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Part 1
DESPAIR





One


In the Friday-afternoon lull within the English Department of Bannockburn College, E. Robert Pendleton sat listening to the sound of life outside his window. He had been trying to distract himself by grading papers. It hadn’t worked. He took off his glasses and rubbed each lens in the ponderous way he had perfected years earlier to create a pause while teaching.


He looked at the clock again, something he had sworn he wouldn’t do. There was a half-hour yet to wait before leaving for the airport to pick up fellow novelist Allen Horowitz, whose latest work, an autobiography, had occupied the number one spot on the New York Times bestseller list for most of ’85. Horowitz was in to lecture as part of the Bannockburn College Distinguished Lecture Series, and, if it hadn’t been that Pendleton was now being watched by the department over the fiasco surrounding Horowitz’s visit, he would have taken a drink. But for now he remained sober, at least until the party he would be hosting at his house that night.


Outside his office window, Bannockburn’s quad of ivy-covered buildings was again an armada of painted, billowing sheets – Homecoming Weekend, students spurring on a rivalry with Quaker-founded Carleton College, an annual game billed as Non-Believers vs. True-Believers. Traditionally, Bannockburn students held up past scores during the game, while Quakers held up numbered Scripture references.


But in this, the twenty-second Homecoming Weekend of his tenure track at Bannockburn, things were different, and, even he, tired and troubled as he was, would miss this spectacle, this myth of Bannockburn College, self-described ‘Venerable cradle of learning’. In reality, the college was a ‘Venerable cradle of mediocrity’, accredited academic redemption sold at exorbitant prices to talentless drones of despairing, wealthy parents.


That the myth of Bannockburn could still be foisted on people amazed Pendleton, but it could. To an extent, he had been lured by this myth, a brochure with images of honey-lit fall, the season of change, from one shot of a student sitting akimbo against a tree reading a book, to another of a long-haired co-ed caught in stride, her books cradled to her breasts, to intimate classroom seminar settings, students encircling a professor theatrically reading aloud from a book held at arm’s length. Who wouldn’t have wanted that?


Pendleton took a deep breath and felt he was watching everything for the last time. He was facing a review by the Faculty Board regarding his tenure.


The frenetic atmosphere below had reached its climax with the mass arrival of parents after lunch, the new cars gleaming against the low-slung sun, pyres of burnt leaves scenting the air in an almost pagan ritual, meat sizzling in oil-drum barbecues as fraternities hosted welcoming parties.


Voices carried across the quad as he rose and stood at the window. An intramural flag football game was being contested under the watchful eye of the founding father of the college, an industrialist Russian émigré, Iosif Zhvanetsky, who had turned philanthropist as industrialists like Carnegie did in the early twentieth century. To Pendleton’s way of thinking, there were so many demigods in this country, so many men who had clawed their way to the top, then had given it all away, men who wanted monuments built to themselves. That was the essential irony of these Bannockburns, colleges founded by intuitive, illiterate geniuses, men who had come from nothing and gained everything without ever having opened a book.


A liberal arts education was something Pendleton had never fully reconciled as truly benefiting anybody.


Indeed, Bannockburn College’s history was founded on such an arc of rapaciousness and contrition. Pendleton knew the fifty-cent version by heart. Bannockburn was built on the ruins of a clothing factory along what had once been a half-mile meandering bend on the St Joe River. The bend had officially become an island when the illiterate Russian émigré factory founder had the slim margin of connective land dug away to create a feudal moat. Before an infamous fire in 1911 destroyed the factory and took the lives of eighteen women locked inside, the Russian had amassed a fortune. Although cleared of charges of criminal negligence, the unmarried Russian died a few years later, bequeathing his fortune to the establishment of a women’s college on the ruins of the factory site. The name, Bannockburn, it turned out, had been chosen by the Russian for an unrequited love he had held for a married woman, Lucy Bannockburn, who had rejected his advances and died in the fire.


The facts had surfaced as a historian collated and gathered the Russian’s letters for a permanent library exhibit. The rumor of ghosts haunting the campus led to a dramatic decrease in enrollment, though it was more probably the reality of the Great Depression. The college was similarly fated when the school’s library began to tilt and sink into the ground. Seemingly, architects had forgotten to take into account the weight of the books when designing the foundation. Some insisted it had been done maliciously, in response to the growing suffrage movement.


The abandoned college served as a dormitory for the National Guard through the Second World War and on through the beginning of the Cold War, before reestablishing itself in 1952 as a liberal arts college catering to ex-military granted educational stipends under the GI Bill, finally morphing again in the Vietnam era as a refuge for rich white males seeking to avoid being drafted. The raising of a makeshift drawbridge during the height of the Vietnam draft struggle, cutting off the landmass of Bannockburn from the outside world, remains a quintessential image of Bannockburn’s liberalism.


Pendleton knew that history by rote now. He felt a strange melancholy in the pit of his stomach that so many years had passed, that the rave reviews for Winterland had been eventually traded for this place. That is how he liked to remember leaving New York, trading it for the seductive lure of tempered academia with its sabbaticals.


The truth of his arrival at Bannockburn was far starker, although even now he was loath to admit the reality. He lost his publisher at the time, his back against the wall, career-wise. His latest work had been rejected by every major house in New York. Three years for naught on a work he had poured his heart into. He had lied to his interviewers and, like so many other struggling job candidates, euphemistically called it a ‘work-in-progress’, though his crisis was different. The book was done. It was a good book, in fact, a breakthrough book, but nobody would let him break through.


The waiting had become a sickness. And then, suddenly, Bannockburn had granted him an interview. Oh, Bannockburn, out there on the plains, a last bastion of respectability, an institution blithely unaware of his despair or failure as he interviewed in a downtown Chicago hotel during the annual AWP hiring convention. Hadn’t they seen through him? But they hadn’t! He ended up getting the job on his past record, on a slew of past reviews, a job gained against no less than sixty other desperate applicants, a job offer he wept at getting when the letter arrived confirming his appointment.


These were the facts.


That Pendleton could look back on his history like this served only to make him feel old, useless and confused. Too much history had passed. It was hard being honest with himself any more, to understand the real circumstances of his life. These silent interrogations had gone on too long.


