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Archaic Torso of Apollo

 

We cannot fathom his mysterious head,
Through the veiled eyes no flickering ray is sent:
But from his torso gleaming light is shed
As from a candelabrum; inward bent


His glance there glows and lingers. Otherwise
The round breast would not blind you with its grace,
Nor could the soft-curved circle of the thighs
Steal to the arc whence issues a new race.


Nor could this stark and stunted stone display
Vibrance beneath the shoulders heavy bar,
Nor shine like fur upon a beast of prey,
Nor break forth from its lines like a great star —


There is no spot that does not bind you fast
And transport you back, back to a far past.

 

—Rainer Maria Rilke (translated by Jessie Lemont)

after encountering an unfinished sculpture of Apollo

 

“Art in progress is like life, underway but still full of possibilities.”

— Penelope Bauer




Chapter 1


Her acceptance letter arrived on Friday, May 5, and Penelope was ready to party. She would not be alone. Not even dark yet, and she had already heard a few celebratory gunshots. Cinco de Mayo was a big deal in northern New Mexico or at least a good excuse to drink. Apparently, on that day in 1862, the Mexicans won a battle that all but expelled the French from their country. What were the French doing in Mexico anyway, she often wondered. But not tonight. Tonight all she cared about was the quality, and the quantity, of the margaritas.

But as she sat on the barstool at Harry’s, nursing her second silver coin, her mood turned bittersweet. She would graduate in a week, marking the end of her college career at the small liberal arts school in Santa Fe — a school that too would be marking its end. Plagued by financial mismanagement, or worse, the College of St. Frances had sold out, literally, to a somewhat shady private educational outfit that planned to open a for-profit law school. Actually, she would be attending one of two graduation ceremonies, hers being the “alternative” organized by a group of students. An impotent protest at this point, but a final middle finger salute to the slimy College President and his lackeys, who would be hosting the sure to be sparsely attended “official” ceremony.

Her mood brightened a bit when she remembered that her mentor, Dr. A. Michael Ambros, was to deliver the commencement address. Having seen the writing on the wall, Michael — as he insisted his students call him — tendered his resignation the previous year in a letter highly critical of the College’s Administration and Board. Penelope missed him. He was the reason she had decided to pursue a doctorate in classics, and no doubt largely responsible for the acceptance letter from the program at Boston University. That letter now rested safely on her desk under the bronze statuette of the goddess Artemis, his gift to her when he left the College. She had not seen or talked to him since he had encouraged her to apply to BU, promising to lobby his contacts there and write her a glowing letter of recommendation. She had to give him something special before she left for Boston. But what? 

“Another?” 

Penny looked up into the bartender’s warm smile and giggled. “God, no. I’d never make it home. Hey, any ideas about what I could give my favorite professor, you know, as a thank-you gift?”

“The guy who’s speaking at your graduation?”

“Wow! How did you know that? You should be the one going to grad school, Sheryl.”

“Not me, bright eyes,” Sheryl said as she reached down for a copy of the local paper, dropping it on the bar. “There was a story about him in the Reporter.”

Sure enough. Penny was staring down at Michael’s picture as Sheryl continued. “And it’s not like you’ve never talked about him. Listening to you, one would think the man walked on water. I’m sure you’ll think of something to offer that guy if you haven’t already.” Smirking, she slowly ran a finger around his face on the page.

“Whatever do you mean?” Penny replied, failing to suppress another giggle.

It was Sheryl’s turn to laugh. “You know exactly what I mean. Sure you don’t want another?”

“Maybe one more.”

