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“Mr. Ramsey, you’ve got to help!”

“Allie! What happened? My god, are you hurt?”

“No, but Dr. Palermo. I... I think he’s dead.”


​
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“Well, that was fecal.”

This was Edwin Ramsey’s comment to his student jazz ensemble after they finished their rendition of “Blue Bossa,” and the young musicians greeted this comment mostly with embarrassed smirks because they knew this was about as caustic as their director got. He was not a physically imposing figure, with his slender, six-foot frame, sandy hair and close-cropped beard. And Ed’s easy smile made him well-liked by his students, and they enjoyed making him laugh.

The group was rehearsing in preparation for their fall recital performance that would take place in about six weeks. Ed is a music professor at Peterson College in central Texas, just outside of Austin. His main instrument is the guitar, and he directs this group because he is the only member of the small group of music faculty whose primary expertise is jazz. And that suits him fine because he has total control over the band and their repertoire.

“What key was that tune in, Tim?” Ed asked Tim Cook, who plays the saxophone.

“E-flat, Mr. Ramsey.”

“Good. I was just checking because it didn’t sound like you were entirely sure. C Mac, I appreciate your enthusiasm but you should lay back during a keyboard solo. Try using some of those little three-note chords we’ve been working on. Keep it minimal.”

“C Mac” is Christine MacNamara, a sophomore guitar student and the only female member of the group. It still is relatively rare for women to study jazz, especially on the guitar, so Ed pays a little extra attention to her to make sure she is progressing. He also knows that she appreciates being treated, in her own words, as “one of the guys.”

“Got it,” she said, scribbling a note on her sheet music.

Ed continued, “That’ll also give more space for Joey to play.” Joe Bernstein is the group’s bassist. “All right, let’s slow things down and try ‘Moonlight in Vermont.’ Hey, whaddya know, Tim. This tune is also in E-flat,” Ed said with a wink at his sax player. 

Tim responded with a smile and a theatrical roll of his eyes. 

Ed chuckled and said, “Got an intro in mind, DeAngelo?” 

DeAngelo Martin is the group’s keyboard player and the only senior in the ensemble. He shuffled the sheet music on his stand and nodded to Ed. 

“Okay, count ‘em down, Jorge,” Ed said, motioning to drummer Jorge Gonzalez.

The group did a much better job on this tune and Ed gave them his highest praise: “Satisfactory, very satisfactory.” They played a few more songs, getting Ed’s guidance as needed, and then the students went their separate ways for the day.

Ed recently turned forty-two and had been a faculty member at Peterson for almost fifteen years. He earned a master’s degree from the Berklee College of Music in Boston and, like most who enroll there, originally aimed for a career as a performing musician. But he grew up nearby in what is known as Texas Hill Country, and he jumped at the opportunity to return to the area and enter an academic career in this small institution. The school was founded in 1949 by Walter Peterson, who got into the Texas oil business in the early 1920s and managed to survive the boom-and-bust periods, including the Great Depression, to become very wealthy. Peterson and his wife had no children but were very philanthropic; education was a subject particularly dear to their hearts. Their dream for the college was to provide a source of outstanding teachers for Texas children, and the institution remains true to this legacy. Walter Peterson was especially proud of the fact that he constructed the original buildings on the campus from the same reddish granite that famously was used in the construction of the state capitol in Austin.

Over the years the music department at Peterson developed into one of the most respected programs in the college, and Ed loved that the music building was one of the original limestone and granite structures. Ed knew there would be political issues to deal with in a college department, but he still got regular opportunities to perform locally and gladly traded this life for the stresses of beating the bushes for gigs and constantly being on the road. And he thoroughly enjoyed interacting with students. He still kept in touch with several who graduated in previous years. Ed knew that he mostly was training future music teachers instead of performers, but he considered that a noble pursuit. His hope is that some of the students who become educators will help in the struggle to keep jazz music alive in the U.S.

Ed also is a “foodie” and loves that he can be in Austin within minutes and choose from among many good—and even great—restaurants. In addition, at the urging of a friend he learned to scuba dive about ten years ago. Texas offers a lot of dive opportunities, including short, cheap flights to the Caribbean. He now is an experienced diver with Dive Master certification.

