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For all of us who have, and are, brothers and sisters
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CHAPTER 1


Phineas Hall rode full speed along the brick sidewalk and then stopped dead at his sister’s feet. He let the momentum of braking lift the rear wheel up while he swung it behind him; at the same time, in a parallel motion, he swung his right leg up and over, to dismount.


Althea clapped her hands sarcastically, clap, clap, clap.


Phineas wheeled the bike over to the rack in front of the three-story brick library. His was the only bike in the rack. The campus was pretty empty during the week before the college opened for summer classes. He didn’t bother putting the lock on. He hadn’t locked his bike once since they had arrived in Maine, five days ago. Althea had given up nagging him about it.


He went to sit beside her on the bottom step. She already had ner nose back in her book, but she lifted it out again. “You’re on time.”


He didn’t know why she bothered saying that. “I always am,” he said, and didn’t know why he bothered.


“You don’t even wear a watch.”


“Why should I? I don’t need one. I just know—like ESP,” he said. “Woo-oo-ooo,” he made Twilight Zone sounds, and waggled his fingers at her.


“Come off it, Phineas. You looked at one of the outdoor clocks—or asked somebody.”


“Come off it, Althea,” he mimicked her prissy tone. He was irritating her and he didn’t mind, even though she was his only company until school started in the fall, and it was only the end of June. She sighed an irritated sigh and got back to her book.


His father said Phineas should wait until Althea finished growing up before he wrote the final page on her, but that was because like any grown-up, his father’s idea of heaven was sitting around talking. Worse, his father wanted to sit around talking about what somebody meant who said it three thousand years ago, and wasn’t around to be asked what he’d meant. After three thousand years, who cared?


Althea cared, that’s who, and his father. “Where’s Dad?” Phineas asked.


“Be along in a minute.” She didn’t look up from the page. Phineas knew what Althea thought of him. She thought he was a dumb jock, immature, and a wiseass. She liked him all right, she just didn’t think much of him.


And that just showed how much she knew. Phineas was no jock. He liked sports, but you had to be a lot better than Phineas was to be counted a jock. Phineas was enthusiastic and a good athlete: That was all he was. Like most people, he wasn’t a star at anything. It didn’t do any good to get bent out of shape about that, did it? So he didn’t. Besides, what was so wrong with being ordinary, an ordinary twelve-year-old kid? Nothing, that was what.


“What’s that you’re reading?” he asked.


“History.” She turned a page. “Ancient Greece.” She read on. Phineas thought about needling her a little—he knew some ways—but he heard the big wooden library doors swing open, and turned his head to see his father trying to shove through them with an armload of books. Althea ran up the steps to get the door.


Phineas watched the two of them come down the steps. Althea had an armful of books and his father had an armful. You could tell just by looking at them that they were related. Two square sturdy bodies, except Althea was shorter, two heads of frizzy red hair, except Dad’s was thinning at the top and Althea’s was in short pony tails, two people dressed basically alike in the sweatshirt-jeans-and-sneakers style, if you could call that style. Phineas grinned. The only real difference was the lines on his father’s face, mostly laugh lines around the eyes and mouth. Lines made a difference, and so did Althea’s heavy eyebrows, so dark and thick they looked like they’d been drawn on her face with india ink.


Phineas stood up to get going, but a voice called out. “Just one minute, Mister Hall.” It was a woman’s voice but deep for a woman, almost like a man’s. All three of the Halls turned to look at the woman who stood at the top of the steps.


She made them wait while she took a big ring of keys out of her purse, and locked the door. She was a tall, thin woman, in a brown seersucker suit; a narrow woman with no hips to fill out her skirt, and no shoulders to speak of. Her hair was pale, maybe brown, maybe gray. Her face, when she turned around to look at where they were waiting, was long, thin, and pale.


She came down the steps, her purse clutched in front of her. “If you think, Mister Hall,” she said, looming over Phineas’s father.


