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Fact and fiction are polar opposites, drawn together magnetically, making it easy to weave them together, but hard to tell them apart.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Amsterdam, cloudy

As soon as he walks into the dimly lit bar, Ben knows he has come to the right place, from another era. Procul Harum’s “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” is playing on the jukebox. The scratchiness of the old 45 adds to the feeling of being in a time warp. Ordering a Heineken, he sits down at the end of the bar, which is deserted. The bartender slides the glass of beer down to Ben without spilling any foam.  Ben asks, “Let me guess. You’re on the Dutch curling team?”

The bartender replies, “Nice try, but I just play billiards. Pays a lot better than curling. Interested in a game?”

“Thanks, but it’s not my thing. Besides, I can’t afford to lose any money. I know I look like a tourist, but I’m on sabbatical. I’m supposed to be writing a novel.”

“Set in Amsterdam?”

“I don’t have a clue. Honestly, I came here because I’ve always wanted to see the Van Gogh Museum. Then I’m going to cast my fate to the winds.”

“Sounds like a good cover story, professor, but consider the angles before you commit yourself. As a wise woman once told me, ‘If you miss your destiny, you meet your fate.’”

Pulling the notebook out of his shirt pocket, Ben asks, “I might be able to use that. Thanks for the sage advice.” 

Their conversation is interrupted by the ringing of a phone. Not a cell phone, mind you, but an old black rotary phone attached to a long cord behind the bar.

“It’s for you,” the bartender says, holding his hand over the mouthpiece. 

“But no one knows I’m here,” Ben exclaims, as he picks up the phone.

“Professor Gimpbal?” a woman asks, in husky voice that could melt butter.

“Yes, but who are you and want do you want?”

“I’m Sonia Simperle from the Alumni Association.”

“Which university? I used to be a professional student before infiltrating the academy.”

“Border State, of course. Even though you didn’t attend the University, professors like you are the lifeblood of the institution, Professor Gimpbal.”

And you want to suck some of my blood, he thinks to himself, picturing her with fangs. “So can you cut to the chase and tell me why you tracked me down?”

Sonia tells him that it’s a sensitive matter which she can’t discuss over the phone. She offers to fly him to Paris and put him up in a 4-star hotel for three nights, if he agrees to meet with her. Ben figures he had nothing to lose; Van Gogh will have to wait. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ve never stayed in a four-star hotel in my life, and if I ever do, I don’t want to sleep there alone.”

Ben immediately realizes that his comment could be misconstrued, but Sonia ignores his misstep. 

“I know just the place for you then,” without elaborating. “A car will be waiting for you at the airport, and the driver will whisk you to our office. It isn’t far from where you’ll be staying.”

*
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New York City, overcast

Alexander Magnos sets foot on the SS Indiana with a sinking feeling. The sight of so many old people reminds him that he is no spring chicken himself. At least he knows better than to bring a bunch of luggage, unlike most of his shipmates. In truth, he has little in common with them, mostly alumni from Border State University, where he recently retired from the School of Music. He had looked forward to finally having time to compose, but his free time seemed to slip away, like a bucket of water with a hole in it.

The enjoyment of lingering over his coffee was spoiled by the news, souring his interest in fleeting events. Tweeting was best left to birds. Concluding that his best strategy was to mind his own business, Professor Magnos retreated to his office to focus on his music, but found himself constipated as a composer. Sitting at his desk also was a painful reminder that he had chosen the largest musical instrument possible. As an organist, he was tethered to institutions that could afford such expensive works of art; thanks to donors like him.

As an obscenely wealthy man, the Professor could have indulged himself by having an organ at home, but that made no sense when he has access to organs at the University and the Presbyterian Church. Indeed, he had selected the church because of their fine instrument, not because he considered himself a die-hard Presbyterian. As a middle-of-the-road sect, he found Presbyterianism palatable, if uninspiring. Its saving grace was the unpretentious congregation, like Mildred Mermak, who shared the job of church organist with him.

Unfortunately, Mildred was also sweet on him, aided and abetted by several members of the congregation who thought they would make a great couple. Perhaps they would have, but Professor Magnos knew that no one could ever replace his wife, who passed away before they could fulfill their dream of traveling the world together. He would have to carry on alone.