 ΩΩΩ

Penelope looked at the clock — again. Less than 10 minutes had passed since the last time, although it felt more like half an hour. Her parents wouldn’t pick her up for another 45 minutes. Restlessly pacing about her little casita, she found herself staring into the full-length mirror on the bathroom door and sighing in utter frustration. Why put the mirror on the inside of the door? Who would get dressed in that tiny bathroom? To use the mirror, she had to open the door wide, giving visitors an unflattering, if honest, impression of her housekeeping skills. Still, she could not have asked for a better living situation. It had been good to get away from campus for her final year. She valued the privacy it afforded, giving her the time and space for some serious introspection. Not to mention that it was walking distance to Harry’s, she giggled. The couple she rented from had been kind and generous too; they could have charged twice what she paid. 

She fluffed her shoulder-length waves of reddish hair — what others called strawberry blonde, much to her displeasure. Thank God she didn’t have to wear a mortarboard. In fact, there would be few students in graduation garb of any sort at her ceremony, given the College Administration's mercenary scheme on behalf of the new owners. To attend the “official” graduation, students were required to purchase robes and caps from the College bookstore at highly inflated prices. Of course, the attempt to extract every last nickel from already disgruntled students backfired, fueling efforts to organize the alternative ceremony.

Her father was suspicious of alternatives. A very conventional and practical man, shaped perhaps by his Germanic roots, he questioned much of Penelope’s academic career and aspirations. She was Daddy’s little girl, and he worried about her life in liberal Santa Fe, and God forbid, Boston! And the classics? She might as well become a poet or a musician. Little did he know that, if she’d had the talent, she would have relished either of those paths. Her mother, on the other hand, was a fiery Irish lass, with wild dreams and flaming red hair, full of spirit and determination — what her father called “stubbornness.” They were an odd pair, but deeply in love with each other and their only child.

She was glad they were here, Frank and Siobhan Bauer. Penny met them last evening at the cute B&B near downtown she had found for them, and they walked from there to Pranzo’s for dinner. Siobhan insisted that they order a bottle of wine, ignoring her husband’s stern look. Frank could not believe his daughter had just turned 22, let alone 21. He was quiet the whole evening, his brooding gray-blue eyes giving nothing away but his mood. Tired from the drive from Ruidoso, surely, but also concerned. Penny knew her father could worry about anything, but tonight it was probably the realization that she was leaving New Mexico, really leaving, and soon. She circled her fork in her fettuccine and grinned, knowing she could assuage his mood, at least temporarily, with a long father-daughter hug when she said goodnight. 

Her mother, on the other hand, could not have been more excited. “Boston is such a unique city! Classics — such an interesting field of study! And your Aunt Alice is so happy that you’ll be staying with her! Just don’t mention the Irish sheep rustlers. As you know, my sister and I hold very different views of that history.” Penny knew. Her mother the anarchist was proud to be descended from such noble souls. In her mind, they were liberators of sheep, for the men claiming ownership were English lords. Throughout it all, Penny marveled at the way her mother’s azure eyes sparkled — as if her daughter had been blessed with the enchanted journey that might have once been Siobhan’s own dream. 

Still at the mirror, staring at her no-nonsense face, tightly framed by her tumbling locks, she saw bits of both her parents: her lower lip full like her mother’s, not so lucky with her upper lip or her nose, one a little slender, the other a little wide, both inherited from her father. And she’d never be a model with her sturdy cheekbones. Just then a cloud blocked the sun and her eyes changed color, from emerald green to a much paler jade, flecked as always with gold or yellow or brown, depending on the light. Her latest boyfriend said her eyes were the color of wet rocks. She smiled. Maybe he would become a poet. All in all, she liked her looks and her athletic body; they suited her. A glimpse of the statue of Artemis reflected at the mirror’s edge made her think of Amazons, and her smile broadened. I’m petite for an Amazon, she thought as she heard the knock at the door, but an Amazon just the same! 

ΩΩΩ

Penelope was sitting with her fellow graduates in the orchestra section of the Santa Fe Opera, now covered against the rain and sun but still open to the air. She was fidgeting a little, struggling to pull down the hem of her sky-blue belted sundress. Standing it fell mid-thigh; sitting was another matter. But it was her favorite summer dress, and it was such a lovely warm and sunny day.

