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All of the women whom I'd gotten to know during that epoch in my life had made their disappearances.  I decided it was a good time to take a break from the world.  I'd already saved up two-years-of-money.  I quit the job, moved into an inexpensive attic on the fringes of the suburbs, not far from farmland, puttered and made myself comfortable, cut my expenses way down, and I took a summer evening course in creative writing at the community college. The teacher, it turned out, Mrs. Mayfield, was beautiful. There were twenty students in the class, nine male, nine female, and two who hadn't yet decided.  The classroom was modern with hard linoleum floors, fluorescent lighting, a big green blackboard, and chairs with desk arms.


Pretty much all of us, I think, fell in love with Mrs. Mayfield at first sight.  She was, I reckoned, when she ran down her curriculum vita, a year or two younger than I, younger than most of us. She always wore a dress, understated and modest, expensive, I thought, stylish. Her hem line was always just beneath her knees.  She had wavy dark hair, which she always wore down, and that fell to her shoulders.  She sometimes wore sandals, but she often wore heels, as do women with really good legs to emphasize that they have really good legs, as did she.


She was, I calculated one night, subtracting the added height of the high heels, about five seven.  She was trim, and her fabric draped modestly, but from every angle there was the slope of something that suggested loveliness and purity.  She looked like a woman who would fit serenely into your arms if you took to the dance floor, and she had a grace in her movement, but, from time to time, when she was talking with energy, which, as always, was well controlled, she would drop her piece of chalk, which she always held.  That clumsiness only added to my image of a heart too full to be expected to be always attentive to the world outside her intellect.  So, she might stumble on the dance floor, confuse her steps, fail to follow.


Her hands were beautiful too, graceful and strong.  Sometimes, when she was listening, which she was often doing, she would softly place her hand on her cheek and tap her index finger on her cheek to the beat of our ramblings.  She had a fine smile, which she showed sparingly and at unpredictable times, and so it became obvious to me that she had her own internal story playing before her mind even while she taught us, and that her smile had been prompted when one of us had unwittingly struck upon some theme in her life or in her art that we had served to illuminate.


Her eyes were dark, greenish, always a little wet.  Her mouth was beautiful.  Her feet were beautiful.  Her complexion was beautiful.  All of her was beautiful.  She had just enough of a sense of her impact on us, or so it seemed, that her non-attention to the prettiness of her face was such that she could have played a demure, decorous, charming private eye in a movie or television show whose point was to remind us that pretty women could be brilliant.  When she was listening intently, her mouth would open slightly.  All of herself, it seemed, was open, but only slightly.


She was well bred, or had learned to appear so.  Occasional references to sexuality always caused her slight smile and a delicate backward movement of her head, and the efforts of the men, and of the women, to flirt with her, were parried with grace. Although she always carried her piece of chalk, she almost never wrote on the blackboard. When she did, she would often write only part of a word, like


S A L I N G E 



or H E M I N G W 




or S T R U C T U.  
I found myself sometimes staring at the chalk powder on her fingers.


Why she was teaching at the community college was something of a mystery.  She had a Ph.D. from Yale in comparative literature.  That meant that she was not only brilliant but tenacious.


In the first class, after apologizing for taking roll, she asked us what a story was.  Someone said that it was a fictional narrative with a beginning, middle, and end.  Something in her eyes shone, and her face filled with light.  "What would it be about?" she asked.


"Something that strikes you," someone said.


"Could be anything?"  She seemed to be thinking about her own question.


"Well," he said, "something out of the ordinary." 


She thought about it.  "I know what you mean.  I think I know what you mean.  But I'm trying to think of something that's in the ordinary."


Her voice was full of notes, and, when she was excited about the subject matter, which she then seemed to be, she exhibited her excitement by taking tiny steps forward and back and looking into the far, empty seats at the back of the classroom, for all of sat as close to her as we could.  Her voice then seemed to be tinged with longing for some distant perfection of life or for getting herself back to the art of writing.


