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  Chapter One


  It had not occurred to him to wonder when he first read the attorney’s instructions directing him to pick up keys to Ruf’s house at the post office. He had simply assumed that in a small New England community like Venice, the village post office provided a variety of neighborhood services. Then he had met Ms. Lazaro, the large-eyed, willowy postmistress with the two light brown braids and her ready smile, and realized that there may have been a far more interesting reason why this woman should have his late colleague’s house keys in her possession. Now, some five months later, as he tentatively pushed the lever in front of him, hoping to find a gear on the new five-speed bike that would be easier on his sixty-eight-year-old legs, Kip found himself murmuring the word, muse. The graceful postmistress may or may not have been Ruf’s inspiration, but there was no denying that she had quickly become Kip’s. His decision to be here now, instead of back in Lexington, had all come about not necessarily because of her, but certainly as a result of meeting her, feeling the openness of her greeting, and reaching a conclusion—whether correct or fantasized—regarding her relationship to his benefactor.


  At first, he’d never intended to drive the thousand-plus miles to this coastal village. When the lawyer’s letter had come that past winter telling him that Ruf had left the house to him, Kip’s initial reaction was that a mistake must have been made. For one, there was no logical reason why Rufus Nichols, who had crashed his Cessna in Pennsylvania on his way back from a mid-term vacation here in Venice, should leave the Venice house to Kip. For another, the winds of fortune just never did tend to twist in his direction.


  Kip had known Ruf as a fellow member of the English department at Lane for less than two years, and while they had maintained a collegial relationship, there had been no more to it than that.


  The house in Venice was where Ruf had spent his summers writing the Gothic novels that had made him comfortable considerably above the scale of small college professors, as well as a prize acquisition for Emil Cronson, Lane’s new president.


  A bachelor with a limited course load, Ruf had used the Cessna for frequent weekend jaunts and, presumably, for the transportation of lady visitors to Lexington and his restored Victorian house two and a half miles from campus.


  Vera, the university librarian and Kip’s dear friend, informed him that Ruf had also bequeathed to her the professional grade stove in the Lexington house, presumably because she had once admired it. In addition, the Cessna itself—now a moot issue—Ruf had left to Ken Bridges, the University Chaplain.


  Eventually, it had come out that a film contract Ruf had recently signed had required the writing of a will, and Rufus, robust and in his forties, had allowed his sense of humor to guide him in what he considered to be strictly a formality.


  The teaching of writing at Lane had been Kip’s province, as an adjunct to his literature courses, for some twenty years before Ruf’s arrival; but when Dr. Cronson took over the presidency things had begun to change at the college. More of a fundraiser—an empire builder, Kip called him—than an educator, Dr. Emil Cronson had begun by enlarging the physics department, bringing in faculty, and designing programs that would put the little school in line for government and corporate grants. Then he had added buildings and, eventually, doubled the enrollment. Now Lane called itself a university and the literature classes that Kip had conducted in intimate groups in his campus office, the study of his house, or in the shade of one of the willows that graced the campus—anywhere but in the structure of a classroom—now had to be taught in lecture halls.


  It wasn’t that Kip’s courses had experienced a sudden spurt in popularity, but, rather, because a drastically revised curriculum had made them mandatory.


  “I’m a teacher, not a lecturer,” Kip had complained to Vera. “I don’t know how to teach Tolstoy or Melville through lectures to herds of bored pre-meds and engineers.”


  And Vera, who had taken these very courses from him twenty-five years earlier, could well agree that Kip’s teaching style and personality were much better suited to the intimacy found under a weeping willow than in the resonating walls of a lecture hall.


  The endowment of a “Creative Writing” chair had been another of Dr. Cronson’s ideas. It wasn’t that he expected a writing program to bring in much in the way of grants, but, planning ahead, the man had reasoned that Lane alumni, well positioned in the media, could be nothing but beneficial to the University’s future image. And, until a proper journalism program could be established, a man or woman teaching students to write material that was commercially publishable—an objective that Kip’s writing program was not geared towards—could be an inexpensive way of making headway toward that goal.


  Hiring Rufus Nichols, a popular novelist with his own income, was a most convenient way of accomplishing that end. What Mr. Nichols’ motivation might have been for moving to Lexington from the East had not been made public.


