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  Chapter 1


  Who thought summer school was a good idea? Especially in Massachusetts where the humidity can take your breath away, never mind frizz up your hair.


  I loved teaching in one of the oldest buildings on the beautiful campus of Henley College. Today, however, with the temperature hovering around ninety-five degrees, I’d have been willing to give up the magnificent collegiate architecture of Benjamin Franklin Hall for a sleek, modern, air-conditioned building.


  But I had only myself to blame for the fact that I was teaching on a wretched Thursday morning in July. I’d persuaded the dean to fund a learning center in Franklin, the building that housed Henley’s mathematics and science departments.


  I was the go-to person for a program that provided tutoring sessions, online problem sets, videos, and classes in special topics for students at every level of achievement in math. The program, plus a twice-a-week seminar in applied statistics, kept me in a hot, stuffy classroom for many more hours than I liked.


  By noon today I’d spent three hours using math games to help incoming freshmen who had declared themselves victims of math anxiety. I waved a sheaf of practice sets in front of my face, creating a warm breeze, and declared the session on graphing calculators over.


  Students filed by, picking up a tip sheet for overcoming their fear of math as they left the room, hopefully for cooler realms.


  “I just can’t do retro,” I overheard one young woman say to another.


  “I totally get it,” said her companion.


  I totally didn’t get it, unless she was justifying her tube top and shorts outfit. As long as it was nothing that would keep me in the suffocating classroom, I didn’t worry about whether I got it or not.


  Rachel Wheeler, my assistant, stayed behind to walk me out. Rachel was everyone’s assistant, in fact, a post-graduate student helping out in all the math and science labs.


  “Do you have a minute, Dr. Knowles?” Rachel asked. Her narrow face was somber, her usual animated personality subdued. I hoped it was simply the nasty July heat that gave her a bedraggled look.


  “As long as we walk while we talk,” I said, eager to leave the stifling, musty building. “We might be able to catch a breeze.”


  No such luck. We walked in stagnant air down the imposing exterior steps that led from Franklin’s clock tower to the lush campus below and headed for the parking lot.


  I envied the small group of scantily-clothed students in front of the gym, frolicking in the fountain that surrounded a statue of our esteemed founder. I hoped our humorless dean wasn’t looking out the window of her administration building office. The simple caper could generate a long memo from her about decorum taking precedence over the possibility of heat stroke.


  “Thanks for setting up the measurements lab for tomorrow,” I said to Rachel. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  “I’m thinking of quitting.” Rachel’s head was down; her eyes seemed focused on her red patent sandals.


  I’d heard this threat all summer, and it wasn’t about the math labs or converting from inches to centimeters. Rachel’s thesis work in chemistry had not been going well.


  “Did the metric system finally get to you?” I asked, a weak joke, an attempt at lightening the mood, though I was sorry Rachel was having such a hard time.


  We shuffled past the tennis courts, where the asphalt seemed to be sending up plumes of steam. A few yards later, Rachel stopped in front of the campus coffee shop. Ordinarily the smell of Huey’s dark roast would draw us in, but I could tell Rachel needed more than an iced cuppa.


  “I mean it this time,” she said.


  “He’s been that bad?”


  Anyone in the Henley academic family who was listening would have known we were referring to Dr. Donald Appleton. He was Rachel’s thesis adviser and the chemistry teacher known not fondly as Apep, after the god of darkness and chaos, the destroyer of dreams.


  Rachel’s big dream was to do this extra year of study and research at Henley and then enter med school in Boston. She needed Apep’s help and recommendation to make it all come true.


  “He told me my data is crappy.”


  “He used that word?”


  “No, he’d never use that word, but that’s what he meant. He said everything I’ve done so far is worthless.” Rachel bent over double and blew out her breath, as if she’d just finished running the Boston marathon and couldn’t take another step.


  I reached down and rubbed Rachel’s narrow shoulders, helping set her upright at the same time. I thought how young she seemed sometimes, young enough to be my daughter, if I’d taken that path. On hot days like this she tied her long many-shades-of-blond hair into a ponytail, taking another four or five years off her age.


