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Formerly, only a few men wrote valuable books. Now, anybody writes and prints anything he likes and poisons people’s minds.
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MEET ME AT THE RASCAL


IN THE WANING YEARS of the American republic, there lived a man known to history as The Ambassador, for an office he died before filling. Talk about triumph and tragedy! No sooner was the appellation printed on the distinguished man’s business card than it was carved on his headstone. Perhaps the latter medium was, after all, the best place to display such a portentous designation as “The Ambassador.” As was then true of so many things, the title conveyed stature without the burdens of responsibility. “Ambassador Ronald A. Schloss” epitomized the exalted mediocrity of his age. Yea, verily:


Titles of honor are like the impressions on coins, which add no value to gold or silver, but only render brass current.

—Laurence Sterne



Alas, we digress. Ronald Schloss was a native of Baltimore, Maryland and graduated from Wesleyan University in 1992. The early nineties were an inauspicious time for young Schloss to emerge from college and enter the job market, owing to the prevailing recession; yet he persevered. Finding no use for his BA in Applied Nihilism, he fell back upon his computer savvy and was able to make a decent living as a freelance technical consultant, for businesses large and small, on the eve of the internet age. Taking stock of this success, he followed through. While still in his early twenties, he founded the after-school tutoring chain Lesson Plan, which grew into a massive online learning platform, making him a billionaire.

Entrepreneurial acumen, however, embarrassed him, for it clashed with the flaccid ideals of his education. Having enriched himself as a private individual by offering American families what they wanted, it seemed natural that he should “give back” (or give more?) by assuming public functions as well. Therefore, just as Schloss was poised to take center stage in the new economy, he diverted his attention to Washington. Appointed to the United States Department of Education, where he rose through the ranks at the Office of Educational Technology, he was, after over a decade as its director, tapped to serve as ambassador to Scotland; but he died before assuming the latter post. More was the pity, because the chameleon quality requisite to survival as a bureaucrat would have equipped him equally well for diplomacy. His passing was greatly lamented. Despite his rapid rise and long career, he’d made no enemies. Upon his death, to commemorate his years of service in ED, the agency’s main office building in DC, which had been named for LBJ, was rechristened in his honor. Flags flew at half-staff over all government buildings. It was a fitting tribute from the establishment he’d served so faithfully.

Ambassador Schloss resembled Pablo Picasso in one important respect suggested by the singer-songwriter Jonathan Richman.

While he lived, “Ronnie” Schloss was easygoing, generous, yielding—and a bit naïve. All of these traits, even the last one, Schloss had cultivated deliberately, to avoid at all costs becoming what he always posited as the ultimate negative character type: the asshole. In spite of his basic liberality—and of his frequent invocation of “diversity” in his educational work—he regarded his own approach to life as the most sensible (God forbid that he should call it “normal”) and never considered that others might deviate from it. He believed, in other words, that everyone would always act as he himself did and that everyone’s motives, furthermore, were just as benevolent and unselfish as his own. As he always strove to do good, he always assumed the good in others. Nothing made him happier— or more complacent—than being joined in a good cause. The good pursued by others, however, was more nakedly self-serving than the good pursued by him, a distinction he failed to grasp, and thus he became vulnerable to false friends. People whom he took to be in the same boat with him were often pulling with their oars in different directions. There were many who found it both convenient and profitable to associate with him. They counterfeited his decency to obtain, and exploit, not only his trust but that of any would-be watchdog. Some of these opportunists were to be found among his copious minions. Some of them, as we shall see, were of his own house. Consequently, though he himself stood out as an island of probity, he was surrounded, as it were, by an archipelago of volcanic wantonness. Many times the spewing ash threatened to enshroud even him. Not once, however, did The Ambassador apprehend the slightest danger. To guard himself against those closest to him was alien to his nature.

