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Part Seven: Words 

Words alone are certain good.





    --W.B. Yeats

Thursday afternoon 16 May 

Y

our man lost, Pam,” said Horst Kleiner, pre-emptively, as soon as he had reconvened the Decanal Search Committee for the final time.  “I hope you’re not contemplating any further  postponement of the committee’s duty to recommend candidates for Dean. Stoneycroft’s maneuvers and your own have set us back at least a month. I hope we can now act quickly, today, and do it with one voice. Unanimously backing two acceptable candidates would restore our damaged credibility.”

Ruth Smith jumped in before Pam could. ”Horst, I speak for Pam and one other colleague on this committee. We are so offended by today’s verdict against Stoneycroft that we’ve agreed not to vote for ANY candidate proposed for Dean--even ones we might find otherwise acceptable. As you rightly say, it’s traditional for Search Committees to proclaim their belief in the soundness of the names sent forward by voting them unanimously. We three won’t do that under these atrocious circumstances.” 

“What’s this, ladies? Some kind of ultimatum?” said Malcolm Finnerty.

“That’s right, Mac,” continued Pam. “Let me elaborate our ultimatum. It has some nuances. We will abstain from, rather than vote against, the committee’s final endorsement of candidates--on one condition. That Professor Stoneycroft be permitted to address this group before it votes today.”

“Are you out of your mind, Ruth?” said Finnerty. “We can’t possibly go along with such a travesty. I have no interest in being abused in person by that umpteen time loser.”

“Back off, please, Mac,” said Horst. “Unanimity matters. Let’s see if we can negotiate this. If we allow Stoneycroft to address this Committee, we will then have a good chance to recommend our candidates without a dissenting vote. This vote will be highly public--on the record--in the Press, on TV, in the Chronicle of Higher Education. We will do the eventual Dean no favor if it’s perceived that a strong minority of three out of seven opposed her appointment. I suggest we accept this pact with the devil for the sake of the next Dean’s--and this university’s--future happiness.”

“Then I’d like to suggest a compromise,” said Monty Stapleton. “I move we let Stoneycroft speak if he withdraws his candidacy irrevocably before he addresses us. That way he can’t possibly influence our decision with some burst of his irritating skill with words.”

“All right,” said Finnerty. “I’ll go along with this charade if we strictly limit his appearance to no more than ten minutes and that I be appointed timekeeper.”

After a bit more wrangling, and then some care expended on its exact wording, the resulting consensus was passed as a formal motion. Pam was designated to phone Jack and invite him forthwith to the Faculty Club.

Pam had alerted Jack that the Search Committee might let him, after the verdict was in, defend himself against the harassment charges. He was nevertheless surprised when Pam phoned him that it was a go, and that he had fifteen minutes to show up and ten to speak.

“It’ll be off the cuff. I had so little hope I’d be allowed back in that room, that I’ve prepared nothing. I’m going to walk rather than drive over--to clear my head.” Jack hung up, grabbed his jacket, headed outdoors and half-jogged around the seagull infested campus pond toward the Faculty Club. I really have nothing that I can say to them in ten minutes, he thought. Take me half the day to do it right. The sun was swiftly warming up his skin. He still wore that skin-punishing Irish suit he’d worn to his sentencing. A few drops of sweat surfaced under his armpits. He looked around him. Students were relaxing on the western sloping lawns in their shirtsleeves. He was headed uphill toward a small, ill-lit room inhabited mostly by people who disliked him or worse. His motive for demanding this chance to face them had lapsed. He really was going through meaningless motions. He’d already promised to withdraw his candidacy—as if it were still alive. So why bother? What’s to say? Rehash his defense against those ludicrous but still deadly harassment charges? Patiently explain how big a mistake they’re making by choosing Gotoff and Carlson? That not appointing him Dean will seal the fate of the Humanities on this campus? Shall I tell them I’m off to Florence to write a book on Savonarola? He could expect nothing from them. No change of heart, no commiseration, no apology. He was walking into a no win, dead end disaster. Why am I doing this? Because Pam fought to get it for me.  I owe it to her. She expects me to pull off some impassioned miracle. But I’ll just bore and exasperate them, and mortify her, if I speak from my gut. Instead of stopping and turning back, which seemed for an instant his only sensible course of action, he kept walking up through the ivy-clad botany buildings and the quaint old nineteenth century greenhouses. I’ll think of something that will show them I’m not a beaten man. I always do. 

When he arrived at the door of the upstairs conference room, Jack looked flushed and manic, but also profoundly dazed. He stood numbly in the doorway, waiting for his invitation to be confirmed. 

Horst introduced him with cordial crispness, noting that Jack’s earlier appearances had provoked healthy discussion of serious issues. He was about to add the news that Kiki Russell had written to him retracting her belief that Jack Stoneycroft had committed sexual harassment. But he said aloud only the words “I have received from Profess...” before catching himself, leaving his own sentence hanging. His colleagues looked up bewildered. Kleiner offered no explanation. His unspoken thought was Dead issue. Why bother? Stoneycroft has withdrawn.  

Jack took the abrupt silence as his cue to speak. He opened his mouth slightly.  But Jack spoke not. He stood staring at the group. They looked less formidable than he’d imagined. Pam was smiling expectantly, but as the seconds ticked her smile died.  

“We’re all ears, Professor Stoneycroft,” said Kleiner. Jack’s hands were on the back of the chair where he was expected to sit. “Is there something wrong? Do you need a glass of water?” Ruth slid a tumbler and a carafe across the table toward Jack’s place.

Jack remained standing. Incipient alarm spread through the group.

“Stoneycroft, you asked for this chance,” said Mac. “Do you have anything to say? If not, we have business to conduct.”

Jack was still silent. He saw no worthwhile target for his words. See Kanga, I’m not a samurai at all. The multiple failures of his life were the only contents of his teeming but unfocused mind. He wanted to scream. He clenched his teeth to prevent that.

“Jack, we do want to hear from you. Anything that’s on your mind. We know what you’ve been through. Talk to us,” said Pam. “You told us you wanted to come here and refute the accusations.”

The sweat had now broken out just above Jack’s brow and a drop slid around his eye and glistened on his right cheekbone. How would Hedgehog Boccone handle this? Less is more, his one big trick and all-purpose mantra. I don’t even have a less going for me. I have nothing.

“Maybe he’s expecting an apology from us?” said Monty Stapleton.

“He owes US one, for coming here with nothing to say,” said Mac.

“Mac, that was uncalled for,” said Ruth. “The man’s troubled. Surely you know what he’s been through this week. We can grant him a few minutes to organize his thoughts. I’m sure whatever he says will be worth our while.”

“I think he should apologize to us for his insulting treatment of the women on this campus,” said Kim Fowles.

Jack had looked for an entire minute as though he were about to speak, opening his mouth and then closing it repeatedly. He looked down at the table and saw a blank sheet of paper. He reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a ballpoint and clicked it, extending the point. He bent over and started to write, “I withdraw…” then paused. He clicked the pen shut and pocketed it and clenched his hands on the back of his chair.

“Professor Stoneycroft, what would you like us to do?” said Kleiner.

“Make him Dean,” said Mac. “But that ain’t gonna happen, fella.”

“He knows that, Mac,” said Pam.

Hearing Pam say that released Jack’s Promethean white-knuckled grip. He nodded almost imperceptibly at her and walked out of the room. The only words in his head were Boccone’s Less is more. Slowly they dissolved into his own new mantra: Sometimes nothing is everything. He was walking down the hill toward the pond, sweating steadily now but not minding it. He sensed he was re-enacting a scene from a film. After a few steps which film it was came back to him. Truffaut’s Jules et Jim. He was windblown Oscar Werner walking through a cemetery, his tie flapping over his right shoulder, the funeral of the sublimely impossible Jeanne Moreau behind him, free at last. Sometimes nothing is the best we can do. I owe them nothing.  Nothing was what I had to say. I said it.
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Thursday, late afternoon 16 May

He felt the familiar rutted driveway under his BMW’s rigid suspension. He wasn’t sure why he had come home rather than linger and decompress in town and lose himself in a steak dinner.  He knew he would be too agitated this night to read and too full of boiling anger to inflict himself over the phone on any of his friends. Standing on his doorstep he watched Moonheen snorting and trotting in his pasture and thought maybe a long gallop might do both of them good. Scotchtaped to his front door he found a note from Martha Harlow and directions to her house. The note read:

Heard the news from one of my clients. What’s to say? I’ll bet you don’t feel much like cooking anything tonight. If you aren’t already planning to eat out, would you like to come over to my place and let me make you dinner? The attached directions will help you find my house, which is on a dead-end street in the Meadow section of Northshire. I have a separate ground-floor entrance. Just go through the gate in the hedge. The big black Swiss Mountain Dog (not mine) is tame and blind and always on its tether. In case you’ve misplaced it my phone is 588 9751. Call to let me know if you can make it. Martha.

Jack wasn’t sure he wanted to accept. He believed he had put himself on show for the last time today. His recuperation plan focused on a long hot bath after his gallop to generate a (maybe short-lived, certainly artificial) sense of warmth and well being.  Then he’d watch a video of Visconti’s The Leopard, which would take him deep into the Sicilian 19th century. There at least the aristocratic losers kept their dignity, and Claudia Cardinale would be in residence at least some of the film’s three hours. 

He also hadn’t fully clarified his feelings about Martha. He liked her unfussy intelligence and her openness, but was uneasy about what he perceived as a class difference. She was a working woman. Jack had always thought of himself--despite his membership in a teachers union, his modest (and now evaporating) salary, and his frequent 70-hour weeks of reading, writing, meetings and classes--as at least an honorary member of the leisure class. Would she accept Jack’s insistence that money was a form of imagination, and that slaving to get it in derisory increments was unimaginative? Would Martha, as she got to know him, resent his obsession with golf, the money he spent on his horses, his insistence on keeping his wine cellar and book shelves expensively stocked, and his conviction that ideas and literature mattered more than virtually anything else? Martha, he noted, was quite capable of putting even a great novelist in his place if her own experience found his work wanting in plausibility or maturity. 

He had bluntly asked her how she supported herself, when she massaged him for an hour and took home as payment in full a copy of an outdated Columbia Encyclopedia. Bartering wasn’t really a part of it, she told him. Bartering was mainly her way of subverting the hegemony (“Thanks for the word, Jack”) of money. “Bartering’s a lot more down to earth than your imaginative way of subverting money by getting blithely into debt,” she observed. Bartering was also her way of meeting people she wouldn’t otherwise. When Jack asked if any real friendships or love affairs developed from her massaging, she smiled. ”A few.”  Martha was less enigmatic about her source of income. “My widow’s pension from Social Security pays the rent and the heat. I work about ten hours a week at Corporo Sano as the house masseuse. They charge fifty bucks an hour and give me thirty, so that’s cool, though the place turns me off with all those machines and posturing and body politics, if you get what I mean. A healthy body means inward peace to me, not: Hey, check my pecs and abs and boobs.”

In a curious way Jack was also unsure how the physical chemistry between them would work. She was certainly attractive. But despite her shocking declaration--I think I could love this man--which honestly had pleased Jack rather than shocked him, Martha’s initial declaration that she offered no “sexual massage” still warned him off. This woman is a professional; don’t even think about it, was mostly his conclusion when he did think about it. He shuddered at the parallel between today’s conviction--supposedly  bartering grades for sex--and any future sexual bartering with Martha. And if she thought about sleeping with him, she’d be under no illusions about his own physical being, having kneaded about 98% of him for a fortnight. This clinical closeness had raised, rather than removed, a barrier to the sensuous intimacy lovers enter when they start out as two clothed but mutually desiring and simultaneously disrobing people. What she knew of his body was its mellow repose. What if I do sleep with her, tonight or sometime soon? What if I enjoy the experience but don’t fall in love with her as I haven’t well and truly fallen in love with a woman for ages? Even with Pam.  Misery for me, and a hell of a lot more for Martha, who deserves better. Jack recognized his own presumption. She might not care for me, mind or body, once she knows both. God knows what studs she’s been dating.  But the fact that she invited me to dinner on the darkest night of my life is at least something in her favor, and mine.

He showered rather than bathed and went up to his library loft and tried to find a book he recently had read which might interest her. Though Martha reads fiction a lot, she respects unpredictable life more. I wonder how much contemporary autobiography she’s read. He looked around for Mary Karr’s Liars’ Club. That’s one book full of irresistible family trauma. And Martha will have something to say about Mary Karr’s mother, who, despairing of her own marriage and wifely role, spent days in bed drinking vodka and reading Anna Karinina. And I’ll bring her some Fleurie. He phoned Martha, then fed his horses and drove to the south side of Northshire, her meticulous map scotchtaped to his dash.

Mont Noir, the landlord’s absurdly huge dog, was tethered, as Martha promised. But the reach of chain didn’t prevent him from delivering a 135-pound blow to Jack as he walked through the metal gate toward Martha’s door. Jack caught his paws, imagined he was dancing with a small bear, and slipped by him and up the little stoop where Martha was waiting at the screen door, which opened into her kitchen.

“I like having a huge animal guard my door. Scares away the faint of heart,” said Martha. Her amusement at Jack’s reeling arrival had distracted her from saying what was really on her mind. “It’s awful what happened today. If it happened to me I’d be drinking Wild Turkey. Want some?”

“No thanks. Dinner, wine and your company are all I’m interested in right now. Some of what happened today I brought on myself. Some of it was a chain reaction--one damn thing triggering another. Then there’s this real nasty Zeitgeist out there gunning for guys like me. That was part of it. But I’ll survive. I’m not sure I’ll ever understand exactly why it happened. I’m not going to spend my life worrying it to death. Why don’t you talk to me about what you did today.”

“Don’t give me this Zeitgeist malarkey, Jack. They are bastards. They fucked you over. It’s all right to say it just like that.”

“They fucked me over.”

She had already pulled the cork on the Fleurie and handed him a glass. “Do you mind if we let the Fleurie be an aperitif? I’ve got something heftier for the lamb. Pommard.”

“I don’t mind. I brought the wine to share with you, not with the meat. By the way, who pays you with Pommard?”

“No one--it was left over from life with George. OK, so let’s drink to your having a martyrdom so brief it will go into the Guinness Book of Records. The Five Hour Martyrdom of Jackson Stoneycroft. How does that sound? Let’s drink to its being over already.”

She raised her glass. He clicked it with his. Only now did Jack appreciate that she was wearing a tight gray skirt with a thigh-high slit and a long sleeved flowery silk blouse. Something was different about her hair. Shinier? Fuller? Jack wanted to touch it. Her.

He caught himself and remained in the toasting mode. “Did you know today is the 498th anniversary of Savonarola’s execution by hanging and bonfire?” He raised his glass.

“Are we drinking to that?” She grimaced. He pressed on:

“Let’s drink to martyrs. They deserve it and they make spectacular subjects for books.” He drained his glass. “By the way, when your car drove up to my house today, did Bull Run whinny and gallop to the fence? If you really are going to stop bartering with me, Bull Run’s going to miss feeling your weight on his back. You’re right, I never ride him enough.”

“I didn’t mean for either of you to get by without me. I hope you’ll still let me ride Bull Run. Or should I say ‘exercise him’? And as for my touch on your back…” She walked over to Jack who was leaning against her kitchen table and placed her fingertips at the nape of his neck. She ran her hand along his shoulder and down his back. This touch was much different than the one he felt on the massage table. There was more of her in its lingering lightness. “So no more books for body rubs. When I saw that you brought me a book as well as the wine, I was disappointed.” She returned her hand to his neck and as she slowly stroked he felt the gentle grazing of her fingernails. 

“Disappointed? It’s a gift. I’m not exchanging it for dinner. And I’m not taking it back. I chose it because of your aversion to tidy fictions and your affection for loose ends. Mary Karr country is Loose-endsville.”

“OK. But don’t expect me to give you a therapeutic back rub.” She leaned against his back for a second. He felt her breasts’ touch instead of her fingers’. She moved away toward the oven and opened it a crack. A wave of rosemary wafted out from the roasting lamb. 

“Twenty minutes,” she said, refilling his glass. “Let’s go out on the porch.” The porch was screened and looked out across a small backyard toward some willows, where wetlands shimmered in the shadows of cypress and more willows. Jack took in the view while Martha spread some Stilton on crackers. There was a pulse of a zillion gnats in a shaft of sunlight out near the treeline. Nearby were a rusted slide and a mud-filled sandbox. A huge compost pile was overgrown with vines. The lawn was thick but unweeded. “I know the place looks seriously unkempt. But my landlord is 76 years old and I won’t be his gardener. I pay my rent in cash.”

