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	For everyone who has ever argued their way around something they should have just said out loud.

	You know who you are.

	So do they.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Syllabus for Disaster

	

	The thing about Piper Hartwell was that she could argue anything.

	She had argued a parking ticket down to a warning at twenty-three, talked her way into a graduate program that had already closed applications, and once, memorably, convinced a room of forty skeptical high school students that the Oxford comma was worth dying for. She was not proud of all of these. She was a little proud of the Oxford comma one.

	What she could not argue, standing in the hallway outside Dean Howarth's office on the first Tuesday of September with a letter in her hand and rain coming in sideways off the Willamette, was that this was anything other than a disaster.

	The letter was printed on department letterhead. It had her name on it. It said, in the careful, load-bearing language of academic administration, that Westbrook College had been awarded a significant interdisciplinary grant from the Bellamy Foundation, that the grant would fund a new joint seminar titled The Art of Productive Disagreement, and that she, Piper Hartwell, Assistant Professor of Rhetoric and Director of Competitive Debate, had been selected to co-develop and co-deliver the seminar beginning the third week of September.

	Co-develop. Co-deliver.

	With a visiting specialist she had never met.

	Whose name was Dr. Callum Dawes.

	Whose biography, linked in the email that accompanied the letter, described him as a conflict resolution consultant with twelve years of experience mediating labor disputes, organizational crises, and interpersonal breakdowns across four continents, which sounded, to Piper, like the biography of a man who had spent his entire adult life professionally telling people to calm down.

	She read the letter a second time in case she had missed something. She had not missed anything.

	The rain intensified.

	She went to find Dr. Simone Cohen.

	

	Dr. Cohen's office was on the third floor of Aldermast Hall, which was the building everyone agreed was the most beautiful on campus and the least adequately heated. The radiator clicked. The windows were original to the 1923 construction and did not believe in insulation. The bookshelves ran floor to ceiling and were organized in a system that only Dr. Cohen understood and that she had declined, on three separate occasions, to explain.

	Piper liked her very much, which made it harder to be annoyed at her, which she suspected was intentional.

	"Close the door," Dr. Cohen said, without looking up from her monitor.

	Piper closed it. She sat down in the chair across from the desk, the one with the slightly uneven leg that rocked if you shifted your weight, which she suspected was also intentional. She put the letter on the desk between them.

	Dr. Cohen looked at it. Then at Piper.

	"You've read it," she said.

	"Twice."

	"And?"

	"And I have some questions." Piper kept her voice pleasant. She was very good at keeping her voice pleasant. "Starting with why the first I'm hearing about a seminar I'm apparently co-delivering in three weeks is a letter slid under my office door."

	"It was sent to your faculty email on August twenty-second."

	"I was at nationals with the debate team on August twenty-second."

	"There was a follow-up on the thirtieth."

	"I was writing tournament post-mortems on the thirtieth." Piper paused. "This is not the question I wanted to lead with."

	Dr. Cohen almost smiled. "What was the question you wanted to lead with?"

	"Was I consulted at any point in this process?"

	"Your research profile was reviewed by the Bellamy Foundation selection committee. Your publication on rhetorical escalation patterns was specifically cited in the grant application."

	"That is not the same as being consulted."

	"No," Dr. Cohen agreed. "It isn't. The timeline was compressed. The grant window opened in July and closed in early August. Decisions were made quickly." She folded her hands on the desk. "I understand this is not ideal."

	Piper looked at her. "Who is Dr. Callum Dawes?"

	"He comes very well recommended. He has a particular expertise in structured dialogue frameworks, which complements your background in rhetorical theory quite precisely. The committee felt the pairing was intellectually coherent."

	"That is also not an answer."

	"He is a visiting specialist. One-year contract. He arrives this week." Dr. Cohen's expression was even and careful and held the particular quality of someone who had thought through this conversation in advance. "Piper. The grant is substantial. The seminar has potential to become a flagship offering. Your debate program's funding is up for review in the spring, and a successful joint initiative with demonstrated enrollment and outcomes would make that conversation significantly easier." A beat. "I thought those details might be relevant to you."

	They were relevant to her. She resented that they were relevant to her. She picked up the letter.

	"When do I meet him?"

	"Thursday. Two o'clock. I've booked Seminar Room C for the planning session."

	Piper stood. She tucked the letter under her arm with the careful deliberateness of someone who had more to say and was choosing, for now, not to say it.

	"I want co-billing on the grant acknowledgment," she said.

	"Already arranged."

	"And I want it on record that my rhetorical escalation research is what got us the grant in the first place."

	"Also already arranged." Dr. Cohen looked at her with something that was not quite amusement and not quite sympathy, but lived in the neighborhood of both. "He's not an adversary, Piper."

	Piper considered this.

	"I'll let you know after Thursday," she said, and left.

	

	The debate team practiced on Tuesday and Thursday evenings in the lower level of Crestwood Hall, in a room that smelled faintly of dry-erase markers and ambition. Piper had coached them for four years. She had taken them to regionals three times and nationals twice, and she knew each of them the way you know people you have watched argue under pressure: completely, and with great affection, and with a precise understanding of exactly where each of them would crack.

	She was setting up the room when Jonah arrived first, which he always did, because Jonah Voss was the kind of debater who treated punctuality as a competitive advantage.

	He was nineteen, infuriatingly talented, and argued the way Piper had argued at nineteen: fast, clean, and with the particular confidence of someone who had not yet discovered that being right was not the same as being understood. She was working on this with him. It was slow going.

	"You look like you got bad news," he said, dropping his bag.

	"I got complicated news," Piper said. "Set up the timer."

	"What kind of complicated?"

