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    Dedication




    For G.




    It was not the passion that was new to her,


    it was the yearning adoration.




    D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover


  




  

    Chapter 1




    I KNEW FROM STUDYING THE MAP that at some point after turning off I-95 I would catch a glimpse of it across a long bend of the river. So I was expecting this view, and after all, I have been here once before. But I have never seen it from the road, never from this angle, and it takes my breath away. The place looks like the film set for a pastiche of Dracula and Sleeping Beauty. Spine-chilling and romantic at the same time.




    Ardrossan University, familiarly known as “The Folly,” is architecturally disadvantaged in that it cannot present itself to the world in the form of the stern elegance to which venerable academic institutions aspire. Its multi-colored brickwork sparkles and shimmers red, black, blue, and green in the glaring sun of the June afternoon, as if a giant baby had turned over its box of Lego bricks and built a castle. Its gables are over-long, its pinnacles and turrets and cornices too ornate, its arches too pointy, its glazed bricks too shiny—a hideously neo-gothic extravaganza of such silliness that it has its very own and unique grandeur.




    This is where I am going to work.




    But not yet. Today my destination lies due east of the campus, past the halls, the dormitories, the library, and the sprawling four-story building that houses the English department and where, come August, one little office will be mine. Today my cue is a big wooden board on the roadside, advertising Calderbrook Farm: Organic Fruit Orchard.




    I turn left into a lane bordered with woods on the right and on the left, seemingly endless rows of dark green bushes, about chest-high, hung with bright green billiard balls. The farm at the end of the lane is unmistakably the one that Mr. Larsen, the Shaftsboro Realtor, described to me on the phone. Apart from several low-roofed steel barns, garages, and a canopied farm stand, there are two white clapboard farmhouses, connected by a sort of one-story conservatory. I am just pulling up next to the silver-metallic BMW convertible in front of the gate when my phone rings.




    “Are we there yet?”




    “Listen, Irene, I got here literally this second, and I’m late as it is! I’ll call you afterward.”




    “You listen! Are you homesick yet? Are you regretting it yet? It’s not too late to come back home! We’ll slaughter a bottle of Moët & Chandon for the prodigal, um, friend!”




    “Be quiet! Some friend you are. You’re supposed to support me in this, not undermine me!”




    “I am totally your friend when I say that moving to the South is a huge mistake, Anna.” Her voice is serious now; she means every word she says.




    Casting a hurried look at the dashboard clock, I sit back in my seat. “Look, we’ve been through this, like, twenty-seven times. An assistant professorship at Ardrossan University is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I can’t turn it down, and I don’t want to turn it down!”




    “But it’s in the boonies!” she wails.




    “Don’t be ridiculous. Shaftsboro is practically on the outskirts of D.C.”




    “Ha!”




    An ambitious junior associate in the reputable Manhattan legal firm of Barton, Scherer and Nussbaum, she should be the first to urge me to go where my career takes me. But for Irene, a career worthy of the name can only happen north of the Mason-Dixon line. Virginia, to her, is the deepest South, beyond the pale of civilization.




    “Look, I am moving down here, and I am late for my appointment with a tomato farmer who I hope will be my new landlord. I’ll talk to you when I’m done, okay?”




    “Oh, says she who’s only ever lived in New York and London! You have no idea what you’re letting yourself in for! You should live somewhere where you feel at home!”




    “Then just be glad I didn’t stay in London. Reenie, I gotta go. Further bulletins as events warrant.”




    I leave the phone on the passenger seat, check my hair in the rearview mirror, and get out of the car. Wary of letting any free-roaming animals escape, I carefully latch the gate behind me, turn toward the main house, and freeze. Something that looks like the Hound of the Baskervilles comes tearing toward me, skids to a halt about two yards away, and challenges me at the top of its lungs.




    “Dude! If I move here, we gotta work on our relationship!”




    My words make no impression at all, but the sharp whistle from the direction of the house does. The shaggy black beast briefly weighs up the pros and cons of obedience versus vigilance and trots off. Three people have appeared from the newer of the two houses: a man in beige pants and a yellow polo-neck shirt, a woman in a light summer dress, and an older man in baggy jeans, a checkered shirt and a baseball cap. He seems to be in charge of the dog, because it bounds up to him and he pets it and tells it to sit by the house.




    While the men loiter by the door, the woman comes forward, and for a crazy moment I feel like a European explorer making contact with a delegation of natives.




    “Sorry ’bout that!” she shouts. And when she is in speaking distance she adds, “She’s only seven months old. We’re still training her.”




    “That’s okay. No harm done. Hi, I’m Anna Lieberman.”




    Up close she is a little older than I first guessed, in her mid-thirties and very lean, almost wiry. The flowery dress looks completely wrong on her. Why is she wearing clothes that suit her so little? Social convention? A concession to the prospective tenant? She introduces herself as Karen Walsh and takes me across the yard to meet the men.




    Mr. Larsen, the Shaftsboro Realtor, has a muddy, paw-shaped smudge on his linen thigh and appears uncomfortable and out of place on a working farm. Howard Walsh, Sr., whose paunch is as substantial as Mr. Larsen’s but who looks strong as an ox, takes hardly any notice of me from under his cap but cannot very well avoid shaking my hand. I make a point of this, gripping his big, calloused hand for a fraction longer than he wants, and he briefly glances at me and actually takes off his cap. He has Paul Newman eyes and a handsome weather-beaten face.




    “Well, ma’am, you better not get your hopes up too high,” he says. “Reckon our cabin ain’t what you’re looking for.”




    “I’m very much looking forward to seeing it, sir.”




    Seeing as I drove down from New York City today with that specific purpose.




    “Go on in for a drink,” Karen Walsh says, and the men immediately turn and go back into the house.




    Right. Drink and interview first. We sit around the massive kitchen table and Karen Walsh pours a dark golden-brown liquid from a big glass pitcher for all of us. It is so cold that the walls of my glass mist up, and a cautious sip reveals it to be extremely sweet black tea. Of course. Silly me. Welcome to the South. Unsure of protocol, I sip my tea, which is delicious in this hot weather, and answer the ritual questions about my trip down, the traffic around Washington, and whether I have ever visited these parts before. If this is an exam, I fail at least the last of these questions.




    “Dr. Lieberman, if you’d like a cookie or a muffin?” Karen Walsh piles jugs and plates onto the table and finally sits down.




    “Anna, please, if—if that’s okay.”




    “What kind of a doctor are you, ma’am, if you don’t mind me asking?” The Paul Newman eyes look straight at me.




    “Dr. Lieberman works at the Folly, Pop. Didn’t you hear Mr. Larsen say? These are blueberry and whole grain and these are chocolate chip.”




    “Beats me why they wanna call their own business foolish,” Mr. Walsh observes deliberately. “I wouldn’t.”




    “Thank you, they look delicious.” I smile up at Karen. “Actually, it’s a reference to an architectural—never mind. I’m in English literature.”




    “So you’re a doctor in English literature from New York City, and now you want to live on a Piedmont tomato farm.” Mr. Walsh leans back in his chair and crosses his arms.




    “Y-Yes, sir, that about sums it up.”




    He is much too reserved to ask why—let alone, as my big-city friends and relations did, why the hell?—I want to live on a tomato farm.




    Why do I? I can’t really say, except that I knew right away that I am not interested in the Shaftsboro riverside lofts (“real popular with folk from your part of the country”) that Mr. Larsen made me look at on his website.




    “And how long would you be planning on staying in the South, ma’am?”




    I lean back in my chair and nerve myself to brave his subtle antagonism. “Three years at least, maybe six, maybe longer, if I get tenure.”




    “What’s that thing my old father used to say?” Mr. Larsen turns to Mr. Walsh as if for information. “‘Yankees is like hemorrhoids—a pain when they come down and a relief when they go back up again.’”




    “Dr. Lieberman!” Karen jumps up, and so does the dog under the table, yelping. “Would you like to see the cabin now?”




    I half hope that it will turn out to be a derelict pile, but it’s a city girl’s dream in light-blue clapboard, with white window frames and a white porch. Situated almost a hundred yards away from the main house, it stands on its own in splendid isolation on the edge of the woods, and I have an unnerving vision of myself as Connie Chatterley, engaged in amorous trysts with my illicit lover in our quiet, leafy retreat.




    “You don’t need me for this, right?” Mr. Larsen fingers the cigarettes in his breast pocket. Mr. Walsh wanders off into the direction of the garage. Showing people round is evidently woman’s work again.




    We enter an L-shaped living room with kitchen; a bedroom is tucked into the inner right angle of the L and looks out toward the woods. All the rooms have dark hardwood floorboards, even the bathroom and the tiny utility room.




    Karen Walsh breaks the silence. “My husband’s grandfather used to have pickers sleep in here during the summer, but—well, it’s much too small now.”




    “How many people do you employ?” I ask, making conversation to cover my delight at what I’m seeing.




    “Up to forty once picking starts. It’s mostly students from schools and colleges around here. And backpackers, from Europe and Australia. They have a camp site over there.” She cocks her head toward the forest.




    “And who lived in here before? I mean, before now?”




    She tucks her short, light brown hair behind her ears in a nervous little gesture. “Our previous tenants—they moved out three months ago—well, it was a very unsuccessful arrangement. They kept complaining about everything—the dogs, the dirt, the dial-up Internet access, of course, and in the end they left one weekend when we were all away on a family visit, without ever paying the rent that was due.”




    She gazes at me as if she was going to say more, but then she decides against it. With her long, sinewy arm she reaches up the banister. “Will you come and see upstairs?”




    The upstairs bedroom is larger than the downstairs one, and it has two dormer windows that look away from the farmhouse toward the woods. It’s the perfect place for a study. I have to bite my lips not to burst out laughing.




    “It would be very different from what you’re used to,” Karen Walsh says tactfully.




    “But I don’t want what I’m used to! I want to get away from what I’m used to! I want a change, a real change! May I?”




    My vehemence seems to take her aback a little but she nods, and I open the bedroom window.




