Part One: Accusation 

Every day, every act betrays the ill-concealed deity. We believe in ourselves, as we do not believe in others. We permit all things to ourselves, and that we call sin in others, is experiment for ourselves. It is an instance of faith in ourselves that men never speak of crime as lightly as they think: or every man thinks a latitude safe for himself, which is in no wise to be indulged in others. 

--Emerson 

14 June 99

J

ack hated planes. Instead of sedating himself with tranquilizers or whiskey when forced to board one, his imagination would patrol the cockpit and return with sotto-voce reassurances, unnerving to those sitting nearby, that the invisible pilots were coping well with sudden downdrafts, meteor showers, heart attacks in first class, Uzi-armed terrorists, and fuel leaks:  Folks, that’s Lands End out our starboard windows. We’ll be starting our descent toward London in about seven minutes. Those flames coming from our number three engine are nothing to worry about as yet. I’m sure the boys from Heathrow will douse them soon as we touch down.  

But on this day he let the pilots fly unsupervised. He had just taken off from Leonardo Da Vinci airport on a nonstop Alitalia flight to JFK because there had been no cabin available for months on a transatlantic freighter. Homesickness had finally overwhelmed his phobia. He missed his friends. He missed the country he hadn’t seen in three years. Tuscany was starting to feel less like an abounding source of pleasure and more like a stark land of permanent exile. Exile.  The word revived the first inkling he’d had of his troubles. 

One morning while scooping the mail from his box at work he had felt--among the glossy ad envelopes, manila folders, magazines, memos from colleagues--a hard object jabbing his palm. It was a broken but hefty piece of pottery. He carried the terra cotta crescent to a window and studied it.  From its tan surface gleamed the word STONIKROFT, his own last name transliterated into ancient Greek capital letters and painted on the clay. He instantly recognized that the shard resembled an ostrakon. He had jammed the potsherd and his other jumbled mail into his canvas briefcase and retreated upstairs to his office. 

He fingered the ostrakon sitting at his desk. He had seen a dozen examples of the real thing years before in Athens under museum glass--such resonant names as “Themistocles” and “Alcibiades” scratched into their baked surfaces. Ancient Athenians had held elections in the 5th century BCE, and ostrakoi—pieces of broken clay pots--were the odd but handy ballots used to vote into exile certain public figures who had incurred widespread hostility. The man whose name appeared most often on the potsherds was forced to leave Athens for a decade. At first Jack thought the thing might be somebody’s practical joke. The sort of arcane gag his good buddy Pierlorenzo Boccone might pull. But Jack learned within a day that Boccone had nothing to do with it and within a few more that the ostrakon was no joke. He had kept it on his desk as a paperweight, at first a tangible reminder that someone unknown hated him, then as an ever more accurate omen of his future. But today his exile would end. A transatlantic flight lay ahead, with Philadelphia his destination by nightfall. 

He adjusted his seat to full recline position, unlatched his seatbelt and imagined the weeks ahead. He had agreed to promote the book he’d written in Tuscany at a few signing parties in New England college towns and to be interviewed day after next by Terry Gross on Fresh Air. 

Why did Gross want Jack on her show? His book would not create a sensation, except perhaps a mild one among a few scholars of the Italian Renaissance. What worried Jack was that she might have invited him, the expatriate biographer of a 15th century celibate friar, in the hope of shifting their conversational subject to certain scandalous and nationally-publicized events in his own past. But after years of hoping TG’s interviewees would shoot back feisty answers to her intrusive questions, Jack realized he would at last have his chance. “Sure, Terry, I’ve had some personal exposure to moral zealots--but I was hoping we could talk mostly today about Savonarola. Giro was a guy who led a much more dramatic life than mine. Who knows--maybe even a more dramatic life than yours. Would you be willing to share some of your past if I share mine?” No, I probably won’t say that to her. 

His seatmate ran her fingers along his trouserleg and squeezed his knee to get his attention. She was accustomed by now to his oblivious immersion in narrative reverie.

“I love the feel of this suit, Jack. You almost never wear it. Why today on this stifling plane?”

“Too bulky to pack. I don’t wear it because I’m ashamed of the reason I bought it. Maybe I’ll wear it to sign books. We’ll see.” 

“Don’t be down on it,” she said. “It feels sensational.”

“Not when you’re in it. Feels more like Giro’s hairshirt.”

Jack never wore these particular trousers without remembering the most harrowing day of his life. 









Late on the afternoon of April 8th 1996 Jackson Stoneycroft had stretched out on the leather couch in his study. His jacket was off, but he was still formally dressed--stiff-collared white shirt, gold cuff links, purple and gold college tie, black dress shoes, those harsh tweed trousers--and he was not at all comfortable. The wool prickled his thighs and reminded him of Lincoln Kangamishu’s friendly rebuke. When Jack told Kanga he was going to buy an Irish suit so he could stand for Dean with more sartorial dignity and a little elan, his colleague had snapped: “Don’t do that, Jack! Listen to Henry Thoreau: ‘Beware of enterprises that require new clothes.’  Run as you are.” 

Jack had bought the suit anyway--but not in public. He found a splendid-sounding one in a catalogue--tailored in Hong Kong from cloth woven in a hundred-year-old Donegal mill. The catalogue’s upbeat prose had also persuaded him, pace Kanga and Thoreau, that the right new clothes could often inspire an otherwise improbable adventure. As yet, though, no comely stranger with an East European accent--Prague? Minsk?--had come on to his new suit at a gallery opening or been moved to finger its nubby texture in a queue for a film club showing of The Blue Angel.  So Jack had that nubby itchy feel--of gray, discreetly heather-mottled fabric--to himself. 

Since coming home a half-hour ago from the public forum at which he was the only candidate dressed in a suit, he had pondered the gist of Thoreau’s admonition. Did it mean Don’t take a job for which you must change your image? Maybe that was it--except “image” was pedestrian 20th century shorthand of a kind Thoreau could never have used. Maybe he meant keep wearing your old clothes: they reassure people you’ll be the same guy in the new job.  Or put more ominously: It’s dangerous to impersonate someone you’re not.  

That thought gave Jack pause. Who was he trying to become? Irrevocably a graduate of Williams, Cambridge and Columbia, author of five books, most of them on European military and intellectual history, Professor of History at a large eastern public university and for six years a vigorous and outspoken Chair of his Department, he now hoped to be appointed Dean of Humanities. Given his accomplishments, he was hardly overreaching.

Not overreaching, but certainly risking the heady stimulation of a professor’s life for the turbulence of a Dean’s. So addicted had Jack become to teaching that he anticipated his lectures and seminars as avidly as his tee times. He was rarely bored doing the things a senior faculty member does—holding forth in class eight or nine hours a week, advising students, grading papers, addressing the Faculty Senate, entertaining visiting speakers, hiring new colleagues, reading and writing and prepping classes early and late—though he had grown increasingly impatient with the various outrages and follies afoot in his own department and profession. He stayed keen, in truth, largely because of his anger. Here I am, trying to chill on my couch, as the kids say, but I’m stewing in reactionary nostalgia. I’m running for Dean because I can’t stand it that the feckless new breed debases and trivializes the Arts and Humanities far and wide.

High school, college, grad school, his fellowship years in Europe, had been pretty much one social and spiritual high. Word-happy, high-spirited, culturally-addicted scholars and writers of an older generation had peopled every place he’d worked, and several were as eager to teach him about Bordeaux wine and sauce béarnaise as about Tacitus and Gibbon. These men—convivial academics had been mostly male in those days—were sure that culture and civilization were good and valuable assets. The whole of Europe could hardly match what was happening on America’s several thousand campuses. In fact, the flow of talent--from campus into government, industry, journalism, the arts and back--had surely helped create the synergistic American juggernaut.  But by the late 80’s the Humanistic component of higher education was in deep trouble, enfeebled by a malaise for which Jack struggled to find the right metaphor. Did the Humanities merely have the flu or were they wasting away with leukemia? If reactionaries like him just hung in there, would their once vibrant profession recover? Or was the case terminal? He was never sure. 

Whatever the disease, its major symptom was a repudiation of Western Civilization that ranged from regretful to vengeful. The repudiators were intensely anti-Humanist thinkers for whom Western Civ was by and large a moral failure. And their alternately nonsensical and unintelligible writings had caused a pervasive estrangement between the general public and cutting edge thought in the universities. For a decade Jack had waited for his younger colleagues to come to their senses. But the tide hadn’t turned. Now you could win academic glory by proving that some genius who had permanently enriched countless lives was really an enemy of the people. As he thought about these posthumous purges Jack was reminded of the Russian and Chinese way of staging mock trials for counter-revolutionaries. Confess your bourgeois recidivism, Shakespeare and Beethoven! Jack, as he candidly confessed, didn’t get it at all.

You’re right, I sure as Hell don’t get that was Jack’s frequent public and testy rejoinder to this tiresome Postmodern taunt. Explain to me again what there’s to GET when you say Beethoven’s symphonies demean women or that heterosexuality is a construct of the 19th century. 
Jack recalled the flashpoint that had propelled him into the race for Dean of Humanities. Ariana Calvino, a young woman graduate student who had taken two seminars with him and just passed her English Ph.D. oral exam had stopped by his office to say goodbye. Jack had agreed to sit as the outside reader of her upcoming dissertation. But she would write no dissertation and complete no Ph.D. Ariana was leaving the University, the English Department, but not quite the profession. Jack was amazed. You have only a few hundred pages between you and a terrific career. Why stop now? 

Ariana didn’t answer immediately. She hadn’t expected the keenness, the bitterness of Jack’s disappointment. “Maybe it’s not fully rational. It’s more like an irresistible impulse that tells me I’m doing the right thing,” she said, and then traced her decision to the day she presented her dissertation proposal to the English Department’s Graduate Studies committee for their advice and consent.

 “I told them I planned a stylistic study of Hemingway and Fitzgerald. Somebody didn’t groan exactly, but exhaled pretty judgmentally. Still, I wasn’t daunted, so I started to expound from my notes. I only got out about half a sentence. Literally. My sentence started something like: What everybody’s missed when contrasting their styles is…   

“Lynn Carmody, the Graduate Director, interrupted me with Let’s stop right there, Ari. I’m sorry, but this project sounds like an old conversation. An old and tired conversation and one we shouldn’t be having. It’s very unlikely your project would interest any department we’d care to see you join. Then she tells me the New Criticism is forty years out of date. 

“So I tell her she hasn’t heard my idea yet. That I’m doing something new that couldn’t have been done way back when. I’m still upbeat. I tell them I’m going to work out what both novelists meant by Manhood and Honor and how their plots didn’t always conform to the definitions of those terms in their texts, and that their respective styles implied a much richer understanding of Honor and Manhood than we normally credit them with. Doesn’t that make me acceptable as a sort of Deconstructionist?”

“Not really. You sound supportive of your two writers. Not out to trash them. So it’s still New Criticism. What happened at the meeting? Did they buy it?”

“I never got to explain what I was doing in any detail. At the words “Manhood” and “Honor” the whole committee went off like rockets. Lynn C tells me, I’m afraid we already know what Hemingway and Fitzgerald thought about Honor and Manhood, Ariana. And it makes me VERY uncomfortable to think you’d want to bet your career on a wannabe rich boy and the worst macho bully of the century.
“Then this icy—well, sorry, but I guess bitchy is really the right word--graduate student jumps in, saying, I don’t mean to put you down, Ariana, but seriously, style is no longer a viable literary concept in 1996. It’s a non-starter. And those writers of yours are real low lifes. Stay away. Ernest Hemingway? Fucking Scott Fitzgerald? Give us a break.

“’The F stands for Francis,’ I said. And I won’t stand for this, I thought. I grabbed my stuff and left the room. Nobody came after me to apologize. I had decided to quit the program before I reached the door of that seminar room.”

Jack hadn’t tried very hard to change Ariana’s mind. She in fact had already phoned the prep school in New Hampshire where she had taught for two years after the Peace Corps and before starting her doctorate. They would love to have her back. 

“I won’t have to defend what or how I teach up there,” she said. “I’ll be able to spend more time with my kid. Look, I didn’t decide to become a college teacher so I could be polite to people who are swearing at me and talking nonsense.”

In Jack’s eyes Ariana was a winner. Boundless energy, born teacher, full of ideas and good will. She would do a lot of good anywhere she taught. Her choice might be a loss for some college but a gain for herself and a few thousand high school kids. Who was he to insist she become a crusader in the dangerous and compromised world of the American university? But wasn’t this world his own home ground? Had he taken a vow of pacifism? Why shouldn’t he “put some stick about,” as his Cambridge tutor used to say?

