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The dissertation consists of a critical preface and excerpts from the novel Patrol. The 

preface explores how the novel Patrol utilizes characters that engage with tropes of the Romantic 

Genius in order to establish their subjectivity while navigating the standardizing mechanisms of 

twenty-first century information technologies. The preface analyzes how the rise of the organic 

food movement, the usage of biotech genetic engineering, and the tactics of Big Data-era 

marketing all inform the critical underpinnings of Patrol, situating the novel in conversation with 

works of fiction and nonfiction that also explore the interplay of these topics with contemporary 

American culture. 

Set primarily in Cincinnati, Ohio, the bifurcated narrative of the novel Patrol enlists the 

perspectives of both a science-tech father from the Boomer generation, Tim Smith, and his 

millennial public relations-major daughter, Sarah Smith. Both work in industries that seek to 

utilize the concept of the individual genius in service of quantification. Tim and Sarah’s 

interactions with Alexandra Smith, a family member who transitions from female to male over 

the course of the novel, cause both protagonists to recognize that their own identities are 

malleable, and this discovery goads each into reexamining their career choices and personal 

relationships. The plot depicts the outcome of these explorations, culminating in a series of 

choices for Tim and Sarah that showcase the fundamental change in each character. Unable to 

simply quantify themselves and those around them, Tim and Sarah instead adopt a more nuanced 

view of the world that seeks to find a balance between the individualistic conceit of the Romantic 

genius and the quantifying mandates of technology. 
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PART I 

CRITICAL PREFACE

 1 



Big Data: The Romantic Genius in the Era of Infinite Observation 
 

What does it mean to live in an era where things 
 and people are infinitely observed? 

                                                —Steve Lohr 
 

As data scientist Jeffery Hammerbacher stated in a recent New York Times article, we live 

in an era where people are infinitely observed: the era of Big Data.1 Called a “revelation in 

measurement,” Big Data makes a new kind of vision possible.2 Like the telescope’s zoom on a 

vista of stars, or the microscope’s penetration of the cell, humans can now peer at “micro-

patterns” of behavior, recording and quantifying the world in a way never before possible. 

Although the increase in knowledge provided by digital data storage allows access to new modes 

of production for food and goods, it does not necessarily provide any control over these 

processes. Recent revelations about the cooperation of data mining firms with National Security 

Agency domestic spying programs have cast a harsh spotlight on the digitized networks of 

commerce and social media who record and profit off the observation of our behavior. The 

backlash to the “progress” of Big Data mirrors the public anxiety over the mapping of the human 

genome. As with Big Data, the code of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) is now visible, and 

alterable, giving rise to fears of our ability to “play god” with genes that parallel fears of 

surveillance by an impersonal digital system. As Timothy Brennan argues in At Home in the 

World: Cosmopolitanism Now (1998), the current state of the cultural critic and concerned 

citizen alike “is that of helpless witness: recording by inches the approach of something too 

1 For further discussion of Big Data, see Adam Frank’s “Big Data is the Steam Engine of Our Time” (12 March 
2013) for National Public Radio’s Cosmos and Culture; as well as a number of articles by Steve Lohr, including 
“The Promise and Peril of the ‘Data-Driven Society’” (25 Feb. 2013) and “Sizing Up Big Data, Broadening Beyond 
the Internet” (19 June 2013) both at NYTimes.com, and “Making Sense of Information Overload” (17 Feb. 2012) 
for Dallas Morning News. 
2 Steve Lohr defines Big Data as a: “catchall phrase [that] means three things. First, it is a bundle of technologies. 
Second, it is a potential revolution in measurement. And third, it is a point of view, or philosophy, about how 
decisions will be—and perhaps should be—made in the future.”  
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powerful to resist. The evils conjured—the leveling of value, standardization—are horrible 

precisely because they are popular” (254, emphasis mine). Or as researcher Nancy Wexler 

observes, with the rise of genetic testing we are now in the position of Tiresias: “able to see the 

future, but not alter it” (Ridley 63). 

My novel, Patrol, contributes to this conversation by examining the reaction to modern 

technologies—such as biotech and the Big Data methodology of contemporary food marketing—

and positing that the Romantic conception of the “individual genius” has re-emerged as a 

challenge to the standardization manifest amid the digital and financialized platforms of the 

twenty-first century. The plot of the novel traces the parallels between patenting laws that allow 

ownership of genetic code and marketing that commodifies social-network participants or reality 

television contestants for monetizable content. Like Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections (2001) 

and Lorrie Moore’s A Gate at the Stairs (2009), Patrol explores the ways that recent 

technological developments and globalizing financialization alter formerly fixed concepts of 

identity in a nuclear family living in America’s heartland. 

The move towards Big Data affects commerce, entertainment, politics, and technology, 

reframing the conflict between science and intuition, between reason and emotion, between the 

Enlightenment and Romanticism.3 The Romantic notion of “genius”—what Wordsworth called 

“the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings”—summarily resists the push for quantification 

3 A full explanation of Romanticism and the Enlightenment is beyond the scope of this essay. I use the most basic 
definitions. Enlightenment-era “rational” thought is exemplified by the Newtonian movement in late sixteenth 
century England. Romanticism arose shortly afterwards, rejecting terms exalted in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries such as reason, intellect, knowledge, and craft, to favor instead emotion, the Soul, spontaneity, 
supernatural and psychological extremes, and a glorification of the ordinary. The Romantics argued that 
Enlightenment elevation of the classical (Greco-Roman) era ignored the native traditions of England. Artists 
working in the Romantic vein looked to a pastoral landscape that existed prior to urbanization and industrialization, 
assisted by a scholarly recovery of medieval poetry and drama.  
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and classification that define contemporary society.4 Against Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism, 

which appeals to external values characterized by the homogenizing forces of the Industrial 

Revolution, Wordsworth and Coleridge argue that art uses an “intuitionist” system of reasoning 

that emerges from the individual perceiving and interacting with the world. The artistic creations 

arising from this process help bind society together, “cultivating” civilization and enhancing the 

public good. Although the model of the Romantic genius aligns with the entrepreneurial strain 

touted by neoliberal finance, the concept of the individualized genius is at odds with the reality 

of a postmodern globalized economy built on data collection that subjects all pursuits to 

increased scrutiny and standardization. This is no less true for contemporary writers within the 

university system. Paul Dawson’s Creative Writing and the New Humanities (2005) describes 

the modern creative writing program as an institution that asks young writers to embrace both the 

conceit of the Romantic genius and the modernist craft-based approach to writing. Dawson 

shows how the turn towards modernist creative writing instruction parallels the rise of New 

Critical methods that hold the text as a stable object that can be quantified and classified. As 

students learn to parse texts, they are simultaneously told to find their own voice, a process that, 

like Wordsworth and Coleridge, emphasizes intuition and naturalness over diligent study. 

Paradoxically, then, the successful creative writing student must compose with the freedom of 

the Romantic writer while at the same time subjecting their spontaneous overflow of powerful 

feelings to the rigors of the modernist emphasis on form and craft. 

Like contemporary creative writers, the protagonists of Patrol work in fields that subject 

the instincts of individualized genius to the rigors of quantifying technology. Despite the newly 

financialized “wild west” of molecular biology—a realm of gene patenting, genetic engineering, 

4 Wordsworth makes this argument in his manifesto of the Romantic movement, Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802). 
Stemming from the European Humanist tradition, Romanticism privileges the assumption that there is a stable 
human subject with agency or free will. 
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and pharmaceutical clout—Tim decides not to capitalize on his innate scientific talent, choosing 

instead a safe and predictable technician job, which is suddenly rendered obsolete by Big Data. 

Set on making the consumption of Texas’s invasive feral hog population palatable to Austin 

foodies, Tim’s daughter Sarah devises a pro-lard public relations (PR) campaign that monetizes 

her ability to analyze and respond to sudden shifts in contemporary culture. Both are diverted 

from the course they have selected when Alexandra, Tim’s youngest daughter, comes out as 

transgender. Tim discovers that the social consequences of scientific progress cannot remain 

tidily contained in the laboratory, and forced to confront the impact of years of absentee 

parenting on his family, he re-assesses his cautious career choice. Inspired by her first brush with 

a cause that is both personal and political, Sarah discards food marketing—and the restaurant 

conceived with her husband, Mark—and shifts her focus to creating a reality television program 

revolving around Alex’s gender transition. Beyond the protagonists, the occupations of each of 

the characters in my novel also address the tension between inspiration and quantification: Mark 

tries to combine the authentic, regionalized, slow food of purist chefs with molecular-gastro 

techniques; Steve matches his belief in his own brilliance as a scientist with venture-capitalist 

funding; Alex begins to post as his drag king persona on YouTube, but remains reluctant to 

professionalize himself as a performer. Patrol does not attempt to resolve the tension between 

individual genius and quantification; instead, the novel portrays the complexity of this 

contemporary situation in the lived experiences of its characters. 

In addition to the broad focus on individuality in the era of infinite observation, I also 

investigate several trends in Patrol that define the current landscape of contemporary American 

culture. Beginning with an examination of the food industry, I show that food policy impacts 

more than our daily meals, it rewrites the human genome on at the molecular level. I then 
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explore the intersection of genetic engineering and food production, addressing specifically how 

the hubris of soil chemistry reductionism mirrors the belief that Big Data can fully understand a 

consumer by plotting a set of data points. In this preface, I discuss these subjects not only as 

trends, but also as influences that, along with certain works of fiction and criticism, have 

informed my own narrative choices as I wrote Patrol. 
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Food Wars 

They use everything about the hog except the squeal. 
—Upton Sinclair, 1906 

 
 

Asparagus on ice travels by private jet from Mexico to the corner supermarket in Ohio. 

Vast sums of money rewrite the requirements for packaging labels in closed-door meetings. The 

food pyramid flattens and redefines what qualifies as a balanced meal. Doctors, dieticians, and 

government officials jostle for influence in a Byzantine system, where the stakes are no less than 

the health of an entire nation. To put forth an opinion about food in contemporary America is to 

enter a realm of intensely disputed facts, an “imagined community” centered on sustenance, 

status, and super-foods5; a realm where elites dine on desserts infused with gold while nearly one 

in three U.S. adults with a chronic disease has problems paying for food, medicine, or both.6 As 

James Hamblin recently noted, what is lost “in the swell of bestselling diet books, infomercials 

for cleanses, and secret tips in glossy magazines, is the credibility of nutrition science […] No 

one is arguing that diet is less than extremely important to health and well-being, but seemingly 

everyone is arguing as to what constitutes the best diet.”7 The up-swelling of dietary analysis 

towards what I term “food consciousness” is one of the central tenants of the critical framework 

informing Patrol, particularly the very recent emergence of “invasivorism.” 

5 As Benedict Anderson explains in his seminal text Imagined Communities (1983), the modern concept of the 
nation-state first took hold after the breakdown of empires at the end of World War I due to the rise of print-
capitalism, which utilized the concept of “empty, homogeneous time” and the transparency and equality of language 
to construct a serialized grammar of representation. Simply put, the concept of “meanwhile” was created, and people 
now imagined themselves as tied to groups of people that they had never seen in a deep, horizontal comradeship, an 
“imagined community.”  
6 This number is based on research published by Erin N. Marcus in The Atlantic. 
7 In his article “Science Compared Every Diet, and the Winner Is Real Food,” Hamblin cites a number of recent 
studies showing how “diet is inextricable from the amount of healthy time we spend on Earth,” as dietary 
improvement not only extends lifespan and reduces chronic disease but also improves “healthspan,” defined as “the 
number of healthy years of life.” 
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I adopt a multi-faceted approach to the exploration of the food industry in America—

from farming and gardening, to storage and preserving, to cooking and serving, to marketing and 

selling. Like Anne Tyler’s Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant (1982) and Lorrie Moore’s A 

Gate at the Stairs, I am also interested in the way that food production and consumption are 

ingrained in depictions of the home, of economics, and of technological innovations. Anne Tyler 

describes an early version of the farm-to-plate seasonal mode of cooking popularized in the 

1970s by chefs such as Alice Waters. As Allison Pearlman discusses in Smart Casual: The 

Transformation of Gourmet Restaurant Style in America (2013), these “purist” chef-gardeners 

serve pastoral ingredients in as unadulterated a manner as possible, detailing the geographic 

origin of their sources and presenting an “authentic” dining experience. Tyler’s character Ezra 

Tull converts a “fine and formal” popular Baltimore restaurant, Scarlatti’s, into the Homesick 

Restaurant, which specializes in food “made with love.” Raised in an impoverished household in 

the 1940s with two siblings by a single working mother, Pearl, Ezra attempts to create the feeling 

of “home” that he lacked in youth. Ezra “rejoiced in food […] less for eating himself than for 

serving to others” (117). Dishing up meticulously sourced and crafted comfort food, “he’d cook 

what people felt homesick for—tacos like those from vendor’s carts in California […] that 

wonderful vinegary North Carolina barbecue” (123). Ezra sets up a rotating blackboard menu, 

strips the restaurant of its heavy brocade draperies and ornate gilt scones, and replaces the 

“somber-suited waiters” with “cheery, motherly waitresses.” He begins to do most of the 

cooking, since “in the kitchen, as nowhere else, Ezra came into his own, like someone crippled 

on dry land but effortlessly graceful once he takes to water” (127-129). Cooking is Ezra’s genius, 

his way of forging a connection to the world around him. 
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Ezra’s plan almost causes him to go bankrupt, however. He loses most of the previous 

regulars who dislike the “dining room walls lined with preserves, kitchen laid open to the public, 

unkempt cooks milling around compiling their favorite dishes,” but manages to hang on and 

attract new patrons (136). The stripped-down space becomes a home-away-from-home, a place 

where prices fluctuate for needy customers and Ezra sends out what he thinks one should eat, not 

what a person ordered. He has dreams of repairing people’s lives with the dishes he prepares 

with his fiancée, Ruth, a “country cook” who makes biscuits by beating the batter on a stump 

with the back of an axe. Ezra is described as “motherly” by one character, “‘always feeding, 

hovering,’ […] ‘but acting so clumsy and shy, in the end it’s you that takes care of [him]’” (132, 

emphasis in original). But, in the end, Ezra cannot escape the ramifications that result from his 

“trouble saying no” (266). His own dysfunctional family never makes it through even one meal 

at the Homesick Restaurant. His brother, jealous of Ezra from birth, steals Ruth out of spite, and 

his mother is tyrannical, “a witch,” convinced that each of her children are failures. Ezra cannot 

find the comfort that he provides for others. In Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant, Tyler 

suggests that the performance of domestic tasks, like cooking, will not achieve a pleasant 

domestic space free of economic and emotional insecurities. In doing so, she shifts the blame for 

the Tull family discord away from Pearl’s lack of traditional motherliness. Instead, Tyler uses 

Ezra’s restaurant to criticize the responsibility conferred on domestic duties for the pleasant 

functioning of the nuclear family: “there was always a moment this early in the day, when Ezra 

found his restaurant disheartening […] What kind of occupation was this? People gulped down 

his food without thought […] then they went home and forgot it. Nothing amounted to anything” 

(266). In this moment, the novel strips the act of cooking and sharing a meal of all cultural 
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significance, rendering it as nothing more than the necessary maintenance of daily human 

existence, rather than a bedrock activity of the traditional family. 

And yet, the Tull family achieves a kind of equilibrium in the end. Ezra finally manages 

to gather everyone for dinner at his restaurant after Pearl’s funeral, even tracking down his long-

absent father. Ezra’s brother uses the opportunity to chastise their father for leaving, driving 

Beck from the restaurant. The children eventually persuade Beck to return and finish the meal. 

Though this compromise doesn’t provide the solution to the family’s problems, Ezra takes 

comfort in knowing that he has made the world a better place by preparing food “with love” for 

so many people in his community, including his fractured family, giving them a sense of home in 

the increasingly disconnected reality of globalized corporate America. Patrol enacts a similar 

trajectory through the character of Mark, whose parents have recently divorced. Rather than 

directly confront feelings of anger and hurt, Mark deflects his pain by attempting to create a new 

household for himself—rushing into marriage with Sarah and then planning to spin this secret 

into a positive to his in-laws and parents—and stabilizing his career by opening his own 

invasivore restaurant. The invasivorism platform enables Mark to focus on creating a utopian 

mode of food consumption rather than addressing his own fractured relationships. But, like Ezra, 

Mark has to confront reality when Sarah balks at his plans for exposing their secret marriage and 

Chelsea poisons people by using improper sterilization techniques. He eventually makes his 

marriage proposal to Sarah public and seeks Tim’s advice in using molecular-gastro techniques 

for his culinary schemes, shifting his course from vague attempts to improve society to focusing 

on mending his relationships. 

Moore’s novel A Gate at the Stairs also utilizes food and restaurant culture to examine 

American society. Moore is considerably less optimistic than Tyler, reflecting a shift in food 
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consciousness over the last several decades. Owner and chef Sarah Brink operates a restaurant 

that sources local ingredients in the small midwestern college town of Troy. The novel is 

narrated by the Brink’s nanny, Tassie, a student recently arrived from her family farm. The 

Brinks are an affluent white couple who adopt a mixed-race child from a lower-class mother, 

keeping the secret that their own child was killed in a tragic accident after Edward Brink allowed 

him to get out of the car on a busy freeway. They have relocated to Troy under new names, but 

cannot escape their tragic past. Sarah Brink, described as looking like “a controlled oxidation 

experiment,” is mostly absent from motherhood, busy running Le Petit Moulin, which Tassie 

describes as “one of those restaurants downtown, every entrée freshly hairy with dill, every soup 

and dessert dripped upon as precisely as a Pollock, filets and cutlets sprinkled with lavender dust 

once owned by pixies” (Moore 17). Tassie herself has never been there, hailing from a 

hometown where every restaurant serves heavy German fare—she has just experienced Chinese 

food for the first time—and where, “after any meal, sleepiness ensued” (7). For Tassie, Sarah 

Brink’s timbales and quenelles might as well come from a different planet. 

Yet, Sarah Brink serves the potatoes grown on Tassie’s father’s farm. Her father, “a 

hobbyist, a truck farmer,” is an outliner in his agrarian community, stubbornly resisting both Big 

Ag techniques and the organic-cooperative buy-outs going on all around him (19). His acreage 

resembles “a mere kitchen garden that had gotten slightly out of hand,” where the “soil looked 

chocolatey and had structure, like wine, whereas the Atrazined dirt of our neighbors was often a 

sad heap of dry gray clods” (19-21). This disconnect between the producers and preparers of 

goods is much darker than the pleasant relationship between Ezra and his produce supplier, Mr. 

Purdy, depicted in Tyler’s novel. This shift reflects the increasing distance between the farm and 

plate of farm-to-plate dining. It also reflects Richard Rorty’s argument that morality is “thick,” 

 11 



 

arising from a social group that generates contexts for application. The primary motor driving 

justice is loyalty to certain groups or circles, not an abstract or universalized sense of justice 

applied using reason. Moore suggests that even though contemporary imagined communities can 

allow for tremendous freedom, the price is ever-smaller “circles of loyalty” with community 

members. Unlike Tassie’s family, who lose a son in the Iraq war, the Brinks lose a child due to 

their own negligence. As Sarah and Edward Brink swoop in on Troy and take advantage of the 

local residents—overtly by adopting a child and covertly when Sarah puts Tassie’s father’s 

potatoes on the menu in a restaurant where he will never be able to afford to eat—they 

participate in the exploitation of resources that are commodified by the upper-class in America. 

The novel closes on the Brink’s exile from Troy, with Tassie finally eating at the doomed 

Le Petit Moulin for the first time on its last night of operation. She passes a nine hundred dollar 

potted lantana tree on her way in, “a preposterously pretty thing” that starkly contrasts with the 

rest of the interior decorated with “old mill wheels, collected from the countryside and bolted 

decoratively onto cross-pieces in the ceiling” (277). Moore juxtaposes the items on the menu in 

much the same way, mixing the banal with the exotic: along with Tassie’s family potatoes, 

“there were astonishing things […] tomatoes that were heirloom, like brooches, and cheeses that 

had won prizes in shows, like dogs” (29). Eating “such intricately prepared food” described with 

such pizzazz is “an odd experience” for Tassie, she cannot reconcile how “the palate [is] so well 

cared for and the spirit so untouched. It was a condition of prayerless worship. Endless 

communion. A Gospel-less church” (281). Sarah Brink has fully financialized the process of 

cooking; unlike Ezra, Sarah’s creations are expensive, and dining in her restaurant is a mark of 

status, not comfort. There is no spiritual dimension to her creations, no love in her platings.  
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Similarly, Jeff’s Porkopolis restaurant in my novel functions as a means to an end; he 

uses the revenue from the hot dogs to fund his other ventures such as real estate, a graphic novel, 

a reality show pilot, music performances, and 3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) 

production. Although Jeff pays lip service to environmental causes with gestures such as taking 

the bus, he is mostly focused on using the proceeds of his businesses to serve his artistic ends, 

producing his own “creative haven” through his business ventures. He represents the current 

neoliberal economic attitude in America embraced by much of the upper-class in that he does not 

seek to improve society as a whole, but focuses instead on his own projects—and uses others, 

like Courtney, as raw materials for getting his message out on his reality show Bright Lights, 

Midwest City. 

This shift reflects the changes in the attitude towards organic cuisine in America over the 

last several decades, an alteration visible in reportage on the subject and in the methodology for 

marketing organic products, and the same process traced in Michael Pollan’s bestselling 2006 

exposé of the food industry, The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals. Taking 

America’s schizophrenic attitude toward carbohydrates—shunned during the Atkins diet craze—

as his starting point, Pollan investigates each step of the industrial food chain as part of a desire 

to know and control where food originates, finding that even organic farms are part of a national 

system of production and distribution, and concluding the book with a hand-foraged, hand-

slaughtered meal. Fear of industrialized food system results in a “lack of a steadying food 

culture” in the American psyche and a rapid turnover of fashionable wisdom about what to eat 

(5). The result is dizzying arrays at grocery stores, a renaissance of boutique gardening, and 
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alarmist accounts devoted to every aspect of salt, sugar, and fat imaginable.8 The book does not 

answer the “omnivore’s dilemma” that the title poses, but instead shows how the American 

people are left “increasingly vulnerable to the blandishments of the food scientist and the 

marketer” because “it is very much in the interest of the food industry to exacerbate our anxieties 

about what to eat, the better to assuage them with new products” (Pollan 5). The upwelling of 

“foodies” is one facet of this turbulent landscape. 

The current definition of foodie is contentious but can be divided into two broad 

categories: commodification of extremist cuisine by those who will consume endangered species 

without batting an eye; and the eco-conscious residents of global cities who seek to reduce their 

footprint by consuming insects, raw dairy, and foraged goods, willing to do battle with food 

safety regulations and government restrictions. While on the surface it appears that these two 

groups are dissimilar, they share an anti-establishment streak originating in the same 1960s 

radicalism that spawned environmentalism and feminism.9 Questing for “a pastoral utopia in 

miniature,” the organic movement offered an alternative to large-scale food manufacturing meant 

to impact society as a whole, going beyond the formation of inspection organizations like the 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

to rebel against the entire industrial food system since, “what you ate was inseparable from how 

it was grown and how it reached your table” (143). J.I. Rodale’s 1940s-era magazine Organic 

Gardening and Farming harkens back to the concerns of Romanticism, applying the tenets of 

19th century British social critics who “contrasted the social fragmentation and atomism wrought 

8 A small sample of the 2013-2104 media outpouring on this topic includes Olga Khazan’s “When Trans Fats Were 
Healthy” in The Atlantic, the NPR story “Why We Got Fatter During the Fat Free Boom,” National Journal’s “First 
Lady Has Food Industry in a Frenzy,” The Daily Beast’s “Whole Foods: America’s Temple of Pseudoscience,” and 
Michael Moss’s Salt Sugar Fat: How the Food Giants Hooked Us. 
9 Pollan calls the organic movement “one of several tributaries of the counterculture that ended up disappearing into 
the American mainstream, but not before significantly altering its course” (141). 
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by the Industrial Revolution with the ideal of a lost organic society, one where the bonds of 

affection and cooperation still held” (42 emphases mine). Like the socio-political reach of 

Wordsworth and Coleridge’s poetics, the ideal organic garden represented far more than just 

delicious and nutritious food, imagined instead as a “scale model” of a “landscape of 

reconciliation that proposed to replace industrialism’s attitude of conquest towards nature with a 

softer, more harmonious approach” (143). The early twentieth century definition of organic was 

three-pronged, requiring alternative modes of production, systems of distribution, and modes of 

consumption. Like Tassie’s father in A Gate at the Stairs, Ezra in Dinner at the Homesick 

Restaurant, and Brice, Chelsea, and Mark in my novel, these ideas influenced farmers 

uncomfortable with chemical fertilizers and maximum-yield policies, as well as chefs who 

wanted to base menus around local and seasonal ingredients. The growing popularity of the 

organic movement in the 1960s and ‘70s reflected the tenor of a nation that distrusted its 

government and questioned the system after two decades of cultural upheaval and the 

introduction of deconstructionist theory. Organic—radical, fringe, local, and communal—tapped 

into this broader social trend and proposed a holistic change to improve civilization via literal 

cultivation of the earth itself. 

But, as the twentieth century progressed, the organic movement shook free of localizing 

principles and mushroomed into the current globalized empire epitomized by distributors like 

Whole Foods, which “offers what [Leo] Marx terms ‘a landscape of reconciliation’ between the 

realms of nature and culture, a place where, as the marketing consultant put it, ‘people will come 

together through organic foods to get back to the origin of things’” (138). Whole Foods narrows 

the circle of loyalty of its patrons to those who can afford to purchase items cultivated with care 

rather than food made cheaply by the institution of Big Ag. Like Sarah Brink, this consumer is 
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only self-interested and has no use for Tyler’s “homesick restaurant” or the philosophy of Alice 

Waters; most Whole Foods customers did not come from a home on a farm and therefore cannot 

be “homesick” for a world they never knew. Whole Foods shoppers are what cosmopolitan 

theorist Zygmunt Bauman terms “tourists”; disconnected from localized modes of production, 

they consume good and services resulting from the labor of “vagabonds.”10 Conversely, the 

vagabonds who produce these goods cannot afford to consume them. Vagabond migrant workers 

pick organic lettuce on acreage in Northern California, working in refrigerated factories so that 

tourist investment bankers can purchase and consume a pre-washed spring mix in Manhattan. 

This highly unequal system is the foundation of the burgeoning cult of contemporary cuisine 

fetishization that exoticizes the pastoral through the act of foraging, hunting, and eating rare 

delicacies. 

Sarah’s storyline examines the type of consumer who seeks “the flavors of wild-foraged 

plants, hunted meats, offal—the more primal sensations that we don’t get to encounter in our 

supermarkets” (Goodyear 253). Her trajectory begins with the Texas Hill Country’s pastoral 

setting, where the feral pig population of Texas becomes a springboard for purist chef Mark to 

try his hand at opening an Austin restaurant featuring invasive species. Mark allies himself with 

a couple, Brice and Chelsea, who live on a Do-It-Yourself (DIY)-centric farm called Green Hope 

just outside of Austin. They develop a plan to capitalize on the invasivore dining, a branch of 

“conscientious food-ism” that attempts to reinvigorate eating with the political consciousness of 

the original organic movement via the practice of consuming invasive species creating 

10 As Bauman observes in Globalization, the Human Consequences (1998), the socio-economic standing of and 
within nation-states creates vastly differing experiences of the globalization process. The high-status “tourist,” who 
travels of their own free will and in order to make money, is shadowed by the dark alter-ego of the low-status 
“vagabonds,” who move because they must, with fates controlled by absent investors. The “de-territorializing” of 
individuals occurs on both the high and low ends of the spectrum, with power increasingly shifting to “global cities” 
that provide hubs for technological super-centers. 
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sustainability problems due to overabundance.11 Feral hogs, who number in the range of five 

million, are currently inching their way into this food scene, but face prejudice from Texans who 

describe the meat as poor-tasting. Sarah identifies lard as a solution to this problem, and attempts 

to persuade a PR firm to bankroll a campaign promoting lard. The involvement of marketing in 

my characters’ restaurant plan allows the novel to explore how “supermarket pastoral” does 

more than just nourish the individual: it signals status to the community. 

Although the organic food industry has been industrialized, mitigating any actual 

connection to nature and the farmer, the appearance of authenticity supplants the reality. As Amy 

Merrick argues in her 2014 New Yorker article “Marketing ‘Real’ Bodies,” one “explanation for 

the widespread appeal of ostensibly artisanal products is that owning handmade, small-batch 

goods conveys status and exclusivity at a time when just about anything mass-produced can be 

purchased down the street at Costco.” Mark Frauenfelder’s Made By Hand: Searching for 

Meaning in a Throwaway World (2010) is a manifesto of this practice. Frauenfelder’s version of 

“ramshackle living” involves growing native plants, foraging, crafting, cooking slow food, 

wood-carving, and carpentry, the motivation for which he sums up by explaining that “if 

everything’s perfect, it’s kind of boring” (57). Frauenfelder details his attempts to “take more 

control” of his environment, life, and relationships, but most of his schemes end in disaster (3). 

He acquires chickens but his aversion to early rising means losing most of the flock to coyotes. 

Bees invade the house. He carves a number of asymmetrical wooden spoons. Still, the process is 

more important than the product. Frauenfelder argues that by “making your own stuff” you 

11 As defined by Joe Roman, a conservation biologist at the University of Vermont who runs the website 
EatTheInvaders.org, in Alex Van Buren’s recent article for Yahoo! Food. Roman also admits that culinary interests 
and sustainability interests are “often at odds,” citing recent issues with shark-fin soup makers pillaging endangered 
sharks. Goodyear also addresses this conflict in Anything That Moves, detailing a government bust on a restaurant 
serving whale and horsemeat sashimi, the regulations against foie gras in California, and the underground black 
market that smuggles banned food items such as escamoles (giant ant eggs) into the United States. 
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“learn from your mistakes and try to do better next time,” achieving “control” over your own life 

(152). He chronicles these experiences on his blog and runs the popular DIY magazine Make. 

Frauenfelder’s motivating goal—the authentic life—is mostly performative. He earns his money 

by writing about his DIY projects, not by relying on the creations he has made. 

Far from providing a sustainable plan for others to follow, Frauenfelder and his ilk are the 

farming equivalent of the “slacktivism” practiced by those whose activist tendencies are confined 

to joining Facebook groups, meaningless gestures that lack the power to alter the system on any 

fundamental level.12 Dr. David Katz, a physician and researcher at Yale University’s Prevention 

Research Center, admits that while Pollan’s decree to “eat food, not too much, mostly plants” is 

a good start, it lacks practical application for most outside of the “foodie elite.”13 If these 

practices do not have revolutionary potential, then the circle is complete; eating a certain kind of 

food, gathering/hunting/growing it yourself, and discussing it in the media all creates an 

interconnected narrative of performative gestures that serve as markers of elite consumption. 