    “Smell that?”




    “N-No—”




    “That’s what I mean. This would feel like a vacation in the country, not like work at all!”




    We laugh together, and she lays a quick hand on my arm. “Leave it to me.”




    When we come back into the living room, Mr. Walsh is fiddling with one of the doorknobs.




    “Pop? Dr. Lieberman says it’s exactly what she is looking for.”




    “You reckon?”




    I try to look resolute but keep my mouth shut.




    “We don’t rent out for longer than a year at a time.” He straightens up, his fists propped against his hips.




    “That’s fine with me, sir.”




    I’m not sure why I want this place at all, given that my prospective landlord seems convinced that I will be a pain in his neck. The only answer I can come up with is that I am in love with the idea of living on a farm, and that I have fallen in love at first sight with the blue cabin.




    Mr. Walsh gives his daughter-in-law the curtest of nods and leaves the house.




    “So you don’t wanna look at the lofts in town?” Mr. Larsen throws away his cigarette and squints into the late afternoon sun.




    The Paul Newman eyes and mine meet in similar stupefaction on their way from the cigarette butt on the porch back to the Realtor’s face. I half expect Mr. Walsh to take Mr. Larsen by the scruff of his polo shirt and shake him till he picks up the offending piece of garbage, but he just walks off toward the main house.




    “No, thank you,” I say.




    The signing of the lease goes without a hitch. I thank Karen Walsh for her hospitality, feeling that we have established a tentative kind of rapport. When I offer to shake Mr. Walsh’s hand, he indicates by an abrupt little jerk of his head that he intends to accompany the Realtor and me to our cars.




    “That your’n?” He points his thumb at my battered ol’ Subaru.




    I shrug. “Sorry that I’m not driving my VW Beetle Cabrio today. Or some other fancy European car—you know, a Peugeot or an Audi—like all the other snooty Yankee women.”




    The verbal slap does not even make him flinch.




    “No, ma’am,” he says slowly and scrapes something off the hood with his fingernail. “I was hoping you came in a Mini Cooper.”
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    At home in Queens, my report about house-hunting in Virginia produces mixed reactions.




    Mom and Nathan stare at me as if I had announced I was going to live under a bridge. Dad gives an incredulous little snort, but Jessica, Nat’s wife, beams at me.




    “I love that! A cottage! Cottage, or cabin? Is it in the mountains, this place?”




    “No, not quite. Shaftsboro is sort of halfway between the coast and the mountains. But it’s on the river. The college, that is. Not the farm.”




    “Like Brandeis,” Mom informs nobody in particular.




    I shouldn’t have told my mother that I withdrew from the shortlist for a job that would have been half as far away as Ardrossan.




    “What do they farm?” Nat wants to know. “Tobacco? Pigs? Chickens? I thought you were a vegetarian!”




    “No, not like Brandeis. It’s directly on the river. There’s a sort of…promenade, esplanade, a riverside walk, and the campus is right next to it. It’s beautiful. Come and visit!”




    “So you fork out eight hundred bucks a month to share a cramped little apartment in Manhattan because the ’burbs make you heave,” Nathan scoffs, “but move away four hundred miles, and the suburbs are, like, the green belt of heaven?”




    “Listen, bub, I’m not moving to the suburbs, I’m moving into the country, and the farmer grows tomatoes and all sorts of berries. Totally vegetarian.”




    I know why Nat is giving me a hard time, though. With me out of reach, Mom will turn her maternal searchlight onto Nat and his family, and he hates that.




    “Six months, and you’ll be a Bible-thumping Republican,” he predicts with brotherly brutality.




    “Have you been talking to Irene, or what? Anyway, on the farm I’ll have lots of space, a forest to walk in, and peace and quiet to do my writing. And that’s all I want, Mom.”




    My mother turns to the lunchbox she is packing for me and does that thing where she raises her eyebrows and purses her lips. An allegory of doubt, with a bit of don’t-say-I-didn’t-tell-you-so-when-this-goes-wrong thrown in.




    “You may not like living on your own,” she tells my sandwich. “You think you will, because Sheena has been getting on your nerves, but you may find you don’t actually like it.”




    “Only one way to find out.” I shrug.




    “I’m just worried you will turn into a recluse if you live at the back of beyond all alone in a cabin!”




    “Mom, what you’re really worried about is that I might find that I do like living at the back of beyond all alone in a cabin.”




    “You should be worried, too. How will you ever find a man down there?”




    “Not my problem right now. I want a job, not a man.”




    “I don’t see why you can’t have both!”




    “I’m a one-trick pony, Mom. One trick is all this horse can do.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    MY FIRST TWO WEEKS IN THE SOUTH are the first holiday I have had in three years, and I am determined not to open a book to do with teaching or research, nor to write anything at all except a few emails. Instead, and to my deep satisfaction, I have acquired new kitchenware, a faux-suede three-seater sofa and an armchair for my living-room, a rocking chair for my porch (because I want to do this in style), and six wooden bookcases in a chestnut finish. I have been scrubbing, wiping, dusting, unpacking, and sorting, going to work on my new nest.




    Here’s a house-warming resolution: I will lug books and paper into my nest but no new man. Men leave me in a mess. The kitchen windows and the living-room windows change from grubby to invisible while I revel in the determination that I will not allow anything or anyone to distract my attention from the project ahead, and that is to press on toward my first tenure review in three years’ time. “Publish or perish!” is the war cry. I intend to publish.




    I get a soda from the fridge, sit down in the shade of the porch, and watch the harvest activities on the farm while behind me Bruce Springsteen is singing of the simple life and the ordinary tragedies of heartland America. This is the busiest time of the year for the Walshes. Pop, Karen, and her husband, Howie, seem to be out and about from the crack of dawn till sundown, while Mrs. Walsh—Grandma Shirley—shoulders the household chores and looks after the twin girls when they come home from school.




    It would be lonely out here, all on my own. I’m glad I have neighbors, particularly as I zoom out of the picture of me on my porch: the cottage…the main house…the barns…the garages…the fields…the woods. So much of this region is still wooded, and the river winds like a snake away from the Blue Ridge Mountains through the woods toward the sea. No, not like a snake, more like a lizard, one with short legs and small toes. I imagine the lizard trying to make its way toward…someplace…dashing from rock to rock, from cover to cover, because there is an unnamed danger overhead. Gathering strength in the shelter of the stone, panting, then—with only a vague sense of opportunity to guide it—it dashes out and runs as fast as its little legs and tiny toes can carry it to the next shelter. Why can the lizard not stay where it is, and where is it rushing so frantically when there is danger overhead—




    “Hey.”




    “W-Wha—hey.” I fell asleep again. Must get that under control.




    A slim teenager in torn army pants and a purple tank top has materialized, apparently out of nowhere, and she has the same expression of curiosity mingled with suspicion as the raccoon I came across yesterday morning when I went for a stroll in the woods. Her dark hair is cut short, but neither the boy hair nor the camouflage pants can disguise the fact that there is something waifish about her, something vulnerable and stubborn. She looks vaguely familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it, and since she doesn’t seem inclined to speak, I suppose I must.




    “Are you one of the tomato pickers?”




    Her eyebrows slam together and she shifts on her feet.




    “I’m Jules. They didn’t tell you about me, did they? Karen’s daughter.”




    She is right; they didn’t tell me about her. And I don’t blame myself for not having caught the resemblance, because if Karen is her mother, her father must be black.




    “Hi, Jules, Karen’s daughter. I’m Anna. But I guess you knew that.”




    She rolls her eyes, but it is in embarrassment about her own awkwardness.




    “Yeah, I knew that. Doctor Anna Lieberman. You’re from New York. Yeah, I knew that too. Man, what wouldn’t I give—” She shifts her weight again and sighs.




    “D’you want to come up for a moment? Let me get you a soda.” Yielding to the air of hopefulness that surrounds her like a cloud of smoke, I indicate the rickety bench on my porch. She grins and skips up the steps, and I mentally subtract a couple of years from her estimated age.




    She is sitting on the bench with her feet pulled up to her chest, and it strikes me who else she reminds me of: myself when I was her age. I cut off my hair, too, shortly after my Bat Mitzvah. I would have cut it off before, but my Grandma got wind of the plan and was so horrified that I waited out my performance at the synagogue before I, as my mother put it, “mutilated” myself. Studying my haftarah got me hooked on biblical Hebrew and began a phase of deep immersion in Jewish history and Torah studies, much to the bewilderment—and sometimes irritation—of my almost completely secular parents. Nathan took to calling me “Anshel,” the male alter ego of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s Yentl, the girl who wanted to be a yeshiva student; and although I knew he meant to taunt me, I was proud of his acknowledgement of my commitment and academic prowess.




    Whoa! Hold the projection, Lieberman.




    “I guess you’re really bummed you had to come and live out here.” She considers her drink but doesn’t unlock her arms around her knees.




    “Do you mean ‘out here in Ardrossan’ or ‘out here on the farm’? Neither, actually. I wanted to. But then I’m not your age. Fifteen?”




    “Sixteen in December. Mistake, though. This place sucks. It’s all rednecks and girls who wear purity rings and give blowjobs to the All Stars behind the gym. Do girls do that in New York?”




    She glares at me almost accusingly, and I realize that I have become a canvas of projection for her, too. My estimate of her age was supposed to flatter her; I’m surprised that she is almost sixteen. Mental note: mustn’t let her air of an orphaned street-urchin fool me.




    “Do you mean the purity rings, or the blowjobs, or the hypocrisy?” I grin. “I’m sure there’s hypocrisy everywhere. But in a big city in the Northeast it’s less likely to be evangelical.”




    She seems delighted with me for calling a spade a spade, and her rigid posture relaxes a little.




    “I still don’t understand why you wanted to leave New York City. Why would anyone?”




    There are a few things I could say in answer to this question, but since she clearly doesn’t know what she is talking about, I let it go.




    “Well, I’m guessing that you can’t wait to leave home, either, right? So what’s not to understand?” I give her a meaningful look that has more to do with my mother and Irene than with this belligerent teenager.




