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“Harsdale!” Phil Washer’s voice was so loud Kip had to 

turn down the volume on his cell. “Where are you?” 

It was Thursday, near the end of the first full week af-

ter Christmas break. Kip was at the desk of his office in the 

portable near the edge of campus, checking the internet. He 

was planning a weekend trip to Stone Mountain—the one 

in North Carolina, not Georgia. Weather seemed fine; the 

truck was packed and he’d leave early Saturday morning. 

Maybe the Arch. He hadn’t been on that in a while, and a 

friction climb would be good exercise. 

“I’m at the office. Why?” 

“Why? There was a fire at Billings. Didn’t anyone call 

you?” 

All calls related to B&G were routed to Phil Washer. 

Kip was backup, not first responder. “No.” He checked 

Sunday’s forecast. If the others didn’t object, maybe they 

could all stay overnight. “Fire department?” 

“It wasn’t that big. Apparently only smoke, and just a 

little. But even still, we need to check into this, and since 

you’re our security person, get on over there and investi-

gate.” 
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You wait a minute, things calm down, Kip thought. 

“Will do. Now?” Sunday looked even better than Saturday. 

He’d call Naomi over in the PE department and ask what 

she thought. 

“Of course, now. Move it.” If a cell phone could have 

been slammed, Phil Washer would have done just that. Kip 

keyed out of the call and put his computer to sleep. Proba-

bly an overloaded dryer. Those first years came to college 

never having done their own laundry and then figured if 

they had to pay a whole dollar to dry clothes, they’d cram 

two or three loads in at once. Nobody ever thought to clean 

the lint trap, either. 

 

 

It wasn’t the dryer. The fire had happened in the rec room, 

inside an old-fashioned trash can. Standing next to the 

white metal cylinder, Kip studied the charred sides. He 

flicked the swinging door fitted to the can’s lid.  

“Weird.” The building’s resident director stood next to 

Kip. “Usually these things have plastic liners, so the custo-

dians can just pop the top, tie off the sack, and walk away 

with it. But no plastic in this can, otherwise there would 

have been a lot of smoke.” 

Bad smell, too, Kip thought. “What burned?” Kip 

asked. 

“Nothing much. When one of the students came up-

stairs to tell me, we went back and checked inside. Ashes 

from scraps of paper, coupla books of matches.” 

“Matches?” Kip asked. 

The RD nodded. “Yup. Charred, so there’s no cover, if 

you’re looking for clues.” He grinned. “You know, Acme 
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Taxi Company, Kitty’s Saloon. That sort of thing. But that 

also meant it wasn’t really a fire. More drama than danger.” 

He toed the garbage can. “I had B&G dump it out, then we 

just put a new liner in.” 

“What about this?” Kip asked. He pointed at a thin 

grey line running from the swinging opening part way 

down the side of the cylinder. Thicker, uneven black marks 

jagged alongside the line. 

The RD smudged the grey markings with his fingers. 

“No idea.” 

Something on the outside of the can had also burned, 

leaving scorch marks up the side. A fuse, maybe, Kip 

thought. Seriously?   

“You need anything else?” the RD asked. 

Kip shook his head. “Nah. I’ll call you if I have other 

questions. Otherwise, we’re done here.” 

It was the third matchbook fire this school year. Kip 

had stumbled on one when he was poking around the Field 

House before the break, outside the weight room. A jumble 

of matches in the basin of a ceramic drinking fountain. 

He’d come up as it was still smoldering, figured it was 

wrestlers, after they were done lifting. 

There had been a bunch of matches clumped in a large 

planter in the Science Center’s atrium, too. Phil Washer 

had called him about that earlier in the fall term, but at the 

time, Kip and the Physics prof who phoned it in figured 

some visitor had been playing around, or got confused 

about the smoke-free policy after lighting up. The second 

option had been the Physics prof’s explanation, but even 

then, Kip thought it was a reach. 
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Three occurrences probably meant a pattern. But Kip 

wasn’t sure who was doing this, or why. That gang of kids 

under Olivia Johnson’s tutelage—this wasn’t their style. 

They sent watermelons through the campus post office, put 

live fish from the river in the trunks of unlocked cars—

things that got noticed but in the grand scheme were harm-

less.  

Fire was different. These were small, sure, but fire 

didn’t usually stay small for long. 

Fire. Small. More drama than danger. Wait. 

A few months back, Kip had been at dinner with some 

friends—probably the Crashing Boar, where another friend 

was the manager. His buddies worked as volunteer fire 

fighters. They were telling good stories, the ones where 

people hadn’t been hurt, where houses or buildings hadn’t 

burned to the ground. 

“Remember that one time, outside Everport, in that 

yard?” Alex said. 

“You mean where that kid—?” began another. 

“Yeah.” Alex stirred sweet tea with a straw. “Got all 

three trucks to that one. People had moved from Brunswick 

into this old house sort of out by itself. It had been empty a 

year or so.” 

“That one went down to the river, right?” asked Reg. 

His thick forearms were inked with medieval dragons.  

“Yup.” Alex swigged her tea. “Neighbor calls it in, 

says the whole block is on fire. It’s summer, really dry, 

grass is tall and brown.” 

Reg picked up the tale. “Some kid there had used all 

these packing boxes to build a city out back. He was like 

thirteen, all by himself. Then he lit it on fire. I guess he 
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thought it would just burn quiet and peaceable, but some 

wind came up.” 

Alex continued. “Pretty soon, the grass catches. That’s 

when the neighbor gets on the horn, calls us in. We show 

up, the kid’s standing in his back yard with a garden hose, 

this grin on his face. We roll by him with the trucks, tie into 

the pumps, and put the thing out in like five minutes. Luck-

ily, there’s nothing back there to burn but grass. But still.” 

She bit into a chicken wing. “After it was out, I found the 

kid, asked him what happened. He asked if I was gonna call 

his father. What about your mom? I said. Isn’t she here? He 

said she wasn’t.” 

