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“Did you see it?” 

“See what?” 

“The flag.” 

Billy Wright was still sore from taking the business 

end of a lacrosse stick full on his left shoulder the day be-

fore. That, and having been up nearly all night working on 

his project for the library contest. This morning had come 

too soon and he was in no mood for games. “What flag?” 

Sal Torcelli slammed his breakfast tray to the table, 

making Billy wince. Sal reached for ketchup to douse his 

hash browns, then mixed them with a pile of scrambled 

eggs. 

Yuck, Billy thought. He missed the way his mom made 

eggs. The bacon here was terrible, too. “What flag?” he 

said again, trying not to look at Sal’s plate. 

His friend’s mouth was full. “I was out for a run,” Sal 

managed to gasp, between swallowing the first gulp and 

washing it down with chocolate milk. His glass hit the table 

with a crack. “Can you believe they let us eat as much as 

we want here?” Sal scratched his head, making curly hair 

spring out. He stabbed a sausage and bit off one end. “I 

love this place.” 
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“Flag?” Billy prompted, still fascinated by how much 

and how fast Sal could eat. 

“Yeah.” Sal spoke while chewing, like Billy’s little 

brother. “I went out to run, and saw a couple kids standing 

around over by Larburg. I asked what was going on, and 

they just pointed. You gonna eat that?” He pointed to the 

remaining half of a raisin bagel on Billy’s plate. It was al-

ready covered in cream cheese. 

Billy shook his head. The bagel was stale, and even 

toasted it had no flavor. His knew this place back home 

with terrific bagels. 

Sal smeared jam from his own plate onto the white sur-

face. 

“Sal?” 

“Sorry, man. I haven’t eaten since last night and I ran 

like eight miles this morning.” He lifted a second glass of 

chocolate milk. “It was black, with this white insignia.” He 

held two fingers up behind his head. “Bunny ears.” 

Billy frowned. 

“Bunny ears?” Sal said. “White, on a black back-

ground? That doesn’t ring any bells?” 

“Should it?” 

Billy watched Sal’s Adam’s apple bob as he finished 

the second glass without breathing. “Were you born Bap-

tist, and never been outside?” he asked Billy once he’d 

downed the milk. 

His friend did not reply, but Sal’s description was 

close to the mark. 

Sal reached over and poked Billy’s forehead with his 

index finger. “It’s a Playboy flag,” he whispered. “You re-

ally don’t know?” Not waiting for a reply, Sal hurried on. 
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“Anyway, I got a picture.” He pointed at the phone next to 

his plate. “Gonna post it soon as I’m done with breakfast.” 

 

 

“You saw it, Liv?” 

The young woman frowned. “No, but I heard. You?” 

she asked the boy who had walked up from behind and 

fallen into step with her. They were heading to a PE class at 

the Field House. 

“Totally cool,” he said. 

Liv did not reply. She dug hands deeper into the pock-

ets of olive khakis and walked faster.  

“Not cool?” the boy asked, adjusting his gait to keep 

up. 

She stopped, whirled, glanced over his shoulder and 

then back into his face. “Brady,” she said. “It was off the 

hook, except for one thing.” 

He searched the ground before returning her stare. She 

had great eyes. 

“It wasn’t us.” 

 

 

Phil Washer about ripped the door of the portable from its 

hinges when he blew inside the cramped space with all the 

fury of Hurricane Agnes. “You know anything about this, 

Harsdale?”  

Kip wadded paper towel to mop coffee from the top of 

his gray metal desk. Phil Washer’s outburst had ended with 

a fist slam that rocked an inch of the java out of its mug. 

Kip peeled a report sopping with brown liquid from the 
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desk, and dropped it into the waste basket. Good thing he 

had the file on his hard drive. 

“The flag?” Kip asked. 

“Of course the flag, you, you—” Washer sank into the 

plastic chair next to Kip’s desk. Its orange surface glowed 

behind Phil’s rumpled green uniform. As the head of 

UDays’ Buildings and Grounds department, Phil Washer 

was proud of that uniform, and usually it was crisp and 

spotless. He required all his employees to wear one, and 

expected a similar appearance even from those who worked 

on the lawns and gardens. Kip Harsdale, who technically 

was under him, had a special exemption from the uniform 

due to the fact that his job dealt more with people than with 

things. Theirs was an uneasy alliance. 

Phil held his face in his hands. “I’m sorry, Harsdale. 

Don’t know what got into me there. Not your fault. It’s just 

that since about six this morning, my phone’s been ringing 

nonstop. I’ve had the provost on me—that guy has to be the 

first person on campus most days. Somebody from dining 

services, too. One of the trustees even called, to tear me a 

new one.” He rubbed bloodshot eyes with thick fingers. “A 

flag,” he muttered. 

“Yeah, but—” Kip began. 

“I know. A Playboy flag. Not exactly standard issue 

for a Christian liberal arts college.” A tiny smile began to 

grow on his badly shaven face, but it quickly disappeared. 

“We took it down pronto. Had one of my guys up there be-

fore the campus woke up and we got it. It’s in a bag, in my 

desk drawer now. We’re gonna burn it later today.” 

“Any ideas how it got there?” Kip asked. 
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Phil Washer’s head sank again. “Building’s locked, 

so’s there no good way to get that high.” He reached into 

his pocket. “But we did find this.” Phil tossed a metal ring 

on Kip’s desk. “It was fastened to one of the railings next 

to the cupola.” 

Kip picked it up, turned the ring over. “A carabineer,” 

he said. “Climbers?” 

Washer nodded. “Right now, that’s the only clue I got. 

But no telling how long it’s been up there.” He rubbed the 

stubble on his chin. “Time to time, we got students here 

like to climb. You remember that one crew, couple, three 

years ago?” The maintenance man’s voice trailed off. “Had 

that kid, Miller? Murphy?” 

“Muffraw,” Kip said. “They said he’d climbed every 

building on campus.” 

“Yeah, Muffraw. Weird name. I guess it’s possible 

there’s more like him, wanting to do that, but so far, I ain’t 

heard of none.” He raised his head to stare at Kip. “You 

better keep an eye peeled.” 

“Sure thing.” Kip handed the carabineer back to his 

boss. “By the way, nobody got a picture of that flag, right?” 

Kip asked. 

Phil bolted upright in the plastic chair, making it 

squeak. “Wh, what do you mean?” 

“No students out there, with cameras, or phones, right? 

Did you see anybody else when you were going to get it?” 