On his way back to his room, the small teaching studio that doubles as his office, Ed stopped in to see the department secretary and grab a cup of coffee from the pot she kept filled for the faculty and staff.

“Hey, Slow. Anything happening that I need to know about?”

“Slow” is Shirley Weeks, a tall and attractive thirty-year-old. Based on her rather distinctive and eye-catching gait in the hallways, she secretly was given the nickname “Slow Butt Shirley” by one of the more mischievous male faculty members. Shirley found out about this and, rather than being offended and filing what probably would be a quite justifiable formal complaint, she actually was amused. She even occasionally signed her emails to Ed and a few  select faculty members as “Slow.” However, any notion that she fit the “dumb blond” stereotype instantly disappeared when someone needed her assistance, a situation that seemed to occur with some regularity in the department. She is amazingly fast and precise in everything she does and is unflappable when emergencies inevitably arise. She also knows exactly who to contact when any problems crop up that she cannot solve herself. “Radar” would be a more appropriate nickname.

“Nothing today, Ed. A month into the semester and things are going smoothly. Knock on wood. Tony is his usual grumpy self, so all’s right with the world.”

‘Tony’ is Dr. Antonio Palermo, the chair of the music department and widely respected for his musical prowess; but equally widely reviled for his arrogant, cold, and even cruel demeanor with students and colleagues. A female student of his even committed suicide several years ago. She left no note, but there was speculation that Antonio’s treatment of her prompted it. Shirley is the only staff member who dares to call him Tony to his face, and he knows better than to antagonize his Super Woman.

It was clear to most people in the department that Antonio was bitter at having to work in the middle of Texas at what he considers a backwater college. His main instrument is the oboe, and he tells anyone who will listen—and even those who would prefer not to—that he should be in a major symphony and teach at an elite institution in Los Angeles or New York City or Boston. However, he never bothers to explain how this great injustice has come about.

“Sounds good, Shirley. Thanks for the java. Have a good one.”

He walked out of the main office and was heading down the hall when he saw the unmistakable figure of Antonio Palermo coming toward him. Palermo walked with his head up and his chin and chest out, projecting an air of pompous authority. He had a leonine head of black hair that he kept combed back in the style of some classic orchestra conductors, most notably Leopold Stokowski. There was widespread speculation that black no longer was the natural color of his hair, but even Shirley couldn’t say for sure whether he dyed it. He wore his usual uniform of a white dress shirt and dark necktie.

Ed smiled and said, “Good morning, Antonio.”

Dr. Palermo just made eye contact, mumbled something that sounded like “uh-huh,” and continued on his way. Yup, thought Ed, salt of the earth. Of course, Ed was a ‘mere jazz guitarist,’ so he probably should be happy to have been acknowledged at all by the Maestro.  He went to his office, plugged his guitar into a small practice amplifier and started back to work on a solo arrangement. He had been playing quietly for several minutes when he noticed a familiar figure standing in his doorway.

“Hi, Allie. Come on in. Waiting for your oboe lesson?” 

Allison Clark, a shy sophomore co-ed, had been studying with Antonio for over a year. She was slender but athletic looking at the same time. She wore her variation on the “standard co-ed uniform” of torn blue jeans and a slightly oversized hoodie with the Peterson College logo. Ed thought Allie would be quite attractive if she smiled more often. She played clarinet in high school and impressed the Peterson music faculty with her audition to enter the program. However, she now had set her mind on the oboe as her instrument. Apparently, this was always her goal, but there was no oboe teacher in the small high school she attended.

“Hi, Mr. Ramsey. Yeah, waiting as always. Dr. P. is almost never on time.”

Ed knew that all too well. Antonio seemed to relish keeping people waiting for him, including faculty members. Dr. Palermo maintained a separate office as department chair, but his teaching studio was next to Ed’s, so Ed often chatted with the oboe students while they lingered.

