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A New Friend

AFter the First day oF classes beginning the au-
tumn semester, Zoltan and I resumed our practice of  
having a drink at the faculty club.  

We sat at opposite ends of  a small table in the bar, my beer 
and his vodka between us amongst small glass bowls of  potato 
chips, pretzels and party mix.

Zoltan rummaged in the pretzel bowl, his colossal fingers 
almost unable to extract the loops. 

We had just finished talking about our first impressions of  this 
year’s undergraduates, who seemed ever younger and less pre-
pared than the prior year’s, inspiring in us head-shaking disbelief.

There was an awkward pause, as often occurs when two col-
leagues resume meeting again after a long hiatus. Zoltan had 
spent much of  the summer in his lab. I had spent mine shuttling 
our kids to various day camps and teaching a summer course. 
We were that close and had barely spoken to one another. 

“So, what happened this summer on the home front?” I asked, 
wincing immediately at the inappropriate stupidity of  the question.

Zoltan looked at me as if  I had lost my mind. He spat out, “I 
have no home.” 

I watched members and guests at other tables look our way, 
eying him.

The fact is Zoltan frightens people.
More than his massive size and his hulking demeanor, it’s the 

disturbed, crazy Hungarian seriousness of  him that causes peo-
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ple to shift uncomfortably when he walks into a room, to glance 
about furtively for the closest exit. The unshaven mass of  his 
scowling, mustached countenance, penetrating black eyes, the 
coils of  black-grey hair springing from his head, he looks as 
if  he has emerged from some basement torture chamber for a 
breath of  fresh air still absorbed in the work at hand. Zoltan 
moves through life unaware of  the seas of  humanity parting 
before him.

Putting all his idiosyncrasies aside, Zoltan is my good and 
loyal friend, the first person I would call in an emergency. I 
know many of  his secrets; he knows way too many of  mine.

For instance, we will have our drinks and Zoltan will pay 
me in cash for his portion as we exit the club. Despite being a 
tenured professor and senior cancer researcher, Zoltan is not a 
member of  the club. He will pay me, an associate professor of  
communications, from the stash he keeps in his bottom bureau 
drawer, his life savings. 

Kicked out of  his house by his wife years ago, living in a third 
floor room he rents near the university, my friend is a man of  
the here and now. He and his wife have fought over money for 
all their years of  marriage and separation. He is on the one 
hand reluctant to get a divorce because of  what it might cost 
him and on the other hand understandably paranoid about her 
knowing how much money he might actually have, so he has no 
bank account, no credit cards, no memberships. He pays his rent 
in person; he pays what few bills he might have by money order. 
I wonder at myself  at times because I have been immersed in 
Zoltan’s life for so long that all this seems normal to me. 

“I’m sorry. I meant how are things with your family?”
“Frida is the same, a nagging, ungrateful shrew. Anna is back 

at Swarthmore, her junior year.” Then his whole countenance 
changes as he asks with real interest and concern, “How is Janet 
and Sarah and Tommie?” 

These inquiries are not only totally caring and sincere but of  
an unusual depth and as such they routinely make me struggle 
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to respond in some meaningful way. Unfortunately, no matter 
how I might try to embellish any description, our lives as two 
professionals raising two children in a metropolitan communi-
ty are ones of  frantic and mind-numbing routine.

I hear myself  let out a small, exasperated sigh. “Janet? Good.” 
I shrug. “Her practice is going well but along with Tommie it’s 
wearing her out. The usual.” 

“And Tommie and Sarah?”
I shake my head. “Tommie?” How does one describe a car-

ing and affectionate child who is unfortunately obsessive and 
inappropriate in all his behavior? “Well, daily issues but noth-
ing major this summer. Sarah? Too bright and perfect for her 
own good. Sailing through school. If  she wasn’t such a cutie, it 
would be disgusting. She’s a good sport about Tommie. But he 
grates on her like he does all of  us, and the fact that he absorbs 
most of  our attention doesn’t help.”

“Hmmm, yes. I can see that.” 
Occasionally in emergencies we have had to call on Zoltan 

as a sitter for our kids. Uncle Zoltan. He invents experiments 
or games, totally ignores their bedtime, let’s them eat junk food 
and sweets. By the time we return they are in the midst of  a liq-
uid color-changing chemistry experiment, our kitchen turned 
into a rank-smelling laboratory. Or he endeavors to teach them 
about his first love, opera, and we return home to opera blast-
ing from the speakers and Zoltan acting out different parts with 
the kids, including female, for which he has borrowed some of  
Janet’s clothes, which, as you might imagine, ticks her off  pret-
ty significantly. I mean, it’s not like he can actually fit in any 
of  her garments, so he pins them to himself. Needless to say, 
Tommie and Sarah find him endlessly amusing.