The truth was, all was not as it seemed here, the subterfuge so great, the camouflage of desperation so complete, failure bestowed with a title, with a bronzed nameplate on a polished oak door. It was that nightmare where you tried to run, but your legs wouldn’t carry you, tried to scream, but nothing came out. That was the sort of silence he understood belied the long corridors of academic ease.


How often had he wanted to confide in someone, to speak the truth, to arrive at least at a semblance of honesty with those around him, or, in his more heightened moments of anxiety, to shout out to passing parents, to warn them off as they came through the college on Open House for Prospective Students. But of course he hadn’t shouted, instead posing as one of those glad fellows of learning in the nook of the Creative Writing offices, reading manuscripts, grading papers, one of those professors hemmed in by bookshelves of leather-bound editions of the Ancients and Enlightenment figures with sophisticated names like Rousseau, Descartes and Voltaire, among tomes of literary criticism and slim volumes of their own published poetry that one could be forgiven for assuming held essential truths, the distilled learning of a lifetime.


Such was the common misconception of these works. Poetry was the de facto genre for those who still wrote here, one-time novelists who had philosophically abandoned the novel’s bourgeois demand for narrative structure, for the whittled creative five-minute exercises of despair, chrysalises of dysfunction, impenetrable, hopelessly self-referential or concerned with ancient civilizations. Such works were published through a sub-world of lesser presses established as so-called legitimate outlets for tenure-track faculty desperately needing publication. It went without saying, though Pendleton had said it on more than one occasion, most notably during an uproarious outburst at a faculty party after a week of rejection letters from such presses, that the editors at these sub-world presses were ultimately colleagues, each publishing in what amounted to an inner sanctum of mutual gratification, where the goal of such work had become not so much to be read as interpreted, creating a subspecies of literary bottom feeder, generating a perpetual and self-sustaining machinery of critical analysis.


Achieving mental illness was the highest accolade in this so-called literature.


Pendleton looked up and listened to the faint din of students’ shouts muffled by the inlay of stylized Victorian lead-paned stained glass.


A kid with a backpack had his arm slung on the shoulder of a girl in a hunter’s orange jacket and tight jeans. She was casually kissing the kid’s hand. How did one become disconnected from that youth, from that ease, from the languid sexuality of hanging out in dorm rooms, of eating and sleeping with someone, of staying up all night studying in the company of someone you loved?


These were the questions spiraling in his head. Was there a definitive day when things changed, when you found yourself on the other side of life? Pendleton took a shallow breath, feeling lightheaded, the stream of questions running their course like this, staring out of the latticed window of his office, the crisscross of shadows like a mask, watching life below him, feeling the loss. Wasn’t this the muse of poets, lost love, lost time?


So why hadn’t he written anything in a decade?


The greenhouse effect of the window made Pendleton hot. He knew he shouldn’t have worn the twill wool jacket to work, but today he was confronting his longtime nemesis and fellow Columbia graduate, Allen Horowitz. He needed to hide behind the façade of a professor given to the profession of teaching. If the cocoon of isolation was complete at Bannockburn, or, at least, if self-delusion could be maintained for months at a time, it was broken in these encounters, in this infiltration by outside life. Unlike the work of others within his department who could publish in small academic journals, novel writing was in the public domain. There was an expectation of notoriety.


You were either famous or not famous.


Allen Horowitz was Pendleton’s particular nightmare, a guy perennially atop the New York Times bestseller list for fiction, author of eight novels, a guy whom he had initially toed the line with, way back in grad school, when both had works-in-progress appear in Atlantic Monthly’s Best American Voices. They had shared the same editor and publisher at first, two rising stars, at least during the initial years, then the divergence, the meteoric rise of Horowitz as Pendleton slipped into oblivion.


Horowitz’s most recent work was an autobiography, titled, I’m Sick of Following My Dreams: I’m Just Going to Ask Them Where They’re Going & Hook up with Them Later, a work that had purportedly captured the glibness of the modern age in what a New York Times reviewer called ‘a free-spirited journey of soaring individuality and genius, irreverent, iconoclastic, funny and peculiarly American’, the back cover given completely to a shot of a beachcomber Horowitz in an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt, a string of blanched coral beads around his neck, his hair tousled, his face wind-burnt like a castaway. The pièce-de-résistance was a tropical drink with a paper umbrella Horowitz held toward the camera.


The book was as much about the picture as anything else, or so Pendleton concluded, because he had not brought himself to read the book.


These days he just read reviews. In fact, he assiduously kept a tally of them with a spreadsheet of who had reviewed whom, charting the incestuous nature of literary reviewing, convinced that the rise and fall of writers had all to do with this tight interconnectedness. Needless to say, the glowing New York Times review of Horowitz’s autobiography could be charted back to Horowitz’s ex-wife’s glowing review of Sarah Meltzer’s novel, the same Sarah Meltzer who just happened to be the reviewer of Horowitz’s autobiography. Represented graphically with vectors of interconnectedness between writers, the patterns were more easily discernible.


Pendleton had such a chart.


That this preoccupation with reviews had sidelined his own work, that it had become a psychosis, was something he knew in his heart, but not his head. Having not published any major fiction in ten years, he felt at times like a priest turned atheist who continues to preach from the pulpit because there is no place else to go. He stood up before students day in and day out, discussing the writing process, dabbling in the formula of genres, deciphering how genre worked, deconstructing structure and character, plot elements, tearing apart the seams of fiction until sentences unraveled into words and words into squiggly lines. There were times when he would repeat a word over and over again until the word became disconnected from what it represented, when it became merely a sound, rendering the word meaningless, something he practiced, obliterating the world of representation, the world of his so-called craft.


Horowitz’s impending arrival had become a flashpoint in Pendleton’s life, an episode where the latent extent of his own personal crisis had manifested itself within the English Department. He had been on leave for mental problems in the past and had been able to take a leave-of-absence without prejudice. He was safe with tenure.


But what he did to Horowitz was something different entirely. It changed the stability that had for so long held him shackled.


