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  Chapter 1


  Amorous Play


  



  She wore her sins proudly like some pricey ensemble purchased with sly cunning, steely determination, and frothy sensuality. Her invitation, as well she knew, was too much for his discerning yet untested caution and logic to resist. He couldn’t help himself; he had to be with her, even if it meant his utter destruction. And now she moved within mere inches of his naked body, lamenting the pleasure they had for too long denied themselves. They had both already tasted; they had both already enjoyed; they both now sought more of the same intoxicating pleasures. That one caustic and inhibiting word—“forbidden”—had suddenly disappeared from their lexicons. Their amorous inclinations were refreshed. Their skin was moist with memory and anticipation, while their senses were stimulated with almost visible sparkles of arousal. What more did either want but to enjoy the other? What else could match such un-tempered pleasure?


  He took her beautiful and unadorned hand and led her to the luxurious place that would wrap them both in a loving embrace. That he led her was a mere ruse on her part, for it was simply her permission that allowed him to satisfy the instinctive longings of his manhood. He was too much enamored now to understand that it was her game—hers and hers only.


  The exhilarating violence of their lovemaking consumed them equally. They forgot their past, thought nothing of their future, rejected everything else—their wisdom, their self-warnings, and even their God. Their stares locked together as they felt the darkness set upon them, lowering each gaze in catastrophic symmetry—for when next they opened their eyes, they would find themselves in a new and bitterly hostile world they would forever be forced to endure.


  “The solace of their sin.” His hand slammed down hard on the final word. Nadia Hill was completely startled. Her long and lush dark hair slid rearward from the edge of her expressive eyes. Her sensuous reverie vanished with the sound of that open hand cracking onto wood. Had he noticed that her eyes were half-closed? Had he detected anything on her face that might have given her away? “Till dewy sleep / Oppressed them, wearied of their amorous play.” Nadia heard herself breath. It was as close to a moan as this particular environment would permit.


  He was looking directly at her—just at her and at no one else. He understood what she was thinking about him—about the both of them—she just knew it. “And so Milton shows us an Adam and Eve filled with uncontrollable passion for each other, marked by almost deplorable selfishness and indefensible arrogance.” Nadia saw the flutter of his eye—the wry smile now evident on his handsome face. “When Adam and Eve awaken at the end of Book 9, they will begin to understand the full and dire effects of their actions.” His subsequent pause was delectable. “As we shall see.” He closed up the thick volume of John Milton’s Complete Works. “Okay, my eager and brilliant ladies and gentlemen. On Friday we will finish the last three books of Paradise Lost. We’ll have to rush things a bit, I’m afraid, but such is life at the end of a semester.”


  * * * *


  One more class remained of Professor Heath Alexander’s Milton course. And that would be it. Except for the final exam, of course. Nadia Hill’s last semester before graduation. She had learned so much in this course—one which she took merely as a lark, never really expecting to enjoy the literary efforts of the famous blind poet—the author of the great English epic on the story of Adam and Eve. But she enjoyed the course from the very first day. By the third week of class she had come to love it—something she was not at all shy about admitting to her friends. By the end of that first day, she had been satisfied that she was going to enjoy Dr. Alexander’s teaching style. Not to mention that he was very nice to look at. By the fourth week she was feeling something besides enthusiasm every time he made a point about Milton and his work—something she wouldn’t dare tell anyone, not even her closest friends. For the first time in her life she felt her toes literally tightening at the sound of his voice. By week twelve, she was able to articulate her feelings, or collapse them rather, into one four-letter word.


  On the first day, he had made a joke about a Milton course likely being the last one in the long list of English Department offerings a student would come to love. But Nadia knew it was no joke that she had found herself having fallen in love with the young professor in the most unlikely of courses. Romantic Poetry, she could see. Even Chaucer would have made more sense. But Milton? The old, blind Puritan poet Milton? Yes, only one more lecture and the exam—and then she would run out of both curriculum and opportunity to take further courses with Dr. Heath Alexander. Why the hell didn’t she take the advice of the Department Head and apply to the graduate program last fall? Several of her professors had told her that she’d make an excellent graduate student. But then she wanted to travel for a year. Now she wanted to remain right where she was.


  Nadia headed down the hallway to her next class—the by-definition titillating, “Sex in Shakespeare,” but by-fact the tedious un-realization of a “can’t miss” topic by the clotting and doddering teaching style of Margot Drayton. Though only forty-four, Professor Drayton had the physical appearance of a woman with centuries of experience—none of it good. She made Sex in the plays of Shakespeare as bland as Sex in the writings of the Venerable Bede. Professor Drayton had often written brilliantly on the subject, and the Department thought it a coup to get her away from Brown. But Drayton’s students believed that Brown was relieved to have gotten her out of Providence, in spite of her impeccable scholarly credentials.


