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  Chapter 1


  What’s not to like about graduation ceremonies?


  The speeches? Can’t get enough of them. The flowers, balloons, parties, screaming coeds? Love them all. Every year I look forward to a long line of students filing by, one by one, switching the tassels on their mortarboards. I get a shiver of delight as I join the procession, my heavy silk and velvet robes weighing me down. What a pleasure it is to walk around the pathways of the campus and onto the great lawn, Purcell’s Trumpet Voluntary ringing out through the stifling hot and humid air. I never want it to end.


  Not.


  Today, as the faculty sat outside on a makeshift stage, our uncomfortable folding chairs seemed to sway with every warm breeze.


  Fran, my colleague in the Henley College Mathematics Department, nudged me.


  “Professor Knowles, are you bored silly?” she whispered.


  “Totally, Professor Emerson,” I said. “Are you stuck to your chair?”


  “Like white on the blackboards,” answered Fran, who was old enough to remember chalk. “Can you believe this guy? Could he be less inspiring?” Fran gave a surreptitious nod in the direction of the podium where Mayor Edward P. Graves was holding forth as our keynote speaker. The P. was important to distinguish him from his father, Edward D., and his grandfather, Edward K., who had been our mayors before him.


  At only thirty-nine, five years my junior, the current Edward Graves was in the middle of his first term as the youngest mayor in the history of Henley, Massachusetts. Sadly, however, it hadn’t taken him long to pick up the walk and the talk of the average gray-haired politician. He seemed to have put on his smile at the same time as his highly polished shoes.


  “Graduations are double milestones in our lives, because they celebrate the proud accomplishments of our past, while also looking forward to the future,” the latest Mayor Graves said now, as if it were an original, quotable thought and nicely put. Hadn’t Madeline Albright said it better at my own baccalaureate, lo those many years ago?


  Edward P.’s wife, Nora, perfectly coiffured, sat a row in front of Fran and me, across the aisle, knocking knees with the deans and other college and town officials. She’d already received a commendation from the college president, for her “generous, outstanding work with all the major charities of this city.” Nora Graves kept a steady, pleasant look on her face, apparently neither bored nor sweaty, as Fran and I were. Even without the hat hair I was about to reveal as soon as I removed my velvet tam, my short dark hair would never look as good as our First Lady’s.


  I desperately wished I’d brought a puzzle with me, something with wires or magnets that I could put together by touch as I kept my hands under my robes. Too late now. I made a note to put a couple of pocket-size puzzles with my robes when I packed them away, so I’d be better prepared next year. And hadn’t we already been on this stage for a year?


  Mayor Graves had not been the unanimous choice for commencement speaker. We’d had a last-minute cancellation and the dean had called an emergency meeting for a replacement. Many of us would have preferred a person of academic standing, like the originally scheduled speaker, who was a retired dean of a Boston medical school. Not that I’d been asked, but I’d have recommended one of any number of noted mathematicians in the greater Boston area. A sparkling equation would have made a nice addition to the commencement address.


  I glanced across the aisle at art history instructor Chris Sizemore, to see how she was holding up. Chris had been one of the most adamant that we should have looked to educational institutions, not to city hall, for a speaker. Her chin rested low on her chest, her long brown hair falling like a veil over her face. She might have been asleep. Not a bad choice.


  Next to her, Montgomery “Monty” Sizemore, Chris’s older brother and Adjunct Professor in Henley’s new business program, was awake, but agitated, appearing to be commenting under his breath, perhaps doing business through his Bluetooth. Another decent choice.


  The lunchroom rumor mill suggested that Monty had his own special beef with Mayor Graves over some consulting work his Boston-based company had done for the city of Henley. At issue this month was the waste-management contract, with two contenders, one the mayor’s choice, the other Monty’s.


  Groan. Why did I have to think of garbage now? Wasn’t I hot and uncomfortable enough? Maybe that’s why Monty was cringing, too, with his mind on which company would be granted the privilege of transporting our smelly refuse to the town dump.


  All in all, surveying the faculty, noting the scattered smiles and frowns, it wasn’t hard to figure out where each one stood on the dicey issue of commencement speaker.