So in late March he had broached his possible candidacy for the soon-to-be-vacant Deanship to his closest friends. Raymond Bretonne, a colleague with a reputation for rectitude and political realism had said, "Go for it, Jack. What this campus needs right now is an unrepentant Humanist. Somebody who won’t apologize for thinking Homer and Thucydides and Shakespeare and Tolstoy had it mostly right and Foucault, Derrida and Terry Eagleton have it mostly wrong. We need a guy willing to tell folks that the Humanities aren’t relaxing theme parks for college age tourists, but abrasive whetstones that will grind their wits permanently sharp. So WHAT if the job finally goes to that woman? Yeah, sure, the search committee is probably wired to find Mia Karlson. But if you run for Dean, and give it your full attention, you'll make Mia’s appointment look like the blatant political horsemaneuver it will obviously be." Bretonne had both persuaded Jack to run and nominated him in a blunt unexaggerated letter.

Jack hoped Bretonne, who taught Philosophy, was right about his appeal to a Humanist base and wrong about the lock Mia had on the Dean’s office. And so he bought himself the tweed suit and jumped into the search near the deadline. Jack had thought academic administration and its hassles were in his past, but as the competition developed over the next few weeks he convinced himself he would thrive in the Deanship, and that he was on balance more qualified than his competition. He spoke persuasively in public and wrote with lucidity and candor. He knew what the Humanities were about and could declare and specify their value with substantive enthusiasm and without the reservations that conflicted several of his Postmodernist opponents. 

Jack had defined his own academic politics that morning. “Let’s call mine an Aggressive Humanism--which means that if I become Dean, the Humanists on this campus will become activists. Though we’re not planning any sit-ins just yet.” And, he had informed the suddenly hushed audience, “the truest and quickest way to enact a Humanist agenda over the long term in the deplorable present is to abolish tenure and dismiss any faculty member whom we find writing or teaching demonstrable nonsense.” Is he serious? was the question alarming his listeners’ faces.  “Sure I’m serious,” he had said out loud and went on to lay out a crash program for Humanist renewal: a required great books course—required not only for students, but for the best senior faculty, whom he would insist teach it; incentives for students to satisfy their language requirement by electing Greek and Latin; high profile public debates on academic controversies. For starters. He asked himself as he replayed the meeting in his mind why he hadn’t changed his core beliefs over the years as much as other humanists in his generation had changed theirs, and concluded yet again that the academic world’s restless pursuit of novelty (and those who supplied it) had warped their beliefs beyond reason and need.

As he lay absolutely still on his couch in his irksome trousers, waiting for the day’s anxiety to please for godsake go away, his heart began to pound. To slow it down, he inhaled more deeply and evenly with each breath. He smelled pine trees and thawing manure in the air that eased through open casement windows. It’s up to them. You had your shot. Try to sleep. Let it be. 

It was early April, and the good light and breezy warmth were holding later into the afternoons. On his oak worktable the computer screen blinked bright with unfinished notes for tomorrow's seminar. A book from which he planned to cull quotations for that seminar spread its wings over his chest.

Surrounding him on ceiling-high shelves were nearly two thousand books. Imperial multi-volume encyclopedias, clothbound classics, bulging anthologies, leathery 19th century tomes, lean volumes of verse, paperbacks colorful as parakeets. He felt their presence as elixirs--his private Mind Cellar. Grown for millennia along the fertile river-valleys of the globe, then harvested, pressed, and fermented by workers in the vineyards of human thought and action. Drinking from these shelves regularly was the central sacrament of his faith: a continuous transubstantiation by which the world’s fecundity became one ever more learned man. 

As he felt sleep at last coming over him like the waters of a long roman fleuve, he remembered some lines Ezra Pound had reworked from ancient Chinese ideograms: 

“Fu I loved the high cloud and the hill, 

Alas, he died of alcohol. 

And Li Po also died drunk. 

He tried to embrace a Moon 

In the Yellow River.” 

His dreamy arms parted the silver glitter on the huge water moving him downstream.

Then the ringing phone shocked him fully awake. News already?  Could they have met and voted so soon?   Emile Zola’s Essays slid off his chest as he reached for the phone. Had he impressed enough colleagues at the meeting?  Would they send his name to the Provost? Would the Provost appoint him Dean?  Unwilling to hide his keenness, he picked up before the second ring and heard a woman's unfamiliar voice.

"Professor Jackson Stoneycroft? This is Rose Wyznewski from the Affirmative Action Office." 

He said, “Yes? What can I do for you?” 

"I'm sorry to bring you this distressing news. Five unsolicited letters accusing you of sexual harassment were handed in with the evaluations at this morning's meeting."

Something ugly began to happen in his abdomen.

Don’t react yet, let her talk, wait her out, Jack warned himself. He had learned the virtue of restraint from a lifetime spent shrugging off first shots--schoolyard sucker punch, mother-in-law's innuendo, colleague's needle--but he had never faced anything quite like this. When she’s done, respond with all guns blazing to this rubbish you are hearing. 

"It's not pleasant to bring you such bad news, Professor. Believe me. I’m phoning to set up a meeting with you tomorrow morning. So you can read the letters and I can explain our investigation. What? Of course the University is going to investigate you. We really have no choice under Federal Law. Otherwise we become vulnerable to lawsuits filed by students whom you have--whom you…. Who accuse you. Please let me finish, Professor! Yes, you will have a chance to confront your accusers. That would certainly be part of the process. Can you be in my office at 10 AM? Room 617, Rushmore. Excuse me? What specifically do the letters charge? I assumed I wouldn’t need to spell that out. The letters accuse you of trading grades for sex. Yes, quite literally. The allegations are so disturbing that the University feels it must act." 

"Those charges are lies. What did you say your name was?" he asked. “Wyznewski? Right. Ms. Wyznewski, please tell me now, not tomorrow: what are the specific acts? Who are the students accusing me?"

"I'm sorry, but I’m not at liberty to discuss that."

"Then what are you free to discuss? Why are we meeting tomorrow if you have nothing further to tell me?"

"I know you’re upset, Professor Stoneycroft, but try to be patient and not abusive. I’m just the unfortunate messenger. This is the first step in a long process. Tomorrow I will explain the implications of the charges against you, and I must say they won’t be pleasant. You may have counsel present if you so desire. It’s an extremely serious matter, a tragedy for you. I am so sorry." 

"I agree, but I still don’t get it. You say this matter is extremely serious--but you can't tell me what it’s really all about? Your condolences don’t do me any good. I need the facts. OK, I hear you. But I’m going to expect some answers tomorrow. I'll be there at ten. With an attorney." He fumbled across a bunched pillow and a silent radio to put the phone back on its cradle and then lay back himself in the darkening, high ceilinged room. The breeze stirring across his face was still warm. He wished he'd said "my attorney." But the truth was he had none. The only time he’d ever used a lawyer in an adversarial proceeding was during his divorce.

He had been churning from the stress of the morning's highly public self-advocacy when Rose Wyznewski's call sent his anxiety into overdrive. What else had he said to that coolly insolent woman? Several times he had tried to break up her monologue and force her to level with him, but she bulldozed past each attempt. He could remember saying: "This is incredible. I've never sexually harassed anyone. Except my dog." Stupid reflexive flippancy. He squeezed his eyes shut. She had instantly responded to his gaffe:

"Three of your colleagues and two students say otherwise."

Five damning letters? That fact continued to pump malignant juices from deep within. Had he harassed some student and suppressed it? Had a woman misinterpreted something he did? Had five? When no such memories surfaced he yelled out loud: 

“What is this bullshit?”

After his outburst he silently faced the truth--his affairs with two women students. Are Minkie and Lin the ‘victims’ these letters are about? Each was a graduate student in her thirties, for chrissake. Somebody thinks I used grades to get them to sleep with me? Grades had nothing to do with it; we were attracted to each other and we went to bed. 

But this indignant lashing out failed to comfort or reassure him. As it subsided, a fact he had no wish to deny came into focus: the reciprocal pleasure in teaching and in being taught that had magnified the attraction between him and his two student lovers. He remembered the exhilarating shock when Minkie had stopped him seven years ago as they walked across campus at dusk and kissed him. There’s only one way I can thank you-- properly, improperly-- for this semester, she had said. Kiss me back if you want me to say what it is. He had wanted her to say it. And so he had kissed her. Maybe there was, as Wyznewski had phrased it, “some kind of trade involved.” But it sure wasn’t grades for sex. If something so instinctive had to be formulated, he thought, at least at that point he thought, it was more like an intellectual bond turning into—or seeking and finding--sexual reciprocity.

So it wasn’t passion, pure and simple, that I felt for Lin Yu and Minkie Navarre. It arrived there, but started somewhere else. And when it arrived, emotional turmoil and endless complexities happened next.  There was the uncommonly intense, but uneasy sweetness at the start of each affair; his gradual immersion in each lover’s practical world; the daily demands of deepening intimacy. And then even deeper relief as the affairs ended: Minkie’s with a message left on his answering machine, Lin’s with a bitter argument from which she retreated into the shower and he into his clothes and then his car.

Though none of his colleagues had actually confronted him, he had no doubt that most saw his affairs with the two students as exploitative and unprofessional. Jack believed he had faced that ethical issue. But he had framed the issue as one only his personal conscience needed to resolve. Confident of his own powers of discrimination, confident, in a word, of his basic goodness, he never seriously believed he would endanger the emotional well being of his student lovers. They both had been previously married. Both seemed to possess more nervy courage than vulnerable naiveté. For his part, he had concluded that neither affair would compromise his professional integrity. But that integrity had become an abstraction. A problematic and malleable abstraction. He insisted to himself he could always judge a lover’s academic performance objectively, even though more than a few critiques of his students’ ideas had taken place while entwined with their bodies. In any case the permissive abstraction “integrity” hadn’t denied him Minkie’s or Lin’s bed. It was no match for these appealing women, both  ineluctably there in the flesh. 

But the  university community had something ineluctable of its own: a collective conscience scornful of Jack’s belief in his right to enjoy affairs with his students. And so over time he had turned his disdain for “conscience by consensus” into a moral principle. In his journal he had written, the day he began his affair with Lin Yu: This is my life. Lin is the person I want. I’m still the same teacher. If I am wrong and it costs me, so be it.  She’s worth whatever happens. And though the affair’s end grieved them both, it hadn’t disrupted his life—as far as he then knew. But he had no doubt whatever— now --that he had hurt this woman who had loved him. 

Stories—often self-serving--of women students coming on to their male professors were a staple of academic life and gossip. He remembered his novelist friend’s account of the woman in a creative writing class who submitted a story in which she described signing on with a family as an au pair for the summer so she could seduce the father.  The novelist was unnerved to find in it detail after dead-accurate detail of his own family life--his children’s favorite books, his wife’s work schedule, the layout of their beach-front house in Provincetown, and most alarming of all, the nickname by which he called his real-life mistress. Another woman asked a professor during an office conference if he minded if she took off her shoes. Then she proceeded to hike up her long skirt and meticulously unlace her thigh-high boots, at last inviting her nonplussed mentor to tug them off. Jack had his own stories about enterprising women students who flaunted themselves with no prior encouragement from him, and to no avail. That woman from South Boston in my Research Methods seminar, the one usually raucous with wild Irish banter? Well, she‘s in the chair facing my desk one day after she ‘d handed me her term paper—eerily silent, looking intently at me, ignoring every pleasantry of mine. Her silence was eloquent at first but more distressing by the second. Finally she stands to leave, and she says, “I put my heart and soul into this. What can I do to make sure you don’t hate it?”  “I’m sure it’s a good paper,” was the only reply Jack could muster. And what was the fantasy of that percussionist who whisked the soft tail of her blonde braid across the back of his hand as he scribbled comments in the margins of her essay on "Torture as Church Policy during the Spanish Inquisition"? 

He swung himself off his couch and walked downstairs in the hope of escaping his passive reverie. He forced himself to assess what was happening to him now. That a woman student could be attracted to a professor without coercion--implicit or explicit--was a premise repugnant to the contemporary feminist mind. Probably repugnant to a majority of the whole professoriate. And to the rest of the population. At least that’s what they’d say if asked. Jack's responses to such killjoy attitudes, especially the ones coming from manifest hypocrites, had always ranged from contempt to mockery. But now their collegial displeasure invaded his uncomfortably opening mind. Don’t say hi, said the spider to the fly---that was Mick Jagger’s lyric about superstar tactics with groupies. Had Jack’s own discouragement of amorous coeds constituted a devious invitation? Jump right ahead and you’re dead.

Sex between students and their professors was in fact being criminalized across the land. From Berkeley to Boulder to Champaign-Urbana to Cambridge and New Haven, academic communities were writing statutes to stigmatize faculty/student "relationships" and assign them penalties and (sometimes bizarre, always humiliating) procedures for disclosure. His own university had been promising for years, issuing drafts, then delaying yet again, formal release of a policy document to govern "Consensual Relations" between faculty and students. Consensual Relations. Whenever Jack heard those two prissy words he inserted two other always-implicit words between them: “but inexcusable.” Here was another example of how much the world had changed around him. In the sixties and even through much of the seventies, sex between male professors and their women students was no big deal. The slowly receding tide of sixties sexual liberation had protected it for a while. Nowadays to bed a female student was worth your job in much of the nation.

