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The summer session at Moonridge College had a different rhythm than the regular academic year—quieter hallways, fewer rushing students, and a lazy Vermont warmth that made even the most dedicated scholars want to take their research outside. I loved this time of year in the library. Without the usual chaos of term papers and exam prep, I could focus on long-term projects like the one spread across my desk: decades of college archives waiting to be digitized.

"Diana, you're frowning at those papers like they personally offended you," Professor Emeritus Harold Blackwood observed from the chair beside my desk, his voice carrying that familiar mix of amusement and academic authority that had made him legendary among English literature students for over thirty years.

I looked up from the yellowed faculty meeting minutes I'd been trying to decipher. At seventy-two, Harold still cut an impressive figure—tall and lean with wild silver hair that refused to be tamed and sharp blue eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses that had seen decades of grading papers. Today he wore his usual summer uniform: pressed khakis, a blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a bow tie that somehow managed to look both professorial and rakish.

"It's your handwriting from 1987," I said, holding up the offending document. "Were you taking notes during an earthquake?"

Harold chuckled, a sound like rustling pages. "Ah, the faculty meeting where Dean Morrison tried to eliminate the classics requirement. I was writing furiously to capture every ridiculous word." He leaned over to peer at the minutes. "That says 'bureaucratic nonsense' in the margin, if you're wondering."

I made a note in the digital file and saved the scanned image. "Your commentary is going to be invaluable for future historians trying to understand this place."

"That's the idea." Harold's expression grew more serious. "Institutional memory is everything, Diana. Without proper documentation, the same mistakes get repeated over and over."

We'd been working together for three weeks now, ever since I'd proposed digitizing the college's historical archives as my summer project. What had started as a routine preservation effort had become something more like an oral history project, with Harold providing context and stories that brought the dry documents to life. I'd grown genuinely fond of the cantankerous old scholar, who reminded me of my grandfather—sharp-witted, opinionated, and possessed of an encyclopedic knowledge of family and community history.

The library's main floor was nearly empty this Tuesday afternoon, just a few summer students scattered among the reading tables and the steady hum of the air conditioning. Emma Fielding, my student assistant, was helping a visiting researcher locate materials in the rare books room, her voice carrying faintly from the restricted section. Emma had just started her graduate studies in library science and was proving invaluable with both the technical aspects of digitization and the campus gossip network that often provided crucial context for understanding old documents.

"Speaking of institutional memory," Harold said, shuffling through a stack of correspondence from the 1990s, "I suppose I should tell you that I'm writing my memoirs."

I looked up with interest. "Really? That's wonderful, Harold. This college needs someone to record its real history."

"Not just the college." His tone had shifted, becoming more cautious. "Though certainly the college figures prominently. Let's just say I've been thinking about accountability lately. About... final notices, you might call them."

Before I could ask what he meant, my phone buzzed with a text from Scott: Meeting parents at 4, then heading to setup. You coming early to help?

I glanced at the clock—3:30. The Founders' Day garden party started at five, but Scott's parents were visiting from Boston and wanted to see the campus before the festivities began. As the head librarian and Scott's girlfriend—still getting used to that title after six months of official dating—I was expected to make an appearance and help with the social graces.

"I should probably head out soon," I told Harold. "The garden party..."

"Ah yes, the annual celebration of Moonridge's illustrious founding." Harold's voice carried a note of irony. "Complete with sanitized historical narratives and carefully edited displays of institutional pride."

"You're coming, aren't you?" I'd assumed Harold would attend—he never missed college events, especially ones where he could corner alumni and share stories about their student days.

"Oh, I'll be there." He gathered his papers into a neat stack. "I have a few things to discuss with some old colleagues. Loose ends to tie up, you might say."

There was something in his tone that made me pause. Harold had been more subdued than usual lately, less inclined to his usual academic gossip and more focused on organizing his personal papers. I'd attributed it to the natural melancholy that seemed to affect longtime faculty during summer sessions, when the campus felt like an echo of its fuller self.

"Everything okay, Harold?"

He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "Just old man's preoccupations, my dear. The weight of accumulated history." He stood and straightened his bow tie. "I'll see you at the party. And Diana? Thank you for this project. It's been more important to me than you know."

After Harold left, I spent another few minutes organizing the day's work before packing up. The digitization project was revealing fascinating glimpses of college politics over the decades—budget battles, curriculum fights, personality conflicts that had shaped the institution. Harold's insider knowledge was proving invaluable, but lately his commentary had carried an undercurrent I couldn't quite identify. Less nostalgic reminiscence, more pointed observation about patterns of behavior and institutional cover-ups.

I walked across campus toward the faculty housing where Scott was staying with his parents, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine and the peaceful atmosphere. Summer session brought a different crowd to Moonridge—visiting scholars, alumni families, and students taking intensive courses or working on research projects. The campus felt more relaxed, less hurried than during the regular academic year.

Scott was waiting on the front porch of the guest house, looking handsome in khakis and a blue dress shirt. At thirty-five, he still had the lean build of the college athlete he'd once been, though his dark hair was showing the first threads of silver at the temples. His smile when he saw me approaching never failed to make my heart skip a little.

"Perfect timing," he said, pulling me into a brief hug. "Mom and Dad are inside arguing about whether the campus has changed much since their last visit."