She was only half-listening to Santa Fe’s Mayor, offering greetings and such to the assembled multitude, including a sizable contingent of journalists. The Opera had long been the venue for CSF’s graduations, he said, but pleading poverty, President Steward had canceled this year’s reservation. The impending sale of the College to the Kinslaw Group was announced shortly thereafter, and then it was discovered that Steward had accepted a senior executive position at Kinslaw. The whole deal smelled of corruption and betrayal, especially as the City of Santa Fe’s prior bid to acquire CSF had been rejected. For many in the community, President Steward became “President Sewer,” and support grew quickly, both on and off campus, for the alternative graduation ceremony proposed by a group of graduating seniors. Happily, two of those seniors had parents on the Opera’s Board of Directors, and said the Mayor, “Well, here we are.”

Penny already knew this story. Her thoughts were elsewhere, replaying her family’s earlier encounter with Michael. She’d been immensely proud to introduce her parents to him in their matching linen suits and calfskin western boots, set off by just a touch of turquoise: her father’s bolo tie, her mother’s delicate squash blossom necklace. While their lives in Ruidoso were far removed from that of a classics scholar, the conversation was relaxed and congenial. Even when her father asked the inevitable question about her future prospects, his tone, far from confrontational, expressed genuine curiosity. And Michael’s response was as intriguing as it was surprising and embarrassing. 

“I hope my little talk today will provide you an answer,” he said, the twinkle in his dark eyes, really the only distinct part of his face, the rest shielded by a full gray beard and his shaggy mop of silver hair. Dressed in an ancient corduroy suit over a beige shirt open at the collar, with gray hairs sprouting from there as well, he looked every bit the retired academic. “But I will say this. Your daughter has an intellect worthy of Plato’s Academy, although as a woman, she would never have been admitted.” The way he said “woman” as his eyes found hers had sent chills down her spine.

“But she has something far more valuable,” he continued. “Courage. The courage to open herself to life, to embrace its joys and its sorrows, to risk loving and being loved. The courage of self-reflection, to know herself, and to choose always her better self. And, perhaps most important, the courage to create.” Then, looking first to Frank and then Siobhan, “Your love and care has given her this; you both should be very proud. And you can trust that your daughter will leave an indelible mark in this world.” With that, he shook her father’s hand, kissed her mother’s cheek, smiled at Penny, as she stood there stunned and blushing the color of her mother’s hair, and bid them all farewell. 

Just then she heard his name. The Mayor was introducing him, and Penny found herself applauding, and cheering, and as one body, rising with her fellow graduates as Michael walked to the lectern, where he shook the Mayor’s hand, and if she wasn’t mistaken, blushed — something she had never seen before. Revenge was sweet, indeed, she thought playfully. And then he spoke, accompanied by pin- dropping silence, the occasional cough, the predictable chuckle, and the soft sweet notes of the house finches high up in the metalwork above the stage.

“Please... please be seated. I’m a bit overwhelmed by this reception, and thoroughly humbled. And as my students know, humility is not my strong suit. Needless to say, I am deeply honored by the opportunity afforded me to speak with all of you today. As is the usual practice of a commencement speaker, I will begin by acknowledging the members of the College’s Board and the representatives of its Administration; only at this ceremony, I happily acknowledge them by their absence. For they have proved themselves unworthy of sharing this day with us.

“On the other hand, we should be profoundly grateful for the generosity and goodwill of the larger community of Santa Fe in helping to give these students and their beloved College a proper send-off. That, of course, is why we are here. First and foremost, to celebrate the accomplishments of the graduates seated before us, and equally to honor the support and sacrifices of their families and friends. But we are also gathered together for another kind of celebration — a wake, if you will, and I cannot overstate the importance of remembering the College of St. Frances, its purpose, and its mission. Let me tell you why. 