“Yeah.” Reg chimed in. “I saw him smilin’. Thought 

maybe he was one of those sorta twisted kids, like in the 

movies. But then he was talking about what happened. 

There’s cinder block walls at either end, he said. The fire 

wouldn’t jump. Besides, they burn grass all the time in 

Central America. It helps stuff grow better.” Reg motioned 

for the ketchup. “When we looked, he was right. A few 

yards of sand and gravel between the house and the grass, 

and concrete walls down to the river on either end. I hadn’t 

noticed when we first got there, but he was right. No real 

danger.” 

Alex was licking barbecue sauce from her fingers. 

“But sure lots of drama.” 

 

 

Kip was still mulling over that story from the Crashing 

Boar during his evening patrol. Sitting on the air handlers 

for Billings, surveying a campus where little was happen-

ing, he wondered about a connection. But that would 
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mean—he thought. Really? He turned over the possibility 

in his mind as he threaded rope through the harness at his 

waist. A carabineer was still hooked to the angle iron that 

formed a loose cage around the air handlers. 

He pressed the switch on a portable karaoke machine; 

its batteries would last three or four hours at least, he reck-

oned. Duct tape masked the lighted panel. Then Kip 

plugged in the cable that ran to the splice he’d made in the 

conduit snaking across the roof. With an amplifier to boost 

it, this little player could power two of the large speakers 

that had been left on Billings after the Tab’s new steeple 

had been set in place. That would be plenty. He slid a disc 

into the slot and pressed Repeat. The disc began with thirty 

minutes of silence, plenty of time to get down and return to 

his appointed rounds.  

Since he wasn’t lugging so much gear, the descent was 

easier than climbing up the brick face. A couple of bounds 

put Kip at the wide second story ledge. He got his balance, 

leaning into the window with his knees, and tugged the 

rope free from its run through the ‘bineer above. Kip made 

quick coils as the final forty feet fell toward him, then 

looped the roll over a shoulder for the final free climb 

down. Billings’ brickwork made that simple.  

On the ground, he pulled boots from the back pack, 

exchanging them for his climbing shoes. Then he slipped 

the coil from his shoulder, folded it, and placed the rope in 

his pack. He was zipping its pocket closed when he heard a 

cough. Kip froze. 

Billings had changed over the years to accommodate 

UDays’ growth. As a result, walls jutted and receded, testi-

fying to various expansion and remodeling efforts. That 
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created many corners which at night were heavily shad-

owed. Kip had scaled the wall in one of those shadowed 

corners, and come down the same way. As he crouched in 

the dark, feeling damp grass beneath him, he heard a metal-

lic clink followed by the scrape of a flint. Yards away, a 

Zippo lighter flared.  

Another cough. “You know they have stairs inside, 

right?”  

Kip straightened, hefted the backpack quietly. His 

pullover and pants were dark, his cap navy blue, and he 

stood on thick grass in deep shadow. The flame could not 

possibly have illuminated his face. He could run. 

“Harsdale, isn’t it? Kip Harsdale?”   
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“Technical?” 

“It’s Tesh-nee-KAHL,” a student near the window 

said. “I use the French pronunciation.” She tugged a cap 

lower over crow black dreads and kept staring outside. 

“Willow?” A hand rose. 

“Drayton?” A grunt. He might have already been 

asleep. 

“Jonathan?” A waving hand, front row, glasses, eager. 

Polo shirt. Oh dear. 

“Timbre?” Timbre? 

“Timbre?” 

“It’s TIM-bray.” There was a slight huff in the voice. 

Of course. “Thank you.” 

“Tiffany?” Three hands rose. “Sorry, I just noticed—” 

She didn’t finish the sentence. 

“Dav—” A similar problem was about to occur.  

Reading through the class list was part of the ritual as a 

new semester began. She would do this twice more be-

tween today and tomorrow, and then set it aside unless ab-

senteeism became chronic. But that was rarely an issue, 

since a class with Esther Marie Johannes-Manoah—known 

across campus as Dr. J—promised fireworks all semester.  
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Esther Marie set the list of names on the podium and 

scanned the room. Thirty-five students in a course that as-

signed three papers in fourteen weeks was crazy; she would 

have to take this up with her dean, or the registrar. Couldn’t 

they hire adjuncts to ease the load? A teaching assistant to 

help with grading? Maybe I just need to become less con-

troversial.  

She opened the lid of her computer. “So as we’re clear, 

this is Bible 205, Introduction to the Old Testament.” It was 

her airline attendant speech, the one warning passengers 

that it they weren’t planning on traveling to LA, they had 

best get off the plane. “If any of you are in the wrong place, 

now’s the time to skedaddle.” Amidst chuckles, one young 

man near the back was stuffing his back pack, muttering. 

Then he stood abruptly; a calculator fell from his shirt 

pocket. 

Physics nerd, she thought. Understandable, since they 

were meeting in the Science Center. Her classes moved all 

over campus; she rarely got a room in Snyder, the building 

where most academic classrooms were found. Having to 

walk as far as the Field House to teach was not unknown, 

either. If there was a message in all that, however, she re-

fused to read it. She got enough mail. 

Like the tirade that had hit her in-box yesterday, a 

monitor-scorching scree that capped correspondence she 

had been part of since November. The exchange had begun 

on civil terms, after a Bible school professor inquired about 

her recent book on Genesis. He was teaching an OT class in 

the Spring, and wondered if his students might go through 

what she’d written. Of course, Esther Marie had replied. 

Always glad for interest, particularly from students. We’ll 
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be dealing with some of the more controversial topics you 

raise in your book, he had said, and I expect those in my 

class will have questions, and probably some objections. 

Such is the nature of the academy, Esther Marie had written 

back. 

