Part Four: Sauna

No man, Aesemides, will enjoy his life very much

            who listens to the people censuring him.





                                        --Archilochus

Saturday 13 April

A

dam Charleroi was Jack's oldest friend at the University. They had met within days of Jack's arrival on campus as the new (Assistant) Professor of European Intellectual History. Their friendship was ignited and accompanied by a series of common passions--auto racing, touch football, chess, sailing, horseback riding, and finally after Jack's cracked vertebrae and Adam's quadruple bypass, golf, croquet, and highland malt. But their truest and most evenly matched sport was to sit at a kitchen table and delineate the unsoundness of each other's current thinking on any subject whatever. Once Jack had noted this as if it were a sudden revelation:

"You know Adam, we agree on virtually nothing of importance."

"You're wrong there, Jackson. We agree on what's worth fighting over." 

"Except you'd rather bitch than fight with intellectual precision."

"Bitching always gets right to where it hurts. The rest is splitting hairs.”

Adam had remained Jack's closest colleague within the History Department for five years. Then he began a migration from History that would take him first to the School of Education for a seven-year sojourn and then on to a more permanent berth in the Anthropology Department. In that safer haven he professed comparative folklore with an excitement that filled his classes but stirred mutterings among his more narrowly analytic and evolution-obsessed colleagues. In fact, Adam managed to sustain his career at the University entirely without the blessings of tenure. His wickedly irreverent doctoral dissertation, Folktales of Academe: An Oral History, a work no university press would risk publishing, had cost him any chance of earning it.

"Adam, whoever approved your dissertation subject, betrayed you,” Ambrose Grogan, the dour History chairman, had told him sometime in the late 60’s.  “You cannot establish your credentials as a Folklorist or as an Historian by mocking your own discipline's methodology." Not one to wring his hands at a setback, Adam approached the terminally hip Dean of the School of Education with a proposal to offer its students a rare chance to think. Adam planned to establish several content-rich courses organized to confront such answerless but irresistible questions, as "Who are you? Who would you rather be? And if that's the case, what are we as a culture?" He titled his new program Examined Living, which began a fabled but precarious life in a new-age dorm outfitted with lounge-like, low key classrooms. And so he had survived and prospered by his wits in a sense not usually sanctioned by an academic institution.  

In 1980 Adam discovered a wrecked sloop on the rocks near some property he owned on Isle au Haut in Maine. The owners of the 45-foot, battered and dismasted, but otherwise sound sloop had abandoned their boat in the fog after it had hit a ledge and seemed to them certain to sink. They didn't want to hear about its survival. So they claimed a total insurance loss. "Tenure" as she was originally named by her Bowdoin professor owner had been towed to the mainland and put up for sale by a lobsterman who had exercised salvage rights. Adam, after 90 days, became her legal owner for $2000 and had her refitted and rerigged as a yawl at a shipyard in Thomaston, a design intended to make her more seaworthy and less likely to founder. 

"Of course I have Tenure now," Adam was fond of saying at glitzy parties for University administrators and trustees. "In my case it was a salvage operation. Mine used to belong to this Bowdoin Professor. One day he just jumped ship and I got lucky."

"That’s outrageous! It’s criminal!" his politician and industrialist dinner partners would invariably fume. "You professors are making a market in tenure these days? And this Bowdoin fellow just abandoned his like a wrecked yacht or a burdensome wife?"

"Exactly," said Adam.

"Well, I think our whole university system ought to abandon tenure, don't you agree, Doctor Charleroi? I'll bring it up at the next Trustees Meeting."

Adam grew extremely adept as a navigator and within a couple of years was cruising the Maine Coast as far downeast as Grand Manan Island. In June 1982 he and his bride Fleur, a Rushmore acolyte he had taken aboard--Adam said, though rarely in her presence, as a hostage against misfortune--set sail for Europe. He had been too busy to learn celestial navigation with absolute confidence in the press of getting his ship provisioned for a transatlantic crossing. After a few weeks at sea he became proficient at shooting the sun, but wasn't very precise at first. In fact, intending to make landfall at Bermuda, they found themselves closer to Iceland and accordingly set their course to make landfall there.  

