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CHAPTER ONE

 


“Okay class; please make sure I have your
completed papers into my office by 10 a.m. this Friday. Before
anyone asks, yes, I am most certainly talking about THIS Friday!
Today is Tuesday so you have three more days! And, most
importantly, please note the emphasis on the word
‘completed.’ Thank you! I will see all your bright and happy
faces at our next class!” the professor merely shook her head and
quietly chuckled at the students’ groans.

The rustling of the wooden chairs scraping
against the hardwood floors, as well as the students’ raised voices
rumbling around the room, indicated the end of the hour and a half
class. Their curious professor watched and listened in quiet
amusement at their immediate reaction to her dismissal cue and
their unwelcome homework reminder. Several students quickly
gathered their school bags and books and hurriedly bolted for the
classroom door with a quick wave or excited shout out to other
students.

Professor Maxwell saw a young Hispanic girl
and Caucasian boy obviously lingering just outside the door,
continuing their flirtation that seemed to have started during
class a little more than a week ago. She could tell them more than
a thing or two about the complications of young, unrequited love
and its sweet allure to unwitting souls, but she knew they wouldn’t
really listen. The group of football players in the back of
the classroom were laughing and scuffling about, most likely
finalizing plans for some upcoming weekend party after the first
game of the season. They were speaking in low, hushed voices, not
realizing the room has an echo. She heard yet another group of
students continuing today’s discussion on reflective listening
while exchanging ideas on the writing assignment. At least
someone paid attention this morning! she thought to herself.
This mental exercise of taking inventory of what is happening
around her was one of the ways of acquainting herself with the
students she works with. She had to admit she found it amusing that
once the class was over, she was out of her students’ minds before
they hit the hallway, but this was the time she listened to them
even more closely.

I will make it through this year! I will
make it through this year! ran through Professor Lynn Maxwell’s
mind. As she picked up her raggedy brown leather briefcase, she
exhaled heavily and moaned at the weight of the old bag. The tote,
now stretched and tethered, had once belonged to her father who
worked as an accountant for the government. He used the bag
everyday he went to work. Lynn had been given the hand-me-down the
day she graduated from college, and though the satchel was worn and
its straps were spread thin, she too continued to use it every
day.

The first month of school always seemed to
be the hardest and the longest to her. Courses had started the last
week of August, but then there was a break for Labor Day. It was
only the first full week of classes and she already felt drained;
her mind and body struggled to reacquaint itself to a regimen after
the long leisure of summer. This was the first summer that she had
not taught courses, which made returning to the classroom even more
challenging. Motivating herself with each new school session was a
difficult chore, and this year was proving to be no exception. But
trying to get and to keep her students motivated always seemed to
be the heavier chore. She knew the sooner she established a good,
solid rhythm with her classes and settled into the task, the easier
it would be for all of them.

Turning to leave, she was stopped by a group
of students and confronted with a barrage of questions about the
upcoming paper that was due and about future assignments. She tried
to be patient and remain forthcoming, but eventually she had to
hold up her hand and ask them to stop as she was pressed for time.
This seemed to exhaust all their inquiries after a few groans and
rolled eyes. She reminded them to check their syllabus as to her
office hours and encouraged them to come then if they still had
questions. She hoped she had sounded cordial, which was the
complete opposite of how she felt at the moment. Lynn felt
flustered and completely out of sync. But she reminded herself that
it was her only class of the day, so her mind relaxed. She was then
able to begin the long walk back to her office in William Hall. She
felt she was not prepared for what lay ahead. Lynn knew the junior
and senior students would already be lined up in droves at her
office door waiting anxiously for her arrival. She would then
embark on the time-consuming and tedious task of reviewing their
required outlines and thesis papers. “Why did I agree to be an
advisor again?” she chuckled to herself as she walked down the
lengthy pathways of the old college.