"When was that?"

"Three years ago, for my cousin's graduation from UVM. They're treating this like a major expedition." Scott's parents, both retired teachers from outside Boston, had been cautiously supportive of our relationship but clearly wanted to get a sense of both me and the community where their son had chosen to settle.

"Are they nervous about meeting me?" I asked.

"Are you nervous about meeting them?" Scott countered, then grinned. "They're going to love you. Mom's already impressed that you're a librarian—she keeps talking about how libraries are the heart of any community."

The front door opened and a couple emerged who were clearly Scott's parents—both had his dark hair (though theirs was more silver than brown) and his easy smile. His mother, Patricia, was a petite woman in her early sixties with kind eyes and the slightly harried air of someone who'd spent decades managing teenagers. His father, Robert, was taller and more reserved but had the same steady presence that made Scott such an effective detective.

"You must be Diana," Patricia said warmly, extending her hand. "Scott talks about you constantly. We're so pleased to finally meet you."

"The pleasure's mine," I replied, shaking hands with both of them. "Scott tells me you're both retired teachers. What subjects?"

"High school English," Patricia said. "And Bob taught history and coached baseball."

"Thirty-five years each," Robert added with quiet pride. "We figured it was time to travel and see what our kids have been up to."

Scott's sister lived in California with her family, making Moonridge a more manageable visit for his parents. As we walked toward the campus center where the garden party was being held, I found myself relaxing into easy conversation with them. They asked intelligent questions about the college, the library, and the community, clearly trying to understand what had drawn their son away from the big city policing he'd known in Boston.

"It's the pace," Scott explained as we passed the main library. "Not slower, necessarily, but more... integrated. In Boston, you're always dealing with problems after they've escalated. Here, you get to know people before there's trouble. Prevention instead of just response."

"And the crime rate?" Robert asked with the practical concern of a parent.

"Lower than Boston, but we do have our challenges," Scott said diplomatically. "Small communities have their own complexities."

I caught his eye and smiled. We'd certainly discovered that truth over the past year, though I doubted he'd share details of our recent murder investigations with his parents during their first visit.

The campus center's main lawn had been transformed for the party. White tents dotted the grass, with tables of food and drinks arranged around the memorial garden that served as the centerpiece of the celebration. Faculty, staff, alumni, and community members were already gathering, creating the kind of mixed crowd that made these events both festive and slightly chaotic.

"Diana!" Emma appeared at my elbow, looking professional in a summer dress and carrying a small notebook. "I've been helping with the setup. Do you know they have over two hundred people registered for this thing?"

"Emma Fielding, meet Scott's parents, Patricia and Robert Erickson," I said. "Emma is my student assistant and is studying library science."

"How wonderful," Patricia said. "Are you planning to work in academic libraries?"

"That's the goal," Emma replied with the enthusiasm of someone who'd found her calling. "Diana's been showing me all aspects of library management, from reference services to archival work."

As we chatted, I spotted Harold across the lawn near the memorial garden, looking distinguished in a navy blazer and his signature bow tie. He was talking intently with a woman I recognized as Dr. Eleanor Whitmore, the recently retired Dean of Faculty. Even at a distance, I could see the conversation was more serious than typical party chitchat.

"That's Professor Blackwood," I told Scott's parents, nodding toward Harold. "He's been helping me with the archives digitization project. Brilliant man, and a walking encyclopedia of college history."

"He looks like central casting's idea of a professor," Robert observed with amusement.

"Wait until you hear him talk," I said. "He could make a grocery list sound like Shakespeare."

The party was reaching its peak energy level as the late afternoon sunshine slanted across the lawn. Alumni were reconnecting with former classmates, faculty members were working the crowd with practiced ease, and the summer students were enjoying what was probably their first formal college social event. The memorial garden, with its carefully tended flower beds and commemorative plaques, provided a peaceful center to the controlled chaos.

I was helping Scott's parents navigate the buffet table when I heard a commotion near the garden. Voices raised in concern, someone calling for help. The party's pleasant hum shifted to something more urgent.

"Scott," I said, touching his arm and nodding toward the disturbance.

He was already moving, his detective instincts kicking in even at a social event. We pushed through the gathering crowd to find Harold collapsed on the ground near the memorial garden's central fountain, his bow tie askew and his face pale. Dr. Eleanor Whitmore was kneeling beside him, her face stricken.

"Someone call 911," Scott commanded, dropping to check Harold's pulse while I found myself frozen, staring at the man who had been so full of academic fire just hours earlier. His eyes were closed, his breathing shallow and labored.

"What happened?" Scott asked Eleanor.

"I don't know," she said, her voice shaking. "We were talking, and he suddenly said he felt dizzy. Then he just... collapsed."

Harold's mint julep glass lay shattered on the ground beside him, the ice and liquid seeping into the earth around the memorial garden's carefully tended flowers. In the distance, I could hear sirens approaching, but all I could think about was Harold's last words to me in the library: Thank you for this project. It's been more important to me than you know.

As the paramedics took over and the crowd was gently moved back, I found myself standing next to Scott, watching our friend being loaded onto a stretcher with a terrible certainty that this wasn't just an elderly professor's heart giving out at a garden party.

Something about the scene felt wrong, though I couldn't yet put my finger on what.
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