“I just saw him in the hallway a few minutes ago, so I know he’s around. I’m sure he’ll be here shortly. Anyway, it gives me another chance to coerce you to pull out that clarinet and join the jazz ensemble. We could do some very cool New Orleans stuff.”

Allie laughed—without smiling—and said, “Thanks, but I’ve decided that oboe is for me. And I don’t have any urge to be a ‘jazz cat’. What’s that song you’re playing? It’s lovely.”

“Thanks, Allie. It’s one of my favorites, ‘When Sunny Gets Blue,’ and I wanted to freshen up the arrangement I made years ago. I have an older sister and when I was growing up she loved a singer named Johnny Mathis. This was one of his bigger hits. Do you have any siblings?”

A change came over Allie and her face hardened slightly. “No, I was an only child.” She relaxed a little, actually smiled and said, “But that meant I got all the attention. I see Dr. P. coming down the hall, so I’d better go. See you later.”

♬♬♬

––––––––
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IT WAS FRIDAY AND ED went home to get ready for a dinner date. He wanted to make a good impression, so he wore a tweed sport jacket and even put on a necktie, a rather uncommon addition to his normal apparel. Ed had had a couple of informal lunches on campus with Dr. Tracey Reilly, but never an actual date. Tracey was a fairly new junior faculty member in the biology department who specialized in bird behavior and avian ecology. They met at a dean’s reception a few months ago and quickly became friends. She is petite with dark brown hair and very blue eyes. Ed guessed that these features might result from some Irish blood, if her last name is any indication. Unlike Allison Clark, Tracey smiled a lot and Ed found himself attracted to her right away. The plan was for her to come to Ed’s house and leave her car while they went out to dinner. Ed was taking her to Harry’s, an upscale restaurant in Austin that was one of his favorites.

Tracey had never been to Ed’s house, so he watched from the front door to make sure she found the right place. He waved as she pulled slowly down the street, and then she parked at the curb so he could get his car out of the driveway.

“Hiya, Tracey. Come on in. Any trouble finding me?”

“No problem at all,” she said, stepping through the front door into the living room. 

She wore a dark pantsuit that Ed thought made her pretty eyes stand out even more.

“Hey, this is a nice place. Did you tidy up just for me? I expected a messy bachelor pad.”

“No, I’m just a tidy guy in general.”

“That’s a pretty piano. You play that as well?”

“Just enough to get by. All the music faculty are expected to play piano, at least at a basic level. I mainly keep it for sentimental reasons. It was my wife’s, and she’s...gone.”

“Oh, Ed, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

Ed laughed and said, “It’s not like that. She didn’t die. I bought her that piano for her birthday one year. She started taking lessons, had an affair with her piano teacher and ran off with him. Best thing that ever happened to me. Actually, that’s not true. The best thing was that we had a son, Robby. You might run into him because he’s a junior at Peterson. He lives in a dorm, but we get together on most weekends. He’s a great kid. Smart and goofy at the same time. You’ll like him. He’ll probably take general biology from you guys at some point for his science requirement. He still needs to do that.”

“What’s his major?”

“Well, that’s kind of fluid at the moment. He loves poetry and started off as an English major, but reading puts him to sleep and he found it too hard to keep up.”

Tracey laughed and said, “That certainly would be a handicap.”

Ed responded, “What do you say we head out? I made a reservation at Harry’s in Austin. Ever been there?”

“No, but I’ve heard good things about it. And I’m starving. Ready whenever you are.”

Ed escorted her to his car, an old Subaru Forester he purchased when it was new, and opened the door for her. He was practical when it came to cars and decided there was no reason to get rid of a car if it was still functional and trustworthy. And he was rather attached to it after all the years and miles.

While Ed was driving, Tracey said, “As you saw, I’ve got a Soob too. What year is this? You keep it in great shape.”

“Thanks. It’s a 2003, and it’s got 165,000 miles on it. It’s showing its age in some ways and I should have the suspension checked. I could drive over a dime and probably tell you whether it’s heads or tails. But it’s still dependable, and I can fit a surprising amount of stuff in the back. That’s been very handy for gigs that require me to bring my own PA equipment. Or, heaven help me, if I need to give a lift to an upright bass player.” Ed added with a grin, “And, of course, old boxy-looking cars are babe magnets. Well, here we are.”

