Part Two: Accuser   

What is now proved was once only imagined.

--Blake
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A

rtemis Fletcher stretched her limber body in the pine forest. Bending slowly from the waist, she placed her open palms on the brown pine needles for twenty seconds, then raised her torso slowly and stretched her hands over her head for another twenty. Now leaning backwards, slowly at first, she let her long loose hair graze the forest floor as she executed a graceful backflip to land softly on her steadily planted Niké-shod feet. She stood at her normal height, shook her red mane back where it belonged, and resumed her run. 

She ran in her black Lycra running suit along a hard dirt road in the well-kept Shaysville town forest every day at 6:30 AM. On cool mornings like this, when she slowed on hills or stopped, she could see her breath. She was three miles from the house where she lived with her gray Russian wolfhound. Katherine ("the Greatest") was now cutting at high-speed intervals across her track, raising squirrels and pheasant and mice and small birds from their roadside perches. Artemis was performing also a mental exercise, in preparation for meeting her therapist later that afternoon. He had asked her to assess her motives for acting in a way that would destroy Jack Stoneycroft's academic career.

She had written a carefully phrased letter to the Decanal Search Committee accusing Jackson Stoneycroft of sexually harassing female students by pressuring them to submit to sexual relations with him in exchange for higher grades than they would otherwise have earned.  When she had first told Morris Gelbach of her intention he had pressed her about her motives. "I'm not inventing stuff," she had insisted. "I'm putting on paper what a significant part of the University community believes and feels about him. His conduct disqualifies him for the Deanship, however scrupulous and resourceful a History Chair he’s been, no matter how many impressive books on European intellectual history he’s written. He's an intelligent but entirely indecent shit. That's what I feel. That's what he is."

"But you have never actually spoken with a student of his with whom he exchanged grades for sex. Why has no woman ever formally charged him—if he’s such a flagrant harasser?" Gelbach had asked. "I'm trying to help you see the reality of the situation. You may be acting in response to your own experience with sex, men, grades, academic life. Come on, Artemis, I know your history."

"Don't psychoanalyze me!" she had nearly yelled. Gelbach wasn’t so much psychoanalyzing her as reading her mind.

"Calm down, Artemis. In my shop I just ask questions and frame issues. You have to live with yourself. I only live with you one hour a week."

The hour had ended before she had adequately answered Gelbach, whom she respected as she did no other man, which might not be saying a great deal. His advice to her was always tough-minded and unhedged. "Scrutinize your goals. Pursuing them is where you’re going to live. Even if you never realize them—they’ll shape the person you become. Happiness, should you be so lucky, is never as clear cut or satisfying as you expect.” 

Now as she ran, with all that oxygen welling up in her brain, she tried honestly to confront Gelbach's questions. We don’t know yet of any woman student who’s willing to accuse him. True. That’s a problem. But women can be traumatized into silence or frightened of publicity. Or sometimes they remain spellbound by their sexual abusers. We can't raise consciousnesses by making half-hearted charges. There’s no doubt that Stoneycroft’s slept with some of his students. Maybe dozens. It's common knowledge. And any professional who does that abuses the power he wields. It's like a doctor sleeping with patients. A shrink or a divorce lawyer screwing his clients. Stoneycroft's students get fucked over. I've got faith that somewhere out there a woman is willing to talk, willing to rise up and say, "Dr. Stoneycroft professored me into a relationship." Our sexual harassment regs are too circumspect. They miss the real point. ANY heterosex whatever between a male professor and a student is always wrong, because his power always dwarfs hers. Legally, I might have been vulnerable, but a lawyer vetted my letter to keep the libel out of it. Morally, everything in my letter is rock solid.
Does what I'm doing connect to anything in my past? Sure it does. So what? What else do we have to go on but our own lives? Sure Morris, you do know my history--what guys have done to me. Not just one or two. Every guy. I know about Stoneycroft. I might as well have lived with him. So what if he loses tenure? So what if he is ostracized? What's tenure compared to a woman's self respect? Let him pump gas or punch a computer or marry a rich bitch. Artemis doesn’t want that guy as her Dean. Or her colleague! That's it. Capisce, Morris?

Artemis was always more measured to the real Morris than the one she communicated with in her voluble mind as she ran in the woods. Back at her house she lay quietly in her tub while Katherine stuck her tongue over the edge and licked at the soap on her shoulders. The phone rang in the bedroom. Katherine's bark came first through the tape machine's amplifier, followed by her mistress’ own huskified voice: "Ciao. Katherine is home so burglars beware, but Artemis is away, flying through the woods. She'll be back soon, so leave her a message, whoever you are, maid or man, friend or foe. Don't hang up and exacerbate her paranoias. Ciao."

"Flying through the woods?  That sure exacerbates the paranoia of us out-of-shape homebodies. Listen, Artemis, this is Pam Deschler. We need to talk. I'm sure you know why. Could you meet me at 8:15 this morning at Tina's Breakfast Nook? Give me a call when you’re back in the nest."

Artemis had already leapt from the tub, and reached the phone in time to say before Pam had hung up, "She'll be there, Pam." Then she hung up herself and slid back into the water while her skin was still warm. 

Artemis often spoke of herself in the third person and was quite conscious she did so--her colleagues teased her about it. She had deliberately left the subjective “I” behind when she backpedaled from an active but troubled sex life and tried to approach the rest of her life objectively. And her objective narrative went something like this: She had survived a cold fish of a father unmercifully critical of both her unsubmissive spirit and her blossoming body. He disappeared when she was fourteen, leaving her relieved, but with an unappeased hunger for male approval. She got it. Boys fancied her dark red hair, worn long since middle school, and fully developed figure. But she had hated living life as a nubile prize for adolescent boys and seized every opportunity to meet older men. If she dated older and presumably more mature men, she reasoned, they would be more likely to appreciate her actress’ command of situations, and her quick-witted assertiveness, as much as her lithe body. She was wrong. The older the guys--and she dated some twice her age--the more active a role youthful sexuality played in the attraction.    

When she did find a man who was impressed by her intelligence, she was at first utterly enthralled and then utterly betrayed. In her mid-twenties she made the unhappy discovery that what distinguished her—mental feistiness and a great body--imperiled nearly every relationship--men were made too uncomfortable by the former and too aroused by the latter. She came to enjoy withholding her body as much as inflicting her wit--choices that demoralized her admirers even as they enhanced the pleasure she took in herself. In fact, saying the word No to a beseeching male became addictive; the ultimate pre-emptive strike against inevitable humiliation. To herself she was the defiantly self-sufficient young goddess; to men she was the quintessential cock-teasing bitch. 

The only men who felt comfortable around her were directors looking for an actress who could give a malicious edge to otherwise bland female roles. As her career in New York City took off, she let it be known that she didn’t care very much for men and that having sex with them was not time well spent. Somewhere during this era she also tired of playing roles, Off-Broadway and in TV soap operas, too close to the bitter person she feared she was becoming. Falling back on the Dramatic Arts M.F.A. she’d earned years before at Berkeley, she took a college teaching job, and in academia she thrived. Her spirits immediately brightened. She knew exactly what her students must learn to do and what they must guard against. She drummed into every female she taught that male exploitation and abuse were not abstract concepts but their certain destiny. She taught them how to recognize and repel both. And when she had male students she nailed every bluster of entitlement and chauvinism. Even so, the actors and actresses she trained turned out too versatile to be typecast.

Among her own Theatre colleagues she neither suffered fools nor coddled boors. And was respected for a total lack of smarm in a profession addicted to it. Lacking many intimate relationships—she had but one close female friend--she worked hard to enhance the team spirit of the whole Department community. She often helped backstage with her colleagues’ productions. She spent her own money upgrading the Department’s physical amenities by donating benches, potted plants, and rugs to theater lobbies and the Green Room. The popular wisdom, which she never tried to discourage, and often used as a self-deprecating mantra, was that “Artemis Fletcher hath a big heart.”   

Pam was already sitting at a green oilclothed booth when Artemis arrived at Tina's, a country luncheonette just north of the campus. It served only breakfast--mostly to truckers and night-shift types, or early rising academics heading for their labs and computers. It opened at 5 AM and shut tight at 10 AM, allowing Tina something of a life. Pam started talking as soon as Artemis had ordered her bran muffin and decaf.

"You probably know I'm on the Search Committee for Dean. I've read your letter. We all have. This talk has got to be so far off the record we had better both deny we’ve ever even heard of Tina’s--I sure will--but you should know that a few of the folks on the Committee tacitly approve of my seeing you. We think you can help us cut through a lot of red tape. We have a problem."

"What's the problem? Word is around that you've dropped Stoneycroft and of the other short-listees you are sending up only Mia Karlson and Herman Gotoff. Good for you." 

Pam instantly sensed Artemis must have been talking to Mac Finnerty. "I can't comment on that. But isn't our Committee the very soul of indiscretion! Whoever the Committee might want to choose, we can’t act formally yet. We’re in limbo. Stoneycroft is taking out an injunction halting our deliberations either until the charges against him are dropped or he's allowed to meet with the Committee to answer them. We met last night with the University lawyers from Boston. They tell us we shouldn’t meet with him."

"On TV I heard the Chancellor say his own lawyers were going into court next week to get the injunction thrown out."

"That's right. But Stoneycroft has a high-powered attorney of his own and we may not prevail right away. The injunction may last for a while. The search for a new dean could be on hold for weeks."

"What does all this have to do with me? What are you asking?" Artemis hated the polite academic stroking process.

Pam was edgy. Tina’s was getting crowded. She disliked lowering her voice, but she did. “As I said, we want to speed things up. Your letter says Stoneycroft is a known harasser and guilty of other activities unworthy of a dean. Let me put my cards on the table. I personally don't believe your letter one damn bit. I know Jack well enough to doubt he'd ever trade grades for sex. He may have been to bed with a student or two. But that's not harassment. It's not even, my dear, unusual."

"If you don't believe me, Pam, trust the people at Affirmative Action to check out what I wrote. They’re professionals, not his friends and colleagues.” 

"Look, we both know he’s being investigated as we speak. The Chancellor said so on TV. They'll be a big story about us all in The Chronicle of Higher Ed later this month. Just what we need after all the basketball grade fiascos, right? After the race incidents and the Women's Studies infighting last year.

"What more do you want from me, Pam? I’m the one that the Good Old Boy’s Club couldn’t intimidate. I wrote what everybody knows to be true about the bastard."

"Jack's my friend and colleague, Artemis. Your letter makes a lot of insinuations but names no names. We want a name."  Pam scrutinized the woman sitting across from her: the harsh red hair, huge fierce eyes, the carefully cultivated wildness in her clothes and gestures. Although Artemis looked nothing like Minkie, they shared a similar flamboyance. Pam wondered if Jack had come on to Artemis, but backed off when he sensed his mistake, and now she was punishing him for his brazen libido.

"Why do you want a name? It doesn't matter who the victim was. What matters is Stoneycroft's conduct."

"Unless we have a name, the search freezes stone cold dead. Stoneycroft can claim yours is some kind of McCarthyite vendetta.  He has a right to face his accusers. He has a right to clear his own name."

"Accusers? So there were more letters than just mine?"

Pam compressed her lips at her mistake and said, "I can't comment further."

"If you want a name, cherchez les femmes."

"Wrong! Vous avez tort!  You and your friends--Kiki Russell did her bit I see--have accused him of what in our world is a hanging offense. Now I’m asking you to persuade those victims you claim he hurt to come forward--if any are really out there. To step up, as the jocks say--and deliver the goods. Get the person behind your charges to take herself to the Affirmative Action Office. No sexual harassment case can go forward without a live victim. The University as an institution might act on a victim's behalf and go after a guy, pro bono, if the sexual harassment review board believed the woman's story, and if she were too frightened to make the charge on her own. But without a victim, Jack is going to be vindicated and you are going to look like a malicious feminist acting on behalf of a certain candidate for Dean of Humanities who’s both personally and politically congenial to you. Artemis, if there IS no victim out there you should be ready to admit publicly that you made a mistake. That you made a false charge."

"I'm not acting for anybody, Pam. I personally want Jack Stoneycroft out of the search and, better yet, out of his job. And I do know some names. They’re real women, he’s hurt them, and they’ll talk. Two were his lovers in situations that made trading grades for sex absolutely inevitable. I hear one of them even aborted his child.”

“Oh come off it, Artemis! Since when are you a right-to-lifer? And where did that ridiculous story come from? Look, if you don’t like the way Jack conducts his personal life, fine. But as grounds for investigating him, this kind of gossip won’t fly. Unless you can persuade his student lovers to claim they were coerced or paid off, your charges are unproven, and in my opinion, outrageous.” 

“What’s outrageous, Pam, is Stoneycroft’s conduct. Rushmore will find his victims. I guarantee it. It’s not my job to badger his victims to come forward. Or even give you or anybody names. Before I sent it I showed my letter to a lawyer. He insisted I use some hypothetical phrasing in a few places and cautioned me not to name any names. Legal bills I can live without. I’m sure my letter is so libel-proof that anything Stoneycroft throws at it will bounce off. I’m delighted to hear even in its toned-down final version somebody’s taking it seriously."

"It’s being taken seriously enough to threaten a good man’s job. For your information, Artemis, I hear that Stoneycroft himself gave the names of all his female students to the point woman of the investigation--Rose Wyznewski at the Affirmative Action office."

"Big deal, Pam. Wyznewski could have gotten copies of that list herself by picking up the phone."

"It means something if Jack punched the keys himself."

"But it may not have been a wise thing to do. Remember Gary Hart—denying adultery and then daring reporters to stake him out? In the Theatre Department we call that hubris. The names of Jack's victims are on that list. That’s “victims,” plural. Stake out this guy, Pam. He's pure out-of-control testosterone."

"Hormones aren't crimes. And the ball, Artemis--let’s make that plural too--the balls are in your court," said Pam Deschler. She picked up their check, paused, widened her eyes over her pursed lips as she leaned toward Artemis for an instant, and headed for the register.
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Artemis lingered at the table, nodding as Tina offered to refill her coffee mug.  Pam Deschler is right. We need to force one of his victims to go public right now. So how am I going to make that happen? 

The moment that convinced Artemis to act on the suspicion that Jack was a harasser occurred last year while she was Acting Chair of Theatre. She had gone to see Dean Kurtz, hoping to persuade him to fund a campus visit by a San Francisco street theatre group called The Muggers. “They’re inspired by Dario Fo, with whom they worked in Milan for a year,” she had told Kurtz. “They do skits about workplace oppression, racism, domestic violence, assembly-line horrors, sexual harassment--that kind of thing.”

Kurtz had given her more than the time of day. “Sounds like they do something interesting that we could use around here. Though some of our colleagues might be annoyed to look in this troupe’s mirror. Especially the harassers among us.”

“That’s the point, Dean. The Muggers go right into buildings, into classrooms, steps of the library, and do their thing. Sometimes they use real names or nicknames if somebody tips them off to a local villain.”

“Does Jackson Stoneycroft have a nickname, I wonder,” mused Kurtz. “I suppose we could give him one. How about Stoney the Stalker?”

Artemis homed in on the direction taken by Kurtz’s answer.

“Is there really anything to all that? I’ve heard rumors, but I’ve assumed he was too smart to get caught.” She dissembled her own opinion a bit to test how much Kurtz knew of what had long been in the feminist grapevine.

“Remember Kurtz’s Law. ‘All rumors are at some level true.’”

“That sounds like something out of your man Freud, Dean. I’m not sure it would hold water in a court of law.”

“It’s not echt Freud, Artemis, just implicit Freud. Rumors come straight out of people’s barely conscious reactions to other people. Stoneycroft has the kind of reckless self-gratifying air that provokes rumor. Last year he was seen around Shaysville with that very pretty Asian graduate student of his. And with another grad student just as pretty in years past. In my experience professors don’t take their students to dinner unless their interest in them goes well beyond the academic. And pretty students don’t let themselves be wined and dined by middle-aged professors unless there’s more in it than a good meal. I heard that the women grad students he didn’t favor were too intimidated to complain. After all, he was History Chair then, and signed their TA contracts.”

What Dean Kurtz was insinuating Artemis already knew from casual chat among her friends. But to hear it from her Dean issued her a license to spread the rumors, even treat them as fact, if she was so inclined. Kurtz then showed her his own new model Macintosh PowerBook and asked her if she could use one just like it, maybe one with slightly less memory. Funding for administrative upgrades was about to come through, he told her. And she was Acting Chair of her department.

“Something to think about,” was what she said as she left. Being something of a technophobe, a Mac laptop wasn’t her highest priority. And she tensed at the implicit bribe. Only later did she realize that Dean Kurtz had made no commitment to fund the Mugger’s visit. When she phoned him later that afternoon to ask if he could approve $3000 to help support their weeklong residency, Kurtz  disappointed her quietly, “The Deanery’s too broke this year to pay expensive outsiders to do things the college can generate in-house. Why don’t you and your colleagues undertake a bit of street theatre yourselves? Aim it at confirmed local rogues if you like. Doesn’t our friend the Stone Man teach a course called Principled Martyrdom? Well, his campus could use a highly principled mugging.” Artemis had been led on, was now being manipulated--and she knew it. One of Kurtz’s uncanny gifts was the ability to suggest to subordinates ingenious but shady schemes that advanced both their interests, but placed only his underlings at risk. 

Artemis’ confidence that a victim would surface wasn’t entirely bravado. The day after her meeting with Kurtz she had floated the “street theatre” idea to her informal support group: Let’s stage an incident in Stoneycroft’s class and get the “hostile environment” issue out in the open. Let’s ask Jackson Stoneycroft’s students during class time if they think he’s sleeping with one of their number. Ask ‘em how they feel about that. A History grad student named Greta Morgan was recruited to make discreet inquiries among her peers. Would several of his students agree to stage a skit in one of his classes? Unfortunately, Greta was so ineptly anti-Jack that few students would talk freely with her, and none would call Jack’s classes “hostile.” Most had no problems with his teaching and thought her “street theatre” idea was preposterous. 

Still, Artemis was able to collect from Greta and others enough third-hand rumors to take Jack’s offenses beyond the “hostile environment” rubric. She had found out that years ago a grad student had been Jack’s lover while he directed her dissertation. That’s what I’d call grades for sex, she thought. How could it be otherwise? But the woman, Minkie Navarre, was now teaching somewhere in Florida, and a phone call revealed she wasn’t willing to cooperate. Artemis was discouraged, but kept Greta and her network motivated. Then Greta informed her that Jack was spending time with a Comp Lit grad student named Lin Yu, who turned out to be the “very pretty Asian graduate student” that Dean Kurtz had noticed, and who also had a serious interest in acting. Artemis knew Lin and even worked with her. Breakthrough.
Last winter Lin had been cast in a one-act called “Bed-Sit,” directed by Maire O’Derg, an Irish visitor to the Department from a lively new theater in Galway. Artemis had been impressed by O’Derg, and wound up spending a lot of pre-production evenings backstage, helping a novice stage manager cope and serving as a voice coach for actors unfamiliar with the sometimes bewildering Irish inflections and idioms. After one emotional rehearsal, Lin, who played a foreign girl who gets pregnant in Cork, had fled the stage and sat on the floor in the wings with her arms around her knees and head. Long, sleek black hair fell over her face. 