    “You ran away from home?” Her skin is like creamy caramel, smooth and flawless.




    “I think so. But I call it ‘building a career.’ Sounds so much better, doesn’t it?”




    The corners of her mouth twitch, but for some reason she is reluctant to laugh with me.




    “Well, I won’t go to college.”




    “Mmm. Why not?”




    “I’m not exactly an A student.”




    “You don’t have to be an A student to go to college.”




    More sneering. “To get into the Folly?”




    “Yeah, okay, to get into Ardrossan you need good grades. But Ardrossan is only one kind of college, and not necessarily the best one, depending on what you want to do with your life.”




    “You’re a doctor.” She changes the subject from herself to me.




    “Not a medical doctor.”




    “Of…English?” She reproduces what she must have picked up at home, complete with doubtful frown.




    “English literature is my subject, but I’m a Doctor of Philosophy, really. ‘Philosophy’ is Greek, it means ‘love of wisdom.’ And wisdom is preserved in books, because books live longer than people.”




    She watches me closely during this little lecture.




    “But you’re…pretty.” She can blush, too, and again she looks younger than she claims to be.




    “Thanks. But you don’t actually have to be homely to like studying. That’s what people say who mistrust books and studying. It’s a slur, nothing more. Besides, if you—hang on, that’s my phone. I gotta take that, it may be the college.”




    It is the college. They are looking forward to seeing me again, and one little office is waiting to have a nameplate attached to it that reads Anna Lieberman. Or, better still, Straunger, thou art now enteringe the realme of Anna Lieberman, she who hath prevailed! Taking possession of my new home and being lionized by the Cinderella of Calderbrook Farm are amusing pastimes, but they pall next to the unprecedented privilege that awaits me at college. Yup, after years of sharing tiny windowless holes with half a dozen other teaching assistants or adjuncts, having my own office is definitely a big deal to me.




    “Jules, I’m sorry, I have to run in and see my—”




    But the bench is empty. So is the bottle of cola. It is lying, empty, on the steps up to my porch, in a bubbling pool of sticky brown fluid.




    Oh, for God’s sake!




    I pour a kettleful of hot water down the steps of the porch, take a cold shower to clear my head, scrub my hands and fingernails, put on both my best summer college dress and my best behavior, and drive in to meet Elizabeth Mayfield, Professor of Renaissance Literature and parting Chair of English. According to the meter in my car it is only three miles from the farm to the edge of the campus, three and a half to the English department, and I am toying with the idea of adding a bicycle to the list of my new acquisitions. This is absurdly like a second date, or like finding yourself engaged to be married to someone you’ve only met once. We met, fancied each other, and made a commitment for a six-year try-out period. I’m the pretty young fortune-seeker; the college is the rich old guy setting up a detailed pre-nup to make sure it is I who will end up poor and homeless, if our relationship goes down the drain.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    THE ENGLISH DEPARTMENT IS HOUSED in the old Observatory, a huge red-and-black building dominated by an octagonal tower with a decrepit-looking dome. The observatory for which the building was named was housed up there, but nobody goes up there now, I was informed on my campus tour. The tower contains the elevator and, snaking round the elevator shaft, the main staircase, a grand stone-tiled construction that gives access to administration and offices on the eastern side, classrooms on the western side, and the department library, an auditorium, and a cafeteria to the south. Fantastically different from University Place, New York City. Prettier, of course, no competition, but I hope it isn’t going to make me feel claustrophobic.




    Lorraine Forster, the department’s administrative assistant, asks whether I’d like a glass of tea and points out firmly that she is “Mrs.” not “Ms.” Forster. They make a remarkable pair, Mrs. Forster and Professor Mayfield. Both are, in their different ways, well-coiffed, well-preserved brunettes, but while Lorraine seems to live on carrots and coffee, Elizabeth Mayfield is an imposing woman in layered silk with the bosom and the girth of an opera singer. The voice, too.




    “Anna—good to see you again. Welcome to Ardrossan.”




    If I have half this woman’s poise and authority by the time I turn fifty, I will consider myself extremely lucky.




    “Hello, Professor Mayfield. Thanks—I’m still a little stunned. This place is so beautiful it’s unreal!”




    She smiles like someone who hears this all the time about her workplace, but I know it’s still expected that I say it.




    “Yes, we are fortunate. Now, I’m guessing you’re impatient to see your new office—” My beaming smile elicits a chuckle of mild amusement. “Well, I’ll have to keep you a little with some administrative business. I’m handing over the chair at the end of the month, but because I chaired your search committee, I agreed to oversee your initiation at Ardrossan.”




    “No hot radiators or bottles of Jack Daniel’s, I hope.”




    “I beg your pardon?” She looks up from my file, as if she thought she had misheard me.




    “Nothing, sorry. Who will take over from you?”




    “Nick Hornberger.” She focuses her attention back on my file, and I wonder whether her terseness is significant. Hornberger was on my search committee, too, and he baffled me. With his close-cropped hair and the physique of an aging linebacker, he looks nothing like a paper-shuffling administrator, let alone the reconstructed male I had assumed him to be after surveying his list of publications. His most recent book is called Rakes, Rogues and Renegades, an unpardonable title for anything but a paperback with two pairs of nipples and swathes of red silk on the cover. In fact, it purports to be a study of masculinity—or, as the subtitle puts it more correctly, masculinities—in the Old South.




    Perhaps it is his understanding of antebellum gentlemanliness that made him touch my arm or my back every time we passed through a door on my campus tour. I don’t think there is any harm in Hornberger; he is just a middle-aged macho who needs to flirt with younger women. But I am thankful that it is Elizabeth Mayfield who seems to be taking me under her wing.




    “I think Giles Cleveland would be the right person to take you under his wing,” she says in her placid alto voice.




    “Oh—uh—that’s—great.”




    “Do you know Giles?”




    “N-No. Well, I know of him, of course, and I heard him at a conference once, but I haven’t met him.”




    Giles Cleveland, associate professor of Renaissance Literature and director of the Early Modern Studies program, has, in the last few years, turned into a force to be reckoned with among scholars of the English Renaissance. A good choice as a mentor, as regards his scholarship. But he is also a bit of an oddball. An Englishman born and raised, he came to Harvard as a postdoc and never went back home. I heard a rumor that he would go to Stanford, but apparently he is still here. Now in his early forties, he is reputed to be charming but difficult, an interesting and entertaining speaker at conferences, but I have heard people say about him that he is an embodiment of English arrogance, bringing civilization to the colonials. He is definitely not popular with everyone. Elizabeth seems to think she is doing me a favor. I jolly well hope she is right.




    “We had most of the little offices on the fourth floor painted during the vacations.” She looks up and smiles. “But your humble abode might benefit from a quick sweep and wipe. You could ask the cleaning staff to put you on their list, but frankly, I wouldn’t advise it. Everyone is coming back right now and finding that their offices need cleaning, and—well, you know what it’s like. They’d probably make it up there in December.”
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    The next day I put my home improvement on hold, chuck rubber gloves, dustpan, liquid soap, and rags into a plastic bucket, put on jeans and t-shirt again, and go on another nesting mission. Appropriate to their insignificance in the larger scheme of things, assistant professors are located on the top floor, like a mixture between children and servants in the upper-class Victorian household. I am comfortable with that. I reckon it will be much cozier up here, with the other assistant profs, the adjuncts and the graduate assistants, than downstairs with the—um—grown-up folk.




    My office is small—a third the size of the study at the cottage—but it has a proper desk, a filing cabinet, and floor-to-ceiling shelves that need scrubbing, and—oh, glory!—leaded windows. The only flaw in the set-up is that the whole room is clogged up with dozens of plastic bags, boxes, folders, hardcover volumes of journals I’ve never heard of, stacks of what seem to be old student essays—Katie Clough, 1/8/1985, I read on one—and piles of overhead transparencies.




    “You must be joking. This?” I ask the janitor who unlocks the room for me and is making me sign for the key.




    He checks the small print on the sheet.




    “’Fraid so. Lieberman, E-four-twenty-nine. This is it, ma’am. You can phone for garbage disposal, extension thirty-three twenty-two. But they won’t go on and empty the room for you, they’ll just leave a big trash can.” He shrugs and leaves me to my own devices.




    I blow the dust off the grubby phone on the desk and call admin. “Mrs. Forster? Anna Lieberman here. Oh, you’re the intern…Katie, right. Not Katie Clough, by any chance? No, of course not. Sorry. The thing is, Katie, I’m upstairs in my office, but it’s full of books and paper, and some of it seems to be old essays. I need to know what to do with them.”




    Katie promises to ask Mrs. Forster to call me back, which she does forty minutes later.




    “Your office is full of paper, dear? But that can’t be—oh. You’re in four twenty-nine? That’s—wait a moment—” She covers the mouthpiece with her hand and goes on speaking; then she is back, a little rushed. “Actually, Dr. Lieberman, Professor Mayfield was wondering whether you could spare her a few minutes.”




    “Now? I’m in the middle of cleaning out my office, only I don’t know what to do with—”




    “Anna.” Professor Mayfield takes over the phone. “I saw you drive in earlier. I don’t mean to inconvenience you, but if you have a moment, this would be a good time to meet Giles.”




    Oy gevalt!




    “Gosh! Thanks, Elizabeth.” I was given to understand that I might address Professor Mayfield by her first name but to play it by ear with the other senior professors. “That’s very kind of you, but I just came in to bring some books and clean the place. I’m not—dressed.”




    But Elizabeth has no time for time-wasters. When I arrive at her office two minutes later, a short, sharp double-take indicates that I have committed my first faux pas. I bite on an impulse to protest—after all, she told me to scrub my office, and now she slaps me for not doing it in silk and cashmere? Vowing never again to assume that I am off-duty when I am on campus, I slink along the hall in Elizabeth’s wake.




