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Chapter 1 

 

I am sitting behind my desk watching the downpour when I catch the scent of bacon.  

Dunbar is in the building again, despite the restraining order.   

I close my eyes as if that might enhance my sense of smell and wonder if 

Ramona, my boss, can detect the bacon all the way back in her office.  I picture her 

sitting in her Herman Miller Aeron chair, tucked behind her computer screen, sneakered 

feet barely reaching the floor, her compact, sprinter’s body folded in half at the waist, not 

in an attempt to hide or be secretive, but trying to physically burrow into Matters of the 

Heart or Between the Sheets or whatever other period-specific, euphemistically risqué 

bodice-ripper she has open in her lap.  I know what’s going on back there.  Fantasizing.  

Role-playing.  Vicarious pleasure seeking.  Page after page of cream-whipped breasts 

pressing up against bulging pectorals and arrowhead pelts of silky chest hair, heaving 

women impaling themselves on the swollen brawn of lust-crazed men, “shattering” in 

any number of adventurous positions and locales.  

Ramona used to be competent.  She used to organized, responsible, militantly 

efficient, the kind of woman who wouldn’t waste the time to scoff at paperback love.  

Now, under the screen name RedheadedTigress, she’s the most frequent commenter at 

RomancingTheBlog.com.    

Several months ago, before she was so far afield, Ramona thought it might prove 

difficult to legally bar a tenured professor from his place of employ, even a pathological 

agitator like Bert Dunbar.  The man considers himself an edgy New York City artist-
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provocateur and lives in constant struggle against the geographic and circumstantial fact 

that he is something less, namely, a Midwestern drawing teacher.  In his narcissistic 

screwball mind he affirms his artistic relevance (to peers, students, the voices in his head) 

with his “performance art,” elaborate acts of disobedience designed to upend the 

administration.  I have never recognized any substance in his deranged behavior.  He 

usually cries creative censorship after the fact, and then, when that backward reasoning 

doesn’t persuade anybody, he insists it’s escalated to meta-censorship—censorship of the 

censorship.   

His artistic oeuvre includes hatching ticks in the school’s main gallery as a 

statement about the blood-sucking school administration, and assigning his Performance 

Art II class to whittle a twelve-person Viking battleship and take it on the river to fire, 

what were called in the incident report, “human waste cannonballs,” at the School of 

Visual Arts building.  He requires artistically and motivationally substandard students, 

permitted to enroll in his courses by yours truly, to wear straightjackets for the duration 

of one or more class periods, depending on the degree of their unimaginativeness.   

One would think these escapades might be sufficient for legal restraint but Dunbar 

has been at it for decades and drapes himself in the protective cloak of detailed, 

enumerated, amended, indexed, claused, paginated and infuriatingly air-tight consent and 

release forms, signed by each student in each of his courses on the first day of each 

semester, well before they know they’re handing over their mental, emotional and, at 

times, physical liberties to a complete and total whack job.   

What we finally busted him for was peeping on a nude model in an evening 
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drawing class.  Dunbar claimed he was on the ladder to change a light bulb but Brandon 

Nichols, a once straight-jacketed undergraduate, said he saw Dunbar leering over the 

classroom divider, “practically slobbering on that naked chick.”  It wasn’t a strong 

enough case to fire him (he did, in fact, have a light bulb in his possession), but when a 

student even hints at sexual misconduct it’s good enough for at least a restraining order.  

We take what we can get.  

I get up from behind my desk, the fresh canker sore inside my lower lip pulsing, 

and stalk out of my office, on the hunt.  Catching Dunbar in violation of the restraining 

order is one of my professional charges as Administrative Coordinator of the School of 

Visual Arts.  He is legally allowed to enter the facility only during hours when he is 

teaching, and under no circumstances may he communicate—verbally, electronically or 

culinarily—with faculty, staff or students not registered for one of his courses.  Since 

commencement of the restraining order he has been sporadically sneaking into the 

building and firing up a hot plate in a corner, closet or unused office, and frying bacon.  

The scent overtakes the building, letting us all know he does not intend to go quietly.  Or 

rather, nonodorously.   

In person, Dunbar is a befuddled, incoherent, untucked goon of a man, the 

consent and release forms, prepared at his behest by a pricey but commensurately skilled 

attorney, the only indication of productive brain function.  That he can do anything 

remotely elusive let alone repeatedly so is astounding to me.  And yet we haven’t caught 

him in the act.  I haven’t caught him in the act.  But after he vacates the building I know 

where he’s been; he leaves calling cards, green gourds grown into creatural molds of his 
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own making and carved with his initials.  The time and effort it must take Dunbar to 

prepare the molds, then tenderly grow gourds in those mold, indicates to me the depth of 

his depravity.  What kind of man does that to a vegetable?  The first gourd was in the 

shape of a painter’s palette and brush but they’ve become more combative since, the most 

recent a remarkable replica of a dove making a crude gesture with its feathered wing.  

Barbarian. 

I’ve collected the eleven gourds we’ve found so far and arranged them on a 

bookshelf in my office as motivation to catch Dunbar red-handed, something General 

Counsel says we must do before we can take further legal action.  Even if we do catch 

him we’re not certain it will be considered a fire-able offense by the Dean, so we’re 

working on a plan to claim the gourds and bacon are “communication” and therefore 

transgressive of the restraining order—another strategy Ramona laid out before veering 

off into fantasy land.   

Out in the atrium, the scent of prey in my nose, I run my tongue across the 

bulging surface of the canker sore inside my lip and sniff the air.  My appetite for capture 

intensifies.  When I was an MFA student I actually found Dunbar charismatic.  I admired 

his fearlessness and contempt because they seemed to indicate a complex worldview.  

Now I know he’s nothing but a pompous loon; I find him intolerable.  I wonder what his 

family thinks of his behavior.  I heard his wife forced him to move into their (now grown) 

children’s playhouse in the backyard, which he agreed to do only after running extension 

cords across the lawn so he could have a microwave and television out there.  

I inhale, sniffing like a bloodhound on the trail, my olfactory nerve—not to 
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mention adrenal glands—alert.  I look around the atrium for any indication of where he 

might be.  Smokey air.  A trail of grease perhaps.  Gourd shavings.  I am out for blood.  I 

can’t help thinking of Ethan, my husband, constantly telling me I shouldn’t let Dunbar 

bother me, that I can’t get worked up about the motivations and behaviors of other 

people, especially certifiable, tenured art faculty.  “Everybody has their reasons, Nina, 

and you can’t always expect to understand them.”  This is his mantra.  Everybody has 

their reasons.  Everybody has their reasons, Nina.  He tells me, “Dunbar is completely out 

of his gourd anyway.”  Ethan has made this stupid little joke at least a dozen times and I 

always tell him, first of all, that it’s not funny, and second, that he can laugh about it only 

because he doesn’t have to deal with it day in and day out.  That’s not actually true, 

though.  Ethan would laugh even if he were in my position.  He is another infuriating 

kind of human being, the levelheaded, insufferably tolerant type who actually believes his 

own mantra, and would never be ruffled, certainly not antagonized, by a man so mentally 

defective, so completely ridiculous as Bert Dunbar.  I accept that this perverse toleration 

is likely the reason Ethan loves me but, the fact is, hearing his voice in my head telling 

me to remain calm and ignore provocation only invigorates my bloodlust and makes me 

want to capture Dunbar all the more. 

I sniff the air and wonder about Ethan’s agenda.  This morning he said, “I was 

hoping you could meet me for lunch today, at noon at the Red Herring.”  We do 

occasionally have lunch together, but not like this, not premeditated, like it’s an 

appointment.  I spent the first couple hours of my morning rapt in speculation.  Maybe 

they've asked him to be Chairman of the Physics Department and, though it’ll be good for 
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his career, it’ll mean a lot more time at the office.  Perhaps he’s finally bought the 1962 

Buick Electra he’s been eyeing and wants me to trade in the Subaru and thinks this will 

be problematic for me, which it will.  Maybe he’s slept with one of his graduate students 

and she’s threatened to rat him out if he doesn’t pay up and pay big.   

In my mind I played out this last scenario all the way to the moment of confession 

and then on through the ensuing outrage, bankruptcy and break-up.  I’m not sure if it was 

the train-wreck appeal of the plotline, but I had a hard time ignoring the sparkle of energy 

that coursed my shoulder blades as I imagined myself bawling over Ethan’s infidelity, 

telling him that his remorse, no matter how sincere, couldn’t undo the betrayal, that it was 

too late, the damage was done.  It was over. 

Still standing in the School of Visual Arts atrium—a three-stories-tall open 

cylinder, halfway up an obscure early-career Jackson Pollock adorning it’s putty-colored 

façade, the stairs corkscrewing along the wall up to the top floor—I close my eyes and 

take a more measured inhale, trying to decipher from which direction the bacon aroma is 

coming.  Rain pounds the building’s corrugated steel roof and somehow it seems like the 

noise is interfering with my sense of smell—if only it were silent I’d be able sniff out 

exactly where Dunbar is hiding.  I consider going to get the Bose QuietComfort noise-

cancelling headphones that are sitting on my desk, the ones Ethan gave me for Christmas 

last year—the best present I’ve ever received—but I wore them all morning and the 

battery is almost dead so I don’t bother.  I sniff again and head for the stairs. 

 

When I reach the second story I turn left down a wide glassed-in hallway that is 
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cantilevered out over the river, sticking off the side of the barrel-shaped building like a 

tree branch.  Maybe Dunbar is in the Art Library.  I spent an afternoon last week mapping 

and categorizing the building’s electrical outlets, rating them one through five— five 

being best, one being worst —based on their potential for clandestine bacon frying.  I 

know there are two somewhat hidden but still accessible plugs amid the library’s stacks I 

rated “fours” and another one behind the graduate carrels I gave a “three.”  The pounding 

rain is amplified by the thick aquarium-glass walls, and it sounds as if the drops are 

falling in unison, like an enormous electric drill turning against an immobile screw.  It 

distracts me for a half a second, but when I walk farther down the hall toward the library, 

the smell of bacon intensifies and it fuels my pursuit.  

I reach for the library doors, sensing Dunbar’s presence, certain I’m closing in on 

him, when Suzanne Betts, professor of sculpture and faculty advisor of my MFA 

committee ten years ago, turns the corner at the end of the hall and marches toward me, 

purple suede clogs pigeon-toed and clomping, bright red knee-length sundress aflutter, 

canvas messenger bag yanked across her body, flopped open and practically animate, 

spewing papers, folders, books, some kind of miniature orange traffic cone and what 

looks like a two-by-four.  Suzanne and I became close when I was a grad student and are 

like family now.  She often takes shameless advantage of our personal friendship for 

professional profit and I can see by her expression of pre-apology and the scraggly-

looking boy dragging behind her that this morning will not be an exception.  The boy is 

wearing tight tapered jeans that look like they belong to his thirteen-year-old sister, a too-

small t-shirt adorned with the artificially faded graphic of some band or another, unlaced 
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red converse all-stars, an asymmetrically hacked mullet, and some kind of scummy 

kerchief tied around his neck.   

“Nina, we were just coming to find you.”  She points to the arty ragamuffin.  

“Nina Lanning, meet Mathias Damman, my absolute all-time most promising 

undergraduate.”  Suzanne says this about nearly every student at one point or another, not 

because she is uncontrollably sycophantic or has that teacherly yearning to be adored by 

her students, but because she is perilously optimistic and needs, simply needs to believe 

in the talent of young artists.   

“Nice to meet you, Mathias.” 

“What’s up.”  He looks at me like I don’t get it, whatever it might be.  I don’t 

want to be a hateful person and yet I have a strong impulse to take him by the kerchief 

and bark, ‘cut your hair you little mutt.’ 

“His show is up in the third floor gallery this week and it looks like there’s been a 

robbery,” Suzanne says.   

“Ok, well, can we deal with it a little later?  I’m right in the middle of something.”  

Suzanne looks at me like I’ve just said Marcel Duchamp was a nincompoop.  Her sense 

of smell is perfectly intact—she knows exactly what “something” I’m right in the middle 

of, and evidently does not agree it supersedes a burgled student. 

“Nina,” she says. 

“Can’t you just call Campus Safety?  They’ll be overjoyed to have something to 

do.  Tell them a work of fine art has been stolen.  They’ll think it’s a real crime.” 

“Nina.”  She looks at Mathias and I note that he is the one getting her look of 
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apology now. 

“Fine,” I say.  “Let’s go up there and take a look.” 

 

Upon entering the third floor gallery I see large hunks of what look like driftwood placed 

on maybe a half-dozen podiums around the room.  Mathias’ show.  I’m supposed to 

monitor each exhibition, check students in, walk them through their responsibilities, 

make myself available to assist in hanging and labeling work, but I am the only staff 

member at SVA and Ramona has been useless all semester, so I don’t have that kind of 

time.  I only set foot in the galleries if and when I absolutely must. 

“Ok, you see all these teeny holes in the pieces of wood?” Suzanne says. 

“Mm-hmm.” 

“There used to be hypodermic needles in those.”  She looks at me to see how I’ve 

received that little tidbit and when I don’t reveal anything, she barrels on.  “And there 

were hatchets stuck in that piece over there.  When we came up for critique this morning, 

all of it was gone.” 

Though most faculty don’t know the cause of Ramona’s decline, they’ve noticed 

her absence and have responded in one of two ways: either they are behaving like 

mommy’s out to lunch and it’s free-for-all time, as in Suzanne’s case, or they’ve sensed 

administrative weakness and are gearing up for a coup.  Either way, I am the only visible 

target.  I have been doing what I can to mitigate and contain the mischief and mutiny, a 

certain amount of which is to be expected at a place like the School of Visual Arts, but I 

have no real authority, and there’s really no disciplining the tenured anyhow.  I am a 
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zookeeper with no cage keys.  

I look at all the holes in Mathias Damman’s artwork and, not for the first time this 

academic year, consider quitting my job and moving somewhere far away and non-

English-speaking, where I literally cannot be asked to do anything, someplace like 

Cambodia.  If I had known, nine years ago, that this would be the kind of madness I’d be 

charged with containing in this job I’d have never lobbied for its creation and my 

appointment to it.  “Ok,” I say.  “Mathias, how many hypodermic needles and how many 

hatchets are we talking about?” 

“Three, four hundred needles.  But only two hatchets.  And I want to file, like, a 

complaint, er whatever.  Like a police report or something.  For robbery.  This is my 

work, man.  Plus those hatchets are my dad’s.”  The boy smells like Bubblicious and 

unwashed hair.  “Do you guys have insurance at this place?  ‘Cause I think if my shit’s 

not recovered I should be, like, compensated and stuff.” 

I am relieved that Suzanne and Mathias Damman, most promising undergraduate 

student of all time, did not end up calling Campus Safety—it can’t possibly be 

permissible for a state institution to have three, maybe four hundred hypodermic needles 

and two hatchets in an unlocked room, in a building open to the public.  At a minimum, 

it’s a breach of university safety and sanitation policy.  Certainly it’s an actionable 

offense of some kind.  There is no way I’m going to let this kid file a police report.  I 

don’t have the inclination or energy to wage that battle and, more than that, I’m tired of 

constantly being in somebody’s crosshairs. 

“Ok, I can absolutely understand your frustration,” I tell Mathias, contorting my 
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face and voice so they’re as empathetic as possible, “but we’re on campus, so we don’t 

actually file reports with the city police.  You can file an internal theft report with the 

school.  I’ll take your statement and then work with Campus Safety to resolve the 

incident.”  There is no internal theft report, I’ve never taken anybody’s statement and I 

have no intention of working to resolve the incident.  Mathias’ dad is just going to have 

to buy new hatchets. 

“Yeah, that sounds awesome,” he says.  “Can we, like, go do that shit right now?” 

“Actually, I have another order of business I need to attend to first, but if you and 

Professor Betts can wait in my office, I’ll join you shortly.” 

“Nina.  Come on,” Suzanne says. 

“Just give me five minutes.” 

We walk down the stairs and when I stop on the second floor, Suzanne and 

Mathias continue past me.  I go back down the cantilevered hallway and into the library.  

There is a definite bacon smell although it doesn’t seem to be as strong as earlier.  My 

heartbeat quickens as I simultaneously sense Dunbar’s presence and fear he has eluded 

me yet again.  I check the outlets from my map.  No Dunbar.  No hotplate, no smoke-

filled air, no bacon grease.  And no gourd.  Just that savory scent, hovering in the chilled 

library air.  I comb the stacks to see if he found an outlet I don’t know about.  Nothing.  I 

make the full library circuit twice more.  At the doors I take a last look around and head 

back downstairs.   

 

I take the final step into the first floor atrium and stop dead.  Sitting on the polished 
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cement, just a foot or two in front of my closed office door, is a gourd.  In the shape of a 

face.  My face.  With my tongue sticking out.  At me.  My shoulders and hands stiffen, 

my legs go slightly limp, my canker sore burns.  Fury flares in my earlobes.  The 

goading, the provocation, the incredible likeness of the thing!  I stomp over, reach down 

and palm the gourd like a basketball.  A closed-mouth growl vibrates in my throat and, in 

an unprecedented expression of SVA anger, I hurl the gourd to the ground.  

A long fracture explodes across my gourd forehead and my gourd brain spills out 

onto the atrium floor.  The cracked rind skull lolls back and forth a couple of times and 

comes to rest, chin down.  I hear some chatter behind me and look around to see a couple 

dozen students, none of whom I know personally, and a few faculty, all of whom I know 

well, staring at me, half appalled, half titillated, like I’ve just passed rumbling, odiferous 

gas and not excused myself.  I flush in embarrassment, then pick up the gourd, scoop the 

spilled innards back into the shell, stand up straight and carry the whole mess into my 

office where I carefully arrange it on the bookshelf, in its place next to the others. 
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Chapter 2 

 

After I’ve wrapped things up with Mathias and Suzanne I look at the clock on my office 

wall and see I’m late for lunch with Ethan.  I grab my purse from under my desk, stand, 

and hitch it onto my shoulder.  I pick up my umbrella, still drying behind the open office 

door, and give it a little shake.  I do not rush.  Out in the atrium, I avert my eyes from the 

place the gourd sat and walk down the back corridor toward the parking lot.  Pushing 

open both the door and my umbrella in concurrent motions, I break into a trot toward my 

car, cursing because I forgot to take out my keys before heading into the downpour, so 

now I’ll get soaked while I try to hold the umbrella overhead and dig in my purse.   

When I get to my car I discover this will not be a problem: the engine is already 

running.  I look around to see if somebody is out there, if I’m about to become the butt of 

some sick joke.  Seeing only a few students, I pull the door handle and am relieved to 

find the car is at least unlocked.  I get in, toss my purse and umbrella on the passenger 

seat, buckle my seatbelt, step on the brake and put the car in reverse.  I do not move my 

foot to the gas pedal.  Instead I sit for a moment and consider what it says about me that I 

pulled into the parking lot this morning, put my car in park and went into my office, 

leaving the engine running.  For four hours.   

 

When I walk into the Red Herring Grill Ethan is standing next to the hostess, soggy and 

anxious.  He is not wearing a raincoat and does not have an umbrella in his hand.  His 

soft, grayish-brown curls are even more disordered than usual, sopped into ringlets and 
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pressed to his forehead, neck and ears.   He is wearing an ill-fitting cotton sweater that 

was originally forest green, now olive from washings, my favorite of his worn-out 

wardrobe.  I have always considered Ethan one of the most attractive men I’ve ever 

known personally.  His face is all angles and chin, a classic middle-period Picasso, his 

planar cheeks beneath alpine bones meeting in a peak at his symmetrical, almost 

rectangular nose.  He is lean, has always been, his body mirroring the sharp contours of 

his face.  There is something about the way Ethan’s pheromones mingle with mine that 

causes a braid of sugary excitement when I see him.  After seven years of marriage I can 

still feel the chemicals at play, only today they’re entwined with an ulceric ache, one that 

brings to mind the same disquiet I felt when, as a small child, I saw my mother crying for 

the first time.   

“Hi,” Ethan says and steps toward me. 

“Hey.”  I pull my umbrella partly closed and shake it hard.  He backs up to avoid 

the circumference of spray.   

“Everything alright?” he asks.  Anytime I am more than five minutes late Ethan 

indulges a loving impulse to presume I am burning alive in a fiery car crash rather than, 

let’s say, pondering the fact that I left my car running in a parking lot for four hours.  I 

should have called him, I know, and normally I would have, but, I don’t know, I just 

didn’t. 

“Yeah, sorry, I left my phone in my office,” I say and then pray that my cell 

phone, nestled somewhere in the depths of my purse, doesn’t ring during lunch.  I stop 

shaking the umbrella.  Ethan steps in and kisses me.  “Shall we?” he says, and gestures 
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toward the hostess, waiting with two menus. 

We settle ourselves at the table and order iced teas from the hostess.  Ethan says, 

“How’s work?” 

 “Dunbar struck again.” 

 “Oh shit.”  He laughs, enjoying the ongoing tribulations of SVA even if at my 

expense.  “Did you catch him?”  

“Not yet.”  There is no way I’m telling him about the gourd or its smashing.  

“How’s your day?” I say. 

 “Good.  I got another hog.”   

“A-ha.”  There is a tribe of groundhogs digging holes under our front deck, so last 

weekend Ethan rented a trap into which he placed apple slices as bait.  He’s been 

imprisoning vermin all week, and then painting orange stripes down the incarcerated 

animals’ backs so we’ll know if they return.  At the end of each day he takes the whole 

operation to the tree-less, mansioned, gated development up the hill—a neighborhood 

that offends Ethan’s senses of community and good taste—and lets the groundhogs go.   

His own vindictive catch-and-release program.  It occurs to me that my husband is not, in 

this way, entirely unlike Dunbar.   

