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Dabney had no problem finding a ride to the game; everyone on campus owed her. Three weeks out, it looked like she would be driving to New Haven with two seniors from Owl, but she didn’t know how to announce this fact to Clendenin without making him uncomfortable. Though he tried to hide it, he clearly became threatened every time Dabney mentioned another boy’s name. Dabney and Albert Maku, for example, were just friends, but Clen was jealous because Dabney, apparently, went “on and on” about how much she enjoyed Albert’s accent.
         
“I could never be romantically interested in Albert,” Dabney said with a laugh during one of their Tuesday night phone calls.
“Why not?” Clen challenged. “Because he’s black?” Clen was studying journalism and was obsessed with probing “issues.”
         
“Because he’s Albert,” Dabney said. “You know Albert.”
“Yes,” Clen said. “I do know Albert.” His tone was accusatory, meant to emphasize the fact that Clen had traveled to Cambridge four times freshman year, had seen her dorm room and strolled her campus and met her friends, while Dabney had yet to visit New Haven even once.
There was a reason for that, which they left undiscussed.
But at the start of sophomore year, Clen had announced that he would not set foot in Cambridge again unless Dabney came first to New Haven.
She had promised to come the third weekend of September and canceled, and then promised again the long weekend in October and canceled, saying she had too much studying to do. Her father paid eighty dollars a month so she could park her car on campus. But every Friday afternoon when Dabney got behind the wheel of the Nova, it took her to Hyannis, where she caught the ferry home to Nantucket.
It was a pathology, both Dabney and Clen knew this, but they did not speak of it. Or rather, they did not speak of it anymore. The topic was exhausted. What else could they possibly say? Dabney had been seeing a therapist since she was twelve years old, but aside from the fact that she had matriculated at Harvard, not much had changed. Harvard was a big step, and from this big step, Dabney felt, might be born smaller steps. Such as a trip to New Haven. But not yet.
         
November, however, presented a unique opportunity: The Game. Clen had come north for the game the year before with a carful of his new “friends” from Morse, his residential college. It had been strange to see Clen unpile from the beat-up woody intermixed with all those other…guys/boys/men—Dabney was never sure how to refer to males between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two. Clen had been one of them, part of the group, right there in the scrum, whereas all through high school he had remained friendless, except for Dabney.
She had felt oddly betrayed by his having these friends, by this new membership in a group, a place he clearly belonged and fit in. The guys/boys/men were all tackling one another in Harvard Yard, holding each other in headlocks, calling one another raunchy names. Dabney had watched from the steps of Grays Hall, thinking, He’s become someone else. He had sounded the same in his letters and during their weekly phone calls from the dormitory pay phone. But in that moment, Dabney had seen that he was different.
         
After a while, he had noticed her and trotted over. His bearing was more confident than she remembered, and he was growing a beard.
“Hey, Cupe,” he said. He kissed her deeply, theatrically, dipping her backward. The guys/boys/men whistled and hooted.
“So that’s her, Hughes?” one called out.
“Well, let’s hope so,” another said.
Dabney had reached up to touch Clen’s face. “Beard?” she said.
“No,” he said defensively. “I just haven’t had a chance to shave. Deadline, deadline, deadline.”
Right—because, even as a freshman, Clen had secured a spot as a feature writer for the Yale Daily News. He had been a superstar in high school—a “hundred-year genius,” their English teacher Mr. Kane had called him—and apparently his star shone just as brightly in New Haven. Dabney had been salutatorian to Clen’s valedictorian but had gotten into Harvard, whereas Clen had not, but she found that her skills and intellect were average, nothing special. Her only standout talent was her matchmaking; she had already set up two couples in Grays Hall and had another potential match brewing. This hobby of hers was local legend back home and the source of Clen’s nickname for her: “Cupe,” short for “Cupid.”
         
  

The game, the game! It was the perfect opportunity for Dabney to visit New Haven. Everyone from Harvard was going. By the time the week of the game rolled around, Dabney was able to tell the guys from Owl that she had found another ride, one that would be far more palatable to Clen. She would drive to New Haven with her roommate, Mallory, and Mallory’s boyfriend, Jason, who was first line on the ice hockey team.
         
Just like Oliver Barrett! Dabney had swooned the morning after Mallory had first hooked up with Jason.
         
Mallory had looked at Dabney with the vacant expression that occasionally overcame her pale, pretty face. Once or twice a week Mallory exhibited behavior that made Dabney question how she had gotten into Harvard. She was from Bozeman, Montana; that was, quite possibly, the answer.
“Oliver Barrett?” Dabney prompted. “From Love Story?”
         
Mallory shrugged. She was tired and hung over, her impressive mane of permed hair mussed from love gymnastics with Jason the hockey player. “Never seen it,” she said.
Dabney didn’t know why she felt surprised. She had found few of her classmates were versed in the classics. Like much of the student body, Mallory was more interested in Howard Jones and Top Gun.
         
Dabney then discovered, on a weekend when she, Dabney, gave Jason a ride to visit his sister at Tabor Academy, that Jason hailed from Ipswich, Massachusetts—just like Oliver Barrett! Dabney started calling Jason “Preppie.” Mallory didn’t like when Dabney used this nickname for her boyfriend, nor did she like it when Jason offered to take Dabney to the game. But, as Jason pointed out, he owed Dabney a ride.
         
Dabney thought that riding to the game with Mallory and Preppie would be fun. She would do it.
She would do it!
Every Monday afternoon, Dabney spoke for fifty minutes to her therapist, Dr. Donegal. These calls she took on a private line in the Office for Student Life. Unlike Clen, Dr. Donegal never tired of discussing Dabney’s issue, her rare form of agoraphobia, or maybe he did, but it was his job. He couldn’t “fix” the problem—after eight years, they had learned it was something that couldn’t be fixed—but he helped Dabney manage it.
“I’m going to New Haven,” she announced to Dr. Donegal the Monday before the Game.
“Excellent,” Dr. Donegal said. “It’s a big step. I’m proud of you. Are you driving?”
“No,” Dabney said. “I’m afraid if I drive myself, I’ll panic and head for home. So I’m going to catch a ride with my roommate and her boyfriend.”
“Mallory and her boyfriend? The hockey player?”
         
Dabney loved how Dr. Donegal remembered the details of her life. He was a very good therapist.
“Yes,” Dabney said. “His parents just gave him a Camaro for his birthday.” Dabney had a bit of a car fetish and was a devoted Chevy girl. In truth, the idea of riding in Jason’s new Camaro thrilled her, even though she would be smushed like a thirteenth donut in the backseat. “Camaros are actually very safe cars.”
         
“Indeed they are,” Dr. Donegal said. “You’ll be fine.”
“Fine,” Dabney said.
  

In her weekly phone call from the pay phone at the end of the third floor of Grays Hall on Tuesday evening, she told Clen. “I’m coming.”
He said, “I hear you saying that.”
She said, “You think I’m going to cancel.”
There was silence on his end. He was debating, she knew, whether to state the obvious truth—she always canceled—or to prop her up with false confidence.
He chose the latter. “I know you’re coming,” he said. “I know there is no way you would cancel on coming to the game. You go to Harvard and I go to Yale. I am your boyfriend. You love me, and you’ll be safe.”
“Safe,” she said.
She planned a picnic for the tailgate party: chicken salad sandwiches, a caramelized onion dip made with real onions and not dried soup mix, some crackers and good cheese—aged Cheddar, soft Brie—a jar of salted almonds, some plump Italian olives shiny in their oil, and several bunches of good-looking grapes. On Thursday, Dabney started preparing everything in the sad, small communal kitchen in the basement of Grays, then posted signs threatening libel and slander if anyone touched it. She could just imagine the softball players on the second floor coming home after a party and devouring the chicken salad.
         