“I don’t mind it,” said Jack. “There’s something wonderfully eerie about this place. Looks and smells like the Everglades. Feels miles deep in the South. And we’re two hundred yards from a small sophisticated New England town.” 

With both feet he gently pushed the swing where he was sitting into motion. It squeaked as it started each glide back and forth. Martha was still standing as she offered him the Stilton plate. She cradled the wineglass in her hands, held it near her chest and looked into it. She needed to say something before she could sit next to him. 

“On the subject of getting chopped up by other people’s plots against you--when I was driving back from your house I heard a guy on the local talk radio station reporting about your case. For something supposed to be confidential he sure knew a lot about it, even that you were furloughed. I kept thinking, ‘Wow, what a meatgrinder you stepped into. Why don’t you get out of it? Now. Tomorrow. Just walk away.”

“I am walking away. They pushed me, actually. The furlough makes me a free man. I’m thinking of going someplace, maybe Italy.”

“If I had to go sulk somewhere and then get over it I guess it would be Italy, too. But all I know of Italy are my grandmother’s stories about being a girl south of Rome. ”

“You ought to go.  You and Italy would hit it off. It’s a hands-on country.”

Martha was still standing and not ready to let Jack’s Italian reveries deflect her interest in what he planned to do next.

 Jack picked up on this and said, “I won’t be teaching in Shaysville next year. They won’t let me and I’m not going to hang around my office and join the lads for lunch at the Faculty Club. I’m not sure if I want to find another teaching job. But I’ve got to earn a living. It won’t be easy. I’ll be effectively blacklisted. Maybe there’s a life outside academia. At this point I’m still too angry to think clearly. What I really want to do is go somewhere and write a book.”

“I think you should take a break. You can always go back to teaching somewhere if you miss it that much. Did you ever consider Australia or even some totally non-western place like China?”

“Not China.”

It dawned on Jack that he was receiving not generalized concern from Martha but a steady, thoughtful interest in his problems and the choices he had to make. She was making his quandaries her own. That might cause its own problems, he thought. She sat down next to him on the swing.

“Why did you run for Dean when you must have known your sexual history might be used against you by your enemies?”

“I thought nobody would dare bring it up.”

“You were daring them to bring it up.”

“Maybe.  Why does it matter now?”

“Because I have a theory why you took that risk.”

“Then go ahead and tell me. Look, I wanted to be Dean. I still do. For a guy like me deaning a Humanities faculty would be bliss. That’s why I ran.”

“I think by running for Dean you were asking some big questions--maybe unconscious questions—about your community and yourself.”

“What questions?”

“You were asking if people cared that you slept with your students. If they let you be Dean then it was OK with them. But it wasn’t OK. Was it? Maybe something in you knew it wouldn’t be OK, and those bastards would screw up your life. Maybe you wanted your life screwed up. Changed forever.”

“Why would I want that? And what does it matter now?”

“You turned your professional life upside down by making your personal life an issue.”

“You must have been thinking about this for a while, Martha. How come you know so much about me?”

“Jack, I’m falling in love with you. Can’t you see? I care about you. I asked people what was happening to you. I listened to the news. I listened to you.”

“OK, if you know me now, why do you really think I ran for Dean?”

“Because I think you were ready to bust out of your old life. Just accept what you did. You chose what happened to you, Jack. Maybe you didn’t run because you wanted to be Dean. Maybe you ran because you didn’t want to be a professor anymore. Maybe even because you didn’t want to sleep with any more students. I don’t know. Maybe I’m pushing it too far. ”

“Why would I want to be disgraced and humiliated?”

“You may have hated your life. You sure did change it. Once they humiliated you, your safe old life was worthless wreckage. Didn’t you say your close friend Lincoln Kangamishu was a Kamikaze pilot?”

“Now wait a minute, Martha.”

“I’m sorry. What I said about the Kamikaze pilot was stupid.” They drank their wine for another minute or so. Martha looked at Jack, her troubled face disclosing what she was thinking as she forced it into words. “Jack, am I part of what’s happening to you now? I’d like to be. I’d like to understand you. Please let me.”

Jack took the wine glass out of her hand, set both their glasses on the floor, and kissed her. As the swing swayed underneath their embracing bodies, they started to topple. He stood and pulled her up with him and kissed her again. He was overwhelmed by the sudden willingness he felt everywhere his body touched hers. Martha kissed back as soon as he relinquished her, and moved her hands slowly down his shoulderblades. He felt her thumbs homing to his vertebrae. Then down over his buttocks. “This tweed is amazing to touch but isn’t it scratchy on the inside?”

“No, it’s lined now down to the knees.”

“In the front or down the back?” she said.

“Shhh.” He closed his eyes as her slightly chilly palms touched his ribs and rubbed his back. She kissed him again.

“Jack,” she said. “What should we do with the lamb?”

“Turn the lamb off. How do I know you won’t change your mind over dinner? I might say the wrong thing.”

“You have a lot to learn about me. It’s OK to say wrong things. And do some.” She brought her hands down to his belt buckle and tugged so gently that when she withdrew the prong from its hole, all he felt was a welcome release of a lifelong pressure around him.
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Monday 20 May 

To Jack’s surprise, Tim Horsfall agreed to meet with him to explain why he had accepted without comment or revision the Hearing Panel’s verdict that he was guilty on all counts and that his “sanction” be an enforced, one year leave of absence without pay.

The first thing Horsfall had said as his secretary ushered him in was: “Well, Stoneycroft, you’re a free man. I hope you have made attractive plans for your wanderjahr.”

Jack had steeled himself to be civil, but this was too much.

“Let’s spare ourselves the aggravation of a wit contest, Tim. Our revels now are ended and I’m out of this place. The only reason I came by was to learn why you let an unjust verdict stand when you might have corrected it.”

“I let it stand because I agreed with it.”

“I had thought you were smart enough—and honest enough--to see that my private life violated none of our sexual harassment regulations. I had thought better of you.”

“Then let me explain, as I promised to. You’re quite right. You weren’t quite guilty according to what passes for law on this campus. But your seducing students viscerally revolted a sizable bloc of the campus population--the most vocal and powerful bloc. Remember Al Capone? Horrible chap, but your G-men had not a jot of usable evidence to prove he was a rapacious killer and bootlegger. All those witnesses dumped into Lake Michigan. So the community brought him down for tax fraud. Well done, I say.”

“I wasn’t even guilty of a misdemeanor.”

“Jack, the law is a rough beast. Like Proteus, it changes its shape in times of crisis to get its claws on those the community wants to punish.”

“But why did you want my scalp? I thought you were used to me giving you a salubrious hard time. Relished it.”

“You’ve got my relish wrong, Jack. What I’m going to relish is enjoying a year or so before another shrill feminist accuses me of coddling lecherous professors, having seen me dis-coddle you so resoundingly.”

“My man Thucydides warns us that political turmoil corrupts the meanings of ordinary words. Now it’s turning love and affection into lechery and exploitation. And justice into scapegoating an innocent man.

“Right. There you have, my friend, a perfect illustration of the futility of your beloved Humanistic learning. The public does not give a flying fuck for what your man Thucydides wants to tell them. They’ll call screwing a student or giving the screwer his just deserts anything they damn please. Lechery. Justice. It’s all the same. Power matters. You don’t have it. I have it because I don’t offend the hoi polloi--I know a little Greek myself--and I am willing to throw them a would-be messiah every now and again, and spare them the odd thief or two if they grovel sufficiently. But don’t misunderstand me. What you did offends even me. You got what you deserved.”

“Tim, the only civilized response to what you just said would be to break your jaw to shut you up for a while. But no, thank you, not today. We wouldn’t get our wanderjahr in Italy if we did that. Would we?”

“What will you do for amusement in Florence, Jack?”

“Write a book. Thucydides was the first of us to turn a failed career into something grander than he could ever have won commanding troops.”

“What kind of book? A novel? You surely don’t want to suffer through the same wretchedness twice?”

“Well, Provost, if I were an English Prof, I just might write a novel. But backward-looking historian that I am, I’ll take my fury out on some distant folk in the Renaissance. Savonarola and his lot.”  

“Arrivaderci,” said Horsfall as Jack walked toward the door, about to abandon yet another battlefield to the enemy.

Then Horsfall stared past Jack out through the glass wall of his west-facing office at something coming at him.

“Do you see that?” Horsfall asked him.

What Jack saw about a half-mile away--and he simultaneously felt the window glass he was now touching gently vibrate--was a propeller airplane prowling the west edge of campus. The plane swung its wings vertical and veered directly at the 7th floor of the Rushmore building where Jack and Horsfall gaped at the ever loudening plane.

“What the Hell? It must be Kangamishu in his Zero,” said Jack. “The sun’s so blinding I can’t really see the red circles on its wings. But only Kanga would have the chutzpah to fly this low over the campus.”

“He’s your colleague the ex-Kamikaze? What do you think he has in mind?”

“I don’t know, Provost. But I do know he’s very unhappy with the way you’ve handled my case.”

“You’re joking, right? This is a joke.”

“How high are we off the ground? Would you estimate about 100 feet?”

“That plane’s course seems to intersect with this floor and my office.”

The plane was now hugely visible several hundred yards away, too pre-emptively loud to permit conversation in the Provost’s Office. Horsfall stumbled back toward his desk, knocking his glasses off his ears as he hunkered and ducked low to put his desk between him and Kanga’s Zero.

“Tim,” said Jack,  leaning over him and speaking much too softly for the occasion, “Desks don’t offer sufficient protection from dive bombers. The best place to be during a Kamikaze attack is in prayer.”

The Zero pulled out of its dive and soared upward leaving all the windows in Rushmore rattling.

“So long, Tim. I think that was just a recon pass. To make sure you were here. Now comes the real thing.” The Zero was once more wheeling to put the sun at its back as it came at Rushmore. Its roaring engine turned all conversation to shouts. Jack walked out of the Provost’s office, yelling over the engine noise, “So long, Tim. I’ll have the campus cops ring you when the coast is clear.”

“This is attempted murder, Stoneycroft!  And you’re his accomplice!” 

Horsfall’s secretary passed Jack on her way into the Provost’s office with some papers to sign.

“Wasn’t that exciting?” she asked.
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Late Tuesday afternoon 21 May

He had one last batch of papers to correct and two grade rosters to fill out. He sat all afternoon commenting in the margins, bracketing faulty formulations, citing source works for his curious students to check out, and on the last page making the always subjective distinction between close-run grades. When he’d finished, he put the graduate students’ papers one by one into their personal mailboxes in Kaiser Hall and stacked the blue undergrad exam books on a chair outside his office. His final professorial act was to hand-carry his rosters to Rushmore to be scanned into the permanent records of his students. 

After dropping the high tech rosters in their ancient wooden collection box he walked up one flight to the Human Resource Office and asked to speak to its director.
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It was almost 5:30 by the time Jack had changed into his soft-spikes and met Baxter on the putting green. They agreed there was still enough light to play a few holes. So they grabbed three or four clubs apiece and headed toward the first tee.

“You’re packing it in, you say?” Baxter asked him as the twosome swung lackadaisically on the tee, stretching muscles, enjoying the anticipatory swish of their drivers through the fresh cut grass.

“Right, Bax. And I’m also packing for Italy.”

“If I may get basic, how the hell are you going to earn a living?”

“Write books. Be a professional writer. Like you. I don’t expect to win any Pulitzer Prizes. Or get zapped by the envious in the New York Times Book Review. Just hoping to bring in a little extra cash from time to time.”

“You shouldn’t have quit your day job, Stoney, until you’ve sold a commercial property. Average successful writer makes about six thou a year. Sorry to rain on your parade.”

 “I didn’t quit my day job, Bax. It quit me. Hey, I’ve still got enough state money coming in to keep me in Titleists.”

“I thought Provost Horsfall had cut off your salary for a year. That’s what the Northshire Bulletin said. And applauded on its editorial page.”

“Right. On September 1st my salary will stop cold. But my pension begins the next day. I signed papers this morning that will make me a retired prof on September 2nd. There’s no way Horsfall can block my pension. It’s not much--I only worked twenty-two years for the Commonwealth--but it’ll be enough to get by on in Tuscany.”

“Goddam welfare state we live in. Prof gets canned, then pensioned off for life. Jesus!” said Baxter as he blasted his usual majestic banana ball--or “prodigious parabola,” as he preferred to call it--onto the second fairway.  









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The next time Jack swung a club he was playing on a course that a few years earlier had been an olive grove. It was on a steep hillside in eastern Tuscany. He often played alone in the early evening after a day in the Florentine archives or at the library of I Tatti, once Bernard Berenson’s villa, now an upscale hostel for scholars working in Florence. At the invitation of its director, a friend from his grad school days at Columbia, Jack had lived there for a fortnight in late summer--before the next wave of fellowship holders arrived. He then moved on to Poppi, a hill town in the valley of the Arno and a few kilometers from the golf course. From Poppi Jack commuted by bus two or three times a week to Florence.  

It was this unexpected new golf course he discovered in a neighboring valley, as much as the cheap, spacious and comfortable pensione and its country peace, that confirmed his choice of Poppi. His favorite hole required a long drive that would bound beyond five descending terraces. The longer your drive the more terraces it bounded beyond. The second shot got you to a huge green in the middle of which the course architect had left an olive tree growing. Its gnarled embedded roots surged out of the green like the coils of several pre-historic serpents; its impenetrable branches knocked down onto the green many an approach shot that flew within their benign reach. But the architect had shown some compassion for players stymied by the olive trunk, designing the green as a huge bowl to permit a putt started from behind the olive tree to curl around toward the cup if the player read the green aright. Le Terrazze, as the course was called, figured as an emblem to Jack of his exile: a traditional Anglo-Saxon cultural pattern harshly inflicted on the xenophobic Tuscan earth. Poppi’s citizens had resented the imposition for its likely adverse economic impact. The loss of forty ettari of olive groves would cost dozens of farm workers their jobs.  

While striking Titleists made in an old New England whaling port over ground on which Etruscans had once grown wheat and killed their Roman enemies, he silently registered the results of every shot--skull, hook, shank, slice, fluff, fairway, rough, bunker, birdie, bogie, par--by its Scottish name. The battlements and the great square tower of Poppi loomed into the eastern sky—and it was some sky, a bravura blue so intense and light-blessed it disoriented his sense of place and distance. Both he and the game seemed bumptious interlopers. It wasn’t until the day he teamed with another single named Massimo Bartolo that the satisfactions of companionship overcame the anxieties of trespassing.  When Massimo laid greedy eyes on Jack he said, “The Ryder Cup has come to Le Terrazze,” and the game was on.   

He experienced another kind of anxiety when he read manuscripts and huge old books in the Laurentian and other archives in Florence. Their languages were mostly Italian and Medieval Latin, and their stories climaxed on May 23rd, 1498 with the execution of Savonarola and two of his lieutenants. But what the fragile pages described--the chaotic and eventually murderous happenings in and around San Marco monastery, the Bargello prison, the Medici Palace and the Piazza della Signoria--seemed to Jack a monstrous ancestor of the less violent, more methodical, but still relentless drama that had driven him from Shaysville. Like his own, Savonarola’s inquisitors twisted facts, but they also twisted Savonarola’s arms, hoisting him to the ceiling and then dropping him fifteen feet repeatedly until the taut rope dislocated and crippled his left arm. (Savonarola had favored his right arm as he fell, so it could still grasp a pen. He wrote letters and tracts until the morning he died.) After days of torture, he confessed that God had not spoken to him personally. This admission of blasphemy was sufficient to send him to his flaming gallows.





Martha had promised to meet Jack in Italy, but she hadn’t been sure when. Her vagueness dismayed Jack, but he trusted her intention. He asked her explicitly if she would rather he wait until she was ready to come with him. “You need Tuscany now,” she said. “Go. And since I need you, I’ll come over. Soon. Soon as I can.” This didn’t fully reassure him, but he accepted it. In making his offer to wait, he’d gambled that she’d understand his need for a quick flight from the miseries that were churning through his professional life and made hanging around Shaysville a bleak prospect. In Martha’s mind her use of the future tense wasn’t irresolution, but determination to prepare herself for Italy and for Jack. “I’ll come when I’m ready,” she said, “and it won’t take forever. I have no reservations about you. Well, none yet.” Her irrepressible honesty made her smile and Jack flinch. “I just want to slow myself down. Save some money. Learn some Italian so I won’t panic when I’m alone among the locals, and read some Italian history so I can enjoy where I’m going.”