Ethan beams at me like a child telling his mom he hit a homerun during recess tee 

ball.  I reach up over the table and offer him my palm for a congratulatory high five, 

which he proudly accepts.  He leans back in his chair and says, "Ok, so I wanted to talk to 

you about something.” 

 “Ok,” I say. 
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He takes a long breath.  “I want to talk about having a baby.”   

“What do you mean, a baby?”  Perhaps somewhere in my subconscious I’ve 

known this is what Ethan wanted to talk about.  He would say I did.  He’s a believer in 

the power of subconscious.  Nevertheless, I feel genuinely dumbfounded that he is going 

to try to have this conversation in earnest, in public, over the lunch hour. 

“I’ve been thinking about it for a long time,” he continues.  “It’s something I 

want.” 

Ethan first brought up having a baby a few months ago, saying something like, 

“You know what we need?  We need a mini-Nina running around here.  She could pour 

the wine.”  He’s made comments several times since, always in that casual, playful way, 

and I have responded accordingly: with sick tasteless jokes, the kind a woman can only 

make in the presence of her spouse.  Ethan would say something guileless like, “If we 

had a baby I would teach him all of the laws of thermodynamics by the age of six.  Little 

Lanning baby genius.”  And then I’d say something like, “Not only do you not know the 

first thing about thermodynamics, Professor Lanning, but your kid would be a disaster.  

You’d use some kind of hands-free new-age parenting, raising him to be independent and 

open-minded, to forge his own path, and then one day he’d mow down his classmates 

with a semi-automatic weapon and later tell Oprah it was because his father didn’t give 

him enough structure.”  And then Ethan would chuckle and say, “Hands-free parenting 

wouldn’t make our baby into a mass murderer, if anything, he’d turn into some angst-

ridden poet, writing about how he always yearned for his mother’s affections and 

wondered why she never hugged him.”  Then Ethan would wink at me and I’d grimace.   
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A waiter comes to the table wearing a cartoon smile.  He is young, a college kid, a 

dark-haired, straight-toothed, body-centric frat guy.  From the circles under his eyes and 

his too-tight grin it is clear he would much rather be in bed sleeping off the Jägermeister 

seeping from his pores than here, bringing us lunch.  “I’m Lucas, I’ll be your server 

today.  I see we’ve got beverages already.  Are we all set to order or are we going to need 

a couple of minutes?”  Somehow he makes the first person plural sound like an insult. 

“I think we can be ready,” Ethan says.  “Nina?” 

“You first,” I say. 

“Mm-kay, I’ll have the Cadillac chicken sandwich with fries.  But no bacon.” He 

smiles at me, indicating he is foregoing the bacon, his favorite breakfast meat, for my 

sake.  For some reason, this irritates me. 

“Great.  For you ma’am?”   

“I don’t know what I feel like today.  What do you recommend?”   

“Oh, ok, I like, um, the buffalo wings.  And the chicken strips are pretty tasty too.  

They come with ranch, which is super good here.”   

“I think I’ll have seared tuna salad.” 

“Perfect,” Lucas says. 

“And you know what, can I have a glass of wine too?  This pinot grigio?” 

“I would love to get you a glass of pinot.”  Lucas’ smile is almost burlesque now.  

He walks away and we’re quiet for a moment, Ethan waiting for me to say something.   

“Nina?”  

“Yes?” I respond brightly, as if I don’t know what he wants. 
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“Can we talk about this?” 

“About what?” 

“About having a baby.” 

“Of course.” 

“I want to be a father.”  In his tone I understand, like a beeline through the jokes 

and banter, Ethan is already devoted to his unborn, unconceived child.  He has already 

taken a flying leap off the cliff of fatherhood and is hoping, desperately, that I follow.  I 

feel an intense burst of appreciation that Ethan would want to have a child with me, but it 

is fused to an equally strong sense of resentment—I can see that if I don’t follow him off 

this cliff it won’t be like past dissentions, like the time he wanted to paint the house a 

neighborly, Beckoning Sea Blue, and had already bought ten gallons of paint when, as he 

ascended the ladder, brush in hand, I said I thought the house might be better a less 

chirpy, Collard Isle Green.   

For the duration of one split second I follow Ethan’s wind-blown expression into 

our future.  I imagine I first refuse motherhood, then pretend to agree but secretly keep 

taking birth control pills and then, equal parts relieved and horrified when I don’t get 

pregnant, stand by as a sinkhole opens in our marriage and consumes the joy we spent so 

many years trying to cultivate, leaving me both childless and divorced, a circumstance I 

begin to understand and lament only after Ethan is long gone, starting a family with his 

new, more reasonable wife, while I am alone, ten years older and functionally barren with 

no romantic prospects of any kind. 

Lucas comes back with the glass of wine and sets it in front of me on the table.   
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“Thank you,” I say, and he cracks that backhanded grin over his already turned 

shoulder.  I take the stem between my first and middle fingers and slide the glass toward 

me.  I lift it and sip. 

“What are you thinking?” my husband asks. 

“Ethan,” I sigh and replace the glass on the table, “are you serious about this?”  

My tone is distended with exasperation and Ethan momentarily looks like I’ve hurled a 

fork at his eye.  Of course he is serious.  He is painfully serious.  He is so absolutely 

sincere, so utterly heartfelt it is beyond insulting that I would ask this question. 

But instead of being angry or hurt he says, “Nina, all I’m saying is I want to talk 

about starting a family, which, I think, is the natural progression of our life together.”  I 

hold steady and he continues, “And if we don’t do it soon, it’ll be too late.  You’re 

turning thirty-five this year.  I mean, I’m sorry, I know you know how old you are, but 

it’s just, you know, I don’t want to be that crotchety old father at high school graduation.  

It’s time.”  He’s navigated from rationale to guilt; Ethan is six years older than I am, 

something I have always enjoyed and he has always disliked.  I tell him to think of me as 

his young trophy wife, to which he scoffs and tells me I’m no prize. 

“Ethan, come on.  You really think we’re ready?  This morning I ironed your 

pants, while you were wearing them, with my hair straightener—how’s that burn, by the 

way?”  He doesn’t say anything but looks annoyed so I reach out, cover one of his hands 

with both of mine and continue.  “Honey, I’m more than happy to discuss the idea, 

seriously, I just want to be sure we think it through carefully, with all its lifelong 

implications, before declaring we’re ready to have a child over Cadillac chicken.  I mean, 
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we’re not exactly the most tutelary couple.”  He squeezes his eyebrows into a pinch, 

dazed by this comment, not only because I’m talking to him like he’s a kindergartner who 

doesn’t understand big boy words, but because he considers himself the caretaker in our 

relationship, the communicator, the guardian, the lover, the healer.  And I’m sure he is 

further aghast at my overall implication that a haphazard lifestyle renders one unfit for 

parenthood.  He grew up in a circus of a household and remembers it as a cheerful way to 

have been raised, though I know for a fact he and his siblings made every last one of their 

babysitters cry. 

"Nina, that is completely unfair,” he says.  “How about the emu egg thing?"  

"What about it?” 

“I think it demonstrates I strong custodial side.”   

“Really?  You’re going to cite the emu egg thing as evidence in your favor?"  

“It was an act of nurturing.”  There is a strain of compunction in his voice and he 

tries to make it sound like persuasiveness. 

“Maybe somewhere in your twisted mind it was, except the only reason we 

bought the emu egg in the first place was to bring it home and use it to make, as I recall, 

the ‘world's most monstrous omelet.’  Remember that part?  We weren’t planning to 

nurture the emu, we were planning to eat it.  No wait, excuse me, it was an emu embryo 

we wanted to eat.  We were going to fry it up with spinach and feta.”  I take a pull of 

wine, looking at him over the glass, celebrating my point. 

“I tried to save it,” he says.  “You know I did.”  There is accusation in his tone, as 

if I’m perverse for arguing this with him. 
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“And how did that work out?”  I’m being cruel now, a gesture of protest against 

Ethan’s sincerity regarding our future children; the emu egg thing actually upset him 

deeply.  When we got it home we couldn’t crack it open, and since we couldn’t eat it, 

Ethan didn’t know what else to do but incubate; he went from chef to mother hen, or, 

rather, mother emu, in a matter of moments.  I didn’t think it was a serious endeavor, I 

thought it was another one of our goofball misadventures, the kind we used to always be 

dreaming up and executing.  But after eight weeks in a homemade kitchen incubator 

(three heat lamps, two pillows, one tea towel and a roasting pan) the emu chick was ready 

to hatch.  We found out later Ethan hadn’t applied enough moisture to the shell’s exterior 

during the incubation period, causing it to harden beyond the chick’s pecking capability.  

For a few horrific minutes the bird was alive, trapped inside the shell, struggling to get 

out, pecking madly from the inside, unable to make even a dent.  In a panic, Ethan ran for 

his electric tools, hoping to drill through the shell and free the baby emu.  When he 

finally cracked the steely chamber the bird was dead, we assumed from a fear-induced 

heart attack caused by the screeching, whirring drill bit coming straight at its fluffy emu 

head.  I don't know what Ethan had been planning to do with the bird once it was born 

anyway—those things get huge—and it didn’t move me in any especially mournful way 

when it died.  Ethan, however, was distraught.  

Lucas the Waiter arrives with the food and places Ethan’s sandwich in front of me 

and my tuna in front of Ethan.  “All set?” he says. 

“Looks great,” Ethan says, and Lucas walks away.  We trade plates and begin to 

eat.  Even though I’m not pregnant the nearly raw fish and wine feel like defiance, like I 
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am spiting Ethan with each bite and sip while he nibbles his bacon-less chicken 

sandwich.  After several minutes he says, “Nina, all joking aside, do you think you might 

be resistant to having children because… you know, because of the abortion?”  

All of a sudden the tuna tastes like paste in my mouth.  I am horrified that he has 

brought this up.  It’s one thing to discuss having a child in public to keep me from saying 

something loud and inappropriate, but I am hurt and appalled that he would mention the 

abortion.  “That has nothing to do with this conversation,” I say flatly.   

When I was twenty-five, before I met Ethan, I spent a weekend with a guy from 

my grad school class, just before we were graduating and he was leaving town.  It was 

not serious, I think we both figured we’d never see the other again, so three weeks later 

when I found out I was pregnant I went directly to Planned Parenthood, confirmed the 

pregnancy and scheduled an abortion two weeks hence, the soonest the procedure could 

be done.  I didn’t think twice about my choice, didn’t feel uncertain or conflicted, and I 

didn’t even consider informing the father.   

At the appointment, just before I changed into the hospital gown, the doctor asked 

if I’d mind having a medical student in with us, observing.  I remember thinking the more 

physicians who are trained to do this, the more women will have it available to them.  I 

agreed. 

When I lay back on the surgical table in the procedure room, I saw a beach taped 

to the ceiling above me, two pages ripped from some travel magazine.  The tape was 

peeling away from the ceiling, the edges of the magazine pages dingy from re-pastings 

and time.  I remember wondering if the doctor had climbed up on the surgical table 
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himself to hang it, standing on tiptoe right where I was laying, reaching overhead to stick 

the beach up there.  I suppose he meant it to be a pleasant distraction, a better scene to 

imagine than the one actually taking place, but it struck me as vulgar—a pitiful attempt to 

mitigate such a troubling, intimate occasion.   

Instead of staring at the beach I focused on the medical student, who was centered 

in a frame of my open legs, just beyond the stirrups where I was digging in my heels, 

lifting my pelvis off the table to relieve pressure from the suction.  He was some guy 

about my age, watching the doctor’s movements, listening to him explain how the 

vacuum expels the embryo from the uterus.  He would observe more abortions during his 

rotation at the clinic but, the doctor had told me, mine was his first.  I remember 

wondering what the experience was like from his perspective, and what he would say 

about it to his girlfriend over dinner that night.  I don’t remember if he ever looked at me, 

at my face, I mean, but I watched him for the duration of the procedure.   

I’ve seen him around town since then, at the Crowing Goat restaurant, at 

O’Connor’s Pub once on St. Patrick’s Day, in the crowd at a University football game, 

once at Target buying greeting cards and laundry detergent.  He seems like a nice man.  

Polite.  Friendly.  I worry he’ll recognize me but not be able to place my face, that he’ll 

smile, say hello, ask my name.  Ask where he knows me from. 

When the abortion was over I sat in the recovery room, a row of five recliners at 

the back of the clinic, curtained off from the exam rooms and operation suite by thick 

oatmeal-colored canvas.  I was seated in the second-to-last chair, brown corduroy, well-

worn, and given a heating pad to place on my abdomen and a blanket to cover myself.  
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The chairs on both sides of me were empty, but two recliners down, a woman sat 

bawling.  I automatically looked for her left ring finger and saw she wore two rings: an 

enormous diamond and a thick gold band.  There was a man with her, holding her hand 

as she cried and hyperventilated and I wondered who he was to her, whether he was her 

husband or her lover or her friend or her brother or what, and how it could be that a 

married woman ended up in that recliner.  She’s is playing it right, I remember thinking. 

Hysteria is the only appropriate response.  I worried the curtain was going to be pulled 

open for one reason or another and the young doctor was going to see me there; it was 

one thing for him to witness the procedure, to know of the choice I’d made.  That, I was 

ready to own.  But I could not bear being seen unmoved.  Tearless.  Silent.  Reclining as 

if I were at home watching television. 

But I couldn’t muster any hysteria.  In fact, I felt relieved.  The only thing I found 

upsetting was not feeling guilty, not having a drop, not a flash, not one second of 

hesitation or sorrow.  I felt cold and detached, verifying all the more that I’d made the 

right choice. 

 I told Ethan the basics only after he asked me to marry him.  I worried if I didn’t 

he’d find out one day and feel I had withheld something important.  He is the only 

person, aside from that medical student, who knows, and we haven’t spoken about it 

since the day I told him.  What I never mentioned, however, is that I think of the abortion 

regularly, and worry my experience exemplified, perhaps formed, the limits of my 

maternal proclivity.  I wonder about that now, and then consider if Ethan and I have, over 

our years together, cultivated an intimacy so penetrating that through a kind of emotional 
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osmosis he has understood this information without my ever hinting at it.  The canker 

sore throbs in my mouth and I wonder if Ethan is somehow aware of that too. 

“I’m sorry to bring it up,” he says, “but I want to be able to talk about this.” 

“We are able to talk about it,” I say, “I’m just choosing not to in this particular 

venue.” 

He picks up a French fry, dabs it into a puddle of ketchup on his plate, lifts it 

toward his mouth then holds it there loosely between his thumb and forefinger.  He looks 

at me, sheepish and tired, and I watch as a blob of ketchup drips off the end of the fry and 

lands in his lap.  He doesn’t notice and I don’t say anything. 
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Chapter 3 

 

The rain has stopped by the time I drive back to work, though from the bruised color of 

the sky it looks like it’ll start again any minute.  The mixture of wine and dreary weather 

is like a barnacle on the hull of my sinking mood, and I consider calling in sick for the 

afternoon, going home and retreating into a prolonged coma-nap.  Normally I wouldn’t 

think twice about doing just that but I feel compelled to see how Ramona is, and to find 

out if she has even begun the faculty memo the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences 

directed us to compose and distribute, addressing the potentiality of spring flooding and 

the University’s risk management strategy.  I, in my capacity as administrator, must 

ensure direct and clear communication with SVA faculty, especially now that they’re 

basically unsupervised; art faculty are the sort of individuals so self-involved or entirely 

oblivious they could easily be unaware of crisis, even one right in front of them.  Rising 

floodwaters, for instance, could be swirling around their ankles and they still might not 

recognize the danger. 

 

When I pull into the SVA parking lot I take my time putting the Subaru in park and 

removing the key from the ignition.  I watch myself put the keys into the outside zipper 

pocket of my purse.  Once back in my office I lean my umbrella against the wall behind 

the open door and slough my purse beneath my desk, hearing the keys jingle reassuringly.  

Without sitting down, checking email or even logging into my computer I head back to 

Ramona’s office.  After I knock lightly and hearing nothing, I open the door and step 
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inside.  I am shocked to see that Ramona is not reading a romance novel but is engrossed 

in something on her computer screen, something I hope, with optimism and relief, is a 

faculty memo.  I also notice that to the right of the doorway there is a new picture frame 

hanging on the office wall.  Feeling reluctant to disturb her productivity I say nothing and 

walk over to examine what’s interned behind the picture frame glass.  Ramona has 

trimmed and framed the cover one of her romance novels, cutting away the title so that it 

looks, unconvincingly, like a photograph of a man—a half nude, long-haired, excessively 

tanned, airbrushed, dreamy-eyed man holding what appears to be a semi-automatic 

weapon.  I suddenly feel sure Ramona is not composing a faculty memo.    

Over Christmas break, Ramona’s eighty-two-year-old mother, wheel-chair bound 

because once, while in a diabetic coma, her Pekingese nibbled off eight of her glucosic 

toes, sent to her daughter Brazen Virtue by Nora Roberts.  The following weekend, bored 

and snowed in, Ramona read the book.  I don’t know if it was the cold weather combined 

with escapist fantasy, or the introduction, however preposterous, to the world of sweaty, 

passionate love-making, but Ramona was bewitched.  She bought a few more romance 

novels the following week, and several more the week after that.  By late February she 

was up to a romance novel a day and had started losing focus at work.  When she wasn’t 

in her office I could usually find her squirreled away in a bathroom stall, feasting upon 

the pages of some daring melodrama.  Now, at the beginning of May, she has been 

entirely overtaken by delusions of steamy, adventurous love.   

“Ramona?” I say.  “What are you working on?”  She doesn’t respond, entranced 

by whatever is on her screen, the flickering light dancing across her face.  I feel like I’m 
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disturbing an infant from an afternoon nap.  Ramona is, as a matter of fact, the youngest 

Director in SVA history, only thirty-nine when she took over ten years ago, the same 

semester she became full professor.  She is now approaching the end of her second term 

but doesn’t seem to have given much thought to whether or not she intends to retain her 

post.  Originally, university administration wanted a fresh face, a working artist in touch 

with recent generations of students, but still administratively competent, that unicorn-rare 

breed among academics.  Ramona was perfect.  All her life she’d been so focused on her 

work and career she’d not found the time to accumulate any of the usual studio artist 

distractions: a drinking and/or drug habit, any number of untreatable personality 

disorders, strange and lucrative commissions from close friends in South American 

governments, voluntary or involuntary stays in state psychiatric wards, strings of illicit 

(or, in her case, even licit) love affairs.  She was perfect for the job and has been, until 

this semester, a relatively beloved Director, an even more impressive academic rarity.  I 

look at her now, crammed into a cheap, low-cut black dress, so tight-fitting I can’t tell 

whether she is trying to squeeze into or bulge out of it, and wonder if anything can 

remedy her strange decline. 

“Ramona?” I say again.  She still doesn’t acknowledge me and I wave a hand 

above my head like I’m flagging down a cab. “Ramona.”  

“Nina!” she says. 

“How are you?”  I say this the way I would to an ailing loved one in a hospital 

bed. 

“Nina, Nina, come here, look at this.”  She flaps her hand in a come-hither 



	  29	  

motion.  “Did you know about this?"  She points to her computer screen. 

“What’s that?” I say, walking around the side of her desk. 

“You’ve just got to look.”   

I look.  On her computer screen is a wide-angled shot of a woman’s lacquered 

she-claws and meaty fingers, curled around an enormous, veiny, erect penis.  Thankfully, 

the sound is turned off.    

“I had no idea that this is how a woman is supposed to handle an erection.” 

Ramona stabs an upturned hand toward the computer screen, gesturing to the porn like 

it’s an accomplishment, like it’s the New York Times Sunday crossword puzzle that she’s 

just completed for the first time ever, and in pen no less.  How about that?! 

  “Ramona, you can’t look at this kind of stuff on your work computer.  You could 

get in a lot of trouble.”  I feel sweat prick my back and waistband, my anxiety level 

climbing as if I’m about to get busted, well, looking at porn at work.  

“Do you think they make a more instructive version of this?  Like maybe with 

step-by-step narration?  That's what I really need.  A how-to guide.”  I don’t know what 

to say to my boss, Ramona Holme, Director of the School of Visual Arts, accomplished 

Printmaker, marathon runner, professional mentor and friend.  I feel instead like I’m 

dealing with a curious and heedless prepubescent boy, one who’s maybe a few bricks shy 

of a load.  

“Ramona, you’ve got to turn this off.”  I reach across her and depress the 

monitor’s power button.  The screen goes black and I feel like I’ve diffused a bomb, just 

in the nick of time.  Ramona doesn’t look at me, doesn’t say a word, doesn’t react in any 
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way, she just reaches up, almost robotically, and clicks the monitor back on.  The shot is 

now, presumably, the clawed woman’s mouth, open in an O-shape, lowering over the 

veiny erection.  Just before the actress takes it into her mouth, I notice the penis is 

uncircumcised.   

“Come on, Ramona, seriously.  You can’t have this on in your office, you could 

get fired.”  The on-screen up-and-down seems aggressive to me and I can’t help 

wondering if it isn’t a little painful for the man.  Or perhaps my own technique is a bit 

timid.  I consider asking Ethan what he thinks but immediately discard the idea, since 

there can be no easy discussion of specific sexual maneuvers without addressing the 

absence of our practicing them on one another. 

“I really need to learn how to handle myself,” Ramona says, almost in a whisper, 

mostly to herself.  I’m not even sure she remembers I’m standing there.   

“Please,” I say.  “Turn it off.” 

“I don’t want to come across as a complete twat.” 

“A twat?”  I have no idea why I’ve repeated the word, it’s one of my most hated 

in the English language.  It’s like bile in my mouth.  

“I'm practicing the pertinent vocabulary,” is all she says. 