  Drayton’s residence in London during the fall term made this semester her debut in the Department, and there was premium demand for this special topics course above all others offered. Seventy-seven English majors wanted in; only thirty got seats. The rest received the disappointing news from their impersonal personal computers. The same depressing message Nadia received. But one phone call—that oh-so-familiar “one phone call”—and she was in the course. Yet, she quickly regretted ever making that one phone call—that is, asking for another single phone call to be made—for how could a flesh and blood woman, even one as homely as Margot Drayton, make Sex in Shakespeare so unpalatable to thirty flesh and blood young adults, twenty-one and twenty-two years of age? But the woman had pulled off the miracle, and Nadia heard several classmates lament the fact that both carnal pleasure and responsible procreation in the greater New York area was now in grave danger of extinction. The running joke was that Margot Drayton was a fraud—and that she hadn’t really had sex since she last had it with the Bard himself in 1593. When he was blind drunk, that is—during the plague year.


  But Drayton’s special topics course was just another “A” for Nadia Hill. The final was optional—take it to improve the grade or accept what one had at the end of the term. Nadia’s paper on penetration imagery in Much Ado About Nothing had earned Drayton’s reluctant praise and the top grade. So Nadia was spared the formality of the final. Just one of eight finals she didn’t have to take during her college career. Yes, she had received all A’s so far, just as her mother insisted right before she died. The recent Phi Beta Kappa induction had been Nadia’s academic cherry on top, and she vowed that she’d wear her PBK key far more often than she would the collection of expensive necklaces she had received from her father and his “people.” Getting all A’s in college was the last thing her mother asked of her in the summer between her high-school graduation and her first year in college. The last thing her mother had said to Nadia’s father was that he had better see to it that their daughter got all A’s. And that was the kindest thing she had said to her husband in twenty years—and she had saved the kindest for the very end.


  Almost all of the A’s came easily for Nadia Hill, who thoroughly enjoyed her American and British literature courses but also read beyond what was required and with more sophistication than was expected of the typical undergraduate. In a few instances—especially that horrendous Biology and Economics semester during her sophomore year—she needed a little help to achieve the ultimate grade. But that was all right—since the subjects were way outside her field of choice and the universe of her critical sensibilities. But all her lit courses fell easily to her application and enthusiasm. All but one, that is. In that course she was presently sitting with an 89.3 average—with only the final exam to go. Perfect attendance; a 95 on her term paper; and a 96 on the first of the three exams—tied for the best grade in the class with a young woman she absolutely loathed—with the improbable name of Selima Haddamaster, whom Nadia had insulted by once mistakenly calling her Sylvia. But that damned second Milton exam. What had happened? She was completely horrified by her inability to recall just about every third quotation from and pertinent historical background relating to Milton’s prose works—those pieces he wrote on Church Government, on the execution of King Charles I, on Education, on “Freedom of the Press,” and the more interesting one on Divorce. An embarrassingly low 72 was all she could pull out.


  The utter mortification of it all—especially since Selima had earned an 84. True, others had considerable difficulty with this test, and hers was the thirteenth best mark in the class of thirty-two, but still—a 72? Actually a C grade and not even a high one at that. Seeing that she would have five points added to her lowest grade for perfect attendance, she would need a 91 on the final to earn—to truly earn—an A in her favorite class. And the Paradise Lost exam was bound to be a killer. Could it be that she would make it this far in her college career only to fall short of a perfect 4.0 average? Really, what would summa cum laude mean if it wasn’t a 4.0?


  * * * *


  Regardless, Nadia loved Heath Alexander for several reasons—one being his impeccable integrity. Everyone had gossiped about how he had caught three students plagiarizing their papers the previous semester, gave them F’s for the course, and came very close to turning them all in. His students respected how strictly he kept to his mathematical computations when it came to final grades—never arbitrarily adding three points here or two points there to up the average to the next letter grade. He said on the first day of class that his personal view of any one student had absolutely no bearing on how he applied his grading standards. He remarked that he could adore a student and still enter a D in the online final grade report. Nadia recalled being so grateful for such principles when he handed back that 72, for she comforted herself with the thought that the grade had nothing to do with whether he adored her or not. But now those admirable principles could present her with an obstacle she might not want to have to overcome—even though she knew that she could. One more class meeting to take copious notes. Then some serious, serious study time. She had to have that 91.


  Nadia’s thoughts were on that benchmark grade as she walked toward the main library to return a book and caught sight of Heath Alexander a hundred yards ahead of her, making his way into the building, likely for some research. She assumed he would be there awhile, because she and everyone else knew that he was yet to be tenured and was facing the promotion decision in the fall. It would be so natural. A simple “chance” meeting among the stacks. A turning down an aisle of books only to see him “accidentally.” A “coincidental” plopping down next to him at one of the computer tables. A “surprising” elevator ride with him up to the fourth floor—just a professor and one of his students. It happened, after all. It was the library. All apparently innocent; all so perfectly calculated. Yes. The major motif of her life. How often had she been aware of that apparent innocence and evident calculation?


  Approaching the library doors, Nadia thought of the Robert Browning poem “Love Among the Ruins” that Dr. Alexander had alluded to last week. That was the last time she was at the library—to check out the book now in her hand, the volume of Browning’s verse. Her handsome professor had looked right at her when he asked if anyone knew the poem. What could she do but nod, even though she had never read it and thought all along that Tennyson had actually written the lines. Heath Alexander didn’t ask her to recite anything from the poem, thank God, but she knew—or at least sensed—that there was a particular line in it that made him think of his pretty student sitting in the second seat of the middle row.