  Kip’s creative writing course had not been turned over to Rufus, but the newcomer had been given the freedom to set up his own writing program. Whereas Kip maintained uncompromising standards of clarity, word usage, and punctuation with a tyrannical will, Ruf presented himself to his students as an editor for whatever publication the student wished to direct his or her exercise towards. If he or she were writing a mystery story, Ruf would edit it according to the standards of mystery magazines. And if the student saw his work as a New Yorker type piece, Professor Nichols would don the hat of one of that magazine’s illustrious chieftains and grade the work from that perspective.


  Kip did not take issue with his colleague’s pragmatic approach. He knew of at least one of Ruf’s students who had actually sold a piece to a True Confessions publication while in her sophomore year, and he could not disparage the accomplishment. On the other hand, the student had been a brilliant young woman, who, with a little discipline in her reasoning and word selection, under Kip’s tutelage, could have aspired to far loftier achievements.


  Nor did Kip, as did some members of the faculty, vex himself over the presumably libertarian life style of his colleague. Let the man do what he liked, with whom he liked. His issue was with Dr. Cronson, who was turning the comfortable Midwestern college into an impersonal institution with Ivy League pretensions.


  Unfortunately, there had not been much support for Kip’s position among the rest of the faculty, who were seeing their salaries raised and their vitas enhanced. Kip felt so strongly about the matter that he would not trust himself to raise his own voice on the subject with anyone but his friend Vera.


  What he did do, so far as the institution at large was concerned, was to grow a Vandyke beard and take to riding around campus on his former wife’s old bicycle, an English three-speed ladies’ Raleigh, with its short saddle, step-through frame and netting on both sides of the rear wheel. He would be seen sitting bolt upright with both hands on the handlebars, pedaling along the flat, Midwestern roads. With his Vandyke, his tweed suit, his Irish walking hat, and a book bag in the wicker basket in front of the handlebars, he had become the eccentric, small-college professor straight out of Central Casting. And if his subtle protest was lost on everyone but himself, Kip did not mind. Or maybe he just wasn’t surprised. He had even lettered, in small gold letters, the word Rocinante, the name of Don Quixote’s scraggly horse, on the frame of the bicycle. That few, if any, would appreciate it’s meaning, was actually a source of delight to Kip. “It’ll be my Rosebud,” he had said to Vera.


  And, of course, as it must have smoldered in the mind of every dissatisfied literature professor, a light glowed at the back of Kip’s mind, representing the book that, some day, he might write in sweet revenge for every injustice he was made to suffer. If he felt no urge to sit at his typewriter at any particular moment to carry out this retribution, the very knowledge that he possessed the skill to do so sustained him.


  Kip had come to little Lane College with his new Bachelor of Arts straight from an institution of the same approximate size in Massachusetts. He came on a teaching fellowship to earn his master’s in literature and avoid shop employment. His mother, Anna, owned three dress shops on the East Coast and wanted him to come into the business to manage her newest store in Greenwich, Connecticut. The extra thousand miles that separated Kip from this fate gave him a definite sense of security.


  Kip had been born in Munich, Germany in 1935, where a hero-worshiping father had named him Adolf. However, by 1937 Kip’s mother had realized that Germany was not a safe place for Jews. “It will blow over,” her husband, who had a business and real estate, had said, but Anna had taken two-year-old Adolf and some suitcases and boarded a train for Holland. Arriving in New York five years later, young Adolf had been immediately sent to boarding school, while his mother, having sold her last piece of jewelry to finance the ship passage from Brazil, took a job in a little dress shop on Madison Avenue.


  The boarding school was in a small New England village, and Kip cried himself to sleep for the first two months and then for a week or two following every visit home. There were not, however, that many visits home; he had to pass many vacations with one or another faculty family when it proved inconvenient for his mother to have him spend two weeks in her two-room New York apartment.


  Just a year after arriving in New York, Kip’s mother had become the owner of the little dress shop, by means that young Kip never fully understood, though he had heard her explain it on a number of different occasions—and never quite the same way twice.


  She would occasionally telephone him during the school term to tell him that she would be up to visit him that Sunday. She would arrive by car with some man he didn’t know, who would usually ask how Kip was doing in football and slip him a few dollars, for which he had no use at school, but which he accepted politely.