And nowhere is this status-seeking performance more evident than in the world of the “food 

tourists”—individuals who work corporate jobs by day and fly around the country at night to 

eat—and food bloggers, who scour the face of the earth in search of new hole-in-the-wall joints 

to reveal to foodies. Food tourists visit places like Next, where “you are not a diner eating in a 

restaurant, you are an actor in a play about food” (Goodyear 253). Dana Goodyear begins 

Anything That Moves: Renegade Chefs, Fearless Eaters, and the Making of a New American 

Food Culture (2013) with her first sighting of celebrated L.A. food blogger Jonathan Gold, who 

quests for ethnic dishes in the heavily cosmopolitan San Gabriel Valley—also known as Little 

12 Moisés Naím’s 2014 Atlantic article “Why Street Protests Don't Work” explains how “clicktivism” and 
“slacktivism” “undermine real political work by creating the feel-good illusion that clicking ‘like’ on a Facebook 
page or tweeting incendiary messages from the comfort of one’s computer or smartphone is equivalent to the 
activism that effects change.” 
13 Quoted by James Hamblin in “Science Compared Every Diet, and the Winner Is Real Food.” 
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Taipei. Here, Gold seeks the holy grail of establishments, looking for less than stellar ratings 

from the health department, “bad” music, and low-rent décor, since he feels that “interesting 

cuisine often comes out of poverty […] ‘traditional—I hate the word ethnic—restaurants that 

serve some actual hunger people have, rather than something they tell themselves they must 

have’” (22). Gold functions as an emissary, chronically his culinary encounters for the reading 

public, who then follow in his footsteps to check out locales that traffic in “actual hunger.” These 

are tourists dining on the cuisine of vagabonds, whose very culture—poverty and all—is being 

consumed—Whole Foods shoppers who leave the grocery aisle and venture out into the world.14  

The dichotomy between the producers and consumers of foodie cuisine highlights the 

myth of the uncorrupted pastoral that undergirds the hunt for authentic food experiences, the 

heart in conflict with the mind of industrial food production. The chef emerges as a guide 

through the labyrinth of bizarre and illegal food items for tourists who seek places like pHeast, 

“an itinerant underground restaurant that bills itself as ‘live art’” (245). In these environs, the 

chef takes on a new status. “Suddenly, diners are along for the ride. You’re paying for insight 

into one very specific idea of what food should be […] now it’s ‘if you don’t like what we’re 

offering, you can leave’”(245). Contemporary gourmets place great value on authenticity in the 

cooking process; cut-away windows display the prowess of some of these chefs, while others opt 

to set up tables in the very kitchen itself. As Pearlman explains, the performance of “artistic 

authenticity” in preparing food “is inextricable from individualism. It’s a reprise of the Romantic 

notion of being true to oneself” (125, emphasis in original). Since individual inspiration is 

presented as independent from craft or formal training, the chef-as-Romantic genius emerges 

14 “One of the company’s marketing consultants explained to [me that] the Whole Foods shopper feels that by 
buying organic he is ‘engaging in authentic experiences’ and imaginatively enacting a ‘return to a utopian past with 
positive aspects of modernity intact’” (Pollan 137). 
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from this environment, informing Mark’s desire to open his own invasivore restaurant although 

he lacks any training or professional expertise. 

The combined setting of Mark’s restaurant and Green Hope reflects an overall shift for 

the millennial generation away from the suburban living of post-war America. Growing numbers 

of millennials reject the isolated enclaves of their childhoods in favor of apartments in walkable 

urban neighborhoods or the pastoralized rural landscapes of early agrarian America.15 That these 

moves are funded by debt reveals that many millennials still live in a world where dreaming of 

the future takes precedent over dwelling in everyday minutiae, much like Richard Yates’s young 

suburban couples in Revolutionary Road (1961). April and Frank Wheeler spend their social time 

talking about how they are different from other families in the neighborhood because they are 

hyper-aware of the trap that they’ve fallen into by having kids, taking a brain-numbing corporate 

job, and paying a mortgage. They get together with their friends, Milly and Shep Campbell, to 

rail against everyone else around them with “the happy implication […] that they alone, the four 

of them, were painfully alive in a drugged and dying culture” (60). Their delusion is punctured, 

however, by April’s dismal turn in a local play. She blames the play-acting and phoniness of 

their environment for their troubles, and tries to regain control over their lives with an ill-fated 

plan to relocate to Europe, where she will support the family while Frank finds himself. The 

novel’s tragedy is her misperception of Frank’s true nature; he, in fact, is suited for the kind of 

career that the Wheelers disparage, and, on the basis of this realization, he encourages April to 

keep yet another unplanned pregnancy and give up her dream of life overseas. When April 

refuses to relinquish her idea of who Frank is, she dies after attempting to give herself an 

abortion at home. Frank loses the house on Revolutionary Road, and the Wheelers become a 

15 Articles chronicling the urban relocation trend for millennials include “Where Americans are Moving” on 
Forbes.com (28 Nov 2012) and the Atlantic Cities articles “The Next Big Question Facing Cities: Will Millennials 
Stay?” (11 Sept 2011) and “Have We Reached Peak Sprawl?” (2 Oct. 2013). 
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cautionary tale for the new residents. Yates suggests the folly of attempting to break free of the 

whole system through this ending. The characters cannot function without the very system that 

they seek to escape. 

For millennials graduating from high school and college during a recession, the 

Wheelers’ path is no longer an option. They cannot enter the system of the middle-class at all, 

and instead look to reclaim the arts and tools of an agrarian economic system—gardening, 

animal husbandry, carpentry, or hunting and butchering animals—in order to wrest agency from 

the growing corporatization that disenfranchises them. My novel argues that many of the escape 

mechanisms of the millennials are just as flimsy as those of Frank and April Wheeler, and, like 

the Wheelers, many of my young characters ultimately are forced to abandon their delusion and 

face reality. Like Mark Frauenfelder, Brice and Chelsea endorse a made-by-hand mode of living 

that fails to follow safety standards and then disintegrates. They plan to fix up Chelsea’s family 

farm, but instead they use the land mostly for hunting pigs and becoming involved in Mark’s 

restaurant venture.16 Mark takes out loans in order to rehabilitate a house that will host his new 

restaurant, but the scheme quickly runs into trouble; Sarah discovers that Brice has not invested 

any capital in the project, and Mark finds out that Chelsea has poisoned people via improper 

sterilization techniques. The failure of the rustic restaurant represents the danger in over-

simplifying the processes occurring in the industrialization of food, a practice now begun and 

carried out in the laboratory. 

 

  

16 Brice and Mark’s interest in hunting reflects a new trend in millennial ventures chronicled in articles like Sarah 
Elton’s “Hipsters Are Going Hunting” in Macleans (24 Jan 2014). 
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Gene Wars 

There is much, much more to each of us than a genetic code. 
But until now human genes were almost a complete mystery. 

We will be the first generation to penetrate that mystery. 
—Matt Ridley, 1999 

 
 In 1998, volunteers across the world responded to an advertisement seeking blood 

donations. There were French and Germans, Chinese and Japanese, Californians and Texans. A 

diverse group of candidates were selected from this pool, ushered into counseling rooms, and 

told that their DNA might become part of the first complete sequence of the human genome. 

Gene sequencing refers to the process that determines the exact order of the base pairs in a 

segment of DNA; each of these base pairs reside on one of 23 chromosomes in the cell nucleus 

and carry instructions for making the proteins that control bodily and mental processes. On June 

26, 2000, the International Human Genome Sequencing Consortium announced the completion 

of a rough draft of the human genome sequence. While knowledge about the genome has 

revolutionized medicine, industry, and even the basic conception of what constitutes the self, 

there is a wide gap between reading and writing the code of DNA and creating a biological 

organism—a process that often remains shrouded in mystery. Rather than a deterministic system, 

the “impact of genes upon our lives is gradual, partial, blended,” a mishmash of information 

activated by and interacting with the environment to create “a world of greys, of nuances, of 

qualifiers” (Ridley 65-66). Researcher Christina Agapakis describes “artful biological design” as 

“an incredibly complex endeavor” both within the cell itself and because “we have to think about 

how applications will be marketed, regulated, or patented.”17 While the cost of DNA synthesis 

itself is declining, the field of synthetic biology has become more costly and fraught than ever in 

17 Quoted in Alexis C. Madrigal’s article “The Meaning of (Making) Life.” 
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an effort to understand how life systems work.18 Yet, efforts by some to quantify and capitalize 

on this complex genetic information are already well underway. 

Gene patenting has occurred in America since the 1980s, utilizing loopholes in the 

patenting system—which normally excludes elements of the natural world entirely—that allowed 

items that possessed “markedly different characteristics from any found in nature,” or items that 

were removed from the human body but then drastically modified to be patented.19 As Melissa 

Cooper explains in Life As Surplus: Biotechnology and Capitalism in the Neoliberal Era (2008), 

one major impact of the biotech revolution has been the relocation of the concept of economic 

production to the genetic, microbial, and cellular level. Biological patents over DNA sequences 

and the genetically modified organisms they create enable ownership of all the novel possibilities 

of an organism. The battle over copyrighting the BRCA genes—the breast and ovarian cancer 

gene, or BRCA1 and BRCA2—in the first decade of the twenty-first century illustrates the 

frontlines of neoliberal privatization of genetic materials. After an international race to discover 

the BRCA genes, geneticist Mark Skolnick patented his results for his biotech firm Myriad 

Genetics at the University of Utah in the late 1990s, excluding collaborators from the NIH who 

provided monetary and intellectual support. The plaintiffs in the BRCA case argued that if these 

genes were allowed to be patented, information about a section of the human genome—an aspect 

of the natural world—would become privatized, placing a stranglehold on outside research and 

allowing for a future where a company could develop a monopoly on something common to all 

18 In the interest of conciseness, I have described the process of gene extraction, patenting, and modification in only 
the most basic terms here. For further reading on gene isolation and the battle over BRCA1 and BRCA2, see Daniel J. 
Kevles’s extensive article “Can They Patent Your Genes?” For a discussion of biotech and synthetic biology, see 
Alexis C. Madrigal’s “The Meaning of (Making) Life.” Additional information about the Human Genome Project is 
available on the NIH’s website, www.genome.gov. 
19 Kevles cites the 1980 Supreme Court ruling in Diamond v. Chakrabarty that allowed patents on a genetically 
modified bacterium and the 1911 case on Parke-Davis’s patent on adrenalin, which a chemist had isolated from the 
body, purified, and produced in concentrated form. 
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women. The defendant, The University of Utah Research Foundation (Myriad), argued that they 

needed the patent in order to preserve their competitive advantage and prevent others from doing 

research on these sections of chromosomes 13 and 17, their gene extraction methods, and their 

diagnostics. While this particular gene was eventually ruled non-patentable, the bioethics 

quandary is far from solved and will continue to face new challenges as modified organisms are 

developed through the process of genetic engineering. One of the most prominent uses for 

genetically modified organisms is as a kind of cleanup squad for the excesses of earlier, messier 

industrial practices. Scientists like Craig Venter, on whom Steve’s character is loosely based, 

partner with venture capitalists to find loopholes that will enable harmful industrial practices to 

continue so that they can then sell technology that will repair the subsequent damage. Like the 

Romantic genius, researchers like Venter are often touted with hyperbolic praise for their 

inventions. The subject of an enthusiastic NYT profile in 2010, Venter shows the star-struck 

reporter his genetically modified algae—an organism that will be able to clean up industrial 

waste by consuming it. Rather than adopt green technology, these cleaners enable humankind to 

pollute indefinitely, allowing progress to continue apace with little to no concern for the 

consequences. Nature, in these instances, is literally industrialized as organisms are co-opted for 

technological purposes. Despite the appellation of genius to their work, Venter and his ilk are 

more similar to modern-day Utilitarians, participating in an overarching philosophy that 

privileges an “ends justify the means” approach to the future by creating such organisms, one 

that takes on an even more sinister cast when applied to human subjects. 

Once the double helix of DNA was opened to human intervention, the conception of 

human nature was necessarily altered. Genetic determinism posits that we are no more than our 

genes—modify the genes, modify the self—undermining notions of free will in much the same 
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way that Big Data posits that we are no more than our mouse clicks. In Patrol, Tim’s storyline 

shows how concerns over the “wild west” of genetic discoveries dovetail with a new 

understanding of how genetic expression works. In the early 1990s, Tim opts to work for Steve 

to partially sequence the mouse genome in a frantic bid to secure intellectual property and 

discover the causes of cancerous tumors. Steve frames their work within the confines of the 

University as a battle against the well-heeled private sector, where venture capitalists pump 

money into work eventually sold to the highest bidder (often pharmaceutical companies and 

private foundations). If they discover innovations first, they will avoid battles like the ones over 

the BRCA gene. Steve insists on focusing on the sequence in small sections, rather than a 

complete sequence of the mouse genome, but Tim’s fears of being usurped by more ambitious 

researchers is proven correct when the complete genome is discovered by another team and his 

small pieces of research are rendered useless. Steve retreats into obscurity, fleeing to Maine to 

teach modern dance and returning only once a year to check up on Tim’s progress in his 

laboratory. Unbeknownst to Tim, however, Steve becomes involved in a new project after 

changing his attitude towards what is possible with private funding. Steve wants Tim to leave his 

drudgery at the University and relocate to Maine in order to participate in a cutting-edge 

epigenetics project funded by venture capitalists. 

Epigenetics tracks external signifiers attached to DNA and ribonucleic acid (RNA), 

markers that indicate when and how certain genes should be copied.20 These groups switch 

certain sections of DNA on or off depending on signals from the environment such as diet, stress, 

and exposure to chemicals. DNA itself can only be changed by genetic engineering—or 

20 As Hurley explains, methyl and acetyl groups operate “like a placeholder in a cookbook, attaching to the DNA 
within each cell to select only those recipes—er, genes—necessary for that particular cell’s proteins. Because methyl 
groups are attached to the genes, residing beside but separate from the double-helix DNA code, the field was dubbed 
epigenetics, from the prefix epi (Greek for over, outer, above).” For further reading about epigenetics, see Dan 
Hurley’s “Grandma’s Experiences Leave a Mark on Your Genes” on DiscoverMagazine.com (11 June 2013). 
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evolution—but scientists have recently altered methyl and acetyl groups in order to change the 

way DNA copies itself and expresses certain traits. And, like DNA, epigenetics is heritable, 

meaning that methyl and acetyl groups wedded to how DNA expresses (or doesn’t express) can 

also be passed down. Unlike DNA, however, epigenetics is malleable within one’s own lifetime 

through environmental or chemical changes. While these epigenetic alterations could have 

positive impacts ranging from preventing depression and anxiety to improving memory and the 

ability to learn, it is not yet possible to preform these tweaks without the risk of unforeseen 

complications. Tim and Steve’s scientific ventures reflect contemporary debates about genetic 

modification and the risks it poses to human agency and free will. Because of the complex nature 

of the modifications Steve proposes, Tim has trepidation about meddling with the human 

genome and its expression, a concern that mirrors the anxieties about genetic engineering of food 

sources expressed by the millennial characters in the novel. 

Epigenetic research is only the latest entry in discovering how the environment can effect 

the genome, and examination of the genetic history of humankind reveals that, thus far, no one 

invention has had a larger impact on evolution than technologies revolving around food. 

Scientists not only manipulate genes, they can also work backwards to figure out how physical 

characteristics result from gene expression. In Genome, The Autobiography of a Species in 23 

Chapters (1999), Matt Ridley traces this new development through the 23 chromosomes on the 

human genome. Examining chromosome 1, which contains the gene for lactase, provides one 

example of the impact of agricultural practices and diet on the genome. Typically, this gene 

switches off in mammals with the cessation of breast-feeding. But in certain herding cultures—

including the Spanish, the Bedouins, the Irish, and the Tutsi—the gene mutated to allow for adult 

lactose consumption, “an example of a cultural change leading to an evolutionary, biological 
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change […] human beings created their own evolutionary pressures” (194). A similar mutation 

occurred in the gene that governs alcohol processing, an adaptation that allowed humans to 

escape dysentery in crowded urban areas by literally not drinking the water. Food technology has 

tremendous power, and innovations in food production, storage, and preparation have driven 

migrations and expansion of the human race since pre-history.21 At the same time, genetic 

engineering of plants and animals has changed what is possible for food production and 

manufacturing, medicine, and industry. As Ridley explains, human germline gene therapy 

remains “taboo,” but for plants “changing genes in places where they would be passed on to 

future generations […] in modified soya beans” has been widely accepted (251). The genetic 

engineering of crops, as Ridley states, is here to stay, and the consequences of this revolution 

have only just begun to be felt. While processed food has a longer shelf life and allows for more 

food per capita than ever before, research suggests that increased use of antibiotics in food and 

medicine has already negatively impacted the microbiome of gastrointestinal (GI) fauna, 

contributing to rising global obesity levels.22 

The act of processing food is not a new practice. Beginning with the early stages of food 

processing—curing, pickling, canning—Michael Pollan argues that humanity has long sought to 

liberate themselves from the tyranny of seasonal foods and no longer be “at the mercy of the 

local vicissitudes of nature” (91). The post-WW II “third age” of food processing moves beyond 

these initial preservative measures, Pollan continues, and “the twentieth century prestige of 

technology and convenience combines with advances in marketing” to fulfill a new goal: 

21 Ridley traces the genetic dispersion of certain markers—including the breast cancer gene, or BRCA2—on 
chromosome 13 to show how linguistic history is matched by genetic history, arguing that “expansions and 
migrations of people with novel technological skills have played a great part in human evolution” (189). 
22 For more information about microbial imbalance, see Terry Gross’s recent segment for NPR: “Modern Medicine 
May Not Be Doing Your Microbiome Any Favors,” an interview with Martin J. Blaser, author of the forthcoming 
book Missing Microbes: How the Overuse of Antibiotics is Fueling Our Modern Plagues (14 April 2014). 
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improving on nature itself (91). Soil could be modified for maximum productivity with the 

invention of the fertilizer NPK, a process that reduces the biological complexity of soil chemistry 

to simple measures of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. The farmer began to treat nature as a 

machine rather than a complex biological entity, and this “hubris” resulted in the application of 

more and more chemical solutions, since the chemical pesticides that increase nitrogen levels 

also increase the plant’s vulnerability to insects and disease.23 The abundance of crops—

particularly corn—produced by these new methods was staggering (yields have trebled since the 

1960s), and much of this ended up in junk food. These convenience products changed not only 

what Americans ate but also how they ate—on the go, solitary, divorced from the collective 

practice of consumption that used cultural wisdom as a foundational screed. Michael Moss 

examines the process at Frito Lay in Salt Sugar Fat (2013), describing how several million 

dollars were funneled into a methodical assessment of products for optimal flavor and 

mouthfeel—including the robotic mouth described in Patrol. The company dedicated themselves 

to chasing customers who used to grow out of junk food and switch to regular sit-down dinners, 

contributing to America’s transformation into a nation of on-the-go eaters, and raising concerns 

about permanent damage to the food culture. 

Helen’s attitude towards processed food is indicative of the fears described in a recent 

Atlantic article about the twelve toxins in common products that threaten fetal brains. As James 

Hamblin explains, “this dozen is meant to illuminate something bigger: a broken system that 

allows industrial chemicals to be used without any significant testing for safety.”24 Galvanized 

23 Pollan argues that “the problem is that once science has reduced a complex phenomena to a couple of 
variables…the natural tendency is to overlook everything else, to assume that what you can measure if all there is, or 
at least all that matters” (147-148). The result of this attitude is that “instead of relying on the accumulated wisdom 
of our senses, we rely on expert opinion, advertising, government food pyramids, and diet books, and we place our 
faith in science to sort out for us what culture once did, with rather more success” (303). 
24 “The Toxins that Threaten Our Brains.” 
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by concerns such as these, Helen is committed to policing her household environment—making 

all food from scratch, gardening, sewing, and eschewing the use of chemicals. More 

significantly, she derides the work done in Tim’s laboratory. I set up this contrast between Tim 

and Helen’s attitude towards science in order to highlight the gulf between the industrialized 

processes of biotech—such as genetically modified organism (GMO) foods, synthetic bacteria, 

and patented genes—and the real-world reaction to many of these new innovations in the food 

industry and beyond. Similar to the impersonal collection of information favored by Big Data, 

many moves in the biotech sphere are more concerned with selling information than with 

assessing real-time, real-world consequences. The result is a broad, imperfect application of 

quantification principles to a living world; the hubris of destroying the soil chemistry is akin to 

arresting someone who does a Google search for bomb making. Sarah faces a similar quandary 

in marketing Alex’s gender transition, as the complex, biological process of sexual expression 

cannot be reduced to a marketing data point. Ultimately, the tension created by radically shifting 

paradigms at the dawn of the twenty-first century impacts each of my characters, who confront a 

world where the conception of the Romantic Genius is interwoven with giant leaps forward in 

food processing, industry, science, and marketing that standardize and quantify human 

interaction, development, and growth. Each character must make decisions about how to 

confront this brave new world, a scenario captured by the interwoven narratives of Patrol. 
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Stylistic Heritage: Hybridization 

In his introduction to The Program Era (2009), Mark McGurl argues that the “overriding 

problem” for postwar American fiction involves the adaptation of “modernist principles of 

writing, developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries well outside the academy, 

to a literary field increasingly dominated by bureaucratic institutions of higher education” (x). He 

defines three distinct aesthetic formations that have developed as a result of this adaption: 

“Technomodernism,” or engagement with information and media technology within postmodern, 

experimental literary forms; “High Cultural Pluralism,” the use of high literary modernist 

techniques to explore cultural and ethnic difference; and “Lower-Middle-Class Modernism,” 

which takes minimalism as its form and economics as its primary subject (32). McGurl 

advocates exposure to each of these different stylistic methods within the creative writing 

workshop in order to create an “open system” which continuously re-invigorates itself. The 

hybridized novels that result may inhabit multiple categories and contain elements that fall 

outside of all three designations, such as blending reality with the magical realist/fabulist 

approach in the fiction of Karen Russell, Kelly Link, and George Saunders; or novels that 

hybridize fiction with elements of reportage, creative nonfiction, and memoir, like Junot Diaz’s 

The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), Jonathan Franzen’s Freedom (2010), and 

Jeffrey Eugenides’s The Marriage Plot (2011). 

Similarly, my novel Patrol confronts the “problem” of post-war fiction through a 

hybridization of McGurl’s three forms, utilizing aspects of each of these designations to inform 

both content and stylistic considerations like narrative organization and point-of-view. Like 

technomodernist novels such as Ben Fountain’s Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk (2012) and 

Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Good Squad (2010), I am interested in examining the 
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technological apparatuses of contemporary American society, specifically how evolving forms of 

communication and media influence conceptions of the self and community in the postmodern 

age. Both of my protagonists are involved in tech-heavy fields, and both mold their perspectives 

based on the way that each field interacts with the world. Sarah’s narrative is informed by her 

exposure to social media, while Tim’s attitude is influenced by his immersion in molecular 

biology’s debate over genetic determinism. Like cultural pluralist texts Philip Roth’s American 

Pastoral (1997) and Lorrie Moore’s A Gate at the Stairs, my novel engages with aspects of 

globalization and cosmopolitanism visible in Cincinnati and Texas, exploring the racial tensions 

in Cincinnati after the recent riots of 2001 and the erasure of Mexican culture, language, and 

cuisine that occurs in present-day Texas. Jeff’s graphic novel and warehouse community are 

reflections of the impact of the riots on Cincinnati’s urban milieu, and Mark’s invasivore scheme 

and “German-a-Mex” restaurant venture reflect cosmopolitanism enacted through the lens of 

food. And, like works of lower-middle-class modernism such as Anne Tyler’s Dinner at the 

Homesick Restaurant, my novel is concerned with the economic realities that mold the life and 

career trajectories of my characters in post-2008 recession America, including the rise of the 

organic movement and the fate of workers in information technology fields. Ultimately, Patrol 

enlists a hybridized stylistic format to address a broad range of socio-cultural concerns, 

employing a holiday-centric chronological structure and a bifurcated narrative to explore a 

diverse collage of topics in America’s heartland. 
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Narrative Chronology: Holidays in the Heartland 

Patrol’s front story is a chronological linear narrative spanning the week between 

Christmas Eve and New Year’s Day. Richard Ford’s novel The Sportswriter (1986) was an 

influential text in this structural design. Ford follows his protagonist, Frank Bascombe, during 

Easter weekend, beginning with an evocative scene in a graveyard at five am on Good Friday 

and concluding during the late hours of Easter Sunday. This holiday timeline traces the fall and 

redemption of Bascombe, who emerges on Sunday night a different man from the one who knelt 

by his son’s grave on Friday morning. Like Bakhtin’s notion of carnivalesque, holidays provide 

a natural break from the daily routine, an opportunity to subvert expected behaviors, and, like 

pivotal cultural events, an incentive to examine the mundane realities of daily life more closely.25 

Christian holidays such as Christmas, harvest celebrations like Thanksgiving, and renewal 

festivities like New Year’s Eve are part of the “imagined community” of America, enlisting 

capitalistic technology to generate a “horizontal comradeship” similar to the one achieved by 

serialization in print culture that is both synchronic—holiday events are depicted by media and 

transcend physical boundaries—and diachronic—each holiday has a history of origin and 

regularly occurs during the calendar year.26  

The chronology of my novel both examines the role of holidays in American culture and 

takes full advantage of the backdrop of familial gatherings and celebrations for drama. In The 

Sportswriter, for example, Bascombe visits his girlfriend’s entire family for an Easter Sunday 

dinner, while my characters gather for New Year’s Eve, reviving a long-forgotten tradition. 

25 In Rabelais and His World (1968) Bakhtin introduces the term carnivalesque to describe those forms of unofficial 
culture that use laughter, parody, and “grotesque realism” as a weapon against official culture and totalitarian order. 
Grotesque realism, Bakhtin argues, functions as a way for Rabelais to re-cast political conflicts through the 
depiction of “unruly biological and social exchange.” 
26 Using Benedict Anderson’s definition: “imagined political communities” remained entrenched after the 
breakdown of empires at the end of WW I due to the rise of print-capitalism, which utilized the concept of “empty, 
homogeneous time” and the transparency and equality of language to construct a serialized grammar of 
representation. 
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Additionally, both the initial drag king show and the Roller Jam occur on Christmas Day, 

alternate annual gatherings that emerge when more traditional modes are cast aside, pointing to 

the decline in religion for millennial Americans such as Alex, Sarah, Courtney, and Jeff, the least 

religious generation ever polled.27 The gradual secularization of Christmas in contemporary 

America is bemoaned by conservatives as “the war on Christmas” and taken advantage of by 

retailers who open stores on Thanksgiving to begin Black Friday. The use of the word war 

signifies the religious right’s desperate attempt to shore up the imagined Christian nation of 

America, increasingly threatened by global hybridization and the cosmopolitan communities that 

arise from the breakdown of traditional territorial and ideological boundaries, and this hysteria 

manifests in the erasure of the pagan origin of holidays, once agriculturally-based events 

commemorating harvests, solar and lunar occurrences, and planting. 

The economic climate that spawned Black Friday began half a century ago, when the 

success of marketing combined with the economic boom of post-war America allowed 

companies to sell more and more superfluous products to the newly affluent masses, a system 

that birthed today’s ideology of credit-based consumption.28 Through the Smith family’s 

experience, along with Sarah and Mark’s Thanksgiving visits with both of his parents, the novel 

provides a window into the changing concepts of family and community tradition during the 

holiday season. Mark’s parents are already far less traditional than Sarah’s, founders of their own 

business and architects of a secret divorce, and their celebration of Thanksgiving quickly 

devolves into an excuse for heavy drinking. Sarah is uncomfortable with this amount of alcohol 

27 On a 2013 NPR segment, Heidi Glen discusses the recent Pew Research Center study “Nones’ on the Rise.” One-
fifth of Americans have no religious affiliation. One-third of those under thirty have no religious affiliation and also 
distance themselves from community institutions. These millennials are the most religiously unaffiliated generation 
of young people ever measured. 
28 Bauman traces the transition of the US from a “producer” society into a “consumer” society, the consequences of 
which include voluntary entry into a system of surveillance that tracks purchases in order to “establish credit.” 
Subjectivity becomes self-regulating under the goal of, eventually, becoming credit-worthy (51). 
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consumption and embarrassed by her own behavior when inebriated. She is happy to spend 

Christmas with her family instead, but the events of the prologue—and Alexandra coming out to 

Helen prior to the start of the novel—contribute to a cessation of Smith family traditions as well. 

Tim flees to the lab to wallow in his guilt over the skier’s death, while Helen refuses to cook and 

spends time with Facebook admirers rather than her own family. Sarah is at first glad to escape 

church services, but this breakdown in the holiday routine contributes to the growing sense of 

unease that draws her closer to her family—including her interest in launching Alex’s reality 

show career and her disapproval of Tim and Angie’s involvement—by the novel’s conclusion. 

Although Ford does have a (brief) plane trip in The Sportswriter, my novel required a 

timeframe long enough to make Mark’s departure from and return to Cincinnati seem 

plausible—more than a weekend—while simultaneously short enough to maximize the stakes for 

my characters. Placing the end of winter break from Sarah and Tim’s universities near the 

beginning of the novel’s chronological story both provided tension—Sarah and Tim have a very 

short amount of time to make momentous life decisions—and took full advantage of the 

symbolic resonance of the holidays in contemporary America. Having Tim forget Christmas, for 

example, demonstrates that he is a workaholic who pays little attention to family rituals, even 

though he is the only character in the book with some religious leanings. This initial set-up 

highlights the changes Tim undergoes. At the start of the novel, Tim is disconnected from his 

family and has suppressed his dissatisfaction with his career. Despite the fact that his job has 

been rendered redundant decades ago—and his boss has decamped for Maine—Tim remains 

absent from the domestic sphere, occupying the traditional, 1950s-era role of the distant, 

breadwinner father in America. Like the characters Alfred Lambert in The Corrections and the 
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Swede in American Pastoral, Tim grew up during the era of the Keynesian welfare state, when 

the virtues of hard work and self-sacrifice were hegemonic.29 

In The Corrections, Alfred, an elderly railroad engineer, suffers from the onset of 

dementia after being forced into early retirement when his company, Midland Pacific Railroad, is 

absorbed by the conglomerate Orfic Midland. The new investors strip the wires from all-

nonessential lines and sell their copper, isolating small prairie towns once kept alive by the 

MidPac’s routes, but Alfred still believes in the company, even cutting Orfic Midland a share of 

the profit he collects when an old patent proves desirable to the company that manufactures the 

“corrections” drug. His oldest son, Gary, attempts to persuade Alfred that this loyalty is foolish, 

berating him: “[y]our decency is bullshit. Your civilization is bullshit. It’s weakness! It’s fear!” 