  As she observed early in the poem, the poet was traversing a land much altered from what apparently it once was. But Nadia knew that her professor wasn’t trying to make that point with his eyes. Then she read “Where the domed and daring palace shot its spires / Up like fires.” Could this be the passage he wanted her to recall? If so, it was a daring line. Most daring indeed. She wasn’t ignorant of the Freudian possibilities in the verse. She was a sophisticated reader, after all. Or was it “And the monarch and his minions and his dames / Viewed the games”? Heath Alexander was the monarch of course—his minions being his students. Did he mean to suggest that she was to him one of his dames? That he wanted her to be? But “dames” plural? No, that couldn’t be the line—nor could “That a girl with eager eyes and yellow hair / Waits me there.” Nadia was certain that her eyes looked eager enough, but she was dark haired and had never even toyed with the idea of being a blonde. But when she came to the section that read “When I do come, she will speak not, she will stand, / Either hand / On my shoulder, give her eyes the first embrace / Of my face, / Ere we rush, ere we extinguish sight and speech / Each on each,” she believed she had discovered what he wanted her to understand.


  Perhaps she was the face he saw when he read this passage. It was possible. No, it was probable. She knew she was attractive enough—male attention had never been a problem once her complexion cleared at fourteen—and she didn’t need any further shove of vanity to conclude that in the classroom he looked her way more than in any other direction. He did scan the room, as good speakers always do, but he never held his gaze for any length of time to the first couple of seats to his far right—or to those seats way in the back left. But he often held his eyes straight ahead toward the second seat of the middle row. Always she had offered him what she liked to call the “interested smile”—the eyes only slightly more opened and wider than they would naturally be—the head turned some slight ten degrees to her right—all to show him that she was listening—but more that she understood and understood better than any other female in the class—particularly the annoying Selima Haddamaster.


  As to where his attentions might lie, Nadia had evaluated the other students sitting in front, behind, and to either side of her. There was one male in the circumference—no problem, as it was obvious that Dr. Alexander had more traditional romantic inclinations. The other young women sitting in Nadia’s general area were quite frankly unappealing, at least in any traditional sense of what was beautiful. Selima Haddamaster sat in the first seat, of course, two rows over—toward a place where Dr. Alexander hardly ever directed his gaze. Rather, he spent a great deal, if not most, of time looking Nadia’s way, and the only times he turned his eyes quickly away from where she was sitting was either when she would slip her feet out of her shoes or flip-flops, cross her legs, or when she would give him that special “look” whenever he said something approaching the provocative. She had no idea what that special look consisted of—only that it was something otherwise reserved for those “interest-peaking” moments that come far too infrequently the older one gets. Nadia would never have believed that this Milton course was far more sensuous an experience than Dr. Drayton’s purported course on Sex in Shakespeare.


  But Nadia knew she had completely lost herself in her own visual translation of Adam and Eve’s newfound lust for each other in the passage depicting their behavior after having eaten of the forbidden fruit. And then there was the tender line at the end of the Browning poem that he most assuredly wanted her to cherish and remember whenever she would think of him. It was the simple expression “Love is best.” And Nadia knew that it was. She had never enjoyed her life more than she had these past several weeks—the weeks she had been in love with Heath Alexander. Even so, she decided just to drop the Browning volume off at the library and not attempt to “run into” her Milton professor, determining that the best way to please him and have a chance at a continuation of their relationship after the final would be to study doggedly for that Paradise Lost exam. In spite of what he had said, she was convinced that he probably wouldn’t want to see her again if she made a B in the course. He had his standards, after all.


  After coming back out of the library, Nadia began further speculation on exactly how old Heath Alexander was. She guessed that he was anywhere from twenty-nine to thirty-two—right in that perfect range for a twenty-two year old woman just about sure she had found her Mr. Right. “Dr. Right,” she whispered to herself as she began to walk away from the library and toward her car. She had barely made it twenty yards when she saw the man sitting on a bench in front of the history building. He didn’t acknowledge her; he never did. He looked as out of place on a college campus as a rhinoceros. She just prayed he hadn’t ever followed her into the library and took up his position staring at her among the stacks.


  Chapter 2


  Tenure


  



  “Thirty-one god-forsaken years old.” He whispered the declaration to himself—although the whisper was loud enough for any student within twenty feet of the stacks to hear. Heath Alexander didn’t even know if there was anyone within earshot, for his eyes were locked on the note card he held in his hand—the four-by-six with twelve bibliographical entries scrawled on either side in his favorite green ink and miniscule cursive script. He had been raised by parents who seemed jealous and bitter that they were too young to have lived through the Great Depression and who inculcated in him a reluctant passion for economy along with the more willing devotion to honesty and principle. There was no one Heath Alexander wouldn’t look directly in the eye. There was no departmental backbiting he would contribute to. There was no student to whom he ever gave extra credit or any of the myriad of “breaks” desperate undergraduates had a tendency to request—even if they were especially pretty and personable. And he knew he would never offer support to a colleague or voice support in a faculty meeting and then vote against that faculty member on a secret ballot or in a not-so-secret committee meeting. And yet such duplicity seemed to be much in play when it came to Professor Heath Alexander’s own promotion and tenure case about to be formally opened in the coming months.