Or started to say, because Phineas’s father interrupted. “I don’t believe you’ve met my family, Lucille. My daughter Althea, and my son Phineas.”


She barely looked at them. She was busy being angry.


“Kids, this is Mrs. Batchelor, the college librarian.”


“Hello,” Althea said, and stuck out her hand.


Mrs. Batchelor didn’t want to take it, but she had to.


Phineas held out his hand. “How do you do.”


She shook his hand too, but before she even let it out of her fingers she had turned back to their father.


“If you think I’m going to take this lying down,” she said, looming over him.


“Take what?” Mr. Hall asked.


“A library,” she announced, “is for books. The purpose of a library, and it is a great purpose, is to contain books, and the knowledge books hold. A library is not synonymous with—and must not be turned into—a shop window.” The woman practically spat the last two words out of her mouth, as if they were some seriously nasty bug that had flown into it. She waited about one second in case anyone wanted to say something, then went on, drawing herself up tall. “I wouldn’t be much of a librarian if I allowed anything, or anybody, to degrade a library that was in my care. Now would I.” It was not a question.


“I’m sorry, Lucille,” Mr. Hall said. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. Is there a problem I can help with?”


She puffed and snorted. “Don’t expect me to be pacified by your boyish charm. The final word has not been spoken. I am not as helpless as I might seem to you. No, don’t even try to protest—that’s all I’m prepared to say right now,” she said; and, as good as her word, she turned her back on all three of them and marched off.


“What was that about?” Althea asked.


“I have no idea,” Mr. Hall said. “Not the faintest glimmer.”


“She’s scary,” Althea said.


“Not scary,” Phineas said, “weird. Seriously weird.”


Mr. Hall changed the subject. “Anybody else want a bite?”


“Me,” Phineas said.


“Do we walk or take our bikes?” Mr. Hall asked.


“Bikes,” Phineas said.


“Walk,” Althea decided.


“Ice cream?” Phineas asked.


“Pastries,” Althea said.


“We’ll walk into town and get ice cream,” their father told them.


*  *  *


They sat in a booth, with Phineas getting a side to himself. Since they’d arrived in Maine, and started settling in, they’d gone downtown at about the same time each day for what his father called a bite. The bite kept them going until they went into town for pizza, at about eight. Phineas guessed that when they finished unpacking, his father would get around to filling the icebox with more than milk and juice and boxes of cereal.


“Hot fudge, two scoops of vanilla, and nothing else, please,” Phineas ordered, as usual.


“You want a glass of water with that?” the girl asked, sort of twinkling her eyes at him.


“Yeah, thanks.” He wouldn’t look at her, although he could feel her twinkling away above him. He studied his menu, as if he cared about what was on it. The trouble with looking older than you were was that girls decided you were cute enough to flirt with, girls who if they knew you were twelve wouldn’t look twice at you. But he couldn’t just blurt out, “I’m only twelve, leave me alone.” That would be seriously dumb. He kept his eyes on the menu and waited for her to go away.


Althea asked for a piece of blueberry pie with chocolate ice cream. “And a glass of water, please.”


Mr. Hall smiled up at the waitress. “Water for me too, and two scoops of pistachio, with marshmallow sauce on it, I think, and whipped cream, and some wet nuts, and a maraschino cherry.” Phineas lowered the menu.


“How was—?” Mr. Hall tried to ask.


“You shouldn’t, Dad,” Althea interrupted.


“I like maraschinos,” he said, not needing her to explain shouldn’t what.


“Think about what they put in to get them that color.”


“No,” Mr. Hall said, “I don’t think I will, and I don’t want to hear any more about it, Althea. I’ve got enough to worry about. My classes start Monday, I have only half my books unpacked, too many nations are developing nuclear weapons, waste disposal is reaching a crisis. . . . I think I’ll go ahead and have a maraschino cherry on my sundae.”


“That’s no way to get problems solved,” Althea insisted.


Mr. Hall turned to Phineas. “How was your afternoon?”