*
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Boomville, hot & humid

If necessity is the mother of invention, then desperation must be the mother-in-law. Mayor “Scoot” Hamlin has called an emergency meeting of his team, determined to find a way around the State’s interference in his efforts to annex communities outside Boomville’s orbit. Most of the outliers are quite willing to join the city, one of the most prosperous in Indiana. But the Republican controlled legislature wants to retain power of annexation for its own purposes, in case they need to do more gerrymandering. Everyone knows they just want to punish Mayor Hamlin and the liberal bastion of Boomville for resisting the expansion of the Interstate. Checkmate.

So now the Mayor has to eat the cost of his annexation plan, almost three-quarter of a million dollars, which could have fixed a lot of potholes. Actually, the taxpayers are footing the bill, leaving the Mayor out on a limb. Some unhappy campers thought he should have seen this fiasco coming. In the words of Bob Dylan, “You don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows.”  

Although the Mayor may have been a victim of circumstance, he also bears some responsibility for listening to his circle of cronies, instead of the public, which has become a recurring theme of his tenure. He would have done better to read Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. Apparently, he has a penchant for folly, which keeps the media employed.

To be fair to Mayor Hamlin, it’s not the money that bothers him most, but the principle of the thing. The State’s suppression of local control has galvanized his Libertarian streak. He addresses his minions with fire in his belly. "As my father would say, ‘Don’t get mad, get even.’ We need to think outside the box. What’s good enough for the gander is good enough for the goose.”

A couple of his staff look at each other, with the same thought: Here he goes again, with his homespun Hoosier wisdom.

“There’s obviously no point in beating a dead horse, and appealing to the Supreme Court will take forever. But I’ve come up with a new game plan. A classic Statue of Liberty play, for those of you know your football. We fake a pass, but do an end run, and maybe go with a triple reverse while we’re at it.”

The mayor’s team has heard such windups before, so they just wait for him to get to the point. 

“There’s no law that says that a city has to be made up of contiguous communities. For precedent, just look at the US, Alaska and Hawaii are a long way from the lower forty-eight. And American Samoa is in the southern hemisphere, for God’s sake.”

“But Sir, why on earth would some place in another state want to become part of Boomville?”

Not a very savvy question, but the mayor overlooks his staff’s incredulity.  “Cache, of course, if you’ll pardon my French. Even the name suggests prosperity, as the founders knew, wisely avoiding calling it Boomtown, which foreshadows bust. Ville conjures up a place much bigger, and classier, n’est pas? Now that I think about it, why not annex some place in France, where American culture is catching on. They’ve even adopted Halloween, so the timing’s perfect. We just need to find a ghost town we can liberate. Preferably one that’s not named after a saint.” Mayor Hamlin’s brainstorm leaves his team speechless. Statue of Liberty play, indeed. 

*
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Atlantic Ocean, cloudy

Professor Magnos watches the movement of the pistons in the ship’s engine room with rapt attention. The sheer complexity of the machinery below deck fascinates him, reminding him of the moving parts of an organ. It takes hutzpah to play the largest musical instrument in the world, with so many keys and stops that allow for endless combinations and permutations. Pumping the pedals adds another dimension, unseen by most of audiences, entranced by the fingers flying over multiple keyboards.

The Maestro likes to make jokes about his choice of instrument, pointing out that, “Organs have a big advantage. You don’t have to carry them anywhere. I can’t imagine being a tuba player, lugging around several pounds of brass from place to place. And who wants to listen to a tuba solo? With an organ I can create virtually an entire orchestra.”

He has already told variations of this joke on the voyage, having been trapped into having dinner with an assortment of fellow travelers who find themselves in the minority. Most of the alumni flock to their respective graduating classes, but a few, like Alexander and Sophie Margrau, are strays, retired professors who never attended the University. 

Discovering that they are both Francophiles, Alexander and Sophie hit it off, despite their age differences. She must be at least ten years older than Professor Magnos, but they regale each other with stories about coming of age in France, where they both spent their junior year of college, a life-changing experience.

