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			Dedication

			For Tad Meyer and Jerri Hobdy and in memory of

			O. B. Hardison Jr. 

			But men must know that in this theater of man’s lifeit is reserved only for God and angels to be lookers on.

			 —Francis Bacon, Advancement of Learning, xx, 8

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			In the West End of London, at eight o’clock on a cold starry evening, the red velvet curtain trembled and lifted a few inches off the floor of the great stage, letting out a shimmer of soft amber light. Expectation rustled through the handsomely dressed audience. Tonight was the world premiere of a play called Foolscap, the theatrical talk of the town, for months now a cynosure of critical controversy, academic squabbles, even lawsuits.

			From his gilded box seat near the gold proscenium arch, a young American drama professor named Theo Ryan leaned forward, his hand pressing the rolled playbill against the starched white pleats of his shirt front. On the small brocaded chair beside him sat Dame Winifred Throckmorton, the retired Oxford don who had discovered Foolscap. And in the chairs in front sat the elegant Earl and Countess of Newbolt, smiling vaguely down at the crowd that gazed with careful nonchalance up at them. The earl was one of the owners of the play they were all about to see. Theo Ryan had been invited along as an interested friend.

			“Scared, kid?” he heard a voice ask. “Me, I could never sit down at my premieres. Darted around like an old bobcat loose in the lobby ’til they ran me off.”

			Theo recognized the soft, slurred southern voice of the great American playwright Joshua “Ford” Rexford. The two of them had had years of such stage-talk conversations together.

			Ford’s voice said, “It’s a hit, Theo. I could always tell.”

			“Oh, Ford,” Theo thought. “No, you couldn’t.”

			“You’ll see. You can breathe it. Come on, Theo, this is why I brought you all the way over here. For this. Take a sniff of triumph.”

			All around him, murmuring hushed as hundreds of lights in the jeweled chandeliers dimmed. Theo turned sideways in the little chair, rested his arms on the gilt railing, looked down at the stage, and as the great velvet drapery of the curtain rushed upward, he breathed in deeply.

			Theodore Ryan had never before watched a play’s premiere from a gilded box seat, or, for that matter, from any seat in the audience of a theater. Oh, he’d seen many shows open and many shows close, hundreds and hundreds of shows from his earliest childhood on, but he’d seen them all from a backstage vantage point; his view of the drama had always been that peripheral view from the wings. For both his parents had worked all their lives in show business.

			His mother, Lorraine Page, had performed in ﬁve Broadway musicals, in nine national tours, and in eighty-four stock companies. Theo’s favorite childhood year had been the one when she had stayed home in New York to appear live on television once a week as the Luster Shampoo Girl. His father had traveled the entire country by bus more than a dozen times, singing his two gold record hits, “Prom Queen” and “Do the Duck.” Benny Ryan had been a minor teenage idol and had made it all the way to number three on the rock and roll charts with “Do the Duck,” which had started a short-lived dance craze. Lorraine had given birth to Theo in a small town between Nashville (where she was starring in South Paciﬁc) and Atlanta (where Benny was scheduled to open for rock stars half his age at the fairgrounds).

			Theo Ryan’s early life had felt to him like one disorienting blur of grimy backstage corridors, interchangeable hotel rooms, and tacky restaurant lounges. He had never celebrated his birthday in the same place two years running, had never owned a bicycle, and had never lived in a house—until the house he’d bought for himself. He had bought this home near the university in the mountains of North Carolina where he’d taken his ﬁrst teaching job and where he had hoped to remain, on the same campus, in the same small town of Rome, for as long as half a century, without ever being compelled to move so much as the wobbly metal lamp on the scratched and ink-stained desk in his ofﬁce.

			And so young Professor Ryan, although a scholar of the English Renaissance, had never even visited England until brought there by an odd set of circumstances that had led him to this theater in the London West End, to this gilt and velvet box belonging to the Earl and Countess of Newbolt, to this seat beside Dame Winifred Throckmorton, who, like him, caught her breath as the curtain rose on Foolscap.

			Lights blazed down on the set’s dazzling metallic complexity, and the audience began to applaud. Theo heard Ford Rexford say, “You did it, kid.”

			Theo whispered aloud, “You’re as responsible for this as I am.”

			“Rubbish,” Dame Winifred whispered back, rapping Theo’s shoulder with her thin, bent ﬁngers. “I bear no responsibility at all. Your ‘Destiny,’ Theo…And, of course, Walter Raleigh’s.”

			“Shhh!” hissed an indignant lady in the box next to theirs, with a pointed nod at the stage, where the play was beginning. With a smile of apology, Theo turned toward the lights, his heart rising inside him. Breathless, he held his cupped hands to his lips—just as he had done long ago when a small boy, when he had ﬁrst stood backstage in the dim, bustling wings of a theater, somewhere on the road in America, and watched a heavy, frayed, patched, gilded curtain fall at some summer-stock play’s end, watched it slowly close between the bowing forms of his parents Lorraine Page and Benny Ryan onstage, and the sharp echoing sound of strangers applauding out there in the dark.

		

	


	
		
			part one

			{scene: Rome, and the Neighborhood}

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Whispers

			cherburtykin [softly says]: Ta-ra-ra boom-de-ay, sit on the curb all day . . . . It doesn’t matter! It doesn’t matter.

			olga: If only we knew, if only we knew.

			[The End]

			 —Chekhov, Three Sisters

			On an April afternoon, Theo Ryan sat impatiently in Ludd Lounge, thinking of endings. Exit lines. Curtain speeches. And as he thought, he was doodling. Swagged, tasseled, gilt-bordered, grand proscenium curtains, act drop, asbestos, teasers. He added wing drapes; in theatrical parlance—tormenters. Why tormenters? A pun? Polysemy signifying, of course, other signiﬁers—or so would have claimed his famous colleague Jane Nash-Gantz, the psychoanalytically inclined deconstructionist, had she bothered to attend these faculty meetings, which, of course, she rarely did. He tied bows to the tormenters, and center stage added a stick ﬁgure with a noose around its neck. It was still ﬁve minutes ’til four.

			He had drawn the curtains in a homeopathic hope of bringing to an exit line the homily on “saving the canon” now being droned at them by Dr. Norman Bridges, earnest and unwilling chairman of the English Department until his successor could be elected. Bridges had just passed the half-hour mark, by no means a record at these gatherings in the Dina Sue Ludd Lounge.

			Theo had stopped himself from drawing faces. They’d twisted into grimacing psychotics with hair like corkscrews and lidless eyes that spiraled into wider and wider circles of blind black madness. Oedipal, no doubt. Nearby, his worst enemy, medievalist Marcus Thorney, leaned surreptitiously to peek at the page of scribbles, contempt flickering over his angular saturnine face. Theo crooked his arm around the legal pad and turned his back. It had to be acknowledged that his doodlings these days tended toward the turbulent. Interesting (as his therapist annoyingly pointed out) that there should be such spasms of violence in so placid a person as Theo Ryan at least claimed to be. He added a trapdoor to his sketch.

			Going into the meeting, Dr. Bridges had whispered in the doorway that he’d “like a word about something, Theo. Coffee afterward?” Ryan had a good idea about what. The chairman would say again that Dean Tupper was still looking for a dynamic young man to run the university’s new theater center, and that he, Dr. Bridges (he occasionally referred to himself in the third person as Dr. Bridges), thought Theo Ryan should be that man.

			Then Theo would say again, “Not me. I’m not a director, not a playwright; I don’t know lights, sets, any of it.”

			And Bridges would flutter his hands. “So? You know the theater!”

			And he would say, “Thanks anyhow, Norman, but the truth is, I like my theater on the page, not the stage.”

			Bridges would sigh. “Theo, Theo, how can someone with your background feel that way?”

			And he would say, “That’s why.”

			Actually, Theo had fudged the truth even in this hypothetical conversation; since adolescence, he had been a closet playwright, and he’d written at least one play that he’d thought good enough to keep: one full, three-act play. The others he’d destroyed the night he read The Cherry Orchard. This single saved work, completed in a summer workshop, was still in his bottom desk drawer. But not a soul knew about his creation, except for one person—a famous director named Scottie Smith—and Theo was sorry he’d ever allowed that monstrous individual to get his hands on it. The memory even now sent his pencil gouging through the eyehole of a sketched mask of tragedy. Marcus Thorney’s brow arced into a suspicious position and superciliously stayed there. Thorney, who wanted to be the new department chairman, suspected his colleagues of plotting against him, which several of them were.

			“I don’t disagree with you younger people,” Chairman Bridges hemmed and hawed to his assembled faculty. “Perhaps we do need changes in our literary canon.”