  The Henley College Faculty Senate debate had ended when the scales were tipped by an announcement: young Cody Graves, the mayor’s son, who’d be entering his senior year of high school in the fall, had already applied for admission to our college. The gossip from Admissions further hinted that a new gym might be in the offing—the Graves Athletic Center, to be exact—a critical addition now that men were admitted to the Henley campus. It seemed no one noticed the poor condition of our sports facilities until the first coed class arrived last September.


  The prospects of a celebrity freshman next year and a new gym to follow outweighed any desire for academic integrity. Also overshadowed was any suggestion that the mayor’s business dealings might be questioned—was there a waste-management CEO among his campaign contributors, for example? It seemed we were willing to risk a few boos from the crowd. None came. Instead, we entertained a strong but civilized undercurrent of disapproval from those on the stage.


  From behind the podium, the town’s top guy rambled on. “Today is not an end, but a beginning.”


  Another groan. I fanned myself with the fancy vellum program and considered texting Fran, sitting next to me. If our advanced calculus students could thumb their way through a lecture, texting across a classroom aisle, why couldn’t we do a little business as we sat side by side? We’d already stayed quiet during the long ecumenical invocation, stood for the national anthem, and then sat again for speeches by esteemed college administrators and dignitaries from as far away as Boston (thirty miles) and Providence, Rhode Island (twenty miles). Since the speeches began, I’d counted nineteen appearances by the word future and twelve by the word beginning, or forms thereof.


  By far the best address today had come from one of the valedictorians, Kira Gilmore. Kira was also active in town politics, known to be one of the best workers at Mayor Graves’s campaign headquarters. Too bad he hadn’t sought her help with his speech. I imagined he was too busy pushing ahead with his career strategy of running for state Senator before he completed his term as mayor.


  I’ll admit I may have paid more attention to Kira since she was a math major with a distinguished academic record and a professionally recognized senior thesis. Kira was what my mother would have called high-strung. I was sure there was a more trendy psychological term now for someone who was highly excitable and could make herself ill over the smallest bit of stress. She’d come to my office yesterday, the day before her graduation, and threatened to opt out of her place on the program.


  “I can’t do it, Doctor Knowles,” she’d said. “There’ll be so many people sitting out there, watching me fall all over myself.”


  I was ready with a canned routine that I used periodically on the privileged students of Henley College.


  “Will your parents be among those sitting on the lawn tomorrow?” I asked Kira.


  “Uh-huh, they got in from California last night.”


  “And, tell me, do you owe a lot in student loans?” I asked, knowing that Kira’s hard-working parents had footed the entire bill for her degree.


  Kira had looked perplexed. “Uh, no, I didn’t take out any loans. I thought you knew that my mom and dad paid for—.” She’d paused and ventured a tiny smile. “Okay, Doctor Knowles. I get it. My parents deserve to see me up there. It’s not about me; it’s about them.”


  “What a nice thought,” I’d said.


  In the end, as always, Kira had done beautifully. She’d opened her speech with a quote from Milton Berle, surely passed on by her grandmother, “If opportunity doesn’t knock, build a door,” and closed with “Let’s party tonight and change the world tomorrow.”


  I’d clapped loudly and whispered under my breath: Nice going, Kira. MIT was so smart to accept you for grad school.


  With Mayor Graves still at the podium, I slid my hand through the slit on the seam of my robe and fumbled around for my skirt pocket where my phone lay among paper clips, coins, rubber bands, and a roll of antacids. Fran and I could at least work on some issues by text. I was Chair this year and I needed to remind Fran to give me her fall schedule for the bulletin. It would also be useful to have her recommendation for where my boyfriend, Bruce, and I might stay on The Cape next weekend, plus I wanted her recipe for lasagna. A whole array of important things needed attention. We shouldn’t be wasting precious time.


  My attempt at a covert action was disrupted by polite applause from the stage and from the lawn. The mayor had finished. I’d missed his closing lines, but I’d have bet they included the phrase Go forth.


