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Caffeine Euphoria

 


Few people recognize a
universal truth when they are suddenly blindsided by it. Fewer
still are able to apply that truth to their personal lives. Among
these are the immortal poets, the inspired few who manage to
express their temporal glimpse into the eternal in words that will
last through the ages.

Nevertheless, Langston
Tenterfield possessed high hopes. Before him, gleaming white
against the varnished Royal Stewart tartan surface of a coffeehouse
table, lay a sheet of paper on which he had carefully inscribed the
following lines:

 


In love with One, I love
another

As constant press of time
and place,

A welcome warmth and
willing ways,

Conspire to blur the distant face.

 


With pen poised, he ran a
second stanza through his head. He frowned. Despite considerable
thought, he knew he had not improved the poem significantly beyond
the shape it had first taken long ago in a city far to the east of
where he now waited for inspiration.

Detaching his mind from the
immediate problem, he looked up and saw a friend standing
irresolutely on the sidewalk outside. The friend opened the door
and came in. Lang waved, and then spoke.

“Over here,
Broddy.”

 


 


In ordinary circumstances Broderick Blomquist would
have turned on his well-worn heel to investigate the Southwestern
Café with its dark and high-backed booths, the Broadway and
Downtown Deli with its bagels and pumpernickel, or any one of
several tile-floored restaurants with counter service and names
like Oscar’s and Fanny’s before he would have ventured into a
watering place called the Toffee Coffee.

But these were not ordinary
circumstances. They were what you might call desperate.

Outside the Toffee Coffee,
he had allowed himself a sigh, but he had screwed up his courage
for this meeting, and once his courage had been screwed, he fancied
himself not the kind of man to sit idly by while it unscrewed
itself. He entered.

“Over here,
Broddy.”

Standing just inside the
door, he sidestepped a waiter carrying thistle-shaped pottery mugs
filled with brown liquid and protuberances that looked like
cinnamon sticks. He nodded in the direction of the voice and saw
that in order to get to his friend he would have to choose a path
between intervening tables. He sighed again, heaving it this time
with a will, and found his way to Lang’s table without elbowing a
stranger, dislodging a purse or book bag from a chair, or upsetting
a tray of toffee coffees.

“Broddy, my man.” Lang
pushed back his chair and drew himself to full height. With his
left hand he gave a slight pull to the bottom of his tartan vest,
and with his right he extended the glad hand of old friendship.
Broddy, always conscious of his broad five foot nine when he stood
next to long Lang, nevertheless smiled for the first time that
morning and took the hand.

“ ‘My man,’ is it?” he said
warily. “On the Diag yesterday it was ‘brother.’ My man,
indeed.”

Lang waved his wariness
away. Then he waved again, offering the chair that stood empty
across the table from his own. Broddy sat, tentatively and
upright.

Lang also sat, leaned
forward, and surrendered his height advantage. Lang and Broddy now
contemplated each other, blue eyes to brown, equals in height at
the table (though Broddy was broader), just as most would have
judged them equals in fortune in the game of life as they had
played it to date. This equality on this Monday morning with the
June sun casting short, vertical shadows through the louvered front
window of the Toffee Coffee did not, however, extend itself to
mood. Lang’s fair features were lit with a smile. Broddy’s equally
fair features were darkened by a cloud that had followed him for
three whole days in this otherwise sunshiny month. Lang
spoke.

“Well said, Broddy.
‘Brother,’ it was on the Diag, and brother it is, and always will
be. Your good Brother Langston is not one to jettison old and
cherished habits in a day, but he did not speak casually. Brother
you may be, but you are still his man.”

Lang paused and extended
his arms expressively, palms up. He exuded his open self, the third
person with whom he sometimes confronted the world, and appeared
not to calculate. His eyes crinkled with good humor.

Broddy waited and fidgeted.
“Brother you may be,” Lang repeated, and then returned to the main
point, with variation, “but in the eyes of your good brother, you
are still also his man. You’re looking good, Broddy.”

“In what sense?”

“There’s a bloom on your
cheek, a spring in your walk, a song on your lips.”

“Never mind the bloom on my
cheek,” said Broddy. “In what sense am I your man?”

“In the urgent sense that
life has recently crept up all unawares and presented your friend
Langston a heartfelt need of a man who is also a brother, a brother
who blooms, springs, and sings, and preferably all at the same
time.”

“Say on,” said
Broddy.

“Your brother Lang finds
himself becalmed in the doldrums of life, afloat on a Sargasso Sea
of troubles, with an albatross necktie bouncing upon his Royal
Stewart tartan. In such a situation his old companion naturally
presents himself as just the ticket to puff a little wind into his
sadly drooping sails. Describing his situation, I mix my metaphors
and my allusions, but to one of your quick and sympathetic
understanding I paint a picture.”

Broddy sighed and dropped
his chin onto the practiced receptacle of both hands. “You mistake
me, Lang,” he said. “‘Blooms, springs, and sings, indeed. Any fool
can see there’s no bloom on my cheek, and if the fool had been
following me around he would have noticed that there hasn’t been a
trace of a bloom for three whole days. No spring in my walk either.
And as for my song . . .” He ran his fingers against his cheeks,
noting that they seemed unshaved, though God knows he had given it
a try that very morning. Or was that yesterday? “Well, come off it,
Lang. You saw me yesterday. We talked of Myrtle . . .”

Here he stopped, stymied by
feelings that lie too deep for words, or at least words twice said.
When he mentioned Myrtle, his head drooped deeper into his palms.
Even so, he caught through the blurred vision that was coming upon
him unawares sometimes these days a watery view of his smiling
friend. He was pretty sure that Lang wasn’t mocking him. “Damn it
all,” he said. “I’m just not in the mood for blooming and
springing.”

“Of course, you aren’t,”
Lang said.

“Then what was all that
stuff?”

“Stuff?”

“The blooming, springing,
singing stuff.”

“Oh, that. Perhaps we
should move beyond that.”

“How can we move beyond
blooming, springing, and singing when you keep bringing them
up?”

It was Lang’s turn to heave
a sigh. The situation was beginning to look like an impasse. He
drummed his fingers on the table, turned in his chair, got up, and
walked slowly to the counter to place an order with a young woman
adorned, as were all the staff in the Toffee Coffee, with a Royal
Stewart vest, Royal Stewart arm garters, and a matching
tam-o’-shanter. Like his own, which was a souvenir purchased for a
modest price from an enterprising management, the employees’ vests
were adorned with the words “Toffee Coffee,” written across the
back. The script looked like the script on a Coca-Cola bottle and
grabbed a viewer’s attention with a distinctive yellowish-brown hue
intended to replicate the distinctive color of the Toffee Coffee
brew.

“Two Royal Toffee Coffees,
please.”

“Mickle or Wee?”

Lang looked at Broddy
cradling his head at the table.

“Make them Mickle,” he
said.

“To gang or to
bide?”

“To bide.”

Back at the table, he
thrust one of the steaming mugs under Broddy’s downcast nose,
causing the unfortunate owner of the nose to lift his assaulted
frontal feature up and away.

“What is it?” he
sniffed.

“A Mickle Royal Toffee
Coffee. Just the thing to float your boat.”

“Over the sea to
Skye?”

Lang took pleasure in the
rejoinder, not for its gemlike wit but for its evidence that his
friend was trying to return them to their brotherly
footing.

“Of course, I know you are
not feeling your usual self right now,” he began. “I saw the change
yesterday when you started with your Myrtle on the monitor and
Myrtle on the printout and Myrtle suddenly not on the monitor and
Myrtle not on the printout and I fully comprehended your mood. I
also noticed how the absence of monitor cheer and printout
happiness continued to crease your brow just now when you entered
this emporium of caffeine euphoria. Nevertheless, I think you may
be mistaken to carry your gloom so heavily.

“You will recall your old
friend Tenterfield’s habit of speaking of the future as though it
were the present. He confuses some people, he confesses, but it
resides in his nature to perceive events in the full glory of
mature realization well before the Nature who nurtures us all has
found her way clear to enter rejoicing with the sheaves. In place
of the wintry frostbite that ravages your cheeks now, I foresee a
full blossoming of summer roses. Your feet now drag, but soon will
bounce. Whereas the murmurs and whimpers that now cross your
parched lips resemble nothing so much as the cries of a trampled
sea slug, I see a better time coming, my brother. Soon you will
drink deeply of the healing waters of love and raise your voice in
glorious hallelujahs.”

“I doubt it,” said
Broddy.

“And as for the ‘my man’,”
Lang continued, undeterred, “foreseeing all, I expressed myself in
a double sense that may have puzzled you at the time, but must now
be clear.”

“Not so’s you could notice
it,” Broddy said.

“Then I shall clarify. At
the primary level of Communication, we have Sense Number One. This
is the high five, chin up, go for the goal, drive for the basket,
and slammin’ and jammin’ sense. We could call it the Attitudinal
Sense. Seeing you down, I thought it good to buck up your manhood
with timeworn words of wisdom. You may be down, but you are not
out. Sometimes the game is won in overtime. It’s not over ‘til the
fat lady sings. In your face, Lady Luck.”

Lang paused, stirred his
Mickle Royal Toffee Coffee with its cinnamon swizzle stick, and
took a slow sip. He had his friend’s attention, he knew, but not
his wholehearted enthusiasm. Broddy had not touched his Toffee
Coffee, and made no move to touch it now. “Carpe diem.” Lang said,
raising his thistle cup. “Seize the day.”

Broddy looked glum. He
failed to seize even his cup.

“Let us elucidate further,”
Lang continued, measuring his words. “On the secondary level of
Communication, we find Sense Number Two of the aforementioned
phrase ‘my man.’ For this we must remain as open and honest with
each other as we always have been, Brother Broddy, ever since our
undergraduate days. If Sense Number One is the Attitudinal Sense, a
mid-game locker room call to arms against a sea of troubles, Sense
Number Two is the Operational Sense, wherein we take up arms and
oppose the oncoming waves in order to bask in the summer sun with
our boat rocking gently in calm waters. We must not give up the
manly fight and flee in women’s attire over the sea to Scottish
islands. In this Operational Sense, we must recognize that the
slammin’ and jammin’ in your typical hard case sometimes requires
the help of a little flimmin’ and flammin’.”

Broddy sprang to his feet,
for he had heard this argument before.

“No, no, don’t interrupt.”
Lang extended his right hand in a motion that resembled a high five
(Sense Number One) and then changed the gesture to command (Sense
Number Two), and waved his friend down into the chair
again.

“I have a plan,” he
said.

Broddy knew that in sitting
down once more he accepted a commission. Memories flooded over him
of commissions accepted in the past. Without revisiting those
escapades in detail, he knew that all but a few of the horrors they
engendered had dwindled with time to the warmth of comradely
reminiscence. Against the palpable weight of his present
despondency, he placed in the scales the idea of Broddy and Lang
together again. The despondency grew lighter.

“Let’s get this straight,”
he said. “It’s in the second, the Operational Sense, that I am your
man?” he queried.

“You take my meaning
marvelously,” Lang said.

“You want me to take up
arms against a sea of troubles?”

“I think you’ve got it,”
Lang said. “And opposing end them.”

“Go on,” Broddy
said.

“I will, I will,” said
Lang.

 


 


A good while later, both
were smiling as they pushed themselves back from the
table.

“You haven’t touched your
Toffee Coffee,” Lang said.

“I don’t need no stinking
sludge,” said Broddy in his Mexican bandit voice.

“Here’s looking at you,
kid,” said Lang. It seemed like old times.

 


 


When he entered the Toffee
Coffee, Broderick Blomquist enjoyed a mood no whit better than the
trampled sea slug his friend so justly compared him to. When he
left, he could have bloomed, sprung, and sung. More remarkably, he
could have turned around and reentered the same place on his own,
ignoring all other such places within walking distance of the Diag.
He might even have purchased a Royal Stewart vest. Forgotten was
the ravening hunger for the Midwestern Pastrami on Rye at the
Broadway and Downtown Deli. Forgotten was the smell of cheese and
onions lavished over the top of the house specialty chili at
various and sundry vaguely Southwestern cafés. Forgotten were the
wholesome tang of Oscar’s Cheeseburger Deluxe and the wharf-side
aroma of Fanny’s Tuna Supreme. Forgotten was the Ploughman’s Lunch
at—but that was in another country. Forgotten in his enthusiasm was
the fact that for three whole days he had not hungered for any of
those things, and some he had barely tolerated before that
time.

A half hour with Langston
Tenterfield could do that to you.

It could also leave you
wondering.

Lang had unrolled as a map
on a military campaign table a splendid plan for happiness, but a
close observer would have noticed that the plan was murky in its
details. In his present glow of enthusiasm, however, Broddy hardly
cared for details. A half hour with Langston Tenterfield could do
that to you, too. The great thing was that the plan ensured the
happiness of two of them, Lang and Broddy. The happiness of four,
if you counted the girls.

“Girls,” he thought to
himself, and was self-aware enough to perceive that in his
uncensored thoughts he had not yet learned to call them young
women, as he would do if he spoke his thoughts aloud. The girls of
his unreined imagination were an internal freedom he allowed
himself, and as the reins fell off them, they became fillies and
kicked up their heels. He imagined Myrtle and Gwendolyn doing that.
Then drew the curtain.

And just in
time.

“Well, if it isn’t
Broderick Blomquist.”

The girl—young woman—who
blocked his path and waited for him to come out of his fog, he saw
foggily, was Hermione Trelawney. She was in fact the girl from
another country. He had never thought of her as a filly, and his
imagination recoiled from the image of her kicking up her heels.
What had come over him? Perhaps it was the smell from the
intoxicating brew he had just missed partaking of. Sludge, he had
called it, but that was in jest. It must have been
ambrosia.

“Hermione,” he said, and
accepted her embrace and light peck on the cheek. He had once
thought of her as a girl friend, but that brief memory had been
burned away in the glow of the passion that emanated from both
participants in her long affair with Langston. Some of that glow
seemed still to enfold her, and he felt its waves washing in
welcome warmth over his new hopes for a glorious future with
Myrtle. Under that sun, he could feel, too, a great warmth
enveloping Lang’s hopes for bliss with Gwendolyn. But what on earth
had brought Hermione to Ann Arbor?

“What on earth brings you
to Ann Arbor?” she asked.

“I live here,” he said.
Lang might have kept in touch with her after England, but Broddy
had not. He was pretty sure she had come to America and pursued a
Ph.D. in the East, but knew no more.

“Well, fancy that. I would
have thought . . .”

“What?”

“Oh, something
else.”

“Well, yes. Other things
were possible, but in the end this seemed quite the right
thing.”

“Oh, I see,
quite.”

“Yes, quite.”

Amazingly, they had fallen
thus quickly into their old way of talking

“But you must be doing
something,” she said. “Something must have brought you
here.”

“Yes it did. That is, it
was here when I came, I suppose, and I fell into it. And
you?”

“Me? I’m just passing
through, on my way to an academic convention. I’ve only just today
for Ann Arbor.”

An elderly man peered over
his glasses, eyed them sternly, and all but elbowed them aside.
Other people, young and old, were sidestepping left or right to get
around them. A young couple undid their clasped hands and passed
one on either side of them before joining hands again. Broddy and
Hermione perceived they were blocking the sidewalk.

“Well,” she
said.

“Yes, well.”

“We should get
together.”

“Not free now, are you? For
coffee, I mean?”

“I could be.”

Broddy’s cheek bloomed
rosily.

“I know just the place,” he
said. “They serve coffee in a thistle-shaped cup with a thistle
embossed on the side.”

“Cor,” she said.
“Gorblimey.”

He turned about and with a
spring in his step guided her past the Downtown Deli, past Oscar’s
and Fannie’s, past other places of curbside delectation, and into
the Toffee Coffee, the palace of newborn hopes.

 


 


Langston Tenterfield left
the Toffee Coffee walking on air somewhat less high above the
sidewalk than the air that supported his easily persuaded friend.
He was sure he would find a way to do Brother Broderick a good
turn. He was also aware that he counted that good turn more heavily
in the cashbox than strict disinterestedness in a case of a
kindness to a fellow human being would allow because he was sure
that in helping Broddy he would enrich his account books in the
bank of Gwendolyn. Adding and subtracting from the balance sheet,
he rolled through his memory the tape of his two recent
conversations with Brother Broddy.

 


 


Conversation Number One.
Time: Yesterday. Scene: the Diag on the University of Michigan
campus, in front of the Harlan Hatcher Graduate Library. A figure
diminished by distance grows larger as it approaches from the
direction of the Engineering Arch. To the viewer’s left, stage
right, as the camera pans that way, there juts out from the Natural
Science Building an imposing glass enclosure luxurious with green
and greening plants. These do not matter much in the scene to
follow, nor do the many glass panes, should they happen to be
plastic; but if they are in truth glass, they stand in danger if
the small figure that is approaching starts heaving stones.
Numerous tall deciduous trees border the walkways. Enter Brother
Langston from somewhere downstage. He stands tall in close-up, his
person dwarfing that of the foreshortened person approaching from
the Engineering Arch. Brother Langston is not down because he
prides himself that he is never down. Nevertheless, his brow is
furrowed.

There is a whiff of
marijuana in the air. Someone has forgotten that the Hash Bash was
a month ago.

A young lady and young man
sit on a concrete bench, each with one leg crossed under the other
and resting on the bench, while the other leg dangles freely. They
face each other in earnest conversation. One man goes up and
another comes down the library steps, both with books.

A bird sings.

The figure approaching from
the Engineering Arch grows in size. Its features become
recognizable, its lips part, a voice emerges.

“Lang!”

“Brother
Broddy!”

They embrace.

Broddy heaves a sigh, but
not a stone.

“Something
wrong?”

“You know that woman I told
you about? The one on the Internet?”

“Myrtle, I think you said
her name was.”

“Yes, Myrtle.” Then glumly,
“I don’t think that matters now.”

Langston, his soul troubled
about Gwendolyn, and in a situation rare for him not sure what
kinds of things matter and what do not, is pleased to recognize in
himself an awakening of feeling for a fellow sufferer. It forms an
important part of his philosophy that he should welcome such
feelings for their evidence that he is not entirely self-absorbed,
much as a botanist would welcome the green shoots from the potting
soil in the nearby greenhouse and nurture them into fruitful
maturity. He has never been a rock thrower, and abhors the practice
in others.

“Why doesn’t it
matter?”

“She won’t see
me.”

“Has she ever seen
you?”

“No, of course
not.”

“H’m,” Lang says. This has
the sound of a man stumped, but Brother Langston is not stumped. He
is only thinking.

“Come,” Lang says, drawing
his friend to a concrete bench situated diagonally across the Diag
from the young man and woman, each with one leg still
swinging.

Lang and Broddy sit,
slightly facing each other, their feet firmly planted on the
ground, though Broddy’s knees are not so high as Lang’s.

“Tell it from the
beginning,” Lang says.

“I met her on the
Internet.”

“And only on the
Internet?”

“Only on the
Internet.”

“That’s a major element of
interest,” Lang says. “One might consider it a weakness that you
have never met this woman of your dreams in her full and luscious
flesh.”

“It’s not the flesh,”
Broddy moans. “That’s the thing. It’s the mind. I love her for her
mind. I don’t even know what she looks like. Not the flesh, the
mind. That’s the whole thing. The mind.”

“You repeat yourself.
Brother Broddy,” Lang says, “and begin to babble. Not that I view
the development with alarm, for it is healthy to review our
feelings from time to time, examining them in different lights.
Your light so far seems to shine brightly on matters that matter.
But let us push onward. You are unacquainted with this paragon’s
features, you say?”

“Yes,
completely.”

“And you would not
recognize her if she were sitting across from you on a concrete
bench swinging her pretty, sandaled, and sockless foot in the
direction of some other gump’s large and muddy brogan?”

“Of course not. Anyway, she
wouldn’t be.”

“Wouldn’t be?”

“She doesn’t live in Ann
Arbor.”

This was a new twist.
Despite the tens of thousands on the Internet within Ann Arbor and
adjacent waters, Broddy had netted a fish from without.

“You’re sure?”

“She didn’t live here three
days ago.” Broddy heaves a sigh of finality, but still no rock. His
is a phlegmatic temperament. “Three days, that’s what it’s been,
Lang. Three days of hell. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. I can’t
drink. I can’t even think. There’s a movie or a book about my
condition, but I can’t remember which it is or what it is.
Something about a desert or a mountain or a leper colony or maybe
all three. All three would make sense. She forbids me to see her. I
mean to say she forbids me to send her messages on the Internet. I
haven’t touched a keyboard for three whole days.”

“Three, you say,” Lang
says.

“Three,” Broddy says,
adding for expressive precision, “Three whole days and

nights.”

“I see,” Lang
says.

“You see what?”

“I see that in your curious
obsession with the number three you are forgetting the lovely
Myrtle and being tortured into desperation by anguished images of
the manly game of baseball—three strikes and you’re out and must go
shag flies in the Queen Anne’s lace, while some freckled kid with a
more potent bat takes your place in the batter’s box. But you must
subdue these atavistic emotions that arise from the lower and
animalistic side.”

Broddy groans.

Lang continues.

“Allow me to call upon the
evolutionary higher, intellectual portion of your gray matter. Cast
aside your chimeras and think for a moment, my friend. However
attractive sporting analogies may be to men who yearn for a
physical fitness witnessed seldom on the street but thrust into our
most intimate lives by the inexorable magic of television, you and
I are not sports heroes. Our lives are not games of sport. Even
less so are our loves, Brother Broddy. Three is more than two. Yes,
we accept that as a given. So is two more than one. But deeper
still than the umpire’s rule of baseball, which stops at its paltry
three, is the rule of counting, based in the goddess of nature’s
time. Our days don’t stop after three. Or our nights
either.

That’s mathematics, not baseball. And mathematics,
poetry, and philosophy all unite to pose to us the rhetorical
question ‘If three comes can four be far behind?’ We know the
answer. There is always tomorrow.”

“When you are digging a
hole,” Broddy says, countering logic with more logic, “the fourth
shovel-full does nothing to get you out, it only gets you in
deeper. It’s not the three that I mind, so much. It’s the idea of
the four, and the five, and the six. I don’t think I can bear
it.”

“Bear it you can,” Lang
says, “and if you can, you must.”

“Shoulder the sky,” you
mean, “and drink my ale?”

“It’s your
choice.”

“But you mean I don’t have
a choice.”

“Of course, you do, like
all of us. We choose our destinies.”

Lang pauses to allow these
words to resonate with the magisterial effect of their pithy
wisdom. Then he continues.

“Your Myrtle, your paragon
of unseen and uncommunicative attraction, does not live in Ann
Arbor, you tell me. She does live where?”

“mbenson dot libe at bell
dot edu.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

For a count of three, Lang
stares as one amazed. Then he speaks.

“Say that
again.”

“M as in Myrtle, B as in
Benson, e-n-s-o-n also as in Benson, followed by a dot an at, a
bell, another dot, and edu.”

“That’s
astonishing.”

“What’s
astonishing?”

“That you’ve been sending
billet-doux to bell edu.”

“Don’t be funny. I’m not in
the mood for punning.”

“I’m not being funny. Bell
edu, you must know, is Bellwether University, in Lost
Valley.”

“I don’t see how that
helps.”

“It’s just that I’m going
to Lost Valley in two days.”

“No. Lost Valley? In two
days?”

“Yes. Lost Valley, in two
days.”

Lending point to the
numerical portion of the conversation, the clock on the Burton
Carillon tower begins to gong out the one, then two, then three,
and so on up to twelve strokes of the hour of noon. Striking on the
hour each hour of every day, counting in units of sixty minutes, it
mocks the briefer hours of fifty minutes by which students and
faculty count the passing of each class. So flits our youth, in hours more swift than the clock can
tell, Lang thinks, while we poor lads struggle to shoulder our small share of
the sky and drink our meager portion of ale.

Then the carillon begins to
ring out the old Shaker hymn “Simple Gifts.”

“ ‘Tis a gift to be
simple, ‘tis a gift to be free,” the bells ring out.

“Meet me tomorrow at the
Toffee Coffee,” Lang says. “We’ll talk.”

“ ‘Tis a gift to come down
where we ought to be,” the bells sing.

 


Conversation Number Two.
Time: Just a few minutes ago. Scene: the Toffee Coffee. Lang sits
in a room full of small tables occupied by people in couples and
trios. Olfactory hints of javas, cappuccinos, espressos, and mochas
waft in soft undercurrents below and above the dominant odor of
Toffee Coffee. He derives a small pleasure from attempting to
separate and identify the fragrant currents and specify their
levels of intensity. Here is a touch of vanilla, there an orange in
this or that. Someone is stirring a mulled cider with a cinnamon
stick. Broddy will not be long, and indeed he now appears outside
the window, his portly figure slit in three by the vertical louvers
that also slice the morning sunshine as it streams into the window
from above the campus trees. He looks to his left and right, takes
a tentative step backward, and seems about to turn as one who would
abandon the meeting and run headfirst into the slough of his
despond. Then he places his hand on the door, pulls it toward him,
and steps purposefully into the room.

“Over here, Broddy.
“

Broddy, looks, nods, takes
his time, but arrives, accepts the glad hand of his friend, and
seats himself.

Fast forward. The scene
blurs and wiggles, freezes for a moment, then plays
forward.

“I have a plan,” Lang says.
The unfortunate truth is, he doesn't have a plan at all, or, to be
scrupulously accurate, he possesses only a glimmer of a plan.
Fortunately, in such straits he has been blessed with ample
experience. Glimmers grow. In time they glitter. He will blow upon
the spark, nourish it with small bits of tinder, watch and
wait.

“The plan,” he says, “is
this. Tomorrow morning I will drive to Lost Valley, seek out the
libe at bell dot edu, and acquaint myself with the mysterious lost
Myrtle of Lost Valley. I will persuade her of your undying devotion
and send her back to the Internet bursting with regret for hasty
actions, and overflowing with eagerness to redeem her portion of
the short time allotted to each of us on this earth before we
shuffle off to join the choirs of the Everlasting. In no more than
a day or two, she will be filling a gas tank, purchasing a
Greyhound ticket, pumping up bicycle tires, investigating the
prices of walking shoes, purchasing a hot air balloon, or otherwise
supplying sufficient hints to the astute observer that she is
contemplating a trip from the backwaters of Lost Valley to the fair
municipality of Ann Arbor.”

“Ha”

“‘Ha’”? What do you mean by
‘Ha’?”

“I mean ‘Ha.’ Put it
another way. I mean ‘Ha’ and once again ‘Ha.’ What I mean is I
don't see much of a plan there.”

“You don't? Perhaps I need
to elaborate. You remember Gwendolyn Graceworth?”

“Of course I remember
Gwendolyn. We were in the high school chess club together. She
called me ‘Chubby.’”

“Well, never mind that. The
point is that she is still in Lost Valley.”

“I had forgotten that, but
I don’t see how it helps.”

“You knew that I had been
seeing her?”

“I did, but I thought that
was over.”