  “He can’t mean it,” I said. “You’ve been working day and night on those—what are they again?”


  “Proteins,” Rachel said, coming back to life at the mention of her passion. “I’m purifying proteins. It’s just a matter of separating the different types of proteins that exist in a mixture, so—”


  “Right.” I was at my limit of understanding Rachel’s biochemical specialty. In my mind, numbers were already pure, thus eliminating a lot of complicated chemical processes.


  “Sorry,” Rachel said. “I can get carried away.”


  “No, no. Someone has to do it.” I glanced at the hot, clear sky. “God knows, those proteins need purifying.” I got the smile I wanted and pushed ahead to ease Rachel’s mind. “Maybe Dr. Appleton was just in one of his moods,” I suggested.


  “Or maybe I’m not cut out for graduate work, let alone making it through med school.”


  “Of course you are.”


  I held back the diatribe that was on the tip of my tongue. Don Appleton was the only Henley faculty member who didn’t command my utmost respect. He seemed to thrive on making his students’ lives as difficult as possible, considering it a great achievement when the majority of his class failed his midterm. In my mind, a good teaching philosophy was to consider that something might be wrong with my questions when even very good students stumbled over them.


  “Also, I did something stupid.”


  “Which was?”


  “I sent him this email right after he made those comments. I should have waited until I cooled down.”


  Always a good idea. “What did you say in the email?”


  “I kind of told him he shouldn’t even be teaching.”


  Never a good idea. “In those words?”


  “Maybe even worse. I can’t remember exactly. After I wrote it, I decided not to send it, but I hit send accidentally. I couldn’t believe it whooshed off and there was nothing I could do.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come across to him as harshly as you meant it.”


  “Would you talk to him?” Rachel asked as we continued on to the parking lot. “You know, professor to professor. Pretend I didn’t tell you anything and try to find out what he really thinks of me and my work.” Rachel stopped again and put her hands to her ring-laden ears, a minimum of six silver baubles on each. “No, wait. I don’t want to hear it.”


  I looped my arm in Rachel’s, glad to see that she’d kept a sense of humor about her situation. “I’ll give it a try, but we’re not exactly best friends.”


  “If Dr. Appleton had any friends at all, you’d be it.”


  “Ouch. I’m not sure I like that distinction.”


  “He always says how you’re the only one who remembers his birthday.”


  “That’s because it’s the same day as Lamarck’s, August 1.”


  “How do you do that? Remember dates? Like for some eighteenth century biologist?”


  “For Lamarck and Dr. Appleton, I make the association that both of them developed theories that don’t work.”


  Rachel gave me a broad smile. “I like that.”


  When we arrived at my car, Rachel turned to me. “If you don’t feel comfortable talking to him, don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” She gave me a reassuring grin. “If I don’t make it to med school, well, doctors don’t make the money they used to, anyway.”


  “And we all know that’s what matters most to you.”


  I gave Rachel a playful nudge, and waved good-bye from the front seat of my smokestone metallic Fusion. Strange name for a color, but today the interior felt like I imagined a smoking stone would. I could barely turn the key in the ignition, very hot to my touch. I cranked the A/C to max.


  I couldn’t let Rachel down, but I didn’t look forward to talking to Don Appleton either. He was my age, mid-forties, yet he had a way of making me feel unimportant and inexperienced. There was no telling whether my interceding on Rachel’s behalf would help or hurt her chances of gaining his approval of her thesis.


  My fondest hope was that somehow the situation would resolve itself before I had a chance to contact him.


  Fifteen minutes late for my beading class, I tried to sneak in through the back door of A Hill of Beads, the shop owned by my best friend since high school, Ariana Volens. She and I had gone off to different colleges on the west coast and in Boston, respectively, but reunited as soon as we moved back to town.


  I breathed in the scent of Tibetan incense—sweet jasmine this time—Ariana’s latest favorite for calming the mind. I tiptoed to a seat at the end of a long table where six other women had gathered, but I should have known Ariana wouldn’t let me get away with a quiet entrance.