There was no engagement ring.  Just the wedding band.  It was modest, tasteful, a ring of diamonds.  We decided, in our chats about her, she being the only subject, that her husband must be wealthy, and that she was teaching at the college in order to keep herself out of mischief or to pick up some extra spending money.  We all wondered what and who her husband could be, -- Mr. Mayfield.  All of us hated Mr. Mayfield, -- how dare he pluck this jewel before we'd had our chance at her.  All of us imagined him to be her perfect mate, -- rich, competent, mighty, and, of course, modest and pure.


***


To love her, it seemed clear, was to be in some sort of limbo.  So you can imagine my emotional preparations when it was my turn to meet with her in office hours, she having scheduled one-on-one for all of us.  Although I took my second shower of the day, I decided to go as I was, in my usual jeans and tee shirt.  It came to me as I hiked up my jeans that I should say nor do not a thing, -- not a double entendre, nor anything, -- to let loose the fact of how smitten I was.  I was certain that any such foray would be met with a deft deflection, and I would be left hating Mrs. Mayfield, which was something I had already pledged myself never to do.  I thought about rushing out and buying after-shave, which I had cast out of my life with all the other unnecessaries, but I decided to go to her office as I was.  


Her office was in the stacks on the top floor of the library.  When I arrived, her door was open, and she was sitting behind her desk.  She rose and shook my hand briefly.  Her hand was warm human flesh, and, what with my self-protective resolve to make no effort to seduce her, I thought that my brain went on fire at the touch but that nothing of my love had been revealed.  There had always been a scent in the classroom, something distant and flowery, and now I knew that it came from Mrs. Mayfield.  Her shining hair, as always, was shining on her shoulders, so that she, also, had come as she was.


Instead of her piece of chalk, she had a yellow pencil in her hand, eraser fresh, point sharpened, and my short story was on the desk.  The office was tiny.  She sat down at her desk, which was against the wall, and she offered me the chair at the side of the desk.  There were all sorts of papers piled, and the rows of her shelves above us were filled with her books.  Everything was orderly, and, luckily for her, the office had a window, and it was open to the evening.


"So," was her first word, followed quickly by, "I read your story."  She offered me the slightest smile, as if to say that, of course, I knew that, since my story was the purpose of our meeting, and that she had no choice but to say some words to get the ball rolling.  


I nodded.


"Let me say first of all, that you can write.  Your grammar is fine, perfect really, and as to technical things, appalled is spelled with two Ps, and that was a typo, I imagine?"  She looked at me.


"Typo," I said.


She nodded.  "I might also say that I think the plural of hate, when used as a noun, is hatreds, rather than hates, but that might be a matter of taste.  Other than that, as I said, you can write."  She looked at the business end of her pencil and then tapped it on her desk.  I thought that was her way of pausing to consider just what a grammatical and spelling mess some of the other student stories had turned out to be, and that that tiny tap of her pencil was her tiny permission to herself to remind herself just how difficult was the task that she had taken on.  That was the first indication I'd had that her life might not be perfect, but I reminded myself not to be emboldened, so I just sat.


"So I thought we could best spend our time looking at the flow of your story.  If it would be all right, I'd like to ask you what you think your story is getting at."


She looked at me.  Now, her mouth was softly closed.  I felt mine opening slightly, not knowing what to say.


"I know," she said, her eyes suddenly brightening, "it's a slice of life."


"Well ... yes."


"Well.  Lot's of energy."


"They're arguing," I said softly.


"Yes.  Yes yes.  Kind of a death knell to the relationship.  They say some hurtful things.  Are they yelling?"


"They'd have to be."


"Yes.  You hear a lot of this sort of thing on the television now.  Words as bullets.  All the stops gone."


"Well."


"Some of the things they said to each other.  They'd be difficult to take back."


"Death knell, as you said."