    Giles Cleveland, of all people. I had planned to be introduced to Giles Cleveland when I was at my most professionally professorial, cool and well-groomed. I would have my contacts in and not have my hair in an untidy ponytail and most probably dirt under my fingernails, wearing jeans, a little t-shirt, and Birkenstock sandals. But unless I want to risk alienating Elizabeth Mayfield, I cannot dive into an unlocked office or the ladies’ restroom and pretend I was swept up by Martians. It takes us about three minutes to reach the garden end of the hallway where Cleveland has his office.




    God give I don’t have sweat marks under my armpits.




    “Giles would have been on your search committee, of course, but he’s just back from a sabbatical.”




    Oh, great. The man is probably peeved as hell that he didn’t get to select the newbie in his subfield!




    “Actually, Elizabeth, before we go in—I have a question about my off—”




    “You know he’s English, don’t you?” she says before she knocks once on the half-open door and pushes me in.




    Now what the hell is that supposed to mean?




    I wonder whether in a decade or two my sparsely-furnished little office will also look more like a living room than a workplace. Cleveland has a shabby but comfortable-looking leather sofa in his, a big rug on the floor and lots of picture frames on the walls. I am too nervous to take them in properly, but there is a beautiful set of medieval illuminations. And nature—water, mountains, trees. Perhaps Scotland, or Canada.




    “Giles, I’ve brought our new assistant professor to meet you. Anna Lieberman.”




    “Professor Cleveland…”




    In a split second I debate with myself whether to extend my hand or not, and decide on a gut feeling that I will not. Reserve seems a better strategy here than familiarity. He sits at his desk—not a particularly tidy desk—and looks reluctant even to rise from his chair, let alone to shake my hand. Eventually he does get up, and my heart beats faster, nervousness becoming tinged with alarm. Tall I knew him to be, but up close his six-foot-something towers above my five-foot-four like Gandalf over a Hobbit. A Celt, with light eyes and dark hair gone prematurely gray. There is nothing remarkable about his appearance, except that a tall man, halfway between gangly and gaunt, will always look good in light brown cotton pants and a blue shirt, open at the neck and rolled up at the sleeves. Next to him I look like a complete klutz. I am furious that I have allowed Elizabeth Mayfield to put me at such a disadvantage.




    I nerve myself to smile up into his face. His features are lean and regular but not wildly handsome, and there is nothing charming about him at all when he looks down at me—on me, too—with that particularly English brand of polite dislike and says, “Dr. Lieberman. How do you do. I was…told of your appointment.”




    The sound of that well-educated, faintly nasal English voice hits me in the middle of my body and contracts the muscles of my womb in a spasm of response.




    I feel a spate of explanations and justifications rushing to my tongue. I want him to know that although I have been foisted on him I am sure that we will get along well, that I will do my best to honor the confidence the college has shown in me. But I say none of these things. Could not, because my tongue is in knots, and do not want to, either, suddenly, because he is so pompous and unwelcoming to a junior colleague who really cannot help the situation at all.




    “How do you do, sir.”




    He blinks, as if taken aback. “I assume you’ve been well looked after?”




    “Yes, sir, thank you.”




    “Right. Well, then…” Get the hell outta here, bitch. He does not say it out loud, but I can see the words forming behind his forehead. Evidently Cleveland hasn’t been told yet that he is to play Mother Goose to this gosling.




    “Can you spare a few minutes, Giles? The least we can do is make sure Anna has a smooth start, and I was hoping you’d show her the ropes.” There is an edge in Elizabeth’s voice now, a note of admonishment, which he hears and, to my surprise, heeds. He comes down from his high horse and suddenly looks very much younger. He looks at a loss, almost vulnerable, with his soft gray hair curling in wisps behind his ears, and his broad, lean, boyish shoulders.




    “By all means. Dr. Lieberman, won’t you sit down?”




    It is all I can do not to clutch Elizabeth’s skirt to beg her not to leave me alone with him, but she closes the door behind herself and we are alone. In very non-companionable silence. He points toward the sofa, which has clearly been chosen to make people feel small. Its seat is very deep, so I can either perch on the edge, looking nervous, or sit back, in which case my feet will hardly touch the floor and I will look like a five-year-old. I choose a mid-position, put my bunch of keys on the low table in front of me and hope Cleveland will not see my hairy little Hobbit-feet.




    He stands over me, reluctant, a very remote fortress, like Isengard.




    “Would you care for a cup of tea? Hot tea, I should say.”




    Actually, I want to get this over with as quickly as possible. But you only have one chance to make a first impression, and when a senior colleague offers you a drink, you accept. Besides, I have to acknowledge the gesture of an Englishman making an effort.




    The water in the kettle on the sideboard apparently just boiled, so he is busy about the cups and teabags for no more than half a minute. Half a minute during which I can surreptitiously observe him. His hands and feet—his feet naked in leather boat shoes—are a fraction too large for his body. He must have been one of those loosely-knit youths who are a little embarrassed about shooting up to their full height. Middle age has tightened his frame, but I can still see the awkward boy in his hands and shoulders.




    “Do you take sugar? I don’t have any artificial sweetener, I’m afraid.” He still has his back turned to me, but I am sure that this is a jab.




    “No, just milk, thank you. I suppose you’ve got milk?”




    At this, he casts me a quick, suspicious glance, and I can’t suppress a smile and a shrug. Can’t live in England for years without picking up some habits.




    “Sure, I’ve got milk,” he says and surprises me by answering my smile. It is a smile of extraordinary attractiveness—bright, young and full of humor.




    Just as well, perhaps, that it doesn’t last.




    He sets down our two mugs—I get a fine bone china one, with a William Morris motif and a chipped rim—and swivels his chair by a hundred and eighty degrees so that he faces away from his desk and toward the sofa.




    “Are they making you go to those torturous New Faculty Orientation events?”




    One ankle on the opposite thigh, he balances his mug somewhat precariously on the inside of his knee.




    “Yes, that’s next week, spread over two days.” “Torturous” is probably the correct word, but it wouldn’t do for me to agree with him on this.




    “Well, if there’s anything of that nature—where to find things and how to work things—ask the other people on tenure track, or the TAs.”




    And don’t come bothering me!




    “I hear ya.”




    “Do come to me,” he goes on, glaring at me with those light eyes, “if you ever run into trouble with senior colleagues or admin.”




    “Well, sir, funny you should mention th—”




    “You have settled your teaching, haven’t you? Be an unfortunate omission if not, seeing as term starts in a week’s time.”




    “I was asked to teach the first-year course on English Comedy this semester, and—”




    “Have you made any changes to the syllabus?”




    No idea whether yes or no would be the right answer, so I answer truthfully.




    “Just a few.”




    “Such as?”




    “Well, I prefer The Rivals to The School for Scandal, but—”




    “What about She Stoops to Conquer?”




    “I’d rather not.” Too late I notice my blunder.




    “Oh, I think stooping is all right,” he says dryly. “As long as you don’t bend over backward.”




    The shock of hearing him play on my inadvertent reply sends a hot flash through my body; it might have been a joke, even an inept attempt at flirting. But his voice is cold with hostility, and the image so violent; he isn’t inviting me to laugh with him at all. In one fell swoop he has put his sharp pencil right on the sore spot of every young, tolerably attractive female academic—in fact, every young, tolerably attractive female professional: the implication that we achieve success by way of the casting couch. And the really devious thing about it is that it is usually no more than an insinuation, which you can’t defend yourself against without coming across like a defensive, neurotic cow.




    So I keep my mouth shut and try to weather the insult like a flower weathers a storm: hunch up and wait till it’s over. And then a really strange thing happens: While I am pretending that I am merely an uninvolved bystander, my eyes stray over the objects cluttering the table in front of me: a pile of unopened letters, a pile of new books (probably review copies sent to him by hapless postdocs), my bunch of keys with its Royal Shakespeare Company dangly, my half-empty mug, his mug, with his hand…with his fingers…with his long, hard fingers wrapped round it. He grips it more tightly and the bones ripple across the back of his hand, the muscles in it flex, and so do the muscles deep in my belly, the muscles that sooner or later atrophy in any academic environment. I stare at his hand, and my body seems to anticipate its touch, and to anticipate it with keen impatience. Like a bolt of lightning that hits me in the solar plexus, I suddenly feel those hands on my skin, clasping my waist much more tightly than the tea mug, bending me over backward on this shabby leather sofa…




    I am reeling under the sudden conviction that all this talk—all these words between Professor Cleveland and myself, cagey and aloof on both sides—is completely beside the point, because what we really should be doing is—unthinkable. Except I am thinking it.




    I look up quietly, my mind in a whirl, and I say nothing. I don’t know what to say, and Cleveland almost apologizes. His eyes flicker and the groove between his eyes deepens—the pained look of a man about to apologize.




    Of course he doesn’t.




    “What’s—” He clears his throat. “What’s your take on Renaissance drama, Dr. Lieberman? I suppose you are a feminist new historicist?”




    “Of course I am. Isn’t everybody, these days?” I can be blasé, too, if sufficiently provoked.




    He is still staring at me, and I could swear that there is a grin lurking in the light eyes, and my chest expands in anticipation. But then he hides his face behind his mug, and I feel as if he had pushed me away.




    “Only I’d like to coordinate my course requirements with my colleagues, particularly with Tim Blundell, who will be teaching English Comedy II next semester. I’ve no mind to become the Nasty Newbie by making them read or write more than they have to in other first-year classes, or—”




    “Didn’t Hornberger take it upon himself to instruct you in this matter?”




    “No, why—” I am saying the wrong thing here, aren’t I? “—why should he?”




    “Well, you would naturally turn to him, seeing as he’s our new chair.”




    “No, sir, I didn’t.”




    “Christ, woman, will you stop calling me sir!”




    Driven by my particular demon, I grin manically and do my Marcie-and-Peppermint-Patty impersonation.




    “Yes, sir.”




    He stares at me, still caught up in his irritation, and inwardly I quail at my audacity. Play with me! I’m nice! Come out of there and play with me!




    His gaze begins to waver and that impossibly attractive smile flits across his face.




    “All right. What are you going to do in the other one?”