			“We do!” someone shouted.

			“And perhaps we do need a superstar of some sort here.”

			“We don’t!” someone shouted.

			“I’m only,” Bridges sighed, “pointing out that my generation of scholars lived in a smaller, slower, and no doubt a less dazzling world. But perhaps I don’t disagree with our older colleagues when they claim ours was somehow a…deeper world.”

			edgar:

			We that are young,

			Shall never see so much, nor live so long.

			 —King Lear

			Finis, thought Theo.

			•••

			Nowhere near ﬁnis, Bridges rambled on, comparing the academic past and future—to, in the parlance, a dead house. Theo and his colleagues at least sat bored in comfort: for the lounge they sat in was the centerpiece of their newly renovated Ludd Hall, one of the ﬁnest buildings on the campus of Cavendish University, the “fastest-growing college in the South.” The hall’s donor, Mrs. Ludd—to judge from her glazy eyes in the big oval oil painting above the silk-striped couch—was as dazed by Dr. Bridges’s monologue as everyone else clustered at one end of her vast neoclassical faculty salon.

			Ripping the sheet from his legal pad, Theo stretched a long arm down the conference table and flicked the ball of yellow paper. It bounced into the trash off the arm of the rotund young black woman next to him, his friend Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld, African Americanist, who was startled out of a comatose trance. She mugged a theatrical sneer at him and muttered, “Honkie.”

			Stufﬁng the cuff of his flannel shirt in his mouth, he dampened the cloth with a yawn. Black fuzz stuck to his tongue, and he wiped the sleeve on his corduroy pants. At least he wasn’t asleep like Romantic Poetry and Victorian Novels, who always sat amiably slumped together in the shadows of the mustard-colored Empire couch against the wall where they catnapped until nudged to leave. The lazy April sun hazing through the western windows, coupled with the unhurried hum of the chairman, was enough to lull into a snooze faculty far younger than those two grizzled venerables, who were now shoulder to shoulder in the middle of the couch, their foreheads nearly touching, like shy old lovers. Even the foot-jiggling and ﬁnger-thrumming of Jonas Marsh, the hyperkinetic Restoration specialist, had slowed to a languid tremor; coffee was not sloshing, pencils were not rolling off the cherrywood conference table as they usually did in Marsh’s vicinity.

			Theo was one of the most junior of the senior professors here in the lounge—three of whom had voted with Marcus Thorney against him when he’d come up for tenure last fall. He knew exactly who those three were, because Steve Weiner (Southern ﬁction) had rushed straight to his house the minute the voting was over and blabbed the results. Steve had yelled the score right from the car, his bushy black beard descending with the lowered window glass. He’d bellowed, “You got tenure! Know what they used to give you with tenure here? Your own personal plot in the Cavendish cemetery! I’m not kidding, tenure is forever.”

			Steve Weiner was Theo’s oldest friend at Cavendish. He was a Jew from Brooklyn, whose fatal weakness for Southern ﬁction and department politics had now held him hostage eleven years in the boondocks of the North Carolina hills. When Steve had heard about the arrival for a job interview of a theater scholar who had lived at least some of his life in Manhattan and whose mother, at least, was Jewish, he’d driven to the airport and hugged Theo Schneider Ryan right there at the baggage claim carousel.

			That was seven years ago. Their friendship had flourished; now they were pointed out on campus tours as Doctors Mutt and Jeff: Steve, short and wiry, explosively gesticulating in that barrage of caustic aggressiveness with which he’d at ﬁrst asked people in Rome for directions. (As a result of which, he’d rarely received any answers from locals, who couldn’t understand his fast Yankee patois anyhow.) Theo, with his long limbs and his long hands and feet, mildly nodding as he loped along beside his friend. The two were a Cavendish landmark. They’d seen each other through Steve’s divorce and through the recent breakup of Theo’s three-year affair with a woman in Art History. They’d settled in. They even rooted for the football team.

			Far from explosive this afternoon, Steve Weiner sat upright and motionless in a Windsor chair, his eyes ﬁxed. He appeared to be either enchanted or dead. Theo lifted two ﬁngers at him in salutation, but there was no response. Noticing them, Marcus Thorney lowered thin eyebrows over baleful eyes. Theo and Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld were supporting their friend Steve Weiner in the upcoming election for the new chairman. Three supporters of Marcus Thorney glared at them. One of the ancients gargled in his sleep.

			Portly Dr. Bridges was passing out another of his lengthy packets of material for discussion. “And so I think we all think it’s time,” he bobbed, his plump pink features a grin of feverish collegiality above his round collar and paisley tie, “that we here in the English Department at Cavendish need to step forward, to leap forward, I should say, with both our feet, into the eighties.”

			As the year was now 1989, no one could dispute that, indeed, if ever, the time to move into the eighties was now. Jorvelle let her elbow jerk off the table in a parody of falling asleep.

			Dr. Bridges was pointing to the oval painting, with a respectful bow. “Thanks to the wonderful generosity of Mrs. Ludd…” No one bothered to look at her. “The window of opportunity is ours. What happened to History can, and must, and will happen to us.” Everyone in Ludd Hall was painfully aware of what had happened to History and of the cankerous jealousy felt by Dr. Bridges as a result.

			Six short years ago, a Georgia insecticide king, Class of ’57, dying of emphysema, had donated thirty-ﬁve million dollars in order to bring renowned historians to Cavendish University so that they might, in the words of the bequest, “teach the great lessons of America’s past to the leaders of the world’s future.” By lavish offers of fat salaries, little or no teaching, luxurious subsidized travel junkets, and ofﬁce suites designed by I.M. Pei, the lucky History Department had promptly hired a handful of celebrity scholars from around the Ivies. As a result, they were soon ranked in the top ten nationwide in three separate polls prominently framed in their gleaming new lobby. Four falls back, they’d soared into the top ﬁve by luring Herbert Crawford, superstar Marxist, from Oxford (from Oxford!, as Bridges moaned in his nightmares) by agreeing to build the renowned cultural materialist a lap pool in his basement. The pool was now in a lakefront chalet the school had helped the Britisher purchase by picking up the tab for the interest on his mortgage payments. They’d also agreed to fly his wife over from England one weekend a month for conjugal visits (though so far no one had seen her). Dr. Crawford—Herbie to his students—wore black leather pants and jackets with a T-shirt to all college functions; he taught only one course a term, the hugely popular “Modern Capitalism: Origins to Collapse,” during which he interpreted the great lessons of the American past in ways the dead insecticide king probably had not anticipated.

			When the rating polls had ﬁrst appeared, the provost of the university, Dean Buddy Tupper Jr., had outraged English further by not only giving History a dozen new fellowships with which to hire graduate students to grade all their professors’ papers and exams for them, but by handing over to History, during the Pei construction, the entire fourth floor of the English Department building itself. While at the time this floor had been unused except as a place to store mildewed zoology exhibits—ﬁsh fossils, stuffed otters, pig fetuses in formaldehyde—still, English was incensed by the injustice of such rank favoritism.

			Weak with indignation and envy, Dr. Bridges, ’til then a timorous man, had forced himself to crawl on his knees (his wife’s phrase) to Dina Sue Ludd, granddaughter of the college founder, recent widow of a canned-goods mogul, and passionate believer in the study of literature, her own major way back when. In the most successfully seductive moment of his ﬁfty-ﬁve years (his wife, Tara, had seduced him while he was preoccupied writing his dissertation), Norman Bridges persuaded Mrs. Ludd to give the English Department forty million dollars, in installments to be doled out by her cousin Buddy Tupper, so that English could hire academic stars to outshine in the polls those of History. Tupper told them they had two years to make appointments to three Ludd Chairs, as the richly endowed posts were to be called, and that they were to “make them good, and visible too.” Mrs. Ludd speciﬁed that two of the chairs should be, as she was herself, female, and that the third might be, if they chose, a “creative sort.”

			English had gotten off to an excellent start. Flush from his conquest of Mrs. Ludd, Bridges flew north that ﬁrst Christmas to the Modern Language Association’s annual convention at a pitch of invincibility so intense it made him (according to his wife) almost sexy, and went looking for visible women. (At the time, there were no senior women in the Cavendish department, and had been none since the death of Miss Mabel Chiddick, M.A., chair from 1938 to 1957, Beowulf to Milton, and the retirement of her longtime companion, Dr. Elsie Spence, Ph.D., Rape of the Lock to Sandburg.)

