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Zach Sandstrom handwrote the following on a clean sheet of 8½ x 11 paper:

––––––––
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26 February 2012

Dear Becca,

I started writing these scenes after more than three decades not really knowing why I wrote—maybe to try to make sense of it all, maybe to try to unburden my heart, maybe to try to honor what we were granted so long ago. I didn’t know why; I still don’t.

What I do know is that the scenes flowed forth easily and naturally, as if from some pure spring buried deep and balked but freed now with a spade-full of dirt tossed to one side, the right rock loosed and rolled away.

Nor do I know why I’m sending them to you. Maybe they’re meant as gift, some chance at a smile or the warm glow of recollection. Or maybe I’m asking you to share part of the weight I’ve borne these thirty years, not that I doubt you’ve carried your own version of that weight, but maybe now I’m asking you to help carry mine.

Or maybe I just desire renewed witness, from one not independent but not attached, to the extremes of light and darkness (mostly light) bestowed as both blessing and curse on an unwitting pair in the prime of God’s joy.

Whatever their purpose, whatever their effect, I hope they find you healthy and happy. You deserve those rewards more than anyone I’ve ever known.

Your friend from long ago,

Zach








He clipped the note to a neatly typed, crisply arranged sheaf of printed pages, slid the packet into a brown mailer, and addressed it to Rebecca Coles Newman in Greenville, South Carolina. Then he took the envelope to the post office and released it to the world, or at least to one precious part of it.
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Part I


Sea Change
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Zach spotted her amidst the crowd soon as he rounded the corner to the quad where they were holding the Humanities Welcome. There were maybe thirty students and a handful of faculty advisors gathered under an open-sided tent trying unsuccessfully to escape the pounding sun and the oppressive humidity of the late-August late afternoon. The minute he saw her he realized that his rush home from a sweaty and exhausting day working in Barton’s yard, his quick shower, his sweaty drive up here in his truck with no air-conditioning (why’d he bother to shower, anyway? why’d anybody bother to shower in this heat and humidity?), and his half-jog across campus were worth the effort. Few things could’ve made it worthwhile, but she was one of those few. 

As he approached the tent a tall, athletic middle-aged man with curly blond hair and a dark tan that made him look younger than he was greeted him and shook his hand. The man identified himself as Morris Houston, Professor of Sociology, and Humanities Dean. He welcomed Zach to their gathering and to Avery University then advised him that this period of refreshments and socializing would be followed by a brief orientation session. He handed him a packet that included the names of all the humanities transfers and the college they were transferring from, invited him to pick-up his nametag from the table (it was the last one), and suggested he get himself something to drink. Zach thanked him for his hospitality and welcome. He walked to the table and picked up the nametag, peeled off the backing to expose the adhesive, then decided not to put the tag on for fear it wouldn’t stick to his damp shirt. He crumpled it and stuck it in the pocket of his tan pants.

Then, with some considerable trepidation and reluctance, he tucked his chin and strode into the crowd of intimidating strangers (for Zach, all strangers were intimidating).

At the bowl of lemonade, a short, dark-haired boy with a pale face and black rimmed glasses said to him without looking up, “Wonder which one’s the guy from Yale?”

Zach donned an expression of curiosity. “Which one do you think?”

“Well, it could be him.” He gestured toward a good-looking preppy guy dressed in top-sider shoes with no socks, khaki shorts, and a madras-cloth shirt.

Zach had to admit that the guy looked like he was born cool. “Could be him,” Zach agreed. “But if so, it looks like he wished he’d stayed at Yale.”

“Yeah. Who’d be crazy enough to leave there to come here?”

“Good question,” Zach said.

A few strides farther down the table, Zach ran into an attractive dark-haired girl named Lynn who was helping herself to some of the cheese that was melting on top of soggy crackers. She also was curious about the classmate from Yale. “I’m from Connecticut,” she said, “but Yale was never on my radar screen.”

“Where’d you transfer from?”

“Conn College.”

“That’s a good school.”

“I guess, but no Yale.”

“Yale’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

“You know?”

“Yes. I went there for two years.”

Lynn looked at him in surprise.

“Don’t look like the Yale type?” Zach asked.

“Don’t act like the Yale type. And in my book, that’s a good thing.”

“I’ll take it as a compliment, then,” Zach said. “And I couldn’t agree with you more. I wasn’t the Yale type. That probably had something to do with my unhappiness there.”

“So why here?”