    “Third- and fourth-year concentration, Paradise Lost.” My voice is squeaky, for a number of reasons.




    He is scribbling away on a clipboard that he rests against his hunched-up knee. I don’t even know whether his notes have anything to do with me, or whether this interview is conducted on the side of more important matters.




    “No, I think not…”




    “But I’ve taught Milton before, I’m perfectly capable of—”




    “Dr. Lieberman, I don’t doubt that you are…perfectly capable.” He is still scribbling, unaware that I am becoming increasingly capable of hitting him where it really hurts. “Save it, you can do Milton next year. Don’t you have something a little more sweet ’n’ fun? Something you can pull out of your hat?”




    I push my hands under my thighs in a gesture that must seem childish to him, but I desperately need to steady myself. “Parody and satire? I taught that last winter at NYU.”




    “We won’t hold that against you. And?”




    “I—I concentrated on the motifs and discourses of courtly love and how they were subverted in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In carnival, for instance, or in the sonnet. The process of a genre’s exhaustion, and how parody can infuse new life into it.”




    “Subversion, no end of subversion, but not for us,” he quotes. And that is not a smile. That is a sneer.




    I can feel a damp patch forming between my shoulder blades.




    “The subversive thrust of parody may be out of our reach, I agree, but we can analyze the inversion, and the…well, as Bakhtin says, the processes by which high and noble ideas were degraded to the level of the body, to the digestive and reproductive systems.”




    “Food and sex, you mean.” He is looking straight at me for a change, but I can’t tell whether he is deliberately provoking me or merely impatient with my display of theory.




    “Food and sex…yes, that—yes.”




    “Do one on parody, then, and Paradise Lost next year. What is your…thing on?”




    I am so bewildered by his interruptions and his oscillations between humor and hauteur that it takes me a couple of seconds to latch on.




    “My what? Oh, my dissertation! Early modern civic culture. Urban processions, drama, ritual…that sort of thing.”




    “See that you finish it within the next couple of years.”




    “I have finished it. The ‘thing.’ If that’s what you mean.”




    “No, that’s not what I mean! Even Hornberger wouldn’t hire someone who hadn’t finished her dissertation! I meant publish it.”




    “I have published it. As good as. It’s been with the readers at Cambridge University Press for about a month, and of course I don’t know how long their list of queries will be, but for now it’s out of my hands.”




    The feeling of being unjustly treated gives me the courage to look him straight in the eyes. They aren’t blue at all but green, like seawater, with a thin scar running from the corner of the left eye across his temple to his ear. He seems even more Celtic to me, with those light eyes gleaming like the holy wells on Avalon. He has a mercurial energy, a kind of quicksilvery passion that makes him very attractive—exciting, even—but boy, do I see where he gets his reputation for being difficult!




    Satisfied, I want to lean back but remember just in time that if I recline on this sofa, I will be practically horizontal. So I smirk sitting up and wait for him to come back.




    “Why?”




    “Why what?”




    “Why the rush?”




    Funny. That is what my grandmother, my darling bubbe, also asked when I told her that I was planning to hand in my book within the next six months. She was dying then, and one of her most urgent concerns was to leave knowing that my life was working out. “Will that make you happy?” she asked, anxiously. And I laughed and said, “Yes, of course it will! It’s what I want!”




    It is what I want.




    “I don’t see anything rushed about wanting to have a book publication to my name by the time I turn thirty! How else was I to stand a chance in the scramble for a tenure-track position? I’m relatively old as it is!” I have to attack him, or the wet film on my eyes will not go away.




    “Two book publications.” Well, whaddayaknow. He has looked at my CV. “You’re a workaholic!”




    Words fail me. Given that I have spent half my life working toward a job at a good university at a time of economic recession and in a discipline that is notoriously overrun, this is a ludicrous observation.




    “Well…duh!” is all I can manage by way of a response.




    “So instead of using this summer to recharge your batteries in order to be fit for a new job, you slaved away at your desk to get a book out that could easily have waited another year or two. I don’t see the sense in that.” He shifts in his chair, his long legs twitch, but it isn’t embarrassment at his own audacity to judge what is really no concern of his at all, it is anger. Impossible. He can’t be angry with me.




    “I just…wanted it out of the way,” I stutter. “It’s a load off. And I think that’ll make it easier for me, here. Start a new phase.”




    “But don’t you see, you—” He cuts himself off in exasperation. “You were sittin’ pretty without this stunt! You have to learn to pace yourself, or you’ll be burnt out by the time you’re thirty!”




    Something is very wrong here. This is the second time Cleveland is about to make me cry. And this apart from the fact that he is making me want to climb onto his lap and—do something. I don’t exactly know what. Touch him?




    “I’ll be thirty in three months. Thanks for the warning, but I think I’ll be okay. Sir.”




    “You should get David Bergeron to have a look at your book.” Scribbling on his sheet of paper again.




    “David has offered to review it for the Shakespeare Quarterly.”




    “Has he.” Same tone of voice. Scribbling. “And what does David think of it?”




    “He thinks it’s crap.” The word and my frosty voice make him look up again, startled. The blood rushes to my head, but I am in a panic of self-defense, too upset to care. “Yeah, he’s going to waste four hundred words panning the book of a total nobody. As one does. You know.”




    The seawater eyes, deep-set under their grizzled brows, are glistening with icy resentment.




    “Does one? Well, Professor Lieberman, I think we’ve settled the most pressing matters—don’t let me keep you. I’m sure you must be very…busy.”




    Well, fine. Not only will there be a snake in the grass in my new-found academic Eden, it has already reared its ugly head. Except—not all that ugly. Squatting on the floor of my li’l office a few minutes later, I wait as the muscles in my body unclench, slowly. I can’t remember when I last received such a pasting. My job interviews, by comparison, were walks in the park. But then if a search committee turns out to be a bunch of jerks, you shrug and delete that place from your list of desirable prospects. This is different; I really wanted Giles Cleveland to like me. I still do, except it is all a lot more confusing than it was an hour ago.




    When I reach for the bottle of water in my rucksack, my fingers are trembling. Okay, so Cleveland won’t be a friend; that is a pity but no big deal. It would have been nice to network with him, but it is not as if I need him to get tenure.




    Keep your head down, smile, publish, and everything will be all right.




    “What are you doing here?”




    I am getting ready to leave when my open door is darkened by an elderly man in a baggy suit and a purple bow-tie. His face is an unhealthy shade of purple, too.




    “Pardon me?”




    “Up here it’s offices only!” He stares at me with pale blue eyes from under a pair of very impressive bushy eyebrows; in fact, all of his hair seems bushy, including that protruding from his nostrils. I jump up from the floor and wipe my hands on the seat of my jeans, but as I advance toward him to shake hands, he backs off into the hallway.




    “All this—” he waves his arms toward the right “—is English literature, and all this—” he turns round and waves into the opposite direction “—is Modern Languages! Classrooms are in the other wing!”




    “Um…thank you, sir, I know that. I work here.”




    “You do?” The bushy eyebrows wriggle like distressed caterpillars. “You are not cleaning staff—you’re not wearing a uniform!”




    “No, sir, that’s right—I’m faculty.”




    “Faculty? Nonsense! Which professor do you work for?”




    “Professor Lieberman.” Well, it’s worth a try. The sound of that little phrase still makes my heart skip. I wish they would screw that name tag to my office door.




    The caterpillars, too, perform a little skip ’n’ dance routine.




    “Lieberman? You must be on the wrong floor. Or the wrong building. This is English, up to here—” he actually scrapes his shoe across the floor tiles “—and over there it’s Modern Languages!”




    At this point it dawns on me that I am dealing with something more disturbing than professorial eccentricity. A bunch of keys is dangling from the door to the office next to mine; his demonstration of inter-departmental boundaries shows that his office is the last English Lit post on the frontier. There is a big black bag on its threshold, and three open boxes with books and papers are stacked up next to it.




    “Yes, sir, I know.” I smile in a way that I hope will calm him down. “We haven’t been introduced. Anna Lieberman. This is my first semester here. Assistant Professor, British Literature.”




    He comes forward to shake my hand, but then changes his mind and withdraws toward his office door like a flustered, angry old dog.




    “You’re a professor? You don’t look like a professor!”




    “Um…”




    “Lieberman?”




    “Yes.”




    “You’re Jewish!”




    “That is correct.”




    “I knew nothing of this!”




    “I’m sorry that I’m coming as a surprise to you, Professor—?”




    “No, no—this is wrong! Nick has not spoken to me about you!”




    “Well, sir, if you care to mention my name to Professor Hornberger, I am sure he will be happy to verify my appointment. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m actually rather—uh—busy.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    WHEN I REACH THE COTTAGE after my encounters with Giles Cleveland and the crazy old man in the next-door office, I feel tense enough to scream. I was determined not to go back to writing again until I had my house in some sort of order, but Cleveland’s interrogation has pushed me over the brink into a state of acute withdrawal. I must work. Work, write, publish—the only thing to calm me down. There are the essays of the collection that I’m co-editing and its introduction; there are two conference paper proposals and one review to be written; there is an essay on Ralph Glasser and the Whitechapel Boys to revise for submission to a journal; there is the paper to be presented in November at Notre Dame University. Oh, and there is the class on parody and satire to prep, foisted on me at the eleventh hour by my mentor, who doesn’t think I’m up to teaching Milton. Cleveland is such a jerk!




    My early morning walks are during the only cool hours of the day. Now the air is full of the sweet, sticky smells and the insects of a hot summer evening. It’s still a relief to escape across the brook, on the four stepping stones that must have been put there by a Walsh last year or thirty years ago, and into the green world. The characters in Shakespeare’s comedies escape from civilization into the green world of the Athenian forest, or the Forest of Arden, or the Welsh mountains. The forest is a place for metamorphoses, for playing out the impulses of the subconscious. If I could metamorphose, what would I choose to be?




    I float on my blanket next to the big patch of blue-violet flowers I have discovered for this purpose (must pick one and ask a Walsh what they are) and squint up against the glistening emerald ceiling overhead.




