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The Theory of Anything




Greg Hickey


May 3, 2011 – Afternoon


Dr. David Solon and Dr. James Adalwin exited the coffee shop and said their goodbyes on the sidewalk, sharing a final awkward hug before parting ways. David headed down Jackson Avenue toward his car, his head bent against the mid-afternoon sun.

It was good to see James, he thought. Good to get out of the house. Good to have an almost normal, work-related conversation with a friend and colleague. He still didn’t plan on returning to school before the end of the semester, but this outing was a positive first step. He could spend the rest of the summer drafting a formal paper of his proof and trying to figure out how to live the rest of his life. The thought of eating dinner at James and Melissa’s still made him feel uncomfortable though. He never liked to impose. And things would be different, harder, now that it was just the three of them. But he knew he should do it, knew he wouldn’t really be imposing, knew he needed to continue to get out and see friends. He promised himself he’d call James later in the week.

The weather was just starting to turn. It was almost warm enough to slip off the light jacket he’d thought he needed when he left his house a couple hours ago. He noticed the coat felt loose on his chest and shoulders—had he really lost so much weight in just a week? Julia always hated this time of year, the big push before the end of the term. He remembered preparing and grading his first set of final exams as a professor at the University of Chicago, textbooks and papers strewn all over the living room floor of their two-bedroom Hyde Park condo, Julia tiptoeing through his mess.

She had never said a critical word about the state of their home, just, “Can I help you organize a bit?”

“Sorry,” he’d said. “I know it’s a disaster. But there’s a method to this madness. I’ll try to tidy up before I go to bed tonight.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier if you knew where everything was and didn’t have to crawl around on the floor looking for it?” She said it with a teasing grin, but he could tell from the way her cheeks tightened and lips puckered ever so slightly that she was rightly annoyed at having to pick her way through the sudden explosion of paper in her house.

“I do know where everything is,” he insisted. He realized as he said it that she had been hoping to make things easier for herself, not him. He realized later that he didn’t know where everything was, and he had to give a final to his Calculus III class that was missing several questions on partial derivatives.

That was Julia, though. Organized, thoughtful, honest, but never disparaging. And usually correct in her assessments. He could handle disorganization as long as it was his clutter and he had put it in that state. But by the time spring rolled around, he had managed to confine his work to their second bedroom, and his second set of final exams went much more smoothly for both of them. That first year made him marvel at all the teachers he’d had during his two decades as a student. They always looked so calm and composed, passing out study guides, delivering lectures, presenting well-designed diagrams and charts. He never imagined they might be working frantically behind the scenes, scraping together lessons at the last minute, writing exams on their living room floors, grading papers on their way to class, constantly reining in the chaos.

David’s preparation for his first spring final was less outwardly disordered, but it gave them both their first taste of his perennial spring fever, when he would oscillate between endless meetings with students and late nights spent preparing and grading final exams and repressed schoolboy excitement at the approach of summer and freedom. Not that he disliked teaching—actually, he loved it. He knew from the start he would miss it if he focused all his attention on research. But he’d long ago discovered that one never grew out of the thrill of summer vacation. Of course, he always had some project planned for the break—preparing for a new course or assisting the Ph.D. candidates or working on his own research—and, after a week or two, Julia would come home from work to find him sitting in front of the computer in their office instead of reading on the couch. Once he settled back into a routine and the weather warmed up enough for them to spend the day at the beach, Julia could accept his relative liberty.

He didn’t know what he was going to do this summer. He couldn’t shut himself up in the house alone with his work for three-and-a-half months. He would go back to his early morning swims at the university pool once the semester ended and campus quieted down a bit. But he wasn’t sure about their usual summertime activities—the beach, hiking, traveling. Start small, he told himself. Come up with a work schedule, but make time to get out of the house. See James. Try the beach, the forest preserve. If he went somewhere and couldn’t stand it, he could go somewhere else.

David had almost reached his car when he heard a commotion from the alley to his left. About halfway down the alley, he saw a middle-aged woman facing a man in dark clothing. The man’s back was toward him, but he could see the woman’s face over his shoulder, her eyes wide and lips parted in fear. He could hear the man shouting at her and saw her retreat a step as he advanced on her, thrusting his right arm at her as if menacing her with a weapon. David looked around. James was already gone. The street was empty. There was no time to call the police. By the time anyone arrived, whatever was going to happen would have happened, and the assailant would be long gone. If anyone was going to help this woman, it would have to be him.

He began to creep down the alley, half hoping the man would notice him and flee. But neither of them saw him. He started to walk a little faster. He was able to make out the man’s voice:

“Let’s go! Empty your purse!”

And the woman, stammering, “Okay, okay. You can have everything. Just please don’t hurt me.”

“Jewelry too! Take off your necklace.”

David quickened his pace. When he was about twenty feet away, he began to run. The woman’s eyes flashed in his direction. The man turned toward him, swinging his arm around, a gun in his hand. But it was too late. David was on him, ducking his head and driving his shoulder into the man’s stomach and tackling him to the ground. He heard the man exhale heavily and the clatter of metal on asphalt that told him the gun had fallen to the ground. David shoved the man down as he tried to rise and saw the pistol lying three feet to his left. With another burst of adrenaline, he lunged for it and rolled away and rose to his feet and aimed back at the assailant.

“Freeze!” he yelled. “Stay right there.”

The man had also tried to reach for the gun and now lay prone on the ground, his left arm still outstretched toward David’s feet. The woman was backing away toward the street, one hand over her gaping mouth, the other arm clutching her purse and a paper grocery bag against her chest.

“It’s okay, ma’am,” David said.

She was perhaps a few years older than him, dressed in a high-necked sweater and long, dark skirt and stockings. Her thin, pale face was caked with makeup that was beginning to run from the corners of her eyes, and her faint, wispy hair was loose and drifting around her head. Her hands trembled and her feet stumbled backward.

“Go,” David said. “Call the police.”

She turned and ran out of the alley with short, choppy steps.

“Call the police!” David yelled after her. “Give them this address!”

He turned back to the would-be assailant, who was still lying on the ground and now muttering under his breath. He wore a faded black sweatshirt, dirty dark jeans and unlaced, high-top Nikes whose soles were peeling off. David felt his breath coming fast and ragged, his heart hammering in his chest. He fought the urge to make sure there was a round in the chamber. If the mugger had been carrying an unloaded gun, he would have made a move by now. He shifted his aim and pointed the gun at the man’s backside and steeled himself to fire if he got aggressive. He didn’t want to do it. He didn’t want to be there. But someone had to take a stand. He thought of Julia. Someone had to say, there are consequences, say, you cannot victimize innocent people. He had to stick it out and hope this man didn’t do anything stupid. Five minutes, he told himself. Ten at the most. He just had to stay calm and focused for a little while longer until the police arrived and took over. They would be here soon. Everything would be okay.

“Come on, man,” the mugger said. “You got me. You got my gun. Just let me go.”

“Be quiet,” David said.

The man blew out a long breath between his teeth. After a moment’s silence, he resumed talking: “Nobody got hurt. That lady’s okay. No harm done. I’m hungry, man. I just wanted to eat. I wasn’t gonna hurt her.”

“Stop talking.” David glanced out toward the street. The woman was standing at the entrance to the alley, cell phone in hand. Come on, he thought. Make the call already.

“Just let me go,” the mugger said. 

David looked back at him. He had turned his head toward David and was starting to roll onto his back.

“Stop moving.”

“You got my gun. I can’t hurt nobody now. Just let me go.”

The man rolled all the way over.

“Stop!” David yelled.
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