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CHAPTER ONE
“There he is, the whirling dervish. Nice of you to join us.” Alice turned in her chair to look at me as I entered the kitchen. I bent down to give her a kiss, but she turned her head and I settled for a peck on the cheek. Either I had bad breath or she was not happy about something. I had remembered to use the new toothpaste so I hoped it wasn’t too serious. Goodness, I had just overslept a little. Her demeanor remained somber, unusual for a morning person like her. Still, she looked so cute in her hip-hugger jeans and frilly little top. Pretty darn good for a woman of thirty. Hard to blame her for trying to look like twenty. (I didn’t mind, although it often made me concerned about the way other men looked at her.) She glared at me over her coffee as she took a sip. Christ, what was going on? Some sort of nightmare?
“Oh sorry,” I replied sheepishly. I was beginning to get the picture. “Did I disturb you?”
“Disturb me? No, not in the least. I love dodging elbows and knees. I dreamt I competed in a Kung Fu tournament… Jet Li won.” She shook her head. “If there is the slightest hint of a rematch tonight, Tommy boy, you’ll really be in the dog house.” She took another sip, “So, what did get into you, anyway?”
“Well, I’m not sure, could have been the pork chops and sauerkraut you made last night,” I said trying to make a joke but immediately regretted it. Alice cooked only once a week, when I have a late afternoon seminar. Criticizing her cooking, even in jest, had been just plain stupid. Once again my ill-timed attempt at humor had gotten me into trouble---or in this case more trouble.
She glared at me, her coffee cup a potential guided missile.
“Just kidding, Alice,” I replied quickly, trying to recover. “Seriously, You know I love it when you pinch-hit in the kitchen. I just had a lot on my mind last night. How about pouring me a cup on that wonderful coffee you made?”
In truth, Alice makes horrible coffee. She only made it this morning because when I finally did get to sleep, I had seriously over-slept, neglecting my morning coffee making duties. I will pay for it with a cup of tepid brown water. I made a mental note to bite the bullet and buy her one of those horrible Pod coffee makers. She had seen one at her sister’s house and naturally just had to have one. As silly as they are, at least it would be an improvement for those rare occasions, like today, when she ventured into the kitchen. It might be bad at making coffee but it might be good at mending bridges.
“Get it yourself, Bruce Lee, and see if I intrude on your territory again. This is your sanctuary, remember? Anyway, we’re running late and Mindy isn’t up.” Alice headed for the stairs. I couldn’t help but notice a slight limp. Probably a blow I landed during the bout. That settled it. I had to buy that silly coffee contraption. It might well be my last chance to keep the Master Bedroom unlocked. We don’t own a doghouse.
The reason I didn’t sleep well had nothing to do with her cooking, not this time. Quite simply, although I didn’t want to admit it to her, I was panicked. I try to be honest with myself and, simply told, I was not just scared, but panicked. I have known for my entire life that I am not a brave man. Oh, I put up a front. A lot of men do, I bet. Machismo and all that. In reality, I am not a friend of pain. The only ‘Paine’ I tolerate has Thomas as a first name. I teach him in my class on American Political Thought. The pain facing me in a few hours dealt not with a rotten Monarchy but with a rotten molar.
At 1 p.m. precisely, I would come face-to-jaw with my local torturer, Dr. Digsby, for a root canal. That I trounced him on the tennis courts last week did not bode well. I should have eased up on my serve. He had not been a good loser. Now today, what a perfect chance for revenge: his options were numerous. Perhaps not enough Novocain to see if I would beg for mercy. Perhaps too much Novocain to see how long my mouth would feel like a box of cotton balls and ruin my taste buds for tonight’s dinner.
I contemplated canceling the appointment. But I already had done that twice. The last time, the good Doctor himself got on the phone and snickered “I couldn’t face the music.” I told him that was not a very professional remark, but he just chuckled. No, I couldn’t cancel again. It would give him too much pleasure. Besides my tooth had really begun to hurt last night, probably knowing it soon faced a shattering, painful demise. It would pay the price for the 6-2, 6-1 drubbing I administered to Digsby last Sunday.
Ironically, today I did have a more or less legitimate excuse. Right after my Rendezvous with Pain I had a Department meeting, scheduled at the last minute by a very harried Dean. Why would the Dean of Social Science call for a meeting of the Political Science Department? Strange. Oh well, at least the other department members, if they notice my plight at all, might take pity on me and I’d have an excuse not to say much.
Alice and Mindy popped into the kitchen to say they were leaving for school. Although I knew what her response would be, I tried anyway. “Mindy,” I said, “c’mon, take a minute and eat something.”
“Oh, I know, Dad.” She lowered her voice and wagged a finger, doing a poor imitation of me, “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” She hoisted up her heavy backpack. “Honestly, Dad I’ve been hearing that my whole life.”
“That’s because it’s true.”
“Okay, then tell me why do you spend all afternoon cooking dinner?
I shook my head, “First of all, I don’t…not every day. Besides that’s just a hobby. Listen, we’re talking nutrition and energy for the day. Plus, did you know that you can eat anything for breakfast and lunch and not gain weight? And that the French are getting fatter because they no longer…”
Alice interrupted me, “Okay, Chuck Norris, save your treatise on French eating habits for tonight. We’re going to be late.”
I looked closely at Mindy as she stood in the kitchen doorway. She was listing a bit to starboard as her shoulder took the weight of the backpack. The car keys dangled in her left hand with a look of extreme impatience matching the glare that remained on Alice’s face. What bothered me more was what she was wearing---or not wearing. I sighed as I looked at her sexy outfit. Where had my little girl gone? Wasn’t she just a little kid a few days ago? No doubt, a timeless lament of fathers throughout the ages but that didn’t make it any easier for me. I realized that lately instead of really looking at her, in my self-preoccupation, I had a frozen picture of her as a nine or ten year old.
Was I just too busy with my own stuff to really see what was going on with her? Alice had me pegged correctly; I needed to spend less time worrying about school, and then escaping with my painting and cooking, and more time with my daughter. If it wasn’t too late. As I studied her fidgeting in the doorway, I remembered that I had lost the clothes battle to Mindy about a year before. So, there she stood now, hip-hugger jeans, one size too small, with a halter-top that redefined where the midriff starts. What was that glittering in her belly button? I started to protest but quickly shut my mouth. The piercing battle had been an earlier disaster. First the ears, then down the slippery slope to…wherever. Still, it was hard to tell whether my little girl had dressed to go to Santa Rosa High or to the Tenderloin.
Needless to say, Alice had indicated more than once that I was just getting old and out of touch with the modern generation. When she wasn’t making snide comparisons to marital art movie stars, one of her more permanent nicknames for me is ‘Rip’ as in Rip Van Winkle. It often came into play when I complained about the advancing degrees of nakedness among young women that passes for fashion nowadays. Perhaps my sudden surprise at Mindy’s appearance and development was due as much to a resentment that my little Mindy was growing up, as it was to my selfish preoccupations. A mixture of both probably, life is never simple.
As they headed towards the front door, Mindy, with a smirk, reminded me that she had received her learner’s permit yesterday and that Alice, over my protests, had promised Mindy she could drive to school. As her stepmother I have always thought Alice spoiled Mindy, over compensating for the lack of a biology connection with a lack of discipline. But maybe that was just her style, how she was raised. Had I abdicated too much of my parenting duties to Alice?
I took a sip of coffee, before I remembered Alice had made it. As I dumped it into the sink, I tried not to think of Mindy negotiating the school drop-off spot, crowded by other teen-age wanna-be drivers. At least they were taking Alice’s car, a Volvo bought last year in anticipation of Mindy’s entry into the hazardous world of teen-age driving. About the safest vehicle we could get this side of a Hummer. (Now, it might be that some 41 year-old men might find the brutishness of a Hummer appealing in a mid-life crisis way, and its sheer bulk could help protect Mindy but as a Professor its image would have been rather jarring. To say nothing of the jolt the lousy gas mileage would give my wallet.)
I followed them to the front door and reminded them to buckle up, even suggesting with a chuckle that they might want to wear their bicycle helmets. Mindy turned and glared at me. I was not doing too well in the joke department today. Why is it that most people don’t think I’m as funny as I really am? Or am I really not very funny?
Alice shook head and gave me a kiss on the cheek. Ouch! The same side as my complaining tooth. I grimaced in pain. Had it been my imagination or did she kiss aim for the sore spot. She wouldn’t really do that, would she? After all, I didn’t bruise her on purpose and I was just kidding about the seatbelts.
I ground two scoops of my precious Blue Mountain Beans that I had roasted yesterday and made a new batch in the French Press. With no morning class, I headed to my study to do some work on the paper I had to deliver next month. My home office, unlike the one at school, could be considered a bit untidy. At school I had to keep up appearances, mainly for the students who came to see me. At home, I adhered to my paraphrase of Emerson, ‘A foolishly tidy study is the hobgoblin of a little mind.’ If true, I qualified as broadminded. The room I call my own is only about 10 feet square and serves a dual purpose. My computer, desk and books take up much of the space but they have to complete with the various hobbies I have had over the years. For the last two years, outside of cooking, my hobby has been painting, meaning an easel and other artistic paraphernalia scattered around. At least I use acrylics not oil; writing and turpentine don’t mix, to say nothing of what the smell would do to my coffee.
I stepped over a few unfinished canvases and cleared away some cookbooks and dirty cups in front of my computer. I needed to clarify the main thesis of my talk. Its working title was U.S.-Nato: Relations Thirty Years after the Cold War. Not a very sexy title, I admit, but then I’m not writing for Maxim.
After about ten minutes watching the blinking cursor on my computer as it kept time with the throbbing in my jaw, I gave up on the paper. Pain is not the best muse. I changed to the Bill Pay web page to try and pay off some debts. My bank account might as well share the pain. As I opened the bill page, the realization deepened that we were not making it financially. I had realized this for several months but the situation was getting desperate. Alice did not work anymore. After our marriage she proclaimed it would be unseemly for her to continue as a hairdresser.