“Institutions like the College of St. Frances are disappearing across the land as corporations like the Kinslaw Group step in to fill the breach — all part of a larger trend that might be called the commodification of higher education. A college degree has become a product, marketed as a means to what many have come to regard as the good life, that is, one or another variant of the American Dream. 

“Consider Kinslaw’s plans for its law school. Students will likely be lured with promises of exciting careers, six-figure salaries, and country club memberships. But, in fact, its graduates have a dismal track record of passing the bar exam, let alone realizing their material vision of the good life. I have no evidence to indict the curriculum or the instructors; they may, in fact, be teaching the skills necessary to the practice of law. I will suggest, however, that most of Kinslaw’s recruits are unqualified or unsuited to study law, because the only standard for admission is the ability to pay the tuition and fees. And almost all of its recruits will secure these funds through federal student loans, money Kinslaw will pocket as soon as it is distributed. After three years, these students will graduate with a law degree, but with little chance of ever practicing law, and shouldered with crushing debt that likely will never be repaid. Kinslaw’s business plan, in short, is this: sell the students a worthless degree, ruin them financially, and bilk literally millions of dollars from U.S. taxpayers. Sadly, this is perfectly legal and the general modus operandi of all for-profit colleges. Simply put, for-profit educational institutions are, as advertised, for profit, that is, not for students. 

“Liberal arts colleges like the College of St. Frances follow a different model. Ideally, their mission is all about students, their purpose to improve the lives of those who enter their doors. Earlier today, I was approached by the father of one of our graduates....” Michael’s eyes found Penny’s just as she swallowed a gasp and blushed an even darker shade of red. “He wanted to know what a degree in the humanities would do for his daughter’s prospects and how she could earn a living. I could have told him about the growing body of research that finds a liberal arts education well-suited for adapting to our rapidly changing social and economic conditions. But coming from me, that would have been disingenuous. Because I believe that a liberal arts education is useless when judged against a material standard of the good life. Students are drawn to the liberal arts by a different vision of the good life, a vision rooted in an understanding of what it means to be human, or more precisely, humane. Their studies help them to discover that human beings need not be swayed by advertisers and marketers, who seek to ensnare them in the consumption-driven trap of the American Dream. They experience, many for the first time, the pleasures of leading a genuinely good life, a moral life, and are thereby empowered, liberated from the need to acquire the newest iPhone, free to make their own life choices, to dance to their own drummer. To all the parents of today’s graduates I can say this: whatever paths your daughters and sons choose, they will choose with care and compassion. There will be detours and missteps, surely, but by their presence here today, at this alternative ceremony — which they envisioned, demanded, and forged — they have demonstrated the strength of character that will see them through their lives, lives that have been and will continue to be ennobled by having studied the liberating arts.

“Of course, colleges like CSF are not immune to the forces of commodification. Such schools are increasingly diverted from their mission by ever greater numbers of high salaried administrators, who compete for students with new recreation centers and other amenities. And the price of tuition, already exorbitant, continues to rise. These trends will persist so long as the forces of commodification are ascendant. But we must not give up hope. 

“As I stand before you, I am an old man and a classics scholar. In many ways, I have lived among the ancient Greeks, who taught that as we approach death, the powers of prophecy are heightened. Hear, then, my vision of the future. Artemis, my favorite god in the pantheon of Olympus, is often depicted as a huntress, bow and arrow in hand, standing over a felled deer. I have always believed she was hunting bigger game, ever seeking truth and justice. And now, in our time of peril, she is raising an army of strong young women — an army of Amazons, if you will, devoted to the defense of the values of Olympus, the values of the good life, the values engendered by the liberal arts. We see this all around us, do we not? Young women raising their voices, demanding to be heard in the service of truth and justice. Let this be a warning to those who find themselves mired in the Sewer across town: Kinslaw will be the target of the first arrow to fly in the epic struggle ahead. May the memory of CSF live long in the hearts and minds of these chosen few before us, the last graduates of the College of St. Frances!” 