For the past several years Jack had corresponded with a fellow Savonarola scholar, Bernardo Rucellai, scion of an ancient Florentine family and Lecturer in Italian History at the University of Florence. While Jack was living at I Tatti in August 96 they had twice met for drinks at Bernardo’s pied à terre on via dei Malcontenti and gone on to dinner at the neighborhood trattoria. Bernardo’s main base of operations was actually in Venice, where his young wife Silvia worked at the Gallerie dell’Accademia as an assistant curator of early 17th century painting. “There’s a gentleman I want you to meet,” Bernardo told him one day while they were walking at dusk in the Boboli Gardens and waiting for the start of an outdoor all Beethoven concert. “He’ll strike you as a little mad, but he knows more about Savonarola than anyone I know, present company included.”

“What’s wrong with him? Why do you say ‘mad’?”

Bernardo shrugged. “He thinks he’s Pico.”

Rucellai could not have invoked a more resonant name to a fellow Savonarola scholar. Giovanni Pico was, in a town and era of golden boys, the one with the most carats. He was the titled heir to the small city-state of Mirandola, and at the age of twenty in 1484 brought his immense learning and philosophical ambition to the Florence of Lorenzo the Magnificent. Pico shows up everywhere: discoursing on love in Castiglione’s Courtier; urging Lorenzo Medici to invite Savonarola to live and work in Florence; bursting into tears when Giro preached; fusing Platonism and Christianity in an immense philosophical enterprise and thus unleashing the excommunicating wrath of the Pope on his head; and in his most liberating insight, launching the central idea of Humanism itself: Man shall have no limits on his growth except those he places on himself.  

“What do you mean—that this Pico impersonator’s a polymath? Knows a dozen languages?” Jack felt some sympathy for Bernardo’s brash friend. He had, as a daydreaming grad student, imagined what life would have been like as Pico in late 15th century Florence, able to read Greek and Latin effortlessly, and deeply enough to formulate for his contemporaries the full  implications of the Greek poets and philosophers: Sky’s the limit, folks. Jack also imagined Pico’s life outside his library— varied festivities and exhilarations such as dinners and song fests with the Medici, horse races and mock battles and football among the people in the great squares, visits to the studios where Botticelli and Cosimo worked, maybe asking Simonetta Vespucci if she were free after her hours of bare-bodied posing.

Bernardo Rucellai invaded his almost involuntary daydream. “Twenty-THREE languages, Jack, including Etruscan, which he’s found an ingenious way to pronounce and claims to have deciphered. He really does believe he’s the new Pico Della Mirandola. Not reincarnated exactly, but ‘self-programmed’ as he puts it, to fulfil Pico’s role in our era. He expects everybody to treat him with proper respect. He even had his last name legally changed from Scarfaleone to Pico Della Mirandola. It’s not some simple delusion of reincarnation. He claims he’s earned his name change—sanctioned also by a re-baptism in the Duomo—because he’s achieved Pico’s range of learning and accomplishments. He hasn’t really—Pico was an original philosophical genius. But Pico Due’s poems are not half bad and his great boast, that computers will release and amplify the latent powers languishing in the human mind, echoes--some say parodies-- Pico’s.”

“Hadn’t noticed our species doing much languishing the past few centuries, Bernardo. Or felt any personal need for a computer to amplify me. There must be a reason you want me to have drinks with this charming pazzo.”

“You be the judge. Pico has recently communicated directly with the subject of your research.”

“With Giro S? Seriously?”

“D’accordo.”

“So he is pazzo. I’m not in favor of spiritualism. I think I’ll take a pass.”

“That would be a great shame. Pico is no charlatan. Shall I explain? He has a joint appointment in Computer Science and History. His first doctorate was actually in Computer Science from MIT. He speaks of Cyberhumanities as if it were a branch of Chaos Theory: it’s still taking shape—or conquering shapelessness, as he puts it. He apparently plans to award to himself the first Cyberhumanist Ph.D.  He’s developed a computer program, a kind of search engine really, that organizes every written or transcribed utterance we have of Savanorola’s—his sermons, letters, tracts, recorded remarks and conversations, even his adolescent songs and satiric poems. He used both Rockefeller money and free help from graduate students taking his Cyberhumanities courses at the university here. They scanned the collected works of Savonarola in Latin, Italian and French onto his hard disk. 

“What Pico’s search engine allows him to do, among other more complicated things, is to vet every sentence Savonarola wrote or said on the record for its degree of veracity. We do know that Savonarola occasionally lied, and that when he lied he used a different grammatical construction and vocabulary than when he was speaking verifiable truth.”

“I suppose I should be impressed. But don’t we all nuance our speech to reflect our degree of commitment to what we assert?”

“Of course, but that’s the point. Pico has developed his algorithms from all kinds of modern linguistic studies, including those of evasive speech behavior. He’s conferred with the French Sureté and your own FBI’s lie detector experts and gained access to their files. He’s also translated Sisela Bok’s analysis of dissimulation into mathematical co-ordinates.”

 “Lying I believe her book is called. But I’ve still got to be skeptical of Pico’s project.”

“In that last sentence of yours, Jack, ‘got’ is an auxiliary verb you introduced to indicate that your opinion is less than wholeheartedly negative. A little doubt slips in there. ‘Got’ may suggest pro forma resistance.”

“Ouch.”

“So are you skeptical? Or interested?”

“I’m seriously interested and seriously skeptical. I’m not even sure I have the expertise to judge whether Pico’s machine is made of the right stuff. Has he published any of this work?”

“Inklings of what he’s up to were published in the journal Artificial Intelligence. But with just enough specificity to hint he’s made a breakthrough. He compares himself to Charles Darwin. Doesn’t want to go public prematurely.”

“OK. The big question I’d want to have answered is, obviously, the one Giro’s torturer asked him sometime in May 1498: ‘Did God speak directly to you?’ Do you think Pico’s machine-made Savonarola will give a different answer than the man himself gave after being dropped from the ceiling until his arms were jerked half off?”

“The real Savonarola spoke in vague delirious phrases that his executioners deciphered or interpreted to mean he lied about talking directly to God. Pico Due tells me his machine gives a different answer. And by the way, he doesn’t take kindly to the name ‘Pico Due’—or its English variations, ‘Pico Two’ or ‘Pico Too’--that his friends and students tease him with. Don’t use it.”

“Understood. Could we call on him tonight after the concert? I’m suddenly extremely curious.”

“I’ll try him on my cell phone during intermission. This guy always works late. So does his staff. He has this paranoia that IBM or Lucent or Microsoft will beat him to the creation of the first fully functioning artificial mind.” 

Jack and Bernardo were so deep in conversation and had rambled so far up into the welcome cool of the Boboli hillside that they weren’t in their chairs for the first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth. Beethoven’s instantly dire, four-note summons arrived when they were five hundred yards from the outdoor concert space. The music, amplified by the wide marble stairs and long cypress avenues, so enveloped them they felt no hurry to find their wooden seats. 

A few hours later Jack and Bernardo met Pico in the moonlight outside the Palazzo Fermi, a 16th century apartment building, rebuilt as a modern laboratory complex and renamed for Italy’s 20th century nuclear saint. Pico’s lab was one huge marble-floored room whose centerpiece was an impressive 16th century dinner table stacked with photocopies of old books and manuscripts. A young woman was checking a computer printout against a copy of Savonarola’s Latin letters to the Vatican. Several computers were set against a wall, which held a huge and fading fresco map of the Mediterranean in 1573.  The largest computer, Giovanni told Jack, was American-made, acquired as surplus from NATO’s Western Mediterranean command.  

Pico was short, nervous, plump, balding, and spoke about three hundred words a minute. He looked nothing like the blond, lean Umbrian aristocrat whose name and identity he’d assumed. Pico was unmistakably Sicilian. He shook Jack’s hand with gusto, but then said “I’m so glad finally to meet the author of HEGEMONY FOR DUMMIES: A Blatantly Sarcastic Look at Antonio Gramsci.”

“Incidente, Pico!” Bernardo yelled. “Sorry, Jack. I forgot to explain Pico’s habit of criticizing a chap’s book by giving it a title more to his liking.”

“I hope that’s the only book of mine you’ve read, Professore.”

“That’s the only one whose title I would change.”

“Pico has paid you a massive compliment, Jack.” 

Jack was stunned. The actual title of his playful little Gramsci book was Undue Influence: The Short, Grumpy Half-life of Hegemony as a Political Concept. 

“I understand you would like to ask my friend GIRO some questions,” said Pico. “Do you mind if I ask you a few first? Tell me, what ax are we grinding here?” Pico was a perpetual smiler. Even when saying the most confrontational things his smile never dimmed. He gave precious few facial hints of his attitudes. What ax are we grinding? Pico’s ability to make gentle sport of English idioms recalled Kanga’s similar skill. One road to teasing a language’s quirks is not to have learned it at birth.

“I think Savonarola was a great man who went wrong. What I’m trying to work out is how exactly this visionary confidant of God and friend of popular government seamlessly morphed into a repressive tyrant. But hey, my mind’s otherwise open. I plan to accept whatever the evidence shows me. Can you help me, Pico?”

“Depends on GIRO. Do you have questions ready for him?” Pico nodded toward the largest computer, above whose flat gray control panel was an enlarged replica of the famous medallion of Savonarola’s grim, hawk-nosed profile.

“I have a few that have always nagged me and I still can’t solve. I’ll write them out in English if you don’t mind.” Jack scribbled onto a nearby pad these questions: a) Was Savonarola ever really offered a Cardinal’s hat by Pope Alexander? b) Would he have accepted one?  c) Why did he want to curtail the Florentine citizens’ freedom to choose virtue—freedom clearly essential to the Catholic understanding of salvation--by promoting rigid laws against all kinds of vice?  d) Did God really speak to him?

Pico inspected and then handed Jack’s questions to his attractive assistant, who was wearing a floor-length Milan-designed lab coat split to the thigh. She sat down and typed out Jack’s questions as cyber-Italian addressed to Savonarola in the first person, and then started the search and respond engine of the telephone-booth sized and microchip-crammed box that was GIRO. Pico hooked his arm around Jack’s neck and said, “Don’t expect much. All we’ve got so far is primitive artificial intelligence. GIRO has an IQ of about 135. Not quite our class, eh Stoneycroft?  His silicon brain is not so remarkable as our millions of splendid cells. But then he’s almost Savonarola and we’re not. So you must test GIRO’s answers today against what your research tells you tomorrow. You might turn up relevant prose of Savonarola’s in places we’ve missed. I understand he wrote dozens of letters to the head nun of a convent in Perugia that confess his mistakes as Prior of San Marco and in dealing with both the Medicis and Pope Alessandro VI. Her convent’s been closed for two hundred years and all its files were shipped to Uruguay when the Order went transatlantic—no one knows where those letters are now.  I wish GIRO took up more time crunching his answers, so we could all go out for coffee or a beer. He’s got very quick reflexes. NATO used him to track intermediate range ballistic missiles targeted at your country’s fleet anchorage off Naples. Look at the screen. Here come your answers.”

Across the 21” monitor flowed lines of type:

a) No, he has never offered me a Cardinal’s hat.

b) Yes, but I would never go to Rome to receive it. That would have been my death warrant. The Pope must come to Florence. My red hat in his evil hand.

c) Only the saved are free to exercise their wills. Enforced virtue preserves both the earthly and the heavenly community.

d) Yes, God speaks to me and I speak back. But I have revised his prophecies to gain political advantage for Florence and myself. I hope to settle accounts with him, soon after my death. For my monstrous falsehoods concerning our Lord I predict Purgatory for myself.

“Holy shit,” said Jack, in English. “He thinks he’s alive?” 

“He speaks in the present tense because he hasn’t yet experienced his own death in the record we’ve loaded into GIRO,” explained Pico.

Jack felt an uncanny weirdness, akin to what desperate questioners might have felt when the priestess at Delphi spoke through her smoke, or the Cumaean sibyl chirped from her cage. A few days later Jack brought more questions for Pico to run through his model of Savonarola’s mind. Pretty quickly he realized that Pico wanted to use him to test his machine. Could Jack confirm these striking conclusions through conventional research? Did Jack have more questions for GIRO to answer? Could he bring them the day after tomorrow, please? For his part, Jack was curious to learn more about GIRO. He learned how it worked in a general way, but his lack of scientific and mathematical training kept its deeper secrets beyond his grasp. 

Every surviving statement of Savonarola’s had been converted to mathematical formulae, and then all the formulae had been connected within one master matrix, in which every word and phrase impinged on every other. For instance, when a question was posed about a noun like “poverty” or “damnation” or “salvation” or “God,” or a verb such as “believe” or “pray” or “promise,” the appropriate answers were computed by means of a purely mathematical equation. The GIRO program solved each question first as an equation and then translated the answer into both Italian and English, often generating chilling, but off-the-wall sentences, such as “I believe that God personally informs those sinners whom he will damn of their eternal destination seconds after death.”  But usually the printed answers made only simple-minded, often statistical assertions. To Jack’s question: “Did you come to hate the entire extended Medici family?” this strange answer came back: “By April 1492 I despised every Medici I knew except one grandmother and two small girls under the age of seven.” How many months would it take to discover stuff like that in the archives? How did GIRO formulate that eerily precise answer? The design of software with such fiendishly complicated algorithms had been Pico’s great invention: “All sentences are basically algebraic equations which may be solved.” If there were a Nobel Prize for math and/or computer science, he would in due course have won it. Pico in fact lobbied discreetly for such a prize to be added by the Swedes, but was told that Alfred Nobel’s wife had a taken a mathematician for a lover, and that Nobel explicitly forbade his bequest to be used to honor that forever sullied science.

As Jack walked up the hill to I Tatti after a visit to Pico’s lab he thought about the triumph of Artificial Intelligence he was witnessing. GIRO was a machine that “thought” and “wrote” without a mind. It gave back answers derived from a corpus of dead documents. There was no live sensibility in there. Here it was at last, a working model of Foucault’s great myth: the dead but functioning Author. Here was a machine that spun complex thought out of language itself with no real-time guidance from a human being. And it was Jack’s own Author speaking. And Jack was listening to what this Giant Absence was telling him.  

In one of I Tatti’s austere bedrooms that night he suffered a dream of his own death—almost his first since adolescence. Following an exhausting dinner with some of his young friends, and as soon as he’d dozed off, Jack presented himself alone and naked at Pico’s lab, but found Savonarola himself in charge. This nightmarish Giro ordered him to answer a written questionnaire, but the answers with which his pen filled each space were parts of his own body dissolving limb by limb, organ by organ, into a series of equations, which a huge computer snarfed up through a fiber optic cable. The last equation deep within him was E=MC , which set off a limitless blaze of illumination that woke him up, pin-ball-like neutrons riddling his body.
The more rational illumination that came to Jack the next morning in I Tatti’s formal garden was less destructive, but still depressing. I came to Florence to lose myself in ancient tongues and books, to re-connect with god-haunted but earth-rooted art, hang out in proud old  buildings like I Tatti—the whole Humanist shebang. I wind up entranced by a computer that claims access to crucial bits of lost fact that I’d risk mayhem to learn. This computer pretends it’s alive. It isn’t alive; it’s a sublime overbearing ventriloquist mouthing a mirage of words. I’m alive. And I’m going to let only my own low-megahertz contemplation of Savonarola’s writings and my grasp of what happened in Florence in the 1490’s shape my thinking. I’ll be polite to His Emptiness, but I’ll write my book without cyberassistance.

Jack never returned to Pico’s lab, though several times his abrupt defection was noted at soirées and concerts when he’d chat with the future Nobelisto (as the Italian press referred to him). Only once did Pico ask Jack how his work on Savonarola was coming. And after hearing Jack’s progress said, “Ah! The power of the unaided human brain!” He roughed up the hair on Jack’s neck with Sicilian exuberance as he spoke. “It’s so moving really—always trying to do what it can’t—like a man leaping from a bridge with fabric wings glued to his flailing arms. In our time, Jackson, no men will soar until they translate impressionistic fantasies into superhuman machines.” “Thanks for the thought, Pico. Tell GIRO the Pope really did consider making him a Cardinal sometime in 1496. I found the evidence in a letter from Piero de Medici to Savonarola. Of course, Piero was such a liar. My hunch, though, is that here he’s telling the truth.” Jack omitted the detail that the offer was a trap.