Phil grimaced, gasped. “Well, sure, we passed a few 

kids on our way into Larburg, but they wouldn’t have— 

You don’t think—” The head of B & G leapt from his chair 

flew out the door without finishing either sentence. 
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Algebra for Dummies. The official name—the one that ap-

peared in the catalog of courses—was Introduction to Math 

Concepts, but on campus it was known as Algebra for 

Dummies. Students who had flunked math in high school, 

or had managed to ignore it altogether on account of a 

commitment to sports or the arts, were required to take and 

pass this class as a part of their liberal arts education. 

Lauren sighed. She would much rather teach differen-

tial equations to juniors or lead a senior seminar on Gödel. 

Or better yet, to be supervising dissertations of grad stu-

dents. Batting away memories of her days at Princeton, she 

inserted a fresh piece of chalk into its metal sleeve. Lauren 

liked the feel of this simple tool. Anachronistic to be sure, 

when screens, computers, and graphic interfaces were read-

ily available, but she preferred low tech and old school. 

Why should farmers be the only ones whose labors made 

their hands dirty? 

It was that penchant for the old ways that drew Lauren 

and her husband Marc to University of Days. Both longed 

for a simple, quiet life, where they could do their work, 

read their books, and grow organic vegetables. Marc had a 

decade of fourteen hour days in a Manhattan skyscraper 
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from which to recover, and she had never acclimated to the 

urban hardscape. They had been married for just under four 

years; he was much older than she.  

Both held academic degrees. His JD had opened doors 

into offices that welcomed his analytic abilities and gradu-

ally dulled his soul. That work had also paid the bills, in-

cluding tuition at NYU, where Marc managed a PhD in so-

ciology studying nights and weekends. Hers was in applied 

mathematics, from the ivy-covered buildings in New Jer-

sey. They had met at a church function while she was doing 

a post-doc in the City, nerds drawn together by a mutual 

fascination with the arcane. Almost instantly, the two were 

as inseparable as crackers and Cheez-Whiz. 

“Dr. Mifflewhite?” A first year interrupted her revelry. 

Waves of hair dyed the color of dandelions framed his face. 

Purple shirt, untucked; green pants; scuffed Birks. His 

glasses had thin lenses and thick black frames. She guessed 

drama major. “We had a question about number eight.”  

The students were working in groups. Lauren stood 

back from the board to check the slant of her writing. It ran 

slightly uphill, which meant a good mood, right? She 

tucked a strand of blond hair behind one ear, leaving a faint 

dust mark at her temple. Adjusting her wire rims, she 

turned, then wove through a jumble of chairs and desks to 

reach the puzzled young people. A petite frame had its ad-

vantages. 

The windows were open; heavy machinery outside was 

tearing up lawns to get at underground pipes. A musty odor 

floated in on a breeze. It turned acrid in the room, causing a 

loud groan from students near the outer wall. One rose to 
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tug at the sash of the wooden-frame windows. But the 

smell caught Lauren, flung her back to Ethiopia. 

She had traveled to East Africa with her husband last 

spring. She and Marc went with a score of students on a 

cross-cultural experience Marc was supervising for UDays. 

He liked to travel; the law firm he had worked for in New 

York sent him to Europe and Australia at least twice a year, 

each. Lauren for her part had never left the Northeast, much 

less the country; it was one of the differences between 

them. When Marc explained that his department was en-

couraging cross-cultural experiences for students and that 

he’d be able to lead one, she had needed to apply for her 

first passport.  

During the months leading up to the trip, Lauren had 

been apprehensive. For Marc’s sake, she tried to mask her 

reluctance about leaving home; she tried to draft behind his 

enthusiasm. He was sensitive, a good buffer between her 

and worry.  

The first leg of the journey, between Jacksonville and 

Amsterdam by way of Miami, had been smooth. She and 

Marc toured the Dutch city before a few hours’ sleep in a 

quaint B&B, and the next morning, when she boarded the 

plane for Addis, her spirits lifted. The skies were clear, and 

she tracked their progress on a monitor fixed to the seat in 

front of her. They landed, had their passports stamped, and 

then walked through customs. The guide who would ac-

company them during their stay met them outside. 

Visiting a village near that lake further south had been 

instructive, even the hut. They’d been asked in for coffee, 

which Marc drank. He hadn’t minded the rancid butter they 

used for flavor, but Lauren couldn’t get past the first sip. 
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There were goats penned inside the hut; the smell made her 

light-headed. Marc had finished her coffee. 

Back in the city, she enjoyed the tour by van. Hearing 

about believers who had worshiped in secret during the 

time of occupation half a century earlier had stirred her 

spirit, brought into sharp relief how very different her expe-

rience with church had been. She had wondered whether 

she would have the courage and the fortitude to last when 

the government was not favorable. 

They sampled wot in a local restaurant, and she had 

liked the thick stew. No flatware came with the meal, 

though. Instead, they dipped into the mixture of meat, gra-

vy, potatoes, onions, and carrots with pieces of tangy flat 

bread. Injera, they called it, made with flour that turned the 

bread grey. A bout of dysentery brought worries to the sur-

face again, but Marc said that such illness was common. He 

had brought drugs that worked wonders.  

On the final weekend of their trip, they had taken stu-

dents to an outdoor market. The group would be leaving 

before dawn Monday morning, and her husband thought 

they needed time to buy mementos and gifts for people 

back home. He and their guide arranged taxis so they could 

all get to the market; Marc told them to stay in groups as 

they roamed the stalls there.  

The colors, sounds, and smells resembled what she 

remembered from rare Saturdays she and Marc spent 

among the open-air stalls in Queens, but the language was 

different, the writing on signs and packages undeciphera-

ble. Lauren had clung to her husband’s sleeve, uneasy in 

this bustling place. She wore a hat against the sun. A col-

lection of bright baskets had caught her eye, so she let go 
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for a moment to investigate. But when she turned to ask 

what Marc thought about a woven platter, he was gone.  

She had pulled off her wide-brimmed hat. Scanning the 

crowd, she saw no sign of her husband or any students. 

Should she stop, stand still, and wait for Marc to return, or 

try to find him? So many people milling around. Scarves 

and shirts flapped from lines strung like vectors above her. 

A woman selling peanuts clamored for her attention. Open 

burlap bags of coffee toasted the air, made it thick enough 

to taste. She knew no Amharic. Lauren had decided to risk 

searching for her group. Surely it would be difficult to hide 

so many people from America. 

Slipping between stalls, Lauren found herself on an 

empty sidewalk where, moments later, she was surrounded 

by children. One pressed close, staring at her with wide, 

dark eyes. The whites were tinged by yellow; there was 

dark fuzz above his upper lip. High forehead; short, thin 

hair. No acne. The boy, as tall as she, drew a hand from his 

pocket. It held a syringe which he waved in her face. 

