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Chapter 1







Now. Which in this case is December, 2007


It was said that Alexander Underwood’s mother was many things, though considerate was not usually one of them. While Sylvia herself would maintain that she was thoughtful and kind at all times and to all persons, there was a group within her social circle who would not. The fact that this particular group was limited to her immediate family and those who knew her both well and in passing did not trouble Sylvia Underwood even a little. Such trivialities were generally considered beneath her purview. She had her moments of grace, it was said. 

The moment in which our story begins, however, was not one of them. 

“How can you be so fucking stupid?!” Sylvia screamed into the phone before banging it on Grandma Stinger’s table. The phone was a newer model, for her, though it was still connected to the wall for some reason. It took its beating well. 

“You’re an educator! Or you WERE anyway, and your wife is a freaking psychologist! How are you both so obtuse?!”

“Mom, I have lost track of how many times I’ve tried to have a real conversation with you about this. Are you interested in listening or have you just called to scream at me and make me late?”

Through the phone, Alexander heard the chair scrape against the dated linoleum in her kitchen and knew she had emerged from her seat. He recognized the sounds of struggle as she ripped the phone off the wall, before screaming, “I don’t understand how you can be so FUCKING selfish!” The discordant CLANG as the line went dead still hurt. It was a shame, seeing as how until that moment it had been her last working phone. She had, only that past Christmas accepted a cordless phone as a gift, but she’d never really embraced much about the technology of the twenty-first century. Or much of the twentieth, for that matter.   

Alexander sighed and breathed deliberately for a moment, choosing to enjoy the silence brought about by his mother’s dramatic, yet predictable departure from their conversation. 

He had been on his way out, yet he had answered the call. He had not only known it was his mother calling, but he had also known exactly what she would say, having heard it repeatedly in recent weeks.  Alexander realized that it would put him behind schedule, but he allowed his mother her now twice-daily rant about his impending move. Afterwards, he jogged to his car, knowing he would take heat for being late, but he felt a gentle sense of peace wash over him with the knowledge that in a few days, he would no longer have to deal with his mother’s drama. 

Geography was never his favorite area of Social Science, but he was ready to let it serve him in this instance.

Then. Which in this case, is a variety of times in the past.


Sylvia had lived a challenging life. Between surviving a domineering mother and an absent father during her youth, to enduring the challenges brought on by life with her late husband Roger, there were those that smiled outside while shaking their head sadly within as they saw what she had turned into later. Roger Underwood had been the love of her life and a serviceable father and husband at one point. He had come from a family that had lived in New Jersey “as long as there had been dirt on it,” as he used to say. Taking after his father before him, Roger had been a bartender of some renown at Buchanan’s Bar and Billiard Parlor on Main Street in the small New Jersey borough of Hightstown after a youth spent washing glasses and scraping sludge off of the floor surrounding the bar. He was considered quirkily handsome, yet quiet, and a rather lackluster bachelor at the age of 29 until July 4, 1976. 

While most of the country was celebrating the Bicentennial, a young Sylvia Stinger was celebrating her twenty-first birthday. Though her birthday had in fact been the Thursday before, she had waited until the weekend to celebrate, which she did under the tender tutelage of Roger. He paid inglorious amounts of attention to Sylvia until they left together, beginning a courtship that culminated in their marriage a scant twelve weeks later. “I’m not sure what came over me,” Sylvia once dreamily recalled while recounting the tale of their meeting over a steaming crock of fondue and a few fingers of Tanqueray, “but I swear I saw fireworks all night. It was magical.” Roger had smiled at her over the same crock of cheese, though he failed to comment, his mouth full of Gruyere and Abe Ehrlich’s homemade Challah bread.      

The late Roger Underwood’s funeral was surprisingly well-attended for a man who had come to be regarded, by most of his friends and all of his family, as a complete buffoon by the end of his life. He was a local boy in the sense that he had never really ventured outside of New Jersey, and rarely left home, save for regular trips to the Jersey shore. Every Jersey family has their own beach, and Wildwood had been “the shore” for the Underwood family for as long as they could remember. He’d been a bartender at Buchanan’s for many years and had been admired by both friends and clients alike. He was one of those Jersey boys who always seemed to be around, lingering, waiting for something to happen. Until he died, anyway. It was a simple service without a eulogy, though as Sylvia would remember later, there were several speeches given at Buchanan’s afterwards of varying levels of emotion and sobriety. It was said that over 400 people filled the pews at Princeton’s Trinity Church for his farewell. 

Before the service, Sylvia gathered her children: Alexander, who was seven, and Eliza, who was one year old in the sanctuary of the church, where it was only the three of them, and of course, the closed casket of their now departed father. 

“Alexander, do you understand that your father is dead now?” she asked, with far more sympathy than one would have thought possible under the circumstances. 

Alexander was sullen, but all things considered, seemed to be, as others would later say, “standing strong…like a big little man.” He was holding his sister in his arms, as he often did in those days. It had seemed to him that if he did not pick her up then she would simply have gone unpicked up, and that felt like a bad thing to him, so he did his best to limit the unpicking up of his little sister.

“Do you understand that what is left of your father is in that box over there?”

While Alexander had, in fact, guessed that the casket contained his father’s remains, he found his mother’s bluntness both intriguing and a little bit creepy. After a while he answered his mother simply with, “I know.” He held his sister a bit tighter with this statement, though it was lost on his mother. 

Sylvia Underwood was about the best that she ever was on the day that they buried her husband, so it was said. She reached towards Alexander’s face and pushed a lock of hair behind his ear. It had grown overlong in recent months. 

Sylvia sighed. “I’m going to tell you a few things, Alexander, and I will answer some questions for you, if I can. Then we will have to let the other people in. Is that all right?”

Alexander nodded as he rocked left and right with his sister, very subtly, since she was being fussy. That always seemed to calm her, and he was grateful that it did so now, as was Sylvia.

“You should know that your father and I loved one another very much, and that he loved you and Ellie.”

Alexander nodded. He had heard as much before. 

“You should also know that even though he and I had some times when we were not so nice to one another, we always loved you and your sister, and none of what happened is your fault. Do you understand?”

Alexander thought for a long moment. He had never considered the idea that it could be his fault. He made a note to think about that later, as he very much wanted to give his mother the answer he thought she wanted. However, his innate curiosity got the better of him as he considered something else his mother had said.

“Didn’t Dad leave the night Ellie was born?” he asked.

Sylvia’s face screwed up in a way that clearly mussed the foundational make-up strategy that she had generated for the occasion, streaking her mascara as well with the movement of her eyes. Then she smiled, and asked, clearly through her teeth, “What do you mean, dear?”

“Well,” he replied, “Dad never met Ellie. He never even saw her, right? It’s too bad, I think…Ellie’s fun when she’s not screaming or peeing on me.”

Sylvia started a reply, and it, like many things she meant to say and probably should have said but never did, got stuck in her throat. She pulled her son and by proxy her daughter in and held them close to her for a moment. As it passed, she asked her son if he had any questions about what was happening.

“Where is Dad now, Mom?” was his first. 

Sylvia seemed to struggle with this initially, but then she smiled.

“He’s gone to heaven now, as it would be.” 

“Where is heaven?”

“Well, heaven is where you go when you die, if you’ve lived as God meant you to.”

Alexander thought on this point for a long moment. “Did Dad do that?”

Sylvia continued to hold on to her children through this, and as such, did not have to look her son in the face as she answered.

“Well son, I’m not God, so I don’t know exactly. But I hope he did.”

She chuckled a bit at that, and in her own way it seemed as though a weight had been lifted from her. 

Alexander nodded, and asked, “Can I visit Dad there?”

And Sylvia held him tighter still, and Eliza as well, and seemed to both laugh and sniffle in the same moment as she answered, “No, Boyo…heaven will wait for the likes of you two…” 

She stood and walked with them to the front row of the church. She sat them down and signaled the priest, a handsome middle-aged woman named Jean Kingston that they were ready to start. From above, it seemed, an organ sounded, filling the chamber as the heavy doors opened.