(173). Alfred stubbornly refuses to listen. The gap between their generations leaves each 

thinking that the other’s economic outlook is “foolish,” and unable to see that they are both 

actually cautious investors and men alienated from their pushy wives, each caught in the grip of 

relentless depression and malaise. 

The Swede undergoes a similar breakdown in American Pastoral. Narrated by 

Zuckerman—Roth’s literary alter ego—the plot traces the rise of star athlete Seymour “the 

Swede” Levov and his family to the height of industrial capitalism in the 1950s and ‘60s. Their 

fall is paralleled by the flight of manufacturing from the city of Newark, a city torn by race riots 

and left a lawless shell of its former self. As industries are replaced by service jobs, 

downsizing—along with the export of jobs overseas—becomes rampant, but the Swede keeps his 

workers at Newark Maid Leather producing gloves in Newark until the bitter end, even as the 

actions of Swede’s daughter, Merry, tear his domestic life apart. Protesting the Vietnam War, 

29 In Globalization and Its Discontents (2002), Joseph Stiglitz details the implementation of the Keynesian welfare 
state during the Great Depression, when, following Keynes’s policies, the State took steps to “create jobs and rescue 
those suffering from the collapse of a global economy” (249). 
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Merry’s terrorism is a local act with local consequences, destroying both the family of the victim 

(a small town doctor) and the terrorist. “We all have homes,” the Swede’s former mistress tells 

him, “that’s where everything always goes wrong” (378). The pastoral cannot survive the 

incursions of the political, but for the Swede “that’s what was left to hold him together—a dinner 

party. […] To the candlelit terrace he duteously returned, while bearing within him everything 

that he could not understand” (379). Staged in a country torn apart by the Vietnam War, the 

Swede’s story reflects longing for a pastoral world that no longer exist outside the dinner parties 

thrown in the suburbs in a futile attempt to hold the horrors of the globalized world at bay. 

Although Tim grows up in the era of the welfare state and shares the values of Albert and 

the Swede, he does not enter the workforce until the late 1980s, shortly after Gordon Gekko’s 

famous “greed is good” speech in Wall Street and the paradigm shift from the Keynesian welfare 

state of the 1950s-60s to the contemporary globalized neoliberal economy, a transition from an 

industrial manufacturing economy focused on making things—with centers of power in port 

cities, manufacturing centers, and agricultural zones—into a service economy increasingly 

centered in “global cities” trafficking in symbolic wealth and goods.30 Agency Theory and 

Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter’s notion of “creative destruction” elevated the 

individualistic entrepreneur and “love of money” above the collectivist Keynesian system.31 

Tim’s position as a lab technician who labors diligently but no longer produces research of any 

practical value underscores this tension: his values do not align with what his job has become. 

Steve’s offer to go to Maine and work on a project funded by venture capitalists is a chance for 

30 As Saskia Sassen argues in Sociology of Globalization (2006), global processes are enacted in global cities, 
avoiding the hierarchies of the nation-state and its governing systems. Hence the nation-state, as a geographically 
bounded entity, is no longer the “dominant” spatial unit. The nation-state now contends with, and contains, 
subnational units, such as the global city, and supranational units, like corporations and global markets (33). 
31 John Paul Rollert describes Schumpeter’s position as follows: “against Keynes, Schumpeter presented a new 
vision of capitalism as ‘Creative Destruction.’ The ‘relevant problem’ for economists, he said, was not how 
capitalism ‘administers existing structures’ (the purview of the middle-manager) but ‘how it creates and destroys 
them,’ an anarchic activity undertaken by Schumpeter’s hero, the entrepreneur.” 
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Tim to finally enter the modern, globalized economy and participate in the symbolic realm of 

financialized capital. But, Tim is torn between his familial obligations and this new opportunity, 

reflecting his entrenchment in the community-based rhetoric that informs his personal sense of 

ethics. The skier’s death in the prologue tips the balance towards work, highlighting that the lab 

is Tim’s comfort zone in the beginning of the novel; though he labors largely alone and 

unrecognized, he is reassured by the very act of being a producer, even though what he produces 

is largely symbolic. The turmoil of Alex’s transition and Sarah’s possible marriage to Mark 

causes Tim to become more invested in the lives of his children over the course of the plot. He 

worries that his role as breadwinner has not been enough and strives to remedy his relationship 

with Sarah and Alex, even as his wife begins to pull away in favor of her digital persona. 

Helen’s performative and community-based view of Christmas and New Year’s 

addresses a parallel shifting frontier in the domestic arena. She wishes to attend Christmas Eve 

services as primarily a social event that allows her to show off the family’s economic prosperity 

in front of the neighbors. She also throws New Year’s Eve parties for much the same purpose, 

reflecting the growing obsession with material culture after the post-war boom. Her sudden lack 

of attention to the physical community in the novel’s present is replaced by her cultivation of an 

online persona via her Facebook page, exchanging the neighborhood for the digital realm. There, 

she can crop and select certain pictures and edit her presentation of self entirely unencumbered 

by her family, her appearance, and her current standing in the community. Additionally, as a 

woman raising children in the 1990s and early 2000s, Helen faces different challenges as a 

caregiver in that she provides much more than material support for her children. Her character is 

a helicopter parent, a child-centered adult who strives to remain attuned to the needs of her 

children. Helen’s behavior represents the cultural backlash against the increasingly 
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uncontrollable world wherein traditional institutions like marriage are no longer sacrosanct and 

the community is diluted by the modern urban environment; she is fully devoted to raising 

children, with no interest in a job outside of the home, expecting Tim to support the family while 

she manages “the home front.” Hanna Rosin’s recent Atlantic article about overprotected 

children reveals that, since the 1970s, there has been an increasing “gap between what people 

fear (abduction by a stranger) and what’s actually happening (family turmoil and custody 

battles)” that leads to a parental attempt to shield children from the hardship by being closely 

involved with their schedules, career paths, and romantic prospects.32 Helen attempts to control 

everything about her household by cooking her food from scratch, gardening, making all-natural 

cleaners, enlisting therapists to help Alexandra, and selecting practical careers for her children. 

By the time the novel opens, Helen has learned of Alexandra’s transition and given up on 

policing the lives of her children and husband, including eschewing holiday traditions, a shift 

Tim notices but does not comprehend. 

Sarah, a child of the neoliberal era, encounters several responses to these shifting 

domestic scenarios throughout the novel. She sees a younger, less successful version of her own 

mother in Chelsea, who goes even further in isolating herself from the terrors of modern 

industrialized society. Chelsea reflects the trend of being “beyond organic”—a label now co-

opted by the forces of industrialization as described by Goodyear, Pearlman, and Pollan— 

touting her DIY housewifery as a version of self-actualization. But like Helen, Chelsea fails to 

prevent outside horrors from encroaching on the domestic sphere: she is terrible housekeeper and 

32 Rosin argues that “both families and neighborhoods have lost some of their cohesion” since the 1970s due to 
divorce, single-parent homes, and women in the workforce, leading parents to “control more closely what they 
can—most of all, their children.” Rosin’s article is one of a spate on the topic of the “overprotected” child, including 
Lori Gottlieb’s “How to Land Your Kid in Therapy” (2011) and Jessica Lahey’s “Why Parents Need to Let Their 
Kids Fail” (2013), both in The Atlantic, as well as Erin Davis’s 2104 documentary The Land, a film about 
“adventure playgrounds” that argues that allowing for a type of “risky play” desensitizes children and prevents 
phobias from occurring later in life. 
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ends up poisoning people with her homemade canning products. The character of Angie provides 

a contrast to Helen and Chelsea. A first-wave feminist who settles for a second-wave life—being 

a housewife while her husband works—Angie does not want children and is not interested in 

maintaining the domestic sphere—cooking, or gardening—preferring instead to spend time with 

the men, talking about science. Angie is also against what she perceives as Tim’s helicopter 

parenting, and instructs Sarah at the end of the novel to begin living her own life. Angie’s 

trajectory is radical for a woman in contemporary culture, where those who elect not to have 

children are expected to devote themselves to a high-powered career instead, or follow a 

trajectory like Jana Painter, a businesswoman who has outsourced her childcare with nannies. 

Angie simply wants to have an interesting life and the freedom to chose what she wants to do 

with her time. In selecting Steve as a spouse, she hopes to fulfill this goal, debating with him 

about genetic determinism and traditional gender roles during the New Year’s Eve dinner. 

Outside of this basic chronological structure, the prologue takes place the day before 

Christmas Eve and directly impacts the family’s holiday plans—Tim flees to the lab in the 

aftermath of the skier’s death, setting up his interaction with Angie in Steve’s office and laying 

the groundwork for his argument with Helen over Alex’s transition. I initially planned to include 

all of the information about Sarah’s life in Texas as backstory, but changed course after reading 

Kevin Wilson’s 2011 novel The Family Fang. Wilson introduces the desperate circumstances of 

both sibling narrators—Annie a struggling actress in Los Angeles whose topless rant goes viral, 

Buster recently shot in the face while doing a story about potato guns for Potent—before 

chronicling their return to their childhood home in Tennessee. Their parents are the performance 

artists who enlisted their children in a series of increasingly humiliating stunts in the name of art. 

Home is far from a sanctuary for Annie and Buster, but they cannot go on living their stunted 
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adult lives without their parents to push against. I discovered a parallel between Wilson’s adult 

children returning home and Sarah’s journey back to Ohio. In order to fully explicate the reasons 

for her desire to return to Cincinnati and her concerns with Mark’s plans for their mutual future, 

her life in Texas needed to be explored in detail. Additionally, I wanted to provide a contrast 

between Sarah’s narrative perspective and Tim’s. Throughout the novel, I include backstory and 

flashbacks in order to make the front story resonate more strongly, but, because Sarah largely 

focuses on the future rather than the past, her flashbacks are mostly limited to memories of her 

time in Cincinnati directly triggered by an association with a person or place in the front story, 

such as Courtney or her parents’ home or the roller rink, as well as ruminations on her secret 

marriage to Mark and their feral pig campaign. Her storyline remains in the present linear section 

as much as possible in order to reflect her youth and general impulsiveness cultivated by her 

immersion in digital media. Hence, I expanded Chapter One accordingly, then returned to the 

chronological story at the beginning of Chapter Two, continuing with the linear story from then 

on. Tim’s sections delve much more freely into flashbacks. He’s older—so he has more to 

remember, and regret—and is more prone to looking for a narrative to connect the pieces of his 

life together and provide justification for his current situation. The following section delves more 

deeply into the differences between Tim and Sarah’s narrative perspectives. 

Unlike Tim, much of Sarah’s life already revolves around parties and events, and her 

experience of the holiday season unfolds differently as a result. As a former promotional girl and 

PR major, Sarah integrates work and play in Austin, aping the behavior of successful individuals 

around her like Jana Painter. But, as the novel opens, many of the decisions made while 

partying—including, most importantly, marrying Mark—are beginning to catch up with her. 

From Chapter Two onward, Sarah’s trajectory underscores how, for her, the holiday season is a 
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literal break from the increasing complications of her regular life, as well as her relationship with 

Mark and its attendant problems, while she is simultaneously tasked with the “work” of doing 

research for the lard campaign. But Sarah takes no comfort in her assignment, the exact opposite 

of Tim’s experience in the laboratory. Surrounded by reminders of her past in her childhood 

home, she reverts to a version of her younger self and refuses to confront Mark’s proposal 

ambush. She avoids his calls and puts off visiting Proctor and Gamble (P&G) until forced into 

doing so by her fear that Mark will return to Cincinnati. Sarah also allows Courtney and Jeff to 

draw her further and further away from her life in Texas, which begins to recede and blur in her 

mind, and makes a string of bad decisions while under the influence of alcohol and drugs. 

Mark’s return to Cincinnati in the latter half of the novel forces her to snap out of her revelry and 

confront the issues in her life, including the revelation that Jeff is the mastermind behind the 

Bright Lights, Midwest City reality show. Sarah struggles to restore her personal and professional 

life to order amid the festive atmosphere of parties and parades. Her storyline highlights how the 

divisions between the professional and the personal begin to blur for millennials who are 

encouraged to market and brand their very selves, reaching a solution only when she can 

reconcile her public and private life, finally finding a way to reunite with Mark due to his public 

proposal on the float during the Dreamer’s Ball sequence. 
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Narrative Bifurcation: Comparing the Boomer and the Millennial Perspective 

The bifurcated narrative of Patrol enlists the perspectives of both a science-tech father 

from the Boomer generation, Tim, and his millennial PR-major daughter, Sarah. For both 

characters, I use the modernist style of narration that allows for entry into a character’s thoughts 

by maintaining a close third, but while Tim focuses on the past, Sarah is driven by plans for the 

future. Tim’s narrative switches freely between the past and present throughout to reveal his 

preoccupation with his life choices; he formulates a sense of identity based on the choices he has 

made in the past and looks to this history to guide his decisions for the future. His sense of 

morality is thick, his circle of loyalty formed by events extending back through the entirety of his 

adult life. Sarah, in contrast, looks at the future as a series of possibilities determined by her 

social standing in the digital community, a thin morality enforced by far-flung social 

connections: she cultivates an internet persona via Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram and wishes 

to enter a profession heavily dependent on social media—public relations. This transformation 

reflects a broader social change brought on by the advent of the digital age, since, “in just twenty 

years since the software programmer Tim Berners-Lee wrote the code for the World Wide Web,” 

the Internet has become for most “the communication and information medium of choice” (Carr 

9). In Digital Vertigo: How Today’s Online Social Revolution is Dividing, Diminishing, and 

Disorienting Us (2012), Andrew Keen details the theory of friendship known as “Dunbar’s 

Number,” which posits that the number of intricate social details that we can remember at any 

one time is limited to the information of approximately 150 individuals. Therefore, even though 

“our big brains are the result of our complex social relationships,” the number of which may 

increase in the digital environs of the twenty-first century, our minds “are still confined by their 

limited memories […] the optimal number of complex relationships that our brains can 
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effectively manage has stayed the same” (175). Since social media allows for far more than 150 

friends, the result is an increase of visibility (via constant posts that update social media 

networks) paired with a dilation of intimacy, a society where “contemporary college students are 

40% less empathetic than their counterparts in the 1980s and 1990s” (67). Citing recent work by 

social anthropologists, Alexis C. Madrigal calls this device-driven mode of interaction the 

“machine zone,” a “powerful space-time distortion” and state of “flow” characterized by 

repetitive, solitary motions where “the mechanism itself becomes the point,” similar to gambling 

on electronic slot machines. Unlike real-time human interactions, which may be complex, 

lengthy, and uncontrollable, “what Facebook and slot machines share is the ability to provide fast 

feedback for simple actions; they deliver tiny rewards on an imperfectly predictable ‘payout’ 

schedule.”33 This combination of reduced intimacy and device-driven interactions will be 

familiar to anyone who has witnessed the recent phenomena of people keeping their eyes glued 

to screens while walking, driving, or even having a meal with others. “Digital immersion” of this 

kind reshapes the way that the human brain processes information, impacting the very act of 

thought itself. Social involvement, like Sarah’s, supplants individual, solitary reflection, like 

Tim’s. Additionally, the concept of the community is recast as social media dilutes human 

interaction by broadening one’s society far beyond the bounds of the human brain’s capabilities. 

Thus, although both Tim and Sarah’s perspectives move freely between observation and 

reflection throughout, the differentiation of focus between the past and the future showcases the 

impact of Web 3.0, or the combination of social media and Big Data, on the way that two very 

different generations confront the era of infinite observation. 

33 In her article “The Machine Zone: This Is Where You Go When You Just Can’t Stop Looking at Pictures on 
Facebook,” Alexis C. Madrigal cites MIT anthropologist Natasha Schüll’s application of flow in her 2012 book 
Addiction by Design: Machine Gambling in Las Vegas and Mihály Csíkszentmihályi’s 1996 Wired interview, where 
he defines flow as “being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies. Every 
action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz.”  
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The novel also uses this bifurcated perspective in order to explore the generational 

differences represented by Tim and Sarah’s reaction to Alex’s transition from female to male, 

specifically, and homosexuality, generally. While manifestations of queer culture have become 

part of the mainstream American media, increased visibility has not necessarily translated to 

acceptance of non-heteronormative behavior. As Nathan McDermott describes in “The Myth of 

Gay Affluence,” the pursuit of lesbian-bisexual-queer-trans (LBQT) income by advertisers 

resulted in the misconception that the queer community is composed of affluent, materialistic 

consumers, a depiction disseminated by popular sitcoms like Will and Grace and reality shows 

like Queer Eye For the Straight Guy.34 This stereotype ignores the reality of most LBQT 

individuals, who are more likely to be homeless, on food stamps, and un(der)employed than a 

comparable contingent of heterosexual Americans (McDermott). Further, though pop culture 

images of drag queens like RuPaul have, to an extent, normalized cross-dressing for those 

cisgendered men who identify as male-to-female, drag kings remain a less-visible subculture. As 

trans activist JAC Stringer explains: “heteronormative culture is fascinated with drag queens for 

one major reason—sexism and the obsession with masculinity,” because, “masculinity and 

maleness are prized above all else in terms of power and privilege, so someone giving up 

masculinity is seen as comical, mysterious, confusing, and even fascinatingly disturbing.” Drag 

kings, on the other hand, aspire to maleness, which is seen as understandable, since “masculinity 

holds more power.”35 Alexandra’s character explores this tension, commenting on how drag 

queens are treated differently to Sarah. Further, Alex occupies an even more radical space than a 

34 These programs, along with publicity stunts like those described in Beth Greenfield’s article “Death to the Faux-
Lesbian Pop-Star Kiss” (Love + Sex Yahoo! Shine, 24 Feb. 2014), reinforce a specific, culturally-sanctioned image 
(often white, well-groomed, femme, thin, wealthy, American, passive, “sassy,” etc.) of the LBQT community as no 
more than a product for the heteronormative community’s consumption, co-option, and enjoyment, effacing and 
trivializing the struggle for the equality and visibility of a diverse group of LBQT individuals facing very real 
oppression and threats to health, livelihood, and freedom in contemporary American society. 
35 Quoted in the article “Vintage Photos of Drag Kings” on the website Dangerous Minds. JAC Stringer also blogs 
about trans activism and issues at midwestgenderqueer.com. 
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cross-dressing woman; as an individual who identifies as genderqueer, his identity challenges 

binaries like male/female through the practice of “genderfucking.” Unlike drag queens or kings, 

genderfucking is a purposefully disruptive act that seeks to draw attention to the constructed 

nature of gender and resists quantification by genetic or biological determinism as well as 

cultural heteronormative ideologies. Alex exhibits this trope by performing in drag, dressing 

androgynously, stuffing his crotch, and painting his nails pink. He also apes male behaviors like 

a firm handshake and ogling the female anatomy. Both Tim and Sarah seek to understand Alex’s 

transformation, and the differences in their attempts to do so allow the novel a more 

comprehensive analysis of the reactions to the gay cause in twenty-first century America. 

Sarah, as a marketing major, wishes to use the same medium that perpetuated the myth of 

gay affluence in order to debunk the construct. The emergence of the social-network based “Web 

3.0” of Big Data has shifted marketing from the domain of professionals to a personal, intimate 

level. Everyone is now required to brand one’s very self, necessarily changing the way that 

individuals interact with one another on social networking sites and causing alterations to 

concepts of belonging and community. Sarah’s perspective showcases how the advent of social 

networking elevates social and cultural capital to primacy in the marketplace, dissolving the 

traditional boundaries between the private and public. She believes in the power of image, 

trained by a college program in public relations to think in terms of consumer groups. As 

millennials, Jeff, Sarah, Mark, and Courtney are devoted to promotion, believing that the 

perception of a lifestyle, sexual orientation, or identity is just as—if not more—important than 

the reality of the lived experience. Mark and Jeff are both heavily involved in speculative 

restaurant ventures; Mark as an owner/chef, and Jeff as an investor who wishes to use both 

Porkopolis and the Gypsy Hut club as locations to promote his integrated platform—i.e., sell his 
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graphic novel, artwork, and music. Sarah decides to enlist reality television to help promote 

Alex’s platform as a drag king, believing that increased exposure to the trans lifestyle will result 

in acceptance. She does not consider that the reaction to Alex’s transition might be violent, and is 

upset when Mark suggests that her sister might be going through a phase, choosing not to tell 

him about her reality show plans as a result. For Sarah, what happens in the digital sphere is just 

as important as what happens in the concrete reality of lived experience, showcasing how the 

millennial generation looks beyond the boundaries of physical communities when forming 

opinions about society and the self. 

Although Sarah first sees her sister in drag onstage while Alex is performing, there is a 

social, person-to-person element in each Boomer’s exposure to Alex’s transformation. Helen 

tells Tim while they are having a belabored meal together on Christmas Day and literally impacts 

his physical reality with the news when she stabs him with a fork afterwards. Angie catches Tim 

up on Steve’s research and gay son while they are alone together in the overnight room. The 

entire group discusses the possible genetic causes for homosexuality while seated around the 

Smith dinner table on New Year’s Eve. Tim, Steve, Helen, and Angie also turn to science to 

explain Alex’s transition, each engaging in research to get to the bottom of Alex’s transformation 

and predict how it will impact Alex’s position in society. Even though each is quick to 

communicate acceptance to Alex, the older generation is less familiar and comfortable with 

homosexuality than the millennials. For example, Tim worries that Alex will face bigots like 

McInnis, while Jeff cannot even believe that anyone in the twenty-first century would possess 

homophobic views. Unlike Sarah, Tim does not immediately accept Alex’s claim that gender is 

performative, seeing Alex’s gender fluidity instead as a sign that his transition may not be 

permanent, nor do any of the Boomers seek to promote Alex’s cause themselves. These tensions 
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dovetail with the more rigid gender stereotypes typified by Steve, who argues that homosexuality 

is genetic but cannot reconcile this black-and-white scientific certainty with the gray lived 

realities of his own life, such as his estranged son, his interest in dancing, and his almost 

completely a-sexual relationship with his own “independent” wife. 

I originally thought about having all four members of the Smith family as narrators—as 

Franzen does with The Corrections and Anne Tyler in Dinner at the Homesick Restaurant—but 

ultimately decided that Tim and Sarah’s point-of-views would provide two distinct perspectives 

from two generations without entering the discombobulated realm of some contemporary 

postmodern fiction. Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2010), for example, has a 

different narrator for each chapter, and the limitations of this format prevent any one character 

from being developed with any real depth, robbing the overall plot of any tension or stakes. This 

disconnection, of course, is one of the points of Egan’s novel, an examination of social media 

driven marketing and instant, fragile celebrity that concludes in a dystopic vision of the future in 

which we receive touchscreen devices at birth. Christine Sneed uses this same approach in her 

2013 novel Little Known Facts, an exploration of the complex nature of celebrity through a 

variety of narrators: the movie-star Renn Ivins, his girlfriend Elise, his second ex-wife, his adult 

son Will, Will’s girlfriend, his adult daughter Anna, his children’s mother, and a crew member 

on his movie. Little Known Facts maintains cohesion by centering around the larger-than-life 

figure of Renn, allowing Sneed to comment on the nature of celebrity through her narrative 

structure and reveal the ramifications of the spotlight of fame on a nuclear family. The lack of 

privacy, narcissism, and the disintegration of traditional relationships reaches a catastrophic 

point when father and son become interested in the same young starlet, Elise. Although my novel 

tackles some of the same aspects of the digital age as Egan and Sneed, I adopted an approach 
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closer to Ben Fountain’s recent novel Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk, narrated by a single 

character. Fountain treats technology—specifically a ubiquitous YouTube video—as an actor 

dictating the fate of the protagonist. Ultimately, Fountain’s protagonist comes to mimic the 

technology he cannot escape, representing his thoughts on the page like a constellation of search 

terms ready for technologic consumption. This narrative construction allows Fountain to 

comment on the digital age without succumbing the entire structure of his novel to the disjointed, 

fragmented nature of most information conveyed via Web 3.0 itself. 

In “Reading in the Digital Age,” Sven Birkets posits a fundamental difference between 

the transitive, goal-directed “analytic thought” of the Internet age, and the contemplative, 

reflexive thought of the mind that “engages” literature. Through the use of Tim and Sarah’s 

different perspectives, I showcase both “reflexive” and “analytic” minds at work while still 

making sure to ground the reader in two fully-formed characters who confront danger and desire 

repeatedly in approaching the complex topics of genetics, food marketing, and queer theory. 

Fiction in the digital age is often (hyper)aware of the intersection of these two contradictory 

modes of thinking, and some authors purposefully structure their work to both attract and 

deconstruct the new demands of the reading public—examples include Twitter stories and 

experimental structures that dispense with linear narrative altogether. However, I believe that the 

pleasures and rewards of reading a novel come from experiencing an accessible rendition of a 

version of someone else’s reality, an imaginative investment in the depths of human emotion that 

shows a willingness to go beyond a 140 character description or a set of clever images. As the 

world moves further and further into the cosmopolitan era, fiction joins the struggle to promote 
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compassion and empathy, and to create “ethics in a world of strangers.”36 As Birkets argues, the 

novel—experimental or realist—is in tension with the date-driven, qualitative and quantitative 

approach to information consumption. These “message-driven” ways of approaching fiction can 

and do spawn interesting courses, Association of Writing Programs (AWP) panels, and articles 

on literary theory. But the heart of a novel in the end must fall prey to the Romantic conception 

of art and generate a spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings for the reader. Every narrative 

trick and thematic trope is enlisted in service of rendering this shift in the reader’s reality and 

expanding compassion, if only for a little while. 

 
  

36 “The challenge, then,” as Kwame Anthony Appiah argues in Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers 
(2006), “is to take minds and hearts formed over the long millennia of living in local troops and equip them with 
ideas and institutions that will allow us to live together as the global tribe we have become”(xiii).  
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PART II 

PATROL: EXCERPTS FROM A NOVEL
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Prologue 

 

Tim Smith rode towards the stunted crests of Southbank Ski Resort on a warm Friday 

before Christmas, taking in the deceptive calm of the white manicured slopes. Conditions were 

ripe for incidents. After work, patrons commuted the forty-five minutes west from Cincinnati, 

south from Indianapolis, and north from Kentucky to convene in southeastern Indiana at 

Southbank. In dozens, they took to the snow, skiing into barriers, trees, and each other. No one 

had ever died at the area, though, and it would take that before management would rethink safety 

policies or shut anything down. But by the end of this night, everyone would have to face 

reality—a skier would be dead, and Tim would have only himself to blame. 

Tim’s first call was a teenage girl with a bloody nose and her eight-year-old partner in 

collision. The kid wedged away down the gentle slope of the Far Side run but the girl 

complained of neck pain. She was about the same age as Tim’s younger daughter, a college 

sophomore, and an inexplicable number of piercings rimmed her earlobes. Lax parenting. Tim 

would never let his girls do something so foolish. 

As per regulations, Tim put the girl in the back brace in preparation for taking her to the 

aid room in the toboggan. Jeff, the only other patroller on Tim’s side of what they optimistically 

called the “mountain”—really a collection of hills rising up from where the Ohio River traced 

the Indiana border—was a snowboarder. He would have to take the tail while Tim managed the 

handles. Tim hated running toboggan with knuckle-draggers. If they rode in front, the 

snowboard’s edge scraped away the snow; the resort couldn’t make it quick enough in the fickle 

Midwestern climate. Forget about powder, it was lucky if it was cold enough that the snow held 

its shape before crystallizing into ice. Behind him, now, Tim heard Jeff talking to the girl, 
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laughing as he controlled the rope that guided the swing of the sled. Tim didn’t trust Jeff in the 

way he would a fellow skier—the boy prattled on about comic books, more like a child than a 

young man. They were all show, these kids in their drooping ill-fitting pants and hats with neon 

protrusions. Tim had never supported adding them to the ski patrol in the first place. 

“Cool hat,” the girl said to Jeff as they prepared to lift her onto the stretcher in front of 

the aid room. 

“There’s more just like them in the gift shop,” Jeff said, and, to Tim’s horror, winked. 

The girl smiled as she was wheeled through the swinging glass doors. Tim shook his head. 

“What?” Jeff looked over and grinned. “She was a cutie.” He slid off on his board before 

Tim could respond. 

Tim sighed and duck-walked back over to the lift. The whole world moved this way, an 

endless slide and slouch towards impropriety, and ignoring all warnings that he might give to the 

contrary. The patrons zoomed regardless, with Tim in pursuit, as if they were invincible. But 

Tim had seen many arguments to the contrary in the four years that he had been volunteering as a 

ski patroller. Kids often punctured their own forearms with ski poles. A guy in his twenties, 

showing off for his girlfriend, tumbled from the ski lift and fractured his femur. There’d been 

enough broken bones and concussed skulls out of the terrain park to make Tim think that the 

place would be better off without it. Young men had, of course, always shown off for women 

and each other, but activities that could land you in the hospital had become frighteningly 

popular and mainstream. The terrain park featured a number of rounded white mounds that 

launched thrill seekers high into the air, where they did flips and 360s and, often as not, landed 

squarely on their heads. Metal bars that had once served as safety measures—to grasp while 

walking up or down stairs—had been freed of such pedestrian usage and now existed solely to be 
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rode, slid upon by the slicked bottoms of boards and short skis. These young men treated the 

resort like the entire mountain existed for them and their adrenaline-boosting activities alone. 

Tim spent most of his time on the look out for their antics, guarding the runs against those who 

would hotdog their way down, crouched for maximum speed and minimum control, or cut off 

inexperienced skiers. 

Tim’s radio beeped the code for all patrollers as he sank onto the orange chair. 

“We’ve got an incident in an unknown location near Hoyt’s Connection,” Crew Chief 

Angela Ault’s voice squawked. “The patron issued a distress call with her cell phone.” 

Tim depressed the talk button, clumsy in his down mittens. He’d turned fifty the previous 

fall and felt it mostly in his extremities. He refused to wear hand warmers because that was 

something his wife and their daughters did. “She’s got service?” 

Grandfathered into an old data plan, Tim didn’t have reception in the valley at the bottom 

of the hill. He often courted trouble with his wife, Helen, due to his failure to take advantage of 

the ease of modern communication—never quick enough in returning her calls to the laboratory 

either, so lost in an experiment that time took on a different meaning. Still, Tim held his position 

that radios on the hill worked just fine, and if Helen really needed him she could flag down 

someone on patrol and have him paged. 

“Most people do.” Crackling distorted Angie’s voice. Tim turned to a private channel and 

the white noise decreased. 

“Most people like to throw their money away.” 

“Welcome to the digital age.” 

“I only know how to use a rotary phone, myself.” 

“I’ll get right on installing one up there for you, Tim.” 
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“Appreciate it if you didn’t.” 

Angie let out a laugh. “Copy.” 