“Dollars,” he said, his voice high, squeaky. 

Lauren had nearly fainted. She backed up, but bodies 

kept pressing against her. Nowhere to go, like being 

trapped in an elevator. A prayer? Then strong hands were 

gripping each arm, pulling her through the flock of chil-

dren, away from the boy. It was Marc, with their guide on 

her other side. Children scattered like birds off a sand bar 

and she’d collapsed against her husband’s chest, sobbing. It 

had seemed a strong reaction, even then.  

But later that evening, Marc had told her about a con-

versation with missionaries who ran the guest house in Ad-

dis. “Kids roam the streets, looking for tourists,” he said. 
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“They swarm a person or small group, saying their syringes 

hold infected blood infected with the AIDS virus. People 

are scared, as you might expect, so they hand over their 

money.” 

 Both she and Marc had been unable to decide if the 

children were terrorists or just desperate. Part of her was 

sympathetic, but she spent the rest of that weekend in the 

hotel. Marc had not signed on to lead another group this 

spring. 

“Dr. Mifflewhite?” 

Lauren shook her head, rubbed her ear, tuned in once 

more to the sound of diesel engines surging and metal 

scraping against stones and dirt outside. The student’s 

voice registered, too. She was in America, at work, less 

than ten miles from the house where she lived. Marc sat in 

his office across the wide brick walk, very near. Later that 

evening they would be having dinner together. Grilled 

chicken, mashed potatoes, roasted vegetables, salad, and 

pie made of blueberries she’d frozen. 

An answer was expected.  
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“There are no stupid questions.” 

It was part of his boilerplate, a line he used in the pre-

amble to each course, and which he repeated as the term 

progressed. He used it now, to cajole a group of students 

reluctant to voice their ideas or reservations. But even as 

Claudio said this, another part of his brain protested. 

Of course there are—you encounter them every day. 

The students in this room, members of the administration, 

one or another of the trustees: all of these ask stupid ques-

tions often.  

Fine. Stupid questions exist. But why? Because people 

are stupid? 

That’s unkind, uncharitable. 

But accurate. How else to account for what passes as 

political discourse in the media? How else to explain the 

decorating schemes in houses you visit, or the food you are 

required, in order to be polite, to eat? 

Claudio needed to concentrate on those seated in the 

lecture hall. Eager, bored, resigned, impatient—Claudio 

could read their faces as easily as the German monographs 

piled on the shelves in his office. Attending out of duty, 

punching the clock that would eventually spit out a diplo-
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ma. Very few were there to learn, and those probably came 

because he was famous.  

Was famous. Claudio frowned at how the past tense 

created a double entendre.  

My best days are behind me. The daily mantra scrolled 

across the insides of his eyelids, seared into permanence 

there after endless repetition. Each morning began with this 

affirmation, as Claudio stared into a bowl of oatmeal or a 

plate of fried eggs, black beans, and rice. Ordinary. Boring. 

Over. Another day of sliding down the Bell curve.  

“Dr. Knox?” 

Claudio was fiddling with the knobs of the projector, 

trying to sharpen the focus of an image on the screen.  

“Miss, ah, Keller, is it? Yes?” 

“Isn’t that Jan Hus?” 

Not a stupid question. The screen showed leaping 

flames engulfing a figure bound to a stake, and not Martin 

Luther nailing his 95 theses to the Wittenburg door. Had all 

of today’s slides been from last week’s lecture? Que lasti-

ma.  

  

 

Adopted by good Christians who had taken pity on the 

plight of Nicaragua, Claudio had come to the United States 

as an infant to join a suburban family. His dark skin set him 

apart from the fair-haired Scots who took him in, a fact 

children in school spoke about often. Claudio had been 

called Brian then, and did not understand why he was the 

object of so much attention. 

Claudio’s adoptive parents put him in Little League 

and sent him to soccer camp, but he was slight and slow 



96 
 

and had no patience for the tedium of practice, no respect 

for the strategies volunteers and coaches required him to 

learn. Using a chalk board to make clear the pros and cons 

of his connection to athletics, he managed to convince his 

parents to release him from the after-school boredom and 

humiliation.  

“Can’t I go the library instead?” he had asked. That 

had tipped the balance. 

He kept to himself for the rest of middle school, de-

vouring Tolkien and Lewis at home, and discovering Ayn 

Rand and Ray Bradbury at the county library.   

In high school, he entered the science fair, bringing 

home prizes at the local and then the state contests. Success 

at the national level meant a scholarship. Carnegie 

Mellon’s offer had been the most generous, and its program 

compatible with his interests, so he enrolled there.  

Brian changed his name to Claudio during college. A 

professor had explained the protocol for a journal article: as 

lead researcher, she would be first author, but her student 

could also be credited. For a young man who had been con-

templating ways to identify with his birth country and fami-

ly, this paper nudged him into action. 

The judge was courteous but uninterested, and among 

Claudio’s few friends at college, none other than Sofia 

commented. He had met Sofia at the school’s chapter of 

Campus Crusade; they were among the handful of students 

of color in the group. Sofia was from Morocco, and upon 

coming to school in the States, she had drifted from the re-

ligion of her family into the arms of the Church. She was 

pre-med, a year behind Claudio. They married the summer 

he graduated but lived apart until Sofia completed her de-
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gree, since Claudio’s graduate study took him to Chicago. 

He loved the work, but the weather made him miserable. 

Sofia applied for and was accepted to med school at 

Northwestern, allowing them to share a cramped apartment 

while each studied or attended class. Sofia was ready for 

her internship after four more years. By then, Claudio had 

earned his doctorate in particle physics. He did a post-doc 

at the Fermi lab in Batavia and for fun cobbled together a 

master’s degree in divinity by taking classes at several of 

the Chicago area’s seminaries. He was surprised to discov-

er how much that field of enquiry energized him.  

A residency in Atlanta for Sofia allowed Claudio to 

pursue theology more aggressively. He enrolled at Emory 

and earned a second doctorate, writing his dissertation on 

the sociological milieu of the Cappadocian community. 

Claudio’s paper created a stir. Armed with glowing reviews 

from specialists who grasped the implications of his in-

sights about the grounds for the wide influence Basil and 

the two Gregorys enjoyed, he sent out résumés and inter-

viewed for positions. In a glutted market, the only firm of-

fer he received was for a one-year lectureship in Wisconsin.  

Claudio and Sofia decided on Florida instead. Follow-

ing her residency, Sofia had found a clinic there searching 

for a general practitioner; she had applied and been hired. 