The drinking life in Iceland's somber bars proved irresistible to Adam, as it did in turn in Ireland's more vivid ones, the Scots' less violent ones, and the Swedes’ more philosophical saloons. Adam drank in the ethnic stories and wisdom of each rural port along with rakovitts, poteen, malt whiskey, and vodka. For ten years running Adam had his boat hauled at a different shipyard every fall, and every summer he and Fleur flew to rejoin it and help the yard workers rig and ready it for cruising a new coast of Northern Europe.

So when the Dean at the School of Ed was forced to resign soon after the Science professoriate (and a Boston Globe reporter) complained that the Ed School had totally abolished grades, Adam sought an appointment with better prospects and found it in the Anthropology Department--which was attempting to hire a folklorist that winter. “If defeated, enlist in the enemy’s army,” Adam said at the time.

Full of the European folklore he’d garnered while cruising, he walked over to Anthropology, applied for a vacant position on a part-time basis, started talking, and never stopped. Since Adam's only tenure was moored in Sweden, the Anthropologists saw no reason to burden either Adam or themselves by granting the kind that would permanently moor him in Shaysville.  So Adam continued his career as a secure but somewhat underpaid legend. 

His wife Fleur was a legend in her own way. They had met as only figures in myth meet--though surely theirs was an All-American myth. Adam had been singlehanding the resurrected Tenure into a lunch anchorage off Sunken Money Island in Blue Hill Bay, an island too rockbound to invite a casual landfall. Neither Indians nor summer people had ever settled there. But Sunken Money had one temporary inhabitant, Adam’s binoculars discovered--a young woman dressed only in a bikini-patterned tan puttering around on some rocks, scooping gobs of mussels off the bottom and stacking them on a ledge. Adam eased Tenure into hailing range and asked her if she needed help, since there seemed to be no yacht in the area. “Are you shipwrecked?” he asked. “Do you need clothes?“ ”I’m Outward Bound,” she answered. “I don’t need clothes unless you invite me aboard.” Adam did, and discovered she was on a training mission to build adult self-confidence; she’d been dropped off on Sunken Money to test how far she’d come. Fleur decided on the spot that she had acquired enough self-confidence, thank you very much, if she could pull herself naked aboard a passing yachtsman's life. Adam married her a few months later. 

Fleur had found work in Shaysville as a real estate agent, but left the agency as soon as she had hung around the University long enough to grasp how it worked--or rather how badly it worked. The University needed her common sense and lack of awe for things academic. She started as a Rushmore secretary, finished a once-abandoned B.A. in her spare time, and after a few years was the kind of employee bosses try to steal from each other.

"If she ever earns a doctorate, she’ll be running this place," Trustees often said about her, after hearing her razor-sharp staff reports. One bean-spilling document disclosed exactly how little professors taught and went on to argue that all teaching loads ought to be doubled, at the very least. An even more infamous one among the faculty who read it, entitled “Money Well Squandered,” suggested that the General Court could be more effectively lobbied for big bucks if the University bought itself a spectacular and loyalty-engendering basketball team.

Fleur was this spring working for Tim Horsfall and carried the title of Assistant to the Provost. She really runs the place already; the candid Brit was fond of saying, not noticing that his remark rarely provoked even a pro forma demurrer from his listeners.

Jack walked over the mossy lawn, around the Charleroi's house under the oaks, and climbed down steps through the rock gardens and blooming daffodils to the swimming hole that Adam had constructed by damming a rill off the mountainside. Jack was pretty sure his hosts would be sitting outside in the late afternoon sun, and he was right. Adam came up the hillside to meet him, and handed him an immense glass of water, saying:

"Drink this. All of it. You’re going to sweat quarts.” As Jack docilely chugged the glass, Adam continued: 

“We've heard the TV reports and the grapevine stuff, and Fleur knows things about the case from her job that she won't tell me. But let's hear what's happening as you see it. Bring us up to date."

Fleur walked over and hugged him.

"Let's talk seriously," she said a half-hour later. Jack thought that’s what he’d been doing as he filled his friends in on everything connected to the accusations--from the ostrakon to Wyznewski’s phone call to the latest advice from Martin Belle Isle.

