Part Three: Embrace
Never allow yourself to be misunderstood.

--Alma Stoneycroft

Wednesday 10 April

A

rtemis found five messages on her phone tape when she returned from a late rehearsal. One was a student saying she couldn't attend the make-up acting class set for Saturday at 4 PM. One was her mother: “Diane? It’s your Mom. I’m sorry, Dear. I just can’t always remember to use your new name." Then an audible sigh. A pause. Artemis had changed her name from Diane  thirteen years ago. Though both were names for the same ancient goddess, Diane seemed to inhabit sitcoms and suburbia, while Artemis roamed the wilds and helped women in labor.

“I called to remind you that Jessica and Caitlin will be staying with me next week while Mark is in California. I was hoping you’d take them for a few days. It would be such a thrill for them. There’s not much for them to do here but watch TV and swim at the Y. But I know how busy your schedule is and how many complicated things you professors have to worry about. Why don’t you phone me if you have time for a chat? And don’t worry about me. I’m just fine now.”  Artemis dreaded her mother's taped messages and seldom listened carefully to the played-back words, avoiding the sting of disapproval lurking within her wistful tones. The unspoken reference to her dead sister Janice caused Artemis a spasm of guilt. She disapproves of the very fact that I’m alive, Artemis thought, knowing that if her mother had been forced to choose which daughter to lose, the ever-attentive Janice would not have been the one. And here was one more example of Artemis’ shortcomings. Though she had casually offered months ago to take the girls for a few days during spring vacation when their father had scheduled an unavoidable business trip, she hadn’t repeated the offer since she made it and hadn’t spoken to her mother for weeks. On reflection, even few days with her nieces had seemed more than she was willing to endure. Whenever Artemis spent time with them she was reminded of herself and her sister in earlier days, and of the everlasting competition between them. And her competition with Janice still raged, and Janice still was winning. She would drive down to Litchfield on Sunday and bring Jessica and Caitlin back for next week’s “Take Your Daughters To Work” day.

The next three messages were from concerned friends wanting to talk about the Senate meeting or the state of the Search. Greta Morgan wanted to confer about potential accusers of Jack. Artemis didn't return any of these calls immediately. She first phoned Marla Crispin. 

"Hope I'm not calling too late for you," Artemis said. "But I've thought some more about what we were discussing this morning. Could you join me for an early dinner after our Saturday class--just a salad somewhere downtown, like Trudies--so I can bring you up to date?"

Marla was wondering why she needed to be brought up to date. But she said, “Sure, dinner’s fine, Artemis. So’s Trudies.”

Artemis poured herself some vodka and pressed Replay to hear the last call.

"I watched the news today. Oh boy! Stoneycroft everywhere I looked. I’ll admit I’m feeling panicky. Call me even if it's the wee hours. We need to talk. Urgently," said Kiki Russell on the tape. By the time Artemis rang her up Kiki was despondent. 

"Why panic, Kiki? I think this disgusting sympathy for Jack will fade pretty fast when the facts of what he's been up to get out."

"Maybe it will fade. But the lack of facts is panicking me now. When I wrote the letter saying Stoneycroft was guilty of harassment, you said a live student was in the wings ready to accuse him publicly. So where is she?”

“Be patient, Kiki. She’s real. She’s out there. She’ll weigh in and all will be right with our world and wrong with Stoneycroft’s. He’ll show a different face on TV.”

 “Right, yeah. Meanwhile he’s getting a lot of campus-wide attention and causing such a self-righteous ruckus that he might force the Administration to re-open the search. Horsfall might quit or be canned. We might not get Mia after all. Far-fetched, I know, I know. But I'm a worrier."

"We've been promised that if Mia Karlson's name is sent up to the Provost as a final candidate for Dean of Humanities, she'll be appointed. It's wired, Kiki. A done deal."

"Then why did you persuade us to stir up trouble by accusing Jack Stoneycroft and rocking our ship when it's just about to come in?"

"Because a part of me doesn't trust Horsfall. He's one of them. The only reason he's sending pro-Mia signals is that her appointment will make him look good to some future search committee for a college presidency. How many woman deans does our place have, for Pete's sake? Call what I'm doing overkill. Whatever. Horsfall could still change his mind and not appoint Mia. Mia has her weirdnesses, you know. I don't want Stoneycroft left standing for him to appoint. And I want more than just Mia in as Dean. I want all four of her male opponents to have their noses rubbed in the muck. Stoneycroft has looked at his professorship as a happy hunting ground for years, as an entitlement. Sex is how they keep us down and themselves up, double pun indeed. You and I may think that because we've opted out, we're clear of all that testosterized garbage, but we’re not.  So long as heterosex with students is tolerated, male professors will coerce their women students into it. And we’re responsible to those women. They’re our students too."