Claudio retooled his dissertation for publication and taught 

Physics at community college while Sofia spent her days 

and every other weekend stitching wounds, doling out pre-

scriptions for influenza, and urging middle-aged men to get 

colonoscopies. She and Claudio avoided conversations 

about the mountain of debt they had incurred. 
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At a conference in the fall, Claudio learned about an 

opening at University of Days. It was a school without rep-

utation, which, he thought, was not all bad. At least it was 

not known as a sinkhole. They offered a two-year contract, 

and the twice weekly commute took him nearly two hours, 

each way. He used the time to study Spanish.  

When that contract ended, he renewed for another two, 

as a full-time adjunct. Part way into his fourth spring term 

at UDays, Sofia contracted measles from one of her pa-

tients. Expert care and close monitoring brought her 

through danger, but the baby she had been carrying suc-

cumbed. 

Loss like this often splintered families, drove couples 

apart. For Claudio and Sofia, the opposite was true; they 

only had each other. Sofia’s family was distant, geograph-

ically, but also relationally, as they could not abide her de-

parture from the family faith. She had not seen her parents 

or siblings since her graduation from college.  

Claudio’s connection with his adoptive family was also 

tenuous, for different reasons. Since the Knox home con-

tinued to be a portal for infants and children abandoned and 

in need of foundations, his North American parents were 

over-subscribed. They had been fostering children for dec-

ades and had insufficient means to keep up with those who 

passed successfully into adulthood. Claudio knew they 

cared; Mama Knox always scribbled a line or two on her 

Christmas letter, and never let a birthday pass unheralded. 

But they were not actively engaged in what had become 

important to him. 

Sofia found a clinic in Brunswick eager for her exper-

tise. She and Claudio moved to a bungalow where they 



99 
 

could hear and smell the sea. On weekends when Sofia 

wasn’t seeing patients and Claudio wasn’t grading papers, 

they walked the beach holding hands. They invited friends 

for Saturday evening burritos or falafels and hymns by 

candlelight around the piano. They tried, unsuccessfully, 

for another child. 
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On the Friday before Thanksgiving, Ginger had Tammy 

install a student intern at the receptionist’s desk and then 

herded her full-time staff to the conference room on Lar-

burg’s third floor. They would settle in here for the day, not 

leaving for anything other than calls of nature; cell phones 

would ring straight to voice mail and Ginger had brought 

the room’s only computer. Dining services had their orders 

and would deliver meals and snacks. Fresh urns of coffee 

would replace those they drained before lunch. Ginger 

Lydell’s grandfather had been with the infantry in France; 

she knew an army ran on its stomach. 

Now, with the sun touching tops of the trees on the far 

side of the Lake, Ginger sat at a table strewn with mugs, 

glasses, pencils, uncapped pens, crumpled napkins, half-

eaten donuts, and paper. Reams of paper. Hard copies of 

the exam schedules for the end of fall semester had been 

passed to each of her staff in the registrar’s office at the be-

ginning of this semi-annual session, and those once pristine 

pages now were covered in ink and graphite. But once 

again they had climbed Everest, plumbed the Mariani 

trench, grabbed the brass ring, belled the cat. She had a 

schedule that accommodated every professor’s exam, con-
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flicted with but a handful of students (none of whom were 

graduating seniors) and did not require any faculty member 

to come on the Friday before Christmas break.  

Holding the remaining third of a cruller in one hand, 

Tammy grinned. “Nice goin’, boss. I think we done done 

it.”  

The work might have been done with a computer, and 

would have at a bigger, richer school, but Ginger didn’t like 

small screens for large tasks. Besides, the programs tended 

to develop bugs at inopportune times, and the IT guys 

weren’t always available at the moment she needed them. If 

only, Ginger thought at this time of year: bigger displays, 

better support, fewer—. She stopped the mental listing. 

Complaining wasn’t going to change her world. 

“Someone will hate this, I’m sure,” Ginger replied. Fi-

ne, a little complaining, but just today. Still, by and large, 

she was pleased. Let students come with their implausible 

excuses about needing to leave campus early so could they 

please take an exam on Monday instead of Wednesday. 

Bring on faculty whining about having to wait until Thurs-

day before giving an exam which would make turning in 

grades by Monday impossible. She was ready. 

 

 

Cleveland Alabama stayed late in his office on Tuesday 

before the Thanksgiving break to take part in a teleconfer-

ence with University of Days’ trustees. As expected, dis-

cussion of a new president dominated the agenda. 

When asked to summarize input from his meeting with 

the faculty, Dr. Alabama said, “Permit me to draw your at-

tention to two items on my report,” referencing what his 
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secretary had emailed to board members the previous week. 

“First, while not all are in agreement, the majority favors an 

outside candidate for the position. My opinion on this is—” 

A loud harrumph from one of the trustees interrupted the 

provost. 

“Ah, Dr. Alabama? It’s Kirby Duquesne. Me and the 

missus, we’re out here in Las Vegas, with about eight mil-

lion insurance brokers for a convention. Meetin’s all day 

and food like ta fill up a barn. I’m tellin’ y’all, Ah cannot 

wait to git back home. Anyway, I ‘pologize for barkin’ like 

that, but before you go any futher, lemme stop you as Ah’m 

wonderin’ why we don’t jes put you in the big chair.” 

Grunts of affirmation followed Duquesne’s statement. 

“Sure would make our job a whole lot easier,” the in-

surance salesman continued. “’Sides, you got all the cre-

dentials necessary, and you’re a known quantity. Not much 

risk.” He laughed. “Insurance joke, y’know.” 

A female voice cut through the appreciative grunts and 

chuckles. 

“Mr. Duquesne,” the woman said. Alabama recognized 

Sheila Kennedy immediately, having spoken often with the 

board’s chair. “While none would doubt Dr. Alabama’s 

abilities or qualifications, I want to remind us all of previ-

ous discussions regarding this matter. After extensive dia-

log, we settled on conducting a national search. Happily, 

this aligns with faculty input. It also does not preclude Dr. 

Alabama, but neither is he to have any advantage over an 

external candidate.  

“If I may, I should like to return us to that course of ac-

tion. I will also repeat so as to be clear that my intention is 

in no way to cast any aspersion on the provost. Rather, it is 
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my firm conviction that we must keep the matter of a presi-

dential search front and center, and not allow ourselves to 

be distracted from what has already been decided. 

“And so, ladies and gentlemen, I would draw your at-

tention to the packet you have all received from Smirnough 

& Reidel, so that we might spend the balance of our time in 

consideration of their findings.” 

Cleveland Alabama had already seen the report sent by 

the head hunters, and offered his comments on their prelim-

inary findings. He let his mind drift as the others made re-

marks. His first thought? An emphatic “Yes!” that he 

would not have to explain his lack of interest in serving as 

UDays’ next president.  