  His mother would listen patiently to his tearful pleas to be taken home, but drive off, at the end of the afternoon, laughing and telling Kip to be happy like she was. “Life is for people who are happy,” she liked to say.


  And, sometimes, she would not show up at all. He would wait on the front steps of the Main Building, until someone came out to tell him that Western Union was on the phone with a telegram expressing regret.


  On one of the visits home at Christmas time when he was thirteen, his mother asked if he was dating girls yet, to which Kip answered that he didn’t know any girls, since there were none at the school.


  “Alors, we’ll take care of that,” Anna said, going to her bedside table and picking up her red leather address book. She had worked hard to cover her German accent in the wartime years with something of a French intonation and idiom. As another part of her new persona, she had taken to wearing a little gold cross on a chain around her neck.


  Kip’s instructions were to totally forget his Jewish origins. His mother had by now opened a second shop on Long Island but still lived in the same one-bedroom, rent-controlled apartment off Lexington Avenue. Sitting on the bed now, she made a phone call, then announced that they were having dinner that evening with a friend who had a daughter Kip’s age.


  Anna and Kip were the first to arrive at the restaurant, a heavily draped Italian place, and his mother selected a table against the back wall.


  “We’ll be cozy here,” she said, embarrassing Kip in front of the hostess with her use of the word cozy. Then she slid in behind the table, directing Kip to sit across from her. “The lady is always on the gentleman’s right, cherie,” she said, indicating the empty chair to his right, where the friend’s daughter was to sit.


  It wasn’t long before Anna’s friend, a tall, blond man, and his daughter arrived.


  “Oh, how Sandra has grown,” Anna remarked involuntarily, as she saw the girl towering over her son. “And grown so pretty,” she quickly added.


  Sandra was quite pretty, which just added to her height to make her seem that much more out of Kip’s class. Her blonde hair was pulled smoothly away from her face and fastened in some intimate manner behind her head, giving her what Kip would describe years later to Vera as a classic look.


  “Oh, may I please sit here instead?” she asked, putting her hand on the back of Kip’s own chair as he stood for the introduction.


  Obligingly, Kip quickly stepped back and pulled the chair out further for her.


  “Oh no, no,” Anna said. “The lady always sits on the gentleman’s right, mes enfants.”


  Reluctantly, Sandra stepped to her designated chair as her father slipped in beside Anna. It was then that Kip discovered the cause behind Sandra’s chair issue. In the middle of the young woman’s left cheek, covered with a heavy layer of powder, was a medium sized pimple. He averted his eyes immediately.


  “Jeremy is a very strong football runner,” his mother said, using Kip’s middle name and referring to his position as a substitute back on his school’s junior varsity. She had long ago concluded that Adolf was not an appropriate name for her son, though she had not yet embraced his preferred Kip, derived from their family name of Kippur.


  “You’re a back then,” Sandra’s father said. “I played some football too, you know—at ,” and Kip’s mother said, “I love watching football. Maybe you and Sandra can come up to the school with me this spring to watch Jeremy play.”


  Kip had to remind his mother that they only played football in the fall, which had just passed; but he could not help feeling an unexpected thrill at the idea of Sandra sitting in the stands and watching him run with the ball. Next fall he’d be taller, and if he didn’t try out for the varsity, he reasoned, he could probably make the first string on his current J.V. team, and when Sandra came to watch, she could see him playing, rather than sitting on the bench.


  Then he saw that Sandra was holding her napkin over the spot on her cheek and trying to make it look casual, and he felt sorry for her.


  “Do you do sports too?” Kip’s mother was asking Sandra.


  “Yes, Mrs. Kippur, we play field hockey in the fall, basketball in the winter, and softball or tennis in the spring.”


  “Sandra’s a great tennis player,” her father said. “She has a classic backhand.” Then, to his daughter, he added, “Will you take that damned napkin away from your face!”


  Sandra tensed and jerked her hand down, crushing the napkin into a tight ball in her lap, and Kip snapped his face forward from where he had been admiring the attractive curve of Sandra’s nose. Now he felt what he would later describe to Vera, the only person he had told this story to, as an overwhelming empathy for this poor girl.