Listening to Sophie’s reminiscences and seeing the twinkle in her eye, it’s hard for Professor Magnos to imagine how this lively woman has managed to stay single all of these years. He simply has to take her word for it: “I like to think that I was ahead of my time, determined to lead my life on my own terms. Most men find that threatening, so I never married. That didn’t stop me from having a fling or two, but I’m still my own best company. I’m delighted to find a man who loves France as much as I do. It’s like meeting an old friend you’ve lost touch with.”

*
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Boomville, chance of thunderstorms

If it hadn’t been for the University, Boomville might never have been founded, because there was no earthly reason to plow up perfectly good cornfields to build a town in the middle of nowhere; far from any remnants of civilization, such as it is in the Midwest. To this day, the only body of water in the city is a creek, which the locals have tried to pass off as a river. It was named after one of Boomville’s founders, Ramen Nadroj, who like many immigrants, was lured to America by tall tales about the land of milk and honey. Hence the expression, “There’s a sucker born every minute.”

Hoping that a “real” Indian would be well received in Indiana, Nadroj arrived by train to find himself in a wilderness. Complaining that he had been “railroaded into coming to an armpit of a place,” he took some consolation in seeing so many cows on the loose. He was astonished that none of the locals had ever heard of pajamas. Seizing the opportunity to fill a niche, Nadroj opened a clothing store, providing students and writers with the opportunity to spend most of their time in their jammies.

As demand outstripped supply, Nadroj began importing pajamas from India, launching an international business that made him and several of his relatives wealthy. Fond of quaint American expressions, he was determined not to become a “one trick pony.” So the Indiana tycoon diversified his empire, creating the distinctive pasta that bears his name. Unfortunately, he was killed by a stray cow and died before the University was big enough to have a building named after him. His heirs declined numerous attempts to build a monument to him; apparently, being kicked by a cow is a bad omen in certain parts of India.

Remnants of the railroad serve as painful reminders of the town’s heyday, when Amtrak connected Boomville to the wider world. But few passengers had any reason to go Boomville, which could be a poster child for flyover country. Situated halfway between Chicago and Nashville, the only major city of any note in the area is Indianapolis, and even that’s debatable. 

Such isolation was exactly what the founders of the University were looking for. The ringleaders were twins, the Reisooh brothers, who embodied the American Dream by growing up as offspring of dirt farmers and using their wits to win scholarships to Hayard and Samferd. It has been suggested that the brothers purposely left Indiana out of fear of marrying cousins. As Hosiah Reisooh reportedly said, “Living in the country makes it hard for young people to meet anyone outside of their kin’s gene pool. Even people in Kentucky know a thing or two about horse breeding, but they don’t think it applies to them.”

According to a legend perpetrated by the Alumni Association, his brother, Hodak, was also an astute observer. “Because of the curvature of the earth, the United States is tilted toward the coasts. It’s no wonder that Indiana’s best and brightest gravitate to the east and west. While God must have had His reasons for creating this inequity, it’s time to stop to the brain drain. My brother and I graduated from the top schools in the nation, so we know a thing or two about higher education. We’re here to tell you that there’s no reason the Midwest can’t create its own elite college. Hosiah and I are prepared to put our money where our mouths are.”

Their passion attracted a considerable following among Hoosiers, but the vision of the Reisooh brothers extended beyond Indiana. They understood that the State didn’t possess the resources to fund such an institution on their own. The twins also had the prescience to see that support from the State of Indiana would begin to dwindle over time; they didn’t want to depend on fickle politicians. And starting just a college wasn’t good enough for them; too “small potatoes,” as Hodak remarked. So they leapfrogged to found Border States University to attract investors and students from Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Ohio, and West Virginia, also afflicted by brain drain.

While the Reisooh brothers were ahead of their time in envisioning a university unfettered by geographic limitations, their idea proved to be premature, as the states outside Indiana jumped on the band wagon and tried (and failed) to establish their own elite schools. So the University eventually dropped the “s” and became Border State University, with the Collies going head-to-head with the Buckears and the Weasels in the Big Thirteen.

Undaunted by the slow start of their brainchild, the Reisooh brothers revealed their hidden agenda in turning the University into a laboratory for their true passion, eugenics. They conspired with the Admissions Office to market Border State University as “the most beautiful campus in America,” a kind of Eden for the “gifted and talented.” They used photos of glamorous young people, living carefree lives amidst handsome, limestone buildings surrounded by a park-like setting. Nary a pimple to be found.