Roger Underwood was interred that afternoon in the first of the two adjoining plots at Hightstown’s Cedar Hill Cemetery that he had purchased as an anniversary gift for Sylvia. Roger had taken her there on the night of their first wedding anniversary in late September 1977. They’d gotten quite drunk on Heineken during dinner at “Jim’s Country Diner” and enjoyed a lukewarm bottle of “Cold Duck Sparkling Wine” later that evening as, with exceeding pride, Roger had shown the gift to his young bride. They had felt invincible. Roger had said, gesturing at the plots while draping his arm around his young wife, “Syl baby…we’ll be together forever.” Sylvia had been quite moved. 

Almost exactly nine months later, they welcomed their first child, Alexander John Underwood. He was named for both his paternal grandfather Alexander Charles Underwood, who had died tragically in an “unpleasant incident” in Hoboken a few years earlier, and John Travolta, who had not. Travolta had, however, recently starred in “Saturday Night Fever,” which both Roger and Sylvia thought was an inspirational and epic film. Though the details of Alexander’s conception were never actually discussed openly, it was once remarked by Sylvia when offered a glass of sparkling wine at a New Year’s party: “No thanks--last time I had champagne I ended up with grass stains on my best dress and a bun in the oven.” She did, however, consent to a Fleischmann’s martini, with a lemon twist. 

Life as the surviving Underwoods would later really come to know it started almost immediately after Roger’s funeral. It was a difficult life at times, being a family, but they lived it anyway. Sylvia’s drinking and depression came on like a Nor’easter in the months after the funeral. As the meals and the ‘how are you holding ups’ and the ‘we are praying for youse guys’ tapered off, so did the joy drain away from her life, to be replaced with a steady stream of cats and, as time passed, progressively more mediocre and inexpensive Gin.

The family continued to live in the small house in “The Manor” that they had purchased with the meager inheritance that Roger’s father had left them, his mother having preceded her husband in death while Roger was in high school. Both children grew up and were educated, attending the same public schools as their parents and grandparents before them, and were both seen as good students. Sylvia never remarried or even dated significantly, at least as far as her children knew. Alexander graduated from High School and moved on to Seton Hall University. After Eliza left for Rutgers, Sylvia Underwood lived alone for a significant stretch of time.  

Now. Which again is December, 2007.


Even as he reflected on these things, Alexander was not as troubled by any of them as he had been in the past. He was troubled by the fact that in four days, his family was moving to Hawai’i and there was still a great deal to get done and to organize. He had recently resigned from his position at Princeville Academy, where he had served as a teacher of History before moving into administration as the Dean of Students, in order relocate to O’ahu, where his wife Charlotte had accepted a promotion in her career with the United States Justice Department. He was most urgently troubled by the fact that, since he had taken his mother’s phone call in which she had lambasted him mercilessly for his selfishness, stupidity, and choice of spouses, he was running late to a farewell party. This would not have been as problematic had it not been a party in his honor, celebrating his years of service at Princeville.

He had prided himself on keeping things punctual and running smoothly during his time managing the lives of the students on campus. To show up late for his own farewell party was something that would generate no small level of joy and satisfaction in his colleagues and, as a result, significant irritation in himself for the remainder of the evening. Alexander simmered as he drove on, his mind awash with his mother’s actions and attitude of late as he hopelessly drove on to his “Aloha means goodbye” party, as they’d been calling it at school.

Then. Earlier in 2007


When informed that her son’s wife was considering applying for a promotion that might involve a move, Sylvia was furious. When further informed that it would involve a move not only out of state, but to the other side of the planet Earth, to say that she had been furious was like calling the ocean wet and salty. 

Leaving New Jersey alone was a capital crime in her estimation, but the greater offense was the fact that Alexander and Charlotte were planning on taking their one-year-old daughter Dawn with them to Hawaii, eliminating the regular contact that Sylvia so thoroughly enjoyed with her only grandchild. Alexander’s choices and actions were treasonous as far as Sylvia was concerned. She spent the last several months intensely praying that Charlotte did not get the promotion. She went so far as to light candles at both St. Paul’s Church and The Church of Our Lady of the Divine Sorrow Church as prayers for God to intervene and keep her grandchild in New Jersey. The fact that she was neither a Catholic nor overly religious was not lost on the priests of these churches, nor of her own church, Trinity Episcopal. Reverend Kingston, who had taken an interest in Sylvia and her family, had received a slew of calls from parishes as far south as Cape May County regarding Sylvia’s appeals for intervention. Although they all treated her politely, no one knew quite what to make of her requests. 

Upon receiving the news that Charlotte had earned the promotion three months ago, Sylvia declared demonstratively and with great effect that her life was over, that she was losing the only real meaning in her existence, and that she would never forgive her son for putting her through this ordeal. She then got blisteringly drunk on a five-liter box of chardonnay that she found in the basement, which was all that was left in the house, as it was a Monday. 

Her drinking had always been problematic, but it had become dramatically more so when Alexander and his family decided to move. Her public and private martyrdom had escalated to the point where she would break into tears at virtually any given moment, unless Alexander was in the room. She would never let him see her cry under any circumstance. There was a life insurance commercial in particular that used to send her into fits. That is of course, when she could get herself together enough to figure out the controls to her television. It got to the point that she would simply never turn it off so she didn’t have to figure out how to turn it back on. Having not mastered the channel or volume controls either, her house was a constant barrage of Lifetime Movies and Fox News, at least until someone came over and either turned it off or changed the channel. 

As each day passed, Alexander found himself not only looking more and more forward to getting on the plane to O’ahu but also feeling more and more validated in his choice to move away from New Jersey and his mother. His sister, though he found her more tolerable than he did Sylvia, had grown very cold and bitter towards him in the wake of his decision.

Now.


As he pulled into the parking lot of The Dublin Pub, the official off-campus gathering place for Princeville Academy staff for well over a decade, a full seventeen minutes later than he should have arrived, Alexander was beyond irritated. He was not someone who liked being late. He sighed as he reached the door and reveled for a moment in the fact that there were only three more days where he’d have to deal with his mother and sister, and everyone else, and all their expectations. After that, he’d be off to Hawaii, with his wife and his daughter and nothing but time to be with them and to enjoy their life together. In truth, it was every bit the escape that some people had guessed it was, and he could not wait. He felt as though a great and powerful albatross would soon be un-hung from his neck, and a new ocean would welcome him home. 

He took a long and purposeful breath as he walked through the door. As if on cue, his former colleagues and friends, who had clearly started the party without him, berated him mercilessly for his tardiness. They had hoped for a chance to needle Alexander Underwood one last time, and they were not disappointed at his arrival. And so, the festivities began in full, to the sound of uproarious laughter.








  
  
Chapter 2




“It’s about time, Underwood!” bellowed Headmaster Fezzig, his giant, bear-like former boss. “Already on Hawaiian time?” 

“Sorry Sir…I was, um, that is to say…I have no excuse, Sir,” stammered Alexander, before he was soundly drowned out by a chorus of boos and laughter, which though generally good-natured, still stung him. Somehow a Yuengling Lager found its way into his hand, and a seat at the bar was cleared for him, which looked out over row upon row of overfull shot glasses that promised nothing but gorgeous destruction.

“Gotta catch up, son,” Fezzig prodded, picking one up and downing it before selecting another and raising it high as in a toast. “Hush up now, you troglodytes!” he called. “Our guest of honor has finally chosen to grace us with his celebrated presence, for which we are of course grateful.”

“Oh, but Fezzig…he’s a full nineteen minutes tardy,” called out Billy Shanko, who taught Chemistry, drank heavily, and rarely went more than a week without threatening to quit dramatically in the headmaster’s office. With Alexander’s departure, he had been tapped as the Interim Dean of Students. This was an occurrence that he was less than pleased with, though he accepted it out of both respect for Alexander and deference to Fezzig. 

“Twenty by my watch, headmaster,” offered Kristin Cerone, who in addition to being the head of the Physical Education program and Girls’ Soccer and Lacrosse coach, never tired of needling Alexander, whom she had called a “pretty boy,” for nearly a decade. She was impressed with him, clearly for the first time, when he had announced to the faculty just over a month ago that he was leaving. She pulled him aside after the staff meeting and shook his hand, told him that his choice to drop everything for his wife and family was a “ballsy move,” and then punched him in the arm. It had stung somewhat, and Alexander found himself absently rubbing his arm as a voice pierced the cascading laughter:

“He needs to be disciplined, Headmaster.” 

