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He was honestly unaware that a murder would follow the end of the play.


It was cold and growing dark as he emerged from the theater just before 5:00 P.M. in a crowd of dawdling tourists. With a quick dart he sidestepped the slowest pedestrians and hurried east, shrugging into his coat as he approached Seventh Avenue. It was the wrong direction, but at least he was moving. The theater had been too warm, full of vacationers like himself who had purchased half-priced tickets in Duffy Square an hour before the show, and now the contrasting air of the Manhattan streets hurt. The scarf and the hat helped keep back the cold a little. He turned right on Seventh and juggled the small travel bag he was carrying in order to pull on his gloves. Times Square offered a little more light, a little more humanity.


He had expected the musical to cheer him up—the dancing, the glitter, all those smiling faces singing those melodic songs—but it had had the opposite effect. The characters were stereotypes; all the jokes sounded familiar. It had made him feel as though he were watching television, as though he were wasting his life on something utterly mindless, as though he were taking drugs. It was past time to go home.


The theater had been full, but the city was dead. It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving, and he was among the last of the tourists to be pulling out of town. There were probably more people at LaGuardia than there were here in midtown. Well, not really. He’d have to remember that as an example of hyperbole to use for the students. At the corner, the air warmed for a moment as he passed a vendor selling hot chestnuts to tourists coming out of the theater. But now the vendor was busy placating a drunk who screamed that the whole country was going to hell under President Reagan.


At Forty-Second Street he saw a subway station, but he was reluctant to enter. It wasn’t the same one he’d used to get here; that one had been on Eighth. He turned right on Forty-Second, lifted his scrap of luggage, and carried it closer. He knew the city only in an uneasy acquaintance, knew he was safe enough to be walking here at dusk on Sunday afternoon, but he also assumed that it was not an entirely risk-free neighborhood. The pornographic movie houses along this block cast a white light on the few street people milling on the sidewalks, like wares in some block-long Kmart. It was too early and too quiet and too cold to attract many prostitutes or pushers, but he saw one woman in a red satin miniskirt and white boots. She was wearing a fake fur jacket and dangling earrings. How could she stand the cold? Maybe hookers had metabolisms like adolescents, faster somehow. He could remember, as a boy, playing outside when it was ten degrees Fahrenheit. All the parents thought he and his friends were crazy. Now he was reacting like a parent, hiding his face under a scarf and a hat.


He saw the boy in front of a theater halfway down the block. Blond, longish hair, maybe fourteen years old, maybe a little older, brown flight jacket, jeans, Converse basketball shoes. The kid flashed the jacket open and revealed that he wasn’t wearing a shirt.


Rage clicked on like a thermostat.


He stopped by the kid. Don’t do it, he thought, you have a train to catch, you have responsibilities, you are more disciplined than this. He stopped and looked at the kid. He was not a particularly well-built boy, but he was nice-looking. With his black Converse shoes on, who knows, he could have been an ordinary basketball player from Indiana. He wondered whether the kid would have needle scars on his arms, whether what he was seeing was a facade. He knew big cities just well enough to know that the clichés from television were not to be trusted.


“All the way down for fifteen bucks,” said the kid. He had a good voice, the kind of voice that would sound good on a stage. Where had this child gone wrong? The kid shifted his head and looked him over. This boy had the right neck, the right shoulders. Under his coat the man could feel his heart start to pound as the passion surged and took over. Now that it had happened, he knew: whatever he had told himself earlier, this was the real reason he had come to New York. His body was screaming commands; he could not help himself; he would obey. At the ticket booth he bought two tickets for $1.99 each. The boy led the way up to the balcony.


“Up here,” said the boy, pushing the man into the back row. It was very dark at first. As his eyes adjusted, he could see that the place was nearly empty. He wondered how many other tourists there were in this kind of theater in New York right now. On the screen in front of him, two naked men were dancing.


He was hot now; the passion was consuming him; he had to finish this.


“First the money,” said the kid.


The man pulled his wallet out of his left front trouser pocket. A couple of coins clattered on the sticky floor. He pulled a twenty out of his wallet and gave it to the kid.


“I don’t make change,” said the kid. The man told him to keep it.


The boy pocketed the money and leaned over the man’s lap. As he fumbled at the man’s coat buttons, the man firmly took the boy’s head in his hands, as if to guide him. With a quick twist, while the boy was pulling at the buttons, the man broke the boy’s neck. The boy grunted softly, but his death attracted no attention. They were used to hearing such noises in this theater. He pulled his money back out of the boy’s pocket, eased the body down onto the floor, and gave himself exactly thirty seconds to let his heartbeat and breathing return to normal. Now that the passion had fled, he was coldly rational. The coins on the floor should be picked up, even in the filth. He felt and found them, along with his ticket stub from the other theater. For a brief second he was furious with himself for being so careless, but then he forced himself to release the anger. No harm done, after all. He checked carefully for tickets, money, wallet, baggage. All here. Scarf and hat, both gloves. All here. He needed to depart very quickly now. The boy’s bowels had probably relaxed. There would be a smell soon.


The man picked up his belongings and left the theater. Outside, the cold air hit him again. He thought back to the silly musical he had seen. At Eighth Avenue he caught the subway, one stop to Penn Station. He arrived at 5:28, caught his train at 5:40. He read a book on the way to Washington. At 9:00 he was in Union Station. Then he caught a Metro to the parking lot, hopped into his car, and drove southwest. By 11:30 P.M. he was in central Virginia, at home, back on campus.


It was the end of Thanksgiving vacation. He still had his chores to do for tomorrow, when classes resumed. All around him, 360 boys slept or talked or perhaps planned pranks. But none of them, not students or teachers, knew what he knew about passion.


He shivered, but not from the cold.