We had met at the party of a mutual friend and hit it off immediately. She seemed impressed by my position, then an Assistant Professor, and her looks certainly impressed me. Even now on special occasions she would wear that little black cocktail dress she wore when we first met. It still fit perfectly, thanks to her various diets. When she wore it, I knew it would be a good night. I had twelve years on Alice. While not exactly a May-to-December marriage, after three years as a widower with a young daughter, I had felt the snow beginning to fall. Let’s call it July-to-November. To her credit she had become a wonderful mother to Mindy. Perhaps too good, as her lenient approach to child rearing attested to, and as each month the bills to clothing stores mounted up. Over the years she tended to act more like an older sister than a stepmother.
Now that Mindy was well into her teen-age years, things had gotten worse. Alice approved of clothes too old for Mindy and, as she hit thirty, dressing in clothes too young for her. As could be expected, Alice always made a hit at the faculty parties as the old coots in the Department looked at me with undisguised jealousy---when they weren’t looking at her.
On several occasions I had raised the possibility of her returning to work, now the Mindy was older. She could do something, anything to help out. If not, at least cut back on the spending. Unfortunately, she had an inflated idea of the status of a professor’s wife. I tried to explain to her that we were talking about my job at Santa Rosa State, a small public university, not Harvard or Yale, but it made no difference to her. Now, the second car payment really hurt, as did the decline in real estate values that precluded a second mortgage.
I took my last sips of coffee. One thing was clear. I had to switch to a cheaper variety of green coffee beans. In fact if things didn’t improve I’d soon be drinking Folgers. With a sigh I finished my cup and paid what I could and delayed what I couldn’t, a kind of fiscal tightrope walk. The pain in my head, now mental as well as physical, had become intolerable. I took two Tylenol and decided to rest for a minute.
Luckily, I had set the alarm. Caffeine seems to have no effect on me and, given my fitful night, the next thing I knew the clock startled me awake. At first I felt somewhat more refreshed but the throbbing returned before I made it to the medicine cabinet. I swallowed two more Tylenol and changed out of my rumpled clothes. Ready or not, the time had come to face the good Doctor, followed immediately by a Department meeting and then my late afternoon class on U.S. Foreign Policy. The day had started off badly. It didn’t promise to get any better.
CHAPTER TWO
“AAgh…goigh fo jurts?”
“Oh, not a bit,” Digsby replied. “Just open a little wider.”
This was my second visit to Dr. Digsby. My regular dentist had referred me to him. The other appointment had been in preparation for the day’s main event. I hoped he deserved his reputation as the best endodontist in town.
“Argeh youse surst?” I stammered.
“Of course I’m sure. I do this all the time. Well, you might feel a few slight tinges but you’ll soon be numb.” Like many dentists, Digsby proved to be a master at ‘patient speech.’ No matter how much junk they put in a victim’s mouth they still could still interpret. He chuckled when I said I wanted laughing gas instead of Novocain. “You really need to relax, Tom.”
I did not close my eyes in time and, in horror, saw him insert a giant needle---the size normally reserved for knitting---into my mouth. Three or four piercing jabs quickly followed. I knew the needle must have come through the other side of my jaw. If these were slight twinges, I was in deep trouble.
Why didn’t I floss more often?
“Let’s wait a few minutes then I can get after those yucky pulp chambers. I’ll be back in a flash.” Digsby winked at me and chuckled, “Now don’t go anywhere.” Even though he had a mask on, I could detect a smile and an eagerness in his voice that went beyond professional dedication. Did I catch him eagerly rubbing his hands together after he removed his gloves? Probably not, he is a professional after all. I tried to calm down as my jaw turned into Styrofoam. I hate the use of Novocain, or in this case Lidocaine, as he informed me, but I hate pain more. Being in a dentist chair is always a Hobson’s choice but at least it would soon be over… I tried to relax and listen to the music from the speakers in the ceiling.
I heard Tom Jones sing Keep on Smiling, followed by Nat King Cole’s Smile and then I’ll Never Smile Again by Sinatra. Digsby no doubt sending a not too subtle message: a nice smile needs good teeth. The anesthetic seemed to be working and whether it was the drugs or not, hearing these old songs reminded me of Grandma Harms.
I had just turned thirteen when Grandma Harms came to live with us after ‘Pa died. I flashed on her sitting in my father’s recliner every Wednesday and Sunday nights, which were the only nights she watched TV. Dad loaned her his chair while he worked on those model boats in his study. Mom said someone should keep Grandma company and I became her TV companion. I didn’t mind a bit. Her favorite program was the Perry Como Show. On Wednesdays, just before 8 o’clock, a little routine developed between us. She would settle in dad’s chair and ask me to turn on Perry Como. I would always reply, “What’s that Grams? Oh you mean ‘ol’ Very Comatose.” Thinking back on it, Grandma didn’t think much of my humor either but, sitting there with her sure beat doing homework and, along with her Christmas cookies, those nights are some of my fondest memories of her.
One Sunday as we watched Lawrence Welk, her other favorite show, she asked me to get her nightly glass of Port. “I’m feeling a bit poorly tonight, Tommy,” she said easing herself slowly into the chair. “Make it a nice big glass, would you, dear.” Now unlike Perry Como, I loved the Welk show. It was so over-the-top ridiculous I thought it was the funniest thing on TV. Grandma just loved the pretty costumes and the polka music. Truly a show that spanned generations, if for different reasons.
As the show ended that night I realized something was wrong, she wasn’t tapping her feet to the silly grand finale. She had a smile on her face but when I nudged her on the shoulder she did not wake up. I called my mother from the kitchen. She came in and screamed. A great deal confusion ensued, followed by flashing red lights. That was the last I saw of Grandma---and Lawrence Welk. Dad took back his chair and no one ever watched that show again.
For a long time I liked to believe Grandma was dancing the polka on the clouds and would be there to welcome Mr. Welk when his time came, not too long later. I also remember that when these men took her away on that wheeled stretcher, I could not resist finishing her glass of Port. My first taste of wine. To this day, although I don’t like sweet wines, I have a special place in my heart for Ports. Not so much for Polkas.
Digsy returned. My time to face the music.
By now my jaw had become a foreign object attached to the side of my head. A broad smile lit up his face as he put his mask back on. Surely, just a smile of reassurance… To my surprise, what followed turned out to be surprisingly pain free---noisy and messy---but not very painful. He used some sort of fancy Dremel tool on my tooth, and bits of enamel and calcium flew all over. Good thing he had on eye protection. My eyes were firmly shut but I could feel little particles assault me, a miniature hailstorm.
Next came a sensation of extreme downward pressure on my jaw. Cleaning out the canals, he informed me. More than I needed to know. As he dug away and I tried to keep my jaw from unhinging, I had an epiphany about his tennis game. During our first tennis match I barely beat him. Something like 7-5, 6-4. During our second match I noticed that while he had a good forehand his backhand simply did not exist. Exploiting that led to the unadvisable trouncing I gave him. Of course he had a good forehand! He practiced on his patients every day. Twisting. Probing. Digging.
During my first visit we talked about sports and he informed me that he had been on his high school tennis team. Since I also played at school we had decided on a friendly match. He got his nickname of “Digger”, he informed me after our first match, because his teammates liked the way he dug out the low drop shots and with a flick of the wrist returned one of his own. So he became Doug ‘Digger’ Digsby, what else? Yes, his drop shots were very good, but his nickname also certainly applied to his future career. Does a person’s name have any influence on their future? What if Hitler’s name had been Charlie Chaplin instead? Probably he would have been a ruthless dictator anyway, just with a macabre sense of humor.
Finally the pressure stopped and the dust settled. “So, Tom, I hope you’re ready for our rematch on Sunday,” his voice muffled by the mask. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve this time around.”
“Sure, Digger, I’m game,” I replied. “But will my mouth be up for it?”
“No problem, you’ll be feeling fine by Sunday and the temporary crown I’m about to put on will hold up just fine.” He patted me on the shoulder a big smile on his face as he removed the mask. “I’ll try hard not to hit you on the jaw when you’re at the net.”
None too soon the ordeal ended. I staggered to my feet, my jaw totally numb. My entire head felt triple in size, like that walking bobble head named Jack who strutted around on TV promoting Junk in the Box. Except I wasn’t smiling.
As I left the cubicle, Digsby gave me a prescription for Codeine but warned me not to fill it unless absolutely necessary, it being a narcotic after all. Some common ibuprofen should handle the pain as the anesthesia wore off. The prescription was just for an unlikely emergency. “Whatever you do don’t drink any alcohol if you do take the drug. I know you like your wine, especially red, by the tint of your teeth,” he said, as I navigated towards the door.
On the way to the University I immediately stopped by CVS and got it filled. Unlikely or not, it paid to be to be prepared. My Boy Scout training should not to be wasted, especially when it came to pain.
CHAPTER THREE
“So nice of you to join us, Professor Cummings. I presume your watch needs a new battery.” The Dean peered at me over his reading glasses. A small man, balding with a sharp nose, Dean Antonio Rossi was known around the school as either little Mussolini or Napoleon---never to his face, of course. As a mumbled an apology and quickly took my seat, I couldn’t help but wonder why short men often end up being called “a little Napoleon.” Were tall people called “another Lincoln?” Did the fact that Lincoln physically looked down on people mean he didn’t look down at them, while the short ones who looked up at people did tend to look down at them? Another one of life’s mysteries. At any rate the Dean, with his authoritarian approach to his colleagues and subordinates, did seem to be compensating for his lack of stature. Today, he seemed shorter than usual.
I looked around the table and saw a collection of very somber faces. Of the eight members of the Department, seven were present, counting myself. Oops, we were missing Dryer, the Department Chair. A feeling of unease spread over me. Perhaps he fell asleep in his office as he sometimes did in the afternoon, but I doubted it. Had something happened to him?
