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“Your name?” Officer Miller at the
SW Sheriff Station said. He spoke with
a pushed-chin that seemed to bug his
eyes out just a little. His family was
from Minnesota and it hung around
at the bottom of his voice as he spoke.
| dropped my head a bit, reading the
release paperwork.“Mike Reed,’ | said.

“Can | see your ID there, Mike?”

“Sure.”

“There we go. Michael Reed, SWC
student. You graduate next week don't
ya? | went to SWC/”

“Yep, Go Raccoon-Dogs.”

“Are you here to pick up Mr.
McGillicutty?”

“Yep, here to get Al again.”

“Boy, you're a really good friend, you
know that Mike? That's what's great
about you,” the officer said as he filled
out the rest of the paperwork.

He had another form with the
same information from a month ago in
my handwriting.“Yeah...That’s me”

“Sounds like a nasty accident he
had out on Fox Avenue, took out the
whole darn marquee sign.”

| raised an eyebrow as he turned
the form back for me to sign; he tipped
his hat with a little fat cheek nod. As
he lifted the counter-top and let me
through, I slipped my hands back into
my pocket and followed around the
red-brick wall and the little mainte-
nance pass to the cells. All of them
were empty save for one with a fifty-
something self-absorbed, narcissistic,
strung out, hippie-beach-bum-turned-

history-professor.

“Hey, Gill," | said as | pulled my left
hand into a one pass wave.

Gill looked up at me; I could see his
eyes, tired and brown like varnished
oak, and his mouth swung low in
a silent cheer. He spotted me and
waved back, like greeting a friend at
an amusement park.

“You know, if | didn't know better,
I'd say someone called you,” Gill said
as he leaned in with his elbows to his
knees. His grin painted on as his eye-
brows took on a book-keeper’s arch
below that balding forehead.

“Gill...you were in an accident.”

“Oh, I'm sure | was. A little fender
bender?”

“No, Gill” I thought maybe if |
leaned on the bars, you know? Maybe
it would add some weight to what |
said. “You wrecked it, completely; the
engine block’s ripped out. Hell, the
cops said you even managed to take
out the marquee sign in front of the
campus theater”

Gill just sort of looked at me for a
long minute. | thought maybe he was
looking in that dry spot of his brain for
something philosophical to say. But he
just came up with a shrug and open
palms.

“Oh, well, that's fine, too.”

This wasn't the first time I'd been
called to pick Gill up on account of
being drunk, though being drunk was
a new trick he'd been learning since
the end of the winter semester. The
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truth is, before the drinking, he was

genuinely good at his job, good at

taking the billow out of his sails. Two

years ago, the first day | took one of
his classes, one of the students asked

what he wanted the students to call

him. He just looked across his shoulder

at her and he gave that same bewil-
dered shrug. “It doesn't matter to me,”
Gill said with his back turned, writing

on the board. “You just respect that |

know what | know, and I'll respect your

challenge to that”

That same calm demeanor was
here now, a bit damped though. He
stood as the officer unlocked his cell.
With his hands in his jacket pocket and
a nod to the officer, he walked right
past me. Didn’t even say thanks or pat
my shoulder. He expected me to just
follow him out of the jail and to my car
like I was his god damn chauffeur. | did
because | was.
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By the time Officer Miller finished
with Gill's paperwork, Gill was already
out there leaning on my Thunderbird.
He'd wiped the dew from the trunk
and had found himself a comfortable
place to sit. He lit up a cigarette and
had one hand in his pocket while he
toked and looked at the pine trees
that boxed in the sheriff station.
I'll tell you the honest-to-god truth: |
don't think Gill was drunk that night.
Not the way he fixed those eyes, like
a crow looking down its beak at you.
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Gill killed his cigarette with along drag
and let it flick off with a dry finger-snap,
moving around to the passenger side
and levering the door. He slipped in
and reclined the seat two notches. |
took a breath to calm my nerves then
stepped in.

“Damn it, Gill,” | said as | spat out
my gum. “I hate talking on the phone
stoned, | hate driving stoned. | espe-
cially hate having to walk into a police
station stoned and fill out forms.”

Gill just looked up at the roof; he
didn't speak until | turned the engine
over.

“But you came. You're dependable
Mike. That’s what'’s great about you.”

“Yeah,... That's me”

| pulled from the parking lot and
started down Shupert Avenue. It's the
main road around here that connects
everything in a big horseshoe.

“Mike, can we hit a burger joint?” |
don't think | gave much of a reply as |
was watching the road. It’s alright; he was
used to people ignoring him when he
talked. Or so he said. “Or a taco place.
Whatever's open.”