She is clearly not going to heed my warnings, and, anyway, I am not the ranking 

officer here—who am I to say the Director can’t watch porn in her own office?—so I 

leave, twisting the doorknob lock on my way out, doing what I can to prevent anybody 

discovering Ramona with her matinee.    
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Back in my office I pick up my noise-cancelling headphones but before I can get them 

situated over my ears, Suzanne comes crashing in.  She flops into one of the armchairs in 

the corner, slings one leg over the side and heaps her messenger bag onto the other chair, 

its innards flying onto the seat cushion and floor.  I didn’t notice this morning but I see 

now that under her bright red sundress she is wearing pale blue bloomers trimmed in 

white eyelet lace.  Anybody else might look clownish in the getup but she pulls it off with 

charm.     

“Thanks for helping with Mathias this morning,” she says, reworking her mane of 

wavy ash-blonde hair in an oversized claw clip atop her head.  “He’s kind of a sullen 

little shit, but his work’s pretty good.” 

“No problem.”  I am distracted, manhandling the headphones, staring at them 

blankly. 

“What’s wrong?” Suzanne says.  “Are you pissed at me because of Dunbar?  I 

smelled the bacon this morning, that man is diabolical, though I will say the gourds lack 

his usual imaginative integrity, not in execution, no, they’re completely impressive 

pieces, but in concept, I mean, there’s no there, there, don’t you think?  Who said that, 

wasn’t it Gloria Steinem, no, no, not her, it was that wonderful lesbian, what’s-her-name, 

you know who I’m talking about.”  She pauses long enough to blink.  “I mean, generally 

speaking, Dunbar has somehow managed to maintain his artistic capabilities through all 

the insanity, but the bacon frying, I know, it’s just over the top, is that what’s got you 

looking like you’re on the verge of an epic conniption fit, you’re pissed at me, aren’t 

you?”  I’ve often thought Suzanne would be well served by an extra set of vocal cords, 
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that way she could, as she so often tries to do anyway, speak more than one sentence at a 

time. 

I’m not about to tell her I just walked in on Ramona watching porn so instead I 

say, “Ethan wants to have a baby.” 

 She squeals, squeezes her eyes shut and jumps out of her chair, bouncing in place 

a few times.  She turns, shuffles into the atrium where I can see her through the glass wall 

of my office, kicking off her clogs and jump-starting a cartwheel.  Her sundress flops 

down over her head and I watch her bloomers flounce as she bounces back upright.  She 

raises her arms wide and bends into a deep, breathless bow.  Suzanne has always been a 

woman of profound physical expression. 

 Back in my office she flops into her chair and says, “Neens, that’s fantastic!”  

She’s giddy, her face looks like a gaping red grape.  It is at moments like these I have to 

remind myself Suzanne is not only a grown up, eight years older than I am, but a 

successful university professor and skilled sculptor.  She has long since dreamt of adding 

parent to her list of accomplishments, but has found neither the partner nor the self-

restraint required for motherhood.  I’ve heard her say, “I cannot imagine the degree of 

mutation I’ve inflicted upon my few remaining eggs, I’d have flipper babies for sure, fins 

instead of hands.” 

 “Yeah, well, it’s complicated,” I say, “and I just don’t know that we’re ready.  I 

mean, you know Ethan.  He has the foresight of a second-grader.  Does he seem to you 

like a man who’s ready to be a parent?”  I’m in search of female alignment here, for my 

closest friend to seize upon the tremors of fear in my voice and affirm for me that my 
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mate is not, by any stretch of the imagination, ready to have a child.  To relieve me of 

having to explain that I am the terrified one, that I fear we’ll have a child and, after it’s 

born and named, after all exits doors to other futures are slammed and sealed, I won’t 

love it, won’t know how to care for it, won’t know how to be generous with it.  

 But Suzanne looks at me like I’m speaking in tongues.  “Are you out of your 

mind?” she says.  “Ethan’ll be a phenomenal father.  He’s the most responsible, 

reasonable, self-actualized man I know.”  Suzanne is big on self-actualization.  In her 

mind there is no greater human accomplishment as it indicates overall life balance, an 

equanimity of which, in her place and line of work, there is next to none. 

 “Well, we’ll see.  We’re going to talk about it more tonight.” 

 “For fuck’s sake, Neens, what’s there to talk about?  Go home, spread your legs 

and let your man knock you up.”  When she does express herself in complete sentences, 

she is to the point.  

“We’ll see,” I say again. 

“Oh for Christ’s sake, have the man’s child, Nina.  Maybe you’ll finally grow 

some jugs."  She cups her own sizable breasts and springs them up-down, up-down, up-

down. 

I twist the headphones in my hands and feel Suzanne watching me, finally 

catching on that something is not right.  

“Ok then, we’ll talk more later.  I’m off to addle some young minds,” she says, 

standing, scooping the strewn papers and various other paraphernalia back into the 

messenger bag.  “I’ll swing by after class, if you’re still here we’ll go for margaritas.  
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Your last hurrah before the bun’s in the oven.” 

“You got it.” 

“Ciao,” she says, and blows me a kiss. 

  

A little after seven o’clock, more than two hours past the official end of my workday, I 

stand at the building’s back doors and watch the rain pummel the roof of my car.  The 

drops ricochet with force and I squint to see if it is actually hailing now, but can’t really 

tell. 

I spent the afternoon researching and drafting the faculty memo Ramona is 

supposed to send out by tomorrow morning.  Even if I finish it, I can’t send it without her 

approval and signature and there’s no way to know whether or not that’ll happen.  

Around five-fifteen I saw her wander out of her office in a porn-induced daze and scoot 

down the back hallway, skin-tight black dress riding up her thighs, sneakers squeaking on 

the polished cement floor, not a thing (purse, book, papers, umbrella) in her hands.  I 

wonder if she had really done nothing all day but watch Internet porn.  Maybe she found 

her instructional video.  Though I never thought it would happen, I find myself hoping 

she was reading a romance novel.   

After she left I saved and closed the memo and pulled out my Dunbar map.  Last 

week I marked a green X at the locations where the gourds have been found, and I spent 

an hour or so trying to decipher any pattern or tactical scheme, thinking maybe I’d be 

able to anticipate the location of his next attack.  Finding, unsurprisingly, nothing logical 

in Dunbar’s moves so far, I rolled up the map and put it on the bookshelf with the gourds. 
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Now, standing at the back doors, dreading going out into the rain, I worry about 

Ethan.  He is a man of forward momentum.  It’s what has made him so successful 

professionally—even when his implementation is imprecise, he has no capacity for self-

doubt or dubiousness in general.  He’s steady, calm and unflinching; I’m reeling at the 

thought of what I could possibly say to him to change his mind about our offspring when 

somebody gooses me.    

 “Ouch.”  I drop my umbrella and whip around, placing my hands on my butt to 

rub the sore spot.  I see James Brenton, Assistant Professor of Graphic Design, once my 

grad school classmate and friend, later my colleague, most recently the object of my 

semi-infatuation and, in certain moods, my imaginary lustful paramour.  He is also 

Suzanne’s real-life lover of several months, though he doesn’t know I know this bit.  

He’s under the impression he’s been discreet about the affair, which he has, the 

ambitious, talented young professor sleeping with the ten-years-older master sculptress 

and head of his tenure review committee.  Suzanne, however, is a woman who believes 

that in order to have internal harmony she must “give it all up to the universe,” by which 

she means she doesn’t keep secrets, even delicate ones.  She’s blabbed to any number of 

people, myself included.  When she told me I wondered, with low feminine jealousy, if 

James wasn’t sleeping with Suzanne as a strategic career maneuver.   

 “I don’t think it’s going to let up,” James says.  He points out to the parking lot 

and I follow his hand.  Something about the extreme flexibility of his hitchhiker’s thumb 

strikes me as erotic. 

 “That hurt,” I say, still rubbing my butt, bending down to pick up the umbrella. 
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 “Shouldn’t you be home by now?”  James is an involuntary flirt, evoking 

intimacy through unbroken eye contact and self-possession, though he rarely says or does 

anything actually intimate, which makes him all the more alluring.  I have this recurring 

dream where I make him a sandwich, not some obvious euphemistic meatball on 

baguette, but sliced smoked turkey on thick-cut white bread.  Half-moon tomato slices 

that look just like his fat lower lip.  Iceberg lettuce.  Hold the mayo.  

 “I had some work to do,” I tell him.  “Stuff for Ramona.” 

 “What’s going on with her?  I don’t think I’ve seen her since spring break.”   

 “Things have been a little nuts lately.”  And then, with barely a moment’s 

hesitation, I say, “I caught her watching porn today.  I think she had it on all afternoon.”  

I feel like a tattletale but am relieved somebody else at SVA might have an idea of what I 

am dealing with.  I look at James to see how he’s taking the information and recognize in 

myself a junior high desire to impress him with a mention of pornography.  This causes 

me to picture James naked.  For some reason I imagine him flaccid, his dimpled smile 

welcoming, that bulging lower lip, scarred from a childhood car accident, making him 

look vulnerable but not shy.  I drop my umbrella and bend to pick it up again. 

 “Where?  Here?” he asks.  “In her office?”  He looks confused, or perhaps 

conspiratorial, and I get the idea he may be chewing over how best to use this 

information, perhaps how to prove it so he’s equipped, should he at some point need to 

introduce it as evidence.  For a regular faculty member I doubt if office porn would be 

any big deal, but for a Director already under fire, it’s solid ammunition.  Ramona could 

lose her administrative appointment, perhaps her job.  I think about how James is close 
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friends with half the painting faculty and drinking buddies with Dan Holdt, our Montana 

cowboy ceramicist.  I recall how when we were in graduate school he was, at least for a 

time, a devoted Dunbar disciple, and how he has commented, admiringly, I would say, on 

the gourd collection in my office.  He has no real allegiance to me, whatever I may 

fantasize about him.  With my free hand, the one not gripping the umbrella, I take him by 

the upper arm.   

 “Listen, James, you cannot say anything to anybody.  Please.  Ramona is having 

enough trouble these days.”   

 “Of course I won’t say anything,” he says.  “I like Ramona.  Besides, I don’t see 

anything wrong with a little porn.”  He grins at me. 

 “Not even to Suzanne, James.  I didn’t tell her about this.”   

He shifts his weight.   “Why would I say anything to Suzanne?”  He seems 

nervous, uncomfortable and I realize I’ve stumbled into a workable, if unfriendly, play—

he thinks I’m blackmailing him.  He tells anybody about Ramona’s porn, I tell about him 

and Suzanne.  

 “Just don’t say anything,” I say.  “To anybody.”   

“I won’t, I promise.”  I can tell he wants to leave but seems to feel it would be 

worse than staying.  He looks down the hall in the direction opposite the back doors and I 

realize this transaction will be there between us now.   

When James doesn’t turn back for several moments it becomes clear he’s looking 

for somebody.  I think how Suzanne never came by for margaritas and figure he must be 

here this late for her, waiting for her to come down the hall, or perhaps sent on an errand 
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to usher me out the door so they can leave together.  

When he finally turns back to me, I make a show of looking at my watch.  “I 

better go,” I say and open my umbrella.  “I’m sure Ethan’s worrying.  I’ll see you 

tomorrow morning?  At the faculty meeting?” 

 “We have a faculty meeting tomorrow?” 

 “First Friday of the month.  Ten-thirty.”  I put a hand on the door and lean into it.   

 “I don’t think anybody remembers,” James says. 

 “I’ll send an email,” I say, and push out into the rain. 
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Chapter 4 

 

I sit in my car in the driveway and, through sheets of rain, see that the front door 

of the house is ajar, meaning Ethan is home.  Most of the windows are lit and a few are 

open so that the rain is blowing in.  From the outside it looks like a house with a rich 

inner life, bustling with activity, a place where affection, merriment and probably 

unselfconscious dancing are likely to be found, maybe even right at this very moment. 

I love our house.  It’s a craftsman bungalow, built in 1912, set back from the 

street, squat and wide with a low-slung front porch and an attic window perched top 

center, all of the trim bright white against the seasick-green siding. 

 We bought the place six years ago, shortly after we were married.  It was the first 

property we looked at—thirteen hundred square feet, two bedrooms, one-and-a-half 

baths—and, though we saw at least a dozen more, I knew it was the one we’d buy.  The 

original end-grain cherry floors, the glass-pained pocket doors dividing the rooms on the 

first floor, the wood-burning fireplace, the eat-in kitchen and built-in bookshelves—I 

loved the way it felt and moved, with the nighttime water hammers, the creaking floors, 

the banister rubbed soft, like the place had long since been broken in, kneaded over time 

into a real home.  It seemed like the exact kind of place a couple like us should live. 

My cell phone rings and I assume it’s my husband, calling to find out which 

emergency room I’m in.  I dig the phone out of my purse and see on the caller ID it’s my 

mother.  I push ignore, and wonder why Ethan hasn’t called; I’m over two hours late.  I 

begin to worry what’s got him distracted.  Dropping the phone back into my purse, I open 
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the car door and, not bothering with my umbrella, dash out into the rain, sprinting for the 

open front door.   

What I first notice upon stepping, soaked, into the house are two giant duffle bags 

on the floor in the center of the living room.  Then I hear the music.  

In our dining room, beneath the polished brass chandelier, where a table and 

chairs should be, sits an old, scarred, walnut-finished Kimball baby grand.  I found the 

piano on eBay five years ago, locally listed for two thousand dollars, and convinced 

Ethan it’d be better in our house than a dining room table and chairs.  We would never 

have to host family holidays, I argued.  We’d never have to buy tablecloths or place 

settings or stemware or flatware.  It’d be fun, I said, lively, different.  After a month of 

pestering, he caved.  

We used to sit side-by-side on the bench, dinner plates balanced on our laps or on 

top of the piano where sheet music would have been if either of us could read music, and 

I would plunk out Great Balls of Fire or One For My Baby or Rudolph the Red-Nosed 

Reindeer. 

Tonight I hear Pachelbel's Canon, played slowly, by a beginner with great 

affection for the sustain pedal.  Perhaps Ethan spent the evening learning the matrimonial 

song as a romantic gesture after our tense lunch.  I close the front door behind me and 

shake some of the rain from my hair, swipe at the water on my shoulders and sleeves, and 

see Ethan walk past the doorway to the kitchen at the back of the house.  He feels me 

looking at him, stops, turns his head, smiles.   
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“Hi,” he says, and comes toward me through the living room, beaming, beads 

of sweat dotting his forehead, his cheeks a medium-rare pink.  I can tell from his 

expression he has no sense of what time it is or how late I am.  He has a Sierra Nevada in 

one hand and, with the other, reaches out to take my purse, which he drops on the 

entryway table.  He is still wearing his work pants but is shirtless, and has on what looks 

like a fanny pack, his slender torso rippling like a wave pool, his slight breasts bobbing 

on the wake. 

“I see you dug out the belly shocker,” I say, and poke at his pulsating middle. We 

ordered the device years ago, not because either of us believed it’d yield six-pack abs, not 

because either of us cared two cents about six-pack abs, but because we wanted to see it 

for ourselves, wanted to play with the thing, test it out.  At the time it I found it funny, 

making a game of an infomercial, seeing what we could wrap it around and make vibrate, 

wearing it to dinner, Ethan threatening to wear it to a faculty meeting, but tonight I’m 

only annoyed. 

“The Contour Core Sculpting Belt,” he says.  

“I remember.” 

“Pretty amazing we could even find it, huh?”   

“Incredible,” I say.  I take the beer from him and sip.  “Who’s playing the piano?”  

“Come in,” he says, his smile widening.  He takes his beer back, puts his other 

arm around my shoulders and starts to pull me into the house.  “Come in, come in.”   

“Hon, I’m just going to run upstairs and change quick,” I say.  “I’m soaked.” 

“Really?”  
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“I’ll be two seconds.”   

I duck out from under his arm and trot up the stairs.  He walks back into the 

kitchen and I hear him move a pot or pan around on the stove.  Pachelbel’s Canon stops 

and there is talking.  It sounds like a young girl. 

In the upstairs bathroom I close and lock the door.  A few years ago Ethan offered 

to turn the detached garage into a studio for me so that I could start making work again, 

but instead I asked him to redo this bathroom.  He knocked down a wall, combining the 

bathroom with what used to be a huge walk-in linen closet, laid black and white checked 

tile, painted the walls Summer Marigold, installed a white claw-foot bathtub and a china 

pedestal sink, and found a gold-on-red paisley armchair and footstool just small enough 

to fit into the corner.  Last year I started spending more time in here, eventually moving 

in my dresser and, a few months after that, a small writing desk.  This is the only room in 

the house where Ethan respects the boundary of a closed door. 

I flip the toilet seat down, letting it slam, and do the same with the lid.  My blouse 

is soaked through and when I peel out of it and toss it over the shower rod I notice it 

smells of second-hand bacon.  I unzip my skirt and, kicking off my clunky work loafers, 

pull it up over my head and hang it next to the soggy blouse.  Sitting in the armchair, I 

reach around my back with both hands, unhook my bra, slip the straps down my arms, 

then hold the bra to my nose and sniff.  I let it drop to the floor.  I am both irritated and 

relieved that Ethan has a dinner guest.  I’ll be able to avoid further baby discussion, at 

least for tonight, but instead have to make conversation with a stranger, some girl, over 

whatever entrée Ethan’s got going in the kitchen, sitting elbow-to-elbow on the couch, 
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the only site for dinner parties of more than two at our house.  I interlace my fingers in 

front of me and stretch up overhead, arching my back.  I relax, look down at my breasts, 

rub beneath them where the underwire was all day, run my fingertips up and down over 

my nipples, feel them harden.  Pachelbel’s Canon resumes downstairs.  I get up and dig 

through a basket of clean laundry for jeans and a t-shirt. 

In the kitchen it is bright and warm and smells like bologna and onion.  The 

faucet is running even though Ethan is standing at the far counter, next to the stove, 

slicing a green pepper, still wearing the Contour Core Sculpting Belt, belly and chest still 

undulating.  Spread around the kitchen are a block of cheddar, a red pepper, a head of 

lettuce, several empty beer bottles, a container of black bean salsa, an emptied box of 

Spanish rice, an open bag of tortilla chips, and, on the breakfast table, a plate of uncooked 

boneless skinless chicken breasts and a package of large flour tortillas.  There are a 

couple of pans going on the stove and the Griddler is plugged in and sizzling on the other 

side of the sink.  The atmosphere is energetic and carefree, an aberration for Ethan lately, 

and I begin to grow concerned. 

“Quite the operation,” I say. 

Ethan looks up, smiles, doesn’t stop slicing.  “Feel better?”   

I walk to the sink and turn off the faucet.  “What’re you making?” 

“Quesadillas.”  He gestures to the Griddler.  “It was Mark’s idea to add hotdog.” 

“Hotdog quesadillas?”  I walk over to where my husband is slicing.  “That’s 

disgusting,” I say, and pick up a sliver of green pepper, snap it in half, put one piece in 

my mouth. 
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“I know.”  Ethan laughs. 

“Who’s Mark?” 

“Come.”  Ethan puts down the knife.  “Meet him.”   

I pop the other piece of green pepper into my mouth.  Ethan takes me by the 

elbow and guides me through the second doorway in the kitchen to the adjacent dining 

room and the baby grand.  An Asian kid is at the piano, his small hands moving over the 

keys.  He stops playing when we come into the room. 

“Nina, this is Mark.”   

He stands, pushes back the bench.  “Hi,” he says and nods.  He is small, even for 

an Asian kid, and his face is a disordered mess of acne and recently, randomly sprouted 

facial hair.  His eyes are close together, his smile tentative, grateful.  He is wearing loose, 

baggy jeans and an enormous white t-shirt with black lettering that reads, I AM THE 

AMERICAN DREAM. 

“Hi,” I say.  

He squeaks, high-pitched and muted. 

“Mark’s in my Statistical Physics course,” Ethan says.  “Best student in the class.  

You’re from China, right, Mark?” 

“Yea, Guangzhou.”     

“You’re a very talented piano player,” I say. 

“Yea,” Mark says.   

Ethan puts a hand on the small of my back, leans toward me until his lips are 

against my ear.  “I don’t think his conversational English is all that great.”    
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“Well, I hope you’ll join us for hotdog quesadillas,” I say.  Mark looks to Ethan 

for explanation but I see my husband is looking at me, giving me a dirty look.  I elbow 

him and gesture to Mark.   

Ethan looks at the kid and begins to shovel invisible food into his mouth with an 

invisible utensil.  “We’ll eat soon,” he says.  Mark nods, sits down at the piano, steps on 

the sustain pedal and reprises Pachelbel’s Canon. 

I turn and walk back to the kitchen and Ethan follows.  I go to the fridge, open the 

door, take out a beer.  “Doesn’t he know how to play anything else?”  

“I think he’s putting on a concert for us,” Ethan says. 

“Hmm.” 

He takes the beer from me, opens it with the magnetic opener from the side of the 

fridge, drops the cap on the kitchen table, and hands the bottle back to me.  “So, what do 

you think?” 

“I think Pachelbel’s Canon is kind of annoying.  I was just being polite.”  

“He’s nice, right?” 

“He barely said anything.” 

 “He’s shy.  He’s a good kid.  Great student.  Smart.” 

 “Mm-hmm.”  I take a drink of the beer. 

 “Nina, listen, I’m sorry about the way lunch went today.” 

“Oh god, Ethan, come on, you really want to talk about this now?  With Mark the 

Chinese in the next room?”   

“I don’t think you should call him that.” 
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“I’m not discussing this.”  I turn away from my husband and the fridge, walk over 

to where the green pepper sits, half chopped, and turn and lean against the counter, 

crossing my arms over my chest, beer bottle dangling from one hand. 