 By objections, I mean your view of Genesis 1-3, to 

start, the gentleman from Illinois had said. I expect that my 

students will be alert to the fallacies of theistic evolution, 

for which you obviously have such enthusiasm. Surely a 

creation that occurs in seven literal days is not only sup-

ported by the Biblical text, but widely endorsed as accurate 

by a host of reputable scholars. And by the way, since we 

intend to use your book as part of the course, would your 

publisher be open to sending us review copies? 

Commentators have long held varying positions on the 

nature of these opening chapters, Esther Marie had ex-

plained. As I tried to do in my book, I outlined those posi-

tions, and then chose one I thought answered the interpre-

tive concerns I brought to the text. In my view, attentive-

ness to literary genre yields insights to the mysteries and 

majesty of Scripture, and I find the analysis of ancient poet-

ic structures to be most informative. As to your question, I 

will ask my publisher about your request, but am not opti-

mistic. Perhaps your students could purchase the book as a 

text for the class? 

It may be that some (that word had been italicized) in 

history have taken this stand, but today, I’m sure you’ll 

agree, by far the majority opinion is quite clearly heading 

along a path very different from the one you are seeking to 

walk. Indeed, my assumption was that the school where 

you teach holds to a high view of Scripture, a view with 
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which the position you take cannot hope to comply. Fur-

ther, as the students already are buying three other texts for 

the course (among them, my own volume on the topic—

perhaps you’ve seen it? It was recently reviewed quite fa-

vorably in The Journal of Biblical Standards), I am unlike-

ly to require others. Surely additional readers such as our-

selves would be viewed by your publisher as providing 

valuable publicity for the marketing campaign? Also, I 

would very much like to have you available to answer 

questions my students might have about how you are able 

to come to such conclusions and still claim to endorse iner-

rancy. Can your secretary contact me about a suitable time 

for a phone interview? 

No doubt there are those who hold to the view you 

seem to prefer, but as I have attempted to show in my book, 

this is by no means the only possibility, nor has it even 

been held by a majority of scholars until the century that 

has just ended. Regarding your request for review copies, 

my publisher confirmed that these will not be available. 

They did offer to sell books at a bulk discount if you would 

like to purchase at least twenty, however. On the matter of 

a phone interview, I’m afraid my schedule is already quite 

full with the classes I teach and the book I am currently re-

searching. I will have to decline. 

Exam week was upon her then, and then Christmas, 

when her family traveled to Virginia to visit her husband’s 

parents and siblings. Those weeks had been a blur of school 

and office parties, decorating the house, riding in the car, 

and trying to seclude herself long enough to organize and 

make sense of the note cards for her next writing project. 
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She had returned to school exhausted, only to face another 

full load. Her application for the Fulbright loomed, as well. 

Then the flame mail hit. Though addressed to her, the 

Illinois professor’s letter had also been copied to the prov-

ost, interim president, and each member of the board of di-

rectors. For a brief, detached moment, Esther Marie had 

been impressed, since coming by that list of email address-

es took a measure of industry and ingenuity. Then the no-

tion hit her that his ingenuity might have been the result of 

collusion. She clamped down hard on that idea, kicked it 

out of her brain. Such thinking would have meant she was 

paranoid, hardly an attractive option. 

A line from the seventh Psalm came to mind: “Rise up, 

O Lord, against the rage of my enemies.” What was it 

about Biblical studies that evoked such passion, such vitriol 

against those with different positions, who themselves were 

trying to figure things out? That Psalm ended with David’s 

observation of how those who insisted on warring with oth-

ers generally fell into holes of their own digging. Esther 

Marie was torn. When someone brandishes a spear, it was 

natural to string an arrow—but it was also the case that so 

often conflicts like these ended badly. 

She wondered if the provost was tired of coming to her 

defense.  
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Creative writing in the Spring demanded time outside. 

“Look around you,” Dieter Giles said. “What do you see?” 

As heads swiveled to take in the vista, Dieter kept 

speaking. “Writers are first of all observers. They pay at-

tention. So train yourself to take in details, to catch and 

hold what might otherwise pass you by.” He pulled the 

Moleskine from his back pocket. “And don’t forget to make 

notes. Trust me, you will not remember everything.” 

Dieter stood with his back to the Lake, facing students 

who sat on the levee’s berm. Behind them sprawled Uni-

versity of Days. He could make out over the heads of his 

students others who were scurrying between buildings; he 

caught sunlight glinting off windows. 

“What do you hear?” Dieter asked. 

“Music.” It drifted their way through the open win-

dows of a dorm.  

“Birds.” 

“A motorcycle.” 

“What else?” Dieter prodded. 

“Us.” 

“Crickets.” It was a first hour class. 

“And frogs.” 
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“What do you smell?” 

A pause from the students.  

“Grass.” 

“Water.” 

“Us.” Laughter. 

“In writing, we talk about trying to show, more than 

tell, and that can make people think it’s enough to describe 

what they see. But we have five senses, and by noticing and 

including what each contributes, you give depth to your 

work. You draw readers into the world you’re creating. 

“You can go overboard with this, so take care you 

don’t simply catalog everything you can touch or taste. But 

spread descriptions through your work; talk about color and 

texture, temperature and volume. Weave this into your sto-

ries. At times, description will be paramount—like when 

you’re in the high king’s hall, and he’s at the head of a 

great banqueting table. At others, it’s just a quick remark, 

subtle. Not everything has to be obvious to be interesting.” 

He scuffed the sand where he stood with his shoe. “Like 

this.”  

Dieter bent to retrieve a golf ball. Beneath the red let-

ters of Titleist was a black semi-circular slash, like a grin. 

This ball had been cut by the swing of an iron—it was the 

right choice if there was water. But they were far from any 

golf course. Unless: was the Lake its intended target?  

“What’s something like this doing here? Could you 

write a story about this?” He showed the ball to the stu-

dents. “I want you to take the rest of this class to wander. 