Though the hallways were insulated, there
was still a draft in some spots. The hint of a breeze she felt on
her open neck just above her form-fitting, violet, short-sleeved
turtleneck made her thoughts turn to cool weather that would soon
be approaching. Her brunette hair, which barely covered the nape of
her neck, did not allow for much protection against the incoming
chilly autumn air. Since her divorce from Robert, she had kept her
hair short; at first out of spite, but now out of preference. Her
ex-husband used to tell her how he loved her with long hair and how
desirable it was on her. During their tumultuous twelve year
marriage she had cut her hair short only once, thinking it would be
a fun change and certainly not a big decision for a mature woman to
make. But Robert had thrown such a hissy fit when he came home and
saw her new look. He yelled obscenities and berated her by saying
she looked ridiculous and how the short hair completely turned him
off. This, of course, was then followed up with weeks of his
infamous ‘cold shoulder’ treatment refusing to talk to her and
withholding intimacy until her dark hair grew long enough for his
liking. She bit her lower lip at the uncomfortable memory. She knew
now that, at the time, he was simply using her shorter haircut as
another opportunity to add to his ever growing list of one-night
stands. His affairs were mostly with young and impressionable
students, but she also learned that some of his indiscretions were
with fellow colleagues. Hindsight is always 20/20, she
reminded herself. If nothing else, his many years of infidelity had
taught her that she needed to stand on her own two feet and to feel
positive about who she was and who she wanted to be. His years of
controlling her were over. She was continuing to grow.

At age 41, Lynn was feeling good about doing
what she liked instead of doing what Robert liked or, for that
matter, what their daughter thought was appropriate for a woman of
Lynn’s age. She had short hair as a child and had always loved the
Dorothy Hamill cut. So before the divorce papers were even signed,
she boldly strutted into the court room next to her battle axe of a
lawyer, feeling emotionally stronger and confident with her shorter
hair. She had kept it that way for the past ten years. She
unconsciously smiled and reached up to ruffle her back tresses. The
process of self-discovery was challenging and more than a bit
scary. But Lynn felt compelled, for the first time in her life, to
begin peeling away the layers of expectations that had been
unjustly heaped upon her by her working-class parents, her friends,
her occupation, her abusive ex-husband, and their uncompassionate
and unruly daughter. She could finally find her true self and be
happy with that person, whoever she turned out to be.

As she continued the walk to her office, she
purposely took her time. Her long legs took slow, lengthy strides.
Outside she could see a bounty of leaves seemingly changing colors
as the wind harshly blew them off the trees just outside the tall
windows. The hallways had windows on both sides so the vastness of
the college campus ground could be seen all around. Though
Whitesmith College was small in student population and very rural,
the immense campus was beautiful with its enormous, ancient spruce
trees and well-manicured lawns. The college itself was well over
100 years old, but its busy maintenance crew kept the buildings
updated and looking new and its lawns beautifully green and lush.
Originally a women’s college, the buildings had been connected to
one another by dreary and drafty hallways to protect the girls from
the outside environment and, most importantly, from the local
testosterone. Generous donations by alumni had funded a major
renovation project in its recent history, the most visible change
being the installation of brand new, large, thick windows along
those enclosed hallways. Walks down the corridors were now much
more climate-controlled, sheltered and pleasant scenic strolls
through the well-kept campus grounds and those groves of
spruce.

Ironically, the architect’s good intentions
only enhanced her melancholy today. Lynn observed a bustling campus
beyond the glass and although she was walking amid its activities,
she felt a million miles away. Out of the corners of her deep hazel
eyes, she could see students greeting one another with handshakes
or hugs while they were in the rush between classes. She could see
the maintenance workers gathering trash from the various
receptacles scattered among the commons area. She also saw small
birds and squirrels who, perceiving no immediate threat from
humans, were scavenging crumbs of half-eaten pizza dough and
ketchup-drenched French fries left by hurried students on the
sidewalks and in the grass. She tried to ignore the chill of
sadness but could feel it perched on her shoulders, its shadow
preceding her and wrapping everything in a boney-fingered and
stifling grip. She finally made herself re-focus on the leaves
through the windows. She took solace in their flight. They silently
drifted from the trees and came to life by dancing on the breeze as
if celebrating their freedom. They would ride the wave as long as
they possibly could before reluctantly yielding to the inevitable
and settling on the hard, cold ground. Their ride was over! Lynn
felt a sudden pang in her chest and couldn’t help but wonder if
that was a metaphor meant for her: a lifetime of clutching and
grasping followed by a brief moment of freedom and enlightenment,
then ‘ride over’. She sighed loudly and immediately
chastised herself for having such morbid thoughts. Change of
subject, please! her brain yelled.