  She stopped mid-demonstration and swung her long, graceful arm in my direction. “And, finally, our eminent Dr. Sophie Knowles joins us,” Ariana said, a big smile on her face. She knew she’d pay later for this drama.


  Ariana’s platinum blond hair was streaked with strands of red and blue, her eye-catching, patriotic design of choice for the summer. My hair, on the other hand, won compliments without my even trying. My short dark locks were graying in a design of their own choosing—a jagged stripe of white hair about an inch wide had grown out on one side of my head. I’d learned to simply say thank you when people complimented me on my artistry.


  I’d been talked into beading by Ariana.


  “You need a hobby,” she’d told me a month ago.


  “I already have one.”


  “Making up puzzles and brainteasers doesn’t count. It’s too much like math,” she’d said.


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


  Ariana had rolled her eyes.


  I agreed to give the hobby a try, partly to keep Ariana quiet and partly, I had to admit, to expand my horizons by meeting Henley town folk who weren’t part of the college community. With a full load of classes, plus office hours, faculty meetings, and research, sometimes it was hard to get off campus until late in the evening. Bruce Granville, my dark-eyed boyfriend, kept even stranger hours. A former Air Force pilot, now flying a medivac helicopter, he worked seven days on, from nine to nine and then had seven days off. We’d settled into a routine that excluded nearly everyone except my students, a few colleagues, and Ariana.


  “Your world is too small,” Ariana told me often. On those occasions, invariably, she’d form a circle—a planet, I figured—with her arms. “You need to get out more. And even if you don’t fall in love with everyone in the beading class, you’ll end up with something useful,” she’d added, appealing to my multitasking, goal-oriented personality. She’d held up in turn, a beaded basket, a bead-fringed bookmark, and a ballpoint pen covered with multicolored seed beads. I thought it was a stretch to call them all “useful.”


  After a couple of classes I found I liked the craft and the crafters more than I’d expected. All the other stresses in my life disappeared when our conversation focused on the best gauge wire to use for each kind of bead. Or when I had to concentrate on picking up tiny beads with a needle and thread and keeping them from rolling off the other end. I was a novice at the hobby, however, and doubted I’d ever be as good at it as I was at making and solving puzzles.


  Ariana wasn’t finished with me this afternoon. As the six other women, all more advanced beaders than I was, turned in my direction, Ariana asked, “Were you engaged in some high-level mathematics, Professor? Or were you tied up in the backseat of a helicopter with a Colin Farrell lookalike?”


  I felt my face turn red, in spite of the comfortably air-conditioned shop. I was consoled by the fact that Bruce wasn’t around to hear the innuendo, though he was unlikely to blush the way I had. He’d probably be flattered at being compared to one of his favorite actors. Or was Colin only on my favorites list?


  The beader in the seat next to me, an older, graceful Indian woman, patted my hand and said, “She’s just trying to make you feel at home, dear.”


  I smiled at her and my other classmates and gave Ariana a look that said we’d settle this score later.


  Today’s workshop was not going well for me, in spite of my dipping often into one of the many small bowls of candy on the worktable. Ariana could never go too long without a sweet treat, and chocolate always had a prime spot wherever she held forth.


  I let out an aggravated grunt, annoyed at how fumble-fingered I was, trying to attach a short beaded string to a jump ring to make a key chain. When my cell phone vibrated on the table in front of me, I was glad for the break.


  Until I saw the caller ID number. Courtney, the young administrative assistant in the academic dean’s office.


  I was pretty sure I wasn’t being notified of a raise in salary or a reduced class schedule, which would allow me more time for research. I was nearly positive that Dean Underwood had another complaint to lodge against me. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was ready to blame me for encouraging the sprites dancing in the water-fountain.


  I clicked my phone on and said “Hello” to Courtney, at the same time walking outside into the back alley, where a blast of heat assaulted my face.


  “She wants to see you,” Courtney said, sounding apologetic.


  It wasn’t Courtney’s fault the dean spent her days thinking of ways to annoy the Henley faculty. Especially me.