Though his university hadn’t yet formally outlawed “Consensual Relations” it had devised and published a policy outlawing all forms of sexual harassment, an offense whose generic but astutely crafted definition began: "Unwelcomed sexual advances, including verbal advances." Had he ever done or said anything unwelcomed or unwanted? If he had, no female had called it to his attention since the eighth grade. But such complacencies weren't much help. Had he unwittingly done something to justify these accusations? Did harassment work sometimes like rape? Ask Anita Hill. A woman believes herself harassed at a given moment but doesn't tell anyone until months or years have passed. The evidence has faded, but her pain has not, and eventually she speaks out. What if some militant prude had twisted his own unguarded banter into a punishable offense?

What am I supposed to do about it now?  They had him trussed, just like Gulliver. An image flashed of a thumb-sized black haired woman scampering over his chest and paying out a nearly invisible cable to her swarming confederates. Lin Yu? His affair with Lin had ended abruptly six months ago. Could she have turned vindictive as time passed? It didn’t seem likely. Vindictiveness was not part of her nature. And tough, sardonic  Minkie? Never.
When he felt desperate or in danger, Lin had always brought him her genius for reassurance. If he was shaken, she was peaceful and clearheaded. Once in a University parking lot, while they kissed and talked in his car, a couple of campus cops had pulled up spilling blue light over everything. One lowered his head to window level, ran his flashlight over them, and asked Lin if she was OK. 

"We saw your brake lights flash on and off and thought it was a call for help," the cop explained. Only then did Jack realize that while he and Lin had talked for half an hour, his right foot unconsciously pumped the brake pedal each time their words hit a troubled patch. After the cops had left, Lin calmly soothed his chagrin away. 

"The police are only doing their job, Jackson. They went away when they saw I wasn't in danger. Tell me this: what law makes kissing a crime?”

Jack agreed he had overreacted. But the cops’ invasion of his private life had rubbed a raw memory even rawer. Getting caught and then admitting another affair five years earlier had harmed his marriage and his self-esteem. But by the time his passion for Minkie Navarre cooled and their relationship came to an end, it was too late: his wife never regained her once vibrant respect and affection for him; he was never again wholly at peace with himself. 

What Jack at first felt in his married life after Minkie was amazement that his wife had taken him back. Later it was constant grief in the daily presence of her sad and steely duty. The most heartfelt words she could manage were, “We’re still comfortable together, aren’t we, Jack?” But comfort was never enough for Jack, and rarely was he ever comfortable living in the infrared glare of her suppressed hostility. I caused this, I can cure it, he had told himself, but he failed to dissolve her anger. One night as they were going to bed, both of them a little woozy from drinking scotch as they silently watched a summertime re-run of Upstairs, Downstairs, she pulled him into each of their three bathrooms and told him to look at the toilets. What had she expected him to see but porcelain bowls with the lids up or down? He was bewildered, but too sleepy to force an explanation. Some weeks later, after he had left her for good, he tried to work out what she couldn’t bear to say outright to him that night, but wanted the toilets to say for her. No question it had been a rebuke: that it was her hands, not his, that cleaned them. Or that her life was now one of drab domestic routine and it was all his fault. Or that by his actions her love had been flushed out of every drain in the house they shared. He never understood exactly what she meant, but the toilets remained a gleaming image of irreversible misery.

In the earlier years of his marriage there were other sights his wife, with her 20/10 vision, had delighted to show him. Hawks and eagles on the Maine coast that were mere atmospheric debris until she deciphered and named them. The sculptured imps above the facades of French cathedrals from whose gaping jaws rainwater gurgled, and whose weird faces--beyond the reach of his reading-blighted vision--she vividly described. The year he had spent in Rome writing his dissertation on Historical Causality and the Logic of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, she had led him and their three-year-old son up the narrow back road to the top of the Capitoline Hill to gaze out over the Forum’s vast jumbled expanse. Look, she had said, as she identified each feature--the square Curia, fresh scars of the excavation at the tombs of Romulus and Remus, the Vestal Virgins’ temple, the flat smoothly fitting stones of the Sacred Road, the distant arch of Titus, the fractured but still soaring dome of Constantine’s Basilica. Their son, whom Jack had steadied as he stood on the low wall looking out, had reacted to this vista of ruin by turning back toward his father in awe and asking, “What happened?”  

“Great question, Ned. Mr. Gibbon asked the same one. That’s why we’re in Rome. To see if he gave the right answer.” Ned, his face agitated by incomprehension, stared at his father. Jack had been talking to himself. But that was all he could think to say, astonished at Ned’s question, even more astonished that Ned asked him and not his mother. That was 25 years ago. The moment had become an indelible omen to Jack of his lack of influence on this precocious boy. Had he given a better answer, Jack always believed, Ned might have grown up differently, opened himself to history and human conduct as worthy of serious interest. But Ned, in choosing science, also contemptuously rejected the Humanities. And though Jack was pleased at Ned’s success as a physicist, he blamed himself for the cultural emptiness in which his only child lived.  

Ned had stared out at the Forum while trying to make sense of his father’s answer. He finally said, grinning, remembering his visit to the Rome Zoo: “Mr. Gibbon is a monkey with white around his face!”

That year in Rome Jack had reaffirmed, with some modification and new evidence--and to his dissertation committee’s satisfaction--Gibbon’s theory that what had brought down the Roman Empire was in fact an unholy alliance between Christianity and Paganism. Jack had no theory to comprehend what had destroyed his own marriage. But it certainly wasn’t Christianity.

Annoyed that painful memories still pommeled him, Jack sought some menial tasks to drive them away. He took off his tweed trousers and hung them next to their matching jacket. In work clothes now, he brought his golf bag out of winter storage in the mudroom and washed each club in the kitchen sink, then walked down to the barn and rubbed Neats’ foot oil into Moonheen’s bridle. He tossed the cloth aside onto his workbench as the mess he was in struck him again and hard. He hungered for the kind of reassurance Lin had once given him. He had not forgotten her phone number and now dialed it. No, nobody from the Affirmative Action office had spoken to her. She had written no letter.  She would never tell a soul.  He breathed again. She had just told him what he was desperate to hear. So why was he uneasy? What had she to tell that she would never tell a soul? While they were lovers they hadn't lived together, but Jack hadn't kept her a secret. They went places together--to restaurants, films, lectures, basketball games, to visit his close friends. Even the mildly observant would have known they were dating, surely must be lovers, and that she had once been his student. What was there to tell that their public conduct hadn't told?

"What do you mean--you’d never tell a soul?" he asked.

She didn't answer for a while. With each split-second's delay Jack's fear of her answer grew keener. At last she said:

"You don’t know everything I feel or everything I’ve done."

Then there was something. He said nothing. She broke the silence.

"Why are you calling me now?"

"Some people are accusing me of sexual harassment, Lin."

"If you’d married me, Jackson, this would never have happened."

Lin’s words brought back with a shock a story that delighted Jack. Poised and pretty Margaret Mercer Elphinstone, famous for her money, her long red hair and her reckless tongue, had greeted Lord Byron with nearly those words at a doomed reception given in 1816 by Lady Jersey for Byron and his half-sister, Augusta Leigh. Byron’s wife Annabella, in her writ seeking to divorce him, had accused him of incest with Augusta, and Byron entered every successive room at the party only to see his fellow guests and former friends jam the doorways as they fled his presence. Only Miss Elphinstone, leaning against a billiard table, had stood her ground as he limped by, saying, “You should have married me, Byron, and then this would not have happened to you!” 

Jack always believed her words meant: If you had married me, Byron, you wouldn’t have needed to make love to your sister. 

If you had married me, Jack, they wouldn’t have said you harassed your own wife.

He leaned back against the stable wall and watched Moonheen in the stall doorway staring into the night. 

Marry me, Jackson had been Lin’s refrain, her desolate caress, from early in their affair. After their confessions of attraction and those first passionate weeks he had known he probably wouldn't marry her--and had told her so. But Lin was undeterred. She could 

imagine no impediment. Hadn’t he been divorced for more than three years? Instead of believing his refusals, she transformed them into hopeful questions: Don't we love enough to marry, Jack?  I do.  Do you?  No, he had said, marriage is not possible.

Did she love him or the idea of having a husband like him--mature and distinguished, generous and protective, athletic and intelligent, American. She’d actually used this crescendo of adjectives to describe him to her mother. Lin might have let pieces of her cultural identity fall away--sexual restraint, Communist politics, Confucianism--but she hadn't relinquished her mother's expectation of her:  "Right now, marriage should be number one with you."  It frightened Jack to think that Lin barely knew him when she had asked him what no proper young woman from China would dare to ask.  Marry me, Jackson.  

Lin had always refused to see Jack as a fallible man, selfish and insecure with a fifty-year-old’s ineradicable habits, a vulnerable man bedeviled by unfilled expectations of himself. At first her idea of his infallible invulnerable self appealed to Jack, but he began to resist her persistent enhancement of him, believed it a barrier to any lasting intimacy. I couldn’t live up to her expectations, so I pushed her away.  If the heart has its reasons, it also has its cover stories, and this was Jack’s: I don’t want to meet anyone’s expectations but my own.  So what was he doing now, calling her tonight?
You must not think you are a guilty person, Lin had said over and over as their affair ended.  But Jack had felt no other emotion but guilt on their last night together. As he now finished explaining the accusations against him, she said little, then spoke of guilt again. "They don’t know you. You aren’t the guilty one."

"I know," he finally said.  "I have to go." The words she used seemed to offer the reassurance he sought. But they also reminded him of how much she had to forgive.









In academia few professors--particularly those who still wish their colleagues to think of them as serious scholars--will confess to enjoying administrative power. But Jack had often enough admitted that he enjoyed the satisfactions of using his power, brutta figura be damned.  As History Chair Jack had worked hard, almost hyperactively, to clear away obstacles so that his colleagues could write their books, be spared wheel-spinning committeework, and be paid well for teaching well. He also wrote letters of recommendation that won for them every fellowship and campus honor in sight. He knew that he had solved countless serious problems while Chair. He hadn’t always been prescient at anticipating trouble, but he was adept at setting troubled situations right and had done so continuously for six years. He loved to seize the phone seconds after hearing of some serious inconvenience or outrage that had been perpetrated on a colleague or a student, and explain to the perpetrator the error of his ways. He had once bought a thick brass firehouse pole at a town auction of surplus municipal gear and had installed it without explanation in a corner of his Chairman's office. His detractors assumed this icon was some brazen kind of phallic image; his admirers saw a gleaming shaft of found sculpture. He didn't disabuse either group. To Jack it was a tangible metaphor for his job--like any firechief he would slide into action when the sirens sounded.

On his first day as Chair just over six years ago, he had been happily pacing back and forth, absorbed in the novelty of occupying his own office suite--when Dean Kurtz phoned with bad news. One of his History colleagues, a respected and prolific historian of 17th century America and Jack's good friend, had been accused in a confidential memo of plagiarism, a scholar’s worst nightmare: "You've got to deal with this, Jack. Today. The accuser is no crackpot and he's threatening to go public." The accuser was Professor Bennet Markham, a well-respected Colonial American historian from Shays College, an elite private institution located just off the town common in Shaysville.  

Jack couldn't believe the thrust of Markham’s letter. It accused Lawrence Muratore not quite of stealing prose or ideas from other historians, but of writing on a topic other scholars had supposedly pioneered--as if they possessed some kind of common-law patent or intellectual mining claim, and Muratore was infringing on their turf. 

Muratore had been targeted because he had migrated from his beloved Puritan divines to study (“belatedly and inexcusably,” as the letter argued) the 19th century American literary marketplace. By treating books as artifacts and commodities whose authorship, thematic variety, pricing structures, sales figures, advertising copy and public reception could be analyzed, Muratore revealed much more about literature’s role in the culture of the early Republic than any of Markham’s group ever had. After Markham had gone public with his anti-Muratore tirade, Jack had crafted and published in the local papers over both his own and Dean Kurtz’s name, a rebuttal highlighting the weird perversity of Markham's concept of plagiarism. Jack relished the peroration: 

It is ironic, but certainly not acceptable, that some Colonial Americanists are still fixated on the process of hunting down and punishing witchcraft. Bennet Markham, a Professor of American Studies at our local and venerable private college, charges Lawrence Muratore, an historian at our state’s public university, with plagiarism.  This accusation--and here we invoke the convincing argument of Boyer and Nissenbaum in their book on the Salem nightmare--is no more valid than those leveled by the commercially threatened residents of Old Salem against their upstart neighbors who were rudely prospering along the new turnpike to Boston. Professor Markham must grasp that academia is an arena open to competition, and one that is no longer protected from innovating newcomers by the inhibiting prestige of an entrenched elite.

Bennet Markham had fumed privately, but never followed through on his threat to sue Dean Kurtz and Chairman Stoneycroft for libel. 