  He did not dare look at Sandra again for the rest of the meal, but he decided that when he got back to school he would write her a letter telling her how pretty and how nice he thought she was.


  When their meal was served, Kip’s mother suggested to Sandra’s father that they let the young people have a little wine with their water, since that’s how it was done in France, and he agreed, pouring some Chianti into each of their glasses. Kip found the new taste quite pleasing, but he noticed that Sandra didn’t touch hers at all and decided to join her in her silent protest, if that’s what it was. Several times, he fingered his still full glass, hoping that Sandra noticed.


  Over dessert, Mrs. Kippur suggested that the young people go to a movie while she and Sandra’s father talked some business at his apartment. Sandra’s father gave Kip a ten-dollar bill for the movies and for ice cream afterwards, and Anna suggested that they get a copy of Cue magazine from the corner stand to see what was playing.


  Out in the street, Kip made a point of walking on Sandra’s right side so that he could occasionally steal a look at her without embarrassing the girl. “Is there something you want to see?” Sandra asked him, not expressing much enthusiasm. There was a new Humphrey Bogart film that Kip wanted to see; but he could not have Sandra seeing, for his sake, a film she might not like, so he said that there wasn’t. On further reflection, he realized that these had probably been the first words she had addressed directly to him.


  “Then do you mind if we don’t see anything, but just walk?” Sandra asked, and Kip said that that would be fine.


  “Which way would you like to walk?” she asked, and Kip again volunteered no preference. “Then let’s just walk down Park and cross over to Madison at Grand Central,” she said. Kip agreed, fully and ashamedly aware of his passivity. It would, he was sure, be a two-hour walk in silence, since he had no idea how to engage the girl in conversation. Still, this probably did constitute a “date.”


  “I hate it when he does that,” Sandra said suddenly, with surprising anger in her voice.


  “What’s that?” he said automatically. Most of Kip’s mind was still processing the fact that he was on a “date” with a girl, and a pretty one at that. Now he hoped that her statement had been made to him and not about him.


  “You know what they’re going to do, don’t you?” she said.


  “No, what?” He remembered that it was all right to look at her from this side.


  “You know.”


  For another moment he didn’t, and then it suddenly dawned on him that this pretty girl, who was probably a year older than he, was actually talking about sex, about his mother and her father going to the father’s apartment and having sex. The idea had not ever occurred to him, and Kip felt both terribly embarrassed by his un-worldliness and terribly aroused. And he was conscious of a strong desire to hold Sandra’s soft hand. “Oh that,” he said as nonchalantly as he could manage. And it didn’t commit him to anything in the event that he had guessed wrong.


  “Doesn’t it bother you?”


  “Well, yes it does, of course, of course.” He didn’t want her to think him totally amoral. He tried to understand the exact nature of her feeling so he could admit to something similar.


  Then he came up with an idea, which also happened to be the truth. “But you know, I’m home so little that I don’t really see my mother doing that,” and then he realized how bad an idea it actually was, while the blood rushed to his face. “I … I don’t mean actually seeing her doing it because, of course, I’ve never seen her doing it, but I mean like we did tonight.” Stupid, stupid, stupid! He had just inferred to this girl that he had, indeed, on occasion seen his mother in the sex act. But Sandra did not seem to have taken notice.


  “My mother lives in Greenwich Village now with an artist who makes no money,” she said, the anger still in her voice. “And she has to work as a waitress, a waitress in a restaurant. My father caught them at it three years ago, he didn’t have to give her a cent, and I’m not even allowed to go see her.”


  Kip had never been in so sexually arousing a situation or been exposed to so much real-life emotion in one evening. Back in the dormitory, they speculated on female physiology and heard tales of hard-to-believe voyeuristic exploits that tended to excite. But here he was listening to a girl, almost a woman, telling him about actual acts while his own mother was probably taking her clothes off at this very moment in front of Sandra’s father; their parents would be mutually naked at the same time he and Sandra continued their walk.


  Suddenly, Kip felt an unexpected wetness in his underpants. He knew exactly what it must be, and was both mortified by it and deeply grateful for the overcoat that would conceal it.