Tim looked towards the spot where three runs came together beneath him, watching 

patrons preparing to meet their doom in the deep channels of the moguls that dotted the top half 

of the Center Stage run. Those who made it through loved to rocket down the straightaway to the 

bottom. Patrollers in red parkas clustered halfway down the hill—Center was also favorite 

location for the tests where senior patrollers checked each other’s skills in guiding toboggans to 

safety. 

“Was the patron utilizing her phone when she crashed?” 

“You can ask when you get over there. She’s in the woods.” People frequently tumbled 

into the woods despite clearly marked trails. Tim would ski to their rescue, point them towards 

gentler slopes or enroll them in one of the packed beginner lessons that crowded the learn-to-turn 

area. Then he resumed his glide through the deserted glade runs, treacherous tree-dotted areas 

where only the best skiers dared venture. 

“Is it bad?” 

“She’s just scared, I think. But better safe than sorry.” 

Patrons regularly blew accidents out of proportion. Still, Tim agreed with Angie: better to 

follow procedure and check things out than to ignore any distress call. 

“Murphy is on Center with four or five patrollers.” Murphy’s blue instructor coat stood 

out in a posse of red ski patrol parkas. 

Angie sighed audibly. “He wouldn’t miss a chance to run Frosties in his instructor parka 

while I’m Crew Chief, would he?” 

“Copy. He most certainly wouldn’t.” 

 58 



 

Angie clicked over to put the call out again. Murphy shouldn’t even be conducting a 

Frostie, of course, but he held sway over a large faction of patrollers. Tim supported Angie when 

she argued that Frosties signed off on by an out-of-parka patroller shouldn’t count. The divisions 

in patrolling and skiing shifts, with corresponding parka color, were intended to prevent 

confusion among the patrons, who might not know where to turn for help. Angie was a rule-

follower, and Tim liked and admired this in her. She wasn’t one to be bullied, or worry if her 

decisions were unpopular. 

“They’re not responding,” Angie said. “Can you take it Tim?” 

“Got it. I’m about to be at the top of Clyde.” 

“Glad that you decided to stick around tonight. Never thought I’d be happy about the 

blackout rule.” Angie clicked off the line. 

Angela Ault was an old friend—his boss’s wife—and she’d joined patrol after Tim told 

her that there was, believe it or not, skiing in the Midwest. Angie was from Oregon, and an 

absolutely fantastic skier. The other men on patrol, mostly blue-collar guys who also volunteered 

at the firehouses of the little suburban communities that fanned out to the northwest of 

Cincinnati, made no secret about how they felt about a woman from the Pacific Northwest. Tim 

sometimes felt that he’d made a mistake bringing Angie out here, although it had been nice to 

have company for the forty-five minute drive, the two of them in his Honda Element listening to 

the late ‘70s punk rock that she liked. Angie couldn’t believe that he had never heard of any of 

her favorite bands, but Tim had been newly married, then, and hurrying to finish the college 

degree that his brief stint in the Army had delayed. Then Helen had been pregnant, and there 

were chaotic years of cloth diapers—both kids allergic to the plastic kind—and trying to get 

through graduate school, and then the endless late nights at the laboratory after he’d signed on to 
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work for Dr. Steven Ault, Angie’s husband, as a postdoctoral student at the University of 

Cincinnati. 

Angie’s frustration with the “old boys” of patrol was evident. Not that Tim blamed her. 

She’d run for and secured the position of patrol board chair, a post in which most patrollers—in 

it for skiing and not middle management interfacing between the ski patrol and the owners of the 

resort—had no interest. But lately, the owners had cut away many of the privileges that patrollers 

and instructors counted on. They implemented double points if family and friends came to ski on 

the weekends and around the holidays, along with “blackout” days that meant patrollers had to 

ski in parka if they wanted their guests to ski at all. And they were looking for reasons to fire 

patrollers who were unprofessional. Angie was their spy, Murphy said, but even he couldn’t 

afford to confront her anymore, at least not directly. A cold war of patrol politics was on. 

Murphy fought Angie on any policy that she proposed as Crew Chief of the Friday night shift 

and went out of his way to visibly break the rules whenever he could. 

The blackout rule had gone through the previous week, and was why Tim was on shift 

during one of the busy Friday nights he hated. His four-hour weekly stint had ended at five thirty 

but Helen and their daughters, Sarah and Alexandra, were here. Didn’t he think it would be nice, 

Helen had said that morning as he gathered his equipment—always a hectic process since he 

took a half-day on Fridays from his technician job at the University—if the family could ski 

together that evening? The girls were willing to change their plans provided that Sarah could 

bring her boyfriend, Mark, along. Tim didn’t much like this Mark character, a hotshot 

mechanical engineer who worked for Intel in the Texas capital where Sarah attended college. 

Didn’t like the way that Mark had shown up, unannounced and uninvited, at the Columbus 

airport with Sarah, saying that he would stay at a hotel and would leave before Christmas to go 
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back to Texas and be with his family. Sarah, of course, raised a chorus about how they had 

plenty of room and then Helen joined in while Alexandra stood there silent—she’d been the most 

talkative kid but now was suddenly a morose stranger, pink-haired and enigmatic—until Tim 

finally gave in. 

A mistake, as now this guy was in his house, with facial hair haphazard—Sarah explained 

that Mark was half Mexican-American and half German, apparently neither side enabled him to 

grow a real beard—and hair black and shaggily cut, underfoot as Tim tried to go about his 

morning routines. Daily, Tim was besieged in his own home by the swagger of this broad-

shouldered gym-fit clown who reminded him of the aggressive snowboarders, and was definitely 

a terrain-park type. Determined to engage with Tim on subjects political and cultural, Mark was 

not deterred by Tim’s maintenance of a stony silence in the face of an onslaught of unsolicited 

information about Mark, directly, and the misguided generation of young people, indirectly, to 

whom he belonged. There was Mark each morning, lurking about the kitchen, clad in jeans and 

loudly hued sneakers and t-shirts displaying nonsensical names, talking at Tim about why he was 

only fiscally conservative while Tim tried to have his oatmeal in peace. Mark asked a lot of 

questions that he then felt the need to answer himself. Was that oatmeal organic, and was Tim 

aware that GMOs were shown to give rats tumors, but wasn’t that research inconclusive anyway 

and didn’t we all deserve to not have to think so much about our breakfast choices? Did Tim 

have any thoughts about whether or not Obama had kept his campaign promises, and was he 

aware that small business owners bore the brunt of these so-called reforms and how could that be 

said to be a positive change for them? Wouldn’t Tim entertain the thought that Texas might be a 

place that was best not messed with? 
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Tim had been raised in a household where one didn’t talk about these topics at all, let 

alone in the cold of a dark winter morning. Politics had changed. Now there was a protest 

movement that involved occupying benign public spaces. They couldn’t seem to get straight 

what they were against. There were no structures to tear down in the Internet age, but here was 

Mark, jabbering on about the Boomers’ entitlement and not making the connection that it was 

Tim’s generation about which he spoke. 

Tim certainly didn’t want this Mark guy coming out to the slopes and doing something 

foolish. Mark seemed like the type to look for loopholes, Tim’s least favorite type of rule-

breaker. Sarah was too smart for this kind of guy, and Tim hoped his elder daughter would weigh 

the pros and cons and decide to cast Mark aside soon enough. Tim had expressed his thoughts on 

this matter to Helen, but she hadn’t agreed and told him that not everyone went at relationships 

as if they were a math problem, which Tim took offense to, since he had been going at their 

marriage for quite some time with the assumption that two and two would never make four as 

long as Helen was involved. He was more sensitive to her needs than she’d ever given him credit 

for. And hadn’t Tim allowed her to stay at home with their children and pretty much do whatever 

she’d wanted to do? He had perhaps created this fraught dynamic between them, and then 

avoided what he’d done by hunkering down in the lab, but he still hoped that Helen could be 

swayed by a logical, reasonable argument. 

Tim had once again been forced to point out the obvious to Helen that very afternoon: if 

the goal was for them to spend time together skiing, they should pick a different date—hopefully 

one, he thought but did not say, that fell after Mark left them in peace—as tonight he’d be 

swamped and trapped in the aid room anyway, but Helen just stood there with the fixed, too 

bright smile that she wore more and more these days. Tim had tried to interest her in some of his 
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hobbies—skiing, jogging, and, his latest passion in the warm seasons, long weekends spent 

scouring the woods for local mushrooms that he cooked up in frittatas or on pizzas—but she 

preferred to remain cooped up in the house. Helen watched golf and cooking shows, knitted a 

fleet of sweaters from reams of scratchy wool. She had never gotten over Tim’s introduction of 

the wicking fabrics of his jogging and ski clothing into the laundry, and he suspected that she 

purposefully ruined his smart wool socks and hats by disregarding the washing instructions so 

that each came out comically shrunken. He himself was permanently banished from doing 

laundry, or engaging in any real cooking or cleaning, as Helen found major fault with his 

attempts in these areas. 

And here he was, as he’d predicted based on prior experiences, going from one accident 

to another while his family skied without him. Tim braced himself for the possibility of 

removing his skis and thrashing around in the woods. A thaw the previous week had taken the 

snow from everywhere except the runs. Beneath bare trees, dark gashes of dirt were visible from 

Tim’s perch on the chairlift. Somewhere the woman was waiting, frightened and cold. Tim 

worried for her, and what condition that he might find her in. He had to help her get down the 

mountain. 

A lot of the other people on the ski patrol were professional lifesavers: firemen, nurses, or 

retired cops. They breezed through the required medical clinics held during the hot months and 

had a certain callousness when they popped this skier’s dislocated shoulder back into place or set 

that boarder’s broken forearm before the ambulance even made it out to the resort. They toted 

guns and voted Republican and were always going on about their admiration for the far-away 

doings of the border patrol—a group got together each week to watch Tivoed episodes of these 

men and women tracking Mexicans through the desolate zones that bordered the Rio Grande. 
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Tim had been stationed down in Texas during his time in the service and felt that, while he 

trusted most of his fellow patrollers with his life—they were good people, for the most part—

they maybe could stand to not sound off about people and places foreign to them. 

The other patrollers were like Mark in this way, loud about matters that Tim felt were 

best kept to oneself. Mark, with whom, Tim heard Sarah say to Helen in a hushed undertone at 

baggage claim, things were serious. Sarah was at UT Austin, living in the Texas town Tim had 

once frequented during his R&R weekends. But the Austin Sarah described was nothing like the 

one Tim remembered. Tim knew guys then who could remember when the road down from 

Oklahoma into Dallas had been red dirt, one long construction site they’d ridden their bikes on 

and across as children, raising trails of bright dust. Tim had missed Vietnam by a couple of 

crucial years, entering the Army when he graduated from high school in the spring of 1978. In 

this he felt adrift from his own generation, although not a part of the next, the one that built the 

Austin that Sarah knew, now. 

Tim spotted Sarah and Mark standing in the flat area the top of the lift. Sarah slid around 

inexpertly and began shrieking as she approached a cluster of trees. Tim came to a hockey stop 

before them. Snow crescendoed along the edges of his skis. 

“Dad, oh my God,” Sarah said. “Maybe leave a little more room? You basically almost 

killed us.” 

“Got an incident.” Tim ignored that Sarah was now ignoring him and speaking ineligibly 

to Mark. “You kids need to be careful. A lot of poor skiers out tonight.” He looked at Mark. 

“I’ve never seen so many beginners,” Mark said. “My family goes to Alta every year.” 

He smiled at Tim. “A little different from here.” 

 64 



 

Infuriatingly, Mark had turned out to be an excellent skier and possessed outdoor wear 

far fancier and more high-tech than anything Tim owned—a black Mountain Hardware jacket 

with matching pants. In Texas, Mark had told Tim on the ride out, were his own, latest-model, 

skis. Tim would have killed for that type of ski, not that he would be so selfish as to spend that 

kind of money while he and Helen had two kids in school along with the myriad number of bills 

that came with living in a hundred-year-old house. 

“I want to go out West next year,” Sarah said, “I’ve never been on a real mountain.” 

“It’s a lot more exciting,” Mark added. “These runs here are all super-easy to get down.” 

“Well, some are, and some aren’t,” Tim corrected. “You hit a patch of ice, and the next 

thing you know we’re airlifting you to the nearest hospital.” 

A bit of an exaggeration, but Mark needed to be put in his place. Tim was normally 

content to leave investigation of their daughters’ lives to Helen, but he had been disturbed by his 

wife’s refusal to be party to his growing trepidation over his elder daughter’s future. Helen did 

not see the obvious dimming of Sarah’s path, a blight that grew stronger as the length of Mark’s 

stay increased. This recent attachment to Mark revealed that Sarah was, after all, still only a 

child, and clearly prone to irrational decisions as a result. 

Tim’s radio beeped and he didn’t catch Mark’s response to his warnings. 

“Well,” Tim said. “I’ve got to go. Stay warm.” 

They both looked at him blankly, skiing with coats unzipped in the 50-degree night. Tim 

turned and sped down the hill. Helen would never go for Sarah out on some mountain in Utah. 

Helen barely even approved of this place—which was technically a mountain of sorts, for the 

region—which was why neither of the girls could really ski. He didn’t like to think about how 
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Helen had never seemed concerned for his safety. She probably just knew that he could take care 

of himself. 

Tim was on the white chair heading towards the Hoyt’s Connection run when he saw the 

clump of patrollers clustered around the border of the woods—Murphy and crew. Better late than 

never, but there sure were a lot of people assembled for just one incident. Tim skied over to the 

group just in case they still needed him. 

“Hey,” Tim said to Murphy, “you guys got this under control?” Jeff was in the woods, 

helping the woman to her feet. 

“Oh yeah.” Murphy snorted. “Now that Jeff put his big girl panties on.” The group 

guffawed and Tim chuckled too, although he hated this expression. “Guess you’re still looking 

for yours, Tim.” 

“Must have left them in the lodge,” Tim said grimly, noting how Jeff just left the poor 

woman standing at the snow’s edge, skis in hand. He sideslipped down the slope. 

“You need some help getting those on ma’am?” The woman looked like she couldn’t ski 

her way out of a paper bag. She was in her mid-twenties and slight, not much older than his girls 

but with her hair in braids like a child. 

“Oh, thank you.” She clamped an awkward grip on Tim’s shoulder. “I don’t know how I 

ended up in the woods and I knew I was ok, I just…” She clicked into her skis and looked away 

from him. Tim followed her gaze and saw Jeff undulating down the slope. 

“Not a problem, ma’am, that’s what we’re here for. Why don’t you just take your time 

and I’ll ski right behind and keep an eye on you.” Her face brightened. She was older than he’d 

first thought, with crow’s feet crinkled around her eyes and streaks of silver in her plaits. 

Together, they began a slow procession down the hill. 
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“I’m right behind you,” Tim said over and over. “I’m not going anywhere.” The lodge 

came into sight, alive with light before them. 

* * * 

Inside the lodge, Helen and Alexandra sat at tables grouped by the window. This was the 

unofficial instructor area, frowned upon by the management since everyone was supposed to stay 

downstairs. Jeff was with them, eating an apple. He practically lived in this area. His snowboard 

was propped behind him, dripping onto the carpet. 

Helen shared a miniature pepperoni pizza with Alexandra. It was lodge food, purchased 

in lieu of the sandwiches that Tim had packed for everyone—only cheese and turkey with a little 

mustard and lettuce, but still better than the garbage Helen had bought for herself and their 

daughter. Once, his wife hadn’t trusted the content of any food that she hadn’t personally made. 

For years, she had been a from-scratch cook, and made all of her own cleaning products. She 

didn’t want to know what Tim did all day in the lab, the land of chemicals, and Tim hadn’t 

minded keeping their two worlds far apart. It was this distance, perhaps, that had prevented him 

from noticing the slow introduction of Oreos and frozen pizzas into their home, until suddenly he 

couldn’t find anything to eat that didn’t come from a box with the laundry-list of ingredients and 

made his stomach, used to the simple fare that Helen had served him all these years, revolt in a 

number of unpleasant ways. He subsisted mostly on his soggy sandwiches, egg-based dishes, and 

homemade pizza dough that he made in large batches and froze in stacks in the freezer. 

Tim couldn’t say anything, now, or Helen would spin it like he was commenting, 

negatively, on her figure. The truth was she had gotten a little heavy, which Tim felt was only to 

be expected what with ageing, the processed food, and her new chronic opposition to exercise, 

nothing like the runner she’d been when they met. She had always gone up and down a few 
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pounds, and Tim remembered how she would sometimes serve him the Adkins diet, or the South 

Beach diet, or another diet that involved a complex schedule that evolved daily and that he never 

could keep straight. Now she ate anything and everything. He didn’t have a problem with the 

weight; it was more the reason for the weight that gave him pause. He didn’t know this person 

who patted excess grease from a slice and then discarded the sodden napkin onto the floor. 

Tim sat down at the table. The smell of the pizza made him ill. 

“What’s up, dude.” Jeff crunched his apple as loudly as possible. 

“Jeff was just telling us the most interesting things about apples,” Helen said brightly, 

plucking a coil of meat free and popping the disc into her mouth. 

“Yeah, I work at an orchard in the summers,” Jeff offered. 

“Dad, he’s, like, an apple expert.” Alexandra was sitting a little too close to Jeff for Tim’s 

taste. Her short pink hair was the brightest object in the room but her voice was deadpan and she 

looked exceedingly bored. Tim did not dare hope that, perhaps, she shared his opinion of Jeff, of 

Jeff-types in general. After all, even she became talkative around the dazzle of Mark, who was, 

in Tim’s opinion, even more transparent in his attempts to win and woo the female sex. 

Alexandra was probably just annoyed that she had been dragged out to Southbank in the first 

place. Despite Helen’s insistence that they all come out to the slopes, she herself had not done 

any skiing, and Alexandra had only gone on a few runs before complaining that the resort was 

“lame.” 

“Well, I know that apples can ripen other fruits.” Tim pulled a sandwich from the cooler 

that he’d retrieved from the bottom of the locker. The bread felt preternaturally moist and small 

bits clung to his fingers. He held it towards his family. “Alexandra, Helen?” His daughter 

wrinkled her nose. Helen ignored him and polished off the pizza. 
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“Yeah, my stint at the orchard is temporary,” Jeff announced. “Just until I get a few 

projects off the ground.” He scooted even closer to Alexandra. 

Tim looked at Helen, and then past her, where Sarah and Mark were making their way 

towards them though the crowd. 

“Well I think it’s great that you’re going places in life.” Helen ignored Tim’s raised 

eyebrows and leaned forward in her chair. “It’s good to have goals.” 

“You know the mushroom,” Tim began, helpless, his words coming fast to take control 

of the conversation, “is responsible for some of the strangest myths. For example, the myth of 

Santa Claus comes from a group of Scandinavians who passed a certain hallucinogenic red and 

white mushroom through urine that they then.” Tim stopped. The men, magicians or whomever, 

dressed in the colors of their sacred mushroom and then drank each other’s pee. Helen, 

Alexandra, and Jeff looked at him expectantly. 

“Well,” Helen said. “What then? What did they do with this urine?” 

Tim could feel her resignation. He had become to her someone tolerated, someone whose 

quirky hobbies had to be suffered. 

“They threw it out in the snow and said ‘ho ho ho,’” Tim finished lamely. 

“Cool.” Jeff stood. “Well, got to get after it.” 

Tim pressed a button on his radio so that it beeped. “Oh, me too,” he said, but when he 

turned to his family they had formed a circle without him. 

Sarah looked up at Tim’s clunky exit. “Dad. Wait.” 

“Your father has to go,” Helen said. “You heard his radio thingy.”  

Tim resolved to come back in as soon as possible but out in the quiet dark, skiing alone, 

the night felt endless and full of possibilities, the way the woods did when he located a 
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particularly promising clutch of mushrooms. Mushrooms evaded modern science and technology 

and that’s what Tim liked about them, their refusal to be pigeonholed or fully explained away. 

Their bright colors sprouted from decay and rot, promised either nirvana or deadly poison to 

those running a gambit. Tim patrolled the woods armed with expertise, hours of reading under 

his belt, and could identify more than two-dozen species from ten feet off. 

Teenagers clustered around the new fire pits that the resort had built just off the glade 

runs. The hills leading down to these stone circles were narrow and icy and thick with trees, a 

favorite of the younger skiers. Tim could smell the odor of pot. He knew that kids used fungi 

once sacred to tribes of men only to get high—he wasn’t born yesterday. He might have tried it, 

even; if it wasn’t for the time he’d gotten pulled over in Texas during his time in the service. 

That was more than thirty years ago, but Tim had refused future rides in cars wherein buddies 

toked, shying from the threat of the thick sweet smoke’s perfume. Tim understood that these kids 

didn’t have the things to lose that he’d had, skiing paid for by rich parents for the most part, but 

somehow he felt a connection to them even as he approached the ring gathered around the flame. 

He turned his skis towards the angle for pursuit, but also blew his whistle to alert of the approach 

of an authority figure. As he expected, this scattered them. Most were quicker than Tim on their 

short skis and snowboards, but one was slow to launch, panicking. This last kid wallowed, stuck 

in a drift, before managing to push off and clip the stone lip of the fire pit. One pole went rouge, 

left behind as the skier wildly veered away into the shadowy darkness. Tim had just opened his 

mouth to reassure the kid when he saw the tree shudder. Snow fell from the uppermost branches, 

then slowly and delicately drifted downwards until it came to rest on the crumpled body at the 

base of the trunk. 

* * * 
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It wasn’t a kid. That was clear as soon as they unzipped the parka and cut away the shirt—the 

heart had stopped, refused to beat—and then through a layer of bandages that concealed breasts. 

The bandages gave Tim pause but only for a second. He thought of Barbara Streisand 

masquerading among men in Yentl. Then Jeff was there with the paddles for the portable 

defibrillator. Tim felt small for earlier, with their first patient of the night, in light of what Jeff 

was doing, now, his hands the bringer of life. Someone yelled “Clear!” and the body moved for 

an instant, so that Tim thought, maybe, but no, it was only the reaction to the current, and then 

again, and then again until they knew it was useless. 

Murphy appeared beside him and rested one paw heavily on his shoulder. “Rough, 

buddy, rough that you were the first to get here. But, the reality is that she was probably dead on 

impact.” 

“How do you figure that?” Tim tilted his head back and saw the smoke’s path through the 

trees. 

“Well, we’ll see when they call it but I’m thinking heart attack since there wasn’t any 

head trauma. Or the collision with the tree could have stopped the heart due to rapid damage to 

the vessels caused by the impact.” 

Tim stood, rooted, as the others loaded the body into the toboggan. He watched it move 

down the hill. Tim saw the skier’s friends find them in front of the aid room. A distant wail 

drifted up the slope. 

There was a patch of ice before the tree and it was speculated that that was where the 

skier had lost control. When the people came from the distant hospital to call it, to pronounce the 

death that had happened, they confirmed Murphy’s pronouncement that it wasn’t the impact at 

all but a heart attack. Testosterone could cause heart failure, especially when it was self-
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administered, and Tim wondered if the skier’s androgynous appearance hinted at a drug that 

might have played a role in the catastrophe. But he couldn’t tell anyone this, or he’d have to 

admit as well that the death was partially his fault, too. So, he sat with a knot of patrollers on the 

outdoor patio that faced the hill and listened to Murphy explain that they sure weren’t trained for 

that kind of emergency. There was no one to call, the friends had said, the family didn’t want 

anything to do with the skier. But the family was contacted anyway, Murphy said, because that’s 

how they did things around here and whether people liked it or not was of no concern. 

“No family,” Jeff said. “That’s terrible.” 

Murphy shook his head. “That’s not the least of it if you ask me.” 

“That’s enough.” Tim stood and faced Murphy. “No one asked you what you thought, 

and no one wants to hear it.” 

For a moment, Murphy looked like he might do or say something, but then, possibly 

remembering that Tim had been the first patroller on scene, that Tim had seen the impact, was 

still. Angie came towards them from the other end of the patio, where the management was 

gathered in a tight huddle. 

“Murphy, you’d better watch yourself,” she said. “Jeff told me about your little comment 

earlier, and you have been warned about that kind of behavior.” She glanced over her shoulder at 

Chip Dean, who was red-faced and gesticulating. “And we have a sensitive situation here, so I’d 

advise you to shut it.” 

“Yes ma’am.” Murphy gave a little bow. “Whatever you say.” 

“I’m crew chief of this team tonight, and if you want to ski this shift again you’d better 

remember that.” 

Murphy shrugged and walked away. 
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“Asshole,” Angie muttered under her breath. She turned to Tim. “They’re going to want a 

statement from you.” She took Tim’s arm. In the moonlight, her face was smooth, still beautiful 

at forty-four. Angie leaned close to him, and looked directly into his eyes. “We’re all going to 

have to go to group counseling.” 

Tim tried to remember the last time that Angie had touched him like this, been this close. 

Then, it came to him. In the car, the last time they had driven back from their summer patrol 

training. Angie insisted that they go to Buffalos with everyone and celebrate passing the written 

part of their exams. She had a couple of margaritas. In the car, as they idled in front of the 

massive stone house that Steve Ault had bought for his young bride when they’d moved to town 

twenty years earlier, Angie turned to him and looked into his eyes like this, suggesting that they 

get together again soon. Tim responded that they would see each other again on the slopes. 

Angie hadn’t said anything to that, just sighed before getting out of the car and walking up the 

steps to what, Tim realized now, would have been a big, empty house. He hadn’t known then 

what was going on with her and Steve. If he had, he might have known what she meant. 

Now, he smiled at Angie as she gave his arm a sympathetic squeeze. “I have to go find 

Helen,” he said. “And the girls. They’ll want to know what’s happening.” 

“Of course. I’ll take care of them for now.” Angie gestured towards Chip and co. “I’ll 

find you later. I just wanted you to know that we’re all with you on this. I’m going to do 

whatever I can to make sure that this process is as painless as possible for you.” 

“And maybe we can carpool again,” Tim said. Angie’s face held a question. “If we have 

to come up here for counseling.” 

“Yes,” she said. “I would like that.” She smiled. “Everything’s going to be all right.” 

Angie gave Tim’s arm a final pat and rejoined the group. 
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Tim walked into the lodge. The warm air was heavy with the odor of frying food. His 

family was no longer at the table but he sat, heavily. The snow had formed dark spots on the 

carpet. 

“Dad.” Sarah materialized from somewhere. “I have to talk to you.” 

Tim looked up at his elder daughter. Sarah was blonde and fair, like her mother. Her face 

was flushed, and she gripped one hand with the other. 

“Ok, sweetie, what is it?” 

“I know I should probably leave you alone because of what happened,” she looked 

toward the window, “out there. But Mark wants to get married.” Sarah sighed. “He was all set to 

propose tonight, right before the accident.” She unfolded her hand to show a diamond ring 

nestled in her palm. 

“Well now.” Tim wanted to tell her that she was making a mistake, but he couldn’t bring 

himself to say it. Mark’s strange behavior now fell into place: he was seeking the approval of his 

future father-in-law. “That ring is nice.” 

“I hate it,” Sarah burst out. Her face contorted, and Tim felt a glimmer of hope that she 

might be less than thrilled about the proposal effort too, and happy that the accident had thwarted 

Mark’s plan. Then he felt terrible for locating anything positive in the ski accident that he’d 

caused through his own carelessness, even if the death on the mountain resulted in severing his 

daughter’s attachment to an inappropriate suitor. 

“I’m sorry,” Sarah continued. “But that’s how I feel. It’s like I’m the star of a bad 

romantic comedy or something. All I could do was think about how ugly the ring is, and then 

how I couldn’t bear to put it on after we heard that skier died.” Sarah looked out the window 

again. When she turned back towards him, Tim saw his own round face looking back, Helen’s 
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sharp features riding the wide curves of cheek and brow. And Sarah was more like him than 

Helen in most other ways, too, as Helen was fond of reminding him. His daughter had inherited 

his slow, careful mannerisms and went at problems like he did, methodically testing solution 

after solution, driving Helen crazy. Sarah—his cautious, quiet daughter, a loner like he had 

always been, a child who played by the rules. He knew her better than her knew her sister, or his 

wife. And he sometimes wondered if she was held back by being so much his daughter, a person 

who waited, reacting a split second behind everyone else so that she could gauge their reactions 

before committing to her own expressions. Helen said that this made Tim calculating and cold. 

That it was because he was a man, unable to understand that women were different, bound by 

intricate networks of feelings and emotions that Tim could never experience and therefore never 

comprehend. 

“I know, I mean I think I know that we’re supposed to be together but then this thing 

tonight happened.” Sarah paused and looked at Tim. “The accident. I know it’s selfish, but all I 

can think is that now is that this is a terrible thing that happened to me. That there was a deadly 

accident and it happened at the place where I was supposed to get engaged, at almost the exact 

same moment as the proposal, and it would be a part of the story, of me and Mark’s story. It 

seems like a sign, a bad sign.” Her breathing became irregular and she began to cry. 

Tim didn’t know what to say to this confession. He didn’t want Sarah to have a story with 

Mark at all. But who was he to dispense advice when he had just caused someone’s death? He 

could only offer the same comfort Angie had given him. “Everything’s going to be all right,” 

Tim said. 

Sarah stopped weeping and wiped her face. She bent to grab his bicep and asked, “Do 

you really think so? How do you know?” 
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After a moment, his daughter let go and straightened again. He followed her gaze as she 

looked out the window, where the ski lifts had ground to a halt. The white hills were empty, 

marked with the tracks of those who had come before. Tim waited. He wondered what he would 

say. 
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Chapter One 

 

Sarah took on the task of making lard hip again with trepidation. After all, lard differed 

markedly from previous food and beverage items that she’d promoted, since rendered animal fat 

that resembled a nightmare scraped up from the bottom of a roasting pan was decidedly not sexy. 

The substance possessed noticeable jiggle. The glisten brought to mind the sheen of America’s 

over-indulgent past, a time of excess drinking, chain-smoking, and poor dietary choices. 

Mark said that it would be no sweat, easy breezy, a slam-dunk. His was the attitude that 

infused Austin, a bright, rising city full of hope and transformation. The old could be made new 

again, the unhip rendered trendy. Since moving to the Lone Star State for college in 2006, Sarah 

watched Austin transform from a town that was mostly cowboy into next New York, the next 

L.A., the next great American city with a high-powered center surrounded by kitschy artistic 

boho sections: South Congress with its trendy vintage shops and an entire block of food trucks 

giving way to the hardscrabble East Side where they served drinks garnished with the icy flavor 

pops that she remembered from childhood. South by Southwest drew an international crowd. 

There were bars where you could play the video games from the 1980s and ‘90s, wear your 

flannel and cut-off shorts and first ironically sway along to Mad World, then gesticulate 

earnestly to hair metal, then bop along to boy band crooners. Sarah loved it, a city that catered to 

generation “next.” Her generation was getting rich at Intel and Facebook by creating a new, 

brighter world that existed in the palms of everyone’s hands on glowing pixelated screens. 

