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They are damn uncomfortable, but the parents like them. The gowns we wear at commencement with our “hoods”—more big, colorful collars than anything—designating our degrees. I have a Ph.D. in History from Columbia and was roasting in my costume while a comedian I never heard of gave the commencement speech to our graduates.

I am a tenured professor in the History Department of a Chicago-area university. I have taught there for twenty-three years, my specialty being nineteenth-century American History with a side interest in the post-World War II expansion of the American Empire.

With the ceremony done and the students getting their pictures taken, I carried my folded gown and walked the half-mile to my on-campus house. It is a pleasant place, and it is where my wife and I raised our two kids, both now grown—a daughter a financial analyst in Manhattan and a son a teacher in a Minneapolis public school. It was lonely. My wife, Georgie (for Georgiana) was killed two-and-a-half-years before when we were T-boned by a guy in a pickup reading a text. She was killed, he got a good-talking-to, and I got a permanent limp in my right leg.

Summers were always free time for the family. When the kids were small, we either went for three-week trips with a rented trailer or Georgie and I got gigs teaching summer courses. Georgie, who I met in college, also taught at the university—Mathematics—so we had plenty of time off in the summer. We did not have a lot of money but roughing it in a trailer or getting a school to pay for our courses made for a good life.

In the past few years, though, with them all gone, I’ve spent the summer either staying in town working on one of my books, with the occasional trip to New York or Washington or the South for research, or teaching a course in Europe. Two years ago it was at Trinity College, Dublin. This year I was teaching a course on post-WWII America in affiliation with Merton College in Oxford, England.

The course ran from mid-June to mid-August. Accommodations were provided and the pay was good. It would also allow me to research the relations between the U.S. and the U.K. in the post-WWII era.

I stopped in New York on the way to spend a few days with Krissy, our daughter. She and her roommate tolerated me for three nights and she kindly allowed her “old man” to sleep in her bed while she shared with her roomie. For the record, I am fifty-one, and she is twenty-three.

Then a flight to Heathrow and the bus to Oxford. The bus was early when I arrived, but a porter was there and helped me get to my room. I settled in and took a nap before heading out to get something to eat and a feel for the area.

I had four days to get oriented before my class began. We would meet for two hours each morning at ten and then for two hours each afternoon but Friday. Most of the thirty students were from the U.K., but there were several from Ireland and two or three from Germany and one from Sweden. Three days a week I had open-office hours in the afternoon after class. They nicked a don’s office for me. It looked pretty much exactly like you expect an Oxford don’s office to look. All leather and old-books. Cigarette and cigar and scotch-glass stains on the desk. Strangely, I thought, were the rugby pictures on the walls. I’d have thought cricket more appropriate but then I was as capable of stereotyping as anyone else.

The don, I was told, had gotten a nice summer-teaching post at Stanford and most of the things in his office were inherited from the prior occupant. He kept them to give the place a lived-in feeling. Except for the rugby photos. That was his game and those were his photos.

The idea of the open-office was to provide a place for talking about things, and it proved popular. By the second week of class, at least four or five students, and sometimes more, congregated in the office, sitting on any flat surface, to talk. About things in general and not just about post-War America.

Summer finally reached Oxford after I was comfortable with my routine, and as I was on the High Street heading for a drink at a pub at which I became a regular I heard a woman call, “Professor Allen?” I turned and saw someone I didn’t recognize. She rushed up to me and, noticing my bewilderment, introduced herself as Sharon Heller. It took a moment.

“Wait. Didn’t you used to have blue hair?”

“‘Used to’ is the operative phrase. I’m all grown up now.”

She must have been twenty-six or twenty-seven. I remembered her from a post-Civil War Reconstruction seminar. It would have been four or five years earlier. She was average looking, but I recalled her because of the hair and because she had a caustic wit she was not shy about during class. And she submitted a very good paper on the Presidential election of 1876.

She was in Oxford as part of a fellowship that allowed her to teach and get a small stipend from another college while she worked towards her Ph.D. in Economics from MIT.

