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among the fallen leaves. Today she made her owy path,
bouncing this way and that way, vaguely keeping ar/eye out
for snakes. She found, in addition to various cophmon but:
pretty ferns and leaves, an armful of strange blue lowers with
velvety ridges and a sweetsuds bush full of the brown, fra-
grant buds. ‘

By twelve o’clock, her arms laden with gprigs of her find-
ings, she was a mile or more from home. Zhe had often been
as far before, but the strangeness of the/land made it not as
pleasant as her usual haunts. It seempéd gloomy in the little
cove in which she found herself./The air was damp, the
silence close and deep. :

Myop began to circle back tohe house, back to the peace-
tulness of the morning. It wgé then she stepped smack into
his eyes, Her heel becanye lodged in the broken ridge
between brow and nose/and she reached down quickly,
unafraid, to free herself It was only when she saw his naked
grin that she gave a liftle yelp of surprise.

He had been a tall'man. From feet to neck covered a long
space. His head lag beside him. When she pushed back the
leaves and layers/of earth and debris Myop saw that he’d had
large white tegth, all of them cracked or broken, long fin-
gers, and vefy big bones. All his clothes had rotted away
except soyfe threads of blue denim from his overalls. The
buckles ¢f the overalls had turned green.

Myop gazed around the spot with interest. Very near
wherg she'd stepped into the head was a wild pink rose. As
she/picked it to add to her bundle she noticed a raised
und, a ring; around the rose’s root. It was the rotted
mains of a noose, a bit of shredding plowline, now blend-
mg benignly into the soil. Around an overhanging limb of
a great spreading oak clung another piece. Frayed, rotted,
bleached, and frazzled—barely there—but spinning restlessly
in the breeze. Myop laid down her flowers.

And the summer was over.
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THE LIBERATION OF ROME -

A young woman named Amy Buleric sat in my office look-
ing down at her feet. [ figured someone had died, or maybe
she was having emotional problems, or was sick. I bolstered
myself for whatever horror or misfortune she might throw
my way. A colleague of mine forces students to bring in obit-
uaries when they claim a relative has died, but I think that’s
pathetic. I'd rather believe a student and risk being a fool
than become power-crazed. So I was bolstering myself
because I was afraid to hear what Amy Buleric was going to
tell me about the reason for her absence for the last three
weeks.

One time a student sent me a note, “Dr. Radlisch, I'm

~sorry I can’t finish the paper on Hannibal for you.” The next

day | learned the boy had killed himself—not because of my

~ paper, of course. He had problems I only found out about

later. He must have sent me that note out of a pitiful sense
of duty. Still, his words haunt me even today.

This young woman was fidgety, not looking at me, and so
| sat there patiently, waiting for her to find the courage to
tell me whatever it was that bothered her.

“Dr. Radlisch,” she said finally, her voice almost a whisper.
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“Take your time, Amy,” [ said, just as softly

She looked past me to one of my bookshelves *“Why do
you have that sign in your office?” - -

I sat up and turned around so quickly that a muscle
popped in my neck. The sign was hand-lettered, done by a
friend of my daughter, Claudia, who specializes in calligra-
phy for weddings. It reads, “If Rome be weak, where shall
strength be found?”

“It's a quote from the poet Lucan,” 1 said.

“Yes, I know,” she said, a bangled arm sweeping aside
her hair. She Jooked at me with what seemed suddenly like
defiance and contempt. “But why is it here? It’s ... like ...
propaganda.”

“I'm not sure 1 understand what you're saying, Amy,” 1
said. I sat back in my chair. My thoughts, my voice became
formal. “I thought we were here to discuss your ahsences,
any problems you’ve been having.”

I saw she was about to cry, so I stopped. “I mean,” I said,
softening my voice, “it’s hard to find a solution unless I know
what’s wrong. Still, I'm glad you stopped in here to talk. I
hate it when students simply disappear without a word.”

It was too late. She started to cry, and I could see this
was the last thing she wanted to do, that she was terribly
embarrassed. The tears ran down her face and she didn’t
make any move to wipe them away.

“] wanted to disappear,” she said, “but I couldn’t. | had to
confront you. That sign is my problem. Part of it anyway.”

“Confront me?” I said. I scooted my chair back an inch or
two,

“You've probably never had someone like me in one of
your classes, and so there was no one to challenge your
ideas.” .

“Ms. Buleric,” I said. “I teach Roman history. I don’t know
what you're talking about. I have no ideas to be challenged.
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I voice the ideas of the ancients with my tongue, their
accounts. I'm not sure where this is all leading, but I thought
we were here to talk about your absences.”

“I am here to talk about your lies,” she said.

I stood up. Amy Buleric didn’t rise from her chair and
leave as I expected she would. Here I'd thought she needed
my sympathy, my help, and she’d only come to accuse me of
telling lies.

I sat on the edge of my desk and folded my arms. “How
old are you, Amy" Nineteen. Twenty?”

“Twenty, she said.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“Someone needs to stop you from telling lies.”

T waved my hand at her. “Not that. I mean, why are you
in college?” I smiled to show I wasn’t her enemy. “Do you
feel that you know everything already? Or do you think that
college might just possibly, just on an outside chance, teach
you something—something that might even challenge some
of your old notions or the notions of your parents?”