“Fine. It was okay. I rode around,” he told his father, before his father had to ask him.


“I think we’re going to like it here,” Mr. Hall said. “It’s the air that gets me, because it tastes good. It just—knocks me out, the air does. Gives me energy.”


“That’s a contradiction in terms,” Althea said.


“Who says only women get to be contradictory? What do you think, equality is a one-way street?” Mr. Hall asked. “How are the Greeks?”


“The Greeks are fine, it’s their verbs I’m having trouble with,” she said. “Where’d you ride, Fin?”


“Just around. There are tennis courts, in the park downtown. Clay courts,” he said. They knew he wasn’t asking them to give him a game. They were the unathletic members of the family.


“Are you sure you don’t want to find a day camp to enroll in?” his father asked.


“I’m too old.”


“It’s going to be a long summer.”


“I’ll be okay.”


“Maybe,” Althea suggested, “you should go hang around those courts, with your racket in your hand, looking pitiful. Or looking eager and aggressive, maybe that would be better.”


“Maybe you should go fly a kite,” Phineas answered.


“Speaking of kites,” Mr. Hall said, before either of them could get started on a quarrel, “there’s a park in South Portland where people do fly kites on weekends. Home design kites, and trick kites”—he leaned back, so the waitress could put his sundae down in front of him—“it’s supposed to be fun on Sunday afternoons, Howie was telling me.”


For a few bites, nobody said anything. Things were pretty desperate if watching people fly kites was something interesting to do. Then, “Who’s Howie?” Phineas asked, not that he cared. He cared about enjoying his sundae in peace, if anyone was interested, which they weren’t. The trick with hot fudge was to space out the sauce, so you didn’t run out of sauce before you ran out of ice cream.


“Howie Unnold. Math. His wife is computers.” Mr. Hall spoke between spoonfuls of green ice cream topped with thick white syrup topped with mounded white whipped cream topped with brown nuts. “Sandy. Howie and Sandy Unnold. They’ve been here three or four years, they’ve got an older house in the city. They’re fixing it up. And three kids. All young, the oldest is eight, I think. Can I give them your name for baby-sitting, Althea?”


“I’ll be fine, Dad,” Althea said. “You don’t have to find things for me to do. I’m doing fine.”


He didn’t look like he believed her.


“We’re not the ones being chased down the library steps by angry women,” she pointed out. “What did you do to get her so angry?”


“Nothing. Cross my heart. I didn’t do anything.”


“Maybe she doesn’t like short guys with frizzy hair,” Phineas suggested.


“She didn’t seem to like you any better,” his father argued.


“Maybe she doesn’t like men,” Althea suggested.


“She’s married,” Mr. Hall argued.


“Maybe she doesn’t like her husband,” Phineas continued—and didn’t need the look Althea shot at him to be sorry.


“Then maybe her husband wanted the job you got,” Althea said.


“He can’t want my job, he works for the art museum.”


“Were you assigned her office?” Phineas asked. “Or her parking place? Did you use her coffee mug?”


“No, no, and no,” his father said. “No, it’s got to be a mistake of some kind. It makes no sense. She was angry.”


“And at you, personally,” Althea added.


“When I find out what it was, I’ll exercise my famous boyish charm,” Mr. Hall said, and they all started laughing. “But I hope it gets cleared up quickly,” he said. “This is the first job in fifteen years that I’m not overqualified for, and I plan to enjoy it, and I’d hate to find that I’ve made an enemy of Lucille Batchelor without even knowing how.”


“I dunno,” Phineas said, “it might be fun. Exciting. She looked like a piece of spaghetti, didn’t she?”


Althea grinned.


“A piece of angry spaghetti,” Phineas said.


Both of them were grinning at him now, just waiting.