The Second Act
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SCENE 1


Benjamin Warden twitched awake upon hearing the loud electronic pulse of the alarm on his clock radio. It was 6:30 Monday morning, time to get up for school. He had forgotten over the holidays just how much he hated this noise, a peculiar combination of rhythmical beeping and disc jockey chatter, but as he jumped from scatter rug to cold wood to turn off the switch, he permitted a shred of appreciation for how well the damn thing worked. He and Cynthia deliberately left it across their bedroom so that at least one of them would have to get up to shut it off.


Warden hated to start work tired after a holiday. In fourteen years of teaching, however, he had learned to be aware of his fatigue and to discipline himself not to pass it on to his students. Christmas vacation was only three weeks away. With luck he could find some reserves to get him through the next twenty-one days.


Cynthia kept her head on the pillow and watched him stretch his arms.


“Courage,” she said.


“Morning.” He crossed to the bed, climbed back in, and kissed her. Even when she was ill, she was beautiful. Her hair was exquisitely long and straight, her eyes the color of ripe blueberries, her mouth tiny and turned up in a crescent smile. He loved the dimple at the base of her neck and the others inside her arms and knees, loved to look at the way her breasts swelled so seamlessly outward, loved the firm but soft texture of her skin, loved her smooth parts and her coarse parts, loved her flawlessness, her intelligence, her charity.


“I vaguely remember your arrival last night,” she said. “It must have been late.”


“Pre-midnight, I believe,” he said. “We talked for a minute.”


“Was I glad to see you?”


“You were sleepy. You told me that I missed nothing here.”


“Did you tell me about your activities in New York?”


He covered the surge of anxiety with a mock shiver. “Cold. Dull without you.”


“Did you get to the theater?”


“Joe got me a ticket for a Sunday matinee of Cats. I ended up going by myself.”


She asked if the play was worth all the Tonys it had won.


“No,” he said, “it was actually pretty good.”


She laughed.


“For a musical,” he added. “Feeling better?”


“Different, anyway,” she said, but she turned away when she answered. “I don’t think I should go in today.”


“We can manage.”


Warden was chairman of the English department, and Cynthia was its part-time secretary. When she was well, she spent her mornings typing quizzes or running photocopies. She spent her afternoons starting the research for her doctoral dissertation.


Cynthia said she would not fight him for the first shower this morning.


“Stay here,” Warden said. “I’ll get breakfast.” He pushed himself out of bed again, shuffled his feet into his boating shoes. He pulled on a sweater over his T-shirt and a pair of khakis over his boxers.


“Don’t you want to eat in the dining hall?” she said.


“No.”


She told him that Kathleen Somerville had left some food in the refrigerator.


As he descended the stairs to the living area, Warden could hear the noises of Stratford House through the walls around him. The denizens were up a little early today. Usually even the most punctual boys waited until 7:00 or 7:15 to take their showers in time for the 7:30 buffet breakfast, while some of the older boys waited until 7:55 to get up for their 8:00 classes. Perhaps there was the genesis of a poem here—morning noises, daily routines. Warden imagined them all through the walls, getting ready, the younger ones still learning how to shave, the older ones lying about their sexual exploits over the holidays. Warden thought of them as his family, his and Cynthia’s. He liked their youth, liked to say that they kept him young.


He entered the kitchen and turned on the overhead light. It shone down on green Formica countertops, dark green tiles, white appliances. Cynthia’s orange gourd and red apple centerpiece remained from Thanksgiving. Beside it was Warden’s blue canvas travel bag, which he had simply dropped on the table before climbing up to bed last night. Exactly how late had he gotten in? He couldn’t remember. The whole trip back was a blur because he had been playing around with some lines of poetry in his head. He was relieved, in fact, to see that his luggage had made it back to Virginia with him. On a trip last month to read in Massachusetts he had absentmindedly checked his luggage through to Charlotte, North Carolina, instead of to Charlottesville.


He reached into the pantry and took a box of spoon-size shredded wheat and two drinking glasses. Under the counter he found the frying pan with the copper bottom. It was a wedding present, and therefore just over two years old: twenty-seven months, to be exact. A pang of love and sadness seized him, but he allowed himself to succumb only to a moment of worry. Last week Cynthia had complained of dizziness and blurred vision in her left eye. It had happened before, about a year ago, and again last summer, but both times it had disappeared on its own. Last week, however, she had also developed occasional tremors in her arms, then weakness in her legs. She also had complained of constriction in her abdomen. The local general practitioner had asked them if they had been spraying any insecticides in their home recently, but they hadn’t. He had suspected an accidental poisoning or perhaps an allergy and had told her to rest over the weekend, to cancel her trip to New York, and to let him know on Monday if the symptoms did not disappear.


On the refrigerator door was a crayon drawing Cynthia had attached with magnets. Warden’s four-year-old nephew, Joshua, had drawn it in honor of their first wedding anniversary. Warden envied the child’s frankness. There was Cynthia with her long blond hair, wearing a blue dress with a white smear on one side, which Joshua had explained was her handkerchief sticking out of her pocket. And beside her was Warden, long brown trousers, white shirt, and blue tie, glasses, and a big red stain down the left side of his face. The kid had a good eye for detail. Warden touched his birthmark before he reached into the refrigerator for the bacon and the eggs on the middle shelf. Even at thirty-five, Warden was not entirely free of his sensitivity over the large rough patch that had covered half his face since he was born. He still felt occasional awe that someone as beautiful and as young as Cynthia would want to marry him, could love him, and yet, he reminded himself, she did.


And what was this in the plastic container? Fried apples. Typical of Kathleen Somerville. He started warming the apples.


Cynthia entered the room. She was dragging her left foot, and she half-fell, half-descended, into the slatted chair at the table. She had put on a blue robe over her nightgown.


“What are you doing downstairs?” he asked. “And why are you limping so badly?”


“Leg’s asleep. I want to watch you,” she said. “I haven’t seen you for three days.”


He tore open the plastic packet of bacon.


“I want to hear every little thing about the trip,” she said. “How many people were there, how many autographs you signed, how long they applauded, how many job offers you declined, how many women seduced you.”


Warden had been reading his poetry at the 92nd Street Y.