”Let’s see where you stand,” said Fleur. “You are still running hard for Dean and picking up some sympathy from faculty who think the harassment accusations are dirty pool. But, take it from me, no Provost in his right mind would appoint you now. And this nasty Wyznewski woman thinks she’s got enough goods on you to get you fired. How did you get yourself into this quicksand, Jack? Why don’t faculty stick to their wives, write books and leave us administrators in peace? Why do they insist on making our lives Hell?”

“I’m all for that, except I don’t have a wife right now, not even a book underway.”

"Speaking of Hell-fire, do you want to continue this conversation in my new Hot House?" Adam asked. 

"Adam's outrageously expensive new sauna," Fleur interpreted.

They walked downstream fifty yards to a wooden hut nearly hidden by a willow tree. 

"Leave your clothes outside," said Adam. "It’s 120 degrees in there. You can't just walk in and check it out. You’ve got to stick around for a while. Enjoy the heat.”

His first immersion into Adam's sauna was the closest Jack had indeed ever come to entering a fiery furnace. Inside there were two double-decker cedar-slat bunks. Fleur and Jack stretched out in the upper bunks while Adam tossed a few ladles of water against a pile of red-hot stone that turned it to lung-searing steam.

They lay in silence for a few minutes soaking up the fierce wet heat. Jack’s throat constricted a bit more each time water sizzled on the stones.

"Take care, Jack," said Fleur. "Let us know if you feel nauseous or if you can't handle the heat. The heat isn't meant to test your endurance but to cleanse you deep down."  When no one spoke she continued. 

"You know, Jack, this stuff isn't about Sexual Harassment. Just now, when you kept saying that you were innocent and this was somebody's vendetta, I wanted to shake you and say, 'Your accusers think they are acting courageously, acting for the public good. You've got to realize that.'"

"People can't act for the public good by telling lies," Jack said.

"Of course they seem like lunatics or Nazis to you. But you've gotta deal with them. Can we look at what these people are saying and find out what's behind it?"

"I'm not interested in what motivates them. I just want to whip their asses."

"Listen to her, Jack. Just listen."

"There is maybe one thing that may help you whip their asses,” Fleur continued. “It's about Rose Wyznewski. The Provost almost fired her last year for things she did in another investigation."

"A sexual harassment case?"

"No. It was the kind of complaint Wyznewski more normally handles--a conflict between a Puerto Rican grad student and her science professor. This woman--I won't tell you either of their names--accused her dissertation director of first stealing her research for a paper he published, then of refusing to continue working with her, and finally of recommending to the Graduate Director that she be dropped from the Doctoral Program. Wyznewski went for his jugular, but this Professor was able to prove that his student had presented some inexcusably sloppy experimental results on a project they were doing together. When he discovered how lousy her results were, he rewrote their paper based only on his results and published it under his own name. Their department investigated the whole business--honestly, I think--and agreed the student should be dropped. The Department Chair involved had always seemed a straight shooter to me. 

“But wouldn't you know the Women's and Hispanic caucuses both got into the act and blew smoke for a while. Wyznewski bought the woman's story--swallowed it whole--and even after the professor was cleared umpteen times of any wrong doing, she kept after him, filing new recommendations that she be allowed to re-open the case, that his research and computer files be subpoenaed and searched. It was horrible. Tim Horsfall finally called her in to his office and said he'd transfer her or ask for her resignation if she didn't cease and desist. She threatened to go to the Boston Globe--which never saw an anti-University story it didn’t love--or give it to a journal like Lingua Franca. But she did back off."

"From what I saw of her she lacks a sense that the accused have rights," said Jack. "Why are you telling me this?"

"To make you hyper-cautious in dealing with her. She's capable of almost anything. She may think she can vindicate herself for the earlier fiasco by convicting you."

Jack didn't respond. He was now growing increasingly claustrophobic and short of breath as Adam persisted in dousing already steaming stones with more water. But he also felt his own deep anger and frustration sweating out of his innards to glisten on his skin. He wanted to wash it away.

"But Wyznewski isn't your biggest problem."

"So who is, Fleur? Whoever sent the ostrakon?"

"Forget the ostrakon. It’s somebody’s weird joke. I'm not trying to be flip, but I've got to say it. You are, Jack. You're not getting it--because you haven't listened to what your accusers mean. You're only listening to what they say."

"Fleur. Excuse me. But I do get it. They mean that all faculty/student sex is sinful and should be officially verboten. As for what they actually wrote, I haven't been allowed to read it. Wyznewski refuses to show it to me, but according to her, my accusers say I trade grades for sex."