Find something interesting—something packed with senso-

ry detail. It can be enormous or miniscule, as beautiful as a 

kingfisher, or as pungent as the dining commons’ dumpster. 
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Use that as a kernel for your next short story, 1500 words, 

due Friday. Go!” 

 

 

From the library’s limestone veranda, James Corner 

watched the writing students scatter. Sitting in the shade of 

a live oak twice his age, he hoped they would not wander 

his way, would not think it necessary to complete whatever 

assignment Giles had given up here on the stone terrace. He 

had another forty minutes before his next class and needed 

all of that time for the song he was working on. 

Music still surprised him. He’d been trained for sci-

ence, a physicist who collected data, theorized connections, 

measured what mattered. True, the correlation between 

math and music was well-known, but that had more to do 

with the precise rules music followed; physicists especially 

seemed to like the way music involved interplay of so 

many phenomena they studied. But in James’ experience, 

few were intrigued by the art. It wasn’t logical in every 

sense of the word, and emotion simply did not compute.  

James Corner loved physics, with its order and elegant 

proofs, its discoveries that opened mysteries of the uni-

verse. And the characters: who could not be thrilled by 

working in a discipline that counted Newton, Curie, Ein-

stein, Bohr, Feynman, and Hawking among its members? 

To join this company, at whatever distance; to be a practi-

tioner, an instructor of science—this was heady stuff. He 

entered the classroom each term eager to walk once again 

with students into the beauties and mysteries of the minute 

and the gigantic.  
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But for all of physics’ allure, music had saved his mor-

tal soul. 

Raised forty miles from sin by parents more well-

meaning than resourced, Jim Corner had been destined for 

science. His mother knew no foreign languages and strug-

gled with grammar and imagination; McGuffey readers 

shaped his view of the world. That, and endless discussions 

of the Flood. They listened to tapes, pored over picture 

books, saw its evidence on family trips. His dad would stay 

at the campground to read, but he and his mom would 

traipse into the mountains or along a valley floor. She 

taught him names, explained forces, held flowers in her 

hands, identified constellations, examined rocks, had him 

draw seashells. 

Science was an extension of the carefully ordered envi-

ronment his parents constructed, and he walked easily into 

it. Things fit together without any remainders, and his par-

ents coached him in solid, sure arguments built on revela-

tion. Doubt and uncertainty did not enter the picture; it 

wasn’t that they were forbidden so much as they simply 

weren’t needed.  

Then James went to the local college, where he 

slammed into heathens who didn’t buy his reasoning, didn’t 

respect his science. He failed biology. He took that as proof 

his testimony made people uneasy. Didn’t foot soldiers ad-

vancing into enemy territory get attacked? After the second 

failed quiz, the prof had pulled him aside at the end of a lab 

period. 

“Mr. Corner,” the older man had said. He spoke with a 

German accent; other students said he knew his stuff. “It is 
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obvious to me that you have interest and skill, but equally 

apparent that you are also afraid.” 

James had recoiled at this. Eighteen, taking on ‘the 

world’ such as he’d done by coming to this school: afraid? 

Not him. 

The prof had both hands in the pockets of his lab coat. 

Fluorescent lights made his round glasses flash. “Yes, 

afraid. Now, Mr. Corner, science requires courage, because 

it involves a study of the unknown. When one comes with 

one’s mind already made up, bad science is almost inevita-

ble. But one should not fear what one does not yet know.” 

Another scowl. 

“I know,” the man said, nodding. “Certainty and confi-

dence are to be preferred. But then, if we are always sure, 

we miss the joy of discovery.” 

Language like that had made James wonder whether 

the man was speaking in code. Was he a Christian, in a 

place like this? 

Shaking his head, the chemist said, “No, I am not in 

your camp, although I cannot help admiring some of its 

tenets. In fact, was it not your Jesus who said, ‘Fear not’? 

On more than one occasion, I believe. Good counsel, for 

the faithful, and the curious.” With that, he had returned to 

his desk, collected his briefcase, and left James alone 

among glassware and Bunsen burners. The man’s remarks 

had had cracked a hard, brittle heart. 

But it was rock ‘n roll that inserted a wedge and 

brought down the hammer. James wasn’t living on campus, 

but every day music was cascading from dorm windows, 

flying out of cars, bouncing off lab benches. Even deep in 

the library, snatches of a saxophone or a thrumming bass 
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would seep through. The sound was inescapable, and irre-

sistible. He listened. Eagles, Stones, Beatles—he had seen 

them all outside, studied them in detail; bumping into them 

at college sent his world spinning.  

Classmates soon realized how uninformed he was 

about the essence of their generation. They took him on as 

a project, loaning tapes and CDs; a lab partner let him bor-

row a portable cassette player. There was no TV in the 

Corner home, and the radio admitted only harangues in the 

morning and opera on Sunday afternoons. When James 

mentioned what he’d heard at school to his parents, they 

gave him the pained look reserved for Stravinsky or Ravel.  

“You knew about this?” he had asked. Their worried 

expressions told him he had stumbled into a threatening, 

dangerous bog. But for James, after the metronomic effi-

ciency of Bach or the numbing treacle of Gaither, this was 

an exotic new land, full of creativity, energy, zeal. Why, he 

wondered, should the devil have all the good music?  

At the end of the year, James packed his bags and left 

home. He transferred to a different school out of state, lived 

on campus, and split his life in half. By day, he was a sci-

ence nerd, shuttling between the library and labs. Nights, he 

spun records for the campus radio station. With the engi-

neer serving as a guide, James worked his way through the 

albums that filled dented metal shelves.  