  I’d forgotten to take my sunglasses from my purse when I exited the shop. I squinted against the intense sunlight and entertained ugly thoughts about Dean Underwood. First Don Appleton, and now the dean was upsetting my day. Maybe I was the problem. Maybe I should try to earn a living making beaded key chains. Beads didn’t talk back or try to cramp my style.


  “Is it urgent?” I asked.


  “Isn’t it always?” Courtney asked.


  I sighed, slightly resigned. There was also my puzzle work to fall back on for income, I thought. Ever since I was a college student, I’d been submitting puzzles and brainteasers on a regular basis to games and variety magazines. But while it was fun coming up with number play and logic puzzles, the pay was hardly enough to keep me in the lavish, three-bedroom style I’d become accustomed to.


  I realized Courtney was still on the line. “So, she wants to see me today?” I asked.


  “Yesterday. I’m sorry, Dr. Knowles,” said Courtney, whose temperament did not match her flaming red hair.


  “I’ll have to change my clothes,” I said, glancing down at my flowered crop pants and bright green sandals.


  “It’s not about your clothes, this time.” Courtney paused, as if considering whether to say more. She filled in with a nice offer. “Oh, I have your favorite lemon zinger tea in stock, Dr. Knowles. I’ll have a tall, cold glass waiting.”


  At least I related well with the younger generation. I thought also of my wonderful friends on the Henley faculty and of the richly diverse student body I got to work with every term.


  Maybe I wouldn’t turn in my Henley College ID card just yet.


  Maybe I could get Don and the dean to turn in theirs.


  Chapter 2


  As promised, Courtney had left a pitcher of iced tea on a small table in Dean Phyllis Underwood’s outer office. A note said, “Keep cool.” If the dean had seen it, I wondered if she knew how many meanings Courtney had in mind.


  I poured a glass of lemon zinger and took a seat on the wooden bench outside the main office. The handsome leather briefcase my mother gave me when I received my doctorate rested on my lap. I wrapped one arm around it and thought of Mom. It had been just the two of us since I was a toddler, when my father died. My fingers traced the outline of the metal lock; my mind wandered to Mom’s last days and to our last puzzle together.


  Never one to be left behind, Margaret (at her request, I’d used her given name since I was in high school, so she wouldn’t “feel so old”) had joined the Sudoku craze. We had an ongoing match: each took on the challenge of creating a Sudoku that would be declared “impossible” by the other. She completed one of my challenge Sudokus two days before she died.


  “Too many backtracks this time, though,” she’d said, honest to the end.


  The finished puzzle hung on my office wall next to a photograph of the two of us on Cape Cod with the Sandy Neck Lighthouse as a backdrop.


  Lemon zinger tea was also Margaret’s favorite. I raised my glass to her and took a sip.


  In spite of the urgency of the dean’s request and Courtney’s assurance, I’d made a quick trip home and changed to a more respectable outfit than the summery pants I’d taught in that morning. Nothing said “professional” more than close-toed shoes.


  The last time I’d been summoned here had been about my “classroom appearance.”


  “Your attire is much too casual, Dr. Knowles,” the dean had told me one snowy day, taking in my tasteful slacks, boots, and corduroy jacket in one sweeping, reproachful gaze. “You know we like to keep a dress code at Henley, no matter what the weather, and certainly no matter what the trends of the day may be.”


  I’d been tempted to ask why the academic dean didn’t have more to do than monitor faculty wardrobes. Wasn’t there curriculum to watch over? The northeastern colleges’ accreditation committee to worry about? And it wasn’t as if I’d been showing cleavage. Not that I had any to speak of.


  Like most of my faculty friends, I’d already caved on the clothing issue. The dean had met us half way by allowing an exception for hot days during summer school and blizzard-like days in the winter.


  So, today’s call was definitely not about fashion. What, then?


  I tapped the soles of my uncomfortable pumps on the cracked marble floor of the old Administration Building, a grand Gothic structure that, sadly, had had its marvelous interior chopped up to accommodate more offices than originally planned. Here and there a bulky air-conditioning unit had been wedged into an arched window, entering into an odd pairing with the radiator, and interrupting a lovely recursive pattern of gray stone rosettes.