"Fleur means that the grades for sex charges are code words for other things they don't like about you," said Adam.

"Maybe so, but I haven't cracked their code," said Jack. "Do you know what my accusers really mean?"    

"Yes. But bear with me while I digress a bit. On Thursday you cheered a lot of people on campus with your view of education. God, even I was practically jumping out of my chair in the Senate, and Horsfall looked like you were slapping his belly with a wet mackerel..."

"Wrongheaded as all of it was, of course," cut in Adam.

"Shut up, honey...” The look of mock anger that Fleur flashed Adam gracefully conveyed a touch of the real thing. “But your feminist accusers, Jack, also have a vision of education. They see the university as a crucial battleground. If male dominance and privilege can be banished from all our campuses, that’s a major victory in a major national institution. Affirmative action seems to be working now--we’re hiring a lot of women Ph.D.’s these days. Didn’t even you--crypto-Chauvinist that you are--appoint three or four women Assistant Profs while you chaired History--and just two men? The old boy academic network is losing its clout. But when the Fems see a male professor sleep with a student and suffer no ill effects, it reminds them of the bad old days when colleges were male fiefdoms complete with their own version of droit du seigneur.  They see an obvious abuse of professorial power at the expense of a vulnerable student. They don’t see people falling in love. They don’t see free choice. They don’t see happiness. They see damage. They see resurgent male hegemony--I think that’s the word they favor. And they can’t stand it.”

“So I’m not committing fornication. I’m committing hegemony.”

“Precisely,” said Adam. “It’s a lot less exciting, I’ll bet. Maybe you ought to give it up.”

“To give the life forces their due--and I’m speaking as a woman familiar with life forces, Gents--I believe we are programmed--culturally, genetically, I don't know--to respond to—Hell, to seek--sexual overtures from powerful men. Do we feel enhanced by that attention--or do we feel quite pragmatically that our careers won’t be enhanced if we don’t acquiesce? I’m not sure."

"Jaysus, Fleur, but how much of this abuse of power stuff do you really buy?"

"Well, Jack, let's see. There was sex between you and two students. At least you admit to two. I’ll bet there were more. You gave them grades--mostly A's I'll also bet. Suppose you had to prove in court that their A grades were uninfluenced by your intimate relationships?  Nooooo connection whatever? Huh?"

"I couldn't prove that. You know Lin wasn’t my student by the time we became lovers. And I started sleeping with Minkie Navarre half way through the dissertation she wrote for me. I wasn’t the only professor whose approval she needed. All three of us had to sign off that her work was an original contribution to knowledge."

"To the Fems that will sound like hair-splitting. It sounds like hair-splitting to me, frankly. You were the main guy, her director and first reader. The other two readers always take their cue from the student’s mentor. And as for Lin--let’s suppose you give a woman student an A--then a few months later take her to bed. The quid is still recent enough to be pro quo, just postponed a while to keep up appearances. The neutral observer--and that  means the University--can still assume corruption in both cases."

"Then I'm in a no-win situation. Grades for sex isn't an equation or a pay off--it's a blanket judgment on any prof and any student who fall for each other and think they're adults with a perfect right to have sex."

"Now you're getting it, Jack. You see--you do have a problem, don't you? A douzy."

"I have a problem only if I give in to my accusers' way of defining it."

Adam, who was still chafing to break in to their talk, finally did. "Don’t think you have much choice. How are you going to change their minds? They aren't interested in hearing Jack Stoneycroft's self-serving philosophical justification for screwing his students."

"Fuck 'em," said Jack. "I'm going to live my life. If I want a student and she wants me, we're lovers. That's it, that's all she wrote." The combination of extreme heat and chilling honesty was separating Jack from his wits. He felt his friends’ attempts to shake up his complacency as a challenge to his integrity. 

"I thought you wanted to be Dean,” said Adam. “Now you sound as though you don't even want to keep your job. You sound as though you want to be a redneck sheriff. You talk like that in public, to a Sexual Harassment Review Committee, and thank you very much, Professor Stoneycroft, but leave your tenure on your way out the door."