In the moment of stunned silence before she joined the riotous standing ovation, Penelope knew the farewell gift Michael deserved and she would bestow.

ΩΩΩ 

Penny was pacing the confines of the small casita that was to be her home for one last night. She was leaving for Boston the following evening, having already shipped all of her books and belongings, save what she could carry on the plane. She’d eaten or tossed the contents of her refrigerator, which now just housed an $80 bottle of champagne and two cheap wine glasses. She’d had to use the credit card her father gave her for emergencies to buy the wine — she thought of it as an emergency of sorts. Her father, she knew, was unlikely to see it that way.

She looked again at the spot on her empty bookshelf, where her clock had once rested, then at her watch, the hands of which had frozen at 6:15. She had no idea what time it was, time seemingly choosing this evening to desert her. Looking out her front door, she watched the last sliver of sun dip behind the Jemez Mountains. That would make it 8 p.m., wouldn’t it? Maybe Michael never got her email. She would have preferred to text him, but he didn’t own a cell phone. All her plans, all this anxiety for nothing! 

She tried to recall exactly what she’d written. Please come to my place, 8 p.m. on Sunday to share a bottle of champagne. I’ve attached a map. No need to reply unless you can’t make it. Something like that. Why didn’t she ask him to reply, in any event? Dumb. But then she saw a pair of headlights turning up the distant drive. She was at once relieved and even more anxious. And in her overwrought state, she imagined the two lights tightly focused in a single beam, aimed directly at her. Must be some new kind of bulb. 

As Michael pulled up in front, she took a series of deep breaths, waiting for him on the porch at her open door, not wanting to risk a stumble on the steps. Dressed in what he always wore when teaching, a faded canvas shirt and jeans, he made his way up the stairs, his eyes never leaving hers. For an instant she felt those eyes, tightly focused, as an echo of the headlights. But that feeling quickly faded as he reached her, bending slightly to kiss her on the cheek.

“Good evening, Penelope,” he said, with a merry smile.

Penny was taken aback, first by the kiss, then by his amusement at her expense. “Are you laughing at me?” 

“I’m trying very hard not to. Should I not have kissed your cheek?”

Flustered, she struggled to recover some semblance of composure. “Um... yes... no... I mean, it was fine... I was just a little shocked, that’s all.”

“Why, Penny? Were you shocked when I kissed your mother’s cheek at graduation?”

“No, not really. But she’s my mother.” 

“And you’re her daughter and looking very lovely tonight. I liked that dress on you at graduation, and it becomes you even more in the twilight, especially when you blush. Are you going to invite me in?”

Speechless, blushing, Penny did all she could do, which was a sweeping gesture with her hand, beckoning him to enter, and closing the door after them. She watched Michael inspecting the all but deserted space, finally spotting and gently stroking the statute of Artemis standing guard on the small dining table. He turned to face her, raising his bushy eyebrows questioningly.

“To bear witness,” she said, having gathered what was left of her wits. “And to accompany me on the plane tomorrow night.” And then boldly, “What’s going on, Michael?”

He smiled at her, a smile that could only be described as tender. “I apologize. You looked... so anxious, standing on the porch. This may sound odd, but I sensed that you would never relax until you got all that out of your system.” 

“So you thought you’d freak me out,” she fired back at him, actually starting to relax. Perhaps he had been right.

“Something like that. Again, I’m sorry. I meant what I said, however. You look stunning this evening, all grown up, ready to take on the world.”

“Thank you.” She blushed again, but graciously accepted the compliment, feeling the last of her tension dissolving. She retrieved the bottle of champagne, handing it to him. “Shall we open this?” she asked, smiling and watching his reaction.

His face lit up. “Wow, Reinart!” He did not disappoint her. 

