

	[image: image]







Blue Angel


[image: 1]


a novel


Francine Prose


[image: 1]










To Howie








Contents


Swenson waits for his students to complete their private




As always, getting out of class, Swenson feels like an innocent




Swenson dreams that his daughter, Ruby, has called to say




Adam Bees souped up the cappuccino machine so he can yank




Swenson springs up the belltower stairs in an energized mood




Dinners a celebration. Of sorts. Sherries cars been fixed




Expecting Magda to be a few minutes late, Swenson arrives a




The last sighting of Elijah Eustons ghost took place in the




As Dean Francis Bentham opens the door of his Main Street




A bad sign: leaving the Benthams, Sherrie hurries ahead and




On Saturday morning of parents weekend, Swenson passes...




The discussion of Makeeshas story goes reasonably well




Home early, Sherries cooking thin chicken cutlets, breaded,




Swenson hardly sleeps all night. Shouldnt he wake Sherrie and




Swenson checks the mailbox. Nothing. Well, not nothing,




No one said it would be easy, teaching a class five days after




As soon as Swenson walks into the classroom he senses




The protocol for Rubys visit has been as elaborately




Swenson finds the restaurant, a full half-hour early, driven




Sitting in the LaGuardia departure area, Swenson opens his




Three sharp taps rattle the glass on his office door. Hed know




The deans office always makes Swenson think of some




Sherrie stays for two weeks, fourteen days that seem longer




On the night before the hearing, Sherrie calls and says, This






ABOUT THE AUTHOR




RAVES




ALSO BY FRANCINE PROSE




CREDITS




COPYRIGHT




ABOUT THE PUBLISHER











Swenson waits for his students to complete their private rituals, adjusting zippers and caps, arranging the pens and notebooks so painstakingly chosen to express their tender young selves, the fidgety ballets that signal their weekly submission and reaffirm the social compact to be stuck in this room for an hour without real food or TV. He glances around the seminar table, counts nine; good, everyones here, then riffles through the manuscript theyre scheduled to discuss, pauses, and says, Is it my imagination, or have we been seeing an awful lot of stories about humans having sex with animals?


The students stare at him, appalled. He cant believe he said that. His pathetic stab at humor sounded precisely like what it was: a question hed dreamed up and rehearsed as he walked across North Quad, past the gothic graystone cloisters, the Founders Chapel, the lovely two-hundred-year-old maples just starting to drop the orange leaves that lie so thickly on the cover of the Euston College viewbook. Hed hardly noticed his surroundings, so blindly focused was he on the imminent challenge of leading a class discussion of a student story in which a teenager, drunk and frustrated after a bad date with his girlfriend, rapes an uncooked chicken by the light of the family fridge.


How is Swenson supposed to begin? What he really wants to ask is: Was this story written expressly to torment me? What little sadist thought it would be fun to watch me tackle the technical flaws of a story that spends two pages describing how the boy cracks the chickens rib cage to better fit the slippery visceral cavity around his throbbing hard-on? But Danny Liebman, whose story it is, isnt out to torture Swenson. Hed just wanted something interesting for his hero to do.


Slouched over, or sliding under, the seminar table, the students gaze at Swenson, their eyes as opaque and lidded as the eyes of the chicken whose plucked head the hero turns to face him during their late-night kitchen romance. But chickens in suburban refrigerators are generally headless. Swenson makes a mental note to mention this detail later.


I dont get it, says Carlos Ostapcek. What other stories about animals? Carlos always starts off. Ex-navy, ex-reform school, hes the alpha male, the only student whos ever been anywhere except inside a classroom. As it happens, hes the only male student, not counting Danny.


What stories is Swenson talking about? He suddenly cant recall. Maybe it was some other year, another class completely. Hes been having too many moments like this: a door slams shut behind him and his mind disappears. Is this early Alzheimers? Hes only forty-seven. Only forty-seven? What happened in the heartbeat since he was his students age?


Maybe his problems the muggy heat, bizarre for late September, El Nio dumping a freak monsoon all over northern Vermont. His classroomhigh in the college bell toweris the hottest spot on campus. And this past summer, workmen painted the windows shut. Swenson has complained to Buildings and Grounds, but theyre too busy fixing sidewalk holes that could result in lawsuits.


Is something wrong, Professor Swenson? Claris Williams inclines her handsome head, done this week in bright rows of coiled dyed-orange snails. Everyone, including Swenson, is a little in love with, and scared of, Claris, possibly because she combines such intelligent sweetness with the glacial beauty of an African princess turned supermodel.


Why do you ask? says Swenson.


You groaned, Claris says. Twice.



Nothings wrong. Swensons groaning in front of his class. Doesnt that prove nothings wrong? And if you call me Professor again, Ill fail you for the semester.


Claris stiffens. Relax! Its only a joke! Euston students call teachers by their first names, thats what Euston parents pay twenty-eight thousand a year for. But some kids cant make themselves say Ted, the scholarship students like Carlos (who does an end run around it by calling him Coach), the Vermont farm kids like Jonelle, the black students like Claris and Makeesha, the ones least likely to be charmed by his jokey threats. Euston hardly has any students like that, but this fall, for some reason, theyre all in Swensons class.


Last week they discussed Clariss story about a girl who accompanies her mother on a job cleaning a rich womans house, an eerily convincing piece that moved from hilarity to horror as it chronicled the havoc wreaked by the maid stumbling through the rooms, chugging Thunderbird wine, until the horrified child watches her tumble downstairs.


The students were speechless with embarrassment. They all assumed, as did Swenson, that Clariss story was maybe not literal truth, but painfully close to the facts. At last, Makeesha Davis, the only other black student, said she was sick of stories in which sisters were always messed up on dope or drunk or selling their booty or dead.