  As the minutes ticked away, I reminded myself that I was forty-four, not sixteen years old. This was not high school, when the principal had caught Ariana and me and two friends cutting class to take Charlie’s MTA to downtown Boston for a shopping spree.


  I treated my back to a yoga stretch and took a deep breath, giving up on guessing what the dean wanted with me on a scorching Thursday afternoon. Too bad her recommendation was essential if I wanted to make full professor this year. True, I was relatively young for the title, but there was a rumor that a whopping four slots in math and science were open at Henley, and I wanted a place in line for one of them. Badly.


  I’d paid my dues as assistant professor for six years, then associate professor for eight more. I had a decent list of publications on my differential equations research in nationally recognized journals and was often sought out as a speaker at conferences. I’d taken my turn as Mathematics Department Chair and served on a countable infinity of faculty committees. Plus—a big concession on my part—I’d yielded to Dean Underwood’s request that I write my puzzles and brainteasers under a pen name, though I bristled at her reasoning.


  “We wouldn’t want anything frivolous to appear on Henley’s faculty publication record,” she’d clucked.


  After fourteen years, I was finally used to being addressed as Margaret Stone, my mother’s maiden name, when a puzzler fan emailed me.


  Now here I was wearing pumps and what could pass for a suit, with a dark brown skirt and an almost-matching jacket, hoping to please the person who held my career in her wrinkled old hands. The thought produced another wave of perspiration and new, sweaty smudges on my leather briefcase. I wasn’t this nervous sitting next to Bruce in his MAstar helicopter, even when he surprised me with a new stunt.


  To calm myself, I took a newly purchased cube puzzle from my briefcase, this one with six images of Tiffany windows, and set the case down on the immaculate floor.


  Dr. Underwood was too old for the job, I decided, fingering the smaller blocks that made up the colorful cube. The academic dean seemed to have come with this building. I loved hundred-year-old buildings, but not the antiquated customs that sometimes accompanied them.


  I knew that Dr. Underwood was upset for reasons bigger than me. Her side had lost the great debate about whether Henley College should follow the trend of the day and admit male students.


  “Coed?” she’d exclaimed at meetings when the issue was first raised.


  She’d made the word sound profane. The dean and her allies had fought the idea long and hard, citing the history of Henley, founded in the early part of the twentieth century as an academy for “young ladies.” There had been plenty of boys at the all-male schools a stone’s throw away, to invite to mixers. If that model worked a hundred years ago, it could work now, said the dean, in so many words, skipping past the fact that there wasn’t a single all-male school left in New England.


  Times had changed and demanded creative ways of maintaining a large enough student body for our college to survive. The reality was “coed or no ed” as the pro-coed side—my side—warned.


  It took the Board of Trustees and the faculty senate another two years to seal the deal. This fall was to mark the debut of men on campus. The undergraduate enrollment had climbed to more than double what it was last year.


  “More men in your life? Should I be worried?” Bruce had asked me.


  I let him think so.


  The old clock chimed three-fifteen. The sound echoed down the empty hallway. During the summer, no classes were held in the Administration Building. The only people around were the admin staff, and whomever the deans summoned. Today that privilege seemed to be mine alone.


  I worked the Tiffany puzzle, clicking the dogwood, the grapevine, and the hibiscus into their slots on the different faces of the cube. I checked the other sides. The views of Oyster Bay, the magnolias, and the autumn landscape were lined up correctly. Stunning, but too easy.


  “Good afternoon, Sophie.” A statement cum greeting.


  I looked up to see Don Appleton walk toward me. He’d just come through the door from the dean’s office. The not unreasonable thought went through my head that Don was involved in why I was waiting for the dean right now instead of beading.


  “Hey, Don,” I said, in part to aggravate him. He hated when we faculty took on the slang and tone of the students.


  Having made that point, I decided I wouldn’t follow up with a request to talk to him about Rachel’s thesis. I needed to time my battles more carefully.


  “Did you have a chance to look over the amendment I proposed to the Distinguished Professor bylaws?” he asked.