“Sadly, Brother Broddy, you
speak a temporary truth. But the love is real and lasting, or at
least I think it is.” This was an awkward time for Lang’s mind to
be playing out the words of his poem, ‘In love with One I love
another,’ but that was precisely what that mysterious organ
proceeded to do. Moreover, he was beginning to hear a tune
accompanying the words, though he was not sure what tune it was. He
shook his head and subdued the pesky strains. Then he resumed
speaking. “It is true, as you suggest, that the shining verity of
the love between your brother Langston and the lady Gwendolyn
awaits its day of final triumph. But do you see my head bowed, my
foot dragging, my Royal Stewart tartan worn with less than its
customary aplomb? Gwendolyn and I will reunite, and she will help
me help you to your Myrtle.”

“Gwendolyn had her ways,”"
Broddy admits, thinking of an unusual Knight’s gambit.

“She still
does.”

“And the plan?”

“Brother Broddy, my man,
your tenacity amazes me. When you sniff an idea, you don't give it
much of a head start before you start panting at its footsteps. As
with foxes, so with ideas. It won't do to catch either of them in
the open and rip them to shreds, scattering blood and fur in every
direction. What your good huntsman wants is to find their trail,
track them to their lairs, bark around the hole for a while, and
then try them again another day to see if they will still
go.”

Broddy recognizes in his
friend, as he has many times before, a tenacity of purpose that
outpaces his amazing own. In these exchanges it pays to back and
turn sometimes, but with tenacity he returns to the pursuit. “I do
think, Lang, that you could give me a bit more to go on. What is
the plan, and how do I fit into it?”

“The plan, my dear Broddy,
the plan. The plan is just now in the budding springtime of its
development, and it will unfold itself in glorious colors of summer
flowers as it prepares for the season of mellow fruitfulness. We
must remain mum for now. The walls have ears. Tomorrow I leave for
Lost Valley. Blind though Fate has chosen to make us as to the
outcome of the path we have chosen, your role could not be more
simple. They also serve who only stand and wait.”

Fast forward.

There is a rapid movement
of two puppet-like figures at a table, jerked about as by a drunken
puppeteer with the staggers. They speak, but their words are
inaudible and their mouths move too fast for lip-reading. They jump
up from the table and rush to the exit, where their mouths move
upward at the edges in quick grimaces as they spasmodically shake
hands. One hurries south, the other north. End of tape.

 


 


When Lang left the Toffee
Coffee, he was pretty sure he had convinced his friend that he
could bring about Myrtle's return to helpless adoration. In
ensuring Broddy's happiness with Myrtle, he knew with the easy
conviction of the young that he would also ensure his own happiness
with Gwendolyn. He did not know how he was going to accomplish
these ends, but in considering the thistle-shaped cup of his life
it was his constant practice to envision the contents half full and
rising. In his mind's eye, the level of contentment was approaching
the point where the prickly part of the thistle would be engulfed
and its lovely flower left floating on a sea of sweetness. In his
progress along State Street, he took a skip to the left, spread his
arms, and performed a slight bow, wholly oblivious to the fact that
in so doing he forced two students with book bags into joining his
parodic Shaker dance as they sidestepped to get out of his
way.

“When we find ourselves in
the place just right,” he sang in a voice barely audible to the
students, who simply stared. He took another skip and bow in the
other direction and continued his song, “We will be in Lost Valley
in love and delight.”
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It is a truth universally
acknowledged that two single men of good fortune must be in want of
two wives. So thought Dean Davidson one bright June morning,
multiplying a timeworn and British nineteenth-century truth to fit
the present conditions of his more expansive time and place. He
stood at the eye of his office, hands clasped behind his back in a
posture of general satisfaction, surveying the broad and green
campus of Bellwether University. Of the two single men he had in
mind, one was not Broderick Blomquist, for he had no reason to
remember Mr. Blomquist from that worthy’s high school days in Lost
Valley. It might even be debated whether, had he been acquainted
with Mr. Blomquist, he would have expanded his maxim to the number
three, for his cup of felicitous expectation seemed to tremble
quite nicely with the fullness of the number two.

The Dean was thinking,
first, of Langston Tenterfield, whom he had known from
his—Langston’s, not the Dean's—undergraduate days at Bellwether
College. He was thinking also of himself, Dean David Davidson.
Married young, he had lived apart from his wife during most of the
years of their greatest connubial bliss. Circumstances that seemed
right then would now be hallowed by the all-excusing term “career
move,” but on days like this, with the wind from the west and a
blue and cloudless sky above, he had sometimes suffered the pangs
of self-imposed celibacy.

There had been temptations.
One of them was Gloria Westfall. “Winsome Westfall” she remained in
his thoughts, though over the years she had become, if still
winsome, winsomely formidable. But Gloria was married, and she
appeared to have no eyes for others, even after her husband turned
into one of the many who left Lost Valley and seemed unable to find
it again. And for the Dean, for many years there was his wife in
England, whom he saw each summer until her death. Now, although
Gloria was a neighbor and co-worker in Lost Valley, the two had
become comfortable in their separate lives.

No, the Dean’s connubial
eye was focused on Yolanda Martinez, a rising young scholar of
Multiculturalism who was formerly one of his students at Bellwether
College, as the institution was known during the few years between
its birth as a junior college and its recent elevation to a
university.

He permitted himself a
sigh. It was time for his morning stroll.

Leaving his office, he
popped into Gloria’s, next door. “I’ll be back,” he said. “Take
messages.” These were coming in now at a rate far above the usual,
so it was best to be prepared. Of course, he knew that winsome and
formidable Westfall would in all things be prepared and that she
was backed in her preparedness by banks of half-time student
assistants, that is to say, two, who sat at corner desks answering
phones, stuffing envelopes, and fashioning paper-clip chains. One
of them could work wonders on a computer.

“I’ve already two,” she
said.

“Assistants?”

“You know that’s not what I
mean” She smiled winsomely. “Messages.”

“In house, or
out?”

“One in, one
out.”

“Can they wait?”

“The out’s about housing.
I’ll manage it. The in’s from Professor Rollins. He needs to see
you.”

“He thinks he needs to see
me.”

“It’s the same
thing.”

“Make him wait. I have
business with the President. Tell him ten.”

“Ten’s his coffee break. He
says it’s in the contract.”

“What contract?” The Dean
knew what contract, but he’d rather talk to Gloria about the
conditions of meeting with the Head of Communication and Literature
than actually meet with him.

“The union contract.”
Gloria knew that the Dean knew what contract, but she, too, enjoyed
the frequent morning sparring. It gave them moments of a life
together that was not entirely business.

“Department heads are not
members of the union,” the Dean explained, not for the first time.
“They count as management, though what on Lost Valley’s green and
pleasant earth they manage I can’t conceive. Still, their position
among the ranks of the managers was a point settled by arbitration
many years ago.”

“Nevertheless, when it
comes to things like coffee breaks, he claims the privileges of an
employee.”

“All right. Tell him he can
take his coffee at ten. The Dean will be available at ten-thirty.
Meanwhile, I’m off.”

These little exchanges with
his Executive Secretary helped the Dean to affirm his purpose in
life. They provided regularity to an existence that a sharp critic
might have perceived as irregular, if not aimless. Before he left,
he was pleased to count two more telephone calls. Things were
heating up.

Outside the office, he
stood for a moment at the top of the sweeping staircase of
Stonewall Manor and drank in the view down the stairs to the foyer,
with its cigar store Indian. Old Huron stood alertly on guard by
the right newel post. His left arm was raised and his hand was bent
to shade his eyes as he peered toward the front door, and, when the
door was open, across the campus lawn, to the footbridge over the
river that bore his name or he its. In his right hand he held
upright a bundle of five premium cigars. This, too, was part of the
Dean’s daily cup of reasonably satisfactory tea. He still enjoyed
the walk down the stairs that he had walked down so often in the
past, resplendent in tuxedo, with a pretty undergraduate in an
evening gown on each arm. He enjoyed the rich iconography of the
Indian, presenting to the old world the abundant fruit of the new.
Not for him the niggling objection of certain iconographers of the
younger generation that the particular fruit so proffered had
proved cancerous and that it had not been so much proffered as
taken. The Dean enjoyed the vision of an Indian removed from his
wilderness hut of bark and sheltered under the slate and copper
roof of a white man's mansion that had become first a finishing
school for young ladies, then the central building of a college,
and now the center of intellectual life on the campus of a small
university.

When he swung open the
front door, revealing the pleasant prospect across the lawn to the
Huron River, he liked to remember that the beaver that formerly
damned its tributaries and the deer that drank at its banks were
not far removed from its present waters. Plentiful in the woods
near the town of Lost Valley, deer frequently fed at dusk in its
orchards and cornfields, and sometimes wandered down Front Street
and onto the Bellwether campus. Beaver still damned streams and
tributaries not far from this one. And this one, without dams, was
so shallow that a student could walk across it without getting wet
much above the knees. In some of its shallows watercress grew in
the shade of alder clumps, and its less-visited banks blossomed
with the blues of forgotten flowers with names like
Jill-o’er-the-ground and Quaker-maid. In sum, the Dean's Midwest
had not traveled far from its Edenic past, and for him the central
symbol was the Indian in the hallway. He drew a deep and thankful
breath on the steps just beyond the front door.

Dean Davidson was no fool.
He was not blind to the darker side of his vision. He was aware
that thoughtful people might consider taming the wild Indian one of
the lesser accomplishments of civilization, but he always liked to
look on the positive side of earthly experience, and this was never
truer than at the present time. Contemplating marriage to the
lovely Yolanda Martinez, he viewed his anticipated bliss as
emblematic of more general unions that might provide healing balm
to the wounds of the world.

As for the business with
the President of Bellwether U that he had hinted to Gloria
necessitated his leaving the office, he was happy to be without
such business. In hard cases, he sometimes found it helpful to
place speech at variance with act. He enjoyed his daily
walk.

“Good morning.
Dean.”

“Good morning.”

At this time of year, when
students were mostly absent from campus and struggling elsewhere to
accumulate funds to cover the expenses of the fall semester, he
took special pleasure in brief exchanges with the few he
encountered on the green.

“Bullie’s in good form
today.”

“So he is, so he
is.”

They were talking of the
university mascot, an undersized pit bull that was wildly barking
and bouncing off the chain-link fence that enclosed his exercise
area. To express the situation more accurately, it was his body
that was bouncing off the fence, for his wild barking was
emphatically not. The sound that emerged in undiminished volume
between the diamond loops of wire was a deep-throated “Arf, arf,
arf,” repeated a few times and followed by a higher-pitched “Yip,
yip, yip,” the second sound clearly the result of a doggish
recognition that bouncing against chain-link fencing could have its
less than comfortable side.

“Arf, arf, arf,” went the
bass to this concert, “arf, arf, arf.”

“Yip, yip, yip,” returned
the treble, shorter and sweeter.

Then, for this seemed to be
a dog of less than brilliant mind, there would be hardly a pause
before the repetition of the same sequence, not once, but several
times.

Although the dog could not
escape his run, his racket, as an occasional stranger in town
ungenerously termed it, was spreading beyond the bridge at the
river and across the campus and on down to the intersection of
River Street and Front. Most humans within hearing paid little
attention, for they were used to it. Those of a philosophical mind
who passed beyond reach of the sound—say on the State Road heading
out of town for other parts of Ohio—fell thoughtful at times,
contemplating in a new light the old questions concerning trees
that fall in forests with no ears present to hear them. The dog was
uncommonly ugly, with no name but his nickname, and no business on
campus other than to stand as the in-between-games embodiment of
the student in a dog suit and floppy ears who capered on the
sidelines during athletic encounters. Although tolerated, Bullie
was loved by few on campus besides Ripley Rollins, Head of
Communication and Literature, and the departmental graduate
assistant whose chief job was to feed and water him. His
provocation for the arfs and yips this time was a squirrel that
soon placed itself out of sight, flattened on the other side of a
tree, twitching its tail. Bullie gave up and lay down in the
shade.

His pleasant exchange with
the student completed, the Dean walked on to the bridge, folded his
arms on the top rail, and stood gazing at the water as it sparkled
in the sun. In this morning of emblems and icons, he counted
himself the very image of the single man of good fortune. It gave
him special pleasure to recognize that in this he was twinned with
another fortunate single man, as though the world on such a
morning, in such an expansive country as this United States, in
such a promising century as our own, needed no less than two single
men of good fortune to represent the fullness of its blessings.
That the other fortunate man was none other than his young friend
Langston Tenterfield was most gratifying. One might almost have
assumed they had grown up together, although in fact young
Tenterfield was much more nearly the age of the Dean’s only
daughter. Indeed, he had once nurtured fantasies of bringing the
two together. Briefly, he thought he had succeeded. But an ocean is
wide and Lost Valley narrow. He was happy with things as they
were.

The dean had only to shift
his position, and Stonewall Manor presented its full face in the
distance, its I-shaped windows surveying the campus green that he
had just traversed. Pleasantly inobtrusive, Bullie’s domain lay off
the line of sight to the left, screened as though by the design of
a purposeful landscaper by tall spruces, a clump of alders, and a
line of low-lying shrubs. The other campus buildings, squared
constructions of a gray sandstone modestly draped in ivy, graced
the fringes of the large, rectangular open space of lawn and
ruler-straight paths that separated Science and Arts,
Administration, and the Student Union. Mostly clustered toward the
river end, away from the temptations of the town, were the student
dormitories. Behind him when he looked toward the campus rose the
small hill that passed for a mountain in these parts and helped to
give the somewhat lower area that stretched out and around the
college the appearance of a valley. The Dean looked toward his own
windows on the second floor of Stonewall. It had been the whim of
the builder to shape the windows like I’s, with wider lights at top
and bottom than the double-hung sashes that formed the vertical
portion of the letter. Few looking in or out of those windows year
after year could fail to be struck by the punning observation that
the eye of the beholder was looking through the I of the builder’s
ego. The Dean was not one of those few, for he had often made that
observation, and made it again now.

Within his office, the I of
his own ego dominated. It was difficult there to imagine a goodness
of life that did not include his future with the most desirable
Yolanda Martinez, whose imminent arrival would end the much too
long while of their separation. Outside, by the river Huron, it was
much easier to place the egotistic I at a distance nicely
represented by the actual distance from his office window. On a
shady bridge, he found it pleasant to put aside contemplation of
his own future bliss and think of the joyful life that awaited
Langston Tenterfield when he arrived at Bellwether to seek out,
court, propose to, and marry the lovely Gwendolyn Graceworth. There
were other considerations that for the moment he found it
convenient to forget.

“David,” Lang’s voice on
the Dean’s voicemail had informed him, “your good friend Langston
is looking forward to clasping his good friend and fatherly Dean’s
hand again in brotherly friendship. I won’t say much now, because
of my overwhelming aversion to machines, especially electronic
ones, which have the unpleasing effect of tying my tongue in knots.
If I seem to gibber, that is the reason. There are quandaries for
which I need your wisdom, some concerning Sister Gwendolyn, who
remains much on my mind, as you must be aware. Not that either of
us should find this at all surprising in an existence replete with
the unexpected twists and turns of a haphazard and not always
benevolent fate. We move toward wedded bliss, but there is not much
I can say, or perhaps should say, until we meet—what I mean to say,
of course, is until you and I meet. The walls have
ears.”

There was a lot more. It
seemed that some minor obstruction might present itself. Lang had a
plan. He might have hinted at its nature, but interrupted his own
thoughts with another reference to his lack of comfort with things
electronic, and cut the monologue short somewhere in the middle of
a sentence about a person named Broddy.

The minor obstruction, the Dean thought, was
probably his young friend’s gypsy status. Like many recent Ph.D.s
in English, Lang was without permanent employment. How he lived in
detail, the Dean was not sure, but he knew the general picture.
Lang taught part-time, filling in as needed on a
semester-to-semester basis. There would be two or three classes at
the big U in Ann Arbor, two or three more at the smaller U down the
street, and probably two or three more at a neighboring community
college.

Six or seven or more
classes a semester, the Dean knew, was not unlikely for the gypsy
scholar, and necessary if he was to keep his income above the
poverty level. Among the “unexpected twists and turns of a
haphazard and not always benevolent fate,” the Dean was sure, was
the hoped-for Sudden University Opening, suited precisely to his
talents, that would earn young Lang a full-time position teaching a
third the number of classes for twice the annual income, with
benefits to boot.

 


 


“Er,” thought Ripley
Rollins. Then, after mulling things over in silence for a while and
deciding it suited the circumstances, he voiced the thought.
“Er.”

There was a long pause
while the portraits of famous authors and orators on his walls, and
also the dictionaries, telephone directories, and pamphlets on the
care and feeding of pit bulls and goldfish that lined the bookcases
of the Head of the Department of Communication and English
Literature at Bellwether University reflected on what the professor
might mean by this singular communication. “Er?” questioned
the Bell Bellwether and Lost Valley
Telephone Directory and Tourist Guide,
figuratively raising its eyebrows toward the wall. “Er,” affirmed
the sepia-toned face of a Great Author, nodding from its gilt
frame, both picture and frame recent gifts from the Alumni
Association Literature and Lifelong Learning Club. Unlike Ripley
Rollins, these entities did not speak their thoughts
aloud.

“Er,” Professor Rollins
repeated, enunciating more clearly and speaking more loudly than
the first time. Rising from his chair, he shrugged his shoulders
into his suit jacket, which seemed to fit him loosely. Then he
stepped around his desk and moved toward the door as though to
punctuate his thought with decisive action.

“Did you call, sir?” This
was the voice of the graduate student who kept the desk in the
outer office and fed the dog.

“Er,” Professor Rollins
said once more. “Yes.” Then, after some more thought, “Yes. I
believe I did.”

“I'm sorry, sir. I wasn’t
sure.”

“Er.”

Practiced in these
exchanges, the student waited.

Rollins looked at the clock
on the wall. He had first checked his wristwatch in his inner
office, and then checked his watch for accuracy against the digital
alarm he kept in his desk drawer. There was no doubt about it. All
clocks and watches agreed that the time was ten-thirty. He had
finished his coffee, carefully wrapped the crumbs from his oatmeal
cookie in a napkin and deposited them in his wastebasket. He had
placed the cup and spoon on the tray by the coffee pot, where they
would be picked up by the graduate student and cleaned at some time
before noon. He was pretty sure there was something else he was
supposed to do.

“It’s ten-thirty,” he
ventured.

“Yes, sir, it
is.”

“Did you check my
e-mail?”

“Yes, sir. There was
nothing more.” Detecting a look of disorientation, he explained.
“Nothing more, I mean, in addition to those things we looked at
just before you took your coffee break.”

“Oh, yes, those,” Professor
Rollins said, relieved. “Let me know if anything more comes in.
It’s the Conference, you know.”

“Yes, sir. The Conference.
It’s on everyone’s mind.”

 


 


Professor Rollins returned
to his office and stood looking out his I window. Behind him, Edgar
A. Guest and William Jennings Bryan stared in the same direction,
but neither of those worthies could inspire clarity in a mind that
for the moment seemed a tad fuzzy. Nor could Ralph Waldo Emerson or
Matthew Arnold on the wall to the right of the Head, or Emily
Dickinson or Mrs. E. D. E. N. Southworth to his left. When the
cloud of fuzziness lifted for a minute, it was only to reveal a
mind burdened with a sense of impending doom.

He was certain that 10:30
was important to him. Counting himself a careful and meticulous
man, he found it galling that his normally quick mind had failed to
clamp down on the reason. He could find nothing for that hour on
the calendar on his desk. Was it something about President Baker?
Surely, he could not have failed to note a scheduled meeting with
that formidable presence. Yet, the President had made it
excruciatingly clear that he expected Great Things from the
Conference and it would be reasonable to expect he might want a
progress report. “A lot is riding on this, Rollins,” he had said.
“A lot.” Rollins could feel a line of sweat forming just above his
eyebrows.

Ten-thirty-five. The
Conference was on everyone’s mind. Only yesterday the Dean . . .
That was it! The Dean! His mind snapped shut on that blessed title
like a steel trap. The Dean had wanted to see him at ten-thirty. He
took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. Was the Dean coming
to him, or was he supposed to go to the Dean’s office? He was
pretty sure the Dean was coming to see him. The Dean liked to gad
about.

Outside he could see Bullie
leaping against the fence again, though he could not see why. On
the spring breeze there was borne to him a chorus of arfs and yips,
music to his ears, for to his practiced sensibility it was clear
that the dog's voice was in good form and he no longer suffered
from the hoarseness that had plagued him lately. But the music
carried with it a note of melancholy. Rollins was aware that for
all the healthy volume and timbre in the voice, there was genuine
pain behind the yips. So is it ever in this life, where our
happiest moments so often arrive mixed with an oxymoronic tinge of
bittersweet. The lips curl upward in a smile, and a tear falls from
the corner of one eye. This moment seemed special to Rollins for
its shared sympathy. He felt with the dog the pleasurable pain that
kept him leaping forward and falling back.

“Excuse me, sir.” It was
the graduate assistant, from the outer office.

“Yes, what is
it?”

“It’s Dean Davidson,
sir.”

That settled it, then. The
Dean was coming to him, and his life grew brighter again. “Show him
in.”

“No need to.” This was the
Dean himself, who was entering quite jauntily on his own. “May I?”
He took a chair. Rollins retreated behind his desk. Truth to tell,
the professor was always a little awed by Dean Davidson, who seemed
to have been a Dean since the beginning of time. As far as time was
counted at Bellwether University, he very nearly had
been.

“So what’s new?” the Dean
asked.

“I was just thinking, er,
you know, of that bird.”

“Bird?”

“The one that sings so
beautifully at night, all sweet and sad at the same time. We used
to do a poem about him in 101, Intro to Com and Lit. Night
something. Nighthawk, maybe. No, hawk doesn't seem right for the
sweet part of it. You know the one I mean.”

“Nightingale?”

“Yes, that’s it. The
nightingale. Anyway, according to the Greeks, he got his voice from
a massive head injury—or he may have bitten something like a fence
and hurt his tongue—do birds have tongues? So the voice is sad and
sweet at the same time. The remarkable thing is that the voice
wouldn’t have been so beautiful if he hadn’t hurt
himself.”

“I know the story,” the
Dean said, “although not the head injury or tongue part. There is a
universal truth in it.”

“Truth? It’s a myth, I
think. At least that’s what we used to teach in Com and Lit 101.
Anyway, I was just now thinking of the bird and wondering if the
pain is always worth it. It occurred to me that you could get a
soft pad and put it up on the wall.”

“A pad on the
wall?”

“Yes. A pad like they have
in the outfield of a baseball park so that players who run head
first into the wall don't get hurt. Or don't get hurt very
much.”

The Dean looked around the
office for a nightingale, or a nighthawk, which would be more
likely in these parts, or a birdcage that needed padding, but
perceived none of these things. The Conference, he knew, was on
everyone's mind. He was beginning to think that perhaps it had been
too much on Professor Rollins's mind and was causing a more than
usual confusion in that noble organ.

“A pad, you
say?”

“Yes, a soft pad on the
wall, all around, so that when you run your head into it, you don't
get hurt.”

The Dean looked at the wall
as if to confirm that anyone running his head against it might get
hurt. It seemed so. The ornamental fruit and pointed leaves on the
gilt frame of the latest Great Author seemed especially dangerous
in the room if you supposed that at any moment people might run at
them headfirst. He looked at the broad forehead of the Head of the
Department of Communication and Literature in an attempt to
identify signs of contusion. There were none. A Sherlock Holmes
might have noticed that Rollins had been perspiring and that he had
drawn a cloth of some kind across his forehead to remove the beads
of sweat that had gathered there, thereby giving his skin its
present shiny glow. From those small clues, the great detective
might have inferred that Rollins was nervous about something. From
that point it would be an easy deduction that the Conference was
the likely cause. But the Dean was no Sherlock Holmes. He skipped
the clues and leapt to the fact at hand.

“You are thinking of
padding the walls of the office?” he ventured.

“The office?” Rollins
looked wildly about. He found these mental leaps of the Dean
disturbing to the flow of reasoned conversation. “What on earth
for?”

“I may have gotten the
wrong impression, but I thought you were worried about people
running their heads into it, damaging the plaster and bloodying the
picture frames.”

Rollins gaped.

“Students, perhaps?”
Skilled at this kind of maneuvering from long years on the job, the
Dean took one of his favorite tacks, a twist to the rudder that
brought the boat around and gave it a good wind toward home. Much
at Bellwether turned on students.

“Students? No, no. I
haven't had a student bang her head on the wall for quite a few
years. They don’t seem to take things as seriously as they used to.
Or perhaps it's we who don't ask them to take things as seriously
as we used to. No, no. Not students. I was thinking of
Bullie.”

“You’re going to bring him
up here and keep him in the office?”

“Er,” Rollins said. A pit
bull in his office was a suggestion he hadn't entertained. Still,
he decided to drop it. “Er, that is. I’m not going to bring him up
here, unless you advise it. I don’t think the room would be safe
for students then, or anyone else. I meant his run. Why couldn’t we
put a pad around it?”

“It’s a thought,” the Dean
said.

 


 


“The Conference, I suppose,
is going well,” the Dean said not many minutes later, introducing a
new topic.

“Yes. Yes, it is,”
Professor Rollins said. Simultaneously with his saying it, he
experienced a wafting away of the mental fog that descended upon
him periodically and found himself bathed in the bright sunshine of
purpose.

Contrary to the impression
of him that might have been formed by a casual observer, Ripley
Rollins was not a stupid man. Nor was an occasional haziness of
mind a new condition that had come upon him with occasional
restrictions of the blood flow to the cerebral cortex. A dreamy
teenager, he had performed well enough in high school to enter a
middling college. There a genuine love for the written word had
driven him into more classes in literature than might have been
warranted by a strict attention to his future economic well being.
His mother had talked to him of usefulness in the world and tried
to steer him toward a career in medicine or dentistry or at least
the social sciences. His father had said usefulness be damned and
had pushed for marketing or law.

But Ripley loved words in
print, loved them with an almost helpless indiscriminateness
rendered all the more poignant by the difficulty with which he
framed his own cloudy thoughts into phrases that sometimes sang—he
said so himself—with melodious communication. Not often, he
admitted. Not nearly often enough. As a young man, he developed a
sufficient sense of the look and feel of clear prose to understand
that his own efforts, though prosaic enough, were seldom clear.
Then he discovered Criticism. A kindly professor of English taught
him to turn his gift for cloudiness into “A” papers by the simple
device of affirming the presence of fog in any work he discussed.
Although a device so simple seemed at first like cheating, Ripley
soon learned that it was not. He entered a middling graduate school
where he learned to give to fog a number of different names,
fashionable one after another in their brief time. There he earned
a Ph.D. and with it an appointment at Bellwether College, where he
had taught happily ever since.

Ripley no longer read as
much as he used to. Still, he continued in his love for the older
works he continued to teach, even in the face of new curricular
dictates that found those authors not as good as they used to be.
He was sustained also by his love of dumb animals like Bullie.
Shakespeare, Eliot (George or T.S.), Dickinson, or Frost, he knew,
might be in or out, but custom, he knew, could not stale Bullie’s
infinite variety.