Artemis had sat down next to her and asked her what was wrong. Lin responded to the question by throwing her arms around Artemis and clinging so hard that Artemis was stunned by an unexpected surge of feeling. This young actress who had seemed so coolly self-contained was suddenly losing it. Lin held Artemis close as she sobbed. After a minute or two the tears stopped and Lin pushed her hair back, wiped carelessly at her tears and returned to her fellow actors. 

"Whatever it is, it will pass," Artemis had said as Lin got up from the floor. What it was that might or might not pass Artemis figured out for herself a few weeks later when she heard from Greta Morgan that Jack had been seen in the parking lot of the local abortion counseling clinic picking up a Chinese girl in his black BMW 530i. The girl then got out almost immediately, slamming the passenger’s side door. Jack drove off.

Artemis made the connection. Who else but Jack, she thought. The mystery of the tears is solved. Got her pregnant. Forced her to abort. Then jilted her. The classic scenario.
If only Lin Yu would come out from behind that feigned screen of Asian humility and fatalism! As her tears that night showed she could. Hoping Lin might be so tempted, Artemis invited her to discuss her recent emotional distress. But Lin turned aside Artemis’ questions--pointed or subtle--about the reason for her tears at the rehearsal. Fearing Lin might guess the motives behind her questioning and grow even more guarded, Artemis never confronted her with the fact that she’d been seen at the abortion clinic with Jack. Impressed by the young actress’ quiet dignity, Artemis couldn’t bear to disturb further her recaptured private peace. And it was possible that the abortion clinic sighting would prove less damning than she hoped. She knew the clinic also dispensed birth control information; students on the University health plan could pick up condoms there for free. Maybe Jack and Lin had been fighting over their mode of contraception.

By the time Jack entered the Deanship search Artemis still hadn’t found any student willing to admit to intimate relations with Jack, let alone accuse him of harassment, and so it was on hope and spec that she wrote her letter to the Search Committee. She justified her action by assuring herself that the resulting furor would flush at least one of his resentful victims into the open. If she had taken risks, despite the libel-proofing assistance from Mac Finnerty’s brother, she would accept them. She had persuaded two other faculty members--Gil Sullivan from Jack’s own History Department, and her close friend Kiki Russell from Comp Lit, to write separate letters accusing Jack of various forms of sexual misconduct. 

Sullivan was a windfall. Jack once considered him a supportive colleague. So much so, in fact, that Jack had wished to entrust the Acting Chairmanship to Sullivan while he took a long-postponed four month sabbatical leave in the Fall of 1993. The History Personnel Committee had, however, preferred to appoint a seasoned and notably evenhanded senior professor whose sympathies rested with the Department’s radical young, a move which infuriated Sullivan and which he attributed to Jack’s duplicity. But in truth the Personnel Committee couldn’t abide Sullivan’s research subject, which was an attempt to create a complete database identifying as nearly as possible every woman England’s Henry VIII had bedded on each night during his entire reign. Though bemused by its breathtaking scope, Jack had certainly been skeptical of this project’s ultimate value. Still, because he admired Gil, and knew he was a good teacher, Jack loyally, if a little reluctantly, backed him, arranging a series of small grants to support his research visits to various libraries in Britain and to the Huntington and Folger in the U.S. Though many Tudor scholars questioned the worth of Sullivan’s “Royal Nights” project and scorned its reliance on innuendo, conjecture and what came to be called “cliogynocology,”  Jack never wavered and had written often in Sullivan’s defense, “The sexual habits of monarchs have always been irresistible subjects for historical inquiry as far back as the Old Testament. I see no reason why Henry VIII shouldn’t have comprehensive light thrown on what he would have surely called his pleasant dalliances.” Jack by now keenly regretted his support of Sullivan. He should have followed his first gut reaction to the Henry VIII project. 

Sullivan’s resentment at not being named Acting Chair, and perhaps his lubricious cast of mind, both of which would eventually prompt him to start rumors that Jack was a womanizer, was something Jack should have foreseen. During a Departmental Holiday Party in 1995, Sullivan had worked the room, hinting to colleagues that Jack was sleeping simultaneously with two vivacious visiting professors, one from Seattle and another from South Africa. It didn’t take long for Jack, who learned of Sullivan’s slanders from the ever-helpful Boccone, to round up both women and march them over to disabuse, with laughing jibes, the mortified Sullivan. Who never forgave Jack for the public humiliation. Greta had attended the ’95 party, remembered the incident, and had no trouble enlisting Sullivan in the coven of Jack’s accusers. 

While Russell had no first-hand knowledge of Jack whatever, she trusted Artemis and let herself be directed by her friend’s vehement indignation. Greta Morgan and her roommate had written slightly tamer letters accusing Jack merely of “womanizing.” None of the letters provided Wyznewski with a usable lead. Artemis now had to face the fact that no victim of Jack’s had yet surfaced, either in her admittedly haphazard investigation, or as a result of her cabal’s five letters. If Jack is the kind of serial harasser I think he is, he very likely has some new honey on the string. Maybe they’re in bed together right now. She pondered her next move as she waited for Tina to make change.  








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Her 10 AM graduate acting workshop was fifteen minutes into its warm-up voice and movement exercises when Artemis arrived. She sat herself down on the hardwood floor of the dance rehearsal room and tucked her legs into a lotus position more perfectly articulated than the ones that most of her twenty-something students could attain. Annette Gilmore, a singer from the Music Department taking the class as part of her opera training, was leading her mates through a series of reverberant high to low register chants and changes in harmonics. Annette ended this final phase by bringing all twelve voices to bottom out in a long Ginsbergian OOOOMMMM. 

Artemis hopped to her feet, reached down to pull her neighbor gracefully aloft and said, "Off to Venice, the lot of you. But first we do our 'Farmer in the Dell.' Who are today's Iagos? Annette? Marla? Peter? OK. All you Iagos choose your Desdemonas--then all you Desdemonas choose your Othellos. We'll start our work on Act III scene iii today, beginning at line 105, please. Work in your pairs and trios and I’ll circulate. Just stop and wave if you’re stuck and need help.”

Her students, used to this routine, cast themselves within a minute and were ready to act.

Artemis stood like a horseback-riding instructor, revolving in the center of the mammoth studio space while her students headed toward the corners, Signet copies of Othello in hand. Shakespeare's sonorous sinuous speech, group by group, replaced nervous chatter and false starts. The same words overlapped and echoed in male voices and then female. The less-trained voices provoked rejoinders from those more expertly tuned:

"Honest, my lord?"

"Honest..."

"Honest? ay honest."

"My lord, for aught I know."

"What doest thou think?"

"Ought I know...

"Think, my lord?"

"Think, my lord? By heaven he echoes me,

As if there were some monster in his thought,

Too hideous to be shown..."

"Too hideous to be shown..."





"...if thou doest love me,

Show me thy thought."

"Monster in his thought..."

"Artemis!" Annette called out, yelling because her teacher was distracted elsewhere. "Artemis, can we talk about this monster thing Othello sees in Iago's thought?"

"Let's," echoed Marla, "this is a really scary passage. Iago seems to be playing some kind of psychological game with Othello."

"You bettcha effing A he is," said Ted Powdorski. Powdorskers, as everyone called him, had been speeding through the University on a football scholarship until his knee exploded one Saturday on national television. He had discovered, while wheelchairing around campus in a cast, that acting and the theatre were safe places for an ego that still needed to perform before large crowds but wasn't going to the NFL anytime soon.  Or even to a high school coaching job after graduation in May. He proved a natural as an actor and had just turned in a convincing performance as the drunken Heracles in a production of Euripides' Alcestis. His admission as an undergraduate to Artemis' graduate MFA workshop was both an acknowledgment of his burgeoning skill--as well as the perennial lack of male acting talent on campus. He had been playing Othello in Marla's threesome.

"I don't mean the big game Iago's playing, but his microgame," Marla shot back. "Reminds me of the kind of non-directive counseling shrinks use. The idea is to echo and repeat somebody's words back to him, so your own words don't put ideas in the person's head that aren't already there--the upshot is that the person you're supposedly NOT directing reveals his uncensored inner thoughts. Isn't Iago doing a number here something like that on Othello's paranoia?"

"That’s right," said Artemis. "Now show me--don't tell me or analyze it--show me how you dramatize Othello giving himself away. Marla, let’s hear you play with Othello's lines a bit."

Marla repeated: "monster in his his his thought/Too hideous" several times, seeking to stress the his, and hissing it louder until she got it right.

"Isn't it Shakespeare's point that the real monster is going to be created in Othello's mind?" said Marla.

"Right. But let’s not limit Shakespeare to a single irony," said Artemis. “He’s too cunning for that. Othello and Iago are collaborating to produce the monstrous thought, which is—surprise--that all women are sexually untrustworthy. Shakespeare’s plays are actually an excellent place to study how cultural prestige reinforces the denigration of women. Just open your eyes and you’ll find plenty of woman-bashing in our supposedly wisest playwright. I once taught a whole course on the Bard’s sexism. So don’t be taken in by cultural prestige, folks.”

"But wait!" jumped in Annette, "I had a question--before Marla cut to the head of the line. What really is this “monster”--the one in Iago's mind? Why is he doing this to Othello? Is it just out-and-out racism because Othello’s black? Is Iago a psychotic? None of the explanations I’ve heard make sense. In this entire scene Iago seems totally focused on bringing the black guy to a boil, doing it just as a kind of sick game."

"Our colleagues in literature departments," said Artemis, "have a name for Iago's game. They call it 'motiveless malignity.' They tell us Iago doesn't really have a motive large enough to justify destruction of his brave commander and trusting friend. Shakespeare may be showing us that evil is one of the world's inexplicable wild cards. Does that make any sense?"

"Not to me," said Marla. "Whenever somebody does something evil, really evil, there's a motive. Has got to be. It's there even if this Evil Person couldn't tell us what is really driving him down deep."

"Life is full of Iagos--motiveless or motivated I don't give a shit," said Powdorskers. "This play's about a jerk who lets himself get jerked around by another jerk. Guy starts messing with my mind or my lady I let him know I’m pissed off and punch him out if he doesn’t knock it off. Or did when I still had two good legs. I have trouble saying the Big O's lines with a straight face. What a schmuck, pardon my French."

"And your Anglo-Saxon? Shall we pardon that too?" said Artemis.

"Yeah, pardon my Anglo-Saxon, pardon my Polish gut. Euripides is still my main man. His dudes I understand. They tick out front," said Powdorski, very quietly.

"I think I agree with Marla," Artemis continued. "Evil always has a motive. Let's assume Iago is just as honest as Othello thinks he is. Othello calls Iago "honest" umpteen times in the play. What if Iago does have a motive--but Shakespeare hasn't told us what it is. Suppose Othello had sex with Iago's wife--and remember Elizabethan males were hyper about their women's chastity and faithfulness. Just suppose. Would that change how you'd interpret this play?"

"It sure would," said Marla. "Iago becomes a kind of victim-hero. But I don't think I want to see that play. Or act in it."

Artemis felt her cheeks flush hot. She had been repeatedly warned by Morris Gelbach about the dangers of basking in her own victimhood. And she was uncomfortable with Marla’s open contempt for an Iago who was acting out of potent personal conviction. 

"Enough analysis for now, folks," she said. "Let's just act. Let’s have fun with Othello for a while. We’ll pick up the motivation issue next class, after we’ve all settled into our roles. Just act." And they did, for the next hour or so. 

"Could I see you after class," Marla said, as Artemis, having repeated "Brava" and embraced one of her Desdemonas, was putting on her coat.

"Of course. But let's go to my office by way of the Department brewery. I'd like some coffee. How about you?" 

Marla nodded and they made their way to the coffee machines in the mailroom. They gingerly protected their full mugs with both hands as they climbed up steel steps, dodging the students who jostled and barged down the jammed stairways. The Theatre building was a mini-Pompidou Centre of extruded metal, glass and concrete, its four theaters and scores of studios, offices and rehearsal rooms festooned at odd angles from connecting walkways in a logic indecipherable to all but its native Theatre majors and faculty. It was, in fact, the only late 20th century work of architecture on campus. And of course it leaked. And lost pieces of itself in high winds. But it had a no-nonsense aura of the artistic life, stripped of Victorian classical pretensions. The students who walk these halls are always in costume, Artemis thought. Faces half soot, half whitewash, laced leather pants, baggy or torn ensembles, asymmetrical hair cuts more unsettling than the mohawks Artemis had seen on MTV in the 80’s. She considered Marla’s purple, high-topped Converse sneakers and Iowa farmhand overalls, worn with only a pink sportsbra, a costume. Straight out of a Postmodern production of Carousel.

"I need some help with Oscar Wilde," said Marla, as she and Artemis set their mugs on the edge of an uncluttered desk. One mug said in red letters: MY LIFE A LOADED GUN. The other mug depicted a woman in Elizabethan tights holding Yorick's skull in her hand, her fingers through its eyes.

"Don't we all," said Artemis.  

"I'm supposed to be writing this History paper for Professor Stoneycroft on why the English hated Wilde."

"That’s some project!” Marla suddenly had her full, red-alert attention. “How's Professor Stoneycroft holding up, by the way? I understand he's become rather controversial."

"You mean the sexual harassment thing? It hasn't affected his graduate class. He seems pretty cool about it. Students I've talked to think the charges are a lot of bull--oney."

"That's good news. I'm glad for your sake that he's not living up to his reputation."

"I think he's a neat person. But his class is pretty intense. He’s extremely demanding."

"And he’s demanding that you write on Oscar Wilde?"

"Oh no, it was my idea. Wilde's three trials for homosexuality are one of the units in his intellectual martyrs course. Almost our entire course grade will be based on the term paper. It's not due until May 1st, but we have to show him our prospecti and our outlines and drafts so we won't all go off on any--as he says--tame goose chases."

"So what’s the problem? How can I help?"

“Well, I read parts of Constance Wilde’s bio last week. Did you know she was a kind of feminist? An activist in her own way. She protested the fact that middle-class women had to heft around twenty pounds of ridiculous clothing to be socially acceptable. She started her own Sensible Dress society to get it down to about four pounds max. I think Constance is kind of remarkable. So what I decided to do was try to learn what she thought about this horrible thing that was happening to her and the kids as much as to her husband. I wanted to find out if there were memoirs of her reactions to the news that he liked street boys better than her, maybe letters she wrote to friends--that kind of thing. But Professor Stoneycroft is trying to talk me out of it. I met with him this morning. He implied it's almost trivial, compared to, say, the project he is suggesting to me, which is to work out what it was about Wilde and his homosexuality that made the Brits go after him in such a bloodthirsty way. Do you think my idea to research his wife is trivial?" 

"Not at all. I would have let you write it."

"You would? Why? Stoneycroft says it can’t compare to unmasking a nation's malevolent psyche."

"Some would say the project he bullied you into is the trivial one. Ordinary people's lives in crisis are almost always worth studying. Pretentious generalizations about how males think as a national herd usually aren't. Stoneycroft probably knows already where he expects you to come down. He’s playing Read My Mind with you. Sounds like pure coercion."

"Maybe I could persuade Stoneycroft to let me do Constance Wilde if I came up with a stronger thesis? I don't really have a thesis yet. I'm just interested in her."

"I doubt if he'd be impressed by any thesis you worked up. He’s notorious for putting the screws to his students--especially if they seem to have the wrong political attitudes. But even his detractors say that he never coddles his students--except the ones he likes to cuddle." Artemis had let that slip without much thought. She couldn’t resist throwing some bait Marla’s way to test her appetite for relevant gossip.

"Oh I'm not interested in being cuddled or coddled. I love it when he tells one of the students, me included: "'That's WROOONG, my dear, and I can prove it!' And he does prove it. It's exciting. So are his comments on my papers. He was the one prof who taught me to write."

"‘That’s wrong--my dear?’ Sounds to me like both condescension and an abuse of his professional role." Taught her to write? Artemis picked up on the past tense. So this pair has a history.

"We don't mind. It beats the bland, 'Weeeell, I don't think sos,' and 'Now that's an intriguing point...buts' we usually hear from our professors." Marla's pursed lips, tilted head, benign smile, and archly concerned tone suddenly skewered half the contemporary professoriate. She paused while her serious face reasserted itself. "Professor Stoneycroft is always pretending we're his colleagues in some high-powered colloquium. He's so frank about everything."

"Does he ever make you nervous with his frankness?"

"Sometimes. I was talking pretty euphemistically in his office this morning about homosexuality, and he broke in, 'You mean buggery, Marla--that's the historically accurate British term.' I said that’s so gross a word and asked him if I had to use it, and he said. 'If you want to write about Wilde you do.' Then he casually asked me if I knew what buggery was all about."

"That's way out of line, Marla."

"I think he was right to ask what I knew. He sure wasn't coddling me. I told him I was informed, thank you very much. I’d spent a year in London, after all, working with a lot of gay actors."

"Does he ever try to involve you in other kinds of sexual discussion?"

"I know why you're asking me, Artemis. The answer is no. He's a perfect gentleman."

"Just a gentleman who invites himself to tell you all about sodomy?"

"He wanted me to go into the Wilde stuff with my eyes open."

"I think you’d better keep your eyes open at all times."

"They are."

"Look. I think you should go back to him tomorrow and ask him why he really steered you away from Constance Wilde's story. GO where your heart carries you, as the song says. You'll be happier in the long run."

"Thank you..."

"I'd like to hear how he reacts. Here's my home number. Why don’t you phone and let me know what happens?" Artemis had written her number on a strip of notepaper and held it out. After a moment’s hesitation Marla took it.

"Something always does with Stoneycroft. Bye." Under the surface of that remark swirled a fact Artemis had not suspected: that this wasn’t the first time Jackson Stoneycroft’s teaching style had unsettled Marla Crispin. 








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Once before, three years ago, while she was an undergraduate History major, Marla had studied with Jack, and he had provoked her to take her first significant intellectual leap. That leap, while it had given Jack much satisfaction as he watched it happen, ultimately worked much more to Artemis Fletcher's benefit than his own. By a curious turn of fortune Jack had propelled Marla in Artemis' direction.

In spring '93 Jack's impression of Marla was of a smart girl with a few ditzy attributes and lousy work habits. She could mimic anybody hilariously--British royalty, valley girls, gangster rappers, dazed profs, sleek whores, TV anchors--and she was constantly impersonating a nymphomaniacal Anne Boleyn or an ego-stupefied Earl of Essex  or some other outrageous personage who cropped up in Jack’s Renaissance England course. He indulged her antics, but had grown impatient with her wayward written grammar. So one day, instead of simply returning as unsatisfactory an essay she’d turned in as finished, but which read like a first draft, Jack asked her to stick around after class.

"I want to talk to you about your antecedents," he said.

"Oi beg your pardon, sir"--all this spoken in a cockney maidservant's accent--"but moi antyseedings is nawthin' but the best, sir."