			Chairman Bridges’s extraordinary coup at that crowded holiday convention was to lure a consensus out of his senior faculty (inebriated into a rare fellowship by three days of nonstop drinking at open bars hosted by all the other English departments in the country). Miraculously, this hitherto utterly divisive group voted to let him make two Ludd Chair offers. And astonishingly, Bridges got those offers accepted out from under the noses of Harvard and Yale by two senior women. (These women were senior in status only, not in years; a fact which rankled some of the elder males back home at Cavendish—as poor Bridges was later to discover.) One of these women was Jane Nash-Gantz (author of ﬁve collections of her own essays, editor of seven collections of essays by her friends, and winner of the N.B.C.C. criticism prize for The M/other Self: Discourses of Gender de/Construction). She was only thirty-nine. The other was Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld (top draft pick out of her graduate school, with twenty-seven job interviews and twenty job offers; author of Black on Black: African-American Literary Theory since Watts, and subject of a Bill Moyers program). She had reportedly just turned thirty. Somehow Norman Bridges, who could rarely talk his wife into anything, had talked both these women into moving to Rome, North Carolina, and teaching at Cavendish. How he did it was anybody’s guess—and most of the guesses were in the six ﬁgures, and bitter.

			He’d also hired Jane Nash-Gantz’s husband, Victor Gantz, an amiable, hardworking Anglo-Saxonist who’d written a number of books but wasn’t famous, and therefore couldn’t be a Ludd Chair himself. But everyone liked Vic, for he taught lots of classes, served on lots of committees, and—from loneliness (his wife was in high demand on the international lecture circuit)—attended lots of parties where he came in handy as an extra male.

			Still, these great visible-women coups had occurred more than two years ago. Since then, while the short list of distinguished candidates for the ﬁnal Ludd Chair grew as long and convoluted as a metaphysical conceit, no consensus could be cajoled out of the rancorous crew with whom poor Dr. Bridges was obliged to row his academic ship of state. Everyone submitted plenty of Ludd-worthy names, names of scholars or “creative sorts” they considered distinguished (including their own and those of old friends), but everybody blackballed as totally undistinguished any names submitted by anyone else. Theo himself proposed bringing back from retirement, and over from England, Dame Winifred Throckmorton, the great Elizabethan drama specialist, angrily denying his colleagues’ claims that she was long dead, notoriously senile, too obvious, and too obscure. He got nowhere.

			Friday after Friday, semester after semester, allegations, innuendos, and reckless libel flew around the Dina Sue Ludd Lounge like bats in a burning barn. A Chaucerian was vetoed by the up-to-date set as “hopelessly concrete,” and a popular culture theorist was pooh-poohed by the old establishment as “a moronic boob-tuber” after publicly stating that MTV was the cutting edge of postmodernist narrative and that John Lennon was better than John Donne. An eighteenth-century critic was dismissed as a compulsive and clumsy plagiarist, and a novelist fell by the wayside after the public posting of an old yellowed newspaper clipping in which he urged the nuclear bombing of Hanoi.

			Anonymous memos with exclamation points in red magic marker appeared in department mailboxes claiming that a renowned Melville man was trying to hush up six charges of sexual harassment, and that a poet was a kleptomaniac. On her way home from the Asheville airport, Jane Nash-Gantz vetoed, via the cellular phone in her Mercedes, a foreign playwright who’d just been exposed at a conference in Budapest as a Nazi collaborator. John Hood, the department’s gentle Miltonist, left the room in tears on being informed by Marcus Thorney that his Renaissance candidate didn’t have a brain in her head, had lied about her salary, and was spreading herpes along the Northeast Corridor.

			Tempers flared. Only two months ago, Marcus Thorney had threatened to resign if his own candidate wasn’t offered the Ludd post. Steve Weiner had snapped, “So go!” and the two men had actually surged out of their chairs with nostrils wide, until Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld had broken the tension by laughing despite noisy efforts to hold her breath. At that meeting, the department had formally split between factions of Weinereans and Thorneyites, but it was a loose and jagged division. Temporary coalitions formed only to break up other temporary coalitions, then turned on each other. At least the excitable Jonas Marsh was consistent: he voted “No” on everyone except Dame Winifred Throckmorton, including (as Thorney nastily reminded him) one scholar he himself had nominated the year before. Dr. Bridges was eating ﬁve or six Almond Joys a day from nervous tension, and could no longer get into his tuxedo for trustee banquets. He told his wife, Tara, that he had stopped believing in democracy—a horrible thing for a Walt Whitman scholar to say.

			Besides, as Theo pointed out to Steve, temperamentally, Norman Bridges was incapable of anything but democracy. Whatever the greatest number wanted at any given meeting (even if that number was only three on one side, two on another, and four against both), Bridges was constitutionally convinced that that majority had possession of the greatest good. He could not swim against the tide to save his life, and so in this whirlpool of random riptides, he was constantly drowning. For most of his three terms as chair, he’d been trying to resign on the British precedent that he’d clearly failed to receive a vote of conﬁdence. But if he thought he’d suffered migraines from trying to bring the department to agree on hiring an outsider, then what happened to his nervous system when he started asking them to choose one of themselves to replace him was, in his wife’s phrase, something you wouldn’t want sleeping in the same bed with you. She certainly didn’t, and ordered a set of twin maplewood four-posters.

			The provost had ﬁnally demanded that Bridges’s colleagues elect a new chairman by the end of April, or he’d appoint one himself. That election was scheduled for next week. Meanwhile, until his successor arrived to relieve him, Dr. Bridges (believing that leadership had its duties as well as its—presumed—privileges) took a Valium every Thursday and carried on.

			“I tell you frankly, gentlemen—” Dr. Bridges caught sight of Theo pointing ostentatiously at Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld, the sole woman in the room (for Jane Nash-Gantz was away as usual, lecturing in Europe). Dr. Bridges fussily puckered his lips, as if to say, “I knew!” But then he only made matters worse (as his wife often remarked), by adding, “Gentlemen, and our one lovely lady, Jorvelle…”

			Jorvelle crossed her eyes flamboyantly at Theo. Dr. Bridges didn’t see her; he was dropping two thick packets onto the laps of the napping Romantic Poetry and Victorian Novels, small elderly Southerners tenured before the days of publish-or-perish, and entirely unpublished (indeed for all anyone knew for certain, entirely unread), dubbed “Dee and Dum” by Theo after the nasty beanied schoolboys in Alice in Wonderland. They twitched with little exasperated jerks when the packets hit them, but immediately settled back down to their slumbers.

			Dr. Bridges tugged at his argyle sweater vest. “We have to come to a decision by next week. Here’s our ﬁnal ranked list of candidates—”

			“Who ranked it?” growled Jonas Marsh, who always said aloud what everyone else was thinking—one of the warning signs of what everyone else called insanity.

			Bridges ignored this violation of Robert’s Rules of Order. “—with a little more material I’ve put together—” He ignored a sound suspiciously like a groan. “—about each person. We have to stop, well, this friendly ﬁre…” He waited for a laugh, but didn’t get it. “…and come together on this thing.” He sighed. “And make, I repeat, make an acceptable and advantageous appointment before the term is over. Or—” And for emphasis, he took off his glasses. “Or, and this, my friends, is the news.” Bridges started to pull at his hair, remembering only at the last second that it wasn’t his hair, but a toupee. “If we don’t, Dean Tupper has called me in and told me flatly that he is going to take that third Ludd Chair, and give it…” The chairman paused, sucked in his stomach, and snarled, “to the French Department!”

			A pause. Followed by a loud slap from the end of the table. “Let the whoreson Tupper give it to the bloody Frogs then!”

			Everyone looked at Jonas Marsh. The Restoration man had blown again. He did so as regularly as a geyser. First, his foot jiggling sped up until his hand-sewn slip-on was kicking the underside of the table, then his hands began to squeeze both lapels of his custom-made jacket, then they started rubbing in a frenzy of zigzags across his handsome face as if it were crawling with flies.

			“Here we go again,” sneered Marcus Thorney, sotto voce to his current minion (Rice, Early American), and everyone went back to whatever they’d been doing for the past hour—chewing erasers, grading quizzes, counting venetian blind slats, doodling curtains.

			“Now, Jonas, you don’t mean that.” Bridges gave Marsh a placating smile. The chairman seemed determined to go on believing his colleague was joking, as opposed to confronting the fact that Marsh seemed to be under the impression that he lived in seventeenth-century London, where men of letters were blunt, rather than in modern North Carolina, where they were considerably less so.

			“Outrageous!” Marsh snapped. “Tupper? That cretinous syphilitic backwater swamp-bred fundie?”

			“Now, Jonas.”

			Marsh stood, his wide-cuffed Jermyn Street trousers falling in exquisite lines. “Dean Buddy Tupper junior threatens us? That poodle-fornicator?”

			John Hood, the gentle Miltonist, gasped.