Swenson argued for Claris. Hed dragged in Chekhov to tell the class that the writer need not paint a picture of an ideal world, but only describe the actual world, without sermons, without judgment. As if his students give a shit about some dead Russian that Swenson ritually exhumes to support his loser opinions. And yet just mentioning Chekhov made Swenson feel less alone, as if he were being watched over by a saint who wouldnt judge him for the criminal fraud of pretending that these kids could be taught what Swensons pretending to teach them. Chekhov would see into his heart and know that he sincerely wished he could give his students what they want: talent, fame, money, a job.


After the workshop on her story, Claris stayed to talk. Swenson had groped for some tactful way to tell her that he knew what it was like to write autobiographically and have people act as if it were fiction. After all, his own second novelAs hard as this is to believe, he hadnt realized how painful his childhood was until his novel about it was published, and he read about it in reviews.


But before he could enchant her with the story of his rotten childhood and his fabulous career, Claris let him know: Her mom is a high school principal. Not a drunken domestic. Well, shed certainly fooled Swenson, and done a job on the class. Couldnt she have dropped a hint and relieved the tension so thick that it was a relief to move on to Carloss story about a dreamy Bronx kid with a crush on his neighbor, a tender romance shattered when the heros friend describes peeping through the neighbors window and seeing her fellate a German shepherd?


That was the other story about animal sex. Swenson hasnt imagined it, and now he remembers the one before that: Jonelle Brevards story about a Vermont farm wife whose husband keeps calling out his favorite cows name in his sleep. Three animal sex stories, and the terms just begun.


Your story, for one, Carlos. Was I imagining the German shepherd?


Oof, says Carlos. I guess I forgot. The class laughssly, indulgent. They know why Carlos repressed it. The discussion of his story had devolved into a shouting match about sicko male fantasies of female sexuality.


This class has only been meeting five weeks, and already they share private jokes and passionate debates. Really, its a good class. Theyre inspiring each other. Theres more energy in this bestiality thing than in years of tepid fiction about dating mishaps or kids with divorced dysfunctional parents drying out from eighties cocaine habits. Swenson should be grateful for student work with any vitality, any life. So why should he insist on seeing these innocent landscapes of their hearts and souls as minefields to pick his way through?


Why? Because they are minefields. Let his colleagues try this. The ones who think its easyno lengthy texts, no lectures, no exams to grade. The ones who envy him this classroom with its panoramic campus viewlet them open those windows before some student faints. Let them spend class knowing their careers depend on finding a way to chat about bestiality so that no ones feelings get hurt. Its not as if someone couldnt write a brilliant story about a young man finding solace with a chicken. A geniuslets say, Chekhovcould produce a work of genius. But its unlikely that Danny will. And for this class to pretend that Danny can turn his dead chicken into art should be an actionable offense.


The room has fallen silent. Has someone asked a question? Its come to seem possible that Swenson could just lose it and sit there, mute, while the class watches to see what happens next. When he first started teaching, hed settled for nothing less than the whole class falling in love with him. Now hes content to get through the hour without major psychic damage.


Uh. Swenson smiles. Where were we? I must have blinked out. The students laughs are forgiving. Swenson is one of them. Their chemistry teachers dont blink out, or dont admit it. Alcohol and drugs have taught the kids about consciousness lapses. Quick, inclusive half-smiles all around, then Danny says, Do you think wecould we talk about my story?


Of course. Sorry, says Swenson. What did the rest of you think? What did you like? What engaged you? Long silence. Who wants to begin?


Begin? No one wants to be here. Swenson doesnt blame them. They look like cartoon characters hearing birdies tweet. Swenson was raised a Quaker. He can handle silence.


At last, Meg Ferguson says, I liked how honest it was about how most guys cant tell the difference between making love to a woman and screwing a dead chicken.


Well! Swenson says. Yes, sir. Thats certainly a beginning. Thank you, Meg, for breaking the ice.


Theres never any predicting. Swenson would have guessed that Meg would see the story as a hateful celebration of phallic dominance imposing itself on a defenseless bird.



The guys never answer Meg directly. They let a moderate woman start, then they jump in. Shy Nancy Patrikis, who has a crush on Danny Liebman, says, Thats not what the storys about. The boy cares about his girlfriend. And she really hurts him. So hes, like, taking it out on the chicken.


Yo, Meg, says Carlos, trust me. Guys can tell the difference between sex with a woman and sex with a chicken.


You better hope so, girlfriend, says Makeesha. Otherwise we all be in trouble.


Excuse me, says Swenson. Do you think we could find our way back from the males lack of sexual discrimination to discussing Dannys story?


I thought it was disgusting. Courtney Alcott purses her lips, meticulously outlined with dark brown and filled in with pale pink. Courtney is Boston Brahmin. Back Bay Barbie, Swenson thinks. Her homegirl makeup and fashion statement, a misguided protest against the fresh-faced Euston tree-huggers, annoy Makeesha and Claris.


Disgusting Swenson ruminates. Could anyone be moreexact?


Courtney says, That part where Danny did it to the chicken.


Its not lost on anyone that Courtney said Danny instead of Ryan, the characters name.


Ryan, says Swenson. The character


Whatever, Courtney says.


Not whatever, says Swenson. It matters. I dont think Danny wants us to think he did that to a chicken.


Well, he thought about doing it to a chicken, says Meg. Otherwise he wouldnt have put it in the story.


Thinking isnt doing, Swenson hears himself starting to lecture. Mystery writers arent murderers. Necessarily. And weve gotten into trouble whenever weve assumed that the character is a stand-in for the writer.


When did they get into trouble like that? Then they remember: Claris. The little girl and the cleaning lady. Everyone looks at Claris, a situation she defuses by hauling the conversation back to Dannys work.


