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        Blakely Smith

      

      

      
        
        Fall.

      

      

      My favorite time of year.

      Sweaters and jackets came out of the backs of closets. And boots. Boots were the best. High top boots. Booties. Rain boots.

      Store shelves were stocked with school supplies or in my case, office supplies. College ruled notebooks with pretty covers. New sticky note colors and sizes. Brightly colored dry erase markers.

      I dumped my plastic shopping bags of pencil, pens, and notebooks—office supplies onto the desk.

      It wasn’t that I needed them. I just liked them. The feel of them. Their smell.

      Classes didn’t start until next week, so I had my university office to myself for a few days. There would be meetings, of course. Universities loved meetings. There were big motivational meetings to introduce the new faculty and to update everyone on all the exciting new changes that would be coming our way for the next year.

      Enrollment was up. New Internet cables had been installed over the summer. Blah. Blah. Blah.

      This was my third year as a faculty member at Louisiana Tech University, so I knew the drill.

      Everything moved slowly if it moved at all.

      And then interspersed around the big university wide meeting, there would be other meetings. Department meetings. We’d be assigned to committees and informed about the new publication policies that were never enforced.

      The university life was what I had to deal with to get in front of the classroom. When I got in front of a classroom, I transformed into one of the happiest people on the planet.

      A truck backfired in the parking lot as I went around to my desk and I glanced out the window on my way by.

      The offending truck was an old—really old bright red pickup truck from the last century. Probably a new student coming in for late advising.

      Most everything could be done online, but there were still students, mostly older ones, who liked the personal touch. Probably part of what kept me employed.

      I unwrapped a package of wooden pencils and stuffed them into one of my desk drawers. Loved that new pencil smell.

      And I still liked to take notes by hand, especially when I was talking on the phone or even working with a student. Writing things down seemed so much less intrusive than typing on a computer screen when a person sat right across the desk.

      Turning on my computer, I logged in. Forty-two new messages. Good Heavens. Did people not have anything else to do? And everyone wanted an instant reply.

      It was funny, they—meaning the students—were accustomed to getting instant responses on the Internet. And yet they wrote us in order to get a personal response. From an actual person.

      A personal response from a person. Real professors didn’t sit behind their desks all day answering emails.

      Some, however, did go around answering emails on their phones all day. They were probably the ones who caused students to have high expectations for us.

      Not me.

      I needed time away to disconnect.

      At least an hour here or there.

      A knock at my open door startled me.

      “Blakely. How’s it going?” My department chair was a nice guy. He was good with both faculty and students as well as the integration of the two.

      “Good.” I turned in my chair, away from the computer, and focused on Nate. He folding his lanky form down in one of the chairs across from my desk. If history hadn’t worked out for him, he could have played basketball.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      Nate never sat in my office unless he needed something. It just so happened that I was a good sounding board for him. Nate was a history professor who like talking things through with me now and then.

      It was, after all, part of my job as a psychologist.

      I didn’t mind. So much more interesting than sitting in meetings.

      “I need your help,” he said.

      “Sure thing. With what?” I slid my new office supplies over to one side of my otherwise uncluttered desk. Nate didn’t even seem to notice. All in a day’s work for him. Faculty members and office supplies went together like bread and butter.

      “We have a visiting faculty member this semester.”

      “We do? When did that happen?” I was on the hiring committee and the last time I’d checked, we hadn’t hired anyone this year.

      “Yes. A psychology professor. Coming in as a favor to the Dean.”

      “I see. What are they going to teach?”

      Surely Nate wouldn’t be giving away my Abnormal Psychology class. It was my favorite and I looked forward to it every semester.

      Nate grinned. “Don’t worry. Not Abnormal.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said with a little smile.

      “I’m giving him Statistics.”

      “No complaints from me.”

      “No complaints from anyone.” He sat back and unnecessarily straightened his tie. Nate was one of the best dressed people at the university. His motto was “Dress for the job you want, not the job you have.”

      Nate aspired to be university president. Couldn’t fault the man for dreaming.

      “I’d like you to mentor him. Show him the ropes.”

      “Okay,” I said, happy to have a new challenge. Perhaps the meetings wouldn’t be so tedious with someone to explain things to. someone with a fresh set of eyes.

      “Good. His name is Steven.”

      My heart did a funny little flip.

      “Steven? Is he in… history? Or…?”

      “Psychology. Like you.” Nate was looking at me in that baffled way he had.

      “Of course. Makes sense.” Why else would he ask me to mentor him?

      “His last name is Jones.”

      “Right.” I forced myself to breathe steadily. Steven Jones.

      It had been three years and the name Steven still had an effect on me.

      After three years, I should be past it. But in all truthfulness, I wasn’t sure I was ever going to get over Steven Jackson.
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        Steven Jackson

      

      

      
      I’d never aspired to work as a professor. Trained as a clinical psychologist, I was more of a hands-on, in the trenches, kind of guy. I loved my work as a psychologist in the hospital’s psychology ward.

      But here I was. Louisiana Tech of all places.

      I was an Auburn University guy, through and through. Go Tigers.

      Still. After graduation, I’d gotten away from universities.

      Then it had all backfired on me. The wrong guy had walked into my office. Told me the wrong things.

      Now I was the one who had to go underground.

      That’s what I was calling it, anyway. Underground.

      I liked that better than saying I was on the run.

      Not that I could say any of it to anyone.

      Wit Sec was hard core.

      They had rules. Serious rules.

      It was possible—likely—I would never be Steven Jackson again.

      I was now Steven Jones.

      Close enough to my own name that I would turn around if someone called my name. That was imperative.

      If they had changed my name to Buck Montana, I’d probably not respond. Or so they said.

      Personally, I think I could have adapted.

      But they were supposed to know what they were doing.

      They’d put me on a private jet in the middle of the night and hauled my ass to Ruston, Louisiana. I’m sure it was a perfectly fine little town.

      Fortunately it was supposed to be temporary. They were
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