His wife, Bonnie Juckman, was a terror. Like many women of her epoch, she demanded to be taken seriously, but the means by which she enforced this demand—preemptive aggression against everyone with whom she had dealings—was exceptional. If she never terrorized her husband, it was because she didn’t need to. His submission preempted her aggression. The daughter of a Pikesville property developer, she had always been extraordinarily tall and had loomed over Ronnie from kindergarten through graduation at Balti-more’s premier purveyor of precociousness (and Wesleyan warm-up act): the Park School in bucolic Brooklandville. Even as they were immersed in the school’s progressive pedagogy, they embodied the most primitive hierarchy. The couple looked like a Valkyrie walking a dog. The dog needed no leash but clung to his master, through their years at Park, Wesleyan, and beyond.

The Ambassador had at a young age married into her family. Uxorilinear unions were then enjoying a renewed popularity. The arrangement suited his amenable personality while conforming to the fashionable theory that if America was to become kinder and gentler, the most fortunate Americans would have to wean themselves from privilege, to cease insisting on having things their way. For Ronnie Schloss, an unconditional surrender of a marriage would satisfy the historical moment’s requirement of eschewing advantage and embracing disempowerment. A proud Wesleyan man (the phrase is ironic), he desired not only his wife but “her” children (meaning their children) to retain the Juckman surname. It was a victory over patriarchy. He would have become a Juckman himself, but Lesson Plan was then taking off, and Bonnie decreed that its CEO should avoid such a confusing relabeling. He knew she was right, of course, and so he remained Ronnie Schloss for her sake.

His indulgence of her was habitual. It comforted him. The imperative of gender reversal aside, Ronnie Schloss’s inborn pliability led him always to defer to anyone who seemed to know what she was doing. Since Bonnie so insistently knew what she was doing, Ronnie felt in good hands. From the planning of his wardrobe, to the styling of his hair, he left his wife in charge. Well, why not let her handle the little things? he rationalized. The minutiae of office organization, too, he soon ceded to her, leaving him, he supposed, free to contemplate the big picture; and “Ms. Bonnie” thus became a fixture, first at Lesson Plan and then in ED.

Ms. Bonnie was The Ambassador’s stronger half, if not his better half.

“Ms. Bonnie” had a good memory and diverse other abilities. She honed these advantages constantly. Since childhood, she viewed the world as her classroom and every situation as a source of experience, an opportunity to expand her repertoire of practical skills. Soon, her proficiencies defied any resume to list them. Most of these talents had political uses, and politics, indeed, formed her chief interest and pastime. All other subjects bored her. She was the definition of a political animal. For such a soul as hers, it was an opportune time to be alive. She could recite verbatim almost all of the denunciatory rants of the Clinton and Bush years. They were catnip to her. She collected bumper stickers and managed to acquire “Lyin’ King” caricatures of both presidents. She sold handmade “Shoot Hillary First” henleys and “Shoot Cheney First” tie-dyes to grateful Hopkins students. She was especially fond of dissembling press secretaries and enjoyed rewatching the television broadcasts she recorded, showcasing George Stephanopoulos’s and Ari Fleischer’s finest performances. She was glued to cable talk shows. Not incidentally, she was also a fan of professional wrestling. Such programming wasn’t Ronnie’s cup of tea, and she tsk-tsked at his ignorance of how the real world worked, thinking Good thing he has me.

Even as Ronnie attained eminence in the Department of Education, he could do almost nothing—be it official or family business— without her permission. Soon it began to occur even to him that reliance on Bonnie no longer counted as wise policy, for it had ceased to be policy at all. To be sure, it had always been a good idea to refer matters to the omnicompetent Bonnie, but now the good husband had no choice. He was completely unmanned. What had begun as chivalrous deference had devolved into an abject dependence on wifely favor. No matter how slavish his condition, however, he still considered it proof of his own goodness. How charming he must have seemed to himself, as a latter-day Amadis of Gaul, with Bonnie as his Princess Oriana, “at whose slightest angry word heard by him—for such was his great fear of angering her—he would bury himself alive.” Thus did the willfully meek dream of inheriting the Earth. Paralyzed with fear, he read her countenance before committing himself to anything. He was attuned to her most subtle expression. When no sign of her approbation was manifest, his entire thought process shut down. The “I’m with Stupid” T-shirt might as well have been designed for him—or rather for Bonnie. At Martin’s Tavern in Georgetown, the head waiter knew to look at Bonnie whenever he asked, “And for you, sir?” (She always ordered him the catch of the day, to keep him from acquiring a favorite entree.) On those rare occasions when Bonnie was not at his side, Ronnie could only put off whatever decision was needed from him. “I’ll have to get back to you on that,” he always said.