Jack’s chairmanship remained subject to periodic eruptions of crises, many just as atavistic and territorial as Bennet Markham’s denunciation of a wholly blameless colleague. I welcome crises, Jack admitted to himself. Maybe that's the gut reason I want to be Dean. I also like finding ways to make what is powerful in concept work out in practice, even with the meager resources at hand. Administration had been as addictive to Jack as teaching, and being Chair had cost him at least one book he might have written, maybe two. My books can wait, he told himself. If I lose this thing, I'll write them. Either way, I'll be happy. His mind turned to the chances of the other candidates for Dean of Humanities.

The candidate from English might be brighter and academically far more distinguished, but was a bit arrogant and self-obsessed. The candidate from German was universally liked and projected confidence but was essentially uninspired. The woman from Comp Lit was energetic, with-it, and articulate, but had failed dismally in both administrative posts she had held. There was in her an essence of resentment that strained her relationships with colleagues--except those in her leftish coterie. The Philosopher was a gifted scholar, but he had no administrative experience whatever. Fifteen candidates had put themselves forward. All but five had been excused after the first round of interviews: Herman Gotoff of English, Pickett Tillinghast of German, Mia Karlson of Comparative Literature, Hugh Barnes of Philosophy, and Jackson Stoneycroft of History.  

The public meeting on Monday morning, April 8th, had given each finalist a last chance at making a case before an audience and in the Search Committee's presence. About two hundred professors, secretaries, janitors, undergrads, grad students, and administrators had showed up. The seven members of the Search Committee had sat on the fringes of the small auditorium and made notes. After a fifteen-minute pitch each candidate fielded questions, then the audience filled out evaluation forms ("Is this candidate well/moderately/minimally qualified to...") which the Search Committee then collected. 

The sexual harassment accusations must have come in as unsolicited hand-written evaluations, Jack surmised. But how did the Affirmative Action Office get hold of them, and so quickly? All comments on candidates were to be absolutely confidential, solely for the use of the Committee. The release waiver he had signed as he entered the search process had promised total confidentiality of all evaluations of him as a candidate for Dean, and had specifically granted him the right to see any letters not directly solicited from individuals. The point of the waiver was clearly to let candidates respond to letters sent out of malice. No person outside the Search Committee would ever see any letter about a candidate, the waiver promised. But Rose Wyznewski had seen five. 

In a particularly unsettling moment during his presentation, a trim and vibrant-voiced female colleague from the Theatre Department whom he barely knew--her name escaped him even now--stepped to an aisle microphone and asked him almost contemptuously: "What will your policy be concerning sexual harassment?" He had answered her evenly and factually. Because it was such an explosive issue he had recently invited an off-campus expert on sexual harassment to visit the History Department and then insisted that all forty-one of his colleagues attend. This expert, Jack explained, gave a sobering account of sexual harassment as a fact of academic life and he had highlighted a shift in the interpretation of sexual harassment law. Originally, the law was framed to prevent discrimination from a variety of causes against women in the workplace. It outlawed barring women from  certain jobs because of their sex, granted women the right to equal pay and equal treatment when competing for a job or a promotion, and protected them from retaliation or dismissal if they refused a boss’s sexual advances. But now the law was being used--properly, thought the expert--to protect women from unwanted sexual invitations of male superiors and co-workers, even when these invitations had no bearing on their work status. 

Then the expert addressed the problem of a professor’s power over his students. “The truth is,” he observed, “few relationships anywhere exist without some kind of power differential. Most people don’t take power imbalances into account when they fall in love. One half of a couple is often brighter, better looking, richer, more athletic, been to a more elite college, or teaches at one—you name it. Does any of this matter? Sometimes. But that’s life. You try to outlaw love between the differently empowered and you are talking civic insanity. You may want to free academia from such imbalances and make your world the utopian exception. But don’t count on it. Only the naive will believe that prohibiting sex between professors and students will end it. All we can do is make all concerned--especially the male professoriate--acutely aware of the inevitable and often highly destructive risks.” 

After Jack concluded his answer by recalling the line the expert had drawn between consent and harassment--adding the proviso that ”some feminists deny there is such a thing as uncoerced consent”--he turned directly to the smoldering-eyed woman who was waiting patiently at the microphone: “Sexual harassment is unacceptable. But consensual sex between adults in academia happens--in all possible combinations. The University has in place an intelligent policy to deal with harassment. Let’s hope it soon comes up with an equally sensible one to deal with Consensual Relations. I urge all Departments to invite in the same expert who spoke so candidly to us in History. I have his name and university affiliation for any interested colleagues.” He turned away from her to take the next question. She waited at the mike a beat or two, then turned on her heel and walked away.









The book that had slid off his chest onto the floor when Wyznewski phoned contained Emile Zola's great editorial J'accuse--the enraged, coruscating and effective assault on the accusers of Alfred Dreyfus, the Jewish Infantry officer that the French army convicted of treason just before the turn of the century. Jack planned to work Zola’s fighting words--which later got Zola sentenced to a (never served) year in prison--into tomorrow's seminar. He picked up the book and read a few pages. Charged phrases from the translated text stung as he read them: unspeakable accusations--anonymous letters--smokescreen with one purpose--damaging proof--foolish investigations--monstrous fabrications--no punishment can be too severe--public humiliation.

He felt chastened and clapped the book shut. Thinking of the wholly innocent Alfred Dreyfus being publicly and quite literally stripped of his Captain’s rank, reviled and stuck in solitary on a 900-yard-long rock off South America, put Jack’s own problem in perspective. He was free to act. He had spent some years studying intellectual pariahs and the falsely accused, and he knew what was required. He believed he was smarter than any accuser out there. Let them dare to summons me before a court of law! Let the inquiry be held in broad daylight! (Zola’s words surfaced again.) But Dreyfus had two things in his favor that Jack lacked: Dreyfus and his family could afford to hire the best advocates in Paris, and there was zero ambiguity about Dreyfus’ innocence. Even so, Dreyfus’ eloquent defenders failed to keep him from incarceration on Devil’s Island. A crack of doubt ran through Jack’s bravado. The guilty man shall remain on the remote rock where infamy has placed him and he shall be devoured by remorse.  In someone’s moral universe Jack was far from innocent.

The phone rang again. Live silence responded to his hello, followed after several seconds by the dial tone. It didn't feel like a wrong number.  Maybe someone had thought better of speaking to him. Maybe someone was harassing him. The person who gave him the ostrakon? 

What does “investigate me” mean? Tap my phone? Interview my female students? Follow me? I have done nothing to deserve this accusation, he repeated to himself, refocusing on his legal innocence. Slowly he relinquished his agitation and resumed the sleep he sought when he sank down earlier that afternoon onto his studio couch. He slept for two hours.









Turning into Jack’s drive at 7:30 PM in her Volvo station wagon was Pam Deschler, one of Jack’s closest Department colleagues. She had been driving away from campus after a meeting of the Search Committee in a state of shock, but relieved to be clear of a painful scene. She did not believe the charges made against Jack on the evaluation forms, and yet something in them connected with her sense of Jack’s recklessness. She had been heading for a small Italian restaurant to meet her husband Dr. Charlie Mitchell before taking in a movie at Northshire’s Athenaeum Theater. But half way to Northshire she veered almost involuntarily into the country and up river toward Jack’s house. She phoned Charlie from her car phone and asked him to dine alone at Mancuso’s and meet her at the box office at 9 PM. What’s up, he had asked. Tell you later, she had said, unsure how much of the day’s events even her husband was entitled to hear. She had no doubt, though, that she owed it to Jack to tell him he was in deep trouble and hear his reaction to the charges.

Pam’s field was Modern French History, a passion she liked to advertise, along with her other passions, on tee shirts. Tonight she was wearing one that said in flowing italic script:  Mène  ta vie  à l’outrance!  On the back it read Live Your Life Flat Out. So had she hers: first as teen age Alpine ski racer, then as a mannequin for Givinchy--”learned French faster in that world than ever I would at Left Bank cafés where everybody wants to show off his English”--then as the only person to earn a History Ph.D. at Boston University in three years.

Pam indeed lived a life of controlled fury. Not that she couldn’t exercise impressive restraint--particularly considering the intensity of emotion she was often restraining. When she had an opinion she knew would be uncongenial to its recipient she would often pleasantly ask, “Do you want to know what I really think about that?” Then out would come her unminced convictions and opinions. She didn’t always agree with Jack on everything, but did often enough to put her squarely in his camp, both during his chairmanship and now as he ran for Dean. Because there was so much natural affinity and electricity between them--and because she was “intensely married” (her words)--they had limited their friendship to their professional lives. 

Sometimes she even made fun of her own unconsummated affection. Once she had caught Jack in the library’s periodical room reading Country Life, turning the huge pungent pages slowly and mooning over the many-acred mansions on offer in that glossiest and most aristocratic of British journals. Impulsively she had shut the current issue of Revue des deux mondes and plunked herself down in the chair next to his, edged it close, touched her thigh to his, and said, “Hey Jack, isn’t this the perfect one? Let’s buy it. I know we can’t afford it right now on our salaries, but let’s do it, what the Hell. Sell our Volvos.” Jack’s look of pure alarm prompted her to further outrage. “Oh, so you’re frightened of setting up house with me?  But it’s so huge a house, Jack—twenty-three rooms, it says, and ten loose boxes. We could have separate bedrooms. Save our assignations for the empty loose boxes down in the stables, us being too poor to fill ‘em with horses.” 

“You’re a loose cannon,” he had shot immediately back. His eye slipped from her manic eyes to rest on her perfect breasts. She didn’t flinch.  Her days on the Paris runways had left her at ease within the male gaze. She rather enjoyed it.

“Then should we hide from each other? Like kids?” Jack was astonished and then briefly appalled. What was this woman doing? Teasing him? Offering herself? 

“Would you want to hide?” he finally asked. A smile softened her taunting mouth. “I’m sorry, Jack, big houses bring out the worst in me. Those cracks about bedrooms and loose boxes were an idle threat. Gotta run.” And she did, almost literally. The little bit of banter might have revealed something each wanted revealed, but its long-term effect was to prevent any future intimacy. They had each asked a question and answered it. Their friendship deepened, they relaxed in each other’s presence, and they never again approached that vertiginous brink. Today was the first time Pam had driven uninvited to his house. And the first time she’d come to his house without Charlie.

She saw him standing at the edge of the carpark in an  apron with a hammer dangling from its loop. She guessed he wore a carpenter’s apron because all the kitchen ones were in the wash. "What's up?" he yelled as she braked to a stop. "How did you like my talk? Are you guys going to make me Dean?” In his nervousness at her abrupt appearance he slipped off his apron and let it drag on the gravel. 

"Don’t start disrobing. That’s not why I’m here. And let’s forget the politics, Jack. We're way beyond it. The letters. We’ve got to talk about the letters."

Jack winced at her candor, and pulled the apron over his arm. "Are you sure you want to talk to me about this? Don't get yourself in trouble."

"If what those letters say is remotely true, we're all in trouble. One big public fucking mess."

"I think we're in trouble any way you look at it. You don’t believe those letters, do you? Why did you come? Aren’t you breaching confidentiality?"

"Five people wrote condemning you. Two wrote that you regularly trade grades for sex."

"Only two? Wyznewski from Affirmative Action said all five evaluations made the charge." Jack felt weirdly hopeful for a second.

"I’ve read the letters. For what it’s worth--which isn’t much--just two make that charge, and only one says it well enough in a page and a half to do you much credible damage. The rest say other unpleasant, but essentially harmless things. Well, harmless legally, but devastating to you all the same. To your candidacy. The whole committee read the letters. The last one, the one that did the damage, was delivered twenty minutes before we convened the meeting to choose the final candidates. Something about this stinks, Jack. You're no friend of the ultra-feminists on this campus, but I’m stunned by what’s happening to you. You’re right. I don’t believe you’ve ever harassed any students. What do you think provoked those letters?" She paused as if to give him a chance to say, manfully, Well, Pam, unfortunately, there may be some slight truth in those charges. When he didn’t answer instantly she added, “Are they true, Jack?”

"They’re  lies, Pam. How do I deal with lies? I don't know where to start."

"You'd better start by getting a lawyer, Jack. Your chances for Dean are dead, by the way. We cut the field down to two candidates today. The names we're sending to the Provost will be out in the news tomorrow." She saw a raw and frightening surge of anger freeze Jack’s face.

"Like hell they will. The Committee can't act until my name is cleared."

"It's a fait accompli. Jack. I have only one vote on that committee. You’re going to need a lot more help than you can get from me. Hire the best civil liberties lawyer around--try to get Martin Belle Isle from Boston. He defended that dean at Northwestern when some loony sociologist accused him of sexual harassment because he never appointed her to committees, or returned her phone calls or something. Belle Isle will recognize your name--he was a couple of years behind you at Williams. He might even have seen your infamous twice-missed tackle during that incredible kickoff return by a Wesleyan lineman. Look, Jack, these charges are for real. They won't just go away.  I don't think anybody on the Search Committee believed them. But everybody knows you are no chaste saint." 