  Kip had told this story to Vera late one evening, years later, as they lounged on the sofa in his den; she had fallen asleep earlier watching a late movie and woken up to find that Kip’s feet in their argyle socks were now sharing the small, round ottoman with her own stocking feet. Careful not to offend her friend, Vera had removed her feet from the ottoman and then allowed Kip to talk her into a snifter of Calvados, his favorite evening drink. Then, without much preamble, he had launched into this account.


  Kip treated it as something humorous, though she doubted that he really saw it that way even now. They knew each other well enough by then that she did not consider his sharing so intimate an experience as either shocking or inappropriate.


  She certainly did empathize with the thirteen-year-old boy’s plight, and believed that she communicated this sufficiently to her dear friend. Then, as soon as she thought it appropriate and before things got more complicated, she said her goodnight and drove home.


  He had first met Vera Corbett during his early teaching years. She had been one of the students in both his American Novel class and his Creative Writing seminar. With a rather sharp nose and somewhat receding chin in her round face, it was not her appearance but the clarity of her mind that made this very serious young lady stand out from his other students. At any rate, married to a local Lexington woman at the time, Kip would not allow himself to take notice of his female students for anything but their scholarship.


  The young woman that Kip had married several years before, Marsha, had worked at the bowling alley that her parents owned—an establishment of six irregular lanes and a bar. Marsha had a little girl, Lacy, and was three years older than Kip. Whether there had or there hadn’t been a husband at one time was a matter of speculation among the Lane men, with both theories being proffered, the latter probably more enthusiastically than the former. But if, to the single men on campus, this sounded like a formula for promiscuity, Marsha must have disabused them of the notion, because the word went around to the effect that Marsha was definitely unavailable.


  Kip, then, believed himself the most fortunate of men when the attractive Marsha began treating him, first to complimentary pretzels, then free beer at the bowling alley bar. Eventually, there were other kindnesses at her parents’ home, where her mother took delight in Kip’s appreciation of the savory, southern Italian dishes that she prepared for him, and then took her husband and granddaughter upstairs, out of Kip and Marsha’s way for as long as he cared to stay. Even when, early one morning, tiptoeing with shoes in hand along the hall from Marsha’s bedroom, Kip encountered the father coming out of the bathroom in his shorts and undershirt, the older man only smiled a morning greeting and stood aside for Kip to pass. To Kip, whose efforts in dating co-eds from a nearby women’s college back East had not been very successful, the welcome of Marsha’s bed was only degrees more gratifying than the general hospitality extended to him by the slightly shabby, culinary-scented domicile.


  Sitting on the plastic-covered sofa with Marsha at his side, the two-year-old Lacy on his lap, and unfinished apple strudel on the coffee table, while they watched the grainy television, Kip could not help wishing for his mother to see him now.


  When he finally wrote to his mother about his marriage plans, Anna flew right out to Lexington to look over the fiancée. One can’t imagine that Mrs. Kippur was as pleased with Kip’s choice as he was, but the woman could immediately tell that changing her son’s mind on this matter was not in her province. Marsha was attractive and capable of good manners, in non-stressful situations, which was worth points in Anna’s book. In Kip’s eyes, the meeting between the two women was, indeed, the hoped-for success. Anna came with a tape measure, and her return to New York was soon followed by the arrival of dresses for both Marsha and Lacy, which Kip saw as further evidence of his mother’s approval.


  There had been an issue that Kip never learned about, over selection of the wedding gown itself—Marsha hadn’t liked any of the designs that Anna had sent her but was eventually persuaded by her own mother to accept Anna’s generosity and make a selection from the designs offered.


  It turned out that Marsha’s mother, as well as the two bridesmaids, received Anna’s gift of dresses for the occasion; although, some years later, Vera would make the observation that, in the wedding photographs, it was the groom’s mother who was by far the best dressed.


  Kip and Marsha did spend a day and night of their honeymoon in New York, sleeping on the pull-out couch that had been Kip’s vacation bed. Kip had wanted to see Brecht’s Mother Courage, currently in production, but knowing Marsha’s tastes, did not want her to leave New York without seeing the Radio City Rockettes. Anna Kippur made several visits to Lexington, but they did not prove pleasant, as Anna tended to flirt with Kip’s colleagues, whom she insisted on meeting, much to Marsha’s embarrassment.