I was mad at Gill. | was angry that
every time | looked over, he had his
head back, and his glasses slid down
his nose—so damn arrogant like he
knew everything ahead of time and
had planned for it. If you asked him
about his glasses, he'd say that seeing
things out of focus was the only way to
really understand the nature of some-
thing. He glanced over at me, then



back out the window.

“You see things too clearly; you just
end up looking at the details and not
the big picture. You need to see things
like a Pointillist”

“A what?”| played dumb just to kick
at his pillar a bit. Let him think he was
alone on that philosophic raft of his
instead of letting him drag me through
his little teacher-student game. How
the hell am I supposed to know what a
pointillist is? For the record, it’s a paint-
ing made of dots. He never responded,
just kept looking out the window at
the trees going by.

“Gill, what the hell happened to
you?”

“Hmm? | gotin a car crash. At least
that’s what you said.”’

“Jesus Christ, will you just talk to
me like a normal person?”

“I am, Mike!

Gill pushed his glasses back into
place before he looked over square at
me with a pursed-lip grin. | was busy
turning into Steve’s and parking in
front of the door. It's a greasy spoon,
but it's open all night. The Mexican
owner doesn't seem too quick tojudge,
either. Useful for when you're drunk, or
stoned, or both.

“So what do you want?”| picked up
my text book and gave him a look that
said | would smack him square across
his head if he said anything but burger
and fries.

“Burger and onion rings.”

“There, was that so hard?”
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“You say while threatening me with
a text book!”

| ended up tossing my book half-
heartedly at Gill anyway, so it just
bounced off the seat and landed on his
thighs. He picked it up and began to
leaf through it as | got out and walked
into Steve’s. By the time | came back,
he'd had this grin on his face. | guess
he was reading something funny. Gill
leaned back as | started to unpack my
burger and fries. Leaving his in the bag,
| began eating as he continued read-
ing. He tossed the book at his feet and
grabbed his burger, giving me a look.

“Hey Mike? Thanks for bailing me
out”

“No problem, man.”

It wasn't, honestly. Even if | did hold
a grudge against him he just had to
smile with a goofy Irish grin.

“You're picking up the tab for this
| said as Gill gave me a nod. | felt our
accounts were settled, at least up to
that point.

As we sat in the car and filled our
respective stomachs, we dropped off
the conversation for a while and just
let the neon sign and the life inside
spill out across the hood of the car and
us.This wasn't a first either. This whole
situation was playing out over and
over again since last February. When
we were alone, it was fine. He was a
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bit aloof, but he treated me with just
enough respect to make his arrogance
worth it. It was on campus that he was
all over the place. Can you believe Gill



actually had the balls to call one of his
students a whore? Right in the middle
of the class she asked him what the
point was after he was talking for
thirty five minutes about Boethius. He
turned and said, “For a delicatae like
you? Nothing. But | bet at least half
your classmates will go on to actually
think for themselves instead of being
arm candy.” Delicatae were high class
Roman whores, just for the record.

| put my burger down on a napkin
and pulled out of Steve’s. Gill finished
his burger and onion rings, tossing the
trash in the bag, and wiped his lips on
his jacket.

“OK,” Gill said as we turned onto
the road and started toward his
neighborhood.

“OK what?”1 said.

“I'll tell you what's up. Why I've been
drinking over the last six months.”

“And calling Sara a whore?”

“Yeah, that too.”

I normally would've ventured a few
guesses in jest, but | think it was better
that | just let him be a professor and
lecture me on his life. Maybe it would
sober him up a bit to get a clear view
of what was happening to him and his
reputation.

“You remember last February when
Professor Halifax retired?”

“Sure, he was a nice guy. Gave me
a book on anatomy last year after he
saw me doodling in class.”

“Right, we're both old dogs. | took
a few of his classes way back when |
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was at UO. Even then, he was a class
act. Nineteen sixty seven, | skipped
a whole week of class to head down
to Monterey for the pop festival. You
know what he did when | got back?”

“What?"| replied, just so Gill could
catch his breath.

“He stopped me after class and
handed me a test with an F on it. Then
he put his hand on my shoulder and
said, ‘Was it worth it, Al?” And | just
smiled at him and said, 'Yeah, Joe, it was
worth it/ He just grinned and patted
my shoulder. "You remember what'’s
worth failing for, and you’ll under-
stand the true meaning of success.
That’s what Joe told me. | found out
later he filed my grade as a C-minus.”

