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For Sandy, my eternal love,


Although I conquer all the earth,
yet for me there is only one city.
In that city there is for me only one house;
and in that house, one room only;
and in that room, a bed.
And one woman sleeps there,
the shining joy and jewel of all my kingdom.


(Sanskrit)




IT IS A NIGHTLY RITUAL FOR THE PROFESSOR AND ME. We select a bottle of wine from a recent shipment and drink it while we play a game of chess before dinner.


Our chess protocol was never explicitly negotiated; it evolved more through playful coercion. By nature, I would have opted for competitive games played in silence, which is how I approached it at first. But the professor has prevailed. Our nightly chess matches are now more of a social affair. The wine contributes to that, but from the beginning, the professor insisted on sharing with me his musings on the advantages one move posed over another, and kibitzed ceaselessly on the nature of the strategy and tactics we each sought to prosecute.


Playing chess this way was contrary to every instinct I possess. For me, confrontation is innate; I am an attorney. Admittedly, I rarely appear in court. As chief counsel for the university, I deal mostly in contracts and correspondence. But the essence of the work is still adversarial. The intellectual athleticism inherent in adversarial logic is how I instinctively approach life.


Or how I approached it before.


I fear the professor has changed me more than I care to acknowledge.
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I ARRIVED HOME and set down my briefcase. The professor had already opened a bottle of zinfandel he received from a winery in Sonoma’s Dry Creek Valley. He smiled warmly.


“Just tasting a bit and letting it breathe until you got home, Counselor,” he assured me in his rich southern drawl.


The professor was being sincere.


But I have noticed that many educated southerners who consciously cultivate their drawl can appear inviting and deferential even when being cunningly contentious. My clipped, upper Manhattan diction seems to have precisely the opposite effect on people here in North Carolina; they often infer that I’m being combative when I’m merely exploring an idea.


I removed my suit jacket and tie and laid them carefully over the back of the sofa. I undid the top two buttons of my white shirt and sat down across from him at the chessboard. He had just finished filling my wineglass, concluding with his customary twirling flourish as he withdrew.


The professor is a big man, strong and sprawling. He eats and drinks far too much, but his large frame finds a way to accommodate the excess. He is attractive for a man his age, in a hulking, ponderous way.


“Had another story accepted for publication today,” he announced, and held out his glass to toast.


We clinked wineglasses. “With that same university press in Alabama?” I asked.


“It helps to have a hunting buddy on the screening panel,” he said with a laugh.


“Hunting buddy?” I snarled. “I still don’t see how cultured men can spend a whole day out shooting defenseless animals and call it sport.”


“Now, now, Counselor,” he said, grinning. “Let’s not drag your Yankee prejudices to the chess table. Down in these parts, hunting is a noble recreation. When your daddy presents you with your first hunting rifle and takes you out to teach you how to use it, it’s a ritual not unlike your people’s bar mitzvah, but far more viscerally meaningful.”


“You’re a hopeless anti-Semite,” I said, and tasted the zinfandel. “Excellent!” I exclaimed. “I really never liked zins until I tasted these Dry Creek and Alexander Valley wines. They’re much more refined.”


“I agree completely,” he said.


“So you published another story?” I said. “You don’t miss publishing those scholarly literary articles that you used to write?”


“Counselor, I taught English literature for three decades. I’d rather be dead than write another one of those horrid scholarly papers that I had to publish every semester. That cycle of research and composition became mindlessly automatic. It was a bit like masturbating without bothering to fantasize about anything.”


“I can’t do that,” I said.


“Can’t do what?”


“Masturbate without fantasizing,” I said. “It doesn’t work that way for me.”


“Well, I suppose there are pros and cons to that,” the professor said with a coy grin. “All in all, you probably have it right, though. The mechanical route always winds up empty in the end.”


We had both finished our first glass of wine. The professor poured us each another.


“Do you like actually teaching creative writing, though?” I asked.


“Best change I ever made, Counselor. Like I said, on the publishing side, stories are a whole lot more fun to write than scholarly articles. But as far as the classes, it’s just so damn easy. Almost a scam, really. You have the kids write stories. Most of them don’t write nearly as much as they should, so I don’t have a lot to read. Then we all sit around and discuss ’em, and make suggestions. It’s a racket.”


“Can you actually teach someone to write?”


“I suspect you can help them refine their craft, but you can’t teach that instinctual thing. I will say this, however. In the students’ eyes, the persona of a creative writing professor is completely different from the persona of a literature professor. A creative writing professor is an artist. He’s subversive, mysterious. To the girls, especially, Counselor. I can make some offhanded remark, and they look at me like I’m a rock star. Here’s one line I like; I use it all the time. I say, ‘You’re not writing for professors. You’re writing for the guy at a Greyhound bus station with a paperback book stuffed into his back pocket.’ They eat that shit up, Counselor. I can see it in their eyes, the girl students. Like they want to jump my bones when I say it.”