“Something you said in class one day. You told us Reinart was the best champagne you’d ever tasted, that you’d only had it once while traveling through France in 1897.” She giggled. “It was the first time you cracked wise about your age, so it stuck in my memory.” 

“A slip of the tongue, that,” Michael mumbled to himself, popping the cork.

“What?” she asked, having not quite heard him, as she placed the chilled wine glasses on the table. 

A dismissive shake of his head, then looking to her with a bright smile. “Shall I pour?” 

“Of course! I thought we might alternate toasts. I’ll go first.” Carefully lifting her glass, in a bold ringing voice, “To friendship... deep and lasting!” 

They clinked and sipped. “Oh my....” Michael moaned. “Better even than I remember.” Lowering his gaze to meet hers, she, of course, blushed. “Very extravagant. Thank you.” 

“Some things require extravagance,” she replied, offering him a shy smile. “Ok, your turn.”

“Hmmm. To your journey to Ithaca.” He raised his glass to her puzzled look. 

“But I’m going to Boston, not Ithaca.” 

“Look it up, a modern Greek poet, Cavafy. Believe me, if anyone is going to Ithaca, it’s you.” 

She shrugged her shoulders, touched her glass to his, and drained it. “I need a full glass for my next toast,” she said, a measure of anxiety returning, which did not go unnoticed by Michael as he slowly filled both glasses again. Penny took a deep breath, held her glass aloft, and proposed the toast she’d been thinking about since graduation. “To an unbridled night of passion.” 

It was Michael’s turn to be taken aback. He stared at her raised glass, the sparkling bubbles resisting the fading light, then at her face, steady and resolute, thwarting his attempt to read her. She did not blush; in fact, it was the palest he’d ever seen her. He set his glass on the table, taking one of the two facing chairs. “Can we talk about this?” 

She hesitated a beat, quietly sighed, but took the other chair, the statue of Artemis between them, looking on. “Ok, but I’ll talk first.” Michael’s reaction was not exactly what she’d hoped, but neither was it unexpected, and Penny had spent a long time thinking hard about what she would say. Even so, she took her time now; she wanted to get it right. Finally, she began, facing him squarely, unashamed, confident in her decision. “I’ll admit that until very recently I had not considered anything like this. You are, after all, old enough to be my grandfather.” She smirked at him.

He smiled back at her. “You’d be amazed at how old I am.” 

“How old are you?” she asked, genuinely curious. 

“Now that would be telling.” His turn to smirk.

“Whatever,” she sighed, regaining her focus with a deep breath. “I’ve never known anyone like you. So caring and giving of yourself. You’ve been my teacher and my mentor; you’ve enriched my life in so many ways. Throughout it all you have been nothing but proper and professional toward me, but a girl knows when she’s desired.” She raised her hand, checking his attempt to speak. “But I am not your student any more. I have been accepted to graduate school. As you said, all grown up. We are on an equal footing now, no power dynamics to trouble us.” Smiling to herself and shaking her head. “You probably understood all this before I did. I saw how you looked at me at graduation.”

Michael chuckled. “Well, it’s spring. You know, birds nesting, bees buzzing, sap rising,” lifting an eyebrow provocatively.

“Ok, then. Here’s how I see the situation. You want me and probably have for some time. And I want desperately to give you something special in return for everything you’ve given me. We are friends now, nothing more, and tonight I want, I truly want, to be your friend... with benefits.” Giving him a shy smile, she lifted her glass again, holding it high and steady.

“You really don’t know what you might be getting into here... there could be consequences...”

She cut him off. “I am a 22-year-old woman in 2018 America; I take precautions for God’s sake! And, if I may use a tortured metaphor, a skill I learned from you, by the way, I might be a spring chicken, but your rooster feathers have faded considerably.” Smirking once more. “You have given me so much, please let me give you this... please.”