Mark was typical of Austin residents: he existed at the center of a self-created, self-

promoted vortex of Mark-centric actives and ideas, each of which served as proof that Mark was 

one of the chosen few, the ones for whom success came easily and there was no limit to good 
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times. He was the apex of two families who had arrived in the United States with nothing, and 

then acquired something, and it was now his responsibility to ensure that no one else got their 

hands on what he had been entrusted with. Thoroughly in favor of his home state of Texas, and 

of the largeness and aggressiveness of the consumption therein, Mark had nothing but disdain for 

social welfare programs, approved of Sarah’s PR aspirations, and had his nails maintained each 

week by Vietnamese women in a tiny salon. Mark was devoted to the pursuit of happiness, a 

happiness that was the just reward of ambitious people who worked hard and weren’t afraid to 

take risks. And he was so good at selling himself and his vision of the way things ought to be 

that anyone who failed align themselves with him felt like they had missed out on a great 

opportunity. Any prospect he touched seemed destined for victory. His latest conquest was a new 

pop-up invasivore restaurant in Austin’s downtown. Mark planned to eventually guest-chef there 

on the weekends, an invitation offered up by a high-school friend of his named Brice after Mark 

secured a large chunk of money for the venture. 

The irrepressible aura of Mark was what drew Sarah to him in the spring. At twenty-four, 

Sarah was finally near completion of her bachelors—a feat that had taken almost six years, three 

of which were spent on a wait list for the highly competitive program itself as she dozed her way 

through the university’s core survey classes. Her focus was “authentic marketing” in food and 

alcohol promotions. She met Mark at a Bacardi function where she was working as a promo girl. 

Mark was scouting liquor for the Tex-Mex uber-hip bar and restaurant where he served as an 

occasional guest bartender on the weekends. Mark’s charisma, evident even in a room full of 

people hired to be living endorsements of the client’s lifestyle marketing platform, was in full 

swing. He made up three new cocktails on the spot. He twirled Sarah across the floor to a 

Brazilian samba riff that the house band played on his request. He was two years younger, but 
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had lived three lifetimes to her one, graduating high school early to run sound for a club the he 

eventually came to manage, then working his way up through the city’s higher-end restaurants as 

an mixologist who refurbished Prohibition-era cocktails with his own modern twists. He worked 

in clouds of dry ice smoke and garnished drinks with fruits flash-frozen in liquid nitrogen. Most 

recently, he’d taken on an internship at Intel during the week, and planned to start working there 

after his graduation from UT. Sarah, in tandem with him, entered the charmed universe of can-

do, no-problem, why-not statements and actions. 

And from that first night Mark seemed to pull her, effortlessly, up along with him on his 

inevitable path towards success. At his urging, she quit her job at Bacardi and picked up a host of 

sponsors, paid to frequent and “hype” new restaurants and bars. No longer did Sarah dress in 

skimpy, trendy clothes blazoned with logos and hand out samples at music festivals or at swanky 

catered affairs. Her Twitter handle boasted thousands of followers, and her Facebook page and 

blog became artistically arranged presentations of interesting dishes from food trucks and hole-

in-the-wall restaurants, like Kimchi tacos, organic corndogs, and handmade tamales filled with 

goat cheese. Her Klout score steadily climbed. She occupied a niche far above the other girls her 

age. Mark urged her to drop out of her program completely, but Sarah was so close to finishing 

that she stuck it out. Mark was always enrolled in far too many classes to count, most of which 

were in the Humanities, all of which he extolled in the name of broadening his horizons but also 

dropped indiscriminately when he got too busy with his duties at Intel or the restaurant. He 

wasn’t worried about graduation, and hadn’t even picked a major. He believed that business 

skills could only be acquired by working; hence the internship. College was to put a sheen of 

class on one’s vocabulary, to pick up the habits of the upper echelons of American society. Still, 
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Mark was not above box seats at Longhorns games, although he privately confided to Sarah that 

he found the rabid fandom inspired by college football tedious. 

Sarah was powerless to disagree that the required classes on business math and 

hospitality management were completely disconnected from the reality of a life in public 

relations, where what mattered was either appearing to be the life of the party or working 

connections with those on the rise to be the next big thing. Why bother interning for this adult or 

that, or dressing up in versions of adult get-ups when there was an entire world—brave and 

new—exclusively for young people on the Internet. Sarah began to fashion herself as a 

tastemaker for these denizens of the new millennium: an expert who advised a million faceless 

clients who trafficked her pages and “liked” her photographs. She had stumbled upon the magic 

combination of authenticity, realness, and cred. All the same traits that made a person cool in 

high school—traits Sarah had noticed then, but could not ape. She was a manipulator, a 

calculating type; too neurotic and self-analytical to ever mimic the casual demeanor of the 

tastemakers of her own high school. She’d liked boy bands instead of grunge, failed to shop at 

Hot Topic for ripped and safety-pinned miniskirts until it was too late for these fashions to be 

cool, and been far too caviler with her emotions, weeping openly when things didn’t go her way. 

It wasn’t until well after her relocation to the Lone Star state that Sarah began to come into her 

own. Marketing consumed counterculture, and Sarah was poised to take advantage of her 

lifelong breach with her own generation, who all looked back nostalgically to what a bunch of 

old people out in Seattle had already done with grunge, with ‘zines, with punk and pop punk. 

This was the age of the Internet, not slippery-paged magazines, and Sarah, like Mark, could see 

where the future was headed. She knew this better than any of her high school classmates in 
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Cincinnati who were still waxing quixotic about revolutions—the hippie kids, the Goth kids, and 

the grunge kids all—that they never even participated in. 

By early summer, Sarah’s lease was up, and she moved into Mark’s penthouse suite in 

the middle of the gleaming downtown. She eschewed her usual multi-week trip home to remain 

with Mark in Austin. This decision was an easy one—Helen had released Sarah into the realm of 

adulthood with such finality that Sarah avoided, at all costs, returning to the city where she’d 

grown up. The penthouse was spacious and full of summer light. They often rose with the sun to 

jog in one of the city’s many green areas. After runs or hikes, Sarah made smoothies in Mark’s 

six hundred dollar blender, and then they stretched in the living room. They traveled by bicycle. 

They could always get fresh produce. Sarah monitored their food intake using an online system 

that calculated the appropriate levels of nutrients needed. It had been a long time since Sarah had 

eaten anything without mentally assessing portion size and discerning how close she was to her 

daily totals of fruits and fibers, proteins and grains. They swam at Barton Springs, a reservoir 

that the city paved and opened to the public. In Austin, everyone was always in motion. Sunshine 

and healthy hobbies were relentless. 

Mark presented her with the avenue to the lard campaign with the same gusto that he 

applied to all of his activities. In a town chock full of both high-end Mexican restaurants and 

farm-to-plate foodie culture, lard was a natural choice to make a restaurant stand out from the 

pack. Brice’s new pop-up restaurant would specialize in re-vamped Mexican comfort food, and 

feral hog lard could be a key step in the project’s overall success. Mark also had plans to poach 

the best chefs from the restaurant where he moonlighted, and Brice was already cross-breeding 

hot peppers on his wife’s farm, Green Hope, located just outside the city limits. 
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Properly used, lard was a delicious substance. Sarah was not above eating it, slightly 

warmed, smeared across fresh bread. Lard was also a humane substance, with nary an artery 

clogging drop of trans-fats. The market was changing. Chemically rendered food was so over. It 

was only a matter of time before Crisco itself was outlawed. Hadn’t Sarah seen Michelle Obama 

laboring over a garden on the White House lawn? Lard was destined to trickle down from 

boutique restaurants to the plates of average Americans. They couldn’t lose. Besides, Sarah had 

been looking for a way to differentiate herself from all of the other job-seeking candidates, and 

lard was the unlikely path that would lead all the way to the top. Food marketing was a growing 

powerhouse, a kingmaker in the PR field. The program at UT, one of the best in the country, 

assured at least a certain number of job interviews, but Sarah could possibly land a position prior 

to graduation if she did a bang-up job during her internship at a prestigious food-branding 

company. Mark got her the interview. His parents were in the business, but Sarah did not want to 

work for their private consulting firm, an outfit in east Texas dedicated to tracking food trends 

and number crunching. 

All parties would benefit Sarah bringing lard back from exile. Mark wanted to help her 

help him. Why would she not accept his help? She didn’t have an answer, so she put on her 

pencil skirt and Kate Spade flats and reported to the offices of FoodCore, perched high in a 

gleaming silver tower with views of Lady Bird Lake. 

Jana Painter, Sarah’s soon-to-be boss, showed interest in Sarah’s resume, but was 

skeptical of her lack of experience. Jana was younger than Sarah expected, and stylishly and 

expensively attired. Her outfit was designer, her hair an angular bob. Her office was aggressively 

modern, with Eames chairs and a Miro mobile dangling from the ceiling. She announced during 
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the meeting that she’d need to wrap things up quickly—her nanny was ill that day and she’d had 

to bring her infant daughter to the childcare center downstairs, a facility run by morons. 

Sarah gave her pitch and, distracted, Jana agreed to the internship, but with a caveat. 

Sarah would need to bring her A game to a meeting of the company board before they would 

commit to the project. And in order to do that, someone would need to go to Cincinnati and 

gather intelligence from P&G’s vast company archives. Ohio was the site of lard’s demise at the 

hands of the Proctor and Gamble Company, who needed to sell vats of Crisco, the solution to all 

of the cottonseed and soybean oil no longer needed to make candles in the age of electricity. 

Partially hydrogenated vegetable oil was born when a monstrous hard block of the stuff—they 

went at it with crowbars—was rendered soft and supple by a German chemist working in a lab 

with blacked out windows in an undisclosed location in Cincinnati. Into comforting blue jars 

went this Frankenstein substance, changing the way that American cooked for good. And for 

Crisco to triumph, lard needed to take a fall. The PR campaign that ensued was the first one 

Sarah studied in the prestigious public relations at UT Austin program, since she hailed from the 

home of lard’s disgrace. She once stuck an eager finger into what looked like frosting but turned 

out to be bacon drippings lurking in an old tomato can in her mother’s refrigerator. She gagged. 

Jana looked out the window after delivering this information, taking in the placid blue 

water of the wide lake, until Sarah understood that she was being directed to volunteer her 

services as this very intel-gatherer. What a convenient situation, Sarah finally ventured into the 

lengthening silence. She would be able to swing by the archives, no problem, since her parents 

lived in Cincinnati and she was already planning on going home for the holidays. Jana turned 

back around and wore what passed for a smile. She informed Sarah that she would need to get 

started right away. 
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Sarah brought news of her triumph to Mark that evening over the dinner she made them. 

Sarah was a terrible cook, but Mark was enthusiastic about her efforts as always, despite his own 

legendary skill in the kitchen. 

“This sauce is so great,” he said. Sarah had covered the overdone chicken with what 

passed for a pan sauce. The wine and fat separated once she brought the gravy boat to the table, 

leaving an oily slick across their dinner plates. Mark would have rubbed the chicken with spicy 

peppers, or sent it swimming in homemade mole sauce. But she could only cook bland, 

midwestern food. Grease was her familiar condiment. It put her in mind of lard, and the 

overwhelming challenge of upscaling such a substance. 

“Sorry the meat is so dry.” Sarah poked at a drumstick with her fork. 

“Oh, it’s delicious honey. Organic chicken is so much better than regular chicken.” Sarah 

had not in fact cooked an organic chicken, since the Whole Foods on Lamar was out of roasters. 

The bird was not even a “natural” specimen from the Kroger, but a regular old plump-breasted 

deal that was stamped “Manager’s Special.” The regular chickens were easier to cook than the 

organic varietal, as Sarah knew from prior cooking disasters. They tasted better and required 

minimal additions. But Mark possessed an extensive catalogue of reasons why the “natural” 

chicken was mostly unacceptable, though ok, he supposed, for those who couldn’t afford 

organic. He was sympathetic to the plight of the common man, but he didn’t want to live that 

way himself. Money was no object when it came to food. 

Manager’s Special non-organic non-natural chicken was a non-entity in Mark’s mind. He 

would be stricken with horror if he knew how inhumanly the fowl on his plate had been treated. 

Sarah kind of wanted to tell him. Instead, she refreshed each of their glasses of Viongier and 

launched into her scheme to land the lard campaign job. She would need to be in Cincinnati 
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indefinitely, and could not journey back to Texas to spend Christmas with his family, as they 

intended, after a week spent with her parents and kid sister, Alexandra. 

Mark was petulant. It was an unfamiliar emotion for him and his handsome face 

struggled visibly with his disappointment. “I don’t understand how it is going to take longer than 

a couple of days to do some research.” 

Sarah shrugged and took a large swallow of her wine. “I’m not sure how long it’s going 

to take, or what I’m going to find. It’s the holiday season, so the archive might be closed for a 

couple of days. I’m just saying that I can stay with my parents as long as I need to. But it’s 

important that I get as much information for Jana as possible. So she knows I’m giving this one-

hundred-and-ten-percent and I’m not just another UT sorority girl who likes to throw parties. 

And that means that we might need to change our plans a little bit.” 

Mark had already regained his composure. He gave Sarah a meaningful look, and then 

emptied the rest of the wine bottle into his own glass. “I’m sure that you can get the job done in 

time. You always do. I’m sure that Jana does not think you are a sorority girl. She’s cool, I told 

you. And I don’t see how this changes our plans.” 

Sarah sat back in her chair. “Well, we can’t very well tell your mother that we’re going to 

get pretend-engaged if I’m not there for you to pretend-propose to. So we’ll have to wait until I 

get back to town.” 

Mark sawed furiously at his chicken. The meat near the bone was bloody. Sarah reached 

across the table and covered his hand with her own. 

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

* * * 
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Sarah’s feelings for Mark started to become complicated only after they secretly wed on the first 

Saturday in December a few hours before the sun rose over Vegas, where they had retreated for a 

weekend of recovery after the calamitous events of a Thanksgiving week spent with Mark’s 

family. Prior to Thanksgiving, Mark spoke of his family only in the abstract language of 

contemporary life that could be assigned to anyone more or less accurately. Sarah knew that his 

parents were both third-generation descendant of immigrants—his mother Mexican, his father 

German. They married young, in their early twenties, and both took jobs in the Frito Lay 

Corporation outside of Dallas, working their way up until the moment was right, then taking the 

plunge and going into business for themselves as a consultant firm specializing in the kinds of 

flavor-creations that emerged from the legendary secret DFW complex. Frito Lay was hot in the 

‘90s after they turned their fortunes around by sinking a several million dollars into methodically 

testing and ranking their products for flavor, the appropriate satiation point, and mouthfeel. They 

built a $40,000 robotic mouth to test for the perfect break point of a chip. Their triumphs were 

many. Cheetos. The seemingly endless permutations of the Frito-Lay Potato Chip line extension. 

Florez Flavors Inc. raked in money and allowed Mark’s parents to build their dream 

home in the east Texas town of Longview. They were a success, a testament to the resilience of 

the American Dream. And because they wanted their only son to have all the advantages they’d 

enjoyed in their youth, Mark’s parents waited until after he had left Longview for Austin to 

divorce. This, Mark assured Sarah, was totally cool with him. They’d managed to make the best 

of a bad situation: Mark escaped the childhood trauma of divorce, and his parents separated 

amicably, with his father keeping the house in Longview and his mother relocating to the upscale 

city of Southlake, which was a better fit for her lifestyle anyway. 
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Mark was, however, the master of spin. And so Sarah had no idea what to expect as she 

and Mark drove up for his mother’s Thanksgiving get-together at her large new home. Acres of 

well-maintained lawns greeted them, steadfastly monitored by a fleet of Mexican gardeners who 

were in the process of stringing Christmas lights over the peaked gables. They waved from the 

roof as Mark pulled up to the curb in his 4-Runner. Mark’s four aunts were all also divorced. 

Each had already arrived with their broods of teenaged children, hailing from different suburbs 

in the sprawl of the Dallas Metro-plex. The house was a hive of activity the centered around the 

granite-countered kitchen. Anna wore a lime green silk top and designer jeans with high-heeled 

boots, which made Sarah feel overdressed in her high-collared black dress and heels. Everyone 

was delighted to meet Sarah. “We thought Mark would never settle down,” cried one aunt after 

another, each more bosomy and brightly clad than the last. Mark’s female cousins, dowdy and 

awkward to a one, openly stared when Mark embraced her. Sarah cornered one of the older 

teenage girls by the bathroom. 

“Who else has Mark brought home?” 

The girl blinked myopically. Her name was either Karen or Katherine. “He never brings 

anyone. They all just want him to settle down.” 

“Isn’t he a little young to settle down?” 

The girl laughed. “You’re not from Texas, are you?” 

“Ohio.” 

She nodded. “Besides, he’s the only boy, and the oldest. They need someone to start 

producing grandchildren. I’m not going to do it. I’ve got a full ride to Cal-Tech.” She looked 

meaningfully at Sarah. “At least your kids will have brains.” 
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The relaxed atmosphere of the meal was more like a house party or an event than the 

formal holiday get-togethers that Sarah’s own mother insisted upon each year. Everyone served 

themselves large portions of enchiladas and liberally consumed tequila drinks. They played an 

unfamiliar and disorienting game called Bunko, moving from table to table to throw and bet on 

dice. An elaborately decorated toilet seat was the yearly grand prize, passed from winner to 

winner. No one offered to explain to Sarah how this came to be. Sarah came in second, despite 

being on her fourth margarita. Every relative was louder and more gregarious than the next, and 

none more so than Anna, who sprawled drunkenly across her new husband’s lap and shouted 

about how they were going scuba diving in a place called the Blue Hole, located somewhere in 

New Mexico, that weekend, and Mark and Sarah had to come. Sarah protested that she didn’t 

know how to scuba dive, hailing from the land-locked Midwest. Over Christmas, then, Anna 

declared, they would get her certified. She would be swimming in warm, clear waters in no time. 

With tequila-fueled bravado, Sarah promised to leave Cincinnati in time to join them all again 

for Christmas, but the next morning she did not recognize the girl who had made such promises. 

Mark drank so much that he passed out on the floor of the brightly decorated guest room, 

slurring that he was “playing possum,” curled up on the plush maroon rug, when Sarah asked 

what he was doing. Sarah spent the night alone in the king-size bed, surrounded by Day of the 

Dead skeleton statues that menaced atop the bureaus and bedside tables. She couldn’t wake Mark 

until nearly two pm the following day, but it didn’t matter; everyone else was too hung-over to 

notice his absence. 

They departed Southlake just before sunset that afternoon for the house in Longview, 

speeding along the desolate highway in the early winter dark, stopping only once so that Mark 

could vomit on the grass at the edge of the asphalt and Sarah could take over driving. The road 
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was lined with pine trees and rest stops decorated with miniature oil derricks. They got to Mark’s 

childhood home in East Texas late, where Mark’s father, Scott, served them leftover pizza and 

cracked open a new bottle of scotch, which he handed out in glasses with black marble blocks 

that he kept in the freezer in lieu of ice cubes. Mark was too ill to partake—he also had strict 

rules about his drinking, allowing a full 48 hours to pass in order for the alcohol to be fully 

cleared from his system—so Sarah gamely tried to keep up by herself, but, used to watered-down 

drinks, she ended up splashing about the pool in her underwear, while Mark stood at the side and 

demanded in a very controlled voice that she stop horsing around and Scott laughed at his son 

from the wicker couch on the patio. “If you think you can control that one,” Scott chortled, “then 

you’re dumber than you look.” 

Sarah felt embarrassed about her role in the evening’s shenanigans, but Scott went about 

the next morning like nothing had happened. He took them to the Longview art museum, which 

was entirely contained in one small, sad building, then to a sushi joint where all of the rolls 

featured imitation crab. He waxed on about how much they would enjoy the East Texas Oil 

Museum, where he planned to take them the next day. It was only when they broke the news that 

they would be heading back to Austin after dinner that Scott’s carefree attitude melted away. He 

wept as they stood around the loaded car. “She took everything,” he said of Anna. “Even you 

guys.” 

In the car on the way back to Austin, Mark called his mother a lying cheating bitch, and 

berated Sarah when she disagreed with him meekly since her head felt like it was being pounded 

with blunt objects, suggesting only that Mark to try and see both sides of the argument. It 

couldn’t be just one person’s fault when a marriage fell apart. What did she know, Mark 

countered, hands at ten and two on the wheel. Her parents were still together. A vein pulsed in 
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the side of his neck, but he spoke calmly. Never before was Sarah afforded a glimpse of Mark 

Florez beyond the happy-go-lucky public persona that he had created for himself in Austin. His 

mother, he said, had a way of taking everyone in. Sarah would see this in time. 

* * * 

After they were married, Mark bought them a decrepit A-frame on the east side of town. The 

yard was overgrown, the metal fence out front dented from carnage done by a drunken hipster 

who’d run his fixed-gear bicycle into the curb and sent himself flying into the barrier. Yes, Mark 

admitted, it was not much to look at now, but Sarah needed to think about what the house could 

be, not what it was. A little money, a little time, and they would have themselves a beautiful 

home in a neighborhood everyone would be dying to get into ten years from now. Still, Sarah 

was against the purchase. Mark did not seem the renovating type. She raised a cautionary 

dialogue with their real estate agent, a buddy of Mark’s from childhood, when she learned that 

the foundation was cracked and that there was a giant hole beneath the broken refrigerator, 

dating from a time when the icebox was free to drip onto the ground under the house, and 

succeeded in lowering the asking price another ten grand. Mark had never been happier with her. 

He praised her saviness with the agent, and they celebrated with lethal cucumber martinis at the 

Belmont, where of course he knew the bartender. Mark even had a plan for handling the 

renovations, allowing Brice and two of their other friends from high school to live in the house 

rent free in exchange for the list of repairs he typed of up. All three were in a mildly successful 

indie-rock band called The NeoLuddites, currently on hiatus, and they each hailed from a day job 

in the past that qualified them for the necessary work—construction, artisanal carpentry, and 

growing illegal drugs. But Brice provided the only visible contribution to the house at present, 

turning the backyard into an enormous garden that eventually expanded into an adjacent piece of 
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fenced in land that belonged to the city, where he erected a surprisingly sturdy chicken coop. 

While leading Mark and Sarah on an inspection of the upgrades, Brice even confessed that he 

was thinking of leaving the band for good, because, he said with a degree of earnestness she 

found embarrassing, he and his wife Chelsea just wanted to run the restaurant and rehab their 

farm. 

Sarah tried to ignore the existence of the B-Team, as she called them, since all of their 

names started with the letter B, and their DIY projects, but Mark spent almost half of his nights 

at the house, leaving her alone in the downtown penthouse rental to warm leftovers and revert to 

smoking and other habits of her single days, staying up late and rising at noon. When Mark came 

back to the apartment, he was always bursting with excitement, and would inevitably launch into 

tale of how he and Brice had made a stir fry out of veggies fresh from the garden, or smashed up 

the concrete driveway and used the concrete chunks to lay in a path of stepping-stones across the 

back lawn, while he made Sarah breakfast. He said nothing about the overflowing ashtray out on 

the balcony, but Sarah knew he hated to see her smoking. He wanted them both to live forever. 

Mark looked to her to be excited about the progress of the house and their eventual 

relocation, a feat that grew more and more difficult as Sarah faced hard and certain truths about 

just how reckless Mark was with money. Anna paid for his tuition and the mortgage on the house 

because, according to Mark’s tirade on the way back from Longview, she felt guilty about being 

such a whore and divorcing his father in order to marry one of the wealthy clients who worked 

for Coke. With his tuition covered, Mark took out the maximum amount of student loans 

available to him each semester to pay for the condo and other accouterments of their lifestyle. He 

attended classes just often enough to pass, but his success at his Intel internship lead him to 

wonder out loud if he shouldn’t quit school once and for all to focus on his pursuits in the real 
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world. He’d also begun to inquire about how much he could take out in business loans, on top of 

his student debt, to fund Brice’s pop-up restaurant venture—Brice himself had only his wife’s 

family farm to offer as collateral. Sarah recently discovered this last unpleasant fact by opening, 

and then re-sealing, Mark’s mail. But, all in all, she loved Mark. He believed in her, and clearly 

adored her. She felt it wise not to press him further on the subject of his parent’s divorce. After 

all, he was right to say that she knew nothing of marriage, or divorce, or the trauma involved in 

fracturing a family. 

* * * 

Sarah awoke after months of a why-not attitude to find herself irreparably and improbably 

married and a homeowner on a Monday morning in early December. The first brisk wind of 

winter swept through the open windows of Austin. Her muscles were knotted from the weekend 

of partying and drugs and quickie flights. Mark had been up for hours. She found him in the 

kitchen, casually pureeing basil and cilantro for a pesto. They needed food that would stick to 

their ribs, he said, and he had brought home linguini and pecorino Romano cheese, loaves of 

French bread, and a hunk of artisanal butter. Sarah ate indiscriminately as he pulsed the blender 

and talked at her. Their recent string of life-altering decisions did not faze him. They could spin 

it, he said. Anna Florez—she was back to using her maiden name despite her second marriage—

would have to be kept in the dark, along with Sarah’s parents. But this could be easily 

accomplished. Weddings were all show anyway. You really just needed a trip to the courthouse, 

and no one needed to know when or how a marriage certificate was legalized. They could simply 

fake a proposal and a wedding. Sarah swallowed, and nodded, and booked tickets to Ohio for 

Christmas on her phone. 
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“Now that that’s settled,” Mark said over the noise of the blender, “let’s talk about 

something important, like what to call the new restaurant.” 

“Isn’t it a little premature to come up with a name?” Sarah had cosigned all of Mark’s 

loan applications for the restaurant scheme so that he could take advantage of her sterling credit, 

and, she realized, suddenly all of this debt would be hers as well.  

“Naming a thing makes it reality. The name is foundation on which we will organically 

build the concept.” He smiled at her. His teeth were so white that Sarah had started using his 

toothpaste, bought an identical electronic toothbrush. But she couldn’t get the same results. It 

was the smoking, and her fondness for red wine and chocolate, and the several cups of coffee 

that she needed each morning to even begin to approach the level of energy with which Mark 

sprung, revitalized, from the bed at dawn no matter how late they had been up the night before. 

“Marketing 101, remember?” 

“I must have ditched that day.” 

“You never ditch.” Mark poured her a glass of wine and handed it across the counter. 

“But you didn’t have me to help you study back then.” 

“That must be it.” 

“So, fusion food, right? Mexican and German, like me. So, what about: German-a-Mex!” 

He was infinitely pleased with himself. “Like Geronimo, but more clever.” 

Sarah couldn’t stop herself. “That’s a terrible name, confusing and also completely un-

PC. It would be a public relations nightmare.” 

Mark did not deflate easily, but she could see how wounded he was from the slump of his 

normally proud carriage. She got up from her stool and prepared to move across the kitchen 

towards him. But he kept his back to her, busy with a frying pan. “Well it’s just a thought.” 
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“I’m sorry.” 

Mark turned towards her, his spring already restored. He crossed the room in one stride 

and took her in his arms. “We’ll figure it out.” 

And so Sarah, secretly married, brought her secret husband with her to Ohio for the 

Christmas holidays as a part of the myth that what they had done had not, in fact, created a 

problem, at least not a problem that could not be easily and surely handled by her devastatingly 

handsome and charming partner-in-crime, the irrepressible Mark. And, at first, it had seemed that 

Mark had been right. Her mother invited Mark to stay at the house and even installed him in the 

other twin bed in Sarah’s room—a shocker, as Helen never let any of Sarah’s other male friends, 

who weren’t even boyfriends, make it above the first floor. Even Alexandra, normally acting as 

though she were deaf-mute in the presence of Sarah’s “sell-out” friends, opened up around Mark, 

just as everyone always did, and permitted compliments about her neon-pink hair. Her father 

was, as she expected, relatively silent on the matter, but Sarah took it as a good sign that he 

allowed Mark to talk at him, and invited them to come skiing, and didn’t fight her mother about 

the additional houseguest. 

But on the night before he was to return to Texas, Mark deviated from their plans in a 

spectacular fashion when he dropped to one knee in the malodorous ski lodge and presented her 

with a hideous diamond ring. Sarah stared down at the proffered box as the ramifications of what 

she had done in Vegas caused a peculiar cramping of what seemed to be each and every one of 

her internal organs. Sarah dreaded the future in the very pit of her being, and this new feeling 

was not helped by the fact that Mark had not, as they’d discussed, picked out a new ring of the 

type she’d requested—an emerald cut diamond with white gold antique-style band—but instead 

merely acquired one from his mother, the very piece of jewelry that she had discarded after her 

 94 



 

first marriage. This cast-off ring featured a good-sized pear-shaped diamond in a dated gold 

setting. Sarah wanted to knock the ring and demand the one that she had requested. But then, 

they could always replace it later, and she knew that Mark would present this counterargument. 

 Mark brandished the hideous ring, and winked at her, as though everything were going 

swimmingly, as though Sarah were not sweating through an old parka of her mother’s and not 

wearing any make-up and despairing of how ridiculous they must look, with Mark down on the 

ground at this po-dunk excuse for a ski resort in the middle of nowhere. Sarah opened her mouth 

to tell Mark to get up already, to stick to the plan, when Mark threw back his head and shouted 

that he loved her, causing everyone in the vicinity to look over at the spot where they stood. 

Then, she began to berate him loudly, so that Mark lost his smile and closed the box that 

contained the hated ring as she held forth about how this move pretty much completely fucked 

their plan of letting her family get to know Mark before any talk of marriage came up. 

Mark did not like her to swear, but stood and guided her out of the gaze of the entire ski 

lodge while simultaneously apologizing for surprising her. He just couldn’t wait any longer to 

break the news to her family. The plan was not fucked. He winced visibly when dropping the f-

bomb. Sarah snatched the ring and looked around nervously—thankfully her mother and sister 

had been screened by a massive pillar and hadn’t witnessed Mark’s fake proposal. Shortly after 

this moment came news that a skier had died on the mountain, and with this distraction Sarah 

convinced Mark that they couldn’t very well get pretend-engaged now, what with the tragic 

events of the evening casting such an awful pall over everything. But then, confronted by the 

presence of her dazed father, she’d blurted out a lie about the thwarted engagement in a messy 

confession of her hatred of the ring and her dislike of an engagement story that involved a dead 

skier. 
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Sarah felt a mounting horror at her ability to spin a death into a piece of PR-like 

manipulation, one that easily persuaded Mark. He did not want their engagement story to involve 

a tragic ski accident. She gave him back the diamond and he pocketed the ring, only to pull it out 

again the next morning, when she took him to the airport, and this time he would not be rebuffed. 