He had anticipated having his name forwarded as a 

candidate, had allowed himself a few moments to consider 

the possibility, and had then dismissed it from his mind. 

Being provost was enough of an administrative load to car-

ry; he had no stomach for fund-raising and much preferred 

quiet conversations to glad-handing rooms full of people. 

In addition, and perhaps more pressing, now that Stephen 

was in his teens, the boy needed more of his attention. 

 

 

University of Days’ water tower had been built in the 60s, 

replacing a wooden affair that looked like it was straight 

out of a western. In fact, during the heyday of Jackson-

ville’s silent movie era, more than one film company scout 

had stopped by the campus—much smaller and far more 

rustic then—to ask about using the property as a set piece. 

The answer had consistently been No, even though finan-

cial incentives had been substantial. “We will not kowtow 
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to the hedonism of our day,” Albert Burrows, UDays’ pres-

ident at the time, had famously said.  

By the time a metal water tower replaced its wooden 

counterpart, movie-making had long since packed up and 

taken its hedonistic ways west, leaving UDays that much 

further from temptation. Sturdy, efficient, and much larger, 

this tower went up with great fanfare. Only after it was 

completed and pumped full of water did the administration 

realize its mistake: The water tower was now the tallest 

building on campus—a full seven feet higher than the tip of 

the Tabernacle’s steeple. Adding insult to injury, local zon-

ing officials insisted the tower be fitted with appropriate 

lights so as to warn any low-flying aircraft in the vicinity of 

its existence. The Tab’s steeple had no such lighting.  

Forest Greer, sole member of the University’s Com-

munity Relations department at the time, saved the day. He 

sent a memo to the president, recommending the disaster be 

seen as an opportunity for a capital campaign to renovate a 

campus landmark. A new roof, fresh coat of paint inside 

and out, pads for the curved oak pews, and a new steeple, 

complete with exterior floodlights: all this would be under-

taken by the ‘Heart of the Campus’ campaign. Forest 

Greer’s brainstorm generated an outpouring of generosity. 

Six months later, after subscriptions to the campaign 

totaled well over published goals, the new steeple was 

trucked in on a flatbed and hoisted into place with a crane. 

The only hitch had been the failure to factor in the weight 

of this new architectural element. When the crane set the 

steeple in place, the Tab’s post and beam roof buckled.  

Funds were quickly shifted from one account to anoth-

er to cover unanticipated costs for shoring up the structure. 
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Tarps covered the damage, and gave a bluish cast to the 

interior walls. The organ had to be covered, and during the 

repair, music was provided by way of electronic pianos and 

portable amplifiers, though this was not widely advertised. 

Speakers mounted on all four corners of Billings’ roof sent 

forth the carillon which normally played through louvers in 

the Tab’s steeple, insuring the continuation of stately sa-

cred music each day.  

Before the end of the month, steel girders and side 

supports arrived by truck and were bolted and welded into 

place. The crane was called back to set the new steeple 

once more. An orb sat on its pointed peak and atop this 

sphere stood a plain cross; the entire affair was made of 

steel and wood and painted a brilliant white. UDays’ B&G 

department was called upon to spruce up landscaping 

around the Tab once the heavy machinery had departed, but 

not consulted as to what re-painting the steeple would in-

volve.  

Calculations at the time determined the Tab’s steeple 

now rose three feet above the water tower. This resulted in 

a collective sigh of relief from those concerned about sym-

bolism on campus. When the air traffic controller from 

Brunswick’s jetport stopped by in the early 90s to insist the 

water tower’s lighting be updated with a more robust sys-

tem, the fourteen foot aluminum latticework on which the 

government-approved illumination rested was not de-

scribed in any subsequent campus communication.  

 Kip Harsdale appreciated the handholds that lattice-

work offered. He also marveled at the ingenuity behind in-

stalling it. The firm hired for the task had strung, he’d been 

told, netting across large portions of the water tower’s 
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rounded surface, and scrambled along that with their tools 

and this tower before finally bolting it in place. Kip won-

dered what that sort of work paid. 

The netting had been removed when the job was com-

pleted, and the only way to the tower now was by using the 

rivets in the water tank’s seams for hand- and toeholds. But 

the view from this height was simply irresistible.  

 

 

At lunch on the first day of exam week, the dining hall vi-

brated with nervous energy. Brady finally found Liv John-

son tucked into a corner at the far end of the room.  She sat 

alone. 

He plopped his tray next to hers on the high counter. 

Midday light flooded through the bank of windows lining 

the wall here. Brady slipped into a café chair and nudged 

the young woman. “Hey, Liv.” 

She did not greet him, but continued to stare through 

the glass. The room offered a grand view of the Lake. 

“Don’t start,” she said. 

“What?” Brady protested. “Liv, whoever is doing this, 

you gotta admire the craft.” 

Liv turned to face the junior beside her. “Brady, we are 

so far behind this person or group it’s hardly worth trying 

anymore.” 

The boy tore a roll into bits and tossed them into his 

bowl of soup. “Does it have to be a race?” he asked. “What 

about a fraternity? You know, just one big brotherhood of 

pranksters.” 

Her glance was withering. “First, I’ll try to ignore the 

obvious sexism in your comment. Second, and far more 
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important, is who wants competition in something like this? 

We should just—” Liv noticed heads turning in her direc-

tion. She lowered her voice. “It’s like they’re reading our 

mail, and getting to stuff before us. We should be able to 

make our mark without having to worry about someone 

else cancelling out the effect. I mean, next to that, what’s 

left for us comes off as pretty lame.” She gestured toward 

the window. 

Between the dining hall and the Lake stood the campus 

water tower. Normally it was just part of the scenery, as 

easily ignored as an air conditioning compressor or dump-

ster. But today the simple structure screamed for attention. 

Weather balloons floated above the tower, tethered to the 

light pole. MERRY was printed in bold red letters on one; 

XMAS was inscribed in green on the other.  

“Well, I think they’re cool,” Brady said. “I mean, how 

could anyone actually get all the way up there carrying 

those things, and tie them on, and—” 

Liv’s face quieted him. “There’s a ladder, for starters” 

she said through a frown. “It runs all the way up along that 

support.” She pointed again. “Balloons and a helium tank 

in a backpack. Hard part’s getting across the dome, but I’d 

been figuring with the right shoes—” She was balling a 

napkin in her fist. “That and the nerve to cross something 

so round and also very high. No telling what that feels like. 

But still.” She pushed fragments of coleslaw around on her 

plate. “It’s like they’re ten runs ahead in the eighth inning 

and still trying to steal second.” 