Iliked the story? Claris says. The last part just came as a shock? I mean, that scene in the kitchen kind of came out of nowhere.


Theres an agreeing murmur, as always when Claris speaks. The students are swayed by her persuasive chemistry of intuition, authority, and common sense. Swenson should just go home and let her run the class.


In that case, says Swenson, what does one do to make the last scene seem less shocking? No matter what, its going to bea surprise. But it should be plausible and shouldnt, as Claris sayshe quotes the students whenever he can, it gives everyone a positive feeling of partnership in a group projectappear to come out of nowhere. If, in fact, you think that it doescome out of nowhere.


Swenson suddenly cant recall very much about the piece except for a few disgusting details. Occasionally hell suggest another ending for a story, only to have the students look puzzled until someone gently informs him that the story already ends with the event hes suggested. Well, no wonder he thought of it.


I dont know exactly, says Nancy. Id maybe change the boys character so we know hes the kind of person who could do something like that.


The class can get behind this. Thats precisely whats needed. Connect the maverick chicken-rapist with the seemingly normal Long Island teen who, in the story, takes his girlfriend out for pizza. During the meal she tells him that shes met an older guy who works at a Northern Italian trattoria in Manhattan. She says that this new guy invited her to stop by his place, where hell serve her their signature dish, polenta with mushrooms (You hate mushrooms, the hero says, in the storys best line) and steak grilled over an open fire.


Make the kid moreviolent, suggests Meg. Do we see the waitress in the pizza place? Make him be mean to the waitress. So then later when he goes home



Swenson glances at Danny, who has that stupefied look students get when their work is being discussed and, to compound the ritual sadism, they are not allowed to speak. Danny is the boy in his story. He would never mistreat a waitress.


Is that our sense of the character? Swenson throws a line out to the drowning Danny. Someone with a mean streak? Or


Listen! says Nancy. What ifwhat if his date orders chicken at the pizza place? Or better yetwhat if the fancy dish the older guy promises her isnt steak butchicken? So that when the kid comes home later anddoes that to the chicken, hes really getting back at the girl and the older guy


Yesss! says Carlos Ostapcek.


You go, girl! cries Makeesha.


Interesting, says Claris. The others are practically cheering. Danny grins, then beams at Nancy, who smiles back. Danny feels hes written a story that only needed this minor adjustment to reveal its secret identity as a work of genius. He cant wait to go back to his dorm and scroll it up on his computer.


Swenson thinks its a lousy suggestion. Obvious, fake, schematic.O. Henry high school shit. You dont order chicken in a pizza joint, you dont molest poultry just because your rivals restaurant serves it. But its always tricky when the entire class approves some damaging improvement. Then Swenson can either keep silent or play the snobbish elitist spoiler. So what if hes the teacher? Why should his stupid opinion matter? Do you all agree with that? Please, wont somebody say no?


I think it sucks, a high voice pipes up, and they all turn toward Angela Argo.


Angela Argo hasnt talked in class since the start of the semester when they went around the room awkwardly saying their names. A skinny, pale redhead with neon-orange and lime-green streaks in her hair and a delicate, sharp-featured face pierced in a half-dozen places, Angela (despite the heat) wears a black leather motorcycle jacket and an arsenal of chains, dog collars, and bracelets.


The quiet ones always spook Swenson. God knows what theyre thinking. But the metallic Angela is a special pain in the ass. Because she never speaks, and restricts her commentary to eloquent, disruptive squirming and sighing, her presence is a lit firecracker sparking in their midst. Swenson can hardly look at her because of the facial piercing. Now she rat-tats a spiked ring against the edge of the table.


Angela, are you saying that to rewrite the story that way wouldsuck? asks Swenson, reflexively ironic and reflexively sorry. What if Angela thinks hes mimicking her and retreats again into silence?


It would suck big-time, Angela says.


Precisely at that moment, they feel the seismic tremor, the middle-ear pressure change that warns them, seconds in advance: the bells are going to ring. The Euston bells are in the cupola just above them. When they ring the hour, halfway through Swensons class, the slow funereal chiming vibrates in the bones. Conversation stops. Let the professors who covet this classroomwho hear the bells ringing sweetly from across the campusdeal with this every week.


The students reflexively check their watches, then look sheepishly at Swenson for direction: their teacher whose puny power has been trumped by two hunks of swinging bronze. Sometimes Swenson smiles, or shrugs, or makes a gun with his fingers and shoots the tolling bells. Today he looks at Angela, as if to keep her there. As soon as its quiet, he wants her to continue where she left off and rescue Dannyas Swenson cannotfrom further ruining his story. But he cant predict what shell say. Hes never seen a line of her writing or heard her express an opinion. Maybe shell tell Danny to rewrite the story from the chickens point of view. But at least shes swimming against the tide and may create an eddy into which Swenson can jump and stem the flood rushing Danny to wreck what little hes got. As long as Swenson isnt the only one to ruin the collective good mood with his know-it-all pronouncements. After all, what does he know? Hes only published two novels, the second of which was so critically successful that even now, ten years later, hes still asked, though more rarely, to give readings and write reviews.



The bells strike twice for each hour. Each time, the students flinch.


Swenson stares at Angela, who stares back, neither curious nor challenging, combative nor seductive, which is partly why he can look at her with the whole class watching. Nor does he see her, exactly, but just allows his slightly out-of-focus gaze to linger on her until he senses restlessness in the room and notices that the bells have stopped.


Angela? You were telling us?


Angela stares at her hands, twisting a ring on one finger, then moves on to another ring, twists that one, five maddening fingers on one hand, five more on the other.


I dont know, she says. I guess I think the best thingthe one good thingis that the end is so weird and unexpected. Isnt that the point? Anyone could do something like this. You dont have to be crazy, or have some babe ditch you for a waiter who serves Northern Italian chicken. Heres this loser on a date with a dorky girl, and he goes home miserable. And theres this chicken. And he just does it. Guys are always surprising themselves, doing crazy shit even though they dont think theyre the kind of guys who would do crazy shit like that.