“I couldn’t concentrate on anything but you,” he said.


“Oh, come on,” she said. “New York? The literati? The Upper East Side? Tell me you were dazzling. Tell me Woody Allen was there. Tell me about the argument Norman Mailer and Susan Sontag got into over which of your poems was better.”


“There were maybe 250 or 300 people there,” he said. “The term ‘famous poet’ is an oxymoron, unless you happen to be dead. I wanted to be here with you.”


She said at least he’d made both his wife and his agent happy by going.


He told her about signing a lot of books afterward, about meeting reporters from the New York Times and The New Yorker, about getting a business card from an editor at Farrar, Straus & Giroux.


“Which you immediately passed on to Joe,” said Cynthia.


“Of course.”


He waved six slices of bacon into the frying pan and punched “2” on the electric stove.


“Did you see anybody from Montpelier when you were up there?” Cynthia asked.


“Not a soul. Should I have?”


“I heard several people on the faculty talking about going. Dan Farnham was, I know.”


“Dan Farnham would not waste an evening in New York on me,” said Warden. “If you had been along, maybe.”


“Aha,” said Cynthia. “O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; It is the green-eyed monster. . . .”


He told her to go ahead and finish the speech.


“I can’t remember,” said Cynthia. “I don’t have to. They’re not my lines.”


“You’re not going to do the play still, are you?”


“I want to,” she said. “Yes.”


Warden punched the button for the hot water and pulled two mugs from the cabinet. Daniel Farnham, one of his colleagues in the English department, had asked Cynthia to play Desdemona in Othello, the winter play Farnham was directing here at the Montpelier School for Boys. As department chairman, Warden had advised the choice of another play, one with more parts for the students—Othello has the smallest cast of any of Shakespeare’s tragedies—but Farnham had insisted that it needed to be Othello, that Greg Lipscomb, a black sophomore, was interested in playing the lead, and that all of the boys in the fourth form were reading the play for English class. Warden had not pressed the matter, but he had a sense—a sense that he recognized as paranoid and irrational—that Farnham had a more ulterior motive.


“He chose that play in order to work with you,” said Warden. “He’s got a terrible crush on you.”


“Of course he does,” said Cynthia. “They all do. He’s just like one of the boys. But I don’t have a crush on any of them.”


“It’s so transparent,” said Warden. “Picking the play that you’re writing your dissertation on.”


Cynthia flicked the zipper on Warden’s travel bag on the table. “Is this why you’re so lugubrious this morning?” she asked. “Are you really considering Daniel Farnham as a serious rival?”


“When you put it like that, you make me sound like a fool.”


Cynthia said she should greet that line with a polite but telling silence.


Warden turned the bacon. “I don’t know what it is,” he said. He felt robbed of his Thanksgiving holiday. He and Cynthia were going to take a vacation in New York, but then he was forced by agent and publisher to go without her. “This last excursion, it was more work than pleasure.” He complained that long trips to read his old material robbed him of time to write new stuff. And now that school was starting up again, his writing time would be diminished even more.


Cynthia reminded him that he could always work down the road at the university.


A delicate subject, one that he wanted to avoid.


“Maybe I should try it,” said Warden. “It’s just that college students are so sycophantic.”


“I beg your pardon?”


It was one of their running jokes. They had met three summers ago, when Warden was teaching a graduate seminar on poetry for the summer session at the University of Virginia and Cynthia enrolled in his class. She had read every one of his books before the course started, and she had startled him by using two lines of his poetry as epigraph to her own work. At first he had been suspicious, but when she had told him that she was merely auditing the course for no credit, he had invited her for dinner, despite his self-consciousness at dating a woman twelve years younger. By the end of the summer, they were married. And they had lived here in their dormitory at Montpelier School since.


He poured hot water over the tea bag in the mug, let it brew for fifteen seconds, and then shifted the tea bag to another mug, which he also filled with water. He took the cups to the table. Cynthia groped for hers and grasped it with both hands.


“You’re shaking again,” said Warden.


“Yes,” said Cynthia.


“Do you really feel all right?” said Warden.


“No,” said Cynthia.


“What is it?”


“I’m scared, Ben,” she said. “I’m scared of what this is.”


“What’s the matter?” asked Warden.


“Ever since yesterday afternoon, my left foot has been numb.”


Warden heard her as though she were speaking a line in one of his dreams-where a character could surprise him and yet confirm his most dreaded expectations all at once.


He asked her why she hadn’t told him earlier. “Because,” she said, “I knew we’d spend the rest of the morning talking about me.”


She held her mug in front of her with both hands, as though she were carrying a chalice. He cupped her hands, mug and all, within his large palms.


Her skin felt so cold.


SCENE 2


Thomas Boatwright was sitting in English class and dying. He knew this must be what it felt like to die of boredom, because he was doing it. He looked at his watch again: 8:17. Whoopee-do, an entire minute had passed since his last look. They’d been back exactly seventeen minutes from Thanksgiving vacation, seventeen minutes of class for the first time since last Wednesday, and he was dying, dying of boredom, wondering why in the hell he’d ever agreed to attend boarding school, wishing that something would happen to make Mr. Farnham shut up and leave the room.


There were eleven other boys in the class. Their desks were arranged in a semicircle around Mr. Farnham’s old wooden desk with GRATEFUL DEAD carved in little tiny letters on the front. Thomas had been staring at the GRATEFUL DEAD for months—it seemed more like years—ever since he’d started school in September and had entered Mr. Farnham’s class in fourth-form English. They wouldn’t call it sophomore English here at the Montpelier School for Boys; that sounded too American, even though the school was American and everybody sitting here was American and they were, in fact, about two hours away by car from the American capital city, which was where Thomas’s family lived and where he’d spent his Thanksgiving vacation and where he ought to be right now, going to Cathedral Academy and getting home at night and away, away, away from this unbelievably boring class.