"You’re getting ahead of yourself, Art. Before we can take out the whole male professoriate we’ve got to convict Stoneycroft. Haven’t we made some very specific charges?"

"We have. We just haven’t identified his victims yet. That’s our trump card. At the showdown we’ll play it."

"But you've accused him of trading grades for sex, right? What if you can't prove he’s done that? Won't you look pretty foolish? The good fight is one thing, but accusations with no substance are another. I can't support them. Look, I’m starting to be sorry I got involved."

"Look yourself. Jack must have favored the lucky students he slept with. How could he not?"

"That's not good enough, Artemis."    

 "There’ll be at least one woman accusing him in public early next week."

"If you say so. If there isn't, I'm going to ask publicly that the Search Committee apologize to Jack for giving credence and publicity to false charges. Feminism isn't about vendettas."

"Ask all the callously dumped women who trusted him what they think feminism is about. It sure isn’t about turning the other cheek."

"Greta Morgan asked that Chinese woman to help us and she won’t. Some of the graduate students in my department have been phoning their counterparts in History about Jack. They are coming up empty. Maybe the victims you imagine don't exist."

"Then we'll invent one."

"Are you drunk? Sure we will, Artemis." And Kiki Russell hung up on her second dearest friend in the world for the first time in her life.
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Friday 12 April

In a normal week Friday was Jack's easiest day. No classes, just office hours from 10 AM till noon. Only the most ambitious students would come by, and they were a pleasure to advise. The struggling students always came earlier in the week, when their need was most acutely felt. By Friday those students had shifted to a partying mode or scattered to their hometowns on the eastern shore of the Commonwealth. At noon on a Friday in spring and fall, if there was nothing pressing, Jack himself headed for his own pleasure ground--the Fort River golf course on the southern edge of Shaysville. He’d meet some of his non-academic golfing cronies, or if they were all busy, practice his endlessly wayward swing. He was in his office early this Friday, awaiting a call from Martin Belle Isle, which came at 8:50.

"Our injunction is sure to be quashed next week," Martin told him. "I've heard from opposing counsel that the University is going into Judge McCloskey's court on Tuesday to ask it be lifted. For five hundred dollars of my time I can draft you a motion countering their arguments. But I doubt I'll prevail. Your call."

Jack thought without speaking for several seconds.

Martin continued: "Let me suggest a countermove that will not cost you more than my time in court, which you will be paying for in any case. Let me approach my opposing brethren from Oberschmitt, Bradford and offer not to contest lifting the injunction--if they will agree to a quid pro quo."

"What do they have that we want? The letters? Can you ask for them?"

"No. No chance we'll get the letters via the route I'm suggesting. What I'd like them to do is commit the University to close down the investigation of you by a date certain if no accuser steps forward--say by a week from today--next Friday at noon."

"Fine. But the investigation won't find anything anyway--they can interview my students until Doomsday. Can't we ask for something more to the point--like letting me defend myself to the Search Committee before they choose the final candidates it sends to the Provost?"

"I tried that one over the phone to Charley Oberschmitt himself. Again, no chance. They don't want to give you the slightest patch of daylight to run to. Rushmore is very happy with Mia Karlson and Herman Gotoff as finalists for Dean of Humanities, thank you."

"Then why bother with getting closure on the investigation? Wouldn't it do me more real good if they investigated the hell out of me for six months and found nothing? Rushmore would be forced to eat crow, apologize, look like jerks."

"They'll never eat crow. Horsfall has never--my sources tell me--repeat, never apologized to anybody he's wronged or misjudged. Look, once the investigation's dead it'll be a load off my mind as much as yours. Once you are cleared, you just might—long shot--recover some of your credibility as a candidate for Dean, and you will embarrass your accusers--who will have some explaining to do. There is always the (probably remote) chance that this battered Search Committee will want to step back and re-evaluate its mission and its prior choices. My informants on your campus tell me you haven't exactly hunkered underground the last couple of days. Your barging into public view might be tightening some important scrotums. So what are your instructions to me, friend? I'll need to ring off in a few minutes for a meeting with another client."

"I agree. Negotiate an end to the investigation that coincides with the lifting of the injunction. That way the Committee can’t nominate anybody until I cease being a suspect."

"Will do. One more important matter, Jack.  I want you to meet me at my Boston office on Monday to discuss the libel aspect of your case. Can you make it by 9:30 AM?"

"I'll be there."
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Marla stood in his open office doorway until Jack noticed her. 

"Ciao," she said.

"Avanti!" he said, folding his sprawling New York Times, and stood to welcome her to his deskside chair.

"Gracie. Come sta?"

"In stupore in questo momento. Where did you learn Italian?"

"From Professore Boccone. No, just kidding. I took mime classes last summer in Venice. All I know how to say in Italian is basically Hi! and How are you? and I’d like another, please."

"Why did you start talking to me in Italian?"