 Jack wanted to disown his own crude words, which burst out of him as though he were a tire ripped open by something sharp and jagged. He wanted to hide from Fleur and Adam, but there was no place to hide. He was acutely aware of his nakedness. “But I’m not in public!” He was almost shouting.  “I’m in a sauna with two of my friends. My body temperature must be about 105 degrees. And I’m very angry. By the time I've cooled off and I’m ready to make my case, people will listen. People have always listened to me." 

"These particular people are out for your 105 degree hide. Don't expect a fair hearing."

"Are you trying to scare me, Fleur?"

"I sure am. And here are a couple more things to think about. Don't base your defense on the fact that neither Wyznewski nor your anonymous accuser can come up with any student victim. They don't need to--as I just explained. It’s axiomatic that any prof/student sex affects grades. Second thing is that you're going to hear horror stories galore about middle-aged profs who send young women into emotional tailspins--nervous breakdowns, flunk outs, anorexias, bankrupting therapy for life, even suicide--you name it and they have chapter, verse and the poor thing's phone number. You'll hear about real misery inflicted on good women by guys like you."

"So when is education risk free? When is life?" Jack hated the vagueness of this self-serving defense. He was starting to think he did belong in some just god's hell. Fleur was relentless:

"Don't be stupid, Jack. A healthy culture practices risk control. Faculty-student sex is the nicotine--soon to be the cocaine--of the campus. Banning it makes perfect sense to a lot of smart people. Ban it and we lose the bad rap, the gossip, and the lawsuits--to say nothing of the wrecked lives. Just by banning it officially universities get themselves on the right side of the issue. That's reality, Jack. Start living in it."   

"That's your reality, Fleur. There's too much Rushmore in your reality." Self-justification had exhausted him as much as the sauna’s penetrating heat. "Can I prevail on my hosts to let me go take a cold shower and open a bottle of chilled wine?"

"It's time," Fleur said. She got up from her slats and offered a hand to Jack and lifted him lightheaded to his feet. Fleur seem to inhabit her naked body as if it had no sexual content whatever, a trait which had charmed Jack at the early stages of their friendship when skinny-dipping in the Charleroi’s pool was a frequent hot-weather event. Now her nakedness disconcerted him.

Adam reached out and grasped Fleur's sweaty flanks to steady himself, leaving the imprints of his fingerends as five white oval presences. Outside, their overheated bodies welcomed the considerable mountain chill and the cold grass underfoot. They trudged up the hill along a now darkened stone path, rainbow beach towels draped over their shoulders. The white daffodils on the forest grass were intense in the twilight. Watching Fleur's firm buttocks ahead of him had put him in mind of Bernini, of the sensuous heft of the sculptor's Persephone, and more particularly of Pluto's fingers denting the marble of her buttocks as the god carted her away to Hades.

It was Adam's night to cook. He took some chicken breasts soaking in a bowl of marinade out of the fridge and started to chop onion and parsley. 

"Let's talk about Bernini," Jack said.

"I hope it's not my body making you think of those enormous Bernini women." 

"But, Darling, his Daphne's just a slip of a girl, isn’t she now?" said Adam.

“Well, I’m no slip of a girl,” said a fuming Fleur. Jack jumped in.

"Fleur’s right. And it was your grip on her bottom that reminded me of Bernini’s Persephone.”

"Of Persephone’s buttocks,” said Adam to Jack.  To Fleur he said, “Takes a god to lift you, does it, Fleur?" 

"Cook, Adam, just cook," said Fleur. "Yeah, Pluto's going to ravish her, but her face is full of excitement and—to me anyway--joy."

"Then it's OK to be Persephone, but it's never OK to be Pluto?" said Jack.

"It's never politically correct to be Pluto," said Fleur.

"If there weren't Plutos around, you Persephones would never get lifted out of your moribund lives. You know why I like to talk about Bernini? Because I think he had it right about all the passions. "

"You mean he reinforces your macho sexism," said Adam.

"Close, but not exactly.” said Jack. “Emotions are violent. Men are violent. Sex drives people mad. Rape and near-rape happens. Damnation happens.  Bernini puts it in stone and says to everybody who sees his sculptures: Life’s full of transgression. Deal with it."

"No wonder you're on the Fems’ hit list, Jackson."