The twins may have gone too far with their experiment when the University began offering free tuition to prom kings and queens. Indeed, objections about “pandering,” reached a climax when The Collegian came out with an article, “Border State University Crosses the Line.” Complaining about the University’s obsession with “beautiful people,” the author branded Boomville as “Hoosierwood.” 

The mayor at the time, Cuthbert Pike, was outraged, arguing that the article had tarnished the town’s reputation. Secretly, he got a kick out of the crack about “Hoosierwood,” which he thought would make a good name for a new housing development. Hardly anyone in Boomville read the article of course, but that didn’t stop them from having an opinion on the matter. The University’s efforts to recruit attractive students had only exacerbated the town-gown divide. Now some national magazine was airing their dirty laundry in public.

Like the townies, the faculty also suffered by comparison with the students, whose Narcissism made them insensitive to ordinary people. And while the Admissions Office had been successful in recruiting the best-looking and the brightest students, the departments had a much smaller gene pool to draw from in hiring faculty. Since most of them had succeeded because of their wits, rather than their looks, they reflected the diversity of pulchritude among normal people. In short, the odds of recruiting good-looking faculty were low, and age had taken its toll on them. 

The contrast between the students and the faculty could have been a sore subject, but no one talked about it; such petty matters were beneath the faculty. So when the Hoosierwood scandal broke, the shinola hit the fan. The ugly issue of accreditation raised its head, as the Higher Education Council began investigating the University’s admission policies. The Director of Admissions was fired, and the University was put on probation. As the report noted: While intelligence and beauty are unearned gifts, they aren’t always accompanied by common sense, which appears to be in short supply at Border State University. Their attempts to enroll the best and brightest students amounted to stacking the deck. We find such conduct unbecoming for a university, especially one in the Heartland, where plain dealing used to hold sway.

Despite suggestions that the Reisooh brothers may have been racists, it’s hard see how that could have been the case, since they were both colorblind. Indeed, colorblindness ran in their family, which is what motivated them to study genetics—and to pursue joint careers in eugenics.

*
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Boomville, Indiana, rainy 

At the close of the service, the minister of the Presbyterian Church shares news and announcements. “I’m happy to report that we received a postcard from Professor Magnos, who as many of you know, is on European cruise sponsored by the University’s Alumni Association. Let me read it to you.” Greetings to the congregation from somewhere in the Atlantic, in the middle of the night, where the view of the heavens is spectacular. I’ve never seen so many stars in my life. I’m thankful that Mildred Mermak graciously agreed to fill in for me as organist. I hope you will still want me back when I return. This elicits a chuckle from a couple members of the Presbyterians who appreciate the Professor’s brut humor.

*
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Azores, sunny

Professor Magnos stands on the bow of the ship, buffeted by the wind as they approach the islands. The sight of the volcanic craters jutting out of the Atlantic sends shivers of delight up his spine. He realizes that he has become a child again, thrilled by the adventure that awaits him. Abandoning the comfort of his office and leaving his rut in Boomville is the best decision he’s ever made; except, of course, for marrying his wonderful wife. Pulling a cocktail napkin out of his jacket, the Maestro begins scribbling notes. The music he hears in his mind echoes the sound of the surging sea.

*
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Boomville, wet & windy    

Everyone in the book club recognized that they needed new members, so when Paul proposed inviting a couple who had recently moved into the neighborhood, there was immediate consensus. But he threw them a curveball with his next pitch: “I’d also like to suggest that we end the year with a variation of a white elephant party. It seems to me that we’ve been wearing our reader hats too long. What if we switch roles to become writers instead? Many of us have tried our hand at writing, but I dare say that our failed attempts are just gathering dust.”

Mary interrupted him. “I’ve never written anything in my life, Paul, so I think you may be mistaken about the number of closet writers in the group, so I’m not sure your white elephant notion will fly.”

Arthur jumped into the discussion. “I confess that I’ve never really written any fiction, but I’ve been working on a memoir. Would an unfinished memoir count as white elephant in your scheme, Paul?”