In my peripheral vision I became aware of  a fellow patron 
approaching our table. His ruddy face reflected years of  alcohol 
and stress, his complexion irregular and his forehead marked 
with small, sharp crevices, damage undoubtedly from a colli-
sion with a car windshield some years before. He wore a fune-
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real store-bought suit, nondescript gray print tie, white shirt, 
black loafers. There was a reassuring presence about him, of  a 
man inured to the foibles of  life, even appreciating and seeing 
the humor in them, a fellow traveler in need of  some company. 

“Buy you fellas a drink on a Thursday night?” he asked in a 
pleasant tone.

At some point the previous year, when I was having lunch 
at the faculty table, he had been pointed out to me as one of  
the president’s “henchmen,” which in summary was all I knew 
about him. I always found this kind of  name-calling interesting, 
as faculty, while professing an ardor to protect all entities from 
discrimination, invariably criticized the administration and 
its members with stereotypical bias while holding themselves 
aloof  from any real interaction. It was as if  they could not help 
themselves in their need to feel superior.

“We’re just…” I began.
“Yes,” said Zoltan. “That good. Thank you. Sit down.” 
Our new acquaintance pulled a chair from another table and 

sat down. Our waiter came. “Martini on the rocks,” he ordered, 
“four olives, four onions. And another round for these gentle-
men. Thanks.”

“Frank Lusby.” He extended a hand, and leaning over the 
table shook ours. 

“Zoltan Vastag.” 
“Good to meet you.”
“Thomas Simpson.”
“Likewise. I saw you fellas here all the time last year, figured 

I should make your acquaintance. You guys seem like real com-
padres. It’s not everyone who pauses on a daily basis for reflec-
tion and a bit of  socialization. Makes life worth living, I think. 
How do you guys know one another?”

“We met at faculty orientation a dozen years ago,” I told him. 
“Something clicked. We were both recently married for one 
thing, both starting our careers, both new to the area. Epic ad-
ventures followed. None of  which can be discussed.”
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Lusby chuckled. “Yes, that I do understand. It’s good to have 
real friends.”

“What you do besides sit here and buy people drinks?” Zol-
tan asked.

“Ah, good question, Zoltan,” Lusby said. “Thank you. I’m a 
consultant to the university, working out of  the president’s of-
fice on the capital campaign.”

“The big one?” I inquired.
“That would be the one—$4.5 billion.”
“That a hell of  a goal,” Zoltan remarked.
“Yeah, pretty overwhelming until you break it down into the 

various potentials for different schools, divisions, programs and 
projects and match them up with donors. Then it begins to look 
doable. Of  course, the board will play a major role.”

“All them billionaires.”
“We are fortunate enough to have several.”
Our drinks came.
“You still not told what you do,” Zoltan said.
Lusby shrugged. “Hard to define really. To some degree what-

ever the hell they tell me to do. I’m a strategist and an organizer 
for the campaign both from a prospect, staffing and choreogra-
phy point of  view. But you know in that kind of  role it’s not too 
long before you’re caught up in the whole ball of  wax.”

“So, you’re something of  an administrative tar baby?” I joked.
Lusby laughed hard, reddening. “Yeah, that would be me. I 

think I’ll tell Bryan, rather, our president, that one. He’ll get a 
kick out of  it.”

“You’re on the road permanently?”
“It doesn’t quite work that way. I’m home the majority of  

weekends. A lot of  times I can stretch it to three days. Then we 
have a summer vacation of  a month.”

“You have kids?”
Lusby looked at us glumly, a world of  troubles surfacing in 

his expression. “Yeah, my lovely wife, Mary-Beth, holds down 
the homestead while my daughter, Elizabeth, screws up her life.”
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“What do you mean?”
“She’s a Goth.”
“Oh.... Jesus.”
“He has nothing to do with it, I can assure you.”
“Yeah.”
“Frankly, there are times I wonder whether I have any role in 

our household at all, other than bringing home a paycheck and 
being taken for granted.”

Neither Zoltan nor I knew how to respond to this strangely 
intimate confidence, so we were silent.