  Having arrived directly from his PhD to this job had been a stroke of fortune he had no reason to expect. He hadn’t done his graduate work at one of the very best programs on the east coast. Instead, he had taken the doctorate at a Midwestern state university, fully expecting to get an assistant professorship somewhere else in the Midwest—or in the Mid-South—or perhaps in one of the mountain states. But by having submitted three essays to prominent journals and getting two of the three accepted for publication while still a graduate student made him an attractive candidate to two English Departments in New England and the one not far from New York City he ended up joining.


  Alexander had finished his graduate work in only four and a half years— having fulfilled the promise shown when he was given a pass on the third grade, going immediately from second to fourth; when he was offered several scholarships from prestigious institutions to enroll as a freshman; when he won the respect and admiration of a host of professors as well as his Phi Beta Kappa key; and when he was several lengths ahead of all the other graduate students, who could suppress neither their affection for nor their jealousy of his talent and success. He was, if anyone was, a “can’t miss” candidate for a fruitful career as a teacher and publishing scholar. But as he stood among the stacks of the university library, he was truly convinced that his career was about to be a “did” and not a “can’t” miss.


  Alexander had added four lengthy published essays and three shorter ones to his total since joining the faculty almost six years earlier. A perfectionist when it came to his scholarly work, he began and discarded three book-length projects during his first five years on faculty, choosing instead to polish and re-polish the critical essays that were then easily accepted by the respected journals. But he needed to have a book accepted by a reputable press before his case would be solid enough for promotion. That was the formula as he understood and accepted it six years earlier. Finally coming up with a project that captivated all of his critical energy, he worked solidly on his book, polishing and re-polishing it in near record time as his sixth year began the previous fall. What he needed was a quick acceptance by a reputable press—and he thought he had that acceptance only four months earlier, after one of the best university presses asked for his manuscript on Milton’s prose writings. The manuscript rapidly passed the scrutiny of the first specialist reader, who raved about young Alexander’s command of Milton’s poetic handling of his prose and the contemporary political and religious history that influenced the writing of these pieces, when Milton was in his thirties and forties—before he began serious work on Paradise Lost. This first reader’s report was so glowing that even the press’s editor predicted easy acceptance by the second reader and an accelerated publication schedule. Professor Alexander assumed he would begin his formal tenure/promotion evaluation with at least the letter formally accepting his book for publication. Because he had waited until his sixth year to send out the book, the decision would be “up or out”—and if it was an “out,” he would be a lame duck in his seventh and by rule would have to leave the faculty following the end of that year. He had even begun his celebrations, caring nothing for the fact that they were premature, with dinner and drinks for several of his friends, including his then “just a step away from fiancé”—the brand-new lawyer Judy Landrieu, who was also just a step away from telling him that she wasn’t ever going to make that last step—and didn’t have the heart or the decency to take another kind of final step and tell him until after the dinner and the subsequent party. When she rendered her decision about their future, Heath only took it as well as he did because, after all, he still had his all-but-published book.


  But now the “all-but-accepted” manuscript had transformed itself into a simple “unaccepted” thick mass of double-spaced pages, for the second reader had argued aggressively that the critical study should be—he actually wrote “must be”—rejected by the press. So committed was this reader to the utter annihilation of Alexander’s book that the press decided it would be best to pass—and then had the professional discourtesy and requisite lack of humanity by sending Heath the reader’s report unedited and unbowed. There was little to nothing worthy about the manuscript, the second reader opined. It was “beyond derivative,” “poorly organized,” “way too thin for any serious impact,” “a transparent effort of a young and unsophisticated mind,” “stylistically pedestrian,” and “too reliant on the scholarship of two generations ago.” Heath could take no consolation in the one positive remark, “Professor Alexander has a clear affinity for Milton.” Hooray, he thought, something about the book translated well.


  The professional hatchet job left little meat to salvage. Heath felt as though he had indeed been gutted, quartered, and drawn before even being hanged. How could his book leave such a negative impression—such a blight, rather? Was the positive first reader certifiably insane? His critical sense perverted by a massive tumor in the parietal region of his brain? In any event, there was no way Heath could have revised the book based on that second reader’s report. The only recourse would have been to burn the pages in his fireplace and then cyber-murder the Word Perfect file. He didn’t know what hurt worse—the loss of his almost fiancé or the impending loss of his chance at tenure and promotion? The first he could rationalize as the proverbial “best thing”; the latter he could only rationalize as proper punishment for the greatest sin of his life. The only problem was that he hadn’t yet had a chance to commit such a sin.