“ ’Going well?’ you ask,”
he said to the Dean. “Take a look at this.” He handed the
Conference program across the desk. He was animated now. “This is
the final mock-up. All we have to do is make sure it's right, send
the word to the printer, and we'll have the finals sitting in my
office by Wednesday morning. That’s hours before any of the
participants arrive. Turn it over. Look at the back. Great picture
of Bullie, isn’t it? That’s a kind of a key, an icon. We’re going
to get on this, this, whatsis stuff—I can't think of the name of it
now, but it has to do with keys, icons, codes, and stuff like that,
you know, you don’t know what you’re seeing until someone slips you
the key—we’re going to get on it and hang on like
bulldogs.”

The Dean obliged him by
turning the program over to see the picture of the famous pit bull
superimposed on a view of Stonewall Manor, the dog slightly washed
out so that the lines of the house came through. Although Bullie
was much bigger than in life, he did not dominate the picture.
Indeed, the Dean could imagine quite a nice conference session on
iconography, with considerable discussion as to whether the whole
was meant to suggest the primacy of Bellwether University (hinted
through the foregrounding of its mascot) in the coming intellectual
event or (since Bullie was nearly transparent) the effect should be
read as affirming the importance of the event concerning which
Bullie (the university) could be seen as nothing more than host or
guardian.

“The President likes it,”
Rollins said.

“I’m sure he does,” the Dean replied. He had turned
back to the front, where he saw the same view of Stonewall Manor,
minus the dog, but with a similarly transparent view of Old Huron,
with one hand shading his eyes and his five cigars offered front
and center. Much, the Dean thought, can be read into a conference
program that begins with an Indian and ends with a dog. But he did
not attempt to formulate a reading. Instead, he pondered the words
printed on the front.

 


INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON
MULTICULTURAL

 


AND

 


MULTIDISCIPLINARY
INITIATIVES: THE NOW AND THE HOW

 


If it specified the bow and
the wow, the Dean thought, that would have helped a casual reader
make sense of the dog on the back. On the other hand, if it said
the pow and the wow, that would have pointed to the harmonious
co-mingling, or powwow, that might be understood as one of the
possibilities suggested by the artwork on the front. He did not
voice these musings, however, but read on.

 


SPONSORED

by

THE DEPARTMENT OF
COMMUNICATION AND ENGLISH LITERATURE

and

THE DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE
AND FOREIGN LANGUAGES

and
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Commerce
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Trust
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The Bing Inn, Chinese
Restaurant, and Conference Center.

 


“Looks good,” the Dean
said.

“I think so,” the Head of
Communication and English Literature replied.

“Is there a
problem?”

“Problem?”

“Yes, problem. You wanted
to see me”

“Er. So I did.
Er.”

“A problem with the
program?” the Dean suggested. Then, observing the shadow of
bewilderment that began to cloud the Head’s expression of sunny
purpose, he thought it best to prompt him a bit. “I had a message
this morning that you wanted to see me. Sensing something out of
the ordinary, I dropped a few things and got here, as you see, not
long after 10:30. Sorry I couldn’t have been more prompt, but you
understand the press of business in a Dean’s office.”

The sunny purpose still
seemed dim.

“Perhaps it has to do” the
Dean suggested, “with what’s between the covers? Perhaps some
question of spelling a participant’s name or academic affiliation?
Perhaps uncertainty with wording for the title of a session? I hope
there’s nothing come up concerning young Tenterfield’s
session?”

“That’s it!” The Head
smiled his relief. “Yes, it’s LangstonTenterfield.” He had it now.
“That is, I don't think it’s Tenterfield so much as his topic, and
not so much his topic as the question of VIVIAN WAYNE.”

“Vivian Wayne?” Less
impressed with the work of that Great Critic and Novelist than was
the Head of C and E L, the Dean repeated the name minus most of the
capitals the Head added almost every time he spoke of that august
personage.

“Yes, VIVIAN WAYNE. You know that Tenterfield has
him on his part of the program. Look here,” he said, turning to the
proper page and underscoring the lines with his finger.

 


PLENARY SESSION

Moderator: Ripley Rollins,
Bellwether University

“The Anxiety of Affluence:
Vivian Wayne and the Margins of Contemporary Discourse,” Langston
Windham Tenterfield, Independent Scholar.

Response by Vivian
Wayne.

 


“Plenary Session,” the Head
said, not so much explaining to the Dean as thinking to himself.
“That means it’s important. Everyone at the Conference will be
there. The President will be there. He thinks it's important ‘A lot
is riding on this, Rollins,’ is what he said. It’s scheduled to
follow immediately after this year’s Ceremony of the Happy Huron
Heritage. It gives extra point to the ceremony.”

“I know all that,” the Dean
said, “but I also know young Tenterfield, and I don’t see the
problem.”

“Tenterfield? Tenterfield?
Yes, well. Er. The thing is. How do we know that VIVIAN WAYNE will
be there?”

 


 


On this morning of sunny
weather in the city of Lost Valley, Professor Alfred Hedge was one
of the many who awoke to a mood in perfect harmony with Nature’s
widespread blessing. Life, he felt, smiled upon him. He continued
to feel that way at not many minutes after 10:30 when Dean Davidson
entered the office of Professor Rollins. Moreover, he would have
felt that life smiled yet more broadly had he been present not long
after to receive the news that the Great Vivian Wayne might not
show up for the conference. Although Hedge considered his own
talents central to the Department of Communication and English
Literature, he cared not a whit for Vivian Wayne. He had other fish
to fry.

Persons well acquainted
with toads know that, with the exception of a few nasty specimens
like the cane toads that terrorize Queensland in Australia and get
themselves bashed by organized gangs with lead pipes, by and large
they are beneficial creatures, innocent of harm, that work
diligently at ridding our flower and vegetable gardens of noxious
pests. In the American heartland, they are uniformly harmless
except to the occasional canine that nature should have taught
better than to try to ingest one. They are not at all slimy or
given to inducing warts on the hands of humans who handle them
carelessly. So, too, with snakes. The massasauga rattler found in
Michigan and Ohio is so easily identified by markings, head, and
tail, that those who persist in approaching it without proper
protection have nobody but themselves to blame should it strike at
them, and even then it is unlikely to hurt past recovery. As for
garter snakes and other common reptiles, one wonders where they got
their unsavory reputations, for many a country child can tell you
what delightful pets they make.

These same persons, with
all their reptilian knowledge, might have found themselves hard put
to be sure what most of Alf Hedge’s acquaintances meant by dredging
up so frequently the words “toad” and “snake” when they thought of
him. He was not toad-like except in the general sense that he was
not a handsome man. Nor was he snake-like except in an unfortunate
manner of walking, especially when rounding corners or going in and
out of doors, that tended to bring to mind the word
“slither.”

Whatever was meant by these
words, they were never said aloud. Perhaps they were not even
thought with much frequency or force, for a generous civility is
one of the cherished attributes of academic communities like the
one at Bellwether. Nevertheless, it was not Hedge's ignorance of
his colleagues' opinions or the students’ mocking of his croaking
voice that put him in such a good frame of mind on this morning. He
knew what his colleagues and students thought. Indeed, by a
mysterious osmosis, reptilian images frequently entered into his
own visions of himself.

Not this morning, though.
This morning he was a handsome prince on his way to lunch with the
princess of his dreams.

The bower of earthly
delights in which they had elected to meet was the Korner Kitchen,
which stood not on a corner but close to the middle of its block on
Front Street, across from the campus. Rather than an attempt at
alliterative localizing enhanced by orthography, “Korner” was the
owner's name. Mrs. Jake Korner hailed the prince when he
arrived.

“Myrtle’s in the back
booth, Professor Hedge.”

So much for anonymity in a
small town. Hedge was not displeased, however. He considered Myrtle
Benson a prize for which he would relinquish a great deal of his
customary privacy. Not all, but some. Another man might hesitate
before rushing in on a maiden so recently spurned, but it was not
in Hedge's nature to hold back from a good thing. He had little
patience with any poor fool who thought she could find love on the
Internet, but he was happy to give solace to a pretty one. Yes,
Myrtle was pretty. The moniker “mbenson.libe@bel.edu,” magical
though it might appear to some, didn't half do justice to
her.

“Holding up O.K.?” he
croaked. In his calculations, Myrtle would count such a precipitous
outpouring of fellow feeling as strong evidence of his warm and
affectionate nature. To enforce the cordiality, he spread his thin
lips in a wide and ingratiating smile. Then he turned to the menu.
“Soup looks good today. Bean with bacon. A cup of that and split a
tuna salad sandwich?”

“Not really.”

“Some other
soup?”

“No.”

“Some other
sandwich?”

“No.”

“What, then?”

Myrtle heaved a sigh
unperceived by Hedge, who was engaged in studying the brightly
colored pictures of menu possibilities. “Tuna salad’s O.K,” she
said.

“So, that’s O.K. then. You
had me wondering for a minute there. So that’s what we’ll have,
waitress. A cup of bean soup each and a tuna salad sandwich to
split. On white toast. And don’t forget the chips. Tea for the
lady, and I’ll have coffee with cream.” Hedge prided himself on
knowing what the lady would want and displaying just the right
blend of care and masculine command in placing the
order.

“And cream for my tea as
well,” Myrtle said.

“Cream for her tea, too,”
Hedge said, clarifying.

“Half and half?” said the
waitress.

For a few minutes longer
Hedge studied the menu, thinking of dessert possibilities. He
considered colored pictures under plastic laminate an especially
high form of popular art. Then, finished with his moment of
aesthetic appreciation, he checked prices and performed laborious
sums of mental arithmetic. When the bill came, he wanted to accept
it airily, glancing only briefly to verify that the total was
correct. He considered it impolite to ask his partner to sit and
wait at the end of a meal while he penciled in figures, checking
for accuracy. Fortunately, this would be an easy addition. It
annoyed him when the bill was so complicated he had to take out his
pocket calculator to check it. That seldom happened with Hedge, of
course, for, when he was present, complicated bills usually turned
out to be someone else’s affair. When he looked up from his present
absorptions, Myrtle seemed to be staring at him.

“Something wrong?” he
asked.

“You asked me if I was
holding up O.K.”

“And?”

“I thought maybe you wanted
to know the answer.” Myrtle was not a woman who cried easily, but
her eyes were glistening.

“Of course, I do.” Hedge
was suddenly all solicitation. He spread his lips again, taking
care to turn them up at the corners. “Got sidetracked by the
problems of the meal. Let’s start again. Are you holding up
O.K?”

“In what way do you
mean?”

“About that Internet
fellow, of course. I assume that that’s all behind you, but I just
thought I’d check.”

“I thought I had left it
behind, too. Still, I keep thinking of his last
message.”

Hedge was irate. “He
communicated with you again after you explicitly told him not to?
He should not have done that. There are protocols he should observe
even on a lonely-hearts bulletin board. I thought the letter I
helped you write was clear enough for anyone but an idiot or a
deranged man, or a potential molester. There are privacy laws,
sexual harassment laws, stalking laws. We can get him on any of
those. Tell me what he wrote.”

“He didn’t.”

“Didn’t write?”

“Not since I asked him not
to. Anyway, it wasn’t on a lonely-hearts bulletin board. We had
gotten beyond that. No, he hasn't written again, but I’m still
confused by the last letter I got before I broke with him.” Her lip
trembled a bit. “It was so unlike him."

“Unlike him? How could a
brutish letter be unlike the brute that wrote it?”

“I don’t know,” Myrtle
replied.

 



 


 


 


Naming Names

 


“Good job I ran into
Broddy,” Hermione said, heaving her bags into the back of the car
before Lang could get around to the curbside.

“Running into Brother
Broddy is almost always a good job,” Lang replied, arriving almost
in time to assist her into her seat. He did manage to get a good
grasp on the door and close it purposefully behind her, not without
noticing that she still possessed great charms of hip and leg, to
say nothing of . . . “Still’” he continued, “for the purpose of
initiating the conversation on what might without a little friendly
banter prove a tedious journey, I will pose a question. Why was it
a good job on this particular occasion?”

“Because of you, of
course.”

“My uncommon personal
attractiveness?”

“Don’t be an oaf. You are
just as Americanly attractive as you always were, and I am just as
British.”

“Part British, part
Brittle,” he reminded her.

“Yes. And you,” she said,
“remain that strange New World mixture, part Scotch and part
Soda.”

“Part Irish and part
Ticklish,” he reminded her.

“Part Welsh and part
Rabbit,” she countered.

“I thought you were
sensitive on the Rabbit point.”

“Unfortunately, I still am.
That’s when I learned I was part Brittle.”

“When it comes to that,”
Lang conceded, “a little brittle is probably in the mix for both of
us. Anyway, it’s good to see you. Do we kiss?”

“Bloody hell, no, we don't
kiss. Maybe later.”

“Slap and
tickle?”

“Maybe later.”

“You don’t
change.”

“Nor you.” She had what
some would call an infectious laugh, and with it she now infected
Lang.

“If Brother Broddy hadn’t
told you I was driving to Lost Valley today and expressly told you
to call me, I would have met you on the highway anyway. You would
have been standing by the side of the road with a thumb out and a
skirt hiked above the knee and your good friend Brother Lang, the
New World's epitome of chivalry, would have been unable to find it
in his heart to drive on by. As they say in the movies, we were
destined to take this trip together.”

“Righto. In point of fact,
I was planning to take the bus.”

“And you weren’t going to
call me to tell me you were in town?”

“No, I wasn’t. I considered
the possibility that you might be at the convention, but of course
I wasn’t certain even of that.”

Not far from Ann Arbor the
landscape flattens out, leaving behind only a memory of small
undulations near a river. The pilot of a small plane practicing his
touch and goes from the Ann Arbor Airport circles monotonously over
housing developments and shopping centers named Georgetown,
Briarwood, and Stonebridge—names that seem strangely unconnected to
the rich farmland this once was, the oak openings and fertile
prairie the farms replaced, or the history of the generations of
red and other-colored people that have touched this place in
passing. The pilot does not have to rise far above the altitude
required for his repeated take offs and near-landings to see the
shopping centers and housing developments terminating in fields
held for future development and those fields extended in cultivated
squares in all directions around the city to the horizon. Here is a
farmhouse, a barn, a silo. There is the city of Saline, named by an
older convention for the prominent natural feature of its salt
licks. In the distance is Tecumseh, named for the great chief whose
leadership was important around here for reasons largely forgotten.
There, set safely apart from grouped populations of towns and
villages are the fenced clusters of forbidding buildings that
formerly housed, separately, a men’s and a women’s prison, with
Highway 23 lying between the genders like a sword. Despite these
evidences of human presence, the overall impression is of a flat
checkerboard, much of it empty. Roads run straight like ruler
lines. It is unlikely that among the vehicles crawling by different
routes toward the horizon the pilot concerned with perfecting his
skills takes particular notice of the small blue car that carries
Lang and Hermione toward Lost Valley. If he does, and if he is of a
philosophical turn of mind, he may wonder how anyone who found a
valley in this landscape could have afterwards lost it.

So wondered Hermione as she
watched the landscape rush by for the first hour. “It’s like this
all the way, isn’t it?” she said. “Bloody two hours more to Lost
Valley. Where on earth did they get that name anyway?”

“I could tell you,” Lang
said.

“Tell me.”

“Lost Valley was
discovered,” Lang said, “by one Zebulon Swordfish, commissioned by
a consortium of Prussian idealists to find a suitable location for
the Fourierist Utopian community they intended to build in the
glorious and fruitful New World. After struggling through the
frequently vertical wilderness of western Pennsylvania he came to
the flatland this side of Pittsburgh and pushed his team of
oxen—they were named Babe, for the famous blue ox of Paul Bunyan,
and Ruth, for the alien corn they would have to live on—he pushed
Babe and Ruth to exhaustion in his attempt to find an earthly
paradise without crossing the Mississippi. For that was the plan.
In his sealed orders he found the words “Verboten to cross the
Mississippi,” inked on parchment in Old High German script. Brother
Swordfish circled here and there—like a swordfish in a tank one
might say unless one disliked that kind of gratuitous verbal
ornamentation—but he found this place too arid, that one cursed
with swamp fever, and the next crawling with toads and snakes. Did
I mention that he was Irish?”

“I don’t think the Irish
have problems with toads.”

“No, probably not, but he
had to think of everything. Anyway, he found the place. There was a
river, a fertile valley, and rising next to the valley the small
mountain or large molehill that he dignified by the name of
Swordfish Peak. It was the only such protuberance, just as the
valley was the only valley, on the face of the prairie for many
miles around. His employers, he knew, would have no difficulty in
finding their paradise. He planted a stake, named the valley, drew
a map, and sent the Prussians a letter adorned with a compass rose
and detailed directions to get there. Then, because he had no
personal aversion to crossing the Mississippi, he succumbed to
longstanding ambition and in a spirit of New World independence
changed what he had always considered the pompous name ‘Swordfish’
to the less pretentious ‘Pike.’ Then he headed west.”

“You are telling me,”
Hermione said, “that your Mr. Swordfish-Pike discovered a valley
and named it ‘Lost’? He seems to have been operating from a rather
improbable standard of nomenclature.”

“I don’t consider his
standard at all improbable. He was an Irishman burdened by his
mother with an Old Testament name and was employed by Teutonic
visionaries to explore a land inhabited by Red Indians. In calling
the valley “Lost” he may have been remembering his own name,
“Zebulon,” which denominates, among other things, one of the twelve
lost tribes of Israel. “Lost” may also have referred to the Indians
about to be displaced. What standard of nomenclature would you want
him held to? In imposing our own standards on earlier times, you
must agree we engage in an unattractive species of anterior
cultural imperialism.”

“It still seems pretty rum.
Surely you can do better than that.”

Oddly, as by a species of
ethereal osmosis, the same general perceptions began at this point
to run through the heads of both traveling discussants. Considering
the theory that Vivian Wayne’s astonishing fictions were in essence
but mystifying substitutes for, to use a phrase from
The Anxiety of Affluence,
“words that lie too deep for thought,” it occurred to both that
Lang’s improvisation on the history of Lost Valley formed a similar
substitute for matters he did not want to examine closely just now.
And, wonder of wonders, it occurred to both that Hermione’s avid
interest mirrored any reader’s classic escapist motive for
immersion in the world of fiction, so like and unlike the world we
inhabit.

Therefore, granting that
the story possessed its element of rummyness, Lang found himself
happy to try to do better.

“O.K., then. Brother
Langston’s good friend Sister Trelawney asks him to jettison sober
history and test his powers of invention. Can he devise a better
explanation than the one he has proffered? Well, suppose we accept
the hypothesis that even when its history has been examined, the
name ‘Lost Valley’ still seems an anomaly within the annals of
nomenclature. Why would a geographical feature just discovered be
named by its discoverer as though it were something he had just
lost? Consider another possibility. On the map that Brother
Swordfish sent to the consortium he wrote a name. The map exists
today, and has been seen by older inhabitants of the town of Lost
Valley. Some insist that Swordfish's handwriting spells out,
clearly enough, ‘Lost Valley.’ Others say that what seems an ‘o’
was intended to be read as an ‘a’ and the name given by the
intrepid explorer was ‘Last Valley’ for the good and sufficient
reason that it was the last valley his visited, the one he settled
on for the location of the consortium's Utopia. Scholars remain
divided.”

“Scholars,” Hermione
reminded him, “are always divided.”

So passed in informative
conversation many minutes while the road hissed away like torn silk
beneath the four tires that rolled two young people toward Lost
Valley and the hallowed halls of Bellwether University. Lang’s
improvisation on the concept of Loss in the name “Lost Valley” had
proved a pleasant diversion from thoughts of his poem and of its
personal history that had been running through his head since he
had idly penned the first lines on a sheet of paper while waiting
for Broddy in the Toffee Coffee. Even as he spoke of the
explorations of Swordfish-Pike, the lines continued to weave in and
out of his consciousness as a panoramic backdrop to
speech.

 


In love with One, I love
another

As constant press of time
and place,

A welcome warmth and
willing ways,

Conspire to blur the
distant face.

 


And now he added the second
stanza, which seemed more important at this moment than it had the
day before.

 


Wholly in love, the one I
love,

Knows not the distant
She,

Which prompts the thought,
as she to I,

So I to Her may
be.

 


“Scholars,” Hermione
reminded him, repeating the point to fill in a moment of silence,
“are always divided.” What precisely she meant by that was as
obscure to him as the hypothetical difference between “Lost” and
“Last,” but she was certainly capable of a devilish ambiguity. Not
only scholars are always divided, he thought. By the mysterious
osmosis that still seemed to be working, she thought much the same
thing. She had admired his poem when he first wrote it, and then
had not admired it. In the end she had mocked it by setting it to
country music wholly inappropriate to its seventeenth-century
metaphysical wit and spiritual urgency.

They both had a lot to think about. Both were listed
on the program for the INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MULTICULTURAL
AND MULTI-DISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES that Professor Ripley Rollins
was even then polishing to a presentational perfection, checking
spelling, verifying topics, and playing with different shadings for
his overlaid images of cigar store Indians and dogs. For Hermione,
there was a panel discussion on which she had been paired with a
scholar from Australia of whom she knew nothing more than his name,
Ned Warrigal. She had high hopes for the panel, since from it might
come a publication that would tip the scales toward her promotion
and tenure at the small Pennsylvania college where she taught. For
Lang, there was the plenary session on The Anxiety of
Affluence, which he was counting upon to earn him a scholarly
reputation that would pluck him from the ranks of academic gypsies.
He would no longer trail his caravan from one part-time position to
another, unfolding his tent and selling his wares on obscure
corners on the outskirts of college campuses, but would earn a
full-time job in a stable environment at the center of a campus,
where he might become affluent enough to afford anxieties. In
pursuit of this dream he had written marvelous letters to the
famous but invisible Vivian Wayne. Receiving no answer, he had
faxed him messages, had e-mailed and FedExed him to a
fare-thee-well. Surely Vivian Wayne would appear at the conference,
if only out of curiosity about the psyche that engendered such
pursuit.

A promotion and tenure for
Hermione. A real job for Lang. A lot, as President Abel Baker of
Bellwether University was fond of pointing out to Professor Ripley
Rollins, Head of Communication and English Literature, was riding
on this conference.

 


 


Once Ripley Rollins got his
teeth into a subject he was not unlike the university mascot,
Bullie. He hung on, sometimes beyond the patience of victims and
bystanders. Unless distracted. Dean Davidson, on the other hand,
was a more than usually patient man. Had he been born in a time and
to parents given to choosing for their children such
character-defining names as Increase or Capability or Hope, Faith,
or Charity, he might have grown to manhood under the sobriquet
Tranquility Davidson. As it was, a biographer focused on this
juncture of his life would have found it difficult to discern
whether he was tranquil by nature or by nurture. The name
Tranquility, had it been given him, would have settled the question
only for those who believe that in naming there is
destiny.

When the Dean came to
Bellwether, after his Rhodes Scholar year at Oxford and his
subsequent brief teaching in the American provinces, he was
returning to the general area of his birth. At that time the school
was still Bellwether Junior College, a young ladies’ finishing
school with a reputation as the Wellcliffe of the Midwest. A young,
handsome dean with an English polish applied to fundamental
Midwestem virtues was considered a catch by President Baker, whose
own Bellwether career was also in its infancy. The school wanted
tone. Young David Davidson wanted an income. The match was made. He
hoped one day to bring his wife and daughter from England, but at
first he was not sure he would stay in Lost Valley. Since the
school paid well enough to facilitate his annual trips abroad, the
arrangement continued, and proved a blessing for the school.
Bellwether Junior College by great good luck acquired a Dean who
passed as an eligible bachelor but was not eligible, and he honored
his position. For the first few years his duties consisted largely
of donning a tuxedo, looking handsome, chatting wittily, and
escorting young ladies in evening dresses to cotillions celebrating
birthdays and comings-out.

“Tough work, but somebody
has to do it,” went the joke in Lost Valley. Putting the irony
aside, in fact it wasn't always easy. Not all the young ladies were
wholly satisfied to depart from school finished only in mind,
manners, and morals, which was essentially what the curriculum
offered, and sometimes the Dean became the object of attentions
neither promised to the young ladies in the school catalog nor
listed among the fringe benefits in the faculty contract. He
remained tranquil. And tranquility tested in such fire served him
later during the turmoil of Bellwether’s becoming a four-year
college that admitted young men, not all of whom, confronted with
the yearnings of their feminine classmates, were blessed with the
good manners and compassion of the Dean. Now, with the new
university status affirmed by events like the International
Convention, the Dean's placid steadfastness was being tried
anew.

At the present moment he
was bothered, figuratively speaking, to discover the seat of his
pants in the bulldog jaws of Ripley Rollins. Patiently, he
suggested to the Head of Communication and English Literature that
he didn’t see what his responsibilities as Dean had to do with the
presence or absence of scholars at a conference.

“Not scholars,” Rollins
said. “VIVIAN WAYNE. I don’t care much about the others. If young
Tenterfield fails to show up, I can take over for him or call in
Alf Hedge or Yolanda Martinez. If that fellow from Australia fails
to show I wouldn’t be surprised, but then we can count Australia
the loser.”

“Australia the loser?” the
Dean said. “If it helps your argument, though I don’t see where it
is heading, I will concede that if one of their scholars fails to
make his Qantas connections for a convention in Lost Valley, U.S.A.
the shame will bring down whatever liberal or conservative
government currently prevails in Canberra. So let’s hear the rest
of it.”

“It’s not a joke,” Rollins
said.

“All right, then. Leaving
Australians aside, I am aware that you think Vivian Wayne’s
presence here important. Because I recognize that our president
also believes the presence of the great critic is important, I am
willing to assert that as a good dean, I, too, think it important.
But I repeat that I can see little I might do and nothing that
seems my responsibility. Here’s a consideration still more to the
point: why on earth would he not come?”

“Because he never goes
anywhere,” Rollins wailed. “And the thing
is,” he continued, “President Baker has set up the Ceremony of the
Happy Huron Heritage to precede the session on Wayne. There’s the
wampum, the beaded moccasins, the three arrows, the drum, and the
Eagle headdress. He couldn’t find good ones to buy, so he got them
on loan from some place in Wyoming.”

“Never goes
anywhere?”

“Not often, but he did send
Patterson to Wyoming and Patterson came up with the stuff. He’s got
it in his office. He dresses up in it sometimes and beats the
drum.”

“Patterson?”

“Not Patterson, Baker. The
stuff’s in Baker’s office. Patterson couldn’t be trusted to keep it
safe. Sometimes when it’s quiet and the window’s open I hear
drumbeats. And chanting. You must have heard it. I suppose it’s
practice for the Ceremony of the Happy Huron Heritage. It will be
bigger and better than ever this year.”

The Dean greeted this news
with brief silence. From the wall nearby the sober face of Edgar
Guest seemed to be telepathically communicating to him the message
“It takes a heap of chanting to make a house a wigwam.” The Dean
was momentarily inspired to pass the thought on to Rollins. “It
takes a heap,” he began, then thought better of it and let it
go.