Excuse me, Angela, says Carlos. Most guys would not poke a chicken


Carlos, says Angela, darkly, trust me. I know what most guys would do.


From what authority does Angela speak? Is this some kind of sexual boasting? Its best that Swenson not even try to decipher the code in which his students are transmitting.


Is something going on here? Something Im not getting? He feels them pulling together to screen their world from him. Hes the teacher, theyre the students: a distinction they like to blur, then make again, as needed.


Moving right along, he says, I think Angelas right. If Dannys storys not going to be just apsychiatric case study of a guy who could go home andwell, we know what he does. The strongest story makes us see how we could be that kid, how the world looks through that kids eyes. The reason he does it is not because his girlfriend has eaten chicken, or because her new boyfriend servesas Angela saysNorthern Italian chicken, but because hes there and the chickens there. Circumstance, destiny, chance. We begin to see ourselves in him, the ways in which hes like us.


The students are awake now. Hes pulled this class out of the fire, redeemed this shaky enterprise theyre shoring up together. Hes promised them improvement. Hes shown them how to improve. The angriest, the most resistant think theyve gotten their moneys worth. And Swensons given them something, a useful skill, a gift. Even if they dont become writers, its a way of seeing the worldeach fellow human a character to be entered and understood. All of us potential chicken-rapists. Dostoyevskian sinners.


All right. Slowly Swenson comes to. For a second, the edges of things buckle and shimmer lightly. And there, among the funhouse curves, is Claris Williams, glaring.


What is Clariss problem? Did she miss the fact that Swensons just kicked things up to a whole other level? Oh, right. It was Claris who suggested that the end of the story be tied down, like a rogue balloon, to the beginning. And now Swenson, with Angelas help, has not merely contradicted Claris but done so with a slashing incision thats transcended the timid microsurgery of the workshop.


Well, Swenson backtracks, no one can tell the writer what to do. Danny will have to see for himself whatever works for him. Hes so glad to have gotten through this that he cant bother much about their failure to agree on one thing that might help Dannys story. He starts to put his papers away. The students do the same. Above the squeaking of chairs Swenson shouts, Hey, wait. Whats the schedule? Whose storys up next week?


Angela Argo raises her hand. He would never have guessed. Students tend to get very tactfulhesitant to make enemiesthe week before their own work is to be discussed.


Have you got it with you? Swenson asks. We need to copy and distribute



No. Angelas almost whispering. Its not exactly finished. Do you think I can come talk to you? During your office hours tomorrow?


Absolutely! booms Swenson. Office hours tomorrow? He schedules two conferences with each student per semester, though actually, hed rather not go into his office at all. Hed rather be home writing. Trying to write. If he has to be in his office, he likes to sit and think. Or jerk off, or make long distance calls on the colleges nickel.


Of course, he cant tell the class that. He wants the students to see him as generous, givingon their side. And he wants to be, he used to be, when he first started teaching. Well, anywayhe owes Angela for bailing him out, for helping him divert the class from the wipeout toward which it was heading.


Swenson says, What time are my office hours? Someone remind me, please.


Tomorrow morning, Nancy Patrikis says.


I have morning office hours? says Swenson. Are we positive about that?


Thats what it says on your office door. Dannys happy to play along, hes so thrilled that the class is over.


Clearly, theres no avoiding it. All right, Angela. See you at nine.


See you, Angelahalf out the doorcalls back over her shoulder.


On his way out, Carlos punches Swensons upper arm and says, Hey, Coach. Thanks. Good class. Nancy and Danny find each otherits like Noahs Ark. Claris and Makeesha leave together, apparently reconciled since Makeesha criticized the politics of Clariss latest story. The disenfranchised Carlos with the feminist Meg, the furious first-family Courtney with the furious farm-girl Jonelle. Everyones in a fabulous mood.


A tide of satisfaction sweeps Swenson out the door and sends him, practically skipping, down the belltowers helical stairs. Not until hes halfway across the quad does he realize that he hadnt needed to mention the detail of the chickens head, gazing back at its attacker.














As always, getting out of class, Swenson feels like an innocent man, sentenced to life, whose jail term has just been commuted. Hes saved, alive, hes been reprievedat least until next week. Hurrying across the quad, he nearly plows into a tour group inching across the campus. Rather than ruin his sneakers by cutting across the boggy lawn, he trails behind the high school students enduring the mortification of being here with their parents.


Deep in the Northeast Kingdom, an hour from Montpelier, sixty miles from Burlington, one hundred fifty from Montreal if youre desperate enough to wait at the border while the Mounties tweeze through each car to discourage Canadians from crossing to shop at the Wal-Mart, Eustons nobodys first choice. Students willing to travel this far to a college this cut off and inbred prefer Bates or Bowdoin, which have better reputations, the Maine coast, and the L. L. Bean outlet. Eustons conveniently located in the midst of the two-block town of Euston and the moose-ridden wilderness that its founder, Elijah Euston, so loved.


Recently, a public relations team advised Euston to market its isolation. And so the tour leaderKelly Steinsalz, from last springs Beginning Fictionis explaining that the lack of distractions lets her concentrate on academics. The parents nod. The teenagers scowl. Thats just what they want from college. Four years of concentration!


Swenson cant imagine how Euston looks to someone visiting for the first time. They couldnt have picked a better day. Warm vapors surround the handsome buildings, the gnarled maples and still-green lawns. What they cannot pictureand Swenson can, all too wellis how soon this soft green path will turn into a frozen white tunnel.