The room grew quiet, and a few staffers moved aside to reveal a table to Alexander’s right where Scott Mandelbaum sat. Mandelbaum was the head of the History department, and until Alexander had moved into administration a few years back, he had been his direct supervisor. He had been a mentor to Alexander, though it was clear that he had taken his resignation hard. “Disappointing,” was the word Mandelbaum would use when prodded. Alexander was shocked to see him there, as it was the sort of function that he usually avoided. Alexander had been counting on that as he had, in fact, been successfully avoiding Mandelbaum for nearly a month.

Mandelbaum had clearly enjoyed a glass or two of his most favorite “Smoking Loon” Chardonnay, but likely no more than that. He seemed deadly serious as he considered his former protégé. 

“I believe, at least according to the new school handbook, which Underwood himself authored in great part, that the first tardy to a class or activity is to be handled, hmmm…how was it now?” He removed his glasses briefly and seemed lost in thought for a moment. Somewhere a toilet flushed, which seemed to bring him back to his thought. “Ah, that’s right, the first tardy is to be handled at the ‘discretion of the aggrieved faculty member.’ A brilliant turn of phrase, that,” and he grinned at Alexander, raising his glass.

“Underwood just didn’t want to handle all those first time tardies in the Dean’s office,” laughed Fezzig, as he slapped Alexander on the back. “And it was a fine strategy on his part. But Mr. Mandelbaum makes an excellent point! What are we to do with you, my boy?”

Fezzig laughed again, as he always seemed to. His was a deep, rich and satisfying laugh that infected everyone around him. The laughter of Fezzig permeated the skin whether you wanted it to or not. He was in his tenth year as Headmaster at Princeville, having ascended to the position the same year Alexander had graduated from college. Alexander had been one of his first hires, and Fezzig had commented at the time; “Something about the kid reminds me of me at that age.” It was a comment he would revisit both when he promoted Alexander to the Dean’s office, and again upon his recent resignation.

Then. Decades ago. But important backstory nevertheless.


For his part, Jonathan Joshua Fezzig had been a legend at Princeville, dating back to his days as a student there. He was All-American in football before moving on to the University of Pennsylvania. He was as smart as he was big and as clever as he was smart. He always seemed to know how to “play his hand just right.”

As Valedictorian of his class, he gave a short and memorable speech, which included, among other claims, that “Within the next twenty years, I will be Headmaster here at Princeville.” The statement had been met with raucous and thunderous applause from his classmates, and equal measures of discomfort and polite yet awkward smiles from the staff and parents. His face wore a smile and a look in his eyes unlike any that those who knew him well would later recall ever having seen before.

Undaunted, he continued: “I’m serious. I leave here today headed to the University of Pennsylvania. I’m going to use this mind of mine, which Princeville helped to mold to leave there as a young man ready to teach Grammar and Literature here at my alma mater. I’m going to marry that pretty blonde in the fourth row, Miss Lauralee Burnett, and we are going to raise our family here. I will work my way up from where I stand today to that small office across the courtyard, and I will lead Princeville Academy into the next century. Thank you.”

As he had stepped down from the podium there was polite if not stunned applause, but there were those present who possessed little doubt that “J.J.” Fezzig, as he was then known, would do everything he had just said he would do, if not more.

That Fezzig had, in fact, accomplished everything he had predicted that day, including marrying Lauralee Burnett, who currently was standing next to her husband, resplendent in her trademark royal blue as he pondered what Alexander’s punishment should be, was something that had always both inspired and confused Alexander. “It’s admirable,” he once shared with Shanko, “but I can’t understand how he could know that was what his life should be at eighteen. I still don’t know now. Not really, anyway.” 

The story had been recounted year after year, and it had made Fezzig not only a giant at Princeville, but also a legendary figure in the overly small and somewhat insulated community of the American private school. He had taken an interest in Alexander and after five years as a dorm parent, swimming coach, and history teacher of great popularity, moved him into the Dean of Students Office as an Assistant Dean, in charge of, among other things; student discipline, attendance, and social programming and athletics. It was a demanding job, though Alexander had found it very rewarding at times. It allowed him to move out of the dorm into a small apartment beneath the Science building. He still taught a few classes, but his feet were set on the road towards upper administration. Alexander took it all in stride, though he had politely refused a promotion from Dean of Students to Assistant Headmaster, and moved into a house off campus just over a year earlier for reasons that were unclear to most. Many chalked it up to the influence of his young wife and the recent birth of their daughter, while others speculated that “he just doesn’t have what it takes.” Alexander was always competent in his administrative work and considered very good in his teaching, but there were those who wondered if he had the heart for an extended push up the administrative ladder. 

Now.


“Well, I think, as headmaster, it regrettably falls to me to discipline this young rapscallion. First time tardy in a decade, Underwood… I think this may call for punishment by way of song,” Fezzig declared, to a now enthusiastically applauding group. 

Alexander never thought the back room at the Dublin Pub could hold so many people, but he assumed that the open bar and free food had encouraged pretty much everyone on campus to attend, more so than any lasting affection for himself. He found himself reaching for one of the shot glasses on the bar as Fezzig passed his judgment.

“Yes, I think a drink is in order, Underwood. Bottoms up, everyone!” he called out, and the room grew quiet in acceptance of his directive. 

Someone told Larry behind the bar to kill the background music, which was a relief as it had been a bagpiped version of “The Girl from Ipanema.” The room buzzed with interest. Fezzig had been famous for his creative disciplinary strategies both as a teacher and as an administrator. His favorite disposition on incidents that he found to be minor often involved the completion of a generally silly activity, alphabetizing the paint canisters in the art center, counting the trees on campus, or during winter, shoveling snow into one great pile, and then moving the pile exactly twelve feet to the Southwest. Students rarely crossed him more than once. His favorite judgment, reserved for special occasions involved the “trial by song.” He was of the opinion that a person could not be disingenuous while singing, and that it generated a sense of comradeship and closeness that was “needed in a boarding school environment like ours.” There were those, however, who thought he simply liked making an ass out of people. The trial could be over something as innocuous as “Mr. Fezzig, I left my homework in my locker--may I go get it?” to which he would reply, “Only if you can convince me in song…” at which point the student would either sing the question or sit back down and take the incomplete.

Alexander knew quite well, however, that the brand of torment that Fezzig was about to unleash upon him was what was known as “the Sonic Equalizer” on campus. Students who had committed a first offense of say, skipping a practice or a meal, or a class, or who were late for curfew, were given a one-time opportunity to avoid more serious discipline and prove their sincere and heartfelt remorse for the offense by offering their apology to the entire student body during the Wednesday afternoon All-School meeting, in the form of song. Alexander had always found it entertaining. Less so now.

“Mr. Mandelbaum, do you concur with my disposition on this matter?” asked Fezzig, cheeks rosy and mouth wide in a grin.

“I do indeed, Headmaster. If I may suggest, perhaps young Underwood could reprise the song that he sang to dear Mrs. Underwood at their wedding reception? I know that he must recall the words and I am certain that Doctor Mrs. Underwood would not mind at all.”

Alexander turned beet red and looked aghast at Mandelbaum as the crowd roared with approval. During their wedding reception, Alexander, had joined the band that his Father-in-law had hired, “Sid Smith and the Simpletons” for what was then considered a genuinely sweet performance for Charlotte, his bride. That a video of the performance had been passed around the campus for the subsequent year was a fact that caused Alexander some consternation. He had a fair singing voice, having spent part of his college years singing backup and playing acoustic guitar in a folk duo named “A + B,” where he was the “A.” Regardless, he was not pleased that his students had seen him in that light, and had tracked down every copy of his wedding performance on campus. There was little he could do about the digital copies, regrettably, and once it made it to a former student’s “YouTube” page, it pretty much became campus lore. 