The blowing of the leaves reminded Lynn of
her spacious back deck. She made a mental note that the time would
be coming all too soon to take down and store her patio furniture.
She enjoyed the fall with all that it brought, such as its changing
colors and holidays as well as get-togethers with family and close
friends. She had enjoyed just reading silently on her back deck
during the hot and humid summer days where she could be alone in
her own world figuring out the mysteries of ‘who done it!’
portrayed by J. A. Jance, Tami Hoag and her personal favorite,
Patricia Cornwell, writing about the crime fighting Dr. Scarpetta.
Her living room library was stocked with all the books of these
three and many more. She longed for those days of leisure again,
alone with her deep thoughts and good books with her favorite
raspberry iced tea at her side. She viewed summer as being a visit
from an eccentric aunt, bearing gifts and pulling endless surprises
from her bulky, worn out pocketbook. It’s a lot of fun and laughs
but she inevitably realizes she really needs to get back inside to
her lonely cat. So as the summer and its hot temperatures were
beginning to fade, fall was coming in with its cooler temperatures
and changing colors. Lynn had to admit that autumn was most likely
her favorite season, like kicking back with an old friend. There
was something magical in the metamorphosis, the air charged in
anticipation of the cold blasts yet to come. It was magical and
dynamic…the sun rising each morning on a new, magnificent
tapestry.


CHAPTER TWO

 


With the onset of fall meaning school was
back in session, it also meant long days like today meeting with
students to help them develop their thesis papers. As she made her
way to her office, her thoughts turned to the changes around her.
Chilly nights would soon take over and nighttime would come
earlier. For Lynn, those early nights would turn into late nights
sitting alone in front of a crackling fire, reviewing stacks of
students’ work, proof-reading papers all describing similar
therapeutic techniques and counseling theories in all different
formats and fonts. She knew the work would keep her busy and help
her to not focus too much on her loneliness. Though she was feeling
more secure about being alone, she had not given up on finding
companionship. She muttered to herself, “I know you’re out there
somewhere!”

She was shaken out of her private thoughts
by a squeaking voice behind her that she knew all too well and
wished she didn’t. She felt her stomach flop and her shoulders
lurch towards her neck. “Dr. Maxwell? Oh, Lynnnnnn! I have been
trying to reach you all morning. I am trying to get a head count.
Will you be at the staff meeting later today?”

With her thought processes elsewhere, she
absently responded, “Of course, Brian! I certainly will!” She
silently cursed to herself with the realization she had forgotten
the faculty meeting once again! Trying to feign interest, she
slowed her steps at her hall exit and asked, “What time is the
meeting again?” The pasty and balding man showed his annoyance with
a roll of the eyes and drop of his shoulders. His physical
appearance was mouse-like and Lynn always pictured him with black
whiskers jetting out from the sides of his small mouth. He stood
barely at five feet with a belly similar to that of a pregnant
woman. But what he lacked in height, he made up for in his
condescending attitude.

He blew out as if exasperated then spoke in
his usual chastising tone, “Dr. Maxwell, the staff meetings are
always at 1 p.m. in the upstairs faculty lounge. Just like it was
two weeks ago and just like it will be two weeks from today!” He
quickly picked up his pace to pass her as if making some dramatic
exit in a play. “Shithead,” she mumbled under her breath, watching
the irritating little man move on to his next unsuspecting
victim.

Dr. Brian Jenkins was so good at getting
under her skin! She had always tried to avoid the staff meetings
because they were always too boring and too full of posturing and
self-admiration from some of the tenured professors. Checking her
gold Timex, she found it was only 11:30 a.m. She turned the corner
to her office, as expected, she saw the long line of students
already waiting for her. She playfully thought how nice it would be
if she was just too busy for Brian’s precious staff meeting. She
smiled and exchanged pleasantries as she passed the kids in her
doorway. She drew in a deep breath and slowly exhaled as she turned
the key and entered the cluttered room.

Lynn spent the next several hours reviewing
thesis proposals and conferencing with students still trying to
develop their papers’ content. In between meeting with students,
she tried to consume her lunch of a tuna sandwich and a crisp pear,
taking rather large bites here and there. Each student presented
with their own interpretation of Piaget’s theory around the
childhood developmental stages, or Freud’s wild and sexual dream
interpretations, or Maslow’s theory of hierarchy as well as other
counseling theorists they wished to include in their thesis. Lynn
listened patiently, trying to not interject too much while allowing
the students to create their own mode of thinking and not
complement just one theory. It was imperative they not become
dogmatic and appear to master only one theory at the exclusion and
understanding of others. She would subtly suggest ways to develop
certain thoughts or how to include other theorists they might think
about adding in their research. Occasionally, she strongly
encouraged better ways to organize their research and how to
develop a more effective structure of the thesis.

As the last student was entering her office,
she glanced again at her desk clock. 3:45! “YES! A personal best!”
she cheered while stretching her arms above her head. Her lean body
felt stiff and rigid from sitting in the same position for too
long. She knew her solid desk chair was nowhere near as ergonomic
as it should be.