  “Yeah, about that. The change would eliminate several women on the faculty.”


  Don gave me a quizzical look. “Is that a problem?”


  “We’d be penalizing women for taking maternity leave.”


  He shrugged his shoulders. “Again, is that a problem?”


  “Don, how can you—”


  The tune of Come Fly with Me rang in my purse.


  My cell phone. I smiled when I heard it and saw the ID for MAstar, the nonprofit medivac company Bruce worked for. And just in time to prevent me from an irreversible setback in my so-called friendship with Don.


  “We’ll talk later,” Don said, turning on his heels, clearly too important a man to be standing around waiting for me to take a call.


  “And a good day to you, too,” I said to Don’s back, but not loud enough for him to hear me.


  “Huh?” Bruce, who did hear me, asked.


  “Not you,” I said.


  “Come on out and visit me,” Bruce said.


  How tempting. Not just to see my guy, but because the temperature at the airfield was always about fifteen degrees cooler than in town.


  “I’m outside the dean’s office.” I whispered, though I was sure no sound penetrated the thick door between me and my superior.


  “Uh-oh.”


  “You said it.”


  “Any idea what she wants this time?”


  “Not a clue, but Don just walked out of the office.”


  “Uh-oh squared.”


  “I love when you talk math.” I looked at the big clock. “Up from your nap?”


  “Starting to think about dinner,” he said.


  Bruce kept a pretty predictable routine on the days he worked. He’d have an early dinner, relax for a while, and then go into work for his twelve-hour shift as an EMS helicopter pilot. “Officially, it means ‘Emergency Medical Services ‘,” he’d say. “Unofficially, it means Earn Money Sleeping.” It was Bruce’s way of trying to convince me that his job of touching down at crash scenes amid telephone poles and power lines wasn’t as dangerous as it sounded, simply because he could sleep or watch movies between heart-pounding incidents.


  I started when the dean’s office door opened. I clicked the phone shut with a soft, hasty, “Gotta go. Love you,” to Bruce.


  Dr. Underwood, in a legitimate navy suit with a mid-calf hemline, filled the doorway. I was annoyed at the shiver that rippled down my spine. So what if the dean was at least six inches taller than my five feet three inches? I was about twenty years younger.


  But this wasn’t a physical contest, and Dr. Underwood’s folded arms and serious expression wielded a lot of psychological power. I stuffed my phone and my puzzle cube into my briefcase as if I’d been reading comic books instead of doing my homework.


  After what seemed too long a time, the dean unfolded her suited arms and indicated the path I should follow. “Come in, Dr. Knowles.” The invitation fell somewhere between an oral surgeon’s and a serial killer’s.


  “Good afternoon, Dr. Underwood,” I said, through dry lips. No “Hey, dean” from me. I took my place across from the dean at the wide, dark oak desk that dominated the office. How bad can it be? What? Was I too noisy in class?


  “You’ve been very noisy,” the dean said. I could barely suppress a smile. But Dr. Underwood’s tone was somber. “I have complaints that your gatherings in Benjamin Franklin Hall are getting out of hand.”


  I raised my eyebrows. This was what the urgent summons was about? “I’m sorry? You’ve had complaints?”


  The dean nodded and let out a heavy sigh, perhaps in memory of an earlier time when only sweet young girls and sedate faculty populated the seventeen-acre campus. “Apparently you had an exceptionally loud and disruptive party in the faculty lounge of your building last Friday afternoon.”


  I wanted to point out that it wasn’t my building, though I had a great fondness for it. Benjamin Franklin Hall and its lounge were shared by the departments of mathematics, physics, biology, and chemistry, in ascending order, up through the four floors. Some said the top floor was specifically designed for chemistry—in the event of an explosion, the roof might blow off, but at least the other departments would survive.


  The complaint had to have come from Don Appleton, the least social and the biggest snob in the building, if not on campus, if not in the state of Massachusetts.


  “Friday was Tesla’s birthday,” I said, with great restraint.


  “Whose birthday?”