			Steve Weiner gawked at Theo, and asked aloud, “Dean Tupper is a poodle-fornicator? I didn’t know that.”

			“Yes.” Marsh turned to him in a gleeful quiver. “Yes, yes, yes. What else do you call a whoreson panderer who spends his life trying to fleece old women out of their assets while their mongrels hump his shinbones?”

			“I don’t know,” Steve admitted.

			Marcus Thorney tapped his packet of folders with an angry foreﬁnger. “Why is my candidate ranked fourth, may I ask?”

			Steve Weiner snorted loudly. “Marcus, he’s a moron—”

			“Now, Steve,” said Bridges.

			Thorney rose. “How dare you?”

			Jonas Marsh interrupted. “His last book is dull, derivative drivel.”

			“Now, Jonas,” said Bridges.

			“Marsh, you ought to be locked up!” Thorney shouted.

			“Oh dear, oh dear,” whispered Hood, the gentle Miltonist.

			“Frankly,” Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld said, “I agree with Jonas.”

			“Marcus, I’m telling yah,” said Steve Weiner, “this guy said in public, on an S.A.M.L.A. panel, that the only black literature ever written worth reading was by Alexander Dumas! The only black literature worth reading!”

			“What does Dumas have to do with it?” wondered an Americanist.

			A languid stir from the couch, and a yawning drawl from old Dee, “Mulatto. Mixed blood. Known fact. Dumas’s père had Negro blood in him.”

			“Oh, who doesn’t!” Steve snarled.

			The lounge erupted. Theo heard his stomach rumble, but knew there was little chance anyone else would.

			Bridges tried beating on the table with his copy of Leaves of Grass, gave up, and waited. When the shouts subsided, he coughed, held out his wrist to display his watch face, and sighed. “Next week we also need to vote on whether or not to drop the Spenser course from the undergraduate major requirements.”

			“Right! No one needs to read The Faerie Queene in the nineteen nineties!” shouted one of the younger professors.

			“Oh, reason not the need,” sadly whispered the gentle Miltonist.

			“Drop the bloody Romantics. Throw Shelley out!” Marsh yelled.

			Bridges looked desperately around the beautiful room. Theo took the hint, and raised his arm. “I move we adjourn.”

			From the mustard couch came another rustle, then from both the venerables a thin, sharp, synchronized rasp perfectly audible, “Ah second.”

			{Curtain}, thought Theo.

			•••

			Norman Bridges had hurried away to answer an emergency call from the provost. Out in the corridor waiting for him, Theo leaned against the wall, noting who walked out with whom, who clustered, who got snubbed. He himself got snubbed by Dum and Dee and by Thorney, but that was nothing new. The ancients disliked him only because they couldn’t cope with the way Cavendish had been invaded by more and more “Yankees.” But the lean medievalist and Theo disliked each other personally. In Theo’s view, Thorney had only two kinds of relationships: he attached himself to power, like a bird hitchhiking on the back of a rhino, or he played rhino to smaller birds. And Theo had been unwilling to play fowl for him. Rice, Thorney’s newest hitchhiker, had his beak deep in the man’s ego now, sucking away by making nasty cracks about the jet-setting Jane Nash-Gantz as they hurried down the hall past old Dum and Dee, who were toddling off, looking refreshed.

			Contemporary Poetry walked out, hoping, despite the last-minute notice, that Vic Gantz could come to dinner. As always, Vic could. Modern British Novels walked out and brushed past Jonas Marsh, who was emerging blind from the lounge, talking to himself, though Hood the Miltonist kindly walked beside him so it wouldn’t look that way.

			jonas: Unconscionable! Excrescence!

			hood: Yessss. Umm. Hmmm.

			When Theo’s best friends, Jorvelle Wakeﬁeld and Steve Weiner, jostled together through the lounge doors, Critical Theory from the junior faculty raced out of his ofﬁce after them, again trying to wheedle information from Jorvelle about her salary, as he’d been doing since the university’s youngest full professor had ﬁrst arrived there in a red turbo Saab convertible.

			critical theory (obsequious): We’re all just curious, Jorvelle, I mean, the junior faculty. We share our salaries, I mean the information, we share the information—

			theo: Oh, make him suffer, Jorvelle. Tell him.

			jorvelle (grinding her teeth cheerfully around an unlit cigarette): I’ll tell you this. If I was a white man, I’d be ashamed to take all that money.

			critical theory (nervous): She’s joking.

			steve (straightening the younger man’s bow tie): Look, Jim, lobby for me for chairman, and I’ll make Jorvelle let you ride in her new helicopter, deal? Did she tell you they leased her a helicopter?

			critical theory: Is that true?

			theo: Is it because you theorists think language is meaningless that you’ll believe anything?

			Critical Theory thought this over, biting at his ﬁngernails, then wandered away to the library, where foreign exchange students and the untenured faculty carried on ’til late hours the life of the mind.

			Though Jorvelle was fleshy and Steve was thin, they were the same height, had the same close-cropped black curly hair, and wore the same clothes—baggy shirts in natural ﬁbers, earth-colored, pleated baggy trousers with thin belts, and shoes like bedroom slippers. Theo, on the other hand, was no clotheshorse, although he was considered the best looking of the three. In fact, a group of female graduate students had once commented together on Professor Ryan’s close resemblance to the young Gary Cooper; but then Cooper hadn’t been much of a clotheshorse either. At home, Theo wore jeans and sweatshirts; his teaching wardrobe consisted of three corduroy suits—Old, Not So Old, and Pretty New—though Jonas Marsh had told him that one corduroy suit was one too damnable many. Steve had often offered to drive him to a “great discount mall” only ﬁfty miles away, but Theo wasn’t interested.

			His black flannel shirt rolled to the elbows, hands in the pockets of Not So Old black trousers, he now leaned against the wall, listening as his friends went on with their increasingly flirtatious bickering. It had been two years since Steve’s wife had left him to work full time for the George Bush campaign with a corporate banker from Charlotte, whom she’d afterward married. Lately, thought Theo, Steve was acting besotted with the new Ludd Chair.

			jorvelle (lighting up): Steve, if you lose to Marcus Thorney, I’m gonna take the Yale offer.

			steve (lighting up too): You’re gonna leave a place that’s giving you twice what I make to deconstruct The Color Purple?

			jorvelle: I don’t do deconstruction, boy. I do demolition. Didn’t you read that in People magazine? I blow up canons. Meanwhile, I’d love for William Faulkner to hear what you’re doing to The Sound and the Fury.

			They puffed away at each other companionably, smiling through the stinky clouds. Then Jorvelle gave Theo a hug. “So long, dwems, I’ve got a radio interview.” (dwems were the Dead-White-European-Males who’d once been running the world, and telling everybody in it what books to read.)

			“Hey, who’s dead? I’m still a Weem,” Theo protested.

			“Today’s Weem, tomorrow’s Dweem,” Jorvelle cheerfully predicted. She waved on the run, broad hips swaying.

			Steve couldn’t let her go. “I’m a Dweamboat,” he shouted, and chased after her down the hall, not even pausing at the men’s room door to chat up the emerging Contemporary Poetry, a vote allegedly leaning his way.

			It must be spring, thought the unattached Theo Ryan with envy.

			mother courage: Get out of bed and look alive.

			{exit}

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			A Cry Within

			There has been much throwing about of brains.

			 —Hamlet

			In 1924, a Piedmont tobacco czar named Ubal Cavendish had built himself an isolated Christian college in which to pen his worthless sons. He’d built it far from home, in the western part of North Carolina, built it of Georgian brick and Gothic stone in a sylvan setting in a fundamentalist county, huddled by a lake, surrounded by wooded hillocks, and guarded by an impoverished faculty of fanatical evangelicals convinced that the game of football was God’s favorite pastime. In the beginning, the student body was male, rural, local, and as sophisticated as a bootlegger’s still hidden behind a patch of jimsonweed. Back then, students were required to pray, forbidden to dance, and encouraged to smoke. Now they were warned against smoking, but praying and dancing were optional. Back then, the school was as poor as the state. Now it was rich; so were most of the students, and the faculty was looking to catch up. Football was still sacred.

			Football was sacred despite the scandals of ’64, in which the alumni Goalpost Club had been exposed for buying the head coach a beach house and the star quarterback a Corvette; or the shock of ’75, in which the defensive line had been arrested for betting on games with professional bookies; or the upheaval of ’82, in which three faculty members had turned state’s evidence and confessed to handing out passing grades to scholarship players in courses that presupposed an ability to (A) do long division, (B) identify rocks, and (C) read newspapers in Spanish—none of which skills the players appeared, under the most generous interpretation, to possess in the slightest. It didn’t matter. In ’87, the Cavendish Cougars had been ranked sixth in the nation. In ’88, they’d won the Peach Bowl for the ﬁfth time since the Buddy Tupper days. They’d beaten their great rival across the hills, Waldo College, forty-nine times in sixty-four years. The college stadium seated ﬁfty thousand happy alumni. There were never any empty seats. This was still the South. Football was sacred.

