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I leapt from my car, slammed its door, and jogged away, pressing the “lock” button on the remote as I scurried. Hurrying up the hill, I spotted the man I was looking for: my friend Chris, coach of the team hosting today’s season-ending debate tournament. Short, pudgy, and prematurely bald, he stood outside the door of the sparkling new classroom building, one dedicated only two days earlier.

He shook my hand and invited me inside to pick up the ballots for the round I was scheduled to judge. As we ascended the brushed aluminum stairs that curled into the building’s atrium, he turned and looked me in the eye.

“I should tell you, she’s here.”


He didn’t have to say to whom “she” referred. And I didn’t have to ask.


This is a story about one of the most common, and oldest, relationships in the world: that of the teacher and student. Like many stories about relationships, it features high points, low points, and points difficult to describe. More importantly, it explores what happens when the relationship expires in catastrophe. It is a tale of spirit, a tale of perseverance, and a tale of panic. Above these all, however, it is a tale of caution. The names, of course, are pseudonyms.
BEGINNINGS


Kay initially came into my life as a competitor for a rival school. The college speech & debate team I’d been coaching for a year and a half dominated a late-season tournament in Pennsylvania, winning nine of ten events. The one trophy my students didn’t win, Dramatic Interpretation, was taken by Kay. I was impressed by her abilities and recalled seeing her name in final round results from previous tournaments, even though she was still in her first year of competition. 

Nationals that year took place on the picturesque campus of Berry College in Rome, Georgia. Nationals are always stressful, but Berry nationals were particularly so: we had our first national quarterfinalist, we shared a bus and hotel with two other state schools, and I suffered a debilitating bout of food sickness that, combined with the exercise of walking Berry’s massive campus, led to my losing 25 pounds. Nationals are always exciting, painful, and emotional; it’s the one time a year I get to see many of my friends, but the days are long and physically trying.

My drama pales in comparison to that experienced by Kay, we discovered later. Her coach allegedly abandoned them, flying to Mexico with a woman he met in downtown Rome, and his students were forced to hire transportation to the airport themselves. Needless to say, the situation soured Kay on her program, and while visiting a friend who attended the college where I coached, she stopped by my office.

“Heyas.”


“Hi… so, uhm, I think I’m going to transfer somewhere next year. I’m really not getting along with my teammates and, obviously, we’re all pretty pissed at [our coach].”


I was out of the office and jogging toward the admissions office to pick up a transfer application before she finished the sentence.

While she told stories of how rude her teammates had been to her, I filled out the application, handing it over to her occasionally for a signature.


By the end of the day, we’d settled with a handshake her transfer to our program, complete with a scholarship for which I was responsible to my department chair. As a part of my job, I was free to offer scholarships to any future competitor I liked, but if it didn’t work out with that individual, it was my head.

I had no doubt that things would work out with my new student.

SEASON ON THE BRINK

Summer couldn’t end quickly enough. My department, my students, and I anticipated the coming season; we were returning every speech competitor from the previous season, including a national finalist, in addition to having a large group of incoming freshmen with extensive experience. Combined, my team would have seven students who had been in state finals as high school competitors, including one individual who’d been a state champion in forensics hotbed Kentucky (that she didn’t choose to attend Western Kentucky, the New York Yankees of the speech & debate world, rocked the forensics community, and led to an increase in my notoriety as a recruiter, furthering the swelling of my head). 


Kay attended several summer work sessions and befriended her new teammates quickly. She was well-prepared, and spent the summer working on performance pieces. By the time she arrived on campus, she had three fully-formed performances and was ready for work on her public address speeches. I was somewhat alarmed when her academic record came to my office (I’d agreed to be her academic advisor) and saw she’d not only attended our rival university the previous year, but a *third* university the year prior to that. Furthermore, in two years of coursework, she had failed to pass a single class. Nevertheless, I felt I could ensure her success at the small college level, and knew she’d get off on the right foot.

As for me, things did not start well. On the first day of school, I received a phone call in my office from my star competitor from the previous year.


“Tim?”


“Yes?”


“Uh, I think I’m going to, uhm, you know, I’m just really stressed out right now, and I think I’m going to not compete this year. Sorry.”


She hung up. I sat, frozen, in my red Aeron chair.


The receiver tumbled to my desk, bounced, and fell onto the floor. Still frozen, I reflected on how I was lucky I had my new transfer student to be the “horse” of the team – and that I would be totally lost without her.


I pressed on, finding myself struggling to stay afloat amidst a team of twelve individuals -- all of whom wanted pieces of coaching time -- my recruiting efforts for the next year, and handling the responsibilities of being on a faculty committee responsible for reporting athletic information to the NCAA. (My teaching duties came somewhere behind all those.) I left for work at six a.m. daily and arrived at home sometime after nine p.m. I was exhausted, but in a way that made me feel accomplished.