"Forget sex for a second. What's great about Bernini is how every one of his figures hurls your mind into what’s going to happen next: usually some kind of raging mayhem. Think of his rabid David, his sling hefting a rock."

Adam put the chicken in to bake, went into the library, and came out with a huge picture book of Bernini's sculptures. He set it down on the arm of Jack's chair. Fleur came around beside him to look at it. 

"I'm going to toss salad and open more wine," Adam said, “while you two look at marble buttocks and other lethal weapons.” 

"For me," said Jack, finding the page he was searching for, "the gut truth is Bernini's David. Look at his clotted face. It's all killer. What killed Goliath is clenched in David's eyes. That's what I'm dealing with right now in my gut. I want to kill somebody. That's what Bernini means to me. Gut truth. Killer instinct. What if I filled my office with Bernini replicas?"

"If you stuck a Bernini statue of Persephone or Daphne or David on your desk a woman student could accuse you of harassing her by exposing her to a malevolent sexist atmosphere. And she'd have a point. I don't recommend it," said Fleur.

"You can't be serious."

"I am completely serious. You put any Bernini knock-off in your office and it'll make headlines: Stoneycroft and Bernini: Male Fascism at its Worst.  It’s true, though, that Bernini never sculpted a couple engaging each other as sexual equals. He never chose a subject like Dante’s Paolo and Francesca, sitting with a book open between them, exchanging a look that says, Let’s go make love. 

"But if the two people that book brings together happen to be professor and student? Then the sex is ALWAYS unhealthy. Isn’t that the way the academic community thinks?”

"Lots do. I don’t. I've been playing devil’s advocate, but now I'm going to confess something. I once had an affair with one of my professors. It happened in Italy, of course. He wanted to sleep with me and I wanted it too. I just closed the book and said, Si. It lasted for hours. Days. A month. Then he went back to his wife and I went back to Baton Rouge. No harm done, right? But if I had a daughter who told me she wanted to sleep with her prof, I don’t know, Jack… So now you know."

Adam, oblivious to Fleur’s confession, which had he heard it, would have given him license to bring mock charges of spousal non-disclosure for the rest of the evening, was growing ferocious in the kitchen. He tore up the lettuce, sliced a baguette, basted the chicken, and banged the oven shut after checking the chicken’s progress. Then herded Jack and his wife to the dining room. 

"Suppose, Jackson Stoneycroft," Adam said, as he poured wine and sat down at table, "that the worst happens and they put you on trial. Do you have any idea what it would be like?"

"Yeah, I do. It's not going to be a pleasant experience, judging from what happened to a guy from the School of Business. I didn't attend the actual Sexual Harassment hearing, but I heard the details from Boccone, who did. I'll bet Fleur knows a lot about this case, because the Provost was involved as final court of appeal."

"I do know about it," said Fleur.

"Then correct me if I go wrong," said Jack. "This luckless accounting professor was accused by one of his ex-students of dating her under false pretenses. And when ten weeks of buying her lunch didn’t lead to so much as a hug, she says, he failed to write her a satisfactory grad school recommendation. In fact, he failed to write one at all."

Adam was laughing. "How," he said, "do you date somebody under false pretenses? Did she go out with him or not?"

"She went out with him. Always to lunch. The pretext was a three-credit tutorial on how to conduct a Power Lunch. He insisted the instruction happen in realistic surroundings. He drove her to restaurants all over the Valley and she went along with his charade. How to use a menu to empower a buyer. How to intimidate with a wine list or a pre-emptive order of champagne. What hors d’oeuvres to deploy as deal-making foreplay. Trips to the ladies’ as moments to assess or confuse your opponent. The difference between brandy and cordial clinchers.  How to subtly threaten an imminent ‘Check, please’. You name it. Ostensibly innocent items and activities were dissected as corporate weapons. It was in fact a substantive if bizarre subject matter, and the woman did earn a decent grade. All of it was legit, I guess, except for one interesting unit. The prof claimed he wanted to train her how to deal with execs or clients coming on to her so she wouldn’t panic and lose a deal or a promotion. So on several occasions he came on to her. Just to prepare her for the real world, you understand. She seemed to enjoy it, even playfully warm to him a bit. 