“Are you okay, Professor Maxwell?” The
student seemed nervous, but, then again, Lynn knew Michael Johnson
always seemed nervous around her. She immediately noticed his tense
jaw and wrinkled brow. The young man was tall and lanky and had to
drop his head down just to get through her office door. His
freckled face appeared long and thin and his five o’clock shadow
was springing forth. He kept his bright red hair military short and
always wore faded jeans and bleached t-shirts. She suspected he did
his own laundry. The young man and Lynn’s daughter, Beth, had grown
up together so Lynn had known him for many years, which made her
question why he was always so anxious around her. But she never
dwelled on the thought too long as he was a good student and hard
worker, which was what mattered more for this particular meeting.
She smiled up at him and politely said, “Yes, Mr. Johnson, I am
fine. Thank you for asking. I missed another weekly staff meeting
yet again, so things are very good! How may I help you today? Let’s
see how your paper is coming along, shall we?”

Lynn spent by far the longest part of the
afternoon with him. She always enjoyed his comments and questions
in class; however, during their one-on-one sessions, he often
appeared very confused and not able to maintain his focus. She
worried for him, but also knew he would be a great counselor one
day for elementary-aged children, which was his goal following
graduation. She, as usual, took her time with him patiently
advising and challenging him to trust his own judgment and
analysis. His ideas for the most part were solid and substantiated;
he simply lacked the confidence necessary to pull all his thoughts
together and collectively write them down on paper. He reminded her
of why she initially became a teacher: identifying and helping that
one student who needed it a little bit more than the others.
Students like Michael left Lynn with the feeling she had made a
positive and substantial difference in their lives. Michael, with a
final word of encouragement from Lynn, finally gathered his books
and papers and scurried out of her office. He apologized for taking
up so much of her time, but she let him know time spent with him
was not an inconvenience and to come back anytime if he had any
more questions.

As she began straightening up her office to
leave, she could feel her nagging shoulders and neck craving for
some relief. The tranquility brought on by thoughts of a long soak
in a hot bubble bath were crushed as the infamous Dr. Brian Jenkins
unceremoniously stepped inside her door. He grunted loudly like a
caveman to gain her attention. She turned around to find him
standing behind her with his arms tightly crossed over his chest.
His portly body blocked her entire doorway. Before she allowed him
to scold her yet again, she boldly told him, “I am sorry I was
unable to make the meeting, Brian, but as you can see with all
these papers on my desk I have been extremely busy with the juniors
and seniors working on their thesis papers. I am sure you saw Mr.
Johnson leaving my office just now. He was my last student of the
day. Did I miss very much?” She knew he would be eager to remind
her of all the latest agenda items discussed as well as any juicy
gossip she had missed by neglecting the meeting…even after he had
taken the initiative to remind her. She picked up some heavy books
off a chair and offered him a seat. His choosing to stand let Lynn
know he was in no mood to sit and chat. So she got up from her
chair and walked the short distance over to where Brian was
standing near the door.

The offices in William’s Hall were once
dormitory rooms, so the small space was very confined and did not
allow much room for anything but closeness. Now being so close to
him she noticed that Brian appeared quite upset, biting his lower
pink lip to red from constant chewing. He was looking down at his
shiny penny loafers and fidgeting and twitching more than usual.
She almost felt sorry for him when she asked, “Brian, what’s wrong?
Did something happen at the meeting?” She placed her hand on his
left shoulder for comfort, but Brian stepped away quickly. He
shifted away from her preferring to continue staring downward and
seeming to critique his manicure. His nails were so neatly done
that she secretively wondered if he had a weekly standing
appointment at the local beauty salon to get them done. His rude
silence irked Lynn so much that she felt herself quickly becoming
impatient.

“Well? If you have nothing to say Brian…as
you can see I am just on my way out…”

Brian abruptly interrupted her, “Dr. Norton
is retiring sometime before the end of the school year, as you may
have already suspected. He formally turned in his resignation at
this afternoon’s meeting. As you know, his wife is critically ill
and he feels he needs to be with her while she has her treatments.
Thankfully, he is of retirement age so there shouldn’t be any
problems with his leaving. He is probably the longest standing
professor at the college. He’ll have his pension and health
care.”