Though it was mild for April, it was still much too chilly to eat outside at dusk. But Jack had set the glass table on his back porch thinking the cold air would clear his mind. From the porch he could just barely see his two brown horses grazing in the meadow, their black tails lashing the first gnats. His house was twenty minutes west of town, in farm country, though half the farms in Green River lacked the sillage and the huge manure piles and rusted machinery of working farms because their owners earned their money elsewhere, mostly in classrooms.

"How about some dinner, Pam? Help me eat this pasta. My appetite has pretty much evaporated." He was draining and shaking steaming penne in the colander. "The pesto’s homemade by the way. I froze a batch last summer and defrosted a jar this morning.”

"Thanks. I will have a little. I haven't eaten yet. I was supposed to meet Charlie for dinner but now I’m meeting him at the movies. Before and After’s playing at the Athenaeum. Want to come see it with us?"

“No, I think I’ll skip that one. A couple of my graduate students were talking about it. Kids from my Martyrs vs. Paranoids seminar--as they call it--God bless their sardonic hearts. I don't think I feel like seeing any movie where a guy's on trial for his life."

He set a place for Pam. She draped a sweater of Jack’s around her shoulders as the cold air quickened and shook her head when he offered to reset the table inside. 

" Yeah, at first the boy seems as guilty as OJ. So, OK, Jack," she said, "what are you going to do? Pull out of the Dean's search? See if Johnnie Cochran’s free? Plea bargain with the Affirmative Action Office?"

"Bargain what, Pam? Look, I'm still your best man for Dean of Humanities. Yeah, right, I was recovering from my Chairmanship when Kurtz resigned. And reluctant to run at first. But it wasn’t because I’d had some graduate student girl friends. And afraid rumors about them might hurt my chances. I had a good record as History Chair and I expected my private life would remain just that. Private. Off limits. Nothing I did as an homme moyen sensuel broke any laws. I had no clue somebody out there would start concocting lies about me."

"Five somebodies, Jack. And in one sense they weren’t telling lies. By running for Dean you exposed yourself to scrutiny. And there happens to be plenty to scrutinize."

"Jaysus, Pam. Give me a break."

"Why should I? Nobody else is going to give you one. What I mean about the letters not being lies is this. There's a Big Brother-is-watching paragraph in the University’s Sexual Harassment document. Did I say that we adjourned our meeting for an hour, so Horst Kleiner could track down the University’s in-house lawyer and bring him to our meeting for some guidance? This guy, obviously a bit out of his league and very uncomfortable, tried to explain all of the Harassment document’s nuances to us. The provision I mentioned before--the one that encourages students to inform on their professors--says that Sexual Harassment can be something as vague as an atmosphere--the poison of favoritism created when a class thinks a prof and a student are sleeping together. The other students feel abused and left out. They could base an accusation of sexual harassment on that poisoned atmosphere. Any chance that ever happened in a class of yours?" Pam remembered a girl classmate in high school who had a crush on their history teacher, how the other girls were sure he knew it and enjoyed it, encouraged it even. They all saw red when he called on the pathetic ditz.

"Negative. Nada chance."

"Come on, Jack, how would you know? You’ve got to get real about this. Let me continue. The Search Committee shipped the whole wretched thing--all those venomous letters--to Affirmative Action. To Rose Wyznewski, who handles harassment cases. It's out of our hands. The lawyers say we had to do that--even though it violated our Provost’s solemn pledge that all evaluations would be kept confidential--both ones we solicited and those dumped on us--because Federal Law takes precedence over whatever promises the University made to you."

"Wow. But why should I be surprised that the University breaks its promises and tries to pass the buck for going after my scalp? I guess I do need a lawyer. You people seem to be shredding my rights."

"Aren't shredded rights your thing? You study all the bad stuff that happens to intellectual martyrs. You teach it, for chrissake. Welcome to your own club." 

Jack felt a surge of revulsion at Pam's consigning him to the victim class. What he really wanted to hear was how well she thought he had performed this morning at the candidates’ meeting. He’d preached one of his pro-Humanist sermons--this one even more fierce and uncompromising than usual. He replayed the gist of his speech in his mind as he scraped the dishes and ran hot water over them. 

She had followed him into the kitchen and he had to ask her: "I thought I made sense in the meeting today. What did you think? Level with me, Pam. How did the Committee react? Most of our lefty colleagues are mired somewhere back in the sixties. Did you see their faces when I explained why I favored post-tenure review, and then laid out my tactics for confronting the Provost when he threatens to kill our Ph.D. programs?  Simply have ready better arguments than his. And I told them to quit throwing embarrassing tantrums that charge him with racism." 

"You also said such tantrums and charges were the faculty's cowardly substitute for staging a sit-in at his office. That comment didn't sit very well with the lefties and it probably even offended your decorous liberal colleagues. And boy, I have doubts about your post-tenure review stuff. That’s a Pandora’s box if I ever saw one. Or a two-edged sword. The ultra lefties could also get rid of us, you know. Look Jack, I'm not going to discuss your candidacy except to tell you what I know about the charges. The search itself is confidential. But the charges against you are not. They'll be public pretty soon and you have a right to know right now what's coming at you. And to know that most of the Search Committee doesn't buy them."

"Then why did they drop me from the search?"

"Want the truth? You're tainted now and we're not very brave. Some of the other candidates are pretty formidable, and they don't have your other little drawbacks--like your monthly anti-PC tirades in the Faculty Senate--to say nothing of the Great Big Drawback that just landed on our plate. Look, I've said way too much. Don't ask me to say more. But I do have to ask you something, Jack. What the Hell made you get involved with Minkie Navarre?" Jack had stopped rinsing the dishes but the water was still running and it was driving her nuts. She reached in front of him to shut it off. Her right breast grazed his elbow.

"OK, Pam. You better go if you want to make your movie." Jack detected both disdain and jealousy in Pam’s question--as if both she and Minkie had been equally available and he’d chosen the reckless Minkie rather than the discreet Pam. If you had slept with someone like me none of this would have happened.
“Is that supposed to be an answer?” Pam said. “Sheer electricity, eh Jack?”

“You don’t want to know, Pam.”

“I guess I don’t,” she sniffed. But she did. 

He walked her outside to his carpark. With one hand on her door handle she kissed his cheek, praised his pesto again, and then hopped into her Volvo. Never found the right woman, did he? She thought. Then she thought of Minkie, remembering--and envying-- what it felt like to cut a swathe through life with a gorgeous body and no shame.

Jack let his dishes go and went straight to his books and notes in the huge lofted attic that he had made into his library. He turned his thoughts to the graduate seminar he would teach the next day. The course was called Principled Martyrdom. To work in Zola’s defense of the Jewish Dreyfus, and highlight anew the mind-warping potency of religious fanaticism, he planned to revisit his two earliest heroes, Jesus and Socrates. Already typed on the monitor was the all-important keynote sentence, the words he would use right after the bell to cut through the pre-class buzz: "Whatever else your true believers--the theologians, the philosophers--say about how these thinkers transcended their own historical eras, the fact is that each was the victim of a highly local and political murder." He might have to deflect politely some resistance to this tendentious formulation. But it was a zinger, and it would shift the focus away from the suffering of Jesus and Socrates and bring under scrutiny the Pharisees, the Romans, the virulent Athenian democrats, or whoever really killed both troublemakers. "Of all those things people didn't like about Jesus, which were the ones most likely to get him killed? Follow up: What was it in French anti-Semitism that made it so easy to believe Dreyfus a traitor?” He wrote his questions in big letters across a 5 x 8 index card, thinking that if nobody volunteered an answer he’d ask Marla Crispin. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

So am I going to live passively through my own low-grade non-lethal martyrdom?  He remembered Patton, a movie he liked, not so much maybe as Richard Nixon had liked it, but well enough. George C. Scott as Patton appeared prior to the credits against a blood-red background and told his troops that their mission was not to die for their country, but to make the enemy die for his. “Right,” Jack said out loud. The sound of his voice startled him.  I want my accusers to be punished for libeling me. I want to win this, whatever it takes.
He knew he hadn't fought hard enough for the Deanship when he first got involved. He’d made a case for himself with cool understated plausibility, but without the passion that surged through him this morning. He simply hadn't emerged as the man to beat. To win them over now--everyone, the Committee, the Provost, the faculty--all must think: We Can't Live Without This Guy Stoneycroft. Screw affirmative action. Forget Stoneycroft's racy reputation. He's our Man. But nothing like that happened today. Or would. Pam had hinted to him days earlier that he’d made the short list by the skin of his teeth. 
So why destroy me if I'm not even close to being a front-runner for the Deanship? Did my suit put them off? Jack had seen Kanga shake his head and put his hand over his eyes as he took the podium this morning in that suit. Is it only my conservative political attitude that threatens them?  

In Jack’s eyes world history was an equal opportunity game, and at the moment Europe and America were still the teams to beat. He’d said as much at this morning’s meeting and provoked a righteous complaint from a woman grad student about his inappropriate sport metaphors. When she attacked him for condoning America’s cultural imperialism and bullying foreign policy he’d interrupted her--not easily done--to strike back with a quatrain of Auden’s:

Guard, Civility, with guns, 

Your modes and your declensions.

Any lout can spear with ease

Singular Archimedes.  

Yeah, I guess I threw caution and understatement to the winds there. But overkill is what contemporary society is all about. Why shouldn’t I enjoy taking a shot at the multicultural PC claptrap Karlson and Gotoff are pushing?
“PC claptrap” had in fact energized the most vocal constituencies on campus and had made Mia Karlson and Herman Gotoff the leading candidates for Dean. Both were running on platforms proposing to freeze all new faculty appointments in Western Culture and rapidly build up Gay Studies, Woman's Studies, Afro-American Studies, and an autonomous Third World Music and Theatre Department. Gotoff, however, faced a delicate problem if he expected Provost Horsfall to appoint him. During last spring’s sit-in demonstrations the Gay Pride Consortium had trooped into the Provost’s suite, expelled the secretaries, and demanded the founding of a Gay Studies department. Gotoff had aggressively defended not only the revolutionaries’ right to take over and despoil the Provost’s quarters, but the appropriateness of their hanging a giant, highly telegenic banner from the Provost’s window declaring: THE SHIT STARTS HERE. When curious faculty asked Gotoff how he expected Horsfall to appoint and then work with a militantly anarchic Humanities Dean, one quick to defend the disruptive exercise of free assembly and scurrilous speech, he shrugged and said, “If the Provost listens to me, and acts on what I tell him, student malcontents will be much less likely to seize his office.” 

Jack hung tough on the issue of founding new departments and programs. At the candidates’ forum he had looked directly at Gotoff and Karlson when he said: "Money is precious in the Humanities right now, and any we spend on start-up disciplines weakens our central mission. Obscure areas like Gender Studies aren't true disciplines yet. They lack distinct methodologies. They're either points of view--or academic job opportunities--hoping to become visions of existence. Maybe someday they will, but if they don't--if they wither into irrelevance on us--what happens to the expensive faculty we've hired and tenured to teach courses no one wants to take? I'm all for putting money into significant new disciplines--but let’s make sure of their significance before we invest.  I'm not interested in funding every sector of our culture that has a grievance against the rest of us. Let's decide, for instance, whether we can afford to live henceforth without a 20th Century Irish literary scholar on this campus while we hire two or three micro-specialists who only can teach us what happened last year in Prague or South Central Los Angeles. Let's decide whether we want an Assistant Professor of History committed to exposing the suppressed factual history of the Holocaust--or one whose book is on the cultural significance of lipstick." 

Jack shut off his computer and, pleased with his memory of these last few words, went downstairs in search of whiskey and the one cigar he kept for emergency mood enhancements in an otherwise smoke-free house. But before he could light up, his real situation spoiled the party. They want me out of the picture because they think I’m a right-wing nut. Despite my book on Antonio Gramsci, a Communist saint for godsake, despite my respectful analysis of the whole idea of hegemony as a political concept. Did my talk this morning make sense--or is my paranoia calling my mental shots? Maybe not paranoia, but a little self-pity. His class prepared, his self-pity admitted and faced down, he changed his mind, skipped the cigar and poured himself a Two-fingered Jemmie--his nightly sleep-inducing pleasure. Two peat-dyed fingers of Jameson's Irish whiskey. 
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Tuesday 9 April

At 8 AM he phoned the office of Martin Belle Isle of Fogarty, Shawcross & Belle Isle in Boston and left him a message. He mentioned Pam's name and the fact that Belle Isle had been a younger contemporary of his at Williams. Within fifteen minutes Belle Isle returned the call and listened to Jack’s reason for needing a lawyer. The phone connection sounded dreadful at first, but crackled into clarity a minute later.

