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W

hen Reedy Watson was still a young man, he determined he must find a way to avoid Death.  He came to this determination as a result of the death of his father, a very direct and uncomplicated man who, as the cliché goes, died young and left a good-looking corpse.  He also left a sorrowing wife and perplexed child.  His father’s death impressed Reedy.  Within a few years, Death dominated his thoughts.

Reedy watched Death carefully.  He observed the myriad ways people met it.  They drove into it at high speeds, they walked in front of it, they leapt to it, they ate or drank or smoked their way to it.  They variously took their loved ones with them or left them behind to grieve as his father had done.  It seemed to Reedy that no one tried particularly hard to avoid it.  Mostly, they were non-compis mentis, their minds on something else, not looking where they were going, not mindful of what or how much they were consuming.  They were, Reedy thought, just asking for Death to pounce upon them in inattentive moments.  He decided he would not have inattentive moments.

He did not.  He lived every waking moment in the present, self-aware and self-possessed.  This impressed everyone around him—his mother, who thought him an overly serious child; his teachers, who thought him incredibly bright; his fellow students, who thought him patently strange.  He was aware of their regard, but it didn’t affect him.  

He was a remarkable student, with tremendous powers of observation.  He favored the academic disciplines—the sciences rather than the arts—for music and prose and poetry tempted him to forget where he was and dwell somewhere other than the here and now.  He excelled in “hard sciences,” won honors and, by the time he graduated high-school, was being courted by prestigious schools.

At this point, it occurred to Reedy that, though he was attentive, he was also distinctive.  If mere mortals marked his achievements, what might Death make of them?  He turned down scholarships from Harvard, Stanford and MIT to attend a tiny college in Maine.  

Away from home, he determined he must do more to keep Death from locating him.  Death, he theorized, might be muddled by misdirection.  He changed his name from Reed to Richard and from Watson to Willis.  He still signed letters to his mother “Reedy,” but it worried him to have such a traceable point of access.  He mailed those letters from a neighboring town.  He also taught himself to write with his left hand as he thought that might confuse Death.  His papers and local correspondence were written in the stand-up characters of the sinister hand; only his surreptitious letters home were written right-handed.

Reed/Richard was happy in Maine.  His ageless little college town tempted him to forget that Death existed.  The ivy on the walls of the town hall was older than the Constitution, and as he prepared to accept his Bachelor’s degree, Reedy came to believe he might last indefinitely here.  Then two impressive things happened upon the same day.  

The first of these was a moment of inattentiveness such as he had never before allowed himself.  He was crossing the tree‑shaded cobbles before the college’s main auditorium, enroute to his graduation ceremony.  Late, his arms encumbered with a half-open briefcase and his graduation robe, he was focused entirely on juggling.  Out of the corner of his eye, as he approached mid-street, he noticed a female student hurrying in the opposite direction, her hair a banner in the cool spring breeze.

He hesitated, clutching the briefcase, and allowed himself a single moment to admire her beauty.  In that moment, he was nearly run down by a car.  

The driver swerved and honked and pulled over while Reedy rode a tide of adrenaline to the curb.  The driver apologized profusely.  “I’m so sorry!” he said.  “You were in such a hurry, I thought you’d be across by the time I got to this spot.  When you stopped....”

Reedy soothed the driver, knowing the event was his own fault.  From the safety of the auditorium steps, he looked about for the young woman who’d unwittingly distracted him.  She was nowhere in sun-dappled view.  He went inside.  It was in this seemingly protected place that the second thing occurred:  Reedy saw Death.

He was on-stage when he saw it.  He had just finished his valedictorian speech and gathered up his notes when he looked up toward the back of the auditorium and saw Death sitting by the front doors against the wall.  It looked much as he had imagined—dark clothing not unlike the habit worn by an Orthodox priest, a long saturnine face of which he could see only the half lit by the sunlight flooding through the front doors.  Reedy thought the thin mouth smiled.  He froze for a moment—another moment of gross inattention—and wondered about the mechanics of Death.  Had the near accident brought Death here?  Had that been Death’s way of announcing himself?  Or had Reedy dodged Death’s earnest attempt to take him?

“Mister Willis!”  An urgent whisper from the assistant dean brought him back to where he was.  The audience watched him, expectant, hushed.  He slipped from the podium drenched in sweat and applause and carefully retook his seat.  He could still see Death sitting by the doors.  His heart tripped over itself and began to race.  He calmed it by reasoning that Death was no threat to him as long as he could see it and keep it at a distance.

He only took his eyes from it once during the remainder of the ceremony—when he returned to the podium for his diploma. When he glanced again to the back of the hall, Death had gone.

Words are inadequate to describe the extreme care with which Reedy left the auditorium and crossed the campus to his fraternity house.  He didn’t hurry—hurrying was what had driven him to inattention in the first place—he was careful, methodical.  He packed, he arranged to get his transcripts, he left Maine, praying that Death might be diverted by digression.