Excuse me, says Swenson. No one budges. Theyre too busy miming presentability or disdain. Trapped, Swenson listens to Kelly Steinsalz describe Elijah Eustons vision: how a four-year liberal arts education far from the civilized world would nurture leaders who could go back into that world and change it. The parents are so deferential, so eager to make an impression, youd think Kelly was director of admissions. Shyly, one mother asks, Does it ever bother you that the school is sosmall?


Not at all, says Kelly. It means theres a community, everybody belongs. Anyway, its not small. Its intimate. Itsclose.


In Swensons class, Kelly spent all semester writing a story about a cranky old woman named Mabel who thinks her ungrateful children have forgotten her eightieth birthday. At the end, Mabels neighbor Agnes invites her to a melancholy dinner for two in the local dinerwhich turns out to be a surprise party attended by Mabels whole clan.


Kelly redid the piece a dozen times. At every stage Swenson found Mabels Party harder to deal with, he thinks now, than the most lurid account of sex with a dead chicken. Bring up sentimentality, they think youre saying they shouldnt have feelings. He couldnt make himself tell Kelly that revision wouldnt help. But she wasnt stupid. She got it, and at last demanded to know why she couldnt write a story with a happy ending instead of the stuff Swenson liked: boring, depressing Russian junk about suicidal losers.


Kelly explains how Elijah Euston founded Euston Academy to educate his six sons and seven daughters (one father whistles) but omits the sad story of Elijahs curse: three daughters died from diphtheria, two more committed suicide. Kelly describes the college traditions, but not the widespread belief that the campus is haunted by the ghosts of its founders daughters, spirits with an appetite for the souls of undergraduate women.



Nor does Kelly mention the colleges disturbingly high dropout rate among female students, the source of another quaint custom: every spring the senior girls ring the college bells to celebrate having made it. All this has become a rallying point for the Faculty-Student Womens Alliance, demanding to know why Euston is such an unsafe place for women that so many of them leave before graduation. Unsafe? Its not a safety issue. The women are just smarter, quicker to catch onto the fact that theyre wasting their parents money in this godforsaken backwater.


Coming through! Coming through! Swenson cries, and the group scatters.


Oh, hi, Professor Swenson! says Kelly. Thats Professor Swenson? Our writer in residence? Probably youve all read his book, its called?


Swenson nods politely but chooses not to wait and see if she remembers. He passes Mather Hall, the turreted Victorian firetrap in which he has his office, built on the site of the lake drained by Elijah Euston after one of his daughters drowned herself in its murky depths. He keeps going till he reaches the Health Services Clinic, a tiny prefab bungalow, neatly shingled and quarantined from the classrooms and dorms.


A bell announces Swenson to the empty waiting room. He sits in a plastic bucket chair under a poster of a perky blond cheerleader who never thought HIV could happen to her. No ones at the front desk. Is Sherrie back with a patient? Swenson should welcome the downtime. If he leafed through the womens magazines in the rack, hed learn how important it is to have a quiet transitional moment. He clears his throat, scrapes the chair legs. All right, lets try something faster-acting.


Nurse! he shouts. Please! I need help!


Sherrie rushes into the room, raking her tangle of dark curly hair. After all this time Swensons still impressed by the stormy, rough-edged beauty his wife shares with those actresses spewing pure life force all over postwar Italian films. He loves the groove that time has dug between her eyebrows, the lively mobility of her features, molting within seconds from alarm to confusion to indulgent, not-quite-genuine laughter.


Jesus Christ, Ted, she says. I heard some guy out here yelling for help. It took me a couple of seconds to realize it was you.


Howd you know I didnt need help?


Instinct, says Sherrie. Twenty years of experience.


Twenty-one, says Swenson.


I need help, Sherrie says. Is that how long Ive been married to some jerk whod yell like that just to get attention? Jesus, Ted, stop leering.


Such are the pleasures of intimacy: he can look as long as he wants. Given the current political climate, youd better be having consensual matrimonial sex with a woman before you risk this stare. Sherries outfit, a white lab coat over blue jeans and black T-shirt, might not give every guy the first Pavlovian stirrings of a hard-on, but Swenson seems to be having a definite response.


Nurse, I think somethings wrong, he says.


Those were the first words he ever said to her. The morning they metthis was in New Yorkhed gotten out of bed and fallen, fell twice more getting dressed, went out for some coffee, and the sidewalk came up to meet him. A brain tumor, obviously. He waited till he fell again before he went to St. Vincents.


The emergency room wasnt crowded. The nursethat is, Sherriewalked him in to see the doctor, who was practically delirious because the patient whod just left was Sarah Vaughn. The doctor wanted to talk about Sarahs strep throat and not about what turned out to be Swensons middle-ear infection. Swenson thanked him, stood, and hit the floor. Hed woken with Sherries hand on his pulse, where its been ever since. Thats what he used to say when he told this story, which he hardly ever does anymore since they no longer meet new people who havent heard it. And Sherrie used to say, I should have known not to fall in love with a guy who was already unconscious.


This always caused a complicated moment of silence at Euston faculty dinner parties. Sherrie was kidding, obviously. The others just didnt get it. Swenson cherished those moments for making him feel that he and Sherrie were still dangerous outsiders with no resemblance to these nerds and their servile wives dishing out the tabbouleh salad. Even after Ruby was born, he and Sherrie clung to that sense of being rebels, partners in crime passing for respectable citizens at nursery-school Halloween parties and parent-teacher conferences. But lately theres been someslippage. He knows that Sherrie blames him for the fact that Rubys barely spoken to them since she left for college a year ago this September.


Sherrie glances out the window to see if anyones coming. Then she says, Lets take a look. Why dont you come with me?


Swenson follows her down a corridor into a treatment room. She closes the door behind them and sits on the edge of a gurney. Swenson stands between her legs and kisses her. She slides down so that shes standing. He moves his hips against hers, until Sherrie braces one hand against his shoulder and, toppling slightly, he steps backward.