"I overheard you and Professor Boccone speaking it the other day. I thought  a little Italian small talk might distract you enough to let me do Constance Wilde."

"Attenzione! You may be right. It ‘s always much harder to say no in Italian. But we have some work to do in English first. Did you know, by the way, that Constance also died abroad--in Genoa?"

"I know it now." Did he know everything? Marla, after not seeing Jack for some years, was still impressed by the odd bits of knowledge that jumped out of him.

"So tell me anew why you want to write a paper about Oscar Wilde's wife. No doubt she suffered terribly. But an intellectual martyr? I don't think so. Oscar's way of life--and his taste for boys--touched a national nerve. Understanding why that nerve twanged is what being an historian is all about. You want to hear how bloodthirsty the Brits got?” Jack reached for a book under some papers on his desk and opened it to a page he’d marked. “Listen to what Wilde's former good literary buddy W. E. Henley wrote in the National Observer after Wilde lost his first libel suit against the Marquis of Queensbury:

'There is not a man or woman in the English-speaking world possessed of the treasure of a wholesome mind who is not under a deep debt of gratitude to the Marquess of Queensbury for destroying the High Priest of the Decadents. The obscene impostor, whose prominence has been a social outrage ever since he transferred from Trinity Dublin to Oxford his vices, his follies, and his vanities, has been exposed, and that thoroughly at last. But to the exposure there must be legal and social sequels. There must be another trial at the Old Bailey, or a coroner's inquest--the latter for choice; and the Decadents, of their hideous conceptions of the meaning of Art, of their worse than Eleusinian mysteries, there must be an absolute end.'

Not much human sympathy in that editorial, is there?"

"This guy was once Wilde’s friend?”

“You got it. Friendship stood no chance against this zeitgeist I’m urging you to explore.” She wrote that great cross-dressing paper three years ago. Let’s get her back on track.

“I don't follow the reference to a coroner's inquest."

"Henley was inviting Wilde to kill himself--or perhaps suggesting somebody else should do his duty and murder Wilde. My use of bloodthirsty was not a metaphor." More of his earlier exchanges with Marla came back to him. She’d had trouble referring to male and female body parts. His suggestion of using “clustered and cloven” had amused her. Maybe even energized her.

"Kill Wilde for being gay? Nice guy, this Henley."

"Yeah. Henley wrote a poem after his leg was amputated rejoicing that he was still Master of his Fate and Captain of his Soul. Some captain. Some soul."

"I guess I don't understand the Victorian mind. OK. I agree in principle that the topic on why hatred of Wilde was so over-the-top is more with it, more respectable, more like an article you'd find say in the New York Review of Books, more like a History dissertation than what I want to do. I agree as you said yesterday that doing the hatred of gays topic would stretch my mind more. But I’m not used to making such humungous generalizations."

"Humor me, Marla, so I can explain how a professor thinks about his student’s projects. Three years ago as a green undergrad you showed me your flair for original research and shrewd generalization on the limited topic of cross-dressing actors. For whatever reason, you’re now taking a graduate History course with me. My every professorial bone wants you to attempt something bigger--like seeing the links between the spirit of a distant era and our own era."

"But I'm so moved by Constance Wilde the person--much more than any of this ‘era’ stuff."

"You are moved by Constance because she lost some things forever that she deeply valued. The man she loved. His good name. Her own. Her children’s future. But remember that she was also bewildered by what was happening to her. Bewildered by hatred like Henley's. To speak to her bewilderment you should confront the reasons why her husband was so hated." 

Marla’s conversation with Artemis came back to her. She bristled. "I see Constance differently. I want to know what she felt, what she did, what she told her sons, what her friends said to her, what she wrote. I don't want to theorize about somebody's pain. There's too much theory out there right now, anyway."

"Well, you’ve got that right. There’s almost always too much foolish theory out there, in any era. Look, I'm sure you could write a vivid and emotional paper in answer to your questions. But I'm reluctant to give you the green light. Here's why. If you write on Constance Wilde, you'll learn something about tracking down and summarizing information. You’ll learn how to make a biographical narrative flow, maybe even roar like a torrent. But what I'm about, what this course is about, is training you to deal with historical questions that have answers that can only be found by analytic reasoning. The questions you ask are too easy. They'll occupy half or less than half of your mind, no matter how much they galvanize your emotions. You're not writing the Constance paper to discover how a culture defines itself, how it reveals its inner life, how it differs or doesn’t from our own. You're writing this paper to internalize another creature's experience, to sympathize with her. You won't find any real surprises, will you? You'll just color in the details of outlines that already exist as great blobs in your mind. I want you to be able to look at a detail, a fact, a quotation, and discover a meaning in that small patch of history which is not self-evident and which may be at total variance with how you understand your own experience."

"Can I try to persuade you my paper would attempt some of the things you ask of me?"