The first tournament of the season was in Washington, D.C. It was scheduled the same weekend as our college’s Homecoming festivities; traditionally, this had meant my team members were otherwise occupied and didn’t travel that weekend, but my new team took on a very different look: they were dedicated, first and foremost, to forensics. I wasn’t used to that. With enthusiasm, I booked our trip to D.C.

Four competitors would end up making the trip: Kay and three other women. The drive was entertaining; Kay regaled us with Civil War stories and tales from her own experiences as a Civil War re-enactor. She told one particularly rousing story about being an extra in the film Gods and Generals and how, after an accidental musket shooting, was befriended by actor Martin Sheen. I reflected on her ability to naturally tell colorful stories, and reminded myself to suggest she compete in the impromptu speaking event.

We arrived in the city, and I took my students on a whirlwind tour of D.C. landmarks. I hadn’t actually been there since I was twelve, but consume so much political news that I surprised even myself with my abilities to navigate the city. We returned to our hotel late, and I slept soundly. 

Kay excitedly led the team in warm-ups the next morning before competition started. The other team members reluctantly joined in. I wished them luck as they hopped out of the van and headed off to their rounds, and smiled at the start of another season, the first one that I really felt positive about.


My positive feelings lasted about an hour. 


Kay came to me immediately after her first round, sobbing.

“What’s up?”


“They’re fucking with me, Tim. They walked into my room while I was competing, they’re talking during my performance, they’re being shitty to me in the hallways…”


“Who’s doing this?”


“My old teammates.”


Remarkably, her old team had survived the disappearance of their coach. The university hired a man who’d been an assistant coach in previous seasons, one I disliked more than anyone I knew at the time. I had my reasons: in the previously-described tournament in which my team won nine of ten events, he, as a COACH, had entered himself in several events in hopes of stopping my team’s dominance. I know this, because I had the luxury of judging him in a round (knowing full well he was a coach, not a competitor). It was one of those little secrets I never told anyone, keeping in a box way back in my mind for future usage.

I hugged Kay and told her I’d look into it, and to just avoid them the rest of the day. I was frustrated, yet excited to have justification for the demonization of our rival. I started to walk away when I heard a sharp yell.

“Tim Burke!”


I spun on my heel, causing my black suit jacket to fly out from my waist. My friend Betsy, assistant coach of the host school, shuffles down the long hallway.

“I need to talk to you. Come with me.”


There’s a certain physical response to the phrase “I need to talk to you.” Like no other verbal precipitate, the sentence creates anxiety that grows with every second that passes between “I need to talk to you” and the actually talking-to. Palms grow clammy, heart rates increase, and the adrenal glands contract.

Writing this, my hands follow suit. My heart, previously in the state of restful beating that accompanies long periods of sitting in an office chair, enters what I call “pick-up basketball” mode. I am as loath to write about entering the room to which I was led as I was to enter the room itself.

Betsy’s boss greets me as I enter the room. He’s in a black suit, like mine, but it fits far better and is of a much more exclusive cut. Black, plastic-frame glasses accompany his bald head, and, as usual, he has a fabulous shirt-and-tie combination. Lee is my fashion hero, and I anticipate the time I spend with him as an opportunity to learn from the master.

“Tim, we have a problem.” He snaps me out of my fashion trance.


“Uh, okay?”


“Do you have a competitor running The Shadow as a prose piece?”

I am sheepish. Any good coach would know exactly what each competitor is running in every event, but with the number of students on my team, I just haven’t seen everything they’re running. I murmur a response.


“Uh, maybe? Who is it?”


A shrill, effeminate voice speaks up from the corner of the room, behind me. I hadn’t noticed anyone else in there, but my adversary, the coach of our rival, leans against a blackboard. The contrast between the blackness of the board and the blazing yellow of his shirt blurs my eyes.

“Kay is doing The Shadow as a prose, when it’s most definitely a drama,” he hissed. “My students have informed me of this.”

Betsy turns to me.


“Do you know for a fact she’s doing this?”


“I don’t know. I can ask her. Are we sure it’s not a prose?”

Lee and Betsy aren’t familiar with the piece, but if the allegations are true, it means instant disqualification from that event. They send a volunteer off to the university library to look up the piece while I go in search of Kay.

My blood is boiling. What right does he have to call out my student, when he hasn’t even seen her? And at the first tournament of the season? I can understand being aggressive at the national tournament, for example, but this is just a warmup.

I find Kay smoking and sitting on a bench outside, under a statue of the university’s namesake. Her eyes are red and puffy, and her cheeks are wet. 

“Is it a prose or a drama?” I flatly ask.


“I swear to god, it’s a prose,” she chokes.


“Okay, well, I believe you,” I respond, and head off to find Lee and Betsy.


