


I remember when I toured the University of Michigan Law Library for the first time.  It's Memorial Day and the weather was unusually hot for the time of year.  Today instead of paying a memorial to those who died in battle, we are paying a memorial to the years my father killed at U of M.  My dad's large callused hands sweat in mine.  They are hard and strong.  These hands have worked hard to give me everything I have ever asked for.  My tiny fingers are uncomfortably stretched to accommodate his thick ones. I feel embarrassed to be sixteen and holding hands with my father, but I made no effort to pull my hand away. It is nice, sweet.  It is comfortable.  I know how much it means to him, and there are so few moments like this.  Besides, the campus is empty.  All the students are home for the summer holidays, and there is no one in the quad to see our brief moment of intimacy or the trace of emotion in my father's face. 


I have never seen my father like this before.  He is not normally one to show emotion.  I have only seen him cry twice.  Once when his mother died, and again when I left for stay away camp.  I am used to his calm, even demeanor; however, today, he is glowing with pride.   He hums “Hail to the Victors” and nearly skips down the sidewalk.  An alumni himself, it is his dream for me to come here.  His emotion radiates off him in waves. His smile is so wide and spreads to his bright blue eyes. “If you get into law school here, I will sell the house if I have to so that I can pay for it.”  I am touched.


“The man who paid for this building never saw it.  He was afraid that after spending all this money on this building, it would disappoint him,” my father explains to me.  He was a smart man, I think to myself.  It so often happens like that.  We work so hard for something, and the end result falls short of our expectations.  I think about my dad.  He has worked so hard for me.  60 hour work weeks, less than a few days of vacation a year.  He has invested so much in me and in my future.  What if I don’t get into the University of Michigan?  What if I fail to excel once I am there?  He will have slaved away and sacrificed so much for nothing.  I will disappoint him.  I fear that I will never live up to his expectations. 


Together, we stand staring up at the vast building.  The ivy vines covering the white stone walls looks like something out of a movie.  Standing outside the grand building, I feel like a princess.  For a moment, I am nine again, make-believing that there is something greater than mundane everyday life.  I believe in something more magical, where there are fairies, magic, and princes. This architectural masterpiece makes me live inside a Disney film. The birds are chirping, and I can almost make out the words they are singing.  The song assures me that everything will turn out all right.  It promises me happy endings.  


My father pulls me inside.  The great long halls echo with the sounds of our footsteps.  I strain my neck to try to see each of the pictures as we pass.  I don’t have time to read the captions as I try to keep up with my father, but I can tell that these walls have decades of history.  The important men and women stare at me as I scamper behind my father.  They judge me.  They ask, “Do you have what it takes?”  I don’t know. 


 We walk down flight after flight of stairs.  Finally, we are in the depths of the library.  I can tell we are deep underground, though I cannot tell how far.  The light creeping through the glass windows is the only hint of the beautiful weather.  I look around.  The most distinct part is all green. It coves the carpet and the walls.  It looks like a forest of AstroTurf.  It twists and turns on forever.  Unlike the forest, however, with its running weather, crinkling leaves, and crackling animal footsteps, this place is silent. Perfectly, completely, utterly way too quiet.  It is unnerving and it makes me uncomfortable. 


My science teacher once told me that when he went to U of M he witnessed the suicide of one of the law students. The student had failed an exam, and it had driven him to shoot himself.  The law student felt like a failure.  He was putting great financial strain on his family, and yet, for what?  So that he could fail exams?  In this room, it is almost easy to understand why this student felt inadequate.  Over all the quiet, all you can hear is your own insecurities ringing across the room.  In this big, silent room your second- thoughts and failures seem like screams. You feel so insignificant and alone.  You will never be big enough to fill this room.  Your voice will never be strong enough to break the silence.  All the green is misleading.  It hints at life and springtime, but down here I feel like winter.  Dante got it right, Hell is freezing. 


I survey the room on last time, and turned to climb back up the stairs. I emerged from the chill of the inferno and out into the blistering sunlight. I am standing again in the wonderfully loud quad. I have never appreciated the birds, the wind, and the sound of the far away voices so much. The flowers are beginning to bloom in the beds lining the walls. The pink, purples, and yellows are starting the break through the mass of green. The quad screams of life. It is a beautiful day, and I smiled again. 