  “Notice who isn’t clapping?” Fran asked me, as we both joined in the applause.


  “Besides Chris and her brother? Lots. I’m just glad they’re not booing.”


  As the mayor returned from the podium, he caught my eye and smiled. A big surprise. I recovered in time to smile back. He raised his eyebrows in a question and mouthed words that looked like See you, a sentiment that did not at all fit our relationship, which amounted to crossing paths now and then at a charter school where I volunteered. Kira helped out at his campaign headquarters, but I’d never been there. I couldn’t think of any other interaction we might have had that would have prompted a See you notice.


  “What was that about?” Fran asked, removing any doubt that the gesture was meant for me and not someone sitting behind or in front of me. Nor had it been a nervous twitch.


  “I have no idea,” I said. “Probably part of his twenty-four-seven campaign mode. A verbal handshake for a voter.”


  Mayor Graves stopped where his wife sat, took her by the elbow and led her off the stage, walking toward the back. Who could blame them for escaping before the conferring of degrees? I envisioned him dumping his robes on the nearest empty chair and silently greeting everyone in the rows behind me with the same See you gesture he’d given me.


  “Apparently, you rate more than the city’s education bigwig these days,” Fran said.


  I knew what she meant. “I’m surprised he agreed to come,” I said, glancing back at Superintendent of Schools Patrick Collins, who had his arms folded across his chest. I suspected he’d sat that way throughout the mayor’s speech. It was a great way for academics at all levels to make a point without looking boorish themselves. Simply cross your arms and have people speculate as to what it is that you, in your great wisdom, disagree with.


  “I wonder how that’s all going to end,” Fran said.


  “Not well,” I suggested, recalling a month’s worth of newspaper headlines about the issues separating the superintendent of schools and the mayor. Poor Mayor Graves. I didn’t understand why anyone would want the job of dealing with all the city’s challenges, from its educational institutions to its waste disposal.


  The current classroom dispute was over the performance and the funding of the charter schools in town. Bitter words were exchanged and documented in living detail. I felt sorry for the bald, aging superintendent who had to compete aesthetics-wise with our young, buff mayor and his full head of auburn hair.


  My own experience as a volunteer at the Zeeman Charter School, also known as Zeeman Academy, was mixed. I avoided the principal and the other administrators, who often seemed to be caught up in unnecessary paperwork and bureaucratic details, but I loved the students—full disclosure: I love all students—and kept at it as part of my lifelong mission for math literacy.


  I’d chosen Zeeman because of its business orientation and well-known selection of internships for its older elementary school students. To me, mathematics was the ultimate field for everyone, offering both beautiful equations and the most practical, business-friendly methods, and I wanted to get that message across early.


  We’d reached the exciting time in the Henley College commencement program when roughly five hundred students would be entered into the ranks of the college educated.


  The practice of having every student’s name called out ended a couple of years ago, when the exercises began to take longer than a two-credit class. Now students stood in blocks and degrees were awarded according to their major departments. Only the honors students paraded across the stage as their names were announced. Individual parchments for the gen pop of graduates were handed out later at separate, smaller department gatherings. My mouth watered as I thought of the catered appetizers that would be served to math and science graduates in my building shortly. Or longly.


  During the transition at the podium, I heard a lot of shuffling behind me as some of those in the back rows felt they could follow the mayor’s example and slip out unnoticed. Lucky me, sitting toward the front. Trapped. I mopped my brow in as ladylike a manner as possible and without knocking my tam off my head.


  “I have an idea,” Fran whispered through a barely open mouth.


  “Anything. Show me what you’ve got,” I said, as President Olivia Aldridge called for American Studies majors to stand. Only twenty-four departments to go, all the way past English Literature and Political Science to Theatre Arts, and ending with Women’s Studies.


  I felt a poke from Fran and then something sliding across my lap. I pulled my robe over the new item, leaving only a small viewing space. I snuck a look and saw Fran’s new smartphone with a wordplay game underway.


  “I’m in,” I whispered.


  She’d started by forming the word “windy.” I checked the set of letters available to me and moved a word into place around her i: tickle.