The college’s Humanities School had agreed to fork out over three-quarters of its yearly budget from the Distinguished Lecture Series for Horowitz’s appearance, and Pendleton had been asked to arrange the details with Horowitz, given they were one-time classmates, not that he ever got to speak with Horowitz. Everything went through Horowitz’s agent.


Horowitz was getting nearly half the yearly salary of tenured faculty for his appearance, a fact which made Pendleton physically sick, given Horowitz was already pulling down seven figures for his novels. He kept thinking that, at one point, they had been equals. That was an indisputable fact! Even Horowitz would have had to admit that. In fact, it wasn’t all in his head, this rivalry. Hadn’t Horowitz found out through the Columbia alumni magazine that Pendleton had suffered a medical setback and sent him a sardonic, get-well cartoon card of a raven sitting on a windowsill looking at Edgar Allen Poe. The cartoon bubble over Poe read, ‘Hello, Birdy,’ the caption beneath, ‘What if there had been Prozac in the nineteenth century?’ It was signed, ‘As always, Allen!’


If Pendleton had been fixated on Horowitz, so, too, Horowitz had been watching him, or so he rationalized to himself.


It galled Pendleton that Bannockburn thought so highly of Horowitz as to front him that sort of money. In the years he had suffered to read on campus, Pendleton had read exclusively to students, either those taking his class or those wanting to endear themselves to him before taking his class. No faculty had ever showed to his readings.


It was the fixation which eventually led him to take his revenge on the school as much as on Horowitz, to choose Homecoming Weekend, the worst weekend in the academic year to schedule an academic event. Left in his hands, and with mere student volunteers, nobody had voiced concern regarding the date of Horowitz’s appearance, well, not until the date was set and posters had been printed. It was only then that Pendleton was confronted, but it was too late to reschedule the event.


Despite his feigned air of distress when confronted by the Chair of the English Department regarding the date, it was obvious the event had been a setup. That’s the word the Chair used, ‘setup’, like Pendleton had put out a professional hit on Horowitz.


It was an outburst even Pendleton hadn’t figured on, the Chair outlining the scenario, shouting it at the top of his voice. There would be no way the library auditorium could be filled on Homecoming Weekend. No amount of extra-credit seeding or quasi-threats by teachers would get students to attend the event. What Horowitz was going to find on arrival was a campus gone riot, painted-faced drunks roaming the campus, a send-up of college life. And, though that might have had its charm, in keeping with Horowitz’s devil-may-care autobiography, not so Horowitz’s eventual humiliation, reading to a press-gang faculty of English professors with a supporting cast of spouses in an annex of the library not big enough to swing a cat. Horowitz was a man who would get his own back in print, or, as the Chair shouted, ‘This goes beyond some personal vendetta, beyond your own sickness. Do you know what Allen Horowitz could do to the reputation of Bannockburn College?’


It had pained him to suffer this outburst from a guy fifteen years his junior, but particularly from a guy with whom he had held philosophical disputes before. Charles Camden, PhD was an anglophile, New Historicist, Edwardian scholar with a phony British accent who specialized in the sexual dynamics of male cross-dressing in English theatre. The guy was literally a cock sucker, a homosexual who had only recently come out of the closet, a guy who had been seen in drag in Chicago on more than one occasion, but such was the lamentable way of life at the Bannockburns of the world. Guys like Camden had been, for a decade, at the vanguard of the Humanities, having abandoned the study of the novel and poetic form for the so-called legitimate contention that all societal text was of equal importance. Camden didn’t trust intentionality. Ergo, he didn’t trust writers or art. Even before this heated exchange, the fault line between Pendleton and Camden had shifted.


In the end, Camden redefined Horowitz’s appearance not as a public reading, but rather as a symposium for faculty. Pendleton was to contact Horowitz’s agent concerning the change in focus, while Camden sent a memo out requiring faculty to remain in town over what had unofficially always been a long weekend, where tradition had long been to cancel Friday classes. A dinner party was to be hosted by Pendleton at his house to welcome Horowitz.


Pendleton had faxed a letter to Horowitz’s agent outlining the change of focus, underlining the word ‘symposium’. He thought the word would have appealed to Horowitz’s ego.


A pall had settled over him. He was avoided by colleagues in the lead-up to Homecoming. His two prior breakdowns, or ‘sabbaticals’ as the department administration had previously and prudently defined them, were brought to bear again, in light of what he had done. He was asked to advise the medical office on campus of the prescription medicines he was taking. A formal letter arrived in his departmental in-box, voicing concern regarding his mental health. On another day, he was asked to list his recent publications and appearances.


On yet another day, the in-box was stuffed with printouts of enrollment figures for his Intro and Advanced Fiction Writing classes, the enrollment cap circled along with actual enrollment. His Advanced Fiction class was just above half full, and, though his Intro to Creative Writing was necessarily full, since it was a core requirement, student evaluations rated him as unmotivated and ill-prepared. As one student put it, ‘Pendleton sucks!’


More forms arrived, with student evaluation scores over the years, charting a steady decline in performance that frightened him. What had he become?


In the end, he just retrieved the material from the inbox and emptied it all into the garbage, without even looking at it. If he was going to challenge any board review regarding his tenure, the best policy was to act erratic, not to cooperate and to fall back on a claim of manic depression. If he were lucky, a sabbatical might be suggested, though he knew this endgame of personal destruction was coming to a close.


Time had slipped by. Pendleton looked up at the clock and left his office. He crossed the quad, against the throng of students, going toward the dining hall, where he was meeting up with Henry James Wright, an exmilitary, laid-off ex-county newspaper reporter who now worked quasi-full-time for the college, taking pictures of student life as part of The Heritage Project – Bannockburn Through the Ages. Wright was the last person in the world Pendleton wanted to accompany him out to meet Horowitz, but the Chair had insisted Wright go along to capture Horowitz’s arrival at the airport.


Pendleton saw Wright moving behind the spider of his tripod, catching the Brothers Grimm allegory of the Homecoming festival, the yearly spectacle of Little Red Riding Hood-bodiced women with sausage legs, setting up tables with an autumnal harvest of misshapen gourds, squash and rutabaga around the glazed heads of slow-smoked pigs.