I enter the tab room and they’re looking in a large anthology of plays. As I approach, Betsy smiles and says, “Bad news, dude.” She points out the piece in the book, exactly the way it appears in the photocopied pages in my student’s binder.

Kay protests her disqualification, stating that the piece also appears in a book of short stories. I tell her to drop it, and that she still has three other events to compete in. She spits back, “Those fuckers just want to snuff me out.” I tell her to use her energy as motivation for her other performances, and walk away, hoping she pulls herself together, but angry at the embarrassment she’s brought me.

Kay ends up placing in two of her remaining three events – a legitimate success, but one soured by the day’s controversy. I sped home, anticipating the moment I would be away from my students.

Kay found a new prose piece, one I verified personally was a legitimate short story, and we started to develop her public address speeches. She was a history major, so I found a topic I felt would be up her alley: the Vinland Map. Discovered in 1957, the map purports to have been drawn by Leif Ericsson upon his first trip to North America over 1,000 years ago. The fact it was discovered in Europe creates the possibility that Christopher Columbus knew of the New World before his 1492 departure. However, the map’s authenticity is greatly in question; researchers debate whether it’s 1,000 years old, 500 years old, or 100 years old. Some even think it’s a fraud created by the Nazis. 

It was a perfect topic for her, and she was fascinated by it. For two weeks, we worked for hours every evening to construct the perfect speech. We worked on every word, in an attempt to create something beautiful, and while it meant I neglected personal duties, and coaching many of the other competitors, I was willing to dedicate myself to her and her speeches. I really believed I could make her a champion; her performances every weekend were showing it, and when we finally introduced the Vinland Map speech at tournaments, she simply dominated. 

The team entered a period of success that negated the loss of our star from the previous season. The “star freshman” disappeared, dropping out of school, but there were other competitors to take her place. We were a force to be reckoned with, and we had a clear leader. I sacrificed a great amount of time to work with Kay, and in the process a very close friendship was forged. We shared the intimate details close friends disclose, and though I wasn’t physically or emotionally attracted to her, I found her intelligence and natural storytelling ability fascinating as a communication professional. I sacrificed a personal life (not that rural southeast Ohio offers much of a social life) in order to guide her through the creation of stunning performances. In return, my efforts brought me the pride in seeing her succeed at even the biggest tournaments. 

This all built up to mid-February’s state tournament, one of two major goals for the team (the second being the national tournament). I played with the mathematics for weeks, seeking to out-strategize the eleven other state schools in an attempt to steal one of the top team prizes. Ohio’s state tournament format allowed smaller schools like mine to compete directly with the larger universities due to entry restrictions: only two competitors per event. Finally, I developed my lineup, sent it off to the state planner, and informed the team of my decision.

I had entered Kay in six events, the maximum possible. It was both strategic and symbolic: I wanted her to know that I viewed her as both a team leader and someone upon whose back we could be carried. She accepted her role.

“No doubt about it. I can do this.”


As I prepared my team for the February 14th trip to Columbus, I also became aware contracts came out the same day. I wasn’t overly concerned about it; I was used to the meager raises by now, but it was always kind of a crapshoot under their merit-based system. I’d made a strong argument for the maximum merit pay, with charts and graphs showing my efforts to turn our team from a local nobody to a national force. The only question I had regarded how large my raise would be.

St. Valentine’s Day arrived and I drove to campus, picked up the school van, parked it behind my building, and walked through the empty quad, waiting for my students to arrive. The dusting of snow on the ground combined with the clear sky and orange sun inspired me, and I belted out a few bars from Oklahoma!’s “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning.” My voice echoed off the buildings and I reveled in the cold air as it dried my lips and throat.

“Oh, shut the hell up,” Kay yelled, coming around the corner with a large suitcase in tow. 


“How ya feeling?”


“Ready to kick some ass,” she replied.


And kick some ass she did; she reached the final round in five of her six events, and finished as the top performer of the tournament. It brought her number of nationally-qualified events to six – as many as the rest of the team combined. Alas, the rest of the team tanked, and we finished sixth – and earning no team recognition. It didn’t seem to matter much to the team, though. Kay’s mother met us at awards and offered to take the team out to dinner. Fully aware of the budget constraints within which I had to operate, I welcomed the opportunity to eat something other than fast food.

Even if that “something” was Denny’s. 

I sat next to Kay and her mother, telling stories and enjoying the company of people who had an intense mutual respect for each other. We stayed far later than we should have, but it was a Saturday night and we didn’t have anywhere else to be. Kay’s ruddy face became more red with the combination of laughter and embarrassment as her mother told stories from her childhood, and we became a spectacle of ourselves, and totally unaware of the commotion we were causing.

It was the last time we’d eat together as a group.