He took a serpentine course across the country, heading westward.  In Pennsylvania, he bleached his hair.  When he reached the Ozarks, he had grown a beard, which he also bleached.  In Nebraska, he changed his name to John Smits, reasoning that while “John Smith” was distinctive by virtue of its very blandness, he would be stupid to continue to use names with the initials RW.  Perhaps that had been his mistake earlier.

As John Smits, Reedy enrolled at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, shifting his major subtly to one side—Cultural Anthropology rather than History.   He spent two years in Nebraska, his grey eyes made blue by contact lenses, his hair kept carefully blond.   Here, too, he was content.  But here, too, he distinguished himself as a student, and at the end of his second year, he saw Death again.  

A brilliant essay on the culture of Tanu Tuva had won him honors, attention and an awards banquet.  He stood at the buffet, basking in congratulatory chatter and flirting with a striking young lady who had caught his eye, when he glanced up and across the food-laden table.  At first, he wasn’t sure it was Death looking back at him, for the clothing was different and the face was almost featureless, but when Reedy looked into the eyes, he had no doubt.  They were frigid, colorless eyes and they filled him with such terror, he forgot about the girl.  He forgot about anything but how close he was to Death.  He put down his plate, fled the banquet and received his award by mail the day he left Nebraska.

He understood now that digression was not enough.  He must also avoid distinguishing himself.  

When he arrived in Berkeley, California, his eyes were brown, his hair and mustache were black, his skin was deeply tanned from days beneath ultraviolet lamps (tanning in real sunlight, he reasoned, was an open invitation to Death).  His name was Vishnu Bhaktidas and he had cultivated a very slight, but very precise East Indian accent.  

Though she lived less than one hundred miles away, he did not visit Reedy Watson’s mother.  He did not go to her wedding when she remarried in the winter of his second year at Berkeley.  He earned a master’s degree in Archaeology and did not wait for Death to put in an appearance before relocating again, this time in New Mexico.

Paulo Martinez took his Master’s degree into the field, working as a corporate archaeologist. During his sojourn there, he saw Death only in art—in paintings, on the walls of tombs, as tiny figurines in native shrines.  He was not a superstitious man, so unearthing and handling these things didn’t bother him in the least.  He had seen Death; these were harmless effigies.  

Three years later, when he returned to school in Arizona as Steve Nederman, he applied his time in the corporate environment toward a doctorate in History.  He pursued post doctoral studies at UCLA, reasoning that the sheer mass of the student body would grant him anonymity.  He was content during that time, if not happy.  He had few friends, for he must keep people at arm’s length, but he had History, which had become a passion with him.  He called himself Dr. Douglas Dodge and there was more than a hint of pride in that name; he hadn’t seen Death for nearly a decade.

He taught several classes in his second year at UCLA—classes that were always full.  It didn’t occur to him that his popularity was putting him in jeopardy until he looked up from a lecture one morning to see Death sitting in the front row.  It wore a black leather jacket, which struck Reedy as somewhat cliché, but the expression in its colorless eyes vacuum-froze Reedy’s heart.  His surprise was only momentary, then he continued his lecture, keeping his eyes on Death.  At the end of the hour, Death rose and left, giving him a wintry backwards glance.  Reedy’s heart skidded, then picked up speed again, thudding so loudly, he barely heard the students clustered around him imploring his attention.  

“Excuse me, professor?”  A soft-voiced young woman tugged at his thoughts.  “Are you all right?”

Already planning his next digression, he begged off, pleading a headache.  He tried not to meet the girl’s eyes, but they caught him, reminding him achingly of things that could not be thrown into a suitcase and moved, dyed a new color, or changed through the DMV.  He experienced, for the first time, a soul-deep twinge of longing for something he had just realized he could never have.

He doubled back to Maine, enrolling as a student in the Master’s program of the very school from which he had earned his Bachelor’s degree.  Let Death try to follow this, he thought, and thanked Providence for a youthful and easily disguised face.

This time he made real efforts not to be distinctive.  His appearance was average, his grades were average, his name was average, his life was average ... except in one respect; he kept himself aloof from members of the opposite sex, knowing full well that involvement could bring untold difficulties.  This gave rise to the idea that he was gay, which in turn gave rise to several embarrassing situations that ended in hurt feelings on both sides.  His small circle of friends dwindled even further.  He was earning a reputation as an odd duck, and could only pray this did not draw Death’s attention to him again.

In the third year of his new Master’s program, Reedy’s mother fell ill.  He packed up his life and returned to California as Dr. Reed Watson, finding his mother in a Sacramento hospital.  She had AIDS, she told him, having evidently contracted it from a second husband disinclined to fidelity.  Though he had protested he would stand by her, she had started divorce proceedings the day she was diagnosed.  