“A heap?” Rollins looked
perplexed.

“A heap,” said the Dean,
retrieving the point. “I think we are dithering, heap big dither.
Do you mind if we return to the curious suggestion that an
internationally renowned novelist and literary critic who has
allowed his name to be printed on the program for a conference at
Bellwether University might at the last moment absent himself from
the proceedings? As a reader who cares little for the rituals of
fandom, I don’t believe I will shed many tears if he stays home.
But as a Dean approving programs and requisitions for the
Department of Communication and English Literature and otherwise
standing between that Department and the prodigious wrath of the
President and Board of Trustees of our fair university I think I
begin to perceive that I have an interest.”

The Dean opened the program
and turned it to face Professor Rollins. Then, pointing, he
elucidated. “It seems to say here that Vivian Wayne will reply to a
scholarly paper delivered by Langston Tenterfield. I know that we
can count on Tenterfield. Indeed, I recently had a message from him
and am looking forward to an early meeting. On the other hand, I
don’t know Wayne and I believe you don’t, either, but we both
respect his reputation. Now suddenly you tell me you don't expect
him to come.”

In deepening sorrow,
Rollins confessed, “He never goes anywhere.”

“We have touched on that
tune before,” the Dean said. “Let’s skip the tap dance, straw hat,
and the flourish of the bamboo cane that goes with it. Can you
elaborate?”

“That’s all I
know.”

“But you have
correspondence? You have the usual agreement to an honorarium? You
have papers signed?”

“That’s just it. I don’t
have any of those things. Young Tenterfield is taking care of the
whole session. He arranged it from beginning to end. I thought he
would send correspondence, but he hasn’t.”

“Tenterfield has not sent
any correspondence?”

“Maybe he’s bringing it
with him.”

“Let us hope so,” the Dean
said. “Anyway, if there was a problem, he would have told you or
mentioned it on my phone. But precisely what do you mean when you
say that Vivian Wayne never goes anywhere?”

“Just that. He goes
nowhere. He holds no academic position. He attends no academic
conferences. He gives no lectures. He grants no interviews. Nobody
even knows what he looks like.”

Patience has its rewards.
The Dean was beginning to find the conversation more and more
interesting. Here was a man who voluntarily relinquished the tens
of thousands of dollars in annual income that can accrue to such a
star from his guest appearances. The Dean thought such a refusal
must be hard, and he wondered what kind of a man would persist in
the practice year after year. Were there no pangs of regret? No
temptations, say, to appear and speak from behind a screen or from
under a sheet like the ghost of critics past or yet to come? Why
not from inside a black box? Although the Dean’s academic
discipline was History, not English, he knew something of the
famous Vivian Wayne, whose writings reverberated throughout the
Humanities, but he did not know of his lack of a public face. He
knew that he was counted a great critic, mostly on the basis of one
volume, The Anxiety of
Affluence.

That had come, he believed,
after the novels.

 


First was the novel V, welcomed by readers
and critics alike as a young man’s brilliant turn on paranoiac
uncertainty. V, the novel’s titular hero, was Victor Huguenot, a
man whose family name suggested a French heritage and may have been
a pun (“huge, not”), or, since it may not have been his true name
at all, was perhaps primarily a pseudonym masking a mystery with
unclear dimensions. “Victor,” V’s given name, was almost certainly
intended as emblematic. By the end of the novel he emerged
victorious over evil forces that pursued him relentlessly
throughout, unless, perhaps, the same events that seemed to
proclaim his victory had in another sense vanquished him. In the
latter case, the name “Victor” was probably intended as an
authorial irony, unless, as some suggested, the author’s intentions
had gone astray, or didn’t matter. Almost immediately after
publication the book found its way onto the conference circuit,
prompting manifold reformulations of the controversies that divided
scholars as to this point and that and what they all meant in the
context of patronymic hegemony, feminism, bourgeois materialism,
cultural relativism, Eurocentric privileging, queer studies, as
well as many other approaches to history and literature, some of
which were still more queer. Scholars, the Dean was aware, are
always divided.

The interpretative freight train set in motion by
the appearance of V might have continued down the same track
indefinitely, delivering a shipment of articles and books here,
taking on new paper there, revising, rethinking, rewriting, all
along the lines perceived in the first reviews. Such was not its
fate after the publication of I, a work laden with the
traditional distinguishing characteristics of transparently
autobiographical fictions, with names and places changed. Armed
with the evidence of this book, scholars rushed to recognize that
the V of V was probably not Victor at all, but Vivian, for
Vivian Wayne, the author whose active and abundant life this second
novel seemed to fictionalize. Although Victor was the name given to
the central figure in the new narrative, when they understood that
name as a fictional mask for Vivian the professors scurried back to
their word processors. Everything had to be rewritten. The train
had to be sent down a different track, chug-chugging and
huff-puffing its way through many dark forests and interpretative
miasmas.

Then came IV, a novel that deconstructed the
illusion of health suggested by the first two books, for this one
was centered in the mind of a terminally ill man being sustained by
intravenous transfusions, the I.V. of the title. The train of
critical analysis shunted on to yet another track and bumped and
stuttered its way over a landscape in which the concept of illness
provided the central metaphor to explain the complex
intertextuality that lifted the mysterious Vivian Wayne’s great
trilogy, V, I, and IV to a towering pinnacle
of postmodern literary accomplishment.

Then, II and III appeared in rapid
succession, and a scholar in Idaho proposed that the titles might
not be letters of the alphabet at all, but Roman numerals
indicative of interior temporal sequence, and published an essay
saying so.

 


“Nobody knows what Vivian Wayne looks like?” the
Dean asked. He had read some of the novels and had found them
entertaining in the fairly straightforward way dear to historians
of an earlier generation. It had not occurred to him that the
complications might be worthy of the kind of textual exegesis that
nineteenth-century scholars famously lavished upon the Bible. Nor
had it occurred to him that Vivian Wayne might, like God, be
invisible.

“There are no pictures. Photographers don't know
where to find him. Look . . .” Ripley Rollins held out a
well-thumbed copy of The Anxiety of Affluence. “Here,” he
said, tapping his finger on the bottom of the rear jacket flap,
inside. “Here’s the author’s note. ‘Vivian Wayne lives at home with
his dog’.”

“Curious,” said the Dean.

“I like the part about the
dog,” said Rollins.

“So do I,” said the Dean.
“It prompts such Humanistic reflections upon major questions of
Scripture.”

“Er. What?”

“Nothing. I was thinking
about something else. Perhaps I had it backward.”

 


 


Onstead Chisholm had seen the best minds of his
generation destroyed by sanity. Determined to avoid that fate, he
had early fed on honeydew and drank paradisiacal milk. Not for him
the compromise between Desire and Need that turned his
undergraduate acquaintances into accountants and dentists, retail
sales specialists, and college administrators. His was a higher,
more solitary vision. He was a Poet. So he proclaimed himself. So
he gave evidence for in the disarray of the study to which he
occasionally invited small groups of students to read short bursts
of their own verse and listen to long bursts of his. So he
demonstrated in out-of-town readings and in-town poetry slams on
first Fridays of the month at the Red Chamber Room of the Bing Inn
and Chinese Restaurant. So he proved in several thin volumes with
his name on the spine that he displayed prominently on his office
bookshelves. So he continued to prove by the frequent appearance of
his poems in obscure and irregular literary journals with names
like Juggernaut and Ozimuth and The Central States
Monitor (formerly The Midwestern Cattle Breeder’s
Bulletin), which had lately gone in for culture. Few who were
not poets stepped into the circle that seemed woven round him
thrice.

One of those was Eileen
Crump Golzanger, Director of Graduate Studies in Communication and
English Literature.

“Here,” Onstead Chisholm
said, “is my latest. It’s for the program. See what you think.
Shall I stand and declaim it?”

“Not here,” Eileen Crump,
as she tended to think of herself these days, replied. “I would be
enthralled to hear you read it later, though.” She accepted the
poem with an acute sense that if Chisholm took it into his head to
stand and declaim it in his stentorian voice at midday from a booth
at the Korner Kitchen he might draw unwanted attention to their
meeting. Like many people in positions of prominence, she welcomed
attention essentially under two conditions. First, she took great
pleasure when others focused their attention not so much on the
declamations of nearby poets as on her own person and voice.
Second, she found that the pleasure of centrality increased
markedly when she felt in control of the situation. Neither of
these conditions would be met if the poet sitting in relative quiet
across the table from her took it into his head to stand and spout
verse.

“Another Owls Feathers,”
Onstead Chisholm said to the passing waitress. If he was not going
to exercise his vocal chords, he could at least continue their
customary lubrication with the best of the local brews.

Eileen Crump read
silently.

 


Earth Air Fire
Water

Rosin the sparrow hawk,
flaming bourbon!

Furry is the kite of the
sunny fleet

And the boulder refracts
the phoenix’s ark.

 


Falcon, fagot, Indian
Ocean’s child,

Finch’s glowworm, sea’s
jackal:

Flag turned to ash on the
vitriolic totem pole.

 


Flare in the aquarium,
polar bear of the stars!

Lightning on the pickerel,
the chestnut in jacklight,

The candle drops its
dragnet on the lynx’s dragonfly.

 


The river is ivy, the macaw
only a flash,

As the whales and
politicians of the zodiac kindle

The waves of sugar that the
chinook roasts.

 


“Wow” was Professor Crump
Golzanger’s response.

“Neat, isn’t it?” said the
bard.

“I wish I had the gift,”
Crump said. Indeed, in a way, she did wish it. Although she had
consciously overstated her enthusiasm when she said she would be
enthralled to hear the poet read his work at a later time, that
statement was merely her way of controlling a situation she saw as
perilous. Now, reading the poem, she thanked her lucky polar bear
of the stars that she had avoided the scene that would certainly
have been created had he arisen and, in a loud voice, in a public
restaurant, addressed the poem to her. Stumped for something to
say, she read the poem twice more, becoming less puzzled and more
anxious with each reading. If the poem were spoken to her, wouldn’t
she become the “flaming bourbon,” whatever that was? And in her
persona as flaming bourbon, wouldn’t she be requested to “rosin the
sparrow hawk”? She blushed at the thought. Twice through and she
flushed twice at the Freudian totem pole turning a flag to ashes
and the candle dropping its dragnet on the lynx’s dragonfly. Twice
her heart gave a little skip at the majestic “Flare in the
aquarium, polar bear of the stars!” with its heart-stirring image
of a remote and cold light brought to earth and quivering as flame
in the tank of the fish master. It reminded her of the Northern
Lights she had once seen, or had imagined she had seen, reflected
from a wet street in Reykjavik.

“I think it’s one of my
best,” said the poet, focusing his gaze upon her.

To be truthful, Onstead
Chisholm’s eyes were not of the piercing blue of Icelandic pools.
At their finest, in his youth, they had a brownish tinge in their
center that kind friends could discover luxuriating in the shade of
protruding and bushy eyebrows. Mostly, even in his tender years,
they gazed inward rather than out. However, when he made the effort
to beam them at young ladies of his fancy, they—the eyes, not the
young ladies—shone as brown irises set into gleaming whites in a
manner that they—the young ladies, not the eyes—sometimes found
hypnotic. Time, beer, the milk of paradise, and the pressures of
poetic inspiration had dimmed the whites and crisscrossed them with
small red lines. Now, when one of his cruder drinking companions
greeted him on Front Street with the customary “Close your eyes
before you bleed to death” only the most myopic of passersby could
fail to see what was meant. Nevertheless, when he directed these
same eyes at Professor Crump after her second reading of his poem,
even though they lacked the piercing blue of Icelandic pools, she
felt pierced. Pierced and vulnerable. Perhaps, she thought,
defensively, it was not yet time to drop the Golzanger, relic of a
failed marriage though it was.

Generally speaking, she
thought she had moved in her life beyond the problems posed by
piercing eyes. The eyes immediately in question, she told herself,
meant only that the owner wanted her reaction to a poem he had
proclaimed as one of his best, even if he did seem determined to
personalize it. Had he observed the blushes and flushes that had
thrice warmed her cheeks? “It sings with lyric emotion,” she said,
beginning her analysis with words carefully chosen for their
safety. Then, more safely still, “Some of it. I’m afraid, I don’t
get.” That much was completely honest, though she held back from
revealing what she did get. “I think there are a number of things
one could read into it.”

“Er,” said a voice behind
her. Aflame in a sea of glowworms and totem poles, caught like a
star in an aquarium, struggling like a dragonfly under a dragnet,
kindled and roasted in waves of sugar by a savage fishy wind—and
therefore more than usually appreciative of the twenty-seven inches
of Formica tabletop that separated her from the man behind the
piercing eyes—she jumped about a foot when a hand descended upon
her shoulder.

“Er,” the voice repeated.
She recovered her composure and saw, with the same quick
apprehension that distinguished her poet friend, that the hand was
not that of Ripley Rollins, nor the voice his either. It was Alf
Hedge doing his famous imitation of their beloved leader. Hedge,
like the Poet and the Director of Graduate Studies, appeared
permanently stuck at the rank of Associate Professor on a campus
where full professors in disciplines other than Communication and
Literature proliferated like mushrooms under damp oak leaves. She
would have been surprised indeed if the hand were the hand of
Rollins. Surprise dissipated when she discovered it was Hedge’s
hand. That did not mean she liked it. She shrugged the touch from
her shoulder and moved toward the wall to make room for the
newcomer on the bench beside her. At least now she would not be
required to proceed with her analysis of the poem.

“At it again?” Hedge
said.

“At what again?” Eileen
Crump asked, still nervous from her recent insights into bardic
inspiration.

“What?” Onstead Chisholm
echoed.

“Whatever it is you two do
behind the high walls of dark booths.”

“We have lunch,” Crump
said, recovering and spearing a French fry.

“We soar on the wings of
poesy,” Chisholm said, draining a glass.

“Can you write me a poem?”
Hedge asked. His eyes were popping and his smile spread wide from
his own forms of bardic inspiration. One of these was the immense
satisfaction gleaned from his recent progress in pursuit of the
lovely Myrtle Benson. Another followed closely upon the first. His
cup filled nearly to overflowing from his latest conversation with
Myrtle, he had hastened to his car and driven to the mall to top it
off with another shot of the eye-filling ambrosia found in the
display windows of Victoria’s Secret. He didn’t need to embarrass
himself by going into the store to loll about and make no purchase,
for he had discovered a secret known to none but himself. And maybe
Victoria.

Hedge was familiar with the
remarkable skill developed by weavers of ancient tapestries hanging
in the great halls of European castles and manor houses. On some of
these, he had read in the guidebooks, the fingers had worked into
the design a squire or a milkmaid with eyes so cleverly contrived
that when you entered the hall, you would find them staring
directly at you. As you walked on and past the tapestry, the eyes
continued to follow you until you left the room at the other end.
The castle hosts habitually pointed out that marvel of design and
noted with regret the passing of a lost art. Hedge had never
managed to verify the existence of such tapestries for himself, for
he had never been to Europe, but he didn’t much care. Neither
squires nor long-dead milkmaids interested him all that much as
objects of art or artifice.

What he had discovered, however, was that the
medieval secret of constructing following eyes, lost to European
art, was alive at the American mall. Consequently, he became a
frequent watcher of the posters displayed in the windows of
Victoria’s Secret. His pleasure was doubled by the certainty that
none of the Philistines he counted as colleagues at Bellwether U
were aware of this manifestation of an ancient art, for some of
them would have scorned his appreciation had they been aware of it.
No, to them he was only a frequent mall walker. Offered the bold
stare of a scantily clad model, he would capture her gaze as he
approached the window, turn his head to maintain contact as his
eyes closed with hers in direct and mutual understanding, and turn
to watch the acute sexual interest that followed him as he walked
on past. In a world where women scarcely looked his way at all, he
found it immensely gratifying that a beautiful model could not take
her eyes off him even as he receded into the distance. As model
replaced model in the window display, each took up the stare of her
predecessor as though the word of his habitual coming was passed in
hushed whispers from lovely lips. And each accompanied the
invitation of her stare with a provocative frontal assault from her
full and silken-clothed breasts, saucily thrusting toward him as he
approached, and continuing their bold promise even as he
regretfully passed out of sight.

Of such inspiration is
poetry made.

“Can you write me a poem?”
Hedge asked, apparently of the world at large.

Then, addressing Crump with
the meticulous attention to detail that stood him in such good
stead at the mall, he added the clarifying, “Not you, of course,
but the Inspired One sitting across from us.” That much made clear,
he beamed the full charms of his bulging eyes at those of the poet,
exchanging stare for stare. He smiled his most winning smile. Both
blinked once. “Can you?”

“Can, yes,” the poet
replied, but he was not charmed. “Will, no.”

“Why not? I’ll give you the
stuff. You just put it together. Love, of course, but not too
heavy. Gathering rosebuds while you may and such like. Maybe even
some clinging silk and liquifaction of her clothes, but no panting
and no earnest pursuit of flesh. I don’t think she’d go for that.
Sunny days. Languid clouds. Work in the name Myrtle.”

“As in Myrtle
Benson?”

“As in Myrtle Benson. She’s
feeling a little down about some bozo she met on the Internet and
I’m trying to give her a lift.”

“And yourself a lift at the
same time?” Crump put in, ever suspicious about men and their
motives.

“Myself, too,” he admitted.
“You never know what might develop.”

“What are you, mid-fifties?
And she still in her twenties?” Eileen Crump was not often
solicitous of the well-being of others. Still, it occurred to her
once in a while that she herself had been a woman in her twenties.
Some time ago.

“I’m not as young as I
was,” Hedge admitted. “Nice of you to point that out. And, yes, now
that you suggest it, I think maybe it is time to get serious again
and settle down once more. Anyway, the main thing is she’s got this
thing for her Internet pal. I think I can put a stop to that, and
it would be an act of great kindness to provide a substitute.”
Hedge was one of those men who smile out of a face not constructed
for smiles, so that the result is disconcerting to onlookers. It
was much as though a common object of low uses—a sink drainer,
say—should develop lips and suddenly spread them in a smirk.
Consequently, his was a smile saved for rare usage. He used it now
for the third time within this short discussion, and then he
winked. His tongue flicked out to moisten his lips.

“Work in some nice rhymes,
Onstead” he said. “You can do that stuff easy.”

 


 


While three tenured but not
full-professored scholars at Bellwether University lunched in the
Korner Kitchen across from the main entry to the campus, two
untenured scholars without permanent venues pulled off the highway
and into the parking lot of a Bill Knapp’s Restaurant to take
refreshment before continuing their journey to Lost
Valley.

At least Bill Knapp’s was
the name that Lang gave to the restaurant, adding a sweeping
flourish of his hand toward an establishment with another
name.

Hermione wondered why. “The
sign doesn’t say ‘Bill Knapp’s’,” she said.

“Alas, no. But
Midwesterners have long memories. The departure of the Bill Knapp’s
that used to stand here has been long-lamented.”

“Would you please spell
that?” said Hermione.

Lang did, slowly, extending
the moment.

“I suppose,” Hermione said,
continuing her part of the quest for conversational topics that
didn’t matter to substitute for those that did, “that you will tell
me that ‘Bill Knapp’ is an anagram for an exotic bird once found in
this area, but now extinct. No, don’t tell me, I want to guess.
Perhaps a “pankbill” No, that won’t do. I’m missing a ‘p.’ I must
use all the letters. Perhaps a ‘plankblip,’ a water fowl named for
its plaintive, repetitive call, ‘plankblip,
plankblip’.’’

“No,” Lang said. “I think
Bill Knapp was the name of the founder.”

“Pity. I rather like
‘plankblip.’ It’s like the noise you make skipping stones across a
pond.”

“Not to change the
subject,” Lang said, weighing his words and speaking cautiously,
“but I may need your help with a delicate matter at Bellwether
U.”

In love with One, I love
another, she thought. She chewed on the
thought and found it bitter. “What kind of help?”

“It involves a broken love
story.”

As constant press of time
and place, she thought. “What kind of
help?”

“It involves a woman named Myrtle Benson.”

A welcome warmth and
willing ways . . . “What kind of
help?"

“She works in the library
at Stonewall Manor.”

Conspire to blur the
distant face. “What kind of
help?”

“It’s a complicated story,
but the long and short of it is that Brother Broddy fell in love
with this Sister Myrtle via the Internet. She dumped him, and I
promised to patch things up.”

“So it’s not Myrtle,
then?”

“What’s not
Myrtle?”

“Nothing. What I meant to say is that patching up a
broken love affair doesn’t sound like a difficult task for a bloke
of your persuasive abilities.”

“Don’t be funny. Of course
I have recognized almost from the cradle my ample endowment of
winning ways and easy endearments, but I also have other things on
my mind.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the question as to whether or not when we
get to Lost Valley there will be some little sign—even the smallest
would do—that the famous Vivian Wayne will be present for his part
in the plenary session on “The Anxiety of Affluence: Vivian Wayne
and the Margins of Contemporary Discourse” that has been arranged
by one Langston Tenterfield, that is to say, yours truly.”

“You mean you haven’t a
confirmation from Wayne?”

“Not a word.”

“And you don’t know if
he’ll show up?”

“You express the matter
with admirable succinctness.”

“What will you
do?”

“I haven’t a
clue.”



“None at all?”

“Well, when you put it that
way—yes, I do have a clue.” They exchanged glances and held them
long for the first time that day. “I may need your
help.”

“For what?”

“To employ your
considerable persuasive powers over Brother Broddy.”

“To what
purpose?”

“Shhh. The walls have ears.
Let’s find ourselves a small pond and chuck stones at it. Soothed
by the plaintive, repetitive call of ‘plankblip, plankblip’ perhaps
we can talk more freely.”

 



 


 


 


The French and the
Indians

 


“‘Bellwether,’ a term from
the French” thinks President Abel Baker. He stands in his office,
overlooking the campus of Bellwether University. Before him
stretches green grass, clipped hedges, a square enclosure of
paternally smiling classroom buildings and dormitories faced mostly
in a grayish stone quarried not far from here. Against the
buildings the dark trunks and leafy greenery of deciduous trees and
the darker green of an occasional spruce or hemlock form contrasts
of shape, color, and texture that strike him as especially pleasing
on this June day. Off to his right, Stonewall Manor imposes its
regal presence. In the distance, the Huron River gleams in the sun.
Beyond it, slightly to the south and west, the small mountain that
helps to make the valley a valley looks gently down. It casts no
shadow over the fair scene, except toward nightfall in December on
the darkest night of the year. Which is not now. Off toward the
river a dog is arf arfing and yip yipping with a sound not
unattractive to the President’s ear, which is accustomed to it. Not
long since he has amused himself by beating a drum with the palm of
his hand and chanting melodious syllables not easily to be
distinguished by the uninitiated from arf arf arf and yip yip yip.
Abel Baker would be insulted by that suggestion, however, for he
imagines himself in his heart of hearts to be continually pumping
no small portion of the blood of Indian ancestors.

He is a renaissance man,
reborn every day.

“‘Bellwether,’ a term from
the French,” he thinks. To balance his Indian ancestry, he takes
due pride in his European heritage, part of which he believes to be
French, and he likes to show off his facility with that strange
language. But how best to work it into his speech? “‘Belle,’” he
continues to think, “from the French for ‘beautiful’. ‘Wether,’
from the Old English for ‘weather’. ‘Beautiful weather.’ For all of
us at Bellwether University the name rings like a bell calling us
to enjoy the weather that welcomes you, our distinguished visitors,
to this lovely campus. We hope and expect that during your stay you
will find time to obey the clarion call of that beautiful bell and
sally forth to enjoy the June belleness, that quality of beauty
that shines forth from all the points of the compass in the weather
of our green and pleasant campus, and so on and so on. And so forth
and so forth.” He pauses while the wheels of thought turn. “Hmn,
hmn. Some of this and some of that. I invite you all to a most
enjoyable stay in our little Eden here in Lost Valley. That’s
nice,” he thinks. "Stop right there. Or maybe end with ‘our Lost
Valley Eden’.” Gwendolyn frequently tells him it is good to end a
speech with the strongest word. Then wait for the applause. At that
point it is good to step back from the podium, just slightly, and
remove the hands from the paper. Hint, hint. I have nothing more to
say. Applause. He tilts his head, not quite a bow. And smiles. He
has done his thing. Wait. He waves toward Professor Ripley Rollins,
who will continue the proceedings. Perhaps he should end where he
began with a reference to beautiful weather. Something like ‘I
invite you all to a most enjoyable stay in our little Lost Valley
Eden with all its beautiful weather’.”

Nicely done, he congratulates himself. The middle
needs fixing, but when he dictates it to Gwendolyn she will take
care of that. Possibly, though, when he waves to Ripley Rollins,
inviting him to take the podium, he needs to say a few words of
introduction. Professor Ripley Rollins, the distinguished Professor
Ripley Rollins, start again with the personal touch. My good friend
Ripley Rollins, My good friend Professor Ripley Rollins, whose
distinguished presence has graced these hallowed halls for a long
time. How long? It will come to him, and if not Gwendolyn will fix
it. Name his book. Underline that for dictation, Name the Rollins book. At whose instigation. Following
whose initiative. The chief cook and bottle washer. You can’t say
that of course, as Gwendolyn will remind him. Unless he leaves it
out. Delete chief cook and bottle washer.

“Here is the speech. Dr.
Baker.”

Startled out of his
compositional frame of mind, he welcomes the young lady into his
office. Doing so, he notices once again how often his thoughts
merge with present events and he pauses to tally the elements of
his present pride: (1) Indian and (2) French to be found among the
offshoots of his generally (3) English ancestry, and (4) amazing
psychic powers.

“Speech? What
speech?”

“The welcoming speech for
the conference.”

Conference? This is a
thought he hesitates to voice. He knows there is a conference,
because he is hard at work composing a welcoming address. Can there
possibly be another conference he has forgotten about?

He tests the waters.
“Another conference?”

“I don’t know about another
one. I mean the Conference on Multicultural and Multidisciplinary
Initiatives.”

There is a polite knock on
the door.

“Come in.”

The man who enters is
Wardley Patterson, Bellwether’s Vice-President for Material
Resources. “Excuse me, Dr. Baker,” he says. “I have the covers and
inside pages for the conference program.”

“Which
conference?”

“The International
Conference”

“Yes, of course.” Despite
these words of assurance, President Baker, if he could see himself
in a mirror at this moment, would be aware that a look of slight
bewilderment has enveloped his manly features. Gwendolyn Graceworth
and Wardley Patterson are both immediately aware of this
phenomenon, although they come to the conclusion from different
signs. For Wardley the point of surety is the perceptible glaze
that has crept over his employer’s eyes. For Gwendolyn, it is the
dropping of the chin and the gaping of the mouth. Why the
conference should produce these symptoms is a puzzle to them
both.