8:19. His watch had to be broken. Time could not possibly move this slowly of its own volition. They were smart not to put clocks in these classrooms. Sometimes if you didn’t look at a watch, you could go into a sort of hypnotic trance and the time would slip away from you. Thomas promised himself that he wouldn’t look at his watch for at least another twenty minutes. How would he know when twenty minutes had passed? He would be dead, that’s how. He would be dead of boredom. Just before he keeled over, he would look at his watch to see what time he’d expired.


“. . . two kinds of love,” Mr. Farnham was saying. He was writing on the board. “Cupiditas is the bad kind of love, what we would call today ‘cupidity’ or ‘lust.’” He wrote CUPIDITAS=CUPIDITY (LUST) on the board in his usual block letters. “And the good kind of love is caritas, what we would call ‘charity’ or ‘unselfish love’ today.” He wrote another little equation up on the board: CARITAS=UNSELFISH LOVE.


In his notebook Thomas wrote LOVE-2 KINDS. CUPIDITAS BAD, CARITAS GOOD.


“Are those words capitalized?” asked Landon Hopkins, who sat in the middle of the semicircle and was undoubtedly writing down every word Farnham said. Thomas sat on one end of the semicircle, to the teacher’s left, because he had read somewhere that teachers don’t tend to call on the person situated to one side, that the teacher’s attention spreads out in an arc and often misses the people in the front side seats. He looked across the room at Richard Blackburn, his best friend, who rolled his eyes and pretended to draw a gun and shoot Landon under the desk. Richard just killed Thomas. He was the funniest guy ever, starting with his looks. His black hair was shaved close to his temples but was long and floppy on top, and he wore big round wire-rimmed glasses that somehow made him look like Tweety-Bird in those old cartoons. Over the holidays he’d had his ear pierced, but Mr. Grayson, the disciplinarian, had spotted the earring at breakfast and had made him take it out. The dress code at Montpelier banned earrings and bracelets and required ties for class. Richard was the best at short-circuiting the rules. Today he was wearing this terrible looking red-white-and-blue tie with Barbara Bush’s face in spangles on it. He’d bought it last summer when he was visiting Thomas over the July 4th weekend, when the city just about sank under the weight of the tourists.


“Not necessary,” said Mr. Farnham. Boy, had Thomas been wrong about this teacher. Usually when you get a young one, he’s pretty cool about getting off the subject and taking the class to the audiovisual center a lot, but not Farnham. He was like Mister Pedagogical Methods, always coming to class with these long lesson plans, which he followed strictly, and never talking about anything but English all day long. He’d taught in some school in Alabama for two years before coming here to Virginia. Thomas guessed it was one of those military training schools where everything had to be just perfect all the time. Farnham wore perfectly ironed clothes, perfectly polished loafers, a perfectly knotted tie, and a perfectly nauseating little mustache the size of a centipede. He was actually pretty nice, Thomas supposed, if he wouldn’t lose his temper so much. You do one little thing wrong, like show up without your book or something, and he would spaz for ten minutes.


“One of the great tensions in English literature from the very beginning,” Mr. Farnham was saying, “was the tension between cupiditas and caritas. Everyone knew that caritas was the kind of love that God felt for mankind, and that it was the kind of love that we were supposed to feel for each other. But God had also made us as sexual creatures, and so man had to come to terms with the fact that sexuality was, in itself, a good thing.”


Now you’re talking, thought Thomas.


“Sexuality was good,” said Mr. Farnham, “because it tricked us into reproducing our species. We’d be very unlikely to engage in that particular act if we derived no pleasure from doing so. Think about it.”


Thomas thought about it all the time. He was just a couple of weeks away from turning sixteen. Over the holidays he’d met a girl, Hesta McCorkindale, who was a tenth-grader at Mason School and who lived in McLean. She was really nice, he liked her a lot, and when he kissed her it seemed as though somebody had attached a jumper cable to his crotch. He thought about Hesta now, sitting across from him, the school had gone coed or something, and so she could be in the class, only she hadn’t worn any underwear and he could see—


“Mr. Boatwright,” said Farnham. “Near what planet are you orbiting?”


“Sorry,” said Thomas.


“Can you tell me what I was just saying?”


Thomas looked at his notes. “Sex is good,” he said. The rest of the class started to snicker.


“And why is sex good?” said Mr. Farnham.


“Because,” said Thomas. He was nailed. “I’m not sure.”


Landon Hopkins raised his hand. “It’s good because it encourages us to reproduce our species,” he said. “That’s what the pope says, isn’t it?”


“Exactly,” said Mr. Farnham. “The pope also says what these old medievalists would say; that is, that when sex becomes the ultimate goal or source of pleasure for mankind, then it has become a form of idolatry. Consider this.” He started to draw another diagram on the board. Across the room, Richard mimed laughing at Thomas. Thomas mimed vomiting in response.


“The human soul has three parts to it,” said Mr. Farnham, “and the three parts dwell in the liver, the heart, and the brain.” Dying, thought Thomas. I am absolutely dying, but he wrote down LIVER, HEART, and BRAIN just in case Farnham called on him again.


He wondered how much Farnham knew about sex. He wasn’t a geek or anything. He wore glasses, but a lot of neat people wore glasses. Thomas had worn them himself until he’d gotten contacts two years ago. Hesta wore glasses, in fact, but she wore these really cool wire-rimmed glasses that her aunt had worn during the 1960s.


Living in the 1960s would have been so cool if he could have been fifteen, his age now, back then. He would have dropped out of school to hassle the establishment. He and Hesta would have hung around on the Washington Ellipse in buckskin jackets and stuff, smoked dope all the time, and then every night they would have taken off all their clothes and done everything sexual you could do to each other. Make love, not war. Richard had told Thomas that some people do it in the morning instead of at night. In the morning, that would be wild. Sometimes he was horny in the morning, he had to admit. But he’d always thought that sex was something you did at night. He’d never actually gotten laid himself, but he had consulted many, many pictures and had heard the older guys on the dorm talk about it a lot.