  Our phones were smart enough to know the value of each letter and kept score for us. It was twelve to twelve, and we were off.


  Fran and I looked up now and then to clap for a student we’d taught, and finally to watch mortarboards soar through the air.


  “Another class goes off into the world,” she said.


  I nodded. “I hope they’re ready.”


  “The students or the world?”


  “Both.”


  Chapter 2


  In the air-conditioned comfort of Benjamin Franklin Hall, the math and science building, my feelings were different. Now I really didn’t want the party to end.


  This time the awarding of degrees was individual, some might have said drawn out, in Franklin’s large lecture hall. Each math and science major, twenty-five in all, made an Oscar-like speech, thanking parents, roommates, the groundskeepers, and—big thrill here—us, the faculty.


  To close the ceremony, the new graduates lined up to receive their official gift from the college: a letter opener with a replica of the college seal attached at the top. The blades were sterling silver, with a point sharp enough to open acceptance letters for grad school or jobs, we claimed.


  “I’d love to have the contract for those,” Fran said, as the last letter opener was removed from its box and oohed and aahed over. “Imagine the number of alumnae who have them.”


  “We should have done the calculation during the speeches,” I said. “Multiply one hundred years or so of graduates by—”


  “Maybe next year,” Fran said.


  We repaired to the first floor lounge to await food and drink from the caterers. With students, parents, faculty, and guests, the room was stretched to its limit and many took to the hallways.


  At the close of every school year, I hated the idea of losing a class of senior math majors, plus all the science students I’d gotten close to over four years. I could, however, understand why they’d want to swear off grueling homework, pop quizzes, exams, and grades for the rest of their lives.


  As always, there was a whole lot of clinging going on, and many promises were made while a mix of the graduates’ musical favorites played in the background. Pitbull and Lady Gaga were prominent, as were the surprisingly long-lasting Black-Eyed Peas, who dated back to before most of these students were born.


  “I’ll never, never lose touch with you,” Jeanne Flowers, near tears, swore to Bethany Riggs.


  “We totally have to hook up in California in August,” Bethany said to Nicole Johnson.


  “I’ll tweet and text you every day,” Nicole told Jeanne.


  And so on, with Claudette, Heather, Jessica, and a dozen other flushed young women.


  I could have written the script.


  After fifteen years of college teaching, I usually came pretty close with my estimate—it would take two or three months for all but a few graduation day promises to fall off to zero, only one month if European travel intervened.


  Kira Gilmore, one of today’s academic stars, rushed up to me and nearly knocked me over with her energetic hug. At close to six feet, a large-boned Californian, Kira towered over me, her five-foot-three math prof. Only a couple of weeks ago, Kira had impressed a professional mathematics society with a research paper based on her thesis—the application of mathematical models to political science. Knowing Kira’s innate shyness, I was doubly proud of her performance.


  “I’m coming back here so often, you won’t even know I graduated,” Kira said now. “You’ve been the best teacher and the best adviser, Doctor Knowles.”


  I thanked her and hugged her back. As much as I cared about her, I hoped Kira would not keep her promise. What I wanted most was to see her move on.


  “Here comes the food,” Nicole said, getting down to basics, and illustrating that the transition from starving student to sophisticated graduate wasn’t immediate.


  Group hugs broke up and cameras were put away for the moment as the caterers hired by the Franklin Hall faculty entered the lounge with large trays, a pleasing, aromatic trail in their wake. The food line formed as soon as the trays of delectables hit the table.


  Our building, at the northwestern edge of the campus, was party central all year round, not just for graduation. Franklin Hall, which housed the math and sciences departments, was famous for its Friday afternoon gatherings, celebrating the birthdays of famous mathematicians, scientists, and inventors. Besides Commencement Day, today, May fifteenth, was also Pierre Curie’s birthday. You can imagine our double excitement, though Pierre had to take a backseat, his extraordinary scientific work commemorated with only a poster collage prepared by the physics and chemistry undergraduates.