“A piece of angry, whole wheat, health food spaghetti,” he said. He was enjoying himself. They were all three enjoying themselves. They were fine, just the three of them.
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CHAPTER 2


Home, at Vandemark College, was one of five little houses that lined up tidily along a gravel roadway. Each house sat on a square of grass. Each square of grass was enclosed by a knee-high picket fence. When Vandemark College was the Vandemark Estate, servants lived in these houses. Now the college used them for faculty housing. Because the Halls’ house in Westchester hadn’t sold yet, they were in no position to buy a house in Portland. Because Mr. Hall was on a one-year contract, and it might not be renewed, he was glad to rent one of the small gable-roofed houses. Even if the rooms were dark and the furniture massive, the house was a five-minute walk from the center of campus, a ten- or fifteen-minute walk from downtown.


That afternoon when they arrived home, Althea pulled the mail out of the letter box, and they all went into the kitchen. Althea sorted the mail. Phineas didn’t pay any attention. He never got letters. He didn’t write any. If he moved back to Westchester, they’d pick up where they left off, he figured. If he never moved back, what did they have to say to him, Bobby and Phil, Davy, Jason K. and Jason P. and Jason A., Josh, Gerry, Mark? He didn’t have anything to say to them. You couldn’t exactly play D&D or tennis in a letter, or go for a skate, or do anything worth doing in a letter.


“Letter for you, Fin,” Althea said. “From Mom.”


The letter was addressed to Phineas Ciamburri-Hall with a return address from Anne-Marie Ciamburri-Hall in Portland, Oregon. She knew he was going to drop the double-barreled name up here; he’d told her. It was a pain, with people never knowing how to pronounce Ciamburri, and having to spell it out all the time. She was ignoring that, he guessed. He held the letter in his hand, without opening it.


“One for me too, and a thick one for you, Dad,” Althea said.


They all three stood looking at their envelopes. “I never got a letter from your mother before,” Mr. Hall said. His was a brown manila envelope, addressed to Sam Hall, Vandemark College, Portland, Maine. “It is thick,” he said. He opened it carefully. “Pictures,” he said, and unfolded the piece of paper, to read.


Althea and Phineas read theirs. Nobody sat down. “Hey kiddo,” Phineas’s mother wrote, “how are things in Vacationland? Things here are rainy and I start work tomorrow.” She told him about the apartment, and the swimming pool and tennis courts that came with it, about what movies were playing and where she’d seen kids and what they were doing. It wasn’t a very long letter. At the end she said, “I admit it, I almost miss the mess, and the smell of old feet. You wouldn’t consider sending me one of your previously owned socks, would you? I could hang it up in the spare bedroom.” Phineas grinned. He’d been wondering what he’d say when he wrote her back, because he was going to have to write her back, and he thought it would be pretty funny to really send her a sock. First he’d wear it for a few days, until it got seriously smelly.


“She sounds okay,” Althea reported. “Lots of museums and concerts, libraries.”


“She gets cable TV with the apartment,” Phineas reported.


They looked at their father. He spread the photographs around the table, so they could all look at them. “It looks like a pretty typical apartment complex, don’t you think? Not swinging singles.”


“How can you tell that from pictures?” Phineas asked.


“The parking lot. I figure swinging singles have smaller, newer cars. There’s a nice mix of station wagons here, and big old sedans.”


“I don’t think Mom will like it,” Phineas said. “It looks like a giant motel.”


“She likes the job,” Althea reminded them.


“The job’s why she’s there,” Mr. Hall reminded them. “A job she couldn’t turn down. It’s the congressman who worries me.”


“Really?” Phineas asked.


“Yeah, really. He’s much too good-looking, and much too unmarried, and your mother is—a heart-stopper.”


Phineas didn’t have any idea what to say about that. Luckily, Althea did. She not only looked like their father, she thought like him too. Phineas looked and thought like his mother, mostly.


“Once Mom makes up her mind, nothing can change her,” Althea said. “You know that, Dad.”


“We all made the decision together,” Mr. Hall said.


“You and Phineas and I did.” Althea wasn’t going to budge. “She’d already made hers, no matter what we did.”


“Be fair, Althea. Your mother is the one who earns big money.”