The Dean continued to glare at me. “As I just informed your colleagues, I have the sad duty to inform you that Professor Dryer suffered a heart attack last night. He survived but is in intensive care.” I sat there in shock as he paused, his glare sweeping the room. “I’m sure most of you, at least, will want to rustle up enough energy to visit him when he’s up for it. Beatrix has already sent flowers and has a card for all of you to sign. But now on to business…” Dean Rossi was never one to beat around the bushes.
“As you all know Dryer’s tenure as Chair of the Department ends with the finish of this semester, roughly two months from now. As I see it, your Department has several options. One: Choose a temporary Chair to complete Dryer’s term. Two: Select a new Chair to serve the full three years, or three,” he paused and removed his glasses, “let me make the decision…”
The last choice elicited murmurs of discontent from the group.
He smiled coldly and shook his head. “I didn’t think you would like that one.” But let me make this perfectly clear. You will have a new Chair by 4:30 today. In fact make it 4:15. It’s Friday and I want to get out of here. The Division starts a crucial series of budget meetings on Monday and you must be represented. Given your collective record of lassitude about administrative matters, I know this will put a strain on all of you. I advise you to get your act together. Remember, I do have the power to appoint a Chair, if need be. You do the choosing…or I will.”
He had a stony frown on his face, like an English headmaster lecturing a bunch of spoiled, unruly public school kids. He quickly put his glasses in his jacket pocket and stood up. “Okay, I will leave you to it. Given your penchant for anarchy, disguised as democracy, I should inform you that I already have a candidate in mind…if you can’t decide on one.” He headed for the door. “Good luck,” he said without looking back. He swung the door open and strutted out as only short men can do.
A stunned silence followed. Then, as if a fox had entered the chicken coop, everyone started clucking and chattering at once. Even Harper woke up and seemed to know what had been going on.
Cranston’s voice rose above the rest. “That sanctimonious son of a bitch! Giving us an ultimatum like that! Poor Dryer is probably on his deathbed and we have to jump when that little fart snaps his fingers. How dare he give us orders! I say fuck’em!” Steven Cranston was one of the remaining Old Guard in the Department, now effectively reduced from four to three. Tall and skinny, a shabbily dressed Don Quixote. He even sported a goatee like his Spanish counterpart, although his beard was stragglier and he tended to stoop, being well into his 70’s. As always, he had his wore a wool cap on. Next to him sat his jug of mysterious liquid, which he drank all day long. My best guess was that it contained green tea laced with ginseng, but I never had to courage to ask him.
The two others in the Old Guard murmured their agreement. All three had come into the Department in the early '70’s when the school first got started. Two had gotten their PhD’s from Berkeley, Cranston from Columbia. All veterans of the fight against the war in Vietnam. All were old-fashioned radicals. They had never forgiven JFK for his support of the war.
Seth Winston, one of the Berkeley grads, stopped adding up random columns of figures on his pad and looked at the group. He taught polling, surveying techniques and data analysis. A paunchy fellow with just a fringe of hair, he played Sancho Panza to Cranston’s Quixote. As in the novel, he was the more pragmatic one. He also had become their de facto leader since he could still articulate coherent thoughts. Rumor had it that he came from a wealthy Eastern family, exiled to California long ago. One version said it stemmed from his radical views, another because he had seduced---or been seduced---by the wife of Exeter’s headmaster.
He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. Finally in his low, calm voice he said, “I appreciate the sentiment, Steve, but we do need to be realistic. The Dean isn’t bluffing. He will choose if we don’t, and that would be…ah… most unfortunate.” Seth glanced at Anderson, but quickly went back to his mathematical doodling.
Cranston rubbed his chin. “Fuck, I hate to give in to that bastard but you’re probably right, Seth. We all know who he would choose…”
Across the table I thought I saw Harper, the other Berkleyite, nod in agreement, but he was just nodding off. The oldest of the group, he refused to retire or, more accurately, he retired on campus. His wife had died several years ago and this had become his home, not too different from some criminals who don’t want to leave prison. Tenure protects not only freedom of speech but also the freedom of sleep.
I sat there, stunned, not by Cranston’s outburst, that occurred frequently. It was Winston’s “most unfortunate” remark that struck me. I assumed, and I assumed everyone else assumed, that the next chair would be Ben Anderson, who had been hired a year before me. Evidently, if I correctly read the hidden meaning of Winston’s cryptic remark, my assumption about his acceptance by the others had been wrong.
Nobody, well almost nobody, wants to be Department Chair. No extra pay is involved, endless paperwork in entailed and countless meetings, such as the one the Dean referred to, being the norm. The one class a semester of release time hardly makes up for the extra work and stress. As a result the Chair simply rotates on the basis of seniority. When all the tenured faculty have done their three years, the cycle repeats. It’s so much simpler that way. No difficult decision to be made, no awkward confrontations among the group, especially now since it was split between old revolutionaries and younger realists. Cranston and Winston, going back to the early days, each had served two terms. Harper had been passed over last time for obvious, but unstated, reasons. I don’t think he even noticed.
Now, it was Anderson’s turn to come to bat for the first time. Clearly the Dean’s choice, someone solid and organized he could really work with. But evidently not the choice of the Old Guard---so much so that they were ready to awake from their sleepy stupor and do something.
I tried to read the faces of the other two department members. Had they picked up on Winston’s and Cranston’s remarks? Did the Old Guard really want a real election with all the intrigue and messiness that would involve? What did the newest members think? Martin Bilmer and Katy Newhall were our latest hires, Martin brought on board during a spurt of expansion in the late 90’s, and recently tenured. Katy had been hired this year to replace a female faculty member who had quit in disgust. As younger faculty, they were more professional and less ideological, in keeping with the modern direction of the discipline. Although about ten years older than them, I felt closer to them than to the old guys. I had voted for Hillary in 2008. I believe Marty and even Katy voted for Obama. Well, shades of grey.
As I looked at them, they remained impassive, seemingly as puzzled as I was at the turn of events. Everyone knew that Anderson stood next in line. What did moving up the change over by a few months really matter?
I had realized years ago that Anderson had no standing with the older members. He had been brought aboard reluctantly because the Department finally gave into demands for someone to teach Public Administration and Bureaucracy. For the old timers this kind of stuff did not constitute Political Science. Where is the fight? The railing against authority? The rebellion? In addition, as befitting someone specializing in public administration, his views were fairly conservative. Over the occasional beer with me he would lament the demise of the moderate wing of the Republican Party. I kept these revelations to myself lest the Old Guard knew there was an actual Republican among their ranks.
But as I sat there and thought about it, I realized it wasn’t Anderson’s centrist views that really ticked off the Old Guard but rather the threat that Anderson would actually try to impose some of his administrative strategies on the Department. Ben knew that he was the next in line and, unwisely, could not resist talking about some of his plans for us. Unlike everyone else, he looked forward to the job. New ideas such as more meetings, setting up sub-committees on this and that, accountability procedures for missed classes and increased class observations had been blowing through the corridors like a chilling wind.
That’s it! The Old Guard was shivering. Led by Winston, with Cranston and Harper no doubt in cahoots, they were ready to overthrow a time-honored Department procedure in order to protect the stale status quo. Attacking corporate capitalism and the government’s militaristic foreign policy was one thing, revolutionizing the Department quite another. Their comfortable sinecures would be threatened. No one had visited one of Harper’s classes in years. Could he even get through one while still awake? Who knew? Perhaps he conducted them like a high school study hall, silent reading being the order of the day in order to not disturb his slumber. Not a pretty thought.
My contemplation of the situation came to an abrupt end when Anderson stood up. Again, I found it hard to believe. No one stands up at these meetings unless it’s time to leave. Even then, Harper usually stayed seated until nudged.
Ben had a determined, if nervous look on his face. “I would like to make this short and sweet,” he said, looking mainly at Winston. “Everyone knows that I am next in line for the Chairmanship and everyone knows that I actually wanted it. If that’s a cardinal sin I ask your forgiveness. What you do not know is that I now am taking my name out of consideration. Consider this my Sherman declaration, if you wish. I only ask for your complete secrecy in what I am about to tell you.” He looked around the room. “Not even Dean Rossi knows that there is a strong chance that next year I will be hired by the Management Department. It is not confirmed yet, but I feel confident. They want me and I think I will be a better fit over there.”
He paused and again looked squarely at Winston. “I’m sure that not everyone here will be sad to see me go. By telling you now, we can all avoid any unpleasantness that could have arisen.” He sat down. You could hear a pin drop.
Instead Winston dropped his mechanical pencil on the table and, surprisingly, he too stood up. In his best professorial tone he calmly said, “Ahem…well goodness, this is a surprise! I…ah…would like to thank Professor Anderson for confiding in us about this serious matter.” He looked directly at Anderson and gave him a slight smile. “I know we have had our differences over the years but I have always respected you as a teacher. I wish you the best of luck. I assume several of your Management courses can be cross-listed with us so we aren’t entirely deprived of your expertise.”
Then to my horror, Winston turned to me and smiled.
Oh, Fuck!
“I’m sure I can speak for everyone here in welcoming our new Chairman, Professor Tom Cummings.”
A murmur of assent greeted me, the closest thing to a formal decision at these meetings. Even Harper joined in the tepid round of applause that followed.
I was screwed.
I knew that eventually I would have to take the job but I had hoped to put if off for three more years. As a result I hadn’t given it much thought, procrastination being the mother of indolent happiness. Now---this instant even---I had become the new Chairman of the Department. My brain and my jaw throbbed in unison.
Why did I leave the Codeine in the car?
One thing became obvious. My first duty as Department Chair would be to cancel my afternoon seminar on U.S. Foreign Policy. I wasn’t going to let my students make fun of my slurred speech and swollen jaw. The meeting over, I hurriedly scrawled a notice of cancellation and taped it to my classroom door. I doubted many students would be disappointed. The athletes in the back row still thought the Cold War had been a battle between Sudafed and Benadryl.