“So what? If | go and get stoned at
a rock concert you'll just pencil me in
for a C on the finals next week?”

Gill knew | was joking and let the
comment drop off into nothing.
Professor Halifax really was pretty
nice and easy going. When he left last
February there was a little celebra-
tion at the college and a banner that
hung for a weekend and a couple days
before being taken down.

“Joe hated the class he taught,'Writing
the College Essay'. It was demeaning,
you know? He should've been teaching
Greco-Roman Philosophy!”

“So why didn't he?”

“Politics”

Gill took out a pack of Winstons
and shook the pack until he could
grab the filter in his dry lips, sparking



it up and cracking the window on his
side down a half turn.

“Politics?”

“Politics, conniving crap and social
climbing. Hell, | remember the first
day | got here. Professor Wain told me
there was this unwritten rule”

“What was it?”
“Once you give up a course, you don't
get it back”

Gill turned his head and blew the
smoke into the cool air that cut through
the half-down window’s gap.

“Bastard,"he added as he took another
puff.

I saw him put his elbow on the
window sill and lean on it. He was
resting the midpoint of his index and
middle finger on the filter of his
cigarette, his thumb along his
jaw line, and his left arm across
his waist as he stared out into
the distance and puffed that
cigarette a little with each
breath. He always did that right before
he'd scratch his head and say something
melancholy.

“Train.”
“What?”| said.
“TRAIN.

| glanced ahead and slammed on
the brakes just as we came to the berm
of the railroad crossing. A string of flat-
cars was quietly rumbling along, and
the lights of the crossing sign were out.
If there was any buzz left in me it was
on the windshield now, metaphori-
cally. Gill had brought his foot up and
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had it braced against the glove-box as
the T-bird sat idling.

“Good job, Smokey,” Gill said as he
took his boot off the dashboard and
took another puff on his Winston.

[ think my heart was still in my throat,
so | didn't have much to say that was
witty. | was jacked up on a nice little
shot of adrenaline, though, which was
nice.

“Stoner and his drunk professor
crash into train late one night, killed
instantly. Wouldn't that be a bitch
ending to your autobiography?”

“And yours!”

“Whatever, Gill said as he finished
his cigarette and flicked it out of the
window.

“You see things too clearly; you just
end up looking at the details and

not the big picture. You need to
see things like a Pointillist.”

| don’t think much of anything
would’ve phased Gill. Maybe he really
was drunk that night.

[ had finally collected myself enough
to unclench. | paused for a second to
remember where the conversation was
and then spoke.

“So everyone at the college is out to
get the best position. | mean it sounds
shady, but that’s life right? Dog eat dog,
et cetera”

“Listen, back about ten years ago
| got in contact with Joe again, you
know? We get to talking and | found



out he'd lost his job at UO. Turned out
he went to teach Philosophy in other
countries for free as part of a big thing
that UO and a bunch of other universi-
ties were taking partin.”

“Sounds like a nice thing to do.”

“Yeah, you know what they said to
him when he got back five years later?
Sorry, Joe. We did some reorganizing
and Greco-Roman Philosophy is being
taught by Professor Roberts, and every
other position is filled. We'll be happy
to keep you on the short list to see if
something opens up.”

“So?”

“So he’s sitting there like a dog, a
god damn dog just waiting for some-
one to knock a plate off the table so
he can have something to eat. He
gave them god knows how many
years and they can't even let him
step away for five to go do some-

thing useful with his time.”

The train had finally passed and
the arms of the crossing slowly pulled
up. | started forward and went back
to cruising speed, albeit more cau-
tious. | could see Gill start to rub his
forehead and he cranked the window
all the way down. He was still in the
same pose, but now with a frosty blast
running across his face and curling
behind his glasses. | think he wanted
to be quiet for a while. | was alright
with that though. Sometimes it was
nice to just let Gill be there and say
nothing. Even in class sometimes he'd
just put on some music and give us an
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assignment. Asked us to see how the
music made us think differently when
we wrote. He did this before he started
drinking. But more so after.
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As we pulled up to Gill's house, |
looked over at him. He saw me and
reached down for the door handle with
a bit of hesitation.

“Hey Professor Gill, how'd Professor
Halifax end up at SWU?”

| guess that was the right thing
to say because his hand left the door
handle. He looked at me and then
composed himself.