"Sounds serious, my friend. As Fate would have it, Professor Stoneycroft, I'm talking to you from my cell-phone outside of Barnstable, heading in your direction for a lunch date and a deposition in Springfield this afternoon. I can give you an hour. I'll move back my lunch date a bit and meet you at the Rushmore administration building at 10. I may be slightly late if the traffic’s bad, but I'll join your meeting with Wyznewski in progress. After the meeting we can talk further. My immediate advice is to insist that Wyznewski show us the letters. Otherwise we're shadowboxing. I warn you, I'm going to ask you right now the same question Oscar Wilde was asked by his unlucky solicitor: ‘Is there any truth to these charges?’ On your honor as a Williams man."

"None whatsoever."

"Isn’t that verbatim what Wilde told his lawyer, the lying bugger? Not an auspicious omen, Professor Stoneycroft."

"I like to keep my quotations exact. In any case, Wilde was Trinity Dublin and Oxford, not Williams, Cambridge and Columbia, like me. And if I'm lying I won't be sent to jail for two years. I'll just lose my tenured professorship forever."

"You'll lose more than that, my friend. Wilde did." The static crackled his next sentence into fragments.

"I'll see you around ten," they both said almost simultaneously.
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Rose Wyznewski was a petite blonde woman. Given her delicate role as arbiter of erotic misbehavior in others, she seemed almost derisively to flaunt her own sexuality. She wore a breast-defining sweater under her open suit jacket and her skirt was the shortest he'd seen on a professional woman in years, her black-patterned hose the most eye entangling. Her rapid eye movements were reminiscent of a daydreamer’s. She wore a chartreuse ribbon in her lapel. Jack had no clue what cause or victimhood the ribbon espoused. On the wall behind her Wyznewski had created a collage of posters, snapshots, newspaper headlines, slogans (NO MEANS NO), mostly relics of the 80’s. Jack’s eye settled on three identically framed pieces hanging just to the right of this chaos. A picture of a teen-age girl in vintage cheerleader kilt, a diploma from the Smith School of Social Work, and a fan of bright red playing cards, ace through ten--a straight flush mounted on black velvet. Wyznewski had stood as Jack was ushered in, and now she stepped out from behind her desk to sit across from him on the sofa--as if to put a job applicant at ease. But she couldn't mask the palpable excitement behind her show of sympathy and concern; she had her quarry in the cross hairs.

"We want you to have every opportunity to refute the charges. But the decision--as of this morning--is not to show you the letters. They're privileged."

"And I’m not? So what are the charges? How can I refute what I haven't seen?"

Rose instantly saw Jack as intense, and rawly handsome for a senior prof, and her reaction gave instant credibility to charges that he’d taken advantage of his female students. "Let me be precise. The letters accuse you of trading grades for sex and in general of pressuring your female students into unwanted personal relationships. The authors of the five letters protect the identity of the women you've abused. Technically, according to our rules, you have no documented individual accusers. We are not at this time formally accusing you of sexual harassment."

"To be precise, as you put it, Ms. Wysnewski, this is all bullshit. No student has in person accused me, now or ever. And won’t. So what are you going to investigate?" Jack had a hard time getting her eyes to meet his, and when he looked up at the wall behind her all he saw were icons of the male threat to womankind.

"We’re going to investigate you, Professor Stoneycroft. Concerned members of the community may have witnessed the pain of some of your student victims. Victims often complain to their women professors about being pressured for sex by male faculty. That’s typically how our investigations start. It’s my job to develop formal charges from conversations I plan to have with your students. The letters suggest that several will quite willingly come forward with specifics. Then you will have every opportunity to respond at a formal hearing."

He felt a pulsing in his temples, almost like a headache coming on. "Yesterday you told me there were specifics in the five evaluations accusing me. The lawyer I spoke with this morning assured me I had a right to see them.  How can you say they’re confidential? The waiver I signed and the Provost signed grants me the right to see any letters the search committee didn’t directly solicit from individuals. None of the five were. And now you've read them all, Ms. Wyznewski, right?--and you aren't a member of the Decanal Search Committee.” Rose stared blankly past Jack as if she hadn’t heard a word. 

“Look, there’s no way you can deny me access to those letters. My lawyer will go after them in court if we don’t get them today. His name is Martin Belle Isle. And he's on his way here from Boston." Jack tilted his wrist so he could see the time.

"I'm sorry, Professor Stoneycroft, the decision now is that he can't join us. That's just not appropriate. We've decided our conversation this morning should not be adversarial. The investigation could, after all--and let's all cross our fingers--exonerate you. So no lawyers will be involved at this juncture. I don't have the University's attorney by my side either. Do I?" She smiled. Beamed. 

"WAIT A MINUTE! Ms. Wyznewski, you're not being charged with anything. Why would you need a lawyer?"

"Please stay calm, Professor. You're not helping your cause."

"You promised me three things yesterday on the phone: that I could see the written accusations, that I could respond directly to these charges, and that my lawyer could be present at this meeting. You've reneged on all three."

"Re-NIGGED?  Professor Stoneycroft, please." Her eyes drilled him, as if he’d used an unforgivably racist slur.

"The word comes from Latin, and it means to go back on your word. It has nothing to do with anybody's race," he said. 

“In my world it means to play the wrong card.” She shot him her best don't-condescend-to-me-professor look and went on. 

"When I phoned yesterday afternoon, I was leaning backwards to protect your interests. I was Ms. Impartiality. I thought it would expedite matters if you reviewed the accusations, then responded to them with a lawyer present. But my superiors, frankly, saw a risk if we exposed your accusers to retaliation. They make the policy. I just carry it out. Please try to understand us, Professor. The University has got to protect itself. If we don’t investigate serious charges against our faculty, we could be held responsible for what you might  yet do. What if, down the road, a student you harass accuses us of dereliction?  And sues us for a substantial settlement, because we didn’t stop you way back when. We could even lose all our Federal funding if we didn’t prosecute you. And that’s millions. High stakes, don’t you agree?"

Jack looked at her. He wished he had a tape recorder. He said, "Could I borrow your pencil, Ms Wyznewski?" He rose, reached out and picked up one from her desk in front of him, assuming her consent. She reached out to reclaim it as he was sitting down. Jack handed her the pencil.

"Thank you. Please--no notes. This conversation is off the record. That’s really for your benefit. If you took notes, then so must I. Do you want what we’re talking about today to find its way into your personnel records?" He has nice eyes, that constantly blur as his thoughts turn inward.
"I'd like you to repeat what you just said about some future student’s accusations. About putting a stop to me."

"I couldn't possibly remember it with the exactness you seem to want. Let's move on, shall we?"

Jack was tempted to accuse her then and there of prejudging his case. But before he lashed out, he had a better idea. He walked over to her computer that sat on a separate table alongside its printer. The blue-green monitor was a swirling aquarium of big fish pursuing and swallowing smaller ones.

"I need to show you something, Ms. Wysnewski, that should interest you. Do you mind?" Taking her silence for acquiescence, he sat down and hit a few keys. He entered the guest user code, then his own password, and then the code for his cumulative course roster files. All this took about thirty seconds. She looked at him in alarm, but was apparently too curious about what he was doing to stop him. As Jack's fingers played over her keyboard, Wyznewski, with her reclaimed pencil in her hand, doodled on her scratch pad. Then she seemed to come to her senses.

"Of course I mind. That’s my computer. What are you doing?” The feeding frenzy in her screen saver dissolved to a list of names.

"I have just punched up the rosters, with addresses and local phone numbers, of the students in every class I've taught for the past three years--boys and girls together so as not to make invidious prejudgments of my sexual orientation. If you're going to investigate my sexual harassment of students, why don't you put up--as we say in faculty seminars--or shut up? Ask my students. Ask them all. See if one of them wants to testify that I harassed him--or her. Every one of their names is right now in the file coming up on your screen. Print it."

"Are you trying to intimidate me, Professor? What use is this ridiculous avalanche of names? Professor Stoneycroft, we know perfectly well you haven't harassed all your students. It’s the relevant young women we need to hear from. My office doesn't have the wherewithal to contact scores of students."

"Hundreds, I'm afraid. It says on the screen I've taught seven hundred and thirty seven students over the past six semesters. Not counting impressionable auditors. I think it's time for me to go," he said.

"As you wish. But you ought to hear the procedures we're following. We will keep this investigation open for several days--not longer than a week or two or three at most. If no accuser comes forward--well, this will simply go down as a huge miscommunication. But if one of the unfortunate women does choose to break her silence and come forward--and the Sexual Harassment Inquiry Board finds her charges credible--there will be a formal hearing. At that point you will be permitted legal counsel."

It was a headache. A huge nasty one. Now all he wanted was to scathe her and clear out. "These charges are false. I want to clear my name. Now, today, not a week from now. I'm running for Dean. I want to read and copy the letters and then meet with the Search Committee. Make the authors of those letters repeat their charges to me, directly, so I can reply to them."

"I'm sure you do want that. But we protect our whistleblowers from intimidation of any kind, Professor Stoneycroft. Now what would such a meeting accomplish? Those letters do no more than ask that you be investigated. I'm reluctantly doing that. It's the poor frightened young women whose privacy matters in this instance." 

Poor, frightened young women? "I have the right to face my accusers."

"At this moment, Professor Stoneycroft, remember that you have no accusers. Just people who think you should be investigated."

"Like you, Ms. Wyznewski?"

"Accusing you isn’t my job, Professor. It's not little Rose Wyznewski who wrote those letters. I've never laid eyes on you until today. Now let me finish. You should be aware of the penalties involved. If the Hearing Board finds you guilty of sexual harassment, it will recommend either a loss of your next salary increment, demotion from your rank to the one below, a leave of absence without pay, or loss of tenure and termination. The options are open enough to ensure a just and fair outcome."

"What's the penalty if I'm innocent?"

"I'm not following you. There would be no penalty."

"I’m asking what the penalty would be for those who bore false witness.”
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Martin Belle Isle had been waiting for Jack in the Affirmative Action reception room for about twenty-minutes. He had started his career in civil rights and employment litigation, but over the past decade he’d taken on more and more work in higher education: tenure cases, dismissals for cause, intellectual property rights, free speech and sexual harassment issues. He had been attracted to academia in part for the rawness of the field. New law was being made constantly. There was plenty of room—and reward—for innovation. The people involved were usually smart, accomplished, principled, eccentric to the point of obsession, and he enjoyed that. They were seldom rich, but their adversaries generally possessed deep institutional pockets, and that too he liked. He’d had quite a few six figure paydays recently. He also appreciated, in a world where no client came to him completely unblemished, that the skeletons in his academic clients’ attics were mostly ordinary human failings—a foolish affair, an opaque prose style, jealousy of brighter colleagues, personal antagonisms—rather than the wife batterings, drug habits, embezzlements, betrayals, and mob violence that were his legal brethren’s daily lot. He was looking forward to helping Jack Stoneycroft, whom he’d remembered as something of a scholar-athlete at Williams, and rose to greet him as the door of Rose Wyznewski's office opened and out of it barged a lean, stone-faced professor with clenched fists. 

Belle Isle said, "The receptionist wouldn't let me in. This institution sure hangs tough. Even the police have to let lawyers for the accused sit in on interviews."

"Wyznewski denies I'm accused of anything. I'm still at the 'being investigated' stage. Yesterday she advised me to bring a lawyer. Today she claimed I didn't need a lawyer because we weren't going to let this meeting get antagonistic. It was downright hostile in there."

“Her masters must be calling the tune.”

Jack gave a quick precis of the line Wyznewski took as they walked down the six flights of stairs, out the shaded glass doors, and into the cloudy April light. 

He steered Belle Isle across a lawn toward Kaiser Hall and his office. Classes were in session. Only the odd student and a few rollerbladers were on the asphalt paths. He looked at the groundfloor window of the office he had used while Chair. It was partially shrouded by unpruned azaleas. Figures were milling around behind the opened louvers of the venetian blinds. Just to look in the window of the room where his life had been centered for six years churned his emotions. Behind the azaleas he sensed commotion. Someone was being chosen to go on exchange to Heidelberg. Or demanding that an offer from UCLA be matched by a pay raise here. Or a file was being assembled for a scholar/teacher seeking promotion to Full Professor. The day before Jack became Chair, Boccone had hefted and dropped such a promotion file on his desk. One more pack of lies, he had remarked—exaggerating, but only mildly. The box contained the sanitized record of a mediocre career. Jack was reminded that, as incoming Chair, he would be expected to shepherd all such files past two Personnel Committees and a skeptical Provost.  

The very next day he ceased being one of forty-eight professors and became their leader. Unlike most of the half-dozen men who preceded him, he had never disparaged the Chair’s work as dispiriting drudgery. From day one he had felt enhanced. The job, though it held plenty of healthy democratic constraints, would teach him what real power within a serious enterprise felt like, what it could and couldn’t accomplish. 

But when he left office six years later, just 90 days ago, he had felt massive relief and with it a surge of insecurity. The relief came from at last being free of a job in which the power he was given seldom permitted him to accomplish all that he--and others—expected and needed. The insecurity came from the sudden withdrawal of his former administrative clout and perks. He became one of the forty-eight again--or rather forty-one, the number to which his Department had been downsized during his term in office. He had lost the access an administrator had to free legal help, a discretionary budget, his own secretary. No loyal troops would be there to help him do battle. Now he had to hire the legal advice he needed at $200 an hour. It had just cost him $50 to have Belle Isle read a copy of Newsweek in Wyznewski’s waiting room. 