	"The kind that isn't your business." She handed him a stack of motion cards. "We're working on rebuttal compression tonight. Three minutes, then two, then ninety seconds. Same argument, tighter each round."

	Jonah took the cards. He looked at her for a moment with the assessing quality that made him genuinely dangerous in a round and occasionally exhausting in a room.

	"Is it about the new seminar?" he said. "Someone posted about it on the department board. The Art of Productive Disagreement. That's kind of funny, given."

	"Given what?"

	He grinned. "Given that you're teaching it."

	Piper looked at him.

	"Timer," she said.

	He set up the timer.

	

	She had seven houseplants. This was not a considered collection. It was the accumulation of good intentions and social gifts and one impulse purchase at a farmers market in April when she had been, briefly, optimistic about her capacity for botanical care.

	Their names were: Gerald, Duchess, The Situation, Approximately Fine, Steve, New Steve, and a trailing pothos she called Parliament because it had opinions about where it wanted to grow and she had stopped arguing with it.

	She watered them on Thursday morning, which she knew was too late for some of them, and counted it as an act of goodwill toward the day ahead.

	At one fifty-five she walked across the wet courtyard of Westbrook College toward Aldermast Hall with her annotated copy of the grant proposal, a legal pad, and the specific internal composure of someone who had decided, deliberately and in advance, to approach this with an open mind.

	She was, she told herself, a professional. She was curious. She was open.

	She was also, if she was being precise, a person who had built her entire career on the understanding that disagreement was the raw material of connection, and she was about to spend a year co-teaching that belief with someone who had spent twelve years on the opposite side of that argument.

	Seminar Room C was in the east wing, third floor. The door was already open when she got there.

	He was standing at the window with his back to her, looking out at the courtyard she had just crossed. He was taller than she had expected, which was not relevant information. He had a cup of coffee that was clearly his own, brought from somewhere else, which meant he had already decided the faculty lounge coffee was not worth his time.

	She filed that away.

	He turned when he heard her.

	Dr. Callum Dawes was thirty-five, with the particular look of someone who had spent a decade in professional situations where reading a room quickly was a survival skill. His eyes went from her face to the legal pad to the annotated grant proposal in the time it took her to cover the distance between the door and the table. She recognized the assessment because she did it herself. She did not find it comforting.

	"Dr. Hartwell," he said.

	"Piper," she said. "We're going to be in rooms together for eight months. Dr. Hartwell will get old."

	Something shifted in his expression. Not a smile, exactly. A consideration of one.

	"Callum," he said.

	She sat down. She put the grant proposal on the table, her legal pad beside it. He sat across from her. He had his own annotated copy of the grant proposal, she noticed. His annotations were in pencil. Hers were in three colors of ink.

	"I thought we could start with learning objectives," she said.

	"I was going to suggest we start with the pedagogical framework," he said.

	Piper looked at him.

	He looked at her.

	"Those aren't the same thing," she said.

	"No," he agreed. "They aren't."

	Outside, the rain resumed. Inside Seminar Room C, with a legal pad and a three-color pen and eight months stretching out ahead of her like an argument she had not yet found the winning side of, Piper Hartwell began to understand that this year was going to be considerably more complicated than a parking ticket.

	 



CHAPTER TWO: Conflict Resolution, Theoretically

	
	The faculty lounge on the second floor of Aldermast Hall had, in Callum's professional assessment, the worst coffee he had encountered outside of a mediation in a municipal building in Akron, Ohio, in 2019, where the machine had been actively broken and someone had simply continued using it anyway.

	He fixed the Westbrook faculty lounge espresso machine on his second day.

	He did not tell anyone. It was not a statement. It was simply that the machine was fixable, he could see how, and leaving a fixable thing broken when you had the means to fix it was a kind of willful negligence that he had never been able to make his peace with. He tightened two fittings, recalibrated the pressure gauge, cleaned the portafilter, and left before anyone came in.

	He brought his own coffee to Thursday's planning session anyway. Old habits.

	
	Portland had been someone else's idea of a good fit, which was how most of Callum's life had arranged itself over the past decade. A colleague had forwarded the Westbrook visiting position. His agent had flagged the Bellamy grant opportunity. His therapist, whom he saw every three weeks by video call and who had the patient, careful manner of someone who had stopped being surprised by him, had said: You've been moving for ten years. What would it mean to stop?

	He had taken the position, partly to answer that question and partly because the Seattle consultancy, which was his default next step, had not yet confirmed its timeline, and partly because he was thirty-five years old and tired in a way that sleep did not fix, and Portland in September was supposed to be beautiful before the rain set in for real.

	It was raining when he arrived.

	He found the faculty housing, unpacked with the efficiency of someone who had done it in thirty cities, went for a six-mile run through a neighborhood that smelled like coffee and wet leaves, and sat on his temporary couch in his temporary apartment and called Marcus to confirm the Seattle timeline.

	Marcus did not answer. He left a message.

	He spent the evening reading the grant proposal. He annotated it in pencil because he had learned years ago that first impressions of documents were often wrong, and ink was permanent.

	By page four he had formed a precise opinion of Dr. Piper Hartwell's rhetorical escalation research, which was cited twice in the proposal. The opinion was that it was genuinely good work with one significant blind spot: it treated escalation as a pathology to be corrected rather than a signal to be interpreted. He wrote this in the margin in small, even letters. Then he read the rest of the proposal.

	By page nine he had revised his opinion to: good work, interesting blind spot, possibly intentional.

	He went to bed at ten thirty. He lay awake until midnight thinking about learning objectives.

	
	He got to Seminar Room C at one forty-five.

	He stood at the window because the
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