“Let’s go inside. Give me a second
to get this edge blunted, and then I'll
tell you!”

| followed Gill into the house into
his study. It wasn’t really a study so
much as just a windowed back-room
where he kept his books and art sup-
plies, as well as boxes and furniture
that didn't fit elsewhere, a fishing
tackle box full of charcoals, and a few
brushes and some acrylics sat on a bar
stool. | sat in my usual place on the
beat-up chair; he sat on his red couch.
He put his thumb and forefinger to
his lips and when | shrugged, he went
to go for his personal stash, bringing
back a loaded pipe and a Bic. He litand
hit first. | took a half-hit and just sat
to listen.

“So | was talking to Joe on the
phone. He told me his story, right?
Well, at the time, | was teaching Greco-



Roman Philosophy. Hell, I'd been
teaching it for ten years at that point,
right? | thought to myself, God, what
can you do for someone that inspired
you? Give them what they need, give
them what you have and say, ‘Thanks
for everything! | hatched this plan.”

Gill leaned in now like at the jail,
but his eyes connected with mine this
time and he continued his story.

“l went to talk to Wain, who had it
in with the Dean. | said to him, | had
a friend, a real class-act of a profes-
sor that needed a job, so | asked him
if | could swap over to Greco-Roman
History and if he could just hold onto
Greco-Roman Philosophy for a couple
weeks while they check out Joe’s
records and square everything away.”

“He didn't?”| said.

“No, listen, so Wain goes, ‘Sure Al,
that sounds like a great idea. | phoned
Halifax and | was beaming,
you know? Like John Phillips
onstage at Monterey. | felt like
that, you know? That right
there was how life lets you
have at least one chance to do some-
thing that will have a profound effect
on someone else’s life directly.”

“l get ya, Gill."

Sort of, anyway.

“You know what happened? At
the last second that little guttersnipe
Mallard goes and snaps it up. | went
to Wain, and before | even opened
my mouth, he just smiled at me and
shrugged. Can't trust agod damn one
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of ‘em!
I nodded and slouched a bit in my
chair.

“So Halifax got Essay Writing instead?”

“Exactly! By that time, | found out
Wain and Mallard were in bed together,
you know? Joe was already out here.
He'd already moved in, and he was low
on scratch. He took whatever they had,
which was where he was for the last
ten years, till February.”

“That’s really bogus, man, but at
least he got something right?”

“Yeah, he gets to teach people how
to write essays. | mean how demean-
ing is that?”

“I took that class.”
| felt the need to remind Professor
Gill, give his high horse a little kick.

“That’s not the point. 'm not saying
it's demeaning because of the caliber
of students. I'm saying that, you know,

The truth is, before the drinking,

he was genuinely good at his job .

it's a new guy’s job. It's how you get
used to standing in front of a class and
running your jaw for an hour, ignoring
when your students seem half inter-
ested since you're not talking about
anything except a couple novels and
some light rhetoric. It's not the kind
of thing you give someone like Joe
Halifax.”

[ guess if | had more than one semes-
ter with Professor Halifax, | might have



felt how Gill did. Halifax was always
just a quiet and nice professor when
| talked to him. He was always giving
people books. He'd say, ‘Oh, do you
like astronomy? | have an extra copy of
's Life of the Planets’ or'Oh, | see
s looking in photo albums
ass.
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Light Science and
, it was 'Hey, those
notebook aren't half

bad. Here's a copy of Artistic Anatomy!

“You kno hat the worst part was,
Mike?”
“What's that, Gill?”

“| went to apologize to Joe, you

know?d went to his apartment and

| knocked. He let me in and before |
uldop y mouth he gave me a
hug and said, Jesus, Al, thank you. God,

| thought | wasn't gon
more. You know? | was'e
to see if any p
someohe as a sub. But I'm still
ing right? And in the Bay Area no less!
God, it's beautiful here. Have you seen

looking
te schools'needed

the sunsets?”

Gill looked down, and the light
from above couldn’t re‘l his face.
He let a long breath go out along his
thighs and forearms.'as alright, you
know? He could just say the green was
making him over emotional. Blame it
on something else. | sat there and gave
him his privacy while he put his mask
back on.

“So | guess. You know? With Joe
there, it wasn’t so bad. | had someone

ood photog-

ach any-

ach-

‘ ”G&I’m driving.”
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| could trust finally. More than that, we
were equals. You know? Two professors
against the world ready to teach open
minds. Then, you know, he retired. You
know what he got? A black and white
banner. You know what that banner
said?'Good Luck Halefax) with an E! All
you get is a banner that says we don't
even care enough to check your name
twice”

Gill’s face was flush, and he
was talking as much with his hands
as his mouth. | saw him make a face,
tongue his cheek, then look out to the
kit

e

this stuff gives you cotton

uth. Let’s get something to drink”
He wriggled up to a'stand and
steadied himself on the wall, rolling his

se of bal-
enough
he same

neck as he regained his se
ance and walking, or at lea
to make it out to the kitchen
stagger tangled my legs as I'followed.