"Of course. Maybe I'm misjudging you."

No, you’re patronizing me, Marla thought. She squeezed her eyes shut, inhaled, and launched her plan of attack. "Constance didn't attend the trials, did she?"

"No. Apparently no women did. Women may well have been systematically excluded from the Old Bailey. They certainly weren’t welcome."

"But wouldn't her presence have helped Wilde? With his wife sitting there in court, the jury would have had to overcome its natural reluctance to destroy a family over an essentially victimless crime."

"The prosecutor made the boys Wilde hired and partied with and took overnight to his hotel room his victims. The jury that sent Wilde to prison probably thought they were doing Constance Wilde a favor by separating her from a moral monster." 

"She changed her own and her sons’ names to Holland, right?"

"Right. Holland was a family name on her side."

"But she still loved him and went to Reading Gaol just to look at him one last time through a barred window. She wrote him loving letters."

"You've already done some work, I see."

"I’ve been reading Richard Ellmann's biography of Oscar. I still have a couple hundred pages to go."

"I can't quite anticipate where your line of questions is taking us. Help me."

"What I see is a woman who was so shaken by her experience that she might question her sexuality. Had she failed her husband in bed? Did Victorian women even think in those terms? Did she abhor his homosexuality--even as his suffering at the trials or in jail devastated her?  Did she want him to come home and live with her after he got out of jail? That's the kind of thing I want to know."

"How do all those modern and intimate questions add up to a do-able topic?"

"Look, I'm a Theatre grad student studying dramaturgy, not an apprentice historian. I took this course because its basic subject is lethal conflict, which is what Theatre’s all about. And because you’re my best all-time teacher. But I still ask myself, what is History? Is History made of these great analytic abstractions like: what was in the Victorian soul that hated Wilde? To me that's like asking what was in the German soul that drove them to kill all the Jews in Germany. That's hard stuff. As much Psychology as History. Didn’t you tell me once that it was real stories about real people--not the abstractions--that hooked you on being a History rather than an English prof? I think that what happened to Constance Wilde is also History. This brutal Victorian mind-set you talk about was filtered through her; she had to live with it. You and I can take a detached view, figure out what those awful men like Henley must have been like. If I study Constance I might discover how she experienced within her own maybe limited mind all those heavy generalizations you want me to chase down."

She's right. But he still wanted her to become a History graduate student. He wanted her to learn more of his discipline’s methodology than focusing on Constance would demand. He wanted her to experience the sober thrill of tackling a powerful and disturbing theme. And for himself he wanted the gratification of sending a bright student on the road into his own discipline, where she might  solve a famous riddle, clarify a great man's motivation, comprehend the spirit of an age. He felt Marla’s promise keenly. He wanted to see her fulfill it—and damn her ambition to play Desdemona and Iago on alternate nights. And double damn her depressing flirtation with feminist cliché. 

Marla was in danger of making the standard feminist substitution: solid investigation of a serious unresolved issue gets replaced by formulaic re-creation of a “silenced” woman’s “feelings”. The damn thing would write itself. Still, if he forced her to write on Victorian homophobia, the resulting essay might show him nothing but how much she resented his bullying. 

He wondered if his angling to have her explore hatred of Wilde by his peers came straight from his own immediate needs. He recalled his shock at Pam’s remark that he had just become a member of his own Club of Martyrs, his accusers grotesquely mirroring first Dreyfus’ accusers, and now, more chillingly, Wilde’s. Jack’s lust for his two off-limits female students was a modern version of Wilde's lust for outlawed street kids. In the guise of wanting Marla to be a more serious historian he was coercing her to write about his own predicament. OK, let her do it. If she ends up writing feminist cliché, she’ll learn what a downer that is.

"You've thought this through yourself, better than I did. Maybe I was just being a knee-jerk tough-guy professor. You can do Constance. I'm persuaded."

Marla's face slowly filled with a smile that reflected Jack’s decision. She reached out her hand and grasped Jack's forearm. 

"Thank you. I won't let you down."

Jack's first instinct was to kiss the spunky and tenacious young woman whose clearheaded arguments had, if not won him over, at least earned his respect. His second was to hold back. What happened next seemed to take place in heavy-limbed slow motion. He leaned forward, put his hands on Marla's shoulders and hugged her to him. Whatever sense of self-preservation that might have kicked in had been overwhelmed. He intended to transmit praise, but God knows what he was transmitting to the woman student in his arms.

Marla’s body stiffened and her face froze as she realized what he was doing, but then softened in excitement as she felt his arms enfold her for a second or two. Then the soft impact of his chest against her breasts faded, and his gentle grip on her shoulders relaxed. The attenuated scent of his aftershave intensified from his closeness. She was smiling again by the time he let her shoulders go. 

"Besides the Ellmann, there are two bio’s of Constance herself you should read, both published in 1983."