“What about you, Dr. Radlisch?” she said, sitting up
straight in her chair. “Do you know everything already?
What about your old notions? Can they be challenged?”

“People say I'm open-minded,” 1 said, glancing at my
watch,

“T'm here to better my people,” she said, looking around
the office as though her people had gathered around her,

“Your people? Are you a Mormon?”

“No.™

“You're not ., ., [ mean, yo'u don’t look ...”

“I'm a Vandal, Dr. Radlisch.”

I put my chin in my hand. “A Vandal,” was all I could
manage to say.

“Part Vandal,” she said. “Over half.”

“You deface property?” I said.
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“Another lie,” she said. “Another stinking Roman lie.” She
spat on my carpet.

“You spat on my carpet,” I told her and pointed to it.

“I'm a Vandal, Dr. Radlisch,” she said. “If you only knew
the truth about us.” ‘ :

“Amy,” | said calmly. “I'm not doubting you, of course.
But what you're telling me is that you’re a Vandal. V-A-N-
D-A-L. Vandal. Like the tribe? The one that disappeared
from history in the sixth century A.D. when Belisarius
defeated them and sold them into slavery?”

“Pig,” she said. “Dog. Roman dung. Belisarius.” And she
spat again. ‘

“Please stop spitting on my carpet,” I asked her.

She nodded and folded her arms primly in her lap.

“And you're here in my office to set the record straight,”
I said.

“There isn’t any record, Dr. Radlisch,” she said. “That’s
the point. The Vandal tradition is entirely oral. We don’t trust
the written word. That was the way of the Romans. ‘Lies are
the province of Romans and writers.” That’s an old Vandal
proverb. The only record you have is the record of the

Romans. They tell you that we were a war-like people who -

invaded Gaul at the beginning of the fifth century. But that
was only because the Huns attacked us first. They drove us
out of the Baltic. And we didn’t attack the Gauls. We were
just defending ourselves! Then the Franks defeated us in
409 and we fled into Spain. We were only there twenty years
when a lying Roman governor invited us into North Africa
to establish an independent homeland on the ashes of
Carthage. We should have known better than to set up camp
in Carthage. The only reason we captured Rome was to stop
their oppression of us and other peoples who they had colo-
nized or destroyed. We didn’t sack Rome. We liberated it.”
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She knew her history. Or at least a version, one that I had
never heard before. ~
“And now you’re coming forward.”
113 L) L :
We've always been here,” she said. “You've never
noticed.” '
. 1 wanted to helieve her, but T was having a little difficulty,
So for the last fourteen hundred years...”
[ > ” .
Th:itt’s right,” she said. “Oh, we've intermarried some,
but we've kept our traditions alive.” She started to wail. Her
eyes were closed and her mouth was stretched in an unnatu-

- ral grimace. After a minute of this, she stopped, opened her

eyes, and wiped her brow.

“Birth song,” she announced,

“It’s very different,” 1 said. “Haunting.”

She seemed pleased that I'd said this. She bowed her
head. “For over a millenniim our voices have been silenced.
No one wanted to hear the Vandal songs. No one cared
though I suppose we were lucky. In some ways, we prefe;'
the world’s indifference fo its attention. As soon as you're
recognized, you're hunted and destroyed. So we waited. And
now we're back,”

My shoulders tensed and I rubbed my neck where the
muscle had popped. '
| “g‘l.lank you fo‘r coming forward,” I told her. “ know how
;{ii;ldltezl:;t n};)‘: ior you. 'm sure there are many things you

She smiled at me again and all the anger seemed to be

- gone. “About the paper that’s due?” she said.

“What?”

“Lies are the province of Romans and writers,”

Af‘ﬁrst I didn’t get it, but then I saw what she was telling
uuz. Oh, right,” I said. “I guess you can’t write it, can you?”

*No, I'm sorry,” she said.
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“No, don’t be sorry,” I said, reaching over and nearly
touching her shoulder, but not quite. “I understand. I under-
stand completely. It’s part of your tradition.” '

“The Vandal tradition,” she said. “Thanks, Dr. Radlisch. I
knew you’d understand.”

“That’s my middle name.”

“It 157"

“No, Amy. It’s just a turn-of-phrase.” -

“0h,” she said, and she smiled. She liked me now. I could
tell. '

But I felt saddened. I was so used to teaching my subject
a certain way. I had found a strange comfort in Lucan’s
quote, but now his question seemed unanswerable, at least
by me. “Where shall strength be found?” How was I going
to learn the new ways?

That night, 1 dreamed about my student who had killed
himself. He was accusing me of something. He told me I was
going to flunk out. I panicked and shot him. That was the
dream. Ludicrous, but when 1 awoke, it felt so real that I
nearly cried with relief. When I went to my office that day, |
almost expected to se¢ graffiti scrawled on the walls, “Death
to All Vandals.” But there was none. The walls were clean.
No one had defaced them. What’s more, Amy never showed
up in class again. On the final transcript beside her name
there was simply a blank, no “Withdrawn” as I'd hoped. It
was up to me. I didn’t know what to do. | couldn’t give her
an “A.” But T couldn’t flunk her. She knew her history. So I

settled on a “B.” But why had she stopped coming to class?

Was it me? I thought we understood one another now. As |
always told my students, they should come see me, no matter
what the problem, before they just disappear.

William Maxwel/l
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