I sipped on my wine and laughed. “Be careful with that, Professor. A sexual harassment lawsuit could end your career.”


“I’m sure a lawyer with your fine skills could find a way to finesse me out of it.” He chuckled and took a hearty gulp of the zinfandel. “Let’s play some chess, Counselor. We haven’t revisited the Sicilian Defense in quite some time. I’ll play black. I’m feeling feisty tonight.”
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A FEW OF the wineries we liked were offering free barrel tasting for members that Saturday. Most of our wine club memberships were with wineries in the Napa and Sonoma valleys of California, but the professor and I had found a few winemakers here in North Carolina who produced some decent vintages as well.


We had been tasting nearly all morning. Now we were sitting at one of the winery’s wooden picnic tables along the edge of the vineyards. We had chosen one underneath a large tree that could provide a bit of shade for me while the professor sat in the sun.


We were drinking a bottle of very nice pinot grigio, one of the specialties of this particular vineyard. The winery had chilled it more than would usually be considered optimal, but on such a warm and humid summer day, it was especially good. I wondered if the winery had done that intentionally or just left the bottle in the cooler without thinking about it. I didn’t want to mention my speculation to the professor; he’d assume I was once again questioning the cognitive skills of southerners, something that annoyed him.


We had bought food at the little market up the road. The professor was working on a double-sized ham and cheese sandwich, a huge vat of potato salad, and a bag of pork rinds. I had chicken salad on rye and a small side of coleslaw.


It seemed to me that over the course of the day, the professor had consumed at least three times the wine I had. Yet he appeared relatively unscathed.


He did outweigh me by nearly a hundred pounds.


I checked with him again to be sure that he was okay to drive us home, and when he assured me he was, I poured another tall glass of wine to have with my sandwich. Halfway through, I became lightheaded and talkative.


“Professor,” I said, “did you know that the university hospital is selecting a new computer system for their Admitting Department?”


“Fascinating, but not on my radar, Counselor.”


“As university counsel, I had to sit in on the discussions. All the usual suspects were present. Including another hunting buddy of yours, Al Rider, the head of the Medical Records Department.”


“Ah, good old Al. I’ve known him a long time. We played football together in high school. He was a big ol’ lineman. Huge man.”


“And set in his ways. We had quite a little quarrel regarding gender codes.”


“Gender codes?”


“Professor, when you’re selecting a computer system for a hospital, you go through every admitting prompt, every question that comes up on the screen when you’re registering a patient, to make sure that it fits your needs and meets all regulatory requirements.”


“So what’s a gender code, Counselor? And why do I have this suspicion that I’m about to get some left-wing, political correctness lecture here?” He laughed and poured himself some more wine.


“When you’re admitting a patient into the hospital, you have to assign them a gender. The system we were looking at defaulted to two gender codes, male and female. But you can customize more if you want. The university had engaged a consulting firm to advise us on the project—one of the big New York firms. They sent a young woman, pretty, well educated, but clearly new and a bit intimidated by the whole thing. She was at the table along with the vendors and all of us university folk. So I asked the young lady, ‘Do you think just two gender codes are sufficient for us?’ She seemed really glad that I pulled her into the conversation.”


“Were you lusting after her, Counselor?”


“Actually, in this case, Professor, I sincerely wanted to hear her perspective. But she was attractive.”


“And what did the pretty girl say?”


“She said she had just finished a similar engagement at a university hospital in Los Angeles, and they opted for five gender codes.”


“Five?” the professor shouted.


“Yes, five,” I said. As I listed them, I paused momentarily between each. “Male. Female. Male transitioning to female. Female transitioning to male. And ambiguous.”


“Ambiguous?”


“I asked her about that too. Do you know that almost a tenth of a percent of babies in the United States are born with ambiguous genitalia? We used to call them hermaphrodites. The consultant said the proper term now is intersexual.”


“Intersexual?” The professor started chuckling but soon was laughing so hard he almost coughed up some wine. “Oh, good God!” he exclaimed. “I can just see Big Al Rider listening to all this. You know, Counselor, he’s in favor of making homosexuality a capital offense here in this state.”


“He told the young woman, in no uncertain terms, to stop. And she did. But I pursued it.”


“You pursued it? You’re a twisted son of a bitch, Counselor, but I do admire your courage. What exactly did you say to Big Al?”


“I said we’re a university medical center, and these sorts of gender variations come up. It’s not a political issue. It’s an issue of accurately characterizing a patient’s gender for optimal medical treatment.”


The professor slowed his laughing just enough to steady his hand and pour some more wine into his plastic cup. “I suppose you’re on Big Al’s shit list right about now,” he said.