Jack looked at Marla as she stood speechless--really looked at her for the first time since she interrupted his thoughts fifteen minutes ago. What a wild outfit she was wearing. Hot pink crocheted sweater over violet leggings. A long batiked scarf in shades of turquoise and purple wound tightly around her waist. A pink Converse sneaker on her left foot, a purple one on her right. She stood there grinning, cheeks blazing.

Without another word she swirled a red cape over her shoulders in a flamboyant gesture of triumph and flew out the door.
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Since his affair with Minkie Navarre, Jack was no longer attracted by female flamboyance of any kind in women. Once he had been, but then he’d been stung enough times by Minkie, who used her flashy seductiveness almost indiscriminately to tantalize every newly available man. Minkie had in fact done much more than tantalize men. Marla’s hot pink sweater revived his powerful aversion. Pink was Minkie’s color. And with it came a particularly unpleasant five-year-old memory. 

Minkie had phoned at 5:30 in the afternoon with a fishy excuse to break a movie date with him: ”One of my chums is having a nervous breakdown.” Jack glumly accepted her explanation, then poured himself a fistful of Jameson’s. The double shot bought him some waking oblivion, but soon after he went to bed caused him severe insomnia. For an hour he lay imagining the lover for whom she had certainly forsaken him.  Desperate to talk to her but afraid of the sarcasm his 2 AM phone call would provoke, he decided to see for himself what she was up to in her small four-room house on the eastern edge of Shaysville. Still woozy from the whiskey, he forced himself to drive no faster than 30 MPH across the deserted valley and the back streets of Shaysville. He stopped 70 yards beyond her house and turned his car around. As he drove slowly past he saw the huge black Pontiac parked in her drive. Whose car?  He drove past it again with his lights dimmed. Even dimmed lights picked up the giant pair of luscious hot pink neon lips airbrushed on the sedan’s trunk. Underneath the lips was written: KISS MY BUTT. There was a dim light on in the living room and Jack saw the silhouette of a dancing couple moving and rocking through the gauzy curtains, an upright, saxophone-animated beast with two backs.

Jack’s first impulse was to knock on Minkie’s door, kick out the interloper, and reclaim her. But after he’d parked his pristine black Beemer, which sported not even a bumper sticker, he walked with decreasing resolution to the doorstep, imagining various ugly scenarios. Most of them ended with his getting punched out by some naked and very angry twenty-five year old garage mechanic or drug dealer. He heard the falsetto of one Righteous Brother singing “I-I-I nee-ee-d your-r-r lu-uv.”

I’m not up for this. But suppose he’s just a wiry twerp and I win her with my aged fists? What have I won? What kind of woman sleeps with a guy who paints huge pink lips on his car? He walked in miserable humiliation back to his own car. When Jack confessed his nocturnal surveillance and confronted her, Minkie claimed that her needy young male friend, the androgynous “chum” having a nervous breakdown, had arrived at her house too drunk to drive safely away.  But obviously capable of swaying Minkie hither and yon in time to “Unchained Melody.”  

“Look, Jack, trust me. He was really so out of it I had to give him a designated bed,” she said. “Not my bed.” Jack had been so crazy about her that he kept on seeing her for another few months. But his willingness to commit to her, to leave his wife for good, was no longer there. Finally, her patience ran out and she sent him away. He was relieved. 

And what was it about cars that bedeviled his relationships with women? He had once found an alien car parked in Lin Yu’s lot. Also a Pontiac, but this time a late model red Firebird. “Someone gave it to me. No string,” she had explained. Eventually the identity of ‘Someone’ had been revealed. An admirer, a Taiwanese businessman, had presented it to her. She rarely used it. “It’s so low to the road and I’m so small. I can’t see well when I drive it,” she had explained. But Jack sensed that the unspecified gratitude she was expected to show weighed on her. Eventually, she gave it back and borrowed some money from her mother to buy an inexpensive used car with too many miles on it. Jack believed returning the Pontiac was more a signal to himself than to her businessman friend. Only you, she seemed to be saying. 

But the admirer was undeterred. He would knock on Lin’s door unexpectedly, bring her bean sprouts, organic bok choy or dried tiger lily buds from the Asian grocery, and always the latest gossip from the Chinese community. Once, while she and Jack were in bed together, they froze until he left. Jack never met him. But he had often heard Lin chattering with him in Chinese on the phone. Jack sensed a spontaneity and commanding tone in Lin during these Chinese phone talks completely absent from the submissive tone she used with him in English. He assumed Lin and Mr. Pontiac were exchanging secrets from which he was excluded. 