    I am a squirrel. Dashing around with inexhaustible energy, gathering a fat hoard of publications. Books like brazil nuts, articles like hazelnuts, reviews like sunflower seeds. A nice, nourishing portfolio to keep me alive.




    Or maybe I should be a bird. One that builds its nest out of the twigs and grass it collects all day long. I’m trying to build my nest, aren’t I?




    A bed of moss. Dark green, heavy moss. Soft, for something warm and furry to lie on. Rest on. Sleep.




    A plot of land. Just…a measure of earth. Heavy. Just heavy and still. And little gray-furred creatures would burrow into me and I would hold them safe, and we would sleep.




    I should go to bed without checking my email again, but of course I can’t. There is an email from Debbie Crocker, my friend and co-editor in England, and because I feel guilty, I decide to call her. Debbie’s day is structured by the feat of combining a full-time job in the English department at Bristol University, marriage and motherhood, and since it is now late afternoon in England, she is probably at home.




    This is the second English voice I have heard today. Familiar, of course, this one, with its hard Mancunian consonants, and something in my chest tightens. I do miss my friends, but I can’t afford to miss them.




    “Hey—hello! Dave!” she shouts up the stairs. “It’s Scarlett O’Hara!”




    “I thought I’d let you shout at me for slacking on the collection. I’m sorry, Deb, but right now—”




    “Well, yes, I certainly hope you are sorry—new job, new town, new house, that’s no reason to stop working on Our Book ten hours a day, now, is it?”




    “Thanks,” I breathe, grinning. “I’ll get back on it as soon as I have an afternoon, okay?”




    “I’ve told them to expect the manuscript by April.”




    “April? We can easily manage sooner than that!”




    “Fine, then we’ll finish it sooner. But if we don’t, we don’t. You have more important things on your plate now.”




    “Debbie—”




    She cuts me short. “So, Ardrossan…what’s it like? Private, eh? Plummy and posh?”




    “Private, yes. I know you disapprove of that, but that’s how it works over here.”




    “Does that mean you get all the snooty youngsters with a sense of entitlement as big as mummy’s hair and daddy’s bank account?”




    “Entitlement is always a problem. But it isn’t just rich kids. If you’re poor and bright, you’re more likely to get a good deal at a top private place; if you’re a poor kid who can hit a ball really well, you’re more likely to get it at a top public place.” I simplify the matter to make it comprehensible to a foreigner.




    “And the colleagues? Friendly?”




    “Well, I…I can’t really say yet.”




    “But you still think it was the right decision.”




    I know what she’s driving at, so I get a beer from the fridge, sit down on the back porch in the rays of the setting sun, and watch the light and the wind play with the leaves of the poplars.




    “To be honest, today was a little rough. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t the right decision, though.”




    “Do you want to tell me what happened?”




    “No, it’s—my office is next to this weird old fogey’s. One of those unhinged people you walk past quickly in the street, or try not to sit next to on the subway. Not just unhinged, but aggressive. And of course I can’t really ask anyone, ‘Hey, who’s the crazy loon in the office next to mine’? What if he’s the revered emeritus who has been allowed to keep an office in recognition of his services to the department? I’m trying not to step into more cow pats than absolutely necessary.”




    “Yes, by all means stay out of the cow pats. But the fogey isn’t important, is he?”




    “Nah, shouldn’t think so. Just aggravating.”




    “Oh, Anna…” She sighs.




    “Oh, Anna what?”




    “Only, the American tenure system sounds so brutal to us, that’s all. If you’d stayed and accepted the job at Portsmouth, you’d be happily publishing away now, free to apply elsewhere if you wanted to, or not if you didn’t want to. And you could be dating Rafie Molina. Don’t shout.”




    I don’t shout, but I rumble.




    “Rafie and I didn’t click. Ask him. And I couldn’t stay because if I’d stayed in your funny little country any longer, I’d pretty much have had to stay there forever! Have you heard about that job at Leicester?”




    “The permanent, full-time position you should have applied for and didn’t? Oliver Hobart-Kelly got it.”




    “Okay. He’s done heaps of stuff. And he’s got a double-barreled name. I couldn’t compete with that.”




    “Whatever lets you sleep, dear. Right, let’s see—” I hear her typing into her computer keyboard. “Ardrossan. University. English. Staff.”




    “Faculty. But, Debbie, don’t—please—”




    “Right, faculty. Let’s see whether I know any of the lucky sods who are going to work with you…”




    I hold my breath.




    “Hm…Joseph J. Banks—I know the name, he edited The Cambridge Guide to African-American Poetry. Nancy Benning, Timothy R. Blundell, Erin Gallagher, Mary-Kay Chang, no, I don’t know any of these people. Giles Cleveland—hang on, isn’t that—yes, Giles Cleveland. He wrote that biography of Raleigh, didn’t he? Dave read it during the holidays. Dave?” she shouts upstairs. “Dave, remember you were reading that biography of Sir Walter Raleigh when we were in Devon—the author is one of Anna’s new colleagues!”




    “He is?” The line crackles. “Hello, Anna, you’re on speaker! Well done on the job!”




    “Thanks, Dave!”




    “Wanna phone!” a muffled young voice cries in the background.




    “Jonah, Daddy will be on the phone for five minutes—see if you can build that tower all the way up to the doorknob, all right? Listen, this Cleveland fellow is really good! Tracy Evans told me he’s been shortlisted for the James Tait Black Memorial prize for this one, the biography on Raleigh; the prize-giving ceremony in Edinburgh is at the end of the month. Have you read the book?”




    “No.”




    “You should. He’s probably a git, though. These people always are. Have you met him yet?”




    “Don’t prejudice her against her new colleagues, darling!”




    “I met him today. Um…”




    “What’s that sigh, Anna? He is a git, am I right?”




    “Yes, actually—he is! He made me feel like an utter incompetent!” Talking to friends about my day is almost counter-productive, because I suddenly realize how shaken I still am.




    “See?” Dave is triumphant. “He’s brilliant but a bastard. Brilliant people in the Arts and Humanities invariably are. Brilliant people in the Sciences are invariably very nice. Sense of humor, good-looking—”




    “Modest,” Debbie cuts in wryly. “Go away. I want to talk to Anna woman to woman about this.”




    “Bye, Anna, all the best! Yes, Jonah, I’m coming!”




    Another click in the line, and Debbie settles into her interrogation.




    “So tell me again. Cleveland was horrid to you? Why? He could be useful.”




    “Thanks, Debbie, I know! Dave is probably right and he’s just an arrogant ass. Maybe he expected me to gush about his wonderful book and was peeved because I didn’t.”




    “Attractive, though. Judging by the photo. Anna?”




    “Yes, I’m here. Oh, well, all right, he’s not unattractive. But soooo…English.”




    “Since when has that been a problem for you?”




    “Frightfully English, don’t you know, in that way. Oxbridge. Lethally polite! I hate that smooth English politeness! If he thinks that’s going to camouflage the fact that he’s an arrogant, stiff-necked, condescending git, he has another think coming!”




    “It’s early days yet. Perhaps he just had a headache, or a quarrel with his wife.”




    “Well, I hope whatever it was, she won’t sleep with him for a month!”




    “Talking of sleeping—are you?”




    “Sleeping with anyone? Now look here, young Deborah…”




    “Sleeping!” she protests. “Sleeping, eating!”




    “I’m going to hang up if you don’t stop that.”




    “All right—give me a number out of ten on your scale of well-being, and I’ll stop. Promise.”




    Something started today. My office is a mess, and I hope Elizabeth Mayfield won’t decide I’m some sort of shlub who should never have been hired, and I’m worried about how I’ll get on with my students and my colleagues. But there is something else, something instinctive, feral—something primeval to do with the roots of the trees among which I lay earlier. Those roots, thick as a man’s arms, intertwined with the earth in which they rest.




    “A wobbly seven and a half.”




    “Seven and a half is good. I’ll stop worrying about you for a bit, if you’re a seven and a half.”




    “Just stop it. I’m fine.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    AS FAR AS MY SENIOR COLLEAGUES at Ardrossan are concerned, England has prepared me well. Take your time, have patience, and trust in yourself. Sooner or later you will connect with people. Tenured folk have no reason to notice untenured folk, unless a) they are bullies looking for victims, b) they are politicians looking for allies—“a” and “b” often go together—or, c) they want to bed them. The rule of thumb is simple: be suspicious of anyone who goes out of his or her way to compliment you. Academics are busy, competitive, and neurotic. That doesn’t mean they can’t be nice. But it does mean that if they show more than common courtesy to a newbie, they probably have ulterior motives.




    The only colleague who goes out of his way to notice me is Tim Blundell.




    “So, how are the old nerves?” he asks when he runs into me in the great hall on the day before classes start. Tim was on my search committee, and we instantly clicked when I came down for my interview last February.




    “Is it a good idea to ask me that?”




    “Probably not.” He grins and propels me into a quiet corner of the cafeteria. “It’s just that I haven’t forgotten what it was like. Mind you, if you think this is stressful, wait till you have your tenure review coming up.”




    “It can’t be worse than this.”




    “It can—if only because you’re five years older than you are now, and you know that all your dear friends from grad school will be laughing like hyenas when they hear that you’re teaching at a community college in Wyoming.”




    “How you cheer me, Professor Blundell.”




    He seems delighted, and a little surprised, that I am taking his snarks in good humor. Tim has the look of an intellectual baby, with a high, very convex forehead, round blue eyes and a pug nose, and it gives him an utterly deceptive air of innocence. In fact, his caustic treatment is doing a great deal to steady the old nerves.




    “A word of advice,” he goes on, his manner changing abruptly from camp to astringently professional, “but we never had this conversation, and I would swear on the Bible that we didn’t!”




    “Understood.”




    “You hate New York and couldn’t wait to move to the South. That includes hating NYU and looking forward to teaching at a much smaller college. Remember: We. Are. Faaa-mi-ly!”




    “Got ya.”