A COLD WINTER

On Sunday evening, a snowstorm of phenomenal proportions hit Central Ohio, making for a treacherous President’s Day. That Monday’s Columbus Dispatch put it this way:

A heavy weekend snowstorm that is expected to taper off this morning has left power outages, traffic jams and stranded motorists in its wake. Up to 15 inches will have fallen in the Columbus area before the storm dissipates, according to AccuWeather. 
Some southern Ohio counties did not receive as much snow, but snowdrifts and downed power lines caused hardships yesterday. More than 30,000 customers along the Ohio River were without power. Sheriffs in 20 counties along the I-70 corridor and in southern Ohio -- including Athens, Fairfield, Fayette, Hocking, Meigs, Perry, Pike and Vinton -- declared Level 3 snow emergencies, prohibiting travel on all roads (Marx & Ludlow, 2003). 

So school was off Monday. And a good thing, too; my entire neighborhood was lacking power. I cursed the irony of having gas heat but an electric furnace ignition and huddled beneath blankets, a half-moon’s illumination streaming through my windows and creating blue shadows throughout my house. A twelve-pack of Bud Light sat outside on the front porch, my only sustenance, and I slept for days.

Power was restored on Wednesday, as were classes, but my street had yet to be plowed and the meager horsepower of my Volkswagen Jetta rendered it useless in an attempt to escape my driveway. I called in sick. Meanwhile, I became more and more intrigued to open the envelope I knew lay on my office desk, an envelope containing my contract offer for 2003-2004. 


The road wasn’t plowed Thursday, either, but my department chair Gene decided I needed to come teach so he dispatched another department member to retrieve me. By the time I made it to the end of the street, our agreed pickup location, the bottom half of my pant legs were covered in snow. I appreciated my decision to dress down and wear bluejeans.

Jerry, the department curmudgeon and a gentleman I considered a mentor, pulled up in his white full-size Chevy pickup. I hopped into the cab, buckled my seat belt, and asked if I’d missed anything. 

“Nope.”


My right eyebrow lifted provocatively. Never the one-word-answer type, Jerry had conspicuously digressed from his usual garrulous personality. Nevertheless, I attributed it to his annoyance at having to drive 20 minutes to come get me, and enjoyed the ride.


Jerry pulled into the building parking lot, and I grabbed my black attaché bag and jumped out of the truck. Nearly running in anticipation, I rushed to my office, unlocked it, and seized the white envelope with the college seal on the upper-left-hand corner.


The envelope was soon in pieces on the floor, its contents in my hands as my eyes scanned the sheet of paper for dollar signs and decimal points.

They found none.


Instead, the envelope contained a letter from the academic dean informing me that because of a student complaint filed through the office of the Dean of Students, the college was electing to not offer me a contract.


The room was very quiet. I froze.

“10, 9, 8, 7…” My automatic response to inflammatory situations kicked in: counting backward from ten. Around six or so, I said “fuck it” and marched, paper in hand, next door to my department chair’s office.

Having heard me arrive in my office, he’d anticipated my arrival in his. He met me at his door.

“Don’t panic. You’re angry.”


“What is this all about?? Why is this the first I am hearing of this??”


“We just found out about it on Friday…”


“THAT WAS SIX DAYS AGO! YOU COULDN’T CALL ME?”


“It wasn’t my place to notify you.”


My maroon face reflected back at me from the wall of his observation lab-turned-office. My lungs reverberated with panic.

“Look, go teach your class and then come back and we’ll talk about it.”


Hah! I was supposed to teach a class five minutes after finding out I am, apparently, fired? And under circumstances sketchier than the Kennedy assassination? “Be a trooper,” my voice of reason coolly breathed. Alas, the voice of reason was being loudly shouted down by the “what the fuck??” elements of my psyche.

To my credit, I taught the class, though I rushed through the material and turned a 75-minute lecture into a 45-minute one.

I ended class and strode back to Gene’s office. He told me to take a seat. I looked around his cluttered office and realized there was a distinct lack of chairs in it. Instead, I closed the door and leaned against it, desperately craving a cigarette. I don’t smoke, nor have I ever, but it’s what people in the movies always did in this situation, so I wanted one. 

Gene walked me through the events of the past several weeks. Apparently, Kay had filed the complaint with the Dean of Students in January. She was claiming sexual harassment; specifically, that I refused to work with her because she was female. 


I laughed out loud at the absurdity of the claim, both in its lack of merit and its questionable categorization as “sexual harassment,” then caught myself and returned my face to its steely glare. In retrospect I am amused at visualizing this; my face is far too goofy-looking to ever be steely. How Gene didn’t laugh at my expression is beyond me. 