“Nina, please, this is important.” 

“I know it is.  And we can talk about it tomorrow or this weekend or whenever.  

Anytime, in fact, other than right now, with him in the other room.” 

 “Will you just let me say what I have to say?”  

“Fine.”  I raise my beer to him, shrug one shoulder.  “Go ahead.” 

“It’s important to me that you see I can care for another person, so that you can 

understand for yourself how ready I am to be a father...” 

 “Ethan…” 

“…which is why I invited Mark to stay with us.” 

“What, stay the night?”  

He shoots me a grin I haven’t seen in a while, one part excitement, two parts 

sheepishness, then hooks his thumbs into the top of the Contour Core Sculpting Belt and 

pulls it away from his body.  His stomach stops convulsing, his breasts stop bouncing—

an announcement of this magnitude apparently calls for torsal stillness.  “For the 

summer,” he says, and lets the belt snap back against his skin. 

I slam the beer bottle down too hard.  Foam crawls out the bottle’s neck and rolls 

down the side to the countertop where it pools. “That’s not funny, Ethan.” 

“He showed up in class this afternoon, distraught, literally in tears.  He’d just 

figured out they’re closing his dorm for the summer.  He hadn’t been able to understand 
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the email announcements or fliers.  He had no idea.  Nobody told him.  Nobody checked 

that he had arrangements.  He can’t go home because his visa is for one entry per year, so 

if he left he wouldn’t be able to get back in time for fall semester.  He has hardly any 

money and nowhere to go.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”  

“We can look after him, Nina.  Practice.”   

“Practice what?  Feeding and sheltering a non-English speaking Chinese national?  

I don’t think I need practice in that area.  What is he, twenty years old?” 

“Something like that.” 

“He doesn’t need parents, Ethan, he needs friends, roommates, a girlfriend.” 

“He can’t drive, he doesn’t know how to use the bus system, he has no idea how 

to cook.  What was I supposed to do, leave him on the street?” 

“Ok.  So, to be clear, am I to understand you invited a stray Chinese kid, who 

can’t speak English or get around on his own or even feed himself, to live with us for 

four months, without talking to me about it first, as a way to demonstrate how mature, 

responsible, and parent-ready you are?  Is that what you’re telling me?” 

“Don’t do this,” he says. 

“Do what?  React like a rational human being?” 

Ethan looks down at the kitchen table, absently picks up a package of tortillas, 

pinches the corner of the resealable closure, drags his fingers along the opening, tosses 

the package back onto the table.  “You don’t have to be so angry.” 

“I’m not angry, I’m baffled.  You are a very smart man.  You’re usually a 
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reasonable man.  How could this have seemed like a remotely good idea?”   

“I can’t believe you.”  He shakes his head at my rancor, my heartlessness.  “When 

was the last time we did something at all impulsive?  Something good?  I thought you’d 

be excited,” he says.  “I thought you’d be happy to help the kid out.”   

 “Ok, fine, we can locate appropriate accommodations for him.  But what could 

have possibly made you think I’d want to live with some strange Chinese kid for four 

months?” 

“So, what, I should have told him, ‘sorry, Mark, I’d love to help you out but my 

wife would really rather not share her bathroom.”   

“Precisely.” 

He drops his gaze to the floor, disappointed at my selfishness.  I feel exactly the 

same toward him.   

He’s right that I used to find these adventures exciting, used to be the one to think 

them up.  But tonight I’m furious.  It is beyond me how my husband can be so insensitive 

to the disturbance of having Mark the Chinese live with us for four months.   “Who’s 

going to drive him around, Ethan?  Who’s going to make him dinner?  Wash his dirty 

underwear?  Certainly not me.”   

“Will you please keep your voice down?” 

“Why?  He can’t understand me.”   

“I think he’ll get the message from your tone.” 

“As if he could possibly hear my tone over that bridal march he’s pounding out.” 

“I think it sounds alright.” 
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“Are you kidding me?  Do you hear that sustain pedal?” 

“Nina, please, he’s going to hear you.” 

“I don’t really give a damn if he hears me!”  I smell hotdogs burning on the 

Griddler.  I pick up my beer, swipe at the puddle on the counter, look at my bewildered 

husband, his upper body still fluttering.  I suddenly feel embarrassed, for him, for me, for 

Mark the Chinese, for Johann Pachelbel.  “Will you please take that stupid belt off?”   

He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something but instead flips a toggle on 

the belt.  It stops vibrating.  He unfastens it and gently lays it on the kitchen table.  “He 

needed help, Nina.  And I thought it would be good to have somebody else in the house, 

so it’s not just the two of us rattling around here all summer.” 

I stare at my husband, the man I’ve lived with for seven years, who apparently has 

come to need a buffer guest in our home to better tolerate my company over the long 

summer holiday.  I can’t help but wonder if his desire for a child isn’t motivated by a 

similar sentiment. 

“If you really want me to, I’ll tell him he can’t stay,” he says. 

 “No.”  I walk to the sink, pour out my beer.  “It’s too late.  You already invited 

him.  You can’t ask him to leave now.”     

 “I should have talked to you first, you’re right.  But don’t worry, I’ll be in charge 

of him.  You won’t have to do a thing.”  He’s as reproachful as he is assuaging. 

“I’m going to the gym,” I say.  “There’s a yoga class tonight.” 

“What about dinner?” 

“I’ll eat something later.”   
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“Why don’t you stay.  We can talk about this, figure it out together.  You can get 

to know him a little.” 

“I’ll be back in a couple hours.”   

 

The lights are dimmed in the “Find Your Inner Warrior” yoga classroom.  Women of all 

ages and shapes are unrolling mats, chatting, stretching, sipping from water bottles.  I’m 

glad it’s crowded—I can blend in, unnoticed in the back row, and have an hour of 

relaxation to myself.  I stand on my mat and, with my hands on my hips, bend to the right 

into a lateral stretch, trying to unwind, trying not to think of Ethan and Mark the Chinese 

sitting together on the piano bench eating hotdog quesadillas.  I exhale, bend deeper into 

the stretch and begin to sweat, feeling the stress start to seep out.  The woman to my left, 

middle-aged, gray and round, leans over in my direction.  She sniffs the air and looks at 

me.  “Do you smell that?” she says. 

 I right myself.  “What?” I say. 

 She sniffs again. “Bacon.  I think smell bacon.” 

 “I don’t smell it.” 

 “Yuck,” the woman says.   

On the other side of me, a tall blonde college girl looks up at us from the depths 

of an impossibly deep lunge.  “I smell it,” she says.  “It reeks like an IHOP in here.”  

 “I don’t smell anything,” I say, sinking to the floor.  I bend my knees, close my 

eyes, drop my chin to my chest and pretend to concentrate on my lotus position.   
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Chapter 5 

 

It’s been months since I felt any kind of pleasure walking into the Visual Arts Building, 

but this morning I’m happy to be here.  Or at least I’m happy to be out of the house.   

It’s before eight o’clock and the building is quiet.  Ramona won’t be in for at least 

a couple of hours and there won’t be many students today since SVA classes don’t meet 

on Fridays, the justification being that students need time outside of class to work on their 

art, the real reason being that faculty consider working even four half-days a week an act 

of professional cruelty.  And since there isn’t much of an audience, Dunbar usually 

ceases and desists on Fridays.    

I unlock my office, lean the sopping umbrella against the wall, turn on the 

computer at my desk and sit and wait while it starts up and my email opens.  I look out 

into the cold quiet atrium.   

As with the faculty, I have a love-hate relationship with the School of Visual Arts 

Building.  It went up during Provost Fontane’s heyday, a man who retired last year with 

the admiration of the university community, except the faculty and students.  Fontane 

single-handedly took up the initiative of re-energizing the university’s strategic plan: 

Renewing The Promise: Great Opportunities -- Bold Expectations.  He requisitioned task 

forces and appointed faculty and staff to their ranks, requiring course release for the two-

year investigation period, and came up with a series of proposals, including such 

definitive goals as: undergraduate sobriety and success; academic strategizing; faculty 

excellence.  His idea, as published in an open Letter to the Editor of the Midwestern 
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Herald, was “to generate superior campus-wide opportunities,” though nobody had a clue 

what that meant, or what the opportunities were supposed to be superior to.   

  Somewhere along the line some member of some task force dug up a statistic that 

claimed 91% of prospective graduate and undergraduate students make matriculation 

decisions based primarily on facilities: buildings, landscaping, equipment and 

computers.  Whether or not this information was true, whether or not it was even 

verifiable, it became Fontane’s guiding light.  Over the course of five years, he spent just 

shy of one billion dollars on facilities development and what he called “campus 

enhancement.”  The University purchased land like it was Oklahoma 1889.  They lit out 

with their money and their mission and snatched up any plot, home or business that was 

for sale on land tangential to University land.  Properties were either rented out for a 

profit or demolished for something striking and useless, like the SVA 

building.  Meanwhile, tuition went up, and faculty salaries and hires went down to cover 

the expenses of acquisition and construction.  But boy, did the campus look sharp.   

The SVA building is Fontane’s greatest marvel, an über-contemporary three-story 

steel cylinder with polished cement floors, glass and cork walls, custom-made ergonomic 

light switches and bionically contoured door handles, the harvest of the most protracted 

and lucrative fundraising effort in university history, led by Fontane and a coterie of 

moneyed art-lovers in the community; after fourteen years and fifty-six million dollars, 

it’s the campus’ crown jewel.  The building was designed by world-renowned German 

architect, Karl Stahl, who worked closely, almost giddily, with SVA faculty to create 

something in the artistic spirit of the school.  He told them the building should be more 
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implied than actual, more formless mechanism than physical object, that it should include 

architectural elements that capture theoretical ideas over physical properties.  This would 

function, he claimed, to transport the Artist to a more generative level of existence, 

providing fertile creative space.  The third-floor painting loft, for instance, shouldn’t be a 

room, it should be a notion, specifically, “stirring tonality.”  The second story art library 

would not house books and slides, Stahl claimed, but rather a concept, “fondling 

tentativeness.”   

Walking around the building I rarely find myself pondering the ontological 

implications of this classroom or that stairway, but I do wonder exactly what 

metaphysical dilemma prevented Stahl from frosting the floor-to-ceiling windows in the 

women’s restroom.  

The building is, of course, entirely tangible and stationed alongside the Iowa 

River.  Because of Stahl’s concern for man’s engagement with his surroundings, the 

physical site was deemed central to the project; he torpedoed the original hilltop city-

center location in favor of the riverside lowland, cantilevering the building’s second and 

third floors out over the river itself.  It was essential, he said, to integrate the building 

with the environment, making the walls, floors and ceilings transparent and permeable, 

semi-porous and glass, and not discontinuous from habitat.   

The Dean of Arts and Sciences, Oscar Reyes, was all too happy to stick the Visual 

Art Building in the river bog.  Not only did its position there improve an otherwise 

swampy part of campus, it relegated the art faculty to the distant west side of the river, 

keeping them contained and as far away as possible from the administrative center of city 
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and campus.   

In spite of the distinction of the building, the SVA maintains its position as 

university embarrassment, the faculty generally considered a bunch of wackadoos, 

running loose on the arts campus, their “research” nothing more than the public 

exhibition of their lunacy.  It took decades of debate and revision to settle on tenure 

criteria for art faculty.  Dean Reyes, himself a professor of Mathematics with a 

specialization in Multivariable Operator Theory, actually fought to revoke their tenure 

altogether, arguing that because visual artists don’t lecture, publish, present papers or, 

really, produce substantive material that might pass even the most basic academic muster, 

they really should not be awarded the honors of tenure.  “Where is the text?” he argued.  

“I see no text whatsoever.  It wouldn’t be fair to the real professors.” 

The compromise was converting Studio Arts from a department under the greater 

College of Arts and Sciences umbrella, and Dean Reyes’ direct rule, to a school of its 

own, complete with technical, if not actual, autonomy, and a Directorship.  The rest of the 

university understands we continue to exist only because there is an unending supply of 

eighteen-year-olds disinterested in pursuing “serious” academic subjects, but who have 

parents willing to pay tuition, even for a studio art major.  After all, it’s still a Bachelor’s 

Degree, technically speaking.  

Some, though not all, of the faculty wear their banishment as a badge of pride, a 

testament to creative liberty and unwillingness to cave to administrative pressure.  

Suzanne is one of these; she considers the SVA’s position validation of what she believes 

art must do, must be: unapologetic. 
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On the first day of the first course I took with her, an upper level sculpture 

seminar, she distributed syllabi and, in her most imperative voice, said, “I expect you to 

complete these assignments, as described, and to turn them in on the dates noted, but if 

you want to succeed in this course, if you really want to find the answers you’re looking 

for,” and I swear she turned and looked right at me, “you’re going to have to do a lot 

more than that.  You’ve come this far, you’re doing upper level coursework now, and it’s 

time to make a decision: this, making art, being an artist, a true artist, it’s a life choice, 

it’s a way of being, not some syllabus with a list of assignments you submit for a grade. 

Through authentic expression, authentic expression, and hard work, you can do this.”  

She paused for effect.  “You can realize your true self.  And that can be an incredible 

thing.  It can never be wrong.  Not ever.  You can make anything you want, be anything 

you want.  It will make you free, you will never, ever have to ask permission or apologize 

again.”  She was only a second-year professor at the time but I think she actually believed 

all that.  I think she probably still does; become a visual artist, not necessarily because 

you have a passion for it, not necessarily because you have a special talent, but as a 

means to personal liberation.  To happiness.  I was persuaded.  This was it.  My doctrine, 

my religion, my tribe, and Suzanne was High Priestess.  I could be anything and I would 

never have to apologize.   

I had no idea then that the tenets of this spirituality came with absolute chaos.  

That they produced endless conflict.  All these creatives running around, having to 

cooperate, to abide one another, each under the poetic impression they were incapable of 
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error and above apology.  I had no idea what I would be in for and up against.  I certainly 

never imagined it could become tiresome. 

Though Suzanne has never said it aloud, I think she suspect my devotion has 

waned, that I’m still in the fight but on the wrong side; that I’m one of the oppressors 

now.  It’s true that in recent years, Ramona and I have worked to rehabilitate the SVA’s 

reputation as a place of creative industry not creative insanity.  There could be grant 

money in it, travel funds, Visiting Artist resources, perhaps even new faculty lines.  So I 

work to capture Dunbar in the act.  Keep faculty under control.  Tell students no as often 

as possible.  Reign in all that wild energy.   

As my computer fires up and my email account opens and loads, I wonder if 

Suzanne might be right about me being a traitor.  And I worry what Ramona may have 

said in recent months to substantiate, rather than repair, the SVA’s reputation as a bunch 

of lunatics. 

I click on my inbox and scan my thirty-eight new messages, a few of which are 

junk, most from faculty and graduate students with end-of-term questions, requests and 

complaints.  At the top of my inbox, a message, sent today at 6:18 AM, catches my 

attention: 

From: President Ronald Havercamp 

To: All Members of the University Community 

Subject: Impending Flood  

 

Dear Members of the University Community: 
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As you should be aware, the United States Army Corps of Engineers has 

predicted there will be spring flooding this year.  In the month of April 

alone, over twenty-two inches of rain fell in Johnson Country, more than 

ten inches above average.  With excess groundwater and continued heavy 

rains in the forecast, we have been told to prepare for flooding far sooner, 

and far more seriously, than originally expected.   

The current prediction is that the spillway will overflow sometime 

in the next three days, followed shortly thereafter by the river cresting at 

anywhere from twenty-five to forty feet, meaning we may well reach five-

hundred-year flood levels, perhaps as soon as next week.  This means 

many of our riverside buildings could take on twelve to fifteen feet of 

water.   

Those of you stationed along the river will need to begin 

preparations for worst-case scenario evacuation immediately.  Please 

consult your University Disaster Preparedness Handbooks.   

A group of Risk Management and US Army Corps of Engineer 

officials will be sending further information and instructions as these 

become available.   

 

Best Regards, 

President Ronald Havercamp 
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I reread the email, verifying my initial understanding that the School of Visual Arts 

Building is about to flood.  Biblically. 

I again consider packing it in, abandoning my post, declining to go down with the 

ship.  But there is no way Ramona is equipped to navigate the SVA and its faculty 

through a natural disaster.  And there’s no way I’m going home to be with Ethan and 

Mark the Chinese.  For a moment I consider what it means, that I prefer a flooding steel 

cave to my home and husband, but push the implications aside, think instead of Karl 

Stahl and how his notion of environmental integration is about to become much more 

than just an architectural metaphor.  I wonder what tips he might have for philosophically 

dematerializing twelve feet of water.   

I open the faculty flood memo I prepared last night and begin making revisions.   
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Chapter 6 
 

 
 
It is 10:28 AM when I walk into the SVA conference room and, of twelve tenured and 

tenure-track faculty members, only Hans Mueller, professor of painting and resident 

prima donna, is there.  He has seated himself at the head conference of the table, which 

runs the length of the rectangular glassed-walled room, and is bent over a piece of paper, 

scribbling.  The poor turnout concerns me, not because faculty absenteeism is unusual or 

especially problematic—what are we going to do if they don’t attend meetings, revoke 

the ill-gotten tenure we fought so hard for?—but because this is the one and only time we 

actually have something important to discuss.  Plus I forgot to remind people.  And if it’s 

only Hans here, he’s likely to make the situation worse, not better.   The truth is, I suspect 

everybody is aware of the meeting this morning but when they didn’t receive a red-type 

all CAPS reminder email from me, they took it as a free pass.   

This job is so often like bossing around a horde of twelve-year-olds: they waste 

more time inventing excuses to not do things than they could possibly spend if they just 

did what they were supposed to do.  I cannot count the times I have, in my professional 

capacity, used the phrase, “Ok, everybody, please pay close attention and follow my 

instructions.”  I’ve tried reasoning with them but that just reduces their functional age to 

two, and then it’s nothing but temper tantrums and pouting.  

I stand in the conference room doorway watching Hans and wonder if having 

tenure as Administrative Coordinator would allow me to ignore faculty misbehavior, or if 

I’d join the Dunbar school of censure and straitjacket them when they displeased me.  An 
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image flashes through my mind of twelve straitjacketed professors, swollen and bobbing 

like a string of marker buoys in an engulfed conference room, done in by the cresting 

river.  I take a moment to picture myself in Samoa or Djibouti or some other warm 

weather non-extradition country, sipping a cocktail, laughing maniacally.  ‘Lot of good 

lifetime tenure does you now!  Muahahaha!’  That makes me feel better. 

 Hans looks up at me.  “Are vee meeting or no?”  What Ramona has told me is that 

a decade ago, Hans was certain he was next in line for directorship, and when instead 

Ramona was handpicked by university administrators, he was livid.  He began 

campaigning to convert the School of Visual Arts into a Painting Institute and to revert 

all non-painting areas (ceramics, sculpture, printmaking, graphic design and 

photography) back to departments within the College of Liberal Arts.  “Zees ees a School 

of Art, not a School of Arts ünd Crafts,” became his catchphrase, but his real argument 

was basically, “I called it first.” 

Then seven years ago, Saks Fifth Avenue selected one of his most angular 

paintings to decorate their holiday shopping bags and Hans felt vindicated, his larger 

point made by all those big city housewives schlepping Christmas presents home to their 

families.  He handled the semi-recognition as inelegantly as one might expect a man like 

him, in a position like his, at a school like this, to do.  He threatened to leave if he wasn’t 

given a raise (he was given no raise) and the promise of directorship (he received no such 

promise) and claimed that if his work was not hung in and around the President’s office 

and residence, he would “take zees talent elsewhere.”  His moment in the spotlight 

emboldened him, but his conduct obliterated any legitimacy he had with colleagues and 
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eventually he was forced to reverse tactics, from pro-Hans Mueller to anti-Ramona 

Holme.  Now, he documents her every move—each personnel, budgetary and 

disciplinary decision, every out-of-town conference, each administrative meeting and, 

worst of all, her SVA arrival and departure times.  Lately he’s observed weakness and 

Suzanne told me he’s been trying to recruit faculty support for a coup, which, she said, he 

plans to execute at the end of this semester, in one week.  He wants Ramona out. 

  “Zare vas no reminder,” Hans says.  To him I am Ramona’s proxy and my 

failures are her failures. 

 “I realize that, Hans.  I guess I thought after nine years of reminder emails, people 

might be able to remember all on their own.” 

 He grunts and licks at his mustache. 

Though I’d do just about anything to protect Ramona in her position as Director, 

the truth is Hans Mueller does not worry me.  Gunning for Ramona’s job is an exercise in 

self-importance, not ambition, and I can’t imagine seven of twelve faculty members 

going for it, which is what he’d need for an overthrow.  For Hans, narcissism is part and 

parcel of being a successful Artist—the biggest asshole in the room must be the most 

important.  It’s a routine so familiar to art and academia, it’s dull.  His whimpery, femme 

bravado, his exaggerated Frenchy/German accent, his incessant interrupting, his hyper-

precise grey-scale paintings, his general astringency; these things do not bother me.  It's 

his mustache that makes me crazy.  

Although I don’t understand the recent trend of ironic facial hair, I can appreciate 

a smart beard, thick, even and well-groomed—I am, therefore, disgusted by Hans 
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Mueller’s feathery upper-lip tuft.  It’s square and patchy, and looks like it’d be silky to 

the touch, like well-conditioned head hair, growing out of his face.  It’s as if his nose is 

wearing bangs.  Something about the combination of Hans’ over-erect posture and his 

globular philtrum causes the shortest of his mustache hairs to stand off his face at an 

angle.  He is constantly curling his tongue over his upper lip and poking at the bottom of 

these barbs, selecting one to toggle back and forth like a loose tooth.  I’m sure he’s under 

the impression being mustachioed demonstrates virility and artistic seriousness but he 

looks preposterous.  On three separate occasions I have dreamt of plucking his mustache 

out, one thin silky hair at a time.   