Despite the pain in my jaw and a tremendous headache, I decided to stop by Anderson’s office on my way out. He had become closest thing to a friend I had in the Department. His politics didn’t bother me. No one knew but I had been raised a Republican. My mother went to her grave believing FDR to be a raving socialist, that Truman should have stuck to selling hats and that Eisenhower had been one of our greatest Presidents. To be sure, given some of those that followed him, they were not too off base…
“Got a Second?” I asked Anderson as I poked my head into his office.
“Oh… Hi, Tom. Sure, come on in.” He turned away from his computer screen that had some sort of spreadsheet displayed and gestured to the chair adjacent to his desk, “Have a seat.”
As always his office exuded cleanliness and order. I sat down noticing the way his pencils were neatly arranged in a row from longest to shortest, little soldiers ready for battle. I tried to study his face to judge his mood. “I just wanted to make sure you knew that not everyone would be happy to see you leave the Department. In fact, we could still have pushed the issue and at least gotten a tie vote---maybe more, if Dryer doesn’t…”
“No Tom, that isn’t it. I really do want to leave.” He looked me squarely in the eyes. “Frankly, the Department is hopeless. That’s why Connie left last year. At first I thought I could turn it around, but it would be like herding a bunch of cats---no make that herding a bunch of snails. I just don’t have the stomach for it and I wouldn’t have the mandate to do anything.” He paused and gave me a timid smile, “plus, don’t forget I am being promoted.”
I looked puzzled. He had been made a full professor last year.
“The Business Department is on the Third floor, remember? And we’re down here…oh, sorry, just my little joke.”
I never had been too impressed with the sense of humor displayed by MPA’s, but then I hadn’t been doing too well lately. I produced a chuckle that I hoped sounded sincere, “Yes, I see… Well, anyway I’m going to miss your voice of sanity around here.”
He grinned. “This old building does have stairs---even an elevator I’ve been told. Don’t be a stranger. In fact let’s make a habit of going out for a beer once and a while.” A serious demeanor replaced his smile. “Now, it’s going to be your job to whip this Department into shape. You’ll have the backing I couldn’t have. In the next three years most of those old coots will have to retire or, in Harper’s case, be carried out feet first. You’ll have a great opportunity to build a Department the school can be proud of, rather than a laughing stock. You’ve got a good start with Katy and Marty. Through blind luck and a little help from you and me, the old coots hired some solid people.” He straightened a pencil that I accidentally knocked out of alignment. “It surprised me, they got hired, being gay and all. For all their old fashioned radicalness, the Old Guard is a pretty homophobic bunch, especially Cranston.
“I doubt if they even have a clue,” I answered. Wow, it surprised me, too. I knew about Marty, but Katy came as news to me. She did dress rather plainly now that I thought about it. I guess that’s good when gender orientation doesn’t make my radar.
Somehow Ben’s pep talk and enthusiasm didn’t rub off on me. I never envisaged myself as a leader. Well, maybe the times do make the man… Trying not to sound too desperate, I said, “I just hope I can come to you for advice when I need it.”
“Not only can you, I hope I can count on it.” His smile returned. “So, tell me, how is your tooth anyway?”
“Oh you noticed? Thanks for asking. To be honest it hurts like the devil and my lips are still numb.”
“I bet everyone else at the meeting just thought you were ‘keeping up a stiff upper lip, and all that.’ You did look very stoic when you got the sudden appointment.”
“Yeah, and now that I think about it, you do owe me a couple of beers. Your jumping ship and leaving me holding the bag---not a nice thing to do, you rat.”
Ben chuckled, not at all sympathetic to my plight. “Don’t mix your metaphors, Tom. Anyway, everyone gains, me, the Department and you’ll rise to the occasion and be better for it, just wait and see.”
Right, I thought, I just wish I could wait another three years to be better.
CHAPTER FOUR
With his promise to buy me a beer, I left Anderson and made a beeline for my car. I only stopped to grab a Diet Coke from the machine to wash down three codeine pills, my mouth throbbing way beyond Advil. As I drove the ten miles to Santa Rosa, I could feel the drug taking effect.
After such a horrendous day, our home in Shady View Ranch beckoned me like an oasis. I didn’t even mind for once that whoever named the sub-division had a warped sense of humor. The trees were tiny---not much Shade. The View consisted of other houses cheek to jowl. And I would be hard pressed to call a 7,000sq.ft. lot a Ranch---unless you raised guinea pigs. Per the norm in modern California, the house was too big for the lot. Probably too big for us and certainly too big of a mortgage. At least we had a corner lot so we had been able to squeeze in a swimming pool, one rarely used, except as a tanning venue for Alice and Mindy.
Alice and I bought it three years ago when she decided she wanted a baby of her own. The four bedrooms would allow me to have the extra as a study. Unfortunately, so far the stork had missed both our chimneys. Not that I wasn’t trying hard, especially when she wore my favorite dress. Rumbles of my “getting tested” had begun enter her conversation, although I assured her that Mindy had been my kid.
Almost certainly.
I couldn’t complain too much, except for the mortgage we couldn’t afford. I had my study and, more importantly, I had my kitchen. We bought the house before it had been finished and I had been able to customize my sanctuary. It had a lot of counter space since I tend to require a lot of room when I’m cooking. After much debate I topped the counters with Corian, not granite, a difficult choice, but I liked the seamless effect and the recessed sink that Corian allowed. The appliances were all stainless steel like a professional kitchen. When no one was home I sometimes donned a chef’s jacket and toque. (A little kinky perhaps but harmless. Someday when I am more secure with my inner-self, I will come out of the pantry.) A double oven and a Kitchen Aid six-burner range topped off the kitchen. There were certainly more expensive ranges out there, such as Wolfe and Viking, but mine had plenty of firepower and I liked the smooth enamel top for easy cleaning. Alice would be the first to tell you I am a rather messy cook, but how can you make an omelet without breaking the eggs?
As I pulled into the driveway I noticed the absence of the Volvo. Not unusual, because Alice is often gone in the afternoon. Where to was anybody’s guess. I yelled upstairs to see if Mindy had made it home. No response. Again, no surprise, since the house did not vibrate to the noise she called music. (Will kids today be able to hear when they get older? It’s true the Grateful Dead in my day were not exactly playing lullabies and I hear pretty well, despite Alice’s occasional complaints. But every husband knows the difference between hearing and listening. Women tend to talk and not always hear, Men, the silent ones, hear but don’t always listen.)
I threw my briefcase down next to the stairs and collapsed on the sofa. My head continued to throb, but now at least it felt like it came from a far away place. Good, tomorrow maybe it will be in Hawaii. That gave me an idea. No, not Hawaii, I hate those frilly drinks, but how about Alsace? I had a nice little riesling in the fridge, a frou-frou wine, but just right for my recovery. It was Alice’s favorite but she wouldn’t miss just a glass. I’ll serve the rest with the nice soft soufflé that I’d planned for dinner in anticipation of my tender jaw.
I pushed myself up and got the bottle. As I opened it, even the sound of the cork seemed to ease my pain. I started to take a sip when I remembered that Digsby said no alcohol. But, surely a little wine didn’t count. I looked at the label, only 12%. Heck, that’s nothing. Even orange juice had some alcohol. I took the bottle and relaxed on the sofa. The wine was fruity as I knew it would be and somewhat sweet, but it had a sharper finish than I remembered. Not bad at all... Just a bit more before I get started on dinner.
The second glass proved more seductive than the first. I had never realized before the nuances in this wine. I must remember to compliment Alice on her palate. It’s not right to get too snooty about only drinking mainly reds. With the third glass I decided to relax and recline on the sofa. Had Alice ever seen the intricate patterns on the ceiling? Quite artistic. I wonder if the guy sells his work at any local gallery. Minimalist but nice.
********
“Tom wake up. What happened?”
I opened my eyes, which I didn’t realize had been closed. There stood Alice and her twin trying to pull me up. I tried to think, what was the twin’s name? I blinked, trying to focus. No, no, I was quite sure Alice did not have a twin.
I smiled weakly, “Hi, honey, I must have dozed off for a minute. How are you?”
Alice looked at me and looked at the empty bottle, “The question is, Tom, how are you?”
“Sorry, Honey. I only took a glass, the bottle must have spilled.” I looked around for the evidence.
“You’re right, Tom. It spilled…down your throat.” She studied the label. “What’s going on? You hate Riesling.”
She must be right. Evidently I drank the whole bottle, not that I could remember. “I’m so sorry. There’s some more in the wine fridge. I’ll go out and get it.”
She put her hand on my shoulder. “Stay there, Bacchus. I don’t think you’re in any shape to get up. So ‘fess up. I don’t care about the wine, just tell me what is going on.”
I tried to collect my thoughts, which were scampering around my brain like mice in a maze. Where to begin? I took a deep breath, which aggravated my outraged tooth. I winced and plunged on. “Dear Alice,” I said as I pulled her down next to me. “This has been the worst day of my life… Not counting when my mother died and then, of course, Fluffy when I was ten…”
“Tom, you’re rambling. Please focus, and tell me what the hell is going on?” She looked at me and got up. “Tell you what, I’ll go and make you some coffee.”
Christ, given my hectic day I had forgotten to buy that stupid Pod machine! Despite her failed attempt this morning, I needed caffeine. “Thanks Alice dear, I love your coffee but let’s consider this more like medicine. Could you put in twice the amount of beans…I really need a jolt.”
She shrugged her shoulders and left. Being strung-out did have its rewards. As to be expected, I had drifted off again by the time she returned.
Alice, minus her twin, pulled me up again and placed a steaming cup in my hand. It actually smelled like coffee. I took a big gulp… and promptly spit it out, just missing Alice. It had burned my mouth something fierce. Did Digsby say something about no hot liquids? I probably melted off my temporary crown. My tongue (and yes I could almost feel it!) indicated that the temporary filling remained intact. Relieved, I blew on the coffee and took a tiny sip, keeping it on the other side of my mouth. Alice sat down on the sofa beside me, waiting.
“Okay, let’s see,” I said, hoping that by just starting to talk I could explain. “This has been a horrible day.”
“You’ve already said that.”