Her companion took one of the cookies from his tray 

and placed it on hers. “You really see this as some kind of 

contest?” 
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“Duh. Of course, What else would you call it?” 

“Art,” Brady said. “It’s like campus is our gallery, and 

it’s plenty big enough for all of us.” 

She sipped from her sweet tea, then set down the glass. 

“You are so naïve.” Liv pierced a cherry tomato with her 

fork. “And we are so behind.” 

Brady pulled a box from the satchel he’d slipped over 

the back of his chair. It was tied with a gold ribbon. “Liv?” 

he said. “I was gonna give you this after exams were over, 

but maybe now’s a better time. Merry Christmas.” He set 

the box next to her tray. 

The girl scratched her knee, nudged the box with a fin-

ger. “Wh—?” 

“Open it,” he said, smiling. 

She untied the ribbon and tore off the foil wrapping. 

Inside the box was a key. 

“Two words,” Brady said.  

Liv stared at the key, a grin slowly replacing her 

frown. “Field House?” she asked. 
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17 

 

 

 

It came upon a midnight clear…  

Peter Howell didn’t need a hymnal, and the words 

shining on the large screens were a distraction; he had been 

singing these carols since his youth. In England, the enor-

mous stone chapel his family went to each Sunday was al-

ways cool and echoing, and Christmas was no exception. 

Advent services there required one to wear a sweater, and 

sometimes a coat. But sitting on the hard benches, he didn’t 

mind. Rich tapestries hung between mullioned windows 

where candles nestled into pine boughs on each sill. The 

rector, robed in white with a deep green stole. A choir be-

hind him, organ music thick as smoke in the air around 

him. All of it, pure magic. 

His family came to this building each week. They 

wedged into the same pew, where he would sit pressed on 

both sides by sisters and brothers, with their mother and 

father at either end. They shared books, juggling the blue- 

and red- and brown-covered volumes according to their 

place in the liturgy. By eight, he had memorized the 

Creeds, the responses; he found many of the prayers famil-

iar, comforting. In later years, when he led such prayers, he 

would often pause at the end of lines, to give people time 
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for the powerful words to sink in. It was unusual to finish a 

prayer without a clutch in his throat. The wooden railing at 

the front of the sanctuary, where near the end of each ser-

vice they would process to receive the body broken for 

them. He had known by the time he was ten that his life 

would be the church.  

Hark! The herald angels sing… 

His school had kept an RK class, though the teacher 

for Religious Knowledge had little of or love for it. Chapel 

in his school proceeded by rote—a joke, or boring, to stu-

dents around him. Many days, the stained glass or intona-

tion of Scripture set fire to his brain.  

In the classroom, he was slightly above average—also 

a little dreamy, according to his instructors—managing 

enough success in his O and A levels that he had a choice 

of universities. He read history at Cambridge, discovered 

Tyndale House, enrolled at a seminary in Scotland for the 

variety. Summers in Spain, to study and tour. He liked lan-

guages. 

O come all ye faithful… 

The discernment process by warm-hearted Anglicans 

confirmed his call to ministry, and he was placed in a par-

ish in the Lake District. He had met Emily there, a faithful 

attender from a respected family in the diocese. The biddies 

had done their best to bring the pair together, and both had 

been willing. But after a year of conversations and specu-

lating about possibilities, Peter had realized he needed to 

declare himself. Emily was lovely, talented, an easy com-

panion; she would have made an excellent partner in the 

ministry he envisioned. But Peter could not focus his heart 

on just one person; it was full of too much else. At least 
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then. He had poured out his dreams to her, then as gently as 

he could, set her aside. It had been painful for them both. 

Ye chosen of God, your master proclaim, and publish 

abroad His wonderful name… 

It wasn’t exactly a carol, but the hymn expressed sen-

timent appropriate for Christmas, so Peter had included it 

on the list for this evening’s service. Paper rustled as peo-

ple consulted their programs, checking on the possibility of 

an error. As Peter made eye contact, several grasped what 

was happening, and returned his smile. With confidence 

restored, the singing swelled. 

He had gone to Latin America: an orphanage in Nica-

ragua, a Bible school in Peru, relief work in Colombia, a 

dozen years at the union church in Santiago. Nearly three 

decades passed without his hardly noticing. He’d met peo-

ple in Chile sent there from the United States; their compa-

nies had business concerns in the cities and on the barren 

deserts in the far north of that slender country. Fascinating, 

these expatriates who moved among international cities 

every two or three years. Johannesburg, Buenos Aires, 

Kuala Lumpur, Hong Kong—places he had occasionally 

read about were actual residences for these global nomads.  

Peter met a couple in Santiago nearing retirement. 

When they left Chile, they gave him a standing invitation to 

visit them in Denver. As much as any place, they called 

that city home, and planned to settle there. He had visited 

them one summer, trekked up mountains, toured nearby 

national parks, enjoyed their hospitality. It was his first trip 

to the States, and not nearly so awful as he had expected. 

You could stay, his hosts told him. It happens our parish 

priest is leaving, and we could put in a good word. 
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A reading from the prophet Zechariah.  

On the Tabernacle’s stage, as a student voiced the an-

cient words, Peter tried to concentrate on the Scripture. He 

knew this text by heart. Everyone in the room remained 

standing, faces turned toward the lector, listening. This 

Christmas service—he called it Vespers, but that name was 

foreign to many—was a favorite. Students and faculty alike 

set aside their books and computers during the final week 

of exams to spend an hour together, reviewing the story of 

Incarnation through songs, prayers, and texts.  

Cancer had caught him in Denver, nearly crushed the 

life out of him. Chemo left him weak as a flatlander at the 

top of Pike’s Peak. There had been a slow rally, aided by a 

compassionate nurse. Cicely. Her husband had lost a bout 

with cancer some years before; she knew what was neces-

sary, and what was likely. 

When he pulled through, he noticed a change in his 

heart. A foxhole conversion, he called it later. Talking over 

his new feelings with—and for—Cicely, she had agreed. 

Apparently he had been the last one to recognize the obvi-

ous. It took a year for his bachelor heart to thaw complete-

ly; his hair grew back thick, darker than before. Her kids 

had been enthusiastic from the start, and all of them came 

to the wedding. 

A reading from the Gospel of Matthew…. 