“Scheme may be too strong a word, Arthur. Wild hair is closer to the truth. I haven’t really thought through the parameters, but our book group has been pretty loosey-goosey, and I’m not suggesting we discontinue our monthly meetings. I just think it would be interesting to see everyone’s cards, if you will.”

June speaks up. “I’m not sure that’s the metaphor you want, Paul, which suggests some kind of competition. I’d be reluctant to share any of my writing if I thought the group would judge me.”

“As I said, June, my notion for a white elephant party is half-baked, like most of my writing, but it’s in the spirit of sharing, rather than competition that I’m proposing it.”

At this point, Bob intervenes. “What if we all submitted something anonymously? That would encourage everyone in the group to participate, whether they’ve written a novel or a travelogue. But I don’t think academic articles should count. It needs to be original material.”

Bob’s comments set off a firestorm of discussion, as half the group were academics, and most of them considered articles to be original material (with a lot of footnotes). A consensus emerged that any writing submitted ought to be in the spirit of a white elephant party, namely, fun. The academics in the group welcomed the change of pace. The very thought of writing without having to do any research was liberating, if scary.

*
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Amsterdam, cloudy

The tour guide for the alumni cruise, Helga, a Dutch woman affiliated with Border State University, boards the bus to get a head count, mindful of the adage about herding cats. The men are the most likely to stray, not only because they don’t listen, but because they’re outnumbered. They like to slink away, seeking refuge from widows on the prowl. Is it any wonder that Professor Magnos has yet to be seen playing shuffleboard with the rest of the group?

Helga is glad to find the elusive Professor sitting at the back of the bus, talking with the oldest person on the tour, Sophie Margrau, a spinster whose age is anyone’s guess. All present and accounted for. But Professor Magnos and his companion are speaking French, so Helga doesn’t understand what they’re talking about. Why come all the way to Amsterdam to chat up an older woman, in French, no less? Helga puts another checkmark by his name. Someone who bears watching.

*
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Boomville, snow

From the very beginning of his sabbatical, Ben has postponed facing the white elephant that was dealt to him at December’s book club. At the time, it seemed like a perfect solution to his dilemma, which was to finally produce a novel, greatly increasing the likelihood of getting tenure in the English Department. While the popularity of his courses in creative writing made him something of a cash cow in the College, his success also drew the envy of many of his colleagues. One of them compared Ben’s habit of relying on a stable of guest writers to tag wrestling. 

In hindsight, it seems fair to say that his colleagues’ envy was proportional to the century they specialized in. While the luster of the 20th century was already beginning to fade, it still retained enough coolness to attract students; but pity those faculty who had spent the best years of their lives turning out dissertations on 17th century English literature (How many authors from the 1600s can you name?).  Perhaps the only exception to this time warp were the medievalists, who could capitalize on Chaucer’s racy humor. Indeed, even the unfettered prose of Millennials in Ben’s creative writing classes seemed tame by comparison.

So imagine Ben’s reaction to Paul’s proposal for a white elephant party, which couldn’t have come at a better time. He didn’t have the remotest idea of what he was going to write about, so he had followed the mantra of real estate agents and creative writing teachers, “location, location, location.” As he admonished his students, “To make good wine you need good soil. Terroir, the French call it. Root your words in terroir. And don’t over-water the grapes. Vines produce the best fruit under harsh conditions. Good writing comes from finding the right place for your ideas and letting nature do the work. The job of writers is sow their seeds and stay out of the way.” 

He had neglected to mention the importance of tending wines and weeding, fearing that his gardening metaphor would get out of some control without some fencing. Besides, like teaching children about the facts of life, he didn’t want to overwhelm them with too much information. From long experience, he found that his students preferred to hear about fertile imagination rather than pest control. Their appetite for discussing where stories come from was insatiable. Any talk of gerunds turned them off, and didn’t help his teacher evaluations.

Ben could hardly contain himself when the book club finally settled on the ground rules for the white elephant party, along what has been called a “dirty” variation, which allows participants to take someone else’s gift. In this case, there was little to go on, since all the packages were gift-wrapped in butcher paper. The only clue to the contents was the size of the package, and the label, with just the first line of the manuscript. That beginning was the only thing that couldn’t be changed. 