“Well, I’ve never been a favorite of his to begin with. But after I stated my position, Al Rider stood up across the table—all six foot six of him, in his long white coat, with its buttons straining over his huge belly—and stared me straight in the eyes. And then, Professor, he said the following, as loud as he could without actually screaming.”


I stood up, raised an arm, affected an appropriate scowl, deepened my voice, and did my best imitation of Al’s heavy southern drawl:


“He-ah in Nawth Carolahna, Counselah, we only requiah two gendah codes! And that’s the end o’ this damn convahsation!”


I noticed that the people at the picnic table ten yards away were staring at us. I sat down, smiled sheepishly, and returned to sipping my wine.


The professor remained oblivious to the stares. He was heaving with laughter. “I guess you lost that one!” he spurted between guffaws, his eyes tearing from exertion.
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THE SICILIAN DEFENSE usually results in white attacking on one side of the board and black on the other. Among modern grandmasters, it is the most frequently played response to white’s advancing his king pawn two squares to start the game. The Sicilian can be played cautiously, seeking positional advantage. Or it can be prosecuted more recklessly, each player asserting his attack, hoping that it will wreak sufficient havoc before his opponent’s does.


That range of variation persistently stimulated the professor and me to explore the Sicilian’s permutations for weeks at a time, and to revisit it frequently.


On this particular evening, the professor, playing black, had opted to proceed prudently, assembling a seemingly impenetrable configuration. We had made very few exchanges, so almost all our pieces were still on the board, complicating my efforts to analyze the position between each move.


I relocated a knight closer to his primary encampment, hoping to place some additional pressure on him. My threat seemed to me purely symbolic; his position appeared absolutely impervious.


But as the professor studied the board, he grew more and more agitated and uncharacteristically silent. He stared at the board for several minutes without speaking, without even taking a sip of wine. I had never before seen the professor quite this pensive.


I fought the temptation to ask him what the matter was. I rather enjoyed seeing him in this state. My competitive juices were surging.


Finally the professor raised his head, stared at me in exasperation, and exclaimed, “I’m in zugzwang!”


“What?” I asked.


“Zugzwang, goddammit!” he shouted. “Don’t tell me you never heard the term zugzwang.”


I thought for a moment. “It does sound familiar, Professor. I believe I’ve come across it a couple of times in old chess books. But I can’t recall the context.”


The professor was irritated. He exhaled loudly and rolled his eyes. His voice was slightly raised as he answered me. “Yes, it’s a chess term, dammit. I’ve seen the word used in books but never till now actually experienced the condition. It’s a goddamn infuriating thing, Counselor. Look at my pieces. I’m perfect; I created an airtight position. But it’s my move now. I have to move. I can’t pass. And any move I make starts ripping my position apart. Look at it, Counselor. Any piece I move opens a hole for you to come right in. I don’t even have a move just to buy time. I’m in zugzwang, Counselor! I’m a goner!”


[image: Image]


LATER THAT EVENING, I was tossing a salad in the kitchen. The professor had heated up the backyard barbeque and was now laying out our main courses. A slab of venison for him, from a deer he’d shot on a recent hunting expedition. For me, he was grilling a fresh fillet of sea bass I’d picked up at the market on the way home from work.


He’d also buried a couple of russet potatoes in the coals to bake.


We were drinking a well-aged Napa Valley cabernet, redolent of black cherry. Each mouthful left a pleasant aftertaste of green olive on the palate. We were halfway through our second bottle.


I took the wine out to the backyard to refill the professor’s glass.


“Thank you, Counselor,” he said. “You’re a fine man.”


“I’ve been thinking about your zugzwang predicament earlier this evening, Professor.”


“Don’t remind me!” he shouted. “I should have resigned as soon as I recognized it. Then I wouldn’t have had to watch you methodically decimate me over the next dozen moves. I could see you relished it, Counselor.”


“I suppose I did.” I chuckled and drank a bit of wine. “But actually it occurred to me, Professor, that zugzwang is a sort of metaphor for the comfortable life we’ve built here together.”


He looked at me oddly. “What the hell do you mean by that?”


“Well, we drink wine; we play chess. We babble endlessly about women, but we never interact with any. I think we realize that venturing out from our safe little enclave here would be futile, perhaps even damaging.”


The professor took a huge gulp of wine. “How do you mean, damaging?”


“Well, Professor, let’s be honest. I screwed up two marriages, and you screwed up three. So, as I see it, we’re kind of in perpetual zugzwang here. We’re comfortable; we enjoy our evenings. But if either of us tried to go out and make more of our personal situations, we’d fully expect it to be a disaster.”


The professor turned his strip of venison over. He checked my fish; it looked done. He moved it to the edge of the grill to keep it warm.


“So?” he asked. “You think we’re goners, like I was tonight at the chessboard? That we should just sit tight and wait out our fate?”