Wright barely acknowledged Pendleton when he saw him, merely gathered his equipment, and both men walked toward the parking lot without uttering a word, though, thank God, there was a final member in the Horowitz greeting party – Adi Wiltshire.


Adi was waiting by Pendleton’s car, prudishly dressed in a librarian skirt and matching hound’s-tooth jacket with a ruffled white shirt buttoned to her neck, as was her MO.


Hand-picked by the Chair, Adi was, at a second glance, an amorous, big-breasted, longtime grad student, a true lover of literature who was known to have tit-fucked no less than two Pulitzer Prize recipients.


Just seeing her standing there, Pendleton felt more at ease that this weekend could be navigated. Adi Wiltshire inspired recklessness in men of his age. He was thankful that Horowitz might thus be occupied over the weekend with Wiltshire, that events might pass without incident, and that he might as yet keep his job.


For where was a man like E. Robert Pendleton to go if he ever left Bannockburn College? What would become of him on the outside?


Yes, he was thankful that someone as unlikely as Adi Wiltshire might be his savior. But, just to be on the safe side, as he pulled into the regional airport, he turned and said quietly to Adi, ‘Don’t spread this around, but rumor has it Horowitz is being considered for the Pulitzer.’





Two


Almost an hour crept by as the usual gray-suited, fat regional sales reps for food and pharmaceutical companies from places like Battle Creek and Kalamazoo emerged from twin-engine planes, but no Horowitz.


Pendleton was at pains to keep the fact from Wright that he had left the information regarding Horowitz’s flight back at his office. Wright paced in the background, his tripod set up for the shot. Pendleton was scared of him at a deep, personal level, Wright with his chain smoker’s thinness and edginess and his bristled military haircut. He had reminded Pendleton of a Swiss Army knife the first time he had encountered him at the college, everything about him all sharp edges and angles, the nose, a wedge stuck into the center of his face, and on either side, the small beady eyes set unnaturally far apart, giving him a predatory, atavistic look of a man more desperate than he was, at least on the outside.


Wright was on his fifth cigarette since getting to the airport. He kept checking his watch. Homecoming was one of the major events he had been commissioned to photograph by the college.


For security reasons, the agent working the counter wouldn’t confirm Horowitz’s schedule. Wright overheard the conversation, and, turning toward Adi, said sardonically, ‘You hear this? We don’t even have the right airline! You want to leave now? I’ll take you back to the college.’


Adi shook her head.


Wright glared at her. ‘Why?’


Adi said, defiantly, ‘I don’t have to have a reason.’


‘You think you’re better than me, right? I can see it in your eyes, Miss Perpetual Grad Student. Let me tell you, I know all about your reputation on campus . . .’


Adi looked toward Pendleton, who heard what was going on but didn’t turn around.


Wright followed her gaze. He started talking louder. ‘What the hell do either of you produce? What do you add to society? Just tell me that? You know, the Professor hasn’t published a book in years? He’s washed up, a goddamn joke. You name any other profession where you can live out your life doing nothing and get paid for it!’


Pendleton kept staring at the ticket agent.


Wright shouted, ‘I know you hear me, Professor! Let me tell you something. I work for a goddamn living! I can’t afford a mental breakdown! I got bills to pay,’ then wheeled around, gathered his equipment and left.


Adi stayed sitting, though her face had reddened.


Pendleton watched Wright leave out of the periphery of his vision, not daring to turn his head. The confrontation with him had been imminent all along, his history with Wright episodic. In the convoluted history of his tenure, he had rubbed so many people the wrong way.


In the fall of ’76 Henry James Wright had audited a course Pendleton had offered under the Creative Writing Emphasis, titled ‘The Art of the Novel’, a course description vague in its definition, ultimately designed so he didn’t have to read student works. It was all theory. It had been, again, during one of those crisis times in his life, another incident in the long litany of provocations into which Pendleton had entered out of a personal sense of despair.


But so, too, it had been a watershed for Wright, aged twenty-eight and going nowhere fast, a guy who had worked for an auto-trader magazine before taking a freelancing job with the county newspaper as a photographer/writer covering high school sports and the crime blotter.


Wright had come to the course with a sense that there was nothing else in life for him, save writing something great. The military was paying for the course. It was his last chance. He told that to Pendleton. He used that word, ‘great’. He had been candid in his sense of despair. But what had constituted ‘great’ for Henry James Wright held no literary aspirations to his nineteenth-century namesake.


Rather, Wright had been inspired by Stephen King’s Christine, the story of a ’58 Plymouth Fury that first seduced a teenager, then went on a killing rampage, and by King’s Cujo, featuring a rabid dog stalking a woman stranded in Ford’s infamously fireball-prone Pinto.


Wearing jeans and a plaid hunting jacket that first day in class, Wright had announced, without any sense of irony, simply, that he knew a hell of a lot more about cars than Stephen King, as though that constituted the essence of fiction.


Anybody in their right mind would have let him sail through their course, and, if it had been at any other time in his life, Pendleton might have seen the humor – or equally, the pathos – in things, and might have played along, but it had been the worst time of his life, and it was to get worse when Wright brought King novels to class, novels with italicized raised letters on their covers announcing things like ‘Now a Major Motion Picture’, or ‘Seven Million in Print’, something Pendleton ridiculed as ‘a marketing strategy as interchangeable as selling burgers, akin to McDonald’s signs advertising millions served’, but it tipped Pendleton toward the edge.


Wright, though, had been up to the task and had instinctively captured the exchanges, writing Op Ed pieces in his defense, not always eloquently, but nevertheless getting to the kernel of what was not merely a philosophical debate, but was his very survival, his right to be in the class.


The crème-de-la-crème of his and Pendleton’s classroom spats was to gain eventual national notoriety, if an aside in a September 1978 Reader’s Digest counted. It had concerned an argument between him and Wright over the definition of the word ‘manifold’. Wright associated manifold with the automobile, with all the component labyrinthine fittings of the internal combustion engine. Pendleton had literally pushed Wright out of the class during the heated argument as the seminar had somehow ranged from seventeenth-century pastoral Christian-inspired poetry to Wright’s detailed drawing of an internal combustion engine. Pendleton, when challenged by the Chair of the English Department, had called Wright disruptive, though some students had glibly commented on campus that it had been the only day they had actually learned something tangible in the Humanities School – how a car worked.