  “The physics department chose the theme for July. They selected Nicola Tesla. He was born on July 10. Well, at midnight on July 9, so it could go either way.”


  “Tesla?” the dean asked.


  I nodded. “I’m sure you’ve heard of his work in electricity.” I pointed to the lovely Victorian-style lamp on the dean’s desk, as if it were an example of Tesla’s great genius. I thought what a nice jigsaw puzzle the lampshade would make.


  I’d deliberately spoken as if I assumed science and mathematics literacy on the part of anyone who deemed herself liberally educated. Or anyone who was a dean at a liberal arts college.


  “He was there? At your party?”


  I grunted, inaudibly, I hoped, though Dr. Underwood’s severe lack of appreciation for math and science was familiar to me. “No, he, uh, died about seventy years ago.” I fantasized Dean Underwood’s name on my class roster and marked it with a failing grade.


  “Of course he did.” Dean Underwood’s pointy nose seemed to take off on its own, now with flaring nostrils, now curling upward toward her frown lines.


  I wasn’t proud of this little tactic—putting someone in her place by trying to sound smarter. The truth was that, given the right teacher, anyone could learn mathematics. One of my greatest missions in life was to help students over hurdles that kept them thinking that there was a certain “science brain” or that only a select few had a “knack for math.”


  I bristled as I recalled a report from Bruce’s niece, Melanie, that her fourth-grade teacher had promised, “If you behave yourselves this morning, boys and girls, we won’t have to do math this afternoon.”


  Grrr. I could have gone on forever on this topic, even with no audience, but the dean was back on track, having straightened out her face.


  “The complaint mentioned, in particular, bolts of lightning and fireworks.”


  An image of Tesla came to me. Today we would have called him an outside-the-box thinker. One day he’d be experimenting with electromagnetism as a route to time travel, and the next he’d ply himself with enough current to discharge sparks that would make the crackling at our little Franklin party seem hardly worth the trouble.


  I called up last Friday in my mind. Almost a week ago. We didn’t have fireworks exactly, but we did create a healthy display of static electricity. On my phone, I had a photo of one student with her long red hair standing out straight from her head. I thought it best not to show the dean.


  “The physics majors put together a demonstration of one of Tesla’s experiments. It was spectacular, but harmless, really,” I told the dean.


  I spent the next few minutes explaining our custom of monthly parties honoring mathematicians and scientists. I’d been through this description a number of times. Did this dean not listen? Was she too busy being the fashion police? Or did Dean Underwood simply have a short memory for practices she didn’t like?


  I gave it my best, final shot. “There’s more to these gatherings than cake and loud noises. The science and math majors research the scientist or mathematician with the birthday of the month and present reports and demonstrations.” I waited for a response. There was none. “I guess this month’s meeting was especially animated,” I added.


  I hoped for a compliment on what had been my own inspired idea. I could trace it back to my parents, who’d named me after the eighteenth century French mathematician, Sophie Germain. Sophie and I shared a birthday—April first. We celebrated together every year. How could we not share a love of mathematics?


  “Try to keep a measure of decorum, Dr. Knowles,” the dean said finally, sending a loud, agonized breath my way. She stood up and I followed the suit.


  I wondered who shared a birthday with Dean Underwood. Someone with no sense of humor, I supposed.


  On the way to my Ford Fusion, I thought of several brilliant responses I should have made to the dean’s reprimand. For one thing, I wished I’d invited her to the August seventeenth party, for Pierre de Fermat’s birthday. My math majors were preparing a skit about Fermat’s Last Theorem, which he had declared “remarkable,” but never proved. I’d been warned by my students that there was a limerick involved in their interpretation.


  I knew I should have been relieved that I hadn’t crossed the line into sarcasm the dean might recognize. After all, my ranking was at stake. Still, it would have been fun to tell her she didn’t have to bring a present for Fermat. He wouldn’t be showing up.


  I’d also neglected to mention to the dean that the next party wasn’t that far off. Tomorrow, in fact, the four Franklin Hall departments would be celebrating a brand new doctoral degree. Hal Bartholomew, the students’ favorite physics instructor, had completed all the requirements and would graduate at the end of the year from Massachusetts University.