As Paul explained, “Think of yourselves as foster parents adopting children, who retain their given name, but nothing else. You have been charged with raising them on your own terms, knowing that they would have likely perished if you hadn’t stepped in.”

From Ben’s perspective, this was a perfect solution for writing his novel. Instead of starting from scratch, he would be able to shape the material from someone else’s writing, to make it his own. Not plagiarism, but recycling. And he could cut anything he wanted, completely transforming the story, as long as he retained the first line of the draft. There was no ethical dilemma for him, because he knew he would come to inhabit the story in his own right. Since the ground rules specified all the white elephants were to remain anonymous, there was no obligation to acknowledge the author of the first line. 

The challenge, of course, was to pick a manuscript like Goldilocks’ bowl of porridge, not to big, not to small, but just right. So when his turn came to pick his white elephant, he was more concerned about the size of the package than its contents. Unfortunately, the medium size package he picked had an opening line that left him cold: The dawn broke on a dismal day.

Fortunately, the alliteration appealed to Sally, and despite (or maybe because of) the fact that she had the largest white elephant in the room, he swapped with her, and contented himself with an opening he could work with: FBI agent Chuck Maloney pulls up to the gate of the Whooping Crane Flight Simulator and gets out of his unmarked Ford Escort; it’s a loaner from the FBI in Indianapolis, where he’s regarded as an interloper from the Beltway.

Ben was quick to see that Paul had tricked the book club, figuring that most of them would end up with their own white elephant, ultimately unable to let go of their own material and have it ripped to shreds by another member of the group—whose tastes were all over the board. Nonetheless, Ben was proud of the fact that he had actually toyed with the prospect of cleaning up someone else’s mess, and letting go of his ill-conceived, but brave attempt to write outside the box.

From the look on the faces of the rest of the book group, it was clear that they had been bamboozled by Paul’s clever ruse. As a clinical psychologist, he intended to goad them out of their comfort zone as readers and arouse their inner author. So in Sally’s case, the somber beginning was obviously a prelude to a sweeter note that had eluded her. 

For Ben, the mystery behind the initial problems with the Hubble Telescope had provided a convenient opportunity to develop character; but with so many suspects, Agent Maloney’s interviews had grown tiresome, undermining any sense of plot. It had been Ben’s vain attempt to prove he wasn’t just a sprinter, but a man who could go the distance by writing novel. He had exceeded his expectations in terms of length, the equivalent of a marathon, with almost 100,000 words. But it turned out to be a long shaggy dog story, leaving Agent Maloney with the albatross around his neck, or in modern parlance, the monkey on his back.

Ben was paralyzed by ambivalence, torn between starting something new or riding the horse that threw him. He thought of himself and Agent Maloney as reflections of Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces. The challenge of the hero is not just to rescue the “golden fleece,” but to return it to its rightful owner. Not a one-way ticket, but a return journey, if you will. Ben had tried to do justice to Agent Maloney’s quest by imagining conversations with a host of suspects, but in the end, there was no there there. Lots of meat, but no bones.

Saddled on his own white elephant, Ben was struck by the prosaic justice of his dilemma. But that rational response was immediately eclipsed by his panic at his travel plans, which flew in the face of his location mantra. He had already booked a flight to Amsterdam, planning to spend a year as a vagabond in Europe, but his Hubble tale was set in the U.S.  It occurred to him that he could use this opportunity to include some of the suspects from the International Space Agency who had fallen outside the FBI’s purview; but that would take him down the same cul-de-sac.

Ben did everything possible to justify his European junket to himself, well aware that he was verging on an attempt to recapture his youth by casting his fate to the wind. He attempted to liken himself to Hubble, looking at the cosmos from afar. Besides, Ben knew he was good at making things up, like excuses to escape to Europe. He fell back on another platitude for his students. “The journey is its own reward.” In this case, a change of venue was just what he needed to distance himself from Agent Maloney, who had burrowed into a black hole in Ben’s first draft.