James bought a thrift shop guitar, checked books out of 

the library, taught himself chords. Calluses formed. He 

haunted record shops for passed-over LPs and with wide 

exposure, his tastes became more refined. Glam, metal, 

thrash—to say nothing of pop or country—held little ap-

peal.  Origins had always fascinated him, and James dug 
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back through Hendrix, Dylan, Clapton, and Knopfler into 

the blues. Muddy Waters, B. B. King, Willie Dixon—the 

list ran long. By James’ senior year, he’d needed his own 

apartment on account of his record collection.  

Physics held him, ordered his world. Music rounded 

out that world with emotions for which science did not pre-

tend interest. The blues, especially, with how that music 

crawled into every corner of life and wept: for James, it 

was essential. He realized, too, how well the two wove to-

gether, since the blues, like physics, demanded the explora-

tion of life’s edges, ran up against frequent disappointment, 

and paused for occasional moments of elation. Both were 

sturdy, cynical; each refused to stay quiet.   

After college, Jim Corner went to grad school. He 

joined a band, formed bands, figured how to rough a voice 

accustomed to Sunday School choruses. With his terminal 

degree, he pursued teaching, which left summers free to 

travel and play rooms filled with smoke where floors 

slicked by beer. He wore dark glasses that forced him to 

concentrate on his hands; Jimmy “Blind” Corner found 

truth in steel strings and scuffed flat tops, probing mysteries 

of the universe in minor keys. 
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“I’m telling you, Liv. I heard it this morning, early, when I 

was out with Sal Torcelli on a run. Coyotes.” 

Sea-glass eyes stared up into his. “Brady, there’s no 

way you heard coyotes. Down here we’ve got alligators, 

which are silent, and panthers, which are also silent. No 

varmints like wolves or coyotes this far south.” 

 Pale, clear eyes. “But—” he protested. “I did. We did. 

Sal heard it, too.” 

“So you’re saying in the middle of the night, critters 

from Wyoming suddenly showed up in south Georgia? Or, 

maybe we somehow got teleported to Montana?” 

“No,” he said. He noticed she was wearing a gold 

chain. There was a key on the chain, the key he’d given her 

before break. He took that as a good sign. “It’s just that…. 

We were coming back to the dorm, walking down the path 

there.” The two were on their way to the Field House for 

PE. Brady turned and pointed behind him, to the brick 

walkway that ran from the library to the far end of campus. 

“Right by Billings.” 

Liv Johnson stopped. “Billings?” she said. 

Brady smacked his forehead. “As in Montana.” 
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They both faced the brick dorm where first year stu-

dents lived. Large cones sat on the roof, aimed at the dorm 

facing it, further down the walkway, and then toward the 

Library, which they were near. As they stared at the build-

ing, they heard a low growling. Then the baying of wolves, 

or maybe coyotes—how would kids from the South tell the 

difference?—filled the air.  

Olivia’s chin trembled. Her blue eyes were imploring. 

“It’s just the first week of the term,” she wailed. 

 

 

At fourteen, Stephen Alabama had as much interest in 

school as he did in jail. The problem, having had experi-

ence with one and exposure to the other, was to find ways 

of filling his time that didn’t involve either. 

Stephen had learned to read early and indiscriminately, 

since his dad’s idea of home decorating ran to bookshelves 

and not much else. So school was a joke, a slow and steady 

march into boredom to the point that Stephen stopped go-

ing. Actually, he was asked not to return, by teachers and 

then administrators who could not find ways to keep the 

boy on task.  

He was always somewhere else, they said. In elemen-

tary school, during reading, he would pull encyclopedias 

out of his backpack, or academic journals, and pretend to 

study those instead of enjoying the playful stories of Eric 

Carle or Sandra Boynton. During art, he would build elabo-

rate cities, stealing blocks and Legos from other children so 

that his creations might sprawl across the carpeted floor. 

The trend continued into middle school. At lunch, he 

ate avocadoes and canned green beans on Mondays, 
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Wednesdays and Fridays, and carrots, sweet potatoes, and 

tangerines on Tuesdays and Thursdays. His home room 

teacher had made careful notes. Stephen would lecture stu-

dents in the cafeteria about additives and chemicals, and 

pretend to choke if one of them got too close with a peanut 

butter sandwich or a cookie. He refused to drink milk. 

At a conference with his father, who was supposed to 

be some big shot educational psychologist, teachers would 

gently ask about things at home. Is Stephen happy there? 

Does he miss his mother? But the boy’s behavior didn’t 

change. He wasn’t mean, wasn’t dangerous—just detached, 

as though what was going on around him was well beneath 

him. 

One teacher was more blunt. During her interview with 

Stephen’s father, she had said the boy thought of himself as 

“all that, and a bag of chips.” Neither Stephen, who was in 

a chair at the back of the room but still listening, nor his 

father had quite understood the reference, but its meaning 

was plain. Stephen had been quietly withdrawn at the mid-

term break. 

Home-schooling had not gone well. Stephen’s father 

did not have much time to spend with his son, on account 

of pressing responsibilities at the college; instead, he hired 

tutors to monitor Stephen’s progress and encourage him to 

stay focused. But these assistants came and went the way 

they did with Captain von Trapp’s offspring, and no Maria 

ever materialized. 

The only one with half a brain had been Olivia, that 

girl from the college who lasted two whole months. Olivia, 

whom he had called when the sheriff in Brunswick had 

asked for a name. Stephen had taken the bus into town and 
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spent the morning lighting fires in alley trash cans. The 

ones down by the docks were best, because they were big 

and heavy, and not very full. Stephen was wanting a rush 

more than a full-blown disaster. 

But he hadn’t figured on the smoke signaling his activ-

ity, or that people working in the artist galleries and ware-

houses down there would care. He hadn’t expected a guy at 

that bar—the Crashing Boar?—to call the cops. Olivia had 

come in a borrowed car. 

“You think you’re so smart,” she said as they pulled 

out of the parking lot between a bank and the police station. 

“Well, they didn’t call my dad, did they?” Stephen had 

cited this as proof of his ingenuity. 

“How do you know I won’t?” she asked. 