“No. I don’t think so at all,” I said, and drank more wine. “Zugzwang is kind of a metaphor for a life lived poorly, don’t you think, Professor? You have to keep your pieces moving. No matter how insular and seemingly happy you are. It’s a trap if you don’t. So you have to plan it that way.”


“And do you have any great plans for improving your sex life, Counselor?”


I sipped some more wine. “Actually, I don’t, Professor.”


He downed what was in his glass and held it out for me to refill. “You realize,” he said, “that what you’re suggesting implies that if you really want to break out of zugzwang, then you’ll have to suffer losses initially before you start gaining. Maybe a lot of losses. Hell, maybe nothing but losses, and then you’d kill to be back in zugzwang.”


I looked up over the fence at the setting sun. “Let’s change the subject,” I said. “I shouldn’t have brought this up. I think I’m drinking too much of this damn wine.”


“Open another bottle for me, Counselor. You’re getting me depressed now.”
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IT WAS VERY early on a Saturday morning.


Big Al Rider, dressed in an enormous lumberjack shirt, baggy faded dungarees, and a vest with dozens of pockets, was sitting at our kitchen table drinking a mug of the professor’s hot black coffee. In typical southern fashion, he had greeted me warmly when I joined them and made no mention of our recent disagreement over gender codes.


On the stove, the professor’s pans of bacon and sausages were sizzling, and he turned six fried eggs on another burner. I heard a clack and turned my head; four slices of white toast popped up in our toaster.


I was on the other side of the stove, stirring a small saucepan half-full of oatmeal and dried fruit. By the time I plated my cereal and joined them at the table, they were halfway done with their huge breakfast, talking about where they would hunt and what animals they were likely to stalk today.


As soon as I sat down, Big Al directed his gaze toward me. “Has Tommy ever told you how impeccably he cleans up a huntin’ site?” he asked.


I always found it a bit jarring when Big Al referred to the professor as “Tommy.”


“No, he’s never mentioned it,” I said.


“Absolutely incredible! Otherworldly!” Big Al exclaimed. His exuberance baffled me. The talent he was citing seemed sadly mundane. He continued excitedly, “You know, the huntin’ marshals are always tellin’ us to clean up our kill sites, especially if we butcher ’em right there, like Tommy and I like to do. But nobody can clean a site like Tommy here. I swear it, you could walk by half an hour later and have no friggin’ idea that anything had gone on there. Not a clue.”


Feigning interest, I smiled facetiously and turned to the professor. “And exactly how did you master this amazing level of virtuosity, sir?”


Big Al suspected nothing, but my sarcasm was immediately discernable to the professor. He puckered sardonically and said, “It’s all in the preparation, Counselor. You take the time to dig a big hole, lay down some tarps before you start your butchering, and you let your trash burn in the pit for a few minutes before you bury it. It’s a matter of patience and attention to detail. I’m sure you’d pick it up famously if you ever cared to join us.”
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THAT NIGHT, BIG Al’s truck made its familiar rumbling and screeching sounds as it pulled into our driveway. I remained in the house, hoping Al would not come in. There was a bit of conversation outside followed by some muted grunts and scraping sounds. Just moments after that, the truck pulled away.


I heard the professor drag what I assumed were slabs of venison into the garage. After a bit of jostling, the door of the big chest freezer slammed shut.


A few seconds later, the professor entered and found me in the kitchen. “It’s good to see you, Counselor,” he said. “I told Big Al you were preparing a legal brief and that we shouldn’t disturb you. I figured you saw enough of him this morning.”


“Thank you, Professor. I appreciate that.”


“He said to send you his best.”


I chuckled and shook my head.


The professor winked and said, “I know how hard it is for you to resist the urge to point out the deceit and hypocrisy ever present in southern hospitality, Counselor. I appreciate your efforts at showing restraint.”


“I wish my wives had possessed your good humor, Professor.”


“I wish mine had too,” he said. “Excellent day hunting with Big Al. Got my blood going. What do you say to sipping some nice bourbon tonight, instead of wine?” Before I could answer, he added, “Of course, we’ll open a nice bottle of wine for dinner, but let’s have the bourbon first.”


His suggestion did not surprise me. The professor often opted for bourbon on those Saturdays he went hunting and came back with a good haul.


“Sounds good to me,” I said.


“Excellent!” He walked over and retrieved his bottle of top-shelf, single-barrel bourbon from the antique hutch in the living room. The professor had not sat down since he arrived home. He never sat in his soiled hunting clothes; he’d shower and change first. He poured us each a glass.


We toasted. The professor closed his eyes as he savored the first sip. “Ah!” he sighed. “Like my granddaddy’s moonshine, if only he’d had someone to age and refine it. Like smooth fire in the throat.”


“It is incredibly smooth for such a strong whiskey,” I said, glancing at the bottle’s label. “One hundred twenty-eight proof; that is strong, Professor.”