Jack felt a more pervasive exclusion from her life at large the day he and Lin watched a documentary about the Tiananmen Square massacre. The massacre, one of those moments in history that mesmerizes even years after it was first televised on CNN, had caused Jack’s interest in Lin’s past life in China to surge anew. They lay on the floor looking up at the TV and watched that heart-wrenching explosion of freedom being crushed. Brave kids in daylight by the thousands camped on the cobblestones, saluting icons of freedom. Then flashes in the darkness, followed by official lies. The news correspondents cordoned off and repeating the same opaque formulas over and over, hour after hour, rumors of invisible bodies trundled to hospitals, the endlessly rerun image of the young man facing down a tank’s gun barrel. 

Later that night Jack questioned Lin about life in Shanghai, and how its culture had inflected her experience: her parents’ inscrutable divorce, her Communist brother’s love for his harsh life, the liberating joy of learning English from her first American teachers, friends, and lovers. She’d fled to her peasant grandparents to escape the husband a Party chief forced her to marry; then she’d arduously negotiated permission from her university to study in America. She spoke of Communist ideology as a tedious charade her country enacted, outside of which an instinctive capitalism flourished. Jack hungered to hear from her some never spoken words that would at last fully convey the feel, the emotion, especially the ordinariness, of her Chinese past. But that past receded just as her delicate body became as powerfully familiar as his own. He was never sure whether the English language was incapable of rendering the depths of her experience, or whether he was incapable of grasping it. He asked himself why he needed to understand China to marry Lin. But his bewilderment with China seemed to objectify his doubts and fears about her. She seemed perfectly at peace in her love for him. They talked themselves asleep on many nights, but there was always something she could never quite tell him. 

If his disillusion with Minkie had convinced him always to look for a reliable glow of loyalty in his women, even the seemingly loyal Lin, who had brought him so much joy and stimulation, had failed to reassure him enough. Lately he’d begun to wonder what kind of “glow” he had projected over the years toward his women. Mostly a glow of desire. Women should be satisfied with that, he had thought. No matter how fashionable it had become to be a feminized man, he thought any overt display of loyalty carried an implication of unmanliness, of uxoriousness. He couldn’t imagine himself saying to Minkie or to Lin, “You’re the last woman I’ll ever sleep with. I love you that much.” He was unwilling to commit his future self to forgo the suddenly materialized femme extraordinare. Now he was ashamed of his own arrogant double standard.  But he could not yet explore a less hypocritical one, not until there was a woman in his life. 

When he thought of women’s disloyalty he saw pink--Minkie’s most alarming dress, the color of those insolent lips on her lover’s Pontiac. He decided that pink was the color of unreliability in women. Marla--pink skin glowing--had herself just left in an explosion of reds, purples and pink. How trustworthy could she be? He began to wonder about her motive in taking a demanding course well outside her degree program. Was she revisiting her youth? Did she want to show her old professor who she had become? Was there some unfinished personal story between them to work out?  Sensitive to how any interaction with a woman student might now be perceived, he asked himself: Well, am I attracted to her or she to me? Nothing, neither way, he thought, echoing Osric, the foppish referee of the sword fight between Laertes and Hamlet. Nothing. Neither way.
Jack was packing his briefcase, his mind on the still drenched Fort River golf course in South Shaysville. He wondered whether even the putting green, much less any of the fairways, would be dry enough to use. When the phone rang, he recognized Adam Charleroi's voice immediately.

"Could you use some quiet time with drinks and just us to take your mind off all this nonsense?"

"I wish it were just nonsense, pal. The latest proof they’re out to get me is this clay ostrakon somebody stuck in my mailbox. What? It’s an ancient Greek thing that votes you into exile. But I'd love to see you guys. When would you like me?"

"Saturday while it's still light--about 5 PM.  And bring your ostrakon. If we’re playing show and tell, I’ve got my own new possession to show off."

"Animate or inanimate?"

"Let's say it animates easily."

"I may come even earlier if the papers I'm grading can't keep my mind out of the abyss I'm in."

"Earlier's fine. We're home all day," said Adam as he rang off.
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There wasn't much to do, Jack discovered as he arrived at the golf course, except stare at the flooded tenth, eleventh and twelfth fairways, a slough from which arose the round tops of ball washers and directional signs to submerged tee boxes. Here it was April 12th and no real chance yet to tee it up. The snowmelt always sent the Fort River out of control. He cajoled Tom Higgins the pro into letting him use the one dry sector of the putting green. 

“Just don’t leave any hoofprints in the turf,” said Higgins.  “Before you putt, why don’t you hit a few from the practice tee? Let’s see how your swing made it through the winter.”

Jack hit half a dozen six-irons from the Astroturf mats that would be in use until the practice tee dried out. 

“Fade’s back,” said Higgins. “Start the release of your hands a bit sooner and make sure your right-hand grip is ultra strong. I want to see the nails of your right hand on top of the shaft. Twisting your hand like this is going to feel pretty uncomfortable for a while, ” Higgins warned, “but you’ll hit straighter shots right away.” 