“Because you’re cool.” 

“Really.” 

“Yeah. And because if you do, I’d probably have to 

tell him about you and your gang, too.” 

That had caught her attention. “What do you mean?” 

she asked, trying to concentrate on the road, even though 

there was no traffic. 

“When I was inside that bar, waiting for the cops to 

come, I heard the guy there on the phone in his office. He 

was talking about a group that met in his back room. Kids 

from the college, he said. He was reading off a credit card 

slip. Your name was mentioned.” 

She had said nothing. 

“The walls were pretty thin,” Stephen had said, “So I 

got an idea of what was up.” 

“So, a deal?” she had asked. 

“Sure.” 
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But time with the sheriff had spooked Stephen. He de-

cided he wanted no part of serious trouble, and never went 

into town for mischief again. Instead, he put his efforts into 

campus events. The house where he and his dad lived was 

close; he could ride his bike. And there was always some-

thing going on worth watching, or that needed a little push. 

 

 

Sitting in the UDays’ campus security office, Stephen Ala-

bama looked across the metal desk without blinking.  

“We have an understanding, then?” Kip Harsdale 

asked from his creaking chair. 

“We do,” Stephen confirmed, holding out his hand. 

“It’s clear that I need a mentor, a father figure. So, you 

teach me to climb, and I give up my pitiful bid for atten-

tion.” He did not smile. “That, and my mad skills with 

matches.” 

After being discovered at the base of Billings, Kip had 

brought the kid back to his office to talk. Now he shook the 

hand offered to him. “Deal. Just so long as we’re clear that 

we do this with your actual dad’s permission, and that it 

happens in a supervised place with quality equipment. We 

start at the Field House next Friday.” He stood. “And, uh, I 

don’t have to worry about your big mouth, right?” 

The boy’s head shook. “Ask anyone. I may be bored 

and occasionally prone to misadventure, but generally peo-

ple would describe me as very quiet and reserved.”  
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23 

 

 

 

At the far eastern edge of campus, Naomi Pfieffer stood on 

the Field House’s volleyball court, leaning on her crutches. 

Morning sun streamed in through one set of the barn doors 

on the building’s narrower end; Naomi wore dark glasses 

against the glare bouncing off the Lake. Before noon this 

huge space would heat up considerably, and she would 

have to shut the enormous doors.  

Naomi was holding a bullhorn with one hand, swing-

ing a whistle at the end of a lanyard with the other. The cast 

for her left ankle was finally cut down to below her knee; 

two more weeks before she could get back on the rocks and 

show Harsdale who was the better climber. She would have 

beat him to the top of Stone if she hadn’t slipped, got 

caught in that crevice. Wicked sprain. Her ankle itched like 

crazy.  

Students shuffled on to the gym floor in clumps, form-

ing a wide semi-circle that gradually expanded as others 

joined their number. Naomi checked her watch. The first 

week of a new term always meant a late start.  

Elements of Fitness drew those who got snared by hol-

iday binge eating or convicted by a new year’s resolutions; 

it appealed to young adults preparing for the demands of 
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summer beach season and faculty wives who wanted to get 

out of the house and back in shape. Mostly a motley crew, 

Naomi thought, same as every year. She stood before them 

tanned and toned and, except for the bulky blue cast, ready 

to rock. Even with this hunk of plaster I could take most of 

you, she thought. Get ready. She liked to peel these couch 

potatoes on their first day. 

“Good morning, class,” Naomi spoke through a bull-

horn, the better to reach those still on their way to the Field 

House. “My name is Naomi Pfieffer and the point of this 

class is to get fit. Over the next fourteen weeks, you will 

run, jump, throw, stretch, and run some more. You will find 

what your body is capable of doing; you will be amazed at 

its strength and endurance. You may also,” and here she 

waited while the last stragglers ambled down the hill and 

found their way through the barn doors and on to the court. 

“You may also discover muscles you never knew existed. 

You will find that ice is a friend.” 

Those standing nearest Naomi smiled, enjoying this 

stab at humor. Older students, who had put off their PE 

credits until the final semester of college, milled at the back 

of the court. They had heard stories. They knew Naomi 

Pfieffer was no kidder. 

“Today we establish a baseline, using a two-mile run. 

You’ll record your time for this, and then use that to evalu-

ate your performance through the semester. As a first step, 

however, let’s stretch. Follow me.” Naomi set the bullhorn 

on the rubberized surface and began a Tai-Chi series, slow, 

flowing movements that engaged all the major muscle 

groups. Students followed suit, with varying degrees of ac-

curacy. 
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“Isn’t Tai-Chi Buddhist?” one student in the back mut-

tered. 

“Yeah, it’s like yoga, so you gotta guard your mind,” 

answered another. 

“I can’t believe they want us to do non-Christian exer-

cise in this school,” said the first. 

“Have you had an art class yet?” asked the second. 

Standing near the large doors, hands on hips, two other 

students were twisting at the waist. With arms extended and 

fingers splayed, they waved like palms. 

“I think you’re right, Liv,” said the boy. He was look-

ing around the room while trying to imitate the PE teach-

er’s movements. How could she be that agile while hobbled 

by a cast? “This place is about the same size as the Tab.” 

The young woman next to him nodded. “Yup.” Then 

she leaned away and executed a slow motion cartwheel. 

 

 

Esther Marie Johannes-Manoah—Dr. J, as she was general-

ly known on campus—occupied one corner in the suite of 

offices otherwise filled by PE instructors at the far end of 

the Field House. There were no windows for these offices, 

as they shared a wall that, on the outside, was used for 

climbing. Multi-colored handholds had been bolted to that 

surface; climbers got to the top of the forty foot wall by fol-

lowing particular colors depending on the degree of diffi-

culty they had chosen. Dr. J could hear them scrambling up 

or down, or sometimes falling, only to be snagged by others 

who held belay lines. The activity made concentration a 

chore. 
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Her dean had explained that this office assignment was 

temporary, a necessity brought on by the need for upgrades 

to offices on the Bible and Religion section’s suite of offic-

es, and further shuffling in the department itself. He had 

not, however, offered a firm date for her return. After five 

semesters out here on the edge of campus with all the jocks, 

Esther found herself doubting the man’s sincerity.  