Lynn had stopped listening to Brian once he
mentioned Dr. Tom Norton’s wife, and her eyes moved from Brian to
the only window in her office and focused on the wispy clouds
moving slowly across the blue sky on a draft. She had spoken to Dr.
Norton’s wife, Eileen, at numerous campus functions throughout the
years and had last seen her just months ago before she was
diagnosed with breast cancer. She was a soft spoken and gentle
woman. Lynn was very saddened to think of the challenges that lay
ahead for Eileen and Tom as she faced this latest siege of cancer
treatments, her weak body still recovering from the double
mastectomy. Tom had been by her side throughout the ordeal and Lynn
remembered thinking how lucky Eileen was to have someone always
present and vigil to care for her. Lynn tried to not dwell on her
own loneliness, preferring to lose herself in her work. But
sometimes the fear of being alone enveloped her, gripped her in a
cold embrace that made Lynn physically shiver. She felt that
emptiness now and absentmindedly hugged herself for warmth against
the chill. She pictured the ailing Eileen and softly verbalized,
“She is so lucky….”

Brian suddenly turned around and glared at
her in disgust, the motion startling Lynn from her reverie and to
the realization of what she had said out loud. Her face flushed
with embarrassment. She had not meant to say her thoughts aloud.
“What I meant to say is,” she quickly added, “Eileen is very lucky
to have Tom be with her through this.”

Brian cleared his throat to speak again,
“They will be looking in the Counseling department for his
replacement. The department head position comes with a substantial
raise, of course. But, the person who takes the job must be willing
to make real sacrifices, be very involved with the staff and
the students and, obviously, attend ALL faculty meetings.” Lynn
felt her neck and cheeks redden at his barbed comments squarely
aimed at her. “I doubt you would be seriously considered for the
job and I took the liberty to tell everyone you probably would not
be interested. But, as department secretary, I was sent to relay
the news of Tom’s retirement and of the opening. We’ll plan a party
for Tom sometime before he leaves, of course. I’ll let everyone
know when I arrange it. With their daughter in California and most
of Tom’s relatives still living in the UK, I think we’re the
closest he has to an extended family.”

Lynn was once again caught off-guard by his
sudden announcement and fumbled for a proper response as she would
get fired for what she really wanted to say to him. “Brian, I just
don’t know. I would have to think very long and hard about the job
of department chair and its responsibilities. As you know, with my
daughter at school hours away in Chicago, I am just not sure I can
afford the time…as you put it…to make those ‘sacrifices’ you are
talking about. But I will think about it. Thank the committee for
thinking of me and thank you for coming to me, but I need time
to…”

He once again immediately and rudely cut her
off. “I don’t need to hear all this. If you are interested in the
position, you should turn in your letter of intent to my office
before the end of the semester. The dean will conduct interviews
beginning mid-February.”

With a not-so-subtle nod of the head, he
turned and briskly walked out the door. She stood in her office for
the next few minutes, unsure if she should laugh out loud or punch
something really hard. She knew laughing was healthier for her, but
kept thinking what an asshole Brian had just been and how good it
would feel to just slug him once, maybe twice! The best she could
hope for was that he painfully broke one of his manicured nails!
She returned to the task of preparing to go home, organizing her
desk for the following day and gathering the student’s papers in
order.

“Damn his arrogance!” she cried out. With
her briefcase in hand, stuffed to capacity as usual, she grabbed
the last stack of papers and folded them protectively under her
left arm. “What a prick! He must be some sort of punishment I
deserved in another life!” she mumbled as she closed her office
door and locked it behind her. She had to force herself to stop
thinking about Brian’s pompous attitude. The reason behind Tom’s
retirement harshly reminded her how fragile life could be. Lynn had
to secretly admit her jealousy of Tom’s devotion to Eileen. She
looked down the hallway towards Tom’s office, but the door was
closed letting her know he had already left for the evening. She
made a mental reminder to try to see him first thing in the
morning.


CHAPTER THREE

 


By 5 o’clock, Lynn was walking through
campus towards her assigned parking spot, # 15. She often wondered
if the number was symbolic as to her place on the ‘professor totem
pole’. She had been teaching at Whitesmith College for close to ten
years now and, for whatever reason, every year she would come back
to school only to end up with a new parking spot, the number always
appearing lower than the previous year.

The college had a small student-to-teacher
ratio, which she preferred. Lynn enjoyed being able to have that
one-on-one time with her students that a small school provided. She
knew each of her students by name, not just by face. This allowed
for a comfortable and more open classroom. It had taken some time
to adjust to the college life having been a high school psychology
teacher for over eight years, but after the divorce and subsequent
changes in her lifestyle, Lynn wanted a change in her professional
life as well. Prior to the divorce she had been offered the job as
a professor in the counseling department at the college, and
despite her ex-husband also being a professor at the school she
jumped at the opportunity if for nothing more than the new
challenge. She had come and stayed all these years never expecting
the longevity of her work.