  So what was he doing in the library with his four by six note card? Over the past several years he had been keeping up on the scholarship devoted to the English women poets of the mid-seventeenth century—during Milton’s period. He had a fairly full listing of essays and commentaries on these women and thought he might be able to interest a publisher in an annotated bibliography—something that might, just possibly might, get him promoted and tenured—while he figured out what to do about that Milton book. Really, though—an annotated bibliography? Heath was well aware that annotated bibliographies were like a Holiday Inn lounge crooner compared to the critical book’s lead tenor at the Met. Both sang—but come on. In addition, he knew that forwarding an annotated bibliography of these women poets as his major book-length publication would fail to impress at least three-fourths of the department’s full professors as well as infuriate the “Grimace Twins,” as he called them. Jackie Ballantine and Millicent Carling—each with a beer name and a pretzel-like personality—salty as well as twisted. Each roamed the halls for any and all evidence of sexual discrimination or a patronizing attitude, and although, as Alexander had to admit, they occasionally found the evidence they were looking for, they also judged flowers as weeds and pencils as daggers. But more to the point was their crocodile-like territoriality. Their male colleagues had absolutely no business writing about women novelists, dramatists, or poets. No perverse male intellect could possibly do justice to the work of Austen, Woolf, or Brontë—either Charlotte or Emily—it didn’t matter.


  When he arrived at the English Department as a freshly-scrubbed assistant professor, Heath Alexander had confidence that his personality would serve his relative youth well. Respectful of his elders to a fault—even those two years his senior would be treated to his charming deference—Heath initially listened eagerly and attentively to the volleys of advice heaped upon him by the most senior faculty—six of them on the “threshold of retirement,” with one amending the characterization as being on the threshold of the “exit door out of the asylum.” At that time, Heath laughed at the colorful depiction; now he wasn’t even smiling—and only saw the painful irony of being shoved out, against his will, from the academic funny farm. No, he wouldn’t go so far as to fit all members of the department into one straight-jacket—one size fitting all—but there were taking up office space at least a squadron of the perversely- and sadistically-minded—none of whom thought a tenured Heath Alexander was in the department’s best interest.


  Kendall Hardison was in his early fifties—a denizen of the English Department’s headquarters, Lewis Hall, since he came as a young assistant professor himself in the early 1980s, at a time when the department was changing its focus and emphasis from bland though solid instruction to the brave new world of audio gadgets, overhead projectors, and altered states of room configurations. Hardison was in 1981 one of the young long-haired radicals in favor of all the changes. To him, chalk was as reflective of the department’s personality as was flint in the age of lasers. Desks bolted to the floor as primitive and restrictive as a Victorian corset; rows of desks as inhibiting as benches in a Roman galley. But now, twenty-five years later, Hardison was in constant wailing mode against the lack of respect for the storied traditions of the department. The now deceased forms of course booklets, electric typewriters, and faculty minutes typed and copied on actual paper all had a devoted mourner in Kendall Hardison. His radical sensibilities were exploded by word processing in the mid-1980s, and the internet had ripped out both his nerves and his heart—which wasn’t much of one to begin with. Hardison for some reason saw Heath Alexander as a new-breed young radical harboring a desire to replace texts with megabytes and the senior professors—that is, the old-breed young radicals like Kendall Hardison—with more personable holograms. Naturally, Hardison was selected by the Department Chair to head Alexander’s promotion committee.


  The second member of Alexander’s committee was Stella Ferroviaria-Klein, the first part of the last name meaning “railway” in the Italian “la stazione ferroviaria”—“the railway station.” In essence Stella lived up to the billing, for she was as long vertically as a railway line—and rumor had it that when she first came in the late 80s, one of the hallway passage ways had to be elevated by two inches to accommodate her rather expansive carriage. Six-four and one quarter—the tallest faculty member ever in the English department, beating out old Tom Somersby by three-eighths of an inch. But that was then. The apparent failure to consume enough dairy in her life—she drank her coffee black and loathed all cheese—led unfortunately to her present humped-over walking height of five eleven—to the degree that her head and upper back seemed to take on the appearance of a question mark whenever she roamed the halls. The graduate students came to call her Professor Ferrovia-Klein, lopping off the last three letters of the first half of her hyphenated name as an insensitive tribute to the professor’s hunched posture. But all thought it fine to trim the name a bit—as Ferrovia still meant “railway” in Italian. A superb scholar in spite of her sub-par personality, “The Fair”—another and her least less heartless nickname—Stella had a loyal following among both undergraduates as well as graduate students, owing to her assortment of bizarre tics and other sundry idiosyncrasies.


  Heath Alexander joined the many others who could never figure why she didn’t just keep her Italian birth name or just embrace her husband’s last name—for surely the melding of the two was as clumsy a linkage as was imaginable. Rumor had it that Stella’s priest and her husband’s rabbi gave her permission to use either name, just as long as she didn’t use both. But the fateful day for Alexander came two years earlier, when he overheard two students calling her “Professor Fair-Over-Easy-Klein,” suggesting either her unique posture or her egg-like eyes, which were set off by her toast-size glasses. Alexander couldn’t help laughing, in spite of his generally charitable nature, when he heard the name—a laugh noted by said Professor, who also heard the slander—while coming around the corner from the copy room. From that point on, she indulged her own hostile sensibilities when it came to her young colleague Heath Alexander.