Marriage wrecked him for parish ministry: his focus 

narrowed sharply and he wanted now to tend his own 

home. Cicely’s son-in-law had mentioned a senior care 

center near them he knew that was in need of a chaplain; 

Peter applied, was accepted, and they moved to southern 

Georgia. Cicely found work in the hospital in Brunswick. 
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Due to mismanagement, the center closed eight months lat-

er, but by then Peter had made some connections at the 

small college a few miles away. The chaplain there left 

midyear for a mission initiative to which he ‘felt called’, 

and Peter offered to step in part-time, until they found 

someone else. They were suspicious, on account of his 

roots in a church that wasn’t quite Protestant, and certainly 

wasn’t Evangelical. He came on provisionally, until a more 

suitable replacement could be found. Peter was now in his 

seventh year of that part-time, short-term arrangement.  

Is there anything so wonderful so gracious, so familiar 

as Christmas? Peter was standing behind the Tab’s lectern, 

glancing at his notes. This homily—another foreign word 

for many in these parts—had fallen out of his soul with lit-

tle effort. Ordinarily he spent hours preparing for talks like 

this, but on occasion, a message arrived almost fully 

formed. A gift. And yet, consider the mystery that swirls as 

angels and prophets collude. The paradox of God taking on 

human flesh, so that God might make His true feelings 

known. Mystery, wonder, paradox: Peter’s own life could 

be described by such terms.  

He drew in a breath shortened by scar tissue on his 

lungs, amazed that blood coursed through his veins. The 

people arrayed before him—students with their bright eyes, 

faculty with their grey hair and deep hopes, friends of the 

University who showed up to sit under Word and music—

they were growing old together. We all of us come to 

Christmas needing it to be true. That a Savior comes be-

cause the one God loves; that the one God’s love means all 

is forgiven, and we can come home.  
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Home. Not simply heaven, but broader. The gift of 

Christmas is for here and now, as well as for there, and 

later. It is a gift meant for each one, a gift that brings joy. 

This gift of life, in the company and under the care of love, 

a gift meant to squirm outside the boundaries humans kept 

trying to impose: it startled him every day. Cicely sat in the 

third row, her face still, her eyes riveted on the Advent 

wreath’s candles that were shining like stars. Did he under-

stand life such as it had happened to and for him? Not fully, 

nor was it easy to describe in neat categories. Might he 

have predicted it? Hardly. Would he change any of it? Not 

a bit. 
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18 

 

 

 

Lee Giles’ party happened on the Thursday of exams week; 

it marked the unofficial start of Christmas break. The 

school calendar still listed Friday as a work day, when ex-

ams could be scheduled, and faculty and staff were ex-

pected at their appointed places. But once Thursday even-

ing rolled around, the end was near, and the holiday season 

trumped most other concerns.   

No invitations went out for Lee’s party because every 

member of the college community was welcome. This 

caused some whispering among those who wondered how 

an associate professor’s salary was adequate to the lavish 

spread on offer each year at the Giles’ riverfront home on 

the outskirts of Brunswick; speculation that Lee came from 

old money ‘up north’ sufficed for an explanation. A more 

accurate answer put the source of income squarely on Diet-

er’s authorial activity, but since this was a secret to all but a 

very select few, he and Lee preferred to let people believe 

as they chose.  

Dieter’s lawyer friend Terry had asked about that once 

when he dropped by for some signatures, wondering 

whether Dieter minded the rumors that circulated. 
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“It ever bother you, people thinking all this—the 

Brunswick house, the place at the river—is from Lee’s 

family?” 

“Like, does it threaten my manhood?” 

“Something like that, yeah,” Terry said.  

“Nah. Besides, it’s partly true, at least the bit about her 

coming from wealth. Except that we used her money to buy 

a place in Squaw Valley.” 

 

 

Each party had a theme. Last year, for instance, food and 

entertainment revolved around the Caribbean. Lee had 

commissioned a scale model of a pirate ship for the pool; it 

was large enough to hold several children. A steel drum 

band had provided music. 

The year before that, polar exploration had caught her 

fancy. Balsam firs came down from New York in trucks, 

snow still on the branches. Ice filled plastic wading pools. 

A documentary about Antarctica played on the flat screen 

inside, and from a retirement community near Tampa, Lee 

brought a man who had retraced Shackleton’s journey. He 

gave a lecture, standing next to a dog sled. For party favors, 

Lee handed out wool scarves.  

This year, Lee focused on The Automobile. 

Dieter’s literary agent represented another author who 

had ghost-written the autobiography of a NASCAR driver; 

their combined efforts resulted in having a stock car ferried 

down to serve as the front lawn ornament. Out back, the 

bulbous hood of a cherry red 1955 Chevy Bel Air was 

popped to make space for a full-sized grill—Lee’s take on 

the classic radiator chicken. The trunk of its companion—a 
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1957 Pontiac Star Chief—held bottles of soda and beer nes-

tled in ice. 

A liveried driver offered rides up and down the quiet 

street in a Model T; a chaperone accompanied teens and 

any others who wanted to try their hand with an MG TD. 

Nearer the river, parked on sand that had been last year’s 

beach, sat a collection of European sports cars. No keys in 

the ignition, but the doors were open, and the tops of the 

two convertibles were down. Terry, Dieter’s lawyer friend, 

had brought his Lotus, and Dieter had rented a trio of zippy 

two-doors for the weekend. He brought them to the house, 

drove across the lawn, and parked each one on the sandy 

beach. Friends from the college would help him get the cars 

back to the agency first thing Monday morning. 

The hands-down stunner, though, had been brought by 

Antony Ellerman. Earlier in the week, UDays’ library di-

rector had called. He’d heard about the party, was fascinat-

ed by the theme, and wondered whether he might bring a 

car—his ’55 Mercedes 300SL. Dieter tried not to pass out. 

A 300SL? By all means, he had said. Ellerman had dropped 

the roadster the morning of Lee’s party. Gull wing doors, 

gun metal grey, pristine condition. Handing the keys to Di-

eter, he explained he had to be away for several days. 

Could the car stay until he returned? Would Dieter mind 

taking it for a spin, so the battery didn’t discharge? 

 

 

Guests began arriving just after four. Families with young 

kids went straight to the backyard to splash in the pool be-

fore it got too dark. They liked the barn, too, because of the 

petting zoo. Lee kept chickens, goats, and a handful of 
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sheep because neither she nor Dieter liked to mow. A bor-

der collie normally minded the animals, but for the Christ-

mas party, Lee put the critters in stalls, or pens adjacent to 

the barn. Friends and neighbors loaned her larger animals 

for the event: a calf, and a colt, and a llama, for drama. 

Younger children, dragging their parents, gathered there 

like spiders in basements. Little boys chased chickens; little 

girls nuzzled sheep and darted back shrieking from goats 

that fetched at the laces on their sneakers. Every year, 

Claudio and Sofia Knox monitored the barn without having 

to be asked. 