Zach sighed. “That’s a long story,” he said. The story included withdrawing from Yale, marrying his high-school girlfriend, living two tumultuous years in Boston, separating from his wife, finding writing as an outlet to his pain and confusion, discovering Barton Cosgrove’s fiction, learning that Barton Cosgrove taught at Avery University, applying to transfer to Avery, being accepted as a transfer student to Avery, and moving to Shefford earlier that summer. It was a story that didn’t lend itself to discussion over melting cheese on soggy crackers. It was a story that maybe didn’t lend itself to discussion with anyone anywhere.

“Maybe you could tell it to me one day,” Lynn said.

He nodded. “I’d like that.”

Zach moved a little further along the table to where he found a bowl of chips that wasn’t yet stale. He nibbled on a handful and sipped his lemonade.

“Zachary Sandstrom.”

He turned. There stood the girl he’d spotted from far off. She was even more lovely up close than from a distance—her blond hair radiant, her dark eyes gentle but captivating. She possessed a calm presence that stunned him, and her welcoming smile totally disarmed him. He’d never experienced such a combination of beauty and physical charm. He couldn’t speak and barely managed to extend his hand.

She took that hand and shook it firmly. “Rebecca Coles, but everyone calls me Becca. I’m your guide.” She laughed. “But don’t ask me for much guidance. I’ve only been here a semester myself—still learning my way around.”

Zach finally found his voice. “But willing to help us poor lost newbies?”

“Or get lost along with you.”

“Better than nothing.”

“So why’d you come south, Zachary?”

“Zach works best,” he said. “And I came south for this lovely weather.”

Becca released again that marvelous smile. “Isn’t it great? I live for the summertime.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“You’re not?”

Zach laughed and shook his head. “I’m dying in this heat—never been so uncomfortable in all my life.”

“Well, you’ll like the winters. All my friends from the North say the mild winters are the best part of living here.”

“I’ll look forward to that, and try to learn your love of this heat.”

“Might need to be born here.”

“You were?”

“Fifty miles west—in Greensboro.”

“And transferred from?”

“UNC-Greensboro.”

“So you’ve spent your whole life in North Carolina?”

“So far—daughter of the South.”

“Good place to be.”

“Except for the heat,” she said with a grin.

“Except for the heat.”

Just then Professor Houston walked by and asked Becca to join him and the other student and faculty advisors for the orientation program. Becca lagged just a second as the others moved to the head of the table. She touched Zach’s shoulder and said, “Duty calls. Nice to meet you, Zach. Welcome to the South.”

All he could say was, “Thank you. It’s good to be here.” Only after she’d joined the others to stand dutifully nearby as Professor Houston explained the structure of the Humanities Division and listed the majors and their departmental chairs did Zach realize how relaxed and comfortable she’d made him feel.

By the time Professor Houston had finished his monologue and the group had fielded a handful of inane questions from several anxious newcomers, the sun had set and the quad was immersed in a still hot but not stifling pink twilight. The thirty new humanities candidates were then divided among the three student advisors and invited to address particular concerns to those guides. Zach joined the other nine students gathered around Becca. She gave everyone her address and her phone number then patiently fielded each question or comment as if it were the most important question or most interesting comment she’d heard that day or maybe ever. Zach stood back and watched. He could see that everyone loved her, even if his northern compatriots didn’t always understand her accent or believe her genuine attention. The North had never produced this combination of grace and charm. 

Becca turned to Zach in the growing dusk after wishing the last of her charges good luck and telling her to keep in touch. “So how’d I do, Mr. Sandstrom?”

“Best Humanities Guide the South has ever produced.”

“You really think so?”

He could tell her question was sincere. “Yes. You made everyone feel welcomed and cared about. That’s not easy to do.”

“Thank you. How’d you learn to be so watchful?”

Zach thought—Depends on whom I’m watching. But he said, “I hope to write fiction. Watchfulness is an important skill in that trade.”

“A writer—I don’t guess I’ve ever known anyone who wrote fiction. Maybe you’ll let me read some of your writing one day.”

“I will.”

“Good. There’s a party over on Middle Campus. You want to come?”

Zach shook his head. “Got other plans. But thanks for the invitation.”

“Next time.”

“Next time.”

“Well, good luck with your first week of classes.” She offered her hand. 

He took her hand and shook it lightly, holding it for just a second longer than might’ve been expected. “Thank you. I’m sure I’ll do fine. I’ve got the South’s best ever Humanities Guide.”

Becca laughed. “Give that guide a call if you need anything. Good night, Zachary Taylor Sandstrom.” She walked off in the direction opposite the way Zach was headed. 