“The heart,” said Mr. Farnham, “is the seat of our sensible souls. Now don’t get confused when I say ‘sensible.’”


Don’t worry, thought Thomas.


“I don’t mean ‘sensible’ as in ‘showing good sense,’ the way we might say that Ford made a sensible decision in pardoning Nixon. I mean ‘sensible’ in a more literal meaning; that is, in referring to the five senses. The sensible soul is the soul that gives us our feeling, our emotions. There’s no logical reason to draw hearts all over the place on Valentine’s Day. The heart is just an organ of the body that pumps blood. But when we give each other heart-shaped boxes of candy for Valentine’s Day, we are acknowledging a very old tradition that places the sensible soul—that is, the emotions—in the heart.”


Landon Hopkins raised his hand for another question. I really am not going to live through this class, thought Thomas. His sister, Barbara, claimed that she had never been bored in an English class. Barbara was a senior at Mason School. She was the one, in fact, whose friends had had the party in McLean where he’d met Hesta. He wondered if Barbara had lost her virginity. That was a pretty nasty thought. You don’t usually think of your sister as actually being a girl, or rather as being like a regular girl whose panties you’d want to grab. It made him mad to think of Ned Wood or some other guy she’d been out with trying to grab Barbara’s panties. On the other hand, was anybody up in McLean getting mad at Thomas now for trying to grab Hesta’s panties? Not that he had done so. Hesta didn’t have any brothers, only this one sister who was twelve years older and already married now. What if Hesta did have a brother, though? Would he get mad at Thomas for trying to grab Hesta’s panties, which he hadn’t even tried to grab yet? They’d only been out twice, after all, but he thought about her anatomy almost constantly.


Thomas had a brother, Jeff, who was two years younger. Somehow it wasn’t so bad to think of your brother getting laid someday, as long as it happened when Jeff was older than Thomas was whenever Thomas lost his own virginity. Across the room Richard pretended to be picking his nose.


“That brings us to the rational soul,” said Mr. Farnham, who was drawing arrows like crazy all over the board. “It’s the rational soul, seated in the mind, that is superior to the sensible soul in the heart”—he pointed—“and to the animal soul in the liver”—he pointed again. “The rational soul is, of course, the source of our power to reason, and it is reason that keeps humanity from simply behaving like one of the lesser beasts. We do have urges and emotions, but we are blessed with reason so that we may keep those urges under control. We may feel lust for a woman, for example, but we must resist the temptation to indulge that lust. Otherwise, we have committed the sin “—he pointed again—” of cupiditas, of letting our natural concupiscence and our God-given sexual desire become a form of idolatry. Any questions?”


Go ahead, Landon, thought Thomas. Ask him a question. Thomas felt an overpowering urge to look at his watch. Is it too early? Should I or shouldn’t I? This conflict would be a good example for Mr. Farnham to spaz about in class, with Thomas’s heart telling him to go ahead and look at the damn watch while his brain was telling him to wait, to be cautious.


“All of this,” said Mr. Farnham, pulling out his chair and sitting down at the tidy desk, “is by way of introduction to the next play we’re going to read—”


Here it comes, thought Thomas, the bad news. Richard was sitting across from him with his fingers crossed and his eyes closed.


“—William Shakespeare’s Othello—”


Oh, well. Could be worse. He knew everybody else in the class would be going berserk. They hated Shakespeare worse than anything because he was so hard to read. Thomas kept it to himself that he sort of liked Shakespeare. You don’t go telling people that, unless you’re some total reptile like Landon Hopkins. Thomas groaned along with the rest of the class, but only so that they wouldn’t think he was a nerd.


“—for which you are expected to read and outline—did you hear that, Richard Blackburn?—and outline the first two scenes for tomorrow. Landon?”


Landon’s hand was up. Landon had a complexion like tomato soup before all the soup mix has dissolved and a skinny neck and an Adam’s apple that stuck out and bobbed whenever he talked. He was also unbelievably smart because he was unbelievably geeky enough to study all the damn time. “Is that the same kind of outline we did for Oedipus Rex?” asked Landon. Mr. Farnham said yes.


“I think you’ll enjoy Othello,” said Mr. Farnham. “It features one of the most evil characters in all of literature, a man named Iago. He looks normal to everybody else, but he turns out to be a sex pervert.”


Now he’s exaggerating to get us interested, thought Thomas.


“Imagine the tension,” said Mr. Farnham. “The audience knows, but the characters don’t, that one of them is a dangerously corrupt villain. Only he appears perfectly normal to all the others on stage.”


The bell rang.


I do believe in miracles, I do, I do, thought Thomas. He’d been right not to look at his watch. He’d have to remember that in Heilman’s religion class, which was even more boring than Farnham’s English class. He began to scoop up his other books and notebooks from under the desk.


“Mr. Boatwright, could I speak to you before you leave?” said Mr. Farnham.


Damn. You can’t get away with a thing in here. Mr. Farnham would be all right if he’d just loosen up once in a while. So a guy daydreams for a minute or two during a lecture. So what? Nobody pays perfect attention to everything.


He approached Farnham’s desk with books in hand and coat on. Richard bumped him on the way out the door, and Thomas responded with an elbow. Farnham waited until everyone was out of the room before he spoke.


“Do you have a class next period?”


“Geometry.”


“I won’t keep you long. Did you know that I’m directing Othello as the winter play? We go up in early March.”


“Yes sir.” How the hell could he not know? Farnham had been advertising auditions for a week before Thanksgiving.


“Have you given any thought to trying out for a part?”


No, he hadn’t. “I just made the basketball team,” said Thomas. “JV, I mean.”


Farnham nodded. It seemed as though he’d rehearsed every gesture. “You’d be good at basketball, I imagine,” he said. “You’re tall, well built.”


This was a little embarrassing.


“What about doing both?” said Farnham. “You could take a small part in the play, something like Desdemona’s father, and only rehearse once a week.”