She slipped the hated diamond onto her finger, but extracted a promise that Mark would say 

nothing to his family until she got back to Texas and she was able to thoroughly wow Jana with 

her work on lard for the invasive species campaign. And they would buy her another ring, one 

that met her specifications. Mark brought up her promise to his mother about returning to DFW 

with him and tried to get Sarah to call and explain about the lard project, but Sarah pointed out 

that that was before the marriage, and the fake proposal, and that she thought it might be best for 

him to talk to his mother himself. No one, after all, knew Anna better than her only son. In the 

seizing of opportunities, and a refusal to look back at the knotted mess of the past, Sarah had 

come to see that Mark was indeed his mother’s son. 

Then had come Mark’s obsessive assault of her Facebook wall. Sarah tried to keep her 

feed free, since she mostly posted either about food, or pictures that contributed to her online 

persona as a hip and trendy young person. Her contracts with the public relations companies she 

worked for were strict in this regard, and she had to police her page daily, removing unwanted 

posts from her classmates about lame homework assignments, or tagged photos that did not 

depict her at her freshest. Mark understood that she did this daily maintenance, but since his 

departure he was religious in leaving hourly comments that Sarah then promptly deleted. Love 

you. Miss you. There were snaps of his symmetrical tan face and gleaming teeth beside mutual 

female friends of theirs, with pitchers of margaritas and plates of tacos in the foreground. 

Couldn’t he understand, she asked, when it was he in the first place who had urged her to brand 
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her very self. Apparently he could not understand, and was miffed that she refused to respond to 

his declarations of love. Was she not about to become his secret fiancée as well as wife? Mark’s 

fixation on their fake engagement increased her suspicion that there was more riding on their 

deception than he would admit. He was, of course, entirely caviler about his own emotional state 

with Sarah in the talks that they had had since the marriage. Didn’t Sarah’s mother want to plan a 

wedding? He didn’t care one way or another, but Sarah should think of how they were going to 

spin her marriage to a guy her parents had never even met. She knew how important first 

impressions were, after all. Sarah realized that she had gone along with Mark’s plan without 

recognizing, at first, how he seemed determined to replicate what his parents had—only better, 

sans divorce, in the hip youthful city of Austin. She was beginning to think that all of it was a 

part of some master strategy of his, the spontaneous marriage maybe not so spontaneous after all. 

Sarah kept the hated ring where she felt it belonged, in an equally dated red velvet box in her 

dresser drawer, the same dark wood antique with the attached mirror that her mother placed in 

her room when she’d turned thirteen. 

The quiet sameness of her childhood room belied all that she felt had changed about 

herself—her move to Texas, the marriage to Mark, his swift laying out of the rest of their lives 

together. The old blue and cream Oriental rug was still stained with ancient urine from their pet 

Bichon, the heavy furniture that her mother liked remained crammed against the short walls, 

creating narrow passages to bed and empty closet. The bathroom mirror above the sink was 

cracked from where she’d slammed it in a fit of rage over a high-school boyfriend’s infidelity. 

The high walls of the bedroom were painted a powder blue that, at twelve, Sarah selected under 

her mother’s guidance, and marred with the remnants of her boy band posters. 
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Cincinnati, so different from Texas, allowed her to slip back into her old self. Her Ohio 

personality was decidedly more pessimistic. And now that she was back, she didn’t know if she 

could return to Austin, if she could bring lard back from the brink of obscurity after all. Here, 

people waddled as they walked. They wrapped themselves in layers of insulation against the 

stinging, driving needles of sleet. To speak of anything as hip seemed absurd in the belly of the 

rust belt. 

So Sarah hunkered, blaming the cold, blaming the old house for her inability to respond 

to texts or messages, blaming everything except for what she was coming to understand, at the 

core of a self that she had barely known existed, was her dread at returning to Austin, formerly 

the site of all she hoped for. She did not venture out of the house after Mark decamped for Texas 

the day before Christmas, nor begin any work on her lard PR project besides a few tweets, a fact 

that she took great pains to conceal from Mark. Texas, with its warm dry air and enormous, 

scuttling insects, now seemed impossibly distant, receding in her mind to a tiny pinprick, a star 

on a bleached map, and then vanished, as if it had never been there at all. 
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Chapter Two 

 

In the steamy bathroom mirror, Sarah scrutinized the outcrop of pimples speckling her 

round face. A flush descended from neck to cleavage, and she slathered her body in her mother’s 

thick Eucerin cream. Ohio’s cold winters had never agreed with her sensitive skin. 

Tonight was the annual Roller Jam, an event that always fell the week between Christmas 

and New Year’s Eve in order to serve as a reunion for those home for the holidays from college 

and new young-adult existences unfolding across the country. Sarah did not want to go to this 

party in the slightest but Courtney, her best friend from high school, would not take no for an 

answer. 

Sarah dug and discarded studded crop tops and bright stretch pants from her suitcase, and 

made reasonable progress through the handle of Jack Daniels she’d secreted in her childhood 

bedroom at the start of the winter break. She looked at pictures of herself at previous roller 

jams—here with her calves ensconced in pink legwarmers, there in a shiny one-piece metallic 

bodysuit, frustratingly thinner at both times than she was at present—to determine what else she 

could do with her make-up. The 1980s had a narrow spectrum of options. Sarah did not make a 

habit of trying new trends or products, her appearance comfortably defined by a professional 

wardrobe of mostly black and a neutral palette of make-up that gave her skin its false matte 

consistency. She wished to draw no attention to her eyes, which varied between a muddy green 

and an anemic hazel. Her sister’s blue eyes maintained a coveted bright azure color that Sarah 

couldn’t achieve even with the most skillful application of eyeshadow. Alexandra also possessed 

the better skin of the two sisters, a powdery white with a rose tint to her cheeks, and she hardly 

ever engaged the aid of cosmetics. Sarah would not leave the house without her regiment of 

 99 



 

concealers, an act for which Alexandra had no end of mocking commentary. Sarah’s high 

cheekbones were her best feature, rising incongruously from her round face and needing a mere 

dusting of bronzer. She contoured a false jawline to conceal the pocket of fat under her chin, and 

gamely smeared on blue eye shadow from an ancient compact that belonged to her mother’s 

distant youth. She tucked the velvet box with her hideous cast-off engagement ring in a zipped 

compartment of her bag, not trusting either her mother or Alexandra to stay out of her business 

for long. 

Not a moment too soon—Alexandra came to lean on the doorjamb. Sarah painted on 

glittery eyeliner and saw her sister’s mouth curve into a smirk. 

“Can I help you?” Sarah selected a bright pink lip-gloss and formed her lips into a circle. 

Alexandra occupied herself with her cell phone and took her time in answering. “All 

dressed up, I see.” 

Sarah met Alexandra’s eyes in the mirror. She longed to explain to her sister about Mark, 

to finally tell someone what had happened between them without leaving anything out. But 

Alexandra was always on the hunt for chinks in Sarah’s armor, and there was no need to give her 

any more ammunition. 

“Do you like my outfit?” Sarah did a little twirl. She had on a pair of white cowboy 

boots, cut-offs, fishnets, and a fringed pleather vest. 

“Both hideous and skanky. And, like, where exactly does one have to go in order to find 

acid-wash Daisy Dukes?” 

“The mall.” 

Alexandra picked up a tube of eyeliner and twirled it. “I hope you at least shredded those 

tights yourself through careless living.” 
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“Anything for authenticity.” Sarah took the handle of Jack Daniels from its hiding place 

behind the bunched shower curtain. She poured the whiskey into the narrow circle of her flask’s 

screw-top opening. “And I’ve worn skimpier costumes than this for work, believe me.” 

“Everything we wear is a costume. Some costumes are just more obvious than others 

because they stick out from the mainstream. And now the 1980s is hip again, so they’re selling it. 

You commodify a look, a product, a decade, and then you get rich by selling it to the masses, 

who don’t know that they’re basically buying new versions of the same crap that was popular 

twenty years ago.” 

“Unlike your look, which is totally original in hideousness.” Alexandra at the moment 

sported unflattering pink tresses and matching nail polish, the rest of her outfit black and 

shapeless. 

Her sister scowled. “You should know all about the scam that is retail, being in 

marketing. Aren’t you in the business of promoting alternate realities?” 

“I wish my job were that glamorous.” Sarah sipped from her pink leopard-print flask, 

then screwed the lid tight and gave it a shake. 

“No one is forcing you to sell out, you know. The products don’t need you to sling them. 

Someone else can do that.” 

“I like my field, thank you very much, and no one other than you thinks that I’m doing 

anything wrong.” Sarah shrugged on her child-size faux-fur jacket. She picked up her leather 

bag, and then struck a pose with one hip out. “How do I look?” 

“Like Jem.” For once, her sister’s face was reddish with a breakout, and Sarah felt brief 

pity for Alexandra’s ineptness with the tools and tricks of the makeup trade. 

“That’s what I was going for. Do you want to come with me?” 

 101 



 

“God no. I have plans, anyway.” 

Alexandra turned and disappeared into her old bedroom, catty-corner to Sarah’s, a maze 

of boxes from her incomplete move back into their parents’ home. Alexandra navigated deftly to 

pull a leather jacket from one box, a vest from another. Sarah shut her own door and made her 

way downstairs. 

In the deserted kitchen, a chicken roasted under a layer of tinfoil. Sarah briefly 

contemplated calling off her plans with Courtney and remaining at the house for dinner. Instead, 

she rooted around in the squat secondary freezer for leftovers, a forest of meats triple-bagged and 

cookie doughs foil-wrapped against the cold that was rapidly being depleted by Sarah, in the 

afternoons, and her father and Alexandra, in the evenings. She dialed Mark with her free hand. 

Mark answered on the first ring. “How’s tricks?” 

“Still for kids.” She extracted a saran-wrapped block of rice. “I’m getting so fat. I’ve 

already gained five pounds since I came back to Ohio.” 

“You need a personal chef. I can recommend one for you, but he lives in Texas.” 

“I told you, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Sarah ate standing up in the kitchen, blowing 

on her spoon. 

“How is your research going?” 

“They’re closed until after the New Year.” 

“Have you made an appointment?” 

“It’s not like I haven’t been doing anything. I’ve been tweeting.” Sarah consumed half of 

her portion, and then placed the rest in the fridge for later. 

“I’ve seen it. Lard is trending up, but that’s not what Jana hired you to do.” 

“How would you know?” 
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“She’s been coming into the restaurant. She says she’s addicted to my pomegranate 

martinis.” 

“Of course she is.” 

“You aren’t allowed to be jealous.” 

“Maybe she’s looking to replace me with you.” 

“Oh come on.” Mark sang a falsetto bit of a bastardized version of Beyoncé’s 

“Irreplaceable”—the song had been his ringtone when they met. “Don’t you ever for a second be 

forgettin’, you’re irreplaceable.” Even pitched high, his voice was melodious. 

“Yeah, sure.” 

“It’s true.” 

Sarah fought the urge to hang up the phone. Now that they were apart, she found Mark’s 

enthusiasm for her polished adult self more and more exhausting. She felt herself slipping into 

her old persona, her Cincinnati-era high-school nerdiness, a time when she’d papered the walls 

of her room with boy-band posters and cheerfully gave a presentation in her AP Economics class 

on how the Backstreet Boys’ tune “Larger Than Life” was designed to prevent asset erosion. 

Every time we’re down, you can make it right, and that makes you larger than life. The fans, the 

assets, tricked into believing that they mattered, that they controlled the masters. This became the 

germ of the essay on marketing to the teenage demographic that opened the door to admittance at 

UT. She had not given a shit about being popular in high school. 

“I hope you aren’t talking to Jana about me.” 

“No, just passing the time. Smiles and laughs.” 

“Don’t you find her sort of prickly?” 
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Mark laughed. “No, she’s easy to get along with. All she does is compliant my culinary 

skills. She wants lard to succeed as much as we do, trust me. Speaking of which, I read about this 

Cincinnati hot dog place called Porkopolis in my in-flight magazine.” 

“Where is it?” 

“Vine Street.” 

“I seriously doubt that there are any good restaurants in downtown Cincinnati.” 

Mark sighed. “Promise me you’ll check it out?” 

“Ok, but I can’t tonight. Courtney and I are going skating.” She stopped herself from 

saying so we can judge everyone. Mark didn’t think that Courtney was a good influence. But he 

seemed distracted, speaking to unintelligibly to someone else. 

He came back on the line. “Have fun, babe.” 

Her mother was sequestered in the tiny family den—a large-windowed octagon off the 

dining room that was once a sun porch and had its own heating and radiator system. Sarah 

rapped her I-phone against the glass-paned doors and waited for Helen to look up from her 

laptop. 

Helen mouthed “yes?” through the glass, which was also how she had always, to Sarah’s 

mortification, answered the phone. 

Sarah cracked the door. “I’m heading out for the night. Going skating.” 

“I see. What about dinner?” 

“I already ate.” 

“Have you told your father?” 

“He’s not here.” Sarah hadn’t seen her father since Friday night. 
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Her mother looked back at the computer screen. Helen had always been the more flighty 

and indifferent of her parents, more concerned with possible carcinogens that her family might 

be consuming than with emotional nurture. Now that she bought and brought home mostly junk 

food, she’d renounced motherly and wifely duties once and for all. Stranger still was her 

devotion to the Internet. As recently as last summer, she hadn’t even known how to log on. Now 

she monopolized the connection. 

Sarah shut the door behind her. She plucked ruefully at the clinging fabric of her leotard, 

and at the sound of Courtney’s horn, headed out into the frigid night. 

* * * 

In the passenger seat of Courtney’s Chevy Caviler outside of the Fun Factory, Sarah drank from 

her flask of whiskey. The roller rink squatted down the block from her college-prep high school, 

on the border of the Walnut Hills neighborhood where it backed up against Avondale. In the 

past, Sarah’s classmates were relived of coveted gear—Starter jackets, Air Jordans, Discmans—

by the local youths, none of whom could pass the test for the magnet school themselves, and all 

of whom were more than willing to sell her classmates drugs. Now, the line snaked out the door. 

“Give me some of that, bitch.” Courtney held out a slender, manicured hand. Her friend 

still looked much as she had ten years prior, with one important difference: she refused to go off 

birth control and relinquish the large breasts that sprouted incongruously from her skinny frame. 

She wore her mousy brown hair layered around her weak chin. High-waisted blue satin hot pants 

squeezed her torso. 

“Drinking and driving?” 

“Is so much fun!” Courtney shouted. “God, I loved that song.” 

“The Dropkick Murphys? You’re still listening to them?” 
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“No. I mean, maybe that’s who it is. Fuck if I know. All those punk rock bands sound the 

same to me.” 

“Just asking.” 

 “Sorry I’m not cool enough for you, Ms. Hipster. Please pass the whiskey.” 

Sarah tipped back the remainder of the flask. “All out.” 

“Christ. Thanks a lot.” 

They joined the line of brightly clad girls, clad in short skirts and boots similar to Sarah’s 

own. They were older, ten years ahead of her in high school, siblings and cousins of her 

classmates. They came out to the roller rink every year, and crowded the house parties that went 

on afterwards.  

“Who the fuck are these people?” Courtney huffed. “Every time you visit I think about 

how I’ve got to get out of the Nasty.” 

Talking about moving away was a popular topic with everyone she saw, especially since 

Sarah had successfully left. There were regular newspaper articles voicing concern for the young 

who fled and swore to never return. Brain drain, they called it. Coming back meant you were on 

the road towards becoming your parents, who watched prime-time television and attended 

church functions, neighborhood block parties, and backyard BBQs en mass. There was much 

threading of crepe paper through bicycle spokes, and tie-dying t-shirts for local sporting teams, 

and sorting through the assets donated by the deceased elderly to the church. Cincinnati was 

touted as a great place to raise children. The streets were safe, the culd-e-sacs impenetrable. The 

lawns were manicured. 
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“Don’t trash the ‘Nati,” Sarah trilled. A slogan from a PR campaign of her youth wherein 

neon billboards depicted enthusiastic anthropomorphized trashcans gobbling up cigarette butts 

and newspapers. 

“Whatever. If you lived here you would call it the Nasty too. Maybe when you move 

back you’ll see what I mean.” 

“If you’re so keen to get out, why do you want me to come back?” 

Courtney shrugged. “You just will. Everyone comes back, eventually.” 

Tired of their lives in distant and bright metropolises on the coasts, the cohort above them 

began to marry, then reproduce, then report back to their childhood neighborhoods. They were 

not exactly like their parents, not yet. They sought to make Cincinnati resemble whatever hip 

costal city they had left behind. Everyone grew steadily plumper, and milder, and more 

predictable as the years ratcheted by. It was Sarah’s job, her skill, and her curse to notice these 

patterns, and her fear of becoming like her own parents, like her careful and deliberate father, 

that drove her to try and defy the truth in the stereotype. She wanted to make Austin her home, 

but she couldn’t deny the comfort in the gritty Midwest, in Courtney’s familiar laugh, in the 

attitude that they could own the night and make anything happen. 

“Not me,” Sarah said. “You should come visit me in Austin.” 

Courtney rummaged for her own flask. “Thanks for inviting me. It’s the least you can do 

after ditching me for, like, the entire time you’ve been here so you can get up to God knows 

what. And why are you tweeting about lard all of a sudden?” 

“It’s my new job. I have to get lard to trend.” 

“Since when do you have a new job?” 

“Internship. Mark got me the interview.” 
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“What a catch. Good looking and a head honcho in the PR universe. No wonder he’s 

more fun to hang out with than me.” 

“Don’t be like that.” 

Sarah and Mark had gone to dinner at the restaurant where Courtney worked as a pastry 

chef. Mark insisted that they leave and get back to her parents’ house early, rather than sticking 

around until Courtney finished her shift, as she’d asked them to do. Sarah gratefully agreed. 

“Although I don’t get it,” Courtney mused. “You don’t even like people. Don’t pretend 

like you aren’t completely reliant on your liquid courage.” 

Courtney was right. Her old friend was more astute than Sarah usually gave her credit 

for. Sarah needed something to take the edge off, and she knew that people liked her more when 

she was buzzed. That was how she thought of her drinking and recreational drug use: as an asset 

to her personality. Still, it was ill advised to strap on roller skates with a buzz; last year three 

people had skated drunk and ended up in the hospital, one with a broken wrist, another with a 

caved-in nose, and a third with a fractured leg. If her father even knew about that he wouldn’t 

have let her come in the first place. Since he’d begun working on the ski patrol he’d become 

obsessed with all of the various ways that one could be seriously injured while engaging in 

leisure-time sporting activities. He would interrupt dinner with a gory tail of how one of the guys 

on patrol had gone bow hunting on a four-wheeler and ended up with an arrow through his thigh. 

It drove her mother crazy, and Alexandra loved it, of course, since it took her out of the hot seat 

for whatever shenanigans she’d been up to as of late. 

“I like people just fine.” 

“Sure you do. People in Austin, maybe. I’m sorry if our little metropolis isn’t exciting 

enough.” Courtney craned her neck. “We aren’t even early enough to get skates.” 
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“I’m sure we can still skate.” 

“No one comes to skate.” Courtney tossed her hair over one shoulder. “Plus all the good 

skates are taken, they only have the janky kind or the weird sizes left.” Sarah had small, weirdly 

sized feet and had always arrived late and been able to skate in previous years. 

“We should just go to the after party,” Courtney said. “They’re about to close anyway.” 

The same thing happened every year: Courtney insisted they make an appearance, and 

immediately wanted to decamp to another event. “Besides, you look like you’re feeling whatever 

you had to drink, and this is a family-friendly establishment. I’m sure that Mark the Abstruse 

would not approve.” 

Sarah swallowed a laugh and pretended to cough instead. “Stop calling him that!” 

Courtney never liked anyone that she was with, and always gave them derogatory 

nicknames. There was a guy in high school that she called pumpkin-head, despite the fact that his 

head was neither round nor beset with jack-o-lantern like teeth. There was a DJ boyfriend in 

Austin who, on the sole basis of Facebook photographs, she dubbed DJ Terradact-dizzle, since, 

to Courtney’s mind, DJs should just go extinct already. 

“I can’t help the fact that he’s into obscurities like pickling and urban farming.” 

“Mark’s not even into pickling.” 

“Not yet.” 

“I’ll be sure and tell him that you said so.” Sarah moved to tap the screen of her phone. 

“Don’t!” Courtney slapped at Sarah’s hand theatrically. “He probably already hates me.” 

“He doesn’t hate you.” 
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“All of your boyfriends hate me. And I haven’t even seen you, and you’re already about 

to go back to Austin. The least that you could do is introduce me to one of those hot farmer 

friends of his, the B-team or whatever it is that you call them.” 

“They aren’t actually farmers. But I will, if you come visit me.” 

Courtney had never come to visit, and although she tried to arrange to make the trip a 

couple of times in the past, Sarah always put her off. She didn’t know if Austin would live up to 

the picture that she’d first painted of it, at a time that seemed so long ago to her now. 

“Only if Mark the Abstruse rolls out the welcome mat as well.”  

“You know that he likes you.” 

“Does he? I very much doubt that. He hasn’t even tried to sleep with me.” 

“Aren’t you off-limits? As my bff and all.” 

“That’s never stopped them before.” 

Surprisingly, Mark was immune to Courtney’s considerable physical charms. She had, as 

many of Sarah’s ex-boyfriends unwisely told her, the perfect body. Sarah, small chested and 

prone to a widening rear end, accepted as a matter of course that Courtney was the first choice of 

most of the men that they met as a duo. It gave her no small amount of satisfaction that Mark 

declared Courtney’s large feet hideous, and said that he could never find a woman with such a 

weak chin attractive. 

“Isn’t that a point in his favor?” 

Courtney grinned wickedly. “Maybe from your perspective.” 

“You can have all three of the farmers.” Sarah didn’t feel it was necessary to admit that 

she was almost positive each was married. “I’m sure that Mark can arrange it.” 
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“Done and done.” Courtney stuck out her hand for a shake. Her palm was calloused, a 

stark contrast to her slender, lady-like fingers. “I really am going to come and visit you this time. 

In fact, I’m thinking about moving down there. Maybe I could stay at one of the eight houses that 

you live in until I get my bearings.” 

Sarah stood up straight with alarm. They’d lived together once, briefly, the summer after 

they had graduated high school. They had repeatedly compromised the plumbing, and Courtney 

had spray painted the walls of her room a streaked hot pink. The apartment was in an old 

schoolhouse where Sarah had been a pupil as a child, transitioning now into condominiums. It 

was surreal to keep her bicycle in the same long closet where she’d once hung her coat on a hook 

and stashed her small rain boots in a cubby. Courtney paid all of their bills when Sarah failed to 

come up with her half of the money and this was still a sore topic between them, although Sarah 

argued then as she did now that Courtney’s parents had given her the money, so it seemed like 

they really both came out ahead. 

“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” Sarah asked. 

Courtney fixed Sarah in her gaze. She was more skilled than Sarah, at times, in figuring 

out why Sarah did or did not do a thing. 

“It’s just not a good time right now,” Sarah continued hurriedly. And for lack of a better 

reason, she tumbled out the whole disastrous tale of their Thanksgiving trek across Texas, 

concluding with, “so things are a little tense, what with all of Mark’s family drama and me 

inappropriately running around in my underwear.” 

“Dude.” Courtney stared. “I thought it was bad when my parents got divorced and my 

dad took up with his secretary and left the firm.” Courtney’s father fell out with his best friend 
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and colleague, who sided with Courtney’s mother. “But that is fucked up. I would never call my 

mother a bitch, even though she kind of is a bitch. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen my dad cry.” 

“But weren’t you pissed at your dad?” Courtney never talked to Sarah about the divorce, 

which happened while they were living together. She spent a lot of time on the phone with her 

mother, telling her to calm down. 

Courtney shrugged. They moved towards the brightly lit door and gave their money. “I 

don’t know. I was mad at him when it happened, but I think it was actually for the best. He’s 

happier now, and my mom’s happier too. And, I mean, I can’t even date monogamously, so what 

do I know about marriage?” 

Sarah thought back on the nights over the past year when she knew that Mark was out 

with Brice at strip clubs in the Texas Hill Country, and how she’d pinned all of his bad behavior 

on his parents’ divorce and his mother’s quick remarriage, when in reality maybe his entire 

relationship with her, his need and desire to settle down so quickly, was probably just as much of 

a result of the divorce as the slurs he applied to his own mother. Sarah wanted very badly to tell 

Courtney about her secret marriage and the recent humiliation of the bungled engagement at the 

ski lodge, to lay out Mark’s shifty investment in the restaurant and her own concerns about the 

lard project turning out to be a dead-end. But Courtney seemed so young all of a sudden. Her 

major concerns were which band to go see each weekend and which ex-boyfriend she should 

give another chance. The furthest she looked into the future would be to debate which foreign 

country she should select to go and teach English if she could ever get it together enough to get 

out of the food service industry. Even her desire to pick up and move to Austin was childish, and 

bespoke the belief that she could change her circumstances if only she had different scenery to 

work with. Sarah was startled to realize that she’d once believed this too. 
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Inside, strobing lights reflected from disco balls suspended from the ceiling. The rink was 

packed, and Sarah had no desire to press herself into the mass of bodies. Courtney led her to a 

door propped open by a brick and held out a hand. 

“Cigarette?” Sarah opened her Ziploc. 

Courtney lit, then coughed. “How old are these? Christ.” 

“You’re welcome.” 

“Don’t get me started. Chauffer tax.” Courtney pointed her cigarette at a tall, good-

looking guy with long, greasy blonde hair who emerged from the pack of skaters and whizzed by 

them. “There’s The Battle of Little Big Jeff. What a douche. Did I tell you that he just wrote a 

book?” 

“Is it about his last stand at Little Big Horn?” 

Courtney laughed. “No, he’s not that clever. He didn’t get the Little Big Jeff nickname 

even after I explained it to him.” 

“How could he not get it?” 

“I may have left out the part about how it was ‘the battle of.’ He probably thought it 

referred to how he became pear-shaped over the course of our relationship.” 

“I can’t imagine why he dumped you.” 

“Around here, you take what you can get. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Courtney 

leaned over the railing and yelled, “Last stand, motherfucker!” 

“That’ll teach him.” 

“Oh come on, isn’t Texas a place where you resolve debates by shooting each other?” 

“Oh yeah, it’s the Wild Wild West down there.” 

Jeff went by again on his rollerblades. He waved and smiled. 
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“That bastard.” 

“Wait a minute. I saw him at the ski place on Friday. He’s a snowboarder.” Sarah reached 

for Courtney’s cigarette and took a puff. Her phone jangled in her pocket. She didn’t have to 

look to know that it was Mark. 

Courtney heard Sarah’s phone and raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going to check that?” 

“I’m working on my internet addiction. I have a problem with drunk-posting.” 

“And vague-booking.”  

“You’re the one that does that.” Courtney used her own Facebook page to air her feuds 

with the various members of the Cincinnati hipster scene who had earned her ire in one way or 

another. Sarah had a hard time keeping up with who was and wasn’t on Courtney’s shit list, so 

she assumed that it was pretty much everybody. 

“And obsessing over people you don’t actually know in real life.” 

“Which is actually safer than obsessing over real people.” 

“And more lucrative.” 

“It’s your major, is it not?” Courtney was supportive of Sarah’s career path, but, like 

Mark, scoffed at the many years she’d spent laboring at UT. Courtney was the more artistic of 

the two of them, and fiercely opposed to institutions of higher learning. She’d given college a try 

with a useless associates degree in painting from the Cincinnati Art Academy. Now, she made 

her own clothing, stripped and refinished the surfaces of her apartment, and had gone to work 

crafting elaborate tiers of wafers and meringue for the city’s well-to-do at a high-end Italian 

restaurant located in the historic Over-the-Rhine neighborhood of downtown Cincinnati. The 

owner conducted affairs with the prostitutes who worked the blocks nearby, while his wife had a 
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lot of botched plastic surgery. All of the kitchen staff were unhappily married to elementary 

school teachers. 

Sarah’s phone vibrated again. Courtney would pump her about Mark until she told her 

the truth about the recent events that had altered the course of their lives, placing them on a 

shared path. Sarah could see the snowball effect of the last six months more clearly now that she 

was apart from Mark. She went out onto the rink for the last couple of songs. 

Sarah made it several times around the rink without falling. She was a good skater; even 

buzzed the muscle memory from childhood came back with ease. Above the noise of the rink, 

she caught snatches of conversation. Oh hey, shrieked a cluster of girls that she vaguely 

remembered from high school, all neon and blonde hair extensions now. After a few laps, Sarah 

took a break to lean against the wall and wipe the sweat from her forehead. A group of kids from 

her sister’s grade loitered just beyond the rink. One of them had a rat-tail. Sarah disapproved of 

full reversion to the fashions of childhood. It marked you as immature, she thought, to be fixed 

so firmly in one trend or another—much better to be a chameleon, able to daub on bright makeup 

and shimmy into tights that could be removed at the end of the evening. For this reason Sarah 

had no tattoos or piercings, and kept her hair long and color-free. She leaned closer to inspect the 

group’s gaudy apparel and gradually became aware that they were talking about her and 

Alexandra. 

“That’s you-know-who’s sister,” said the kid with the rat-tail. 

“Oh yeah, the burl’s sister,” said a second one with a large tattoo of a serpent on his 

forearm. Sarah could smell him from where she stood. “Are you going to that show tonight?” 

“I always thought of it as the goy. It figures,” said the first kid, and they all began to 

laugh. Sarah stared, realizing that they must have thought she was too far away to hear. She 
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couldn’t quite figure out what they were talking about—goy and burl were unfamiliar slanders—

but she knew from the tone, from the facial expressions, and the accompanying laughter that the 

terms were derogatory. 

“Hey,” she yelled over the music. “You don’t know my sister, or me.” Only one of them 

turned towards her, a girl who had not spoken, one arm covered with a garish tattoo of a 

keyboard spilling surrealistically stretched musical notes. “Fuck you.” Sarah raised a middle 

finger. Courtney had taught her how to talk trash, being the recipient of many catcalls in the 

neighborhoods where she lived and worked. 

“Who the fuck are you?” The girl spoke in a bored monotone, eyes glazed with a drug-

induced high. 

“Somebody,” Sarah said, “who you’d better not fuck with.” 

The entire group turned to look at her. They weren’t wearing skates, and only a few feet 

separated them from the wall that she stood behind. Sarah had never been in a physical 

altercation. Usually, she and Courtney yelled taunts from the safety of a car window, or via the 

distance and anonymity of the Internet—Courtney was particularly skilled at tagging people in 

unflattering photographs that she spitefully posted on her Facebook wall. 

Sarah pushed off from the wall and started skating, fast. She didn’t look behind to see if 

any of the group of shit-talkers were coming after her, trusting that they were too spaced out for 

a planned pursuit. The words that they called her sister began to shape themselves in her mind, 

and she realized that they took boy and girl and hatefully recombined them. What were they 

insinuating? That Alexandra was gay? Sarah finished high school far enough ahead of 

Alexandra—only a freshman while she was a senior—for their social circles to be entirely 

separate. Sarah never linked her sister’s withdrawal from her peers to bullying or a different 
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sexual orientation, assuming that, like herself, her sister was not interested in resume-building 

activities, becoming instead the sort of oddball type who hung around the fringes. But it would 

explain a lot if that were the case, and Sarah had experienced enough unpleasantness herself to 

want to put distance between herself and her hometown. 