"I'm happy for you, Marla, but crucial ones are missing from this sentence in your paper.” He circled words in the sentence in black magic marker like a general indicating hills he wanted his troops to attack: 

When Queen Elizabeth brags that she'd rise to the top if she were set down anywhere in her shift, she must have had in mind Spain more than Sweden, whose climate would have given short shrift to her short shift, and was probably also teasing him, who had been negotiating a marriage for some time, implying he was never going to see her in it anyway.  

"What's the problem?" she asked.  "I thought it was a funny sentence. I think Elizabeth is a riot."

"Marla, all pronouns depend on nouns--they take the place of nouns. Just humor me a second. Who is this 'him' that comes after the word 'teasing'?"

"One of the guys trying to marry Elizabeth. The Spanish King I think?"

"You've got to tell us the "him" you mean is King Philip of Spain. Otherwise this 'him' could be anybody. From the Queen's jester to the Earl of Essex. And what does the last 'it' refer to? 

"Her shift. Isn't that clear?" 

"Not until you told me. And who is doing the implying? And which country's climate gives her short shrift?"

"Frigid Sweden's, of course, and Elizabeth is doing the implying. Who else?"

"Who else indeed--but I had to puzzle over those questions for too many precious seconds. Good prose ought to be at its readers' service, not create some kind of obstacle course. Your reader is your guest. Treat him as though you cared about him."

"I never thought of you as my guest, more my inquisitor, you put such harsh remarks in my margins."

"They're meant to save you future grief."

"As opposed to the present grief you're giving me?" Marla hated Jack at that moment. For putting her on the spot, for cutting through her defenses, for the tingling flush she was feeling in her arms and chest. His fanatical insistence on absolute clarity was tedious and insulting.

"Damn it, Marla, when will you wake up? You're smart, you've got all kinds of talents. Why don't you stop spinning your wheels, dig in, and write me a term paper we can both respect?"

Some nerve. But he had jolted her from responding with reflex snottiness. Now she wanted to get up and walk out of his office. But she was too stung to move. “Nobody ever said anything like that to me before."

"Well I just did. Deal with it."

"Explain your antecedent for the word 'it.'"

"It? My antecedent goes right back to my giving a damn whether you get an education and what you do with it. To say nothing of what you do with your life. I do give a damn. Three damns if you’re counting."

Marla looked at her hands, out the window, then at Jack.

"OK. What do I do?" Now her voice had shrunk into an almost pleading tone.

"Write about something that will take some work--some research into 16th century sources, something you haven't yet formed an opinion about, something that will take some hard thinking to organize--something you're curious about."

Another pause to consult her hands before answering.

"There is something that bothers me--the Elizabethan boy actors who played women. What do we know about them? Did the audience think of them as females? Did the playwrights do anything with the fact that women’s parts were played by boys?"

"That's for you to find out. Go to the library. Read some books on Elizabethan Theatre. Read some plays. Start with Shakespeare’s As You Like It and Twelfth Night."

Jack was encouraged but his heart still sagged a bit. He had hoped she would write on the Spanish Armada. Or the plague that closed England's theaters. Or how Elizabeth manipulated her virginal image, her political ruthlessness, and the masculine competitiveness of her courtiers, to rule England so long and so successfully.  But Jack said boy actors was a fine subject, go ahead, do your damnedest, and wrote out for her the titles of a couple of books that focused on cross-dressing in the Renaissance, one by Marjorie Garber, another by Valerie Traub. 

A week later Marla brought him on her own a garbled sentence from the term paper she was drafting. In the course of struggling to pin down what cross-dressing was really about--and simultaneously to make public sense of it--Marla's future in the theatre descended on her. 

"I want to say that Shakespeare's purpose in having Viola play a boy in Twelfth Night and Rosalind a boy in As You Like It and all the other boy/girl cross-dressing going on in his other plays, is to show us the electricity between the genders. How it flows only when you’ve got opposite poles. If the audience in his day knew everybody on stage was male, where's the electricity?"

"Where indeed? Good idea. But remember that electricity wasn't named or understood for a couple of centuries."

"Oh. Sorry about that.” What was it about Jack (she found herself thinking of him as Jack)  that made her chirp in high-pitched answers to his relentless questions? “Here's my awful sentence.” She pushed a sheet of paper across the desk:

Shakespeare loves to let his boy actors playing women play boys in the plot, so his audience can see that gender is not only socially constructed out of words, but that all of us--men, boys, girls, women, gay, lesbian, whatever--hunger to live in our gender homes, the places where we can freely enjoy our sexuality.

Jack studied her page and then read it out loud.

"Not bad. But which is more important to Shakespeare--that gender is ‘socially constructed’ or that we all hunger to be our true sexual selves?"

"The latter," Marla said.

"Then subordinate the social imperative to the biological imperative in your sentence. And remember that 'socially constructed' is modern jargon--I hate it myself and don't use it--but I know what it means. Why not substitute for 'socially constructed' some phrase that Shakespeare would recognize?"

Marla thought for a minute. "OK. How about 'play-acting'?"

"Good. Now go sit in the corner and improve and expand your sentence."

He liked my answer. If he’d told her to go sit in the corner when she was here last week, Marla would have bristled even at the mock chastisement. Now she walked eagerly to the table and started to sit down. She remained standing to ask a question. "There's one big problem I have in referring to a character's biological gender. How do I name private parts without sounding like a sex manual?" 

"Well, you could use the terms one polite Elizabethan lady preferred: women are cloven; men are clustered."

"Hey, that's neat." 

Marla’s amused expression faded as she settled in to work at the conference table in Jack's office.

While she used up several sheets of paper and twenty minutes, Jack corrected other papers and looked up once in a while to watch her concentrating. He noticed how alarmingly thin she was. Almost anorexic. Her body had the merest suggestion of breasts and hips, as if Matisse had painted her with a sweep of  his brush that hardly meandered at all from the straight and narrow. No accident, Jack thought, that girls playing boys fascinates her. She's playing a boy real life. He remembered making love to a woman similarly shaped, thinking that such bodies had the curious effect of emphasizing by magical understatement whatever gentle breasts and subtle vulva each possessed. Marla’s Matisse-like body seemed to work that way. Well, well, he thought, here’s unexpected confirmation of Boccone's motto that less is more. More is more was generally Jack's motto in all things womanly. Marla broke into his daydream by putting her new page into his hand.

Shakespeare exploits the fact that his boy-actors play women by having these "women" play-act as young men in the course of the plot. In As You Like It and Twelfth Night his "women" really go hyper as lads in tights. They have great fun using Elizabethan erotic lingo just like real buckos. But the cross-dressing boy actors playing women must always project an ache of female desire for the men they can't have. Shakespeare’s audience must have sensed the inappropriateness of boys lusting for grown men. So Shakespeare never for a moment forgets that his boys wearing gowns are impersonating women who are cloven, not clustered. In the end every character must mate with a partner that fits. Even though all the fitting takes place on a purely verbal plane. Shakespeare uses cross-dressing to remind us that, underneath it all, genitals matter. 

Jack soundlessly gulped as he read what she--and he--had wrought. "A bit wild at the end and circumloquacious getting there, Marla. But you've said what you mean. I can’t ask that you do more than that at this stage. Write your whole paper around this idea."

"God that felt good. Like I just learned to swim. Or when a boy said: Take off your blouse--and I did." She grinned.

The image of Marla taking off her blouse froze Jack’s thoughts in place for a second. Before he could stop himself he blurted. “Was that also a learning experience?”

“Was it ever.” Actually, no boy had ever needed to tell Marla to take off her blouse. She, instead, had wordlessly displayed her bare breasts to five different boys in one semester. But the brazenness of the act had led to intercourse with only two. She wasn’t sure why she’d presented herself to Jack as desperately obedient.  

Jack blushed, but continued evenly, "Take this home. Can you come up with a theory what all the verbal jousting tells us about relationships between the sexes in the Elizabethan era?"

"I think so. You know, you’re acting more like a grammar-fanatic and literary-minded English teacher than a History prof.” It annoyed her, his abrupt switch back to academics, a shutting, it seemed, of the intimate door she’d left ajar. Jack took her veiled complaint as a chance to reveal a piece of his own story. 

“I’m acting like an English prof because I almost became one. In some ways I did become one.  In college I did a double major in English and History. Which one to choose for grad school was a close-run thing.”

“What made you spring for History?”

“The two subjects are so interdependent you only make a superficial choice when you opt for one or the other. I finally chose History because the romance of unpublished archives got to me. The manuscript archives of any great library are like a morgue where everybody still has a voice. The day I walked into the Biblioteque Nationale  in Paris I was a goner. Words written and things done by real people--their stories in longhand on dusty paper--intrigued me more than fictional characters in printed novels. The strangeness of past lives, the chaotic logic of events unfolding in real time, the unknowability of what causes events to happen--all that stuff fascinated me the way black holes fascinated my scientist classmates. I read novels and essays and poems as an historian--as evidence of how people evaluate the whole gamut of life in their eras. But the ability to read texts closely that I learned in college from English professors helped me sift down to the core meanings of every thing I read. Nowadays though, literary theory can be a real pain in the butt because it addles so many other humanists--us History profs not least. Sorry. I’ve strayed way off your question. You’re excused, Marla.”

“I’ll watch what questions I ask you next!” she said. Why did he do that, You’re excused, Marla!? And why was she acting as if his perfectly proper disclosure was mildly shocking?

She took her page, stuck it in her backpack, left his office, and within a few seconds Jack was looking at another student's essay that had suddenly become much harder to correct. 

When she handed it in three weeks later, Marla's term paper--twenty-two pages of vivid research--astonished him. Marla the Ditz was an impersonation. Maybe it was a cry for help. Maybe he had helped. He was now certain that the real Marla was the one whose prose he was reading. As he read he kept thinking that this person should go to graduate school and write and teach history for a career. Though based in part on the work of the polemical feminist scholars whose books he had assigned her, Marla wrote engagingly about the boy actors from an informed and curious layperson's point of view.  On the day after he had handed in final grades, as he was cleaning up his desk clutter and thinking about his golf match later that day, Marla came to his office and handed him a recommendation form she needed to apply to graduate school.

"But this is for a Theatre Department. If I may, could I ask why you're not applying anywhere in History? Sure, I'll write that you’re terrific to anybody you tell me. But I'm surprised--well, face it, I'm disappointed. A natural-born historian like you doesn't turn up in my undergraduate classes every day. Those that do I try to recruit."

"I'm not a natural-born historian. You tried to make me one. It was fun. But...what I really love to do is show off. I want to be an actress."

"Show off? What do you think we teachers do every day before our captive audiences?"

"I want to show off to people paying to see me act one performance at a time. I thought about all the Elizabethan women not allowed to play those great female roles Shakespeare wrote. I want to spend my life playing those women, starting with Juliet and ending up with Lady Macbeth. Along the way I want to play some of Shakespeare’s men too. Mercutio, obviously. And I’m fascinated by the way Iago takes people apart. The bottom line is that I'm too restless to sit reading books and making notes in some shushy library all day for eight years--which I'm told is the average time to do a History Ph.D."

"I did mine in four years."

"I couldn't stand even four years. I want quicker gratification, I guess." Embarrassed, for what she couldn’t say, Marla handed him the recommendation. 

Jack reached out and took it, taking care not to touch her hand, which he had a sudden urge to seize. She looked a little sheepish, uncomfortably aware how much she was disappointing Jack, but unwilling to let him choose her career.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I loved your class."

Marla had walked out into the summer and he hadn't seen her again for nearly three years.  She turned up in his Principled Martyrdom seminar in late January 96, having studied acting in London for two years, and having apprenticed at a regional theatre in Pennsylvania for one. She had come back to her Alma Mater to do an MFA degree in Dramaturgy, still hoping one day to break into serious acting or directing on the New York stage, but realistically thinking she might have to lower her sights and teach in a Community College. Jack never asked her why she had elected his seminar. He called on her often, especially after his vexing question stilled a class, ever respectful of her capacity for sudden disruptive insights. And he had yet to discover she was studying this semester with Artemis Fletcher.
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On her way out of the Theatre complex Artemis Fletcher picked up her mail. The largest item was a bulging envelope from the Affirmative Action Office containing a floppy disk, a bundle of computer paper, and a hand personalized form letter from Rose Wyznewski. "Since you are an interested party to our current sexual harassment investigation, I have sent you hard copy and a computer disk containing a list of all female students taught by Professor Jackson Stoneycroft over the past four semesters. The resources of the AA office are limited, and we are soliciting your help in obtaining any testimony relating to possible sexual misconduct by Professor Stoneycroft that would substantiate the allegations in your letter to the Decanal Search Committee. Please speak with the students on this list with whom you are acquainted, and urge any with charges to make, or incidents to report, to contact me at the phone number on the letterhead above. Or contact me directly yourself, should you learn of an harassed student who is reluctant herself to come forward As you may not be aware, the statute of limitations on sexual harassment charges runs out 12 months after an alleged incident. But testimony outside this limit may be taken for corroborative purposes."

So even if Minkie Navarre had been willing to accuse him, the affair happened beyond the statute of limitations, Artemis thought. She stood in the mailroom and let tumble over her feet the six-foot long pale green and white striped printout. Its unwieldy unraveling always dramatized for her the exasperation with the papyrus scroll that must have driven somebody long ago to invent the codex--packaged writing between covers—a book that  could be neatly closed and quickly opened. She glanced over Stoneycroft's Spring 96 student rosters. All over campus similar printouts were being checked over by faculty and students whom Wyznewski judged sympathetic to her investigation. 

Artemis confirmed what she suspected, that Marla Crispin was the only student they currently shared.  And, of course, one year ago Jackson Stoneycroft had taught Lin Yu.

Folding the printout into her briefcase and zipping her raincoat against an expected late afternoon chill, Artemis walked out the main door of the Theatre building toward her parking lot across campus. The air remained mild, although it was beginning to drizzle. A hundred yards ahead on the asphalt path Jack Stoneycroft and Pierlorenzo Boccone were heading into the small, freestanding hexagonal auditorium where the Faculty Senate met one Wednesday every month. She’d never been to a Faculty Senate meeting in her life, but she made an instant decision to attend this one. Stoneycroft’s presence there promised the kind of insolence she wanted to witness. She hoped some unintimidated fellow senator would challenge or embarrass him if he spoke. Maybe he was attending simply to show his shameless face and didn’t intend to intervene in the debates. Artemis took a seat in the rear. The meeting was just underway. The Provost was standing casually at ground level looking up the sharply sloping auditorium floor, answering questions about his plan to further downsize the University. Above the Provost on the stage the Presiding Officer stood at a microphone nested in an ornate wooden lectern. The Senate Chamber was one of the few almost elegant spaces on campus, and was used also for celebrity lectures and public Trustee meetings.

"How much do you expect to save the University," a physicist was asking Horsfall, "if you eliminate all the graduate programs in foreign languages, and have entry-level languages taught by untenured instructors and moonlighting high school teachers? In dollars, please." Weary laughter at an exhausted joke. Provost Timothy Horsfall had been known to think in pounds sterling when sufficiently excited.

"We may save very little over the next several years, in any currency," the Provost was responding, "since all faculty affected will retain tenure. But over the decade ahead, as faculty retire or migrate to other universities--I certainly would so migrate in their position--we can expect savings on the order of one million per year. Dollars. Sorry."

"What will you do with that million?" the physicist continued.

A big smile. "Buy labs," said the succinct and honest chap from Manchester City. 

"You will also be buying trouble, Provost." Jack spoke sitting, but rose as the Provost located his antagonist.

"On your feet man, if you want to exchange pleasantries with me." Jack smiled and stood.

"We understand, Provost, that your brief from the Trustees is to cut costs. Boston has decreed no more significant budget increases until well past the year 2000. We appreciate that you must cut both money and whole academic programs or face being cut yourself."

"Precisely. Here’s my reasoning. All the Romance languages together produce on average one new doctor a year. To groom that lucky person we have nearly three score professors--drawing a payroll of three million a year. And even so that new doctor--so the record of the last few years tells us--finds no tenure-track job waiting for her," said Horsfall.

"Language doctorate programs cost more than they're worth? Is that your rationale?" 

"Precisely, Professor Stoneycroft. I want to put taxpayers' money into departments where student mouths are hungrier for learning and into departments whose Ph.D. students have more incentive to get on with their careers, because good jobs await them."

This man has a point, Jack was thinking.

"The Provost has a point, doesn't he, Professor Stoneycroft," said Pierlorenzo Boccone, rising to rescue Jack from what seemed an unwinable rhetorical sinkhole. Bocca, as everybody called him, had an uncanny knack for such rescues, for turning the tables when the cards were running against his friends and allies. 

"But shouldn’t we ask the Provost what the ratio of total faculty salaries to Ph.D.’s graduated has been, for instance, for Microbiology? Or Mathematics? Or Physics? And of course we assume his figures include, on the credit side, the teaching of undergraduates, and on the debit side, the cost of laboratories and technicians' salaries."

"I don't have those figures memorized, Professor Boccone. I am not after all planning to end doctoral programs in the hard sciences."

"The ratio of cost per graduated Ph.D. in all the science departments on average, using your budget and my math," said Bocca, "is over $4 million per student. Are you planning to downsize several of the less cost-effective sciences?"

"Worth my life to do that, don't you think?” Appreciative laughter from the senators. “But your statistic proves nothing, Professor Boccone," said the Provost. "Except that science is a hellishly more expensive field of play than book-based disciplines. And--forgive me, Humanists--more useful to the success of our species on this planet."

"What my colleague Professor Boccone’s figures prove," said a recovered Jack, walking down the center aisle so he could look his antagonist in the eye, "is the folly of judging what any discipline does"--he now turned his back on Horsfall to move his gaze over the eyes of the several hundred people in the auditorium--"by what it costs to educate one Ph.D. Or any other measure dreamed up by gunslinging accountants. What I want to do is find some common ground with the Provost and with our scientific colleagues.

"We in the Humanities on this campus aren't asking for much. We're asking for the right to exist, to continue training a new generation as we have for a couple of millennia, give or take a dark age. We don't need much money. Our salaries. Some secretaries. Decent stipends for our grad students. Just give us for each tenure-track position one not-too-outdated computer. That's pretty much it. Because what we do we do so cheaply--compared to what our science colleagues do in their glass palaces across campus--and because we generate so little grant money and no industrial spinoffs, Provost, you might miss our impact. Let me summarize the impact of us Humanists.

"We make people smarter. We make them smarter about what can damage or enrich their lives faster and more thoroughly than any science professor can. We show them how men make moral choices when there ARE no clear choices, no mathematical equations to fall back on. We insist our students imagine and face up to the impending adventure of their lives. We show them significant lives, already lived, recorded in powerful words. We show them in advance, when they're still young adults, but none too soon, everything from the destruction caused by lies, to how precise, well-chosen words clear the air of nonsense and define an idea with luminous fullness.  We teach them what human languages are made of and what the limit is of language itself.”