Using the technique of active imagination that he employed in his creative writing classes, Ben pictured his novel as a doorstop to his office with a sign on the door that read: “My door is always open to my students.” But as he zoomed in on the cover of the book, all he could see was a map that was too blurry to decipher. Following his dictum of making lemonade out of lemons, he told himself, Of course I can’t see it clearly yet, because I still have unfinished business. It must have been the same for Hubble when he started, trying to peer into cosmos. But I think I’ve got the title of my book, Focus.
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Chapter 2
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Boomville, thunder & lightning

To be fair, Mayor Hamlin was a visionary in his own way, and like most creative types lacked shrewdness, especially when it came to money. While he wasn’t greedy for his own sake, the opportunity of going global was irresistible to a mayor who pictured himself on the world stage. He should have known better than to court Norway, knowing full well that his motives are tainted by Norway’s status as the richest country (per capita) in the world.  Perhaps worse than that, he was trying to take advantage of the local interest in Celtic music, which was instrumental in the success of the city’s international event, the Wild Rose World Music Festival (a.k.a., Wild Rose Fest).

Named in part because roses are found throughout the world, the Wild Rose Fest had become an economic engine for Boomville. It was initiated by three very different men who might have been ex-husbands of an Irish singer in another era, but were brought together briefly by destiny to father Boomville’s signature cultural event. Comparisons have also been made to the three prospective fathers in Mama Mia, but that’s a stretch. 

Even those who ignored the Wild Rose Fest had to admit that it offered a welcome antidote to the university’s fixation with opera and sports. While Boomville’s opera buffs are well-heeled, some of them resented the fact that the University jumped ship by helping to underwrite the Wild Rose Fest. Per the old adage, “There’s no accounting for other people’s taste.”

It has taken blood, sweat and tears to establish the festival, which almost foundered on legal issues connected with Pasadena’s Rose Parade; but these thorny matters were resolved by including “wild” in the name. Well aware of the impending 25th anniversary of the Wild Rose Fest, Mayor Hamlin was determined to find a way to cash in on the event, helping to offset the annexation debt, and leaving him smelling like a wild rose.

In Mayor Hamlin’s defense, the selection of Norway was based on the advice of consultants from the University, who saw an opportunity to establish a Scandinavian Studies program. The cornerstone was already in place, thanks to a generous donor intent on vindicating Leif Erikson. The donor recognized that the damage had already been done by Columbus, “Who not only stole Erikson’s thunder, but offended Thor.”

Like many alumni who expect the moon for their money, the donor was determined to dethrone Amerigo Vespucci, who “hadn’t really discovered anything, except his talent for self-promotion.” She was adamant about re-asserting the importance of Scandinavia, the basinet of civilization, which had been overshadowed by “infernal Mediterraneans.” The donor made no secret of her agenda to rename the North American continent “Erika,” to commemorate her ancestor’s forgotten role in discovering the New World, while adding a feminist twist. She noted that “Erika the Beautiful” could still be a catchy tune.

While this far-fetched idea had few adherents within the University, the size of the donation outweighed any qualms about accepting the donor’s money. But there was a catch; the donor stipulated a match of at least 25%, which had hindered efforts to establish Scandinavian Studies. It didn’t help that a task force had expressed reservations about the initiative: The proposed program of studies is nothing but a hodgepodge of courses already being offered in sundry departments, obviously spearheaded by vestigial Vikings trying to keep their fading languages alive. Combining disparate courses on pre-American history, Danish pastry, Finnish carpentry, Icelandic mythology, Norwegian humor, Swedish neutrality, and the development of the “chicken dance,” the curriculum represents a mishmash more appropriately called Smorgasbord Studies.

It was Captain Nemo who suggested capitalizing on the popularity of a Norwegian folk-rock band, Lommetorkle, at the Wild Rose Fest. “Securing a substantial donation from Norway will be a shot across the bow of Denmark, Finland, Iceland and Sweden.“ 

While the festival organizers shied away from bringing bands back repeatedly, there was something about Celtic music that resonated with the fan base. Lommetorkle turned out to be real crowd pleaser, perhaps because Hoosiers appreciated their homespun humor. More likely because of their Northern Lights Show, with dazzling LED displays accompanied by snow machines which spewed snowflakes into the crowd. No wonder Mayor Hamlin named a street after the band.