He put his drink down on the living room table and went upstairs. I sat in an easy chair and sipped slowly on the bourbon. It didn’t take him long to shower and change.


“I assumed you’d be barbequing tonight,” I said, when he reappeared. “So I have a pot of vegetable soup cooking for a first course.”


He creased his brow and cheekbones.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “There’s chicken in it. And potatoes.”


“You’re a fine fellow, Counselor,” he said, as he relaxed his face and plopped down into his favorite recliner. He took several big sips of bourbon.


“When we were out hunting today, Al was talking about his wife. He says it’s still comfortable between them, after all these years. They still even make love now and again. But he doesn’t think they’ve ever been really close friends. They don’t have much in common, really.”


“That’s sad,” I said. “It would be so nice to have sex with someone who’s really your friend, don’t you think, Professor?”


“I’d say so.” He slurped down the bourbon remaining in his glass and poured himself another. He glanced over to my glass but saw I had barely made a dent. “Have you ever had that experience, Counselor?” he asked. “Making love to a good friend? With your wives, or anyone else?”


I pondered that for a few moments. “It’s a good question, Professor,” I finally said. “I honestly don’t think so.”


He drank a good deal more and considered carefully before positing his next thought. “Do you realize, Counselor, that all our sexual problems would be solved if we were gay? Think about it. We’d play chess, drink wine, have dinner, read or whatever, and then we’d have sex before bed. We’d be a self-contained unit. We wouldn’t need anybody else.”


I laughed. “That’s quite a thought. Not at all feasible, of course. But theoretically sound.”


“Why not feasible, Counselor? We’re open-minded men, are we not? So why wouldn’t we try it?”


“It’s wiring, Professor. Not a lifestyle choice. We’re heterosexual. I love you, Professor, and I think you’re a good-looking man, but the thought of having sex with you is repulsive. Couldn’t go near it. Because I’m not wired that way. You can’t defeat your wiring. Years of bogus programs that tried to turn gay people straight proved that, Professor.”


It was quiet for a time. We both drank a good deal more bourbon.


The professor began laughing hard. “I’d be getting the better end of the deal,” he finally said. “Look at you, Counselor. You jog every morning, work out at the university gym at lunch. You’re a svelte, tight little thing. If I were into men, you’d be a catch. But I suppose you’re right. Can’t go near it.” As his laughter increased, I noticed a tiny drop of bourbon trickle out of his mouth and down his chin.


“It’s too bad,” I said. “It could be perfect.” I poured us each another glass. We sipped a while.


Suddenly, the professor slammed his glass down on the table. His eyes widened. “What about a go-between?” he exclaimed.


“A go-between?”


“A goddamn go-between. Absolutely! Listen. Picture this: We procure some delicate undergraduate girl. Tight body. Small, round breasts. These girls love creative writing professors; I told you that, Counselor. Would have to be someone discreet. Someone who’d see it as an adventure. We have a spare room upstairs. Free room and board for the girl. Maybe she does a little cooking and housecleaning.”


Now he had me laughing. “We sure as hell could use some housecleaning,” I sputtered, as I tried to catch my breath.


He continued on, chortling as he spoke. “But at night she gets in bed with us. With the two of us. All three of us would sleep together. So you and me, we’re making love to a woman. Not to each other. But we get to do it together. Like friends with benefits, once removed. You see the beauty of it, Counselor? You can have sex with your best friend but remain heterosexual. My god, we could both be in her at the same time! Different orifices, of course.”


By now I was laughing hysterically. “God, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this drunk, Professor.”


“But what do you think of my idea?”


“Oh, it’s a great idea,” I howled. “You’ll lose your job and your tenure. I’ll get disbarred. And your friend Big Al and a bunch of his cohorts will come around wearing white sheets and hoods and lynch us in the middle of the night.”


“Oh, don’t jump to conclusions about Big Al,” he said, thrusting his glass in my direction for emphasis. “He’d condemn us in church and when he’s with his wife and her friends. But when he’s alone with his drinking buddies, I guarantee you they’d see us as heroes.”
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ANITA CARROLL HAD been my administrative assistant at the university for years. She was loyal and hardworking. Of late though, she had taken to attending to me in an overly maternal fashion. She had scheduled a medical checkup for me without my asking, and two dental cleanings, four months apart.


Then, after noticing that the last colonoscopy on my electronic calendar was over a decade old, she scheduled another one and startled me by announcing it just as I entered my office the following morning. My silent reaction must have been telling. She responded by looking at me in much the same way as a cat I once owned. It would kill and eviscerate birds and rodents, bring them into the house, drop them at my feet, and then wonder why I wasn’t ecstatic.


A few weeks ago, Anita learned that a newly hired professor in the Sociology Department was a divorced Jewish woman close to my age. She immediately encouraged me to pursue her.