Meanwhile, the wheels of
Baker’s agile mind are turning. They soon grind out for him the
possibility that the International Conference referred to by
Patterson is the same conference that Gwendolyn has alluded to by
the more mellifluous title of Conference on Multiculturalism and
Multidisciplinary Initiatives. He is pleased to see that
possibility become certainty when he reads the title page of the
material Patterson gives him.

“Yes, yes. I see,” he says. “Here it is, right on
the cover: INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MULTICULTURAL AND
MULTIDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES: THE NOW AND THE HOW. Very nice
indeed. International Conference on
Multicultural and so on and so on. Yes, that makes it quite clear.
Good job, Wardley.”

“Thank you, sir. But it’s not my job. Professor
Rollins just brought it over. He couldn’t stay himself, he said. He
seemed nervous, but insisted you should see it immediately.
Otherwise I wouldn’t have interrupted your writing session.”

“Well, I am seeing it
immediately. It looks fine. Does he want comments? Tell him I like
the way he has placed Stonewall Manor on the front with the Indian
standing in front of it. Look at that, Gwendolyn,” he says.
“They’ve made the Indian bigger than the building. Look at the way
the word ‘HOW’ comes out above Old Huron’s head, as though he were
saying it as a welcome. Very clever fellow, that Ripley Rollins.
Ask him, Wardley, if he can draw in a balloon, like in a cartoon.
You know, a circle around the word ‘HOW’ and lines coming to a
point near Old Huron’s mouth. Here, take it back to him. I suppose
he’s in a rush.”

“I think he wanted you to
look inside, sir.”

“Inside? Why?”

“Near the back. The
Something Session with Vivian Wayne. Where I placed the paper clip.
He wanted you to see that.”

“I see it. But why should I
see it?” He finds it curious how many people share this affliction
of Patterson’s, an inability to come swiftly to the point. It pays
to keep probing.

“He thinks there may be a
problem with Wayne, that he may not show.”

Baker reassembles the
pages, removes the paper clip, and with presidential authority
returns the program to Patterson. Then, dismissively, “What’s one
scholar more or less. Tell him to consider the balloon.”

“Now,” he says to
Gwendolyn, “where were we?”

“I was just about to show
you your welcoming speech for the conference.”

Again he feels confronted
by a superfluity of conferences. He has just been composing in his
head a welcoming speech for the conference that he thinks of as the
Indian one, the one that will culminate in the annual Ceremony of
the Happy Huron Heritage. Clearly, that must be the one with the
Indian on the front of the program. What does the woman mean? She
has a sheaf of papers in her hand, and so he answers, “Oh, yes, the
conference. Have a chair and we’ll go over it together.”

He settles himself
comfortably in the chair behind his desk and looks at the first
page. Then he jumps to a bolt upright position. If he were a
character in one of those comic strips with balloons, his eyes
would be portrayed as bulging impossibly from their sockets. “Talk
about psychic powers.”

“Sir?”

“I said ‘Talk about psychic
powers’.”

“I thought you did, but
why?”

“This speech,” he sputters.
“It’s amazingly like the one I was just now composing in my
head.”

“That is a coincidence,”
she says, “but I think I can explain it.”

“No, wait. Just listen to
this. You give me a speech that begins ‘Bellwether, as everyone
knows, is a term for the leader of a flock of sheep. The wether, or
male sheep, carries a bell that helps locate the flock.’ In my head
I am writing a speech that begins 'Bellwether, a term from the
French. Belle, from the French for beautiful. Wether, from the Old
English for Weather’.”

He puts down the page and
stares for a moment into space.

“Now of these two versions,
one has some pretty goofy ideas, but just look at the structure. We
both begin with the word ‘Bellwether’ and we both proceed to define
the word, taking it in its component parts. You weren’t typing,
were you,” he continues, “just before you came in, while I was in
here thinking? That would explain some of the coincidence as a
remarkable case of psychic transmission, only some of the sense got
mangled in the airwaves.”

“Well, I did finish it just
a while ago, but I don’t think I was tuning in on your thoughts. I
had the copy you gave me yesterday”

“Copy I gave you
yesterday?” His eyes are doing the out-of-the-sockets jump again.
This becomes more and more weird. “You mean to tell me I wrote
something as goofy as that stuff about bells and sheep?”

“No,” she
admits.

“Well, then. Why did you
say I did?”

“I didn’t mean to say that.
I meant to say you wrote a speech and gave it to me.”

“I did? Then, if I didn’t
write what I see here, what did I write?”

“You wrote pretty much the
same words you just recited to me.”

“I did?” President Baker allows his eyes to sink
once more into their sockets. He is feeling an eerie sense of
something he might call deja vu if his command of French
were better than it is. Deep in the recesses of his brain he begins
to think there lurks a memory of bells and sheep that seems not
inappropriate to the present conversation. And then there comes the
image of the sheep with a bell around its neck, carved in stone and
set into one of the gateposts by the main entry to the campus.

“Well, then,” he stumbles
on, “If I wrote about good weather, how did those words turn into
bell-ringing sheep?” All he is asking for is complete
clarification. When it comes down to cases, he prides himself on
his quick mind. He thinks he knows the answer already.

“Bell-ringing sheep?” she
repeats. “But you know that’s what the university name
means.”

“Then why did I write that
it meant ‘beautiful weather’?”

“I thought,” she says” that
perhaps you meant it as a joke. You know, a pun.”

“Well, maybe I did. You
think it’s funny?”

“Not very.”

“So you changed
it?”

“I thought not everyone
would get the joke, so I tried to give the derivation of the name
in its straight form. Many of the people you will be speaking to
will be visitors to the campus unacquainted with your sense of
humor.”

“So you changed
it?”

“I took that
liberty.”

He looks again at the first
page of his speech, recognizing a phrase here, an image there,
exactly as he has been trying to get it together. Odd that he
doesn’t remember writing anything yesterday, but this looks very
like what he has in mind. A lot that he doesn't recognize he puts
down as Gwendolyn Graceworth taking liberties.

“Taking liberties is part
of your job,” he says, approvingly.

 


 


Lunch was late this day for
Gwendolyn because her job required her on such occasions to explain
to her employer the many liberties she had taken with his
composition. Her writing was always easiest in the places where his
imagination rose no higher than the level of “and so on and so on.
And so forth and so forth.” But afterward when he read the new
copy, he had a habit of stopping to wonder about many of the
phrases, including not only those she changed, but also those she
invented to flesh out his skimpy thought. Still, on this day as
always they got through it, and he was pleased.

As was she. It is
something, after all, to have words largely yours delivered with
the authority of a university president.

Nor did she mind a late
lunch, for the morning’s work had allowed her to postpone
considerations she found troubling. These she pondered as she sat
in the early afternoon at a corner table in the Bellwether Student
Union Toffee Coffee, munching a shortbread bagel with Devon cream
and sipping a Wee Royal. Like a famous actress of bygone days, she
wanted to be alone. But now she feared that modest goal might prove
difficult as she saw approaching the door Dean Davidson, virtual
godfather to the man too much on her mind. Although she liked the
Dean, she would rather not talk to him just now. Fortunately, when
she ordered the coffee she had specified that it was “to gang,” and
she now replaced the plastic lid on top of her cup as she prepared
to leave.

“Not leaving, are you,
Gwen?”

“It’s too nice to stay
indoors.”

“I imagine Lang will be
here tonight or tomorrow.”

“Yes, I think he
will.”

The evasiveness in her
manner and coolness in her eye did not suggest that light banter on
approaching nuptials would be well received. “But the topic is too
delicate for conversation? I’m sorry if that’s so.”

“No, not at all. I'm
looking forward to seeing him.”

She was always grateful for
Dean Davidson’s genuine interest, but she was also grateful that he
knew when to rein in his interest before it became uncomfortable.
The frost in her eye cooled perceptibly as he reined it
in.

“Well, well. I’m looking
forward to seeing him, too,” he said. “It’s been a while.” Then he
turned toward the counter to contemplate the menu board, leaving
her free to exit gracefully.

Outside it was a nice day.
A high blue sky was dotted with a few wispy cumulus clouds and a
dissipating vapor trail left by long-gone airplane. She wandered
away from the Union and found a bench in a secluded spot between a
pair of ornamental shrubs that would hide her from view when the
Dean emerged. But this was not her day to be alone.

“Oh, Gwen, I’m so glad I
found you.” This time the intruder upon thoughts she would rather
contemplate alone was Myrtle Benson, who immediately seated
herself.

“Shouldn’t you be at work?” Gwen said.

“Yes, I should, but there’s
nothing doing. I put the ‘Out to Lunch’ sign on the door and left.
Of course, I had already been to lunch and had only been back five
minutes, but I had to get out. What about you? Won’t old Unable be
looking for you?”

“No, he won’t. We finished
late. He’s meeting Mrs. Baker for lunch at the Bing. Patticake
Patterson is holding the fort.”

“Patticake Patterson,
Baker’s man,” Myrtle said. Like others of the university’s younger
employees, she delighted in the nicknames of the senior staff.
“Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I had lunch yesterday with Professor
Hedge,” she continued, “You know, Alf.”

“Awful Alf.”

“I’m not sure he’s so
awful.”

“No?”

“I mean he’s been kind to
me.”

Something in the way she
said it caught her friend’s attention. “I didn’t mean,” she added,
“that he was that awful. It’s just a name he’s picked up. It
doesn’t mean anything.”

“Oh, it means something all
right,” Myrtle said. “He’s weird. I know that.”

“Well, of course he’s
weird.”

“Those visits to Victoria’s
Secret.”

“He thinks nobody knows.
It’s a secret between Victoria and him.”

“He doesn’t go
in.”

"They’re all
weird.”

“All men, you
mean?”

“All men,” said Gwen. And
isn’t that the truth, she thought. Helped to this insight by her
brief conversation with her friend she found welling up within her
the comfort of old bromides. She was often thankful that her mother
had reared her with loving care and had shared with her during many
bedside chats a wisdom not learned in schools. Men. You can’t live
with them, and you can’t live without them. Fortified by philosophy
and the example of Myrtle and Alf, she was able to approach her
immediate predicament in a better frame of mind. Her Lang at least
was considerably less weird than Awful Alf. As were most men. She
smiled, perhaps for the first time that day. “What,” she said,
“happened to that computer freak you were so gone on? Are you still
seeing him?”

“I’ve never seen
him.”

“Of course, I know that. I
meant are you still seeing him in a manner of speaking, or should I
say speaking to him in a manner of seeing? What are the correct
terms for computer romance?”

“We were connecting by
e-mail.”

“Love letters and all
that?”

“Love letters and all
that.”

“And how is the romance
going.”

“It’s not. We’re
unconnected.”

“You cut the
cable”

“I told him not to write
anymore.”

“And he hasn’t?”

“Not for several days. I
couldn’t let him continue after . . .”

“After what?”

“He wrote
things.”

“Things?”

“Things he shouldn’t. You
know.” Gwendolyn didn’t know, but she could guess. Like other young
women of her generation her imagination leaped far beyond the
blinkered thoughts of her female forebears. She did not blush
easily, but she would have reddened perceptibly if asked by a
psychologist to close her eyes and imagine her lurid sexual
fantasies transferred into the mind of her grandmother Graceworth.
“If you mean,” she said to Myrtle, blinkering by sheer willpower
her thoughts of psychologists and grandmothers, “If you mean that
he wrote to you some of the stuff you read about in the papers, you
should file charges of sexual harassment.”

“That,” said Myrtle, “is
exactly what Alf said.”

“Alf said that?” This
seemed to Gwen to put things in an entirely new light.

“How long have you and Alf
been on such terms?”

“What kind of
terms?”

“The kind where you tell
him the things your computer lover writes in his e-mail love
notes.”

Generally speaking, Myrtle
could be counted on to blush at times when Gwendolyn would have
turned frosty. This was one of those times. The warmth she felt
spreading over her cheeks was not the result of the June sun. “Oh,
my,” she said. “I wouldn’t tell anyone what was in those letters.
Besides, most of them were just wonderful and that was what was so
surprising about the last one. Why I couldn’t go on. Why I told him
not to write. We were getting on so well, and then . .
.”

“And then?”

“And then the last one. The
one before I wrote and told him not to write any more. Do you
suppose he’s a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? I didn’t think of it
before, but that might explain it.”

“Do you mind,” Gwen said,
“if we go back to the part where you said you didn’t tell Alf Hedge
what was in the letter?”

“No, naturally I didn’t
tell him, but he seemed awfully interested and he was very clever
at guessing. He’s weird that way. There was a lot of alliteration
and he was able to piece much of it together. Anyway, he did tell
me I had a case for harassment and if it kept up it would be
cyber-stalking. I’m almost afraid to check my e-mail now for fear
there will be more. I don’t think I want to be stalked. Still, he
did sound very nice before.”

“Alliteration?”

“What?”

“You said the last message
had a lot of alliteration. What did you mean by that?”

“There were a lot of p’s in
it.”

“As in?”

“In?”

“In what kinds of words,
for example? Can you give me a sample?”

“You know, alliteration,
where you keep repeating the same letter like a nursery rhyme. You
know, ‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers’ and those
kinds of things, only this wasn't a nursery rhyme and those weren’t
the words he used.”

“And the real words
were?”

“Oh, those. Well, there
were words for male and female body parts and others like ‘panting’
and ‘palpitating’ and ‘pulsating’ and ‘pushing’ You could see he
was educated. Oh, Gwen, I don’t think I can tell you
more.”

“‘Penetrating’?”

“Penetrating?”

“Was that one of the
words?”

“Yes, it was. Didn’t I say
that one? Gwen, you’re every bit as clever as Alf.”

“I take it that
‘philosophy’ was not one of the words, or
‘philodendron’?”

“No, they weren’t. And
anyway, I’m not going to tell you more. What should I
do?”

“Forget all about
him.”

“That’s just it,” she
wailed. “I can’t. I think Alf is getting interested in me and I
should be thankful for that because of his position and all. And
he’s very bright and sympathetic. That’s why I couldn’t stay in the
library this afternoon and why I was so glad to find you. I can’t
go back to Broderick, but I don't want to choose Alf for the wrong
reasons. Help me, Gwen. Help me to be strong.”

“I will,” Gwendolyn
replied. “I will help.” But she was wondering who would help
her.

 


 


Universities, like other
human organizations, continue to function even when nobody is
attending to business. In this respect, Bellwether University had
never in any of its official publications laid claim to its natural
place as national leader, the sheep with the bell that all other
sheep follow. Not even among universities of the Midwest had it
ever boasted of a greater than common ability to move onward with
no human effort expended. When the Board of Regents gathered each
winter in Bermuda or Hawaii for their week-long retreat to consider
Annual and Five-Year Goals—documents carefully prepared by faculty
committees, revised in administrative conferences, approved by
officers of faculty and staff unions, talked into presidential
shape by Abel Baker between drum-beatings and other distractions in
his peripatetic daily writing sessions, and word-processed into
final versions by Gwendolyn Graceworth (who took her accustomed
liberties and made explicit many a so on and so forth and more than
a little of some of this and some of that)—when the Regents
considered these Goals as presented to them, they never found any
that touched at all on the subject of motion without effort. Nor
were there any pages in the promotional brochures that the
Admissions Office sent to prospective students that proclaimed
“Bellwether University races ahead in the twenty-first century like
a great sailing ship buffeted by winds of change, with no officer
at the helm and no sailors on deck.”

No, the goals as approved
by the Regents tended toward things more mundane than sailing ships
or navigation. Usually there was something about “Increasing
Student Retention,” “Paving the Parking Lot Behind the Baseball
Diamond,” and “Increased Funding for Promotional Activities.” This
year, for variety, there was also “Initiating a Ph.D. program in
Cross-Disciplinary Approaches to Self-Fulfillment in Maturity.” If
Gwendolyn had whimsically typed in the goal of “Setting the World
Record for Time Away from Official Duties while Managing a
University,” the Regents would probably have been more puzzled than
amused. They were men and women of affairs and knew that in this
respect Bellwether ranked nowhere near first, even in the
geographically limited competition of the American Midwest. An
honest assessment of institutional capabilities would have
prevented them from setting that goal.

Even so, the staff at
Bellwether managed to attain a respectable standing for their
school among peer institutions in the statistical sweepstakes for
Time Away. Office supply salesmen enjoyed a brisk business peddling
signs with moveable clock hands saying “Out to Lunch” or “Back at .
. .” Much of their business was in solid repeat orders, since the
signs tended to become worn or finger-smeared from use—more
quickly, those salesmen had discovered, than they did in barber
shops or the offices of tax accountants.

Thoughts somewhat along
these lines accompanied her more immediate concerns as Gwendolyn
talked away the early afternoon with Myrtle. Her friend had taken
lunch, returned to her post at the Emily Stonewall Memorial
Library, stayed only a few minutes, hung up her sign, and left. She
was sure that Dean Davidson, whose conversation she had deftly
evaded in the Toffee Coffee, had been prepared as always for a long
session away from the office. The President had gone home.
Patticake Patterson, left in the President's absence “holding the
fort,” she now saw was no longer doing so, for he had just appeared
walking across the campus and engaged in earnest conversation with
Professor Alf Hedge.

And now another instance of
the Time Away phenomenon caught her attention. There was the
university photographer, absent from his studio and photo lab and
heading not in the direction of University Publications, but toward
Stonewall Manor, where she was pretty sure that nothing newsworthy
was going on. Furthermore, she knew there was nothing in a timeless
sense photo-worthy that he had not already photographed, lending
archival immortality to every nook and cranny of the structure from
cobwebby attic to Dean's Office to Emily Stonewall Library to the
Museum of Casts of Graeco-Roman Sculpture, and to the storage areas
in the lion cages of the basement. Around his neck and over his
shoulders there hung his usual cameras and equipment
bags.

“Alf,” Myrtle was saying,
“has a lot going for him.”

“I don’t see it,” Gwen
said. “Honestly, I don’t.”

At the same time she did
see the photographer pass up the stairs and into the main entrance
of Stonewall Manor. Almost immediately after that there came
through the sidelight panels that flanked the front door and from
the fanlight above it three quick flashes that suggested he was
photographing the famous cigar store Indian yet three more times.
Now why on earth? The archives were loaded with photographs of Old
Huron, some with visiting dignitaries, some without. Once in a
while a jocular candidate for student body president would run a
campaign consisting largely of fliers adorned with a photo of
himself with one arm around the statue while with the other he
grandly flourished a cigar, accompanied by a caption that promised
“Five-Cent Cigars for All.” Candidates who were young women
generally posed in a similar position dressed as Pocahontas. They
promised clemency to all Johns on campus, not just those surnamed
Smith. Old Huron appeared on the cover of the university catalog,
of the Alumni Magazine, and, she had just discovered, of the
program for the INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MULTICULTURAL AND
MULTIDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES: THE NOW AND THE HOW. Mulling over
this multiplicity of photographic reminders of the campus Indian,
she saw it as particularly curious that three more pictures had
just been snapped, for she remembered an occasion at least six
weeks before when she had paused on her descent down the broad
staircase that ended next to Old Huron to marvel at the many
photographs he was standing patiently for at that time. He had been
shot from the left and from the right, from front and from rear,
from close up and from far away. Neither dignitary nor student
stood next to him, with or without convivial embrace. There were
head shots and hand shots, upper back shots, lower back shots,
chest shots, and knee shots. There were shots from floor level,
looking up. There were shots from the stairs, looking down. It was
all very strange, she thought then, and more strange she thought
now with the image from the front of the conference program fresh
in her mind. That one, she was sure, was the image most often used
on catalogs and promotional brochures. Then why take so many new
pictures? And why, just a few weeks later, take three
more?

“I can’t get him out of my
mind,” Myrtle said.

“The Indian or the
photographer?” Gwen replied, and drew a blank look.

“I don’t know what you
mean,” Myrtle said. “Did you say ‘Indian’?”

“I did, but I was thinking
of something else.”

“I should say you were,”
Myrtle said, contemplating possibilities. “And now you have me
thinking, too. Do you suppose he is an Indian?”

Contrary to prior
experience, Gwendolyn now found that Myrtle’s mind was moving too
fast for her. She had lost the thread, and blamed it on her recent
woolgathering. Helpless, she asked, “Do I suppose who is an
Indian?”

“Broderick Blomquist, of
course. When you referred to the photographer, I naturally assumed
you meant Alf Hedge. Everybody talks about that, but it could be
just rumor. Do you think he really takes those kinds of pictures? I
mean that would change everything, wouldn't it?”

“I certainly hope so.”
Personally, she thought rumors of photographic exploits should rank
among the least of many reasons why young women should refrain from
romantic fantasies concerning older men of the type represented so
emphatically by the Department of Communication and English
Literature’s eminent Victorian. “But I am not so much concerned
with the photographer as I am with the Indian.”

“Shouldn't we say ‘Native
American’?”

“Perhaps in some
circumstances, but I think the term ‘Cigar Store Native American’
has not yet passed into common usage.”

Now Myrtle was confused.
“What makes you think Broderick Blomquist has anything to do with
cigar stores? I don’t at all follow your reasoning, Gwen. But if he
is a Native American, wouldn’t that explain the sudden change in
his behavior?”

It was an interesting idea.
“You mean that a noble savage might behave nobly for a while and
then turn savage?” She imagined Old Huron passing out poisoned
cigars.

“No,” she said. “I don’t
know what I mean. That is, I do know what I mean, but I don’t know
if it’s proper to say it.”

“Within the New Feminism,”
Gwen reminded her, “we can say anything we want to. And
should.”

“That’s so. Well, the thing
is, I don’t even know if I’m right. I just had a thought. Suppose
he is a Native American.”

“You mean
Broderick?”

“Yes, Broderick. Just
suppose.”

“I’m supposing.”

“And suppose he suffers
from chronic alcoholism. The tendency, you know.

I’m told they have it.” She
stopped and waited helplessly.

Gwen helped. “In that case,
he might write something drunk that he would never write when
sober?”

“I didn’t want to say it
right out,” Myrtle said. “It sounds too good to be
true.”

“Too good to be
true?”

“It would excuse
everything.”

 


 


While Gwendolyn was
considering the things that might be excused if young men who met
young women through lonely hearts bulletin boards on the Internet
and subsequently exchanged amorous e-mail messages with those same
young women turned out to be Native Americans at some later date
after their romances had gone sour, she observed Hedge and the
university photographer exit Stonewall Manor in what she took to be
a furtive manner. Together they stopped by Old Bullie’s dog run and
continued their discussion there while Patticake fed Bullie his
customary treats through the interstices of the chain-link fence.
She wondered at the presence of Hedge so near to the run, for she
knew that although dogs and professors are depicted in popular
literature and films as sharing a special bond similar to that
shared by pipes and professors, or by tweed jackets and the same,
in the case of Old Bullie and Hedge the stereotype lacked
credibility.

 


 


Credible or not, an
observer much closer to the scene than was Gwendolyn would have
seen Professor Hedge on this day smiling at Old Bullie. The same
observer, listening, would have heard him uttering the words “Nice
doggie.” Had that observer been present on a number of earlier
days, he would have observed Hedge purposefully chucking rocks at
the fence. He would have also observed that the resulting “Arf,
arf, arf” and following “yip, yip, yip” as Old Bullie leaped at the
fence seemed to sound as music to Professor Hedge’s ears. But, to
be absolutely clear about the situation, it must be said that it
would have been a very rare observer who would have seen such a
thing, for Hedge had a habit of looking around carefully before he
chucked rocks. Then, chucking them, he chucked with a sidewise
motion calculated to give unseen bystanders the impression he was
interested in something quite different from bulldogs. It is
possible that he had never in his life prior to this day smiled at
any member of the canine species and never before uttered the words
“Nice doggie.”

“See, he likes you,”
Patticake said.

“Good,” Hedge said, “but
the feeling is not mutual.”

“Want to give him a Doggie
Treat?” Patticake said.

“No thanks,” Hedge
said.

“It’s important that he
trust you.”

“I don’t see why,” Hedge
said.

“Because there will be
other dogs. Lots of other dogs. He may get excited.”

 



 


 


 


Skipped Stones Establish Intersecting Circles

 


“Plankblip, plankblip.” And
then, again, “plankblip, plankblip.” The plaintive, repetitive call
of small stones skipping across a pond spread in airy circles that
mimicked the waves produced by the same stones upon the denser
medium of water. “Plankblip, plankblip.” And after another
interval, “plankblip, plankblip.” As the circles spread they
produced a hunching down of small amphibians sunning themselves by
the reeds at pond’s edge. An occasional small “blip” accompanied a
frog’s startled plunge into watery safety. All else was quiet.
Reeds and marsh grasses absorbed the sound but neither bowed nor
shuddered in acknowledgment, nor returned audible answer. Devil’s
darning needles flitted in iridescent blues and greens from stalk
to stalk. A long-legged bird probing in the watercress, where a
brook ran through the shade of an elder clump and into the other
side of the pond, jerked its head upward at the sound of the first
“plankblip.” Perceiving no danger, it returned to business. Nearby,
small butterflies in yellow and orange flitted from blue to
purple-blue amidst the blossoms of Jill-o’er the ground and
Quaker-maid. Far above, a white vapor trail from an airplane long
gone dissipated into the sky’s endless blue. Smiles spread across
the faces of the humans who had cast the stones, for Lang and
Hermione had found their quiet place, where the walls had no
ears.

Lang had pulled off the
highway not far from Lost Valley and discovered the pond on an
unpaved side road. It was not much of a discovery, for he
remembered the place and had hoped that it might be as remembered.
He was pleased to see that it was. He needed to think as well as to
talk before he arrived at the great metropolis of his boyhood and
fell into the hurly-burly of renewed long acquaintance.

“So you want me to call
him,” Hermione said. “But I don’t see why. I thought it was all
arranged between the two of you. You had this really super plan and
he was to come down when needed.”

“Yes,” he said, and threw
another stone, “plankblip, plankblip.” A frog jumped in, but the
reeds remained unshaken, the flowers retained their preternatural
blues, and the long-legged bird continued probing in the
watercress. For Lang, these things held meaning. He spoke
guardedly. “The fact is that although Brother Langston’s plan is in
its essence as beautiful and true as the fabled urn, he experiences
difficulty giving voice to it, because of maidens blooming forever
out of reach and remembrance of times past.”

“What times?”

“Times of watercress and
egg salad.”

“Ah, those.”

There had been watercress
in a shaded stream in Oxfordshire, and flax blooming blue in a
sunny field that bordered the wall where they sat eating sandwiches
of egg salad and watercress purchased nearby. Summer should be a
time for beginnings not endings.

“You took things
differently from the way they were meant,” he said.

“You wrote poetry that hit
too close to home.”

Yes, he thought,
In love with One, I love
another. “But you knew those words were
nothing more than an exercise in metaphysical wit and imagistic
abstraction.”

“No, I didn’t know that.
Metaphysical wit and imagistic abstraction? Bloody hell. It sounded
more like ‘Yankee Doodle.’”