Ignoring his wife’s objection about making a hasty decision, the mayor seized upon the prospect of courting Norway, extending an invitation to a Norwegian delegation to attend the Wild Rose Fest in October, and offering to visit Norway in July as a gesture of good will. Begging is more like it, as the prospect of escaping Indiana’s heat and humidity in the summer was made even sweeter by the smell of the sea.

Had his conquest of the surrounding communities gone as planned, Mayor Hamlin could have justified his trip to Norway, but under the circumstances he paid his own way. In lieu of including other officials, the mayor brought his wife, who was actually a much better ambassador than he was—as he knew all too well. The mayor didn’t lack intelligence, but like a lot of bright people, he cast a strong shadow.

The trip to Norway went even better than expected, with seafood dinners almost every night, cruises along the rugged coastline, and visits to charming places up the fiords; the mayor could have done without fish for breakfast, but he managed to slip some of it to a dog under the table. He did his best to avoid talking about politics, not sure if Norway still had any royalty. Trying to steer the conversation to manufacturing, Mayor Hamlin made the mistake of asking if Norway had their own answer to Sweden’s Volvo.

*
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Boomville, hot & humid

Mayor Hamlin is pacing back and forth in his office, trying to figure out how to counteract his declining popularity, like a man who knows he’s going bald. He’s been getting a lot of flak about the scourge of scooters that have taken over the town, like a plague of cicadas. In keeping with his laissez faire management style, the mayor initially was receptive to scooters, even riding one to work to show what a cool dude he was. Most of the public didn’t share his enthusiasm, especially when riders began careening around Boomville on sidewalks, without any helmets, sending pedestrians scurrying to get out of the way.

There’s a knock on his door. “Come in.”

His receptionist, Otto, fills him in. “Sorry to disturb you, chief, but there’s someone to see you. Says he may have a solution to the scooter problem.”

“Send him in.”

Dressed in blue overalls like the farmer he is, Dwayne Boruff walks up to the mayor and shakes his hand, with the forceful grip of a man who brands his own cattle. The mayor invites him to take a seat, but Dwayne declines. “Thanks, but I’ve spent the whole morning on my tractor, and it feels good to stand. I still have to feed my herd, so I’ll get right to the point. What you need are cowcatchers, like I have on my farm, to keep my animals from crossing the bridge over the creek. It’s just a metal grate, wide enough to keep the cows from crossing, but narrow enough to drive across. You could use the same simple technology to keep scooters off of sidewalks, and bikes while you’re at it. You’d have to retrofit the sidewalks, of course, but what better way to show the public that you’re actually doing something, instead of just talking about it.”

Mayor Hamlin groks the idea almost immediately, picturing metal grates all over town, manufactured from Indiana steel in Boomville. A private/public partnership that can serve as the cornerstone of the mayor’s vision for turning Boomville into a franchise; a model city that can be replicated around the globe. He just needs to get the Norwegians on board for start-up funding for the scooter-catcher, his signature achievement as mayor. He can already see Boomville’s trademark emblazoned in red letters, SCOOT!

*
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Boomville, rainy 

The editorial in the only newspaper in town provides a boost to the mayor’s popularity:

I must admit that Mayor Hamlin’s latest brainstorm could prove to be a coup for Boomville, generating jobs, corralling scooter mania, and demonstrating Hoosier ingenuity to the wider world. The mayor has come a long way since his checkered past in economic development. Indeed, his proposal to turn the state’s only Indian reservation into a casino called Camelotto is probably the worst idea he’s ever had, and that’s saying something. So his plan to deal with the scooter invasion comes as a welcome development in his roller coaster ride as mayor. Let’s hope he finally overcomes his reputation as a crack-pot.

Virgil Nadroj

Editor-in-Chief

The Boomville Crier

*
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Boomville, chance of thunderstorms

Mayor Hamlin is eager to reciprocate when the Norwegians come for the Wild Rose Fest, and capitalizes on the university’s strong suit of language and culture, as one of the few American institutions teaching Norwegian. But finding hosts for such a large delegation proves to be a challenge, since most people are interested in hosting musicians, rather than dignitaries. The mayor has to pull out all of the stops to find lodging for the visitors, most of whom are businessmen connected with the oil industry. Not a great topic of conversation in a city so far from the sea.
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