“I don’t know,” said Thomas. He really didn’t know. He did like to act; he and Barbara and Jeff had been doing their own shows at home in the living room ever since they were little kids. But the guys who did theater here were sort of on the fringe of things. Thomas wanted to fit in.


“Your father was excited about the idea of our doing Shakespeare when I spoke with him over Parents’ Weekend,” said Mr. Farnham.


“Oh,” said Thomas. So that was it. He wanted Thomas in the play because he happened to be the son of Preston Boatwright, who happened to be the drama critic for the biggest newspaper in Washington.


“Don’t get all down in the mouth,” said Mr. Farnham. “What did I say?”


“You’re just asking me to be in the play because my dad was pushing you to.”


“That’s not true.” He pulled his chin up a notch. Farnham was a small man, 5'6", 130 pounds. He looked like he shaved around that mustache maybe once a week, and with his short brown hair and his tortoiseshells, he could pass for a sixth-former.


“He’s always prodding me to be in the plays here,” said Thomas. “What did he say, that he’d give you publicity in the Post if you gave me a part?”


Mr. Farnharn’s face flashed red as though a spotlight had hit it. “What he said,” said Mr. Farnham, “was that you were good.”


Thomas was surprised, then pleased. It was pretty neat to hear even a secondhand compliment from his dad.


“I don’t know,” he said. “Coach McPhee says we’ll be pretty busy.”


“Come by the theater after basketball practice this afternoon. We can talk about a part then.”


Thomas had to go to class.


“I don’t know, Mr. Farnham,” he said, as he backed toward the door.


“Just come by anyway,” said Mr. Farnham. He smiled. “We can just talk. You can tell me about your Thanksgiving holiday.”


“Yes sir,” said Thomas. Dammit to hell, can’t he understand when somebody says no? Be polite anyway, he thought. “Did you have a good holiday?”


“I had an excellent holiday,” said Mr. Farnham. “I went to New York.”


But Thomas did not have time to hear about some boring trip to New York.


SCENE 3


Benjamin Warden looked down at the papers in front of him. It had been a cheap trick to assign some writing in class on the first day back from vacation, but it had kept him from having to run the class. Now, however, he had to grade the results.


It was 10:15 in the morning. Three class periods had already met, and now it was recess, a half hour for the boys to clean their dormitory rooms for inspection. Warden was trying to keep his mind off Cynthia and on schoolwork, but his thoughts refused to be so tractable.


As department chairman, Warden taught three sections, two of which were electives in creative writing, where he worked with the most gifted seniors. These papers, however, were from his class of sophomores, his only section that happened to meet on Monday mornings—and his only problem class. They were the remedial section of fourth-form English, still working on grammar and the most elementary principles of composition, though Warden was eager to get them into writing poetry and spending more time on literature. Today he had forgone grammar and had given the class six words, all six of which they were to use in a poem. He had allowed them forty-five minutes—the entire period—to work.


The six words, which embraced at least four parts of speech and three of the five senses, were “muffin,” “licorice,” “blithely,” “strummed,” “squeaky,” and “moist.” Robert Staines had written the poem on the top of the pile:




My Mother baked, A licorice muffin,


It tasted like turkey, Without any stuffin:


The inside was moist,


The outside was squeaky,


I strummed when I ate it, Delicious and blithely.





Warden had watched Staines work. The boy had taken five minutes to dash off the writing, and then he had doodled until the end of the period when his classmates turned in their papers. What annoyed Warden was that Staines’s poem was actually all right, if only by accident. He had produced some startling images—“the outside was squeaky” and “I strummed when I ate it”—but Warden knew the boy was unappreciative of his own inadvertent imagery. It was the old dilemma of the English teacher: to praise work for what he saw in it or to nail the student for not taking the assignment seriously.


Warden knew that he was supposed to be objective about all his students, and he could usually find something likeable about everyone in a class. Not Staines. There was something shifty and arrogant about Staines. He was a good athlete, but he was absolutely uninterested in anything academic. In his poem, for instance, he hadn’t even tried to find out what the words meant. “Delicious and blithely”: that was an accidentally interesting line. Warden supposed that he should give the boy some credit for the clever feminine rhyme of “muffin” with “stuffin’.”


Why hadn’t anybody called from the doctor’s?


Warden had wanted to summon an ambulance this morning, but Cynthia had stopped him. She had already arranged transportation with Kathleen Somerville last night, and she had told the doctor she was coming. She had also accused Warden of missing too many classes with his readings anyway. He had allowed her to prevail, and now he felt guilty and frustrated for doing so.


What was the diagnosis?


He hunted through the pile of papers until he found the Lipscomb boy’s work. This one was likely to be quite good. The boy had no business being in a remedial English class; he was there only because he was a sophomore newboy, and Sam Kaufman had insisted idiotically that all new sophomores take remedial English until they pass a grammar competency exam. In October he had told Kaufman, the academic dean, that Lipscomb was far too bright to be in a remedial section, but Kaufman had refused to budge until he’d seen the results of the exams in January. Warden wondered whether Kaufman was prejudiced. The Lipscomb boy was black, one of only a handful of minority students at Montpelier.


Greg Lipscomb had written the following:




I fear the white folk


Who want to nibble my skin like licorice;


Peel my ebony armor down


To where it’s squeaky white bone;


Cook my heritage until it’s as tame as a muffin


They can dip moist in their milk


And blithely swallow in torn pieces; Boil my muscle into ukulele strings


To play my life like a jingle


Strummed on a cooking show


On color TV.





It was an astonishing piece of work, an angry voice of black indignation, fright, and cynicism. Warden said so in a comment on the paper and hoped that perhaps with enough encouragement the boy would start to believe in his own capabilities. So far Warden had not been able to establish any rapport with him. He did his work faithfully and beautifully, but he seemed to mistrust Warden’s praise of his accomplishments.