“Please, Alice I’m trying. I drank the wine to help ease the pain. Remember, I had my root canal today…”
“Oh, of course, I forgot! Oh, you poor dear. How are you?” She stroked back my hair and kissed me on the forehead.
My macho shield automatically sprang into place. “Oh, it wasn’t really bad at all,” I lied. “Hardly felt a thing but I just wanted a glass of wine before I started on dinner. I must have dozed off for a second.” I looked at my watch in horror. It was 8:00 pm and I had been asleep for four hours. “I guess I shouldn’t have drunk the wine with the codeine Digsby prescribed for me.”
She grasped my shoulders. “You mixed alcohol with codeine! Are you crazy?”
“I didn’t think a little glass would hurt.”
“So who drank the rest?”
“Well,” I responded sheepishly, “I guess I did. You see something else happened today and it was quite a horrible blow, too. A different kind, but a real shock.” I paused and took another sip. “You see, I have been elected---rather, appointed as the new Chair.”
“Say what?”
“I said I have been selected as the new Chairman of the Political Science Department. I think that’s why I overdid the wine. Again I’m…”
“Oh my god!” Alice screamed. She jumped up and yanked me to my feet, the almost empty cup falling on the carpet. “I am so proud of you. Chairman! Just think! That’s so fantastic!”
She gave me a big kiss; luckily full on the mouth not the cheek. Interestingly, I could sort of feel that too, like kissing through a fuzzy towel.
“Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Now I understand the wine. You naughty boy, you were celebrating without me. That’s okay, I forgive you.” She kissed me again. Abruptly she pulled her face back and squeezed my shoulders. “But wait a second, you said this was a ‘horrible day.’ I know the root canal could not have been fun, but my goodness, being elected the new Chair. That must have made your day!”
It sure did, I thought, but not the way Alice believed.
“Alice, really it’s no big deal. There’s no extra money and a lot more work and…”
“ Oh, I’m sure you can handle it. Wait until I call my sister. She’s going to be so jealous! Art, her pompous husband, is still just a junior partner in that silly law firm. After all these years, he’s just a junior partner can you imagine? And now look at you. Chairman! I can’t believe it! I think I’m going to call her right now… No wait it’s getting late, let’s go out and celebrate. I’ll call her tomorrow.”
“Alice, I’m pretty tired… It’s been a long day.”
“Oh nonsense, c’mon go get dressed.” She winked at me. “I’ll put on your favorite dress.”
For a fleeting second the offer sounded tempting, but just for a second. “No, really Alice, let’s do it tomorrow.” I took her hand, “I’ll be in much better shape to appreciate your dress tomorrow, if you know what I mean.”
“Oh you poor dear, you must be exhausted. That’s fine. I’ll go call La Petite Auberge for tomorrow night and get them to reserve the table where you proposed to me. This is so exciting! I’m going to wet my pants. In fact,” she looked at me shyly, “I’m excited already. I just know it’s going to happen tomorrow night.”
The ‘it’ Alice referring to was a successful pregnancy. (My God, but men and women must indeed be from different planets. My so-called ‘promotion’ is aphrodisiac for her and a real downer for me.)
She headed for the phone, but suddenly turned, her face aglow. “This means you’ll get a new office, a big one with windows, right?”
I had never thought about it. Christ, now I’ll have to move, what a pain. “Yes, dear I will get the Chairman’s office.’
“And you’ll have your own secretary? Art has to share his.”
The thought of being next door to Beatrix, the most famous busybody secretary in the school caused more pain. “Well, not exactly, but she will report mainly to me,” I said with poorly disguised dread.
“And you’ll get new business cards that say ‘Chairman, Department of Political Science?’”
“Yes dear, I guess so.”
“Oh good, get lots and lots of them, I need to show them around. Do you think you can get them with gold lettering?”
“I’ll do my best, dear.”
She scampered off to make the call. I sat back down and put my head in my hands.
What a day…
She returned a few minutes later and sat down. “Okay it’s all set. Now you just relax” she said, “and I’ll cook a nice dinner for you,”
Would this horror never end?..
The thought of Alice bumbling around in my kitchen set off a new wave of pain. “No, really Alice I’m not hungry and my jaw still hurts.”
A strange thought crossed my mind. My first wife couldn’t cook, Alice certainly can’t cook, all the girls in college I dated more than once couldn’t cook. I wonder if Freud covered this? Or perhaps Darwin and the survival instinct. Dominant men ensure their success by doing their own cooking...? Problem is, I certainly didn’t feel very dominant. I had been pushed around today like a wet mop.
Alice stood up. “Well, you’ve got to eat something. I need my handsome Chairman big and strong for tomorrow, I’ll just make you a sandwich, okay?”
“You couldn’t do that,” I replied hastily.
“What do you mean?” She glared at me. “You don’t think I can even make a sandwich?”
I tried to recover. “I mean… I couldn’t have you do that for me.”
“Oh, sure I could,” she bent over and kissed my forehead again, “Nothing’s too good for my new Chairman. Oh, by the way, there is a message on the phone for you. A Dr. Shaper, or something like that. He said to check your voice mail on your cell phone. I’ll be right back with the sandwich. Don’t fall asleep.”
I grimaced, suddenly wide-awake. I had completely forgotten about Dr. Shafter. The results of my blood test must be back. Certainly I’m entitled to one bit of good news today. I don’t beat my wife or kid. I wouldn’t kick my dog if I had one.
But it was not to be.
The doctor’s message talked about some sort of anomaly in my blood tests. Nothing serious he said, but further tests were needed. Not to worry, but they needed to be done soon, that’s why he left the two messages. Then came the blow. 'I have scheduled you for a colonoscopy at 8.00 am. on Monday. You should be done well before you need to go to the University.'
I moaned. Is there no God in Heaven? First one end … now the other.
'I have faxed a prescription for Biscodyl over to the CVS Pharmacy. Just follow the instructions, starting on Sunday. I’m counting on seeing you bright and early Monday. Have a good weekend.'
I nervously tried to slam down the phone but missed the cradle. I tried again with both hands and had more success. ‘Have a good weekend?’ Oh sure...and how did you enjoy the play Mrs. Lincoln?
First, my poor mouth, then, my dreaded ‘promotion’ and now this! Someone once said that disasters come in threes. Maybe so but, looking at the sandwich Alice placed in front of me, I know they never ate one of my wife’s sandwiches…
CHAPTER FIVE
“Now isn’t this just too romantic?” Alice looked around the room as she took a sip from her wine glass. The dress still fit and she drew admiring glances when we entered. I had ordered an Alsatian riesling to make up for the one I gulped down the night before. We hadn’t eaten at the Auberge since our engagement but, except for the prices, the place hadn’t changed. The whole room flickered darkly, lit mainly by candles, the mahogany walls and heavy upholstered chairs creating a formal, foreboding atmosphere. No one would be watching Monday Night Football in here, but if the restaurant ever failed, it would make a great mortuary.
As I perused the menu for the third time, trying to make up my mind on what to order, I took another sip of the overly sweet wine. Did I really like it yesterday? I tried to relax and find something I really wanted to eat without worrying about the ridiculous prices. This was Alice’s night and I was determined to enjoy it even if my wallet didn’t.
Clearly the menu indicated no modern Bistro cooking here. It announced heavy sauces, oozing butter. If you are into Canard à la orange, Tripes à la mode de Caen or tournados à la Rossini, this is the place to go---if you have the stomach and the wallet for it. Everything is à la carte, no prix fixe here. As with our last visit, the wine list remained woefully light on California wines, a bit of chauvinism from the owner. After 30 years in the U.S., Monsieur Claude Du Foret still spoke with a heavy French accent. Rumor has it that he had been born in Quebec, not Lyon. I could care less.
He had greeted us personally at the door and kissed Alice on both cheeks as if she were some long lost relative. I retreated a few steps in case he had designs on me as well. We followed him as he pranced through the room, smiling at the other dinners and patting a few on the back. The excursion led us to a small alcove with a table for two. Alice had a good memory. I do believe it was the one where I had proposed. With a sweeping gesture he introduced us to the table. I almost expected it to curtsy in return. He pulled back Alice’s chair and with a snap and flourish draped her lap with a large linen napkin. I found his act remarkable pretentious and silly, à la Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Alice loved it.
She ordered Sole Almondine. Alice rarely ate red meat and seemed continually on a diet, much to my chagrin. I did appreciate her slim figure but I just wished she would appreciate my cooking as well. I finally settled on the Blanquette d’Agneau à l’Ancienne. With its velouté sauce of egg yokes and cream there was no way I could get away serving that at home. Alice would lose weight just running from the table.
Some riesling remained. Good. She could have that with the fish. I ordered a bottle of Moulin à Vent since there were no decent California Pinots on the list. Alice started to complain that I shouldn’t drink too much since on Monday I had to have “that procedure” as she called it. Actually I think she wanted to make sure everything went according to plan after the dress went back into the closet. I told her not to worry that tomorrow was another day and that we should ‘eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we…diet.’ Which would be true for both of us. A jar of horrible pink liquid waited for me in the bathroom. I was to be purged, as thoroughly as if my name were Trotsky.
She interrupted my misquoting of the Bible and took my hand across the small table. “I know you are worried about tomorrow. You’re such a little boy when it comes to pain, but I’ve heard that the process is not that bad. I’m sure I can get permission to be in the room while they do it.” She looked at me sincerely. “I know when our baby is born I want you in the room. Now, I should stand by my man.”
Oh swell, I thought, just what I need, having Alice stand by her man while he was being attacked from the rear, his insides, displayed for all to see on a HDTV screen. I squeezed her hand. “That’s very kind of you, Alice, and I appreciate the offer. I will certainly be there for you when the time comes.” Damn, there’s something else I have to worry about---the delivery room. I have a weak stomach. “But I think I would rather face up to it, so to speak, on my own. In fact, Alice, I was going to mention this later, but now seems the right time. Could you and Mindy go visit you sister Brenda tomorrow? The preparation for ‘the procedure’ is a little…you know…embarrassing.”