And so, Alexander found himself, suddenly quite comfortable in his seat at the bar, while the room awaited his response. Mandelbaum raised his wine glass in toast to him and wore a grin on his lined and aged face that seemed to suggest a sense of ‘gotcha’ that Alexander did not expect or welcome.

“If memory serves, Mr. Mandelbaum, that was ‘Jersey Girl’ that Underwood serenaded his bride with?” asked Fezzig, who of course knew the answer but insisted on protocol, at least as it pertained to grilling someone. 

 “Oh, J.J. you mustn’t torture the boy so,” came the voice of Mrs. Lauralee Burnett Fezzig, and for a moment, Alexander thought that there might be a chance that he could escape his fate, until she continued; “I thought he did a lovely job singing that song. I would love to hear it again.”

The assembled crowd had grown, as people from the pub itself started filtering into the back room, which was supposed to be private, but truly was not if there was a good time being had, which in this case, for most of those present, there was. There was a hush over the crowd as Mrs. Fezzig spoke, as there always was. She commanded nearly as much attention in public as her husband did and she managed to do it with far fewer words and decibels. Consequently, as she had, in her own manner, asked for Alexander to sing, he knew, having spent the last ten years in both the employ and the company of the Fezzigs, that he would never leave the room at the Dublin, much less leave the state, without giving Mrs. Fezzig what she asked for. 

“So, Underwood, what will it be, son? A song?” boomed Fezzig, clearly enjoying his role as facilitator.

“I’ve got it on video if you need a refresher!” called Cerone, heralding a chorus of “me too’s!” that sent the room into uproarious laughter.   

He rose from his seat at the bar, at once grateful to God for the craft of D.G. Yuengling and Sons of Pottsville, Pennsylvania, and their fine lager, which along with whatever Fezzig had set up on the bar had reduced his personal reservations to the point that a few verses of Springsteen would be nothing if it got the evening both rolling and moving towards being over with. As he stood, scanning the faces of his peers and others in a grand assemblage, he walked to Mrs. Fezzig, taking her outstretched hand in a quick, though fond clasp, and said:

“Mrs. Fezzig, I can tell you without reservation, that were I to refuse your request, not only would my wife not let me back in the house, she might just leave me behind when she leaves for O’ahu.” 

This earned a solid laugh from the crowd, and as he moved towards the small stage in the corner, a great shout went up. Alexander grabbed a fresh Yuengling as he moved towards the karaoke stage, which was truly no more than a slightly upraised corner with lighting. As if on cue, someone lit the stage lights, and what essentially amounted to the entire staff, faculty, administration, and trustees of the Princeville Academy moved chairs and bodies to the corner of the back room at the Dublin Pub, to hear Alexander Underwood sing. 

Some certainly saw it as him getting his comeuppance. During his last three years as an administrator, he had pissed off some of the more seasoned faculty with his approach to student discipline, which involved, to their dismay, hearing the students’ side of the argument. Others saw it as simply a spectacle and a chance to have a laugh. There were others in assemblage, like Mandelbaum, and to some extent Fezzig himself, who, though they respected Alexander, were still somewhat perplexed as to why they were saying farewell to him in this fashion at all. It was one thing to lose a promising educator to another school. That was common in their industry. For someone to simply walk away in the manner in which Alexander was in fact walking away was unusual, and even now, with his last day behind him, there were those who still did not get it. They were happy to settle for a song, anyway. Having seen Fezzig pull this routine with countless students over the years, it struck no one as odd that such a moment would present itself. 

Alexander took a long and thoughtful pull off his beer, and positioned himself on the stage front and center, choosing then to give himself over it all, reveling in the moment.

“Come on down front, Mandelbaum—there’s a seat here,” he called, patting the surface of the raised stage. “Or how ‘bout you Cerone? Want to make it a duet?” There was laughter and everyone seemed to be having a perfectly marvelous time. As the group settled in, he waved at Larry behind the bar to send over another Yuengling, which he did. He also pantomimed a request for Larry to shoot him in the head, which Larry chose to ignore, save for a half-hearted shrug. 

“Sing, pretty boy!” shouted Cerone, which was met with cheers and applause, and Alexander laughed, and was ready to sing, but was more ready to do so once Charlotte entered the room. 

“Right on time, Doctor Underwood…”

There was a general turning towards the door and a slight hush as Charlotte Underwood entered the room. She moved over to Lauralee Fezzig and gave her a big hug and the two then turned towards Alexander on the stage, arm in arm, and as if on cue, called out;

“Sing for me, ‘pretty boy!’”

The staff, which had enjoyed very little interaction with Charlotte since she’d married Alexander, erupted into cheers. A quiet chant of “pretty boy” started near Cerone and Shanko but failed to take the room over.

Alexander bowed. “Anything for you, wife…” he replied, and the crowd applauded as Alexander picked up the microphone, and the intro to the song began. He looked out at the crowd, and while fully embarrassed, he was not altogether surprised to see several cameras trained on him.  Somehow, from the moment he had picked up his mother’s call earlier, and subsequently arrived late, he’d known that Fezzig and the family he’d been a part of at Princeville would have their moment. He just hadn’t expected it to be quite like this, nor had he expected it to land him once again on YouTube.

The three toned bass line lingered on for what seemed like a long while, but when the words popped up on the screen, he knew he had to commit and get started. While he needed no help with the words to “Jersey Girl” that Bruce Springsteen made famous, yet Tom Waits wrote for some reason, they flashed on the cheap and bleary karaoke screen nevertheless. 

Alexander was shocked to hear Shanko, and then Cerone, and then a host of others start singing along with him, and at the end, Alexander changed the lyrics of the final chorus into “when you’re leavin' town with a Jersey girl!” and the crowd applauded, singing along with him thorough all of the “Sha-la-las…”

Charlotte made it to the stage in time for Alexander to sing the last of the “sha-la-las” to her on one knee, as the song ended to thunderous applause and jeering. Alexander was smothered by a phalanx of people who wanted to either smack his head or pat his back. He kissed Charlotte, and mouthed, “I’ll see you after” as he was drawn back to the bar for a post-song debriefing by his tormentors and friends alike. It was going to be a long evening, but Charlotte did not appear to be altogether too worried about her husband. In the coming days, she wouldn’t have to share him with anyone except their daughter.

“How the hell did you get her to marry you with that voice, Underwood?” Fezzig called out and everyone laughed, as Larry put the background music back up from behind the bar, and everyone settled into their spaces, either at the bar itself or at a table. Some folks left, but in general, the evening entered a more relaxed stage at this point, with the guest of honor already having been paraded about, it seemed only proper that he be allowed to enjoy his own party.

“Well, Mr. Fezzig, truth be told, there are those who think there is more to me than my tremendous singing voice…” replied Alexander, rising out of his seat. He was looking at his wife as he spoke, fully appreciating her long auburn curls and deep green eyes far more than was likely necessary in that precise moment.

“But those who think so are dreadfully scarce in number, and as such, more worthy of salute than am I.” With that, he raised a glass that had quite providentially been thrust in his hand and continued; “I will raise this toast to Mrs. Fezzig. And to my wife. And in general, to those who think better of us when they, themselves, ought to know better. I thank you for this night, and the chance to prostrate myself in front of you heathen one last time.”

The crowd, which had been quite respectful of his deferential references to Lauralee and Charlotte, turned on him with good nature, but without mercy as he berated them further.

“Oh, you get it out of your system now. You’ve got Dean Shanko to deal with starting Monday. I’m sure he’ll listen patiently to all your concerns!” He laughed as the crowd booed at poor Billy Shanko. “But really, Mr. and Mrs. Fezzig, everyone, thank you so much for this send off, and for the last ten years. I will miss being a part of this family.” 

As he spoke the words, he realized for perhaps the first time that they were true. He would miss Princeville, and the role he had played, and the students that he had taught. He would miss being a person of significance on campus. While he didn’t quite know how that would all manifest itself, he knew in that moment that he was about to step into a world that was not based on the workings of the school calendar and structure, and that he was about to enter that world for the first time, and far away from his lifelong home and comfort zone, at that.

“Thank you for having me.”