Warden was alone in his classroom on the third and top floor of Fleming Hall, the academic building. Daylight from the large arched windows helped the overhead neon lamps to brighten and cheer up the place, despite the gloom of the winter clouds outside. Cynthia’s touches were everywhere in this room—in the geraniums by the windows, in the neatly tacked posters of the English Lake District on the bulletin board, in the postcards of Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters she had taped to a couple of windowpanes. Through those high windows in his corner room, he could survey the elliptical lawn around which the school was built, the lawn known on campus as the Quad, even though it was more rounded than quadrangular. He had brought her to this room on her first visit to Montpelier in June two years ago. She had laughed aloud with the delight of seeing the place, and she had made him laugh, had made him see the school afresh.


Ostensibly, he had been the one giving her the tour of the campus, but it had been she, not he, who had led them from building to building. His classroom in Fleming Hall was in the lower southeast corner, at five o’clock if the Quad were a clock face. Next door, sprawling from five to six o’clock was Stringfellow Hall, the main building that housed a bit of everything—the headmaster’s office, admissions, alumni relations, the dining hall, the student activities rooms, the post office, the laundry rooms, the school store, and, upstairs, even some dormitories. They had walked clockwise around the campus: at seven o’clock, Lee House, the infirmary; at eight o’clock, the headmaster’s residence; at nine o’clock, the chapel; at ten and eleven o’clock, because it was so big, the gym and its various appendages; at twelve o’clock, the Homestead, the squat frame house remaining from Montpelier Plantation, where the Stringfellow family had lived when the school was born, and where Warden’s friends the Somervilles lived now.


Cynthia had stood on the white-painted wooden steps of the Homestead in the summer humidity and had seen everything, had admired the flowers bordering the sidewalks, as well as the Blue Ridge Mountains on the western horizon, had noticed the symmetry of the trees on the Quad and the evenness of the roof lines and the way the brick on all the buildings, new or old, matched up perfectly with that of Stringfellow. She had insisted upon visiting every building on the Quad, even the dormitories: Clifton House and Kean House, back to back at one o’clock on the imaginary dial; Stratford House and Siddons House at two o’clock; Dupont House at three o’clock, and behind it, Bradley Hall, the large arts center built in the late 1960s. At four o’clock Hathaway Library and, directly behind it, providing a jowl or sideburn to the oval face of the campus, Reid Hall, the science building. Then they had walked the entire course again, this time on the outside of the Quad. She had held his hand and tugged him along the vaguely circular road that divided the central campus from the playing fields, tennis courts, maintenance buildings, faculty houses, parking lots, and woodlands that constituted the rest of the school grounds. They had finished their tour at his home, which then happened to be the smaller of the two apartments in the gym.


It was quiet here in Fleming during recess. He could hear noise from the English office down the hall, where somebody was using the loud clackety printer for their computer. The term “word processing” sounded dreadful to Warden, who refused to use anything but his electric typewriter. Cynthia had bought a computer with some money they had received as a wedding gift. Cynthia. He could not help worrying over her, and yet he felt foolish for not using the time she had given him more productively. He was impressed with how easily he could sit here at his desk and at least appear, despite his distracting anxiety, to be following his normal routine. It was remarkable that the human soul continued to function even in the face of despair.


Now he sounded like an English teacher, a trite one.


Warden stood up and walked down the hall toward Horace Somerville’s classroom. Horace was Warden’s best friend in the world, though Horace was a generation older and had once terrified Warden as his European history teacher. Warden had been Horace’s student in this very building, back when the floors were of dark tile rather than brown carpeting, when the hall lights were white globes suspended on black cords rather than these banks of fluorescent lamps stuck into the ceilings like inverted ice cube trays.


Still, despite its renovations, Fleming Hall remained for its inhabitants in the English, history, and foreign language departments the more distinguished of the school’s two academic buildings. Reid Hall, home of the math and science departments, was built only three years ago to provide modern laboratories and antiseptic classrooms, but already the building required major structural repairs. It was sliding down the hill that Montpelier School was built upon. That was the way Warden felt this morning: as though the ground beneath him had started to slide away.


A boy passed him in the hallway and greeted him by name, a nice-looking boy with longish-blond hair and an armful of books.


“Now your name is—” Warden said. He did not know the boy.


“Russell Phillips.” A thin boy, but looking fit.


Warden asked why he wasn’t on dorm.


“I cleaned my room before breakfast,” said Russell Phillips. “Too cold to walk back to Kean House.”


Warden teased him by pointing out the healthful benefits of a brisk walk in chilly weather.


“I’d rather die,” said Russell Phillips. Then he continued on his way to the stairs.


The words startled Warden so much that he forgot momentarily where he was going.


SCENE 4


Although Horace Somerville had happily occupied the same classroom in Fleming Hall for all thirty-eight of his teaching years at Montpelier, this morning he felt the sameness wearing him out. He was tired of looking at that same map of the ancient world he’d brought down with him from Boston in 1952, those same portraits of the Civil War generals he had put up in 1960, the same cracked old blackboard where he continued to scrawl his assignments. All the fresh paint and the new carpeting (never mind that the carpet was new ten years ago; a decade was still new for Montpelier and for Somerville) and these fancy metal desks that slid around the room instead of remaining firmly planted like the old benches: all this modernism was just superficial cosmetic change. Somerville was having the same damnable conversation he’d had with slovenly students every week of his life since the year Eisenhower was elected president. He was tired of these lazy little ignoramuses who refused to listen to his advice, which at the moment he was dispensing with increasing asperity.


“Learn the dates!” he said for the several dozenth time to the boy in front of him. “Learn the dates! Then you can get to the fun part of history.” Little bastard was practically yawning in his face. Somerville would wake him up with a cattle prod.


“Yes sir,” said the boy. He was a third-former named Wallace, with straight brown hair cut as though someone had put a bowl over his head and a necktie carelessly tied with the knot too big, the back strand longer than the front. Somerville himself was wearing a starched white shirt and a knit tie. For a while in the 1960s, he had gone through a bow tie phase because he’d hated the paisley alternatives. Now he was happy to see the world returning to something resembling sartorial common sense, though this boy had obviously never shined his shoes since the day his extravagantly indulgent mother had bought them for him.