  Like the rest of the faculty, Fran and I had shed our hats and robes as soon as we could and left them in our offices. Most of my colleagues were a little more dressed up than on class days, but it was too hot for me to put anything heavy on my small frame. Fran looked especially elegant in one of her trademark flowing, multicolor pants outfits. She fit in well with the dressed-to-the-nines parents of the graduates, but I was probably more comfortable than any of them, in my simple halter top dress.


  None of the honorees had taken off their heavy black mantles. It made them easier to spot in the crowded room, which, I supposed, was the idea. I saw many proud, loving gestures as moms and dads adjusted the stiff white collars on their newly anointed daughters.


  Our long conference table doubled as the buffet table at weekly parties, but those offerings were like table scraps compared to today’s spread of gourmet appetizers. Instead of giant economy-size bags of cookies and chips, and dips of unidentifiable ingredients and questionable origin, the caterers had laid down a set of special hot and cold dishes. The faculty had sprung for clams casino, cherry peppers stuffed with shrimp, Swedish meatballs, and an assortment of olives, fruits, and cheeses.


  For dessert, a large cake took up one corner of the lounge. Baked and decorated by Franklin Hall’s underclassmen, the cake bore the message: LUV U GRADS in blue and gold, to match the streamers and pennants around the room.


  “Doesn’t it bring tears to your eyes?” Fran asked me, faking a sniffle.


  I uttered a phony sob for Fran’s benefit, though in truth I really was more emotionally attached to my students than she was. Maybe because she had her own family to fawn over. For me, single, and an only child, Henley was my family. True, my boyfriend, Bruce Granville, and my best friend since childhood, Ariana Volens, were indispensable in my life, but I spent more time on campus than in Ariana’s bead shop or with Bruce and his crazy schedule as a medevac pilot.


  Once the food was served, the party groupings became reminiscent of middle school dances, where like stayed with like. Parents clustered together on one side of the room, eating at the small tables scattered around the lounge; the graduates gathered on the other side, balancing plates on their knees. Faculty roamed at first, greeting everyone, then we took seats wherever we found them.


  On the parents’ side there were exchanges of photos, both paper and digital, and plans for the future—the graduates’ futures, strangely.


  “Jeanne isn’t interested in settling down until she finishes graduate school at least,” Jeanne’s mother said, while Dad nodded vigorously.


  “Bethany won’t stop until she’s running the cardiology wing at some big Boston hospital,” Bethany’s father announced, spreading his arms to indicate the size of the medical facility his daughter would one day oversee.


  A few of us knew better. We knew that Jeanne, a bio major, was expecting her boyfriend, graduating today from a college in Boston, to give her a ring and set a date this summer. Bethany’s dream, well known to her friends, was to move across the country to San Francisco as soon as she could pack up her jean shorts and flip-flops.


  “I’ll figure out what to do when I get there,” she’d told us, but apparently not her parents.


  If all went as usual, the parents of the grads would be the last to know.


  It didn’t do any good to try to remember my own dreams as a new college graduate. Life choices were never as simple as they seemed at twenty-one or -two. If I hadn’t moved back home to take care of my ailing mother … If I hadn’t left the software company to teach … if I had followed my friend Ariana’s path and gone into business for myself … if I hadn’t met Bruce five years ago …


  Crash! Clatter! Crash!


  The sound of china and metal on tile brought all conversation and daydreaming to a halt. A mishap by one of the catering staff, was my first thought. How embarrassing for them.


  But it wasn’t a young man or woman dressed in a black-and-white outfit two sizes too large who’d caused the commotion.


  It was Kira Gilmore. She’d dropped, or thrown, her plate and silverware to the floor, spilling olives, meatballs, and a clump of shellfish on the way, and was now in an agitated state not consistent with the party atmosphere.


  “You shouldn’t be mouthing off about Mayor Graves when you don’t know what you’re talking about,” she yelled. The comment seemed to have been addressed to Nicole Johnson, who scooted her chair back from the circle of diners, still sitting and holding onto her plate of fruit and cheese.


  “You have to admit he does have a nerve talking about service to the community when we know he’s only using his mayorship as a stepping stone for his own advancement,” Jeanne Flowers said, appearing to defend whatever Nicole had said, and coining a word in the process.