“I’m sorry, Anita,” I said. “I’m not really interested.” I refrained from mentioning that I had met the woman briefly at a faculty meeting, and that she reminded me of a fat old aunt I had who waddled about and spewed nonsense incessantly.


“You can’t just sit around and live the rest o’ your life single,” Anita pleaded in her heavy southern drawl. “You’re a catch, Stanley! You’re a good, honest man. You’re a lawyer, you make a great living …”


And then came the phrase she invariably insisted upon using. Goodheartedly, I’m sure. But she had no idea how much it grated on me.


“And Stanley, she’s one o’ your people.”


“My last wife was not Jewish,” I reminded her.


“And look what happened to that marriage, Stanley! There aren’t many o’ your people down here in North Carolina. You gotta jump on this while you can.”


I had tried for years to analyze why she always used the term your people when she spoke to me about such things. Was the word Jew or Jewish so awkward for her to say? I knew she respected me and liked me; it had nothing to do with that. Perhaps calling someone a Jew had negative connotations for her. Regardless, I never mentioned to her how much the phrase annoyed me.


On at least a dozen occasions over the next couple of weeks, Anita again implored me to ask the woman out. I continued to say no.


Then one Wednesday, when I returned from my midday workout at the gym, Anita surprised me by inviting me to join her and her family for dinner that Saturday night.


I had never, in all the years we worked together, been to her home or socialized with her in any way outside of work.


“It’s very nice of you, Anita,” I said. “What brought this on?”


“That nice woman who teaches in the Sociology Department is comin’ over that night. It would be nice if you were there too.”


“Oh, my god, Anita, I told you over and over that I wasn’t interested in that. Why on earth are you doing this?”


“Because it’s good for you, even if you don’t see it yet.”


“Well, I’m sorry, Anita. I have to decline the invitation.”


“You can’t say no, Stanley! The poor woman is already comin’ over. Expectin’ you to be there. I told her you would. She’ll be mortified if you ain’t there!”


I sighed, bowed my head, and rubbed my eyes until they hurt.


“Oh, all right,” I whined. “I’ll come over.”


“Wonderful! Thank you, Stanley!”


“Anita, you remember that I stopped eating red meat, right?”


“Of course, Stanley. We’re havin’ catfish. And I looked up all the things your people can’t have. No pork, no bacon, no seafood. Don’t worry, dear, you two will be quite at home.”


“Your southern hospitality is inordinate, Anita.”


My sarcasm rocketed over her head, unnoticed. “Why thank you, Stanley,” she said graciously. “That’s so sweet of you. I do try.”
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THE BRICK HOME the professor and I share is about twenty minutes from campus, still in the city but near its edge.


Anita’s home was nearly an hour to the southeast, in an isolated rural area. The house was a sprawling, one-story wooden structure. The closest house to it was about a quarter mile away.


I parked on an unpaved patch outside her garage. My car kicked up clouds of dust as it rolled to a stop.


Anita’s husband, Bert, greeted me at the door and invited me in. Anita shouted a hello to me from the kitchen where she was cooking. The woman from the Sociology Department had not yet arrived.


Bert was a hefty man, not much taller than I, but broad-shouldered and forty to sixty pounds overweight by my estimation. He was sipping on a clear iced drink in a tumbler.


“Gin tonic,” he said. “Would you care for one?”


“I’d love one.”


As he led me into the living room, I had an opportunity to observe the home’s decor. Aside from a few houseplants, everything fit into clear categories.


There was much Christian iconography. Mostly there were idealized portraits of Jesus. I also saw a few simple crosses affixed to walls. (I don’t mind unadorned symbolic crosses. It’s the Catholics’ need to burden every crucifix with the writhing body of a tortured Jewish man that annoys me.)


On the horizontal surface of every shelf and end table in the house were tiny metal replicas of antique cars, meticulous in their detail and color. There were dozens of such cars, perhaps over a hundred throughout the home.


And there were guns. Many of them. Ancient and modern. Pistols, shotguns, and rifles. Each displayed prominently on a wall rack.


I counted three stuffed animal heads, mounted high on the walls. One was perched most unappetizingly in the dining room.


And somewhere in every room was a Confederate flag.


Bert was mixing my gin and tonic at a nicely appointed wooden bar built into the far corner of the living room. “Make it a strong one, please,” I said.


“A man after my own heart!” Bert said warmly.


Bert and I sat together in the living room. Halfway into my second cocktail, I realized that I was finding Bert’s conversation surprisingly engaging. He drove a huge gasoline tanker truck and hadn’t had an accident in over thirty years. But it was his fascinating anecdotes surrounding his antics as the anti-corporate, pro-union rabble-rouser of the firm that grabbed me. He had been suspended eight times for insubordination. But every instance had been successfully overturned by the union’s attorney, and Bert had received full back pay. “Like little vacations!” he said. Bert’s protests had resulted in important reforms, preventing management from exploiting drivers. He had put an end to the persistent practices of unpaid overtime and mandatory double shifts.