When I walk past Hans I make a show of peeking at the scribbles on the paper in 

front of him—it looks like a Venn diagram, perhaps a visual rendering of post-ouster 

power distributions.  He pulls his arms up and in to cover the paper and gives me a 

disapproving look.  He doesn’t say anything and when I’m on the far side of the room he 

lifts a brown Styrofoam cup to his mouth and sips gas station coffee through a tiny black 

stir straw, staring at me all the while.    

The door opens and James comes into the conference room with Dan Holdt, 

cowboy ceramicist, one step behind.  Ever conscientious in their pursuit of tenure, junior 

faculty are always attendant and punctual.   

James sits down next to me looking desperate and I wonder if he’s still upset 

about my accidentally blackmailing him last night, or if perhaps he and Suzanne had a tiff 

that led to the dissolution of their little arrangement.  I have an urge to tell him about 

Mark the Chinese, so that he can validate my outrage and disparage Ethan, say something 
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like, ‘He didn’t even ask you?  Are you kidding?  That’s crossing the line, totally 

unacceptable, I’d be furious,’ and then maybe reach across his body to lay a hand on my 

forearm in consolation, rub that thumb of his back and forth on the inside of my elbow.   

Instead he says, “Are we about to be under ten feet of water?” 

 “Oh, yeah, sounds like it,” I say.   

“Holdt told me about President Havercamp’s email this morning but I haven’t 

seen it.  My phone’s dead.”  He holds up the dead phone as proof. 

Maybe you should have gone home last night and plugged it, I think, but say, 

“Don’t say anything yet, I don’t think everyone knows.”  I look back at Hans and 

consider for the first time the logistical nightmare of evacuating the entire first floor of 

the building.  I tick off in my mind what we’ll have to move in the next forty-eight hours: 

115,000 individual slides, a virtually unused archival collection worth over three million 

dollars, stored in several tons worth of metal flat files (not on wheels); the ceramics 

studio, including dozens of barrels of clay, three basically immobile wood-burning kilns, 

hundreds of lopsided bowls the undergrads made for final critiques; the woodshop, which 

has a table saw, band saw and two double-compound miter saws, all of industrial size and 

strength, an enormous belt sander and one mean-looking CNC plasma cutter; dozens of 

computers, desks and chairs; two photocopiers; three refrigerators that I know of; one 

commercial-grade espresso machine; five iron sculptures adorning the front and back 

lawns.  And that’s just the big stuff.  There are closets of SVA records, accounting files, 

personnel files, decades-old archives, every manner of art and office supply, all of which 

will need to be boxed and hauled out.   



	  64	  

It occurs to me that there is no way it will be humanly possible to evacuate 

everything in time for the river cresting, not even with a sane, healthy crew of moving 

men, and certainly not with this puny group of attendees.  We’ll have to prioritize, decide 

what to save and what to sacrifice, categorizations upon which we will no doubt disagree.  

Panic sets in and I feel my chest constrict, my canker sore flame.  I instinctively look 

around for Ramona who, as far as I know, is not even in the building. 

My growing dismay is interrupted by a commotion in the hallway.  Somebody is 

pushing at the door handle, struggling to get into the room.  The door opens partially and 

the corner of a cardboard box appears, then retreats, then comes crashing all the way into 

the conference room.  Pete Mustard, a member of Dunbar’s grad claque, stands next to 

Hans at the head of the table, a refrigerator box strapped over his bare shoulders with 

twine, hanging on him like a muumuu, his forearms sticking out from the sides through 

round holes in the cardboard.  The box is pasted over with newspaper and magazine 

clippings, photographs, ribbons and small toys that look like they came from Happy 

Meals, all of which is covered in colorful scrawlings, doodles, lettering and symbols.  

Front and center, right at heart level, is a big green gourd in the shape of a palm branch, 

affixed to the box with one nail.  I can’t help scanning the hallway through the glass wall, 

as if I Dunbar might be out there, watching, spying, frying pan in hand. 

“I am HERE,” Pete proclaims with flare and drama, lifting his arms overhead like 

a preacher, the refrigerator box rising to expose his bare ankles which, for some reason, 

indicate to me that he’s completely naked underneath.  I wonder briefly why so much 

Art-To-Make-A-Statement must involve nudity. 



	  65	  

“I am Emissary for the magnificent, the persecuted, the martyred Bert Dunbar, 

and Ye Shall Hear Me Speak!”  Pete beats twice on his refrigerator box chest causing the 

palm frond to quiver. 

“Peter,” Hans says, not looking up from the power-struggle Venn diagram, 

“nobody geeves a shit.” 

Pete’s arms drop like dead weights.  “Shoot.  Isn’t this the faculty meeting? 

Where is everybody?” 

“Hans forgot to send the reminder email,” I say. 

Hans sucks loudly on the stir straw. 

 “Will more people be coming?” Pete asks.  “I have a whole speech ready.”  

Though Dunbar enrages me, his students are puppets, innocent but for their aspiration to 

perform incendiary acts of expression, which is, in almost all cases, more a state of being 

than a real desire to be disruptive.  I was the same when I was a grad, eager to believe 

what I did could incite change, and in my opinion they should be off the hook for 

whatever nonsense Dunbar dupes them into—like any teacher/student relationship, he’s 

the one with both the power and the blame.   

“People should be arriving in just a few minutes,” I say, more for my own 

reassurance than to make Pete feel better. 

Pete presses his hands flat against the sides of the box and lifts, releasing the 

weight from his shoulders, which I see have deep red divots from the twine.   

“Alright,” he says, “I’ll be back in ten minutes.  Act like you never saw me.”  He 

shuffles to the door but, inhibited by the box’s girth, cannot quite reach the handle.   He 
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tries turning sideways and reaching out his hand, but the angle isn’t right.  James gets up, 

walks over, opens the door and holds it ajar as Pete struggles to maneuver his way out.  

He cannot fit through straight on, so he tries turning on a diagonal, standing on tiptoe and 

lifting his left shoulder.  “How’d I get in here?” he mumbles.  He tries pushing through 

once more but bumps one of the McDonald’s toys against the doorframe causing it to rip 

off the box and fall to the floor.  “Shoot,” he says, and backs up.  He attempts bending to 

retrieve the toy but can’t get anywhere near the ground.  “Oh forget it,” he says, standing.  

He turns back into the room.  “I bet I can fit in that closet.”   

Nobody objects when Pete opens the door to the storage closet in the corner of the 

conference room, shuffles inside and shuts himself in.  And nobody objects when James 

walks over and clicks the button lock on the closet doorknob.   

A few more faculty members trickle in and people are chatting and grumbling.  I 

see Suzanne through the conference room’s glass wall, running down the hall, arms 

overflowing with papers, a pile of books, her messenger bag, which dangles from one 

forearm, and what looks like an over-sized fuchsia crucifix balanced on top of it all.  She 

sees me watching her and shuffles her load in order to hold up a forefinger signaling, just 

one minute, then disappears into the ladies room. 

James is talking nervously with Dan Holdt about the flood and I pretend not to 

eavesdrop.  They are imagining outcomes, suggesting locations around campus where we 

might move the school, wondering how long it will take to get things back in order.  

“Will we even have fall classes?” James says. 
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Bunny O’Brien walks into the conference room, acknowledging each faculty 

member with a smile and a nod or wave, then comes to sit next to me.   

“Hey kiddo,” he says.  “How we doing?” 

“We’re hanging in there, Bunny.” 

If Hans is resident prima donna, Bunny is resident milquetoast.  He is professor 

emeritus of drawing and Ramona’s predecessor as Director, a post he held for five terms, 

twenty-five years, through the 70s, 80s and 90s.  Bunny has the precise mien of his 

namesake, wide-eyed and grey coiffed seemingly since birth, so soft-spoken I used to 

think he had some kind of physical impairment.  He’s even got the long, narrow ears.  He 

is the dearest man I have ever known.  As leader of the school Bunny was an asset to the 

faculty on account of his stunning suggestibility and unrelenting desire to be everybody’s 

buddy, even Hans and Dunbar.  He was their bait, their decoy, their diversion, always 

taking so much heat from university administrators for his incompetence that the faculty 

could perform Wiccan initiation rituals during class and it seemed, in comparison, like 

proficiency. 

At that time, as I understand it, the SVA wasn’t the fight-to-the-death free-for-all 

it is now, but more of a socialist commune.  Everybody did what they wanted with a kind 

of Artist brotherhood mentality and generally stayed out of each other’s way and out of 

sight of deans, provosts and, especially, ombudspeople.  They settled disputes amongst 

themselves and, so the story goes, even collaborated on projects and curriculum now and 

again.  It was when Provost Fontane came after us about the fancy new building that the 

higher-ups started to figure out Bunny wasn’t the only monkey in the nuthouse.  They 
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cracked down.  No more nude drawings strung from the ceiling with human hair; no more 

twenty-two-foot towers constructed of railroad ties and corncobs, erected in the middle of 

the parking lot to be used for “Art happenings only!”; no more students marrying other 

students as performance art graduate theses.  Why it surprised Fontane that Bunny had no 

aptitude for management, that he could not for the life of him responsibly disperse 

departmental funds, resolve personnel conflicts or conduct faculty searches, why, in fact, 

it is presumed that any artist or academic might be capable of these tasks, is beyond me. 

Nevertheless, Bunny was out, and Ramona was in.  Poor Bunny, a man devoted, 

has been lost ever since.  As professor emeritus he isn’t supposed to attend faculty 

meetings but nobody has the heart to tell him he must stop coming.  Instead, in its last act 

of solidarity, the SVA community banded together to indulge Bunny’s once and only 

fantasy, one I understand well: to be part of the group.   

“We a little behind schedule today?” he asks. 

“As usual,” I say.  I cannot imagine how he’ll take news of the flood. 

Through the glass wall I see Suzanne exit the women’s bathroom and move in our 

direction.  The crucifix slips from her pile and falls to the ground.  Apparently it is 

rubber, because it bounces a few feet away from her.  The conference room becomes 

quiet and all eight of us watch Suzanne.  She has authority at the School of Visual Arts, 

not only because she received a Guggenheim three years ago, though that didn’t hurt, but 

because she demands it.  She is outspoken and unapologetic but her countenance is open 

and accepting.  And she’s deft with the CNC plasma cutter, which many people, myself 



	  69	  

included, find quite imposing.  I watch her through the glass wall and feel a punch of 

plaited envy and pride.   

She walks over to where the crucifix landed and slowly bends her knees, trying to 

pick it up without losing more of her stash.  She’s wearing a loose black off-the-shoulder 

knit sweater over a tight, deep purple pencil skirt, and black motorcycle boots, an outfit 

that complements her strong, curvaceous body.  She snatches up the crucifix, rights 

herself and, knowing she is being watched, bows her head and dips into a curtsy.  The 

conference room breaks into applause, and for a moment I think, maybe this is all going 

to be ok.   

Suzanne settles herself and her possessions at the table, and the room takes on a 

new, more impatient air.  We’re ready to start.  Hans says, “Suzanne, did you have zose 

papers een zee bassroom?”  

 “Thank you for asking, yes, I did, but let me just say that I only went number one, 

and though I tried my utmost to avoid putting down the minutes from last faculty 

meeting,” she holds up a pile of copy paper and flops it back and forth, “in a colony of 

fecal bacteria, there is really no way to know for sure.”  She slaps the pile of papers down 

on the table, locks eyes with Hans, licks the pad of her thumb with obscene enthusiasm.  

“And though I didn’t wash my hands,” she says, “I don’t think I got any pee on them 

either.”  She begins distributing copies of the minutes around the table.  I notice James 

grin slightly to himself, signaling he understands Suzanne’s game. 

 Unfortunately for everyone who knows her, toilet humor serves as the bedrock of 

Suzanne’s feminist persuasion, her position being that it is the most commonplace, 
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everyday arena from which women as a whole are roundly disallowed.  If a man laughs 

about his own genitalia, he’s a jokester.  If a woman makes a vagina joke, she’s weird 

and gross.  A man can chronicle the size, shape and flotation of his excrement and present 

the date in an excel spreadsheet and he’s got a quirky, outrageous sense of humor.  If a 

woman behaves this way she’s crude, unappealing, mannish.  The iniquity enrages 

Suzanne, and though she personally finds little humor in private parts and bodily 

functions, she makes jokes at their expense as frequently as possible, usually to Hans, 

who she considers a misogynistic dilettante and a prig.  “It’s not that I especially like dick 

and fart jokes,” she’ll say, “but I should be able to make them if I want to without 

everyone thinking I’m a bull dyke.  Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”  Suzanne 

has, in fact, enjoyed her fair share of sexual experimentation.  “I’m only defending my 

gender,” she claims.   

I watch James watch Suzanne and sense their intimacy.  It feels different than the 

last time I was with the two of them.  Warmer.  Suzanne notices me watching. 

“Neens.  We gettin’ this thing going or what?” she asks. 

I look at the wall clock.  10:37 AM.  Before I can say anything the closet door 

begins to rattle and Pete starts knocking and pushing from the inside.  The room gets 

quiet.  A muffled, “Hello?” comes from behind the closet door.  “Anybody there?  I think 

I’m stuck.”  James, sitting to my left, elbows me gently in the ribs and I feel my neck get 

warm. 

Bunny looks at me with concern and walks over to the closet.  “What on earth,” 

he says, and turns the doorknob.  Pete must have been pushing against the door from the 
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inside, because it flies open and he comes hurtling forward, colliding first with Hans’ 

shoulder, then the floor. 

He lolls around moaning for a moment, braces himself against the ground to try 

and stand.  “Hang on a minute,” he says.  “Just a second.”  He pushes onto the side of the 

refrigerator box and looks up at Bunny.  “A little help?”  Bunny reaches down and offers 

his hand.  “Thanks,” Pete says, and yanks himself up. 

“I’m HERE!” he shouts, “Emissary for the magnificent, the persecuted, the 

martyred, Bert Dunbar.  Ye Shall Hear Me Speak!” 

“Are you brain damaged from a lack of oxygen in that closet, or are you just 

naturally retarded?” Dan says. 

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Pete, you can’t be in here during a faculty meeting,” 

Suzanne says and raises her rubber crucifix at him like a sword.  “We,” she stabs in his 

direction, “are,” stab, “doing,” stab, “business,” stab.  Suzanne and Pete first butted heads 

last spring when, because of his second-year exhibition, she voted to deny advancement 

to his third year and completion of his MFA.  His show, entitled, Citizens in Flight: Birds 

are People Too, was an installation of several six-foot-tall papier-mâché pigeons wearing 

top hats and tuxedos, drinking martinis and champagne.  A pigeon cocktail party in the 

third floor gallery.  His artist statement began: My objective is to take a commonly-held 

presumption and turn it on its head, force people to consider their prejudices and 

assumptions, and then rethink their positions based on a fresh perspective.  Suzanne 

objected not on the grounds that it was an absurd display of meaninglessness, but because 

there were no girl birds.  “So, what, birds are people but women are not?” Suzanne said.  
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Pete responded to her objection at his closing reception with a “performance piece” 

wherein he stood in front of an audience of his instructors, peers and family members  

and one-by-one, lit and blew out a book of matches.  I haven’t the first clue what he was 

trying to express but he received highest marks from his committee chairman (Dunbar) 

and is now on course to get his MFA with honors in one week.  

“Ye shall not silence me,” Pete says. 

Suzanne turns to me.  “Nina?  A little intervention please?”   

“Oh come on, we’re not talking about anything important yet,” James says.  

Suzanne shoots him a disapproving look.  “What?  I’m just saying maybe we should let 

the refrigerator stay.” 

“Pete, leave,” Suzanne says and jabs the crucifix toward him again. 

track.” 

“Where ees zee Director, Nina?” Hans says. 

“She’ll be here momentarily,” I say and rise from my seat.  “She’s in discussion 

with the President, which brings me to our first agenda item.”   

“Thank god,” James says. 

“Demand number one,” Pete hollers.   

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Suzanne says. 

“Señor Dunbar intends to participate in the summer faculty show, but he has 

conditions, the first of which is that he will be addressed as Señor from now on.” 

“Alright, enough.  Pete, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave now.  Tell 

Dunbar he can take his demands up with Ramona on Monday.”   
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“Ok, fine.”  Pete turns to the conference room door, yanks a little at the twine on 

his shoulders.  “Can I wait here until after the meeting?  I can’t get out that door with this 

box on and, you know, I can’t exactly take it off at the moment.” 

“Fine.”  He goes to the corner where he stands, still and quiet.  

I distribute copies of the flood memo.  “I’ll be emailing an electronic version later 

this morning, but it is imperative we discuss this right away.”   

“Evacuation procedures?” Suzanne says, looking at the memo.  “What are we 

evacuating?” 

“Everything,” I say.   

“I refuse,” Hans says. 

“As you can see in the memo and the President’s email, which is attached at the 

back, the US Army Corps of Engineers expects buildings along the river to get at least 

twelve feet of water, possibly more.  And soon.” 

 Suzanne looks up at me from her seat at the table.  “Nina,” she says, “what does 

this mean?”  Everybody stares at me.  They are expecting a rescue, expecting me to 

reveal my plan for diverting the floodwaters and protecting the School of Visual Arts, to 

explain my strategy for reversing this natural disaster.  But I have no plan, no rescue, and 

I resent the expectation that I should.  And then I am thinking of Ethan and am struck by 

the certain determination that he is responsible for this moment of helplessness, him and 

his mantra and his desire to have a child and his invitation to Mark the Chinese.  Heat 

crawls up my spine and I drop to my chair. 

 “Neens?” Suzanne says, her voice imploring.  “What does it mean?” 
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“It means we’re sunk,” I say with near-satisfaction, and then watch as whatever 

semblance of a meeting we had dissolves into chaos. 

Bunny shakes his head and starts weeping into his hands.  Hans furiously tongues 

his mustache.  Pete Mustard pulls out an iPhone from god-knows-where and starts, I 

imagine, tweeting.   

I walk over to where Suzanne sits, listing the equipment she’ll need to get out 

of the building.  I pull up a chair next to her.  “Can you take over for a few minutes?” I 

whisper into her ear.  “Make sure people get to their classrooms and start packing and 

moving stuff out?”  

She looks at me and shakes her head.  I’m not sure if she is saying no or 

expressing disapproval, but I can tell from her expression she knows I’m going to look 

for Ramona.  “Yeah, fine,” she says, “but hurry back.” 

 

I can see from the corridor that Ramona’s office door is ajar.  When I enter, she is there, 

sitting behind the computer smiling like some comic book villain.  I do not imagine for 

even one second she is engaged in something productive.   

“Ramona, I could really use your help in the faculty meeting.  Did you get the 

president’s email?” 

“I saw it,” she says.  And then, “I found him.”  She is gleeful, her eyes twinkling, 

her ears flushed. 

“You found the president?” 

“Look.”  She points to her computer screen. 
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“I don’t want to see it, Ramona, and, really, I wish you wouldn’t watch it at work.  

Why don’t we just order you a DVD so you can play it at home?” 

“Come look,” she says. 

I think maybe if I watch a little porn with her, answer a few anatomical question, 

discuss some situation-appropriate verbiage, she might listen to me about the flood and 

take charge of the evacuation.   

“Fine,” I say. 

“You’re not going to believe this.  I actually found him.”  

“Found who?” 

 I turn the corner of her desk and she presses the space bar on her keyboard.  I see 

a YouTube video start, something familiar though I can’t immediately recall where I’ve 

seen it.  The quality is poor, pre-digital, pre-HD.  I see several women with seriously bad 

hair and worse glasses, rushing around an office noting the time.  “11:30,” one says.  “It’s 

11:30.”  Then, “Diet Coke break,” “Diet Coke break,” and the women run to the several-

stories-high office window.  Stripper music starts to play. 

“Ok, yeah,” I say, “I remember this commercial.  Diet Coke break.”  We watch a 

gorgeous, lean, dark-haired construction worker peel out of a sweaty red t-shirt, crack 

open an ice-cold Diet Coke, open his mouth wide, and dip his head back to drink. 

“That’s him,” Ramona says, so excited her voice is almost a squeak.  “That’s 

Lucky.” 

It is still unclear to me what she’s talking about.  My confusion must be evident in 

my expression because, as explanation, Ramona gestures to the cut-up paperback cover 
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hanging on the wall.  I look at the framed cover and recognize the construction worker, 

then wonder what it says about Ramona that of all the cover scenarios she could have 

nailed to the wall she chose the one that included a semi-automatic weapon.  I feel it’s the 

one choice of hers I can actually relate to at the moment.  “That’s him,” she says like an 

exclamation. 

“Ok.  Right.  Lucky.”  I’m still not sure where she’s going with this discovery.  

From her crazy-eyed excitement I can assume it’s going to be bad, possibly illegal, and I 

now have no doubt the flood is going to swallow the SVA whole.  I exhale and sink to a 

squatting position next to her. 

“Look at him,” she says, minimizing YouTube and bringing up a website headed, 

Smart Bitches, Trashy Books.  She clicks through a series of romance novel covers.  

“Before he became famous from the Diet Coke ad, he was a romance hero.”  She 

minimizes the browser once more to reveal another website.  Across the top it reads, 

Lucky Devils, beneath which is an image of the interior of a restaurant.  “He is a 

restaurateur now.  In Los Angeles, California.”  She drags an open jazz-hand through the 

air and says, “Hollywood,” as if it were some magical faraway land.   

She clicks over to the About Us page, and scrolls down to the Meet Lucky section.  

