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Some Christmas Camouflage

I
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December 1932

It was only just past five o’clock, but already it was deep twilight as the students issued from the doors of the main hall and came down the steps, and drifted away into the snowy streets. Lamps were being lit in windows along the way, and the picturesque glow of street lights marked the location of the busier blocks of shops uptown, toward which a few of the departing students bent their steps.

A trio of stragglers, laughing and talking among themselves, came out onto the stone steps. As they paused at the top, Wesley Rodgers elbowed one of his companions and nodded down toward the sidewalk below. “There goes Doctor Brown. Wonder what lively spot he’s heading for tonight.”

The burst of laughter with which the other two greeted this remark would not have been easily understood by an uninitiated observer. The person in question was not a doctor, nor even a member of the faculty; but a young student with a serious, rather pale face, wearing a shabby cap and overcoat and carrying several books under his arm, who was walking alone up the street. To the three on the steps he was a slight speaking acquaintance, as they shared a few classes, but otherwise they knew little about him.

Philip Brown was a quiet, diligent student from a small town in another state, who was at Edenton University to study medicine. He kept near the head of most of his classes through steady work and study, and took little part in the social life of the college. Few of his fellow-students ever saw him after classes. He lived somewhere off campus, and it was known that he worked several odd jobs out of study hours, though he was at Edenton on a scholarship. Wesley Rodgers and his friends, who regarded study as a necessary evil and social life as the salt that gave college its only savor, called him the model student, something they could only regard as humorous. It seemed wonderfully funny to them that anyone could be so sober and conscientious and take no interest in the milder sort of hilarity that was tolerated at Edenton.

It was Wesley who had started their running joke. One day that fall, on the heels of another chuckle at the expense of ‘Doctor Brown,’ as they called Philip behind his back, he had joked on the inspiration of the moment that the model student was probably a secret reveler after hours, spending those nights off campus on the ‘fast’ side of town, where the midnight oil was burned and the Eighteenth Amendment was evaded with industry. They all laughed at that, and the joke quickly caught on. It was even funnier than a mere chuckle over his studiousness to imagine sober, steady Phil Brown’s shabby appearance and frugal habits masking a wildly unlikely double life. So from then on, when he passed them on campus, often with a tired step and eyes heavy from study, they would grin after he had gone by and entertain each other with tales of midnight carousings and dubious companions and further embellishments to the legend all the way to their next class.

“He’ll probably fetch up at Happy Jack’s pool parlor around midnight, is my guess,” said Tom Warren.

“No, he’ll be with the crowd going out the back window of one of those speakeasies when the police come in the front door at one o’clock—and lucky if he gets home in time for algebra,” said Alfred Hale.

“Gosh, if he only knew all the stuff we’ve been saying about him,” said Wesley, and they all laughed again.

“He’s a funny one,” said Tom. “The other day I found him staring at the evergreens they’ve got hung up in the hall for Christmas. ‘Where do you suppose they got these?’ was all he said to me when I said hello.”

“What’d you tell him—that they grew them in Professor Woolsey’s greenhouse?” said Wesley.

Tom laughed. “No, I said I figured they came from the woods across the river. He just nodded and drifted off. Probably doesn’t even remember he saw me.”

“He’s not dumb,” said Alfred, as if he thought the inference was a little unfair.

“Oh, no, he’s not dumb,” said Wesley. “Nobody could be dumb and keep on fooling the fond and foolish faculty like he’s been doing.” He winked broadly to intimate that this was all part of the joke, and then bidding a careless farewell to his friends, who were going in another direction, he ran down the steps and started up the street.

He had an errand of his own uptown, and he strode along briskly, his spirits lifted even higher than usual by the sparkle of lights and festive displays in the shop windows he passed. Christmas was in the air, in the look and feel of everything. Wesley was whistling a carol as he went, but he broke off and a grin twisted his mouth out of shape for whistling, as a car that had blocked his view at a street crossing pulled away and he saw Philip Brown about half a block ahead of him, standing looking into a shop window. Wesley slowed his steps a little, mischievously intending to get a little closer and see what he was doing.
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