“I’m feeling acutely the limits of my own language about now,” said Horsfall. Jack continued before Horsfall could turn a left-handed compliment into open ridicule. 

"We show our students what love demands of a person, how many kinds of love there are, what the costs of cowardice and inaction are. We examine how our own cultures engage and are changed by intellectual rebels, heroic sinners, visionaries, desperate housewives, and kings both demented and wise. And even by a few farsighted scientists. That's what we do. For 12,000 students per year. If we're counting bucks, we do all that for half what it costs per student to produce an engineer or a computer programmer."

"Good grief! Stoneycroft! How you exaggerate--both my budget and my intentions. And perhaps, if I may say it, you exaggerate your success with any but highly motivated undergraduates? I'm not about to abolish the Humanities. Just limit what we spend on moribund Ph.D. programs. Why such aggressive magniloquence, my friend? Surely we’re all friends and colleagues here. And surely you are not commandeering this Senate meeting to campaign for Dean. All I propose is to let other less impoverished universities than this one produce this country's language Ph.D.s, while we teach our students to read a little decorative Latin and speak quite a bit more practical Spanish."

"Yeah, I am running for Dean, Provost. But I won’t run from the implications of cutting the source of new knowledge, self respect, and the next generation of scholars out of the bowels of our language departments on this campus."

"You're not suggesting my plan would castrate the Humanities?"

"Thou hast said it," said Jack. He sat down.

Bocca leaned from the row behind him, and stage whispered, "Jack, have you forgotten your promise to search for Common Ground with the Provost? That last bit sounded more like the Common Ground is Scorched Earth."

"Call the question," yelled one of the Provost's Deans before Jack could rise again. And the Senate went on to table, by a close voice vote, the Provost's initiative, which would abolish all language Ph.D. programs and have all language courses taught by competent, but not expensively credentialed, part-time teachers. 

Bocca nudged Jack as Senate business veered surrealistically toward approval of overseas exchange programs and the report of the Parking Committee. "Time to retire to private life, Professor Moriarty. Let's catch the evening news at the Daniel Shays Inn, buy ourselves a drink, and bitch a little about Grade Tumescence." They edged out of the chamber, drawing a few like minds with them. Was Jack imagining a silent corridor of respect as he and Pierlorenzo parted the standing room crowd at the rear of the auditorium? They emerged into a steady rain which Jack hardly felt. Artemis followed them out. Like many in that room she sensed a recklessness in Stoneycroft. He knows he’s lost the Deanship, so now he runs for it with an abandon that could make him very dangerous. I wonder if he’ll pull a similar stunt at the Dean’s farewell bash.
The Daniel Shays Inn was set in town on the edge of the Common. It was owned by Shays College, but was also favored for banquets by the richer departments at the University. Its bar--the Minuteman Tavern--was the most congenial in Shaysville. And this evening it was extremely convenient, because it opened into the main dining room of the Inn, where the farewell dinner for Dean Kurtz was to take place in half an hour. As Jack and Bocca entered the bar, someone said, "Hey Jack, look, you're on the tube!"

Jack turned and looked at the outsized ceiling-mounted screen. A voice was saying, "promised to go into Boston District Court on Monday to ask the judge to lift the injunction that for now has halted the search for a new Dean of Humanities at the University. Meanwhile, late this afternoon, minutes ago, Professor Stoneycroft himself was locked in a polite but spirited exchange with the University's Provost Tim Horsfall. Stoneycroft was speaking for many colleagues in condemning the Provost's plan, designed to eventually save the University millions of taxpayers' dollars by shutting down expensive foreign language doctoral programs." Jack's passionate face appeared near the ceiling. Bocca stepped toward the monitor, picked up a remote and said, "Hey we've been there, done that, folks! Don't need instant replay. Let's see what the Sox are doing down in the Big Apple." There was an aggrieved shout from the fascinated bar crowd to keep the Senate meeting on the tube. Boccone put down the remote on the bar like a hot brick and slunk in mock giant stealthsteps away. Jack was startled--since he had never seen a video image of himself--at how alien he looked and sounded. He hadn’t realized a news crew was recording the meeting. He found a table and shoved Bocca towards it, pocketing the remote himself to prevent further usurpations.

Jack and Bocca drank Jack Daniels at Bocca's insistence, while most of their other colleagues, waiting for the farewell festivities to start  the free liquor flowing, stuck with Chardonnay. 

"We need Kentucky whiskey to deaden that tongue of Jack's before it gets him into further hot water with the Dean. Did you fellows hear Jack ask Horsfall if he had his Green Card yet?"

"Kentucky whiskey? That's treason," a voice down the bar called out, but Jack ignored the allusion to last week's basketball debacle at the Meadowlands at the hands of Rick Pitino’s Kentucky sharpshooters.

"Like Hell I asked him about his Green Card."

"You should have," said Bocca. 

"Sure, and Horsfall would have had me for lunch."

"Yes, and right now the Dean is going to have both of us for dinner. Let’s go find out just how good a dinner our poor-mouthing Dean can lay on." 

They stepped across the threshold out of the Minuteman Tavern into the Shays Banquet Hall. The room was dominated by a crude but powerful folk portrait of the Inn’s--and the town's--replacement eponymous hero, Daniel Shays, who had led yeoman farmers fearing foreclosure in a popular uprising against the courts and banks trying to dispossess them.
 

The Shaysites performed the early equivalent of armed sit-ins inside the courthouses of Northampton, Worcester, and Springfield to keep the government from taking their homesteads away. Jack thought the expression rendered on the Great Defaulter’s face was tinged with embarrassment. The portrait had been painted while Shays was in exile deep in upstate New Hampshire, long after his own farm had been foreclosed and his few remaining followers had melted away. I don't see why he’s embarrassed. As causes go, his was more just than most that drive men to take up arms. Jack’s father had convinced him early that losing was less of a disgrace than backing off when you knew you were right. Maybe Shaysville will someday go generic, rename itself Victimville, to celebrate the endemic defeat of the righteous. In front of the portrait a critical mass of University movers and shakers was hovering hard by a table of bottles, all the better to refill their glasses rapidly with free wine and booze.

The departing Dean towered over most of his colleagues. Kurtz was a muscular 6' 5", and had been an all-Ivy forward at Cornell. When the NBA declined to draft him, he had delayed his entry into graduate school to play pro basketball for three seasons in Bologna, Italy.  He saved enough money snagging rebounds and scoring with his fall-away jumper to pay his way through both clinical training in Psychology and a doctorate in the History of Ideas from Santa Cruz. “Go play some bazket in Europe. It’ll complete your education,” was his ironic advice to the University's sub-NBA basketball heroes at the team’s year-end banquet, most of whose stars had managed to fake an education out of its socks throughout their four years in the evanescent campus limelight.

During his basketball playing days in Bologna, Kurtz had acquired not only fluency in the most disponibile of tongues, but also an Italian wife almost as tall as himself. Kurtz and Agnesi invariably delivered an aweshock as they entered a house or a room, as they did this night, entering from the lobby side of the grand banquet room.

Kurtz offered high fives almost out of the reach of the colleagues who stepped forward to greet him. Jack and Bocca hung back, and approached the Dean to congratulate and thank him only after he had sat down at the head table.

"May I join you fellows," said Pam Deschler, arriving without Charley, her physician husband. Marsha Caswell and her partner, Sonia Maartens, who had been milling and looking a little lost in the boisterous gathering, came over to sit with their History colleagues. 

"S'accommodi," said Bocca to the women. Their shared fluency in his family’s ancestral tongue was a firm bond with his departing Dean.

Lincoln Kangamishu arrived as Bocca was pouring the wine. Kanga stood behind an empty chair at the Historians' table, clasping it between hands that always tensed in situations where his social acceptance was at issue. Kangamishu was one of only three Kamikaze pilots who had both undertaken and survived their missions. The bombs slung beneath his Zero’s fuselage failed to detonate on impact. Had he come in too high? Had he failed to pull the fuse-activation lanyard? Were the bombs defective? In any case his Zero skidded across the flight deck of the Carrier Enterprise, damaged several P 38s, and spun overboard into Leyte Gulf. Kangamishu had been rescued unharmed by a Destroyer escort after he floated clear of his sinking bomb-heavy aircraft and returned to the Enterprise for interrogation. So permanently astonished was then seventeen-year-old Kangamishu by this act of mercy, and so unexpectedly grateful for the gift of his life, that he made the study of American character his life's work. 

Now the upright Kanga looked down at his five colleagues seated around the small table set for six and said, smiling:

"Extraneous?"

Familiar with his playful self-deprecation, occasionally expressed with an achingly exact word, all five of his colleagues instantly gestured for him to sit, but only Jack spoke:

"Indispensable!"

In his usual abruptly provocative fashion, Kanga almost immediately asked his colleagues what Clinton's chances were for reelection. Pretty good, was the consensus. In deference to Jack’s current troubles, nobody touched on the possible impact of more bimbo eruptions. Bocca had the last word on the subject.

"He'll only be at risk of losing," he said, "if Bob Dole dies before election day and the Republicans slip Colin Powell or Dole’s wife into his spot on the ballot." 

During dinner, a few colleagues from other tables paused behind Jack and leaned down to whisper encouragement. At one point several of these well-wishers were chatting nearby waiting for a quick word with Jack. From her seat across from him Marsha Caswell said, "Good heavens, Jack, what did you actually say in the Senate to deserve all this sudden homage?"

"My usual pitch, Marsha. I told the Provost that the Humanities were where our kids learned something that wouldn’t be obsolete in a couple of years. And that he should consequently take his hands out of our till."  

Just then waitresses fanned out across the hall to finish serving the last bowls of strawberry sorbet to twenty convivial tables, the signal for Pickett Tillinghast to rise in his role as MC and let out a nicely calibrated rebel yell. Tillinghast was Associate Dean of Humanities, a Professor of German, a candidate to replace his boss, and a Georgian who had learned to inflict some of his tonic ethnicity on the Yankee air.

"Eoooooyeeeheeee!” That got the attention of a roomful of academics much more decisively than a fork knocked against a water glass. He stood silent as his colleagues’ chatter subsided. Jack admired Pickett’s easy public command, his ramrod bearing, his sideburns climbing from the wing collar of his dress shirt. He was about to demonstrate yet again that Southern graciousness almost always had an edge to it.

"I surely don't need eloquence or calculated phrases to praise Dean Kurtz for what he's done for this faculty. The facts will do nicely. He has raised our salaries, hired superb colleagues to join us, disrupted our complacent thinking about our disciplines, hustled the research funding and laid down Kurtz’s law: one prof, one computer. Our books get written faster now, just as speedy software infallibly computes our students’ grades. It's no accident that Provost Horsfall waited to launch his brazen ambush of our foreign language doctoral programs until our Dean had announced he was leaving us to join the Carmel Institute. 

"If Dean Kurtz were to continue to preside in North College, the Provost would still be screwing his courage to the sticking place..." Tillinghast’s litany of the Dean's accomplishments reminded the gathered scholars of others he’d omitted. Those unraised salaries for the Dean's unfavorites. The non-teaching prima (and seconda) donnas he had hired as well as the geniuses. The crippling budget deficits his successor would inherit. His habitual interference in departmental politics. And that he was jumping ship to California precisely because he had no stomach for contesting the Provost's assault on the language Ph.D. programs (or for the fiscal austerity that repaying his deficit would demand).  Pickett then presented his departing superior with what he called an "arrival present"--scuba gear with mask, size 13 fins, oxygen tanks, and a large Australian knife to defend himself against sharks.

"...a knife, Dean Kurtz, which I hope you will have no occasion to use before the night is out."

The huge Dean hugged the lean Pickett, slipped the knife under his magenta cummerbund, thanked his colleagues for their loyalty, touched breezily on his regrets at leaving, then plunged into something rather unexpected--a seemingly endless and seemingly heartfelt list of imaginary gifts for the colleagues he was leaving behind. He awarded barricades to the traditionalists, clean slates to the canon-busters, a newly discovered manuscript of Euripides' lost Pasiphae for a famously prudish classicist, a month of somnolent Sundays for a flamboyant red-eyed wastrel. Then he came to Jack.

"I wish for Jack Stoneycroft a year's sabbatical in Florence to finish his great but as yet unwritten book on—is it Pico della Mirandola? Lorenzo di Medici? Savanorola? And included at University expense will be a stipend for the unlimited, uninhibited services of a graduate assistant. One as coolly stylish as a Botticelli model. Or would you prefer, Jack, one as generously proportioned as most of Titian's?"

There was a gasp of disbelief, followed by an excruciating silence, which to Jack's acute discomfort the Dean allowed to hang in the air. But the extra beats in the Dean's timing allowed Jack to hurtle to his feet and do what in a flash of fury he realized must be done.

"Dean, Dean," he raised his hand for attention, "How thoughtful you are--much too kind--Tuscany has always been my heart's home. Why not jet over to join me as your schedule permits? I’d welcome your company in the pursuit of Italian pleasures"--here Jack's voice sharpened to an edge keener than the Dean's new knife--"but I should remind you that we Renaissance Florentines invite to the dueling ground fellows who let even the mildest implication of an insult pass their lips."

Another painful instant of silence followed as Jack sat down. The wool of his trousers prickled the skin on the backs of his thighs. His throat constricted; his face blazed. He had the urge to loosen his tie, pull it off in fact, and wrap it around Kurtz’s neck.

"I must decline your friendly offer, Jack--I am already promised to California, alas, where I am assured I'll only have to contend with inarticulate and unarmed sharks." He flourished his new blade. The Dean spun on to reward his colleagues with ever more elaborately conceived versions of their known peculiarities and obsessions, none of which came close to the sarcasm of his wish for Jack. 

When Kurtz was done, the crowd of academics, their fantasies and eccentricities collectively laid bare, remained tense. Bocca's leap in place, his fingers straining to hit an imaginary nine-foot high decanal palm with one last high-five, was an attempt to change the tone and provoke some genial toasts. "We the vertically challenged salute you..."  he shouted and everybody laughed. But before he could continue Pam Deschler was on her feet.

"In keeping with the Dean's charmingly outrageous gifts, I’d like to make an outrageous wish of my own, and that is for our whole College of Humanities to receive what it needs most right now--a strong new Dean. One tough enough to cope with the hostile world that begins just outside that door. I want as our next Dean a fighter willing to speak bluntly for us in public, one who can't be intimidated by scurrilous charges, and one who is as quick on his feet as an academic samurai--a warrior who never lets himself be outflanked or surprised. Am I on the right track Lincoln? I want somebody in there as Dean who's always ready to bring down the Humanist sword to comfort our friends and rout our enemies."

Pam had spoken as if several of the candidates to replace the current Dean had the weight and speed she praised, but every person in the room knew she meant her words to apply only to the man who was sitting next to her at the Dean's Farewell Dinner.

Unable to stomach what she had just heard, Artemis Fletcher lifted her glass into the air, then slowly rose in its wake.

"Let me also toast this Dean Unknown, the Dean to Come, and let us hope she is, as Pam Deschler should also hope, one who can speak to any issue without having her audience reminded of past dalliances and delinquencies. Here's to a Dean who will never have to say she's sorry about anything."

Jack stood again, and as the chattering room quieted in apprehensive curiosity, he said, "Our previous speaker borrowed from Erich Segal, so I’ll borrow from Edith Piaf: 'Je ne regrette rien.' Just so you all know. Rien. Or as they say in Manchester, Nil.” A double-whammy—that’s what I’ve been dealt. Jack stared at the woman who had just insulted him. She rolled her disgusted eyes and rejoined the conversation at her table. Her tablemates were all women, except for Mac Finnerty of the Slavic Department, who, Jack recalled, was a member of the Decanal Search Committee. That woman is the same one who challenged me to state my sexual harassment policy at the candidates’ meeting last Monday. He felt blindsided, mugged. This was supposed to be a benign banquet, one of those occasions to honor a colleague or party a visiting superstar, a moment of truce during which major and minor academic animosities are held in abeyance for two hours. A surge of worry struck Jack that he’d lashed back at her without sufficient care. “Who is that woman?” he asked Pam. He suddenly recalled he’d noticed her—at least her impressive mound of red hair and her lethal weapon of a voice—last year at Heads Meetings.

“Artemis Fletcher. Theatre Department. She’s gunning for you. Glad you gunned back. What a bitch.”

"Bravo. Bravissimo! Forza Storia!" called out a basso profundo from a distant table. Jack didn't at first recognize it. Bocca thought it was Mario Radelli from the Italian Department. Not a cheer without drawbacks, Jack later realized when he considered its source. Mario had carried his reputation as an absolutely unabashed rake well into his seventh decade.

The party continued with less charged toasts and more amiable banter for another twenty minutes, much of which didn’t register on Jack, who was convincing himself he had a right to the fury he now felt and which he had only glancingly expressed. He stood up without a word to his tablemates and walked to face the head table. The Dean ignored his arrival and continued a sotto-voce conversation with Tillinghast. Finally the Dean acknowledged Jack’s hovering presence by looking up at him with silent smiling disdain.

"Kurtz, if you want to make my private life a public issue, why not follow the lead of my anonymous accusers? Take yourself to the Affirmative Action office and testify against me officially, but don’t make snide remarks at a time when we're all here to wish you well."

"No thanks, Jack. And lighten up. If you can't respond to razzing in kind, then you shouldn't look to be Dean, where humor is a sine qua non."

"I wouldn't be running for Dean if I didn't think it was time the jokes stopped and our survival got some serious attention. Ciao, bambino." Jack turned and walked away.

Kurtz glowered at Jack's back before turning with an abruptly resumed smile to a last cluster of affectionately departing colleagues.

Horst Kleiner took Jack’s elbow as he was putting on his raincoat and widebrimmed Australian hat in the depths of the Shays Inn cloakroom.  

"I received your letter, Dr. Stoneycroft--the one with all those awkward demands. You won't have my official answer until Monday, but let me end your suspense tonight and say that it must be negative on the two requests that probably matter most to you. We can’t let you meet with the Search Committee, or see the letters accusing you of misconduct. We will be able to honor only your request for the names of those who commented on your candidacy. The lawyers tell me any further disclosures or a unique appearance by a candidate violates Federal Law--to say nothing of how much it might embarrass Rushmore. But there's one other message I would like to convey. Several people on the Committee liked what they saw of you today in the Senate. I'm not sure that an aptitude for the soundbite should be added to the job description for Dean of Humanities, but some of your supporters on the committee apparently think it should be."

“Hope you’re one of those enlightened ones, Horst.”  Horst made no reply. What a trimmer, thought Jack. 

As Jack and Bocca walked along the town common to their cars, a few junior faculty from Spanish and Asian Studies caught up to them.

"I don't know you fellows, but shouldn't I?" Jack stopped to face them and they introduced themselves.

"Do you think the Provost will pull in his horns on our doctoral programs?" said Jorge D’Almeida. 

"Not a chance. He's going for our collective jugular," said Jack.

"Not to be disrespectful," said Hsien Le Weh, "but how can you expect this Provost to appoint you Dean if you are constantly showing him up in the Senate and on television?"

