” as he put it. But his letters would often end: “I think you should be applying to law schools in Pennsylvania. There is room in Scranton for good lawyers. And your mother agrees with me.”

			Of course she did.

			My anxieties about being sucked back into life at home increased when, after only a month in St. Andrews, I received another letter from Scranton, one I’d been expecting with dread: a notice from my draft board. I studied the envelope (forwarded by my mother) closely—even smelled the paper—and, after some hesitation, put it unopened into the top drawer of my bedroom dresser. Other letters from the draft board would follow, amounting to a small passel, which I bound with a rubber band and hid beneath my underwear. It frightened me that the letters kept coming. Did they insist I report for duty? What if I didn’t appear? Could they come to Scotland and arrest me? Would a return to the States put me in legal jeopardy? I determined that I would never open those letters. Not ever.

			
			In a gesture of self-liberation, one night I flushed my last bottle of tranquilizers down the toilet. There was relief in that swirl of water, a cleansing. I would keep myself alive and functioning without their help and deal with my anxieties on my own. (And I felt quite sure that they actually increased my panic, the sense of dread that had been dogging my days and lengthening my wakeful nights, when eternities opened between each fat tick of the clock beside my bed.)

			

			—

			One morning on The Scores I ran into a tutor from my undergraduate year, a woman of fifty called Miss Anne Wright, whose brisk cheer I had liked. She was Miss Jean Brodie (as portrayed by Maggie Smith in the film) come back from the dead. In her strangulated voice, pushing through gritted teeth with unbearable faux brightness, she said, “Ah, Mr. Parini! What a lovely name! I remember your name! Are you an Italian?”

			“Hello, Miss Wright.”

			“Why are you here?”

			“Where?”

			“In Scotland!”

			I explained that I had come back to St. Andrews as a postgraduate and would remain as long as it took to get a doctorate in the School of English.

			“Oh, dear,” she said. “I hear determination in your voice. Never a good thing. But come for tea. We must talk.”

			
			She meant that I should come at once, and I obliged.

			Miss Wright was the warden of Hamilton Hall, a university residence for women that, when it was built in the last decade of the nineteenth century, had been known as the Grand Hotel. Its imposing red-brick façade overlooked the Old Course and the Royal & Ancient, the oldest and most prestigious golf club in the world. She had a spacious flat on the top floor, with a dizzy-making view of St. Andrews Bay and the West Sands. On a clear day you could see the violet hills of Angus in the middle distance, with the Highlands reaching beyond to the northwest.

			She served me slices of Battenberg cake (a distinctive sponge cake of yellow and pink squares covered in marzipan) and Earl Grey tea.

			“Now, Jay. Or should I call you Mr. Parini?”

			“Jay is fine.”

			“It’s very fine! Is it short for something?”

			“No. Just Jay.”

			“In which case,” she said, “it will have to do.”

			I took another slice of the cake.

			“You were not so good at English history, if I remember,” she said, as if to herself, referring to my tutorials in the fall term of 1968.

			“The English kings and queens,” I said. “I never got them straight.”

			“Americans don’t.” She poured the tea. “Too many Georges. And Edwards! The business of James confuses everyone, as he changed numbers.” She helped herself to a bit of cake and chewed it slowly, then licked her long fingers. The blue veins in her neck stood out like steel cables. “What do you hope to do with yourself? Do excuse my curiosity. I’m not polite.”

			
			“A research degree, as I said.”

			“I know, but for what reason? One must have a reason for doing things. Otherwise it’s like a windmill beating the air.”

			“I want to write.”

			“Really?”

			“Poetry, yes. I write poems.”

			“Ah, poetry. Then you must meet Alastair.”

			“Who?”

			“Alastair Reid. He was a student here after the war. An old friend. Something of a rake, but never mind.” A peculiar look overwhelmed her, as if she remembered something she wished she hadn’t. “Alastair was in the Pacific war.” She paused. “I’ve never liked them, the Japs. Do you?”

			“I’ve never met anyone from Japan,” I said sternly. “I really don’t have any bad feelings about them.”

			“A diplomat! Good for you.”

			“Is Alastair a poet?”

			“To his fingernails. He came back from Ohio or Iowa or somewhere a few months ago. With his son. They have a marvelous house, Pilmour Cottage. On the West Sands, right on the golf course. Shall I introduce you?”

			Without awaiting my response, she lifted the telephone and called him, and Alastair picked up at once, as if awaiting her call.

			“I have a young man here, Alastair, a former student. An Italian from America. Mr. Parini. Very serious, and perhaps too serious. But no matter. He wants to write poetry, and I told him I would introduce you.”

			
			She winked at me, waiting for a response.

			“Thank you, darling Alastair,” she said at last. “I shall arrange it.” She stared at me with triumph in her eyes. “Noon tomorrow. You will find Alastair at the Cross Keys, in the bar. Be careful, however. He likes his drink.”
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