She found the distance challenging. Attending depart-

mental meetings required planning for extra time and often 

created wardrobe disasters; despite her efforts to maintain a 

stock of full-sized and fold-ups, she rarely could find an 

umbrella for making the dash during frequent cloudbursts. 

Inter-office mail delivery got delayed, notices of birthday 

celebrations passed her by, and handing off work to secre-

taries took special planning. While a place off the beaten 

track meant she had fewer distractions, she still worried 

about what it meant to have one’s office in the Field House. 

“Did you hear about the paranoid with low self-

esteem?” Dr. J’s friend Barbara had asked her this when 

they were shopping for shoes during a weekend of post-

Christmas sales in Jax. Esther had shaken her head. 

“She was afraid unimportant people were after her.” 

“That supposed to help?” she had replied.  

Barbara was pulling a credit card from her wallet. “No. 

Shopping is what helps. Retail therapy. Jokes are just the 

universe’s way of maintaining perspective.” 

Dr. J sat in her windowless office, pulled up to her 

desk. Down the tiled corridor, the volleyball team was go-

ing through its drills. She had clamped ear protectors 

bought from a gun dealer over her hair, mussing whatever 

style was left. Her glasses sat on a stack of books on one 
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corner of the metal surface; closer in lay an open Tanakh. 

She was worrying through a portion of Isaiah, trying to un-

tangle the author’s visions of last days. Creation and escha-

tology—the beginning and the end—these fascinated her. 

While most books on her desk were thick, the largest 

by far was a new translation of the Septuagint. She had 

been tearing through it since a student courier from the li-

brary dropped it off at the end of fall term; colored strips of 

paper marked several pages on either side of the Isaiah text 

she consulted. A note from Antony Ellerman had been 

tucked inside. The volume had recently found its way to the 

library, and he thought she might be interested. 

 

 

Sal Torcelli finished the two mile run in just over eleven 

minutes, coasting over to where Naomi Pfieffer stood by 

the climbing wall. No other students were in sight. He 

apologized, telling the PE instructor that he had been ill. He 

was sure he could do better next time. She noted his time, 

hiding her surprise that a student was actually in reasonable 

physical condition. 

Did he know anything about climbing? she asked him, 

motioning over her shoulder to the wall behind her. 

“A little,” he said. 

Ms. Pfieffer was scanning the road for the rest of the 

class. Once the other students arrive, we can set up a belay, 

she had been saying. Then you can try climbing to the top 

to ring the bell. She was about to explain that hardly any-

one was able to do this until later in the semester, but a 

sound interrupted her. 
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Sal Torcelli was sitting on top of the Field House, legs 

dangling over the edge. He was kicking the brass clapper 

with his bare foot.  
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“This is an outrage.” Nigel Johnson’s voice hardly rose 

above a whisper; indeed, trustees at the far end of the oval 

table didn’t realize he had spoken until the rest of the group 

went silent. Normally Mr. Johnson said nothing when this 

group gathered. He arrived promptly for each of the semi-

annual meetings, took copious notes, and left as soon as the 

gavel fell. No one at the table would have considered him a 

friend. 

A few knew his family had run pharmacies, but to call 

Nigel Johnson a druggist was like describing Andrew Car-

negie as a loan officer. He had been raised in the Bahamas, 

where Nigel’s father had secured the import license for 

drugs and medicines back in the early 50’s. As the sole li-

censee, Stanley Johnson received a portion of the duty im-

posed on every bottle of aspirin, every drop of amoxicillin, 

every bandage, pill, and potion that passed through immi-

gration and customs. In a country full of hypochondriacs, 

medicine proved a good business. 

Nigel’s father had been a prosperous man, and 

schooled his sons in thrift and industry. When they took 

over the family business, the three boys expanded its scope. 

Nigel handled the financial affairs, leaving sales and distri-
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bution to his brothers. But he grew bored with drugs and 

decided to retire early, handing off the accounting to neph-

ews he had trained. His brothers bought him out for a lump 

sum and a monthly stipend.  

Nigel emigrated to Florida to indulge an interest in ag-

riculture that morphed into a thriving landscaping concern. 

In less than a decade, he had shops in several towns and 

cities on the Atlantic coast. He’d married a widow with a 

young daughter and settled in St. Augustine. When the girl 

found University of Days during her college search, Nigel’s 

interest was again piqued. He sent a few checks, which got 

noticed by the administration, which resulted in an invita-

tion from the board. They were eager for persons of wide 

experience in the business community to round out their 

number. Personal wealth was appealing, too.  

Sitting on the board had proved a pleasant diversion 

for Nigel. He attended meetings faithfully, and was gener-

ally amenable to decisions that were made. But other than 

generous contributions during fund drives, he made no sig-

nificant contributions. Sheila Kennedy, unlike any others 

on the board except Cleveland Alabama, knew that Nigel 

Johnson was among the top benefactors of the college, but 

she had found no way to acknowledge that fact. For her, the 

man was a quiet enigma, content to go with the flow. 

Until today. A burr was under Nigel’s saddle, and 

Sheila Kennedy wondered what had set him off. He re-

minded her of the old story about the 3-year old child who 

had never spoken until one evening, when his mother set 

the meal on his tray. 

“Peas?” the boy exclaimed. “I hate peas!” 
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His parents were, understandably shocked. They 

looked at each other, and then spoke to the boy. “The first 

thing you say is that you hate peas? Why have you waited 

so long to talk?” 

The kid shot back, “Up ‘til now, everything has been 

fine.”  

