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“Scholars, may I have your attention... may I have your attention? Look people, it is your last day with me. A little respect would be nice.”

The room became quiet.

“That’s better. This is a very simple final exam. I do not expect anyone in this class to remember every Cuneiform symbol. That is why I am letting you use your textbooks,”

The professor paced back and forth a little letting what he said sink into the minds of the students.

“I am going to place seven tablets up on the screen. Pick two... any two and decipher them, explaining how they connected to the everyday life of a Sumerian.

When you finish your deciphering and interpretations, transfer your exam to the assistant’s computer, and be on your way. For some of you... have a good life.”

Professor Alton Reed, PHD in archaeology. Age sixty-four,  widower. He stood five foot eight inches tall, weighed in at one-hundred and sixty-two pounds. White beard and mustache, medium length fading and thinning sandy blonde hair, wire rimmed glasses. Wore very casual clothing, jeans, Henleys, walking shoes, gambler hat. Did not appear much as a professor, more like an old folk-rock singer.

He walked over to his lecture stand and picked up a remote. He pushed a button and on the large screen at the front of the class, seven clay tablets appeared. Different shapes and sizes, some partially broken.

The room was silent accept for the sound of pages being turned and the keys on laptops being tapped.

Alton then went to his desk and picked up his coffee. He took a seat on the front of the desk, just watching his students and their facial expressions.

Off in one corner at the front of the room sat Alton’s graduate assistant, Ava Sterling. Age twenty-six. 

Five foot five, petit build, long wavy copper red hair. Blue eyes and a light spattering of freckles on her face. She liked to wear tight tank tops with even tighter jeans. She did that just to play with Alton’s emotions. She was a flirt.

From the middle of a room, a male student looked perplexed and called out.

“Come on Prof! Is this a joke? An order for a hot dog, chips, and a beer?”

Alton smiled, “I see you picked tablet number five. Should be an easy answer as to how it related to daily Sumerian life.”

With that Alton picked up his remote and pushed a button. Tablet number five, disappeared.

“Anyone else pick tablet number five?”

Two other hands went up.

“You didn’t find it strange that a Sumerian would order a hot dog, chips, and a beer and... pay for them in United States currency?”

A female student replied, “I wrote that this was not an authentic clay tablet and it would not relate to Sumerian life.”

“Bravo, perfect. You wrote the correct answer. Now that the cat is out of the bag. No one else gets to use tablet number five. Just you three.”

There was a small almost humorous moan from the rest of the class. Tablet number five was one of Alton’s typical off-color humorous jokes he tended to use on occasion.

He walked over to Ava with his coffee. She had hers as well. She looked at him and winked and did a small shimmy with her breasts. Alton rolled his eyes.

He whispered, “Is this to remind me that you are off limits?”

Ava replied, “No Alton. It means I am open for your business.”

She quickly took a sip of coffee to sort of change the subject.

“Collect the exams and send them to my computer. Then you can do whatever you wish today.”

“What I wish for will not happen because you think I am too young for you.”

Alton took a deep breath.

“You could technically be my granddaughter.”

She snapped back, “Or your young beautiful wife.”

Alton turned and walked away as Ava sat there with almost an evil grin on her face,

Alton walked to the lounge.
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There were several other professors and assistant in the lounge. Most of the murmuring was about the archaeological diggings they were going to go on during the summer.

Alton sat away from them with his coffee. He had his fill of digs decades ago. 

They were rewarding, finding something thousands of years old. They were also hot, sweaty, dirty, and physically draining. He never felt rested and never felt clean. 

It was then he decided that academia was his calling. The only positive out of that adventure is that he had met his deceased wife Jeanette on the dig.

Jeanette in many ways was just like Alton. The findings were exhilarating, the work was dirty, unclean and the insects at time unbearable. She too decided on academia.

Both taught archaeology courses at the university. Five years early a brain tumor took her life. Alton’s personality changed drastically after her death. 

That is when he adapted his present look. He did not care to have many things around that reminded him of Jeanette. He would keep her in his heart and mind.  

He sat there thinking about Ava’s little act. If he was even twenty years younger, he might give into her pursuing of him. Yes spring and winter relationships sometimes work. He just wasn’t ready for a romantic relationship with any woman.

His thoughts were interrupted when the door opened and another friend of his came in. Myra Black. She was one of Jeanette’s best friends. After jeanette died, she took it upon herself to be sure Alton was not letting himself go to pieces.

Myra was a divorcee, age sixty. Five foot eight, a healthy figure. Shoulder length silver gray hair. Large round black glasses. Always dressed professionally. Held herself like a professor should. 

Seeing Alton, she went and sat down next to him. She gave him one of those looks that said what is on your mind.

“What?”

“Alton, I know your expressions well enough after all of these years. You are deep in thought about something.”

“Contemplating a visit to the University of Pennsylvania. They have a huge collection of Sumerian clay tablets. Thought I would photo a few of them and use them next semester in my Cuneiform Decipher class. What is on your mind?”

She smiled and Alton almost knew what she might say.

“A trip to a university in Pennsylvania to look at ancient artifacts from the Sumerian period.”

“You don’t teach Sumerian history.”

“And?”

“Why would do that? Which university?”

“The one you are going to.”