“It didn’t at all,” he
still insisted, and found the old hurt still there. At the time of
the break-up, he had found unforgivable cruelty in her beautiful
English voice twisted into a Yankee twang as she mangled his words
into a marching two-step, left, right, left right. You could hear
the fife and drums while she marched as she sang.
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“That was then, this is now,” she said. “Can we get
back to your plan,” she said, “and the difficulty of expressing it
to maidens who bloom beyond your grasp?”

There were many thoughts
there and many possible retorts. He paused and let them go. She
paused and they looked at one another.

“The plan,” said Lang.
“First, Brother Broddy is in love with Sister Myrtle of the Library
at Bellwether U, who has dumped him. Second Brother Langston, has
agreed to fix things up. The plan depends upon the assumption that
like others of her sex, Broddy’s Myrtle is susceptible to the
sweeping-off-the-feet effects of charm, wit, intelligence, and
derring-do as established in the character of her
lover.”

“ ‘Charm, wit,
intelligence, and derring-do’? Isn’t that laying it on a bit thick
for Broddy?”

“I don’t think so. You
yourself, a not unrepresentative member of your sex, have said you
find him charming.”

“There’s no secret about
that. He is charming. But wit?”

“Not every woman possesses
your high standard.”

“True. But
intelligence?”

“He’s as intelligent as
most men.”

“True. But derring-do? You
won’t find any derring-do within a hundred and fifty kilometers of
Broddy. Swashbuckling is not his style.”

“How about financial
intrigue, intercontinental espionage, fraudulent personification on
a grand scale? Now that pirate ships and duels with pistol and
saber have gone out of style, these form the very stuff of high
romance.”

“So they may, but I don’t
see Broddy in that picture”

“What if it turns out that
the mild-mannered computer programmer who signs his meager checks
with the undistinguished moniker of Broderick Blomquist is in
reality the great novelist and literary critic VIVIAN
WAYNE?”

“He’s not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. How
could he be?”

“His being Vivian Wayne is,
in a nutshell, the plan. We’ll pass him off as Vivian Wayne. Like
the swashbuckling pirate of old, he will come into this quaint
colonial town to spend his booty—in his case, not his ill-gotten
ingots but his honestly acquired intellectual treasures—and will
sweep the wench off her feet. They will sail away in his frigate.
Just as they reach the horizon, they will hoist the Jolly Roger to
the topmast, where it will gleam forth like a grotesquely flapping
tattoo on a long middle finger. An enraged populace will observe by
telescope, but the shots from their batteries will fall harmlessly
into the water behind the speeding ship.”

“What will the enraged
populace do to you when they find out your pirate is not the
gentleman of high nobility you introduced him as?”

“They won’t find out. But
the question is a good one. I’ll give it some thought.”

“Righto,” she said, and
plankblipped a stone. “So what happens after the conference is your
business and Broddy’s participation is a question mark. If you
want, I’ll call him. He’ll come all right, if I ask him to. He may
even put on the disguise if I ask him to. But why not call him
yourself?”

“Whoever calls, he’ll know
it’s my idea and that I have a lot to gain from it. Consequently,
he may need someone else to convince him he should do it. It’s
quite simple. Broddy will perform a public service urged upon him
by two friends, and in the process he will win his true love. I
will present the Great Man at the Conference and win glory and
maybe a job.”

“But what if he changes his
mind?”

“Changes his
mind?”

“You know Broddy. When you
talked to him he was desperately in love with Myrtle.”

“And you think he isn’t any
more?”

“I don’t know. Although I
have never thought of Broddy as more than a friend, he’s always had
a thing for me. I don’t encourage it, but there it is. And you are
asking me to turn on my charms.”

Lang allowed himself a
moment to contemplate the folly of youth. Broddy’s, it was true,
was a nature given to fancying the face it faced when it wasn’t
near the face it fancied, and loving the girl it was near when it
wasn’t near the girl it loved. “I see,” he said. “Still, without
denying your considerable attractiveness, I think it probable that
when we place Brother Broddy near the girl he really loves and face
to face with the face he really fancies his loving fancy for you
will be severely diminished.”

“I hope so,” Hermione said,
and she threw another stone. “But there may be another problem with
your plan. What if Vivian Wayne shows up?”

“When we get to Lost
Valley, we will look around. If all the signs continue to point to
the absence of our eminent guest, I will talk to you, and you will
call Broddy.”

Overhead the vapor trail
had dissipated, leaving a sky of pure cerulean. Above a budding
cattail a dragonfly hovered, motionless but for the beating of
transparent wings. The last plankblip rippled through air and faded
into an unheard melody. Not long after that the last small wave of
water reached the shore. It would have taken a sharp ear, placed
close to the mud, to detect the lapping sound it made. Lang and
Hermione had left.

 


 


The Old State Highway
leading into and away from Lost Valley forms a famous hunting
ground for collectors of Americana. Signs proclaim the roadside
presence of Allen’s Antiques, Aunt Ella’s Collectibles, Old Barn
Auctions, Amish Handiworks, Quilts and Stuff, and other similar
establishments spread over nearly a hundred miles between
What’s-Its-Name and Where’s-Its-Face, the place names almost
invariably given by visitors from the city as they puzzle over
strip maps and guide books that will lead them to their troves of
aging treasures. What’s-Its-Name, Lost Valley to its inhabitants,
is often amused by the bright-eyed eagerness of these seekers of
the second-hand when they come into town to gas up and chow down
before again hitting the long trail a-winding. It even tries to
attract their business with two establishments specializing in the
old and worn, but on the whole it considers their obsession with
the relics of times past a curious one, easily ignored. With its
university and convention center, Lost Valley considers itself a
community of the future.

“Look,” Lang said, pointing
to the side of a barn. “That’s a genuine Mail Pouch sign, faded but
still legible. You don’t see many of those anymore.” True. Nor
could you buy them in any of the collectibles shops, the side of a
barn being a shade too big to collect.

Lang did not point to the
car speeding away from Lost Valley that passed him on the other
side of the road just as he was absorbed in the Mail Pouch sign. It
is doubtful that he would have noticed the car even had his
attention not been so absorbed. Not a few drivers leaving Lost
Valley, after all, drive too quickly, much as though they are
making up for time they consider lost even in that city of the
future. Where do they all hurry to? For many it is the next antique
shop. For many others it is just away.

For this driver, the place
she was hurrying to was just away. “Away,” she would have said,
putting on the conception the finest point possible. “Away, just
away.” Her mind was full of humanoid figures that if pushed to
describe she would have called “hicks,” “bumpkins,” “hayseeds,” or,
in less-than-ladylike company, names much more searing than these.
Names that would blister.

A lover of all things old
and of not much that was new, Veronica Allen had a passion for
material relics of the past, including old houses, old books, old
hats, old catalogs and door knockers and seed packets and
high-button shoes. Cherishing also such old values as trust,
efficiency, and fair dealing, she scorned the current fondness for
contractual escape clauses, bureaucratic red tape, and general
advantage taking. Downright crookedness put her into a snit. Among
her relics, she possessed celluloid collars that she sometimes wore
with mannish suits and long skirts. So dressed, she resembled
nothing so much as one of those 1918 suffragettes who aped the
freedom-loving boys over there by waving flags and marching in a
different cause of freedom over here. But she well knew that those
times were not these. Consequently she was not wearing such an
outfit now. In it she would have called attention to herself at a
moment when attention might have been inconvenient. Her hair was
shockingly bobbed by the standards of World War I, but nobody would
have noticed anything unusual about it in our far different day.
She wore a contemporary business suit of inconspicuous cut and navy
color, a uniform, say, of an insurance representative or sales
executive. On the seat of her rented car, conveniently within easy
reach, was a maroon leather briefcase, tastefully finished with
brass clasps and combination buttons. Inside the case was a great
deal of cash in small bills. Considering the way in which her money
had not been spent gave her the fantods. She had come prepared with
trust, efficiency, and a fair offer, but had been met with a broken
contract (verbal), red tape (metaphoric), and (she was very much
afraid) unfair advantage taking.

Goofs, she thought.
Dunderheads. Bunglers. Buffoons. Idiots. Morons. Birdbrains.
Retards. Numbskulls. She knew other words to fit the case, for her
vocabulary in this as in other areas was large, and she ran through
quite a few of those, too, counting off the ways that lower bodily
functions can serve metonymically to define men such as the two
from whom she had just parted.

“We don’t have it yet,” the
one named Patterson had said.

“And why not, Mister
Patterson?” she had asked, giving the “Mister” an edge of ironic
contempt which escaped the notice of both chowder-heads. “And why
were you late? I’ve been sitting here for half an hour past the
time we agreed.”

“We were with a dog,” said
the toad-like one, whose name had never been volunteered to
her.

“A dog?”

“He’s important to us,” the
toad said. Patterson just smiled.

“Important?”

“Well, not that important,”
the toad said, catching himself as though he had made some kind of
a slip. “It’s just that we like him and we lost track of time. He’s
a nice doggie.”

“Nice doggie, your
grandmother,” Patterson said. He seemed, if possible, even more
cabbage-brained than the toad. “He doesn’t,” Patterson explained
ingratiatingly, “care for him at all.”

“He doesn’t care for the
dog or the dog doesn’t care for him”

“I think it works both
ways,” Patterson said.

“Generally it does,” she
agreed, “although of the two I think the dog has more cause than
the man for the distaste you allege.”

“You don’t know the dog,”
Patterson said.

“Don’t get personal,” the
toad said.

 


 


The present contretemps had
its innocent origins about two months earlier. Wandering the campus
of Bellwether University on unrelated business, she had come smack
upon Old Huron as he kept his tireless vigil in the foyer of
Stonewall Manor. The time and place were propitious and she was
more than usually susceptible. Here she was, plunked down in a
mid-America she seldom visited but that tugged at heartstrings that
retained a youthful elasticity.

Leaving the airport in a
rented car, she had inhaled the fresh air and taken nostalgic
pleasure in the fields and silos. It came to her that she had been
younger once and by a not unreasonable association she was reminded
that this countryside had also been younger once. Across these
plains the buffalo had roamed. The first European pioneers had
stumbled onto the bones of mastodons picked clean by the ages,
proof if they had chosen to read the signs, of Darwinian changes in
an apparently permanent cycle of annual renewal of prairie grasses.
By a concurrence she chose to think of as fate rather than
coincidence, she had for some months been reading early American
captivity narratives, those tales of hardship and endurance,
cruelty and kindness that shed invaluable light on cultural
encounters in the infancy of the nation. They bore names
like An Account of the Remarkable
Occurrences in the Life and Travels of Col. James
Smith, A Narrative
of the Incidents Attending the Capture, Detention, and Ransom of
Charles Johnston of
Virginia, and Narrative of the Captivity and Adventures of John Tanner
During 30 Years' Residence Among the Indians. A lot of these Smiths and Johnstons and Tanners and other
men and women with names mostly forgotten had endured and sometimes
enjoyed their captivities in the heart of the heart of the country
surrounding Lost Valley. They had traversed those plains, forded
those rivers, learned to hunt with the bow, smoked bears from trees
in winter, married Indians, stayed a few months or thirty or forty
years, became white Indians, and had escaped or been ransomed or
had wandered home to find their sweethearts married to others and
their true tales accounted beyond belief, but not so far beyond
belief that for a long period they formed an important genre of
American literature, printed in edition after edition until they
metamorphosed into the fictions of dime novels and westerns. When
she walked into Stonewall Manor she had Injuns on the
brain.

They stood eye to eye for
quite a while. Old Huron had his left hand to his brow, shading his
eyes against a sun that did not reach him here by the newel post at
the bottom of the stairway. His eyes did not focus on hers, but
looked straight through her person as though she were not there,
attentive to a distant prospect that may have been the dog run or
the footbridge over the river or an inward vision projected outward
from the memory portion of his wooden brain through his wooden
eyeballs to overlay the spring greenery of the campus of Bellwether
University with the features and colors of another time. In his
right hand he offered her five wooden cigars.

She walked around him. The
carving was exquisite. The paint that mattered was in good
condition, from the blue beads on his moccasins to the reds and
blues of the three plumy feathers that adorned his headband. Much
of the wood remained unpainted and the rich brown of the mahogany
shone with a fine patina of age. His knees and legs were well
formed. Veins and tendons stood out on his arms and hands. She had
to have him.

For ten minutes they were
alone and then she became conscious of steps descending the
stair.

“Want a cigar?” The white
man—she thought of him that way—the white man who appeared at her
side amused himself by extracting a genuine cigar, not a wood one,
from his jacket pocket and offering it to her. “The best,” he
said.

She ignored him.

“It’s the thin kind the
ladies like. I buy them for the missus.”

She ignored him.

“Okey dokey,” he said,
replacing the cigar in his pocket, “It’s not everyone that likes
them.” He paused and looked her over, then politely shifted his
gaze to the wooden Indian. “I was up top for a while, watching you
with Old Ciggie there. You seem to approve of him.”

“I do. He’s very good, you
know.”

“Good? You mean to guard a
stairway? You must be kidding. It strikes me the bulldog would be
better. Not that there’s anything in this building worth
stealing.”

“I'm surprised he’s left
out in the open like that.”

“He has his
house.”

“House?”

“Yeah. You know. His house,
to go in out of the rain and stuff.”

She looked around for help.
Was this peculiar upright mammal suggesting that people might be in
the habit of taking this extraordinary work of American primitive
art outside where it might be exposed to the rain? No help was
offered. Nor could it be, since the two beings capable of at least
some gradations of speech stood alone with the silent Indian in the
hallway. “In out of the rain,” she ventured, “and
stuff?”

“Sure. You know. Snow,
lightning, tornadoes. We take good care of him. That’s why we built
the house.”

“The Indian,” she said,
groping for clarity, “has a house?” Contrary to the evidence that
appeared to be mounting in the present situation, she was a woman
neither weak-minded nor weak-willed. Engaged in a conversation with
a shifty-looking character as loony as this one, she would
ordinarily have assessed the situation in seconds, looked him in
the eye, said that she had to be going, and carefully backed away
until she was out of reach of a lunge. She would have clutched her
briefcase with determination, hefting its weight and thankful for
its hard sides and sharp corners, knowing that with one quick sweep
she could do considerable damage to a left or right ear as well as
to the more solid matter behind it. Not to mention a
Billy-be-damned jarring of the soft tissue that lay under the
skull, commonly called brains, if there were any. She had never
felt the need for a can of Mace.

That she did not excuse
herself now and back away while fixing the menace with a confident
and determined stare had to be attributed not to a failure of mind
or will, but to the attractive power of the Indian, with or without
his house.

Patticake Patterson, for
his part, found himself entertained as he had been so often in the
past by the foolish notions that women stuff under their carefully
combed coiffures. “No,” he said, with only a touch of masculine
condescension, “the Indian does not have a house. Why would he have
a house? Unless,” and he punctuated the remark with a grand,
sweeping gesture of both arms, palms upwards, “you mean this
magnificent hall here. Pretty spiffy wigwam for a cigar store
dummy. And not a candy counter or newsstand in sight.”

“You said he had a house,”
she replied, trying to get her bearings.

“Not Old Huron, Old
Bullie.”

“Old Bullie?”

“The dog,” he said. “Shall
I spell it out? D - O - G. We have a dog. A D - O - G. A bulldog. A
pit bull to some. We built a house for the dog. For - him – to –
get - out - of the - rain. See Dick tease the dog. See Jane run
from the dog. That kind of a dog.”

“We were talking,” she
said, trying to get the loony back on track, “of the Indian. I was
attempting to convey my admiration of him. It’s not a piece one
would want to leave out in the rain, or have damaged by vandals, or
stolen. Are the students here trustworthy?”

“The stupids?
Trustworthy?”

“The students. Can they be
trusted with a piece this valuable?”

“Valuable!” said Patterson.
The word almost leapt from his lips.

“Yes, valuable. Surely the
university knows what a piece like this is worth.”

This part of the university
did not know, and tried not to show it on his face. “How much,
would you say?” Patterson asked.

“I wouldn’t.” she replied.
“That is, I couldn’t.” She was beginning to feel the conversation
was back on track. “Its not my field of expertise. I only know I
would pay a lot for it.”

“You don’t say.” Patterson
wrinkled his brow, licked his lips, scratched the palm of his left
hand with the fingers of his right, and in other ways displayed
evidence of deep thought. “How much?”

“Is it for
sale?”

“It could be.”

“You don’t mean it! That’s
wonderful. Who would I see?”

“Me. Let me introduce
myself. Wardley Patterson, Vice-President for Material Resources at
Bellwether University. Here’s my card.”

She took and pocketed the
card and looked at him appraisingly, thinking new thoughts both of
him and the university, none flattering. Nevertheless, he swelled
with pride when she said, “Oh, my. You’re a Vice President. I
should have known.”

“If we got the right price,
I think I could arrange it,” he said. “It being a material resource
and all like that. Now who would be writing the check?”

The name that sprang to
mind was Allen, from Allen’s Antiques. Veronica seemed to go with
it nicely. “Allen,” she said. “Veronica Allen.”

Then, true to his word,
Patterson arranged it. It took weeks. There were details, he said,
to be worked out. With the President and the Regents. Then came the
letter to the Post Office Box and she flew out, drove to town, met
Patterson and his friend in the spot they had pre-arranged near
campus, and the deal fell through. They didn’t have the
Indian.

“There are last minute
legal problems,” Patterson explained.

“The lawyers are working on
it,” the toad added.

“Two more days,” Patterson
added. “We’ll have it then, for sure. Two, maybe three.”

Peanut domes, she thought.
Pinheads. Addlepates. Should she spend two or maybe three more days
at the airport Holiday Inn or return home and come back
later?

She pressed her foot to the
accelerator and shot by Aunt Ella’s Collectibles without even
thinking of slowing down.

 


 


The toad did not think of
himself at that precise time as toad or addlepate, but he concluded
from the manner of Veronica Allen that unflattering thoughts had
crossed her mind. He confronted such reactions regularly and had
learned to rise above them. Like other people, he lived most of
every day in blissful ignorance of the impressions he made on
others. When he confronted himself in the mirror during his morning
shave he saw a handsome man. It was true that to get the best angle
he had to stand on tiptoe in order to pull into view a bit more of
his manly shoulders and chest. It was also true that to give the
reflection its best effect he had to expand his lungs, thrust out
his chest, and push back his shoulders, for his upper torso had an
annoying way of caving in when allowed to go its own way. These
were adjustments he made so habitually he did not think of them as
either necessary or temporary. In any case, deficiencies of torso
that a mirror threw back were never part of the impression recorded
by his inner eye, where the picture was vividly and handsomely
completed by the heavily padded suit jackets he customarily wore.
The outer eyes that seemed shifty to others seemed to him darting
and alert. Their bulging protuberance suggested a thoughtful,
probing character. The wide mouth easily expanded into smiles that
from long practice hardly hurt anymore. Generally, when images of
amphibian or reptile crept into his thoughts, they were seldom
unflattering and hardly ever pictorial. Qualities, he would have
said, if he had stopped to analyze the phenomenon. Silence.
Cunning. The toad’s invisibility under the garden leaves. The
quickness of tongue. The snake’s alertness. The sudden striking.
Similarly, in his private estimation he was not addlepated. Far
from it. His pate produced a whirlwind of productive
activity.

 


 


Not long after his trying
interview with Ms. Allen, Professor Hedge sat at the desk in his
office, with the door closed and locked. The kettle steamed on the
hotplate. It reminded him of his youthful stamp collecting.
Although he had come a long way from that childhood pursuit, he
still possessed some of his earliest boxes of stamps and a number
of the albums he had carefully prepared. He learned to steam at ten
years old and still thrilled at the ease of a physical phenomenon
that could produce such interesting results. You hold the paper to
the steam and after awhile the glue softens and loses its adhesion.
He poured water over a teabag in his cup and waited for it to brew,
returning the kettle to the hotplate. When the stamp loosens,
sometimes it drops to the table where you have prepared a surface
free of the dust that might be picked up if it falls sticky side
down. Sometimes it does not loosen fully and needs to be teased
loose with tweezers or a toothpick. He liked the danger in steam.
You could take the envelope away from the spout and pull at the
glue with your fingers, but it is more fun to pick and poke with
the tweezers while the steam is still active, keeping fingers away.
Gosh! Hell! Gee whillickers! It can get hot! He sucked many a
parboiled finger and always kept a glass of cold water handy for
plunging before he mastered the techniques of safety. Patience.
Distance. And for Goodness’s sake don’t tip over the teakettle into
your lap.

A childhood of stamps and
other solitary pursuits—with microscopes, burning glasses,
chemistry sets, rockets, bombs, and curbside mailboxes—had guided
him into engineering. He detested books that lacked formulas,
diagrams, and colored pictures of spacecraft and aliens.

Books of the literary kind
confused him. Poetry stank. Short stories were silly. At eighteen
he boasted that he had never read a fiction book. His world was as
neatly divided and labeled as a medieval map. On one side, you
found the things you could count, measure, add, split, divide, or
otherwise impose your will upon. On the other side, across a wide
ocean of incomprehension (“there be monsters”), you found other
things, best left alone, that confused the hell out of you. For all
that, early in his undergraduate career he discovered that although
he felt perfectly safe in a laboratory, and in that sense could say
he loved engineering, the plain fact was that he wasn’t very good
at it. He plodded along at a safe “B” level while other students
got the “A”s.

Literature set him free. Burdened with the
assignment of a paper on The Catcher in the Rye in Lit 101,
Intro to Fiction, he sat gnashing his teeth and tearing his hair
when his roommate swept by on his way to a fraternity bash.

“Your trouble,” roomie
said, “is that you think like an engineer. You want things to add
up. You want the book to mean something.”

“Shouldn’t it?” he asked in
his innocence.

“Literature can mean anything you want it to mean,”
the roommate said. With those words of undergraduate wisdom, the
life of Alfred Hedge was transformed. A light went on. If those
words were true, he was not only free, he was in control. He typed
“The Catcher in the Rye can mean anything you want it to mean.” He
stopped, but only for a minute. “The character of Holden Caulfield
in this fiction book is subject to many understandings.” He stopped
again. “There are many kinds of phonies in this modern world of
today.” Then he filled in the spaces, threw in a few quotations
from the passages he least understood, came to no conclusion and
went off for a rare evening on the town. The paper earned a “B+”
and turned him into an English major.

“Is there no right meaning,
ever?” he asked one of his professors.

“Never,” said the
professor. The answer was better than a bomb in a
mailbox.

Empowered with the
intoxicating ability to simulate understanding where he couldn’t
perceive it, the future professor Hedge breezed through graduate
school. He learned to lard his papers and his Ph.D. thesis with the
names of Russian and French critics, the grease that holds the
dough together, and with degree in hand he was hired at Bellwether
College. There, with others of his generation, he prospered through
teaching the stupids the gospel of no meaning. With great pleasure
he discovered that having passed through the rigors of graduate
study he could revert in his professorship to his high school habit
of never reading a book. He still thought poetry stank, short
stories were silly, and novels tedious beyond belief. The wonderful
thing was that it didn’t matter. He taught by the “What Do You
Think?” method that he announced to his classes as Socratic.
Encouraging the stupids to join him in a circle that gave the
illusion of equality and good fellowship, he would dance his finger
around the class, pointing. “What do you think, Eloise?” “What is
your opinion, Frank?” “Do you agree, Samantha?” Eloise, Frank, and
Samantha would reply sometimes with intelligence and sometimes
without, and to each he would nod sagely and reply, “There’s
something in that,” or “That’s a thought.”

Each time he steamed open
an envelope and passed it from the “unopened” side of his desk to
the “return” side, sheer habit had him musing almost audibly,
“There’s something in that” or “That’s a thought.” This was
generally an uninteresting batch and most he did not even bother to
steam or open, so the pile went quickly. This next one, however,
looked promising. It was addressed to Professor Langston Windham
Tenterfield, c/o International Conference on Multicultural and
Multidisciplinary Initiatives, and bore the return address of a New
York literary agency. Tenterfield, Hedge thought, isn’t even on the
faculty. There may be something in this.

Curious, he passed the
envelope back and forth in front of the steaming kettle spout, then
carefully lifted the flap and withdrew and unfolded the single
sheet within. “Dear Professor Tenterfield,” he read, “I regret to
inform you that although Mr. Wayne naturally appreciates the volume
of your correspondence and the power of your persuasion, he has
concluded that he cannot waver from his longstanding policy of no
interviews, no speeches, no public appearances.” It was signed by
an agent.

“Ha,” Hedge thought. Then
he expanded the thought aloud, “A Ha” A meticulous man, he
carefully copied the agent’s name and address, including e-mail and
fax number. He sealed the envelope and placed it with the others.
Then he unlocked his door, reconnoitered the hall, and placed them
all in their proper boxes in the mailroom. “Slipclank, slipclank,”
was the noise they made, softly, as he slid them into place in
their metal compartments, each identified by the name of a
Bellwether University faculty member. The last he slipped with
great satisfaction into the temporary box identified with the words
“International Conference.”

 


 


From his position at the
bottom of the main stairway of Stonewall Manor, Old Huron stared
across campus to the bridge over the river, where a pebble
dislodged by a solitary scampering squirrel dropped to the water
below, “blip.” From it, small circles began to spread.

 



 


 


 


Choices on a Rare Day

 


A glorious morning
prevailed into the afternoon in Lost Valley and generally
throughout the Midwest, where opposing curves of isobars contained
a steady high-pressure area that promised fair weather from Sioux
Falls to Pittsburgh and from the blue waters of Thunder Bay to the
blue grasses of Kentucky. Satellite pictures displayed only a few
white, puffy clouds. It was the kind of day when children lying on
the grass saw neither satellites nor clouds, but a vast field where
scattered sheep munched on clumps of daisies. From the ground, the
prevailing blue of the sky that complemented the blues of Thunder
Bay and Kentucky was shot through with occasional vapor trails,
which to the children appeared to tether the sheep on long leashes
and to adults who happened to look up might have signaled the
passing of jet planes from Newark or Los Angeles or Minneapolis to
Columbus or Peoria or Where’s-Its-Face. Most children and adults
would neither have known nor have cared that some of those jets
carried scholars from far-flung institutions flying the
next-to-last leg of their journey to Bellwether University to
attend the International Conference on Multicultural and
Multidisciplinary Initiatives: The Here and the Now.

In Lost Valley and at
Bellwether University, many people knew and cared, but Dean
Davidson did not let that ruin his day. He breathed deeply of the
freshness and allowed a less than original thought to wash over his
cerebral cortex. “And what is so rare as a day in June,” he
observed to the Head of Communication, who stood next to him,
fondling the ears and examining the nose of Bullie, the campus
mascot.

“Er,” Ripley Rollins
replied. “Er.”

“Stop right there,” the
Dean interrupted, raising an admonitory finger. “I know what you
are going to say, and it won’t do at all. ‘By a strict count known
to every school child,’ I hear you thinking, ‘any day in September,
April, and November, each of which has thirty, is equally as rare
as a day in our present month. Most of the rest have thirty-one,
making their days less rare, but February in fact has even rarer
days, there being only twenty-eight, ‘til leap year gives it
twenty-nine’.”

“Er,” Ripley Rollins
observed, giving the dog’s back a rub.