She smiled softly.  "Some of your one liners are good.  Please be so kind as to tell it to your muvva.  That's funny.  I laughed.  Did you want the reader to laugh there?"


"It would be okay with me."


She tapped her pencil.  "It's a wonder that Mariel didn't laugh, didn't take a breather from the fray.  You made her bright enough."


"She's in the death knell."


"True."


"Maybe she'll laugh later," I suggested.


"Maybe she will.  We don't know much about these two."


"Short story," I tried to explain. "Starts in the middle of things."


She tapped her pencil.  "You know, though, if you take out the really cruel stuff, you know, I don't think that Mariel would really tell Tom about his inadequacies in bed.  Not even then.  Look," she pointed to the page and read, "I really think that you ought to know that I actually exist.  That doesn't sound like the same Mariel.  And when Tom says, Well maybe it's not a clash of values, maybe it's some deeper difference, well, that doesn't sound like something that he would ... scream.  It sounds like something circumspect.  How do you hear him saying that?  Is he yelling?  At that moment?"


"I didn't say.  I guess I wanted to keep the story rolling, you know, not stop for stuff, just keep the dialogue rolling."


"Well, I sort of wonder about his tone of voice at that moment.  If he says it softly, circumspectly, maybe there's a chance for these two.  The hurtful stuff, his nasty comments about her toilette, I wonder, if you take them out, you might have more of a story."  She looked into her own lights.  "Well, I think it's a good start.  I'll be anxious to see what you do with the next one.  Thank you for this."


She looked at her pencil point, then tapped it three times on the desk, and I slid off my chair and backed out of her door and turned into the stacks.  One of the other students, a mid-twenties tall blond marketing manager in her business suit, was walking toward me, and we both lowered our eyes as we passed each other in the musty lane.


***


When the class next gathered, everyone seemed to be in a state of quiet dismay.  It was as if I was in a room of twenty people, all of whom had just had their hearts broken.  Mrs. Mayfield arrived a few minutes late.  She entered talking.  She had a bandaid on her elbow.  She said that she wanted to say something about how Salinger had said so much with so little, how he used dialogue so deftly, and she said that she wanted us to know that she had wondered about all of our tutorials, and that, for every one of us, it had occurred to her, she had suggested that we leave something out.  She took her little back and forth steps as she stared at the empty back of the room, and she wondered aloud whether she was being fair, but that she had given us her take on things, and she wanted us to know that we should be our own bosses, but that she had given, as she'd said, her take on things.  One of us asked her why she had the bandaid, and she smiled and waved her hand in front of her face softly and briskly, as if to assure us that that particular silly story was not worth her taking our time.


She told us that she wanted each of us for our next venture into literature to write a haiku, a seventeen syllable creation, an observation, dense.  She read us several examples.  One sentence, she said, make it a sentence, subject and verb, grammatical.  She pointed to the sky with her lovely finger when she said the word grammatical.  Look up spelling if you have to, she said, as softly as she could.  "So," she smiled.  "Don't blame it on me.  Form.  It's the nature of the form.  You've got to pare it down."


***


Boredom you not with the impossibility of that effort, sweat.  The heaps of discarded paper.  When I arrived at the next tutorial, this time following the scent of her through the stacks and into her office, my haiku was on her desk.  She smiled her slight smile and pointed at the words on the piece of paper as I took my seat.


The band was aided by the juices of the pear, rapt in silence.

"It's sixteen syllables," she said, a question in her eyes.


"The seventeenth syllable is the silence."


"I see.  And the reference to the bandaid, and the pun of pear?  From `pare it down'?  Intentional?"


I nodded.


"What about the pun on pair?"  She wrote the spelling down. 


"Hadn't thought of it."


"How about," she wrote on my paper,  


Aided by the juices of the pair, the band was wrapped in silence.

"Uh huh," I said.


She tapped her pencil.  Her wedding band caught a glint of light and the diamonds sparkled.  She saw me look at it. "Whatever happened to Mariel and Tom?" she asked.