Sometimes, Ms. Bonnie took on government functions in her own name, and no official—federal, state, or local—ever failed to obey her. Evidently, she’d come to expect free rein. She convened educational conferences, recognized meritorious teachers, and approved classroom technology. She awarded grants and promulgated pedagogical guidelines. Her signature was recognized in the White House. She could fire people or get them reassigned to other departments, subject to union rules. Management consultants took notice of the “Bonnie Juckman Method” of organizational control, lauding it as the best means known for compelling “robotic obedience” from any corporation or bureau. They began inviting her to address leadership seminars, and her talks drew huge audiences. On the strength of her formidable reputation, she became notorious as the true tyrant of Baltimore. (Desperate for any sort of notoriety, Baltimore embraced her, tyranny and all.) Together with her amiable ventriloquist dummy of a husband, Bonnie Juckman counted as the most significant political force to emerge from the city since Spiro Agnew. Her obsession with power was paying off. The Juckman family compound on Velvet Valley Way in the suburb of Stevenson was jokingly— and fearfully—referred to as the fourth branch of government. Alternating American flags and Department of Education banners lined the driveway. News networks often broadcast the power couple’s announcements from their front porch.

Bonnie and Ronnie bred quite a brood.

Ronnie Schloss and Bonnie Juckman had three sons, of whom the oldest was named Micah, and four daughters, of whom the second was named Marigold. The Juckman young received the best upbringing that money could buy. Naturally, they all attended Park School, where their parents sat on the board of trustees. All seven were petted by their teachers, giving each the outsized ego that such special attention always confers; but in the cases of Micah and Marigold, the spoiling went both ways, for the two children displayed such extraordinary self-assurance that their teachers felt graced by their presence in their classes. It was Micah and Marigold, Bonnie observed, who held the most potential for carrying on the Juckman legacy. The matriarch considered them equally scions, yet she would have done well to note certain differences in disposition. Although both children were indeed gifted and talented enough for the role Bonnie envisaged for them, Micah tended to think of the family as something that served him, while only Marigold viewed it as something she should serve. Understanding of this divergent reality would come too late for all concerned.

Marigold, who went by the name Goldie, was married to a man named Morgan Schwartzenberg, a second-generation lawyer with an ignoble face, whose every movement suggested a profound spiritual instability. How did Goldie end up with such a specimen? The marriage was arranged by Bonnie, who had proved to her own satisfaction that a strong woman could best project her power through a cipher of a husband; yet Goldie often wished that her mother had chosen a more appealing force multiplier than Morgan, for the man was utterly charmless. In fact, he was a philistine. He cared nothing for music or art. (Occasionally, he would give to the BMA or the BSO, just to get his name on the wall of donors, an admirable practice we shall see exemplified below.) He loved only cars and money, and when he spoke of either, he cackled and brayed and convulsed his body. His enthusiasms were measurable by the drool on his shirt. On those rare occasions when Morgan could be confined to a chair, his eyes darted left and right, like those of a rat. What beady peepers they were, one could not help but notice. His table manners, too, were rodential, and indeed the entire routine of his life amounted to one furry blur of nibbling, gnawing, pilfering, and peculating. Such a creature does not marry for love. He viewed his marriage into the Juckman family as a business venture, which of course it was. It was a political arrangement as well. The only difference between his conception of the union and Ms. Bonnie’s lay in the portentous question “Who benefits?” It sure wasn’t Goldie.