Sherrie says, What do you think it would do for our careers if we got caught having sex in the Health Services Clinic?


But they arent going to. This is just some primitive greeting, reestablishing their acquaintance, less real desire than the desire to raise their body temperatures after a long tepid day.


We could claim its therapeutic, Swenson says. For medicinal purposes only. Anyway, we could fuck each others brains out here and no one would ever hear us.


Oh yeah? says Sherrie. Listen.


Someones vomiting next door. Each volcanic eruption of retching trickles off into a moan. When the noise stops, Swenson hears liquid splashing, more retching, then more splashing. Its not the most aphrodisiac sound. He backs away from Sherrie.


Great, says Swenson. Thanks for bringing that to my attention.


Stomach flu, says Sherrie. Nasty. Not half so bad as it sounds. Ted, can you imagine? Kids come in here to puke. When we were their age, we knew enough to crawl off and dig ourselves a hole and throw up in private. No one went to student health unless we were overdosing on LSD and seeing green snakes crawl up our legs.


Tough day? says Swenson, warily. Something must have happened. Sherries never unsympatheticanyway, not with the kids. Hes driven her to the clinic at 4 A.M. for the cardiac emergencies that turn out to be freshman anxiety attacks. Or the truly scary but not yet fatal consequences of binge drinking. Shes got patience for everyone but the morose faculty hypochondriacs who treat her like a servant and blame her for not being licensed to write prescriptions for antidepressants. Even so, she listens and never seems irritated. But since the start of this semester, Sherries been less tolerant of the lacrosse jocks weaseling out of exams, the wimp who jams his finger playing ball and demands a cast to his elbow. With those students shes all business, Nurse Ratchet instead of Mom.


Lets blow this joint, says Swenson. Lets go home and get under the covers.


Jesus, Ted, says Sherrie. We cant go home. Weve got that meeting this afternoon. You know that.


He didnt know. Or maybe he did. Maybe he did and forgot. He wishes Sherrie wouldnt sound so annoyed, as if he were some helpless, irresponsiblechild. He wishes shed have more patience with his little memory lapses. Who could blame him for forgetting that the whole faculty and staff has been askedis being forcedto attend a meeting to review Euston Colleges policy on sexual harassment?


All semester, Eustons been anxiously following a current case over at State, where Ruby goes, and where, last spring, a professor showed a slide in Art History 101: a classical Greek sculpture of a female nude. Hed said one monosyllable. Yum. That Yum blew up in his face. The students accused him of leering. He said he was expressing a gut response to art. Yum, he said, was about the aesthetic sense, not the genitalia. They argued that hed made them uncomfortable. No one could argue with that. He shouldnt have used the word genitalia, certainly not in his own defense. The guy has been suspended without pay and is fighting his case in court.



Theres a timid knock on the door. The vomiting kid, no doubt. Sherrie trills, Come in, and they turn to see Arlene Shurley, suited up in her shiny white bush shirt and trousers. Arlenes a local Vermonter, a widowed grandmother whose lifelong uncertainty dribbles out in her shaky voice, constantly threatening tears. Sometimes, when shes on duty and phones Sherrie late at night, her tone makes their hearts skip. Someone must have died!


Gosh, its so pretty outside, Arlene says weepily. And you cant help thinking how soon all the colors going to be gone and how long winter lasts.


Essentially, thats what Swenson thought as he trailed the tour group across campus, but it infuriates him to hear it from Arlene.


In that case, he says, you should be out partying, Arlene. Get it while you can.


Arlene smiles and mews, at once. Is Swenson flirting or mocking? He honestly doesnt know. Speech pops out of him, on its own. I need to see an exorcist, nurse.


Sherrie takes Arlenes arm and cradles the doughy knob of her elbow. She says, Were late for the meeting. Call me if you need me, hon. Dont hesitate for a second.


Sherrie and Swenson cross the parking lot toward his five-year-old Accord. They know that its an ecological crime to drive across campus, but they want to make a getaway the minute the meetings over. Sherries Civic is languishing in the Euston garage, stricken with a computer chip ailment that causes the engine to die occasionally, though never in the mechanics presence.


Whats with the car? Swenson asks as he pulls out of the lot.


Sherrie says, The garage guys say its in denial. They cant help it heal until it admits it has a problem. Speaking of problemswhat was that about? Picking on Arlene?


Sorry, says Swenson. Nothing. Today I had the delightful task of teaching a student story that ends with a kid having sex with a chicken.


Did the chicken have fun?


The chicken was dead, says Swenson.



Too bad for the chicken, says Sherrie. Or maybe it was better off. So how did the class go?


It went. We got through it without my saying anything thats going to have the Faculty-Student Womens Alliance camped out on my doorstep tonight. I still have a job. I think.


But now theyre approaching the chapel, where, for all they know, Dean Francis Bentham is already informing the community that teaching a story about poultry sex is automatic grounds for dismissal.


Apparently, theyve made it in time. A few die-hard smokerstenured, of coursehover outside the door. Just as Swenson pulls up, they suck their cigarettes down to the filters and flick them, smoldering, onto the path. Holding hands, Swenson and Sherrie follow the smokers inside and find seats in the last row, creating a minor upset just as the room falls silent.


Can I borrow your sunglasses? Swenson whispers.


Cool it, Sherrie says.


Slouching so low that his toes nearly touch the heels of the woman in front of him, Swenson can still see. The gangs all here: the tense, anemic junior lecturers, his own grizzled generation, even the retired emeriti. Theyve all crowded obediently into the austere chapel where, centuries before, the Reverend Jonathan Edwards, on the hellfire circuit, the Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God Tour, terrified his listeners with descriptions of the damned cast into the flames and roasted, screaming, to ashes. In memory of that occasion, a burnished portrait of Edwards glowers from the chapel wall, peering over the shoulder of Dean Francis Bentham, who, when he rises to go to the lectern, glances back at the painting and fakes a tiny shudder as he tiptoes past. The faculty giggles, smarmily.