  It was common knowledge that Hal’s thesis had been rejected twice before by MU’s faculty committee. He’d been burdened with an uncooperative crystal to study and had had difficulty acquiring spectral data. He was also balancing his research time with his full teaching load and family life.


  As I understood it, delays in collecting data occurred often to those in experimental physics. And anyone who’d ever been in grad school in any field sympathized with the setbacks on the way to an advanced degree.


  Anyone except Don Appleton, that is.


  Don took every opportunity to make a snide remark about Hal’s struggle. I’d never forget his comment when Hal sneezed at Henley’s baccalaureate dinner in June.


  “Stay well, Hal,” Don had said. “After waiting so long and all those false starts, you don’t want to miss your graduation ceremony.”


  To his credit, Hal smiled at the remark and ignored the chance to respond in kind. Gil, his wife, found a way to make a point, however: She put her arm around her husband’s shoulders and said, “Hal will be fine. He has me to take care of him.”


  And you, Don, those in earshot added silently, have no one.


  Cheers for Gillian Bartholomew.


  As I drove home I amused myself by conjuring ways to get even with Don for not telling me himself that our Tesla party disrupted his … what? His quiet time? His life? Don brought out the worst in me.


  Then I remembered I’d promised to approach him, nicely, on Rachel’s behalf.


  I wished there was a way to banish Don Appleton from Franklin Hall. And Dean Underwood from the entire Henley campus.


  Chapter 3


  Let it be said: math and science majors know how to party.


  To coincide with Hal’s research field, the physics majors had decorated the lounge with a sepia-colored poster featuring Nobelists in physics for the last fifty years, and another with a collage of pioneers in spectroscopy. They’d ordered the largest sheet cake they could afford from the local bakery—I recognized only a few of the equations written in blue icing, just under the three-dimensional balloons in multicolored frosting A nice touch.


  My own math majors from my first year of teaching had contributed the gold lamé tablecloth that had graced every Franklin Hall party since. There were always so many drinks, bowls of snacks, and platters of dessert that the accumulated stains that had resisted many washings were easily covered up.


  Hal examined a greatly enlarged photograph of himself, looking at least a decade younger and situated on the wall between Albert Einstein and Isaac Newton. “Where did you ever find this?” he asked, scratching his prematurely balding scalp.


  “On Google,” Liz Harrison and Pam Noonan, inseparable roommates and chemistry majors, said in unison.


  “It’s from a loooong time ago,” Pam added.


  “You sound like my son,” Hal laughed.


  Most of us had spent many department picnics and holiday parties with Hal’s five-year-old son, Timothy, and Hal’s wife, Gillian, a flight nurse who worked at MAstar, Bruce’s employer. Ben Franklin Hall was nothing if not family friendly.


  As usual when two or more were gathered, I’d placed copies of a draft brainteaser around the room. I counted myself very lucky that my students and colleagues enjoyed being beta testers as I, or rather, Margaret Stone, developed new puzzles for my magazine editors.


  “Too many layers,” Rachel said of a word puzzle I’d devised. “If I even understand it. First you have to identify a bunch of images, make an appropriate anagram, take the last letters and add one, line up the initial letters”—she threw up her hands—”I’d give up in, like, three minutes.”


  I frowned, never one to take criticism easily. “But it’s supposed to be a category five challenge.” Was that me whining?


  “I agree with Rachel,” Fran Emerson, my department head said.


  “Copy that,” came from Hal and a chorus of students.


  More boos came from Robert Michaels, chemistry department chair and Judith Donohue, head of biology.


  My public had spoken. I crumpled the sheet in my hand. Back to the drawing board.


  The summer faculty crew was small in Franklin Hall, and the department heads’ representation down one. Hal’s physics department chair had arranged to spend six weeks doing research on a particle collider in Switzerland, prompting me to wish that differential equations—my field of mathematics—was more equipment-based. He’d sent greetings to Hal in the morning via Skype but didn’t guarantee he’d be free to electronically attend the party later.


  Fran took on the responsibility of making
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