Sarah didn’t see the downed skater in front of her until it was too late, and she clipped an 

outstretched calf. The floor rose up to meet her and she caught herself with her hands. Pain 

radiated from each knee. She waited until the throbbing of her knees quieted, and then rose to 

join the last of the skaters as they made their way from the rink, ready to don their street-shoes 

and stalk into the frozen night, where the promise of the evening still lay ahead. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Courtney’s small Cavalier handled fast on turns. This assemblage of stolen parts was 

procured by Courtney’s father from one of his clients after Courtney’s first car, a wide gold 

Lumina that handled like a boat, went up in flames due to either a lit cigarette or a malfunction of 

the CD disc changer in the trunk, depending on whether you got the truth from Courtney or read 

the insurance claim. 

“Air, I need air.” Courtney cranked the window down. “Frische Luft.” She sometimes 

peppered her speech with German phrases, calling it a nod to her heritage. Courtney’s knowledge 

of foreign languages did not extent past scattered commands and pronouncements that were the 

province of her mother, Christina, descendent of some of the city’s earliest German settlers. 

Christina donned costumes at the city’s various events. While tagging along, trying to balance a 

bratwurst as Courtney schemed about how they could get some older guys to buy them beers, 

Sarah learned that Central Parkway was a paved-over canal, and that the Over-the-Rhine 

neighborhood still hosted a parade, Germanfest, dedicated to drinking beer and wearing 

necklaces made out of sausages. Christina liked to dispense wisdom about how to handle men, 

including the idea that one should only surround oneself with less attractive women. Since this 

advice, delivered to both girls in the wake of Courtney’s parents’ divorce, when Christina was a 

little too partial to Pinot Grigio, Sarah found cause to suspect most women’s overtures of 

companionship. She had few friends in Austin other than Mark. 

“Freezing luft,” Sarah yelled over the frigid howl of wind. 

“You’re not in Texas anymore.” As if there were a shadow of a doubt. From Norwood, 

they cut through Avondale and then the lower half of Clifton. They drove past the silent green of 
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Hyde Cemetery and into the desolate, poorly lit bowels of industrial Northside. Huge abandoned 

warehouses, glass askew, lined the sides of the street. 

“You’re going to love Bronz, this fabulous gay bar near my apartment. They’re having a 

drag show.” 

Courtney turned onto the main street, where she lived in a refurbished warehouse loft 

above an old bakery-turned tavern. Through the enormous plate-glass windows, Sarah could see 

that the place was packed with young people, their hairstyles sculpted and colorful. 

“So, I guess moving to the ghetto fits right in with giving your parents cause to regret 

your latchkey upbringing by maintaining a bohemian lifestyle as an adult.” 

“Oh, my parents have many regrets, including marrying each other, but my childhood 

isn’t one of them.” Courtney’s hair flew around her face. 

The abandoned buildings and bars with leather-clad mannequins in the windows bespoke 

a totally different world from that of the regal old homes just up the hill. The sidewalk pavement 

was cracked and uneven. Near the section of the avenue that bordered the intersection with a 

White Castle and a shifty-looking gas station, cluster of gay bars proved to be their destination. 

Bronz—a narrow, claustrophobic dive—was packed. Many of the people from the Roller 

Jam had shown up, plus, to Courtney’s chagrin, Jeff the snowboarder. 

“He’s stalking me,” Courtney hissed, and pulled Sarah further into the crowd. The 1980’s 

get-up of the visiting revelers paled in comparison to the outfits of what Sarah took to be the 

regulars. 

“Is it all right that we’re in here?” Sarah kept one hand on the flap of her purse. On the 

surface, the neighborhood wasn’t any rougher than the east side of Austin that held Mark’s A-
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frame, nor far removed from the Fun Factory’s surrounding, or the depressed sector that held her 

high school. But the scene of complete anarchy made her nervous. 

“What happened to you?” Courtney pulled her towards the bar and commandeered vodka 

crans in clear plastic cups. “I’m the one from the suburbs. Walnut Hills is in the hood.” 

“This is not the hood. This is a bull dyke bar, and we are for sure not going to pass as a 

lesbian couple.” 

“Listen, honey. None of the people at this bar give any fucks about us.” Courtney flung 

out her arms, spilling her drink in all directions and knocking Sarah’s cup to the floor as well. 

She grinned wildly. “Well, almost no one. Run interference for me while I get us another. You 

have to watch these bartenders closely or they’ll pour old drinks in your cup.” 

Courtney spun and vanished. Sarah turned at a tap on her shoulder to behold Jeff. 

“Sarah! What is up girl?” He looked way too excited to see her. 

“Do I know you?” 

“Jeff, from the ski patrol? I know your dad.” He held out his hand. “And apparently we 

have a mutual friend in Courtney.” 

Sarah shook. “Friend. That’s not what I heard.” 

“Friend with benefits.” He winked. “But who needs these labels?” 

“Yes, how tedious.” 

“I know, right?” He tossed his locks over his shoulder. “You’re way cooler than 

Courtney, I can already tell.” 

“No I’m not.” Sarah scanned the room for an escape. The bathroom line was six deep. 

Inside her purse, she opened the velvet box. 
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“Sure you are. You ski, one. You’re against tedious bullshit, two.” Sarah slipped her 

engagement ring on and then waved her hand in front of Jeff’s face. 

“I’m taken.” 

“I’m not even talking about that.” Jeff threw up his hands. “We’re just two people, 

having a conversation about life and love and adventure.” 

“Is that so.” Sarah crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Let me tell you something, Sarah.” Jeff placed his hands on her shoulders and bent so 

that his face was level with hers. Up close, his teeth were a dingy, yellowish-brown and a 

shocking contrast against his square jaw. “I recently wrote a book about all of the bullshit that 

goes on in this town. An entire graphic novel, but I just barely scratched the surface. And I know 

a fellow truth-seeker when I see one.” 

Courtney was back, mercifully with a very large alcoholic beverage. “Get off my girl, 

Jeff.” Sarah slid the ring off and shoved it back into her bag. 

Jeff held out his hands in protest. “We were just discussing literature.” 

“Yeah, I know how you like to discuss the hell out of some literature.” Courtney turned 

to Sarah. “So maybe the second or third time me and Little Big Jeff here are hanging out, he tells 

me that he wants to show me his graphic novel. Which is, wait for it: about the race riots. Then 

you can guess what happens as soon as we’re in his place. Which is, I should mention, at his 

parents’ house, all the way out in Mason. And then, did I even see the book? Nope.” 

Sarah looked at Jeff. He was unflappable. “I don’t recall you complaining about the 

events of that evening at the time.” 

“I’m just telling Sarah about your comic book.” 
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“Graphic novel. I’m trying to raise awareness about the race riots. And I’m selling the 

novel on a sliding scale. Everyone deserves to have a copy. I can certainly bring down the price, 

if you’d like to negotiate.” 

“Very generous of you,” Courtney said. 

“Courtney, as you know it is up to us to fight the good fight against the fat cats, all the 

more so because of our background of privilege. We come from Mason, land of turreted 

McMansions. How embarrassing!” 

Courtney rolled her eyes. “Yeah, we really have to try harder to show the man who’s 

boss.” 

Jeff continued as though she hadn’t spoken. “As you also know, I moved out of my 

parent’s house for that very reason, and took work at an apple orchard last summer. I even went 

on food stamps to further show my solidarity with the common man.” 

“I’m sure a lot of the common men love working for you,” Courtney said. “Why don’t 

you make that the next reality show project?” She turned to Lindsey. “I’m going to be on a show 

called Bright Lights, Midwest City. It’s fabulous. We’ve already locked down two months of 

taping. The crew might even be here tonight.” 

Sarah looked around. “I don’t see anyone.” 

Courtney laughed. “They always film me covertly, of course.” 

Jeff produced a 40 of malt liquor from underneath his coat and took a swig. “If my 

parents don’t like my choices, that’s just too bad. I’m on my own, living free and easy,” he 

continued. He looked around, and then stashed the bottle again. “They charge way too much for 

drinks here.” 
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“We have to skedaddle. The show’s about to start.” Courtney took Sarah by the hand. 

“Wait’ll you see this, lover.” 

* * * 

They stood by a long row of tables that extended the stage by an extra twenty feet. Sarah picked 

glitter from her drink. “I can’t believe you used to fuck that Jeff guy. And what is up with his 

teeth?” 

“His father is a dentist, so he renounced oral hygiene years ago, on principle.” 

“One of a series of fine decisions on his part.” 

“I think his teeth have gotten worse since we broke up. Now he’s living in this old 

warehouse in Brighton that he’s rehabbing. I don’t even think that the place has running water.” 

Courtney sighed. “But, I’ll probably find out once I’m over there later.” 

“Why are you going over there?” 

“I have no choice! I’m horny. And I don’t think there is any other available dick in this 

bar at the moment.” She lit a cigarette. “You have no idea what it’s like around here, Miss I-live-

in-Austin. Do you know how I met Jeff?” 

“Didn’t he go to high school with you?” 

“Yeah, but that’s not how we know each other. We’re related by marriage.” 

Sarah stared. “Even by your standards, I think that might be a step too far.” 

Courtney rolled her eyes. “Ha ha ha, my standards. I’ve fucked way more hot dudes than 

you have. Just because you snagged Mark, who the jury is still out on, by the way, it doesn’t 

absolve you from dating that guy with no teeth.” 

“He had teeth,” Sarah protested. “Baby teeth, but teeth nonetheless.” 

 123 



 

“Oh, that’s so much better. Or that pumpkin-head guy. Anyway, Jeff and I are related 

very distantly. His father, the dentist, is my father’s new wife’s cousin.” 

“Still questionable.” 

“Don’t I know it. What can you do though? You’ve got to keep someone around, 

especially in the winter. It’s too cold for courtship.” 

The lights in the bar dimmed, and spotlights lit the stage. The crowd began to cheer and 

throw dollar bills towards the platform as an enormous woman with a shaved head took the 

stage. 

“I’m delighted to introduce the River! City! Queers! Get ready for femmes playing kings, 

and kings playing femmes, and everything you’ve ever dreamed of coming true.” The woman 

grinned. “Get it? I love coming, don’t you?” 

“Is the whole thing going to be this filthy?” Sarah whispered to Courtney. 

“You betcha.” 

“Put your hands together for, La Femme DeManda!” A woman in a corset pranced from 

the curtained area, followed by a string of similarly clad mustached women led by the girl in the 

pinstriped suit. A song from the musical Chicago began to blare. 

“He had it coming!” The girl in the corset lip-synced to the recorded track. Her breasts 

threatened to escape from the confines of her top. She switched a straight whip across her palm 

in time to the beat, then bent the girl in the pinstriped suit over her leg and struck her on the ass. 

“This is so camp,” Courtney said. “Way better than a straight bar.” 

“Seriously though, I don’t think you should mess with that Jeff guy.” The women writhed 

behind cell-bars lowered from ceiling. “You can do so much better.” Sarah put an arm around 
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her friend. Courtney was sticky with sweat and rogue liquor. “Besides, how am I going to get 

home?” 

“You can catch a ride with Alexandra, right?” 

“Alexandra’s here?” The bald large woman was onstage again, announcing the next act. 

Bananarama’s Venus came through the speakers. 

“I love this song!” Courtney jumped up and down and shrieked. 

“Please welcome, Alexander The Great!” 

Alexandra, nearly unrecognizable, bounded onto the stage. She wore an oversized, baggy 

dress shirt, sunglasses, and tight jeans with a stuffed crotch. A fringed, black leather jacket was 

slung over her shoulder. 

“Oh my god,” Sarah said. “That’s my jacket.” 

Her sister did some pelvic thrusts that elicited much screaming from the crowd. Several 

audience members shouted declarations of their love. A shower of bills descended upon the 

stage. The word desire was lip-synced in earnest. 

Sarah turned to Courtney. “What the hell is going on?” 

“I thought that you knew Alex was going to perform tonight,” Courtney yelled over the 

music. “She’s your sister. Don’t you love this act?” She pointed to the stage. “So fun.” 

“Wait a minute. How long have you known about this?” 

“Dude, I just saw the show for the first time last weekend.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“You haven’t exactly been taking my calls.” Recognition slowly dawned on Courtney. 

“Oh shit. You mean you didn’t know about this whole Alexander the Great thing at all?” 

Sarah slowly shook her head. 
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“Fuck me. But are you really, like, surprised by this?” 

“Yes, I’m really fucking surprised. Shocked.” 

“Come on. Alexandra has always been a little, you know. Playing for both teams?” 

“You have a point.” Sarah relayed the incident with the hipsters at the roller rink. 

“Well, I guess some people are probably going to always be assholes.” Courtney joined 

in the clapping as Alexandra bowed off stage. “But really, it’s not that big of a deal, right?” 

“Tell that to my parents.” The lights came on. Sarah left Courtney and made a beeline for 

the dressing tent. 

Alexandra stood in the middle of the group, back in her baggy black outfit. Her eyes 

widened when she saw her sister peering around the curtain, but she recovered quickly. “You 

guys, this is my sister, Sarah!” She was introduced to a blur of names and faces. “We’re kind of 

talking shop right now, can I find you in a minute?” 

“I really need to talk to you right now.” 

Alexandra joined her outside. “Sorry, I know this is a little bit of a shock to you. I was 

going to tell you, earlier tonight, but couldn’t figure out how to do it. I figured that Courtney 

would probably mention that she saw me last weekend.” 

“Don’t worry about me. What about Mom and Dad? Do they know?” Alexandra shook 

her head. “But you live with them.” 

“In case you haven’t noticed, neither of them are really all that interested in what I do as 

long as I don’t flunk out of school and come home at a reasonable hour. But, don’t worry; I’m 

planning on coming out to them too. Soon. I think they’ll be cool with it.” 

“How do you know?” 
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“One, Dad is a scientist, and he’s always getting into it with the racist and sexist assholes 

out on ski patrol. And, I’m pretty sure Mom already figured it out. She caught me trying out 

different ways to stuff the crotch of my pants. It’s only a matter of time before she tells Dad, if 

she hasn’t already. Anyway, I’ve got to get back in there. DeManda is threatening to quit the 

troupe and she’s the only one who knows how to do choreography, so I’ve got to sweet talk her 

into staying.” 

Sarah scanned the room. Courtney was not among those remaining. “Can you give me a 

ride?” 

 “Yeah, sure, but don’t you think you should be a little more careful when you go out? 

You should make sure you have a way home. This is a rough neighborhood.” Before Sarah could 

respond, Alex turned and vanished. 

Outside, the street was dirty and cold, littered with ripped-off paper wristbands and 

broken glass. Carousers crowded the drive-thru of the White Castle up the road, hanging from 

open windows and screaming at each other. Sarah felt suddenly and profoundly far too sober. 

But she was glad that Courtney had spilled all of their drinks since they arrived at Bronz. She 

wanted no part of this scene. 

Three missed calls from Mark lit up her screen. She pressed the icon of his smiling face. 

“You won’t believe my night.” She began with the showdown at the Fun Factory, but 

Mark cut her off. 

“Sarah, I don’t like to hear about you getting into fights. It’s so ghetto. Courtney seems 

like a terrible influence on you.” 
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“It wasn’t Courtney’s fault.” She had no intention of mentioning the fact that Courtney 

ditched her for Jeff. Mark was sure to label the entire Jeff situation as lamentably hood rat. And 

Sarah did not appreciate being called ghetto. 

“Sarah, I’m sorry that you had a bad night. I wish you would get back to me when I 

contact you.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I don’t know what your problem is.” 

“Listen, this is important. Alexandra is apparently a drag king named Alexander the 

Great.” In the background, a female voice shrieked over a tinkle of broken glass. “Where are 

you?” 

“At the A-frame house. Brice has some people over.” Sarah heard a very familiar voice 

demand that Mark get off the phone already. 

“Is that Jana Painter?” 

“Um, yes, it is. She came into the restaurant while we were closing and wanted to tag 

along to the after party.” 

“So now you’re hanging out with my boss. Great. Did she ask about me?” 

“Yes, and I had to do some fancy footwork about the status of your project.” Mark 

sighed. “If you didn’t want to do this campaign, you didn’t have to.” 

“You didn’t really make it seem like an option.” 

“All I want is for you to be happy.” 

“Sure.” 

The door to the bar opened to reveal Jeff. “What are you doing out here?” Sarah gestured 

to her phone. “Oh, well you probably shouldn’t just chill on the street, you know? Some friends 
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of mine got robbed at gunpoint just around the corner last month. I’ll just wait for you.” Jeff 

stood in the doorway, ignoring the shouts of the bartender to shut the fucking door already, 

asshole. 

“Who’s that?” Mark said. 

“This guy Jeff.” Sarah made a shooing motion to indicate that Jeff should go inside, but 

he didn’t budge. The bartender gave up shouting and went back to haggling with Courtney, who 

was draped across the bar gesticulating furiously at her receipt. 

“New friend of yours?” 

“He works with my dad on the ski patrol.” 

“You’re with Tim? Let me say hi.” 

“No, I’m not with Tim. It’s almost three in the morning. He also knows Courtney.” 

“My favorite person.” 

“Come on.” 

“No, you come on, Sarah. Maybe I shouldn’t have left you up there by yourself. The 

situation sounds pretty crazy and you obviously can’t work in that environment. I should come 

back and help you. We can stay in a hotel. Order room service. I’ll get Anna to take care of 

everything.” 

“No, you don’t need to do that.” 

“I think I do.” 

“I have to go. Have fun with Jana.” Sarah hung up and ignored Mark’s immediate 

attempt to call her back. Jeff still stood next to her. “I really didn’t need you to hear that.” 

“I’m at your service.” Jeff took her by the arm to escort her. “You need me to talk to that 

guy, tell him to treat you better, I got you.” 
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“That’s really not necessary.” Courtney had resolved her dispute and was shooting 

whiskey with the bartender. “Lord. We’re going to have to drag her out of here.” 

“I think it might be. That guy obviously doesn’t know how lucky he is to have you.” 

“Oh he knows,” Sarah said wearily. “Trust me, he knows.” 

“Doesn’t sound like it to me. Besides, I have to look out for you. I know your father, and 

he’s a great guy. I wouldn’t want to let him down.” 

“I’m sure he appreciates that.” 

“I don’t know. He’s not a fan of snowboarders.” 

Sarah looked at Jeff. “Maybe you should pay a little more attention to looking out for 

Courtney.” 

“Oh, let me tell you. That one, she’s in a league all her own. But I get it. She’s an artiste, 

like me. We’re destined to be forever at odds, passing like ships in the night, but still riding the 

waves of the same ocean.” 

Sarah had no idea what he was talking about. She was suddenly very tired. 

“Anything I can do,” Jeff continued, “you just let me know.” 

“If you could drum up some research about P&G’s anti-lard campaign for me, that would 

be great.” 

Jeff smiled. “I can get you anything you want when it comes to P&G. My uncle’s the 

factory manager.” 

“I thought he was a dentist. Or married to Courtney’s mother.” 

“Wrong relatives.” 

“I don’t know how you keep it all straight.” 

Jeff shrugged. “All I’m saying is, you need an in at P&G, I got you.” 
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“I might take you up on that.” Sarah glanced around the deserted bar. Her sister was still 

MIA, but Courtney clomped over to them. 

“This place is the fucking best. I want to come here every night!” She stumbled in her tall 

shoes. “Fuck me.” 

“You going to be ok?” Jeff took off his jacket and draped it over Courtney. A large wet 

spot spread down the front of her shirt. 

“Yes, I’m fine.” Sarah leaned against the filthy bar and watched them go. Then she 

turned to find her sister walking towards her, grinning like a maniac. 

* * * 

Alexandra’s ancient Honda Civic was parked down the street from the bar. Her sister skipped 

along the sidewalk while Sarah tried not to shy away from bums huddled on the stoops. 

“Isn’t this neighborhood great?” Alexandra fiddled with her keys and pointed to an 

independent video store. 

“Yeah, it’s great if you’re looking to get relieved of your valuables.” 

Alexandra shook her head. “When did you become such a racist?” 

“It has nothing to do with race,” Sarah snapped. “All homeless people are dangerous, no 

matter what color they are.” 

Alexandra got quiet after this, but seemed to purposefully take as long as possible to 

locate her keys. Her sister unlocked the car at last and Sarah slipped gratefully inside. The Civic 

lacked both a radio and power steering. Going up a hill with passengers was a feat of strength. 

Sarah hoped that they would make it home in one piece. Alexandra piloted them back towards 

the section of the avenue that bordered the intersection with the White Castle and the shifty-

looking gas station. 
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“Just wait,” her sister suddenly announced. “In a couple of years, we won’t even be safe 

around here.” 

“I don’t think that Clifton gaslight is exactly dangerous for gay people, Alexandra.” 

“I’m not Alexandra anymore. You can call me Alexander or Alex.” 

“Sorry.” 

“See, this is something that you heteronormatives don’t even have to think about.” The 

Civic chugged slowly up the hill and onto the overpass. Alexandra pointed out the window at the 

wide drainage ditch below them. “You cross Mill Creek, and all bets are off.” 

“Then where are they coming from?” Down the hill came a pack of loudly dressed 

Amazonian women. Each sported a sky-high day-glow wig, Lucite heels, and an obscenely short 

skirt. 

“Those are drag queens, Sarah.” Alexandra spoke with scorn. “It’s completely different 

for them. Society has deemed them campy fun. They can hang out in Clifton all they want.” 

The Civic skidded across an icy patch of road and came to rest against the sidewalk. 

Alexandra turned the key. Nothing. The drag queens pointed and soundlessly opened and closed 

their painted mouths. Their breath puffed in the frozen air. 

“Oh great.” Sarah locked her door. “This is always how I pictured the end. Drowning in 

Mill Creek while mocked by drag queens.” 

Alexandra rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so melodramatic.” She spun the wheel, and the 

chords in her hands stood out with the strain. Freed from the curb, the car began to slide 

backwards down the hill. 
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Sarah shrieked, and Alexandra tried to pilot the car back towards the sidewalk, but the 

momentum was too great and they rolled all the way back down to the intersection at the bottom 

of the hill, bumping against the forced air pump at the Shell station. 

“Shit,” Alexandra rested her head against the steering wheel. Sarah extracted her phone 

from her bag. “What are you doing?” 

“Calling Dad.” 

“You don’t need to do that.” Both sisters looked out the windshield. The drag queens 

were gone and the gas station’s cashier stared at them through bulletproof glass. 

“I think I do.” Sarah pressed call. The phone rang a half dozen times before her father 

answered. In fifteen minutes, his gray Honda Element appeared at the curb. Her father wore a 

windbreaker over his pajamas and duck boots. His eyes widened when he saw Sam’s costume, 

but he made no comment. 

“You girls all right?” 

“Yes.” Sarah clambered into the back of Element. “Please get us out of here.” 

“We have to wait for the tow truck.” Her father turned to Alexandra, who still stood by 

the Civic. “You coming, Alex? It is Alex, isn’t it?” 

Her sister took a step forward. Alexandra had a winning smile when she chose to employ 

it. 

“I talked to your mother, and she explained about,” her father gestured to the 

neighborhood, “all of this.” The queens had reappeared, carrying sacks of White Castle 

hamburgers. 

“You all need some help?” One of them called. 

“No.” Tim responded. “Thank you, but we’re fine here.” 
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“Ooo I sure like that costume,” called another. “Belongs on a stage.” Alex did a little 

twirl and the queens all shrieked in appreciation. 

“Thanks!” Alex yelled back. “I’m here all week! Come by Bronz sometime!” 

“Oh we will honey!” The queens moved off and left them alone. The tow truck rounded 

the corner, and Alex climbed triumphantly into the front seat. 

“Come on then,” Tim said wearily. “Let’s go home.” 
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Chapter Seven 

 

Sarah yanked a long, army-green coat lined with rabbit pelts from its lair in the hall closet 

and belted the hideous drape tightly. She stepped into her cowboy boots. Then she exited the 

house—without alerting her father of Jeff’s presence—and took a place astride the rear of Jeff’s 

moped. 

“Sarah!” Jeff cried, beginning to pilot them down the hill. “Vintage fur is fab on you.” 

“Thanks.” Jeff’s frequent compliments of her wardrobe did lend credence to Courtney’s 

theory about him playing for the other team. After her sister’s sudden and dramatic defection, 

nothing in that arena could shock her ever again. 

“Sorry, I know it’s a little chilly for the bike.” Jeff stopped at a streetlight and turned to 

bare his teeth. “But I’m trying to reduce my carbon footprint.” He abruptly shut off the motor 

and signaled that she should dismount. “So I thought we should take the bus.” 

“Probably a good idea, since I don’t know how far we’d get on your trusty steed here.” 

“We’d get there.” Jeff tucked his helmet under one arm. “But it would take awhile, and 

the ‘tro is more efficient. I can put the moped on the front.” 

“I don’t have any cash, so I hope the moped can make it back up the hill.” 

Jeff looked at her with wonder. “No one should pay for public transit. That’s a tax levied 

by the man.” He pulled her towards the open doors in the back half of the bus, and they boarded, 

the first step towards the home of lard’s demise. 

* * * 

Sarah searched for hours, but in the end found nothing of real use in the P&G archives, 

just information about lard that she already knew. She ignored Mark’s repeated attempts to call 
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her and spent the morning and most of the afternoon filling her notebook with doodles. Then, 

Jeff insisted on taking her to the new hot dog place—both to cheer her up and, he said, so that the 

day wouldn’t be a total wash. Sarah didn’t protest much. At least she’d be able to tell Mark that 

she’d followed this suggestion, though gourmet dogs weren’t exactly cutting-edge. 

On Vine Street near the heart of downtown, Porkopolis’s neon sign cast a warm glow 

over the refurbished crown molding around the door and the fire escape that snaked up the side 

of the building. 

“I can’t believe you haven’t been here.” Jeff commandeered them two seats at the 

smooth, polished concrete bar between a group of chubby hipsters and a party of fleece-clad 

retirees. “It’s the best restaurant in the city.” 

Sarah gingerly perched on her barstool and scanned the room to see if she saw anyone 

she knew. Not completely impossible that vegetarian Courtney might still frequent this place 

with some of her fellow chefs, even though she’d proclaimed Jeff public enemy number one and 

claimed she’d be spending the day shooting Bright Lights, Midwest City. Satisfied that they were 

among only strangers, Sarah settled back in her seat to find that Jeff had already ordered her a 

murky cocktail. 

“What is this?” Sarah took a sip that drained half the glass. “Do they have any real 

drinks?” 

Jeff’s eyebrows shot up. “That is a real drink, missy.” He acquired beers from the 

mustachioed bartender. 

Sarah studied the menu. A riff on the Croque Madame nestled under black forest ham and 

béchamel sauce. A dog called the Trailer Park came wrapped in bacon. Mark would have 
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simultaneously loved this and been furious he hadn’t thought of it first. A better way for wild pig 

to be made palatable simply didn’t exist. 

“I’m ordering for you. You won’t regret it.” Jeff conferred with the bartender. 

“Seriously, though.” Sarah hooked her feet under the barstool’s rung. “Your problem is 

that you’re living here at the wrong time. Everyone knows that you’re supposed to leave during 

the most interesting part of life and then come back when you want to pop out some kids.” 

“I know the story.” Jeff straightened and began to recite as though in an elocution 

contest. “First of all: your parents. Who wants to end up like them? So you move here.” Jeff 

gestured towards the black beyond the plate-glass. They were near ground zero of the riots. “This 

very neighborhood once a place where, if you were white, you could luck into a brick through 

your windshield, a relic to hold on to when your multi-ethnic grandchildren inquire: what was all 

the fuss about race, Grampy?” 

“Very optimistic of you.” 

Jeff grinned. “Someone’s got to be.” 

The streets around still contained block after block of boarded-up windows in the derelict 

husks of old apartment buildings. If you were black, you risked a police stop-and-frisk. But the 

returning young people were drawn to the very locale once shunned by their elders. 

French fries wrapped in butcher paper arrived in a pint glass. Sarah stuffed a hunk into 

her mouth.  

Jeff sat back and watched as she polished off the entire order. Both of them used knife 

and fork to devour the enormous hot dogs on soft brioche buns that arrived on wooden planks. 

Jeff engulfed the remainder of his dog in ketchup. 

Sarah pointed. “Sacrilege.” 
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“This ketchup is gourmet.” 

“That wouldn’t fly in Austin, unless the ketchup came from native tomatoes.” Jeff cocked 

his white-blonde brow, expectant, and Sarah found herself parroting Mark’s sell for the wild pig 

push. 

Eating invasive species had recently become a dining trend on the coasts. And Texas had 

its own bogy in the form of the wild pig. Consumption of food possessing the right amount of 

social consciousness was all well and good if a dish also tasted absolutely delicious. 

“This would be an excellent vehicle.” Sarah pointed to her dog, slathered in wasabi. 

“Mark says Austin residents are a strange combo of down-home and tech-savvy. The only thing 

everyone can agree on is not paying taxes.” 

Jeff crammed an enormous piece of meat into his mouth and spoke around it. “What kind 

of a state doesn’t have taxes?” 

“This is still a free country, last time I checked.” Sarah made her words spread out in a 

drawl. “The government might tell you to get rid of your guns. Or subsidize big agriculture. You 

can find someone in Texas who’s probably against both.” 

“So basically the city of Austin is like living in a separatist commune.” 

“We’re not that far from Waco.” 

“Preferential to Cincinnati how?” 

“The whole city of Cincinnati knows it’s out of the game. The concept of Cincinnati 

being a porkopolis is about a hundred years out of date. I don’t see any pork processing plants. 

The only farm animals in this town are those stupid pig statues and that Flying Pig marathon in 

the spring.” 

Jeff smiled. “P&G isn’t exactly out of the game.” 
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“No, but they don’t use pigs anymore, and they haven’t for over fifty years. Technically 

they’re a Cincinnati company, but it’s hard to see how outsourcing all of their factories does any 

good for the population of this city.” 

Jeff slapped a hand against the concrete counter. “You’re so radicalized right now.” 

Sarah couldn’t help but return his stained grin. “Quick, find me something to occupy.” 

Jeff released a seismic belch. “Occupy that.” 

“No one takes occupiers seriously because they have terrible PR.” 

“Why don’t you make that your project instead of wasting your time trying to trendify a 

food?” 

“Of course, it wouldn’t hurt them to settle on a couple of centralized concerns.” 

“Why are you afraid of taking on a cause that really matters?” 

“Food matters a great deal. And the way that you sell a food is by making it cool.” Sarah 

gestured to their surroundings. “A la this place.” 

“No, these hot dogs are tabula rasa. You’re just projecting your opinions onto them.” 