Ed found a parking spot, and they went into the restaurant. They were shown to a table for two in a more private section. Ed had made a reservation because he expected that the place would be crowded, and he was correct. They had just gotten seated when a distinguished gentleman in an impeccable dark suit came over to their table.

“Good evening, Ed. Nice to see you again.”

“Hi, Harry. Tracey, this is Harry Kovaire, the owner and restaurant’s namesake. Harry, Tracey Reilly”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Reilly. I hope you enjoy your evening.” Harry then excused himself to visit other patrons.

“Well, I see I’m getting royal treatment tonight.”

“But, of course, madam,” said Ed, with a regal head bow. “Do you drink wine?”

“Yes, and I prefer red, but I’m happy to try anything. I don’t tolerate alcohol all that well and wine makes me a little light-headed sometimes. But I still enjoy it.”

Ed ordered a bottle of Tempranillo, and they began sipping and chatting. By the time they had finished their salads, Tracey’s glass needed a refill, and Ed noticed that she was acting a bit giddy.

“You’re going to enjoy that Brazilian beef dish you ordered. It’s one of my favorites. The sauce is so flavorful. Harry says they toast and grind their own cumin seeds for it, but he won’t tell me what else is in it besides parsley and imported olive oil. Garlic, for sure. And I should warn you that tomorrow morning you’ll probably wake up with breath that would embarrass a dung beetle.”

Tracey looked at him with a devilish little grin and said, “Maybe you’d like to find that out for yourself.”

Ed chuckled awkwardly because he already was smitten with Tracey and pleased that she felt comfortable enough to joke with him like this. He also noticed that her second glass of wine already was half empty, and he wasn’t entirely sure if she was joking. Better keep things under control here, thought Ed to himself. Her glass is half empty but, she’s acting like she’s more than half full.

They finished their entrees and decided that dessert would have to wait for another visit. Instead, they just ordered coffee. Ed thought coffee would be a particularly good idea because they finished the wine during dinner and Tracey was even happier and chattier than before.

She said, “I noticed that you eat with your left hand. Do you play guitar left-handed? A jazz version of Jimi Hendrix maybe?”

“No and no,” Ed said with a smile. “I play right-handed and I can’t touch Hendrix’s talents.”

“I’m mixed up with my handedness too,” Tracey said. “I write and eat left-handed but I throw right-handed. I use a computer mouse with my left hand.”

Tracey looked sleepily at the ceiling as she pondered which hands she used for what. As Ed took a swallow of his coffee she said, “Hmm, let’s see. I also flip off other drivers with my right hand.” With that, she demonstrated by abruptly sticking her middle finger up in front of Ed’s face.

Ed immediately choked on his mouthful of coffee. As he was coughing, he was surprised to suddenly feel pressure around his chest and find himself rising out of his chair. He realized that a large man sitting at the table behind him had grasped Ed with both arms, lifted him up and was giving him a Heimlich maneuver.

Ed managed to sputter, “I’m okay! I’m okay!”

The man put him down, and two people at a neighboring table quietly applauded. The fellow explained that he was an off-duty police officer and that he was glad he was there to be of assistance. Ed sheepishly shook the man’s hand, thanked him and returned to his chair, more than a little humiliated. Tracey, on the other hand, thought it was hysterically funny.

“Oh my god, Ed, I’m so sorry. I told you that wine goes to my head.” She then put her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle and murmured, “But it was pretty funny.”

“Yeah, well, I guess someday I’ll laugh about this. Heck, I can laugh now,” said Ed with a wink at Tracey. At that moment, the waiter came by to ask if they would like more coffee, setting off another round of Tracey’s laughter that she tried once again to muffle with her hand. Ed decided it was time to call it a night and escorted Tracey back to his car. However, he was more than a little concerned about her ability to drive herself home from his house.

♬♬♬

––––––––
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A COLD, DEAD ARM FELL onto Ed’s chest as he lay in bed early the next morning.