The campus was quiet by this time in the
afternoon, nothing like the frenzied activity of midday as students
and professors pushed by in a rush to get to their assigned places
on time. Lynn nodded at a small group of students huddled outside
on the library steps as she walked by towards the parking lot. Her
mind returned to university mode as she continued to process the
conversation with Brian. Her heart ached for Eileen and now for
Tom’s resignation. She thought of the probability of being offered
the position as Department Head. She loved her work with the
students, but she was not sure if adding to the pressure of her
already demanding job was what she really wanted. She had to admit
that she was not even sure if being a teacher was what she wanted
to do with the rest of her life. She thought of her daughter who
would be finishing college eventually and in the process of living
her own life, which, unfortunately, did not even remotely include
her mother. Lynn winced at the thought as she paused to fumble for
her keys in her blazer pocket. Her mind raced with more questions,
what if I am unwilling to make those ‘sacrifices’ as Brian, the
shithead, so eloquently mentioned? What if I don’t want that much
responsibility? Am I afraid of the commitment? What would make
me happy?

To try to slow her thoughts, Lynn once again
began surveying the campus. Like earlier in the afternoon, her eyes
focused on the orange and yellow leaves shimmering in the late
afternoon sun. She watched as some of the crunchy leaves were
gently hoisted and whisked away by a slight gust of wind, slowly
settling in a place far from where they had started. The coolness
in the air and slight breeze helped to calm her troubling thoughts.
She thought to herself, change of seasons, indeed! Maybe it is
time I answer that question of ‘what would make me happy?’

She finally reached parking spot #15. Just
as she was unlocking her car door, the stack of loose papers she
was carrying under her arm began slipping and quickly plunged to
the ground. “For the love of Pete!” she yelled. Lynn absentmindedly
set her purse on the hood of the SUV and hastily started chasing
and retrieving the elusive papers across the parking lot, hoping to
grab them all before the wind tunnel next to the Science building
picked them up and scattered them farther across the campus. She
couldn’t avoid feeling embarrassment as she romped around the
parking lot like a loon, chasing and stomping on pages with her
2-inch, black heels and grabbing them in midair with both hands.
She prayed that no one was around to witness this! “Forget a
promotion. They’ll think I’ve lost it and assign me cafeteria duty
on the sloppy-joe line!” she laughed to herself. Finally the last
few pages were added to the now very crumpled stack and Lynn
breathlessly made her way back to her car just in time to watch,
helplessly, as her purse overturned and every loose item inside
proceeded to spill onto the pavement. She moaned loudly as her
pulse rose along with her temper.

With some of the loose papers in one hand,
she squatted to try to pick up the contents of her purse with her
other hand. But it was futile as some of the papers got loose
again. “Here, let me help you with that!” A familiar voice off to
her right made her stop for a moment. From behind the car appeared
a young, tall blonde woman wearing hip-hugging jeans and a white
tight tank top with a yellow runner’s jacket wrapped around her
slim waist. She put her green Nike book bag down and gathered up
some of the papers that had gotten away. With a snickering grin,
she presented Lynn with the handful of papers. The young woman
joked, “For goodness sake! Why aren’t these in that old, tired out
briefcase of yours, Lynn?”

Recognizing the voice as her daughter’s best
friend and coming back around to the task at hand, she breathlessly
quipped in mock anger, “Because that would make it too easy, don’t
you think, Lori?” Both women started to giggle. Lori began picking
up the papers and handing them to Lynn, still poking fun at her as
she helped, “how in the world did you manage to make such a mess?”
Lynn stood back up, trying to put her purse items back together on
the hood of her Toyota Four Runner. She turned towards Lori,
noticing her working diligently to put all the papers in order.
“What are you still doing on campus, Lori, the day is over for you
isn’t it? You don’t have to do all that, but thanks. I’ll figure
them out one way or another.”

Lori stood up still handling the last sheets
of paper she found and walked over to give them to Lynn. “It’s not
a problem. Glad to help. I am on my way to the library. Dr. Norton
has us writing out our thesis proposals and table of contents
before he will even meet with us to review them, so I’ve got to get
started. It’s going to take me some time to figure out what I need
to put in my paper. How have your first few weeks of classes
been?”

“Well,” Lynn answered with a sly grin,
patting the stack of papers, “it was better than you might think
being witness to this out of control paper chase!” She opened the
car door and placed the papers on the front seat out of harm’s way.
As she closed the door, she looked up and noticed some of her purse
items were starting to roll down the front of the car again. She
tried to catch them, only to upset her purse more, which caused
even more items to empty out and roll down. Both women jolted to
stop the stampede of lipstick, pens, compact, and other items from
hitting the ground. The two began giggling once again. No matter
how hard they tried to grab the items, the next one would elude
them by rolling farther away from their outreached hands.