“Look at him.  He’s perfect.”  Her gaze drifts momentarily over to the picture frame on 

her wall then back to the man on her computer screen.   She reads from the site, “My 

story twists and turns through locations such as the mid-west, east coast, Europe and 

ultimately Los Angeles during my careers as an Army Ranger, model, actor, and now 

restaurateur.  See?  I told you,” she says, as if I’d argued with her.  “He.  Is.  Perfect.”   
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“I’m sure he’s very nice, Ramona, but I think we should deal with the flood.  Did 

you actually read the president’s email?” 

“I did,” she says looking serious.  But just as I think I might be able to reel her 

back to reality with the lure of natural disaster, she dips her chin toward her chest, grins 

and looks down into her lap.   

“What?” I say.  

She turns back to her computer and navigates over to Lucky Devils’ Contact Us 

page.  Along the right side of the screen I see a phone number, a street address, and an 

email address.  I know what she’s going to say. 

 “I wrote to him.  Last night.  And he wrote me back immediately.  He said he was 

glad I wrote.  He said I should come to his restaurant.  Anytime.”  Her eyes widen, if 

that’s possible, and it’s clear she believes Lucky himself sent her an email.  I feel awash 

in pity and embarrassment for her.  

 “Don’t you think he maybe writes to everyone who emails, Ramona?”  She looks 

at me like I just suggested we skin and barbecue her cat.  “I’m just saying they might 

have a standard message that goes out in response to inquiries.”  She minimizes the Lucky 

Devils webpage, hiding precious information that I am no long worthy of sharing.  “I’m 

sorry, I don’t mean to offend you, I guess I’m just distracted by everything going on 

around here.”  I feel ridiculous apologizing for not taking more seriously her dream of 

visiting a former model at his L.A. restaurant, but I don’t know what else to say. 

 “It’s ok, I understand.”  She rubs my arm, accepting my apology.  “Read his 

email.” 
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 “What?” 

 “Read it.  Read the email he sent and then tell me he didn’t write to me himself.” 

 “If I do will you please come to the faculty meeting and tell people what they 

need to do?” 

 She stares at me for a few moments.  “Ok,” she say.  “I will.”   

 “Ok.”   

 She grins again, opens her work email and double-clicks.  “Here it is.” 

Thanks for writing, and thanks for checking out Lucky 

Devils online! We always try to respond to incoming email 

in a timely manner, but please do not hesitate to come into 

the restaurant to visit!  I’ll be here, ready to make you my 

famous Pizza Diablo.  I hope to see you soon! 

Best,  

Lucky 

 It is without questions an auto-response.  I scan over it again and see beneath it 

Ramona’s message to Lucky.  Even though she invited me to read the email, I feel like 

I’m being sneaky, peeking at Ramona’s private thoughts.  I read through her message 

anyway. 

Dear Lucky, 

Well here you are, and thank goodness for that.  Let me get 

the gushing out of the way first: I am your biggest fan, I 

have looked at all your online photos, and have read all the 
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books in which you are the hero.  My favorite is your 

depiction of Alex Rodman on the cover of Hotly Bedded, 

Conveniently Wedded. 

 I have never done anything like this before, never 

felt this way about a man, about anybody, really, and my 

instinct is to be cautious.  But there are certain things a 

woman knows without a doubt, even without explanation, 

and not because telephone psychic Arianna SummerCool 

confirmed it.  I realize this may seem crazy to you, like I’m 

some lunatic coming into your life out of nowhere, although 

you probably get letters like this all the time.  I know you 

don’t know me yet.  And I know you are probably used to 

gorgeous, buxom women like Sandrina from Sweet 

Temptation or Ashli from Bad Boys Over Easy.  I’m not 

really very tall and my bosoms are smallish on account of 

all the running.  But, Lucky, I have other qualities.  I am a 

kind person.  And like you, I am an artist, a woman of 

expression, so I feel the only honest thing for me to do is 

tell you that I feel connected to you, as if by some magic.  

Did you ever see Sleepless in Seattle? I know it’s only a 

movie and not real life, but nevertheless this is a bit like 

that, only without fictional radio doctor, Marcia 
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Fieldstone.  The sense of kinship, even from afar, is real.  I 

know, because I am experiencing it, everyday, all the time.  

I feel that you are already part of my life, and will become 

more so as we get to know one another.  I think I could be a 

good partner (Hollywood seems so exciting!!!), and I know 

you could show me what love and passion are really about.  

You are my chance at happiness.  You are my destiny. 

Let me know what you think. 

Yours, 

Ramona Holme 

 

  “See?” she says, thinking the wrung look on my face is, like hers, in reaction to 

Lucky’s message.  “He’s inviting me to Los Angeles, California.  He’s giving me a 

chance.” 

 I can’t bear to say anything so I nod and wonder how exactly the federal statute 

defines cyberstalking.  I doubt there are exceptions for earnest, lovesick offenders. 

 “I need to write him back but I haven’t figured out what to say.”  She opens a 

desk drawer and pulls out a pile of lined notebook paper.  “This feels like such a crucial 

moment in our courtship.”  She hands me the papers.  “Here are my first two drafts.  I 

need you to help me decide.”  Her voice has gone from excited squeak to desperate strain.  

Anguish courses through her, her limbs are almost trembling.   
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 I remember Suzanne telling me once that inertia is the quickest form of sabotage 

in any relationship.  Do nothing and you guarantee ruin.  I think about how it’s up to me 

alone to ensure evacuation of the building, about how Suzanne has “feelings” for James, 

about Ethan, at home with Mark the Chinese, oblivious to the impending disaster, being 

adventurous, probably trying to get the ContourCore Sculpting Belt on the neighbor’s 

German Shepherd.  

 If he were here Ethan would probably say, “Who are you to decide Lucky isn’t 

going to fall in love with Ramona?  Maybe he will.  Maybe he is her destiny.  You don’t 

know.”  If it were him, he’d do the generous thing, the theatrical thing: help Ramona 

write the love letter.  I picture Ethan sitting with Ramona at the computer, composing the 

most shattering love note the world’s ever known, then together, the two of them clicking 

send just as the tidal wave comes crashing in through the office window. 
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Chapter 7 

 

I leave Ramona to write her love letter to Lucky but don’t return to the faculty meeting; 

let them fend.  Instead I go to my office, shut the door, sit at my desk, close my eyes and 

listen to the hammering rain against the steel building.  The sound is ruthless, not so 

much severe weather as the din of carpet-bombing, intended as much to demoralize as 

destroy.  

I compose a quick email to SVA faculty, grads and undergrads, informing them 

that any possessions they may have in the building are about to be water-logged, and 

imploring them to come help with evacuation.  I beg.  I tell them the future of the school 

depends on their coming to move out of the building slides, easels, desks, chairs.  I 

consider including my cell phone number, hesitate, then type it in at the bottom of the 

message.   

After checking on Ramona—she didn’t even notice when I poked my head in, 

engrossed as she was in the codification of her overwrought love—I walk back across the 

atrium to the conference room, which is empty.  It’s been ten, maybe twelve minutes 

since I left, and the faculty has already disbanded.  Worried the few people who did show 

up have now fled, I turn down the back hallway that leads out the parking lot and check 

the classrooms.  In the ceramics studio I see Dan Holdt and a bunch of undergrads sealing 

barrels of clay, Dan calm but commanding, giving directions, executing a plan.  The next 

room is the woodshop and I see Suzanne and James and a pack of students working to 

organize tools and table saws, debating, I assume, what will be moved and what 
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sacrificed.  There are footsteps up and down the building’s central staircase, voices from 

above, where Painting, Drawing and Printmaking studios are, curl down through the open 

atrium, the hollow sucking sound of the heavy gallery doors being pulled open, the 

elevator chiming off the floors.  All of a sudden the commotion of activity—or perhaps 

that’s panic I hear—drowns out the pound of the rain.   

 “Hey.”  Suzanne is looking up at me from the floor where she sits, legs splayed in 

front of her, hand tools, nails, screws and god-knows-what all spread around, an open box 

at her side. 

 “Oh hey,” I say.  “I see you got things going.” 

 “The plan is to move as much as possible up to the second and third floors, just 

jam the galleries full, then haul out personal stuff, computers, anything people want in the 

immediate term, any illegal contraband they don’t want to be caught with,” she winks, 

“or anything that ought not be in a building full of toxic floodwater for who knows how 

long.”  I think of the logistical nightmare of inventorying and tracking all that university 

property, which is probably what I should be doing as everybody packs and moves, 

though I know I won’t.  I comfort myself with the fact that even if I was my usual 

diligent administrating self, I’d be unable to stop a certain amount of pilfering.  I wonder 

when we’ll be able to get back into the building after the water recedes, where we’ll be 

housed in the meantime.  When I report for work Monday morning, where will I go?  

What will I do?  Suzanne says, “James told me there are farm animals in the river from 

floods up north.  Isn’t that awful?” 
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“Terrible.  Just think of all that wasted meat,” I say, “all those Quarter Pounders 

and Big Macs nobody will ever get to eat.”  She bears her teeth at me.  Suzanne is an 

animal lover, and has bounced around the vegetarianism spectrum from veganism, to 

fruitarianism, to strictly cucumber-based concoctions, to nothing but raw fish and 

wheatgrass, to dusty old vegetarian.  Once, in a spirited (drunken) episode of 

experimentation I saw her inhale a double quarter pounder and large fries.  She was sick 

for two days and when she recovered, swore me to Value Meal secrecy—the one and 

only time in our twelve-year friendship I’ve known her to keep something private.  I 

never resist the urge to remind her of it. 

“So I assume it’s ok,” she says.  “To put everything upstairs.  I kind of had to 

wing it in there.” 

 “Yeah, I know, I’m sorry, no, that sounds good,” I say. “Everything upstairs.”  

There is a loud low rumbling in the hallway and I look to see a pair of students walk by, 

each lugging a hand truck loaded with flat files.  I turn back to Suzanne.  “Hey, I’m going 

to run out and get some supplies, tape, boxes, tranquilizers, whatever else we’ll need.”  

 “Hurry back,” she says, her eyes back on her tools, sorting, packing away. 

 

I pull open the back doors and dash out through the aerial assault to my car where, 

soaked, I jump in and slam the door.  The SVA sits on the east side of River Street which 

I can see, from my position in the parking lot, is already closed to the south—I’ll have to 

follow the detour west, away from the school and the river, and wind through the fancy 

neighborhoods around City Park rather than take the straight shot along the water.  River 
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Street is about halfway underwater, the low parts, the dips, little lagoons.  The main SVA 

entrance is still high and dry, but a soft wake laps at the back steps and I wonder if we’ll 

have even another day before we’re displaced.  I don’t see how anybody will be able to 

get in or out of the building, other than by canoe, once North River Street goes under.   

I pull out of the parking lot, head north for half a block then take my first left and 

go southwest into Manford Heights.  I can see, as I drive up Benson Avenue hill, that 

College Street Bridge is also closed to motor and pedestrian traffic, that the churning 

river has reached the bridge deck and will, in a matter of hours, minutes, seconds, 

overtake the bridge completely.  Through sheets of rain I squint to see if there are any 

farm animals trapped in the maelstrom.  For some reason I imagine a pink pig, Babe, still 

alive, treading water, gargling mouthfuls of stinking, contaminated river water, trying not 

to go under, oinking desperately for help.  This is not what I see.  There is instead what 

looks like an oven lodged where the roiling water meets the bottom of the bridge, a 

swarm of unidentifiable debris swirling and collecting around it.  It looks like a garbage 

truck dumped its load in the river and it’s all caught on College Street Bridge.  When the 

river does overtake the deck, when it finally breaches the confines of its banks, that oven 

will end up somewhere in town, perhaps in the SVA building, perhaps where my desk 

once sat. 

I can’t help but think that a marooned oven where my desk used to be represents a 

failure on someone’s part—if a large home appliance, perhaps a pig, has floated 

downriver and become stuck on College Street Bridge, surely someone must have known 

this was coming, days, maybe even weeks ago.  Why are we only finding out this 
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morning?  Why is it not until the crisis is literally upon us, consuming us, that the danger 

becomes clear?   

I tongue the canker sore inside my mouth.  It feels larger than it did yesterday, hot 

and painful, the center a volcanic crater.  I’ve got Mount St. Helens 1980 on the inside of 

my lower lip.  I brake, slowing the Subaru, and come to a full stop, the only car at the 

four-way intersection at Rocky Shore and Otto.  I suck the sore even though it hurts to do 

so.  The rain beats the roof of my car, syncopated, penetrating, like it’s firing straight 

through my Eustachian tubes and directly into my brain.  I read this morning on 

WebMD.com, before all hell broke loose, that, “If you have persistent multiple mouth 

sores, it may indicate an underlying problem, such as a serious skin disorder or, in rare 

cases, oral cancer or leukemia.”  I shuddered at the phrase “mouth sores” then, to my 

shame, imagined the conversation I’d have with Ethan where I’d insinuate it was our 

marriage that caused me so much stress my persistent multiple mouth sores developed 

into leukemia.  I pictured myself in a hospital bed, a colorful scarf wrapped around my 

hairless head, Ethan lying beside me, holding my shriveled hand.  “It’s a little late for 

reformation now, don’t you think?” I imagined saying. 

I head down into our neighborhood, Mosquito Flats, where our house will be 

close to the flood but almost certainly untouched.  Ours is the oldest home in the area, the 

original farmhouse for the acreage, and it sits atop the highest point on the city’s lowest 

tract of land, a rise right in the middle of what’s now Monroe Drive.  Mosquito Flats is 

the northwesternmost sector of the city that’s still considered “original,” packed with 

mature trees, brick streets, older homes with small bedrooms, low ceilings and original 
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woodwork, detached garages, alleyway entrances—not a ranch home in sight.  It’s got all 

the essentials of an acceptably hip college town neighborhood. 

I steer home through the rain and start to feel vaguely guilty.  I don’t know if it’s 

pre-survivor’s guilt that our house won’t be flooded, or because I bailed on Suzanne, or if 

it’s the way things went yesterday with Ethan.  When I got home from yoga last night I 

didn’t say a word to him, just went straight to bed while he and his houseguest played 

Nintendo Wii.  I didn’t know what to say—how do I explain it’s not necessarily that I 

don’t want to have a baby, it’s just that I don’t terribly want to have one.  And shouldn’t 

I?  If I’m going to bring another human into the world, like it or not, kiddo, shouldn’t I at 

the very least want it?  Yearn for it, as I understand people do?  As Ethan apparently 

does?   

I pull into the driveway, cut the ignition, get out of the car and run toward the 

house, the rain coming down so hard now it stings my bare arms and shoulders.  Inside I 

switch on the entryway light and see piles of dirty dishes on the coffee table and living 

room floor.  There are shirts and boxer shorts draped over the arm of the couch, blankets 

and pillows heaped on the cushions, inside-out socks in the passageway to the kitchen, 

pants in a ball in the corner by the reading lamp, an open upheaved suitcase at the bottom 

of the staircase.  It was dark this morning when I left but I didn’t notice any mess; I 

wonder if perhaps something criminal has happened.  There is a piece of paper jammed 

beneath a dirty plate on the entryway floor and I pick it up and read, in Ethan’s third-

grader scrawl, Gone to sandbag Beldon Ave, it’s going to flood like crazy, home later. 

Sorry for the pigsty. 
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Again, I picture a pig treading water.   

Beldon Avenue marks the easternmost border of Mosquito Flats and abuts the 

river for four or five long blocks.  All the homes along that stretch, I realize, will be 

flooded.  All of those families displaced, all of their ovens afloat downstream.  

I go upstairs to our bedroom, open a middle drawer in Ethan’s dresser and root 

around.   I’m not sure if I’m going back to work to evacuate, or if I’m up for sandbagging 

our neighborhood in the pouring rain, or if I’ll just go sit in my warm, dry second-story 

bathroom until someone comes to tell me it’s all over.  My irresolution reminds me of 

when I’m cranky and sluggish and need some exercise but the absolute last thing I want 

to do is get off the couch to go outside and run—usually, if I force myself to put on gym 

shorts and running shoes, get into the proper attire, I eventually find, however 

begrudgingly, I’m heading out the door.  I pull out one of Ethan’s old painting t-shirts 

and go to my bathroom, where I toss the shirt to the armchair and undress.   

Standing in my underwear, I run my tongue back and forth over the sore in my 

mouth and feel its heat.  I survey my reflection in the full-length mirror.  My rain-slick 

shoulders and arms, my long, dark, hair, wet and sticking in loops and tangles against my 

collarbone and chest, my ratty blue cotton bra, crooked, the right cup scooched up an inch 

higher than the left, my breast peeking out a little beneath the underwire.  I unhook the 

bra and let it fall to the floor, run my hands over my smooth stomach, push on the curves 

of my outer thighs until they’re Kate-Moss-narrow, poke at the fleshy love handles that 

have been gently accumulating mass the last five or so years.  A chill pricks the top of my 

head then sweeps down my neck and back and I look at my forearm as goose bumps arise 
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and the soft hairs go erect.  I take a moment to enjoy the sensation of my nipples 

hardening against the damp cold. 

Over at my dresser in the corner I dig through the lowest drawer for a pair of 

work jeans I haven’t seen, let alone worn, for years, which I find bunched up in a stiff 

wad and wedged into the vacant space beneath the bottom drawer, technically on the 

bathroom floor below the dresser.  I heave the denim ball to the armchair where my 

husband’s t-shirt lays.   

 Ethan, I’m sure, did not waver this way.   When Karl, from a few houses down, or 

Margaret, Karl’s squatty wife, came knocking and asked if he’d help sandbag, Ethan 

probably didn’t consider making up an excuse not to go.  He probably didn’t say, “Yeah, 

sure, I’ll be there just as soon as I can,” and then take his sweet time.  He probably ran 

inside, peeled off the Contour Core Sculpting Belt, threw on whatever shirt he could get 

his hands on, stepped into his work boots, and then, with Mark the Chinese in tow, flew 

out the door, to the rescue of the residents of Beldon Avenue.  

It’s always made me slightly nauseous, Ethan’s abiding sense of forward 

movement, his talent for certainty, his gaping void where impulses to deflect, equivocate 

and second-guess ought to be.  I have never known him, not once, to engage in the 

convention of self-doubt that is meant to precede and follow large or largish or smallish 

decisions.  He never wonders what it might be like if he’d done A instead of B, if he’d 

skipped C altogether, if he’d have made a move toward D, if only F could have been 

avoided.  He does not look back on his life, half over now, and wonder, how did I end up 

in this place?  This was not part of the plan. 
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I uncrumple the denim wad, throw on the work clothes and trot back downstairs, 

picking up errant articles of clothing as I go (I am disconcerted because I cannot tell 

which belong to Mark the Chinese and which to my husband), collecting plates and 

glasses from the living room.  I take my load to the kitchen, drop the dirty clothes in a 

heap next to the door that leads to our Tales-From-the-Crypt basement and the laundry 

room, and place the dishes in the sink.   

There is an open bag of crusting shredded cheddar on the counter next to the sink 

and a stack of staling flour tortillas next to it, no bag in sight.  Down the counter, the 

Griddler is unplugged, thank god, but open and slick with hotdog slime, a greasy pair of 

tongs wedged beneath it.  On the kitchen table, littered amid beer bottles and what look 

like puddles of salsa, are the shriveled cores and seeds from green and red peppers.  I 

notice a stray tortilla chip in the middle of the floor and am struck by a memory of 

something that happened at least two years ago, maybe more, long before Dunbar was 

legally restrained from the SVA, well before Ramona read her first bodice ripper.  It was 

a weekday, some regular evening, and I was sitting at the kitchen table reading Lucky 

Jim, which Ethan had given to me for Christmas a few months before.  I remember it was 

still chilly outside, I was wearing sweatpants and an old zip-up fleece, and when I ran to 

get a pair of Ethan’s wool socks, the kitchen tile was like ice under my toes.    

I had come home from work early that day for no particular reason, a luxury I 

used to have the professional leisure to indulge, and was reading, drinking beer, probably 

Goose Island Honker’s Ale, eating a tube of Ritz crackers, trying to hold out for dinner 

until Ethan returned from what he later told me was an horrendous faculty meeting; the 
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Physics Department voted on all kinds of sticky issues that night—tenure promotions (not 

Ethan’s), a new hire, how to use Visiting Lecturer money, course fee expenditures—and 

battled over every last alternative and penny.  Ethan didn’t get home until after 9:00 PM 

and by then I was well into Jim Dixon’s berserk tear of self-destruction, a collection of 

glass bottles on the kitchen table, the tube of Ritz long emptied.  I was engrossed in some 

part of the book, I can’t remember now what, and didn’t hear the front door open, but 

gradually became aware of the small sounds of my spouse arriving home—him taking off 

his jacket, sniffling a little from the cold, dropping papers or mail and cursing in a 

whisper, kicking off his shoes, closing the front door and turning the deadbolt.  I 

remember I pretended not to notice him because I wanted to finish reading some scene in 

the book, and when he walked into the kitchen and came up behind me, he tried to be 

quiet, tried not to disturb.  Some vertical movement in my peripheral vision caught my 

attention and I turned to see my husband bend down, pick something from the floor, 

stand upright and stick a Ritz cracker in his mouth, one I must have dropped hours earlier 

but not noticed.  He took two steps toward me and, still chewing, kissed the top of my 

head.  “Hey, sweetheart.”  He palmed the side of my neck, his hand cold from outside.  

“How do you like the book?  Funny, huh?” 

Something about that moment, the ease and intimacy of it, moved me.  It was as 

much an endearing display of Ethan’s momentary inattention and disregard as it was a 

beat of marital communion; of course he could eat his wife’s discarded food off the 

kitchen floor.  It was his wife, his kitchen, his floor, his food.  It was all the same. 
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I smiled up at him from my chair, put the book upside down on the table to save 

my place, and led my meeting-weary, comely husband to our bedroom, where we made 

love.   