And here he was wasting more money on pointless reminiscences. Belle Isle started to talk as soon as they entered Jack’s office and the door had closed. "Wyznewski is carrying out a policy she may not fully comprehend. Her personal agenda is probably to locate some student victim of yours and persuade her to testify against you. Her real masters are the lawyers from Oberschmitt, Bradford, a firm that the University retains to step in and do damage control on cases like this. Oberschmitt has its offices a block down the hill from us in Boston. I know those fellows pretty well. Their immediate concern will be to keep you in the dark and me, your counsel, at bay until they see what size catastrophe is landing on their heads."

"Why don't we talk about the size of the catastrophe that's landing on my head?"

"If you are as clean as you swore to me on the phone this morning, the University has more to worry about than you do. They could be looking at a seven figure lawsuit."

"Look, Martin, I was married for 25 years. I’ve been teaching for twenty-two. Years ago I had brief affairs with women outside the University. In the last decade I have had year long affairs with two students. The most recent ended last year. No harassment involved. I’ve never given a lover a grade she didn’t earn with her mind."

"O Dio. Those affairs won’t change your legal innocence, but they will sure change the political dynamic quite a bit. Your accusers and the University can blur the lines--if they're determined to destroy you--between consensual sex enjoyed by adults who just happen to be professor and student, and the laying of unwanted hands on students or the improving of their grades as a way of seducing them. But Rose Wyznewski will have her own hands full convicting you of harassment if there wasn't any."

"They can destroy my chances of becoming Dean. They can drive me into a flailing rage as they're doing at the moment."

"You can counterattack by suing them. They won't show it in public, but they'll be a bit frantic themselves."

"So I sue the University for defamation? Wyznewski claims she's compelled to investigate me because if I strike again, and those were almost her exact words, the institution will be liable for damages if one of my ‘victims’ sues it."

"She's right. But the University is vulnerable on at least two grounds. Consider this, Jack. I can go into District Court tomorrow and get an injunction to halt the Dean's Search in its tracks until the University grants you your constitutional rights. And we can try to get copies of the accusatory letters and sue their authors six ways from Sunday."

"How much will this cost me?"

"I'm coming to that. Actually, I'm there. If you sue both your chief accuser and the University, anywhere from 5K bare-bones minimum to 20 or 30K. Or more if it goes to trial. The final amount will depend on several things, the most important of which is who blinks first."

"I don't have money like that. Not since my divorce. Outside of re-mortgaging my house, which can't be done overnight. And may be impossible once the bank sees the trouble I’m in."

Belle Isle frowned and spoke slowly and deliberately. "And that's only the financial damage."

"What's the other damage?" He had guessed the answer, and as soon as he asked for it his stomach imploded.  

"Look, there is not much chance you will be appointed Dean with all of this seamy stuff swirling around your name. Zero chance, to be blunt. Technical innocence will be irrelevant to any appointing authority as soon as your sexual history with students is in the press or elsewhere on the record, or even in the gossip mills, which grind everybody eventually to dust in academia, or so I'm told.

"Once you take the University expensively to court your upward mobility here and at any other university hits a cash ceiling. Pun intended. Glass ceilings occasionally shatter when hit by the right heads. Once you've banged your head against a Provost or a Chancellor or a President or a Board of Trustees and cost them big bucks, bad press, embarrassment--win, lose or even if you patch up a face-saving draw--they circle the wagons around themselves. If you want to be anybody's dean, or chair another History department, or even move from this University to teach somewhere else, forget it. You'll never be on a short list again."

"You aren’t giving me much incentive to sue."

"Right. But if you're looking for incentive, think ahead. How are you going to feel ten or twenty years down the road about the decisions you make this week?" He paused and looked sharply at Jack. Belle Isle had completed his preliminary assessment of Jack’s situation. Probably no lawyer could make his client whole again. This guy had made too many fatal errors. His own professional role would be damage control—guiding his client toward realistic understanding of his plight, accepting that his career must suffer, and then devising legal initiatives that might eventually restore Jack’s self-respect without impoverishing him. 

"I didn't much want to be Dean of Humanities at first, but I warmed to it pretty quickly. Yeah, I know you and everybody else are saying that option is realistically dead. But people are lying about me in public. The University's leadership is protecting the liars and gunning for me, who has served this place with loyalty and effectiveness--and goddammit, distinction--for twenty years. Get me an injunction, Martin. Let's go after the letters. I'll raise the money by selling something." 

"I'd like to hear you instruct me again when your adrenalin level subsides--and when you have a rational plan for raising the substantial outlay all this is going to cost. Call me tomorrow when you've slept on it."

"I know my mind today, Martin. Get the injunction. Just do it."

"OK, Jack. But understand that I can't promise you either victory or vindication. I can get an injunction tomorrow--for at most a week or two. The University’s search process can't be expected to grind to a halt, especially if its lawyers persuade a judge that you are no longer an appointable candidate for reasons that have nothing to do with sexual harassment. Oberschmitt’s boys will say to the judge, in effect, 'Let our University, your Honor, get on with its institutional life. Get this sore loser off its back.' I can't even promise you I can force them to give us the accusatory letters now that Federal law’s involved--at least not without a knockdown fight. The University will find some excuse or other to claim the letters are privileged and stall us for months. Even if we get the letters, their language may be too cunningly circumspect to permit a suit."

"But those letters have got to be actionable. They're costing me a fair shot at a valuable prize. They're savaging my good name. What‘s the libel law for, anyhow?"

"It's crafted to protect free speech, even free speech that is--frequently--a pack of lies. I wish the law were as simple as your anger, Jack. But it isn't. The law on damaging testimony in an employment situation is not going to help us much. I read the case law on this issue last year for another client. A co-worker who wanted the same job he did wrongfully accused him. And my client finally chose not to sue, by the way. The standard set by case law is that purportedly false testimony must be knowingly false and the aggrieved must prove that it cost him the job. In your case the jury is still out on both counts--no final vote yet on which candidates your search committee will recommend, no legal ruling that the charges in those letters are false or even actionable. We can't even assess our chances in a libel action until and unless we get the letters."

"I thought you just said you couldn’t get them without a fight?”

"I’m not optimistic. But no harm in demanding them. Throw the waiver document’s language back at the Provost. Say that since those unsolicited letters are no longer the sole property of the search committee and since their confidentiality was explicitly promised and is now compromised, then you, Jack Stoneycroft, have a legal right to see them. And have copies of them given to you. Or me. The Provost's a Brit, isn't he? Maybe he'll have some residual sense of fair play."

"He's a hard-ass Brit from Manchester City. Nobody ever accused him of fairplay in his life, I’ll bet. He’d be offended if anyone did. Let me check my Dean's Search folder. I have the confidentiality waiver form in it someplace. That will tell us what my rights are. Were."

Jack looked under a pile of uncorrected student essays and three days’ clutter of mail and found the folder. Belle Isle stood up, stretched, settled himself on a striped couch near a tall bookcase, and inspected Jack's roomy office, ever alert to what his client’s possessions might tell him. He noted two expensively framed photographs: an ancient street in Pompeii; a younger Jack in foxhunting dress standing next to an immense horse in what he recognized as the flat Galway countryside. On a small conference table lay a book opened to reveal a Stieglitz nude of Georgia O’Keeffe, her breasts in the sunlight and crotch in shadow. Under the window was a leather reading chair, Navaho rug, and oak filing cabinets. On the desk a sturdy brass lamp and gargoyle-faced book ends bracing several dictionaries. A wooden pen box held a well for a bottle of black ink. And a strange fragment of pottery topped a stack of unopened mail.

“Do you mind my asking why, in an office so tastefully appointed, you use a broken pot for a paperweight? Does it have some sentimental significance?”

“This thing?” said Jack. “Somebody put it in my mailbox. It’s a replica of an Athenian ostrakon. It has my name on it. All it really tells me is that one of my enemies knows the Greek alphabet.”

Belle Isle walked over to inspect the unwelcome object. “Isn’t academic nastiness remarkable. A stealth weapon. Perfectly innocuous except to its target, to whom it’s a psychic grenade.”

“Whoever sent it knew me. That I know Greek and have written on Greek history. I haven’t a clue who sent it, and I’ve wasted enough time trying to find out. Only the real ostrakons—the letters—matter.”

“I’d pay more attention to the ostrakon if I were you, Jack. It declares an intention—to get rid of you, ride you out of town. And whoever sent it wants you to think about that intent. It’s almost Mafia-like. Reminds me of that horse’s head in some guy’s bed in the Godfather.”

“The only Godfather on campus is our Provost.” 

"Isn't Tim Horsfall the third British subject in a row that this institution has hired to run it? Is Oxbridge cachet a pre-requisite for running--pardon my Boston Irish mouth--Boondock U?"

"Horsfall isn't Oxbridge--he's redbrick. Real tough working class material. The idea was to get a more down-to-earth Brit after the last two chappies proved disasters with both the faculty and the legislature--they were guys who couldn't tell a North Shore from a Southie accent. Horsfall bonds a bit better with President Sweeney and the other Boston pols." 

Belle Isle ran his right palm over the upholstered arm of the couch. He was still evaluating Jack’s expensive amenities. “Are such posh digs standard equipment for a History prof? Did we taxpayers buy you all this?"

"No. I bought all the furniture except the desk with my own money. I was used to having a pleasant office with comfortable seats for visitors and a place to catch a quick nap when I ran the Department. This space was a storeroom for boxes of junk--obsolete typewriters and desk copies of dusty textbooks left by retired professors. I tossed the junk and assigned myself the office--a post-Chairmanship perk. My last."

"This couch won't help your image, my friend. And do your lawyer a favor. Take Georgia off your table and hide her on the top shelf. Till the coast clears." 

"Georgia stays, Martin. I’m not ashamed of what I find beautiful. So does the couch stay. It’s a virgin, though I doubt many of the kids who've sat on it were." He handed the waiver document to Belle Isle. Then he went down the hall to bring back some coffee and a carafe of tap water. The large wilting jade plant on his windowsill hadn’t been watered for three weeks.

"While I'm studying this paper, you can write me a check for two thousand dollars. If you are absolutely sure you want to sue the University and the writers of those letters."

Jack said his checkbook was at his house. 

"Then I’ll consider your check is in the mail. Or you can bring it with you to Boston next week," said Belle Isle. "We'll need to take a statement from you at my office on Monday or Tuesday and work out our strategy. OK, here's an interesting sentence in the waiver document. You as a candidate are granted the right to learn the names of every person who has submitted an unsolicited comment on your candidacy. So you can insist that the University send you a list of names. No matter how they try to protect the contents. You do have an absolute right to see the names. Your accusers will all be on that list. We’ll fight for the letters themselves as a separate issue. In the meantime, we can at least discover if any of your libelers has pockets deep enough to sue."

"You can do that? You can find out how rich people are?"

"Of course. I know, for example, that your salary is $77,777 a year, that you have almost nothing in your checking account and that you own--in addition to your heavily mortgaged residence in Green River--a small unheated (but unmortgaged) cottage on Greenings Island off Southwest Harbor in Maine."

Jack walked Belle Isle across the central campus to the visitors’ parking lot. Student exuberance was blooming all around them in the late morning warmth. A protest march was forming in front of the Student Union. The kids were already clapping and chanting and soon would march toward Rushmore. A girl in baggy camouflaged combat clothes was printing a slogan on a white expanse of cardboard held upright by one ponytailed and one Arafat-bearded young man. She was writing the words NO MORE with a fat red magic marker as Jack and Martin passed.

“I love the magical thinking of the young,” said Jack. “Just shout ‘No More’ or hunker in some official’s office for five days and have pizzas and sleeping bags brought in--then racism, sexism, militarism, capitalism, elitism will wither away.”

“Do you think this protest march and sit-in will make tomorrow’s Globe?”

“Ever seen Mo Vaughan lay off a hanging curve?”  

“If the Globe runs the story I’d say it will cost your school about a million five. Tim Daugherty on the appropriations committee is fed up, he tells me, with an administration that can’t deal with its activists. The same damn thing happens every spring. They get old, don’t they, the predictable antics of the young?”