Reedy was not comforted by that justice.  In his own quest to elude Death, he had abandoned her.  He could have been there when she remarried—should have been there.  He could have taken one look at her husband-to-be and seen Death perched on his shoulder, he was certain of it.

The hospital made him nervous, and at first he watched for Death almost obsessively.  When he didn’t see it, he reasoned that Death might simply be too busy here to bother with him.  

He mentioned none of this to his mother, of course; she wanted only to hear about his life and accomplishments.  So he sat in her sunny, depressing hospital room and shared these things with her, omitting the fact that his name had changed half a dozen times since she had given birth to  him.  Her nurse came and went, smiling at him when he made his mother smile.  He was warmed by her approval, but she reminded him of all the smiling young women who had strolled in and out of his revolving-door life.  Her presence depressed and uplifted at once, making Reedy suppose he knew what riding a roller coaster was like though, of course, he’d never been on one.

He spent two weeks in Sacramento, visiting his mother daily, keeping his eyes open for Death.  Every time the door of her room swung open, he expected to see it standing there in the hall, but it never appeared.  There would only be his mother’s doctor with his kind detachment, or his mother’s nurse with her sweet smile and cheerful words, and Reedy began to wonder if Death was only visible to those it was about to take.

He asked his mother, “Do you see anyone else in the room, Mom?  Besides me?”

She looked at him oddly.  “I see my doctors when they’re here.  I see my nurse.”

He glanced at the nurse, who was sorting medications into a little cup.  Her name tag said “Layli.”  An unusual name.  A pang of something like grief struck Reedy’s heart and he almost blurted aloud that she should change her name to something bland, something ordinary like Mary, or Ellen or Ann, so that Death wouldn’t be so quick to notice her.

She smiled at him.  “It’s Persian,” she said, then when he couldn’t reply, “My name.  I saw you looking at my badge.”

“It’s ... lovely.  Unusual.”  He took a deep breath.  Held it ... and said nothing more.

His mother fell asleep as they chatted, and even Reedy dozed in his chair.  He woke to find the nurse, Layli, standing over him.  “It’s time,” she said.

“I’m sorry?  I ...”  Reedy tried to rouse himself, but all that became aroused was his awareness of the girl.  He could feel the warmth of her body, the warmth of her smile, the warmth of compassion in her eyes.  She smelled sweet, like cinnamon. He’d expected antiseptic.  Once, he’d perched on a stool in a sunny kitchen while his mother pulled cinnamon cookies from the oven.  She would hold them up for his bright inspection and he would applaud.

“Visiting hours are over, Dr. Watson.”

He rose and left, feeling suddenly and overwhelmingly lonely.  His father was gone.  Now he would leave his mother behind ... and Layli, or anyone like her.

In the lobby of the hospital, he made his way to the sliding glass doors, standing aside as a new mother was wheeled out hugging her baby to her breast.  She smiled at him and, from behind her wheelchair, her husband smiled at him.  They crossed the threshold and went out into the darkening parking lot.  The doors slid closed with a hushed sound and Reedy stared at his own reflection in the glass.  He expected to see someone old and tired-looking, but the man who gazed back was young.  Too young, most people would probably say, to have a Ph.D. at the end of his name.  Does your mommy know you’re wearing that beard? he thought.

He was stepping into the beam that would part the doors when he saw another reflection behind his in the glass.  He recognized it at once, despite the white doctor’s coat.  The doors parted, flinging the reflection to one side.  Reedy turned, but it had gone.

His first thought was for his mother.  He hurried back to the nurses’ station and tried to get someone’s attention.  It seemed to take forever.  

“Mrs. Watson,” he said when he was finally face to face with a nurse.  “No, no.  I mean Mrs. Hammermill.  Could you check her status for me?”

The woman seemed happy enough to help him; he watched her phone the nurses’ station in his mother’s ward.  She spoke, she glanced at him, she turned away.  He knew.  He knew before she faced him at last and he saw the expression on her face—eyes kind but sad, mouth uncertain.

“I’m sorry, sir.  Mrs. Hammermill passed on about five minutes ago.  Were you close?”

Yes?  No?  How did he answer that?  Afterward, he vaguely remembered saying he was her son.  Remembered receiving condolences.  He hoped Layli had been with her.  He hoped that if death ever did catch up with him, there would be a Layli for him, as well.

He finished his second Master’s degree in Canada, then went to Florida where he taught at the University of Miami.  Then he returned to school as a student, earning a doctorate in Language.  He taught college level French in Indiana.  He returned to Berkeley for his Anthropology doctorate; he went back into the field and from there into teaching again.