  Anna also had opinions regarding the décor of their home, Marsha’s housekeeping, the amount of maintenance that Kip had to perform on the hundred-year-old house, which she had helped them to buy, and the upbringing of her step-granddaughter. None of these opinions did she keep to herself; she shared them liberally not only with her “darlings,” whose life the advice was intended to improve, but also with Kip’s colleagues and superiors whom she insisted Kip invite for a formal dinner whenever she was there.


  “Now tell me honestly Fred—you don’t mind if I call you Fred, do you?” she would ask, “don’t you agree that if the buffet were against this wall and the lamp over there, the room would be a lot more, well, friendly?” Or it might be, “What time do you put your daughter to bed, Mrs. Adams?”


  It wasn’t Marsha who confronted Anna over these abuses, but Kip who would rise to his wife’s defense, sometimes shouting at his mother and reducing her to pity-soliciting tears, one time in front of Dr. Baker, his department head, and Mrs. Baker. Marsha’s response would come later, as the anger she had bottled up during the visit found its expression in sullen withdrawal from Kip, days and weeks of silence, following Anna’s departure. Kip would search his behavior of recent days for an act or word that might have offended his wife. However, his queries would be answered by statements like, “Well, if you don’t know why, I’m certainly not going to tell you.” And it wasn’t only Anna’s visits that touched off these bouts of withdrawal, which began to alternate with stints of name calling by his wife and even the throwing of objects, with no explanation other than the claim that Kip should certainly know what it was that he had done to cause this.


  But if Marsha no longer seemed to have any interest in the love that Kip was so willing to give, in whatever form she might find acceptable, little Lacy was receptive to her stepfather’s attention.


  Even before Kip and Marsha had stopped understanding each other, Lacy and Kip had become fast friends. The little girl was frequently seen standing on the little platform of Kip’s Cushman motor scooter, as he carefully guided it around the roads of the college campus. Or she would sit in his lap in the campus coffee shop, dripping ice cream onto his pants, as Kip discussed literature with one or more of his students. As Marsha became increasingly difficult to communicate with, Kip found himself spending more and more time with Lacy. Then, adhering to his wife’s admonition to search his own soul for the cause of her anger, Kip speculated that she might be jealous of the attention that he paid to her daughter and so, as a desperate experiment, he even tried making himself less available to the girl. But Marsha only seized on this to accuse him of abandoning his stepdaughter.


  Then, three years into the marriage, one of the football coaches, recently divorced, left Lane for another position, and Marsha and Lacy left with him.


  It appeared that, to many of the faculty and even to some of the students, the liaison between Marsha and the coach was a well observed and much discussed phenomenon. That Kip had ignored the business had been deemed a matter of choice on his part, since the affair was of such common knowledge on campus. Some saw this as stoicism in the face of unalterable reality; others labeled it as impotence and cowardice. But with Kip’s own admission that he simply had not had any idea of the developing situation, a barrier seemed to grow between him and the faculty community. Kip seemed to be possessed of some sort of disease that might prove communicable.


  Two summers after his wife’s departure, Kip ran across Vera, working in the College (it hadn’t yet become a University) Library. He was greatly surprised at seeing his favorite student there, since he had watched her graduate that June. For her part, Vera was surprised by his surprise, because she had seen him there and at other places around campus on a number of occasions since her graduation and presumed that he had seen her as well. When she explained that the summer job was in preparation for the master’s program in Library Science beginning in the fall, Kip, in what he could only describe as a fit of reckless spontaneity, invited her to join him for dinner at the Silver Chalice, where he frequently now ate his evening meal.


  It was understood by both parties, though never put into words, that this was not a date, but more an exercise in collegial fellowship now that they were both members of the college staff. They agreed to meet at the Chalice, to which Vera could easily have walked. But, this being “the sixties,” she had ridden her bicycle so that there could not be any discussion about him driving her home. She had considered it fortunate that she had a fresh shirt in her closet that looked almost exactly like the one she had worn in the library that day, so that it would not look as though she had dressed up for the occasion. On an impulse, she had even clipped her felt-tipped marker pen into the pocket.


  Kip, who had not yet adopted tweed suits as
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