Next, Dabney considered her outfit. She always wore jeans or a kilt, although for the game, she considered jazzing up her look. But it was November and the forecast for New Haven was sunny and forty-six degrees. Jeans, Dabney thought. White oxford shirt, navy peacoat, pearls, penny loafers, headband. That was fine for the game, but Clen had made them a dinner reservation afterward at Mory’s Temple Bar, and Dabney needed something fancier. Luckily, Dabney lived just down the hall from Solange, a sophisticate from New York City who had gone to Spence and whose wardrobe included vintage YSL and Valentino pieces that she’d either stolen or salvaged from her mother’s closet.
Solange was eager to help Dabney find a new look, not only because Solange liked dressing up her hallmates like life-sized dolls, but also because Dabney had set up Solange with her boyfriend, the fabulous Javier from Argentina, whose family owned a ranch bigger than the five boroughs and who, like Solange, was majoring in Romance Languages. Dabney had seen a rosy aura around Solange and Javier as they walked out of a Camus seminar together, which meant they were a perfect match. Dabney’s special vision had yet to be proved wrong.
Solange rummaged through her closet. Dabney loved how Solange’s room was decorated like something from Arabian Nights—jewel-toned Persian rugs, a silk pillow the color of a persimmon that was big enough for Dabney to sleep on, and an elaborate hookah that their R.A. had yet to know about.
Solange produced a black sequined batwing blouse. When Dabney tried it on, Solange smiled. “Yes,” she said. “Sexy.” Dabney had never worn black in her life—Dabney’s grandmother had been of the opinion that a woman should not wear black until she turned twenty-five.
“And here,” Solange said. “I can’t let you wear that blouse with your Levi’s.” She pulled a pair of velvet cigarette pants out of her closet and a pair of black suede kitten heels with a dangerously pointy toe.
Dabney practiced walking around the room in the heels. Was she asking for trouble? Would she trip over herself at Mory’s Temple Bar and face-plant in someone’s cheese soufflé?
“We’re going full throttle here,” Solange said. “There is no way you’re carrying your Bermuda bag. I want you to take this.” Solange handed Dabney a silver cocktail purse that was fringed and beaded like a flapper’s dress. “My grandmother carried this as a debutante in 1923. Look!” From out of the purse she produced a silver dollar from that year. “This is my lucky charm. I want you to take it with you on your special weekend.”
“Okay,” Dabney said. She wondered if lucky charms were transferrable. Solange was offering it so earnestly, Dabney decided to believe it would work.
Dabney gazed at herself in the mirror, fully dressed in black. She swished the beaded fringe of the purse so that it looked like the purse was dancing. Dabney no longer resembled herself; she had become someone else—someone exotic and sensual, someone who wasn’ afraid to go new places. Someone who wasn’t afraid of anything.
  

On Friday afternoon, Dabney was in her room starting her paper on J. D. Salinger’s Franny & Zooey, when there was a knock on the door. It was Kendall, from down the hall.
         
Kendall said, “There’s a call for you.”
“Call?” Dabney said.
Kendall nodded and tapped the toe of her raspberry-pink Chuck Taylor with clear impatience.
“Is it Clen?” Dabney asked.
“I think so,” Kendall said. “Sounded like it.”
This was highly unusual. Clen and Dabney only spoke on Tuesday evenings. On Friday afternoons, Kendall spoke to her “best friend,” a girl named Alison who went to UNC. Everyone on the floor knew that Kendall and Alison were more than just friends. Their phone calls were routinely eavesdropped on because Kendall liked to talk dirty, and every so often Kendall and Alison would have a fight that would be explosive enough to count as high entertainment.
It was ten minutes to four.
“I won’t be long,” Dabney said, as she ran down the hall in her socks to where the receiver was dangling from the pay phone. It looked ominous, like an empty noose.
“Clen?” she said.
“Hey, Cupe,” he said.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” he said. There was a pause, when Dabney realized he meant just the opposite.
“What is it?” she said. “What’s wrong?”
“Uh,” he said. “Well.”
“What?” Dabney noticed that Kendall was lurking in the hall about ten feet away, ostensibly gazing out the window at the Yard, her attention riveted to the campus visitors rubbing the foot of the John Harvard statue, which was supposed to bring applicants good luck in the admissions office. But really, Kendall was there so that Dabney did not linger on the phone. Kendall played water polo. She had ten inches and fifty pounds on Dabney and was not unintimidating.
“Well,” Clen said.
Dabney’s palms started to sweat. Unlike Kendall and her “best friend” in Chapel Hill, Dabney and Clen never fought on the phone; they never fought, period. All through high school it had been wedded bliss. They had always been in sync, navigating their emotional, physical, intellectual, and sexual blossoming side by side. Their only stumbling block now was the 140 miles that separated them. Despite the fact that they coexisted in two elitist bubbles of higher learning—one red, one blue—they had decided to keep up their relationship because to do otherwise was unthinkable. Freshman year had taught them that long-distance relationships were an art and a discipline. The weekly phone calls were part of the discipline. The art came in the letters. Dabney was more prolific, Clen more creative. He had once traced his hands on paper, cut them out, and sent them to Dabney so that she might place them on her shoulders when she needed comforting.
“Clen,” Dabney said. “What’s wrong?”
“You’re definitely coming this weekend, right? There’s no chance you’re going to cancel?”
Dabney would be lying if she said the thought hadn’t crossed her mind a thousand times. She had lain in bed for over an hour the night before, panicking about the trip. Despite the carefully prepared picnic and the curated outfit, Dabney’s overwhelming urge was to head back to Nantucket for the weekend, the way she always did. She sometimes thought of herself as a humpback whale. She could hold her breath for the four and a half days a week she spent in Cambridge, but eventually she would have to come up for oxygen. Nantucket Island was her oxygen. It was the only place she felt safe, healthy, whole. The weekends the year before when Clen had come to Cambridge had been torturous, despite his presence, simply because Dabney had to stay on campus instead of going home. Two of those weekends she had actually gotten sick, and Clen had spent hours at her bedside, reading and bringing her soup from the dining hall.
But now that Clen was expressing doubt, Dabney redoubled her fortitude. She would go to New Haven, no matter what.
“Yes,” she said. “I’m definitely coming. We’re leaving at seven thirty in the morning. I’ll be there by ten, just like I said.”
“Okay,” Clen said. “Because some things have come up.”
Kendall emitted a loud, exasperated sigh. Dabney turned around and forced a smile at Kendall, holding up a finger indicating she would just be one more minute. The hall clock said 3:53.
         
“Like what?”
“I have to cancel dinner at Mory’s,” Clen said.
“Why?” Dabney said. She felt a sharp sting of disappointment, and not only because she wouldn’t get to wear the fabulous borrowed black outfit or carry the debutante purse. Mory’s was a legendary Yale supper club. Dabney had envisioned cold martinis and shrimp cocktail, and dancing to Sinatra between courses.
“Turns out, I’ll be on deadline,” Clen said. “I have to go back to the paper right after the game.”
“You’re kidding me,” Dabney said. “I thought we agreed I was staying over? What about the post-game party at Morse? Are we doing that?”
         
“We can go for a little while, I guess,” Clen said. “I don’t know how long I’ll be at the paper, though, Cupe. It might be late.”
“So you’re telling me I’m on my own?” Dabney said. “You’re leaving me after the game and you won’t be back until late?”
“It’s work,” Clen said. “I’m writing a big story.”
It’s work, Dabney thought. He was writing a big story. It was a college newspaper—granted, the oldest newspaper in the country—but how big a story could it be? Dabney didn’t want to be the kind of girlfriend who complained. Clen had wanted to be a journalist his whole life; it was a consuming passion, and wasn’t that one of the things she loved about him the most? Nevertheless, a part of her wanted to scream: Screw the deadline! I have finally mustered the courage to travel to New Haven and you should have CLEARED YOUR PLATE! Clen knew Dabney would not do well with being left alone for…what? Seven hours? Ten hours?
         
She flashed back to her eight-year-old self at the Park Plaza Hotel. Where’s my mama?
         
Your father’s on his way, May, the Irish chambermaid, said. Then she sang to Dabney—“American Pie,” in a lilting accent.
         
Clen must have realized this news would be a deal-breaker, and that once he announced that he had to work, Dabney would cancel altogether.
He wanted her to cancel, she realized.
         
Kendall cleared her throat. The clock said 3:58.
“No problem!” Dabney said in a false, chipper voice. She would not let this flare up into a loud, messy, emotional brouhaha for Kendall and the other students on the floor to appreciate. “You do what you have to do. I’ll see you tomorrow at ten at the east entrance, okay?”
“Okay,” Clen said. His voice still held a strain of uncertainty, she thought. What could this mean?
“Okay,” Dabney said. She paused, waiting for him to say it first.
“I love you, Cupe.”
“And I you,” Dabney said. “Bye-bye.”
She replaced the receiver at 4:00 on the nose. “It’s all yours,” she said to Kendall.
  