Lusby continued in his soft, smoky voice, a voice tailored to 
not carry, “We have a cocker spaniel, you know? Very sweet 
dog. When I come home after a long week of  killing myself  
here, I walk in the front door and the damn dog barks at me. 
How do you like that?”

“Frank, you need more home time,” I counseled.
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Or a lot less!”
We laughed with him. 
“So, do you guys mind if  I ask you a couple questions? I just 

like to hear the unvarnished truth once in a while from folks 
who have no vested interest in the politics of  this place.”

“Sure,” I said, “but we have to go in a couple minutes.”
“Okay. So, for now, just one question. If  you had one word of  

advice for the president, what would it be?”
It did not take me long to reply. “The president’s going about 

selling himself  to his constituents in all the wrong ways. Your 
communications from him are predominantly in print, which is 
static and out-of-date by the time constituents read it. He needs 
to be on the web. The more you can get him as a participant or 
host on podcasts and other media broadcasts the better. This 
will humanize him. You might consider a regular virtual town 
meeting in which the president discusses university programs 
and plans and takes questions from the audience. Broadcast it 
online and allow it to be interactive. 

“As for your publications, get rid of  as many of  the grip-and-
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grins as you can. Feature small articles and thought pieces from 
him that articulate his vision or a genuine emotion or idea so 
people feel like he has a soul, that he cares about higher educa-
tion and this university and that he has interesting, informed 
opinions and ideas to share. You’d also do well to assemble an 
email from him to constituents several times a year reporting 
and discussing what’s happening at the university, recognizing 
and giving as much credit to everyone who’s doing good work 
as possible—the more conversational the tone the better. It 
would likely have high readership.” 

Lusby nodded thoughtfully as he took a sip of  his martini. 
“That’s very sound and sensible advice, Thomas. I wonder why 
our public relations and marketing folks haven’t ever made any 
of  these recommendations?”

“Beats me. We never see them; never hear from them. I know 
they’re busy, but that’s all I know. Like many things around 
here, we live in two separate worlds.”

“Hmmmm,” Lusby mused. 
Zoltan said, “At medical center we have head of  the hospital 

and we have dean of  the medical school. I have dual appoint-
ment and report to both dean and department head. Depart-
ment head report to head of  oncology center. We have no clue 
about the president. He not a player in our game. He need to 
have a meeting of  the entire faculty and research people and 
tell them what he doing to help us, what he think, who he is.”

“Well, he very definitely is a player in your game, but I’ll let 
that go,” Lusby said. “The fact that you don’t think he is I find 
very interesting, and I like your suggestion.... Thanks, guys. I 
appreciate your thoughts. Get on with your real lives now while 
I think about what you just said.” 

He pulled a small leather card holder from his suit jacket 
pocket and handed us each a card. “By the way, there’s a wel-
coming reception at Stewart House for deans and department 
heads next Friday at four. Could I count on you fellas to attend? 
Be good to have a few at large folks from the university and 
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medical campuses there. Be happy to introduce you around—to 
the president and other members of  the administration.”

“We let you know,” Zoltan replied, standing. He turned to 
me. “You give me ride?”

“Sure.”
Zoltan paid me as we left the club and we walked across the 

quadrangle to my car amidst the general undergraduate cele-
bration of  cooler days, turning leaves, fraternity rush and an 
upcoming football game, people passing in the other direction 
giving Zoltan a wide berth. 

I looked at Frank Lusby’s card. On one side it was printed 
with the university seal and had him as chief  consultant to the 
president for the Campaign for Progress. On the other was a 
corporate logo fashioned out of  dollar signs and his title as se-
nior vice president for Blakum, Inc. in Pittsburgh.

“What you think of  that Lusby?” Zoltan asked me.
“Kind of  a creepy guy but also very likable. I find myself  

wondering why he bought us a drink. Why did you even agree 
to have a drink with him?”

“He know everything. You take Zoltan’s word. He like some 
kind of  spook for administration. Nothing happen without him. 
His fingerprints nowhere to be found. There are reasons he 
want to buy us a drink. Not to say I know what reasons are, but 
one thing you can be sure of, he know exactly who we are and 
exactly why he want to know us.”

“Very Machiavellian,” I observed.
“Yes. That why I let him buy us drink. I am a curious fellow.”
“You going to this reception?”
Zoltan shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Be interesting to meet 

our boy wonder president and all the ass kissers and others, like 
his assistant. Very attractive, capable, scary woman. You come 
too. We fuck with them.”