In Florence and the rest of Tuscany Jack didn’t need to imagine the vanished Renaissance from books and pictures. It stood solidly all around him. He worked within its walls. He had presented himself as soon as he arrived in July to the Laurentian Library, closed to the public several years now for the usual endlessly prolonged restoration, but open to scholars who could prove a pressing need for its vellum and parchment treasures. Jack was sometimes completely alone in the grand, chapel-like room, especially early in the morning. He sat in his customary pew-like bench, before a canted desk holding a large hefty book spread open at the optimum reading angle of 45 degrees. Occasionally a librarian would look in on him while he searched through Medici account books or handwritten transcriptions of Savonarola’s sermons. 

One day in early September he stood up in the deserted Laurentian Library. His voice, too long silent, was called to action by the seasonal clock within him that signaled the start of the academic year an ocean away. He left his pew and walked to the front of the hallowed room. The empty pews before him filled with palpable ghosts, famous Humanists in their youth, whose books and manuscripts were shelved just out of sight. He cleared his throat. How should he start? Just as he would this time of year back home in Kaiser Hall, except he’d do it in Italian. Mi chiamo il professore Stoneycroft.  Buongiorno, Signori. Rispondi, per favore, quand’io recito  i suoi nomi. Alberti, Battista. Aldobrandini, Ippolito. Pandolfini, Agnolo. Corbinelli, Angelo. Medici, Giancarlo. Sforza, Luigi. Strozzi, Pallo. This course--he explained, walking confidently back and forth, seeking eye contact back through the centuries with those fierce mercantile eyes--would be on the major Greek historians, beginning with Herodotus and concluding with Thucydides and Xenophon. He promised to take them from the Athenian victories over the Persians through disaster in Sicily and final defeat at Aegispotomai. When a brisk young librarian appeared to inspect the alien noise, Jack’s awkward but intrepid Italian faltered. 

“Forza Siracusa!” the librarian called out. Then without further show of patriotism he left , evidently deciding that the American Professore’s was a permissible eccentricity. Jack returned to his pew and the patient folio--which no one else had read, the same librarian had informed him, for nearly two hundred years. He was relieved: his voice still worked, the words still flowed. Both had invaded the awesome space, just as a ballerina’s feet might kick off her street shoes and spin barefoot on a deserted ballroom floor. Later that morning the actual deprivation he was suffering—having no students to teach—became more acute. After lunch he set out to cure it.During a half-hour wait on the entrance line to the Uffizi, he struck up a conversation with three young French women who explained they’d just arrived for postgraduate studies at the University of Florence; this was their first trip to the grandest museum in Italy.  They bought tickets just before Jack did and fell in behind him as he leapt up the great marble staircase, passed quickly through the first roomfuls of stiff and gloomy Gothic altar pieces and pushed his way into the glorious, always crowded presence of Botticelli’s mammoth masterworks.  “What a preposterous allegory,” he murmured, standing in front of Mars sleeping and Venus looking slept with. He sensed that the three scholar-adventuresses had gotten the point of the allegory on their own—La Beauté vincera la Guerre, quelquechose comme ça. The women covered their mouths and chirped in unintelligible French slang about the sexually exhausted god, his warrior’s spear askew, his now tranquil goddess in command of passion’s grassy battlefield.  Jack knew which rooms to linger in and which to whiz through in search of pictures that amazed and moved. The women seemed willing to walk within earshot, and occasionally asked him a question, more for the chance to practice their English, he suspected, than for Jack’s acerbic anecdotes of this whoring Borgia Pope or that art-loving Medici banker. After an hour or so, two of the women looked at their watches and left while the third, whose name was Marthe, asked directions to the restrooms and disappeared. 

She may think I’m trying to pick her up, Jack thought. Well, maybe she would be amenable. If I were. Marthe, as she was so eerily named, had declared herself a post-grad, but was so skittish of affect that Jack suspected she still might be studying for her Bac. Her face brightened when she spoke, but reverted to a morose pout when listening. Jack in his college days had seen a woman’s pout as an opportunity to earn credit for cheering her up. Older, he realized pouts were intended to provoke exactly such a dynamic. As Marthe headed off to pee, he wondered if, in fact, he did want to pick her up. Jack had flinched on first hearing her name when the girls had introduced themselves—first names only. Her name sounded a warning from the God of Coincidence, one of the few deities in which he still believed. 
Although she was nowhere to be seen, vanished into the teeming Uffizi, this casually sensual creature--who’d been only mildly attentive to his words—roamed through one deserted wing of his own mind. She reminded him how long it had been since he’d been around a woman like her. Elsewhere, in the busy main house of sober choice, this little exercise in simulated teaching taught him how keenly he missed the real thing. He sensed anew how naturally the juices of teaching stirred those of his desire. And was encouraged to wonder what her huge brown eyes meant when they flashed away from a painting to glance straight at him. Stop this! You don’t need it. But I do need something. Maybe just some time with a worldly nude I haven’t seen for a few years. One a little less ethereal than Botticelli’s. This building harbors a few.   So he headed for the least intimidating nude in the building, Titian’s Venus. He set out along the passage that overlooks the Arno, lined with the busts of honchos, mostly Roman males, and entered the 17th and 18th century rooms of the Uffizi’s western wing. He found the unintimidating goddess waiting in her own small chamber. Instantly warmed, he sat down on a bench next to a Japanese tourist who was hiding a tiny flashless camera inside his raincoat, surreptitiously (and illegally) photographing her. She, in her confident nakedness, lay waiting for someone out there beyond the picture plane to show up. Her maids, one kneeling with her bottom to the viewer, another apparently scolding the kneeling one, kept busy behind her in the sumptuous, curtained room, as though it were perfectly normal for their mistress to lie around naked on a day bed in a drafty palace. Jack stretched out his tired legs and indulged his guiltless gaze on uncomplaining auburn-haired perfection. 

Marthe, returning from the restroom, stepped between the goddess and Jack’s gaze. She stood with her back to him and for some forty seconds studied her competition. She wasn’t really looking at Venus. He knew that a couple of seconds was the average viewing time a museum-goer spent on any single work of art, and Marthe and her buddies hadn’t lingered at any canvas much longer. Her standing still so long was an invitation to look at her. So he looked. From Jack’s vantage, Marthe’s most considerable feature was her taut derriere--which gently animated her thin blue skirt as she rose up and down on her toes to give him a more definitive view. At first she blocked Jack’s view of Venus, then stepped sideways as if reading his mind. 

Pondering relaxed frontal nudity, Jack recalled a theory he’d picked up years ago from a pop anthropology text. We are the only primates, the scientist wrote, who copulate face to face. Imagine that. And this species-specific look into our lovers’ eyes at the most intense of times, he wrote, has evolved an intimacy, a respect for our physical partners, maybe even helped to program us for monogamy itself. Clearly, Titian’s reclining goddess was anticipating an encounter for which every imaginable mode of evolution had fully prepared her. But as far as Jack could judge by his own feelings, she wasn’t programming him very well just now for monogamy.On the other hand, Marthe’s derriere reminded Jack of the primates who don’t invariably mate face to face, of which breed he now counted himself.  Maybe the chimps and the dogs and the horses and those Etruscans D. H. Lawrence loved so much felt something not always available to lovers locked in a missionary embrace. It had taken years, in fact, for Jack to discover a woman who encouraged him to act on this primal but long-withheld drive that carried him beyond all civilized emotions into raging joy. But here, in the Uffizi, he looked Titian’s goddess in the eyes. She was reassuringly earthly in her soft body. Soft like distant Martha in the body-long flow of roundness through her cheeks, shoulders, breasts, hand, belly, thighs. Titian had painted his keen appreciation so deeply into his model’s body you felt his rosy heat rising here and there through her creaminess. And her most sensual feature was not her mons veneris but her eyes. Mars would not keep her waiting. Or was she waiting for any man robust enough to claim her?  What was Martha waiting for?
Looking again at Marthe, he saw again how kallipegos she was, pretty buttocked: the most down-to-earth epithet given by the Greeks to their love goddess. Jack admitted to himself he had walked through the Uffizi’s galleries semi-consciously entertaining those three French girls to prepare them, groom at least one, for this moment. Was Marthe deliberately showing him her most alluring feature, maybe her only one? 

Marthe now did a little spin on her heels—a sign she knew she was watched—and walked straight at him. “I suspected that you could be found here,” she said, unsmiling. His right leg had fallen asleep and it kept him sitting as she approached. He noticed now that her breasts were just as fine as her hips, and that her narrow-waisted dress revealed a few ribs pushing outward as subtly as it did her breasts’ pressure. What a sensational dress. What an impressive creature.“I always end up in this room,” he confessed.“Oui,” said Marthe. “C’est tres belle, celui-ça. Trop belle.” A pout.“Bellissima,” said Jack. “Alors,” said Marthe, then returned to English. “Museums make me very thirsty. I think I will go outside for something cool. And you, Jacques, do you have thirst like mine?” Jack opened his mouth to answer but froze an instant before pronouncing her name.“I’m thirsty too, Marthe. But I’d like to keep Venus company a while longer. Maybe I’ll come look for you later.” 
 “Arrivaderci, Professore,” she said, walking slowly but firmly away so he could repent her vanishing flesh and its willing spirit at his leisure. In the coming weeks Jack would spot Marthe in central Florence, sometimes alone, sometimes with an older (never the same) Italian man. Though staying put while Marthe left was hardly an heroic act, he felt better and better about it as the days passed. But on his loneliest days, those on which he imagined Martha plying her tactile trade, he relived that day in the Uffizi, prickly leg and all, and limped down the grand marble staircase, following a lithe Primavera of a woman into the late summer sun.
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


Martha Harlow’s initial willingness to close down her life in Northshire, and go live in a strange land with a man she was only just getting to know, pleased, but also puzzled and unsettled Jack. Was she for real? When he praised her willingness to take such a risk, she nudged her bare toe into his bare calf—her favorite gesture of coquettish annoyance—then said, “Remember what divorce made me do.” Jack was stumped. What did her divorce years ago have to do with running off to Italy with a semi-stranger? He knew she’d begun training as a physical therapist because, after leaving George and closing their second-hand furniture business, she needed a well-paying job. She’d been employed by a small town hospital, but hated the clinical atmosphere and quit to work on her own, giving therapeutic and athletic-injury massage to grateful clients, mostly men, in their own homes. One thing led to another and she lived with one client for a few years. She had liked being her own boss then, she explained to Jack, just as now she was ready to leave massage behind for work more mentally invigorating—and maybe more lucrative. Jack finally understood. Changing men and changing jobs for the better were linked in Martha’s experience. When hope appeared, she sprang for it. And Italy with Jack was hope.

So Jack got on a freighter from Hoboken to Genoa more or less convinced that Martha would join him, but as the weeks and months passed his fears grew that she might never follow him to Italy. Over the summer she’d written to him four times. She had saved some money and figured out how to afford the trip. She wasn’t able to find an Italian teacher willing to barter language instruction for massage, so she invested $875 in a weeklong total-immersion Italian course in Middlebury, Vermont. It worked. So well that in late August she had started getting her hair cut at Forza dei Forbici, a beauty salon in the North End of Springfield, owned by a woman born in Naples. Rosa was happy to chat in her native tongue as she styled Martha’s streaky blonde hair. Did Rosa think Martha’s Italian was getting good enough to understand an Italian Professore lecturing at her on Dante? “Forse si, forse no,” Rosa had said. So Martha bought more Italian tapes and rented Fellini, whose films had a lot more worldly dialogue, she discovered, than Antonioni’s.

She had visited Moonheen and Bull Run at the Equestrian Center at the University, into whose care Jack had entrusted his horses. She had taken a few lessons on Moonheen and was learning to jump. “Do you think about me much?” she wrote. When Jack thought about Martha some unhappy reverie time was spent imagining her as she massaged male clients with towels draped over their buttocks. 

He filled his letters to her with impressions of Massimo impersonating Costantino Rocca, kissing his Calloway irons after every moderately successful shot, but jamming a club headfirst into his bag when it betrayed him. Sometimes, after hitting a particularly nasty shot he sang a few bars from a glorious Verdi aria before launching his club to sparkle high into the Tuscan sky. “Baxter cubed,” Jack had called him. 

He tried to amuse her with accounts of how the young scholars working out of I Tatti discovered their personal dolce vitas. He chronicled the dwindling of archival pursuits from dawn –to-midnight stints down to a few brisk minutes in the morning, so taken were they by the gracious rhythms of normal Italian life. They drifted from late morning coffee at the local bar to sampling with their art-hungry new companions the obscurer altar-pieces and frescoes and piazzas touted in the Guide Bleu to Florence, then hurried back to dinner at the villa and conversations that ended around midnight. 

He wrote to her about the progress of his work, especially about his turning up two unpublished letters from separate archives that dovetailed. The first, dated 16 June 1496, was sent from a young priest at the Vatican to Piero di Medici in Florence. In hurried penmanship and breathless, unrevised Latin, it outlined a plot to entice Savonarola to Rome by offering him election to the College of Cardinals. Once in Rome Savonarola would be detained and interrogated concerning his claims that he had received his amazingly accurate prophecies directly from God. The Curia would put him on trial. He would no longer trouble either the Church or the embattled Medici. Piero’s role, the priest suggested, would be to reassure Savonarola that Pope Alexander would not betray him, and urge that the Dominican Prior of San Marco travel to Rome as all in his order on religious business were required to do, on foot, without an escort, and carrying only a wooden staff and a leather pouch. The second letter was dated 11 July 1496 and was a draft of Savonarola’s (now lost) formal letter to his Pope refusing elevation to Cardinal’s rank. Four terse words in Savonarola’s hand were scribbled below his diplomatically phrased text: dubito Petrum and meum capere. Jack interpreted these phrases to mean: I don’t trust Piero. I am to be arrested.  Savonarola either was already mistrustful of his former patrons the Medici, or had a spy in their household, or both. It was by dint of dozens of such serendipitous connections, he wrote to Martha, that scholars worked their way into the mental tenor and factual underpinnings of an era.

More recently he’d chronicled the unabashed curiosity of the Ceci family, the owners of his hotel in Poppi, concerning Jack’s domestic status. When he requested on arrival a room with uno letto matrimoniale, Mama Ceci set a second place at the breakfast table. Gianni, the innkeeper’s son, asked him if la signora was sleeping late when he sat down alone to his café latte. 

He had even mentioned Catherine, the art historian from Cornell who was researching the feminist dimensions of the lives and iconography of women saints. Catherine had decided unilaterally she was just what Jack needed. “Are you unwomaned?” she had asked him out of the blue at I Tatti when they were the only residents eating an early breakfast outside on the pebbled terrazzo. When Jack didn’t instantly answer, she had teasingly continued, “Or are you unmanned?”  “Neither,” Jack had shot  back, without further elaboration. Though Jack hadn’t been sexually tempted, Catherine’s awkwardness charmed him. He found her the liveliest of his fellow guests, and continued to report her breakfast sallies to Martha. 

But there was one late night--and very silent--sally he didn’t report. It happened when a few of the newly arrived Fellows were sitting around the candlelit upstairs salone drinking grappa and discussing sprezzatura, the gesture of stylish recklessness so admired during the Italian Renaissance—and by poets like Yeats ever since. “Let’s each give our favorite example of sprezzatura, guys,” said Catherine. “I’ll go first.”  Hers was the flight of a pregnant future saint--absconding on her wedding day with her (unmerited) dowry and maids to found a home for unwed mothers. The mostly male group wasn’t sure whether that qualified as sprezzatura or fraud. When Jack’s turn came he recalled Vasari’s story, which all the art historians in the room must have known, of how Giotto won a contract to paint frescoes in the Vatican. When the Pope’s talent scout sought Giotto out in Fiesole, and wanted a finished painting to take back for the Pope to evaluate, Giotto refused. “Take him this,” he said, and with one sweep of his pencil inscribed a perfect freehand circle on a piece of drawing paper. The Pope heard the story, studied the flawless circle, and hired Giotto.

“The first minimalist,” a voice called from the darkness.

“Tuscan Chutzpah,” said another.

“Giotto’s circle is my paradigm of how to get a thinking man’s attention,” said Jack.

As the group broke up nearer to dawn than midnight, and after blowing out the candles one by one with long slow delicious puffs, Catherine had seized Jack’s hand in the near total gloom and said, “Let me read your palm a little on your way to bed.” 

“How can you do that in the dark?” he said.

“Like this,” she said.

Without another word she moved her index finger with almost unbearable sensuous deliberation, inscribing a circle within what suddenly became Jack’s most vulnerable erogenous zone.  She let his hand fall. To free it.  His move.

“Having writ,” he said, “I think your moving finger should move on. Find a new palm, tell its fortune. I’ll stick with the fortune I came with.” A woman who still hasn’t shown up, he didn’t add. Like Giotto’s Pope, Jack divined perfectly what this artist was capable of creating: havoc. If any woman deserved to be taken to bed for sheer sprezzatura, he thought, Catherine does. Just not by me. 