Her small overnight bag contained her nightgown, toothbrush, clean underwear, and a pink oxford shirt for Sunday. Dabney had returned the black outfit to Solange with a heavy heart.
“I won’t need it after all,” Dabney said. “We aren’t going out.”
“Merde!” Solange said. “How come?”
Dabney shrugged. She was too dejected to explain.
Solange, realizing this, pulled the silver dollar out of her grandmother’s cocktail purse and pressed it into Dabney’s palm. “Take this though, okay? You can give it back to me on Monday.”
  

Dabney placed the chicken salad sandwiches and the rest of the picnic in her laundry basket with some strategically placed ice packs. She took one of the valiums Dr. Donegal had prescribed for emergencies. The silver dollar was deep in the front pocket of her jeans.
She was ready.
  

Jason had a sign in the window of his Camaro that said Yale Bowl or Bust! Mallory was already in the front seat working the radio when Dabney climbed in. Mallory was wearing a crimson Harvard hooded sweatshirt and she had woven crimson ribbons through her blond hair. There was a cooler of beer in the backseat, a fact that Dabney might have found alarming—for the past few years the most popular public service announcement had been DO NOT DRINK AND DRIVE—but all around them, cars were similarly decorated and cans of Miller Lite were being waved out of windows, and strains of very loud Tears for Fears competed with even louder Spandau Ballet. It was a tornado of crimson red fun and Dabney was in the swirling middle of it. This was a novelty; in going home to Nantucket every weekend, Dabney had missed much of college party life. She occasionally went to a party at Owl or Porc on a Thursday night, but that usually meant a disjointed conversation with a couple of upperclassmen/guys/boys about whether Simone de Beauvoir was a genuine intellect, or just a slut. Dabney was always back in her room by midnight.
         
Now, Dabney let herself be swept away. She reached over the seat and grabbed a Budweiser from the cooler.
“Yale Bowl or bust!” she cried out.
“Whoa there, sister,” Mallory said. “Easy now.” She settled the radio on “The Boys of Summer,” which was a pretty good choice for Mallory.
Jason said, “I like seeing your wild side, Dab.” He grinned at her in the rearview mirror.
Mallory swatted Jason’s arm. Dabney cracked open her beer and sucked off the foam. She hadn’t eaten any breakfast; the only thing in her stomach was the valium. Jason pulled onto the Mass Pike.
  

“Better Be Good to Me,” Tina Turner.
“Material Girl,” Madonna.
“Change this, please,” Dabney said. “This song makes me ill.”
“Summer of ’69,” Bryan Adams.
“California Girls,” David Lee Roth.
“He ruined a perfectly good song,” Dabney said.
“Agreed,” Jason said. “You know, I was thinking of writing my thesis on the phenomenon of the cover song—which artists enhanced the originals, which artists desecrated them, which artists equaled them. Do you think that’s meaty enough?”
Like many athletes at Harvard, Jason was an American Studies major, which was another way of saying “anything goes.” But a thesis about cover songs?
         
No, Dabney thought. However, her brain had been hijacked by the valium and the beer, and so the answer that came out of her mouth was, “Yes! That’s so creative. It will definitely get approval.”
Mallory said, “I hate it when you guys talk over me.”
Dabney said, “Oops, sorry, you’re right.” She sank low in the backseat, resting her legs over the cooler.
“Careless Whisper” by Wham!
Something was up with Clen, but Dabney couldn’t figure it out. It wasn’t as though she had expected a parade, but yes, she had expected a parade. She had expected dinner at Mory’s, she had expected Clen to hold her arm proprietarily and introduce her to everyone he knew.
My girlfriend, Dabney Kimball.
         
She had not expected to be left to her own devices for seven or ten hours.
“What are you guys doing after the game?” Dabney asked.
“I figure, get drunk before the game, take a flask into the game, nap in the car, then go find the parties,” Jason said. “But we’re leaving tomorrow morning at ten o’clock sharp. I have a paper to write on Mark Twain.”
“Ten o’clock sharp,” Dabney confirmed.
“You must be excited to see Clen,” Mallory said. “You guys go, like…months. I’m impressed by the level of trust.”
“Trust?” Dabney said.
“Me too,” Jason said. “I mean, you’re both in college. Does he ever worry that you’re going to cheat on him?”
“Cheat?” Dabney said.
“Do you, like, have an understanding?” Mallory asked.
Dabney wasn’t sure how to answer this. Words like trust and cheat didn’t really apply to Dabney and Clen. They were melded together; they were, essentially, the same person in two different bodies. It would never occur to Dabney to cheat, and she knew Clen felt the same way. They did have an understanding, which was that they were an unsplittable unit. After college, they would get married.
         
“Don’t You Forget About Me” by Simple Minds.
Dabney finished her beer, crumpled the can, and closed her eyes.
  

She awoke as they pulled onto Yale’s campus. As far as the eye could see, there was an ocean of blue and red.
“Wow,” she said. “Wow.”
People were everywhere. There were the current students, who came in one of the two palettes, and then there were older alumni—couples in their early thirties with kids in strollers and retrievers on leashes, middle-aged couples with sullen-looking teenagers, and older couples, the men wearing blazers and school ties, the women in wrap dresses and sensible shoes. There was no reason for Dabney’s anxiety; what she was witnessing was continuity and tradition. The Harvard-Yale game had been played since 1879. Watching the alumni now was like watching different versions of herself and Clen—ten years from now, twenty years, forty years. They had already decided that, no matter what was happening in their lives, they would attend the Harvard-Yale game. Years the game was held in Cambridge, they would root for Harvard, and years it was held in New Haven, they would root for Yale. Presumably Yale would, in time, feel comfortable and familiar to Dabney. Safe. Not like now.
“East entrance,” Dabney said. “That’s where I’m meeting him. Where is it? Do we know where it is?” She felt her angst mounting, straining against the muting effects of the valium like a bulging tummy against a girdle. She did not like new, unfamiliar places. They terrified her. The only person who halfway understood was her friend Albert Maku, who came from Plettenberg Bay, South Africa.
Were you afraid to come to Harvard? Dabney asked him.
         
Yes, afraid, very afraid, Albert said. It’s like setting foot on another planet, where no one is familiar and I do not know the rules.
         
Planet New Haven was overwhelming, even for sane people like Jason and Mallory.
“Jesus,” Jason said. “I’m just going to park here.”
“Is this near the east entrance?” Dabney said.
“I don’t know,” Jason said. “But it’s a parking lot and there are other Harvard cars here. This is where we’re parking.”
Dabney squeezed her eyes shut and wished that she had taken a ride from the guys at Owl. Clark, who wore horn-rimmed glasses in a perfect imitation of Clark Kent, had promised to hand-deliver Dabney to Clendenin. Now, Dabney would have to find him on her own, while lugging her picnic-in-a-laundry-basket.
She climbed out of the car and smoothed the legs of her jeans, straightened her pearls, and took a deep breath. Clen was here. He was at the east entrance. All Dabney had to do was find it and she would be safe.
She looked down at her penny loafers. They were resting solidly on earth.
  

Jason and Mallory offered to walk with Dabney, which really meant that Jason offered. Mallory seemed put off by Jason’s show of gallantry; in fact, she seemed downright jealous, huffing under her breath that she didn’t see why they had to do this, Dabney had gotten into Harvard, she could find the east entrance herself. Jason forged ahead, undeterred. He was carrying the laundry basket, which got him a lot of attention.
“Hey, man, you looking for the Wash ’n’ Dry?”
“No, man, it’s a picnic,” Jason said. “Chicken salad, the best you ever tasted.”
“I don’t know why you would say that,” Mallory snapped.
“It was really good,” Jason said. “I gave you a bite.” He offered Dabney a look of apology. “I ate one while you were asleep. I didn’t want to stop at Burger King.”
         
“No problem, Preppie,” Dabney said.
They stopped and asked a young man in parachute pants for directions. He pointed them the right way
  

“Clen better be on time,” Mallory said. “Because I’m not waiting around.”
Dabney scanned the surrounds. So many people.
“Cupe!”
There he was, standing alone, wearing his brown corduroy jacket with the fake shearling collar. He’d owned that jacket forever.
Dabney ran to him.
  