			Over the years, the college had become a university called Cavendish after its founder; the town that grew up around it was called Rome after the empire. Across from the building that housed the English Department, now renamed Ludd in honor of the daughter of one of those original worthless Cavendish sons, was the Forum, an outdoor café set amidst fake broken-off Roman columns. There, Theo’s bedraggled chairman, Norman Bridges, was treating his protégé to coffee and himself to two cinnamon buns. The Forum bordered Vance Walk, a cobbled path that wound on a pretty diagonal across the pastoral campus. The scene was idyllic, every tree patiently and expensively raised to form a grove of academe. The town of Rome, such as it was, was there to serve the school; it never imposed except to deliver mail and pizzas. The campus offered Nature at its monied best, Architecture at its most serene; upon the green landscape, well-fed youthful bodies lay lusciously about the grass nearly naked, sharing knowledge, like a vision of the Golden Age.

			Theo glanced with pleasure at the yellow stone of the huge library glowing mellow in the afternoon sun. Ivy twined ’round the casement windows of rose-bricked Ludd Hall. An Ionic frieze of tobacco sheaves and Indian maidens graced Calvin Coolidge, the administration building named by the tobacco czar for that pro-business president who’d helped him make his fortune in the twenties by staying out of his way. Daffodils and tulips patterned the lawn leading to the stately new Palladian temple of History designed by I.M. Pei and paid for by the Georgia insecticide king. The chime of bells (or at least a recording of the chime of bells) pealed sweetly from the white spire of the college chapel. And in the center of the quad, bushy red rhododendron flamed at the base of the statue of Reverend Amos Latchett, the college’s ﬁrst president, as if he were a martyr being burned at the stake for his devotion to a higher and purer education.

			“I do love this place,” Dr. Bridges reminded himself as he morosely licked cinnamon sugar from his ﬁngers. “So, Theo! What do you hear from your mother?”

			“She and Dad are doing The Pajama Game—I think it’s Pajama Game—somewhere, Connecticut, I guess.” On a napkin, Theo started doodling the original set for the American playwright Ford Rexford’s Desert Slow Dance, which he was teaching Monday in “Classics of the Stage: Sophocles to Rexford,” his spring term perennial. Ford Rexford was in a way a friend of his, and they were, in fact, supposed to have dinner together tomorrow evening.

			“Lorraine Page!” Bridges sighed. “My goodness. I can’t get over my saving that Bells Are Ringing playbill.”

			Theo nodded and scratched at his tawny mustache. They’d gone through this—how many times?

			Decades ago, Norman Bridges had seen his ﬁrst Broadway musical on one of the nights when Theo’s mother had happened to go on in it as the understudy for Judy Holliday. Bridges, enthralled, hadn’t even known Lorraine Page wasn’t Judy Holliday until he’d asked for her autograph at the stage door. The chairman now shook his head fondly, and wandered back into the past. Waiting for him to return, Theo stared as six beautiful short-skirted young women lined up across the quad; suddenly, they leapt in unison off the ground, each forming the shape of a Saint Andrew’s cross.

			“Well, Theo. I’ve got some exciting news about the Ludd Chair…”

			Theo had known Bridges would be drawn back to “shop talk” like a moth to an electric zapper. Still watching the young women, he brushed a bee from his coffee. “Norman, you know—”

			The cheerleaders screamed; an enormous sweat-suited young man charged into their midst, and galloped away with a blonde slung over his shoulder like a Sabine captive.

			“My gosh! Wasn’t that Cathy Bannister, one of our honors majors?” asked Bridges, squinting through his glasses.

			“Yes. That’s Joe Botzchick making off with her.”

			“The quarterback?”

			“Half.” Theo was staring at a dark-haired girl in shorts, lying in a spring fever in the grass nearby, her knees bent, her arms outflung, ﬁngers feeling through the green blades. He rubbed his eyes. “You already know my opinion. If no one will agree with me about offering Dame Winifred—”

			“I’m afraid no one will. Except Jonas.”

			“Then I say we should give John Hood his Renaissance candidate—”

			“Yes, but what about this herpes rumor?”

			Theo laughed. “Do we have to sleep with her to hire her? Besides, you don’t even know it’s true.”

			“She doesn’t have much visibility. At least, as a scholar.”

			“Oh, the star theory!” Theo made a disgusted face.

			“The consensus is we need a star. And that brings me to—”

			Theo interrupted. “Make Mortimer and Lovell retire. (These were the real names of the ancient Dee and Dum.) Replace them with Hood’s candidate. Hire some famous female novelist. We need more women.”

			“More women?”

			“Yes.”

			Theo needed one, at least. He had a feeling today, almost tingling, a stirring he hadn’t felt since the departure of the art historian. But maybe the feeling was only April in the mountains. A jumble of songs of the sort his father and mother were continually belting out in his childhood jingled through his head, as they’d had a strange habit of doing this spring. April in dada, chestnuts in dada…Why, it’s almost like being in—He pushed away lyrics about hearing music when there’s no one there, and drank his coffee.

			Dr. Bridges looked at the young man with the paternal affection a chunky little spaniel might feel for an adopted baby Saint Bernard. He thought of Theo Ryan, whom he’d hired and had nudged through ﬁnishing his ﬁrst book (on clowns in Shakespeare), as his academic son and heir. His successor, his success. “Theo, Theo. Why can’t the rest of the department be as reasonable as you! I’ve got a building full of Napoleons and no army. Did I tell you my internist thinks I’m developing an ulcer?”

			“You mentioned it.” Theo stretched his long legs out into the walkway. “When I think of Napoleon, I think of ending up on Elba.”

			“That’s your one problem. You’re not ambitious, Theo.” The chairman wagged his pudgy ﬁnger.

			“Not virtue?” Across the quad, approaching the Coolidge steps, Theo saw a small group of students dressed in black and carrying a big red banner. They appeared to be staging a grisly pantomime with some sort of human efﬁgy. He thought he recognized his best graduate student, Jenny Harte, among them. It looked as if she was waving at him; she was very pretty. Theo reminded himself that he was Jenny’s faculty adviser; she was as morally off-limits as a cloistered nun. She was very pretty.

			Bridges was gulping down a large pill taken from the prescription bottle he kept in his vest pocket. “The way academia is today, Theo, only the very ambitious make it to the top. And the top is all there is now. Even for those who aren’t in it. In my time, you could live a happy, productive life in the middle. Now the middle is simply not the top. You could be the top, if you’d only try.”

			“Norman, you sound like a Cole Porter song. Besides, a minute ago you were wishing everyone else could be like me.”

			“Theoretically.” The chairman smothered a soft belch behind his hand. “Let Dr. Bridges be frank with a friend,” he murmured. “All right?”

			Theo nodded unhappily. The frankness of friendship had, since they’d met, flowed only in one direction. All right over the years for Dr. Bridges to tell him that if he didn’t “chat up” old Mortimer and Lovell at his visiting lecture and “talk some football” to Dean Tupper at his ﬁrst interview, he wouldn’t get the job; that if he didn’t ﬁnish his “clown book” and have it accepted by a “major press,” he wouldn’t get tenure; that if he didn’t stir himself and get married soon, he wouldn’t have children. And that if he didn’t capitalize on the success of the clown book and on his “fantastic chance” to write the ofﬁcial biography of Ford Rexford, America’s greatest living playwright, he would not only not get promoted to “full,” he would sink from the limbo of the Middle into an abyss of anonymity on the Bottom. All that was friendly frankness.

			Whereas it was Theo’s strong impression that it would not be all right for him to remind Norman Bridges that he himself had been working on the same book for eighteen years. That if he didn’t stop overeating, he would go from looking like Porky Pig, who was at least cute, to resembling the latter-day Orson Welles, who was a mess. That if he didn’t gag most of his faculty, the lucky History Department (an oligarchy of catholic conformity) would never stop smirking out their I.M. Pei windows at the anarchy of radical Protestants squabbling in Ludd Hall.

			Not for Theo to point out that Bridges himself was married and had children. That his wife, Tara, a Virginia belle who was sorry she’d ever left Charlottesville, lost no public opportunity for sarcasm at his expense, and four years back, after too much punch, had thrown a mousse pâté in his face at the department Christmas party. That his Visigoth of a teenaged son had trashed downtown Rome one Saturday night in his pickup truck, and, skipping bail, had vanished in a trail of exorbitant Visa charges. That his daughter (who made her father look slim) had declined to attend Cavendish or any other college, or to move out of the house, where at thirty-two she still lived, passing her days watching the soaps and sullenly stufﬁng college-fund drive envelopes for $5.50 an hour. No, frankness was not called for on Theo’s part.