With that, Alexander grabbed a pitcher of Yuengling that Larry had thought to pour for him, and a few mugs, and moved to a table as far away from everything else and sat down. The room broke into conversation after he sat, and it was several minutes before Kristin Cerone and Billy Shanko came over and sat with him.

“You know ‘Pretty Boy,’ you are a piece of work,” she began. “I’ve spent the last ten years riding your ass, and now, here you are pussyfooting away to Fiji.”

Kristin Cerone was every bit of the athlete that she drove her players to be, and at 50 years old, she was still lithe and energetic enough to handle pretty much whatever both the school and the world might have thrown at her. 

“Be a nice buzz on campus if we can get some clips of you singing up on YouTube before classes start on Monday…” she offered. 

“Thanks guys. Real pals you are. Don’t go getting all sentimental on me, you know Billy is a crier,” Alexander laughed, more so when Billy shrugged and nodded in agreement. He had teared up as Alexander sang, but thus far seemed to think he had gotten away with it.

The crowd thinned out as the evening wore on, copious amounts of beer and food being consumed. Charlotte and Lauralee sat at a table by themselves enjoying their conversation immensely from all appearances. She smiled at Alexander now and then, but for the most part, she left her husband to revel in the steady stream of friends and colleagues stopping by his table. Alexander felt like he was beginning to enjoy himself, now a second pitcher of Yuengling nearing its nadir. Cerone and Shanko were arguing about whether boys’ lacrosse was more challenging than girls’ lacrosse, when Scott Mandelbaum sat down at the table, placing himself at Alexander’s right hand, seemingly still nursing the glass of Chardonnay he had started earlier.

Mandelbaum was an institution at Princeville. While he had not in fact laid the cornerstone of the first building on the first campus over 100 years ago, it was joked on campus that he had been in attendance and was highly critical over the manner in which it had been placed.

“Miss Cerone. Mr. Shanko,” he said as he nodded to them. His cheeks, mostly hidden by his thick but not overlong beard revealed a slight flush, but his dark, raven-like eyes were those of a man who missed nothing.

“Mr. Shanko, have you been crying?” he asked, smiling slightly as Billy turned red, and noting his empty glass, removed himself from the table, finding himself pursued by a cackling Cerone, who called after him;

“I knew I saw you tear up you big sissy!”

“It was a sweet song!” cried Billy from an increasing distance.

Alexander, despite the good-will brought on by the evening’s revelry and well-wishes, found himself suddenly stuck in a moment that he’d been trying to avoid for weeks. 

“Well, that was rather easier than I thought,” clucked Mandelbaum as he settled into his seat. He undid the thick zipper on his trademark tan cardigan sweater, which hung on him much as it had the last thirty years in which he had worn it; a little longer than his over-thin frame seemed able to support. He placed his left leg with what seemed like a measure of effort on his right knee and absently tapped his foot to the music in a manner that was a true demonstration of his absent sense of rhythm. 

“It’s alright, Underwood. I know you’ve been avoiding me. What I don’t know, young man, is why you have been avoiding me.”

Mandelbaum let the comment float between them, though he smiled a little, a look of genuine curiosity on his bespectacled face. Alexander accepted the comment and nodded, absently playing a private game of checkers with the empty glasses left on the table. Their table was now enjoying a wide berth by all those present, and in fact it seemed that Alexander and Mandelbaum had the entire back corner to themselves. 

Alexander noticed that his wife and Lauralee Fezzig were staring at him, and though Mrs. Fezzig subtly looked away as he noticed them, Charlotte continued to stare at him, until she finally mouthed what he read to be “Just TALK to him,” from across the barroom. He shook his head and grinned, at once seeing Charlotte’s hand in his current predicament. 

“She talked you into coming, didn’t she?” he asked, tilting his head at his wife, who as if on cue beamed proudly and returned to her conversation with Lauralee. 

Mandelbaum did not adjust his gaze as he nodded, “She’s a persistent young lady that one.” He took a sip of his wine and then looked at Alexander with a penetrating gaze with which he had become all too familiar over the years.

“She seemed to think that we had something to talk about, Mr. Underwood. On this point, I agree with your wife. So, what say you?”

Alexander looked again, albeit briefly at his wife, who appeared to be having a lovely time, her table with Lauralee now surrounded by loose chairs and persons. He held Mandelbaum’s gaze until he could not. He gripped the arms of his chair and tried to sit up a bit straighter. 

“Yeah, I’ve been avoiding you, sir. I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

Alexander took a long breath and found himself driven by his irritation at his earlier conversation with Sylvia, his embarrassment at being late to his own party, the chiding he’d taken since he arrived, and the realization that his wife had essentially set him up for the conversation in which he found himself entangled.

“I suppose I thought you’d be angry with me about leaving Princeville, and honestly, I’m taking enough of a beating from my mother and sister that I just didn’t think I could handle one more person blathering at me about what a huge fucking mistake I’m making and how fucking selfish I am!” 

Alexander found himself halfway out of his seat as he finished. He sat down, flushed from both the effort expended and from a bit of embarrassment at having lost his limited supply of cool in front of his mentor. 

Mandelbaum raised his left eyebrow, but did not outwardly react to Alexander as he was speaking. He swirled his wine glass, now only a quarter full. He took a miniscule sip and again sought the eyes of his protégé.

“Feel better?”

Alexander exhaled mightily. “Not really. Maybe a little, I don’t know. I’m just so tired of all the drama about this all. If I’d known it would be this bad, I might have just said we ought to stay home.”

Mandelbaum leaned back, nodding imperceptivity, and smoothed out the lapels of his cardigan as he leaned back in his chair. “Tell me about it.”

Alexander took a quick survey of the room, which while it had thinned out a bit was still quite full in parts. Charlotte and Lauralee had been joined by Shanko and Cerone and were clearly talking about something amusing as they were laughing uproariously. Charlotte’s trademark cackle, which Alexander always compared to that of a septuagenarian criminal mastermind, was easily heard throughout the room. She met his gaze and quickly turned back to the group and huddled down low to the table as though she’d been caught passing a note in English class. Another roar rose up from the table.

Alexander was seemingly overlong in his attention to Charlotte’s group and was brought back to the moment by Mandelbaum’s slowly waving hand.

“Sorry. I missed the train my mouth was on, as Sylvia would say…”

“Clearly…” Mandelbaum replied, and though his face was known to reveal very little of his inner dialog, Alexander thought he detected sarcasm in his retort.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Mandelbaum tilted his head, amused, and leaned back again in his chair. “Well, in all honesty Alexander, you have always seemed to lose track of things when your gaze has fallen upon young Charlotte Rose. I recall vividly your first meeting…that poor dog.”

Alexander rolled his eyes and laughed, sat up straight in his chair, and, leaning forward, drew himself up and pointed, saying, and dramatically so; “Methinks you go too far, sir. Poor dog? Come on, Mandelbaum…” 

Mandelbaum’s grin did nothing to take away from the incredulously audacious nature of his callback, at least as far as Alexander was concerned. Alexander and Charlotte had in fact met at the Fezzigs’ Christmas Party three years earlier. 

Then. December, 2004 to be exact.


Charlotte’s parents, Harry and Beatrice “Belle” McNabb had been classmates of the Fezzig’s during their years at Princeville. Though Charlotte had known them all her life, she had never attended their Christmas party, as her family had moved repeatedly for Harry’s Army career; and most recently, she had spent the previous four years in London studying psychology at Oxford University. Having graduated the previous spring, she was now home, soon to begin work as a staff psychologist at the Federal Prison in Philadelphia.

Alexander and the entire staff at Princeville, as was custom, were invited. He had gone every year, thoroughly enjoying the fine food and the open bar. This particular Christmas, he found himself in a categorically un-merry mood, having recently been dumped by Beth Stacy. Beth had been his friend and bandmate in “A + B,” then his girlfriend, then just a friend, then fiancé; and at the time of this particular Christmas party was none of those things, having moved to Nashville to pursue her dream of being a professional singer and songwriter. Their relationship had ended badly, and Alexander had appreciated none of the irony of Beth’s dramatic departure from his life. 

“I’ve got to try Allie,” she had said. “I’ve got to get out of Jersey and try,” and with that she had pulled him close to her and kissed him rather passionately, after they had finished the dishes from Thanksgiving dinner. He had thought she had gone to bed. She had gone to pack.