I should be clear about students. I always noticed my female students. But everyone knew that that was it. I never thought of cheating on Georgie and was adamant about a wall between professor and student. I cannot speak of others in the university, but I took my responsibilities seriously. It was well-known and made life much simpler.

This carried over once I became a widower. By then, of course, notions of romance between a student and me, an over-fifty, slightly-overweight man with a slight limp, were far-fetched anyway.

Still, I remembered some female students. I don’t know whether it was the blue hair or the paper on Rutherford B. Hayes’s election, or a combination thereof, but I recalled Sharon Heller. We went to the pub together that day and that became a regular thing. We had dinner three or four nights a week. We took a few trips into London and a bus up to Woodstock to wander around Blenheim Palace. Had cocktails once or twice at the Randolph. We even went punting together one Saturday morning in the river before a picnic.

I enjoyed her company and I think she enjoyed mine. Occasionally she would drop by my class and there she was on the final day and of course she joined us all in the backroom of a nearby pub for a celebration of the course’s conclusion.

With my bags packed the next day, I waited for the bus to take me to Heathrow. She stood with me. As I prepared to get on board with the driver stowing my large bag, she shook my hand and kissed me on the cheek, and we shared a slight hug before I left Oxford..
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Back to Chicago
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With my summer course over, I stopped in New York to visit Krissy on the way back to Chicago.

“So you have a crush on a former student?”

This was almost the first thing she said when I was through her door. I mentioned Sharon once or twice in calls with her and that was enough.

“Honey. I don’t have a ‘crush’ on a former student. I just enjoyed her company while we were both in England. Now that I’m back, I’m back. And she’s back in Cambridge at MIT. And because you’re wondering, we did not do ‘anything.’”

She decided not to say anything more about it though I doubt she believed me. I was sure there was nothing. Krissy wasn’t. I took her and her roommate to dinner and again was allowed to use Krissy’s -bed. I got a late morning flight and was home late in the afternoon. 

The fall semester had my normal mix of large classes for freshmen and sophomores and seminars for juniors and seniors. Things proceeded as always. There were plenty of social events during the week to occupy me and I took the train into Chicago every few weeks for a show or a concert. 

For Thanksgiving, I went to Minneapolis, to Michael’s with several of his fellow teachers. I returned on Saturday. Once classes resumed on Monday, the focus shifted to getting everyone prepared for pre-Christmas final exams. Panic starts to set in and spread, and I extend my office hours. For the rest of the semester, a line forms about half-an-hour before I arrive. The Thursday after Thanksgiving was a particularly long afternoon.

As I was packing up after the last freshman left, I heard a light rapping on my door. I was tired. Looking at my bag, I gave an unenthusiastic, “Come in.”

“Yes, Professor Allen.”

Sharon Heller.

“Can I buy you a drink?” she asked.

“Why aren’t you in Cambridge?” Meaning the one where MIT is in Massachusetts and not the one where it is not in England.

She told me she stayed at her folks’ in Madison, Wisconsin for the holiday and was doing some research remotely through Christmas. She drove down to see me and now was taking me for a drink and then I was buying her dinner. 
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A Reunion
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“I know it’s not my place, Dad, but run, don’t walk, away from this woman. She’s got major daddy-issues.”

It was Friday afternoon and Krissy was being overdramatic, but there was some truth in what she said. Sharon was her age, give or take. I had to promise Krissy I’d “take it slow” to get her off the phone. I told her that I had as pleasant a time as I had for years at the dinner I had in town with Sharon that night. Krissy insisted that it is one thing to have a good time as long as it did not go “too far.” We both knew what she meant by “too far.” But only one of us cared. It wasn’t me.

Georgie left me with an unfilled but not, I hoped, unfillable void. I had passion for work and passion for my family and my community. I needed passion in love again. I needed this woman. This woman. I called her shortly after I hung up with Krissy and asked her to dinner. She knew the place from her student days.

Once seated, I asked, “What are you looking for with me?” 

It was clear it was something, and I wanted to know what.

“Wow. You don’t mince words.” She smiled. “I’m looking for someone I can love and respect. And who can love and respect me. That’s all I want with you. It’s not complicated.”

She was
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