Challenge Day Four: Michael
By Terry Deer
Words:

When I think of unforgettable first loves, Michael comes to mind. We were coworkers for a brief time, in the bookstore where I held my first job. I had graduated from college with an unmarketable bachelor’s degree in theater and speech. Michael graduated a year later, but he had served in Vietnam; he was five years my senior. In terms of life experience, he was much older than I. His degree was in creative writing. He was a poet, and in his courtly behavior, something of a knight errant. I fell hard.

 Michael was a big, almost burly man, with short, dark hair, thin lips and a large and forbidding chin. He was tall enough to look down on most of the other staff members, including the manager. I would have had to stand on a box to get within kissing distance, and I would have done it, too, but two obstacles stood in my way. The first was the daunting fissure that his years in the world set between us. The second was Martha, his girlfriend. Privately, I thought her unworthy of him, but I had enough sense to know that I wouldn’t come off well in a catfight. I settled for quiet camaraderie and a burning, hopeless devotion.

I suspect that he knew of my infatuation, but thank goodness, he never humiliated me by acknowledging it. In that and other ways, Michael was a true Virginia gentleman. He opened doors and held umbrellas with a steady politeness that could have been oppressive but for his saving sense of humor. I can still hear his voice, a deep, husky tone with just a hint of Southern drawl and nicotine roughness. He read aloud with expression and could quote poetry from memory, something we had in common, though he leaned more toward Matthew Arnold and I toward Lewis Carroll. A mashup of “Dover Beach” and “The Walrus and the Carpenter”, despite some intriguing similarities, was not in the cards.

Williamsburg was too small to hold Michael for long. Within a year or two he had transferred to the New York store. I never saw him again. We corresponded briefly, but our friendship didn’t survive the distance or his marriage to Martha. In any case, I had my own trajectory. I might have found him on Facebook or LinkedIn, but I was happy in my life, and I never thought to look, until now. And so, I find myself reading his obituary, dated June of 2016, and learning things I never knew about him: that he had a successful career in publishing; that he moved back to Virginia in later life; that his marriage to Martha flourished; that they had two children. Signs of a life well lived.

On my bookshelf is a copy of Tristram, a book length epic poem by Edward Arlington Robinson. The first page carries an inscription, dated December 24, 1977. In Michael’s crabbed hand, it begins, “Dear Terry, may you derive as much pleasure from this as I have derived from knowing you.”

Dear Michael, the pleasure was all mine.