“That’s the argument she used, and it’s not honest,” Althea said. “This job here, teaching college, is your chance. It’s the first time you asked us to move to your job. Equality doesn’t mean that women get to drag their husbands around after them, the way men used to do women, all their working lives. Does it? It means everyone has a chance.”


“It was just bad timing,” Mr. Hall said. “Your mother isn’t any happier about it than we are.”


“I didn’t say I was unhappy,” Althea pointed out.


“No,” her father agreed, “You didn’t. You just suddenly decided that you couldn’t live if you didn’t know enough Greek to translate Sappho, and buried your face in books. A psychologist would go to town on that, Althea.”


Althea shrugged. Phineas didn’t know why they were bringing it all up again, since the decision had been made weeks ago, and there was nothing more to be argued about.


“You and Mom don’t have exactly the same set of values, you know,” Althea said.


“I know,” Mr. Hall agreed.


“If you ask me,” Phineas said, “which I notice nobody is, it’s pretty dumb to break up over a BMW. It wasn’t even our BMW. What does it matter to us if the Tunneys give their kid a BMW for a sixteenth-birthday present?”


“We haven’t broken up,” his father said.


It turned out, that was what Phineas really wanted to hear. Between the fancy apartment—fireplace in the living room, tennis courts and swimming pool—and the congressman, and not having all the irritation of taking care of them—all the nagging and all the cooking—he wasn’t too sure what his mother might do next.


“We’re not even legally separated,” his father said.


“One of the letters for you looks like a lawyer,” Althea said then.


“What do you mean?”


“Lawyer-type names, with P.A. after it. Mailed in Portland,” she warned her father.


He picked the envelope out. It was large, creamy colored, and didn’t have the yellow sticker the post office in Westchester put on to forward mail.


“Maine,” Mr. Hall said, “Portland, Maine, see? But why would a lawyer here be writing to me?”


“Looking for business?” Phineas suggested. “Lawyers are allowed to advertise you know.”


His father had opened the letter, and was reading four short, typewritten lines, holding in his other hand another envelope, even creamier and more expensive-looking than the first. He opened that one too, and read it without even looking up at his children, who stood watching. When he had finished the second page, he was puzzled but amused.


“The effect preceded the cause,” he announced. He didn’t expect them to understand. “All is explained,” he added, which explained nothing to Phineas. He spread the letter on the table for Phineas and Althea to read.


“To Whom It May Concern,” the letter began.


It is my eighty-eighth birthday. That need not concern you, just as who you are does not concern me. That I am eighty-eight does concern me. It is time to begin thinking of my demise. When you read this, that event will have occurred.


I have bequeathed to Vandemark College my Egyptian Collection. Do not get your hopes up, young man, and I hope you are scholar enough to restrain the board of governors in what will inevitably be their shortsighted enthusiasm. The Egyptian Collection contains no treasures. It is, however, of historical interest as well as—I flatter my youthful judgment—having some use to scholarship.


You come into the business because I have decided to establish a curatorial chair for the Collection. I have further decided to award that position to the newest appointee in the Department of Classical Languages. This choice may well be idealistic of me, or willful, but I have my reasons. Experience tells me that a scholar may be more clear-sighted in a field other than his own. It tells me, further, that a Classical linguist will possess qualities the Collection will benefit from—a lack of what the world calls ambition (by which word the world usually speaks of greed), and a patient meticulousness of mind. I can only hope that you have these characteristics.


The bequest includes a gift of money sufficient to build a small wing on to the present library. On no account is this building endowment, or the Egyptian Collection, to become an adjunct of McPhail Hall.


The curatorial salary is presently set at the sum of ten thousand dollars per annum, to be adjusted annually for cost of living. You will more than earn it, in the first years. After that, it will perhaps smack of the sinecure. I don’t know what your moral structure is, young man, but one should never scorn a sinecure out of hand. It may even, once the real work is done, enable scholarship. I have always admired scholarship.