Wright had made his defense in an Op Ed piece in the paper, though, in response, a farmer had countered that ‘manifold’ was ‘the third stomach of a ruminant animal’. At least Wright had the wherewithal, equanimity and nascent journalistic instinct to include the farmer’s response, hence the exchange eventually making its way into Reader’s Digest, where what was tacitly agreed upon was that nobody used the word ‘manifold’ as ‘many in number’ any more, except old-time Baptist preachers and, seemingly, academics.


That so much controversy could be compressed into a life seemed to suggest the hand of ill-fate, or the opposite of providence, whatever that word was, but there were such people, such lightning rods of discontent, people who didn’t know when to shut up, when to quit, when to back off.


For Bannockburn, Pendleton had long since become such a lightning rod.


Pendleton hadn’t backed off and, in response to Wright’s constant undermining of his authority throughout the course and demand that his novel-in-progress be critiqued, he had written bluntly at the end of the fall session, ‘Life constitutes more than the verisimilitude of mere cataloging of facts. Your characters lack dimension and humanity, the essential underpinning of the art of fiction,’ sentences he had culled from a letter he had received from an editor at a publishing house. He knew how much something like that would hurt.


Wright had retaliated with a curt comment in his weekly Op Ed piece, naming Pendleton directly and quoting the writer’s adage, ‘Those who write, write. Those who can’t, teach,’ but he wanted more than simple revenge in print and hinted he was seeking legal advice with a view to suing the college. Thus, The Heritage Project – Bannockburn Through the Ages had been conceived, in a moment of administrative genius by the English Department Chair, summarily approved by the Board of Trustees and offered to Wright. He pragmatically accepted. As the Chair had put it to Pendleton, at the end of the incident, ‘This was just a guy trying to get by in life, that’s all he was doing.’


Though the story ran deeper.


For months after the incident with Wright, Pendleton had received a chilling series of anonymous expletive notes in his in-box telling him he was going to die a slow and agonizing death. He assumed it had been Wright who had written them, with individual letters, ransom-like, each letter cut and pasted from newspapers and magazines, Wright mimicking Pendleton’s latest novel, Word Salad, published the previous year.


Word Salad was a slim, post-modern jumble of cut-and-paste lettering that revolved around a man receiving death threats. The protagonist had been mailing the letters to himself all along, or so it seemed, until the protagonist, finally institutionalized, continued to receive the death threats. It had served as a testament to the deep sense of mental instability that had begun to characterize Pendleton’s existence at Bannockburn. By ’75 he had taken a so-called sabbatical through the fall. The novel had been rejected by even the smaller presses, though not for the usual reasons. The fact was, Pendleton had become anathema with small presses, since, after his tenure, he had railed against the farce of what he called ‘those circle jerk, quasi-vanity presses of the foppish and washed up’ at every writing conference he attended. In the end, he had published the book himself under the guise of a literary press, shanghaiing some fellow literary outcasts to legitimize the press by becoming board members.


Wright, using Pendleton’s own work against him in this bizarre Art Imitates Life intimidation, had deeply affected Pendleton. He had kept the letters at his home office, filing them away, showing them to nobody. Who would have believed him? Even he had begun to doubt his own sanity and, after the fallout of his altercation with Wright, he had suffered his second breakdown at Bannockburn, entering another so-called ‘sabbatical’ of utter isolation spent in his house through the following spring.


Against such a storied background, against years of despair, Pendleton fought the urge to just walk away. The Chair had, of course, sent Wright along to further rattle him.


Using a payphone to contact the English Department office, all Pendleton got was the answering machine. He didn’t leave a message. He thought if he called enough times, somebody would pick up. The itinerary was on his desk. He was on his fifth try to the department when Wright stormed back into the airport, shouting, ‘Where is that incompetent son of a bitch?’


Wright had forgotten that he hadn’t driven his own car. He kept shouting, ‘I was due back on campus over an hour ago!’


Pendleton stayed by the payphone until Wright left in a taxi.


It was already 5.40 p.m. and dark. The airport, a former National Guard building, had the look of a Greyhound bus station, squat and dilapidated. The light had the brilliant starkness of an operating room, tubes of fluorescence charging the air.


Adi sat alone on a plastic seat, like a specimen.


Pendleton called one last time to the English Department. He had his eyes closed. He could see the office in his mind’s eye. There was no answer. There were less than two hours before Horowitz was to talk.


In retrospect, he knew he should have scheduled Horowitz’s arrival a day ahead of his event, but these were the fatal errors of a man preoccupied with his own troubles. Why had he lolled around his office all afternoon pretending to grade papers when he should have been home setting up for the party? Why had he not taken the flight information with him?


There were no good answers.


At the United desk, there was no listing under Horowitz either, but the agent was more friendly than the agent at American, suggesting the booking might have been made under a different name. She seemed willing to help, but Pendleton didn’t get into it. He would just await the 6 p.m. flight.


Adi looked up and said, ‘Any luck?’


‘There’s nobody answering at the department.’


Adi looked toward the arrivals board. ‘Maybe Horowitz will be on the six o’clock flight on United?’


Pendleton said, ‘Maybe . . . Look, I’m sorry about this . . . about Wright. We have a history together. I had him in a class. He said he suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder.’


Adi shrugged. ‘Don’t worry . . .’


Pendleton just nodded. He had run out of things to say. He looked toward the small car rentals desk. A woman was smoking and reading a magazine.


Adi raised her voice. ‘Anyway, I was busy reading a very interesting book.’ She was holding up an out-of-print edition of Pendleton’s first collection, Winterland.


Pendleton’s face flushed. It took him a moment to regain his composure as he just looked at the book, his throat tightening. He said eventually, ‘I haven’t opened that in almost two decades.’


‘Well, I think you should read it again.’


Was that a compliment? Pendleton felt his heart racing, though he tried to look calm. He said quietly, ‘Where did you get it?’