Zach watched her leave, then turned and headed back into his life now permanently changed, though it took a while to grasp the size and scope of that change.
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Three Kisses
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Zach sat in his usual seat by the window in the lecture room on South Campus. He tried hard to keep his attention directed toward the world-renowned scholar as he guided the class of some fifty students through the economic forces and political intrigues that shaped the Italian city-states of the late fourteenth century. Zach cared about his education, wanted to learn. He tried hard to pay attention to the famous lecturer; he truly tried.

But his attention kept getting pulled toward the tall, divided-lite, arch-topped window to his left, and the beautiful, warm, sunny mid-fall afternoon stretched out beyond that window. From the second-floor classroom, Zach could see across the near lawn, so lush and green despite the season, to the tennis courts beyond, and the recreation fields beyond that. Students populated the scene—lying on blankets and towels on the lawn, playing tennis, tossing Frisbees and footballs on the rec fields. The scene beyond the divided panes defined an idyll of late-twentieth century coed campus life in America.

Yet Zach, ever one to seek the symbolism and meaning—any symbolism or meaning—in a scene or event, barely took note of the scene unfolding beneath him. His attention focused on the parking lot between the lawn and the tennis courts, off to the left and bordered by a row of tall willow oaks. About two-thirds of the way through the fifty-minute class, his watch was rewarded when Becca’s blue BMW turned into that parking lot and parked in one of the spaces in the shade of those oak trees.

Zach had spotted the arrival of Becca in that parking lot on the first day of this history class and in almost every class since. She had no idea he was watching her arrive these three days each week. At first, when they were just acquaintances—besides being his Humanities Guide, they shared a class, French Novels of the Nineteenth Century— it seemed an insignificant tidbit of information; and now, as their friendship was growing, he felt embarrassed by his watch. How could he explain that the sight of her arriving in the parking lot, getting out of her car, and walking off to the South Campus library and its study carrels consistently lifted his spirits out of the dustbin of this dry lecture course to something like a shining perch atop the world? Just how corny would such an honest confession sound to her?

But on this particular afternoon, he was even more excited, and nervous, at observing her arrival. On this particular afternoon, she’d not be heading off to the library to study but would instead wait near the parking lot for him to get out of class and come down to join her for some as yet undetermined excursion—a date, on this beautiful fall afternoon. He watched her get out of her car, wave to one of the couples lounging on the lawn, then stroll over to that couple and sit beside them on their blanket. He turned to face the lecturer and focused on him for the balance of the hour but saw only Becca before his eyes.

––––––––
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He walked across the lawn to where she was still sitting on the blanket talking to the couple. She was wearing khaki shorts and a pink Oxford-cloth shirt with its long sleeves neatly rolled above the elbow and the top two buttons open at the neck. She stood to greet him, reached her hand out to brush his free hand when he got close enough. “Class interesting?”

Zach laughed. “Let’s just say his reputation exceeds him.”

“That bad, huh? Well, it’s over; and now we have the rest of this beautiful afternoon.” She threw her arms out and spun in a pirouette of praise to the day.

Zach could only nod agreement.

Becca introduced him to the couple on the blanket—her roommate Caroline, in navy blue jogging shorts and a lemon-colored tank-top, and her boyfriend Mike, who had his shirt and sandals off and was wearing only a pair of shorts labeled as the property of Avery Basketball (he was one of the student managers for the team). They exchanged a few pleasantries, then excused themselves and headed to Becca’s car.

Once inside the car, Becca turned to him. “So where to, Zachary Taylor Sandstrom?” Zach’s middle name wasn’t really Taylor (it was Carl), but Becca had given him the middle name of the twelfth President first time she met him and kept it as a pet name ever since.

“You say. You’re my advisor, remember?”

“Yeah, right. Like anybody could advise you, Mr. Ivy-league.”

“Who’s a long way from the Ivy League now, and on the home turf of Miss Rebecca Coles.”

Becca nodded. “O.K. Let’s go to the Gardens—they’re bound to be beautiful today.” She started the car and they drove the mile or so to the Gardens’ parking lot.

The Gardens comprised about fifty acres of green space in the middle of campus, a natural park that included flowerbeds and paths, ornamental bushes and imported trees, fountains and ponds, a large gazebo used for outdoor weddings and ceremonies, an amphitheater-shaped grassy hillside for concerts, as well as several open fields for recreation and lounging.