“I thought you came to I Tatti to hazard a better fortune,” she said.  She left him sitting in the deserted but already brightening upstairs salone.

Maybe the spectre of Catherine turning up for breakfast in Poppi would inspire Martha to phone her travel agent. Martha had answered Jack’s letter which described Catherine’s earlier (mala)prop-osition with a question: “Well, Jack, ARE you unwomaned? Hadn’t thought so.” 

Martha’s question cut much deeper than she intended. Jack had no doubt he was at least temporarily unwomaned. Italy’s spectrum of aesthetic delights disguised for some weeks the fact of his empty bed. By the end of summer he and Martha had exchanged their frank and optimistic letters, though none was as uninhibited as the conversations they began at Martha’s house on the night of Jack’s conviction for sexual harassment and which continued until Jack sailed for Italy. In the phoneless peace of his huge bedroom on the heights of Poppi, he imagined himself close to Martha as she went through her day. It was always six hours earlier in Northshire and she would be full of energy, her night still young, while Jack could barely stay awake though his reveries. He never imagined himself touching her across the time zone. Instead he remembered the actual times they had made love last May and June. 

One day she had begun to massage him as she had during their early professional days, but now she kept on, seeking out every sensitive cranny of his body, and setting off waves of pleasure that never dulled. He could still feel the faint reverberations of those towering and deliciously crashing waves. But they were a two-edged memory. He retraced how Martha arrived in his life, right back to her ad in Fresh Ink. “No sexual massage!” was what had caught his eye. And there hadn’t been, all those first weeks. But the knowledge that came later of her sensational skills in the arts of loving suggested a different cause of Martha’s public disclaimer. She adores men’s bodies, she loves to pleasure and arouse us with exquisite abandon. She must have been trying to restrain that part of herself. Then she finally lost it with me. He followed her Subaru in his imagination as she visited clients. His phantom Martha would massage with decorum most of her older or less attractive clients but there was always one who seemed to appeal to her. After a while he couldn’t bear to watch his own reverie. But he couldn’t block out the increasing sighs of pleasure coming from a male voice just off his mental stage, a place where his imagination feared to look. And then her sighs began. He never shook this dawn-mare. It was there every morning for weeks. 

Soon after his encounter at the Uffizi--his close call--with disconcerting Marthe, Jack decided to check on Martha’s preparations and get her to declare a firm arrival date. He went to a quiet booth in the Poppi Poste et Telefono building, pulled out his International Calling Card, punched the keyboard with the huge string of numbers and then entered Martha’s home phone in Northshire. He dreaded the thought of hearing her voice on tape and decided he wouldn’t leave a message—he’d just keep trying, expensive and tedious as that would be, and dial every few hours until she picked up live. But he got a different taped message, one from the phone company: Martha Harlow’s phone had been disconnected. There was no forwarding number. Jack felt betrayed, then calmed himself.  There must be a reasonable explanation. At first, he could think of only one favorable explanation. Martha had already left for Italy. She would certainly suspend phone service she wouldn’t need for months, maybe years. But why, then, hadn’t she clued him in by letter, wire or phone? She had the Ceci’s number in their hotel apartment for emergencies. But what if she’d thought better of coming over, had moved away, didn’t want Jack to trace her? That’s not Martha. Or what if she’d met somebody else? He remembered how swiftly desire had flamed up in her, once he’d sparked it. Let’s not euphemize. Suppose she’s sleeping with this new man and likes him. He called Fresh Ink’s advertising department--after expensively retrieving its number from information--and found M. Harlow hadn’t run a massage ad in four weeks. 

He went back to his room, grabbed his skeleton set of golf clubs (driver, four iron, eight iron, putter) and hitched a ride on a three-wheeled farm runabout to Le Terrazze. No sign of Massimo. He was too listless to play in any case. He ended up lying in the soft grass and listening to sheep bells and cornering autos until dark. He wasn’t good at waiting. But what else was there to do? I can’t do this alone. It takes two to make love work. Where the Hell is she? 

He went to Florence the next morning and phoned Bernardo Rucellai whose remedy was to haul Jack off to a supposedly gala recital at the Florence Opera consisting mostly of triumphant arias of amorous devastation. It didn’t help Jack much—all the melodious misery, with no hard news telling what  had REALLY broken each famous couple up, no usable instructions for revenge and/or recuperation.  The two friends’ subsequent wine drinking and cigar smoking, followed by cinghiale al forno over linguine, was better sport. Jack spent the night at Bernardo’s and most of the next morning at a coffee bar debating with him various theories about Savonarola’s sudden political fall from grace. “You’re on to something,” said Bernardo as they parted. These were the most hopeful words he’d heard all week.
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Around noon a mildly hung over Jack took the bus out to I Tatti to pick up a letter that Pierlorenzo Boccone had addressed to him there.  Boccone’s letter was long and detailed, unusual attributes for any letter written by his old comrade-in-arms who never wavered from his belief that less was always more. “First some news of your friends and detractors, in that order,” he began. “Batty old Kanga has gotten his pilot’s license back—hired a helluva lawyer from Boston, I hear, chap named Bellwanger or thereabouts. As for his terrorized quarry, we fellow administrators gave our promoted Provost Horsfall a sendoff shindig the day he assumed the Chancellorship. His secretaries baked him a heart-shaped cake draped in purple marzipan with this written on top in white icing:

A PURPLE HEART FOR PROVOST TIM

WISHING HIM

A QUICK RECOVERY FROM PSYCHIC TRAUMA

SUFFERED IN THE LINE OF DUTY

A few of us older and wiser Heads got together a singing group for the happy gathering—called ourselves THE DIVINE WIND ENSEMBLE—and sang Horsfall some Haiku set to our barbershop best.” 
Boccone then described an invasion of Dean Karlson’s Office by a well-disciplined multi-ethnic cadre of grad students. They banished the Dean’s staff, hunkered in with sleeping bags and boom boxes and began faxing their demands to the media. ”They’re holed up there even as I write this,” Boccone continued, “until the Dean agrees to their non-negotiables. The problem is we (literally) can’t decipher their demands. They’re written in atrocious Latin. Nobody in Rushmore reads the language and the Classics Department can’t agree on a correct translation. The closest they got  to one meaningful sentence in English was: ‘Destitution without Representation is Tyranny.’ 

 “Some of us homebozos, though, have laid bets on how Stoneycroft the first Horseman of the Coming Apocalypse would handle this crisis, were he Dean. To settle said wagers, please fax us your battle plans for construing the Latin and securing the Deanery A.S.A.P.” Same old Boccone--needling me with his grammar. Condition contrary to fact. Were I Dean indeed. 
“On other fronts our faculty union finally caved in to a Post-Tenure Review clause in its next contract. (Incentives were involved, of course--let’s not call them BRIBES—but you can guess what they were: $$$.) In return, faculty had to agree to mandatory encounter sessions as a last resort for under-achieving tenured klutzes.  But no prof can actually get himself fired for incompetence unless he hasn’t published anything for six years, or unless no students—that’s zero—zilch--have enrolled in any of his courses for two semesters running. But if the slacker is a minority—say wears a skirt or a headdress or Reeboks—keep your hands off, ye Deans and Provosts, she’s grandfeathered into her tenured bed.  OK,  OK, I may exaggerate just a tad, but you get the picture. So Stoneycroft’s once horrific apostasy is now the law of this benighted land-grant university. Tenure is dead! Long live its tenacious successor! How vindicated do you feel, Ol’ Jack the Scimitar?”

Jack hadn’t finished reading the letter but Boccone was growing manic so he folded it up, tucked it back inside its envelope and shoved the thick packet into his overnight bag. The bus down the hill from Fiesole would arrive at Piazza Signoria in a minute or two. In truth he really missed Boccone’s once hourly infusions of campus absurdity. He closed his eyes until it was almost too late to disembark. He felt the bus braking and he lurched to his feet and pawed his way through mostly tourists to the rear door and leapt onto the street.  In the hot square, Michelangelo’s David was relaxed, his left hand holding a rock with sufficient mass to crack a giant’s skull. Hundreds of tourists were milling, photographing, drinking, licking gelati and experiencing grandeur. He went into a bar, ordered a caffé doppio, and carried it to a rickety outdoor table on the square. He took out Bocca’s letter and read it to the end.

“Oh, I almost forgot the real inspiration for this letter. I’ve got some more MERE news for you, Professor X. In Yeats’s sense—as in ‘Mere anarchy loosed upon the world.’ Perpend. As you are undoubtedly aware I change my women from time to time—more often at their whim than mine own I hasten to say. Well, my latest but one was Dr. Edna Lovelace—kid you not, that’s her name—late of Harvard, now jointly-appointed by our Woman’s Studies and Classics Departments. Our first feminist archaeologist. I asked her what she did for professional kicks. First she kicked me under one of Trudies’ tiny lunch tables. Then she saw I was serious and said, ‘I love to put pots back together. Busted pots raked out of trenches somewhere on the Turkish coast or Acrocorinth or the Athenian Agora. I take these forlorn and irreconcilable--seeming bits of red and black junk and fit them together into myth-filled round shapes, usually with a few missing places.” Needless to say, Edna’s idea of a good time wasn’t quite mine, but after a week of Barolo and pesto and polenta (mine) and retsina and stuffed vine leaves and skewered lamb (hers), I got my chance to watch her do her thing. 

“You remember Constantine the janitor? The guy who used his passkey and light footfalls to surprise many a couple caught in a not-wholly-pedagogical after-hours embrace?  Neither you nor I was ever so busted, I’m glad to say—we with our nearly Native American ears for danger. Was there a scout in your woodpile, Jack Honey Bear? Well, the day before he left Kaiser Hall for higher things (Rushmore basement) Constantine brought me a musty paper bag he’d held onto since the first bomb scare of my second chairmanship—back in April of this year. Said he’d found it  ‘under suspicious circumstances’ in the recycling barrel in the hallway near our mailboxes on bomb scare night. Old Consto, pack rat that he is, had always meant to fit it together for his wife Elena. Did I want the damn thing?  I said,  ‘Sure, I’ll take it off your hands,’ thinking soon as he was out the door I’d toss it. But I was curious so I dumped the contents onto my desk blotter. Out came about twenty pieces of a broken clay pot. Similar in style and colors to an ancient Greek pot, but obviously of much more recent manufacture. That infamous ostrakon I took off your hands when you fled to Tuscany was lying a foot away--I too used it as a paperweight.  It was exactly like the other broken clay chunks—had to be one of its mates. Same red and black paint, same shade of tan unglazed clay. I couldn’t match it with any neighboring piece, though. It took a pro to do that. 

“I phoned the Edna Lovelace (NOT related to Linda curse my luck; not even in the same ballpark, so to speak) who had so fortuitously come into my life. She arrived at cocktail hour and, in about two hours, put the pieces together using a special archaeological glue I supplied (Elmer’s Quikset). It’s a kylix—you’ll know what that is—and it’s got a figure of a naked man on the bottom next to your name in Greek letters. I haven’t asked too many people if they think it’s a good likeness—or not. Just kidding--who among us might be qualified to make that call?  But on to the astonishing point: what you took to be a maliciously intended ‘ostrakon’ is something else altogether. I turned the kylix over and found the potter’s initials on its unglazed bottom. L .Y.  Who that might me, I’ll leave to your imagination. I’ve already used mine.

Cheers, Bocco.

P.S.

I’m keeping the kylix safe from prying eyes on my unreachable top bookshelf—right next to our younger colleagues’ unreadable offprints--where it awaits your return to Shaysville. In the meantime, the enclosed eight by ten glossy will supply further details for you to ponder.”

Jack hadn’t noticed the photo, which Bocca had protected inside some of the sit-in propaganda leaflets, but there it was. Lin had made a Greek pot that showed a naked man. Why had she smashed it to bits? He thought back to that day in Cambridge at the Fogg when they’d lingered in the Attic pottery room. He’d held forth on the clean black lines of the poised figures, the matter-of-factness about gods and battle and death, the pure clay curves swathed in images of animals and wagons and garlands and banquets. But he’d also dwelled on the thrilling energy of Greek life the pots depicted: statue factories, actors masking themselves backstage, women combing their hair intently at home or dancing with necks bare and the same hair lashing out like a wild scream. Lin had seen the names in angular capital Greek letters painted next to the figures. She’d heard him say: imagine all that beauty sitting in ordinary Greek houses, pots filled daily with wine and olive oil and well water. So she had made a work of art to give him pleasure and then smashed it. For what?  Was it a voodoo-esque attempt to damage him by shattering his image? If so, it hadn’t worked. His teaching career had ended and his life had veered toward Martha and Italy and Savonarola, but not by any magic of Lin’s. He felt intact.

He looked more closely at the scene Lin had portrayed. He had been so startled by the oversize figure of “himself,” staring up at the drinker, that only now he turned to the action filling the background. There a thin dark woman was walking away from a clustered huddle of large amphorae. He looked more closely at the woman. Her gown was long and classical but on its left shoulder was a clasp in the form of a Chinese ideogram. It was Lin’s name, the only ideogram Jack ever learned. And there was a field of toppled and standing pots. Inside one of those pots was the face of a swaddled baby, disproportionately large, staring after the departing woman and past the back of his own pictured head directly into his own living eyes. Fields of abandoned amphorae were the places outside every Greek town where parents put their unwanted new-born out to die. Exposed, was their word. Or be saved by the childless or the compassionate. His stomach, as always, got the message before his mind did. It clenched and stayed clenched. Had Lin been pregnant? Had she aborted a child? Their child? That thought flowed through him just as Lin had, months ago, intended it to flow. But how did the kylix get reduced to the ostrakon? That unsolved puzzle was overwhelmed by what he now understood. He listened again in memory to Lin’s voice saying, Marry me, Jack. What if she had also said, I am pregnant with your child? 

WOULD I have married Lin if she had spoken that sentence? I don’t know. Maybe.  She didn’t give me the chance. Why not? Maybe she didn’t want her pregnancy to coerce me, so all she said was marry me. Maybe she thought I’d feel compelled. I just don’t know.  Here I am in Florence working daily to make sense of events 500 years old and I can’t even be sure what really happened last year in my own life. Lin must have been pregnant. Just as Artemis claimed. Or could she have made the kylix just to provoke and upset me? His gut said Lin had been pregnant. She put our story on the kylix to speak her mind, her misery, in a language she knew I revered.

Had she been pregnant and then aborted her child? Artemis had fixed on the day he had picked Lin up at the Shaysville Family Planning Clinic, so maybe he should fix on it. Lin had gotten into his car as usual after her volunteer stint ended in late afternoon. But immediately said she couldn’t go home, she had to go back in, and did he want to come in while she did? Jack had assumed she’d volunteered for the evening shift and wanted company. He said he couldn’t stay, there was an evening lecture he’d be expected to attend. Then Lin said very slowly, staring right at him, Do you think he’ll be angry with us? Jack assumed she meant David Herbert Donald, who was giving the lecture. No, I don’t mean him, she said. Who? he asked, utterly baffled, Who? 

Oh God! she had screamed, God! and Jack had lost it, thinking Lin was once again playing her infuriating religious card. No, God won’t be angry with us for making love! Even if he exists, which he doesn’t! he had yelled back. Lin had gotten out of the car, tearing her jacket pocket on the door handle, slammed the door, and yelled back at him, Yes, he exists! But not for long!  Jack had yanked the emergency brake thinking to chase Lin and demand she explain what she meant. But Jack had had enough drama and left her there, for better or worse. So she had been pregnant, he thought, a thought which thereafter never left him alone. She was asking me if the child she was about to abort would be angry with us. She wanted me to stop her having the abortion without really telling me she was about to have it. 
Jack now realized he had been gently crying as he thought about Lin. But Bocca’s whole letter had been making his cheekbones ache even before he read about the kylix and understood its bitter source. Now he couldn’t see and could hardly think. He reached down into the fountain toward which he’d half stumbled and splashed a handful of water over his face and then splashed more.  He let the sun dry it and sat down again at the café to order another espresso doppio from a passing waiter. That, he knew, was a mistake. Caffeine was the last thing he needed if he wanted to stay calm while Boccone’s letter sunk in. But even more he wanted as much wakefulness in him as Lire could buy. To turn his mind away from Lin he weighted the letter against the Arno breeze with two drink saucers and reread the passage describing the sit-in. As Bocca mocked the militants, a motorbike buzzing by at a high rate of speed curved around the edge of the crowd, its driver’s hand-held metal hook ready to snare some lady’s purse. No vulnerable purse presented itself. The motorized borsaiolo throttled back and headed off across the Arno, leaving behind the sharp stench of exhaust. Knowing Lin was responsible for the ostrakon relieved him some, but it was no protection against the most relentless sense of guilt and failure he’d ever felt. The noon bells began to sound all over Florence.
He reached for the lire wad in his shirt pocket and called aloud in cadenced Toscono for “Il conto,” pausing before saying “per favore” to indicate his urgency. He walked across the piazza to look more closely at Michelangelo’s sculpture of David. Copied from the creamy marble original in a rougher stone, accumulating dark streaks of industrial grime and white birdshit since its last scrubbing, David loomed more huge and tough, Jack imagined, than even his gargantuan quarry.  Ready to strike from his timeless and deadly repose. A winner. Not quite the remorseless hit man Bernini had sculpted, but a winner. 