She was safe. Clen was real and strong and warm; he had a body and eyes and a voice. He had shaved. He smelled like himself. He picked Dabney up off the ground and the days and weeks and months that she had pined for him evaporated. He was her oxygen. She could breathe.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said in her ear. “I. Can’t. Believe. It.” He set her down. “You are in New Haven, Connecticut.” He looked genuinely shocked and delighted, like she was Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy or the Easter Bunny. Dabney was embarrassed. The other ten thousand people present had managed to get here without fanfare. Why was her arrival such a big deal?
But she knew why. She felt like she had flown without wings. It was that astonishing.
“You remember Mallory,” Dabney said. “And this is her boyfriend, Jason.”
Clen stepped forward and shook hands with Mallory and accepted the laundry basket from Jason.
“You’re a lucky man,” Jason said. “That’s some picnic.”
Dabney pulled out sandwiches for Jason and Mallory. “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten sharp,” she said. “I’ll meet you right here.”
“See ya,” Mallory said. She handed Jason her sandwich and turned to go.
Jason, however, being a properly raised Ipswich preppie, proffered a farewell. “Have fun, Dab. Thanks for the sandwiches. And hey, nice to meet you, Clen. Great girl you’ve got there.”
Clen said, “I know. Thanks for the safe delivery.”
  

Elation! They were arm-in-arm, he was happy to see her. The confusion and hesitancy she had heard in his voice over the phone the day before had been a figment of her imagination, or caused by Kendall’s stalking. The first thing Clen did once Mallory and Jason walked away was to set the laundry basket down. He held Dabney’s face and kissed her deeply. God, the rush, the chemistry—it was the same now as it had been during their first kiss at the top of the hill at Dead Horse Valley during an early snowstorm. December 1, 1980, when they were freshmen in high school.
“I want to take you back to my room right this instant,” he said.
“Yes,” she said. “Take me, take me.”
“But I can’t,” he said. “Because the Daily News has a tailgate all set up and we’re expected.”
         
Dabney felt cranky about the tailgate, even though Clen had warned her this was the first thing on the docket. She wanted him to herself, a ludicrous wish, she realized, as nearly the whole point of her coming to New Haven was to witness his life here—and the Yale Daily News was a large part of that life. The paper. It was as important as his coursework, or more so.
         
She said, “Maybe we can cut out on the game and go to your room?”
He said, “Cut out on the game?”
Ridiculous, right, she still wasn’t thinking clearly—the valium, the beer. She sounded like a sex-starved fiend; she should explain, perhaps, that it wasn’t the sex she wanted as much as the time behind closed doors, alone—Clen had a single—his attention shining solely on her.
“We’re over here,” Clen said. He picked up his pace, the laundry basket held out in front of him. Dabney should have scoured the storage closets at Grays Hall for a proper cooler. She hurried along, trying to keep up. There was the same woody Clen had driven to Harvard in the year before, and next to it a cluster of card tables that looked like a raft cobbled together by desperate castaways.
“There you are, Hughes!” A guy/boy/man stepped forward. “And you brought your wash!”
“Shut up, Wallace,” Clen said.
It was Henry Wallace, Dabney realized, the editor in chief of the Yale Daily News. Clen never stopped talking about him. Wallace had been the one to recognize Clen’s talents and make him a features editor as a freshman.
         
Clen set the laundry basket down on the tailgate of the wagon and ushered Dabney forward. “My girlfriend, Dabney Kimball.”
Henry Wallace was tall with curly brown hair and square black glasses. Like so many people Dabney had met in the past year, he had the unmistakable air of the well-bred prep-school eternally privileged. He took Dabney’s hand and kissed it.
“A real live ’Cliffie in our midst,” he said. “I’m Henry David Thoreau Wallace, fellow citizen of your fine Commonwealth. Lovely to meet you.”
“Lovely to meet you,” Dabney said. “I’ve heard all about what a genius you are.”
         
“Cupe,” Clen said. He sounded embarrassed, and Dabney grinned at Henry.
“He talks about you all the time,” she said. “I’ve grown quite jealous of you, you know. Although I’m mad as the dickens that you have my beau on deadline this weekend.”
“Deadline?” Henry said. “The only person on deadline this weekend is the sports editor.” He searched over Dabney’s head. “Reese better be in the stadium getting his pregame interviews, and not out getting wasted on bloodies.”
No deadline? When Dabney turned to Clen with the question in her eyes he shook his head and handed her a plastic cup. “Vodka tonic,” he said. “For my ’Cliffie.”
         
Dabney said, “Are you still on deadline?”
But before Clen could answer, they were interrupted. “You brought a picnic to a picnic?” A girl with long, dark, straight, shiny hair was peering into the laundry basket. Her hair was so beautiful it was impossible not to stare. If Dabney had hair like that, she would have felt immodest.
“Maybe you think a Harvard picnic is naturally superior to a Yale picnic,” the girl said. “But I don’t think anything from Harvard is superior.”
Dabney immediately felt defensive. This girl wore jeans, a camel-colored cashmere poncho, and large gold hoop earrings. She was pretty—gorgeous, actually. Her eyes were dark blue. Some of her luscious hair fell over her face as she gazed up at Clen.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me, Hughes?” she said.
Dabney glanced at Clen. He looked supremely uncomfortable, and Dabney felt an unfamiliar rumbling in her gut. Jealousy, she realized.
“Jocelyn Harris, this is Dabney Kimball. Dabney, this is Jocelyn. Our arts editor.”
“Hi,” Dabney said. She offered a hand and Jocelyn shook it quickly as though a Harvard hand might give her a communicable disease. Then she reached into her buttery leather shoulder bag and brought out a pack of Newports and a matchbook that Dabney couldn’t help noticing was from Mory’s Temple Bar. Jocelyn lit two cigarettes and held one out to Clen, but he waved it away.
“No, thanks.”
“What, all of a sudden you don’t smoke?” Jocelyn said. She offered Dabney a poisonous smile. “You don’t smoke, do you, Dabney?”
Mute, Dabney shook her head. She wanted to say, Clen doesn’t smoke either. Except clearly he did smoke. He smoked with this girl, Jocelyn. Dabney located a second valium in her jeans pocket, right next to the lucky silver dollar. She didn’t want to be here. She would rather be at Harvard, in Solange’s room, sitting on the persimmon silk pillow. Dabney washed the valium back with some of her vodka tonic. She had consumed nothing that day except pills and booze; she was turning into the Joan Collins character in Dynasty, minus the glamour.
         
Jocelyn shook the cigarette insistently at Clen. “Just take it, Hughes.”
“I don’t want it, thanks.”
Jocelyn scoffed. “I don’t get it. You’re afraid to smoke in front of your friend here?”
His girlfriend, Dabney thought. I’m his girlfriend. It suddenly seemed imperative that Jocelyn know this. She realized that Clen had not introduced her as such. He had just said, This is Dabney Kimball.
         
Clen sighed. “Be nice, Jocelyn.”
At that second, Henry Wallace swooped in and took the cigarette from Jocelyn. He grinned at Dabney. “Our arts editor has a flair for the dramatic,” he said. “Which is why I hired her. I, for one, can’t wait to taste a Harvard picnic.”
Dabney set out her picnic on the rickety card tables with a sense of purpose, relieved to have something to do with her hands while her thoughts fell to pieces. Clen didn’t have a deadline, at least not one the editor in chief knew about. Or maybe Dabney had misunderstood. The valium was making her fuzzy. She felt like she was forty years old, matronly and persnickety; she would be in charge of children’s birthday parties and soccer-team potlucks while this Jocelyn roamed the streets of Florence antiquing, or hopped from gallery to gallery in Soho. She, Jocelyn, had glamour, that hair, that sneer, those eyes like pure, hard sapphires, the way she wanted to push a cigarette on Clen, something she had held briefly in her mouth that would then go into his mouth. Dabney got it, or at least she thought she got it. Trust. Cheat. Jocelyn and Clen had been together.
         
She set out the sandwiches, the chips, and the onion dip, the cheese and crackers, the salted almonds, the plump, glistening olives. This was a better picnic than the Yale picnic, she thought. The “Yale picnic” consisted of tortilla chips and jarred salsa, a box of Triscuits, and a bowl of microwaved popcorn.
         