Gene continued to explain the list of other vague complaints Kay had filed against me. There were no specifics, and I yearned to learn more about what I’d supposedly done wrong. The common theme among complaints was neglect and abuse. If anyone was neglected on the team, it was the other students. I spent 75% of my coaching time with Kay. I afforded her luxuries I would never consider offering the other students. I showed her the favoritism a coach is never supposed to show a competitor. Regret seeped into my muscles, and suddenly I was very tired.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked.


“Well, there’ll be an investigation, and then [the dean] will make a decision.” 

“What am I supposed to do between now and then?”


“You have our full support. Look, we know you didn’t do any of these things, but it’s really a ‘he said-she said’ situation. You should probably start looking around for other positions, just in case.”


Fat chance, I thought to myself. Most job openings had closed on February 1st. The only jobs still open were at places like Greater Topeka Community College or Bob Jones University. I had a mortgage. I had car payments. This was not happening.


This was not happening.


I returned to my office, aware of the three hours I had to burn before teaching my 2:00 class. Had I driven myself to work, I would have escaped back home for a few shots of Maker’s Mark. The weather had deprived me of this chance at emancipation, however, and…


Oh Jesus.

Slumped in my red Aeron chair, I realized that Kay probably didn’t know yet that I knew of her allegations against me. After all, she’d filed them weeks ago, and yet gave no clue as to any animosity whatsoever at the state tournament or the “family dinner” afterward. She’d probably be coming in for coaching later.


I bolted from the chair and back into Gene’s office.


“What do I do if she shows up?”


“Leave your office. If she wants to talk, go to a public place. Come into my office, if you want. Tell her you’re too busy to coach.”


I sighed. Deception was not my strong point. I took great pride in my transparency. Sinking back into my office chair, I realized that a new emotion had entered my awareness. As I stared into the giant mirror that once served as a tool for psychological observation but now let me see around my door (alerting me to the oncoming presence of a visitor) or, occasionally, check myself out before heading off to lecture, I realized I was scared shitless that she might walk into my office.

Fear is an emotion as foreign to me as love. In fact, I’m quite sure I’ve spent far more time being in love than being in fear. Fear was, and is, so foreign to me that, at the time, I was not even sure the emotion I was experiencing was fear. I’m just not someone who is afraid of things. Spiders, ants, bees, snakes, or poison ivy do nothing to me. Therefore, I was more concerned about my response to the emotion than the evocation of it. I felt ill; I felt as if something alien had entered my body and was leading it to behave in ways incompatible with my previous programming. After several minutes, I realized my body was surging with adrenaline, and the only reason was fear.

I considered leaving my office and walking around campus until it was time for my next lecture, but dismissed the idea after realizing it was a small campus, and I’d be even more likely to run into Kay that way. Closing my office door was not an option, as the door was shared by both myself and my officemate, Jack (who was working with students that day). 

My mirror darkened. I tried to steel myself for a confrontation, but found no strength left in my muscles. My upper arms went limp. As the figure approached, I recognized the lithe towheadedness of Nate, a first-year student who had worked very hard and found little success in the past season. I adored him and breathed an audible sigh of relief upon the recognition.

“Tim? I think I should tell you something.”


“Okay?” I rolled my eyes and mouthed, “What now?”

“Kay has been sending around something I think you should know about.”


“Huh?”


“She’s been trying to get us to sign this petition to get you fired. None of us are willing to sign it though, because all the stuff she says you did is bullshit.”


Cripes.


“Uh, well, thanks for the head’s up, Nate. Um, what does it say I did?”


He listed the “offenses” he could remember. Most of them involve my socialization with other coaches at the cost of time spent with my team. I laughed at how ridiculous the claims were.

“Anyway, I just wanted you to know she’s doing this, and that we’re not going to sign it. At least I’m not going to.”


“Well, thanks. I appreciate it.” 


“I think you’re an awesome coach,” he said as he left my office, anxious to escape the cold and frightful atmosphere my fear had created. 


As it turns out, she didn’t come to visit that Thursday. After teaching my 2:00, Gene drove me back to my house in his hulking white SUV. Though the radio played country music, a genre of which neither he nor I were fond, the radio remained untouched. To change the station meant dialogue might have to happen, and neither of us were interested in talking.

I mumbled a thanks for the ride and jumped out of the truck, knowing it was game-face time. Departure time for Athens and a ski trip with 20 friends was looming within the hour.

Kay showed up Monday morning. The weekend’s activities having calmed me down immensely, I reacted with what I felt was calm professionalism. Immediately, I walked out of my office and into the small hallway that connected my office with Gene’s. 


“What’s this all about?”


“I think you know what it’s about.”


“Huh?”


“I was informed not to be alone with you.”