Today, if Ethan ate my hours-old food off the kitchen floor, I don’t know that I’d 

find it sweet.  I don’t know that it would inflame my desire, blind me to the unhygienic 

fact that my tongue and other body parts would be inside a mouth that just ate off the 

floor. 

I pick up the tortilla chip and examine it, bring it close to my face, no more than a 

couple inches from the tip of my nose, and consider eating it as a kind of karmic sacrifice 

to the Gods of Connubial Intimacy and Tolerance.  But at the last second, just as I’m 

about to stick it in my mouth, I get grossed out by the dirt flecks and fuzz and tiny black 

hairs I’m pretty sure I see on it.  I toss the chip into the garbage can and brush my fingers 

off on Ethan’s t-shirt. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Out in the garage I gather together a Phillips-head screw driver, two rolls of duct tape, a 

stack of broken-down cardboard boxes from Amazon.com, a utility knife, a length of 

rope—whatever seems like it might count as evacuation supplies—and dump it all into a 

plastic Sterlite box, which I run out to the trunk of my car.  Inside the Subaru I don’t 

bother shaking off the rain, just turn the ignition and steer over to Beldon Avenue.   

There are several side streets already blocked by police cars with flashing lights.  

I see four or five pairs of officers on foot, knocking on doors, I assume informing 

residents of the situation, telling them they may want to, or may be required to, leave 

their homes.  I turn down a still accessible portion of Manchester Avenue and pull to the 

curb.  I can see the sandbagging crew, a dozen or so people, stationed in an empty lot in 

the crook of the street, which follows a crook in the river, just across from where I’m 

parked.  The far end of a thigh-high burlap wall disappears behind the house to the north; 

I see Ethan and Mark the Chinese at the other end, the end closest to me, working to 

extend the wall to the south.  Strings of rainwater wing off Ethan’s hair and chin, but he 

doesn’t seem to notice.  They’re working as a team, Mark the Chinese dragging sandbags 

from the enormous mountain in the center of the empty lot over to Ethan who heaves 

them on top of the wall and arranges them so that they’re airtight and structurally sound.  

Ethan is wearing jeans and an orange Hawaiian button-down—he obviously did grab 

whatever shirt he could get his hands on—and Mark the Chinese is wearing gym shorts 

and a red and white sweatshirt, a Christmas sweatshirt, it looks like, with snowflakes up 
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the arms and around the collar.  My Christmas sweatshirt, I realize.  It’s soaked, the 

sleeves sagging, misshapen and heavy like old lady upper-arm skin.  I fume.  There is no 

way I’m sandbagging Manchester Avenue now.  I consider taking Ethan from his chore 

in order to properly harangue him for letting his houseguest ruin my least favorite 

Christmas garb.  “Just because I don’t like it doesn’t mean you can lend it to whoever you 

want, without my permission, so he can ruin it in the rain.”  Instead I bite down on the 

skin surrounding my canker sore.   

My phone rings in my purse, and I dig it out, push the green answer button 

without looking to see who’s calling, any excuse to not have to get out of the car. 

“Hello?” 

“Nina, it’s your mother.  Are you alright?”  I remember then that Mom called last 

night and I ignored it and never called back.  This is not unusual on my part, but I’m sure 

she’s heard about the flood.  She has incredible Mom radar, knows the instant danger 

approaches her cub. 

“I’m fine.”   

“You’re flooded, aren’t you?  I saw it on the news, it looks awful, tell me what’s 

happening.” 

“The house is fine but we’re evacuating the SVA, they say there’ll be eight to 

twelve feet of water on the first floor.” 

“Oh god.  I hope you’re not killing yourself for that place.  It’s really not worth it, 

dear.”  My mother has, for some reason, always been under the impression I somehow 

got stuck with my job and with art in general.  No matter how adamantly and repetitively 
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I insist I am not one of those disgruntled individuals who believes she was cut out for 

something better, who feels working as a university staffer does not represent her “full 

potential,” she still feels sorry for me.  She assumes my position as Administrative 

Coordinator, as compared to, say, Associate Professor, indicates either a lack of ambition 

or a personal failure, when the fact of the matter is I’m proud of the work I do.  True, it 

can be somewhat difficult to locate myself in the academe when none of the usual 

markers apply—no rank, no classification, no tenure, no title, no lectureship, no 

publications, no elaborate curriculum vitae, any one of which might signal how I should 

be judged by my peers, or whether I even count as a peer—but nevertheless, deep down, 

deep deep deep down, when I’m not there and not talking about it and not thinking about 

it, I still love the School of Visual Arts.  And while I don’t get four months off in the 

summer and one at Christmas, along with the self-satisfied pleasure of referring to myself 

as, Professor Lanning, I much prefer the bureaucracy of day-to-day operations to the 

spectacle of the classroom.  I’ve never felt confident in front of students. Call it 

performance anxiety, or stage fright.  Very sweaty stage fright.  As a TA I was terrified, 

and because I never believed I belonged in front of students, supposedly teaching them 

things they ought to pay money to know, they never believed it either. 

“You’re right, it’s probably time we let it sink into the river and be done with it,” 

I say. 

“I thought I’d never hear you say that.” 
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“I’m kidding, Mother.  Jesus.  Of course we’re going to evacuate, and of course 

I’m going to do anything I can to help.”  It occurs to me that I’m not sure when exactly it 

was I came to resent my job at least as much, and as passionately, as I enjoy it.   

“Alright, but please, honey, don’t kill yourself for that school,” she says.  

“I don’t have time to kill myself.  The river’s cresting in a day or two.” 

“Phew.  That’s good news,” she says and, in the case of the SVA flooding, means 

it.  “Don’t you think it’s time you quit that job anyway and put your energy into your 

home life and your family?  I mean, I know now’s not the time to discuss it, but maybe 

this flood is the perfect opportunity.”  I would be surprised by the coincidence of my 

mother suggesting I stay home and have a baby, given Ethan’s recent request, except that 

she has made some version of this suggestion every time I have spoken with her since the 

day I turned thirty.  I wonder what she’d say if I told her Ethan is pushing to have a 

baby—I honestly don’t know.  There is no doubt she wants a grandchild to influence and 

exploit, but my mother has never been enormously fond of Ethan, mostly because she 

considers him disheveled, something she feels indicates weak moral fiber and a shameful 

lack of even a modicum of the self-respect required to be a success in today’s dog-eat-

dog world.  No matter what I tell her, she insists on maintaining beguiling unfamiliarity 

with the passive-aggressive, lackluster manipulations that pass for politicking within 

institutions of higher education; they barely demand a weekly shower, let alone a back-

pocket comb and a canister of hair wax.  Nevertheless, it’s difficult for me to believe my 

mother likes the idea of her daughter, however unenterprising, procreating with a man 

whose hair hasn’t been combed, let alone coiffed and pomaded, in decades.  If I tried to 
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talk to her about my hesitation regarding motherhood I imagine my mom, projectionist 

that she is, would say it’s no wonder I’m resistant, it’s only natural after what she went 

through.  She has always found it inconceivable that I do not consume and metabolize her 

life experiences as my own.  She cannot imagine, for instance, that had it been me who 

was involved in an affair with my much older, married boss, and had I become 

“accidentally” pregnant with his child, then been abandoned after he confessed he had no 

intention of leaving his wife and children to start a new family with me, that I absolutely 

would not have felt betrayed or victimized or spiteful.  I would have felt foolish.  

Humiliated.  Bested.  I would not have had the child anyway, hoping to prove some point.  

I would have terminated the pregnancy, skipped town, and never spoken to or of that man 

again.  My mother cannot fathom such a scenario.   

“I’ll let you know,” I say, my standard response. 

“Well.  Maybe you two should drive here for the weekend, wait this flood out.  

I’ll take you to the Olive Garden and we can talk about things.”   

 “We can’t.”  I almost say, we’ve got Mark the Chinese, but instead, “I have to be 

around for the school and Ethan’s sandbagging the neighborhood.  There’s way too much 

going on, we need to be here.” 

“Well, that’s fine then, whatever you say, don’t worry about it.”  My mother has 

long since stopped trying to talk me into or out of things she cannot understand and 

instead assumes the role of martyr, which I feel suits her far better than antagonist.  I 

convinced her once and for all not to argue when I told her I was marrying Ethan, with or 

without her blessing.  What comes to mind now, as it does in regular intervals, is my 
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wedding night, sitting at the sweetheart table, my mother across from me, six or eight 

vodka tonics deep, telling me how happy she was that I had just married the man I loved, 

nearly unintelligible through the tears.  It is rare for my mother to be drunk, rarer still for 

her to be emotional, and I remember how careful I was not to disrupt the moment, to keep 

her going as long as I could, just to see what would happen.  I remember, at the time, 

feeling like Lennie Small with a soft helpless bunny in my hands, stroking it out of 

affection, trying not to be too rough but knowing, no matter how hard I tried, things were 

going to end badly.   

“Your father was a real sonofabitch,” my mother said.  “A nasty, narcissistic, 

emotionally unavailable goat, but still, you know what?  He was the love of my life.” 

“I know, Mom.” 

“The truth is,” she said, leaning in, getting confessional, “if he came back even 

now, I’d leave Richard for him.”  My stepfather, to whom my mother had been married 

for nearly two decades by then, the man who had, only five hours earlier, walked me 

down the aisle, was, at the time, flailing about on the dance floor, arm-in-arm, if 

recollection serves, with Ethan.  “Your father said he would never marry me because we 

didn’t match.  That was how he put it.  He said he was Cary Grant and I was Phyllis 

Diller.”  She looked at me through glassy, made-up eyes.  “You don’t think I’m Phyllis 

Diller, do you?”  

 “Of course not, Mom.  You’re Katharine Hepburn.”   

I told her it was admiration, not love, she felt for my biological father, and that 

those things were not the same, but it didn’t matter. 
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 “You never knew him,” she said, which was true.  For some reason when I think 

of my progenitor, who I’ve only seen in photographs, all I picture is hair—a thick, dark, 

pompadour.  This was what did my mother in: that luscious black man-hive of hair.  I 

have imagined his big bouffant growing silver over the years, first in streaks, then all 

over, the style never changing.    

I told my mother, on my wedding night, “You can’t possibly believe I’d be better 

off if I’d grown up in a household with some withholding, macho asshole just because he 

happened to have spawned me.  That’s not how it works anymore, you don’t have to 

think that way.”  She didn’t say anything but I will never forget the way she looked at 

me, an expression as transparent as the tears running down her rouged cheeks: you might 

not have been better off, it said, but I would have, with the postscript, that’s really the 

point here, my dear.  

 I hear a beeping noise over the sound of my mother’s nattering and it snaps me 

back into the moment. 

“Mom, mom, hey, listen, I’m sorry, I have another call and it could be urgent, I 

really should get it.  We’ll talk later, ok?”   

“Ok, sweetie, be careful, call with news.” 

“I will.  Love you.”   

“Love you, honeybun.” 

I click over to the other line.  “Hello?” 

“Nina, thank god, I’ve been calling and calling.”   
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James.  “Sorry, I left my phone in the car.  What’s up?” 

 “You’ve got to get back here, it’s hitting the fan.  Campus police showed up, 

everyone’s going apeshit.” 

“What do the police want?” 

“They say they’re padlocking the building.” 

“What?  Why?  Where’s Suzanne?” 

“She’s, uh, indisposed at the moment.”  To my horror, an image of the back of 

Suzanne’s fellating head pops into mind, and I wonder if James is breathless not out of 

panic, but another, more corporeal sensation.   

“I’ll be there momentarily,” I say.  I don’t bother asking about Ramona, I’m sure 

she’s still holed up in her office, oblivious to the bedlam of her workplace crashing down 

around her.  

I take a last look at Ethan, shirtless now, and Mark the Chinese, still sweatshirted, 

working away together, and pull from the curb. 
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Chapter 9 

 

The moment I step into the SVA building I am met with a medley of overlapping voices; 

Suzanne’s sharp alto bark cuts above the objections of the men she is admonishing.  

When I get to the atrium I see Suzanne, Dunbar—the sight of whom makes me bristle—

and Pete Mustard, still wearing the refrigerator box, standing single file alongside the 

staircase, berating four campus police officers, lined up perpendicularly against them as if 

facing down armed rioters.  A standoff between The Artists and The Man.  Dunbar must 

be in heaven.  James is off to the left, close to my office door, and clumps of bystanders 

are gathered, whispering to one another, taking photos with, and talking on, cell phones.  

It takes me a moment to figure out why Suzanne is not stomping in circles, getting in 

police officers’ faces, gesticulating, storming off—she is not, as I feared, in flagrante, but 

rather, like Dunbar and Pete, handcuffed to the second rung of the staircase railing.  

Suzanne notices me and strains against the handcuff, flaps her free hand.    

“Nina, thank god.  These fascists are under the impression we live in a police state 

and they can handcuff whoever they want to a staircase.”  She turns back to the row of 

cops.  “Consider this notification, officers: I plan to bring suit.  This is an unacceptable 

violation of my civil rights.  Free speech, freedom of assembly, ever heard of ‘em?” She 

pauses, eyebrows cocked and eyes wide in mock expectation.  “It’s the First Amendment, 

you motherfuckers!”  Dunbar is looking at me but nodding along with Suzanne, his face 

expressionless and beet red.  Pete Mustard looks so tickled I worry he might pee his 

refrigerator box. 
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“Suzanne, come on, that’s uncalled for,” I say.  She keeps her eyes on the cops 

but doesn’t say anything further.   

I approach the officer closest to me, the one who looks like he’s in charge, 

fortyish, the personification of mid-life torpor, squeezed into a uniform over-starched to 

disguise a beer belly, graying hair clipped into a high-and-tight, a look on his face that’s 

meant to impart authority.  This is a man who, like me, is doing his best to dress the part.  

I am suddenly aware I did not put my bra back on. 

“Hello, sir, I’m Nina Lanning, I’m the administrator here.”  I proffer my hand and 

he shakes it, one sharp slice, his palm moist, like he’s nervous, though he doesn’t look it. 

“Officer Rick Bigelow,” he says. 

I’m not usually one to be critical of the disabled, but Bigelow sounds semi-

retarded and this distresses me to the point of being truly frightened; I glance toward the 

bulky leather holster, unsnapped on his hip, for which he must have swapped his taser 

last fall when the Board of Regents granted “peace officers” permission to carry loaded 

handguns on campus.  I do not find it unlikely Bigelow will be tempted to put one 

between Suzanne’s eyes.  It’d probably count as discharging his weapon in the line of 

duty. Subdue the lunatic.  Safety first.   

I smile.  “Nice to meet you, Officer Bigelow.  Let me just say in advance, I’m so 

sorry for all this, I’m sure we can work it out peacefully.”  I am polite, beyond polite, I 

am sweet, which is not a disposition that comes easily at the moment.  I completely 

ignore the prisoners, bickering amongst themselves, hoping to indicate to Bigelow that 

their being cuffed does not distress me in the least, that I assume they are rightly 
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restrained, that I’ll be cooperative with their arrests if, née when, it comes to that.  I am 

not a problem for you, Campus Police Officer Rick Bigelow. 

“That doesn’t help me right now, ma’am.” 

“No, you’re absolutely right, it doesn’t.  Can you tell me what these three have 

done?”    

“The lady,” he points to Suzanne, “is being held for assaulting an officer.  She 

became agitated when I told her we were here to ensure evacuation.  She threatened 

Michelson over there.”   

 “We can’t leave yet, you moron, we’ll lose everything.”  Suzanne’s voice is 

strident and airy, getting hoarse from all the yelling she’s been doing.  People in the 

crowd, which seems to have swollen in the last minute, applaud and cheer.  “It’s insane, 

the water’s not even up to the building yet.  We need at least another day.”  In this 

moment I love Suzanne for being prepared to fight tooth and claw for the SVA but I wish 

she would keep her mouth shut about it.   

Someone in the crowd, some brazen student, yells, “Fuck you, pig!” and I picture 

Officer Bigelow treading water.  Applause erupts again, and the crowd hoots.  

 “Ok, ok, let’s just hold on a minute here,” I say, addressing the room but looking 

at Suzanne, then back to Bigelow who is clearly losing patience.  “Can we all please stay 

calm while I talk to the officer?”   

“I’m not trying to be difficult, these are President Havercamp’s orders,” Bigelow 

says, “via the United States Army Corps of Engineers. This facility is unsafe for 

occupation.”   
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 “Of course.”  My priority is to get these three uncuffed without any casualties—

we can deal with Bigelow’s padlock later.  “What about the other two over there?  What 

have they done?” 

“The two men, it appears, are trespassing.  I’ve been informed,” he jabs a thumb 

in James’ direction, “that they’re not permitted in the building.”  He points to Dunbar, 

“And this one looks, you know, I don’t know what the official term is, a little buts, 

yelling something about his mission and waving a frying pan around, which I take as a 

serious threat of violence.” 

 “A frying pan?” I say.  “Interesting,” 

“I went to restrain him, and that’s when the other assailant, the joker in the 

cardboard box, came out of nowhere and accosted me, scratched my arm up with those 

toys and such.  Said I was desecrating an idol, whatever that’s supposed to mean.” 

I look over at Pete and glower.  I expect this kind of nonsense from tenured 

faculty, but grad students ought to know better.  

“So I cuffed ‘em all and called for backup.  This guy,” he again indicates James, 

“has been trying to talk sense into these head cases.”  

“I understand, officer, and, again, I’m so sorry.  I think everybody here is under a 

lot of stress because of the flood, and if we could just uncuff them and sit down and talk 

about this like the civilized adults we all are, I’m sure we can come to a resolution.” 

“No offense, ma’am, you seem like you mean well, but I had to restrain them just 

to keep from getting clocked with a frying pan.  I really can’t just let them go.”  He grips 

his belt with both hands and adjusts his waistband, the leather holster swinging with his 
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hips.  I get the impression he’s imitating something he saw in Dirty Harry, or Tombstone 

or a Jerry Orbach episode of Law & Order.    

 “I think I understand,” I say.  I look down the row of officers, Bigelows all, and 

then over at the chain gang, smug and self-satisfied, but at least quieter now.  James is 

avoiding eye contact but has a look of contrition, the only person in the atrium who 

seems cognizant of the fact there’s something absurd going on here.  I see Hans Mueller 

join the crowd, getting filled in by some student, and Bunny, standing on the first step of 

the staircase, staring at me over the heads of dozens of gawkers, looking stricken.   

“Officer Bigelow, I wonder if you might consider releasing Suzanne as a gesture 

of cooperation and goodwill.  I appreciate she was being belligerent, but I left her in 

charge while I went to get supplies and I knew she was in an excited state, really in no 

condition for that kind of responsibility.  This is my fault, not hers.”  He looks skeptical.  

“How about this,” I say, and lower my voice so nobody else can hear me, “uncuff 

Suzanne and we’ll all go into the conference room together and you can interrogate her 

properly.”   

Bigelow seems to take this as an indication I take seriously his role as an officer 

of the law.  “The other two stay cuffed till we sort this out,” he says.  

“I think that’s very wise.  They may well be dangerous to themselves and others.”  

Bigelow walks over and unlocks Suzanne’s handcuffs and she rubs her wrists.  “Ok, 

everybody,” I say to the floor, “please return to packing.  If we really only have a few 

more minutes, let’s not waste them.”  The theatrics winding down, people lower their cell 
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phones, pocket them, go traipsing up the stairs and down the back corridor, talking to one 

another at regular volume instead of in whispers.  

“James will you take Suzanne and the officers into our conference room?  I’ll be 

right with you.”  James nods and gestures to the men and they all walk in the direction of 

the conference room.   

Suzanne comes over to where I’m standing.  “Sorry, Neens, but they’re such 

chauvinistic, militant Neanderthals, no culture or sophistication whatsoever, no 

appreciation for the fine arts, totally overplaying a minuscule hand, compensating for 

their teensy pricks, no doubt, and you know how I lose control around that kind of 

machismo, I just can’t stand it.” 

“I know, it’s fine.  I’m sure it’ll be fine.  Go with James, just please, try to be 

nice, ok?  Tell the Bigelows you’re sorry.”  She sticks her tongue out and makes a fart 

sound. 

I hear the elevator chime, packing tape being pulled from the roll in a nearby 

office or classroom, handcarts rolling down the back hallway.  I grab Suzanne as she 

starts to turn away.  “Hey, where was Ramona in all this?”   

“We couldn’t find her.  James checked her office, it was empty, we looked 

everywhere.  Nobody’s seen her.” 

This alarms me—she was just here—but it’ll have to wait.  “Ok.  I’ll be in in a 

sec.”   

She nods and trots after James and the Bigelows; I watch until I see the 

conference room door close behind her, then go to the staircase. 
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“Dunbar.”   

“Good afternoon, Ms. Lanning.”  

 “What are you doing here?”  

“I very much like the gourd arrangement on the bookshelf in your office.  Are 

they ordered chronologically, or most favorite to least favorite?  Either way, it’s a lovely 

display.  Very provocative.”  I cringe, newly aware of how much his presence aggravates 

me. 

“You know you’re not allowed on SVA property.” 

“Certainly I’m permitted to collect my belongings before they wash away in this 

unholy flood.  Certainly these are exigent circumstances.” 

“Where in your restraining order is there an exception for exigent 

circumstances?”  He rattles his handcuff against the steel railing.  “Nowhere,” I say.  

“And I would know, I’ve read it sixteen times.”  I feel myself straining against my better 

judgment.  “I should have Bigelow arrest you.” 

“Tyrant,” he hisses. 

“I’ll make you a deal, Dunbar.  If you swear to never, ever again cook bacon on 

these premises, I will consider trying to convince Bigelow to set you free.”   