Jack sat down on a cement bollard to take some sun. But David wasn’t an unsullied winner. He’d once had his own trouble with a forbidden woman. He’d lusted after another guy’s wife and got that poor bastard killed in battle in order to have Bathsheba to himself. He sure looks like a winner hunking it up there in his huge beardless muscular youth. But inside him is an aging, lustful, murderous old man who will someday be usurped by his own son. 










Thinking about winning and losing had been an obsession of Jack’s since May 16th. It frequently drove all else out of his mind, even while working or talking. All it took to ignite it was a flash of regret. He’d inventory his losses. His once bright scholarly promise. The daily sense of being useful that teaching gave him. The Deanship. His job. His comfortable salary. The respect of his colleagues and his profession. But sitting in the piazza that day, after making a new inventory, he realized that having lost so much he ought to feel worse than he did. Boccone’s letter had provoked a previously unthinkable question. Would he trade his lost Deanship for the pleasure he felt on opening and beginning to read for the first time a book he had just picked up at a used book shop, Machiavelli’s Storia di Firenze? No, he realized. Reading this book right now, in its Renaissance Italian typeface, in a two-hundred year old leather bound volume, had become important beyond measure. Across the square, the deadly rock in David’s hand, which Jack had envied for weeks—because he feared his own rock would never again leave his hand--began to weigh less on his mind. Later that evening at the neighborhood trattoria, he realized he wouldn’t accept any deanship in trade for the fettuccine alla carbonara he had just ordered and could smell as the chef in the tiny kitchen prepared it. 










Boccone had curiously left unmentioned in his letters the most interesting events of the academic year now well underway. But Pam Deschler, in mid-October, sent him a sheaf of clippings from the campus and local newspapers, as well as The New York Times and The Chronicle of Higher Ed, vigilant as ever at keeping track of academic scandal. She was sorry not to have any new Jackson-inspired graffiti to report. The memory of him has faded from the walls of the second floor ladies, but not from the heart of one particular lady, who was glad they had taken the chance to put the just friends routine to bed for good and all. Just so you’ll know. 

In her note she also mentioned a PBS documentary on Sexual Harassment in which his name briefly figured. Pam’s clippings reported—just as Jack had predicted last spring to his friends—that Artemis Fletcher, encouraged by her successful banishment of Jack, aided by the advent of Mia Karlson as Dean and abetted by Rose Wyznewski (who now headed the Affirmative Action Office), had turned her attention to other suspected sexual harassers and was picking them off. She had almost literally killed one, an elderly botanist who fifteen years ago had in truth extorted sex in return for rehiring two of his graduate research assistants. Seeing news stories of Jack’s conviction at their alma mater the two women had gotten together and accused their former mentor in a joint letter to now Chancellor Horsfall. Though the statute of limitations had long run out and he couldn’t be charged and tried, the letter was leaked and the botanist publicly exposed. So he hiked alone into Quabbin Forest, found, cooked and ate a species of mushroom he believed would provide the quickest exit from his untenable life. But his expertise failed him. His final mushroom feast only made him horribly ill. Mountain bikers found him dry heaving beside the path and called in a State Police helicopter on a cell phone. Revived, the botanist denied all charges, went on sick leave, and was allowed to resign.  

Scores of male faculty now rightly believed they were under surveillance. The ACLU got into the act, virtuously, albeit heavy-handedly, in defense of the endangered male professoriate. The Chronicle devoted several major stories to the ongoing saga, one headlined SHAYSVILLE: THE NEW SALEM?  Comparisons to both witch hunting hysteria and communist purges predictably appeared in the national media. One useful column by Anthony Lewis in The New York Times toted up the half-dozen violations of civil liberties he found on a two-day visit to Shaysville. Artemis and Mia faced all their critics down.  In quick succession four male professors were accused and one formal Hearing scheduled. Mia found money for Artemis to make videos of several female undergraduates rendering (in graphic understatement) their tales of abuse by male professors and teaching assistants-–but omitting the names of the supposed harassers. (In February 97 CBS would come to Shaysville and put together a Sixty Minutes segment in which Leslie Stahl reported on a groundswell among students against the “Bitch Hunts,” as one unhelpful frat boy called them.) Students loyal to the accused—several of whom were gifted and popular  teachers, including Matt Gould of Classics--began printing and wearing counterattacking tee shirts. Some read simply, “We love Professor Gould” and “Get a Life, Artemis!” Others lashed back with a little style: “Professor Gould is teaching us Caritas--not Eros!” But some of the more amply-filled shirts projected a more troublesome message: “It’s a Semester to Remember When May Loves September.” Dean Karlson, incensed by such slogans, invoked the campus’s newly instituted Respectful Speech Code and tried to prosecute the aforementioned tee shirts as Hate Speech, on the grounds that they defamed and intimidated the young women who had made “credible accusations in good faith” against Professor Gould and his ilk. Sixty Minutes had run shots of several busty activists both displaying and articulating their graphic support of Gould. In response, feminist attack shirts read “Gropers must Go” and “Hands off, Prof!” 

But tee shirts and a media firestorm, however articulate, are one thing, and Hearings scheduled to judge whether tenured professors should be stripped of tenure for sexually harassing students are quite another. Artemis and Mia were clearly in command of the more formidable weapons.  It was into this fairly desperate situation for the accused that a key player in Jack’s own lost battle now moved.

Marla Crispin’s first impulse, after Jack was convicted, was to denounce Artemis and quit the MFA Theatre program. When calmer, she decided to drop Artemis as her graduate advisor and change her specialty from dramaturgy to directing. But in true Kennedy Brothers tradition, one which Jack recommended to his classes with gusto, she still let her fury motivate her. Instead of getting publicly angry she got publicly even. 

The drama she chose for her final thesis production in April 1997 involved her in an enormous hassle and campus-wide controversy. Using the Commonwealth’s version of the Freedom of Information Act (something she also learned about from Jack’s course) she wrested a complete transcript of the Sexual Harassment hearing from the Provost’s Office. To bring this off she overcame some ferocious opposition. Artemis Fletcher threatened to sue her own Department Head if he signed off on Marla’s thesis production. Chancellor Horsfall and Affirmative Action Director Wyznewski tried to veto Marla’s plans to perform the transcript to prevent “further humiliation” of the “innocent victims involved.” Since Marla was herself the chief innocent victim, that  argument didn’t wash in court. Pierlorenzo Boccone, on learning from a giddy Dean Mia what was afoot, had put Marla in touch with Martin Belle Isle, who for no fee defeated every University attempt to head off a production of the Stoneycroft Hearing Transcript. Belle Isle was extremely prescient. Figuring that Rushmore would use its control of campus space to assign Marla a miniscule auditorium, he got a court order from Judge McCloskey in Boston which anticipated and forbade any such maneuver, one which required the campus authorities to assign Marla a performance space commensurate with public interest and ticket demand. 

Marla played herself, of course. Patrick Caffrey crafted a keenly ironic but dead-on impersonation of his former mentor, catching both Jack’s confusion and his desperation.  Marla was enthralled by Patrick and began to sleep with him during the production and well beyond it. Pam Deschler was recruited to play a coolly resolute Artemis, and Powdorskers a perfectly hateful Stern. So much interest was generated by the pre-opening buzz that a 400 seat auditorium was in fact secured for the three performances. CBS  got wind of the ruckus, taped the production, and eventually inserted a brief clip of the climactic exchange between Jack and Artemis into a summer update and rerun of its original Sixty Minutes segment. The public debate that accompanied Marla’s coup was extraordinarily rancorous and riveted campus attention for several weeks. Jack’s feminist enemies held their ground, abusing his memory in the hallways and on the Faculty Senate floor, and writing scathing op-ed pieces for local newspapers. But their tell-tale blink was the vigor with which they denounced Horsfall for calling off the University’s legal challenge to Marla. “WHAT HAVE THEY TO HIDE?” a headline in The Northshire Bulletin demanded of Fletcher, Stern and Wyznewski. 

As the case in all its specificity unfolded onstage, it unsettled many minds, not only on the issue of Jack’s guilt, but on the entire Sexual Harassment climate. The operative reaction  among those watching, after the curtain fell, expressed as often in glances as in words exchanged, was simply: “We let this happen?”  But that widespread response inspired no organized effort to rein in what Jack’s now invigorated defenders called the campus’ sexual witch huntress-in-chief. Any faculty defender of Jack (or critic of the vaguely framed harassment accusations heading toward trial) would be taking a large personal risk. 

But Patrick Caffrey, who reveled in playing Jack, was in no danger of any kind, except perhaps of falling as hard for Marla as she had for him. His delivery of Jack’s summation, it was commonly agreed by those who heard the original, far excelled Jack’s own performance. Peter Harkness and Gerd Maartens agreed that conviction would have been much harder to justify if they’d had to base it on Caffrey’s reading of Jack’s lines. And yet they were the same lines. Caffrey had improved on reality by making Jack’s discovery of the erotic aura his teaching persona cast more quietly remorseful, and asserted his right to love whom he chose, even students half his age, more thrillingly defiant. Of course, Caffrey’s own relaxed twenty-something presence helped. But most of all, Jack’s case was utterly transformed by making public the ugly words and tactics his accusers had assumed would never see the light.

Herman Gotoff  saw clearly as anyone that the drama was devastating as a political act because it fused an authentic documentary text with the flair of some talented actors. Their skill nailed the malice of his accusers and judges—Artemis, Wyznewski, Stern and the other conspirators. These luckless accusers, Gotoff explained at one dinner party after another, were caught in a bind. On the one hand they had to admit they once actually spoke the words the actors spoke. On the other they had no control whatever over the devastating commentary provided by the actors’ delivery of their naked words. Fletcher and company were at Marla’s directorial mercy—and she had none. Having discomforted his allies, Gotoff now turned his ire on his academic enemies: “This whole shabby episode is proof,” he exploded one night at the Charlerois’ house, “that Postmodern vigilance ought to smite reactionary historians whenever they trash, whenever they willfully misconstrue—a defenseless factual record. For that’s exactly what clever Ms. Crispin has done.” Adam Charleroi, who was sitting almost beyond earshot, called down the table at his guest: “Did you say Postmodern vigilantes, Herm?  Hey, sign me up! Will they let us carry guns? Or just a loaded dialectic?”

But the most dramatic and baffling exchange the production engendered happened at the “talkback” after the final performance, during which the intrepid Malcolm Finnerty confronted Marla Crispin and Pierlorenzo Boccone. All the actors sat on the edge of the stage with their legs swinging over while the remaining audience of about seventy-five crowded into the first several rows.

“What we have witnessed tonight was sheer fiction, disgusting, unscrupulous fiction,” was Mac’s opening salvo. He remained belligerently upright, like a drunk in a bar, taunting the sober to unwelcome fisticuffs. 

“Unscrupulous fiction, Mac? How can that be, pray tell?” Boccone had asked him. “What we heard was just the humdrum historical record. And what we saw WAS a disgrace--if you were looking for common sense or simple justice. But why fiction?”

“It’s fiction, Bocca, because its CONTEXT made it fiction,” yelled Finnerty. “Marla Crispin and her actors were out to confuse and propagandize us.  They saturated us with disinformation. Mocked the people they played. By imposing grotesque body language and snide voice tones on decent people bringing a scoundrel to justice.”

 “But  Mac, aren’t you forgetting Ms. Crispin?” said Boccone. “She played herself, I believe.”

“Played is the operative word. Played fast and loose with herself, is more like it. Maybe she conducted herself credibly as a real person, somewhere back there in real time, but she turned in shallow performances tonight—both as herself and as the play’s director.”

Marla, who had in fact played herself pretty convincingly, and whose drama had struck its targets, ignored the insult and put a question to Mac.

“Professor Finnerty, you’ve written that all reality is a form of fiction because we distort it as soon as we live through it and try to record it . Soooo, you don’t really believe in reality all that much. Do you?”

“No, I don’t, as a matter of fact.”

“Let’s see if I have this right. You say reality is a will o’ the wisp. And that fiction can’t be trusted either. Where does that leave us? Does ANYTHING in this life matter to you? Does all life vanish—whoosh-!-into insignificance soon as we live it? Aren’t some events worth preserving so we can re-live and re-examine them?”

Finnerty had, once again, backed himself into a corner from which there was no respectable escape. But rhetorical cul de sacs had always been his favorite spots on the face of the earth. He was psyched by Marla’s attack. Or, maybe pumped is the better word.

“Ms. Crispin, I take nothing back. In a word, YES!--our lives vanish the moment we live them. Good riddance! And if I may add one more word, NO! No event will ever be worth re-living. Frankly, I live for the irretrievable excitement of the moment.”

“Professor Finnerty, look, I’m an actor, and we actors live in the moment too. But I’m also an historian. And we historians examine people’s lives whether they want us to or not. As far as I can see, people living unexamined lives—as you seem proud of doing--are a public menace.”

Finnerty let a little of his own life silently vanish before he replied. And long before he had finished his impenetrable rejoinder, most of the audience had melted away.  

Marla’s “Principled Martyrdom: The Trial of Jackson Stoneycroft,” didn’t speed the demise of extreme  Feminism or Postmodernist Nihilism on the Shaysville campus. But it accomplished at least this: for three days it  popped an immense flashbulb directly over the academic community’s brand of justice, catching it in the act of convicting a precariously innocent—but clearly innocent--man and ending his career as a teacher.

That flash of clarity moved the University’s President  Mike Sweeney--an old Boston Pol who happened to know Latin and was at least as much a Humanist as Machiavelli had been--to end the nightmare. Sweeney had been persuaded by his Democratic ally Martin Belle Isle to see the play for himself. A week later, after taking a few soundings, Sweeney appointed Harvard law professor Sara Escobar (of whom everyone knew he was not fond when she worked for Governor Mike Dukakis) as a respected outside evaluator. Her brief was to advise his office on the question of whether the four pending grades-for-sex exchanges should be prosecuted. After reviewing them, Escobar advised Sweeney that nothing in the record showed anything but reciprocated desire between consulting adults. After a severely-phrased caution about the dangers of such liaisons, delivered with Irish zest, Sweeney dismissed all four cases on the grounds that the accused professors’ due process was clearly violated. He judged the campus didn’t need to “prosecute any more private emotions.” At his press conference Sweeney relished and repeated Escobar’s phrase, “this does not rise to the level” of sexual misconduct. Only one of the exonerated professors, however, remained on the faculty. The group’s collective notoriety proved indelible, tongues continued to wag and watch dogs to bark; most of the vindicated preferred a fresh start elsewhere. 

The campus’ gradual return to sanity was to strain Artemis Fletcher’s own mental stability. In their now thrice-weekly sessions, her new Jungian therapist, Cheryl Poindexter, pointed out that Artemis’ initial (and ultimately limited) success in exposing and banishing amorous professors had not made her very happy. The same scenario had been repeated all Fall and Winter. She felt a rush of righteous satisfaction as young women charged their middle-aged professors, then she and they basked in a long afterglow of feminist approval. But a downside of doubt always struck Artemis as the miseries of her quarries surfaced in the press and in campus scuttlebutt. She had made the targeted men public enemies, but they had families and private lives, and like Jack, each professor had a story in which exploitation and harassment was by no means clear cut. 

In one case, Artemis realized that the young woman was delusionary long before the campus authorities did. It turned out the professor this student accused was gay, and still in the closet because he wanted to stay married. And was unwilling to defend himself by coming out. His (and Artemis’) situation remained excruciating for weeks until the professor’s wife paid a visit to Wyznewski. After the wife had coolly explained the situation, presenting Wyznewski with written psychiatric documentation, she said: “If you don’t drop these charges, we are talking seven figures and your name will be included as a defendant in our civil suit.” Without any public announcement, the charges against this gay professor vanished.