“If that’s what my little sweetheart wants, that’s what I’ll do. Mindy, though, has some plans with a few of her friends and she’ll be gone most of the day. That’ll give Brenda and I a chance to talk about our new baby. Despite the efforts of her uptight husband, she has done a good job raising the twins.” She winked at me, “They do run in our family you know.”
Poor Alice is really counting on getting pregnant and if she does, we have a good chance of having twins. Forget ‘Double the Pleasure’ it would be double the expense. Oh well, just go with the flow, I thought to myself, thinking of tomorrow’s nightmare.
With that, our first course arrived. I had decided to pull out all the stops---they certainly would be tomorrow---and treat myself. Alice wrinkled up her noise as my appetizer of bubbling, garlicky snails was placed before me. By the time the meal was done, I would have consumed about a pound of butter. At this point, who cares? The condemned man ate a hearty meal. One advantage to an old-fashioned restaurant like this being that they still used real snail shells not those silly ceramic plates. It’s bad enough that most French bistros in California don’t even offer snails but when they do they come in a dish that looks like it should be used to hold watercolors. By God, they were delicious! The chef, to his credit, was not afraid to use plenty of garlic and parsley and the freshness of unsalted butter brought the dish together.
Alice chose a simple garden salad with vinaigrette dressing, ruining her palette for the rest of her wine, but I was in no mood to discuss the finer points of wine appreciation with her. Not tonight. She could pour chocolate sauce in her wine if she wanted to, it was her night---although I must admit, despite my misgivings, I began to appreciate this stroll though French culinary history.
The main courses did not break tradition. Her Sole swam happily in a pond of butter with lightly toasted slivers of Almonds floating on top. That the chef did not bread the fish before sautéing impressed me. The chef, probably 70 years old, did know what he was doing. Even Alice seemed to be getting into the culinary swing of things and did not complain about the copious use of butter. Occasionally she would dip a bit of French bread into the sauce. No doubt about it, she was celebrating tonight.
My lamb came just as I pictured it. Nowadays, except for lamb shanks, the meat is usually either roasted or sautéed quickly over high heat, the methods I most often use. Here, the tender bits of lamb had been slowly braised to perfection. The combination of cream and egg yokes creating a light velvetiness that produced the smoothest velouté sauce I had tasted since my last trip to Paris twenty years ago. The lamb came accompanied by tiny new potatoes boiled to perfection with just the right amount of firmness and, what else, rolled in butter, finished with a sprinkle of parsley. Monsieur Du Foret may be a buffoon, but Escoffier himself had probably trained his chef.
I’m afraid I did not make a very good dinner companion, engrossed as I was in this culinary time-travel. My comments, when they weren’t directed at the food, were simply nods of the head and mumbled 'yes, dears' in response to Alice. She didn’t seem to mind as she talked… and talked. I don’t think I had ever seen her so excited. She rambled on about 'my wonderful promotion,' 'how soon would my cards be ready?' 'When could see come to see my new office?' But mostly she talked about the as yet unconceived baby. 'If it turned out to be a girl, what should we call it? If it’s a boy?'
With my luck, I thought, we probably could use both names.
The waiter cleared away our plates. I noticed that they had been wiped totally clean, the bread basket had given its all in the name of gluttony. No scraping needed by the dishwasher. When the waiter presented us with the desert menu my eyes settled on the Pavé du Chocolate, the ‘chocolate paving stone’ so famous in 1950’s French cooking. Simply made, with butter, cream, eggs, sugar and bittersweet chocolate, all baked into a gooey, dense flourless kind of cake. To my knowledge it took the title as the heaviest, densest chocolate desert ever created. It makes things Like ‘Chocolate Overload’ and ‘Death by Chocolate’ seem like ‘Chocolate Junk-It.’ Just what I needed to finish off my little repast.
Alice just ordered a cup of coffee.
Just as I took my first bite, Alice looked at her watch in alarm. “Oh, my God! I’ve got to take my temperature!” she said, jumping up.
“Alice what’s throng? Aren’t youf feeling thwell?” I asked sounding like Tweety Bird, the desert sticking to the roof of my mouth.
“No, silly, I think the next few hours might just be perfect.” She smiled, as she took started to remove a thermometer from her purse. “You know…to start down the path to parenthood.”
We had been starting down this path, unsuccessfully for about four years. Yet for some reason, I too felt we might be blazing a new trail tonight. I called for the check and wolfed down the rest of my desert and tried to clear my mouth with the rest of the red wine. Not a bad combination. I burped discreetly and I swallowed the rest of her coffee.
I had a feeling a long night awaited me. I hoped I’d be up to the challenge.
CHAPTER SIX
Monday morning, 10:00 am, could not come fast enough. After dinner on Saturday, our romantic interlude had taken place in a hazy fog. I remember Alice slowly taking off the dress and hanging it carefully in the closet. Next, and quite unusual for her, she came to bed completely naked---except for the thermometer in her mouth. No nightgown tonight, afraid perhaps I would fall asleep before we got down to business. I was able to forget the somewhat clinical nature of our rendezvous and, not to put too fine a point on it, I do believe I held up my end pretty well. Only time would tell whether our joint efforts were successful…
As anticipated, Sunday was in its own way even worse than Friday. Perhaps it was fitting that I face my new job as Chairman by being completely purged, voided and wrung out to dry. I swilled down the awful tasting pink liquid until I could drink no more. Then, after a trip to the bathroom I drank some more. At least Alice and Mindy had departed the scene, allowing me to suffer this degradation in privacy. I kept telling myself that everyone said this was the worst part of the procedure. Naturally, I had cancelled the tennis match with Digsby. Being more than ten feet away from a toilet did not seem practical.
Now, as I headed away from the doctor’s office toward the University, I was happy to say that the veterans of this outrage were correct. I knew that I would be more or less awake the whole time. This had not filled me with joy. But other than the embarrassment involved in having pretty young nurses fool around with posterior parts of my anatomy that I had never even seen and Doctor Shafter insert a probe that seemed long enough to reach my ears, it was a piece of cake. I did not look at the monitor. Highly recommended advice. If I wanted to be a M.D. rather than a PhD, I’d have gone to a different school. Given my weak stomach that had never been an option despite my mother’s urging.
That offensive intrusion completed, I hurried off to school. I had an 11:00 class and needed to do some final preparations. My intentions to work on it yesterday went down the toilet, so to speak. I just had my key in the office door when Dean Rossi rushed up to me. “Oh, I’m glad I caught you, Professor Cummings. We need to talk. Anyway, this isn’t your office any more. I took the liberty of having all your stuff moved to the Chairman’s office.” He looked up at me, daring me to complain. “I knew you wouldn’t mind. Come along to my office.” I protested that I had an 11:00 I had to get ready for. He looked at me and shook his head as if I had failed some sort of test. “I’m afraid not Tom, I’ve already posted a cancellation notice on the class door. I’m disappointed that you have forgotten the chair’s meeting at 11:00. Not a good start. No, not at all.” He trotted down the hall to his office with me in tow.
“So, Tom,” the Dean said as he settled into the chair behind his desk. “Let me be perfectly honest with you. …God, don’t just stand there man, have a seat.”
I quickly sat down, an obedient little lap dog.
“You probably figured out,” he said, his elbows barely making the top of this desk, “that I had hoped that the rag-tag bunch of anarchists you call a Department would come to their senses and pick Anderson to be the new Chair. He’s one of the few bright spots in your Department. But predictably they didn’t.”
Evidently Rossi was still in the dark about Anderson probable defection to Management. I wasn’t going to spill the beans.
“So now,” he said, “I’m stuck with you. Well, it could be worse, I suppose. If they gave it to Winston one more time there would be blood in the corridors.”
Given the Dean’s militant nature he might not be kidding.
“You’re a strange one, Cummings. You’re quiet and keep to yourself. Mainly, you don’t make waves. I like that. I’ve looked at your file this morning and you’ve gotten good peer evaluations from the buffoons in your Department. That, of course, means diddlysquat. Everybody covers everybody’s ass around here, especially in your Department. Even Harper got a good evaluation. However, your student evaluations are good as well, which is impressive since you are not an overly generous grader, unlike everybody else around here. All in all, I’m willing to take a chance on you. I could appoint Anderson but that would just get those old fuddy-duddy retards in a tizzy. I think…no…I know, we can work together, as long as you realize you serve at my pleasure.”
Should the lap dog wait for the command to speak?
I took a deep breath, “Thank you for your vote of confidence Dean. I will try…”
“Oops, Don’t get carried away Cummings I wouldn’t exactly call this a vote of confidence. I’m just making do with what I’ve got. Mess it up and you’ll be in deep doo-doo. Don’t let your tenure fool you, it might be hard to fire you but there are other ways of making your life miserable, if you get my drift.”
Well, it’s great to have the enthusiastic backing of the Administration.
“Your main job is a very simple one,” he continued. “I want a thorough house-cleaning. The deadwood has got to go. I don’t care how you do it. Now, it seems like Dryer won’t be back, so start on the other three.” He looked at me and smiled, a new thought striking him. “Just consider yourself my personal janitor. A clean sweep, do you hear? By this time next year they must all be gone. In fact, I want Harper out by the end of this semester. I know his wife died three years ago and I’ve tried to protect him. But enough is enough. If I have to, I will start proceedings to have him terminated for cause. You know what that means…no pension.” He smiled coldly as his eyes bored into me. He was clearly enjoying himself. “I have no choice. What a disgrace if the accreditation team were to visit one of his classes. God help me, Slumber 101? No way.” He thrust his head forward and glared at me. “I trust we are on the same page here, Professor Cummings.”
Was it the time to roll over?
I slunk out of the office, tail between my legs. Why can’t I be more assertive? I shouldn’t have let that twerp push me around. He originally had been a History professor and I bet he goes to bed figuring out how he could have won the battle of Waterloo… But Alice was so happy with my so-called promotion. I had to give it a try.