  “That is so unfair,” Kira said, nearly in tears.


  It seemed that Mayor Edward P. Graves had invaded the party, not in the flesh, but in conversation.


  “Why doesn’t he put his money where his mouth is and fund the charter schools the same as the others?” Nicole continued, apparently emboldened by Jeanne’s defense of her initial remark. “Do you know that Zeeman Academy, my little brother’s charter, might close next year because His Majesty, the mayor, thinks they’re unnecessary?”


  That was news to me, but then, my eyes and ears glazed over whenever I overheard the Zeeman faculty discuss issues other than the latest teaching methods.


  “Edward is not against Zeeman or any of the charter schools,” Kira said, her face reddening. “His own son went to Zeeman up to eighth grade. He just wants the schools to be more accountable. No one gets it.”


  “Edward, is it?” Jeanne said, with a neener-neener sound that I associated with junior high kids. “He’s such a hypocrite. You’re just his groupie, Kira, and you see what you want to see.”


  “As if your boyfriend is perfect,” Kira managed, though her heart wasn’t in it.


  I didn’t really want to hear what college students thought was wrong with each other’s passions of the month, but I was concerned that Kira was in distress. Her reaction went far beyond what might be expected of a loyal Henley resident, even one who was an award-winning campaign worker for the mayor’s State Senate run.


  The girls’ voices softened finally, and the rest of the guests made awkward attempts to return to their conversations. The efficient catering staff came in with spray bottles, cloths, and sponges and relieved Kira’s befuddled parents, who had started to clean the mess she’d made.


  “What do you think that was about?” I asked Fran, who’d taken a seat next to me. I was still holding onto the notion that a math major, even one who’d graduated, was my responsibility. And I couldn’t help wondering why one of Henley College’s top students was defending the mayor as if she were—


  “She’s seeing him.” Fran broke into my thoughts, stabbing at a clam at the same time.


  “What? Seeing him, as in …?” I tried to erase the image that was forming. “Kira? Seeing the mayor? Are you sure?”


  “It’s obvious,” Fran said.


  “Not to me.”


  Fran rolled her eyes, a reminder that I seldom got the subtleties of who was hooking up with whom these days. Was it that long ago that I was twenty? Answer: yes. But Fran was older, and a grandmother, so I couldn’t blame my age and state in life for how often I missed cues regarding personal relationships.


  Though no one said so, Kira’s outburst had put a damper on the party. The good cheer and harmless gossip that were present at the beginning of the party had dissipated. Guests began saying their farewells and wandered off in family units, presumably seeking a less charged environment.


  There’s some good in every ill wind, my mother, Margaret Stone, used to remind me. She was right this afternoon. The fact that the party was cut short meant all the more leftovers for the students who were staying in the dorm until official closing time next week. The caterers and a few of us faculty and undergrads helped pack up the savories.


  “You really don’t want these meatballs and peppers, Dr. Knowles? Dr. Emerson?” a sophomore chem major asked, eyes wide.


  We shook our heads. “It’s all yours,” Fran said.


  “There’s sooo much cake left. I could hack off a piece for you,” a freshman bio major said, licking her lips and wielding a knife that looked more suited to a slab of beef.


  “It’s our gift to you,” I said, and accepted another farewell hug.


  Fran and I decided to retreat to our respective offices for some downtime before going out to dinner with a group of math majors and their parents at seven thirty.


  We headed down the hall, still chatting about the Kira Gilmore-Edward Graves issue, whispering all the way. We stopped abruptly when our longtime janitor, working overtime today, came toward us, pushing his big barrel of cleaning equipment.


  “Afternoon, Doctors,” Woody said, sticking to his respectful guns, despite the many times we’d encouraged him to call us by our first names. “Congratulations to you all.”


  “Thanks, Mr. Conroy,” I teased.


  Woody reached into one of the many pockets in his overalls and pulled out a shiny key ring with a tiny soccer ball dangling from its chain. He held it up to show us both, then offered it to Fran.