 He and Beth had become engaged the previous Christmas, and last year’s party at the Fezzig’s had been their first real public appearance as a betrothed couple, so it was with that on his mind and heart that he arrived at the Fezzig’s party. He spent much of the evening sitting on one of a pair of fine leather chairs that sat in front of the Fezzig’s exquisite fireplace, absently scratching the head of Rocky, their devoted and lethargic Yellow Labrador. Alexander had found Rocky to be an understanding companion during the evening. They had developed a rather syncopated rhythm where each time Alexander would have cause to leave his seat, Rocky would move to the recently vacated cushion, in order to fully capitalize on the warmth left behind. When Alexander chose to return, he sat in the opposite chair, respecting Rocky’s squatter’s rights, as it were. It was a silently symbiotic relationship, and Alexander had been glad of it, as he was truly in no mood for conversation. 

As he sat with Rocky, who now was fully asleep, his head resplendent on the arm of the deep brown Yoderwitz chair, he heard the sonorous voice of Headmaster Fezzig behind him.

“You know, son, it’s not everyone that Rocky will allow to join him on his chairs,” and he stepped into view, placing his glass, half-full of Chivas Regal on the wide mantel above the fireplace. “He is very particular about his space, especially around the holidays.”

“I know how he feels, sir,” Alexander replied, his voice a near croak from disuse during the evening. He sat, staring deep into the fire, elbows resting on his knees. He had been clenching his hands repeatedly, and then finding Rocky’s head, he seemed to find solace in scratching his ears instead. 

Fezzig tilted his head, and leaned his arm across the mantel, and let go a long breath, speaking in a tone far more personal than Alexander would ever recall hearing from him, “I know you do, kid.” He let the silence hang between them for a while. Alexander found himself suddenly aware of the fact that the room was full of people he had been ignoring all evening, and as low as he felt, somehow, manners suddenly mattered. 

“I’ve been a pretty bad guest this evening, sir. I’m sorry” Alexander offered even as Fezzig waved his arm to dismiss him.

   “Nonsense, Alex…nonsense.” Fezzig moved closer, and hand still braced on the mantel, he leaned in to speak so that none but Alexander and Rocky might be privy to their exchange. “Everyone knows that you just got your ass handed to you. We are a family here, Alexander, for better and for worse. Right now, for you, it is for worse. It won’t always be so, but right now it sucks.”

Fezzig punctuated his final point by grabbing Alexander’s shoulder in his bear-like grip. “It won’t always suck. But it will for a while. Be sad if you are sad, but do it here, among friends and family.” Alexander nodded, doing his best to weather the grip of the Headmaster. 

“Thank you, Sir.” Alexander found that he felt a little better, especially once Fezzig let go. While he still didn’t feel like mingling, he took comfort in the Headmaster’s encouragement.

“Truth be told, Underwood, I never much liked her for you. She was flighty.”

Alexander smiled. “Well, apparently so, sir, as she flew off without me." He laughed his first laugh in some time, and as he stood up to continue his conversation with the headmaster, he was interrupted when a streak of auburn with scarlet highlights ran behind him and seemed to engulf Fezzig from behind in a gigantic hug about the shoulders.

“I GOT you!!!” a woman's voice shouted, and Fezzig’s face lit up. Turning to greet his would-be attacker, he cried out in his own distinctive, powerful voice:

“Charlotte Rose, where on earth have you been?!” As they embraced, she smiled at Alexander from over Fezzig’s shoulder as he lifted her petite frame off the ground, her deep green eyes wide with delight and what Alexander would later recall seemed like pure unadulterated joy. He would also recall her bright smile beaming from within a face still flush with excitement and the outdoor December chill. Her hair, well past her shoulders long, with a hint of curl, Alexander thought smelled somewhat of vanilla. He was later able to remember such details to the letter, having been completely dumbstruck by this sudden and stunning intrusion on his heartbreak.

“Uncle J.J.!” she cried, “I have been right here, all along, hiding in the chairs with Rocky!” She laughed and hugged Fezzig again. 

“My dear, you tease me, but don’t you ever leave my side or that of your beloved parents ever again! I have missed you!” 

“I’ve missed you too. But I’m home now.”

Alexander observed the entire exchange with what would later be described as a ‘deer in the headlights’ glaze over his features, his mouth partially open and his bottom lip askew to the left. There was, in fact, a photo of him from the event wearing this particular look, which had later been copiously taped up all over campus to the delight of nearly everyone.

Fezzig brought the room to attention and turned off the holiday music that had been subtly playing in the background, bringing a very sudden hush to the suddenly crowded living room. 

“My friends, allow me to introduce to you all, my wayward goddaughter, Charlotte Rose McNabb, recently of Oxford University and soon to be a bona-fide Federal Agent.”

There was polite applause, and Mrs. Fezzig entered the room, calling out, “Darling!” She rushed over to hug her with more enthusiasm than anyone could ever remember seeing from her.

That Alexander continued to dumbly stare at this young woman with his mouth open would have been story enough, had he not in that moment, feeling oddly flushed, sank back into the leather chair, or rather, onto the sleeping form of Rocky the Yellow Labrador, who protested mightily. 

Alexander shot up out of the chair with a loud cry; “Aaaah! Don’t bite me!” Which to his extreme surprise and later embarrassment had been accompanied a rapid and manic waving of his arms and a brief, albeit jaunty shuffling of his feet. 

That the entire room had gone silent and was staring at him after his outburst would have been humiliating enough. Regrettably, while backing away from Rocky, he inched entirely too closely to the roaring fireplace, which he was not surprised to discover to be ridiculously hot, and which upon finding his pants singeing, did another version of his jaunty dance, cried out, “hot, hot, hot!” as he danced away from the fireplace and Rocky, and directly into the area of the room currently inhabited by the embracing Fezzig’s and Charlotte. That his eyes would land directly on her as he completed his final “Hot!” was the subject of much discussion at the time, though not nearly as much as Lauralee Fezzig’s reply, which, delivered with arm around the waist of Charlotte, happened to be:

“Yes, my goddaughter is quite fetching, Mr. Underwood, but could she at least take her coat off before you hit on her?”

The room in total, which had fallen silent now all seemed to inhale as one, and stared at Alexander in anxious anticipation of his reply, that he would later recount as a moment of stunning comeback, though in truth it had been all the reply he could muster in the moment, as he said;

“Yes, ma’am,” and he smiled at Charlotte a smile that would be remembered as both sweet and sad, but one that Alexander would categorize as “having worked.”

There was laughter and rolling of eyes as someone turned the music back on. As Johnny Mathis sang “Winter Wonderland” over Percy Faiths plucky orchestra, Alexander found himself still staring at Charlotte, and was, all things considered, surprised to see her not only returning his gaze, but smiling. Rocky, for his part, had fallen asleep again, and remained so, unmolested for the remainder of the evening.

Now


Finding Mandelbaum looking at him expectantly, Alexander laughed out loud, caught up for a moment in the memory. “That dog was just fine, Mandelbaum, but you’re right; she threw me off my game that night.”

“Clearly she continues to have that effect, it would seem.” There was an unscheduled pause at this point, though Mandelbaum pushed on through it after an uncomfortable moment. “You were talking about why you’ve been avoiding me”

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” Alexander started, seeming to have taken some energy and confidence from the memory of meeting his wife. “It’s just, like I said, I thought you’d be angry, and I’ve been getting a really hard time from my family. My mother,” he could feel a knot in his stomach forming up just talking about her, “she’s been screaming at me pretty much since Charlotte applied for the promotion. She actually prayed against us getting it, and lit candles at nearly every Church in South Jersey.”

"Lighting candles? I didn’t know that she was Catholic,” he offered.

“She’s not.”

“Oh. I see. Go on.”

Alexander refilled his glass and continued. “Once the promotion came through for Char, my mom freaking lost it. She went on about how we were selfish brats and were stealing all of the joy from her life by leaving. I know she really means our kid, but it’s been nothing but anger and drama since the summer.”

