
THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON
Solomon Perry entered the world in the early 1950s, destined for failure.
To  begin  with,  his  father  was  disgusted  with  his  name.  "That's  a  stupid  name,"  he  argued.

"Nonsense," his wife snorted. "Solomon was the smartest man in history." "It's a sissy name," he insisted,
"and no son of mine is gonna be called it." Then she got mad, and since she could be a real bitch when she
put her mind to it, he gave in. But he never expected much of the kid. And little Solomon, like most sons,
didn't want to disappoint his daddy.

Solomon's mother, though she had stood up for him, became disenchanted with her new toy when
she realized the diapers and the crying were not going to go away. Eventually she resigned herself to her
new role, but she was careful to keep Solomon their only child.

Solomon's parents both believed, if not in love, at least in discipline, and he grew up in fear of pain.
This came to include sports, and he was soon the clumsiest kid in the neighborhood. Naturally slender, his
lack of athleticism had little other physical effect on him. However, he became an easy target for local
bullies, and he learned to avoid conflict, accepting loneliness as the price for safety.

With no refuge inside his home, and no reason to go outside, it was little wonder that Solomon
turned to books for companionship and solace. Science fiction and fantasy were his earliest escapes, and his
collection of comic books became legendary. But his tastes became cosmopolitan, and his shelves, a literary
United Nations: Dickens rubbed shoulders with Dostoevsky; Milne and Milton and Melville kept company;
and Heinlein and Hesse and Haggard and Hawthorne sang happily discordant harmonies.

Given a choice, Solomon would have remained solitary and invisible. But this choice was taken from
him in  high  school,  when the  girls  who had once scorned him suddenly  saw him differently.  He was
painfully shy, a fact of which he was all too aware. But he had also become startlingly handsome, a concept
which had  never  dared  enter  his  mind.  This  was  an irresistible  combination.  He was  now drawn into
conversations with the girls in his classes, conversations which, for the most part, he didn't initiate. These
revealed an intellectual depth which furthered his mystique. More and more, his fellow students – of both
sexes now – turned to him for information, for advice, for a shoulder to cry on. He craved the attention, and
encouraged it by listening eagerly.

It was inevitable that Solomon would begin dating. It was also inevitable that his first date would be
a disaster. It was a school dance. He had the day right, and originally had the time right, too. She lived in an
apartment within walking distance of the school, so his father dropped him off at the address Solomon had
written down. But after staring at the huge, old, ivy-covered structure for a few minutes, he decided it
looked more like a grade school, and that he'd gotten the address wrong. He started walking, looking for
the right place. A cold and frantic hour later, he found a pay phone, only to discover that he had no change.
He might have stood there all night if someone hadn't called the phone booth by mistake. With the help of
that cooperative wrong number, he was soon talking to his erstwhile date, who informed him that the
"grade school" really was their building. After that, he was certain that the evening couldn't possibly get
worse, even though the corsage he'd brought clashed with her dress and he didn't know how to dance.

The evening wasn't a total loss. She had a sense of humor, and though they never went out again,
they remained friends. She introduced him to her own passion – drama. He'd read many plays, but never
considered acting. So he was pleasantly surprised when,  on his  first  audition for a school play (at  her
urging), he was given a part. Granted, it was small – Officer Brophy in Arsenic and Old Lace – but it was the
first  time  he'd  ever  been  accepted  for  anything.  He  threw  all  his  heart  –  and  gratitude  –  into  his
performance, and was rewarded with the part of the gentleman caller in The Glass Menagerie. He had found
his niche.

During his next three years, Solomon's popularity grew. Of course, some might say that the only
way to go from nothing is up, but Solomon had not yet learned to be cynical. He was still known primarily
as a "brain", but acting was beginning to give him self-assurance. His dates were still nothing exciting, but
at least they occurred a little more frequently now, and nothing truly disastrous happened during them.

Solomon  had  long  been  aware  of  romance  novels,  but  had  disdained  them.  Now  that  he  was
beginning to dabble in that world himself, however, they became his secret mistresses. Their clandestine
rendezvous took place late at night in his room in the dim light of a small bedside lamp, soon becoming



guilty pleasures. After a while, he turned to the novels of Henry Miller and Irwin Shaw, and from them to
soft-core pornography. He read these in fear and trembling, not only at what he was learning, but also at
the  possibility of parental discovery.  He didn't  know it,  but he'd already been found out. His mother's
reaction was predictable: hysterics, self-recriminations, and a vow to destroy every filthy book in his room.
His  father's  reaction  was  totally  unexpected.  In  a  rare  show  of  paternal  pride,  he  defended  his  son.
"Maybe," he said, "the kid's not gonna grow up queer after all." His refusal to back down put a new strain
on their marriage, but by now he was used to that.

Solomon's senior year in high school was, he decided, the best time of his entire life. He had a
steady girl friend, people to whom he could talk, and a triumph as Willy Loman in the spring play, Death of a
Salesman.  And he'd been accepted at a major West Coast university with a nationally respected theater
program. But his feeling of greatest success came that May when he broke up with his girl friend. Until
then, it had always been the other way around.

He  arrived  at  college  the  first  day  of  fall  semester,  1970,  with  his  favorite  books,  his  limited
wardrobe, and a fresh supply of fearful uncertainty. He had just begun to feel accepted in high school, and
this new environment was devastating. He spent his first week hiding in his dorm room, wondering what a
little twerp from the Midwest was doing in the Western Mecca of all would-be actors. However, his good
sense (and a volume of Hemingway) soon convinced him that if he wanted to survive, he must seize control
of his own life. And where better than here, where no one knew him and he could build his own persona?

So began Solomon's greatest acting challenge. He forced himself to lose his shyness and imitate the
popular people. He wore the right clothes, listened to the right music, and frequented the right hangouts.
He went out when he wanted to stay in, sought the crowd when he wanted to be alone, and sat up half the
night telling lies about his sexual conquests and drinking prowess when all he wanted was to lie in bed and
read a book. And, in time, his performance convinced even himself. He got properly drunk at parties and
vomited with the best of them, graduated from soft-core porn to the most explicit material he could find,
and experimented with much of  what he read.  He gorged himself  on pleasure  and popularity and the
approval of those he counted as his friends. And he hated every minute of it. His freshman year ended with
a plummeting grade-point average, a manic interpretation of King Lear, and a deliberate overdose.

As  with almost  everything else,  he  botched  his  own suicide.  However,  during his  recovery,  he
turned to philosophy, desperately devouring the works of the world's deepest thinkers. He journeyed with
the  likes  of  Plato and Socrates  and Bertrand  Russel and made side  trips  into  the  jungles  of  such less
conventional minds as Carlos Castenadas and Robert M. Pirsig. He was utterly fascinated, and when he was
released in time to sign up for sophomore year, he changed his major to philosophy – much to the relief of
the dean of the theater department, who still had nightmares of King Lear reciting Hamlet's soliloquy to a
very confused Cordelia.