Gene stepped out of his office, sensing a major confrontation was about to take place. Kay began screaming, tears streamed down her red face, and I disappeared. Not physically, mind you; I was still standing there outside Gene’s office. But my mind left. The crowd of students that gathered around becomes simply dots, like a Seurat painting viewed from up close. Blood rushed through my ears, rendering any comprehension of language impossible. I felt faint. Staggering backward, I caught myself on a door handle and swung toward the ground, slumping onto my rear end. As consciousness returned, I heard only the last word she spoke as she pushed her way through the crowd and out the door.

“…rape…”

REDEMPTION

I was informed the Dean’s office would be slow to take care of the situation, as the North Central accreditation agency was on campus for the month doing their ten-year assessment. Our accreditation renewal had been a major project of the past two years, and the administration’s obsession with it made me curious if they had something to hide. For the moment, I dealt with the fallout on a daily basis.


My office phone rang daily with obscene, threatening calls from Kay or her mother. Ditto my home phone, which I eventually had disconnected. I was forced to change my instant messenger screen name three times, due to an inability to escape Kay’s threats in cyberspace. My productivity slowed to a crawl as I stopped answering my phone and loathed clicking the “check mail” button in my email program. Fear had rendered me nearly useless.

At the same time, I had my own fallout within the team. Kay’s departure had essentially destroyed my team’s chances of success at the upcoming national tournament. Particularly hurtful was that her wildly successful duo interpretation, performed with a senior member of the team, would never be seen again. I felt sorry for my team, but was thankful for their support. They began to unravel her lies; I checked the Internet Movie Database and realized Martin Sheen wasn’t even in the film Gods and Generals. Several students confided in me that Kay had a massive crush on me; I can’t verify or disprove that, though my clear romantic disinterest in her certainly could have been a motive.

On March 5th, the dean approached my office, asked to sit down, and apologized for all that had happened. Handing me an envelope, he asked if I would sign it and take it back to his office as quickly as I could. He rose and left as quickly as he’d arrived. 

Opening the envelope, I found a contract, complete with maximum merit pay raise. I smiled, and signed at the bottom, believing it would be the end of my story. The details of the charges against me were never revealed.
RETURN


Two years later, and nine months into a doctoral program that has taken me away from forensics for the first time since 1991, I piloted the noisy Jeep down I-71 from Cleveland to Columbus. I was tired and hung over, yet I had a screaming excitement: for the first time in almost a year, I was going to see my old speech kids. I’d been invited to come judge the final regular season tournament at Ohio State, and since I was in the state for my father’s induction to the state speech hall of fame, I couldn’t turn down the offer to see the students whom I’d come to love so much in the past few years. 

My mother’s Jeep bounced into the parking garage next to Page Hall, the gleaming new home of the John Glenn Center for Public Policy. I anticipated seeing the building, knowing it had just been dedicated two days earlier. I leapt from my car.
. . .


I stopped and looked at Chris. He had to be kidding, but who would kid about something so serious?

“She competes for a different school now. I didn’t expect her to be here, or I would have told you earlier. Just thought I’d give you a head’s up.”


He continued up the gleaming stairs. I followed, taking each step as slowly as possible, watching for the golden hair, the ruddy face.

A gathering of students stood before me as I reached the top of the stairs. I scanned the faces for Kay’s; I didn’t find it.


An arm draped itself over my shoulder, and I recoiled, pushing myself away. 


“Whoa! Tim, it’s just me, man.”


The goofy grin of Dan, one of my favorite students from the previous year, smiled back at me. My body relaxes slightly.


“Heh, sorry, Dan. You surprised me.”


“Hahaha. Nice to see you, man!”


He slapped me a high five. The diminutive figures of Gene and Kevin, two more students from the previous year, appeared below me. I returned their embraces quickly and coolly.

I was happy to be with my friends, but wanted nothing more than to escape the exposure of the open meeting area. 


Chris walked up, ballot in hand. 

“What building?” I asked. 


“This one. All rounds today in the same building. Isn’t that awesome?” he gleamed.

Yeah. Awesome. 


I grabbed the ballot and shuffled to the classroom where I’ll watch what’s sure to be a miserably pathetic round of debate. My mind will not be on the speakers in front of me. My eyes will not be on their podium.


While they argued the merits of criminal justice system reform, a debate raged in my head, one louder and more serious than theirs. It is a debate over how the rest of my day is going to go. One side argues for the mature, professional route: if you come across her, greet her like any other person you know from your past and move on. The other argues for avoidance.

Avoidance wins. It’s not even close.


I left the round, and took the back stairs up to the third floor, where a series of catwalks allowed passage to the other side of the building, above the meeting area, and below the giant oak cube that is John Glenn’s personal office, suspended from the ceiling of this gleaming testament to his service. I descended the stairs on the other side of the building, and dropped off the ballot.

“Is there a judges’ lounge?”


The perky Ohio State student informed me there was, indeed, a judges’ lounge and pointed the way. My hands were cold and wet with perspiration, and I entered my sanctuary with relief. 