Glory was hers when the flocks descended on her sandwiches, devoured her dip. “God, what is in this? Heroin? It’s out of this world!”
         
Clen wolfed two sandwiches without even breathing, saying, “Really good, Cupe. Really damned good.” He went over to the bar to make them some more drinks, and Dabney followed him. Somewhere, a marching band played.
She said, “So, tell me about Jocelyn.”
Clen filled their cups with ice and poured generously from the Popov bottle. He shrugged. “Tell you what? She works on the paper. Arts editor, flair for the dramatic.” Clen was overly enthusiastic with the tonic and the first cup bubbled over. “She can be a real bitch.”
Dabney accepted her drink and reached for a wedge of lime. “Well, yeah. I noticed.”
“Your picnic is beautiful, Cupe,” Clen said. “I mean, look, it’s almost gone.” He gazed off, in the direction of the stadium. “Jocelyn’s just jealous.”
“Jealous of what?” Dabney said. She wanted clarification. Was she jealous that Dabney went to Harvard? Was she jealous that Dabney could cook? Or was there some other reason, something that had to do with Clen?
Clen didn’t have time to answer because at that moment, voices filled the air. The Whiffenpoofs were forming a semicircle in front of the Daily News tailgate. The Whiffenpoofs! Dabney felt a flutter of celebrity awe. She loved traditions like this; the most famous a cappella group in the country was right here! Dabney forgot about Jocelyn—she had disappeared into the crowd, anyway—and grabbed Clen’s arm.
         
“The Whiffenpoofs!” she said. “They’re going to sing!”
“That’s what they do,” Clen said. He bent down and whispered in her ear. “Wallace’s twin brother is the one in the middle. Ralph, his name is. Ralph Waldo Emerson Wallace.”
“You’re kidding me,” Dabney said. Sure enough, the tall guy in the center looked exactly like Henry—same hair, same smile, same glasses.
“Henry asked Ralph to stop here,” Clen said, “because I told him you would want to see them.”
Dabney felt a thrill run up her backbone and explode in euphoria at the base of her neck. The Whiffenpoofs were here…to sing to her!
Ralph leaned in and hummed to give everyone the key, and they launched into “Ride the Chariot.”
Dabney swooned. The voices blended and separated and blended again, melodies, harmonies, top lines, bass lines.
“The Boxer.”
“Is She Really Going Out with Him?”
And one more—“Brown-Eyed Girl,” which was Clen and Dabney’s song. Clen led Dabney to a clearing a short way from the car and they danced.
“Did you ask them to sing this?” she asked.
“What do you think?” he said.
Dabney looked down at her penny loafers. This time, she was surprised to see they were touching the ground.
  

It was almost a disappointment to head into the stadium. Dabney had managed to eat one chicken salad sandwich and grab a few bites of the onion dip before the bowl was licked clean. Everything she had brought had been devoured. So there! Dabney thought.
Harvard 1, Yale 0.
  

Dabney saw Jocelyn again inside the Yale Bowl. She was sitting three rows ahead of Clen and Dabney and five seats to their left. She was with a girl with curly blond hair and two guys/boys/men, one of whom was wearing a white cardigan sweater with a blue Y that looked like it had been rescued from a 1952 time capsule, and the other of whom wore a plain gray T-shirt and a baseball hat and seemed like he had just rolled out of bed.
Dabney prayed that either Letter Sweater or Boy Who Just Woke Up was Jocelyn’s boyfriend.
There was a lot of fanfare before the game began. The Class of 1935 ran out onto the field—seventeen men remaining, more than double that killed in World War II, a moment of silence. The presentation of Handsome Dan, the bulldog, wild applause. Then, the Spizzwinks sang the national anthem; the Spizzwinks were the underclassman version of the Whiffenpoofs. The person who named these groups must have been smoking opium with Lewis Carroll, Dabney thought.
Then…kickoff! The crowd went bananas. Dabney and Clen stood up along with the rest of the stadium and cheered.
Jocelyn turned around and appeared to be searching for someone sitting behind them. She was wearing brown cat’s-eye sunglasses.
The kickoff returner for Harvard was tackled on the twenty-five-yard line, and the crowd sat down.
Clen turned to Dabney. “Do you want anything?”
She said, “Nope, I’m good.”
He fidgeted in his seat. For all his enthusiasm about the game, Clen didn’t really like to watch football, or any other sport. Dabney was much better at it. She had been the head of the Pep Squad at Nantucket High School and the editor of the yearbook, she had played tennis and sailed at the Nantucket Yacht Club, and she had surfed every beach on Nantucket that could possibly be surfed. She had fished for stripers off the tip of Great Point, and she had hunted for ducks on Tuckernuck with her father. She had written her college essay about the duck hunting, actually, tying it into her relationship with her father, which was important and special since her mother had left when Dabney was eight years old.
Abandoned her.
Half the crowd was cheering, the red half. Harvard’s quarterback, Blood Dellman, had completed a seventeen-yard pass for the first down. Dabney bowed her head. Something was still off. Why this gnawing sense of insecurity? Why did she feel the need to mentally list all of her accomplishments and reassure herself of her own value? And why, at this particular moment, when she and Clen were finally together, did the memory of her mother leaving have to steal in—the one thing certain to make her feel worthless? Goddamn it—tears were now blurring her eyes. This was ridiculous and uncalled-for. Dabney did not do drama. Along with Most Popular, Smartest Girl, and Most School Spirit, Dabney had been voted Most Comfortable in Her Skin on the senior class superlative page.
         
Dabney raised her head in time to see Jocelyn leave the stadium. She didn’t look at Clen or Dabney. Her eyes stayed forward, her chin raised, her camel-colored cashmere wrap flowing off her like cool water. Dabney gazed at the empty seat Jocelyn had left behind with the kind of relief one felt upon having an aching tooth pulled.
A minute later, Clen stood. “I have to go to the john,” he said. “And I might get a Coke. Do you want one?”
Dabney stood. “Yes,” she said. “I’ll go with you.”
“You stay here, please, and enjoy the game,” he said. “Protect our seats. I’ll get you a Coke. Anything else?”
“No,” she said. She sank down into her seat. She thought, He’s going out there to see Jocelyn. To smoke a cigarette with Jocelyn. He smoked cigarettes now. It was no big deal, except he hadn’t told Dabney, and he told her everything. Or he used to. Probably he was ashamed about it. But Dabney understood that he was under a lot of pressure with the newspaper, and pressure led people to smoke.
         
Dabney watched Clen head up the concrete steps, out of the stadium. She redirected her attention to the game, but she could only focus long enough to watch Blood Dellman—whose given name was William Youngblood Dellman, a young aristocrat just like everyone else—throw an interception, which the Yale cornerback returned for a touchdown.
The blue half of the stadium was keening.
Advantage Yale.
Suddenly, Dabney heard her name being called, and she saw Mallory and Jason picking their way across rows of people—sorry, ’scuse me—toward her. Jason took Clen’s empty seat and Mallory took the empty seat next to him.
         
“We found you!” Jason said. He seemed ecstatic about this fact, as though their plan all along had been to meet up, but Dabney knew this had not been their plan. “Where’s the big guy?”
“I don’t know,” Dabney said. “He went to get a Coke or something, I guess.”
They all watched Yale kick the extra point.
“This sucks,” Jason said. He stood up, cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Come on, Harvard, you pussies!”
Dabney looked past Jason at Mallory. Mallory was so cold, her lips were blue.
“Are you having fun?” Dabney asked.
Mallory shrugged. “No,” she said.
No, Dabney wasn’t having fun either. She admired Mallory for just being able to admit it. Maybe that was the Montana girl in her. Dabney had inherited the Puritan stiff upper lip, but today it wasn’t doing her any good.
Mallory said, “I think Jason likes you.”
“What?” Dabney said. She looked up at Jason, mortified that he might have overheard this, but Jason was wholly absorbed in the game.
“I think he, like, like-likes you,” Mallory said.
Dabney was impressed that Mallory had managed to use the word like three times in a row and still make sense.
         
“No, he does not. Don’t be stupid. You’re beautiful, Mallory. He likes you.”
“You were gone for, like, five minutes and then he wanted to try and find you. We’ve been searching for, like, half an hour. And he kept telling me how you loved the idea for his thesis.”
“Oh my God,” Dabney said. She did not love the idea for Jason’s thesis; at best, she thought it might make an amusing party game at four in the morning while drunk or stoned. Which is better: original or cover?
         