“Is that your arm?” he asked without opening his eyes, still half asleep.

Tracey answered, “No, that’s your arm. Sorry, I must have slept on it.”

“Crap. I was afraid of that,” muttered Ed as the agonizing tingling set in. He got out of bed and walked around, wincing as he flexed his arm to get the circulation back.

Tracey rolled over onto her side, resting her head on her hand as she watched him.

“I thought I might ask if we could have an encore of last night, but you were so right about my breath. Yuck. But you were also right about dinner. It was delicious. And I have a lot on my agenda today and have to run. Do you happen to have a spare toothbrush?”

“Of course. That’s part of being tidy.”

♬♬♬
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THE NEXT WEDNESDAY Ed was in his studio running through some guitar exercises when he heard a knock and saw Tracey’s face in his doorway.

“So, this is where you spend your days.”

“Hey, Tracey—you found me. Yep, this is where all the musical magic happens. Have a seat,” Ed said, pulling a chair up close to his.

Before Tracey sat down she walked around, looking over the small room and said, “I love these old stone buildings. I sometimes wonder who the professors were that previously occupied my office. They were teaching biology before anyone even knew how DNA worked.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” agreed Ed. “I also think about the faculty who were in this little studio and wonder what kind of music they played. Were they all strictly classical musicians, or did anyone dare to teach the jazz that was so popular back then? I can just imagine how teaching students to play Charlie Parker’s blistering sax solos would go over in rural Texas in the early fifties.”

Tracey nodded and then said, “Wow, that’s a pretty guitar. I’ve never heard of Lovera guitars before. Is that real gold?”

“Thanks, it’s a beauty all right. I had it custom made for me as a gift to myself when I got tenure a few years ago. Lovera is the luthier. Alan Lovera in Austin. The metal hardware is gold-plated, not solid gold. The top is hand-carved spruce, and the back and sides are flame maple. Have a look.” He handed it to her and added, “Al is a top-notch guitar maker and it can take him months to make a custom instrument. He’s a nice guy, but kind of an oddball. When you talk to him, he always seems like he was just startled out of a deep sleep and is surprised you’re there.”

Tracey sat down with the guitar in her lap and was examining the delicate mother-of-pearl inlay on the headstock when she suddenly said, “Ow!”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Tracey. I should have warned you. The ends of the strings that stick out of the tuning pegs are sharp, like needles. Do you need a bandage?”

“No, it’s nothing,” she said, sucking her fingertip. “Just a little pinprick, that’s all.”

Tracey handed the guitar back to Ed. “It truly is like a piece of art. Can I assume that flame maple sounds better than regular maple?”

“I don’t think so. It’s just for looks.”

“But it’s on the back. No one can see it.”

“Yeah, I know, but it’s kind of traditional on top-of-the-line instruments.”

“And you paid extra for wood that no one but you will see.”

“Um, yeah.”

“Hmph. You guitarists are such dupes,” she said with a snicker. “Why don’t you play something for me?”

“Be glad to.” 

Ed’s mind wandered for a second as he decided on a song, remembering that attracting girls was one reason he began playing guitar in the first place. He started out as a trumpet player in middle school and high school but picked up the guitar when he was about thirteen and fell in love with it, finding that he had a natural talent for the instrument. He also joked that no one ever said, “Hey, we’re having a party—bring your trumpet.”

Ed thought a romantic ballad would be appropriate, so he started playing “Polka Dots and Moonbeams.” He was pleased to see that Tracey had closed her eyes and was smiling as he played.

Just then they were jolted by the sound of a woman’s scream in the hallway. Seconds later, Allison Clark came running into Ed’s studio. Her eyes were opened wide, her face was pale, and she had blood all over her hands and on her sweatshirt.

“Mr. Ramsey, you’ve got to help!”

“Allie! What happened? My god, are you hurt?”

“No, but Dr. Palermo. I... I think he’s dead.”

Allison looked like she was just about to faint when Tracey grabbed her and pulled her into a chair.

“Tracey, please stay with her. I’m going
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