I hadn’t brought anything to read with me. I’d fully intended to spend the day socializing. So I sat, drinking a Diet Coke, in a large leather chair, and waited.

Rachel, a friend and the current coach of my former team, entered the room. Her presence relieved my boredom. We caught up on the team and campus events. I’m proud of the success my former students have, and wished desperately to be outside talking to them. Yet my legs failed me; I was stuck in my seat. 


Rachel left to judge a round, and I in turn judged myself capable of going outside for some fresh air. With paranoia my eyes scanned the room as I crossed the meeting area to the stairs, descended them, and exited the building.

I exhaled.


A figure approached from the parking garage. I squinted and recognized him as none other than my “nemesis,” an individual whom in the past several years I have actually come to befriend. We hugged, and talked about his preparations for nationals. 

As he told a story about a mutual friend, he touched my shoulder, and turned my body slightly.


“Trust me.”


Moments later I realized Kay had been walking by, and he had turned me to avoid a face-to-face interaction. I thanked him for his concern; after the incident, we had bonded over stories of her absurd behavior, and I found him a trusting and trustful confidant.


The day progressed in much the same way; I either hid out in my sanctuary of the judge’s lounge, or entered a state of utter apprehension as I moved from room to room, using the building’s back passages as much as possible. I managed to meet my former students on one of the catwalks where we conversed happily.


I still spent the hour peering over the catwalk ledge, wary of her presence.


At the end of the day, I was spared a final interaction with her when the debate final I judged ran past the end of the awards ceremony. I exited the room to find the atrium and meeting areas empty.


I breathed. 


Waving a goodbye to Chris, I walked toward the parking garage, unlocked the Jeep, and climbed in. I sat for a minute, then buckled my safety belt and left for my parents’ home, two hours away.

FEAR

The impetus for the writing of this paper is the writer’s experience of fear, which for him is an unfamiliar, foreign emotion. Thus the concept of fear (and anxiety) must be discussed before using Salvatore Maddi’s theory of existential courage to better understand emergent themes in the narrative.

Davis (1992) explains fear as a response prompted by the amygdala, the portion of the brain responsible for most emotional aspects of behavior (p. 354). Fear is a prominent precipitate of behavioral action, particularly in the avoidance of behavior that leads to pain. Davis (1998) explains that the concepts of fear and anxiety in humans are often spoken of in the same breath, but that there are significant differences. Fear, he writes, is a response to a particular stimulus, while anxiety is a more general condition (less stimulus-specific or stimulus-predictive). He goes on to explain that fear and anxiety affect different parts of the amygdala, with fear being the more “base,” affecting foundational body processes while anxiety involves a great deal more cognition (Davis, 1998). 

Fear can be a significant motivation for the writing of autoethnography and personal narrative (Denzin 1999). Schiffrin (2003) found that the subject’s placement in a dangerous situation contributes to a dramatic, resonant story. As she writes, “Stories of danger […] are stories in which characters are polarized on opposite ends of a moral continuum, events escalate to the point of near irreparable adversity, and the conflict between good and bad ends with a dramatic (maybe even triumphant) resolution of the danger. So powerful are these stories that listeners sit, spellbound, unwilling (or unable) to move until the story is completed” (p. 536).

Of course, Schiffrin is talking about physical danger. Clearly, there is a difference between physical and occupational/social danger. Or is there? A quick glance at Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can tell us that the loss of a job can very quickly lead to the deprivation of the requirements for survival. Thus, I argue my story is a danger narrative, the events placing my professional and social lives in jeopardy.

Autoethnography also serves as a way of understanding fear and anxiety. The reflexive nature of autoethnography allows the writer to reflect on his or her lived experiences in order to reveal the connections between writer and subject (Goodall, 2000). Ellis (1997) explains emotion-recalling is a significant characteristic in autoethnography, and by recalling these emotions we can place them under the metaphorical microscope in order to understand how they develop and modify behavior. Olson (2004) makes a particularly strong point that fear masks other cognitive processes during its experience by a subject – and thus autoethnography is a necessary practice to appreciate fear’s processes.

Finally, autoethnography’s evocative nature allows the audience a door into to the writer’s emotional mind. Good autoethnography, writes Ellis (1997a), lets the audience feel the emotions being described. Thus, a reader can understand not just the writer’s fear through the process of absorbing autoethnography, but, theoretically, his or her own relationship with fear.

The role of autoethnography in understanding fear and anxiety being established, we can examine how both concepts are relevant to and driving factors in the story. Fear, being stimulus-based, appears throughout; the telephone ring, the instant message pop-ups, the sound of her voice, and “…she’s here.” Anxiety arises in unchecked emails, the hours spent staring into the mirror, and the hiding out in the judges’ lounge. 