As for Goldie herself, she was a voracious reader and a skilled poet. She published a collection of simple romantic short verse, entitled Easy Lays, before graduating from college (Wesleyan, on the legacy plan); meanwhile, her literary intake was of such great volume that dozens of splayed-open hardbacks and paperbacks lay strewn about her desk and bed. Her taste, however, ran toward the modern rather than the classical, a preference which cut her off from received wisdom, even as it afforded her an advantageous familiarity with contemporary culture. This familiarity, at any rate, she put to good use. After a brief stint at a literary agency in New York, she returned to Baltimore and launched her own concern, called Secret Bookshelf, which specialized in YA trans ninja. It was a fortuitous choice of genre. Success came quickly, with the publication of her client KD Condor’s blockbuster, Tommy or Tammy? Either Way, I’m Gonna Cut Your Throat.

While still a girl, Goldie was happy and content to remain naturally plain. As she grew to womanhood, she became an unrivaled beauty. Her appeal was internal. Though she was always immaculately dressed and made up, it was her inviting smile that left the deepest impression. It conveyed an available loneliness, as though crying out “Complete me.” In the society pages of Baltimore Magazine, she invariably appeared without her husband. None regretted his absence. Any photographer’s attempt to capture such an incongruous couple would have broken his camera.

Goldie and Micah got along very well.

Goldie had always been very companionable with her brother Micah, and some said she indulged him in his willfulness. The siblings brought out the best and the worst in each other—or actually the best in the one and the worst in the other. In contrast to Goldie and Morgan, Goldie and Micah were photographed together quite often, resulting in a gallery of snapshots resembling prom pictures, each showing Goldie resplendent in the profoundest contentment and Micah exuding an impish self -satisfaction. Perhaps they represented nothing more than the attraction of opposites in nature. Goldie was a couple of years older and had begun hovering over Micah when he was a toddler. (Bonnie, of course, was too busy hovering over her husband.) She was always the selfless giver and Micah the accustomed receiver. The transactional imbalance suited them both and became ingrained in their daily lives. Well beyond childhood, they continued to eat and even bathe together. (How odd that “hungry” and “dirty” should carry such risqué connotations, for, as these feelings lead one to eat and to bathe, they result in satiety and cleanliness.) To accompany each activity, they sang songs from their father’s old record collection, remembered from before adolescence: As they spread cream cheese on each other’s bagels at breakfast, they chanted Prince’s “Starfish and Coffee”; as they lathered each other’s bodies in the shower before bed, they performed the Beatles’ “One After 909,” modifying one of its lines to “Only fool around, only fool around with me,” which they orchestrated in harmony to accentuate an especially sudsy climax. Goldie was a mezzo-soprano, Micah a baritone, although he could summon up a falsetto when the occasion demanded. The siblings’ marriages by no means constrained their intimacy, as Micah (with his bride) continued to live, and Goldie maintained her office, at Juckman Manor. Goldie was in no rush to go home to Morgan and often spent the night at Velvet Valley Way. The two-part harmony never stopped; the water bill remained hefty. Goldie and Micah hovered between innocence and guilt, for while neither was ashamed of their relationship before God, both anticipated being shamed, should the sinful world intrude upon their Edenic existence.

When they were discovered in the shower together by Micah’s wife, the former Danielle Caplan, it was the husband, Micah, and not the wife who waxed the more indignant. Micah’s wrath was proportional to the size of his erection. “Goddammit! Can’t a man get a little privacy?” he bellowed, making the great house shake. “Have I ever barged in on you in the shower?” Micah exiled Danielle to a guest bedroom. Whatever remained of his connubial sensibility went into exile as well. He texted her his whereabouts, expecting her to keep out of his way. She complied with his wishes and made herself scarce, even as the hope grew in her womb that Micah and Danielle— she could close her eyes and still see their wedding chuppah—would be brought back together; but as far as Micah was concerned, he and Danielle were kaput. He bided his time until she was giving birth to his child and then took the opportunity to poison her to death with arsenic. Micah had extracted the fatal substance (following instructions published on the internet) from ceramic glazes nicked from artist friends. He slipped it into her oxygen mask while the nurses were accompanying her to the bathroom for one final pee before her delivery. Returned to bed, and with the mask pumping the stuff into her nose and mouth, Danielle began hemorrhaging and went into convulsions; the baby didn’t survive her. The poison remained
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