Mandelbaum listened patiently and attentively. “What about your sister?”

Alexander took a sip from his glass, “Well, Ellie’s another one. I know she’s mad because I’m leaving her alone with our mother. She’s been living with her since she and her boyfriend from Rutgers broke up, ironically because she wouldn’t leave Jersey for him. Mom doesn’t treat her really well, either. I even offered for her to come with us, but she already thinks I’m a traitor for moving.”

Mandelbaum scowled. “A traitor? That seems a bit much.”

“Oh yeah,” he started, “they both think I’m a traitor for leaving our beloved New Jersey. None of us have ever really been anywhere else, except Philly and maybe that class trip to Washington DC. Our vacations were all down the shore in Wildwood. We’ve always been here, I mean, that’s one of the reasons I want out!”

He trailed off here, noticing that someone had tweaked the usual bar music with Don Ho’s “Tiny Bubbles” and that Cerone and Shanko were singing along with little concern for Don’s mellowness. Alexander smiled as he looked back to Mandelbaum, who looked at him seemingly without judgment and with reserved affection. “Sir, the bottom line is that with their attitudes, the both of them have done nothing but reinforce my desire to go.”

“I can understand that,” Mandelbaum replied, picking a small bit of lint off his sweater. “May I ask you something?”

  Alexander nodded, chuckling for a moment as Shanko was meandering about the room putting cheap plastic leis on everyone.

“Why did you assume I would be angry with you?”

Alexander was not used to such candor from his mentor, and it threw him a moment. 

“Well, sir, you spent all those years working with me, helping me be a better teacher. I mean, you taught me everything I know about how to really teach. You weren’t exactly happy with me when I decided to move into administration.”

Mandelbaum nodded. It had been their first and only argument in the ten years they had worked together, and it had been ugly. Mandelbaum had called him “petulant,” and Alexander had called him a “cruel bastard” though neither of them had really meant it.

“That’s true, Alex, but that was some time ago. I was disappointed that you seemed so unsatisfied with focusing on teaching. You are a good teacher. Truth be told, I wasn’t certain that you’d make a good administrator.” He allowed that to hang in the air between them. “And while I will admit that I am disappointed that you are leaving a promising career, as I think you have shown some promise in your work as an administrator. You’ve a talent with the kids that is refreshing. I will admit I did not expect to see that in you. But, dear boy, I am not angry with you. Not at all. To be angry would be a bit of a stretch, I would think.”

Alexander felt a rush of genuine affection for Mandelbaum that he’d not felt in a great while that was matched only by his sense of relief that he was not heading into another argument with someone he cared about. As if on cue, the boisterous Don Ho music led into a haunting Hawaiian song called “Lei Pikake.” He listened to the opening lines that were sung a cappella, and while he had no idea what they meant, found them entrancing.

“However,” Mandelbaum continued, “I think it would be disrespectful of our friendship and professionalism if I did not ask you why you were so quick to walk away from such a promising career?”

While Alexander had figured that they would get to this question at some point, he felt unprepared for it. He looked about the room and Shanko was still lei’ing everyone in sight, Cerone looked like she might fall asleep, the Fezzig’s were clearly enjoying themselves, and as always, Charlotte was looking at him, her wide eyes kind and benevolent, as though she were able to channel his trepidation and return it back to him with but a look that said, “It’s alright now…” 

Mandelbaum smiled as he caught Alexander looking at Charlotte. The smile brought Alexander out of his distraction.

“I wish I could tell you that I agonized over it, and that I agreed to the move only to support my wife and her career, but honestly, I prayed that she’d get the job because in the end, I knew that if I didn’t leave Princeville now, I never would, and I’d have been stuck here forever.”

“Stuck?”

“Yes, stuck.” Alexander saw that Mandelbaum seemed perplexed by his word choice. “Not that this hasn’t been a great place to be or a wonderful place to live, but, I wasn’t blessed with your talent in the classroom, and I wasn’t blessed with Fezzig’s drive and sense of purpose, or even Billy Shanko’s enthusiasm!” Alexander stopped himself and took in a long and slow breath, realizing he was clearly sharing an important moment with Mandelbaum, but perhaps also with himself. 

“My father never once left the state of New Jersey. My mother has pretty much the same story. I’ve lived here all my life and honestly there are days that I look at myself in the mirror and don’t know who I am anymore. I mean, I like teaching, and I love Princeville, and I guess I’m kinda good at this…”

“You are kind of good,” Mandelbaum interrupted.

“But that’s just not enough anymore.” Alexander found himself gripping the arms of his chair. There was a clear break in the conversation, and while the party continued around them, it seemed everyone had continued to give their table a wide berth. 

Mandelbaum swirled his nearly empty glass, and eyed Alexander. “So, what’s next then?”

“I love history, Mandelbaum, I really do. I love that every now and again, something happens to change the game: Humans develop tools…Rome falls, Tiananmen Square, and suddenly, everything we thought we knew changes with a bang! Something happens that changes everything about everything. The entire world changes all at once. I’ve always loved that about history.” Alexander paused, passionately pleading his point while the ukulele sounds of “Pineapple Princess” began to plink in the background. “I don’t want my story to be written before I have a chance to step out and do something with it. If I stayed here, as good as it might be, it would be all that I ever am. And I need to know.”

“Know what?” asked Mandelbaum, head now leaned on his hands, elbows digging into the ancient pub table.

“I’ve gotta know myself, Mandelbaum, who I am and what I’m supposed to do. I honestly just don’t right now. Not really, anyway.”

Alexander found his head moving ever so slightly from left to right, and his breathing more purposeful, though he had not meant to do either. Then the rest came out. “My whole life, I was ‘Dumb Roger’s’ boy or ‘Sylvia’s kid’ or ‘Ellie’s big brother,’ and then after Seton Hall, I was ‘Mandelbaum’s disciple’ and then I was ‘Fezzig’s boy’ and I took it, but through it all I honestly never really knew who I was or what the hell I wanted to do outside of being married to Charlotte and being Dawn’s daddy. I feel like if I don’t get out of this cycle of being everyone else’s something, I’m going to flame out and die just like my father.”

Alexander found himself so full of emotion that his arms seemed to be gesturing in tight points and copious short pounds to his chest. The crowd at the bar had thinned a bit, though not enough that they all didn’t notice the escalating volume in the conversation that they had all been watching surreptitiously anyway.

“I’m tired of being a foregone conclusion.” 

They sat in silence a long time after that. Alexander’s comment and the energy that generated it needed to be absorbed by the time and space between them, which once dissipated, allowed them both to recall that they were actually speaking to one another.

“Sorry, sir.”

Mandelbaum leaned forward on his chair, and Alexander could see a fire in his eyes that he’d never seen before as he spoke.

“There is no need for that, Alexander.” Mandelbaum’s consistently tapping foot, having finally stopped tapping, found itself on the floor, and as he leaned forward, he pushed both his own wine glass and Alexander’s pint glass aside. He pulled his chair closer to the table and laid his hands flat upon it.

“I do have a few points I’d like to make, and as the evening had gone on a bit longer than I am accustomed to, and as I have kept you from your party long enough, I will be succinct.”

Alexander found himself straightening up in his seat, as though he were back in Mandelbaum’s office for an evaluation of his work.

“Is this my final performance review?” he offered, smiling, though the raised eyebrows of Scott Mandelbaum immediately had Alexander wishing he’d just shut up. Mandelbaum paused and continued as though the comment had been but an unfortunate conversational speed bump.

“Mr. Underwood, you are a talented classroom teacher, and at times have shown a proclivity towards genuine historical study and research, although such pursuits may have bored you at times.”

Alexander opened his mouth as if to protest, but a single finger, raised, though unwaggled halted the sentence, leaving it unsaid. 

“You made up for it though with your personality. The students at Princeville liked and respected you, and that gave weight to your teaching. You were, in the end among the better teachers I have known during my epoch-like tenure here at Princeville.” 

Alexander knew that was the kindest thing that Mandelbaum had ever said to him. “That said, I will never begrudge a man who makes a choice to create change in his life, and the life of his family. I am truly sad to see you leave. But, Alexander, I have known you for nearly a decade. I have seen you grow and mature, and I am proud of who you have become. Miss Charlotte is a fine young lady, and Dawn is a slice of heaven. I cannot blame you for choosing the path that puts you with them more. Your duties as Dean on campus were extensive and exhausting.” 