Jack did as he was told and hit a six iron shot that did not waver, and seemed to rise higher, fly farther, and land softer than his usual. 

“That’s amazing. If I could straighten my kids out as fast as you put my swing right, they’d put me in the teaching Hall of Fame. Thanks, Tom.”

“I can’t stand to see a man slice. To me it’s like a fella going through life drinking himself to death or cheating on his income tax. Or his wife. All it takes is a little character to fix.”  

“And regular visits to the right confessional,” Jack said, after his wince. He didn’t have quite the same moral aversion to slicing as Higgins, but agreed it took some character to cure. Slicing was more akin, he decided, to an intellectual error than a moral failing. Jack had shaken his head too many times at a common error his students made: missing the truth because of complacent thinking. Complacent thinking is mostly lazy habit--kids depending too much on the ways their family, friends, profession, institution, political party, saw things. Jack struck hard when inherited complacency crept into students’ tests and essays. He, like Higgins, sought to make his students uncomfortable, even at the risk of confronting them with his own prejudices. At least my prejudices have been examined, he told them. He headed to the putting green and smacked a soggy listless putt. Where’s Baxter?

Pretty soon his friend Baxter arrived and for a while they each stroked a golf ball across drenched grass struggling blade by blade to dry off and turn green. Every physical action outside Jack's mind now seemed acutely labored and without substance. Only the soddenness of the turf seemed to fit his mood. I put my foot anywhere now and I sink, he thought. 

"Looks bad for tomorrow," said Baxter. Baxter was a writer who possessed more excess nervous energy than even his thirty surreptitious cigarettes a day could absorb. To cope with his hyperactivity he had enlisted as a part-time cop. He had gotten special permission to enroll in the Monson Police Academy, passed the course, and published an appreciative piece about the experience in Gentleman's Quarterly. With the proceeds he had bought himself a second-hand but fully equipped cruiser, so impatient was he to be assigned his own. That man is going to play golf tomorrow, thought Jack, come Hell or even higher water.

"Going south tomorrow, Baxter?" asked Jack. "Maybe I'll come along. Or will tomorrow be a working day for you?"

“I’m back working. Hey, I’m going with the junkyard project. Decided the cemetery/undertaker deal would get me confused with Mitford and her American Way of Death, though I’m a hell of a lot more sympathetic to undertakers and gravediggers than she was. But this junkyard on Route 10 out of Northshire is something else. It’s huge. Totally computerized right down to its Edsel ashtrays. Bins of fenders, doors stacked for fifty yards, and the owner is a guy named Matt Recht who earned a Ph.D. in Philosophy that didn’t work out for him. Recht raced cars as a kid, worked his way through grad school as a mechanic, and after he lost a tenure battle at Smith College bought this place for back taxes. That was twenty years ago. Now he’s a blue-collar millionaire. Recht can look at a totaled vehicle and tell you how the accident happened and how many people died or were maimed. And he’s turned me on to the shadier side of his business--some of the cars towed in are perfectly healthy but stolen. Recht calls them “cold ones”--as opposed to the hot-wired kind--because they come to his yard with their papers in order--valid plates and registrations. He won’t tell me how the thieves legally register hot cars--I’m too much of a cop in his eyes. But it’s Recht’s take on things that intrigues me. I was over there a couple of days ago, when a badly crumpled 92 Mercedes sedan was towed in. I asked Recht what he was going to do with it. “Quintuple its street value,” he said, “by dismembering it.” Auto repair shops apparently can’t make hefty profits without a steady supply of stolen carburetors and door panels. Haven’t got a title for the book yet. Crash Course? The Anatomy of a Stolen Thunderbird? Junkyard Doge? What do you think?”

“Keep looking, Baxter.”

Baxter was such a fanatic golfer that he had been known--when stymied by bad weather at his home Fort River links--to get into his cruiser, turn on his revolving lights, and head down the Interstate into Connecticut and beyond until he found a golf course swarming with players. He’d pull into its parking lot, put on his spikes, walk into the pro shop, and talk himself into the next available threesome. One dismal March day he left before dawn, made a foray into South Jersey and played on a course at Great Bay.

Jack's mind was in a peculiar place. He was driven to resume, as he did each April, the ever-absorbing game he'd played since he was seven; golf was his instinctive way to channel and quiet his furies. But in this raw and blustery landscape his stronger impulse was to go home and bury himself in Edward Gibbon or Homer--realms where he had felt heroic in his youth--and not resurface for the next 24 hours. For Jack a golf course in the rain was earth's gloomiest place.

"Bax buddy, I'm out of here. This is Slosh City. I'm heading home. I'm deserting you for Gibbon. See you next week."

"What's Gibbon's handicap?"