  Both Professors Hardison and Ferroviaria-Klein were full professors in their fifties. The third member of the committee was a recently-promoted full professor in her late thirties. And she was very much in Heath Alexander’s corner—and very much in his office—and very much in his way whenever she could get herself in front of it. Louise Sailors was aptly named, for she always acted like a sailor on short-term leave, after having been denied the company of the opposite sex after three consecutive around-the-world voyages. Rumor had it that she was married at the age of nineteen, after an extended career as a predatory flirt. Her marriage, so the same legend had it, lasted ten years—as did a new round of predatory flirtations. Finally having enough of his wife’s antics, which she only ceased during faculty meetings, Amp Sailors decided that divorce might be the one thing that would cure his wife’s social excesses. He was wrong—although until she was promoted and tenured, Louise kept her hands to herself whenever she was in Lewis Hall. But a chance meeting with one of her colleagues in the main library changed all that.


  Normally, not much went down anymore in the microfiche area—which to Heath Alexander had the feel of the museum of natural history, with its dinosaur-like machines on which one rolled the microfilm or placed the microfiche in order to read, say, a 1915 London review of a stage production of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. Heath would always swear that he could hear the roaring of the ancient beasts in that area on the basement floor. But he realized that the sound might have been coming from the machines themselves, aided by the plaintive howls of basement keeper Grace Raddamaker, who he assumed actually attended that 1915 production of Titus—likely on her first and only date.


  Louise Sailors was down in the forbidding time-warp when the area factotum Ms. Raddamaker was on her twelve-minute lunch break. Louise had followed one of the Classics professors to the ancient land for some of the world’s oldest activity. Charles McGoogan had a thing for Louise, as they had tag-teamed a course on the use of classical analogs in the English Renaissance. It was likely a matter of there being too much Venus and not enough Apollo—resulting in a series of stolen kisses in each other’s offices and coffee meetings in a discreet and architecturally wretched hovel at the very edge of the otherwise charming downtown area. The larceny each planned in the library was more ambitious, however. Microfeeling among the microfilming, as it were. Whether the two ever progressed to other kinds of stacking and shelving, no one really knew, but the relationship seemed to awaken the new associate professor to more overt predatory flirting, although she prudently kept her sights restricted to men outside of the English Department. That is, until she got it into her head that handsome Heath Alexander might serve as a pleasurable exception to her geographical limits.


  Louise initially and—ostensibly—innocently stood in his office door, offering her help to her younger colleague, as one who had herself also gone through the “difficult first year” as an assistant professor. Heath was friendly and polite but rather thick-headed, she thought, as he took none of her hints—of which there were many that she left scattered in her wake. She would begin her offensive and then terminate it when he wouldn’t capitulate. For months she wouldn’t speak to him—and then she would be back at his office door with something slightly more daring to try. The “Thinking of you” closing to her emails was admittedly harmless, but the anonymous note slipped under his door testifying to his angel-like appearance and effect he had on a “mere sinner” was a bit more ominous. A dozen or more specially formed looks and expressions, with Louise using her lips, eyes, and even her nose in daring and creative ways. Still—nothing. Even in the midst of the celebratory period after her recent promotion to full professor, Heath Alexander’s resistance couldn’t be broken.


  Heath Alexander had dated several women—none of them academics—since he had arrived at Lewis Hall almost six years earlier, and there was his engagement to Judy Landrieu. Therefore, he had no need of Louise’s attentions. He thought she was certainly attractive—she wore her thirty-seven years rather well—but he wasn’t attracted to her sexually and harbored no thoughts of drifting over to her for any kind of comfort or stimulation in the aftermath of Judy’s change of heart. But now she was in full battle mode—the last assault, he was sure—one that would take one or the both of them down hard. She had already told him in his office that she thought the two of them would be good together, “in spite of” Heath’s relative youth. Her embarrassingly pathetic attempt to impersonate the great Schwarzenegger with an over-the-shoulder “I’ll be back” as she left his office that afternoon only testified to the precarious days to come. And now she was on his promotion committee.


  Heath left Lewis Hall with visions of Armageddon dancing in his head. Yet, for all of its fractured madness, he really liked the place. He liked his job, his students, his research, and his writing. He had a number of ideas for future articles and book-length studies—some of which he had already begun work on. But what would he do if he was denied tenure and promotion? He was sure he could get a job at a smaller college, especially one that distrusted the scholarly mission of the larger institutions. He refused to agree with the argument, but he knew many held to the belief that the pressures to publish deterred from effective teaching and that continued commitment to scholarly writing precluded any further growth in the classroom. But teaching at a smaller school might well mean giving up what he loved to do. He felt he had something to say critically about Milton—and he firmly believed he had already said it well in his book. After all, that first reader had concurred with him, validated his worth as a scholar, and filled him with enthusiasm for a long and productive career at a major research university. But that second anonymous reader utterly destroyed everything. By the time he reached his brand-new car—foolishly purchased, Heath realized, in the assumption that he would be celebrating tenure and promotion—he began to imagine standing with his feet in dried cement, being half-rolled toward the edge of the pier, only moments away from a certain death at the bottom of the watery abyss. He laughed as those do who have reached the saturation point in their self-pity and doom-like reveries. He turned the ignition and scolded himself for allowing some ridiculous Mafia-like scenario to enter his mind. He flipped the radio on to the one station he had set on the new car but decided that sports talk could wait. He wanted music to brighten his spirits; accordingly he searched for a station that would provide him the audible boost. The first music he heard came from a classical station. Italian opera, of course.