Mandelbaum paused, swirling the last miniscule drop of his wine in the glass before looking Alexander deep in the eyes as he spoke: “And a real teacher, in my experience, one who lives it by day and dreams it at night, does not confine the power of their influence for long. In time, I believe that you will find another outlet for your many and varied talents. I am certain of that.”

Alexander nodded, absorbing the gaze of his mentor, who removed his glasses and rubbed the crux of his nose, where the pads left a pair of small pony hooves. His glasses, which had once been a deep and rich green turtle shell color, had replied to the ravages of time by turning an almost inexcusable mahogany, through which Mandelbaum always seemed to see more than anyone else. Without them, for that brief moment, he seemed like a younger, different man who was nevertheless dispensing knowledge. 

“This is much later than I am usually up and about. But I digress. I have two more things that I wish to say to you, and as you are poised to move well out of this time zone and my purview, I plan to be as honest with you as you, I hope would be honest with me in such a situation. I would like to think of us as friends now. Are we friends?”

Alexander felt the room moving a bit and felt in his heart that it was due far more to the fact that Mandelbaum was breaking down the remaining walls in their relationship than to the influence of the Yuengling he’d consumed. Regardless of what brought them there, Alexander found himself quite sober and balanced, as though the realness of Mandelbaum had steadied him.

“Friends? You and me? I always wanted to think so.”

Mandelbaum reached into his cardigan and pulled out a long envelope and placed it upon the table, his hand remaining gracefully and yet expectantly just above it, shaking just so.

“The first thing I want to say to you is that I think you gravitated towards the study of history because you never really felt like you had one of your own. At least not one that satisfied you. But you do have a history, Underwood. We all have one.”

Alexander felt the bottom of his stomach fall off somewhat, as though he’d been struck unaware, and eyes wide, he found himself too stunned to speak. Before he could reply, Mandelbaum continued: “The other thing that I want to say to you, with genuine affection and sincerity, is that you should always, always, ALWAYS remember what George Santayana had to say about history…Those who cannot remember the past…”

“…are condemned to repeat it,’” Alexander replied automatically, without forethought, though he was still somewhat shaken by the turn his conversation with Mandelbaum had taken. 

With that, Mandelbaum stood, brushed smooth his aged cardigan sweater, and extended his hand to Alexander, who still sat, seemingly stuck in the moment that they had shared, unable to move. Finally, he stood and took the offered hand.

“Aloha then, Mr. Underwood. It has been a privilege to serve with you,” and shaking his hand, he turned to leave.

Alexander, still in shock from their conversation, for which he had found himself woefully unprepared, could only just sputter out before Mandelbaum had moved out of range, “What’s in the envelope?”

His cardigan seemed to move in a shimmer as he turned his head over his right shoulder. “Oh, that’s pretty much what I just said to you just now. I wrote it a week or so ago, figuring we would not have a chance to speak before you left. It’s yours, so have it as you will.”

And with that, Mandelbaum waved and walked away, into the cold evening, nothing but his sweater and his disposition to fend off the damp chill that hung over the thin air of the New Jersey night.

Alexander folded the envelope over once and slipped it into his back pocket. He felt the hard wood of the chair he had just recently vacated call him back, and he felt drawn down into it. Finding himself in that spot and alone in that moment seemed somehow just right.

He didn’t really know what to make of the things that Mandelbaum had said. He felt like he should be angry, but he wasn’t. He leaned back in his chair, and took a deep breath, just then realizing how alone he was in this place. His solitude was short-lived as he saw Fezzig sauntering forth from the center of the action to join him, carrying a heavy glass of Chivas Regal, which had a twin that was set down in front of Alexander. The glass was warm and willing. Fezzig smiled, leaning back into the chair that Mandelbaum had just vacated. The chair creaked.

“So, what did our resident curmudgeon have to say? Did he try to talk you out of it?”

As he was somewhat beautifully put off by the conversational transition between Mandelbaum and Fezzig, not for the first time, Alexander found himself feeling very much like an eighth grader at the talent show, getting ready to perform, and working hard not to puke. Seeing that Fezzig was smiling and clearly having a good time, Alexander replied, “No sir, he didn’t say anything like that, although he said he was so moved by my gumption that he was considering retiring himself and relocating to Guam to research and write the history of their indigenous people.”

Alexander grinned over the glass of Chivas that Fezzig had brought and watched as the headmaster narrowed his eyes a moment and then roared with laughter.

Fezzig beamed. “It would serve me right to lose by two best History teachers to the Pacific. Perhaps we should open a satellite campus on Molokai!”

Alexander laughed out loud, and very soon found himself surrounded by every person who remained at the Dublin Pub. The overlong table that had been so private earlier as he spoke with Mandelbaum was now full to bursting, his previous conversation forgotten for the moment.

Alexander learned that trying to keep up with Fezzig was a bad idea, and after making it halfway through his glass of Chivas, he was relieved to see Charlotte and Lauralee arrive at the table.

“Time to go home, boys…” Lauralee offered, “Larry says the cupboard is bare.”

“And we have a lot to get done tomorrow Alex,” replied Charlotte, her voice striking his ears as a welcome bell.

“Well, Mrs. Underwood,” Alexander offered, “I’m afraid it’s going to cost you…after all, it is my party…” and Alexander reached towards his wife. With her eyes rolling, she took his hand and guided him towards an upright position, whereupon, he nimbly pulled Charlotte close and kissed her with as much Miles Davis cool as he could muster, which unfortunately for both of them was in fact rather little.

Charlotte flushed, nevertheless. “Alright now, honey…” and then, deeply under her breath, “You smell like your mother….”

Alexander’s eyes flashed darkly, and narrowed. He looked deeply into those of his wife as he nodded, and said at an almost imperceptible volume, “Please no more talk of Sylvia, maybe ever, alright?”

Something passed between them, and in that instant, Alexander grew more serious and stoic. He dug deep to bring the gregarious out as he bade farewell to the Fezzigs, and all that they had been.

“And now, Headmaster, and of course Mrs. Fezzig, I must take my leave of you. Thank you for the sendoff. Especially the Hawaiian music. I’ll send you a picture from Don Ho’s restaurant…”

“We will see you on Sunday for Dawn’s baptism, Alexander,” offered Lauralee, as her husband had dozed off. She hugged Charlotte, and then Alexander, saying very close to his ear, “You were always one of his favorites, dear. I think he hoped you’d turn into him someday. But we are proud of you both.” 

Alexander leaned back, studying Lauralee’s face. Her eyes, narrow and gallows serious, bore into his own. “I, for one am glad you’ve chosen a different path.” With that, Lauralee moved away slowly, her hands drifting down Alexander’s face as she pulled away, and at the last moment, she tapped his cheek and winked. 

Alexander felt an arm snake its way heavily around his waist and that same arm began to pull him in a new direction, towards the door. He sighed, perhaps too loudly, but moved with her towards the Philadelphia Eagle-green illumination of the exit sign. He nodded to Cerone who was still trying to console Shanko. Alexander thanked Larry the Bartender, shaking his hand while slipping him a trio of $20 bills. 

Charlotte stood in the open doorway to the parking lot and Alexander was struck by the way that the combination of the outer darkness and the exit sign brightness could combine to give his wife the appearance of near luminescence, her long curls seeming to glow next to her smooth, pale skin. Having noticed his staring, Charlotte asked as he moved closer, “What are you thinking?” He put his arm around her, and found her head suddenly resting on his shoulder, replied:

“I’m thinking that if you weren’t the love of my life, I simply wouldn’t want one.”

She giggled for a moment, before stopping herself.  “Not bad. Not bad at all. Keep it up, Mr. Underwood, and we’ll see where that kind of talk gets you this evening.”

“Works for me, luv.”

They walked out into the wet and cold December. The heavy door to the Dublin Pub, no longer burdened by their leaning upon it, shut itself definitively, a thunderclap across the wet and black night. 
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