Salvatore Maddi, in an attempt to forge a prescriptive discourse for the evaluation of the highly abstract concept of “hardiness,” advanced a method for the analysis of what he termed “existential courage” (2004). Particularly, he notes the difficulty of analyzing fear responses in individuals with high-thrill seeking personalities. (Burke [2004] explores this in more depth.) It is, as Maddi states, a difficult interpretive experience (2004). Maddi’s model for understanding these responses consists of an analysis of three different attitudes: commitment (vs. alienation), control (vs. powerlessness), and challenge (vs. security). Thus he advances an operationalization intended, in his case, to help enhance performance and health in organizational situations. We will use it here to better understand the autoethnography. It is important to note that Maddi (2002) is adamant in the presence of all three characteristics for positive resolution of fear-causing situations.

Commitment refers to the individual’s interest in involvement with people and events happening around him or her. Isolation, to an individual strong in Commitment, would be a poor option. An individual high in commitment but low in the other areas would be very enmeshed with the individuals around them, self-reporting little to no individuality or attempts to influence the structure.

Control is related to the conflict style personality of the same name. Individuals ranking highly in Control demand a role in the creation of current and future events. A passive and helpless mindset would be contrary to someone possessing high levels of Control. Control is traditionally the characteristic over-valued by traditional psychologists (Maddi, 2004). Individuals high in Control but low in other areas are egotistical, impatient, irritable, socially vulnerable, and, inevitably, administration.

Finally, the Challenge quality refers to an individual’s approach to learning from experience. Specifically, a man or woman ranking highly in Challenge would embrace the knowledge gained from an experience, whether the experience have a positive or negative outcome for that individual. This is often at the risk of social interaction or benefit. Challenge-heavy individuals favor games of chance and high-risk/thrill behaviors. An analysis of my story finds a low level of Commitment, a medium level of Control, and a high level of Challenge. 

My trip to Columbus, hardly on a whim given the significant time and distance investment, was with the sole premise of being able to socialize with my former students. The role of judge was simply as a service to my friend, Chris. However, it’s clear that this sole premise was quashed by the presence of an anxiety-inducing individual. In Maddi’s model, this would suggest a low level of Commitment. This becomes clear earlier in the story as well; an intensely social individual, reliant upon the telephone and email for hourly interactions with my peers, I avoid these technologies entirely. 

My Control quality varies throughout the story. The nature of waiting and the sensation of helplessness in the post-complaint time period would suggest a low level of this variable as well. However, there is more happening here. My anxiety, near the end of the story, is contingent not upon the situation but upon the decision that was being made throughout the day. My awareness of my ability to engage in decisionmaking about a possible interaction (regardless of its nature of fear-avoidance) indicates at least residual qualities of Control. 

This story is written. The events begin when I was the tender age of 23. It’s a common characteristic of those who write personal narrative to indicate a high Challenge quotient in the refrain, “Well, I can write about it later.” While the initial events did not present themselves in that framework (due, mainly, to the fact I’d not really started writing yet) the idea was never far from my mind in the later episode. In fact, the question of whether one decision vs. the other would make for a better story factored into my cognitive processes several times during the day. Maddi would suggest this shows a high level of Challenge. Regardless, the negotiation of a difficult student and difficult professional situation created a great deal of personal knowledge, knowledge that has significantly influenced my personal relationships with students since.

The fact of the matter is, I am somewhat more withdrawn from students today, compared to 2003. Certainly, my advancing age has influenced that, as I’m no longer as much their contemporary as I was then. Yet the significance of what is probably the most traumatic moment in my life is evident in the way I no longer allow students, especially female students, to get too close (physically or otherwise). The question is, of course, if that’s a proper lesson. Professionally, it’s sage advice. In the interpersonal realm, maybe not. 

It has been asked whether or not the experience of being placed in the crucible of harassment charges has burned a stigma into my personality. I reject that notion; and while, as a member of a privileged group, I am not placed in the same vulnerable position as Olson (2004) speaks of as a survivor of an abusive relationship, I share her curiousity regarding the revelation of these experiences to the academic community. The fear it is suggested we both feel in sharing these stories I also reject. At the same time, I reflect on her work and am wary of a pretentious and inaccurate comparison between our two experiences. 

Incidentally, this story is an excellent case for the further examination of student-teacher relationships, particularly within the realm of coaching, where a close, personal relationship is necessary for success. It is beyond the realm of this project, but is an area for future research as the unique nature of coach-competitor relationships is woefully underrepresented in the literature.

In the long run, autoethnography is designed to be evocative, for both the writer and reader. While the story may be of events past, its effects continue for the writer today. The very unfamiliarity of fear in the writer makes its presence that much more conspicuous. The return of that fear, in the process of writing the story, makes recalling the events that inspired it that much simpler a process.
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