The Collection, as you will find, is a hodgepodge. There will be some pleasant surprises for you, or so I like to think. The mummy, which is its centerpiece, has a certain wistful appeal, being from the Roman era. I have neglected the Collection, distracted as I became by other interests. I hope it will find a better home at Vandemark College than the cellars where it has spent its time with me. I hope it will find a better curator in you than it had in me. Should any article of the bequest be unfulfilled, then the Collection will return to the disposal of my son and grandson, as joint executors of the entire estate which I will have left behind me, when I have left this world.


I have, I trust, been quite clear. The president will also have been informed of the bequest, and its conditions. I have, I think, foreseen all contingencies, to the best of human abilities.


Yours from the brink of mortality,


Felix K. C. Vandemark II


“Will I be able to help out?” Althea asked. “Do you notice? He assumes you have to be a man.”


Phineas noticed what his sister always thought of first—sexist stuff.


“I don’t know if I’m qualified,” Mr. Hall said.


And that was what his father always thought of first.


“I don’t think this guy cared about qualifications,” Phineas pointed out.


“It’ll give me something to write your mom about.”


“She’ll be jealous,” Phineas said.


“There’s nothing to be jealous of,” Mr. Hall said. “It’s just something a scholar would enjoy.”


“Well I can see why Mrs. Batchelor is angry at you,” Phineas said. “Who would want a mummy around permanently? Dirty, probably smelly, it’s just an old dead body.”


“That’s really dumb, Fin,” Althea said. “It’s a collection, the letter says. That means antiquities.”


“Yeah,” Phineas agreed. He’d been to the Metropolitan Museum on more class trips than he cared to remember. “Broken jars. Pieces of stone with things carved on them in a language nobody has spoken for hundreds of years. Statues with pieces missing.”


“Why don’t you two wait and see what it is, before you start fighting about it?” Mr. Hall asked.
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CHAPTER 3


The next ten days were busy ones for Mr. Hall, who, along with his summer school classes, also had frequent meetings with President Blight to discuss how to store the Egyptian Collection until the Building and Grounds Committee could have the proposed addition designed and built, and frequent meetings with Mrs. Batchelor to discuss her objections to everything President Blight and Mr. Hall had agreed on. Mrs. Batchelor was throwing up roadblocks at every point, Mr. Hall told his children.


If, Mrs. Batchelor said, the collection needed temporary housing, why not in McPhail Hall? If the terms of the will forbade that, then why not in the gym? If the gym was open to the public over the summer, couldn’t it be closed? The library cellars were already used for faculty offices, and the Sports Department office, and general storage, why did they have to take even more space for nonlibrary purposes? If they were going to go to the expense of an air control system, why couldn’t they put it in the rare book room, where there were irreplaceable books and holographs, acknowledged treasures? If they were going to go ahead and ride roughshod over her opinions, they couldn’t expect her to like it, could they? If they said that they agreed with her that a library was the heart of any educational institution, they didn’t expect her to believe them, did they? Not if they went ahead and did this.


Mrs. Batchelor was not happy. Mrs. Batchelor was not satisfied that the library cellar was the right place for the collection. Mrs. Batchelor felt demeaned, personally demeaned, by what was going on. Mrs. Batchelor was not going to be sweet-talked; her only concern was for the integrity of the library.


Preparations went on regardless of all the meetings. A room in the library cellar was chosen to hold the collection until the new wing had been built. The library cellars were like an underground city, narrow concrete corridors lined with closed, numbered doors. There were no windows, and only one exit to the outside, a door opening onto the parking lot behind the library. There was only one door leading up into the library from the cellar. It was, Phineas thought, the perfect place for storage, like a rat’s maze in a scientific laboratory. For the collection, the largest room, number 015, a room the size of a lecture hall, had been emptied. Dehumidifiers and a self-contained heating system had been set up to maintain the correct temperature and humidity for antiquities. Because all the doors of the library opened to a single key, the door into 015 had been fitted with a new lock, to which only Mr. Hall, Mrs. Batchelor, and Captain Lewis of the College Security Squad had keys.