“On the fatal day they had dinner, not lunch, together. This guy--let’s call him Professor Don Testosterone--imagined she was wishing his mock hitting on her was the real thing, and he offered to drive her home to her apartment in Shaysville. Well, when they got there the girl's roommate was studying at the kitchen table, so this victim wasn't exactly defenseless and alone. She invited Testosterone in for a nightcap or coffee or whatever--one of those brandy clinchers? When the roommate goes out of the kitchen, Testosterone says, “Well! Finally it’s just us!” Everybody agrees that’s all he said. But the woman took it as his assumption she’d invited him to spend the night, and she freaked out. 

“There was a lot more testimony about our man's prior proclivities--but all third-hand hearsay stuff. The panel judging him--according to the Sexual Harassment regulations--had to be composed of one student, one faculty member, and one University staff member. Testosterone had a lawyer by his side but the lawyer couldn't speak. All he was allowed by the rules to do was sit there entering testimony into his laptop and typing out little blips of advice to his client. The judiciary panel convicted Testosterone of Sexual Harassment for a repeated pattern of “inappropriate socializing” that was intended to dangle a high grade and a positive grad school recommendation in return for her eventual sexual compliance. Boccone was scathing: It's now illegal to be a spendthrift ineffective schmuck! It was no joke to the prof. The panel recommended he be suspended for a semester without pay. Ultimately, our then sensible Provost reduced the penalty to a restriction on what level students he could teach. Testosterone’s sentence was that for the next three years he could only teach and advise grad students. No undergrads. Some penalty! Did I get that right, Fleur?"

"Mostly. But why do you think this guy was innocent? Those stories about his putting the make on students may have been third-hand but we all thought they rang true."

"Not one of those women showed up to accuse him,” said Jack. “No victims, no crimes. Testosterone got a bum rap."

"So Jack," said Adam, "Fate has set you up to be judged by this same kind of panel--one professorial peer and two from the lesser orders. What will your chances be?"

Jack feared he'd lose, but didn't answer immediately. The truth was that hearsay testimony would insinuate he had a lot more success taking students to bed than luckless Testosterone ever had. An ache of fear came back into his abdomen.

"The odds don’t favor any male whose case gets as far as a trial for sexual harassment," Jack said. "There are no rules of evidence at these university hearings; no lawyers are allowed to cross-examine; no binding oaths are taken, so no witness will fear a perjury charge. Conviction seems a foregone conclusion."

"Then why don't you abscond with us to Ireland, Jack?” said Adam. “I don't think the University has the clout to extradite you from the Auld Sod. Let’s have no more talk tonight about other people’s opinions of your sexist behavior. But first admit to your host that this is the best chicken you’ve ever eaten, and that no woman chef would have had the...culinary inspiration...to add juniper berries and lime juice to a beer marinade. Then let’s talk seriously about which links courses in the west of Ireland we ought to play on our drive north from Shannon to Donegal."
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Saturday 13 April

Artemis was standing at the lower end of the handicap access ramp to Trudies' restaurant waiting for Marla. Trudies' ramp had been the first of its kind to appear in Shaysville, an index of the social alertness of Trudie herself. Trudies' menu, on the other hand, was less conforming to the health-fanatical standards of some Valley cuisine. Her main dishes were rich with bananas and yogurt, her cavernous popovers hugely hospitable to butter and boysenberry preserves. The tasty concoctions on Trudies’ menu were all of a piece with an atmosphere of caution-to-the-winds intimacy. Trudies' was where you met a friend whose company was an unalloyed delight or a lover whose identity you no longer had any wish to conceal. You could even announce a new significant other by requesting a table in the glass-walled room that bordered the sidewalk running from the center of Shaysville back toward the University campus.

After their brief make-up class dedicated to rehearsing fresh scenes from Othello had ended around 5 PM, Marla had stopped at her apartment  in town to dress for the evening, while Artemis had gone to the Daniel Shays Bookstore to help celebrate Professor Pru Millen's new treatise, O Yes We Can: The Genetics of Parthenogenesis. Artemis had come away without buying a copy of the book. The book-party was sparsely attended. She had noticed that there were no colleagues present from Millen's own department (Molecular Biology), not even any of its women. Artemis was depressed to note that Millen’s book had been published by a vanity press in Vermont. She left without ever eating one of the several dozen paprika-doused deviled eggs arranged around a mound of pale carrot sticks. 