"Still thinking about them."


"Okay.  Good work."


***


 In the next class, the mood was brighter all over.  When she came in, we all looked at each other.  As if her wedding band was an icon of our days, as if we had all come to know that this was our life now, there was, with her slight tan, an empty narrow band of skin where the diamond band had been.  She told us that she wanted us to return to our first stories.  If she was different in her mood at all, it might have been that she seemed slightly more distracted.  When she saw all of us looking at her empty marriage finger, she made her little wave, as if to assure us again that the story of that was not worth our bother.


***


That very night, I went to a bar, in the mood for no crap at all, and got into the only fight of my adult life, in which I took blows to the face, but, all in all, drunk but standing, I thought I gave as good as I got.


***


Thus there were bruises on my forehead and cheekbone as I sat down at her desk, my new story of Mariel and Tom underneath her tapping pencil.  She looked at my bruises.  Her face was empty of tone, just her beauty, but, still, she tapped her pencil more, I was sure, than usual.


"They're still fighting," she said.


"Talking," I suggested.


"So, we find out that Tom wanted to give up his career to write, and she wouldn't have it.  Was that the clash of values?"


"I would think."


"And, of Tom's earlier suggestion that it might be deeper than that, something other than a clash of values ...?"


"I really didn't know what I meant by that, when I wrote it.  I really don't know, still."


"I'd like to think he was making sense.  Some kind of sense.  It's hard to speak without making some kind of sense.  The clash of male and female?  Maybe that?"


"Something more particular, I think?"


"Something in their natures?  Their particular natures?"


"Something more like that."


"Do they have to fight about it?"


"They seem to."


"Are they stuck with each other?  Stuck?"


She didn't wait for me to answer.  She rose and scanned her shelves.  All in an instant, she slipped a volume from its nook and opened it deftly to the page and portion that she was looking for.  It was Conrad's Heart of Darkness.  She ran her eyes down the page, but, instead of reading to me, she looked up at me from under her eyebrows.


"Okay, how'd you get the bruises?"


"How'd you get the bandaid?"


She glared at me.


***


In our last class, she appeared with dark sunglasses.  I liked the fact that she didn't try to pretend that the black eye wasn't there, that she hadn't skipped the class.  


"Can't you get a restraining order?" one of our lawyers cooed.


I thought that she was stiffly holding back tears.  She pointed at me.  "Do you think, for even one moment, that we like your boyish bouts?"


"Some of you seem to."  I took my breath.  "I guess some of you don't.  We'd like it if you understood our boyish bouts.  You want us to understand you, don't you?"


She stared into the vast empty space at the back of the room.  She started to, but she didn't take her little steps.  "Oh, damn it all," she said, almost in a whisper, "I'd hate it if love turned out to be one of my hatreds."


A portly, sweet man named Brighton started to get out of his seat as if to go to comfort her, but he stopped himself.


"Maybe you're right," I said.  


"About?"


"I'm not sure."


"But you think we're allowed to insist on being alive?"


"I do."


"Alive?" she insisted.


"I said.  Mariel said as much."


She breathed a sigh.  She smiled sadly.


After the class, Peggy, the marketing manager, Brighton, and I, hung back and sat with Mrs. Mayfield while she puttered with her papers.  We walked her out to the parking lot.  I scanned the pavement, my hands in my pockets.  She said she thought that she'd better find her car by herself.  Peg told her that she should know that all of us loved her.  Brighton nodded.  I nodded.  My hands were fists in my pockets, a silent tantrum, as if, by clenching them, I could prolong her departure.


She apologized if she had contaminated our spirits.  She squeezed Brighton's hand.  She smiled at Peg.  She told me that she knew a woman who I might like, but I shook my head.  She told us that she'd found a dog at the pound.  She said that she was a sweet old mutt bitch, leash trained, shaggy,  housebroken.  She was wearing sandals that night.  She said that her first name was Emily, which we all knew.  


*******  
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