			“How’s the Rexford book coming?” Norman asked.

			“Coming,” said Theo.

			“You’re due for promotion in the fall, you know?”

			He knew.

			“It’s going to be a big book, Theo.”

			It certainly was.

			“How is Mr. Rexford?” asked the chairman shyly. “Feeling better?”

			“Much.”

			“Did he really fall off his balcony, or was he, well, drinking again?”

			“Both.”

			“Ah, ha.”

			Although not a vulgar man, Norman Bridges was a stargazer. His attraction to Theo Ryan, as Theo knew, had followed close on his spotting two comets that had trailed the tall young man into Rome. First of all, there were Theo’s parents, Benny and Lorraine. While by no means ever the greatest celebrities, and by now (to their chagrin) entirely unknown to the general public, the two had enjoyed their glittering moments up there in the same sky with brighter stars. Everybody in America who’d watched Luster Playhouse on Friday nights had watched Lorraine Page lather up her strawberry-blonde curls at 8:14 p.m. and comb them out at 8:27. Norman Bridges had been one of those millions of Americans. Plus, while an undergraduate at the University of Kentucky, he had attempted (along with everyone else in the country under twenty) to “Do the Duck” with Benny Ryan, although he had never mastered the backslide.

			Even more important among Theo’s assets was the playwright Ford Rexford. For Theo was not merely Rexford’s ofﬁcial biographer, he was likely to be his literary executor, with ﬁnal say on the resting place of all the Rexford papers—papers that Harvard, UCLA, and Carnegie Mellon had already tried in vain to persuade the writer to leave to them. It was thrilling to Bridges that the best-known publisher in New York had flown down to Rome (well, to Asheville, and then rented a car) to meet with Theo and Rexford. Theo S. Ryan might not yet dazzle, himself—although those who loved him, and Bridges did, believed there was, well, sparkle in him—but life had already dusted him with the glitter of others; he might not be a star, but he certainly hung out with them.

			Theo knew this: that behind the chairman’s incessant promotion of his candidacy for the directorship of Cavendish’s new Spitz Center was the hope of getting Rexford’s papers. In fact, Theo was waiting for Bridges to say something more about that Spitz job right now. Seated in the sunset at the Forum, watching the bronze head of Reverend Latchett blaze with indignation at the disrespectful young protestors on Coolidge steps, Theo was absolutely certain he knew what was coming. The chairman was leading straight to that “word” he’d said earlier he wanted to have with his protégé. He would once again begin pleading with Theo to agree to run the Spitz Center.

			In this assumption, Theo was absolutely and horrendously wrong.

			The plump chairman wiped his glasses with his napkin. (A mistake, as the napkin was covered with sticky sugar.) He said, “Damn.” Then he cleared his throat nervously. “Theo. I’ll make the announcement tomorrow, but I wanted you to hear it personally. You know that Dr. Bridges has always been your strongest supporter.”

			Theo smiled patiently.

			“But, well, I’ve had to face the fact—and there was no way to convince Buddy Tupper you were exactly eager, when you weren’t…”

			Theo stopped doodling and stared at Bridges, who looked as if he were having gas pains, which was possible. “Is this about the Spitz Center?”

			The plump man patted his heart or intestines. “Well, yes. Remember that multimedia thing they offered Herbie Crawford’s wife? I have to hand it to Buddy on this one. He’s pulled off quite a coup.”

			“She’s coming?”

			“No, thank God. We would have never heard the end of History’s hideous gloating.” Bridges swiveled to shake his pudgy ﬁst at the I.M. Pei building. “No, but Buddy put a multimedia package together with Mr. Spitz, you know, the theater donor, and the upshot is we’re going to get something really major here. Theater, ﬁlm studies, television studio, an annual festival! Bigger than—”

			“Sounds fantastic, Norman, but I keep telling you, it’s just not my—”

			Bridges rushed ahead, hands dancing. “To run it, Spitz wanted, and Buddy and Mrs. Ludd wanted, somebody, well, a star. Now, the amazing thing is—”

			Theo began to suspect. “A star?”

			“The amazing thing is, they put out some feelers, made the approach…and, I’ve got to hand it to them, they think they’ve got him!”

			“Him?” It’s a sad fact of human nature that we don’t care to be rejected even by that which we are quite prepared to reject. Theo’s ﬁrst sensation was a spasm of hurt, a jab of envy. But all that might have been recovered from by bedtime, all that was nothing compared to the jolt that shook him at the two words he now heard like a hiss from the suddenly serpentine tongue of his old advocate.

			The words were, “Scottie Smith.”

			Theo’s coffee splashed. “Excuse me? Scottie Smith? The Broadway director?” Maybe he’d misheard; maybe Norman, whose face had turned into that of a leering python, had lost control of his lips.

			But no, there was no mistake. The cheerful ﬁend hissed on, repeating a name that had curdled Theo’s stomach for four years. “Yes! Yes! Scottie Smith. He’s in the magazines all the time. I think he’s only like thirty-two or so, about your age, but famous. He does all those high-concept interpretations? Othello as a minstrel show and Lady Windemere’s Fan at Attica prison.”

			“I know who he is. Dean Tupper wants to offer him a job here?”

			“And tentatively he’s said yes. Can you believe it? That was the phone call I had to take just now! I wasn’t at liberty to mention it before; it seemed so unlikely he’d agree. But he said he’d love it!” Bridges’s round pink face metamorphosed into that of a bloated pig as he talked on and on. “Says he can turn Cavendish into a combination Spoleto and Cannes. Scottie Smith! And he’ll have an appointment in English. He’ll be the third Ludd Chair. An incredible feather in our cap!”

			Theo sputtered, “But we didn’t vote for him.”

			Bridges brushed this airily aside. “Oh, the department will be thrilled. Besides, otherwise, the French get the chair. Still, I need you, Theo, as, you know, our other theater person, to make sure everybody understands what a remarkable catch Smith will be. Isn’t it remarkable?”

			Theo made a sound somewhat similar to speech.

			“What?”

			He tried again, gave up, and shook his head.

			Bridges leaned across the table. “Of course, we’ll make sure Smith won’t step on your toes, Theo. I mean, you’ll be doing your theater lecture courses like always. You can work it all out. He’ll do a playwriting workshop or something. Creative-type thing. Type of thing that doesn’t interest you…”

			“Scottie Smith said he’d come to Cavendish?”

			“Tentatively. Of course, there’re salary questions. Fall after next…Theo? I hope this hasn’t upset you.”

			Theo said, “No, of course not,” but it didn’t come out right.

			Bridges took on a defensive, truculent tone. “You said you weren’t interested in the Spitz…”

			Theo jerked himself back into focus. He stammered that he was ﬁne, surprised, that’s all. He’d have to think about Smith. Yes, a star was needed if what they wanted was a performing arts center. But Smith? Yes, to become the Southern Yale Rep would be a coup for Cavendish. But Smith?

			“Why do you keep saying ‘but Smith’? Do you know something about Scottie Smith? I realize you know the theater, Theo.”

			“Let me think,” said the drama professor. And he pleaded an evening engagement with Ford Rexford.

			Bridges fawned at the name. “You’ll tell Rexford about Smith, I hope?”

			“I certainly will.”

			Relieved by these assurances, Bridges walked the younger man to his bicycle, patting his arm from time to time along the way. The bike was chained in front of Ludd Hall. Among the clutter of fluttering posters stapled to the kiosk, there was one announcing auditions tonight for the Cavendish Faculty Drama Club’s spring musical. Guys and Dolls. Theo winced at the sign. As a child, he must have sat through a half-dozen productions of Guys and Dolls. Dr. Bridges winced too, because his wife always played a role in these productions, leaving him during the weeks of apparently nonstop rehearsals to eat his way through an international series of microwave gourmet dinners.

			Before pedaling off, Theo agreed to pass on to Ford Rexford an invitation to join the Bridgeses for dinner on any date that suited him. Then the chairman waddled away to search for his station wagon, which—despite its distinctive virginia is for lovers bumper sticker glued there by his wife—he always had trouble locating.