“Okay, that’s it! I am done! I give up!”
Lynn insisted, and standing in place immediately dropped her arms
to her sides in utter frustration. “I am not touching another
thing! Who needs makeup, anyway, besides beauty queens and drag
queens?” She dramatically turned and went around and sat down in
the driver’s seat.

Lori smiled through the windshield at Lynn
as she quickly retrieved the fallen items. Coming back around to
the driver’s side, Lori handed the purse back to Lynn. “I really
think you’ll be missing these things by morning, gorgeous! Anything
else I can do for you, Professor Maxwell?” she snorted.

“Not today, smart ass!” Lynn scoffed. Lynn
looked over at Lori and smiled as she put her purse back together.
“Thanks, Lori! I really do appreciate your help! Are you working
tonight?”

Lori shook her head and said, “No, not
tonight.”

Lynn smiled widely, “Great! Dinner is at
7:30 and it will be spaghetti again, so be there or be square!” She
had rolled her window down to continue talking as she shut her car
door.

The young woman feigned exasperation and
groaned, “Spaghetti again? Can we please at least, as you love to
say, ‘for the love of Pete,’ have some garlic bread with it this
time?”

“Fine. The menu is spaghetti and garlic
bread,” Lynn answered quickly, “Only you’re bringing the bread and
the garlic this time!”

As Lori turned to walk out of the parking a
lot, she yelled back “Okay, 7:30 with garlic bread.”

Lynn chuckled as she watched Lori walk away
and thought to herself, what a great person she’s turned out to
be!


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Lynn compulsively checked her rearview
mirror, even though the parking lot was almost empty, before
backing out and pulling forward for the short ride home. Her home
was only a few blocks from the college, easily within walking
distance. But knowing today would require bringing home the first
stacks of papers for review, she had opted to drive. Though the
fiasco in the parking lot was something she hoped to soon forget,
she found herself smiling as she replayed the chance encounter with
Lori. What a good kid! she thought. But she had to remind
herself that Lori was far from being considered a ‘kid’ anymore.
Her daughter and Lori had been best friends forever it seemed, so
Lynn had gotten to see Lori grow up and blossom into a very
independent 24 year-old, despite her extremely poor and abusive
family background. She felt for Lori in a way she had never felt
for another student or another one of Beth’s few close friends.

Her memory took her back to the first time
Beth had brought Lori home with her from school. Beth had pleaded
with her parents like she had the previous year when she brought
home a stray kitten, “Please, mom? Please can she stay? She’s got
it pretty rough and she just needs some time away from her mom.”
Lynn remembered looking at the teenage girl taking note of her old
sneakers and her worn out, faded, and mismatched hand-me-down
clothes. But when she looked into Lori’s blue eyes…those big, sad,
blue eyes…she saw something rare in someone so young. Lynn had seen
many sad eyes in her teaching and private counseling career. Those
sad eyes had come in all shapes and shades, and most portrayed the
‘windows of the soul’ of the young and old alike. They also
portrayed a harsh veil of deep resignation and defeat, reflecting
only the pain and insecurities of a life beaten and torn apart.
Lori’s ocean blue-colored eyes, while appearing sad, also had a
notable spark, a fire…not anger so much, but more like a dogged
determination of will and strength. Her eyes, then and now, shined
like a beacon lighting her way along a very dark path. It had not
been an easy road for Lori.

Lori’s mother, Marie, was a severe
alcoholic. She was an emotionally abusive drunk, who had no use for
her daughter other than to employ her as a housemaid. The only men
in the house had been strangers who were there for a night, a week,
maybe a month, now and then. Marie openly conned these men when she
needed more booze or some extra cash for rent. Lynn had tried to
help Marie and Lori on several occasions through the years,
offering money, counseling or getting Marie into treatment. But
Marie always angrily refused while spewing vile accusations at
Lynn, “Me and my kid don’t need nothin’, especially from a snotty
bitch like you! You think I don’t know you’re just tryin’ to take
my kid away from me! Well, it ain’t gonna happen, lady! I can
promise you that! She’s my property, not yours! Stay the hell away
from her.” There had been so many confrontations with Marie. She
would call Lynn’s home when she was highly intoxicated, yelling and
demanding that Lori come home to do her chores or to fix her dinner
or to do something else mundane and tortuous. Lynn always hated to
see Lori leave not knowing what Lori faced when she went home or
how she would look the next time she saw her.