  “I saw this little thing as I was checking out of the hardware store. I thought of your little grandson, Doctor Emerson. Do you think he might like it?”


  Fran took the key ring with a gracious smile. “How sweet of you, Woody,” she said. “I’m sure he’ll love it.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Woody said, sounding relieved.


  I didn’t for a minute think that seven-year-old Derek needed a key ring, but all that mattered was that Woody thought so.


  “If you hurry to the lounge, there might be some treats for you,” Fran said.


  We knew the girls loved the old guy, and why wouldn’t they? He’d jump at a chance to change a light fixture for them in the dorm or rig up an extra connector for the lab or chase down an alleged mouse in the supply closet. They’d be happy to share the bounty with him today.


  “Thank you kindly, ladies. You’re always thinking of me,” Woody said. He tipped an imaginary hat and pushed his barrel at a slightly faster pace toward the lounge.


  “He’s still trying to make it up to you,” I said, when Woody was out of earshot.


  “Two years later,” Fran said, pocketing the key chain. “I forgave him a long time ago.”


  No one expected Woody ever to forgive himself, however, for inadvertently tossing important papers from Fran’s office into the trash. She’d stacked a set of research notes on the floor on top of a broken three-ring binder. The arrangement looked so battered and messy that Woody had assumed it was all trash and hauled it away.


  Poor Woody had been so distressed over the matter that he’d had our copy center make up two signs, TRASH and NOT TRASH, and handed them out to every Franklin Hall faculty member. We laughed at the gesture at first, but the signs had come in handy more than once.


  Fran and I had arrived at the intersection of the building’s two corridors, resigned to the office work that awaited.


  “Today should count for double overtime for us,” I added.


  “As if it matters to our paychecks,” Fran said. She let out a sigh. “At least we got the degrees handed out without incident.”


  “And made a little dent in the food.” My priorities were showing.


  “And we won’t have to deal with the mayor for another year,” Fran said.


  We parted ways where Franklin Hall’s two corridors intersected. “That’s the good news,” I said.


  Chapter 3


  The town of Henley, incorporated in 1775, liked to think of itself as the Cambridge of southern Massachusetts, part of the rich tradition of academic hubs in the Commonwealth.


  As such, about a two-block area around the campus in all directions was populated with coffee shops, pizza parlors, and small bookstores, plus an array of boutiques, some of which were affordable for the average college student, some not. I’d noticed that since the advent of male students to the Henley campus this year, several stores had added more athletic equipment and small electronics to their inventories. With parents in town, I expected business in all of the shops would be booming this weekend.


  Unlike Harvard Square, however, or MIT-on-the-Charles, we had little choice in the way of grown-up restaurants. The Inn at Henley boasted the nicest table linens, the classiest music, and the most expensive entrees. The ones I’d tried had been worth the price. Tonight the place was packed with college faculty, graduates, and their families. I was glad Fran had been smart enough to book two long tables weeks ago, a job that technically was mine as department chair. Fran was also smart enough to know I wouldn’t think of it in time. Again, I chalked it up to her highly developed skills as a mother, grandmother, and household organizer.


  “I love the charming nautical theme,” Nicole’s mother, Nannette, said, as we settled in our places. From her oohs and aahs at the fish nets hanging from the ceiling and the large tanks of live fish at the entry, I gathered that her family was new to the Inn.


  The Johnsons, who were natives of Henley, were one of those matching-initials families, including Nicholas (Dad) and twelve-year-old Nathan. I was sure they wore matching colorful shirts when they vacationed in Hawaii. Or even on Cape Cod. Even as I thought this, I realized the Johnsons’ situation didn’t allow for many vacations. Nicole, the first in her family to graduate from college, had been on a financial aid package that included work study in various offices on campus.


  “Cool sharks,” Nathan said, as we looked over the menu. Everyone seemed relieved when he pointed not to the live fish tank, but to the oil paintings along one wall. The three other N. Johnsons agreed.