“And when he was eating your sandwich?” Mallory said. “He was making noises. It sounded like…like he was having an orgasm.”
         
“You have to stop,” Dabney said. Jason was standing right between them, although she could tell he wasn’t paying attention. He let out a loud, piercing whistle for something that happened on the field.
“I’m serious,” Mallory said. “You somehow managed to steal my boyfriend.”
“I did no such thing!” Dabney said.
“I really like living with you,” Mallory said. “But I don’t want you to ride home with us tomorrow.”
Before Dabney could respond with the obvious question—HOW WILL I GET HOME, THEN?—Jason plopped down into the seat between them and wrapped an arm around both Dabney and Mallory. “How are my best girls?’ he said.
Dabney stood up. “I’m going to find Clen,” she said.
  

She headed up the stairs toward the concession area. Jason did not like her. Or rather, he liked her, most people liked her, but he was not interested in her romantically. Possibly he thought she was smart or interesting or a good cook. Jealousy was making Mallory irrational. Dabney had not stolen her boyfriend! She erased from her mind the time when she had driven Jason to visit his sister at Tabor Academy and he had noticed Dabney chewing on her pearls, and he had, gently, removed them from her mouth and arranged them back around her neck. His hand had lingered on her clavicle for an extra second or two. Dabney had laughed and said, “Thanks, Preppie.”
         
Now she would be stuck here in New Haven, unless she could either talk Mallory out of her nonsense or find Clark from Owl. How would she ever find Clark?
There were many scary things about new places, the scariest perhaps being all the people Dabney didn’t know. So many people. On Nantucket, Dabney knew nearly everyone; she had known most since she was born, and those she didn’t know knew her father, or her grandparents, or her great-grandparents. Even at Harvard, now, in her second year, she knew approximately one out of every four people she saw. But here at the Yale Bowl she faced a mass of unrecognizable humanity.
Until she spotted Clen and Jocelyn.
They were standing together, an island in the shifting sea of red and blue. Dabney blinked. Jocelyn had her arms around Clen’s neck, her fingers were deep in his thick, dark hair. He looked like he was trying to pull away; his hands were on her shoulders but he seemed to be trying to keep her at bay rather than bring her closer. Dabney’s eyes saw a green cloud, like tear gas, hovering above them.
Well, she thought, they weren’t a perfect match. Green clouds like that were a very bad sign.
Clen was telling Jocelyn something, she nodded, then she said something and Clen shook his head and said, loud enough for Dabney to hear it, I’m sorry, Joss. No.
         
Jocelyn slapped him.
Slapped him. Dabney was close enough to hear the sound it made. Close enough to feel the sting, and although Dabney did not do drama she could say without much exaggerating that it felt like Jocelyn had slapped her heart.
Clen remained still. He didn’t move, except for his eyes, which somehow found Dabney’s in the crowd. He said something to Jocelyn and moved toward Dabney.
She thought, What have you done?
         
She wanted to run away, but where would she go? She reached into her pocket and rubbed the silver dollar. Be a lucky charm for me, she thought. Please!
         
In the stadium, the crowd cheered. Something had happened. Dabney no longer cared what.
Dabney couldn’t imagine how Clen would explain himself. She certainly did not expect him to smile. But that was what he did. He grinned at Dabney and reached for her hand and said, “I have good news.”
         
Dabney stared at him. Her hand was numb; it was like it wasn’t even attached to her body. She thought of the paper hands Clen had sent in a letter. She had done as he had instructed and placed them on her shoulders when she felt lonely. She was such an idiot.
“And what,” she said, “would that be?”
“I don’t have to work at the News tonight,” he said. “We can go to Mory’s, like we planned.”
         
A small part of Dabney felt cheered by this news. She thought, The lucky charm worked! Now, her only regret was that she’d returned the sultry black outfit to Solange.
         
But who was she kidding? There would be no Mory’s—no ice-cold martinis, no colossal shrimp cocktail, no dancing to Sinatra.
“You never had to work at the News,” Dabney said.
         
“I…yes, I did.”
“No, you didn’t. I heard what Henry said, Clen. The only person on deadline today is the sports editor. You were never on deadline, you made it up. You lied to me. You had plans with Jocelyn. Are you dating her?”
“Not dating her,” he said.
“She had her hands in your hair,” Dabney said. “She lit you a cigarette. She looked at me like I had a raging case of hives, and she just slapped you.”
         
“She was angry.”
“About what?”
Clen blew air out his nose. This was what he normally did when he was upset or frustrated; Dabney had seen it hundreds of times. She knew him so well. For the years they were in high school, she knew every book he’d read, every record album he owned and his top three favorite tracks on each; she knew every movie he’d seen, she knew about every fight he’d had with his mother, she knew what he would order off any menu, she knew he sneezed in threes, she knew the way his face looked when he was sleeping. She would have said there was nothing she didn’t know about Clendenin Hughes, but she was wrong. It was natural, she supposed. They were in college, they were forging identities. When Dabney had gotten into Harvard and Clen Yale (he had been rejected from Harvard, and Dabney hadn’t applied anywhere else), people said it would be healthy for them to be separated, to have some space. Space: 140 miles. Space: Room to lie.
“Tell me why she’s angry,” Dabney said.
“Because,” Clen said.
“Because why?”
“Because she asked me to go to this alumni event tonight, a formal thing, a dinner dance thing. Her parents are in town, apparently, and her father is top of the masthead at the Wall Street Journal, and…I told her I’d go. I thought for sure you were going to cancel on me, Cupe. You always cancel. But then you showed up and I do love you so goddamned much, but it’s hard being apart, and I do get lonely and Jocelyn is persistent, she doesn’t hear the word no, she’s used to getting what she wants.”
         
“And she wants you.”
“I guess so,” Clen said. “But I told her. I mean, I was clear that I’m taken. I belong to you, Dabney Kimball.”
         
And yet, he had planned on leaving her for seven or ten hours while he went to a formal alumni dinner dance thing with Jocelyn and her influential parents. Dabney caught a glimpse of herself in Clen’s dorm room, lying on his bed, sniffing his pillowcase for his scent. She would have read Franny & Zooey for the umpteenth time and tried again to figure out why Franny never made it to the football game with Lane Coutell, why she never took a bite of her chicken sandwich, but felt okay enough to smoke seventeen cigarettes in a forty-page story. She would wait, thinking how dedicated Clen was to the newspaper while in reality Clen ate bloody prime rib and stroked Jocelyn’s long hair and tried to sound impressive for Jocelyn’s father. Dabney felt sorry for the girl who waited alone in Clen’s dorm room, but that girl was not her—because she was leaving.
         
Jealousy, cheat, trust, like like-likes, red and blue, Harvard, Yale, Spizzwinks, Whiffenpoofs, Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the transcendentalists, Handsome Dan, nearly fifty Yale graduates killed in World War II. People had problems, Dabney thought. Her father had fought in Vietnam, and he came back different. Dabney’s mother couldn’t handle it. She didn’t leave because of you, honey. She left because of me. Dabney’s father had told her that once, when they were duck hunting.
         
But she did leave me, Dabney thought. Her own daughter, her only child.
There was a game taking place on the football field, and there were, Dabney supposed, other games being played here in the Yale Bowl.
She turned away from Clen. He said, “Wait a minute, where are you going?”
Back to Jason’s car, she thought, even though Mallory didn’t want her. To find Clark from Owl. To find a pay phone. She would call Solange and go back to Cambridge. Or she would call Dr. Donegal and go back to Nantucket. Where was she going? Anywhere but here.
She started walking and people rushed past her, so many people, they swallowed her up, making her invisible. If Clen didn’t move right this minute, she knew, he would never find her.
It’s like setting foot on another planet, where no one is familiar and I do not know the rules.
         
Yes, Dabney thought. That was it. That was it exactly.
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		Dabney

Dabney couldn’t believe it. She blinked twice, thinking she no longer had the eyes of a girl or even a young woman, thinking she hadn’t been feeling well lately, and was this a trick of her mind? Twenty-seven years later? Subject line: Hello.
         