Stopped at a light, Lynn remembered in vivid
detail an incident that occurred when Beth and Lori were in the
seventh and eighth grade. It was Parent’s Night at their junior
high school and there was Marie, unsteady, frazzled and, as usual,
drunk to the point of being unable to stand on her own. As she
literally dragged her daughter from room to room, it was obvious
she was using the girl as a standing post. Lori was utterly
humiliated, mortified and afraid of what her mother would say or do
next. “Hey,” Marie, swayed and slurred awkwardly, poking and
pulling at other parents, “look at my girl’s report card! Straight
A’s! Pretty good, huh, for poor, white trash if I do say so myself!
Yep! She has her mother’s brains and my good looks! Too bad
she’s good for nothin’!” She then cackled at herself as if what she
had said was hilarious and worthy of attention. But when the other
parents and students in the hallway avoided eye contact with her
and began whispering to themselves, Marie became violently angry
and shouted, “What the fuck are you looking at? You think you’re
better than me or something, you stupid cow? I’ll kick your ass
from here to sundown you keep talking about my girl that way!
Better yet, I’ll have my girl kick your little boy’s ass in front
of all his pussy friends!”

At the frantic urging of the principal, Lynn
and Beth escorted a visibly distraught Lori and her out-of-control
mother from the school. Lynn could still remember how Lori couldn’t
stop shaking in her arms. Marie’s ranting and raving escalated
steadily, but seemed to settle by the time they pulled up in front
of the deteriorating frame house a few blocks over from Lynn’s
home. Lori had insisted she could get her mother inside and into
bed, telling them it would be better if they just left. But the
bruise across Lori’s face the next day was all the proof Lynn
needed to march up to Marie’s door that afternoon to confront her.
Marie had tried to act like she didn’t know what was going on, but
Lynn was not about to let her off the hook. She let her know
unabashedly, “I know you hit your child!”

Marie dramatically acted surprised. “The
little shit told you I hit her?” Lynn had to bite her tongue to
talk evenly, “No Marie, Lori did not say you hit her. In fact, Lori
insisted she ran into a door in the dark. But I know the truth. I
am warning you now that if I ever suspect you, or any of your many
male ‘friends,’ of hurting Lori in anyway, I will personally see to
it that you are taken away for the rest of your pathetic life. Do I
make myself crystal clear?” Marie slammed the door in her face.
Lynn stood outside for several minutes calming herself down, then
sighed heavily with frustration as she slowly walked back to her
car. From that point on, Lori Bowman happily spent more time at
Beth’s home than she did her own.

Over the next few years, Marie’s health
quickly deteriorated rather rapidly and she died of complications
from pneumonia when Lori was a high school senior. Lynn had
observed Lori as she stood next to her mother’s casket. She
wondered if the child was grieving her loss of a mother or was
grateful for a new lease on life. Whatever Lori was feeling at the
time regarding her mother’s death, Lynn could thankfully still see
that glorious spark in Lori’s eyes. She was happy that Lori made it
through the madness her mother put her through and that she turned
out to be such a great person and friend. She was glad that Lori
was at Whitesmith and instinctively knew the young woman would do
well.

She parked the car in the driveway and
gathered up her paperwork and briefcase. As she walked up the stone
sidewalk, she came to the realization that she was still smiling at
the thought of Lori’s beautiful eyes. Lori had found a special
place in Lynn’s home and had never really left.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


After changing into comfortable sweats and
making a hot cup of chamomile tea, Lynn sat down in the living room
on her leather sofa and spread out the students’ papers in front of
her on the wooden coffee table. She had to reassemble the papers
that had gotten loose in the parking lot. Once that chore was done
she set out to read and begin correcting and grading them. She had
methodically worked through half of them when the room’s silence
was interrupted by the chiming of her grandfather clock. The
resonant sound startled her from a rather difficult paper she was
trying to grade. Looking up, she was surprised to see that it was 7
o’clock already. She had completely lost track of time and hadn’t
even begun preparing for dinner. She took off her reading glasses
and laid them gently on top of the papers as she reached up to rub
her eyes. She had hated buying the eye wear as it was just another
example of growing older, like needing to moisturize more and
taking longer and longer on the exercise machine to get through her
repetitions. She listened to the unrelenting tick…tick…tick of the
clock with the sound echoing in the spacious room. “At least my
hearing remains intact!” she moaned. Sighing as she stretched to
get up, she left the family room as was: papers strewn about, but
in perfect working order, and lazily strolled into the kitchen.

She
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