Asshole, Swenson hisses.


The woman in front of them wheels around.


Easy, Sherrie says.


Just as Swenson suspected from the inverted bowl of gray hair and the tense, aggrieved shoulders, its Lauren Healy, the English Departments expert in the feminist misreading of literature and acting head of the Faculty-Student Womens Alliance. Swenson and Lauren always fake a chilly collegiality, but for reasons he cant fathoma testosterone allergy, he guessesLauren wants him dead.


Hi, Lauren! Swenson says.


Hello, Ted, Lauren mouths silently, redirecting them front and center.


In his natty blazer, crisp striped shirt, and perky burgundy bowtie, his china-blue eyes glittering in the gold-rimmed saucers of his glasses, Dean Bentham resembles a punitive pediatrician shipped over from England to cure the rude American children of their bad behavior. The dean was hired a half-dozen years ago in a fit of community self-hate; not even when he visited Euston as a candidate did he make a secret of his natural Oxbridge-assisted superiority to these touching but hopelessly naive colonial morons.


Bentham grabs the podium with both hands and leans down as if he means to kiss it, then straightens up, crackles a sheet of paper over his head, and says, Dear friends and colleagues, I have here a copy of the Euston College policy on sexual harassment. He smiles at this terribly amusing symptom of their hangover from Puritan repression, at the same time suggesting the slightly perverted headmaster who would cane them in a minute for the mildest infraction. One receives this paper in ones mailbox every Septemberalong with updates on the health plan and cafeteria hours. All of which one tosses straightaway in the trash.


The facultys chuckles are guilty and pleased. How well Daddy knows them.


I know I throw it away, unread. Though its my unpleasant duty to write it. But the current zeitgeist is such thatone knows about the grotesqueries at State, theres no need to add to the gossipone has to understand that its a whole newcricket match out there. So I thought we might spend a moment or two going over it together.


A faint groan goes up from the room, the facultys docile protest. Their dean lets them have their feelings, and then gets back to business.



Sherrie whispers in Swensons ear, This is so that if the college gets sued they can say they warned us.


Of course, its just like Sherrie to get it right the first time, without the pointless ruminations on British cultural imperialism and Puritan moral baggage. Sherrie knows its simpler, its about indemnification. The colleges fear of litigation is as intense as Jonathan Edwardss terror of hellfire. One expensive lawsuit could push Eustonwith its alarmingly tiny endowmentover the edge.


One, reads Francis Bentham in his ironic baritone. No Euston College faculty member shall have sexual relations with a currently enrolled or former student, nor offer to trade sexual favors for academic advancement.


All right. They can agree to that, so long as its not retroactive. In the old days, undergraduate paramours were a perk that went with the job. But already Bentham has moved from these clear prohibitionsas simple and as hard to obey as the Ten Commandmentsinto the fuzzy area of the hostile workplace, the atmosphere of intimidation. No matter. Like Jonathan Edwardss audience, Benthams listeners drift from the subject of mass retribution to the juicier topic of each ones secret sin and its chance of being discovered.


Puritanisms alive and well. Thank God for repression. What if someone rose to say what so many of them are thinking, that theres something erotic about the act of teaching, all that information streaming back and forth like somebodily fluid. Doesnt Genesis trace sex to that first bite of apple, not the fruit from just any tree, but the Tree of Knowledge?


Teacher-student attraction is an occupational hazard. Over the years, plenty of girls have had crushes on Swenson. Hes not flattering himself about this. Its built into the system. Still, their interest is flattering, which in itself is attractive, and so their attention was sometimes returned in ways that couldnt have been more harmless. So what if he read Miss A.s paper first, or looked to see if Miss B. got his joke? More often than not, those students worked harder and learned more. And those fleetingattachments never led any further. Swenson should be canonized. Hes the saint of Euston!



As hard as it might be for anyone, including himself, to believe, hes taught here for twenty years and never once slept with a student. He loves Sherrie. He wants his marriage to last. Hes always feltshy around women. Nor has he needed the dean to point out the moral implications of the power gap between teacher and student. So hed managed to get past thoseawkward spots with literary talk. Each friendly, formal professorial chat layered a barrier between him and the problematically attractive student until neither of them could have begun to dismantle that protective partition. By then it was way too late, too embarrassing and daunting, to face each other on any other termsas male and female, for example.


How hard it is to remember their names, which proves that they meant nothing, nothing worth risking his job for, nothing that would have been worth his sitting here now, sweating lest some disgruntled loony rise out of his past to share her undying shame at having traded sex with him for an A in Beginning Fiction. But what Benthams saying is that nothing has to happen. Any spark can set off the tinderbox of gender war. Best not to make eye contact or shake a students hand. Every classrooms a lions den, every teacher a Daniel. And every Tuesday afternoon, Swensons job requires him to discuss someones tale of familial incest, fumbling teenage sex, some girls or boys first blow job, with the colleges most hypersensitive and unbalanced students, some of whom simply despise him for reasons he can only guess: hes the teacher, and theyre not, or he looks like somebodys father.


Silence. Long silence. Dean Bentham glances coyly over at Jonathan Edwardss portrait, then flashes a grin at his audience and says, Unlike your distinguished forefather, I dont mean to scare you. But one needs to know its warfare, lest we poor settlers beambushed. Clearly there are still witch-hunters ready to burn one at the stake for the sin of smacking ones lips over the wrong Greek torso. Well, fine. Sermon ended. By the way, I have no fear that anything like this will happen here at Euston.