“The fact is,” the Dean
said, “If you will allow an old friend a moment of candor, as one
scholar to another speaking in the privacy of the campus dog run, I
deplore the way that professors of English insist on the statistics
of their field. Surely you can see that the poet Lowell was
counting something different than numbers when he used the
adjective ‘rare’.”

“Er,” Rollins continued,
patting Bullie’s haunches and then returning his attention to his
nose—the dog’s, that is, not Rollins’s—to which he applied a salve
that he extracted from a tin he—Rollins, not the dog—had taken from
his jacket pocket.

“ ‘Er’?” the Dean asked.
“Sometimes, my dear colleague, I think you count too much on the
expressive possibilities of that word. Could you
elaborate?”

“He’s hurt his nose. He’s
rubbed it all rare.”

“Rare?”

“I mean raw.”

“What is so raw,” the Dean
declaimed, “as a pit bull’s nose in June?” He stooped to take a
closer look at Bullie’s organ of smell. “I see what you mean. Why
don’t you put something on it?”

“I am,” the Head said, and he continued doing so.
Then he wiped his hand on a rag that he carried for that purpose,
closed the tin, and returned both tin and rag to his pocket. “That
should help,” he said. “It’s a salve especially recommended in
Galsworthy’s Ailments of the Pit Bull. He also suggests
padding for the fence, and I have had the same thought.”

Clearly, Bullie appreciated
the ministrations of his greatest admirer. When Ripley had given
him one last pat and the two men had left the enclosure, locking
the gate behind them, he waddled to a shady corner and flattened
his small body sidewise on the grass.

“So long, old pal,” Ripley
said. “I need to get back to the office.”

No such need weighed upon
the Dean, who was not clear whether or not he was the old pal
mentioned. He stood for a few moments looking at Bullie, whose warm
ear was softly laid upon the earth as one who might try if it be in
tune.

“Pssst,” Bullie
said.

The Dean looked startled. A
rational man with an open mind, he thought it possible that someone
could teach a pit bull to say “pssst,” but he had never heard that
syllable from this particular pit bull. He thought it also possible
that a sleeping pit bull might emit a suspiration that could pass
into the ear of an inattentive listener as the startling syllable
“pssst.” He eyed the dog critically, cocking his head slightly to
one side, as was his habit.

“Pssst” Bullie repeated,
without opening his mouth, quivering his nostrils, or displaying
other unusual vocal or breathing effort. “Pssst, over
here.”

Then the Dean remembered
his bad ear and made the necessary adjustment, turning his
attention away from the apparent direction of the sound and toward
the probable one. There, waving at him from behind a shrub, was
Hermione Trelawney.

“It’s me,” she said. “Your
long-lost daughter.”

“Hermione!” The Dean was
not an expressive man, but he took her in his arms and
ceremoniously kissed both cheeks. “Why are you hiding in the
shrubbery?”

She kissed him back,
catching him on his retreating chin, which she noted was
meticulously shaved, just as she had known it ever since her
childhood. Did it never, she wondered, grow a light stubble? Never
trust a man with a mustache was a maxim he had taught her early,
still less a man with a mustache and beard. She wondered if
Broddy's disguise would be the right one. “The shrubbery?” she
replied. “I didn’t know if I was welcome.”

“True, true,” said the
Dean, admitting the justice of her observation. “There have been
times when the sudden appearance of a child of my loins on the
greensward of Bellwether University might have caused an
embarrassing stir. At Spring Cotillions, for example. But I fancy
those days are long gone. Come, let me show you the famous stairway
and afterwards we can repair to my rooms for
refreshment.”

She took his arm and they
walked together to Stonewall Manor, talking of punting on the
Cherwell and of field hockey and picnics by ruined abbeys and a
mother who died too early. And of her studies in English Literature
and of how they had always met in England or in the Eastern United
States but never in Lost Valley.

“It was truly lost to me,”
she said. “I used to think of it as surrounded by impenetrable
mountains and jungles with rivers filled with piranhas and water
moccasins. I couldn’t imagine what your life was like.”

“It was partly like that,”
he said, giving a sweep of the hand. They had entered the foyer of
Stonewall Manor, and his gesture took in the curving staircase with
Old Huron offering his cigars by the newel post. “In the days when
we were an all girls’ school—I’m sorry, all women—on festive
occasions your father used to escort them down that stairway,
sometimes one on each arm, he engagingly handsome in tuxedo and
they all beautiful and gloriously gowned.”

“What was the
point?”

“The point was that their
parents were paying substantial tuition to send them to a junior
college that was in truth not much more than a finishing school.
They were daughters of farmers and shopkeepers and assembly-line
workers who had heard of such goings-on as society comings-out and
grand cotillions and understood that there were people in the world
who ate off bone china with sterling silver and drank from crystal
goblets. They were pleased beyond measure to see their daughters as
small parts of that world and getting educations, too. All the
young ladies here ‘came out’.”

“And then, I suppose, the
Indian gave them a cigar.”

“You mock me. But the
comings out were major events in the lives of the girls, young
women, and no small part of my duties in those days.”

“But why you?”

“I had been to Oxford and
could manage an accent that, if it was not quite English, was
clearly of the great and bumpy world that lay somewhere beyond the
depressingly flat Midwest. And as I had no wife, not here anyway, I
was available in the best possible way—an escort young enough to be
attractive and at the same time old enough and wise enough to pose
no threat to youthful innocence.”

“Er.” Ripley Rollins was
coming down the stairs and attempting polite conversation before
continuing onward.

“Professor Rollins,” the
Dean said. “Allow me to introduce to you Hermione Trelawney, who is
one of the young scholars attending the Conference. Professor
Rollins is Head of Communications and English and a shining light
on our campus.”

Rollins smiled in the
direction of Hermione, but he was clearly in a hurry.

“Er,” he said, “Blur.” Then
he was gone.

“What a strange man,”
Hermione observed. “Did he say ‘Er, blur’?”

“Not at all. He said ‘Er,’
which is his usual introduction to deep thoughts and polite
conversation, and then ‘Very pleased to meet you, my dear.’ The
fact that you heard only ‘blur’ suggests that you suffer from
synesthesia, the confusion of one sense for another that runs in
our family. I myself frequently see blue when I hear birds sing or
waves of magenta when I hear bulldogs bark. The poet Poe, I have
heard, experienced similar crossings of senses, particularly where
dark underground places were concerned. In this case, although
Professor Rollins spoke perfectly clearly, your confused sensory
reaction prevented your assimilating his words. What you saw was a
blur because he was in a great hurry to see the
President.”

“Why the hurry?”

“I imagine he just found my
note reminding him it is time for the ceremonial wrapping of Old
Huron.”

“Ceremonial
wrapping?”

“Yes. The Indian standing in front of you will play
a major part in the conference at the Ceremony of the Happy Huron
Heritage. To prepare for that moment, someone needs to wrap him in
burlap as though for entombment. We won’t actually entomb him, but
you grasp the concept. It’s our little reminder of the Burial of
the Dead, the ritual in which the corn god, the one mentioned in
Longfellow’s Hiawatha, and also, I believe, in a more
derivative way in Eliot’s Waste Land, goes into the ground
in the fall in order to push up the shoots of the new corn in the
spring. I think it likely that Rollins missed my note earlier
because he had buried it under Galsworthy’s Ailments of the Pit
Bull, which he was consulting concerning Bullie’s nose. You
must have heard something of his concern before you popped out of
the trees.”

“You didn’t,” Hermione
said, “introduce me as your daughter.”

“I thought you might notice
that. In fact, I was sure you would. It was precisely the sort of
omission your mother would have observed.” It was he who took her
arm this time and he guided her out the door. “You have her eyes,
too,” he said. “Let us find a quiet place where we can
talk.”

“You suggested your
rooms.”

“I’ve thought better of
that.”

“I’d like to see where you
live.”

“And so you shall, but
let’s postpone that little pleasure for later. For now, there’s a
place called the Korner Kitchen, with high-backed booths. The fact
is, things haven't changed all that much around here.”

“The walls have
ears?”

“You might say
so.”

 


 


“Well, Dean Davidson,” Mrs.
Jake Korner said as she welcomed them to the Korner Kitchen. “I
didn’t know you had a daughter.”

“Allow me,” the Dean
countered, “to introduce to you Ms. Hermione Trelawney, a young
scholar who will be attending our conference.”

“We’d like one of your
famous high-backed booths,” Hermione said.

“Of course,” Mrs. Jake
said, leading them to it. “She has your eyes, too, Dean,” she
added.

“She notices everything,”
the Dean said. “You don’t put much past her.”

“Does it really matter
now?”

“No, no, my dear. Of course
it doesn’t. Still, as you may have gathered, I appreciate your
consideration in appearing quietly from the bushes after Professor
Rollins had left, instead of hollering ‘Hi, Dad’ across the lawn
while he was still there. It’s kind of a silly predicament I’ve got
myself into, and I’m a little embarrassed about it. I don’t suppose
you want an explanation.”

“But I do.”

“Are you old enough to
drink?”

“You know I am, and I also
smoke cigars.”

“Probably so, for all I
know, and I feel impoverished by the lack of certainty. Anyway, we
have a decent local beer, Owls Feathers. Will you have
one?”

She nodded.

“Two,” the Dean said to the
attending waitress, who, he was pleased to observe, displayed no
interest in the popular parlor game of matching eyes. She seemed in
training for a gum chewing contest and that, perhaps, required all
her attention not reserved for writing orders on her pad. Mrs. Jake
had returned to her place at the counter, near the door.

“Have you read
The Anxiety of Affluence?” the Dean asked.

“Vivian Wayne’s book? Of
course, everyone has. That is, everyone in Literature. But you’re a
historian.”

“Historians have been known
to have their literary interludes. Some of them can read, and a few
of those write books.”

The two Owls Feathers
arrived.

The Dean tried his.
“Actually,” he said, “it’s not bad. I think I said
that.”

“And the
explanation?”

“It’s part of the
microbrewery movement. I suppose there’s more interest in good
beers these days, and perhaps it’s easier to get better
ingredients.”

“I meant the explanation
you were about to give me as to why it seems inconvenient that I
should be your daughter right now.”

“First tell me how you’re
doing.”

She was amused, and said
so. “You’re embarrassed. I like that. It used to be I who was
embarrassed every summer when you showed up in Little Malvern and
wanted to carry us off to a picnic on the hill again so you could
tell us once more about the field full of folk when I knew you and
mother really wanted to be alone and I really wanted to be off with
my mates. Mind you, I was glad to see you. It was just that I was
growing up. You did want to do the same things every summer. And I
had learned to accept things.”

“How are you doing
now?”

“Well, I’ve got a chance
for promotion, and tenure goes with it. I’ve written a good paper
for the Conference that will help. If not, it may be a good
conference in other ways.”

“Because young Lang will be
here?”

“No, that’s
over.”

“Over?”

“I think so. Anyway, he’s
interested in someone else. We’re still friends. I’m helping him in
a wild scheme to bring his friend Broddy Blomquist together with a
woman who works here. Myrtle Benson. You know her?”

“Of course I know Myrtle.
More to the point, I also know that Lang has recently professed an
interest in someone else, Gwendolyn Graceworth by name. But I
thought that was a passing fancy. I thought, or perhaps only hoped,
that you two . . .”

“Don’t think it. Anyway,
I’ve been placed on a panel with an Australian with the fascinating
name Ned Warrigal. He’s written something about nails and
Huckleberry Finn.”

“You’re changing the
subject.”

“And you were going to
explain to me why my being here presents a difficulty for
you.”

“I wonder if he’s a Pommy
or a fair dinkum Aussie. Fair dinkum, I should imagine from his
name. I think they’re going in for them in the universities down
there now. Wonderful the way they speak, changing their long
a’s to long
i’s. The rine in spine,
you know. Only down there in most places there’s not much rine. You
get the effect most often in their “g’die”, for “g’day,” shortened
often to the clean and crisp “ ‘die’,” and in their continual
celebration of the classless mateship of a society without
hierarchical distinctions as in “no worries, mite.”

“Now you are changing the
subject, my dear old Dad.”

“Yes, I suppose I am. Well,
not to put too fine a point on it, the fact is I’m thinking of
marrying again. Does that shock you?”

“No. No, I don’t think it
does. Who is the lucky woman?”

“You said you’d read
The Anxiety of Affluence?”

“I did say that, and I have
read it.”

“Well, I think this Wayne fellow has put his finger
on something. We have a whole generation of scholars who have risen
to positions of eminence in universities around the world. He’s
talking mostly about English professors, but I think the same holds
true for professors of history and the humanities, generally. And
double in spades for deans, only deans find it easy to create the
illusion that they are doing something of value. For professors, as
Wayne says, the crisis in our day is major. They don’t spend much
time in the classroom, and have long summers free to laze about or
accept grants for touring literary sites or attending conferences
very much like the one we are hosting. Preparing classes takes
little time when the preferred method of teaching is class
discussion. In many institutions—ours, for example—once professors
attain tenure they pass beyond the expectation that they should
continue to read or write. As a result, a good many experience
difficulty filling in the long hours of their weary days and
consequently turn to stamp collecting, caring for pit bulls, or
dabbling in office politics. For this they earn incomes that are
not on a level with those of orthodontists, surgeons, or corporate
lawyers, but that keep them on the whole comfortably above the
poverty line.”

“I know the book, Dad. Are
you telling me that you suffer from the anxiety of your own
affluence?”

“I do. My temperament is
such that I suffer without visible effect. Unlike many others, for
example, I resist the impulse to justify my position by adding to
the bibliographical records of my field. Deans generally don’t do
that. Still, we have our pride. And Wayne is right. It gnaws at
one’s vitals to think that perhaps one doesn’t deserve the position
one finds oneself in, that perhaps others might do the job better.
That is, if they could figure out, as I think I have done, what the
job is.”

“It’s not much?”

“Not much. The scholar of
humanities today, and the dean of same, suffers from what Vivian
Wayne calls belatedness. He can’t think what he should say or do to advance his
profession, all the good things having been said or done before. In
these circumstances he, or as we now must say, he or she, grasps
any outlandish idea that comes along and tries to build a career on
it. Riding a wave of current outlandishness, the same scholar lives
in fear and anxiety—in fear that the wave will crash, and in
anxious hope of riding to the top of the profession by developing
an idea even more outlandish than the current one. And so gain a
major chair at Bellwether or some other eminent
university.”

“You simplify Wayne’s
argument.”

“Only to clarify it. The
anxiety strikes with particular force when we look at our daughters
struggling to find footholds in the profession and recognize that
we possess jobs and income that in a more justly ordered world
would be more evenly spread among the deserving
multitudes.”

“Granted, but aren’t we
straying from the point.”

“No, we’ve just arrived at
it. I’m thinking of sharing my affluence with a young scholar.
She’s a girl, really, or a young woman. A graduate of Bellwether
College. She’s coming back for the conference, and from a letter
she wrote I think there may be something, some continuing interest,
still there. More than a crush, I mean. Of course, we haven’t
talked about it directly. You can see how, when we come to the
point, it might prove a bit sticky if there are daughters more or
less her age standing all about. Of course, she’ll have to know
eventually, but I don’t think I feel like flaunting the daughters
at the beginning, if you see what I mean.”

“So you’re thinking of
marrying because you read a scholarly book?”

“Not exactly. I was having
trouble coming to the point.”

“What’s her
name?”

“Yolanda Martinez. She’s in
Multicultural Studies.”

“Yolanda Martinez? I know
the name. Certainly not a Pommy name, that one. But no worries,
mite, your secret is sife with me.”

 


 


Arnie’s Awesome Ann Arbor
Authentic Disguise and Security Mart is listed as AAAAA Disguise
and Security and is therefore the first name found in the Area
Business Section of both the Universal
Phone Book and the Ameritech Pages Plus for Ann Arbor,
Ypsilanti & Washtenaw County. It stands on Liberty Street, not
far from State Street and the central campus of the University of
Michigan. A local institution, Arnie’s Awesome has supplied makeup,
masks, wigs, and costumes to Ann Arbor theatrical productions for
more decades than historians can easily remember, but a few recall
a simpler time when the sign at the entrance read “Arnie’s Drugs”
and about halfway between the soda fountain and the prescription
window there stood a counter with red grease paint for gypsies and
harlots and green for monsters, stick-on beauty spots and warts and
scars and tattoos, rubber spiders, dribbling glasses, itching
powder, protruding false teeth, and Groucho Marx eyeglasses with
attached noses and eyebrows.

Fortifying himself not far
from Arnie’s with a Royal Toffee Coffee and a toasted shortbread
bagel spread with rough-cut marmalade, which rich repast he had
ordered “to bide,” Broderick Blomquist sat alone by the window.
With eyes fixed upon the barred pattern of sun and shade gleaming
across the varnished tartan surface of the table in front of him,
he mused on Fate and Fortune. Coincidence, he told himself, had
brought him through the Engineering Arch on the Diag and the same
coincidence had set the time at shortly before noon. Coincidence
had brought his friend Langston Tenterfield to the brass M that
marks the center of the Diag on that same day and at that same
hour. Coincidence had placed their meeting at that juncture where
his separation from the divine Myrtle had depressed him to a point
beyond endurance. In another day, or even just another hour, he now
felt sure, he would have reached a personal resolution. But there
by the M was Lang, who coincidentally had a plan. Or not so
coincidentally, for in assessing the chain of circumstance that led
to this morning, Broddy had to admit that he had never known Lang
not to have a plan. Scratch the plan from the list of coincidences.
Still, if he and his friend had not met that morning, Broddy
wouldn’t have heard about the plan and might have turned his
romantic hopes elsewhere.

Where else? In his heart a
voice said “Myrtle, Myrtle, Myrtle,” and then, for variety, “Myrtle
and Broddy.” Thinking back to the moment he had first met that
divine personage on the Internet, he could not find it either in
heart or mind to call that miraculous electronic conjoining a
coincidence. No, that meeting was preordained by an overarching
Fate. He had felt himself then and for a while to be marked out for
the greatest good Fortune. In a silent movie, the word “LOVE” would
have been spelled in capital letters across the bottom of the
screen that portrayed those days, and it would have been bordered
in hearts and flowers. In a sound film, the visual record would
have been accompanied by a crescendo of violins turning light
classical music into a stirring theme of romance. Then, when Myrtle
broke off the communication, forbidding him ever to e-mail her
again, her act could not by any teasing of the old gray matter or
palpitation of the heart be construed as the random distribution of
possibilities that humans call coincidence. “Fate” was written all
over the computer screen on which he read her command to cease
writing. Fate, the ancient two-faced distributor of cakes and ale
and also of wormwood and gall and heartbreaking electronic messages
on the Internet. The problem this morning was that he could not see
by what sin of pride or fatal neglect of prudent foresight he had
merited his punishment. Call no man happy until, as a wise man once
said, the fat lady has sung.

Coincidence? It was not
coincidence but implacable necessity that prevented his turning on
his heel to avoid the Toffee Coffee and enter instead the Broadway
and Downtown Deli or Oscar’s and Fanny’s on the day and hour
appointed for the meeting at which Lang assured him that he did,
indeed, have a plan. All of the prior circumstances of his life had
conspired to build a character that could make no other
choice.

He chose the Toffee Coffee.
He chose to listen, he chose to approve. He had become, at first
implicitly and at length explicity, Lang’s man. And now the plan
was unfolding through the agency of a message relayed to him late
last night by a phone call from Hermione Trelawney.

 


“Y’all come on down,” she
said. For reasons unclear to him, she had taken on her Texas
Playboy accent. He let it go.

“Come on down?”

“To Lost
Valley.”

“Why?”

“The plan requahs yo’
presence.”

For a moment he had thought
she was calling on her own behalf, but he held steadfast. He
paused. “You mean Lang’s plan?”

“Of course I mean Lang’s
plan. You didn’t bloody think I meant my plan, did you?”

“Well, maybe,” he
confessed. “That is, I did think for a moment . . .”

“Well don’t think. Not even
for a moment.” She seemed firm about that. “It’s Lang’s plan, all
right, and not mine. I want no part of it.”

“I didn’t know you knew
about Lang’s plan. You think it won’t work?”

“I think it’s
bonkers.”

“Bonkers?”

“Yes, bonkers. But that
doesn’t mean it won’t work. It may even be the reason why it will
work.”

He weighed the situation.
Fate versus a bonkers plan. Or Fate that manifests itself as a
bonkers plan. The plan won. “O.K. So, I’ll come down. What’s the
plan?”

“I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

“The walls have
ears.”

“So Lang says.”

“So Lang says, and I, his
humble servant, merely repeat the words of the master. Anyway, he
asked me to call you and to give no details.”

“He couldn’t call
himself?”

“He thought it better that
he not call himself. He says the walls have ears. They may have
eyes, too, for all I know. Anyway the people that you and I might
be worried about—you notice I give no names—might expect Lang to
call you, but wouldn’t dream that I might. There’s a lot going on.
He says he needs you tomorrow.”

“That’s it? That’s the
message? He wants me to come to Lost Valley, to a conference at
Bellwether University in which I take no interest—and I mean
emphatically both, that I take no interest in either the conference
or the university—to participate in a plan you won’t tell me
about?”

“But you care about the
outcome.”

“So I’m supposed to pick up
and drive to Lost Valley, just like that?”

“You’re supposed to have
faith.”

“Faith?”

“Faith and
fortitude.”

“Faith and
fortitude?”

“That’s about it. Faith and
fortitude—and a disguise.”

 


On the tartaned table in
front of him in the Toffee Coffee the sun’s alternate bars of light
and shade had shifted several times while he sat. Sun had become
shade and shade sun and turnabout. Just so in life, he thought.
What is sun now will soon be shade and what is shade will turn to
sun. There is no coincidence involved, but a fated rhythm of the
universe. Puny humans feel the effects of dark and light in their
individual lives without catching on to the overall pattern. I can
get up now, thought Broddy in a burst of heady insight that owed
much to the caffeine and sugar coursing though his blood from the
Royal Toffee Coffee and the shortbread bagel with rough-cut
marmalade, and by giving one small twist to the window blinds I can
alter the pattern of dark and light. Similarly, I can leave the
Toffee Coffee and turn to the right on State Street, forgetting all
about Lost Valley, Bellwether University, Langston Tenterfield,
Hermione Trelawney, mysterious plans, and—he faced the issue
squarely—Myrtle Benson. Or I can leave the Toffee Coffee, turn left
on State Street, then left again on Liberty and walk on down to
Arnie’s Awesome Authentic Disguises.

Broddy recognized a
crossroads when he saw one. He knew that whatever path Fate had
reserved for him somewhere down the long vista of months and years,
at this moment the choice was his. To turn right on State Street he
regarded as a coward’s choice that would return him to the safe but
dull imprisonment of daily toil at a computer keyboard without the
animating presence either on screen or off of his beloved Myrtle.
What could he do but accept the hero’s role? He arose from the
table, left the Toffee Coffee, turned to the left and chose
Liberty.

 


 


Arnie’s took his breath
away. Located between Goliath Books and the Midwestern Bank of Ann
Arbor, it stood in the symbolic center of Ann Arbor life. This
impression was not laid to rest by the motto arced in golden Gothic
letters below the word “Arnie’s” and immediately above the
entrance: “WHERE TOWN MEETS GOWN.” Still heady from his coffee,
Broddy paused for a moment to contemplate The Legend of Arnie’s. It
was widely believed that in dark rooms in the back of the building
a powerful brotherhood of world leaders was periodically robed,
costumed, and sworn to eternal secrecy before taking their places
in the mystic circles. Shuffling professors in faded jeans and
musty tweeds were known to carry their backpacks into the Goliath
Bookstore and never emerge. Empowered by secret passwords, they
slid aside bookshelves in the Economics and World Dominance room
and passed into the back rooms of Arnie’s, where they were given
new faces and costumes. Another secret door took them into the
bank, from which they strode forth as silk-suited real-estate, oil,
and munitions entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, presidential
cabinet members, and ambassadors plenipotentiary. Armed with
hard-sided briefcases, they trailed behind them the unmistakable
odor of money. Broddy found the legend entirely credible. Arnie’s
looked like a place that could do that for you.

There were no false noses
or eyeglasses anywhere in sight.

“Where would I go,” he
asked the clerk, “if I wanted a false nose or eyeglasses? You
know,” he added in response to the clerk’s stare, “the kind with
the bushy, black eyebrows.”

“Those,” the clerk said,
“would be in the novelty department in the basement,” and he
pointed to a stairway.

“Well,” Broddy said,
beginning again. “That’s really not exactly what I want. I just
thought . . .” The truth was, he didn’t know where to begin. To ask
for a red wig and whiskers had seemed easy enough before he entered
the shop, but now that request seemed smallish in a place with so
many choices.

“A disguise?” the clerk
asked, trying to be helpful, “or a security device?”

“A disguise, I
think.”

“Well, we can certainly
provide that for you. Let’s go into a consulting room.”

“Consulting
room?”

“At some point most of our
customers want to remove themselves from the eyes of passersby or
of miscellaneous persons who stray in off the street, like
yourself. Look around. The store’s empty, and most of the time it
looks just so. Our regular customers come in through the back door
by appointment. We couldn’t stay in business if we depended only on
walk-ins. But of course it depends on what you want. May I assume
that you are not talking about a costume party?”

“No, no costume
party.”

“May I assume further that
you want to turn yourself into another person? That you wish to
forge another identity?”

“Yes that’s it. I’m going
to an academic convention.”

“Just so,” the clerk said,
“Just so. I can see the idea of a disguise is new to you. Here’s
the consulting room. I’ll leave you to look through our
Book of Possibilities and
will be back in a few minutes. Mind you, the possibilities listed
are only generic, like a pattern book for a tailor. When I return,
we’ll move from the book to the computer program for the
customizing. If you need me, just press the button on the table
under the name Mr. X. We don’t use real names here. It puts the
customers at their ease. Just be assured that we can give you as
much or as little as you want. Everything comes in Best Quality, or
for just a little more outlay of funds, our Best Limited. For the
discerning few, of course, there is our Superbo line of products.
They’re all guaranteed.”

Broddy browsed. Automobile
Salesman (New or Used) through Mountebank and Vice-President for
Government Relations (Local, State, or Federal) to Zydeco Musician
(Traditional or Crossover). There was no category for Academic
Convention Attendee, but Visiting Professor seemed close. He filled
out the form, marking choices and sub-choices. American, European,
or Third-World? He checked American, for why create difficulties?
Business, Dentistry, Engineering, Fine Arts, Humanities, Law,
Medicine, Science, Sports, Other? Humanities. The form went on and
he began to see that there was more to the disguise business than
he had imagined. Mr. X returned.

“I really just want a red
wig and facial hair, a beard and mustache.”

An eyebrow went
up.

“It has to look real, of
course. It’s not just a costume, it’s a disguise.”

Another eyebrow went up.
“We don’t recommend red. It’s too conspicuous. Unless, of course,
you want the Scotsman and Kilt Special. It comes with bagpipes or
without. We can provide it without the kilt, but that’s not
recommended.”