  Chapter 3


  Golden Oldies


  



  He looked at the makeshift nameplate. “Don Anthony Collina.” Had his daughter not gone through the trouble of painting the name on the long triangular block of wood, he would never have had something as ostentatious as this on his desk. He hardly needed any nameplate, sign, certificate, banner, or proclamation informing anyone who he was. But his daughter had made the nameplate for him when she was seven—over fourteen years ago—at a time when he wasn’t really worthy of the title “Don.” She had simply taken the name from one of several viewings of her father’s favorite film—and his favorite performance by an actor named Brando—whom she refused to believe, until she was fifteen, was the virile Stanley Somebody in the movie she saw about a streetcar in New Orleans. Only when she was in her last year of high school did her father achieve, with the death of his own father, the title she had over ten years earlier printed on the block of wood.


  The Coppola movie. The classic. The popular perception of what the life was all about. So many misconceptions about the business. Some of the depictions too exaggerated; some too idealistic. Yet, Collina knew that some of that exaggeration and idealism was better than most of the present reality. There were days when he felt he had been born way too late to have allowed him any sensation of the golden age. His father had been there during that period but he also lived the last part of his life watching all the gold turn to brass. By the time he breathed his last and acknowledged that he wanted his only son to take control, even the brass had lost its tarnished luster and seemingly turned to plastic. Literally, Collina thought, plastic—as profitable credit card manipulations were a large part of the business now. In his prime, his father didn’t see this coming—and refused to see it when it started to come—which was made all the easier, seeing that his last five years on this earth were a constant struggle to see anything through the ash-tray-thick glasses he was forced to wear. Suspicious of and hostile to all forms of medical science, with the exception of his chiropractor, Santos Collina merely and barely endured his final years rather than enjoyed them as he might have. He had tried to teach his son that anyone with a “Dr.” in front of his name had an inherent arrogance that deserved more blunt remedies of the kind that the elder Collina specialized in when he was proving his worth in the late 40s and early 50s. “Dr.” wasn’t permitted, especially “Dottore,” to escape anyone’s lips in hearing range of Santos Collina. When his wife took her young son Anthony to an assortment of physicians during his childhood, she told her husband that they had merely driven to the house of one of her friends, who had the proper dietary palliative or cure for little Anthony’s ailments. Whether it was minestrone loaded with explosively hot peperoncini or tonnarelli al nero—pasta flavored and colored with squid ink—food would take care of everything, her husband argued, and so she encouraged him to believe. But little Anthony’s taste buds, tongue, and stomach lining took years to recover, since his father insisted from time to time that he be allowed to watch his son take his first dietary steps on the road to recovery. Unfortunately, the boy often found himself having to get off the road so that he might throw up behind a road sign. Two operations—one for a childhood hernia and one for the removal of tonsils were delayed until Santos took one of his long business trips to Las Vegas.


  Yes, Vegas. As a boy growing up in the sixties and seventies, Anthony Collina knew that he wanted his eventual base of operations to be on the famous strip. The lights completely and delightfully mesmerized him, as did the rapid spinning of roulette wheels, the shuffling of cards, the rolling of dice, and the slapping down of bills of large denominations. The slots initially held no interest for him, as he thought the noises they provided were both artificial and juvenile. Even as a juvenile himself he believed that. One of his very first memories was of New Year’s Day in the later 1960s—in Vegas with his father. He wasn’t even five years old at the time and didn’t know who the hell these men were to whom his father introduced him. His father didn’t present them as “Mr.” anyone—all were called and insisted on being called by their first names—first names he later came to recognize as belonging to some of the greatest entertainers of all time. He remembered that they all showed him—at age four—a kind of deference they reserved for probably only a handful of grown men—one of course being Santos Collina.


  Anthony Collina spent his eighth, fourteenth, and seventeenth birthdays in Las Vegas. The first one, in August of 1971, wasn’t one of his favorites, as his father’s business forced the elder Collina to call on some of his associates to arrange his son’s special day. Young Anthony was given special permission to roam fully escorted around several of the hotel casinos—at the Riviera, the Tropicana, and the Dunes—all capped off by birthday cake and presents at the Stardust right before he went in to see the Lido de Paris from France. Not surprisingly, Santos Collina threw one of his patented fits at the itinerary chosen for his son’s birthday bash, and the boy learned that his father had broken a number of associations on that day—as well as a number of skulls and other assorted bones.