“I applaud you, Bert,” I said.


Just then, their two young sons bounded into the living room and circled in some sort of frenzied chase. “Wash your hands before dinner,” Bert admonished them, and they ran out.


The doorbell rang. Lorraine, the newly appointed professor in the Sociology Department, finally arrived and apologized profusely for being late.


It was eerie how closely she resembled that obnoxious, fat aunt of mine.


By the time we sat down to dinner, I was working on my third extra-strong gin and tonic. I was seated next to Lorraine. Across from us sat the two boys, who may or may not have washed their hands.


A basket of soft white dinner rolls was passed about. The younger boy’s nose was running slightly, and he wiped it with the heel of his hand just as the basket arrived at his place. He dutifully squeezed every bun to determine which one he wanted.


I said nothing, but when the basket reached me, I just passed it along. “Wouldn’t you like a roll?” Anita inquired.


“I’m watching my carbs,” I politely lied.


Everything on my plate was fried. By this, I do not mean sautéed or quickly tossed in oil. This was serious, diabolical, industrial deep-frying. The portions were ample. I ate slowly, intending to leave as much as possible.


“We’re big supporters of Israel,” Anita suddenly announced, directing her assertion at Lorraine and myself.


I could not believe that Anita thought this was appropriate dinner conversation among people who barely knew each other. I decided to leave it alone. But Lorraine dove in.


“I’m so glad to hear that, dear,” Lorraine said. “People all over are turning against Israel. It’s become trendy. Aside from blatant anti-Semitism, don’t people realize that Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East, and our only reliable ally in that part of the world?”


“What do you think, Stanley?” Anita probed.


I hesitated for a moment but saw no way out of it. “To be honest,” I finally said softly, “I’m not a huge fan of backing Israel unconditionally. It’s a country, not a facet of the Jewish religion. You can disagree with the policies of the Israeli government and not be in any way anti-Semitic.”


I knew exactly the reaction that sentiment would elicit. Perhaps it was the three drinks, but for a reason I could not quite pinpoint at that moment, I seemed to be intent on inciting turmoil.


“But Stanley,” Lorraine argued passionately, “Israel is the one safe Jewish refuge in the world. The only Jewish state. And look at the hatred that surrounds them! People who insist they should be wiped from the face of the earth. It’s a tiny piece of land. Jews deserve a safe homeland.”


“There are more Jews in the United States than in all of Israel, and we’re quite safe here,” I said.


“You’re not looking objectively at the people who hate them!” Lorraine insisted.


“For years,” I said, “Israel had the moral high ground. But now they’ve surrendered it through a policy of occupation that we would decry if any other nation practiced it. I have a right to disagree with the governmental policies of a country. Right-wing, militaristic policies are shortsighted and don’t serve people well, whether they’re in a Jewish state, or here, or anywhere else.”


“Stanley,” Lorraine said, her voice rising, “you can’t try to impose calm, thoughtful, liberal values on a situation where an entire population’s existence is under siege every moment of every day! You’re being naive. Or perhaps you’re just one of those self-hating Jews.”


Anita, distraught at the direction the dinner conversation had taken, now interrupted, and awkwardly changed the subject.


It was fine that she did. I realized that the politics of the discussion were not of any particular importance to me. It was at that moment that I finally acknowledged to myself that my intent had been to short-circuit any effort on Anita’s part to couple Lorraine and me.


I had apparently done so successfully.


I sipped quietly on my gin and tonic.


When I got home, I told the professor the night had been a disaster and related every detail. We laughed and drank a good deal of wine, and then went to bed.
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IT WAS RARE for the professor to call me at work. So when Anita poked her head into my office and told me he was on the line, I suspected a problem.


The professor asked me if it was all right if Big Al dropped by for a drink tonight before dinner; he wanted to chat with me. I tried to find out why, but the professor remained evasive and insisted I should just wait and hear what Al had to say.


When I got home, Big Al was already there. The professor had his best sipping bourbon out of the hutch, and the two were drinking. I wondered if the bourbon was merely a polite gesture for entertaining a friend, or if its intent was to lower my resistance to some idea that was to be floated later that evening.


“How are you, Stanley?” Al asked, as I methodically removed my coat and tie. The professor poured a glass of bourbon for me and set it down on the end table beside my chair.


“I’m good, Al,” I said. “And you?”


“Just fine. Fine indeed. Thank you.” He held up his glass. “To good friends.”


I held up my glass dutifully in response but said nothing to acknowledge his unctuous snippet of hyperbole.


“Al’s daughter is getting married,” the professor said, evidently trying to move the stilted conversation along.


“Actually,” Big Al interjected, “she’s already married. She eloped a couple of months ago.”


“Eloped?” I squealed.


“You seem surprised, Stanley,” Al said.