"I don't expect this Provost to appoint me. What I do expect is for the campus, the newspapers, the public and maybe even the Trustees to see that Horsfall doesn't know what a university is, and consequently will never know how to run one. I'd like to see the Provost get himself dis-appointed. I might be acting like a kamikaze, but I don't expect to have Lincoln Kangamishu's good fortune."

"Go History!" yelled Liz Montserrat of Spanish and Portuguese. Jack thought the fact that so many youthful colleagues were willing to chat with him was as significant as anything they said. He sat in his car and relaxed for a minute or two before turning on the news. A voice on the student radio station, which had an effective radius off campus of about three thousand yards, was saying that "individuals with corroborating testimony against embattled History Professor Jack Stoneycroft" were about to come forward, and further announcements from the Administration were expected about his case on Monday. The station began to replay his exchange with Horsfall, but both voices had faded behind him in the night long before he crossed the Shaysville/Green River town line.

Jack always drove slowly after dark, especially when traveling over the frost-heaved and unlit back roads that led through hilltown forests to his farm. His night vision could no longer safely adjust at speed to curves and potholes, or pick up the oblivious skunk, miscalculating deer or waddling porcupine that might appear frozen in his headlights. How much did I drink? he asked himself, still miles from his house. He pulled over and got out to urinate on a grassy shoulder of the road, relieved to let go of every pressure as he pissed into the chilly dark. His eyes scanned for the eyes of other creatures. Nothing. Kurtz is right, damn him. I would like to go live in Florence, disappear into those musty libraries, work up Savonarola, and have some smart and pretty woman in my life. What gives him the right to embarrass me in public and shrug it off as a test of my good humor? The jagged crescent of the ostrakon resurfaced in his mind.  Kurtz. Did he send it? Goddamn Kurtz. I’m sick of hits below the belt. I’ve had it. Jack resolved as he stood there zipping his fly in the dark to confront Kurtz again, this time in his office on Thursday morning. What I said to him at the dinner was too tame. I’m glad he’s six five. If I end up punching him tomorrow nobody will accuse me of picking on a runt. But no. No punches. I’ve got to keep it verbal. He got into his car and slammed the door so hard its window cracked into a cobwebbed craze. 

Back in his own drive he pulled long shrieking strips of gray duct-tape from a roll and criss-crossed his car window with several fat Xs. As he worked he considered whether Kurtz might have made his mock-offer of a grad student/amanuensis/lover to taunt him with the fact that neither of his affairs with grad students had lasted, and here was this bollixer of human relationships thinking he could be dean. He tried to put the image of the hulking Kurtz with a machete in his cummerbund out of his mind. When he did, there was nothing left but his residual self-inflicted loneliness, and it seemed better to let Kurtz back in. Even though Kurtz was not congenial, he was at least company of a kind.   








Kurtz’s tactics tonight went way beyond normal academic infighting, even though what passed for normal could be pretty intense. Professors fight each other so ferociously because so little is at stake, goes the conventional wisdom. That’s true if it’s money and power we’re talking about. But not true if we consider the intensity with which academics value their ideas and their reputations.  And let’s face it, all Alpha minus males enjoy a nasty fight. Academics are no different. There isn’t much chance to compete for money or glory in our line of work, so we battle whenever there’s a serious decision to be made. Should we drop Thuycidides from our Great Books course at one end to make room for Alice Walker at the other? Should English or Comp Lit Departments teach World Lit? Should we still require three years of a foreign language or replace it with Computer Literacy or Multicultural Awareness? 

But Jack knew well that academics could be whimsical and witty as well as pedantic and brutal. When a colleague of his--a composer from the Music Department--was named President of a famous nearby woman’s college, the student newspaper headlined the story: “The Maestro takes a Mistress.” That no student reporter could have come up with that crack was the common opinion: some professor or administrator must have coined it and slipped it to the editor. Kurtz asked Herman Gotoff next day at a Heads Meeting if by any chance he had been the faculty source of the tasty headline. Gotoff replied: “Surely, Dean, I’d be the LAST to imply that our sister college is getting screwed.” During a colloquium held in Kurtz’s office, a visiting Oxford philosopher was tediously attempting to explain Aristotle’s theory of causality. He began his exposition by saying, “Let us suppose for the sake of argument that we have a dead man on the floor...” Kurtz stage-whispered to Tillingast, “Why do we need to suppose? We have one.” The 18th century hadn’t totally died out, Jack thought. Its custom of reflexive abuse had simply disappeared from the drawing room into faculty suites and common rooms.

Jack’s relationship to his dean had always been uneasy. Even on his first day as chairman Jack had wondered why Kurtz had insisted he get so deeply involved in defending Lawrence Muratore against plagiarism. Was Kurtz hoping Jack would blunder? He doesn’t really trust me. I’ve known that for years. And he knows I’m in trouble over sex.  I’m lucky he didn’t resurrect “Traherne Traduced” and read it at the banquet. He’s always played hardball with me.  Jack winced. It was six years ago when the first decanal beanball had bounced off his head.

Kurtz always began each Heads Meeting by reading a brief passage of stimulating prose or poetry, one usually relevant to an issue troubling the campus. The point was to focus his colleagues’ attention on the values they were charged with upholding. As an ostensible salute to Jack at his first appearance as History Chair at the bi-weekly meeting, Kurtz announced he would read a poem by Jack. “Traherne Traduced” had appeared in The Atlantic Monthly, in April 1968, when Jack was still a Williams undergraduate. It was the only poem he ever published, and its weakness had contributed to Jack’s vocational switch from English to History. Kurtz’s choice alarmed Jack, but his protest was much too tentative and proved ineffective: “Dean, I don’t think that poem is really appropriate to this occasion. Couldn’t you come up with some prose that better represents me?”

“But this poem DOES represent Jack the person—we all know and respect Jack the Historian,” Kurtz had replied. “’Traherne Traduced’ is the side of Chairman Stoneycroft your colleagues rarely see.”

Kurtz knew the poem would delight Jack’s detractors and distress his friends. What Jack knew instantly was why he’d never reprinted it and wished he’d burned it. He’d been a horny college kid when he wrote it in 1967. God knows why the Atlantic accepted it. Maybe the editor was less prudish than his starchy reputation. Jack, as a Chair in his first week on the job had lacked the self-confidence to say, “Dean Kurtz, you don’t have my permission to read that ridiculous adolescent poem. If you do read it, I’m out of here. I’ll come back on a day when you bring some serious business to this table.” 

In his clinical, affectless voice Kurtz read out the poem, entitled “Traherne Traduced.” “I saw Felicity the other night/Turn a cartwheel of sheer airborne delight...” it began, then described a highly eroticized romp in the woods. As it filled the room Jack’s peers stared in embarrassment at their fingernails, their notepads, the carpet. Anywhere but at the mortified Jack. His failure to head off Kurtz’s mockery had cost him respect for a while among the other department heads. But in the long run that first humiliation (disguised as a welcome) had been useful, instilling in Jack a reflexive wariness toward every move Kurtz made, every gift, every gesture of respect. It sent a message to Jack.  I can make your tenure as Chair just as miserable as this moment, and I am willing to get very personal if necessary. I mean to use my power. You will be wise to tailor your agenda to mine.  After six years of dealing almost daily with him, through minor and major crises, Jack thought he understood how Kurtz operated, and he acted accordingly. 

He advanced the Dean’s agenda whenever he agreed with it and in a few cases when he didn’t, but believed the Dean’s prerogative entitled him to have his way. For a year or two Kurtz was happy and praised Jack for getting some hard things done. The rest of his tenure Jack did what he thought right. This created periodic friction, often severe. Kurtz’s major administrative weakness was his inability to accept even the limited independence of his co-workers and subordinates. He judged every action by a member of his faculty for its bearing on his own standing as Dean. He punished his enemies, sometimes almost imperceptibly, sometimes with vicious crudeness. And Kurtz also had a habit of letting his judgment of his colleagues’ personal style obliterate the truth and urgency of what they were telling him. 

A few years back a somewhat hot-headed young Chair, Ginny Bodine of Art, was factually itemizing the dilapidation of her department’s studios, classrooms and offices--right down to the locks that protected its slide projectors. That no self-respecting university should allow such squalor was her simple and irrefutable message. Kurtz wrote something on a piece of paper and slipped it unobtrusively to Jack, who always sat at Kurtz’s left hand. The note read: “She’s what Freud calls ‘an injustice collector.’’’ 

Ginny’s indignation was condescendingly dismissed moments later by Kurtz. “With 200 million dollars in deferred maintenance on this campus, including a heating plant held together by bailing wire, our shabby buildings are obviously a low priority with the folks in Rushmore,” he had said. “They expect us to cope. I’m tired of impersonating a squeaky wheel. Squeaks don’t makes things run any better.” Ginny kept on squeaking, racheting up the decibels. Her strategy was simple and straightforward, but took considerable guts. The squeaky wheel she spun became a buzz saw. She sent a letter that not only itemized the dilapidation of the Art Department’s workspaces, but also backed up her litany of squalor with detailed photos, to the parents of every Art major and to every state legislator. At first Rushmore administrators deplored the end run, but so many parents wrote angry letters to their state reps and senators that “money was found,” the repair crews were called in, and Ginny won a significant victory. Kurtz eventually realized his error and warmly congratulated her. Jack reflected that “injustice collecting” wasn’t always a psychic demerit, but often the only route to corrective action.
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Thursday 11 April

Jack was surprised to hear Kurtz’s secretary phone to say, “Come right over, the Dean can see you now.”

The Dean of Humanities’ office, sometimes called--and not always behind his back--“The Inner Station,” was enormous, dwarfing that of any other administrator on campus. In one corner stood the Dean’s desk and his elaborate computer installation, in another the corporate-sized mahogany table around which the Humanities Chairs met bi-weekly. A central social area was framed by leather couches and easy chairs. The Dean could control the dynamic of any meeting by where he sat its participants: in the relaxed couches, at the neutral business-like conference table, or in an unprotected chair facing his massive Powerdesk, from behind which he could unnerve any petitioner. Kurtz gestured Jack to that dreaded chair.

“Thanks, but I’ll stand, Dean. What I have to say will take only one minute. I’d rather say it on my feet.” Kurtz towered four inches above Jack’s head.

“Suit yourself, Professor Stoneycroft. Be my guest.”

At this moment Jack’s eye was struck by his own slack-jawed face staring weirdly down from the topmost bookshelf above Kurtz’s desk. Next to his own, and amidst the enlarged photos of at least 15 other people, was the face of Sean Grimsby, the lightweight and logorrheac Chancellor of the University from 1987 until 1993.  Grimsby soon discovered he had little interest in professors, students, budgets, tedious infighting or education. He began almost immediately to apply for other jobs, but didn’t land a congenially undemanding one co-ordinating overseas propaganda for the Clinton administration until 1992. Grimsby and Kurtz had clashed repeatedly, mostly over money, and especially over Kurtz’s mishandling of it. Within days after assuming the Deanship, Kurtz had discovered $200,000 from a foundation grant languishing in a Humanities account and intended to support the University’s state-of-the-art Composition Program. He immediately diverted it to other purposes, including hefty computer hardware and research allowances for himself and those professors whose good will mattered to him. Chancellor Grimsby demanded Kurtz return the money to its intended beneficiaries in the English Department. But Kurtz refused, pointing to the vague terms of the award, and managed to hang on to the purloined funds. Grimsby never forgave him. Having tasted blood, Kurtz gradually learned how to spend more money than was in his budget--sometimes for quasi-worthy projects like raiding academic stars from other universities--and he continued to do it every year. Since the University had no effective way to block or punish such over-spending, unlike a corporation subject to periodic outside audits, he got away with it. When Kurtz fled to his California haven, the Humanities budget was half a million dollars in the red. The next Dean would be paying it off for years. 

As Jack’s eye moved along the high shelf from face to face, he thought he recognized Carl Jung and Jeffrey Masson and Frederick Crews.

“What are Grimsby and I doing among all those Freud-bashers, Kurtz?”

“You have a problem with that, Jack? Haven’t I put you in excellent company?” said Kurtz. “I’ve stuck you two Kurtz-bashers up there for the fun of it, an amusing way to identify with my Conradian namesake and my household god in one extended literary allusion.”

The rest of the faces on the shelf were unrecognizable to Jack. But he did recognize Kurtz’s hideous presumption.

“Before you provoked me last night, when did I ever bash you in public?”

“You’ve tried my patience in private every chance you got, Jack.”

“No, Kurtz.  You and I just disagreed about a few things.” Jack was starting to realize that each face was distorted by a sinister or ridiculous expression superimposed on it, or conjured out of its physiognomatic ingredients. Jung looked sappy; Masson and Crews maniacally treacherous; Stoneycroft lustful. “What have you done to your enemies, Kurtz?”

“Matheus Arnheim supervised the work in our new Photo Enhancement Studio. You do recall that I bought the Art Department some digital hardware and wizard software so they could teach image enhancement to their students? Well, I set Matt and his apprentice morphing class this task: take photos of my worthy but misguided opponents, enlarge them to poster size, and then bring their appetites and aggressions right up into their faces. Did a good job, didn’t he? He did you beautifully.” 

“Kurtz, there’s a guy in the Afro-Am Department who claims he knows how to shrink heads. Has something to do with ethnic pride. Are you going to set a task for him too?”

“Sorry you’re not enjoying my harmless little rogues gallery.”

“I don’t like seeing myself morphed into a leering satyr.”

“I thought you were a great defender of an artist’s right to mirror life as he sees it. That photo’s how you’re widely seen. Take a good look, Jack.”

Jack turned his back on the photo and walked over to the window. He looked out at a peaceful campus. A brass choir was sending out sweet notes from the old gray chapel. On the grassy blanket-tufted slope beyond the campus pond a couple of guys were shagging fungoes hit by a girl wearing a backward Red Sox cap. Caught between his own distorted face and the serenity out Kurtz’s window, a wave of giddiness detached him for a second from the place where he stood. He walked toward his own photo to confirm what he saw. That’s how he thinks I’m seen? Time to tell Kurtz how I see him.
“Listen Kurtz, I don’t get it. Why such animosity toward me? Haven’t I carried your water by the barrelful? Done your own reputation some good by enhancing the Department I ran for six years? Sure, we fought. You stopped me doing a few stupid things--for which I’m grateful. But I also got you to do the right thing more than once--like hiking stipends for our wretchedly paid Teaching Assistants. And cutting History teaching loads down to four courses a year. Buying us all computers was a great idea. But if too much teaching wore us out, how could we write any books?

“I had thought you were a big enough fella, and smart enough, to tell the difference between reasoned conviction and mindless insubordination. I was right every time you and I really fought on an issue of principle. Face it, Kurtz, you were wrong a lot. And you didn’t really like being shown wrong. Look, I’ve got to ask you something. Are you the person behind these harassment accusations?” Jack suddenly remembered the ostrakon. But before he could accuse him of that, Kurtz went on the attack.

“No, Jack, I’m not. You know what inspired them? Your arrogance. Do you realize how insufferable you sounded just now? Sure, your accusers are fixated on your women, but that’s just the iceberg’s tip. They resent your horses, your golf, your politics, your salary, your influence. They see you with pretty students and assume you’re corrupting them. They hope exposing how you attract them will sink your ship. I envy you myself sometimes--when you win an argument, publish a book, or show up with some bedazzled beauty on your arm. But I’m just an envious bystander. I had nothing to do with those harassment accusations.”

“But last night you attacked me—in public—by insinuating the harassment accusations into that little reverse-roast you concocted. Why was I the only colleague you tried to embarrass?”

“You mean you’ve never considered heading for Florence to write a book?  Or sleeping with a lady half your age? I thought I was talking to Jack Stoneycroft. Wish fulfillment is a terrible swift sword, as the Great Man tells us. I confront you with what you really want and all hell breaks loose. Talk about denial, Jack. You’ve got a pretty flagrant case. Don’t our fantasies define us? That’s one thing Freud got right. Tell me—honestly--which of my wishes for you did I get wrong?”

“None, Kurtz. But that wasn’t a wish list you read. It was a hit list with one name on it.”

“Bullseye! You wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t hit a nerve.”

Jack’s own maniacally intensified eye stared down at him from Kurtz’s gallery of skewered rogues. That’s my inner soul as Kurtz sees it. A rapist about to feel hellfire.

“Your namesake didn’t make it all the way down the big river, did he, Kurtz? Remember that the guys who write books almost always have the last word. So long.  Buon viaggio.” 

As Jack walked out of the huge room Kurtz crumpled a sheet of paper and tossed it twenty feet beyond Jack’s head into the wastebasket by the door.
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At six minutes to four that same day Patrick Caffrey stuck his head through Jack’s open office door. Jack looked up from several pages of notes he’d made for the talk he was scheduled to give in a few minutes. He waved Caffrey inside but kept on reading and turning over pages unhurriedly. Caffrey remained standing just inside the door, a good-natured but unsubtle hint that Jack shouldn’t keep his audience waiting too long. Jack would be speaking informally and on short notice to the History Club in response to a dismal hiring season during which only one of the Department’s five graduating job seekers had won a tenure track appointment. Alarm bells had gone off within the grad student population on hearing some scathing put-downs of the Department’s loutish resistance to Deconstruction and Postmodernism. 

Particularly disturbing was what happened to Rachel Balbec. Rachel, who was to receive her History Ph.D. in May with a dissertation on the linguistic and cultural disconnect between the Plains Indians and the U.S. Government in the years following the Civil War, had been interviewed by three colleges at the winter meetings. Balbec had a straight-A graduate transcript, two journal publications, a dissertation subject both timely and substantive, enthusiastic letters from her mentors, and a brainy, articulate presence. And because she was half Cherokee and half Jewish she would “favorably impact” any college’s affirmative action goals. 

After interviews at a Chicago hotel during the American Historical Association convention, two colleges had invited her to campus visits as a finalist for their tenure-track jobs in Native American History. At the close of each visit, which included lively interviews and a polished lecture presentation of the most dramatic section of her dissertation, Misread Smoke Signals, each Chairperson had hinted, and one had come close to assuring Balbec, that a job offer would be forthcoming.
 

But neither job came through. Balbec had been stunned, incredulous and then severely depressed. Explanatory letters from both colleges had been evasive concerning what had changed their minds. Quietly furious, but maintaining his best non-confrontational manner, Pierlorenzo Boccone, “seeking only to be enlightened on what had gone wrong,” had phoned both departments for Chair to Chair, heart to heart chats. What Boccone had discovered was symptomatic of the ideological crossfire raking his discipline. 

An upscale woman’s college in a small North Carolina city had rejected Balbec because, after careful scrutiny, the complete typescript of her dissertation revealed many “unsettling” examples of “radical Deconstruction.” She had argued, for instance, that Crazy Horse’s and Sitting Bull’s intermittently conciliatory declarations in the years prior to the battle of Little Big Horn contained veiled threats—unheeded by the U.S. Government--of their actual intent: to rid the Dakota Territory of all homesteaders and the troops sent to protect them. The college’s powers-that-be had concluded that since Balbec’s dissertation relied heavily on Deconstructive reasoning carried to extremes, it disqualified her for the appointment. 