“How is it that we employ a firm whose specialty is lo-

cating executive leadership, only to ignore their advice?” 

Nigel was speaking now with slightly greater volume. His 

voice retained the lilt of the islands tinged by British pro-

nunciation: specialty for him had four syllables. Though his 

face remained mild, knuckles curled around the pen he held 

were white.  

Kirby Duquesne let out a barking guffaw. “Ignore? 

Well, that’s a tad strong, don’t you think Johnson? We’re 

not trying to ignore them boys as much as ta stop payin’ for 

services no longer needed. You heard the man.” Light 

glinted off a heavy gold ring on the hand that patted the 

chair next to him. “According to our provost, we got us a 

solution to the problem that brought ‘em on in the first 

place. So why keep throwin’ good money after bad?” Du-

quesne grinned, triumphant after stating the obvious. 

Cleveland Alabama shifted a little to his right, away 

from the insurance salesman. Mr. Johnson’s irritation and 

Kirby Duquesne’s retort had been his fault. He had begun 

his report to the board by mentioning an unexpected be-

quest UDays had just received; Dr. Alabama was hoping a 

sizable portion of this windfall might be allocated for facul-

ty development.  

Instead, board members had seized upon it as a way of 

maintaining the status quo. Surely the school did not need 
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to alter course in any significant manner if money like this 

was rolling in. Indeed, didn’t such a gift indicate that what 

was happening at University of Days met with the approval 

of key donors? Stay the course, the old guard insisted, and 

Kirby Duquesne’s voice was particularly loud. Others fell 

in behind him, ignoring the protests of younger members 

who had argued for seeking new leadership paradigms and 

committing to cultural relevance. 

To the question about needing a qualified president, 

Duquesne had responded that Hector Ramos was a swell 

guy doing a fine job as president pro tem. He’s got a de-

gree—an’ JD means doctor of jurisprudence, right? Did 

Ramos need to get back to his company? The insurance 

man had asked. Ramos said there was no pressing need. 

Did Ramos like his job at the helm? The attorney nodded, 

beaming. Very much. 

“So there you have it,” said Kirby Duquesne. “We got 

us a leader, no fires to put out, and two million brand new 

dollars in the bank. If it ain’t broke, it don’t need fixin’. I 

say we’re done. What’s next?” He slammed an open palm 

on the table, ignoring the tight-lipped, drawn face of Sheila 

Kennedy. 

That was when Nigel Johnson spoke his mind. He had 

not done this before, had not to the recollection of any there 

ever uttered a peep during a meeting of the board. So it was 

all the more significant that he made noise now. Not much 

noise, of course, hardly enough to drown out a bee, but 

when he spoke, others listened, if only for the novelty of it. 

“We would be irresponsible not to continue moving 

forward in our search for a president,” said Nigel. “This is 

not to imply Mr. Ramos is incompetent, or that his services 
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have not been appreciated. But as any of us would have to 

agree, Señor Ramos is not a trained, experienced educator. 

And University of Days is not a corporation.” Nigel John-

son drew a breath but the volume of his speaking did not 

rise. Others leaned forward in their chairs to catch his 

words. 

“Our duty to this institution is to find and oversee suit-

able leadership. To that end, I strongly urge that we do not 

dismiss the search firm. Rather, we must ask them to re-

double their efforts so as to secure candidates whom we 

might consider, to the end of filling this vacancy by year’s 

end.” 

Had it been appropriate, Sheila Kennedy would have 

stood and cheered at that moment. Instead, she caught 

Cleveland Alabama’s eye and gave an almost imperceptible 

tilt of her chin. The provost carefully squared the stack of 

paper in front of him. Nigel Johnson noticed the movement. 

“Dr. Alabama, do you have further updates from the firm?” 

The provost nodded. “I do.” 

As Kirby Duquesne began to sputter, Nigel Johnson 

held up a hand. The insurance agent settled. “And what 

have they to say?” 

By way of answer, Cleveland Alabama handed the 

stack of paper to the woman sitting next to him, pointedly 

avoiding Kirby Duquesne’s assistance. “If you’ll be so 

good as to pass this around?” he asked her. To the rest of 

the group he said, “What you are receiving are the latest 

findings from Smirnough & Reidel. You will see that they 

have identified six applicants as potential candidates for the 

position; their vitae are not attached to the sheets you are 
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receiving, but can be accessed by going to the S&R website 

and using the UDays password.” 

Alabama turned to the board’s chair. “Ms. Kennedy 

and I have reviewed this list and are in agreement with the 

firm’s recommendations. I’d like to suggest board members 

take sufficient time as to consider their respective strong 

points and then return to next month’s meeting prepared to 

cull three names from this group of six. For what it’s worth, 

my own recommendations are included at the bottom of the 

final sheet in the packet you’re receiving.” 

Sheila Kennedy toyed with the gavel lying before her. 

“Thank you, Dr. Alabama, for collating this report. For the 

rest of the board, I heartily endorse the provost’s suggestion 

regarding our next meeting, and frankly see no compelling 

reason to shift our course of action. And as there has been 

no motion to the contrary, I now suggest we adjourn.” 

Before Kirby Duquesne realized what was happening, 

Nigel Johnson spoke, in a slightly louder voice. “So 

moved.” 

Cleveland Alabama, a voting member of the board, 

followed instantly with a second and without calling for 

discussion, Sheila Kennedy brought her gavel down on a 

wooden disk to end the board meeting with a resounding 

bash. 

Trustees stood, stretched, gathered papers from the table. 

Some sipped from their water glasses; Nigel Johnson 

scooted out the door into the corridor and was gone from 

sight. Sheila Kennedy remained in her chair, massaging her 

temples. Cleveland Alabama noticed Kirby Duquesne in a 

far corner of the room, his arm around Hector Ramos’ 

shoulder, talking earnestly to the smaller man. 