Eventually | came to rest my butt on
the edge of the counter while he fished
in the fridge. After a minute Gill poked
is head out and held out a beer for
oked at that Irish gri
100k the bottle a bit.
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It took him a long second before
giving up, twisting off the cap for
self. Taking a swig and leaning agai
the table.
“So Halifax retired. Now what?”
“Now?” Gill ran his fingers along the

back of his neck.“Now | want out.”
“Out? You mean like retire?”
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“No, | want to completely leave it,
the whole damn college, every one of
them?”

“Can't you?”

“Listen to what I've been telling
you. It’s the politics of that college. |
try to leave and every vulture is going
to swarm me to try and get that class.
Even if | shoo them off they'll jus?ink
I'm in bed with someone else. | don't
want any part of their bonépicking. No
weighing in for someone, no requests,
no reminding me of what they’ve done
for me. | don’t want to have to pretend
| care what little social climbing twit
gets my old chair.| want them to leave
me alone absolutely and completely.”

“So what then?”

“Dismantle.”

“What?”

“l got the idea from an old Buddhist
proverb in a book that Halifax lent

this time when
students came up to the Buddha
in a beautiful forest. And the Buddha
was meditating in front of this ugly,
twisted, gnarled tree. It was curled
over on itself and it's bark was almost
black, you know? The students asked
the Buddha if it wouldn’t be more
pleasing to sit somewhere else, in front
of a big strong bamboo tree!”

“Seems like it would be," | said.

“But see the Buddha said that all
these bamboo trees in this forest
would be cut down overnight if the

u
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local warlord needed arrows, or the
local carpenters would cut down the
trees to make houses. Every single one
of those tall strong Bamboo trees was
gonna be cut, shaped, and molded
into something, as soon as it was
mature.” Gill gave me this sharp little
grin hidden behin If a beer and a
bowl. He brought his'story to its climax,
except that gnarled tree. Its wood was
useless. No one would have any reason
to trudge it up. d probably been
there a thousa ars, and it would
be a thousan

‘s what I'll become, Mike.
arled, ugly. A whiskey swill-
ot fit to teach man, or beast,
or anything. I'll dismantle this whole
damn life and go off into the sunset.”

“You really want to do that, Gill? Just
leave everything behind?”

“It's the only
you know? Get all their hooks out of me
and!e afast swim for deeper water
where those osprey can't follow.”

| guess | thought it was kind of
stupid to throw away your bread-

toreally leave this,

and-butter. But Gill was just that way
sometimes. It was my last year at
SWC anyway, so it’s not like it'd be
that much different. We'd both have
gone elsewhere. | put on a smile and
nodded at him.

“Hey, if anyone can pull that off it's



you. Need any help?”

| think when | offered my help; it
wasn't really to help Gill. | just wanted
him to know | respected him. Gill just
gave me a nod and put his hand on
my shoulder.

“Mike, all  need is for you to remem-
ber something, OK?”

"OK!”

“We build beneath us a foundation
that is in dual part our morality and
our sketch of capability, Mike. You and
| and everyone else in this world can’t
help but lay rotten timber when we
need to build ourselves in haste. But
you have within you the capacity to
remove those rotten planks one by one
and reconstruct yourself into something
more noble and solid. Mike, if you only
realized how many people deny or dis-
believe they have this capability, then
you would understand like | do.”

He left me with a feeling that what
he said was basically sound. Like a black
hole in space or philosophy: useless,
but profound. | patted his shoulders
and nodded. He smiled because he
thought | understood with the same
depth as he did. Eventually, | would.
His cuckoo clock chirped out one in
the morning. It gave us a moment to
pause as he let go of my shoulder.

“Thanks, Mike, for everything”

“You're welcome. Hey, Gill? Cheer
up a bit, OK?”I said.

We reached a parting pointand he
walked me to the door. He stopped by
his study and handed me an old copy
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of Plutarch’s Lives. I'd been looking for
it for a while at that point and he'd kept
his eyes open. | had a modest collec-
tion of old books then (I still do, just
not quite as modest). He watched
me walk out then shut the door as |
moved down the porch step back to
the Thunderbird

“Goodbye, Gill,"l spoke to the wind
as | climbed into my car.

The passenger seat was still reclined.

It still is.