By the time he was sixty-five, digression had earned him five doctorates and two additional Master’s degrees.  He was in excellent physical condition, for he was careful about exercise, diet and lifestyle.  He was also compulsive and lonely and discontent, and envious of people who were none of those things.  He wondered if he might have struck a balance in his life.  He wondered if it was too late to find one now.  He wondered if there might be someone, somewhere who could understand how he lived, who would be willing to share his somewhat bizarre lifestyle with him.

He’d become very good at the Dodge.  He hadn’t seen Death since that evening in the lobby of a Sacramento hospital, and Death had not been there for him, then.  It was clear that Death had either lost interest, or did not know where he was.  Sometimes, he didn’t know where he was either—was this Maine or Canada?  Florida or California?  Arizona or Mexico?

Boston, Massachusetts.  That was where he was this particular evening.  He was Dr. Joseph Parry, professor of History at Boston College.  He was in his favorite restaurant, alone, staring at the lights of the city laid out beyond and below the windows.  There was also reflected light in the windows, thrown from the myriad table-top candles.  It was hard to distinguish one from the other.  He was making a game of that when he saw Death reflected in the glass.

It was sitting in a booth across the room.  It was watching him.  Its black suit and shirt made the featureless face seem unnervingly pasty as if all the color had drained away into the kaleidoscopic tie.  Reedy sat, lump in his throat, wondering what to do and feeling suddenly and excruciatingly weary.

Perhaps, he thought, I should just go over and introduce myself.  Perhaps, I should just get this over with.  And perhaps, he thought, not for the first time, I’m completely mad and that is just a curious stranger.
Survival instinct clamored for him to leave, but he could only sit there and stare at Death and wait for his dinner to arrive.  Fight or flight.  Adrenaline surged, making his heart race.  Get up and leave, the rhythm said.  Get up and leave.
He was at the point of doing just that, when movement close at hand startled him.  He looked up to see a young woman sliding into the booth across from him.  She was a stranger, young, lovely.  She smiled at him, and her face took on a strange familiarity.

“Hello, doctor,” she said.

His heart pounded with a new awareness—Death had risen and was moving toward him.  He saw it peripherally, for he couldn’t take his eyes from the woman sitting across from him.  In that moment, she was every woman he had ever gazed at longingly and left behind on his mad zig‑zag through life.  If loneliness were his personal disease, she was the cure.  He forgot about Death and focused his attention on her.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“Yes and no.  We’ve met before, but you don’t remember me.”

He returned her smile.  “I’d like to rectify that.” He held out his hand.  “I’m Dr. Joseph Parry.”

She took the hand.  “You’re Dr. Reed Watson.”

No.  It simply could not be. That was so many years ago.  “Are you ... Layli?  You can’t be Layli.”

“It’s a name I’ve used.”  She held his hand between her own, eyes soft, wistful. 

It was an odd thing to say, and it struck him with forcible certainty that she, like him, was a fugitive from Death.  He felt so strange.  Light-headed, transfixed.  Her eyes, direct, all-knowing, pulled words from him.  “You’re like me, aren’t you?  You know what this life is like.  I sensed that in the hospital.”  So long ago, now. 

“I do know.  I know that you’ve been wretched and lonely.  That you’ve made yourself wretched and lonely.”

“What else could I do?  I’ve had to—”  He peered at her, suddenly perplexed.  “But you ... you worked in a hospital, surrounded by Death’s doings.  How could you do that?”  And then it him—the simple logic of it.  She had been keeping Death in plain sight rather than offering it the opportunity to sneak up on her.  

This reminded him that Death was yet trying to sneak up on him.  He cursed his inattentiveness and jerked his eyes from the woman’s.  The table across the room was empty and Death was nowhere in sight.

He relaxed, feeling leaden with relief.  “It’s gone.  Thank God, it’s gone.”  He looked at his companion anew.  “No.  Thank you.  I believe you frightened it away.”

“What?”

“Death,” he said, daring to be thought mad.  “It was sitting right over there.”

She laughed and he wished his life had been full of that sound.  Perhaps it could be yet.  He felt hopeful for the first time in decades.  He smiled.  “You think I’m crazy.  I don’t blame you.  But it’s true.  Death came here for me.”

She nodded.  “Yes.  Death did come here for you.”  She leaned toward him, her scent like the remembered fragrance of cinnamon cookies baking in his mother’s kitchen.  “I’m Death, Reedy.”

He shook his head, and the room turned slightly on its axis.  “But you’re ... you’re beautiful, warm.  Death is stark and faceless. It has glaciers for eyes.”

“That wasn’t Death.”

“Then what?”

“Loneliness.  I am Death.  Where I go, Loneliness flees.  You never knew me, Reedy.  Know me, and you will never meet Loneliness again.”

His heart trip-hammered.  The restaurant melted into an overly warm blur of shadow and light and muted sound.  Reedy saw only her eyes, the eyes of Layli—twin lights that beckoned.  He breathed a last breath and inhaled the sweet fragrance of cinnamon cookies.