			As Theo biked furiously back home, he reminded himself that, after all, Norman Bridges was innocent, that Norman had no way of knowing that some years ago, Theo Ryan had spent his summer in a playwrighting workshop in the Berkshires, where for ﬁve unresting weeks he’d rendered his heart and cleaved his soul into the form of a three-act play about Walter Raleigh which he’d called Foolscap. Norman had never seen the frayed manuscript in Theo’s bottom desk drawer, had never deciphered the short red scrawl of the workshop’s celebrity teacher that bled across the ﬁnal page.

			Nice moments, but not ready for prime time. Americans shouldn’t try this sort of thing anyhow.

			 Best of luck, Scottie Smith

			How many times had Theo heard the words shriek from the page? He heard them now in the weak screech of his bike chain as his legs, deadened weights, heavily pushed at the pedals. He heard them in the grating chitter of birds in ugly trees and in the whine of car tires on the pale street as he climbed the long steep hill toward home.

			There is a far-off sound as if out of the sky, the sound of a snapped string, dying away, sad. A stillness falls, and there is only the thud of an axe on a tree, far away in the cherry orchard.

			Thought Theo.

			{The curtain slowly descends.}

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Flourish

			What is our life? A play of passion.

			 —Sir Walter Raleigh

			When Hamlet met the Ghost, the kingly specter said, “Mark me.”

			And the Prince of Denmark said, “I will.”

			When Theo Ryan met Joshua “Ford” Rexford, the great playwright said, “You’re damn big for a Jew.”

			And Theo replied, “Well, to tell you the truth, I thought you’d be a whole lot bigger.”

			Rexford grinned at him. He said, “I am.”

			“I know,” nodded Theo.

			“How’s that?”

			“I teach your plays.”

			“That’s a damn funny thing to do to plays—teach ’em.”

			The two men met because Cavendish University was near the once-fashionable mountain resort of Tilting Rock, North Carolina. And in Tilting Rock was the hunting lodge to which America’s most famous living playwright had suddenly retired for a rest. A lanky, liquor-gutted man with bowed-out legs, gray hair, and droopy-lidded, very blue eyes, Ford Rexford appeared, at ﬁrst sight, to need a rest. He barely resembled at all the young tousled Texan playwright in jeans who’d squinted out from a 1949 cover of Life—as gorgeous as a cowboy movie star. Theo had for years kept a framed copy of that Life cover on the wall of his study; and there was no denying he was disappointed by his ﬁrst sight in the flesh of the four-time Tony, three-time Pulitzer Prize winner.

			It was Theo’s parents who had arranged his meeting with Rexford. The Ryans, native New Yorkers—convinced that their son would wither from loneliness down in the southern wilds—were always culling their vast Rolodex for anyone who might know somebody crazy enough to move anywhere near Rome, North Carolina. They had never “played those hills”—was there even anything besides that outdoor pageant about Daniel Boone down there to play?—and they imagined their only child living on the set for Tobacco Road.

			For years, the Ryans had known a man named Bernard Bittermann, whose father had done character parts on the Borscht circuit. As it happened, Bittermann was Ford Rexford’s business manager. So when the Ryans mentioned that Theo was now a drama professor living only thirty miles from his client’s retreat, Bittermann gave them the great man’s phone number. Knowing they couldn’t trust Theo to “follow up” on this opportunity (they were always telling him to call on strangers and he never did it), they phoned the playwright themselves, describing Theo lavishly as a passionate worshipper of every word of Rexford’s work. To their delight, Rexford had said he was already an admirer of their son’s book on Shakespeare’s clowns, and he’d immediately invited the young professor over to Tilting Rock for a dinner of bootleg alcohol, turnip greens in fatback, squirrel stew, and peach pie.

			That ﬁrst evening, Theo (unused to 200-proof grain alcohol) did things that caused him at ﬁve in the morning to leap out of his bed hyperventilating. They were the very things that started Ford Rexford thinking about the young scholar as his authorized biographer. First of all, Theo, drunk before he knew it, recited a soliloquy from Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, then put on a Fred Astaire record and tap danced (which he hadn’t done since last on stage with his parents—in a stock company production of George M!). At midnight, Rexford drove him to a bar named Cherokee’s, where Theo was cheered for his rendition of “Blue Bayou.” At 2:00 a.m., they went waterskiing out on a lake where the playwright broke his arm. It was the kind of evening that was known to appeal to Ford Rexford.

			Over the next year, their relationship (despite Theo’s subsequent sobriety) deepened. Rexford consoled him about the loss of the art historian, or at least suggested she was no real loss. Eventually, the playwright began writing a new play about a young drama teacher. Eventually, Theo began writing the playwright’s life, and two years after their ﬁrst meeting, he had ﬁnished four hundred pages of this “ofﬁcial critical biography.” Even so, he had only reached the year 1944, when his subject was still a nineteen-year-old grunt in World War II ﬁlching scotch from his C.O.’s footlocker in Palermo, with few thoughts about writing so much as a one-act. In fact, according to the playwright’s lurid recollections recorded by Theo on ﬁve dozen tape cassettes, in his youth Ford Rexford hadn’t shown the slightest intimation that he’d ever think about a thing in his life except (as the great man had phrased it for Theo the day they met): “Hooch, cooze, and rhythm ’n’ blues.”

			No denying, Theo had been disappointed by that original meeting, by what he’d seen, and by what he’d heard burbling out of the mouth of the nation’s Chekhov. It had been difﬁcult to connect this scatological sot, who indiscriminately slurred gentiles, Jews, women, men, children, and animals, with the author of sixteen wise, large-hearted three-act plays, and dozens of wonderful one-act plays, glorifying them all. At that ﬁrst meeting, Rexford had looked spent and shrunk, too battered a vessel to hold ordinary good sense, much less any wise-hearted insights. Two years later, he didn’t look much better. Still, he was only sixty-six, and while, in his phrase, he’d “packed a shitload of boogying” into those three score and six, and indeed did seem as decayed as a compost heap these days, he had, he said, no intention of really retiring. He fully expected to make a comeback and “wipe his worn-out backside on Broadway” once again.

			“Retire” was merely Rexford’s euphemism for run away. He’d run away to the mountains from his producers, who wanted their large advance back; from his psychiatrist, who wanted to have him committed to a sanatorium after collecting from him seventeen thousand dollars for more than three years of triweekly sessions (half of which the playwright had failed to attend). He’d run away from the police, who wanted to question him about shooting his fourth (now ex) wife; and from his fourth ex-wife, a mediocre actress with remarkable physical assets, who wanted to “sue the redneck s.o.b.” for shooting at her.

			Rexford’s hunting lodge near Tilting Rock was one of the many retreats his frazzled business manager, Bernard Bittermann, had bought him over the years as a tax dodge (some of which he then had been forced to sell fast because of yet another of the writer’s sudden cash-flow emergencies—like that bad roulette run in Reno in ’63 or that palimony suit in ’79). Sometimes, Bittermann would sit up nights in the kitchen of his brownstone in Brooklyn Heights and add on his machine the millions of dollars squandered by “the ignoramus” (as he called the man the MacArthur Foundation called “the ﬁnest genius of the American theater”). The, yes, millions squandered in forty years of indiscriminate profligacy—all gone, including the generous grant from the MacArthur Foundation. Sometimes, staring at those ﬁgures would make the Republican C.P.A. toy theoretically with the notion of justiﬁable embezzlement.

			In the sixties alone, Rexford had earned $12,543,768.22. After all, as Bittermann explained with leaden sarcasm to his wife, when you have four hits running on Broadway simultaneously, at 6 percent of the box-ofﬁce gross, you earn over ﬁfty thousand a week from one city alone; when you then sell all four of those plays to theaters in every city in the world civilized enough to have a theater, and to book publishers in every country in the world literate enough to have publishers, and to Hollywood, well, you need a lot of lodges for tax dodges.

			“Bernie! You made a rhyme!” gaily said Bittermann’s wife, but the C.P.A. scowled at her. He preferred numbers to words. And as far as he could tell, Rexford had no head for numbers, or much else in the “real world.” The writer had even had to call in the middle of the night to ask where exactly this particular hunting lodge of his was located. At the same time, he’d warned Bittermann—under hazard of his returning to New York to “saw your cojones off with a hoof-ﬁle”—not to tell another soul where he’d gone, including his mother-fucked, head-diddling, bull pizzle of a shrink, and the fart-bloated, slab-brained cops.

			“Including your wife?” asked the C.P.A.

			“That central sieve of the city’s sewers!” said Rexford, and slammed down the phone. Or dropped it.

			Packing garbage bags with manuscripts and Wild Turkey, the playwright had then driven nonstop to North Carolina in a rental car, a new deluxe Lincoln Continental, which he’d neglected to turn in for so long that the business manager was obliged to buy it outright for him (the rental agency didn’t want it back anyhow, considering what it looked and smelled like by then); Bittermann also had had to pay off speeding tickets impressively collected from six separate states within a seven-hour span.