Jack smiled. A breezy April day, like this one, at Williams back in 1970 just after the Kent State shootings. He wore long sideburns. Bell bottoms. A wide and flowery Carnaby Street necktie that still hung in the back of his closet, waiting for America to green itself anew. He was holding a megaphone, standing on a platform with 500 students milling before him on the town common, as he carried on about Nixon’s new law that would imprison witnesses who refused to talk after they’d been granted immunity. NIXON IS PUTTING THE BILL OF RIGHTS UP AGAINST THE WALL, he had blared. Less than two years later, the threat of that very law coerced the Watergate burglars to break silence, unravel, and end the Nixon presidency. History is one massive  irony constantly erupting into brilliant smaller ones. And now a bombshell from nowhere has burst inside my own story.
As soon as Belle Isle drove off Jack returned to his office and tapped out on his slightly obsolete Mac Performa a letter to Horst Kleiner demanding that he, as Chair of the Decanal Search Committee, immediately transmit the names of those persons who wrote evaluations of him, and release to him copies of the letters that had been transferred to the Affirmative Action Office. He further demanded that he be permitted to respond to the charges at a meeting of the full Committee. He added, as Belle Isle had instructed, the news that his attorney would go to a judge in Boston on Thursday, April 11th to request that the search be halted by injunction until his rights as a candidate and faculty member were clarified and guaranteed. He printed the letter, made several copies in the main History office, tucked them into innocuous recycled envelopes, and replaced the old crossed-out addresses with new names. He walked over to Comstock Hall and delivered the original to Horst Kleiner's office in the German Department, then dropped the other copies off in Rushmore at the Affirmative Action and Provost's Offices. He returned to the main History offices in Kaiser and faxed a copy to Belle Isle's firm on Beacon Hill, then rushed to his 11:15 Modern European History lecture on the D-Day invasion and the Allied conquest of Germany.

At 12:35 Jack was walking through the flagstone lobby of Kaiser Hall. Pierlorenzo Boccone, his predecessor and successor as History Chair, grabbed his shoulder and gave him a look that silently communicated that he had heard the news and What the Hell.

"Quick indiscreet lunch at the Faculty Club? Pasta primavera is on the menu, my sources tell me," Boccone asked. 

"Indiscreet? Then I assume you've heard of my bizarre problem?"

“Have you forgotten the perks of office, O lately retired Chairperzon? Isn’t the Chair's the ear of first resort for serious gossip around here? Garbled versions of what's happening to you were rife in my office all morning."

"Rife? You mean I'm being bad-mouthed right and left?"

"Mostly by the left," said Boccone. 

“I’ve got a question for you, mate. Since what’s happening to me seems to be public knowledge and I’m fair game for pranks. Did you send me an ostrakon with my name on it?”

“Sure, by UPS. Your name on what? Sounds Greek. Look, Jack, I’m just a humble Medievalist. What’s an ostrakon?”

“It’s a kind of Athenian ballot. You scratch the name on it of somebody you want to vote into exile.”

“You got one with your own name on it? Hey Jack, that’s Sickville. Who do you think sent it?”

“Somebody who seems to want me out of here. I have no clue—except the goddam ostrakon.”

“We have just entered the Twilight Zone,” said Boccone, as they went through the door of the dark and low-ceilinged Faculty Club, an almost elegant anomaly on the University's largely low-rent and crumbling modern campus. An 18th century house had been returned to its original use as a convivial tavern, its wood-paneled rooms wall-papered in Federal style. It served breakfast, lunch, cocktails, and occasional dinners to its faculty membership. There was one long old fashioned refectory table where regulars without lunch partners could find cheerful company and the latest skinny. From the colleagues at this table came a gentle frisson of silence, as Jack and Bocca walked past to find a distant more private table in another room. 

"I’ve heard they're after your cojones," said Bocca as soon as their waitress had declared her name, the specials and gone for their wine.

"Who is this they?"

"The usual suspects. I phoned your only opposite-sex rival for the Deanery this morning to get the scoop, and she denied any prior knowledge--any complicity, bless her innocent butt--but she had heard there was an accusation of sexual harassment against one of the candidates. She said it took her about three seconds to guess you were it. You were He."

"I am He." Jack brought Bocca up to speed on the morning's action. 

"Find out who wrote that crock of a letter, Jack. It’s got to be the same person who put the ostrakon in your mailbox. Sue him. Or let’s be realistic. Sue her. If this is what the feminists will do to get themselves a woman dean, you ought to show them that we are not going to stand around and have our jocks ripped off."

"Right now I'm still trying to get the facts. I have no clue what they really mean when they say I've traded grades for sex, or who they are, for that matter. Feminists or not, they have got to produce somebody who will charge me. They can't. There isn't anybody. So what are they up to?"

"Just sue 'em, Jack. Don't tie yourself in knots like Hamlet looking for motives. There’s no mystery. The feminists want a woman dean. Dean Mia to be exact. And they hate men they can't intimidate or co-opt. If you don't sue them, they win. It's that simple. You can't win the search now. And don't you get what else they can do to you? They can permanently cancel you as a force on this campus. One more good ol' white boy bites the dust." 

"What if I don't have the money to sue? My lawyer says worst case could be 30K. At least."

Bocca looked at Jack as if he had pleaded a glass jaw or a sprained wrist when challenged to fight by some wobbly drunken midget who had just called him a motherfucker.

"Find the money, Jack," said Boccone. "Borrow it. Steal it. Put it on your AMEX Platinum. You'll get it back, anyway. You can't lose. They haven't got a case."

"Speaking of money," Jack said, sliding their check to Bocca’s side of the table, "I've got to get ready to earn mine by explaining why they really stuck it to Jesus and Socrates. Can you pay this? Think of it as a first installment on your contribution to my defense fund. You want to enjoy the spectacle of Stoneycroft in the dock? It’ll cost ya."

"Red Guard Revisionist!" Bocca yelled after him, loud enough for the gents at the Common Table to hear. They watched Jack in amused silence as he strode over the wide-board floors and back into the ever-mellower air where groups of students, laden with books, blankets, six packs and pulsing Walkmans were heading downhill toward the campus pond.








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Only six of Jack’s seminar students were actually History Ph.D. candidates, the rest were mostly from English and Comp Lit. One was from Anthropology, and one--to Jack the most interesting--was from Theatre. All fifteen were seated, smiling and rustling but silent around the oval table in the History seminar room when he walked in. Seconds before Jack’s entrance Patrick Caffrey had been miming his mentor in full pedagogical flight, busting chalk as he wrote buzz-words on the blackboard, flaring his palm like a traffic cop to cut off a wrong-headed student, punching a Tiger Woods-like fist through the air when an insight pleased him. 

"So tell me why these two fountainheads of our culture were the victims of political murder?" Jack began as he loosened his tie. Patrick Caffrey was quickest off the mark. Marla looked less ready to speak than usual.

"I can tell you, Sir, why A.N. Wilson thinks Jesus was murdered. Wilson doesn't accept the theory that the Pharisees, the High Priest, or anybody Jewish was responsible. He argues that it had to be the Romans. Jesus' threat was directly against their rule. The Gospels' innuendoes against the high priest and the Pharisees were in effect dictated much later by Paul and his faction, who wanted to bring Christianity to the Gentiles--to the Romans and the Greeks. Paul didn't want to offend his current Roman masters and future converts--so he fudged who really killed Jesus."

"Blasphemous, of course,  but plausible," said Jack. "But how do we test Wilson's theory?"

"We do what Wilson does," Caffrey responded, "argue that it would have been essentially out of the question for Jews to have had the kind of crucifying clout that the Gospels attribute to them. Crucifixion was a Roman not a Jewish thing."

"Good. But let’s take it further. Someone tell me why it's important to decide who ordered Jesus' murder? Granted that certainty is beyond proof. Why is the question even interesting?"

"Because," said Marla, coming to life, "if we can decide to whom and why Jesus was so offensive, it will help us interpret his parables, his dark sayings, the whole thrust of his religious movement. When somebody's life is at stake, everything gets a lot sharper. We can see the danger in Jesus’ words if we see whose ox they were goring."

"Examples?" said Jack. Marla looked thoughtful but said nothing.

"I can give you chapter and verse, so to speak, Sir," said Caffrey. “Take his famous line, Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s; render unto God that which is God’s.  No Roman overlord is going to sit still while some bearded provincial revolutionary stakes out such a huge claim. Suddenly Jesus is telling Rome that it holds no sway over huge areas of human action—like religion and conscience and morality. All that is supposed to be God’s turf? No way. Tyrants always police their subjects’ minds—and they all--except the Communists, maybe--want the prevailing gods on their side.” Tyrants? Jack’s mind slipped sideways towards his own failure to protect his private life against the campus sex police. It doesn’t take tyrants these days to police us. Militant busybodies do the job pretty effectively.

“Mr. Caffrey, do you think the Roman authorities were naive enough to assume that a Jewish priesthood under Jesus would remain content to rule only things of the spirit? Might not the Jesus-energized Jews want certain other material things rendered unto THEM in due course-- say the taxes collected for the Romans by the tavern keepers, say Jerusalem, say Judaea itself?“

Marla broke a long silence to say, “I can’t quite see Jesus as a willing object of worship. He sure sounds to me like a tough suffer-no-fools kind of guy. I can’t imagine he’d enjoy being worshipped—as a martyr. Or as God.” Debate erupted. “Jesus had no control over who worshipped him,” said Patrick. “He sure as Hell did,” said Marla. It was still fierce when Jack halted it at 4:30 PM to ask his students what progress each had made with his term paper.

"Don't get sunk under your research. I want each of you to command your sources. Pretend all those learned scholars you're reading are working for you. Adjudicate among them. Try to tell me what you think probably happened to your martyr. Then muster all the facts from your original sources--if you don't know any French or Greek or Hebrew at least look up the key words in a lexicon to get a feel for how they’re used. All kinds of interesting bodies are buried in dictionaries. Take the word ‘worship’ Marla wondered about just now, a word she said Jesus would disown, being a no nonsense, down to earth type. If you check out the earliest meanings for ‘worship’ in the OED, you’ll find it means simply ‘intense respect’.  So when Marla says Jesus wants no part of being worshipped she may be imposing a modern definition of ‘worship’ that means ‘exalt as divine’. And here’s another angle. In the Anglican wedding service a couple makes this promise, probably inspired by The Song of Solomon: ‘With my body will I thee worship.’ Nothing divine about that, is there? But remember that in the gospels Jesus often refers to himself as ‘the bridegroom’. What’s that all about?  Would Jesus want his people to worship him with their bodies in some real or metaphoric sense? Just as a human bridegroom would expect such worship from his bride? Or vice versa, yes, I know, gals. Dig into questions like Marla’s with the big dictionary open and you may get some publishable answers. You get the point. Look stuff up.

“OK. I want to see each of you with your thesis paragraph in hand by next Tuesday, April 16th. Papers due on May 2nd. No extensions. You'll each have a half-hour over the last three classes to present an oral version of your conclusions."

He passed around a sign-up sheet with half-hour appointment intervals during his Wednesday and Friday office hours. Marla signed up for an appointment the next day, Wednesday, April 10th.

"Who are you working on, Marla? You still thinking about Wilde?" Jack asked as the class dispersed. "Tell me what you’re up to so I can think about it."

"It's a she Wilde. Oscar's wife. Constance Wilde. Can’t talk. See you tomorrow. Gotta get myself supper and then over to the Theatre and into my rehearsal clothes. Bye."
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Back at his house Jack tried unsuccessfully to connect by phone with Martin Belle Isle. He saddled Moonheen, his Irish halfbred gelding, and rode into the woods for an hour and a half. Two years before, when he was still keen on cross country riding and taking fences, Jack would have galloped Moonheen up a hilly meadow and jumped the small tumblestone walls on the uninhabited horse farm that ran up the slopes of Bear Mountain. But he knew he was less courageous now, and that Moonheen, unridden for a week, was probably too feisty to stick to the fences Jack wanted to take at a pace that seemed prudent. I'm getting timid as I age, Jack said to himself. But he rode hard enough on the soft flat dirt roads through the forest. Moonheen had a velvet canter with about three speeds to it. Jack held him to his most languorous canter, but kept him at it for a thousand yards at a time before reining him back to a trot. He dismounted a quarter mile from his house and walked the big horse home, smelling rich sweaty shoulder every sweet step of the way. He turned Moonheen loose in the lower pasture and assessed the stiffness in his legs as he walked up the hill to his house, pondering whether it would take two Advil or three. 

After dinner he spent an hour jotting notes for remarks he would make on Wednesday afternoon to the Faculty Senate--remarks opposing the Provost's plan to abolish all the foreign language doctoral programs in the College of Humanities. He was deathly afraid of his own inarticulate banalities and consequently sharpened his thoughts and his phrases for days before he faced an audience. Next morning he warmed up before his shaving mirror by putting an ironic bite on certain despised and tongue-contorting words he would be obliged to speak when debating academic issues: phallocentric, marginalize.  Then in the shower he projected his voice over its roar: Demonize, valorize, empowerment, dehierarchization, Eurocentrism. Like Demothsenes, the Greek orator who empowered his weak voice by declaiming with pebbles in his mouth while the surf boomed nearby, Jack gargled his own verbal pebbles and bested his adversaries every morning. His Japanese friend Kangamishu had often accused him of being an Academic Samurai who would never let himself be taken by surprise. But Jack, as he admitted to himself when his straight razor cut through fragrant 1903 shaving foam, was often surprised by volleys of unforeseen words hurled toward him at the speed of sound.