“We offer a fine version of this course in summer school,” said Somerville.


“Yes sir.”


He was glad to see Wallace squirm a bit, but then the boy astonished him by picking up his books as if their conference were over. Somerville impounded the books and placed them on his desktop, then stared at his student as if the boy were some particularly grotesque piece of unidentifiable offal dragged home by a hunting dog.


“Don’t ‘yes sir’ me. Just learn the dates.”


“Yes sir.”


It was 10:25, ten minutes into the mid-morning recess. Somerville knew what a charming sight they must make for the random observer: the mop-headed little ninth-grader slouching a bit (“Sit up, boy!”) in the straight wooden chair beside Somerville’s desk, and the experienced old instructor—bright eyes, thick-lensed reading glasses, thinning white hair, basset hound jowls, and overgrown ears-patiently working him through his lessons. Those officious imbeciles in the development office were frequently sneaking photographers over here to catch him in a Norman Rockwell pose, the archetype of the gruff but loving grandfather. Hogwash. Somerville had kept Wallace after class for failing to do his homework assignment over the Thanksgiving holiday. There was nothing wrong with this boy that a little grit and motivation and intellectual awakening couldn’t fix, but the child seemed perfectly content to accept Somerville’s finest invective with only a token bit of cringing. Somerville wondered whether he was losing his touch.


“You’re probably ready to go now, aren’t you?” he said to Wallace.


“Yes sir.”


“You’d like to get to your room before it’s inspected.”


“Yes sir.”


“Before somebody sticks you for demerits.”


“Yes sir.”


“1485.”


Somerville noted with pleasure that the boy seemed to lose some height as he realized that he was not yet free.


“Well?” said Somerville.


The boy hesitated. “The Battle of Hastings?” he said.


“That was 1066. 1485.”


“The end of the Wars of the Roses?”


“Correct. What was the battle?”


Ben Warden interrupted by knocking on the open door. The boy looked to the doorway at Warden and grinned.


Damn, what a time for Ben to appear. “Answer the question,” said Somerville.


“Shrewsbury?”


“That was 1403! Learn the dates!” said Somerville. “Now get along off to your dormitory. You’re lucky I need to see Mr. Warden.”


The boy picked up his books and passed Warden in the doorway. On the threshold he paused and turned back to Somerville. “Well, what was the battle?”


“That’s what I’m asking you!” said Somerville. “Learn the dates!”


Unfazed, the boy turned and asked Warden.


“I believe it was the Battle of Bosworth Field,” said Warden. “That’s what Shakespeare tells me, anyway.”


Somerville rewarded both his auditors with a miniature explosion.


“It wasn’t Shakespeare who taught you that date,” he said. “I did.” He told Wallace that Warden had been his history student in this very course twenty years earlier. “And he was just as miserable at history as you are until I shook some sense into him.”


“Neat,” said the boy.


“What was that?” said Somerville.


“Yes,” said the boy. “Yes sir.”


“Get out of here, Wallace, before I tie you up and horsewhip you.”


“Yes sir.” The boy skidded down the stairs. Likeable little kid, Somerville had to admit, despite the vacuity of his cranium.


He turned his attention to Warden, who indeed had stood many a day in that same doorway. He knew why Warden was there; this morning Kathleen, Somerville’s wife, had driven Cynthia Warden—with what sounded like a potentially dangerous neural disorder—to see a doctor in Charlottesville. Warden was a model of disorder himself, looking as unraveled as the threads on his old corduroy trousers and as ragged as the collar on his shirt. Somerville had always admired Warden’s well-preserved youth, down to the carelessness of his attire. Despite fourteen years of boarding school life, Warden had retained his trim undergraduate figure and his thick black hair; it was as though the birthmark on his face had absorbed all the other ravages that time might inflict on a human body. But this morning he looked as tired of life as Somerville was of adolescent lassitude.


Warden sat in the chair recently vacated by Wallace. Somerville sat beside him and waited. They had shared this routine many times over the years. One of them would seek counsel, and the other would provide it.


“They’re on to you,” said Warden. “Everybody knows you’re all bark.”


“I’ve got a few teeth left,” said Somerville. He had liked Warden from the moment he’d met him all those history lessons ago.


Warden asked if Kathleen had called.


Somerville shook his head. He said he would not expect them to call, but simply to drive back to the campus when the examination concluded.


“Unless they send her to the hospital,” said Warden.


Somerville sat with a hand on each of his knees. His gray flannel trousers were perfectly pressed. He reminded Warden that waiting rooms were notoriously slow. All of them on the faculty had taken turns over the years at driving injured boys to doctors’ offices and emergency rooms in Charlottesville, forty miles away. With 360 boys enrolled, and all of them required to participate in athletics, one was always requiring X-rays or stitches or plaster.


“I should be with her,” said Warden.


“My wife is acceptable company.”


“I’m scared she has cancer,” said Warden.


It was a word Somerville hated to hear. His son Alfred had died of intestinal cancer twenty-nine months ago, just before Ben’s wedding to Cynthia. Alfred had been thirty-one years old. But Somerville accepted Warden’s amateur diagnosis. He and Kathleen had discussed Cynthia’s symptoms and had speculated the same conclusion. “She might,” he said. “I pray not.”


“What should I do?” asked Warden.


“Wait. Hope. She’s a young woman,” he said. “Don’t bury her yet.”


Warden said that was exactly what he had been doing—acting as though her death were already decreed. “What are the five stages you’re supposed to go through? Depression, anger?”


Oh, Lord, he’s been reading those pop psychology books. Somerville had tried that route himself a few years ago, but he had found that the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer was sufficient psychology for him. (And then they changed the prayer book!) He forced himself to concentrate on Warden. “Denial is the first stage,” said Somerville. “Anger, depression, bargaining.” How many times he had searched those books for some source of comfort. “Finally you get to acceptance. It took me a while to reach that last stage.”
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