Michael could see that she was sincere and determined, her glass still raised. Resigned, he lifted his own, gently touching hers, and then spoke, his tone prophetic and a bit unnerving: “I will not deny you your destiny, but Fate can be a harsh and demanding mistress. You honor me beyond measure by taking such a risk.” 

They drank. She swallowed hard and shivered, his words testing her resolve. But then she stood and approached him. He was sitting with his long legs to the side of the table. She gently pressed herself between them, which he opened to receive her. Gazing into his eyes, she imagined a passing cloud of sadness, but definitely saw a deep and dark desire — a desire that was something more than lust. She leaned in and kissed him tenderly on the lips. Again, this time his mouth opening to her, their tongues entwining in a seductive dance. He pulled her down onto his lap, and their worlds were forever changed.

ΩΩΩ

Penny awoke alone in her bed, a bit dazed and disoriented. The room, just large enough for her double bed, was bathed in bright sunshine. Its window faced east, the drapes open; she didn’t bother to close them, except in winter. Aside from the main house to the southwest, the nearest neighbors were half a mile distant. Blinking sleep away, she took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of sex, lots of sex, a smile threatening to break out interrupted by a rush of adrenaline. Where’s Michael? She kicked away the sheet, stumbled out of bed, calling out his name — more like a croak, her mouth dry, her voice tight. Three quick steps through the open bedroom door, immediately catching the glint of sun off metal through the picture window, and she relaxed. Michael’s car — he was still near. 

She walked about, calmer now, stretching her naked limbs, an odd combination of limber and sore, as if cooling down after a bike ride up the mountain. She spied her dress, carefully draped over the straight-backed chair, her blue lace panties folded neatly atop. Michael must have cleaned up in here, she thought, giggling as the image of him tearing off her clothes passed before her eyes. He’s probably taking a walk, she thought. Just as well, because she really needed a shower.

Scrubbed clean, refreshed, the soothing warm water washing over her, Penny was lost in thought, trying to process the events of the previous night. She needed to understand things. More than once she’d been told she lived too much in her head, usually from soon-to-be ex-boyfriends. She was a whiz at math, at anything analytical, really. But those skills weren’t helping her now. Not that she and Michael had done anything she hadn’t done before, but everything about the experience was different. The best she could do was to liken it to a symphony. Four movements, differing in style and pace, each with its own climax — a fucking symphony, she thought, giggling.

But no. They hadn’t fucked at all — she knew what that felt like. Pleasant, exciting even, but she had always felt a degree of detachment. This time, the observant part of her had been lost, silenced. She had been completely swept up, as if caught in the current of a raging river. Gasping, she recalled the image of the Nile, laying down its fertile delta, when he entered her for the first time. And just then, that single instant of blinding white light, more a feeling than a flash — but in any event, not like the soft light enveloping them throughout, swirling around them as if blown about by a gentle breeze.

The light — my God, what was that about? There should not have been any light. Her flight to Boston fell on the new moon — she’d noted that when she bought her ticket. Whatever tiny crescent of moon remaining would have been visible, if at all, just before dawn. No lights were on in the casita, no light reached them from the city, and no moon. It should have been pitch black. Strange.

“Hello! I’ve got breakfast.”

The sound of Michael’s voice evoked a veritable range of feelings, but anxiety the most prominent. This would be a morning after like no other. Distracted from her musings and quickly drying herself with the remaining fresh towel — one of two she had strategically left unpacked — she wondered how she would get to her clothes laid out in the bedroom. Peeking around the bathroom door, she saw Michael fussing at the kitchen counter and scurried to the bedroom, her head down. If she couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see her — an artifact of magical thinking that anxious moments often produced.

“It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked,” he called after her, laughing. 

Oddly, the fact that he had seen her pleased her for reasons she had no time to explore. She pulled on her jeans and a soft cotton CSF hoody over clean bra and panties, her feet bare for the moment, and her hair hanging wet. Gathering herself, taking a deep breath, she left the relative safety of her bedroom to face she knew not what.