A thousand miles away, the flagship campus of a prairie state university had, on the basis of exactly the same chapter, backed off its contemplated offer. Balbec had, wrote the school’s Dean in denying the appointment, “uncritically accepted the dominant White Male position, when she characterized as ‘massacres’ the deaths of soldiers and settlers that occurred during invasion and occupation of the Lakota homeland. It is inexcusable for a modern scholar not to acknowledge that the Lakotas had been defending against well-armed genocidal invaders.”
 The Chairperson then politely but firmly suggested to Boccone that  Balbec’s graduate training seemed to have been deficient in Postmodern theory, which would have warned her against accepting “the victors’ imperial discourse” at face value.

In a related incident, another of the Department’s Chicago job seekers had been attacked by fellow-panelists at a session on “The Crisis in Narratology.”  The ebullient cigar-puffing Hilary Washburn (Dartmouth graduate; former staff member of its right wing student newspaper, The Dartmouth Review) had argued (all too cogently) that certain indisputably existing, but “non-textual” facts proved that certain other no longer extant  facts must have previously existed. He offered sunken Roman ships, Cathedrals, lost jungle tribes and Louisiana Octoroons among his examples. His irreverent title was “Propping Up Propter Hoc: Or, Theorizing from the Silent Present Backwards.”
 

Hostility towards him grew so virulent so fast during the 70-minute session that the mortified young reactionary finally expressed his astonishment: “I can’t believe this is happening to me!” To which the venerable Hayden White, chairing the panel, had replied, “Precisely, Mr. Washburn. At last you’re showing some promising skepticism about your perception of reality.”

Seeking to understand the politics that underlay their grim job prospects, the grad students had organized an emergency lecture series on the issues bedeviling the writing of history. Jackson Stoneycroft had been invited to keynote the series on the grounds that he was well-versed in, albeit skeptical of, current theory. And he’d be the prof least likely to pull punches. Malcolm Finnerty of the Slavic Department, Postmodern gunslinger and author of a well-received book on Bahktin, had been recruited to comment on and presumably contest Jack’s remarks. Jack had agreed to speak on condition that he be allowed to play down the more technical lines of argument and discuss the crisis in “language even a Provost could understand.”  

His audience, the History Department’s grad student discussion club, was one that always energized him. In a less lugubrious era twenty or thirty years ago the club’s founding members had named themselves The Exhausted Archives, a tribute to the great historian Theodor Mommsen’s advice to his Prussian protégés: “Exhaust the archives!” 

Caffrey, when Jack at last looked up from his notes, delivered bad news. Malcolm Finnerty had withdrawn at the last minute. Why? Jack had wondered silently. Caffrey was embarrassed, but finally responded to Jack’s raised eyebrows by suggesting that since Finnerty was on the Decanal Search Committee, maybe he didn’t think it seemly to wrangle publicly with one of the candidates.  Jack doubted Finnerty had any aversion to public wrangling, but let the matter drop.

His notes clutched in his fist, Jack strode with Pat toward the other side of the building and his waiting audience. Hearing their voices as they approached the Chair’s open office door, Boccone jumped out into their path. 

“Sorry to miss your shootout with Finnerty, Jack. But you’re going to miss it too. Kurtz has called a crisis meeting of all Department Heads at four sharp, which Finnerty’s got to attend, since he’s Acting Chair of Slavic. We Chairs must be in for one more communal hand-wring, at being so brutally stripped of all our language Ph.D. programs. Adios! Adieu! Sayonara! Ave atque vale! Give ‘em Hell, Jack. Hey guys, got time for a quickie?” Boccone lowered his voice and gestured Jack and Pat toward his office. “This hip Lesbian couple shows up at the Postmodern Celebrity Sperm Bank and is given a choice of donors: Joe DiMaggio, Jacques Derrida, or Thomas Pynchon. Whom do they choose as the donor most likely to produce an immaculate conception?”

Jack grabbed Patrick’s arm and said, “Jesus Christ, Patrick, don’t answer him, we’re late, just run for it.” And they did. Not wanting to yell his punch line into a hallway noisy with voluble colleagues and students headed for Jack’s talk, Boccone subsided.
 

The Faculty Lounge, which adjoined the Department’s main offices, and which the grad students had borrowed for Jack’s talk, was overflowing, raucous, edgy. Jack and Patrick arrived keen for intellectual combat. Coats, spring binders, knapsacks, shopping bags, and a baby frame holding a sleeping baby were parked on the windowsills. The noise level resembled the advanced stage of a cocktail party, that moment when everybody has gravitated to a congenial conversational partner and they’re really getting into it. And indeed a fair amount of the Department’s Frascati had been poured from 1.5-liter jugs into twenty or thirty paper cups that bobbed and weaved in nervously  opinionated hands. The excitement was justified. The issue up for discussion was deeply troubling; it could change the discipline’s future and impact the careers of nearly everybody in the room.

 “Will Rachel be attending?” Jack wondered to Pat, who was adjusting the lectern to Jack’s height.  Patrick then poured him a glass of water.

“I haven’t seen her today, Sir. I heard she’d gone home to Brooklyn until her Defense, but we thought she’d show up for your talk, since she inspired it.” Jack had agreed to discuss the attacks on objectivity and on the once sacred status of facts and narrative—whether, for instance, the adjectives “true” or “definitive” could in our era apply to any of these embattled nouns. Received notions of these terms had come under hostile scrutiny over the past decade from some powerful Postmodernist thinkers, including the Americans Richard Rorty and Hayden White. Jack tried to dampen his own inner qualms about climbing into the ring with these 800-pound Godzillas who were currently spreading self-doubt throughout more than a few once proud and assured academic disciplines. But of course neither White nor Rorty would be in the room. Although impressed by both men’s brilliance, Jack was convinced they were just as mistaken on some basic issues as their French precursors had been. He wasn’t quite so happy about Malcolm Finnerty’s absence. He knew from Pam that the sanctimonious Finnerty opposed his candidacy for Dean. Jack’s primitive drive to beat up on Finnerty in open debate, now abruptly thwarted, was causing him spasms of frustration.

“Can’t we start the show, Patrick? It’s already six after four. If I don’t start talking soon, I’ll be kicking the lectern like a three-year-old horse loaded into the starting gate. God I hate lecturing in a room with no blackboard.”

Patrick’s raised palm signaled his age-mates into near silence. He noted that though “our learned guest” had been for a decade first Graduate Program Director and then Department Chair, “running History” hadn’t kept him from “writing it.” There was last year’s “playful if slender” Gramsci volume and, three years prior to that, the magisterial How Wars End, which argued among other things that character traits of national leaders were often more influential in achieving military closure than fulfillment of a nation’s stated war aims. “This audience may remember Ted Koppel on Nightline cross-examining Professor Stoneycroft on President George Bush’s practice of never putting out during his 90 minute rounds of golf.  Did Bush’s short attention span impact our hasty exit from the Gulf War? I also note that Mr. Koppel’s long-winded questions extended Professor Stoneycroft’s five promised minutes of fame to exactly seven,  of which his answers consumed exactly 170 seconds.

“But don’t assume our speaker’s chief interest is in the arts of peace.” A smattering of appreciative laughter acknowledged Jack’s reputation for belligerence. “Professor Stoneycroft’s first  book was about ancient superweapons: the bronze rams used by Athenian galleys, siege catapults, Archimedes’ blinding mirrors, Hannibal’s elephants, and napalm-like Greek fire. Today he’ll try to douse another kind of fire overheating our profession. In case you’ve been dozing through your graduate education, the Postmodern Mafia is telling us rising historians that we’re destined to become unreliable political novelists. Instead of the respectable archive exhausters composing true narratives of exciting times that we all aspire to be.” 

Patrick relinquished the podium. The students clapped, one or two stamped feet, and Jack said, “Thanks for that inflammatory intro, Patrick. Here, drink this. That mouth of yours needs cooling off.” He offered his student his brimming water glass, which a grinning Patrick declined.  

“I don’t want to bring false cheer to a somber gathering, folks,” Jack began. “But common sense in our profession hasn’t been totally abolished. Not yet. If you write a dissertation that tells us something useful about past events that matter—your book will be read. But I can’t promise it will land you a job these days. You’re right to be worried. And you will all have a dangerous choice to make. Either follow what you believe is the right way to write history, or concoct what’s selling in the academic marketplace. Rachel made her choice. And what happened to her says nothing negative about her training and competence. But it  exposes just how disoriented a large sector of our profession has become. Still, the weird injustice of it all could work to Rachel’s advantage. Her story is already out there in the national news—one conservative pundit, George Will, god bless him for a change, has already picked it up--and I expect Rachel will be getting calls from some untrendy but first-rate departments. When the rest of you start teaching around the country, remember the dementia that blindsided Rachel. Denounce it whenever you find it.”

“Why do you say the people who disagree with you are ‘disoriented’?” 

“Because, Patrick, if the Postmodernists win their debate with the likes of us, all historians will find it much harder to tell true stories, connect events to their causes, or even believe in a common past. We who accept that the past was real and remains accessible may have to pack it in, our occupation gone. Professionals who allow theoretical excess to destroy  their own discipline are, trust me, seriously disoriented.”

“Yo, Preacher Man!” someone shouted from the back. Was that praise, irony, or boredom? Jack wondered. At this point an older female student dressed to look a little younger stood up and put a question to Jack. She paused every few sentences to consult her clipboard.

“If I can speak for those of us going on the job market in the next year or two, we’re panicked and upset. We think this Department has mislead us. By and large this is a very conservative place with only one or two young Postmodernists. I didn’t say it was stodgy. I said conservative.”

“Thank you, Margaret.”

“Better not thank me till you’ve heard me out. When you were Graduate Director you assured us Postmodernism was ephemeral. That was four or five years ago and Postmodern ideas are still pretty much the rage everywhere. Most hiring departments out there—except ours--are looking for radically new blood. They don’t have much interest in job-seekers ignorant of the problems inherent in concepts like fact and narrative. What if there ARE no jobs out there for Ph.D.s trained like you’re training us? Professor Stoneycroft, we are not happy campers. I heard Richard Rorty say at the Chicago meetings that the Barthes and Derrida arguments--against any narrative conforming to reality--were philosophically unassailable. Nobody in that  huge ballroom stood up to contradict him. Shouldn’t you all—our teachers—level with us and at the very least devote more time in your seminars to these issues—instead of sweeping them under the rug? Please don’t keep sending us onto the academic battlefield armed with nothing but your own nostalgia for outmoded and discredited ideas. Teach us some creative doubt. At least do that.” She sat down to a brief, embarrassed burst of applause.

“That’s pretty harsh, Margaret, but you express yourself  lucidly—more so than your new heroes. Sure, I’ll teach you to create doubt about Postmodern jargon. Look, I agree with you this much: we should offer more seminars in Barthes, Foucault, Derrida and the American historians who attack the consensus of the past hundred years. But there are good reasons why your teachers here don’t buy their views. When these chappies say NO narrative EVER accurately represents a past reality, I wonder how they can be so sure. Unless you have a grasp of the ‘True Past’ how can you say that any given narrative is off the mark? And why is a valid sense of the ‘True Past’ unattainable by us traditionalists, when our failure to get the past right is always obvious to a Postmodernist? Why do they condemn our use of such verbs as ‘represent’ and ‘express’ and ‘conform’ in scholarly contexts and then use these very words constantly when going about their daily lives?  No Postmodern father is going to let his kid or his mechanic play words games when the family car’s involved. I once heard Derrida complain to his Yale colleagues that a critic was distorting a passage from his book Of Grammatology. Sorry, Jacques, you can’t have it both ways: either every utterance depends for its meaning solely on who’s interpreting it at any given moment or it doesn’t so depend. You can’t escape your own paradigm. Except by finally seeing how foolish it is.

“There, Margaret, are a few elementary errors I see at the heart of the Postmodern Project, as they like to call it. But, of course, a Postmodernist would disallow the word heart. I want your generation of historians to have what mine took for granted: freedom to make sense of the past—and to make a decent living doing it. To make this happen now we’ve got to rout Postmodernism in open debate.” 

Margaret didn’t look convinced, and said nothing, but she nodded, sat down, and opened her notebook as Jack continued.

“The best way to shoot down the canard that the past doesn’t really mean anything, that it’s basically unstable since everybody’s free to spin it, is to focus on one extreme case: the Holocaust, which has proven highly resistant to historians seeking to diminish its savagery. 

“In the 1940’s Nazi Germany murdered most of its own and the rest of Europe’s Jews. We know a great deal about what happened. We know where the killing was done, and the number killed—six million. That, by the way, is Adolf Eichmann’s own estimate, and he was a very organized killer. We know many of the other murderers’ names. We can visit  Auschwitz and inspect its gas chambers and crematoria for ourselves. We have thousands of pictures and films and books and diaries and tape recordings from both the dead and the survivors. So why do Postmodernists think all this evidence should not be accepted as “factual”?  Because, Postmodernists say, when an historian uses the word “fact,” it becomes an interpreted quantum of material or verbal reality, emphasis on the word ‘interpreted’. Even gas chambers and mass graves must be interpreted, their pragmatic purpose deduced and larger significance worked out, before we admit them to our narrative. And all such interpretations may be challenged. 

“The Postmodernists argue that whenever an historian interprets a fact, that fact is always contaminated by the historian’s bias. There’s no such thing, they say, as a transparent historical fact or set of facts, one whose meaning is fixed. The meaning of every fact is ‘always already’ determined by an historian’s ideology--his liberalism, her Marxism, his Eurocentrism, her Feminism, his Gallic Nihilism. And thus any historical narrative can always be contested. I know I’m covering familiar ground for many of you, but I want to make absolutely clear what my opponents believe. 

“To make militant Postmodernists beliefs even clearer, let’s try to think as they do for a moment. If you believe all written history must be a kind of fiction, here are some consequences: First, writing history requires you to imagine a sequence of events you can’t absolutely prove happened. Second, a narrative that lays out the causes of an historical event imposes a suspect novelistic order on reality. Third, since all historians are politically biased in some way, their storytelling will betray these biases. 

“As I’ve implied, crucial to the Postmodern assault on narrative validity is the term fiction. Clearly the Postmodernists use it metaphorically. They note that narrative history—say the American version of World War II—resembles a well-shaped story in which the good guys win: Eisenhower out-organizes, American multi-ethnic lads outshoot, out-gut, the master race. American brawn, British brains, Russian blood carry the day. The pattern of WW II resembles Tolstoy’s War  and Peace. One event follows, and seems to cause, another. But, the PoMos say, what happened in Europe between 1939 and 1945 had no shape, no meaning, until we historians imposed one. Great, another bone-head truism. Of course we seek meanings using ideas we derive from our heritage, our moral sense, our national and personal convictions. What else have we got? Considering our allegiance to these convictions, we must still test them, see if they hold up. This is entirely legitimate. Why shouldn’t we pursue and check out what matters to us the most?  What the PoMos leave out is the integrity of how we historians  do our work. PoMos assume professional standards of truth-telling always lose when in conflict with bias. I disagree. Libraries are full of books that transcend their authors’ known biases.” Here the irrepressible Larry Muratore jumped in:

“I agree with you, Jack, but I’d like to hear an example of a bias transcended. I think our students assume their elders never change their minds.”

“You got it, Larry. Historians are detectives. And like detectives they can get things wrong. Be deceived by the clever dead and the misguided living. And like detectives, historians would rather solve cases than go down with their pet theories. Here’s a very recent instance of a living historian exercising his integrity.  In his just published book on Jefferson, American Sphinx, our distinguished colleague from Mount Holyoke, Joseph Ellis, tells us flat out that he doesn’t believe Thomas Jefferson fathered any of Sally Heming’s mulatto children. But Ellis admits that his mind could be changed by DNA evidence. Jefferson’s white descendents are very reluctant to allow such testing. But suppose such evidence materializes and there’s a DNA match. What then do we make of our astonishingly gifted third President who took a slave mistress and simultaneously denounced in print the mingling of the races? Whatever we make of Jefferson and Sally Hemings must be constrained by a scientific fact—or the absence of one--that has become an historical fact. Either Sally and our third President were lovers or they weren’t. Someday we might find out. That might sound like People Magazine copy, prurient gossip, but if this particular celebrity couple were lovers that fact will matter, because it will involve the Presidency, and one of the great men whose conduct defined that office, in issues of race, sexuality, ideology and truthfulness our nation hasn’t yet fully confronted. Nobody invented Sally Hemings. Her mother was African. She was fathered by a white man—Jefferson’s own father-in-law in fact. She was thus actually—and incredibly--the half-sister of Jefferson’s wife, Martha, who died young in childbirth. Having lost Martha, did Thomas replace her with Sally to satisfy an emotional need, even though doing so violated his racist principles? We don’t know yet. But why duck the question? Don’t let Postmodernists intimidate you--or flatter you--into thinking you invent the past. You don’t. You try to make sense of it with painstaking imagination, principled logic and, frankly, gut instinct. That’s what I’m arguing. We do history by using the same common sense that informs the rest of our lives.” 

While Jack pondered in the ensuing silence where to go next, Pat Caffrey tried to stick up for the by now battered Postmodernists: “But isn’t ALL reality messy—as you have just shown us—and doesn’t language always get reality a little and sometimes a lot wrong? Isn’t that all these Postmodernists are saying, Sir? How can you disagree that language is a messy business?”

“I disagree with that a lot, Patrick. Postmodernists are saying much more. They’re saying language NEVER  does what it seems to claim. So you’re really asking whether or not we can trust language—sentences we speak or publish—to deal adequately with unmediated, sometimes exceedingly complicated material reality. Here’s why I think language can and does get it right. 

“Take Winston Churchill’s last word on the battle of Gettysburg from his History of the English Speaking Peoples: “On July 6th 1863, Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia retreated across the Potomac, having lost 24,612 men, six cannon, and the war.” Churchill’s sentence leaves out, but invites you to ponder, the beaten troops fording the river, the Confederate dead left on the Pennsylvania battlefield, but most of all the ultimate consequences of that battle and the retreat it forced: in short, it forces you to ponder what must be happening outside his sentence. And Churchill’s sentence changes and deepens the meaning of the verb ‘lost’ as it unfolds. In quick succession that verb names the physical and emotional destruction of all those southern lives, then the useless achievement of having lost so few field guns, and finally the now inevitable defeat of the Confederacy. Churchill’s sentence puts the logistical outcome of one great battle into sharp relief against the narrative sweep of the whole war. So here’s my bias. Narratives matter in the same way that wars matter. We live within the ongoing consequences of how wars and stories end. History isn’t a verbal game. It creates the implacable context that surrounds every person who’s ever lived.”

“But Sir,” Patrick persisted, “isn’t that a biased view?”