    “You are aware of the fact that a British Ph.D, lacking the coursework and the teaching requirements of an American Ph.D, is by definition inferior—”




    “That depends on—”




    “—which is why you completed optional graduate courses in Britain and took on teaching jobs to be able to compete with your American contemporaries.”




    “Well, I did!”




    “I know you did!” He rolls his eyes in ostentatious despair. “But you have to remind them of that, like, every ten minutes. And third: you didn’t just come here to kill time till you get offered a place at an Ivy.”




    “I don’t even want a job at an Ivy!” I blurt out, conscious the next second of the fact that I have been manipulated into exposing myself.




    “You’re not all that New Yorkerish,” Tim observes unemotionally. “That’s good. Sweet, modest, and polite; that’s what they like in a woman around here.” He checks the size of my breasts underneath the tailored jacket and blouse I am wearing. “Pretty, in a gamine sort of way. Seems conservative. Young-looking, but very professional in manner and attire. Should fit in just fine.”




    I glower at him, open-mouthed, suddenly uncertain how to take him, and my evil angel overpowers me.




    “You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me with that speech, mister!”




    This convulses him in cackling laughter so infectious that it smoothes my ruffled feathers.




    “Correction: Can be New Yorkerish if provoked!—Hey, Erin!” he calls out to a woman standing in line for coffee. “Look who I found!”




    Erin Gallagher, who was very attentive toward me during my day on campus in February, comes to sit with us and tells me, without any sign of bashfulness, that she went out and got pregnant with her first and only child a week after she received the letter announcing that she had been given tenure. Her little girl is now two years old and has been in college daycare since she was able to sit up. Everything about Erin, from her serviceable chestnut-colored bob to her sensible slacks and shirt to her no-nonsense flats, suggests a woman who has no time to waste.




    “You are going to waste so much time waiting for people to get things done for you,” she predicts. “Be prepared for that, and get yourself into a zen place. Do you have a PC yet? An office?”




    “I have both, but no phone, and my office is full of stuff. Maintenance brought me a huge trash cart, but Mrs. Forster hasn’t been able to tell me whether I can chuck everything away. Some of it is old essays.” Since Tim and Erin are both dumbly staring at me, I add, “I’m in E-four-twenty-nine, next to this…elderly gentleman. Bushy white hair, a little—um—mad?”




    “They put her into Corvin’s cabinet?” Erin casts an incredulous glance at Tim, who rolls his eyes.




    “You’ve met the department ghost, Anna. Andrew Corvin. He turned seventy shortly after I came here, but he refuses to let go, and they haven’t the heart to take official action against him. We thought he would retreat licking his wounds when Elizabeth Mayfield made him give up his office on the first floor and relegated him to the fourth. No such luck. He sits there like an ancient crone on a treasure and won’t budge.”




    “So it is Corvin’s hoard, in my office? He was really upset when he found me trying to straighten up in it.”




    “He has keys to doors even maintenance doesn’t have keys to. He’s been here longer than anyone else. That’s why they defer to him.”




    “Plus, Hornberger is holding his wing over him,” Erin adds. “Did you speak to Elizabeth about him?”




    “I tried, but that day she wanted to introduce me to Giles Cleveland, so we never got around to Corvin.”




    “Ah, you’ve met Giles!” Tim’s face lights up like that of an infant shown its favorite rattle. “It’s a good thing he’s back. Is Giles going to mentor you?”




    “I believe so.”




    “You can come to me, too, any time, Anna,” Erin says quickly. “You really must ask for help if you run up against a problem. I can tell you’re the type who wants to do everything by herself, be independent. That’s cool, but there comes a point at which it is less than efficient. I only realized that when I had Deidre. Some things you just can’t do on your own.”




    I love it when women tell me they only really discovered what’s what in life after they had children. Very helpful, that.




    Most of the people I meet these days I meet through Tim Blundell. All of them are in that familiar pre-semester scramble, but everyone welcomes me with a word of advice about the library services, the uncooperative Xerox machine, or the cafeteria food (I’m told to call the Observatory cafeteria “The Eatery” to avoid looking like a greenhorn).




    The rings around Tim’s eyes, however, are due not only to the start of the semester. He has handed in his tenure file to be assessed, aye or nay, for tenure and promotion. After years of hard work and strenuously-maintained conformity, he has taken the dive off the ten-meter platform, performed his twists and somersaults, tried not to make too much of a splash upon entering the water, and is now waiting for the jury to decide whether he will be placed or not. It is a nerve-wracking time, and I attribute some of his bitchiness to it.




    New Faculty Orientation, as Giles Cleveland predicted, is tortuous. New assistant professors and adjuncts clutch their notebooks and diligently follow the endless series of presentations on equity, diversity, honor codes, benefits, the campus topography, and “How to Write a Syllabus.”




    “I know how to write a syllabus,” groans the woman next to me behind the curtain of her long braids. “I wouldn’t have gotten this job if I didn’t, would I?”




    “I wish they’d just give us a six-inch folder with info to take home,” I murmur back. “I won’t remember a quarter of this by tomorrow.”




    She looks up and smiles, evidently relieved that we “chime.”




    “Everyone else is so keen,” she sighs over a muffin and coffee later on. “I mean, I know this stuff is important, but I just want to get on with it. Meet the students. Teach.”




    “What do you teach?”




    “Black Atlantic Cultural Studies, mainly. Identity theory, race and gender. You?”




    “Where—which department? Sociology? Politics?”




    “No, English. Why—are you?”




    We hail each other as long-lost friends and bond over the confession that Elizabeth Mayfield makes us shake in our shoes. Her name is Yvonne Roberts; she is ten years older than me, divorced with two kids, and has more energy than just about anyone I have ever met.




    “Do you think students here will be very different than the ones you’re used to?” she asks. “Bound to be, aren’t they?”




    “You think? Top American colleges are peopled by middle-class American nineteen-year-olds—how different from each other can they be?”




    “You gotta keep ’em on their toes.” Yvonne grins, while the next speaker is clearing her throat. “Surprise ’em. Stun ’em. Not like—” She discreetly cocks her head into the direction of the panel.




    “—veland. I’m the Associate Vice President of Finance and Administration, and I’m going to talk briefly about the services offered by our department. First, you’ll need us in all matters concerning—”




    “Sorry,” I hiss at my left-hand neighbor. “Who’s that?”




    “Amanda Cleveland, Finance and Ad—”




    “Thanks!”




    Well, shave my legs and call me smoothie!




    “What?” Yvonne mouths, startled by how startled I am.




    She must be. The name is not that common.




    Capable.




    That is first word that forms in my mind as I stare, slack-jawed with curiosity, at the slim blonde in a white blouse and raspberry-colored pencil skirt taking us through the slides of her PowerPoint presentation.




    Southern belle turned business woman.




    Professor Cleveland is married to a woman who is everything I am not. Her whole manner has that seemingly effortless self-confidence that I associate with a certain kind of sorority girl, or girls from the Upper East Side. Yvonne and I made sure we sit at the back of the room among the slackers, so now I’m not close enough to decide how old she might be (mid-thirties?) and whether she’s a natural blonde (probably not). Cleveland likes blondes with big knockers and lots of poise. That’s settled, then.




    “Good speaking voice,” Yvonne acknowledges while Amanda Cleveland sips at her water. “You know her?”




    “I think she’s Giles Cleveland’s wife. He’s my mentor.”




    “I’ve not met him yet. Is he like that?”




    I think I know what she means by “that”: the air of privilege that wafts around the tall, elegant figure.




    “A little, yeah, but he’s English, so he’s…different. He’s less…”




    Amanda resumes her talk, and I try to work out what Giles Cleveland is less than his wife. I wanted to say, less put together. I could also say that he is more passionate. It strikes me, particularly now in contrast to his wife, how passionate Cleveland seemed to be. Very English, very cautious. Reserved. And then not cautious at all, but quick and brusque. Why the rush? You’ll be burned out by the time you’re thirty! He doesn’t know that I almost burned out when I was twenty-six.




    Not that it matters.




    Before lunch I rush up to the Conservatory to get on with mucking out my office. Tomorrow I will bring my cleaning kit and maybe blow off the last orientation session to scrub shelves and floor. The walls need a coat of paint, but I’m not going to wait for a miracle. Empty and clean and freshly painted would be a miracle. Empty will do me.




    What is empty as I rush along it, is the corridor. A dark figure in the shade between the dormer windows opposite my office melts into the wall, and I have a sickening premonition. The Dumpster is empty, too. I unlock my office and feel I’ve been catapulted into Groundhog Day. All semblance of order that the room might have had when I first saw it has been sacrificed to necessity. It looks as if someone had stood by the garbage cart and flung its contents back into the room through the open door. The defective lamps now lie on the floor in sprinkles of shattered glass, and stacks of paperbacks are in dog-eared piles or leaning crookedly against each other like drunken domino pieces.




    My heart is racing in my chest, and I can’t tell whether it’s fury or fear. Afraid of the fear, I act on the fury and hammer my fist against Professor Corvin’s door, calling out his name, but there is only silence and the giggle of two students loitering by the water cooler down the hall.




    Calm.




    Making a fuss would make me look like an idiot and the department admin like assclowns. But I can’t help telling Yvonne as we are walking back to the Observatory at the end of the day.




    “But if he has a key to your office, can you leave personal stuff in there? Purse, laptop, flash drive? It’s not safe, is it?”




    “No, I guess it isn’t. There is a lockable drawer in the desk, but he may have a key to that, too. He hasn’t taken anything, so far, or destroyed anything that belongs to me. He just wants me out, I think.”




    “I have no idea what I would do if I were in your shoes, Anna, I’m not going to lie. D’you think—no.”




    “All suggestions welcome, Yvonne—I’m floundering here!”




    “No, I was wondering whether—have you met Dolph Bergstrom yet?”




    “Who is Dolph Bergstrom?”