  I’d sometimes wondered what my parents would have named a second child. Would my math teacher father have prevailed again and added another famous mathematician to the family? My patron was eighteenth-century mathematician Sophie St. Germain. Thus my complex set of initials: S. S.-G. K. No monogramed towels for me. I envisioned a brother called Isaac Newton Knowles, with the nickname Ink. Just as well he never materialized.


  At tables next to our two at the Inn of Henley were Judith Donohue, head of biology, with her majors, and on the other side, Robert Michaels, chemistry chair, with his. The table for physics, the fourth and smallest department represented in Ben Franklin Hall, was far across the room, making it inaccessible for the cross-table talk that was prevalent at gatherings like this.


  We faculty encouraged and relied on talking among people at different tables, since it was always a little stressful to be around students’ families. The crosstalk kept us from serious discussion of any one topic at a single table. Otherwise, there was too much potential for pushing parents’ buttons. We had only the students’ interpretation of the religious or political persuasion their parents adhered to and how tightly they adhered. Graduation and similar celebratory dinners, therefore, were never the relaxing events they were designed to be.


  I was surprised that Kira and her parents joined us as planned, after the awkward incident at the Franklin Hall party. The animosity between Kira and her friends who’d badmouthed the mayor seemed to have been forgotten and they were back to their usual chummy young selves.


  The presence of the other majors and their parents helped the situation. The girls from four or five neighboring tables gossiped about who wore what, if anything, under her gown and what the guys might wear in a few years. Not exactly conversation worthy of young women with Bachelor of Arts degrees, but peaceful at least. And there was no talk of any Thing between Kira and the mayor. I was ready to believe Fran was losing her touch on the reading-people front. Surely not every public official was guilty of preying on attractive young volunteers.


  Having Nathan, a preteen, fish-and-chips boy at our table helped the conversation, since there were always the politically neutral X-boxes, soccer games, new apps, and 3-D movies to chat about. Nathan thought I’d be interested in his latest game, involving simple algebraic equations that had to be solved in order to gain access to a box where there was a key to another box, where there was another equation, another key, and so on. Not especially thrilling for me, but I was pleased that it was math- and not war-related, and we all got through the main meal without any plates of food being thrown to the floor.


  I’d been sneaking text messages to Bruce once in a while throughout the day, keeping my boyfriend up to speed on the various dramatic moments. I refrained from phoning him on days like today when he came off a twelve-hour shift at Henley Airfield, and slept on and off. He wasn’t due back at MAstar, the shock, trauma, and rescue company he piloted for, until nine tomorrow night, barring a national or even a city-wide emergency.


  “No food spilt,” I’d thumbed, winding my way back from a visit to the restroom with stops at the physics and sociology tables.


  “Fun time?” Bruce texted.


  “U bet,” I thumbed. “Ur up?”


  “Up. Miss U.”


  “Me 2.”


  Chris Sizemore reached out to take my hand in greeting as I approached the art history table. Several of the majors had been creative with their mortarboards and wore them now. I admired a Van Gogh-like sunflower on one and a Monet-ish blue cathedral on another.


  “Loved that scholarly speech, didn’t you?” Chris asked, rolling her baby blues. “Aren’t you glad we hired the mayor?” she added.


  Too bad she couldn’t simply enjoy her students’ cleverness. I chose to smile and pretend temporary deafness. “Can’t hear you. Too noisy in here,” I said, cupping my ear.


  Chris’s brother, Monty, was also in the group. Having no business graduates yet in the new program, he’d apparently adopted his sister’s majors today. As an adjunct, Monty had no vote on faculty issues, but he’d had an opinion anyway, one that matched his sister’s. He waved at me and shouted, “Follow your dream,” which I recognized as a phrase the mayor had used two or three times in his address. I felt another pang of sympathy for the mayor, having to deal with controversy on all sides, from Superintendent Collins to businessman Monty Sizemore and his sister, and who knew what in between.


  I let their comments float alone on the air and gave the Sizemores big waves as I went on my way. I breathed in the aroma of the many chunks of lobster rolled in buttery toast, an Inn specialty. I hoped the brother and sister combo behind me weren’t ruining the dinner for the graduates, with their sore-loser grudges.


  I got back
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