Marla and Artemis had dined together once before, nearly five months ago, during the first semester of Marla's studies in the MFA dramaturgy program. Artemis had been quick to sense, without a specific word exchanged between them, that Marla did not share her world view on men or her sense that women academics prospered by keeping as much as possible to themselves. But Marla seemed eager to learn the director’s trade from Artemis, and never revealed her disapproval of Artemis' sexual politics. Marla was so focused on her studies that she ignored political static of every kind. From fifty yards away Artemis observed that the effects of Marla's ebullient performance as Iago in Act V earlier in the day were still showing in her step and the flash of her eyes. She was even wearing a cape, which she tossed over her shoulder in Orlandoesque style as they greeted each other, and walked side by side up the wide ramp.

Not wanting to lose the opportunity Marla's self-confidence presented, Artemis asked how yesterday's negotiations with Professor Stoneycroft had gone: 

"Did he agree to let you do Constance Wilde?"

When she answered a hissing "Yesss!" Artemis clapped her hands soundlessly. Artemis' unblinking eyes framed the obvious question. Marla grinned.

"NO! There was no quid pro, if that's what you're thinking. He’s a decent man, Artemis. His reasons for wanting me to stick with the gay-bashing aspect made me think twice. But he finally listened to me. So now it's settled. I get to do Constance."

"Are you attracted to him?"

"'Attracted' to him?"

"Don't answer if I'm imposing on your private life. It's just that Stoneycroft's private life has become so public. I want to make sure he's not using his indulgence of your academic predilection to stir up your...other...all right, I'll say it...other desires."

"He didn't indulge me. He listened to me."

"He listened to you?"

"Well, I mean he appreciates me. He's always appreciated me. As a student, sure. As a woman, who knows? But if he is attracted to me I could handle it."

"Do you want to handle it?"

"Artemis! Maybe YOU should listen to me. Professor Stoneycroft is ONE, an excellent teacher, TWO, a considerate and in my experience, scrupulous person, and THREE, a warm and attractive man. Not every intimacy between a professor and his student ends up in a sexual relationship. And a spontaneous physical gesture doesn’t always have an ulterior motive. Not with Professor Stoneycroft, anyway.”

“What do you mean by a spontaneous physical gesture? And how would you know ‘not with Professor Stoneycroft’?”

 “Well, uhhh...”

 “Come on, Marla, what do you mean? 

 Marla’s cheeks had been coloring for a few seconds and now flushed. She grinned at Artemis as if she were a high school chum and said, "He hugged me when he admitted he was wrong and said it was OK for me to write on Constance Wilde."

"He what? Did you invite this embrace?" 

"No, it came out of the blue. I was speechless."

"Did you welcome this sexual advance? Or reject it? Sounds as though you rejected it."

"Now wait a minute, Artemis. Don't put words in my mouth. It wasn’t a sexual advance."

"You said he hugged you. Did he rub against your breasts or grip your buttocks when he had his arms around you?"

"Are you my mother? Am I thirteen years old?"

"Marla, this man has hurt people. This is no joke. Don’t you think he'll try this again? Did you let him know he'd overstepped?"

"No! I keep telling you, he wasn't making a pass. It was a gesture of respect. A simple hug."

Artemis barely suppressed a snort of disbelief for what seemed Marla’s incredible naiveté. “His next  ‘gesture’ could include something a lot less ... respectful. I doubt that hug was carefree exuberance. Don't you see that? It's part of his calculated modus operandi. He's used it before. He's got you nibbling, but the hook hasn't bitten into your cheek yet. Just grazed it"

"Artemis, I know what passion from a man feels like. I haven't felt anything like passion from Professor Stoneycroft." 

"You sound disappointed."

"If I were I'd sure keep it to myself."

Artemis nodded toward the waitress who was ready with her pad and carefully memorized list of specials. She made sure that the rest of their dinner remained more congenial to them both. They discussed by what gestures and voice tones Desdemona could convey just enough coquettishness in her conversation with Othello's officers to magnify the Moor's suspicions, all the while making her satisfaction with her husband just as palpable to the audience. When they parted a little after 9 PM Marla felt receptive to a sisterly kiss on the cheek from her teacher, but all that Artemis offered was a warm hand and a "Coraggio, Diva!" to her student.