“Sure I’m ‘biased’. But OK, let’s make ‘bias’ our final lesson for the day. Look at these two consecutive sentences from Thuycidides’ History of the Peloponnesian War. Both are on the handout Pat will now please distribute. The first sentence describes what the Athenians did to the island nation of Melos, whose leaders failed to persuade the Athenians in a famous negotiation to respect their freedom. So much, by the way, for the somewhat  over-rated Athenian love of freedom. Freedom was hardly an option if you tried to opt out of the Athenian Empire. Here are Thuycidides’ two consecutive  sentences:

#1: Reinforcements arriving from Athens under the command of Philocrates, son of Demeas, the siege was pressed vigorously, and treachery taking place inside, the Melians surrendered unconditionally to the Athenians, who put to death all the grown men and sold the women and children for slaves, and sent out five hundred colonists and settled the place themselves. 

#2: That same winter the Athenians resolved to sail again to Sicily, with a greater army than under Laches and if possible, to conquer the island; most of them being ignorant of the number of its inhabitants, Hellenic and barbarian, and of the fact that they were undertaking a war not much inferior to that against the Peloponnesians. 

“That second sentence always sends a chill down my backbone. Not only would the army Athens sent so blithely to Sicily be totally destroyed, but that defeat would seal the fate of Athens as a dominant power in the ancient Mediterranean world: both the Sicilians and their Spartan allies whipped her; she never recovered except where and when it ultimately mattered more, in literature and art millennia into the future. Thuycidides’ first sentence is straight fact—no euphemisms—the men of Melos were massacred, their women and children enslaved. An Athenian version of Wounded Knee. It’s hard to discern a political bias or an attempt to distort events in the words Thuycidides wrote. The second sentence is nearly as factual: Athens sent a huge army to attack Sicily. More fact. Next Thucydides makes an educated guess: Most Athenians didn’t realize how well-populated and militarily strong an island they were taking on; or that the task would be just as tough as fighting Sparta itself. That was Thuycidides’ judgment call, but  how can you dispute its accuracy, given the expedition’s disastrous outcome? Where, then, is the bias, the spin, the ideology in what the great historian wrote? And does this bias invalidate Thuycidides’ History?”

From a seat on the floor, near the back of the room, and hidden from his line of sight, Jack heard a woman’s voice say, “Let me try that.”

“Please stand so I can see you. Is that Rachel?” It was Rachel Balbec who stood up. Dressed in plaid shirt and jeans, she seemed thinner and younger than when Jack had last seen her. At the mock interview session her teachers arranged last December to prepare her for the then imminent Chicago interviews, the gray suit she wore had aged and subdued her. Jack sensed Rachel was eager to talk, determined to show what she could do. She also seemed serene and recovered. He liked that combination.

“Seems to me the point is in the way the two sentences play off against each other,” she began. “In the first sentence you see how ruthless Athens was to the gutsy Melians. In the second, Thucydides lays out the Athenians own doomed greed. If the two sentences were kept pages apart, we’d miss their point. By jamming them together Thucydides makes us see something amazing: that his own city—which admittedly hadn’t treated him very sympathetically when he lost a minor battle—was committing hubris, for which Athens is going to pay just like those stubborn Melians paid with their lives for their defiance of Athens—and just like all those tragic heroes in Greek Lit  paid for their arrogance. Getting its army crushed in Sicily was Athens’  payback for murdering the Melians. The side by side sentences imply that. But the point isn’t something Thucydides shoves down our throats but one he lets his readers figure out. It’s hard to miss, though.”

“Very hard. But is it bias, Rachel? If so, in favor of what?” 

“It’s bias in favor of knowing what you’re doing. In favor of decent treatment of conquered enemies. I feel a moral person behind those sentences. Thuycidides organizes the facts so they speak for him. He doesn’t hammer us with his ideas, he reveals them. His bias can’t ‘invalidate’ his History because a huge point of writing it was to show how events test a community’s moral perception and conduct. To say Thuycidides’ bias hurt him you’d need to say we needn’t bother worrying about the morality of our actions.” 

“Exactly. So Rachel, what’s the difference again between hammering home a bias and revealing one?”

“We freely participate in a revelation. We don’t participate if somebody’s just  hammering us with his opinion.” 

“Not to hammer you with mine, but that’s the point I’ve been struggling to make. Presenting facts that invite the reader to see there’s a significant revelation living within them is the essence of good History. Go write it, folks. And having declared my retrograde modus operandi and confessed my own biases I’ll subside and take questions and attempted refutations.”

His throat hurt and his head pounded with a simultaneous awareness that he had a severe headache and probably hadn’t argued his position quite persuasively enough. The fear he always felt in verbal combat revived: that some adversary yet to speak would destroy his case with reasons his mind must accept but against which his gut savagely rejected. Still, no one spoke. Sensing Jack was tired and eager to close, the audience was reluctant to pose questions, but not to ask any also seemed rude. Jack waited.

Patrick broke the impasse by posing a question that invited either a one word or a one hour answer. “Are the Postmodernists really that dumb?”

“Yes,” said Jack. Jesus, Patrick, he thought. Don’t make me repeat my whole talk.
Jack was still feeling gratitude for his audience’s forbearance when the double doors to the packed hall banged open and there stood short, assured smooth-faced Pierlorenzo Boccone and tall, embarrassed, whiskered Malcolm Finnerty. 

“Are we interlopers welcome?” said Boccone, his raised eyebrows and hunched posture miming doubt. Jack waved them in. Finnerty froze. He looked as though he wanted no part of what was obviously Jack’s party. Boccone grabbed Mac’s eyeglass chain and tugged him inside and shut the doors. It turned out that Kurtz had called the Heads Meeting not to lament the loss of language Ph.D. programs as Boccone predicted, but to issue a kind of Decanal Bull. Over the past several weeks of careful study and reflection, Kurtz told them, he had concluded that Postmodernism really was intellectually sound, and that its soundness must influence all future hiring, tenure and curricular decisions of his Deanery. Go forth and spread the word, he had said as he adjourned the meeting. Boccone had instantly seized this opening as the meeting in The Inner Station broke up and cajoled Finnerty into fulfilling his commitment to defend Postmodernism at the History colloquium still in session. 

“To what do we owe this change of heart?” said Jack as his two out of breath colleagues stepped over the students clogging the center aisle on their way forward.

“We’ve come to spread truth and stamp out error,” said Boccone. 

“The hour’s late. Can you do that in about five minutes?” said Jack, looking at his watch. Boccone reached the lectern first, but it was clear he had no intention of lecturing anybody.

 “Professor Finnerty would like to say a few words to this distinguished group, if he may. The Dean has urged him to enlighten our grad students on the merits of Postmodernism.”

Finnerty let his glasses fall to his chest and faced the room, which he suddenly realized was packed but by now clearly restive. “I think I can go further than that, Bocca. Dean Kurtz has asked his faculty—especially those, like myself, in positions of authority and qualified by their expertise—to condemn all attempts on this campus to resist or put down Postmodernism. He made a damn good case—really an unanswerable case—that resistance to Postmodernism is actually a destructive psychological complex. He explained that this complex occurs in adults who’ve been harshly punished as children for telling lies. As adults these damaged people impose an impossible standard of accuracy on everybody around them. Treatment for this, which psychologists have named Falsehood Intolerance, is simply to relearn that lying is now and always has been a permissible social—and therefore scholarly—behavior. In mythic terms, the Dean likened Falsehood Intolerance--F.I. for short--to Freud’s Cronos complex. The god Cronos, you’ll remember, was Zeus’ father--the original unforgiving father-god. Cronos and his fellow geezer-deities couldn’t abide young Zeus and his buddies taking charge of both Olympos and the underlying human world. So these older gods denounced every powerful innovation Zeus’s feisty generation came up with—including sponsoring progress within Humankind. Finally Zeus and Ares and Artemis and Athena got fed up with all this retrograde abuse from Cronos and his age mates, and since you can’t kill gods they locked up the whole cantankerous older generation inside a dead volcano. What a brilliant, and if I may say it, unambiguously final solution. 

“Now the Dean’s point is that the Cronos complex as it’s manifested on our own campus today is stubborn and, frankly, doomed resistance to the inevitability of Postmodernism. As for all our local Cronos-types”--here Mac glanced in Jack’s direction—“they’re History’s losers. But Zeus wins every time, does he not? Riiight on, Zeus baby! So the relevance of my little spiel to you budding historians is in the proof the Dean gave us that EVERY account of every past event is always already a projection of the historian’s own psychic preoccupations. History has really NOTHING to do with the past, I’m happy to say and surely you’re relieved to hear, but everything to do with our own biases and mental disabilities.” Finnerty couldn’t fathom why the students looked astonished and skeptical as he stated what seemed self-evident common sense.

Boccone, eyes gleaming, invaded Finnerty’s smug pause, seized the lectern, and said, “Professor Finnerty and I were at the same meeting with our Dean that ended fifteen minutes ago. I don’t think the account he just gave you does full justice to the influence on it of his own tumultuous inner life. I thought  myself that Dean Kurtz was delivering a very wicked PARODY of Postmodern logic, and when our leader urged us to spread the word, he was surely testing who among us would go forth to make fools of ourselves. To my mind, our sly Dean was hoping to demolish Postmodernism once and for all by offering us its reductio ad absurdam. Now pray tell, Professor Finnerty, what exactly is the neurosis I am currently suffering from? Your diagnosis please.”

Finnerty gaped. Jack jumped in. “Our time is really up, fellas. But if Professor Finnerty would like to take this session into overtime, he’s our guest.”

‘I wouldn’t dream of commenting on Professor Boccone’s neurosis—surely it speaks for itself. But I will say that his account of today’s Heads Meeting will not be confirmed by ANYONE, not one damn person who was there! It simply doesn’t fit the facts.”  A quick smirk of triumph flashed across Finnerty’s face.

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Malcolm,” a suddenly conciliatory Bocca shot back, deadpan. “Your own original account was absolutely right on. Mine was a lie. Yours couldn’t have been more accurate.” Bocca now shifted his gaze to the audience. “Professor Finnerty has indeed transmitted the facts to us with transparent precision. And there is no sweeter fact than one coming from a Postmodern mouth. Something  I’m sure all the historians present will appreciate. Let’s show our gratitude for Professor Finnerty’s acceptance of a world where facts matter and truth lives.” Boccone led the sustained, whistle-punctuated applause.

“You BASTARDS!” said Finnerty, smirking over his gritted teeth, as if his humiliation had been accomplished to amuse him. Finnerty scampered for the exit. Jack offered Bocca a high five, a satisfying smack which evoked more applause, now clearly celebrating an unexpected win for unglamorous good sense.

Jack lit out for his office as soon as he could decently stop talking, shut his door and slumped on the couch. He wasn’t impressed by his performance. Some clever Derridaean could probably have confused and embarrassed him, but none did and he was grateful. He turned on his hot plate to boil water for tea and cast about for something to read that promised nothing but pleasure. He pulled down a book by Gene Brucker on Florence and looked at old pictures of Florentines weaving silk, bathing in the Arno, and gossiping in the street in 1530 while showing off their elegant clothes. I wonder if men will ever wear robes to their ankles again. Then he pulled down Stieglitz’ photos of Georgia O’Keeffe and watched her turn, in the course of a lifetime and fifty pages, from a young smooth-skinned beauty to an aging wrinkled one. That he had hidden the O’Keeffe book on the top shelf as Belle Isle urged chagrinned him, but not so much as it once would have. No need to flaunt boorishly my appreciation for womanly beauty. He picked up his now brewed ginger citrus tea and drank it with his eyes closed and his mind at rest but not at peace.   

Moments later, as he was on his way back from the Men’s Room after dumping out the dregs of his tea mug, he found Matt Gould of the Classics Department knocking on his door. He’d been expecting Gould to return his call of the day before and wondered why his old friend and comrade in the culture wars had walked across campus to meet him in person.

“Some of my colleagues are perturbed by what you said at the Candidate’s meeting on Monday, Jack. They’re calling it ‘the plot to commandeer Classics for Stoneycroft’s reactionary agenda.’” 

“Yeah, I guess I should have spoken in person to your colleagues, not just you in private,” said Jack. “I assumed no one would object to my giving Classics a couple of new positions--in the unlikely event I become the new Dean.” Jack’s tone was cordial but he was thinking, Why the hell didn’t Gould read the riot act to his nit-picking, foot-shooting buddies?
“I couldn’t make your talk, but I heard about it. I sure did hear. A few of my guys who witnessed it came back steamed at your ‘showboating’ as they called it. One called your proposal to have us teach more Latin and Greek to the masses, ‘unwelcome curricular harassment.’ 

“Ouch,” said Jack. Matt continued:

“Low blow, I agree. But most of my people want to remain ‘We Happy Few.’ I had to tell them that you had cleared the initiative with me and that I had foolishly assumed they’d jump at the hundred  thousand bucks you were pledging to our Third-World sized budget. Boy, was I wrong. The word ‘bribe’ was used. Still, it’s a teacup tornado, Jack. So what’s the prognosis for your candidacy?”

“Terminal, Matt.”

“Yeah, so I heard. Son of a bitch. You still a candidate?”

“Yeah, I am. I’m going to play out my hand, Matt. That’s why I phoned yesterday. I need some facts to bolster my case that Classics is the best teaching outfit on campus. What ARE you guys doing nowadays in those huge lecture courses?  Is Dimitri still drawing about 500 kids into his Heroes and Monsters course? And what are you teaching yourself this semester?”

“Dimitri has 452 enrolled. Mine’s a much smaller operation—about 80 still in it—mostly focussed on the rise and fall of Athens. The same course you and I team-taught five years ago.”

“My all-time favorite. You still using the Perseus CD Program? Boy, did my kids love those aerial photos of archaeological sites and battlefields.”

“Not many bells and whistles in my syllabus, Jack. The kids can still check out the Perseus CD on their own in our computer lab. But most of my ‘You are there’ moments are very low tech this year.”

“Such as? I’m always eager to purloin your best moves.”

“Last week I’d been explaining how ostracism worked.” At this Jack’s main sensor of significant information, his gut, clenched. “The kids were intrigued with the idea of using a democratic vote—a reverse election, as I called it--to get some tyrant out of their lives, out of the city. It does resemble the recall elections some states have on their books. Well, one student, an Art major, brought me a boxful of broken pots from her pottery studio and asked whether I wanted to give the whole class a shot at historical re-enactment as part of the ostracism unit—maybe substitute it for a snap quiz.”

“So you actually did it? Held an ostrakon election? Weren’t you afraid one of your kids might do some damage--actually send an ostrakon to some nerd or prof they didn’t like?”

“I held the election. But I also turned it into a quiz. Distributed the potsherds to the whole class about a week ago. They chose on the spot the Athenian they judged most dangerous to the welfare of the polis and inked his name with their ball-points in Greek letters on the shard. You know I always have ‘em learn the Greek alphabet. Then they had to fill a Blue Book with the reasons why an Athenian citizen might want to exile a particular politician or soldier or philosopher or dramatist. I also promised that the Athenian with the most votes would be exiled permanently from my course. Nobody henceforth would be allowed even to mention him. Including me.  I made them inscribe the names on clay so they could feel the seriousness of their votes in their fingers.”

“Who won? Or lost I guess is the better word.”

“Alcibiades, of course. Now I have to allude to him euphemistically as the ost-stricken general or the former Olympic chariot winner or somesuch.”

“Hey Matt, could you do me a favor? Could you check the attendance sheet for the class on which you collected the ostrakons? And then give me also the total votes that you collected?”

“What a strange thing to ask. What sparks your interest?”

“I think your unusual assignment might have caused some collateral damage outside ancient Athens. To me, in fact.”

“Could be, Jack. As I recall there were 71 students attending that day. There were 70 votes cast on the ostrakoi. I had assumed one student took home a souvenir. Or had an aversion to practicing ostracism.”

“Does that mean that one student neglected to hand in a Blue Book?”

“No. All 71 handed in blue books.  I gave 71 students a quiz grade. One kid didn’t hand in his ostrakon. Kept it.”

“Do you know who that student is?”

“I didn’t keep track of how individual students voted. And I’ve returned all the Blue Books so I have no way of figuring out who didn’t hand in his or her potsherd. Look, Jack, you’re asking me some very unsettling questions. Even if I still had the Blue Books I couldn’t answer your questions without knowing exactly why you’re asking. There are privacy issues here. What’s this collateral damage to yourself you’re talking about?”

Jack realized he had blundered thoughtlessly into matters he was loathe to reveal. “Sorry, forget it. I was just pursuing a hunch.”

“Then I’ll pursue my hunch. Somebody must have sent you that missing ostrakon with your name on it. Right?”

“Yeah. It’s one of several unpleasant surprises I’ve had this past week. Look, Matt, the potsherd I found in my mailbox may have had nothing to do with your class. This is a crazy world.”

“Not that crazy. If I have any information on this I feel I can share, you’ll hear 

from me.”

And so the ostrakon still loomed large in Jack’s daily routine. Between and after classes he would lift and set it down on the to do pile on his desk. Or, to give the inch-thick stack a more candid name, the I can put this off pile. Nearly every day the jagged shard provoked a reverie or speculation. He looked up the details of ancient ostracism in the Oxford Classical Dictionary and discovered some facts he hadn’t known. That Athens wasn’t the only polis to adopt the practice. That some scholars thought 6000 votes were the minimum needed for the Athenian assembly to actually send a citizen off to Sparta or Thebes or Corinth. Not quite a waste of his time, but this background didn’t help him identify his unknown ostracizer. If anything, the new facts exaggerated the mystery of his situation.

Who could have sent it? Jack’s need to canvas his possible enemies turned up dozens, maybe scores of potential tormentors. Hardly a day passed that didn’t add a name or two to the list he kept in a drawer. He tried to pull from memory names of students he’d failed, fools he hadn’t suffered, colleagues whose projects or ambitions he’d thwarted. Now that he’d come out in favor of Post-tenure review, Faculty Union fanatics like Chuck Rorsbach would be gunning for him. And for his previous sins, feminists like Simone Pelletier. Multiculturists like Jésus Fitzpatrick. 

But the worst apparitions were those without names. The five authors of the accusing evaluations, for starters. For past enemies whose names he’d forgotten he wrote on his pad, “guy from Psych whose grant proposal I helped turn down” or “male feminist I embarrassed in Faculty Senate” or even “golfer I caught cheating in the Member-Guest.” 

Then he faced the fact that whoever inscribed the ostrakon knew the Greek alphabet and knew what an ostrakon meant. That pretty much ruled out non-academic enemies. Jeez, it could be one of Matt Gould’s colleagues—except somebody put it in my box before I announced my plans for Classics last Monday.  He circled back to that unknown student in Gould’s course who hadn’t handed in an ostrakon. Electronically examining Gould’s course roster, he found no name he recognized. But it seemed too much of a coincidence that when Matt Gould used ostrakons in his course, one showed up in his mailbox, inscribed with his own name. 