“Wait Myra. Are you babysitting me again?”

“I promised Jeanette to always look after you. She asked me to do that you know.”

“Yeah she told me.”

“So do you mind a little company?”

“Not if you don’t mind putting up with Ava.”

“Ava!”

“Part of her continuing education. She is my understudy. Wants to teach Cuneiform deciphering someday.”

“Alton,  She sees you way more than just a professor. She admires you. Maybe too much. You know how young scholars can be.”

“I could be her grandpa.”

“That is not how she sees you.”

“Tell me then. How does she see me.”

“Do you know her background?”

“Education wise, yes.”

“You are the father figure she never had in her life.”

“She wants to sleep with her father?”

“Don’t be ignorant Alton. She has a fetish for father figures.”

“And how do you know this?”

“Damn Alton you can be so thick at times. I watch her from a distance when she is around you. Likes to shake her boobies at you. Shakes her butt just a little more when she walks in front of you. I would guess she has hinted she would like to be more than just romantic friends with you.”

“Yeah, but I just blow it off as it is her way of having fun.”

“If I go with you. She will keep her distance and stay professional.”

“What Myra, you going to room with me?”

“Many rooms have two beds. Yes I could room with you and then there would be no Ava going on behind closed doors.”

“You really are a babysitter.”

“Just keeping my promise to Jeanette.”

“You really want to go along? What is in it for you other than keeping a young redhead at bay.”


“Something to do Alton. I have no summer plans. I do not feel like taking any long trips over to western Asia. I have done enough of those. You okay with me coming along?”


He thought to himself her presence would kill all of Ava’s advances and teasing. He really enjoyed the bantering the two of them had. Maybe Myra was correct and Ava’s actions are not just for fun. 

“I guess it’s fine. At least I will have an adult to converse with.”

Myra raised an eyebrow and smiled.

“If you like, I can always shake my body parts at you as well.”

They both broke out laughing.

In the back of Alton’s mind he thought to himself. Myra probably would like to do just that. A little fun in her life.
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Myra left for home and Alton went back to his lecture hall. Ava was sitting there alone. All the students were gone. He approached Ava.

“If you have sent those files to me, you can go. I will start to review the tests and then I am going to be out of here. Anything unusual happen after I walked out?”

“Not too unusual. The chatter began, but quietly.”

“People comparing answers?”

“No, I think most started chatting after they had sent in their tests. Sounded more like a what are you doing on your summer vacation.”

“Two thirds of this class will graduate in a couple weeks. Hope they have jobs.”

“When should I expect that the two of us we will leave for the U of P?”

“Umm... the we will be three of us.”

“Three? Who else is coming with?”

“Myra Black.”

Ava rolled her eyes and stood up.

“Why in the world would she go with?”

“To learn something. Just like us.”

Ava walked around her desk and stood very close to Alton. She looked him straight in the eyes.

“If she thinks she can put a kabosh on my trip, she is wrong.”

“How would she do that?”

“Alton she is so prim and proper about everything...”

“You mean professional?”

“Call it what you wish.”

“You appear a little frustrated that she is coming along.”

Ava gave a disgusted sigh.

“She is watching you for Jeanette again. Just her excuse. Probably thinks I will try and get you into bed with me. Be careful dear, behind that concern is a woman who wants to get you in bed as well”

Alton smirked.

“A threesome?”

Ava placed both of her hands on Alton’s shoulder and leaned forward quickly giving him a small kiss on his lips.

“Bye.” 

She turned and quickly walked down the aisle to the door, shaking her butt for Alton to see.

Alton whispered to himself.

“She does have an older man complex.”

Alton went his desk and pulled up the tests to review and grade. Honestly, if they deciphered the tablet correctly was all he cared about. He would be giving out many high scores. 

He felt that academia focused too much on grade point average and not knowledge learned. This idea if you cannot remember something makes you a poor student did not sit well with him.

Three hours later he had finished the twenty-three exams. No one scored less than an eighty-five. The fact that his students did so well on the exam reinforced that his method of teaching was good.

He closed his laptop, tossed his coffee cup in the trash and headed for home.
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Alton’s home was unique to the neighborhood. Most of the homes were mid-size wooden structures. Some with brick veneer or stucco.

His home was solid masonry. Even the inside walls were solid masonry. He did it intentionally to appear like the brick buildings of Sumerian architecture.

Nothing fancy. Just over a thousand square feet in size. Kitchen, living room, bathroom, two bedrooms. Entry porch and a back raised patio off his bedroom.

What made his home unique was his collection of Sumerian artifacts. Most of them replicas. He did not care to spend the money on originals.

He had display cases in the entry, the living room, the hall back to the bedrooms, in the bedrooms. His home almost felt like a small museum.

He walked into his kitchen to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. He made his way into the living room and sat down in his recliner.

On the top shelf of a bookcase, filled with books on Sumerian life, was a photo. Him and Jeanette standing at the dig site where they met.

He sipped his beer and just looked at the photo. The memories of his life with her running through his mind. It was the only photo of the two of them he displayed. All the other photos were either in a box or saved on memory sticks.

Then something that Ava said came into his thoughts. Myra would want to get romantically involved with him? Was the so-called guardian angel act just an excuse to stay close? 

He got up and went and took
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