“I just didn’t picture a daughter of yours eloping, Al. I somehow imagined an imposing fellow like you would have a tighter rein on things.” I may have inadvertently smirked. I had already emptied half my glass of bourbon.


The professor cocked his head and looked at me sternly.


But Big Al just laughed. “You’d think so!” he said. “But I’m no different from most men with a pretty, charmin’ daughter. They learn to manipulate yah pretty skillfully, I found. But it ain’t the worst thing. I didn’t have to pay for a big weddin’, and the two o’ them are quite happy. They were already livin’ together for a while anyway, Stanley. I mean, at that point, does it really matter?”


I finished the bourbon in my glass. The professor was extraordinarily attentive in refilling it immediately.


“She married a Jewish fella,” Big Al said.


I leaned forward. We were getting to the crux of the issue now.


“A very nice boy,” Al said. “I have no problem whatsoever with her marryin’ a Jew.”


“That’s very open-minded of you, Al,” I said.


“He’s from England, actually. Leeds. It’s a town a few hours north o’ London.”


“I’m familiar with it,” I said.


“A surprisin’ number of Orthodox Jews in Leeds,” Al mused. “The boy’s parents are Orthodox.”


“Really. Are they aware that he’s married?” I asked.


“Ah, Stanley! Now you’re gettin’ to the problem. He didn’t tell his parents. They had this plan, you see, my daughter and Marty. That’s the boy she married, Marty. See, the two o’ them got a quickie marriage when they eloped, by a justice o’ the peace. But the plan was that a few months later, they’d invite Marty’s parents to visit and have a little ceremony with a rabbi. Marty’s parents would never suspect they were already married, and would be happy that their son had a rabbi do the ceremony. Harmless, really.”


“Why didn’t they just wait and get married when the parents were in town? What was the point of eloping first?”


“Somethin’ to do with Marty’s visa and green card. As an attorney, Stanley, you’d know more about that than I do.”


“Well, I don’t specialize in immigration law, but the university has enough foreign students that I certainly have learned a lot about it over the years. So I can understand how doing what they did could have helped Marty significantly. And completely legally, unless it was a sham marriage, which I assume it wasn’t.”


“No, it’s legit,” Big Al assured me. “They love each other.”


“So what’s the problem?” I asked, as I sipped upon my bourbon.


“We’re all tryin’ to find a rabbi to marry them. We can’t find one.”


That surprised me. “Between here and Greensboro and Charlotte there are a number of rabbis,” I said. “I, personally, am not really a practicing Jew, so I’m not familiar with them, but I know they’re around. You just need to contact them.”


“Stanley, you don’t understand. My daughter and my wife and Marty and me, we’ve all been in contact with ’em. Ever’ one of ’em. It’s not a matter of finding ’em, Stanley. We found all of ’em. They won’t do it.”


“They won’t do it? That’s absurd,” I said. “Why? Because Marty’s marrying a gentile?”


Big Al turned to the professor. “I love when Jews use the word gentile! Don’t you, Tommy? Like ever’body who ain’t a Jew is just one thing, a gentile. Don’t matter if you’re black or white, Baptist or Methodist, Muslim or Hindu. Gentile. If you ain’t Jewish, it don’t matter what the hell else you are.”


“You’re drinking too much, Al,” the professor said gently. “You’re not helping your cause. Stick to the point.”


Al turned back towards me and looked sheepish. “Tommy’s right,” he said. “I’m sorry. No offense meant, Stanley. You’re a good man, and I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right.” I laughed. “Actually, you make a good point. But is that the reason?”


“No! It ain’t the reason. Ever’ one of the rabbis said they’d be happy to perform an interfaith ceremony, even do it tag-team with a minister if we wanted.”


“Then what’s the problem?”


“They’re already married!” Al exclaimed. “That’s the problem. It would be a sham ceremony. Ain’t no rabbi on the planet willing to pretend to marry two people if they’ah already married!”


“Oh, I see. Because they eloped.” I thought a moment. “It just seems so arbitrary though. Wouldn’t they be willing just to do a little ceremony confirming the vows or something like that?”


“Somethin’ like that won’t do it. Marty’s parents have to believe it’s a real marriage. Otherwise they’ll be heartbroken, and might never speak to Marty again. They’re Orthodox. Somethin’ in their customs. He stands to inherit somethin’ too, if he ain’t disowned, you know?”


“Goodness,” I said. “Sounds like quite a conundrum. But I don’t see how I can help. I don’t know a rabbi who’d be willing to do it anymore than you do.”

OEBPS/images/9781684630271.jpg
“. .. a tantalizingly original puzzle, dramatically gripping, erotically electric,

and satisfyingly weird. A hilarious dark comedy . ..” —KIRKUS REVIEWS

ROBERT STEVEN GOLDSTEIN





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
RODERT STEVEN GOLDSTEIN