‘I checked it out at the library.’ Adi handed the book to Pendleton, who took it and stared at it like an amputee might stare at a severed limb. He whispered the word ‘Winterland’ just to hear the sound of it, a work that had consumed two years of his graduate life. Just holding it brought back a rush of memory, the slur of Manhattan outside his window, the rush of traffic and blare of horns, the babel of different languages outside.


Once upon a time, he had lived only for writing, crawling from his typewriter to his bed, sleeping at all hours, waking in the dead of night to begin again, the sense of competition fierce among his fellow students, writing against their phantoms, against Horowitz, writing with that sense of what it takes to make a fellow writer, even a sworn enemy, concede to the genius on the page. All art, Pendleton understood, was written in defiance or against something. It was a line Pendleton had begun his lectures with a long time ago.


The question was, where had that feeling of old gone, that sense of being alive? It was a question that sent a chill through him.


Pendleton closed the book.


Adi was staring at him when he looked up. She had her hand out. ‘I want to finish it.’


Deep within him, he wanted to ask her what she thought of his writing, those old butterflies in his stomach again, but instead of asking her, he said stiffly, ‘So why the sudden interest in my work?’


Adi shrugged. ‘I saw that you and Horowitz were at grad school together. I just wanted to—’


Pendleton cut her off. ‘Compare the difference between success and failure? So did you find your answer?’


Adi said quietly, ‘So why did you stop writing?’


‘Look, I don’t need someone feeling sorry for me. Is that what you’re doing?’


Adi said again, ‘Why did you stop writing?’


‘Who says I stopped writing?’


‘Are you writing?’


It took him a moment. ‘No, I’m not writing.’


‘Why?’


Pendleton shook his head. ‘I don’t know . . .’ It was a long time since anybody had asked him a direct question about what he was supposed to be, a writer. He looked at her and she just stared back at him, struggling to answer the question, saying finally, ‘The fundamental problem with my work was it didn’t make people laugh or cry.’


‘And is that who you were writing for?’


‘The reality is the other kinds of people don’t necessarily buy books. They get them from the library. At a certain point I asked myself, “Why write more stuff for people not to read?”’ Pendleton’s eyes got big. ‘There you have it.’


Adi looked at him. ‘I don’t get it.’


‘Okay, let me put it this way. The people who need to laugh and cry silenced me. They didn’t buy my books. It was that simple, a matter of taste, not politics, an absolute totalitarianism of the marketplace that no ministry of censorship has, or can ever hope to achieve.’


Pendleton stopped. He glared at Adi. ‘You see how degrading an explanation that is? Does that satisfy your curiosity? People didn’t want to read me. Tell me, how do you fight that reality?’


Adi answered. ‘Hasn’t great art always been like that? Anyone who cannot come to terms with his life while he is alive needs one hand to ward off despair and the other hand to write down what he sees among the ruins.’


Pendleton laughed in a ridiculing way. ‘You think I haven’t heard this before, this kind of romantic claptrap we are paid to tell students, the struggling artist crap? Writing was my existence, my so-called career, once upon a time. It’s all I knew, and look at me now!’ His voice trailed off for a few moments, then he said with a cold edge, ‘What’s it to you anyway? You see an obscure PhD thesis possibility in me? You’ve been at Bannockburn how long? You want my notes, my half-finished novels?’


Adi looked away, and Pendleton knew he had gone too far. He moved toward the darkness. A tract of runway lighting burned against the dark. He could see his reflection in the glass. He felt as removed from this reflection as he was from the book he had held. Who was this staring back at him? Why had he lost this opportunity with her? She had seen something in his work, even all these years later, it was still apparent, what he had once been, the disembodied ghost of his former self, his soul. Isn’t this why he had started writing, for that magical transmutation of the flatness of words into something more, for immortality?


If he could have explained that time to her, or even to himself, maybe he could have found a way back. In those days he had used his own poverty to his advantage, that sense of desperation, disappearing into the swell of city blocks, into a tide of human flesh, seeking it out – anonymity, the thing he feared most. In winter months he had gone underground into the lurid gelled light of the subway, life flitting through stations, letting fleeting glimpses of faces of beauty or sadness seep into his head, inventing lives for this flotsam of refugees. It had been how Winterland had been created, in the labyrinthine tunnels of New York, following the literal thread of metaphor tunneling through darkness. If he could only verbalize this, could he recover, could he find a way back into writing?


A warbled voice came over the intercom announcing a flight from Chicago, breaking Pendleton’s thoughts. He opened his eyes, came out of the depths of New York. It was still in there in his head, a world abandoned.


Adi said just loud enough to break Pendleton’s thoughts, ‘I’m going to admit something to you.’


Pendleton still had his back to her.


‘I want to apologize, if you’ll let me. I underestimated who you are as a writer. I took two classes in theory with you over the years, and I never took the time to read your work . . . I should have. That’s all I wanted to say.’ She said nothing more.


The heat of the exchange had dissipated. Adi Wiltshire was not the problem. He knew that and, standing there in the airport, he was reminded of a line in A Hundred Years of Solitude, that maybe men lived for one moment then spent the rest trying to end it. It was the dying lament of a colonel in the book, a survivor of thirty-two wars, fourteen attempts on his life, seventy-three ambushes and a firing squad, a man who ended up dying of old age while urinating.


Maybe there was a time to concede to posterity, to be discovered posthumously by a PhD with the insight to explain one’s life and work. And, for the first time in a long time, E. Robert Pendleton smiled and said quietly, ‘I bet you are one of those people who carry a library card?’ and Adi, too, smiled, and, in those briefest of moments, Pendleton decided he would do what he had been thinking about for a long time.


He would take his own life.





Three


Horowitz walked through the arrival gate in the same Hawaiian shirt he wore on the back of his book jacket, right down to the shark’s-tooth pendant and coral shell necklace. An overpowering smell of Panama Jack preceded him, a coconut, tropical smell that, until then, Pendleton had forever associated with spring break, with the riotous lust of adolescence.