I made sure no one was looking as I left the Dean’s Office, consorting with the enemy would not go over well with the Old Guard. I felt queasy both from the ordeal and from my meeting with Napoleon. It was hard to tell which was worse, verbal abuse or anal abuse. Certainly my stomach, hence my waistline, had been on a roller coaster the last few days. A lot in, a lot out. I paused and cinched my belt in a notch. The procedure had been a radical way to lose weight but it sure did work. If only there could be some way to neutralize the Dean, I’d feel a lot better.
Halfway down the hall I heard Beatrix berating someone, a student no doubt. I wondered what terrible fate awaited him. She operates the Department’s reception area more like a bureau of inquisitions. Not exactly student friendly. Beatrix Scovill had been installed as Department secretary long before I came on board and no doubt would be there along after my departure. A stout women with steel grey hair, she could be anywhere from fifty to seventy. Except for about an extra ten pounds, her appearance hasn’t changed much during the years I have known her. I bet she could benefit from a colonoscopy.
I approached Beatrix’s desk with a new resolve. My new office was next to the reception area where she held court. I would be her new boss. After all, I would be writing her evaluations and approving her vacations. Time for a new beginning.
“Let me repeat once more.” Beatrix looked sternly at the young man in front of her desk. “I’ll say it slowly this time. You missed the deadline to drop the class. It’s as simple as that.”
“But class was cancelled on Friday and I couldn’t get his signature. Doesn’t that count for something?”
“Not in my book. Listen young man, this school runs on rules and procedures. Once we monkey with them the whole place begins to fall apart. Now suck it up and finish the class or take an ‘F.’ I really don’t care.”
The kid’s head drooped as he started to walk away. As I got closer I recognized him. He took my U.S. Foreign Policy Class, the one I cancelled on Friday. I racked my brain. What was his name? (I’m afraid to admit but it sometimes takes me all semester to learn the names of my students.) Let’s see…John…Palmer …no…Plummer, John Plummer, that’s it. Okay, time for my first act as Chairman.
“Hello, Beatrix and Hi there, John, How’s it going?” I said to them cheerfully.
Beatrix just stared at me with a frown on her face, as if she knew what was coming.
“Oh, hello, Professor. To tell you the truth, it’s not going too well. I had hoped that Miss Scovill could sign your name to this drop card since you missed class on Friday.”
“Oh, I’m sorry you have to drop my class. You seemed to be enjoying it.”
“Yes, sir it’s one of my favorites but I need to get a job.”
“Of course, I understand, here give me the card and I’ll sign it right now.”
“Oh no you won’t, Professor Cummings.” Beatrix tried to snatch the card from the John’s hand but missed. “Oh, what the heck, I don’t care, sign it if you want, but it won’t do any good, the registrar’s deadline ended Friday at 4:30.” She smiled at us smugly.
This was not the first drop card I had signed in my career. On the bottom where it had a space for comments. I wrote ‘I had to cancel my Friday class and was unable to sign the drop on time. He is doing passing work. Please process his request. Professor Cummings.'… and just for fun I added, 'Chairman, Dept. of Political Science'. I handed the card to him. “There you go John. I’m sure they will accept it. I hope to see you next semester.”
“Thank you so much, Professor. Because of you I’m thinking of majoring in Political Science. By the way I will be working at Best Buy.” He looked me in the eyes for the first time. Now on his turf. “If you need a new cell phone, I can get you a good price. Last week, I couldn’t help but notice that the one you have is an antique.”
Probably true, I thought, I bought it six months ago.
“The new model of iPhone is pretty cool,” he continued.
“Thanks for the offer, John. I’m a bit technologically challenged, but my daughter has been pestering me to get one of those. So we’ll see.”
John happily sped off to the registrar’s office. I could feel two beady eyes boring into me as I turned back to Beatrix. Her face looked like a boiled Maine lobster.
“You really should not have done that,” she sputtered, trying to control herself. “It was totally inappropriate. Once we start bending the rules, all hell will break loose. As the new Chair you may not realize that I’m the one who keeps this crazy department running. Those over-age hippies down the hall realized long ago that any administrative task was beyond them. They wouldn’t know the difference between a requisition form and a book review.” Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Most times I simply forge their signatures. I trust we will have the same relationship.”
“Don’t worry Beatrix, I’m also quite slovenly in my ways, especially when it comes to the inane bureaucracy around here.” I tried to look as stern as I could. “But from now on, I will personally sign all required documents, including…” I paused to make sure we had eye contact, “…your evaluations, requests for pay raises and vacation time. Now I believe you have the keys to my new office.” I turned on my heels trying to look authoritative as I traveled the 15 feet to my new office. As impossible as it may seem, I could feel her eyes drilling into me as I unlocked the door.
The Dean was right, all of Dryer’s stuff was gone, and mine had taken up residence. All my books were piled in boxes and my computer equipment was jumbled on the desk. I had some work to do. The room was larger than my old one. I had inherited Dryer’s easy chair and smallish sofa. The window overlooked the quad. When I got it organized I would invite Alice up to see it. She at least would be happy with the move.
The 11:00 o’clock budget meeting of the Social Science Chairs turned out to be as boring as I had feared. Every Chair was there, from Anthropology to Women’s Studies. The Dean welcomed me as the new Chair of Political Science, which met with disinterested nods by the gathering. The Department did not have a great reputation within the Division, for obvious reasons.
We were soon plunged into the arcane budgeting process, all tentative in any case, since the state budget wouldn’t be finalized until July, if then, given that political zoo called Sacramento. I soon realized two things as I scanned the columns of figures on the various handouts. The Political Science budget had been shrinking dramatically over the last few years, due to a precipitous drop in enrollment, but also in large measure to the antipathy towards us by the Dean. He had more power over the budget than I had imagined. I realized I had better stay on speaking terms with Beatrix. I would need her help to figure out all this out. I would bite the bullet and try to be civil to her. A Political Scientist should be able to engage in a little smoozing when necessary, right? I remembered that she had a fondness for See’s Chocolates. She would get a box first thing tomorrow. Nothing like a little cocoa fat to grease the wheels. I did need to bolster our enrollment, which led me back to the Dean’s none too subtle mandate to ‘clean house,’ particularly, when it came to Professor Harper. Some new blood in the Department would do wonders. But that would take more than a box of chocolates. The jingle from the Mr. Clean commercial popped into my head as the meeting ended. If only it were that easy…
I headed down the corridor hoping for an early escape. It was only 1 p.m. but I had already put in a full day. I couldn’t believe it: another day with three stressful encounters. The good Doctor, the Dean and Beatrix had taken their toll. Time to head home and relax before I had a heart attack.
I spied Winston standing in the doorway of Cranston’s office. Worse, he saw me. Too late to turn around, I had been spotted. Looked like Round Four coming up.
“Well, well, it’s our new Chairman.” Winston said as I approached. “How was your first day? I bet the budget meeting was a blast.”
“Oh yeah, a million laughs.”
“We were just talking about you.” Winston took my arm and steered me into Cranston’s office. He had to steer carefully since the room was the messiest one on campus, and probably in the world. Somehow Hurricane Katrina had landed in Cranston’s office. There were books piled high everywhere and a stack of newspapers teetered in the corner, an eight foot Leaning Tower of Print ready to tumble. The pages yellowed with age, edges crumbling off. There were boxes piled here and there, some on the bottom crumbling from the weight of those on top. The desk had mounds of student papers, probably unread, scattered everywhere except for a tiny area in the middle of the desk, Cranston’s tiny workspace valiantly trying to hold off the paper invasion. The chair reserved for visitors had been engulfed by another stack of books and papers. Curiously there was a leaning stack of wood opposite the papers. Probably book shelving that never made it up, and now played the role of a flying buttress for another stack of boxes.
Winston directed me to the only open space, which had to be kept clear to open the door. He managed to close the door and there we were the three of us, Cranston in his desk chair, Winston and I shoulder to shoulder backed against the door. Quite cozy. Luckily, I didn’t suffer from claustrophobia.
“Steve and I are just curious about your meeting with the Dean this morning.” Winston smiled at me and patted me on the stomach. We were too close together for him to reach my shoulder without hitting me in the jaw.
Cranston turned to me and I saw in horror a cigarette in his mouth. Smoking had been forbidden in the building about 20 years before. Smoke did not worry me. The chance of fire did; the room a tinderbox ready to explode. Thank God it was not lit. I spied an ashtray on top of some papers. It contained a pile of soggy, unsmoked cigarettes, adult pacifiers for the addicted. “Yeah,” Cranston said, “what did the little Hitler have to say?”
Humm, I thought, the dean’s gone from Napoleon to Mussolini to Hitler. Who’s next, Idde Amin? Kim Ill Jung? Well, there were all shorties...
Cranston had just asked the very question I did not want to hear but should have anticipated. But how had they even heard about the meeting? Beatrix probably had in interest in keeping the status quo and there were no secrets from her. I had to improvise quickly. “Oh, just a formal greeting, you know, we hadn’t talked since my appointment. He did seem rather disappointed that we hadn’t selected Anderson.” That news made them both happy. “And if I were you guys I wouldn’t tell him about Anderson’s plan to jump ship.” That also seemed to go over well, the three of us keeping a secret from the enemy.
Winston remained suspicious. “There was no talk of reforming the Department, the kind of junk Anderson spouts all the time?”
“No, no, not really,” I lied. “There is some concern about our declining enrollment and maybe as Chair I can help drum up more students.”
Cranston frowned. “Hell, why bother? We’ve all got tenure. More students, just means more work.” He gestured wearily at the mounds of student papers. “Now when Anderson leaves, we’ll have to do a new job search. What a pain, but we will have to do a better job next time. He snuck in under our radar and he’s been a real disaster.”
Winston turned to face me. His nose was in my face. We were eyeball to eyeball. “Just some friendly advice, Tom, don’t ever think about going over to the dark side.”
I blinked. What is this, a Star Wars episode?