“That’s what they told me,
red. A wig, a beard, and a mustache.”

“And nothing else,
truly?”

“Truly, nothing else. No
kilt and no bagpipes. I have a suit and a tie, and I’ll shine my
shoes.”

“No driver’s license or
other form of picture I.D.? No checkbook, no credit cards? No
passport? No diploma? No transcript? No letters of recommendation?
An academic convention, you say? You don’t want publications? Major
awards? Press clippings? Books with your name on them for the
display table?”

“No, I don’t think
so.”

“Don’t think so?” Mr. X
allowed his features to shade slightly toward the perplexed. “I
don’t mean to criticize, but you truly are an innocent in the
academic pretender profession, aren’t you? A babe in the woods. Let
me at least sell you this small voice synthesizer. You clip it to
the roof of your mouth with dental adhesive and it synthesizes
someone else’s voice. Not any particular person’s, mind you. To
synthesize the voice of a particular person, we’d have to go to our
lab and that would cost you a lot more than I have the impression
you’re willing to pay. The Little Marvel only synthesizes a voice
that people will not recognize as yours. It’s quite convincing as
somebody’s voice, but your own mother wouldn’t hear even one of
your customary labials or gutturals in any of the sounds emanating
from you mouth.”

“I can’t imagine that I
would need it.”

“Then let me get you a book from our Security
Department. I see you as a friend and valued customer in the future
and don’t want you to be disappointed in the performance of our
product. The book is called The 100 Most Common Academic
Frauds and How to Detect Them. It’s a big seller at the
U, and will at least tell you what they look for.”

“No, really. I don't need
any of those things. The convention’s not here at the U of M. I’m
just going to blend into the background, attend a few panel
discussions, and meet a girl.”

The clerk looked him over,
amused and critical. He knew his man.

“Perhaps an
under-the-clothes muscular body suit?”

 



 


 


 


New Arrivals, New Meetings

 


It was mid-afternoon.
Conferees were beginning to arrive at the Bing Inn and Conference
Center. They came mostly on wheels, by private car, rented car,
Greyhound bus, and airport limousine. A few graduate students, sent
to help with the registration, came by bicycle. Among those
arriving by motorized wheel were Yolanda Martinez and Ned Warrigal,
who met at the airport luggage carousel and fell into the intimacy
of travelers with shared destinations. She knew more of Lost Valley
than Warrigal had been able to discover from map or guidebook, and
she led the way to the proper limousine, which they boarded
together.

“Strainge blokes, some of
these Yanks,” he offered, struggling to a midway point between
long a and
long i.

“Strainge?”

“Well, at least in
L.I.”

“Long Island?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Oh yes, of course, Los
Angeles.”

That much cleared up, Ned
Warrigal relaxed a little, as one who talks to a woman capable of
almost human understanding. “I hadn’t been three minutes off the
pline and through customs, when I see this feller that I think
might help me find the gite for my next pline.

“ ‘Die, mite,’ I says,
politely. Trying to get his attention, you know. He looks me up and
down pretty hostile-like. A little feller he was and had to look up
quite a wise.”

“ ‘Die yerself,’ he says,
and kicks me in the shins. ‘And watch who yer calling ‘mite’ he
says. I still don’t know what that was all about.”

“A simple
misunderstanding,” Yolanda replied, preoccupied with thoughts of
the letter she had written to David Davidson. She was wondering if
she had said quite what she wanted to say. Had she been right to be
so open?

 


 


Those who have purchased
the Best Quality Red Wig and Facial Hair at Arnie’s Awesome
Disguise to wear on June days in Lost Valley sometimes begin to
wish they had settled for blond eyebrows and a small mustache that
might have proved less absorbent of the heat. Frequently their
thoughts dwell on the possibility that if they truly wanted the Red
Wig and Facial Hair they should have thrown financial caution to
the winds and sprung for the Best Quality Limited or even for the
Superbo, both of which looked to be more convincing, and—the point
that is often most at issue with them—more cool. So it was with
Broddy Blomquist as he pulled off the highway onto Front Street and
looked for a place called the Korner Kitchen, where he was to meet
Lang and Hermione. He could have wished he had chosen differently,
but Hermione had seemed quite clear. “Red hair and whiskers,” she
had said. He thought the “whiskers” covered both beard and
mustache.

Inside, “My god, he’s got
red whiskers!” Hermione exclaimed.

“Of course he’s got red
whiskers,” said Lang, for whom the walls had ears.

“He’s always had red
whiskers,” he continued, in a voice a trifle louder than was
necessary for the hearing of those in his immediate vicinity.
Walls, even if paying very little attention, could not have failed
to get the message. He arose and extended the glad hand of
brotherhood, and then ushered Broddy into the booth, where the
bearded one sank into the corner and enjoyed the air
conditioning.

“Why the red hair?”
Hermione asked.

“You said red. You said
wear a disguise and I said what kind of a disguise and you said red
hair and whiskers.”

“Oh,” she said. “But I
didn’t mean that seriously. It was just an example. The point was
the disguise, not the color of the hair.”

“And a very good point it
was, Brother Broddy,” Lang offered in a voice clearly intended for
the hearing only of those within the booth. “The disguise was the
point and your choice of red, however it came about, expresses it
beautifully. You stand out, as you should. You strike a curious
observer as one man in a million, a man of Destiny. It’s exactly
the face and figure I imagine for him.”

“For who?” Broddy
asked.

“For Vivian
Wayne.”

“Who?”

“Vivian Wayne.”

“Whoa,” Broddy
said.

“Whoa?”

“Whoa. Stop. Desist. You’re
going too fast for me. Tell me what you’re talking
about.”

“Vivian Wayne. You know the
name?”

“Of course I
do.”

“Then the rest is quite
simple. Wayne is on the program for the conference, but he finds
himself unable to attend and you are going to impersonate
him.”

The plan was, as Lang
expressed it, simplicity itself. Broddy as Wayne would walk around
campus, nodding sagely to scholarly passersby. He would arrive at
morning coffees in the hallways outside the conference rooms, but
he would say very little, keeping the counsel of his solitary
genius. He would excuse himself whenever questions or comments
threatened his command of the situation, letting it be understood
that he was hard at work on matters of brilliance in his hotel
room. Other scholars would be too awed to press him closely, and
they would understand his frequent absences. Once in a while he
would sit in the back of a panel session, but he would not stay for
the discussion. When it came time for his plenary session as Vivian
Wayne, he had only to read the address that Lang was already
writing for him. He would accept the applause and that would be the
end of it.

“The end of it?”

“The end of it.”

“But what about Myrtle? I
may be deluded, but I entertained the thought all the time that I
was driving down here that the plan I was to participate in had
something to do with winning back the affection of Myrtle Benson.
Perhaps you remember Myrtle? The woman I met on the Internet? Where
is she in this lunatic plan?”

Lang looked pained. “Surely
you don’t think I’ve forgotten Myrtle Benson. She stands at the
heart of the plan. Do you think your good brother Lang would bring
you here for his own convenience? Of course you don’t. If all I
wanted was a man to impersonate Vivian Wayne, I could have hired a
graduate student. Many would leap at the chance. Or I could have
asked Hermione to put on a wig and a man’s suit.”

“Don’t be funny,” said
Hermione, who lacked a man’s shape.

“He’s not funny,” Broddy
said. “The whole thing isn’t funny at all, and I don’t see how
Myrtle comes into it.”

“Just think, Broddy, my
man, just think. Myrtle quite naturally comes into it in her role
as a modern young lady who worships intellectual achievement. Like
all such, she will fling herself prostrate at the feet of a
red-bearded stranger who appears out of the dark night of a long
incognito and holds the campus in thrall with his eloquence. Her
soul will be enkindled at the thought that this same stranger
threatens to disappear forever into the night from which he emerged
unless she clasps him to her bosom and declares her undying
love.”

“To who?” Broddy
asked.

“To whom,” Hermione
corrected.

“To who or to whom” Broddy
said. “I can’t see that the grammar of the construction makes any
difference. The main point is that if she does declare her undying
love, she will declare it to Vivian Wayne. I don’t see where that
leaves me.”

“Broddy, my brother of
little faith, please remember that you are Vivian
Wayne.”

“Not yet. I’m not,” Broddy
said, plucking at his beard as though to remove it. But he left it
there, and put his hands on the table. “And even if I am, fat lot
of good it’s going to do me. The whole thing sounds like
madness.”

“Much madness is divinest
sense,” Lang said.

“So they tell me,” Broddy
glumly replied.

 


 


“What on earth is that?”
Broddy asked not many minutes later as they entered the foyer of
Stonewall Manor. “It looks like a mummy in a potato
sack.”

“I fancy it is a mummy in a
potato sack,” Hermione said, for her knowledge of the local customs
had been enriched by the Dean’s explanation. “That is to say, it’s
a kind of mummy. What it looked like earlier was a cigar store
Indian, but at some time between then and now it’s been wrapped in
burlap and tied with twine in preparation for an unveiling that I
understand will play a part in the culminating festivities of our
conference.”

“The president of the
university likes Indians,” Lang volunteered. “I’ll manage a
reference to it in the speech I’m writing for you.”

“Or for someone else,”
Broddy reminded him. “I haven’t said I’ll do it yet.”

“Of course you’ll do
it.”

 


In the English Office,
Broddy was introduced to a preoccupied scholar named Ripley
Rollins, who was Head, he was told, of the Department of
Communication and English Literature.

“Er,” Rollins said, and he
turned to the window as one who listens to a sweeter unheard
melody. The others in the office heard nothing at all. “Nice, isn’t
it?” he continued, smiling broadly.

“Nice?” Broddy offered. He
was measuring his chances of making a horrible gaffe and thought
that he could venture a simple question in the character of Vivian
Wayne.

“Er,” Rollins replied.
“Music to my ears”

“Mine, too,” Broddy said.
It seemed the polite thing to say.

“You like dogs,
then?”

“I like dogs
when?”

“All the time, if I am any
judge of character.”

Broddy stood
perplexed.

“Er, I think it shows when
a person likes dogs. Those who don’t like dogs always have a
furtive, skulking look, as though they were hiding something. They
have shifty eyes.”

Broddy tried to prevent his
eyes from shifting and wished he had gone in for shaggy brows. He
rubbed his chin and found whiskers. He put his hand in his
pocket.

“You can’t trust people
like that. And the dogs always know.”

From the wall to Rollins’s right, likenesses of
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Matthew Arnold gave solemn assurance to
likenesses of Emily Dickinson and Mrs. E. D. E. N. Southworth on
the wall to his left that this was so. Dickinson and Southworth
stared back with not a hint that on this point there could be a
gender-driven difference of opinion. Edgar A. Guest and William
Jennings Bryan looked on approvingly. Just so does a man’s office
absorb the character of the man. Broddy wondered whether the copy
of Galsworthy’s Ailments of the Pit Bull prominently
displaced on the desk should be taken as support to the proposition
that the Chair of Communication possessed a more than common
knowledge of the perceptive powers of man’s best friend. That
wondering was followed in rapid succession by three questions: (1)
Was there a dog around? (2) Would that dog penetrate his disguise?
(3) Was that dog a pit bull? He looked warily around.

“Oh, yes,” Lang said,
sensing a lull in the conversation. “Only a few minutes ago Mr.
Wayne was telling me how much he likes dogs. Not just once in a
while, but all the time, as you have correctly judged. You always
can tell, can’t you?”

“Er,” Rollins said,
beaming. “Let's go have a look at Bullie.”

“No time for that right
now,” Abel Baker says. Unknown to the others, the President has
entered the room. “Right now we have other fish to fry. There will
be time later for bulldogs.”

“He’s been real quiet
today,” Rollins said. “Not an ‘arf, arf’ or a ‘yip, yip’. I think
the salve has done him good.”

“More likely,” Baker says,
“some fool is not chucking rocks at him. One of these people, I
take it, is the Great Critic What’s-His-Name.”

“Vivian Wayne, sir,” Lang
explained, thrusting Broddy forward and following with
introductions of Hermione and himself.

“It’s music to my ears,”
Rollins said.

“Of course it is,” says
Baker. “It’s not every day we get a Great Critic on our campus. I’m
reading your book,” he adds. “It’s not exactly my favorite reading,
but it takes all kinds. That’s what makes horse races. Anyway, I
try. Now let’s fry some fish.”

“Fry some fish?”

“Let me show you Stonewall
Manor.”

“Er,” Rollins said. “I’ve
seen it. If you’ll, er, excuse me, President Baker, I’ll just go
and check on Bullie.”

“We’ll walk you out,” Baker says. “Our tour starts
at the front.”

Stonewall Manor,
Broddy read in the pamphlet that Baker thrust into
his hand is listed on the National
Register of Historic Buildings.

“It’s an old place,” Baker says, “but we find good
use for it.”

It was constructed in 1903
by Mason Stonewall, who owed his fortune to the lumber industry and
to the creation of his famous Stonewall Sticks.

“We got it from the younger Stonewall, Mason
Stonewall, Jr., who had no children. Funny when you think of it.
All those Stonewall Sticks and no children to play with them.”

“Stonewall Sticks?” Broddy
asked.

“You wouldn’t remember
them,” Lang said. “They were before your time and mine. I only know
of them because of growing up in Lost Valley. They were sticks that
were painted to look like stones. You could build houses or towers
or castles with them.”

“They interlock,” Abel
Baker says. “The story is that old Mason Stonewall, the father, cut
all the decent timber in three states and began selling junk trees
to pulp mills and then he got his big idea. Do you boys
whittle?"

They agreed that they
didn’t.

“And you, young
lady?”

“Not very often. I lack the
skill.”

“I only asked because at
Bellwether we pride ourselves on Equal Opportunity and all that
sort of thing. Don’t say ‘I lack the skill.’ If young ladies want
to whittle, we say ‘why not?’ Let them play mumbletypeg if they
don’t mind getting their knees dirty. You should, you know, all of
you.”

“Play mumbletypeg?” Lang
asked.

“Get my knees dirty?” from
Hermione.

“Whittle?” asked
Broddy.

“That’s it,” Baker says,
pleased. “Whittle. You’re the Great Critic, aren’t you? I thought
so. Quick mind and all that sort of thing. You get the gist. You
can always tell. Just take a look at this.”

Baker reaches into a jacket
pocket and extracts an Old Timer knife. “Simple. Bone handle. Two
blades. You open one blade.” He does so. “Then you take a stick of
wood.” He extracts a stick from another pocket. The stick is
straight, about eight inches long and three-quarters of an inch
thick. It still has bark on it. “You whittle at it so,” he says,
pushing a blade several times along one side and removing slivers
of bark and wood, which fall to the paved path at the front of
Stonewall Manor. He kicks them off the pavement and into the grass.
“Doesn’t look like much, does it? But, what happens,” he continues,
“if you stop short of the end of the stick? Say you cut a notch
near the end and push your blade only so far? Pretty soon you have
a kind of nubbin near the end.” He demonstrates. “That nubbin is
the secret. That's what made Stonewall his fortune.”

“I don’t see it,” Broddy
said.

“Don’t see it, man?” Baker
says. “You’re standing in front of it.” He throws his stick into
the shrubbery, then snaps shut the blade of his jackknife and
returns it to his pocket. “In the teaching profession, we come
prepared with visual aids.” From yet another pocket he draws forth
another stick. “This,” he says, “is it. The finished product. The
pinnacle of the whittler’s art. The foundation for the Stonewall
family mansion.”

“You still have one?” Lang
said.

“Of course I do. Whole sets
of them in my office. But the idea is so simple that just one does
for demonstrations. Look at it. It looks like an I beam or a
capital letter I. It’s painted gray to look like stone. Place it on
its side and it becomes a foundation where you can lay across it a
lot of short pieces cut exactly the same way and also painted to
look like stone. You have built a low stone wall. Put another layer
on top and you have a higher stone wall. Another, and you have the
beginning of a house. Look at the doorway we just came out of. See
how it’s framed with I beams? Those are real stone, of course. Look
at the sides of the windows. I, I. Look at the corners of the
building. Same thing. Everywhere you look it’s I holding the
building together. Some folks think old man Stonewall was an
egotist, but he just took fair pride in his design.”

“And the fortune came from
the sticks, not the pulpwood?” Hermione said.

“It was genius,” Baker
says. “Parents would pay a lot more for the Stonewall Sticks than a
like amount of wood would fetch on the pulp market. He was rolling
in money when he built the house. Let me show you the lion
cages.”

Today’s visitors to the
house, Broddy read, are fascinated by the lion cages in the basement, although
the University does not maintain lions in them.

In fact, that was not quite
true. In the cage at the east end of the basement hall, near the
door, two wooden lions from a circus carousel looked glumly through
the bars at the visitors. They were maintained, it would seem to
most casual observers, as fully as aging carousel lions
require.

“Gift of the class of
something-or-other,” Baker says. “I think the idea was that we
might develop a lion ceremony to match our Ceremony of the Happy
Huron Heritage, but to tell the truth we haven’t yet.”

“Why lions at all?” Broddy
asked.

“Protection,” Baker says.
“This part of the Midwest was still pretty wild in those days. I
think there were wild Indians, stagecoach robberies, and all that
sort of thing. Maybe not. I'll have to check with Gwendolyn.
Anyway, he had money in the house. Didn’t trust banks, what with
Jesse James and all that. So the lions at each end kept intruders
from coming in. The rumor was he opened the cages at
night.”

“Why didn’t they come in
the front door, upstairs, and skip the basement
altogether?”

“The lions?”

“The intruders.”

“People said they roamed
the grounds. There was a big iron fence all around the place. But
forget the lions. Let me show you our Museum of Casts.”

The Museum of Casts was in
the lion cage at the other end of the basement hall. There were
Remingtons and Rogers Groups and replicas of statues of antiquity,
some full size and many not. On tabletops, small cowboys roped
small horses. On the floor, in much larger scale, Nidia, the blind
slave girl, fled the destruction of Pompeii. Next to her, Diogenes,
with one hand to his brow and the other holding an outthrust lamp,
looked in vain for an honest man. A discus thrower held his arm
back in preparation for a throw that never came. A horse’s head
reared above a missing temple.

“There’s not much order to
it,” President Baker confesses, “but the cage keeps the collection
safe while we think of a better place for it. Mostly, though, we
don’t even lock the door. There’s very little crime in Lost
Valley.”

There was not much more to
the tour. Living quarters of the Stonewall family had been
converted to offices and the Dean’s residence, on the second floor,
and, on the first floor, to classrooms, meeting rooms, and the
library where Myrtle Benson kept her lonely vigil. Broddie’s heart
did a skip when he was introduced to her.

“Miss Benson, Myrtle, this
is the, ah, critic, ah, what’s . . .”

“Vivian Wayne,” Lang filled in for the faltering
President. “Mr. Wayne is the author of The Anxiety of
Affluence, not to mention V, I, IV,
II, and III, to name them in the order of their
appearance. Surely, you know those great works, Sister Benson? You
must have copies here in the library. You will observe that I
pronounce them in order as ‘vee,’ ‘eye,’ ‘eye vee,’ ‘eye, eye,’ and
‘eye, eye, eye,’ but I mean to leave open the question as to
whether they should be construed as letters of the alphabet or as
Roman numerals.”

“Oh, as Roman numerals, I think. Surely Professor
Renfrew of Central Idaho State was right in pointing that out in
his essay in The Postmodern Antiquarian. I am particularly
fond of Two and Three, where Mr. Wayne gets into his
real stride. Oh, forgive me, Mr. Wayne.”

“Call me Vivian,” Broddy
said, enchanted. “Please tell me just what you mean about my
stride.”

“ ‘It’s so, so, let me
think. ‘Manly’ is the word that comes to mind.”

“You think I have a manly
stride?”

“I mean in the books. And in Two and
Three you are just getting into it—forgive me, may I say
Vivian?”

Broddy nearly swooned. It
was true that saying Vivian was not the same thing as saying
Broddy, but under the circumstances it suggested a level of
intimacy he was eager to improve upon. He may have muttered
something.

“Yes? Then please, Vivian, forgive me, but I think
that the more youthful content of One lacks just a bit of
that power. And then, for me, I emphasize, not for everyone,
Four and Five seem to repeat a bit of what the reader
has already observed in Two and Three. There’s a
sense of, shall I say ‘belatedness’ to the artistry of Four
and Five, as though you were straining to improve upon ideas
and techniques you had already demonstrated so well.”

Friends of Langston
Tenterfield would not have characterized him as a man who
sputtered, but he sputtered now. Sputtered and
stuttered.

“But, but, but . . .” he
began.

“Well said, Myrtle,” Broddy
cut in, boldly taking up the proferred intimacy. “May I call you
Myrtle? Myrtle, it’s a lovely name, Myrtle. Anyway, Myrtle, I find
your reading of my novels enchanting, Myrtle.”

“But,” Lang said, ‘You have
the order all wrong. How can Eye
Vee and Vee
repeat things from novels that weren’t written when they, that same
Eye Vee andVee, came out?”

“But those two come later
in the correct order of the events they chronicle,” said
Myrtle.

“How do you know,” Broddy
said to Lang, “that I didn’t write those two later and then publish
them earlier? And I entirely agree with this very perceptive
reader, Myrtle Benson, that the correct pronunciation is the
numerical Qne, Two, Three and so on through
Fifteen and
Twenty, should I take it
in my mind to write those books.”

“Bellwether University,”
President Baker says,”gets its name from the French for ‘beautiful’
and the Old English spelling for ‘weather.’ That’s the plain sense
of it, but those of us who spend time on our fair campus keep
hearing something about sheep and bells. It’s probably because
there’s a sheep with a bell carved on stone near the main entrance.
Scholars will have their small differences of opinion, I suppose,
and we tend to tolerate them here. If you don’t mind though, I’ll
leave you to work this question of pronunciation out among
yourselves. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr., ah . . .And also
you others. Goodbye, Myrtle.”

With just such deftness.
President Baker often spreads oil upon troubled waters in his small
portion of academia, and he prides himself on his ability to do so.
Oil-spreading, as he sees it, is part of his job description. Now
he smiles at the literary disputants and leaves to return to his
duties in his office. He has an urge to get out the Super Set of
Stonewall Sticks and have another go at a record-breaking
tower.

Left to their own devices
in the library, Lang and Hermione found it difficult to pry Broddy
away from the admiring look and voice of Myrtle, and once outside
the building they both tore into him.

“What do you think you’re
doing?”

“Bloody hell, do you want
to give the game away?”

“She’s wonderful. Even more so than on the
Internet.”

“That’s as may be, but you don’t want her falling in
love with Vivian Wayne.”

There was something in
that, thought Broddy. Still, the thought competed with the
fluttering in his heart only long enough to mark a few short
minutes of brooding silence. Then a blissful smile crept across his
features. “But I am Vivian Wayne,” he said.

 


 


As Dean Davidson entered
the lobby of the Bing Inn, Chinese Restaurant, and Conference
Center, he observed from the clock above the Registration Desk that
he was a few minutes early. The shock to his nervous system was
considerable. He was not accustomed to being early. A researcher
scanning through the written records of his long years of deaning
would find no evidence that he (the Dean, not the researcher) had
ever arrived early for a History Department, College of Humanities,
Student Council, Honors Committee, Alumni Relations Committee,
Council on Research Support, Overseas Study Committee, Annual
Retreat Committee, Governmental Relations Board, Private Donor
Enrichment Board, Foundation and Endowment Consortium, Buildings
and Grounds Committee, Annual and Five-Year Goals Committee,
Student Disciplinary Board, Athletic Standards Group, Library and
Electronic Media Committee, Admissions Committee, Graduate Studies
Council, Multicultural Initiatives Committee, President’s Council,
or Board of Trustee’s meeting. Nor would such a researcher find
evidence, especially in recent years, to support the thesis that
the records were incomplete. Thanks to the diligence of the
President’s special assistant, Gwendolyn Graceworth, who abhorred a
blank page, the usual minutes began something like this:

 


BELLWETHER
UNIVERSITY

Graduate Studies Council
Official Minutes

Meeting of Wednesday, April
Whatever, Whenever

Regents’ Room, Mason and
Emily Stonewall Memorial Student Union

 


President Abel Baker and
Vice-President Wardley Patterson arrived early. Vice-President
Patterson distributed the minutes of the previous meeting to the
places at the table while President Baker placed his notes in order
and spoke informally of his recent observations concerning the
mysterious sheep and bell carved in stone at the university
entrance. Professor Ripley Rollins, Head of C. and E. L., said that
Bullie, the campus mascot, had seemed in good health in the
interval since the last meeting, with his
lesions healing nicely. Professor Eileen Crump Golzanger suggested
that it was someone else’s turn to serve tea, and she didn’t think
it should be the Librarian from Emily Stonewall Library, who, she
asked all present to observe, was another woman. Professor Alfred
Hedge professed himself always happy to be of service. The meeting
was convened as scheduled at 3:00 p.m., just as Dean Davidson
walked in.

 


So there it was. Dean
Davidson was seldom early to arrive at a meeting. Early to leave,
yes. Often the Dean announced that pressing business elsewhere
forced him away before the official “Meeting Adjourned” gavel had
fallen. Such, everyone understood, were the demands of deanship.
His colleagues respected his position. As a meeting wore on, the
more percipient of them sometimes noticed through heavy eyelids the
wandering gaze, the slackening facial muscles, and the slight
downward droop of the jaw that signaled that Davidson was about to
snap to attention, rise to his feet, consult his watch, and offer
apologies for the stern necessity that demanded his early
departure.

Still, the clock above the
registration desk of the Bing Inn said he was early and the watch
on his wrist confirmed that startling news. There seemed nothing
for it but to find a comfortable chair in a secluded corner of the
lobby and remove the letter once more from his inside left jacket
pocket, where he carried it next to his heart. It still read much
as he remembered it.

 


Dear Dean
Davidson:

You may know by now that I
will be returning to Bellwether in June for the Conference on
Multicultural and Multidisciplinary Initiatives. In fact I’ll be
presenting a paper, and I will be most flattered if you could find
time to listen to it. But that’s not why I write. I haven’t been
back to Lost Valley since I graduated and that makes the present
occasion more than usually significant. You know me well enough to
know I am not indulging in school-girlish enthusiasm when I say I
tremble with anticipation.

We met, you remember, quite
by chance in Manhattan a couple of years ago and there exchanged a
few words that set me thinking. I don’t want to burden you with
those thoughts now, but I remember that when you remarked “What are
a few years more or less?” that question set wheels in
motion.

What, indeed? Anyway I know
I will enjoy my return to Lost Valley, most especially if you will
allow me to confide in you as in the good old days. When I arrived
there as a freshman, I see now, I was part of somebody’s
multicultural initiative, though I don’t think it was called that
in those days; in any event if my presence was part of a program I
spent four years unaware of that fact. So now I return, seeing the
past, as scholars do, more clearly than the past saw itself. Can we
meet early on? You were always good at listening and I need to
talk. I want to seize the moment before more precious time slips
away. I’ll call when I know my schedule.

Yours,

Yolanda Martinez
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