			Ford Rexford’s ﬁrst sight of the natural landmark for which the town of Tilting Rock was named, as it suddenly loomed out above the highway when he rounded a curve, scared him into thinking he had the D.T.s again. (That’s when the Lincoln had suffered the most severe body damage.) The discovery that he had moved to a “dry county,” an expression he wasn’t familiar with, was even more terrifying. All one could buy in public in Tilting was beer and wine; and Rexford drank beer and wine only when he was on the wagon. He almost turned around and drove straight back to Manhattan.

			Instead, the writer had passed the evening at Cherokee’s, a local roadside dive where he’d been introduced to the ﬁrst of the three solaces which soon proved so pleasant he’d settled into a bucolic contentment that had now lasted for two years. It was the longest he’d ever stayed anywhere since he’d run away from home at fourteen after seducing a married choir singer in the Pentecostal church where his father was the minister.

			That ﬁrst solace was a beautiful and strong-willed twenty-ﬁve-year-old woman named Rhodora Potts, lead singer with a honky-tonk combo playing at Cherokee’s called the Dead Indians. The second was Rhodora’s brother, T.W. Potts, who manufactured excellent whisky in his cowshed. The third solace was Theo Ryan.

			Between them, Theo and the Potts siblings carried the jaded writer back to the simple days of his childhood in rural Texas. With their help, he moved into his yellow pine lodge in the hollow of a pretty little mountain he appeared to own, and which he renamed Rhodora in Miss Potts’s honor. There he slept under patchwork quilts, rolled his Bull Durham, clogged at the V.F.W. Post until he broke his ankle, raised his own chickens until they ran off, and sat up nights on the porch watching owls eat mice. T.W. Potts took him hunting for deer and bear, and kept him (after the initial binge had subsided) down to a half pint a day. Theo took him to his writing desk. Rhodora took him, he said, to paradise and back.

			Best of all, from Rexford’s business manager’s point of view, he wasn’t spending any money; there was not much to spend it on in Tilting Rock. Back in Manhattan, Bittermann and three lawyers were able to buy off the psychiatrist and stall the producers by claiming Rexford was locked up in a sanatorium working night and day on his best play ever. They were able to get the assault charges dropped, and to settle out of court with their client’s ex-wife number four by pointing out that she’d stabbed Rexford with a letter opener before he’d shot her (which was true) and by threatening to tell the police about her cocaine habit. They’d also agreed to a generous alimony settlement, including all foreign royalties on Desert Slow Dance, and the penthouse. On the phone to Tilting Rock, Bittermann had offered the writer the choice between the penthouse and letting Mrs. Rexford have the lead in the upcoming London production of Her Pride of Place. Rexford said he’d rather lose the apartment. He added, “But if I ever write a one-woman show for a douchebag cocksucker, tell her she can come try out for the part using a rusted muffler off an old Chevy truck.”

			Unlike Theo, the business manager no longer paid much attention to his famous client’s foulmouthed badinage; once it had offended him; now it just sounded like Rexfordese, the way other clients sounded Japanese or Bostonian. So all he said on the phone then was, “Well, you better think of writing something, Ford. And soon. I’m doing my best, but you don’t—”

			“Don’t shit a shitkicker, Bernie. Been socking my dough away in Switzerland all these years, is that it? Been off snorting cocaine, off muff-diving for poontang?”

			The manager, who had spent a good part of all those years trying his best to keep Ford Rexford out of bankruptcy and/or jail, took a deep breath and let the air boil out the sides of his mouth. “At your current rate, and without any sudden additional expenses, you’ll last six months—”

			“Whoa! A goddamn minute ago, Paramount wanted to buy Bunches of Roses.”

			“True.” Bernie Bittermann, a man of discipline, went on adding numbers as he talked. “But, Ford, you don’t own Bunches of Roses. Your ﬁrst wife owns Bunches of Roses. Your sister Ruth owns Maiden Name. Your third wife owns The Valley of the Shadow. Your agent owns Preacher’s Boy. Your son Pawnee owns The Long Way Home, or did until he sold it. As I keep endeavoring to make clear, you own very few rights to very few of your plays. You have bribed with, made gifts of, bartered away, or sold off almost everything you’ve ever written. Can you understand that?”

			“Well, fuck.”

			Yet, while the manager took this stern stance with his client, he privately felt rather encouraged by the end of the second “mountain year.” There was no income, true, but there was considerably less outgo. And if Ford would only stay put, maybe he’d even ﬁnish writing something new. “America’s National Treasure” (according to the Pulitzer committee) presumably hadn’t written a word for a solid year after (as far as Theo could reconstruct the sequence from Ford’s narration) the following had happened within a six-day period: he’d found his fourth wife embracing her personal trainer, and was knocked cold when he attacked this large, physically ﬁt individual; his new play, Out of Bounds, opened, was panned by the Times, and closed; in Sardi’s, his younger son, Pawnee, publicly renounced him forever (his older son, Josh Jr., had done the same twenty years earlier); his fourth wife found him in the Jacuzzi with the show’s leading lady, and tried to electrocute them both; she then changed the locks on their penthouse, and boasted through the chain that, the night before, she’d tossed his computer containing his only copies of A Waste of Spirit (his play in progress) off the balcony into the trafﬁc on Central Park West, twenty floors below; she then stabbed him when he shot the lock off the penthouse door in order to see if she’d really thrown out his computer (she had); he shot at his fourth wife; his lawyer kept him waiting in jail overnight; his psychiatrist tried to have him committed; and a parking garage accidentally gave his Ferrari to somebody else.

			As, in a more peaceful mood, cuddled on the porch swing with Rhodora Potts, Rexford had summed it up for her and Theo, it had been, “Lord, boys and girls, just one of those real bad weeks.”

			But by the end of mountain-year two, Bernie Bittermann had begun to hope that down there in that dry county, far from temptation, Ford Rexford could make a full moral, physical, artistic (and consequently, a full ﬁnancial) comeback. For the physical regeneration, Bittermann counted on Rhodora Potts. For the artistic recovery, he counted on Theo Ryan.

			Now, despite what Theo’s parents had said, it wasn’t true that he knew every word of Rexford’s work by heart, or that he “worshipped” the work. And he certainly didn’t worship the man—even before he’d met him. But it was true that Theo believed in his bones that Joshua “Ford” Rexford’s plays were as good, at times, as plays ever got. What became clear after he met the man was that Rexford didn’t know when those times were. Or at least he behaved as if he didn’t. He behaved as if he couldn’t read, much less write.

			A scholar trained in current critical theories, Theo knew that any objectives of that human creature, the writer, were entirely beside the point, that the text’s intentions were irrelevant and the author was absolutely a goner—as dead to the modern world as God—with no more authority over creation than a rose has over its scent. Still, deep in Theo’s bones, tradition pulled; he hankered for meaning and purpose. He was troubled by Plato’s notion of the artist-as-divine-moron; he was annoyed by that recent play in which Mozart came across as a lewd, giggling, imbecilic conduit for the divine harmonies of the universe. Was it really plausible that Shakespeare could have been as dumb as Shaw thought him? Was it conceivable that Michelangelo didn’t have a clue as to what the David was going to end up looking like? Could anyone ever seriously believe that Jane Austen might be stupid?

			But Ford Rexford, the man who’d written with such understanding and admiration about the Mexican family in The Valley of the Shadow, how could he possibly tell those sophomoric, racist jokes? How could the man who’d written Preacher’s Boy—a play that made fathers and sons all over the world weep to reconcile—have so irrevocably abandoned his own father and so alienated his own sons? How could the man who’d written Desert Slow Dance, that wonderful love song to women, have failed so miserably in four marriages? Surely Rexford was joking when he claimed that Bunches of Roses was “just about having some fun while the gettin’s good,” and that he couldn’t recall what The Long Way Home was about. It was almost enough to reconcile Theo to the worst excesses of modern criticism. Better that the poet have nothing to say about the poem, better that the plays be snatched by the critical midwife at the moment of delivery, than that fecund fools like Ford Rexford be allowed to bring them up.

			That’s what Theo Ryan had thought when he’d ﬁrst met the man whose biography he now appeared to know better than the subject himself. And that’s what he still thought two years later, when already in a bad mood on this sunny afternoon, late April in the Carolina mountains, he rode his bicycle wobbling up the gravel drive to his small house near the campus of Cavendish University.

			For ﬁrst he saw the battered, mud-splattered gold Lincoln by (or rather, on) his lawn, then he spotted Ford Rexford urinating off the side of his porch, just missing his careful beds of new blooming tulips and daffodils.
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