A pall creeps over the chapel, as if Bentham has been describing some fatal new epidemic that chooses its victims at random, as if hed come here to preach the bad news of an angry God torching their miserable anthill. Then, inexplicably, everyone applauds.


Swenson and Sherrie duck out before they can be trapped in the quicksand of collegial conversation. But by the time they find their car, the mournful professors have clustered outside the chapel. The obvious thing to do right now is to peel out of the lot, spraying gravel like buckshot, scattering those gloomy groupings. But first Sherrie has to inspect her face in Swensons rearview mirror.


Christ, she says. A giant pimple in the middle of my forehead. I could feel it growing every time Bentham opened his mouth. Look, Ted. Right here. See?


I dont see it, Swenson says.


Youre not looking, says Sherrie.


Exiting the parking lot, he threads his way through the campus, hopping over the speed bumps, crawling through the gates and the two blocks that comprise lovely downtown Euston. Then, only then, he hits the gas, and bingo, theyre freeoh, the mystical ecstasy of taking off in the car!


How powerful, how safe he feels to have Sherrie sitting beside him, encapsulated, while the world slips by. Okay, a little piece of the world. Fine. All right. Hell take it. So what if its one of those autumn evenings that drop so alarmingly fast, furry dark curtains behind which nature can work all night, freeze-drying the landscape? So what if he knows the drive so well that the sightshow the sky expands as you round the second curve, stretching wide enough to display the blackened teeth of the mountainsthe sights that used to thrill him have come to seem menacing and oppressive? He cant imagine how he could have been thrilled by the sight of mountains beneath which he will probably be buried.


A light fog rises off the ground, conveniently blurring the general store, the fly-specked mecca where hed go for after-school ice cream with Ruby. Hes thankful for the mist that softens the junkscape of the Turner farm, the rusted trucks, the busted fridges with illegally left-on doors beckoning neighbor kids to crawl inside and smother. Hes glad even for the deepening blackness that separates him from Sherrie, walling him off in a lozenge of solitude in which he can face the fact that what truly depressed him about the meeting was neither Bentham nor his colleagues, neither the spartan Founders Chapel nor all that pilgrim self-regard, nor even the shock of finding himself, stranded all these long years, in the heart of the stony heart of Puritan New England.


No, what really bothers himand he can hardly admit it to himself; if he werent driving through the half-dark, he couldnt let himself think itis that he was too stupid or timid or scared to sleep with those students. What exactly was he proving? Illustrating some principle, making some moral point? The point is: he adores Sherrie, he always has. He would never hurt her. And now, as a special reward for having been such a good husband, such an all-around good guy, hes got the chill satisfaction of having taken his high-minded self-denial almost all the way to the grave. Because now its all over. Hes too old. Hes way beyond all that.


He was right to do what he did. Or not to do what he didnt do. He gropes in the dark for Sherries hand. Her fingers weave around his.


What was that sigh for? Sherrie says.


Did I sigh? says Swenson. I was thinking Ive got to do something about this molar. Turning toward her, he points to it with his tongue.


Do you want me to call the dentist? she says.


No thanks, he says. I will.


His marriage means everything to him. Thats what he imagined telling the admiring students if it ever came to thatwhich it never did.


Sherrie says, Itll sure make my life easier.


In a better mood, hed enjoy the intimacy that lets his wife pick up an old conversation or start a new one without introduction, or explanation. Just now, it annoys him. Why cant Sherrie say what she means? Because he knows what she means. Crisis counseling is part of her job, and if the sexual harassment policy takes hold, shell see fewer students destroyed by faculty Romeos. Sherrie has enough information to bust the entire school, but shes remarkably discreet and tolerant about what she sees in the clinic. She would not be discreet or tolerant if Swenson slept with a student. She used to boast about being Sicilian on both sides of the family, from villages where straying husbands were routinely thrown off mountaintops by the wronged wifes uncles and brothers. She used to say that if he cheated on her, shed divorce him, and then hunt him down and kill him. That she hasnt bothered to say that for years only depresses him more.


Lucky you. He feels Sherrie flinch in the dark.


Excuse me, she says. What did I do?


My nerves are shot, Swenson mutters.


Yeah, well, mine too, says Sherrie. You would not believe the nightmares that came into the clinic today.


Swensons supposed to ask, What nightmares? But he doesnt want to.


You know, says Sherrie after a while, you can relax. No ones going to fire you for teaching dirty student stories.


How dare she underestimate the horrors he faces each day! Hed like to see her go into the classroom and lie about what she loves most in the world, then crawl back into her hole and try to work on her novel. Just as hes deciding whether to say any of the hostile things that could start them squabbling for days, the mist thickens and forces him to pay attention to the road.


Sherrie fishes for a cassette and pops it into the tape deck. Wake me, shake me, dont let me sleep too long. The Dixie Hummingbirds. Terrific. So much for peaceful silence. Sherries been listening to gospel, which normally Swenson likes. This summer, driving the country roads, hed turned up the sound and filled the car with glorious voices auditioning for the angel chorus.


Now he says, I hate this song. It makes me want to pull off the road and kneel down in the drainage ditch and accept Jesus as my personal savior. Plus it makes me envy those lucky fuckers who believe it.


Hey. Sherrie holds up her hand. Dont blame me. All I did was put on some music.



Wake me? Shake me? Are the Dixie Hummingbirds really worried about sleeping through the Last Judgment? Here on earth, Swenson and Sherrie balance on the point between hellish recriminations and the purgatorial silence that passes for friendly camaraderie.


Sherrie switches off the tape.


Im sorry, Swenson says. You can listen to it if you want.


Thats okay, says Sherrie. Youve been through enough for one day.


I love you, says Swenson. You know that?


Me you too, says Sherrie.










End of sample
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