Winston continued, “Steve and I have a pretty good set-up here and we want it to stay that way. We pretend to teach and the State pretends to pay us. We’ve been teaching basically the same courses for the last thirtyfive years. Who cares if they have become History classes? It too bad about ol’ Dryer, but maybe he’ll make it.” He started to lean back on a stack of papers but caught himself in time. “I admit old Harper is past it, but he put in a lot of good years and he’s earned the right to do what he wants.”
Maybe I could learn something about Harper.
“So why doesn’t he just retire? He’s been here so along his pension must be about the same as his salary.”
“You got a lot to learn about life, my young friend. It’s not about the money. His wife is gone, they had no kids and he rattles around in that old house they lived in for over fifty years. He wouldn’t have a clue how to sell it or where he would go. Some nights he never goes home at all. I’ve seen him eat his dinner out of the vending machines.”
“That’s terrible!”
“I’ll say. Have you ever tried one of those sandwiches?”
“No, I mean, it’s terrible what has happened to him. He’s like a homeless person, trapped inside the school. Why don’t you help him?”
Winston stared straight ahead. “Don’t judge us, Cummings. We take him out to dinner at least once a week. We set up movies for him to play in his classes. You’d be surprised at how many political movies the new library has. He’s happy. The students love it. They bring popcorn. What’s the problem?”
Great, I thought, the accreditation team could watch Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, while munching popcorn.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Alice and I spent the next few days playing the waiting game. We both had concerns that weighed heavily on us. Alice waited impatiently to see if my ‘little soldiers,’ as she called them, could proclaim ‘Mission Accomplished’ and send her down the path to motherhood. I had a couple problems on my mind. The Doctor had found some polyps in my colon and had sent specimens off for analysis. My fingers were crossed; cancer had been a visitor to my family. I also waited in vain for a plan to formulate in my over-taxed brain on how to deal with the Dean’s ultimatum, especially regarding Harper. I spent time sorting out my new office and enjoyed getting back into the classroom. I would have to finish out the semester teaching my full load but I enjoy teaching, most of the time, and found solace in the classroom, a place where ideas and concepts could chase away my concerns, if only for a little while.
Returning home Thursday from my late afternoon seminar, I found one of my concerns greeting me, or rather not greeting me. The smell of Alice’s cooking on Thursday always met me at the door. Sometimes good, often bad, they signaled her attempt to fashion her one meal a week. Not today. The kitchen was empty. I called upstairs with no response.
I found her laying across the bed, asleep, a pillow hugged to her chest. I came up to bed quietly and noticed a strip of cardboard next to her on the floor. I had seen these things before and I knew it was not the right color. My guys had failed again. She had counted so much on this time and I knew she must be devastated. I debated whether to wake and comfort her or let her sleep. Probably better to let her tell me on her own terms, I thought, and retreated from the room, silently closing the door behind me.
In the kitchen I found some defrosting chicken breasts on the island. She must have started dinner before taking the test. A little pinot gris remained from last night and I poured a glass as I put some rice in cold water to plump up before boiling. I then gave the breast a quick marinate in some brine. Twenty minutes should do it. Alice did not enjoy cooking and would not mind my taking over for her tonight.
My birth date says I’m a Leo; if so, I must be a very minor one. I feel in control only in two places. First, the classroom where I enjoy working with the students---from a position of authority and respect. I used to mostly lecture as means of keeping my distance but lately I have enjoyed the give-and-take with the students. There are very few questions I cannot give an answer to, most of them more or less correct. The students seem increasingly ignorant about the world politics and the place of the U.S. in the world, to say nothing about the political philosophies behind our actions and the actions of others. Getting old may not mean getting wiser but in my case at least, it seems to mean getting more confident.
The other place is my kitchen and my food. My domain here doesn’t even extend to the dining room table. When we have guests Alice sets the formal table and I stay in the kitchen preparing the food. The breakfast table, where we have our daily meals, is a under joint custody. It is practically in the kitchen and sometimes I use it for food preparation. Sometimes I set the table and clear, sometimes Alice does. Once and a while, after some urging, even Mindy pitches in.
It is in the heart of the kitchen where I feel most secure and in control. I find solace in preparing my dishes. While I still use cookbooks, I seem to get two or three every Christmas, I increasingly find satisfaction in relying on my own creativity and knowledge for my preparations. Alice gave me a super deluxe food processor a few years ago and I do use it occasionally. Unless really rushed for time I prefer to do the chopping and mincing by hand. It’s quite therapeutic.
I began to set the table for three, hoping that since we would be eating later that Mindy might be home from whatever extracurricular event kept her after school on Thursdays. Like her mother, Mindy was a joiner, involved an a host of school activities, few of which I new anything about---more my fault than hers.
“Oh, honey, I’ll do that,” Alice said coming into the breakfast nook. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and took the silverware from me. “For someone who does so much cooking, you never set the table right. The forks go on the left, remember?”
I studied her face to see how she was holding up. Her eyes were not red and everything seemed normal.
“I’m sorry about dinner,” she continued. “I had a little headache so I took a couple aspirins and laid down for a second and promptly fell asleep. I know it’s my night to cook…”
“Don’t give it a thought. You know me and my pots and pans. Besides I’m just finishing what you started.” I turned back to the kitchen, trying to sound casual, “So how are you feeling now?” I held my breath waiting for the dam to burst. I tried to think of something meaningful, something new, to console her.
“I’m much better now. That rest really helped. I do think I will miss my meeting tonight. Let’s not rush through dinner. Mindy should be home any second.”
That’s strange, I thought, Alice should be crying on my shoulder now. Another month and no pregnancy. Well, I wasn’t going to raise the issue. She will tell me in her own good time. It’s not as if she were hiding anything from me, just taking her time. “That’s good. Mindy’s been missing a lot of dinners lately and you know how I feel about that.”
“Yes dear, I certainly do, ‘the family that eats together, stays together.’ Not exactly how the church phrased it, but as close as you ever get to religion, unless you count Edesia, the Roman goddess of food.”
“Hey, I’m impressed, throwing around Roman Gods like that.”
“Just because I was a hairdresser doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”
I smiled at her. “Ignorant. It doesn’t mean you’re ignorant, not stupid.”
She groaned, “Oh, spare me. Save your pedantics for the classroom.” She followed me into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. “Well, Bacchus, I see you have finished the pinot gris. I was going to get all fancy like you do and throw some of that on the chicken breasts…after I had burned them to a crisp, of course.”
Alice seemed to be in a good mood. She rarely kidded about her attempts at cooking. I just hoped she wasn’t overcompensating. “Never fear, my dear, there’s more where that came from.” I pulled out a bottle of viognier from the bottom shelf. “Here you go. I’m sure this will help chase way the blues.”
She tilted her head and looked at me strangely. “Who said anything about the blues?”
Oops, me and my big mouth…
“What?...No, I just meant your headache and all. They certainly make me blue.” I hope she bought it.
“Whatever, just open the bottle and quit jabbering so much. I thought you told me viognier doesn’t age well.”
I started to prepare the chicken breasts. Normally I like to oven poach them in a nice layer of butter. But Alice was sitting at the breakfast table, watching me. Despite her indulgence at the Auberge, she and butter are not good friends. She says it attacks her waistline. I tried to convince her once that it makes her skin nice and smooth. "Well good," she said, "I’ll use it when I run out of body gel." Usually when she’s not around I sneak in more butter than she knows. Not tonight with her in the kitchen. I’ll just cover them tightly and poach them in their own juices. Anyway, after the ‘butter festival’ at the Auberge the other night, cutting back did sound good. For tomorrow night I have some nice big T-Bones dry ageing in the refer. Tonight, it’s Dietsville. Even Mindy, more and more like her stepmother, is beginning to watch what she eats. No doubt because the boys are watching her.
I began to prepare a coarsely chopped mirepoix that I would put under the breasts as they poached. As I chopped away I was reminded of a couple of weeks before when I had my close friend, Bill Watson, of the Psychology Department over for dinner. We had a glass of wine as I was chopping up some vegetables. He looked bemused as I laid into a carrot, little pieces piling up on the cutting board. ‘My! Who is that you are eviscerating? Good old Dean Rossi?’ I laughed and said ‘No, Bill you of all people should know that sometimes a carrot is just a carrot.’ Yet it did felt awfully good.
We were having Beouf Bourguignon, a simplified version of Julia’s famous recipe. I had opened a St. Francis Cab. Bill took a sip of his wine, smacked his lips in appreciation and said, “I hear that Rossi is quite the ladies man.”
News to me. “Really, that little guy? Besides I thought he was married.”
“Well, not to be guilty of stereotyping Italians but I don’t think his wife slows him down much. Who’s that guy in Italy?... Barelysconi?”
“You mean the former Premier of Italy, Berlusconi?”
“Yeah that’s the one. I think Rossi takes him as a role model.”
“Humm…that’s interesting.” I said. “Did you know that they are about the same height? Short guys, about 5’6”.”
“And what about that short Frenchman?”
“Zarkozy?”
“Right. Hasn’t he had some marital problems?”
“Yeah you’re right. Listen, Bill you should write an article about short men and their sexual philandering. It wouldn’t have to be confined to politicians. Mickey Rooney had about eight wives and he’s the shortest one of the bunch.
“Not a bad idea, Tom, if it hasn’t been done already. I could call it Sexual Promiscuity as Compensating Behavior among Vertically Challenged Males.”
“Pretty catchy title, Bill.” (Why do Psychologists write that way?) But Bill was right. Compensating can take many forms
With my chopping done I snapped out of my reverie and turned to tonight’s dinner. A reduction of chicken broth and some of the viognier would replace the crème fraiche I usually use to finish off the dish. We were about as far away from the Auberge as I could get.
Mindy did show up for dinner and I’m sorry to say I did not handle the situation well at all...
The house rule---well, my rule---has always been appropriate attire at dinner, even in the breakfast nook. Nothing fancy, but I don’t like to look at naked bodies while I’m eating. No Bathing suits, no bare midriffs, which means increasingly that Mindy had to change out of her school clothes before dinner. It was late. I guess she forgot. As she started to sit down, I said, “Excuse me Mindy, we are about to eat but you’ve still got a few minutes.”
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