"They didn't have them in Gibbon’s day. Well, he was a little lame. But I'll bet he could give Boswell two a side. Wrote books so interminable that reading them was like crossing Russia on foot. 'Scribble. Scribble. Scribble, eh Mr. Gibbon?' some Prime Minister said to him once. Anyone flatter you like that, Baxter?"

“I don’t scribble, Stoneycroft. I write. Slowly. Painfully. Lucidly.”  

Baxter looked at a water-filled cup at the far side of the putting green. He shrugged and rapped the ball sharply.  It raised a line of spray along its downhill track to just beyond the hole's edge, where it sank gently out of sight.

“How’s that for a Decline and Fall, Stonemeister?”
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Friday noon, 12 April

By noon on Friday, Rose Wyznewski was impatient. Her investigation of Jackson Stoneycroft had bogged down. She had cast all her lines into the coed-crowded sea. But nothing was happening. Nibbles, but nary a bite. A few women who had heard of Jack's affairs second or third hand had called and two had come in to talk with her. But they could testify to nothing that would support the accusations in Artemis Fletcher's letter. By three o'clock this afternoon the Rushmore janitors would come by her office to empty her wastebasket--normally not an interruption that would cause her a second thought. But that wastebasket contained her final, tainted hole card. Last Wednesday she had surveyed the places where Jack’s fingers fell when he commandeered her keyboard, and she had jotted down an approximation of Jack's personal computer password. But after he left, she had crumpled the paper in self-disgust and tossed it.

He's under surveillance. Legitimate surveillance. It'll be easier to apologize after the fact than to ask permission first, she justified now. But it all depends on how good my eyes were last Wednesday. If I wrote his password down correctly, and if I use it to access his account, there might be some clue, some evidence in his e-mail correspondence. I probably didn't guess the keys he tapped exactly right anyway. But I can at least try a couple of times before the security warning kicks in. She picked up the metal basket, dumped it on her desk and fished out the crumpled page from among Kleenex, empty yogurt cups and used envelopes. It read:

HO18LD
She sat down at her monitor and typed in Jack's published e-mail address, jstoney@hist. At the PASSWORD prompt she typed in what she had scribbled last Wednesday. 

INVALID PASSWORD said her machine.

"Shit," she said. The password seemed authentic and likely to her. It had the prescribed four letters and combined the safety of a number embedded within it. And "Hold" was a real word, after all. She looked down at her QWERTY keyboard. Let's see if other contiguous letters work. She saw that "G" was adjacent to "H." She tried 

GO18LD

That's also a good word. But INVALID PASSWORD flashed again, this time, with the pulsing warning! that after three tries the main frame would for security reasons require that Jack Stoneycroft select a new password. She would have one last shot to grab this evanescent glimmering straw.

What other word could he be using? Then she saw it. "F" was on the other side of "D". Golf. Of course, Jack was a golfer--she knew his hobbies from reading a profile the local paper had published about his golfing and his horses--and 18 would be a naturally resonant number for a golfer to pick. She crossed her mental fingers before she tried

GO18LF

The screen suddenly started routinely to busy itself by booting up the university system’s letter codes and to present dialogue boxes for getting into Jack's mainframe file.

YOU HAVE NEW MAIL
came on the screen after she hit the prompts.  She let out a breathy whoop of joy and relief.

A list of new mail followed:

1) cherington@classics.duke.edu

2) minutes.facsen

3) linyu@comlit

She hit the keys to bring up Lin Yu's letter.

7:05 AM Thursday 11 April 1996

Dear Jack,

I was surprised to hear your voice yesterday--so many months. I thought at first you changed your mind--maybe you would come back. I should have known better--you were just worried that I might be the person who accused you. Why are you so nervous about me? I would never do that. Some woman student from History did call me, and asked many personal questions, but I said I would not discuss you. She got very angry with me.

A personal question for you, Jack, one I should have asked long time ago: if it was so good between us, why did you leave? I can’t figure that out, and now I doubt every one of your words. Your intense coaching of my writing and my English grammar never helped me understand the language you speak.

Lin.

Well, well, thought Wyznewski, here's at last a little reality. And a lot of proof. She clearly implies he abused and betrayed her. “I doubt every one of your words.” I probably can't use it at the hearing. But it's there.  Bless you, Saint Who Finds Lost Things!









Jack fed his horses early on Friday night, turned off his phone so only his machine knew who was calling him, and lost himself for the night and most of next day in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. In times of fainthearted confusion and gloom Jack was always invigorated by Gibbon’s constant ironies and the equipoise of his sentences. They reminded him that the Barbarians’ triumphs were never foreordained, and that almost up to the very end, the Romans could have pulled their Empire, or better, their Republic, out of the fire.  

Late Saturday, after exercising and grooming both his horses all afternoon, and before driving to the Charleroi's, he checked his machine for his calls. There were none. What does that mean? he wondered. The world beyond his farm had disconcertingly evaporated.