Mr. Hall had taken charge of these preparations. After about the first hour, he hadn’t said anything more about not being qualified for the job. Even when President Blight called up, just after the letter had arrived, Mr. Hall didn’t say anything about not being qualified. Phineas and Althea could guess what the president was hinting by their father’s side of the conversation. “I understand, sir, but luckily I’m a quick learner, and I did have a couple of classical art courses, so I’m not unfamiliar with the field.” He grinned at his children. “It is a pity, isn’t it? Unless the will is ambiguously worded, the old gentleman hasn’t given me any choice, and I’ll just have to manage as best I can.”


    *  *  *


    The morning the collection was due to arrive, a bright Saturday morning, Mr. Hall looked at Phineas and Althea over breakfast. “The big day. You’re coming, aren’t you?” They were. “It will be a relief to finish with these interminable arguments with Lucille, so I can concentrate on my classes and the cataloging of whatever the collection turns out to be.”


Phineas thought it would be a relief to have something happen, anything. He was getting bored with solitary bike riding and solitary TV watching—seriously bored. At least, with the Egyptian Collection, he didn’t know exactly what was going to happen.


When the Halls arrived at the big grassy quadrangle of which the library formed one side, there was a small crowd gathered. Mr. Hall turned off to join the reception committee—President Blight and his wife, and standing with them a Westchester woman, as Phineas called the type, looking expensively well groomed and expensively well dressed. “A board member, what do you bet,” Mr. Hall told Phineas and Althea. “I ought to introduce myself. I feel underdressed.” He went toward the president’s group, reluctantly.


Phineas and Althea hung back, looking around them. The sky was turquoise blue, and cloudless. The tall leafy trees that grew on the quadrangle cast cool shadows onto the grass. A few students lay around in the sunny patches, talking and tanning and watching the excitement. During the summer only one classroom building, the gym, and the library stayed open. Only those students who lived nearby could take summer classes. Nobody paid attention to Phineas and Althea.


Mr. Hall was standing sort of with the president’s group, but mostly aside, ignored. A person—Phineas couldn’t tell what sex it was but the way it kept writing things down in a notebook identified it as a reporter—was talking with President Blight. Phineas moved closer to his sister.


“What’s a reporter doing here?”


“I guess it’s a big deal for the college.”


“But I thought it wasn’t much of a collection.”


“It has historical interest. Just because something’s not worth a whole lot of money doesn’t mean it doesn’t have any value, Fin. Don’t be any more of a Philistine than you can help.”


“Even junk is a big deal, as long as it’s old junk?”


“Jerk,” was all his sister had to say to that.


“Oh yeah?” But he couldn’t get interested in the quarrel. “Look,” he said, “There she is.” Mrs. Batchelor, dressed in her usual seersucker suit, emerged from the big glass doors behind a man who was as tall and weedy as she was. He wore khaki slacks and a turtleneck, and managed to look like someone from Greenwich Village, or maybe Paris, France. He looked like someone who was temporarily stranded in an alien environment, or at least he hoped it was temporary. He led Mrs. Batchelor over to where President Blight was standing. They ignored Phineas’s father. The reporter hopped around taking pictures.


Phineas didn’t like to see his father being pretty much ignored, so he was glad to notice a man with a thick red-gold beard and bright red-gold hair come up to talk to his father. His father looked glad to see the man.


“Who is that?” Althea asked.


“I’ll find out.” Phineas went over and hunkered down beside the nearest tanners. These were a boy and girl who lay side by side on their backs, hands clasped, faces to the sun, eyes closed. “Excuse me,” Phineas said.


They opened their eyes lazily.


“Do you know who the guy with the beard is?” Phineas pointed.


The boy raised himself onto one elbow. The girl closed her eyes again. “Simard,” the boy said. “History. Or Dr. Simard, as he likes his students to call him. The Rugman.”
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