“Everything is about something in a restaurant. I can tell you if a place is fast casual or 

formal just by looking at the type of chairs. The softer they are, the less the place is interested in 

turn and burn customers.” 

“That seems pretty obvious.” 

“You merit an obvious example.” 

“Why are we fighting right now?” Jeff creased his face with concern. 

“We have to fight. We’re in the Midwest. Ohio Against the World, right?” 

Jeff looked down at the slogan on his t-shirt and his countenance turned sheepish. “That’s 

a clothing label by this DJ I used to idolize in high school.” 
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Another bourbon drink materialized before her. Sarah’s mouth blazed with spicy sauce. 

She finished the cup off in one gulp. 

Jeff beat a rhythm on her thigh. “Don’t judge me for my youthful indiscretions.” 

The restaurant had become completely packed in the early dark. Sarah glanced around, 

and then said, “You know, I think you’re right. It doesn’t look to me like anyone is afraid to go 

downtown anymore.” 

Jeff picked up the check and studied it as though it were an unfamiliar and dangerous 

object. 

Sarah pulled out a wad of cash and threw it on the bar. She stood and looked at Jeff 

directly. “It’s almost like the race riots never even happened.” 

“In a pig’s eye.” Jeff glared murderously at a middle-aged woman vying for Sarah’s 

empty seat at the concrete bar. Her fur-coat bore a striking resemblance to Sarah’s rabbit-lined 

number. 

The woman slid onto the stool and turned to her husband. “Take that seat,” she called. 

“This young couple is leaving.” 

Sarah took Jeff’s arm and pulled him down the narrow aisle. They nearly upset a row of 

youthful diners. The rat-tail guy from the roller rink sat across from the girl with the surreal 

keyboard tattoo. Sarah braced herself for a scene, but they only gave her the briefest of glances. 

Then she and Jeff were outside in the chilly dark. Sarah leaned into the cover of tweed coat to 

light a cigarette. 

“Cincinnati makes me want to smoke,” she offered apologetically, thinking of Mark’s 

disapproving face. Jeff ignored this apology and paced before the brightly lit interior, hands 

laced behind his back. 
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“That woman thought we were a couple. I hate how old people just assume that everyone 

fits into a certain stereotype, then uses that to dismiss us.” 

“Better not tell Courtney.” 

Jeff snorted. “Like she would give a shit. She just wants to use me for sex.” He crossed 

his arms over his chest and, shockingly, choked back a sob. “I’m a piece of meat as far as she’s 

concerned.” 

Sarah had never once seen Mark cry, not even after the Thanksgiving incident. No idea 

how to proceed beyond an awkward arm pat. “I’m sure that’s not true.” This blatant lie the least 

she could so after throwing the race riots in his face, now red with emotion and tracked with 

tears. So eager, all of a sudden, to find everyone’s Achilles heel and lance it. 

“Doesn’t matter.” Jeff swiped at his face and blew his nose vigorously with a filthy 

handkerchief. Once he regained his composure, he wheeled his bike from the alley. “Let me 

show you some of why Cincinnati is great.” 

“I don’t know.” Sarah stayed put. “I’d better get home.” 

“Come on,” Jeff patted the seat. “It’s only five, it just gets dark early. It won’t kill you.” 

Sarah clambered onto the bike. Jeff piloted them away from Over-The-Rhine and up 

Central Parkway. They headed towards the place where the city rose up the hills of the university 

neighborhood. He might be taking her home to Clifton after all. 

“I thought you lived downtown,” Sarah yelled. 

“Only yuppies live downtown,” Jeff called back. “Brighton is where artists live.” 

He turned off Central Parkway and sped down an incline towards a building fronted with 

antique glass block tile windows. On either side, deserted factories with caved-in red metal roofs 
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slumped towards the pavement. They stopped in front of a recessed doorway. Sarah peered 

through the wavy glass at spotlight illuminating a dangling pair of sneakers. 

“Let me guess. Here to retrieve some crack?” 

Jeff laughed. “That’s an installation I did commenting on how art is commoditized.” 

Sarah backed towards the street. An enormous spray-painted cartoon popsicle leaked 

purple droplets below an old sign that said Ice Cream Factory. “You do that, too?” 

“No, it’s a mystery. The way art should be. People overvalue the personality factor of the 

artist. Someone gets famous enough and they can sell anything, even if it’s shit. Like Mr. 

Brainwash in Exit Through the Gift Shop ripping off Banksy and those other guys. People 

fucking ate it up. The whole point was about being anonymous, not getting paid.” 

Sleet began again in earnest. Sarah crowded next to Jeff under the tattered awning. “I 

don’t see anything wrong with making money by producing a popular product. Isn’t every 

artist’s secret goal to get famous enough to be paid?” 

“You’re in marketing.” 

“All those artists are making advertisements for Pepsi now.” Sarah returned Jeff’s smug 

grin. “I can watch art documentaries too.” 

“Those guys all sold out. They came up in the morally bankrupt end of the millennium.” 

“They didn’t sell out, they just got older. Where have all the hippies gone, gone to 

Volvos every one.” 

“Gen X did nothing to help when the Boomer’s wrecked everything with their greed-is-

good mentality. Now not even art is safe.” 

A car backfired in the distance and Sarah jumped. “Art seems particularly unsafe around 

here.” 
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“That’s the whole point. Normally galleries move in and gentrification follows. We’ve 

got to keep this area fringe, it has been since the ‘60s.” Jeff undid a heavy paddock from around 

an iron gate. “Besides, it hasn’t been that dangerous since they redid the biker bar around the 

corner.” 

“What about the bikers, don’t they deserve a space?” Sarah hustled behind the gate. 

Jeff continued up the steeply pitched flight of stairs. Sarah followed. Jeff slid a heavy 

wooden plank along castors and ushered her into an unheated space with a concrete floor. Cat 

tracks ran along the ceiling. A chaotically heaped mattress occupied the exact center of the room. 

“I stay here. At the moment.” Jeff crossed to a freestanding wood stove with a pipe that 

led up the high wall. He muscled open the heavy metal door. “Bring me some kindling.” 

Sarah found a stack of pine to her right, surrounding a chopping block with an axe stuck 

into it. “You split wood inside?” 

Jeff placed her offering atop a fire-starter in the stove. “Too cold to do it outside.” 

Spindling flames popped as they consumed twigs. Sarah moved close and rubbed her 

hands together. “So, is the idea to feel like a hobo?” 

“I came to this warehouse to live deliberately.” 

“Lots of possibilities for remodeling, though. A blank slate.” 

Jeff shrugged. “I like this place the way that it is.” He went over to a camp stove set atop 

a stack of concrete blocks and tossed a chunk of frozen meat into a frying pan. 

“How are you still hungry?” 

“I made this goetta from some deer that one of my friends shot last fall.” Jeff smiled. 

“And I’m always hungry. If I only I could find a good woman to feed me. That’s what my 

mother says, anyway.” 
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Sarah meandered over to a bookshelf made from cinderblocks and plywood stretching the 

full length of the towering wall. An accumulation of black and silver audio equipment hunkered 

along the length of the middle shelf, but books filled the rest. Sarah gestured like a Price is Right 

showgirl. “Back copies of your graphic novel?” 

Jeff darted his eyes over the spines. “My mom’s an English professor. She made me go to 

college for a while before I convinced her that I’d be better off educating myself. So she gave me 

all of her old books to help me out.” 

“The school of hard knocks.” 

“What do those professors really know, anyway?” Jeff tossed the spatula in an easy arc. 

“Does your mom know about you and Courtney?” 

“Of course not.” Jeff lifted a bit of meat and sniffed it experimentally. “None of her 

business.” 

“Listen, you shouldn’t take what Courtney does personally. She has issues.” 

“We’re all emotionally damaged.” Jeff’s big frame moved gracefully about the makeshift 

kitchen. “It’s the hallmark of our generation.” 

“I don’t think that’s true. I’m not emotionally damaged.” 

Jeff turned and raised blonde brows. “Aren’t you?” 

“No, I don’t think that I am.” Sarah considered for a moment. “Maybe because my 

parents are still together.” 

“Could be.” A booming sound echoed through the space and Sarah jumped. Jeff gave a 

wolfish grin. “Relax, nothing unsafe is happening.” 
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He strode across the room and creaked the heavy door open. Sarah craned her neck but 

couldn’t see around. Jeff conferred for a moment and then turned, still blocking the space behind 

him, and slid the panel back again. 

“What was that about?” 

“Business transaction.” Jeff waggled his brows, returned to the frying pan. 

“What business, exactly?” 

“Man has to have some secrets.” 

“I was ready for it to be my dad.” 

“Did you tell him that we were hanging out today?” 

“No.” Sarah shook her head to an offered spatula of the greased oleaginous substance. 

“Did you tell him that Mark and I are engaged?” 

“I would never betray your trust.” 

“I just can’t figure out why he was so curious about you when all I said was that I ran into 

you at Alex’s drag show.” 

“That dead skier was transgendered. Did he tell you that?” 

“No.” Sarah tilted her head back and to track the path of the smoke billowing from the 

cook stove vent and floating towards the ceiling. “I have no idea what’s going on with my father, 

and I think he’s trying to keep it that way.” 

“I wouldn’t take it personally.” Jeff crossed to stand beside her. 

“How can I not?” Sarah found herself beginning to choke up. “It’s like, I leave town for a 

year and when I come back everything’s all messed up around here. I don’t know what to do 

about it.” 
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“It’s not your fault.” Jeff rubbed her back reassuringly. “Our parents have their own 

reasons for keeping secrets. We just have to forgive them when they mess up, just like we want 

them to do for us.” 

Sarah sighed to indicate that she didn’t agree with Jeff’s easy dismissal of her father’s 

recent sketchy behavior, but didn’t move when Jeff wrapped his arms around her and rested his 

chin atop her head. They stood in silence while the woodstove crackled until the fire burned 

itself out, neither moving nor speaking as the vast space around them chilled and grew dark. 
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Chapter Nine 

 

There had always been a touch of genius in Steve’s madness, and in matters of Steve v. 

University, he generally triumphed. Steve could talk up and get funding for even the most 

unlikely schemes. He gloried in being outside of the box, brought in the most expensive 

machines available and stole graduate students from other labs. 

In the crowded bar, Steve turned from his latest crowd of admirers to slap Tim on the 

back and pump his hand. “Aren’t you glad I rescued you?” 

Tim knew he had passed the point of rescue a week earlier, but he smiled and said, 

“Sure.” 

“I know how your wife gets before one of these parties. She makes enough food for an 

army and you’re not allowed to touch anything, or even breathe in the vicinity of the kitchen.” 

Steve slid a scotch across the bar. “Angie’s at home, readying her warpaint for battle. The two of 

them couldn’t be more different.” 

“I don’t know about that.” Tim sipped cautiously. 

Steve paused, considering. “Guess you have a point there.” He placed an elbow on the 

bar. “Women are all about appearances, aren’t they? They just manifest differently. Helen’s 

housekeeping could win awards. Angie, I’ve never known her to meet a cleaning product that 

she would touch. And she will burn any food item that makes the mistake of crossing her path.” 

“Now, I remember she used to bring all kinds of delicious treats into the lab.” 

“And where do you think she got those cupcakes from?” Steve laughed. “Kroger, Tim! 

You’ve always had a soft spot for Angela, I know. But trust me: the woman can’t bake and never 

could.” 
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“Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on her?” Tim couldn’t stop himself from 

defending Angie, though he was terrified that Steve would somehow figure out what had 

happened between after the therapy session. He felt so paranoid that he’d even begun to suspect 

that Angie might have set up this meeting at the bar on purpose to get intelligence on what Steve 

did and did not know. He slugged scotch to avoid Steve’s quizzical expression. 

Steve sighed. “Guess I am. I married her even though she couldn’t cook.” He grinned. 

“So it looks like I was ahead of my time regarding women who have no interest in the domestic 

front.” He summoned the bartender for another round but Tim begged off. “Kids today think 

they invented questioning the system, you know? We know better though. We’re old hat. Well, 

some of us are anyway.” He slapped Tim’s forearm and released a merry chuckle. “I know you 

prefer an old fashioned gal yourself.” 

Tim drained the rest of his drink and turned to the bar to avoid looking Steve in the eye. 

“Maybe I’ll have another, too,” he said to the bartender. 

“Course here we are, both hiding out from our wives, so I concede your original point 

about our wives having something in common.” 

Steve raised his glass in a toast. But Tim hadn’t even gotten his second drink when Jeff 

strode into the bar and made a beeline. 

“Tim, my man!” Jeff beamed. “Been worried about you.” He pulled up a seat without 

being invited. 

Steve smiled. He loved young people. “You’re just in time to see me change this man’s 

life!” 

Startled, Tim jumped in. “Now, Steve, hold on a minute. You don’t need to bore Jeff with 

shop talk.” 
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“Science is infinitely interesting to everyone, Tim.” Jeff nodded in agreement. “We’re all 

made of the same stuff, and we all want to know what that stuff is, don’t we?” Tim sipped his 

drink as Steve swiveled in the direction of Jeff, who gazed with devoted attention. “You see, 

young man.” 

“Jeff.” 

Steve grinned. “Jeff. All of us are engaged in a losing battle with our chromosomes. 

Modern medicine has allowed us to keep getting older and older, but we haven’t figured out how 

to stop our bodies from breaking down on the cellular level. Now, there’s been some evidence 

that regulating diet and using certain physical and mental exercises can help slow the process, 

but in the end we all run out of telomeres and the good stuff in our DNA gets cut off instead 

during cell division.” Steve produced a yellow pencil from his jacket pocket. “Imagine that the 

end of the DNA is like an eraser. Every time the DNA gets copied, you lose a little bit, until 

eventually you run out all together.” 

Jeff studied the implement as though it were from an ancient civilization. “So you’re 

saying you can stop this process.” 

“Well, it’s tricky. They’ve done it with mice and a certain species of worm. But that’s not 

what I’m working on. I leave that to the big guns in the medical community. I want to change the 

quality of life, not the quantity. Now, we start to lose our memories. Then we lose ourselves.” 

Jeff tapped out a message on his iPhone before responding. “I think it’s different now, 

since we have online communities. We can preserve our pasts in a new way and we can decide 

what material goes into that narrative. No generation has ever had that kind of control over 

society. It’s almost like a hive-mind is reinforcing our identity, but we get to be in charge of the 
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materials that go into the hive. It’s a kind of freedom that’s hard for Boomers to wrap their heads 

around.” 

Tim grunted. “Pretty sure we invented most of the stuff you kids think is cool nowadays.” 

“Not all of us kids think that way.” Jeff turned to Tim. “Sarah. She’s, like, from your era. 

I think that’s why she’s so anti-Cincinnati. She feels trapped by all of these people from her past. 

But that’s not how any town works anymore. We don’t live in a place. We live online.” 

Tim frowned. He didn’t appreciate Jeff’s summation of his daughter, nor did he like the 

thought of the two of them spending time together. “I’m sure Sarah knows more about how the 

Internet works than the three of us put together.” 

Jeff held up his hands, fingers spread. “I mean no disrespect.” 

Steve hooted. “I like your generation, Jeff. You’re very optimistic. It reminds me of the 

‘60s. But memory is a tricky thing. Notoriously unreliable. That’s why eyewitness testimony is 

worthless. It doesn’t matter who serves as the custodian of the past when the brain can pull the 

rug out from under you at any moment. And here’s the other thing about getting older: you 

realize that there’s a lot of stuff that you don’t want to keep with you.” Steve interlaced his 

fingers. “You’re trapped in a vicious cycle. What if I could give you the option of changing how 

you remember events by manipulating the very matter of the brain itself?” 

Tim shook his head. “You’re giving Jeff science fiction.” He turned to the boy. “We’ve 

isolated a protein that plays a role in memory loss unrelated to Alzheimer’s disease. If we can 

boost that protein, we can improve memory. But that doesn’t give your old memories back. It 

just helps you form new ones.” 
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Steve grinned. “Oh, we’re going to be able to do much more than that by the time we’re 

through. Tim, I have a proposition for you. I want you to come to Maine with me. Bring Helen. 

Hell, bring the whole family if you want. You think you can make that happen?” 

“You’ll never get Sarah out of Texas,” Jeff said. 

“Is Angie going?” Tim could have punched himself, but Steve seemed unfazed. 

“Well that’s a very good question. I don’t know if she wants to go. She might be a little 

more interested if you and Helen were there.” 

“I thought you were going to stick around Cincinnati and work on a new project with 

me.” 

“Well, that’s where things get a little bit tricky. They’re already watching me due to the 

investigation.” 

Tim’s vision began to blur around the edges. What the hell was Steve up to? He 

wondered if his body manifested this physic discomfort and tried to keep his expression neutral. 

Jeff looked stoked to be witness to this conversation. “Oh yeah, someone’s always 

watching. We live in a surveillance society.” 

Steve turned to Jeff. “Now you’re the sort that can be trusted with sensitive information, 

right?” Jeff nodded vigorously. “Good.” 

“Steve, I don’t understand why we can’t just do the experiment here. Why don’t you tell 

me what this is all about?” 

“The board told me to shut it down, that’s why. No imagination. Five years from now, 

they’ll be kicking themselves.” 

“So we’ve got nothing.” 
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Steve leaned in, lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ve got private backing, 

too. I spent the last three years getting investors to sign on. I’m not technically allowed to take 

any of my data with me if the University is involved.” Steve directed this last bit of explanation 

to Jeff, eyes the size of saucers, though Tim wasn’t sure if this policy was even true. 

“I thought you were against going private.” 

Steve pounded his fist on the bar. “I was Tim, I was! But we’re living in a different time 

now. I’ve got a bunch of seed money. After a recession, there’s always a venture boom. People 

think: why don’t I start something for myself? And capital flows in. We’ve got to get in on this 

upswing. I thought we’d be able to work within the system, but we can’t.” Steve leaned forward. 

“You remember what it was like when we were young, and the world seemed full of endless 

possibilities?” 

Tim had never been that kind of young person, but he nodded. 

“This is that kind of marketplace. It’s like the ‘60s, but instead of communalism driving 

innovation, it’s privatization. But if that competition results in the best possible product for all of 

mankind, and why should the means matter if the ends are in the right place? You know how 

long it takes university research to get through the patent system, or past the FDA. It’s a snarl 

that slows progress.” 

“Those regulations are there for a reason. You remember what it was like when they 

didn’t test extensively enough. Citizens paid the price.” 

“But now we’re too regulated, Tim. We’re facing a stranglehold, and you know the 

funding is drying up. Well, maybe you don’t know. I write the grants.” 

“I thought you taught modern dance,” Tim said dryly. 
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“The only way we can pull this off is with private funding. Besides, the government 

auctions off medical advances to the highest bidder anyway.” Steve clapped a hand on Tim’s 

shoulder. “I know I was against going private for a long time Tim. But you’re going to have to 

trust me on this one. The government’s just as bought and paid for as the private sector. If we 

don’t do something to make sure that everyone has access to scientific breakthroughs, we’re 

going to end up with a country where the haves live a better, longer, more fulfilling life than the 

have-nots. And it will be our fault, Tim, because we sat around and waited for NIH money that’s 

never coming.” 

“We won’t own the data.” 

“It’s a small price to pay. Sometimes you have to break a few eggs, right?” 

Satisfied with his pitch, Steve downed his drink and stood. He opened his arms and 

seemed to address the entirety of the filling bar. “Imagine what the world would be like if you 

could change your memory, or add new memories without putting in hours of tedious work to 

learn a new trade? Sky’s the limit!” 

Tim rose from his barstool. Steve’s propositions that the brain could become as malleable 

as clay dallied at the entrance to the realm of madness, but the possibilities of optogenetics were 

intriguing. There’d just been a study he’d looked up about a team reprograming mice’s minds. 

They’d placed the rodents in a chamber and allowed them to explore it. Then, they placed the 

mice a second chamber with an electric floor, implanting the false memories of the original 

chamber so that the mice falsely associated the shock, and when they returned to the first 

compartment they cringed in fear. Tim figured this type of experiment for what Steve had been 

up to with the mice he’d sent. No longer content to be in the dark, Tim spent the week reading 

every article on optogenetics that he could get his hands on, alone under the buzzing lights of the 
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medical sciences library. And epigenetics indicated that environmental pressures could be passed 

down through the generations, changing the way DNA replicated itself and leading to behavior 

change as surely as any mutation did. People were already racing to develop drugs that targeted 

the epigenetic markers causing depression and anxiety, seeking to enhance memory and learning.  

The three of them walked out into the bracing cold. Jeff hopped onto his scooter, waved, 

and motored away. 

“Nice kid,” Steve said. “Dating your daughter?” 

“No. You’ll meet her boyfriend tonight.” 

“Too bad. He seems pretty smart for a young guy.” 

Tim began to respond in the negative, but stopped himself. Perhaps Jeff was smart, 

perhaps he wasn’t. Steve’s estimation of the situation didn’t much matter, and, besides, he 

obviously had no idea of Tim’s involvement with his own wife. Looking at Steve, grinning as he 

titled his head up to take in the falling snow, an overwhelming pang of guilt arose. He would 

allow Steve to think he agreed with him. He might even let Steve to talk him into blowing up 

both of their jobs at UC in order to follow him on his latest quest for glory. 

“I want you to think this over before you make any decisions. Talk about it with your 

wife. Maybe not tonight, though. I’m sure she’s got her hands full.” Steve eyed his watch, an 

expensive-looking gadget with a squadron of movable parts circling the center dial. “Speaking of 

which, we’d better hustle.” 

Tim thought about what it would mean to move to Maine, leave his whole life in 

Cincinnati behind. And Angie would be there too. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He 

couldn’t have Angie and Maine. And what if Steve did discover some way to enable them all to 

live forever? Did he want his life to continue on exactly the way it was? Loading his bike onto 
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the rack behind Steve’s car, Tim felt no less sure of the future that he had that afternoon in the 

overnight room. Steve stood by the open door, waving Tim into the car, ready to drive them both 

to immortality. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

Sarah crept past the intersection with the White Castle and Shell station—how long ago 

last Sunday night seemed—then a store carrying tombstones for nearby Hyde Cemetery. Mark 

crowded his window. 

“I love that there’s a graveyard store on the way to this bar,” he crowed, snapping photos 

with his phone. 

“Make sure you get the restaurant supply store right next door.” Sarah pointed through 

the windshield. 

“Growth beside decay. Hope beside doom.” Mark sighed dramatically. “What a weird 

world that we live in.” 

Sarah restrained herself from reaching across the car, grabbing Mark by his handsome 

face, and shaking him. The evening had been a spectacular disaster thus far and relief did not 

seem forthcoming. Sarah couldn’t believe Alex had gotten that Steve Ault guy involved in the 

parade choreography, perhaps a deliberate move of sabotage. No matter. Sarah knew how to 

handle people—people who weren’t related to her by blood or marriage, at least—and she 

wouldn’t let some old guy ruin her reality TV agenda. She’d already informed Alex that she’d be 

showing up herself to regulate, if necessary, during their drag practice the next morning. That 

problem solved, she’d turned to the next: how to weasel out of the Apocalypse party that 

Courtney had invited them to, where Jeff would surely be lurking, plotting her demise. But there 

had been no solution to that, and she’d been forced to bring Mark along the Gypsy Hut. 
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They passed the wide green fields where Sarah played soccer as a child, now covered 

over with an icy crust, and then the main entrance to Hyde Cemetery loomed on their left. 

They’d gone too far. Sarah turned onto a street that cut back into the neighborhood. 

“Shit.” Sarah pulled into the barricaded gates of a vacant lot. “I have no idea where we 

are.” 

“You can never be lost in the digital age.” Mark puttered on his phone. “Turn around and 

take the first right.” Sarah backed the car up. They cruised down a narrow street lined with 

candy-colored row houses. Mark demanded that she stop so he could take pictures. “Maybe that 

middle color for the A-frame house?” 

“Sure.” Sarah ticked her fingers against the steering wheel while Mark snapped away, 

oblivious. Mark’s interference with her agenda commenced as soon as he’d shown up 

unannounced at the worst possible time. Later, while they were each alone in a twin bed in the 

arctic room, he asked where Sarah had been all day, and, then, if she wanted to place bets on 

how long this phase of Alex’s would last, as though they were both parenting a rambunctious 

teenager. Sarah pretended to be asleep to avoid answering either question. She had no plans to 

mention Bright Lights, Midwest City to him, or disclose the failure of her P&G trip. Mark would 

surely come up with some other angle for her to get the information that Jana Painter needed, and 

put a maddeningly positive spin on the whole situation. Sarah didn’t want to be talked back into 

the lard project, or hear about the restaurant and its progress, or discuss the possibility of Chelsea 

teaching her how to can vegetables out at Green Hope, a scheme Mark had already mentioned 

more than once via event invites on her Facebook page. In truth, she’d had enough of the Texas 

Hill Country and its farms; her allegiance now was to Cincinnati, and her family. 
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Down another forsaken street, and then they came out on a deserted road that ran the 

length of Hyde Cemetery. Sarah pulled over next to an open gate. She turned to Mark. “You 

wanna see something cooler than where aging hipsters go to die?” 

“I don’t know how the midwestern bar we’re going to tonight could be topped,” Mark 

cracked. But, game as always, he hopped out of the car and followed her onto the grounds. 

“This is where I learned to drive,” Sarah said. 

Mark reached to take her hand. They crossed a gravel path and began walking among the 

marble tombstones. 

“Cincinnati must have been quite a town one hundred years ago. They really went all 

out.” Mark stopped in front of an enormous mausoleum. “This place reminds me of New 

Orleans. You know, those above ground cemeteries.” 

“You never told me you’d been there.” 

“Well, you can gamble in Louisiana. And drink when you’re 18.” 

Sarah lowered herself to the grass. Mark sat down beside her and started a rambling story 

about a crazy party he’d gone to in New Orleans. Sarah looked up at the distant stars and willed 

Mark to finish babbling. But then, she also wanted him to keep talking, since it would delay their 

arrival at the bar. Then she gave herself a fierce metal shake: she needed to figure out a plan, and 

fast. The situation was spiraling out of control—taking refuge in a graveyard was a move she 

never would have imagined herself doing even as recently as a week prior. 

Sarah rose. “We don’t have to go to this event. It’ll be lame. Let’s just get out of here and 

go back to my parents’ house.” She had a wild flash of sneaking out to the Apocalypse party 

after Mark was asleep, easing down the back stairs and then rolling the car out of the driveway. 
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“I’m sure we’ll have a great time.” Mark smiled hopefully, high spirits restored. He 

reached out to trace the carved name on the block of stone beside them. “We always do.” 

“Look, I have to tell you something before we go.” Sarah’s stomach rebelled, but she 

pressed forward, beginning with the P&G trip and concluding with the incident in the warehouse. 

She stared out over the neat rows of headstones, not daring to look at Mark until she’d finished. 

She needn’t have worried. Mark was still smiling, reclined on the ground like he was taking his 

ease in any old park on a pleasant spring day, rather than listening to her confessions in a 

freezing graveyard. 

“I knew something was up.” 

“I’m really sorry. Things just got out of hand.” 

“It’s not a big deal.” Mark reached up and grasped her calf. He squeezed reassuringly. “In 

fact, it’s kind of a funny coincidence.” 

“What, did someone on the plane try to get you to join the mile-high club?” 

“I wasn’t going to tell you until tomorrow. I want you to enjoy your evening. But that 

night when I talked to you and I was at the A-frame house got a little out of control, and Jana 

kind of ended up making out with Brice in front of me.” 

Sarah fought the impulse to flee into the frigid dark and hide out in someone’s final 

resting place. 

“Isn’t it weird that almost the same thing happened to both of us? I think it’s a sign that 

we should never be apart again.”  

When she trusted herself to speak, Sarah said, “Is that the same thing?” 

“Basically.” Mark sighed. “You just never know about people.” 
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“So you were just sitting there, minding your own business, and all of a sudden Jana 

Painter, my boss, starts getting freaky with Brice?” Sarah could not stop her voice from 

escalating with anger. 

Mark rose to his knees. “Hey. I didn’t get mad at you.” 

“I’m not the one getting into inappropriate sexual situations with your employer!” 

“Don’t you see though? You’ve got dirt on Jana, and now there’s no way she won’t hire 

you. Well, I’ve got dirt, which is basically the same thing. You don’t even have to worry about 

P&G, you can just come back home with me tomorrow. And the best part is, you can tell her 

we’re married and she won’t be able to do a thing about it.” 

“It almost seems like you planned this.” 

“I just took advantage of a situation that arose.” In the flash of passing headlights that 

beamed briefly over the wall, Mark’s face was deadly serious. “I thought you’d be happy about 

it.” 

Sarah extracted her bronzer and began ferociously dusting her cheeks. She stared into the 

murk of her flushed reflection in the barely visible compact mirror. “You wanted me to try for 

this job, and then you won’t even let me get it by myself. You’re forcing me to blackmail my 

boss.” 

“Jana got herself into this.” Mark got to his feet and took a step towards her. 

“What possessed you to invite Jana to the A-frame house?” 

“Socializing isn’t off limits just because you’re working with someone. We’re a team, 

Sarah. I happen to be better at the networking aspect.” 

Sarah snorted. “Better at it than I am? I’m the one with a degree in public relations.” 
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“Sweetie.” Mark reached into her bag, extracted the Ziploc of Luckies, and lit one for 

her. Sarah held it to her mouth, her fingers trembling with contained fury. “I’m always going to 

be here to help you.” 

“I don’t know,” Sarah said. “I don’t know about all of that.” 

Mark stayed quiet for a few moments, then sighed again. 

Sarah took off across the frozen grass. She felt suddenly desperate to be around the living 

again. She reached the gate and looked down the street. Revelers spilled from the façade of a bar 

that resembled an abandoned storefront. Black paint peeled from the window frames and the 

chain-link fence around the patio looked like a strong gust of wind could carry it off. 

Mark embraced her from behind. “Let’s go in.” 

“I don’t want to.” Sarah clung to the wrought iron like a lifeline. 

“Relationships don’t work without communication.” 

“Our relationship?” 

“Are you in some other relationship?” Mark produced the velvet box from her purse and 

popped the container open. They both stared down at the ring. 

“The immediate problem is that ring only goes with my ironic ‘80s outfit,” Sarah 

cracked. “On the plus side, this cemetery would be an ideal locale for another faux proposal.” 

Mark appeared to seriously consider this suggestion for a moment. Then he snapped the 

box shut and slid it into his jacket pocket. “I know I should have gotten the ring you wanted. But 

it seemed so perfect for us to get engaged that night, like we would have the best story, and I’d 

made such a great impression on your parents that they would go for it.” 

“But the whole thing would be made up! We’re already married.” 

“So what?” Mark gave her his dazzling grin. “Why does that matter?” 
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Sarah couldn’t explain why, all of a sudden, she strongly and fiercely felt that it mattered 

most of all. 
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