Dabney Kimball Beech, who had served as the director of the Nantucket Island Chamber of Commerce for twenty-two years, was in her second-floor office overlooking historic cobblestoned Main Street. It was late April, the Friday morning of Daffodil Weekend, Dabney’s second-most-important weekend of the year, and the weather forecast was a springtime fantasy. It was sixty degrees and sunny today, and would be sixty-four and sunny on Saturday and Sunday.
Dabney had just checked the forecast for the fifth time that day, the five thousandth time that week (the previous year, Daffodil Weekend had been ruined by a late season snowstorm) when the email from Clendenin Hughes appeared in her inbox.
Subject line: Hello.
         
“Oh my God,” Dabney said.
Dabney never swore and rarely took the Lord’s name in vain (thanks to cayenne pepper administered to her ten-year-old tongue by her devoutly Catholic grandmother for saying the word geez.) That she did so now was enough to get the attention of Nina Mobley, Dabney’s assistant for eighteen of the past twenty-two years.
         
“What?” Nina said. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Dabney said quickly. Nina Mobley was Dabney’s closest friend, but Dabney could never tell her that an email from Clendenin Hughes had just popped onto her screen.
Dabney gnawed on one of her pearls, as was her habit when she was deeply concentrating, and now she nearly bit clear through it. She was aware that millions of people across the world were receiving emails at that moment, a good percentage probably upsetting, a smaller but still substantial percentage probably shocking. But she wondered if anyone anywhere on the planet was receiving an email as upsetting and shocking as this one.
She stared at the screen, blinked, clenched the pearl between her teeth. It was grainy, which was how one judged authenticity. Hello. Hello? Not a word for twenty-seven years—and then this. An email at work. Hello. When Clen had left for Thailand, email hadn’t existed. How had he gotten her address? Dabney laughed. He was a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist; finding her email address wouldn’t have presented much of a challenge.
         
Hello.
         
Dabney’s finger tapped the mouse lightly, a tease. Would she open the email? What would it say? What could it possibly say after twenty-seven years of silence?
         
Hello.
         
Dabney could not open the email. She, who never smoked and rarely drank hard liquor, wanted a cigarette and a shot of bourbon. The only thing that would have stunned her more than this was an email from her mother.
But her mother was dead.
Hello.
         
Dabney felt like she was being electrocuted right down to her bone marrow.
Nina was at her own computer, sucking on her gold cross, a bad habit that had traveled by osmosis across the four feet between their desks.
Nina said, “Dabney, really, what is it?”
Dabney let her pearls fall from her mouth; they thumped against her neck like they were made of lead. She had not been feeling right for weeks, maybe as long as a month, and now her body was really going haywire. An email from Clendenin Hughes.
Dabney forced a smile at Nina. “The weather this weekend is going to be perfect!” she said. “We are going to have guaranteed sun.”
         
“After last year,” Nina said, “we deserve it.”
Dabney said, “I’m going to run to the pharmacy for a frappe. Do you want anything?”
Nina furrowed her brow. “Frappe?” She glanced at the wall calendar, theirs each year courtesy of Nantucket Auto Body. “Is it that time of the month again already?”
Dabney wished she wasn’t so predictable, but of course predictability was her trademark. She only got a frappe once a month, the day before her period was due, which was still ten days off.
“I just feel like it today for some reason,” Dabney said. “Do you want anything?”
“No, thank you,” Nina said. She gave Dabney an extra beat of her attention. “You okay?”
Dabney swallowed. “I’m fine,” she said.
  

Outside, the atmosphere was festive. After four cold, punishing months, spring had arrived on Nantucket. Main Street was teeming with people wearing yellow. Dabney spied the Levinsons (Couple #28), whom she had introduced ten years earlier. Larry had been a widower with twins at Yale and Stanford, Marguerite a never-married headmistress at a prestigious girls’ boarding school. Larry wore a yellow cashmere sweater and a pair of Kelly-green corduroy pants, and Marguerite was in a yellow poplin blazer, holding the leash of their golden retriever, Uncle Frank. Dabney adored all dogs, and especially Uncle Frank, and Larry and Marguerite were one of her “couples,” married only because she had introduced them. Dabney knew she should stop and talk; she should rub Uncle Frank under the muzzle until he sang for her. But she couldn’t fake it right now. She crossed the street to Nantucket Pharmacy but did not go inside. She headed down Main Street, through the A&P parking lot, to the Straight Wharf. At the end of the Straight Wharf she gazed at the harbor. There was Jack Copper, working on his charter fishing boat; in another few weeks, summer would arrive in all its crazy glory. Jack waved and Dabney, of course, waved back. She knew everyone on this island, but there was no one in the world she could tell about this email. It was Dabney’s to grapple with alone.
Hello.
         
Dabney could see the Steamship, low in the water, rounding Brant Point. In the next hour, the Chamber office would be inundated with visitors, and Dabney had left Nina all alone. Furthermore, she had left the office without “signing out” on the “log,” which was the one thing Vaughan Oglethorpe, president of the board of directors of the Chamber, absolutely required. Dabney needed to turn around right this second and go back to the office and do the job that she had been doing perfectly for the past two decades.
Subject line: Hello.
         
  

Three hours later, she opened it. She hadn’t planned on opening it at all, but the urge to do so mounted until it was physically painful. Dabney’s back and lower abdomen ached; knowledge of this email was tearing her up inside.
Dear Dabney,
I wanted to let you know that I am on my way back to Nantucket for an indefinite period of time. I suffered a pretty serious loss about six months ago, and I’ve been slow recovering from it. Furthermore, it’s monsoon season, and my enthusiasm for writing about this part of the world has dwindled. I’ve given the Times my notice. I never did get assigned to the Singapore desk. I was close several years ago, but—as ever—I pissed off the wrong person simply by speaking my mind. Singapore will remain a dream deferred. (Big sigh.) I’ve decided that the best thing is for me to come home.
I have respected your long-ago mandate to “never contact [you] again.” More than a quarter century has passed, Cupe. I hope that “never” has an expiration date and that you will forgive me this email. I didn’t want to show up on the island without giving you advance warning, and I didn’t want you to hear the news from anyone else. I will be caretaking the house of Trevor and Anna Jones, 432 Polpis Road, living in their guest cottage.
I am afraid of both saying too much and not saying enough. First and foremost, I want you to know how sorry I am for the way things ended. They didn’t have to be that way, but I categorized it a long time ago as an IMPOSSIBLE SITUATION: I could not stay, and you could not go. Not a day has gone by—honestly, Cupe, not an hour—when I have not thought of you. When I left, I took a part of you with me, and I have treasured that part these many years.
I am not the same person you knew—not physically, not mentally, not emotionally. But, of course, I am ever the same.
I would very much like to see you, although I realize this is almost too much to hope for.
I am writing this from my layover at LAX. If all goes well, I should be back on Nantucket tomorrow morning.
432 Polpis Road, cottage in the back.

Ever yours, Clen


Dabney read the email again, to make sure her addled brain had understood.
Tomorrow morning.
Couple #1: Phil and Ginger (née O’Brien) Bruschelli, married 29 years
Ginger: It would have been presumptuous of me to call myself Dabney’s best friend, because even in 1981, freshman year, Dabney was the most popular girl in the school. When I say “popular,” you might be thinking she was blond, or a cheerleader, or that she lived in a big house on Centre Street. No, no, no—she had straight, thick brown hair cut into a bob, and she always, always wore a headband. She had big brown eyes, a few freckles, and a smile like the sun coming out. She was about five three and she had a cute little body, but she never showed it off. She either wore cable knit sweaters and kilts, or a beat-up pair of Levi’s and an oversized men’s oxford shirt. She had the shirt in four colors: white, blue, pink, and peach. She always wore penny loafers, and she always wore a strand of pearls and pearl earrings. That was Dabney.
            
Dabney Kimball was the most popular girl in the school because she was genuinely kind to everyone. She was kind to Jeffrey Jackson, who had a port wine stain on his face; she was kind to Henry Granger, who started wearing wingtips and carrying a briefcase in second grade. She included everyone in planning events like Homecoming floats and December Delight. She had grown up an only child raised by her father, Lieutenant Kimball, who was a police officer. Her mother was…well, no one knew exactly what had happened to her mother. A couple of different stories had circulated, as gossip does, but all we knew for sure was that Dabney no longer had a mother, which made us love her even more.
            