The repeated exercise of letting his mind linger on every person who might want to do him mental or material harm eventually lessened his paranoia. He realized there weren’t too many people around the University who had much of a reason to hate him. Once in a while Boccone would take him portentously aside (on his joke-free days) to propose an addition to what he called the “usual suspects” list: “Kurtz is your Phantom of the Ostrakon—I saw him doodle a perfect Greek Beta during Heads’ Meeting while some guy was carrying on facetiously about ‘us gung-ho Alpha Males.’ As he jabbered on Kurtz scratched out the beta and wrote an omega.” Or “Jack, it’s probably Constantine the night janitor. He’s as Greek as you can get.” And so Jack resigned himself to never identifying his ostrakon-stalker. On good days he’d think It could be some ridiculous snafu. On bad days he lapsed back into thinking: It could be anybody. Who couldn’t it be? Themistocles never knew, after all, the names of each Athenian schmuck who voted him into exile. Neither did Aristides the Just, who once wrote his own name on a shard at an illiterate farmer’s request.









One night after a contentious Department meeting that broke up around 10 PM Pam had knocked on his door to cheer him up. Jack had said virtually nothing at the meeting. As the Department argued itself closer to dropping its requirement that Ph.D. candidates take at least one advanced lit or conversation course in a foreign tongue, Jack reacted with an almost adolescent display of disapproving body language. When Bocca pointedly asked him if he wanted to comment from a former grad director’s perspective, Jack had said, “What’s there for anybody to refute, Pierlorenzo? I heard no convincing case that our grad students should partially learn a language indispensable to their work. Suppose one of our half-educated Ph.D’s is greeted by the curator of a great European museum or manuscript collection and can’t converse in the language in which he’s petitioning to do research? It‘ll be pure brutta figura, signori. For everyone in this room.” Bocca eventually got the motion tabled for a few weeks’ reflection. But everybody knew it would eventually pass. Jack’s crowd no longer had the votes to block change.

“Why didn’t you leave the meeting if you were so uncomfortable?” Pam asked.

When Jack said he felt too listless even for that, she reached down and grabbed Jack’s hand and tugged him to his feet. “Stop thinking about that piece of junk on your desk and let me show you something interesting.” She guided him across the hall and opened the heavy squeaky door of the dark and deserted Women’s Lavatory. He felt panic. What was Pam up to? Déjà vu kicked in, and then déjà parfum as well. Acrid whiffs of bathroom disinfectant. Breathfuls of Scotch whiskey. He wasn’t sure which was real, which remembered. How did Pam know about that? Was that why she’d led him here? She flicked on the buzzing overhead fluorescent lights and pushed him toward the last stall next to a window. Just go in there and look around. What Jack saw first in the gray-painted loo was his last name printed in black magic marker with a sentence looping around it: Sign below if you think he’s a sexual predator. There were about six signatures. Jack balked at reading them all, but he saw one that read something like ‘Cindy Ballbasher’. He gave Pam a pained look and started to leave, but she pushed him back in and said ‘Close the door and look at the back of it.’ There somebody else had written, Sign here if you think Stoneycroft would be a good fuck. There were a lot more signatures—first names only—Alissa, Jennifer—two Jennifers, actually--Tanya, Carol, Marge--maybe two dozen names. Several coincided with his current students. Jack gave Pam a grim look and headed for the door.

“I’ll see you in a minute. I’ve got to pee,” said Pam. Jack glanced in the mirror as he walked past it, to see what a college woman’s idea of a good fuck looked like. But what he saw was a worried, numb-eyed reduction of himself.    

Back in his office Pam relaxed on his couch and stretched her legs while Jack shivered and muttered like a drenched dog and then with trembling hand filled two tumblers with Glenfiditch unblended malt. No question that seeing his own name bandied in the woman’s john demanded a stiff  and immediate drink. “You thought THAT was a vote of confidence?” he said. 

“Yeah, it was. Maybe not one for your resumé, but yeah,” said Pam. “Didn’t you once do an article for POPULAR CULTURE on graffiti? I thought you’d be amused.”

“My article was mostly a send-up of high theory. It was called “The Politics of Graffiti Gently Theorized.”

“Will you indulge me in a bit of theorizing about the graffiti I just showed you, Jack? How it relates to what’s happening to you?”

“Sure. Just don’t depress me any further. Johns like the one across the hall—defaced by adolescents wielding magic-markers—are real downers.”

“That’s my point. What adults are doing to you in public is just as stupid. All those anonymous accusations of sexual harassment are just graffiti, Jack. And just as risk free--for your accusers—as the garbage in that stall. Now remember your own argument in the graffiti article. You said you’d found a ‘low grade’ correlation between graffiti specific to a given historical moment and that era’s unresolved psychological conflicts. You worked this out this pretty doggedly. Using examples, as I recall, from Periclean Athens, Nero’s Rome, Stalinist Moscow, and Ed Koch’s Manhattan. So OK: people secretly scribble on available walls what they’re ashamed to say or write in public.  They find obscene ways to highlight their anxieties, their social inadequacies and jealousies. They pick on people or groups they hate. And graffiti writers  don’t obsess about lightweight attitudes they can just shrug off. It takes the heavy duty gut level stuff to get them going. For Nero’s Rome it was this new Christian religion. For Manhattan now it’s Gays and Niggers and Radical Fems. For ancient Athens it was Near Eastern merchants and Macedonian slaves with big pricks. Our own Radical Fems can’t shrug off Jack Stoneycroft so they’ve writ your sins very large on the biggest wall they can find. Don’t you see how fucking irrational this thing is? Just face it, Jack. There isn’t much to figure out. It’s all about craziness.”

“You told me something different the night you drove over to my house. You said my accusers had a point or two. Changed your mind?”

“Yeah, I have. My first reaction was to wake you up to how people saw you, and so I cut your feminist accusers a little slack and you none. Let’s say I’ve learned a bit more about the sexual preferences of one of your accusers.”

“Which one?”

“Nope. I don’t want to be sued for slander. It wouldn’t do you any good to know the nitty gritty. You’d look guilty if you got down in the gutter by accusing her of tit for tat sexual peccadili.”

When Jack said nothing Pam reached over and took his hand. “Back in the 20’s people could just kiss and that was it. Adults who liked each other could show affection without going to bed. Sara Murphy once let Scott Fitzgerald kiss her in a taxi all the way across Paris.’

“We’re not in a taxi,” said Jack.  But he kissed her gently. He could feel her body ease with relief as she started to kiss him back. Then he lifted his lips to say, “Would Charlie mind?”

“Not yet.” She smiled and moved her small lithe body over Jack’s and continued to kiss him with her knees on either side of his hips. Her skirt started to ride up. She let it ride.

When Jack stopped for breath, he said,  “I don’t think we’re back in the 20’s anymore. I think we’re hell-bent for the late 60’s.”

“I was about thirteen then and really in to kissing. Still am.”

Jack’s hands moved down her back and felt her buttocks, which were unexpectedly bare and cool. Pam was smiling. “I took them off across the hall.” 

“Why?”

“Do I have to explain everything? Jack, I really want to do this. Just accept it for a change. Don’t think. Just kiss. Let it happen.”

He did.









The Secret of the Ostrakon as he and his friends referred to it was not one he could have easily guessed or deduced. We might call its appearance pure happenstance, but that would hide the fact that chance happenings are always a product of a logical chain of events. This was the ostrakon’s:

Jack and Lin had gone on leisurely excursions around the Commonwealth to see famous places—Edith Wharton’s Berkshire mansion, Walden Pond, Concord, Bunker Hill—and to visit museums in Boston and Cambridge. One day at the Fogg they had spent a half-hour peering into the ancient glass cases full of meticulously labeled red-figured Attic pottery. Many pots had scenes from myths glazed into their curving surfaces, so you had to circle the whole pot to take the whole story in. Often a god was interacting with some mortal, and sometimes the potter had written names to identify the austere side-views of the characters--or to make sure the myth pictured would be correctly interpreted. There were huge jug-like amphorai, shallow bowl shaped kylixes, and larger kraters on display. The shapely stories would be visible to ordinary Greeks every day at mealtime, Jack said.  What do Americans have that’s comparable? Cereal boxes. Milk cartons with abducted children on them. Lin had read books on Greek mythology after noticing that Greek names came easily to Jack’s lips. When she teased Jack about his relentless grooming of her mind, he said, “I’m not Pygmalion; but maybe you are?” When Lin looked up the Pygmalion myth she was disturbed.  Eventually she would see herself as the inventor of a false Jack whose only failures were his seizures of self-doubt.

When he proved impervious to her constant and hardly playful marriage proposals, she sensed their break up was inevitable, and in her unhappiness tried to find ways to fill the gap in her life she knew Jack would leave. As a child in China during the Cultural Revolution she had lived with her mother while she worked at a pottery plant in Szechwan province. Though Lin had shunned ceramics thereafter because making pots had been a punishment for her family’s intellectualism, the wet feel of clay was in her blood. Now she went to work both in the Art Department’s studio, with its computerized kiln, and in the Student Union’s huge, friendly Craft Center where she got free clay. She experimented with shapes and glazing techniques for weeks before using red and black glazes to make a pot resembling those she’d seen in the Fogg. As a painter, she was a novice and it had taken her countless tries before she was satisfied with the male form whose black outline she’d drawn on the bottom of a medium sized kylix. If you held its two handles and drank, your face would stare into this figure’s eyes and your nose would practically touch its genitalia.  The man, or Jack as she meant it to be, was pictured looking up at the drinker, somewhat foreshortened, without glasses, hair combed back long like an Achaian warrior, his phallus hanging prominently. She had written his name in Greek letters in the empty space next to his face. She started work on the kylix to heal her loss of Jack, but ended up spending 2 1/2 months trying painfully to recreate him. In truth, the male figure didn’t really look much like Jack, even after she wrote out his name next to it. She set the kylix aside. She would try to love a different person.  Forget this man who’s been extremely happy to sleep with her but a house of stone when she spoke of marriage.  

As Jack’s candidacy for Dean had gathered momentum in early April, it dawned on Lin that Jack might have ditched her because her presence in his life would queer his chances for higher office. That finally angered her. And so, a day later she decided to wrap the kylix in a thick grocery bag and leave it for him to find in his Kaiser Hall mailbox. Let him see how much he still meant to her, the bastard.  Bastard. The crude profanity grated and embarrassed her.  She was never good at thinking like a jilted American woman.  Giving him the kylix was meant to remind Jack how much she hurt and to hurt him a little as a reminder of the devotion that might have been.  

She set out to deliver the kylix about 10:30 PM on Thursday, April 4th 1996. She would go into Kaiser Hall just before the night janitor locked up. She was unlikely to run into Jack or his colleagues that late. Only a few students would still be in the building, studying in empty classrooms.

The whole building was quiet as she approached. She went into the women’s toilet near the mailboxes on the ground floor and waited patiently for five minutes.  She killed time by brushing her hair, fixing her eye liner, refreshing her lipstick, as she had done so many times in that bathroom before knocking on Jack’s office door—then the Chair’s. She had heard no footfalls and was sure nobody was around. So she opened the door and approached the deserted History mailboxes a few feet away.  A loud gruff voice shouted right behind her. 

”Freeze, lady! Stand right there. Put that package down.”

But Lin had already dropped the kylix on the flagstone floor. A cop was about thirty feet behind her in the lobby. The thunk of the kylix shattering sent him ducking sideways into a crouch. Now he was now standing up, mildly annoyed. He had expected an explosion. When she turned on him yelling, he was absolutely unrepentant. He ordered her to move away and tell him what was in the bag. 

“A present,” she said.  

“For whom?”

“Not your business, officer.”

“It is my business, lady.  A bomb threat was called in to Security a half-hour ago. We’re searching the building. What’s in that bag? I’d appreciate your answering truthfully. Then you can pick it up and leave.”

“A drinking bowl. A broken bowl.”

“Mind if I have a look?” He picked up the bag and gingerly shook a few pieces onto the mail table. He turned over several and could make nothing of them. “Look, I’m sorry this thing broke, but all I did was tell you to stop and stand still. I didn’t tell you to drop it. I’ve got to get back to work. The main doors are locked but I’ll have the custodian let you out.”

Lin picked up the remains of her 50-woman-hour kylix and dropped each shard back into the bag.  There was one large piece with nothing but Jack’s Greek name on it. She walked over to his mailbox, into which she had put scores of adoring letters, and pushed the shard under his copy of The Chronicle of Higher Education. She couldn’t bear to keep the rest of the shattered votive gift—though for an instant she wondered if gluing it back to its rightful shape might move Jack. But nothing she’d tried before had worked. When she had cried in his presence he had been fond of quoting Hemingway about people being stronger in the broken places. “That won’t apply to me,” she had once responded. 

After Constantine let her out he went back to see what the ruckus was about.  He had watched the cop intercept her and her package smash and he wondered what the fuck was going on. He fished the paper bag out of the paper recycling bin, where the contents didn’t belong anyway, took it down to his office in the basement and poked through the pieces.  It looked like a bowl his wife might like. Maybe he’d try to glue it together next week.  But the bag sat on his shelf for months, alongside a broken coffee maker and an abandoned copy of The Second Sex, which had turned out to be a much different book than Constantine had hoped.

� Shaysville once had another name, that of a titled British general whose military brilliance had destroyed the French in 1760. But this eponymous “hero” had become an embarrassment to what connoisseurs of the Politically Correct in 1991 believed was the most righteous town in America, because he had considered perpetrating biological warfare (in the form of smallpox-infested blankets) on the Native American allies of his French enemies.  And that had made perpetuation of his name on both the famous old college and the town “an unendurable abomination.” Contemporary defenders of the General had pointed out that no such blankets had actually been distributed or even collected--perhaps he’d had some second thoughts. But their efforts were futile--as was a fierce last-ditch push to rename town and college “Emily” after the famous poet who’d lived there. By a nearly unanimous vote in Town Meeting, and by a much closer and more acrimonious vote among the College’s trustees, town and college became for a matter of a few minutes each, nameless. A 230-year-old genocidal thought had been effectively policed. But you can’t oust even a hypothetical war criminal without a resonant alternative. And in the early 90s the necessary someone--a local rebel named Daniel Shays who had taken on (unsuccessfully) the Commonwealth’s power structure of the 1780s--was rescued from relative obscurity to replace the disgraced general. “Shaysville” had a nice defiant ring to it, well-suited to a town that, as an observant author once noted, possessed a state-of-the-art school system, a tunnel for endangered salamanders, and its own foreign policy. Even the town’s low-rent districts cottoned to the change: the old cavernous pick-up bar, the Quonset Hut, was rechristened the Shays Lounge, and customers were urged to “sass-Shay” down to the new malls that had flattened the valley’s once lush and rolling meadows.








� He had quickly picked up English at a POW Camp in Alabama, and by the time his thirteen months of imprisonment ended and he was repatriated, he had soaked up contemporary American attitudes from his talkative captors, who in their turn treated him with kindness. He had also begun to absorb the primary national texts by Franklin, Madison, Jefferson, de Toqueville, Emerson, Melville and Henry Adams. His admiration of American ways survived the nuclear obliteration of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but never recaptured the unguarded enthusiasm of his first experience with his captor saviors. In 1947 he returned to the U.S. to pursue his lifetime investigation of the peculiar ingredients, if they existed, that made America different and better than other nations.  What he learned over a long scholarly pilgrimage that had taken him from a Baptist college in San Antonio, Texas, through Berkeley's History Department, a stint as a UN translator, and finally to his present tenured position, was less exemplary than that first encounter with American sailors who saved a man who minutes before had tried to kill them all. But he never lost his respect for his adopted country and his passion for its history. He compared his work to a biologist’s who studies how adaptive mutations lead a lucky species to master its competitors in an unfriendly environment, and he never confused America’s ephemeral pre-eminence with the rise of some highly adaptive species--such as killer bees. Through several volumes Kanga had also pursued the concept that political virtue itself was rarely a simple matter of sticking to one’s principles: ”Too often the possessors of over-strict principles resort to unfortunate and unproductive violence.” Kanga believed political virtue almost always required an inspired modification--even a temporary betrayal--of principle that would free a nation’s underlying good will to solve problems, heal wounds, invent life-enhancing technologies. Over the past generation Kanga had witnessed more political failure than success in his adopted land, which depressed him. For his colleagues he had become a delicate barometer of our national health. Jack could usually tell how he felt about the latest Clinton ethical waffle or Republican squeeze on the poor just by looking at Kanga’s eyes. 


 





� Kurtz seemed to be reverting to Freudian theories of wish fulfillment he had years ago called into question in the published articles he had wrung from his dissertation. Kurtz’s scholarly reputation had been made by an early, perhaps premature, effort to re-examine the scientific logic of Freud's theories. Where necessary he urged some theories be scrapped, and wherever possible he tried to reformulate Freud’s most influential, but vulnerable, core ideas on a sounder scientific basis. But Kurtz loved Freud, and still considered himself a true heir of the great man, and kept up a running epistolary battle against his enemies, turncoats such as Jeffrey Masson and Frederick Crews. Kurtz’s own unpublished (and unfinished) magnum opus was tentatively titled Re-engineering the Dream Machine.





� The pages Rachel distilled for her talk demonstrated that the Government and the Plains Indians interpreted the metaphors of family—fathers and children in particular—in dangerously incompatible ways. When the Indians accepted the Great White Father in loco parentis, their model, derived from generations of tribal experience, assumed the father would invariably act in the best interests of his offspring; to the government the operative word governing the father-son relation was obedience. From Indian Bureau stenographic records of negotiations Rachel had unearthed several poignantly humorous, but ultimately ominous exchanges. 


� Balbec had in fact acknowledged that the prairie tribes owned the land for which they were fighting. What the Dean had not read, or perhaps had not been shown, was Balbec’s forthright discussion of the moral issues involved, including ones of proper terminology. “Massacre” was the right term for what both sides did to the other, Balbec had concluded. 


� Propter hoc ergo post hoc (Latin for “Before this therefore its cause”) is shorthand for a form of argument in which one event is asserted to be the cause of a later event simply by virtue of having happened earlier. To be accused of “Post hoc reasoning” was a serious embarrassment for an academic even before the Postmodernist’s campaign against most assertions of causality. Hilary Washburn’s brave, beamish attempt to revive such reasoning placed the young historian in serious jeopardy. This paper, plus his connection with The Dartmouth Review made him academically unemployable. 


� Boccone’s gifts as joke-purveyor, ad-libber and raconteur were substantial and widely appreciated. He was particularly skilled as an introducer of both celebrities and colleagues. So tsunami-like were these over-the-top intros that many a speaker was often submerged in their wake. He had once introduced Jack by appreciating each of his five published works as if “she” were a cherished mistress; characterizing one  as Ms. Magda Opus, ”voluptuous albeit slightly neurotic,” another as “a slender, perky and refreshingly open-hearted piece of work.” His use of props was legendary. At a talk by an octogenarian Classics professor given to urge the resuscitation of “dead white male authors” Boccone had pallbearers march a coffin into the lecture hall, from which he emerged to introduce the astounded Harvard luminary. During his intro for Giles Sullivan, the local expert on the complicated erotic lives of the Tudors, he dangled a little black book, claiming it once belonged to Henry VIII, and offered to lend it to Gil “overnight.” Boccone’s telegraphed but undelivered punch line went something like, “They’d choose Derrida, of course—for whom the couple was always already pregnant.”