Horowitz had no bags except a drawstring sack slung over his shoulder that could romantically be imagined to hold a hunk of cheese, a bottle of red wine and one’s favorite book. He wore khaki pants cinched with a belt above his hips, the pant legs coming down to his hairless shins. On his sockless feet, he wore shiny penny loafers.


Horowitz stopped and shook hands with two businessmen who Pendleton could tell were going to rush out and buy Horowitz’s autobiography.


Pendleton kept staring at Horowitz, at so-called white middle-aged success, at the Hawaiian shirt that belied the frog shape of Horowitz’s body, the paunch of stomach and skinny legs. Horowitz was an approximation of the two businessmen he was talking to, physically anyway, and yet different from them in his Hawaiian shirt and tanned skin. He looked like a guy on permanent vacation, a guy with the answer to the riddle to the mystery of life. There were no exercise routines, no stomach crunches in his world. This was who he was appealing to, those harried business types, dreamers of beachfront vacations. Horowitz reminded Pendleton, at that moment, of an archetypical beachcomber, the bittersweet melancholia of Jimmy Buffet’s male meno-pausal laments from Key Largo, ‘Cheeseburger in Paradise’ and ‘Wasting Away Again in Margaritaville’, and conceded that maybe the essence of Horowitz’s message was ironically existential after all, or so he wanted to believe. This was, after all, his last night on earth, but the first words out of Horowitz’s mouth were sardonic: ‘So what now, Bob? Another two days upriver by canoe?’


Pendleton stiffened, but played along. ‘The natives have been restless, Allen. It’s good you’re late. We’ll travel better now under cover of dark.’


Horowitz licked the tip of his finger and held it in the air. ‘Touché, Bob, score one for the manic depressives. You’ve still got a sense of humor after everything. I admire that, Bob, that tenacity. They say genius is born of suffering, of being misunderstood.’


Pendleton was against the ropes when Adi stepped forward, and, without introduction, pointed at Horowitz’s coral necklace. ‘Good thing you dressed like a primitive. We can trade your beads and shark’s tooth with the natives to appease the river gods.’


Horowitz’s eyes locked on Adi as she took Pendleton’s hand, like they were a couple, and, before Horowitz could respond, Adi said with a fawning obsequiousness, ‘If Robert won’t do the honors, I will. Adi Wiltshire, your most devoted fan.’


Adi held two of Horowitz’s books to her breasts. ‘You will sign these, Allen, won’t you?’


There was a sense of disbelief on Horowitz’s face. With her long, straight black hair combed to either side of her wide-open face, Adi reminded Horowitz of the coy, innocent devotion of Ali MacGraw in Love Story.


All Pendleton could do was act the part of a staid professor at a venerable college where, lore had it, bookish women like Adi Wiltshire, true lovers of literature, were there for the taking, for such were the thoughts Pendleton knew were racing through Horowitz’s head.


For his part, Horowitz wished he was dressed in anything other than how he was dressed.


Walking across the cold night toward the airport parking lot, Adi kept hold of Pendleton’s hand, all the while talking to Horowitz.


Bannockburn College glowed against the dark of night, an oasis set apart from the small, dying town. The fumes of ethanol hung in the air from the plant upwind of the college, giving the air a smell of stale beer.


Pendleton drove alongside the riverbank heading toward the college, explaining again delicately to Horowitz that the nature of his visit was a pedagogical symposium, that the event had been timed to coincide with Homecoming, thus avoiding hordes of students milling for Horowitz’s autograph. He kept his eyes on the road while he talked.


Adi turned toward the dark outline of Horowitz’s head. ‘This is Robert’s gift to you. He wanted to give you a reprieve from fame, to assess who you are, and why you write.’


Horowitz said frankly, ‘I think contemplation is overrated.’


Adi smiled. ‘You know, I think you’re right. My mother was studying for a doctorate in animal behavioral psychology at Ohio State and, after years of research, she summed up the burden of human consciousness by first asking an audience, “What if a dog had to think about what all the other dogs in the world were thinking about?”’


Horowitz said, ‘Interesting, but can you ask a creature that lives one-seventh as long as we do the hard questions? I think age is the key to metaphysics, to the deeper issues of transcendence.’


‘My mother’s emphasis wasn’t on transcendence, Allen, but the burden of socio-political awareness in a media-saturated world. Imagine if a dog had to know about starvation in Africa, genocide in Cambodia, nuclear proliferation, interest rates . . .’


Horowitz made a whistling noise. ‘Those must have been some research dogs . . .’ He reached forward and touched Pendleton’s shoulder. ‘You got a live one here, Bob! I’ll give you that. Let me go out on a limb here, Adi. Your mother ate lots of tofu, believed in free love, wore Birkenstock sandals and advocated communal living? I say she’s divorced . . . twice . . . but is in a committed Christian union now!’ Horowitz smiled. ‘I’m right. Tell me I’m right!’


Adi didn’t answer him.


‘I know I’m right. You see, I used to sleep with women like your mother in the sixties, dreamy idealists with flowers in their hair. Thing is, they are the ones that fall the hardest, change the most over time, or not really change exactly, more like they show the flipside of their idealism, which is conservatism at its core. A fanatic is a fanatic.’


Adi looked at Horowitz. ‘I think you’re full of shit! And for point of clarification, my mother’s focus was on primates, not dogs. Specifically, her research was on primate signing, on acquired linguistic expression with the intent on trans-species communication.’


Horowitz raised his hands. ‘A noble endeavor, no doubt, wanting to speak to the animals. For a rational, agnostic humanist, I see that as a perfectly legitimate line of inquiry, seeking a sense of universal understanding through a dialogue with apes. If we are all of the same order, why not speak to the apes, right? I’m not knocking your mother at all. What I admire is the exquisite rationality . . . You know, this quest for a true language has historical precedence. It goes back to the Middle Ages, when there was a belief that newborn children knew the language of angels, but, with the corrupting influence of human language, they lost that first language. So some sects carried out experiments where they isolated children from humanity, usually in dark spaces underground, feeding them, but never letting them hear human language. The belief was, if left alone, these children would grow up speaking the language of heaven, and so, too, humanity could learn this language. I think that an ironic application of the scientific method carried out by religious fundamentalists, don’t you, but a logical deduction from the premise that heaven existed, and that all human souls were really spirits made incarnate . . . So, you see, your mother and the ancients were alike, each seeking a secret language of universal understanding . . . a quest born out of a misplaced nostalgia for the past.’