“Why do you think you’re still miserable?” Poindexter repeatedly asked her client. She finally wore Artemis down so she answered honestly. “I’m miserable because I can’t stop.  It still gives me huge satisfaction, HUGE, to say out loud, with the world listening, that a lecherous male teacher is taking advantage of a student . But every time a woman I’ve counseled brings charges I feel sick inside. I wonder what it’s like to lose your career. But to see those guys humiliated is pure honey for me. I can’t stop doing it. To make men suffer I’m willing to suffer myself. I accept the trade off. No pain no gain.  It’s like an addiction.”

“Not like. It is an addiction,” said her therapist. 

“So what cures my addiction?”

“Really wanting to cure it. Humility. Realizing you have your own dark side just like everyone else. Suspicion of your own superiority. Self knowledge. Most of all, empathy with your fellow human beings will stop your wanting to harm them. No magic involved. Just simple old fashioned Humanist virtues. If you want to know the truth.”

“Those aren’t my values anymore.”

“They’ll be there when you can’t stand yourself anymore. That day will come, Artemis. I guarantee it. You have a horribly divided mind right now. You know there’s something wrong with what you’re doing but you’re still driven to mess up people’s lives. And the contradiction will punish you until you heal it. The cure could work like this. Admit to yourself you really loved your Swarthmore French Professor. Admit you should have kept his baby. Admit you should have had it out with him that spring. And when women who’ve gotten entangled with their professors come to you for help, tell them what happened to you at Swarthmore. That love and rejection is natural and human. Tell them how not to get pregnant. And if she really wants the guy, tell her to stop sleeping with him until he leaves his wife.”

Artemis’ mind was on Marla, on the moment Marla fired her as academic mentor. Marla had said, without warning, Artemis, I loved him. Didn’t you ever love a teacher? Didn’t a student ever love you? I almost did.  

“Cheryl, there’s something I haven’t told you.”

Jack himself heard surprisingly little about the impact of Marla’s production. Pam sent chatty backstage accounts of rehearsals and a program but, like most of his friends, kept mum about the savage controversy. Why make Jack, happy in distant Tuscany, re-live excruciating details of his amorous life and re-fight an unwinable battle? was what most of his friends thought. Only Boccone wrote mysteriously to Jack that  both “friend and foe alike are aghast at your recent epiphany.”
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Poppi 11 October 1996

Jack had not recognized her--the woman in the straw sun hat and sleeveless white dress walking back and forth outside his hotel--as he started up the steep narrow street. It was late afternoon. He had just hopped off the bus from Florence in the Poppi town square. He felt the jolt of possibility--that woman could be Martha--when he was about eighty yards away. He wasn’t sure until she turned and started to walk her limber unmistakable walk down the slope of via Apostolica toward him. 

“I just came. I couldn’t bear to write you first. Or phone and get your landlady. If I’m not wanted I’ll go see Italy. Am I still wanted?”

Jack pulled her against him with a soft rustling crush. Martha’s straw hat was knocked free and skidded in the wind back down via Apostolica toward the Square. He dropped his hands to her buttocks and pulled her even harder into him. He felt her sharp hipbones bang his own. She dug her fingers under his shoulderblades. Neither wanted to be first to stop kissing. It was Jack who first had to breathe, and Martha who spoke.

“Wow. I am wanted. If you felt like that why didn’t come back? Can we do this in public? Nobody minds?” Jack was still holding her as tightly as he could. 

“Nobody minds. I’ll fill you in later on the protocol of open air kissing in Italy. Rules are a bit more relaxed than back home. I went nuts when I phoned yesterday and yours was disconnected.”

“Two days ago being alone finally got to me and decided I had to fly soon as I packed. Even if I had to go via Rome, or maybe Milan or Naples, Cannes even—any flight that had a cheap seat. I saved $250 by flying standby. I just hopped a bus for Logan. I imagined you going about your work today without anxiety, and then I’d show up and you’d be happy to see me. Are we happy?”

“Yeah, now that I know you didn’t fall for another guy and disappear with him. It was that bad.” 

Martha clung to him again. “I’m here. I didn’t fall for another guy.” 

“I still wish you’d phoned,” he said. They let go of each other.

Martha tried to ignore his testiness. “What a great place to live! It’s all walls and twisty streets and kids playing soccer between the cars. Here comes one carrying my hat.”

A boy about seven or eight ran grinning up with Martha’s hat and handed it to Jack.

“Hey, it’s mine,” she said, and reached for it.

“He figures I’m the one who will spring for his tip.” Jack handed the boy some heavy clinking coins.

“Tanti graz’, eh. Augur, augur,” he said and raced back toward his mates.

“I need a drink,” Jack said. “I don’t really need a drink. I just need to show you the bar where I mostly live. I eat breakfast there when I sleep late and drink three caffé doppios a day when I’m in town.” He walked Martha back uphill to the Bar Azzuro, went inside to the bank of espresso machines and asked his friend Sepi to foam up “due cappuccini grandi.”

Now here was the real Martha, in his arms, on his stage. Was she going to banish the Martha of his waking nightmares?

“I’m really glad you’re here,” he said.  “I was losing my mind. It took you so long to show up. Months! How long can you stay? What do you feel right now?”

“I’ll stay as long as you want me. What do I feel? Joy. Relief. Happiness. What else is there?”

Although Jack and Martha had agreed long since to share one large hotel room in the Pensione Dante, he had, of course, already laid claim to it. Martha’s sudden arrival delivered the shock of really living with her, starting tonight.

“You just left Northshire? Your job?  To come live with me? I know that’s what you promised, and it’s what I want, but it’s still a shock.”

“I hope it wears off pretty quick.”

“You know, Martha…all I do most days…is go read…in libraries. I should have been up front about that. What if you get bored? The libraries around here are impressive but they’re still libraries. What if you lose patience waiting for me to finish turning the pages of some manuscript?  A lot of them turn out to be dry holes. When the weather’s good, I sometimes play golf. Usually in early morning or late in the day. It rains a lot in Tuscany.” Jack was staring straight at their sudden and now inescapable dependence on each other and it disconnected his sentences.

“Jack, I love books. Remember? I don’t bore around books or in museums. If I do get bored I’ll find something to do. I’m planning to take some Italian courses. Maybe some Art History. Maybe Literature. Maybe both. If I get desperate for human contact and you’re buried in the stacks every day all winter I can always advertise to bring an American touch to Italian backs. Would I need a work permit?”

“Like Hell you’ll rub Italian  backs! I gave myself enough grief all summer and fall thinking of you rubbing American backs.” 

“Anyway, how does anyone get bored in this part of Italy? What a bus ride from Florence. I didn’t realize how mountainy this country is. I’ve never been here before--remember? Take a day off tomorrow, Jack. Let’s go see those humungous Botticellis in the Uffizi.”

“All right, you got it. We can spend a week going from one goddam masterpiece to the next. Then what do we do?  Shall I show you where Massimo and I play golf?” 

“Whoa,” she said. “Take it easy. I’ll fit in. I’m here to stay.” She tucked her hand inside his belt, as if it were a horse’s bridle and she was afraid Jack would bolt. 

Jack looked at her, ashamed he’d left her out of his inventory of losses. He’d left her out because she wasn’t really his yet. She still wasn’t. But it sunk in now that he hadn’t lost her.

Martha kept on talking, but he had trouble shaking free of his thoughts long enough to react. She put her hand on his. “Listen to my Italian. Sepi, senta, per favore,” she called and looked into the cool interior of the bar where the waiter leaned against the counter. Sepi stepped out into the sunlight and squinted toward their table. Martha continued, “Sepi, per favore, un bicchier d’aqua naturale per me. Et uno cappuccino normale per il dottore. How was that?” 

“Sepi understood you. Now let’s see if you can understand him.” It dawned on Jack that Martha knew Sepi’s name because he had named and described him in his letters to her.


Sepi scooped up their cups with a clattering briskness no American waiter would attempt and looked disapprovingly from Jack to Martha and back to Jack and said, “Attenzione, Dottore. E troppo bella per Lei.”

“No. E troppo intelligento per me, Sepi. Anche Lei.” As soon as Sepi disappeared, Jack said to Martha, “Let’s check out the town, buy some vino to drink later. Then I’ll introduce you to the Ceci family’s palazzo of a Pensione and to my…sorry, our…extravagant digs on the top floor.”

“I want to reverse your order of priorities, Jack. How can you kiss me like you just did and then blithely expect me to go shopping?” 

Jack and Martha did in fact buy a bottle of Brunello from a wine store down the street--Jack’s lire, Martha’s Italian--a process that took about 90 seconds. They shopped no more that day. 

In the middle of the night Martha began to touch no longer his imaginary rivals, but only him. “Tell me to stop if it’s too soon,” she said. 

“Martha, I kept myself awake imagining you massaging every stud in Northshire. You were doing pretty much what you’re doing now. Was I crazy to worry?”

“I’ll never lie to you.”

Jack’s gut froze. Her mouth stayed closed. Was she saying that because she didn’t want to lie in response to his question? Her hand was still squeezing the narrow place just above his right knee. “What are you telling me? Should I just shut my paranoia down and be a grown up about somebody-I’m-not-married-to’s sex life? Look, Martha, were you tempted? Level with me.”

“I didn’t sleep with anybody, Jack. But I was working as a masseuse. I can’t help that. People’s bodies, mostly men’s, were my place of work. I’m not going to talk about my feelings at work. I love you. If you love me, please trust me. I won’t BE a masseuse by the time we go home. I’ll earn a living doing something else. Do you want to make love now or just hold me?”

Jack held her. What she wasn’t telling him and never would was about the sudden surge of desire she’d felt two days ago while massaging a not especially attractive but very pleasant customer. She held in her impulse to declare her physical attraction and finished the hour, but she was sure he had felt something flowing from her fingers. He had asked her several tactful and deliberate but distinctly personal questions that she knew she’d answered with dangerous abandon.  “Yeah, I love to dance but don’t get much chance.” You’re horny, woman, face it. Hers was a complicated and sometimes overwhelming horniness because a lot of it was receiving pleasure in the act of giving it. Years ago, during a similar rush, she had said to a man, “Would you like to meet me after work? Yes? Well, I’m getting off work in about fifteen seconds.” She spent those fifteen seconds letting her clothes slide to the floor.

But two days ago, she had walked out her pleasant, inquisitive customer’s front door still faithful to Jack, hoisted her folded table over the tailgate into her Subaru, drove home, cancelled every future appointment and started packing.  
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In succeeding days their visits to Florentine museums and libraries gradually focussed on those that housed the materials Jack needed for his work on Savonarola. Martha came with him to sit at those massive ill-lit ancient tables and type into his laptop passages from cryptic books and manuscripts whose letters often dissolved into undecipherable alphabet mush. Jack felt a flash of queasy recognition when he remembered Kurtz’s mordant offer of a voluptuous amanuensis to assist him in Florence. But Martha’s immersion in his work and in Italian life, he soon realized, were not only helping him—making his work and his living easier--but stimulating her talents in a way that surprised them both. Martha immediately demonstrated all the patient instincts of a trained researcher. Jack would skim a manuscript, realize its relevance, and trust Martha to copy it exactly. But soon Martha was skimming texts herself and judging their relevance to the questions Jack was asking about Savonarola. In November she began attending Bernardo’s lectures in the Renaissance papacy at the University of Florence. She found the lectures were rough going for a couple of months. But Martha was used to chatting freely and listening attentively. Soon she was telling Jack a few things he didn’t know about the Curia’s strategy for controlling headstrong Dominican friars like Savonarola. One day while buying salad greens at the Poppi market she realized she was thinking in Italian, if only about legume and the best sources of olio d’olivo vergine.  When Jack asked if she wasn’t doing too much for him and not enough for herself, she said, I’m doing the same thing Thoreau did in his homemade cabin on Walden Pond. I’m just living to enjoy you, the life and the work you’re doing, and my own life and work. Except I’m doing it in Florence. Call it disciplined loafing. Jack didn’t call it that--too weird a phrase, however accurate. He called it Martha’s sitzjahr, enjoying the wonders of staying put in the right place. Sitzjahr. Martha hated the sound of that barbarism, though she knew she was sitting most of her days on very hard chairs. 

Martha had agreed with Jack’s instinct that the real Savonarola was more sympathetic and believable than the fanatic or the saint manqué they had found in most biographical studies published over the centuries.  She was struck by the turbulence of the future martyr’s early experiences in Ferrara: His passion for the bastard daughter of the Strozzi family, a proud girl who let Giro court her with poems and guitar songs, then indignantly rejected him as too poor and too low born. The civil war of Balkan ferocity in his hometown, in which hundreds of butchered citizens from the losing side were hung from their own house fronts. And his involvement with a ducal family, the d’Estes, whose appetites for sex, money and blasphemy were gargantuan. Growing up in Ferrara had clearly shaken the young medical student and inspired his abrupt change of vocation. 

“If I had lived Savonarola’s adolescence, I might have believed sexuality, politics, aristocrats and the Catholic Church were in desperate need of some brutal reforms,” he had said to Martha. But Jack also knew that he’d need to let the facts suggest this judgment. Show the reader exactly what he’d found in the record. And what Jack found were letters by Savonarola and his fellow Dominicans and his family members which proved that by the age of twenty Savonarola had conceived his vision of punishing and then reforming both the corrupt and feckless Church and Italy’s cold-hearted and self-indulgent ruling class. Girolamo disappeared from his family home in Ferrara without warning one day before dawn. During that day he walked the fifty kilometers to Bologna and later that evening or the next morning entered its Dominican convent as a novice. 

It was no mystery to Jack and Martha why Savonarola left Ferrara hating its rulers’ unrelenting abuse of power, their lurid debaucheries, their murderous treatment of defeated enemies. It was more of a mystery why the proud and sensible Florentines let Savonarola impose on them for a few years such austere and joy-denying codes of conduct. So they scoured the unpublished records—including scores of manuscript journals and hundreds of letters—for clues to the springs of assent in the minds of Florentines during that fierce, soul-rending decade of the 1490’s. Part of the answer was that Florence had become a city mesmerized by Savonarola’s uncanny prophecies, his excoriating eloquence and his republican politics. But why had the Florentine love of art, of intellect, of wealth, of worldly sensual and gastronomic pleasure, gone numb? Or had it?  

“So we are going to Exhaust the Archives, are we?” Martha asked, when she realized that Jack intended to spend months reading and photocopying old letters stored in dingy basement rooms still musty from the Arno floods of 1972.

“Until some Renaissance voices speak magic words from these boxes, I’m going to keep on reading,” said Jack. Martha bought him a dust mask, but Jack rarely wore it. Brutta figura in this profession, he said.

Martha read the available studies of Savonarola and made a timeline of the important events in both his life and Florentine politics. She typed it on Jack’s laptop and she spent a few hours one morning sitting in their huge Poppi letto matrimoniale scrolling through it and asking Jack questions. “Giro’s days were so crammed he couldn’t have slept much, right?” “Right. He was awake by 4 a.m. daily at the latest,” Jack told her. “So what can we deduce from the chronology you’ve made and our research so far?”

“Lots,” said Martha. “By 1489 his favorite noun is not God or Jesus but Florence. He started to use it way back in Ferrara. His obsession was always with Florence as an objective symbol of God’s transforming power. He planned his great crusade way before he arrived at the Convent of San Marco. He obviously wanted to purge the ugly disgrace of his native Ferrara by cleansing Florence.”

One by one they found in the Uffizi’s, and other basements,  bits of unguarded revelation from suddenly pious Florentines that began to explain Savonarola’s power. Martha kept a big notebook of comments made by citizens about life under Savonarola. “They sound like people going on a life-saving crash diet. They hope they can stick it out, because it will save their souls and their city. They also felt some erotic and political and religious miseries. Savonarola’s new order made them feel incredibly virtuous. Then they backslid. So much of Savonarola’s regime was like a New Age diet—no alcoholic drink, no rich food, not much sex, no fancy clothes, no swearing, no fighting.” Jack wrote several pages evoking the intimidating atmosphere, during which youth gangs invaded houses to look for contraband like bright gowns and lewd pictures: “His worst mistake was to make a life-style infraction a capital offense. That lit up the savagery of his vision like a lightning bolt. And after the first homosexual was executed, Savonarola had only 93 more days of his own life to live.” Martha edited Jack’s prose as he wrote it. When he got back a page she had corrected he often felt her mind rousing his more torpid sentences awake. 