Inside Lee spread tables covered with cream colored 

linen for guests preferring a quieter setting. Collegiates 

who lived locally had set each with china, silver, and crys-

tal. The students, hired by Lee, stayed to carry food and 

clear dishes; they would assist with cleanup afterwards, as 

well. Cut glass vases bursting with flowers added fragranc-

es that varied without competing. Etta Winston, professor 

of Art History, provided music. 

Etta’s grandfather had grown up in New York City, in 

an era when every home had a piano, and like most others 

around him had learned to play. When he came to live with 

Etta’s family, he had tried to get the kids interested. “If you 

play the piano, you’ll always be invited to parties,” he had 

said. The line fell flat on all the siblings except Etta; she sat 

on the bench next to her grandfather and followed his 

speckled hands. Moon River, Don’t Fence Me In, Stormy 

Weather, and of course, all the carols of Christmas. Though 

it didn’t really get her asked to parties, she was the one all 

called for at family gatherings, and she played for the high 

school musical her freshman year. 
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The high school music teacher had detected innate 

ability. He pushed her forward, teaching her the instru-

ments of band and orchestra. After the briefest instruction, 

she could coax music from most of the horns and wood-

winds, but Etta always gravitated toward the piano. A black 

hole, one of her later teachers had called it, drawing every-

thing into itself. Etta felt the pull.  

Her native skill had been trained by demanding men-

tors, but accidents cut a promising career in music short. 

Pottery and then the formal study and later teaching of art 

had filled the gaping void, but the black hole never com-

pletely released her. Time and Etta’s own determined ap-

plication of physical therapy had restored a little usage to 

some fingers, and evenings when she wasn’t throwing clay 

on the wheel in her garage studio, she played a glossy Ka-

wai upright in the great room of her ranch house in Bruns-

wick. 

Etta played for Lee and her guests this evening, una-

ware of people in the room around her. With one good hand 

and the other passable, she started by rendering carols as 

plain song. Then to the single lines of melody she added 

occasional harmony and counterpoint. By turns playful and 

melancholy, she played an hour without stopping. Those 

who made their way to the far end of the living room where 

the grand piano sat would have found a woman lost in the 

music; they would have remarked later about how detached 

she seemed from the rest of the party. Some might have 

also noticed how Etta’s eyes bored into the ebony and ivory 

keys, and how in the light of candles burning on stands ei-

ther side of the instrument, her cheeks glistened.    
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Dieter was on top of the barn. Kip Harsdale was with him, 

holding the creative writing professor’s belt as he tried to 

attach a large star to flanges on the chimney. Kip had of-

fered to help Dieter, though he could have done the job 

alone in half the time and a quarter the fuss. But Dieter was 

a good soul, and needed encouragement to stand on a slop-

ing roof thirty feet above ground and place the star that 

would shine this evening. 

“That should do it,” Dieter said, pushing himself away 

from the rough brick. He stood upright, and Kip released 

his grip. Dieter inched toward the edge of the roof, looked 

over, backed away. “You don’t appear to be bothered by 

this,” he said to Kip. 

“Nah, I kinda like high things. My dad was a lineman, 

used to take me with him on calls, let me go up the lift with 

him. Sometimes he’d climb poles. Taught me how, too.” 

“Not many poles around here,” Dieter said. Their 

neighborhood’s utilities were all underground. “Not many 

trees, either.” 

“I like to climb in clubs. There’s a pretty good wall 

down in Jax I go to sometimes. And there’s a couple places 

I can do some bouldering. It’s OK.” 

Dieter had his hands on his hips. “Well, you might like 

it, but me, I’m not crazy about heights. Think we’re done 

here?” 

Kip nodded. 

“Then what do you say we figure a way to get down, 

and go find us a beer?” 
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Cleveland Alabama held a glass of pale wine, his first of 

the evening, and one he would not finish. He was a reluc-

tant social drinker, as alcohol brought on too many recol-

lections of his parents staggering around the house, scream-

ing, or silent and angry. The blurred memory of a drunken 

binge the night he pulled the plugs from his wife’s ma-

chines still swirled on occasion, too. He allowed others 

their pleasures, tried not to judge too quickly, joined in at 

the level he could. But he did not enjoy drink, did not find 

it satisfying to any degree. For him, it was largely a means 

of escape, and too much a product of media hype and peer 

pressure. He preferred other ways to unwind; actually, 

above all, he preferred to work. 

There was so much to do. The trustees were bogging 

down in their responsibility to search out and decide upon a 

new president. Faculty members needed mentoring, cajol-

ing, confronting. Take Richard Lear. Alabama had been 

watching the English department’s chair earlier this even-

ing, holding forth in a group of other faculty who had been 

sitting on the Giles’ patio. He noticed one after the other 

rise from their chairs and drift away until Lear was left 

alone with his wife and the Mifflewhites. 

The English professor wasn’t a bad sort, Alabama told 

himself. Just a bit full of himself. If he wasn’t careful, how-

ever, he would alienate the very people he was supposed to 

lead and encourage. Not that Lear’s leadership was being 

taken seriously at this point by any other than the few hop-

ing a good word from him would improve their chances for 

tenure. Most others steered clear. Their nickname for 

him—King—was obvious, of course, but also ironic. A 

man who should have been a leader at least for his depart-
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ment if not for a wider swath of the school, was dismissed 

as a buffoon.  

Someone needed to explain this to Richard Lear. But 

who wanted that task? Few had any interest in more than 

necessary conversation with the man. Which left only 

Cleveland Alabama to get up in his grill. 

The provost shook his head. Where did that language 

come from? His son. Stephen, who threw that line in his 

father’s face every week or so. Not in anger, but not com-

pletely in jest, either. Could a fourteen year old be sardon-

ic? And where did the boy go at all hours? And why was it 

so difficult to communicate with him? 

In his professional world, Alabama knew himself to be 

a fine communicator. Journals had taken his submissions 

and required very little editing; more than a few had actual-

ly sought his contributions. He received invitations to give 

lectures routinely and at gatherings of his peers from other 

institutions, Alabama was elected to sub-groups and task 

forces. He was asked to give keynote addresses. Even fac-

ulty at UDays acknowledged his skill in this area. 

Why was talking with Stephen, understanding Stephen, 

interacting with Stephen such a challenge? Why didn’t they 

get along better? 

Observations, questions, and possibilities swirled in-

side the provost’s mind, while his face remained implaca-

ble. He was sitting in an armchair next to a crackling fire, 

the only source of light for this den that opened through 

French doors into the living room. Music poured in. Cleve-

land Alabama shifted back into the soft leather, admiring 

the beauty at the piano. Of the piano, he corrected himself. 

 