It took Pendleton a moment to realize that Horowitz was tapping him on the shoulder.


‘Well, what do you think, Bob? Hypothetically, is it an option for twentieth-century man to hide from the historical reality of where we are now as a civilization?’


Pendleton felt the flush of the insinuation. ‘If you’re talking about Bannockburn—’ but Horowitz cut him off with such a sense of condescension. ‘I was talking hypothetically. It’s not all about you. That’s always been your biggest problem, Bob.’


Horowitz leaned toward Adi. ‘I think the philosophers of old got it wrong. The big question in life is not how much pain and suffering we can endure, but how much happiness we can bear. That’s the real existential question for post-industrial, agnostic man. Things are going to get better for us. How many cruises can you take in retirement? How many all-u-can-eat buffets can you visit? These are the real issues facing us!’


Adi stared back at Horowitz. ‘You’re joking!’


Horowitz shook his head. ‘I’m talking about the Garden of Eden, about eternal, mind-numbing happiness. We gave it all up. Isn’t that what Adam and Eve categorically rejected, happiness? We know how to cope with suffering, but eternal happiness? Where’s the freewill in that?’


Adi pushed her hair behind her ear, showing the smooth profile of her face. ‘I’m not sure . . . I . . .’ She hesitated. ‘I’ve never thought about things like that before.’


Horowitz said softly, ‘Why would you? – You are too young and beautiful,’ and, with a masterful sense of timing, he stopped talking, leaned back in his seat and began fumbling with papers, like he was beginning to review his speech notes, while Adi, for her part, turned and sat facing forward, not least because Horowitz had ceased talking. He had left her hanging.


Pendleton kept driving, though he had lost any sense of his earlier victory. Adi didn’t look at him. She stared out the window. Horowitz had done what Pendleton had been unable to do, captivate her as an intellectual and, more importantly, as a man. Pendleton caught Adi turn and look at Horowitz, then turn again when Horowitz didn’t look up.


It was a stinging moment of personal failure, and, for a split second, Pendleton felt like taking them all to their deaths. How easy it would have been to turn the car into the dark flow of the river running beside them, to wend his destiny to Horowitz, to see him struggle and die, and Adi, too, for only he would have braced for the impact of the car as it hit the water. What would it be like to leave a public always wondering what exactly happened?


He felt they all deserved such an end, all three of them.


They were already late as Pendleton edged toward the crescent-shaped drop-off area of the college library. The area was a riot with a gathering of horse-drawn carts piled with hay readied for the midnight barn dance at the gymnasium. It was like going back two centuries. The drivers were dressed in pilgrim outfits, feeding the horses. For five Homecomings, to secure tenure, he had submitted to dressing as a troll during this spectacle, collecting tickets at the gymnasium for admission to the dance.


Pendleton hit his horn, and a horse stomped nervously backward in that high horse canter, its eyes in blinders. The Chair saw the car and ran toward it, as did Pendleton’s ad hoc murder of graduate students, a so-called greeting committee of pasty, greasy-haired, black-clad doctoral candidates.


Wright was there, too, camera flashing away. He had, of course, told the Chair about the fiasco at the airport.


True to form, Horowitz was laughing at the spectacle. He tapped Pendleton on the shoulder blade. ‘Is this a college or a circus, Bob?’


Pendleton turned and, staring through Horowitz, said, ‘How will you be remembered in a hundred years, Allen? What about immortality?’


It set Horowitz off balance for a moment, before he flashed a smile. ‘I believe in the here and now, Bob.’ Then he got out and opened the passenger door with a theatrical flourish for Adi.


She was stepping from the car when, in a seeming afterthought, she turned and said, ‘You’re joining us, right, Professor?’


Pendleton said coldly, ‘Let me try and find a parking space.’





Four


Pendleton circled the library lot once as Adi watched him. He drove away, his mind already made up as to what he would do. Adi Wiltshire had made it easier for him. He passed along the water again, then turned up a slope toward his neighborhood of old colonial homes.


It was a final insult, how she had switched sides. He took a deep breath. She had merely discussed his book to pass time.


How could he have let his guard down like that, to have answered her questions? He imagined her getting drunk, telling Horowitz, telling everyone who would listen. Would she do that to him?


Why wouldn’t she?


Pendleton wound back toward the campus again, past the library.


Adi Wiltshire had gone inside. She had not waited, but he had wanted to see it for himself. If he could have taken solace in the mere fact he was too old for her, that would have been something, a subterfuge he might have lived with, but he couldn’t. Horowitz was the same age.


It was something else, something that had been lacking in him all his life. It was hard facing that truth, or even saying what it was that was lacking, but, whatever it was, it had ruined his life. Maybe Horowitz had been right about him. It had always been about himself, about his writing, his problems, his fears. His life had been eclipsed by a sense of failure and want, by a crippling self-consciousness. That was simply it. He had become self-consumed through the years.


Pendleton drove on. As yet, his mind was not given to how he would die, just that he would. His foot eased off the gas. It was not as easy as he had thought, even now, with the pain of rejection.


Around campus, the night was alive with shouts, groups of fathers and sons already lit on shots, heading across the baseball fields for the off-campus bars to slum it for a few hours on cheap beer and pick-up pool with townie losers. Such were the moments of privileged intimacy, the bigness of America that fathers could reconcile with sons out here in the dim nightmare of how the other half lived.


Tonight there was poignancy to it all. These occasions of Homecoming and fall break formed a literary genre unto themselves at College Writing Programs, a sort of mock heroic, stories set against a Hemingway backdrop of shaky alcoholic pronouncements, at hunting cabins or rundown bars, where male vulnerability was laid bare.


Each culture found its rites of passage, so why not here as well? Was it that bad here? There was time to stop this decline. Why didn’t he just park and go on in and listen to Horowitz? There was nothing to stop him, but he didn’t get out of the car. This was beyond Horowitz now, beyond Adi Wiltshire.
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