“You know I can’t promise that.” 

“Then you stay handcuffed to the stairs.” 

“You don’t scare me, secretary.” 

“Where’s the frying pan, Dunbar.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
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“Bigelow already told me you were brandishing a frying pan, so where is it?” 

“I’ll never tell you.” 

 “What’d you do with it?”   

“Don’t tell her,” Pete says.   

 “What makes you think you have a say here, Pete?  You’re wearing a cardboard 

dress for god’s sake.” 

“It’s a statement of protest,” Pete says, then, under his breath, “not a dress.” 

“Ok.  Fine.”  I face Dunbar.  A throb of adrenaline pulses in my ribcage as I 

realize that for once I have the power.  “If it’s a statement of protest, and he’s your proxy, 

this is what’s going to happen.”  I step closer, inches from Dunbar’s blotchy potato nose, 

fury shooting off me in sparks.  “For as long as you refuse to agree to my terms,” I count 

off on my fingers, my voice strong, “No bacon, no gourds, no disturbances of any kind 

whatsoever, no hassling Ramona, I will take it out on Pete.  Not only Pete, all of your 

students, the whole pack.  None of them will pass their courses.  None of them will 

graduate.  No funding next semester, no exhibitions, no agreeable MFA committees, no 

cushy assistantships.”  I feel my self-control, that professionalism I’ve maintained for so 

many years in the face of lunacy, dissolving.  It’s wonderful and disturbing.  

“You wouldn’t.”  Pete’s voice is a quiver.  

“You couldn’t even if you wanted to,” Dunbar says.  Spittle flicks from his 

mouth, his eyes narrow and flame.  “You don’t have that kind of power.” 

“Who do you think is going to stop me?”  I keep my gaze on Dunbar, steady, 

unblinking.  “It’s no secret Ramona’s lost her mind,” I say, “she has no idea what’s going 
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on around here.  I can do anything I want and she wouldn’t even know, let alone object.”  

I feel I’m on the verge of some kind of synaptic malfunction, some hysterical outburst, 

and this gives me an inexplicable thrill.  I gnash my teeth and do not try to stop it.  “I’ll 

come up with justifications, computer errors, false accusations of plagiarism, whatever I 

have to do.  There’s no degree of deception to which I won’t stoop in order to ruin you.  

I’ll say you’re incompetent, negligent, destructive, that you lead your students down 

paths of failure and misbehavior, that you groped them, that you groped me.”  Dunbar 

and Pete stare at me, dumbfounded.  A maniacal laugh escapes my throat, taking me by 

surprise.  I go with it, let the cackle unfurl to full volume.  “That’s right,” I say.  “I’ve had 

it with you shitting all over the school and the people who kill themselves running it.  I’m 

done putting up with you, you miserable, pathetic, washout.”  I’m almost shrieking now, 

my voice unrecognizable, a jagged squawk.  “You think you’re so clever, so subversive, 

but you’re nothing but pathetic poseur.”  I yell.  “The 60s are over, Dunbar.  There’s no 

Man anymore.  There’s nothing to protest.  You just look like an idiot.  All the time.  A 

total and complete idiot.”  He actually looks a little hurt and this pleases me enormously.  

“I promise you, if you do not cease and desist I will destroy you.  I will rip your twisted 

gourd heart right out of your chest and feed it to your little minion and all his little 

friends, do you understand me?”    

Dunbar is speechless.  Pete whimpers.  I hear a gasp, a soft mumble, a snigger.  I 

look up.  Mathias Damman, Suzanne’s best student ever, is standing by my office door, 

right where James had been, pointing a lunch-box-sized digital camera at me.  

“Are you filming me?”  I move in his direction. 
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“You can’t censor him.”  Pete’s voice is falsetto with insistence.   

“Turn off the camera,” I say with a snarl.  Mathias doesn’t respond, just backs up 

and keeps the camera rolling.  “Turn it off,” I say again.  “Now.” 

“You don’t have to listen to her, she just a secretary,” Dunbar yelps.  “She has no 

authority to tell you what to do.” 

I lurch at Mathias, groping.  The hot satisfying rage I felt just moments ago 

morphs into churlish infuriation at this wormy little undergrad.  “Come here you little 

shit.  Give me the camera.”  I swing my arms out toward him, not sure what I’m hoping 

to accomplish.  “You motherfucker.”  I launch myself, half-run-half-leap, and catch his 

arm with my flailing hands.   He doesn’t drop the camera but looks scared, which 

encourages me.  

“Get away from me you lunatic,” he says, and scrambles up the staircase. 

I move toward him and my eyes catch on something metal sticking out from 

behind the trashcan at the bottom of the stairs.  A handle.  The frying pan.  I run over, 

pull it out.  It’s heavy, iron, probably, and still caked with grease from Dunbar’s latest 

bacon-frying escapade.  I charge Mathias, holding the frying pan in front of me like a 

knife.  It bobbles a little under its own weight.  “Stop filming me you little brat or I’ll do 

to you what I’m going to do to Dunbar.”  I stab the pan at him. 

“Get away from me with that thing.”  Mathias looks terrified and scurries 

backward up the stairs, tripping as his heels hit each consecutive step, fumbling with the 

camera, still trying to keep it pointed in my direction.  I’m practically on all fours, 
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balancing myself with one hand down on the stairs as I go loping after him, some kind of 

deranged frying-pan-wielding ape.   

  “Give me the camera you little monster.”  I swing the pan like a tennis racket, 

aiming for his ankles.  “Give it to me!”  

And then Mathias plants his left foot, swivels on the ball and gallops, three steps 

at a time, up toward the second floor, the camera down at his side.  When he reaches the 

top step he doesn’t slow down but grabs the banister with his free hand and slingshots 

himself around the corner.  He tears down the corridor toward the library.  In a matter of 

seconds, he is out of sight.  I barely have time to right myself and climb a few steps when 

I hear a door slam.  He must have gone outside to the smoking balcony where he’ll climb 

down the fire escape.  I won’t be able to get out there before he’ll be running, camera in 

hand, through the parking lot.  Through the rain.  Through the flooding city.  Out into the 

world-at-large where, as far as I know, prior restraint is still considered unconstitutional 

anyway.   
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Chapter 10 

 

I stand on the stairs holding the railing with one hand and the frying pan with the other.  I 

seethe.  My scalp tingles.  The sound of the rain returns to me, loud and ferocious.  I 

descend the stairs and when I get to the atrium, I see Dunbar is tracking me, watching my 

every step.  He looks triumphant, as if he’s gloating, as if my confrontation with Mathias 

is some kind of personal victory for him.  And then I realize it probably is: Dunbar 

teaches undergrads.  The students, absorbed as they are in tracking one another’s photo-

documented acts of public and private indecency, have no time for Dunbar and his 

causes, but Mathias Damman could very well be the exception.  There’s always an 

exception.  Dunbar must have put him up to the videotaping.  I imagine Dunbar, late last 

night, making plans to violate the restraining order, cooking up this ridiculous ‘exigent 

circumstances’ bullshit, then rounding up Pete and Mathias for diversion and 

documentation, endeavoring to expose the incompetence of the SVA.  Can’t even keep 

out our own restrainees.  I feel a renewal of warm, delicious rage surge through me.  This 

is all Dunbar’s fault.  He is behind this whole mess.  He’s probably somehow to blame 

for the flood itself.  

 I walk over to where he’s cuffed and stick the frying pan in his face. “You had a 

hand in this, didn’t you?” 

 “In what, your nervous breakdown?” 

 “Your scummy fingerprints are all over this thing, Dunbar.” 

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about, secretary.” 
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“What’s in it for you exactly?  Is it just the pleasure of the assaulting the hearts 

and minds of good people, or do you actually tell yourself you have some kind of artistic 

agenda?” 

“You couldn’t possibly understand my artistic agenda.  It’s far too sophisticated 

for a pea brain like you.” 

“Is that what you tell yourself?  When you’re lying there at night, knowing you’re 

nothing but a shriveled up miscreant, is that what you say to make it better?  That you’re 

misunderstood?  That nobody gets you?” 

“Get that frying pan out of my face.” 

“My pleasure.”  I fling myself around and storm off, the pan out in front of me 

like a bandleader’s baton.   

I stride past the staircase and to my office where I drop the pan on the front left 

corner of my desk.  I turn and stand square with the doorway, facing down Dunbar who 

watches from the staircase with what looks like relish, and then I smile and slam the door 

as hard as I can.  I move around to the other side of my desk and roll the chair out of the 

way so that I can open the middle lateral drawer and get a key.  I move quickly, fluidly.  

The second I saw Dunbar in the building I should have known this was about more than 

just collecting his things.  I am finally alert to what I realize is his grand finale, his coup 

de grâce, his ultimate blitzkrieg.  At least until fall semester.   

I take out the key, squat and unlock the bottom right drawer in my desk, then split 

the front-most file with my index and middle fingers and slip out the restraining order.  I 

move with precision and dispatch, my limbs working almost involuntarily, my brain 
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racing ahead to the next two, three, four moves.  I can see it clearly, Dunbar’s demise.  

It’ll be a spectacular disgrace.  A humiliated professor, led away in handcuffs by Officer 

Bigelow, his reputation and career ruined for good. 

I remove the paper clip and place the document on my printer/copier and push the 

big green START button.  The machine whirrs to life and in seconds, spits out a 

duplicate.  I return the original to its file, replace the key, walk toward the door, grab the 

frying pan as I pass my desk, and head to the conference room. 

 
 
When I step into the conference room I am on the offensive, ready to offer Bigelow the 

pleasure of combat, but then I hear James say, “Well, that’s true, but I was impressed by 

the defensive line.  They've really improved since December.  I mean, they were good 

last year, but they’ll be great by fall.”    

 “Agreed,” Bigelow says, “but Aiken needs to work the O line a lot harder.  I 

mean, if Stanzi’s going to have even a fighting chance, he needs better protection.  He’s 

quick in the pocket, but he needs more time.  A great defense is worthless if we can’t get 

points on the board.”  I can only assume they’re discussing the university football team 

and their recent spring exhibition game, and I think how even the dimmest of men speak 

with astonishing coherence when it comes to college football analysis.  Some of the other 

cops chime in, offering predictions for the fall season.   

I hear Suzanne say to the Bigelow on her left, “Have you ever actually had to use 

your gun?”  Her voice has a strange, vaguely British affectation, I recognize it as her 

serious voice, one she only uses when she is trying to impress or wants something from a 
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stranger.  She touches the officer’s belt where the holster dangles against the seat of his 

chair.  She’s flirting, historically one of her more fruitful tactical maneuvers, more so 

than her serious voice anyway, though the combination of the two seems to me making 

the cop uncomfortable. 

 The jolly, conversational atmosphere in the room concerns me—have they 

already forgotten the fracas in the atrium? 

“Excuse the interruption,” I say loudly.  Everybody quiets, looks at me.  “Sorry 

that took so long.  Officer Bigelow, Dunbar did indeed violate his restraining order.”  I 

slap the photocopied pages onto the table in front of me, the end closest to the door, 

farthest from the people, and it slides less than an inch in Bigelow’s direction, six or eight 

feet from his grasp.  James, who is sitting across from Bigelow and one chair closer to 

me, reaches out to try and slide the papers down the table, but he can’t quite reach them.  

He scoots a few inches closer until his chair is stopped by the one next to it, leans to his 

left and gropes, walking his first two fingers along the table toward the paper, making a 

squeaking noise as his fingertips rub the polished wood.  I make an impatient 

exclamatory huffing noise, then walk over, pick up the papers and take them around the 

table where Bigelow is sitting.  I stand next to his chair and slap the restraining order 

down in front of him.  “He needs to be arrested,” I say and go to cross my arms over my 

chest but am inhibited by the frying pan clenched in my right fist.  I grip the pan hard and 

bring it close to my chest like a shield, wielding both evidence and weapon. 

 “I see you found the frying pan,” Bigelow says. 
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 “That’s right.  And I think it proves this attack was premeditated and, moreover, 

that Dunbar had bacon-frying intentions.”  Bigelow looks at me like he doesn’t have the 

faintest clue what I’m talking about.  I realize I need to keep it simple for this dolt.  

“Dunbar.  Arrested.”  I point to the papers on the table. 

“Well, I’m not sure what he planned to cook in that pan, but, in any case, I think 

the circumstances call for leniency,” he says.  “I will see Professor Dunbar off campus, 

but I think arrest would be excessive.” 

 “Excessive?”  I raise my voice.  “He violated a restraining order, Officer Bigelow, 

a restraining order in which there is no provision for exigent circumstances.  What it does 

include, however, is a cease-and-desist addendum that specifically forbids bacon frying.  

Do you understand what that means?”  I waggle the pan in his direction.  He gives me a 

vacant stare.  “Cease and desist, Bigelow.  Cease and desist.”  He still looks dumbstruck, 

so much so I wonder if he’s making fun of me.  I scan the conference room and see 

similar expressions on everyone’s face but Suzanne’s, who looks more dismayed than 

confused. 

 “What is the problem here people?  Why is this so hard to understand?”   

Bigelow stands.  “I think you should give me the pan,” he says.   

I take a step back and tighten my grip.  “I’d rather not.” 

“Clearly you’re very upset.  Why don’t you put the pan down, have a seat and 

we’ll talk this through.”  Bigelow sits.  I remain standing.   

“There is nothing to talk through.  A man violates a court order to stay clear of a 

building, he should be arrested.  What could be more simple?”  I’m starting to feel a 
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sense of urgency, apparently alone in my position against Dunbar. What happened to the 

camaraderie we established in the atrium?  What happened to controlling the situation?  

How can I be the only one who sees what’s going on here? 

“You said yourself, these are extraordinary circumstances,” Bigelow says.  

“Everybody is stressed.  I will escort Professor Dunbar to his office where he can gather 

his belongings, then I’ll be sure he exits the premises and leaves campus.  I will speak 

with him about the conditions of the restraining order and be sure he knows the rules.  

That should be satisfactory.”  He is calm and reasonable.  I find it infuriating.  

 “That is the opposite of satisfactory.  He should be behind bars.  Were you not out 

there just now?  Dunbar’s a menace.  He’s a criminal.  He orchestrated this whole thing.” 

 “Orchestrated what whole thing?” 

 “Everything!  The handcuffs, the camera.  All of it.”  I swing the frying pan in a 

horseshoe around my torso, demonstrating ‘all of it.’  It comes dangerously close to 

Bigelow’s head. 

 “What camera?” Suzanne says. 

 “Nina, are you ok?  Why don’t you sit?” James says. 

 “How could he have orchestrated the handcuffs?” Suzanne says. 

 “I’m not sitting.  I can’t understand why you aren’t taking this seriously.  Dunbar 

is a threat to our safety and our school.”   

 “I think you need to calm down and have a seat,” Bigelow says. 

I take a step back.  “I am calm.”   
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“I understand your frustration, but I think it’ll be best if you let me handle 

Dunbar.  I have a copy of the restraining order now,” Bigelow taps the papers in front of 

him, smiles, appreciative, placating, “I can take it from here.”   

“Neens, it’s ok.  Dunbar will be out of the building and we can just focus on 

evacuation.  That’s the important thing.”  

 “No, that’s not the only important thing,” I say.  “It’s not important at all.” 

 “She’s right,” Bigelow says, turning back to the table. 

 “Thank you.”  

“What we really need to address is the matter of sealing the building.  I’ll be 

required to padlock the facility no later than sundown tonight.  Let’s call it 7:30 PM.  

Everybody’ll have to be out.”  I see Suzanne cringe.  She begins noiselessly moving her 

lips, repeating one of the idiotic New Age mantras she learned at Ramtha’s School of 

Enlightenment or someplace, something like, Trust in the Cosmic Process, Trust in the 

Cosmic Process, Trust in the Cosmic Process. 

 “Perhaps we could negotiate a little more time, Office Bigelow?  Maybe until 

tomorrow noon?” James says. 

 “The waters are already dangerously high.  I’m stretching the limits of safety as it 

is,” Bigelow says. 

Suzanne opens her mouth, presumably to say something aloud, but I preempt her.  

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Suzanne, who really gives a shit?” I swing the pan in an oversized 

gesture of exasperation.  “The water’s up our ass already anyway, what difference would 

a few more hours make?”  I look at my friend, who stares at me in horror.  “None.  That’s 
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what.  None whatsoever.”  She looks like she might cry.  Or strike me.  I’m a traitor.  I’ve 

abandoned my post as steward of the SVA, abandoned everything I have fought for, 

everything that was important to me.  To her.  To us.  But I couldn’t care less.  I am livid 

that Suzanne has not supported my campaign against Dunbar, that Bigelow won’t do 

anything beyond hold that maniac’s hand as they stroll out of the building.   

“Okay, let’s just agree we have until 7:30,” James says.   

“You’ll need to be cleared out when we come back.” 

“Sounds reasonable,” James says.  “And Suzanne?” 

 “She’s excused with a warning.  You should be more respectful of the police in 

the future ma’am.  We’re only trying to protect you.”  

“I cannot believe this, it’s such bullshit.”  In my fury I raise the pan overhead and, 

with a growl, slam it down against the corner of the conference table, which splinters into 

a million wood shards.  Bigelow is at attention.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, ma’am, I’m going 

to need you to hand over the frying pan.” He marches to where I am near the doorway. 

“You’re a coward.  You have to do something about Dunbar.  This is 

unacceptable.” 

“Give me the pan, ma’am.” 

“Make me.”  I jab the pan at him, shaking in my rage. 

 “Give it to me now or I’ll be forced take it from you.” 

 “Arrest Dunbar and I’ll give it to you.” 

 “This is not a negotiation.  Hand over the frying pan.”  Bigelow grabs my wrist 

and squeezes, slow and tight, loosening my grip on the pan. 
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 “Ow, that hurts.”  I recoil in exaggerated pain.  “Let go of me.” 

 He lets go of my wrist but takes the pan by its rounded sides and, with both hands, 

pulls it from me.  “Let go,” he says.  

 “I’ll never give it to you, you animal.  You’re a disgrace to campus police officers 

everywhere.”  I try to tug the pan away from Bigelow but my grasp on the handle begins 

to slip.  He gives the frying pan a hard yank with all his considerable strength.  It flies 

from my grip and slingshots out of my hands, straight toward him.  It’s a direct hit.  A 

face shot.  The noise it makes is not the Three Stooges gong sound I might have expected 

but instead more like the last bite of a cake ice cream cone, when it’s part mush but still 

has some real crackle to it.  I wonder if there are broken bones.  The pan clangs to the 

floor, now with a plangent reverberating ring, and Bigelow covers his face with both 

hands and howls, a roar of anger more than pain.  Blood squirts out between his fingers.  

Suzanne, James and the other officers are on their feet. 

 “Oh my god!” 

 “Are you alright?” 

 “I didn’t see what happened, what happened?” 

 “He’s bleeding, oh my god, he’s bleeding like crazy.” 

 “Somebody get a towel.” 

 “Do you want me to arrest her?” 

 “Can you talk, Bigelow?  Can you move your face?  Is your nose broken?” 

“He should sit down.  Help him sit.” 
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Bigelow pulls his hands away from his face and holds them out to assess the 

damage.  They are covered in blood and leave smeared red finger and palm prints on his 

cheeks and, somehow, his forehead.  His nose is a bulbous geyser, the blood leaking all 

over the floor, his eyes bugged and watery.   

I have never been a violent person, and am particularly averse to hand-to-hand 

combat, but I feel overcome by a sweet halcyon calm.  It feels like righteousness.  Maybe 

you should have arrested Dunbar, I think.   

I take two steps backward toward the open door—it is as if I’m watching the 

scene play out not right in front of me, but in some slapstick movie.  I see James’ hands 

and jeans covered in blood, Suzanne clucking and lifting the hem of her sweater to try 

and stop the gushing, all the Bigelows milling around, upset, awkward, not sure what to 

do, their leader down for the count, the frying pan on the floor, upside down.  I choke 

back a giggle.  I chuckle a little.  I outright laugh.  I positively guffaw. 

“Nina!” James says, his voice disciplinarian-sharp.  “Stop.  This is not a joke.  

He’s really hurt.”  

 “He, he was trying to take the pan from me,” I manage to say, still tittering. 

James looks at me with disapproval.  He shakes his head and turns his attention 

back to Bigelow.  I stop laughing.  My mind slows to a standstill.  And then it’s like I’ve 

been horse-kicked in the stomach.  I can’t get any air.  My breath is quiet, shallow.  The 

adrenaline, the energy, whatever has been propelling me, drains.  I feel weightless.  

Incarnate.  I feel nothing except the white-hot core of the canker sore, a blue star burning 

at 10,000 Kelvin on the inside of my mouth, singeing a hole through my lower lip.  I self-
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consciously raise my hand to my face as if the sore can be seen from the outside.  I want 

to be elsewhere.  I want everyone else to be elsewhere.  I want Dunbar gone, Suzanne 

gone, James gone, Bigelow and his bleeding face, gone.  I have an urge to hightail it out 

of there, quickly, silently, get in my car and head for Mexico, on the lam, never look 

back.  I take a moment to think if I know where my passport is.  

 “Nina, go get some paper towels,” Suzanne says.  Her regular voice is back.  I 

don’t respond.  I don’t move.  “Nina.  Paper towels.”  She looks at me like she feels sorry 

for me, not because she believes it wasn’t my fault, clocking Bigelow in the face with an 

iron frying pan, but because at that moment I am nothing if not pitiable.    

I nod and leave the conference room.  I do not go to the bathroom and get paper 

towels for Bigelow’s bloody nose.  I do not stop at all, I just walk straight out into the 

rain, through the parking lot, to my car which I get into and, as if entranced, drive myself 

home. 

	  