As Becca’d predicted, the Gardens were beautiful on this lovely afternoon. Trouble was, everyone else on campus must’ve had the same thought. The paths were crowded, the benches full, the gazebo overflowing. Even the amphitheater and adjacent fields were full of students sunning themselves and tossing Frisbees. After weaving their way through the crowds around the fountains and gazebo, Becca finally found a few square yards of grass on the hillside overlooking an open field. She sat and gestured for Zach to sit beside her. They sat a few minutes in silence, observing the vibrant, chaotic scene unfolding in front of them. The field was densely packed with people lying on blankets in the sun. Many of the women were in bikinis, and some—including an attractive pair of sorority sisters just a few feet away—were lying on their stomachs with their bikini-top straps undone to let their backs tan evenly. Some of the guys were trying to toss a Frisbee in the dense crowd. Still others had music blaring from boom-boxes.

Becca laughed and shook her head. “I think they must’ve cancelled classes.”

“And the beach trip,” Zach added. He reached out to grab a Frisbee that was sailing toward Becca’s head. He tossed it to the apologetic boy jogging past in bare feet.

“All we need now is a beach ball.”

As if on cue, a large, multi-colored beach ball came bouncing down the hill. It landed squarely on the scantily clad buttocks of one of the sorority sisters lying on the blanket. She yelled something, but didn’t roll over or move. Zach had to laugh.

Becca shook her head as she followed the beach ball’s bouncing path down the hill. “This is ridiculous.”

Zach nodded. “Wild scene.”

“Do you know any place a little less popular?”

Zach thought a minute. “I know just the place,” he said. “Let’s swap your car for my truck and I’ll take you there.”

“Good,” Becca said, standing carefully so as not to step on the nearby girls.

––––––––
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Becca pulled alongside Zach’s beat-up carryall truck in the parking lot beside his apartment building. They got out of the car and swapped roles as they climbed into the truck’s front seat, with Becca sliding over to the passenger’s side, past the shift knob, and Zach getting behind the wheel. Zach said, “Hope you’re not embarrassed to be seen in this beater.”

Becca said, “Embarrassed? I love it. It’s got so much style.”

“Is that what you call rusty fenders and a mismatched driver’s side door?” The original door had been side-swiped on a street in Boston and replaced by a salvaged door off a police paddy-wagon. The replacement door had never been repainted and was still a dingy white with the police logo painted over with rust-colored primer. The rest of the truck was a faded forest green.

“It’s so you Zach—your own person, your own world.”

He looked at her. “Sometime you’ll have to tell me what that means.”

“Sometime I will.”

Zach started the truck and backed out of the parking space.

“Now tell me where we’re going.”

Zach grinned mischievously. “My secret lair.”

“That sounds like fun.” Her smile never faded.

“You’re not scared?”

“No.”

“Darn. Not much of a mystery man, I guess.”

“That’s a good thing. I’m not much for surprises.”

Zach said, “I thought we’d go by Barton’s place. He’s got some woods behind his house and a beautiful field.”

“Sounds nice. He won’t mind?”

“He’s out of town at a conference. He tells me to feel free to walk in his woods anytime I want.”

Becca nodded. “Lead on.”

––––––––
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Zach parked his truck in a narrow turnaround where Barton’s drive started to curve up toward his house. Zach opened the door and slid out of the truck; Becca slid across the vinyl seat and climbed out on his side. As soon as he shut the door to the truck, a potent autumn stillness embraced them. After three hard frosts last week, the insects were all dead or dormant, the leaves were mostly off the trees, and the large pond to their left was utterly stagnant. Zach took Becca’s hand and led her into the bright woods along a rutted logging track.

At the top of the hill, the woods thinned and opened onto a three-acre triangular broom-straw field. The thin brown grass came up to their knees and released white, feather-like tassels as they moved past. The sky was a silver-tinged cloudless blue, the sun a warm golden disk just now touching the bare tips of the highest branches of the tallest poplars on the far side of the field. The silence that had overwhelmed them on exiting the truck persisted even in this open and inviting field. No breeze stirred, no branch shivered, no blade of grass moved if they didn’t move it, and even that movement was silent.

Zach led Becca, her hand still in his, straight into the heart of the field, to where it leveled off and then began to slope gradually downhill to the woods at the far side. This was Zach’s favorite spot in all of Barton’s forty acres—the road invisible behind the hill, no house or sign of human habitation in any direction, the open field merging into the tall deciduous woods beyond. Somewhere back in those woods was a ravine with a spring at its head and a trickle of water running into the creek that formed the western boundary of Barton’s land.

Zach released Becca’s hand and held his arms out toward the sloping field and the woods beyond.