Jack and Martha went many times to see Botticelli’s Primavera, Abundance, and The Birth of Venus--works that had escaped Savonarola’s flames, probably because Botticelli had publicly acknowledged Savonarola as his spiritual mentor. They tried to see his goddesses through eyes that viewed human nakedness in a natural world—a world quietly rapturous in its fecundity and brimming with sexual fulfillment--as capable of destroying souls. After studying Primavera for a while, Jack said: “It’s simple. We’re defenseless in its presence.” 

The Savonarola who impressed Jack had demanded and got for a while from his adopted Florence a civic life nearly as barren of lovingly painted nudes and ostentatious display as his own whitewashed cell in San Marco, and a population nearly as resonant with inner vindication and outward deprivation. How did he do it? By portraying the world God gave us as a ruse that He created to tempt, destroy and damn to perdition the unwary enjoyers among us. Jack presented the deadly backlash against Savonarola, caused in part by the insufferable risk-free life he imposed on his contemporaries, as the tragedy of a visionary rather than the comeuppance of zealot. It was the purity, energy and genius of Savonarola’s wrongheaded vision he wanted to capture. He hoped his readers would think, “Yes, this is what it must have felt like to believe that you have the God-sanctioned right to control every aspect of your fellow citizens’ existence.” Was Savonarola one of those inwardly writhing Ingmar Bergman characters accosting a mute God? Or was Savonarola’s complaisant God invented for political advantage, as Pico Due’s GIRO seemed to “think”? Jack didn’t know the answer, but he did know the question was significant, and he tried to deal with it by presenting the evidence, but imposing no conclusions. We just can’t tell if God was real to him as a person is real to us. Let my readers decide. Bring the uncertainties of history into their lives.

“You know, Jack,” said Martha, “it’s not an accident you brought Savonarola into your life. He fits you so many ways it’s scary. You can’t get under Artemis Fletcher’s skin so you burrow under Giro’s.”

“Nobody wants a bio of Artemis Fletcher.” 

“Imagine writing one. You’d come up with stories that make her less of a monster.”

”I guess. At least Giro had a vision with religious joy behind it.”

“To do what she did, there had to be heavy stuff in Artemis’ past. Stuff you don’t recover from.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I will. I’ll bet somebody really did a number on her. Someone she loved and trusted and respected so much that being with him was a huge rush of joy. Like her dad or a professor when she was real young. How can we know, but I think women hurt much deeper when they’re betrayed.”

“Why? Because menopause makes love more intense and more dangerous?” 

Martha’s look of pained disapproval might have come close to contempt had she not loved him so much. 

Jack held up his hands, acknowledging his insensitive gaff. “Look, Martha, the world’s full of professors and father-figures. Artemis could have moved on. I just think she’s a hater who inexplicably chose me. Let’s stop thinking about her or I’ll go nuts.”

“But thinking about Giro is thinking about Artemis at one remove.”

“And easier, as you say, because we’ve got the goods on Giro. The guy loved Florence. He just wanted her to take vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. Ravenna might have been a better match.”

“You’re lucky they didn’t make you Dean. You would have heaped up a monster bonfire of PoMo books and people, first thing Monday morning. When you wrote those passages about Savonarola setting Florence on the righteous path I saw Jack bringing back the old time Humanities. You looked so rampant and gleeful. They would have burned you alive, Dean Jack.”

Jack put his hands over his ears and said, “I hear you, Martha.”
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A clearer understanding of winning and losing came also to Jack as Martha found her way into every part of his life: his golf, his friendships with Massimo and Bernardo and the Ceci’s, his efforts to perfect his Italian and Latin, his research, his prose style, and especially his literary ambition. If their friends in Shaysville had observed what was happening between them they would have judged their partnership an obsession verging on pathological identification. But their daily routines of library and laptop, of debating and editing, developed into steady satisfactions even more keen and permanent than love and desire. Love and desire were there to renew every day; but their shared work on Savonarola was releasing talents they weren’t sure they possessed alone and was generating knowledge that stayed put on the page. Jack’s new definition of winning and losing stuck close to what was happening between him and Martha: You win when you rescue and preserve ever more of your life from the judgment and control of others. You lose when you fail to give yourself fully and freely to those who give themselves to you. 

For nearly three years Jack betrayed no powerful desire to go home to Shaysville and New England. Living in Tuscany had become both the punishment for his defeat and his reward for accepting it. Going home would destroy the trade-off. Martha was by now openly hungry for New England and tried to understand why Jack wasn’t. “It is as if,” she said to him at Hotel Ariele in Florence during their two-day celebration of an English firm’s agreement to publish his biography of Savanorola—first in the U.K. and then in the States through co-publication with a Midwestern university press—“as if you had accepted a ten-year exile. Who do you think you are? Aristides the Just?”

“I love it here,” said Jack. After a silent minute he added, “But I love where we came from too.” After another few seconds: “I love New England more.” Then the dam burst and drenched him with homesickness.

It had always been the ordinary Tuscan sounds that made his exile bittersweet— reminding him of American sounds now thousands of miles beyond earshot. He would listen to feet thwacking soccer balls on the field below their hotel window and regret he wasn’t hearing hickory cracking horsehide at Fenway or titanium tintinnabulating Surlyn on the Fort River practice tee. On Sunday mornings the bells from seven churches echoed through the narrow streets of Poppi, and off in the distance he heard the bells of outlying villages chiming in. What he didn’t hear in the summer Sunday heat was the sound of a mower churning thick green suburban grass. That two-cycle buzz, had he heard it, would have inflicted pain.

“So do I love living with you in Poppi and Tuscany,” Martha was saying. “But your book isn’t about love. It’s like a big angry velvet-covered fist punched into everything you don’t like about American academic life. Why don’t we go back and listen to the blow hit home? See if anybody notices. Read the reviews. Why not debate the PoMo honchos on their own campuses? You’ve beaten out your exile, Jack, as old Ezra said he did, and you’re ready for them. Let’s go home. I know you’ve dissed victory and winning and all that. But I think your bio of Giro is a winner. Go home and find out. It’s time for me, too. I’m so hooked on old books now I’ve been thinking how great it would be to start a used bookstore in the hilltowns.” Then, as that sank in, she ran her hand over his shoulder and added, “It’s OK to come to accept losing big. But there’s no excuse not trying to win something splendid when you’ve earned the chance.”

Jack began to imagine himself reading passages about Savonarola at book signings, explicating PC thought control in the light of what he’d learned from watching Savonarola gain and then lose power over some of the brightest and most creative people the world had ever seen. The moral vision in Jack’s book—that communities can and do behave like criminals toward their own members—was hardly a revelation. Nor was his heady assumption throughout: that American restraint of its own communal repressions—embodied in Jefferson’s phrase, “the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”—was indispensable to a healthy society. What would surely distress his reflective readers was Jack’s extreme Humanism, his post-Blakean conviction that even the most “just” society must oppress some of its citizens some of the time. Jack’s bumper sticker would not read Question Authority. It would read: Question Community.  For self-reliant Emersonian men, Life, as a wise French partisan had told Jack once, is a battle without end. La vie, c’est une lutte sans cesse. Two opposing ideas bedeviled Jack these days: that the only life was ceaseless intellectual battle, and that he could, if he chose, learn even more by ceasing to fight fools.

“OK, let’s buy tickets to land in the U.S. on publication day. But please don’t try to stop me or tone me down when I denounce the PoMos every chance I get. I have a right. I will have carried a large grudge to Europe and back.”

“You carried it to 16th century Florence and back. You do have a right. I’ll only correct your nonsequiturs,” she said. She’d never used that word in her life, but had been admiring it from afar. 

In Jack’s own estimation he’d been a human nonsequitur until he met Martha. 
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Saturday 17 June 1999

A few days later, on a New England early summer day as suddenly liberating as the ones Jack left behind in a Tuscan hill town, Provost Fleur Charleroi entered the Daniel Shays bookstore on her way to a luncheon date with Mia Karlson at the Inn across the town common. She was looking for a book by her old friend Jack Stoneycroft that she had seen reviewed--mostly favorably, but with some “skepticism” at Jack’s sympathetic take on Savonarola, who, the reviewer insisted, “remains a cultural Fascist”--in last Sunday’s New York Times Book Review. Though he had sent her a few sardonic postcards and letters from Poppi and she had spoken to him a couple of New Years Eves ago when Adam’s merry midnight call and impressionistic Italian had woken up the entire Pensione Dante, Jack had faded to a much smaller place in her consciousness. When she phoned the bookstore’s owner to ask if he planned a signing party for Jack (she’d seen an ad for his signing party at the Grolier in Cambridge), the clerk said he didn’t think so. Stoneycroft, no longer teaching locally, was based abroad--and perhaps no longer had a Shaysville following. And it seemed too specialized a subject to attract enough buyers to defray the cost of wine and cheese. Why don’t you just say it: a party honoring Stoneycroft wouldn’t be politically correct?  But his store had ordered, the owner admitted, several copies on the strength of the Times review. 

Fleur found it next to a biography of Jerry Falwell on the “new non-fiction” table.  It was a thick book and had embossed on its artful jacket the ferocious hawknosed profile of its subject. Its title was 

GIROLAMO SAVONAROLO
The Legitimizing and the Delegitimizing of Fanaticism

Fleur thumbed past the title to the dedication page. The inscription read: 

“For Fleur and Adam--auguri et penitenti from your own favorite fanatic.”

Fleur was startled. She didn’t remember Jack writing to her and Adam that he was dedicating his new book to them. How had she missed his letter? Why hadn’t he sent them an advance gift copy? She started to read the preface, but stopped as her eyes glazed.
 So this is what Jack did on his wanderjahr. Sounds like he’s gone off his own deep end. Minds impaired?  Belligerent dogma? How much of Jack do I still buy? She stood with her fingers idly turning the pages, then sensed she was running late. It’s OK. Mia can order a glass of wine. Or two. I’m always the punctual one. Maybe today’s a good day to be late.  Some Chardonnay will lighten her up. Make the lunch less tense.  

Mia Karlson had become agitated by a new wave of offensively elitist  tee shirts. She referred to them as “those godawful IT’S OK TO POKE FUN AT THE UNDERENDOWED tee shirts.” Fleur noted that some were already selling at half price or less on the sidewalk outside the Daniel Shays bookstore. Shirts that shouted with resurgent pride: HEY, LOOK ME OVER!  And I’LL LOVE YOUR BODY IF YOU’LL LOVE MY MIND.  Particularly  venomous was one that featured a misanthropic quote from Henry James: 

THE ONLY SOLUTION

IS TO BE VERY VERY

INTELLIGENT.

Mia wanted all such tee shirts banned from campus under the newly renamed and strengthened Verbal Harassment Code—an over-reaction Fleur thought silly. She would reassure Mia that all fads fade. The shirts are being remaindered in bookstores, like all transient prose, she’d tell her. And once you start banning outspoken clothes, books could be next. We’re not quite ready for that. She hoped there was an illustration in Jack’s book of Savonarola’s grand bonfire to show Mia. At the register she paid forty dollars for a book she knew she’d probably never read. But maybe Adam would.
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The author of that book, which had already found its first purchaser if not yet a reader, was sitting next to his wife in an Alitalia 747 circling the greater metropolitan skies while waiting clearance to land at Kennedy.  The stewardess had warned him against addressing, even whispering, any future advice to the pilots or alarmist bulletins to fellow passengers. Martha was saying, “You’ll make it Jack. Close your eyes and imagine the view from our window in Poppi. The musical goats. The yellow mustard flowers. The light tan villas on the morning hillsides. We can always go back. We can go anywhere.” Martha’s hand was massaging the nape of Jack’s neck. Jack was looking out at a vista, but he didn’t see the immense wisps of white cloud roiling below or the grazing bell-clinking goats left behind in Poppi. He was imagining the drill at the spiffy studios of WHYY, and then he drifted into the kind of reverie that he would remember as reality. 

A forthcoming assistant producer was explaining that his forty or fifty minute question and answer session with Terry Gross was only a rough draft. Relax. All your pauses, false starts, dead ends, throat clearings and dullnesses will be electronically airbrushed away to produce the brisk and cogent 15 or 20 minutes that would finally air. Jack imagined the exchange going like this:

Terry: We’ve just been talking with Independent Scholar Jack Stoneycroft, whose new biography of Girolamo Savonarolo tells all about that 15th century Italian friar’s attempt to impose a chaste religious utopia on the sensuous and artistic city of Florence. I keep thinking, Professor Stoneycroft, what did women do the day after Savonarola burned all their best clothes in that 60-foot high bonfire? With all the stylish women in Florence having “nothing to wear,” so to speak, wouldn’t they converge on those terrific boutiques on via Del Parione? I mean, what an all-time great excuse to shop!

Jack: That’s an interesting thought, Terry. Buying a politically incorrect gown suddenly becomes an act of rebellion. You’re right, some sort of shopping spree is probably more or less a paradigm of what happened. The researcher in me is wondering right now if the daily sales records for those shops exist somewhere. I missed ‘em completely when I was holed up in Florentine archives.

Terry: I was wondering if, after three years working abroad, you have further thoughts you’d like to share with us about those controversies—sexual harassment, political correctness--that ultimately caused you to leave academia and become an independent scholar. What’s your perspective now?

Jack: Back then I was totally obsessed with defending greatness against political rancor. So naturally I studied Savonarola, whose charisma couldn’t in the end persuade Florentines to stunt their lives in the name of holiness. When I analyzed his use of religious and legal intimidation, the whole PC phenomenon seemed much simpler to me. Most people aren’t really persuaded of the beauty or rightness of  joyless PC ideas. They’re coerced. Who really believes, for instance, there’s no such thing as objective truth? That there’s only “political truth” to worry about and obey?   People are afraid of fighting such nonsense because their opponents are quite capable of denying them tenure--or invitations to parties. It takes guts these days to step to a microphone and say: What my opponent just said is nonsense and I can prove it. 

Terry: Do you foresee an end to the PC era?

Jack: Sure. It’s finally no fun to censor yourself and go through life knowing you’re a moral coward. I expect a joyous revolution sometime soon.  PC will self-destruct early in the new millennium and leave behind a lot of people racking their brains: Why did we do that?

Terry Gross removed her dream-magnified earphones. Jack himself was floating down a sparkling river of his own words, and wanted to continue the interview as far as the river would take him. Terry offered him her hand, saying, “Well, I’m still glad we did this, Jackson Stoneycroft. It’s good to hear an old-fashioned libertarian voice that cares. Do we still call you Professor, by the way, though you’ve given up teaching for the lonely road of the independent scholar? I certainly respect your views. Though I can’t say I share them.” 

The half-dreamt, half-imagined interview faded away. A dazed Jack was assessing the odds of its ever being aired as a sudden bump upward lifted him toward weightlessness and one more bump weighed him down. The momentary roar of all four engines reversing, and the brief, sharply increasing G-loads, signaled that their plane was safely on the runway. Jack and Martha remained in their seats, holding hands and decompressing, until the rest of the plane emptied. They savored the sweetness of being on home ground. Next week they’d reclaim Jack’s house, which had been rented for three successive years to exchange families from Heidelberg University. They’d phone old friends, turn on familiar radio programs and fill shopping carts with imported Italian ingredients at the Northshire supermarket. 

But today they’d rent a car and drive immediately to Philadelphia, where Martha’s family lived, and where Jack would be interviewed over a phone line the next day on Fresh Air by a Terry Gross who, contrary to Jack’s worst fears, would show herself  far more interested in Savonarola than in either Political Correctness, Jackson Stoneycroft, or shopping.

FINIS

� In those days Jack accepted the identification, launched by Vasari in his Lives of the Painters, of the strikingly similar goddesses that dominate Botticelli’s masterworks as the famously beautiful Simonetta. But late 20th century researchers have concluded that Simonetta couldn’t have posed for Flora or Venus because she died before those paintings were begun. No portrait of Simonetta survives to confirm her renown. Jack’s fascination with her is understandable, but mistaken. What a pity if Flora existed only in Botticelli’s imagination.  


� These were a few of the words Fleur caught as she skipped through Jack’s self-serving but heartfelt preface: “Though the facts … came into my hands from the writings of the great reformer himself…generations of Savonalrolisti…mighty stash of records…city archives…monastic collections…Florence…Ferrara…I was driven to write…intellectual intolerance…swept through my native country…plague even more dangerous…one which surged through…in the 1490’s…coerced ideological conformity…virulence…less dramatic…ultimately more damaging than…Savonarola imposed on his adopted city…contemporary victims…unaware…minds…impaired …belligerent dogma…paradigm for how…narrowly righteous cause…overwhelm life-enhancing…tolerance, self-knowledge…respect for…precarious happiness each…pursues…” 
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