Dabney was also smarter than everyone else at Nantucket High School, except for Clendenin Hughes, who was what our English teacher, Mr. Kane, called a “hundred-year genius.” Dabney was probably a ninety-nine-year genius.
            
Freshman year, Dabney and I were fledglings on the yearbook committee. The yearbook was mostly upperclassmen—it was, actually, all upperclassmen, except for the two of us. Dabney felt that, despite our lowly status, freshmen should be represented just like the other three classes, and that no one was going to look out for us if we didn’t look out for ourselves. So that winter Dabney and I hung out a lot. We would go to yearbook meetings every Tuesday and Thursday after school, and when we were finished, we would watch the boys’ varsity basketball team.
            
I had a huge, horrible crush on Phil Bruschelli. Phil was a sophomore, and in the varsity games, he mostly sat the bench. If the team was ahead by more than twenty points, Phil would go in for a few minutes. One such time when this happened, I grabbed Dabney’s arm in excitement.
            
I’ll never forget the look on her face. It was what I’ll now call amused recognition. She said, “You like him. You like Phil.”
            
“No, I don’t,” I said. Because even though Dabney and I were practically best friends, my crush on Phil wasn’t a secret I was willing to share.
            
“Yes,” she said. “You do. I can see it. You’re all…pink.”
            
“Of course I’m pink,” I said. “It’s a hundred degrees in here and I’m Irish.”
            
“Not your face, silly,” Dabney said. “Your, I don’t know, your aura is rosy.”
            
“My aura?” I said. “Rosy?”
            
After the game, Dabney insisted I wait with her in the hallway outside the boys’ locker room. Her father was coming to pick her up, she said.
            
“Why aren’t you walking?” I asked. Dabney lived right across the street from the school.
            
“Just wait with me,” Dabney said. And then she pushed my hair back off my shoulders and flipped up the collar of my Izod shirt. She was so close to me I could have counted her freckles.
            
I said, “How come you don’t have a boyfriend? You’re so pretty and everyone likes you.”
            
She said, “I do have a boyfriend. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
            
I wanted to ask her who she meant, but at that instant Phil Bruschelli walked out of the locker room, all six foot three of him. His dark hair was still damp from the shower and he was wearing a dark brown shearling jacket. I nearly fainted away, he was so cute.
            
Dabney stepped into his path. “Hey there, Phil.”
            
Phil stopped. “Hey, Dabney.”
            
Dabney said, “Nice that you got a little playing time today. Varsity game, you must be psyched.”
            
He shrugged. “Yeah, whatever, Coach says I have to pay my dues. Wait until next year.”
            
Dabney pulled me close to her side. “You know Ginger, right, Phil? Ginger O’Brien? We’re doing yearbook together.”
            
Phil smiled at me. My vision blurred. I teetered. Smile! I thought. Smile back! But it felt like I was going to cry instead.
            
Phil said, “You serve at church, right? You’re an altar girl?”
            
I felt flames of embarrassment licking my cheeks. Rosy indeed. I nodded, and then made a chirping noise like a sparrow. Who wanted to be recognized as an altar girl? And yet, I was an altar girl, and I had been since I was ten years old. It wasn’t exactly a secret.
            
Phil said, “My mother makes me go to Mass once a month, and I see you there whenever I go.”
            
“I’m not surprised you noticed Ginger,” Dabney said. “She’s gorgeous.” With that, Dabney hooked her arm around my neck and kissed my scorching hot cheek. “See ya, gotta go! My dad is here!”
            
She bounded out the door to the back parking lot, but her father wasn’t waiting. Lieutenant Kimball drove a squad car, which I would have noticed. There were no cars waiting. Dabney was walking home, abandoning me at a time when I needed her to prop me up. I decided I would never forgive her.
            
But then Phil asked if I liked basketball and I said yes, and he asked if I wanted to come watch him play for the JV team the following afternoon, and I said sure. He said he would have a lot more playing time in that game, and I said, Okay, great. And he said, Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, don’t forget me! And I felt like a flock of birds had startled in my chest.
            
Phil and I have been married for twenty-nine years and we have four beautiful sons, the youngest of whom plays power forward for Villanova University.
            
Rosy indeed.
            

  

Dabney left the Chamber office at four-thirty as usual. All preparations for Daffodil Weekend were in place; Dabney could have organized it in her sleep—thank goodness, because her afternoon had been consumed with rereading Clen’s email and then obsessing about it.
I suffered a pretty serious loss about six months ago, and I’ve been slow recovering from it.
         
What kind of loss? Dabney wondered. Did he lose a good friend, a lover? Dabney had lost her father from a heart attack a decade earlier, and her beloved chocolate lab, Henry, had died at the age of seventeen just before Christmas. But neither of these losses compared with the loss of Clendenin.
Not a day has gone by—honestly, Cupe, not an hour—when I have not thought of you.
         
She would be lying if she said that she had not thought of him, too. The love of her life, her perfect match, her Meant-to-Be. The father of her child. How it had pained her to break off contact. But years and years later, Dabney was stunned by the wisdom and maturity of her decision.
The only way I am going to survive is with a clean break. Please respect my wishes and let me, and this child, go. Please, Clendenin Tabor Hughes, do me the favor of never contacting me again.
         
He had been so, so angry. He had called Dabney in the middle of the night, and over the staticky, time-delayed phone line, they had screamed at each other for the first time in their relationship, often stepping on one another’s words until Clen ended the call by saying We all make choices and slamming down the phone. But he had let her do things her way. He had not contacted her.
         
IMPOSSIBLE SITUATION: I could not stay, and you could not go.
         
That was about the size of it.
Despite this, Dabney had thought Clendenin might appear at the hospital when she gave birth. She had thought he might materialize in the back of the church on the afternoon she married Box, and just like in the movies, he would interrupt the priest at the critical moment. She had thought he might attend Agnes’s first piano recital, or show up at Dabney’s fortieth birthday party at the Whaling Museum. She had thought he might come back to the island when his mother, Helen, died—but Helen Hughes had been cremated and there was no service.
Dabney had always thought he might come back.
If it goes well, I should be on Nantucket tomorrow morning.
         

	

    
	
		Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Hachette Digital.
To receive special offers, bonus content, and news about our latest ebooks and apps, sign up for our newsletters.
Sign Up
         
Or visit us at hachettebookgroup.com/newsletters
         
[image: BOOKish]
For more about this book and author, visit Bookish.com.

	

    
	
Table of Contents

  	Cover

  
	Title Page

	Welcome

	The Tailgate

	About the author

	Books by Elin Hilderbrand

	Preview of The Matchmaker

	Newsletters


	Copyright



    Navigation
   

   	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

    	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    

   

	
		The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
Copyright © 2014 by Elin Hilderbrand

Excerpt from The Matchmaker copyright © 2014 by Elin Hilderbrand

Author photograph by Laurie Richards

Cover design by Susan Zucker; photo: Steve Cole/Getty Images

Cover copyright © 2014 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.
            
All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
            
Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017
littlebrown.com
twitter.com/littlebrown
facebook.com/littlebrownandcompany
            
First e-book edition: May 2014
The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.
The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.
ISBN 978-0-316-37616-7


	

    OPS/images/art_thematchmaker_online.jpg
Elin ¥
Hilderbrand

Matchmaker






OPS/images/art_psummerland_online.jpg
Summerland .

Hilderbrand





OPS/images/lb_logo_online.jpg





OPS/images/bookish-logo-epub.png





OPS/images/art_pSurfing_online.jpg
Elin
Hilderbrand





OPS/images/art_pcastaways_online.jpg
Hilderbrand
Caxm"wnyx

o ’ e

A





OPS/images/art_pbeautiful_online.jpg





OPS/images/art_psilvergirl_online.jpg





OPS/images/art_pisland_online.jpg
The Island

Elin
Hilderbrand

»A





OPS/images/art_psummeraffair_online.jpg
Elin=
Hilderbrand

-





OPS/images/art_matchmaker_teaser1_online.jpg
WE L K
Hilderbr

i
Matchmaker

-

-






OPS/images/9780316376167_tailgate_online.jpg





OPS/images/art_pbarefoot_online.jpg
-‘.ﬁl—-

B;n’/fm[






OPS/images/art_pauthorphoto_online.jpg





OPS/images/9780316376167_cover_epub.jpg