She was greeted by Michael’s smile, but there was sadness in his eyes. “I walked over to Harry’s,” he said. “Hope you like breakfast burritos and coffee. It’s all I could think of that wouldn’t require plates or utensils.” 

She stood stock-still, watching him organize their meal on the table, and when he again looked up at her, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

Gazing at her for a long moment, cataloging every detail of her face before he spoke. “We need to talk.” He pulled out a chair for her; she remained standing.

“Sounds serious.”

“It is, but it’s not what you think. Can we sit?” He stood holding the chair for her until she finally accepted his invitation. Michael sat across from her, lifting the lid from his coffee, taking a sip.

That he presumed to know what she was thinking annoyed her, and she let that mask her real fear when she spoke. “Pray tell, what exactly am I thinking?”

“You think that I’m going to say that last night was a mistake... that it never should have happened.”

Penny sat there, mouth open, but no words coming out. Yes, that’s exactly what she thought. After a minute that felt like an hour, she responded. “So, you read minds as well as books.”

“I just know you, Penny.”

It’s true, she thought, recalling the way he knew to calm her the night before. Feeling like she should lighten the mood, she shrugged her shoulders playfully and smiled. “Are you telling me all the mystery is gone after one night?”

He returned her smile and chuckled. “On the contrary, the mysteries are just beginning,” he said, breathing deeply to gather himself. “Something wonderful happened last night, Penelope. For both of us, I think, but certainly for me. Something I cannot find the words to articulate fully.”

Oh! Just like me, she thought.

“You have given me the greatest gift a man can receive from a woman, a gift worthy of a god. But our relationship, if that’s what we call it, will likely anger some very powerful individuals, with whom I have long-standing ties. I cannot tell you the whole story now because to do so could place you in grave danger. And if anything were to happen to you, I would never forgive myself.”

Penny sat stunned, three times over. Greatest gift... powerful individuals... grave danger? What the fuck? Of all the things he might have told her, she could have never expected this.

“Let me try to explain the situation with an analogy,” he all but pleaded. “Imagine that I’m a playwright, and just as the play is set to open, or even after it has, I unilaterally decide to change the script. The producer, the director, the actors might all be angry, even if the change is a good one. My task is to convince them that the change is in fact good, and that there were legitimate reasons for not discussing it with them beforehand. This will take me some time, a month or two. After that, I promise to come to Boston and tell you everything. You need to trust me here, Penny. Can you do that? Can you trust me?”

All kinds of wild scenarios were running through Penny’s mind. Who are these people? The Russian Mafia? The CIA? Why can’t we go to the police? And who is this man I just slept with? Can I trust him? 

That question stopped her. She had to banish all the crazy possibilities from her mind and focus on what she knew. To his credit, Michael waited patiently as she deliberated. He did know her, that she couldn’t just answer blindly, that she had to think it through.

Here was a man, devoted to his students, to their liberation from false gods — false in the sense that they represented beliefs and values fed to them by parents and schools and screens of all kinds before they were capable of judging for themselves. He provided the space and the tools for them to test their values. Michael rarely cared what they found, so long as they were free to make and genuinely own their choices. She knew this from her own experience — and she trusted her own experience. A man so dedicated to the liberating arts could be trusted, she thought. But there was more. He cared for her, loved her even, in love with her, perhaps. She knew this too from her experience — she knew it in her gut, she knew it in her heart, and now she knew it in another part of her anatomy. She looked up at him and smiled. “Yes, I trust you,” she said simply.

Michael let out the breath he had been holding and took her hands in his. “So, I do not think you are in any real peril now, but you still need to be careful. Be especially careful about who you trust.” He chuckled. “Hold them at bay, at least as long as you made me wait.” Turning his head toward the statue of Artemis, he continued. “Her you can trust. She’s solid as a rock. Keep Artemis close and she will keep you safe. I promise.”
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