Becca nodded but still didn’t speak. She sat on the grass at the highest point of the hill, just where it began to slope away. Zach sat beside her, leaving about a foot between them. The bare tree trunks cast long parallel shadows up the slope and across the field to where they sat. Even in the first few minutes after they sat, the earth rotated just enough in relation to the sun to cast one long shadow first across Becca, then into the space between them, then across Zach, then off to the field east, leaving them both in the sun’s warm late-day glow.

“This is beautiful, Zach. Thank you for sharing it.”

He nodded, first to the woods and their eternal creator, then turned and nodded to Becca, her golden hair in golden radiant fire in the golden sun. He wanted to speak but couldn’t. The air had left his lungs at the beauty of the girl beside him. He faced the woods again, tried to catch his breath.

“I bet you spend a lot of time out here,” she said.

“Every chance I get, but not as much as I’d like.” He spoke these words to the woods.

“Surprised anyone could pry you away from this.” She gestured toward the woods, then turned to him and smiled.

He nodded to the woods. “One of my favorite places on earth.” Then he added in his head but not aloud—that just became sacred the moment you sat down here and the sun kissed your face. He wanted to turn toward her but couldn’t. Every muscle in his body was locked in place. But his voice still worked. “Somewhere along the way, I realized it wasn’t enough.”

“What?”

“Nature. And I’ve looked pretty thoroughly. Even a spot beautiful and peaceful as this isn’t enough by itself.”

“You mean isn’t enough if you’re alone.”

“Isn’t enough if you’re alone,” he repeated. “I’ve looked.”

She turned back to the woods. “That’s what I’ve always figured, though I never really looked very hard or long. I love the outdoors—the beach, the woods, the mountains. But I’ve always known I had to be with people.”

“It took me awhile to learn that.”

They sat in a new silence that was somehow different from the previous one. Where the earlier silence had been imposed by the overwhelming scope and stillness of the setting and extended far out as they could see or imagine, this silence had been chosen by and just for them, extended just to the outer edge of their two bodies. It was the silence of sudden unexpected intimacy.

Zach’s muscles relaxed and he turned to brave another look at Becca. The sun had fallen behind a grove of pine trees deeper in the woods, and the whole hillside was now wrapped in pale gray twilight. Becca’s hair was still golden but not on fire, her face in profile still lovely but not debilitating. She seemed deep in thought, or was maybe focused on some movement down along the edge of the woods. Zach slowly closed the space between her face and his and kissed her dry cheek with dry lips. He froze in that gray twilight moment, his lips touching her skin, for several seconds that seemed an eternity to him—long enough to know that he’d just discovered something that changed his universe forever. Then he just as slowly and silently retreated to his former position. Becca never moved or spoke; her intent gaze into the woods never altered.

They sat for a few more minutes in their silence, the silence of new intimacy. Then Zach stood, helped Becca up, and walked her back to the truck through the deepening twilight.

Back at the apartment building’s parking lot, Becca didn’t wait for Zach to open his door, but instead opened her passenger side door. Just as she started to slide out that side, she stopped suddenly, turned and quickly leaned her body across the length of the front seat, and kissed Zach on his right cheek. Then she slid out her side of the truck.

She leaned back into the truck’s dome light from the darkness beyond. “Thank you, Zach.” Then she added, almost as an afterthought, “I’ll see you tomorrow in class.” She disappeared into the night.

Zach stared toward her fading presence.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Rose
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Becca led Zach down the hall and into the kitchen where Sarah was making a peanut-butter sandwich for a late-afternoon snack. “Hey, Sis,” Becca said across the island’s countertop.

“Hi, Kiddo,” Sarah said softly. “Keep it down. Katie’s asleep.” Katie was Sarah’s year-and-a-half-old daughter.

“That’s too bad,” Becca said in a low voice.

“Not for me. She’s got me worn out today.”

“No, for me. I was hoping to see her and introduce her to Zach.”

“She may be up before you leave. But how about starting out by introducing me to Zach?” She stuck the knife in the open jar of peanut butter and extended her hand across the counter toward the tall stranger in their house.

“Sorry,” Becca said. “Sarah, this is Zach Sandstrom. Zach, this is my older sister Sarah.”

Zach reached across the counter and shook Sarah’s hand lightly. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise,” she said then looked at her hand. “Sorry about the peanut butter. There are paper towels by the sink.” She nodded toward the sink under the window looking out onto the drippy and cool fall day.

Zach smiled. “No problem,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Good for the skin.”

Sarah laughed. “I’ve always thought so, but what do you do about all the birds and mice following you around?”

“There’s worse company to keep.”

“Becca said you loved nature. She wasn’t kidding.”

Becca waved her hand between the two. “Hello. Becca’s
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