    “Oh, my word!” Yvonne bites her lip. “You don’t know? He’s a postdoc in your field, early modern studies, and—well, don’t tell anyone I told you, but you and he were neck and neck for this position—the one that you got? He’s Matthew Dancey’s protégé, so apparently there was a lot of wheelin’ and dealin’ goin’ on before you got the offer. I’m wondering whether he is behind this, or Dancey—allocating an office to you that isn’t habitable. That’s how mobbing starts, Anna!”




    “How do you know this?”




    “Sam Ruffin, my mentor, told me over coffee after I’d signed my contract.”




    “I feel sick.” It is as if a large fist had knocked all the air—and all the joy—out of me.




    “I shouldn’t have told you!”




    “Yes, you should. It’s better that I know. If he—”




    “Dr. Lieberman!”




    I wish I didn’t immediately recognize the voice that stops me on the way to the main staircase. Giles Cleveland is striding toward us from the direction of the entrance portal, a leather satchel over his shoulder and a bag of books in each hand.




    “Are you—”




    “Sir, I believe you haven’t—”




    “—rushing off somewhere? No, I haven’t, sorry. Giles Cleveland. Welcome to Ardrossan.”




    “—met Yvonne Roberts.”




    “Professor Cleveland.” Yvonne clasps the two fingers that he awkwardly lifts to greet her without putting down the bag he is holding, and I have to stop myself from staring at her fingers around his hand. She is touching his hand. Jealous!




    Yvonne looks at him, then at me, and something registers in her face.




    “Catch you later, Anna!” She gives me a quick hug and rushes off. I wish I could do the same. Run away. Cleveland looks confusingly sexy in jeans and a blue-and-white rugby shirt, with that graying hair and a grizzled five-o’clock shadow, and I can only assume that he won’t be coming to school in this outfit once teaching starts. This guy must be fighting them off with a stick. With a cricket bat.




    I wonder how Amanda Cleveland deals with her husband’s no doubt extensive fan club. I also wonder whether Cleveland strays from the pen of his marriage into the greener fields of grad school to avail himself of the opportunities that no doubt offer themselves to him there. But mostly I wonder that I have any thought at all to spare for the Clevelands’ marriage, in view of the bombshell Yvonne just dropped. What with the bombshell—Dolph Bergstrom?—and the little hollow between Cleveland’s collarbones, that warm, fragrant little hollow and the tan skin below, I am finding it hard to focus.




    “This is a little sudden, but—” He glances over my shoulder at the glass-fronted cafeteria, and I think he is about to ask me to sit down for a coffee. “Here’s the thing. We’ve just heard that Bob Morgan will be on sick leave for most of the semester, possibly for all of it. He’s—” He shakes his head and moves his shoulders as if he was in pain. “Anyway, this means we are short-staffed in the graduate program, and I was wondering whether you’d be willing to upgrade your class on parody and satire.”




    He knows I can’t say no, and he knows that I know that he knows I can’t say no.




    “What would that entail? The same syllabus, just tighten the screws a little?”




    This earns me half a smile, but Cleveland doesn’t want to be nice to me, so he stifles it. He also doesn’t want to have coffee with me.




    “That’s right. The only thing is, you have to decide, well, now, really, because there’s a bit of a flap on.” Now he is looking down at me closely, warily, as if he expects me to lash out at him. And he is mocking me. There is a tension around his mouth as if he wanted to grin but will not, because that would give the game away. I avoid his eyes, playing for time, groping for an excuse to go away and think about it.




    But the man is in a hurry.




    “Good. Well, in that case, can I also ask you to muscle in on the graduate advisement? Since you’ll be teaching them, it would make sense to also have you involved in their supervision, plus I expect there are a couple of people eager to pick your brain about your experiences on the job market.”




    Does the chair know about this? Should I tell Hornberger that Cleveland has recruited me for grad advisement? Should I make a deal with Cleveland, I’ll teach your grad section if you’ll get rid of Corvin’s junk for me? On the other hand, teaching graduates is considered less arduous than teaching undergraduates, and I will have to demonstrate substantial activities in the area of graduate advisement when I’m reviewed. Perhaps he thinks he is doing me a favor. Perhaps he is doing me a favor.




    “Sure.” I shrug. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to have time to twiddle my thumbs during my first semester here.”




    “No, that wouldn’t do at all. Thumb twiddling is frowned on at all times.”




    It isn’t that he doesn’t hear my sarcasm, it’s just that he chooses to deflect it with a deadpan irony that I would relish if he gave me any indication that he wants me to share it.




    “May I ask to you send me an email about this? Where and when, and so forth?” This way, if anyone else tries to lumber me with more service or advisement, I can document that Cleveland got to me first.




    “No problem.”




    He is enjoying my claims to independence, my pretense that we are negotiating, when in fact we both know that I am receiving orders. And then he bolts. I am struggling to muster the courage to tell him about Corvin when he gives me a quick nod and strides off toward the hallway behind the staircase. Doesn’t even say good-bye, let alone thank you, or how are you getting on. Runs off, a gangly athlete, lurching a little because he hasn’t fully realized he isn’t an overgrown, diffident sixteen-year-old anymore.




    “Hey, Anna. What’s wrong?”




    Tim overtakes me as I sleepwalk toward the elevator, his head cocked to one side, searching my face for clues.




    “Nothing. Only that—no, nothing. Listen, do you have a couple of minutes to come up to my office? Could you show me the way around the online blackboards? I’m finally logged in, but the template still defeats me!”




    He checks his phone. “I haven’t got long, though. We should get together one evening and have a good natter about the place.”




    We reach the elevator, and he falls back a step to let me enter first.




    “Thank you.” I smile.




    “Manners Maketh Man,” he murmurs, waiting till I’ve stepped out into the fourth-floor hallway, which is crowded with adjuncts and teaching assistants running into and out of their own and each other’s offices.




    “Are you…an Old Wykehamist?” I ask, curious about his background.




    “W-What?”




    “Sorry, just—a wild stab in the dark.”




    “But you’re a clueless colonial! You’re not meant to understand these things! Because I quoted—go, go!” Exasperated, he pushes me toward my office. “Nauseating anglophile!”




    “You quoted the school motto, yeah. Winchester College. You said you grew up in England and went to a posh boarding school, so—what? Were you really at Winchester? Gosh, we are posh, aren’t we?”




    “Shut up and get on with it.”




    “Hey!” I protest. “You’re lucky I allow all my gay friends to boss me around, or I’d slap you for that! Stop pushing me!”




    “Shshshut up!” he hisses under his breath, his manner switching from petulant diva to alarmed professional.




    Equally alarmed about the flash of anger in his baby-blues, I rummage in my bag for the key. There was never any doubt in my mind that Tim is gay, and I was convinced that he let me know as much when we first met. Leaves only one explanation.




    “You don’t mean to tell me there’s a closet in this place, do you?”




    “Of course there is.” He flicks his finger at the Post-it that is standing in for the nameplate I still don’t have.




    “I’m sorry.” I inhale deeply. “I—I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”




    “Can’t blame you for not expecting that. We’ll talk about it some other time, if you want. If you must.”




    “Don’t be mad at me, Tim.”




    “Oh, stop being such a girl!” he snaps, back for a moment in bitch-mode. “Jesus F. Christ!”




    “Welcome to Corvin’s other office.”




    “Yes, but—this—” He slowly rotates around his own axis, which is about the only movement possible. “You can’t work like this!”




    “I know. The guy who came to set up my computer was laughing his head off. And most of this was in the Dumpster when I left the place on Friday evening. Today it’s back in here. Mrs. Forster only says she’ll put me on Hornberger’s list—big joke, as if a department chair had nothing better to do at the beginning of the semester than to sort out piles of junk. I’ve written to Hornberger’s personal email account, too, but—nothing.”




    “You must be furious.” Gingerly he touches a couple of bags with the tip of his Kenneth Cole loafers. One of the bags falls open and reveals another bunch of photocopied articles.




    “What’s the point? I’m tenure-track. I’ll shut the fuck up and wait till one of the higher-ups deigns to favor me with his attention. I tried to speak with Corvin, but when I met him this morning, he glared at me and ducked into his office like a toad into a hole. C’mon, huddle up—” I pull up the second chair and switch on my PC.




    “You have to tell Giles.”




    “You say that as if Giles Cleveland were God. Or Darth Vader. Do you think he’s going to choke Corvin? Using the Force?”




    “For sure.” Tim grins. “Your lack of faith is disturbing!”




    “See, here. I get to this page, but when I try to select my courses—”




    “Giles is your mentor,” he insists. “It’s his job to sort out problems like this!”




    “I won’t go running to Daddy the moment things don’t go smoothly!”




    “Don’t you like Giles?” The baby blues are round as saucers.




    “He calls me doctor.”




    Tim stares at me with glassy incomprehension.




    “Who calls you what?”




    “Cleveland. He calls me Dr. Lieberman! Not in front of the students. To my face.”




    “Seriously?”




    “Tim! Cleveland can’t stand me!” I say, as if he were the dumb boy who gets it last.




    “I don’t believe that. Maybe he’s teasing you. He only does that when he likes someone. He’s flirting with you!”




    “I know how Englishmen flirt. He isn’t flirting with me. He hasn’t suggested I call him Giles, either, though he expressly told me not to call him sir.”




    “You called him sir?”




    “Considering my options, sir seemed very restrained!”




    “Ouch, he did rub you the wrong way!” Tim can’t resist milking my indignation, but he clearly has no explanation for Cleveland’s behavior. It would have been a relief to hear that he—Cleveland—was notorious throughout the department for his rudeness, but apparently not so. On the contrary, Tim seems to hero-worship him, which I find absolutely laughable.




    “Whatever. I won’t ask Cleveland for help, that’s all.”




    I’m tempted to ask Tim about Dolph Bergstrom and the search committee, but something stops me. Tim is such a gossip; if he hasn’t told me yet, there is a reason. Perhaps I should keep this tidbit under my cap for a little. The more I hear about Dolph beforehand, the more awkward I will feel when I meet him. At the end of the day all we can do is try and be grown-up about it. I got the job, and Dolph will just have to suck it up. Now I want my office.
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