  For an early Christmas present in 1976, the thirteen year old Anthony Collina saw the nearly forty-two year-old Elvis Presley for the first time at the Las Vegas Hilton. He remembered being disappointed in Presley’s puffy and scarf tossing appearance, because he had been fascinated with photos of the Elvis in 1956 and somehow thought he would still look the same, doing the great songs from that incredible year. Instead, Anthony endured what he deemed a very loud and pretentious lounge act, complete with maudlin versions of songs like “Sweet Caroline,” “Bridge Over Troubled Water,” and “How Great Thou Art.” Still the evening was made exciting by the date his father’s people had arranged for him. She was also thirteen, but looked, he thought, exactly as Priscilla Presley did when she was that age—that is, thirteen going on twenty two. A memorable necking session capped off the birthday, and the Don’s beloved son treasured the red blemish on his neck and sorely lamented its fading away in the days that followed.


  Four years later, Anthony was given access to a Vegas show girl who took him across the final romantic threshold and introduced him to the pleasures he had only heard about from one of his bodyguards, who apparently was quite experienced in the ways of the flesh—or so the bodyguard claimed. Santos Collina was initially pleased that his son had had such a good time on the Strip—that is, until he realized that he had miscalculated his son’s age and meant for him to remain a virgin until he was eighteen. Don Santos never had a good head for history or chronology, often shortening both for those who crossed him. In any event, the young Collina never got over that first night with a gorgeous woman, and when she disappeared from the Vegas scene—disappeared in the sense of marrying and moving back to Oklahoma to begin a family—Anthony Collina went on a romantic quest to find another Vegas show girl to take his first love’s place. The lamented lost love, whose name he never learned, was about five nine—with long black hair and long red fingernails. A drooping right eye added to the irresistible overall look. For over ten years, Collina searched the entire length of the Strip for a replacement for whatever-her-name-was. Many had the red fingernails and but not the drooping right eye. The two he found who had the sagging right eye didn’t qualify, as one was a short-haired blonde—or chose to be—and the other was only five-three.


  Finally, the sound of a jackpot. He couldn’t help looking when the woman made such a racket upon winning at the dollar slots. Normally, he never paid attention to the sound of bells or the masculine shouts emanating from those who rolled their numbers or split a pair of aces. But the woman’s voice had a quality to it—something natively American, he felt. He looked and saw that the long black hair had cascaded across her face. She evidently was taller than average. Her hand was still gripping the handle on the slot machine. The nails were bright red. She had to be at least five eight, he guessed. In her triumph, she threw her head back and her luxurious hair followed, exposing a beautiful face and red full lips—like the large Christmas-tree bulbs of his youth, he thought at the time. He took quick, though long steps toward her slot machine, knocking an elderly woman’s coin cup from her hands, scattering the coins across the carpeted floor as the woman scattered a full complement of profanities at the rude traveler. By the time he was within ten feet of the black-haired lovely, she began to turn her head toward him. The last bit of her hair slid seductively away from her right eye. Collina gasped and felt his feet sink into the carpet when he was but three feet away. Her right eye was a drooper.


  Within a year, the long-tressed, drooping-eyed beauty had given birth to a daughter shortly after having cut her hair to above her shoulders. The day was a dark one in Anthony Collina’s memory. Only weeks before her delivery date, the lovely Marie Collina determined that her raven locks would be a hindrance once she had a newborn to contend with. Not being of the real “family,” she had no appreciation that decisions such as this can’t be made without consulting the head of her own family—especially one who would not long into the future head the larger family as well. After a whirlwind courtship beginning that night among the slot machines—a courtship that made the average whirlwind seem like a mere late spring breeze—Collina learned that the woman of his dreams, part two, was a combination of French and Cherokee Indian. He satisfied himself with the belief that she could indeed pass for Italian and insisted that she own up to the last name of “Benatti”—even though her surname was “Bennett.” He thought his father was suspicious after an uncomfortably close examination of “Maria’s” facial features—the French form of her first name being scrapped for its Italian equivalent. Anthony’s prep work—the rapid-fire lessons he gave her on Italian geography and food—served well enough, he believed, to make Marie plausibly Italian, although she never could get straight the difference between a calzone and a cannoli. Still, Marie Bennett had found the charms of Anthony Collina impossible to resist—that is, after she learned who he was, which necessitated her tracking him down at another Vegas hotel and offering her apologies for so casually dismissing his attentions among the slot machines and rejecting his invitation to dinner. Within ten days, the wedding day was planned and she began her transformation into “Maria Benatti.”


  Anthony’s sexual attentions were as intense as they were frequent for the first two months of their marriage—after all, he had insisted that they refrain from intercourse until their wedding night, which came an agonizing twenty-nine days after their initial meeting. But after sixty days of marriage, when he began paying attention to what she actually said and thought, the luster began its process of cracking, chipping, and falling from the image of the woman he simply had to have as his wife. It dawned on him on a Monday morning that she was not ever going to be that beautiful Vegas woman who took his virginity when he was seventeen, but was rather now the wife who was likely to take his patience as well as wads of hundred dollar bills from his wallet.
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